CHAPTER 35.0
Time Frame: Chapter 24, around the time of the events on Ingles VI.

Mathaniel Jarvis fell from high above Little Mountain. 

Quietly save for the wind that blew in his ears as he fell through the invisible dark thickness of the night time planetary atmosphere. Peacefully despite the cold he felt within, a numbness like no other throughout his limp body that prevented all forms of panic and distress; those days were over now; they never had begun.
Although he fell, and he could see the jagged earth clearly far below, it never appeared that he had ‘gained’ on the end of his trip. He was not flying. Not floating. He was falling, and yet he fell for a long time; he fell far longer than Little Mountain’s great known height. For the long, drawn out hesitation putting focus on his doom he dared not take his eyes off of it. There was a fear that such a trip would not end, although paradoxically his end would be his death for certain.
Against his own wishes he looked up from the ground that was still miles below when the first rays of light shined on him. The thought of the sun was replaced with a tremendous feeling of awe as the wintry clouds to the west bore clouds that churned and shaped themselves with their own sunlight; into the shape of an immaculate creature, hands stretched out towards him. He was never scared, never feared the hands, inspired he reached for them. From the clouds a voice spoke to him like no other.

“[You tremble no longer when I catch you in my soft hands. In my Lands you will lay in special flowers.]”

The clouds became hands. They positioned themselves under Mathaniel to catch him, and the hands caught him.

Yet he fell, and when he looked down the last thing he was a small rock a inch from his nose…

“ACK!”
Mathaniel sat up sharply to force himself to wake up, find himself in his bed, in his home, with his father falling backwards in shock. Any tiredness of the late hour did not exist in his eyes, his limbs, or his chest. He sat up, sweating profusely and not quite sure what just had happened.
“Ah shit,” said Alouka, sitting up with a big grimace on his face. “Damn! My back!”

“Dad?” Blinking after he had caught his breath, Mathaniel realized that his father was in his room.
The familiar voice of Magus Orrick cut through the darkness of the house. “Is all well, Alouka?” The sounds of his small feet were barely audible on the wooden floor only because it he was running from the front door to Mathaniel’s bedroom door. He spoke again just outside the room. “Are you well, Alouka?”
“Yeah, yeah Orrick, I’m minty!” Mathaniel was out of bed finally and helping his father up. Alouka assured him with gestures that he was fine and said to his son, “Orrick’s here, Son, as you can hear….and feel.”

Mathaniel nodded and quickly got dressed without immediately be told to do so or ask why Orrick was at his home at such a late hour; his dream fading away within the boundaries of mind, replaced by his own, real time curiosity. Undoubtedly it stood to reason that something was amidst. He walked out into the main room, catching the last parts of a quiet, but somewhat heated conversation between Alouka and Orrick.
“I should know! Not because I’m a township leader; because he’s my son!” Alouka spoke excitedly in his hushed whispered.
“Again I cannot tell you,” said Orrick diplomatically. “I need remind you of these facts: your son is a man; your son is becoming a Magus. Both are out of your hands.” He noted Mathaniel and his change in cantor brought the conversation between the two to an end. “Study Mathaniel, there is a situation. Come with me now.”

Giving his father one last look the young Study followed along side his much shorter Magus, actually having to adjust his stride to match Orrick’s better pace. There was no missing the urgency in him; there was missing the other Studies. Down the snowy, very cold trail quite a ways from his home Mathaniel asked, “What’s wrong, my Magus?”

“No talking!” Orrick’s biting comment had the desired affect. “Open your senses, follow me, and remain silent.”
Mathaniel nodded and did the best he could; which wasn’t good no thanks to Orrick’s attempts at putting down his anxieties. The situation nonetheless was transparent, and adding to the dangerous nature of it was the more than usual Guardian presence on the unusually darkened streets; almost invisible in their fully armored best, equipped heavy with larger, longer versions of their powerful blasters. He couldn’t remember seeing so many in one place and only the subtle sounds of broken twigs in the deep darks of the surrounding forest told him there were many more. The Force would have helped him sense them all out, but something was wrong with it. He could feel it, but there was disconnects that were intermediately abbreviated at random. Often this was referred to as a disturbance in the Force; in this case, with emotions running high amongst the Guardians, it was a great disturbance.
They proceeded into Fort Angelleia, entering the normally well lit front entrance that was awash in a darkening light of red. When the door closed behind them, Magus Orrick broke his silence when he came to a complete stop. “We have a state of affairs that will require us conduct matters that perhaps require your learned skills against our own people, Mathaniel.” He looked the youth square in the eye. “I must know now: will there be a difficulty?”
For a second Mathaniel became apprehensive and uncertain. Never before had he considered that what he had learned and what he was learning was ever going to be used against his fellow Vhinech. The next second he remembered what he had been taught since he was a pup from his very own mother; about duty and the keeping of his word, with all that enforced under Orrick by swearing an Oath of Loyalty to Presence. In the third second he was offended that Magus Orrick ask the question. In the forth he realized that Orrick had to.
By the fifth second Mathaniel cleared his mind and recommitted himself to all that he had learned. “No Magus. My first duty is to shelter the innocent by ending the guilty; whoever and whatever that may be.”

Orrick regarded him and said, “You will hesitate, you will flinch, and you will fail.” Before Mathaniel could ask any more questions his Magus gestured for him to come. Following, Orrick spoke on a completely different subject. “What you are about to see will be self explanatory, but it will never leave your lips. Tell not even your allies.”

The next moment Mathaniel found himself in a large room filled with more, tensed up Guardians gathered in front of a bank of large monitors looking at the biggest monitor centralized on the wall; all controlled by the Guardian Bandre high above a centralized platform. Instinctively the group parted to allow Orrick and Mathaniel to find the front row; there Ogwa Newhausen stood with both Bealas Nowen and Meggie Tanuaght going over what was clearly a real time sensor scan of New Paradasia. It showed various, detailed forms of homes, of beings laying in their beds asleep or stirring. Seemingly in the middle of all this high tech detection was a lack of it; a large, bulbous blank in which no information existed, covering a town block, and moving about.
“…it’s definitely moving at a pace of a walk,” said Nowen. He gestured out towards the screen, making imaginary line. “We still don’t know if there’s a sizeable force within it.”

“What’s causing it?” spoke Ogwa with authority in his voice Mathaniel never heard the wise old Guardian speak before. Then he saw the two Force users, regarding Orrick more. “The Force?”

“If it is a sizeable contingent of Vhinech using it in unity it could very well be.” Orrick stepped closer to the command group; Mathaniel planned to stay on the edge of the group until Orrick motioned for him to join him at his side. Suddenly Mathaniel felt so out of place; Orrick appeared too comfortable; the difference between the ready and the not so ready. “According to your own readings the number of Vhinech in the River Delta area are changing rapidly with each passing of this bubble. It speaks to me that either these aggressive Vhinech are attempting to confuse you, or these Vhinech are completely stupid. You do not come and go from an advantage.”
Meggie looked to Orrick and asked, “Can you tell, though, if it is Vhinech using the Force?”

After a few seconds of closed eyes, Orrick said, “It is too distant. I must put forth this: if it were a sizable Vhinech force producing such a Force Hiding shield I would have felt them for certain.”

“Would, or could?” asked Nowen carefully. He then asked, “And how many does it take to make a shield that large?”

“I would know for even Magus Prophet was not so gifted as to generate a Force Hiding shield that prevented his own kind from sensing him at the same time.” With confidence Orrick pointed a funny, fury finger towards the screen. “To generate such an expansive, coherent Force Hiding shield it would require perhaps hundreds of Vhinech.” He pointed out a small, changing number on the screen; the only coherency about it was its red color and the minus sign before the numbers. It appeared that every second in a six second span of observing silence it changed, going from thirty-five to seventy-seven to five to one hundred and three to forty-one. “The gain and loss of the population of River Delta does not support the sizeable force theory.”
“We still don’t know what exactly is causing the bubble,” said Ogwa sternly and pointedly. His apprehension was in his constantly gripping hands that he held together at the small of his back. “And we don’t know what’s happening within it. You can’t say with certainty we’re not in danger.”

“No, I cannot,” admitted Orrick. “There is a considerable disturbance in the Force that cannot be ignored.”

“With that I cannot ignore anything.” Ogwa looked to Nowen, and then to Meggie. “We run a fifty by fifty, flank north and south.” When they nodded he looked to Magus Orrick and asked, “Can you and your Study separate? One go with Meggie; the other with Nowen?”
“I have reservations, but I see the need for separatism.” Orrick looked to Mathaniel, and then gestured his head towards Nowen. “Go with him. Protect him and his personnel with your life.”

In some ways Mathaniel was relieved that he was going with Nowen. It had been two weeks since he and the Nubian had ascended Little Mountain and they weren’t necessarily constant speaking friends. However in that day they spent he had grown to like him, and the man was very sure of himself when it came to his profession. He was certain he would not need to save his life or the lives of his personnel under his command; in turn they could protect him from his own short comings.
They wasted no time with the assignments given. Both group leaders with Vhinech at their sides exited the fort, found their groups, and quickly moved out as quietly as possible; Ogwa remained behind to muster the remaining Guardian forces, preparing them for any possible reinforcement deployment if either or both groups encountered trouble; also they shored up the center of New Paradasia to protect Fort Angelleia, the only sure and secured fall back position. Nowen lead his group to the north; Meggie towards the south on a sweeping flank that would take them close to Flat Rock before they reached the Posspel Valley; both moved along the line of the Hardship River. Open channel, tight beam lines were continuous to both Nowen and Meggie to alert them of any changes in the sensor detection; although the practice hampered the MITES just as much as the jamming bubble did they had no choice.
Along the way, as they got within a half mile of the bubble’s shell, Mathaniel felt something in the Force that was familiar but faint. It bugged him enough to make him stop and try to get a read on it. At the same time fifty-one Guardians and one hundred and two eyes fell on him quickly and just as quickly he noted it with some embarrassment. 

Nowen was on him quickly from the front. He whispered in a tough tone, “What.”

“It’s not danger,” assured Mathaniel quietly. “It’s…a prodding feeling I can’t get rid of. It’s of something or someone I know.” He shook his head. “I don’t know.”

“Tell me this: is it up ahead.” When Mathaniel shook his head, Nowen made a gesture and even in the furthest dark the Guardians had seen it and began to move. He put a firm hand on top of the young Tigra-Vhinech’s mane and gave his head a little shake. “Magus up, Kid. Put the target box ahead.”

Nowen quickly left Mathaniel’s side. Once again he was ahead of everyone, constantly shifting his eyes from the night vision lens in his helmet to his wrist computer. They broke the perimeter of a clear cut, and walking low they entered the northern part of River Delta township. After the division lined up on the edge Nowen consulted his wrist computer; the source of the MITES sensor jamming was more west of them, so they ended up behind it; exactly where they wanted to be.

Mathaniel finally arrived beside him. Nowen asked, “The central axis of the bubble is one hundred meters west. Do you sense anything?”

“Lots of static in the Force,” said Mathaniel after a while. “My range is very limited.” On a hunch Nowen showed him the graphical readout of the MITES sensor readings; the nearest point of the bubble was only a few feet in front of them, moving away at a walking pace. “If there were Vhinech creating this I would think we would be seeing them in some way, close by.”

Nowen nodded in agreement and understanding. He tapped a key on his wrist computer twice, and the line of Guardians to his left began to quickly sweep through the yards of River Delta, carefully going through and around gardens and clothesline left out in the winter night. One by one they took positions by houses and other hard object formations; looking and observing every open available space they passed. Nowen ordered the right side to continue to the right on a slant that brought them closer to the main road. He and Mathaniel followed suite, both carefully edging their way between houses and crossing two side streets, coming to a halt near the main road when he took note of his wrist computer.
“It stopped,” said Nowen to Mathaniel, indicating that the movement of the bubble ended. It held position statically; still blinding in its encompassment. He activated the comlink, where his transmission reached only the ears of his comrades. “It has stopped moving. We might have been spotted. Do not fire unless you absolutely detect a weapon.”
Nowen held up his left hand, palm outward and fingers open, and tapped unseen keys on his forearm. All around from different positions several other Guardians followed suit, using their armor’s own sensor systems that were independent from the MITES; they were in the process of narrowing down the target or multiple targets.
“Static rebound,” said Nowen suddenly. He looked at his readings, readied his weapon and said over his shoulder to Mathaniel, “They’re transmitting on a low band frequency. At least two of them. One’s practically three houses over, outside, and moving. Let’s go.”

‘Three houses over’ was as much as an understatement as it was a impractical term to describe the situation; it was more like three houses and their farm fields; the further they went from the center of River Delta the more rural it became. It wasn’t too long for them to reach the very last house. Taking residence along the wall Nowen stuck his left hand out around the corner to let the sensors do their job. With the indicators on silent mode the inner workings of his gauntlet vibrated to indicate the location of his target; the more vibrating pulses the closer they were; in this case the vibrations were constant.

Pulling back his hand, Nowen looked at Mathaniel, eyed a group of other Guardians that joined him at the wall, and then peered at his sensor readings. He said to the Study quietly, “There’s just one. Very close. Male. Podegran-Vhinech.” He eyed the sensors again. “He’s carrying something large in both his hands. It is the source of the jamming.”

“What could it be?” asked Mathaniel

“I don’t think it’s a bomb; the situation is not right for it.” He motioned for two other Guardians to come beside him, and together all three laid down their rifles. Nowen tapped Mathaniel on the chest. “We’re going to tackle him. Follow us.”

“Do you think that’s wise? What if it is a bomb?” Mathaniel was suddenly feeling very awkward about the whole situation. He didn’t want to hurt on of his own. Orrick’s words about hesitation and failing were beginning to make sense. He was making excuses for not doing what absolutely needed to be done.
Before Nowen said anything he held up a hand for them all to be silent. They heard someone say, “Can you hear me now?” There was a short pause, followed by, “Good.”

Nowen gave everyone close to him a look and held up three fingers; he wasn’t asking if Mathaniel was in anymore; he was or he wasn’t. Mathaniel watched the Nubian slowly curl his fingers downward, counting down from three…

Two…

One…

All four were quick around the corner, separated themselves from the pack formation they were in, and before the target could react Mathaniel had a hold of his waist and whipped him to the ground hard in a classic battrition tackle. The large device nearly cracked his head open when it hit him when the target let go of it in mid-tackle. Mathaniel rolled out of the way, holding his ringing head…

Nowen jumped hard on top of the rising target and wrapped both his arms and legs around his arms in a classic Shelob’s Snare technique. Rolling onto his back he took the Podegran-Vhinech with him, allowing for one Guardian to grab his flailing legs and the other to secure the device. From it a female voice was shrieking over and over, “Mundane! Mundane! What is transpiring!” There was a sudden sound of shock and a muffled sound from it; Meggie’s group had caught the other one on the other end.

The rest of Nowen’s personnel were on top of the scene with blaster rifles pointed right at the struggling Vhinech, who finally silenced himself physically and verbally. Nowen said to him, “Be peaceful and you won’t get hurt! You all ready in a lot of trouble.” When the others approached the target Nowen let go and his first instinct was to check his people. He looked up from his grounded position, finally noticing Mathaniel still on the ground holding his head. “Cripes! Mathaniel!”

Mathaniel didn’t hear that, nor did he felt the rest of them around him. After he took the blow to the head the sting that cascaded throughout his mind produced with it the impression of a violent struggle occurring somewhere in New Paradasia. It lasted all but a second, but it featured him screaming and crying and fighting for his very survival, being shook from one end of a small, dark room to the next, getting free, pulling free, stumbling, falling, and the last thing he saw….

“Hold still, son.” Nowen had a hold of Mathaniel and helping him back to a laying position on the ground. The Study did as he was told as the feeling of pain that had a hold of him faded away with the stillness of the night. There were some house lights coming on close to their position and a few Vhinech adults slowly approaching the secured position with lanterns and curiosity high.
“Hold still,” repeated Nowen. This time Mathaniel was helped down by another Guardian along with his friend. “You took a serious beaning there.”

His head ringing again, Mathaniel winced in pain as the ringing just ran down his body through his bones. It numbed him, and then it would go away for a few seconds. He asked, “What happened?”

Nowen put his scanning hand on top of Mathaniel’s head and said, “You got seriously cracked by that overweight comlink our buddy had.” He gestured towards the field pack sized, wood-shelled device being held up by a curious Guardian. “His partner just got snagged by Meggie. We’re taking them in now for questioning.” He winced after he read the readings. “You have a developing bruise on your brain. We’ve got to get you back to the fort for observation.”
“He didn’t even hit me,” said the astounded and obviously dazed Study as the Guardians put him on a stretcher they assembled collectively from parts of their armor. He was hit with another wave of nausea, followed by flashes of something he couldn’t focus on; whenever he did the pounding his head got worse.
“You did good, Kid, real good,” assured Nowen. He looked to someone and said as quietly as he could, “Someone go get Magus Orrick, double up. Carry him if you have to. We’re heading back to the fort.”
The contingent holding the prisoner went first, followed by the evacuation group that carried Mathaniel on the stretcher, and lastly the secure group fell back into the dark, and like a dream to the witnessing Vhinech they vanished into the night. They slowly returned to their homes as the first snows of a new storm began to fall; they too, like Mathaniel and Orrick, filled with a unexplained worry that did not go away.
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 35.1

The snows in the lower valley and plains ended to give way to a cloudy, yet brighter and warmer than seasonal day thus melting most of the accumulations by the time noon rolled around. The events of last night hung in the air like the snow fall that continued on in the higher elevations of Little Mountain, thus apparently making the Vhinech Nowen ran across while heading to the school a bit jumpy; they were their friendly selves most of them, but there was something in their demeanors that hinted they were paranoid. And for once Nowen knew it had nothing to do with him or the rest of his kind; there was an uneasy in the air even he felt and couldn’t explain. He passed it off as the Vhinech just getting under his skin.
As he arrived at the school Nandia was taking a large group of children out of the school house carrying their leather stitched bags along with them filled with their needs; the release was popular with the children of various races and ages with their shouts of glee and actions of jubilation. Ever dedicated Wobble emerged the school, laughing his infectious laugh with the smallest of school aged Vhinech holding a line of twine the silly creature had held all balled up in his right hand, leading them happily down the stairs and after the others. He passed Nowen, who expected Wobble to do something screwy but nothing happened.

“Well that’s a first,” said Nowen as he turned back to Nandia.

“Wobble’s getting better; it’s the responsibility he’s assuming,” she said with a surprisingly weak smile. Nowen observed Nandia as she got closer; she looked very tired. “What are you doing here?”

“Meggie has had a long couple of days so I thought I would substitute for her.” Nowen pushed back some of her hair with his armored hand. “You sick?”

Sighing wearily Nandia shook her head once. “No, just no sleep last night. A walk in the cold air is what I need I think. The children didn’t look interested in learning any more than I wanted to teach, so we’re going on a field trip to look at the Steps of Eternity project.”
“Sounds good to me; snow isn’t that deep near the base anyways.” Soon the two of them were walking behind the main group of children, heading somewhat off to the side of the mountain and Fort Angelleia, generally west. Nowen continued the conversation as they walked. “Did you know we had a situation last night?”

Nandia was genuinely surprised. “No. What happened?”

Nowen chuckled a bit. “You’ll like this. Last night we kinda/sorta had a disturbance out in River Delta. So we loaded up for destruction, went out there. Turns out it was a couple of young secret lovers trying out the new communications system the male had constructed.” She smiled at that in surprise. “No fooling. This guy,” he shaped out the dimensions of the device with his hands, “made himself and his girlfriend a chemical induction long wave radio. His name was Mundane and her name was-.”
“Pasma Nogilturn?” Nandia knew of the couple almost immediately. “No wonder why they weren’t in school today. What happened to them?”
“Well, they were in deep trouble for the radio as you know under the Terms of Surrender agreement. But in hindsight what real crime did they commit?” Nowen chagrinned. “We found out fast: defying their parents.” Nandia made a face of exaggerated pain, knowing full well that even the non-Path-fearing Vhinech obeyed the old ways and expected their children to follow suite, particularly when it came to non-marital courtships. Nowen said, “I think if we would’ve allowed the vocal scolding to continue for another hour we would’ve learned Vhinphyckian. The fathers chewing out the girl, the mothers the boy: Aye it was a mess!”
Nandia giggled a little and said, “Some people have their children too tightly wrapped around their fingers. Don’t get me wrong, but sometimes the Path gets too involved in the natural process of love.”

“Ohhhhhhhhh I’m sure the parents were making damn sure the ‘natural process’ wasn’t going to happen too soon that’s all.” As an afterthought with Wobble ahead of them prancing with the children, Nowen added, “Oh, and you’ve got to excuse Mathaniel’s absence he got hurt last night in the operation. He’s okay, it’s nothing. A bump on the head. Just as a precaution he’s being watched over in the fort for the next twelve hours.”

“For a bump on the head?” Nandia looked at him wide eyed.

“It’s more Force related than physical. Orrick says he’ll be fine with some rest and a ice pack.” Nowen noted that his assurances really didn’t give her much comfort. “But I’m sure what we did last night probably was behind all the disruptions in the Force.” He then joked, “So sorry if I made you an insomniac.”
Losing some of her edgy worry with some chuckles Nandia loosened up a bit. “It’s certainly all your fault. No wonder why I’m such a flush now. I’m sure that’s all it is.” They passed by a sedate home that is normally full of bluster by now; the shutters were all closed tight. She said uneasily, “I am sure that is all it is.”
The school group passed by the front of Fort Angelleia to head out the western way; the Steps of Eternity were still decades away from being finished but what was completed and what was planned could be clearly seen with the leaves gone from the surrounding trees and bushes. Just as the Nowen and Nandia walked past Fort Angelleia and around it’s bend Mathaniel emerged from the front entrance….

Since Nowen’s arrival they had completed up to five resting concourses that were now slightly higher than Fort Angelleia’s height; five down, approximately a hundred more to go. Not to mention the steps/graves that were being carved out from the rock itself where the Vhinech sparred no expense when it came to the craftsmanship. What also slowed them down in the beginning was the dying Vhinech; they were the first to occupy the final resting places in the stair steps, but even with their best efforts and as with many Vhinech carving out the grave crypts it still took weeks. Much like learning to become a Magus it was going to be one hell of a commitment to finish the sacred shrine.
Somehow to Nowen, as they reached the base of the construction sight, going to what amounted to a graveyard didn’t seem like the best of ideas with every Vhinech complaining about bad feelings. But as he learned in his readings about the ancient Vhinphyc culture the Stairs of Eternity on Vhanba were anything but just stairs. Vhinphyc and Vhinech alike had migrated to Paradasia often for spiritual solace. To walk the same steps as Presence had done on the day of her final words and departure, to get so close to the sky, meant a lot to those who believed. This was to be the Vhinech’s version of it. Perhaps Presence never walked it, but as it did to the fact that the Vhinech did not exist during Presence life did not kill the idea to the unique people that she cared for them just as much as she cared for the Vhinphyc.
Still Nowen really wanted to get away from the creepiness of the day. They continued to walk as the children explored the rocks and hollows, moving more and more to the west side of the mountain. He said, “So…eh, you want to tell me a little bit more about yourself?”

Nandia eyed him with raised brows and said, “Nowen I haven’t told you anything about me.”

“Exactly,” he smirked. She slowly smiled at him. “So where you from? I mean the old world as it were; if you were.”

“I’m a Home Born,” said Nandia with a small sigh. “I was born in Paradasia, like most of the spared Vhinech on Vhanba. Third generation removed.” It meant her great grandparents were Vhinphyc; her grandparents and parents Human-Vhinech. “My childhood wasn’t all that unique from the others. From there I went to the University of Coruscant and graduated-.”
“Beep, beep, beep back the ferry boat up,” interrupted Nowen, halting both her story and their walk with a hand gesture. “How…just how did you leave Vhanba and go to school at U of Course You Can’t? That can’t be possible. The Vhinphyc didn’t let your kind breathe long enough when you were a child.”
Nandia rubbed the back of her neck and stammered a bit. “It is…a little difficult to explain, Nowen.”
Nowen noted how uncomfortable she was becoming, but that wasn’t stopping him because his curiosity was peaking. It had been shown, and proven when the Vhinech had attacked the Palace of Theed over a decade ago, there were quite a few Vhinech around the Republic in or very near key political institutions. Supposedly with the Vhinphyc in full control of their space to quarantine the world up until the arrival of Jurivicious Pern no one got in or out of Vhanba. Yet there were various Vhinech that had been in the Republic for many years prior to the events that changed the tied of the war on Vhanba in the Vhinech’s favor. In the Naboo case one of former Queen Landana’s handmaidens was a Vhinech; someone that had been a part of the inner circle for more than ten years. There was a theory to it: that perhaps the Vhinphyc weren’t too inclined to eliminate all the Vhinech not under their sway; that perhaps some Vhinech were or were once agents for the Vhinphyc. The idea was all conspiracy until the events that occurred nearly a year ago with the Legacy Virus and the revelation that the Vhinphyc long ago created the Vhinech in a controlled experiment; a fact proven but one not brought to the attention of the Vhinech for fear of their possible reaction to it.
“Why is it?” Nowen really wanted to know if Nandia had been a Vhinphyc spy. “Come on, now, I showed you mine show me yours.”

“I have to tell you the same thing I told Enothchild Sarch and Ogwa Newhausen: I cannot go into those details. I really, really cannot.” Nandia was very insistent of that in the last sentence. She was wide eyed and appeared to be getting very upset over him wanting to talk about that. “Decide what you want to believe from that, but I seriously cannot tell you.”
“Okay,” said Nowen slowly, suspiciously. He at first didn’t understand why she was so tight lipped. It occurred to him when they began to walk again around some of the large rock outcroppings near the base of the mountain that perhaps she was afraid. Not of him, but of what other Vhinech may see into it. Maybe they did not know she had worked for the Vhinphyc if she had; by all accounts Pern kept a lot of the Vhinech’s domination strategy interests in his head if he had any at all. If she worked with the Vhinphyc she would likely lose any trust she had with them if the truth was known; worse get killed by the hard liners like Ryax. It was best even not to tell the tight lipped; particularly since Nowen himself was surrounded by default mind readers.
“Okay,” repeated Nowen with a nod to show that he understood her position. “Okay, that explains your accent.” Nandia smiled just a little; she was loosening up again. “Teaching? You’re major was teaching?”

Nandia shook her head. “No, political science and consultation.” Nowen nodded in understanding; it fit the pattern of the other long living Republic Vhinech discovered after Evramora. “I graduated middle of the road, but my approach skills were high.” He let out a laugh. “Funny now I know. Back then it served me well enough to get me in supreme chancellor’s palace as a learning intern.”
“Well that’s impressive. Ever met the supreme chancellor?”

“Chancellor Valorum. Once.” She spoke with a softness that betrayed some embarrassment. Before Nowen read anything into that, Nandia said, “I wished though that I hadn’t met him as I was being hauled out of the building by the Jedi Order in shackles. He was rather nice about my situation at the time. He had thanked me for my new found honesty, shook my hand and gave me his clean vest handkerchief for my crying eyes.” She thumbed over her shoulder. “I still have the handkerchief at my home. They let me keep it even after my indoctrination to Sanctuary.”
They both came to a stop and sat upon a boulder that gave them a good view of the western plains. The children continued to move slightly northward, aware of the stoppage of their superiors and so mulled around the many rocks near the mountain. They covered quite a few miles in their walk, but it was something everyone involved was used to. It was close to lunch time as it was, so many were all ready finding places to sit, dig into their school bags to get their lunches.

“At Sanctuary I laid low: I didn’t know who to trust, even after I got the same memory cap and modification like the others,” Nandia said to finish up. She tucked her cold hands in the heavy pockets designed into her winter dress. “When the fodder hit the cooling unit it didn’t take much to remember everything, and remember…why I did…what I did.”
Nowen noted her careful choosing of words and so he didn’t press. Whatever it was it had to be the right thing for everyone not a Vhinech Order warrior.

“When we got here Ogwa noticed me, knew who I was from the files, and that’s how I became township leader. I also wanted to teach the children. After a few years of watching them at Sanctuary all I saw was a rehash of the past. No education and idle worship is a peaceful way to live, but no one else in this galaxy lives that way. I envisioned us rejoining the galactic community after a hundred years of separation and I saw us being used and ignored. We have to be more than, but no more like we were once. Education will go a long way to ensure the majority will become that kind of person in the future.”
“It’s totally noble,” said Nowen with a nod. “Good luck on it.”

“Thank you, but I wished we weren’t attacked on Sanctuary.” Nandia sighed in regret. “There were a many children there that had not seen bloodshed. They didn’t live in fear of genocidal wraith and ruination until Prophet came along again. Too close reminders of our past is not mentally healthy.”

Nowen put a hand on her shoulder and said with a slight smile, “You might be surprised how fast any kid recovers from such traumas. You just gotta have more hope for them.”

“I can’t afford to rely on hope.” She gestured towards the scene of children. “Hope is those stuck on the mountain, waiting for prayers to be answered by a deity they have absolutely no relationship with save they worship her.”

“I take it you’re not religious.”

“U of Course You Can’t does that to you,” Nandia mused. “When you’re shown  the most complex of problems in this galaxy you realize that the most simplest of prayers aren’t going to be the answer to them. So what good is there to be in a mountain home, in the darkness, praying that your madness will end with a long dead messiah’s ghostly blessings?” She snuggled herself against a draft that did not come. “I would think if she did exist and cared Presence would like her worshippers to figure it out on their own completely.”
There was a settling silence that followed between them when they heard the children squeal about. Some of them had finished their lunch and were messing around with a willing Wobble. They were chasing him around, all the while he laughed and fought his own self from removing his clothing by slapping his own hands.

“Besides,” said Nandia quietly, “how could she let cruel things happen to her people?” Sighing, she looked to him and asked, “Do you believe?”
“In higher powers? Just the Force.” When she nodded he gestured about. “I mean I’ve seen it in action. That’s me, you know: I got to see it to believe it. I can’t take anything or anyone’s word for it. Show me, prove to me: that’s me.”

“We’re cut from the same fabric,” she said with a small smile. For a few moments she kicked her legs, then got around to the question. “So…what’s the deal with your first name? Don’t like it?”
A short laugh about it, Nowen said, “I like it fine. I just don’t want people to refer to me by it. Call me picky.”

“Okay Picky why not?” she mused.

Noting that she wasn’t going to give up on it, Nowen said, “It’s Bealas. Bealas is my Mother’s first name. I really” he could tell Nandia was struggling not to laugh “really don’t like to be referred to as Bealas, or Bea for that matter. I got in so many fights over it.” He looked at her again. “It’s not funny.”

“Oh I agree,” Nandia said, covering her mouth when she realized she chuckled out the response. “To be named after your mother must make you tough and proud.” Her lips puckered a bit, and she said chuckling, “I am sorry; even a Vhinech would not dare misname their children like so.”
“All right wise ass, what’s your real name,” said Nowen. He was a little irate about it, but not totally upset. “I can’t think for one second when you were dropped your name was Nandia Orfantan.”
“Touché,” she said after wiping a tear away. “It’s short for Nandiameddedia’juron Or’fantegutagen.” Nowen nodded and tried to say her name. “No, no, no it’s Na-N-dee-A.” He tried it again without pronouncing it as it was spelled. “I know Vhinphyckian isn’t easy. Na-N-dee-A-med-e-dia….”
Trying as hard as he could Nowen found his lips not cooperating with his tongue. Nandia reached up with her right hand and tried to get his cheeks to work as he tried to get the first name out of his mouth. This went on for another thirty seconds, at times a painful lesson when she squeezed.
She shook her head a little and still holding his mouth she said, “I guess you have to have a little Vhinphyc in you to say it right.”

“I donf gif upf thaf easfff,” said Nowen, complete with spittle that nearly hit her face. “Sorreef.”

“Don’t be.” Nandia relaxed her hold, but she didn’t move her hand. He was a little puzzled at first. Then Nowen realized that she was doing what a lot of women he had met in his life had done when he was dating, and what his wife had done shortly after they first met. Her eyes darted from his eyes to his mouth, measuring and getting a feel for what would presumably be a kiss forthcoming. 

He never saw her that way before; a woman wanting to kiss him. It was always Nandia the teacher, the annoying intellectual, the Human-Vhinech that is picky and stubborn. Not this. Was he ready for such a thing? Such a thought ended when she moved forward…
Slowly…

The child’s faint shriek snapped Nowen and Nandia out of their personal world of lust, snapping both adults to full height attention. The others around them looked towards the north upon hearing the sound and undoubtedly feeling the emotion.

Nandia let out a low exhale and said, “Pleasant and Yantid. They’re in a panic.”

Nowen was running immediately after that in the direction everyone was looking; he could feel Nandia’s distant footsteps behind him. He feared the worst until he saw the two young girls -- the kits Pleasant the Bothan-Vhinech and Yantid Usugruvey the Naszume-Vhinech -- trying to run towards them as fast as their tiny little legs would let them over the rock piles and snow. They both fell hard several times, but no amount of pain was stopping them. With Nowen’s superior athleticism he got to them both first, but they practically screamed in terror when he caught them.
Nandia reached the scene, urging the others to stay back as she approached the two struggling children. She grabbed them, but even then that did nothing to calm down. “It’s all right! Please, calm down! It’s me, I have you!” They were so scared they were pale, there eyes not blinking, the tears endless and their energy infinite. “My word, they’re soaking wet with terror!”

Nowen stood up after relieving the burden of the scared girls and ordered loudly, “EVERYONE TO FORT ANGELLEIA! NOW! WOBBLE!” The slow, joyful alien was looking rather frightened himself as he gathered the smallest children around him. “HELP NANDIA MAKE SURE EVERYONE’S OUTTA HERE!” He didn’t wait for Wobble to comply as he measured the direction in which the problem had laid. He said to Nandia, “Hurry get them out of here!”

“We’re going!” Nandia finally picked the girls up in a struggle and yelled at the older students, “GRAB THE LITTLE ONES, AS MANY AS YOU CAN CARRY! HEAD FOR THE FORT!”

When the last of them were quickly off the rocks Nowen withdrew his blaster from under his left arm; the design of the armor allowed the contoured weapon to practically vanish when placed within the fitting confines. With the lethal weapon with only a kill setting held strongly in front of him, Nowen began to walk up and down and on top of the rocks rarely taking his eyes off ahead of him. His boots barely made a sound when he leapt from one rock to another, biting the microscopic pores of the hard granite surfaces past the snow and ice over it. His training had him ‘logged in’; alert and thinking of a few things; the situation making him think. The breakdowns were about the possible dangers over the practicalities: what was it? Who was it? Where was it? What exactly was coming? How many? Was it a Vhinech? Were they Vhinech? If it was a Vhinech, or were they Vhinech, was insanity going to be an issue? Given how close they were to the mountain the possibilities narrowed down considerably. It couldn’t have been a wild animal; he would have seen it by now, and those girls were not scared to near death by some crazed beast. He had to be ready. He was ready. For anything.
After some further travel in a readied position, Nowen stopped and quickly looked over his shoulder; the others were running the best they could, but they were still ten minutes away from the fort. However they were five minutes away from the danger he had yet to come across. He thought about using his comlink, but decided against it. The fort had to be seeing the sudden return of the children; if there was a danger he could not see, then he needed the fort and the MITES to let him know. For now a transmission was out. For the next ten minutes he was on his own.

Holding his ground Nowen lowered his weapon and eyed the rising rocks and mountain slope for any signs of anything. There appeared to be something on the side of a jutting rock, but he couldn’t tell what it was from his advantage point. Looking downward he noted the frantic girl’s tracks for the first time. He followed them carefully as they circled outward to the left, to the north, of his starting position; heading towards the steep mountain side. A carrion bird flew downward from the sky down towards something presumably dead. Unfortunately the little girls tracks were heading right in that direction.
“Damn, they must have saw a dead body,” said Nowen aloud. He assumed that a Vhinech from Little Mountain had committed suicide; either they jumped from the mountain to their doom, or perhaps walked outside during the storm and froze to death. He activated his sensors and scanned ahead first before confirming his assumptions. There was no indication that a body was there, or anyone else alive; only the bird. Knowing he caused perhaps an unnecessary dust up he moved forward slowly towards the hidden position to secure the scene. He promised himself to contact the fort once he found it to cool it down.
After a few moments and some careful walking on rocks with no snow on them, Nowen jumped down a slight opening that he was required to take to reach the location of the bird. He kept his blaster ready, held up by his head, and his presence finally scared the scavenger away. Right away he didn’t see anything. He moved ahead and climbed the rocks again. Just as he reached the surface his eyes fell on something…

It took a moment for his mind to register.

When it did Nowen felt his stomach lock up in horror. He had about lost his grip on his blaster.

The blood was everywhere, but that was expected when something alive falls from a considerable height and hits the hard rock surface. It is always a horrible sight to see let alone experience. Bealas Nowen had seen all sorts of death in his lifetime; the most recent being on Sanctuary. Those deaths were of large, various adults; victims of war and cold and frost that did not discriminate. All that did not compare to what he saw; the fresh remains of a new born infant decimated by the horrible fall.
Nowen took several dozen steps away from the murder scene and threw up. Finished he was washed with emotions from terror to rage, not once surprised by his loss of composure nor did he think about the fact he was off his training. He wiped his mouth off with a shaking hand, forced himself to look back to see the returning bird coming back for more. The heat of anger made him raise his blaster and roasted the bird in one shot. He turned the blaster upward and fired three more shots in quick succession; the fort knew where he was now, and knew to come with everything.
“Son of a-,” he began to talk again, or tried to. He wouldn’t had ever thought something like that would rattle him, but if he hadn’t he wouldn’t have been normal. “Get a grip, damn it! Get a fricking grip!” He forced himself to stand up and walk back over to the dead child. He breathed through his mouth a lot to prevent himself from turning away, to examine the lost life, to get an idea on what happened beyond what had occurred.
Nowen brought his left forearm to his face and said, “Record speech.” The wrist computer acknowledged with a chime and he began. He felt the best way to get through this was to do his job. “Victim appears to be a Human judging by seeable characteristics and blood color. Tiny in size. Male. New born or premature birth. Cord still attached. Cause of death: presumed by fall.”
He stuck his hand out towards the sight and let the sensors collect the data. All the while he looked up; he didn’t want to look at it….

No, he didn’t want to look at the baby boy. Nowen stared on upward, his thoughts on that fact was loosening him up. He turned away from the body and looked at the sensor readings he collected because the body had bled red blood; Vhinech blood, regardless of their subspecies, was always purple; other than the two minds of light and dark that was the only other thing the Vhinech shared with each other. The readings didn’t help; in fact the readings made no sense to him at all, which infuriated him. It could not identify whether the baby was Human or Human-Vhinech; the genetic pattern could not be matched with the wrist computer’s memory banks.
Despite the dilemma he was trying to work out in his mind something else figuratively smacked him very hard. He looked up at the mountain, and he realized the truth.
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHAPTER 35.2

Just as the Nowen and Nandia walked past Fort Angelleia and around it’s bend Mathaniel emerged from the front entrance with a tapped up head. He shouted back inside assuring, “I promise! I am going home!” He turned away and sighed deeply. “Presence help them but I’m all right.” The Guardians at times were as worse as any doting parent, and he experienced that this morning when his father and his sister came down to see him before the two of them spent the day in the town’s main council building. Magus Orrick was just as much as a constant presence by his side until he, too, had to leave to attended to the troublemaker’s families from last night. He assured them all, twice over, his family first, Orrick second, and now the Guardians that he was just fine.

Fine being a loose, relative term used by young, burly, lots-to-prove, embarrassed-by-last-night young adults to hide how they really felt.
As he reached the mountain trail the bump on his head throbbed, and like before he was hit with short lasting, migraine-like wave of pain; it slowed his progress up the trail more than the increasing inches of snow on the ground. When it passed Mathaniel just thanked the Force and Presence that it didn’t include vomiting, and nor was his home all that far from the military base. He was hungry, and he was sure that Maddie left him a hearty beef stew hot in the fire place crock pot; plenty of motivation to get his butt home. If not just to eat and rest at least to start thinking about whether or not he wanted to be a Magus again. After last night, what he had to do and what he more or less failed to do, Mathaniel was questioning whether or not he could harm one of his own kind even if it meant it would save the lives of others.
But what if it was his dad…or Maddie…

Mathaniel shook his head very slowly. They were family, his family; he would die to protect them. It boiled down to whether or not he just wanted the responsibilities of being a Magus; to be responsible for everyone else. Did he want it? Did he really want it?
The debate in his minds became mute when he reached the door. There, Mathaniel found an attached note nailed to the door that had to be placed there after Alouka and Maddie had left to see him earlier in the morning. He read it before taking it off the door: IT IS A BOY!

“Patcher!” Crumpling up the leaflet and dropping it on the ground as he turned around Mathaniel walked as fast as he could up the trail. 
He was a little miffed, wondering why his friend hadn’t got a hold of him once Blessed had gone into labor. There was the head wound factor, but still Patcher could have sent someone to go get him. He wouldn’t have missed it; he promised to be there as the Pathfather; a honorable and peaceful responsibility. He wondered if Destiny had been contacted; Patcher and Blessed approved of her being a nurse helper. Then again it was tough to say based on what the Guardians at the fort said this morning about the weather in the higher elevations. It wouldn’t have been wise even for a Wookiee to brave a mountain top blizzard; it was still going on now, some of it beginning to transfer down to the lower elevations. Most of the people were going to be bundled in; knowing Patcher he didn’t want to disturb their peace even with his joyous news. To that Mathaniel was surprised Patcher wasn’t doing a Wobble: running around naked in glee and shouting his bloody head off that he was a father.
Reaching lower mid level of Little Mountain Mathaniel made out the home of Patcher and Blessed, by no means isolated the neighbors were nonetheless quiet and not showing any signs of stirring. He stepped through the gate and used Patcher’s path to get through the fresh fallen snow. He reached the door, stopping when he heard a grunt followed by what sounded like an firewood ax being swung; all of it coming from the rear of the home, in the back yard.

“Patcher!” Mathaniel followed along the path his friend made from the front door to the back yard, shouting his name. “Patcher you fool! You’re a dad! Hey!” He reached the rear and noted his friend. With his back turned Patcher heaved his ax up and brought it down hard; the sound of impact was a bit different than Mathaniel was used to; it didn’t sound like wood being split. “Hey pal!”

Patcher stopped and stood up, ax held in both hands in a relaxed state. He stood there for a while catching his breath….turned…

“Oh! Mathaniel!” Patcher smiled brightly, looking even more ridiculous with Blessed’s bed throw on. “I did not hear you.” Looking exhausted, the Human-Vhinech brushed off all concerns by reaching back behind him to produce a soft piece of pine wood. He tossed it on the pile of split logs to his left; a hefty pile. Mathaniel could only smile at that; not even a day along as a father and Patcher practically had split the forest. “You got my note?”

“Sure did.” Mathaniel approached him and shook his hand in congratulations. He noted, “Force you look terrible.”

Patcher chuckled, “And if you were my mirror image I would say I look like shit.” Taking Mathaniel’s play shove with a nice smile he tugged at the bed throw. “One question, though: do you think I am sexy?”
“Total silliness, look at you? They’ll have the Guardians drag you down the mountain.”

“You think?”

Mathaniel thought that was odd, but then Patcher laughed and with his laughter to chased the nagging thoughts away. He asked, “Did Destiny come down?”

“Oh no, boyo, the whole thing was so sudden.” Patcher reached down, grabbed a piece of wood in each hand and gave it to Mathaniel. Silently agreeing to carry more wood Patcher slowly loaded him up. “We really did not have time to beg for help. I ran into old Press on the way back from your home. The break off point to the peak was snowed in and more of the white stuff was falling.” He then fingered the bandages on Mathaniel’s head. “What happened to you?”

“The reason why I probably didn’t sense the child birth or your frantic screaming.” Mathaniel shifted gears. “Look, I don’t want to talk about it.” He shifted the burden of wood around on his arms. “I want to talk about your happy day, Patcher. Your son’s birthday!” Patcher chuckled and tossed a few more logs in his arms. “Easy there, captain, this head injury bothers my arms a bit.”

“Oh boo hoo hoo,” pouted Patcher playfully. He tossed the ax aside, grabbed a more manageable arm full of lumber. “You should not have taken my offer to be my Pup’s Pathfather. Now on you go, earn your keep of honor!”

“Smart ass,” smirked Mathaniel, turning and leading the way back to the house. Patcher was right behind him. “Can I see him?”

“Eh…I am sure Blessed will not mind,” said Patcher after a short amount of thought. “Do not take it hard if she rejects the idea; the motherly hormones you know. He looks a little like his mother. Not a bad thing mind you; he still has his doodle and raisins. I do not know his eye color. The day is too bright so he kept his eyes closed.” He sighed heavily as they rounded the corner to the front door, stopping. Wearily he added, “A bit of a mess it was so best watch your step when you go in.”
“Bantha turds, did you like cut the cord and let it spray all over or what?” Mathaniel just turned for the door. He tried to grab the handle but his burden wanted to fall down; worse the door pulled outward. “Can you get this, buddy?”
“For Presence’s sake, man, where is your Magus pride? Use the Force.”

“I wish I could but every time I do the knot on my head wants to split open.” Mathaniel adjusted the weight in his arms again and with perfect timing another wave of headache came on. Squeezing one eye closed in discomfort, Mathaniel said, “Better hurry.”

“And to think I thought I had chose right about my Son’s Pathfather,” moaned Patcher jokingly. He set some of his burden down on the porch and grabbed the door, pulling it towards him, causing both beings to take a few steps back. “Wimp.”

“Elderly nag,” Mathaniel teased back. He stepped up and entered the house, stopping at the doorway to let his eyes adjust to the change of snow glare light to fire place light. The green light smudges that floated in front of eyes faded about the same time another wave of echoing pain shot through his body. It made him shiver and bend down a bit, allowing a few pieces of wood to escape his clutches and hit the floor.
Eyes clearing Mathaniel noticed with equal quickness the very large, dried up indications of a Vhinech having bleed considerably out. From one corner of his eyes to the other he noted the blood stains on the walls. In his mind he saw an ax…

Rolling on and on top and away from his carried wood Mathaniel just missed being clocked over the head by Patcher; he swung not an ax but a blunt piece of wood. Still the force of the swing betrayed the Human-Vhinech’s murderous intent.
On instinct Mathaniel shot his hand towards Patcher, and Patcher flew backwards hard, clipping the opened door and hit the ground hard outside.
Mathaniel got on his feet, felt woozy from the movement, and then found himself slipping over the piled up logs. He caught himself on the door jam…

Patcher was up and running towards him. He needed to get the Study into the cabin home to have all the advantage…

With a Force Push Mathaniel struck Patcher center of mass and sent him sprawling backwards again. This time the athletically gifted man rolled over his right shoulder and was on his feet; his battrition skills serving him well even in his angry state.

Mathaniel forced himself out of the home, rolling to his right on the porch to create room. He reached for his knives, but on the way up he lost his grips on them when Patcher had ran up and throttled him with a two handed push.

Rolling back up to his feet, Mathaniel caught Patcher’s hands before they could tear out his throat. They locked eyes, and never had the young Tigra-Vhinech ever see such soullessness in them. The rage within the aggressor was not of fire but of ice, a grip and a strength supplied by only one, dark source.

Both stumbled and traveled and crashed through the railing on the side of the porch. Mathaniel turned them both, positioning himself on top upon landing. He still struggled with Patcher’s outstretched hands, but for the moment he had the advantage. How long it lasted depended on a lot, but what was known that his head was literally pounding the crap out of his will to fight.
“I KILL YOU!” Patcher was so enraged with insanity he was speaking through locked jaws so tight it caused his teeth to bleed. “I KILL YOU! I DO RIGHT!”

“You….killed….your wife, man!” It didn’t take a genius to figure it out; if she were alive, Blessed would have been outside begging the both of them to stop. “You killed your mate….and son!”
“I AM CURSED! CURSED!!!!!!!!!!” Before Mathaniel knew it Patcher worked his legs inside their struggling arms and just simple used the combination of his legs pushing him and his arms pulling to reverse positions; knocking Mathaniel on his back. He forces his weight down, seeing that Mathaniel’s neck was in reach he began to smile…

Mathaniel let go, let Patcher grab his throat, and boxed his ears with closed fists. The stunned attacker released the abbreviated hold, and received a right hook to the jaw for his troubles. Mathaniel stumbled and bumbled his way for the porch, trying desperately to find his dual blades; he could have sworn they landed on the porch!
Patcher tackled his prey by the legs just as Mathaniel stood up. He struggled up the young man’s body, clawing over top of him to get to his head. He grabbed some mane and drove Mathaniel’s head weakly three times into the wooden porch. Though weak in execution the impacts of the blows caused a new round of migraines for Mathaniel to experience. On the forth attempt the feelings passed. Mathaniel locked his arms in front of him, stopping Patcher from the rep. He quickly grabbed his opponent’s wrists, stood up with him on his back, and did a back body drop. Mathaniel rolled over Patcher’s head, rolled onto his feet as his friend was slow to get up and gave him a solid kick in the face.
To Mathaniel’s dismay Patcher just stood up with help from the kick. He smiled, letting two teeth fall out and revealed the other holes in his dental work from battrition. Panting along with his foe, Patcher said, “Did you think you had the upper hand, mate?” His toughness was why Gantol Pathen chose Patcher to be the aggressive captain in battrition.
However Patcher was not an experienced warrior; he was barely older than Mathaniel when he began picking up weapons as a child over a decade ago; not quite old enough to learn hand to hand fighting techniques or the more tedious methods of Force usage; just some basics, some of it learned on his own. The Vhinech Study had the advantage, proven when Patcher’s overhand right was easily avoided with the help of the Force. With the miss Mathaniel grabbed the bed throw and whipped Patcher quickly into the wall. He tried again; this time Patcher stopped the movement by falling backwards, yanking himself out of the confines of the throw. Mathaniel’s own momentum against him he too fell backwards, momentarily tripped up by his own feet. He pivot spun on one foot to stand back up, face to face with Patcher in his normal everyday wears that were covered with splotches of dried Vhinech blood; Blessed’s blood, and perhaps their child’s blood as well.
Although the problems with his head seemed to be gone and he held what he thought was a significant advantage Mathaniel still had a problem: he still had to prove he had the upper hand against a malcontent. Patcher let loose with a simple, bum rushing gut wrench hold that Mathaniel had no answer for immediately. Both landed and crashed through the porch, hitting the ground after a foot’s fall, both poked by jags and splinters. With the classic, sure fire advantage of positioning and circumstance Patcher held his opponent down by the throat with his left hand so he could pummel him with his closed right fist. Mathaniel felt his friend’s hand break on the first blow, but that didn’t stop him from throwing punches two, three, and four. What did was the flip move Mathaniel initiated; locking Patcher by his wrist and arm, he got his right leg up and into Patcher’s stomach and flipped him over; using the Force pushed them both the rest of the way. With the advantage Mathaniel decked Patcher in the nose with a palm thrust punch; the act released the hold on his throat.
Free, Mathaniel stumbled out of the awkward position and quickly looked for his weapons once again. It gave Patcher time to regroup, leap out of the hole, and with him he carried a long piece of broken lumber. Mathaniel resumed focus on Patcher as the male charged and swung at him, pushing him back with several swings. Mathaniel found inspiration and delivered a kick just as the board was being swung again; he shattered it. 
However Patcher wasn’t stunned by the turn of events. He gestured, and Mathaniel was knocked slightly off balanced by a Force Push; minor, but with the momentum of the leg kick still turning him it spun around too far, selling his back to Patcher. The maniac bought it, drilling his shoulder into the small part of the back.

Mathaniel winced in pain from his back and his head; slamming his chin caused the pain in his mind again. He saw a flash before his eyes, created by the impact. Upon clearing he saw something familiar and wanted; one of the handles to his weapons, barely visible in the snow in which it fell in.

In his euphoria he had forgotten his foe. Patcher had grabbed the sharpest looking piece of wood from the damage the fight had produced, reared up, and drove it down towards Mathaniel’s back…

However the best he managed was bruising the young man’s upper back; the awkward, crazed attack sapped all the momentum out of the movement. It hurt but it did not kill; it stunned but did not pierce the flesh.

Unhappy, Patcher reared back and struck again with the same result. Mathaniel didn’t have time to thank higher powers for his fortune because although the clubbing wasn’t killing him his back sure was. Trying to focus between the pounding headache and his pounding back was nearly impossible as Patcher’s repetitions increased. Just as it was becoming too much for him to bare and stay conscious…
Patcher didn’t see the large, hairy hand coming. When it connected it nearly took the maniac’s head off. It did not break his neck, but it sent Patcher flying off of Mathaniel, bouncing end over end until he rolled off the porch. He stopped completely.
Mathaniel barely managed to turn his body to see Destiny favoring her right hand as she tried to reach down to help him up when he let out a choke off yell. His back wouldn’t let him move too much. “Ah shit!”

“Do not move,” stressed Destiny delicately. She winced in pain when she tried to move her fingers. “Your back may be broken.”

In too much pain to argue Mathaniel instead let a few tears of pain escape his eyes. Anger was quick to follow, so his question came out a bit too harsh and without any thought, “It’s about time you showed up!”
“I am sorry.” Mathaniel opened his tear-filled eyes to see Destiny again. Her hair was covered in ice and snow; her dress and other coverings wet from the travels. “I had felt Patcher’s summons for help hours ago, but the blizzard hit and I nearly fell off the mountain on numerous occassions.” She looked over her shoulder at the open door, curiosity starting to make her stand up. “Then I saw what Patcher was doing, assumed-.”
“No!” Mathaniel grabbed her good hand at the same time he shouted; ignoring the pain. “No, you don’t want see it. Believe me.”

Destiny shook her head in disbelief, although she did figure it out. Before she could ask more she noted someone missing. “Oh no, Patcher!”
Mathaniel turned his head towards the end of the porch: Patcher was gone! “Ax, he’s going for his ax!” He turned back towards the near corner…

Destiny turned around, and at the same time Patcher whipped around the very corner, ax swinging for her head…

Falling through the open door unharmed, Destiny screamed anyways. Patcher’s ax blade sunk deeply into the door frame, causing a great deal of his precious time being lost. With the will to live Mathaniel leapt from his laid down position on the porch and dove for the snow. Patcher got his ax free, saw his original foe, and leapt at him with ax held high, screaming as he brought it down…

With two distinctly audible SNIKT sounds, the neck of the ax handle met both the interior blades of Mathaniel’s weapons that ejected just in time to block the attack. In foaming at the mouth frustration Patcher was insistent on just trying to push the ax blade down. With breathing room, Mathaniel used the Force to throw his foe off him. He struggled upward, lucking out with time as Patcher tried once again to kill Destiny; she had emerged quickly, screaming from the house, inadvertently drawing his attention away from Mathaniel. 

Noting his now armed opponent Patcher gave up on Destiny and readied his ax by his right shoulder. Mathaniel raised both knives in front of him, and with the proper pressure at the precise locations on the handle the outer halves of each handles dual blades came out. Locked into place he twirled the weapons expertly, alternating from right hand to left hand, showing off that he was very capable and ready to use them; in the latter Mathaniel surprised himself that he had no doubts when it came to that. He found he could not cry for his best friend even though he wanted to. Whatever possessed him made him determined to do what needed to be done; just like Patcher in his own, diseased minds.
“Destiny. Run like Lore chasing you. Go get help.” Mathaniel’s commands were opposite to what his mind was thinking; he wanted her to stay, help him fight his way out of this nightmare, not leave him alone.

“Mathaniel you can outrun him!” yelled Destiny from the road, begging for him to follow her. “Come on! The base is only-.”
Patcher made a gesture of attack but Mathaniel whipped his blades around to make him think twice. Struggling to find the words he wanted to use around his fears, he just said, “And of the others? The neighbors? I can’t leave them, they know what’s going on and they’re terrified! He’ll kill them too! Run! Get out of here now!”

“But Mathaniel?”

Patcher lunged with a short ax attack. Mathaniel sidestepped Patcher and slashed his right shoulder open in one swipe. He twirled and lacerated the side of Patcher’s torso with an inside slice. Then expertly he got himself between Patcher and Destiny who still stood distantly away but in the mad Vhinech’s sight line.

Mathaniel showed Patcher the wet knife blade, making insistence of it with his eyes as Patcher recovered from the attack. “I will end you my friend. Don’t tempt me. Put the damn ax down and give up.”
“Why do you not give up!” Patcher lunged again, trying hard to shorten the attacks of his long handled weapon. Mathaniel avoided with his legs and attacked with his arms. Extending and retracting the knife blades at the proper times and circumstances, he sliced Patcher open along the side of the abdomen again with his right hand weapon, in the next fluid motion opened another cut on Patcher’s right shoulder with the left hand weapon, got behind him, spun, and cut the lower part of Patcher’s back; a nasty, elongated cut that made the Vhinech drop to his knees in weakening agony.

Mathaniel reared back in a semi-squat, lunge ready position with both dual knives held high, anticipating any more surprises. Part of him demanded that he finish Patcher off. Kill him! Ram both knives into the Human-Vhinech’s throat from behind and pulled the blades back toward the spine until the blades cleared the flesh; the blood letting would end his friend’s insane misery in mere seconds. It was also his obligation to the people he swore to protect to end all evils like this; he swore, to Presence and his parentage that he would not hesitate, would not falter, and would not fail to do what was necessary and needed to be done. It was law; in times like this Mathaniel had the invested authority to execute any Vhinech citizen in Patcher’s circumstance.
He didn’t do it because this wasn’t some other poor soul that lived on the mountain like all the down and on the brink. It was a man he knew since Sanctuary’s beginnings who happened to catch Wobble eating out of his refuse one day and from then on the two were friends.
For that Mathaniel was slowly finding himself at a loss on what to do. The adrenaline wearing off, his body in pain as if he played two battrition gatherings back to back, he just stared at Patcher’s turned back. The Human-Vhinech just kept his head bent low and panted heavy; his wounds bleeding not profusely but noticeably the injuries were having a forced calming affect.

“Ahhhh damn,” said Patcher gently. The ax fell out of his hands; one of the hands felt for his lower back, coming back wet. Flinging his hand in frustration, he said, “You got me good there, Mathaniel. However you….how do the Blank Slates speak it?” Blank Slates was a label -- often a term used in derogatory terms -- to describe beings that do not feel the Force. “Ah….you ‘screwed’ up. I should be dead, not dying.”
Mathaniel blinked back his naïve feelings of regret for what he had done and demanded, “Why? Why did you kill Blessed and your pup, Patcher?”

There was only the sounds of heavy breathing, panting breath. Broken by Patcher. “He was not my pup.”

“What? No!” Mathaniel stood up taller, but kept his weapons ready in front of him. “Blessed would never have slept behind your back! How do you know?”

“I know!” Patcher turned his body painfully towards Mathaniel. He coughed, spitting blood out. It made Mathaniel even more at unease. “What came out of her was not my pup!” He looked away and said, “I…know now the Vhinphyc’s rage. And I forgive them.”

Mathaniel frowned at that; it made no sense. None of it did! “There is no justification for what you did! Taking the life of the defenseless….there is no greater sin found in the Path!”
“So is that why you do not end me now?” Patcher staggered to his feet, coughing again. “Do you fear the day you join me in the Bowels of Lore because you took my life, or because you betrayed me.” He turned slightly towards Mathaniel, not daring to do more than that. “Take my word as you always have: I had to do it. You must understand…it had to die.”
“My conscious is clear on this.”

“Then end me you fool! Do not stand there and freeze! Kill me or I will most certainly end this friendship myself.”

Mathaniel held pat and said, “I…can’t. I know I must…but I can’t.” He frowned. “I hate you for this.”
Patcher turned his attention back towards the trail; there were sounds of hundreds of footsteps sloshing through the snow and ice, belonging to Guardians yet unseen to their collected eyes. He smiled oddly, keeping it unseen from his friend. “Answer me this Mathaniel. Did you know about it? My so called baby, your Pathson. Not too long ago, when you touched my Blessed’s belly you lied as if you knew something. Tell me you knew about this.”
Mathaniel thought about the events of a few weeks ago, when he felt the strangeness of the child that was safe and warm within the flesh confines of Blessed. Now, not then, did he realize the truth. “I know now.”

Patcher laughed. “Hindsight. Is it not grand?” His right hand swayed from his body, revealing the ax he was trying to hide with his body all this time. “ONLY HELPS YOU WHEN YOU ARE ALIVE AND KICKING!” He spun, Mathaniel dove down to avoid it…

When Patcher missed Mathaniel the twenty Guardians that cleared the rise of the trail to see the madman’s attack on the Study did not. The scoring shots beat the Force in warning Mathaniel of the doom and danger; the sounds alone making him literally become part of the ground. Patcher spun and jerked and convulsed when the concentrated beams of high impact energy hit his body on different scoring points. More Guardians joined the first group; dozens of the fastest that followed Nowen all the way from the plains and back up the trail just in time to find that Nowen’s suspicions were correct. They raised weapons, readied, and found they did not need them. Patcher had finally fell to the snowy ground dead. Few shots had struck the house, but none came close to Mathaniel’s position; but he still didn’t move.
“Clear that target!” ordered Nowen half out of breath. The fresh legged Guardians raced towards Patcher’s down form and checked on Mathaniel. He gestured back down the trail, and Destiny walked up hurriedly to him; they met each other half way down the trail when she had taken Mathaniel’s advice. No one had time to hear a story then. “You all right?”

“I will once I stop shaking in fear,” said the Wookiee-Vhinech, trying and failing at not crying. She was nearly hysterical.
“Stay here then; Magus Orrick is still on his way.” Nowen looked at the remaining and arriving eighty Guardian force. “Target terminated. Sweep the neighbors, make sure they’re all alive and safe, and then regroup here; we might have to search for a body.”

The Guardians slung their rifles and split up into sizeable packs; the rear pack guarded the trail to prevent anyone not allowed to advance. Nowen jogged over towards Mathaniel, joining the other Guardians who helped him to the porch so he could sit and they take a look at him. Nowen thought best not to ask him the same question he asked Destiny; if he had just got done being involved in the brutalization of the friend he thought he knew he wouldn’t want someone to ask him a stupid question when the answer was all ready known.
Mathaniel, who had been silent even as he grimaced in pain and exhaustion, suddenly said, “Uoy embrel gon’ler nyeta w’n pret ch’ch uoy tofum’sis segas. Mozeul uoy stitl’sys bva’grath somme.”
“What did he just say?” asked a worried Guardian on Mathaniel’s right.

Nowen had the same feeling too; he couldn’t help it, given that the kid had been through a lot and just may snap and be consumed by full fledge Vhinech insanity. He said to ease the tension, “It’s Vhinphyckian, I think. Just give him a moment.”

“He’s pretty banged up, deep bruising swells in his spine. We’ve got to get him back to the fort.”

“I said,” began Mathaniel, interrupting the group discussion, “’you tremble no longer when I catch you in my soft hands. In my Lands you will lay in special flowers’.” He looked contemplative for a few, silent seconds as the others looked on after he had translated what he had said before. He shook his head. “I saw him die…I saw him die and I did nothing….nothing….”
“I know, kid,” said Nowen regretfully. “I know.”

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

CHAPTER 35.3

The remains of the day was filled with more questions and sheltering than it had to do with normal business and forthcoming answers.
Once Orrick arrived, asked his Study questions, and cleared Mathaniel to be transported he was quick to discover Blessed’s brutalized remains beneath the large wood pile the late Patcher was busy building up before and when Mathaniel arrived. She was without child, and from there the conclusions of what occurred were partially deduced with a little help from Destiny and the crumpled up note Patcher had wrote to Mathaniel. It was determined that Blessed gave birth to the child sometime during the storm last night-early in the morning on the mountain and all was well until Patcher returned from his message delivery; they doubted very much that Patcher had killed Blessed and the child prior to the note delivery; it seemed too insane to do the murders, calm down, write a perfect note, walk down calmly to the Jarvis house and return as if nothing occurred. Cleary Blessed was murdered first and then the child; the primary reason why it all happened was the unanswered question that was long, detailed and perhaps created more questions.
The news of the horrible events of the day could not be ignored, given tremendous attention by the citizens of New Paradasia because of Patcher’s celebrity status, his good natured reputation, and the murder of his new born child; no one could put a clamp on it, and with no immediate answers forthcoming it didn’t take long for the likes of Ryax to whisper the rumor of conspiracy. Even with the facts in some of the people could not believe it in its entirety, or believe it to be as some were saying. The tide of discourse changed greatly when Magus Orrick addressed the gathering crowds outside Fort Angelleia, telling them the exact same story they were told earlier by the Guardians and scantly little witnesses to the event; much less disbelieved, but the majority still wanted answers. Some were too overly curious, forcing Ogwa to order a strong detail at the entrance of the foot path up Little Mountain to prevent morbid lookers of the murder scene. There was plans to control burn the home down to ash the next day once all the physical evidence was collected.

The night did little to quell the desires of the Vhinech to let it be and go home. The furor increased when the rest of the Council of Towns entered the fort; Alouka, along with his daughter, was all ready inside with Mathaniel.
“Madness!” exclaimed Nerdi K’ul’ui. The doors sealed shut behind the group, and he repeated, “Madness! This is all madness!”

“The people are only afraid,” stressed Kinder Blessing. Though fully clothed and masked his own worries betrayed him through his voice. “They will give up as the air chills.”

“And come right back here tomorrow,” retorted Nerdi. “Ryax all ready has a lot of Flat Rock irate, most of them never giving a damn what he thought until now. For the most part New Paradasia had never had this kind of a problem. Little Mountain has it’s share of minor incidents, but they all pale to this horror!”

“It’s one that no one here is ready for, but they have expected it,” Kinder Blessing pointed out prospectively. “If shown the facts they will understand. They will learn and move on.”

“Save the sermon for the choir, preacher, I’ve seen the Republic when infected by speculative sensationalism; I ought to know I used to be owned by a tabloid journalist.” Nerdi fretted with his finger, repeatedly pointing it towards the door; actually pointing at the Vhinech outside. “Nine out of ten out there don’t need Ryax’s rhetoric. There own fears from past experiences with the imbalanced kind will give them enough paranoia ammo to shoot through any assurances we give them.”
“Don’t sell out the faith of our people, Nerdi,” said Kinder Blessing, his voice stressing a bit; signs that he was getting agitated, which was often very hard for anyone to do.

Sensing it even though Forceless, Nerdi looked at Nandia, who was paler and gaunter now than earlier in the day. “Did you see the body?”

“No,” said Nandia with an empathic head shake. The group’s attention was captured by Ogwa’s approach. Nowen and several other armed for bear Guardians brought up the flank. “Ogwa, how is Study Mathaniel?”

“Physically he’s going to be all right after some rest.” Ogwa did not need to tell the group about the young man’s mental condition; everyone knew how close Mathaniel was to Patcher. “However you are here for another reason, but now it isn’t the reason you may think. Please follow me; it’s best you see this for yourselves.” He looked at Nandia and said, “And it will be shocking.”
Nandia didn’t question or began a debate about the misconceptions of a women being emotionally weak; this was a much too serious situation for social debate. The group followed, and she asked, “Will Alouka be joining us?”
“Alouka has seen our findings; there will be nothing new for him to see,” said Ogwa. “He told me his opinion on it; I will say it after you have examined our findings.” They reached a door marked LAB and entered; the only Guardians that entered were Ogwa, Nowen, and Meggie; there were several Guardians in the lab, but these Nubians wore no armor; instead they looked just like the prototypical matinee scientist. Ogwa lead them all towards a small table; Magus Orrick was standing on a chair, overlooking it. When they reached him they could hear him whispering a prayer. The reason for it became obvious with the small bump that pushed the blanket up from the table.
They respectfully waited for Orrick to finish. When he did, he said in a tone in which what he said the logic, the wisdom, and the importance could not be challenged. “This pup will be laid to rest with his mother in the Steps of Eternity; she will name him then. The father will be burned to ash with the home. His name will never be spoken in kind again.” He sighed wearily, and then inhaled deeply to regain both composure and strength. “We have examined the bodies. Blessed had given birth, and had fought to save her pup’s life. The father” he never even hesitate not to speak Patcher’s name “was wounded several times by her efforts. It was not enough to save herself and her pup.”
“Blessed would have never yielded; she had been a fighter long before she met her husband,” added Kinder Blessing. “She loved even the woodland creatures.”

Orrick nodded but then he added, “Yet after what I have seen even I had my reservations over such specifics.” He reached down and pulled the blanket off the body. There was a shuffling of feet. The breathing in the room changed, betraying both shock and discomfort. “It is difficult, yet you must know. You must, for we have a greater problem upon our future’s near horizon.”

With that, Ogwa took over; he nodded towards a technician and in seconds a holographic readout displayed above the tiny body. “This is a complete medical workup of the child. As you can see aside from what happened there is nothing odd about him on the surface. Internally with a glance he looks and functions as if Human. With a closer look we get a much more dramatic reality.”

Ogwa covered the child, and used the interior scans of the body, along with readouts, to continue his presentation. “Tests confirm that the parents and child match. That is we finally determined that by finding the common link in a fraction of the boy’s gene structure. Six chromosomes: three from each parent.” He expanded the chromosome map with a wave of his hand, and the genetic structure grew…and grew….and grew until Nandia looked at it with a look of astonishment. “After that we have a mystery.”
“Biology my weakest study,” butted in Nandia, “but if memory serves only the Hutts have chromosomes over a hundred.”

“The Vhinphyc is the only other species,” said Ogwa plainly. Suddenly the Council of Towns began to look very uneasy. The headmaster gestured towards the interior diagram of the body, outlined the skull area, and the computer zoomed the image, blowing it up. There two distinct indentions in the skull, on the sides, with very tiny tips. As the others gawked, he said, “As some of you may know Vhinphyc babies look no different from Human babies. Upon a closer examination the truth becomes known.”

“Oh god,” muttered Nerdi, graying in shock. “Are you implying…”

“He’s not implying it,” cut in Nandia, hand on her own stomach. “Blessed gave birth to a Vhinphyc!” She looked to the yaltma beside her, but Kinder Blessing remained silent; he appeared shaken by the news based on his stiffening body. “It’s true. By Presence it’s true.” The response she gave surprised even her; Nowen gave her a look of both surprise and silent support.
“Nowen here was initially put off by who the child was because it bleed red blood,” continued Ogwa. “He happened to recall Blessed’s near birthing condition. It’s why he was able to aide Mathaniel Jarvis. Blessed never took us up on the offer of prenatal care so we had no idea this was happening. Our theory is that after the father delivered the note to Mathaniel’s door he returned home and discovered the anomaly; all he had to do was stroke the child’s head; he would have felt the beginnings of the horns. The rest…the evidence fits the theory.”

“This,” began Kinder Blessing, “goes beyond a simple birth defect. It is more than a motive for murder, sir.” The man who once had faith in his people’s ability to understand --  a declaration he made no more than five minutes ago --  was now believing otherwise.
“I know, and believe me I am treating it that way,” said Ogwa, stressing every word to placate and try to calm Kinder Blessing down. “There’s something else.” It got the council’s attention quickly. “This Vhinphyc child had Vhinech midi-chlorians.” Even Nandia appeared a little confused. “The microbes responsible for being able to feel the Force.” She nodded but the other did not; she then looked more concerned, but waited for Ogwa to tell the conclusions. “It means this child would have felt and used the Force if he had lived. Without the Vhinech double minds problem.”
“As if that fact truly matters in this consequence: do you overlook the largest problem?” Kinder Blessing walked around the table to be closer to Ogwa. “A Vhinech gave birth to a Vhinphyc child!”

“He has not overlooked the point, Kinder Blessing,” said Orrick calmly, but directly to stop the ranting. “He is, in fact, revealing another facet to the growing problem he completely comprehends. You say what you say for you know the history of my kind all too well. How our number of births swelled in the years since Magus Vhinech was born a thousand years ago.”
“I don’t get it,” said Nerdi.

Nandia said to Nerdi, “He means we could be looking at a repeat performance of nature at it’s most basic and unexplained. A species evolving into another species, only for the new species to de-evolve after so many generations and do so at a geometric rate.”

“So we’re going to have a bunch of Vhinphyc suddenly popping out of wombs? Alive! Kicking?!?”

“It’s one possibility,” said Ogwa thoughtfully. “This kind of event is exclusively rare but it has been catalogued in this galaxy before in bacteria and some aquatic life forms; life with simple genetic structures. In those cases de-evolving fell back at least two orders of existence before such creatures became extinct.”

“You’re suggesting the Vhinech are a few generations away from being extinct?” For once Nerdi was being intelligent and straightforward, which in some way annoyed the others.

“I believe not, but I must admit I don’t have a definitive answer to that,” explained Ogwa.
“But you also believe this isn’t a one time event,” Nandia pointed out. “This simply isn’t a mutation.”

Ogwa smiled just a little, but it faded away. “The debate whether or not mutation is evolution aside we can’t assume this will be the only birth of it’s kind. After all the common thread is where the Vhinech had originally come from.” He looked back at the hologram floating above the examination table. “The genetics of this suggest something more than reverting back to the origin source.” He turned back to them and said, “I can only speculate on all the possibilities because our resources are so limited we can only scratch the surface of a very deep problem. We’re doing the best we can to get all the answers.”
Nerdi fluttered his wings about and spoke what he was thinking. “How many females in New Paradasia are currently pregnant?”

Nowen was quick with the answer. “Four hundred and three.” With that Nerdi rolled his eyes; the rest looked even more uncomfortable. “Sixty-five percent of all females of child baring age. One-third of them are in the late semester equivalent stages. Nearly all of them have not been looked at by us. With winter coming we project that there will be just that many or more pregnancies beginning.”
“And you base this on what exactly?” asked Kinder Blessing.

“Climatic conditions creating a psychological stigma of continuous boredom,” said Nowen without missing a beat. “Studies have shown that married couples or friend mates with nothing to do during long stretches of winter will rediscover each other and have more sexual encounters. It’s why, barring strict instinctive followings and physiological constraints, the most births on any world occur in the late summer or early fall of the year; conception occurred during the winter.”

“When the weather outside is frightful…,” Nandia half sung.

Kinder Blessing shot her a look. “Do you think this is funny? Magus Orrick is right: this is a violate problem!” He looked at them all and then paced around, speaking aloud what the others were thinking but were either afraid of saying it or just thought everyone got the idea and didn’t need to be reminded. “These good people have been victims of a terrible hate for years, one they annihilated into extinction in order to guarantee their own survival. They regret those actions, but they do so because there are no real living reminders of what was done to them and what they had done. The Jedi Master Sarch, at first, caused them tremendous fear before they knew him well; afterwards they learned to trust and respect him in the short period of time they had with him. Now we have Vhinech giving birth to Vhinphyc? Do you believe this will sit well with them? The very symbol of their greatest fears being reborn from the many Gardens of Life to torment them once more?”
“According to Mathaniel the father said he was cursed,” said Orrick somberly. “He had the credence to believe he had sinned and therefore he had been given a Vhinphyc child.”
Kinder Blessing pointed at Orrick. “Exactly!” He looked around to the others again. “The father was a good, kind, level headed, good natured man. That is until the birth. A ‘snap of the fingers’ was all it took.”
“Sounds as if you don’t have an ounce a faith in the people here at all,” said Nowen pointedly.

“Oh you of all the beings in New Paradasia should talk,” Kinder Blessing threw back at the Nubian. “Your hate for us is well documented, which brings me to another point: fine, the parents embrace a Vhinphyc child. What about the others? They will not tolerate a Vhinphyc life here.”
Nerdi sighed and said, “I’m inclined to agree with Kinder on this. I mentioned before coming in here that the people’s old fears were enough to make them do rash things. Ryax was out there stirring the pot and he has no knowledge of this. Can you imagine what he could do with it?”

“Unfortunately yes,” said Nandia shyly. “It becomes a question of whether or not to tell or not tell. Which is the lesser of two evils? What happens if we do, or don’t, and there is another birth?”

“Are you brains dead? We tell them nothing!” If he didn’t have a mask on to keep his eyes in his head, Kinder Blessing would have become blind based on his shocked answer.
“I concur,” said Nerdi. “Ryax can make armies with this.”

“And if another birth happens what then?” asked Nandia with a raised voice. “What are you prepared to do?”

Orrick cleared his throat to get their attention, ending the debate for a moment. “I agree with the others, Nandia. However I do so due to the evidence that is absent. All we have is the problem; what good is it to address the people when all we have to give them is a problem we are only have begun to comprehend.”

“Meaning we need time and research,” said Ogwa. “Telling the people now will be counterproductive. We need to get all the information we can on this so when we do tell them we have nearly all the answers.”
“And solutions,” threw in Nerdi.

Ogwa held up a hand, “Which is what exactly?”

“Wa…well do you not agree with our assertions of the problem?”

“Again,” Ogwa stressed with a lot more tension in his voice, not liking what was crossing his mind “what do you mean by solutions?” Nerdi turned away, not wanting to say what was on his mind. The old Human shook his head and continued on with the discussion. “Anyways, for now the people need to be kept in the dark about this. And yes, even lied to.”

“That will not bode well in the immediate term,” said Orrick. “My people will sense the deception.”

“Perhaps, which is why the only so many of us know about this; since we are more or less the government of New Paradasia the people are all ready suspicious of us and pass it off as such.” Ogwa crossed his arms. “We have all the data and samples we can collect from the bodies to do research. It will take time, and even then our results will be limiting. This base is not equipped to conduct deeply detailed scientific research of any kind.”

“What can be done to help the research along?” asked Nandia smartly.

“I have a plan,” said Ogwa with a nod. “It is going to require everyone’s cooperation.”

A chime went off on Nowen’s wrist. He answered the comlink silently and then said, “Excuse me.” He past Nandia and gave her a glance to assure her that he was fine. He left the group knowing full well what Oggie’s plan was; he approved of it, and he was certain the others would. He had, though, no time to hear it again; he was alerted to the Jarvis’ and Destiny’s preparations for departure. He wanted to be there for it, to make sure they weren’t harassed.

By the time Nowen reached the door the others were all ready there. Alouka had his arm around  both of Mathaniel’s shoulders. The Vhinech Study looked totally spent and barely walked to the door. By her father’s other side was Maddie Jarvis, and this was the first time Nowen had seen the quiet Tigress-Vhinech; she was short as her father, and her black stripping aligned her face and made her very pretty. Destiny held a blanket wrapped around her body; a visual that still put everyone off by the sheer fact of her subspecies, but she was insistent on wearing the blanket after her dress was ruined by the blizzard.
“I and my team here are to see you folks home,” said Nowen regularly, pointing at the three other Guardians, one for each being.

“Thanks,” said Alouka gratefully. “Are they still talking?”

“Yeah, it’s a mess,” admitted Nowen respectively. “This isn’t going to be solved tonight.”

“What else is new?” said Alouka with a sigh. Maddie wrapped her arms around her father and snuggled with him for security. “It’s all right, hon. We’ll be home in a few minutes.”

“There’s hardly a crowd out there now,” said one of the Guardians looking at the sensors. “Door unsealing.”

The doors opened, the first set opening left to right and right to left, the second up and down. The group walked out effortless, and the small crowd hushed quickly upon seeing who emerged. No one bothered or followed them, and the group effortlessly reached the trail upward for Little Mountain with no incident. Wisely no one said nothing to avoid drawing attention along the way. All was good until a familiar shout tried to stop the group before they past the sentries guarding the trail.
On his third, loud insistence Ryax yelled, “CEASE! I WANT TO TALK TO YOU, ALOUKA JARVIS!” The group turned slightly and looked back down the trail. Ryax and eight others stopped a good foot short of the Guardians blocking the path. “I demand to know what has transpired! Everything, and all things that you and your son were and are involved in!”
“Don’t,” came Nowen’s quiet warning to Alouka. However the Tigra bought the bait, passing Mathaniel to him and insisting with a hand for his daughter to remain where she was. Nowen got Destiny’s attention…
“There is nothing for you to know,” said Alouka, his voice rising in controlled volume. “This doesn’t concern you or your friends.”
“It is a concern of every Vhinech in New Paradasia to know the truth,” insisted Ryax. “You will tell me, you and your son.”

“No, we won’t.” Alouka brushed past the Guardians and got very close to Ryax. He nearly stepped on the Wookiee-Vhinech’s toes to look up and into his eyes. “And another thing, Mop, you’re to stay the smeck away from my children! Don’t talk to them, don’t go near them you get me?”
Ryax chuckled and said, “Is that a meaningless threat on my doorstep.” He leaned heavily over the much smaller Tigra. “Perhaps you should remember your quiet and obedient place, Giver of Life.”

Before Alouka threw a stupid punch Nowen had a hold of him and easily turned Alouka around. “Easy there, Alouka, he’s goading you. Get your family home.” He gave the Tigra a well meaningful, but purposeful, push to make him walk up the trail. “That’s it.”

“You have the Blank Slates fight your own battles, Alouka Jarvis!” Ryax smirked off, or appeared to smirk. “Since you do not have your precious wife to protect you; you know, the one you want to forget?”

“Mathaniel!” Both Maddie and Destiny grabbed the young Vhinech before he left his position and held him back; being psychologically weak made it easy for both females to hold him. The Guardians grabbed Alouka quickly before he foolishly tried again to fight Ryax.

“Let him go: he desires to prove he is the fool!” Ryax took two steps back, bent at the waist, and gestured for Alouka to come at him. Ryax’s fellow Vhinech stayed back and made no motion that they were going to get involved. “He is a man! Allow him to prove it with his worthless end!”
Nowen, certain that his fellow Guardians had a good hold of Alouka, turned slowly towards Ryax, pointed, and said, “You, you vulnerable hairy idiot, are about five seconds away from a very serious death.” He motioned towards part of the Guardian group. “Get them out of here, I got this.”
“Oh really, Human,” said the amused Ryax. “What makes you so far and certain of such guarantees?”

Nowen turned slowly and when finished his Guardian blaster was pointing right at Ryax’s large, hairy head. The other Vhinech tensed and looked ready to do something, but the remaining Guardian contingent raised their blaster rifles and aimed at their respected targets.

“Because I have a blaster,” said Nowen calmly, coolly. “Because I don’t give a shit about the ramifications of making you a martyr. I could care less if I do you in with this” he shoved the blaster closer to Ryax; Ryax moved so he moved it closer “than in a fair fight. I don’t care if I, right now, go against my standing orders and drop you here and now like a bad date from hell.”
Ryax scoffed at Nowen. “Your racism is the thought all of your kind share here.”

“After today,” began Nowen coldly, “I just have to wonder how many more of you crazy son of a bitches are out there. All I got to say is I wished it was you I found on the rocks. But keep talking, carpet.” Nowen shoved the blaster hard into Ryax’s nose, causing the Wookiee-Vhinech to stumble back and growl. “Please, keep talking. I’m begging you to. I want to split your skull right now with a well placed shot, just to see if you have any brains at all.”
Ryax rubbed his black nose as he took a few more steps back. Baring his sharp, tiny white teeth he spat out angrily, “Do not dare turn your back on me, Human!” He walked backwards for a considerable distance, keeping his blues eyes sheering and locked on Nowen; Nowen in turn kept his blaster pointing right at Ryax’s center of mass. The Wookiee-Vhinech let loose a short, Wookiee grunt, turned venomously and left with his group giving the rest acid looks.

“Wasn’t that a little uncalled for,” one of the Guardian’s questioned.

“No, it was time to do something uncalled for,” was all Nowen said, turning and leaving the others to guard the trail. The Jarvis’ were gone, but Destiny stood here ground. She had waited for him. “You didn’t have to wait for me.”

“I had to because I agree with your friends,” said Destiny as they both walked up the trail. “You never gave me the impression that you were a hateful man when I first met you. Was that all an act, when you came to my home?”

Nowen sighed and said, “No.” He looked to her as they strolled into the barely lit mountain side. “Look…I’m no saint. I’m trying, I really am trying with your people. But scumbags like him don’t help. And quite frankly today didn’t help either.”

“I don’t question that part of your skepticism…”

“Then don’t question any of it. You all have to be crazy if you accept the idea that murdering babies is the best way to bring forth peace!” Destiny looked at Nowen stunned in silence. He said, “Don’t act surprised, your people did it before on Vhanba! At least two leaders in the fort are talking about it again in coded hints right now!” He pointed a hard finger into his chest. “You think I don’t have a reason to hate your kind. Lady, after today, I have a brand new one.”
Nowen eased up. “Look…I like you. I like you, and Mathaniel, and Nandia, and that screwball Wobble. I do like a lot of you. It’s taking all this time to make me realize that I’m wrong about certain things with the Vhinech. I got personal issues, but those will never be put to rest; I can put them aside, though, and function.”
“So that is all you do is function,” chided Destiny. “Like an android, to get through the days. Meanwhile like a droid you caretake us like a plague in a laboratory. So am I that kind of a burden to you? You can’t pick and choose your hates, Nowen.”

“I can and I will, Destiny,” said Nowen. “That Ryax deserves a bolt in the brains and you know it.”

She looked at him thoughtfully and said, “I do not know what to say about such a thing.”

“Don’t say anything, we both know where we stand on it. Leave it alone.” Nowen was done talking; he just wanted to get his job done. No, he wanted to just go back to the fort and sulk. “You going home or staying with the Jarvis’?”
“With the Jarvis’,” she assured him with a guff voice, “and I can find my way there by myself thank you.” She left him in a huff, and in turn he just walked back down the trail, thinking over and over again about the events of today; he didn’t like the future.
Out there, in the unseen and the unknown, was the dark days. They were coming, with no answers for them. The dark tide was rolling out from the center of the galaxy, and the waves have swept through New Paradasia. The tides were rolling back, and in the not too distant future those who have been touched by the tides were together going to be swept into the seas.

This was only the beginning…

