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Chapter 20
The chirp of a long-billed russet bird perched upon the tall compound walls 

kept time as the morning light advanced upon the retreating shadows. Celia sat 
on the lodge steps with Ph’avell. Her father’s off-roader sat next to the Dragonfly, 
waiting for the trip to Kamadi. I’ll bet you never thought you’d be all the way out 
here, Fred. 

“I’m not sold on bringing Finwë with us.” Celia sipped her kavee.

"Then we leave him here with Maxtron or alone." Ph'avell spat out some 
kavee grounds, "Or I could do this as a singleton mission."

“Could you pull it off in a day?“ She asked.

“No,” Ph’avell eyed his cup, “so we’re back to the first two options.”

“Be my guest sealing him in a cabin if you feel that strongly about it.“ Celia 
cocked her head.

"Oh no, no, no, no… My nose still hurts from meeting Fin." Ph'avell poured 
out the kavee from his cup, " Someone with such a pretty face shouldn't know his 
way around a fight like that."

“Maybe that's how he keeps it pretty.“ Celia smiled.

"Maybe so," He shook the dregs loose from the cup, "but something tells me 
there's more to him than we know, or even he knows. I've watched the guy, and 
he moves with a confidence that comes with a lifetime of training." Ph'avell gave 
the cup a shake, "I'm convinced he's no threat. There's something that I just can't 
put my finger on, but I trust him."

“I do too. I’m sure Max thinks I’m insane by now.”

The Thandarian stretched his legs out, and the morning sun gleamed like gold 
fire across his black fur. 

“You know, I had VOZ keep an eye on him overnight.“ He smirked.

“Who, Max?” Celia raised an eyebrow.

“Ha! You think I should?” Ph’avell kept facing the sun, “No, Fin. And he was 
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up hours before us?“

“And?“ She said.

“He was meditating and exercising.“

“Not exactly the actions of a galactic villain.“ She swirled her cup and saw 
grounds in the bottom. 

“No joke, the guy insisted on moving the flight cases to atone, his word, for 
fighting with us.“ Ph’avell raised his black-furred hands in amazement, “We 
need bodies for this run, so if Max comes, then Fin comes too.“

Celia understood the responsibility for cleaning up after stray, and Ph'avell 
just took in another. 

“I saw Country Club lull you aside last night. Anything I needed to know 
about?“ Ph'avell turned her way.

One of the significant differences between regular Corps and ForceCon was 
candor. Most vanilla-flavored officers couldn't stomach the truth from 
subordinates. Celia grew up in that world and wanted nothing more. 

“Nothing new, just Max casting another vote for getting help.“ She took a sip 
and tried to avoid the grounds, “We’ll find someone—eventually.“

"We need to get an idea of the playing field before we do anything externally." 
He scratched behind an ear, "You're on the Stonegate marksman team, right?"

"I shoot long-range." Celia flung the gritty contents of her cup into the soil.

"I've assigned a long gun to you." Ph'avell gestured to a small stack of cases 
behind the off-roader, "Let's walk."

Ph'avell stood and headed to the far side of the compound, where a few 
legless couches and a half-dozen vehicle seats surrounded a large fire pit. A 
hand-painted sign hung on the wall that read, 'The Sulfur Club.' The only 
genuine touch of homeyness in a dusty hellhole. The Thandarian wound through 
the obstacles and leaned up against a wooden crate.

“If we bring him, we need to up our personal protection but still remain as lo-
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vis.“ Ph’avell placed a small holstered sidearm onto the crate top. 

As a Corps brat, Celia gained a casual understanding that firearms were a 
part of the job, but she had never seen one off base. She looked down at the 
Chief. She was a half-head taller than him, something the Thandarian never 
seemed uncomfortable with. 

“You think I'll need this?“ Celia looked at the small blaster.

"It's been my experience having one, and never needing it is far preferable to 
the inverse." He lifted his shirt, and the same model was tucked in the front of his 
waistband. 

She just nodded as the words bounced around her head. Fleet Captains aren’t 
generally on the first line. 

“You receive any concealed training?“ The Chief cocked his eyebrows.

“I've only messed around with pistols for quals.“  Celia lifted the pistol in her 
hands.

“No problem. This little fella works just like the full-sized models you've 
trained with, but with fewer rounds and in a snappier package.“ He pulled three 
loaded charge magazines from a pocket. “Each mag holds thirty-two shots. 
Between the two of us, that’s enough to get to safety or our long guns.“ His hand 
gripped her shoulder, and the vertical pupils in his gold eyes narrowed, “If it 
gets bad out there, I need you to be aware of a few things.“

Celia slid the small blaster from the holster and checked the chamber as 
Ph'avell's words burned like when a boyfriend says, I have something to tell you. 
And Celia had been 'told something' a few times too many.

“Firefights aren't like vids. They happen fast and many times when you don’t 
expect them.“ His strong hands clapped together, and she flinched, “That's the 
moment when you could lose it all. So, if something goes wrong, don't hesitate. 
That includes taking a life.“

The charge magazine felt heavier now. Celia studied how Ph'avell wore the 
pistol.

“Wearing it in the front makes it easy to conceal and draw, especially if we're 
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sitting in a vehicle.“ He pivoted toward the compound wall, lifted his shirt with 
his right hand, and drew the firearm with his left at a slow speed.

She studied the action and nodded. She had drawn and fired a sidearm on the 
range, but here, now, everything felt different. The thought of firing the small 
blaster and where that shot went crystalized a concern she hadn't expected.

“After me, you have the most firearms training.” Ph’avell holstered his 
weapon, “Can you do this?“

Could she?  Others needed protection, so she'd have to. Celia laughed at her 
own ignorance. How was delivering a battalion of warriors to a conflict zone or 
firing a warship's armament half a system away and different than pulling the 
trigger to save your teammate's life? 

“Show me that draw a few more times. Slow at first, then speed it up.“ Her 
wide mouth smiled.

                                                                                                    

The bridge looked like a cross between a computer lab and a bachelor pad. 
Every station screen and dozens of holo-screen were filled with code or module 
controls. Hamilton and Jacey had dragged most of the equipment from the lab 
up. Cables, cases, and empty kavee cups filled nearly the entire space. A soft 
thud drew Hamilton’s attention to the doorway.

"I shower and change, and this is what you do to my bridge in one hour?" 
Celia stood in the doorway, looking perplexed. "What should I expect when we 
get back tonight?"

She was dressed in a mix of oversized indigenous clothes, some leggings, and 
combat boots. She looked fantastic with the scarf and dust goggles the lifted her 
long hair from her face.

The worst trade-off for Hamilton to working on someone else's cutting-edge 
project was the limited autonomy. But this was his baby, and he would work the 
way he wanted. 
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“We work fast; what can I say?“ Hamilton sat back.

“Apparently,“ She slid a few things off the command seat and sat. 

He chased Maxtron off earlier, but that wouldn’t work with Celia. 

“Yup, Ensign Cort has some outstanding ideas on signal masking and 
dissimulation. And with VOZ’s expert assistance, we’ll crack this before dinner.“

“Good to hear. We'll be out of TexCom range once we’re over that first ridge. 
So if there’s anything else you need, tell us now.“ Celia stood up.

“Yeah,“ Hamilton stole a glance toward Jacey and lowered his voice, “I could 
use a blanket for a fella my size.“

"Okay, one Hamilton-sized blanket coming up." She smiled, "Alright, you 
have the con, Mister Merriweather."

"I have the con, Captain." Hamilton didn't want it.

                                                                                                    

Celia entered the cargo bay where Maxtron and Finwë were going over the 
manifest and organizing cases. Celia could see the ship’s AR system directing 
Finwë as to which cases went where. He flinched nearly every time a new icon 
would appear, but he seemed to adapt quickly.

“Celia Vickers, we have stacked the chests to leave room for your queer cart.“ 

His high cheekbones were flushed, and his skin sparkled. Celia fought the 
urge to wipe her finger across his smooth cheek to make sure it wasn't something 
other than perspiration. 

“Thank you, and please, call me Celia.“

“I am eager to venture forth to yon city.“ He wiped his face with the sleeve of 
his silver tunic.

"C'mon, the Chief has some clothes to help us blend…." Celia swung her arm 
across Maxtron's shoulders, "Let's get you two looking like locals." The three-
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headed toward the ramp.

Clear of the ramp, Celia’s smile died. The off-roader Fred was covered with a 
fresh coat of drab earthen paint and random dents. 

“What have you done to Fred?“ Her arm slipped off of Maxtron’s shoulder 
and swing limp.

“I’ve made it better.“ Ph’avell’s eyes lit up, “Wait, you named it Fred?“ 

“Better? You've trashed a collector's item.“

“What is a Fred?“ Finwë asked as he walked down the ramp.

“While I’d love to stick around and hear more about this, I have things to do 
before we leave.“ Maxtron patted Celia on the shoulder, grabbed his local 
clothes, and headed back into the ship.

"Exactly; how many collector's items do you think roll into Kamadi every 
day? If we don't blend, we're in for a world of trouble." The Thandarian filled the 
paint gun with water, "Oh, and don't think for a second you're not telling us how 
this thing got its name." Ph'avell cleared the spray nozzle with short pulses 
against the rear fender. The drips slowly changed from milky to clear.

“I had a cat named after King Fredrick the Assured. He was real good at 
climbing. After a particularly hairy trail ride with my dad, I dubbed the off-
roader Fred.“ She regretted the candor as she spoke.

“Well, Fred is as capable as ever, and now his exterior matches his moniker,
“ Ph'avell said.

“But…“ Celia was dumbstruck.

“We can come and go in this POS without drawing the attention of official 
sources or those looking to put a collector's item on the black market.“ 

“The Fred cart has no wheels.“ Finwë examined the front tow winch, “Is this 
where do we attach the horses?“

“Horses? Nobody uses horses.“ Ph'avell hopped into the driver's seat and 
started the vehicle. The fuel cell hummed to life as the off-roader rose a half-
meter. “We float over the roads now.“
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“Zounds, this is an artifact of great power.“ Finwë leaped back in defense.

It was sheer luck Fred made it on the ship in the first place. If it had remained 
in the hanger back on the base, the off-roader would be gone. Enjoy what you 
have.

"It's ugly but perfect." She thumped the fender.

“Here’s your sniper system, Cap’n,” Ph’avell pointed out the open cases, “the 
other two are carbines for Max and me.“ 

The dull grey-tan weapon was a more business-minded version of the rifle 
she used for competition. It sat in the case like a chained beast waiting to strike. 

“Let's hope we don't have to use it.“ Celia touched the barrel. 

"Leave the hoping to the bad guys. I know operators who made it through 
sniper school who don't have scores close to yours." Ph'avell slipped into a chest 
rig loaded with magazines and other earth-toned gear. 

Celia hoisted the rifle and her own loaded chest rig, finding it hard to accept a 
compliment based on an undesired outcome. 

"The true beauty of this being a restored Corps off-roader are these." Ph'avell 
flipped open a panel along the A-pillar to reveal a compartment he stashed the 
carbine. Celia slid her rifle into the matching panel on the passenger side.

“Plus, this baby is up-armored.“ Ph’avell thwacked the fender. 

Some hurried footsteps served as a preamble to Hamilton and Jacey exiting 
the ship. 

“Uh, we were told to come out now and ask about some guy named Fred?
“ Jacey looked around the courtyard.

Unlike Ph'avell, Celia, Maxtron, and Finwë looked like lords and ladies 
attending a costume party in their local clothing. She wondered how Ph'avell 
looked every bit a Corps officer in uniform and equally natural in this garb. They 
prepped their gear and talked through the plan again. The clothes seemed pre-
dusted as if they had spent the day in the dirt. Celia softened her focus and 
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wondered if this was what being on an archeological dig would have looked like. 
But she wasn't an archeologist. Then again, Celia wasn't a ForceCon operator. She 
was a woman trying to find out why her homeworld was nearly destroyed and 
why her father told her not to trust anything official.

“You might think twice about that fancy bag.“ Ph’avell 

“I feel it lends a level of sophistication.“ Maxtron preened.

"Exactly; how long will you be gone?" Hamilton said with a down note.

“Don't tell me you're sad to see us go?“ Ph’avell said.

“No, I just want to know what I need to have ready when you get back.” 
Hamilton twisted the toe of his boot in the powdery ground, “And… we need a 
few more things.”

All four travelers paused and looked at the Gurch.

“We'll need an unassigned ident module to generate alias idents to avoid 
detection on the net.“

“Just use the ship’s,“ Maxtron said as he covered his carbine with a tattered 
blanket underneath the driver’s seat.

“If only we could. This ship's ident module is a subroutine built into the AI. 
VOZ will operate normally if we bypass it. But if we reprogram the module, we 
would  lobotomize VOZ; and I assume this is not an acceptable option.“

I would say not.

“Don't worry, VOZ.“ Celia said, “Can’t we operate without the module?“

“The moment we come within earshot of a planetary command, Corps or 
SoulGuard vessel, it’ll look like we’re in a stolen ship.“ Jacey piped up.

"Which technically we are by this point," Hamilton muttered.

“We can be any ship with an uninitialized ident module. We can write our 
own travel history and manifest. These modules are a controlled item, but a key 
piece." Jacey pressed a holo-screen button.

“Got it,“ Maxtron’s holo-screen flashed.
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“You think we can get this?“ Celia turned to the Warrant Officer.

“As the saying goes; If you can't get in Kamadi, you just can't get it.“

“I never hear of that one,“ Maxtron said.

“That's because I just made it up. But it should be a saying." Ph'avell fired up 
the off-roader and staged a quick exit.

"We'll be back as quick as possible. Keep that gate barred, and don't let 
anyone in. If someone can get over these walls, then EXFIL in the Dragonfly to 
the first alternate rally point, and we'll link up there." Celia finished.

“Keep an eye out for our TexCom when we get back in range.“ Maxtron 
pulled his goggles on. “We’ll bring dinner back.”

Celia and Ph'avell exchanged a stare, and she nodded. The Chief made a 
circular signal with his hand, then Hamilton and Jacey swung the gate open. 

Good luck. @JCortEgn02

Ph'avell punched the throttle, and the off-roader tore away from the 
compound. Celia watched the doors shut through the dust trail in the rear 
monitor. Good luck to all of us.
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