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Chapter 23
Mid-day seemed to be when more than the Thandarian diaspora visited the 

bazaar. Celia's concern of standing out lessened as the crowds of Terran, Nørn, 
Arthropian, and Gurch filled the streets and stalls. Ph'avell insisted they watch 
the cafe for a while before heading in. The Chief insisted he trusted Master 
Khamid; this was habit outside the wire. Celia and Finwë followed him across 
the way to the eatery with no sign of anyone looking for them. Ph'avell slipped 
inside the dried mud building.

"No joy, Country Club isn't here," Ph'avell said as he returned.

Max, we're at the restaurant. Do you need us to come to get you? @CVickersLCDR

Celia watched Ph'avell's confidence in sending Maxtron off on the singleton 
mission erode in the passing seconds. People moved slowly at their daily pace; 
there was no sign of unusual activity in the bustling bazaar. 

“There.“ Finwë lifted his chin toward the far side of the concourse. 

Celia couldn't see what he spotted when moments later, Maxtron emerged 
from behind a pair of pushcarts with a large blanket slung over his shoulder. He 
looked like a woodsman carrying a trunk. The XO gave a slight wave of 
recognition and hoofed it over. Ph'avell made another scan before he relaxed.

“Everything, alright?“ Celia pulled the blanket from his shoulder. 

“Yeah, fine. Why?“ Maxtron adjusted his new leather jacket.

“We should get off the street,“ Ph'avell said.

“I was sure you'd beat us here.“ Celia grabbed one end of the tightly wound 
blanket, “We had to go to an extra shop to get everything on the list.”

“Oh, yeah.“ Maxtron paused, “Well, the guy wasn’t as friendly as advertised. 
He wanted to haggle. And, well… Let’s just say it’s an acquired skill.“ He 
returned a much slimmer collection of credit strips to Ph’avell’s hand as they 
entered the cafe.
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Khamid must have informed his cousin that they were coming because 
Sh'hain fawned over Ph’avell to the point of embarrassment. He wondered if she 
was unmarried. Following the display, the four and the blanket settled into a 
corner booth of the ornate interior. The warm light and textured wall treatment 
made for a homey atmosphere. Ph’avell avoided Thandarian restaurants to 
reduce the chance we would miss his homeworld. 

Maxtron persuaded everyone to order the lunch special, going on about 
currying favor with the chef. Ph'avell didn't have the heart to tell him that the 
chef was most likely a few grandmothers, and the special was made from what 
they didn't sell the day before. The kid was wound tight, and if they were to be a 
team together, Ph'avell wanted to help him relax. So if eating rejiggered leftovers 
was a step in that direction, so be it. While they waited, the server delivered a 
fire-darkened teapot, and Ph'avell filled their cups full of fragrant liquid. 

“As I mentioned to Maxtron Blain earlier, there have been times I left the great 
forests and grass plains of Elenari to spend time in desert bazaars like this. There 
is a great beauty in the sandy realm.“ Finwë breathed in the aromatic steam.

Isn’t Elenari mostly a desert? @BlainLT02

Last I checked. @Ph'avellCWO5

Ph'avell had noticed a shift in Finwë's demeanor upon entering the bazaar.  
Most who faced unfamiliar environments moved with a cautious gate, but Finwë 
seemed tactically aware of his surroundings. Finwë even snagged the booth's 
corner seat before Ph'avell could. The Enari seemed fluent in the unspoken 
language of veteran warriors; who was he?

“Are we good on time?“ Celia asked.

Ph’avell checked the timeline in his TexCom and nodded.

"Seems like we got lucky that Khamid could find us a lead," Maxtron said as 
he topped off his tea and held up the empty kettle to the server for a refill.

“I hope this doesn’t come as a shock, but he doesn’t just deal in clothes.“ 
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“Nay, no surprise, Master Khamid has the look of the spider about him,
“ Finwë said as he tasted some flatbread.

“Did he give you any information about Terra Prime? Because there’s not a 
news screen to be found around here.“ Maxtron asked.

“Welcome to beyond the Union.” Ph’avell scooped some parani up with his 
flatbread, “Folks here don’t care about it.“

"But you do," Celia had a knack for steering the ship.

Ph'avell savored the tangy spread and took a sip of tea, taking a moment.

“It's a mess. King Arnault, the Prime Ministers from all Seven, and the 
majority of the Union Assembly were at the Royal Palace when it was hit.
“ Ph'avell cleared his throat, “The King is dead.“

“Long live the King.“ All but Finwë said in a low tone. 

Celia sat back as Ph'avell's black brow knit together. Big Jake Vickers was a 
daily subject in the squadron. Ph'avell had made it to Green Team just as the 
commander left for an intermediary station before his recent promotion to Rear 
Admiral, in charge of all of SPECCOM. The loss of these galactic figureheads 
would be historical news, but nothing compared to the loss of Celia's father.

“Any word of a successor ?“ Maxtron said.

"Not that I've heard." Ph'avell continued, "Rezzamist extremists have officially 
been declared responsible for the attack. This may explain the lack of vid screens 
here and the action at the entrance. Khamid says significant penalties against 
Thandaria are in the works."

"We never saw a single extremist or anyone who didn't need rescue," Celia 
said.

"News sources claim that the tens of thousands Hamii worshipers in Nueva 
City were involved, and the Gurch are on the chopping block for their hand in 
this." Ph'avell sipped his tea, "Surviving leadership on Braghth are up in arms."  

“There is an extremist wing of Hamii worshipers.“ Maxtron leaned in, 
“Maybe they’ve teamed up with the Rezzamists.“
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“Don't. Please don't. You sound like one of those talking heads on the feeds.
“ Celia said.

"Khamid let me use his link, and there's no easy way to say it; Sterium wasn't 
the only Corps target. Every base on Terra Prime was nearly or completely 
destroyed. The Soul Guard are now in charge of what's left of the Corps." 
Ph'avell laid his hands flat on the table.

“Gods,“ Maxtron blanched.

“Anti Thandarian and Gurch rhetoric is rampant, and certain factions are 
making this a race thing. Which may make getting around the Union tough, as a 
third of our crew is now an unwelcome quantity.“ Ph’avell said

“We need to find someone we can trust.” Maxtron looked anxious.

“Easier said than done.“ Celia ruffed her thick hair.

“The Arthropian's are calling for a heavy-handed response. Reports of Sh'mir 
Urbud and Rezzamist attacks are popping up around the Galaxy. With four of 
the Seven at odds, it wouldn’t take much to kick-off a galactic war.“ Ph'avell 
lowered his voice, “It all feels a bit too convenient.“

“Like we're dancing to someone else's choreography,“ Celia said.

“Upon the webs of spiders,” Finwë added.

The food arrived via a small army of proud servers; more than Ph’avell 
suspected worked for the cafe. Maxtron rubbed his palms together as the round 
table filled up with one savory dish after another. Ph'avell noticed the special 
was a meat dish. He slid his plate over, and Celia scrapped the meat from her’s 
onto it. He spooned some veg and grains from his plate onto hers. Finwë ate the 
dish with zeal. 

“Unless we can prove that something different happened,“ Maxtron paused 
in between mouthfuls, “we're a crew of nut jobs?“

Ph’avell was impressed with the Terran’s assessment.

“Or a liability,“ Finwë added. “Power plays have been the tool of choice for 
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regime change for as long as time itself.“

It seems not much had changed in five thousand years.

“Khamid has his hand in recovery contracts, as well. And a contract just came 
in for the capture, or kill, of six people with possible Corps ties, in a J-34 Jacht 
lander. A Thandarian, a Gurch, a Protean, and three Terrans. Sound familiar?“

“Gods, that's us,“ Celia’s big blue eyes stared across the table.

“Contracts?” Maxtron lowered his fork, “Like bounty hunters?“ 

"Now, three of us have been seen buying a large number of clothes and a 
Gurch-sized blanket." Ph'avell nudged Finwë, "You know, with that hat on, you 
could almost pass for Terran."

“Should we be worried about…“ Celia paused.

“No. Khamid's safe, but the bazaar has many eyes.“ Ph'avell took a bite.

“Maybe we head back to the safe house?“ Celia said.

"We've come the far; we need this damn ident module if we're going to make 
tops and bottoms of this. Keep low, and our eyes ears up." Ph'avell watched their 
morale leak out like a punctured balloon, "Good thing they're looking for the 
wrong ship." 

Ph'avell knew how to drop off the grid, become a shadow, but he wasn't sure 
he could do that with five others in tow.

“Sounds like we’ll need every bit of good luck we can get. If only we could 
change our appearance,“ Celia punched the banquet cushion, “but there's no 
such thing as a magic wand.“

“Oh, but you are wrong on that account, Celia Vickers.“ Finwë looked into his 
teacup.

Ph'avell tilted his head, and Celia shrugged her shoulders as he laid a pile of 
credit strips on the table to cover the meal.

"Well, without one, and unless the gods start granting miracles and wishes  
again, we'll have to settle for some good old tradecraft." Ph'avell counted out the 
money, "We'll head toward the corporate center to lose any tails, then off to the 
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warehouse sector and get the ident module."

                                                                                                    

This was Hamilton's third trip to the med-lab. He'd kill for a lab assistant or 
two. His equipment had been spread across the entirety of the ship, which made 
it almost impossible to find anything. The small silver case that housed the 
experimental TexCom units was ajar, and Hamilton wondered what Jacey was 
looking for in there. 

Hamilton returned to the bridge and the dozens of holo-screens and tablets he 
utilized. His large head bobbed along with the polyrhythmic counter-tones of 
Jacey's loud music. It was far more enjoyable than he anticipated; it aided in 
writing out line after line of code.

I’m getting close to completing the signal path bypass. @JCortEgn02

And the buffers? @HMerriweatherLCDR

VOZ and I installed and keyed them in already. @JCortEgn02

Hamilton took a long pull of some canned fizzy drink and dragged a few 
holo-screens closer to inspect the work.

Excellent, we should be ready to install the ident module when they return. It looks 
like the ghost data finished downloading from the repeater we borrowed on the test 
mission. I'll prepare it for the module. @HMerriweatherLCDR

“With that prepped, we could reboot the ship’s systems overnight and be 
done tomorrow.“ Jacey’s head popped out of an opening in the floor.

“After this, let’s prep the storage compartment for the repeater and ident 
module.“ Hamilton belched.

“I have a dedicated fiber line ready to link into the ship’s core.“ Jacey beamed, 
“I’ll need a pulse regulator to synch the connection.”

“Oh, was that what you were looking for in the Gen9 case?“

“No,“ Jacey's hand covered up the faded pink injection point on his neck, “I’ll 
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be happy to live the rest of my life and never see the insides of that case again.“ 

Then who opened the case? He made a note to check it and see if anything 
was missing. Hamilton reviewed the project list, and there was plenty of time to 
complete everything by dinner.

                                                                                                    

The off-roader exited the bazaar and wound its way onto a major 
thoroughfare. They were headed toward Kamadi's central city. Soon, the 
crowded merchant district transitioned into a modest residential sector stacked 
high with home units. The wide streets featured a center island with holographic 
trees and greenery. On a planet in the outer reaches with a partial atmosphere, 
the effect was a cheap reminder of what you didn't have. So far, Celia felt Kamadi 
had two things going for it, great Thandarian food and close proximity to the 
atmosphere generators. The less noxious, oxygen-rich air was a blessing.

High up on the multi-level skyway, the world below looked normal if you 
squinted. The off-roader passed a particle dome that ensured a quiet, cough, and 
smell-free existence for those who could afford a life within the center city. Hard 
to notice a problem if you never experienced it.

“Not sure, but we have two potential tails, laying far back. I'll try a couple 
moves to lose them.“ Ph'avell checked the rear scanner.

Celia had no idea what to look for, and it didn't seem to be the best time to ask 
for a lesson in defensive driving.

The Warrant Officer exited the skyway, cut the wheel onto a side street, then 
accelerated to the next intersection. Maxtron and Finwë braced themselves in the 
open-topped vehicle as the action was repeated a few more times at high speed.

Celia looked above for drones.

"Don't bother, no airbornes in Kamadi's city center. Cuts down on corporate 
espionage. The particle barrier disrupts all remotes." Ph'avell fished out a hand-
held device with a black screen, "I swept before we left Fred, and we're clean." 
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Ph'avell checked the rear scanner a few more times and entered another 
skyway leading away from the city center. 

“I think that did it.“ He returned his full attention to where they were headed.

Celia couldn't help but look over her shoulder in some vain effort to reassure 
herself that it was true.

They exited the third skyway into an industrial district comprised of 
sprawling, open-centered buildings filled with transport craft. The off-roader 
idled at the first intersection, and Celia watched Ph'avell's face for an early clue 
of trouble. It seemed hard to hide among the nondescript, two-story buildings 
and unmarked cargo vehicles. A few turns later, Ph'avell pulled to the curb and 
checked the map.

“It's that dull metal-clad building ahead on the right.“ The Thandarian 
gestured.

“The narrow one next to the other metal-clad buildings?“ Celia said.

"Yup." Ph'avell checked the time, "We have a few minutes. Let's keep our eyes 
and ears open and take in the atmospherics."

Ph'avell sat back in what looked like a relaxed position, but Celia saw his eyes 
were in constant motion. A handful of cargo vans entered and exited a few 
buildings. While a small fleet of transport vehicles passed them on the one-way 
street—all bearing the livery of the mega-corporations that controlled the planet. 

“What sort of dwelling is this?” Finwë looked along the rooflines, “Some 
walled fortification?“ 

“In a manner of speaking, this fulfillment zone keeps the industry on the 
planet going. You see those?“ Ph’avell called attention to a steady stream of small 
airborne cargo haulers emerging and disappearing from the surrounding 
buildings. “Behind these walls lay massive inventories of much-needed 
components sold to the mega-corps at exorbitant prices. It's a real supply and 
demand situation this far out from the core planets.“

“So, whoever’s in there had a restricted item on their shelf?“ Celia asked.

"Like I've said, it's Umrii…." Ph'avell rechecked the time, "We need to move."
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Ph’avell blipped the throttle, and Fred glided across the street and stopped 
just shy of the door. 

“I’ll go in singleton and get the goods.“ Ph’avell turned to the three, “You 
three keep an eye on the street and good old Fred.“

“We’ll be ready to roll or come in and get you.“ Celia’s heart beat hard as the 
pistol pressed into her waistband.

Ph'avell stashed his blaster in the center console and clipped the satchel of 
credits under his shirt line.

"We'll be fine out here." Maxtron leaned in between the front seats.

“I’ll keep my TexCom's open.“ Ph'avell slipped out of the vehicle.

Ph'avell looked as relaxed as a man walking home for dinner. But Celia wasn't 
relaxed, Maxtron looked distracted, and Finwë stared impassively up the street. 
Celia figured the idea of folks hunting you affected everyone in different ways. 
Her back prickled, and she double-checked to see if she could reach the pistol.
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