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Chapter 24
Ph'avell had grown familiar with the uneasiness of going it alone after 

volunteering for many singleton missions in ForceCon. Despite this 
acquaintance, he hated the feeling. It’s not that he fancied himself superior to 
anyone in his squadron, but if he accepted the assignments, then a teammate 
would remain out of harm’s way. And this was no different.

A dozen cameras faced in every direction on the sun-heated metal exterior. 
Cultural norms are hard to shake, and for Arthropians, everything was a factor of 
three. If four cameras would do the job, twelve were better. If Khamid was a 
canny trader, whoever pulled the strings behind the lone door would be a much 
harder negotiator. Anyone else sitting in the off-roader would have better luck 
inside. Thandarians and Arthropians shared a tradition of mistrust.

A subtle chipped paint landscape scarred the metal door. Upkeep seemed to 
be low on the priorities for the owner. A high-end weapon scanner hidden within 
the wall made its tell-tale hum. There was a beep and Ph’avell spoke the 
password Khamid had him memorize. This was an above-average security set-
up for an industrial parts supplier. That cold prickly feeling when things were 
about to turn nasty shot up Ph'avell’s. The door lock buzzed, and he pushed the 
thick portal open. 

Ph’avell blinked his eyes a few times and adjusted to the interior lighting. The  
glass-walled lobby was more upscale than he anticipated. The room was empty, 
save three seats and six vertical light strips. The virtual receptionist paid him no 
heed as he waited. A holo panel appeared with an audio prompt, and he spoke 
the next password. A minute later a young Nørn in a transparent rubber lab coat 
emerged from a doorway down the hall and headed his way. The technician 
entered a lengthy code into a holo pad and the interior glass door slid open.

“This way.“ The Nørn spoke and motioned for him to follow.

Six doors lined the glass hall on both sides. Ph'avell spotted an old Arthropian 
sitting at a simple workbench with a small kiln and bins of precious metals 
before him in one room to the left. The Arthropian nodded as if it had been worn 
down by life's endless struggle.

“Shagattich, will now see you.“ The Nørn stopped at the end of the hall and 
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the door on the right slid open.

If the interior of the office was similar to the lobby Ph’avell had no way of 
knowing. The walls were stacked high with bins, parts, and those long strips of 
embossed cellulose Arthropians recorded information upon. Shagattich, or who 
Ph'avell presumed was Shagattich, sat in the center, surrounded by holo-sheets 
and an industrial-grade particular destabilizer. No doubt the overflowing bin of 
crystalized photons below the destabilizer contained the severed links between   
Shagattich and culpability. Shagattich wore subtly iridescent ribbons upon its 
carapace. They fluttered as the four arms worked on multiple keypads and holo 
screens.

“Sit, sitttt.“ Shagattich said in a high crackly echo of a voice.

Ph'avell took a seat while Shagattich finished up and spotted a black object in 
a metal bin with Corps markings behind the Arthropian. 

“You are a friend of Khamid's, yes?“ The Arthropian spoke without preamble.

“We've known one another for a long time.“

“Yes, yes, thatttt is his way. Loyal, to a faulttt,“ Ph'avell saw hundreds of his 
own reflection in the six compound eyes focused on him.

Which eyes to pay attention to always proved a trick, and the constant 
mandible motion and whatever those little furry things that danced in and out of 
its mouth made the task more challenging. The clock was running and Ph'avell 
opted to not figure it out. 

“I see you have the item I came for.” He gestured to the black object in the bin,  
“Thank you.“ 

“Items I have, butttt thanks you may hold on to.“ Shagattich clicked and 
turned its head toward the Ident Module.

“Your efforts are appreciated and will be compensated.“ Ph'avell nodded in 
deference to cut through the drama. 

“The gesture is welcome, but I fear you cannotttt afford whattttt I charge.“

You can trust an Arthropian as much as the shifting sand below your feet. 
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Ph’avell bet the Arthropians coined the phrase.

I thought we had a deal? @CVickersLCDR

I guess we don’t. @Ph'avellCWO5

“What's the new price?“ There were times to dance, and this wasn't one of 
them, “Anything but success will not be acceptable for my clients.“

“I’ve been in this business for a long time and I’ve never know a geological 
expeditions to require an identtt module.” Shagattich tilted it’s head, “But I'm 
sure I don'ttt understand the  hidden dangers of your business.“

Arthropians were gifted at seeing multiple paths and outcomes. Thus valued 
in business and strategy. Ph'avell was sure it had to do with how their eyes saw 
the world around them. And it seemed Shagattich saw more than a simple sale.

Ph’avell took in a few long breaths and looked around the cluttered office. A 
wide variety of items in mismatched bins just outnumbered the images of young 
Arthropians. Some with Shagattich, some with others, but all within view of the 
center seat.

“That makes two of us. I'm just the guy who makes sure they get their work 
done and go home to their families, safe.“ Arthropians were fixated on their 
families. Anything to keep the brood healthy and prospering. “So, how much do 
we owe you?“

“Half a million credits is the price.“ Shagattich made a low purring tone as he 
leaned back on his haunches. 

How much? @CVickersLCDR

“I only need the ident module, not a whole ship. I can give you seventy-five 
thousand credits, now. That’s a hundred and fifty percent higher than the 
arranged price.“

“No, no, no. I'm sorry, butttt I cannottt sell you the module for less than four 
hundred.“

There was most likely enough to cover this back at the safe house, but that 
would set them back a day, and with news of their bounties, that delay could cost 
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them everything. 

“I can double the agreed price. If that’s not acceptable, we’ll be forced to go 
elsewhere.“

“Understandable, but I promise you, this is the only clean unitttt within the 
sector. Three-hundred thousand.“

The price was headed in the right direction, but they didn’t have that sort of 
money with them. 

“Very well, I'll bring the money first-thing tomorrow morning.“ Ph'avell knew 
he was being played. 

“The price will be five-hundred thousand tomorrow. You are nottt the only 
one who wants such a device, my friend.“ The Arthropian clicked a few times. 

“We both know you can't get another buyer at that price, today or tomorrow. I 
need to secure this module, or my employer will have my tail. I have one-
hundred and seventy-five with me. Will you take that?“ Ph’avell tallied the cost 
of everything they bought today and wished he still had that.

“The price is settt.“ The Arthropian regarded the Thandarian. 

                                                                                                    

Delivery vehicles loaded and unloaded from every building. This left the 
stationary off-roader rather conspicuous on the block. Celia puckered her full lips  
to the side as she thought of how they could get the additional credits in a 
strange city.

“The same conveyance has reappeared,“ Finwë said.

Celia looked where Finwë watched. “Where? Who?“

“Yon dark, blocky one.“

“The short blue one?“ She confirmed.
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“Aye. It has come past twice. It moves slower than the others.“

The lorry was parked on the far side of the cross street. Celia thought she 
could make out a driver and passenger. Then it moved off.

“Let me know if it returns, Fin. Max, have you seen a small dark blue lorry or 
any repeat vehicles?“

There was a pause, “I’m not sure. I don’t think so.“ 

“Max, take over the door. I'll watch the street.“ She shifted forward. “Chief, 
we may have an interested party out here.“

                                                                                                    

Stuck in an office negotiating for a black market item while your team may be 
under threat was unacceptable. Was Maxtron right, had Khamid betrayed them? 
Why this elaborate set-up, why didn’t they grab them back at the bazaar? The 
whole thing made his fur stand up on end. It needed to end, and they needed to 
leave.

“This is unreasonable. We both know no buyer is willing to pay a half 
-million.“ Ph'avell modulated his voice.

“Do we?” Shagattich leaned forward on one pair of arms, “Do you have 
anything of greattt value to make uppp the difference?“

More than a few dozen pieces of kit were worth the asking price, but they 
were back on the Dragonfly. Despite the major breech of Corps security, his Gen9 
TexCom was worth ten times the price. But with no way to extract them, it was 
no help. Were it still in showroom condition, the off-roader may have done the 
trick. That left the firearms. Ph'avell couldn't stomach the idea of putting secret 
squirrel weaponry in Shagattich's hands. Let alone be undefended with potential 
tangos in play. But the mission was the mission, and they were on the table.

“I have something.“ Ph’avell didn’t have act exasperated, “My payment for 
this job.“
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“One hundred and twenty-five thousand credits?“ The Arthropian asked.

“No, a rifle.“

“I have little need for such a device. I deal only in rarities.“

“This is rare. It's a G-twenty-two Mark-four, long-range rifle.“ It hurt to say.

Shagattich opened up a holo screen and searched the net. Silence turned into 
echoy clicks.

What the hells are you doing? @CVickersLCDR

“That's a restricted Corps system; odd payment for a geological survey.
“ Pincers tapped at a holoscreen. 

“Our employer is well connected and offered it to me as incentive.“ Ph'avell 
lowered his shoulders in feigned resignation and looked up at Shagattich, “The 
module may be the only one on Umrii, but I guarantee this is the only one for 
three quadrants.“ He lied, there were three more in the safe-house armory.

Shagattich typed some more. A lumpy piece of Arthropian tech spat out a 
long stream of cellulose sheeting. Shagattich tore the ribbon free and ran it across 
the furry feelers beneath its mandibles. 

“I accept the rifle and credits as full payment.“ Shagattich cocked his head.

“No way, you get the rifle; I keep the credits.“ Ph'avell wasn't going to roll 
over. “Do we have a deal or not?“

                                                                                                    

Celia could already hear Hamilton complaining as she wrapped the G-22 in 
his new blanket. It was too long to hide under her jacket and Maxtron refused to 
donate his. Something caught her eye and she looked up. The same dark blue 
lorry was parked on the opposite end of the street. 

Shit. 

Chief, I have eyes on the same vehicle. They're parked down the street. Please 
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advise. @CVickersLCDR

Celia used a holo screen to focus and zoom her neural imager. The grainy 
image revealed two hard-faced Terrans in the cab.

“Fin, recognize these guys?“ Celia called back.

“Tis the same as before.“ Finwë turned.

Celia's heart thumped. She had never been in real combat, only training. Even 
though she was siting, her legs felt weak, and her gut went haywire. Without 
thinking her hand found the rifle's grip under Hamilton’s blanket.

                                                                                                    

 Screw it. The moment called for action, not talk.

“Listen, Shagattich, grab the module, and we'll go to my vehicle. We’re 
parked right outside, and we can make the trade.“ Ph'avell stood in hopes it 
would prompt the Arthropian to follow suit. 

Standing, Ph’avell could see the reverse image of the security cameras outside 
and the nervous motions of his teammates in the off-roader. Then he spotted 
something that he couldn’t ignore—the long shape of the sniper rifle in Celia’s 
hands. Shagattich's hand touched a panel on the wall.

“Who did you call? What’s you angle in all of this?” Ph’avell had to leave, 
“This is a good deal. I'll even throw in the original fifty-K.“

                                                                                                    

Celia squeezed into the backseat between the Maxtron and Finwë. She slid the 
muzzle of the G 22 on the dashboard. How would she explain the holes in the 
windscreen to her father? Celia contorted let long frame in the cramped back seat 
to find the proper eye relief through the digitally magnified optic. Like a light 
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turning on the image of two rough customers came into focus. Both looked in her 
direction.

“What are you doing?“ Maxtron’s voice was tight.

Chief, I have eyes on the driver and passenger of the lorry. They don't look like 
delivery guys. @CVickersLCDR

“Gun!“

The passenger has a rifle. Repeat, the passenger has a rifle. @CVickersLCDR

“What do you mean rifles?“ Maxtron yelped, “They shouldn’t have rifles.“

Standing by. @CVickersLCDR

                                                                                                    

Ph'avell stepped toward the Arthropian, who recoiled at the sudden move. 
Shagattich quivered and turned to the images of his large family.

“TakkKkke the module, you name the price.” Shagattich cowed.

“Do you have any idea what’s happening?” Ph’avell reassessed, “Forget it. 
You don't want to do business; that's your problem, not mine“ 

Ph'avell removed the credit satchel and tossed it at Shagattich's feet, then 
grabbed the module. “Feel free to let Khamid know if you feel cheated, I'll send 
you the difference.“

Ph'avell backed out of the office while Shagattich remained motionless, 
almost terrified. He has no idea about any of this.

Moving. @Ph'avellCWO5
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Our people will find you and bring you somewhere safe.  Maxtron had been unclear 
how they were going to be contacted. The Senator’s aid was rather vague about 
the matter when Maxtron called from the bazaar. Now, Celia’s knee was jammed 
into his side and she was aiming a rifle at the people come to take them to safety.

“Two men approach us from this end,“ Finwë spoke in a matter-of-fact tone.

Maxtron turned to see two large figures dressed in nondescript clothes enter 
the intersection behind them. The lead man advanced toward them as the other 
crossed the street, then paralleled the first. A passing vehicle blew one man's 
coat, and Maxtron spotted a rifle underneath. The Senator's assistant said they 
would contact us, but why did they have weapons? Were they here to guard us 
from extremists?

“Roger that. I have two more this way.“ Celia’s voice was tight.

Maxtron jerked his head forward in a panic and saw two more men sitting in 
the blue lorry. 

“They’re boxing us in.“ Finwë spoke up.

“They shouldn't have guns.“ Maxtron clambered into the driver's seat. 
Nothing felt right. “Maybe we should get out of here.“

                                                                                                    

When Ph’avell entered the hallway a red light flashed throughout the 
building. He crammed the ident module under an arm and headed down the hall
—wishing he had a sidearm. Damit.

Shoot 'em, if you can see 'em. @Ph'avellCWO5

I've never… I don't know if I can. @CVickersLCDR

Why the hells did he think she was ready to do something like this. 

Take out the lorry’s drive system. Force them to shift tactics. @Ph'avellCWO5

The Thandarian picked up the pace.
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Keep firing into their vehicle and get Maxtron to cover the rear. @Ph'avellCWO5

                                                                                                    

The two men in the lorry were yelling. They weren’t looking at one another, 
so Celia assumed it was directives to the two men behind—or worse, others. The 
off-roader moved about as Maxtronclimbed into the front seat.

“Damnit, Max, get back and guard the rear.“ She grabbed Maxtron’s carbine 
from the footwell and crammed it into his lap.

Celia settled back behind the scope and lined the powerplant in her 
crosshairs. She thumbed off the safety, exhaled, and squeezed off a round. The 
recoil of the G-22 was far less than any long-range rifle she used before. This was 
due to the rifle's unique projectiles. The G-22 fired unstable dark matter 
singularities. They were heavy as a city and dissipated moments after striking 
their target. A muffled gong sounded as they traveled in a containment field at 
roughly 2,000 meters a second.

As the trigger seated, the front of the nose of the lorry shuddered and dove 
into the tarmac upon the impact. A few heartbeats later, the men inside reacted 
with smooth practice. They exited to the relative cover of the cab’s far side. All 
passing traffic and pedestrians remained unaware of the actions around them.

“The men have pulled out what I presume are weapons and hastened their 
advance.“ Finwë spoke from behind. 

Chief, the fuse is lit. Give me an ETA @CVickersLCDR.

“Finwë, stay low, in case they shoot. Max, send them running for cover.“ The 
G-22 made the muffled gong sound as Celia maintained fire to keep the men 
pinned down. As she reloaded the magazine from the chest rig underneath her 
overgarment, she noticed a glaring absence of sound coming from behind. 

“Max!“
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The Nørn technician appeared ahead holding a bulky little blaster. So much for 
getting in and out without a scrap. Ph’avell closed the gap before the short man 
could level the deadly weapon. 

On my way. @Ph'avellCWO5

The Nørn froze in the blinking red light and braced for impact. Ph'avell 
scooped the technician up and used him as a makeshift battering ram into the 
lobby door. The glass pane shattered with a low boom, followed by what could 
be described as the entire contents of a tableware cupboard dropped to the 
ground. The Nørn grunted as he broke the Thandarian’s fall. Ph’avell shook free  
of the unconscious man and scooped the blaster up. 

One second… @Ph'avellCWO5

The light remained red in the lobby, and Ph'avell heard the telltale skittering 
of Arthropians down the hall. Rather than contend with whatever was coming, 
he leveled the weapon at the wall and pulled the trigger. Red light turned white  
in a blink, and a meter-and-a-half opening appeared to the outside. Ph'avell gave 
the small blaster a double-take.

                                                                                                    

We could use the help. @CVickersLCDR.

The men behind the lorry coordinated their actions and began bounding and 
firing their way toward the off-roader. The lack of natural cover exposed them as 
they ran across broad distances. Celia did her best to disabuse them of any safe 
location. She jumped and her skin prickled when a large hole exploded in the 
side of the building and sprayed rubble in every direction. What kind of firepower 
are these guys carrying? Celia's attention split when Ph'avell appeared in the 
opening holding the oddest blaster. The man knew how to make an entrance.

“Two, heading our way,“ Celia motioned toward the shooters to the front of 
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the off-roader.

“Roger.“ He leveled the blaster toward the opposition.

The nearest shooter rounded a parked container transport with his rifle 
raised, and Ph'avell fired. Another explosion blew out the side of the vehicle 
sending the man back for cover.

“This thing aims for shit. Toss me my rifle.“ Ph’avell yelled from the relative 
cover of the lobby.

“Max, get the Chief’s rifle over to him.“ Celia fired toward the second shooter.

There was no response. 

Max. @CVickersLCDR.

Fearing the worst, she took her eyes off the enemy to look for her XO. She 
didn't know how to react. Maxtron had slid down with his hands over his ears. 
She nudged him with her heel and gave him a, what the Hells, look. He looked up 
at her like a puppy who had made a mess inside.

“We need you.” Celia locked her eyes on him, “Get the Chief's gun to him.“

“They won't kill us. They're here to protect us.“ Maxtron hook his head.

What the Hells? 

Seconds clanked off in her head like bombs as Celia strained over the driver's 
seat to pull Ph'avell's carbine free from its compartment. Rounds peppered the 
street around the off-roader. She prayed they were poor shots, but that seemed 
unlikely under the circumstances. Maxtron's words echoed in her mind as she 
pulled the rifle free with her fingertips.

“You ready, Chief?“ She yelled.

“Roger.“

She slid out to the relative safety of the off-roader's passenger side and tested 
the balance of the carbine in her hand. Celia ignored the long list of things that 
could go wrong in this moment and tossed the rifle, muzzle up, toward the 
smoking hole in the building. He breath caught in her throat as it looked like the 
weapon would fall short, but at the last second, Ph'avell snatched it out of the air 
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in one smooth motion and disappeared into the red lobby. The men in front fired 
and moved, when a precise volley of rounds struck the nearest aggressor, and he 
dropped to the street. Celia expected the man to get up with colored marks on 
his clothes as everyone did in training sims, but he would never get up again. 
She saw Ph'avell moving to her right and heard a voice close behind.

“The two to the rear are nearly upon us, Celia Vickers.“ Finwë’s hand slapped 
against her shoulder, and everything returned to focus.

The G-22 was still between the seats, so, without thinking, Celia drew the 
sidearm from concealment and pivoted toward the two men as they approached 
with weapons raised. This was not a training engagement, the enemy was real. 
Her body felt slow, heavy and the men were a few meters away. One was a 
small-ish Gurch and the other a large Terran—both bigger than her. Their rifles 
were leveled, and painted green dots of light on her. Celia realized everything 
would soon be over—there would be no more running. 

“Drop the weapon,“ The men yelled.

There was a flash of movement from her right, and the Terran spun sideways. 
As he mind rushed to catch up, Celia spotted a blurry version of her sniper rifle 
swing in a wide arc. There was a hollow crunch and the Gurch fell backward in a 
heap. When the motion ceased, Finwë stood above the prostrate warriors holding 
the G-22 like a club.

“Stop. Stop!” Maxtron called out, ”They’re here to rescue us.“ 

“What are you talking about?“ Celia looked toward the young officer.

“They’re here to bring us home.“ Maxtron pleaded.

Ph’avell ran over and kicked the aggressors’ weapons away, then scanned for 
threats with his carbine at the ready.

“The last one had a change of heart and bugged out.“ The Thandarian tossed 
the ident module into the off-roader.

“If we just put down our weapons, they’ll come back and take us home.
“ Maxtron stood in the road with his satchel and carbine hangin off his shoulder.

“Who’s, they? What are you talking about?“ Celia took her eyes off the 
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unconscious men, “What have you done?“ 

“I contacted the Galactic Senator I know.“ Maxtron held out the Gen9 
TexComs programming tablet.

“You spoke to a Senator? When?“ Celia felt the buildings closing in on them.

“She said to call her office if I ever needed anything. I contacted her aid earlier 
and he said their people would find us and take us home.“ Maxtron gestured to 
the bodies.

Celia took the tablet. Maxtron had relinked to the Galactic Net and disabled 
all of his Gen9’s encryption. So, anyone looking for him, could find him.

“Not sure what kind of stupid pill you took but they were here to kill us.
“ Ph'avell said as he performed a tactical reload.

“No. Things will get worse the longer we're unaccounted for. I did the right 
thing, but you still can't admit I'm right.“ He raised his carbine toward them.

Nothing captures your full attention like four strangers shooting at you. 
Unless it’s the look of terror and desperation in the eyes of someone you know. 
Particularly when they have a gun aimed at you.

“Max, we're not your enemy,“ Celia spoke.

“You’re not my friend. You didn’t want me on your crew. You’ve shot down 
all my ideas because you’re jealous that your father likes me so much.“ He 
gestured the muzzle of the carbine toward Ph’avell, “So you listened to him and 
we end up here.“

Just saw the word. @Ph'avellCWO5

No, I’m sure he doesn’t want to hurt us. @CVickersLCDR

“Max, please put the rifle down. You don't want to hurt anyone.“ Celia 
lowered her blaster.

“Just drop you guns and we can all go home.“ He shrieked.

“Your actions sever this very brotherhood, Maxtron Blain. Let us all retreat to 
safety.“ Finwë slid the G-22 into the back of the off-roader.
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“He's right, kid.“ Ph’avell tossed his carbine on the passenger seat.

“You shut up. I’m sick of you telling me I’m wrong.“ Maxtron’s muzzle 
shuddered from fearful rage, “I want you to walk to the other end of the off-
roader.”

What’s the plan now? @Ph'avellCWO5

Celia forced herself to lock eyes with Maxtron and ignore the carbine and inch 
toward her XO. She could see he was coming to grips that what he thought was 
going to happen wasn’t. She just needed to keep his eyes on her until she could 
point the weapon safely away. In her periphery, Celia saw the large Terran move 
as he drew a blaster from concealment. He was fast for his size and driving 
toward them. Maxtron froze and Celia pivoted toward the man as he aimed his 
weapon toward Max. The green dot of Celia’s optic tracked the stranger’s action 
just above the mercenary’s sternum. Her upper body shuddered along with a  
series of loud pops that shocked Celia from observer to participant. The shooter 
stumbled back over his comrade and collapsed in a growing pool of his own 
blood.

Celia stepped forward maintaining sight alignment on the man and watched 
the man’s body loose all its tension. Ph’avell broke into her field of vision with 
his carbine shouldered and drove two rounds into each the mercenary’s chest. 
Celia spotted some off-gasses from the muzzle of her blaster and realized that she 
shot the man. A second later, Finwë's hand wrapped over the top of her weapon 
and lowered it to safety. Ph'avell pivoted and raised his carbine toward Maxtron 
in one smooth motion. Maxtron stood alone, eyes wide; he had dropped his rifle 
in the commotion. Things ramped back to full speed and Celia noticed a small 
hole in the left shoulder of Maxtron's new leather jacket. A faint burning smell 
hung in the air, and then dark red liquid seeped from the opening.

“Macrin’s beard!“ Celia holstered her sidearm and ran to Maxtron. 

“He shot me,“ Maxtron's legs buckled, and he dropped to his knee, “ and you 
shot him.“

Ph'avell searched the bodies as Finwë pulled a shirt from the bundles of 
clothes in the off-roader and handed it to Celia.
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“I can’t feel my hand.“ The young Terran looked down at his limp arm.

“You'll be okay. It hit your muscle and missed your bone.“ She crammed the 
shirt under the jacket and pressed against the wound. 

“Ahhh!“ Maxtron flinched.

“Well, you felt that, so there’s hope for the rest of you.“ Celia smiled.

“We need to go before back-up, or corporate security get here.“ Ph’avell 
stashed the merc’s and Maxtron’s weapons in Fred.

“Let me help you into the back.“ Celia looked into Maxtron’s dark eyes. For 
the first time she could recall, his hair wasn’t perfect and his skin looked pale.

Maxtron didn’t budge.

“C’mon,“ Celia gripped his right shoulder.

“They’ll take us home.“ He croaked.

“Gods, don’t do this.“ She pulled but he weighed a metric ton. 

“They’ll take us home.“ He repeated.

 “If we take him against his will, he will only try this again.“ A strong hand 
settled on Celia’s shoulder and Finwë helped Celia up.

Was she really going to leave another of her crew behind? She had reluctantly 
accepted that she couldn’t have saved Major Skandii, but Maxtron was two 
meters away. All she had to do was convince him to come. 

“Last chance, Max.“ Celia looked back, “I still need you.”

Maxtron held the shirt against his shoulder as he got to his feet and stood in 
the middle of the street. His eyes glinted hard as if something dear had been 
taken from him. Finwë guided her into the passenger and Ph’avell was already 
behind the wheel, doing his best to not look interesting as they pulled away. 
Horns of vehicles backed up around the aftermath sounded as pedestrians 
clustered at a safe distance. She watched Maxtron’s image disappear from the 
rear camera as they turned onto the adjoining road and the ident module rolled 
into Celia's foot. She hoped it was worth the cost. 
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