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            Rest, Relaxation and Call to Action

          

        

      

    

    
      The Litovichian breeze wafted peacefully along the sandy shores of Greenwich Beach. All around, there were humans moving about with carefree attitudes, almost as if this planet was Earth itself. That had always been the charm of Greenwich Beach: a dedicated spot on Litovich that catered exclusively to human tastes. It was a home away from home. As such, Hazel Odell was just as enamored with the location as anyone else, and it had fully been her idea that she and the other members of the Auggie Stingers would seek respite at Greenwich Beach as they took a break from searching for the all-powerful relics that were the Apotheocons.

      Hazel lay on her back on an elongated chair as she soaked in the rays of Litovich's sun. She was wearing a modest bikini and sporting an effective pair of sunglasses. If it weren't for the sudden shadow that fell upon her and cut off her supply of sunlight, she would have felt no inclination to rouse from her tanning session, but looking up, she saw that a man wearing an alien mask was hovering nearby.

      “Excuse me, miss,” said the man, his voice sounding somewhat odd and of mildly affected air, “but would you be so kind as to give me some directions? I'm trying to find the location of the masquerade hall. I can't seem to find where the mask festival is being held.”

      Hazel smiled with intrigue. “The Litovich Festival of Masks only takes place in spring,” she grinned. “But you should already know that... Ace.”

      Hearing Hazel's words, the man slowly began removing his mask, and sure enough, Ace Rinehart, leader of the Auggie Stingers, was behind it. He smirked. “How'd you know it was me? Did something give me away?”

      Hazel chuckled. “Honestly, it seemed pretty obvious. Though you tried to disguise your voice, the one you chose didn't quite match your figure, and speaking of figure, that's what really gave you away. I make it a habit of studying Cooper, Julius, and your mannerisms, so even without your face or voice, I'd still know it was you.”

      Hazel removed her sunglasses and winked.

      “I suppose I should have expected as much from our queen of disguises.”

      “I'll take that as a compliment, Captain. But why exactly were you testing me just now? You're not still feeling hoodwinked over what happened on Planet Magella, are you?”

      Ace scratched his head. “Not particularly.”

      Hazel raised an eyebrow. “Lemme guess, you were rounding out on the teams' capacities again like you did in the early days when you weren't sure Cooper and I could pull our weight. Ace, we've been over this. All of us Stingers know why we're here. You don't need to try and cover for any of us. We all have our strengths and weaknesses, but we're also complementary and aware. You know that.”

      “Yeah, I know. I just figured your cosmopolitan stealth abilities might come in handy. It certainly could help throw off the hunters who recognize Ace 'Quick Draw' Rinehart all too easily.”

      “Hmm, I can see why you'd want to shake off your aura, but everyone knows you're full of your own charms. Speaking of Magella, though, I sure am glad we got through that last hunt in one piece.”

      Ace took a seat next to her. “I'll say! I can't believe it's already been two months since our little trip to Aquila.”

      Hazel beamed. “At least we got our hands on the first Apotheocon. I still can't get over the premonitions it gives. I mean, I'm glad we have a powerful fortune-telling relic, but I wonder about some of the visions at times. The way it predicted the robbery in the Noltic District was uncanny. We might have gotten in good with the leader of that province, but can all the visions really be trusted?”

      “That's what Cooper and Julius are trying to figure out right now...” Ace looked out at Litovich's green ocean. “Honestly, though, I'm less concerned about the accuracy of the Premonition Apotheocon and more concerned about its power and side effects.”

      “Ugh, don't remind me...” sighed Hazel. “It's bad enough that we can't control what visions the relic bestows upon us, but it really irks me that every time we use it, there's the delayed migraine and nausea. I hate puking as it is!”

      “Yeah, it's a doozy, but I suppose getting motion sickness and headaches isn't that weird when the visions tend to override our sense of reality. Maybe we just need time to get used to it. Seems a small price to pay for getting to know all the shady transport routes, cargos, and treasures that alien syndicates are utilizing. I hate to say it, but this avenue has surpassed our previous treasure hunting opportunities by a wide margin. However, the side effect of the relic does require our attention.”

      “I guess. I just hope things get better, like the Trydian temple spirit said it would.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Rinehart.

      “The guardian spirit said the Apotheocons are better when they're all together. So I'm really hoping that having more will lessen the effects and magnify our control.”

      “That would be ideal. With the way things are, we could probably amass a great deal of influence with the premonition relic only, but we'd still need to watch our backs. What would be the point in finding the best treasures on a planet only to have it all plucked right back? We'll need to deter our enemies.”

      Hazel shrugged. “That's...so unlike you.”

      Ace blinked at Hazel owlishly. “What? What's unlike me?”

      “What you said just now... You seemed to be implying a need for vaulted power.”

      “And?”

      “And that's not the Ace Rinehart I know, nor is it the Auggie Stingers' creed. We're usually the ones robbing the evil aliens, but just now, there was a glimmer in your eye, a power hungry glimmer. The Stingers are supposed to be about the thrill of fine treasures as well as having the freedom to go wherever we want. Even if the famed Apotheocons really do have the composite, inherent power needed to command the galaxy, what good would it do to lose who we are when we reach that point?”

      A moment of silence passed, with sounds of waves along the shore and animated passersby filling the air.

      Ace looked at Hazel and smirked. “With sentiments like that, was it really that strange when I tried to affect the best of your sensibilities earlier? At least now you know one more of the reasons why I let you join the team.”

      Ace was displaying so much of his usual cheer that Hazel couldn't help but smile at him. The two then looked out at the green Litovichian sea.

      Hazel exhaled. “I sure hope Cooper and Julius are having luck out there.”

      “Me too,” replied Ace. “It would be nice if when they returned, more than just their fishing skills had borne fruit...”
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      “I caught one!”

      Julius Duvall looked at Cooper Hatfield, who was now holding up the pink spiral-tailed lobster he had just caught. The two men were far out at sea on a mid-sized, high-speed fishing boat.

      “I think that makes three,” said Julius. “Which side of the boat did the Apotheocon show we'd make the next catch?”

      “The vision I got showed that we'd get another catch from my side, the right-hand side?”

      “I see, but it's still so weird...”

      “What is?” inquired Cooper.

      “The visions' scope. You and I both had an initial vision that told us where we should cast our lines to make the next catch—a total of two premonitions, excluding the most recent—but we ended up catching three fish over the course of two premonitions. I caught a second one before you caught the third.”

      “I noticed that too. It's a bit early, but that confirms it, doesn't it?” said Cooper.

      “It appears so. The Premonition Apotheocon has a pretty wide blind spot. It won't give us unlimited future perspective, only a moderate window. I know having some knowledge of future events is a boon nonetheless, but this relic can be quite a conundrum sometimes.”

      “Well, isn't that why we're out here trying to figure out how to master the dang thing? To be fair,” said Cooper, “it has provided quite a few heists to the list we can attempt, but even with all the treasure hints it’s given us, it would be great if we knew how to fully use the relic. Who knows? Maybe we really will even out the blind spot when we have the other relics, because while this purple Apotheocon right now has its uses, I'm willing go out on a limb and say we haven't seen the full extent of its power.”

      Julius adjusted his glasses. “You know, it's not just the blind spot that bothers me.”

      “What else is there?”

      “The vision order.”

      “The order?” repeated Hatfield.

      “Yes. Didn't we get the vision of you landing a catch before the vision of when I made a catch? So why then did I catch two fish before your vision came true?”

      “You're the genius, Ranger. You tell me.”

      “Well,” continued Julius, “I think it's fair to say the visions aren't always in chronological order. I sure hope such a thing doesn't impede our routines or activities.”

      Cooper Hatfield sighed. “The only thing that's going to impede us is all the vomiting we'll be doing. Seriously, why can't our bodies handle piloting the artifact? It's absurd that Ace and Hazel gave us the first shift of nausea duty!”

      “I actually forgot about that until you mentioned it. Sometimes I think we're not meant to have this Apotheocon...”

      “Whoa now, Julius!” cried Hatfield. “The relic has its drawbacks, but we sure as sunshine ain't giving it up or selling it!”

      “No, no, Cooper, that's not what I was talking about. I meant, perhaps the stone was quite literally meant for another class of aliens?”

      “I'm not following.”

      “Cooper, what if the reason we can't fully use the purple Apotheocon is because it was originally designed for an alien class or race with biological needs completely different from our own?”

      Cooper reflected on his teammate’s words. “Oh, I think I get what you're saying. A compatibility issue, is it? So either we acclimate to the stone or...”

      “Yes, perhaps in time it will acclimate to us. But looking at it that way, it certainly makes the Apotheocons seem like living things.”

      “Well, they are pretty mystical and— Oh, wait! Seems I have a nibble. Hold on a sec.”

      Cooper Hatfield began reeling in the fishing line frantically, then one strong pull and out popped a fish flying directly at him.

      “Hatfield, watch out!” shouted Julius.

      But Cooper had spotted the danger. The fish he had just pulled out of the water was a Zitofin, an acid-shooting fish. The fish moved through the air almost in slow motion, and taking aim at Cooper, it fired a moderately dangerous blob. Fortunately, Cooper reacted in time, raising his hand to block the projectile from hitting his face. “Ahhh! Holy Blazes, it stings!”

      “Hold on!” said Julius, who quickly got a pail of water and dunked Cooper's hand in, washing away the gunk. “Are you okay?”

      “I...think so. That was a close one. Nearly got me in the face. Good block, though.”

      “Yes, but that's one nasty scar you got there.” Julius pointed at the ugly, marred skin on the back of Cooper’s hand.

      “It's fine. Just another manly souvenir.”

      “If you say so, but still, I think it's time we went back to shore. Maybe get that looked at.”

      “While I don't think medical attention is necessary, I do agree our little Apotheocon testing is over for today. So, yeah, we should head back.”

      “All right, let me just put away the relic.”

      Julius reached for the lurid purple stone, but as soon as he touched it, he had a vision. It was no ordinary vision though, this one seemed quite salient. The vision came in stages. First, he saw a planet and a sign marked 'Zurmia Docking Station.' Next, he saw a luxurious domestic dome pavilion. Finally, and most importantly, he saw something shiny and familiar—something resembling an Apotheocon compass. When the vision ended, Julius could feel his heart racing.

      Cooper noticed Julius's changed temperament. “What did you see? I take it that it wasn't a vision about spiral-tailed lobsters. Was it something bad?”

      “No...” Julius replied, almost in awe. “Definitely not something bad. I saw something just as magnificent as our little purple relic.”

      “Wait, you mean—”

      “Yes, there's another Apotheocon out there just waiting for the Auggie Stingers to claim it. We'd best not keep it waiting.”
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      Ace Rinehart was quite surprised when, standing on the bridge of the Welkin Wagon, he heard the hurried sounds of his crew making their way into the room. Hazel was the first to enter, but she appeared so out of breath that she seemed unable to even stand without holding onto a chair for support, much less say the words on the tip of her tongue. A moment later, Cooper and Julius came running through the electronic sliding door as well, seemingly just as out of breath as Hazel Odell. The image of his crew so out of sorts had Ace wondering whether some GPF agents were within the vicinity.

      “Is...everything all right?” he asked. “You three look like you'll keel over at any second.”

      Cooper was the first to manage a reply. “We have news on the Apotheocon.”

      Hazel finally stopped panting. “Cooper, I told you I wanted to be the one to tell him the news.”

      “Either way,” said Ace, “it sounds like good news to me. So then, you've learned a little more about how to control the premonition relic?”

      “No,” replied Julius, “not exactly.”

      “But I thought you said—”

      “We weren't talking about the premonition relic,” continued Hatfield.  “We had a vision that could lead us to the next Apotheocon.”

      Ace suddenly became fully attentive. “I see. Well, all right then, let's hear it.”

      Cooper looked to his left. “Tell him, Julius.”

      Julius stepped forward and cleared his throat. “When Cooper and I were out at sea, the premonition relic showed an image of a planet. It seemed pretty large but the only hint I got about it was a sign that read 'Zurmia Docking Station.' I also saw a building of sorts, a pavilion with a glass dome ceiling. Then I saw it—another Apotheocon compass, just like the one we found on Tryd. I know there's no way of knowing for sure if we'll find the Apotheocon at the same planet as the compass, but I think we have plenty of room to explore.”

      “Thank goodness,” replied Hatfield. “I was getting a little star sick from being on land for so long, but since I rarely ever see Hazel in her beachwear, I suppose it wasn't all bad.”

      Hazel sighed. “Cooper, I swear, one of these days I'm gonna gouge your eyes out.”

      Ace steered the conversation back on topic. “So, about this planet, do you have any idea where this 'Zurmia' might be?”

      “Well, it shouldn't be that hard to find, right?” answered Hazel as she moved to the nearby control panel. She reached beneath it and took out a jewel-encrusted box, the box Cooper had found in the Syd temple that held a holographic map of the galaxy and Apotheocon star systems. “We already know that the Apotheocons are hidden in six Milky Way constellations. Since we already have the Apotheocon from Aquila, we just have to cross-check the other five constellations.” Hazel began tapping on the keyboard in front of her. Soon, a computerized female voice spoke.

      “Examining database... Three matches found for 'Zurmia.' One planet and two moons use the name Zurmia.”

      “Ivy, which constellation is the planet Zurmia located in?” Hazel inquired.

      The computer did a brief analysis. “Planet Zurmia located in the 'Scorpius' constellation.”

      Hazel turned around to look cheerfully at the other Stingers, “There you have it. The Apotheocon is in Scorpius, which happens to be one of the five remaining relic realms.”

      “Let's not jump the gun,” cautioned Ace Rinehart. “We can only be certain of the Apotheocon's location once we have the compass, but it might be safe to assume that at the very least, we'll find the compass in Scorpius.” Hazel sighed, causing the others to look at her. “What's the matter, Odell?”

      “Oh. It just dawned on me that my plans will have to be scrapped. When you told us we still had three more weeks before we'd go looking for the next Apotheocon, I set up all kinds of dates and appointments. Honestly, after all the spoils we raked in two months ago, I was looking forward to taking it easy for longer, and I still can't believe you won't sell the Joran King's amulet. Let me guess… You're going to put it in our 'special treasure stash' and under lock and key.”

      “What's wrong with that?” Ace replied. “Not every diamond and precious gem should be pawned off for Zila right off the bat.”

      “If you say so,” chimed Hatfield. “But it's decided, though. We're heading to Scorpius?”

      “Yes,” answered the captain. “I can't say we'll leave right this minute. We have a planned maintenance scheduled with Dindin, so once we bring the Welkin Wagon over to the garage we can focus in full on treasure hunting.”

      “I have to say,” began Julius, shifting his spectacles, “I'm really curious to know what powers the next Apotheocon will have.”

      “Me too,” replied Hatfield. “Maybe it'll give us the power to x-ray people and see their hearts...and such.” He looked at Hazel when he said it.

      Hazel cut her eye at Cooper. “Or maybe, it'll give us the power to blow up the heads of lecherous explosive experts just by blinking.”

      Cooper laughed at this. “Careful what you wish for, Odell. I would actually prefer a useful ability from the artifact.”

      “Well,” said Ace, drawing the group's eyes to himself, “I know one thing. If the new Apotheocon is anything remotely like the one we have, I feel pretty certain its application will no doubt be as useful as it is rare.”
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      With the voyage to the Scorpius region imminent, the Auggie Stingers began making their preparations. The Welkin Wagon was currently under the care of the four-armed alien mechanic, Dindin. During the time the ship was being tuned, the Stingers took residence at a local hotel. While Hazel and Ace found the accommodations adequate, Cooper and Julius were having a hard time of it. The latter two had to contend with attempting to make it through the nausea that was the purple relic’s side effect. It was quite an annoyance to Hatfield and Duvall, but both knew that while the side effects were somewhat tedious, they were usually short-lived.

      Days after checking out from the Emerald Haven hotel, the Stingers proceeded to Dindin to collect the Welkin Wagon. The ship was in excellent condition. Later when the crew was back on board the ship, they reacquainted themselves with the ship's interior. Hazel, however, while pleased with the ship, had one nagging thing on her mind—Cooper's grotesque acid scar. She approached Hatfield resolutely.

      “Here.”

      “What's this?” Cooper asked, staring curiously at the black object Hazel was handing him.

      “It's a glove. Use it to cover up that horrible-looking blemish on your hand. Otherwise, I'll wind up vomiting even when I'm not using the premonition relic.”

      Cooper accepted the glove and put it on. It actually fit his huge hand quite well. All of a sudden, Cooper was smiling ear to ear.

      “I think it goes well with my tattoo.” He pointed at the skull tattoo on his jaw. “Oh, and thanks, Hazel. I always knew we had a connection.”

      “Wait. What's that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing. I just think it's sweet that you're going out of your way to disguise the fact that you just wanted to buy me a gift. It's sweet of you,” Hatfield teased further. “Don't worry. I won't tell the others that you were macking on me.”

      Cooper grinned devilishly, leaving Hazel with her mouth wide open and unable to find any words to even refute her teammate's arrogance. With a disgruntled moan and throwing up her hands, Hazel marched away without another word, leaving Cooper staring impressively at his new glove and trophy.
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      The day before the Stingers' departure from Litovich, Julius noticed Ace and Cooper walking down a corridor of the Welkin Wagon. The two seemed to be moving quietly and briskly, while flexing their muscles. Julius followed them with his eyes and when he saw that they had entered the training room, he darted off promptly to find Hazel. He found her in the dining hall. Hazel was surprised by Julius's sudden appearance. “What's the matter, Ranger?”

      

      Julius calmed himself and relayed the information, “Cooper and the Captain are in the training room!”

      Hazel suddenly rose to her feet, “For real?! Have they already started?!”

      “I don't think so. They just went inside.”

      “Then what are we waiting for? Let's go!”

      With that, the two began sprinting through the halls until they made it outside the training room. They took a moment to collect themselves, then slowly proceeded into the room as coolly as possible. When they got inside, they saw Ace and Cooper standing in the center of the room, away from the training equipment.

      Ace was wearing his usual training shirt and pants. Cooper, on the other hand, was shirtless. He had taken off his weighty double “X-shaped” metal vest that he wore almost constantly. The two men began limbering up while taking fist-fighting stances, completely ignoring the other two Stingers in the room.

      Looking at the two men in front, Julius leaned over to Hazel and whispered, “Who do you think will win this time?”

      “I'm betting on the captain,” Odell replied, keeping her voice low.

      Julius sighed. “You always bet on the captain.”

      “Well, I'm sure not going to bet on Cooper so he can rub it in my face!”

      The two watched on.

      For a moment, there was complete silence. Soon, Ivy's computer voice could be heard counting down, until finally:

      “Begin!”

      All at once, Ace and Cooper sprang to life. Cooper threw the first punch, but Ace's fist was the first to actually connect. The two began trading blows, each dodging when possible while trying not to be painted into a corner. Cooper had a heavy fist. With his bulky form, his strikes were generally more powerful, prompting him to always rush forward whenever his opponent was infinitesimally stunned from a blow.

      “Hra!” shouted Cooper as he sent a midriff kick. “Take this!”

      But Ace was swift on his feet. He had better reflexes than most people, including and especially Cooper Hatfield. Though the captain did not have quite the same explosive muscular attacks as his second-in-command, he still knew how to use his speed to improve his punches, but Cooper had stamina, and so defeating him usually came down to more than just well-timed blows.

      Suddenly, Cooper delivered a punch to Ace's gut. Ace momentary gripped his stomach as his knee touched the ground, but it was part of his plan. Cooper rarely let up in seemingly advantageous moments, and so he charged at the captain. Ace sensed Hatfield drawing closer in all haste, and as such, the captain dropped to the floor and swung his foot like a lateral guillotine, tripping Cooper and making him to take a hard fall. Hatfield went on to collide with some training equipment, and soon Ivy's voice could be heard declaring the match over.

      Ace went over and offered his colleague a hand in getting up. Cooper accepted it. “I almost had you.”

      Ace smirked. “Maybe, but it seems your right hand isn't at full strength. Good fight, though.”

      The two men smiled and commemorated the session with a manly handshake.

      Meanwhile, Julius and Hazel finally released their breaths.

      “It seems the captain won this round,” announced Julius.

      “So it appears,” replied Hazel. “Maybe you and I should go one-on-one sometime...”

      Julius chuckled. “I'm not sure us going at it would be such a good idea. Let's leave the fistfights to those two. Besides, you guys don't call me 'Ranger' for nothing.”

      Hazel slowly exhaled. “Suit yourself. You may not want to brawl old school, but as long as you have our backs when we get to Scorpius tomorrow, I won't hold it against you.”

      With that, Hazel took her leave through the vertical sliding electronic door. Julius went over to the other two men in the room and congratulated them. He then expressed his observations in hopes of improving his teammates' efficiency so that they'd be ready for whatever Zurmia would throw at them the next day.
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      “All systems green, Captain.”

      Upon hearing Julius's report, Ace clapped his hands. “Excellent. We're making good time.”

      “Did we leave anything over on Litovich?” inquired Hazel.

      “I don't think so,” replied Ace. “But now that we've restocked our stinger drones, we're free to head over to Scorpius.”

      “That reminds me,” said Hatfield. “Can't we use Dindin for drone supplies? Midas may be a good weapons engineer, but traveling to Valpora when we need to restock stingers is starting to seem like quite a toll. Heck, even my weapons dealer on Litovich would oblige.”

      “Midas does excellent work, Cooper, and even you have to admit that his drone designs and specifications are unparalleled. He's also the only one willing to make signature drones for us while maintaining maximum confidentiality and our propriety. Traveling one extra star system from Litovich seems a small price to pay for that Midas touch. In any case, it's time we head over to Scorpius. Is everyone ready?”

      “Yes, sir!” answered the other Stingers.

      “Good. Now prepare for—” Before Ace could finish his sentence, the Welkin Wagon shook slightly. “What was that?”

      “Laser fire,” replied Julius. “Someone shot at us. Not much damage, though.”

      “Where's the enemy ship?”

      “On our starboard side, Captain, and a good distance away, but their ship is getting closer.”

      “Is it a Federation ship?”

      “No,” answered Hazel. “It's a rogue ship.”

      Suddenly, Ivy's voice filled the bridge. “Incoming transmission.”

      For a moment, the Stingers looked at each other, but then Ace answered the call. Suddenly a lone image popped up onto the screen of a rugged man with a vivid orange commando hairstyle that was done upward and trimmed at the top like garden hedges. The Stingers didn’t recognize this man, but as the man greeted them, they knew the reverse was not true.

      “Howdy, Auggie Stingers. Nice to finally catch a glimpse of your entourage.”

      “Who are you?” Ace inquired evenly, as he and his crew looked at the giant face on the monitor.

      The man gave an unguarded laugh. “Where are my manners? Sorry about that, Mister Rinehart. It nearly slipped me. My name is Corbin, Corbin Phoenix. I'd go into further details but seeing as you guys won't be around for long, my name should suffice.”

      Ace gritted his teeth. “How do you know us? And what do you want with us?”

      “How do I know you? Let's just say an acquaintance of yours passed your name onto me. As for what I'm after, that should be no secret.” Corbin suddenly grew implacably calm. “I want the Apotheocon you and your gang are carrying...”

      The Stingers were momentarily jolted. They looked at each other bewildered.

      “Did he just say...Apotheocon?” asked Hazel shakily.

      “Don't act so surprised,” said Corbin. “I have a good source. I appreciate you keeping the artifact warm in your roost, but I'm afraid we're going to have to take it off your hands. Nothing personal, but if anyone's going to have dominion over the stars, it's gonna be me. So are we going to do this the easy way...or the hard way?”

      A moment passed as Corbin permitted the group time to comply. For a moment, he seemed contented by the puzzled looks on their faces. But when next Ace spoke, Corbin's smirk disappeared.

      “Corbin, was it? I'm flattered that you've paid us such a personal visit, but I have to say, there's one thing you can be sure of...” Ace gazed at the Corbin with dark and deadly eyes. “You'll be dead before we even consider handing over the relic.”

      For a moment, the Stingers noticed Corbin flinch. Corbin swallowed furtively. “Is... Is that the power the Apotheocon holds?” It seemed obvious that he was not aware of what specific ability the first Apotheocon possessed.

      Ace paused before answering, “No, that's our power.”

      Corbin seemed relieved.

      “That's fine with me! No hard feelings, but good luck in the afterlife after I claim the relic!”

      With that, Corbin's transmission ended.

      “Enemy ship approaching fast!” announced Julius.

      “Prepare to engage,” commanded Ace.

      The Stingers prepared for battle. As the first set of green lasers began raining on the Welkin Wagon, Ace turned the ship and began returning fire, causing Corbin's ship to retreat slightly from the red lasers. The two ships raced around the area, shooting myriad beams at each other, though it seemed quite evident that neither was willing to give up.

      “He's tough. I'll give him that much,” Ace muttered.

      “Captain,” began Cooper, “we can't tango with this guy all day. We have somewhere we need to be, remember?” The ship shook.

      “I agree,” added Julius. “This is already beginning to look like a battle of attrition.”

      “Well, what are we going to do about it?” questioned Hazel. “This guy, whoever he is, is dead set on getting the Apotheocons. We can't have him follow us to Scorpius!”

      “True,” said Rinehart, “which is why we're going to have utilize a blind spot strategy. Hazel, lock onto Scorpius.”

      “What?! But—”

      “Don't worry. I heard you before. Still, we're going to use the chicken window maneuver.”

      “Really?” asked Cooper incredulously. “You're sure? That Corbin guy seems like a pretty experienced pilot. You really think he won't try something?”

      “There's only one way he can stop us, and it involves reducing both our ships to space debris. I guess it's time to see what kind of bird this Phoenix is. Let's fly.”

      The Welkin Wagon started speeding off in its own direction. Naturally, Corbin's ship followed, all the while spraying lasers wildly across the infinity of space, trying to hit the Stingers’ ship. He appeared unaware of the Stingers’ tactical requirement of facing a certain direction.

      “The ship is in position, Captain,” Hazel stated. “The Scorpius constellation is in the opposite direction our ship is facing, and we have a lock.”

      “Good,” replied Rinehart. “Everyone, prepare for the ship's rebounding spin.”

      All at once, the Welkin Wagon performed the sharpest U-turn it could manage, doing so quickly enough that the Welkin Wagon and the enemy ship were now facing each other.

      Corbin was surprised but even more intrigued. Did the Stingers really think they could scare him with a head-to-head collision. Corbin laughed at the thought, but his amusement was very brief, because in the next instant when his ship detected that the other ship was booting up their warp protocol, he realized his error.

      The Stingers saw an incoming transmission as Corbin's ship drew closer while firing lasers that occasionally connected.

      “Ace!” shouted Corbin. “What do you think you're doing?! Don't you dare take off when I'm this close to kicking your ass!”

      “I'm sorry, Phoenix,” replied Ace with detached nonchalance as the ship occasionally shook, “but my crew and I have more important business to attend to, so you'll have to excuse us, our window is ready.”

      “You bloody space weasel! That relic belongs to us, not you! Mark my words—wherever you go, I will find you. I won't stop until all the Apotheocons are in my possession.”

      Ace smirked. “Good luck, Phoenix. Good luck...and good-bye.”

      “Quick Draw, wait—”

      Ace cut the transmission. The Welkin Wagon tilted to a specific angle away from Corbin's ship, then blasted off in a flash of light and zipped past the enemy ship in the twinkle of an eye.

      With no lock on just which area of the heavens the Stingers had disappeared to, Corbin Phoenix found himself cursing loudly on board his own ship. Even the appeasements by his crew could not placate him.

      The Auggie Stingers, however, were speeding to the other side of the sky.
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        * * *

      

      Seemingly infinite shooting stars appeared in front of the Welkin Wagon as the ship sustained its warp. All around, the Auggie Stingers each found themselves sinking into their seats and exhaling. It had surprised them just how relieved they were to have escaped the previous encounter. Cooper was the first to unbuckle and exit his seat, then proceeded to stretch.

      “I don't know about you guys, but I'm glad to be out of that one.”

      The other Stingers soon rose to their feet as well.

      “Who was that guy, anyway?” asked Hazel.

      “I don't know,” answered Ace Rinehart. “But hopefully, that's the last we'll see of him and his ship.”

      “I wouldn't count on it,” said Julius. “Corbin Phoenix seems quite...determined, from what I saw. I mean, if he knows about the Apotheocons and is aware of their immense power, why wouldn't he be? I'm actually surprised he knew where to look for us. In any case, it stands to reason that he might be willing to go all out to get his hands on the relics, same as us.”

      “Hey,” called Cooper, “don't go lumping us up with that thug. We're treasure hunters!”

      “And Corbin might be the same. I know that this might be hard to fathom, but perhaps it wouldn't be too much of a stretch to label us in these particularly rare instances, not as the treasure hunters, but the hunted. Usually we dispatch our pursuers or give them reason to desist, but this time, we left our enemy with a lot of wiggle room, and it might come back to haunt us.”

      Ace grimaced. “Are you saying we should have done everything we could to eliminate the threat?”

      

      “Perhaps, but only time will tell. I know you have your bouts of righteous mercy, Captain, but personally, I don't think Corbin Phoenix is the type that deserves our sympathy...or our remorse.”

      The Welkin Wagon's bridge grew very quiet for a time, until Hazel's voice stirred the room. “Wait, didn't Phoenix say someone we know tipped him off regarding the Apotheocons?”

      “Yeah,” answered Cooper, massaging his chin. “But who do we know that could have passed on that information? I mean, I'm pretty sure none of us ever discussed the Apotheocons with outsiders. So whose strings is Corbin harping on?”

      “I have no idea,” replied Duvall. “But did you notice during the transmission how focused his image was? I couldn't tell if there were others on his ship's bridge or not, or who such persons could have been.”

      “Just thinking out loud, but do you think he has some kind of hostage?” asked Ace.

      “He definitely seems like the type who would employ such tactics.”

      “Guys,” said Hazel suddenly, “let's just forget about Phoenix for now. We'll teach him some manners if we ever see him again. For now, we have a powerful and profitable artifact waiting for us to claim it. Let's focus on that.”

      The rest of the Stingers seemed to be in complete agreement. They rested and made preparations around the ship, thinking their previous encounter would be all but forgotten, but even as the Welkin Wagon exited warp just at the edge of the Scorpius constellation, all four of the Stingers couldn't help but feel as though a certain orange-haired hunter and his ship could pop out behind them at any moment...
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      The Scorpius constellation was generally a very busy place. Though humans had been eyeing that region of space for a very long time, several alien classes had long since made the trek to Scorpius, colonized its planets, and established lasting influences. As such, Scorpius, though not remotely devoid of humans among its numbers, was a much greater melting pot of other classes of aliens than the aforementioned human breed.

      “Well, team, here we are,” announced Ace, “the Antares System of Scorpius. I don't know about you all, but I'm itching to get to that Apotheocon.”

      “So,” said Cooper, “I take it we'll be heading straight to Zurmia?”

      “Yes. It's the fourth planet in the system, and seeing as Antares is such a bustling star system, we're going to have our work cut out for us, gathering information on Zurmia.”

      “Then what are we waiting for?” cheered Hazel. “Let's get down there.”

      “You heard her, gentlemen,” replied Ace. “Time to set the ship down.”

      Traveling to its destination, the Welkin Wagon began descending into Zurmia's atmosphere. The crew soon received on-board instructions that guided them to the closest docking station. They were quite relieved when they discovered that the docking station they had landed at was almost identical to the one Julius had seen in the premonition. When the Welkin Wagon was safely grounded, Ace looked at the other Stingers with notable focus.

      “All right. It's our first time on this planet and in this city, so we'll need to be cautious, but judging by how big the city is, we won't cover as much ground if we pair up.”

      “So we're each doing our own search?” inquired Julius.

      “Yes. There's a high chance that there's an info bank you can access here, Julius. Hazel, Cooper, and I will have to canvass the streets and hope we find a good lead. A place this rich with aliens must really boom with the legends and rumor mills. Remember, we need to find that glass-roofed pavilion Julius saw in the vision. In any case, stay in constant communication and let's meet back here in four hours. Understood?”

      “Yes, sir,” answered the Stingers.

      “Good,” replied Ace. “Dismissed.”
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        * * *

      

      Ace walked briskly through the streets of Daroa City. All around him were diverse groupings of aliens. Every now and then, he would stop at an alien and try to see what information he could ween out of them. To the aliens who understood his tongue, Ace told them he was a tourist and that he was looking for a particular building with a glass-domed roof. After hearing the description, most citizens were quite baffled by it. It appeared that Zurmia was very much in love with the triangular art of design for their buildings, and as such, they resorted to the pyramid styles of architecture almost by default, pretty much throughout the whole planet. Certain businesses and government centers were occasionally cuboid in fashion, but virtually no one employed spherical architecture, much less novel glass roofing.

      “So...” muttered Ace, “if the pavilion isn't here, then where could it be...”

      Ace had made peace with the difficultly of finding the building he sought, but he was thoroughly surprised by the reactions he had gotten when he had asked if there were any mysteries, wonders or oddities local to Zurmia that a tourist like him would find profitable or rewarding. On other planets, that question usually opened up paths in the rumor mill, but in Daroa, it had a different effect.

      “Be cautious, strange traveler,” a bloated gray alien had said to Ace. “It's best not to ask too many questions on Zurmia. There's a dark force at work here.” The alien seemed aware that Ace was no ordinary tourist.

      “Dark force?” Ace repeated.

      “Yes, you can't trust outer appearances, neither here nor in the neighboring stars. There are dangerous lifeforms here, and you'll need more than your eyes to see beneath the surface.”

      Ace raised an eyebrow, “Is this planet under threat by some powerful alien? Do they have some kind of power or artifact that makes them dangerous?”

      “Please,” said the alien, “no more questions. I've already said too much. You must go before you draw any attention here, and stay away from the authorities. I wish you luck, stranger.”

      With that, the alien took off, leaving Ace quite puzzled as to what the alien had been talking about.
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        * * *

      

      When Ace returned to the Welkin Wagon, he found that only Cooper was on board. Cooper, for his part, seemed quite weary from the brief exploration of Daroa City.

      “Hey, Captain,” Hatfield greeted. “Did you have any luck finding the building?”

      “No,” Ace replied, “but I did get a feel of shadow squeeze showing on this planet.”

      “I'm not particularly surprised... All the backwards planets on this side have some specter or overlord waiting in the wings.”

      “No, this time it felt different, as if it wasn't quite a tyrant that was putting on the squeeze...”

      “Well, whatever. I have enough to contend with to keep my mind off that stuff.”

      “I take it your search for Apotheocon info didn't go quite as planned.”

      “Sure didn't,” answered Hatfield. “I tried hitting up the taverns for hints, but wouldn't you know it, the darn places hit back. All I did was ask where the best treasures on the planet could be found, and before I knew it, the whole place turned into a cow-tipping circus. You'd think they're hiding something sinister in this system.”

      “I got a similar vibe as well.”

      Suddenly, the door to the room opened and a vibrant woman in a fancy red dress stepped into the room. The woman had on a crimson hat shaped like a disk and wore an eye mask. The dress itself seemed quite intricate with artificial roses lining the sides. Ace and Cooper were caught so off guard by the entry that they had felt compelled to draw their weapons, ready to throw down.

      “Guys,” Hazel called out, sounding exhausted but somewhat still amused, “it's just me.”

      The men, with circumspection, slowly lowered their guns.

      “Geez, Hazel,” said Ace with relief, “you had me worried there for a minute. I thought we agreed that you weren't supposed to traipse around the ship all incognito like that.”

      “Sorry, Captain, but I got a tip that a knowledgeable alien nobleman here has a loose tongue around women. Thought I'd don a disguise and pay him a visit to see what I could learn.”

      Cooper chuckled to himself.

      “What's so funny?” asked Hazel, a frown building on her face.

      “Oh, I was just wondering what it takes for a man to steal a visit from the lovely Miss Odell. Maybe I should trade in my flat on Litovich for a regal manor. What do you think, Hazel? Would that pave over the chasm between us?”

      “Cooper,” said Hazel firmly, “no amount of Zila in the world could afford you the title of a 'debonair gentleman.' That said, you amaze me every time you charm some naive alien into your clutches with that boorish attitude of yours, but anyway...” Hazel turned her attention back to Ace, “I think I made some progress in terms of our search.”

      Ace and Cooper straightened.

      “You've figured out where the compass is?”

      Hazel rubbed her shoulder. “Not exactly, but I think what I found out has some weight to it. The nobleman told me that there's a very mysterious race of aliens lurking in this neck of the cosmos.”

      “Mysterious as in hard to detect?” asked Cooper. “Or mysterious as in 'no one lives to tell the tale' powerful?”

      “I...I think it could be both. I was told the group is called the Mulcleyhs. They're a group of aliens who have the uncanny ability to take the physical appearance of other lifeforms.”

      Ace ran his hand through his hair. “I think I heard something to that effect earlier. So then, they're shapeshifters?”

      “For lack of a better term, yes, they are. I tried getting some more information on the group, but there isn't too much. The Mulcleyhs are experts at blending in. From what I gathered, there should be quite a few of them in Scorpius, but how big their number is, I don't really know.”

      “Did you find out where they're concentrated?” inquired Hatfield.

      “No, their ability to morph means they could be anywhere or anyone. Even finding one of them wouldn't necessarily mean we're on the right trail.”

      “I see,” said Ace. “But, Hazel, I get that these Mulcleyhs are indeed rare and mystical, but what do they have to do with our hunt?”

      “Oh!” cried Odell. “Right. I forget to mention that part. Apparently, the Mulcleyhs have stickier fingers than we do.”

      “So they're...treasure hunters?” asked Cooper, suddenly feeling quite curious about the aliens in question.

      “No,” replied Hazel, “that title is too benign for these guys.”

      “Oh?” sounded Ace.

      “The Mulcleyhs would be better referred to as dark galactic master thieves.”

      “That's quite a claim, Hazel. Do they really deserve so much acclaim?”

      “They may not be famed for aggression or warfare, but think of it this way,” began Hazel. “If you could transform into anyone at will, and your disguise and by extension your getaway was foolproof, what item on any continent of any planet wouldn't you be able to steal?”

      “Hmm,” said Ace, “you make a fair point.”

      “And consider this,” continued Odell, “if you were not just a unit but a whole population of shapeshifters, would stealing random treasures from a continent be a challenge? Being such masterful thieves, wouldn't you graduate to maybe stealing the continent itself? Maybe even the planet?!”

      A chill ran through Ace and Cooper, and for a moment, neither spoke.

      Ace sighed. “These Mulcleyhs seem bothersome...”

      “They probably are, but due to their nature, they might just be the lead we're looking for. They’re obsessed with amassing treasure, and from what I've heard, they've been guarding a few secrets pertaining to 'powerful galactic relics'’”

      “Well,” Cooper said, “nothing says Apotheocons like 'powerful galactic relics'.”

      “Indeed,” Ace agreed. “We need to look into these Mulcleyhs. I picked up a few calendar maps of Zurmia and the Scorpius System on my way back to the ship. They could come in handy. I have a hunch that the building Julius saw in his vision wasn't actually on this planet.”

      “Why do you say that?” asked Hazel.

      “I'll tell you later, but speaking of Ranger, where exactly is Julius?”

      Hazel and Cooper suddenly became alert.

      “I was the first to return to the ship,” Cooper explained, his voice struggling to hide his concern. “I didn't see him when I got here.”

      “I think he went out a little before I did,” Hazel pointed out. “But then...why isn't he back yet?”

      “That’s a good question,” said Ace. “Julius on average is the most punctual out of all of us. Him not being here is very strange...”

      There was a pause.

      Suddenly, Hazel's mouth began to move, echoing the words on all of their minds. “Do you... Do you think something has happened to Julius?”

      “Hard to say,” answered Rinehart. “But let's not jump to any conclusions just yet. He could have been held up by traffic or something.”

      “Yeah,” said Cooper, “or maybe he found himself a nice lady friend.”

      “Anyway,” said Hazel after a moment, “let's give it a little longer and see if he turns up.”

      The Stingers waited a while just as Hazel had suggested, but Julius still had not returned to the Welkin Wagon. It was only as the sun was setting and darkness had taken the sky that the Stingers truly permitted their imaginations to run wild, and their insurmountable concern for Julius to kick them into gear.
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      With Julius's whereabouts unknown, Ace, Cooper, and Hazel had quite a bit of turbulence following the discovery. Ace had volunteered to prowl the night streets to find their comrade, but Hazel seemed against it, arguing that considering how little they knew about the workings of Zurmia, it would be best if the remaining Stingers did their patrol at daybreak. Even with this sensible consensus, sticking to their resolution proved to be no easy task, and hardly any satisfying repose was won. Rinehart, Hatfield, and Odell were very aware of Julius's combative disadvantage. Though Julius had a few strategies all on his own, such did not change the fact that in most aggressive confrontations, Julius was not as threatening as his teammates, and so, the other Stingers were anxious to find him.

      The next morning, the three Auggie Stingers were out and about bright and early. They were exploring Daroa City in search of Julius, presuming that their friend had not left the city. At first, the group had split up, but when they reconvened, it was with heavy hearts.

      “No one at the local data centers saw anyone matching Julius's description,” Ace stated.

      “I checked the library,” replied Hazel. “There was no trace of him there either. What about you, Cooper? Any luck?”

      Hatfield gave a low sigh. “No, not a sign of him anywhere. Either Ranger doesn't want to be found, or he's in serious trouble...”

      “Damn it, Julius!” burst Odell. “Where are you hiding?!”

      Suddenly, Hazel felt Ace tapping her on the shoulder.

      “It seems he isn't hiding, and it also seems Cooper was right—Julius is in some serious trouble.”

      Before the other Stingers could ask what their captain meant, Ace pointed to a giant news monitor on a nearby building.

      “Julius!” shouted Hazel.

      Though it was only a display on the monitor, the Stingers felt some semblance of relief. Julius, it seemed, was alive, though it might have been a bit much to say concretely that he was safe. The monitor showed Julius wearing electronic cuffs on his hands and feet, while being led away by menacing-looking alien guards.

      “I don't understand,” said Cooper. “What do they want with Ranger?”

      “There. They have Pioneering Languages translations beneath the video feed,” Ace stated as he pointed. “It seems a camera spotted Julius and matched him to the wanted profile that claims he's a dangerous terrorist from Vorbek 7.”

      “Yeah,” replied Hazel. “But what's that part about him threatening the Zurmian Order?”

      “I don't know, but it seems to be painting Julius as a potential affiliate of some group called the Zurmia Triad, whatever that is.”

      “I'm not quite sure what to make of all this,” stated Hatfield plainly. “We've been here for an exceptionally short time. I find it hard to believe that Julius out of all of us could wrap up such a bad rep so quickly. Something about this isn't right.”

      “What isn't right,” declared Hazel with fervor, “is that we're just standing around while our friend is in danger! It's not like they're going to give Julius diplomatic treatment under these circumstances. We have to go get him!”

      “You're right, Hazel,” responded Ace Rinehart coolly. “Julius needs our help. Let's go show those wretches what happens when they stir the hornet's nest.”
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        * * *

      

      “Talk! You slimy earthworm!”

      With those words, Julius received another slap to the side of his face. He didn't particularly like the dark room he was confined to, and it was becoming more and more difficult maintaining his silence. Suddenly, he sighed.

      “Really now. I'm curious to know but where do all you aliens get this idea that humans and earthworms are significantly related in biology? Your ignorance of humans is the real insult there.”

      “Save it, worm!” said the alien interrogator. “We know your history on Vorbek. Rabble-rousers like you have a penchant for supervening the established order. We only wish to know what ties you have to the Zurmia Triad.”

      “And I only wish to know what you had for breakfast. Seriously, you could use a mint.”

      “Laugh it up. When I return here later, you'll be singing the tune we're listening for.”

      With that, the alien interrogator and his guard left Julius's cell and began making their exit, but by the time they reached the end of the hallway, a quick succession of lasers sounded. Julius heard lone footsteps approaching and felt relieved.

      “Boy, you sure got here quickly. I thought for sure that— Wait! You're not the captain.”

      “Indeed, I am not,” said a senior alien voice. The alien stopped in front of Julius's cell, revealing his broad frog-like appearance. “It seems you were expecting someone else. Perhaps you won't be needing my help escaping, after all.”

      “Hold on,” said Julius. “You don't seem to be in line with the Zurmian officials. Who are you?”

      The alien paused in contemplation. “I am Alak, a father and son of Zurmian peace. I've come here looking for someone you might lead me to.”

      “Someone? Who?”

      “I seek the third member of the Zurmia Triad. The Triad comprises three wise and knowledgeable individuals who seek to right the injustices of this planet. However...one leader was captured by Zurmian government proxies. It is widely being circulated that you might have ties to the missing leader. If such is the case, I'll gladly set you free from your confines, lest you are a spy.”

      Julius found himself chuckling. “Thank goodness you're better company than the interrogator. I'm actually glad you're not here to execute me for my 'crimes'.”

      “You haven't resolved my query,” said Alak with measured patience.

      A drip of sweat ran down Julius's face as he sensed the alien's expectation. “I'm sorry to say it, but I have no ties to the Zurmian Triad, but to be honest, you seem like a fair creature. I would assist your cause if I had any means to do so, but as I can't, I wish you luck in your mission.”

      Alak paused for a moment. “Interesting...”

      “What's interesting?”

      “You genuinely are interested in being what you humans call a 'good Samaritan.' What is your name, stranger?”

      “Julius,” he answered cautiously.

      “Well, Julius, I'd like to extend to you an offer. I recognize the state of your current predicament, but I recall you are expecting company. If you ever obtain information you think I'd find useful, I want you to seek me out. If you do, I'll reciprocate and grant you any favor within my powers. With the exception of the third leader's location, my circle is generally well-informed.”

      “How will I find you?”

      “Take this card. It is a small map of the Firati province's central area. The designated spot is where you'll find me. I only ask that you make no mention of me to anyone you do not trust.”

      Julius accepted the card and examined it. “You know, it could be that we might never see each other again after this.”

      Alak showed the first sign of a smile, “That could be, but fate has a way of making fools of those who presume overly.” Just at that moment, a blaring alarm went off, filling the area with a cacophony. “Ah, it seems I'm not the only intruder around. I do hope that these are the companions you have been expected. Sadly, I can't remain here to verify. I must go. I wish you good tidings, Julius. Good-bye.”

      Alak slowly turned and began making his way down the hall. His footsteps vanished shortly afterward.

      Julius slowly livened up his stance. He could hear an inordinate amount of noise all around him, including laser fire and a few explosions. Suddenly, he heard footsteps running toward him from the hall to the right. A female figure dashed by and, seeing Julius in the cell, she quickly and enthusiastically alerted whoever was in the adjacent wing.

      “I've found him!” Hazel shouted behind her. “This way!”

      As Hazel began disabling the cell lock, Cooper ran up beside her.

      Julius was immensely elated to see the two. “I can't believe it. It really is you guys.”

      Hazel furrowed her brows as she continued disabling the lock. “Why do you say it like that? Were you expecting someone else?”

      “Well, no, not really. I'm just really glad to see you both.”

      Suddenly, Hatfield's gun went off, shooting two alien defenders who were attempting to disrupt the operation. “Nice to see you're still alive, Ranger. You have some nerve getting tangled in their net.”

      “Sorry about that,” Julius apologized. “By the way, where's the captain?”

      “He's taking the heat off us,” answered Hazel.

      “The captain? Drawing fire? Seems like he's really not taking any chances. I must have worried you guys pretty badly.”

      “Yes!” said Hazel with conviction as the cell door finally unlocked. “You nearly gave us heart attacks. Now get out here and take this gun. We don't have a lot of time, so stay between me and Cooper and let's move.” Hazel watched as Julius accepted the gun. “Oh!” she said suddenly as she moved closer to Julius, giving him a quick hug. “It's good to have you back.”

      “Hazel,” sounded Hatfield, “must you always pour salt in my wounds?”

      “Not now, Cooper,” Hazel scolded. “It's time to go. Take front. I'll bring up the rear.”

      Without arguing, Cooper complied, and the three Stingers began making their way out the compound. Ahead, half a dozen alien defenders blocked their path while firing wildly. Cooper managed to dispatch four, and Julius eliminated the other two. Cooper paused from advancing. “Not bad, Ranger. You're really hauling ass. Keep it up.”

      “Cooper, look out!” shouted Julius, notifying Hatfield of one alien defender that had kept himself hidden.

      The alien fired a shot at Hatfield, but fortunately the laser hit his metal X-vest and was deflected. Cooper quickly shot the alien in retaliation. Hazel moved up to confirm her colleague's safety. “Wow, Coop, I guess that life preserver of yours actually works.”

      Cooper grinned while knocking on his vest, “Didn't I tell ya? Best insurance policy I ever paid for.”

      “Let's hope you won't need to use it further,” said Julius calmly. “Come on. I think I see the captain.”

      Cooper, Julius, and Hazel made their way out of the compound and soon joined up with Ace. All around Rinehart were dead alien bodies and crashed artillery drones.

      “You know, Quick Draw,” said Hazel, “I could have sworn there wasn't this much wreckage when we got here.”

      “Yeah?”  replied Ace. “Well, don't take so long next time, and don't worry, I won't let up.” The group began shooting off the remaining enemy resistance. “Good to see you're well, Julius. Since we're short on time, I'll spare you the lecture. Follow me.”

      “Thanks, Captain,” replied Julius as the team moved. “I'm guessing we won't be using the Wagon to jet out of here?”

      “No. The city might be filthy, but the sewers are surprisingly squeaky clean. We'll navigate the underground network. Look out! Hovercopter, ten o'clock.”

      The four Stingers, in unison, unleashed fury upon the incoming Hovercopter, causing it to sink like Titanic debris.

      After proceeding a little farther, Ace stopped the team near a sewer lid. “Cooper, we're going to need some cloud coverage.”

      “I'm on it,” replied Hatfield, who then took two black canisters from his hip, activated them, and threw them on the ground.

      All of a sudden, the area slowly became blanketed in a thick black fog, covering a substantial radius. Enemy reinforcements soon arrived, attempting to reclaim their prisoner, as well as capture his accomplices. The search team slowly proceeded into the dense, opaque mist, preparing to subdue anything that moved within the shadows. Soon the haze began receding, and an alien captain could be heard commanding his troops to prepare to fire on his command, but when all the haze had fully dissipated, no trace remained of the brazen fugitives.
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      “Hey, not so tight, Hazel!” cried Julius, trying to escape Hazel's grip.

      “Sorry,” came Odell's cheery reply as she released Duvall from her tentacle-like hug. “It's just really good to have you back. We all thought those guys might have zeroed you before we had a chance to rescue you.”

      “Well, thank the stars I'm still alive.”

      “Ranger, you lucky son of a gun,” chuckled Cooper.

      “How was I lucky?” inquired Julius. “Being locked up was a most debilitating experience.”

      “Yeah, but Hazel's been treating you like a lost puppy that's been found.”

      “So what, Cooper?” asked Hazel, pouting. “Are you saying you'd have preferred getting captured in Julius's place just to see if I'd nurse you back to health?”

      “Not when you put it like that. It just seems like Julius and the captain are the golden boys. I'm the only one you don't take a shine to. Odell, you and I really need to communicate better. How about I take you dancing again sometime? Not on Magella, of course.”

      Hazel sighed. “Cooper,” she said evenly, “you and I both know that was a one-time thing. So for now, be a good sport and just be thankful we're all together again.”

      Ace and Julius soon began chuckling at Cooper's countenance, which seemed comparable to a wounded pup pining at its owner.

      “Well, anyway,” said Ace, “Julius is safe and that's all that matters. I really didn't think we'd get tangled with law enforcement here, but I'm surprised how seriously they treated your arrest.”

      “I couldn't agree more,” replied Hazel. “Julius isn't even a native criminal, yet they went so far out of their way to ensure he was captured and kept.”

      “Truth be told,” began Duvall slowly, “the government here seems to be teetering. While I was confined, I learned that there's an underground group trying to get their slice of the pie.”

      “A shadow squeezer?” asked Hatfield.

      “No, I think it's the opposite. I think the guys in the shadows here might be the good guys.”

      “So then, the squeezers might be the ones in power...”

      “That's fascinating and all,” Ace said. “But this planet's politics isn't why we're here. We need to find the Apotheocon.”

      “Yeah,” replied Hazel, “but the Mulcleyhs are our only clue and we don't know where they are.”

      Julius cleared his throat. “I'm sorry, but the Mul— Who?”

      “Oh, that's right, you weren't here earlier,” Odell noted.  “We found out that there's a shapeshifting alien race in Scorpius, the Mulcleyhs, that seem to have a fetish for impartially looting from the good, the bad, and the ugly, and no, I'm not saying they're treasure hunters.”

      “Shapeshifters, you say? I see... I suppose blending in perfectly would necessitate the perfect heists.”

      “Yes,” Ace cut in, “but we're not talking about a small band of thieves. The Mulcleyhs’ numbers could be staggering, but that doesn't help if they can change appearances on the fly. We need to find them and figure out what they know, if anything, about the Apotheocons.”

      “But where do we start?” asked Hatfield. “It seems like asking around would only put the spotlight on us, and it's not like there's anyone on Zurmia we can trust, so...”

      For a time, the Stingers contemplated their options, but suddenly, Julius began bursting with excitement. “Guys! I think I know someone who might be able to help us.”

      “Really?” asked Hatfield. “Then why didn't you say so from the beginning?”

      “No, no. It's an alien I met while I was locked up. Remember that group I told you that are in the shadows?”

      “The supposed 'good' guys?”

      “Yes. One of them visited me at my cell after taking out the guards. He was actually contemplating rescuing me before you guys showed up.”

      “Why would he want to rescue you?” Ace asked.

      “Apparently, there's a powerful rebel trio who looks out for the peace on this planet. One of these three leaders has been abducted, and I was mistaken for one of his faithful envoys, I think.”

      “But, Julius, what does that have to do with finding the Mulcleyhs and compass?”

      “The alien I met, Alak, told me that if I found any clues as to where the third member of the triumvirate was, he'd help me any way he could. I know it sounds sketchy, but I really did get a sagely aura from him. I think he can be trusted. He even told me where to find him.”

      Ace, Hazel, and Cooper looked at each other, bouncing each other’s internal concerns, but it was Hazel who spoke next. “That's a fine deal, Julius, but you're forgetting one thing: we don't know where the missing leader is either.”

      For a brief moment, Julius was deflated, having not reviewed the flaw in his proposition, but a moment later, he was beaming again. “I know! Let's use the premonition relic!”

      Ace tilted his head.  “You mean, to find out where the Triad member is?”

      “Well...yes.”

      “Ranger,” said Cooper, inhaling, “you're clearly not thinking straight. We don't know how to fully control the premonition relic yet, remember? Otherwise, we would have headed straight for next Apotheocon.”

      “I-I know,” answered Julius. “But I really think we should give it a try anyway. I mean, what have we got to lose? Best-case scenario, we find out about the missing leader, or better yet, the Mulcleyhs. Worst case...”

      “...we puke our guts out,” Cooper appended wearily.

      Seeing the earnest look on Julius's face, Ace Rinehart went and retrieved the purple Apotheocon. When he returned, he slowly loosened the cloth that covered its glossy surface.

      “Well, Cooper doesn't seem fond of tossing his lunch,” Ace said, “and Hazel probably doesn’t want to do anything unladylike.” Odell rolled her eyes as the men chuckled. “And since you, Julius, are coming back from the rough house, I think it falls upon me to put the relic to the test, but let's not throw out the blasters if we don't see what we want.” Ace watched as the other Auggie Stingers nodded. “All right, let's have a look.”

      With that, Ace slowly lowered his hand to touch the purple relic. As the other Stingers waited anxiously, Ace's mind flashed white while being arrested by sights that begged for interpretation.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The four Auggie Stingers found themselves navigating the realm of the Firati Province. They quickly found that Firati was lacking in much of the “grandeur” that the rest of Daroa City possessed. In Firati, the 'pyramidic' establishments more or less seemed weathered. The people seemed less well-to-do, and the streets were even more in disrepair than the rest of the city, and though the diversity here appeared greater, the actual number of occupants seemed notably lower. With these observations in mind, most of the Stingers were wondering why Julius's alien contact, influential as his group supposedly was, chose this region of Daroa City, Zurmia, to be an all-important central hub.

      “Um, Julius,” Ace began, “are you sure this is where your alien benefactor said he'd be?”

      “It is,” Julius replied. “At least that's what the map we're following says.”

      Julius held up the card he’d received from Alak, a digital card that seemed to possess its own innate GPS-like ability, giving real time directions simply by using pulse technology to access which streets, buildings, and routes were nearby. “It's this way.”

      With Julius leading, the group made its way down an alley, which existed between two cuboid buildings, and while offering great relief from scrutiny, were hardly the standard building code of the city. Even so, there was something quite natural about their placement in this area of Firati. Or perhaps it was because hardly anything turned heads in this province.

      Noting a rather modest pyramid dwelling and an intimidating alien doorman, Julius and the others approached.

      “Excuse me,” Julius began, “I'm looking for someone by the name of Alak. Would you by any chance know where to find him?”

      The doorman hardly budged from in front the door, which was located at the end of a small cubic passage cut from the center of the pyramid’s base and perimeter. Almost all such buildings had four such incisions around their structures.

      “How did you get here?” said the doorman, almost ignoring Julius's query. Julius then took out his map card, and in seeing it, the alien treated the card like an invitation and opened the door behind him. “Follow me.”

      The Stingers complied. Inside the small room was a door that led to an elevator. The group was told to get on, and when they did, the doorman joined them and set the device into motion. The descent was eerily quiet. When the elevator finally stopped, the doorman told the Stingers to exit, then subsequently rode the elevator back up.

      Before confusion set in, another alien approached them. “This way,” he instructed.

      The group followed the new alien through what was essentially an underground bunker, which seemed filled with aliens unfazed by the world above or at large. Following their guide, the group found themselves in front of a wizened frog-like alien, of whom only Julius recognized.

      “Hello, Alak,” Julius said.

      Alak smiled. “Julius, it is good to see you. You and your friends are most certainly welcome here, though I wasn't entertaining the thought of seeing you again so soon.”

      “Neither was I, nor did I think you to be one of the very leaders you spoke of, but I need your help, and since I understand the 'gold tooth for a gold tooth' philosophy, I've brought you valuable information.”

      “Have you now?” Alak seemed intrigued.

      “Yes, I know where your missing member is...”

      A moment of silence passed.

      “How could you come to learn such a thing so quickly?”

      Julius scratched his head, not wanting to mention the Apotheocons without necessity. “We have an...enigmatic source, which while accurate, provides its services at his own leisure.”

      “Hmm,” said Alak, “it does not appear that you are lying.”

      “How do you know?” inquired Hazel dubiously. “How can you be so sure that it's the truth?”

      Alak laughed. “It is an ability of my people; you would label it as lie detection. In addition to an ultra-keen sense of smell, we have the ability to decode the moods and attitudes of living beings based on the odor and contents of their sweat.”

      “Wait,” said Ace. “That would make you a member of the Melzoran people, one of the six Pioneering Races of the stars! What are you doing here of all places?”

      “Firstly, stranger,” answered Alak, “you are humans, a Pioneering Race also, so you should understand that it is not wise to inscribe great rank simply on belonging to the group. Conversely, however, I am of notable rank here. The Melzoran people are famed for their wisdom and tutelage. The chiefs among us usually send groups of three disciples, each group to various planets, in hopes that we may facilitate their growth through taught language, technologies, and principles. When we began our crusade across the stars millennia ago, it was not for recognition or daring venture as the other Pioneering Races sought, yet we amassed likewise reputation. We Melzorans, due to our bonds and understanding of natures and emotions, were destined to become high moral practitioners, and that is how I sit before you now, as an agent of galactic law.”

      “I see,” muttered Julius. “I get it now. You're one of the three judicial disciples chosen for Zurmia, but one of you was abducted...” Julius suddenly looked at Alak with reverent eyes. “Alak, your third member... He is being held in Tark Province of Ghelpor City, beneath the military training camp. You can trust me. I'm not lying.”

      “It appears you are not. You have my gratitude, Julius. Now...of what service may I be to you?”

      Julius turned and looked at the other Stingers.

      Ace took a step forward. “We need to find a race of aliens called the Mulcleyhs. They're shapeshifters and hard to find and—” Ace paused as Alak raised his palm solemnly.

      “I know the group of which you speak.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes. How strange it is that our paths have crossed. The Mulcleyhs are the cause of much of my troubles. It was they who took our third member hostage and infiltrated the Zurmian Government.”

      “Why would they do something like that?” inquired Hatfield.

      “I've already told you—Melzorans have the ability to see through lifeforms by way of scent. The Mulcleyhs’ disguises are useless against our powers of observation and detection. They do not like having traces of their robberies being vulnerable to scrutiny.”

      “So...they were trying to get rid of the disciples of order...” said Hazel.

      “More or less. I do not wish to dissect your reasons for wanting to find the Mulcleyhs, but if you must find them, they're home planet is Quord, the second planet of the star system that is located at the very tale of the Scorpius constellation. I warn you now, the Mulcleyhs are no trifling population. Even I, with my own powers of detection, would not engage them on their home turf. Whatever it is you seek of them, do so at your own peril.”
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      The Auggie Stingers were all gathered in the dining hall of the Welkin Wagon. While the other three members sat around the round table, Ace Rinehart leaned against a counter behind him, facing his crew. The entire group had a great deal to ruminate over after their little meeting with Alak, the Melzoran chief. They were grateful that they had unearthed such worthwhile information on the Mulcleyhs, but the dire nature of their pursuit was slowly dawning upon them, and going up against a faceless enemy made it hard for the team to gauge just how concerned they should be.

      “So,” began Hatfield, “how are our odds looking on this one?”

      “Difficult to say,” answered Rinehart. “We know where to go, but I'm not sure we have the fire power needed to blast our way through an entire planet of shapeshifters. We haven't even considered what other tricks the Mulcleyhs have up their sleeves.”

      “Yeah,” said Hazel, “but what about stealth? Couldn't we just...blend in? Assuming the Mulcleyhs don't expose their true identities in public, it's reasonable to assume they take natural and varied alien forms most of the time, so maybe—”

      “Stop right there, Hazel,” said Julius abruptly. “You're not seriously suggesting that we try to beat the Mulcleyhs at their own game of concealment, are you?! Have you forgotten what Alak said? The Mulcleyhs have practically assimilated all of Quord. Pretty much anything that moves on two or more legs is a Mulcleyh in disguise. Even if we did infiltrate their numbers, the risk would be far too great.”

      “I have to say,” replied Cooper, “I kind of get where Ranger is coming from. If we touch down on Quord and find ourselves in a sea of Mulcleyhs, one wrong move or one wrong turn of phrase and we'll all be in the rough house.”

      Hazel sighed. “It's a shame Alak can't come with us. I feel like he would have been helpful.”

      “Perhaps,” replied Julius, “but Alak has his own concerns to contend with. While we're dealing with the Mulcleyhs on Quord, he'll be dealing with their trouble-making stragglers here on Zurmia, and from the looks of it, the Mulcleyhs here have quite a nasty level of influence.”

      “I know,” muttered Hazel. “I just wish there was something to cut us a path through the Mulcleyhs that would get us through to the compass.”

      “Don't forget we still need to confirm that they know where the compass is, but in any case, as treasure hunters, raiding the best safe of a nefarious league of aliens will be a triumphant affair either way.”

      “Still...there's just one thing that's been bothering me...” Hazel continued. “That thing Alak mentioned about the Mulcleyhs' biology.”

      “You mean their deficiency in hydro-retention?” asked Ace.

      “Well, yes. It just seems so strange. I've never heard of a lifeform that has an innate allergic reaction to too much water. I mean, drowning I can understand, but according to Alak, the Mulcleyhs are practically poisoned if too much water is in the atmosphere or if too much gets under their skins.”

      “Well, it makes sense, considering that their planet is like a dry desert and so close to their sun,” Hatfield supplied. “Not to mention they grew up with a different atmospheric composition.”

      “Even so,” exhaled Hazel, “it's still quite odd. Alak even went as far as saying the Mulcleyhs might have severe hydrophobia.”

      “Strange as it is,” said the captain, “it won't do us any good marveling over it. The Apotheocon compass could be waiting for us on Quord, so we have little choice but to find out for ourselves. If any of you are against heading to Quord, or think this an inauspicious hunt, now would be the time to say so.”

      Julius, Cooper, and Hazel looked at each other apprehensively.

      “Well,” said Cooper, “you know I'm in. I'm betting those Mulcleyhs are really just scared kittens posing as tigers. I say we teach those shifters a lesson in treasure hunting.”

      Julius slowly re-positioned his glasses. “I can't say it's because of Cooper's adamant logic, but I really am interested in examining the Mulcleyhs for myself. It would be amazing to study them. So, I'm not against heading to Quord.”

      Hazel pursed her lips, then exhaled quite heavily. “Well, it would suck for me to be the only holdout, but with another powerful relic on the line, all we can do is push forward. I'm in.”

      “Great,” said Ace ceremoniously. “We're agreed. It looks like we're heading for Quord. Buckle up, guys, we're heading—”

      Ace stopped mid-sentence, causing the others to wonder if something was wrong, but when they saw him clutch his stomach and then rush to the nearest restroom, they understood that the premonition relic was simply running its course.

      Cooper chuckled while placing his hands behind his head. “So much for an auspicious hunt...”
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        * * *

      

      Ace Rinehart walked onto the Welkin Wagon's bridge looking refreshed and raring to go. He made his way to his seat and began going over the flight procedure.

      “Is everyone ready?” asked Rinehart.

      “We sure are,” replied Hatfield cheekily. “The question is, are you?”

      “I feel fine now,” answered the captain. “So let's cut the jibber jabber and get this ship in the stars.”

      “Fine by me,” said Hatfield, who then looked at Julius and Hazel. “Well, you heard the man. It's time to give Zurmia our walking papers.”

      “Right,” said Ace. “Next stop: planet Quord.”

      Subsequently, the Welkin Wagon began rising into the air from the docking station, but not very long afterward, the Stingers noticed that another ship had taken flight soon after they had. The group thought to ignore the ship, expecting it to fly past them, but when the rear ship's lasers began shooting at them, the Stingers became fully vigilant.

      “Who's firing at us?” asked Hazel.

      “No idea,” replied Julius. “I thought that ship was just heading in our direction, but it seems it was tailing our ship.”

      “Fantastic,” muttered Ace sarcastically. “I'd rather not find out who we pissed off on Zurmia, so let's just get out of the planet's atmosphere. I doubt that ship can take us in a speed battle.”

      The Welkin Wagon soon left Zurmia and proceeded to deep space. However, a surprise awaited them. Set to intercept the Welkin Wagon were three large ships. This number increased to four when the tailing ship from earlier showed up. The Welkin Wagon was now surrounded on four sides.

      “Well, this is a surprise,” Hatfield commented. “Either the Zurmian officials are actually good at their jobs or...”

      A transmission came in, and a human male in military attire appeared on screen.

      “Attention, pilot,” said the officer, “this is the Galactic Protection Federation.”

      “Figures...” Ace muttered.

      “The Zurmian officials have filed a report in response to recent actions taken by your crew. You are under arrest for assisting in the escape of a wanted criminal, for inflicting destruction upon a government institution, and for bringing harm to Zurmian officials.”

      “You're forgetting resisting arrest,” Ace quipped.

      The Federation officer coughed. “Your cooperation in this matter is advised. Complying may reduce your prison sentence by up to twenty-five years.”

      “You hear that, team?” said Rinehart. “We're getting a bargain. That said, do any of you feel like warming the GPF's rough house for the next half-century?”

      “Nope,” replied Hatfield.

      “Not a chance,” said Odell.

      “I've had enough cell time,” stated Julius. “So, I'm definitely not interested.”

      “I didn't think so.” Ace smirked, turning to the now irate Federation officer. “If you want us, come get us.”

      Following those words, Ace set the Welkin Wagon off, moving it out of the crosshairs of the Federation ships. The four ships immediately began their pursuit. For a time, the Welkin Wagon managed to evade the enemies, but it slowly came to light that these ships were not quite as lacking as was initial conceived.

      “These ships...” muttered Hazel, “they're faster than the usual Federation craft.”

      “Yes,” Julius agreed. “These aren't low-grade. I think the Federation headquarters actual vetted this squad, and I think they know exactly who they're dealing with.”

      Suddenly, the Welkin Wagon began veering off course as something struck it.

      “What's happening?” Ace inquired.

      Hatfield looked at the captain in disbelief. “The lunatics are edging us! They're running their ship into ours. What kind of way is that to fight in space?!”

      “Multiple variable ships in a coordinated assault...reckless melee tactics... Something isn't quite right about the way the Federation is handling things. This isn't textbook at all.”

      “Indeed,” replied Hazel. “It's almost as if they're not even trying to capture us. It's like they're willing to destroy the Welkin Wagon at all costs.”

      “Say, out of curiosity,” said Hatfield as the ship continued evading ships and lasers, “is there any chance the Mulcleyhs have influence inside the Federation?”

      “That's...a very scary but good question,” Julius pointed out. “It would certainly explain why these officers seem so intent on barring my escape. It might be best if we get out of here soon.”

      “Watch out for that beam!” Hazel suddenly shrieked, but it was too late. A quick, luminous blue beam struck the Welkin Wagon from one of the enemy ships. “No...way.” Hazel couldn't believe her eyes. “That last beam wiped out twenty percent of our shield on its own, and it didn't even look that dangerous.”

      “Maybe that enemy ship isn't using an impact laser,” Julius supplied. “Maybe they have a shield-draining cannon on board.”

      “What does that mean?” asked Cooper.

      “It means that if we get hit by that thing a few more times, we'll be completely defenseless...or worse.”

      “What are we going to do?” Hazel asked.

      “Only one thing we can do,” Ace answered. “Fight back.”

      “Hold on. You're not seriously thinking of shooting down a Federation ship, are you?!”

      “We don't have much choice. We'll be dead if they keep up these attacks. I'm taking control of the stern cannon and raising its output to orange seven.”

      Cooper, Julius, and Hazel looked at each other, but knew they had jobs to do. Hatfield took over the steering, while Hazel and Julius began controlling the lateral lasers, attempting to fend off the other ships.

      “The anti-shield ship is directly behind us,” Hazel announced.

      “I know,” answered Ace calmly. “I almost have a lock.”

      The Welkin Wagon shook.

      “Not good. We lost another twenty percent, not to mention the other cumulative damage. Guys, we're in trouble.”

      “No,” said the captain resolutely, “they're in trouble. I have a lock. I'm taking the shot.”

      With that, Ace fired the stern cannon. An enormous plasma beam erupted from the Welkin Wagon's backend, hitting the enemy ship. A few seconds later, the rear ship broke apart in a vacuum explosion.

      “Enemy ship down,” announced Hatfield, “but the stern cannon's getting a bit hot.”

      “It's okay,” said Julius. “Our attack seems to have shaken the other ships. They're backing off.”

      “Now would be an excellent time to warp,” stated Hazel. “Your orders, Captain?”

      Ace didn’t reply. He seemed lost in thought. Hazel gulped. “Uh, the enemies are re-positioning on us. Quick Draw, we need orders!”

      Suddenly, Ace broke from his reverie. “Set a lock near Quord and warp immediately...”

      Hazel breathed a sigh of relief. “Yes, Captain.”

      With the lock soon established, the Welkin Wagon commenced its warp away from the Antares System, but even with a clean escape, the members of the Auggie Stingers crew couldn’t help but feel great concern for their captain, who for some reason acted like the previous battle had ended in a loss.
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      The Welkin Wagon continued warping to its next destination, but while the space outside showed stars passing by hastily, the inside of the ship was deathly quiet. The Auggie Stingers and their captain hadn’t budged from their seats since they entered warp. The other Stingers had been particularly observant of their captain's mood, but Hazel was the only one who seemed to know what words to say.

      “We had no choice,” she said softly.

      The words echoed invisibly in the other teammates' heads.

      “I'm not so sure about that...” replied Ace, his voice low and heavy.

      “Ace, they had us cornered. What other choice did we have? It was either them or us. You can't possibly hold our own protection against us. The Federation is usually a lot less excessive when trying to detain criminals. If anything, they forced our hand by going against proper protocol.”

      “So what?” sighed Ace, his eyes still averted. “They are law enforcers. Simply adapting their methods doesn't make them some despicable group fitting of destruction.”

      Hatfield shook his head. “I don't believe this. I actually thought you were worried about the Mulcleyhs, but this is your concern. Need I remind you, Quick Draw? We've blown up a ton of ships in our time on the stars. More so than many rigorous bounty hunters.”

      “Yes,” answered Ace evenly, “but we've generally kept our nose clean the entire time. We might have fled very often, but...we've never attacked law enforcement nor went so far as to blow up a vessel filled with them.”

      “Ace, it was your call, and more importantly, it was the right call. We can't just turn ourselves in just cause we got a rep from knocking over under-the-table traders. Besides, we have an Apotheocon on board. We have our futures to look out for.”

      “The Apotheocon, huh...” Ace smiled wryly. “Maybe these relics are more trouble than they're worth.”

      Cooper jumped to his feet. In no time at all, he was hovering over Ace, who was seated. Hatfield grabbed the captain by the shirt collar and shook him, startling Hazel and Julius.

      “Listen good, Ace,” began Cooper loudly and huffily, “I don't ever want to hear that line of thought! Got it? Not ever. We take risks! Just like every other ship in space.”

      

      “Cooper, calm down!” cried Julius.

      But Hatfield, without taking his attention off the captain, simply raised an index finger to signal Duvall to wait. “Ace, I'm not saying we're the cleanest gun in the shop, but surely you must know: we—Stingers—are—not—monsters!”

      Julius and Hazel looked at each other. They rarely ever saw Cooper with such intent to justify himself, but they understood. These were things that needed to be said; this was the job of a second-in-command.

      “Okay, Cooper,” said Ace finally. “I get it. You're probably right.” He exhaled. “It's just that... I haven't felt this dirty in a long while.”

      Cooper's eyes slowly dilated. “Does this have something to do with the big bang on Portlandia?”

      “You know, I didn't even want to think about it, but there's a good chance that that's the reason.”

      “Wait,” said Hazel. “Portlandia's your home planet, right? What exactly happened there? You never did tell Julius or me exactly why you had to flee from there.”

      Suddenly, Ace and Cooper exchanged weary glances, but it was Ace who spoke.

      “Now's...not a good time to get into it... But don't worry. Someday, I'll tell you both what happened.”

      “But—”

      “Just leave it for now, Ranger,” declared Cooper.

      Though Hazel and Julius were rather piqued, they understood the topic was for now off limits.

      “Okay, Captain,” said Hazel. “Understood.”

      “Good,” replied Ace. “Now let's go get ourselves that compass.”

      Not long afterward, the Welkin Wagon concluded its warp and was now in a new star system within the Scorpius constellation. Perhaps it was because of this new unexplored region, but in exiting warp, the Auggie Stingers all felt as though their previous nagging thoughts had evaporated, and that fortune awaited them, despite the knowledge of the enemy they would inevitably have to confront.
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        * * *

      

      “Planet Quord is coming into view,” announced Hazel.

      “Finally,” said Hatfield, “we'll finally get a good look at the Mulcleyhs' home base. I bet that with all the Zila and treasure they've amassed, security is going to be extra tight.”

      “Um, I'm not so sure about that,” replied Julius.

      “Why do you say that, Ranger?”

      “Take a look for yourself. There's an interplanetary touring ship right there, and over there you can see a galactic cruise. Does it look as if the people of Quord are trying to intimidate their guests? Or are they trying to attract visitors?”

      “This doesn't make any sense,” Ace admitted. “Is it that all these passing inter-system ships are all loaded with Mulcleyhs? Or are there actual visitors coming here to take in the sights? I thought the Mulcleyhs were supposed to be dangerous.”

      Quiet ensued amid racing thoughts.

      “Could... Could Alak have been wrong?” asked Hazel. “Are you sure this is the right planet?”

      “This is Quord, all right,” answered Julius. “And quite frankly, I firmly trust Alak's senses and sensibilities, but I only just realized something about the information he passed onto us.”

      “Well, what is it?” inquired Hatfield anxiously.

      “Okay then, listen. Alak did tell us that Quord was the Mulcleyhs' home planet, but did he ever say that that truth was common knowledge to anyone other than himself or his own circle?”

      The eyes of the other Stingers suddenly widened. Hazel almost gasped.

      “Wait a second,” said Odell. “That...can't be right. Are you trying to say there's a chance that none of the people visiting Quord know what kind of place it is or which alien entity controls it?!”

      “It really is quite a tall order,” answered Ace, “but either that's the case or Alak has his facts wrong, and honestly, I find it hard betting against Alak.”

      “But why, though?” questioned Hatfield. “Why would the Mulcleyhs need such an elaborate ruse?”

      Julius furrowed his brow. “Maybe that's just it, Cooper. Maybe it's because of who they are that they need such an elaborate ruse. Technically, with their gifts, they can pass themselves off as a random space colony, and get all kinds of guests here. Naturally, with their shapeshifting ability, there's no limit to the amount of ways they can amass information and wealth. I hate to say it, but the Mulcleyhs may be so good at gathering treasures that they've turned their own planet into a treasure magnet.”

      “I wonder...” Ace mumbled.

      “What is it, Captain?” Julius said as he turned his head.

      “I was just thinking, what if the reason they did this was to hedge their bets?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, if the Mulcleyhs really do have an extreme sensitivity to moisture, it stands to reason that they would have trouble surviving on normal habitable planets like Earth, Litovich, or even Vorbek.”

      “Ah! I see! So since they can't always procure treasures from those 'inhospitable' planets...”

      “They needed a way to bring those particular treasures to Quord,” concluded Hazel.

      The Stingers suddenly felt a touch of relief. Simply understanding the enemy's strategic overlay felt like an accomplishment.

      “Well,” began Ace, “we have a good idea of the Mulcleyhs' game plan. It's good to know they're more cunning than savage. That said, let's land on Quord and try making some headway on locating the compass, but remember: stay on high alert. Take a page out of Hazel's book and try to blend in. Also, pack as much arms as you can. If things get ugly, we're gonna need every edge we can get.”
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        * * *

      

      The Welkin Wagon slowly descended to the soil of Quord. Having performed a scan while descending into the atmosphere, the Stingers had discerned several cities and had chosen to land some distance away from the largest one. They chose a remote spot where they hoped no one had seen them land or would come looking for guests. As the Auggie Stingers all exited the Welkin Wagon, they could immediately feel the heat as well as sense a strangeness in Quordian air. Nevertheless, as soon as the group were outside, they immediately activated the Welkin Wagon's cloaking, employing caution as quickly as was applicable.

      “Well, we made it to the ground without mishap,” announced Hatfield.

      “Let's not start counting chickens,” Ace cautioned. “Getting info on the treasure houses could be dicey.”

      “Yeah,” replied Hazel, “and something tells me we won't have much time for real sightseeing… You guys, take a look at that. Is that what I think it is?”

      Hazel pointed at the large green rodent making its way toward them.

      “Why, it's a Smorillian,” Julius pointed out.

      “Aw, it's so cute. It's so surprising seeing one here.”

      “I don't know why you'd say that. Smorillians are one of the most common animals in the galaxy. Due to their ability to photosynthesize as if they were plants, they are usually introduced to planets in need of terra-forming. The fact that they multiply quickly and require very little nutrients make them a prime export culinary-wise and environmentally as well.”

      “You're forgetting the best reason for having one: to keep as a pet.” Hazel turned to the creature scampering at the crews' feet. “Come here, big guy.”

      Suddenly, Ace's voice issued a firm directive, “Hazel...stand back.”

      “Huh?” Why should I—”

      But before Hazel could finish, Ace had already taken one of his guns from its holster. In the next instant, he took aim at the Smorillian and shot it without flinching. Hazel was quite startled.

      “Ace! Why did you do that?!”

      Ace coolly re-holstered his weapon and pointed at the thing he had shot. “Take a look.”

      Hazel was confused, as were Julius and Cooper. But in viewing the slimy violet remains of the dead rodent, it became evident that the captain had been in the right.

      “I don't know about you guys,” said Rinehart, “but I for one know that Smorillians do not turn into viscous, violet-colored slime when shot.”

      “Y-You're right,” gasped Hazel. “So then, just now, that was actually...”

      “...a Mulcleyh in disguise,” Cooper finished. “It was also most likely on patrol too. Good eye, Captain.”

      Ace went over and took a look at the slimy remains, ignoring just how stunned and grossed out Odell appeared.

      “Well, team. Now you know what we're up against. I can't stress this enough—we have to be careful here. From here on out, I don't want any of you to drop your guard for even a second. This might just be for reconnaissance, but if the person next to you isn't a Stinger, chances are it's a Mulcleyh. Get your game faces on. We're about to sit at the Mulcleyhs' poker table.”
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      The four Auggie Stingers began making their way into the supposed Mulcleyh city. All around, they noticed various different races of aliens moving to and fro. In some ways, the city seemed lively, but on some level, there was something very awry about it all.

      “Something's...missing here,” whispered Hazel. “It's not that the place is quiet, but it just doesn't sound like an ordinary city.”

      “It's the voices,” Ace pointed out.

      “Huh?”

      “Vehicles and the shuffling sounds of everyone's feet can be heard, but almost no one in the streets is saying a word.”

      “I think you're right, Captain,” Cooper muttered. “I almost didn't see it, but I just noticed how vacant the faces of some of these passing aliens are. It's as if even with their disguises, they're still trying to guard their emotions.”

      “If that's true,” began Julius, “then we'd best begin following their example. Otherwise, we'll be getting ourselves—” Julius paused his speech for a moment, waiting for an alien couple to pass before continuing, “—in a lot of trouble. We'll have to be discreet.”

      The group continued moving through the eerie city, until they reached a poster.

      “Ranger, what does it say?” Hatfield inquired.

      “I believe it says: 'Rhingstel City — Home of All Your Most Cherished Things.'”

      “Geez,” sighed Hazel, “could they be any more conceited? They might as well as have tag-lined the place as 'If it's missing, well, we probably took it.'”

      “Hmm, you kind of have to give them credit though,” Ace stated. “At least they were kind enough to give a low-key heads up. Not that I think we'd have given it a second thought were it not for Alak's warning.”

      “Hey, guys,” said Hatfield, “is it just me or are there virtually no traces of surveillance in this city? We passed a lot of traffic lights and what seemed like banking centers, and not a single camera. Traffic lights I understand, but in a city this developed, you'd think the banks would be highly supervised.”

      “What good would it do them?” asked Hazel.

      “Huh?”

      “I'm just saying, isn't this the one planet on the stars where catching a snapshot of a burglar would be utterly useless? Them being shapeshifters and all.”

      “Well, you do have a point there.”

      “Also,” said Julius, “I imagine a lack of cameras would make it easier to prey on the unsuspecting. In a way, the citizens here are the cameras.”

      “Honestly, I'm less worried about the Mulcleyhs' observational powers,” Hazel admitted. “This atmosphere is so desert dry that it feels like there's a cactus prickling in my throat.”

      Suddenly, the group heard a scream.

      “Give me back my purse!” The words had come from a very grandiose-looking human woman, who most surely was a tourist and who was being heckled by a stocky alien.

      Julius was about to take a step to go help the woman, but he immediately felt Ace's hand grab him, furtively commanding him to remain where he was.

      “Don't.”

      “W-Why?” asked Julius, looking astonished.

      “For the very reason you stated earlier. I want to help too, but I have a feeling things are more treacherous than they appear.”

      Just at that moment, as if to confirm Ace's words, a concerned alien ran up to where the woman was and began defending her against the heckle, but no sooner had he noisily done so when six seemingly ordinary alien passersby broke from their own path and went over to the woman, her defender, and the heckler. Surprisingly, the new silent six did not assist the woman or her guardian, and instead aided the heckler. They began dragging their victims into a congested alleyway, and moments later, bloodcurdling screams could be heard bawling out into the sky. It sounded as if some large feral animal was ripping some other creature limb from limb. The multitude of alien citizens seemed invariably unfazed by the happenings.

      “Did...did that really just happened?” murmured Hazel. “It's like they just fed that poor woman to the wolves!”

      “There are no wolves on this planet, remember?” said Hatfield. “Seems the Mulcleyhs have a taste for more than just gold. They'll poach anything that falls into their snare.”

      “Yeah,” answered Rinehart, “and this entire planet is their rat trap.”

      “Guys!” came Julius's voice, sounding so excited, he had to stifle his own volume.

      “What is it?” asked Ace.

      “It's here. I've found it!”

      “Found what?”

      “The pavilion from the vision! Take a look at this sign.” Julius pointed at the wall.

      The Stingers did an examination and were relieved to see that the glass-domed pavilion was quite visible.

      “So the vision you had on Litovich showed Zurmia and Quord,” the captain pointed out, “but where exactly is the pavilion?”

      “The location is stated right here on the wall sign, which is an ad for a museum. The museum is located next to, Ilum Riop's—uh, one of the state's regional High Governors—private residence.”

      “High Governor, huh? Sounds like a man who may have a few answers we're looking for. Did that ad give directions?”

      “Yes. It's actually not too far away.”

      “Then what are we waiting for? Let's go pay the governor a little visit.”
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      It was evening as the Auggie Stingers began their search of Rhingstel City for Ilum Riop's pavilion. The group was thoroughly surprised by how composed they now were. The confirmation of Julius's vision gave them a newfound confidence, and as such, the group walked through the streets with the seemingly vacant detachment that the Mulcleyhs so easily employed, as well as the inner fire that the Stingers usually felt when a hunt was in full swing.

      “There's Ilum's place,” announced Julius quietly.

      “But how are we supposed to get into the yard unnoticed?” asked Hatfield. “There are Mulcleyhs walking about.”

      “Over there. There's a small passage between the pavilion yard and the museum wall. If we're careful, we should be able to slip over the fence from there. Though, if we're noisy or if a passerby sees us...”

      “Let's not worry about it,” declared the captain. “Head for the passage, but not all at once. We'll go in pairs. Julius and Hazel, you go first.”

      The Stingers enacted the plan, and after circling the area a few times, they all managed to make it to the passage discreetly. Ace provided a boost to send the other three Stingers over the wall, and then he himself performed agile acrobatics to get himself over as well.

      “Hazel, you're up.”

      There was a door to the front of the pavilion and another to the side. Hazel took to the side door and began employing her lockpicking skills. Surprisingly, she bypassed the security with ease and discretion.

      With the door open, all the Stingers began quietly drawing their weapons. Ace signaled that he'd take the lead. The others nodded. With that, Rinehart began making his way into the house. It was very spacious inside. The place looked as though it were a realm ripped from the imagination of an Earth toddler. The domestic sculptures seemed like molded doodles, and the wall paintings looked like abstract art that most likely had immense meaning only to a Mulcleyh. Soon the Stingers heard strange music playing, and following it, they reached a door. Behind the door, they heard the musings of some alien. This must have been Ilum.

      The Stingers split into two groups on both sides of the door. The crew waited for their captain's command. Suddenly, Ace kicked in the door and the Stingers rushed in. For a few seconds, they saw what appeared to be a faceless violet-colored humanoid slime creature, but after being seen by the intruders, the slime morphed quickly and instinctively into a more relatable form. That was, it transformed into what might have passed for a pudgy statesman on an Earth colony.

      “That's not going to work, Ilum” said Ace as all the Stingers surrounded the alien. “Don't move or we'll shoot.”

      “What is the meaning of this?! Do you know the penalty for breaking into my property? Government property?! I'll have you all imprisoned for life.”

      “Keep your voice down. We're going to need something from you, and it shouldn't be hard for a treasure fiend to help other treasure fiends, especially when his life depends upon it.”

      “Here to take my stash, are you? How bold. Have you any idea how many riches I've independently re-purposed? I will not let you have mine.”

      “Relax. Tempting as it is, we're not here to rob you. We just have questions for you.”

      “Wha— Not here to rob?!” Ilum suddenly grew a sober. “You're not Mulcleyhs... If that's so, I'll devour you like all the rest!” With that, Ilum began morphing into a terrifying reptilian alien, but the Stingers kept him in check with their guns.

      “Shapeshifting is a nice trick,” said Hatfield, “but not particularly lethal on its own.” Cocking his gun for effect.

      Ilum's terrifying form acquiesced. “What do you want?”

      “That's better,” said Ace. “We're looking for something called an Apotheocon compass.”

      For a moment, Ilum's face lit up, but he corrected himself by averting his gaze. “I-I don't know where it is...”

      “Wow,” said Ace with a chuckle, “you must really be nervous right now. Otherwise, you'd have first denied knowing what the item is.” Ace noted Ilum's irritation at the blunder.

      “E-Either way,” stuttered Ilum, “I don't know how to find it.”

      “Guess we're doing this the hard way.” Ace took out a vial with a clear liquid inside.

      “What is that? Some kind of truth serum? Ha! It won't have any effect on a Mulcleyh.”

      “It's not really a truth serum...but it will make you talk. I heard that due to your unique organic composition, a Mulcleyh's skin can't stand much hydration, but I might have to test the theory on you with this vial of water to make sure. We'll proceed after all twelve vials are empty.” Ace popped open the vial. “I wonder what you'll look like afterward… A puddle, maybe?”

      “Wait! Please!” cried Ilum in terror, his eyes occasionally darting to a nearby table.

      “Yes?” said Ace expectantly.

      “I'll talk. Just...don't be rash.”

      “We're listening,” said Hazel.

      Ilum tried to calm himself as he spoke. “Two star systems away, along the tail of this constellation, there's supposedly a temple on one of the planets. The temple allegedly houses some important compass that leads to some powerful relic.”

      “Hmm,” sounded Julius. “How do you know this?”

      “The Mulcleyhs had a rival among the stars. Our rivals were...supposedly a race that guarded a galactic secret. When we overpowered them, we learned of the artifact and the tool to find it.”

      “If that's true, then why haven't you gone searching for the treasures? You Mulcleyhs love riches. This would have been a hefty haul.”

      “Perhaps,” said Ilum, “but the first object, the compass as it were, is supposedly located on a planet named Polaq, and that planet is devastatingly harmful to Mulcleyhs.”

      “Why's that?” inquired Hatfield.

      Ilum sighed. “Because the entire planet is an ocean. There is no dry land. The very thought of exploring such a place is a virtual death sentence to us. We leaders and influencers have long since debated and considered that there might be something at the bottom of that endless ocean, but out of fear, we've chosen to assume that the relic and the means to find it were just fairy tales our enemies concocted to attempt to drag all the Mulcleyhs to a watery grave.”

      The Stingers looked at each other for a time, all seeming to agree that they accepted Ilum's words as viable fact. Ace pulled back his gun.

      “Thanks, Ilum. You've been a good sport. If the temple on Polaq exists, we might just get you a souvenir.”

      “You're actually going there? After everything I've said, you still believe these magical artifacts are for real? It's just some fairy tale our enemies cooked! Your delusion is laughable.”

      “Thanks,” replied Ace with a most smug expression. “But we'll take our chances.” He turned. “Come on, team. Let's go quickly.”

      The Stingers began moving, but the moment they took their eyes off Ilum, the alien hit a switch on a nearby table. Suddenly, a weird sound began reverberating into the air.

      “What was that?” asked Julius.

      “An intruder alert,” answered Ilum. “I'm not about to let you leave here under these conditions. You have no idea how dedicated to their leaders the Mulcleyh people are. Right now, everyone in the vicinity will be looking for you. You'll definitely be staying for dinner.”

      Ace's eyes widened. “We have to get out of here. Now!”

      The Stingers began making a run for it. Cooper was about to be the last one out the room, but Ilum lunged at him like a savage beast. Cooper instinctive punched him away, but was surprised by how light Ilum was. When Ilum tried pouncing again, Hatfield shot him. Cooper rushed to regroup with the others outside.

      “What happened to Ilum?” asked Ace.

      “He tried to attack me. He's zeroed,” answered Hatfield as he began tapping on his armlet monitor. “Couldn't be helped.”

      “I guess so. It looks like we have to make our way to the ship through a hot neighborhood.”

      “Are we going to stealth it?” asked Hazel.

      “Under these circumstances, not a chance,” replied the captain. “We're taking it to the streets. Anything gets in our way, shoot. Hopefully, everyone stays clear. Let's hurry.”

      With that, Ace shot the lock off the yard's front gate and the Stingers dashed outside. The Mulcleyhs outside, upon seeing them, all began taking multifarious, gruesome forms. Some even began rushing the Stingers. The treasure hunters began shooting aliens as they bolted through the crowds. On every street they turned, the once innocuous-looking aliens were shifting into horrid monstrosities—some with claws, some with fangs, some looking toxic, some looking brawny, and all terrifying. Occasionally, a tourist could be heard screaming in the distance.

      “Guys,” said Ace as the group ran and shot, “stay together at all times. Don't break off.”

      “Got it,” replied Hazel. “Have you guys noticed that most of the Mulcleyhs are just lining the street and clawing at us only when we go near them?”

      “I think it's because they're just civilians,” Duvall panted. “Without actual combat experience, they're probably just trying to slow us down by appearing intimidating while not putting themselves at risk.”

      “Yeah,” answered Cooper, blasting away, “but the bad eggs aren't hesitating to attack us. Just focus on the aggressive ones and ignore all the Mulcleyhs using scare tactics.”

      All the Stingers began adopting Hatfield's advice, but even so, they were drawing a lot of alien attention. Occasionally, Hatfield would toss a few explosive marbles at the enemy. Suddenly, someone grabbed Cooper's arm from behind, but when he looked back, he saw that it was Hazel.

      “What the—” Hatfield was puzzled. He was seeing double. There was one “Hazel” behind him and another “Hazel” in front of him.

      Sensing Cooper's dismay, the other Stingers looked behind them. Stunned as they all were by the doppelganger, Ace promptly aimed his pistol at the “Hazel” at the back and blasted her, splattering the shapeshifter into violet goo.

      “Thanks, Captain,” said Hatfield.

      “Don't mention it, but you really need to get over your soft spot for Odell, else she might get you killed.”

      Julius and Hazel chuckled at this, but soon all the Stingers grew solemn again.

      “We're at the edge of the city,” announced Julius, “but there's an army of monsters pulling up behind us. We won't reach the ship in time!”

      “Oh yes, we will,” countered Cooper. “Backup has arrived.”

      Just at that moment, five stinger drones came racing past the crew and began shooting the swarm of beasts in pursuit.

      “We're close, but there's still too many!” shouted Hazel.

      “Well,” said Cooper, “desperate times call for desperate measures.” He clicked a button on his armlet, and all the drones broke apart while in a ring formation, releasing a thick gas that engulfed the enemies. “Light it up, Captain.”

      Ace took his cue and fired a flare behind him. When the flare came in contact with the gas, the whole area lit up in ruinous flames, scorching all Mulcleyhs in pursuit.

      The Stingers soon made it to the Welkin Wagon, hurriedly boarded, and rushed to the bridge. While struggling to strap themselves in, the ship began rising under Ace's command. What a relief it was when the ship exited Quord's atmosphere. The hearts of the four Stingers were beating like festival drums, and their faces seemed to be beaming with the well-earned satisfaction of knowing they had once again cheated death.
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      Hazel put the cold glass to her lips and allowed the refreshing liquid to glide along her tongue to the back of her throat. Never before had she thought she would miss a sip of water so much, but Quord had been quite taxing on her body, and more than anything, she was just grateful that she could now re-hydrate herself.

      “Ah, that hit the spot.”

      Cooper entered the dining hall. “Odell, we'll be exiting warp pretty soon. Captain's calling us all to the bridge.”

      “All right, I'll be there in a sec.”

      Cooper returned to the bridge and not long after, Hazel followed suit. Ace clapped once when the team was assembled.

      “Good! Everyone's here. We'll be making our pit stop soon, but I just wanted to make sure everyone is in good shape.”

      “We're all in great shape,” said Cooper cheerfully, “especially Odell, but I still don't see why we couldn't just go straight to Polaq's system right away. Why do we have to stop at the star in between?”

      “Because like I said, Polaq, like all the other planets in that star system, is uninhabited. According to the calendar map, the planets are virtual junkyards and ghost towns, remnants of some multi-planet war that was fought there. Which is why we need to make a stop at the nearest star system to get some fuel and patch ourselves if we need to. I'd hate to hit up Polaq after Quord only to learn that we've jumped right from the frying pan and into the fire.” Suddenly, the Welkin Wagon finished its short warp. “Seems the ship's arrived. All right, team, let's set this puppy down.”

      Ace proceeded to navigate the Welkin Wagon, making way to land on a planet named Reghas. According to the cultural section of the calendar map, Reghas, sometime ago, received an influx of “noble” renegade investors. Since then, the planet had become a haven for “open-mindedly unregulated businesses.”

      “So,” began Julius, “I'm guess Reghas is just another rock full of swindlers.”

      “Pretty much,” answered Ace, “but I heard that the locals are really friendly about the whole thing. Thieves of a feather flocking together, and all.”

      “I gotta say,” sounded Hazel, “after our run-in with the Mulcleyhs, I'm a little risk-adverse toward this planet. Can't we do a little check to see if we should be worried?”

      “A check?” repeated Julius

      “Yeah. With the Apotheocon, I mean.”

      “Hmm,” murmured Ace, “that might actually not be a bad idea. We'll be here for a little while, so I guess it's okay. Let's do it.”

      Ace went and got the premonition relic. He then uncovered it and placed his fingers on it. “That's...odd. I didn't get a proper vision.”

      “Here, let me try,” Julius insisted, but he also didn’t have a premonition. The same thing happened when Hazel touched the relic. She handed it to Cooper, who for a moment seemed affected by the artifact.

      “Did you see anything, Cooper?” Hazel asked.

      Cooper slowly shook his head, “Oh, uh, no... didn't see anything.”

      “That's odd. None of us saw anything. Maybe it means we have nothing to worry about on this planet.”

      “Maybe,” replied Hatfield, “but maybe one of us should keep checking in case a vision does crop up. I don't mind holding onto the Apotheocon for now.”

      “Great,” replied the captain, “we'll leave the relic in your care for now, Cooper. I don't know about the rest of you guys, but I'm gonna go stretch my legs and get some air, see if there's a parlor around too.”

      “Mind if I join you?” asked Julius. “I'm interested in seeing if there's a good gadget shop nearby.”

      “Sure, Ranger. What about you, Hazel? Are you coming?”

      “Nah. Think I'll take a little beauty nap.”

      “Okay. Suit yourself. We'll all gather back here a little later.”

      With that, Ace, Julius, and Hazel went their own ways, leaving Cooper standing in the middle of the room with a broad grin on his face.
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        * * *

      

      When Cooper Hatfield arrived outside the Reghas Prime Casino, the first thing he was greeted by was an alien patron being thrown out by a bulky bouncer over a money matter.

      “It's not fair!” shouted the alien patron. “You guys ripped me off. You're all slimier than Mabumian slugs. Get your hands off me, you serpentine con artists! Your casino is the worst. I demand better odds or my money back!”

      The bouncer was unsympathetic, and simply threw the patron as far as he could and headed back inside the casino. Cooper didn't say a word. He merely whistled a tune as he stepped inside. He immediately began looking around, not at all the gamblers trying to make it big, but for a certain slot machine. He walked down the aisle of machines looking for a very specific pink-tinted one.

      “Aha,” he finally said, “here it is.” Cooper seated himself and proceeded to insert a zila coin into the slots. He tried his best to compose himself and then he pulled the machine's lever, commencing the roulette. “If ever there was a time for a vision to be right...” he muttered.

      Cooper watched as the roulette stopped, and to his relief and joy, the machine began making loud noises as it spat out winnings. He had won the jackpot as had been foreseen.

      Hatfield grinned. “Let's see what else lady luck has in store for me tonight.”

      Cooper collected his winnings and moved to a random gambling table. He sat for a game of Diamond Ditch, a game where there were fifty covered patches on the table, and in each game, a diamond would randomly appear under one of the fifty. Successfully picking the hidden diamond and betting in the right range meant potentially humongous winnings. There were two smaller prizes hidden as well, but the diamond prize was the real draw. With only one betting patch per customer, it was a tough game to beat effectively. Even so, Hatfield got himself ready.

      “Place your bets!” announced the game host.

      Cooper slowly lowered his hand to a pouch he was carrying. He then slipped his hand into the pouch and touched the purple relic, and was granted an auspicious vision.

      “One hundred thousand Zila on number forty-four,” Hatfield declared.

      This bet raised no flags as there were much bigger high-rollers in the casino, but when Cooper actually won, it was a joyous occasion. In no time at all, the women of various alien races at the table congratulated Hatfield and swiftly befriended him. When Cooper won several more of his bets, the “befriending” seemed a lot more in the vein of “seducing.”

      “Sir, you are on fire this evening,” one woman said, pressing herself against him. “My lady friends and I are dying to celebrate with you tonight.”

      Cooper spent quite a while deliberately faking small losses to temper suspicions, but when he was ready to win, he made much bigger bets. The other patrons were loving his luck and charisma, and for a time, Hatfield was seen as the “God of Chance.” By the end of his betting session, Cooper was so loaded with Zila and valuables, he bought everybody in the casino expensively refined drinks before taking his leave, and he even reimbursed that one disgruntled alien he had seen get kicked out the casino. When he arrived back at the Welkin Wagon, Cooper was a feathery cloud of euphoria.

      “Where have you been?!” asked Hazel when she, Ace, and Julius saw Hatfield much later than expected. “And what is with that ridiculous crate of gold and Zila?!”

      “Oh, this little thing?” replied Cooper coolly. “This is just a pinch. The other five crates are waiting outside.”

      “What?!” shouted the others all at once.

      “Cooper,” began Ace, “where did you get all this?”

      “The casino,” Hatfield answered as though it were a simple enough truth. “I had a...very lucky streak.”

      “No way!” exclaimed Julius. “The casinos here are garbage. There's no way you beat them fair and square.”

      Suddenly, Hazel's eyes lit up, “Wait a minute... You have the Apotheocon! Cooper, did you use the relic to clean out that casino?!”

      Cooper smirked, surprise by the transparency. “I...may have indulged a little.”

      “What the heck, Cooper! That's not what the Apotheocon is for.”

      “What's wrong with some cheddar in our pockets? My winnings will keep us living the good life for a good while. Besides, you know darn well that these casinos are crooked. If anything, I performed a service.”

      “That's not the point! Ugh!” Hazel had trouble straightening her thoughts.

      “Hey, it was the Apotheocon that told me I'd go there in the first place.”

      Ace soon stepped forward. “Cooper, I can't say I approve of what you did, and as captain, I don't want to see you pulling another stunt like this without permission.” Ace sighed. “Still, it would be idiotic to give back the winnings to those devilish swindlers, so we'll keep the haul for now. As for the Apotheocon, hand it over.”

      Cooper shrugged and reached for the pouch on his waist. He took out the relic and handed it to the captain, but the moment the stone touched Ace's palm, Rinehart flinched and his sight went white. The vision he got was unsettling and confusing. He saw himself, Hazel, and Cooper, all pointing weapons at Julius, who looked as scared as could be.

      Back in reality, the other Stingers noticed their captain's silence.

      “Was it a vision?” asked Hazel.

      “Yeah...” replied Rinehart solemnly.

      “Of what?”

      “Of you, me, and Cooper getting ready to blast Julius.”

      The crew were jolted, but none so more than Duvall, and with everyone else now looking at him with suspicious eyes, Julius couldn't help but wonder what, if anything, could possibly cause his beloved family to turn against him.
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      For quite a while following Ace's vision, the Welkin Wagon was in a tumultuous state. The Auggie Stingers were all still reeling from the premonition. None among them could think of a reason why Julius would be in danger of such harm. Try as they might to find fault with their relationship, they came up empty. Ace, Cooper, and Hazel resolved to be as rational as possible about the entire ordeal, but even the likeliest of conclusions seemed unlikely.

      “Maybe the vision is completely bogus,” Hazel supplied. “I mean, there's a first time for everything, right?”

      Ace inhaled then exhaled. “I'd like to believe that, but I'd also rather not. So far, even despite its limitations, the Apotheocon has been nothing but accurate. I can't help but think the vision will come true.”

      “Could be,” said Hatfield, “but I still have my doubts. This is Ranger we're taking about. He wouldn't hurt a fly, much less do something that goes against the Stinger creed.”

      Ace turned to Duvall. “Julius,” he said, “are you absolutely certain you're not hiding anything from us? Is there anything we should be concerned about?”

      Julius looked at the other Stingers with almost wounded eyes, “No, which is why this is so distressing. Ace, you know pretty well that you guys are my family now and that I'm all for my family. I promise you, I have nothing to hide.”

      Ace, Hazel, and Cooper looked at each other and then back at Julius.

      “All right,” said the captain, “we'll take your word for it, but let's keep our eyes open, because either the Apotheocon is malfunctioning, or something strange is seriously afoot. I'd rather we find out what that something is before we leave for Polaq.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Hatfield and Duvall went out into the city for the day, leaving Ace and Hazel to look after the ship. Ace was keeping busy in the training room, and Hazel found herself having a snack in the dining hall. She had been giving much thought to the issue of Ace's recent vision, but she couldn’t see a reason why she'd want to harm Julius.

      Suddenly, Hazel heard the door of the dining hall open, and Cooper strolled into the room.

      “Hey, Cooper,” she greeted. “You're back early.”

      “Yeah, hey,” came Cooper's curt answer.

      “Do you want some Litovich bean cookies? They're pretty tasty.”

      Cooper seemed to flinch, as if unsure how to respond, “U-Um, sure. I'll take a few.” He then took a seat and accepted the tray of cookies that Hazel offered. “Thank you very much, ma'am.”

      “Ma'am?” repeated Hazel as she stood to get something to drink. “Since when did you become so big on polite formalities?”

      Cooper's eyes widened and as if to correct himself, he shouted, “S-Shut your trap, woman!”

      Hazel furrowed her brows. “Now you're just being a jerk. Are you feeling all right, Coop?”

      “Uh, yeah. I think I'm just a little hungry. Maybe I'll feel better with these cookies.”

      Hazel watched as Cooper prepared to eat the cookies, but when Cooper took the black glove off his right hand, Hazel's eyes widened.

      “Say, where's the rest of the team?” asked Hatfield

      “They're...around...” replied Hazel, remaining ambiguous.

      Hazel's eyes gazed at the back of Cooper's right hand, which was perfectly clean and without blemish. Where had Cooper's acid scar disappeared to?! Hazel's mind raced. Things weren't adding up. The scar was nowhere in sight, and Cooper's mannerisms had been really off since he returned to the ship. If was almost as if he wasn't—

      Hazel's eyes grew bulbous. The risk she was flirting with became abundantly clear to her, and she knew she had to take action. Hazel slowly reached for her whip and surreptitiously dialed down the voltage while Cooper ate the cookies. She took the whip firmly in hand and hurriedly put some distance between herself and Cooper. Cooper noticed her alertness.

      “Hey, what's wrong?”

      Hazel gulped. “Sorry, Cooper. But if that's really you, this is gonna sting a little.”

      With that, Hazel snapped her whip at Cooper, striking a bolt at his thigh. Cooper yelled in a strange shriek, but more importantly, violet-colored blood dripped from his leg. This was the confirmation Hazel sought. She quickly upped the voltage of her whip and sent another bolt at “Cooper,” hitting his head, which spattered into violet slime, along with the rest of his body. She then slowly began examining the gooey remains.

      Not long afterward, the dining hall door opened again and Ace rushed into the room.

      “What's going on? I heard a loud noise.”

      “Ace!” exclaimed Hazel. “It's the Mulcleyhs.”

      Ace remained calm. “What about them?”

      “They're here. I just found one of them on the ship. It tried to mimic Cooper, but I figured it out. We have to warn the others!”

      Hazel tried heading toward the door, but suddenly, she felt Ace grip her wrist and a gun press against her back.

      “Don't move,” Ace commanded.

      “Ace, what are you doing? We have to—” Hazel's eyes widened and her lips began to tremble. “No... Y-You're...one of them too...”

      Hazel felt her heart sink when “Ace” smiled devilishly at her.

      A voice boomed from the hall. “Hazel? Where are you?” It was Ace's voice.

      Suddenly, the “Ace” in the dining hall shapeshifted from being the captain and took Hatfield's form.

      It whispered to Hazel, “Try anything and I'll kill you.” It reached for a large table cloth and tossed it over the violet remains of its deceased Mulcleyh brethren. Then it pulled Hazel closer and away from the door, while keeping the gun right at Hazel's back and out of sight. The Mulcleyh and Hazel waited for Ace to show up.

      When the real Ace arrived, he saw two of his crewmates standing about the room, looking almost like statues—fixed in their spots.

      “Cooper, Hazel, is everything all right?” inquired Rinehart. “I thought I heard something loud go off.”

      “Everything's fine,” said 'Mulcleyh Cooper.' “I just spilled a pitcher of drink by accident. Tell him, Hazel.” The Mulcleyh lightly nudged Hazel in the back, prompting her to play along.

      “U-Um, yeah,” replied Hazel. “Everything's fine...Quick Draw...”

      Ace suddenly furrowed his brows and grew alert. Something wasn't right here, and Hazel was relaying as much with her pleading eyes. He slowly noticed that Hazel still had her whip in her hand, and that Cooper was a bit too close to her for comfort. When he spotted a tiny spill of violet slime on the ground, that was when Ace felt certain he had put the pieces together.

      Ace's face grew taut and serious. In the blink of an eye, he drew his gun and took aim at Cooper's shoulder, the arm of which was hidden behind Hazel.

      The shot flew instantly, too quickly for a reaction. It hit “Cooper” hard, causing the Mulcleyh to drop his gun while oozing blood. Hazel let out a sigh of relief and moved out of the way, giving Ace a clean shot at the obvious Mulcleyh in the room, which he took. With the threat subdued, Ace hurried to check on Hazel.

      “Are you all right?”

      Hazel steadied her breathing. “Yeah. I'm fine, but man, that was scary. That thing almost had us. I was worried you wouldn't figure it out.”

      Ace smirked. “I almost didn't. Thanks to you, I did. You're the one member of the team who only resorts to calling me Quick Draw when danger is imminent or there are aliens in need of zeroing.”

      Hazel laughed. “If it weren't for that little fact, we'd both be dead. Better not tell Cooper about it.”

      “Criminy!” said Ace. “We have to tell Cooper.”

      “I thought I said not to—”

      “No, not that. We have to tell him and Julius about the Mulcleyhs. They don't know.”

      “Oh! Right. Let's head to the bridge.”

      Hazel and Ace then headed to the bridge's communication module and tried to contact Cooper and Julius, but they seemed unresponsive.

      Not long after, Hazel and the captain detected from the on-board cameras that someone resembling Cooper had just entered the ship. The two stared at the monitor, deliberating.

      “How do we know if this is the real Cooper?” asked Ace as they watched the figure make his way through the halls.

      Cooper's voice boomed through the ship. “Hey, Hazel! I just found the niftiest little present for you at a street merchant. I figured I'd get you back a present for the glove. I think a 'thank you' hug is in order.”

      Hazel sighed then smiled and shook her head when she heard this. “Oh, that's the real Cooper Hatfield, all right.”

      “Are you sure?” asked Rinehart.

      “Pretty much. I suppose it won't hurt to be safe, though.”

      When Cooper made it to the bridge, he was surprised by his teammates' solemn expressions. Though he was confused when they asked him to take off his black glove, he complied. Seeing the acid scar on the back of Hatfield's hand, Ace and Hazel relaxed.

      “What's with you guys?” asked Cooper.

      Hazel and Ace explained the Mulcleyhs' infiltration of the Welkin Wagon, which shocked and sobered Hatfield, who felt glad to learn the truth.

      “I really wasn't expecting those slime-balls out here of all places. Good for you guys for spotting 'em.” Cooper looked at the monitor. “Heads up. Julius just boarded the ship.”

      “Yes, but is it really our 'Julius'?” replied Rinehart.

      “Well,” sounded Hazel, “it's time to find out.”

      Julius moved briskly along the main hall, making his way toward the bridge. However, when he set foot into the room, his heart jumped. Looking quite fierce and cold, Ace, Hazel, and Cooper were now pointing their weapons intently at Julius Duvall's face, in the exact same manner that Ace's earlier premonition had predicted they would. Julius gulped and raised his hands in surrender.
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      “I still can't believe it,” said Julius Duvall, wiping sweat from his face. “I really thought I was done for.”

      Cooper chuckled. “The whole thing rustled our feathers too, ya know?”

      “Yes, but having put the thought of the Mulcleyhs to the back of my mind, this was the last thing I was expecting to happen. You say they made it all the way into the ship and kept their disguises in tow?”

      “Yes,” answered Hazel. “The first one tried to disguise itself as Cooper, but while it managed Cooper's looks, it clearly didn't know anything about Cooper's...peculiarities. Picking up on those traits, I saw through the facade fairly easily and got rid of the phony.”

      “Come on, Hazel.” Hatfield grinned. “Admit it, you only figured it out because of how close you and I've become.”

      Hazel placed a hand on her temple and shook her head. “Actually, it was the missing scar on your glove hand, but you can tell yourself whatever you want, Coop.”

      “So then what happened?” asked Julius.

      “Then another one showed up by Hazel disguised as me,” said Ace. “This time, she didn't see through it. The Mulcleyh put a gun to her back, disguised itself as Cooper, and waited for me to arrive. Luckily, when I saw Hazel and that other Cooper, I put two and two together.”

      “But how did you know the other Cooper was fake and that Hazel was real?”

      “You know,” began Hatfield, “I'm curious to know how you saw through it so quickly as well.”

      Ace looked at Hazel and smirked. “I saw through it because...well...because I'm the captain.” Hazel stifled a smile. “Anyway, after that, the real versions of you two came along and here we all are.”

      “I have to say,” said Julius, “this was quite a close call. We'd all be 'retired' if you and Hazel hadn't been quick on the uptake. You're absolutely sure that there are no more Mulcleyhs on board the Welkin Wagon?”

      “Yes,” replied Hazel. “Ivy just did that bio-scan and confirmed that only the real Auggie Stingers are currently among us.”

      “Still,” Cooper said, “I think we've been a little too lax in our security, and this definitely was a wake-up call. I don't think we can rely on just the face-scan for ship entry anymore.”

      “I agree,” said Julius. “I think we'll need to return to the dual-factor confirmation routine. We all know the pass-code, so we may have to use that in conjunction with the photo-scanner.”

      “Sounds like a good idea,” Rinehart admitted. “We'll go with that, but I do think we'll need a casual safe word or phrase, especially as it pertains to the Apotheocons. Something simple that won't raise eyebrows, but also something that only we as Stingers will readily identify.”

      The group paused for a moment, thinking on Ace's proposal. Suddenly, Julius snapped his fingers and beamed.

      “I've got it! How about, 'A pot full of dandelions'?”

      The other members looked at Julius with very befuddled looks.

      “Um, Ranger,” said Cooper, “I don't think gardening is on our itinerary at the moment.”

      “No. I meant that phrase should be our coded reference for the Apotheocons, in case we can't speak openly of them.”

      “Hmm,” Hazel said. “I'm not quite sure how you jumped from 'Apotheocons' to 'a pot full of dandelions,' but I gotta admit, I don't mind it being our safe words. What do you say, Captain?”

      “Sounds like sunshine to me. I accept the suggestion. Now that we're all agreed, I think it's time we ditch this place and head for Polaq before more Mulcleyhs pay a visit. A compass leading to a pot full of dandelions is waiting for us.”

      On hearing this, the other Stingers looked at their captain wryly and shook their heads.

      “Too soon, Captain,” muttered Cooper. “Too soon...”

      “What?” Rinehart asked.

      Hazel chuckled. “As smooth as you usually are, Ace, even I have to admit that that one really missed the mark.”

      Hazel, Cooper, and Julius began chuckling as they moved off to do the last inspection before the ship took off. They seemed quite smitten with Ace's temporary lapse in style.

      Ace placed his hands at his side and watched the rest of group move away with good cheer, snickering at his expense. For a moment, he reflected upon his prior turn of phrase, but in the end, he smiled and found himself feeling grateful just to see his colleagues so happy and devoid of worries. And that, he decided, was all that mattered.
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      “Status check complete, Captain,” announced Julius. “Pretty much everything is in order and ready to go.”

      “Pretty...much?” repeated Ace.

      “Yes,” said Hazel, “everything's green stocked except our stinger drones, which we used up back on Quord.”

      “Hopefully, our lack of drones won't be an issue, but since we're heading to an uninhabited region, firepower shouldn't be a priority. Well, if that's everything, I think it's time we go collect ourselves an Apotheocon compass.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain,” said Hazel.

      “Hold on,” said Rinehart. “Where's Cooper?” He watched as Hazel and Julius inclined their shoulders and laterally displayed their palms in an 'I don't know' fashion. “Doesn't he know we won't take off till we're all at our positions?”

      “I'll go look for him,” declared Duvall.

      Hazel and Ace waited on the bridge for Julius and Cooper to return. Several minutes later, and to their surprise, only Julius returned to the bridge, and he was looking rather distressed.

      “Captain,” said Julius rather bluntly, “we have a problem.”

      “What is it?” Ace asked with concern.

      “It's Cooper. He's sick.”

      “Sick? Oh, you mean from the Apotheocon?”

      “Yes, but this time, it's pretty bad. You guys better come take a look.”

      With worry on their faces, Hazel and Ace let Julius lead the way. Julius brought them to one of the Welkin Wagon's restrooms and immediately following their entry, they heard the sounds of Cooper trying to empty his stomach’s contents. Ace and Hazel rushed to where Cooper was.

      “Hey, big guy,” hailed the captain. “How are you feeling?”

      Cooper slowly turned to face the rest of the team. “I feel...like a bloated, soggy-bottom sailor who's taking a roller coaster ride on curry meatloaf night.”

      “That bad, huh? You look it, though.”

      Ace was right. Cooper did in fact look quite haggard. His face was pale and everyone could tell his body was weak.

      “Jeez, Coop,” said Hazel, “this look really doesn't suit you.”

      “Aww dang it, Hazel,” replied Cooper sickly, “you weren't supposed to see me like this.”

      “Cooper, I really don't think that's what you should be focusing on right now. How did you get so sick?”

      “If I had to hazard a guess,” began Julius, “I'd say this has something to do with his little casino spree. I bet he spent that entire particular night abusing the premonition relic to hedge his bets.”

      “Guilty.” Cooper chuckled weakly. “But I think my stomach is out of cookies to toss. My head's killing me, though.”

      “That's just what you get for being greedy,” said Rinehart. “Still, let's get you to the Medical Containment Pod. You can rest up there until we reach Polaq. Gimme a hand, team.”

      Hazel and Julius then subsequently assisted Ace in shouldering Hatfield all the way to the MCP. They began helping Cooper into the pod.

      “Don't worry, Hazel,” Cooper managed to say before settling inside, “I'll be good ol' lovable Coop again in no time.”

      Hazel raised her hands in surrender. “I'm really not sure what to say to that but, yeah, good luck 're-Coop-erating'.”

      The rest of the squad chuckled at this.

      When Hatfield was safely nestled in the healing realm of the pod, the other Stingers made their way back to the bridge. The three took their seats.

      “I hope he'll be okay...” muttered Hazel.

      “Hatfield is a tough acorn,” replied Duvall. “I'm sure he'll recover just fine.”

      “Still,” said Ace, “this was pretty worrisome. It seems that the side effect of the Apotheocon is almost proportional to its usage. Meaning at present, our biology determines just how frequently or excessively we can use it.”

      “If that's true,” supplied Hazel, “then we really need to find more of the relics and hope that quantity improves quality. In the meantime, do you mind if I hold onto the premonition relic?”

      “Why?” asked Rinehart.

      “I don't know. After seeing what happened to Cooper, I just feel worried you guys might be slightly more impaired in your self-control.”

      “I can't say I share that worry,” answered Julius, “but I'd feel safer knowing the Apotheocon was in your hands than Cooper's.”

      “I don't see a problem with you having it,” added Rinehart to Hazel. “Let's just focus on getting to Polaq for now, though.”

      “That's fine with me,” was Hazel's answer.

      With that, the Welkin Wagon began its launch into the skies. The ship left Reghas, and after traveling far out into space, it initiated warp toward Polaq.

      The ship sped along for some time, finally arriving at the intended star system.

      “We made it,” exhaled Julius.

      “Yeah,” replied the captain, “but I'm worried about Cooper. Let's go check on him.”

      Following that, Julius, Hazel, and Ace made their way to the MCP's room, and to their relief, they found Hatfield standing about, limbering up his muscles.

      “How are you feeling, champ?” asked the captain.

      Cooper grinned. “Like freshly minted Zila.”

      “That's good to hear,” cheered Julius. “You had us worried.”

      “I'm in good shape, but boy, am I hungry. I could really use one of Hazel's handmade gourmet dinner snacks right about now.” Hatfield looked at Odell. “Pretty please?” He watched as Hazel folded her arms and looked at him intensely. “Come on, Hazel. I just got off the sickbed. It's not my fault you're the best cook on the Wagon.”

      A moment later, Hazel sighed. “Fine, Cooper, I'll make you something, but only because you seem to be learning what a proper compliment looks like.”

      With that, Hazel made her way to the dining hall. When she was gone, Julius turned to Cooper.

      “Not bad, Hatfield. It might not fully have been with charm, but I really think you're starting to weather away her defenses.”

      Cooper laughed freely. “Don't I know it.”

      Ace found this amusing too. “I guess whether rain or shine, Cooper aims steady. You know, Coop, if you really want to impress Hazel, you might want to secure her a valuable present, like, I don't know...an Apotheocon compass, maybe?”

      Hatfield smirked. “No need for snark, Captain. I read you. As soon as I've eaten some grub, I'm taking the hunt by storm.”
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      The Welkin Wagon made its way toward the moderate-sized blue planet that the on-board calendar map designated as Polaq. The planet had a very serene look to it, more so because not a single other ship nor orbital fueling station could be seen congesting its outer layer or inner atmosphere. The four Auggie Stingers stared at the planet awhile, thinking nostalgically that in some ways, it resembled a certain other blue planet.

      “You know,” began Julius, “I've only been to Earth a handful of times, but this scenery from this height is quite reminiscent of that.”

      “I know what you mean,” said the captain. “Most people of Earth colonies tend to try and visit Earth at least once in their lifetime, just to see where all the magic began, but looking at Polaq really does bring back that old Earth-blue ocean charm. The atmosphere just seems so similar.”

      “Yeah,” chimed Hatfield, “with one exception...”

      “Yep. That lack of dry land seems like quite a miss,” Odell pointed out. “The Mulcleyhs would melt in fear just gazing at this planet, much less going beneath the surface. Still, an 'all water' planet is kind of odd.”

      “It might be a bit peculiar,” Ace stated, “but somewhere down there is our ticket to another powerful relic. First, we need to make a landing, though.”

      Julius took off his glasses and gave them a wipe. “The question is, where exactly are we going the land? There's no soil, remember?”

      “From the looks of it, there are quite a number of ice sheets drifting about the planet's surface. They might look tiny from up here, but I'm sure those island-sized sheets will hold us. Before that, we need to map the ocean's floor. Hazel, when we get a little closer, launch a geo-scanner into the ocean.”

      “Roger, Captain.”

      The Welkin Wagon penetrated Polaq's atmosphere, and Hazel activated a nodule at the ship’s base that dispensed a heavy round flashing beacon into the water.

      “Are you picking up anything?” inquired Ace after some time had passed.

      “No,” Hazel replied, “the ocean floor seems mostly rocky and— Wait. I'm picking up something. It's faint, but I'll zoom. It seems 3D mapping is showing a large sphere, with structures beneath it of regular and consistent patterns. The mapping is still fuzzy, however.”

      The rest of the group looked at the image.

      Cooper squinted. “Is that...a giant food tray with a lid on it?”

      “What? No, Cooper, you oaf,” said Julius as the lines of the 3D mapping became clearer. “Judging by the size and architecture, I'd say it's some manner of bubble city—a city encapsulated by an enormous glass dome, to be more precise.”

      “Really?” Cooper asked.

      “Julius is right,” said Hazel. “It's an underwater city. Whew. Thank goodness. I was worried this place was just some spiel Ilum had thrown at us. This certainly seems like a fitting location for housing a secret artifact.”

      “Then what are we waiting for, team?” replied Rinehart. “Let's land and get our feet wet.”

      On the captain's orders, the Welkin Wagon proceeded to land near the coast of a very large ice sheet. When the ship landed, Hatfield rubbed his hands together.

      “Finally on the watery frontier, eh? You know that means, right?”

      Hazel smiled. “You're really looking forward to piloting that thing, aren't you?”

      “Damn straight. It was my idea to get the Stingray in the first place. Ever since we found the premonition relic and got that initial vision of the city beneath the ocean, I just knew it would come in handy.”

      “Well, you did mostly pay for it, but I wonder if you just did that to be captain for a change. In any case, let's get suited up and booted up.”

      The Stingers soon changed into dark compression diving suits and then proceeded to the cargo bay, where Cooper unveiled some manner of black aquatic vehicle that was about the size of a basic military tank. He unfastened all the locks and holdings that held the vehicle in place.

      “Well, come on,” Hatfield spurred. “Let's get this Stingray into its natural habitat.”

      Amused by Cooper's enthusiasm, the other Stingers complied and joined him in the hermetically sealed craft. Soon thereafter, Cooper started up the Stingray and rolled it down the ramp of the bay. Once outside, the ramp shut, leaving the ship safe from the intruding elements.

      “Well, Cooper,” Julius said, “it's your show. Take us for that tour of sub-Polaq.”

      “You don't have to tell me twice,” answered Hatfield.

      With that, Cooper began driving the Stingray along the icy terrain. The rugged wheels dug into the ice and propelled the vehicle toward the edge of the frigid surface. Soon after, the Stingray splashed into the water, the wheels retracted, and the vehicle was now in full submarine mode. The sub dipped lower and lower, down into the mysterious beyond.

      “Wow...” Hazel said. “It's so quiet here, and dark.”

      “It's to be expected,” replied Rinehart, watching the Stingray's headlights illuminate their path. “We're the only living things here. So that means very little noise or danger.”

      “But if that's true, then how did the city end up under the ocean?”

      “That's...a good question.”

      “I think it has something to do with customs,” Julius supplied as the craft continued its descent. “Just like Tryd, this realm that once watched over one of the Apotheocons has been abandoned. Furthermore, I don't think this planet was ever populous, just auspicious in its remoteness, but I can't be sure. For all we know, some amphibious lot might be waiting in that sphere.”

      “We'll find out soon enough,” said Hazel.

      Cooper continued piloting the Stingray, and soon the place the group sought began coming into view.

      “There's the city,” declared Hatfield. “Are those...lights?”

      “It appears that way,” answered Julius. “The place seems to have its own power supply, but just how long has that power been available?”

      “Guys, quick question,” said Cooper. “How do we get into the city?”

      “Right there.” Hazel pointed at something in the distance. “There seems to be some cavernous waterways beneath the city. Maybe one of them leads to an entrance.”

      “I'm going to check it out.”

      Cooper sent the Stingray right into one of the waterways and followed its passages, and sure enough, it led to a lit air pocket that served as an underwater harbor. The Auggie Stingers disembarked and the Stingray jumped onto the paved walkway. Noting an extra-long series of stairways leading up, the group ascended and soon found themselves out of the grotto and into the underwater dome.

      “Good heavens,” uttered Hazel in awe. “This place is breathtaking. I mean, just look at these structures and architecture. They're so well sculpted and hardly seem affected by time. It's as if this place were built to last forever, and the lights are so hypnotic. Just what kind of place is this? I really want to know who built it.”

      “You know,” said Ace, “this place reminds me of an old Earth fairy tale I grew up hearing about: the lost city of Atlantis.”

      “I've heard of that one,” replied Cooper. “It was some prosperous and magical underwater city said to be filled with treasure.”

      “I wonder...” muttered Julius. “Do you think there's any chance that there's a connection between that fairy tale and this place?”

      “Can't be. This place seems to have been around for ages. Well-hidden too. Otherwise, visitors would have flocked. How would humans come to know about it when Scorpius isn't even a human haven?”

      “It's not that farfetched,” Julius stated. “From what I've gathered, the peoples that were tasked with guarding Apotheocon culture seemed to have been aiming to preserve that culture. Remember how the Gurun people scattered but tried to keep some semblance of heritage. Maybe here too the ancients tried keeping this place's memory alive, if only with fairy tales. Then again, I really can't prove such a thing.”

      “Hey, guys,” called Hazel. “What's with that bright light at the center of the city?”

      Some distance away, an extraordinary luminous object shone in the air.

      “I don't know,” answered Rinehart, “but I think that's our next destination. Come on.”

      The group made its way toward the luminous object, which was almost like a guiding star. As they moved about the city, the treasure hunters truly wondered if any other souls were present, but even as they moved about, the city didn’t stir. When they reached their target, they stopped in wonder. The bright object had been hovering over a grand temple of sorts located in the open center of the city, around which all other monuments surrounded at a distance.

      “Do you think the compass is inside?” asked Hatfield.

      “If not, hopefully there's something just as valuable,” replied Ace.

      With that, the crew proceeded into the temple and closed the door behind them. Upon entering, they saw a bright ghostly figure some distance ahead.

      “Isn't that...” began Julius.

      “I think it is him,” answered Hazel.

      “Let's go see,” Ace commanded.

      The group drew closer to the familiar, ghostly alien spirit.

      “Greetings, travelers,” said the spirit. “It is good to see you all once again. It is also good to see that you have taken up your mantel with such enthusiasm. You must be surprised to see me again, but rest assured, it is my duty to be here. I would call it penance, but in reality, the Central One wills it.

      “It appears you have already acquired one of the Apotheocons, and surely you must have felt its toll. Let it be a lesson to you that all things have a cost. The resident guardians of the object behind me had to pay their own cost for having the privilege of being privy to Apotheocon heritage. They were hunted to the brink of extinction, and in the twilight of their era, they resolved to carry out their duty—building this sanctuary to give the Apotheocon secret a painless roost, and also to stay the hands of those who would use the relics for ill intents.

      “Just as this compass's guardians contended with prosecution, so too will you be pursued for your star-bound ambitions. It is your trial, but make no mistake, it is no free offering. You will be the arbiters of your success should your success be 'the way.' Bear in mind, however, any being with likewise ambition will have eager fingers. You are not all. Trials exist for any willing to rise to the challenge, and the journey to the Apotheophyte is a trial that shall never fully wane in attendants.

      “Now go. Take the compass behind me and go forth. Add motion to the wheels of destiny, and if you dare, rekindle the flames of the stars.”

      The spirit was looking to leave, but Ace's voice halted him.

      “Wait!”

      The spirit paused in surprise.

      “Yes?”

      “Sorry, but you always mesmerize us when we see you that we forget to ask you any questions of our own.”

      “I relay what needs to be known. It would be against the code if I tipped the balance in your favor without permission. It is not my place to decree you the galaxy's kingship, but if you have simple questions that will not break the balance, I might oblige.”

      Ace turned to the other Stingers. “I'm guessing we can't just ask for the specific relic locations, but do you guys have any curious thoughts?”

      A moment passed.

      “I have a question,” declared Julius. “You mentioned the toll of using the Apotheocons. Is there a way to eliminate the drawback effects?”

      “Hmm, a wise inquiry,” said the spirit. “Let me ask you this: how many of the Apotheocons do you intend to collect?”

      “Well, all of them,” replied Cooper. “It wouldn't do to just keep one as a souvenir.”

      “And how far are you prepared to go for them all?”

      “You know, we hadn't given it much thought before, but the Apotheocon search has become embedded in us. As treasure hunters, I don't think we could ever walk away knowing what we know until we saw this thing through to the end. To answer your question, we're prepared to go all the way, and we'll overcome whatever gets in our path, even if we have to put our lives on the line.”

      A moment of silence passed.

      “I see... You've shown that you are resolute in your paths. Therefore, my actions will not sway you. Regarding the circumvention of the relics' tolls, there are but two possible measures that lie along the same path. You 'could' permit the other relics to complement each other, naturally making each relic more whole. Furthermore, one specific Apotheocon is a safeguard against ailments. The Apotheocon with the 'Divine Biology' resonance will render the holder immune to afflictions, elevated in biological limitations, and, in part, impervious to harm. It is the most absolute remedy.”

      “Wait. 'Divine Biology'?” repeated Hatfield. “Does that mean it makes you into some kind of god?”

      “That is not for me to disclose, but do recall that Apotheosis is the blessing of the Apotheophyte, which is the composite form of all six relics. I have answered your query. Now, I take my leave.”

      The spirit vanished in a flash of light, leaving the Stingers staring ahead. Ace slowly walked to the altar, taking up the shiny and stylish compact device that lay there. Almost as soon as he did, the mystical compass lit up in his hand and began projecting a 3D holographic pointer. Then and there, each member of the Auggie Stingers knew quite well that wherever that projection was designating, another magnificent and powerful artifact awaited them.
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      The door of the Welkin Wagon's bridge opened and the four Auggie Stingers stepped through, all looking energized. They had just returned from the submerged city and could hardly contain their excitement.

      “Let me see it again,” Hazel requested, her face beaming at the group's recent triumph. Ace handed her the new Apotheocon compass. Hazel took the item and stared at it in awe. “I still can't believe we found it. We are this close to getting our hands on the second artifact. I wonder where the compass is pointing, though.”

      “I think we should ask Ivy about that,” replied Ace. “Also, is it just me, or does this compass seem a bit more detailed than the previous one?”

      “So it appears,” answered Julius. “That projected triangular marker seems to have gradations at varying levels. I presume those may be distance markers. Also, the longer triangle I think represents the extended range, while the shorter triangle inside with the apex blinking represents the Apotheocon location.”

      “Sounds pretty nifty,” said Cooper. “It's a shame we don't know what ancient measures of distance that scale is using.”

      “No matter,” Julius responded. “We can always warp and see how much of the distance is covered and work our way from there. Also—” Julius paused, seemingly perplexed.

      “What is it, Ranger?” asked Hatfield.

      “I'm not sure. For a second, I thought I saw a marker show up and flash on the field map. Now it's gone. Hmm. Maybe I just imagined it...Anyway, let's see where Ivy thinks the compass needle is pointing.” With that, Duvall made his way over to the computer and began using Ivy for computational assistance.

      “Well?” sounded Rinehart. “What star is the compass pointing at?”

      Julius looked at his companions incredulously. “It's...not pointing at any star in our archives.”

      “What? Is there some planet or other heavenly body there?”

      “No... This compass is pointing at dead space.”

      “That doesn't make any sense,” cried Hatfield. “Are you saying the Apotheocon is just floating around the void without a container?”

      “I honestly can't say...” muttered Julius, “but wherever that relic is right now, it's not in any known star system. It may be on a vessel.”

      “Well, if that's the case,” began Ace Rinehart, “we need to head to that location right away. Given that the relic's position isn't necessarily a fixed thing, I don't think we should wait around. Besides, something the guardian spirit said has me quite concerned, and Julius just touched on it.”

      “You mean when he said the Apotheocon quest is never truly short of 'attendants'?”

      “Yes. I know you all must be a little tired, but I think once we've secured that next relic, we'll have all the time we need for soothing our muscles. Plus, there's always warp time. So, team, let's change out of our current gear, and as soon as we're all back here, we're heading off to get our hands on another lovely little celestial prize. Now, let's get moving.”
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      With the movements of a stealthy predator on the lookout to sate its hunger, the Stingers' ship propelled itself very slowly through the vast emptiness after some time had been spent warping to gauge the Apotheocon's distance. The treasure hunters had passed many stars in recent hours, but they were gradually drawing closer to their intended target.

      “How are we doing, Odell?” Ace inquired.

      “We're getting closer. According to the compass and navigation tools, the relic's position shouldn't be too far off.”

      Hatfield grinned. “Good. I can't wait to see what that thing can do. I certainly wouldn't complain if it turns water into wine.”

      “Um, guys,” began Julius. “Didn't you say the Apotheocon was located off-system?”

      “Yes,” replied Hazel. “What about it?”

      “It just hit me. If the relic is supposed to be in the cosmic wilderness, then why are we getting so close to that star?”

      The other Stingers looked in front of them and sure enough, there was a sun nearby.

      “Which star is it, exactly?” asked Hatfield.

      Ace began accessing the star archives. “Well, this is...strange. According to our files, there shouldn't be a single star in this specific sector.”

      “Are you saying it was newly formed?”

      Before Ace could answer, Julius seemed to jump in his seat. “Holy Space Cow!”

      “What is it, Julius?” asked Hazel.

      “It's that star! I-It's not natural. I mean, it is a star, but look at the surface scan.”

      The rest of the crew looked at the image of the star's surface.

      “Are those...sparks?” asked Ace.

      “Yes! That's what startled me. That 'star' is giving off the exact same levels of heat and radiation as a typical star would, but oddly enough, it seems to be a giant ball of electricity!”

      “Is such a thing even possible?”

      “Well, it's hard to say. 'Electric Star Theory' originally began on Earth, but there really has never been much substantial proof that it were possible, but this in front of us... There's no doubt about it. This is an electric star!”

      “If you think that's interesting, wait until you see where the relic compass is pointing,” said Hazel. “It's pointing at the only seeming planet that's orbiting that electric star, a planet that seems to have come out of nowhere just now.”

      All the other Stingers viewed the planet Hazel mentioned, which was small and red.

      “Looks like the compass wasn't pointing at the boonies after all,” Ace supplied.

      “I think I know why,” answered Julius. “According to our sensors, this 'star' isn't revolving normally around the galaxy. In fact, minute as the data is, it seems to be traveling along its own path as if it has its own sense of direction. Also, I think Hazel is right. That planet really wasn't visible when we got here.”

      “Do you think it's one of those cloaker planets like what we saw in Aquila?” asked Cooper.

      “It's definitely possible,” replied Rinehart. “Which is why we need to collect that artifact before that thing pulls a disappearing act. Let's hurry.”

      With that, Ace began piloting the Welkin Wagon toward the enigmatic red planet, but in drawing closer, the crew noticed something odd about it. There were lines resembling thick rivers along the planet's surface and which converged like roots at the top.

      “The compass is pointing to the center of that root network,” Hazel stated.

      “Then that's where we're headed.” When the ship drew near to the ground, Ace took a deep breath. “Are you seeing what I'm seeing?”

      “If you referring to that lone sanctum at the center of the dark extension lines, then yes,” answered Julius.

      “I'm setting the ship down.”

      The Welkin Wagon landed and the Stingers began prepping themselves and priming weapons. Hazel placed the premonition relic in a pouch on her hip and the group began making its way outside, but not before confirming that the air was breathable.

      After cloaking the ship, they walked along the darkened soil, and it was only there that they noticed the little sparks of light that occasionally zipped along the ground, usually toward and from the cardinal sanctum.

      The Stingers began making their way toward the sanctum's entrance.

      “Stay close and be on guard,” Rinehart commanded. He moved to the sanctum's door, which seemed to have an alien inscription written on it. “Can you read it, Julius?”

      Julius adjusted his glasses, taking time to analyze the writing. “My translation might be off, but I think it says: 'Here lies the power of Kings and Sorcerers.'”

      “Just the kind of affirmation I needed to hear,” said Rinehart. He pushed the door and made his way inside.

      When all the Stingers made it inside the enormous room, they looked ahead in wonder. The inside of the sanctum was brimming with energy. There were huge channels along the floor and walls, with huge jets of electricity surging all the way to the outside. The sanctum looked like the inside of a clock, but instead of gears and cogs, only light and energy sprang around the room. At the center of all the mystical happenings was an object sitting in the middle of large ring, a ring from which all the room’s energy seemed to be flowing.

      All of a sudden, Ace Rinehart began walking with great alacrity toward the object, moving so fast, the rest of the Stingers had to give chase.

      “Wait up, Captain,” said Hatfield.

      “We can't take our time on this one, Cooper,” Ace stated. “Even if what we're after is right in front of us.”

      Ace soon arrived at the central ring and looking at the object within, he smiled. There was a red stone hovering there, shining with the same lurid flare as the premonition relic. Ace took out a cloth and slowly reached for the red relic, then slowly pulled it from the space within the ring. As he did, he heard the sounds of his crew releasing their breaths only to realize he had been holding his too. He looked around vigilantly, just to ensure the Stingers were the only ones in the vicinity.

      “We actually found it,” said Hazel cheerfully. “The Mulcleyhs did us a huge favor by not setting their slime on Polaq, and now we actually have the second Apotheocon because of it! It's such a relief. I'm so happy, I feel certifiably at peace right now.”

      “I know what you mean,” replied Julius, “but what extraordinary power does this particular stone possess?”

      “Care to do the honors, Captain?” asked Hatfield.

      “Gladly,” answered Rinehart.

      Ace slowly began lowering his hand onto the stone. When his hand made contact, the room went quiet.

      “Well...” began Odell after a time. “Do you feel any different?”

      Ace held the relic firmly in his palm, surprised the relic had not stolen his senses in some way. “No, actually. I feel...normal. The stone isn't doing anything.”

      “Really?” asked Hatfield. “Let me try.”

      Ace handed Cooper the stone, but likewise, the stone did not activate. When Julius and Hazel also proved ineffectual in activating the stone, all the Stingers looked at each other in confusion. Even after several minutes of trying to figure it out, the stone showed no resonance of its power. With this being the case, the group did not feel much better when Cooper raised the one dubious concern the group was trying to relegate to the recesses of their minds. The words rolled off Hatfield's tongue like a morbid death sentence.

      “I think this particular relic might have already lost all its power...”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    







            Advent of The Elemental Masters

          

        

      

    

    
      For a time, none of the Stingers dared say a word. The ineffable shock that gripped them was all too apparent.

      “This...can't be real,” muttered Hazel. “How can this be happening?” Her words in that moment seemed to carry more weight than all the sounds of clockwork energy filling the sanctum. “Did we do something wrong?”

      “Not that I'm aware of,” Julius responded, “but from the looks of it, that red stone in the captain's hand doesn't have any special properties.”

      “Impossible!” Hazel cried. “Look at where we are. You expect me to believe that this entire realm, with all its marvels—with the unparalleled existence of this planet—was created by the ancients to house a relic drained of all its power?!”

      “Hazel...calm down,” said Ace Rinehart coolly.

      Hazel looked at him in amazement. “How can you be so calm at a time like this? The fruits of our trip are in ruins, Ace. We've been stung!”

      Ace paused a moment, not wanting to further unhinge Hazel, who seemed to have been quite invested in the team's journey coming to fruition. “Look, I know you have high expectations for the Apotheocons. We all do, but we can't let our nerves get the best of us just because of a hiccup. We simply need to figure out what's wrong with the stone.”

      “Question,” Cooper interrupted. “Are we absolutely sure that thing is the real Apotheocon?”

      The others looked at him with baffled expressions.

      “What are you talking about?” Julius pressed.

      “I'm just saying, what if someone already claimed the real Apotheocon and left a dud in its place?”

      “I highly doubt that...”

      “Care to clarify, Ranger?”

      “Cooper, it's simple. The only way to find this planet is with the unique compass. We have the only known Apotheocon compass that leads to this planet. The planet might not even be visible without the compass. How could anyone have beaten us to the punch?”

      “Look, I get your point, but if that thing's real, then why doesn't it do anything?”

      “Guys,” said Rinehart in a rather composed voice, “arguing isn't going to get us the answers. Let's head back to the ship, and we'll just keep trying until we figure things out.”

      Cooper and Julius looked at each other momentarily. Soon, Cooper sighed.

      “Fine. I guess we have no choice.”

      Julius shrugged. “I suppose you're right.”

      “Come on,” said the captain as he placed the red relic in his pocket. “Let's go.”

      With heavy hearts, the Stingers began making their way out of the sanctum. As soon as they set foot outside, their wrist communicators suddenly came on, alerting them. They heard Ivy's voice inform them of an incoming transmission.

      “What in blazes?” muttered Ace. “Who could possibly—”

      Suddenly, a video feed began transmitting to the Stingers' armlets, and all at once, the group felt their pulses quickening.

      “My, my, my, Stingers,” said a familiar and menacing voice, “it seems you went and found yet another Apotheocon for us. For treasure hunters, you sure do a lot of charity.”

      “Corbin!” said Ace with gritted teeth as he looked at the orange-haired renegade.

      “Nice of you to remember me, Quick Draw. Don't you dare take another step!” shouted Corbin when he saw that the Stingers were going to make a run for their cloaked shipped, which was still presumably some good distance away. “I have your positions locked. Unless you want to be barbecued, you'd best behave.”

      A large object in the sky became visible. It was Corbin's ship.

      “You've been tailing us?” gulped Hazel.

      “More or less,” Phoenix answered. “It was only sheer luck that we managed to tail your ship before you landed on this rock, but hold a moment, Stingers. One of the Star Hawks on board wants to say hi.”

      Something about the name of the crew jolted Rinehart.

      Suddenly the video crop of Corbin expanded, and the Auggie Stingers saw that there were actually three other members present on Corbin's bridge. Two of them were unfamiliar: a brown alien and a heavily-equipped human soldier. The third member, however, a female alien, was all too familiar.

      “Hello, Stingers. It's been a while. Nice to see your treasure hunting and survival skills have been kept sharp. Even if all that luck ends today.”

      “Tehlia...” said Ace to the three-eyed alien. “What are you doing here?”

      “Isn't it obvious? I've come for the Apotheocons.”

      “Why?” asked Julius. “We thought you'd make good use of the chance we gave you after Gurun was gone.”

      “Chance that you gave me?” scoffed Tehlia. “You've only effectively robbed me.”

      “Robbed you?” repeated Ace.

      “I was the one person Gurun Edaphot truly trusted. He planned to make me his galactic queen all along. When you killed him, you blew up my inheritance. So I thought I'd be more proactive about my acquisitions.”

      “So you teamed up with Phoenix...”

      “Well, yes. Corbin is far more capable and fit to rule the stars than you are. Maybe even more so than Gurun. So in a way, when you killed Gurun, you did me a favor. It's the second time you've set me free, Ace. It's a shame the only way I can repay you is by cutting you down where you stand, but business is business.”

      Phoenix cut in, “Speaking of business, I think it's time you and your team hand over the stones. I'd prefer to not risk damaging the relics, but if you're...uncooperative, we'll just have to hope those relics are plasma-proof. So...what's your answer?”

      Suddenly, the Auggie Stingers began looking at each other, their faces echoing worried torment. With the weapons they had on hand, they knew they couldn't hope to take on an armed ship like the deadly one hovering nearby. Their journey to the second Apotheocon had brought them to death's door.

      “What do we do?” asked Cooper anxiously.

      “I think we have to hand them what they want?” suggested Julius.

      “We can't,” replied Ace. “You don't know who these guys are. We can't give them the stones.”

      “Wait, you know Phoenix?” asked Cooper.

      “No. I don't have time to explain.”

      “Guys,” Julius said, “we don't have time for this. We have no choice but to give up the relics.”

      An argument broke out between Ace, Julius, and Cooper, who all were trying to figure what to do, forgetting the transmission was still live. Corbin Phoenix listened to their bickering with glee.

      Hazel was the only one keeping quiet. She couldn't believe the predicament they were in. She ruminated ceaselessly on how the team could fight back, and then she remembered that she had the premonition relic on her. While the others continued their debate, Odell hastily and nervously opened the pouch on her waist and stuck her hand inside, letting it touch the mystical purple stone. Her vision flashed white. She saw an image of a racing heart and soon after, she received an even more helpful premonition.

      Julius was the first to notice Hazel's silence. Looking at her far-gone countenance and seeing the relic in her hand, he rushed to her as she returned to her senses, prompting Ace and Cooper to stop their arguing.

      “What did you see?” Julius hurriedly asked.

      Hazel didn’t answer, and with unflinching focus, she turned to Ace. “Pass me the red artifact.”

      “Wait, why?” inquired the captain.

      “Just do it!”

      Sensing the gravity of Hazel's voice, Ace reached inside his pocket and took out the red stone. When he did, the eyes of all four the Stingers dilated in wonder.

      “I-It's glowing,” stuttered Julius. “Does that mean—”

      Suddenly, Corbin's voice could be heard booming from the communicators. “Time's up, Stingers! You've had your chance for peaceful negotiations. I don't know what you're planning, but I won't chance you undermining us.”

      Hearing this, Hazel grabbed the red relic from Ace, who was startled by the act.

      “Hazel, what are you doing?!”

      Hazel looked at her team with pleading eyes. “You have to trust me on this.”

      She moved in front of the other Stingers, an Apotheocon in each hand. Odell could feel her heart in throat. She had never been so nervous in her entire life, but suddenly, she raised her right hand, which held the red Apotheocon. As she aimed the stone at Corbin's ship, the red relic shone even brighter.

      Without warning, a powerful thunderbolt shot forth from the red artifact being held. The bolt struck the Star Hawks' ship, whose shield mitigated the damage.

      Ace, Cooper, and Julius were immensely surprised, but not nearly as astonished as Corbin's crew, who felt a resounding need to fight back.

      “Kill them!” Corbin commanded. “Kill them all!” With that, his crew began manning the weapons.

      On the ground, Hazel alerted the other Stingers. “Quick! Stay behind me!”

      They complied.

      The Star Hawks’ ship began raining down lasers. However, Hazel miraculously prevented any damage to herself or her team. Whenever lasers came close to hitting the Stingers, Hazel sent myriad lightning bolts through the sky, clashing and negating the incoming fire. It was as if she knew where the beams were going to be before they hit, but soon, she countered. In the midst of her defensive play, Hazel managed to strike the enemy guns, disabling them on both sides of the enemy's ship.

      “Captain, our guns are down,” announced the strapped soldier on Corbin's bridge.

      “And our shield has taken a beating,” added the brown alien.

      “What is this madness?!” shouted Corbin. “How are they still alive?! Is this... Is this the power of the Apotheocons? I...I can't let them live. Release the spore bombs!”

      A hatch opened on the ship, and hundreds of tiny ballooned devices began raining toward the Stingers on the ground.

      Hazel remained resolute. With the red relic in hand, she swung her hand in a forward arc and a powerful gush of wind blew forward, sending all the tiny round devices slamming into Corbin's ship, where they exploded on impact.

      “Corbin!” cried Tehlia. “We can't take much more of this. Our shields are nearly done for.”

      “Shut up!” boomed Phoenix. “We're done when I say so. Now, fire the plasma cannon.”

      “Isn't that a bit extreme?”

      “I said fire!”

      From the ground, the Stingers saw the tip of the enemy’s main cannon glow orange.

      “We have to run!” shouted Julius.

      “No, stay where you are!” replied Hazel. “Just have faith. I've got this.”

      A moment later, a powerful beam shot from the Star Hawks' ship, a beam that seemed as though it could destroy a city block, but Hazel stayed true. She extended the red relic before the beam's impact.

      The other Stingers had closed their eyes for a few seconds, thinking that orange beam was the last thing they would ever see. Looking on, however, they saw Hazel shielding them from the unrelenting surge of energy. Soon, Odell swung her hand again, and as she did, the endless orange light disappeared as if drained away. The beam of plasma had been negated, and the Stingers and the Star Hawks' ship were now staring each other down.

      “Un...believable...” muttered Phoenix, falling back in his seat. “They stopped an on-target burst of pure plasma energy. Without a single scratch. What...are they?”

      Suddenly, Corbin noticed something. The female Stinger who had just rendered all their attacks useless was doing something unusual. At first, he didn't understand why she seemed as if she were about to throw something, but as he saw the stone in her hand shine with a familiar orange glow, he figured it out.

      “Star Hawks! Emergency escape protocol! Now!”

      “Now?” asked Tehlia.

      “What part of emergency don't you understand?! We're getting out of here!”

      Hazel, however, had completed her preparations. She shot her hand toward the enemy ship and a powerful blast of plasma energy erupted from the red relic, like the beam it had absorbed.

      The Star Hawks narrowly managed to avoid the incoming assault.

      Hazel readied another shot.

      Suddenly, Corbin could be heard on the Stingers' armlets.

      “This isn't over, Ace! I'm telling you now, you won't get away with this! I'll be back.”

      In the next moment, Hazel sent another orange beam at the enemy ship. Just before it connected, the Star Hawks' ship entered warp, causing the beam to miss.

      The skies were now empty, and for a time, only the sound of the wind could be heard.

      Hazel abruptly dropped the two Apotheocons, and a moment later, she began falling face-forward.

      “Odell!” shouted Ace, who rushed to catch her before she hit the ground. He caught her in time and turned her to face him. “Hazel, speak to us. Are you all right?!”

      Hazel looked up. She saw the image of the sky as well as three friendly but worried faces. She smiled.

      “That...might have been more than I bargained for.”

      “How are you feeling?” asked Hatfield, picking up the relics and putting them away.

      Hazel pursed her lips. “I can...barely budge a muscle, but I'm glad you guys are safe.”

      “That was some performance, Hazel,” Julius commended.

      “Yeah, well, don't expect an encore anytime soon. It feels like it's going to take forever to get over this fatigue...”

      Cooper chuckled. “You were like a goddess back there. We have so many questions,” he admitted.

      “I know...” said Hazel softly. “I can barely keep myself awake right now, though.”

      “It's okay,” replied Ace. “You did great. Get some rest. You've earned it.”

      “Thanks, Captain... By the way, Ace? Julius?”

      “Yeah?” answered Rinehart and Duvall.

      “Please keep an eye on Cooper while I'm resting,” said Hazel with a weak yet playful laugh. “I don't want him trying anything stupid while I'm like this.”

      “What?!” exclaimed Hatfield, shocked by the implication. “You don't really think I'm that crooked, do you, Odell?”

      Julius and Ace chuckled.

      “No problem, Hazel,” answered Julius. “Now let's get you to the MCP.”

      Ace, Julius, and Cooper slowly picked up Hazel and took her back to the Welkin Wagon. They set her in the healing pod and made their way to the bridge.

      “So,” began Hatfield, “what's our next course of action? Should we stop by the nearest planet with a hospital just to be safe?”

      Ace grinned while staring at the two shiny relics on display in a corner on the bridge.

      “I think Hazel will be fine. Personally, I think we should have some Opal Prim shellfish ready for when she recovers.”

      Julius smiled. “So then that means...”

      “Yep. Let's get our little Cinderella home.”

      With that, Ace input the necessary coordinates. Not long after, the Welkin Wagon shot off in a burst of radiant light, moving toward familiar stars, with all the ship's passengers feeling once again as if they had been one with the stars, and as though anything was possible.
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      Thank you so much for reading Scorpius, the second story in the Apotheocons series. I am so excited you took the chance to read it and I really hope you liked it. If you could leave a review for me, that would be awesome because it helps me tell others about my books.

      

      The next book in the series will be released in June so make sure you keep an eye out for it.

      

      At the end of the book, I have included a preview of Recruit, the first book in the Jack Forge, Fleet Marine series which is an action packed space Marines saga. This first story tells how Jack was plucked from the University and sent to basic training, essentially against his will. After you read the preview, you can download the book on Amazon

      
        	Get Recruit here: amazon.com/dp/B07695FRGG

      

      

      If you want to be the first to hear about new releases and special offers, be sure to sign up our Science Fiction Newsletter. We have several fun things planned that will only be available to newsletter subscribers and we can’t wait to share those with you too. To start with,  you will get a free short story from the Niakrim War series. It tells the story of Cyrus Jones, one of the main characters in the series, and how he came to be part cyborg. All the information is on the next page.
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      Jack Forge sat in the lecture theater watching the hands on his small silver pocket watch tick across its shimmering pearl face. The latest grades would be revealed in a few moments. The room was silent as the students counted down the seconds.

      Attendance at his brother’s funeral had been authorized, so he had been free to leave his studies and attend. Jack knew missing time would count against his grade, but he was on top of his studies and his grades were excellent. He could afford to drop a few points and still maintain his two-plus student rating.

      The recruiting sergeant stood at the front of the theater next to Professor Bowen. One of these men wanted the students to maintain their two-plus, the other did not. His classmates watched the seconds tick down on the large display. Jack watched on his small family heirloom. It was all he had left of his family.

      The second hand reached the top of its final round. Jack heard the ripples of distress and gasps of horror as the students whose grades had dropped realized they were now the property of the military.

      Jack looked up to the display. He picked out his name. He saw it there pulsing on the screen in red, a pattern that could only mean one thing.  He scanned across to his grade. Two. Only two. The plus was missing for the first time in his three semesters.  Three other names pulsed. Jack knew them all. He’d studied with them, socialized with them, laughed with them. He would most likely never see them again.

      The sergeant barked out transfer orders to the first name on the list. Jack watched as the second hand ticked along. He was only seventeen seconds into his new life when his name was called out by the recruiting sergeant.

      “Jack Forge. Fleet Marine training.”

      Jack looked up from his watch. He looked at Professor Bowen. The old man was slumped in a chair, his eyes averted as his class was further reduced in number.

      The doors to the lecture theater opened and military police entered. Jack had seen this before. Students had complained and argued, fought and resisted their removal from university to the ranks of the military or some war production facility. The arguments were familiar to Jack. He heard the most common of them now from across the lecture theatre.

      The students being drafted into service promised to pull their grades back up. They argued that it was only a small drop. They argued that they were too smart to be sent to the military. The arguments and complaints descended into shouts and screams as the former students were dragged away. Friends shouted their good-byes. Lovers kissed and cried. As a guard came toward Jack, he tucked away his watch and stood. With a nod to his escort, he walked down the steps at the side of the lecture theater toward the open door.
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        Read the rest of the story here:

        amazon.com/dp/B07695FRGG
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