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      "You’d think a Yule Ranger would be a little bit better at giving directions." I leaned forward in my captain’s chair staring at the main view screen at the front of Buttercup’s icy blue hull. "How long are we going to fly around on this wild goose chase before we give up and go back to ask for a map?"

      "If it were easy to find, everyone would be out here hijacking the coordinates.” Lois walked up next to me, holding Bubbles in her arms.

      Lois always represented the more reasonable half of our partnership, both in appearance and attitude. While I stuck with a more casual black t-shirt and jeans, she wore her trademark red-rimmed glasses, yellow sweater and tweed skirt. She traded in her red pumps for a pair of bright yellow boots, but it was all a stark contrast to her bright purple hair. That was a trait we both shared thanks to a transporter malfunction during our last adventure. We went in one side with earth-colored tones and came out looking like violet-haired troll dolls ... violet hair everywhere troll dolls.

      At least it all made the little baby alien she cradled in her arms look less out of place. Small and pink with bioluminescent skin, she had tiny tentacles and a kewpie-doll face. Toy companies would make millions with a plushy this cute.

      "I'm just saying a little more direction in finding the transponder might have been nice."

      "Instead of complaining, why don’t you offer some constructive ideas on how we might find the transponder.” The voice and visual sine wave on the front viewscreen belonged to Buttercup, the sentient, and rather cynical computer system controlling our ship. “Perhaps you would like to get out and walk around."

      “Ha, ha,” I drolled. “I am just saying there may be a better way to find the transponder if we go back to ask. Bubbles could blink us there, we could get some sort of map, then she can blink us right back.”

      Bubbles was the painfully cute alien in Lois’s arms and the whole reason we were here. She wanted to get home, but she also had an incredible ability to fold space and travel to any point in the universe in the blink of an eye.

      While it might seem like that would make it a simple task to get her home, we didn’t really know where home was. Our friends, the Yule Rangers, put us on the path, but Bubbles’ incredible ability also made us the target for some very unscrupulous aliens who would enslave Bubbles and use her power with less than honorable intensions.

      "While you sat in your cushy chair griping, I contacted the Rangers. They told me the only other way to locate the beacon was via a proprietary scanner mounted in their ships. Helpful as they may be, they are not about to give us one of those. In light of that information, I set up a systematic search grid of the quadrant to help us locate the Yule Rangers’ transponder."

      I stepped up a little closer to the front viewscreen feeling more hopeful. "That's fantastic. We should find it in no time."

      I turned around to glare at Lois. "And I wasn't griping."

      Lois narrowed her eyes even more and her voice took on that little gravelly tone that indicated she meant business. "I think what you meant to say is ‘thank you’."

      I rolled my eyes. "Thaaank yooooou." I drew out the words, dripping with sarcasm.

      Lois sighed and stepped up to the viewscreen with me, giving up on the idea of browbeating me into maturity. "How long do you think it will take?" Lois’s voice had returned to a civil tone as she addressed Buttercup again.

      "Unfortunately, a grid in space consists of more than a single flat plane." Buttercup’s voice was somehow good-natured and condescending at the same time. "In space, you have to search on X,Y and Z axes, and the general coordinates we were provided will require a sizable grid."

      "What does that really mean?" I asked. "Are we talking about hours, or should we call it a night and get back to you in the morning?"

      Lois turned around to glare at me once again. I shrugged and mouthed the word "what" in an over-exaggerated question.

      "A three-dimensional grid search in an area this large should not take more than thirty of your Earth days."

      "Thirty days! " This time, it wasn’t me, it was Lois. I just crossed my arms and grinned as she went through her little tirade. "What are we supposed to do for thirty days? There's no one in here but Ben and me."

      I lost my grin. "You know I can hear you."

      "Perhaps you could try playing Solitaire." Buttercups sounded genuinely intrigued. "I have never seen the game, but it seems to fascinate humans all over your planet. I would very much like to see this Solitaire."

      "I could use a little solitary time right now," I groaned.

      I turned and paced around the bridge. Buttercup’s hull resembled the inside of an azure ice cave, though nothing was made of ice. Her slick walls were of some alien material far stronger than anything we had on Earth. As I rounded the rear of the bridge and headed back toward the front, I ran my hand along the wall, grazing the slick surface.

      "If you run your hand any closer to the navigational control panel ahead of you, I will energize that area of the bulkhead with enough electricity to make you lose control of your faculties."

      I jerked my hand off the wall and cradled it against my chest as if she had already zapped me. "Take it easy. I wasn't going to touch anything. Besides, I’m the captain. I can touch anything I want."

      Lois turned around and raised an eyebrow.

      "You know what I mean."

      "You may be the captain," Buttercup said, "but I am the pilot, navigation, maintenance, communications, and the brains of this ship."

      “And yet you still can't do it without me.”

      Buttercup's unusual computer matrix required a mix of technology and biological reasoning. That meant someone had to join … literally meld with this ship for Buttercup to survive. Through a series of happenstance, that biological reasoning became me.

      "Yes, I am aware.” Buttercup said. “Thank you for reminding me.”

      “I still don’t quite understand why the Rangers didn’t just give us the coordinates to get Bubbles home.”

      “Because they don’t really know where it is either,” Lois said. “Their system is set up so no one Ranger has the coordinates to a location. It prevents their secrets from ever leaking out. By providing random hop points, the Rangers are able to constantly change and obscure a destination while still allowing us to reach our goal."

      "Think of it like the computer hackers located on your home world."

      Lois and I both turned forward to stare at Buttercup’s visual sine wave.

      “Computer hackers on your planet use proxy servers to bounce their signal from location to location rather than sending a signal directly to the destination in order to hide themselves. What we are doing is similar, but in reverse. We have been given a trail to follow in order to find the root destination."

      Lois and I both blinked at the screen.

      "How do you know about computer hackers on Earth?" I shook my head in astonishment.

      "I am a computer, or rather part of a computer system. It was only wise to study the same culture on your planet while I was there."

      "Know thine enemy." I nodded.

      "Something like that."

      “So, we have to find this transponder so we can get the coordinates which will lead us to the next one, and so on and so on.” I nodded.

      “Yes,” Buttercup sighed, clearly tired of the conversation. “Here in the darkness of space.”

      I squinted at the display screen and tried to make out any discernible shapes. "Are you telling me this is a view of space outside? I thought you had turned the screen off."

      "Everyone thinks space is full of stars, planets and sparkly lights." Lois smirked. "But space is dark, like being locked in the closet at midnight when your parents aren't home and your brother and sister thought it would be funny to turn off all lights and leave you alone with the family cat."

      I stared at Lois, my mouth half open, not knowing what to say.

      "I'm not bitter." She ran her hand along Bubbles’ smooth pink bioluminescent skin, stroking her like … well, like a cat. "After all, that's what therapy is for." She grinned.

      I grimaced. "I'm sorry. That sounds horrible."

      Lois shrugged. "It's okay. My sister is divorced with six kids and my brother still lives in my parents' basement. I'm a Marine biologist traveling the universe on a sentient spaceship with a baby alien and a…" She paused.

      "Careful…"

      "A very eclectic, but kindhearted companion."

      "I think you meant ‘captain’."

      "Whatever."

      "What do I have to do to get any respect around here?"

      "Try bribes," Buttercup suggested.

      "You are hilarious, as usual."

      A red blinking light drew my attention to the left. It was the sort of thing that screamed trouble on the horizon … if there was a horizon … in space.

      "What's that?" I pointed at the blinking light, bringing Lois's attention to it as well.

      Bubbles scowled her big blue eyes and let out a growl.

      “Why isn’t Bubbles wearing her speech translator?” I said.

      Lois laughed. “You try keeping that thing on her. It’s like trying to keep a bracelet on a squid. She just wriggles out of it.”

      Bubbles gurgled up at Lois.

      "My long-range scanners picked up an anomaly,” Buttercup explained. “However, it didn't seem to be heading in our direction."

      The way she said the word seem told me there was more to that sentence. "Didn't seem to be heading in our direction, until…" I prompted.

      "The anomaly has now turned in our direction and is heading toward us at great speed."

      "What?" Lois shouted the word more out of anger than fear. "Why didn’t you say something earlier?"

      "Anomalies in space are common. I didn’t feel it was prudent to alarm you until it became relevant."

      "Well, I would say it's pretty damn relevant now," Lois growled.

      My eyebrows went up at Lois.

      "What? I'm allowed to cuss at a time like this."

      "Yeah, but with the baby?" I crinkled my nose in mock disdain.

      Lois huffed and turned back toward the view screen. "Can you tell what that anomaly is?"

      "Identification is coming online." Buttercup paused for a moment. I wasn't sure if she was waiting for data or if she was just hesitant to tell us what was coming.

      "I'm afraid it isn't good news. My scanners are identifying the anomaly as a Scavid ship. It seems they have located our position and are eager for a meeting.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “The Scavid? Which Scavid? You mean like The Scavid?” I tried to keep my voice level, even though it went up about three octaves.

      “I don't think there is another Scavid out there … thank God,” Lois jabbed as she stared wide-eyed at the screen.

      The Scavid were the aforementioned unscrupulous aliens who would like to get their hands on Bubbles. They were a race of hive-minded A.I.s and we had a history … a bad history, and they have never forgotten about it.

      “How did they find us? And why aren't we running?” I screamed. “Turn around. Zigzag, do something.” My arms flailed, trying to offer some sort of example.

      “Stand by.” They were the only words Buttercup provided in response.

      I let out an exasperated breath. “What do you mean, stand by? There's no standing by. We have to go!”

      “Your shouting is making it quite difficult to concentrate.”

      Buttercup tortured me with several moments of silence, but I managed to bite my lip and avoid saying anything else.

      Finally, she broke the quiet stress. “I am not entirely sure the Scavid knows we are here. At first, they seemed to be on an intercept course, but they have veered off slightly. Enough that they could pass by without seeing us at all.”

      “Why wouldn’t they be able to see us if we can see them?” Lois shook her head. “It doesn't make sense. Our scanners can’t be better than there's.”

      “First of all,” Buttercup snapped, “I am hyper intelligent and incredibly advanced. I can match almost any species’ technology given the time and space to do so.”

      “Wow,” I said under my breath. “Egomaniacal much?”

      “I heard that.” Buttercup’s voice got louder and Lois shot me an evil look.

      “You’re right. I’m sorry.” Lois looked back to Buttercup’s screen. “I just meant to say they should know we are here.”

      Buttercup paused again as if considering Lois’s apology, then went on without acknowledging any of it. “I was performing an extremely long range and detailed scan of the area when I detected their ship. They would have no reason to scan this far out. The only reason we saw them first and can see them now is because my focused, narrow beam scanner happened to be pointed in their direction.”

      “Great.” I relaxed a little. “Maybe we can just sit here and wait for them out. Sooner or later, they'll just fly off, and then we can resume our search.”

      Buttercup didn't say anything, which almost always meant there was something more to say.

      “What's wrong?” I asked.

      “Well,” Buttercup said. “This is somewhat of a ‘good news, bad news’ scenario.”

      Lois and I sighed in unison.

      “Let's have the good news first,” Lois said. “Maybe it’ll cushion the bad news.”

      "I doubt it,” Buttercup responded then went on before either of us could say any more. “The good news is, I have located the Yule Rangers’ transponder. It seems to be in a fixed position ahead and slightly to starboard.”

      “Well, that's fantastic.” I grinned with triumph. “If we know where it is, we can just sit here, wait for the Scavid to leave, then go get our coordinates and go.”

      “I'm afraid it won't be quite that easy,” Buttercup said.

      “Why not?” Lois narrowed her eyes at the screen.

      “I am not sure how, but it seems the Scavid have somehow chosen the precise navigational path that will lead them to the transponder.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose between my thumb and forefinger. “So, you're saying if we don't go for it now, they're going to get there first … whether they know it or not.”

      “But they will have no idea what it means.” Lois shook her head as if to deny this situation. “Maybe they will just pass it by and move on.”

      Buttercup let out a little scoffing laugh. “The Scavid are an artificially intelligent species who collect data, processes it and, if possible, find a way to leverage it against every living biological species. They will intercept those transponder coordinates then follow them to the next destination.”

      “And if they do that,” I carried it on to the obvious conclusion, “it will set them on the path to Bubbles’ mother.”

      Bubbles let out a little whimper and I looked down to see her doe-eyed baby blues staring up at me.

      I let out a groan that slowly turned it into a growl. “Fine. Let's make a run for the transponder. How long will it be before the Scavid detect us?”

      “I can't really say,” Buttercup answered, already picking up speed toward a destination I couldn't even see. “It will depend on their scanner capabilities, any interference present, a proper maintenance program …”

      “Buttercup,” I snapped. “Just give us your best guess.”

      “If they're on a routine patrol, it is likely that they are running nothing but their normal medium-range scanners. If they are doing anything more than that …”

      I could almost see Buttercup shrugging her shoulders with uncertainty.

      “If they’re on some sort of hunt-and-destroy mission, they'll catch us way sooner.”

      I nodded, steeling my resolve. “Pour on the speed, Buttercup. This feels a lot like a kamikaze mission, but we can’t allow the Scavid to get a hold of that transponder!”
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      “How much longer will it take us to reach the transponder?” I sat on the edge of my seat, squinting at the screen, trying to pick out the object we were searching for.

      “Seven minutes, thirty-two seconds.” Buttercup was nothing if not precise.

      “Have the Scavid detected us yet?” Lois already asked this about twenty-three times, but why not make it twenty-four.

      “Negative.” Buttercup sounded like the parent in the front seat of a car where the kids keep asking are we there yet. “I can assure you, the moment they do, I will be the first to let you know.”

      If our luck held, we might be able to get there before the Scavid detected us. I would have loved nothing more than to pick up the coordinates, scramble that transponder, then get out of town.

      “Uh-oh.” Buttercup’s sign wave vibrated across the screen.

      “Uh-oh?” It was all I could do to keep from screaming. “What do you mean, uh-oh?”

      “It seems the Scavid are no longer oblivious to our presence. They have changed course and increased speed. I believe they plan to intercept.”

      “Why can’t these guys just leave us alone?” I groaned. “Did we make enough headway to reach the transponder before they get to us?”

      “Negative.”

      “How close can we get?”

      “Within ten thousand meters,” Buttercup said. “Close enough to intercept the coordinates. However, the Scavid will be close enough to do the same thing. That is, if they realize the transponder is there. I calculate there is approximately a 0.0078 percent chance that they will miss it.”

      “Oh good. I’m so glad there’s a chance they will pass it by.” I gritted my teeth and stared at the screen for a moment longer, running through our options at rapid speed. “We have to do something. The Scavid can’t be allowed to have any information that will lead them to Bubble’s mom, especially on our account. Maybe we can lead the Scavid far enough away then loop around and pick up the transponder again. Change course, ninety degrees to port. Buttercup, we need everything you’ve got.”

      The view on the screen made a dramatic shift from black space to a view of a large planet with several rings. It reminded me of Saturn, except the rings all orbited at different angles and the planet itself was a bright, almost neon green. Space was weird.

      Bubbles began to wriggle and thrash in Lois’s arms, acting far more agitated than usual. Her pink bioluminescent skin flashed and rolled with bright blue light, and her big blue eyes were scrunched into a scowl.

      “What's the matter?” I frowned slightly in concern.

      Lois looked down as if she had forgotten she still held the little alien. “Maybe she's trying to tell us something.” Lois shrugged and looked up at me. “I'll go put her translator on.”

      Lois headed toward the back of the bridge with Bubbles while I turned my attention back to the view screen. The moment I did, something flitted in the corner of my eye. My little companion touched down on the back of my chair, and I turned to greet him with a smile.

      “Where have you been?”

      Twitch was our resident Chitterwall. A rare, incredibly intelligent alien species that could not only glide like a flying squirrel, but he had the plumage of a colorful parrot that could change and shift like a chameleon, making him all but invisible when he wanted to disappear.

      “I was worried about you. I thought maybe you'd been eaten by a cat.”

      Twitch wrinkled his nose as if in disgust and sniffed. We didn't have any cats on board, of course. I wasn’t even sure how much he understood. Either way, it was apparent that the insinuation had gotten under his skin.

      “Did the Scavid alter course to chase us?” I turned my attention toward the screen. “Will we draw them far enough off to make them miss the transponder signal?”

      “Affirmative,” Buttercup’s sign wave acknowledged. “They are in pursuit and closing in rather rapidly.”

      “Well, that’s good news … sort of. Now all we have to do is stay out of range long enough to loop around to grab the⁠—”

      “According to my calculations, that will not be possible. The Scavid can maintain speeds far superior to my own. They will intercept us before we can loop back around.”

      “This might have been valuable information to offer up earlier. What happened to all that I can match any other alien ship stuff?”

      “Given enough time, I can reconfigure my main engines to produce more thrust; however, in this situation⁠—”

      “Okay, I get it.” I waved my hand, interrupting her. “Just give me a second to think.”

      I kneaded my hands together as Lois walked toward me. Bubbles still sat in her arms, however, now the baby wore a delicate contraption that encircled her little domed head like a princess crown.

      “Bubbles fold to transponder … Bubbles fold to transponder … Bubbles fold to transponder,” she kept repeating.

      I stared down at her in shock. Of course. We could draw the Scavid off as far as possible. Then, just when they thought they had us in their sights, boom, Bubbles could fold us directly to the transponder.

      I smacked my forehead with the palm of my hand. “Why didn't we think of this before?”

      Lois looked as frustrated as I felt. “I don't know.” She shook her head. “I guess we were so focused on the Scavid that we forgot to use common sense.”

      “Well, it's not too late.” I stood, feeling victory within our grasp. “Bubbles, will you please⁠—”

      “The Scavid are within long range weapons range,” Buttercup announced over her speakers, loud enough to make Lois and I jump.

      “Wait, what? Already? How did they get here so fast?”

      “They did not get here fast.” Buttercup drew out “fast” as if my use of the word was pathetic and juvenile. “We were both traveling toward each other at a high rate of speed. It was inevitable that we would meet in a shorter amount of time.”

      I shook my head. “Fine, it doesn't really matter. Bubbles can just fold us out of the way and we can continue on.” I looked down at our baby alien and smiled. “Well, what do you think, my little darling? Can you help us out? Can you fold us to that transponder so we can be on our way toward your mom?”

      Bubble smiled with her tiny little mouth and blue light began to flash and wave across her pink skin. “Yes, yes,” she said in the robotic voice of her translator.

      Twitch hopped from the back of the chair up onto my shoulder and I reached up to stroke his cottony feathers. “I'm happy you could join us, buddy. This should be a lot of fun. I wish I could see the Scavid’s face when we blip out of existence just when they think they’ve won.” I grinned. “Go ahead, Bubbles.”

      Bubbles begin to shimmer the way she always did when she began to fold us to a different destination. The shimmer grew and so did my anticipation. But then the shimmer began to fade. It fell away slowly like the twilight sun until there was nothing left but Bubbles, cradled in Lois's arms.

      My eyes went a little wide as I looked down at her. “What are you doing? What happened? Why aren't we folding?”

      Lois rocked Bubbles back and forth. “Take it easy. Don't forget she's still a baby.”

      “I realize that,” I growled through my teeth. “But we are about to be blown into confetti. We need to leave.” I looked back down to Bubbles again. “Let's go, Bubbles. Let's move it.”

      “I'm afraid she may not be able to fold us anywhere,” Buttercup said.

      Lois and I both turned toward the forward screen.

      “What do you mean she can't fold us anywhere?” Panic began to course through my veins, making me hyperventilate and sweat like a turkey on Thanksgiving Day. I shuddered at the thought of being a sitting duck in a Scavid shooting gallery.

      “When we first encountered the Scavid trying to apprehend Bubbles’ mother, they suppressed her folding ability with some sort of beam or suppression field. We have to assume that they have the technology to suppress Bubbles' ability to fold space as well. Once we got into weapons range, they were probably able to deploy their suppression field, anticipating this very scenario.”

      “Oh, great,” I said. “Now we have no way to escape.” I felt a little helpless, but I was out of ideas.

      “Of course, we have a way to escape.” Buttercup's voice came back as indignant as always. “There is always a way.” The view on our screen shifted and twisted, making me feel a little bit sick. “The Scavid ship may be big, and they may have a lot of guns, but I am small and maneuverable. Shooting a buzzing bee out of the air is not so easy.”

      I nodded. “Okay. Do what you can to buy us some time. Lois,” I looked over to where she stood with Bubbles, “take your chair and bring up your weapons array. We may need them.”

      Lois hurried over to her chair, positioned slightly behind me and to my right. The moment she did, a virtual display appeared in front of her. Lois was a marine biologist by trade. However, we found that she made an amazing weapons officer when she was put to the wall.

      “Bubbles fold … Bubbles fold … Bubbles fold …” Bubbles kept saying the same thing over and over again.

      “Bubbles can't fold right now.” I tried not to sound angry or impatient, but I knew it came out in my voice. “We have to get away from the Scavid. Then Bubbles can fold. Okay?” Bubbles shrank back a little bit at that, but she stopped her constant badgering, and right now, that was all I could hope for. I would patch things up with her later.

      “Head us toward that transponder.” I sat in my forward captain's chair. “We don't have to beat the Scavid. We just have to get those coordinates and then find a way to outrun them.”

      Lois scowled at me. “And by outrun them, you mean outrun the ship that is ten times our size, with far more power, acceleration, top speed and firepower than we do?”

      I nodded. “Exactly. It wouldn't be fun if it were easy.”
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      “I don't understand.” I watched the weapon screens that should be tracking about a thousand Scavid missiles heading straight for our position. “Why aren't they firing? Holding back isn't exactly their M.O.”

      “I am not sure.” Buttercup sounded confused as well. “Perhaps they have already been in some sort of battle and have depleted their weapons stores.”

      “I think Bubbles is a more likely explanation,” Lois said without looking up from her weapons display. “They know Bubbles is on our ship and they don't want to obliterate the only chance they have to obtain her, even if it means keeping Ben alive.”

      The Scavid and I had not had the best of relationships. As it turned out, the Scavid could hold quite a grudge. They didn't really like it when someone got one over on them, especially when that someone was seen as an inferior species. That, plus I had a knack for annoying pretty much anyone.

      “Your hypothesis could be correct,” Buttercup said. “They are well within missile range and have been for quite some time. They're only now moving to within⁠—”

      Before she could finish the sentence, streaks of bright red energy flashed past our view screen.

      “It seems we are now in range of their energy and railgun weapons.”

      “No kidding,” I said. “Are you able to outmaneuver them?”

      Buttercup scoffed. “Of course.” She paused. “But nothing works forever in a situation like this. Eventually, they will score enough hits to bring our shields down.”

      “Well, at least they're not trying to turn us to vapor,” I said. “Maybe we can use that to our advantage. Buttercup, can you give us a view of the Scavid ship behind us?”

      Before I finished the sentence, the view screen in front of us changed to a terrifying image of the Scavid ship. It was every bit as dark and looming as I remembered. Like a mini Death Star, only with more guns … way more guns.

      “I wish I hadn't asked you to do that.”

      “Would you like me to return to a forward view?” Buttercup appeased, but her voice held just enough patronizing tone to make me sneer back at her.

      “No. Lois. Fire at will. Do anything you can to take as many weapons out as possible. I want to reduce their number of offensive options.”

      More red flashes streaked toward us from the Scavid sphere. They seemed to come from every spot on the ship’s surface, raining down on us like a hailstorm of bright red light. I had no idea how Buttercup was avoiding them … most of them anyway. A few shots were getting through.

      The forward screen to my left showed available weapons, incoming fire, and, of course, shield status. Our rearward shield status was down to thirty-eight percent.

      “We’re not going to make it,” I said. “Once our shields go down, those energy bolts will tear us to shreds.”

      “It is possible,” Buttercup agreed. “However, it is more likely that they are monitoring our shield status as closely as we are. The moment our shields go down, they will target our engines, disable us, and then board our ship.”

      “That's comforting,” I groaned. “A bunch of Scavid wandering around on our bridge. I'm sure nothing could go wrong, then.”

      “You could try being a little more positive,” Lois said as she launched a barrage of skipper missiles at the Scavid ship.

      Skipper missiles were one of Buttercup's specialties. They had the ability to warp through space, causing the target to lose track of their location to subvert shield systems and evade countermeasures.

      “At least they're not trying to destroy us outright.”

      “I am being positive,” I said. “I'm positive these Scavid are a pain in my ass.”

      Twitch chittered out a little laugh on my shoulder, and I reached up to give him a tiny fist bump. Lois just rolled her eyes.

      “Your hilarity and wit notwithstanding, you may want to come up with a different plan,” Buttercup interrupted. “We are nearly within tractor beam range, and if the Scavid get close enough to lock on, all of the guns and missiles in the universe won't help.”

      There had to be some way to get through this. Something the Scavid didn't know about or wouldn't see. After all, we were humans. They don't know much about us, which should, theoretically, give us some kind of advantage … right? I watched as the Scavid ship shot down every one of our skipper missiles, leaving nothing but a cloud of smoke in their wake, temporarily obscuring a portion of the ship.

      “Wait.” My eyes went wide. “I have an idea. Buttercup, can you produce enough smoke from your engines to hide us from view? Even for a few moments? It will work best if there's some way to hide us from their scanners too.”

      Buttercup hesitated for a moment, then came back, speaking tentatively. “I suppose I can alter the polarity of my lower reactor crystal. It will produce a large amount of smoke and steam and release a massive number of radioactive ions that will confuse and scramble their scanners.”

      “That's perfect.” I glanced over at our shield status. The rearward shields were now down to fifteen percent. “Do you think you can stay out of range of their tractor beam until our shields drop to five percent?”

      Lois snapped her head in my direction. “Five percent? Why do you want to wait until our shields are at five percent? One more hit and we’ll be toast.”

      I looked over at her and grinned. “Exactly.”
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      “I hope this idea works.” Lois continued to fire our railgun and energy weapons at the Scavid ship. She was saving the skipper missiles according to my orders. We might need them later if everything didn’t go as planned.

      “Rearward shields are at six percent,” Buttercup reported.

      A quick glance at my heads-up display confirmed the same.

      “All right, everybody,” I said. “Let's get ready. Buttercup, you're going to have to time this just perfect.”

      “Pardon me.” Buttercup had that annoyed tone again. “My timing is not the thing you need to worry about.” She let the statement hang there. If she had eyes, she would be staring right at me.

      “This plan is going to work.” I tried to convince myself, as much as everyone else. “It has to. We have no other options. I’m open to hearing another plan if anyone has one, but you better talk fast.”

      Lois stared up at me up until now. Her eyes went back to the weapons display and Twitch chittered his approval as always. I could always depend on him.

      Bubbles wriggled around on Lois's lap to face me. “Good plan. Good plan,” she repeated, and I smiled.

      “See, Buttercup. Everyone else thinks this is going to work.”

      “Everyone else doesn't have my ability to calculate odds and probabilities,” she countered.

      “Whatever,” I said. “Let's just do this.” I sat down and everyone braced for the final impact that would inevitably destroy our rearward shield for good. Buttercup dived, ducked and dodged until she determined she was in the right position. Then one of the bright red energy bolts struck us directly on the rearward shield. Immediately, alarms went off everywhere on the bridge. Shields were at zero percent.

      “Do it now!” I shouted. Buttercup released gouts of dark smoke and steam from both engines, as if the Scavid had disabled our ship. The view of the huge sphere began to obscure from view. Within moments, the cloud grew big enough to hide us altogether.

      “Okay,” I said. “It's now or never.”

      Buttercup slammed so hard on the brakes that we felt it on the bridge, despite the inertia dampeners. Navigational jets fired, and she began to turn, moving us around to face the Scavid ship head on.

      “All right,” I said. “Let's see what this thing can do. Give it everything you've got.”

      Buttercup cut off the smoke screen and poured on the power. We streaked forward, and before the Scavid orb could reach the cloud of black ionized radiation, we burst through like a bullet out of a gun. The Scavid fired immediately, but it was already too late. Their shots went wide, because their outward cannons were not angled to fire at that short of a range. The Scavid might have had a bigger ship, more powerfully armed that moved faster, but the one thing they didn’t have was Buttercup's whip-fast maneuverability. And up this close, she was hard to beat.

      Buttercup shot straight toward
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