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      There are some things you just don’t expect to find on your first trip into the cosmos. The secret to true happiness, a Starbucks drive through, a baby koala. As it turned out, the universe was full of surprises, and I found myself ill prepared to handle the very first one.

      The world stopped spinning, and everything went still. Earth was no longer visible on the ship’s front viewscreen and I looked over at Lois who stood to my right. Her eyes had gone as wide as mine as we did our best to rectify what had just occurred.

      “Are you okay?” I did a quick check of all my own appendages and then examined the bridge. The icy blue walls, the touch screen panels and even our three captain’s chairs seemed to be intact. “What happened and ... wait ... what is that smell? Is that your feet?”

      I simultaneously pinched my nose closed, hiccuped and waved a hand in front of my face. “Come on. We’re on a spaceship. It’s not like we can roll down the windows and let in some fresh air.”

      “I believe the infant Lois is holding has folded us to another location in space.” The new voice belonged to Buttercup, our space-faring battleship, and the not so artificial intelligent personality of its operating and navigation system. The name fit in the way you named a Rottweiler Fluffy. Too bad the irony seemed lost on her.

      “The olfactory side effects and diaphragm spasms are likely a result of the fold as well. They should dissipate momentarily.”

      “My feet do not smell.” Lois shuffled backward in her bright red pumps and let out a loud hiccup of her own.

      Her yellow cardigan and plaid skirt were a contrast to her red-rimmed glasses and shoes, making a conservative, yet standout statement for someone with such a small stature. At least she made a statement. My six-foot four frame, black t-shirt and jeans said nothing except big, tall and boring.

      She cradled the infant Viraquin in her arms. An adorable squid like baby that could have taken the Hallmark toy market by storm. It had tiny, stubby tentacles below an adorably fat body and a pudgy little face that would make the Grinch giggle with glee. A blue bioluminescent wave danced beneath its pink skin, matching its bright blue inquisitive eyes, and a tiny grin seemed perpetually poised to gurgle happy little noises in response to everything it saw.

      Lois rocked the baby in her arms and sniffed, taking in a lung full of air as she turned her head from side to side. I crinkled my nose in disgust and tried to breathe through my mouth.

      “I don’t know what … hic … Ben’s talking about.” Lois sighed in ecstasy. “All I smell is hot apple pie.”

      “Ugh.” I shook my head trying to escape the offensive odor. “Are you kidding me? I don’t know … hic … what you put in your apple pies, but I am never eating one.” I walked toward Lois to check on our tiny passenger. “Do we have any idea where the mother went? Or where we are for that matter?”

      “I know next to nothing about how the Viraquin folds through space.” The sine wave that offered a visual representation of Buttercup’s voice pulsed on the main viewscreen at the front of the bridge. “No one does. I don’t even understand how this infant moved us here.”

      “So, we save the mom from the marauding robots, then she leaves us with her space folding baby bomb?” I ran my hand over my head with frustration.

      The marauding robots in question were the Scavid; an artificially intelligent life form who wanted to harness the Viraquin’s incredible ability to travel and use it as a weapon. We destroyed one of their ships to save the mother, but when they got wind of our new travel-sized companion, they would likely stop at nothing to obtain it.

      “The mother had no choice,” Lois defended. “She was dying. I’m sure she folded away in order to survive.”

      I patted the infant on its dome head, which caused it to flicker with bioluminescent light. “What about our … hic … location? Can you tell where we are? How far did we go?”

      “Stand by.”

      Twitch, our resident mascot, glided in and landed on my shoulder, sniffing the air then huffing it out again as if he smelled something too. Twitch was a Chitterwall. An alien creature that resembled a cross between a flying squirrel and a red and blue macaw. He had beautiful plumage when he wasn’t using his color-changing ability to camouflage himself against a background. He was intelligent and the best thief I had ever seen in my life. He also loved me and seemed less than thrilled about Lois, which as a biologist, left her more than a little frustrated.

      “Navigational bearings are showing that we are somewhere in the ...”

      She paused, raising my anxiety level from a twelve to a fifteen. “In the what? Don’t tell me we’re in some sort of enemy territory.”

      “We are not in enemy territory,” Buttercup answered. “At least not so far as I can tell. We are actually in the Adlet system.”

      I looked at Lois. She shrugged at me, still rocking the baby Viraquin in her arms. “What is that, like a million miles from earth?”

      “More like two hundred twelve trillion, give or take a few billion.” Buttercup corrected. “The Adlet system is home to the Peeri.”

      I blinked in astonishment, not knowing how to respond to any of that.

      Much to her credit, Lois turned her gaze toward the screen and smiled. “I know you’re trying to help, but this is all new to us. Can you explain a little more?”

      Buttercup groaned, making her visual sine wave reverberate with annoyance.

      “The Peeri are what you refer to as Faeries.”

      I felt my eyes widen with recognition as I looked toward Lois. Her mouth fell open and we both peered at the baby Viraquin. Prior to our unscheduled departure from Earth’s solar system, we discussed how to catch up to the baby’s mother. Considering her unique proclivity to travel anywhere in the very large universe, it was hard to predict where she might have gone to heal and recover. Buttercup suggested we might visit a race of aliens who had a reputation for knowledge. A race Lois and I recognized as looking suspiciously like the fairies we were accustomed to seeing in movies and fantasy novels. That was when baby went all supernova, folding us to a strange galaxy and giving us the hiccups and smelly feet.

      “Wait,” I said. “None of this makes any sense. How did this baby even understand what we were talking about? It’s a baby.”

      “I am unclear how, but the infant has somehow folded us across space, eliminating the considerable time it would have taken us to travel the same distance using my Warpstream drive.”

      I shook my head. “For the sake of conversation, I’m going to pretend I understand what a Warpstream thing is. More importantly are we saying this baby can fold us anywhere ... at any time?”

      Lois lost some of her grin as the implications of that statement hit her.

      We both looked at the baby and it erupted in a giggle that made us jump.

      “Okay.” I clapped my hands together. “First thing we need to do is avoid any stimulus that might cause it to warp ... fold or whatever.”

      “Her,” Lois said.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

      “She is a she, not an it.”

      “Annnnd how do you know that?”

      “I am a biologist.”

      “And I’m a nurse. So what?”

      She rolled her eyes as if that should be explanation enough. When I blinked at her, one eyebrow still cocked into the air, she went on.

      “I studied Cephalopods most of my professional life. Granted she is an alien, but she has tiny little tentacles much like an octopus or a squid. A male cephalopod would have one arm called a hectocotylus which is used for reproduction and looks different than all the others. Hers are all the same so we can hypothesize she is a girl. At least until she gets old enough to tell us something else.”

      I gawked with my mouth half open not knowing what to say.

      “You asked a question, and I gave you an answer.”

      I snapped my mouth shut and took a breath. “I stand corrected. We need to make sure we don’t do anything that would cause her,” I enunciated the pronoun for effect, “to fold into space again.”

      Lois nodded. “And we need to give her a name.”

      “What?”

      “A name,” She repeated. “We can’t just keep calling her She all the time.”

      “Alright,” I sighed. “We will give her a name ... later. Can we figure this whole space travel thing out first? I mean, if you don’t mind.”

      Lois narrowed her eyes and glared at me but didn’t say anything else.

      “So, what did we do to make her fold to this location?” I said, ignoring her stare. “We mentioned ... F-A-I-R-I-E-S.”

      “I don’t know if spelling out the word is going to make that much difference,” Buttercup said. “The infant can’t even speak.”

      Lois snickered then stopped as she caught my eye.

      “What then?” I huffed “How did she know to come here?”

      “I projected an image of the Peeri on the viewscreen before she folded us through space,” Buttercup said. “Perhaps she intuited our intent somehow, though I am not sure how she could have known about the Peeri or the system they inhabit. Perhaps she perceived it through the Nexus.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Pretend Lois and I are from Earth and have no basis for anything you’re talking about. Just act like we understand as much about space aliens as this baby ... actually, pretend we know less.”

      “I apologize,” Buttercup said, but she still sounded annoyed. “Sometimes I forget you are both ignorant to many of the common terms I am familiar with.”

      “Ignorant seems like a strong word.”

      “Again, I apologize. How about oblivious, uneducated, nescient, green, birdbrained ...”

      “Alright, you made your point.” I held up my hand. “Just tell us about the Nexus.”

      “The Nexus is the term for the biological connection all advanced races have achieved with technology. The same way you connected with me. Most humans cannot do it ... not yet, but perhaps this infant can. She may have gained the information using a Nexus ability I am not familiar with.”

      “Maybe.” I shook my head. “But wouldn’t you know if she had connected with you? I mean it was a big production for me to do it. How could a baby make a connection without us knowing?”

      “The Viraquin is a species no one knows much about.” Lois cooed at the little baby. “Maybe it has abilities we aren’t aware of.”

      “That is a frightening thought,” I agreed. “She’s full of enough surprises.”

      I peered at the little bundle wriggling in Lois’s arms and saw bubbles streaming out if it’s mouth. “Should you get a tissue or something?”

      Lois broke out in a wide grin and looked up at me. “That’s it.”

      “What’s it?”

      “Bubbles. Her name is Bubbles.”

      My face went slack in astonishment.

      “It’s a good name.”

      I shook my head. “You want to name her after drool.”

      “Bubbles.” Lois insisted, her voice turning to that grinding tone she reserved only for arguments and disasters.

      “Fine.” I raised my hands. “Bubbles L. Drool it is.”

      Lois bared her teeth in a snarl to say something back, but Buttercup interrupted the conversation with an alarm.

      “Incoming spacecraft. I am receiving a distress signal. It appears to be a stasis escape pod. The designator identifies it as a Peeri vessel. Shall we respond?”
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      “We have to help them.” Lois stared at me as if her statement was  the only possible answer.

      “We don’t even know who that is,” I countered. “What if it’s a serial killer jettisoned by the crew to get them off their ship? Or maybe they’re infected with a terrible flesh-eating disease?”

      “You’re being ridiculous.”

      “Every alien in the universe will want to get their hands on this baby, and you want to pick up the first hitchhiker that happens along? I’m not the one being ridiculous. We need to protect little Bubbles here. We need to protect ourselves for that matter. We can’t just take on every alien we see.”

      “Actually, we are required to respond to the distress call by law.” Buttercup chimed in. “The A.S.S. mandates any ship within hailing distance must render aid if possible. We are the closest ship. I detect no other signatures in the area.”

      A.S.S. was the unfortunate acronym for the Allied Space Syndicate. The enforcement arm for law and order in the galaxy. I made it a point to mock the name every chance I got.

      I groaned. “Does anyone see a big ‘ol ass floating around out there? I know I don’t. Who’s going to know? We’re in space.” I waved my arms wide by way of example. “No one is going to see us. You said it is a stasis pod. Will the occupant survive until the next ship arrives?”

      “That doesn’t matter. We will know,” Lois said. “How would you like it if someone left you out there in the frozen darkness?”

      “If it were me, I wouldn’t know any different because I’d be asleep in my own little stasis dreamland. So, I guess I’d be fine to wait for the next luxury ship full of supermodels to come along.”

      “Very funny.” Lois rocked Bubbles in her arms and shook her head.

      “I’m only trying to keep our little friend here safe.” I tickled the smooth, warm dome of Bubble’s head, eliciting another giggle and an array of bioluminescent light across her skin.

      “Besides, we still don’t understand what caused her to fold us here. What if she decides to jump again? We’ll have a stranger on board and no way to get them home.”

      “There is one consideration you are both overlooking,” Buttercup said. “Not only are we bound by law to rescue this pod, it also has a royal signature. As in, the occupant may have a royal lineage to the Peeri. If that is the case, the reward for rescuing such an individual could be significant.”

      “I feel like you should’ve led with that information.” My eyes went to the floor as her words sunk in. We were a rogue ship with no funds or backing by any official government. I wasn’t sure how things operated in space, but I would bet my life it wasn’t free. Having some cash, or whatever aliens used, in our pockets couldn’t hurt.

      I turned and walked over to my captain’s chair, resting my hands on the back. Twitch rode faithfully on my shoulder as I stared at the icy blue walls that made up the majority of Buttercup’s hull and the starry expanse of space displayed on the viewscreen.

      “What are we talking about here, I mean how much money? What do space people use out here? I assume PayPal isn’t a thing.”

      “I do not know what a Pay Pal is,” Buttercup quipped. “But no, it is not a thing. Most elevated civilizations have adopted the galactic credit as a universal form of payment. However, this pod may be far more valuable.

      I raised an eyebrow in curiosity. “Valuable how?”

      Lois walked over to stand next to me, and Bubbles reached out with her tiny little tentacles. I looked into her big blue eyes and wanted to melt. How could a squid be so adorable?

      “I think she wants you to hold her.” Lois sounded giddy at the prospect, and she practically poured the alien infant into my arms before I had a chance to say no.

      Bubbles wriggled and giggled in my grasp, making herself comfortable, then she peered up at me again, making little bubbles as her skin rippled with light.

      “She likes you.” Lois reached out and tickled the baby’s head eliciting another giggle. Twitch ran down my arm from my shoulder to visit the new arrival as well.

      “Bubbles is very cute.” I nodded. “All the more reason we need to protect her, no matter how valuable this pod outside might be.”

      I tried to hand her back to Lois, but Bubbles let out a little grunt and pushed against me as if to say she had just gotten comfortable and was here to stay. I rolled my eyes and began to rock back and forth out of instinct.

      “I know we’re obligated to help this pod, but I don’t think it’s worth the risk. Maybe we can hang back somewhere and monitor it to be sure nothing goes wrong until someone else comes along and⁠—”

      “Incoming warp signature. My sensors are picking up an approaching ship.”

      I smiled at Lois, partly out of relief and joy, but mostly because I was right.

      “Problem solved. Someone else is here to respond to the call. We can retreat and let them retrieve the pod. The occupant will be saved, they will get the glory and Bubbles will stay safe and secret.”

      I looked at the viewscreen waiting for Buttercup to reverse her trajectory and back away from the stasis pod.

      “Shouldn’t we move away? Sort of, hang back and fly casual, but don’t look like you’re trying to fly casual.”

      Not a single glimmer of reaction from anyone. Space was going to be a boring place with no one to pick up on my Star Wars references.

      “I believe another issue may have arisen that you should be aware of,” Buttercup said.

      I sighed. “What now?”

      “I have intercepted the ship’s broadcast designator. I am familiar with the captain of this vessel.”

      “Great,” I said. “Give him a call and tell him the prize is all his. I don’t understand the problem.”

      Buttercup paused for a moment. When she came back on, her voice had a tone that was full of malice and disgust.

      “The captain of that ship is Olamer Rasalas. He is a black-market slave trader and gun runner. If he gets a hold of that pod, the occupants will not be returned to their home. They will be sold on the open market as a slave, or worse, tortured and ransomed for as many credits as Olamer can get.”
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      I stared at the screen, peering at an image of an intimidating looking ship streaking into view. It was long, grey and menacing, bearing small rearward wings under a hulking fuselage.  I could see gun ports lining the hull and small square openings that spoke suspiciously of torpedo tubes I had seen on submarines. The weapons on this ship might not be hot, but there was little doubt this guy had come ready for a fight.

      I looked at Lois. She had her arms crossed and glared at me over the top of her red rimmed glasses. If Buttercup had eyes, I had a feeling she would be doing the same. This was not fair. How was a spaceship capable of laying on a guilt trip?

      “Fine,” I snapped at Buttercup. “What are our options?”

      “We rescue the pod and destroy Olamer’s ship with seismic missile charges.”

      When she didn’t say anything else, I prompted, “Or ...”

      “Or we destroy Olamer’s ship with seismic missile charges then rescue the pod after Olamer is dead.”

      I looked at Lois. “Maybe we need an outside perspective here.”

      “We can always try to talk to him.” She reached up and spun her own chair around and around in a circle as she considered. “He could be reasonable.”

      Buttercup scoffed. “Engaging weapons systems.”

      “No,” I shouted, holding out a hand to stop her. “Lois is right. We should at least try to negotiate. If you engage weapons now, he’ll assume we’re looking for a fight.”

      “Obviously,” Buttercup said, then sighed. “Weapons and shields on standby. Are you planning to wave that thing around on the screen while you are talking to him as well?”

      It took me a moment to realize what she meant, then I looked at Bubbles cradled in my arm.

      “She is not a thing, but you’re right. We should keep her out of sight”

      I set Bubbles down on my chair and spun it so the back was to the viewscreen. I swear she spit Buttercup a big raspberry before I turned her out of sight. She was only a few hours old, but somehow she seemed keenly aware of her surroundings. Something that should be impossible, but I supposed I would have to get used to seeing the impossible now that we were exploring the unknown expanses of space.

      I stood next to my chair and Lois left her station to join me on the other side. Twitch hurried down to sit with Bubbles, but I wondered if that would be enough to keep her from wandering off.

      “Do we have something to keep her busy for a few minutes?”

      Lois thought about it for a second, then raised a finger in the air and hurried to her seat where she had stowed her purse of a thousand wonders. It was fire-engine red, the size of a briefcase and the only thing she managed to bring with us after our hasty exit from Earth. Somehow it always seemed to have exactly what we needed.

      When she came back, Lois held a granola bar in her hand. I narrowed my eyes with skepticism.

      “What?” She shrugged. “Who doesn’t like granola bars?”

      “How do we know Bubbles even eats granola? Maybe granola is poison to a baby Viraquin.”

      “Well unless you start lactating, we have to try something.” Lois tore open the wrapper and broke the bar into tiny pieces before setting them onto the chair. “What are we going to do? Starve her to death?”

      Twitch took the cue and retrieved a small piece from the seat, then offered it to Bubbles. She tasted it tentatively, then chewed and lit up with glee.

      “See.” Lois gloated. “She likes it.”

      “Yes, you are a genius biologist. Now can we talk to the nice space murderer?”

      “Space slave trader,” Buttercup corrected. “Though I have no doubt murder is within his purview.”

      “Excellent,” I said. “Dial mister murdering slave trader and let’s see if we can come to some sort of agreement. We’re all bio-creatures sharing this universe, right? We should have something in common.”

      A video image of Olamer popped onto the screen and I jumped back a step.

      “Holy Oculitis.” I held up a finger. “Could you hold on one second please? Buttercup, can you mute the call?”

      I spun around and took a moment to compose myself. Lois turned around to do the same.

      “Woah,” I shouted. “Buttercup, you have to warn us before you blast something like that onto the screen. You can’t just hit us with a thing like that without some sort of preparation. Jeez. That was like a slap in the face.”

      “I can hear you.”

      The voice that came over the ship’s speakers was deep and gravely like a badger that had eaten broken glass for breakfast.

      “I am afraid there is no mute function on my communication array.” Buttercup deadpanned. “I will work to resolve the issue for the future.”

      I turned around and faced the screen again, forcing myself to look at Olamer without flinching. I wasn’t sure if Lois had managed the same, but I didn’t want to glance over at her and make things worse than they already were.

      “You do that.” I nodded at the image on the screen. “Captain Olamer Rasalas, I presume.”

      The creature before me was not unfamiliar, though it was unexpected. He was huge and stocky with long unkempt hair and a beard braided with bones and beads. His face was dirty, and he wore metal bracers and armbands, but no shirt to cover his overly hairy torso. Several of his teeth were missing and most important of all, he had only one eye. I don’t mean he was missing an eye ... he had one giant eyeball in the middle of his forehead. If a cyclops ever took up a career as a seventeenth century pirate, this is what it would look like, only more hunched and angry like a grizzly bear. And I wouldn’t give odds to the bear in a fight.

      “Please forgive my manners. I’m a bit new to this area and ...”

      “Leave. The pod is mine.”

      I let out a curious laugh and tried not to lose my cool. “I understand you responded to the call as well, but we arrived here first so ...”

      “Designation BT3RCP.” Olamer interrupted again. “I know you are there. Where is your captain?”

      I opened my mouth to bark a reply, but Buttercup cut me off before I could ruin my diplomatic demeanor.

      “This is designation BT3RCP. I wish I could say it is good to see you.”

      Olamer let out a laugh, showing his sparse, yellowed teeth in a grin behind his filthy mustache and beard. “The feeling is mutual. Where is Captain Ferrick? Don’t tell me the Scavid finally managed to scatter his ashes to the wind.”

      I could not help but tighten my lip in a sneer.

      “Captain Ferrick, as well as the rest of my former crew, were lost against the Scavid.” Buttercup tried to keep her tone even, but I could hear the pain and anger in her voice.

      Olamer laughed again. “I always knew that old dog would die at the end of a laser. Too bad it was at the hand of the Scavid though. So, this is your new crew? I’m surprised you found a new captain considering your ... condition.”

      “Buttercup does not suffer from a condition.” I broke in, finally having enough of Olamer’s insults. “And I'm proud to be her captain.”

      That elicited another bout of laughter. I glanced over at the chair while I waited for Olamer to regain his composure and saw Twitch had his hand over Bubbles mouth. They both peered up at me with guilty eyes. Then Twitch pulled his arm back and Bubbles spit out the shiny green granola bar wrapper. I rolled my eyes and looked at Olamer.

      “Stand down and relinquish your right to this pod according to galactic law. Retreat or we will take action to defend our claim.”

      I expected more laughter, but Olamer leaned into the camera instead, peering at us with that big, brown, bulbous, bloodshot eye.

      “Proud to be the captain of that ship? We will see how proud you and your first mate are when you’re burning inside of it.”

      With that, the transmission went black. The view returned to a picture of Olamer’s ship as he peeled off, coming around to an attack position. Alarms went off everywhere in our ship, and screens went red.

      “Olamer has powered up weapons and is preparing to fire.”
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      A flash of bright green light on the screen blinded me and for a moment I thought Olamer had scored a hit. It was only when I saw huge bits of his hull exploding into space did I realize that Buttercup had fired her energy cannon.

      I reached down and scooped Bubbles and Twitch into my hands and transferred them both into the rearward seat to my left then took my position in the captain’s chair.

      “How did you get a shot off that fast?” I said, watching Lois scramble into her seat as well. “I thought it took you some time to charge your weapons and bring up your shields.”

      “Correct,” Buttercup said. “Your conversation with Olamer was not going well so while he hurled insults, I charged the energy cannon. I did so gradually so as not to alert his sensors. Your conversation gave me just enough time to bring them to full power. He did not have time to engage his shields.”

      Olamer returned fire but Buttercup was already moving. She spiraled down and around, maneuvering away from his cannons. I expected him to turn in behind us and give chase, but he didn’t. Instead, he turned in the other direction, fired his thrusters in a bout of bright orange light and jetted away.

      “Switching to Battlesight,” Buttercup said, then the icy blue cave that made up the bridge disappeared leaving us with the very unnerving illusion of being suspended in the middle of an interstellar space battle. Our chairs, pertinent control and display screens were visible, but all around us were stars and deep black space. That and one red angry looking spaceship, burning its huge circular thrusters in an attempt to escape ... well, one engine anyway.

      Olamer’s ship, much larger than Buttercup, gained speed even though the port engine sputtered on and off, belching big clouds of black smoke.

      “Where’s he going?”

      Lois pointed at a flashing red dot in the distance, and I could not believe we had all been so stupid.

      “He’s going for the pod!” she shouted. “We can’t let him get there first.”

      Buttercup came around, but we were behind Olamer now. There was no way we could cut him off.

      “Fire at him!” I pounded the arm of my chair. “Do something.”

      Lois reached up to engage her virtual weapons display, but Buttercup stopped her.

      “At this angle a miss could overshoot and hit the stasis pod. Survival rate on an impact like that would be zero.”

      “We have to do something.” I felt helpless. Here I was, sitting at the helm of a battleship and all I could do was watch Olamer limp casually toward his prize. “Can we get ahead of him?”

      I knew the answer, but I had to ask anyway.

      “Negative. Even with the disabled engine Olamer gained too much of a head start. His engines are powerful. Though we are much more maneuverable, Olamer knew his strength and used it.”

      Buttercup growled out the words with frustration. “I do not like to admit it, but he is a shrewd tactician.”

      “Shrewd or not we have to outthink him,” I said. “Come on. We only have a few seconds before he scoops that pod, then he’ll be after us.”

      Lois scrolled through her weapons displays looking for anything that might work, then gasped.

      “What about this?”

      I looked at the translucent virtual screen in front of her face and smiled. “You’re a genius. Fire. Buttercup, can you target the bow just above the bridge?”

      “Way ahead of you, Captain.”

      Four orange streaks launched out of Buttercup’s weapons bays and streaked toward Olamer’s ship. We watched as they overtook the larger craft, then three connected, right on target. The fourth overshot, but it didn’t matter. These weren’t explosive warheads; they were rocket drones. A defensive weapon designed to disrupt and disorient, and in this case redirect.

      Olamer’s ship spun trying to shake the drones, but they held fast, and his maneuver only exaggerated the effect of the disruptive rockets as they began to fire at full burn. The thrust changed his trajectory, forcing the bow downward like a wrestler shoving his opponents head into the mat. The result was violent and immediate. Olamer curved off course at the last moment, leaving us a clear path to the pod.

      “There it is.” I scooted forward to the edge of my seat and pointed toward the
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