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Chapter 1


A Step into 
the Unknown


The dark shadow of the starship filled the viewing screen, the sheer size of it rivaling many space stations. The white glow from the tractor beam cast a ghostly haze on the visual, and all the old space-bar tales about a massive ghost ship roaming the galaxy and preying on unsuspecting star travelers flooded back to me. Back when I’d heard the stories, I dismissed them without a thought, chalking them up to space dementia. Now that I was caught in the tractor beam of this bar tale come to life, I wish I’d paid more attention.


“Iris!” I called out. If a ghost ship of death was after me, I wasn’t going down without a fight. “Get us out of here. Full reverse!”


“Glint?” Iris spoke in a feeble voice. “Is that you? You sound so far away.”


Unfortunately, my ship had just suffered tremendous damage, care of Mar Mar the Unthinkable’s level-twelve quadrant seekers. Truth be told, we were lucky to be in one piece. We’d been powerless and adrift in space the very moment the ghost ship emerged. Whether it was better to float helplessly through deep space or be captured by a ship of doom was still up for debate.


“We’re on reserves, Captain.” Blix turned to me from the engineering station, a resigned look on his scaled face. “There’s not much we can do.”


“What do they want with us?” Nelvan’s voice trembled.


“I guess we’re about to find out.” Jasette swiveled her chair to face me. “Any ideas?”


“Let’s just sit tight for a while. Watch for any vulnerabilities.” It was one of the safe answers they taught in star pilot school. It answered a question without giving specific information, calmed the nerves of your crew, and gave you time to come up with a real plan.


Jasette narrowed her gaze and swiveled back around in her chair. She didn’t buy it.


The beam drew us into the dark shadow of the ship, and a wide steel hatch opened like a hungry robot ready to devour us. My ship floated through the opening into a landing bay, and though it was difficult to make out the specific features and potential threats waiting for us inside, one thing was clear: it was a huge space capable of snaring much larger vessels than mine.


My ship came to a stop with a sudden jolt, and a tremor ran under my feet. We were grounded in an alien landing bay, at the mercy of the ship’s inhabitants.


No one spoke as the viewing screen displayed the dark steel door of the hatch lowering, closing off the distant stars. It shut with a loud metal clang, and it felt like watching my tomb close. I found it hard to swallow.


“Captain?” Nelvan whispered.


I held a finger to my lips and drew the DEMOTER X. Then I unbuckled the shoulder straps of my chair as quietly as I could and crept over to Blix at the engineering station. He was focused on the visual readouts and scrolling information.


“How bad?” I whispered.


His slivered eyes studied the screen for a moment before turning to me. “Either our systems are blocked, or this alien technology is beyond our scanning parameters.”


I frowned. “So you’re saying you know nothing.”


His reptilian lips parted, giving a warning hint of sharp teeth.


“It means we have to investigate ourselves.” Jasette stood to the other side of Blix. Her expression was set, as if we were out of options.


It was hard not to be impressed with her catlike ability to sneak up on us. That natural agility, coupled with the tech-enhanced stealth mode of her form-fitting power suit, made for a lethal combination.


As if to counter her silent approach, the noise of clattering metal came from Nelvan as he struggled to unlatch his shoulder straps and hurry over. “What are you guys talking about?” His nervous eyes darted between us. “Are we prisoners?”


Blix placed a reassuring hand on Nelvan’s shoulder. “Our situation is unclear. What would you recommend, Nelvan?”


The boy steadied a little, thin lines forming on his teenage forehead as he stared off in thought.


“Why are you asking him?” I said.


Blix gave me a patronizing look. “I am merely seeking crew input. As the Scriptures say, in a multitude of counselors there is safety.”


I huffed out a laugh. “He’s a boy from a century-old world. We need the plan of an experienced space traveler.”


Blix crossed his arms. “Fine. What’s your plan?”


My mind went blank. I paused for a moment, scrambling for something clever.


“We’re waiting.” Blix arched his brow.


I gave him a dark look. “My plans are complicated. I need to run some theoreticals through the computer first.”


He grinned. “Well, while we’re waiting for your genius to reveal itself, let’s hear what Nelvan has to say.”


Nelvan folded his hands. “We should definitely pray first.”


Blix nodded. I threw up my hands. “Great, that’ll fix everything.”


Nelvan gave a sour look. “I never said that. I just think we need guidance.”


“How ’bout you, Jasette?” I said. “You want to sit here and pray all day?”


She cast a studied look at the walls of the bridge, as if a creature lurked outside, waiting to attack. “We’re in unknown territory here. I’m up for anything.”


A faint blue flicker went through the lights of the bridge.


“Glint?” Iris sounded like she’d been drugged. “Where are you?”


“Right here, computer. Time to wake up and help us get out of here.”


“I’m so sleepy,” Iris said. “Are we floating?”


“No, we’re trapped in some weird ghost ship.”


“Oh.” Iris gave a long sigh. “I know that song. It’s so sad . . . but beautiful too.”


“It’s not a song. Now, listen—”


The soft tones of ethereal harps played through the intercom, and Iris sang in a dreamlike voice. “ ‘My crew has gone and I’m alone. The ghost ship has me, O my soul . . .’ ”


“No! No singing. Snap out of it!”


“ ‘The march of vapor, cloud, and mist. The touch of death, the demon’s kiss . . .’ ”


Nelvan cast a sour look at the ceiling. “This isn’t helping things.”


I marched toward the lift. “Fine. I’ll handle this myself.” The lift doors opened, and I stepped inside.


“Wait,” Blix said. “What are you going to do?”


“Someone has to take charge around here.”


The lift doors closed, and I headed to the lower level. All too soon I was at the landing-bay door. I forced myself to take slow breaths and not think about the potential horrors that waited beyond. Interstellar thugs and space pirates were one thing. At least I knew what I was getting with that kind of space trash. But this was the unknown—a giant, floating nightmare that we were trapped inside of.


Iris’s demented dirge continued to echo through the halls of the ship. “ ‘Forlorn, we walked through somber moons, whispered tales of woe and gloom . . .’ ”


“Iris, knock off that singing!”


She continued the depressing tune, lost in her electronic haze. I took a deep breath and tightened my grip on the DEMOTER X. Sooner or later I’d have to face this mystery, and I didn’t want to sit around worrying about it. Better to just dive right in.


I hit the blue control panel beside the landing ramp. The air lock hissed open and the ramp lowered. The dim interior of the large ship was bathed in blue light, illuminating it like a cloudy night sky. At least I wouldn’t face the unknown in utter darkness.


A few tentative steps took me down the ramp for a better look. I stooped low and held my pistol at the ready as a cavernous landing bay emerged from the gloom before me, big enough to house a ship ten times the size of mine. The construction was of a dark metal replete with geometric patterns. Occasionally, thin lines of multicolored, glowing energy ran along the complex patterns as if trying to escape, but there were no awaiting space monsters, so I proceeded to the base of the ramp.


Footsteps sounded behind me as my crew assembled.


“Captain,” Blix spoke in a scolding tone. “How could you open the ship without consulting us first?”


“I don’t need to ask permission.”


He let out a short hiss. “Well, it’s incredibly rude.”


“Not to mention pigheaded,” Jasette said. “You could have got us all killed.”


“Hey, somebody had to do something.” I took another scan of the room to make sure it was clear. “Besides, nothing’s down here.”


An ascending series of blips sounded from Blix’s communicator as he joined me at the base of the ramp. “Oxygen-rich environment. No life forms detected nearby. Quite fortunate.”


Jasette walked down with her silver pistols drawn. “Somebody’s trying to give us a false sense of security.”


Blix gave a thoughtful nod. “Pessimistic, but possible.”


“Captain?” Nelvan called down, still at the top of the ramp. “Have you set foot on the ship yet?”


Curse that kid. He’d pinpointed my fear.


“I was just waiting till everyone got here,” I lied.


“Of course you were, Captain.” Blix gave a knowing smile. “But since you are the one who, as you put it, ‘takes charge around here,’ why don’t you take the first step?”


I gave him a steely look. “Fine.”


The multicolored lines flowed through the geometric patterns on the floor as if to prompt my hesitant entry to the strange ship. Before I moved, I needed to check for pressure and motion-activated defenses. I grabbed a vibe from my pocket and tossed it onto the floor, where it bounced harmlessly along, making small clinking sounds.


Blix chuckled. “Not exactly a scientific test, Captain.”


“It’s the best I could think of.”


Since no further delaying tactics were coming to me, it was time to take the plunge. I squared my shoulders and stepped onto the dark metal of the landing bay.


No death rays or motion disintegrators.


Emboldened by my consequence-free actions, I took a few broad strides forward and spun around to face my crew. “There, you see? Perfectly fine.”


Nelvan pointed behind me. “What’s that?”


I whirled. A small figure moved through the shadowy corners of the room, walking on all fours and making no sounds. I aimed the DEMOTER and prepared to fire.


“Who’s there?” I called out. “Friend or foe?”


The creature paused and cocked its head to the side as if listening. It was still hidden in the shadows, so I couldn’t make out what type of animal it was. It was small, but with the wide variety of deadly creatures in space, that was little reassurance.


“What is it, Blix?” I said.


Blix held his com scanner forward and tapped a few controls. A series of staccato beeps sounded. “I’m not detecting a life form. I need time to isolate the energy. This odd ship is creating a tremendous amount of interference.”


A tiny sound, like gas escaping from a punctured tube, reached our ears, and the creature headed forward. It moved as though it was charging us.


“Freeze!” I warned. “Not another step!”


The creature continued its forward motion, a full covering of caramel-colored fur coming into view. I decided I couldn’t risk it; there were too many unknown variables heading straight for us. Taking careful aim, I squeezed off a shot from the DEMOTER.









Chapter 2


An Odd Host


The blast hit the creature square in the chest, and with a stifled gurgle it collapsed. No one spoke for several moments while the tiny figure remained motionless.


“What was it?” Nelvan finally whispered. “It looked so small. Are you sure it was dangerous?”


“I’m not taking any chances.” I turned to Jasette. “Cover me. I need to make sure.”


Jasette gave a determined nod and followed, her pistols trained on the fallen creature. I took a few cautious steps, my heart beating fast. Within moments we were standing over the fallen beast.


It was a caramel-colored kitten with white fur around its eyes that gave it an extra dose of cuteness.


“Aw.” Jasette sounded disappointed. “You killed a kitten.”


A wave of remorse swept through me. “I didn’t mean to. It charged us. You saw it.”


Nelvan and Blix joined us.


Blix gazed at the kitten with watery eyes. “Maybe it just wanted to play.”


Nelvan peeked out from behind him, using the Vythian’s bulk as a shield. He sniffed. “That’s one of the saddest things I’ve ever seen.”


“Wait a freem.” Squinting, Jasette bent closer. “There’s no blood. And look at this.” She motioned to a spray of black particles that spread out from the creature.


As if in response, the black particles moved toward the kitten like ants after food.


Jasette sprang back and raised her pistols. “That’s no kitten. It’s nanotechnology.”


As we watched, the particles filled the hole left by my weapon until the kitten was whole again. It rolled to its feet as if it was waking from a nap, and we all took a quick step backward.


The kitten looked up at us with sparkling blue eyes and let out a tiny mew.


For a moment, nothing happened. Then, with a click small hatches opened in the floor and walls, and the dark landing bay came alive with movement—an endless parade of fist-sized white bots with oval bodies and multiple legs. A red light moved rapidly around the dark faceplate at the front of each body, as though they were searching for something. It didn’t take long for the lights to zero in on me.


The spiderlike bots crawled toward me like a swarm of angry insects. There was nowhere to run, so I huddled close to my crew and took aim with the DEMOTER X. But Jasette struck first, letting loose a rapid succession of red energy beams from both pistols. Several spider bots blew apart or crumpled, the red light in their faceplates going dim. But all too soon their fallen bodies were replaced by countless others.


I was inspired by the first powerful shots from my DEMOTER, every blast sending several of their spindly-legged bodies flying. But my confidence eroded in freems as the swarm engulfed us, their pointed metal legs crawling over me. I was thrown to the ground as the wave hit me, legs constricting around my own arms and legs, and no amount of flailing or squirming could loosen their hold. My limbs were held fast, and I was as helpless as a kitten—except, of course, for the evil nanokitten that had just captured me.


My crew fell captive soon after, with Blix holding out the longest. His reptilian body weaved through the horde and took powerful swipes at the onslaught, using the legs of several defeated spider bots in his hands as weapons. He swirled their oval bodies in fast circles, knocking away new attackers, in a beautiful robot slaughter. But for all his strength, it wasn’t enough, and when a few spider bots evaded him and crawled up his back, they placed their pointed metal legs on his temples and shot a bright electrical current from their legs across his head. He went rigid and, like a mighty tree, fell to the ground.


The kitten padded over, innocent blue eyes gazing at me as if I’d forgotten to feed it. “Your actions were hostile.” The high-pitched words echoed as if dozens of miniature voices were speaking as one. “Explain.”


Since a pile of spider bots were coiled tight around me, playing the victim was my best hope. “You charged us. I thought you were going to attack.”


The kitten cocked his head as if having trouble understanding. “My form was calculated to be nonthreatening. Yes or no?”


“Sort of.” I was obviously dealing with some cold, mechanical system of logic. I had to play up vulnerability to erase any conclusions that we might be a danger. “I was scared you would hurt us. We are very weak.”


The kitten looked at Blix. “Incorrect.”


Blasted logical computer brains.


“We were scared,” I tried. “We are normally peaceful. We come in peace.”


The kitten looked at my DEMOTER. “Incorrect.”


“We acted out of self-defense,” Jasette spoke up. She lay on the ground near me, bots coiled around her limbs. “We wish you no harm. We only wanted to survive.”


A thoughtful look animated the kitten’s features. “Probability of truth . . . high. I will accept with caution.”


The kitten mewed, and the spider bots released their hold and crawled just out of reach. Their glowing red eyes darted between my crew and me, as if watching for any false actions. I rose to my feet, careful not to make any sudden moves.


Blix moaned and sat up, rubbing his temple gingerly. “That was horrid. Someone please bring me something cool to drink.”


The kitten twitched its whiskers. The caramel and white color of its fur changed to jet black, while the blue drained from its eyes, replaced with a yellow that pulsated with energy. “I am known as Casglo. I run operations on the Arpellon. My mission is ninety-nine percent complete. Your presence will either delay or advance my objective. Please choose.”


“Advance. Advance!” With the spider bots poised for a second attack, I wasted no time with my answer.


“Excellent. I can repair your vessel in exchange. Yes or no?”


I looked back at the ship. The hull was scarred and pitted everywhere. The repairs would be extensive. And my mind was having trouble imagining how a little kitten could undo all the damage. “Yes, of course. But how—”


The kitten meowed. The spider bots moved in unison until my ship was covered with them. A shiver went through me as they set to work on the damaged freighter in a flurry of orange laser beams welding metal, thin arms making intricate electrical repairs, and groups of bots operating in perfect unison for larger tasks. It was both frightening and impressive.


I leaned close to Jasette. “Think this is a good idea?”


“It beats having those things wrapped around us,” she said.


She always knew how to put things in perspective.


Casglo glanced at each of us. “Who is the one that will help with my collection?”


I shared a nervous glance with my crewmembers. “All of us?”


“Excellent.” The kitten walked toward me, rubbing against my leg and purring. I took a step back, restraining myself from drawing my pistol, and gave Blix a worried look. He shrugged. Our next steps were complete guesswork.


Casglo moved away from me and rubbed against the legs of each of my crew in turn, purring the whole time. When the kitten got to Nelvan, it sat down. The pulsating yellow eyes studied him as if viewing an art exhibit. “Highest probability of success for the young one.”


Nelvan’s mouth hung open. “Me? I don’t have anything.”


The kitten mewed. “I detect otherwise. Do you wish to help? Yes or no?”


“Y-yes. I think.” Nelvan gave me a desperate glance.


Casglo nodded. “Please follow. The collection room of the Arpellon will verify.” The kitten skittered down the landing bay toward a wide doorway.


Nelvan hurried over to me, casting quick glances at the spider bots working on the ship. “Do we have to?”


I looked at Blix, hoping with Nelvan for another choice. Blix winced, continuing to rub his temples. “For the time being, I don’t see an alternative.”


“There’s always another way.” Jasette started tapping out commands on her forearm computer. “Just stay alert in case things get ugly.”


I nodded and fingered my weapon for reassurance. “Let’s just hope this is a short stay.”









Chapter 3


The Corridors 
of the Arpellon


Casglo led us down an immense corridor, the dark metal construction covered in geometric patterns continuing throughout the passage. Occasional trails of light wound through the patterns as if lost in an unending maze. As we walked, spider bots emerged from openings in the walls and crawled away, headed who knows where. The sheer size of the corridor dwarfed the tiny kitten that scampered before us. I felt as though we were mice sneaking through the hallway of a giant’s spaceship.


“The Arpellon is breathtaking,” Blix said. “No doubt you have a large crew for operations.”


The kitten glanced back and twitched its whiskers. “My workers are many.”


“How many of them are there?” I braced for the answer.


“Five thousand three hundred and forty-two.”


Nightmare. The nagging sensation of walking deeper into a trap put me on edge. As far as I was concerned, the sooner we got off this ship the better.


“Are there any more like you aboard?” Jasette said.


“There are many of us. And yet only one.”


Blix leaned in and whispered. “The efficiency and horror of nanotech.”


The kitten stopped and turned to face us. “Calculations indicate curiosity as likely motivator for your questions. If not curiosity, you seek information for possible weakness to exploit. True or false?”


“False, false.” I spoke with the best sincerity I could muster. “We are peaceful.”


The kitten’s yellow eyes narrowed slightly. “Incorrect.”


“I mean, we like peace. Occasionally we fight, but we don’t like it.”


“Incorrect.”


“Self-preservation drives us to conflict,” Blix spoke in his professorial tone. “I seek after peace with great vigor. But when threatened, I often resort to battle. It is a most unfortunate instinct I am recently trying to overcome.”


“Your answer is acceptable.” Casglo licked its paw. “Continue forward. Yes or no?”


“Yes.” Moving deeper into this dark spider-filled ship was one of the last things I wanted to do. But I couldn’t see another choice.


The kitten turned and trotted down the corridor. I leaned toward Blix. “Any ideas?”


Blix watched as two spider bots emerged from the wall nearby and scampered away. “Yes. Don’t upset the kitten.”


An anxious feeling swirled in my chest as I tried to block out thoughts of being swarmed by spider bots with laser eyes and pointy metal legs. My only hope was that we had something that would appease Casglo that didn’t involve our death. And that we could somehow escape the confines of this dark ship. I frowned and headed after the kitten that held all the cards.


Casglo led us down a series of huge corridors. Lights continued to pulse through the geometric patterns on the floor and walls. Every so often, black particles would travel along with the lights until they reached the kitten. As they did, the kitten would absorb the particles. After a while, I realized the kitten was growing.


I shot a warning look at Blix. He gave a knowing nod, already grasping the situation.


We reached a new corridor with a broad opening in one of the walls. Beyond the opening was a spacious room filled with geometric control panels and a multitude of lights and dials. Expansive windows covered the far wall, offering a grand panorama of space.


“What a view.” I had to stop and take in the sight. “Now this is a bridge.”


“Yeah,” Nelvan said. “This is way better than—” He flashed me a guilty glance before looking away. “—than some other ships.”


“Is it?” Casglo, who now resembled a full-grown cat, sat on its haunches. The cat gave a cursory look around the bridge as if it were nothing more than dry rocks on a desert plain. “I lack data for comparison. I’ve known only the bridge of the Arpellon for over one hundred gloons.”


“You’ve been in this ship for a hundred gloons?” Jasette sounded horrified.


“One hundred twenty-three, to be precise. It was necessary to complete the collection.”


“Collection of what?” Nelvan moved closer to Blix as if afraid of the answer.


“Antiquities of the universe,” Casglo said. “My founders have achieved an advanced civilization. Their desires transcend mere sustenance. They wish to obtain treasures beyond their galaxy.”


“What a noble pursuit,” Blix stared off, dreamy eyed. “Far better than the typical plans of conquest and subjugation.”


I rolled my eyes. “Sounds like they have too much time on their hands.”


“But why so long?” Jasette said.


The cat’s face contorted as if the nano bots were having trouble forming the right expression. “Is that long for your species?”


Jasette nodded.


“You have an adverse reaction. How does your species react to a long task?”


“Well . . . you get tired.” Jasette glanced at us like she hadn’t expected the turn in the conversation. “You want to rest for a while.”


Casglo was quiet for several moments. “We were brought forth from the source. There was great power there. When my mission is complete, I will return to the source. Is that . . . rest?”


“I suppose so.”


“I am pleased with the concept of rest.” The cat twitched its tail. “Once the collection room is filled with one hundred items, my mission is complete. I will return to the source. To rest.”


“How many do you have now?” I said.


“Ninety-nine.” Casglo gave an excited sounding meow. “I am granted an electronic stimulus with each treasure obtained. A reward mechanism given by the founders to encourage efficiency. The process is patronizing upon analysis, but the effect is pleasing.”


I exchanged creeped-out looks with my crew. “That’s . . . really great.”


Casglo walked toward Nelvan, who backed away, eyes wide. The cat rubbed against his leg, purring, and a stream of nanobot particles broke away from its body and flowed up Nelvan’s leg and around his torso. He gave me a desperate look as if asking for help. What could I do?


“Casglo,” Blix said. “Your actions are troubling.”


The nanobot stream fled back into the cat.


“My apologies,” Casglo said. “It is in my programming to scan for precious objects for the collection. My sensors indicate high probability this young one will complete my goal.”


Nelvan took a step back. “How? I don’t even have vibes.”


Casglo continued down the corridor, motioning with its paw for us to follow. “The results will soon be known. The collection room is near.”









Chapter 4


The Collection Room


We headed down a long corridor. At the far end sat an oval doorway flowing with red energy.


Nelvan leaned in, his voice shaky. “What does he want with me?”


How could I answer the kid when I was just as lost as he was? We were in a tight spot, and I had no idea what this bizarre nanocat wanted. All I knew was the longer I searched for a way out of here, the greater the chance I’d find one. “Just go along with it for now,” I whispered. “I’ve got your back.”


“But what if he wants my leg or my eyes or something?”


I grimaced. “Where’d you get that idea?”


“Yeah, I know it’s gross,” Nelvan said. “It’s just that I read this one story on the uniweb—”


“Rule number one: don’t believe everything you read on the uniweb.”


We reached the end of the corridor. The oval doorway buzzed with power, promising electric pain to any trespassers.


“This is our destination.” Casglo was now the size of a jungle cat. Its soft kitten voice was gone, replaced by a synchronized choir of darker voices with a touch of growl. “The collection room of the Arpellon.” The cat slinked toward the red energy and roared as if warning another jungle beast. The red energy fluctuated, then disappeared.


The room beyond was filled with pedestals displaying all manner of objects. All the items hovered above the pedestals, suspended in cylinders of glowing white energy. The value of some objects seemed obvious, being encrusted in glittering jewels or exquisitely crafted by an artisan, while others were more puzzling. I noticed one pedestal displaying the moss-covered stump of a small tree. There were obviously some freakish minds behind the qualifications for this collection.


Casglo looked at us. “Please, follow.” The cat walked farther into the room and began sniffing at the objects in some odd kind of inspection.


I looked at Blix. “You first.”


Blix wrinkled his nose. “Captains are supposed to lead by example.”


“You’re the least likely to die. You’ve got those tough Vythian scales.”


“Very well.” Blix straightened as though preparing for a final mission. “But I’m doing this for Princess Jasette and Nelvan.”


“Whatever. Just go.”


Blix flashed his teeth at me and headed through the doorway. A blue curtain of energy draped over him and appeared to scan his body. There was a discordant beep and the blue energy disappeared.


“Negative,” Casglo said. “Nothing on the Vythian of value.”


“I beg to differ.” Blix adjusted his shoulder straps.


Jasette marched forward through the doorway and the blue energy washed over her. Once again, the strange beep sounded.


“Negative.” Casglo said. “Please continue.”


I hesitated for a moment. Submitting myself voluntarily to the electronic prodding of a computer system was a painful blow to my pride, but I consoled myself with the fact that at least it wasn’t a teleporter. I also made a silent vow to store up my anger from this moment and apply it to blasting random objects into tiny pieces later.


“Captain?” Casglo said. “Do you wish to proceed?”


I gritted my teeth, growing tired of his constant questioning. “Yes, fine.” Hands clenched into fists, I headed forward. A wave of electric current went through me as I stepped into the collection room.


“Negative,” Casglo said. “As suspected.”


Now that I was in the room, I was granted a more ominous view of the objects within. The first few rows were the valuable items I’d seen from the corridor. But farther in, things took a darker turn. Sown among the objects of value were aliens. Some were races I recognized, some were so exotic and strange they existed beyond the scope of where my space travels had taken me. They hung there, looking forward with blank stares, suspended in the white energy fields above the pedestals. A chill went through me at the discovery that a few of them were still alive. For a moment, I imagined my crew and me hanging beside them.


I turned to Blix and Jasette. The deep concern on their faces told me the same thoughts were spinning through their heads.


The cat turned its attention to Nelvan. “Please proceed. If my calculations are correct, you will bring my mission to an end.”


Nervous twitching animated Nelvan’s body. He swallowed hard and headed forward. A blanket of blue energy flowed over him, and suddenly the energy changed from blue to green as an ascending tone rang out.


Casglo immediately grew. Muscles rippled across the cat’s black frame and sharp spines protruded from its neck and back. The jungle cat went into a deep stretch, thick, curved horns now emerging from its head. “The final object. My mission is complete.” A thunderous roar burst from its mouth, sending fear tremors up my legs.


“W-What does that mean?” Nelvan looked petrified.


Casglo took powerful strides toward Nelvan. “It means you have brought the final object to my collection.”









Chapter 5


The Final Object


Blix stepped between Casglo and Nelvan. “Casglo, we wish to help, but you cannot possibly intend to take Nelvan.”


Casglo turned his heavily muscled head to Blix. “I do not need the young one. Just his skin.”


A chill went through me as I realized that Nelvan’s morbid thoughts about Casglo’s intentions were spot on. Of course I couldn’t let that happen to Nelvan, even if it meant taking a dangerous stand deep in the heart of this nightmare. I drew my pistol and aimed it at the large cat. Jasette mirrored my actions, her silver pistols held at the ready.


A group of spider bots gathered in the corridor outside the collection room. It was starting to look like our last stand. There was no chance to blast our way out of this one.


Casglo glanced around at us. “When one is threatened, all become hostile. You are a bonded unit. Yes or no?”


“Yeah.” I powered the DEMOTER X to full. “Now leave Nelvan alone.”


“Your cohesive unit is pleasing,” Casglo said. “Greater strength with unity. Your weakness lies in your impulsive response.”


“We do not wish aggressive actions, Casglo.” Blix sounded calm, but his body was tense, ready to act. “But we cannot allow you to hurt Nelvan.”


“No harm is intended,” Casglo said. “I only require his silver skin.”


“Silver skin?” Nelvan looked puzzled. All our heads swiveled to look at him.


“Oh.” Blix relaxed a bit. “You mean this?” He pinched a corner of Nevlan’s jumpsuit between his fingers.


The large cat nodded. “Precisely. The material has been analyzed and determined to be quite rare. It qualifies for the collection.”


Nelvan closed his eyes and exhaled. “Thank God.”


I powered down the DEMOTER, my adrenalin rush winding down. “Let me get this straight. Nelvan gives you the outfit, your mission is finished, you fix our ship, and we can go?”


Casglo nodded. “A mutually beneficial occurrence.”


A thrill went through me—the kind that only narrowly avoiding death can bring. “Fantastic. Nelvan.” I gestured. “Give the cat your suit.”


Nelvan frowned. “This is my only outfit.”


“Relax, I’ll give you my old space academy uniform. I was about your size back then.”


Nelvan glanced at Jasette, his cheeks going pink. “But I’d have to walk back to the ship in my underwear.”


I shrugged. “Sorry, kid.”


“Don’t be embarrassed, Nelvan.” Jasette turned the other way. “I won’t even look.”


Nelvan frowned but gave in to the inevitable and removed his brown jacket, then the jumpsuit. He stood there looking frustrated with his silver suit crumpled around his ankles. The only thing left on his skinny body were black boxers with a pattern of white stars.


“Stars, huh?” I grinned.


Nelvan shrugged. “Seemed like a good idea at the time.”


Jasette gasped and spun back around. She looked as though she’d seen a ghost. Nelvan swept his jumpsuit back over his underwear. “Hey, you promised you wouldn’t look.”


“Huh?” Jasette’s eyes were frantic, darting from Casglo to me. “No, it’s not that, Nelvan. It’s just . . . I saw . . .” She took a deep breath and composed herself. “It’s okay. I just got scared. Silly me.” She forced a laugh.


Casglo turned to her, an inquisitive look on its face. “Please explain.”


“Oh, I was just startled.” Jasette turned back and appeared to be looking for something. “That mask over there frightened me.” She pointed to a golden mask with ornate carvings. The facial expression on the mask was pure joy. I couldn’t figure out how a woman who’d faced down hundreds of vicious space monkeys without so much as flinching could be afraid of a happy little mask.


“Really?” I said.


“I know. Stupid, right?” She casually tapped out a few commands on her forearm computer.


I shook my head. “Whatever. Nelvan, give the cat your suit.”


Nelvan paused for a moment, a pouty look on his face, then stepped out of the jumpsuit and handed it to Casglo in a crumpled, silver ball. “Here.”


Casglo moved toward Nelvan, taking the suit in his teeth, and Nelvan flinched at the proximity of the fang-filled mouth. As the large cat strode to a nearby pedestal that stood empty, Nelvan retrieved his brown jacket and pulled it tightly around himself as though a winter breeze had just swept through the room.


Casglo placed the silver suit on the pedestal and watched as a white column of glowing energy lit up around it. Immediately, a pulsating siren blared through the room. The white columns of energy surrounding the rows of antiquities glowed bright.


Casglo sat on its haunches, scanning the room. “My mission is complete. I can return to the source.” Something between a purr and a growl came out.


I looked over at Blix, not sure what to do next. He motioned to the corridor as if to say, Let’s get out while the cat is happy. Good choice. Except I couldn’t get Jasette’s attention. She was tapping away at her computer.


“I guess we should be going, then,” I said.


Casglo turned back to me. “Yes. I am pleased with your assistance to my mission.”


Blix bowed. “It is our pleasure. May we return to our ship?”


Casglo’s whiskers twitched. The cat looked throughout the room as if trying to find something. “There are transmissions interfering with operations.” His dangerous eyes slid over to Jasette. “You are sending signals. They must cease.”


“Really? I’m so sorry.” Jasette seemed uncharacteristically apologetic. “My outfit has controls that help stabilize me. I’m just trying to recover after being so frightened.” Her fingers continued to dance across her computer.


“You must stop those signals.” Casglo strode toward her.


“Okay, I just have to turn this crazy thing off.” She acted as though she’d forgotten how to operate her power suit. “These computers can be so confusing sometimes.”


“Are you all right?” I gave her a concerned look.


“Fine.” She broke from her flustered behavior for a moment to flash me serious eyes.


Casglo moved closer to her. If this was the jungle, she was freems away from being eaten. “You must leave the collection room. Your device is causing negative interference.”


“So sorry,” she said. “I’ll leave.” She spun on her heel and walked out of the room right before it seemed he might pounce on her.


I followed close behind with Nelvan and Blix.


In the corridor, Casglo padded over to Jasette. “You are continuing to cause a disturbance. It is time for your device to terminate.”


Several spider bots gathered at Jasette’s feet.


“Jasette!” I flashed her a serious look.


She hit a few more controls, placed her arms at her sides, and looked up at Casglo with a forced smile. “So sorry. Didn’t mean to cause a problem.”


Casglo stared at her a moment longer, then headed down the corridor. “I will take you to your ship now.”


The trip back to the ship was a quiet one. Without the distraction of conversation, the dark metal of the corridors made me feel claustrophobic. I tried to speak confidentially to Jasette about why she was acting so weird, but she just brushed me off and mouthed the word later.


We arrived back at the landing bay, where the spider bots were still scuttling around my ship in frenetic patterns. Even though they were performing much-needed repairs, the sight of my star freighter covered with them was a vision of horror.


Casglo appeared to be studying the bots. The hulking cat’s yellow eyes moved in quick, jerky motions as if examining their progress. “Repairs are proceeding well. The vessel should be operational by tomorrow.”


“Tomorrow?” I gave Casglo a questioning look. “Really? That fast?”
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