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Book Description

A spaceship appears out of nowhere…then disappears. Like it never existed.

Hope Delgado, GALCOM’s only ghost expert, confronts the impossible. Can a spaceship be a ghost?

Cryptic clues lead to the planet below. And a deadly secret in space threatens the lives of everyone on the S.C. Kangjun.

Hope must solve the mystery before time runs out.

A page-turning story in the GALCOM Universe series.
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“Linda Maye Adams’s especially delightful ‘Alien Pizza’ features friendly aliens so enamored with low-budget monster movies that they make one of their own.”–Publisher’s Weekly
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Chapter 1

The S.C. Kangjun, one of GALCOM’s finest space battle cruisers, was headed for a planet with only a number for a name. There wasn’t anything of note on Planet 6390, so no one had bothered with a name. It would come into view any time; Hope Delgado parked herself near a window in the gym so she could catch the first view of it.

It was early morning ship’s time, and the computer adjusted the lighting as if it were dawn. The exterior wall was streaked with artificial orange and gold light, and there was a fuzz of gray clouds above the big windows. Despite the hour, the gym was packed full enough to make the room uncomfortably warm, especially in the gray sweats Hope wore. Weights clanged, men grunted, everyone chattered. The combination of sweat and spacer moisturizer was giving Hope a headache.

That and the ghost standing in front of her, who was being quite annoying.

“Behave yourself,” she said. “You’re an officer. You know better.”

Felix Lopez grinned at her, flashing see-through teeth. He was Mexican, like her, though he was from across the border. He’d joined GALCOM before the organization split up into country divisions. He was the first commander of Kangjun and had died in the line of duty. He wore an old-style blue jumpsuit uniform with the eagle denoting his captain’s rank.

Felix was mannerly enough for a ghost, respecting the space of the living.

Mostly.

“You should do the treadmill,” Felix said.

“Yeah, right,” Hope muttered.

Felix only wanted her to get on the treadmill because she was a big klutz. She felt like her feet would run out from under her. Her latest instructor had quit yesterday, claiming she was unteachable. Was it that hard to get in shape? Was she that terrible?

Before she could decide what to do, Chief Marotta stepped up next to her.

“Hope, what are you doing?” Marotta asked.

As chief of the spaceship, Marotta was the most senior enlisted person on board. She was tall and thin in a bony way, and her hair was chopped short for practicality. Gym wear was yoga pants and a bra top in eye-smarting pink.

Hope hated being on a last-name basis with everyone, but she didn’t even want to know Marotta’s first name.

Hope’s voice came out as a squeak. “Um …” She wished she could hide. Maybe she could shrink up and disappear like Felix. The traitorous ghost grinned at her.

“Do you know why I’m here?” Marotta asked.

Hope shook her head.

“Because the skipper is unhappy. And if the skipper’s unhappy, I’m unhappy.”

Gulp.

“Why is Colonel Graul unhappy?” Hope asked.

“Because,” Marotta said, punctuating each word that followed with a long, thin forefinger that was entirely too sharp, “you keep ending up in medical.”

Double gulp.

“Yeah, well. I didn’t want to be on the wrong side of aliens again.”

When Hope was dirtside on Sinhollow two months ago, yellow alien slugs had tried to kill her. She’d had to run for her life. But she was in such poor shape that she’d been sore for a week afterward. So she’d tried hitting Kangjun’s gym to get some muscles.

Marotta leaned close enough that Hope could smell the space moisturizer. “I’m going to help you,” she said.

Hope’s heart thudded to a stop. Marotta? Help her? Marotta was like the Phys Ed teacher who’d humiliated Hope when she couldn’t run a mile in the sixth grade.

She straightened up, though it didn’t do much to counter Marotta’s height, and glared. “I’m tired of being everyone’s special project just so they can laugh behind my back.”

Marotta sighed. No doubt Hope was exasperating her. No one was used to having a civilian, especially one who saw ghosts, on a military spaceship.

“Colonel Graul said that if you end up in Sick Bay again, I’ll owe him an explanation. I don’t want to owe him an explanation, so I’m here to help.”

Great. Hope wished Graul would take some leave and see his wife. Remind him there were different kinds of people out there besides military people—like other Hope-type people.

“Fine. Have your turn. You’ll see how bad I am.”

Marotta lifted a long index finger. “Hop on the treadmill. Now. Ten minutes.”

She gave instructions to the computer to set the treadmill at level one. The computer beeped impatiently at Hope. Resigned, she stepped onto the track, and it started moving. She gripped the side rails like she was hanging on to a life preserver.

“You don’t need to do that,” Marotta said. “If you fall, the computer will shut off the machine.”

“But it won’t stop me from falling!”

 Felix circled to get a better view. This was probably the best entertainment he got in the ghost world.

Hope’s calves burned. This was the lowest setting? Maybe she needed a level minus-one. How would she keep this up for more than two minutes?

To keep her mind off how hard it was, she asked, “How do they name planets, anyway? Why did this one we’re visiting get stuck with only a number?”

“Politics,” Marotta said. “A planet is supposed to be named after the person who discovered it, but it’s often a politician everyone wants to make happy.”

“Poor lonely planet. No one wanted to use their name on it.”

The planet was gold-striped, like it was wrapped with a Christmas ribbon. Pretty planet, even if no one had bothered to name it. Maybe it could be named after Hope. The planet Delgado. She liked the sound of that.

Felix glanced away at something she couldn’t see. Then he vanished.

A second later, a whoosh of cold rushed in, bringing with it the smells of tobacco, perfume, and fear-sweat.

A spaceship appeared in front of the planet. It hadn’t been there, and then suddenly it was, like a ghost. The new ship had a submarine-like shape, complete with one of those conning towers. It seemed old, though Hope couldn’t have explained why she thought that.

Even knowing as little as she did about space travel, a ship appearing out of nowhere was alarming.

“Chief!” she said.

Marotta took one look out the window and surged to the nearest wall, slapping it for the computer panel.

“Bridge,” she yelled. “Visual sighting of a ship off the starboard side.”

Hope couldn’t make out the answer, but Kangjun lurched forward, knocking her against the treadmill’s control panel. She fell on the track with a startled cry, pain hammering in the knee she’d fallen on. Weights crashed to the floor; people cried out.

Then, just to be contrary now that it had gotten everyone’s attention, the ship vanished. Like it had never been there at all.


Chapter 2

The summons came ten minutes later in the form of an announcement over the ship’s intercom. Hope and Marotta were to report to the skipper’s executive suite to see Graul. Marotta led the way, taking the K-Way, a corridor that ran the length of Kangjun. Crew members stepped to the side for the tidal wave that was Marotta.

Hope was in such a rush to keep up with the chief that she banged into one of the six-inch bug bots that crawled on walls, constantly scanning the hull. The bot, which resembled a ladybug, fell off with a clatter, landing on its back. Horrified, Hope thought she’d broken it, but Marotta just kicked it back onto its feet. The bug paused, antennas rotating, then climbed back up the wall.

Hope sighed. She did not want to know how much one of those things cost!

They swung into Graul’s executive suite. As the door slid shut behind her and Marotta, library silence closed in around them. Kangjun’s skipper had a suite that rivaled any five-star hotel. Every time Hope entered, she checked her clothes and wondered if she would be turned away.

Kangjun’s skipper served not only as the commander of the ship but also as a diplomat, negotiator, and occasional bad guy. Appearance was the first impression, and battles could be won or lost over a first impression. The executive suite dripped with elegance, from the thick shag carpet to the ornate conference
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