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Chapter One

Frozen Excavation

There were no windows on the Magpie, but the ship’s doctor did not need to know where they were flying. Apart from the bay doors, the medical lab was by far the least cramped place to idle.

Technically, Selma Seaward’s specialty was with the already deceased, with a morbid fascination in interstellar forensic pathology. Space was a great place to find new ways to die. Captain Bill Lloyd ignored that detail when he needed just any doctor aboard to travel legally.

Selma’s favorite crewmate, nurse Touma Daisuke, also quietly shared the medical bay. He had his tablet, and Selma had hers. A call interrupted their break.

“Selma!” Bill sounded excited over the loudspeaker. “I’ve got great news for you.”

Selma was not of high enough social class for psychic implants. “Are we returning to Phobos?” she asked, intentionally to frustrate the man of empty promises. She knew he was tired of hearing the crew’s reminders.

Bill ignored her question and said, “A representative from the Lamia Mining Commission needs us to investigate an escape pod signal near their 1325 colony. It crashed two years ago but wasn’t reported, so obviously this ain’t a rescue. Quick black box and cadaver identification. That’s all.”

With a sparkle in her brown eyes, Selma wanted to know, “How many cadavers am I estimated to be working with?”

Touma, still with his nose over his digital comic book, said, “You’re the only person I know who is disappointed by survivors.”

The captain explained, “No data yet. Lamia will want salvage from wherever the pod came from, so their focus is more on the box. The bodies are for us.”

Selma understood. “If the victims are class C or lower, is the pod close enough to the colony to be hauled to the docks?”

Any higher class, and there was a chance that the victims’ families would pay for their return. The ransom was determined by the value of the bodies’ augmentations, metals, and organic parts.

“It’s a hundred-kilometer comet, Selma. Everything is close,” Bill snarked. “Per Andy, the coords only put the pod roughly two kilometers from the colony. Bundle up accordingly. We land in two hours.” He then disconnected the call.

Bundling could wait. Selma, Touma, and other crew members began prepping the lab and its infirmary. They gathered tools and made sure everything was in the correct places. The hazard suits had not been inspected in weeks.

Selma didn’t want to be at the receiving end of her morbid hobbies yet.
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The entire crew, minus the captain and pilot, were finally against the walls in the airlock, buckled and suited.

Over the intercom, Captain Bill Lloyd alerted everyone, “We’ve breached Lamia’s shield. Prepare for landing.”

Everybody braced. Nothing happened. Selma looked up at the speaker, her face hidden by the tinted shield of her bright yellow and reflective suit.

Andy the pilot’s voice replaced Bills and calmly warned them, “Prepare for turbulence.”

Violent shaking caused Selma to instinctively grip the pole beside her, as if that would stop the sensation of falling. She thanked God that she was not one of the engineers in that moment. The metallic crunch she heard outside was making the team in the neon orange suits furious.

Bill’s voice returned to the loudspeaker. “Pardon the rough landing. All systems are still operational. We’re outside the escape pod’s crater.”

The head of engineering asked, “Why aren’t we at the docking bay?”

“Because we’re not,” Bill said, before clicking off.

The bay doors counted down and opened to reveal a rough snowscape, wind roaring from the false atmosphere. Everything was buried, so Selma decided that quarantine would have to be built around a dig site.

Stepping out, everyone in the same reflective yellow gear that Selma wore began the kitted construction. Knee deep in snow, outside of the polymer tent, Selma looked up towards the lights of the nearby colony. The black sky was interrupted by the comet’s atmospheric shield.

A proud building stood taller than the dockyard, obviously belonging to the overseer. Oddly placed spotlights shined on the building, but not the surrounding area.

Through a speaker in Selma’s suit, she could hear her whole team, as long as they were within range. The built-in programming only cut out breathing and guttural noises. Touma was laughing.

“You all right there, Touma?” Selma asked.

Stifling his laughter, he said in hushed tone, “I’m close enough to hear engineering. The DTC denied our request to park.” DTC stood for docking traffic control.

Selma rolled her eyes. “So what? Bill had Andy just park anywhere?”

“Landing gear is also busted. Engineering is pissed,” he snickered.

With the tent up, it was time to dig out the pod. Ice had formed over the capsule, but modern tools excavated within minutes.

Before Selma’s team was the most beautiful escape pod she had ever seen in her career. It was smooth and dark. Gold colored alloy made filigree and other artful details. The shell had been wrapped to mimic polished black marble.

“I’m guessing they’re not class C,” Touma joked.

The capsule wasn’t gaudy, but it was ridiculously extravagant all the same. Aristocrats in this sector were not known for practicality.

Now was time for the final reveal. The very thing Selma had been dying to see. She plugged her tablet into the outside control panel to turn off the tinted solar shielding on the window and reveal the contents.

For a moment, Selma forgot that her hand could not reach her face.

As if pulled from an ancient fairy tale, a woman wearing red velvet laid with her flaxen hair spread across a pillow. Her skin was pale, but her face was blushed, and she had soft red lips. Both of her hands were demurely resting in her lap.

Selma said, “There’s no cutting into this one. She’s perfectly preserved in the pod. We need to observe as much as we can before breaking the seal. I think we should pull the whole pod aboard…”

Selma’s thoughts were interrupted by a crashing sound outside of the quarantine tent. Engineers shouted outside in a panic.

To her team, Selma ordered, “Everyone, stay here! I’m going to see what happened. Try to identify all neural and abdominal implants while I’m out.”
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