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It was the last thing Captain Penner needed to hear.

"Could you repeat that, Ben?" he asked, irritably. Ben was Benito Reyes, the navigator, who, despite the omnipresent fog, thick as pea soup and not too far off in color, had taken to long walks outside the ship, playing amateur scientist. Penner figured that he'd finally, inevitably, fallen into a gully or something and needed an extraction before he ran out of air. But no, he sounded far too excited for it to be anything bad. No one aboard the long-range star transport Talladessner got excited over anything bad anymore. On the Talladessner, bad was just par for the course.

"You're not gonna believe this," Reyes beamed as a fuzzy image appeared on the monitor, slowly coming into focus. Holding his personal communicator at arm's length, the navigator posed, grinning, with an object that Penner couldn't immediately identify. Then, like a sack of frozen potatoes dislodged from a great height, it hit him. He was looking at a skull. A human skull.

"Brilliant," he sighed. "Just bloody fucking brilliant."
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"There's a whole bunch of them, dozens, all scattered around this big pillar," Reyes proudly informed them as they stared at the thing. It sat on the mess room table, where Reyes had deposited it after hauling it through de-con. It stared back at them impassively.

"Intelligent design," Doctor Lycee said. "The pillar setup, I mean," he quickly amended, "not the beings themselves." He was a devout atheist.

"So you're a grave robber," Tyler Baxter said.

"Exoarchaeologist," Reyes corrected her.

"Not bad for a planet you said wuz 'unwinsome and ungainsome', huh, Tyler?" chided Baldwin.

"I'm still half right," she countered.

Penner joined them, belatedly. The stim-bev he'd quaffed hadn't done shit for his demeanor. Tri-caffeine was for bureaucrats and office proles. He needed a goddamned drink. Glancing around, he realized that everyone was accounted for, aside from Jules, who was still below tearing apart the aft propulsion generator, and Kami, the accountant, who never left her quarters unless absolutely necessary. It was that kind of an organization, he reflected, that they had a permanent bean counter assigned to this freighter, but no science officer.

"Is everything alright, Captain?" asked Tyler, with genuine concern. The soft tech was on the short side, and maybe a little thicker than your stereotypical feminine ideal, but she was so adorable, her manner so winsome, that few noticed. Everyone on board had a little crush on her.

"Just a little parched, I suspect," whispered Lycee, ship's med, adjusting his cap. He was young for his profession, but had lost his hair early, in his mid-twenties, and as a result he never took off his service cap. But he was constantly touching it, readjusting it. A perpetual nervous habit.

"So what we gonna do with it?" Baldwin asked, directing the question more-or-less in Penner's direction.

"It's an important scientific discovery," Lycee interjected, as if this alone decided the matter.

"Tag it, box it up, I guess?" the captain shrugged. This wasn't his forte and he really wasn't all that concerned about it. Billions of stars, tens of billions of planets scattered across the galaxy. Someone was bound to find evidence of life on one of them eventually. To him it wasn't so much a milestone as a mathematical inevitability. Hardly something to get excited about. Not when there were far more pressing matters at hand, like getting that generator running so they could get off this barren, fog-drenched rock.

"No way," Reyes said. "I'm keeping it in my quarters."

"Ugh," said Tyler.

"No," Penner told him.

"Why not?" Reyes asked. "I found it."

"Do you think this might be...?" Tyler trailed off.

"That's why!" Penner said, singling her out. She blushed, clearly embarrassed, and he felt bad, but he should have nipped this in the bud first thing.

"Three of us have seen him!" Baldwin reminded the captain. "And that's just those willin' to admit it!" He looked around the room, accusingly.

Him being the previous engineer on this junk bucket. Every since they'd set down on this nameless rock for repairs, people had been seeing him; lurking, furtive, just out of the corner of an eye. Problem was, he was dead. Five months now.

"If you're all going to persist with this," Penner snarled, "at least maintain some consistency. Are we being haunted by our former crewmate – rest his soul – or," he pointed to the skull on the table, "this guy?"

"Why not both?" Tyler meekly protested.

"Because it doesn't make for a structurally consistent narrative!" Penner declared. And that, as far as he was concerned, was that.
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Kami cringed when Baldwin poked his big, fat face into her office-slash-quarters. Her fault, though, for not shutting the door. Slim and leggy, but well-proportioned, she had a tiny, upturned nose and radiated attitude. No one had a crush on her, but they all wanted to have sex with her. Today she was wearing non-regulation denim shorts and, as always, had a pair of inexpensive reading glasses perched on the end of that judgmental nose. She despised both contacts and bifocals. Her long, golden-red hair, which leaned heavily towards the former, was pulled back in a ponytail.

"Did you hear?" Baldwin asked. He knew she hadn't, obviously. It was just an excuse to intrude on her privacy. Leaning back in her chair she stretched out one of her long legs and wiggled her toes, as if working out a cramp. She did it solely to tease him. He had a foot fetish and she knew it.

"What?" she asked, raising her glasses so that they rested on her forehead.

"Reyes found a skull. A human skull. Ain't no one ever been this far out before, which means we just confirmed extraterrestrial life on another planet."
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