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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."

Redundant, she thought, but didn't say anything.

Baldwin didn't elaborate, for several seconds.

"And?" she prodded.

"I dunno," he said, lingering. His eyes were unapologetically creeping up and down her legs, returning repeatedly to her bare feet. God damn was he a rapey creep. Now she regretted encouraging him, even in jest. "Just thought you should know," he finally said.

"Okay, thanks," she said. Her tone made it clear that this was a dismissal.

"What's your problem?" he asked after a moment. This, instead of leaving.

"My problem?"

"Bitch," he said, not quite under his breath. His fat face disappeared.

Jesus, she thought to herself. She returned to her work, but somehow felt out of sorts until she'd gotten up and closed the door.

And locked it.
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Baldwin cornered Jules next, which wasn't difficult since the rail-thin drive engineer was halfway inside the aft propulsion generator when he found him.

"So what you think?" he asked the man's legs. There was a clang from inside the generator as Jules dropped something. He swore under his breath.

"About what?" he said when he realized that Baldwin was still there.

"About what I just told you. What Reyes found."

"Who cares?"

"Christ almighty, y'all got to be the most ignorant, apathetic motherfuckers I ever seen."

"What do you want me to do? Come all over the place? So he found some bones. Big fucking deal."

"Man, it's an important scientific discovery. Like it might be the biggest thing ever."

"Well whoop-de-fuckin'-do. Maybe when we get home they'll pin a medal on his dick. In the meantime, we won't be getting home unless I get this cuntbuster fixed and I can't do that with you bothering me." There was a pause. "Bad enough Tyler and Kami are always coming down here begging me to sex 'em up."

"Har-de-har," said Baldwin. "You'll see, I'm right."

"Well ain't you special?" Jules said. There was a sudden pop and a flurry of sparks showered down. "Shitcakes! Numbfucker!" he shouted, flailing around and banging his head on something. Baldwin left him to his work.
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"Captain?" Tyler ventured, rapping lightly on his half-open cabin door a few hours later. "We have a... problem."

"Of course we do," he sighed.

"Kind of a... sizable one," she said.

Sizable was an understatement.
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"What is this?" Penner finally asked. He'd been staring at the components for a full minute, not quite grasping what he was looking at. Whatever it was, it had been meticulously dissembled down to the tiniest screw, and all of the pieces, literally thousands of them, had been lined up in neat rows on the floor, largest to smallest.

"It's the cunt-curling aft generator drive," Jules said, clearly flustered. "All gazillion individual bastard pieces of it..."

"I thought it was almost fixed."

"It was fixed!" Jules all but wailed. "Well, damn-nearly!"

"I don't understand."

"Captain, I was fuck-near done, so I went up to grab a cup o' tri-caff. I wasn't gone but four, five minutes and I came back to this."

"That isn't possible," Tyler interjected.

"Mary mother of Christ on the rag I know it isn't possible! You tell it that!"

"Can you put it back together?" Penner asked. Jules shook his head.

"I wouldn't even know where to begin."

"Who else knows about this?"

"Just us," Tyler said.

"Keep it that way."
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Tyler trailed him back to his cabin.

"We're in an awful lot of trouble, Captain."

"I'm aware of that."

"So what are we going to do?"

He turned on her, because there was no one else to attack, no one else to blame.

"You're going to let me goddamned think!" he shouted. His hands were shaking. He needed a drink. Tyler knew he needed a drink. The open secret hung unspoken between them. When she finally responded, she was all business.

"I can activate a sub-light beacon. Maybe someone will happen by." She waited.

"Yeah. I mean yes, do that," Penner whispered, dismissing her with a wave of his hand. She went away. It was all a waste of time. They'd gone off the usual routes, outside patrolled space, and by the time a sub-light...

His hands were shaking. He stepped into his private toilet, turned on the faucet, closed his eyes, and splashed cold water on his face.

The water was sticky.

He opened his eyes.

The water coming out of the faucet was a garish, arterial red. He gasped, stumbling in his haste to back away from the sink. It was all over his hands, his face...! But it was thin, sweet. It wasn't blood. He lifted a finger to his nose, licked his lips. It couldn't be. It couldn't. But it was.

It was sangria.

He cupped his hands beneath the faucet and greedily slurped up the alcohol. It was impossible. It was insane. Dear god in heaven what is happening? the rational part of his mind demanded. The rational part of his mind, however, was quickly shouted down.

There was booze now.

Nothing else mattered.
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