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1.

On a fine, sunny spring day, I had all of the
windows open in the office, to let in the fresh air. I was going
through some paperwork while I waited for an appointment. My old
friend Greg Ralchester had called yesterday about a job. I hadn't
seen him in years, not since I left my job at my uncle's
construction company. He had said it was urgent, and we didn't have
anything else going on at the moment, so it was easy to pencil him
in. I had just finished organizing some invoices from our last job,
hauling a pleasure yacht with engine trouble out of the gravity
well of a rather inhospitable gas giant, when the doorbell
rang.

I got up and walked over to the door. I could
see a shadow through the frosted glass window. It looked like Greg
was alone, which was surprising if he was bringing work. I opened
the door, and there he was, a little older than I remembered him,
but still the same skinny guy with a wrinkled shirt, khaki slacks,
and an unruly mop of black hair. His dark eyes smiled as he greeted
me. I ushered him in and we sat down on opposite sides of a little
cherrywood coffee table I keep for informal discussions, with nice,
comfortable leather chairs on all sides. I had a couple of glasses
of water on hand.

“How've you been?” I
started with some small talk.

“Fine,” he answered,
“...busy, but fine. I'm working for Meliopter Surveying, now, as a
senior advisor.”

“Nice.” I grinned. “That's
a pretty high position for someone your age.”

He waved it away. “There aren't a huge number
of candidates, honestly. And my doctoral work on xenobiology makes
me useful--in and out of the field.”

“That was after you left my
uncle's,” I noted.

“That was why I was working
there, as well as why I left. I had to save like crazy, but it paid
for my time in graduate school.”

We went back and forth a bit more, but it was
only a few minutes before Greg leaned back into the soft chair and
sighed. “You know, as much as I like catching up, I guess I'd
better give you the details.”

“Sure,” I said, taking a
sip of water. “What can Misevelin Salvage do for you?”

“We've lost contact with a
survey team. Four people. They were checking out a potentially
habitable planet in a small system out past the Verim sector. The
star is fairly small and hot, so no one expected to find anything
interesting in orbit, but there was a group passing through that
way last year that thought they picked something up on sensors.
Meliopter sent out a team to get a closer look, and lo and behold,
there was a terrestrial planet smack in the middle of the habitable
zone. They went into orbit and started looking into it.”

“And you lost contact with
them?”

“No, not for a while. They
spent about two weeks in orbit, doing the usual scans and
observations, sending back a couple of reports that didn't have
anything unusual in them. It looks like a standard terrestrial
planet, reasonable climate and ocean coverage, rudimentary plant
and animal life. Their last report says they were headed down to
the surface. We have one report from after four days on the
surface. We were expecting their next report about a week after
that. That was three days ago.”

“Any idea what
happened?”

“No. There weren't any
issues stated in any of their reports. Their last one said that
they were going to collect and tag various lifeforms, and look
around at the local geography. Forests, mountains, et cetera.
Apparently they were going to explore some foothills near their
chosen landing point.”

I leaned forward. “An accident, maybe?
Something happen while they were exploring?”

He shook his head. “Not unless they were
operating outside of usual protocol. It's common practice not to
put the whole team together in any area where any articulable
danger is present.”

“So whatever stopped them
from sending back reports isn't likely to have been a natural
phenomenon. Maybe mechanical problems? Power failure?”

“Maybe. It would be great
if it was just a technical issue. But if it isn't, Meliopter's top
brass wants a team on hand with everything they need to get down
there and put the pieces back together.”

“They're pretty far out for
pirates.” Outlaws did sometimes go after ships in the middle of
nowhere, but usually not scientific ships, which are full of
expensive but uncommon equipment that's hard to fence, and usually
pirates didn't stray that far away from established trade
routes.

“We thought so, too. It's
frontier, so it's not near any common transit lanes, and we haven't
had any reports of pirate activity out there, either. Their ship,
the Aminta, was equipped with a fairly good sensor suite, so they
would have probably picked up on any ships in the area before they
were found.”

“That sounds reasonable to
me. I'll call in my usual team and we'll get into the
details.”

Greg nodded. “Right.”

I got onto the phone and called Bill and Lew
and asked them to come in as soon as possible. That gave Greg and
me about an hour, so I also ordered some soup and sandwiches for
everyone. The food arrived just before Lew showed up, and it was
only a few minutes later that Bill walked in.

I guess I should mention that Bill is a
nickname. She got it at her old job, where she worked in
collections, and no one ever managed to skip out on payment of
anything she was in charge of, through a combination of charisma
and tenacity. I always like introducing her to clients with that
nickname, and so does she, but Greg didn't seem as surprised as
most people are. Usually her long blonde hair and trim figure give
people a few seconds of pause. Lew, on the other hand, is very
close to what you might think of if you think, “engineer,” though
more on the side that spends a good amount of time actually turning
wrenches and dragging large machines around, with a physique to
match. After they both arrived, I introduced everyone. We all sat
down around the coffee table with our food, and got down to
business between bites.

Greg briefed them on what he had told me, and
we started figuring out what we needed, and expenses. Based on the
location of the system, it would be at least ten hours in full
Shelf space, and if we were going planetside, we would need to
lease a ground shuttle. The Kingfisher is a good ship, but she
would never be very aerodynamic, and her thrusters aren't designed
for atmospheric flight anyway. Considering we would probably need
to spend some time searching on the planet's surface, I asked Greg
for a retainer of four thousand ounces, covering our initial
outlay, with expenses and fee to be paid upon return. We would
bring along some spare parts compatible with the survey team's ship
and ground shuttle as well, but Meliopter would only pay for what
we used. He said he had been given full authority to negotiate the
deal up to a certain amount. I guess being a senior advisor has its
perks. He poked at a handheld terminal for a minute and the funds
appeared in our account a few minutes later.

Bill, Lew, and I split up the tasks required
to get on our way and we all got to work. It was only about an hour
later when everything, including the ground shuttle, was arranged
and we were on the elevator. It was quick work, even by our
standards. Once we reached the station, we proceeded with our usual
checks, with Lew being extra careful in his pressure suit and
looking even bulkier than usual. As expected, everything checked
out. The ground shuttle was a LanceAir model--not new, but far from
old--and it looked pretty solid. Lew grinned and mentioned he was
happy we'd be flying something with a little heft to it when I
checked in on him. Bill, floating by as she checked on something
else, rolled her eyes. We docked the ground shuttle to the
Kingfisher and plotted a course. We should have about thirteen
hours of uninterrupted travel between Markledge Station and the
as-yet-unnamed planet orbiting a star that was still just a serial
number. It was enough time for a full sleep cycle, a good meal, and
a planning meeting.

Markledge Station traffic control wished us
luck as we taxied out of port.

 


 



2.

After we had all gotten some rest and some
food, we gathered in the central meeting room so that Greg could
brief us on the survey team. He had a presentation to set up on the
screen and gave us photos and biographical details of the four-man
team.

The leader of the survey team was Anne
Laghari, who was well-known at the company for her leadership and
organizational skills. She didn't have a scientific background, but
she was a well-educated layman and respected by all of her
coworkers. Her company photo was a little old, but Greg told us she
still had the same medium-length black hair and the same confident
smile, most of the time, at least. Second in command was Ciro
Martin, a xenobiology specialist and a recent up-and-comer at
Meliopter Surveying after his brilliant analysis of the lifecycle
of a species of bird-like creatures on a planet discovered last
year. He was the most senior member of the survey team, with brown
hair with a little grey in it.

The two other members were Lucas Torres, an
engineering specialist with side expertise in weather patterns and
climate, and Frances Wright, a geologist and chemist. Lucas kept
his auburn hair short and was known for being enthusiastic and a
bit of a clown. His company picture had a wide, toothy grin.
Frances had long, wavy blonde hair with a slight reddish tinge to
it, and was known for her quiet personality, but also a subtle
sense of humor.

Most of the reports that Meliopter had
received had been written by Ciro, with a few written by Anne
herself, usually if they found something new or started on a new
research topic. There were reams of sensor data from Lucas and
Frances, but not a lot of text. We glanced through the reports, but
there was nothing obvious in them about what had stopped them from
reporting, even with all of our eyes working together. The orbital
data showed a breathable atmosphere, a little thicker and with a
bit more carbon dioxide than standard, leading to lush plant life
over the entire temperate band of the planet, which covered about
forty degrees of latitude on both sides of the equator, with
temperatures comfortable for human habitation over most of that
area, especially near bodies of water.

The report from after they went planetside
shifted to more details about the life on the planet, with a
balance between oxygen-producing plants and oxygen-consuming
pseudo-fungi. There were very few mobile species in the area around
where the survey team had landed, although they had observed a few
fairly large arthropod-like creatures, all of which were
herbivorous, as far as the survey team had reported. They had
landed on the edge of a mountain range, where the increasing
elevation forced a hard edge to the forest below. They were a few
hundred kilometers from the ocean, but they still reported high
levels of water vapor in the local atmosphere, which seemed to be
an integral requirement of the local plant life.

That was all the information we had. There
was nothing in there that hinted at why they had stopped reporting.
No reports of technical issues, no discussion of dangerous terrain
or weather, nothing. After we had gone over it and Greg had
answered our questions to the best of his ability, we still had a
couple of hours before we would drop out of Shelf space and
rendezvous with the survey team's ship. I made some coffee and we
all took a little break. I had just finished handing Lew his coffee
when I saw Greg staring out into space, so I pushed over and asked
him what he was thinking about.

He blinked and turned toward me. “Oh, just
wondering what they found down on that planet. I guess it could be
something simple and mundane, and I kind of hope it is, but what if
it isn't?” He sighed. “It's every xenobiologist's holy grail, you
know--some kind of intelligent life.”

Bill had heard us talking and floated over.
She tilted her head quizzically, and asked with a half smile, “Is
it really that important?”

Greg glanced at her, and nodded solemnly.
“Absolutely. Mankind spent thousands of years looking up at the
sky, coming up with all kinds of complicated myths and stories
about those who inhabited the heavens. Later on, some of us kept
looking at the sky, and we abandoned the myths, but we still
guessed, and hoped that
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