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      Arlon Stoddard tapped on the disk of his little datapad, checking the time.

      The others were late. Not a big issue, but there was always the niggle in the back of his mind that something might have gone wrong.

      Bright sun sparkled across him. The cloud cover was thin and patchy. The air was cool and hazy with pollen. Ahead of him lay a low, shallow slope coated with wildflowers of every description. Tall lemon-yellow cones and sprays of teal and gold, bunches of maroon and dark red. Some of the plants were huge bushes, and others stood erect with sharp spearlike points, and some draped around in long vines.

      It was almost as if someone had come out here intentionally, with the seeds of ten thousand different plants and set about creating a garden.

      Perhaps that had been it, a hundred years or more back when there had been people here on Pross.

      He shivered and pulled his jacket a little closer at the collar. High overhead a small flock of birds, perhaps a dozen, flapped slowly across. Black with long tails and bright yellow bills. Their paths twisted and turned as they maintained formation.

      Below Arlong lay a wide lake, with the ruins of an old town just jutting above the surface. The peaks of roofs and the spire of perhaps a church or a gallery, perhaps even a library. The data on the colonization had been thin and fragmented. Perhaps the inhabitants had even intended that.

      Arlon’s little sleek flitter was parked on a wide, grassy terrace above the lake. The craft’s hull made quiet tinking sounds as it continued to cool from his descent from orbit. A single-seater with thin, low slung wings, already it had its snorkel out processing the atmosphere to refuel itself for his return to orbit.

      The others should have been here already. Should have gotten to the rendezvous point before him.

      Trust your crew.

      They were good people. Knew what to do. Independent, smart, full of initiative and bravado. They barely even needed him as captain.

      He walked to the terrace’s edge. The grass gave way to gravel and rock. The lake’s level had changed a lot over time. Once this would have been under water too.

      The water was a deep blue and the surface rippled gently under a soft wind. When the village had been occupied, the level had been much lower.

      Had they been surprised by it?

      Thick forest of tall pine-like trees covered the hills enclosing the lake. Filled with birds and other creatures. The twitterings and chirps crossed the water, lively and busy.

      To his right, the lake’s outlet looked as if it might have been victim to a sudden landslide. A narrow valley, leading through a tight gorge that dropped away three kilometers downstream, over a shelf, leaving the tracery of a wispy white waterfall.

      Evidence there. Bare rock and earth and younger trees. Landslides upon landslides.

      Easy to see that the debris had filled and blocked the lake’s outlet. A dynamic environment, subject to sudden events that blocked or released the lake.

      Looking around it was clear that the hills that surrounded the lake made for a huge funnel of a catchment. It may have only take a matter of years, perhaps less, for the blockage to raise the water level sufficiently to make the village uninhabitable.

      The village would have been on a similar terrace to the one where he’d set down the flitter.

      Where had they gone?

      Pross was a rich verdant world, but it had been abandoned. Not just this village, but numerous others. tens of thousands of people.

      Sure, this village had been inundated, but that was not enough reason to evacuate the planet. The other towns they’d observed from orbit, seemed intact, if a little weathered and run down from decades facing the elements without maintenance.

      His datapad chirped. A message from the crew.

      Before he even looked, that shudder of sonic booms echoed around the lake.

      Another flitter arriving. Decelerating after aerobraking down from orbit and dropping below the local speed of sound.

      Arlon scanned the sky, but didn’t see the craft.

      Something scuttled over his foot and he glanced down to see a long furry creature. Snakelike, but with tiny legs and fluffy ears. It was the tan color of beach sand, speckled with dark spots, almost like a cheetah.

      It moved fast, with elegant swishes, and made for the edge of the terrace.

      “Hello, come in, Captain?” Eva’s voice said from the datapad.

      “I’m here,” he said. “What kept you?”

      “Well, while you were goofing off taking in the scenery, the rest of us were doing actual work.”

      “How unusual.”

      “Huh! I just lost a bet with Kilo. He said that you would say that.”

      “That’s me,” Arlon said. “Predictable as all get out.”

      “Anyway, enough gawping. Kilo says there’s a message on repeat out here. Very long cycles.”

      “A message.”

      “You’re going to want to hear this. Oh boy.”

      Eva’s flitter appeared. Speeding above the hills, following the line of the gorge. The craft swept around in a long arc over the lake.

      “This is a gorgeous spot you’ve found,” she said from the datapad. “We could build a lodge right there where you are. People would come from far and wide. Maybe set up a little spa, maybe a vineyard up amongst those flowers behind you.”

      “The flower fields stay.”

      “I know. Besides, everyone left, right? Who would want to come here when the previous inhabitants fled the place?”

      “Exactly.”
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      Eva had brought down one of the mid-sized flitters. An SR4. Their vessel, the Saphindell, had a tiny flotilla of tenders and flitters, with capacities for a single-occupant right up to the C-Magus, a leap-capable ship with facilities for ten passengers to travel and remain independent for over two months.

      The SR4 had comfortable space for four, with a full search and rescue system and medical bay.

      Arlon sat up front with Eva in the narrow cockpit. She’d woven translucent threading into her hair, with living lights that made her head shimmer. It was off-regulation, but totally her.

      “Why all the mystery?” Arlon said. “Couldn’t you have just let me hear the message through the datapad? Or from my own flitter’s cockpit?”

      “One, you weren’t in your flitter, you were just gazing at the scenery. Two, you need context.”

      Eva was in her flight overalls, dark blue with orange piping. Full survival packages built into the slim pockets. She smelled of lavender and something spicy. Maybe her latest experiment with scents.

      “Here,” she said waving up instructions at one of the consoles.

      A display folded up and a jagged visualization of the radio message appeared. There were clearly gaps.

      “It’s pretty broken up,” Eva said.

      “Is the ship not able to fill those in? Make it complete?”

      Saphindell’s on-boards were pretty good at extrapolation, if not intuition.

      “Not so far. Marto and Kilo are working on it.”

      The SR4’s cockpit had two seats, side by side, with all the controls folded into place in front of Eva in the left one. She had a flask of some kind of purple juice tacked to her armrest.

      “So play this,” Arlon said. “Let me hear it.”

      The cockpit was faced with a windshield that was a wide, single sheet of curved glass. Outside, the black birds with the yellow bills were twisting and cavorting out over the lake. They were so agile.

      “Listen,” Eva said.

      On the display, the vertical bar moved across the jagged sound representation.

      From the speakers came static. It stopped completely in the breaks on the representation, then came back.

      “You see what they’re working with?” Eva said. “There’s not much to extrapolate.”

      “But they cleaned it up, right?”

      “Yes. I wanted you to hear the raw signal first.”

      “So play it again. Cleaned up.”

      “Right.”

      More static. It was very heavy. But there were words in there.

      Leave us be. For -od’s sake, run a-ay

      “Huh,” Arlon said. “Run away.”

      “Yep.”

      “Do we have a fix on the origin?”

      Eva pursed her lips. “Yes.” She sighed. “Almost on the far side of the local star.”

      “That explains the corruption in the signal.”

      “Sure does.”

      “Related to what happened here on Pross?”

      “Happened? You mean how everyone left?”

      “Yes.”

      Eva sighed. She leaned back in the pilot’s seat and stared through the windshield.

      “That makes sense,” she said. “I suppose you want for us to go check it out.”

      “No obligation. We were sent here to look at the situation on the ground.”

      Eva smiled. She picked up the flask and took a decent swig.

      “Did you know that Kilo has done his hair like mine?” she said. “Biolume threads?”

      “He did that since I left Saphindell?”

      “Apparently. I want you to have a word with him.”

      “Sure. But not about that.”

      “Really?”

      “You know what they say about imitation?”

      “Slap them with a wet towel?” Eva said.

      “Flattery.”

      “Oh that? This is not why Kilo did it. More like needling.”

      “Let’s talk about this after we figure out what happened here.”

      “As you said. That is the letter of our brief. “But remember the whole any and all means that’s in our mandate?”

      “Yes.”

      “So we should go.”

      “What about the message?” Arlon said. “Leave us be. Run away. Sounds like a kind of a warning.”

      “I heard ‘run a-ay’. That could mean anything.”

      “How long until we can reach the source, do you think?”

      “Two hours, forty-two minutes, plus or minus five minutes.”

      Now Arlon smiled. Eva had always known they would go.
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