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Nothing Down There But Rocks


 


NOT SAFE.

That was the succinct message which Mary
Smith typed to the command vessel orbiting somewhere overhead.

STAY AWAY.

She turned her eyes from the keypad, looked
out the window. Her light, rapid breathing was the only sound in
the capsule. Beyond the glass, the dark red surface of the rocky
planet stretched out of sight. Mary glanced down at herself; there
were horrible patterns of discoloration on her forearms, as if the
blood were seeping out from her veins beneath the skin, creating
elaborate fractal rivers and tributaries. Her fingers wouldn't
bend.

Her voice was gone, her breath nearly so.

She refocused on the keypad, eyes flicking
first past the monitor—no reply yet from Command. She added a final
word to her message, straining to make hardened muscles move.

DEATH.

 


Two days earlier, the explorer capsule
carrying the four of them had arrived near the edge of the
Cristsen-Max Crater in the Northern Hemisphere. Geologically
speaking, it was a new feature, having been formed only a few
decades previous. Exploration of the crater was just a portion of
their overall mission: to map the planet, investigate specific
formations, and to experience conditions first-hand. Ultimately,
the reports they turned in would determine how forcefully the
Vespal Company initiated colonization efforts.

Now, as the Vespal Company command vessel
orbited overhead, Bryant and Donaldson were on their way to check
out the crater.

Mary stayed behind in the capsule, along with
Commander Hammond. The eager, fresh-faced Bryant and the more
cynical Donaldson had set off in a scout carrier to the crater's
edge. There they would exit the vehicle and proceed down into the
crater on foot.

The planet was safe enough for simple
lightsuits, with the temperature at their current latitude staying
within a tolerable range. The air was oxygen-thin and helmets were
necessary. Mary watched the compact scout carrier drive away, its
oversized tires dancing over the rocky terrain. Hammond placed a
hand on her shoulder, and together they watched Bryant and
Donaldson grow smaller and smaller, until the pair passed beyond a
slight ridge and disappeared behind the landscape.

Neither Mary nor Commander Hammond would see
either man alive again.

 


"There," shouted Mary, glancing up from the
receiver. She tapped Hammond on the arm and pointed. "The hotline
signal is coming from right over there."

Hammond nodded, able to hear her shouted
words through his helmet. The radios were mostly useless. They
hadn't expected such large amounts of interference, and were forced
to communicate with shouts and hand motions. The strange signal
distortion seemed to exist all across the planet's surface. The
Vespal Company would need to investigate the source and determine
some fix before colonization efforts could begin in earnest.

Fortunately, she thought, the receiver
appeared to be picking up the hotline signal just fine, leading the
way towards the emergency beacon's source. She only hoped that
Bryant and Donaldson were still okay out there.

A flash of feedback and static in her ears
signified Hammond once again trying to raise the missing men on the
radio. His nearby voice also reached her ears through the helmet,
though the words were indistinct. She wanted to shout at him to
stop it, that there was no point. Even if Bryant or Donaldson tried
to respond she assumed they would hear only static. But Hammond was
the Commander of the mission; and anyway, she wanted to hold onto
Hammond's hope that Bryant and Donaldson could hear them coming to
help, that they might even be able to get a message through if they
just continued trying.

A few minutes later, they seemed to be almost
on top of the hotline signal when she heard Hammond call out, his
voice clear: "There!"

She looked up, saw his arm extended,
pointing, and followed with her eyes. Some distance away across the
flat of the crater, lying against the birth of the slope. Was that
one of the men? Or just a pack? Or . . . ?

Hammond broke into a trot. She heard his
voice again speaking into the radio, winced at the sharp static and
hissing in her ears, then began to jog after him.

When the Commander slowed to a stop, she
pulled up too, paused at Hammond's shoulder. Together, they looked
down at the incomprehensible sight. It was the backpack of one of
the men lying there on the slope, resting against a small,
lightly-colored boulder, which for an instant she had mistaken for
one of the men. It was a different hue than all the surrounding
rock, and the contours of it vaguely suggested a body lying in the
fetal position. Hammond moved closer circling to the left and Mary
also leaned in, peering at the strange rock, running her hands over
it.

Hammond was shouting something, but her
helmet and the distance between them obscured the words. He seemed
to immediately comprehend and stepped closer, so that they were
only a foot apart.

"This is a lightsuit," Hammond said, pointing
down emphatically. He bent and reached out for the material, which
was torn and hanging, and seemed to be pinched underneath and even
threaded into crevices in the strange rock.

Mary looked to the receiver in her hand,
having momentarily forgotten it. "The hotline," she shouted. "It's
close by."

The Commander kneeled on the ground beside
the rock, fingering the torn uniform. Mary scanned the ground just
beyond the scene, and quickly her eyes fell upon the small
emergency device. "Here it is," she called out. Stepping over, she
scooped the hotline up. She turned back to Hammond. "I have it.
It's here."

He spoke without looking up and she didn't
catch his words. She returned to his side and then he did look
up.

"I don't understand what happened here," he
said, spreading his arms. "I can't make any sense of it."

He leaned forward and tried to tug at the
rock.

"I feel like . . . I could . . . just . . ."
He strained, but the rock refused to budge. Mary stepped forward to
help, but Hammond suddenly jerked upright and let out a howl of
pain and frustration.

"What is it?" Mary asked kneeling beside him,
a hand on his shoulder.

"It's nothing," he said, shaking his left
hand vigorously. "Damn sharp edge down there or something. Felt it
right through my glove." He held his injured hand still, studying
it. "Stars! It cut right through my damned glove!"

"Commander, you're bleeding."

 


"I don't know what's happening to Donaldson."
Bryant's voice on the hotline. "I need your help. I hope you guys
get out here soon. Something terrible . . ." It fades away.

 


Mary glanced over at Hammond. "Sir," she
said, "maybe we should get back to the capsule and listen to the
hotline there. We can call for assistance."

Hammond looked at her through bloodshot eyes;
he seemed ready to say something, but all he could manage was a
sigh. His finger must have depressed the radio call button. In her
ears, it was dreadful fuzz. "And leave Bryant and Donaldson out
here?" he finally gasped.

 


Bryant's voice returns. "I'm not sure if I'm
going to make it. Donaldson, he . . . he couldn't go any further. I
think he's . . . I tried to make him comfortable. But something's
wrong with him. I think he's sick. We were headed back anyway, but
. . ."

A dismayed laugh sounds on the recording.

"Donaldson hurt himself like usual, while we
were poking around the impact site. Cut himself, right through his
gloves and good, too. He's always . . ." Bryant
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