The Planet Below

Two uniformed officers watched an overhead panel flash medical data on an unconscious patient.


"He should be awake soon."


"That's good, doc, because I need answers,” the other man said as he stepped closer and leaned over the patient to get a better look.  “You know this guy had no identification on him when we picked him up."


"Don’t worry, Captain.  I sent his retinal scan in to the department. We should be getting something on him pretty soon. What about his ship?”


"No, nothing there.  It’s just a lifeboat, an emergency escape craft.  He probably would have orbited that planet for a thousand years if that freighter hadn't picked up his beacon and called us."


"Ah, he's waking up,” the doctor said as he sat down beside the bed.  “Hello, I'm Dr. Coleman.  How are you feeling?"


The patient groaned, "Awful."


"That's to be expected.  You were extremely dehydrated when we found you.  How long were you in that lifeboat?"


The man slowly opened his eyes. "I don't know.  Where am I anyway?"


"You're aboard a police cruiser," the other man broke in.  "I'm Capt. Howell.  "What's your name and where are you from?"


"Edmund Browne, Mars Colony Seven.”

Howell nodded. "Where’s your ship, and what are you doing out here?"


"Ship’s down on the planet.  I'm a geologist.  We were prospecting for minerals."


"And where’s the rest of your team?"


"Dead, I think."  


Howell raised an eyebrow, but his face showed no emotion.  "And why would you think that?"


"Because nothing alive can stay that way down there,"


"How do you know?"


"Because I was there,” Browne shouted.

"But you're alive."


"That's because I got out... they didn't."


"Mr. Browne, I'm going to need a lot more than that.”  

"Yeah, sure, Captain."  Browne pushed himself up and leaned back against the headboard. "There were six of us aboard.  The mineral potential of the planet looked good from orbit.  It seemed hospitable enough, had a breathable atmosphere; so we went down.  Anyway we did a little prospecting in the hills, made camp.  It didn't start until nighttime."


"What started at night?"


"This loud hissing sound.  We didn't know what it was so we just stood there and listened.  Sounded like a hundred snakes crawling around your feet.  Pete climbed up on a large rock trying to see what it was.  That’s when this thing jumped out and grabbed his face and neck.  Pete screamed and fell backwards with this thing on top of him.  Before we could do anything, more of these creatures came hissing out of the dark.  They were all around us. Two or three of them would wrap themselves around you, biting and tearing at your flesh.”


“What did these things look like?” Howell asked.


Browne paused and shut his eyes.  “They looked like… dead people.”


Howell grinned and shook his head.  “What?  Zombies?  Just what do you take me for, Browne?  Listen, this is an official investigation, so unless you want to end up in the brig, you’ll start telling me the truth now.”


Browne didn’t seem to hear him, but stared ahead trance-like.  “I watched my friends shriek and twist around on the ground trying to get free.  Some kind of thick, black fluid was leaking out all over them.  Zombie blood maybe, I don’t know.   Anyway, I managed to fight a couple of them off and ran back to the ship… but the engines wouldn't start.  Maybe the zombies damaged them, I don’t know.  I waited as long as I could, until I heard that hissing again, and they started beating on the hull with clubs.  That’s when I got into the lifeboat.  Didn't even take time to strap myself in, I just launched.  Stupid, must’ve hit my head. I passed out after that."



"Only one lifeboat on that ship?"  Howell looked down with his arms folded in front of him.

"Yeah."


"So, if anyone else made it to the ship, they found the only means of escape gone?"


Browne sat straight up, and his body shook uncontrollably.  "What are you saying?  I killed them? Those things were all over.  Nobody could get inside.  Nobody, do you hear me?"


The doctor gently positioned Browne back down into the bed.  “Captain, I think it’s best to give Mr. Browne a while to recover before continuing, OK?"


"All right, doctor, but we'll check his story.  I'll send some men down there to locate the ship and search for the others."


"If you do, you're a fool," Browne snapped.
***


Several hours later Howell returned to the infirmary.  He was smiling. “You’ll be interested to know, Mr. Browne, our landing party has found your ship but hasn’t seen any of your zombie friends.  Can you explain that?”

Browne ignored him.

A communications officer entered the room and approached Howell. "Captain, another report is coming in from Lt. Gonzales on the planet."


"Good, put it on speakers.  I want him to hear this too,” Howell said nodding towards Browne.

Again Browne was silent.

“This is Capt. Howell, Gonzales.  Have you found anything unusual down there yet?"  

"Unusual?  No sir.  It's very peaceful.”

Howell smiled and turned to see Browne’s reaction, when Gonzales's voice came back over the speakers.   



"What sergeant?  Oh yeah, I hear it.  Captain, there seems to be a strange hissing coming from the north.  Just a minute... it’s getting louder. What was that?  Can you hear it?  Was someone yelling?  Who's firing their weapon?  What's going on over there?  No... what the…   Fall back to the ship.  Everybody fall back now!"


Howell waited for more, but he heard only the crack of weapons fire, then screaming and finally nothing… except a loud hissing sound just before Browne leaped from the bed and bit deep into his throat.
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