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Penelope stepped out of the airlock. “I said that I needed to go out for a walk,” she said into the communicator, her voice as thick as pitch with anger.  She wasn’t interested in hearing Daryline drone on and on about how she needed a security team to escort her, of how it was an unapproved venture. She needed out. Now.

“I cannot recommend you go out there.  We still don’t know what’s on this planet,” Daryline explained, a last-ditch effort to appeal to the woman. She sounded equally annoyed. Too few of the safety protocols were functioning in the colony.  She couldn’t lock Penelope out of the system to prevent her from going out there.

“I told you that I don’t give a fuck, Daryl,” Penelope spat. Small beads of saliva sprayed against the inside of her helmet. “I really don’t want to spend another minute in there with you assholes.”

Inside the colony, Daryline threw her hands up. Beside her, Gabe, one of the guards was shaking his head. "It's too bad that I just couldn't have you shoot her," she remarked to him.

"Off the record, anything’s possible,” he laughed. “Tell you what, if she comes back alive I can shoot out her kneecaps if you'd like." 

Gabe was a young officer in the colonial military services. Young and idealistic. Not a bad combination. It made him far more tolerable than the woman in the airlock.

“I’d might take you up on that offer. Let’s just hope she comes back alive.”

Outside, Penelope stumbled over the loose, sand-like ground of the planet. No matter how many times that expeditions would carry her outside of the colony, she never managed to get comfortable walking. The suit only worsened the experience for her. It was bulky and cumbersome much like trying to walk through a room filled halfway with styrofoam packing peanuts. Yet it felt liberating compared to the choking atmosphere of the colony.

Penelope disliked the others in her colony. Well, dislike was a nice way of putting it. She hated them. All of them. Sometimes even hate was inadequate to fully describe how she felt about her fellow colonials. 

Regret swarmed through her mind. Explore a new world, they said. It was an exciting opportunity at first, but the people that she was assigned to work with didn’t suit her desires. She was constantly finding new ways to fight with each fellow colonist regarding everything from work ethic and goals to bathroom decorum. She didn’t know why they assigned her with such a group of heathens.  

The heathens wondered why they were forced to rely on a stark-raving-mad bitch.

Penelope’s goal was to get out of range of the communicators. By default, they were always switched on from the suit to command.  Command could mute their side, but Penelope’s words would be in open channel no matter what she did. Other than get her ass out of range. Dangerous, she knew, but it was necessary in her mind. It was the last thing that linked her to them until she chose to return to the colony. Being alone was better than being stuck in there with those lunatics.

Had the planet been more hospitable, it might be a little different. She might have not felt so damned stuck. It’d have been easier to deal with them if she were able to just leave on her own once in a while. Or maybe if she were allowed to do her job without needing to have one of those bastards standing over her to ‘help protect’ her. The planet they chose to colonize was radically different than reports had initially indicated. Maybe that was done on purpose to help rationalize what they were after. She didn’t know that though. She didn’t care.

The atmosphere was ionized to such a high degree that shortened radio waves to a few hundred feet.  The air was toxic, laden with heavy metal isotopes despite being otherwise breathable.  Without the suit, a person would die from exposure.

Add on that they were limited in resources, expecting to salvage resources from the planet just made it more fun.

Because of the hostile environment, expeditions out of the colony were already heavily limited. Single person explorations were prohibited. No exceptions. Penelope used a well-orchestrated diversion to drag the security team away from the suits allowing her to get one and move to the airlock. Once inside, she was free to leave without those bastards being able to stop her.

“Do you copy?” she said aloud. Listening for a moment, she repeated herself. “Daryline, do you copy? I am sorry.” 

A lie. Added only to ensure she would get a response was she heard. Daryline was not one to miss an opportunity to call Penelope out on any indiscretion.

Once Penelope was satisfied that communication was out of range, she screamed. The force felt like she was trying to forcibly eject a bundle of thumbtacks from her throat. "Fucking assholes!"

A brief satisfaction flushed over her. She felt for the moment as though she had escaped. That she wouldn’t have to return. She let the feeling wash over her. Ignoring for a moment that it wasn’t true. Reality was to be shut out of her mind. 

Looking around, the sky fluctuated various colors as the various metals became excited by the blue star’s light. Nothing around her looked real. All the artificial light within the colony was made to replicate natural sunlight as though they were on Earth making the transition even more jarring when they step outside the walls.

Step after step, Penelope let herself become lost in the wonderment of the planet. Prior expeditions kept her focused, never allowing her such pleasures. What she could only describe as trees, tall black plants surrounded the encampment. One could only surmise that given the atmospheric conditions forced life to adapt in a manner that absorbed all available light in order to perform photosynthesis. Odd, but effective. It worked particularly well as the ion concentrations varied so wildly.

Small, odd, lizard and insect-like creatures sped to and fro each trying to avoid being stepped on. A few tried attacking her using stingers or biting at the suit, but the suit was too strong for anything to harm her. She felt invincible.

A smile crossed her face too. Daryl would go crazy to be able to study those things. It was with a cruel bit of satisfaction that her own work kept Daryline from her passions.

Eventually her walk took her to the edge of a large ravine. Some of the area maps had hinted that there was something like it nearby. Since her research was being done elsewhere, she had not been this direction to see any of the planet’s features.

The view was breathtaking. The sky was mostly violet with the changing streaks of color as various pockets of heavy metal isotopes turned to plasma. Penelope wondered how the planet formed such strange and unlikely attributes yet also bred life. Scientifically speaking it should have been impossible save a few microbes that were able to tolerate the conditions.

She smiled again, knowing that such questions had to have been burning in Daryl’s mind. Yet, she was kept from that exploration. That fucking bitch. Ha!

Caught up in the distraction, she didn’t realize that the soil beneath her feet had begun to crumble. It took her a moment before she understood that she was falling into the ravine. A bitter scream of fear echoed inside of her suit having nowhere else to travel to. No radio signals to carry it. She slid down until finally coming to rest somewhere near the bottom.

Her legs stung. She looked down, trying to move her head to see anything. Her position was such that it made it impossible to see her own injuries. She didn’t even remember hitting the bottom that hard to cause it.

She looked up trying to get some bearing on where she was. Nothing around her quite matched the atmosphere above. The air looked heavier as if such a thing was possible. She tried calming herself to focus on assessing her situation.

She tried moving first. There was no more pain, but she could not manage to even move her legs. Wiggling her toes wasn't an option as she couldn't see them anyway. Her breathing quickened; she was nervous now.

"The fall just knocked the feeling out of you for a moment," she said aloud with only her own ears to hear it. “Nothing to worry about.” 

But the words did little to convince her thought that anything was different. She was worried. Getting away from those assholes was one thing. Not being able to get back to them was another matter. It took it out of her control.

Now she needed them.

She
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