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          Chapter One

        

        Clear the Ground

      

    

    
      He had the urge to clear the ground—to look out and see nothing.

      That’s what happens when you’re the equivalent of 80 stories up, facing an expanse of landscape that becomes level ground only after a sharp drop from a very high cliff. You clear the ground. You look out and see nothing. And then …

      He leapt.

      The air was rushing past him, but he couldn’t feel it through the suit. He couldn’t hear it through the helmet. He regretted not having that connection to the atmosphere. It would have been better. The thrill would have been greater. Instead he could only rely on the feeling of gravity and the sight of the cliff face blurring by as the ground rushed upward. He had turned to face the ground, to point his head directly at it. And in that moment he wasn’t falling—he was rising. The ground was the new up.

      It was closer now. It would be seconds before the impact. He would hit head first, he would drive into the ground like a spike. He would shatter within the suit. It would hurt. It would be over.

      Closer. The sky was completely obscured from his view now. Only the ground existed. Only a couple of seconds left. And then …

      He was floating. The air around him had become dense, and he had been moved several hundred miles away to a flat, level, boring piece of ground nowhere near the cliff.

      “Charles Martins. Prisoner number 61789. You have attempted to end your life. This has added one year to your sentence and 80 hours to your psychiatric evaluation.”

      The voice echoed through the helmet, and Charles fought the urge to groan.

      “It wasn’t a suicide attempt,” he said.

      “You would have died in 1.6 seconds if transport had not relocated you.”

      “Yes. I know. That’s why I jumped. I knew transport would relocate me.”

      “You made no attempt to halt your fall,” the voice said.

      “Exactly,” Charles said.

      There was a pause. “Your case has been re-evaluated. The one-year extension of your time has been reduced to six months. Your extended psychiatric evaluation has been reduced to 40 hours.”

      “I can’t get that down to zero?”

      “You attempted an action which forced the safety protocols to engage. This is a violation of the terms of your incarceration. Justice demands punishment for rule infractions. Have a nice day.”

      The field holding him in place suddenly vanished, and Charles slammed to the ground after all, albeit with far less velocity than he’d had a moment earlier.

      It was enough to knock the wind out of him, but otherwise he wasn’t injured. He wasn’t even hurt. It was hard to get hurt here.

      He staggered to his feet and the suit repelled the soil, cleaning itself. He didn’t even have to dust off here. He didn’t have to do anything at all. He couldn’t. Which was the point.

      “You just can’t leave it alone, can you?” Amanda said.

      Charles turned to see her, clad head to toe just like he was. The suits didn’t even allow for her figure to show. No formfitting clothing here. Everyone in the penal colony was an amorphous blob. All their physical needs were met by the suits, which couldn’t be removed. But damn, would it be nice to just touch something.

      “I wasn’t really trying anything,” Charles said.

      “Right,” Amanda said.

      He wished he could see her face. He could hear a smirk in her voice, but he’d really like to see her face. It was one of the most important dreams he had, actually. He wanted to see the face of Amanda at least once before he died.

      “We only have an hour before video time,” Amanda said. “Want to take a walk?”

      “Where are we?” Charles asked.

      “Near the river. About half a mile from the quarry.”

      “Ok,” Charles replied.

      They walked together, though they made sure they were the minimum twelve inches apart. Touching was an automatic six months added to your sentence. Charles was already regretting the six months he’d just gotten, though he’d decided a while back that it didn’t matter. Six months or six years or six hundred years—it was all the same if you were stuck here. He was never going to leave here. He was going to die here. But only when they were good and ready.

      They came to the river, and Charles looked at the sunlight reflecting in a thousand sparkles on the surface. He wished he could feel the water on his skin. He wished he could feel anything on his skin. But water—cool, clear water—was something he really missed. The suit cleaned his body using sonics and pneumatics. He hadn’t felt anything wet in almost two years.

      Only five years to go. Five years and six months, now.

      “So why do you do things like that? You know they’re going to bust you,” Amanda asked.

      “I get reduced time when I help them,” Charles said, shrugging. He knew she couldn’t see the shrug, but it made him feel like he was doing something.

      “Not that much. Not that often.”

      “I took a year off last time,” Charles said.

      “No way!” Amanda replied. “What did you do, kill someone for them?”

      “They don’t let you do that,” Charles said.

      Amanda laughed. “I was kidding. So what was it?”

      “I’m not supposed to talk about it,” Charles said.

      They sat down and looked out at the water and said nothing for a while.

      Charles picked up a stone, and the suit flashed a red warning in his visor. “Relax,” he said aloud. “I’m not using it as a weapon, I’m just skipping it.” And with that he chucked it across the surface of the water and watched it bounce a couple of times before disappearing. The red warning ceased, and Charles let go of the breath he’d been holding. He’d been half afraid they’d add more time.

      “I’ve never asked you what you did to get put in here,” Charles said.

      “We’re not supposed to talk about it,” Amanda replied warily.

      “Yeah. Sorry. I know that. I guess I just run out of things to think about and ask about sometimes. I went a little crazy there for a while. At first.”

      “It’s the lack of stimulation,” Amanda replied. “They try to simulate it with all of these automated systems, but a puff of air on your skin is never going to take the place of feeling something with your own fingers, right?”

      Charles sighed, and crossed his arms so he could lean forward on his propped-up knees. They sat that way for a long while until the video time kicked in. Their visors darkened, and then the video started. They wouldn’t be watching the same thing—every prisoner had a different education and entertainment regimen. And they weren’t allowed to talk to each other about what they saw. But Charles knew Amanda would be watching something completely different, and he yearned to ask her about it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

        The Edge

      

    

    
      “Charles and Amanda,” Chris said from behind them.

      The videos had ended and the sleeping time had started immediately. The gas made sure they were under. It was part of the re-education process. Sleeping after learning something new helped integrate it into your subconscious. Or so the jailers had told them. But every video time was followed by a sleep time, and there was no way to avoid either.

      They had awoken from the sleeping time several minutes ago, but neither of them had moved.

      They were feeling each other’s presence. That was how Charles thought of it.

      And it was strange.

      Everyone reacted the same way to waking from the sleeping time. If they were anywhere near another human being, they spent several minutes just laying there, being aware. It was as close to touching as they could get. It was as closing to feeling as they could get. Charles liked the fact that he was sleeping near Amanda, that he was aware of her, even if he couldn’t touch her.

      The jailers would take this away, if they knew about it, he thought. No one talks about it, but we all do it. They’d never stand for that.

      “Chris,” Charles said. He climbed to his feet, and Amanda did the same. “Where’d you come from?”

      “They ported me in from the beach,” Chris said. His voice made it sound like he might be scowling. “It took me three weeks to get there, and they zapped me back in a few seconds just because I waded out ankle deep.”

      “That’s pretty far,” Charles said. He was envious. He’d seen the beach, when he’d been transported there as one of the random shufflings. He’d only been there a few days when he’d been ported to a more mundane location.

      Being free to move around wherever you wanted wasn’t the same as being free to choose where you would be.

      “But they were too late,” Chris said, and Charles could hear the smile in his voice. “I found it.”

      “Found what?” Charles asked.

      “The edge,” Chris said.

      Amanda laughed, and it was loud and sharp. “No, you didn’t,” she said. “Because there is no edge. It’s a myth.”

      “You’re myth-taken,” Chris said with mirth in his voice. “Because I found it.”

      “And it’s in the ocean?” Charles asked.

      “Sort of,” Chris said. “It’s not just in the ocean. That’s just one place where you can find it, if you’re looking the right way. But that’s what I discovered! That’s the truth they don’t want us to know!”

      “What, that you can find the edge by wading ankle deep into salt water?” Amanda asked.

      “That you can find the edge anywhere, as long as they don’t know you’re looking.”

      Charles took this in, and wondered.

      The edge. The edge of the world. It was a myth. A rumor. Other prisoners told stories about it, but all evidence was anecdotal. Some of them believed that the prison wasn’t a world at all, but was only a simulation of a world. They believed it was a very realistic hologram. Maybe one being fed to them through the suits, through the visors in their helmets. The suits could mimic all sorts of sensations, and the visors were used every day for the video time, which was completely immersive.

      All prisoners were isolated from touching and feeling anything in the real world. So how hard would it be to just fool the prisoners? Show them what you want them to see, give them the sensations you want them to have, and let them believe they were somewhere else all along. What better way to prevent escape if the prisoners have no idea what the real world really looks like?

      “How do you find it?” Charles asked.

      “Charles, don’t,” Amanda said. Her voice was full of caution and worry. What would her face look like? Would her brow be creased? Or would her eyes be wide? What color was her hair?

      “Like I said,” Chris replied, “they can’t know you’re looking. But you can feel the edge when they aren’t paying attention.”

      Feel the edge. Charles liked the sound of that. He liked it a lot. In fact, he really wanted to feel something—to feel anything, as long as it wasn’t generated by the damn suit.

      “Just feel
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