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Closer to the Edge


We set down on the farside of the planet. The
little mining operation and its colony housing over on the other
side had probably scanned us; however, with their limited
resources, they were unlikely to come over and investigate in a
timely manner, if at all. Perhaps they hadn't even noticed us.

There were three of us, plus the dog.

Captain of the ship was a man called Franklin
Abe. He was gruff and short with his words, but kind. His hair and
beard had gone mostly grey, but there was enough of the original
black to provide him with an air of aged experience and
authority.

Langley was the—I don't know what—sometimes
navigator, sometimes co-pilot, most times pain in the ass. He liked
to sing loudly in the shower. And in the mess. And in the common
room and the cockpit and cargo hold. In fact, he just about never
shut up with the singing, although he was amiable enough that he
managed to make you forget how annoyed with him you had just been.
The next minute you would be laughing and goofing right along with
him.

I had been aboard the Onward for only
two weeks, and I had meant to stick to my quarters. Somehow, I
found myself getting on with the two men. I was a passenger, and it
was my fare which had brought us to this mostly empty and barren
world on the fringes of the Federation, Talos IV.

Stepping down the exit ramp, I wished that
the breeze I could feel through the thin lightsuit could be blowing
through my long, black hair; instead, my hair was tied up and
tucked inside my helmet. I stepped off the ramp and down onto dry,
dusty earth. There was a bounce in my step for the gravity on this
particular world was barely three-quarters FedStandard.

"Are you sure you want to go ahead with this,
Miss Peach?" The captain stood behind me, near the top of the ramp,
looking dubiously out at the rocky, lifeless waste around us. His
eyes seemed wide and very white within his helmet.

"I'll be okay," I told him. Little radios in
the helmets sent our words back and forth.

"You don't have to go alone."

"Yes, I do."

He stared the length of the ramp at me, his
lips turned down. But he didn't argue. Just let me go. I had paid
well, after all, to be brought here. To be left alone. Private
anniversary, I had told him.

"You remember the code?" he asked, motioning
towards the metal box on the hull which protected the entry keypad.
"In case you need to use it to get back in."

"I remember." But I wouldn't be using the
keypad to get back into the ship.

"Tell me."

I recited the code for him and he seemed to
relax a little.

"I could drop you closer."

I shook my head.

"Radio when you're on your way back."

"I will," I assured him.

That wasn't a lie, I told myself. If I were
going to return, I would radio. But I won't be coming back.
There would be no need to radio. And therefore, I wouldn't be
breaking my word.

I raised a gloved hand in farewell. I thought
of Langley, probably watching us through the cockpit windshield and
smiled. I pictured him sitting up there, feet up on the control
console, singing some popular tune neither the captain nor I
recognized. Except from having heard Langley singing it over and
over.

And the dog. Dear, little Boxie. I was going
to miss that furry cutie-pie, too. Getting in some good
girl-bonding time with her had been a highlight of my fortnight
aboard the Onward.

But I wouldn't see any of them again.

I turned quickly away from Captain Abe and
his upraised hand, and began to crunch across the rocky
dustscape.

#

Seven FedStandard years ago, over this same
gently sloping plain, we brought our ship in low. Kylie was
piloting the little four-seater; I was the only other person on
board. At the fresh young age of sixteen, I sat in the passenger
seat, up front next to Kylie and looked over.

"I love you," I told her smiling. It felt
good just to say it; I was happy.

She looked over and grinned. She was handsome
and freckled. Three years older than me, but that didn't seem to
matter much. Blond hair that was always messy. She was thin and
taller than me—but not too tall—with a long neck. Soft lips. I
liked that.

I had joined the Vespal Company and had been
assigned to the new mine on Talos IV. The colony back then was
nothing more than a series of fold-open huts. It was hard work and
a harder life than I was used to; I missed the food and the
comforts of urban life which I had left behind. But there was a job
to do, and there was the NEXUS, and time passed easily.

Then, after Kylie and I met, there was each
other. We were soon inseparable.

#

I walked for an hour.

Behind me, the Onward grew smaller,
became a distant, tiny speck on the horizon, then at last
disappeared. The ground was flat and the light gravity made the
trek easy. I figured that I had already gone three miles or
thereabouts.

Looking to the north, I kept my eyes on the
distant peaks which I remembered from my one previous trip out this
way.

I held up my HANDe to check the status of my
connection. I seemed to have a faint signal still reaching me from
Captain Abe's ship. Pulling a signal from the colony hundreds of
miles distant would be impossible. Somewhere overhead—if nothing
much had changed in the intervening years—at least one satellite
orbited the barren world. The mining operation and surrounding
colony were too small and insignificant for any further investment.
Anyways, the satellite was really only an emergency backup system;
even back then, the colony was equipped with a local NEXUS
generator.

If that lone satellite was still orbiting
somewhere over the planet, it wasn't currently above me. Only the
faint signal from Abe’s ship, the Onward. Beyond that, I was
alone.

Confident of my bearings—I had studied the
surface maps for long periods in the ship and before—I angled
towards the space between the two tallest peaks which I could see
on the horizon.

I walked, boots crunching over the rocky
earth.

#

Kylie flew us low so that it was possible to
get a good look at the ground racing past beneath us. There wasn't
much to see. Grey and brown crumbled rocks covered the flat, dry
ground. There was no native vegetation. Ahead, out the front
windscreen, I could see the approaching half-dozen or so peaks,
like fingers of some mammoth hand reaching out of the earth.

The clear glass also reflected my own
partially transparent image, a ghostly portrait laid atop the clear
ocean-grey sky, the flat plain and distant mountains. I had cut my
dark hair short because the lousy crew facilities at the mining
colony made dealing with long hair difficult. It got sweaty and
smelly and I had to tie it back to work around the machines anyway.
Easier to chop it off. I poked and prodded—it was even shorter than
Kylie's—and tried to push down an offending tuft sticking up near
the back.

The craft in which we travelled belonged to
the Vespal Company. It was one of three in possession of the
colony. They were meant for exploration and manned excursions to
other sites on the planet of possible interest and monetary
potential. They weren't supposed to be used for personal time, so
Kylie and I had taken to volunteering for the explorations, working
them together. We weren't fooling anyone, and weren't really trying
to. It was work that needed done, and from our point of view, Kylie
and I needed to spend as much time as possible together. It was a
win-win proposition for all parties. The Company liaison in the
colony, Melvin Tugg, was a kind man and saw the situation our way.
"Just run the tests and the necessary reports. Bring back samples."
He would smile, eyes twinkling. "Try not to take all week."

#

Another hour passed. I kept on, walking at a
quick, even pace towards my destination. The wind remained a
near-constant force gusting across my path from left to right and
slightly from behind. I was able to use it to my advantage, letting
it push me ahead but I had to keep vigilant about course-correcting
slightly back to my left.

The distant peaks didn't appear any closer,
but other formations were becoming visible at their base. Smaller
mounds, piles of the dull brown rocks of this world, like dry mud
or hardened clay, formed into foothills.

Not much farther, I told myself. I was
growing a little bit tired but it didn't matter. Since I only
needed to make the trip one-way, I wasn't concerned with saving
energy. I would get there. That was all that mattered.

My HANDe finally dropped the signal from
Captain Abe's vessel, which remained waiting on the rocky ground
several miles back. I was all alone.

I continued on across the gravel-like,
crumbling surface. My eyes were focused ahead, to the horizon. It
shouldn't be much longer, I thought, assuming my calculations had
been accurate. But I knew they had been—I'd checked them and
re-checked them numerous times. Captain Abe had dropped me in the
right place. It wouldn't be more than another hour of walking.

Soon, I should be able to see the canyon,
like a deep incision, a snaking line of black across the otherwise
monotonous surface of the plain.

#

"Isn't it amazing?" asked Kylie. Her voice
held the same awe which I felt; both of us were urban kids who had
never been outside to stand next to such natural wonders as this.
She looked out over the void. "It's beautiful."

The canyon was a little too much for me,
honestly. It made me nervous to see it and I stood several paces
from the edge, looking at the gaping wound in the ground. We could
see the other side, but I wasn't any good at judging distances. A
hundred paces across? Several hundred paces?

"How deep do you figure that is?" Kylie said
wonderingly. She couldn't have really been asking me because I
wasn't anywhere close enough to look over the edge and guess. She
was standing right on the lip of the chasm.

"You shouldn't stand so close," I said. The
wind was attempting to blow me nearer, so I stood with my arms
crossed under my breasts, tried to make myself smaller. I leaned
back slightly into the oncoming gusts.

Kylie hopped around, arms out at her side for
balance, moving from one spot to another, peering down into the
canyon.

"This must've been water that did this,
right?" She moved a few steps, seeking a different angle. "I bet
this was water that made this." She looked over at me. "There must
have been a river running through here once. Like the Great Sun
Canyon back on Capital."

Watch what you're doing, I wanted to
yell at her. But there was so much joy in her voice, and visible on
her face through the helmet's visor. So I just forced a smile and
nodded.

"I've only ever seen that in TView," she
continued, and took a step while still looking at me. "You?"

She stumbled slightly.

A powerful gust of wind blew past me. Through
me.

Kylie was still windmilling her arms,
catching her balance from the stumble.

I didn't answer her question. I would never
get a chance.

The gust of wind seemed to lift her up and
carry her right over the edge. It was almost
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