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Breathing is Overrated


 


Breathing is overrated.

The fact that my brain can’t go without
oxygen beyond six minutes would be a larger concern if the
scrubbers in my envirosuit were to fail, but they’re top of the
line. I can survive without water for three days if my water
reclamation cuts out, but it’s good enough to keep me hydrated for
a month or more. I’m in pretty good shape, despite the bruises; my
suit will keep me alive the twenty or so days it will take me to
starve to death.

The stars circle around me slowly – no point
wasting energy to stay still. With each rotation, the Just
Deserts has been further away; now it’s finally disappeared
from view. They could have jettisoned me without the suit, so that
had me thinking Cisco planned to come back for me – that he was
just teaching me a lesson, or was softening me up for more
questioning. No - he was serious about leaving me out here; he’d
even ripped out the suit’s transponder.

Damn it, I told Cisco I wasn't the one who
talked. There’s a code among smugglers, and besides being thrown
into space an informant had a lot to lose.

“Who else would deal with me if I ratted on
you?” I asked Cisco as he held his blaster on me and watched Maddie
suit me up.

“Stop lying, Jansen,” Cisco said.

“Tell him, Maddie,” I said.

I tried to look directly in her ice blue
eyes, but she didn’t give me the chance – just kept locking down
the seals on my suit. I knew she could be cold back when we bunked
together, but not this cold.

“Don’t you try getting between me and Maddie
again. She was the one who intercepted the message from Furman,”
Cisco said.

“You know I wouldn’t deal with him – we
compete for the same routes,” I said.

“Shutting Cisco down would leave the two of
you more room,” Maddie said.

“That’s not how I operate - you know me
better than that,” I said.

At least I thought she did – it hurt, and I
would have said more, but then the helmet was on and I was in the
airlock, and there was no point wasting my breath.

Whoever set me up, I’m going to kill them.
Well, not while I’m still floating around out here. but if I ever
get out of this mess, someone’s going to pay.

*****

Maybe I’m hallucinating, but there’s a patch
of darkness off in the distance that’s either getting bigger or
closer. How long does it take to go crazy in isolation? It’s not
hypothermia – my envirosuit’s thermals are still working, and the
readout says my internal temp is fine. Malnourishment?

It’s been what – six days? I could be seeing
things, except my last dozen spins it’s always in the same spot,
blotting out a little more of the star field each time I come
around. It wouldn’t be unusual for a ship to be running totally
dark; anyone you run across out here is skirting the boundaries of
the Federation and the law.

I haven’t gone out of my way to get on
anyone’s bad side, so whoever it is should haul me in – it’s
what any of us would do. Of course, I never would have thought
Cisco would jettison me; being out here with no witnesses, you can
never be sure how some people will behave. I’d rather take my
chances with a Federation ship and some time on Argos 4. But
beggars can’t be choosers, can they?

I turn my suit lamps on and wait. Each spin
my rescuers seem closer, but they still haven’t turned on their
lights. I don’t know if they’ve seen me, or if their course is just
bringing them to me. My lights aren’t strong enough that I would
expect them to reflect back, but whatever’s coming, it doesn’t
reflect anything else, either – just obscures what’s behind it.
Some sort of stealth composite, maybe? It’s hard to make its
outlines – it would be easy to mistake for a cloud. Maybe I am
seeing things; my last few turns it seemed like it was getting
smaller, and I thought it might be heading away, but this time my
lights hit it, so I know it’s almost here, and not a ship at all -
just a dense, murky mass, maybe five meters in diameter, and too
close to avoid.

And then it’s all around me, blocking my
visor, but the impact I’m braced for doesn’t happen. Even if it’s
just a gas cluster, it seems dense enough I should have felt
something. The readouts in my visor tell me nothing has
changed – my spin, my vitals, my suit integrity are all
unaffected.

Except there’s a smoky haze seeping up
through my heads-up display – it’s penetrating my visor, like my
helmet is filling with black, oily smoke. Whatever that thing is
outside, it’s flows in until I can’t see the readouts, or anything
else through it. I’m still breathing – but maybe I shouldn’t. I
don’t feel it touching my face, but I didn’t feel it when it hit my
suit, either. How long can I hold my breath? I feel light-headed -
I’m going to pass out.

What is it?

Not enough energy.

Too much mass.

Leave?

Too weak.

Cannot move.

Must.

The darkness subsides.

Did I black out?

The inside of my helmet clears enough that I
can see my readouts again, and everything looks perfectly normal,
except the stars are still obscured in the direction where the
cluster has gone. I feel a strange urge to follow – like I’m being
abandoned.

Come back.

What are you thinking, Jansen?

I must have lost consciousness – that’s what
it was. And now I’m hearing voices. With each rotation I make, the
cluster is a little further off, a little harder to see, until it’s
finally…

Gone.

Thank God! Now I can die in peace.

Should have followed.

Don’t lose it, Jansen.

This is all perfectly normal. Really –
anyone spaced like this would eventually space out.

*****

My eyes are playing tricks on me again – now
I’m seeing lights blinking back along the route where Just
Deserts ran off. What - Cisco’s had a change of heart after
eight days? No – I need to get my bearings. The Four Sisters are
over that way, so the lights are in the opposite direction, but on
the same course. Whoever it is, they’re heading right for me.

Looks like a standard cargo hauler – usually
crewed by a half-dozen. The type of inconspicuous vessel that’s
popular out here, so it doesn’t stand out. When they’re close
enough, I see it’s Furman’s Lucky Linda. The closest thing I
have to an enemy besides Cisco, and that’s who I have to count on
to save me.

Closer.

My lights have gone off. I switch them back
on, but when I do a LOW BATTERY warning pops up on my display. Five
percent? I haven’t been out here long enough to drain it that much.
I could have figured wrong – either way, I didn’t have time to
starve to death after all.

Lucky Linda passes about twenty
meters from me. Furman doesn’t stop – he’s conserving fuel. The
Linda drags a grappler in her wake, and the spyder riding
the line swings out and latches its limbs around my upper thigh –
not too tight, but not too gently, either. I’m jerked around so I’m
butt-first toward the ship. I turn off my lights to preserve what’s
left of my suit’s power and wait as the spyder cinches its way up
the line toward the open bay, with me in tow.

So - I’ve survived Cisco’s punishment. But
there are worse things in this universe than being cast off –
deaths that give you less time for reflection. I wonder what Furman
has in mind for me.

The bay doors close behind me, and then I
fall onto them as the shipgrav reengages. I’m too weak to move, so
I just lay there and listen to the hiss as the bay pressurizes. A
hatch opens, and I hear boots clamber toward me, and then I’m
rolled over on my back. I don’t recognize the older of the two
crewmen, but I know Harrigan – we’ve done some jobs together and
gotten along fine, but now he’s Furman’s right hand, so that may
not hold. The older man squats down and twists my helmet off. The
bay air is dryer, and tastes less metallic – the difference puts me
in a coughing fit.

“What’s he look like, Doc?” Furman asks
through the com.

“Ugly, but alive,” Doc says.

“Pity,” Furman says. “Maybe next time.”

And then I do pass out.

*****

It’s hard to rest when you can’t stop
listening to yourself think.

Get stronger. More power. Feed.

This is what it’s like when you’ve exhausted
all your resources, and you lose your autopilot. You have to think
to do anything. Even when I sleep, I feel like my brain doesn’t
shut down, like I’m trading barely awake for barely asleep,
disturbed by dreams I know I had but can’t remember.

I can feel that Doc is somewhere nearby
during all of this. It helps to feel attached to something other
than the thoughts in my head.

*****

I spend a day in the med-bay, going in and
out of consciousness, sleeping when the voices in my head stop
complaining about being tired. I wake up energized, although still
a bit fuzzy-headed. Doc is slumped over in a chair. He looks
drained from taking care of me, so I leave the med-bay quietly.

I’m hungry. I locate the galley and grab
some rations, thinking maybe I can eat my way back to normal. Two
of the crew are sitting at a table exchanging looks while I take
some bars from the dispenser. The looks aren’t friendly, so I sit
by myself. Then Furman walks in.

“Reilly, Benjamin – back to work,” he
says.

They get up and head aft toward the engines,
while Furman sits down across the table and stares at me in that
casually menacing way of his. I have a half-eaten bar in my hand,
but I know what’s coming and I lose my appetite.

“Lucky for you we were passing by,” Furman
says.

“Somehow I don’t feel so lucky,” I say. “How
much do I owe you.”

“Standard recovery rates for a body on the
outer circuit,” Furman says. “Fifty-thousand credits.”

I’m glad I stopped eating – I would have
choked. “Fifty-thousand!” I manage to gasp. Then the lights go out
and distract us both. My spine tingles like a surge of electricity
has run up my back. I feel…

Good!

What? There’s nothing good about that.

“Damn it! Not again,” Furman groans from the
darkness.

This blackout happened a couple of times
that I was aware of while I was in the med-bay. I didn’t like
Furman, but I respected his competency. His operations were always
so buttoned down, I would have expected Lucky Linda to be
better maintained.

“You really ought to get that fixed,” I
say.

“Don’t be a smart ass,” Furman says from the
darkness in front of me. “Everything was fine until we brought you
onboard. You’re like an albatross around my neck.”

The lights flicker back on. Furman talks
into the com on his shoulder.

“Harrigan – what was it this time?” he
asks.

“I don’t know, but it drew enough power that
our systems rebooted,” Harrigan says.

“We can’t keep on like this. Find out what
the drain’s from,” Furman says.

“I’ll run another diagnostic, but I don’t
know if I’ll pinpoint the source any better,” Harrigan says.

“Cut off all unnecessary systems in the
meantime. Doc, now that our guest of honor is up and about, that
goes for the med-bay, too,” Furman says.

He waits for a reply, but Doc doesn’t
answer.

“He probably didn’t hear you,” I say. “He
was asleep when I left.”

“Harrigan, make sure the med-bay gets shut
down,” Furman says.

“After I run my checks,” Harrigan says.

“So, where were we?” Furman asks me. “Oh
yeah, fifty-thousand.”

“I don’t have that much set aside,” I
say.

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to leave you
broke,” Furman smiles benevolently. “You can work it off.”

Standard daily indenture rates would be
fifty credits, if he doesn’t cheat me – a big ‘if’ with Furman.
That means three years.

Three years!

More?

The lights flicker; Furman clicks his com
and asks “Anything?”

“Working on it,” Harrigan says.

Be rational, Jansen – talk him down.

“That’s too much. You were already here; you
didn’t even alter course to pick me up,” I say.

“Would you feel more appreciative of my
efforts if I were to put you back out like Cisco did? Then maybe I
could burn some extra fuel turning around to get you. Or maybe I
wouldn’t,” Furman says.

“But three years is…” I say.

“Relax! I don’t want to spend that much time
with you, either,” Furman says, and then he stands. “Come with
me.”

I follow him out of the galley and along the
rattling catwalk that spans the hold and into the bridge. It’s
sparse - just an array of screens for external views, with a
nav-console table in the center of the room. I join Furman leaning
over it. He puts his finger on a flashing green dot and slides it
to the center of the screen – it pops up the label Just
Deserts.

“You’re tracking Cisco,” I say.

“Oh, you’re a bright one,” Furman smiles.
“What did you think I was doing out here – waiting to rescue
you?”

“Point taken,” I say.

Furman indicates some space just ahead of
the Just Deserts. “He hides his hauls somewhere in this
area, but each time I follow, I lose the signal.”

Almost on cue, Just Desert’s dot
vanishes from the screen.

“Very frustrating,” Furman frowns. “It’s a
good thing that you know where he goes.”

“Why would you think that? It’s not like he
and I are best buds,” I say.

“But I was told…” Furman says.

“I don’t care what someone told you, I
really don’t know,” I say.

He looks at me like he’s trying to decide
who to believe
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