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Space Cowboy

Jamie loved free fall.

The endless expanse of the
void swallowed him as he shot out of the starboard launch tube of
the SRC Aquarius. The ship, one of the five Savior-class vessels
the Space Rescue Corp had commissioned receded behind Jamie as he
zipped through the void towards his target. The merchant vessel in
front of him was drifting silent, dead to the world, it’s fires
gone cold. There would be little to no oxygen onboard, the three
survivors picked up by sensors would be those who had made it into
their emergency suits or found a trapped air pocket.

In an air pocket, the
average human male would have approximately three-point-four metric
minutes to survive. The average female would have a little longer
at approximately four-point-two minutes. In an emergency vacuum
suit, otherwise uninjured, that time increased to eighty-six metric
hours. Most humans could not survive past that without water,
making additional air pointless.

Of course, Jamie reminded
himself, that only mattered if the ships reactor did not blow.
Which is why he got to soar through ten kliks of the void, his
survival entirely dependent upon the thin Vylium suit that he wore.
If the Aquarius was alongside when the merchant’s reactor exploded,
the entire ship could be destroyed, its crew wiped out. Far better
to risk only one individual than the entire ship.

The apparent corporate
coldheartedness of the SRC caused a lot of controversy down planet
side, but it did not bother Jamie one bit. Instead he grinned as he
shifted his balance, pulsed the mini-ion thruster in his left hand
and swung around a deadly meteoroid.

He was simultaneously
expendable and indispensable. The entire rescue mission relied upon
him getting to the ship and relaying his findings back to Aquarius.
Everything relied on him, on his skill in traversing the void and
properly clearing the dying vessel.

The void made life
important.

Because the void was
freedom.

Because the void was
death.

Jamie felt the adrenaline level rise in his veins
as he used his ion thrusters to brake his velocity and land lightly
on the surface of the merchant vessel. He keyed his transmitter as
he located the airlock.

“Aquarius, Salver One. Am on
the hull of the ship and preparing to enter. Will provide full
report of ship’s status in two-point-five minutes.”

“Copy that Salver One. Be
safe in there.”

Jamie grinned, synced his
helmet’s HUD with the ship’s internal system and keyed the override
code into the airlock. It slid open silently and he dropped into
the belly of the dying starship.

It took him point-five
minutes to determine the reactor was on the verge of entering an
overheating death spiral. He had two minutes before it was
unrecoverable.

Another point-five minutes
and he had reached the engine bay and looked through the
view port built into the
entry hatch. The sensors in his suit told him the engine bay was
flooded with radiation. Radiation that would eat through his suit
in seconds.

Jamie could see the chief
engineer laying face down on the deck. A trail of melted skin
stretched behind him, marking where he had crawled towards the
emergency vent control. Exposing the engine bay to the void would
slow the overheating process and allow for a controlled shutdown of
the reactor. The engineers fingers twitched, still trying to reach
the control switch.

Jamie brought up the engine
room controls on his HUD and keyed for emergency vent. The air in
the bay gusted out through the vents. The engineer’s body, ravaged
by radiation exposure, broke into several pieces and flew out into
the void. The cold filled the bay, sapping heat away from the
reactor, and averting the meltdown.

Jamie initiated the
reactor’s shutdown procedures and headed for the ship’s bridge. He
keyed his transmitter.

“Aquarius, Salver One. One
survivor lost in the engine room. Reactor entering controlled
shutdown. I deem it safe for Aquarius to come alongside.”

The Aquarius acknowledged
his transmission and assured him that they were on there way. Jamie
reached the bridge. Shutting down the reactor had killed the
onboard power and he had to cut through the hatch to get through to
the bridge. Fortunately
the plasma torch mounted on the left arm of his suit was designed
for exactly that purpose and he was through the hatch in
four-point-six minutes.

The bridge had been
depressurized in the accident, but the captain and his mate had
enough time to don their emergency suits. Jamie found them strapped
into their flight chairs, shaken and worried. They visibly relaxed
when they saw the bright orange emblem of the SRC emblazoned on the
chest of his suit. A quick scan of his sensors showed that both of
them were suffering slightly from shock but otherwise they were
fine.

An hour later, Jamie had the
two survivors were onboard Aquarius and headed to the medical bay.
He de-suited and headed for the onboard gym. There were two other
Salvers onboard and he figured he would have enough time to
workout, eat, and catch a nap before he would be back on shift.

#

Captain Merrick found him in
the gym, her heavyset body graceful and at ease in the zero-g
environment, her
silvering hair cut close to her scalp. She always reminded Jamie of
the ox-like beasts of burden from his home world of Axos-5, though he would never have
said that aloud. She waited patiently as he went through the
movements of his training kata, her lips pressed together firmly,
her eyes calm and at ease, her entire face a deliberate mask.

Jamie pushed all
distractions aside and focused on pushing his slim body through the
last two moves. The training kata’s built strength and endurance,
but they primarily focused on flexibility and balance. By
performing them in zero-g, the slightest imbalance on the
performers part would cause a noticeable shift. It could be frustrating, but the
kata’s were designed specifically to prepare Salvers for their work
in the field. In the gym, an improper shift in balance would be
embarrassing. In the
void it would be deadly.

Jamie entered the final
pose, floating cross
legged with his palms pressed together over his head. He
took a deep breath and released it slowly. Then, and only then, he
looked to the side and acknowledged his captain’s presence.

“Yes, Captain?” He lowered
his hands and rested them on his knees.

Merrick regarded him
placidly for a moment. “Three survivors onboard when we conducted
our initial sweep and you recovered two.”

“The chief engineer was
caught in the engine bay,” Jamie said. He shook his head. “The
reactor was going to overload. I had one and a half minutes. Even
if I had the time, the engine bay was flooded with radiation. There
was no way to save him.”

Merrick nodded. “I know
that. Wanted to make sure you did. You Salvers tend towards a god
complex. Losing life is never easy, and its even harder for
perfectionists.”

“Don’t worry about me,
Captain,” Jamie said. “I’m fine.”

Merrick said nothing, but
fixed him with a piercing gaze. He met it with a broad smile.

“Really, Captain,” Jamie
said. “God complex? I’m the best Salver in the SRC. If I say
someone couldn’t be saved, it’s because it was impossible to save
them.”

Merrick arched one eyebrow
and shook her head. Jamie was not sure if she was trying not to
laugh or if she thought he was arrogant. But all Merrick said was,
“Very well. Carry on.”

The Captain of the Aquarius
floated back to the gym’s entry-hatch and slipped through it.

The minute she slipped back
into the ship’s gravity, Jamie thought, she became a lumbering,
implacable force that thundered about the decks. She deserved
better.

Every time he thought he could not love the void any
more, it seemed he found a new reason.

“The best Salver in the SRC,
huh?” The caustic female voice came from behind him and Jaime
slowly turned to give
Adrienna Talok his most winning smile.

“Absolutely the best,” he
said. He threw a playful punch at her arm. “But isn’t that what we
all think? Though not all of us have the records to back it
up.”

“Not all of us,” Adrienna
said, slipping away from his punch. “Don’t forget I’m in charge of
this detachment. And while the Captain might believe you about what
happened in that engine bay, I reserve my doubts.”

“Of course, Chief,” Jamie
said. He even managed to keep most of the sarcasm out of his
voice.

He watched her slid to the
edge of the gym. She was just as graceful and good looking out of zero-g as she was in
it. Not that Jamie was interested in her that way. SRC policy
forbade fraternization amongst it’s personnel. Which did not mean
it never happened, but Jamie personally refused to become involved
with a fellow Salver. Their mortality rate was too high.

He shifted his attention
from Adrienna’s receding backside to the blonde girl bouncing
through hatch. He had seen her around the ship in uniform, the
cadet’s stripe plainly indicating her temporary status onboard and
had never given her much attention. However, now he noted how her
workout gear clung to her, revealing intriguing curves. She
hesitated on the edge of the zero-g field, noticed him watching
her, and beckoned him over.

Jamie shifted his balance,
entering a graceful forward tumble that carried him over to the
edge where she waited.

“You’re Jamie Pherson,
right?” she asked.

“Every day,” he said.

“Everyone calls me Sam,” she
said. She held out her hand and he shook it. “I’ve never used a gym
like this before. Would you mind showing me the ropes?”

“Not at all.”

Jamie guided her through a
workout routine, but before the end he suspected that she was more
familiar with zero-g than she had admitted. He suspected but did
not know why she would lie about it. Until, just before she left to
prepare for her watch, she pushed a tightly folded flimsy into his
hand. There were only four words on it.

It said “Six hours.
Stateroom 491.”

SRC policy forbid
fraternization of course. But Jamie’s policy only placed Salvers in
that category. He headed for the shower. He still needed to get his
nap. And the brunette cadet, he had trouble remembering their
names, had already set a liaison for right before the blondes.

“Life’s difficult when
you’re a stud,” Jamie told himself. He grinned and headed for his
berth.

#

The Aquarius soared along
its patrol path through the void, a beacon of hope in the empty
space between Winterfall and Mezzic. It was a two month track line
on their plasma thrusters, an excruciatingly slow pace, but one that allowed them
to respond relatively quickly to spacers in distress. Invisible
beams of optical radiation stretched from the the ship to
satellites hovering about Winterfall and Mezzic, carrying a steady
stream of data. News, personnel messages, and matters concerning
SRC policy and tasking. And emergency notifications.

It was oh-two-hundred hours
when the computer system received a notification and sounded the
ship’s Assist and Rescue alarm. The hollow, pulsating howl quavered
through the ship, scientifically designed to wake even the soundest
sleeper.

Crewmen and women all over
the ship cursed and rolled out of their racks, rushing into their
uniforms and to their stations.

But no one was sleeping in
stateroom 491.

The blonde, Jamie had
already forgotten her name, was bouncing on top of him, her back
arched, her mouth stretched in a continuous moan, when the alarm drowned the sound of
her exertions. The pulsating tone fired Jamie’s blood more than her
efforts had and he swung her off of him. Ignoring her
protestations, he kissed her
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HE'S A MAVERICK HERO..
SHE'S A VENGEFUL COP..

TOGETHER THEY'LL ROCK
THE UNDERWORLD.
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