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Nobody Steals My Air

I had been away for a while, as they say,
and now I was going home.

Through the shuttle’s window a small, bright dot
grew larger, resolving itself into a hammer with a head at both
ends, swinging in lazy arcs following each other round and round and
glinting in the harsh sunlight of outer space as their black shadows
chased each other across the monstrous orchid blossom of her solar
array. Effie III was less than forty metres long and about as
basic as a space station can get, but she was my home. The closer we
got, the more my anticipation rose, I could feel my pulse beginning
to quicken.

The airlock sidled along the main spar to the
exact centre of rotation and de-spun itself as the hired shuttle
craft approached. The craft drifted up to it and smoothly latched on
without the slightest bump, just a faint “clunk-clunk” as the
latches locked on.

I straightened up as the seat unclamped and
grabbed my stuff.

“Thank you for travelling with Stellar
Spaceways,” the shuttle was burbling. “We hope you enjoyed
your trip. Do you have any comment you would like to pass on? We are
always trying to improve our ser....”

“Yeah, cut the crap,” I replied curtly,
pushing myself grumpily through the airlock as it opened with a
slight hiss. “I told you not to spam me.”

“I’m sorry, Sir. Goodbye.”

The shuttle’s platitudes cut off as the outer
door closed. The same faint double-clunk signalled the shuttle’s
disengagement, and as it drifted away the airlock began to revolve
around me, spinning itself back up to match Effie. I grabbed a
handrail and let myself move with it as the inner door opened.
Swinging into the main arm I began pushing myself feet-first along
the ladder which ran from end to end inside. Gravity quickly made
itself felt and I climbed down the rest of the ladder, growing
steadily heavier, until at the bottom I was back to normal.
Clambering down the last few rungs into the little living pod which
formed one head of the hammer, I was home.

“Hi Effie,” I called out to the air, “how’s
things?”

“Hi Jim. Welcome home, I’ve put the kettle on.
No real problems. A couple of minor dust impacts to repair, and I did
have to replace the water pump in the end but the 3D printer
cartridge was within the budget you gave me, so I didn’t bother to
ping you.”

I had asked Effie not to bother me with such
trivia online, cybers can get so pedantic about these things. 

“One thing just now though.”

“Oh?”

“The airlock lost about half a cubic metre of
air while it was open. Pressure in the shuttle was a tad low. It
almost tripped my alarm.”

“What! The two-faced bastards! Get me the most
accurate estimate of how much you lost, what it was worth at that
moment and lodge a formal complaint with the bank against Stellar!”

Any groundies reading this may not realise but
it’s an absolute rule in space, nobody steals another guy’s air.
It’s like spitting in their face or having an affair with their
partner – no, it’s worse than that, it’s like driving straight
at them when they cross the road, it says you don’t care if they
lie down and die. 

The scam that Stellar pulled on me is as old as
space settling. Out here the most precious thing is stuff – any
kind of stuff, there just isn’t a lot of anything, that’s what
makes it space. You lose something, you could be a hundred
thousand miles from getting another one. That makes it valuable. 

And air is always on the lookout for a good leak.
It’s mardy stuff, air, it’s no respecter of its owner’s wishes,
it just gets in there and pushes the laws of physics all the way. And
leaks happen everywhere. A dust strike, an airlock door, a
less-than-perfect seam on your space suit, your air will find it, and
when it’s found it, it’s gone. Streaming out into space at
hundreds of miles an hour, you’ll never see it again. You won’t
live that long anyway. So air is especially valuable to us.

What could be easier than pumping down your
airlock a little so that when you open the door it sucks in some of
the other guy’s air? I remembered now the faint hiss that had
accompanied the opening of the shuttle’s door. That goodbye
schmooze hadn’t really been spam, it was meant to irritate
me, to distract me from the sound of my air being stolen. Well,
actually, a lot of things could be easier. Modern spacecraft have
every gadget imaginable to stop it happening – sensors, alarms,
software accreditation, systems that monitor the monitoring
systems. Bypassing all that ruck of technology is possible, but it
ain’t easy any more.

This wasn’t just illegal, it would get Stellar
blackballed by every settlement and station in the solar system.

The kettle hadn’t even boiled before Effie came
back to me. 

“Jim, about that air. I got it audited. Stellar
have lodged their official records and they show that no air has been
transferred. The auditor says the encrypted monitoring records
balance up, and the shuttle’s systems all check out a hundred
percent normal.”

I sighed. “Thanks, Effie. Have the bank
acknowledged the discrepancy between your records and theirs?”

“Yes, Jim. But you know how these things go. Who
will they believe, the big commercial guy with all the money or the
old lag stuck in a Type H?”

By “Type H” Effie meant herself. She was
a Type H space station, the ones shaped like a two-headed hammer
and don’t go all the way round in a wheel, the ones so small
that some folks get sick from the varying gravity and can’t live
there, the ones that only low-life like me get left with. The other
end? Oh, all the storage, power systems, fresh food tubs and the
like, anything that can be shoved out there to counterbalance the
weight of the living quarters.

We low-lifers especially guard our air like we
guard nothing else. We have less than anybody and we can least afford
to replace it. So we catch the space dust in aerogel, pump out the
airlocks to distraction, check our suits like our lives depended on
it – because they do. And one thing we do not like is for someone
to come and steal it. You do that and word gets around, nobody will
let you come close again, ever, you have to go Earthbound or
suffocate. There are space settlements where it is legal to kill an
air thief on sight, we care that much. I was born and bred in one of
them, Ceres City we call it, though “city” is no more than an
aspiration. These guys had not just stolen air worth half a day’s
pay to get it replaced, they had committed the most heinous insult
that can be, a crime punishable by death.

I wasn’t going out for blood – yet. Apart from
anything else that would mean killing on Stellar’s home ground,
sure to be a place where it would be classed as murder. Bad boy I may
be, but I ain’t that bad. My own life was not at risk so killing in
cold blood would be stretching the law even back in Ceres. But I was
not going to take this lying down. And, although they had done a
pretty good job of covering their tracks, something was nagging at me
that this was about more than just a little smalltime theft. A
spaceline is too big an operation to play dirty for peanuts. What was
Stella’s home ground?

“Earth,” said Effie, “Their space-only
operation is still new enough to price cheaply at a loss while it
builds up, that’s how they got your custom. Their main business is
commercial traffic to the leo terminus stations: they are one of only
two lines Earth will allow that close.”

Of course, now I remembered. I had been so keen to
get home, I had just grabbed the cheapest price without thinking. But
an Earth based operation has less reason to steal air than most. The
low-Earth-orbit “leo” stations are the cheapest places you can
buy the stuff. No wonder something had felt wrong about the whole
incident. There had to be something bigger behind it.

“Put me through to Ceres Protection, will you?”

Protection cover all kinds of unpleasantness. We
are pretty much too small to have separate military and police hit
squads and, truth be told, most of us don’t see much distinction.
Political borders are just empty talk when it comes down to
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