
      
        
          The Last Flight of the Acurus

          
          Robert J. McCarter

        

        
          [image: image-placeholder]

          Little Hummingbird Publishing

        

      

    
Foreword


This story was originally published in 2013 in  Andromeda Spaceways Inflight Magazine #58 and then in 2018 as part of Anomalous Readings: Thirteen Curious and Confounding Tales and appears there with twelve of my other stories.
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The Last Flight of the Acurus


I die every night. Not literally, of course, but also not some metaphorical, loss of consciousness, “dying to the day” shit either. I literally feel like I am dying every single night. 
Sometimes, most of the time, I feel like I can’t breathe. I am, of course, breathing but my body freaks out like it is not. And when it is not that, I feel this deep, oppressive heaviness and I can’t move. I can’t do anything. In both cases, I am trapped, knowing that the end is near.
And it is not like I am fully awake and can rationalize myself out of this. I am in the twilight state between consciousness and unconsciousness; neither fully awake nor fully asleep. The normal rules don’t apply. I am stuck, forced to feel whatever biochemical dance that is going on in my body. And whatever that dance is, it feels like death.
It is probably related to the accident. I mean, how couldn’t it be? Floating out there in the darkness of the void with only the pinprick lights of the stars to illuminate me, fighting for my life, my oxygen running out.
I haven’t told a soul. I don’t want to be pulled from active duty and medicated. This is the only record of what I am going through. It is my hope that writing this down, getting it out, expressing it, will help to resolve the situation.
I hope it does. I honestly don’t know how much longer I can stand the night terrors.
[image: image-placeholder]″ Acurus, this is Command. Status update. Over.” 
″Command,” I said. “This is the Acurus, Wells here. Hicks is on an untethered EVA working on the damage. Doesn’t sound good. Is the rescue team away yet? Over.”
There was a five second delay; we were a long ways out. “Roger that Wells. Your ride should be there in about 10 hours. Over.”
″Beers are on me when we get back. Over and out.”
I switched to the local com and said, “Yo Cap, howz it goin’ out there? Over.” 
There was a brief laugh, followed by, “Way to follow orders Wells. Over.”
″Absolutely Cap, you made it very clear I was not to call you Julia, or use ‘excessively casual language’ on the com. Everything being recorded on the black box, and you being all worried about posterity and the like. Over.”
″The ‘excessively casual language’ still needs work Lieutenant Wells. And, you know full well my rank is Lieutenant Commander. Over.”
″Sorry cap-o. Sorry to disregard your most appropriate order, but this bucket of bolts is yours and that makes you El Capitan. But, I will do my level best to straighten up and fly right. Over.”
She laughed again, a deep throaty laugh, which is why, of course, I carried on that way. If you can make them laugh, the rest is easy. 
″That damn rock ripped through the outer hull and got to our control wiring. I am attempting to bypass, so we can at least head ourselves in the right direction. Over.”
The Acurus, being a space-only vessel, had a plain, utilitarian design that appealed to me. It was modular, built out of standard parts. It had its command/personnel module sandwiched in between two big cargo cubes. On the aft end was the propulsion module, where Julia was working.
″Don’t know if that is needed Cap-o. Command says our taxi is ten hours out. Over.”
″Well I am out here; the least I can do is—”
The Acurus lurched, shuddered, and spun laterally. Unprepared for it, I was thrown from my chair, my head connecting with the co-pilot’s chair, and then the deck. I saw stars, and then nothing.
[image: image-placeholder]I blame it on the pulps, I really do.  
Shortly before I was born, the Moon finally got colonized. It took us nearly a century from initially walking on the Moon to living on the Moon, but at least it happened. As I grew up, I was rapt watching the news reports, the stupid reality shows from the embedded media, and the wonder of it all. I even managed to get my folks to help me buy a telescope so I could see the buildings going up near the Shackleton crater for myself.
When I headed off to high school, mankind headed off to Mars. My entire youth, it seems, was spent watching humanity leave the cradle of earth.
And, as if that wasn’t bad enough, the whole thing spawned a new pulp era in science fiction. So I would get all I could of the real thing, and then voraciously consume the pulps on my reader. Some of the old characters came back: Buck Rodgers, John Carter of Mars; along  with some brand new ones: Captain Brandon Steel, Helen Tremor, and the like. Space and adventure totally consumed me.
I grew out of it briefly when adolescence hit; I was obsessed with another type of adventure and conquest. But, as a young man fresh out of college with an engineering degree the move towards the asteroid belt swept me up. Once again I was riveted by it. The need for the rare earth elements that are critical to our high-tech lifestyle (neodymium, cerium, lutetium and the like) drove it; that and mankind had finally gotten hooked on space-life.
The Moon, with its relative closeness and certainty, suddenly seemed blasé; Mars was tantalizing—terraforming and all—but it seemed, somehow, too easy. I wanted to go further. I wanted to be a belter.
[image: image-placeholder]I was out for almost two hours. I woke up on the deck of the Acurus’s bridge, a blossoming welt on my head, feeling the micro-gravity from the spin gently pressing me against the starboard side of the bridge. I got myself into the pilot’s seat and triggered the com. 
″Julia! Julia. Come in Julia.” There was no reply. 
The view screens didn’t show much, just the spinning of stars. The Acurus was doing about 15 rotations a minute around her vertical axis. I activated short range radar and found her: She was about 300 klicks away headed towards a grouping of asteroids.
The Acurus was a cargo-runner, and had been on its usual supply run; weaving through the belt and making drops at some of the outposts. We load up at Ceres Station which orbits the dwarf planet Ceres (the biggest thing in the belt). Our cargo is a combination of ice, mined from Ceres, and other supplies sent from Earth, the Moon, Mars, or produced on other asteroids. Stopping is not practical, so we make ballistic drops to the other bases as we pass them. Everything has orbits that closely matched Ceres and are not more than two day’s burn away. The belt is a big chaotic place—it sits between the orbits of Mars and Jupiter—it is not practical to spread too far. There is, though, the occasional rumor of expanding to Pallas, the second biggest rock in the belt, and its family of asteroids.
We were about halfway out when the rock holed us. We had just made a drop to a termite crew (the crazy, and I mean crazy, folks that show up first on an asteroid and burrow out the base) when the rock hit. Some damn mini-wanna-be comet going fast enough to hole us.
″Julia, do you read? Captain Hicks come in. Over.”
I went to work on the computer, reconstructing what happened. We not only had lateral spin, but our trajectory had changed; not a lot in the scale of the asteroid belt, but it was a lot on the human scale. When Julia was trying to reroute the wiring, she must have triggered our attitude thrusters as well as our main engines, all on the starboard side.
Further investigation revealed a small explosion occurring near where Julia was. Looking at the video logs I saw a flash of some metal plating and other debris as her body spun away from the Acurus.
I ran this through a quick simulation. I knew her position and trajectory. I knew the ship’s trajectory before and after. I knew what burned and for how long. I set it up, let the computer crunch the numbers, and came up with what kind of force she was hit with. No wonder she wasn’t replying. 
″Julia, do you read? Julia, damn it, wake up!”
She was long past the point of no return on her suit now. It only had limited propulsion. It wasn’t a full EVA, it was a lighter weight suit.
I then pulled up the specs on her space suit and simulated the damage to the most likely points of contact. That, at least, was not horrible news. The odds were decent (about 40%) that the suit survived the blow.
Oxygen would be the problem. If she had survived she only had about two hours on her tanks. Our ride would be here in about eight hours, but that would do her no good. No good at all.
I briefly considered calling this in to Command. I know what they would say; I know what protocol was: Stay put. So I didn’t give them the chance to say no, and started working on a rescue plan.
[image: image-placeholder]The night terrors came again last night, but it was different this time. I wasn’t in that twilight terror state; I was fully in a dream. I dreamed I was bones, dark grey bones. I wasn’t dying, I was dead. I could clearly see my legs and my feet. The skinniness of the toe bones was striking. I was just looking at them, staring at them, knowing they were mine, when this force grabbed me from behind and moved me. 
I watched as my legs and feet flopped around. I was terrified. I didn’t know what had grabbed me, but I knew that it was dark, and that the force it exerted was irresistible.
Actually, the force seemed to be the darkness itself. I woke up panting and sweating.
I have no idea if this is progress, but it is, at least, a change.
[image: image-placeholder]I was in the upper airlock, which was small, and with the big EVA rig I had on, I barely fit. 
The LEVAR (Long-range EVA Rig) was attached to the back of my space suit. It had oxygen, fuel, thrusters, improved communication, and a big brain. It was so big, I had to take it into the airlock and put it on there. It took me a while; it is something you normally have help with. Mating the suit to the LEVAR has to be perfect. I ended up sticking a camera to the ceiling of the airlock and putting the output on the screen there, so I could watch while I docked with it.
Making it even more unwieldy, I had attached a T-valve and an extension hose to the oxygen feed, so I could change out oxygen; which I would need to do. I had two of the blue O2 tanks strapped securely to my legs, and one to the LEVAR. My simulations showed that both of us surviving required this.
It took everything I had not to freak out. It was all taking too long; every minute put her farther away, made her tanks closer to empty. From waking up to getting out into space took about 90 minutes. 
I hadn’t told Command yet. I didn’t want to risk them ordering me to stay put, and then me going against orders. I wanted to survive, and keep my commission.
As the airlock cycled, I recorded a message to Command.
[image: image-placeholder]Command, this is Lieutenant Rajesh Wells acting commander of the Acurus. Please listen to this entire transmission and view the accompanying simulation before contacting me. 
Lieutenant Commander Hicks has been injured and I am attempting a rescue. While she made repairs
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