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Landing face
first on the cold metal floor woke Cam.

The pain in
her cheek cleared her swirling thoughts of danger and fear enough
to realise she was still alive. She breathed in recycled oxygen,
mixed with stale sweat and dust.

Cam opened her
eyes and recognised where she was. Still in the escape pod where
she hid to avoid death.

Her head
ached, but that was her own fault. If she had not downed two
containers of wine to stop the dreams, her head would not be
aching. She tried to remember if she dreamt while she slept in the
pod, but couldn’t. She gave a wry smile, realizing the wine did its
job. Sleep without dreams.

Sitting back
on the edge of the bunk she had just fallen off, she calmly went
through her list of signs that she was still in danger. Breathless?
She was breathing normally. Sweating? No, she was not sweating. Her
uniform reeked of stale sweat, but she could live with that. Still,
it was a pity she did not have time to grab fresh uniforms before
she entered the pod.

She raised her
hands and studied them. No shaking. Her heart? It was beating
normally in time with the throbbing headache. The danger had to be
over.

A quick glance
at the small control board removed the last of her worry. The air
quality was standard and the escape pod was moving.

The danger was
over.

“Cam, my girl,
you survived again.”

She pushed
aside the two empty containers and used the facilities at the back
of the two-man escape pod, accepting the fact that after recycling,
the water supply would increase by the same volume of urine she was
currently discharging.

When her
bladder was emptied, she retrieved a survival pack from under the
control board, and sipped a packaged fruit juice, knowing there
would still be water available after consuming everything in the
survival package. Of course, if there was a long delay before
rescue arrived, she would have to ration the water and remaining
food, but first she needed to remove her headache so she could
focus on the instrument readouts in the pod, and she needed to
think clearly to do that.

She had no
idea where she was heading, but the pod was moving.

When she
activated the radar, she noticed a small object moving away from
the pod. Wreckage? Space junk? It was large enough to have rocked
the pod if they collided. That could have rolled her off the
bunk.

Next, she
looked for the freighter. She found what was left of the freighter
behind the pod.

There were so
many white dots on the small screen, each one representing sections
of metal that were once part of the space ship. She sadly came to
the conclusion no one could have survived when the ship was
breached, unless they were already in an escape pod.

A quick
calculation and she had the time the danger struck. The freighter
was destroyed just over eight hours ago. She had slept for more
than eight hours!

She hoped some
of the crew took her advice and reached pods before . . . before .
. . whatever happened. If she had not slept, she would already know
what happened. Her dreams, nightmares really, since she boarded the
freighter, showed the ship breaking up, but not what caused it. Or,
if the dreams did show it, she did not understand. She needed to
understand what made this time different to all the other
times.

While she
waited for rescue, she thought over what she did know. Her dream
showed something happened to cause a bright light. A mechanical
fault or sabotage could cause an engine to explode. Even a direct
hit by a stray meteoroid or asteroid. If so, the object should have
shown up on the freighter’s radar, or early warning system.

Because of her
dream warnings, she had searched for any signs of asteroids or
smaller rocks passing near the flight path of the freighter for the
past three shifts she was on duty, but nothing had shown up.

Cam glanced at
the radar screen again. It indicated three small metal objects
heading away from her escape pod. They could be more debris but
were large enough to be escape pods.

Please, let
them be escape pods!

Of course, if
they were escape pods and the crew were rescued, they would report
her warning of danger before the ship was destroyed, so she would
need a good lie for her actions once rescued and questioned. She
could not use the same lie as last time. The gossip and suspicions
from that accident were the main reasons she accepted the job of
third pilot for the twenty year freight run to the latest
colonies.

If she had to
endure more questioning like last time, she would tell them the
truth just to end the questions. Of course, that would mean being
locked up and studied like the other freaks who showed abilities
outside the current range of normal.

Well, she had
time now. She might as well work on a plausible reason.

She closed her
eyes and tried to think of a valid reason for reaching her escape
pod before the freighter was destroyed, when the rest of the crew
didn’t have time to reach pods.

A clanging
sound echoed throughout the pod but the pod did not rock. She
assumed it was more debris or rescue.

The forward
motion of the pod ceased. Then the pod slowly drifted upwards.

Cam opened her
eyes and checked the radar. One large object displayed next to her
pod. It was a rescue. Cam took a deep breath and waited.

After two more
clanging sounds, the pod ceased motion. She was inside a ship.

She calmly
finished her juice while waiting for the access hatch to
unlock.

It swung
open.

A blond haired
young male stuck his head into the pod and quickly glanced around.
He retreated. “Hey, Jamie! I got a live one here.”

His head
reappeared and he smiled at Cam, flashing a perfect set of teeth
except for one eye tooth smaller than it twin. “Any injuries?” He
wore standard overalls, more grey than white, but there was no
insignia stating what ship he was on.

Cam smiled
back and shook her head. “Quite intact, thank you.”

“You are safe
on board Disco Dancer. I’m Dravin Castaneda, gunner and all
round fix-it man.”

Cam took his
hand to steady herself as she climbed out of the pod. “Thank you. I
am Cambrie Jarvis, third pilot on Desert Run. I think I
should say was third pilot.” She straightened up and looked around
the large bay inside Disco Dancer. “I am glad to see you run
a clean ship.”

“Yeah, Captain
Benson is a stickler for cleanliness.” Dravin flashed another
friendly smile at Cam.

“Captain
Benson? Of Benson and Co? Out of Sydney, Australia?” Like every
student at the academy, she had heard of Benson and Co. The word
around the campus was Captain A. Benson was sharp but fair. Ran a
good ship, and only employed like-minded captains for his
out-system fleet. She was one of the newly qualified pilots who
applied for a position with his company but was unsuccessful.

Dravin nodded
agreement. “You know him?”

“Heard about
him, but never met the man.”

“I need you to
move to medical for a check up. Just routine.” Dravin pointed
towards the door.

“Can you tell
me what the ‘A’ stands for in Captain A. Benson?” Cam remembered
asking the same question when one academy lecturer told the
students of some of Captain Benson’s mining challenges with his
small ships. “A lot of the students at the academy guessed, but no
one in authority ever confirmed their guesses.”

Dravin
laughed. “Sorry, if Captain Benson wants you to know, he will tell
you.”

She followed
Dravin to the indicated exit from the bay. “How many crew Disco
Dancer?”

Once they
entered the corridor, Dravin indicated port with a wave of his
hand. “Two pilots, Maslynn McGowan and Blayze Kim. And Jamie
Cochran and me. We do everything that the pilots can’t or won’t do.
And the Captain, of course.”

Cam stopped
beside a door with the sign ‘Medical’ displayed at shoulder
height.

“If you will
excuse me, I need to get back and help Jamie retrieve the next
pod.” He palmed open the door. “Stretch out on the bunk and let the
machinery check you out. It should only take a few minutes. Then
wait here until either Jamie or I return with the next
casualty.”

Cam waited
until he disappeared in the direction of the bay before she stepped
into the room. She climbed onto the closest bunk and settled on her
back, waiting for the machinery to read her vital signs.

A cream panel
the length of the bunk rose from the far side and stopped when it
hovered above Cam. She held her breath and counted slowly to twenty
before she let out her breath. If the machine needed more time to
scan her body, it would request her to hold her breath again. She
waited.

“Name?” The
pitch of the programmed voice sounded female and slightly bored,
just like a receptionist at a surgery back on earth.

Cam wondered
if she should give a false name then decided against it. The lack
of scratches and dints suggested the equipment was relatively new,
and if the database was up-to-date the program would see through
the lie in seconds. “Cambrie Jarvis.” She waited for the next
question.

“Second pilot
on Desert Run, out of Darwin?”

“No, third
pilot.” The information was up-to-date.

She felt a
needle enter the back of her thigh. Blood sample. She forgot about
the wine.

“Alcohol level
high but not enough to poison your system. Lungs clear. Blood
pressure normal. No concussion detected.” The machinery continued
its report. “Your history does not record you are an alcoholic. Are
you an alcoholic?”

“No.”

“If your next
examination indicates alcohol levels above point zero two, I will
have to enter the data in your file.”

There was
nothing Cam could say. If she protested, then the entry would be
made now. “Thank you.”

“There is no
need for courtesy, but duly noted.”

Cam glanced
around the room while she waited. Standard grey walls, nothing out
of place and silent except for the soft hum of machinery. Cool
fresh air gently cycled into the room through ceiling vents and
exited into the corridor.

Two emergency
medical pods rested against the rear wall. She blinked and focused
on the model numbers of the pods. Impressive. They had to be the
latest models. This was a well stocked medical unit. Either the
ship was heading into dangerous territory or was well prepared in
case of accidents.

The cream
panel disappeared back down the side of the bunk. “Please collect
the printout waiting for you in the tray at the foot of the bunk
and give it to the Captain when he requests it. You may leave.”

Cam collected
the two page report and left the room before she rubbed her thigh
where the needle took a sample of blood. Now what? Wait for Dravin
or the other crew member to arrive, or head to the bridge?

She was saved
from making a decision when Dravin and a second male, supporting a
large female between them, hurried towards her down the corridor.
The injured female had to be a passenger, because the crew had to
be under ninety kilos.

“Cambrie, if
you could just help us get her onto the bunk, I will be free to
take you to the bridge.”

Cam
helped.

“Cambrie?” The
female studied Cam’s face. “Pilot Jarvis?”

“Yes.” Cam had
no reason to deny the fact she was a pilot. She held her breath,
waiting for the next question.

“Pilot Jarvis,
I can not thank you enough for the warning. You are the reason I am
still alive. Thank you so much.”

That was not
what Cam was expecting. “Citizen, you need to rest on this bunk so
the medical program can check for broken bones or other
injuries.”

Once the
female was settled, Cam stepped back into the corridor, hoping the
female did not add any more information about Cam’s warning.

Dravin exited
medical and his dark haired crew mate followed. “Cambrie Jarvis, meet Jamie Cochran.”

Cam smiled at
Jamie. “Please, call me Cam.”

“Glad you are
not injured, Cam.” Jamie smiled back. “That was the sixth pod
located. I will wait here for her,” he indicated the female in
medical, “but will be happy to hear about the accident later.”

“I will take
Cam to the Captain but will be back before we locate the next pod.”
Dravin waited for Jamie to nod.

Cam followed
Dravin down the corridor, and took the lift to the top level. It
was a short walk to the bridge. She noticed the cleanliness in the
bay continued throughout the ship. It made her wonder if the
workers had good ethics for their job, or if the Captain was a hard
task master. Either way, she would soon find out.

She followed
Dravin onto the bridge.

A quick glance
around the room added to the impression of a well run ship. Latest
control boards, overhead monitors displaying relevant information
clearly seen from the back of the bridge. The smell of leather
covers on all the seats, and not a hint of dust anywhere. It was
the first ship she had ever entered where no expense was spared
making the ship as safe as possible for space flight. No wonder
there was a long line of pilots fresh out of the academy applying
for positions with Benson & Co Freighters.

While she
waited for the Captain to turn away from his controls, her fingers
twitched just thinking of piloting S.S. Disco Dancer to the
outer reaches of colonised space.

When Captain
Benson finally turned towards her, Dravin saluted. “Third Pilot
Cambrie Jarvis.”

Captain Benson
studied Cam for a moment, then smiled. “Welcome aboard.” He held
out his hand. “Injuries?”

“I am fine,
and thankful you were in the area to rescue me.” Cam handed over
her medical report.

After glancing
at the report, he spoke. “So far we have located seven pods.” He
looked at the four males waiting near the back wall of the bridge,
to Cam’s right. “We have six survivors including yourself and one
in medical.”

She did not
recognise any of the males. That meant they were either passengers,
or crew that did not mix with the pilots on Desert Run.

“Only six?”
Cam frowned. If there were seven escape pods located, there should
be more survivors. Unless each pod was released before they could
fill up with crew and travellers.

“These four,”
the Captain indicated the waiting males, “were
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