
        
            
                
            
        

    
	A stalker is ruining the life of the best female pilot of the space passenger liners in her company, but she wonders if she might be able to turn the table and trap him.

	 

	 

	Having served a brief term in the military gave Kina the start for her training as a better-than-average pilot of large spaceships. Using that training to give her a jump in her career, she lands a job in one of the system’s best passenger and freight companies. It doesn’t take her long to move up to one of the supreme spots as captain of the best passenger liners going from the busy civilized worlds. Kina and her crew thought she had it made until a stalker began to show up wherever her ship was docked.

	Because that put her crew and passengers in danger, the company moved her over to a different division hauling freight. But nothing could catch or halt the large mysterious figure who was ruining her life.

	What was worse, he began to put thoughts in her mind that there might be a better life for her out in dark space—one where her life wasn’t run by the rules of a corporation but where she might be free on her ship. What was the secret this stalker knew that she needed to discover?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Captain Kina Russel knew she was being followed. She was on her way to work, and on purpose she’d taken a long way down the back halls of the shopping area. The company ships were docked at satellite stations for standard routes over busy commercial planets.

	Many corporations had spaceships flying the standard routes for the many heavily colonized planets among these nearby systems. The different companies all hauled visitors, businesspeople, and supplies of all sizes.

	The ship that Kina flew was a good one, not the newest, but a fast one, kept in top condition, and mainly handled people. It had a couple of small bays for reasonable supplies. It always brought in extra funds for the company to put something in the bays.

	All clothing that the employees of Shayde Transport, Inc. wore was in different tones of purple. The large ship had the trademark name in large letters on both sides of the nose in deep purple. Kina’s uniform as an officer was dark purple, and she wore a one-piece suit under a jacket of the same color. The jacket had all the fancy buttons and epaulets befitting her rank, in addition to emblems on the sleeves.

	Pulling up her pad, she opened it and set it as if to take a picture of herself. This allowed her to see behind without turning around or glancing over her shoulder. Just coming into the dark hall, outlined by the light from the grand walkway, was the tall figure.

	Frustrated, Kina turned off her pad, grasped it tight as she turned, and began running back.

	“Hey, what do you want?” But before she had taken several steps, the tall, dark shadow was back out and around the corner. It or he was gone. When she reached the wide corridor, there was only the usual traffic and no unusually tall person in dark clothes.

	Damn. She had hoped to approach him at least once to find out what this whole thing was all about. Having this shadow behind her, no matter where she went, was beginning to wear thin on her nerves. She was proud of her nerves, as they had gotten her to the position of Pilot on the ship Ascher Shayde. The line was long and cutthroat for a position as a pilot on any of the big corporation travel ships.

	Even being top of her class did not count, as it the position required two years of pilot service for the Federated Union. A special Badge of Courage was what had probably topped off her resume. Bravery was not a problem for Kina, but to have a significant question unanswered was like a sore tooth that couldn’t be treated.

	Kina had not cheated. She had started at the bottom in the Shayde transport group, flying short hops as single or co-pilot with old ships from odd ports to stops right down on planets. But she played by the rules and did extra work, volunteering for trips no one else wanted. Kina spent more hours on the bridge than was required and slowly worked her way up, quicker than most. Okay, being an attractive woman, she might have added some special treats to get some recommendations. Her thought was to use what you had, and her talent behind the navigation bridge was great, but if a trip to a bunk helped, well, that was useful.

	Months before, the hair on the back of her neck had begun to stand up when she saw precisely the same tall figure wherever she went off the ship. Kina never saw a face, as there was always a hood from a cape or a heavy cap pulled low and sometimes a breathing mask. But the shape was the same, about six foot four, broad shoulders, strong and fast moving.

	It reminded her of the assassins she had read about in her romance books, but he had plenty of time to kill her. He merely followed her or stood outside her assigned room.

	The police had been useless since she was in so many different locations. The first group of the local police had asked many questions that she mostly had negative answers to. He wasn’t always there and never in the same place. She didn’t have any enemies and did not have a job that led to secrets or danger. They promised to keep an eye on her while she was at their location.

	Making a report to the Security of the Shayde Corporation had the same results. Did she have any old boyfriends? Maybe her family was checking on her. She explained she was an orphan and her boyfriends were now flying for the same company.

	She hit her emergency comm button the next time she saw him in a crowd of passengers getting ready to board her ship, but he disappeared before security arrived. She apologized and gave up on outside help. She was going to have to trap her stalker somehow and get some answers. Her nerves were beginning to show as she drank too much coffee on the bridge.

	The hostess in the light purple dress had suggested that she bring Kina some tea or decaf coffee. But Kina barked at the woman and had several cups of the straight black stuff before she remembered to apologize to the hostess. It wasn’t the woman’s fault. It was a big guy following her on every satellite that they nosed the big ship into the dock.

	Sitting at her dashboard, she looked over at the second pilot, who was assisting and communicating with the satellite’s control system. A thought suddenly hit her. How did her stalker get to all the systems that she traveled to each time she landed?

	“Sha One, how many people did we carry this time?”

	Sha One was the name of their AI that helped run things on the ship.

	“Captain Russel, we carried two hundred and five passengers.”

	Punching some general buttons to complete the shutdown, Kina spoke again. “And Sha One, how many crew was on board this trip?”

	“Captain Russel, we have the normal crew complement of one hundred twelve.” Kina hit the last button and sat back. “So, Sha One, when we landed before anyone exited the ship, we had exactly three hundred and seventeen people on board the ship. Is that correct?”

	The other pilot finished his job and nodded, and also sat back. They had to wait a few minutes before leaving their position.

	The AI said, “No, Captain Russel. Before anyone departed, there were exactly three hundred and eighteen people on board the ship.”

	Captain Yari Dru, who had started to rise from his position, froze for a second and then turned to hit a minor alarm. He was the one to give the next orders. “Sha One, lock down the ship. Order the crew at the two exits back inside and notify Shayde Security at this location. Also, notify the local security staff. We need to review any cameras, both on our ship and the loading dock, for face recognition.” He sank back into his seat and looked at his partner. “We had a stowaway on board.”

	While they waited for all the law officers to show up, the two pilots had the AI run a face ID on all the crew. Everyone was approved, so the stowaway had left the ship with the passengers.

	All the passengers had ID shots on file when entering the ship, so the one person who had left that would not match the files would be the one the law would be looking for on the space station.

	After a few hours and too much coffee, Kina was frustrated. She was sure she had discovered how her stalker had followed her through so many places. She also felt he would at least be identified in a video. But there was no trace of any unidentified person on any of the many cameras, both in the door locks of the ship, on the outside of the ship, and especially in the large docking areas.

	In the main galley of the ship Ascher Shayde, there was a crowd of law officers with various types of equipment. The Shayde Security people came with technical help and True Security with the capital on their name. These people wore side arms and asked brief questions with never a smile.

	Between the use of the ship’s AI and what they could see on all the cameras, making a comparison of all known faces attached to the ship and known workers to the dock, they had nothing. There was no trace of an extra person leaving the ship, nor was there any stowaway left on board.

	Sitting in a corner of the galley, sipping another hot cup of what she knew she shouldn’t be drinking, Kina kept her anger inside. He had done it again. She now understood how he had always appeared in all the places she traveled. He had been on board her ship. But he was like an invisible wraith, never being caught on any vid, camera or sensor. That was impossible because she knew he was alive and always there. She also believed she was not insane—she did have a follower, but why?

	Thinking about her life and her job, she found nothing that would draw special attention. She didn’t have a job that led to special intelligence or top secrets. Their corporation ship was only a means of transport for public use on standard routes. Her love life had been boring, with only a couple of flings and a few one-nights in between her hard work and many studies. She’d had opportunities that she had refused due to her schedule.

	Taking a deep gulp and listening to the locals as they were wrapping up, she knew someone was watching her but still didn’t know who or why. Finally, she listened to what was being said.

	“We will need some time to do an in-depth search on all the dock cameras. A person could be hidden among the passengers or workers, and it will take hours to backtrack on each face.” The announcement was made by an officer in a local law uniform with some braid on his shoulders. “But we need to go back to our own offices with larger mainframes and make a broader study.”

	This meant that most of the people were leaving the ship. It still took everyone a bit for the crowd to leave, which left the two captains with the local Shayde Security. It was quiet on the ship with the crew locked in Bay One and the captains in the main galley with company security with both groups.

	“Stowaways try to get on all passenger ships all the time.” It was the lieutenant in charge of the security detail with the two captains. He was helping himself to a mug of fresh coffee. All the machines were automatic to give service to passengers, and the products were tops. It was obvious he enjoyed the taste of the better coffee on board her ship.

	Leaning his hips against the counter, he looked at his team and the two people who piloted this ship. “Sha One, when did you discover an additional person on board this ship?”

	“Security Lieutenant Rever. It was when Captain Russel requested a head count at the dock as everyone was debarking.” The emotionless voice of the AI would only respond to a question without adding any additional details. The LT. sighed, as he knew it would take a lot of simple questions to get all the answers, and he might never get the answers he needed.

	Lt. River looked at the two people in the room responsible for the big spaceship. “Who asked for a head count?”

	“I did,” Kina responded over her mug.

	The tall lieutenant was good at his job. Kina had been watching him, and she had decided that he had to be previous military, probably Space Marine. This particular satellite was large and located over a bustling planet. The planet was a true Goldilocks find and had been colonized for centuries.

	Better still, it had a large amount of land located in a great climate area along large oceans. This had immediately developed into a place to draw crowds and vacationers. It also drew casinos and lots of water sports. It was an important place for all the passenger ships to disembark and pick up passengers. That made it essential to the home office of Shayde Transportation.

	The lieutenant turned toward Kina, and she was now on the hot seat. How did she explain this without sounding like an idiot and being put on hold in her job?

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Taking a deep breath, she decided to try for the corporate side. “It seemed like the passengers were slowly disembarking. I decided that a normal head count would explain some of the problems. It is standard in the Shayde manual.”

	Still in the relaxed position against the cabinet, the lieutenant set down his mug and pulled out and expanded a military pad. “You filed a report to different officials about a stalker. Did this headcount have anything to do with that report?”

	Looking the security man directly in the eyes, Kina spoke clearly and firmly. “No one has been able to confirm my accusations. That problem is still an open question.”

	Still scanning his pad, the LT. asked, “Any proof of your feelings?”

	With a deep sigh, Kina pulled out her private comm unit, a small individual unit, and brought up a small floating screen. After only a couple of scans, she brought up a view of the shadow at the end of the alley. Next, she showed the same shape in a dock, again the same shape in a doorway. She stopped after six others., waiting for the lieutenant to comment.

	“An old lover?” His question was in a low voice as he took time to look at her closely.

	“I wish.”

	The security man was frowning at her and then looked again at his pad, hidden from their view. At last he spoke without lifting his head. “The company has rules about the private lives of employees interfering with their jobs.”

	Now Yari said with a touch of anger in his voice, “That refers to the actions of the employee.” He had worked with Kina for over a year, and they were beginning to be a competent pair on the bridge, taking turns and helping in the docking or loading. He had a lot of respect for her and liked her. “What she has reported is outside interference. It does not interfere with her performance. She is one of the best, if not the best, pilots Shayde has in their stable.” He ended that with a nod.

	“Perhaps.” The lieutenant had a look of study on his strong face. This was a man who was always looking for problems and was on guard. His following command to the ship’s AI was a report that the entire crew had been confirmed as present, and DNA tests proved positive.

	“It seems our stowaway is now in the hands of the station law officials.” The lieutenant shut his pad down and stood up. “I’m going to release the crew and let the locals chase this shadow down. But I do suggest that for the loading and the next couple of trips, we are going to put a closer check on all crew and passengers. We will make sure we don’t allow any more free rides on this ship in the future.” With these words, he left the room, taking a group of security people with him.

	The two captains sat there in silence as they heard the heavy boots tromping down the hallway. Then, at last, Yari broke out laughing. “That guy thinks he’s still in the Space Service. What a hard ass.”

	“Yari.” Kina reached over and grabbed her friend’s hand. “Thank you for speaking up for me.”

	“No. I meant every word. That guy is looking at us and not at the stowaway. Damn idiot.” He got up and refilled his mug, then turned and reached for hers. She waved him off, knowing her bladder was floating and she needed to hit the head.

	“Let me make a quick stop, and we can check everything out before the release crew takes over cleaning up. I think I need to get away for a while.” She headed out of the wide doors, not sure if she was relieved or not. Was the security guy going to look into her stalker problem or drop the whole incident? One thing was good about the whole stowaway event. Their ship was going to have better checks on everyone entering the ship for the next few trips, and that would make her stalker have to take a different way to keep up with her.

	After she and Yari double-checked everything on the bridge, including the final logs and one last exchange with station control, they were done for two days. During that time, the ship would be cleaned, minor repairs done, cartons removed, and new ones loaded into the bays.

	Since there was no crew change at this stop, everyone had two days off and would report back on time. The pay was good for corporate work. The benefits were okay, and no one would miss the next load time for employment at Shayde.

	The problem Kina had was she didn’t want to stay on the station when she believed her stalker was wandering around and watching her. She decided to take a trip down to the planet. Since this was a visitor’s paradise, the shuttle service ran continuously and was free with a tip to the driver and hostess. All anyone had to do was go to the nearest exit that had so many signs, and there were many exits available. With a small tote on one shoulder, Kina was soon in a comfortable seat with many happy travelers and a couple of businesspeople.

	The businesspeople and Kina were the only ones not accepting drinks and laughing so much, as the rest were already having a good time. What she wanted to find was a quiet chair under a wide tree in the shade where she could read a story on her special private comm. The private one she had was commonly called a Review and could hold tons of books and movies and connect with local news as well as universal media. She wanted to get lost in someone else’s life and forget about her problems.

	Once on the ground and with the help of a friendly driver, it took her about two hours to stand at the front desk of a small hotel. With all the rooms on ground level, she was soon out of her uniform clothes and into a skimpy sundress. At the suggestion of a waitress, she was where she wanted to be, in a long low seat under an umbrella and watching the waves on the beach. The beach was a long walk away, and she hardly heard the children laughing and running. It was perfect, and she found herself leaning back and closing her eyes.

	It was the shadow of a man falling over her that made her tense up as Kina gathered her muscles. If this turned out to be her stalker, he would find her ready to fight.

	“Can I bring you something from the bar, Miss?”

	Opening her eyes, Kina was looking at a waiter dressed in a swimsuit and a bow tie and nothing else. It was an interesting and enticing costume, but she was too uptight to appreciate the handsome man. Shaking her head, she dismissed him with a wave. As she watched him walk away, she shook herself. She couldn’t even relax and enjoy a friendly local server. This whole thing was ridiculous.

	Deciding this was a waste of time, she returned to her room and changed to return to the satellite and her cabin on the Ascher Shayde. The cleaning bots and some service people were still on the ship, but her cabin was finished, so no one would disturb her. Kina finally relaxed on her bunk, not even taking off her boots. She thought about the extra steps that company security was putting in place. Due to the stowaway, there was going to be closer scrutiny of all passengers and crew as everyone boarded from now on for further travel. Her stalker would have to find another way to get to the places where she was posted to follow her. Maybe he would even stop if it became too difficult and expensive for space travel.

	Yari returned, and soon they fell into a normal routine of getting the ship ready for the next trip. Boarding was a little slower due to the new facial ID at each of the two main door locks. Fortunately, with complimentary hor d’oeuvres and drinks waiting inside, there were few complaints.

	The ship had a routine route that took two months to complete, going through several jump gates to reach locations on heavily populated worlds. On each of the following stops, Kina elected to stay with the ship, avoiding any contact with locals. At last they made the final trip that brought them back to the large docking area at a satellite over the planet Solcap II.

	This was the home of the Shayde Corporation and where Kina Russel had been born. Or at least it was put on her birth certificate, since she had been found as a baby abandoned and, it was assumed, left by a local teenage mother in the area. There were never any results from the DNA search, so the mother must have at least stayed out of trouble. Also, there was no family trace through the broad path of DNA for familial search either. That meant the father had either stayed out of reach of law or never been in the service.

	DNA testing and the storage of the results with sharing was standard procedure. For example, all employees of transport companies had their DNA on registration. Kina had a few old friends from this home world, but like her, they all traveled or worked on different worlds. It was rare to get together, so she had no reason to look forward to going down for a visit.

	As they were finishing up, Yari reminded her of the corporate party. Each time a corporate ship returned from full swing, there was a company party. It was on the planet in the lobby of the large building that housed the residents of Shayde. It was a bore, as the lower ranking crew and general workers at the corporate office drank too much. All the prominent officials and any ship officers would only take enough to be polite and slip out early, right after the top CEO made a speech on a vid. The lady CEO never made a personal appearance.

	“Sha One, is the crew shuttle ready?” Yari was setting the ship up for the cleaning and repair crews as usual. Under the new security setup, either captain gave the AI a final check of people on board.

	“Captain Dru,” the AI said on the monotone. “The shuttle is ready in Bay One, and all crew is now boarding at that location. You two are the last on board.”

	Nodding, Yari, who was already standing, waved Kina ahead of him as he spoke one last time for the previous formal report. “Fine, Sha One. Give me the final count of the entire crew for security report.”

	“Entire count of all crew aboard is one hundred eleven. The shuttle is run by an AI pilot. Have a nice trip.”

	They both were several steps toward the door lock off the bridge when the words of the count hit both of them. The eyes of both captains met as they turned to look at the large dashboard.

	Not saying anything, Kina looked at what she was used to calling her home and waited. It was Yari who finally walked back to put his hands on the dashboard and speak to the AI.

	“Sha One, please confirm the correct number of humans now onboard spaceship Ascher Shayde.”

	“Captain Dru, including the two captains on the bridge, there are one hundred eleven humans, all of their crew, on board this ship.” The voice was always on the same level with no change.

	“Sha One.” Yari’s voice was a bit loud and tense. “When we left our last port, I remember you reported that we had a crew contingency of one hundred twelve. Was that report correct?”

	“Yes, Captain Dru. I cannot make a mistake on counts and in answers to your direct questions. It is how I am programmed.”

	Kina moved up next to Yari and looked out at the busy docking area through the wide front window over the dashboard. She also glanced up at a couple of screens that were still active and showed the outside where the passengers had embarked, but those doors had been closed.
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