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Jacie Lane thought she was going for a dream vacation on the exotic planet of Illumina. But she arrives to find her boyfriend has dumped her, leaving her stranded with nowhere to stay. Alone on an unfamiliar world, she is rescued by an intriguing stranger, Tiger Granoth. As they talk, she discovers he is not just a kind and fascinating person, but also highly respected by humans and aliens. What began as a chance encounter soon becomes an enjoyable evening. Could Jacie’s heartbreak on Illumina lead to an unexpected new friendship? 
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HE WAS NOT COMING. 

A leaden lump settled on Jacie’s heart with the weight of certainty. Her eyes awash with unshed tears, she peered out the window at the street thronged with tourists from all across the sector. An hour ago, she had stepped inside the restaurant where he had promised to meet her. Nervous, yet hopeful, she had chosen a table with two bench seats by a window and sat, watching the entrance of the hotel for Brad to appear. He would joke about being late, blame a faulty elevator or a missing shirt for the delay, and tease her for worrying. Everything would be okay. 

But she feared her hopes were misplaced. Her suspicions were aroused when she saw the orange haired hussy, his spiteful ex-girlfriend Rita, walk past the palm trees in the hotel atrium. At that instant, she knew it was a mistake to accept Brad’s invitation. She never should have trusted the cheating skunk. Now, she was stuck alone on the resort of Mirielle, an island paradise on the planet of Illumina. She had never traveled so far from her home planet of Terra, not even as far as Jupiter. 

After staring out the window for half an hour, she succumbed to the delicious smells wafting from serving carts and opened the menu. She ordered Gruss, the local specialty, a fungal favorite for people from Terra, safe and delicious. In a minor revolt against Brad’s preferences, she chose a glass of the local beer. He always chose an expensive imported wine, coaxed her to join him, and joked about her attempts at economy in sampling local drinks. 

A hover cart arrived with her selections, a transparent cup of blue liquid and a bowl of green goo with a long wooden spoon. Licking a spoonful of gelatinous green paste, she savored the sweet, nutty flavor of the delicacy. She raised the cup and inhaled the spicy aroma of the beer. Taking a cautious sip, she enjoyed the tickle on her tongue. She tilted the cup and swallowed a mouthful of beer. Its warm tingle slid down her throat, easing her jangled nerves. 

Her choices were good. 

She stared around the restaurant. The place had been almost empty when she arrived. Now, most of the seats were occupied. Although the resort catered mainly to humans, this restaurant attracted a diverse clientele. Few of the patrons seated nearby were human or even humanoid. Two tables away, five large crablike creatures plucked long strips from a slab of rare steak on a platter. On a low platform in the center of the space, a trio of snake-worms jiggled in a ritual dance, changing colors as they moved. Eerie high-pitched music accompanied the sinuous dancers. 

A lively breeze ruffled her hair, wafting the tang of the sea to her nose. She swiveled around to face the source. One entire wall of the restaurant was open, giving access to a wooden dock and a view over the sparkling waves. Sailboats in vivid colors skimmed across the sea. To the right of the restaurant, sunbathers lounged on a narrow crescent of white sand, while on the left, boats painted in cheerful colors were moored along a series of piers. A six-armed squid leaped out of the water, plopped onto the dock, and slithered to the bar. A moment later, a man popped above the waves, followed in quick succession by two others. A Warrish triad with gill slits, green chests, and upright cockscombs of red hair. Jacie had never seen Warrish in real life. As the mermen padded by on bare green feet, she admired their broad chests, slim waists and shapely legs clad in scaled green leggings. They took seats opposite three women in bikini tops and short skirts. A stab of envy reminded her of Brad’s unexplained absence. 

Despite her loneliness, she enjoyed seeing the different alien entities. Maybe it hadn’t been a mistake to come to Illumina. She had always dreamed of visiting exotic planets and meeting aliens. Ever since the interdict on interstellar travel had been lifted, she had worked to achieve her dream. She had skimped on food, bought second-hand clothes, and saved every credit she could spare from her wages as a teacher. Foolishly, she had wanted to travel with Brad. But if he had abandoned her, she was stuck on Illumina for the next two weeks. 

She considered the bleak prospect. She had nowhere to stay and the space cruisers slapped exorbitant fees on any change in the reserved flights. There might not even be an earlier flight to Terra. The hotel receptionist had reluctantly admitted that Brad had reserved a room, but refused to give her a key. A quick survey of the lobby convinced her the rooms were beyond her means. Instead of arguing, she had slunk into the adjacent restaurant. She shivered. She was alone on an alien world. What could she do? 

A rich baritone voice broke into her miserable thoughts, “Excuse me. Is this seat taken?” 

A cloaked figure stood by her table. Pushing the hood back, the person revealed a masculine face with short hair and a neat beard, both striped in tawny gold and dark chocolate brown. 

She blinked and shook her head.  

“May I have the pleasure of sharing your table?” 

Glancing behind him, she noted the place was full. He had no other option and he was very polite. She looked at his earnest face. His chiseled nose, prominent cheekbones, and narrow jaw might belong to a fellow Terran. His eyes were a soft hazel color, under odd, mismatched eyebrows, one corn-gold and the other dark curls. Altogether an intriguing person. She liked his pleasant voice and unusual stripy hair. 

“Sure. I’d appreciate the company.” She gestured at the chair opposite her. 

“I am grateful. The Fireheart Festival attracts many visitors. I had forgotten the place would be overcrowded.” He hung his cloak over the back of the chair and sat down. Under the cloak, he wore a sleek unisuit in a dark brown color, a close match to the brown stripes of his hair. His well-fit unisuit lacked the frills, padding, and jeweled bands of adherents to fashion. His only ornament was a tiger’s eye brooch pinned below his throat. His sinewy arms, bare below the elbow-length sleeves, were covered with downy brown hair with faint orange stripes. 

He nodded at her. “I am called Granoth.” 

“Jacie Lane.” Her wariness eased and she smiled. 

He inclined his head in acknowledgement. He bent over the table to peruse the menu. She noted the gold gleam on his narrow fingernails. Hers were painted blue to match her comfortable travel unisuit, but gold suited him. As he fingered the interface, she wondered what had brought him to the restaurant. Was he attending the festival? 

While he tapped in his order, she glanced out the window. A gaudy set of human partiers danced past. In the vanguard of the gang, Brad and his carrot-haired slut had their arms twined around each other, his long blonde hair mingling with her bright tresses. 

Clapping a hand over her eyes, Jacie snapped, “The jerk!” She felt sick. How dare he parade in front of her? He had told her to wait for him. Had he and Lola planned this whole painful masquerade with the intention of humiliating her. Anger flared. She refused to let them succeed. 

“Miss Lane.” Granoth’s deep voice penetrated the turmoil of her emotions. 

Biting her lip, she looked at her companion’s face. 

“My sympathies.” He waved at the parade. “You have been stood up, if I comprehend the parlance.” His mouth curved in a wry smile. “I feel your loss, your anger.”  

“Yes,” she sighed. “Dumped for another girl. We were supposed to stay at the resort for two weeks. Now, I don’t know what to do.” Tears threatened and she gulped, swallowing a sob. “I’m marooned on Illumina.” 

He reached across the table to touch her fingers gently. “I’m sure you will find a solution to these difficulties.” 

Despondent again, she shook her head. 

A series of loud clicks interrupted her misery. One of the crab-like beings scuttled nearer on eight jointed legs. A large entity, its convex shell was more than a meter across. It raised the forward edge of its shell, revealing a heart-shaped head with four eyes on separate stalks and a pair of curved pincers. Its mandibles cracked together and it dipped its head. 

Curious about the clicks, Jacie tapped her ear insert to activate the translator. 

Twisting in his seat, Granoth wiggled his fingers at the noisy arthropod. It touched the claw of its front limb on his arm and uttered a series of cheeps. 

“Hello, friend. Hello,” the alien crab chittered. 

Granoth pursed his lips and responded with chirps as if he were fluent in its language.   “Hello, Cricri. Is your queen brooding many larva?” 

She gazed at Granoth with a new fascination. He seemed to know Cricri’s habits as well as their language. 

“We prosper. Our hive has many fat larvae.” The creature rattled its carapace and clicked its front claws. “And you, friend Granoth, have you found a female to brood your eggs?” 

Amused by the alien’s misconception of their biology, Jacie clapped her hand over her mouth to stifle a titter.  

Granoth winked at her and chittered to Cricri, “My business travels deter me from forming a hive.” Turning to her, he said, “My friend Cricri, as the senior drone of a large and prosperous hive, believes nothing is more important than their larvae.” 

“True. True,” Cricri clicked. Its translator seemed functional. 

Jacie pressed her fingers together and bowed to the alien. “Honored Sir, of course your larvae are of primary importance.” 

“Thank you,” Cricri squeaked. “May many lively larvae wriggle out of your eggs.”  

Appreciating its desire to enhance her happiness, she clapped her hands and smiled.  

Granoth gave her an approving smile, murmuring, “Mistress Lane certainly deserves the best family.” 

Cricri chittered, “In due time, Granoth, you will heed the call to procreate. I invite you to my children’s first shedding at the conjunction of the three moons.” 

“I am honored.” Granoth flicked his fingers in an alien sign language, ignored by the oral translator. 

Bobbing his head toward Jacie, Cricri said, “Honored lady, will you grace our shedding with your presence?” 

Mimicking his nods, she said, “You are generous. I’d love to see your charming larvae.” 

“Friend Granoth, be sure to bring Lady Lane,” the crab creature clicked.  

Granoth placed his hand over his heart. “I will offer my services as her escort.” 

“We will meet tomorrow at the trade delegation.” Cricri clacked its pincers. “Goodeve, friends.” After another exchange of bobs and a farewell chirp, the alien skittered back to its companions. 

Looking at Jacie, Granoth quirked his tawny eyebrow. “I apologize for the interruption.” 

“There’s no need to apologize. It’s a thrill to meet an alien.” Meeting Granoth, and then Cricri, had boosted her spirits. Instead of wallowing in her betrayal, she had become engrossed in conversation with a mysterious stranger. Leaning forward, she remarked, “You seem familiar with the species.” 

“Yes. My work exposes me to many aliens on different worlds.” He added in a wry tone, “Most worlds are far less hospitable than Illumina.” 

“What kind of work?” 

He gave a slight smile. “Whatever is needful. Trade, negotiation, solving problems.” 

“Sounds interesting.” Worried her questions were too personal, she hesitated before asking, “Do you often come to Illumina?” 

“I do. My sister Twilla lives on Mirielle, not far from this resort.” He held up a gold-tipped finger. “Enough about me. You were telling me about your difficulties before Cricri came over. Please continue your story. Why were you stranded on Illumina?”  

She compressed her brows. “There’s not much to tell. I fell for the wrong guy. The rotten cheat’s out on






































































































[image: ]




[image: ]







[image: ]



[image: ]



d2d_images/cover.jpg
STRANDED
ON ILLUMINA
AURORA SPRINGER





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





