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CHAPTER ONE

 


Earth sounds good. Close enough to our
atmosphere and I've already seen the promo clips. I've even got the
language chip from the “dream vacation” that never happened. Hell,
why not?

The petite redhead stared at her reflection.
If it weren't for the puffy eyes and red nose she might have a
chance at staying under her co-workers' radar. Well, no use
standing here talking about it. It's now or never.

Walking back to her desk Jazz sat down and
smoothed her skirt. Refusing to look at anyone she buried herself
in her work. Questions were met with brief replies followed by
silence.

She didn't mean to be rude, but the last
thing she wanted to do was cry right there in the office. She also
didn't want to talk about Higon. She had been so sure that he was
going to ask him to marry her, but she was wrong. Very wrong.

Now that her world and her plans were turned
upside down she felt at a loss. She didn't know exactly what she
wanted, but she did know that she was ready for a change.

A big change.

Sure, she could have put in for an off-world
vacation, but that would have taken months to get approval...and it
would mean she would have to return.

She didn't want to come back. At least she
wanted the option to stay on Earth if she liked it. It was rare for
the council to approve a permanent transfer to Earth, so Jazz
wasn't taking any chances. She planned to slip out during the Star
Singing Celebration, hopefully unnoticed.

All of her co-workers had been to Earth at
least once, some of them many times, but she had never really been
interested in going until now. Now that her life was a complete
mess.

She thought about Higon. He'd never really
cared for her, that was clear. He'd only been interested in living
off of her, letting her pay for everything. Even her last vacation
was his idea. They had gone to Sirus, a nasty planet in the Milky
Way's hidden galaxy, Belastra.

The journey there had been great. They talked
more than they had in a long time. They'd made love, laughed,
shared meals...everything they had done when they first met.

But when the shuttle landed on Sirus, Higon
turned into a different person.

After unpacking his clothes he'd left her in
their private room, mumbling that he would be back in a few hours.
Jazz had never felt more alone.

Since he'd bailed on her she figured a nice
walk would soothe her nerves. Thinking back sometimes she wished
she'd never left the room.

Sirus was a horrid planet. The Forgotten
Casino was the only reason visitors went to that part of the
galaxy. More than just a place to flirt with luck, the resort's
founders included every kind of activity someone would want.

If you wanted to ski, the slopes could be
adjusted to suit your fitness level.

If the water was more appealing, you could
visit one of a dozen beaches, complete with hot sand, a water park
and even artificially created shells...a very popular feature with
kids.

There were even walking trails of different
kinds...some were just dirt paths while others were hard, rocky and
wound through hundreds of mountain ranges.

It was a world within a world really.

Outside of the casino, however, you'd find
death. The natural inhabitants of Sirus were the Nazri.
Intelligent, but despicable creatures with the desire to only kill,
to eat and to spawn more of their kind.

Jazz had wondered why the casino's builders
would choose Sirus. Out of all of the inhabitants of Belastra, the
Nazri were the most evil. Surely there were other more suitable
planets.

After a hot shower Jazz realized she was
starving, so she went to Pizza Pie to grab something quick.

She had just paid for the Hawaiian Special
when she saw Higon.

He was sprawled across a large bed in the
window of the Love Nest, one of several sex shops spread out across
the casino.

When he saw her gaping at him he'd grinned.
He was encircled by the tentacles of a pair of twin Crestucian sex
workers. She watched, her face burning, as they caressed his brown
skin.

She didn't want him to see her cry so she
nodded hello and walked back towards the room. She’d had to wait
three hours for the return shuttle, giving her just enough time to
pack up and nurse a strong drink in the lobby bar.

As far as she knew he was still on Sirus.

She shook the memory from her head.

No use worrying about the past. Time to look
towards my future...on Earth.


CHAPTER TWO

 


The bribe was suspiciously cheap, but Jazz
didn't really care. She was ready to leave and the sooner the
better. Bron Wiens might have had a reputation as a drunk, but he
knew his ships. While the Golden Flight was an ancient stargazer,
the captain kept it in top notch shape.

"How will I know when to leave?"

Rubbing his rough hands over his grizzled
beard Bron snorted. "Now don't you worry your pretty little head
about it. I'll find you. Just be ready to leave at a moment's
notice because that's about all we'll have."

Nodding, Jazz left the hangar and took the M
tram back to the apartment.

The sounds of celebration woke her from a
restless sleep. She'd been dreaming of space...and fighting the
Nazri. She had just slashed the head off one of the biggest ones
she'd ever seen when she heard the knock.

Jumping out of bed she ran to the door, her
heart still pounding from the dream.

The captain wore a uniform as ancient as the
ship he flew. Golden stars lined both shoulders, surrounded by
golden braids encircling his arms and chest. His tall hat had three
corners, each folded towards the center. A long feather poked out
of the top of his hat, nearly touching his shoulder.

"Ready?"

Jazz nodded. She grabbed her small bag which
held everything she thought she might need and followed Bron to her
new life.

Nobody seemed to notice their ship among the
thousands shooting across the sky during the Star Singing
Celebration. They made the jump right as the final explosion of
skyworks lit up the night sky.

Jazz sat frozen after the jump. She was
certain they’d been followed, but then looking around she saw they
were alone, in empty space. She sighed then, her pounding heart
finally slowing down. “Good. Nobody followed us.”

"Nah...it was a clean break. Feel free to
explore if you'd like. We'll be there in a few hours, maybe longer
if we run into problems."

"Problems? What kind of problems are you
talking about? Are you sure this ship is safe?"

Bron snorted."You better believe it." Looking
up from his instrument panel he grinned. "She's better than any of
those hunks of caronium passing for starships these days I'll tell
you that."

"Okay, but what problems?"

The captain shrugged. "None really that I
know of, but I don't like to tempt fate, miss."

Jazz nodded.
No wonder the bribe was so cheap...he's going to
kill us both.

"I've got the kitchen fully stocked and
there's some story globes tucked into Beatrice's internal capacity
tanks."

"Beatrice?"

"Yeah. Oh, sorry, I never introduced you two.
Beatrice?"

A soft, lilting female voice answered. "Yes,
commander?"

Bron smiled. "Beatrice, this here is our
client, Jazz Mackinnon. Jazz, Beatrice is this beautiful ship."

Jazz was amazed. She'd never met a biodrome.
She thought they had all abandoned their posts, unwilling to take
part in the Granutian wars fought centuries before Saturnian peace
was finally won.

"Nice to meet you, Beatrice. Thank you for
taking me to Earth."

"You're welcome, Jazz. If there's anything I
can do to make your travel easier, just tell me and I'll see what I
can do."

"Thank you Beatrice. I appreciate it."

“If you get lost, just ask Beatrice and
she'll guide you back to your quarters...or here, wherever you
like.”

Jazz nodded. “Thanks, captain.”

Bron gave her a wink and went back to
checking systems and charting their course.

Jazz left the control center to explore the
ship. Although it appeared to be a small vessel from the outside,
the interior was massive.

Her footsteps were eerily silent as she
walked on the soft green floor. She gazed all around her at the
ship which would carry her to her new home.

Beautiful ivory walls, soft as velvet, felt
warm to the touch, which surprised Jazz.

Then she remembered...Beatrice was a
biodrome. She was alive.

"Beatrice?"

"Yes, Jazz, how may I help you?"

"I was wondering...have you ever traveled to
Earth?"

"Oh yes, many times. It's a beautiful blue
planet, but...the ships, they are...dead."

"Dead?"

"Perhaps that's not the right word...they
aren't alive. They never have been, so it's not as if they should
be grieved. Yet, still...I feel sorry for them, even though they
wouldn't understand why I feel that way. In fact, they cannot
understand the concept of feelings at all."

Jazz nodded. "Do you think I will like it
there?"

Beatrice didn't answer her. Jazz thought she
might not have been able to answer her question, but she was
wrong.

"I read a sadness coming from you, Jazz. Is
that why you want to leave your home planet?"

Jazz brushed away at the tears starting to
form. She sighed deeply. "Yes...but it's more than that. At least,
I think it is."

A soft whir of a door opening alerted Jazz to
Bron's presence.

"We're passing Jupiter right now...thought
you might like to see the giant."

Jazz felt her heart leap into her throat.
"We're that close?"

Bron nodded, his broad face splitting into an
"I told you so" grin.


CHAPTER THREE

 


"It's so beautiful, why would anyone not want
to live here?"

"It's primitive. They've got disease,
sickness, murder, war, theft...everything we've wiped out...they
seem to encourage."

Jazz raised her eyebrow at Bron. "So? They
don't understand...maybe they just need someone to..."

"Help them?" Bron laughed out loud. "We've
tried. The highest members of their society took some of our
technology and instead of sharing it among their kind, they kept it
for only a few of them. It was sickening, actually."

Jazz blanched and stared at Bron. She had no
idea he had ever been involved in the Saturnian government. Would
he turn her in?

Noticing her face Bron smiled. "Don't worry
about a thing young lady...I'm retired. Nobody will hear anything
from me. Besides, who am I to stop someone from enjoying their
life?"

Jazz didn't really know what to think but she
had no choice but to trust what he said.

She nodded, her eyes wide. "Thanks. So, do
all Earth people live in large cities like this one?"

They were hovering over Cape Canaveral,
slipping in between dimensions to avoid being seen. Once Bron left
her behind - taking his hologram shields with him - she would
become visible...and vulnerable.

"No, not all of them. Sure there's a lot, but
some towns are very small."

Bron snapped his fingers. "Yes, this was a
stupid place to stop. We can find something better. Something
smaller...if you don't like it you can always go somewhere with
more people, but it might be a good idea to start small. At least
until you get used to being an Earth person."


CHAPTER FOUR

 


Jazz stared up at the sapphire colored sky,
watching Bron's vessel disappear.

She'd done it. She was alone, on Earth...far
away from Higon's deceitful heart and her co-workers' pity.

OEBPS/cover.jpg
A.C. Cooper





