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Dedication:

For those who gaze at the stars in wonderment.

The show goes on...
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Star

Chapter One

Neptune Star

Before the destiny was clear

Okay. So my story’s not exactly typical. Even in a place filled with freaks, I’m probably the strangest of all. I mean, how many non-human alien activists do you know roaming around a carnival?  But that’s nothing. And, while this story is supposed to be about me, it really isn’t. This show and everything about it is intended to be about our new boss, Leslie. I guess some things just have a way of taking on a direction of their own. Think of it like a wayward comet forging its way through space to its own fate.

I’d like to say my former friend Leslie the Contortionist was a good Boss Lady. But truth be told, it quickly became a little difficult working under the ever-watchful eyes of the newly married kleptomaniac Mrs. Wormy. Frankly, it became nearly impossible. For the clumsiest earthling I know, Madame Leslie sure doesn’t seem to realize how her ridiculous rules about the cash box and pension for theft are throwing off the show. God, I miss Scarlet. 

But here on Earth, they say the show goes on. And so, as the finale act of the Flying Moons, I guess the only thing I can do for now is what I was born to do – fly through the air and try to keep my four ears tucked behind my hair. When I’m not in the ring, I can do the best I can to make things right for the animals and the rest of the freaks in the show. Like it or not, change needs to happen here. I guess that’s what I’m destined to do. I’m just glad Jizz isn’t here to see it. He’d never let me hear the end of it.

I sigh, waving at the animal activists lined up along the road exactly 200 Earth feet away and across the street as I walk toward Madame Leslie’s mobile office. If I can only convince her we don’t need animals to put on a good show, at least that would be one thing I could do right on this silly planet. 

It’s not like the animals have anyone left to take care of them. Leslie fired Ian before Madame Scarlet was even out of town. She told me Ian was rude, could not be trusted, and would be a distraction with her new plans for the show. In truth, it was that he was sucking the life out of payroll and she saw no need for his organic Big Cat food supplements that cost more than the cotton candy and fried dough combined. For her, it was all about the bottom line. She didn’t seem to care here or there what happened to the big bull Simba or even the Big Cats who have been around double the years of her. I shouldn’t be surprised. It’s not like Cat didn’t warn me. No. Cat, the little person with the big mouth, gets around. She tells me everything.

I consider turning around and marching off to find Cat instead of Leslie. Enamored with her new pet, Peaches 2.0, I doubt she’d have time for me now. Lately she’s been distracted. Please Goddess, don’t let her collect another head. Still, when it comes to the animals—the closest thing I know to aliens—it might work. Cat is an animal lover herself; taking in one stray after the other all in a quest to replace her dead true love Moe.  If I could get to Cat and find out who to call... Or I could call Frank. I mean, it’d be a good excuse...

That’s when everything changes. I just don’t quite know...

Boom.

Crash. 

Using my elbows, I rub my eyes to get a better look at the oddest of things in front of me. For a moment, I feel as dumb as a human being. In truth, it’s hard to make sense of it: The strangest of things has happened. I’ve bumped into – a hat? Using my elbows again—things we aliens use the way humans do hands—I do my best to feel the invisible figure in front of me. It’s dense. Warm too. But not like the earthlings. Not like Frank or his family.

Shuffle left.

Then right.

The hat moves up, then down. A voice says, “Pardon me, Ma’am.”

It has to be the show’s invisible man, Albert Blender. Apparently neither of us were watching where we were going and wound up smack together like star dust on the coldest of black hole rims.

I try not to stare at the wiggly hat. I mean, it’s not like I don’t know how horrible it feels to be stared at. Just because I can’t see him, it doesn’t mean he can’t see me. I feel my face turn tangerine orange—something a Volusia girl just knows—as I step first to my left, then to my right, wondering how to get around what I cannot see. Why, why can’t I have my PC chip here? That thing can see everything.

Shuffle, shuffle.

Crash.

Great. Epic extraterrestrial abilities. Nice one, Neptune.

“Al? Watch what you’re doing! Get out of her way,” a female voice barks.

Mrs. Blender. It has to be her. The tone. The grumble. The exasperation. She’s just like Little Anus’ mother. Gross. Screw this. Es says Mrs. Blender’s mean. She’ll scream at him all day. It’ll be just that waving bracelet and her creepy voice pissing and moaning up a ruckus loud enough to wake the Big Cats. No thanks. I’m out of here. Time to fly away.

Instead of crashing into the entire Blender family, I bend flush to the ground, extending my back and leaping into the air in a burst that would make my sisters proud, flying entirely over them. It’s not like the Blenders can say much. Who cares if they see my abilities? They are freaks too. I’ve wondered more than once what planet it is that they hail from. Catulumpa? Hammoon? Like it or not, the Goddess knows what she’s doing. The travelling carnival was the perfect place on planet Earth for a space girl like me to crash into. The only thing better will be teaching the earthlings how to live in a way that isn’t so, well, vicious. 

Or strange? 

Yes. Strange. I mean, the madness of it – a one-armed little person living with a decaying skull in a desperate attempt to hang on to her one true love? A four-fingered ring leader who literally stole the show from its rightful owner? Dozens of missing, dead carnies who no one is looking for? Animals trapped in cages with no chance at grazing without chains? 

No. Just no. Madame Leslie is right about one thing: The show will go on. She just won’t approve of exactly how things will go. She was right about another thing too. I will steal the show. And it won’t be for attention. It will be for the simple purpose of setting things straight again in this misaligned universe. I’ll do it for the animals. They are more important than love.
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“And? I don’t remember asking for your advice. Does it not appear that I can handle myself just fine?” Madame Leslie glares at me. 

I pull at my bottom row of ears, glad that at least I don’t have to hide them here and that the microphones Frank recommended seem to be holding up. Goddess, I miss the PC chip. Stupid gravity makes it impossible here.  In the circus, diversity is not only encouraged but rewarded with payday bonuses. At least, it was before Madame Leslie took over. These days, I’m not so sure. There have been rumors of pay cuts. I should talk to Cat about that too. She always knows what’s up. Cat is the one person who will know if the rumors are true or not for sure.

“No. It’s just that with Ian gone, the cats look so sad. I found a more suitable habitat. A forever home, if you will. Do you remember the town of Escape? There, there’s a conservatory. It might be a great place for Leo and the others to live out the rest of their years. I think that’s the place Madame ran off to. She’d make sure they got attention. It would take a load off your back and be so much easier for travel. It’s not like people come out to see the cats—”

Leslie sighs so dramatically it cuts me right off. Then, “They don’t? Cats are classic. Lions, cheetahs, and tigers are expected.” 

Now she chuckles, reminding me that I’ve only been around for a few months. She gives me a ten minute lecture on the circus coming to town nearly a century ago and informs me that it was the cats who always stole the show. Boss Lady informs me that I clearly need a lesson in travelling show histories. She tells me I could not possibly know what is best for the travelling crew and finally asks me if I’ve forgotten my bronzer.

“You don’t look as, I don’t know, Orange.”

“No. Nothing’s changed.” I don’t care to tell her that my skin reflects my mood. Clearly, the historically superior ass has never worn a moon ring. Duh. Where do earthlings think that term comes from?

Every day, I’m more and more amazed at how naïve earthlings can be. Even Frank. It’s good he doesn’t fully know. He can remain oblivious—like the rest of them—on the slopes until I figure out what to do. Interspecies dating is harder than it looks. 

You don’t need a man, Neptune. It’s too complicated. He doesn’t need it and neither do you. Your entire destiny is to help these animals in this world. At home, it’s equal rights. Here, it’s getting the animals off the road. Stay focused, Neptune. You are an advocate no matter where you roam.

Home. It’s a place I don’t like to think about much these days. But I can’t say I wouldn’t like to go back to Escape, Colorado either – the childhood home of my true, earthling love no matter how many lies I tell myself. There, there’d at least be a chance for something remotely resembling what earthlings call happiness. Maybe he’d understand, I tell myself, if I went slowly. But in truth, for as much as I find myself these days judging the humans, it’s hard not to be honest about it. In reality, I’m a coward too. Why should Frank be any different?

Stop thinking about it. Don’t be so hard on yourself. What would Little Anus do? No. Who cares? He was an ass. Be glad you’re out of there. ...Besides. You know better than to trust a human. Remember how they treated you on the mother planet at the diner? What’s wrong with you? It’s like humanity is contagious. Cut it out! There’s no way he loves you too. Not the real way. Not enough to accept you for the true you. You can’t expect an earthling to be okay with it. It just can’t happen. Stick with the aliens.

“Well. Get some.”

“Get some? Get what?”

Leslie thumbs through a large metal safe at the back of her office. She frowns. “Bronzer. You know, for the star of the show, you sure aren’t bringing much in. Get the kind with glitter. You need to be, I don’t know, more magical. Your act is getting stale and I don’t like it. Do something about it. Fix it. I’m not getting any younger and, frankly, Neptune, neither are you. Don’t make me consider a pay cut.”

I don’t age here, idiot. I can’t help it. I have no poker face like the riggers. Instead, with my elbow, I salute. She has no more interest in putting on a good show than I do. She’s here for the money – plain and true. You can cut my pay too. Soon, it won’t matter. Things are about to change. 

“How’s Worm?” I ask, glad she knows nothing about fifth universe body language and hoping a subject change for the newlywed will do the trick. I’ll find a way to get back to the animals soon. I’m good at that. Humans don’t have the ability to track multiple lines of logic like aliens do. Using parallel lines of reasoning is likely my best bet. Simplify, Neptune.

“He’s fine,” she mumbles. “Have you seen him around? He was supposed to be here an hour ago to make a bank run.”

“Last time I saw him, he was coming out of the fortune teller’s trailer.”

“God. What an idiot. I swear, he gets fixated. Remind me, will ya?”

“Remind you of what?”

“To talk to Es.”

Esmeralda, the carnie psychic and card reader for the menagerie tent, is probably the biggest money maker the circus has below me. As much as Leslie dislikes her, she’ll never let her go. I consider, for the first time ever, seeing her myself for reasons other than socializing. She’d know what to do about Frank. God, I wish he’d call. 

“To talk to Es about what, exactly?”

“None of your business. Now, get out of here. You have to practice for the show.” 

Madame Leslie turns back to the safe, bending her back as she pulls her leg up to the middle of it to stretch her quad, I assume. A former and recent contortionist, I guess it’s just what the bendy types like me do. Es is right. If she and Worm, who reminds me of Gumby, ever had kids, they might even be cute. Flexible anyway.

“I still want to talk about the animals. The costumes too. I mean, the women in the show are being objectified. I was hoping—”

Leslie spins around on one leg, dropping the other one somewhere between facing the full-bellied safe and full-on staring at me. “No!”

Just when I think it’s the final word on the matter, she begins a lecture that might never end. “You know, Neptune. You are a nag. You really are. Stop coming in here with all these silly requests for God knows what reason. It’s annoying as fuck. You wonder why Frank dumped you! ...Now listen to me and listen good: There will be no getting rid of the animals. There will be no getting bigger cages or throwing the show girls in burlap bags. Mermaids wear shells on their tits and no one has a problem with that. The circus is known for skin,” she glares. “Big Cats too. So don’t go there either. You and the other performers will wear what I tell you to or you can go. Do you understand me, Neptune? Everyone, even that worm, is replaceable. And maybe even sooner than later.”

I try to answer but she talks right though me, like a dying star from a top layer galaxy just cruising past to an unknown world below. In this moment, I am sure I hate Earth and consider my old job at the diner. It wasn’t so bad...

“And remember, everyone is replaceable, Neptune. I don’t understand exactly where you came from and I don’t really care. There are other show stars and no one alone can steal the show. If you can’t respect the things I’m doing with the carnival, you can go. I mean, go back to Escape. Go hang out with dead Martha—she doesn’t even bother to cover up that she knows about the show’s decaying werewolf—and Madame what’s-her-face. The show will go on, with or without you. That’s the only guarantee I have. Got it?”

“Yep.” With that and a purple face, I fly right the hell out of Boss Lady’s double-wide trailer. Screw her too. She got that right: Everyone is replaceable. Earthlings, anyway. Aliens? Not quite.
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How in the Sector 666 can she know about Martha? How does everyone know everything? Human beings don’t have these intellectual capabilities. Cat, the serial killer. Joe and Moe and that stupid skull. Andre the clown. Rusty. Are all earthlings this screwy? They have to be: Everyone knows the secrets, but the show still goes on. Leslie and her criminal activities. Why do they get away with it? Is the entire Earth and the people on it evil? ...Goddess. This is worse than Sector 666.

Questions race through my head faster than any shooting star through the brightest of galaxies. It’s hard enough on Earth to make sense of the little things—like gravity—let alone the complicated emotions and motivations of intellectually-challenged human beings. How they can think it’s okay to cage the animals is something I’ll never understand. Animals, aliens. Don’t they get it? We’re all created equally and, frankly, they are the inferior species if anyone is.

I’ve considered changing things myself. I could, of course, let the Big Cats out. I could just walk over, open the cage, and set them free. The only problem with that is that they are blood-thirsty now – thanks to Cat and her extracurricular body disposal activities. 

I wish I didn’t know. With a clear conscience, I could set them free and let fate have her way with the ending. But I do know. The Goddess has not spared me the alien—I hate that I think of myself that way now; earthlings are the true aliens—ability to pick up on backstories quickly. With the processing capabilities of ten human men, my brain works differently. It’s something I’ve promised myself I’d try to keep in mind when fitting in with the humans, but it’s hardly working. 

Determined to mind my own business for now, I bend to the floor, touching my toes with my elbows. Tonight’s show is something to look forward to. I must admit, like Madame Leslie’s mother in the Mer-shows, there’s something addictive about performing. The wide-eyed expressions on children of all ages are something a girl can get used to quick. It’s the part of humanity that helps keep me patient with them, their fascination with things not of their planet. Humans, it seems, crave magic.

Pulling my hamstring around the back of my neck, I slowly sink to the concrete floor of the biggest tent. Soon, the riggers will be here to tighten the wires I don’t need. They will come in a stumbling, loud-mouthed group more concerned with tonight’s after show poker games and who is dating who than anything. I will roll my eyes and try to ignore them. In truth, I won’t be able to get my ears off them. Their simple ways of moving about the planet are just, well, fascinating. At the same time, it’s not much different than it was back home in the kitchen at the diner near the third moon.

Determined to make more of my time at the carnival than analyzing things, I move my light-speed thinking to the current problem at hand: Madame Leslie has zero intention of letting the Big Cats free and just yesterday announced more animals she plans on purchasing. I see no need for it. Maybe, if I could bring in more sales—be more interesting to the earthlings—she’d decide the animals weren’t worth it. If I could literally make my act show-stopping, it might make all the difference. Yes. That is what I will do. I may not even need to steal the show to change things. 
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The tent lights burn my tender skin as earthlings stare at me, their mouths twisted in round circles. For the first time since joining the carnival, I don’t know what to do. If I had my PC chip, I might have some ability to do something to erase their memories of what they’ve just witnessed. Instead, I am just as helpless as them. Gone are the cheers and shouts, replaced with hushed, terrified whispers. Maybe I’ve gone too. Maybe flying through the crowd at the speed of sound wasn’t the right thing to do. But they’ve come for a show. It’s not like they can’t write it off to some sort of gravity-friendly mechanical operation. Surely, they can’t know. Human beings are too simple to comprehend the intergalactic merging of galaxies, aren’t they?

I pull at my ridiculous Leslie-approved glittery unitard. In this moment, I wish I could be Albert Blender. I wish they would stop staring at me. I cover my ears—all four—to tune out the indefinite silence, waiting for Worm to turn down the lights.

Finally, as if he knows the show can’t go on, he does. It is in darkness where the noise finally returns. I try to tune it out. I try not to think about the human beings and what they think of me. It doesn’t matter. But my efforts are fruitless. In seconds, no, milliseconds, it begins – the clicking of the cameras. Flashes of bright light burn my eyes as personal electronic devices not so unlike my own from the mother ship go off hundreds at a time. 

That’s when the magic happens: The crowd becomes a sea of twinkling lights. All I can see is stars. Finally, and for the first time since landing on Earth, I am home. 
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It’s strange that human people underestimate me. It’s not exactly my first rodeo or circus either. I mean, I’ve come from a whole other galaxy filled with freaks that would most certainly steal the show. Yet, they do. And sometimes, I think about filling them in fully on my secret. I wonder what they would do if they knew... 

They’d probably hate me for it. People don’t like people who are different, no matter how much they say they do. It doesn’t matter if the biggest freaks are the highest paid. It’s only because we bring in the money. If they knew, they’d be envious. My ability to fly is no illusion. There are no wires or suspension rods. I will not fall. It’s not possible. 

If she knew. Wow. Goddess knows what Madame Leslie would do. No. Don’t think like that. Wait for Es. Leslie’s wrong about you. You aren’t replaceable. She just doesn’t know it. Just wait. Earthlings are too unpredictable.

I make my way to Esmeralda’s trailer convinced that she’ll know what to do. With her psychic powers, I’ve heard she gives the best advice this side of the travelling show. Frank—the guy I met when I first hit planet Earth—misses me. He wants me back. Leslie is wrong. He didn’t dump me. It just got complicated. It happens with interspecies dating. 

I need to figure out what to do and soon. I could stay. I mean, sure. The circus life is perfect for a freak like me. But if I go and return to Escape to be with Frank, what will happen to the animals? I can’t exactly leave the show with Leslie. Goddess knows what she’ll do without my nagging. But Frank. Well, he’s just so cute. I mean, for a human.

***
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One hour later

ES PUTS THE CARDS DOWN on the mosaic table in the center of her tiny living room. “Are you going to listen to me? I mean really listen? Because most of you don’t. You just come here for advice to ignore it. Can you listen, Neptune?”

“Of course.” I squeeze my eyes shut and will my hearing devices to stick with it. Lately, they’ve been getting worse and worse because of gravity. Human beings have no concept of just how far they are behind with technology.

“I know, of course, that you aren’t of this Earth. You’re okay with that right?”

How the Sector 666 does she know? “Well, yes. I mean, I guess.” I reach up to my head to be sure my hair is covering my extra ears. Just fly with it. She knows and hasn’t hurt you yet. Besides, nothing says she’s of this world either. I mean, it’s the circus... “I was wondering about that too. I mean, should I just come out? Should I tell everyone where I come from and how I got here?” I cannot imagine the earthlings’ reaction to learning about my life as a moon maid in a diner in a galaxy far, far away. It sounds too much like a bad movie. 

“Every woman has a right to her secrets, dear. Besides, the circus is a place for the magical. I would not do that if I were you, but it’s entirely your decision. Your secret is safe with me. Don’t worry about that.”

“Thank you. I guess I just feel like a fraud if no one knows and with things getting more serious with Frank. Well, I don’t know. I just think maybe it’s time to let everyone know.”

“Frank. Forget about the rest of it. Never mind the circus. He’s what I want to talk to you about. Do you know about soulmates, dear? Do they have such a thing on your planet?”

I nod, missing my parents and sisters. Hell, even missing Jizz and Little Anus.

“Frank is yours. To him, you must go.”

“But how do you know?”

“How did I know you weren’t of this planet? I just do. I have secrets too.” She winks, continuing, “It would be a shame for you to give that up. The universe is intentional. Everything is. Do you think you landed here by no course of destiny? I think not.”

“I’m here for Frank? But I thought it was to save the animals. I can’t leave the show and just leave things in Leslie’s hands, can I?”

“This is what you don’t know. Leslie won’t be here long and the show will go on. Trust the destiny. The Blenders have things to do.”

“But it’s my job to save the animals. I mean, to be honest, I was planning to steal the show and set them free. And Leslie? Geesh. Don’t get me started on her. Today, I saw her stealing food. From a kid! Cotton candy! Imagine that.” I don’t bother to respond to her comment about the Blender family. I don’t want to know about that. The circus is complicated enough without trying to get to the bottom of the secrets that lie behind the token invisible family.

“I don’t have to. I’ve seen it. But don’t worry about Leslie. I promise you: All in good time. Trust me. Let the Blenders handle it. Meantime, go to Frank.”

My heart pounds so hard in my chest I’m sure my friends and family on the mothership can hear it. I wish I could talk to them too. I want to put my trust in Es. She hasn’t steered me wrong before, but this is really the first time I’ve gone to her for serious advice. And this seems bigger than even the fate of the travelling show: Soulmates. Destiny. Forever. 

“Okay. I’ll think about it. That’s what the cards told you?”

“Not just the cards, love. They, like the circus, are only an illusion... But you? I’ve seen you...”
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Six months earlier

It wasn’t every day that I ran across a pair of horned-out earthling idiots asking for directions to Sector 315a. But it happened from time to time and somehow, it ultimately made me famous on the circus stage and brought me into the arms of the love of my life. It’s true. They—the freaks who started it all—walked straight into my floating restaurant; the only one of any objective quality anchored to planet Volusia. They asked for instructions and two slices each of galaxy pie. They wanted a whole lot more than that, of course, like all human men did. I wasn’t biting, which was probably the first move that changed the cosmos’ will.

Off the well-flown path, the diner sat at the very edge of our planet; far off from the imaginary place these douchebags were headed for a cheap shot at stranger, three-holed alien pussy. Searching for an open booth, they bitched about my home planet’s kiosks and moaned about the amphibians who ran them. They spoke too loud for my ears and made no bones about why they’d come to the planet known for its “fierce and easy pick-your-hole alien women.” 

Humans, of course, are rude. It never occurred to them that they were the aliens here. It’s not often that it does with earthlings. On sight, I disliked them. I couldn’t help it. A woman just knows sometimes. These two were trouble: Too eager. Too sweaty. Too – something or other. I knew nothing, of course, at the time of how these two earthlings would change the sequence of our infinite destinies. 

I did know one thing, though. Nothing good ever came from trusting a human. I learned that lesson long before being promoted as the head server at Volusia Eatery: Where Cheap Eats are Hip-Hug Free. Hell, I memorized it the first time an earthling encouraged me to put tiny balls into my ears and blasted all four of them out with a female earthling screaming ‘ready to rock?’ No! Ladies don’t rock. For fuck’s sake. 

Whatever. Who needs hearing anyway?  Apparently not two-legged ape earthling descendants whose IQs can be measured without computer chips. Stupid humans. They are dumb. Abrasive. Rude. Ancient. Simpletons with no capacity for artificial intelligence. Literally delayed. Not even of this universe. Fuckers. ...They better pay. 

Since then, my hearing hasn’t been quite the same. I may as well be deaf and probably am legally, according to the Volusia Code of Disability Rights. But with their loud-mouthed human ways, even without my ear microphones, I could follow just about everything these two scummy earthling players said. We ‘aliens’ know a lot: Humans aren’t exactly quiet and use their lips too much to speak. Humans are never discrete. In fact, they’re incredibly bad-mannered. Especially the ones who call themselves American. These two rejects that just stumbled in? I’d imagine they were British based on the fact that they thought themselves ‘posh.’ Either place is gross. I mean, what’s worse? Pompous asses with a legacy of crazy leaders dipped in paint the color of Halloween or earthlings who use the word ‘blimey?’ You tell me. As far as I can see, they all suck. I’d rather die than let that kind of creature ever touch me. 

I watched them stumble around the entrance of the eatery seething. I wish they’d change their minds and go away. I couldn’t be that lucky. Luck isn’t a thing for me. It’s getting worse than ever. Lately, the tourists are just getting to me. If you don’t come from Volusia and understand how we work, then please just leave. It wasn’t all their fault, of course. Little Anus and his ridiculous mother were who were really bothering me. And they weren’t even human.

“Babes here are hot, but damn. No good eats. No wonder their thighs don’t meet in the middle. I’m starving,” the fat blonde one, with the pointy noise and long hair that sprang out like he just fought gravity and gravity won, announced. He turned to his friend, whose hair was even worse – like it got caught in the dryer and the lint just, well, stuck. “And you’re payin’. Don’t care how cheap you think this planet is. I’ve seen cheaper. Say, Almania’s Twin Moon. That place was cheap as shit if you didn’t count the penicillin for fixing up the scabs after taking them back to the mother ship. Still, Remus, hookers don’t come free. Shit, dude. Not even on Venus. Next time you convince me to go on a pull, remind me to bring my Saturn Express. Ain’t gonna have enough left for pussy if we keep it going at this rate.”

Goddess, fuck! Do they ever stop speaking? Do they just like listening to themselves talk? Didn’t they come here to eat? They’ll be lucky if Jizz doesn’t fuck with their food. I’m not stopping him either...

I watched the earthling as he pushed his jello belly, contrived most certainly only of human gluttony, past the titanium table in a booth made for our bigger diners and almost always of the Earth variety. The excess of earthlings never failed to amaze me. At least they might be good for a tip, I decided as I sashayed closer to them and past the automatic caffeine dispenser.

That’s when it happened. Fatty Stinks-Like-Poop plopped down, causing the entire floating restaurant to jump. In a quick move, I dove for the automatic dispenser, catching it in mid-flight. I ignored the earthling assholes as they laughed and whistled at me. That’s alright. Karma’s a bitch. Good luck finding that sector-of-doesn’t-exist.

I could have told them Sector 315a was the ass end of a bad money-making joke six planets over. I could have mentioned it was merely a scam operation run out of a freaking black hole. In fact, when I heard Venus Fly Trap Head mention it between his snickers and hollers for “the little lady who needs help,” I knew instantly what was going on. They weren’t the first and they wouldn’t be the last. It’s just the way things were. I might have informed them that they’d been duped by SpaceConnections, a popular dating site for the unusually desperate and sadly unlaid. But I didn’t. I’m not sure why either. I was just over it. Aggravated. Space sick. Female. Tired. Worried about the lawsuit. Desperate to figure out what to do about Little Anus.

It wasn’t just that – I had my own problems on a planet known for its hot women and the unspoken rule that it was okay to ogle them. It might have been that the bigger one, who went by Casius and smelt like rotten eggs and interstellar canine shit, didn’t plan to leave a tip. Maybe it was that his overall mass was too large for me to calculate and I didn’t enjoy feeling stupid. Or it could have been that on that particular day, in the year 3069 on the third plane in the fifth universe, I just wasn’t in the mood for two more ungrateful customers staring at my tits like they’d never seen three knockers before. At my age, what earthlings would call 1,803 years but technically mid-twenties on their plane, you don’t have a lot of patience for men too selfish to pay the full tab and use alien lib as an excuse not to treat a lady right. That was Space High School. Frankly, it made me mad. I’d seen their kind too many times before. It’s not like we were still in 2018. I mean, please. It was freaking almost 3070! Use your fucking PC chip – PLEASE!

At the end of the universe, it doesn’t really matter why I sent them on their way. No one will bother to ask why I told them to take a left through the wrong galaxy and what made me smile like I had any interest at all in either one of them or their shit-smelling breath. The answer was simple – because I could. Because it was fun. That’s all that really matters. In that one moment, I was powerful like the milky way or the sun during a full eclipse – set up to destroy ungrateful earthlings who stared at us like aliens and not in a good way. I didn’t feel guilty about it. Guys chasing chicks with names like BigTitsWarbler and InsertItInMyWormhole deserved what they got. Frankly, it’s cosmic justice. Sorry, not sorry. Sometimes, you have to be an asshole to make a point. That day was one of those – where a fact just needed to be addressed: Men are pigs. And I was tired of being the bacon. #MeToo.

What occurred that day happened for a reason or twelve infinities more. That much I was sure of. The Galaxy Goddess knew what she was doing too. I don’t know why I ever doubted her. Perhaps, it was that whole thing about her having a uterus. Like it or not, GG could be moody. She never did take kindly to human beings who prayed to a god with a penis. Mars and Venus? Maybe so. That’s of no consequence either. What happened on the day Gaseous Casius and Rim Job Remus walked into my restaurant was nothing short of shooting stars on the darkest of nights under the Maidran Moon. It was fireworks of the kind campfire stories are built upon. For years, until the year 4000 at the very least, it will be told over and over again. I was sure of it and could see my name in the lights. Me, Miss. Neptune Star, born to shine. Poster child for women’s rights. Who would have known? All thanks to Casius and Remus. But that’s not exactly how things started...

***
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THERE WAS NO way I was taking their order until they stopped their obnoxious drunken on circa 50.9 Moonshine hooting and hollering. If I didn’t need to pay off my personal rocket convertor by next Thursday, I’d have told Luna Ray to take the order herself. But saying no and causing issues with my six-armed, cranky boss just wasn’t an option. Rumor had it that her man, two-headed Big Anus, had been cheating on her with a one armed midget who looked like she was straight out of an Earth carnival. Instead, I went out back, behind the kitchen and past needy Jizz, the dishwasher, for a quick walk to get my rage out.

When I returned, and after asking the two stank earthlings if they’d made up their minds (they had not), I returned to the counter and pretended to look busy washing it off. I couldn’t stop looking at my Galaxy Nine Personal Service Watch, v. 242.0. At some point, the hands might move, I told myself. If I stared at it long enough either one of two things would happen: Work would be over. Or, I’d just go blind and be able to leave anyway with that excuse. Whatever got me away from the chlorine that stung my eyes and those horrible humans in the first booth was good enough for me. I sighed, noticing Luna eyeing me. 

Three months of her following me around and “training me” on how to “do it perfectly” got old way before the old bag ever learned to pronounce my name right. Is it really that hard? I’m named after a fucking planet for Goddess sake! Not everyone has six arms! Some of us only have two. Give me a freaking break. And no. Precious Little Anus is not that great. He’s an asshole. Just thinking of the way she says my name makes my head throb: Neeep-tune. Neeeepa-ton. Nappp-tine. Apparently, it was hard for her, who twisted it on her tongue until it came out sounding more like a curse word or time out for a child than anything. Call me cunt. Shit bag. Useless one. Afraid-of-humans. Coward. Resting Bitch Face. Shittiest Waitress in the galaxy. I don’t care. Little Miss ‘I hate your pancake-dicked son.’ Call me anything. Just leave me alone and take the order yourself. I. Am. Not. Going. Over. There. 

I slowly pulled a damp, dingy hand towel off my hip. I’d learned the hard way that if you do it too fast, it’ll tear the apron right off, causing meager purple coin tips from the breakfast crew to spill all over the shabby restaurant floor. Like it or not, the crumbs grabby men with balding heads and hairy digits throw at me were pretty much all I had. I could feel Luna’s eyes on me as I reached over a sticky table and went, first, for the cosmic ketchup spot. I’d never understood parents who let their children eat like homeless Martians. If I ever have a kid, which I wouldn’t because I could never handle it, I’d like to think I’d at least have some measure of control. But who am I to judge? Luna and her husband, Big Anus, who owns the place, had made it more than clear that I’m merely a part-time waitress, and they don’t really need me here. Neither does their fucked up son. No, they are doing me the favor, they said, the last time I had a problem with gawking earthlings. 

I was “lucky,” they said. I heard it at least a dozen times a shift. Today, it had already been nineteen times with a little “we don’t have to keep you here” sprinkled in for extra flavor like alien chips on a space sundae. Today, my ‘blessings’ included a light breakfast crowd craving comet cakes that weren’t on the specials list because we ran out of maple syrup. Imports from other galaxies take years sometimes and Luna has never been great at planning ahead. Fine. I put down the dish towel. I forced a smile. I walked, slowly this time, to the table with the two nasty dimwits who promised to give me a hard time. 

“Hey,” I said. “I’m Neptune. I’ll be your waitress today. I’m the part-time girl with no attention to detail. Are you ready to order?” It was the second time I’d introduced myself, but knowing how stupid humans are, I figured it was in order.

The smelliest, fattest one looked at me and smiled. I told myself not to cringe when he told me his gassy name and introduced his Rat’s Nest Head friend.

“Two pieces of pie each, please, sweetheart,”

“Alright then. And to drink?”

“I’d drink you.”

Rat Head laughed. “Me too.”

I’ll kill you. Get off my fucking planet, assholes! “Okay then, I’ll let you get back to your menus. Pies coming right up. All the drinks are listed. And I hope you choke. Just let me know.”

They snickered like common juveniles. “Dude, she said pie. Maybe she’s our answer. Save us the trip to Area 315a, ya know? Hell of a lot prettier too. Ain’t ya, sweetheart? What time does your shift end? Feel like giving us a little tour around your planet?”

Green-faced with rage, I pivoted and headed to the kitchen.

I was just about to tell Luna where to stuff it when Little Anus popped into the back room where we kept the extra utensils. I cringed before laughing out loud at his rumpled hair, a souvenir from last night’s binge at the titty bar where he probably ran a pull with the douches in booth one. I’ve always wondered how Luna justified it when he showed up like this—reeking of Moon Blitz and vomit. Her problem. Not mine. Neither of them. Not anymore. Bigger shits to fry. An escape plan. If I can ever go through with it. 

Little Anus, my shit boyfriend-when-he-felt-like-it who was also known as Little Asshole and appropriately, waited ‘til his bossy mother’s back was turned and winked at me. I rolled my eyes. I was tired of being Little Anus’ dirty secret and punching bag too. Technically, I hated him but didn’t quite know what it would take for me to finally get the courage to leave. Rocket convertor, possibly? It is at least step one. Little Anus was just another pig and Luna only encouraged it. I need to get out of here, quit this job and just start over, but how? I understood it now, how Momma felt with all the deadbeat Martians she dated. It made sense to me why she ran off with the first guy willing to publically claim her in spite of her extra ears and elongated alien nose of telltale Volusia ancestry. I supposed it was the risk you ran in dating married men from crater-carved, non-axis planets. But that was my mother. You only get one of them. I wasn’t complaining. Technically, I missed her and my sisters something horrible.

Luna rushed over to her needy, pathetic bully of a son. She dropped the knife she’d been using to chop meteor lettuce in the suction sink, smiled, and asked him how he was feeling. Before he even got a chance to answer, she began making his favorite late-day snack—a fried Nova Mantris egg sandwich. Fucking gross.

I turned away. It occurred to me for the millionth time that I didn’t have to be here. I could just ask them about the convertor, beg for an advance, tell them I wasn’t feeling well, and light speed dodge on out. It wouldn’t be the first time a waitress ditched a shift over rude mortals from Earth. Last month, slutty Stardust did it three times. Even evil Luna wouldn’t fault me for not wanting to be ogled by tourists looking for one thing only; a thing that had nothing to do with food and more to do with a place to land their thumb-sized mushroom dicks. All I need is that convertor fixed and I can finally get out. I need an escape. Another galaxy. Something. Nice place or not, anything’s better than infinity with the Anus twins and rotting away in this place with Jizz.

My Pear 4939228 version Vphone, which I’m not allowed to have at work, vibrated in my back pocket just as I was about to bring the pies to earthling tourists Pig One and Pig Two. I didn’t need to check it to know it was the advocate again. Quickly, I turned off the personal service device option. Not now! Luna will have a shit fit. My Venus Rights Advocate had been the only one who seemed to call me anymore besides ever-nagging Jizz, a three-headed dishwasher promising me the world if I’d only give him a chance. Soon, I’d have to answer her if I wanted any hope of getting rid of an ex who couldn’t keep his hands off me any better than Little Anus on a binge. I was done with men and didn’t want to deal with it – or frankly, any of them.  I wasn’t the first and wouldn’t be the last. In this orbit, it happened all the time. I needed to file a report if I hoped to help the other females on my planet afraid to leave their ships. I didn’t want to be responsible for that no matter what, even if they were strangers and even if it wasn’t the Goddesses’ will. I made a note to myself to deal with her later. I didn’t want to but knew I had to. I wished people would just leave me alone. Still, I couldn’t avoid the saying that kept running circles round my brain like the sun and moon. You know it. I’m sure you do—the one about two stars and one comet. Maybe the harassment stalker suit could solve both my problems in one shot. It’s not like I had much to lose. I was lost: Lost in space without a compass and a weak plan at best. Something had to change. I could not go on this way.

***
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I RETURNED TO BOOTH one with four pies, a fake smile, and a plan to get through another meal with drooling horny humans. I had the advantage. Our IQs are said to be three times that of humans. What I knew was that telling them off wouldn’t work. To get through this meal, I’d need a different strategy. I decided to go with serving them a heaping dish of false hope. 

Pushing the triplet girls to the sky and leaning further than necessary over the table, I made sure Stinky Breath got the perfect view of my cleavages. As his gaze stuck like superglue to my boobs, it took everything in me not to pop him in the nose or dump the slices right over his head into his solar windblown hair. Don’t do it. Not worth it. Don’t be a quitter like Stardust. You can do this. I glanced down at my personal service watch and realize it was only half past a Martian’s ass, quarter to his balls, and sighed. Rim Job Remus cleared his throat, asking his star-struck friend how the view was.

Ignoring him, I leaned back, reaching to the floating serving tray and grabbing his slices. I smiled, wondering how he’d like the taste of my spit or the phlegm I’d just coughed up in the kitchen. The perk of serving earthlings is that they have no clue what we’re really feeding them. Run out of ketchup? No problem. There was always the blood of an alien from Galaxy Seven. People here didn’t play with those kind of aliens and killed them immediately on landing. Need mayo? Well, let’s just say Jizz gets his name for a reason. Like a common stripper looking for an extra tip, I held Rim Job’s tray in front of me and leaned on in.

“You’re next, sweetheart,” I said, hating myself for the unspoken pinky promise my tone sent.

Oddly, he didn’t look at my tits. Instead, he stared at the pies and thanked me like a normal being. Stunned, I leaned even further forward as fatty adjusted himself in the booth across from us. I put the plate on the table just in time.

Boom.

The place jumped and I lost my balance, landing face first in Rim Job’s lap only inches away from his personal urination device, filled with a tannish-yellow liquid. Fucking epic. Way to stick to the plan. Goddess dammit! With both hands on either side of his waist, I quickly pushed myself back up into the standing position, my cheeks turning lime green. “Sorry,” I mumbled.

Rim Job smiled at me. “It’s okay.”

Turning to hide in the kitchen with Jizz, I flinched when it happened: He touched me. With a tender, slimy earthling hand, Rim Job Remus grabbed my arm. The gentleness of it told me he wasn’t trying to be fresh. While he and Onion Breath had clearly come to the eatery for more than galaxy pie, that was off the proverbial table for Rim Job anyway for now. I hate to admit it, but it sort of felt nice. It had been awhile since a man had touched me in a way that didn’t involve roughness or the casual bathroom quickie at the eatery where seduction began with “Don’t tell Mom.”

“Are you okay?” he asked, his oval human eyes bearing into my face. 

I waited for them to drop. I expected him to move from there to my tits, where earthling man eyes always seemed to land. Instead, they stayed up. It was something out of this world, I tell ya. Even the Goddess would have been amazed if she’d been watching that day. She wasn’t. Not until later.

“I’m fine,” I said, anxious to remove myself from the situation. It didn’t matter how nice he was being to me. I knew earthlings had different agendas. Hell, there was a time in 2080 when they were trying to kill us. The nuclear struggle between us and them had been going on for years until they finally surrendered fully aware their planet lacked the artificial intelligence ours had. 

“You bumped your head on the table,” he said, kindly removing his hand from my arm.

I reached to my forehead, running my fingers across its deep grooves and pushing my intelligence chip back in. 

“I’m fine,” I said. “The meal’s on me. Don’t worry about it. Can I get you anything else?”

Just when I thought the conversation might be going well, the fat one ruined it when he piped in with “A handy would be nice.”

Mother fucker! Really? Has he lost his fucking mind? I just hit my head on the table and this asshole wants a hand job? Is this even happening? How are humans so – evil? Rude! That’s it! I’m now a lesbian. D.O.N.E. Done.

Rim Job didn’t find the joke any funnier than I did.

“Dude. No. She’s hurt,” he said.

“I’m fine!” With that, I spun around and marched right back to the kitchen. 

I walked past Jizz and directly up to Luna, who was sitting by the long titanium counter we use for dessert prep.

“I quit!”

“What? You can’t quit. Stardust called in again.”

“I don’t care.”

“Why would you quit? You’re the head waitress here! You’re lucky to have that job, you know. If it wasn’t for Little Anus, you’d still be taking the empty shifts that don’t get the tips, you know.”

“I don’t care.”

“What happened?” Luna’s face slid into a slight frown. For a second, I would have thought that she actually cared about me. But I wasn’t Little Anus so that was impossible. The only beings Luna had ever cared about besides herself were the Anus’s. 

“Those nasty earthlings. They won’t stop staring at my tits. I just face planted into a piss device. I didn’t come here for golden shower time. I’m sick of this! I’m not that kinky.” Your shitty son? He is! Make him serve the earthlings.

Jizz, who had been listening as usual, let out a laugh, and then, “Want me to kill them?”

Luna and I spun around at the same time. 

“Yes.”

“No!”

He stared at us with six tiny triangular shaped eyes, running his hands over his bald middle head and tilting his left head to the side.

“Which is it?”

“Yes. They need to die,” I said. I didn’t mean it. I realize you can’t go around killing human beings simply because they are assholes. It doesn’t mean I didn’t like the idea of watching Jizz bang their heads together into infinity comas. That, I did. And Jizz was crazy enough...

“Fine. They die.”

“Jizz! Don’t you do it,” Luna said.

“Well, it’s bullshit. I’m sick of watching it. She has a right to do her job without being messed with.”

Luna sighed. “Yes. She does. But the humans are harmless. And hell, they tip. Why can’t you just flirt with them, take their money, and not think more of it?”

“Here’s an idea. You go deal with it!”

I took off my apron and threw it three feet across the large commercial kitchen to Luna. Purple coins flew everywhere as my tips for the day spilled across the shiny stainless steel floor. Jizz laughed as Luna’s heart-shaped mouth fell open. 

“What’s going on in here?” Big Anus, who must have just walked in, asked.

“Neptune’s having a fit. She says she can’t deal with the earthlings. Staring at her tiny tits again. Now she’s saying she’s gonna quit. We don’t have the staff for that. Stardust called in again.”

“I thought Stardust quit?”

Luna shrugged. “I hired her back again.”

Big Anus shook his head. “Where’s Junior? Have him serve for the rest of the shift.” He turned to me, “You take the rest of the afternoon off. I’m sorry this happened to you, but you need to learn to cope or something. I mean, it’s just fat pockets with nipples. Tits aren’t a big deal. Especially yours. Small. Besides, that’s a human thing. Yours don’t even make milk. No point in them.”

I stood, shaking my head. I couldn’t believe this was happening. In that moment, I decided to give them all what they wanted. I needed to teach them all a lesson. Right there, in the in the middle of the kitchen, I took my shirt and three-way holster off. I stood there, naked from the top half up as Jizz’s six eyes widened. Even he stared at my three perfectly symmetrical B-cup tits. I shook my shoulders making them jiggle.

“See? Take a look. They aren’t a big thing. They’re useless. They don’t even make milk.” For extra effect, I pinched my middle nipple, screaming, “Got clothes pins? Maybe we could try that. You know, spice it up a little.”

“Put your shirt on!” Luna commanded. “Lower your voice!”

I folded my arms over my naked chest. “Nope. I’m here to do a job. I’m no quitter. My name is Neptune, not Stardust.”

With that, I walked out of the kitchen and into the dining area.

The pigs in booth one nearly fell out of their seats, causing the eatery to hop and springing my not-that-tiny jugs into a dance of their own. With a big, shit-eating grin on my face, I smiled at them. With my hands, I lifted them up and said, “Who’s thirsty?”

Rim Job, entirely perplexed based on the contorted expression on his thin human lips, began unbuttoning his shirt. At first, I thought he’d stand up and try to get it on with me. But that’s not what happened. Instead, he wormed his way out of that booth. With diners of all kinds, ages, and planets of origin pointing at me and whispering, he simply stood up and pulled his shirt fully off. I’d never seen a human chest. It was hairy. And it was missing a nipple. Disgusting. I tilted my head, trying not to gawk but feeling sorry for him for having no center tit. It was strange, to say the least. I took two steps back but he moved faster. He caught me by the waist, pulling me into him. Then, the strangest of things happened. With both arms, he lifted his shirt over my shoulders and concealed me. I didn’t try to stop him. One by one, he buttoned the shirt to cover me. I didn’t know what to think of this. Was he trying to protect me? Could a human actually have compassion? That was something very hard for me to believe. 

“Why are you doing this?” I asked.

“Because it’s the right thing,” he whispered. “I’m sorry.”

Tongue tied and for reasons I can’t explain, I spit out the words “Sector 315a is three lefts and two rights, through the seventh galaxy and past the six moons of Jeibner.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

“Got it,” the fat one said.

I still couldn’t believe what was happening. Even now, it’s hard to get my head around.

But it transpired. It really did. It was all over the news and in the “Universe Gazette.” Diners there that day even got video on their personal devices. They framed the story as “heart-warming” and something to unite us all. They made me the poster child for female rights and the voice for sexual harassment. That day, at the restaurant, with two fart-smelly humans, I became a legend and Rim Job a hero. I never served another slice of Galaxy Pie again. Instead, I walked out with Rim Job’s shirt, called the advocate, and never looked back. I became Neptune Star, the face of gender equality for all races and species. In fact, I became famous around the entire galaxy and never did remember to warn Rim Job and his sidekick that Sector 315a was only a scam for purple coins. I don’t regret that. If they wanted to chase alien ass after what they’d just seen? Well, who was I to stop them? It was simply a matter of comic justice...
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Chapter Seven
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Through Esmeralda’s looking glass

Neptune sat on the sky bus and waited. This is taking forever. I need to get out of here. Something could go wrong. I need this over. Once we are on the star path, I’ll be safe. Hurry. Please. The engine rumbled beneath her as last-minute three-headed passengers kissed loved ones goodbye and climbed on board. She looked at her watch: Ten thirty-five. By now she would normally be washing Little Anus’ work clothes, cleaning the bathroom, or doing some other disgusting chore at the restaurant that Little Anus was too good for. She grinned. He can clean up the wall next to the toilet himself from now on. I’m not the one who misses when I piss. Most likely he wouldn’t, though. There was no doubt in her mind that he’d let the place fall apart and Luna would hire someone else or just hire Stardust back for the 23rd time. That, or he’d bring in another sidepiece to take care of him and his shitty parents who only cared about making money at the eatery. Little Anus had never functioned without the women in his life taking care of him—first Luna and, later, his stepsisters whom he spoke so poorly of. Within a week, the diner she’d poured her sweat and love into for no real reason at all would be in shambles. Let him do whatever he wants. Luna too. It’s not your problem anymore.

The bus lurched forward as it began its journey. She laid her head back against the headrest and closed her eyes. She thought, or fantasized was more like it, about her future freedom. She would find a job as fast as she could. First things first, she had to find a place to live. She didn’t know much about the other planets – only what she’d seen on television and through the podcasts. She’d try anything to start over fresh and become the justified poster child for female rights. Staying with Little Anus in that crummy job would have been a sham, she knew. I can do this. She was even willing to stay in a space shelter if she had to—at least for a while. Long-term she wanted a place of her own where she could finally plant her roots and, if she was lucky, a new star garden with fledgling stars she would pick out herself – purple ones. Or lilac.

She thought about dying her hair red, bright red. She’d always wanted to be a redhead. Maybe, she could get a job at a nice diner someplace on a planet where people knew women were equal. She hoped she would meet kind aliens and make a few friends. On that part though, she would have to be very careful. It will all happen as it’s supposed to, she thought. She had to believe it too, because there was no going back now. Her face was all over the galaxy news as the three-titted alien who took a stand against fart-smelling humans.

She remembered the three-armed, neon-skinned attendant at the sky port telling her it would take about twenty-four hours, including stops, to get three galaxies over. Not as bad as she thought it would be, but a long ride all the same. It could be worse. She could be off course like Rim Job and his sidekick. Her legs and back would certainly be feeling some discomfort, but she was used to aches and pains from long hours at the diner Luna never paid her for. It was a small price to pay for her freedom from the eatery and its prized son of an employee.

For the next few hours, she watched tall glass buildings disappear and air traffic dissipate. Occasionally, she found herself watching the rockets that flew beside them and wondering about the passengers inside: What kind of life do they live? Are they happy? When she saw couples, she wondered if they were in love. She wondered other things too: Does he beat her? Does he treat her like she is nothing more than a cook and waitress with no dreams of her own? Does he shit on her star gardens?

On more than one occasion, children looked out their windows and waved to her as the air bus ship passed by, almost as if they were wishing her luck on her new adventure. She grinned and waved back at them. She would never be a mother but it didn’t mean she hated kids. It was partly because she didn’t want to bring children into a galaxy with abusive assholes like Little Anus. It didn’t matter now. She didn’t even know if she ever could have children considering all the damage he’d done to her body. Big Anus’s words about her tits not making milk still stuck with her. She wasn’t sure why it bothered her but it did. Maybe I do want kids? No. That’s ridiculous. I can’t even take care of myself. The thought of adding more to her plate right now was just too much. Besides, she decided, children deserved to be brought up in two-parent homes and she was done with men.

When darkness arrived, Neptune could barely keep her eyes open. With glittering stars in the sky, she felt more at ease. Little Anus wouldn’t know of her absence for at least another day. He was probably drunk and laughing it up with his pals or hanging out with Rim Job, never thinking of her once. Her back was beginning to feel the strain of the ride, but she scooted down into the seat and tried to get some rest. Hopefully, she would wake up at their next stop so she could get a snack at an automated vendor with those adorable amphibians and stretch her legs. The lull of the bus comforted her as her eyelids grew heavy. The feeling of comfort was strange at first, but she quickly grew accustomed to it. It had been such a long time since she had experienced comfort of any kind.

She wasn’t sure what time it was when they stopped, but the sound of someone rustling around woke her. She jerked her head up to see that it was still dark outside and the traffic was light. After a few seconds, she realized the entire sky bus was empty and they had stopped at an air fueling station. Deciding to stretch her legs and get something to eat, she stood and headed toward the front of the bus. When she departed, she saw the driver who informed her that they had to fill up and she had thirty minutes to stretch and eat. She didn’t know what a gas station would provide, but it didn’t take her long to see that it wasn’t a regular sky station. What galaxy are we in? When she walked inside, sleepy-eyed and groggy, she stumbled over to an overnight Krispy Kreme stand next to an Arby’s. Is this near Earth? Goddess, please! What in the actual fuck are you doing to me? Not more earthlings!

Her stomach growled with hunger. The first thing she needed to do was find a bathroom, then she would get something to satisfy her hunger. When she returned, she didn’t have much time left. She quickly ordered a cheeseburger, fries, and a glazed donut. Lastly, she bought a bottle of water from the cashier at the front of the rest area service center. Afterwards, she didn’t return to the bus right away. Instead, she stood to the side of the store enjoying the feeling of being on her feet instead of sitting scrunched up. She tried not to think about how similar to Earth this place appeared. 

Back on the bus, she ate her food in silence. She was grateful none of the passengers were interested in talking to her. She wasn’t in the mood to try to hold any conversations, or divulge any information about herself either for that matter. She believed her trip would be better that way. She wasn’t sure exactly where they were—only that they were at a service station marked ‘Galaxy Nine’—but she knew she was a long way from the eatery and her home planet. A home that, in time, had become a prison because of the way men treated her. It already seemed so long ago and far away, and it hadn’t even been a full day yet.

A strong voice came over the intercom: “Next stop: Planet Earth. Boulder, Colorado. All passengers will depart.”

She sprang up.

“No!”

***
[image: image]


A week later

NEPTUNE ENJOYED THE fresh air of Escape, Colorado, but she didn’t enjoy the heavy snow that had bombarded the town overnight. She should have been used to it, having lived on a northern planet for so long. Oh well, it is what it is. As far as she was concerned, she was in heaven compared to where she had fled from. How it is possible Earth is better than space? Talk about the twilight zone.

She walked to the bus stop, already crowded with earthling people. Most were probably going to work like she was. Please don’t speak to me. She grimaced against the sudden wind that had picked up and thrown flurries into her face. Taking small steps to keep from slipping, she finally made it across the street and next to the shelter of the waiting area. It wasn’t large enough to allow any others inside, so she stood on the end where she would be better hidden from the wind. She didn’t want to get too close anyway. She couldn’t afford for anyone to realize she had three tits. You have to be discreet. If they find out, everything will change. Keep your head low and ears covered.

Her eyes travelled over the landscape and rested upon the peaks of snowcapped mountains far away. They looked close enough to touch and as beautiful as any painting she had ever seen. This was where she belonged. It was something about the friendly smiles on people’s faces and the way no one asked questions. Unless, of course, they were curious ones about her Volusian accent. But, even then, the questions were innocent. People here were used to tourists and that might be why, she supposed.

She was glad for it, and for them. Without the tourists, she wouldn’t have found a job so quickly. It would take months for her paychecks to be forwarded from her planet. She needed to save up to hire a rocket to return for Venus Rights speaking engagements. She was lucky, she decided. The universe was finally working in her favor. The Goddess had known what she was doing when she forced a departure on planet Earth. Neptune had been blessed by finding something within the first few days in a small diner, Ellie’s, run by a kind woman named Lottie near the city limits of Escape. It was a modest place, but the food was great and the clientele was mostly friendly. Truthfully, Neptune didn’t really have many complaints. How could she?

She’d picked up shifts three days a week at first, but after a couple of weeks she was awarded full time because one of the other girls was fired after getting caught stealing from the register. There was, she learned quickly, a Stardust in every crowd. She didn’t like working weekends, but it was the best days for tips so she didn’t argue with Lottie, who, unlike Luna, asked her how her day was.

Her boss, Lottie’s boyfriend Al, was a nice guy. He treated the women with respect, which was something she hadn’t been used to from the men in her life, mainly Little Anus. She tried not thinking about him, but it was hard not to since she had spent too many years within his grasp, literally. Yet, somehow, he’d kept her a secret from his overbearing mother. It doesn’t matter. I’m out of there now. No more customers who smell like dog ass. No more six-dicked aliens with something to prove. Here, on Earth, I’m practically invisible. It’s nice. 

Sometimes, the image of Little Anus’s face would invade her thoughts and fear would jump aboard for the ride. On more than one occasion, nightmares caused her to wake up drenched in sweat. Still, she already felt years younger and was beginning to remember what times before Little Anus had been like. When it got too much, she took her mind off the puckered starfish ex by moving her thoughts to Jizz. She hadn’t expected to miss him so much but she did. But he wasn’t worth returning there right now. Anus had to be angry. Returning to her planet would be too risky and the eatery dishwasher just wasn’t worth it.

It was a relief, knowing she would never return to Little Anus—that had been the true nightmare. She couldn’t yet shake memories of lying in bed for hours listening to him babbling on and on about all the hotties on her planet and asking for threesomes with woman with six hands like his precious mother. Worse had been waiting for him to return from the living room drunk out of his mind wanting to have what he called “fun”—wanting to push himself on her and in her until he passed out on top of her. She hated him. She couldn’t help herself and knew it would take a long time for those feelings to leave her. If they ever did.

For the first five days of her stay in Colorado she lived in the shelter for battered women. At least, on Earth, they were trying, she’d decided when she’d first heard of the option. It certainly wasn’t her idea of luxury, but neither was sleeping in the streets. It wasn’t too bad, she told herself on the nights when women got too rowdy. She had a bed to sleep in, showers to use, and a washer and dryer at her disposal. She knew many had it worse than her and, as bad as it may sound, in a sickening way that was comforting to her. Misery loves company. It was on the sixth day that a waitress told her of an opportunity no woman from her planet would ever resist.

“...They’re good people Neptune,” Reba told her. “Neither of them drink. They are in their early sixties and have two extra rooms and simply want to rent one of them out to help with the bills.”

Neptune finished filling the salt and pepper shakers and wiped off her hands. She blew a strand of hair, which she had dyed red, out of her face and looked at her new friend.

“Do you know how much they want for rent and if they want a month up front?” she asked Reba. She wished she could explain that she was good for the money but that the space ships only did inter-galaxy mail calls once a month. Maybe at some point in the future, the planets would align and get their acts together with direct deposit. She hoped so but doubted it. There was too much tension with the nuke launches on either side, someday to go too far and be the end of all galaxies and lifeforms forever.

“Honestly, I have no clue, but I talked to them a few days ago. That was when they asked me to help them find someone and I thought of you. Do you want their number?”

Neptune didn’t hesitate. Living in a shelter for nearly a week was quickly losing what little appeal it had to begin with.

“Yes, please and thanks, Reba. You have no idea how much this means to me.” Stardust had never tried to help her. Instead, she’d glared at her for earning bigger tips and envied her middle tit.

Reba wrote the number down and handed it to her.

“Actually, I do. There’s more to this gorgeous face than meets the eye, honey. I’ve seen hard times, too.”

Neptune wondered what her new friend meant by those words, but didn’t ask. She knew, all too well, that sometimes it was better to let people have their privacy. And if Reba found freckles to be an asset, all the power to her. Frankly, Neptune thought she looked like she’d been sprayed in the face by a wayward comet, but who was she to judge? Reba was making an effort. She was also trying to share with her. If Reba wanted to volunteer more information, she’d be happy to listen and wasn’t about to argue about what was and wasn’t attractive. Return the effort. Make a friend. Learn to trust. Not everyone is trying to screw you.

“If this works out, I would like to buy you a drink. A girls’ night out, maybe.” Little Anus would die. That hypocrite didn’t allow drinking. Neptune’s job was to stay at his place quietly cleaning, waiting for him to arrive for the mandatory blow job. She laughed about this but not out loud. Reba would think she’d lost it.

Grinning, Reba told her a girls’ night out would be more than welcome.

“It will work out. You’ll love them, and I have no doubt they will adore you. I’ll be ready for that night out any night of the week.”

“I’ll call them when I get out of here, today. I’ll let you know what happens.”

The day’s shift ended with sixty-two Earth dollars in tips and the hope of a new home that didn’t float and wouldn’t make her space sick.

She wasted no time in following up on Reba’s lead. Waiting for the bus in temperamental November Earth air, she dialed the number Reba had given her.

“Hello,” a soft, feminine voice answered.

Neptune’s heart jumped. “Hello, my name is Neptune Star. I’m a friend and co-worker of Reba Green. She told me you have a room for rent and gave me your number. Is the room still available?”

“Yes, it is. Um, when do you want to come and look at it? Of course, we would like to meet you. When is good for you?”

“I just got off work. I’m at the shelter in Escape and I can’t leave tonight or I won’t have a place to sleep, but I’m off tomorrow.”

“Sounds good. Why don’t I make something for lunch and we can eat and talk? You can tell us a little about yourself and see the house as well.”

Her hopes quickly building, she responded, “Sounds great to me. What time should I be there?”

“We usually eat lunch around eleven-thirty or noon.”

“Okay, I’ll be there at eleven-thirty then. Thank you!”

Smiling, she walked inside the shelter and waited to be searched. It was something every resident had to go through when they showed up for a bed. She was used to it. She didn’t like it; she was always worried about someone discovering that third tit, but rules are rules. And safety was the most important thing here. She was grateful for that. Nobody cares about extra body parts. They’ll just think you’re deformed. It’s not like they know where you’re from. Besides, alien liberation is a real thing on Earth – not just a code they’re working on.

That night she rested in bed and stared at the mattress above her. She listened to the soft snores coming from the top and thought about the next day. She imagined having her own bed and room to sleep in again. A kitchen too and one much homier than the commercial one she’d wasted so much time in.  A kitchen where she could cook her own food and maybe a television to watch without forty others talking around her. She thought about how simple pleasures could mean so much. Before she fell asleep she prayed for Goddess to help her.

“Universe, GG, if it’s your will, please make my meeting with Sue and Raymond work out tomorrow. Please, make this be a good thing all around. Don’t let them freak out if they find out. Aliens are people too. Make them understand,” she whispered out loud, hoping her bunk mate wouldn’t overhear and think she’d lost it.

Turning onto her side, she closed her eyes. Tired from a hard day’s work and the stress of life, she quickly fell asleep until her nightmares woke her up. This time, they were so real she couldn’t return to sleep. She’d seen Little Anus’s eyes, bloodshot and full of lust and anger. She could smell the alcohol on his breath, even in the dream, as he screamed obscenities at her. She could see him reach for and tear her blouse from her before throwing her to the ground. Even sitting up in bed, it was like it was still happening, as if she was watching it happen to someone else even... And then, his form merged into Rim Job Remus’s.

“You whore! I saw you look at that guy! You are as much of a whore as my sisters! I’m telling Ma. She’ll fire you. You’ll be out of a job, and then what? No one wants a three-titted stripper.”

She would plead with him and beg for him not to hurt her, but she knew it wouldn’t do any good. As usual he would smack her around, leaving marks on her back and her eye swollen and bruised. When he got worked up, his sexual need would take over and he would force himself on her. She could do nothing more than take it, like she had so many times before.

For the rest of the night she tossed and turned in fits. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t sleep for more than an hour or two tops before the nightmare began again. Remus. Little Anus. Remus. It wouldn’t stop happening.

Neptune had never been so grateful for daylight to come. She was convinced the universe and Goddess hated her. She gulped her coffee down at breakfast as her roommate asked her what was wrong.

“I knew you were having another of your bad dreams, but that one was bad. I wanted to wake you from it, but didn’t know how you would react if I did. I’m sorry, girl.”

Neptune looked at the petite black woman and apologized.

“I’m so sorry Rose Ann. I don’t know what to say.”

They got their scrambled chicken eggs and toast and went and sat at a far table. Not far enough for total privacy, but enough for everyone else to not overhear their conversation. Neptune kept her head down as they spoke, hoping that the others had their ear microphones turned low.

“I know it’s none of my business and you can feel free to tell me so, but it was bad wasn’t it? Your man. He beat you a lot, didn’t he?”

Neptune looked up at Rose Ann and hesitated before opening up. She had been sleeping beneath her bunk for days and they had only shared polite conversations on scattered occasions. She didn’t think she had anything to worry about with Rose Ann though. By the look of a few scars she’d seen on her once before when she was changing clothes, it looked like she knew what pain was all about as well. She wanted to help her. After all, she was known as the poster child for women’s rights on her home planet now. Neptune nodded in answer to her question.

“He was bad. Only when he drank though.”

“How often did he drink?”

“Everyday.”

They ate their breakfasts without more words, but when they walked out of the dining hall, Rose Ann pulled her to the side.

“I admire your courage of getting away from him. I don’t know where you came from, but from your accent it ain’t from around here. I know what it feels like to be hurt by someone who is supposed to love you. Whatever you do, don’t stop fighting for your right to live...For your right to be happy. We all deserve that.”

Goddess. It happened to her with only two boobs. Neptune wasn’t sure what to say other than to thank her again and tell her she was hopefully not going to be back at the shelter anymore. She felt bad, leaving Rose Ann after they’d finally opened up to one another. But she’d learned a long time ago that you have to put on your space mask first before helping others out of the ship. It was a matter of survival and something all aliens had been warned about especially when it came to earthlings.

“I really appreciate your support. I hope things get better for you, too. I might be moving into a real Earth—urrrrrr—real earthy home. A friend I work with helped me find a place in Boulder. I have to go there today to look at it and meet the couple that own it. Hopefully, it’ll work out.”

“That’s good. I hope it does. If I never see you again, I wish you the best.”

“Thank you, and to you too.” Neptune rested her hand on Rose Ann’s arm, reminding her it was one big universe. She didn’t know why, but Neptune felt the surreal need to hug the earthling woman. So she did. And didn’t feel awkward about it like she should have. Something is changing in me. 

Afterwards, she went to her bunk and got what she would need for the day. She wanted all of her possessions with her, at least until she knew for sure what was going to happen at her meeting with Sue and Raymond. Personal service device. Check. Oxygen mask for better sleep in the smoggy earthling air. Got it. Customized holsters. Check. Binders. Yep. Diary. Got it. Paperwork for harassment case. Yep. Court dates. Check. Rocket tickets for return home for trial and back. All set. She had a good feeling about it; something she hadn’t experienced since the day she met Al and Lottie at Ellie’s Diner. Outside, thick and heavy flurries began to fall from the quickly darkening sky, but the bad weather didn’t darken her mood. Instead, the sight of the falling snow lifted her spirits. She looked up into the sky and smiled. Everything’s going to be all right. You’ve got this. She waved toward the moon, hoping people from her home planet could somehow see her now. 

***
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AS NEPTUNE WALKED DOWN the street from the bus stop toward Raymond and Sue’s house, she made sure to take in her surroundings and she liked what she saw. From the directions she had written down, she was pretty close to their home. It was a quiet, safe neighborhood, but also close enough to town that she wouldn’t be too far from everything. It’s perfect, she decided, reminding herself not to get her hopes up. Too late for that.

There was a large grocery store within a all strip directly behind the bus stop. Across the street was a restaurant. Several businesses’ windows displayed “Help Wanted” signs and she couldn’t help but feel guilty that it might be time to give Al her notice. Or, she could do both. Maybe, she would get a part time job closer to her new home for extra money. She’d need it for her trip back to the home planet to attend the harassment and stalker restraining order trial. She knew she didn’t really need to go back. It wasn’t like the freak who followed her around was going to manage a trip all the way to Earth. But she needed to. She wasn’t just a single star floating alone in the universe anymore. Because of Rim Job and his sidekick, she was a voice for change on the home planet. Yes. That’s what I’ll do. I’ll work two jobs. I won’t be ungrateful or act like Stardust. Besides, it will teach the earthlings what appreciation is about. I can do this. Hell, I left my home planet and am managing to fit in in a whole other universe. What can’t I do?

By the time she arrived at the right house, she was breathless in the best of ways. She walked up to the front door, held her breath, knocked, and waited. Seconds later, she was greeted by the smile of a greying woman who she assumed could only be Sue.

“Neptune! Please, come in out of the cold.”

Inside, warmth blanketed her like the Milky Way over a dying star. The living room was decorated in simple furniture. A heavy-set man, who looked remarkably like the earthlings’ legendary Santa Claus who Neptune had read about in an eBook through the intra-galaxy unlimited program, grinned at her from the doorway on the opposite side of the room.

“This is my husband, Raymond,” Sue said.

“Good afternoon, Neptune. Very happy to get to meet you,” he said through his full white beard. Its tangled mats reminded her of Rim Job’s hair. She decided not to think about it more.

“Thank you. It’s a pleasure to meet both of you as well. May I lay my coat here?” she asked and motioned to the couch.

“Oh, yes, of course. Pardon my manners,” Sue apologized.

Neptune almost laughed when she reacted that way, but held it back. It was something else she wasn’t accustomed to on Earth just yet: Manners. Not exactly an attribute of most earthlings she’d encountered. But here, on their own home planet, they seemed somehow nicer. Maybe, she decided, she’d judged them too soon.

“Come on into the kitchen and have a seat,” Raymond said. “Sue just put on some coffee and lunch is almost ready.”

“Thank you.” I can’t have them serve me. I’m the one who is supposed to do the serving. This is awkward as fuck.

They sat around the mid-sized oak table on the far end of the kitchen. Seated, she quickly took it all in and found no complaints with anything about the couples’ home. She spotted two walls lined with large cabinets, a gas stove, a refrigerator, and a dishwasher beside a double sink. There was more counter space than she was used to at Little Anus’s place and behind her was a sliding glass door that led to the backyard.

“Do you drink coffee, Neptune?” Sue asked.

“I do, thank you. I can fix it. You don’t have to serve me.”

“Oh, please stop it,” Sue chuckled. “I’m used to getting it for Raymond anyway.”

“Hey, now you make me sound like a slave driver,” he joked. Neptune could swear his cheeks had lit up and his belly jiggled in a way that made her happier than she’d felt in as long as she could remember.

Sue joined them, grinning. It was sort of a silly moment, but not uncomfortable. As they drank their coffee and waited for the chili to finish warming on the stovetop, the couple told her about themselves and the proposed living arrangements.

“We don’t ask for too much. We both know how hard it is out there nowadays,” Raymond told Neptune. “The rent we would like to ask for is five hundred a month, but that includes electricity, cable, the phone bill, and of course washing your clothes and use of the kitchen and living room. We want you to feel completely at home and as comfortable as possible. We don’t expect a deposit, but can you pay the five hundred all at once? If so, that would be nice.”

She couldn’t believe her ears. Five hundred a month? No deposit, and all of this? With the exchange rate from her home planet, she’d practically be living free. One purple coin from there was $100 here. She was close to tears and unfortunately it showed. Sue looked at Raymond, her face contorted in confusion, and reached for Neptune’s hand.

“Are you okay, sweetie?” Sue asked worriedly.

Neptune covered her mouth, nodded, and got control of herself.

“I’m sorry. Yes, I’m great. Yes, I can pay the five hundred today. I just need to find a bank.”

“Fantastic!” Raymond grinned.

“Of course,” Sue told her. “Come on. I’ll show you the room and everything else. Raymond honey, can you stir the stew so it won’t stick, please?”

“Of course.”

Neptune walked around the two-story house with Sue as she chatted with her. As she showed her where both bathrooms were, the washer and dryer being in the downstairs one, and her room, Neptune learned they also had a son.

“He’s such an amazing young man. He’s close to your age too, I believe. How old are you dear?”

Quick. Think. Seventy-five light years times the infinity of a star divisible by three. She touched her microchip, pretending she was brushing her bangs out of the way. “I’m twenty-eight.”

“Oh, yes,” Sue nodded as if she was approving. “My Frank is turning thirty next Thanksgiving... Oh, do you have plans for Thanksgiving? You don’t have to eat here if you already have plans. We would never want you to feel obligated and I’m sure you have family. At the same time, the offer is there.”

Shaking her head, she admitted, “No, I don’t have plans. I might have to work at the diner though. I don’t know if they will close or not.” What the hell is Thanksgiving?

“Oh well, whatever works, dear. As for Frank, you’ll meet him soon. He will be here for the holiday.” 

A holiday. So Christmas. They just call it something else. Thanksgiving. Funny. But reindeer. So cute! I can do that. Flying sleighs are nothing. I’ve seen those cruise by the third moon of Swanzey. “Thank you. I can’t wait to meet him,” Neptune said, shocked by Sue’s hospitality. 

They proceeded to look at the rest of the house and her new room. It held a full-sized bed, already with sheets and covers, a large dresser, a desk, a walk-in closet, and a window that faced the street. She walked to the window and looked out at the view. Outside, kids were playing with the fresh snow in the street. 

Over the next hour, Neptune enjoyed Sue’s delicious earthling strew—a concoction Raymond swore was his own creation. Sue rolled her eyes and Neptune laughed. Later, after she converted coins at the bank and paid the first month’s rent, Raymond even offered to drive her back to the shelter to get her things.

“I have everything I own in this backpack right here,” she said, her cheeks turning the slightest shade of green as the couple looked at one another inquisitively, but didn’t ask questions.

“Well, that certainly makes it easy then,” Raymond said. “Welcome to our home, dear.”

“Thank you. ...Truly.”

***
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NEPTUNE GOT UP EARLY on her day off. She had plans. The snow was melting, even though it was still brisk out, but cold weather was not about to stop her. It was her first day off since she’d moved into the house with Sue and Raymond. God, how she loved those two. It’d been barely a week and she felt as if she was a part of their family. She hadn’t met their son, Frank, yet, but was sure she would love him too.

With Thanksgiving three days away, Al and Lottie had agreed to give her the day off. Reba and one other girl had volunteered to work in her place, saying they needed the holiday pay. In a way, she felt guilty about it, but she was grateful at the same time. She looked forward to having a real Thanksgiving dinner with people she truly enjoyed. Still, she couldn’t figure out why they didn’t just call Christmas what it was. Oh well. Thanksgiving, Christmas. No difference. It’ll be fine. Raymond and Sue were so much different than the people at the eatery. It was a good thing.

She thought about Little Anus and what he might be doing. Is he upset with me or does he even care? It’s been weeks. Is he already with another woman or is he still looking for me? She hoped he wasn’t trying to find her. Honestly, she wasn’t very worried about it. The way he treated her, he was probably happy to be rid of her. Then again, she could be gravely mistaken. It was a small universe in 3069, after all. It could be bad. Stop thinking about it. Today is a good day. Today is a day to do something fun.

The coffee gurgled and she poured herself a cup before heading into the living room and taking a seat on the couch with her legs folded beneath her. She turned on the television, but muted the sound, wishing her ear microphones weren’t so sharp in a denser atmosphere. There had to be a way she could adjust them but she couldn’t afford to lift her hair. If they saw.... 

Sue and Raymond’s room was on the second floor directly above the living room and she didn’t want to disturb them. They’d told her to make herself at home so that was her plan. After a quick search through the channels, she settled on TVLand and watched cartoons. She laughed softly at the silliness of it all. My Goddess, I’m like a kid again. It feels good being able to laugh so freely. Little Anus had hated cartoons. He had always been so serious; he never could have fun.

Plop. 

Plop.

Plop.

Plop. Plop. Plop.

The heavy sound of Sue’s feet on the staircase alerted Neptune to make sure her ears were covered. She wanted to cover them anyway. The earthling sounds were still too harsh at times – the hardest thing about being here so far. All four ears just ached. Seconds later, Sue turned the corner from the direction of the stairs, still half asleep. She whispered “good morning” as she hobbled into the kitchen. Neptune smiled when Sue returned with her own cup of coffee and plopped down in the chair across from her. She didn’t say anything but winked at her and joined her in watching the early morning cartoons. When the show was over, Sue motioned for Neptune to join her in the kitchen.

“How are you sleeping? Is your bed comfy?” Sue asked her over her mug.

Nodding, Neptune answered, “Oh, yeah. The bed is great. I am sleeping better than I ever did in the shelter. How did you sleep? You look well rested.”

“I always sleep well. At least, once I block out Raymond’s snoring I do.”

“I’m glad I don’t have to worry about that now. My roommate snored too.”

A moment passed and Neptune could tell Sue wanted to ask her something. She waited patiently, but had a feeling she and Raymond were curious about her past. 

“What’s on your mind?” Neptune asked, unable to sit with uncanny human silence any longer. “You look like you want to talk about something.”

Sue asked, “Am I that obvious?”

“A little, but it’s okay. I’m all ears.” Four, in fact. Want a spare?

Sue took a sip of her coffee and looked over Neptune’s shoulder into the backyard like she was trying to think of how to begin. Neptune was patient. 

“Well, I hope you don’t mind sweetie, but Raymond and I were talking last night in bed, and...well, we are curious about you. I mean, don’t take that the wrong way. Oh, my goodness, this ain’t coming out right!”

Neptune couldn’t help but laugh. Humans who aren’t rude? Who knew?

“No, no. It’s okay, really,” she paused. “I’m ready to talk.”

Sue gave her a comforting smile and took her hand in hers.

“I’m not rushing you. We are only curious about who you are. We really like you. Raymond told me last night that he really thinks we got lucky when you walked into our lives. I totally agreed with that.”

Neptune felt a meteor in her throat and fought back tears that were forming in her hazel eyes. She didn’t want to cry. She wasn’t sure she was ready to tell anyone about her own family; how she’d been horrible to them for years because Little Anus hadn’t wanted her to be around them. She didn’t want Sue to think less of her for blowing off holidays, always making one excuse or another, just to keep her abusive boyfriend happy until they finally just stopped inviting her.

“I honestly feel the same way.”

They laughed and Neptune stared at her hands while Sue watched her patiently.

“He used to beat me,” she finally whispered.

“What honey?” Sue asked. “I’m sorry, I didn’t hear what you said.”

The tears won. “He beat me,” she repeated, looking at Sue through hazy vision. “My boyfriend. He would beat and rape me. He got drunk every night and made my life hell. Made my family hate me and just, well, threw me off my orbit entirely. ...In the end, it was all my fault. I let him have that control. I just –”

Neptune’s ability to speak left her and she began crying uncontrollably into the palms of her hands. Sue scooted her chair back and walked around the table, pulling her into her arms in a comforting embrace. The older woman tried to console her with loving words as Neptune sobbed onto her shoulder. They remained that way until she finally calmed down.

“Have you told the police? Is he near here?” Sue asked, pulling back.

Neptune slowly shook her head. “No, I just wanted to escape, and as far as I know he’s still in space. I mean way far away from here. From my home state. I saw the town of Escape, Colorado and just figured it made sense. No artificial intelligence to it. I just had to get away and I did. I wanted to get as far away as I could. I didn’t have much money and I had no plan or anything. I just got away when I had the chance.”

Sue caressed her arm. “Do you think he will look for you?”

“I don’t know. It’s possible I guess, but I hope and pray to the Goddess that he will never find me even if he tries. If I ever get the feeling that he is looking for me and that he might find me, then I will move out. I will not put you or Raymond in danger. I promise.”

“I’m sorry you had to go through such suffering. No person deserves that.”

“Thank you.”

They heard the upstairs toilet flushing and ended the conversation abruptly, but not before Sue told her new tenant and friend not to worry about anything.

“I’ll tell Raymond something he will believe, don’t you worry. This is between us girls.”

“Thank you.”

They hugged again before Sue walked to the coffee pot and poured Raymond a cup as the stairs creaked to announce his descent.

Earthlings aren’t so bad.

“Good morning, ladies,” he greeted them in a husky voice as he entered the room pulling at his Santa beard.

“Good morning,” they said simultaneously, laughing. Neptune had a feeling laughter would be a constant thing in this household. She missed it – being part of a family that didn’t revolve around Little Anus. I need to get ahold of mom and my sisters.

***
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STEPPING OFF THE EARTH bus and onto Crimson Street, Neptune waited for the light to turn so she could cross the street. Just yesterday, she’d almost been hit in Peak View. Traffic patterns on Earth were nothing like the ones on the home planet. Still, traffic wasn’t as bad as she’d thought it would be and the wind was being kind for once since she’d landed in Colorado. She kept her eyes down as she walked, making sure not to step on any ice. She had bundled up for the cold weather. Before now, she had never been to an outside mall. There were plenty of stores to explore, but getting to them was challenging on an icy day for an alien who learned to walk in less dense gravity. She didn’t mind much though. It was actually fun to experience something new. She planned on going to the Crimson Hills Mall when she left this one. She wanted to make a day of exploring her new home and had no intention of letting anything slow her down. She had big plans for her Thanksgiving shopping list and wanted to be the best Santa her earthling friends had ever seen.

Little Anus would hate this. Little Anus would say the only place to shop is CometMart, where everything’s cheap. He’d say I was being high maintenance and tell me I better have brought cosmic coupons. He’d tell me I didn’t know what it was like to put in a full day’s work and have it blown by an unappreciative little four-eared bitch. God, I hate him. God, I don’t miss him one bit. What was I thinking? Little dick too.

She walked past a massive movie theatre and noticed they actually held sixteen separate theatres inside. Goddess! Like a mother ship! Amazed, she stopped to examine the building and peruse the movie posters that were on display outside. She hadn’t been to the movies before. She’d heard it was quite the experience. Maybe next payday or after Thanksgiving she would see if Sue and Raymond would be interested in going with her. It could be her treat, to thank them for all they’d done.

An hour later, as she walked into the house, she was hit with the aromas of cinnamon and nutmeg coming from the kitchen. She heard Sue laughing and Raymond talking. Then, she heard the voice of a young man who could be no other than Frank. Her heart slammed into her chest so hard it almost hurt. She quietly closed the door and removed her coat and shoes. Walking into the kitchen, she prayed for him to be one of those rare polite earthlings. She was as nervous as a schoolgirl and didn’t understand why. You are an idiot. Cut it out. She whispered into her personal service device, “Goddess help me.”

“There you are!” Sue said excitedly. All heads turned to Neptune as she soaked in one of the most handsome earthling men she had ever seen. Reba hadn’t lied. Neither had the pictures, only they hadn’t fully captured his good looks. Neptune had to focus just to keep her jaw from dropping. She welcomed any sort of distraction in this moment and contemplated walking right back out of the house, shoes or no shoes. It was just too much and she felt ridiculous for feeling that way. How am I supposed to talk to this man?

He had to be at least six feet tall and had broad shoulders and shoulder-length curly, sandy colored hair. What caught her off guard the most were his deep blue eyes. They matched Sue’s almost identically.

“Hi, you must be the one I’ve been hearing about for the past two hours. I’m Frank.”

His voice. Oh my God. “Hi, I’m Neptune,” she barely stammered. “I’ve heard a lot about you, too.”

“Yes, he got here a couple of hours ago...” Sue started, but Raymond interrupted.

“...and she hasn’t stopped talking since.”

Everyone laughed, including Sue as she swatted her husband with a towel. Neptune had to seriously get ahold of herself. Yes, their son was gorgeous. Yes, his voice had an effect on her—she could only hope he wasn’t a big talker. If so, she was in trouble. Make an excuse. Get out of the kitchen right now. You’re going to make a fool out of yourself. Women snowboard around this man? I can barely stand and I’m not fighting gravity. It’s got to be an earthling thing – women with confidence.

There was no leaving. Sue wouldn’t stand for it. She wanted to be sure Neptune felt included. She worried for Neptune, who didn’t seem to have family support or anywhere else in the world to be. She insisted Neptune help her with the banana bread. Reluctantly, Neptune agreed. At least it gave her something other than Frank to focus on. You know how to cook. Do that. Don’t blush. Green will freak him out. Keep the hair down. You’ve got this. No one else has figured it out. There’s no reason anyone has to know. A woman has a right to her secrets. 

But Frank didn’t make keeping her head in a bowl easy either. The rest of the evening was passed by with him talking about what he did and asking her about how she liked Colorado. So much for him not being a big talker. Neptune was in heaven and hell at the same time. It was like the year Jupiter collided with Saturn’s moon. A beautiful sight to see, but tragic all at the same time. She kept thinking about how much trouble she was in. A woman just knows. She needed to get in bed and away from the man who seemed to have galactic powers over her. She couldn’t be rude though, so she had to wait until a reasonable time to excuse herself for the night or maybe even forever. When the clock read ten o’clock she lied about being tired and escaped to the safety of her room. There, she could breathe normally again...until eternity. Maybe she could run off to that place called the circus and spare everyone...
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Star

Chapter Eight
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Neptune Star, present day

It’s not every lifetime that you meet your soulmate. They certainly don’t generally come from four galaxies away. It’s not normal to meet them all because two douchebag humans walked into your shit boyfriend’s mother’s eatery and you wound up on another planet. People don’t usually become poster children for female aliens’ lib all for losing their shit and tearing their shirts off to expose their three mutant tits. They don’t run off to the circus either, only to find another cause to champion and a way to profit off being different. But that’s what happened to me. It took a bit but I eventually listened to Es and decided to follow my destiny. She told me to trust the universe’s will and I have.

These days, Frank and I spend our days on the slopes. He’s still an instructor and I work in the lodge. I don’t mind the job. It’s nice to be close to him while the circus is off tour. In a few months, when the snow melts, we’ll head home to Mom and Dad’s house and hope for some of that world famous stew. 

Frank knows about me now. It’s hard to hide an extra set of ears and wayward boob forever. He jokes that the extra ears are a good thing because I’m so hard of hearing. He says destiny has a way of working itself out. I suppose he has a point. With him, I don’t mind when he tells me I have the best rack in the universe but that he prefers my mind. Next week, he’ll return to my home planet with me so I can testify in the trial against that old stalker of mine. I don’t need an order of protection anymore. There’s no way Frank would allow anyone to hurt me. Little Anus won’t have a shot. He says taking care of me is part of his job. He takes it very seriously. Still, I want to make a point to the other females on the planet known for the hottest chicks in the galaxy. I need them to understand that we’re more than just bodies and don’t need a man to shine like the brightest of stars. 

I’m not saying everything is perfect. I plan on getting back in touch with my sisters. That will be a shit show. And telling Sue and Raymond my full story and where I come from won’t be easy either. But I think they have the right to know. Word in the galaxy is that my story will hit the wires soon. It’ll be better to tell them myself. In the end, everything will work out. I have the Goddess on my side. And besides, it’s cosmic justice. It’s the stuff space legends and love stories are made of. And it happened. To me. It’s true. My entire plan went off course and landed, ironically, on Earth – the way destiny intended it to be. Even better, at the circus. Be careful what stars you wish on. Lesson learned, of course.

I laugh as Es fumbles with the cards. I don’t exactly need them anymore. Still, it’s nice for old time’s sake and there’s something about tradition that just feels right. It’s been nice, having her here for a visit before she hits the road come May with Madame Leslie’s Carnival.

“I really don’t need a reading.”

“I do.”

“For you?”

She puts down the cards. “I’m worried about the show. Something in the stars is off. Things just aren’t aligning. It has something to do with Albert. I just know it. I don’t trust that guy.”

I lean in closer to be sure I heard her right. “Albert Blender?”

“Yes.”

Albert Blender, while a little odd due to his invisible status, hardly strikes me as someone who would cause a problem with the show. “What do you mean?”

“I caught him—well, his hat—in Leslie’s office the other day. He was going through the paperwork. It was surreal to see. Just a hat and pages moving.”

“So?”

“So he shouldn’t have been in there.”

Earthlings are so paranoid. “But he’s invisible. Don’t you think if he was up to something he’d have taken the hat off?”

“True. Good point.”

“How is Leslie anyway?”

Es shrugs, “Same old, same old.”

“I should have stayed. It was my plan to take that show.”

“No. It wasn’t your destiny.”

“But I came from another galaxy!”

“Yes. But only for true love.”

I can’t argue with her. While I feel for the animals, even from afar and with the help of those who work in the conservatory, I’ve at least been able to make headway with changes about how long they are caged and how they are fed. Simba has a bigger trailer and Worm managed to replace Ian with a guy named Bob who has big plans for the Big Cats – beginning with finding a way to make them a little less blood-thirsty. He seems nice to me, only he looks too much like Little Anus. So many people. So many freaks. Es is right. Frank is the one for me. I’m lucky.

They say the circus is all an illusion. They are probably right. But there’s so much more to it than that. And even with my new life, I can’t say I don’t miss it sometimes. Leslie, for all her shortcomings, always provided an entertainment unlike any I’ve seen since – in any galaxy. Frank has promised we can visit soon. At some point, we may even do a year on the road. He’s working on a hover board routine that might just fit in. That’s the thing about the circus: There’s room for everyone. Even aliens, werewolves, one-armed serial killing little people, and invisible men. Somehow, and against every odd, we just manage to blend...
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MEET THE FREAKS THAT ARE BABY GIRL AND DADDY!

Daddy’s Girl excerpt:
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Daddy

––––––––
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EMERY JOHNSON. QUEEN of Kappa Gamma sorority. She’s first. Or, maybe, I’ll save the worst for last. Lizzie always did that; left the peas on her plate and ate around the fat. That’s what I’ll do. I’ll save little Miss Emery for last. By then, I’ll have had practice. More time with Baby Girl but with the others too. It’s not like I can take it as far with Baby as I can the bitches who I’ll kill. Whatever. You don’t have to know the order right now. Just get the information you need. Patience is a virtue. It took time for this bitch to kill Lizzie.

I scroll through Emery’s Instagram feed. As usual, I wince at what her father—who apparently pays less attention than I did—would think if he saw her ass hanging out of her cut off shorts and the 157 likes from boys looking for nothing that could be of any good intention. I remind myself she’s the enemy who posed as my daughter’s best friend. I tell myself that his kid killed mine. They both deserve it; Emery does especially. Welcome to hell, sweetheart.

Apparently the threats of a lawsuit, which will amount to a whole lot more than threats if Kathy has any say in the matter, have helped little Miss Emery make her first right decision in taking most of Lizzie’s pictures down. The only of my daughter that remain are memorials or the group sorority photos. Just two months ago, the dim-wit didn’t have the foresight to do even that – even after Lizzie had been gone so long. She’d left Elizabeth up there for the world to see – exposed and with a bullseye on her for ridicule. Relieved that, at the very least, I don’t need to see those pictures again, I move on to princess number two and the one I’ll likely seek revenge on first: Kelsey Donavan. 

Breezing through my bookmarks, I’m annoyed to find that Kelsey—whose blonde hair is too similar to the shade of Baby Girl’s natural color for my liking—has spent the day “snuggling with Boo.” This ‘Boo’ person happens to be Colby’s best friend and vice president of the Sigma fraternity. In her latest posting, he grins up at her from under a thick pink blanket surrounded by too many stuffed animals to count. On the wall, behind her headboard, hangs her Kappa Gamma princess pledge class crown – the same one Lizzie brought home her freshman year after her induction. Not for long. 

I feel bad for ‘Boo,’ whoever this kid really is. Other than his name and a few comments on Facebook that tell me he’s a pothead, I can’t get a feel for him. Whatever. This is war. I can’t get hung up on who will get hurt in the gunfire. I can’t rethink this. Kathy told me, just today, that the lawyers say the case will take at least three years to get through the courts. Even then, the criminal side will be hard to prove. Ultimately, she said, the lawyers think the best we’ll do is win the civil suit.

That’s not happening. Even if I was sure we could get a conviction on these three princesses and the punk who killed my ‘boo,’ it wouldn’t be enough. They’d form some sort of princess clique like on that show Kathy and Lizzie used to watch on Netflix and probably start a panty-selling business. Fuck that. The only way to get true revenge for Liz is to give them exactly what they gave to her – humiliation. But this will be worse. An eye for an eye, right? Even the bible says so.

I don’t bother with Colby or the other princesses’ sites today. Instead, I do a background check and spend the afternoon scooping out Kelsey’s site. After hours of notes and forgetting to return Baby Girl’s typical impatient texts, the following is all I can surmise:

	She’s insecure. No girl that age takes cleavage shots like that if they aren’t. And, I swear to God, if I see another Duck kissy face...

	She puts on a tough girl front. She swears when it’s entirely unnecessary. She does it to look cool. She does it the most when she’s talking to Emery – the one she refers to as “The Queen.” And Emery eats it right up. Not for long.

	This ‘boo’ is new and likely easy to untangle her from. He doesn’t do it for her but has the social status she needs. She’s more into herself than him – as evidenced by the way she makes sure she’s the star of every selfie she takes of them together. She likely keeps him around because Emery approves. I need to remember to check on this. Emery should hate this kid. He’s friends with Colby – the kid who started this and cheated on her with Lizzie.

	Kelsey, too, has a Daddy complex. The stuffed animals are my cue. Maybe she doesn’t have a father at all. If she does, her old man doesn’t appear to be involved. All I can find for family is a mom and a little sister much younger than her. That won’t hurt. And the mother is hot. I could go in from that angle if the daddy approach doesn’t work. But it will. It always does. Look at Baby Girl. 


On cue, the phone rings. I don’t have the heart not to pick it up. The poor woman gave me everything I asked for last night with not even the slightest of struggle. 

“What’s up, babe?”

“Not much, Daddy. Just checking on you. How are you? How is your day?”

I hate when she does this. It’s like she has a sensor on my soul and can tell when I’m up to something. I wish she’d just stay occupied for a little longer while I figure things out. It’s not like I won’t get back to her. I always do. She’s my fucking unicorn.

“I’m good. Don’t worry about me. You know better.”

“Yes, sir.”

Fuck it. I’m not going to get off that easy. Not with Baby. Time for a smoke break anyway. “How are you?”

“I’m good, Daddy. Just chilling out today. Last night was a lot. I’m glad you got home okay.”

Shit. I forgot to check that she did. I’m a piece of shit Daddy no matter how you look at it. I should tell her to save herself and find someone who isn’t such a fuck up. But then...  No. Fuck that. She’s mine. Not happening. ...Pull it together. I close my computer and stand, ignoring the pain that shoots down my back. I reach in my back pocket for smokes and a lighter and head to the front door.  “Thanks, babe. You too. Sorry I didn’t text. My head’s still not right. I’m getting better though.”

“It’s okay. I understand. You’ve been through a lot. I just want you to know I’m here for you.”

“Little One, you never have to worry about that. I know where you stand. Thank you for being here.  You’re my unicorn. I’ll get my shit together soon. I promise.”

“I’m not worried, Daddy. I’d wait for you forever. I love you.”

I wince. “Thanks, kiddo.” I light my cigarette as she proceeds to tell me her plans for the night and asks my permission to visit a girlfriend I’m sure she’s fucking on the side.

The sound of her voice calms me. It’s ironic, really. She talks so damn fast and can never stay on topic. With any other woman, this would annoy me. But with Baby, I don’t have many complaints. No matter what’s going on, she’s always happy; always seeing the silver lining to everything. Something about that gives me comfort – like, maybe, like she says, things will work out okay. The problem is, with Lizzie gone, even Baby can’t make that go away.

“Be on your best behavior. I want to hear all about it. And try to have fun, okay? I will be fine and you don’t need to text to say goodnight. Just shoot me a text to let me know you got home okay. I’m just going to go to bed early tonight. I have a ton of shit going on at work tomorrow and need to be at my best.”

“Are they still giving you shit?”

“Never ends.”

“I’m sorry, Daddy.”

“Not your fault. Stop worrying, you hear me? That’s Daddy’s job.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“That’s better. Good girl. Goodnight, kiddo.”

“Night, Daddy.”

I stand on the front porch of the duplex I’ve been renting since the divorce. I don’t mind it here, like I thought I would. It’s quiet. The neighbor next door is never really home. She spends weekends at her boyfriend’s house three states away and doesn’t bother me when she is around. The landlords are an older couple who never come around either. They are fine with me taking care of the property and mowing the lawn in exchange for a discount on the rent. Money is the last thing I want to think about and now I have to fork up more for lawyers. Maybe, I consider, I could offer to fix the roof and skip this month too. 

Two cigarettes later, my thoughts drift back like they always do to Lizzie. Looking up at the sky, I can’t help but wonder if she can see the stars too. Fuck this. I stub the butt out on my jeans entirely unconcerned about the burn. Nothing can touch me like what these bitches and that kid have done to my heart. I barely feel it. I drop the smoke onto the chipped porch floor, turn, and walk back into the living room. No fucking more. It’s show time.

I begin with a fake email address, new social media accounts, and everything I can think of. If I want to get to Emery and her royal court, I have to reinvent myself. Sure, these bitches are stupid, but no one is dumb enough to forget the face of the man on the evening news flipping his shit about cyber bullying and getting his due. That’s going to be a problem too. But it’s not like I have that much to lose. God, I wish I could talk to Baby about this. I can’t. It’s my job to protect her ass, not make her an accomplice. And she has shit to lose – her future, her career, any hope for happiness. That just can’t happen. The best I can do with her is keep using her as a test subject. Then, when it’s time to pull the trigger, cut her loose. It’s in her best interest. She’s better off hating me than going with me to where I’m headed...
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