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	This story is absolutely brought to you by Xyience Energy Drinks and Procrastination!
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Thank you to…

	My husband, for always supporting and believing in me, and for always giving me space to explore my dreams.

	My sister, for giving me a constellation that I had never heard of to work with and for reading, rereading and loving this story,

	Amy and Jasmyn for so much patience. This one took way longer than expected.

	Everyone who read bits and pieces of this story as I worked on it and encouraged me not to give up.

	 

	 


 

	Cassiopeia is a large constellation in the Northern sky, named after the vain and boastful Queen Cassiopeia in Greek mythology. Rumor has it that Cassiopeia once boasted that she was more beautiful than the Sea Nymphs. This upset them, and they appealed to Poseidon to punish Cassiopeia. After sending a sea monster to attack the shores of the kingdom, Poseidon ultimately banished Cassiopeia to the stars. Condemning her to circle the celestial pole and spend half the year upside down, clinging to her throne.

	 


Chapter 1

	 

	I am here because the Master says I must be. For years I have watched him send others here for their trials, but I never deigned to picture the day when he would force me to leave my throne and make the descent. I am here because the Creator of the Universe says that all constellations must spend time on Earth to better understand the humans we watch over. 

	Whatever. I just hope it’s over quickly.
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	Celestial Falls, Missouri. Oh, the Master does have a sense of humor. At least he has given me a place to stay. I have seen others forced to make their own shelter and hunt for food. How barbaric. After watching the humans for so long, I have somewhat of a grasp on modern life. However, there are some things I am still unfamiliar with. This is called an apartment, and I was told I have one month to figure out my purpose here or I will have to get a job to afford to continue living in this existence. When I was queen of Aethiopia, I was beyond wealthy and now I’m being forced to live like a peasant. 

	I look around at what can only be called a hovel. There is a sitting area with furniture to lounge on, all pointing toward a television. I have seen humans stare at these mindlessly for hours. A small cooking area, although I don’t know what I would do in there, is near the entrance door. A washroom, and thank the Creator for indoor plumbing, is through the door to my left and the other door houses the sleeping room. Much to my dismay, the bed is average size, and the thread-count might as well be zero. 

	I sigh and stroll to the balcony off the sitting room. It takes a minute to figure out how to unlatch the lock and slide the door open, but I step out onto the tiny, enclosed porch. I choke back a snarl as the heat and humidity hit me in the face and make me long for the cool of the night sky. At least the view is commendable. From the second-story apartment I can see the main road cutting through the town that sprawls to my left. To my right, past where the buildings taper off, I can make out lush green trees. That certainly is a welcome change to the desert I once ruled in. 

	 I stand in the heat for a long time, just taking it all in. Everything looks different from this angle, different and kind of beautiful. I watch the people too. I’ve watched humans from my throne in the sky for generations, but I haven’t been this close to them in a very long time. Their actions and mannerisms are vastly different from those I ruled over so many years ago. Though their clothes and appearances have changed, still, none of them are as beautiful as I. I cannot see what I am supposed to glean from this. 

	As I stand there, a gurgling sound escapes me, and I physically feel my stomach undulate. Damn this human body and its needs. I suppose I shall have to find someone to make food for me. I have seen humans do this, and I have a theory of how I am to go about retrieving food. I enter my apartment and slide the door closed again, cutting off the outside temperature and breathing in the controlled cool of my residence. In here it feels more like the sky. 

	On the counter in the cooking area there is a small plastic rectangle and a note that states I should use it as currency, with a warning that the funds are not endless. This is one of the newer tools that I am less familiar with. I sigh. I am the most beautiful queen ever to rule, and yet I have these limitations placed on me. I pick up the plastic and slide it into the pocket of my trousers alongside the key I was given to gain entrance. I never imagined myself wearing modern clothing, and they are awkward compared to my royal robes. The trousers are lightweight cotton, and the black fabric is tight to my legs, stopping at mid-calf. The turquoise blouse is silk, the sleeves billow in a sheer fabric reaching my elbows. I suppose, given the temperatures outside, these are more fitting than heavy robes. Still, I must go out like this.

	There are no mirrors in the main rooms of the apartment, another taunt from the creator no doubt. I step into the bathing room and use the mirror there to make sure my appearance is nothing less than exceptional. I smooth the blonde hair that falls below my shoulders. Dark eyes stare back at me from a pale complexion, and I realize how long it has been since I have looked upon my physical form. Nothing has changed; I am still the most beautiful queen ever to rule.

	 I secure the door with the key, take the stairs out of the building, and step back out into the heat. It’s not unfamiliar. The desert in Aethiopia was hot as well, but I’ve spent so long in the cool of the night sky, that this heat is uncomfortable and unwelcome. 

	On foot, I follow the main road toward the center of Celestial Falls. The buildings multiply and so do the people. Soon I am in the midst of a crowd of people heading in all directions, some are hurrying while others are not. There are shouts of “See you later,” and “Have a good night,” from people leaving buildings, while others are embracing and heading into buildings. It is quite exasperating, and strangely no one really notices me. How could they not? I far outshine any of them, so how can they brush past without even a glance my way?

	I stop suddenly as a delicious aroma catches my attention. I follow the scent into a building, with a sign reading Zuzu’s above the propped open door. As I enter the establishment, a homely looking young woman smiles brightly at me as if she has no care about her appearance. 

	“Good evening!” the woman chirps. “How can I help you?”

	“I would like a meal.” The words come out as a croak, and I realize I have yet to use my voice in this body. I clear my throat and try again. 

	“Of course. Is there anyone else joining you?” The woman asks, reaching for a stack of booklets beside her.

	“What does that mean?” I retort.

	The woman’s cheeks turn red, and she stutters over her words. “I.. um… I just wanted to know how many menus you’d need. Um… in case you were expecting someone else.”

	“No. I am capable of dining alone.”

	“I apologize,” she says meekly. “Please follow me.” She gathers up one booklet and turns away. Her straight, mousy brown hair swishes nearly to her waist as I follow the woman. She indicates a table near the window with two seats and sets the booklet down on the edge. “Here you go ma’am.” Her smile isn’t as bright now, and her brown eyes refuse to meet mine as she says, “Your server will be over shortly. My name is Meegan, if you need anything else.” Without another word, she turns and walks away. 

	I open the booklet labeled menu and find two pages of deliciously described meals to choose from. A few minutes later, a delightfully attractive man approaches my table and introduces himself as Zachary, my server. I cannot possibly choose from the menu, so I ask Zachary to pick his favorite and bring it to me. He is happy to oblige. I dine on a wonderful meal called parmesan chicken over pesto penne. I use the plastic card to pay for the meal and when I leave, Meegan still won’t make eye contact, but she mumbles something like “have a good night.” 

	The heat of the day is waning as I walk back to my apartment at dusk. I take in the different textures of the buildings and the sounds of the automobiles along the way. It’s very foreign to my senses. At the same time, there is a familiarity. I have been watching these beings evolve for generations.

	Back on the balcony of my apartment, I watch as the blanket of night covers the sky, and the stars wink into existence. I trace the lines of familiar constellations and wonder if they are watching me as I have watched their trials, mocking me as I have mocked them. The feeling is unsettling. I glare at the empty space where my throne should be before stomping back inside and retiring for the night.

	 


Chapter 2

	 

	As it turns out, I don’t retire for the night. While my human body begs for sleep, I am accustomed to being active at night. So, I lay in the bed tossing and turning and then wander around the apartment for a long while. I want to stand on the balcony beneath my friend, the moon, but I feel the other constellations are mocking me, and I refuse to accept that. I finally drift off to sleep as the early morning hours draw near, only to awake again with the sun streaming fully into the room and abundantly annoying me.

	As the clock nears eleven, I feel the need to eat again. Sighing, I retrieve clothes from the closet, settling on a pair of lightweight tan trousers and a sleeveless top. This going out to find food is getting ridiculous, and it has been less than a day. I will have to find a way to remedy the situation. If it’s possible, it is hotter today than yesterday. 

	“Might as well have sent me to hell,” I mutter as I make my way down the stairs. 

	I find out that Zuzu’s is not open at this time of day, and I must look elsewhere for a meal. Down the main road a bit further, I come across The Spot and learn that they serve “lunch.” A far less attractive young man serves this meal and makes me miss the company of Zachary from the night before. This one has no personality. When I mention that to him, he says I am being very rude, but I’m just being honest. After I eat, I intend to walk a while and take in this town of Celestial Falls, but it is not long before the heat is driving me back into the cool sanctuary of the apartment. I spend the day dozing in the sitting area and longing for the cool of the night sky. Why, oh why, did the Master think this was acceptable?

	I venture out again as the sun creeps below the horizon, back to where I dined the night before. I see Meegan as I enter, and she looks at me with that bright smile again. As soon as our eyes meet, the light that was shining from hers instantly dims, even as the smile stays put. 

	“Hello again, Meegan. I would like Zachary to be my servant again tonight.”

	There is a pause, and I wonder if the girl has heard me when she says, “Server. You’d like to have Zachary as your server?”

	“Pronounce it however you like.” I dismiss her statement with a wave of my hand.

	A scowl briefly crosses Meegan’s face, but she quickly schools her features back into a smile and says, “Please follow me.” Turning, she leads me to the same table near the window, places the menu on the edge and says, “Zachary will be over shortly. Please let me know if you need anything.” Then she hurries away.

	Once again, Zachary picks a delicious meal for me. I see why humans eat so much. If it is all as delicious as the last few have been, it would make sense. This night I take my time walking back. The sun has set, and clouds cover the stars. I spend time looking into the businesses I pass. There is one with jewels and diamonds on display in the window. I make a note to return here. I also pass by a clothier with beautiful gowns for sale. I briefly wonder if those would be too extravagant for walking through town, as I have seen no one else dressed as such, but I am Cassiopeia. Why shouldn’t I wear a beautiful gown whenever I am out?

	Back in my domicile, I drag a chair from the sitting area out onto the balcony. The stars cannot see me tonight, so I sit in the cool darkness and listen to the sounds of the night, feeling almost at home for the first time since arriving.
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	As the sun’s rays begin to appear, I realize I have spent the entire night sitting in the chair outside, and suddenly my eyelids are heavy. I drag myself back inside, pull the drapes shut in my sleeping quarters, climb into the bed, and sleep.
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	I am sitting at the table near the window at Zuzu’s, in the reflection of the window I see Zachary coming my way. I turn away from the glass and take in his straight black hair slicked away from his face. His caramel-colored eyes meet mine and his stare is so intense it makes my breath catch. He saunters closer, every muscle rippling beneath his black attire. Zachary places a glass of red wine on the table in front of me. As he takes a step back, I turn in my seat to face him. There is heat in his gaze, and before another moment passes, Zachary fists the front of his shirt and rips it open, sending black buttons flying around us. I suck in a sharp breath, but slowly rise to my feet, running my hands up the sculpted muscles of his abs. My palms crest his broad shoulders, and I shove the remains of his black shirt to the floor. My eyes meet his once more just before our lips crash together.

	I jerk awake with a gasp, perspiration soaking through my nightgown. I take several rapid breaths and then I notice it. There is a sensation growing low in my belly and suddenly I realize. Is this lust? It has been eons since I have experienced lust for an attractive man. Oh, I do not want to dwell on the emotions of this human existence! I throw myself over onto my stomach, cover my head with a pillow, and will myself to sleep through the rest of the day.

	Much later, I wake to pains of hunger, damn this body. This life is boring, there has to be more to it. As I prepare to go out again, I stop and stare into the mirror in the bathing room. I keep seeing the people around me as young because I have lived hundreds of years longer than they have, but the woman staring back at me is practically the same age as Meegan. My reflection is very much like the depictions of when I ruled. Golden blonde hair, shining eyes the color of cocoa and flawless alabaster skin. I am Cassiopeia, the most beautiful queen ever to rule.

	I meander down the street as many of the businesses are closing. I linger at the window of the jeweler once more, and this time, I decide. Tomorrow, I will not sleep through the day. I am going to endure the heat and visit some of these merchants. I spot a necklace glittering with diamonds in the evening sun and decide that tomorrow it will be mine. 

	With a renewed spirit, I stroll merrily the rest of the way to ZuZu’s, where Meegan is once again waiting near the door. 

	“Good evening, Meegan.” I greet her in my joyous mood.

	Meegan’s smile falters for a moment, a look of surprise crossing her face before she returns my grin. “Good evening.” She gathers up a menu. “Right this way.” Meegan leads the way to the table near the window. As I take my seat, she says, “This is the third night in a row. You’re becoming a bit of a regular and I still don’t know your name.”

	“My name is Cassiopeia.” I answered proudly.

	“Like after the constellation?” 

	I am surprised by her recognition. “You know me?”

	“Sure. I mean, she’s not the most well-known constellation, but I studied a bit of astronomy. You even kind of look like her if I remember right.”

	My smile grows even wider at the compliment, even if Meegan is speaking as though I am not myself. Her forehead crinkles as she continues, “Interesting choice in name, though. I think if I ever had a child, I wouldn’t consider naming them after the vain queen.” 

	The smile drops from my face. Vain? Is that how human history remembers me? As vain?

	Before I can question her, Meegan rushes on, “Ohmygosh! I am so sorry. I didn’t mean that to be offensive. Sometimes the words come out of my mouth before I realize what I’m saying. I hope I didn’t upset you. I really am sorry.”

	“It’s…umm…ok.” I have no idea what to say. I am so stunned by her casual use of the words ‘vain queen’, that I’m not even listening to her rambled apology.

	“I am so sorry. Zachary will be over shortly. Enjoy your dinner.” Meegan rushes away.

	I stare at the cover of the menu, lost in thought. She said vain queen. I am not vain; I am not so consumed with my beauty that I cannot function without a mirror in front of me. I simply know how stunning I am. Sure, it was my declaration that I am more beautiful than the nymphs in the sea that led Poseidon to place me in the sky as punishment, but I was only stating what was blatantly obvious.

	Someone approaching the table pulls me from my thoughts. I turn to see who it is, and meet Zachary’s caramel-colored eyes and that stunning smile. I can’t stop my gaze from traveling down his muscular form and instantly my mind fills with flashes from the dream I’d had. I feel that sensation again and as my eyes snap back to his. I am met with a new feeling of warmth spreading across my cheeks. Is this embarrassment? 

	“Hello again.” Zachary’s smile is knowing, as if I am not the first woman ever to blush in front of him.

	I drop my eyes to the menu on the table. “I haven’t even looked.” I say handing it to him. “Why don’t you pick something? You chose so well the last two nights.”

	“My pleasure.” Zachary takes the menu from my hand and turns toward the kitchen. I catch myself watching him walk away. I tear my eyes from the view and find Meegan catching me watching Zachary. She offers me a smile and a shrug that seems to say, ‘we’ve all looked’. 

	I turn to stare out the window as the last rays of the sun crest the horizon. What the hell is going on with me? I have never in my life been embarrassed, certainly not in front of an attractive man. I sigh, human existence is weird. 

	It’s not long before Zachary brings me another aromatic dish and I must consciously stop my hand from resting on his bicep as I say thank you. As I eat, I watch the people around me. Everyone seems to be dining with someone else. No wonder Meegan thought I was meeting someone, apparently meals are not meant to be consumed alone. I also study Zachary and Meegan as they come and go. Meegan is pleasant to everyone, and the smile on her face seems truly genuine as she interacts with others. Zachary moves like liquid, flowing from one table to the next, chatting as he goes. Once, I watch him come out of the kitchen balancing several plates on his arms. I can’t decide what to stare at, the bunching of those powerful muscles or the way his brow scrunches in concentration. I watch him for the rest of my meal, and when Zachary brings the receipt for me to sign, I have made my decision.

	“Zachary,” I begin, as he turns to wave to a group that is leaving. He turns his attention back to me. “I was thinking. I would very much like to take you to my bed.”

	Zachary appears to choke a bit and coughs twice before saying, “I’m sorry, what?”

	I smile sweetly, “I think you heard what I said.”

	“Well.. uh.. I don’t even think you’ve told me your name.” Zachary stutters.

	“My name is Cassiopeia.”

	Zachary places his palms on the table and leans down, so we are eye to eye. “Well, Cass.” I scowl at the shortening of my name, but he goes on, just loud enough for me to hear, “I don’t know how often that line works for you, or what kind of guy you’ve assumed I am, but despite the muscles,” Zachary noticeably flexes everything from the waist up. “I have some self-respect. I don’t jump into bed with every woman that sits in my section. So no, I won’t be letting you take me to your bed.” He straightens and snatches the receipt booklet off the table. “Have a nice night.” Zachary turns and walks away.

	 


Chapter 3

	 

	I stare after Zachary for a moment before collecting myself and leaving the restaurant. How dare he turn me down? Clearly, he doesn’t know who I am. I think as I walk down the street. But I told him who I am.  The thought creeps into my brain and I stop in my tracks. Could that mean that he doesn’t care who I am? I stand utterly still for a few breaths. Where did that thought come from? I have never doubted myself. Obviously, he doesn’t know his astrology, I tell myself, and continue walking. The thoughts keep bouncing around my mind though, and I try to figure out what went wrong. Why would a gorgeous man like him turn down a night with a beautiful woman like me? Thus far, Zachary is the only one I have met whose looks come close to matching my own. The pairing would make sense in that regard. I stop walking again. He said something about self-respect. I wonder what that has to do with it?

	As I contemplate Zachary’s self-respect, I look around. I am in an area I do not recognize. I must not have been paying attention when I left ZuZu’s. This street is much darker than the one my apartment is on. There are no shop signs, and the streetlights seem farther apart. I press my back to the tall building behind me. The cold bricks dig into my skin through my shirt. There is another tall building across from me, but only a few feet away. I think I’ve wandered down an alley. 

	Stupid, it was stupid to let the cares of a man distract me so. I look to my right. It seems the darkness deepens in that direction, but I am not afraid of the dark. I am Cassiopeia, I reside in the darkest part of the sky circling the North Star. I look to my left. I can’t decide if I am imagining it or not, but I think there is more light in that direction. That must be the way I came from, the lights of the main street beckoning me. For a moment, I lean my head back and rest it against the brick wall. I look to the stars, and it’s as though I can feel them watching. Suddenly there is a star, shooting across the sky directly in my line of view, from my right to left. Confirming that is the direction I should go. I don’t acknowledge the sign; it was the least they could do. The very least.

	I take a deep breath and prepare to push myself away from the wall, when a sound catches my attention. I turn to look toward the darkness on my right. There is a figure in the shadows. I hold my breath as the figure starts toward me. 

	“What’s a pretty lady like you doing in an alley like this?” The man’s voice is gravelly and low.

	My mind snares on the fact that he called me pretty. Should I be offended that he didn’t say beautiful or gorgeous? Or should I be happy that someone finally noticed? 

	“There’s a lot of things a man like me could do with a lady like you.” 

	My attention snaps back to the man prowling toward me. There was not a pleasant tone in his voice, and I quickly realize that he likely doesn’t mean things like walking me back to my apartment. I don’t take any more time to think about what he does mean. I shove myself away from the wall and sprint down the alley away from the man. I will my body to move faster than I have ever moved.

	Behind me the man roars, “Come back here, bitch!”

	I push everything I have into making my legs move faster. At the end of the alley, I turn left onto the sidewalk and continue barreling down the street. I risk a glance behind me and see the man dart out of the darkness. I keep moving, and I can see it now. Main street is just two blocks away. I set my sights on the brightness of the streetlights, begging my muscles to go faster, even as my lungs are burning. I can hear footsteps behind me, but I am so close. Soon there will be restaurants and people and a man like that wouldn’t want to be caught chasing a stunning woman down the street, right?

	I turn right onto main street so fast that I actually have to grab the light pole to stay on the sidewalk. Several women sitting at a table beneath a neon sign turn to look at me. I don’t stop running. I run past ZuZu’s and the café and I don’t stop until I am back inside my apartment. 

	My fingers are shaking as I slam the lock into place. I step back and double over, hands on my knees, dragging great gasps of air into my burning lungs. My exhausted thighs give way, and I crash to the floor in the entranceway. 

	Fear; pure unbridled fear was what that was. I have never felt that emotion in my life and I will be happy if I never do again. I sit on the floor and replay the night’s events over again. I sit until the adrenaline in my veins subsides and exhaustion floods through me. It takes a monumental amount of effort to raise my body to stand, but I do long enough to strip out of my clothing and collapse into my bed.
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	When I wake, the fear clings to me like a dream. Whispering shadows into my mind that my consciousness refuses to accept. I am Cassiopeia. I don’t fear mortal men, nor care about their self-respect. I shove down the doubt I felt at Zachary’s words. I clamp down on the fear from the man in the alley; I am a queen, the most beautiful one ever to rule. Today is going to be the best day yet, I decide.

	I bathe and dress for the day. I’m tiring of this wardrobe of slacks and shirts. I believe my second stop today will be at a clothing store. The first stop, I smile to myself in bathing room’s mirror, is going to be the jewelry store.

	I stroll down the street, perhaps with a bit of a confident sway in my step. The day is not yet blistering hot and actually quite acceptable. I march right to the doors of the jewelry store I had lingered at just two days ago. Taking a hold of the handle, and I give the door an assertive pull and am answered with pain shooting up through my shoulder. What the hell?

	 I don’t know what is more shocking, that the door didn’t open or the pain. I haven’t felt physical pain in years. I take a step back as I rub my shoulder. Looking over the storefront, I notice a sign in the window that states the shop is closed. I refuse to wait. I am a queen. I grab the door handle and give it another jerk. Another bolt of pain echoes up my arm. Fine, I glare at the door. I will come back later. 

	I stomp away toward ZuZu’s. I pass by a few other irrelevant stores, none of which are open. I roll my eyes. The first time I’m out of the apartment early and there is nothing to do. I spot a pastry shop just down a side street and decide to give it a try. When I step through the door, I am greeted by bright colored pillows on cream-colored couches in a sitting area to my left, several tables with comfy looking chairs, and a delicious aroma drifting over from behind the counter. A plump woman with grey streaks in her auburn hair and a motherly smile turns from whatever she was doing and greets me.

	“Good morning, lovely.”

	“Good morning.” I reply, a smile lifting the corners of my mouth. 

	“Can I getcha some breakfast?” she drawls.

	“I think that would be nice.” 

	“What would you like?” she asks, pointing toward the wall where the word menu is painted above a list of assorted items. 

	I stare at the menu for a minute and finally give up. “You choose something for me.” I wave a hand toward the wall.

	The woman scowls as she turns away. 

	“Is that a problem?” I ask, resting my hand on my hip.

	Her head immediately whips back around toward me, a new look on her face. “First,” she points at my hand where it rests, “You can take that attitude and put it in yo’ pocket, I don’t have time for it. Second, yo’re putting me in an awkward position doncha think? I dunno know what you like or don’t like, or heaven forbid if you’re allergic to somethin’.” She pauses, but before I can speak, she continues. “Now if you dunno what yo’re in the mood for, I’d be more than happy to make a recommendation. But yo’re a grown woman, you don’ need someone makin’ yo decisions for you. And I don’ tell my grown children what to eat. I certainly am not gon’ tell you what to have. Now, shall we try again?” Her entire demeanor changes back to the sweet woman I saw when I walked in. “Can I getcha some breakfast?”
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