
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Miss Galaxy—the first ever beauty pageant to be held involving all populated worlds in the universe. Five contestants from each participating planet will travel to the planet Drapnor Two, where the first pageant will be hosted.

	 

	 

	Lexylia Beckford, a policewoman with the NYPD, is perplexed when her three closest friends try to persuade her to enter a beauty contest. But Lexy has no interest because if she was lucky enough to win, she would have to travel to the faraway planet of Drapnor Two.

	Against all her earlier misgivings, keeping her mother’s huge medical costs in mind and their insurmountable debt, Lexy decides to enter. She figures she has a very slim chance to even make it to the final five on Earth but fills out the entry form anyway. The entry steps shock her, but she shrugs it off and forges ahead.

	If she had known she had just committed a life-altering act, would she have clicked the send button?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Lexylia Beckford wondered if she’d heard her three friends correctly and glanced at the tablet Trina dangled in front of her face. “You’ve all lost your minds.”

	“I dare you,” Diane shouted.

	“I double dare you,” Jennifer yelled.

	“What are we, back in high school? Lower your voice. Everyone is staring at us,” Lexy muttered, throwing a brief glance around the bar.

	“Take a look at it, Lex,” Jennifer urged.

	“I’ve seen it. Like I’d stand a chance in hell against how many countries on Earth? About two hundred?”

	“Right, like every country here is going to participate,” Diane scoffed. “For some, it would be against their religion, and quite a few are obscure little countries. Miss Universe usually only has between eighty and ninety entrants. And for this new pageant, they’re going to choose five winners from each participating planet. It’s being advertised all over Earth.”

	Jennifer nodded. “And you meet all the requirements. You don’t have to have won any other pageants to enter. You’ve got university under your belt. You’re the right age. And you are gorgeous. It’s time you realized that.”

	Lexy fingered the tablet she’d taken from Trina’s hands and glanced at it. “Think about it... if by some slim chance I was one of the five chosen to represent Earth, the final pageant is held on Drapnor Two, some obscure planet out there in the universe. And what about my job? Besides, since there are fewer prerequisites, do you realize how many women on Earth are going to enter? Thousands.”

	“Well, you’ve got a lot in your favor. They’ve relaxed the rules for the Miss Universe a hell of a lot. But for this one, you cannot be married or have been married, can’t be pregnant or have a child, nor had any plastic surgery,” Trina pointed out. “You haven’t done any of the above.”

	“Why would a married woman or one with kids want to go traipsing around the universe anyway?” Lexy replied. “That could drastically interfere with a relationship or a family. Why don’t one of you enter?”

	“Wake-up call! I’m married, remember? Trina is engaged, and Jen is in a heavy relationship. And unlike you, we didn’t go to university or college,” Diane said.

	“Well, Trina is a nurse. That would qualify, wouldn’t it? And Jen—”

	“Ha ha. Got a master’s degree in baking cakes and cookies. You’re perfect, Lex,” Jennifer interrupted. “Look at it again. Keep your eye on the prize. Click on the link and watch the hologram.”

	“I can hear the cops at the station now. One of our own has entered the Miss Galaxy Beauty Pageant... Ladies, like I told you before, you’ve lost your minds. The prize I’ve got my eye on is to make detective. I don’t fancy losing my job over something like this.”

	“Look, it’s not the same as the regular beauty contests. You don’t even have to go anywhere unless they choose you for the absolute finals, and that only involves being interviewed. There’s no huge ceremony, no parading on a stage in a swimsuit and evening gown and appearing before thousands of people,” Trina said. “They’ll choose the finalists by looking at the hologram you submit with your entry and your credentials.”

	“I don’t get it anyway. Who came up with this crazy notion? Isn’t Miss Universe enough already?” Lexy argued.

	“Cripes, Lex. Read all of it. The Universal Board of Galactic Affairs came up with it. It’s a first, and it’s for the whole universe, not just for Earth,” Jennifer muttered.

	“Why hold it on a planet most people have barely heard of?” Lexy continued her argument. There was no way she would enter. She’d made up her mind, no matter what her friends came up with.

	“I thought you were studying paranormal phenomena in your spare time,” Trina said.

	“Yes, and?” Lexy raised her brows. “What does that have to do with it?”

	“You read a lot of sci-fi and books to do with shapeshifters, witchcraft, all kinds of mumbo jumbo. I’ll say again, read the damn article that’s online with the entry form. The woman in charge of everything on Drapnor Two is reportedly a sorceress,” Trina informed her.

	This perked Lexy’s interest a little bit. “Really? Next you’ll be telling me that there are shapeshifters and fairies on that planet.”

	“There’s a picture of the woman. Look at it,” Diana urged.

	“We don’t get together that often anymore. Are we going to waste time talking about this?” Lexy groused. “How about we talk about something else, like... Diane, what’s happening in the baby department? Any luck yet?”

	“We’ve just started trying. Stop changing the subject. We’re not going to leave it alone,” Diane said.

	Lexy sipped her drink, and while her three friends talked together for a few moments, she studied them. They’d been friends since kindergarten, attending school together right through to the end of high school when each chose their individual career path. But even then, they had always managed to find time to get together at least once a week, which had eventually dwindled to once a month, sometimes longer. They were all busy with their lives and jobs and no longer lived that close together. Not too far apart, but it wasn’t the same as living in the same neighborhood.

	Lexy had a small studio in the city not far from the precinct where she worked, while the other three lived in the suburbs of New York. She focused on her career—her dream of becoming a detective and helping to solve mystifying cases, preferably cold ones. And she was determined to fulfill that dream.

	One of the girls burst out laughing, interrupting her thoughts. “What’s so funny, Jen?” she asked.

	“Five girls from Earth competing against a bunch of alien women. You must admit, some of the aliens are outright weird. Look at the people on Trachiortre. They’re brilliant blue, and their women have four breasts, two on each side. And the people from Rokontucha are red with a tail and scales on their bodies like a lizard. Their features are kind of lizard-like, too,” Jennifer said. “There will be a panel of twenty judges for the Miss Galaxy Pageant, each from a different planet. Can you imagine them arguing about who is the most beautiful woman in the universe?”

	Lexy snorted. “What we think of as weird or ugly is probably beautiful in another culture’s eyes. I don’t see how such a beauty pageant can even be judged fairly. And frankly, I think it’s ridiculous. There are already a number of big pageants right here on Earth, and then there’s Miss Universe... Shouldn’t that encompass all the populated planets we know of? I wouldn’t know because I don’t pay attention to that kind of stuff and never watch any of the broadcasts.”

	“Miss Universe is still an Earth-only pageant. The Board of Galactic Affairs decided there should be a pageant for beautiful women of all the populated planets. As a matter of fact, they want the Miss Universe title changed because the ones who started it didn’t know there was life out there, thinking we were the only intelligent species,” Jennifer explained. “Fuck, Lexy, I’ll say it again, read up on all of it. I’d give it a try if I were you. I didn’t want to bring this up, but what you should consider is the reward of five million gold universal credits to the winner. That’s how much in dollars? Twenty million? First runner-up gets one million credits, and second runner-up gets five hundred thousand. And there are other perks. You’re already in debt over your head with paying for your mother’s treatments.”

	Lexy handed the tablet back to Trina. “No thanks. Too big a risk. I’ll stick to my secure job and steady income.”

	Trina fiddled with her tablet, and her eyes suddenly opened wide. “Oh, wow, check these guys out. They’re wearing some kind of uniform, so maybe they’re guards? And they’re super-hot. It says they’re citizens of Drapnor Two, just like the sorceress. They look pretty much the same as people on Earth. Nothing alien or weird about them unless they’re hiding something inside their uniforms.”

	Diana leaned over. “Oh, my God, they’re drool-worthy. Hey, Lexy, maybe they’re shapeshifters.”

	“Enough,” Lexy grumbled. “We’ve been talking about this stupid subject for two hours. I think I’ll go home.”

	“I’m sorry, Lex. We mean well.” Jennifer grabbed her hand with a gentle squeeze. “By the way, how is your mom?”

	Jen had touched a sore spot. Lexy had learned a few weeks before that her mother’s tumors had not shrunk enough, and she would need another round of chemotherapy or agree to a hysterectomy.

	She swallowed her tears and said, “Mom has to go through another round of chemo unless she agrees to surgery, which she’s still fighting. I don’t know if she’ll be able to handle a second lot. You haven’t seen her for a while, but the first round was really hard on her. I wish they’d find a cure. Here we are with all this space technology that costs billions, and how much are they spending on this galaxy-wide beauty contest? But as yet, they still haven’t found cures for some of the worst diseases and are still constantly trying to raise more money for further research. Why don’t they spend the money on that?”

	“How is your mother handling it,” Trina asked.

	“She’s very brave. But I know she’s just putting on an act for my sake. I’m really worried that she’s not going to be able to fight much longer,” Lex said and swallowed hard.

	“Look, if there’s anything we can do, you tell us, okay? And I also mean financially. We’ll all pitch in,” Diane said, reaching across the table to take hold of Lexy’s free hand.

	“No, guys. Kind of you to offer... again, but I’ll manage.” There was no way she’d take money from her friends.

	“Don’t be so damn proud, Lex. We know your mother’s insurance doesn’t cover all the cost of her treatments and homecare,” Trina said.

	Lexy frowned. “And Jen and Diane wouldn’t have known a thing if you hadn’t opened your big mouth. Just because you work in the hospital where Mom gets her treatment didn’t give you the right to—”

	“Tut tut, enough already,” Trina interrupted. “We’ve stood by each other through thick and thin since we were three or four. We’re as close as sisters and have always supported one another. None of us is rich, but we’re comfortable and can afford to pitch in a bit to ease your load. Accept it, Lex.”

	“Not in a million years, but thanks,” she said. “Hey, I don’t know about you guys, but I have to be at the precinct at seven a.m. Let’s try to get together again soon, okay? We don’t see enough of each other of late.”

	They said their goodbyes outside the bar. Her three friends went the other way to take the subway while Lexy walked to her airbike she’d secured in front of the bar in the special spots for bikes. A lot of people traveled through New York on bikes. It was easier than taking public transport or trying to hail a cab. And owning an aircar was useless because parking was always a problem. Not that she could afford one or even think of buying one any time soon.

	While she biked to her apartment, she thought about the beauty pageant and the huge prize offered and decided to read more about it when she got home.

	She didn’t live far from the bar. She’d been so lucky to find a studio to rent, which was fortunately also close to her precinct. The rent was high, but it wasn’t too bad compared to other places. She hauled the bike into her small home and hung it on two hooks attached to the ceiling, then went to the bathroom, took off her clothes, and put on her sweats. She was actually supposed to be off for the next three days, but she’d taken the shifts when offered. The extra money would help to pay off her mother’s medical bills and buy her medications.

	She walked into the kitchen and poured herself a glass of red wine. The girls are right. I’m over my head in debt. Maybe I should look into that silly contest, but what the hell are my chances? And if, by a strange stroke of luck, I did get chosen as one of the five, would I want to travel to another planet? I can’t be away from Mom for that long... Luck? Ha! I buy lottery tickets and never even get close.

	Taking her glass of wine, she sat on the couch that also served as her bed and grabbed her laptop off the little end table. She opened it, waited for it to connect, then did a search for Miss Galaxy Beauty Pageant USA. It came up almost immediately. She read the requirements first.

	Between eighteen and twenty-six—check. She was twenty-five.

	University or college education—check. Two years of astronomy and criminal justice.

	Weight must not be over a hundred and twenty pounds—check.

	Willing to travel—She hesitated a moment, but what the hell... check.

	Must speak English—check.

	Other languages—check. She spoke French and Spanish.

	Talents—check. She played the piano quite well.

	Athletic—check.

	Body augmentation—None.

	Interests—check. Avid reader of mystery books, history, and gymnastics.

	Must be single—check.

	Children—No.

	Occupation—Police officer.

	Nationality—American.

	The list went on, but she pretty much qualified on everything.

	Lexy continued browsing through the rest of the information. The five winners of each planet would receive an initial prize awarded by the committee on their world, which on Earth was based in the USA, right there in New York. When submitting the entry form online, the entrants had to record and attach a hologram in which they were naked and wearing no makeup.

	That is where Lexy stopped for a minute and took a drink from her wine. Naked? Why not in a bikini or swimsuit? Maybe another in an evening gown? But naked? Really?

	She continued reading, and the next paragraph explained why. A contestant’s body had to be flawlessly beautiful. Well, damn. In the Miss Universe Pageant, the women paraded in bathing suits and evening gowns. Did they have to be approved in their birthday suits before the pageant was recorded and streamed worldwide? Maybe to be examined by a doctor? Nah... from what she’d heard, they had changed all those rules, and the women were apparently now allowed to have enhanced boobs and other plastic surgery.

	She shrugged. Who knew what went on behind the scenes... But the women entering this contest must never have had any plastic surgery or body augmentation, and their hair had to be its natural color, not dyed.

	The pageant committee for Earth would choose twenty women from the entries and then contact them to come in for a personal interview and presentation, after which the committee would make their choice of the final five. And they would foot the cost of travel expenses and hotels.

	The prize offered to each of the five final contestants on Earth was two hundred and fifty thousand dollars and a monthly salary of twenty thousand dollars until they returned to Earth. If one of the five were to win the Miss Galaxy crown, their financial reward would be much greater. Also included in Earth’s prize package was a wardrobe and luggage for the voyage to Drapnor Two, a makeup kit, hair products, some jewelry, evening gowns by the House of Bianca, bathing suits, and all travel expenses paid. A team of assistants—professional makeup artists, hair stylists, costume designers, and the world’s best photographer—would travel with the five women.

	It all sounded very enticing to Lexy, but the part about sending a naked hologram of herself didn’t sit well. Then again, if she made it to the final five, even that money would pay off everything they owed right now and then some—except maybe the second mortgage her mother had taken out on the house.

	The trip to Drapnor Two would take three and a half weeks. Depending on how long the pageant lasted, she could be away from home for a minimum of two to three months. And her chances of winning were slim to none. Of the thirty-eight populated planets, only seventeen were participating, which meant eighty-five entrants would be vying for the crown.

	Regardless, Lexy’s curiosity drove her to explore the links on the website. One was a hologram of Drapnor Two. Another was a demo of what the committee needed to see of the applicants in the hologram they required with the entry. She clicked on the link to the planet first and watched the holographic scenery dancing on her little table. It was quite a beautiful world with a mauvish-pink sky and two suns. She saw lots of alien plants, flowers, and gigantic trees covering large areas. And the homes and buildings had interesting architecture, much different than Earth.

	She closed the hologram and clicked on the image of the woman running the pageant and in charge of all the contestants. She was an older woman with curly silver hair. The bio below the picture said her name was Zangala Janolka and that she was a sorceress and one of the oldest people on Drapnor Two. Although, when Lexy studied the photo closer, she wouldn’t have thought her to be more than sixty-five or seventy.

	Behind the woman stood several men who looked like they were guards or maybe law enforcement. They wore grayish-blue uniforms and carried weapons. And like the girls had said, they were worth drooling over. Tall, handsome, with long hair in various colors, and they could almost pass for men from Earth.

	Lexy finally clicked on the link for the human demonstration hologram. The model was a young, naked woman with long black hair. She studied what the woman did—how she moved and how she posed. There were several closeups of her body, and Lexy was somewhat surprised to see the woman had no pubic hair, and her private parts were clearly visible as she walked, twisted, and turned several times. She also stood straight, legs slightly parted, for full front and back views with her arms held high, and she sat in various positions. Was a bald pubic area a requirement? It didn’t say so in the instructions. Then the woman went through the same movements wearing an evening gown.

	Lexy closed the laptop, drank the last of her wine, then went to the bathroom to brush her teeth. She stared at her reflection in the mirror and grimaced. “I can’t believe I’m actually considering entering that silly contest,” she muttered.

	Before crawling under the duvet, she opened her laptop again and brought up the website. The deadline to enter was in two weeks, and the finalists would be contacted within the week following the deadline.

	She’d seen the contest advertised some months ago on both the internet and the TV but never paid any attention. And if her friends hadn’t brought it up, she wouldn’t have given it another thought. Yet now, her mind played with the idea of entering. I’ll make up my mind on my day off...

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Lexy wrestled with the decision day and night for a week and a half. It was her day off, and she sipped her coffee while checking her email. She stared at another bill from the hospital, this one was for more than eighteen thousand dollars. And with it came an accounting of what they already owed and how much they had paid off. The total still owed came close to two hundred thousand dollars, plus the bill they just got.

	Right there, she made up her mind, knowing full well that entering that silly beauty contest was like buying a lottery ticket, a chance in a million. But if she didn’t, she wouldn’t stand any chance. Just like if you didn’t buy a lottery ticket, you’d never be able to win.

	She had already showered and washed her hair that morning and went to the bathroom to brush it out. While vigorously brushing her long wavy naturally blonde hair that hung to her waist, she examined her face in the mirror. She had no idea why her friends thought she’d be beautiful enough for a beauty contest. Her nose was too tilted, her lips too full, and she had odd mauve eyes. From a distance, they looked brown but were definitely mauve, at times lilac. People often asked her if she wore contacts because they were such an unusual color.

	When she finished brushing her hair, she went to stand in front of the full-length mirror on the wall and took off her robe. Her figure wasn’t too bad. She was slim with a small waist, a flat belly, and shapely legs, but she was kind of on the short side. Her breasts were too big, although very firm. To her eyes, anyway. And her dusky-brown nipples and areolas were also a bit too big. But the skin on her body was flawless.

	She shrugged. “Here goes.”

	She quickly clapped three times to close the blinds, turned on the light, and set up her laptop to record her hologram. She did almost exactly what the young woman in the demo had done. But that had probably been recorded by a professional, and the woman was obviously a practiced model.

	She paraded back and forth as far as she could because her studio was so small, then she stood close to the laptop and recorded her face. Next, she lifted her breasts, which she guessed was so they could be sure the entrant didn’t have implants, then she scanned her belly, her back, and her buttocks. She had to maneuver the laptop to show her legs. When she was done, she rewound the recording and watched it. Dang, is my clit that clearly visible? It was, but she couldn’t avoid that. And lifting her breasts had caused her nipples to harden and poke out. It almost looked like a porn show.

	She hit the pause button and pulled the evening gown over her head. She only owned one. It was rather plain, made of satin with no adornments and simple spaghetti straps, but it clung religiously to her body. She’d only worn it once to a New Year’s Eve party two years before. It was purple and complimented her eyes. Or so her friends had told her.

	She restarted the recording and went through the routine again, except this was easier—no real closeups, no lifting of boobs, and she’d not bothered to put on shoes. She played it back and watched the whole hologram several times, thought it was terrible and amateurish, but finally shrugged and decided it would have to do.

	After completing all the necessary information on the entry form, she attached the recording and sent it off. At the same time, she made up her mind not to tell a soul that she’d entered, not even her three friends. All she’d probably see was a thank you for your entry, but we’re afraid you don’t quite qualify... or something like that. Or maybe they would just post something online, like—We thank all of you for your entries, but after a difficult decision, we have chosen the twenty...

	She quickly got dressed. It was time to go and visit her mother, who lived in Hoboken, the suburb she’d grown up in, together with Trina, Diane, and Jennifer. The commute to Hoboken was lightning-fast using the Path train. It would only take ten minutes to get there.

	 

	*

	 

	“Mom?” Lexy called out at the bottom of the stairs. She’d already checked the living room, kitchen, and backyard but hadn’t found her mother.

	A faint answer came from upstairs.

	Lexy ran up the stairs to her mother’s bedroom to find her curled up in bed. “Mom? Are you sick? They haven’t started the second round of radiation and chemo yet, have they?”

	Her mother turned around and sat up. “Hi, sweetie. No, they haven’t. I would have told you. I’m just tired. I couldn’t sleep last night.”

	“You need your rest. Talk to the doctor. Maybe he can give you something to help you sleep better.”

	“No, no more meds. It’s just that... I got the bill and accounting from the hospital and—”

	“Damnit! I told them to only send it to me. Stop worrying about it, Mom. I’ll look after it.” She sat on the side of the bed and pulled her mother into her arms. She’d become so thin and frail it scared Lexy.

	“Hon, you can only do so much. I think I’ll sell the house. That will take care of it for now.”

	Lexy let go of her and shook her head. “And live where? You can’t afford the high rents, and you’d go stir-crazy in my little studio. No, you’re not selling our house. The mortgage payments are much lower than rent would be. I’ll get another job on the side. Something. We’ll work it out, I promise. Now, why don’t you get up, shower, and get dressed? I’ll take you out for lunch.”

	“Okay. I gather that you’re off today. Hey, at least I got one bit of good news. The doctor phoned yesterday and told me that my latest MRI done two days ago showed the tumors had shrunk by half a centimeter.”

	“That means that this second round of chemo may kill them off, right?”

	“He’s still going on about the surgery, said that now especially, it could almost cure me. I’ll be back in ten,” her mother said while entering the bathroom.

	Lexy tidied up the room and made the bed. While she was busy with that, she wondered why her mother fought so hard against having the hysterectomy. It wasn’t as if she would have more kids. Hell, she didn’t even have a man in her life. Not anymore. Hank had run for the hills when her mother had begun her radiation and chemo treatments, and her hair started to fall out.

	Lexy was glad when Hank took off. She couldn’t stand the guy, who was more or less an outdated hippie, constantly out of work and sponging off her mother. The only thing he had going for him was that he was quite good-looking for his age. He’d so manipulated her mom. But at least her mother hadn
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