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Dedication

 


To my honey, my advisor and
inspiration, my “alien” in his own right…this one’s for
you.


Prologue






 


The boy and the male sat near the Freyanna, bright green
circles echoing back through the body of water until the ripples
reached the shore again. Ganardebragh threw another pale blue
pebble into the water, trying to perfect his technique. He watched
as the male beside him did the same, only his pebble skipped
farther across the water. “Father?”

“Yes, son?”

He gathered his words carefully. “How
did you know Mother was your true mate?” In their world, mates
existed, of course, but true mates were rare. He noticed those
couples seemed happier. Recently, he wondered if he would find one
as well, once he grew into maturity. At eleven, he’d begun to see
females in a different way, though they were often a mystery to
him.

His father, Rentine, looked out over
the green waves easing up the shore, dark eyes flashing briefly.
“Cambrilla was the first female I couldn’t look away from. She’s
still the most beautiful female I’ve ever seen. When we met, my
heart pounded fast within my chest and I almost forgot how to
breathe.”

The boy covered a smile with the back
of his hand. “Yes, you often cannot stop gazing at her.” It was
true his mother was rare, the beauty of the species with hair the
shade of Endhivar’s two suns. She also had blue eyes, the same
shade as the pebbles he threw now. More than that, she was kind,
clever and quick-witted, his father’s equal in every way.
Ganardebragh often found his parents’ debates at the meal table
amusing.

He thought for a moment. “You adore
her.”

“We adore you as
well.”

He nodded. He’d often wondered why his
family was different, more affectionate than others he’d
observed.

“Why do you ask,
son?”

He shrugged. “I only hope I am as
fortunate as you are, Father.”

The male grinned and reached out to
cuff his child playfully on the jaw. He barely felt it, and
returned the male’s smile. “Oh, I have no doubt of it.” Then his
father rose to his full height in the tall, yellow grass. “Come,
the evening meal is almost ready and your mother will scold us both
if we’re late.” He walked some distance away.

The boy nodded and stood, about to
follow his father. Impulse suspended him. Reaching down, he picked
up a flat stone and pressed his lips to it.

“Goddess, bring me light
in the form of my true mate. I will honor you evermore if I could
be so blessed.”

With another silent prayer, he swung
his arm, tossing the stone out into the green water. A thrill shot
into his chest and he laughed as the pebble bounced lightly across
the clear beauty of the Freyanna.

He ran to his father, who waited
nearby. “I did it!”

The male smiled and leaned down to
press his lips to the boy’s forehead. Then he put an arm around his
shoulders. “You certainly did.”

As his father gazed at him a moment
longer, he shifted on his feet. “What is the matter?”

The male shook his head. “What your
mother and I feel for you is beyond measure, beyond time. Never
forget that, son.”

He nodded, but didn’t understand why
his father sounded sad. As the male led him back toward his beloved
home tucked into the outskirts of the city, he glanced back at the
water.

A small smile hovered on his lips. He
sensed a great adventure ahead and he couldn’t wait.


Chapter One

 


 


Third Cycle, 45 years
after The Reformation

 


Candelaar Territory,
Endhivar, Delan Galaxy

 


 


Ganardebragh Trantusa shot up, panting on the black cot. A
strange sensation tickled the back of his neck as he worked to
control his labored breaths. A memory had manifested itself in
dream form again. It was the third time in a week he’d dreamt of
his parents.

He rubbed at the sudden ache in his
chest, and realized he missed them. It had been a long time since
he’d thought of them. So many cycles had passed from the moment
he’d last seen them. They’d chosen well, though, to leave the world
together.

Some distance above him was a black
beam with a continuous stream of blue light. Another way his people
controlled anything out of the ordinary, he thought
wryly.

“Irregular sleep pattern
detected. Do you wish to file for an evaluation?” a female voice
came from the unit.

“No.”

Not that he ever would. He’d heard
mental evaluations were worse than those required in his
occupation. Besides, a few memories appearing through dreams
wouldn’t affect his mission.

He cleared his throat, and then
climbed off the large cot, which lay in the middle of the simple
room. He landed on his feet effortlessly, then entered the bathing
chamber. After his preparations, he left the room. Venturing to his
meal space in the main room, he tapped a button nearby.

“Breakfast,
sir?”

It was a human term he’d picked up and
programmed into the android. Recently, he’d become quite obsessed
with Earth. Ganardebragh knew at least 35 different languages, had
a proclivity for them really, though the exact vernacular took some
getting used to at first.

“Something simple today,
Traturno.”

“Of course,
sir.”

Later, as he scooped the prepared
food—a mixture of grains and protein his people called
‘apranta’—into his mouth from the metal plate, a shrill alarm went
off.

“Launch time is four Earth
hours.”

He’d trained himself to learn what it
meant. He had time to get to headquarters, be briefed, and then
prepare for the voyage. This trip would be different than his last
foray, which was in the Starna Galaxy. Scouting territories always
took time, but he lived for the thrill of encountering new land. He
never knew what to expect, and was rarely disappointed by the
experience.

“Your uniform is repaired
and laundered, sir.”

He nodded. “I appreciate it,
Traturno.”

“My function is to
serve.”

Of course it
was, he thought, shaking his head.
Androids operated only by their programming, not unlike many
Endhivarians.

He finished his meal, and then dressed
in the simple dark gray uniform, a tunic and dark trousers. A
weapon would be provided in the vessel, and he wasn’t comfortable
with carrying one in any case. If there was danger, he much
preferred to rely on the hand to hand combat training he’d had as
well as the resources of his own mind. He had some other skills
which would be beneficial to the mission.

His other uniforms had already been
transported to the ship, so he didn’t have many details here to
attend to. Ganardebragh went to Traturno, and then opened a panel
on the white organic body. He switched the android off, knowing if
he didn’t, the power cell would drain over time from disuse. As it
was, he didn’t know how long he’d be gone. Every mission was
different. He secured the house. Outside, he climbed into the black
transport vehicle and input his destination. Setting the vehicle on
‘autorun’, he leaned his head back on the seat.

As the city landscape passed beside
the long windows, he thought back to the dreams he’d been having.
What did they mean? Why was he plagued by them now, during this
mission? Did the Goddess mean to give him a sign? Was there
something wrong with his destination, with Earth? Why would she
warn him away with fond memories of his parents?

She wouldn’t, he realized. It was most
likely coincidence.

“Approaching destination,”
a female voice announced in the vehicle.

He turned off ‘autorun’, switched over
to manual, and looked up to see the wide facility before him. It
was dark gray, shimmering like most of the buildings on Endhivar.
Massive towers flanked the domelike structure in the center and the
inner cavity housed the outgoing ships. It would open up like a set
of wide jaws, and vessels would ascend from the chamber. As a
child, he’d been fascinated with the dark, iridescent vessels, each
jewel-like, catching the sunlight in a spray of colors. At the
time, he’d never imagined an opportunity to be in one.

Ganardebragh parked his vehicle and
jogged inside. He took the circular hallways at a brief run,
earning looks of reproach from individuals he passed. Endhivarian
society was never in a hurry, unless it was important. Experiences,
even professions, were to be savored. That didn’t include the
underworld, housing the dregs of the city, which fed off this
mindset. A pleasure drug called Fenta was now on the streets,
something most civilized individuals scoffed at. He wasn’t blind,
though; not all Endhivarian society was perfect.

He recalled seeing one male drugged
out of his mind, collapsed and writhing on the ground at a
nightclub he’d frequented with his colleagues. The male had been
arrested for public intoxication and possession of the illegal
drug. The sentence? He’d been transported to a prison built to
assimilate the derelicts of society back into submission. According
to rumor, the brainwashing technique was successful, but, most of
his kind shuddered to imagine what lengths the authorities might go
to for a peaceful society. It was a threat which kept many in
line.

He rounded a corner and opened a door.
The room was all white, with the exception of numerous screens on
the walls, displaying collected images of civilizations the
Endhivarians had encountered. This was the research chamber and
where he often went to relax.

Today, however, was different. Though
it was his mission to learn all he could about Earth, it would take
too many cycles to absorb everything they’d gathered thus far.
Which was why he stopped before a small monitor, then pressed a few
keys on the display. While he waited for the download, his gaze
caught on the pictures of diverse worlds.

Random vistas in varied colors danced
over the screen nearby. The blue plateaus of Ithaca, the red
deserts of Atlandia, the ice planet of Cantalal. In his
imagination, he often entertained leaving Endhivar, randomly
choosing one to inhabit for the rest of his lifetime. He’d
grown…well, uninspired recently. Restless, even discontented. The
only time he enjoyed his carefully scrutinized existence was in the
midst of a mission.

A tiny bell rang out and he swung to
see a drawer had opened. He reached for the vial of blue liquid.
This was his savior, his method of blending into an environment. Of
course, every Endhivarian had a talent for concealment, and their
unique DNA made traveling to other planets safer because their
bodies were strong, with the added ability of acclimating to
different atmospheres. But, this information serum would give him a
distinct advantage over other foreigners who encountered the
planet. He could still gather information, but the serum helped
fill in some mental gaps of being an outsider on a different
world.

He took a deep breath and poured the
fluid into his mouth, swallowing hard. It took mere seconds to
activate. He felt the tremors in his muscles first. He reached out
and clamped his hands onto the lab counter before him, waiting for
the spasms to pass. His body grew hot, unbearably warm, and he
shifted a little on his feet. A strange tingle ran up his spine.
The information reached his pain receptors, and he clenched his
teeth, breaths rushing through his nostrils. The fluid coalesced in
his brain, creating an odd euphoria. He closed his eyes with a
groan, his mind swimming with images, so many he couldn’t control
the tailspin his brain took.

Human beings, wars, blood,
tears–thousands of pictures ran through his mind, ending with the
image of an infant in his mother’s arms. He thought of how his
mother had loved him, and he missed her deeply. She used to stroke
his cheek and speak in soft tones to him. When he was a child,
they’d laugh, running across the meadows near his home, hands
clasped. Just like that, though, the memory dissipated and the
spotless laboratory came into sharp focus.

His body collapsed over the surface of
the counter. With another groan, he began to settle. Slowly, he
eased back, curling his spine up until he could stand without
falling. His limbs were a little weak, the sucker punch which came
with a good information serum. He would be disoriented for a
while.

He thought of the visions he’d seen
from the human world. It was the bombs that had affected him, the
most devastating a mushroom-shaped one. Or what humans called a
mushroom. He saw the effects of war in his mind and shook his
head.

The Endhivarians were not naturally
violent, so this information was always harder to stomach. Well, he
couldn’t say his people weren’t always violent. At age 25, he’d
been witness to the Pallentian Wars. Pallentia was a civilization
the Endhivarians had tried to trade with, a race of
charcoal-colored people with green eyes. They had the tendency to
be possessive of their families and what they owned. His people had
required a special metal, native to that planet alone.
Unfortunately, unrest struck between the two worlds, and this went
on for many cycles. After the big battle was over, culminating in
quite a bit of damage on both sides, the Endhivarians vowed not to
trade between colonies again, but rather explore the universe for
academic purposes alone. Society was reformed after that, aimed
toward peaceable interactions. Hence ‘The Reformation’.

He thought of Earth’s battles he’d
witnessed. He imagined the humans felt they had reasons for
bringing about such destruction. Still, his mission would go
on.

A moment later, Ganardebrah left the
room. Traveling down a few sets of stairs, he let himself into the
building’s internal cavity. He passed the vessels, then stopped in
the center of the vast space, bowing slightly toward the other male
who stood before him.

“Trantusa,” he
muttered.

“Commander.” He resumed a
normal stance and awaited his instructions.

Commander Nutrona was his superior,
the military authority of his mission. The male was of similar
height as Ganardebragh with the same pale blue skin and dark hair.
The difference were his eyes, which were a bright white color and
piercing, almost the shade of a brilliant diamond in the human
world. Also his face was leaner, as if he had lost weight recently.
The other male wore a soldier’s uniform, black trousers and a
matching tunic with several insignia on the muscle of his arm to
honor his accomplishments.

“Stetlan tells me you
eagerly anticipate this mission.”

Stetlan was his colleague. The male
never went on missions. He was an analyst, part of the team of
geniuses compiling data for the surveyors to use.

“Yes, sir. I have spent
much time learning about Earth.”

“Not only in preparation
for your voyage, either. You study the planet on your luxury
day.”

Every productive member of society was
allowed a day of their choice during a lunar cycle, away from any
obligations. A little rest fostered a healthy mind, or so they
said. Only in moderation, of course. As with anything, excess could
ruin an individual. Endhivar was the most disciplined civilization
he’d encountered.

“It is good you’ve gained
enough knowledge of your destination, but do not fail to forget the
reason for your mission.”

He nodded. “Of course,
Commander.”

“State our mission’s
purpose, if you please. I must be certain of your dedication to the
cause.”

This was the reason they were
debriefed before and after each mission. They had to uphold
Endhivarian ways, no matter how appealing another culture might
seem. “Ah…yes, sir. We strive to preserve the livelihood of
Endhivarians everywhere, to make our race as peaceable as
ever.”

“And to maintain our
principles, we must find a new home.”

He nodded. “Yes, of course, Commander
Nutrona.”

“Very good. Check in with
Medical to ensure you are ready, then return here. Launch time will
be immediately.”

Ganardebragh frowned. “Sir? I was told
more preparations were scheduled for the vessel.”

“Everything has been moved
forward. The mission is paramount to anything else.”

“But the ship. It went
through a meteor storm in the Starna Galaxy. I—”

“The engineers have run
their tests. I assure you, your vessel is perfect. You have nothing
to be concerned about.”

“I see. Yes, sir.” He
opened his mouth as another thought occurred to him.

“Is there anything else,
civilian?” his leader demanded.

Ganardebragh’s belly clenched as he
thought of the Earth images he’d seen. It was also a race to
preserve, a living race. Then he recalled Pallentia, the alien
planet now long dead from ravages of war. He’d visited it once on
his return journey from a mission. Well, he’d gotten close enough
to look at it, and a preliminary scan told him nothing was left. No
life. A strange fact to learn, since they’d been told the planet
survived the Pallentian Wars, though they’d endured substantial
losses just as Endhivar had. He’d never mentioned his discovery to
his superiors. After more than fifty years, he imagined the point
was moot.

His gaze went to Commander Nutrona’s
hard features. The military would not understand his
apprehensions.

“Civilian?”

“No, Commander,” he
replied at last. “There’s nothing else.”

The male nodded. “Very well. I wish
you a safe and successful mission.”

“Thank you,
sir.”

After the soldier left, Ganardebragh
headed to the building’s medical wing for his final evaluation. He
went through routine stress questions and a physical examination,
and they pronounced him ready.

He hopped off the exam table, dressing
once more. Leaving the room, he headed back to the vessel bay. The
large room was also dark gray with a blue light beam circling the
interior walls. He approached his ship. The dark shimmer reminded
him of the ripples in the Freyanna, from his dream. He hadn’t seen
the lake for a long time. He tried to ignore that odd ache in his
chest. Perhaps it was from the information serum.

Waving a hand over the vessel, the
liquid metal came to life, glowing. He heard the low hum of the
engines, somewhat stealthy. He opened the portal and climbed
inside. The door automatically closed behind him, detecting his
unique signature. He strapped in and pressed the thrusters to the
on position. He became aware of buoyancy as the ship lifted off the
ground, hovering for a moment. Reaching for the tiny cochlear
device on the control panel, Ganardebragh placed it in his
ear.

“Awaiting your
instructions, Headquarters.”

Commander Nutrona’s gravelly voice
came on. “You are cleared to leave, Vessel Six.”

He flipped another button and heard
the metallic groan of the building as it opened above
him.

“Good luck, civilian, and
may the Goddess be with you.”

“And with you,” he
returned, and then removed the ear device.

He switched the controls to
self-directed, easing the vessel up the large chamber. At the
opening, the ship hovered in the air above the building, and he
caught the skeleton of the facility on the navigation screen. He
pushed the launch button, bracing himself as the vessel shot high
into space. He pressed another switch on the panel and the ship
jerked forward as it jumped through hyperspace. After a time, he
flipped it off to gauge where he was, slowing down to navigate. The
ship seemed to halt as it dropped from hyperspace. Thank the
Goddess for his safety harness.

Ganardebragh pressed a button on the
screen and suddenly the visor opened. The vessel hovered on the
outer edges of the Fulnax Galaxy. Numerous glowing stars dotted the
space he traveled in. A shooting red star went past him and a smile
hovered over his lips. Up here, he thought, it was perfect. The
world felt infinite, full of possibilities.

Turning, he typed his destination into
the computer.

A voice announced in the cockpit,
“Earth…population 7 billion, 271 million, 282 thousand, 194.
Estimated arrival—”

Then there was only
silence.

He tapped the screen.
“Repeat.”

A hush came through the inner
compartment of the ship.

Ganardebragh hit a button. “Estimated
arrival, computer?”

“Arrival…unknown.”

He sighed.
Already, a glitch with the navigation
system? This wasn’t good news. Still, he
took a deep breath, knowing he would arrive, eventually. The
computer knew the way, as there had been previous reconnaissance
missions. He settled back in the pilot’s seat, unable to shake the
instinct that some great change was coming for him. The sensation
dogged at him, prickled along the back of his neck, as he clicked a
pale green button. The warp drive activated, allowing the ship to
jump through hyperspace once more. He wasn’t certain what the
problem was, or when it would happen. Journeys could be uncertain.
Even with all the preparation Endhivarians could manage for a
scouting mission, the one factor which could never be entirely
accounted for was a planet’s inhabitants. Blending in was paramount
to the cause, though, and he’d learned to do it well.

He tried to brush off the odd
sensation that something was wrong, but to no avail. As with any
journey he’d been on thus far, he supposed he would have to adapt.
Satisfied, he switched the vessel to autopilot, then leaned back
and closed his eyes.

 


***

Sometime later, on
Earth…

 


“Well, here it is. Everything has been prepared for your stay,”
the proprietor said, glancing back at Brooke Sanders as they swept
into the cottage.

“Thank you,” Brooke replied, setting
down her suitcases. She glanced around at the rustic log room where
a beige suede sofa and recliner chair sat. A patterned fabric
covered the back of the sofa, perhaps Apache, in shades of red,
black, ivory, and gray. Curtains in a similar design adorned the
windows. Silhouettes of black bears danced over the table lamps,
and were represented in figurines blessing the coffee table, and
small statues sporadically lined the walls, where deer heads hung.
She grimaced, aware her vegan ways would probably be lost on
everyone here.

Cabin Ten was little more than a
hunter’s lodge, but it was warm and looked somewhat homey. It
should fit her purpose just fine. At least she was far away from
the city. The coldness from the early winter air subsided now that
they were indoors. The fireplace had been lit and a soft, red and
black plaid throw beckoned to her from the sofa. Brooke unbuttoned
her short blue pea coat.

Helen, the woman who’d shown her in,
gave her a glance. She pointedly stared at Brooke’s cobalt
shape-hugging sweater, black mini-skirt, black leggings, and black
fur boots.

She became self-conscious at the
woman’s scrutiny, tossing her thick, mostly disobedient head of
long, dark brown hair over her shoulder.

Helen shook her head sadly. “We don’t
get many city folks out here. I hope you’ll be
comfortable.”

“I’m sure it will be
adequate.”

The owner nodded. “The bedroom is
right through there. And the kitchen is fully stocked.”

Brooke’s eyes widened.
“Really?”

Another nod. “We run a tight ship
around here. That’s why the price seems high. And then, there are
the winter storms. That will certainly put a damper on your stay.
So, we try to make it comfortable for our guests.”

“Are you saying people get stranded
out here?” She grimaced, thinking how convenient the city seemed
now that she was here. She knew the caretaker’s office was closer
to the main road, where the lodge was. Brooke’s cabin was as far
back in the wilderness as one could get. For Christ’s sake, they’d
taken a snowmobile to get here.

“Sometimes, but we do have back-up
generators. There are instructions by the phone in case of
emergencies. Don’t worry, dear. It’s still early yet. Those storms
don’t usually happen for a month or so.”

Brooke nodded, relieved. “Well, thank
you for the tour.”

“Sure. And you let me know if you need
anything. Towels, other supplies. My contact number is here,
too.”

“All right.”

“Well, I’ll let you get settled in.”
She handed Brooke the keys and left the cabin.

Brooke sighed and sank down on the
sofa. She pulled the nearby plaid flannel blanket over her legs.
Why was it so damn cold in the mountains? This was nothing like
L.A. It rarely got cold there and when it did, it wasn’t like this.
She’d been freezing since she left the airport. Why had her mother
suggested this state to relax? It boggled the mind.

She doubted there would be anything
edible in the fridge, but she’d check it out later, anyway. Peanut
butter might do the trick. No tofu or soy milk, though, and
probably no fresh veggies for stir fry. Brooke shrugged off the
blanket and ventured ahead to explore the bedroom. The spread was
clean, however rustic, with a red and black plaid pattern. Throw
pillows, also with bear silhouettes, adorned the bed. At least
there was a stack of fresh towels in the adjoining bathroom. Thank
God for small mercies.

“Well, you’d better get used to it,
Brooke. You’ll be living here a while,” she said aloud to herself.
With a shrug, she set to unpacking. As she did, she noticed a
distinct hint of maple in the air, perhaps from a candle lit in
expectation of her arrival.

She hadn’t told anyone how long she
would be away or confirmed her whereabouts. It was too risky. The
less they knew, the better. What she didn’t need was for Tommy
Andrews to come storming after her, upset about the way they’d left
everything.

It was hardly her fault if she wasn’t
the marrying kind, and he had no right to call her selfish. She did
plenty for people. She also had pressure to take on even more work
at her job. Unwilling to deal with the noise in her head as well as
the constant opinions around her, she put in for a vacation and
left. She’d turned her cell phone off because it was blowing up
with text messages. Let Tommy stew a while. Maybe he’d come to his
senses and wait for her. Besides, they had fun and they weren’t so
bad in bed together. Why complicate it further with promises and
silliness about the future? She just wasn’t that kind of girl. She
didn’t believe marriage solved everything.

When Brooke finished unpacking her
suitcase, she found a sliding door and ventured out onto a wide
deck. A wooden rail was built around the deck to prevent mishaps.
Down below the cabin, the snow was piled high, but the drop was
sharp. Too steep for comfort. It was aligned perfectly with the
slope which led down from Sacagawea Peak all the way to the main
lodge. Brooke drew back slightly, uneasy. She’d always been afraid
of heights. Of course, it hadn’t helped that her bastard father had
once held her over such a railing at their old apartment to torment
her mother.

She looked out over the dark woods
gently sloping up the mountain. It was pretty breath-taking, if not
a little intimidating. Her sudden anxiety eased, and she leaned
against the barrier, glancing up at the black blanket of the sky.
The stars were luminous, sparkling like small rhinestones on a
party dress. Her breath caught as awe moved through her. In the
city, the stars were hard to see because of all the lights. Here,
they were visible in every direction. She took a moment to savor
it, aware the stress of the past few days floated away with the
cold breeze.

She was lucky she’d found Green
Mountain Lodge & Cabins, a log cabin hideaway, tucked into the
mountainous winter terrain of the Bridger Mountains, nestled
between Bozeman and Paradise Valley in Montana, part of Gallatin
National Forest. It was appropriately called a ‘snow retreat’. This
was a lot more remote than Beaver Creek or The Peaks Resort in
Telluride, Colorado, where her old school friends had frequented.
Here in Montana, most people went to the town of Big Sky or
traveled closer to Yellowstone, which was an hour away. She’d
chosen one a bit more isolated.

All she knew was, she’d needed the
seclusion to clear her head. Her mother, now that she was settled
and knew Brooke was old enough, was pushing for grandchildren,
something Brooke wasn’t remotely prepared for. If she’d had
siblings, they might have been pressured rather than her. After her
mother remarried, she’d found out she couldn’t have more children,
thanks to her father’s violent tendencies. Perhaps the woman had
been kicked one too many times. In any case, Brooke wouldn’t wish
the hell of her past on anyone else.

It was two and a half weeks before
Valentine’s Day, and Brooke couldn’t help but wonder if that was
another reason she’d escaped to the middle of nowhere. With the
pressures of the serious discussion before she left, combined with
her family looking at her as if the next rich, eligible bachelor
was her ticket to a nice, normal life rather than the wayward one
she’d led, enough was enough.

After her mother’s second marriage,
she’d had a pretty comfortable lifestyle, living at her
stepfather’s estate, which resembled a French Chateau, in Beverly
Park. But Brooke had an independent streak and once she was able to
move out after finishing up at private school and college, she
headed straight into the heart of Los Angeles. Now she worked there
at an upscale boutique—Vivienne Westwood—to pay the bills. Her
General Studies major had gotten her, well, nowhere in the current
job market, but it was better than nothing. She rented a small
apartment on Warwick Avenue and still managed to come back for her
family’s weekly dinners.

These days, she contented herself by
having a few friendships with her fellow female employees at the
boutique, and her one gay male friend. They often went to clubs in
town−not exactly conducive to a lasting relationship−but she was in
no hurry to settle down. Everyone seemed to have an opinion about
that, even her friends. She could tell them she wasn’t ready until
she was blue in the face, and no one would believe her.

She’d even met Tommy at a nightclub,
the Playhouse. So, it had indeed come as a surprise when he’d
popped the question. She hadn’t imagined he’d want anything more
than their casual arrangement. She enjoyed her independence. When
she needed companionship or a fun night on the town, she accepted
his offers, but otherwise, she liked relying on herself in life. It
was less messy. Now, though, she was in quite a predicament—how to
let the man down gently. She might not feel deeply for him, but
that didn’t mean she wanted to hurt him either. He couldn’t
possibly understand where she came from, why she avoided such
entanglements.

Her mother once had a true Cinderella
experience. After one blowout with her father, her mother had taken
Brooke with her, ready to run. They’d been walking along the
street, unable to pay for cab fare to get to a hospital. A man in a
luxury car had stopped and offered to assist them. Despite his
obvious money, he wasn’t the arrogant type. The man was happy to
help and even hung around after her mother’s recuperation to assure
himself she was all right. Still, her mother was slow to trust and
when Brooke’s father found out she’d disappeared—a nurse had
mistakenly contacted him—he’d checked her out of the hospital and
dragged them both back to the nightmare they’d left.

On the days she was able to go to
school, she hid her face from others. When that inevitable question
came, she cringed.

“Class, what is your
dream? What do you want to be when you grow up?”

Brooke had no answer. She feared if
she dreamed too hard, God would punish her. She’d be forced into
the nightmare forever. So she went along, hoping there would be a
way out for her and for her Mama.

After her father was arrested, she and
her mother moved into a small apartment and her mother picked up a
job as a cashier at a local grocery store. Somehow, the man who’d
helped them before, Phillip Sanders, had tracked her mother down.
He would send flowers and gifts, basically courting Mama. One
night, her mother told the man she couldn’t be bought, but he
claimed he only wanted to take care of her, to see that she and her
daughter were both safe. In a sense, he saved her mother. She grew
to trust him, and so did Brooke. Eventually, after Mama adjusted to
the strange circumstances of their relationship, she did agree to
marry Phillip.

Brooke was more realistic, though. No
one was going to pluck her off the street and rescue her. It was up
to her to save herself. She liked her job well enough. She enjoyed
helping people—though some days, customers at the boutique could
get annoying—but, she had to admit, sometimes she thought there was
a larger purpose to her life. Somewhere she could make her mark,
find her passion. She didn’t know if it was in retail or if it
would be another industry entirely, but she knew she was ready to
find out what it was. Even Phillip, her stepfather, had often
offered to take her on at the company he ran. Sanders
Pharmaceuticals was a huge name these days. She’d always refused
his offer. She had to figure out her life, and she certainly didn’t
want handouts.
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