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    To the many women who helped shape my life in my younger years and to the women who standing beside me today. Mom, you were a force to be reckoned with even as quiet as you were, thank you.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Beneath the city lights and shadows of the past, we dance between who we were and who we dare to become, finding freedom in the starlight and strength in the stilettos that carry us forward." 

                               Katlyn Rose

      

    


Imagine a place where the fabric of time folds in on itself, where the past, present, and future coexist in a delicate, shimmering balance. In this place, you might find yourself walking down a quiet path, and as you turn a corner, you come face-to-face with you. Not the you of today, but the you of a different time, a version of yourself you once were, or perhaps one you’ve yet to become.

The first self you meet is your child self. Their eyes are wide with wonder, unburdened by the weight of years. They carry a boundless curiosity, a spark of imagination that has yet to be dimmed by doubt or fear. They tug at your hand, eager to show you the world through their eyes, where every shadow hides a secret and every corner turns into an adventure. In their presence, you remember what it feels like to dream without limits, to believe in the impossible. You smile, wondering how you ever let go of that fearless wonder.

Further along the path, you encounter your adolescent self. Awkward and uncertain, they wear their insecurities like a second skin. Yet, beneath the surface, there’s a fierce determination, a longing to be seen, understood, and loved. They speak of dreams that once seemed so vital, of heartbreaks that felt like the end of the world. You listen, feeling a pang of tenderness for this version of you who stumbled through the tumult of growing up. You want to tell them that it gets better, that the struggles they endure will shape them into someone strong, resilient, and wise.

And then, there’s your young adult self, bold, ambitious, and hungry for life. They are filled with the energy of someone who believes time is infinite, that the world is theirs for the taking. They speak of plans, of love, of nights spent chasing stars and mornings filled with quiet hope. Their optimism is contagious, and you feel a spark reignite within you. But you also see the cracks forming, the pressures of expectation, the beginnings of compromises made for survival. You want to tell them to hold on to their fire, to be gentler with themselves, but you know they must learn this on their own.

As you walk further, you meet your present self, the you of today. This self stands taller, their shoulders set with the weight of lived experience. They carry scars, some visible, others hidden deep within. Yet, their eyes are steady, their voice calm. They’ve weathered storms, faced fears, and made peace with uncertainties. You feel a deep sense of recognition and gratitude for this version of yourself who continues to navigate life’s complexities with courage and grace.

And finally, you come upon your future self. They stand at the edge of the path, shrouded in a soft, golden light. They do not speak, but their presence is comforting, reassuring. Their eyes are filled with a quiet wisdom, a knowing that comes from a life well-lived. In their gaze, you see peace, fulfillment, and a profound acceptance of all that has been and all that is to come. You feel a surge of hope, knowing that no matter where your journey leads, you will arrive whole, complete.

In this timeless place, you realize that every version of yourself, past, present, and future, is a thread in the tapestry of your existence. Each self carries its own lessons, joys, and sorrows, contributing to the person you are continually becoming. You are a mosaic of experiences, a symphony of moments, and every self you meet is a vital part of the beautiful, complex story that is you.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1
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Cassie stormed out of the observatory like a bull charging the gate. The anger emanating from her cleared a path all the way to her car. Not even her friends tried to stand in her way. Once behind the wheel, the tears flowed. Hot, angry tears that matched her mood. Cassie leaned forward, placing her arms across the steering wheel and rested her head on her arms. She let the tears flow freely.

That backstabber, Tyler, had ruined any chance of her presenting her research to the board to be able to delve deeper into the discovery she had made. The college had helped her wrangle the opportunity to use the observatory in Tennessee, and now that was gone as well. It wasn’t as grand as some, and basically used to teach, but she had been granted free time if she would help with some of the classes that came through. Cassie gladly accepted. 

In order to study her stars and set about sharing an idea that there are multiple parallel universes, “The universe being so big, what are the possibilities,” she had to reach deep into the skies and see if the answers were there. The university gave her four weeks in Tennessee to find her proof. Cassie wiped her face as she sat up, putting her best face forward and made a beeline for the exit, never looking back. Okay, a quick glance. She was afraid the tears would start again.

Smiling, she stopped at the guard gate and turned in her pass, keys, and embossed key card with all the computer codes, and said goodbye to the guards. She felt the sting of tears again. This time, as she drove away, she didn’t look back.

Until three weeks ago, Cassie spent all her time studying the universe and teaching theory to college students. Since receiving her PhD in her early 20s, her goal was to somehow, miraculously prove her parallel universe theory. She had discovered stars, seen black holes, talked with astronauts, and done just about everything an astronomer could do, except have use of an observatory telescope for any length of time. Then somehow, Tyler had found out about her other job, made a big deal out of it, which caused the university to shun her and take away her funding.

“Well,” she exclaimed out loud, “I’ll just show those busy bodies that I mean business about my universe. They won’t have a choice but to believe me.”

Cassie drove to her hotel in Brentwood, packed her bags, equipment, and notes, paid her bill, and headed out of Tennessee, back to Dallas and home. She had come to love this area, but Texas had what she needed. She had business to take care of and it would be best done face to face. She really hoped this wasn’t some good old boy thing, and she wanted explanations for cutting her off on the accusations from one idiot without contacting her first.

Cassie called her best friend, Drake, two days later to let him know she was back and would be in that Friday. Drake was Cassie’s business manager and ran things if she had to travel. They met in college and had been friends for 27 years. There were no secrets. Drake told her to take her time, all was well, even take another day if needed. “Nope.” Cassie thought, she needed to burn some energy.

Cassie spent the afternoon unpacking, made a quick trip to the university to pack what few personal belongings were there, and returned to her townhouse. No more teaching to fill her days, which brought another threat of tears. She would find a way to finish her research. She knew people. She could go to Denton when needed. Not ideal, but the telescope was better than hers.

The next couple of days, Cassie put her work notes in order and worked on a short proposal for what she thought she might have found while in Tennessee. Spotted only once, she wasn’t sure if the anomaly was there or not but would have to wait for a miracle to be able to find out. Her telescope just didn’t have the power, and a rooftop in Dallas wasn’t ideal for trying to find the area she had noted. She hoped that one of the observatories close by would yield what she had found in the stars.

Checking the time that Friday, Cassie saw she had a couple more hours before her other work so she skimmed through emails she had ignored for the last couple of days, deleting most, flagging those she would respond to later. Glancing at the clock, it was time to leave. 

Cassie was not the run of the mill type of professor of astrology. She had inherited an almost defunct business from the aunt who raised her until she turned 16, when her aunt died, leaving her a townhouse near the business, a country home outside of Dallas, and a very large cash inheritance to go with it. After paying her remaining tuition, she sunk most of the balance into restoring and reviving GalUp, never realizing how big a hit it would be.

Besides her PhD in astrology, Cassie had minored in business, theater, and dance choreography. The latter mostly for exercise, but then found it a welcome break from teaching and staring at stars all day. Drake, being a business major, scoffed at first, but then joined her in dance and found he was quite good at it. When she told him about GalUp, he again scoffed, but helped her with the finances and the staff.

Several years after that, she bought the building beside her, remodeled, and made the corner block a two-story theater and restaurant, Texas style. Drake questioned her every move but backed her up. GalUp was a hit, both in the theater and the restaurant. She was the main attraction.

The once rundown area housed many well-built buildings that had been allowed to fall into various states of disrepair. Auntie Nev had managed to keep GalUp fairly updated and clean, but around it everything was empty. When Cassie inherited the building and saw the potential opportunity with the other buildings, she put a plan in place to create an upscale entertainment block, and purchased when she could afford to, leasing it for some type of club, restaurant, and eventually allowed clothing stores in. Most levels were rehabilitated to high-end apartments and office space. She did very well with this venture and enjoyed the idea of seeing life restored in that part of the city.

GalUp was the main attraction. She had a marquee that resembled the ones from the 30s and 40s and highlighted different acts daily. The front entrance was built movie theater style, with the hostess in a small glass enclosed booth, greeting customers and calling into the second hostess, who seated each customer. 

Upon entering GalUp, people were greeted with a posh seating area and small bar if there was a wait, being able to view the show while enjoying light appetizers and drinks. The second level was the main dining area for those interested in dinner and a show. Built balcony style with the back level being on risers so the customer was able to see without straining. 

Cassie entered GalUp from the employee’s entrance tonight, not yet ready for anyone to see her. Quickly sneaking into hers and Drake’s office, she walked to the large view mirror and scanned the growing crowd. It looked like high-roller night tonight and was already quite packed. Spotting Drake, Cassie texted him to let him know she was there, watching as he kindly disengaged from the woman next to him, and smiling slightly at her crest-fallen face. 

Drake himself, at 47, was stunning to look at. Cassie admitted to herself that if they weren’t best friends, she might try to capture him herself, but knew he was a confirmed bachelor. Where she was soft colored, Drake was dark. Thick, dark hair so black it had a blue hue to it at times. Dark skin that glowed gold. Lips that were full but not ridiculously so and thinned incredibly when ticked or perturbed. But what caught everyone’s attention who knew or met him was his shocking blue eyes, not light but deep dark blue. People swore he could see right into their souls.

Cassie smiled while watching him swim through the crowd, speaking to people as he headed up, finally getting through. She went to the credenza, poured them both a drink and waited. As debonaire as he looked on the floor, that’s how flustered he looked coming through the door. He looked upset and peeved but flashed his award-winning smile and gave Cassie a huge hug. She giggled softly as he put her down.

“Don’t ever be gone that long again:” he scolded. “It has been pure D hell here.” His accent gave his Texas roots away. Deep and rumbling but definitely Texan.

“Hello to you too.” Cassie giggled. “Seems you’re the hit of the floor tonight.”

Drake glared at her and plopped on the oversized sofa, patting the space beside him. Cassie plopped beside him and leaned into his arm. She felt so comfortable and secure when they sat like this.

After a few quiet and comfortable minutes, Drake spoke. “So, what made our galloping astronomer come back early?”

Cassie heaved a huge sigh, stood up, and told him everything, finishing with, “And it’s not like I had done a single thing wrong. They seemed to think my life should revolve only around stars, and not the people kind. That a-hole, Tyler, made this place sound trashy to them.”

“Oh babe, that little twit isn’t worth all the anger bottled up in there.” Drake soothed, tapping her on the temple.

“I’ve worked my tail off for the university. Bounced through their hoops, did all the good girl things so I can work on my theory. I guess I’m just disappointed they chose him over me. He’s not even finished with his dissertation. Which, by the way, is totally moronic.”

“Do tell.” Drake said. And Cassie did.

Using air quotes, “Why There Can’t Be Other Life in the Universe.” Cassie spat out. “I mean, really!? In this day and age? He’s literally using just the Bible to write it. Even that book hints at other forms of life. I think his daddy, wait, momma has too much money influence is the problem.”

“Well, we’ve heard for years that she’s the preferred flavor with all the alumni.” He sniggered rudely.

“Damn Drake, call ‘em like you see ‘em much?”

“Babe, let’s talk later. You’re here, we’ve got a full house, go mingle. Take some aggression out on those hot, rich, young studs down there.” Drake said, pointing to a corner of young men.

“I may need anger therapy, but just no. Unless you put a Tyler face on them and let me use them for target practice.”

“Hon,” Drake stood behind her, “Don’t chew them up just yet. One of our wealthy patrons set this up for them. Skin without the trash. Guess I’d better recommend you dancing instead. Actually, you being here couldn’t be better timing. We need this to be a superstar night.”

“Dang Drake,” she butted against his chest, “So you’re now leading the cow to slaughter. I’m scared of you. Go tell Thomas to get ready.” Handing him a CD. “New routine. Meant to kick butt and burn energy.”

“Where does it come from, my dear?” 

“It’s my alter ego. She slips in from the unknown.” Cassie smiled as Drake left. She went to her dressing room to prepare.
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Sitting at her dressing table in GalUp, Cassie knew she looked good tonight. At 45, she was still svelte and elegant. Piercing green eyes, surrounded by naturally dark and long lashes, which were enhanced with stage makeup to make them greener and darker. Her slightly pouty lips were coated with a glossy dusty rose lipstick that gave her complexion the soft hue of a golden tan that was in reality her natural color. She chose to keep her golden-brown hair long and softly feathered when down but no strays when pulled up. This facial ensemble drew the attention of men, both wanted and unwanted, and occasionally a woman or two.

Cassie stood in front of the mirror, checking for any flaws. As she examined herself, she thought, “This really is my alter ego. Dark and almost cynical looking.”

She had enhanced her hair to make it darker and with the makeup, looked sultry and seductive. Her special bustier kept her ample girls locked in tight, and she would definitely need that for tonight. As she snapped her stilettos in place, her phone rang. Who would be calling at this hour on her personal cell?

“Hey babe.” It was Drake.

“What the heck, Drake. I’m meditating.” She growled.

“Well, meditate this.” He growled back. “We have some very special guests tonight. They’ve been here for the past three nights in hopes of catching a glimpse of Landy Cassandra.”

“Who the hell is it, Drake?” Cassie exclaimed. “No one knows I’m back.”

“It seems these people do. In fact, their comment, ‘We heard’ was mentioned.” Drake seemed pensive and almost cheerful at the same time.

“Well, seat them somewhere nice and comp their first drink. I’m not coming out until I’m done.” Cassie spit out.

“Don’t you want to know who they are?” Drake drawled the question out.

All of the sudden Cassie got cold feet and started shaking. She knew better than to ask but did anyway.

“Are they a group of nerdy people who look like they’ve been sucking pickles?”

“You hit the nail on the head! Score one for the science nerd.”

Cassie swallowed hard. “Give them the best seat in the house if you can. Tell Thomas I’ll ring when ready.” She hung up with shaking hands, feeling like this was her first audition. And well, in a way it was. These people had known nothing of her life outside of the university until a few days ago.

She sat down at her makeup table and stared hard at the mirror. “My alter ego.” She said out loud. “An alter universe. What would my alter-self be doing right now?”

As Cassie stared, she felt the world around her darken. She swore she felt a shift and things around her change. Staring back at her was, her, but slightly different. It looked like a younger, softer, but edgy her. The figure in the mirror smiled slightly and Cassie heard her speak. Or thought she did.

The voice was hers, younger sounding, “You’ve got this gal. Show ‘em what you’re really made of.” And then she was herself again.

“What the hell was that!?” Cassie said to herself. “I must be going crazy now. Crap.”

Cassie only required three songs per set from each of her dancers. One sultry, one edgy fun, and one risqué or sung, but not raunchy as all dancers filled the stages on the third song. For the dancers with a mediocre voice, she allowed lip syncing, but it had to be perfect. To this day, she had only one person fail her in that. Tonight, she would show them her dancer side.

Cassie watched as Drake seated her ex, pain in the butt co-worker and others from the university. Her stomach knotted and she felt very tense, but almost as quick, a sense of peace surrounded her. She knew exactly how the evening was going to turn out but threw out a quick prayer just in case.

Cassie’s mind carried her back to that horrid day a few days ago, remembering the teleconference with the very people sitting front center stage. 

“Dr. Hunter, it seems we found out that you have an unsavory night life.”

“Excuse me?”

The head of her department snorted. “We found through an external source, that you are a stripper. What do you have to say about that?”

Cassie was shocked. Who could have found out about her business? It was not a strip club. She was livid. “I did not realize my activities after work were being monitored.”

“Are you saying you are a stripper?”

“I am not saying anything. My time away from the university is just that, my time.” She replied coldly.

“But you’re not denying it.”

“Nothing I do on my off time affects the university. I make sure of that.”

“Then you do strip when you’re not teaching?” He seemed determined to get that answer from her. Cassie was equally determined not to answer it at all.

“Who gave you this information? I would like to meet them face-to-face. I will not be accused of something I am not doing.” She literally growled.

“You are not answering the question, Dr. Hunter. This implies a lot to me. It does not matter who the source is or where the information came from,” he sternly told her, “your extracurricular activities can cause harm to the university’s reputation.”

“My extracurricular activities, as you call them, have never had any effect on my job or the university. I spend more time here doing my job than there doing a different job.” Cassie became more upset as the conversation progressed.

“Dr. Hunter, either confirm or deny. We have the right to know if what you are doing will cause issues here. You are sounding very defensive, and, in my mind, that means you are hiding something. Are you going to confirm or deny that you have an unsavory night life?”

Cassie happened to glance up at that moment and saw Tyler standing in the doorway smirking. It then dawned on her that he probably had been listening in on her conversations with Drake and relayed incorrect information to her superiors. Incorrect information that could cost her the grant she and worked so hard to be gifted.

With a sigh, Cassie realized they knew she danced, thought she was a stripper, but didn’t know she owned GalUp. “Well, since Tyler gave you his skewed version, I’ll give you the truth.” Cassie looked pointedly at Tyler. “Tyler, you might as well join us, so you have your facts right.”

Tyler at least had the grace to blush as he moved into the small office and sat down.

“First, what I am going to do is expand the video conference call so you can see me and Tyler, hopefully judge on my reaction, and not rely on the opinion of a backstabber, as to whether or not I’m lying.” Cassie tapped a couple of buttons, and the screen showed there to be five of the governing board there.

“I am not, nor have I ever been a stripper. I find that profession revolting and demeaning. And while I understand that is the only job some ladies can get, I have not had that misfortune. I am a choreographer and dancer. However, my love of astrology and the stars is far greater than my love of dance, which is why I teach and research. I am a burlesque dancer, which means I do not strip.”

One of the other prefects chimed in. “You mean there’s a difference? I’ve seen burlesque, you’re still practically naked.”

“Classily undressed, would be a better description.” Cassie answered. “Where I work is very classy and tasteful and they don’t like being stereotyped like that. Very unlike many of the burlesque houses today. We pride ourselves on that. There is also a dinner theater should one choose dinner and a show.”

“But you still dance half naked” another prefect asked.

Tyler chose that moment to add his two cents. “I heard her on the phone talking about strippers and how she could out dance any stripper around.”

Cassie thought a moment, trying to remember that conversation. Shit. She remembered. “It seems that Tyler only heard part of that conversation. My manager told me that a troupe of professional strippers were trying to get the company to let them perform. When they were turned down, they filed a discrimination suit. I told him somewhere in that conversation, I could out dance any stripper anywhere, fully clothed, and if they didn’t like being turned down, we could have a dance challenge anywhere but GalUp. That is what that little twit heard, but only chose to tell one part of the story.” Cassie glared at Tyler.

The only female prefect looked disgusted as she spoke. “Stripper or not, it is an improper vocation for a teaching member of our staff to have. What if one of your students or our alumni were to see you? How would we explain your state of public indecency to them?”
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