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What Reviewers Say About Gun Brooke’s Work

Treason

“The adventure was edge-of-your-seat levels of
gripping and exciting…I really enjoyed this final addition to the
Exodus series and particularly liked the ending. As always it was a
very well written book.”—Melina Bickard, Librarian, Waterloo
Library (UK)

Insult to Injury

“This novel tugged at my heart all the way, much the
same way as Coffee Sonata. It’s a story of
new beginnings, of rediscovering oneself, of trusting again (both
others and oneself).”—Jude in the Stars

“If you love a good, slow-burn romantic novel, then
grab this book.”—Rainbow Reflections

“[A] light romance that left me with just the right
amount of ‘aw shucks’ at the end.”—C-Spot Reviews

“I was glad to see a disabled lead for a change, and
I enjoyed the author’s style—the book was written in the first
person alternating between the main characters and I felt that gave
me more insight into each character and their motivations.”—Melina
Bickard, Librarian, Waterloo Library (UK)

Wayworn Lovers

“Wayworn Lovers is a super dramatic, angsty
read, very much in line with Brooke’s other contemporary romances.
…I’m definitely in the ‘love them’ camp.”—Lesbian
Review

Thorns of the Past

“What I really liked from the offset is that Brooke
steered clear of the typical butch PI with femme damsel in distress
trope. Both main characters are what I would call ordinary
women—they both wear suits for work, they both dress down in
sweatpants and sweatshirts in the evening. As a result, I instantly
found it a lot easier to relate, and connect with both. Each of
their pasts hold dreadful memories and pain, and the passages where
they opened up to each other about those events were very
moving.”—Rainbow Reviews

“I loved the romance between Darcy and Sabrina and
the story really carried it well, with each of them learning that
they have a safe haven with the other.”—Lesbian Review

Escape: Exodus Book Three

“I’ve been a keen follower of the Exodus series for a
while now and I was looking forward to the latest installment. It
didn’t disappoint. The action was edge-of-your-seat thrilling,
especially towards the end, with several threats facing the Exodus
mission. Some very intriguing subplots were introduced, and I look
forward to reading more about these in the next book.”—Melina
Bickard, Librarian, Waterloo Library, London (UK)

Pathfinder

“I love Gun Brooke. She has successfully merged two
of my reading loves: lesfic and sci-fi.”—Inked Rainbow
Reads

Soul Unique

“This is the first book that Gun Brooke has written
in a first person perspective, and that was 100% the correct
choice. She avoids the pitfalls of trying to tell a story about
living with an autism spectrum disorder that she’s never
experienced, instead making it the story of someone who falls in
love with a person living with Asperger’s. …Soul
Unique is her best. It was an ambitious project that turned
out beautifully. I highly recommend it.”—Lesbian
Review

“Yet another success from Gun Brooke. The premise is
interesting, the leads are likeable and the supporting characters
are well-developed. The first person narrative works well, and I
really enjoyed reading about a character with Asperger’s.”—Melina
Bickard, Librarian, Waterloo Library (London)

Advance: Exodus Book One

“Advance is an exciting space adventure,
hopeful even through times of darkness. The romance and action are
balanced perfectly, interesting the audience as much in the fleet’s
mission as in Dael and Spinner’s romance. I’m looking forward to
the next book in the series!”—All Our Worlds: Diverse Fantastic
Fiction

The Blush Factor

“Gun Brooke captures very well the two different
‘worlds’ the two main characters live in and folds this setting
neatly into the story. So, if you are looking for a well-edited,
multi-layered romance with engaging characters this is a great read
and maybe a re-read for those days when comfort food is a
must.”—Lesbians on the Loose

“That was fantastic. It’s so sweet and romantic. Both
women had their own ‘demons’ and they didn’t let anyone be close to
them. But from the moment they met each other everything felt so
natural between them. Their love became so strong in a short time.
Addie’s thoughts threatened her relationship with Ellie but with
her sister’s help she managed to avoid a real
catastrophe…”—Nana’s Book Reviews

The Supreme Constellations Series

“Protector of the Realm has it all; sabotage,
corruption, erotic love and exhilarating space fights. Gun Brooke’s
second novel is forceful with a winning combination of solid
characters and a brilliant plot. The book exemplifies her growth as
inventive storyteller and is sure to garner multiple awards in the
coming year.”—Just About Write

“[Protector of the Realm] is first and foremost a romance, and whilst it has
action and adventure, it is the romance that drives it. The book
moves along at a cracking pace, and there is much happening
throughout to make it a good page-turner. The action sequences are
very well done, and make for an adrenaline rush.”—Lesbian
Review

“Brooke is an amazing author. Never have I read a
book where I started at the top of the page and don’t know what
will happen two paragraphs later. She keeps the excitement going,
and the pages turning.”—Family and Friends Magazine

Fierce Overture

“Gun Brooke creates memorable characters, and Noelle
and Helena are no exception. Each woman is ‘more than meets the
eye’ as each exhibits depth, fears, and longings. And the sexual
tension between them is real, hot, and raw.”—Just About
Write

September Canvas

“In this character-driven story, trust is earned and
secrets are uncovered. Deanna and Faythe are fully fleshed out and
prove to the reader each has much depth, talent, wit and
problem-solving abilities. September Canvas is a good read
with a thoroughly satisfying conclusion.”—Just About
Write

Sheridan’s Fate—Lambda Literary
Award Finalist

“Sheridan’s fire and Lark’s warm embers are enough to
make this book sizzle. Brooke, however, has gone beyond the
wonderful emotional explorations of these characters to tell the
story of those who, for various reasons, become differently-abled.
Whether it is a bullet, an illness, or a problem at birth, many
women and men find themselves in Sheridan’s situation. Her courage
and Lark’s gentleness and determination send this romance into a
‘must read.’”—Just About Write

Coffee Sonata

“In Coffee Sonata, the lives of these four
women become intertwined. In forming friendships and love, closets
and disabilities are discussed, along with differences in age and
backgrounds. Love and friendship are areas filled with complexity
and nuances. Brooke takes her time to savor the complexities while
her main characters savor their excellent cups of coffee. If you
enjoy a good love story, a great setting, and wonderful characters,
look for Coffee Sonata at your favorite gay and lesbian
bookstore.”—Family & Friends Magazine

“Each of these characters is intriguing, attractive
and likeable, but they are heartbreaking, too, as the reader soon
learns when their pasts and their deeply buried secrets are slowly
and methodically revealed. Brooke does not give the reader
predictable plot points, but builds a fascinating set of subplots
and surprises around the romances.”—L-word.com
Literature

Course of Action

“Brooke’s words capture the intensity of their
growing relationship. Her prose throughout the book is breathtaking
and heart-stopping. Where have you been hiding, Gun Brooke? I, for
one, would like to see more romances from this
author.”—Independent Gay Writer

“The setting created by Brooke is a glimpse into that
fantasy world of celebrity and high rollers, escapist to be sure,
but witnessing the relationship develop between Carolyn and Annelie
is well worth the trip. As the reader progresses, the trappings
become secondary to the characters’ desire to reach goals both
professional and personal.”—Midwest Book Review
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Chapter One

It wasn’t the first time Darian Tennen literally ran
into someone, but the last time it happened, she was chasing a
criminal scumbag, and it had been more of a full body slam than an
accidental collision caused by rounding a corner too fast.

“Oh!” a husky female voice called out just before
Darian was knocked over and ended up on her ass on the flagstone
floor.

“Shit!” Darian could feel the ache from her tailbone
sing through her spine all the way to the base of her skull. Around
her, she saw droves of loose printed pages. Dazed, she looked over
at the person she had collided with, and what little breath she had
left whooshed from her lungs. A woman with strawberry-blond hair
and bright-green eyes sat on the floor in front of her. Dressed in
a pistachio skirt suit, she was perfectly poised, as if she were
taking part in a Sunday picnic. Except for the fact that her hair
hung in tousled locks around her shoulders, nobody would have
guessed she had just taken a tumble.

“Damn it,” Darian muttered. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine, despite your best efforts to kill us
both,” the woman said, her throaty voice sending shivers through
Darian—until her words registered.

“Hey. I wasn’t the one carrying such a heap of
documents that I couldn’t see where I was going.” Darian groaned
and began to get up on her knees. “I was in a hurry, though,” she
confessed grudgingly. “Sorry.”

Moving lithely into a crouch, the elegant woman
began gathering the scattered documents. “Apology accepted.”

Ah. Ms. Strawberry-Blonde wasn’t going to offer an
apology in return.

“Let me help you.” Darian could hear her grandmother
Camilla’s voice in her head. “Four things, Darian. Never assume. Be
a gentlewoman. When someone shows you their true colors—believe
them. And don’t take any crap from anyone.”

“What brings you to the town hall? You’re not from
around here.” Ms. Strawberry-Blonde had moved farther away and bent
on all four to coax some papers out from behind an old-fashioned
radiator.

Darian blinked. How could she know this? “My name’s
Darian Tennen. I came to visit the library. My grandmother was born
here. We just moved back, and we need copies of the blueprints of
her house. As far as I understand, the library also handles the
town hall archives.”

“You understand correctly.” Turning around in a
graceful pirouette, which was quite the feat since she was
crouching on four-inch heels, Ms. Strawberry-Blonde extended her
hand. “I’m Samantha Pike, head librarian. It’s me you want for that
research.”

Nearly choking at Samantha’s revelation, Darian
managed to turn it into a cough. “Nice to meet you. Well, now that
we both survived.”

Samantha gave a quick smile. “Oh, I assure you, Ms.
Tennen, that it takes a lot more than this to injure me.” She
paused for a few moments, frowning. “However, you seemed to take a
worse tumble. I think I should be asking you if you’re all right.”

“Never better,” Darian lied. Her ass was smarting,
and her tailbone had now gone numb. Great. “I hope you can help me
with the blueprints though. My gran’s house is in decent condition,
considering how old it is, but it needs renovating, and I want to
make sure I don’t run into trouble since I’ll be doing the work.
And it’s Detective Tennen.”

“You’re a police officer.” Samantha looked
surprised. “Are you joining Chief Billings’s office?”

“I’m on an extended leave of absence from LAPD, so
no. I’m just helping Gran until her house is in good shape and she
settles in and reconnects to her hometown.”

Gathering the last of the papers, Samantha stood.
Darian did her best to stand up without groaning in pain.

“I was just going to have a cup of coffee. You’re
welcome to join me. I can take some notes about the house in the
meantime.” Samantha pointed at the corridor she’d just come from.
“I need to print these again anyway.”

Darian winced. “Sorry again.”

“No matter. So?”

Drawing a blank first, Darian then nodded. “I’d love
some coffee. I spent most of the morning in the slightly creepy
basement of Gran’s house.”

Motioning for Darian to follow her, Samantha walked
with long strides that made her hips move discreetly, but oh, God,
this woman was sexy in an understated way. Perhaps Dennamore had
more to offer than she’d thought at first glance.

When she had driven up to the parking lot of the
impressive building, she’d thought the town hall looked like
something out of an old Frankenstein movie. Made from dark,
chiseled stones, it sat at the far end of the square. Small shops
framed the square on the other three sides, much like any American
small town had looked in the 1950s. Darian had pointed it out to
her grandmother the first time she saw it, and Camilla had merely
shrugged and said something about the people of Dennamore being
particular about traditions. For a female, gay cop, that mindset
didn’t sound entirely promising.

“When was this built?” Darian gestured to the
building surrounding them as they walked toward the library’s
double doors.

“In 1788-1790. It took them a while to transport the
stones from the closest quarry. Before then, a large log structure
sat where the library is now.” Samantha dropped the papers into a
large bin next to the reception desk. A young man sat in front of a
laptop at one of the tables in the wide center aisle, and the sound
made him jump.

“Oh, goodness, Carl. Didn’t think it’d be that
loud.” Samantha placed a hand on Carl’s shoulder. “Wi-fi working
all right today?”

“Yes. Ms. Pike. I can even listen to music, for
once.” Carl grinned and looked over at Darian. “Hello.”

“Carl, this is Darian Tennen. Detective Tennen, this
is Carl. He’s a senior in high school.”

“Hence the frantic way I’m trying to force knowledge
into my brain at the last minute.” Carl rolled his eyes
dramatically. “Not sure if it’s going to work.” He studied Darian
carefully. “You a returnee?” he asked.

“Excuse me?” Darian frowned. “A returnee? What’s
that?”

“Don’t be nosy, Carl.” Samantha pointed at his
screen. “Keep at it.”

“Yes, Ms. Pike,” Carl said, looking good-naturedly
chastised.

“My office is over here.” Samantha pointed to an
open oak door to the far-right side. As they walked between the
tall shelves, all made from the same wood as the door and walls,
Darian felt dwarfed. Each bookshelf had a sliding ladder to reach
the top shelves. This didn’t look like any library she had ever
visited.

Samantha’s office consisted of a desk and cabinets
from the same darkened oak wood as the rest of the interior. A
leather desk chair looked almost as old as the rest of the
furniture, its tall backrest making it resemble an ornate throne.
Samantha sat down and pointed to the visitors’ chair, also made
from oak and leather, but not as impressive. Darian sat down,
wincing again at the stinging sensation from her tailbone.

After waking up her computer, Samantha tapped in a
few commands. “All right, Detective Tennen—”

“Darian, please.” Cringing at any formality, Darian
hoped Samantha wasn’t a stickler for such things. She looked like
she might be, especially surrounded by this centuries-old
interior.

“Then please call me Samantha.” Samantha nodded and
managed to look regal as well as friendly.

“Not Sam?” Darian had her hopes up.

“No.”

All right then. “Got it.”

“Address of your grandmother’s house?” Samantha kept
typing as she spoke.

“Brynden 4. It’s belonged to the Wells family for
more than two hundred years, Gran says, and…”

Samantha stopped typing and stared at Darian.
“Brynden 4. You’re sure?”

Taken aback, Darian nodded. “Of course, I’m sure. I
had my coffee in the old kitchen this morning.”

“I apologize. It’s just…that house has been sitting
empty for more than fifty years.” Tapping at her keyboard again,
Samantha now looked completely interested. “Here we are. Brynden 4.
Owner, Camilla Tennen. Good. I have a code for where the blueprints
are stored in our archives.” She paused and leaned back in her
chair. “I know the firm that’s been taking care of the maintenance
of the house and yard. They do that for several of the original
homes that are still waiting for the owners, or their heirs, to
return.”

Return. Returnee? The word
the boy, Carl, had mentioned popped up in Darian’s mind. “I never
understood why Gran didn’t just sell it after fifty years in LA.
Well, until she started talking about how she had to return here.
That was five years ago.”

“Ah. Yes. A common thing for someone born in this
town. Either we stay, or we come back.” A shadow passed across
Samantha’s face. “What took your grandmother so long, if her desire
to move back began only five years ago?”

“I have no idea. No matter what, she talked so much
about Dennamore, I started feeling the same way, and I’ve never set
foot here. For some reason, I was suddenly curious to see her
hometown. Experience it, you know.” And it had not been a case of
mere curiosity, Darian admitted to herself. Half a year ago, almost
from one day to the next, Darian knew she had to help her
grandmother move home and that she had to go with her, at least for
a while. The fact that her father hadn’t lived long enough to see
his mother’s home was part of her urge too. Nobody but Darian had a
reason to inherit Gran’s house in Dennamore.

“I’ve heard that from other people as well. Only a
month ago, someone returned who was a third-generation Dennamore
resident. He was almost ninety.” Samantha scribbled something on a
piece of paper. “Why don’t we head down to the basement together?
It’s not open to the public, but since I’m going down there anyway,
you’re welcome to join me.” She stepped over to a mirror that hung
just inside the door and deftly put her hair up in a low twist.
“Better,” she said after smoothing it.

Darian wasn’t so sure. Yes, the updo was elegant and
suited Samantha, but the loose hair around her shoulders had looked
fantastic. “Sounds interesting. This place is growing on me,
despite it being so far from civilization.”

“We are quite self-contained here,” Samantha said as
they walked through the library and out into the hallway. Her heels
made a slightly eerie echoing sound against the flagstone floor.
“Which is a blessing, as you may have noticed there’s only one way
in and out of here.”

“Yes. It’s like being in a bowl, surrounded by
mountains.” Darian noticed that they were the same height, but she
probably had well over fifteen pounds on the slender woman next to
her. Loving to work out and go for a run at all hours, Darian had
also taken martial-arts classes of different kinds. Samantha might
look more delicate, but Darian hadn’t forgotten how agile the woman
had proved to be when she, completely unfazed, rose from the floor
earlier.

Samantha stopped by the stairwell behind the front
desk. “It’s down this way.” She walked ahead of Darian down the
worn steps, also made from flagstones, their steps echoing between
the now stone-clad walls. Darian noticed how the wall sconces
looked like torches from ancient times. Was this part of the
aesthetic? They reinforced the gothic feel of the structure, and
the only other place that had ever given Darian such a vibe was a
theme park she’d visited as a child.

Samantha led her down two sets of stairs, which made
Darian wonder how deep the basement of the town hall actually went.
Wasn’t the building resting on bedrock? How the hell had people
managed to dig, or blast, space for a basement in the late
1700s?

Stopping in front of a massive oak—again—door,
Samantha produced an impressive key and turned it in an
ancient-looking lock. She also punched in a six-digit code before
opening it. The smell indicated old books and papers, not moldy,
but dusty. Samantha pulled at a thin chain hanging to the left of
the door opening, and fluorescent lights flickered before they
stabilized and lit up the room.

Darian gaped. If the fact that this old structure
had a two-story basement within the bedrock had baffled her a
minute ago, the size of this room rendered her speechless. It
seemed to go on forever and was filled with cabinets, shelves,
desks, and a tall ceiling that explained why they had to walk down
so far.

“Holy crap.” Darian turned to Samantha. “Is this for
real? This…how can this even exist here?”

Samantha smiled indulgently. “I know. The first time
I came down here with my great-aunt Tara—I think I was ten years
old—I decided to become a librarian just so I could help research
these materials.”

“These materials” didn’t fully cover the items she
saw—the large rolls of paper, the books, and whatever lurked in the
back of this room. No, hall. Somehow, someone had chiseled, or
blasted, an enormous hall under the structure that looked
impressive from the outside but was nothing compared to these
archives.

“How can you find anything in here?” Darian felt
stupid for asking, but to her it seemed impossible to even know
where to begin.

“My great-aunt Tara, who was the previous librarian,
started digitizing the catalogues of everything here in the
eighties on a very simple computer, and when she retired, I took
over and kept going. I’ve completed most of the ledgers, but the
papers and objects in the far back will keep me busy for years to
come. Fortunately, the blueprints and historical documents
regarding houses and structures in Dennamore have been fully
digitized for years. Over here, please.” Flicking her fingers for
Darian to follow her, Samantha showed the way to a more modern part
of the large hall. Here, two stationary computers sat, each with
their own twenty-six-inch screen, and to the right of them stood a
large A3 laser printer.

“Let me pull up the file.” Samantha sat down and
began typing.

“Why couldn’t you do this from upstairs?” Darian sat
on the other chair next to Samantha.

“Oh, that. These computers aren’t linked. We are
quite careful with our historical items and records. These two
computers hold all the information, but there’s no access via any
intranet or internet.”

This sparked even more interest. “Why is that?”

Samantha sent Darian a look through narrowed eyes.
“It’s in our local rules and regulations.”

“Ah. I see.” Darian really didn’t but kept quiet and
merely observed how Samantha pulled up the information she needed.
After she tapped in a few commands, the quite impressive printer
whirred and began producing the documents. To Darian’s surprise,
the blueprints of her grandmother’s house were not done in a style
she’d seen before. Instead, the printer created what looked like an
amazing old artwork. In full color, she saw the floor plan, the
exteriors from all angles, even from above, done in the style of
some Leonardo da Vinci facsimiles she had seen at an exhibition
when she was a kid.

“Wow,” Darian said, carefully pulling the floor-plan
document closer by pinching the corner. “I…I didn’t expect this.
It’s fantastic.” She glanced up at Samantha, who was switching off
the screen. “I assume you scanned some really old document?”

“We did. The originals are kept in a secure area
where the temperature is set to keep mold away and help them not
age.” Samantha came over and examined the printed copies. “These
turned out all right.” She tapped the sheet showing the front
exterior. “I have always dreamed of seeing one more of the original
homes of Dennamore. It’s a beautiful house.”

To Darian, her grandmother’s home looked mostly like
a lot of hard work on her part, getting it in working order. “I
suppose. I’m afraid to turn on a light in there. The wiring is
ancient.”

“The house has been maintained, but nothing’s been
altered,” Samantha said and began rolling the prints up. She took a
cardboard tube from a box behind the printer, and after carefully
inserting the documents into the tube, she placed a lid in each
end. “Compliments of the library. Here you are.”

“Thank you.” Darian’s fingers accidentally grazed
Samantha’s as she accepted the tube, which was a mistake. The way
her fingertips tingled made Darian want to groan out loud. She had
no time for any sort of flirtation, let alone some fling. She
eventually would return to LA and her job as a homicide
detective.

“My pleasure.” Motioning for the door, Samantha
walked Darian out of the amazing hall, causing a surprising sense
of disappointment. What she wouldn’t have given to be allowed to
explore some of the documents. Darian had always wanted to know
more of her father’s family, but even if her grandmother had raised
her, she knew only the basics. Orphaned at age eight, she
remembered some things of her parents, but it was like the memories
were still images in black and white. Gran had been both mom and
dad to her these last twenty-one years, and Darian adored her.

As they reached the foyer where the security guard
now was in place behind the desk, and men and women milled back and
forth between the office wing and the entrance, Darian impulsively
turned to Samantha. “You said you were curious about Gran’s house.
Would you like to come and have a tour before we start renovating?
We’re not planning to do anything crazy, just make it safe and so
on, but still.” Darian fired off a smile that usually worked on the
ladies.

Samantha raised her eyebrows. “Really? Would Ms.
Tennen agree to that?”

“Are you kidding? Gran thrives on meeting new
people. She’d love to have you over.” Perhaps she was losing her
touch, as it seemed that Samantha appeared more eager to see the
house than about the invitation per se.

“Well, if you’re sure?”

“You free tonight? We’re ordering in food as the
stove looks like it might explode if we try to switch it on,”
Darian said.

“That’s very generous. Thank you.” Samantha laced
her hands in front of her.

“Seven? That okay?”

“Seven is perfect.” Samantha nodded and then pulled
a card from her jacket pocket. “Here’s my card if something comes
up.”

“Thanks. And here’s mine.”

“Thank you.”

After walking out of the town-hall building, Darian
couldn’t stop thinking about the huge archive in the basement.
Something about it thrilled her, and she kept trying to come up
with reasons why Samantha needed to let her in there again.

Also, Samantha Pike had to be the most stunning
woman Darian had ever met. It wasn’t just her classic features, but
the way she spoke and carried herself. Where the hell did some
women learn to walk like that—as if they floated on air in those
impossible heels. Darian looked down at her sneakers. She was a
casual dresser unless she was working. As a detective, she could
wear a leather jacket, black slacks, and black loafers. Some of her
peers preferred suits, but secretly, Darian referred to them as FBI
wannabes. If, on top of everything else, they wore black pilot
sunglasses, it was definitely a fitting description.

Getting into her car, Darian placed the tube on the
passenger seat. She was excited about showing its contents to Gran.
It had to be hard to return after fifty years and try to find
something, and someone, to reconnect with. Gran had slept a lot
since they arrived in Dennamore. Darian had driven them across the
country from LA since Gran hated flying, and it was little wonder
that Gran was still exhausted. As soon as she was ready to go for
walks or drives, surely, they’d run into someone she used to know.
If nothing else, they could probably ask Samantha about people of
Gran’s generation tonight.

Pulling out into the modest traffic, Darian glanced
at the tube holding the prints. “Great. I’m going to be working my
ass off these upcoming months.” Strangely, when she said it aloud,
it didn’t seem like such a chore. She was doing this for Gran, and
she might just have a chance at a peek at that library and the
archive, if she was lucky.

Smiling now, Darian drove along beautiful Main
Street on her way home to Gran. She couldn’t wait to tell her about
Samantha.


Chapter Two

True to her nature, Samantha didn’t bother much with
the full-length mirror, as she always dressed in a similar way.
After merely a quick glance to make sure her lipstick hadn’t
smeared and that her hair, now in a loose twist, looked all right,
she stepped out of her small house at the edge of the forest
covering the western part of the mountain chain. Her childhood
home, a small house originally built in the 1920s, had been added
to several times, making it unique. Samantha loved her home. Every
piece of furniture and most of the items within its walls held so
much history and so many memories for her. She did possess a
flat-screen television and a computer, but those were the only
items belonging to the twenty-first century. Even the kitchen range
and washing machine were older than that. This was not unheard of
in Dennamore. Skilled handymen and craftsmen, or women, kept the
traditional homes in good shape. The newer homes, of course, had
all the equipment young people normally demanded.

It was a lovely summer evening, and Samantha had
already decided to walk to Brynden 4, the Tennen residence. It had
been very generous of Darian to invite her to her grandmother’s
home of local fame. Samantha hoped it would sit well with Camilla
Tennen to have a surprise guest for dinner. At the same time,
Samantha was honest enough with herself to know that she would
never have been able to decline the invitation since she’d wanted
to explore the house for years.

As she made her way down the road toward the
outskirts of Dennamore, Samantha pulled off her light-yellow
cardigan and draped it on her arm. It was quite humid this evening,
and she didn’t want to arrive all sweaty and rumpled. Her white,
short-sleeve blouse was flattering with its lace collar, and the
tan slacks went with most tops in her closet. Giving in to comfort,
Samantha wore two-inch-heel white pumps. The open toe made them
comfortable in the warm weather. It continually baffled tourists in
this area how Dennamore always held an even temperature, albeit on
par with the current season. In summer, the average daytime
temperature stayed around 78 F. The other seasons were also
remarkably even. Scientists explained that the phenomenon was
caused by Denna Lake toward the south. The same scientists had long
tried to gain access to the lake by petitioning the Elder Council
but had always been denied. As curious as Samantha was about every
secretive detail of her hometown, she was glad no small submarine
would disturb the ecosystem.

Samantha nodded at an older man coming to a halt
next to her on the sidewalk. “Good evening, Chief Walker. Heading
out to get those last rays of the sun in the west, I see?” She
indicated his camera, which looked almost as old as Geoff Walker
himself, former chief of police turned avid amateur
photographer.

“Aye, Ms. Pike. And in a week from now, I’ll be all
set up to catch the lake lights.”

Samantha smiled. She looked forward to the festival
next week. The Lake Light Festival drew big crowds, the Dennamore
inhabitants joined by the neighboring towns and villages, and even
people from out of state, for the two nights this time of year when
the lake would sparkle. Its beauty was enough to make a person
cry.

“I’ll be there too.” Samantha always took every
opportunity to promote the library and to talk to the oldest
population in Dennamore, who might not normally be out and about in
a casual way.

“Where are you off to this fine evening?” Chief
Walker hoisted the case holding his tripod.

“I’m having dinner with some returnees.” Samantha
could see this comment sparked his interest.

“Yes? Who’s come back this time?” He took a step
closer, lowering his voice. “Anyone we’ve heard of?”

“I’d say so. Tennen. Brynden 4.” If Walker hadn’t
been the much-loved chief of police for thirty years, Samantha
wouldn’t have volunteered any information.

“I’ll be dammed. Camilla has returned?” Walker
rubbed his goatee. “I knew the day would come, and to be truthful,
I had hoped it would come much sooner.” He shrugged, his eyes
suddenly holding a distant expression. “Better late than never, I
suppose.”

“Do you know Ms. Tennen?” Curious, Samantha wished
she’d have more time to talk to Walker.

“I knew her as Camilla Wells. She’s five years older
than me, but, oh yes, I knew her. She was friends with my older
sister, and I, along with every other boy in Dennamore, had a crush
on her.”

Samantha thought of Darian, wiry and strong, and
with a face that was more handsome than pretty—which made her
enigmatically beautiful. Hearing Chief Walker speak about Camilla
Tennen with such longing in this tone, Samantha was even more
interested in learning about the newest returnees. “Well, I won’t
keep you and make you miss the sunset, Chief.” Samantha patted his
arm. “Don’t forget to show me the best ones, as usual.”

“Don’t worry. I’m just happy anyone is interested in
my photos at all.” Walker saluted Samantha. “Give Camilla my
best.”

“I will.”

Samantha walked the last blocks and then found
herself unable to move for a moment as she took in the sight of
Brynden 4. Someone, a gardener no doubt, had removed some of the
ivy clinging to the log walls. The deep-set windows sparkled in the
last sun rays, and the carefully pruned fruit trees framed the
house. A simple flagstone path led to the double front door. The
house looked small from the street, but Samantha knew it stretched
far into the backyard, which was one of the biggest in
Dennamore.

Opening the gate, she noticed that the fence had
received a fresh coat of white paint, and the upkeep made her
smile. Whenever a returnee came back, it was a lovely sight when
they began restoring their family homes.

The right half of the double door opened, and Darian
stepped out onto the small porch. The roof cast a shadow across
her, but Samantha could still make out her broad smile. As she came
closer, she saw the smile reflected in Darian’s cognac-colored
eyes. Some might simply call them brown, but that would be too
easy. They had a different, special hue that gave them a liquid
appearance.

“Welcome. Glad you could make it,” Darian said and
motioned for Samantha to step inside. “Please be careful around the
cables and ladders. I’m trying to find out how many layers of
wallpaper there are, and what shape they’re in, but it’s driving me
a little crazy.”

“My pleasure. Truly.” Samantha looked around the
foyer. A perfect square, it had one door on each wall. In one
corner, she saw a coatrack and hung her cardigan there. Another
corner boasted a full-length mirror, but the rest of it was indeed
littered with cables, work lights, and two ladders. It had a tall
ceiling, at least twenty feet, and a winding cast-iron staircase
led to a mezzanine on the far wall.

“It’s amazing.” Samantha did a slow pivot to take it
all in. “Thank you for having me, Darian.”’

“Ah, so this is the lovely Samantha,” a clear voice
said from the left, and Samantha turned to greet her hostess. Tall,
willowy, with glowing white hair piled on top of her head in the
most elaborate of hairdos, a stunningly beautiful woman gazed
keenly at her. “I’m Camilla Tennen. Welcome to Brynden.” Camilla
extended her hand, and the gesture was so regal, Samantha
envisioned some knight in armor kneeling to kiss it. She took it
firmly, but also with care, because the swollen joints suggested
that Camilla Tennen suffered from some form of arthritis.

“I’m so pleased to meet you, Ms. Tennen—”

“Camilla.” Camilla’s blue eyes glittered.

“Thank you. Camilla. And yes, I’m Samantha.” How old
was Camilla? Walker said she was five years older than him, and he
was at least seventy. Camilla looked sixty, if that.

“Join us in the parlor. We have a lot to do there,
but it’s clean and fresh at least. I mean, the people in charge of
the maintenance while I was gone have done a great job, but when a
house isn’t lived in, things happen.”

“Yes. That’s true.” Samantha followed Camilla into
the parlor and could tell that it needed some upgrades, but the old
furniture was still beautiful. Framed in wood, they were carved by
a master carpenter, so ornate and perfect, you’d think they were
made in a modern CNC wood carving machine. The fabric on top of the
upholstery was worn and faded though.

“We’re keeping the furniture. Just need some new
fabrics and more…um…padding.” Darian sat down and grimaced.
“They’re a little hard for my taste.”

“Because your old couch in LA was more like a padded
hammock,” Camilla said and chuckled. “But I agree. We need to
modernize them very carefully.”

Bookshelves lined the room and were filled. “Does
this room serve as a library too?” Samantha asked, tipping her head
back to see the top shelves.

“Nah, not quite,” Darian said and shook her head. “I
thought so too when I first got here. But the real library is
upstairs, to the left. This is the surplus, you could say.”

“Are they catalogued?” Samantha’s fingers were
itching.

“No idea.” Darian looked at her grandmother. “Are
they?”

“Some of the shelves upstairs are. I remember that
much. The books down here…I doubt it.” Returning her focus to
Samantha, Camilla tilted her head. “You’re a librarian. Would you
be interested in taking a look one day? I’ll pay you for your
trouble, of course.”

“I wouldn’t dream of taking your money for the
privilege.” Samantha was shocked. “If you let me peruse your
shelves and create a small catalogue, that would be payment in
itself.”

Darian glowed. “Told you, Gran.”

Samantha raised her eyebrows. “Excuse me?”

“Darian, using her detective skills no doubt, was
certain you’d jump at the chance to browse through our books.”
Camilla gave Darian a mock scowl. “And she’s insufferable when
she’s right.”

“Well, she is in this instance.” Samantha leaned
back into her chair. “I’ve dreamed of
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