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

“I found the characters very likable and the plot
compelling. I loved watching their relationship grow. From their
first meeting, they’re impressed and intrigued by each other. This
matures into an easy friendship, and from there into dancing,
kisses, and more. …I’m looking forward to seeing the rest of the
series!”—All Our Worlds: Diverse Fantastic
Fiction

 


 


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
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the fleet’s mission as in Dael and Spinner’s romance. I’m looking
forward to the next book in the series!”—All Our
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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
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her sister’s help she managed to avoid a real
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About Write

“[Protector of the
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“In this character-driven story, trust is earned and
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“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
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“If you enjoy a good love story, a great setting, and
wonderful characters, look for Coffee
Sonata at your favorite gay and lesbian
bookstore.”—MegaScene

“Award-winning author Gun Brooke has given us another
delightful romance with Coffee Sonata. I
was so totally immersed in this story that I read it in one
sitting.”—Just About Write

 


 


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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Prologue

The hedge provided enough cover as Holly Crowe made
her way along the dark residential street of Dennamore, where she
had grown up after she was adopted as a baby. The houses on both
sides of the street were dark, which suited her fine. This was her
guilty pleasure, and she wasn’t about to share it with anyone or,
God forbid, answer questions about why she was out in the middle of
the night, carrying a large backpack and an even bigger bag.

Heading north toward the meadows, the large open
area between two mountains, she had to switch on her flashlight.
She kept it on low and turned to the ground, secure in the
knowledge that no one else up this late would spot her. She passed
the deep lake before she reached the beginning of the meadows. She
had stood by the lake and watched the yearly light phenomenon. Now
it was still and black, like a dark eye among the tall pine
trees.

Holly glanced up at the sky, grinning because it was
the clearest night in a long time. With not a cloud in sight, the
stars literally twinkled at her. Reaching the perfect perch between
the lake and the meadows, she found her favorite level spot and
began setting up her state-of-the-art telescope. She hummed just
under her breath as she attached her DSLR camera to the telescope
and fiddled with the settings. She hoped to snap some beautiful
space photos for the web store she owned, which had become quite
successful over the past years. It was a welcome change from her
work as a published author and researcher. Social and political
science was her other love, and she had become famous among her
peers after publishing five award-winning books. No one, however,
knew the esteemed Holly Crowe spent at least one night outside
every week to secretly photograph the vastness of space.

Unfolding the camping stool she used when sitting at
her telescope, she began scanning the sky. She kept away from the
new moon, so its light wouldn’t disturb her photos. She would of
course photograph the moon as well, as the people who frequented
her online store always enjoyed images of the lunar cycle.

A faint sound made her stop humming. What was that?
She looked behind her at the distant muted lights from Dennamore,
but no. The sound didn’t come from the town. She turned her head
from side to side, and as the noise grew louder, she could tell it
was originating from the north, from that part of the meadows—until
it changed direction.

She stood so fast, her back smarted. Thundering, her
heart picked up speed. What was that? A hum
so low in frequency she felt it rather than heard it made her skin
tingle. Another sound, more like a reverberating tone than anything
else, erupted behind her and seemed to impossibly come from the
lake.

“What the fu—” The lake went from black and
reflecting the distant stars to being filled with bright green and
yellow flickering lights. This was impossible. Nothing like this
had ever been reported. The Lake Lights happened in August each
year on the same exact days, even, which somehow no one in
Dennamore questioned. And now—here they were, more ablaze than she
had ever seen them before.

She was so shocked, it took a few moments to react.
Tearing her camera off the telescope, she changed the settings and
began photographing. As the lights began to fade, she merely stood
there, trying to wrap her mind around what had just happened. Had
this taken place before? What were the odds of it happening without
anyone noticing? She couldn’t be the first late-night wanderer to
roam these parts.

The low hum reached her once more, this time from
the northeast. She glanced at the lake, but it was dark and still
again. Turning back, she drew a deep breath that didn’t seem to
reach her lungs. Below her, about seventy yards out on the meadow,
a glowing rectangle had appeared. The hum rose to a low growl, and
the air above it seemed to flicker. Raising her camera, she zoomed
in and set it to video mode. She had the presence of mind to rest
her hands against the top of the telescope to steady herself, which
was necessary, as she was shaking.

The air stilled—and there it was. An elongated
triangular vessel hovered above the glowing surface beneath it.
Made from what looked like metal, it boasted small glowing lights
that emphasized an intricate pattern. Slowly it began to descend,
and the rectangle, which she now realized was an opening in the
ground eventually swallowed it. The opening began to close, and
soon she was alone with the stars again.

Slowly, she sat down on the camping stool, switching
off her camera’s video function. Pulling up the menu, she played
back what she’d captured. No. She hadn’t imagined it. A sort of
ship, or aircraft, had landed on the meadow in Dennamore or,
rather, been swallowed up by it. What was going on? Some secret
military facility? Or an equally secret civilian research?

Snorting, she knew she wouldn’t take any more photos
of the stars and the moon this particular night. She packed up her
telescope but hooked the camera strap around her neck. If something
else showed up in the sky as she walked back to her house, she
wanted to be prepared. Tomorrow she planned to return and explore
the area on the meadow.


Chapter One

Samantha Pike maneuvered Speeder
One as if it were second nature to her by now. The massive
alien shuttle was immensely graceful as it glided over the
Adirondack treetops, dipped, and kept an altitude of forty feet
while crossing the meadows. She navigated to the concealed hatch in
the ground that opened only after she gave the command, making it
possible to hover for a moment and then descend into the chute that
led to the tunnel hidden beneath the town, excavated by the aliens
who founded Dennamore in the late 1700s.

Samantha still marveled that she knew exactly how to
operate the complex computer system and the physical levers.
Speeder One obeyed her every command
seamlessly, as if the shuttle were an extension of her body and
mind.

“That has to be the smoothest landing yet,” Darian
Tennen, former LA cop, said from behind her. “Your hands literally
danced over the controls.”

“I know. It’s as if my body just knows.” Samantha
turned and smiled toward Darian. As amazing as locating ancient,
fully functioning alien space shuttles in her hometown of Dennamore
was, on a personal level, meeting Darian back in the late summer
seemed even more incredible.

“Muscle memory, combined with your neural
interface.” Darian bent and kissed Samantha’s cheek. “We wouldn’t
even be here if they hadn’t given us a crash course in being
aliens.”

Samantha raised her hand and felt under her hair,
just at the nape of her neck, where the NIEC—the Neural Interface
Expertise Connector—a small metal disk, was attached. Its filament
tentacles had woven into her hair and painlessly fused with her
scalp. How they managed to lock on to their user yet were so easy
to remove was still a mystery.

Samantha would never forget when she, as the head
librarian in Dennamore, found them in the basement archives of the
old library: seventy-six metal boxes, all with attached scrolls
containing writings in what looked like code but turned out to be
an alien language. The boxes held the NIECs, and eventually
Samantha and the people she and Darian had invited to help them all
had one. The way the NIECs stimulated their brains baffled her, and
in her case, it allowed her to read the alien language, pilot the
large shuttles, and understand the navigational console. The NIEC
had for some reason decided she was pilot material.

Darian’s NIEC had in turn homed in on her propensity
for law-enforcement work and provided her with everything she
needed to know to function as their chief security officer. Their
youngest member, Carl Hoskins, eighteen, had offered his opinion
that the NIECs operated much like the sorting hat in the famous
Harry Potter books, and Samantha considered it an accurate
assessment. The NIECs tapped into their brains, figured out where
they’d be the most useful, and began infusing them with the
suitable information. It took Samantha a while to realize what was
happening, but now she had accepted that the transfer of knowledge
was becoming permanent over time. Why this obvious manipulation on
a neurological level didn’t freak out her, the born control freak,
was anyone’s guess.

She unbuckled her harness and stood, squeezing
Darian’s hand in passing as she left the helm and walked to the
door. “I have to get quicker when it comes to entering the hatch.
We hovered too long.”

“Too long?” Geoff Walker, the former Dennamore Chief
of Police, now retired, huffed behind her. “You set this baby down
in seconds.” He towered next to her and Darian as they walked out
the door, down the steps, and onto the smooth floor of the
tunnel.

“I just need to do better with each attempt. Once we
find the way into the mothership, I need to be able to fly it.
Aiming for perfection with the speeders is the only way I can
practice.” Samantha frowned, her fear of failure making her
irritated at their attempt at reassurance. “It’s that or my killing
the lot of you if I don’t get it right. It has to be perfect.”

“I know,” Darian said. “So does Walker.” She shot
Walker a look.

Samantha sighed, uncomfortable that Darian felt she
had to smooth things out between her and Walker. She forced herself
to relax. “Of course. And I know you all mean well. It’s just
that…we have pushed back the day when we have to involve more
people from Dennamore in our findings. Not discovering the entrance
to the Velocity, the mothership, is part of
it, but also, I haven’t felt ready. Perhaps those things are
connected? Maybe I can’t feel ready before I’ve learned to master
the controls of the Velocity?”

“Samantha, it’s not all on you. Once we have a full
crew, when more people are connected to the NIECs, more pilots will
be available, and you’ll be their chief. Don’t ask me how I know—I
just do.” Darian’s grandmother, the regal-looking Camilla Tennen,
wheeled up to Samantha in her new electric wheelchair. Her
rheumatoid arthritis had acted up since winter was on its way, and
the new wheelchair allowed her more independence. She and her
personal assistant, Brandon, were the only ones not using the
NIECs, Camilla because of health reasons and Brandon because the
NIECs didn’t work on him. The consensus was that you needed to be a
descendant of the aliens that once settled in the Adirondacks, and
Brandon wasn’t.

“You have a point,” Samantha said while she pushed
the flight suit off her upper body and tied the sleeves around her
waist. “So much has to fall into place before then though.”

“Why don’t we return to Brynden 4 and heat some of
Brandon’s casserole?” Geoff suggested.

Another man his age turned around from where he was
attaching a computer to a sensor on the belly of Speeder One. Phileas Beresford,
who went by Philber, a renowned social anthropologist, shook his
head. “Not yet for me. I need to gather the information from the
flight-computer core and run it through the diagnostic system. That
way, we might just end up with the information we need to unlock
the secret to reaching the Velocity.”

Darian patted Philber’s shoulder. “We’ll save you a
plate. Don’t worry.”

The rest of them began walking to the vehicle,
called a hauler, which sat in the center of the massive, smoothly
chiseled tunnel that was thirty yards wide and approximately three
miles long. At the far end of it, two months ago, they had found
Speeder One and Two. To save time when they did their test flights,
they didn’t move the speeder in use all the way back to the shuttle
bay but kept it by the exit tunnel that led to the meadows.

The hauler was operated by a joystick and held
enough seats to accommodate thirty-some people. Where a windscreen
should have been placed, a screen with transparent data helped the
driver maneuver it securely, as it was also able to tow their
speeder.

After maneuvering Camilla’s wheelchair onto the back
of the hauler, they drove to the first opening in the tunnel wall,
which led to a staircase that took them to Camilla’s house. Built
in the late 1700s, it was one of the few original settlers’ houses
still standing. Walker and Philber also lived in similar houses and
had their own access points to their respective homes.

Brandon easily carried Camilla up the stairs, past
the basement, and entered the newly renovated dining room. He
placed her gently on her chair at the end of the table. Darian
walked up to her grandmother and took her hands.

“You feel a bit cold,” she said quietly as Samantha
joined them.

“Aw, don’t fuss, Darian,” Camilla said, smiling
broadly. “I’ll be warm and toasty in no time. But perhaps bring me
my mohair shawl?”

“I’ll get it,” Samantha said. “Living room?”

“Yes, thank you, dear,” Camilla said.

Returning quickly with the shawl, Samantha found
Darian had left the room. “Where did she go?” Samantha placed the
shawl around Camilla’s narrow shoulders.

“I asked her to bring down the journal. I think
we’re due for some more information. In fact, it might settle you a
bit. I know you’re our fearless leader, but you take on too much of
the responsibility.” Camilla, her gentle voice holding no
criticism, was merely stating the facts as she saw them. “Once we
find the one the NIECs choose to be the captain, your burden will
ease.”

Samantha had given this subject a lot of thought
over the last two months. As much as the others had their
respective roles, she was alone at the helm. Sharing the
responsibility would be a welcome change when that day came. She
just hoped whoever possessed the required qualities would end up
being someone they could relate to and work with.

As they gathered around Brandon’s casserole,
Samantha finally began to relax, looking at the people who were now
as close to her as family. Next to her was Darian, the woman she
could never stop looking at. Her wavy, chocolate-brown hair, almost
always kept in a low ponytail, was rich and shiny. Brown eyes,
which could be flat and penetrating or warm like honey, regarded
the world with equal parts curiosity and suspicion. With a fondness
for running and working out, Darian moved with grace, her physical
strength impressive. So far, they had only kissed. Secretly, on
particularly lonely nights, Samantha wished they had moved their
attraction further along, but they had so much to do and even more
to plan. Between her job as the head librarian and working on the
alien technology, she barely found enough hours to sleep.

Samantha let her gaze travel around the table.
Walker, infatuated with Camilla, his big teenage crush, had
stealthily cut her meat for her. Camilla’s hands were always weaker
in the evenings, but Walker understood not to be obvious about
helping her. Carl, the youngest among them, was shoveling food into
his mouth as if he were afraid to go without. He had turned out to
be a great scholar when it came to interpreting the finer nuances
of the alien lettering and syntax. He would be the one reading from
the journal later.

Raoul, their physician, was talking to Darian about
growing up in West Hollywood in Camilla’s care. Orphaned at age
eight, Darian had lived with her “Gran” until she graduated from
the police academy. She had made detective at a very young age and
gave it all up to help Camilla move back to Dennamore. Darian had
thought it was a temporary thing and that she’d return to LA when
Camilla was settled. That was before she fully experienced the
yearning and then, with Samantha, found the
alien artifacts.

The yearning happened to the
people of Dennamore who moved away from their hometown for any
purpose. Whether it was instant or took them almost fifty years,
like with Camilla, sooner or later they felt the urge, the
yearning, to return home. For Darian, who had never set foot in her
grandmother’s hometown, it had been a complete surprise to feel it
creep up on her.

As they moved into the parlor, where newly renovated
antique furniture easily provided seating for everyone, Carl
accepted the journal and opened it to where they had left off.
Before he could start reading, Philber returned and was provided a
plate of food by Brandon before joining them.

“I have a suggestion,” Carl said carefully. “Because
Samantha talked about how we never meant to keep this to ourselves
this long, perhaps we need to skip ahead to where Bech’taia writes
about the Velocity? If we want to move
things along faster, I mean. I’ve seen it referenced in the
midsection of the journal.”

Everyone looked over at Samantha, who in turn
exchanged a glance with Darian. “Why not? We have to find out how
to get in there before we can even contemplate moving forward.”

“I have another suggestion for you all to mull
over,” Philber said, “but let’s hear what Carl has found.”

Carl turned a few pages farther into the middle of
the large book and cleared his throat. “This is all written in the
alien letters.” He flashed them a broad grin. “I’m so glad you
finally dared to let me use my NIEC, or I’d be totally out of the
loop. Okay. Here goes. 1877. July.”

 


It has finally dawned on me. I’ve even come to
accept it. We are not going home. The Elder Council has finalized
their decision to bury the ship. Any chance of leaving will be
buried right with it. Gai’usto has, however, not accepted anything
of the sort. Instead, he holds secret meetings with some other
loyal crewmembers who stay in the dormitories where the uncoupled
people live. I have heard some of what they discuss, and one idea
sounds more insane than the next.

When I try to voice my opinion, he dismisses me, and
it makes me so angry. We are coupled since only one year ago, and I
love him. Part of me understands it is his frustration and stress
that makes him show these less attractive traits, but I have now
demanded they keep quiet long enough during their next meeting to
hear me out. Gai’usto understands this is not a suggestion. In
fact, it is an ultimatum. Either we will be equals, as a coupled
pair should be, or he will move out of our humble cabin and live in
the dormitory.

 


Carl looked up. “I like her.”

Samantha nudged Darian gently. “Some traits are
strong within your family.”

“Oh, please. She sounds more like you than me.”
Darian snorted.

Carl continued.

 


The meeting was postponed twice, but eventually we
met by the lake in the woods. It was time for me to make my case,
and I started by breaking the law, as I took an illegal computer
with me. I am an excellent mathematician, but for some calculations
you do need the assistance of a computer.

I showed them my estimates and how
my plan could allow us to keep settling down on this world, in so
many ways a paradise compared to home, and still have the option to
leave if we had to. It was obvious that they had not expected that
approach. Their ideas had included violence, mutiny, insurrection,
and there I stood, clinging to my computer and suggesting that we
persuade the Elder Council to build an underground facility, store
the NIECs and our communicators safely there, and then sink
the Velocity in the very lake where we were
meeting.

I had well-constructed counterarguments for any they
could think of. Before the night was over, the twelve men and women
before me had accepted my plan and were prepared to put it to the
Council.

 


Carl quickly browsed a few pages before he began
reading again.

 


The decision has been made. In the
end, it did not take much convincing to persuade the Council,
especially since the uncoupled young crewmembers weighed in, and
the Council realized they might have an uproar on their hands if
they insisted on an irrevocable solution. We are going to excavate
enough bedrock for the tunnel system required. After building a
rudimentary pump system, we will temporarily drain the lake and
build a chamber for the Velocity. Only the
Council members will know the access point, which will be marked on
maps that only they will have access to. As Gai’usto and I will be
among the crew working on this project, we will be sworn to
secrecy, along with the others. For the first time in my life, I
will commit treason against the Elders and go against this vow. I
do not agree with their view of not spreading the knowledge among
the rest of the crew. One day the Elders will be gone and replaced
by a younger generation. I fear that the knowledge about the
ship—its location, even where we come from and how we ended up
here—will fall into oblivion. Gai’usto thinks I am exaggerating
when I talk about this probability, telling me that our culture is
too great, and too strong, to ever be forgotten. I do not think so.
Several children have already been born here, Earthborn, and the
risk is great for them to grow up knowing little to nothing about
Dwynna Major and the people we left behind, the people we were sent
out to help. So, while I swear the oath of silence, I will make my
own markings on all the maps I come across, to guide the way to the
ship for those who need to find it.

At least by placing the ship underneath the lake and
keeping a guarded archive of our technology, we may be able to try
for home one day. If not us, then perhaps the upcoming generation.
Just knowing this is possible has lifted the spirit of me and
everyone else. I get through the days much easier, and some days I
feel truly happy. We work hard from sunup to sunset, Gai’usto and
I, to hide the ship before the indigenous people of this nation, or
anyone else headed deep into the wood, come across it by
accident.

 


“Dwynna Major?” Camilla turned to Samantha. “That is
the name of their origins. We’ve come across it several times, and
I’m always fascinated how it became Dennamore after a while here on
Earth.”

“I would agree.” Darian stood and began pacing,
which wasn’t uncommon for her when she was thinking out loud. “We
have to gather what maps we can find. Bech’taia marked them, and if
we locate the same mysterious marking on several different ones,
then that’s a good place to start.” She twirled her ponytail around
her hand and then stopped in the center of the room. “If you ask
me, it sounded like it’s a prerequisite of Council members to have
sticks up their asses.”

Carl snorted. “Yup. That about sums it up.”

Samantha groaned. “You have no idea. I feel like
Desmond Miller is trying to fuse with me. He’s a shrewd man and can
probably sense I’m up to something. Perhaps Philber too. I stumble
over him every time I turn around.”

“Our esteemed Council chairman has a nose for
conspiracies. Another reason for us to find the Velocity and push our plans forward,” Walker said. “I
have an idea. Everyone here knows people in Dennamore that we
trust, both on a personal level and when it comes to their
credentials. Why don’t we start recruiting? With only eight of us,
we need more people. To be blunt, we don’t know when we’ll actually
find the way to Velocity. Miller might have
enough time to cause us real problems before then. What do you
think?”

Samantha was relieved. Perhaps it was her lack of
self-confidence of late, but it felt good that she didn’t have to
make the suggestion. “I think it’s time too,” she said now, hearing
her own voice sound stronger than it had all day. Maybe several
days.

“Agreed.” Philber raised his hand. The others nodded
affirmatively as well.

“How do we do this? Should we think of names and run
them by each other, get the go-ahead, and then proceed to bring
them in?” Raoul asked.

“Sounds reassuring. That way, we’re all responsible
for the choice for what will essentially be our crew.” Samantha
pulled a notepad and pen from the side table to her. She jotted
down the suggestion, and when everyone voted yes, she went on to
the next question. “We will have to start moving NIECs and
speakers.” She indicated the communication device attached to her
shirt. “Maps too. And we’ll be taking a great risk doing so. We
won’t be able to hide the fact that we’ve disturbed centuries of
dust in the oldest part of the archive.”

“At least we have a back door in since you found the
small elevator that leads into Town Hall.” Camilla sighed. “I
regret that Darian, Brandon, and I won’t be able to come up with
very many suggestions for potential crewmembers. Having lived here
for three months doesn’t cut it, I’m afraid. Besides, we’ve mostly
spent time with you lot.” She winked at Walker, who had the
misfortune to blush a little.

“Then you’ll be in charge of setting up and keeping
track of the NIECs, etcetera.” Samantha smiled. “You will be the
taskmaster, Camilla, and the other two can do the heavy
lifting.”

Darian deliberately raised her eyebrows at Samantha.
“She’ll work us to a pulp, and we just finished the reno of this
house.” She indicated the log house around them.

They remained in Camilla’s living room for another
hour, hashing out more details, even tossing around some names that
already came to mind with some of them. Samantha found herself
content to listen after a while and again study this family of
friends she’d come to love. And then there was Darian, who was
butting heads with Raoul, all tongue-in-cheek, over name
suggestions. Only after Camilla had fallen asleep against Walker’s
shoulder did they end their meeting. It was after two a.m., and
several of them had to catch some sleep before going to work in the
morning.

On these late nights, the ones who had access points
to the tunnel in their basements used them to go home. Carl and
Raoul usually accompanied Philber and then walked the short
distance from his home to their more modern houses.

Samantha usually spent those nights at Camilla and
Darian’s. They now had a beautiful guest room, and even if Samantha
had shared Darian’s bed before the guest room existed, they hadn’t
returned to that arrangement. Samantha told herself it was better
this way. They were too entangled in the matter of the alien
technology and damn spaceships to take another step forward
romantically. But Samantha also knew that if Darian had invited her
into her bed, or come to the guest room in the night, she would
have gladly received her.

Samantha knew she would never give up hope that this
could happen later. Judging from how Darian looked at her and
occasionally caressed her in passing, or even kissed her like
today, albeit quite chastely, Samantha’s interest was reciprocated.
One time, when Camilla had had a bit too much red wine and then
some of her strong painkillers, she had waved her hand at Samantha
and Darian and called them “sizzling.”

When Samantha was finally tucked into the soft guest
bed, she had to agree, remembering their earliest kisses. Sizzling
was putting it mildly.


Chapter Two

Holly logged out from her stationary computer and
rubbed her eyes. Only then remembering she was wearing eye makeup,
she cursed and reached for the small mirror she kept in a desk
drawer. Examining the expertly applied eyeliner, she saw it was
still intact. She ran her fingertips along her lower lash line and
brushed away a few specs of eye shadow that she’d rubbed out of
place.

Normally, she didn’t bother with more than a minimum
of makeup, but when she was teaching via link like today, the ring
light she used washed her out. She didn’t think she was very vain,
but she was particular. Looking her best boosted her confidence and
gave her that extra edge. Frances sometimes teased her about it,
calling her Ms. Perfect. The name had annoyed Holly on occasion,
but for the most part she had laughed it away and understood that
Frances meant no harm. The thought of her wife whom she lost to
cancer seven years ago made Holly pause. Losing Frances after an
excruciating year of battling the relentless disease had made her
return to Dennamore. She was already famous in her fields by then,
and the dean of the university where she taught was ready to bend
over backward to keep her on the faculty. Holly went to Albany
several times every semester but did give her lectures online, like
today.

Holly chastised herself for getting lost in thought
when she needed to change and get





















































































cover.jpg





