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      For my mother, who, at age 18 (1951), was told by her parents they wouldn’t support her dreams of college because girls didn’t go to college.

      

      She went anyway.

      

      She earned a basketball scholarship, worked in the cafeteria to pay her own way, and graduated in three years instead of four. She did the hard work to change the culture around her—something we take too much for granted—and encouraged all three of her daughters to pursue advanced degrees.

      

      Thanks, Mom. I miss you.
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      Shadowed by post‑war New Mexico and the Roswell mystery, a young woman fights to reclaim her future.

      

      Francie Cortez is smart, determined, and wants more from life than dust under her boots. But in a world ruled by ingrained customs and deep-rooted traditions, she’s pushed out of college and away from the physics career her talent should have made possible.

      

      When her father vanishes, it’s too much to outrun. Francie retreats to the family ranch, a refuge where she tends wounds she’s no longer sure will ever fully heal.

      

      Her isolation shatters when an alien object crashes on her land. The impact sparks a chain of events that pulls Francie into a web of lies, unexpected allies, and unseen enemies. As she digs into the object’s origins, she realizes it’s tied to her missing father—and to a secret some people will do anything, even kill, to protect.

      

      Francie races to uncover her family’s hidden truths and the role she might play in a future still unfolding. Caught between a menacing spaceman and a charming, enigmatic soldier, she must choose—risk everything to reclaim her life, or retreat into a smaller, safer world.

      

      For fans of richly layered historical fiction with thrilling speculative twists and burgeoning romance, Echo of Lies draws you into a world where the unknown is always closer than it seems, and love, loyalty, and sacrifice quietly shape a tomorrow worth living.
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        Courage is not simply one of the virtues, but the form of every virtue at the testing point.

        C. S. Lewis (1898-1963)

      

        

      
        July 14, 1948

        Capitan Mountains, Southeastern New Mexico, U.S.A.

      

      

      A violent spark pierced the bright blue sky, tearing through the stillness and leaving ripples in its wake, like a stone disturbing the surface of a pond. Francie Cortez wrapped a hand around Orion’s reins as the palomino shied, dust from the tree-lined trail rising beneath his hooves. “Whoa. Steady, boy.”

      The spark was heading straight for her father’s ranch.

      No. Not her father’s anymore. Not since he … She brushed aside the pang that came with remembering.

      It was her Capitan Mountain ranch now.

      Francie shaded her eyes with her free hand and tracked the object’s descent—a brilliant lavender teardrop against the cloudless morning. It couldn’t have come from White Sands Proving Ground. The base and its testing range lay due west, and this rocket came from, well, directly above her. No contrail, no fuel burn or water vapor emission. Nothing she’d expect if another V2 rocket had gone off course. The object flashed again, unnaturally bright. A meteorite?

      She calculated, relying on the memorized equations drilled into her by her father: Velocity squared, v2, equals initial velocity squared, u2, plus twice gravity, 2(g), times height, h. A meteor’s acceleration would align with free fall.

      But something about its trajectory felt deliberate. She’d almost swear it was aimed.

      A bomb? Adrenaline shot through her. Her muscles tensed, hands gripping leather reins to turn Orion, to gallop away, escape the blast radius. But if it was like Trinity or Hiroshima …

      Running would be no use.

      Logically, whatever was falling onto her ranch couldn’t be that kind of horror. When Trinity came, soldiers in trucks and jeeps rushed to homesteads with orders to clear out ranchers and their families. Food sat cooling on tables, clothes stayed tucked away in drawers and closets, no time to pack or say goodbye. They were evicted from their homes overnight.

      Francie fixed her gaze on the object’s path as it streaked toward the thickly wooded ridge above her. If her calculations were right, it would crash behind the row of tall pines lining the cliff—straight into the heart of her Capitan Mountain land.

      This had to be military. A test gone wrong, an experimental rocket jolted off course. Maybe that was the new tactic. Let the hardware fall, then use the fallout as an excuse to claim whatever lay beneath it.

      Even with the war over, the testing went on. Missiles and rockets took possession of the sky above desert plains and mountains, turning the land beneath their flight paths into off-limits danger zones. The people who lived there were forced off their land with little recompense and no recourse, their acreage swallowed up by White Sands. The military even blasted the freshwater springs, cutting off the only reliable water sources for families and livestock.

      They’d already taken so much. Was her ranch—her refuge—next?

      This ranch was home, where she’d been born and raised, where she’d retreated after everything fell apart. It was all she had left. If they took this, too … Francie pushed the thought aside, but Orion shifted beneath her, sensing her disquiet. She patted his neck.

      The bright object sped closer, flickering violet light jumping erratically along its path. It flared above the ridge and vanished beyond the trees. “Three … two … one—” Francie tensed for impact, ready to whirl Orion away.

      And … silence.

      Nothing. No explosion. No fire. Only a slow, shuddering hush, as if every creature on the mountain had ducked for cover, settling into a silence too deep for the morning. Eyes on the ridge, Francie backed Orion into a copse of aspen, their leaves tremulous in the chilly morning breeze. Sunlight dappled around her in shifting circles of light and shade, and she shivered with an odd prickling anticipation, waiting.

      Seconds passed, then minutes.

      Orion dropped his head to graze, his jaw working steadily. Francie’s grip on the reins loosened, her brows knitting in confusion. How was it possible that nothing⁠—

      A static burst hit her, quick and electric. It tuned her senses to the silence. Vibrations throbbed through her chest, expanding outward before rushing away in all directions. Then the whole ridge answered, echoing the hum in her bones. A hollow dog’s bark broke the hush, thin and eerie from the ridge above. Her mind latched onto the sound, anything to wrench back control of herself.

      Except she didn’t own a dog.

      The vibrations faded as quickly as they’d come, and the deep stillness broke, sound slipping back in. First the wind, stirring whispers through the pines, then the tentative warble of birdsong, then Orion’s nervous snort, reassuring and real. Her shoulders loosened, and she filled her lungs with cool morning air … and froze.

      Movement on the ridge flickered at the edge of her vision. Slow, wary, Francie turned her head toward the top of the rise, eyes narrowing.

      Purple sparks exploded soundlessly overhead, scattering like startled fireflies. Orion reared back, eyes rolling white. Francie’s knees locked against the saddle, dread coiling in her chest.

      Above, one of the tallest ridge pines shuddered before it groaned and toppled. The ground rumbled as it spun down the cliff, an explosion of cracking limbs and shattering rocks, spraying skeins of dirt into the gully below.

      When the noise settled, she couldn’t breathe. At the gap in the tree line, a figure stood silhouetted against the blue sky, swathed head to toe in a white, inflated suit. Its helmet was round and solid, visor blank and black—a window she couldn’t see through. Nothing like the clear fish-bowl head covers on the spacemen from her father’s Amazing Stories magazines.

      Orion sidled left, nostrils flaring. Francie steadied him, her free hand brushing the rifle sheathed at her leg. The figure’s black faceplate jerked back and forth, as if searching, before turning away and bounding beyond the ridgeline, out of sight.

      Had he seen her? She didn’t think so. She watched the gap in the trees, body taut. But he—or it—was gone.

      She’d seen some strange things at Los Alamos, but nothing like this. Who was he? A test pilot who’d somehow ridden that purple light to the ground? There had been no parachute. Only that rumble, those sparks. No way to land safely.

      Another troubling explanation crept into her head.

      It was ridiculous. And yet …

      Just a year ago, the papers were trumpeting nonsense about flying saucers on the plains west of Roswell, only to backtrack and claim it was a weather balloon. But it was too late. The first story had caught fire, and within days, the country had been infected with “flying disk fever.”

      But what if that first story was real—not a balloon, but something else? What if the military, the government, had lied and were hiding something not of this Earth?

      Her instincts screamed at her to turn back, run for home and get help. But there was no one else. Since she’d come back to the ranch after her father’s disappearance, there’d been nothing but silence for company. She was truly alone.

      Unless she drove to Roswell for help. She could report what she’d seen, though she’d have nothing but her story, no evidence to give them. And without proof, who would believe her?

      She bit her lip, gaze focused on the cut between the trees above. Her heart beat a rapid tattoo. Orion shifted, ears perked forward.

      Proof could be waiting up there. On that ridge. On her land.

      Francie squared her shoulders and kicked Orion into motion, guiding him toward the trail that led upward to whatever had fallen from the sky and trespassed on her ranch. Her hand reached for her rifle again.

      If there was trouble—government, alien, or otherwise—she wouldn’t let them take a single inch of her land without a fight.
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        July 14, 1948

        Roswell, New Mexico

      

      

      Francie cut the truck’s engine. Its soft metallic tick faded into the whine of cicadas swelling in the Roswell summer heat. The butter-yellow house shimmered in late-morning light, gingerbread trim casting delicate shadows over the porch steps.

      She pried her hands from the wheel, realizing, with a pang, they shook. Enough. She brushed a gloved finger across her lashes, cleared away the start of tears, and unlatched the door.

      Extending a stockinged leg, she grimaced at the sight of her shoes, ones she’d purchased in Albuquerque two years earlier—alligator-grained leather, serious but laced with a bow. She’d worried about that bow and that whoever she spoke to would dismiss her as just one more shallow girl, like they had in college.

      She couldn’t ignore what she’d seen that morning—not when it could change everything she understood about the world. Yet her doubt had grown during the precipitous drive from the mountainside ranch to the city of Roswell. Reporting it meant endangering the ranch, risking her home. The ranch was her anchor—the one constant in a life where even physics, once her trusted language for explaining the world, had failed her. In the rearview mirror, the Capitan Mountains loomed behind her. Anchors, she reminded herself, could drag you down, too.

      She was caught between keeping silent and doing what was right.

      If anyone could help her make sense of what she’d witnessed, it was Dr. Baer. In college, respected men like him dismissed her. Dr. Baer never had. He would listen, and he would help her.

      Francie stepped off the running board into the street, but paused at the curb, drawing a slow breath to steady her nerves before she hurried around the truck, her gaze fixed on the house ahead rather than the crunch of gravel and the sidewalk’s uneven rise.

      The two-story Victorian housed the man who’d been her mentor, Dr. Eitan Baer, now retired and living a quiet life with his wife, Adelaide. Francie had once aspired to emulate his career as a physicist. Because of his guidance, she’d believed, body and soul, that she’d taken the right path.

      Except she hadn’t been strong enough. She’d let him down. And herself.

      Regret and what-ifs dropped her focus to her shoes as they clicked down the leaf-littered concrete walk that split Dr. Baer’s yard. Her skirts snagged on the ragged box hedge that lined the path. She lifted her head. Her pace slowed. Dr. Baer was an enthusiastic gardener, keeping his yard manicured to within an inch of its life, but now the hedges sagged, tufts poking past their cement border.

      As Francie negotiated the stairs leading to the veranda, her frown deepened. The day sparkled around her—sunny, bright, and warm—yet curtains were drawn over every window in the house, their dusty panes reflecting distorted images of towering trees bordering the property.

      Something wasn’t right.

      She paused on the veranda steps and swept her gaze over the rocking chairs and porch swing. The flower-printed fabric cushions were gone, and dirt filmed the tops of scattered tables. The Baers loved to sit outside in the evening, and when Francie had been in town, she’d sat and chatted and enjoyed lemonade and cookies. Guilt tinged with a touch of bitterness needled her. She hadn’t darkened this doorstep since fleeing school, and then to pour out the heartache of her broken engagement.

      When two affianced people, i2, break one (1) engagement, it becomes negative (–1), i2 = –1. And the square root of negative one is the imaginary number, i—as in Francie, whose present existence and importance felt equally debatable.

      Her lips thinned. Cut the sentimental nonsense and stop feeling sorry for yourself. She lifted a hand and knocked.

      The ornate front door, a fan of stained glass set above it in a colorful arch, opened. Dr. Baer slipped through, negotiating his arm into the sleeve of a black summer-wool suit jacket, his thick white hair mussed as if he’d awakened from napping in one of the two matching wingback chairs in the parlor. He squinted at her, his brow furrowing, before his wonderful smile blossomed.

      “Francie, my dear! So unexpected, yet so welcome.” His faint German accent brought each syllable to a crisp finish.

      The world seemed to lighten around her. Her shoulders unknotted, and she dashed up the last step to be enveloped in a hug. He’ll make everything all right. She pressed her nose into the shoulder of his jacket, inhaling the scent of menthol and root beer. The man was addicted to horehound candy.

      Almost without thinking, she reached into his shirt pocket, tugged out his spectacles, and unfolded the thin wire arms.

      “Always forgetting,” she said, gently chiding. She rested them on his nose.

      “At least they weren’t on top of my head this time. An anchor is what they are, pulling me down to the depths of an age I do not wish to face.” He waved a hand for Francie to precede him inside, eyes twinkling behind the lenses. “You have come at the perfect moment, my dear. Willa Mae has laid a proper morning tea, and engelsaugen. Yes, Christmas biscuits in July, but Adelaide would have them now.”

      Francie’s gaze slid to a pendulum wall clock, her fingers knotting in her skirt. She was losing time, the ritual of tea and cookies a barrier to her urgency.

      “Dr. Baer, I need to talk to you about⁠—”

      “Francie.” He waved a dismissive hand. “I am sure nothing you need to say is so urgent. Come, say hello to Adelaide.”

      She bit her cheek, and followed him into the parlor with its familiar scent of orange oil and faded lavender. There she found Adelaide Baer sitting in her cushioned chair, hand beckoning. A lovely tray set with a silver teapot and paper-thin china cups rested next to a plate of engelsaugen—Angel Eye—thumbprint cookies, their apricot jam centers glowing a delicious amber.

      “The apricots,” Adelaide said, as if reading Francie’s mind, “are from your trees at the ranch.”

      Francie’s smile faltered as she bent to kiss her friend’s soft, powdered cheek. Taller than her husband by half a foot, Adelaide Baer had diminished. Weight loss showed on gaunt cheeks normally apple-round and pink, the color now owing to a heavier hand with powdered blush. Yet her eyes were still lit a bright cerulean blue and sparkled with life. She often reminded Francie that she didn’t need spectacles because her vision was perfect.

      Francie perched across the low oval table on the green velvet settee, gloved hands tugging her dress over her knees. She slid off her gloves, stuffed them in a pocket, and accepted a cup of tea—one lump of sugar—and a cookie tucked on the saucer.

      She held tight to her impatience, her mind on the ridge instead of caught up in small talk and gentle gossip about townspeople while sipping her tea. She ate a second cookie, her stomach reminding her she hadn’t eaten much of anything that morning because she’d been so keen to ride up to the crash site. Except there’d been no spacecraft—only … She stared into her cooling tea as the conversation ebbed.

      Dr. Baer broke the lull, eyes behind his spectacles curious. “And to what do we owe this visit, for you are dressed for success. Not in your usual dungarees and boots, charming as that is.”

      Francie flashed a glance at Adelaide, who seemed to understand without words.

      “Ah! You need to speak to Eitan. Top secret,” Adelaide said, a faint tightness creeping into her smile. Francie shifted in her seat and looked away. “I will chat to Willa Mae about dinner in the kitchen.”

      The Baers’ housekeeper appeared at Adelaide’s side as if by magic. Dr. Baer rose as well, and together they guided Adelaide to her feet and steadied her.

      “Stop fussing, Eitan, and give me my cane. Go sit down.” Adelaide clasped her ebony walking stick with one hand and Willa Mae’s arm with the other, her smile fixed in place, her face white and strained. “Would you join us for dinner, Francie?”

      “I—I can’t. I need to get back to the ranch tonight.”

      “Your animals.” Adelaide chuckled. “How is your father’s odd horse? Have that skunk and the other creatures reappeared in your backyard?”

      “Orion’s as arrogant as ever and has added a few more tricks to his bag of let’s mess with Francie. And I haven’t caught sight of any of the other animals.” Her mouth pinched around a brittle smile. “Not since my father⁠—”

      “Vanished.” Adelaide’s tone slashed the air, sharp and cold beneath the surface lightness, as if the word itself were a knife.

      Francie blinked, the change catching her off guard. Her hands clenched, nails digging into her palms. A year ago, Adelaide’s comfort had been a balm. Now, “vanished” felt like an accusation. As if her father riding into the forests above the ranch, with only Orion returning, were a magic trick. As if he’d chosen to abandon his life and daughter without a word or reason.

      He would never have done that.

      Francie swallowed the retort that pressed against her teeth, saying instead, “Before he … disappeared, he told me about a beautiful red fox after I called him wanting to know more about the Brazel crash.”

      Adelaide perked up. “A fox. Is it still there, at your home?”

      “I haven’t seen it.”

      “I wonder …” Adelaide studied her, something unreadable flickering in her bright eyes. Then her expression smoothed. “Let me disappear so you can have your talk.”

      When the door closed behind her, Francie’s anger faded, replaced by a nagging sense that Adelaide’s words hid something deeper.

      “Dr. Baer?” Francie gestured after his wife, but he shook his head.

      “I’m afraid Adelaide wishes her health to remain private for now. Know she is getting the best care available.” He sat across from her and clapped his hands on his knees. “Now, Francie. How can I help you?”

      She met his faded blue eyes and straightened, her equilibrium restored. Coming to him had been the right thing to do.

      “I saw something.” Purple sparks in the sky; the jolt that had passed through her chest spurred her on. “This morning. A—a bright light. At first, I thought it might have been a missile from White Sands, but there was no contrail. It landed behind a ridge on my ranch.”

      His expectant expression slipped into a frown. “You think a missile crashed on your land? Hm. Possible. Two V2 rockets have gone off course from the proving grounds. Perhaps⁠—”

      Francie shook her head, more vehemently than she meant. “No. Not a missile, not a rocket. If it were military, they’d already be swarming my ranch. What I saw was … different. Strange. It landed, but there was no crash. No explosion, no sound. Something I can’t⁠—”

      She sought words to explain what had followed—the silent vibration, the white-suited figure. All she managed was, “I rode up to the ridge to investigate.”

      “And what did you find?” he asked.

      “At first I thought it might be something like—like they found at Roswell,” she said, the words sounding foolish even to her own ears. “Or… something otherworldly.”

      Francie searched Dr. Baer’s face for any sign of understanding. But his expression—skepticism edged with pity—left her throat uncomfortably tight, a feeling she knew too well from university and again after her engagement ended.

      “Please,” she begged. “I’m telling you the truth. What I found doesn’t belong on this planet. An alien artifact, I’m sure of it. A metal spear. And when I touched it, it turned on, lit up, and … and …”

      A hollow opened in her stomach. She couldn’t say it. Couldn’t tell him. If what she’d said so far sounded like something out of a dime novel, what had happened after she’d held the alien spear would turn him away from her completely.

      But what she’d seen was real. And after what she’d experienced, the world was no longer the same.

      Dr. Baer didn’t speak, his face shuttered. His silence made the room colder.
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        Socorro, New Mexico

        One year, seven months, and twenty-five days ago

      

      

      
        
        Francie lifted her fist and rapped three times on Professor Standley’s office door, clutching her heavy textbook like a shield. She inched back into the chill hallway with its mud-colored paint, stomach quivering, and wrinkled her nose against the tang of freshly waxed linoleum, her reflection a distortion flickering in the pebbled glass beside the door. Inside, the rustling of paper stopped, followed by the creak of a desk chair and heavy approaching footsteps. She composed herself, smile set and hands firm on the spine of the book.

        The door swung open, blinding sunlight streaming through the windows.

        “Yes? What is it?”

        Francie’s smile wavered. “Professor? I’m in your nine o’clock freshman physics course, and I can’t tell you how much you inspire⁠—”

        He stared, brows furrowed. “You sit in the back of my class.”

        Her gaze sank to the floor as her fingers fluttered over her collar, smoothing imaginary wrinkles. She inhaled, willing her hands to stop trembling. Maury had told her not to approach Standley. That it would be a mistake.

        “He’s a right old bastard, Francie, and I heard he doesn’t like women.” Then he’d leaned over the cafeteria table, his gaze shifting around the crowded room before he lowered his voice, a sly smile on his lips. “Rumor is he’s a homosexual.”

        “That’s nobody’s business, Maury,” she replied primly. “Besides, what does that have to do with teaching physics, anyway?”

        But her cheeks had flamed with embarrassment over the word.

        Maury sat back and shrugged, losing interest. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

        “Young lady.” Professor Standley enunciated each syllable. “What is it you need? If it’s help on today’s lecture, come back during office hours.”

        “Oh! No, sir. Sorry. I … I want to apply for the tutor position next semester. You see—” She tugged her exams from the pages of her physics book and held them out, her diamond engagement ring catching the light.

        He took the papers and frowned. “You’re F. P. Cortez?”

        “Yes, Professor. Based on my test scores, I’m at the top of your class.” Her smile came easier, the pride of accomplishment giving her confidence. “If you’d like to check with my other professors, you’ll see that my grades are top-notch. I’m having no difficulty academically.”

        Her arms tightened around her book. Sure, she was doing well in her coursework, but the real challenge was everywhere else on campus—the sidelong looks, the snide under-the-breath remarks, the constant reminders she was one of the few girls in the college. During the war, women had been welcomed into mining programs because the draft had drained qualified men into the military. That open door had encouraged Francie to aim for a physics degree. Now, with GIs streaming back into civilian life, everyone and everything seemed intent on driving women back into the traditional role of wife and mother⁠—

        “Hold out your hand.”

        Her gaze snapped up to his cold gray eyes. “Excuse me?”

        “Hold out your left hand.”

        She hesitated, then extended her hand. He grasped her ring finger, his touch cool and firm. Heat crept up her neck.

        “You’re engaged. Who’s your fiancé?”

        “Maurice Duncan. He’s a junior, returning to finish the degree he started before he was drafted. Physics, like me.”

        The professor sighed. “I know him. A marginal student, but he’ll find work once he graduates. Unlike you.”

        “Unlike me?” Her voice caught. “But the only reason Maury’s passing is because I tutor him. And he’s in upper-division physics. I’m much⁠—”

        She stopped, not wanting her pride to sound like bragging.

        He let her hand go, and she hid her fingers in her skirt.

        “Why are you wasting my time, Miss Cortez? Your seat in my class could be filled by someone with a future in this field.”

        “I d-don’t understand.”

        “Yes, you do. Your intelligence surpasses most of your classmates—even your fiancé’s. But that won’t matter once you’re married. Do you think your husband will allow you a career? And if he does, who’ll take care of the children and the house?”

        His words struck her like a blow. “You don’t think I can have both a career and a family? Elizabeth Graves—she’s a physicist—had a baby after Trinity. And Leona Marshall married and has a son. And⁠—”

        She stopped. Her mind went blank. She couldn’t think of another example to bolster her case.

        “Look, Miss Cortez, I’m not unsympathetic. But the path you’ve chosen is difficult, and the women you listed are rare exceptions. Believe me when I say that someday”—he met her stricken eyes, his filled with aloof impatience—“I hope conversations like this go the way of the dodo.”

        He handed her the exams, then stepped back into his office. “The tutor position is no longer available. Good day.”

        Francie stared at the closed door, her certainty fraying. A draft in the corridor slid under her collar, and the walls felt a little closer. For the first time since she’d arrived at the School of Mines, it felt as if she didn’t belong here at all.
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        July 14, 1948

        Roswell, New Mexico

      

      

      Silence stretched between Francie and Dr. Baer, broken only by the ticking of the pendulum clock in the hallway. He adjusted his glasses again and leaned back in his chair as if easing away from her words.

      Her fingers curled into her skirt, gathering the fabric in her lap. She forced herself to loosen her grip, then smoothed the creases with deliberate care.

      “Oh, my dear.” Dr. Baer shook his head, his expression shadowed with distress. He stood and shimmied around the coffee table to sit by her side on the settee, picked up one of her hands, and patted it. “I am sure your perceived discovery is but a manifestation of anxiety. Though the war is over, such disquiet remains. The world is changing so rapidly, and that bomb, oh, that bomb. So ein Fehler. Such a mistake.”

      The scientists had nicknamed it the Gadget, as if to diminish and defuse its threat. And Francie had traveled from Site Y—they’d renamed it Los Alamos Scientific Laboratory that year—to the Trinity Site with Dr. Baer and Adelaide to be part of history, only to have her childlike excitement swept away by the apocalyptic devastation she’d witnessed.

      “Every day, someone comes forward to report strange anomalies in the skies,” Dr. Baer said. His smile placated, his tone almost jovial. “Flying disks over Oregon, Washington, Texas. Even last year’s incident with the weather balloon, here, of all places. People see what they want to see.”

      Dr. Baer didn’t believe her. He wasn’t going to help.

      A dull ache took root inside Francie—one she knew well. She kept her features composed, determined not to let the distress show, but it took her a moment to squash her disappointment and shift to the conversation’s new direction.

      “Do you think that what crashed on the Brazel ranch was a weather balloon?” Francie had, until that morning.

      The tight lines around his eyes relaxed, and he smiled and patted her hand. She’d followed his lead to safer ground, retreating from a difficult situation—again.

      “Military secrecy runs deep,” he said. “The crash, I suspect, involved classified technology, and the initial extraterrestrial explanation appeared to be a deliberate deception. They corrected themselves the next day, but it added to the craze, this flying disk frenzy. I never suspected you, of all people …”

      He rubbed at his temple. “Francie, you had—have so much potential. So much brilliance. But these kinds of claims … You must understand they can ruin reputations. You can not afford that.”

      She dropped her gaze to the rose-patterned rug beneath her shoes, tugged her hand away from his, and rested it in her lap. “Of course.”

      “My dear.” His voice was gentle yet firm. “I know how difficult it is for someone like you—a young female pursuing physics—to be taken seriously. I’ve seen how hard you’ve worked, despite your losses. But for women who dare to challenge it, our world is unforgiving.”

      Our world. He meant a man’s world. Awkward silence fell between them. She tried to swallow her frustration, her anger, but the sting refused to fade. She’d idolized him, had relished his role as one of her mentors. He’d stood behind her dreams … up to the moment she buckled beneath the strain. All she ever wanted was for him to believe in her, in what she was capable of, and⁠—

      Then she remembered.

      Francie sat up straighter and let the last of her hope shine. “But I have proof. The metal spear.”

      His eyebrows shot up. “And where is this proof?”

      “I hid it. At the ranch.”

      His spark of interest faded. He adjusted his glasses.

      “Ah. You did not bring it with you.” His polite smile hurt more than outright dismissal. “My dear, you saw something that has a logical and earthly explanation. What you encountered frightened you, and you became a little … overexcited, eh? It was nothing, I am sure. A high-flying aircraft or another weather balloon. If you had brought this … proof.”

      He sighed and met her gaze. “Francie, for your own good, no more. To humor you in this story any further⁠—”

      The phone in his office off the parlor jangled, and relief flashed over his face. “Excuse me while I answer this.”

      Francie stared after him, breath burning in her chest, as Dr. Baer hurried away and closed the office door behind him.

      If a man she’d trusted and revered didn’t believe her, would the military even listen? She’d be just another “hysterical female” chasing flying saucer headlines and notoriety, especially after last year’s Roswell mess. She could see it. A room full of men in uniform, ribbons and shiny medals of valor from their war service pinned to their chests as they smirked and dismissed her as overwrought—or worse, a liar.

      But if they did believe her, her life might become much worse. If they came out to investigate, and she showed them the artifact, they wouldn’t stop at the ridge. They might decide her land was too valuable to leave in civilian hands. She’d wanted to do the right thing, had weighed the possible consequences, even told herself she could defend her ranch alone, but she hadn’t been strong enough to challenge Dr. Baer. The military would bulldoze her because the artifact she’d found was real. She’d felt its unnatural weight, the strange pulse when she touched it. Her palm tingled, and she rubbed at the sensation. Whatever it was, it didn’t belong here. But leave it alone, and trouble would come looking—for the artifact and for her.

      Second thoughts about her decision to report the crash piled high in her mind. There had to be a middle ground between Dr. Baer and the Army base commanders—someone who would take her seriously without taking everything. Her jaw tightened. She needed someone to investigate, but how could she convince them without risking the ranch? She’d have to choose her next step with care. One wrong move, and her refuge would be gone for good.

      The kitchen door swung open behind Francie, and Willa Mae poked out her head.

      “Miss Francie? Miz Doctor Baer wishes to speak to you.” Willa Mae swung the door wide, and Francie passed by her into the bright blue-and-white kitchen, the lingering scent of baked cookies teasing her nose.

      Adelaide sat at the scrubbed wooden table, a cutting board in front of her, orange carrot slices piled next to cut celery. She laid down a rather wicked-looking knife and beckoned. “Sit with me for a minute.”

      Francie pulled out a white wooden chair and sat. Adelaide nodded to the carrot slices, and Francie picked one up and crunched into it.

      “As well as my superior eyesight,” Adelaide said, “I have extraordinarily good hearing, which makes eavesdropping on your conversation with Eitan child’s play.”

      Francie managed a smile. “Then you know he doesn’t believe me.”

      “Of course not! Like most men, he is easy to read, and your story is too strange, too illogical for him to accept. He thinks this rash of flying saucer sightings is nothing but mass hysteria. Fear and anxiety over the shifting power after that awful war. I, however, believe there is more beneath the surface.”

      Adelaide’s voice softened, but every word was edged with steel. “He is afraid for you. Like your father, he wants to shield you from this world. The bomb’s development and deployment shook him to his core. I had to stop him from signing the Szilárd petition by sheer force of will. Such short-sighted fools. How do they not understand that weapon allowed us a future?”

      The last was hissed, bitterness tainting every syllable. Francie’s breath hitched as Adelaide lifted her head and smiled, the darkness in her features clearing. “They don’t realize how lucky they are that I was there. Poor Eitan does not know it, but I wear the pants in this relationship. Without me, he will be lost.”

      Francie returned Adelaide’s smile, careful to hide the shiver behind it. Adelaide had always been a hard woman, forged in situations Francie could only imagine.

      She needed that same steel. Francie hadn’t known such armor was necessary when she’d entered her degree, but had learned quickly that her smallest steps at boldness were too often met with cold dismissal. Adelaide’s toughness wasn’t just temperament. It was a shield against a world that kept women at home and in the shadows.

      If she ever found the courage to leave the ranch and try again, she’d be stepping back into the same hard world that had driven her out. School, the ranch, all of it would demand more stubbornness and grit than she’d ever had before.

      Doubt pricked her. She’d already run once.

      Adelaide lifted her brows. “Since Eitan will not help you, I will. I want you to report what you saw to the military.”

      Francie focused on her tightly clasped hands. “If Dr. Baer doesn’t believe me, then the military won’t either. They’ll laugh at me.”

      Just like her classmates had when Dr. Standley tore apart her equations or cut off her arguments—and Maury had sat silent, offering no support at all.

      Her thumb brushed the bare skin at the base of her ring finger, and she blinked back the sting behind her eyes. So much for gathering up her armor. She’d never be able to stand up to⁠—

      “Francie. Stop wallowing and listen,” Adelaide hissed, then muttered, “My God, you are so like your father.”

      Francie jerked upright, her eyes snagging on the blaze of annoyance banked in the sharp blue of Adelaide’s gaze. Yet Adelaide’s smile followed a moment later, practiced and brittle, as if she were trying to smooth away her impatience.

      “It’s been over a year, dear. You need to move on, or you will miss your chance at life. At a future. Yes, you will take your observations to the military, but not to Colonel Blanchard or Major Marcel at the base. They will dismiss you outright. Or worse, use it as an excuse to confiscate your land under the guise of national security.”

      Adelaide’s words landed like a punch, and Francie drew back. “I know. But I don’t—I can’t⁠—”

      “Listen to me!” Her friend closed her eyes, jaw working, then breathed deep before lowering her voice as if sharing a secret. “You must speak to Sergeant Mitchell Ward instead. He works at the recruiting office downtown, but he is here because of the flying disk crash last year.”

      “But it wasn’t⁠—”

      “Yes, yes, but he will know what to do. He will help you, act as a liaison, a shield between you and the Army. That is what you want, is it not?”

      Francie stared, unsettled. Although hard, Adelaide had been a voice of comfort, someone who replaced the mother she’d lost so early in life. Now there was something urgent—almost desperate—beneath her words, and Francie couldn’t shake the sense that her friend’s advice was about more than helping her.

      Still, she couldn’t ignore what she’d seen, nor could she risk the ranch. And she did need help. Dr. Baer had dismissed her, like Professor Standley, like Maury. But Adelaide believed her without hesitation. Resentment against the men in her life, gratitude for this woman, bubbled up in her chest.

      Holding her gaze, Adelaide’s hand settled over hers, warm and deliberate.
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