
        
            
                
            
        

    
	When aliens invade Earth, Sheena seeks safety in the arms of her new lover, only to find a whole new meaning to first contact.

	 

	 

	Sheena is living the dream in the wilds of New Zealand: single, remote, self-sufficient. But as she finds herself in a world where haunting and inexplicable things have begun to happen, she’s grateful to come across local Park Ranger Eric McRae, a sexy and enigmatic Scotsman. At first, he seems sceptical of Earth’s imminent alien invasion, but McRae soon reveals he knows a lot more than Sheena could have possibly imagined. Her sexy Scottish lover turns out to be a matter-manipulating alien from another dimension, a species that is intent on fixing a broken Earth, and Sheena quickly discovers just how arousing first contact can be.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Sheena Bly regularly took her dog for a run in the foothills of the Waitakere ranges. Quimby was a particularly enthusiastic Doberman. He always raced ahead, came back a couple of minutes later to make sure she was still there, then ran on ahead again, repeatedly. Other than being unseasonably warm for autumn, this day was no different. Sheena followed her usual route, and Quimby followed his usual routine.

	The dog had been gone a minute when she heard his barks. He sounded excited, so she picked up speed to find him. As soon as she joined him, the object of his excitement became clear. She drew her breath in, her heart skipping. He stood before a tree, just barking at it. Sheena had come this way not fifteen minutes before on the loop track, and this particular tree had been an impressive native kauri. Now it was no longer a tree of wood and leaves. The kauri tree had crystallized, as if the entire structure was made of clear white quartz. No wonder Quimby was yapping at it. She stared in disbelief. It was hauntingly beautiful. Sheena’s instinct was to touch it, but she stopped herself at the last second. The crystalline structure just shouldn’t be. She took a step back and got her phone out—no reception of course. She needed to go where she could make a call, but Quimby wasn’t ready to leave. Sheena tugged on his collar to get him to move, and he still looked back and barked at the tree as they backtracked.

	In the car park, Sheena opened the back of her car to let Quimby in, planning to drive further up the road where she might get reception. Before she had a chance to get in her car, a utility truck pulled in. The logo on the door told her it must be a council truck. A man in a ranger’s uniform got out. He looked slightly older than her, maybe in his late twenties, and was tall, his handsome features enhanced by a smart goatee. She was a little self-conscious as she went up to him, still flushed and sweaty from running.

	“I was just about to call for a park ranger.”

	“Seems I’ve saved you the trouble,” he said as he put his ranger’s hat on, covering his sandy brown hair.

	She offered her hand. “Sheena.”

	He shook it and met her gaze. “McRae.” His blue eyes were curious. “What was it you were going to call about?” He had an accent, but she couldn’t place it yet.

	“You have to see it to believe it. Something’s happened to one of the big old kauri trees. I can take you to it, but do you mind if my dog comes?” She indicated the Doberman, waiting eagerly to get back into the forest. “His run was cut short.”

	McRae smiled and walked over to give Quimby a pat.

	Sheena would have mentioned the dog was wary of strangers, especially males, but he seemed to indulge in the park ranger’s attention.

	“Don’t see this breed too often. What a handsome boy. He’s welcome to come. What’s he called?”

	“Quimby.” Hearing his name, the dog leaped from the back of the car and shot off towards the track entrance. “He knows the way. We come here every week. It’s our favourite track.”

	“Aye, it’s a beautiful walk on a day like today. Don’t usually get weather this hot in April.”

	“You’re Scottish.”

	“Damn, I wish I’d known earlier, I’d have worn a kilt,” McRae said playfully. Sheena laughed. It was a provoking mental image—an apparently well-built man in a kilt.

	They followed Quimby as he sniffed his way along the track, but it wasn’t long before he ran on ahead.

	“Tell me about this tree, Miss Sheena.”

	She liked him calling her that. “Well... this is going to sound weird, but it looks like it’s turned into crystal.” When McRae said nothing, she knew he thought she was nuts. “I said it was going to sound weird. You really do have to see it for yourself.”

	“Do you live local?”

	“Close. Just along Scenic Drive. I’m renting a place there while I’m on hiatus.”

	“Hiatus?”

	“I discovered recently that I’m not cut out for the rat race. I worked as a journalist for a few years but found city living so oppressive and stifling,” Sheena said. “So I quit my job, sold most of the junk I’d accumulated, and moved out of the city and into the greenery. Now it’s just me, Quimby, and nature. I have time and space to breathe, and the freedom to concentrate on what makes me happy.”

	“Sounds like you’re living the dream. Not many people get to do that.”

	“Depends on what your dream is. Are you living the dream, McRae?”

	He chuckled. “I suppose I’m living a version of it. I was a city lad, raised in Edinburgh. New Zealand always seemed verdant and remote and calm—a little self-contained paradise all its own. I knew I wanted to move here before I even started studying environmental science. I’m sure I made the right choice.” Sheena enjoyed listening to his accent—the way he rolled his R’s and pronounced certain words. It was almost magnetic.

	Quimby’s barks from further in the forest brought her back to reality. She and McRae jogged to catch up to the dog.

	Sheena slowed as the ghostly tree came in to view, but the park ranger walked straight to it without hesitation. Taking his hat off, McRae wordlessly surveyed the crystalline tree from top to bottom. He tapped the glassy trunk with his pen, took a photo, then a scraping off it. He noted something down in a logbook. He was left-handed.

	“When did you last walk this track, Miss Sheena?”

	“About three days ago. The tree was normal then. It was normal when I passed it on the way down today. On the way back, it looked like this. I take it this isn’t as freaky to you as it is to me.”

	He put his hat back on and met her eyes. “This is the second one I’ve seen personally, the third I’ve heard of in these ranges. Is this the only one you’ve seen?”

	She nodded. “Do you know what would cause something like this?”

	“I’ll need to take these findings back to Head Office. I’d very much appreciate it if you didn’t mention this to anyone. I don’t want a stampede of curious people trampling through here. And it’d be best if you and Quimby found another track, for now.”

	He hadn’t answered her question. She didn’t at all like being kept in the dark. She held his gaze for a moment, hoping it’d prompt him to say more.

	“Thank you for showing me,” he said. “I can take it from here.”

	Sheena knew she was being asked to leave and reluctantly hooked the leash onto her dog’s collar.

	McRae pulled a business card from his breast pocket and held it out. “Call me if you come across any more crystallized trees, Miss Sheena.”

	She took the card and glanced at it. Eric McRae (BSc) Park Ranger. Sheena raised her eyes to meet his, and McRae tipped his hat—her cue to leave him to do his job.

	Back home, Sheena did what she did best: research. A quick Google search and she found that similarly crystallized trees had been discovered in random places throughout the world, but only during the past two days. Scientists, geologists, and botanists had no idea what caused it. Intriguingly, testing had proven the composition of the quartz to be unlike any other found on Earth. Her interest was piqued, and she wanted to know more. She had a feeling McRae knew more. She needed a reason to see him again.

	It was another two days before she came across a second crystalline tree, and Sheena eagerly called the number on McRae’s business card. When he didn’t answer, she left a message with her address and then waited.

	 

	*

	 

	Deeply involved in reading up on the Indian tobacco plantation crisis on her laptop, Sheena was dragged from her intense concentration by Quimby’s someone’s here bark. Just as well he was a keen guard dog, as she certainly hadn’t heard the knock. It pleased her to see the outline of a tall man in a hat through the frosted glass in the front door. She took her hair tie out, letting her dark locks fall past her shoulders, and opened the door. McRae removed his hat with a smile and a nod.

	“I got your message, Miss Sheena.”

	“Thanks for coming. I was kind of hoping you’d be wearing your kilt, though.”

	He chuckled. “Only on my days off.” McRae gave the dog’s head a good rub, and Quimby revelled in the attention. “So you’ve seen another tree on your walks, have you, boy?”

	“Actually, I spotted it from out the back.” She indicated for him to follow her. They went through the house and out onto the balcony.

	“Got yourself quite a view here,” he said as he took in the vista before him, down a tree-filled valley to the dam and back up. He leaned in to look through the telescope beside him. Sheena had left it pointed at the tree of crystal in the distance. McRae was silent, looking for quite some time. He straightened and turned to Sheena.

	“What do you know about them?” he asked.

	“I’m sure you know a lot more than I do.”

	“You’re a journalist.”

	“Was,” she reminded him. “These days I’m just a columnist.”

	“There’s no difference. Your instinct is to research, whatever title you give yourself.”

	It was true, and Sheena realized she was dealing with a quite perspicacious man.

	McRae indicated the kitchen table with her open laptop on it. “You tell me what you know, and I’ll tell you what I know.”

	Sheena liked his offer. “It’s a deal, on the condition we exchange information over a coffee?” He smiled with a nod and followed her back inside.

	She handed him his coffee—black, no sugar—and sat opposite him at the table with her own cup.

	“The first tree was discovered in Central Park four days ago,” she told him. “It was attributed to an art movement or Eco group. No one’s come forward. Since then, more have been discovered in different countries. Different types of trees, all sorts of environments, and the likelihood of it being a proactive or radical group is pretty small.” Sheena held McRae’s gaze for a few moments, but although he nodded, he didn’t give away what he was thinking. “The composition of the quartz can’t be matched to any other known crystal either, to add mystery to an enigma.”

	“It’s not an art movement or an Eco group, this much I’m sure of,” said McRae. “The soil around the trees hasn’t been disturbed. We tried to dig up the first one we found. Every root, as deep as it goes, is crystal. What’s happening is a natural phenomenon. Natural in the sense that every part of the tree itself has metamorphosed into crystal. It’s not something manmade.”

	“So do you think this is nature?”

	“Not at all. Nature doesn’t behave this way.”

	“Do you have a theory?”

	“I’m working on that. But you have a theory.”

	“What makes you say that?”

	McRae kept her in suspense a moment, as he sipped at his coffee. He slid her laptop around so she could see the page she’d left up.

	“I’d like to know what you think the connection might be,” he said.

	She smiled—he was genuinely interested. “Tobacco plantations have inexplicably begun to die worldwide, starting the same day the first crystalline tree was discovered, April 8th. Many, many cars just stopped, the first ones on April 8th, and no one has been able to make them start or explain why they stopped. The weather, in all corners of the globe, has been unpredictable these last few days. The date is the only connection I’ve made so far. Well, that and the fact that none of these occurrences can be explained.”

	McRae’s gaze travelled her face for a moment. “Do you have a theory?” he asked.

	“I wouldn’t call it a theory. I’d call it... a conjecture.”

	McRae smiled as he sat back in his chair. “Go on.”

	“More unexplained occurrences will happen or be discovered until there’s a definite connection. That’s the journalist inside me hoping there’s more to this than meets the eye. If I put a bit more effort in, I can guarantee I’ll find something else related to the same date.”

	“Lots of things will have happened four days ago. Lots of things happen every day.”

	“I agree. But I don’t know what’s relevant and what’s not at the moment. Or maybe I’m just being hopeful there’s something going on here.”

	“Am I having coffee with
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