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IT HAPPENED IN THE middle of the night.

Asteroids raining down on Earth, destroying buildings, killing people.

We thought that was the worst of it, but then women started to go missing, and we knew worse was yet to come...

I, Camille Harran, a planetary scientist at one of the world’s numerous Observatories, should have predicted it. 

Together with my team of men—head of security, Aleandro, studious meteorologist, Casey, and tattooed, dark haired Mike, who is head of communications—we do everything we can to figure out what’s behind the attack on our planet.

But when the government decides the Observatories are best for coordinating their teams, we find ourselves having to deal with strangers as well. They’re army men, and government officials, and among them are men more beautiful than I’ve ever seen.

What secrets do they hide, and will I, or those I love, survive their invasion?





PLANET ATHION: A REVERSE HAREM SCI-FI ROMANCE

––––––––
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DARKEST SKIES: BOOK ONE

THEIR INVASION
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Chapter One
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“Hey, Camille, does this look strange to you?”

I lifted my gaze from my computer to where my colleague, Casey Steelman, studied his own screen. A frown marked his normally smooth brow, his eyes narrowed behind his black-framed glasses. There wasn’t much Casey wasn’t able to analyze himself, and immediately a jolt of unease ran through me.

“What do you mean?” I rose from my seat at my desk and crossed the room to stand behind his chair. His desk was one of five—including mine—that ran around the outskirts of the huge glass dome of the Observatory where we worked.

The Observatory was located about thirty minutes outside of Las Vegas in Red Rock Canyon. The dark, flat, expansive area of this part of the desert provided wide-open views of the night sky and was far enough away from the city that there was no problem of light pollution ruining the view of the seven thousand stars overhead. 

There were hundreds of identical facilities all over the United States, and our team of scientists all came from multiple different backgrounds. There were planetary scientists, such as myself, meteorologists, like Casey, plus engineers and computer scientists, too.

Since space travel had become a modern-day equivalent of taking a luxury cruise, and now there was no doubt of life on other planets, our professions had become far more sought-after. Young, rising stars of the astrological society quickly made the knowledge of older members redundant, which meant most of our team was below the age of thirty-five. That worked fine by us. We were all workaholics who didn’t have time for a home life and families. We were married to the job.

Admittedly, the role was never going to be for everyone. My younger sister had always been more of the homely type, preferring to keep both feet firmly planted on Earth, but the moment I had learned of the actual, proven existence of life on other planets, I’d been obsessed with knowing more. And it wasn’t just one planet. Now we’d mastered the ability to travel light years to other solar systems, scientists had discovered numerous other planets that housed not only life, but intelligent life similar to our own. Communication had been made, and there was no turning back from that. 

“These.” Casey pointed at the screen, pulling my thoughts back to him. “They appear to be asteroids, but they’ve only just shown up on the radar, and they’re traveling too fast.”

I followed the trajectory. “Looks like they’re going to travel right past us, though.” I patted his solid shoulder. “I’m sure we don’t have anything to worry about.”

He scrubbed his hand over his mouth. “It’s just strange how they weren’t there a couple of hours ago.”

“Maybe they were a larger mass that broke apart,” I suggested. “That would change their trajectory.”

He nodded. “Yeah, you’re probably right, and they don’t look like they’re going to cause us any problems.”

“And that’s all we have to worry about.”

In the twenty-three years since the first tourist ship left Earth, we’d made huge advances in space travel. Now people thought nothing to booking a trip to another planet, just the same as they’d booked a trip to a different country for a break back in the early 2000s. Of course, it had been a huge shock to us when not just one, but multiple other intelligent lifeforms were discovered, lifeforms that were often humanoid and already well aware of the existence of humans. Humanity was left feeling like the last child to discover that Santa Claus was actually Mom and Dad, but, once everyone had calmed down and realized they posed no threat, the new way of things was quickly accepted. I remembered how it had been when the first tourist ship went into space, and then the first images of aliens—who we now thought of as ‘alternate races’—were discovered. It was like living inside a movie, and we’d all hovered on the edge of fascination and terror, wondering if this was the start of the end. People speculated, of course, and there were plenty who’d cried about the end of the world, but when nothing had changed, everyone had eventually got bored, and things continued as they always had.  

“Everything okay, guys?” 

We both turned as our communications guy, Mike Fitzgerald, sauntered over, a can of Diet Coke held in one hand. His dark hair needed a cut and flopped down over one eye. His fitted gray t-shirt highlighted the compact but defined muscles beneath the material. Mike might spend a lot of time around computers, but he was no geek. Tattoos ran in sleeves down both arms, but I hadn’t seen enough of the rest of him to know what else was tattooed.

I swept my own dark hair over to one side and glanced over my shoulder at him. “Casey saw something strange on the radar, that’s all.”

“Yeah, like what?”

Casey spun his chair around to face Mike. “Nothing that involves contacting an alternate race, so you won’t be interested.”

Mike took a final chug of his Coke and threw the empty can at Casey’s head. Casey reached up and easily snatched it out of the air before depositing it in the trash can beside him.

“Nice try,” Casey replied with a smug grin. “But seriously, it’s only a few asteroids that must have broken off a larger mass and changed trajectory.”

“Toward us?” Mike’s eyebrows lifted.

“Nah. Looks like they’ll fly straight past.”

I understood Mike’s curiosity. It had been a quiet evening so far, and anything to liven things up was going to be jumped on. My shift was already over, but the guys had only just started work. The Observatory worked twenty-four hours a day, and there always needed to be someone here. I’d been here since eight that morning and should have gone home a couple of hours ago, but I’d got to working on something and had wanted to get it finished before I left for home. It wasn’t as though I had much to go home to. My younger sister, Molly, was staying with me at the moment, but that was only supposed to be a temporary thing after she’d broken up with her boyfriend. That had been almost six months ago now, but I didn’t plan on kicking her out any time soon. I’d never have told her, but I liked having her around. I preferred coming home knowing there was someone there, and deep down I dreaded the day when she announced she was moving out. Not that I expected her to move out any time soon. Molly was getting free rent in a big apartment with a view of the Las Vegas skyline. She’d be nuts to move.

“That’s weird,” Casey said as he spun back around on his chair to face his computer screen again. 

I glanced down at the top of his blond head. “What is?”

He tapped the screen. “They’ve completely gone now.”

I frowned and leaned in. “They have?”

“Yep. There one minute, gone the next.”

“Burned up in the atmosphere, perhaps?”

His lips twisted, and I tried not to stare at them. They were good lips—not too full, not too thin. “Must have. There’s no other explanation.”

All three of us fell silent and lifted our faces to gaze up at the dark sky, beyond the glass dome overhead, toward the vast expanse of stars that winked and blinked above us. The beauty of the night sky never ceased to amaze me. I thought perhaps the lure would diminish once the mystery of it all was removed, but it had only heightened my obsession.

I looked away and exhaled a sigh. “Well, I need to get home, guys. I should have left two hours ago.”

“Admit it, you just like being with us,” Mike teased me.

Casey jumped in. “Nah, she just doesn’t have a life outside of the Observatory.”

I rolled my eyes at their banter. “Not like either of you have anywhere better to be either.”

They both laughed, knowing I was speaking the truth.

I made my way back over to my desk, shut down my computer, and picked up my purse. It was still warm out, even though the desert temperature could seriously drop overnight, so I didn’t have a coat with me.

I had no choice but to live in the city, as did most of the people who worked here. There wasn’t exactly a huge amount of housing out here in the desert. My SUV was parked outside, and, as the dome of the Observatory where our desks were located was on the top floor, I had to take the elevator down to the ground floor in order to leave. There were other people who worked here who were parts of different teams—mainly admin staff—and had offices on the ground floor, but they mostly worked nine-to-five, and we didn’t have a huge amount to do with them.

Behind the security desk at the front doors sat a man in a suit which stretched across his massive shoulders. His dark curls, just a shade before black, were cropped short to his head. Aleandro Levy was head of security, and he must have heard my boots clipping on the polished floors as he turned toward me with a wide smile.

“Night, Camille,” he said as I approached.

“Night, Aleandro. You just come on for the night?”

“Yup. Here until seven a.m.”

I pulled a face. “Rather you than me.”

He grinned, revealing a row of straight white teeth. “Thanks.”

“I’ll think of you while I’m snuggled up in bed,” I teased.

His grin grew knowing. “Will you now? That’s something I can use to distract me over the next ten hours.”

His words sent a little thrill through me, and I tried not to stare at the bulging biceps beneath his suit as I passed him, adding an extra little wiggle to my walk. Aleandro and I had been flirting for a while now, but nothing had happened. The Observatory had a strict ‘no fraternizing with the staff’ policy, and though it was frustrating working with a crew of gorgeous, smart men when I couldn’t act on anything, it was still fun flirting with them.

I stepped out of the main doors, feeling Aleandro’s gaze on my back but not giving him the satisfaction of glancing back at him. Fishing my car keys out of my purse, I headed over to where my SUV was parked in the lot.

It would only take me thirty minutes to get home, and then I planned on doing nothing more exciting than eating dinner, taking a long hot bath, and heading straight to bed.
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Chapter Two
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A boom and vibration shattered through the room, jerking me awake. At first, I wondered if I’d been dreaming and had somehow pulled the dream into the waking world with me, but then Molly’s shriek echoed from down the hall. 

Quickly, I glanced at the bedside clock. The red LED light blinked: 2:52 a.m. 

I was wide awake now. Molly?

I swung my legs out of bed, my heart pounding. Something felt different about the air around me, like an electromagnetic charge had affected the particles, and I smelled something, too. Burning. Was the apartment block on fire?

I got to my feet just as something else hit with a second massive boom. The blast sent the floors and walls shaking, throwing me off-balance. I clutched at my nightstand just as the glass of water on top of it toppled over and crashed to the floor, breaking into numerous sharp pieces. 

My sister’s screech came again. “Camille!” 

My heart catapulted, blood hammering in my ears, my breath trapped in the base of my throat. What was happening? Were we under attack? Terrorism, perhaps? I struggled to put my thoughts together. All I wanted to do was get to my sister.

The trembling had stopped for the moment. I staggered for the bedroom door, finding the handle and yanking it open. I expected to find Molly in her bedroom, but instead she was standing in our living room, the glass front of our apartment giving a view out across the city skyline. 

“Molly?” 

She was facing away from me, staring out to the city, so I was only able to see the back of her head, her dark hair a shade lighter than mine. I followed her line of sight beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows and over the city. 

My mouth dropped open.

Bright, fiery balls of red, yellow, and orange plummeted through the night sky, their brilliance diminishing the hundreds of thousands of city lights below. In the distance, fires had erupted, and a couple of buildings were surrounded in flames.

Asteroids!

Hadn’t Casey pointed out something before I’d left the Observatory? But they’d not been headed our way, and from the number that seemed to be burning through the sky, these were nothing like the ones we had spotted.

My thoughts went to my work colleagues left at the Observatory. Had they seen these things on the radar? Had somebody been trying to get hold of me while I’d slept? I hadn’t thought to bring my phone with me when I’d run from the bedroom, but I also hadn’t heard it ringing. Or was it possible that things had somehow been hidden from our satellites?

The thought unnerved me.

My sister finally turned to me, her blue eyes wide and framed with dark lashes. “What’s happening, Camille?”

“I’m not sure...”

A third explosion happened somewhere nearby, the huge glass panes separating us from the city rattling in their frames. The vibrations caused from the blast sent us stumbling, so we ended up clutching each other to keep our balance.

“They look like meteors,” Molly cried. “Aren’t you guys supposed to predict this kind of thing?”

The fear was evident in her voice. I didn’t blame her. I was scared as well. If one of those things hit our building, we would be dead in an instant.

My heart went out to those in the places that had already been hit. How many were dead or injured? How many families separated? How many children desperately searching for their parents and vice versa? And the sky was still streaked with light as more of the things fell from the sky.

How far was this spread? Across the desert? Or farther still? Could it be across the whole country? The world, even?

No, it was most likely localized, but I hadn’t come across a strike that we hadn’t seen coming before, and right now, all bets were off. I needed to contact someone at the Observatory and find out what was going on. I didn’t know how much longer we’d have power for, so I needed to act quickly.

I turned to Molly. “Wait here. I need to get my phone.” I’d slept with it tucked beneath my pillow. “And stay away from the window.” 

The view was both terrifying and mesmerizing. I could see us both standing there, transfixed by the light show, until one of the things either hit the building or somewhere so close by that it shattered the huge window and sliced us both to pieces.

But Molly shook her head. “No way. You’re not going anywhere without me.”

“Only to my room,” I insisted.

“I don’t care. I’m coming, too.”

I couldn’t see any reason to stop her. 

With my heart thumping, I grabbed my sister’s hand, and together we ran for my bedroom. I was acutely aware that this whole place could blow apart within seconds. One moment, we’d be running, and the next we simply wouldn’t exist anymore. 

I didn’t think I’d ever been so scared in my life. I remembered being frightened when we’d first learned about the existence of extra-terrestrial life. We’d all been brought up on movies of what would happen to us—how we’d all end up either abducted by weird-looking aliens or shot to pieces by giant spaceships—but that wasn’t what happened at all. Life on other planets was much like we were. They were humanoid, with structured societies, and governments and rulers, and families and workers. They didn’t want us dead any more than we wanted them dead. The fear had surrounded all of us, at first, but now, years on, the other populations on different planets were no different than people in neighboring countries. I still remembered that initial terror, though—even though I’d only been small at the time—and this felt very similar, only a thousand times worse. I’d been terrified back then that organized life on other planets would mean the end of ours, but the expectation of it happening was very different from the knowledge it actually was happening!

We skidded into my bedroom, and I shoved my hand under my pillow, still warm from where I’d been sleeping. My fingers touched the cool, slim metal, and I yanked it back out again.

“Shit!”

I had seven missed calls already, and, as I was holding the phone, it started to buzz.

Some people had implants in their arms to use their phones, but I’d always resisted. Maybe it was the paranoid side of my nature, but I had never liked the idea that I would be contactable at all times and that people would be able to track my location whenever they wanted. That was something I could live without.

I swiped the phone to answer. “Casey?”

“Camille, thank God. You’re all right.”

“What’s happening, Casey? How the fuck did we not predict this?”

His voice came down the line. “I have no idea. They literally came out of nowhere. One moment, there was nothing above us, and the next second these things were dropping out of the sky.”

“Someone used shielding to hide them from our satellites. That can only be done deliberately, so we’re definitely under attack.”

“Looks that way.”

“Fuck.” I ran my hand over my mouth. “Do we know who yet?”

“No idea.”

I exhaled a frustrated sigh. “Okay, I’m coming in. I’m bringing my sister with me.”

“She won’t have clearance.”

I glanced over at where Molly stood, staring worriedly at me, trying to get a gist of the conversation. “Fuck clearance,” I told him. “People are dying. There’s no way I’m leaving her.”

He hesitated and then said, “Just be careful.”

I didn’t think I had much choice about that. It didn’t matter how careful I was, if one of those things hit us, we were dead.

The phone went silent, and I reached down to the floor to grab the pair of jeans I’d dumped there a couple of nights ago. I ran to my drawer and yanked out a pair for Molly as well, and threw them at her. “Put those on. We’re getting out of here.”

Thankfully, she didn’t argue with me, and we both pulled on the clothes. I had a strict ‘no shoes in the apartment’ rule, so both of us had our shoes by the front door. I shoved the phone into the back pocket of my jeans and then grabbed Molly’s hand again and dragged her out of the bedroom.

Nearby, another asteroid—or whatever the hell those things were—hit, and we both cowered, trying to stay on our feet while the apartment shook and vibrated around us. The shaking subsided, and I snatched my keys off the hook on the wall near the front door, and then shoved my feet into sneakers. My sister did the same.

“Where are we going?” she asked between frightened gasps.

“The Observatory,” I told her. “That’s the only place we’re going to get answers.”

My SUV was parked in the underground garage beneath the building. I prayed the structure of the garage hadn’t been damaged with all the explosions. Without a vehicle, it would be a nightmare trying to reach the Observatory. Not that this wasn’t a nightmare anyway. I also worried what the roads would be like. If they were destroyed, we’d struggle to reach my place of work.

I’d have to deal with those obstacles when I came across them.

We burst out into the hallway. Others had emerged from their apartments, everyone wide-eyed and white with terror.  

“The stairs,” I told Molly, tugging her toward the fire escape that led down to the lower floors. We were fourteen flights up, and there was no way I was going to trust the elevator. The power was still on for the moment, but I had no idea how long that would last. Getting trapped in a broken-down elevator would be signing our death warrants.

I recognized some of the other people running alongside us, but everyone was too frightened to have a conversation. Deep down, we all knew what was happening. Besides, I didn’t know my neighbors well. Enough to nod and say good morning, but that was all. It wasn’t that I was rude, I just liked to keep myself to myself, and making small talk was one of the things that left me cringing inwardly and immediately trying to figure out a way to escape the situation.

Others seemed to have the same idea about the stairwell, and we joined the stream of people pouring down the stairs. Even though Molly was twenty-three and four years younger than my own twenty-seven years, I held her hand tight, just as I had always done when we were children, and tugged her along with me. I didn’t want to let go, terrified that if we were separated, we wouldn’t find each other again.
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Chapter Three
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We reached the underground parking garage. It seemed I wasn’t the only one to have this idea, as a number of people had already reached their vehicles and were now screeching their way toward the exit, the headlights streaking across the dimly lit space. My frantic mind forgot where I’d parked my SUV for a moment, and I had to go back and piece together what I’d done when I’d driven back from work that evening.

“The car’s over there!” Holly pointed to where my vehicle was parked.

“Damn. Of course.”

We stepped out, only for Holly to jerk me back again just as another car screeched past us, narrowly missing me.

“Shit.”

There wasn’t time to even catch my breath. Another of the asteroids hit somewhere close by, and the whole of the underground parking lot vibrated with the impact. For one horrifying moment, I was sure the ceiling would give way and bring the building above down on top of us, burying us forever, but then the shaking subsided.

“Come on.”

Molly and I ran toward the SUV. I hit the button on the key fob to unlock the central locking, and we both yanked open the doors and threw ourselves inside. Molly’s car was down here, too, but it wasn’t a four-by-four, and, considering the circumstances, I thought we might be grateful for the ability to get over some bumpy ground.

Molly hung on to the handle above the passenger window as I navigated the parking lot to find the exit. “What’s happening, Camille?” she asked as I drove. “Is it a meteor strike?”

I shook my head. “No, this kind of damage wouldn’t be caused by meteors. They’re far too small. This kind of damage must be caused by asteroids.”

Her eyes widened at me. “Didn’t an asteroid strike wipe out the dinosaurs?”

“Yes, but that one was thought to be eight kilometers wide.”

“How big are these ones?”

“I don’t know yet, but they’re nowhere near that big. I’m assuming they’d be more like eight meters than kilometers.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because, if they were much bigger, we’d all be dead.”

Other vehicles pulled out around us. Horns blared as people tried to escape. I wondered where everyone else was going. Did any of them think to go to the Observatory? The facility was situated away from the SR 160, and I wasn’t sure how much notice the general public took of us. In the early days, anything to do with space and space travel drew plenty of attention, but it was so run-of-the-mill now that we faded into the background. Selfishly, I hoped people didn’t remember us. The last thing we needed was to be overrun. We needed to work, more than ever, and we wouldn’t be able to figure this out with hordes of people banging on the doors. 

We drove up the ramp and onto the street. Right away, I saw this wasn’t going to be easy. The streets were in chaos. People ran, clutching each other. The roads were already jammed with cars, and though the vehicles were creeping forward, I could see we were going to end up wedged in traffic if we weren’t careful.

I spotted a gap on the sidewalk. “Hang on,” I told Molly.

Feeling bad, but knowing our lives were on the line and that they needed me at the Observatory, I veered the car off the road and onto the sidewalk.

Molly shot me a wide-eyed glance. “What are you doing?”

“What I need to. This thing is from space, and I know space. In this situation, I’m practically the emergency services.”

I tightened my fingers around the steering wheel, my knuckles white. I swerved around more people, gritting my teeth and wincing, praying I didn’t hit anyone. Molly let out a scream with every swerve.

“We just need to get out of the city. The roads should be clear then.”

My sister clung on tighter. “God, I hope so.”

The asteroids seemed to have stopped falling, at least close by enough for us to feel. I couldn’t speak for the rest of the United States, assuming whatever this was had spread that far.

I swerved cars rammed up on sidewalks and did my best not to hit anyone on foot. 

Molly glanced to me. “Have you heard from Tara?”

My stomach sank. “Oh, shit.”

In my blind panic to get my sister to safety and reach the Observatory, I’d completely forgotten about my best friend. Tara worked as a croupier in one of the downtown casinos. She was my complete opposite, personality-wise—her outgoing and vivacious, and flirty and fun, while I was the more studious type—but we’d known each other since we were ten years old, and she was as much of a sister to me as Molly. Tara kept crazy hours, just like I did, so I always knew she would be there for me if I had a problem. I often called her at stupid times of the night, knowing she’d most likely be awake and happy to chat. Had she been awake when all of this had hit? Was she working or at home? I prayed that where ever she was, she was safe.

Awkwardly, I reached into my pocket while I drove and fished out my cell phone. I tossed it to Molly. “Call her, find out where she is and if she needs help.”

Worry creased Molly’s face. “Don’t we need to get to the Observatory?”

I tightened my jaw. “I’m not leaving her behind.”

My sister pulled up Tara’s number and swiped to call. She held the phone up in the air and set it on speaker, so I’d be able to hear without needing to hold the handset. Within a couple of rings, my friend answered. 

“Holy shit, Camille! What the fuck is happening?”

Noise surrounded her, people screaming. Her heavy breathing came down the line, as though she was running while she spoke.

“I’m not sure yet. Don’t worry about that for now. Where are you? Are you safe?”

“Safe?” Tara bleated back. “Are any of us safe?”

“Just tell me where you are? I have Molly with me. I’m coming to get you.”

“I’m at work. It’s chaos here. One of those things hit the top of the building. It’s on fire. People are fucking dead!”

My friend was always quick to curse, but in this situation, I could hardly blame her.

“Get out onto the road, near the main entrance. I’m coming to get you.”

“Where are we going? This is crazy—” An explosion sounded down the end of the phone, and suddenly the line went dead.

“Tara!” I yelled, even though I knew she wasn’t going to hear me.

I glanced at Molly and knew my fear was mirrored in her eyes.

“What happened?” my sister asked, her face white. “Do you think she’s okay?”

I couldn’t lie to her. “I don’t know.”

I wasn’t going to give up on Tara. Though I should be heading in the opposite direction—out of town, not deeper into the city—I kept going. I prayed the roads would remain clear enough to navigate. I couldn’t risk leaving the car behind. The Observatory was too far out in the desert for us to walk it, and I had to put reaching the Observatory above all other things. I didn’t want to consider the possibility of abandoning my friend, but this asteroid strike had come out of nowhere, and I didn’t believe for a second that it was only asteroids we were dealing with here. Science followed rules, and those asteroids didn’t follow the rules. We should have seen them coming, and we didn’t, which could only mean they’d been shielded for some reason. Asteroids didn’t shield themselves.

“Keep trying her,” I told Molly, partly to give my sister something to focus on other than what was happening around us. Fires burned where the asteroids had hit, and the sides of buildings had giant, gaping holes in them. I thanked our lucky stars that our building hadn’t been one of those struck. If we’d been sleeping in our beds when an asteroid collided, we’d have been dead instantly. We wouldn’t have even known what was happening. My stomach contracted with fear for our future, and grief for all those dead tonight. I prayed my friend wasn’t one of them.

I tried to turn down a street. “Shit.”

One of the buildings alongside it had been hit and had collapsed into the road, a burning pile of rubble. People were trying to pull survivors, or maybe just bodies, out from under the mess.

There was no possibility of me getting a car down the road. I swung my arm over the headrest behind me and jammed the gears into reverse, heading back the way we’d come and swerving around other vehicles and people.

“It’s okay. We’ll take the next block,” I told Molly, trying to reassure her, even though I felt less than reassured myself.

My phone buzzed, snatching both our attention.

It was Casey, and I tried not to feel disappointed. I’d hoped it was going to be Tara, telling me she was okay.

“Where are you, Camille?” he asked. “We need you here.”

“I’m doing my best, Casey. The city is in chaos.”

“Are you all right?” I heard the concern in his tone.

“Yes, so far. I’m trying to make it out to you, there’s just been a few hold-ups.”

“Do the best you can.”

“I am.” I paused for a moment, and then added, “I’m not just bringing my sister, Casey. I’m bringing a couple of people with me now.”

I hoped I was correct when I’d said ‘a couple’.

He paused, silence down the line when mayhem reined around us. “You know that’s not protocol.”

“Fuck protocol,” I snapped back, borrowing one of my friend’s curse words. “It’s like Armageddon out here. I’m not going to leave my sister and friend behind.”

He paused again, and I thought he was going to argue with me, but then he said, “Okay, just do what you can.”

I wondered what it was like out in the desert. I assumed the Observatory hadn’t been affected. I took a little comfort in that. If this was an aggressive strike meant to wipe us out, that would have been one of the first places they’d target. The Observatories were where we coordinated all our space travel and observations, and even had adjoining launch pads. There were thousands of identical buildings positioned all over the world, and I couldn’t help but feel that if this were a tactical strike meant to destroy the human race, then whoever was attacking us would have started with them.

I realized the line of thought my mind had gone down. I was definitely thinking of this as an attack rather than a freakish act of nature. I hadn’t seen any kind of alien spacecraft, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t follow.

Unless the asteroids themselves were the ships.

I let the idea dangle in my mind. It was something I’d raise with the others when I reached the Observatory. I’d never come across aliens using asteroids to travel before, but perhaps they were never asteroids to start with. They only looked like asteroids. It would certainly explain why they didn’t follow all the usual rules of science.

I was forced to slow again.

Hands slammed against the windshield, bloodied fingerprints against the glass, and I jumped in fear and surprise. “Help! You have to help us.”

The hands belonged to a man in his forties, his face as bloodied as his palms. His eyes were wild with terror.

“Camille!” Molly cried.

I reached out and hit the button to activate the central locking. The locks went into place with a thunk.

The man banged again. “Please, you need to help!”

I shook my head, feeling horrible. I’m sorry, I can’t. I kept driving, and his hands slapped down the side of the vehicle, my insides coiling into a tight knot with every bang.

I pressed on, maneuvering the car around the people and other vehicles. If I stopped to help one person, then I’d have to stop to help more. Within seconds we’d be overrun, and someone would probably steal the car from me, and then I’d have no way of reaching the Observatory.

Tara’s work place was on the next block. Smoke billowed high into the air ahead of us, and I felt sick to my stomach. She’d already told me the building had been hit. Had it received a second strike? I had the horrible feeling I wasn’t going to see my friend again.

People had run from the area, but there were still more around—those who’d only just made it out of their buildings, or the injured who were wandering around, bloodied and dazed, as though they had no idea what was happening. The worst were those who were crying for loved ones already lost. On their knees and screaming with grief for those trapped under rubble. My vision blurred with tears, and a painful lump balled in my throat. It was like we were in warzone, and I didn’t think I’d ever forget these images, assuming I lived long enough to recollect them.

Tara’s building—or at least what remained of Tara’s building—came into view.

“Oh God,” Molly whispered from beside me.

The place was not much more than rubble. The building had been several stories high, but now only the bottom couple of floors remained. Was that what the crash had been when we’d been on the phone to Tara? I’d thought it might have been another asteroid, but it was more likely that a part of the building had come crashing down. Had Tara been inside when it had? I tried to remember if she’d said if she was out yet or not.

From out of the chaos and confusion, I spotted blonde hair flying toward us, and my heart lifted. Tara!

Quickly, I hit the button to unlock the doors, and Tara yanked open the back door and threw herself into the rear seats. “Oh, thank fuck you made it,” she gasped. “We need to get the hell out of here.”

I didn’t wait another second. I locked the doors again and hit the gas.

From the back seat, Tara leaned forward and wrapped her arms around my neck and gave me a squeeze. “You didn’t give up on me.” 

She burst into tears. Tara wasn’t a crier, and I hugged her arm around my neck as best I could while still driving.

“Never.”
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With my two passengers, I drove back out through the city. The traffic grew worse the longer we were on the road as people tried to make their escape. We saw the flashing lights and heard the sirens of cop cars, paramedics, and the fire department, and I was grateful help was on its way to those who needed it. They were going to have their work cut out for them. I hoped the hospital hadn’t been one of the buildings hit in the strike, or things would get even harder for the inhabitants of Las Vegas. 

What worried me most was the possibility this might only be the start. If I was correct in my assumption that this was more than just an unpredicted asteroid strike, whoever had dealt us this blow would have a plan behind them, and it was that plan that had me concerned. We weren’t prepared for this, and clearly whoever was behind the strike was. That was why it was so important that I reach the Observatory. Someone must know something, and the Observatories around the world, and the people who worked in them, would be the ones needed to coordinate whatever happened next.

The buildup in traffic was frustrating, but there was nothing I could do about it. We crawled through the ruined city, having to take different routes or drive down sidewalks when things got really bad. Parts of roads were missing completely where the asteroids had hit, only massive holes remaining.

I was anxious to get to the Observatory, and it wasn’t only for work reasons. I thought we’d all feel safer there. I knew I would, and it wasn’t just because the building had been built to be impenetrable. I wanted to be around the men who worked there, too, Casey and Mike and even Aleandro. I wasn’t one of those women who felt they needed a man to protect them, but right now I found I yearned for a little protecting. Each of them was capable in their own way. Aleandro was physically strong with his ‘don’t mess with me’ attitude. Casey was studious and quieter, and one hundred percent capable, and Mike, while smart with computers, was more easygoing and would help take the tension out of things. I knew Casey and Mike better than Aleandro, as I’d worked side by side with the two of them for several months now. Aleandro tended to be downstairs at the reception, but he and I passed each other several times a day, and we always stopped to exchange a few flirty words and glances. Yeah, I enjoyed those moments with him and would go out of my way to make sure they happened. When he and I were working different shifts, there was never quite the same bounce to my step, and I didn’t make as much effort with my appearance. That wasn’t to be said that I didn’t make an effort. I still had Casey and Mike working with me, and both of them were always worth an extra slick of lip gloss. I stayed professional, however, as did each of them. Our jobs were important to us and weren’t worth a little fraternizing with the staff. Friendship and flirting were perfectly okay, and over time, we had all come to care for each other. I was eager to be back in their company, though I wondered what Molly and Tara would say about the men. I hoped they were both too frightened to think about them as anything more than just guys I worked with.

I was surprised to experience a little stab of jealousy. Molly was too young for them—I hoped—but Tara was my age. She was also blonde, gorgeous and flirty, and was bound to attract the attention of the guys. There was nothing I could say or do about it. I didn’t have any hold over them. They were free to do as they liked.

It felt like forever, but finally we got out of the city and onto the SR 160. Others were also headed in the same direction, and I hoped no one else had considered going to seek help and safety at the Observatory. I was fairly certain they wouldn’t be allowed in, even if they had. I felt horrible at the thought, especially as I’d brought my own civilians with me.

What were the government doing about the strikes? Had they already put some kind of plan into place? The city would be in chaos for a long time to come. There was only so much the emergency services would be able to do. The army would need to be mobilized. There was bound to be looting—there were always assholes who took advantage in these situations—and thousands of people would be without homes. I couldn’t even imagine the sort of money and people power needed to make things right again, and that was assuming this was all over. Trouble was, I was worried it was only the beginning.

“We’re almost there,” I told my passengers.

Neither of them had been to the Observatory before. This wasn’t the type of place you brought people for a tour. Occasionally, we had school visits—the government’s way of getting the next generation interested in space science—but that was about it. It wasn’t somewhere people popped in to say hi.

The huge glass dome of the building rose into the black sky. It looked like glass, but it was built of the same material used on the space ships we coordinated, built to withstand huge pressure and extreme variations in temperature. The structure of the building was also reinforced, and right now that made it the safest place I knew of. 

I pulled into the parking lot, the same space I’d vacated only a matter of hours earlier, and switched off the car engine. There were other cars in the lot, but none that weren’t supposed to be here. If any civilians got the idea that this would be a safe place to come, they clearly hadn’t arrived yet.

I glanced across to Molly, who was staring, wide-eyed, at the Observatory. “Wow. I’ve seen photographs of this place, but I didn’t realize it was this impressive.”

A little firework of pride exploded inside me, and I glanced to the rearview to see Tara wasn’t quite as impressed. In fact, she’d barely even noticed we’d stopped, sitting with her hand shielding her eyes instead.

“You okay, Tara?” I asked gently.

She looked up at me and nodded. “Yeah, just trying to get my head around what happened back there.”

“I know. Me, too.” The sight of people running, screaming, blood down their faces, and begging for help, would stay with me for the rest of my life. I wanted to do what Tara was doing and withdraw and dwell in my fear for the future, but I had work to do.

“Come on,” I told her. “Let’s get inside.”

We climbed out of the SUV, into the cool desert air. Huge metal shutters had been pulled down over the glass entrance to the Observatory. I was going to need to get someone to open them before we could get in.

I pulled out my cell phone, relieved I still had a signal. From the lights on inside the building, we clearly still had power, too, though the Observatory was also on a huge underground generator which would act as backup should the power get cut.

I frowned. This was what was confusing me. We’d always been taught that in the event of an alien invasion, the first things they’d hit would be power and communications, anything to disrupt us from fighting back, and yet that hadn’t happened. Was it possible the asteroids had simply been asteroids—perhaps ones from a different solar system that behaved in a way we hadn’t yet come across, making them untraceable? I made a mental note to talk all this through with Casey just as soon as we got inside.

I hit my caller log and redialed Casey’s number. I spoke as soon as he answered. “I’m right outside. You need to open up.”

“Got it,” was his only reply, and then he was gone again.

Mere seconds passed, and a hum came from somewhere deep in the mechanics of the metal shutters, and they began to lift. I didn’t even wait for them to be head height before grabbing Molly with one hand and Tara with the other, ducking beneath, and entering the building.

I blinked in the bright light and spotted Aleandro’s huge bulk working the shutters, bringing them back down again now that we were inside.

My entire body finally relaxed at the sight of him. “Aleandro!”

“Camille. Thank God you’re all right.”

We moved in synchronization, both of us taking steps toward each other, meeting in the middle. I flung my arms around his broad neck, and his arms wrapped around my waist, squeezing me tight, squishing me between his biceps. It was a brief hug, but it was as though he’d squeezed the tension out of my body, immediately making me feel better.

We were still work colleagues, despite the circumstances, so even though I would have happily stayed like that, my face pressed against his muscular chest, allowing him to surround me with his bulk, I forced myself to release him and step away.

“This is my sister, Molly,” I told him, remembering the two women I’d brought with me. “And my best friend, Tara.” I introduced him, “And this is Aleandro Levy, head of security for our Observatory.”

Aleandro ducked his head in a nod. “Ladies,” he said. Then he turned his attention back to me. “How bad is it out there, Camille? Some of the reports we’re getting are unbelievable.”

I bit my lower lip. “It’s bad. Let’s go and find the others, and I’ll tell you all everything.”

Of course, I knew where I was going, but I followed him anyway. There were others who worked in the building, too, people flitting between offices, giving me anxious nods as they went. The Observatory was never unmanned, even during the night shift.

We took the stairs rather than the elevator, Molly and Tara following close behind. We pushed through the door at the top and stepped out into the glass-domed part of the Observatory where my desk was located.

Mike spotted me first, giving me a tight smile and crossing the room toward me. “Camille, thank God you made it safely.” His blue eyes, which contrasted so well with their fringe of dark lashes, narrowed slightly, and then his gaze flicked up and down my body as though he was checking to see if I was hurt.

“Thanks, it’s good to see you.” My voice cracked as I spoke. I’d been trying to be strong, but after going through what we’d just been through, it wasn’t easy.

“Ah, shit, come here.” He put out his arms, and I stepped into them, allowed him to fold me into his body. Mike was more my height, and I turned my face to press my nose and mouth against his neck, inhaling the warm, comforting scent of him. He stroked my hair. “I’m so relieved you’re okay, Camille.” He spoke against the side of my head. “I was worried sick about you. We all were.”

“I’m here now.” I untangled myself from his embrace. We had work to do.

Casey was at his desk, his head bent over his computer, ever studious. “How the fuck did we miss this, Camille?” he said without turning to look up at me. “It doesn’t make sense.”

I stopped beside him and put my hand on his shoulder and gave him a reassuring squeeze. He reached up with his own hand and covered my fingers with his.

Mike stepped in beside us. “It wasn’t just us. No one predicted the strike. I’ve been in touch with a number of different Observatories, and not a single one saw this coming.”

I glanced over at him. “A number of different Observatories? Does this mean whatever has happened here isn’t localized to Las Vegas?”

Mike’s lips thinned, and he shook his head. “No, it’s not.”

Casey let go of my fingers and scrubbed his hand across his eyes but didn’t look at me.  A horrible sinking sensation dragged at my gut, and though I didn’t want to know the answer, I knew I had to ask the question. “How far is this spread?”

Casey put his hand over his mouth as though he wanted to hold back the words. “It’s everywhere.”

I widened my eyes. “What do you mean, everywhere? Like all over the United States?”

Mike shook his head. “No. All over the world.”
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What he had said began to sink in.

“Oh my God.”

My mind spun at the thought of this being spread across the globe. How many lives had been lost in the past few hours since the first strike had started? It had been nighttime for us, so people hadn’t been in office buildings and had been home in bed, but in other time zones it would have been the middle of the day—cars on the roads, people at work, and children in school. I couldn’t even fathom the amount of pain and terror and loss that had happened across our globe in the last few hours.

I glanced over my shoulder to where Molly and Tara were standing together, holding each other’s hands. They seemed as terrified of this news as I felt. 

“It’s everywhere?” my sister asked me. “So there’s no place to go?”

I wished I could tell her something different, to try to reassure her, but I didn’t know anything more than she did. “I’m sure we don’t know about everywhere yet. The world is a big place.” I shot Mike a glare to tell him to stay quiet for the moment. My sister was an adult, but I still wanted to protect her.

“We’re safe here,” Casey said, spinning in his chair to face us. “We have plenty of supplies, and this place is reinforced. No one is going to come to any harm while we’re here.”

Molly frowned at me. “But what about all those other people out there? Shouldn’t we try to help them somehow?”

My heart tugged, knowing deep down she was right, but it was impossible. “Molly, if we open this place up to people, it’ll be overrun in the space of an hour. People will loot, and the food will be gone, and if anyone tries to interfere with our work, we might not be able to figure out what’s happened or how to prevent it from happening again. I understand what you’re thinking and feeling right now, but we have to think of the bigger picture.”

I turned to Tara for support, but she wasn’t even looking at me. Her teeth were working at her lower lip, and her frown matched Molly’s. There was blood at her temple—something I hadn’t noticed before—and gray dust clung to her hair and clothing.

I felt wretched. I wanted to comfort and take care of my friend and sister, but I also needed to work.

“The cafeteria is down in the basement,” I told them. “Why don’t you go and get coffee. I’ll be down when I get a minute.”

Tara finally lifted her chin and nodded. “Okay.” She put her arm around Molly’s shoulders. “What if someone questions us?”

“Just tell them to come and speak to me if there’s a problem, but it’ll be fine, I promise. A lot of people work here, and there are different people in and out all the time. No one is going to question you.”

She nodded and guided my sister away.

I exhaled a sigh and ran my hand over my face.

“I expect we’re going to have more people here soon,” Aleandro said when they were out of earshot. 

I turned to him. “What do you mean?”

“I’ve got word that the government is sending its best men from each of its departments out to their local Observatories to help figure this out. I’ve been told to watch out for them and let them inside.”

My stomach dropped. “Great. That’s just what we need. Officials here, trying to tell us how to do our jobs.”

Mike propped himself up against Casey’s desk and folded his arms. “I guess they think we didn’t do such a great job in predicting the strike, so they’re bound to send in some heavies.”

“Shit.”

I didn’t want other people here, though I guessed it was going to be inevitable. Everyone was going to want to know what was happening.

“When do you think they’ll get here?” I asked Aleandro.

He shrugged his massive shoulders. “No idea, but within the next twenty-four hours. I guess it depends on how far they have to come and how badly infrastructure has been damaged.”

I twisted my lips. “The roads were pretty messed up when I drove through. If they’ve got access to aircraft—helicopters or small planes—they’ll be more likely to travel by air, which means they will be here faster.”

Casey spun his chair back around and nudged his glasses higher up his face. “Then we’d better get on with this before they get here.”

I knew what he was saying—whoever the officials were heading our way, they might easily decide we weren’t fit for the job and kick us out. None of us wanted that.

Casey got to work, pulling up all the data from the previous evening. Me, Mike, and Aleandro hovered over his shoulder, watching while his fingers flew over the keyboard. I could go to my own computer and pull up the same info, but it seemed like a better idea that we put all our heads together.

“So, this is last night,” Casey said eventually, clicking between multiple screens. He pointed to the illuminated dots. “These are the asteroids I spotted at twenty-one-oh-seven. Do you remember I said they were traveling too fast, and they just appeared as though from nowhere?”

I nodded in agreement, remembering what he’d said. “And I told you they didn’t look like they were going to come anywhere near us, so not to worry about it.” Christ, how wrong I’d been.

“That’s right. Then at twenty-one-twenty-four, they completely vanish from our radar. I assumed they’d simply broken up, too small for us to even pick up on.”

He clicked forward a number of screens. “Then at oh-two-forty-eight, they suddenly reappear again, only now they’re right on top of us. By this point, it’s too late to even warn anyone. Minutes later, the strikes begin.”

I remember glancing at my clock when I’d been woken by the first hit. It had been just after 2:50 a.m. 

“So what does that tell us?” I was thinking out loud. “That the asteroids were able to change their trajectory, and they were able to hide from our radar.”

Mike cocked his dark eyebrows. “That doesn’t sound like any kind of asteroid I know.”

I twisted my lips at him. “Me either.”

“So they weren’t asteroids,” Casey said.

“If they weren’t asteroids, what were they?”

“A weapon?” Mike suggested.

I nodded. “Yes, that’s most likely. But a weapon owned by who? Have we had any communication from other races claiming the attack yet?” I didn’t need to explain to him that I was talking about alien races rather than human.

Mike shook his head. “No, but then I wouldn’t expect that kind of communication to come through here. It would be directed up far higher.”

“The White House?” I said.

“Yeah, the White House.”

“Do you think this might be the first strike?” I asked Casey.

He shrugged. “We have no way of knowing, but I’ve been watching the radar and I haven’t seen any signs of more asteroids. Of course, they might be hidden by whatever shielded the first strike, but I’ve got the feeling that kind of technology can only be used for short periods, which is why we were able to spot them in the first place.”

“And no signs of strange spacecraft in our atmosphere?”

“Nothing showing on the satellites, but again, they might be using shielding.”

My mind was going at a million miles an hour, trying to predict what we might be about to face—Earth under attack. An alien race attempting to eradicate us. Humanity at war.

Ice-cold flooded through my veins at the thought.

Aleandro must have noticed the shudder that worked its way down my spine. He slipped his arm around my shoulders, and gave me a squeeze, pressing my other shoulder into the side of his chest. “It’ll be okay, Camille.”

I looked up at him, holding back tears. “Will it? I’m not so sure. You didn’t see what it was like out there, Aleandro. Buildings were on fire. People were screaming and crying. Cars were in pileups on the road where people were trying to get away.” Tears trembled in my eyes and spilled down my cheeks. The possibility that there was more horror to come was unthinkable.

He reached up and used the pad of his thumb to brush away the tears. The intimate contact made something quiver inside me, and my breath caught. Our eyes locked, and I was lost in his dark gaze. 

“We’ll do everything we can to protect you, Camille.” His voice was a deep rumble. “You have to remember that.”

The trouble was, it wasn’t me I was worried about. It was my sister, and my friend, and all those other hundreds and thousands of people out there who had no idea what might be coming.

Hell, we had no idea what might be coming, and it was our job to know.

I glanced up at the giant glass dome above our heads and realized the sky was lightening. Morning was coming.

Unlike other monsters that hid in the dark, I couldn’t help but feel the daylight worked to shield whatever was attacking us now. At least when we were able to see the stars, I felt as though I had some connection to the other planets, but now they were no longer visible, winking out, one by one, as the sun began to rise, it was as though they were using the daylight to hide.

We didn’t need the night to track what was out there, of course. Our satellites did that for us. Only this time they had failed us.

My fear of the coming day wasn’t only down to no longer being able to look up and see the stars. It also somehow made what had happened more real. In the daylight, we would have a better idea of the sort of damage that had been caused and the number of lives lost. We’d also have to decide which of two ways we’d be going—would we be rebuilding, or would we be under attack and readying ourselves for war?

Casey spun around in his chair. “How much sleep did you get, Camille? It’s almost morning.”

I shook my head. “A couple of hours, but I’m fine, I promise. You guys have been working all night.”

Mike frowned. “But we already knew we had the night shift, so we were prepared for it. You worked late yesterday, as well.”

I was exhausted, my eyes sore and gritty, but this wasn’t the time to sleep. We needed to keep working and try to figure this thing out. “Don’t fuss,” I told them. “I don’t need to be babied.”

“We’re not babying you,” Mike said, his tone a little frustrated. “But you’ve been through a lot. We’ve been sheltered here, while you were the one who had to get across the city and rescue your sister and friend. That kind of thing takes a lot out of a person, physically, mentally, emotionally.”

He was right. I was drained.

“Besides,” Casey said, “we don’t know how long we’re going to be here for. We might as well make ourselves comfortable. We won’t do anyone any good if we run ourselves into the ground.”

We had a number of separate rooms that were used as staff rooms for the people who worked at the Observatory. They were each equipped with a couple of large couches for comfort, and suddenly the idea of putting my head down on one and closing my eyes appealed.

“I need to go and find Molly and Tara,” I told the guys. “They’ll be tired, too.”

“I’ll come with you,” Aleandro offered.

“Okay, thanks.”

Together, we left Casey and Mike to their work and headed to the cafeteria. We saw several other people along the way, each working in their own departments, nodding at each other with tight smiles as we passed. Everyone here had been sheltered from the chaos of the city, but as more news filtered in, I felt sure they were starting to understand how catastrophic the asteroid strike had been.

The cafeteria was quiet at this time of night. The main staff didn’t work night shifts, but there was a self-service refrigerator which held sandwiches, covered salads, fruit pots, among other things, plus a vending machine for snacks, and another for hot drinks.

I spotted Molly and Tara at the far end of the cafeteria, wedged into plastic seats, side by side, huddled into each other. I’d always taken Tara as the strong one, given that she was older than Molly and always seemed to be edgier, but it was Molly who had her arm around Tara. Two plastic cups of vending machine coffee sat on the table in front of them, but neither drink looked as though they had been touched.

They both glanced up as we walked in. From the white streaks down Tara’s face, I could see she’d been crying, and pride at my sister for comforting my friend, even though she’d been through the same horror, swelled inside me.

“Hey, guys,” I said softly. “I thought you might be tired. It’s almost morning, and none of us have really slept. There are some rooms upstairs with couches. I’m not sure I’ll be able to find many blankets, but they’ll be more comfortable than down here.”

“Okay, thanks,” Tara said, getting to her feet.

Molly stood as well. “Is there any news from outside? Does anyone know what happened yet?”

I wasn’t sure how much I was even allowed to tell them. Much of the work done here was classified, and if I was following the rules, they shouldn’t even really be inside the Observatory. But, considering the situation, I wasn’t sure the rules mattered any more.

“We don’t know much yet, sorry.”

“But they still think the asteroid strike hit all over the world?”

I nodded. “Yes, it looks like that.”

“So who is going to help us?”

I gave my sister a tight smile. “We might have to help ourselves.” I just hoped we were capable of doing such a thing and there wasn’t worse to come.

Molly had paled at my comment. Maybe she’d hoped there was somewhere that hadn’t been impacted that we could all run away to, but unfortunately, that didn’t appear to be the case.

“We’re safe here,” I told her, wanting to make her feel better. “And we have to remember that. We’ve still got power, and the phones and computers are still working. We have plenty of food and water. We need to be grateful for that.”

She nodded. “I know. I just keep thinking of all those poor people we drove past in the city, screaming and crying and covered in blood, and there was nothing we could do to help them.”

Shards of guilt speared through me. Should I have stopped to help? Molly might be saying there was nothing we could have done, but couldn’t we have stopped to help one person, or two, or three? The sheer scale of what had happened made me feel as though I couldn’t have made a difference, but it would have made a difference to those handful of people. But I’d needed to get to the Observatory. If there was any way of stopping a second attack happening, I needed to be here. By being here, I hoped I could help the entire population of Las Vegas eventually.

We went back to our station, and I showed Molly and Tara where the couches were. I was bone tired myself, but I wanted to make sure they were comfortable before I closed my eyes. I also didn’t want to miss anything that might be happening, though both Casey and Mike were manning the computers. They would be exhausted, too, and then they’d need me to take over, and I wouldn’t be able to do that if I didn’t get some rest myself.

“Any news?” I asked them.

Casey glanced over his shoulder at me and pushed up his glasses with his forefinger. “Nothing yet, but I’m taking that to be a good sign for the moment. At least there are no more strikes happening.”

“And there’s absolutely nothing unusual showing on the satellites?”

“Not a thing.”

I cupped my hand over my eyes, suddenly dizzy with the magnitude of what was happening. Was our world ever going to be the same again?

“Hey, Camille. Are you all right?”

Mike had gotten to his feet and was looking at me, his head tilted slightly to one side. His question made me want to cry again, but I blinked back the tears. 

“Yeah, just tired and overwhelmed, but I’m sure I’m not alone in that.”

He surprised me by taking hold of my wrist and then bringing my arm to his lips and kissing the inside, sending pleasurable goose bumps across my skin. “Go and get some rest. We’ll wake you if anything changes.”

“Thanks Mike.”

And I turned and left them to it.
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A hand shook me awake.

“Camille, you have to come and see this. A broadcast is being sent out.”

I was instantly alert and on my feet. Casey had been the one to wake me, and I left Molly and Tara still sleeping and followed him out to his computer. I couldn’t help staring at the way his muscles moved beneath his shirt as he walked. With his short blond hair, smart shirt, and glasses, Casey was neatly put together and could easily be tagged as a geek, but even from this distance I could tell his body was lean and powerful beneath his clothes.

Mike and Aleandro were already standing around his computer screen, both with matching expressions of concern on their faces. My stomach churned as I wondered what I was about to see. Had an alien race claimed responsibility for the asteroid attack? But, instead of seeing an alien race, it was our own Madam President on screen. She was standing outside the White House, and the camera shot had been cropped close, I assumed to hide whatever damage had been done to the building behind.

“What we are facing here is a catastrophe,” she said, addressing the country. “As of this morning, there doesn’t seem to be a single country left on our planet Earth that wasn’t affected by last night’s asteroid strike. As well as its severity, we must consider the reasons behind why no nation detected the strike before it happened. Our country is at a state of national emergency. I have deployed the army and ask civilians to remain in their homes. Help is coming, and I ask for your cooperation and calm at this difficult time. Eventually, we must work together to rebuild our great country. God Bless America.”

The broadcast shut down, and I glanced to each of the men. “Rebuild? Do we really think we’re in the rebuilding phase yet? We don’t even know what has happened. This might just be the start.”

“The president can’t say that, though, can she?” Casey said. “Think of the panic it would send rippling through our society.”

“I think the damage has already been done on that front.” I bit my lower lip. “You didn’t see what it was like out there.”

But Casey shook his head. “I have now. There’s footage all over the internet.”

I wasn’t sure I wanted to see but felt I had to. “Show me.”

He leaned over his computer and used the mouse to click open a number of screens. There was London, its distinctive structures of St. Paul’s Cathedral, Tower Bridge, and Big Ben now gone. Smoke rose into the sky from numerous different points across the city. He clicked out of that screen and brought up another one, this time of Australia, the Sydney Harbour Bridge collapsed in the middle, and the white sails of the Sydney Opera house destroyed. Seeing it like that made the scale of what had happened even more real, and my eyes filled with tears.

“Are we ever going to come back from this?” I shook my head in dismayed horror.

Casey’s arm slid around my shoulder, and he gave me a squeeze. “We will. We have to.”

“I’ve heard from control,” Mike said. “The rumor that they might be sending more people our way to coordinate with us had been confirmed. They’re definitely going to use the Observatories as a home base.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. “What kind of people?”

“Mainly military,” Aleandro joined in, “but also emergency services and some government officials, too. So many places were damaged, they need a place to control everything from, and it looks like the Observatories are the best option.”

“They’d better not interfere with our work,” Mike growled, his fists bunched at his sides.

I kept my mouth shut. A part of me couldn’t help but feel like we’d failed. We had spotted the asteroids—at least a few of them—but we hadn’t done anything. Casey had come to me and asked me if they looked strange, and I’d just dismissed him. Maybe if I hadn’t, we’d be in a different situation right now.

Casey glanced over at me from behind his glasses, as though he’d plucked the thought from my head. “It wasn’t our fault, Camille. There’s no possible way we could have predicted what happened from what we saw.”

I sighed. “I just can’t help wondering. The two things must have been connected. We should probably contact other Observatories and see if anyone else witnessed the same thing in their own skies.”

“Yes, if nothing else, if they are connected, it might make another attack easier to predict, and then at least we can be ready for them.”

Mike’s teeth dug into his lower lip, and he shook his head. “How can we be ready for something we can’t even see? We didn’t even locate the asteroids until they were already in our orbit. Even if we tried to disintegrate them, by the time they were that close, we’d end up blowing apart our own cities.”

I lifted a hand to stop him. “Even if we can’t stop the next one, we still need to share the information. At this point, the tiniest piece of information might be important.”

He nodded. “Yes, you’re right.”

I looked between the men. “How long do we think it’s going to be before the new arrivals show up?”

“Not long,” Aleandro said. “They’re all going to be fairly local to us.”

I didn’t like the idea of others stepping on our territory any more than the guys did. But as much as I was happy with us all hiding away in our little bubble, I knew there were far bigger problems happening in our world right now, and whoever these new people ended up being, we needed to find a way to work together.

Casey lifted both hands as though to calm us down. “Right now, I think we all need to take a break and go down and find something to eat and drink. It’s been a long night, and it’s going to be an even longer day.”

I nodded. “You’re right. We’ll eat and then swap shifts. You guys need to get some rest, too.”

Mike hid a yawn with the back of his hand, and Casey slipped off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. Above our heads, the sun was fully risen. I couldn’t imagine what the carnage in the city must be like in full daylight.

“I’ll stay here and monitor the controls,” Casey said. “You guys go down, and then we’ll swap.”

I frowned at him in concern. “You’ve been working while I’ve been sleeping. You should take the break first.”

He waved me away. “It’s fine. Get yourself sorted and then you can take over.”

“As long as you’re sure.

“I’m sure.”

I was starving, and thirsty, too, and I knew I was going to need a good injection of caffeine to keep my brain turning over.

Together with Aleandro and Mike, we went down to the cafeteria in the basement. None of the staff had come in for that morning shift, and I wasn’t surprised to see the shutters still pulled down over the kitchen. I could hardly blame people for not coming into work. Hell, they might even be dead. My stomach twisted at the thought.

Aleandro went straight over to the kitchen area. There was a door located at the side, and he disappeared through it. A moment later, the shutters lifted with a whir and a clatter

“Coffee,” I said. “I need coffee.”

The tattooed young man beside me agreed. “Me, too.” 

I cocked an eyebrow at Mike. “You’re supposed to be getting some sleep after you’ve eaten. You’re not going to do that if you’re wired on caffeine.”

He gave me a cheeky half-smile and a wink. “Nah, I drink so much of the stuff, I’m practically immune.”

Aleandro was already at the huge industrial refrigerator door, pulling out packets of meats and other things I hadn’t identified. He appeared to know what he was doing, though this was far from his usual territory.

“Do you need a hand?” I called out to him, but he waved me away.

“Got it under control.”

A couple of people from other departments wandered in. They gave us grim smiles. 

“How’s it looking out there?” asked the male half of the pair.

“Not good,” I replied. “Any news from your department?”

He shook his head. “No, sorry.”

“At least we’ve still got power and the communications are working,” the woman pointed out.

“Don’t know how long that will last,” his companion said glumly.

“But we’re alive and we’re safe,” I replied. “We need to be grateful for what we have because there are a lot of people out there today who don’t even have that.” My tone came across sharper than I’d intended. I was still feeling bad for abandoning people in the city, and the last thing I wanted to hear were people complaining. We were sitting pretty here, at least for the moment.

I was never one hundred percent sure what the other pockets of teams did in the Observatory. They weren’t as hands-on as us. Most dealt with things like admin and IT. 

The scent of coffee and bacon drifted out from the industrial kitchen, and I realized Aleandro had started cooking. 

Before long, he handed me a plate of scrambled eggs and bacon, all on top of hot, crispy toast.

“The eggs were dried,” he said. “Sorry.”

My stomach gurgled appreciatively. “Don’t be sorry. This looks amazing.”

He’d made enough for everyone, and he put a separate plate under the heater. “That’s for Casey.”

We sat down to eat, and I watched Mike and Aleandro, realizing how little I knew about them—Aleandro in particular, though Mike had always been private about his home life.

“Have you been able to get in touch with your families?” I asked them between mouthfuls.

Aleandro shook his head. “My mother and sisters are down in Phoenix.”

“How badly was Phoenix hit?”

“Same as everywhere else, from what I can tell.”

I reached across the table and took his hand, squeezing his fingers. “I’m sure they’re fine.”

His chin went to his chest and he nodded, and I could see he was hiding his dark eyes from me, glassy with unshed tears. I’d been lucky that I’d been able to grab the people who were important to me, and bring them with me, and the only other important people in my life were right here already. I couldn’t imagine them still being out there and me, unable to find out if they were alive or dead.

“What about you, Mike?” I asked my other colleague.

He shrugged and ran his hands up and down the tattoos on his forearms as though comforting himself. “I don’t really have anyone, so it’s not a problem.”

I blinked in surprise. “You don’t? Why not?”

It wasn’t any of my business, but the question had left my mouth before I had the chance to stop it.

“I was adopted. Wealthy, older couple. They didn’t really know how to love with anything other than money. I should be grateful. They paid for my education and got me here, but I always knew I was a disappointment to them deep down.”

“Shit, I’m sorry. What happened to them?”

“They died a few years ago. My adoptive father died of heart failure and my adoptive mother had a stroke not long after. I don’t think she really knew how to live without him. Honestly, I don’t think either of them should have tried to be parents. They were more than happy just with each other. I came between that love, and I knew it.”

My heart went out to him. “Shit, I’m sorry, Mike.”

“It’s fine. I ended up here, didn’t I? I didn’t have to grow up in the system. I shouldn’t complain.”

I gave him a smile. I’d been lucky with my family, and even though it was only me and Molly now, we’d had a happy childhood growing up. That happiness had been brought to an end when we’d lost both our parents in a car accident, but I’d been an adult by that point and had been made legal guardian of Molly, so we’d been able to stay together. It hadn’t been easy—far from it—but it made the two of us closer than we’d ever been.

I got to my feet. “We should probably get back upstairs, give Casey a chance to come down and eat.”

Mike swallowed his last mouthful of food. “I expect your sister and friend will be hungry when they wake up, too.”

My thoughts had been so caught up in the men, I hadn’t thought about them for the moment. I hoped neither Molly, but especially Tara, set their sights on any of the guys. I didn’t know why I felt so protective over the men, but I did.

Protective, was that the right word? Or was it more possessive?

“I need to go and do a patrol of the building,” Aleandro said, rising to his feet. “And check the security cameras, too.”

“We’ll come with you on the way back up to relieve Casey.” 

He gave me a look that flipped my insides. “Thanks, Camille.”

I helped clear away the used dishes and stacked them in the industrial dishwasher. When we were done, we headed back up to ground level, nodding goodbye to the other people we’d shared the cafeteria with as we went.

Mike and I waited while Aleandro went over to the security desk where a number of screens showed live feed of the exterior of the building and the surrounding area. The moment Aleandro glanced down at the screens, he frowned, and my stomach knotted.

He looked back to where we were standing, his lips thinned. “We’ve got company.”
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Chapter Seven
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I rushed over to join Aleandro behind the security desk so I could see the footage for the security cameras on the outside of the building. Several large, black SUVs had pulled up outside, and now a number of men were climbing out.

“Do you think these are the people sent to coordinate the rescue effort?” I asked our head of security.

Aleandro shook his head. “They don’t look military to me. They look more like government men.”

I didn’t like the sound of that.

Mike pulled his cell phone out of his pocket, swiped the screen, and placed it to his ear. “Casey, you’d better get down here. We’ve got visitors.”

All of a sudden, the idea of hunkering down here with my sister and Tara and the guys seemed like a pipedream. That was never going to happen with strangers coming and going. This place was going to end up filled with testosterone, and often, too much testosterone in an already tense situation wasn’t a good thing.

“What about our supplies?” I asked. “The cafeteria is stocked for the moment, but it won’t last long with an influx of new arrivals.”

Mike put the phone back in his pocket. “If they’re government, they should be able to get a fresh shipment in. One thing you can count on for their kind is that they’ll always make sure they take care of themselves first.”

Aleandro nodded down at the cameras again. “Looks like they’re not alone.”

In the distance, a different kind of vehicle came into view—what appeared to be light-armored versions of a Humvee. 

“Now that’s the army,” he said.

I gritted my teeth. I was going to have to get used to this. As much as I wanted this to be our little sanctuary, we needed to come together now and use our expertise to put things right again. We still hadn’t heard from any alternate races claiming responsibility for the attack, and neither had we been given any sign that more was coming. It was strange not knowing, and the wait was making me anxious.

Movement came from behind us, and I glanced over to see Casey hurrying toward us. His brow was furrowed, his hazel eyes sharp behind his glasses. “We should go and greet them,” he said as he approached. “They need to know who we are and why our presence is important here.”

I glanced between the men’s faces. “Do you think they’re going to blame us for not spotting the asteroid strike?”

Mike shrugged. “No one else in the world predicted it either, so I can’t see why we should be singled out.”

“But people act in strange ways when they’re frightened,” I insisted. “We can’t predict how anyone is going to act.” The men outside looked like they’d been sent here by a higher power, but how did we really know we could trust them?

Aleandro stepped up. “I’m armed. If things start to go awry, I’ll fire a couple of warning shots.”

I twisted my lips in worry. “They’re going to be armed, too. I don’t want this to end up as a shooting match, especially if they see you’re the one armed, Aleandro. I don’t want you shot.”

“It won’t come to that,” Casey said. “We just need to play it cool and make them understand that we’re all on the same side.”

Mike nodded. “Agreed.”

Together, we made our way to the front of the building and stopped in the entrance foyer while Aleandro opened the huge metal shutters that had been in place when I’d arrived with Molly and Tara. The shutters rattled their way up over the massive glass doors that made up the entrance, revealing the men and vehicles beyond.

Aleandro stepped forward and unlocked the doors.

A man in his forties, wearing an army combat uniform, nodded his greeting to us as he stepped through into the building. His men followed, and quickly we went from being only a handful of people in the big space to feeling overcrowded. Wanting to take control of the situation, I stepped forward to greet the man who appeared to be in charge of the new arrivals.

“Hi, I’m Camille Harran, and I’m one of the scientists based here. We got word that you were coming.”

The soldier glanced down at my offered hand and then shook it. “Sergeant Simon Byrd. Thank you for accommodating us.”

The tension inside me unwound a fraction. “You’re welcome. Anything we can do to help. Are you going to use the Observatory as a base?”

He nodded. “Yes, it makes the most sense. We’ve been instructed to bring anything useful we find back here to you.”

“Sounds good.” I glanced over his shoulder to where more than twenty men awaited a command. “Please, make yourselves comfortable while you’re here.” I didn’t know why, but something about the way the men he had with him were standing together made me think they didn’t know each other. “Is this your normal unit?”

He shook his head. “No. We’ve had to pull men in from different units from all over. We lost a lot of men during the attack.”

Both Molly and Tara must have become aware of the new arrivals, and had made their way down to join us. If I’d thought there was any possibility of danger from the men, I’d have sent them both upstairs again, but everyone seemed to be as relaxed as they could be, given the current circumstances. 

“You think that was what this is?” Mike asked him. “Definitely an attack, not some freak natural disaster?”

“If we’d seen it coming, then maybe I’d say it was a freak of nature, but the way those things appeared with no warning, I can’t believe it wasn’t intentional. I only wish we had some idea who was behind it and what the fuck their plans are next.”

I nodded in agreement. “Me, too.”

Sergeant Byrd motioned over his shoulder for his men to move deeper into the building. He frowned at one of the soldiers passing and lifted a hand to tell him to halt. “Soldier, what did you say your name was again?” 

I took in the sight of the man he’d spoken to, and my breath caught. He was beautiful, there was no other word for it. His deep-brown eyes had flecks of gold around the pupils and were framed by thick, dark lashes. He had a face blessed with high cheekbones, a square jaw, a strong nose—all the type of bone structure you’d see on a catwalk model. But it was his mouth that drew most of my attention. His lips were full, the bottom one almost pouty, and the thought of running my tongue across the seam of his mouth flashed into my head.

My cheeks heated, and I forced myself to glance away, fully aware that I’d been staring. Suddenly, all my nerve endings felt like they were on fire, and my breath was tight in my chest, my heart racing. I’d never had a man make such an impact on me before, as though simply being face to face with him was enough to act like a physical blow.

“It’s Private Dean Lambert, Sergeant.”

“Of course. Find us an area of this building we can use to coordinate from, and then come and report back.”

He ducked his head. “Yes, Sergeant.”

“I can show you an area that might work,” I blurted at the beautiful man I now knew was called Dean. “Come with me.”

He nodded and then followed as I led him through the Observatory. We were down to skeleton staff, due to it being a night shift on when the attack had happened. Almost all of our colleagues were based in the city, and though we’d tried to contact them, they were unreachable. I didn’t know if that was simply that they hadn’t had their phones with them when the attack had started, or their phones had been destroyed, or perhaps they were simply fleeing with loved ones, though I had no idea where they thought they’d go. I preferred thinking that was what had happened to them, rather than the other option, which was that they were all dead.

I could feel the gazes of the other men on me as I walked away, with Dean Lambert following. I knew each of them would be shooting me a knowing look if I dared to glance over at them. Had I been that obvious? It had been obvious to me—like a thunderclap going off inside my head—but I hoped I’d hidden it well.

Molly and Tara got busy inviting the other new arrivals inside as well. They were all going to need feeding, and I guessed eventually would need somewhere to sleep as well. The army men were probably happy on the floor with a roll-out mattress, but the government officials would expect something more highbrow. Tough shit. They’d have to make do with the couches like the rest of us.

I noted how both Tara and Molly watched the new influx of people. There seemed to be men from all walks of life—rougher, tougher army boys, to suited, serious officials. There were plenty of gorgeous men among them, and excitement fluttered at my insides. I knew I really shouldn’t be thinking about that right now, and there were far more important things to be doing, but Tara and Molly exchanged a knowing glance with each other, and I hid a smile. The male company was a welcome distraction, and if they were going to be based here for the next few days, or perhaps even longer, depending on what unfolded, I was fairly sure they’d appreciate a few women around, too.

I led Dean to the offices based at the rear of the Observatory. Glass walls and doors separated each of the rooms from the main area. I hoped it would be enough space for them all. I wondered how long it would take for the government or army to decide we weren’t of much help, and kick us out completely. We needed to move forward with whatever was happening and prove that we were of use to our country. I didn’t want to get fired for missing the first strike. But our country needed us to watch the skies above more than ever, and we definitely needed Mike to monitor communications. News of what happened here would get back to inhabited planets sooner rather than later, and I felt sure someone would reach out to us. We wouldn’t be in the dark forever.

“What’s your name?” Dean asked from over my shoulder.

I turned to him. “Camille.”

My heart raced at his smile. 

“I’m Dean.”

“Yeah, I know.” I gestured in the direction we’d come. “I overheard you tell your sergeant.”

“Oh, right.”

“Have you traveled far to get here?” I asked him, trying to sound nonchalant and as though I was just being polite, rather than wanting to know every little detail about who this beautiful man was.

“A little distance,” he said. “I was stationed outside of the city, but we got hit. Lost a lot of men. I wanted to be able to make a difference, so when I heard soldiers were needed to work out of here, I hiked and hitchhiked my way over and met up with Sergeant Byrd and his unit.”

“I’m so sorry you lost men. I was in the city when it started. I managed to get out and brought my friend and sister with me, but I saw a lot of horrible stuff along the way. Have you got family who might have been affected?” What I was really asking was ‘Have you got a wife or girlfriend?’ but I didn’t intend on being so obvious.

But he shook his head. “No, it’s just me.” A frown tweaked his smooth brow. “There have been times when I’ve felt jealous seeing the other men getting letters and photographs from home, thinking it must be nice to feel as though someone is missing you, but right now I can’t imagine how hard it must be. Most of them have no idea if their loved ones are alive or dead.” He looked to me, locked me in his deep-brown gaze, and I felt like I was falling, drawn into the circle of gold around his irises. “What about you? Have you got anyone out there?”

I had to break myself from the whirlpool of his stare to focus enough to answer his question. He did strange things to me, and I wasn’t sure how much I liked it, that lack of control.

“I was lucky,” I said finally. “It’s only me and my sister, and I managed to rescue my best friend.” I looked back in the direction we’d come. “That’s who was behind me in the foyer.”

He gave me a smile, and it lit up his face. “You’re lucky you have them with you.”

I nodded in agreement. “Yes, I really am.”

“So, you’re a scientist here?”

“That’s right. I’m a planetary scientist with a special interest in extraterrestrial life.”

“And those other guys with you? Are they the same?”

I shook my head. “No. One is a meteorologist, and the other is in communications.”

“And the big guy?”

I laughed. “Aleandro is head of security here.”

“Small team,” he pointed out.

“We were hit in the middle of the night, so most of us weren’t here. I’d finished for the night myself when it happened, and was at home in bed.”

“You managed to get back in, though.”

I nodded. “Yes, I felt I had to. I don’t know what happened to the others. Most of the staff here lived in Las Vegas, so there’s a good chance they were killed.” My eyes blurred with tears at the thought, and I turned my face away, not wanting this stranger—however gorgeous he might be—to see my grief.

I cleared my throat and got back to business. “So, you guys can coordinate from here. I’ll get someone from IT up to get the computers running, if you need them. There’s a cafeteria in the basement, in case you need to eat. Otherwise, if there’s anything else, just shout.”

“Thanks,” he said. “And if I need to find you, where are you located?” 

The way he’d asked sent my heart racing, and my cheeks heated. “Oh, I’m up in the top of the Observatory—the part with the glass ceiling.”

“I hope we’ll get to see some more of each other, Camille.”

“Me, too.”

I forced myself to turn and leave. There were new people everywhere, everyone seeming important and busy. Men called orders to one another, and I suddenly felt out of place. I wanted to get back to my part of the Observatory and be surrounded by the men I knew. I spotted Tara walking side by side with another of the army men, this one also gorgeous, and she caught my eye and threw me a wink. She appeared to have set the trauma of what we’d gone through behind her for the moment, and put on a brave face for our new arrivals.

***
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OVER THE COURSE OF the day, people from different positions trickled in. It worried me that a number of them didn’t have IDs, but we didn’t have much choice other than to trust them. Most of them had been destroyed or lost in the destruction or chaos of the attacks.

But it was impossible to keep track of all the comings and goings, so I stayed at my desk and kept my head down. We had the news reports running in the background, not wanting to miss something important, should it come up. Both Molly and Tara had taken it upon themselves to feed and water the new arrivals. I’d told them to be careful, but they were both grown women and could do as they pleased. I figured that at least it kept them busy, and that was better than sitting around worrying about what was going on, both across the rest of the world and in the skies above us. I’d caught glimpses of Dean Lambert as we’d moved around the building and exchanged a couple of smiles with him, but our paths hadn’t managed to bring us together again. I couldn’t help wishing for it, though. Perhaps I was just being greedy—after all, I was already surrounded by three handsome men—but something about Dean Lambert drew me in.

When night finally fell, I wasn’t sure if I should be relieved or more anxious. I lifted my head to look through the glass dome of the Observatory at the millions of stars overhead. I couldn’t help but feel there was something or someone above us now, planning their next move. Everything about the asteroid strike made me think it had been intentional, but we were still without any answers.
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Chapter Eight
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We took it in turns throughout the night watching the radar satellite for signs of anything else coming, alternating watching with taking a couple of hours of power naps and then swapping over.

I hadn’t seen much of Aleandro, and I figured he must have had his work cut out for him with all the new arrivals. It must be difficult being head of security when so many people were without identification, and he didn’t really know who was supposed to be here or not. He’d also needed to sleep, having been on duty the whole of the previous night as well. We were each surviving on a handful of hours rest, but we couldn’t go on for much longer this way. We’d end up collapsing from exhaustion and then we’d be no good to anyone.

Casey was taking his turn sleeping, so I left Mike watching the computer screens. “I’m going to check that Aleandro is okay,” I told him. “It’s been a while since we saw him.”

“Sure. Be careful down there.” Mike gave me a wink. “No talking to strange men,” he teased.

I poked my tongue out at him, and he gave me a cheeky grin. I could always rely on Mike to lighten up a situation, no matter how bad it felt. While Casey was the studious one, Mike took life a little less seriously.

I went down to the ground floor. There were plenty of people working, even though it was the middle of the night. The men and few women I passed nodded at me, and I offered them tight smiles in return. It was strange being in a situation with a bunch of strangers. The danger meant we were all bonded and united somehow, even though I didn’t know their names. 

I rounded a corridor and stopped short. Several men stood in a huddle, their heads together as they discussed something in a low tone. I could tell from their voices that whatever they were discussing was important and I pulled up short, hoping they hadn’t seen me, as I didn’t want to interrupt. Then I noticed one of the men was Dean Lambert, and I recognized a couple of the others, too. One of them was a government official with the Federal Emergency Management Agency, who seemed to have taken a liking to Tara, who I thought was called Rhett something, and another, young blond man called Lee, who’d come in with the Marines

I backed away, not wanting to interrupt. It might be government business, and while I worked for the government, it definitely wasn’t on the military side of things. Whatever they were talking about wasn’t any of my business, and besides, I’d come down here to find Aleandro, not listen in on other people’s conversations.

I turned and headed the other way and smiled as I recognized a set of broad shoulders and a strong neck, with his dark hair clipped close to the nape.

“Hey, Aleandro,” I called out. “I was looking for you.”

He glanced over his shoulder and grinned at me, exposing straight white teeth. “That sounds ominous.”

I laughed, and it felt good—like it had been a while. “Nothing to worry about. I just hadn’t seen you for ages.”

“Did you miss me, Camille?” He pressed a smile between his lips, but his cheeks tweaked. 

He was teasing me and enjoying it, and honestly, so was I.

“Maybe a little,” I replied, smiling back. He was tall, handsome, powerfully built, and sweet to match. What was not to miss? “So, what are you up to?”

“Just about to do a patrol of the perimeter. You want to join me? I’d appreciate the company.”

I shrugged. “Sure.”

We walked side by side, my shoulder barely meeting his biceps. We exited the foyer through a door into one of the side corridors. I tensed up, half-expecting to bump into Dean and the others again, but there was no sign of them, or anyone else for that matter.

“How are you finding it with all these strange people around?” he asked, looking down at me.

“I’d prefer it if they weren’t here,” I said honestly, “but it’s good to see that our country isn’t in total chaos. We still have some order and control.”

“Yeah, you’re right. I feel the same way. The constant in and out of all the different people is making my job almost impossible, but there’s nothing I can do about it. I’m telling myself that I’m keeping an eye open for any bad behavior, but it seems as though everyone is getting along.”

I paused for a moment, wondering if I should mention seeing the three men talking in the corridor, but then I realized there was nothing I could really tell Aleandro. I hadn’t witnessed them doing anything wrong. They were allowed to have a private conversation, and with this many people around, there weren’t a huge number of private spaces.

Aleandro stopped and turned to me. “I’m really happy you made it back here, Camille. I’ve been wanting to say that to you. I know we didn’t know each other too well before this all blew up, but the last forty-eight hours would have been a lot harder if you hadn’t been around.”

His words warmed me and made me forget about the other men. “Me, too, Aleandro. You always made arriving and leaving work that little bit more exciting.”

“Exciting, huh?” He’d leaned in toward me, and suddenly my heart beat harder.

I nodded. When I spoke, my voice was breathy. “Definitely.”

He closed the gap between us and brushed his lips softly against mine.

My chest hitched with surprise, though it wasn’t as though I hadn’t seen this coming. Aleandro and I had been flirting for some time now, and I guessed the usual rule of no fraternizing with the staff no longer applied. We could be facing the end of the world, and I wasn’t going to let some stupid little rule hold me back.

My eyes slipped shut, and eagerly, I opened my mouth to him and pressed myself closer. He was so big, just a wall of muscle I wanted to engulf myself in. Our tongues touched, and excitement fired through me. My nipples crinkled beneath my shirt, and I pushed my breasts against his wide chest, wanting the stimulation. I wrapped my hands around his neck, lacing my fingers in the short soft strands at his nape. His hands were around me, too, spanning my lower back and slipping lower to my ass. He held me tight as we kissed, and I ground up on him, feeling how he wanted me.

Both our breathing had quickened, and our kiss grew hungry.

I ran my hands down from his neck and across the bulky muscle of his back and shoulders. He felt so strong, and I wished I could tear off his shirt and run my tongue over every plane and curve. But we were in a corridor where someone might walk down at any minute, and it wasn’t as though we had bedrooms we could drag each other back to.

Aleandro broke the kiss. “God, Camille, I want you so bad.”

I was breathing heavily, my breasts rising and falling. “Me, too.” I looked around. “But we can’t...not here.”

“Come, this way.”

He took me by the hand and pulled me along the corridor. Before long, we reached a door with a security code pad on the outside. Aleandro quickly hit a number of buttons, and the pad turned green to let us inside. He pushed through the door, still holding my hand, and tugged me in with him. I took a moment to look around. We were in a room that contained a number of security screens, and I realized the views were of different places within the Observatory. The view switched, showing a different corridor, or a different room, and I wondered if the kiss we’d shared had been caught on camera.

But Aleandro didn’t give me the chance to ask. He turned to face me, and suddenly his hands were in my hair and his tongue was in my mouth. He stepped forward, pushing me back, and the rear of my thighs hit the desk behind. His hands left my hair and hooked under my thighs, lifting me to sit on the desk.

“Lie back,” he told me.

“What—”

But he grabbed one of my feet and yanked off my sneaker before doing the same to the other one. With that done, he went straight to the button of my jeans, kissing me again, his teeth nipping my lower lip as he worked my zipper.

“Fuck,” he said, staring down at me with dark hunger in his eyes. “I’ve been thinking about how sweet your pussy must taste ever since I first saw you.”

I widened my eyes. “You have?”

“Absolutely.” His deep tone turned into a sexy growl. “You ever had a man eat you out, Camille? I mean, really eat you—none of that dainty licking shit.”

“I... I...”

But once again I was lost for words. He yanked my pants away, pulling them out from under me so I lay flat on my back on the desk, my bottom right at the edge. Then he dropped to his knees, his head between my thighs, and hooked my feet over his shoulders.

Oh God.  

I was already wet from the kissing, but when his entire mouth closed over my pussy, encasing me with hot, wet heat, I just about gushed.

“Oh!” Involuntarily, my hips lifted off the table, pressing against his mouth. He hadn’t been exaggerating when he’d said he was going to eat me. His tongue was thick and long, and dragged up my pussy, right from the base, near my asshole, across my slit, and up to my clit. There he lapped at me, his tongue flat and firm.

My arousal level shot from around a three to a full-blown ten, in zero to ten seconds. He circled my clit with his tongue and then moved back down again, licking me with the enthusiasm of a man starving. From the way he was groaning, I figured he was enjoying himself, too, and I imagined how long and hard his dick must be, straining against the front of his pants. 

He held me still, his hands clutching the outsides of my naked thighs. His teeth grated over the top of my swollen clit, and I gave a yelp, fireworks exploding behind my eyes. Then he speared his tongue inside me, probing so deep it felt as though he was licking the inside walls of my pussy. His saliva mixed with my juices, and I was impossibly wet.

My stomach and thigh muscles tightened and trembled, and I knew I was close. Little sparks of electricity fired through me, and my entire body became one coiled spring of pleasure. I wanted to tell him it was his turn, and I’d return the favor, but I couldn’t break free from what he was doing to my body, unable to speak except in little moans. 

I climbed higher and higher, and suddenly I was there, hovering on the precipice, and then I exploded over the other side. My back arched from the table, and I cried out, even though I was trying to be quiet. 

Aleandro continued to lick me even as I came down, but with softer, gentler laps, until I finally fell still.

He lifted his face from between my thighs and wiped away the slick wetness on his chin with the back of his hand.

“Oh my God.” I sank back on the desk, my hands over my face. “That was incredible.”

He grinned at me. “What can I say? I like pussy. Especially your pussy”

I reached for him. “Now it’s your turn.”

But he shook his head. “I’ve got work to do. I’m on patrol, remember?”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah, let’s just say you owe me one.” He picked up my discarded clothing and handed them to me. 

Suddenly self-conscious, I pulled on my underwear and jeans, and shoved my feet into the sneakers. I sneaked in a glimpse of him at waist height. The line of his erection was clearly visible through his pants. He definitely wanted me, but maybe I’d given him enough to keep him going.

Or maybe this was his plan to make sure I came back for more.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]







Chapter Nine



[image: image]


In a regular world, we would have taken the time to cuddle or maybe even arrange a date, but as we both knew exactly where the other person was going to be most of the time, and we’d been lucky not to get interrupted, we simply gave each other a final kiss and slipped out in opposite directions as though nothing had happened.

I was in need of a shower, so I went down to the basement, where, as well as the cafeteria, there were changing rooms, lockers, and showers. We also had a gym on site, and so I kept a change of clothes in my locker, just in case. It occurred to me that if we were here for any length of time, I would end up needing to break open the lockers of the colleagues who didn’t appear to be coming back in order to find supplies for Molly and Tara, too. Or perhaps I could ask one of the military guys if they could return with some changes of clothes for us. I knew it wasn’t in their job description, but if they happened to pass a store during one of their sweeps of the city, it would be appreciated. Maybe Molly could ask the Marine she’d been getting friendly with—Lee. I was sure he wouldn’t mind if it won him a few Brownie points.

I put in the code for the lock and opened the door to pull out my bag. I had a towel and toiletries as well—everything I needed to freshen up. I could certainly use it. Memories of Aleandro’s tongue buried deep between my thighs filled my head, and my body reacted. If that was how the end of the world was going to go down, I wasn’t sure I minded so much. I immediately felt bad as a wave of guilt washed over me. This wasn’t something I should make light of. People had died.

Quickly, I stripped off my clothes and then went to one of the shower cubicles and switched on the faucet. At least we still had hot water and power, though I didn’t know how much longer it would last. If the asteroid strikes were the last we’d seen of the attack, and there was no follow-up, then we’d be okay, but I had the feeling that wasn’t what was going to happen.

Knowing they still might need me upstairs, and feeling like I’d been gone long enough, I soaped my skin and rinsed off. I hesitated before washing my hair, worried that it would take too long, but then I figured that if this was going to be our new normal, I couldn’t put off doing simple things like washing my hair.

The shower revitalized me, and I rubbed myself dry and redressed in clean pants and a shirt. The outfit was far smarter than the jeans and t-shirt I’d arrived in, but it was all I had.

I wondered how things would be when I bumped into Aleandro again. Would it be awkward between us? I didn’t think they would be. He’d always seemed pretty easygoing, and I hoped he wasn’t going to suddenly turn into the possessive, overbearing type just because we’d shared a moment together. We were all living in close quarters right now, and under pressure, and I didn’t want any of the other guys to think I was favoring Aleandro over them at all.

I paused at the thought. I definitely liked Aleandro, but did I like him more than the others? I didn’t think so, which made me wonder how I’d feel if I was placed in the same situation with Casey or Mike? Would I push them away now that I’d been with Aleandro? I wouldn’t want to, but what would they make of that? It wasn’t as though we were in a normal situation here.

Would they be happy to share?

Excitement raced through me at the possibility, but I was jumping ahead of myself. I didn’t even know if Casey or Mike even thought that way about me. Sure, we’d grown close lately, and of course there was a little flirting going on, but that didn’t mean either of them felt anything for me.

Pushing my crazy ideas out of my head, I left the basement to head back up to the top level of the Observatory.

“Camille! Wait up!”

I turned at the female voice to see Tara bounding toward me. I felt bad that I’d not spent much time with either my friend or my sister, but everyone had been busy. Besides, they were both adults, and they didn’t need me holding their hands.

“Hey, bestie.” Tara caught up with me and looped her arm through mine. “I feel like I’ve barely seen you since everything...happened.”

“Yeah, I know. I was just thinking the same thing. I’m sorry. Things have been crazy.”

“No, I get it. I wasn’t trying to have a go. I only meant that I haven’t had the chance to speak to you properly.”

“You and that guy, Rhett, seem to be getting on well,” I said, delivering her a teasing nudge to the ribs. “He seems to be taking up a lot of your time at the moment.”

She looked to me, a sparkle in her blue eyes. “He’s stupidly hot, right? It’s not just me?”

I laughed. “No, he’s definitely hot. Actually, there’s a good helping of gorgeous men around here at the moment.”

“Well, if it’s the end of the world, I guess we’ll have spent our final days in the right place.”

I gave her a smile. “It’s not the end of the world, Tara. We’ll figure out what’s going on, and we’ll do everything we can to make it right again.”

She nodded, but there was sadness in her eyes now. “You know, I never got the chance to properly thank you for coming to get me. You took a huge risk by driving across the city like that, and you could easily have left me and come here with Molly.”

“I was never going to leave you, Tara. It was hard enough leaving so many other people. I couldn’t have left my best friend, too. I’d never have been able to live with myself.”

She put her arms around my shoulders and gave me a massive squeeze. “As long as you know how much I appreciate you.”

“I know, and I appreciate you, too. Now, tell me more about Rhett.” I wiggled my eyebrows and thought of Aleandro. “Have the two of you got down and dirty yet?”

She squealed and shoved my shoulder playfully. “I’m not a total slut.” Then she gave me a wink. “I’ll make him wait at least another day.” 

“You’re definitely heading that way then?”

“I think so. We might all be dead in a few days. What’s the point in waiting? We’re both adults and we know what we want.”

“Just be careful. I don’t want to see you heartbroken.”

“Hey, you can’t talk. You practically have your men following you around like a pack of horny dogs.”

“No, I don’t!”

She cocked her eyebrows at me. “Seriously, Camille. Everyone has seen it. Those men you work with are so hot for you, it’s like steam comes out of their ears every time you walk in the room. Even the geeky one looks like he’d tear off his glasses and do you over his computer desk at the first opportunity.”

“The geeky one? You mean Casey.” I snorted laughter. “He’s not geeky!”

“Well, I guess you’re all a little geektastic considering the jobs you do. Maybe it’s hard not to recognize one of your own.”

I smacked her on the arm, but not hard enough to hurt. “Hey!”

“Anyway, you should have this same chat with Molly, too. Have you seen the blond hottie she’s been flirting with?”

I rolled my eyes. “What is it about the end of the world? Seems to have made everyone horny.”

“Sex and death,” Tara replied. “Aren’t they the most important things in life?”

“I thought love was the most important thing in life.”

“And money,” she suggested.

“Not sure money is going to be of much use to us over the coming weeks and months.”

“Then it’s definitely all about the sex.”

“You’re so bad.”

But she’d lightened my mood, and I felt better for it. Sometimes the best thing in the world was just spending a little time with your best friend, even if the rest of the world had gone to shit. 

I had work to do, so I made my excuses and left Tara to it. I also made a mental note to go and find Molly at some point soon. At twenty-three, Molly was far from being a child, and it wasn’t as though she hadn’t had plenty of boyfriends—hell, before she’d come to live with me, she’d been living with one of them. Even though she was my younger sister, she had more relationship experience than I did. But I still felt as though I needed to talk to her about getting caught up with a guy right now. Tara was right when she’d said life was short, or words to that effect, but we were also living in dangerous times. Those men could go out on patrol, or out to rescue others, or rebuild, or whatever the hell they were doing out there, and something might happen and they might never come back. I didn’t want Molly getting her heart broken on top of everything else that was going on. I was her big sister, and it was only natural for me to want to protect her.
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I found Casey and Mike working at their computers. Both were hunched over their keyboards, furiously tapping away, and from the tension in the air, I immediately knew something was wrong. A pang of worry went through me at the possibility they’d found out about me and Aleandro and were pissed about it, but I reminded myself that far more important things were going on in the world right now.

“Hey,” I said, making my presence known. “Everything okay?”

Casey twisted in his chair to face me. “Good, you’re here. We’ve had a development.”

My stomach tumbled with nerves. “We have?”

“It might be nothing,” he continued.

Mike interrupted him. “It’s not nothing.”

Casey shot Mike a glare. “We don’t know that.”

“Would you just tell me what’s going on?” I said, interrupting both of them. They were making me nervous.”

Our communications guy spun back around to his computer. “News is coming in of women disappearing.”

I frowned at Mike. “Disappearing? Women can’t just disappear. Are they sure they’re not referring to people lost in the asteroid strikes?”

He pressed his lips together and shook his head. “No, this appears to be happening since then.”

I didn’t understand. “Are they running away?”

“We don’t know yet. There are just numerous reports of women missing—too many for it to be a coincidence. People’s sisters, daughters, friends, aunts...the list is endless.”

“How many are we talking about?”

He flipped over a sheet of paper attached to a clipboard. “As of this morning, more than one hundred from the Las Vegas area alone.”

I widened my eyes. “One hundred? Is it possible that they’re trying to return to damaged homes to retrieve lost items and are getting into danger when they’re in an unstable building?”

“It’s possible.”

“Is there anything that connects the missing women?”

He pursed his lips and scanned the information. “They all appear to be around the same age—anywhere from eighteen to about thirty.”

“Okay.” I nodded, though I didn’t know what that might mean.

“But that’s about all,” he finished up.

“Might be a coincidence,” Casey said.

Mike shook his head. “I don’t think so. Reports are coming in of the same thing happening in other cities, too.”

“Shit.” 

My stomach twisted. I didn’t know what was happening yet, but I had a bad feeling about it. There was only the slimmest possibility that the disappearance of all those women wasn’t connected to the asteroid strikes. We’d all been wondering what the attack meant, and we’d been sitting on our hands, waiting for the next move of whoever was responsible, but what if they’d already actioned their next move and it was already in play—we just hadn’t noticed it happening?

“There has to be something,” I said as I slipped into my chair and fired up the computer. “We’re missing something, I’m sure of it.”

The men also took their seats.

“I agree,” Casey said. “But we’re not the only ones missing whatever it is. We’re not the only Observatory, and we’re not getting reports of any of the other astronomers seeing anything unusual either.”

“It has to be there.” The more I spoke, the more I convinced myself. “We’re just not looking hard enough, or we’re looking the wrong way.”

Mike glanced over at me. “How can we be looking the wrong way?”

I scrubbed my hand over my eyes and sighed, suddenly exhausted. “I have no idea.”

“We should probably report this to Sergeant Byrd,” Mike said, getting to his feet. “He’s probably being given the same information, but just in case he isn’t, I think it’s important for him to watch out for this happening while he and his unit are out on patrol.”

“Good idea,” I agreed. “Thanks Mike.”

I waited until he’d left the room and then I turned back to Casey. He’d taken off his glasses and rubbed his eyes, just as I’d done earlier. We were approaching our third night since the attack, and we’d barely gotten more than a handful of hours sleep each. From the way his shoulders were hunched around his neck, I could tell he was stressed. I got up and went to stand behind him, and put both hands on his shoulders and worked the knotted muscles with thumbs and fingers. His muscles felt good beneath my palms, his skin hot under the material of his shirt.

Casey groaned and let his chin fall to his chest. “That feels incredible.”

I massaged harder. “You looked like you needed it.”

“I’m really glad you’re here, Camille.”

I gave a small smile. “Yeah? I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.”

“That’s good, ’cause we wouldn’t want you to be anywhere—none of us guys would.”

I stilled my hands on his shoulders. “I’ve been meaning to apologize for the other night. I failed you. You came to me and questioned what you’d seen, and I told you it was nothing. Maybe if I’d taken your concerns a little more seriously, we wouldn’t be in this position now.”

He half twisted to look at me. “You’re thinking crazy, Camille. This happened all over the world, and no one picked up on it. We caught a glimpse, that was all. Nothing appeared to be wrong.”

“That’s bullshit, ’cause you knew something was wrong. You came right to me and asked about it, and I dismissed you.”

“Any other person would have done exactly the same thing, Camille. This was in no way your fault. How many Observatories are there around the world? Thousands. Not a single one predicted what was about to happen or did anything to stop it.”

I bit on my lower lip, suddenly close to unexpected tears. “I just can’t help feeling responsible.”

“Hey, come here.”

He twisted the chair around and then pulled me into his lap. Automatically, my arms slid around his neck, and I buried my face into the spot between his neck and shoulder. I inhaled his masculine scent, and immediately the tension eased from my body. His hands pressed to my back, his fingers spread wide across my shoulder blades.

As we held each other, something changed in the atmosphere between us. I’d always been attracted to Casey—there was nothing not to be attracted to. With his quiet, caring manner, his tall, lean body, and the intelligent spark in his blue eyes, there were few girls who wouldn’t fall for him.

Our breathing synchronized, and he nuzzled his nose in my hair. “Oh, Camille,” he whispered.

I pressed my lips against his neck, my pulse quickening.

His muscles tensed around me, and I felt sure if I squirmed a little in his lap, he’d quickly respond to me. But I was very aware of what had happened between me and Aleandro. The last thing I’d ever want to do was hurt any of the guys.

I sat up straighter so I could look into his face. “Casey, I think the world of you, and I can feel that there’s something between us, but I don’t want to give you the wrong idea.”

He frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that I don’t want you to think that you can lay any claims on me. We’re in a really high-testosterone situation here, and the last thing I need right now is for one of you guys to suddenly decide I belong to you. That isn’t how I work at all.”

His eyebrows lifted. “One of us guys?”

Nerves fluttered inside me, but I forced myself to say the words. “I’m just saying that I care about all of you, equally. Us sharing a moment together, or a kiss, or...even more, doesn’t mean that we’re automatically a couple.”

I braced myself, wondering how he was going to take it.

He stared intently into my eyes. “Look, we’re not exclusive, Camille. I get that. None of us can make commitments right now.”

Stupidly, considering our current situation, jealousy flared up inside me. “Does that mean you’ve got an eye on one of the other women in the Observatory?” I prayed he wasn’t going to mention Molly or Tara.

“No, not at all. I’ve only got eyes for you. But I just didn’t want you to feel pressured in any way. Everything is messed up at the moment, and it seems like you’re my one focal point. My one place of calm in all this chaos.”

I liked how he was describing me.

“The thing is,” I said, still feeling like I hadn’t been completely truthful with him, even though he was being great with me, “Aleandro and I spent a little time together earlier. I mean, things kind of got physical, you know?”

My cheeks heated, and I glanced away, embarrassed. I was still sitting on Casey’s lap, my arms loosely around his neck, and I was talking about getting it on with one of his work colleagues. What the hell must he think of me?

But Casey only chuckled. “I can see why you’d take a liking to Aleandro. I mean, look at the guy. I think even I would be attracted to him.”

Well, that put all kinds of thoughts into my head.

I gulped. “You would?”

“You know, if I was into that kind of thing.”

“You mean men?”

“Yeah.” He laughed. “Men, but I am most definitely into women. Especially sexy dark-haired scientists.”

I tried to hold back a smile and failed. “Is that right?”

The atmosphere changed, and he tugged me closer. “That’s right.”

I leaned in, and our lips met with a sudden hunger. Casey’s hands slid lower, cupping my ass over the top of my pants, and I shifted my weight, pulling my leg over the top of his lap so I was straddling him instead of sitting in a more childlike pose. In this position, his hard length lined up perfectly with my pussy, and I ground against him as we kissed, our tongues lashing. From what I could tell, his cock was as long and lean as the rest of him.

He pressed me in hard, his fingers digging into the fleshy globes of my ass. I wished we didn’t have the clothing between us, but there was something sexy about making out like a couple of teenagers who were about to be caught by their parents. One of Casey’s hands left my backside and slipped around to the front, pushing up under my shirt to massage one of my breasts as he kissed me. He rolled my nipple between his fingers, and I gasped and arched my back into him.

Nearby, someone cleared their throat.

We both jumped apart, me leaping from Casey’s lap and yanking my shirt back into place to make sure I was covered up.

I glanced over to find Sergeant Byrd standing in the doorway with an amused expression on his face.

“Sorry to interrupt you young folk,” he said, “but I’m taking a team out into the city, see if we can learn a bit more about the reports of these women going missing. Not sure if there’s anything in it or not, but your Observatory will be down a number of men while we’re gone.”

I waved a hand, flustered. “Oh, sure. No problem. Stay safe out there.”

He lifted his eyebrows. “I’d say stay safe in here, but I think that might have whole other connotations.” 

And with that he turned and left, leaving Casey and I blushing furiously.
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Evening arrived, and I went down to the canteen to see what was for dinner. Some of the army boys had taken over the place, cooking meals up in huge batches to feed everyone at one time, rather than people coming and going and helping themselves to what were now valuable resources. From what I could see, we had some kind of meatloaf and mashed potatoes for dinner, which was fine by me.

I scanned the faces of the people already eating and spotted a table containing Molly and Tara. I smiled, pleased to see them. I was busy with work and the guys, but I felt a little on the outside of things with them right now, and I looked forward to spending some time with them.

But as I stood there, several men slid into the empty seats at their table.

I recognized the gorgeous soldier, Dean, and my heart lurched. With him were Rhett—the government employee who Tara had taking a liking to—and the Marine, Lee, who had filled the seat closest to Molly. She didn’t seem to mind. She offered him a wide smile and twiddled the ends of her hair, her head tilted to one side as she spoke to him. Yep, I recognized that stance. She was in full flirt mode. She definitely had a thing for Lee. 

Not that I blamed her. He was gorgeous. He reminded me of Casey, but a slightly tougher version. In fact, we seemed to have been blessed with a definite higher ratio of attractive men in this place, or maybe it was the fear of death thing, and I was just thinking they were all hot because I thought we all might die sometime soon.

I lined up to get my food and then crossed the room to the table where they were all sitting. There was an empty seat next to Dean, so I took it.

“Hope it’s okay if I join you?”

He glanced to me, a twinkle in his brown eyes. “You’re welcome anytime.”

“There you are,” my sister said. “I thought you might have run off or something.”

“Nowhere to run to,” I said then took a mouthful of my meal.

“True,” she agreed. “How are things going up there? Learned anything new?”

There wasn’t much I could tell her. “I’m not sure yet.”

Tara joined in. “No alien spaceship intent on destroying us all?”

I’d have laughed if it wasn’t so close to what might be the truth. “You know I can’t tell you anything.”

She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah. It’s classified.”

Dean glanced over at me. “I hope there isn’t some alien spaceship about to destroy us, because that would be one hell of a waste of a beautiful woman.”

My mouth dropped open, my fork poised halfway to it. “I’d say it would be a waste of the entire human population, but okay.” My tone was drizzled in sarcasm.

But he only laughed. “You know what I mean.”

He was flirting with me. Damn. I couldn’t handle any more men flirting with me right now, especially not stupidly hot ones, when I’d already made out with two others. What was it I’d said to Tara about the end of the world making everyone horny? Seemed I was right.

I forced myself not to look at Dean, though I was horribly conscious of his presence right beside me, the bulge of his biceps beneath his shirt, only inches from my arm. Instead, I wolfed down my food—not caring how I looked—and watched the rest of the room instead.

I spotted Mike lining up to get his meal. I caught his eye and lifted my hand in a half wave, but his gaze flicked to Dean beside me, and instead of smiling or waving back, his brow pulled down in a frown. What the fuck was his problem? My heart tightened, and I tried not to feel hurt at his rebuttal. Did he not like me sitting with Dean, or had he heard that I’d made out with both Casey and Aleandro today, and now thought differently of me? My stomach suddenly felt heavy from the food I’d eaten. Mike was my fun guy, and I didn’t like the idea of him angry with me for any reason.

Though I wanted to speak with him, he got his meal and took a spot at a table across the room, taking the only spare seat. Had he done that deliberately?

Not wanting to be in the cafeteria any longer, needing my own space, I rose from the table, picking my tray up with me as I went.

“Everything okay, Camille?” Molly asked me, tearing herself away from the attention of her Marine for a moment.

I nodded. “Yes, fine. Just busy, and tired. I’ll catch you later.”

Keeping my head down, worried that someone would notice how close I was to tears again, I wove my way through the tables and scraped off my plate. All of this had been so overwhelming, and I just needed some space to gather my thoughts.

Staying on the same floor, I went to the female changing rooms. I figured I’d take a shower and try to clear my head. What I wanted right now was about twelve hours of sleep, a bottle of wine, some expensive chocolate, and a good series to binge watch on Netflix, but I knew none of those things were going to happen. The most luxurious thing I could do right now was take a shower, and I didn’t even care that it was my second one of the day.

I went to my locker. I’d run out of clean changes of clothes and made a mental note to speak with Sergeant Byrd and see if he could get his men to pick some up during one of their trips into the city.

Because of the skewed division of men and women now working in the Observatory, the women’s changing room was quiet. I stood facing the locker, working the combination lock to get to my stuff.

Movement came from behind me, and my heart lurched.

I spun around, unsure of what I would find, but it was only Mike standing behind me.

“Jesus, Mike.” I clutched my hand to my chest. “You scared the life out of me. What are you doing in here?”

Mike’s lips were pressed together, his arm folded across his chest. His shirt sleeves were rolled up, exposing his forearms and his biceps bulging under his sleeves. Tattoos crept down from beneath the material. 

“What the fuck is going on between you and that solider?” he demanded.

I’d noticed him giving Dean a number of glares, but I’d assumed that had everything to do with the invasion of the army and government officials on our work territory. His question had come out of the blue and surprised me.

“What are you talking about?”

“I’ve seen the two of you together. Don’t make out like there is nothing going on between you.”

Mike and I had never even kissed. It wasn’t as though we were in a relationship. I mean, I felt something for him—of course I did—but I had the others to think about as well. There was the same connection between me and Aleandro, and me and Casey, too. I’d never gotten to know Aleandro before now, but I’d always felt something for sweet, intelligent Casey. We’d never mixed business with pleasure, though. We’d all known we had to work together and our careers were important to us. After what had happened, however, I thought each of us had suddenly become aware of just how short life was. We denied ourselves so many pleasures because of fear of what the repercussions might be in the future—we didn’t eat that delicious piece of cake for fear of the weight we might put on, or didn’t take that vacation because worries of money troubles ahead—but what if that future never arrived?

“Mike, I barely know the guy. He only just got here. Am I attracted to him? Sure, who wouldn’t be, but that really isn’t any of your business.”

His scowl deepened. “I think you’re my business, Camille.”

I threw my hands up in exasperation. “Why? Why would you think that?”

“Because I care about you. We all do.”

“You all do?” What, was he speaking on behalf of the other guys, too? I didn’t know how I felt about the three of them colluding with each other and discussing me behind my back. I knew I should probably be angry and continue down the ‘what I do is none of your business’ line, but a small part of me couldn’t help but feel nurtured and protected by the three of them worrying about me. And that they cared about me? I didn’t know why I was so surprised. I cared about each of them, didn’t I? I was attracted to each of them, too, so why shouldn’t it work the other way around? There were three of them, and only one of me, and that wasn’t how things were supposed to work, was it? 

We might be near the end of the world. Who gave a fuck about formality and tradition?

Mike huffed out a breath of exasperation. “Jesus, Camille. Sometimes I think you’ve got your head in the clouds. This is hardly a new thing. Poor Aleandro practically swaps his shifts around so he can be on the same one as you, and all you do is flirt with him, and Casey will come up with any excuse to ask you a question.”

I gaped at him. This was all news to me. 

“And you?” I asked. “What about you?”

He edged closer, and my heart stuttered. Electricity sparked between us, and I suddenly felt like every nerve ending in my body was on hyper alert. My nipples crinkled beneath my shirt, and a jolt of pleasure condensed between my thighs. Jesus, he hadn’t even touched me yet. My body was responding just from the way he was looking at me. I thought I might spontaneously combust when he did.

“I’ve just tried to play it cool, Camille, and hoped you noticed me one day.”

“I’m noticing you now,” I managed to say, though my voice was breathy.

His gaze slid down my body and then back up to my face, and a hint of a smile quirked one corner of his lips. “So I see.”

My nipples were poking obviously through my shirt. Even my bra hadn’t managed to contain them. “Oh.”

We’d closed the space between us, and I knew he was going to kiss me. I wanted him to, desperately, but there was something holding me back. 

“This doesn’t mean you get to own me, Mike.”

“I know that. I’d never want to own you.”

“I’m my own woman. I’m independent. I get to say who is in my life.”

His gaze darkened. “Are we talking about Dean again?” His voice had lowered to a growl.

“Yes. If I want to spend time with him, then I will. You just have to accept that.”

“I’m not jealous, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

I cocked my eyebrows. “Really?”

“Really. I’m not the jealous type, Camille, or not too jealous anyway.” That hint of a smile was back again. “But there’s something about Dean that isn’t quite right. I can’t put my finger on it.”

“It’s only because he’s come onto your turf,” I told him. “These men won’t be here forever. They’ll all be deployed sooner rather than later.”

“I’m not going to tell you what to do, ’cause I know how much you’d hate that, just promise me you’ll be careful around him, okay? Keep your wits about you. After all, we know nothing about these men.”

He was right. They’d been drafted from all over, and I got the impression some of their own comrades didn’t know each other. In the chaos, teams had been split up and re-banded, and just pulled in from whoever was nearest and could make it to the Observatory due to the destruction of the roads and other services. It wasn’t a perfect situation, but it was what we had, and we had to work with it.

“Okay, you’re right. I’ll be careful, I promise.”

His smile widened, and he stepped in closer still, his body swallowing that final inch so he pushed up against me. Then his hands cupped my face, lifting my chin toward him, and he ducked his head and pressed a kiss to my lips. I groaned in response and opened my mouth to him. A fire sparked inside me as our tongues met, gently lapping and twisting and tasting, learning each other’s mouths. Mike kissed me for a moment, and his hands moved to the back of my head, fingers tangling in my hair, and then slipped down my body. His hands were on my ass, yanking me hard against him, and his desire for me jabbed hard into my belly. He was only a little taller than me, and so I stood on tiptoes, wanting to feel him on the sensitive spot where I needed him the most.

“Oh God, Mike.”

We were away from prying eyes, but that didn’t mean someone might walk in on us at any moment. Perhaps I should be ashamed or embarrassed, but I was quite the opposite. The thought of someone catching us only served to heighten my arousal. I’d never considered myself an exhibitionist before, but suddenly I wanted each of them there—Aleandro and Casey, and even Dean, too. I wanted them to watch me with Mike.

I’d always been so focused on my work and taking care of Molly, even though she was an adult now, that I’d never really given much thought to my sexuality. There had been men in the past, but none had made much of an impact on me. I’d been happy to spend time with them, but mostly they got frustrated by how much time I spent at work, or how much I studied, and then when they called things off, or got bored and just stop contacting me, I’d been more relieved than anything.

Mike’s kisses left my mouth, trailing across my jaw. He nibbled and licked his way down my throat, teasing the sensitive skin. One of his hands moved lower slipping beneath the waistband of my pants, while the other pushed up, beneath my shirt, to cup my breast over the lacy material of my bra. I wasn’t holding back from getting a good handful of him either. I’d always been able to tell he had a good body—not bulky, like Aleandro, but muscular and well proportioned. Casey was taller and leaner, all flat planes and hard angles, but Mike was smooth muscle and quiet strength.

The thought of what Dean might look like with no clothes on flashed in my head, but with it came a wave of guilt, and I pushed the image away, even though I was pretty sure his body would be as perfect as his face.

He didn’t matter now. None of them did right in this moment. Right now it was only me and Mike, and he deserved my undivided attention.

He backed me up against the lockers, my back meeting with the smooth, hard surface. I tugged at the bottom of his t-shirt, as I didn’t want the clothing between us, but I knew we couldn’t get naked out here. Plus, I didn’t have any kind of protection, and I was pretty sure Mike didn’t wander around with condoms in his pocket either. There were vending machines for sanitary towels and condoms in the bathrooms, but I wasn’t about to break things off to go and get one. 

His hand slipped beneath my panties from behind, cupping my ass as he first squeezed the soft, firm flesh, before he dipped lower. His fingers trailed over my asshole to my pussy, and I sucked in a breath. I was already wet and ready for him. He pushed a finger inside me, and I groaned, and then he added another. The clothes and the way they were holding him back frustrated me, but us getting naked together would have to wait for another time and place.

Wanting to get my hands on him as well, I worked the zipper of his pants and reached in and pulled out his cock. He was a perfect size, his erection curving up to meet me. I fisted him and worked his length, pumping my hand down to his base and then back up again, using my thumb to swipe over the smooth head, feeling the wetness of his pre-cum. He grew even harder in my grip, and I knew how incredible he’d feel inside me. His fingers jammed in my pussy, and my eyes slipped shut, allowed me to focus on the pleasure. 

We clung to each other, grinding up against the lockers like a couple of animals, the space filled with our grunts and moans, the sound sexy and turning me on even more. He was fingering me from behind, but I needed stimulation on that little bundle of nerves. I knew we couldn’t have full sex, but I pressed myself forward, wanting to feel the length of his cock there.

“Oh, fuck, Camille. I want to be inside you so badly.”

“Me, too. But we don’t have a condom.”

“Fuck.”

“I have the contraceptive implant,” I told him between gasps and kisses. “I won’t get pregnant.”

“And I’m clean,” he replied.

I nodded. “Yeah, me, too.”

He ground harder against me, pressing his cock into my hand. “And is it bad if the first time I fuck you is up against the lockers in the changing room?”

“I don’t give a shit where you fuck me, as long as you fuck me.”

A slow, sexy grin was my reply. “Your wish is my command.”

His fingers slipped from my body, and he spun me around so I was facing the lockers. His hands found their way to the front of my pants, and he undid the button and then yanked them down my thighs, together with my panties, and bent me over. This was insane, but then everything about the last few days had been crazy, and I was definitely at the point of just needing to roll with it. He edged forward, and his cock nudged at my entrance. I was already wet, and there was only the slightest resistance before he rammed deep inside me. I groaned, my forehead meeting with smooth, cool metal. His hands circled around me. One hand was on my tit, slipping inside my bra to roll and twist my nipple, the other sliding down between my thighs to find my clit. 

I pushed back on him, wanting him deeper and harder. “Yes, that’s right. Fuck me, Mike. Fuck me hard.”

His mouth met with my neck, teeth nipping the delicate skin. His fingers strummed my clit while he slammed the length of his cock inside me. It felt incredible. I literally felt like an instrument he was playing, and we were reaching the crescendo of our performance. My thighs trembled, my stomach muscles taut with my impending orgasm. I’d forgotten any concerns about someone walking in on us, no longer caring. All that mattered was our two bodies crashing together, feeling him swelling inside me, his hips jamming against my ass, his grunts and groans hot and heavy in my ear.

“Oh, fuck, Mike, oh God.”

My orgasm swept me away in its rapids, pleasure pulsing through me. My pussy clamped down hard on his cock, milking him, urging him on. He released my breast and took his hand from my clit to grip my hips instead. Then he fucked me hard, and I glanced over my shoulder to see his face contorted as he pounded into me. 

“Ah, yes. Fuck.” He held himself deep, his forehead pressed to my shoulder, his eyes squeezed shut as he came.

We stood together, his arms wrapped around me while we caught our breath and he grew soft inside me. 

“Shit, I’m going to have to run to the bathroom,” I said, clamping a grin behind my lips.

“Damn, sorry about that. I’m leaving you with all the mess.”

I twisted and kissed him. “Yes, you are. But it was worth it.”

“Glad to hear it.”

“We’ve got work we really should be doing.”

He pulled me in closer. “Do we really have to?”

I gave his shoulder a playful shove. “Yes. End of the world and everything. Remember?”

“I guess I’m going to have to, though I’d much rather hide away down here with you and pretend it’s not happening.”

“Me, too.”

He gave me another kiss and a secretive grin, his blue eyes sparking. “I’ll see you back upstairs.”

“Sure.” I watched him go.

What the hell was I going to do with three men under the same roof?
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Chapter Twelve
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We worked the rest of the night through, each of us alternating two-hour naps on the couches, while the others watched the satellite radar and monitored the communication systems.

It was strange spending time with both Mike and Casey in such close quarters. Neither of them said anything, and occasionally Aleandro popped his head through the door to make sure everything was okay.

I’d cleaned up the best I could after Mike and I had had sex, wiping smudged mascara from under my eyes and combing my fingers through my hair, but I still felt as though I radiated sex. I knew I was imagining things, though, and no one could tell from the outside. Only the slightly sore, swollen feeling between my thighs gave it away that I’d been fucked against the lockers not long before, and no one else was aware of that.

I took the final sleep of the night, my eyes shutting the moment my head hit the cushion. By the time I woke again, sunlight was streaming through the glass dome above, and I knew I’d slept longer than I should have.

I yawned and stretched and sat up. Through the glass walls, I spotted both Casey and Mike still at their desks. Had they talked about me overnight?

“You two let me sleep too long?” I only half complained as I made my way out to them.

They both smiled at the sight of me, though I must have looked a mess. I was definitely feeling better, though—less emotional than the previous day. The sleep must have done me good.

“We thought you might need it,” Casey said.

“It was the hair sticking out on one side and the line of dribble onto the pillow that did it,” Mike added. “We couldn’t possibly wake such a sleeping beauty.”

“Hey!” I playfully smacked his shoulder and hoped I didn’t look quite that bad sleeping, though probably not that far off. “I do feel better, though. Thanks. Let me go and grab a coffee and then I’ll take over. Were there any developments overnight?”

Casey shook his head. “No, we’re still no further on in understanding what the strike was all about.”

I pulled a face. “Dammit.”

“Yeah. You can say that again.”

I left the men to head downstairs. I hadn’t seen much of Aleandro recently. I knew he was busy with so many new people on site, but I missed him.

I trotted down the stairs to the ground floor and pushed out of the doors and collided with a solid mass of body. “Oh!”

Hands grabbed my forearms, as though to hold me off, and I found myself staring up into Dean’s gorgeous face.

“You okay?” he asked me. “You almost broke your nose on my chest.”

That he was big enough, and hard enough, and tall enough for me to break my nose on his pectoral muscle did crazy things to my insides. No, I’d just had sex with one man, I couldn’t be thinking like this about another. What the hell was wrong with me? The possible end of the world had turned me into a nymphomaniac. 

I shook my head. “Sorry, I was in a world of my own.”

He still had hold of my wrists, our bodies barely inches apart. “That’s understandable, considering everything that’s going on.”

“I guess you’re right.”

His skin burned hot against mine, and I was conscious of every little pressure point of the pads of his fingers on my skin. Did he ever plan on letting go of me? His gaze dropped down my body, and his nostrils flared. Could he smell sex on me? The thought caused my cheeks to burn hot. Did he know? Had there been cameras? Had he hidden around the corner and watched? My heart raced at the thought, my breath growing shallow.

But even as the crazy thoughts raced through my head, he released his grip on me and stepped away.

I was letting Mike’s warning about Dean get to me. Dean had never been anything other than courteous toward me.

“As long as you’re all right,” he said.

I forced a smile. “Yes, I’m fine, I promise.”

“Looks like we’re going to be deployed tomorrow,” he said. “I hope it won’t be the last I get to see of you.”

My stomach dropped. “Tomorrow?” It seemed too soon.

“Yes, we’re needed out there, understandably. There’s a lot of damage done that’s going to need rebuilding.”

I nodded. “Of course.”

I shouldn’t feel disappointed. He was just a guy. He didn’t mean anything to me. Besides, I’d just had sex with Mike. I couldn’t start pining over someone else.

“If you want to grab something to eat later,” he continued, “I’d love some company.”

I lifted my eyebrows. “Down in the canteen? Won’t people start to gossip?”

He chuckled. “I’m afraid our restaurant options are limited now, but I’ll see what I can do.”

I glanced away, suddenly shy. “Okay, sure, I’d like that.”

Now that both Molly and Tara seemed to have hooked up with a couple of hotties themselves, I felt a little less responsible for them. This was going to be our lives for the foreseeable future, or at least until things changed, and we had to make the most of it. If spending some time with gorgeous men took our minds off what was happening out there, then what was the harm? Tara’s guy in particular was beautiful to look at, it the same way Dean was. We felt like a strange hodgepodge of people, but we all had the same goal in mind—to figure out who or what had done this to our planet, to be prepared for whatever might come next, and to start to rebuild. 

“I’ll see you later then,” he said and sauntered off. 

I watched him go, his easy stride, lolloping from side to side, as though he owned everyone and everything in the room.

I shook my head and then went to find Aleandro. As I’d expected, he was sitting at the security desk at the front of the building. He must have sensed me coming as he looked up with a wide smile, flashing those perfect white teeth as I approached.

“Hello, stranger,” I said, coming to a halt. I folded my arms over the top of his desk. “How have you been?”

“Better for seeing you,” he replied. “You—”

Something on one of the security screens must have caught his eye as he trailed off, a frown marking his brow. 

“Holy shit.”

My pulse quickened. “What is it?”

I leaned across to see what Aleandro had seen on the security cameras. A huge, flatbed truck drove into the parking lot, but it wasn’t the truck that caused his reaction, but what was on it.

“Is that what I think it is?”

A large chunk of gray rock—about the size of a big SUV—sat on the back of the flatbed. In the sunlight, fragments of metal embedded within the rock caught the light and reflected it back at us. Small holes, like miniature craters, pocked the otherwise smooth surface of the rock.

I looked to Aleandro. “We need to get Casey and Mike down here.”

He nodded and removed his radio from his belt to call them down.

“A part of one of the asteroids has been recovered,” he said into the radio. “You guys are going to need to get down here.” 

He hooked the radio back onto his belt. “They’re on their way.”

“Good.”

The men who’d brought us the chunk of asteroid appeared to be military, and Sergeant Byrd was among their number. Huge straps held the object down, and soldiers got to work, untying them. I didn’t know what they were planning on doing with the asteroid. I wasn’t sure we’d be able to get the thing through the doors, though I didn’t know how safe it would be to study the asteroid outside.

A jolt of terror ran through me at the thought of going outside again. I’d felt protected while inside the Observatory, and now I was going to have to be out in the open. Though there had been no signs of any further strikes, the idea of being outside made me lightheaded and my breathing shallow with fear.

Feet pounded down the corridor behind us, and I turned to see both Mike and Casey running toward us.

“Is that what I think it is?” Casey said, out of breath.

Mike stared through the glass doors. “We need to study this thing and find out exactly where it might have come from.”

I nodded my agreement.

Mike frowned at me. “Are you okay? You’ve gone pale.”

I shook my head at myself. “Yes, I’m fine. I just haven’t been outside since it all started. I’m not used to feeling so exposed.”

Casey took my hand and gave it a squeeze. “We have to do this, Camille.”

I nodded. “I know.”

I appreciated that none of them tried to bullshit me with any promises of keeping me safe. We all knew there was nothing any of us could do if a second strike happened.

“Let’s do this, then.” Mike led the way.

I followed, and Casey stayed by my side, Aleandro bringing up the rear. Aleandro didn’t have any kind of scientific background, but he could be our backup if the army guys decided to be difficult. I didn’t know why they would be—we were all on the same side—but sometimes different faculties got protective of their findings and didn’t like to share.

As I stepped through the doors, hot desert air blasted my face, and I squinted in the bright sunlight.

“Where did you find it?” Mike called out to one of the army guys. 

The man straightened from where he was untying the straps. “Recovered it from The Strip.”

“What’s it like out there?” I asked the soldier.

“It’s like a war zone, only we don’t know who we’re supposed to be fighting.”

His words sent a shiver through me. “Well, maybe this will help to give us some answers.”

“Knock yourselves out.”

He signaled to his men to give us some space to do our work. We climbed up onto the back of the truck to get a closer look, Mike reaching down to grab my hand and haul me up. 

Heat rushed through me where our fingers met, and I smiled at him. “Thanks.”

We released our hold on each other to inspect the asteroid. On the outside, it appeared exactly as I’d expected, but I caught sight of the inside—where the rock had broken apart upon impact, I assumed—and my blood ran cold.

“This isn’t an asteroid,” I said to the guys.

The expressions on both of their faces was exactly how I assumed mine would be—grim.

“No, it’s not,” Casey agreed. “But I haven’t got a clue what it is.”

The outside of the structure was like a regular asteroid, but the inside was something else entirely. The rock ended, and it became a different kind of material, smooth and more like a kind of metal, like mercury, but in solid form. 

Mike shook his head. “What the hell are these things?”

I bit at the dried skin on my lower lip. “They appeared to be some kind of pod.”

He frowned at me. “A pod? A pod for what?”

“Traveling in.”

Casey looked at me, his fair eyebrows lifted behind his glasses. “You think the asteroids might have held someone inside them? You think when they broke open, whoever, or whatever, was inside got out?”

I shrugged. “You got any better ideas?” 

Casey took a couple of steps around the item. “No, I think you’re on the right track. I mean, these clearly aren’t naturally constructed. I’d expect an asteroid to contain metal like nickel and iron, but nothing like that. It definitely looks like it’s been constructed to house something.”

Worry coiled tight inside me. “Which then escaped when the asteroids hit Earth.”

Mike nodded in agreement. “They must have been protected in some way. The places where the asteroids struck were disaster zones.”

“A shield of some kind?” Casey suggested. “If they could hide the asteroids, then they must have the technology to do something like that.”

I stared at him. 

“What?” he said, pushing his glasses higher up his nose.

“You said ‘they’. So does that mean we’re thinking along the lines of an alien race using these asteroids—or whatever the hell they really are—to invade Earth? And if so, where the hell are they? What would be the point in invading our planet on such a huge scale and then just vanishing?”

He shook his head. “I’m not sure.”

I chewed my lower lip again, not even caring that I tasted blood. “Unless it’s a way of distracting us, putting us on the wrong foot so we don’t notice what else is happening.”

Mike’s blue eyes narrowed at me. “How do you mean?”

I rubbed my hand over my mouth. “I’m not really sure yet. But right now all the focus is on the damage that’s been caused and the lives lost, and helping the injured and trying to keep our infrastructure going. It means we’re not looking at the bigger picture.”

“We are,” he pointed out. “That’s the whole reason we’re here.”

“Okay, yes, we are, but I have no idea what it is yet.”

Mike looked to Casey. “Is there any way of finding out what solar system the asteroid is from? Maybe if we can start to narrow things down, we’ll get a better idea.”

Casey nodded. “We can try to carbon date the material, but it won’t be easy, and I’m not sure how much of a lead it’s going to give us.”

“It’ll still be a lead,” Mike said, “and that’s something.”

I exhaled a sigh and jammed my hands on my hips. “Okay. Let’s get to work.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]







Chapter Thirteen
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With the help of the soldiers, we managed to get the fragment of asteroid into the Observatory.

The rest of the day was spent busy studying the object, taking samples, and photographs, and documenting everything we learned, which wasn’t much. We weren’t able to identify the silver metal—it certainly wasn’t a substance found on Earth—and the rest of the asteroid looked just like any other asteroid I’d ever worked on.

I meant to ask Sergeant Byrd if they’d learned anything more about the women going missing, but every time I thought of it, something else came up and it slipped from my mind.

Everyone came by to gawp at the asteroid, and I didn’t blame them. This was the thing responsible for all the destruction we’d witnessed, and everyone wanted answers.

We had storage units down in the basement where all the samples would be kept cool and under lock and key until they could be transported to an Observatory that was higher in the chain of command.

I’d just delivered the latest set of samples to storage and was on my way back upstairs. I reached ground floor level and took the corridor that would take me out into the main foyer.

“Hey, Camille.”

I turned at the sound of the deep voice to find a perfect male specimen standing behind me. My stomach flipped at the sight of those cheekbones and sculpted lips. The man looked like heartbreak on legs. 

“Dean, hi. Everything okay?”

“Yeah, I just wondered if you’d found out anything more about the asteroid that’s been brought in?”

I shook my head. “Nothing yet, and even if we had, I’m not sure how much I’d be able to tell you.”

He put up both hands as though in defense. “Oh, sure. Of course. I didn’t mean to pry or put you in a difficult situation.”

I offered him a smile. “You didn’t, honestly.”

“Everyone is just curious. We want to know what that thing is.”

“We still have a lot of questions that we don’t have answers to. I wish I could help you more, but my hands are tied.”

“That’s okay. Hopefully we’ll hear something from higher up the chain of command.”

I knew what he meant—the president would be the one to announce when we had news.

“Forgive me for prying again,” he said, regarding me with those deep brown eyes. The way he looked, I could have forgiven him just about anything. “But what’s the deal with the guys you work with?”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, are you dating one of them? Or more than one of them?” He shook his head. “I know it’s none of my business, but when we were in the cafeteria the other day, it was like the guy with the tattoos was shooting daggers through my back with his stares.”

Shit. I hadn’t realized he’d noticed.

“No, it’s nothing like that. We’re work colleagues, that’s all.”

His dark eyebrows lifted. “Are you sure they know that?”

My face burned. Did they know that? After all, I’d messed around with both Aleandro and Casey, and I’d had sex with Mike. But we worked together. People who worked side by side for numerous hours per day, especially in a job as intense as ours, were always going to get close.

I lifted a finger and waggled it in his face. “Oh, you’re trouble. I don’t even know you that well, but I can already tell you’re going to cause me problems.”

He pursed his full lips, and I wondered what it would be like to kiss him, too. 

“You say that as though it’s a bad thing.”

“Isn’t it?”

“I don’t know. Maybe we need to find out.”

He was grinning at me now—a knowing, cheeky grin that made my stomach flutter, and the flutters headed downward, between my thighs.

“I guess what I’m asking is if I’m going to step on anyone’s toes if I were to kiss you.”

“Kiss me?” Well, that had come out of nowhere.

“Yeah. I normally like to take a girl on a date first, buy her some flowers, and treat her to wine and dinner, but these aren’t normal circumstances.”

I swallowed, hard. “No, they’re not.”

The memory of how Tara had said it was now all about sex and death went through my head. and I held back a giggle. It certainly seemed as though things were going that way.

Sex and death.

I hoped the sex would come first.

He smoldered down at me. “And I’d really just like to kiss you now.”

I parted my lips, my breath hitching. “I think that would be okay.”

For once, there was no one else around.

He caught my hand and pulled me into a nearby supply closet. “This isn’t the most romantic of spots, and I’m sorry for that, but I couldn’t keep my hands off you for another second.”

He kissed me hard, his tongue pushing into my mouth. His hands ran down my body, tracing the curves of the sides of my breasts and my hips as though I were an hourglass.

This was all happening way too fast, but I felt powerless to do anything to stop it. I wasn’t sure I even wanted to stop it. I just kept thinking about how short life was, and how we could all meet our ends at any moment, and I should take any opportunity and run with it. And Dean was gorgeous and sexy, and there was no denying I was attracted to him. I was probably more attracted to him than anyone else I’d ever met, which was a crazy thought.

His hands went to the buttons of my shirt, and he undid them one by one, baring my breasts. My nipples tightened beneath the lacy material of my bra, and he ducked his head. His mouth covered one of my nipples through the lace of my bra, and he sucked the whole thing into his mouth, material and all. I whimpered and arched my back, wanting more. 

His erection pressed to my hip, and he rubbed himself against me as he sucked on my tits before straightening back up.

“I want that pretty little mouth around my cock.” 

My heart raced at his words, and a breath shuddered out of me.

Dean slipped his hand around the back of my head and took hold of my hair, pulling it into a ponytail and then wrapping it around his fist. The strands tugged at my scalp, a strange mixture of pleasure and pain, and he used his grip on my hair to bring me to my knees.

My face was directly in line with his cock. The ridge was clear beneath his army fatigues. A heady sense of lust filled me, and I worked hurriedly at his zipper, eager to free him. I slipped my hand inside his pants, and the smooth, hot skin of his cock met with my palm. Above me, he groaned, but he didn’t release my hair.

I gazed up at him, admiring him for his beauty as I pulled his cock out into the fresh air. He looked down, his eyes dark and mysterious, his full lower lip slack with lust.

Leaning forward, I pressed my lips to the tip of his cock and then let my tongue dart out, licking away the salty pre-cum.

He jerked above me. “Fuck.” And his hand tightened in my locks.

Encouraged by his reaction, I took his cock in my mouth and slid deep. The end hit the smooth skin at the back of my throat, and I managed to hold back my gag reflex before I released him again.

I kept up the suction of my lips around his girth and thrust my face back and forth, taking him as deep as I could before sliding back to the head and swirling my tongue around him. He grew even harder in my mouth, and he tightened his grip on my ponytail, using it to push me deeper, his hips bucking to meet me. 

I pulled away, and he lifted me up, his hand still in my hair. He reached for my pants, about to slide his hand inside and take things to the next level...

A sudden shout came from the other side of the door. “We’ve got trouble outside!”

We jumped apart, as though we hadn’t just been on our way to fucking, though I was sure the shout hadn’t been directed at us.

“What’s going on?” I asked him.

He shook his head, but his expression was thunderous, his brown eyes darkening to black. “I have no idea. Any chance we can just ignore it and carry on where we left off?”

From the yells and pounding of footsteps hitting the floor outside, I didn’t think that was the right thing to do. “I can’t. I might be needed.” I hurriedly tugged my clothes back into place, doing up the buttons of my shirts, and turned for the door.

His hand shot out and caught my wrist, yanking me back around to face him. His dark eyes bored into mine. “Camille, just stay. They can cope without you.”

What did he think was going to happen? That I’d just have sex with him while the place was going to shit?

I shook his hand free, though the feel of his fingers pressing hard upon my skin remained. I wondered if I’d have bruises, and a shot of alarm went through me. “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.”

“Camille, please.”

“My sister and best friend are out there. I have to know what’s happening.”

I moved quickly, darting for the door. It suddenly occurred to me that he might try to stop me by blocking the door, might even try to take what he wanted even while I fought back and told him no. From the chaos outside, my shouts for help most likely wouldn’t get heard.

Panicky, I yanked open the door and slipped outside. Dean didn’t follow.

I’d been stupid getting myself in that situation in the first place. I barely knew the guy and was suckered in by a handsome face and some sexy words.

People ran past me, a mixture of military, government officials, and the people who worked at the Observatory. I searched them for signs of Molly or Tara, or any of my work colleagues, but didn’t see anyone.

“Hey, what’s happening?”

I directed my question at one of the women from IT.

She glanced over at me. “We’ve got visitors.”

My thoughts immediately jumped to the asteroids. “Alien visitors?”

“No, civilians.”

I joined the people heading toward the front of the building which was the same kind of reinforced glass that made up the dome of the Observatory. Since there were so many people coming and going now, we hadn’t been using the shutters, so right away I was able to see what was happening. 

Cars, trucks, people on foot, mothers carrying children, angry-looking men. People in torn clothing, dirty faces, bloodied feet. I felt as though I was looking at survivors from a war zone, not American civilians, but then I realized these were the survivors. Word had gotten out that the Observatory was the best place to find shelter. They must have driven or walked to get here. My heart went out to them.

Sergeant Byrd stepped forward, the metal of a gun flashing in his hand.

“If they try to get in,” he instructed his men, “shoot to kill.”

I jerked my head toward him. “What? You can’t kill them. They’re just people. They’ve lost their homes and they need our help.”

“Don’t be naïve. If they get through these doors, any work we’re trying to do here will be over.”

I cast my gaze across the people. There appeared to be at least a hundred, and more were filtering down from the direction of the highway. Yes, we were going to be overrun, but now they were here, we couldn’t just start shooting them.

“They’re people,” I pleaded with the sergeant. “If you start killing innocent people, you’re no better than whoever sent those asteroids.”

Their expressions were desperate, but angry, too. They only wanted help. They’d probably lost their homes and loved ones, too, and here we were, hiding away, safe and secure.

“Please, they’ll understand if we explain what we’re doing.”

“No, desperate people can’t be reasoned with.”

He motioned his men into position. They each took a knee, spaced out at intervals to cover the front of the building, their weapons aimed. The sight horrified me. But it didn’t seem to deter the people on the other side of the glass. They couldn’t shoot through it. This was only a warning.

But the warning didn’t appear to be working.

The civilians had spotted us, and their anger increased. I understood why. We must all appear well-fed, and clean, and safe, while they were out in the open, exposed to the threat we still hadn’t identified. Someone raised a fist and shouted, and my heart lurched.

“No, please! Go back!” I yelled through the glass, but they wouldn’t be able to hear me above all the noise.

In my mind, I could see the next stage—that of military men gunning down civilians. I still remembered how terrible I’d felt at leaving people in the city who’d needed my help, and now I was about to bear witness to something else more terrible. I had to stop it, but I didn’t know how. 

I spun around to Sergeant Byrd. “We can use the cafeteria to house people. As long as they stay away from the work areas, they won’t get in our way.”

He shook his head. “We’ll need to feed them all. How long do you think the supplies here are going to last?”

“So, we’ll send our parties to find more supplies. Our government must be doing something to help. They’ll send in new supplies soon.”

I glanced over my shoulder. Others had gathered now, and I spotted Molly and Tara’s frightened expressions among them. Aleandro was already at the front of the military men, trying to get them to back down. Casey and Mike pushed through the people behind me to come and stand at my shoulder. Aleandro was head of security here, but the army overrode him. Besides, he was one man against twenty, and though he was trying to talk sense, I was terrified they’d shoot him just to shut him up.

I barged past the soldiers, ignoring Casey and Mike’s shouts of “Camille!” I reached the big glass front doors and spun to face the army unit.

“Put down your weapons,” I shouted out to them. “They’re just people. Desperate, frightened people. Being in this situation shouldn’t dehumanize them to us, if anything it should do the opposite. What else are we fighting for if it isn’t for the lives of these people? If we lose our humanity, we might as well just let whoever sent those asteroids send more and destroy us.”

The soldiers glanced uneasily at one another. I was starting to get through to them. 

“I know it isn’t going to be easy, but it’s the right thing to do. We can provide them with food and shelter. Those people out there have nothing. They wouldn’t have trekked all this way if they had any other option. The city is dangerous right now. Let’s have some compassion.”

Casey pushed through the crowd to join me, and I looked up at him and gave him a grateful smile.

“She’s right,” he said. “We can’t just leave them out there when they need our help.”

Sergeant Byrd frowned. “And what about when more turn up, and then more, and more? Where will it stop?”

“It won’t stop,” I replied. “This is our new reality now. This is the world the asteroid strike has created, and we’re going to have to adapt and accommodate. We still don’t know what whoever created those asteroids even want, and things might get worse before we learn the full picture. We must be prepared for that, and if we’re going to start shooting our fellow humans at the first sign that things might get a little difficult, then we might as well just wipe ourselves out. Whichever alien race sent the asteroids won’t need to do anything else. We’ll do the job for them.”

At the back of the group, Dean leaned to one side, speaking into Rhett’s ear. Shouldn’t he have been up front with the rest of his unit? Unease shivered through me, but I couldn’t worry about that now. I had more important things to worry about than a man.

“And what happens when they want to know what’s being done to find out who’s responsible, and that you people are no further ahead?” the sergeant said. “When they start smashing up your equipment and invading your work areas. You’ll want us with our guns then, won’t you?”

Aleandro stepped forward, eclipsing the crowd with his huge frame. “Then they’ll have me,” he said in his deep baritone, his hand on the hilt of his weapon.

Sergeant Byrd pressed his lips together and shook his head. “I think you’re making a mistake.”

Hope trembled inside me. Did that mean he was relenting?

“I’d rather we make a mistake than people die unnecessarily.”

He threw his hands up in exasperation. “Fine. Men, stand down.”

The army unit lowered their weapons, each of them looking relieved at not having to gun down unarmed civilians as I felt.

“I’ll go out and talk to them,” I said.

“I’m coming with you,” Aleandro offered.

“Me, too,” Mike joined in.

“And me,” Casey said.

I looked to each of the men gratefully. “Thanks.”

Taking a deep breath, thankful for each of the men beside me, I went to the main doors. “Unlock them.”

Someone did, and they buzzed open. I pushed through. The civilians had seen us coming and directed their attention toward us. Angry shouts filled the air, but no one was going to hear anything I said like that. We stepped out into the open, and the doors shut behind us again.

“I hope the sergeant isn’t going to lock us out as well,” Casey pointed out.

“Shit.” I hadn’t thought of that. 

I glanced back through the glass and caught both Molly’s and Tara’s eye. They’d find a way to let us back in if the worse came to the worst, I hoped.

Mike shook his head. “They need us too much. We’re the only ones who can work the Observatory. They need us for communications and trying to figure out who or what sent the asteroids.”

“I hope you’re right.”

I lifted both hands and waved, trying to get the crowd of civilians to quieten down. “I want to help you. You need to let me speak.”

Gradually, the noise dropped as people realized I had something to say.

“Please, just listen to me.”

One of the men stepped forward. He was armed, too, and the sight of the gun sickened me. If everyone started shooting at each other, nothing would be achieved. All that would happen was a lot of needless death. 

“We’re listening,” he called back.

“This is a government facility, and we’re doing important work here. We’re trying to find out who did this to us, and we’re monitoring the skies for any signs of a second attack.”

“You didn’t do such a good job the first time,” a woman called out of the crowd.

“We think whoever did this used some kind of sophisticated forcefield to hide from us. Not seeing them coming wasn’t our fault.”

“It never is!” someone else shouted back. “No one ever takes responsibility.”

“But that’s the point,” I continued. “We are trying to find out who is responsible, and find out what they want, too. Because they will want something, and we need to be ready for whatever it is. If you try to interfere with that process, we’ll never get anywhere.”

The armed man frowned. “What are you saying?”

“We have a large cafeteria in the basement of the building. It’s safe and dry, and there’s food. If we’re allowed to get on with our work, then you can stay there until a more suitable place is found.”

They exchanged looks, and murmurs rose among the crowd.

Aleandro stepped forward. “You will be expected to leave your weapons outside of the building. The military are controlling the Observatory now, and if anyone is seen to be interfering in our work, or acting as a threat to what we’re trying to do in any way, they will shoot.”

The man jammed his hands on his hips. “So, you’re telling us we can go inside but we might get shot and we’re not allowed to bring any means of defending ourselves or our loved ones?”

“That’s your choice,” Aleandro continued. “You don’t have to come inside. If you’d rather keep your weapon than put a roof over your head and food in your belly, then by all means, keep walking, though I have no idea what you think you’re going to find out here in the desert that will be better.”

A small girl pushed forward. “Please, Daddy. I’m hungry.”

He glanced down at his daughter, and then over his shoulder to a woman carrying a baby. They must be a family. 

The woman nodded. “Let’s do it. We don’t have many other choices.”

“Okay, fine.”

Others in the crowd mumbled their agreement, and the tension slowly diffused out into the air. I turned and nodded back at the sergeant through the glass doors. He didn’t seem happy about the situation, but he motioned to his men.

The doors slid open. 

“Search them for weapons,” the sergeant instructed his men, “and then take them down into the cafeteria.”

People flooded past, eager to be in the relative safety of the Observatory.

One of the older women, in her sixties, I guessed, stopped to talk to me. She kept her voice low, as though she didn’t want to frighten the others. 

“What are you doing about all these women going missing?” she asked.

“We don’t know much about it. Only what’s come over the radio. We weren’t sure if it was just that people have lost loved ones in the strike, and that was who they were reporting missing.”

But she shook her head, her lips pressed together. “No, these are women who survived the strike, and there’s more to it, too.”

I frowned. “Like what?”

“I’ve seen lights coming down from the skies, like blue circular beams. Huge spotlights.”

“And they’ve been seen at the same time these women have gone missing?”

She nodded. “I’ve only ever seen them from a distance, but I’m not the only one who’s seen them. One of the people we traveled here with even managed to get some footage on his phone.”

I straightened with interest. “He did. Can you point out who that was? This might be hugely important.”

The woman craned her neck, trying to spot the man she claimed had video footage of the lights. “Him, over there.” She pointed at a younger guy in his thirties.

“Thanks,” I told her. “What was your name?”

“Oh, I’m Lynn Robinson.”

“Thank you, Lynn. My name’s Camille. You’ve been very helpful. Now please, go and get yourself something to eat and rest up.”

“I will.”

Lynn left, and I pushed my way through the people to the man she’d pointed out.

“Excuse me,” I said to him. “Can I borrow you for a moment?”

He looked to the people he was traveling with, and they nodded to say they were okay. “Sure,” he replied, “what’s up.”

“My name is Camille Harran, and I’m a planetary scientist here at the Observatory. We’ve been trying to learn more about the attack, but I’m hearing rumors of women going missing, and a possible beam of light being associated with their disappearances, and I’ve been told you have video footage on your cell phone.”

“Sure do. Those lights came out of nowhere. I had to get them on camera.”

“Can I take a look?”

He fished into his back pocket and took out his phone. Within a couple of swipes, he pulled up the footage. It was taken from some distance away, but it was exactly as Lynn had described it, several blue spotlights beaming down from a night sky. What the hell were they?

“You mind if I borrow this?” I asked him. “I’ll make sure I get it back to you.”

“Err... Yeah, I guess. I will need my phone, though.”

“I’ll take care of it, I promise. I just need to be able to see that on a bigger screen.”

“Sure.”

I pocketed the phone and then jerked my chin at Casey and Mike. They were both helping Aleandro ferry people into the Observatory, but right now we were needed for more important tasks. It seemed as though things had calmed down here, and I felt confident I could get back to my work. Hell, I needed to get back to my work.

Tara and Molly stepped forward, frowning at me in concern.

“We’ll help the new arrivals,” Molly told me. “Go do what you need to do.”

“Thanks, Molly.”

“Yeah, we’ll take care of things down here,” Tara said. She flashed me a tight smile. “We’ve got those army boys wrapped around our little fingers.”

“Be careful,” I told them both. “If things look like they’re going backward, get out of there and call me.”

Molly nodded. “We will.”

Mike and Casey came with me, and we went back upstairs to our desks. I took the micro-card out of the phone and slipped it into the correct adapter on my computer. Within a few clicks of the mouse, I pulled up the footage and leaned back to allow Mike and Casey to watch.

A dark skyline. A sudden blue light beaming down from the sky. Followed by another in a slightly different spot, and then another and another. Mike watched with his hand over his mouth, and Casey’s eyes widened behind his glasses. The lights only lasted a matter of seconds, and then they were gone again. 

“Do we know anything more about where they came from?” Casey asked.

I shook my head. “No, but one of the women I just spoke to said that more women have gone missing.”

“You think the two things are connected?” Mike asked.

I shrugged. “I can’t see how they’re not.” I looked to Casey. “Nothing picked up on the beams of light either? No electromagnetic readers or anything else unusual?”

“No, nothing.”

“Shit. How are we supposed to track these things down if we can’t get any trace on them?”

Casey adjusted his glasses. “I have no idea, but we can’t be the only ones who’ve got a hint of this going on. There must be other reports, but we haven’t been notified about them.”

I opened a web browser and clicked through social media channels, searching ‘missing women’ and ‘blue beams of light.’ It didn’t take me long to find what we were looking for.

“What the hell?”

Sure enough, people had posted more footage, exactly like what we’d just seen, but from all over the world.

I glanced over at the two men beside me. “Is an alien race abducting our women? Is that what this is all about?”

“We need to go to the top with this,” Mike said. “People need to know. The president needs to know.”

“I agree,” Casey said. “Leave that part with me. Mike, you need to work on setting up a line of communication with each of the alien races we have contact with and see if we can find out who is responsible. Even if no one knows exactly who is doing it, someone might have an idea which planet would need human women.”

Ice ran through my veins, and I shivered. I didn’t like the sound of this at all.
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I spent the next few hours sending the footage through to different Observatories all over the world and fielding the barrage of emails and phone calls I got in return. I wished I could tell everyone who was behind what was happening, and what we could do to protect ourselves, but, other than the footage, I was as in the dark as everyone else. 

The more emails I received, the more I was able to see the massive scale of what was happening. While a couple of hundred women missing from one city might not have seemed like a huge number to have been taken, once you multiplied that with over four thousand cities all over the world, plus smaller numbers taken from towns and villages, we estimated over half a million women were gone. No, not gone. Taken.

The number was mind-boggling.

I leaned back in my chair, stretched out my arms, trying to unwind the kinks from my neck and shoulders. Miraculously, everything had remained quiet with the new arrivals, which was something I was thankful for. I wouldn’t have been able to work and deal with troubles between the civilians and military at the same time. 

I looked over to where Mike was bent over his computer, a set of headphones on and a mouthpiece attached to the headset. He didn’t appear to be on a call right now.

“Hey, how’s it going?” I asked him.

He exhaled a sigh and removed the headset, dropping it on his desk. “I’m not getting anywhere. I’ve contacted Prons-45, Zleo, XoZroph, Upru-1e, and Crioopra, just to start. No one is claiming to know anything. I’ve still got numerous more to get through.”

“Make sure the other Observatories are working on it as well,” I told him. “This shouldn’t all land on your lap.”

He ran his hand over his short, dark hair. “Yeah, they are. There’s just so many different planets, and not all of them are contactable at all times. It’s all dependent on the alignment of various satellites and planets in orbit, as you know.”

“How about you, Casey?” I called over. “Any luck?”

Casey twisted in his seat. “I’ve heard nothing from the White House yet, but I wouldn’t have expected to. I imagine they’re experiencing an influx of hoax calls and alien sightings right now. It’ll take them time to weed out what’s real and what’s made up.”

Above our heads, a red light flashed.

We each looked up, and then to each other, understanding what the light meant.

We had an incoming call from another planet.

Mike, as head of our communications, hit the button to answer. “This is Observatory LV903. You’re speaking with Mike Fitzgerald. My colleagues Camille Harran and Casey Steelman are also present.”

A male voice boomed into the room. “This is Chief Advisor of Emperor Elrin of Planet Athion.”

“Chief Advisor,” said Mike, rising to his feet, even though the Athion couldn’t see him. “How may we be of assistance?”

“I’ve been asked by the Emperor to regale information to you in regards to the attack on your planet.”

I exchanged a worried glance with Casey, and the hairs on my arms and the back of my neck prickled.

Mike nodded. “We’re listening.”

“We believe we know who is responsible for the attack on your planet and the reason behind it.”

“I am keen to hear it, Chief Advisor.”

“I don’t know if you’re aware, but we lost the vast majority of our female population on Planet Athion to a virus a few years ago. Since then, our population has been dwindling.”

I frowned at Casey, unsure where the chief advisor was going with this. Was he trying to tell us they were responsible?

Mike replied. “I assume you’re not telling me this to reveal you’re the ones who have been kidnapping our women?”

“Not at all. But we weren’t the only planet affected. The planet Tradrych has a similar atmosphere to both Earth and Athion, and they, too, were affected by a similar virus. The Trads are not known to be of a kind disposition. We’ve theorized that they’ve decided to come and take your women for themselves.”

I spoke up. “What would they do with them?”

“Impregnate them,” came the reply. “In fact, I believe the impregnation part is needed before they’d be able to relocate the women to Tradrych. The human women would not survive unless they’re first carrying Tradrych DNA inside them.”

Horror at the possibility coiled slow and sickeningly in the pit of my stomach. “You’re saying the Trads are impregnating our women here on Earth and then taking them back to planet Tradrych to give birth?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

Confusion washed over me. “But wouldn’t we notice if there were aliens among us? Especially if they were raping and abducting our women.”

“That’s not how things work. They won’t be raping the women, and no, you most likely won’t notice them walking among you. Though Athions appear humanoid in most ways, we have our distinctive blue skin, but the Trads are different. They look exactly like your human men. In fact, dare I say that they look even better than your human men. They are creatures who use their beauty to lure in their prey, and I’m afraid, Ms. Camille, at this point you are their prey.”

The world went fuzzy around me, and a strange buzzing sounded in my ears.

Perfect men.

Seducing women.

Everything about it rang true.

I remembered my time with Dean in the closet, how close we’d come to having sex. Was he one of them? If I’d gone further with him, would he have impregnated me? I had the contraceptive implant, but then I was pretty sure Tara was on some kind of contraception as well, but if she needed to be impregnated to be taken, I could only assume our contraception didn’t work against the Trads.

Would I be one of the missing women right now?

Oh God. Molly and Tara.

They’d both gotten friendly with strange, beautiful men over the last few days. Was it possible those men were Trads as well? Or was I completely jumping to conclusions, and they were perfectly innocent human men who I was about to tarnish with the Trads’ brush?

I ran hot and cold at the possibility.

I had to find my sister and best friend.
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I raced through the building, desperately trying to find Molly and Tara. Every person I passed, I stopped to ask, “Have you seen my sister? Have you seen my friend, Tara?”

Night had long since fallen. Where would they be? Down in the cafeteria with the rest of the civilians?

I kept an eye out for Dean and the other men, too. My mind whirred about him. Could it be possible he wasn’t human? He certainly looked and acted as though he was, but wasn’t that the point? These aliens mimicked us so perfectly, it meant we thought we were falling for them, with their strong bodies and their perfect faces, and then when we gave ourselves over to them, they took us as their own.

I felt sick at the possibility that I’d come so close, but worse than the shock of almost losing my own freedom was my fear that it was already too late for Tara and Molly.

Were the Trads in the building aware we were onto them? I didn’t think so. Everyone in the building acted exactly the same. I got a few concerned glances as I raced through the corridors, but no one was acting any differently. As well as fear, anger built up inside me. We’d been used and manipulated, and women were continuing to be used and manipulated. How would we ever know who we could trust?

But no, I knew I could trust Casey, and Mike, and Aleandro. Anyone who’d we’d known from before the strike was safe. It was the strangers who had slipped into our lives that we needed to worry about.

I collided with a bulk of a body and let out a scream. 

Hands grabbed my arms. “Camille, slow down. What’s wrong?”

I exhaled a sigh of relief as I realized who it was. “Aleandro. I need your help. I need to find Molly and Tara.”

“I’ve just seen Molly,” he said, a frown marking his brow. “She’s in the cafeteria helping to take care of some of the younger kids.”

“And Tara?” I asked hopefully.

He pursed his lips as he thought. “I think I saw her with that guy she seems to have hooked up with. What’s his name? The guy in the suit.”

“Rhett?” I filled in, my stomach dropping. 

“Yeah, that’s the one. Why, what’s going on?”

“I think some of the men here aren’t just men. We’ve heard from the chief advisor of the Emperor of Planet Athion, and he thinks Planet Tradrych is responsible for the attack. The Trads are here on Earth with us now—that must be what was contained within the asteroids—and they’re taking our women back to their planet.” I knew I was babbling, the words streaming from my mouth, but I couldn’t hold them back. “I think Rhett might be a Trad, and Dean, too. And maybe even the guy Molly has been seeing. I mean, they turned up here, just like numerous others, but no one had ID, and people came from all over. We had no way of vouching for them and no reason not to trust them. We should have fingerprinted everyone and searched for them on our systems instead of just taking them at their word.”

“We had a lot going on, Camille. How the hell were we to know?”

I looked up at him. “But we know now. I have to find Tara. Can you go and get Molly and keep her the hell away from any men?”

He nodded. “Of course. But be careful, Camille.” As a second thought, he reached to his belt and removed his gun and handed it to me. “You know how to shoot one of these things?”

“Yeah, not well. But I can certainly fire a shot or two.”

“Good. And be careful.”

“I will.”

With my heart seemingly in my throat, I ran back the way I’d come, heading toward the front of the building, where Aleandro thought he’d seen Tara going with Rhett. I prayed I was wrong about this, and Rhett was just a gorgeous guy who liked Tara, but it felt like all the pieces had slotted into place and formed the full picture.

Everyone should have been inside, but through the glass doors, two people hurried away from the building. The guy’s arm was hooked around the girl’s shoulders, and they hunched together as though trying not to be seen. In the dark, it would have been easy to miss them should I not have already been searching for them, but I caught a glimpse of blonde hair and immediately knew who it was.

Tara.

What the hell were they doing out there? There was nothing out there except the few parked vehicles, and beyond that, the road and desert. But they didn’t seem to be heading toward the road or any of the vehicles and instead were going deeper into the surrounding wilderness.

I ran to the doors and yanked on them, but of course they were locked. I knew the code, so I rushed over and punched it into the keypad. The doors buzzed, the light going green, and I threw myself back against the doors, pushing them open. They’d only stay unlocked for another few seconds, and I’d need to enter the code again to get back in, but I wasn’t worried about that for the moment.

“Tara!” I yelled.

They were a distance away now—a blob in the dark.

I got my legs moving, breaking into a run. “Tara!”

I thought she slowed, trying to turn, and my heart lurched in hope. Had she heard me? I kept running, decreasing the distance between us. 

Then, from out of nowhere, a beam of blue light projected down from the night sky. 

“Tara!” I screamed.

Bright light illuminated her, Rhett beside her. Her eyes widened in understanding for the briefest of seconds—understanding of what was happening to her—and then both she and Rhett vanished.

A second later, so did the light.

“No!” My scream tore through the desert night. I covered my face with my hands and dropped to my knees in grief. My best friend was gone, taken by a Trad either to a spaceship, which I assumed was somewhere overhead, or to their planet. What was to become of her? Rhett—if that even was his name—must have impregnated her, and now she’d be taken back to planet Tradrych to repopulate their planet.

Once she had one baby, would she be immediately expected to have another? Was that to be her life now? As a breeding machine for an alien race?

Tears flooded my eyes and cascaded down my face. I wanted to wail and scream and pound my grief and fury with my fists against the desert floor, but I couldn’t. I still had Molly to think about, and there might be other Trads inside the Observatory who were just wandering around as though they were one of us.

Staggering to my feet, I wiped the tears from my face. I stumbled back to the Observatory, knowing I needed to both find Molly and tell the others what had happened. There were no doubts in my mind now.

We were under attack, and all women of a reproductive age were at risk.

I reached the doors and fumbled my way through the keypad, entering the number incorrectly several times before eventually getting it right and the doors buzzed open. I fell through, into the foyer, blinking back fresh tears.

To my surprise, the guys were already there. Aleandro, Mike, and Casey all stepped toward me, as though expecting to have to catch me if I fell.

“They got Tara,” I blurted. “Those fuckers took her. I have to find Molly.”

Aleandro put out his hand as though to steady me. “Molly’s safe,” he told me. “Don’t worry. We dealt with it.”

At the back of the building, several of the soldiers had both Dean and Lee held between them. The two men—or Trads, or whatever the hell they were—struggled between the military guys, but they were vastly outnumbered.

I knew something else had happened. I could tell just by the atmosphere and the looks they were giving me.

“What is it then? What’s happened.”

“You need to get your stuff, Camille,” Mike said.

“What? Why?” I still didn’t understand what was happening.”

Sergeant Byrd stepped from the sidelines. I hadn’t noticed him at first, my mind a whirl. I wanted to lunge at him and pound on his chest with my fists. I wanted someone to blame, and he was the one who’d brought strange men into the Observatory. But then I realized that I’d also let numerous strange men inside when all the civilians had turned up. We had no way of knowing if any of those men were actually Trads posing as civilians.

“I’ve just had a call from the president,” the sergeant said.

I looked wildly between him and the guys. “And?”

“Because of your unique experience and background, Madam President wants you to help coordinate what happens next.”

I stared at him. “What does that even mean?”

“You’re going to Washington, Camille. The chopper will be here for you and your team in the next hour.”

I sucked in a shaky breath. I would do whatever I could to stop the bastards who had taken Tara and countless others. I’d go to the end of the earth and beyond. I didn’t know if I’d ever see Tara again or manage to bring her home, but I’d die trying if that’s what it took.

And I’d make the Trads pay.





THE END.

Follow the story in ‘Her Resistance’ which will be out on the 27th of December 2018! Keep reading for a sneak peak at the first chapter. ‘Her Resistance’ can now be pre-ordered only on Amazon. 
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OUR WORLD, AS WE KNEW it, was over.

In the distance, the thwuk-thwuk-thwuk of helicopter blades cut through the air as it approached. 

I heard the machine before I saw it, but then the chopper appeared as a dark dot in the rapidly lightening sky, and I sucked in a nervous breath.

“You ready, Camille?” Sergeant Simon Byrd asked from beside me.

I pressed my lips together and nodded, not trusting my voice not to tremble if I attempted to answer. 

“Don’t worry,” he continued, “we’ll keep the Observatory safe until your return.”

“And Molly and all the civilians, too,” I reminded him. “They’re the people we’re trying to protect in all of this. Don’t forget that.” I was talking about the hundred or so civilians who’d made their way here from Las Vegas after the asteroid strike, seeking food and shelter.

His lips twisted. “Trouble is that we have no way of knowing for sure if any of them are who they say they are.”

He was talking about our recent discovery of an alien race from the planet Tradrych infiltrating us, posing as human men in order to seduce, impregnate, and abduct human women.

“Get the ones with families to vouch for each other. It’s the men traveling alone who you’ll have to watch out for.”

He nodded. “Yes, we’re doing that. But with so many family members either killed or separated during the attack, it’s not proving to be so easy.”

“I guess that’s the whole reason the Trads landed as they did. They could have sneaked onto Earth, but throwing us into chaos makes it far easier for them to go unidentified and undetected.”

“You’re right, and we’re in a developed country. Imagine what those in more remote countries must be experiencing.” He glanced out toward the approaching chopper. “That’s why it’s important to learn as much as we can in a short space of time, and then get that information out to other countries. This isn’t just about America, it’s a worldwide issue.”

“Nowhere is safe,” I said, half to myself, but realizing it was the truth. 

There was nowhere on Earth we could run to.

I’d have been far more nervous about flying to Washington and meeting the president if I didn’t also have my team with me. To my left stood our meteorologist, Casey Steelman, and on the other side of me was head of communications, Mike Fitzgerald. I’d even managed to convince the government officials that we needed to bring Aleandro Levy, head of security, with us. Aleandro waited ahead of me now, his arms folded across his massive chest, making sure he was between me and the chopper when it landed. I got the impression it was me he was protecting, instead of the Observatory, as was his job, and I couldn’t say I blamed him. After our discovery about the Trads motives, I thought perhaps I was the one who needed protecting. 

Just the memory of how close I’d come with a man I’d believed to have been called Dean Lambert made my blood run cold. It could easily have been me who was taken.

I was still in shock at the loss of my best friend, Tara, to the invading Trads. The grief hadn’t struck yet, but I knew it was coming. When I realized I could no longer call her, any time, night or day, or that we’d never have coffee, or go shopping, or any of those regular things, I knew I would crumble. Maybe those things were over for us anyway because of what the Trads had done to our planet, but at least I’d had her by my side.

I tortured myself with what Tara must be going through. She’d be terrified—seeing and experiencing things that would give the rest of us nightmares. I was sure Tara would be having bad dreams of her own. She was with child now. The right hand man of the Emperor of planet Athion said women needed to be pregnant if they were going to be taken to planet Tradrych. They wouldn’t be able to survive the atmosphere otherwise. Something about the pregnancy changed their DNA enough to allow them to live where they otherwise wouldn’t.

How long did the Trad pregnancies last, and what would become of Tara once she’d given birth? My mind whirred. Would she feel any kind of emotion toward the baby? Would she be expected to raise the child as well, or would she simply be handed over to another Trad to be impregnated again?

I had the horrible feeling the second option would be the correct one. And what if she didn’t fall pregnant again right away? Would she be forced to have sex with her abductors over and over again until she did? Was that to be her life now—either pregnant with an alien baby, or raped until she became pregnant. I didn’t know what option was worse.

I bit down on my lower lip, holding back the tears. Emotion for my friend swelled inside me. We needed to figure out a way to get the abducted women back to Earth again. I had no idea how we’d go about doing such a thing, but we had to try. I couldn’t just abandon Tara or any of the other women who’d been taken.

Losing Tara was also the reason I’d begged for my younger sister, Molly, to come to Washington with us, but the government had stood firm on not allowing civilians to join us. We’d be dealing with classified material and they simply couldn’t allow it.  I felt horrible about leaving her here, unprotected, though she encouraged me to go. Sergeant Byrd said he would protect her, but we still had no idea who we could trust. The asteroid strike had destroyed buildings and killed hundreds of thousands. Homes had been lost and there were countless people without identification. We could ask for people to vouch that they’d known each other since before the strikes, but how did we even know we could trust those who were doing the vouching? The whole thing made my head hurt. I’d worked with Casey, Mike, and Aleandro for a while now, but a tiny part of me worried this might not even be the Trad’s first strike. What if they’d already instilled their kind on Earth to lay the foundations of what was happening now, and even those we knew from before the strike had happened were potential threats?

Who could we really trust?

“It’s almost time for you to go,” Molly said from behind me.

I turned away from the approaching helicopter to face her. Looking into my sister’s face often felt like looking into a mirror. She shared my dark hair, though hers was a shade lighter than mine, and was a few years younger than me, but otherwise we were similar in appearance. “I know. I hate leaving you like this, but I don’t have any choice.”

She nodded bravely. “You can help. It’s important that you do. Tara would have wanted you to.”

My sister was as devastated about Tara as I was. While the two of them hadn’t been as close as me and Tara, they still had plenty of love for each other, and I knew the events of the last few days had brought them even closer. Molly had also hooked up with a guy here, and we had yet to determine if he was a Trad or not.

“It could have been me,” she said, echoing my thoughts.

I squeezed her hand. “We don’t know that Lee was one of them,” I reassured her.

We don’t know that Dean was either, not for sure, I thought but didn’t say.

Her eyes filled with tears. “God, poor Tara. What the hell is she going through right now? What are those bastards doing to her? She must be so frightened.” 

My sister dissolved into tears again and my eyes prickled. I had to hold it together, though, as much as I wanted to wail and rant against the world. I had work to do. We had to figure out a way to pick out the Trads among human men, and also how to protect our women against them.

That was where I came in.

The president wanted to be briefed. Because of my first hand experience of not only being a planetary scientist, and being one of the first to spot the incoming asteroids, but also having had firsthand experience of a Trad, and seeing the abduction of my friend with my own eyes, it seemed I now had unique experiences others in my field had sensibly managed to avoid.

Of course, we hadn’t known even a few days ago what we did now, but time was running out. Every minute that passed, there was another human woman being seduced and abducted, and we needed to spread the word to protect them from what was happening.

But how would we protect people? It wasn’t as though we could just tell women not to have sex. Maybe in the short term it would work, but not moving forward. Sex was a natural instinct in humanity, and it wasn’t only about procreating. Sure, we could move all procreation to a test tube, just to be sure, but we’d lose so much as a species. Sex bonded us, emotionally as well as physically, and we couldn’t just ban it. Perhaps those with long term partners who’d met many years ago would be fine, but what about people like me and my sister, who hadn’t yet met that one person to be with. Even advising protective sex might have worked, but we already knew how sneaky the Trads were by posing as humans, so what was to stop them using a condom, and then, in the heat of the moment, whipping it off and going bareback? Besides, I had the contraceptive implant and I was still targeted, which made me think that the Trads were immune to our human contraception.

I glanced to the men around me. One partner—that was how humans normally mated—but thing weren’t going that way for me. I’d formed a bond with all three of these men, and not only sexually. I didn’t want to give up even one of them, never mind all of them. For the moment, abstaining was the safest thing, but with three gorgeous men around me, it wasn’t going to be easy.

The helicopter settled down on the desert ground, the blades sending sand and dirt whipping up into the air. I lifted my arm to protect my face, and the others did the same. Gradually, the helicopter blades slowed enough to allow us to approach without being blinded by flying sand and debris. Aleandro went first, and two men in suits jumped out of the side of the aircraft to meet him. He shook hands with them both and then pointed back to me. I lifted my hand in a greeting, and tried to keep my shoulders back and chin up, but my stomach roiled with nerves. These were government officials, and I was sure they’d been fully vetted, but I couldn’t help but wonder if they were who they said they were.

Sergeant Byrd, unaware of my inner turmoil, stuck his hand out toward me. “I’m sure we’ll see you back here soon.”

I gave his hand a shake, my grip fierce. “Yes, you will, and make sure you look after my sister for me while I’m gone.”

“I will.”

Molly fell into my arms, fresh tears rolling down her face. “I wish I could come with you.”

“I do, too. But I’ll only be a day or so, and hopefully not even that long, and then I’ll be back.”

I felt horrible for her, and had even considered threatening to stay behind myself, but I was going for her future safety, too. We needed to figure out a way to stop the Trads.

Besides, if the president orders you to the White House, you don’t say no.

I gave her a final squeeze. “Stay away from men,” I warned her.

She nodded and wiped at her face. “Don’t worry, I will. There’s no way in hell I’m going to risk being taken like Tara.”

It was easy to say this now, while everything was so new and frightening, but I had to wonder how things would be in the months and even years to come. If there were Trads prowling Earth who hadn’t yet found a mate, they would take their time. The more resistant we became toward them, the sneakier they would get. And the more we let our guard down, the easier it would be for them to take us.

I was seriously worried for the future of humanity. How could we continue on Earth as a species if we weren’t able to safely find a mate and begin families?

“Ready?” Aleandro called over his shoulder, shouting over the noise of the helicopter rotor blades.

I nodded. “As I’ll ever be.”

Mike and Casey moved alongside me, one at each shoulder. I did feel as though the men had suddenly grown more protective of me. Perhaps it was because they’d seen me with Dean, and understood how close it had been to me being the one sucked up by a blue light in the middle of the desert.

The two men who’d shaken Aleandro’s hand turned to me now. 

One was older, in his forties, I guess, while the other looked to be late twenties to early thirties. The older man was completely bald, though I didn’t know if that was on purpose or if he’d started to lose his hair and decided to shave it. There was something hard about his blue eyes, and twin lines ran down either side of his mouth like a puppet’s. The younger man had military short hair that was a shade darker than blond, and kinder, hazel eyes.

“Camille Harran, it’s good to meet you,” said the older man. “I’m Agent Jeremy Faw, Interplanetary Security, and this is Agent Craig Miller.” I shook both their hands. “We appreciate you taking the time to give us your unique insight into what’s happening,” he continued.

“Not a problem.”

I climbed on board and the men followed. Aleandro sat opposite with Casey and Agent Faw. Mike took the seat to my right, and Agent Miller was to my left. We each had a headset on the back of our seats and Agent Faw motioned to it, an indication we should be wearing them. I lifted mine up and hooked it over my head. The helicopter had grown louder as the pilot had been preparing to take off, but now the ear pieces muffled the sound.

The rotor blades grew louder and landing skids lifted off the ground. My stomach lurched and I reached out to both sides grabbing hold of whatever was closest. In this case, it happened to be Mike’s thigh—which I could get away with—and the thigh of the young government agent who I’d only just met.

“Oh, sorry,” I said, unsure if he could even hear me over the noise of the chopper, and with the headset on. But he grinned back at me, revealing a row of straight white teeth, and his hazel eyes twinkled. My face grew warm with embarrassment. That wasn’t quite the impression I wanted to make.

The helicopter banked to one side and I risked looking across Mike and out of the window. Already it seemed like a massive drop, and my heart raced. It didn’t feel natural to be this high in the sky in a tin can. For some reason, even though I saw airplanes and even passenger rocketships leaving Earth all the time, a helicopter never felt as safe.

My sister and the others were now merely dots on the desert landscape below us, and I watched the Observatory grow smaller as we climbed higher into the sky and left our one place of sanctuary far behind.
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