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      THE ALIEN SHIP looked more like a large pile of black and gray garbage smashed together into a large ball than a spaceship hanging there in the blackness of space just beyond the edge of the Milky Way Galaxy.

      Yet Chairman Wade Ray knew it was a ship.

      And that ship was the most important discovery in hundreds and hundreds of thousands of years of human history.

      Chairman Wade Ray stood, his hands behind his back, in the command center of his ship, staring at the image of the alien ship on the huge monitor that filled one wall of the command center. Ray had his long, silver-gray hair pulled back as always and wore a dark-silk dress shirt and dark slacks and soft leather shoes.

      He could feel the tension around him in the huge room like a heavy blanket on a warm night.

      Sixteen people manned stations behind him and not a one could be heard. They all felt as he felt, that what they were seeing couldn’t be possible.

      Tacita, his wife and partner and co-chairman of this ship, stood beside him, also just studying the strange shape of the alien ship. She had her hair extremely short and wore a black silk pantsuit.

      To Ray, she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen and he had been in love with her for more years than he wanted to think about.

      He couldn’t imagine ever not having her brilliant mind and sharp wit working beside him.

      Especially now, when they faced an alien ship.

      He shook his head. How was this even possible?

      No alien race in thousands and thousands of galaxies had ever managed to survive long enough to build even a galaxy-wide civilization, let alone a ship that could travel the vast distances between galaxies. When the Seeder scout ships discover an alien race growing on any planet in a galaxy, at any level, the Seeders would just go around that galaxy.

      Over the centuries, Seeder research ships would watch the alien development, but never interfere. It was one of their most scared laws, learned out of bad experience a long, long time ago.

      Very few alien races even survived long enough to make it off their own planet. And even fewer found trans-tunnel drive to jump to other close stars. And for as long as humans had been seeding galaxies with more humans, no alien race had found the refinements to trans-tunnel drives to get the standard speeds to break out of their own limited galaxies.

      Yet somehow, he was looking at an alien ship that was between galaxies.

      And moving at standard trans-tunnel drive speeds.

      “Any life signs at all of any type?” Tacita asked.

      “Nothing,” Commander Chain said. “We also checked for any form of stasis. Nothing.”

      Chain was their most trusted second in command on any ship and had been with them thousands of years. He looked, as most Seeders looked, to be about thirty. He had dark brown hair and never was seen out of jeans and a sweatshirt.

      “How large is that ship?” Ray asked.

      “The size of a Seeder mother ship,” Chain said.

      Seeder mother ships were the largest ships Seeder’s built. Mother ships were the size of small moons and shaped like birds gliding. They could hold a thousand other ships and upwards of a million people comfortably.

      “Any equipment at all active?” Tacita asked.

      “Except for the trans-tunnel drive still powering it forward,” Chain said. “Nothing is active. No atmosphere of any kind, no readings other than the drive. And honestly, it looks like the drive is about to fail as well.”

      “Can you get a reading on the age?” Ray asked.

      “At least two hundred thousand standard years,” Chase said. “And from the looks of the damage from impacts of small particles and such after its shields failed, it has been dead for a good hundred thousand of those years.”

      “Trace back its flight path and put up on the screen where it came from,” Tacita said.

      Ray was surprised when the image appeared of a thousand galaxies in all their various groupings. Right now they were in the middle of what was called the “Local Cluster” by humans in this galaxy. About thirty galaxies of different sizes and shapes. On the scale on the map on the screen, the local cluster barely showed up as a dot.

      The alien ship had originated, or passed through a galaxy that was a vast distance away. Ray guessed there were four hundred galaxies between where it started and where it was now.

      “I’ve accounted for galactic movement on the rough track,” Chase said. “That ship never got near another galaxy of any size since it left that galaxy.”

      “At its speed,” Ray asked, “was the ship still functioning when it left that galaxy?”

      “Yes,” Chase said. “From what we can gather on preliminary scans, it appears it left that galaxy very much alive and functioning.”

      A dot appeared about halfway along the line of travel on the big screen. “The ship went dead about at this point, from what we can tell so far.”

      “We need a massive amount of study of this ship,” Tacita said. “To find out who this race was and what happened to this ship.”

      She looked at Ray and he nodded.

      Ray agreed completely. They did need a massive amount of study on this ship. And they were going to have to do it carefully and not miss anything.

      But his eye went back along the line the ship had taken from that original galaxy. They also needed to know what was happening there and in the galaxies around it.

      Two hundred thousand years had passed. Were these aliens expanding as humans did?

      And were they warlike?

      In space where very, very few advanced civilizations ever emerged from planets, what would the aliens even think if they knew humans were here and spread over hundreds of thousands of galaxies in this area?

      Ray kept staring at the image of the ship’s path on the wall screen.

      Even by the galaxy-spanning scale Seeders worked and thought at, the alien original galaxy was a very, very long distance away.
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      ANGIE PARK LET the sounds of her motorcycle die off into the silence of the forest and the ruins around her. Nothing moved, not even a slight breeze among the tall pines and the deserted general store and gas station tucked back into the trees.

      The building had been cute at one point in the past, almost like a cottage, but now the paint was peeling, the windows were covered in grime, and weeds were growing thick between the building and the useless gas pump. On one side blackberries were starting to crawl up a wall and in a few years would bury the old building.

      She had parked on the edge of the two-lane road that wound up through the Cascade Mountains. The road in this area had been still in good shape and very few car wrecks had blocked her for the last twenty miles since she had left I-5.

      She pulled off her helmet and let her long black hair fall over her shoulders as she dismounted and set the helmet on her leather supply pack. She was thin and tall and had no trouble at all on the large road bikes.

      She had a small saddle rifle in a sling on her back and a small caliber gun hidden in a holster on her leg under her jeans.

      Her light jacket covered a T-shirt and she unzipped the jacket to let in the fresh mountain air. It was early summer and the heat today was predicted to be around ninety by the middle of the afternoon, even this high in the mountains.

      Around her the silence of the Oregon forest seemed to press in, but after all the years of being alone, she was used to silence more than the noise of being around other people. That’s why she had volunteered for this task, to go out and tell others about Portland.

      Plus she really believed in what Portland was building and wanted everyone to know.

      Up a small dirt road in front of her that wound through the tall pine trees, she knew a compound sat at the top of that road with six people living in it. Six survivors of the Event, as it was now being called.

      The Event had been a wave of electromagnetic energy that swept over the Earth just over three years ago. It hadn’t hurt equipment, but it had killed any exposed humans and dogs and horses and a few other animals. Thankfully it spared cats because she didn’t know what she would have done the first few years of being alone without her cats to keep her company.

      Humans who had survived were like her. They happened to be underground or in a vault of some type and were protected from the invisible but deadly wave. She had been a Professor of Physics at the University of Oregon and had been three stories down in a lab under the physics department when the Event happened. Millions like her had survived worldwide, and now civilization was working to rebuild.

      After the Event, she had moved far up the Columbia Gorge in a home overlooking the river to get away from all the smell of decaying bodies. She had discovered that civilization was rebuilding when convoy after convoy of motorcycles went down the freeway below her home headed for Portland in the spring of the second year. Men, women, and children.

      Because of its climate and natural resources, Portland had been picked as one of the five cities to be the center of the new world in this country. She had followed the convoys after a time and saw and listened to what they were doing and trying to build. A month later she had packed up her cats and moved to Portland to try to help.

      Now she was doing what they called “outreach” to those who hadn’t heard yet about building the new world. It was dangerous, but she had wanted to do it. A couple of her friends had insisted she not go alone, but she had felt that a woman alone would be more convincing than a bunch of people. So far, she had been right about that.

      Since so many of the military had survived on ships, submarines, underground compounds, all the top science had survived as well and was being used in the rebuild. She had seen satellite photos of the compound at the end of the dirt road that was her next stop for the day.

      She knew that six were living there. They had set up electrical and had running water to most of their buildings and had a pretty decent surveillance system set up that more than likely was watching her now.

      That’s why she had stopped here, to let them watch her. Last thing she needed to do was surprise anyone who had been surviving and living off of nature for three years. Doing that could get a person really dead really quickly.

      Over the years, it seemed that a lot of people had gone completely insane thinking that civilization was gone and that they were left alone.

      She had thought at one point she might go insane as well because death was just everywhere. The very reason she had found a place on the top of a hill was for protection from the nut cases roaming around, and to avoid the smell of death that first year. But she had set that home up so she could protect it. Luckily, she never had had to.

      She looked up the dirt road that wound into the tall pines. It looked far cooler than where she was standing now near the highway in the sun. She needed to get moving.

      She knew the names of four of the six people who were living there. And knew that two of them had surviving family members.

      Of the thirty compounds like this one she had approached over the last six months, most had come into the city later on their own terms to see what was going on, and after that, many had moved into town just as she had done.

      But others were happy where they were and she respected that.

      Her job wasn’t to convince them to join humanity again, but to just let them know what was happening.

      She took a long cool drink from her canteen, put it back on her bike, then with her hands in the air, started up the road toward the compound. Walking like that told the people watching she knew she was being watched and only wanted to talk.

      At least she hoped that’s what it told them.
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      “OH, NO, ANGIE,” Gage Teal said to himself from his apartment living room computer station. “Don’t go in there alone. Those folks are whack jobs.”

      On the screen he saw Angie Park raise her hands above her head and start up the dirt road toward the compound.

      “Shit, just shit,” Gage said, jamming his feet into his shoes and using his comm link to call his three-member team. She had talked herself out of other tough spots, but from his recon on the people in this compound, there was no talking her way out of this one. The people there were nut jobs and cold-blooded killers.

      “Situation,” he said to his team when all three answered. “Emergency. Meet me in the staging room in one minute max.”

      This was what they had all trained for and had done a few times. But his sole person to take care of was Angie Park and right now she was within minutes of being shot.

      He finished getting on his shoes and then looked back at the screen. She was almost up the dirt road to the compound.

      He had watched her for six months from one of the many shielded Seeder ships in orbit, making sure that she was safe. She was a very special person and the more he had watched her, the more he had come to realize that.

      She was special to the Seeders for some reason he didn’t know. And she was sometimes foolishly brave. He had fallen for her.

      And he had never even met her.

      Looked like that was about to change very quickly.

      He teleported to the staging room and was the second one there. Only Drake, his second in command for the unit, had arrived ahead of Gage.

      Drake looked almost square, with a thick neck and a very wide forehead. He was married to the nicest woman on the planet who was so tiny, Drake could have snapped her in half with his bare hands. Gage didn’t want to think about how they had managed two kids.

      The staging room was a small room with a wall of weapons that looked like United States military weapons but were actually a bunch more. A large computer screen and a command console filled the other wall.

      “Angie?” Drake asked as both of them grabbed their weapons of choice. Both carried what looked like standard issue military rifles and both strapped another gun on their hips in a holster. The rifles were actually laser and could kill or stun a person from a half mile away.

      “She’s about to walk into a mess,” Gage said, pulling up the large screen as Jean Marsh and Rollie King appeared and moved to the gun wall. They were a couple and looked like twins instead of being married. Both were as tall as Gage at six foot, both wore body-shirts that made their intense muscle training show clearly. Both wore their brown hair short and only Marsh pretended to break the mold with an earring on one ear.

      But they loved to dress exactly the same to mess with people’s minds at times. Clearly they had just come directly from a workout.

      “What’s Angie’s walking into this time?” Drake asked.

      They had jumped for Angie three times before and hadn’t had to show themselves. But this time was bad, real bad.

      Gage showed them the compound and the six people as they gathered around the big screen.

      One person was staying in a cabin with a rifle, one was getting set as a sniper in a tree near the road, and the other three were waiting for Angie to come to them.

      A sixth man had already gone down to the road and taken Angie’s motorcycle and was pushing it up the dirt road.

      “She’s in deep this time,” Marsh said, shaking her head.

      “We stun and relocate,” Gage said. “I’ll clear the sniper and the guy with the bike, Marsh and King, you two take the three that will face Angie on the road. Drake, you take the one in the cabin. Wait for my mark.”

      All three of them nodded and each pointed to a spot they would jump to.

      “Let’s get into positions,” Gage said.

      Then he touched a key on the command table and said, “Four transporting to the surface.”

      “Clear,” the answer came back.

      They all teleported at once and a moment later Gage found himself in a small hidden area behind Angie where he could see the sniper and hear the conversation Angie was about to have.

      The air felt warm, almost hot, and the smell of pine filled the air.

      As he got ready and made sure his rifle was on stun, his team checked in that they were in position.

      This wasn’t the way he had hoped to meet Angie. But it looked like it was going to have to do.

      If something didn’t go wrong and she got killed. He would never forgive himself if that happened.
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      IT TOOK HER seven minutes to walk up the dirt road before she crested over a slight ridge. She was sweating and now wished she had brought along her canteen instead of leaving it on the bike. It wasn’t much after ten in the morning and it was already getting hot.

      And walking with her hands in the air was never an easy task, especially going uphill as she had been doing.

      Ahead she could see the five buildings of the compound, all well-maintained. Three single-story houses and two tall-peaked barns sat in a cluster with some fenced-in chicken areas to one side. The fence on those were tall and strung between solid poles, more than likely in an attempt to keep out mountain lions that roamed these hills.

      She kept her hands in the air and kept walking toward the compound.

      After another hundred paces, a man and two women stepped out of one house and moved to meet her. All three carried rifles, but had them cradled in their arms or down in one hand.

      The woman on the right Angie recognized as Bettie Collins from photos. The woman on the left was her sister LeAnne. They had both lived in a small town to the east of here. She had no idea how they survived the Event. They must have been in a deep basement or something at the time as Angie had been.

      The tall, very thin man in the middle Angie didn’t recognize, but he looked to be about her age at thirty and had intelligence in his eyes that didn’t seem to miss anything.

      She instantly had a bad feeling about him.

      Instantly.

      That was unusual.

      None of them seemed at all worried about meeting a stranger. That wasn’t normal in these situations either.

      All three of them were dressed in jeans, light shirts, and work boots and all their clothing looked new and clean.

      As they got within ten steps, the three stopped and Bettie signaled for Angie to stop and she did.

      She was about ten yards from the tree line and very much out in the open.

      “Put your arms down,” Bettie said. “That had to be hard walking like that.”

      Angie did, smiling and rubbing her shoulders. “I’ve done it numbers of times, but it never gets that much easier. I’m Angela Park, but everyone just calls me Angie.”

      “Everyone,” the man asked, clearly puzzled and not introducing himself at all.

      Angie nodded. “That’s what I’m here to tell you about. Civilization is slowly rebuilding. Portland is one of the five cities picked to be one of the centers. I’m just out trying to inform everyone about what is happening.”

      “How many people are in Portland?” Bettie asked.

      Angie shrugged. “Last count about forty thousand.”

      “Forty thousand,” LeAnne said, breathlessly.

      The man didn’t even flinch.

      Angie nodded. “And your Aunt Carol is there and knew I was coming out this way and told me to send her best wishes. She survived as well.”

      Angie thought both Bettie and LeAnne were going to collapse right there, but both managed to take deep breaths and then look at each other.

      Angie was starting to feel that something was off here. She wasn’t sure, but her little voice was starting to get worried. These people were not reacting in the way that survivors on their own normally reacted, which was usually with fear and then relief that civilization was rebuilding.

      “Since civilization destroyed itself one time,” the man said, “why is everyone so fired up to rebuild?”

      “Humans had nothing to do with the Event,” Angie said. “It was an electromagnetic wave that came out of deep space and swept over the entire planet. The scientists who knew it was coming thought it would be harmless. Turns out it was at a certain frequency that fried something in our human brains and everyone who wasn’t either underground or protected behind steel died instantly and painlessly. It did not harm equipment.”

      “How do you know all this?” he asked.

      “May I?” she asked, pointing to her back pocket.

      He nodded and didn’t raise his rifle.

      He should have raised his rifle.

      Something was very off.

      As she pulled out three folded sheets and offered them to him, she glanced around looking for the three others who lived here to be in positions to kill her at the guy’s signal. If they wanted to, she was as good as dead. She was a good ten running steps from the nearest shelter.

      Bettie stepped forward and took the sheets, then stepped back and looked at the papers, handing them to the others one at a time.

      “That information was recorded from the International Space Station,” Angie said, staying on her practiced patter. “We finally got the men who were up there down a year ago, and used a couple existing rockets to resupply them in the meantime.”

      All three looked at each sheet. LeAnne held onto them when they were finished.

      They had no questions at all.

      Under normal circumstances, they would have questions. A lot of questions.

      What the hell was going on here?

      Angie took a deep breath and kept going. “The third sheet is a summary of what is happening in Portland and around the world, when the first major election will be for both Portland and the United States. And so on.”

      “Seems very civilized like,” the man said.

      Again Angie pointed to her pocket. “May I?”

      The man nodded and Angie pulled out an iPhone and charging cord and a paper list and offered them.

      Bettie again stepped forward and took the iPhone, charging cord, and paper.

      Then she stepped back beside the man.

      No comment about how useless it was, nothing. More than anything Angie wanted to just turn and run, but more than likely if she did that she would be cut down from the hidden guns of the others.

      “Cell towers are now working along the Interstate Five route from Portland down to Eugene and all around the Portland area,” Angie said. “That’s a list of numbers you can call for more information if you go down near the freeway. And your aunt’s number is on there as well.”

      Nothing.

      Not one bit of comment at all.

      Angie had every alarm bell in her body going off. She had to get out of there and get going now!

      She smiled. “Nice chatting with all of you. I hope you decide to stop into the city when you get a chance. It’s very nice.”

      She raised her hands and stepped backwards.

      “I don’t think you’ll be leaving just yet,” the man said, bringing his rifle up and aiming at her.

      LeAnne and Bettie did the same.

      Behind her, she heard a man huffing. She glanced over her shoulder to see a man pushing her bike up the road. “This is a nice ride,” he said as he got over the crest of the small rise.

      “What’s going on here?” she asked.

      “We never allow visitors to leave once they know we are here,” the man said.

      “We have to protect ourselves,” Bettie said.

      “We are so sorry,” LeAnne said.

      But to Angie she didn’t look sorry at all. More than likely numbers of people had stumbled into this place and were buried in back somewhere, which is where she was about to end up.

      Why had she ever thought she could do this job alone?
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      GAGE LISTENED TO the conversation Angie was having with the three and then the stunned and worried sound of her voice when the guy with her bike came up behind her.

      “Stand ready,” Gage said to his team through their comm links. “And Marsh and King, back me on the guy with the bike in case I can’t get a clear shot.”

      “Copy,” Marsh said.

      He watched Angie stand there, facing almost certain death, staying calm and proud. She was an amazing woman and when this was over, it was time he finally got to know her.

      He had an apartment in Portland to be part of the team there when needed. In fact, all of them did. And each of them protected a certain Seeder-important person in town. In fact, if his team ever took a name, it would be Guardian Angels.

      Marsh and King were assigned to watch over a couple by the name of Carrie Noack and Matt Ladel. They had actually become friends with them without ever telling Carrie or Matt that they were being guarded. And Carrie and Matt didn’t know about the Seeders ships in orbit or the vast human society that covered the galaxy and far beyond.

      But for some reason, those higher in the Seeders considered Carrie and Matt worth protecting, along with Angie, who didn’t know about the Seeders either.

      Drake had been assigned to watch and protect Benny Slade. Benny and his girlfriend were already Seeders, but they had elected to remain on the planet and unknown to Benny and his girlfriend, Drake was watching out for them.

      The team had not had to be called for a problem with anyone but Angie. Gage had a hunch that Angie wouldn’t stop doing her job until someone told her about the Seeders. And Gage had no idea when that would be.

      So he stood ready to take out the sniper from the tree and the guy with her motorcycle the moment it looked like Angie’s talking could no longer save the day.

      She was one brave person, going out and doing this alone. Wow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Five

        

      

    

    
      “I AM NO threat to you,” Angie said. “All we wanted to do was tell you about what was happening. You are free to stay here for the rest of your lives. No one cares.”

      “Someone always cares,” the man said.

      The two women nodded. Both of them looked very pained. Clearly the year after the Event had not gone well for them.

      The man pushing the bike had stopped behind her about ten steps right at the tree line. She had no doubt, without looking, that he had a gun trained on her as well.

      If these people were so worried about being found, maybe Angie had one last thing to say to save her life.

      “If you allow me to leave here,” Angie said, “I will just cross this compound off as not interested.”

      “I am sure you would,” the man said.

      “But if you kill me, if anything happens to me, the new government will come swooping in here faster than you can ever imagine. Murder is still murder in a civilized world.”

      “No one knows where you are at,” the man said, laughing. “You’re just like those religious types who used to bang on doors back when the world was still alive. You just want us to follow you to your church so you can take our things.”

      “Check the bag on my bike,” Angie said, staring at the man. “There are satellite images of this compound that were taken just recently. They are watching us now as I speak because they knew I was going to be here. You think I am stupid enough to walk in here alone?”

      She was damn proud of herself that her voice didn’t shake when she said that, even though she had been just as stupid as she claimed not to be.

      The man nodded and behind Angie she could hear the other guy rummaging in her pack. He pulled out the photos of this compound and let out a small gasp. Then he let the bike drop and moved around Angie to hand the images to the man between LeAnne and Bettie.

      The man looked at them and suddenly didn’t seem so sure of himself.

      “So go ahead and shoot me,” Angie said. “But expect the helicopters and police to descend on this compound in less than two hours. But you let me go, I just cross this place off as you not being interested and you can go on with your lives for as long as you want.”

      “I think you are bluffing,” the man said.

      “Look at the photo,” she said, actually bluffing her socks off. “Can you tell when it was taken? I left Portland two days ago with it. They took it for me so I would know what they were watching and so I could find this place easily. You are my third stop. They watch me closely at every stop.”

      The man looked at the photo, then simply tore it up and dropped it on the ground.

      “We let you leave and for sure you tell everyone about us. We kill you and take the chance that you weren’t being watched. I think we’ll go with that second chance.”

      He raised his gun and at that moment all four of them just slumped to the ground. And there was a crashing beside the road and another woman slumped out of a tree and fell to the ground.

      What the hell was going on?

      She stood there staring at the four bodies in front of her, letting her racing heart slow just a little. She had been seconds away from being very dead.

      Very, very dead.

      What had happened?

      At that moment, a man came walking up the road, smiling at her. “Bet you thought you were bluffing, didn’t you?”

      She opened her mouth to say something, then just shut it.

      The guy walking toward her had a smile that lit up his face and a body that would turn any head. He looked to be about six-feet tall, with wide shoulders and short, dark hair. His skin looked smooth and tan, as if he spent a lot of time in the sun. He wore jeans, a dark green T-shirt, and had a gun on his hip in a holster that just looked like it belonged there.

      “Angie, sorry we had to finally meet like this,” he said, extending his hand.

      She took his calm, dry hand in her sweaty hand and shook it, still stunned beyond words as to what had happened.

      “I’m Lieutenant Gage Teal. Former United States Special Forces. I’ve been in charge of your protection detail for the last six months.”

      “Holy shit,” she said, almost gasping for air. “You just saved my life.”

      “And that’s exactly why we have been watching you all along,” he said, smiling. “Me and my team always went in ahead of your scheduled stop to make sure you got the protection you needed.”

      “Thank you,” she said, not really knowing what to think other than that she was still alive and the man responsible could be a Greek God. Wearing a damn T-shirt that showed muscles no human should ever have.

      “I thought you were going to talk your way out of this mess as well,” he said. “You had the nutball thinking there for a while.”

      She laughed. “Desperation brings on wild stories. I just didn’t know any of them were true.”

      “Ninety-nine percent of the time,” he said, “it is better to think you are alone when facing these survivors. Glad we were here for that one percent.”

      “Yeah,” Angie said, “me, too.” She was still trying to catch her breath. Near-death experiences can make you real short of breath it seemed.

      “Can you help me get these people rounded up? My men have spread out to scout the area to make sure no one else is around.”

      “Are they dead?” Angie asked. “And what kind of weapon was that?”

      “A ray gun, actually,” he said, laughing “sort of along the same principle as the wave that killed in the Event, only not fatal. Just knocks a person out for a few hours and gives them a real nasty headache.”

      “Good,” she said, laughing.

      “The fifth one fell out of a tree over here where we stunned her,” he said, moving off to the right.

      They each took one of the woman’s arms and dragged her back to the others in the middle of the road. She was about Angie’s age—around thirty—and also looked as clean and fresh as the others. But clearly the Event and this leader guy had really twisted their minds and made them into killers.

      “Where is the sixth one?” she asked after they got the woman near the others.

      “In the big house,” he said. “We can leave her there for the pickup.”

      “What are you going to do with them?” she asked.

      “Helicopter will take them down into the old Central America and dump them off with enough water and food to survive for a few days. It’s pretty wild down there still. Perfect for their type. What they manage to do from there is their business.”

      She laughed. “I love that. Serves the creeps right.”

      He walked her back to her bike and helped her get it upright again. Her helmet must still be down near the highway.

      She secured her bag on her bike and then turned to look at him. Damn, he had green eyes.

      She loved green eyes.

      Now she wasn’t sure if her heart was still racing from almost being killed or racing because the man standing next to her was so damn good-looking.

      How was it possible that the man who had saved her ass was handsome and had green eyes?

      “How about from now on out we do this as a team?” she asked.

      “We have been a team since you went out the first time,” he said, smiling. “You just didn’t know it.”

      “How about you and I work together then, so I know your plans and I don’t go off course and change plans on you and get myself killed in some place you can’t rescue my skinny ass?”

      He laughed. “I like that a lot. So what are your plans next?”

      “I’m going back to Portland to my wonderful house and my two cats, take a long, cool bath, and try to stop shaking.”

      He nodded, the smile still on his face.

      “After that I am going to go out and have a nice dinner at a nice restaurant and a few drinks to try to bury the memory of these nut cases.”

      “Would you like company for dinner and a few drinks?” he asked.

      “I would love that,” she said. “Do you know where I live?”

      She wasn’t sure that she wanted to know the answer to that, but she had asked anyway.

      “Not a clue,” he said.

      “Northwest sector of town,” she said. “You ever heard of a restaurant called Danny’s in the Pearl area?”

      “Best chicken and pizza in all of Portland,” he said, his smile lighting up an already hot and bright day.

      “Six p.m.,” she said, climbing on her bike and firing it up.

      “Six p.m.,” he said, nodding to her.

      She turned her bike and headed slowly down the dirt road, not daring to look at the lieutenant behind her.

      She had almost died, been rescued by the most handsome man left on the planet, and now she had a date with him.

      If he had come in on a white horse it wouldn’t have made it any stranger, other than the fact that horses had been killed in the Event as well.

      Who knew that facing down crazy survivalists could get her a date.

      It was a strange damn world, of that there was no doubt.

      And she was going to enjoy every minute of still being alive, and maybe later, every inch of the body of the man who saved her.

      A girl could hope.
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      “GOT A DATE, huh?” Drake said as he came around the end of the house dragging the woman who had been inside through the dust like she was so much luggage.

      “Figured it was the best way,” Gage said, smiling, really, really happy that Angie had said yes to meeting him.

      “So we were scouting, huh?” Marsh said, appearing out of the tree line twenty steps to the right. King appeared at the same time on the left.

      “Easier to just let her get on the road again,” Gage said.

      “Sure, sure,” Marsh said, shaking her head.

      Drake dropped the unconscious woman in the pile of other human garbage. “So what exactly are we doing with these sickos?”

      “I’ll have transport drop them with some supplies on a beach in Central America a very long distance from any other humans. Not my issue if they survive or not, but they will be alone like they wanted. They just won’t have anyone but each other to kill.”

      “Perfect,” Drake said.

      “Call us if you need backup on this date,” Marsh said, smiling at Gage.

      “Don’t call me,” Drake said. “My wife and I are having dinner with my charges tonight in Portland. We’re going to tell them we are Seeders as well.”

      “But not that you have been guarding them?” Gage asked, surprised.

      “Nope,” Drake said. “We like them as friends and just figured we could expand the menu for meals some if they knew who we really were.”

      Gage laughed. “Real good point.”

      “Wish we could tell Carrie and Matt,” Marsh said. “We like them as well.”

      “I have a hunch the reason we are all doing this guarding will come clear sooner rather than later,” Gage said.

      “You know something we don’t?” Marsh asked.

      “Just a gut sense,” Gage said. “When I report how close Angie came to being killed today, movement might just happen.”

      “Yeah,” Drake said. “Real good point. Now can we get out of this heat?”

      With that, Gage touched his ear. “Four transporting on board.”

      “Clear,” came the response.

      And a moment later they were back putting their weapons away. Gage jumped back to his apartment after thanking his team and wrote his report and submitted it.

      Then he headed for the shower, whistling, after spending an hour watching Angie ride into Portland to make sure that she got safely to her apartment.

      He had a date with a beautiful and courageous woman. It didn’t get any better than that.
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      ANGIE LAY IN her tub in her wonderful apartment, just letting the water calm her and take away the shaking.

      Well, at least attempt to take away the shaking. She had never had this kind of reaction before to an event. But she had never gotten within a second of sure death before either.

      When she got home, she had forced herself to make a sandwich and eat it before taking a bath. The food and the warm water were helping, but still every time she thought about how close she had come to dying today, she started shaking again.

      She was getting annoyed at it and also annoyed that her shaking was making water slosh out of the tub.

      Finally, she drained the water and took a very cold shower and then washed her long black hair. The day was warm enough it would dry before her dinner date.

      And doing such a regular thing and the cold water finally got the shakes stopped.

      She couldn’t believe that a handsome man had just shown up, saved her life, and then arranged to have a date with her. That was a very, very goofy thing.

      Except for the part that he had saved her life.

      And that he was scary handsome.

      All she really wanted to do was touch those muscles under his T-shirt to see if they were for real. He looked to be about her age at thirty, but she had never met a man in that kind of shape at that age before. Clearly they existed.

      What she didn’t realize was that those stun weapons they had used existed. Especially done in a way so that they looked like regular-issue rifles. That seemed pretty advanced, especially only three years after the Event.

      There was an awful lot about the handsome stranger who had saved her life that she wanted to know.

      She checked the time. She needed to get dressed and get going on the four-block walk down to the restaurant.

      This would be a very interesting dinner. Not only because he was so handsome and had green eyes and muscles that wouldn’t stop, but because she wanted to know exactly how he had followed her for six months without her knowing it.

      And where those stun weapons came from.

      And if he had a girlfriend.
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      CHAIRMAN SOMA ASKED Gage to report to his office at once just forty minutes before he was to transport to the planet for the date with Angie.

      Gage and his team were stationed on the Seeders ship Home Stand that was one of five shielded ships in orbit over this planet to try to help it rebuild from a devastating hit by an electromagnetic wave. Thousands of Seeders were implanted in communities around the globe to help in the rebuilding.

      But in almost a year being on this ship, Gage had not had a chance to meet Chairman Soma.

      Every Seeder ship was its own business that worked to make a profit and continue, thus what would be called the captain was called the chairman. Gage knew what he was getting for his guard duty was very high pay, so for some reason this planet out of all the other human planets in this galaxy was special.

      You didn’t often see five Seeder ships in orbit around any planet for any reason, especially planets that hadn’t advanced far enough yet to join the larger group of planets.

      Gage had a hunch his report today was what caused this sudden meeting with the chairman.

      Gage finished putting on his tennis shoes and transported to the chairman’s office.

      The room was huge, with a large oak-colored wooden desk, soft brown carpet, pictures of various planets and star-groups on the walls in oranges and reds. There was a large brown cloth couch and a few large chairs that matched.

      The room felt comfortable and lived-in.

      As he arrived, Chairman Soma stood from one of the chairs and extended his hand. “Great job today keeping Angie Park alive.”

      “That’s what I am assigned to do,” Gage said.

      Captain Soma was a solid man, with huge shoulders and no gut at all. He looked like he could pick a couch up off the floor with one hand. He had short-cut brown hair and dark, penetrating eyes. He wore what looked like sweat pants and a massive body shirt and no shoes.

      Another man stood from a second chair. The other man was tall and had very long silver hair. He wore a silk shirt and dark pants and just radiated power and intelligence.

      Soma turned and said, “Gage Teal, I would like you to meet Chairman Wade Ray.”

      Gage shook his hand and said, “Nice meeting you.”

      “Actually,” Ray said, “the pleasure is mine.”

      Then Gage’s brain kicked in and he realized who he had just met was the legend of all Seeders, maybe the oldest human alive. He was rumored to be hundreds of thousands of years old.

      Gage started to open his mouth to say something but not a damn thought came to his mind to say.

      The two chairmen indicated that Gage should take a seat on the couch and he did.

      Chairman Ray got right to the point. “We think it’s time to bring in Angie Park and tell her about us.”

      Of all the things either of these men could have said, that was the biggest surprise. And it finally explained why he and his team had been guarding her for all this time.

      “She has Seeder genes?”

      Both men nodded.

      “She is very special,” Ray said, “and so are you and four others in this area of this planet.”

      Again Gage opened his mouth to say something, but then realized that the greatest human to have ever lived had just called him special.

      Ray just smiled as Gage managed to get some sort of sense of thought back in control. Ray would not be here if there wasn’t a need for some mission and since he had just called him special along with the others on the surface, that meant that whatever quality they all had was needed for something very important.

      He had been around the military part of the Seeders for a few hundred years now and he knew that was how it worked.

      “I assume you have a mission for us,” Gage said, “meaning me and the other five still on the planet. And whatever makes us special is the key to this mission.”

      Ray glanced at Soma who just smiled and shook his head.

      “We do,” Ray said. “And yes, you are correct. But if you wouldn’t mind, I would like to explain it all to everyone at the same time.”

      Gage understood that completely and nodded. “So what do you need me to do?”

      “You know Angie Park as well as anyone, since you have been tracking her,” Ray said. “Figure out a way to introduce the fact that this ship is here and what Seeders actually are.”

      Gage nodded. “I have a date with her in exactly ten minutes. How long do I have?”

      “As soon as possible,” Ray said. “A few days at most.”

      “And the others I assume are the ones my team has also been protecting?”

      “They are,” Ray said. “Two are already Seeders and will be bringing along the other two.”

      “What about my team?” Gage asked.

      “They will be going with you on your mission if you want them, and they agree to it, as you must do as well.”

      Gage nodded and stood.

      The other two men stood and both shook his hand.

      Chairman Soma said, “Report to me your progress and I will keep Chairman Ray updated.”

      “And enjoy the date,” Ray said, smiling.

      “I will,” Gage said and then jumped back to his apartment on the ship, splashed some water on his face to try to get his mind working, and then told command that he was jumping to the planet.

      “Clear,” the command voice came back.

      A moment later he jumped to a sidewalk near the restaurant. He was shielded so no one could see him and then, as he walked down the street, he dropped the shield.

      The evening was a beautiful summer evening in what used to be called the Rose City. The air had a freshness to it and a slight breeze kept the air comfortable. In this area of town a number of cafes had tables and chairs outside on the sidewalk and they were filled with people talking and laughing.

      One thing for sure about surviving something like the Event, it made the people of this planet very cheerful and looking to enjoy life. All of them had lost loved ones and family and knew they were lucky to be alive and rebuilding.

      He had a date with a beautiful woman. One of the smartest and bravest women he had ever had the chance to meet. It had been a very long time for him, maybe almost eighty years since he and his first and so far only wife had decided to go their own ways. They still loved each other, but just had very different interests.

      He had a few one-night stands out of bars over the years, but his job kept him busy and not really meeting the right kind of women.

      He had a hunch Angie was the right kind of woman now that she was being recruited to be a Seeder.

      If he didn’t blow this.

      And why he and Angie were special to someone like Chairman Wade Ray was beyond him.

      In all his life he had never been this confused about anything.

      And excited at the same time that he could be honest with Angie Park.

      He just had to hope she didn’t end up hating him for being an alien.

      A human alien, but still an alien.
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      ANGIE STOOD JUST outside the restaurant watching for Gage Teal. There was no chance in hell she was going to go inside, get a table, and then sit there alone if he stood her up.

      Or if she had just been imagining all that this afternoon.

      The evening was flat perfect, with a cool breeze off the river and the temperature in the mid-seventies. She had decided to just go with her normal way of dressing in jeans, but had put on her best new blue blouse and some pearl earrings that had been her mother’s.

      Angie felt dressed up. And that was all that mattered.

      Then suddenly there he was, walking toward her down the sidewalk. He also had on jeans, tennis shoes, and a white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He saw her and broke into the same smile she had seen up in the mountains earlier after he had saved her life.

      And that smile almost melted her right there on the sidewalk.

      “Sorry I am slightly late,” he said as he came up to her. “A meeting with some top brass.”

      “Only just got here myself,” she said, smiling back at him and those intense green eyes.

      God, if she wasn’t careful, she might just stare into those eyes all night and not say a word.

      “Hungry?” he asked, indicating the restaurant they were in front of that smelled wonderful.

      The smell was a mixture of garlic and pasta and fresh-baked bread. This place was also known for the best pizza in town and chicken in an Italian sauce that could melt in a person’s mouth. After getting here, the smell of garlic and pizza had made her decide that was what she was going to have.

      “Famished,” she said. “Almost being killed can do that for a girl.”

      He laughed as she turned to lead the way inside and damn if she didn’t love the sound of his laugh as well.

      It was going to be everything she could do to just not jump him right here in the restaurant. She realized this afternoon that she hadn’t had a date since the Event. For some reason she had just never met a person she wanted to date amid all the death. But now that life was returning to at least Portland and a few other cities around the world, she was beyond ready.

      Also during the first part of the last few years, her focus had been on staying alive and then helping in the recovery. But she had never been the celibate type before the Event. While working on her Doctorate in Physics, she had even been engaged. But they had both been too busy and that had broken off.

      And after she became a professor, all the men just looked too young for her, even though she wasn’t much older than most of them.

      Of course, even when she was dating, she just knew she sucked at long-term relationships. Just sucked.

      But now she had a date and if she didn’t screw this up, it might be something worthwhile for some great sex for a few months.

      They managed to get a table in the back corner of the restaurant. The table was wood with a red tablecloth on it and the chairs were solid and also wood. A couple tall plants divided their table from the nearest one and gave them some privacy, which she liked.

      A waiter named Bud took their drink order and left them staring at each other.

      “I am so glad I finally get a chance to meet and talk with you,” Gage said.

      “I’m glad you and I can talk as well,” she said, smiling at him. “If you hadn’t been shadowing me this morning I wouldn’t be here.”

      He just shrugged, which she loved. “Just doing my job.”

      “And who hired you to do this job?” she asked. “And why me?”

      “Honestly,” he said, “those are the two toughest questions you could have asked and I will tell you the truth on both a little later, except I honestly don’t know why you.”

      Then she watched as he laughed. “And to be honest, I don’t know why me and my team either. So I’m hoping together we can get some answers as to why both of us ended up in that compound this morning.”

      She frowned. She had not expected that kind of answer at all. She wasn’t sure what she had been expecting, but it wasn’t that.

      “How about we get to know each other a little first,” he asked. “What did you do before the Event? Were you married or engaged and if either of those questions are too personal, tell me to mind my own business.”

      She laughed and the worry in his eyes dropped away.

      “You sure you want to know?” she asked.

      “Very much,” he said, nodding.

      “Not married and no boyfriend before the Event and I was a professor of physics.”

      He sat back with that, clearly thinking for a moment. Then he said, “That’s cool.”

      “That I didn’t have a boyfriend?” she asked, smiling at him and he laughed.

      “No, the physics part,” he said, “but glad you didn’t lose a loved one as well.”

      She looked into those green eyes. Did she really want to know this man’s background or not. Finally she decided she did. “And you?”

      “Pretty close to your expertise, actually,” he said. “I have a doctorate in mathematics.”

      That rocked her back. God, he was smart and handsome.

      Holy shit.

      “In fact,” he said, “all four members of my team have higher degrees in one thing or another.”

      She shook her head and he laughed.

      “Military image doesn’t often cover higher degrees, does it? Does that make you want to stop this dinner?”

      She laughed and said, “Oh, I think I can put up with someone who is smart for at least the length of a dinner. So that education scares off women, does it?”

      He shrugged and took a piece of bread from a basket that had just been dropped on the table by a waiter. “Honestly, been so long since I went out to dinner with anyone but friends, I don’t remember. Never was much good at long-term stuff.”

      She loved the sound of that. He was in the same place with relationships she was in.

      Maybe, if she didn’t say something really stupid, there was hope for this after all.

      At least short-term hope, and right now, in this new world, that was all she wanted.
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      SIX WONDERFUL HOURS later, they both came up for air after a second passionate love-making session at her apartment.

      They were in her big king bed on top of wonderful-feeling cloth sheets. The city lights around them lit up the room that she had made very much her own with a few stuffed animals a couple dressers covered with knickknacks, and cat toys.

      He had fallen instantly for her two cats who seemed to think he was the best thing ever, thankfully.

      Gage couldn’t believe how much he enjoyed every moment with Angie, and just touching her had sent shivers through him the first time, as if making a connection he had been waiting his entire life to make.

      Even though he had to be careful with some things he said during dinner and on the wonderful, hand-in-hand walk to her apartment, he hadn’t enjoyed time with anyone else like that before.

      She rested beside him now, trying to catch her breath, her beautiful body wonderful in the lights through the window. She didn’t seem to be even in the slightest bit modest in front of him, which he also loved.

      Finally, she rolled over to face him. “Where the hell did you come from?”

      He laughed. “You honestly don’t want to know.”

      She moved in to kiss him, then pulled back. “How about from this moment forward no more secrets ever from each other.”

      He looked deep into her wonderful eyes and then nodded
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