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  Prologue


The Great Quake of 2127 started in Japan and followed the Ring of Fire in multiple 8.5 to 9.1 tremors. Its grand finale—an unprecedented 9.5 quake in the Cascadia subduction zone off the coast of Oregon and northern California. That quake triggered other faults in California, devastating many cities. An off-shore landslide doubled the tsunami, exacerbating the damage caused by the earthquake. 
Antonia Silva survived this disaster, but it destroyed her life. She lost her parents, her brother, and three sisters. Her husband Pedro sustained a head injury, which crippled him and caused repressed violent tendencies to surface and abuse added to her inner desolation. The first night after the disaster, as she fell into a troubled sleep on the street, she experienced a vivid dream of a new world. Compared to the hardships and persecution her community experienced on Earth, it looked like a paradise. 







  
  
My mind wanders like a leaf on the wind
but I must reign it in
The one who created me calls me on
to a place I’ve never been
He calls


Come away, come away with me my love
Come away, come away with me
Come away, come away with me my love
Come away to a place of peace

~

The foxes have dens, the birds have nests
Oh where can I lay my head
The one who calls me knows the place
Where I can safely rest
He calls


Come away, come away with me my love
Come away, come away with me
Come away, come away with me my love
Come away to a place of peace








  
  1
Portland

March 24, 2128


On a chilly morning in March as the fog lifted, the Scarlet Dragon turned and headed into the mouth of the Columbia River. Its dark waters stretched before her and faded into grey mist several hundred feet ahead. Antonia Silva pulled her shawl more tightly around her shoulders, shivering, and frowned. Before her lay a future full of uncomfortable and unanswered questions. The breeze moved through the loose curls around her face, tickling. She growled and attempted to secure them behind her ears. 
She glanced over at Dr. Aksel Lindahl and his wife Margit, who stood nearby on the deck with a few deckhands. She forgot her irritation as her heart warmed. They’d been so good to her. After traveling from Florida to California, they saved her life. Their voyage to Oregon would end in Portland. Aksel and Margit would join future colonists at a training ground southwest of Portland. What would she do? She didn’t know. 
Like Aksel, Antonia had dreamed of Terra Nova. This gave her the right to join them and go to the Training Ground. Or, she could start a new life in Portland. Negatives and positives battled in her mind and knotted in her gut, shouting for consideration.
She groaned and pondered her options. As a seamstress who loved the art of embroidery, she could work in a fabric store or teach her art form. Teaching alongside work in a shop would double her income, the fastest route to independence—but she didn’t want to leave her newfound friends and start all over again. She’d grown to love Aksel and Margit and would miss them.
Margit met her eye then turned and spoke to Aksel as a familiar voice distracted her. Brian, another colonist, a quiet guy, and though awkward, the epitome of tall, dark, and handsome. He and the first mate stood a few feet away, engaged in an animated conversation. He’d done his best to avoid her the entire trip, an irrational attitude that made no sense to her. Margit attempted to explain away his odd behavior as shyness, but Antonia, witnessing this conversation, wasn’t convinced. 
He’d loosened up in the past few days, but she didn’t trust the change. He was peculiar and ranked high on her irritating humans meter. Right now he gave every appearance of being able to articulate and hold his own in a conversation. No sign of his supposed timidity was apparent, as words rolled easily off his tongue. 
She shook her head. Another mystery she had no desire to solve. She turned back toward the shoreline and the unfamiliar sensory melange from around the river. She admired the beautiful scenery, the sounds and scents, as the riverbanks closed in around them. 
Margit walked up to her. “Are you excited or fretting?”
“Fretting, as you say. I have a ruined life behind me and a wall of questions before me.”
Margit patted her arm. “Rest and trust. It will all work out.”
“I hope so,” said Antonia as she scanned the riverbanks.
Extensive landslide damage from the tsunami was still evident along the banks of the river, though new rampant fresh growth in vibrant green hues spilled down the hillsides to the rocks, mud, and sand at the water’s edge. The chill lifted with the fog, and wisps of mist rose off the water as the sun warmed it. The prow of the Scarlet Dragon knifed through the black water, its wake lapping the shoreline, its rhythm a susurrating metronome.
She and Margit stood silent in the peaceful morning stillness. Margit laced her arm through Antonia’s. Her warmth soothed some of the panic she felt as her uncertain future loomed. She noticed a few houses on the hilltops, half hidden in the verdant forest. Now and then, a distant barking dog or the crow of a rooster echoed across the still waters. She shivered and pulled her shawl up with her free hand to protect her neck against the chill breeze. 
She’d boarded this ship in San Francisco, destitute, escorted by Charlie Teng, her guardian angel, and bleeding heavily. Dr. Lindahl saved her life that day. She owed him and Margit so much. She inhaled a lungful of the fresh air of freedom and smiled at Margit, despite her inner turmoil.
“There you go,” said Margit. “You have friends who care about you. You’ll be okay.”
The thought of her new reality brought a different shiver to Antonia, one of excitement. Finally free from the predations of her violent husband and his rover gang, she was ready to start a new life. He’d never travel this distance to get her. She prayed silently for Charlie Teng hoping he was safe. She wouldn’t put it past Pedro and his gang to exact revenge if they found out he’d helped her.
Keep him in your loving care. Bless him for helping me and sending me to a place where I will be free, she thought, unconscious of the rhyme in her prayer. Wherever she ended up, his grandmother’s beautiful shawl and his memory would go with her.
As the mist thinned, the city came into view. “What do you know about Portland?” she asked Margit.
“Not much besides the facts Aksel so kindly told me. Planners hired by the state worked with city officials. They had the lower elevations cleared of ruined buildings and designed extensive parks instead of rebuilding there. Only the docks and warehouses along the riverbank were rebuilt.” She raised her eyebrows, a skeptical look in her clear blue eyes. “For any of it’s charms, we’ll have to see for ourselves.” 
Antonia grinned at that and strained to take it all in as they approached. Behind the warehouses along the river, beautiful parks flowed up into the new downtown area, still in progress on higher ground.
 They disembarked with their belongings. She only had her embroidery bag; all she could grab when she fled, and a shopping bag of necessities Margit had collected for her on board the ship. Aksel rented an electro-grav vehicle and the others packed their suitcases into it. Brian’s guitar, an odd shape, divided Brian and Antonia in the back seat, its neck resting on the console between Aksel and Margit. She was glad to have the barrier.
As they glided through town, Antonia gawked at the sights. In her twenty years, she’d never been outside the San Francisco Bay Area and was enthralled by the stark differences between this city and her old home. Though the tsunamis flooded the low-lying areas as they rushed upriver during the great earthquake, Portland was still a bustling, beautiful city.
Gardens and fountains bedecked the low two and three-story horseshoe-shaped buildings erected around central courtyards. They’d done much better than San Francisco. Unlike California, all of Oregon’s major cities were inland, so they’d been quick to deal with the damage. 
Aksel turned their rental EGV south and Antonia scanned the city sprawling across the lowland and up into the surrounding hills as they glided along. Electro-grav vehicles flew everywhere like busy bees in a harmonious humming chorus. Trees grew through openings in the sidewalks, shading the buildings and streets and flowers bloomed everywhere.
Portland, like San Francisco, consisted of smaller communities. Each with a central shopping area surrounded by homes that reminded her of the prettier Victorians in Mission Hills and below Twin Peaks. Here though, the communities weren’t isolated and divided by piles of rubble like San Francisco.
As they traveled into the suburbs, swaths of greenery and hedgerows separated the houses. Trees, stands of bamboo, and hedges screened the scattered dwellings from the highway. How amazing it would be to see only greenery and flowers from your windows. Could she ever afford to live somewhere like this?
Aksel spoke, pulling her out of her reverie.
“Until you decide what you want to do, you’re welcome to stay with us.”
“Thank you Aksel. I’m thinking about it.”
These past two weeks cruising northward on the Scarlett Dragon had been a revelation. Thoughts of the new world intrigued her. Imagine a perfect, empty, beautiful world. What an adventure! Provided it didn’t turn into more of an adventure than they all hoped for. It could end in tragedy, a risk everyone in the colonist community was taking. Was she willing to take that risk? 






  
  2
Training Ground


Into rural America they flew. Homes here sat on extensive properties alongside farms with the fresh growth of spring crops in shades of lime green. Here and there lay verdant fields dotted with grazing livestock. 
“We’re headed toward a town called Viola.” Aksel informed them. “The Colony Project Corporation chose this area for its branching creeks, similar to the landscape we saw in our dreams of Terra Nova. The most important point is, we’ll be isolated in a secret compound, supplied only the equivalent foodstuffs and materials we plan to take to Terra.”
“Like a dress rehearsal?” Antonia asked. 
“Yes, precisely.” Aksel smiled at her in the rear-view mirror. “From those supplies we’ll build a village, start farms and plant orchards, raise livestock, and open a clinic and shops. We’ll do our best to establish a simple economy over the next year. Then we’ll find out what we truly needed, and what was unnecessary.”
Margit nodded. “Better to get the kinks worked out before we get there and have no hardware store to pick up what we forgot!” 
“That’s excellent planning,” Antonia said, impressed. She nodded at Brian in the seat next to her. He managed a shy smile, but then turned back to his window, sitting still and silent behind his impenetrable wall. She grimaced and turned away.
“Help me by watching for the road we need to turn on,” said Aksel. “On the right there’ll be two roads, South Lyon, then South Ridge Road. After that, there’ll be a road called Clear Creek. That’s our turn. If we get to Viola we’ve gone too far.” 
Now they gazed out their windows in eager anticipation. Antonia couldn’t help absorbing the mood, glad she was on the right side of the EGV as she scanned street signs.
“Here’s Sprague!” said Margit. 
“What’s this one?” asked Antonia, “I don’t see a sign. Oh, it’s just a driveway—darn, that one went by too fast—looked like Polenta but that can’t be right!” she snorted. They craned their necks, staring ahead. 
“Oh, look,” cried Margit. “There it is!” 
As they rounded an ‘S’ curve over a creek, Clear Creek Road veered to the right through a heavily wooded area. Well-maintained, it followed Little Clear Creek beneath a protective canopy of tree branches. This shadowy tunnel crossed over the creek and its tributaries on thick wooden bridges, then dead-ended into a long driveway which curved to the left and crossed a narrow concrete bridge.
An enormous warehouse loomed ahead of them. Nearby stood a small village of domes, unlike anything Antonia had ever seen; it curved in concentric circles southwest of the immense building. On the warehouse wall a sign announced, Explorer, and in small letters beneath it, Office. An arrow pointed toward a door, where they pulled up and Aksel lowered the landing gear. 
“Come in with us.” Margit encouraged Antonia as Aksel opened the EGV doors. Antonia didn’t argue. She stepped out, wondering what might lie beyond those doors. Though tired and overwrought, she wanted to face this looming possibility.
“I called in this morning to let them know we’d be arriving today,” Aksel said. “So, we’re expected.”
Antonia wondered if he’d mentioned her. What if she walked in as an unwelcome intruder? She glanced back at the EGV as the doors slid shut with a thump and swallowed.
They walked into the building and stopped short. To Antonia’s utter amazement, she felt as if she’d stepped into a spacecraft. Outside stood a normal, rectangular metal warehouse, yet inside it was all metallic curves. They stood gawking in a smooth, rounded hallway that veered out of sight in both directions. The door before them simulated an airlock. A large Century Gothic sign on the door read “Office/Captain Kirk.” They looked at one another and chuckled.
“That’s not a joke.” A voice echoed around the curve of the hall. “It is amusing, but not a joke,“ and a short, stocky man with warm brown eyes, curly auburn hair, and a good-natured grin ambled around the bend. 
Antonia noted a strange anomaly. He was farther away than she’d thought. The curve created an optical illusion. The hallway was longer than it appeared to be and quite unsettling. 
“I’m just coming back from my lunch break,” the man said as he approached them. “You must be Doctor Lindahl, Margit, and Brian Solomon. We’ve been expecting you.” He smiled and nodded to Antonia. “And who is this young lady? A visitor?”
“No, this is Antonia,” said Aksel. “She’s a Dreamer we met along the way.”
The surprised expression on his face lasted only a moment. “My name is Captain James Kirk. Welcome to The Training Ground.”
He grinned at their surprised expressions and shrugged. “My folks were Trekkies who happened to be Kirks and they couldn’t resist. Who knew I’d become a pilot and then a Captain?”
Fatigued by the day’s excitement and stress, Antonia laughed. She tried to stop laughing when Aksel did, but couldn’t contain herself. With a broken life behind her, her nerves were stretched to the breaking point. Decisions she must make weighed on her and they hadn’t eaten since seven this morning. 
As Aksel reached out his hand to shake the Captain’s, Antonia snorted, struggling to swallow her euphoric anxiety. She burst into hysterical laughter mixed with tears and turned back, wanting to disappear back to the safety of the EGV. Margit came to her rescue, linking arms with her and patting her hand to give her something else to focus on.
“May we get something to eat?” she asked. “It’s been a long trip and Antonia’s been through some recent difficulties. We’re happy to be here, but tired and hungry.”  
“Yes, of course.” The captain glanced at Antonia, his face mirroring his concern. “I’ve got a couple of minutes. I’ll take you to the lunchroom, we’ve finished our lunch, but some of our scientists are talking and the food’s still out.” 






  
  3
Team Explorer


In the lunchroom, two groups of people sat at separate tables chatting. As Aksel, Margit, Brian, and Antonia entered, escorted by Captain Kirk. All eyes turned toward them, and the room quieted. Antonia fidgeted with her hair and blushed. 
“Aksel! You made it!” said a burly man. He had short-cropped, dark, curly hair, and barreled forward arms wide, effusive with joy at seeing the Doctor and his wife again. “It’s so good to see you, Margit!”
A woman standing by him stepped forward and her eyes lit up as she also headed over to greet Aksel and Margit.
“Hey guys!” Another man with sandy hair and hazel eyes grinned and waved.
Did everyone here know Aksel and Margit? Antonia wondered as she fought a wave of dizziness.
“Well, I see you have friends here already, the rest of you, please introduce yourselves, help them get some lunch and make them feel at home,” said the captain.
“Yes sir,” said a gawky, redheaded man in his late twenties. “Hi y’all Ah’m Hector.”
A woman groaned and said, “lay off the Texas drawl Hector.” He grinned, looked at Antonia, and frowned. “I think the other introductions can wait. She don’t look so good.”
Antonia, weak in the knees, saw black spots and grabbed a tabletop to steady herself. 
“Sit down, Antonia, and let me get you something,” said Margit as she got her settled, then turned and embraced the woman who’d walked over with the burly man. 
Antonia gazed at the diminutive lady with dark hair and eyes and knew she’d found a sister. Their eyes met and in that few seconds their souls connected as they exchanged smiles.
“Hey Ari! It’s great to see you!” said Aksel as he stepped between Antonia and the dark-haired lady. He and the burly Israeli greeted one another. Aksel stiffened as their handshake morphed into Ari’s customary bear hug and kiss on both cheeks, but bore it with grace. 
“Likewise! Glad you made it safely, and thanks again for taking care of Bob and our house, we’re glad you survived him,” Ari joked with a wry smile, “but eat, we can catch-up later!”
Ari introduced the doctor and his wife to the others as they got their food. “This is Dr. Aksel Lindahl and his wife Margit. We met at the University of Florida in Gainesville. Margit is a nurse. They took care of Bob after his accident and will be a part of Enterprise’s medical team.”
Everyone smiled and greeted them.
Aksel waved Margit ahead so she could get food for herself and Antonia as he introduced the two members of their group Ari didn’t know.
“This is Brian Solomon. He’ll be our geologist and builder, and teach our team how to construct the earth-bag buildings. This lovely young lady is Antonia Silva.” 
His smile was paternal and warmth suffused her as he placed a protective hand on her shoulder.
“By a miraculous circumstance she came on board in San Francisco. It’s quite a harrowing story. I’m sure she’ll share it when she’s ready. She’s not yet part of a team, but she is a Dreamer and praying about joining us.”
The woman Antonia wanted to meet, introduced herself. “Welcome Antonia, I’m Miriam. Take whatever time you need, you’re among friends here.”
As Margit predicted during their journey on the Scarlet Dragon. Antonia loved Miriam already.
Margit served Antonia and waved Bob over. As he sat, he said, “Glad to see you made it here from Nevada with no trouble, you must tell me all about your voyage!”
Margit smiled and nodded; her mouth busy with the bite she’d just taken. 
He looked over at Antonia. “Welcome Antonia, another dreamer, huh? When did you realize you weren’t the only one?”
Antonia swallowed her bite. “I just found out from Margit on our trip here.”
“Well, that must be quite a story. I heard San Francisco got hit hard—but I’ll let you eat.” He gave her a sympathetic smile. 
“That’s okay, and thank you, I do need to eat.”
Antonia decided this must be the man Aksel and Margit traveled from Florida with. As she fit the pieces together, she relaxed, until Brian arrived, his plate looking like a burst cornucopia. He sat at the end of the bench next to Antonia, across from Bob. She couldn’t help scooting farther away from him as he sat. He still made her uncomfortable and she couldn’t quite understand why. She was glad he wouldn’t be able to stare at her. Bob was safer.
Antonia surveyed the small group and listened as she ate. At the buffet, Aksel was commenting on the beautiful, fresh food. 
“This looks wonderful!” he said, gesturing at the colorful salad greens.
“Well dig in!” Hector said with a grin. “It’s all grown right here in our colony garden. An’ it’s gooder n’ dirt!”
“Miriam rolled her eyes and snorted, “Hector, whatever you’ve got, there’s no cure!”
A sweet-faced Asian girl tittered behind her hand as Hector winked and said, “You’ve got that right!”
They ate as the others introduced themselves, sitting at and on the tables around the new group.
Miriam was lovely with creamy olive skin, warm brown eyes, dark curly hair tied back, and a sweet, crooked smile. She reintroduced herself for Brian’s sake. “I’m Miriam Shoval, Ari’s wife. We’re on the Science team; he’s our zoologist, and I’m a botanist. I also have a minor in agriculture. My focus here on the training ground was teaching ecologically sound farming methods, but I’ll be doing research on Terra.” 
Brian smiled and nodded to her as he ate. 
“I already introduced myself,” Hector said with a flourish and bow, “Hector Murphy, from Texas!” 
 “We already know you,” Margit teased. “We recognized you when we came in, from the CPC live-streams!”
“I guess I should expect that,” he nodded, his amusement apparent. “I’m on the crew of the Explorer as the project’s astrophysicist. I’ll be working with Captain Kirk to get us to Terra.”
“Hey, you were the first to spot the planet in the photos when they streamed from Galaxy!” Bob’s lightbulb moment became vocal. “The initials on Planet 485HM were yours!”
“Yup, that’s me, and I was thrilled to give the official naming, with the agreement of my superiors, to the Colony Project Corporation. With all they’ve given towards this venture, they deserved it!”
“How come Bob didn’t know that?” Antonia whispered in Margit’s ear.
“He only got here two weeks ago,” Margit whispered back.
“When are you leaving?” Aksel asked Ari.
“We’ll all be here a couple more weeks. It’ll be busy, but we’ll see you at meals and get together with you at least a couple of evenings. If all goes well, we’ll have plenty of time on Terra!”
“I would like to introduce myself and my sister,” said the Asian girl Antonia had noticed earlier. “I’m Keiko…” 
“And I’m Michiko.” Michiko interrupted, looking up for m the tablet she’d been tapping on the whole time. She grinned. 
Antonia looked from one face to the other, her mouth open. She hadn’t noticed until now. The girls were identical.
“Yes, we’re twins.” Keiko glanced heavenward as if in supplication. 
Michiko bowed, and Keiko continued. “I’m a botanist and Michiko an entomologist. We’re from Japan but studied at Washington state. We’ve been working in organic and permaculture farming.” 
“Welcome newbies,” said a young woman with dimpled cheeks. She was well-muscled and tan, evidence of an active outdoor lifestyle, but not thin. She was curvy, with shoulder-length curly brown hair.
“I’m Janis Williams and I’m also on the Science team. My fields are biology and ecology. California is my home state but my last project was in Yellowstone. I did some research there for a book I just finished. It’s called ‘Yellowstone: Ecosystem in Flux’. It’s based on several geologic and environmental studies my team did before and after the earthquakes and volcanic activity in the area.”
She looked at Antonia, her clear blue eyes sympathetic. “I missed the big quake at home, but I lost some extended family on the Northern coast.”
Antonia’s eyes filled as a flurry of memories flashed through her mind, a slide-show of pain. It throbbed in the gaping hole in her heart. How she missed her family and their comfortable, happy home.
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The introductions ended. Antonia was glad for the scarcity of people in this room. She wondered where all the other colonists were, then remembered the village they’d seen on the way in. 
“Why don’t y’all keep eating while you ask any questions you have.” Hector suggested. “That way we’ll be doin’ the jawin’ so you can keep on chawin’.” Groans from several of his teammates echoed around the room.
“Hector, stop speaking Texan please,” Keiko rolled her eyes. “My brain has trouble translating it!”
“Thank you, we’d also appreciate that,” Aksel agreed, though his expression showed he found the teammates’ playful jesting entertaining. “Have the new photos come from Galaxy? If so, can you fill us in?” he asked.
“Yeah!” Eyes alight with excitement, Hector continued in his normal, conversational accent. “Huston sent them yesterday, along with their preliminary report. We reviewed their findings and are examining every hectare of three habitats to choose the best areas for landing and see if there are large animals.” 
“It’s unlikely we’ll catch smaller animal life yet,” Janis added.
“Have you found anything?” asked Aksel.
“A great area for safe landing and building, but I’ve seen no large animal species,” said Ari. 
“If we’re not seeing them, they could be nocturnal,” said Janis.
Maybe they live underground or in areas we’re missing,“ Bob suggested. 
“It seems, at first scan, there aren’t any, which is disconcerting,” said Ari. “When we examined the photos with specialized filters, we detected small herd beasts, but they were very blurry and obscured by the lush plant growth. It looks like there are some larger species in the seas.”
Miriam’s eyes lit up. “That’s exciting—and I can’t wait to explore the forests they’re gorgeous!”
“Infrared on the night side showed heat signatures that looked like small herd beasts gathered close, possibly asleep,” Janis added.
“With abundant vegetation, there should be herbivores to keep things pruned back, and predators to keep the herbivore population in check,” said Bob. 
“Just because it works that way here doesn’t mean it’s the same there,” said Janis. “Terra Nova could operate differently than what we’re familiar with. Until we go, and learn the mechanics specific to Terran ecosystems, we can only speculate.”
Bob shrugged and acquiesced. “That’s true, I guess we can’t make too many assumptions.” 
“It’s easy to assume when we have limited information.” She gave him a reassuring smile. “We can call it a hypothesis.”
“Hey! This week we should make up difficult scenarios and practice some problem solving!” Hector blurted.
Keiko perked up and beamed at Hector, “What a brilliant idea! That would be an excellent exercise. We could create teams and challenge each other.” 
Antonia’s head had turned from one side to the other, following their volley of information. She grinned, amused at Keiko’s remarks. If Keiko had batted her eyelashes, her interest in Hector couldn’t have been more obvious. He seemed oblivious.
“What?” asked Michiko, her attention arrested from her tablet by the tone and timbre of her sister’s voice. 
Hector explained his idea again. Michiko nodded, “sounds good,” and went back to tapping on her tablet.
The fog cleared from Antonia’s brain; her stomach now full of the excellent lunch. Her tight shoulders relaxed during the cheerful banter. Surprised at her own boldness, she offered the next question. 
“I understand the basic idea of a dress rehearsal, but what does that look like? How are you training to prepare for this venture?” She smiled, “I should have said ad-venture. It seems more appropriate somehow.” 
“Appropriate indeed,” Miriam agreed with a grin. 
“Our science team’s first concern is early risk assessment. Whatever mitigation strategies are necessary for those risks are crucial to our survival,” said Bob. 
“Getting our shelters built and our gardens started is just as important I think!“ said Keiko. 
“That’s true if there are no issues we have to deal with,” said Ari. “And that’s why Hector’s game is such a fantastic idea. A different kind of rehearsal.”
Ari turned to Antonia and spread his arms. “By building we’ve learned to build. By planting, we’ve learned to feed ourselves. This year we built our village, grew our crops and learned everything we need to thrive. We’d be happy to show it off to you.” Ari looked to the other new arrivals for responses.
“Sounds good to me,” said Aksel. “But I’d like to give Antonia a day or two to rest up. Is there a place here she can stay?”
Miriam turned to them, her expression thoughtful as she nodded and smiled her warm, asymmetrical smile. “Right now the pods here in the warehouse are empty. But soon the new group of colonists will be coming. There’s a cozy little room upstairs from the office that might be perfect. I’ll ask the captain.”
“Thank you,” said Antonia, relieved that this concern resolved itself.
“I work in the office. We were expecting Aksel, Margit and Brian. They applied last year to join this mission, but Antonia, you’re brand new to all this. What do you know about our ‘adventure’ as you so aptly called it. It’s important that you understand up front who we are, so our foundation and code of conduct as a community make sense to you. Have Aksel and Margit explained these things?”
“Yes,” said Antonia. “I know you are Jews and Christians who believe the scriptures lay the foundation for a successful community, as the first Americans did.”
“That’s an excellent encapsulation. We all have foundational areas of total agreement. With mutual respect and making allowances for our differences, we believe we can form strong, caring communities.”
“I’m a Jewish believer in Messiah, a Sephardic Jew,” said Antonia. “It was my prayer to Adonai for help in a desperate situation that brought me here.” 
“That sounds like quite a story,” Miriam said in a calm, gentle voice. “I’d love to hear it.”
“Yes,” Antonia’s voice was barely audible, “Thank you, I’m feeling better. I can share my story now.”
“I’m glad you’re comfortable with us.” Miriam said as she sat down across from her, next to Bob. Most of the scientists moved to a table at the other end of the dining room and broke into a lively conversation about Hector’s problem-solving game.
Miriam watched them move then turned back to Antonia. “We’ve all faced loss and hardship. You’re not alone.”
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Antonia took a few moments to consider where to start her story as everyone got settled around her. She wrung her hands in her lap, wondering how best to tell it. The beginning, she should start there. She set her shoulders, took a deep breath, and dove in. 
“My husband Pedro was so handsome and confident. He seemed like everything I wanted in a husband when I married him. Our marriage started with so much hope. We’d talked about saving money and getting out of San Francisco. So many people there were very decadent, and our small faith-community—we were bullied and beaten—accused of crimes against the state, and arrested.”
Nerves dried her mouth and she took a drink.
“I thought we were both ready to get out and make a fresh start somewhere else, but he kept finding things he thought we needed and spending our savings. Then he got fired from his job, and the big quake destroyed our lives. We lost our families and our home. His dad, my parents, my three beautiful sisters and my brother, all gone in that disaster.”
Memories flitted through her mind like a flock of frightened sparrows and Antonia’s chest tightened. She gasped, sobbed, then gritted her teeth and swallowed, wiping her eyes with her sleeve. Miriam grasped her other hand across the table. 
Antonia continued. “Pedro suffered a brain injury. I wanted to leave the city with other survivors, but he wouldn’t leave. The construction we did to rebuild housing for ourselves was exhausting. I was so tired and always hungry.” She looked up at Miriam, anger swallowing up her grief. “He bullied me and took my food saying I was smaller and didn’t need as much. Pedro’s much bigger than I am, and his paranoia made him combative. He isolated me—always jealous of anyone who tried to befriend me.”
“I’m so sorry,” said Miriam, her eyes full of sympathy. “Did he say why he didn’t want to leave?”
Antonia sighed and continued. “He didn’t want to have to learn his way around a new area. He thought the destruction was a fantastic opportunity, as everyone was starting over—at least that’s what I understood. After we settled, I realized he meant something very different—he had a secret life.”
“What was he doing? Do you know?” asked Margit.
“I do now, he’d joined a rover gang. He started disappearing in the evenings, and later also during the day. I was so relieved to have him gone I didn’t want to question him about it, but then he told me he and his friends needed me to play the victim for them. They wanted to use me to prey on others, and by then I knew I was pregnant so I refused, hoping my pregnancy would make him more protective.” 
She looked down at her hands and again, tears filled her eyes. “I still can’t believe it. He wanted me to get rid of it! Those were his words—I was shocked—so naïve.” 
“So that’s when the abuse started?” asked Margit. Antonia glanced at Margit and realized these details of her story were new to her. 
She sighed. “No, the abuse started before that. After hitting me the first time, he apologized and acted so sweet, then a few weeks later he beat me twice within a week. The fourth time, was when I refused to be part of their robberies. I saw it coming, grabbed my embroidery bag and ran. He called on his gang to help him find me. That gave me time to put some distance between us. I was hiding in an alley—so frightened! I prayed—desperate for help.” 
She paused, and looked up at all their faces, full of sadness, tension, and concern.
She continued, a part of her unwilling to go on she forced herself. “Adonai gave me an open door, but when I ran through it, there was an accident. A big Chinese man burst through the kitchen door. It knocked me back against the counter, then I fell on the floor. I looked up at him—his face was such a mixture of pain and anger, I didn’t know whether to wait or run for the door! But I know now he was a guardian angel sent to help me. He disguised me in this.” She lifted a corner of her shawl.
“This was his grandmother’s shawl. He brought me to the ship and paid my passage. I fainted from blood loss after I got on board. Then Aksel and Margit saved my life and brought me here—but I lost my baby.” 
Her throat ached, her chest tightened, she tried to take a breath and choked on it. As she struggled to hold back the gut-wrenching grief, not wanting to make a scene, but the dam broke, and she groaned as the tears spilled. 
Margit, Miriam, and Janis gathered around, their eyes full of compassion. Margit sat and embraced her, the others placed loving hands on her shoulders and back, praying prayers for peace and healing. A few other women drifted from the other table, joining them as they whispered quiet blessings over her. The warmth of their concern comforted her. There were no empty platitudes here. Each of them had dealt with loss, experiencing their own hardships and persecution. 
Consolation filled her aching heart. Enfolded in the very essence of home among them, she had something solid here for the first time since the earthquake. Basking in the kindness and camaraderie of this community, she wanted more. She’d stay awhile and see if she truly belonged here. Understanding shed light on her fear and she cringed. Once she decided, there’d be no turning back.

      [image: ]Brian, unnoticed by the others and now separated from Antonia by a wall of women, rested his head on his arms. At first glance
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