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Chapter 1

Why does it always rain at
funerals like on the holos? Lawrence
wondered as he watched the dark cherry casket slowly lowered into
the rain soaked ground. Lightning flashed overhead followed by
crackling deafening thunder. He saw his sister flinch at the noise
and he reached over to gently touch her shoulder. Susanna gave him
a grateful smile as tears ran down her pale face.

Not for the first time, he wondered how God
could have been so cruel and taken away the only man who had
understood his brilliant sister. Gary Gates had loved her and been
willing to marry her despite all the traveling her career demanded.
Unfortunately, the two had met while she’d been working in London
and the rest of the family had not gotten a chance to get to know
him very well.

Water dripped over the edge of the black
umbrella he held. Larry shook it glad, because of the damp chill,
he’d insisted on wearing his woolen uniform rather than the rented
dark suit his mother had tried to convince him was better.

“Do not mourn as
unbelievers do,” the pastor began.

At least this preacher didn’t do the usual
‘ashes to ashes, dust to dust’ speech. Larry guessed the man must
be from a list provided by the funeral home since he didn’t know
him from their regular church.

“Rather remember that we
have hope, while others do not,”

Interesting interpretation
of Thessalonians Larry thought. Lightning
flashed again, thankfully not overhead as before. The rain began to
fall harder and boiling thunder rolled over them echoing against
the mountains.

The preacher raised his voice to be heard
over the rumbling. “Know that we will not go before the dead.
Instead, when Christ returns, we who are still alive will be
changed and those buried transformed. Forever will we be with the
Lord.” He closed his Bible. “Comfort each other with these
words.”

He’d left out many important details in the
verses, yet got the gist correct. In all honesty, Larry couldn’t
fault the man. Maybe he’d hurried the grave side services because
of the downpour.

There was a brief moment before everyone
began drifting away from the soon to be covered grave. Susanna
knelt down tossing a bit of thick mud on the casket. She held out
her hand and allowed the rain to wash it clean.

The other guests hurried across the wet
grass and crawled into their round domed hovers. Their faces
reflected their relief to get out of the storm.

He envied them. His was coming.

“Thank you, for being
here, Larry,” Susanna said. She looked washed out in black. The
color did not compliment her fair complexion.

“You know I’ll always be
here.”

“All I have to do is ask.”
She kissed his cheek. “I haven’t forgotten.”

He’d made her that promise when they’d been
children. He was her older brother and felt it was his duty to
protect her. It had been one of the many reasons he’d joined the
Air Force.

A faint rumble, different from the thunder,
shook the ground under their feet, followed by a sharp crack. He
frowned.

“It’s getting worse,”
Susanna commented before joining their parents at the old fashioned
black limo. The wipers were working furiously to keep the front
window clear.

Worse? He shuddered. At first, the tremors
had been confined to only Wyoming. Now they were spreading. The
faint quake they’d just felt confirmed what he’d only been hearing
rumors of for weeks in Cheyenne mountain.

“How long do we have,
Lord?” he asked, trudging through the
soaked grass to join his family.

The four rode in silence back to the
Victorian house. His parents lived in what had once been an upscale
neighborhood in Colorado Springs. Theirs wasn’t rundown like many
had become nor overrun with drifters looking for temporary work as
they headed south and hopefully, safer location.

Downtown had become much like Denver. The
Springs now had high rise towers filled with not just condos, but
shops, hospitals, parks, schools, and anything else a person could
want. Many living there never saw anything but artificial light.
They were born, raised, lived in, died and were cremated without
ever stepping outside. Their pretend ‘safe lives’ saddened
Larry.

Of course, some of those living in the
mountain weren’t any better. Larry wondered when the idea of
isolated lives had become popular and the norm. Some of his college
profs, many whose classes he’d taken via the Web, speculated it had
started with the advent of personal computers, cell phones, the
Internet, and the many inventions complimenting them.

“Larry,” his mother’s
voice interrupted his thoughts. “Coming?”

He nodded and crawled out of the limo,
making the brief dash from the street to the protective porch
overhang. His youngest sister, Jeanine, gave him a smile as he
entered the house. She’d stayed home to greet anyone coming by to
offer their condolences or drop off food.

“Glad I didn’t go,” she
commented as the house shook from the storm’s fury.

“You never did like to get
wet.”

“Nope.” Her brown eyes lit
up as she grinned. “Too much like a cat.”

“Speaking of which, where
is Leopaldi?”

“Leli is probably hiding
under the bed. That’s what he usually does.”

Leli was his sister’s pet name for the
orange tabby who had just ‘moved in’ with his parents. The
bedraggled feline had shown up on their front porch and his mother
hadn’t had the heart to take him to the animal shelter.

“Anyone leave anything
good?” Larry carefully removed his uniform jacket and hung it up in
the coat closet.

“Always thinkin’ with your
stomach.” Jeanine headed through the archway to the
kitchen.

“Why not,” he replied as
he followed. “Why do you think I joined the Guard?”

“Oh, I don’t know.” She
wrinkled her pug nose at him. “Because you thought the Air Force
would be a great place to convert souls.”

“Don’t tease him, Jeanie,”
Susanna said as she entered the room. Her eyes scanned the many
covered dishes. “At least there’s some fruit salad.”

“Let me get you a bowl,”
Jeanine offered, pulling a rose patterned dish from the antique
cupboard. “Want a plate, Larry?”

“Sure. Thanks.”

The three siblings filled their bowls or
plates, grabbed drinks, and retired to the red rose wall-papered
dining room. Their parents soon followed and they ate in near
silence. Not something they usually did, as Larry recalled.

“What are you going to do
now, Susanna?” he asked to break the quiet.

“I’ve had an offer,” his
sister answered, pushing aside her partially eaten
salad.

“From whom?” Deep in his
gut Larry feared it might be somewhere that would take her far, far
from home. He reached over trying to tell her silently she needed
to stay close to family right now.

She covered his hand with hers.
“Classified.”

“Always the problem,”
their father, Lige, spoke up from his normal place at the head of
the table. He looked older today, his wrinkles more pronounced,
accented by thinning gray hair.

“That’s the way it is,
Dad.” She frowned. “I thought I’d explained that.”

“Explained, yes.” Their
father scowled. “Still ain’t right.”

“No such word as ain’t,”
Jeanie chimed in.

“You mind your manners,
girl.”

Their mother, Callie, interrupted before
their father went off on the familiar rant about the ill-mannered
youth nowadays. “Do you want to take the offer?” Her brown eyes
reflected her concern. No doubt she was as worried as Larry was
about Susanna leaving her family, just when she really needed
them.

“I don’t know. They were
going to let me take Gary.” She caught her breath and rapidly
blinked her eyes.

He’d been right about the very far away
part. When Susanna had spent a year in Germany, the company who had
contracted her had allowed her to take her husband along. Another
European company had paid either for her flight or Gary’s back and
forth to New York every two weeks.

“Do you want to take it?”
Larry held his breath afraid of her answer.

“It’s the opportunity of a
lifetime,” she replied, shakily picking up her glass of water and
taking a sip.

“You need your family
right now,” their father said.

“Dad,” Larry wanted to
stop the tirade he knew was coming. “We can’t stop Susanna from
living her life.” Much as he hated to he added, “If this is a
wonderful opportunity, we have no right to stop her.”

Susanna gave him a grateful smile while
their mother nodded her agreement.

“Always ganging up on me,”
their father grumped.

“You live in the really
olden days, Dad,” Jeanine piped up with an impish grin.

“They were
better.”

Larry shook his head. His father had grown
up on a farm in the middle of Kansas, safe from all the violence of
first, the Race Riots caused by the rise of Oriental and Hispanic
populations producing an abundance of willing low wage workers. The
educated working class had rebelled, rioting in the streets and
burning government buildings, which had been quelled by force and
unfulfilled promises.

The outcome later spawned the Class Wars
because the privileged wealthy had no intention of giving up what
they thought they were ‘entitled’ to. Companies had continued to
produce only low wage, dead end jobs. Resentful workers had again
rioted, storming mansions and killing entire families.

It had taken the election of President
Malcolm Smith, a strong, principled Christian leader to stop the
violence. Instead of calling out the National Guard, he had forced
through legislation, with much opposition from Congress, forcing
employers to adhere to what they considered ‘archaic’ ideas on how
to treat workers. The result had been a sudden booming economy and
happy, productive workers.

Smith had been called both a visionary and a
nut case, yet none could argue with the outcome. He’d been the
first of many Christian leaders, pulling the country back to the
foundation on which it had been founded and dedicated.

After Smith’s re-election, Lige Henry had
moved his family from the farming community in Kansas to Colorado
Springs. Larry’s life had been made easier by what had happened in
DC and he was very grateful to their leaders.

What threatened everything which had been
accomplished were the quakes creeping farther and farther south and
the impending blast from the Yellowstone super volcano. Estimations
from the nation’s scientists kept changing, but all agreed it could
be within just a few years.

And that made Larry wonder how much his
sister really knew about the threat hanging over them all.

“I’m going to go lie
down,” Susanna announced, pushing back her chair and getting
up.

“I put you in your old
bedroom,” their mother told her. A smile touched the older woman’s
lips and for just a second, Larry got the image of what Susanna
might look like at the same age, with white hair and laugh wrinkles
around her mouth and eyes.

“Thanks, Mom,” she said.
Larry knew Susanna had arrived very early from her latest
assignment and probably hadn’t had any sleep.

“Has been a long day,”
Larry agreed, gathering up his dishes and grabbing his sister’s as
well.

“Learned some things in
the military, have ya?” Jeanine teased.

He grimaced remembering his younger days
when he’d left all the ‘household duties’ to the women of the
family. “Could say that,” he mumbled, going back into the kitchen.
He set the dishes in the washer, making a mental note to help his
father repaint the room over the weekend, and ambled upstairs to
change out of his uniform. Meticulously he put them back on the
hanger reminding himself to retrieve the jacket downstairs.
Grabbing sweats he threw them on and tucked his feet into an old
pair of slippers his mother kept trying to find and throw out.

“You decent?” Susanna
called as she knocked.

“Thought you were going to
lie down?” He opened the door and leaned on the jamb.

“I am.” Nervously she bit
her lip. “I have a question for you.” He nodded for her continue.
She took a deep breath. “You have security clearance
right?”

“Mid-level.” He wondered
why she was asking. “Have to, in order to prepare meals for the
brass. That your question?”

His sister gave him a half smile. “No. What
I’d like to know,” she paused. “If you had your choice of
assignments, where would it be?”

“Susanna, I’m lucky to
have what I do. Puts me close to my family and my
church.”

“That wasn’t my
question.”

“Why ask?”

“I’ve got my
reasons.”

“I’m perfectly happy with
how things worked out.”

Her golden brown eyes met his dirt tinged
ones. “But if it were possible?”

“God made the decision for
me.” He’d asked for what he’d really wanted and had been assigned
to Cheyenne Mountain instead. Larry had been disappointed at first,
yet after being there for awhile and being close to his folks and
younger sister, he’d decided God knew best.

“Sometimes, and you taught
me this, God makes us wait for what we want.”

“I’m fine with how things
worked out.” He leaned over and kissed Susanna’s forehead. “Go lie
down, sis. You’ve had a long day.”

She nodded, giving him a curious look before
ducking into her old room. He shook his head wondering what she had
been talking about. No doubt it had to do with whatever her new
offer was, or maybe not. Susanna did at times go off on tangents
that were hard to follow—came with the territory of her high
IQ.

He closed his bedroom door and grabbed his
Bible. The storm rattled overhead and he could hear the rain
plopping against his bedroom window. Larry dropped down on his bed
and opened to Psalms. He couldn’t concentrate on the words. The
day’s funeral played through his mind and although he hadn’t known
Gary well, he mourned for his sister’s loss.

Dear Father, why?


Chapter 2

Susanna closed her bedroom door and leaned
against the thin panel. Her hands were shaking and she felt
nauseous despite having eaten. Seemed nothing had settled in her
stomach for the past couple of weeks. Maybe she’d drop by a clinic
and get something to calm it. She had no doubt it was from all the
stress.

Between her husband’s sudden death in a
fluke hover crash and arguing with his extremely religious parents
over the body, her nerves felt as fragile as the crust surrounding
a geyser. And thinking about that looming danger, sent her into the
small adjoining bathroom to throw up. She tossed cold water on her
face afterward and sank down on her old familiar bed.

Tears flooded her eyes and she moaned. The
knife like pain stabbing into her broken heart had not lessoned and
according to her counselor probably wouldn’t for a long, long time.
She grabbed the extra pillow on the double bed and curled up with
it, venting her sorrow into the lavender scented creases.

Gary, her husband, friend, supporter, lover,
and companion, was gone. Dead—because of a manufacturer’s failure
to issue a recall on a defective part. She remembered the regretful
look on the lawyer’s face when he’d talked with her and his
suggestion of a dollar sum, as if that would replace what she’d
truly lost. Susanna couldn’t remember the final settlement amount,
only that the company had agreed to foot the funeral expenses as
well. And she’d made sure it was the most expensive money could
buy.

“Susanna?” Jeanine poked
her head around the edge of the door. “You’ve got a call. I told
‘em you were lying down, but they said it was important,
and…”

“It’s okay.” She pushed
the damp pillow aside and wiped at her eyes. “Mom have any
crackers? Lunch didn’t stay down.”

Her younger sister nodded. “How about I make
you some soup?”

“That would be great.”
They went down the carpeted stairs. Jeanie dashed off to the
kitchen and Susanna picked up the cell phone she’d intentionally
left there. “Hello?”

“Sorry to bother you, Dr.
Gates,” the unfamiliar crisp male voice on the other end said. “But
we’ve had a development and had to move things up. Could you meet
us at The Mountain for a briefing?”

“When?”

“As fast as you can get
here.”

“I need to eat something
first.”

There was a brief silence. She could hear
him talking to someone in the background. “That will be fine,” he
finally said.

“I’m also going to bring
my brother.”

“That is not…”

“He has security
clearance.”

“We’re aware of that. The
answer is still no.”

“I bring my brother or you
can find yourself another head scientist for this expedition of
yours.”

Another silence—longer than the first. “One
moment.” The man’s voice was replaced by a woman’s. “Dr.
Gates?”

“Yes?”

“Hi, I’m Lin Dragoon, the
new leader of the expedition. I understand you’d like to bring your
brother.”

“I would, yes.” She took a
deep breath wondering when the change in leadership had occurred.
“Look, I don’t have time to explain right now, but Larry needs to
be there.”

“He has the correct
security clearance, if the file in front of me is
correct.”

“He does,” she confirmed.
One of the many reasons she was being persistent.

“I’ll allow it.” In the
background she heard a couple of raised voices.

“Thank you,” she released
a relieved breath. It would make matters so much easier. “We’ll be
there as soon as I’ve eaten.”

“Very good.” The line went
dead.

Susanna disconnected and decided to convince
her brother to drive her since she was both not feeling well and
very tired. His protective nature was always easy to
manipulate.

~ * ~

The Cheyenne Mountain complex sat high above
the Springs where it had for decades, its entrance carved back into
solid rock, the arced sign proudly declaring its name. Susanna had
only been here once and had not been very impressed with what she’d
seen. The supposedly top secret installation had ceased to be that
and almost everyone living in the world knew where it was.

NORAD, which had once been there, had been
moved long before she’d even been born and the base abandoned. In
recent years, it had been reactivated and several top secret
projects, including the one she was part of, had taken up
residence.

“Moving out,” Larry said,
as he maneuvered the hover around the large stack of wooden crates
and cardboard boxes piled outside, awaiting trucks to ferry them
away.

“Any idea which project?”
Susanna hoped the soup and crackers she’d eaten stayed down.
Talking helped distract her from her rolling stomach.

“Been on the lake level
for years, so, no, I don’t really know. What I’ve heard,” he gave
her a lopsided grin. “Is that they finally lost funding and had to
close up. Most of the personnel have already been reassigned and
shipped out.”

He drove into the narrow tunnel and parked.
Before she could open the door, he turned to her and asked, “Just
what are you dragging me into?”

“Remember when you taught
the lesson on God and the desires of our heart?”

He nodded. “One of my better sermons.”

“Let’s just say that
maybe, God is making one of yours come true.” She got
out.

“You’re not making any
sense.”

“I know.”

They were met at the big metal door by a
bored looking young officer. When presented with their ID he just
waved them through.

“How’s your mom doing,
Tim?” Larry inquired before they went in. He spent a few minutes
attaching his badge to his uniform. Susanna waited for him. It was
so like his brother to know and care about the lives of
others.

The smooth faced kid smiled. He didn’t look
old enough, even with the buzz haircut, to be in uniform. “Better,
sir. Thanks for your prayers.”

“Any time.”

Once inside Susanna lightly touched her
brother’s arm. “One of your flock?”

“Hope he will be some day.
God has really been working on Tim’s heart.”

“I’m still surprised you
didn’t join up as a chaplain.”

“Take care of the physical
and it opens a person up to hear the Word.”

“Like Jesus feeding the
five thousand.”

“Yeah.” His eyes darted to
a sign over a storage closet and hers followed. They both chuckled
at the reference to an old TV show they’d both liked as children.
In fact, Susanna was fairly sure it was part of what had fueled her
brother’s still unfilled dream.

“Know where we’re going?”
Larry wanted to know.

“No. But I suspect this
officer is our escort.”

The private saluted Larry and smiled at
Susanna. “If you’ll follow me, please.” He led them through the
area around old looking computer set ups with military personal
crammed behind them, to a small room on the far side. Opening the
door he indicated they should enter.

A small oriental woman wearing a silk ebony
pant suit rose to greet them. “I’m Lin Dragoon,” she introduced
herself. “Dr. Gates, Major Henry, welcome.”

“Thanks.” Susanna warily
regarded the other woman, taking in the tall black man standing
behind her. He was an imposing figure with his height and crisp tan
uniform adorned with colorful ribbons. She had no idea what they
all meant. A little intimidated, she asked the first question that
came to mind. “I thought Jacob Lane was in charge of this
expedition?”

“Change of plans.” The
male voice attached to the answer was familiar and she recognized
it from her earlier phone call. It came from the uniformed
man.

“I don’t need you to step
in,” Lin admonished him. “I’m sorry.” She pointed to the officer.
“This is General Malcolm Borromeo. He’s going to be in charge of
military operations, and this is,” she turned to a seated woman
Susanna hadn’t noticed. “Dr. Amira Upala, chief medical
officer.”

The doctor acknowledged her with a warm
smile. The young woman wore casual clothes and didn’t at all look
like she worked in the medical profession.

“And you still want me to
be in charge of the scientific team?” With the changes Susanna was
seeing, she couldn’t be sure if her position was still
secure.

“That’s correct,” Dragoon
said. “Though your brother here—”

She cut the other short. “I told you I had
my reasons.”

“You did. Yes.” The leader
sat down, folding her small hands neatly on the plain gray table.
“Tell me.”

“First,” Susanna sat down
on the hard chair. Larry settled on the one beside her. “I want you
to tell my brother exactly what is going on here.”

General Borromeo objected. “He hasn’t signed
the non- disclosure agreements.”

“My brother is a pastor. I
think that should be good enough.”

“She’s right,” Lin agreed
with a chuckle. “Very well then. If you would, General.”

He glared at her but complied. Overhead a
large screen descended from the flat gray ceiling. It flickered
briefly before a picture appeared. Thin clouds veiled a green,
brown and black mottled planet, with a few areas of blue peeking
through. In its orbit were five moons.

“In the Talulah system,
we’ve found only one habitable world, Galilahi. No native
intelligent life, twenty-five percent water coverage, some active
volcanoes, with an average rainfall of about ten inches a
year.”

“Wait a minute,” Larry got
to his feet. “What do you mean?” He stopped. Susanna suspected he
didn’t know exactly what to ask.

“We’ve been colonizing for
the past one hundred years,” Lin explained. “Most of the
expeditions have consisted of those without families.”

Larry nodded as if he suddenly understood.
“So they wouldn’t be missed.”

“That was the idea.” She
pointed to his chair. “If you’d reseat yourself, I’ll try to
explain.”

Her brother sat back down, throwing a
questioning glance at Susanna. She shook her head and squeezed his
hand.

“I think you’ve noticed
the drop in the world population,” Lin continued.

“Thought that was due to
mandatory birth control, strict genetic guidelines, and public
education emphasizing caring for our planet rather than exploiting
it,” her brother said.

Susanna knew how controversial those
guidelines had been when first introduced. However, the planet
couldn’t continue to sustain billions of people, so many countries
had adopted them including the United States, despite loud
objections.

“That’s helped,” Lin
agreed. “But as you know, we have an even greater threat to our
existence.”

He nodded. Susanna knew Larry understood.
Geologists had been monitoring Yellowstone for a couple hundred
years. A decade ago, they’d closed the park to visitors because
volcanic activity had made it unsafe. Their actions started the
migration of individuals and families south and hopefully out of
the predicted blast zone.

“How did we manage to get
out into space without the public knowing?” Her brother leaned
forward, his large hands resting on the table.

The doctor chuckled. “Pure luck.”

The general took over with a quelling look
at Dragoon and the doctor. “There was a technological
breakthrough.”

“Accidental,” Dragoon put
in.

“Accidental,” he conceded,
although Susanna didn’t miss the odd cheek tick. “We managed to
keep it away from the press and confined to the personnel who
worked in the mountain.”

“So that’s why people
started living there instead of military housing.” She could see
her brother’s face. His expression was the same when he’d finally
figured out how to climb out of the tree by himself at age nine,
when most of the neighborhood boys already knew how.

“We thought it safer for
all concerned.” The general put his hands behind his
back.

“How many are still,”
Larry vaguely waved his hand, “here?”

Dragoon gave the general a
warning look. Susanna wondered why. “Only a few. Most have been
reassigned to our base in Idaho.” She paused. “Where our newest
colony ship, the Namid,
has just been completed.”

Susanna started. She had no idea the ship
was ready. How soon did they plan to launch?


Chapter 3

Larry understood both why Susanna had kept
this to herself, besides it being classified, and why she’d
insisted he be included. He appreciated her wanting him to realize
his lifelong dream. Yet if this meant what he thought—

“What about the rest of
our family?” he demanded.

The leader’s face held a sad look. “Your
younger sister is more than welcome. Your parents, unfortunately,
are over the age limit. We need strong healthy adults in their
reproductive years.”

“And you expect us to
leave our parents behind?” The thought angered him.

“I come from a culture
that respects our elders. I don’t like the idea of leaving my
honorable parents behind either.”

“We’ve made arrangements,”
the general put in, his dark face serious, “with some of our allies
to relocate any family members to one of our bases in South
America. They’ll be safe there from any…fallout.”

Understood in one word was the full impact
of Yellowstone exploding. Not only would the eruption pour
thousands of tons of ash and rock into the atmosphere destroying
everything in the blast zone including Colorado Springs, but there
would be dramatic climatic changes resulting in crop failures and
worldwide famine. Millions would die.

“Oh, God,” he groaned in
sorrow, his head falling into his hands.

“How long do we have?” He
heard his sister ask.

“Six months, maybe less,”
Dragoon answered. “If you’re going to go with us, I need to know
now.”

“Larry?” His
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