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 Chapter One

Martin Newman had heard the stories of
space aliens abducting homeless people. He gave them as much
credence as the people that were telling them. He figured there
must be a more reasonable explanation as to why the city’s homeless
shelters were near empty most nights, even on those occasions when
the temperature dropped below freezing. So, he walked the streets
looking for men squatting in corners or hoovering around a burning
trash barrel. But there weren't many, even those few of the cities
downtrodden that he had made the acquaintance of over the years had
little to say about what was going on. He ran across Jeremy Wong a
fifty something heroin addict that was on and off methadone. Jeremy
shrugged when he asked him about the missing homeless. The only
useful thing he had to say just before he curled up in a ratty old
comforter and some newspapers was that he had heard that some of
them went south to warmer climes.

Caroline Mumford had lived in Mohave
all her life. Her parents left her a hotel and RV park when they
passed fifteen years ago and she had done her best to keep it
going. There were times when she thought she was going to sell it
off and move down to Florida with her daughter but, she hadn't and
she wouldn't now. Things had been looking up the last seven years
as streams of RVS and Vans brought people through. They stayed one
night only but more came the next day. It was all paid for by
something called Exodus. They had some project out in Nevada and
they were bringing in workers. She noted that some of the folks
that came through looked like street sweepings which made her
wonder. They paid good and it helped her and the town so she took
the money and let be. But that didn't make her any less curious
about where they were all going.

“Let me see your teeth” a
tall muscular fellow holding a shock wand asked Carter Fellows as
he stood in line with rest of the people that had been recruited
along the San Francisco water front.

Carter was a freelance journalist
trying to make a name for himself in a dying medium. He had been
following the story of disappearing homeless for some time and
decided the best way to figure out what was going on was to become
one of them. He had been on the streets for months before he was
approached with an offer of a job down south. He had hemmed and
hawed about it eventually saying yes didn't want to seem too
eager.

He had spent three days in a van
stopping at various flops along the way before the van turned off
the highway somewhere in Nevada. Eventually they ended up at an old
military base. There were a line of squat buildings and a row of
hangers. The place looked abandon but if it where they would not
have been brought here.

“I said show me your teeth.”
Carter smiled. The man grabbed his lower jaw and pulled his lips
back. “You haven’t been homeless long have you boy” he
said.

“I lost my job. Been hard to
find another” Carter answered.

“Maybe or maybe, you aren't
what you appear to be. Either way we will find out the truth.
Randy, put him with the other” the man with the shock baton told
one of the other men.

A big muscular fellow that had been
watching the new arrivals ambled over at his side he carried a
baton like the one his boss used to pound against his palm for
emphasis.

“This way” he pointed and
Carter started off as directed.

The other turned out to be a young
woman who was obviously not homeless at least he looked and smelled
the part. She emitted the scent of very expensive perfume and her
clothing while they appeared tattered were not. If she had been
trying to make these people believe that she was down and out some
ratty cloths that could have come of the racks of the finest
Parisian salon weren't going to do it. She was seated in a small
room with a half a dozen chairs, a bathroom and a drinking
fountain. Once he was inside his minder shut and locked the door
behind him.

“Who are you” she demanded,
which further blew her cover. Homeless people that wanted to stay
out of jail or the psych ward never demanded.

“I am Steve Jacobs” he told
her sticking with the alias he had constructed.

“I am” she paused “Sally
Angel” she finished offering him her hand.

“Please to meet you MS
Angel” he told her.

“You can call me
Sally.”

“Sally it is
then.”

“Why are you here” she
wanted to know.

“They told me there would be
a job.”

“I see they told me the
same” she replied.

He took one of the seats putting his
small bag of personals under it. She retook her seat and was quiet
for about a half an hour.

Then suddenly “I don't think they
believe me” she said.

“About what” he
asked?

“Oh, that I am homeless, I
really tried to act like I was I bought these rags and I spent the
night on the street and everything but I think they figured out I
am a journalist.”

“Really” he tried not to
sound surprised, “a journalist, well I would never have
guessed.”

“Aren't you a journalist
too” She inquired?

“Uh no, I lost my job over a
year ago ran out of unemployment ended up on the streets. Been
looking ever since so when they offered me a job, I took it. At
first I wasn't going to because they said I would have to relocate
but when you got nothing you have to take whatever you are
offered.”

“I see well then why are you
in here with me?”

“Haven't the slightest” he
started to say and then it all became kind of blurry and then
nothing.

He woke up with her laying on his chest
in the Barstow Bus station a ticket for San Francisco was in his
pocket. He looked down at her she was still soundly asleep. She’d
blown it for both. Months of work down the drain all because she
couldn't be bothered to prep properly. Blond hair and a pretty face
may get you a seat at the anchor desk but it doesn't help when real
reporting is called for.

Graham Kwan watched them take Carter
away. The guy was pretty good but his teeth gave him away. America
had some of the best dentistry in the world but only if you could
afford it and people on the bottom couldn't. If Carter had been
someone that unemployment would have pushed quickly out onto the
street, he would not have had good dental care.

Grahams family couldn't afford health
care so dental wasn't even on the list. It made him laugh when he
saw those commercials for a dental referral service. They acted
like fear of pain was why people neglected their teeth. His teeth
what there was left of them would fool the minders. Whatever was
going on here they didn't want a lot of people knowing about
it.

After they took Carter away, they
walked the rest of them into one of the buildings close to the
hangers. There were doctors and new cloths. They examined everybody
and once they put on the new apparel they could eat. They fed them
on the trip but that was fast food and box lunches this was a meal.
Roast beef and chicken and something for vegetarians. There was
real mashed potatoes and glazed carrots. Every kind of pie known to
man. For most of the people in the room this was the best meal they
had had in decades. Shelter food would keep you alive but it wasn't
great.

He watched them eat savoring every
mouthful if they were going to kill them at least they gave them a
great last meal. But if they were going to kill them why the
physical and the vaccinations. This was something more and he was
going to be the first to find out what.

Colonel Michael Travers sat quietly
sipping his coffee as general Nolan Graves gave the briefing.
Exodus was occupying a decommissioned base in Nevada. The air force
had used it for test flights in the forties but it closed when
Edwards became the primary base for testing in the fifties. The
Exodus corporation bought it and sealed it off from the world. The
US military wouldn't have cared if the owner of the Exodus
Corporation had not been literally a former rocket scientist. There
was a belief that he might have turned and be working with
terrorists or at least that was going to be the excuse when they
took over the base later this month.

“This briefing is for
discussing the assault on the former Indian Wells air force base
General Graves began. We hope to retake the base without too many
casualties but if that was the way it went then that was how it
went. They would not however allow there to be a protracted
standoff. This operation would not go the way of Ruby Ridge or
Waco” general Graves finished.

“Exodus has had the property
for twenty years so we do not know what alterations they have made.
So, once we are on the ground it will be necessary to move quickly
to secure everyone we find and question them. If there are hidden
rooms or passages, they must be found and cleared out is that
understood” Graves finished.

A chorus of yeses echoed about the room
which made the general smile. Colonel Travers smiled as
well.

Gwen Tompkins observed the former air
force base from outside the wire. She used to spend her time around
Groom Lake but ever since they had heard reports of lights out
here, they had moved their operations to the small hill outside the
perimeter. Trucks, RV's and Vans could be seen going in and out of
the base at all hours. Something was going on what they didn't know
was whether the Government was involved. This base was inside the
Nevada test range where it was believed that there were hundreds of
underground sites doing who knew what.

She watched through the telescope as
another group of people climbed out of a van. They looked like
homeless but that could be a ruse. Whoever was running things down
there was cagey. She watched as they escorted one of the new
arrivals away once he was out of sight the rest were marched to one
of the buildings near the hangers. She would give anything to know
what they were doing. For the first time, she noted children among
the new arrivals. That in and of itself was curious. They were
recruiting families now.

Corey Bane looked out the small window.
It was so blue and white against the blackness. Like home but not
home or maybe it was now. He had talked to some of the survey crew.
They had told him that it was like when the world was new. There
was room, fresh air and beaches that went on forever with soft warm
waves. He loved the beach but he hadn't seen one in two decades the
last time was when his daughter Amy was alive. He lost everything
when he lost her. Nothing mattered not his marriage or his job or
the life he had built with her mother. He got drunk and then kept
on getting drunk. He was living on the streets in LA when Samantha
Meade found him. She offered him a job down south. When he got
there, she told him story of a distant world where people could
start over. If he’d wanted, he could be a searcher. He would spend
decades looking for worlds where humanity could have a second
chance where people like him could have a second chance. Her Boss
Ephraim Meyer had found the way and he was offering it to him Corey
not to millionaires or trust fund babies but to him whose life had
gone wrong and he couldn't find a way to fix it. This was his
chance and looking down he thanked the universe because thinking
God after what had happened seemed like a waste of time.

So far so good Kwan thought he was in
past outer security at least. His handler at Langley would be happy
with that. His case officer didn't share the exact number of times
they had tried but he assumed he was not the first or the only
operative that they had sent.

They had him working in the kitchen
there were thousands of people on site so the kitchen ran
twenty-four hours a day. They made everything from scratch no
microwaved food for those they brought in. He hadn't met the owner
of Exodus yet. The odds were that he never would. His current
target was the server room. It was in one of the out buildings and
it was guarded but he had gotten through tougher security all he
needed was a little luck and time. So, he sat looking out the
window while he peeled potatoes and noted the time as the guards
made their rounds.

Marcus Allan had spent almost two
decades in the bush. He had toppled governments and rescued
heiresses. He had led men in battle and taken dozens of lives but
that was the past. He no longer looked at the world as a balance
sheet where profit was the only motivation.

He had come to Exodus because a friend
of his had died before he could. Hank Murdoch had been a good
solider and a better Mercenary. He had fought to liberate Kuwait
and then Iraq. It was in Iraq that he lost faith. He had seen that
it was not what they said it was. He had watched close friends of
the government loot the country and the US treasury and when his
enlistment was up, he opted to get out. Soldiers were leaving the
army because they had seen what Hank had seen so the government
instigated stop loss to prevent the decimation of the force. It
cost him two more years but they couldn't keep him forever
eventually he was free.

After realizing that there weren't a
lot of job opportunities for someone whose only real skill was
killing, he signed up for a mercenary company. That’s where Marcus
met him. They had some wet work south of the border. A drug thug
was keeping his American girlfriend prisoner. They went in got her
out and made sure the boyfriend would leave her alone.

On their missions, together Hank
started talking about something called Exodus they were hiring
Mercs for a project they had going out in Nevada. The pay was good
but the program was better. Exodus was helping those that society
had given the old heave hoe. They were offering a chance at a new
life to those that wanted to take it. They needed on site security
and preferred ex-military and mercenaries. It was better than being
shot at Hank had told him trying to sell him on the idea of
retirement from the murder and mayhem of their daily
lives.

Marcus had shined him on never really
interested in giving up the life. But then Hank was gone before he
could make it to the desert from a Bullet that was meant for
Marcus. Hank had saved Marcus’ life his dying words were “Get
out”.

Marcus knew what he had meant but at
first, he just ignored it. Then one day as he helped burn a small
village because they had been hired to make sure the locals left
the area, Hank’s words hit home. There had to be more than just
blood for coin. If he died in some third world mud hole what would
any of it have meant.

So, he came to Exodus six years ago.
Skeptical at first, he had seen what the program could do for those
that were trapped at the bottom with the weight of all those heaver
boats forcing them down further into the mud.

He watched Graham Kwan peel potatoes.
Marcus had scoped out enough buildings in his time to recognize
that Kwan was noting the movements of the guards around the IT
building. They had figured Kwan for a Langley stooge almost from
the first. When you deal with the hopeless for as long as the
people at Exodus had you learn to spot those that are only
pretending. Kwan was good, probably the best that they had seen so
far.

He'd spotted the Reporter Carter the
minute he got out of the van the woman Angel had only gotten this
far because one of the recruiters had taken her up on her offer. No
matter they would all be sent packing without ever getting close to
the facilities down below. But before that happened, they would get
a little work out of mister Kwan. Potatoes needed to be peeled and
the spies from Langley had thus far proved adept at it.


 Chapter Two

“What is it you want from me
Daniel” Ephraim Meyer asked the assistant US attorney Daniel Klieg
as they stood in Ephraim' main office in silver springs just
outside of Washington D.C.

“I want you to tell me what
is going on at that little patch of dirt in Nevada that you
purchased from the Air force over twenty years ago?”

“I assure you Daniel and by
the way how is your mother, that nothing illegal is going on out
there. It is just a little outreach to those less fortunate than
ourselves. You remember that kind of thing from church. Helping
your fellow man is supposed to be a virtue. It is not as some on
the right particularly your Boss Harold Sterling believe a
sin.”

“My mother is fine and she
says Hi by the way, but let’s not get off topic tell me what is
going on out there or so help me I will file for a federal
injunction and move for a complete investigation of you and your
company.”

“Daniel, Daniel when did you
get so adversarial, I remember you and your mother coming out to
Kennedy to watch the shuttle lift off. How old were you then eight
or ten” Ephraim asked?

“Ten but that is beside the
point, again. Just tell me what is going on out there.”

“I told you Daniel I am
helping people that this society has given up on and they are
showing me how truly great the human spirit can be when it is not
stifled by the greed of the few whose only desire is to take it all
and give nothing back. We are building a better world. So, go and
tell his Eminence Harold Sterling to kindly bugger off.”

“I am warning you Uncle
Ephraim if you don't give them what they want they will find a way
to destroy you” Daniel told him.

“And will you help them or
will you recuse yourself while they extinguish humanities only real
hope of survival?”

“Oh, don't be so
melodramatic uncle” Daniel asserted.

“You know I am not your
Uncle, not really. Your mother is not my sister. She’s just a
friend from the old days. She had you call me Uncle after your
father died because she thought it would help you to have a strong
male figure in your life and I agreed.”

“But maybe it is time you
stopped calling me that because it's really kind of lie isn't it
and don't your lot punish the liars. Dreams are a kind of lie too,
aren't they, at least until we make them real. If you can't tell a
little lie now and again in the service of those dreams, haven't
you killed the soul of man.

“So, stop calling me Uncle.
I am just Mister Meyer to you and when I see you hence, I will try
and forget the little boy that looked up in wonder as a rocket tore
through the air that day at the cape. Good day Mister Klieg say hi
to your mother for me.” Ephraim pressed the button on his desk and
two uniformed guards came to see Daniel out. As he watched him go
Ephraim wondered what had happened to the boy he’d
known.

Sterling had obviously sent him because
of their relationship hoping that he would give Daniel what he had
thus far refused to give the US Attorney. They wanted to stop him
to capture his technology and seal it off until they were ready to
use it for the benefit of those that could afford to pay. But he
wouldn't let them do that, couldn't let them do it. Everyone had
the right to go outward. Especially those that had been left
behind. They had the skills and the desire which was a lot more
than the one percent had.

When his friend, Donald Windstorm
invented warp drive he knew that NASA would never use it to explore
and colonize the stars. They would bury it just as they had the SST
and a dozen other promising technologies for space travel. They
believed that probes were the answer not human explorers but he and
Donald saw something more, they saw the salvation of their species.
Humanity spread across a hundred or a thousand worlds forever
removed from becoming extinct because of one catastrophic event.
Humanity would not fall victim as the Dinosaurs had. We could live
on among the stars one light among many.

Carlos Escobar watched the old hanger
from across the fence. Carlos was a spy with many masters and if
the cartel found out about the others his stay on this world would
be over. Juan Mendoza the head of a Senora Mexican drug cartel had
sent him to this old base to find out if the rumors were true that
some of the peons his organization had smuggled across the border
had come to this place. From what Carlos had seen it was very
possible that the future whores and slave laborers that the cartel
had used as mules had made it to this spot.

Trouble was he never saw anyone leave
except for the vans and trucks that brought cargo. He thought that
this was how they were getting them out but a search of dozens of
the trucks and vans by his men found nothing. They were always
empty going out. Coming in they carried supplies and materials. It
was a curious puzzle and one of his contacts in homeland security
was interested in finding what was going on as much as the
cartel.

He had been told to gather as much
information as possible. His control would edit it for the Cartel.
So, he watched and waited to send his reports on activity to his
handler at Homeland and receiving the edited version of the
previous days observations and forwarding them to the cartel. It
was a dangerous little dance but it worked.

Mendoza told him to keep digging and so
he did the problem was for all those concerned that they were
probably looking in the wrong place. The old base was just a
magnificent diversion.

Gwen had seen the Mexican as she called
him the last couple weeks whoever he worked for they like her were
interested in the old base. She had seen the light show a couple
times now. Twice a light would appear over the base. They would
move about a bit and then rocket off for the stratosphere. At
first, she though they were craft but an analysis of the
photographs said that they were just lights. So, they had to be a
diversion but for what nothing else happened or at least nothing
else appeared to happen. The best magicians left you scratching
your head wondering what you had just seen. Maybe this was just the
minor trick that set up the big one. Only way to find out was to
watch and wait sooner or later she would either figure out the
illusion or see one hell of a show.

It was empty, Kwan stared disbelieving
his own eyes. But it couldn't be he had seen techs coming and going
from this building for weeks. There had to be something here there
had to be.

On a whim, he began searching the walls
for a hidden door but his time ran out before he could find
anything. He only had a thirty-minute window in which he would not
be missed. He had worked weeks to get them to trust him that much.
He cursed the fates and made a hasty retreat before the alarm
sounded.

“What have you got for me”
Colonel Kiel Raines asked the butter bar that snapped to a perfect
OCS salute.

Without speaking the lieutenant handed
Raines an envelope marked top secret your eyes only.

“You can go” he told the
overawed lieutenant. Raines was kind of a legend in the command he
had fought in several wars and had skippered countless raids. It
was rumored that he one time planted a lip stick kiss on the
forehead of an opponent while he was sleeping just to let him know
how close he had gotten to him. Raines would not confirm or deny
that he had used his wife's lipstick in such a manner. True or not
Raines was the kind of solider that could walk through enemy lines
like he was just going for a beer. If he wanted you dead, he could
make you so any time he chose. Born in the back woods where being
silent meant you ate Raines had only honed his skill at being
invisible since coming to special ops twenty years
before.

He opened the envelope and perused the
contents their source on the inside had failed. He had no
intelligence on the layout of the buildings or where they might be
constructing the spacecraft. The strike team would have to take
their chances.


New Eden:


She brought the ship down right on the
marks. Emily Vickers was a good pilot. She had worked at NASA in
the early days before they let women fly into space so, she had
been asked to work as an assistant to the head of training. For
thirty years, she had gotten astronauts ready for a flight she
would never get to make. By the time the let women fly she was too
old to qualify like a lot of people she hid her disappointment but
then came the day she was termed out. The dance was over and she
had never even gotten a chance to take a turn. Like many of her
colleges she had been a social drinker but no job gave her time to
do more. She was loaded the day Malcolm Ferris found
her.

A neatly turned-out young man sat down
on the stool next to her and called her by her first name as if he
knew her. He smiled and she stared at him her mind more than a
little numbed by drink. He offered her a job flying if she wanted
it. She would have to give up drinking and as it turned out good
bit more. She had said yes or something to that effect. She woke up
in a barracks on an old air force base in Nevada. They dried her
out with a lot of other people while they trained them for their
new jobs. She got accelerated flight training in something unlike
any ship she had ever flown and in six months she was at last ready
to go to the dance.

The Vector class of spacecraft were not
like anything NASA ever built. They were fast and silent using a
revolutionary drive system that had taken them to the stars. This
was her third trip to New Eden in seven years a small earth type
world that orbited around Rigel one of old sols’ closets cousins.
The Searchers found it more than a decade ago. She had read the
earlier reports. It was a perfect world and it had no intelligent
species or at least none that they could find. It had animal life
of course a lot of it. Some of it was recognizable as allegories to
Terran species but some were not.

There was a large warm-blooded creature
that lived in the shallow ocean to the north of the settlement. One
might call it a whale except it didn't even remotely resemble that
terrain species plus it was a predator. It had long tentacles with
sharp ends that could be fired at its pray spearing them. It would
then reel its victim in using a filament attached to the dart sort
of like a sea anemone pneumatizes cells only many orders
larger.

Several tests had been conducted on the
creatures and it was clear that their very small brains were not
capable of cognition. Like the sharks of her world, they were
simply predators nothing more.

She powered down the systems for refuel
once the passengers were off loaded, they would start ferrying the
supplies down from the larger craft they had left in orbit. The
Drake was a tug to the Cargo pods trillion-ton weight. Once they
had unloaded the barge would be dissembled to be used to build
shelters and other needed structures. The Drake would then go home
to bring out more cargo and people either here or to another colony
in another star system. By the time, she got back the searchers
probably would have found another home for man among the
stars.

Jack Moore walked out onto a new world
contemplating how this meant new opportunities for him. He had not
been the best of men. He had killed and stole from his fellows. He
was in fact a serial killer. One of his favorite hobbies in
addition to killing people was committing rape. He especially liked
it when another man went to jail for his crime. He laughed whenever
he thought about the rich fool that he had set up to take the fall
for the waitress he raped. Dumb rich boy always looking for a
thrill thought the unconscious woman he bedded was willing and not
just beat into submission.

The cops found the fool’s DNA all over
her when they broke down the door the next morning to find him with
his battered and bruised victim.

But that didn't matter anymore the
earth was light years away and he had a new name and spanking new
life even if it wasn't his. Brandon Faith had told him that he had
a chance to get off the street. Poor sucker told him everything
when and where they were picking him up. It was a simple matter to
slit his throat and let his weighted body sink into the bay. A lot
of people had said they looked enough alike to be brothers. It was
a brave new world and he was right in it.

Colin Knowles watched the ship land. He
called the Skipper Tobin (Cap)Long on the comm to let him know that
supplies had arrived. Then he went down to meet the new members of
their little village.

Oscar Merrick came down out of his
black smiths shed when he heard the ship land. He couldn't see the
landing field from his place but you couldn't miss the sound of the
landing rockets. Unlike the mass drivers that threw the transport
ships into the air on earth here they had to use good old-fashioned
brute force to get down. The reaction engines however used simple
water so refueling was easily done even with the primitive
equipment available at the colony. Oscar knew that part of the
Drake waited in orbit for the landing crafts return. The faster
than light drives were fueled by anti-matter. That was the trick.
Ephraim had learned how to make suitable quantities for space
travel. It could also be used as a weapon so the technology was
closely guarded. Yet another reason for the drive systems to remain
in orbit to avoid accidents or malice. They did everything they
could to weed out anyone that might be dangerous or
unstable.

They were light years from home if
someone were to go on a killing spree it would be years before the
home world heard about it if at all. Once a year they launched a
packet ship for earth. It would link with one of the smaller drive
sections left in orbit and make a high V run for earth. It was the
only way to keep in touch because radio waves would take centuries
to make it home. The ships Could get there much faster.

 Chapter Three

Ryan Hope looked over his new home on
Eden a little anticipation mixed with just a little fear. He had
arrived on this new world almost four weeks ago with the drake.
Since then, they had been working on their homes made mostly from
the remains of the barge that had brought their supplies. Ryan had
been a welder in his former life until the union disbanded because
the companies preferred cheaper labor. Unable to get a job in his
former profession Ryan went back to school for IT and he got a job
just in time to be laid off as the functions that used to be
performed by skilled IT techs were automated and placed in the
cloud. So, he tried again this time in medical records cleric
figuring that they would always need them but after working for two
years he found himself marched out of the hospital with the rest of
his department when holographic presence made it possible for a
tech in India to interface with a patient in Wisconsin.

Third time was a charm he had no family
to turn to. His parents had been dead since he was fifteen and the
Aunt that had finished raising him had passed while he was being
retrained the first time. His sister and her husband were killed in
an automobile accident the year before leaving their kids orphaned.
The courts didn't feel that a single uncle with a low paying job
would be a good care giver so they ended up in the
system.

Just as well really because he became
homeless a few months later. They had denied his unemployment so he
couldn't pay his rent they also took his car. What else was there
to do but get loaded and later stay that way. He met Sarah last
year while he lay in the gutter. She walked right up to him and
asked him if he was ready for a better life. He mumbled something
obscene about God. But she didn't give up.

She knew who he was how hard he had
tried and she wanted to give him something better. She came back
every week and asked him the same question and one time she caught
him while he was sober enough to listen. That was the first time
that he understood that she wasn't selling pie in the sky religion
with the promise of paradise after you endured the hell that was
life on earth.

Looking around at the giant trees and
the good soil and the smell of life he thought that this was as all
the heaven that he would ever need. He hoped that Exodus could find
his niece and nephew they deserved better than to grow up in foster
care. They deserved family.

Senator Maxwell Collins, Max to his
friend’s and big donors sat across from his friend of twenty years
Ephraim Meyer.

“Ephraim, you have got to
understand I believe you are doing good out there but members of my
committee that don't know you like I do well they have convinced
themselves that you are doing all manner of terrible things to
innocent people on that base. You've got to come clean on this or
well, they are taking about prison.”

Ephraim smiled at the senator wondering
if this man really thought of him as a friend or just a large check
book.

“Look senator we are helping
people out there but I can't have the details of my project bandied
about on the network news. Some people wouldn't understand others
well they might get angry that we are not helping them and still
others would mob the base demanding entrance and I can't have that.
We are doing what we can. We have a method but, that method takes
time. We simply cannot do more than we are doing.”

“But what are you
doing?”

“Senator, as I have told you
we are giving a few of the down trodden in this country a chance at
a better life and as our resources are stretched thin at this
point, we cannot help any more than what we have already committed
to.”

“You still haven't answered
the question.”

“I have answered in the only
way I can now. You will just have to trust me.”

“I do Ephraim but they don't
you are going to have to take us into your confidence. So here is
what I will do I will order a closed session. I will further remind
the members that if they divulge any of what you tell us there will
be severe sanctions. It is the best that I can do and if you don't
want your operations subjected to a full congressional inquiry then
you had better cooperate” the senator told him.

Ephraim mulled over his choices if he
refused the committee’s request, they could toss him in the clink.
If he accepted it and the news leaked it could get sticky. He
wasn't ready to start moving millions off earth at least not yet.
He needed the bulk of his fleet to be off searching for earth like
planets not ferrying colonists. Once they had enough settlements
established then they could begin offering berths to anyone that
wanted to go.

He was left with only one way to go so
he accepted Max's offer and hoped that for the first time in its
history a congressional committee would keep its collective mouth
shut.

The room was sealed the gallery empty
Ephraim sat at a table in front of the dais. There were ten
senators in attendance. Max had just called them to order and went
through the rigmarole that amounted to a warning to keep it to
themselves. Now it was time to as Gwyneth his college girlfriend
would have said to blow their minds. As requested, he began to
explain Exodus to the committee.

“Mister Meyer” Senator Bill
Orin asked, “You can't seriously expect us to believe that you have
colonized a distant planet using homeless people?”

“I am not asking you to
believe anything senator this is simply a fact just as the air you
are breathing is in fact mostly made up of nitrogen and that if it
were instead mostly oxygen fire would have ended all life long ago.
Exodus has at present has colonized three worlds the first of which
orbits the star called Proxima Centuari or Rigel in some star
charts. These colonies exist gentleman whether you believe that
they do bears no weight on the matter.”

“But why homeless and
lower-class people” Senator Forbes asked distaste for that concept
evident by his inflection?

“Because Senator the
homeless are not all as I suspect you believe useless drug addicts
and alcoholics. Many of them were productive members of this
society until a corporate culture driven by greed and stupidity
that this body helped foster threw them away for cheaper workers
elsewhere. They deserve a second chance and they know how to
survive something that is very desirable when building a new
civilization.” Then in a swipe at many of those in the room that
owed their success to their privileged upbringings rather than hard
work he said, “they also know how to work.”

Senator John Carver listened to Meyer
and the responses of his colleagues. It was clear that even Meyer's
friend Maxwell had contempt for what he had done. They didn't like
the idea that the bottom was given something that should have been
reserved for the top.

But Meyer was right most of the wealthy
could not survive on an undeveloped world. What good would the
skills of banker be on a planet with no currency. The rich were for
the most part parasites living off the labor of the many they could
no more survive in the wilderness than he could survive in space
without a suit. But there was something to the notion that people
were tossed away for a reason.

What was done was done it did not mean
however that it could not be redone. There were ways to re-engineer
someone else’ work. He had made a fortune doing just that. He would
have to talk to his contacts inside CIA and NSA to see what they
might have to say about this situation.

The meeting ended with a stalemate the
Senators had no authority to interfere with the project and Ephraim
refused to put his technology or his people in the hands of a
government that was increasingly run by corporations and financial
elites.

Victor Long had just gotten to his desk
when the phone rang. It was his Secretary there was a call from
Senator Carver and another from Senator Orin. He took the call from
Carver first he was the senior on the intelligence committee and
the NSA had to keep him happy if it wanted a bump in funding next
year.

“Senator what can I do for
you” Victor asked a half an hour later he put down the receiver and
had his Secretary Ring Senator Orin. He listened to a similar list
of demands from Orin and then he hung up. He had heard of Ephraim
Meyer ex NASA scientist went public but he had never heard of
Exodus. It merited a look and he had just the man to do
it.

Spencer Lang, it wasn't his name. He
hadn’t used his real name since joining the agency. He sat with his
legs crossed watching the road for a bright read sports car. He
came this way every other Tuesday after he had given his body
guards the slip. He was going to see a pretty girl in the village
at the bottom of the hill. She thought he was going to marry her
but he just wanted to have a little fun. Someone was going to be
disappointed the odds where it was going to be her.

He waited with the patients of a cat
contemplating a mouse hole sooner or later the quarry had to come
if not today then on some other. Patients was a necessity in his
profession. Sometimes the target made other plans or changed their
routine but if he waited long enough the right moment would appear
just as it had today. The bright red car came into view going a
little too fast around the turn it stirred up the gravel and the
dust making it impossible for anyone watching the road just then to
see the small flash of light that sent the car spinning out of
control and through the flimsy guard rail. The fall was over a
thousand feet Spencer took a rapid sequence of the drivers face as
he realized that he would never sample the young woman in the
village at the bottom of the mountain or anything else ever
again.

Spencer stood up and walked back down
the small hill to his car another job well done no one would be
able to distinguish what just occurred from a common road accident.
A young man perhaps a little drunk driving too fast on a dangerous
road but that young man was the only son of a Sheik that refused to
sell his oil to Americans because his grandfather had believed the
United States to be the home of the great Satan. He would sell now
because he had daughters and grandchildren to protect. He would get
these pictures in his email. He would see them once and then they
would be gone as if they had never been. There would be no threat
but the intent would be clear and the oil would once again
flow.

His phone beeped just as he reached for
it. They had another job for him. He hoped it was something a
little more challenging than sending the spoiled son of a rich man
to his grave.

The drill beeped then stopped. Karen
Leopard walked over to the rig and started removing the head. The
indicator said that it had reached the required depth for the
electrode. This was new kind of mining instead of digging up
millions of tons of earth they drilled a series of holes in the
ground placed electrodes powered by solar cells and batteries. Once
the field was completed, they would divert part of the river along
this gully. The rare metals would be removed from the water with
electrolysis. It wasn't as fast as blowing up mountains but it got
the job done without destroying their new home.

Karen had been a meth addict. The
county dumped her onto the streets right after her third stint in
rehab. Her former pusher showed up to offer her a free hit and she
had almost taken him up on it. She would have probably died with a
needle in her arm if it hadn't been for Kim.

Kim Sanders found her in the shelter.
She knew everything about her. She knew that once she had been a
mechanical engineer before she got high at a party and lost
everything she ever worked for. The drug became her life she stole
and did worse. She was falling and there was no one to help. Her
mother was dead she never knew her father. But now she was
trillions of miles from home building a city and infrastructure for
human colonists that were coming. They would send most of the gold
and silver home the copper would be smelted and extruded as wire.
The last ship brought a whole foundry in a box along with the
mining equipment.

The settlement was growing the ships
brought people at varying intervals. The trip out took over two
years not bad when you consider how long it took Columbus to cross
the Atlantic two years to reach Proxima Centauri seemed like a
miracle.

She knew that there was also a colony
at Barnard's star and another out at Epsilon Eridani. She would
never see those places this was home where she hoped to raise a
family although she hadn't decided which of the men she might want
for a mate. Some of the other women were already pregnant. She was
thirty-three so she should start soon but something held her back.
Maybe it was the idea that her perfect man might arrive on the next
shuttle or maybe it was fear. Fear of being responsible for another
life or fear that bring a child into this world might end her
existence. They had several doctors and a modern hospital slash
clinic but this was still a rustic situation. Even if they would
have four aircraft when the Golden Dragon arrived.

Still a baby would be nice. A baby
meant stability responsibility. Maybe that was why she balked. Oh
well she would think about her future children later time to move
the rig to the next position selected by their orbital survey
satellite.

Brandon watched Melissa Burke
constructing one of the prefab shelters. Melissa was a small
well-endowed woman the kind he fancied. She was living with the
blacksmith Merrick but that didn't matter to Faith he didn't want
to marry her just have a little fun. Problem was it was a small
community if he raped her, they would figure out it was him unless
of course she thought it was her boyfriend. A little bit of date
rape drug should help him with his cause. He had been to see the
doc a couple of times since arriving the drugs were kept in a
cabinet with a ten-cent lock should be easy to pick it and then he
could have his fun with Melissa with no one being the wiser. Things
would change of course once he took over the colony.

He had already found a few men that
didn't like how Tobin Long was running things. He just needed a few
more. But he had time. This place could be a paradise with the
right leadership and he intended to be that leadership.

The Enterprise was a pathfinder ship
crew of six. It was a one-way trip being a pathfinder you knew or
least you were told when you signed on what relativistic speed and
distances meant you could never go home again. But then no one
really could even the colonists would never get to go back to
earth. It was one-way trip only pathfinders it meant seeing the
same face every day for the rest of your life. It was hard way to
go and they only took couples no fighting over mates was the idea
behind it. It wasn't so bad if you loved each other but it could
get crazy if people started splitting up. So far enterprise had
been alright. Keven Baker had been good to her and her to him. They
worked shift together so they only saw the other four at transfer
and when they were downside doing an initial survey. Their job was
to find new planets. They weren't supposed to make first contact if
they encountered an alien race just note the star system and move
on.

They weren't trained for it so there
was not use trying but so far it hadn't come up. No telling if it
might someday the universe was a big place just this small part of
the milky way galaxy would have them going for more human lifetimes
then there had ever been. Just the thought of it made Chloe
swoon.

When she had been a little girl her
father use to take her and her sister outside the city to see the
stars. He was in some club that would meet once a month for viewing
parties. She hated it at first thought it was dorky but as she got
to know the people in the club, she began to understand it wasn't
just about the stars it was about what was out there and now she
was going to see.

It had been a hard life two kids lost
to the system and a meth habit that almost killed her before she
got help. She had bullets wounds from an ex that liked guns and
moving targets. She was just out of rehab when Brian Conner found
her. He smiled and took her hand and asked her if she wanted more.
He seemed so sure that there was more that she agreed to go in for
the training. They had found that people like her that had lived as
she had could withstand isolation better than most humans. We are
social animals we need to live in proximity to one another but some
people like her could survive with and even thrive with only one
attachment.

When they told her about the
pathfinders it was as if this is what her life had been leading up
to. She would have to choose a mate for the journey from one of the
other members of the group. She liked Kevin Baker the minute she
saw him. He was so sure of himself and of her. He began kidding her
the moment they met calling her Chockey whenever she had a problem
with any of the training exercises.

She would chase after him sometimes
trying to hit him with a clip board but he was too fast. One day
though she caught him in the tunnel he turned around scooped her up
in his arms and kissed her with a passion she hadn’t experienced in
a long time.

That was it they got married with the
other couples before they shipped out for what everyone laughing
called the honeymoon cruise. A honeymoon that would last a
lifetime. All the woman had tubal ligation before they left to make
sure no babies would come along. The ships could support six
indefinitely but a growing population would crash the environmental
systems so no babies until the settled down somewhere permanent.
All pathfinders had the option if they found a world, they liked
they could drop one of the three prefab modules and wait for the
colony ship to come with a doctor so they could reverse the tubal
ligation.

She was okay with not having any more
children if that was what it came to. Keven was okay with it two
his children were all raised his first wife gone from the world.
Finding other planets for humanity to live suited his nature so did
a life of traveling with a woman that he loved at least as much if
not the same as his lost Katlin.

Chloe watched the monitors ship's
systems were nominal. The problem with air recycling had been
rectified and O2 generation had returned to normal. Drive systems
were at fifty five percent they were moving across the galaxy at
better than five times light speed. They were ten earth years out
and while they had found a couple worlds, they had steered clear of
them because there were signs of intelligent life. They marked
their positions and sent a packet ship back home with the news that
they might not be alone. It wouldn't have got there yet maybe
another year. It was a lot smaller than enterprise so it could
retrace their steps much faster but it was still a long way to
go.

She felt something on the back of her
neck and turned to see. Keven had slipped up behind her and planted
a gentle kiss.

“Are you done already” she
asked?

“Easy as cake my love” he
told her.

“Pie” she corrected
him.

“Are you sure because it
seems to me that it is much easier to make a cake than a
pie.”

“I am sure” she told him
adding that it was just a saying not a comparison on the difficulty
of making different kinds of deserts. Kevin was Irish despite the
British names and American euphemisms confused and delighted him.
He thought they were so rustic compared to his home. His family had
been in the British Isle since before they were British Isles and
preferred to speak Gaelic. His father was the first of his clan to
learn English. Conner lived in Galway for most of his life he came
to the states after his wife died and his children were raised. He
never said how he came to the attention of Exodus he never said but
she was glad for it.

“So, wife, are you
done?”

“As done as I need to be. I
can set the sensors to scan and record any anomalies.”

“Then do so and let’s have
little fun.”

She typed in the commands and slipped
the head set off. She reached for Kevin and he drifted away. She
kicked off the bottom of the consul and floated after him in zero
gee. There parts of the ship that had near normal gravity but
observation wasn't one of them. Conner made his way to the
companion way and she barreled after him. It was a repeat of their
first kiss and she knew that he would wait for her in the tube. She
laughed and slipped through the opening. Catching the rungs of the
ladder as the felt gravity slowly return, she caught him near the
bottom. They both giggled like children lost in their play. She was
so glad that she had agreed to take this flight Kevin made her life
worth living.

Epsilon Eridani filled the sky of EE2
its light giving the young world an orange hue. The planet was the
second out from the young sun it had life which was surprising. The
oxygen content was a two percent higher than earth giving the new
arrivals odd hallucinations until their bodies became acclimated to
the difference. Vicky Storm still remembered the large pink rabbits
she had seen those first few weeks it got her the nickname of
midge. She didn't mind the nickname it showed that people liked
her. She had always been a little bit alienated among her family
and friends. People called her cold but she never felt as if she
were.

She had lost her job at an aerospace
company and couldn't find another. Unlike a lot of the people that
Exodus recruited she was not an addict or homeless just a space
enthusiast. When Carlton Moore offered her the chance to come to
Epsilon Eridani she jumped at it. A pathfinder ship had just found
an earth type planet orbiting the young star. Well, they had found
it six years before but it took the packet ship a year or so to
reach earth with the details. The survey and a landing crew took
two years to reach the planet and two more years to send back their
findings.

Two years after that the first colonist
arrived in hyper sleep to set the stage for the larger wave coming
the long way. She was in that first group so was her husband
Raymond Long. She had found out the month before that she was
pregnant. The colonists were coming in two years or so. No one in
the program used birth control population was necessary when
building a new world and she planned on doing her part. EEII was a
beautiful and they were determined not to do to this planet what
they had done to earth. Even though they had found natural deposits
of oil the colony ran on hydrogen. It was easy to get out of water
and fuel cell technology was a lot more reliable than hydrocarbon
powered generators.

Vicky climbed the small hill and looked
down on their growing community. The barracks for the new arrivals
was coming along nicely so was the frame for the Clementine
humanities first off world dirigible. Calvin Murray had found a
natural gas well and he had been able to separate out enough helium
to lift the air ship. He was going to use the craft to explore
other parts of EE2.

They had the orbital survey but Calvin
said there was nothing like seeing for yourself. Her husband
Ichabod thought it was just an excuse to fly about in a big gas
bag. Vicky didn't see anything wrong with that after the baby came,
she might want to fly about herself. Earth base said that they were
next to get fliers so there was a chance she would get to flit
about EE2 in one of those.

She walked down the low hill to the
village happy to be alive happy to be pregnant and happy to be
among the first humans to live on another planet.

Ichabod was working at the forge when
she came into the village proper, he nodded to her but he didn't
stop. She understood that there were times that he couldn't let the
metal cool to much as he worked it. She moved on toward home. Given
her age the doctor felt that she shouldn’t be doing too much at
this point in her pregnancy. She wasn't on bed rest just no
strenuous work so she had a helper. Carol Cummings was nice, sort
of like a grandmother to everyone. She was short and stalky with a
wide face that usually had a smile on it. Her hair was shot through
with gray but it still had some of the auburn color that had marked
her in her youth. She had fallen ill and ran out of coverage with
her insurance and then lost her job. Exodus found her living in her
car with five cats none of which could make the trip. They weren't
bringing any earth animals outward with them. Exodus didn't want
any feral population causing problems with the native fauna. EE2
had a healthy ecosystem. There were all manner of plants and
animals most of the plants were a kind of purple due to the
different minerals they used for photosynthesis the animals came in
a variety of colors and so far, they were all edible and some
thought the same of them. There was a six-legged black creature
that had tried to make a meal of one of the survey crews before
they put it down. Its meat was a deep red and tasted like the
rattle snake she once had. Ever since the crews always went armed
with a lookout.

She supposed that they would teach the
animals of this world to steer a wide berth around humans as they
had done on the home world. They had not however found any sign
that there had ever been any advanced life on this planet. There
were no ruins or signs of intelligence on any of the colony worlds
so far. She asked one of the pathfinders if that meant that they
found no signs of intelligent life anywhere else he just laughed
and said that they hadn't found any on earth yet.

She got home just in time to smell that
Carol was cooking something wonderful for supper. The colony killed
only when they had to most of their protein came from cultured
tissue that was brought along. They had beef and swine
unfortunately the chicken and lamb died in route. The colony ship
would bring replacements. She really wanted
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