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The Journey Home: Part 2

Book 2 in the FOH series

"[E]ither a nuclear confrontation or environmental catastrophe will cripple the Earth at some point in the next 1,000 years. However, by then our ingenious race will have found a way to slip the surly bonds of Earth and will therefore survive the disaster." Stephen Hawking

"Despite the intensive screening process for the crew and repops alike, humanity will, of course, take its flaws along." 

Herman Grant, Chief Instructor at the SpacePort, Holloman AFB, Alamogordo NM
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Chapter 1

[image: image]


Slightly less than a month since The Ark departed its orbit around Luna for deep space, Mark Hanson lay quietly in his bed. There was a comfortable weight on his left shoulder, one to which he’d happily grown accustomed. 

He opened his eyes, stared for a moment at the dark ceiling, then rubbed his right hand up over his face. His week-old beard felt warm against his palm and he grinned. Having a beard was almost like having a pet. At least once it got past the stubble stage. 

At first he’d balked at the idea of letting his facial hair grow out. There was only one reason he had. 

He rolled his head to the left. He could just make out Isabel’s nose and her luscious lips. The graceful curve of her left eyebrow. 

Her gentle, rhythmic breath touched his left chest below his armpit just enough to move the almost microscopic hairs there and tickle slightly. Isabel mentioned a week ago that she thought he’d look good in a beard, and that’s all it had taken. What Isabel wanted, Isabel would have.

He smiled and stretched just a little to gently kiss her forehead. 

The scent of her hair kept him in that position a little longer than was necessary. She was without a doubt the sweetest woman on Earth.

Well, not on Earth really, though probably there too. But she was definitely the sweetest woman on the generation ship. 

He kissed her again, just as tenderly. Then he whispered, “Isabel? Rise and shine, my love.”

She stirred slightly, but only to snuggle deeper into his shoulder. And she made a soft humming kind of woman sound in her throat.

The Ark had traveled thousands of miles in the past month. Maybe even millions. Almost certainly millions. But distance didn’t matter anyway. In the macro view, the final destination was what mattered. In roughly 140 years, The Ark would enter orbit around a planet in a far off solar system Earth’s scientists had targeted. Then gravity training would begin for the chosen descendants of the repops—the current repopulation passengers—so they could eventually descend to the surface and set up the colony, and eventually a civilization.

Of course, Mark and Isabel wouldn’t be around to see that. They wouldn’t even see the outer edge of the sector of the galaxy in which the target solar system and planet were located. 

But that was fine. In the micro view, all that mattered was that he and she had somehow managed to time everything just right. 

They hadn’t known each other back on Earth. Yet both had passed the arduous screening tests and been invited to join the crew. For different reasons, both had avoided returning to the recruitment center until practically the last minute, and when they had, separately, both had been assigned as bartenders. 

That avalanche of kismet had enabled them to meet at the SpacePort outside of Holloman Air Force Base near Alamogordo New Mexico, complete their familiarization training together, and fly up together on the penultimate flight of the shuttle to The Ark.

And here they were.

She’d proved not only to be an interesting companion, but an excellent Assistant Lounge Chief. And most importantly, the love of his life.

He reached to kiss her again. The scent of her hair was remarkable. He could easily lie here all day without moving. Well, if they didn’t have to get up and contribute to the common cause. But they did, and the blue digital readout on the wall near the closet read 6:18 a.m.  

He kissed her one more time and whispered, “Isabel? Wake up, sweetheart. Time to get ready for work.”

She moved again, but only slightly. Her eyes remained closed. “Mmm. Really?” She paused. “I don’t think so.” She snuggled closer and said, “Let’s stay in bed all day.” She clucked her tongue.

Quietly, Mark said, “As wonderful as that would be—” and surreptitiously slipped his right hand under the covers. He let his fingers walk across his abdomen toward her, then lightly brushed the back of his fingers against the soft, warm skin of her tummy.

She made another quiet woman sound. It resembled purring.

Quickly he reached up and squeezed her side lightly just above her left hip, tickling her with his fingers. He laughed.  “Get up, you! Get up! Get! Up!” 

Isabel squealed and jerked away from him, laughing. “Stop it! Stop, Mark!” 

Still laughing, he raised both hands to his face, then stretched both arms toward the ceiling above the headboard.

She leaned up on her right elbow, a broad grin on her face, and poked him in the chest with her left index finger. “You are a skunk, sir! You smell like a skunk, and you have beady eyes like a skunk! I’m surprised you aren’t covered with black and white fur.” 

He looked at her and laughed again. “Y’know, you should probably keep that close to your chest.”

She frowned. “Nope. I’m gonna tell everybody.”

“Then they’ll all know you sleep with a skunk.” He shrugged. “Your call.”

She laughed again, then rolled over him and stood next to the bed. 

As her feet touched the floor, a dim overhead light came on. 

She grabbed her robe from the foot of the mattress and shrugged it on, tying it at her trim waist. Still grinning, she pointed at him. “Not only are you a skunk, Mr. Hanson, you’re a devious skunk.” She turned and headed across the room toward the replicator. “Coffee, black?”

He grinned at her back. “You know me so well. But make yours first. I’m gonna get a quick shower.” He swung his legs off the bed, but remained there for a moment, watching her backside move provocatively beneath the robe as she arrived at the replicator. Her long black hair fanned out a few inches below her shoulder blades. God she was beautiful. 

At the replicator she said, “Coffee, French vanilla cream, one teaspoon of sugar.” She turned sideways and pressed one hip against the counter to wait, her arms crossed over her chest. She glanced at Mark, who had stood and started for the bathroom. At around 5’10” and 180 well-muscled pounds, he had a trim waist with only the beginnings of love handles. His lean hips and butt moved fluidly beneath broad shoulders. His brown hair was close-cropped on the sides and just long enough on top to comb straight back, but at the moment he was still afflicted with bed head. “I still can’t get used to not reaching into a cabinet for a cup.” 

Without looking around, Mark grunted, then stepped into the bathroom. A moment later the sound of splashing water told her he was in the shower. 
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To use the replicator you had only to approach it and say what you wanted. In the case of coffee, it would provide not only the coffee but the cup and, if you asked nicely, even a saucer. In the case of any more elaborate request, it also provided the glass or bowl or plate and any necessary flatware.

A moment after she’d requested her usual coffee, a filled cup materialized behind the glass door at the base of the replicator, complete with a spoon protruding from the cup.

She took out the cup of steaming coffee, stirred once, then pulled open the bin below the replicator and dropped the spoon inside. The recycling unit would reduce the spoon to its molecular components and put them back into the system.

As the sounds of Mark’s shower stopped, Isabel looked at the replicator again. “Coffee, black please.” Then she took her cup and moved to the far side of the small wooden dining table. She took a sip of her coffee, then sat facing the entrance to the bathroom. She loved watching her man get dressed in the morning.

As Mark came through the bathroom door, he stopped. He rubbed his bath towel up over his hair, scrubbing vigorously at first, then effectively combing it straight back with the towel. Then with a backward flip he tossed it underhand through the door. Behind him, it landed on the sink. He grinned at Isabel. “Hey there, skunk lover.”

Isabel only looked at him. “I’m not picking up your towel.”

“Aw c’mon, baby. It’s more efficient this way.”

“Oh really?”

He nodded. “Besides, I only do it for you.”

Sarcastically, she said, “Really!”

“Sure. I dry my hair out here to give you a few extra seconds to check out my excellent bod, see? That’s why I do it.”

She laughed.

He said, “Then when you go in to get your shower, you can hang up my towel. I even made sure it landed on the sink so it would be more convenient for you. It’s all about you, baby.” He assumed a haughty look, then raised his right index finger to near his shoulder and pointed it at the ceiling. “Chivalry is not dead.”

Again she laughed. “All right, all right.” She gestured with her chin. “Get dressed, showoff. Gotta pay the bills.” 

“Speaking of which, you’d better stop lounging around and get a shower too.”

“I will.” She hefted her half-empty cup. “I’m savoring this right now. We have to take time to enjoy the finer things in life.”

He laughed. “Which is exactly why I savor you.”

She shook her head as a pink hue crept into her cheeks. “You are untenable, Mr. Hanson.” She laughed, drained her coffee, and stood.

He grinned and headed toward his closet. “Aren’t you glad?”

“Irretrievably.” She went into the bathroom and shut the door. A moment later the shower came on.

Mark got dressed, and as he finished buttoning his shirt, the sounds of Isabel’s shower stopped. He walked to the replicator, retrieved his coffee, and sat in the chair Isabel had vacated. 

Early morning was the only time of day either of them sat at the dining table. Occasionally they were up early enough to take breakfast in the Bridge Lounge, but usually they took their breakfast and lunch in the lounges where they worked—she in the Bridge Lounge and he in Millie’s place, one of the four lounges on each deck of the seven Future of Humanity (FOH) decks beneath them. 

But they ate supper each day together in the Bridge Lounge a couple of hours after their shifts ended at 3 p.m.. Often, Joe Stapp, the chief bartender of the Bridge Lounge, and Millie Severin, the chief bartender in Millie’s Place, officially designated FOH1/L3,  joined them. Like Mark and Isabel, Joe and Millie had found each other on The Ark.

As Isabel exited the bathroom in her robe, she headed for Mark’s closet. She’d moved some of her clothing over from her room next door a couple of weeks ago. It was just more convenient. She kept the robe on until she’d entered the closet and closed the door behind her.

Mark grinned and said, “You should lose the robe, girl. Quid pro quo and all that.”

From behind the door, she said, “Boob.”

Mark laughed. “Exactly. And that goes double for you.”

The closet door swung open. Isabel was centered in the space. She grinned, on the verge of laughter. “You’re an idiot, you know that?” She’d pulled on her lounge uniform black trousers and her bra, but her blouse was still hanging open. She moved seductively as she buttoned it.

Mark said, “Wait! You’re going the wrong way!” He laughed.

“Hey, I gave you a chance, cowboy. Remember? But noooo. You said we have to go earn a living.”

Mark downed his coffee, then stood, dropped his cup and hers into the recycling bin, and walked toward the closet. He pulled her into his arms and kissed her deeply. “We have all night, baby. Or we could....”

She laughed, shrugged out of his arms, and took a step back. “Let me finish getting dressed, Mark. I love you.”

“I love you too, mi Isabel. More than you can know.” 

A moment later she’d finished getting dressed. As she finished tying her red string tie, she took her small black vest from the hanger and stepped out of the closet. She smiled, put her hands above her head and twirled around once. “Do I pass inspection, Mr. Lounge Chief?”

He grinned. “Baby, you’d pass a high-octane ‘Vette on the Ventura Freeway in that outfit. Or any outfit for that matter.”

She laughed. “You’re just biased.”

“Yeah, but I know what’s under your hood.”

Again a pink shade crept into her creamy brown cheeks. “Oh stop.” She glanced at the clock. It read 6:52. “We’d better go.”

Together, they headed for the door. When it shushed open, they stepped into the hallway and turned left. About thirty yards along, they stopped in front of a transport car. 

As the door opened, they kissed. Mark said, “See you at 3, baby. Have an easy day.” 

“You too,” she said, and he stepped into the car. 

As the door closed, Mark said, “FOH1/L3.” The car would take him to the receptacle nearest Lounge 3 on FOH Deck 1. 

Isabel turned away and continued down the hall. She would get to the Bridge Lounge just in time to begin her shift.
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The Ark, humanity’s first generation ship, was massive at two kilometers long and one and one-half kilometers across. The main deck held the command bridge, the crews’ quarters, various specialized science labs, and the propulsion section. It also contained the Bridge Lounge, a workout facility, two entertainment facilities and two holodecks where one might vacation in exotic places. 

In some of the science labs were DNA strands from certain mammalian herbivores, some birds, some fish, a few reptiles, and certain beneficial insects. Others contained the plants, most of which were represented by seeds, though they did bring several species of trees along in the form of both saplings and seeds.

Each of the seven FOH decks provided quarters for almost 29,000 repops. Of course, all of those were male-female couples, many of whom had been aboard for close to a year before The Ark departed for deep space from her lunar orbit. So there were also several small families with one infant. In addition to the quarters, each FOH deck also contained four lounges, four workout facilities, four entertainment facilities and four holodecks, all as conveniently located as possible.

Below the FOH decks was the flight deck. It contained hundreds of shuttle pods in rows, all of which would remain in stasis until The Ark reached its final destination. Then they would be used to ferry the repops to the planet to establish the colony. They would use the pods for shelter until they were able to establish their science labs and homes.

*
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In the transport car, Mark tapped the handrail with the fingers of his right hand. Despite being assigned as a bartender in the recruitment center back on Earth, upon his arrival on The Ark, he was named the lounge chief and given the rank of major. 

Still, fair was fair. If he didn’t work as a bartender the staff would be left one short. But he’d never tended bar before—at least not from behind one—so he signed on as the assistant bartender on the first shift in FOH1/L3, better known to the patrons as Millie’s Place. 

Every morning since he’d started, he’d arrived a few minutes early for his shift. Today he would just make it. If he hurried. 

When the doors of the transport car finally opened on FOH Deck 1, Mark stepped out and turned right toward FOH1/L3. He walked briskly, despite knowing he had only a short walk remaining. FOH1/L1 was just over a half-kilometer away behind him. The other two lounges on this deck, FOH1/L2 and 1/L4, were roughly a kilometer away in the other side of the ship. 

As he neared the lounge, sounds of murmuring, occasion good-natured yelling, and laughter reached him. Apparently things were already in full swing. He walked through the door with a frown on his face.

Millie Severin, the senior bartender, was already behind the bar, but fortunately she was at the end nearest the door. She glanced up with a grin as he walked in. “Hey Mark, how’s it goin’?”

She was trim, maybe 5’2” and twelve years older than Mark at 46. She was dressed in jeans that, as usual, looked painted on and a white short-sleeved peasant blouse with the two top buttons unfastened. She almost always wore a pink or white or green blouse and the top two buttons were almost always open, revealing an attractive, ample cleavage. On her feet were a pair of white leather Nikes with thick soles. Her copper-colored hair—which she usually kept down and which fell past her shoulders with a grey streak down one side—was pulled back in a tight ponytail. It still reached below her shoulder blades. 

The frown still on his face, he reached around the end of the bar to grab his white bib apron. “Am I late or something?”

As she set a cup of coffee on the bar for a customer, she laughed. “Nah, nothing like that. They were waiting for me, so I opened around 6:40.”

Mark grinned. “Ah. You really shouldn’t encourage them, you know.” 

Millie laughed again, then rushed off toward the other end of the bar. 

Mark glanced around the room. 

Even at 7 in the morning, most of the 60 tables in the middle of the room were filled to or over capacity with four or five people to a table. Around the edges of the room were twenty 4-person booths. Maybe half of those were already filled. And of course, every stool along the bar was occupied—mostly by men—with more men standing between the stools or leaning on the bar as they talked.

Even with the place being at maybe two-thirds capacity, the waiters and waitresses—two each—were all but running between tables and booths and the bar, a serving tray held over their head as they negotiated the crowd. More than once a waiter or waitress had to yell, “Excuse me,” then squeeze past customers who were hogging the waitress station.

Mark settled into his routine of leaning over the bar to listen to a customer, then straightening and turning to get the order out. Most requests were for coffee or tea or breakfast, but some wanted beer. By around 11 a.m. the dynamic would shift and everybody would be yelling for their favorite beer or a glass of wine or a mixed drink. A few would want sandwiches or other lunch items.

Up in the Bridge Lounge, things would be much less hectic. Isabel and her senior bartender, Joe Stapp, would mostly stand around. Now and again they’d turn to one of the two food replicators to put together a made-to-order breakfast for a customer, but even then, the waiter or waitress would deliver it to the table. And the wait staff would never feel rushed. Even during the evening shift, Mark had never seen the Bridge Lounge at greater than half-capacity.

At this moment in the Bridge Lounge, perhaps a third or fourth of the tables would be occupied, in many cases with only one or two crewmen. Maybe a third of the booths would have people in them too. There would be conversations at the tables and booths, but it would be quiet and reserved and private, not boisterous and loud. And very few customers, if any, would claim seats on the plush barstools until at least early afternoon.

The Bridge Lounge was a very civil place, and boring as the day is long. But it offered a great view of space through a massive window that took up one full corner of the room. That’s where Mark and Isabel’s table was located. Joe Stapp had reserved it for them shortly after their arrival.  

On the other hand, FOH1/L3 was hectic during the entire shift. All of which proved time really was relative. Both Mark’s and Isabel’s shift was 8 hours, from 7 a.m. to 3 p.m. But Isabel’s shift took at least 8 hours to complete and probably seemed longer. Mark’s seemed more like an hour.

The day moved along, at a snail’s pace upstairs and at light speed on the FOH decks. 

Until the announcement came.
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First the doors of FOH1/L3 closed with a resounding snap. Then the adjutant’s voice resonated from the walls.

For the first time since the shift started a little over five hours ago, a complete hush fell over the lounge.

“All hands, all hands, this is the adjutant, Captain Gregg. This is not a drill. All common areas are now secured. We’ve encountered a problem, but Security is moving quickly to alleviate the situation. Please remain where you are until the all clear is given. Gregg out.”

Mark froze and looked down the bar at Millie. His right palm and fingers were wet from the droplets of condensation running down the side of the beer bottle he’d just retrieved from the cooler. He’d turned halfway around and reached with his left hand for a coaster when the announcement sounded.

Millie, likewise, had frozen, a cocktail shaker of martinis in her two hands, her elbows bent as she stopped in mid-shake. She looked up to see Mark peering at her from the other end of the bar. 

Then she resumed shaking the martinis and turned to the customer for whom she was mixing the drink. “It’s all right, Brad. No biggie. Just enjoy your drink.” As she removed the top of the cocktail shaker and poured his drink into his glass, she looked past him and raised her voice. “Everything will be fine, folks. Go on back to whatever you were doing. The bar is open for business.” Then she grinned.

Mark took his cue from her. He picked up a coaster, put it on the bar in front of his customer, then set the sweating bottle on it. He managed a smile. “Enjoy.”

The man leaned forward. “You really think everything’s all right?”

“I’m sure it is.” Mark grinned. “Hey, if Major Hones is on the job, I wouldn’t want to be whomever she’s after.” He laughed.

*
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As Mark was talking with the man at the bar, down on FOH level 3 the doors of a transport car shushed open. 

The ship’s security officer, Major Becky Hones, stepped out in her stipplesuit and raced down the hall, her phase pistol in her right hand. The ship’s computer had reported suspicious activity with weapons in holodeck FOH3/H3. At about 5’4” and attractive with short, medium-brunette hair, fiery green eyes and dainty hands and fingers, she proved appearances can be deceiving.

Her security team, four men and two women in stipplesuits, followed on her heels. All were carrying phase rifles.

Each weapon had the capacity to deliver a focused burst of energy in either of two modes: Structure (STR) or Biological (BIO). In Structure mode, the weapons would deliver a sustained burst of focused energy until it penetrated whatever structure it was aimed at. In Biological mode, the weapons would deliver a limited burst at either of two levels: Stun or Lethal.

Set to Stun, any of the weapons would deliver the
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