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The Journey Home: Part 3

Book 3 in the FOH series

Harvey Stanbrough

"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

“The more important part of my job is to ensure the safety of everyone aboard The Ark.”

Commanding Officer, General Amanda Lowrey, to her executive officer the day before he was murdered
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Chapter 1
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Not long before her day came to an end, General Amanda Lowrey, the commanding officer of The Ark, looked across her desk and past the two empty guest chairs at the blank white wall of her office. She brushed a stray strand of blond hair off her forehead and said quietly, “XO, if you have a minute, could you drop by please?” She should have asked him over before now, but she’d had a lot on her mind for the past couple of weeks.

The answer came back almost immediately. “Yes ma’am.”

A moment later, the door to the CO’s office emitted a tone. She looked up. “Come in.”

The door shushed open and Colonel Mark Hanson walked in. He was only a couple of inches taller than she at around 5'10" and 180 well-muscled pounds if the way his uniform fit was any indication. His brown hair was close-cropped on the sides and combed straight back on top, though it was fairly short there too. He looked at the general and smiled. “How are you, ma’am?”

She was seated behind a wide double-pedestal mahogany desk that was identical to the one in his own office. “I’m good, thanks. And you?” 

His attention wandered as he glanced around the office. “Oh. Fine, ma’am. Thank you.” 

She watched with some amusement. His curiosity was to be expected. During the two-plus months he’d been aboard The Ark, they’d met only twice. The first time was a cordial visit in the Bridge Lounge when they had discussed his duties as the ship’s Lounge Chief, the billet he’d held at the time. And the only other time he’d been in her office, a little over two weeks ago, they’d both had other things on their mind. As a result, he probably hadn’t been very attentive to his surroundings.

The CO’s office doubled as her ready room and was about twice the size of the XO’s office. But some things were the same. The carpet was grey, for example, and in front of her double-pedestal mahogany desk were two plush brown-leather guest chairs. 

Likewise, behind her, a massive matching mahogany bookcase covered the wall, again the same as in his office. But where the shelves in his office were filled with novels and other books that had belonged to the previous XO, Colonel Frank Gordon, hers were covered with gemstones and crystals on bases, various representations of turtles, photos of various civilians, and two small cactuses in pots. 

The items seem to have been carefully arranged, and he wondered how she kept them in place. But then, at the speed The Ark was moving through space, any disruption big enough to unsettle the items on her shelves probably would also destroy the ship. There were a few books too—dictionaries and other reference works—held upright between heavy, semi-transparent, green-glass bookends. But no novels.

The rest of the office was identical to his own except the size and the seemingly built-in off-white conference table and chairs where she occasionally met with her staff. In the center of the table was an ever-changing chart of the sector of the galaxy through which the ship was currently slicing.

But in the back corner past the shelves, as in his office, was a rubber tree, then a small door that led into her private bathroom. Along the left wall beyond the table was another matching book case—again, filled with knickknacks, apparently special stones, and small photos—and then a pair of lockers. The lockers, like most things on the ship, were off-white.

Having taken in the office for a long moment, the colonel shifted his attention back to her. “Sorry, ma’am.” 

A wry smile curled one corner of her mouth. “So, do you approve?”

“Ma’am?”

She gestured with one hand. “The office. The way it’s decorated. Do you approve?”

“Oh. Yes ma’am.” A slight flush moved up into his cheeks. “I didn’t mean to—I mean, I’ve only been in your office once, and I didn’t really pay attention.”

“Yes. Well, sorry I haven’t invited you over for an informal meeting before now. With everything that’s been going on, time just seems to have slipped by.”

“Yes ma’am. It’s fine. The, uh, event was a shock for me too. For everyone, I’m sure. And then what with getting settled into my new job.” He shrugged, a little nervous. “And you know, the strange hours.”

She smiled, tight-lipped. “Yes, being the XO isn’t like having a regular job on shift. But then, according to your resume and your predecessor, you already knew that.”

“Oh, yes ma’am. It won’t be a problem.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” She gestured toward a guest chair. “Have a seat, Colonel.”

“Yes ma’am,” he said, and sat down. 

She looked at him, her usually intense blue eyes tinged with sadness. Quietly, she said, “I hadn’t thought of that. I suppose the event was a trying time for everyone, wasn’t it?”

“Yes ma’am.”
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The day before their first meeting in her office, the previous XO, Colonel Gordon, had been murdered, immediately after which the CO had contacted Hanson via comm link. She had notified him of his promotion and his appointment as the new executive officer, then ordered him to report to her office in uniform the following morning at 11 a.m. 

His assistant Lounge Chief and close personal friend Isabel Gonzales de Silva had accompanied him. She’d dressed for the occasion in a dark blue business suit consisting of a modest skirt, a jacket over a white blouse, and black high heels. When they entered the CO’s office, the general wasn’t there yet. Isabel gave Mark’s uniform a quick once-over, then stood off to one side. 

As Mark and Isabel waited for the general to arrive, he wondered about the strange appointment time, but when she finally came in at 1115, she was stoic, all business, and unapologetic. She hadn’t even greeted Isabel or gone behind her desk. 

Instead, as Mark Hanson snapped to the position of attention, the general had stepped in front of him and eyed his uniform from his boots to his face. Her voice was terse. “Major Mark Hanson, you are hereby promoted to the rank of colonel and appointed as the new executive officer of this ship. I believe you’re familiar in general with the duties?”

“Yes ma’am.”

“Good. You will have Colonel Gordon’s—” She stopped. “I mean, the office next to mine. Decorate it as you please. Report to me via comm at least once a day, and ask either me or the adjutant any other time you have any questions. Understood?”

“Yes ma’am.”

Then she had turned abruptly to Isabel. “Miss Gonzales de Silva, it’s good to see you again.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

“Just to make it official, you are hereby assigned the rank of captain and appointed my new Lounge Chief. Consult with the XO as necessary until you’re up to speed.”

“Yes ma’am. Thank you ma’am.”

Then the general moved behind her desk, but she didn’t sit down. Instead she addressed them together, tersely. “Thank you both for coming. You are dismissed.”

And he and Isabel the left and went into his own office. A short time later Isabel went back to the Bridge Lounge to let the senior bartender, Joe Stapp, know the news.

Later Captain Gregg, the adjutant, had explained to Colonel Hanson the reason for the 11 a.m. meeting time. After the general had called him the day before, she had proceeded directly to the disposal tube. There she’d waited until the first human ever to be sentenced to death in open space, the traitor and saboteur Dr. Horatio Messenger, was fully awake and aware of what was coming. Then she’d pressed the button that ejected him from the ship. He’d screamed all the way down the tube.

The following morning at around 0915, she had ejected two more crewmen: co-conspirators John Stanley and Jeffrey Louis Dingle, AKA Roger Posey. However, she’d determined that neither was a willing participant in Messenger’s scheme, that both had been duped by the doctor. So she made sure both of them were administered a lethal injection prior to the event. Neither was alive when she pressed the ejection button. 

As a result, neither was aware of being put into the disposal tube, and neither had the unfortunate opportunity to anticipate the result. Nor did either feel his blood boil or his body being ripped apart as his cells exploded into the vacuum of space, as she hoped Dr. Messenger had. For Messenger, she only wished the experience had lasted hours instead of a split-second.

Then, at around 1030 she had brought the whole sordid ordeal to a close with a final ceremony. 

The remains of Chief Morris Whaley were respectfully loaded into the disposal tube first, where he was sent off with full military honors. Then, filled with regrets, she had done the same for her former executive officer, Colonel Frank Gordon, before hurrying to her office to officially promote and assign Colonel Mark Hanson to his current office.

*
[image: image]


From behind her desk, the general searched the colonel’s face. “So you’re settling in all right?”

“Yes ma’am.”

“Good. And how is the DNA retesting coming along?”

“All the bridge and medical personnel have been retested, ma’am. They all came back clean. Likewise with all the other members of the crew, with the exception of the late arrivals Captain Steadman brought up in the shuttle shortly before we left lunar orbit.”

“Yes, no need to retest them. But Security? Engineering? Service personnel? The cleanup crew? They’ve all been retested?”

“Yes ma’am. All retested, all clean. Also, all personnel from all the smaller sections: Armory, Health and Fitness, Mechanical and Electrical Maintenance, and the various Science divisions. They all came back clean.”

She nodded. “Good. So we should have a clean slate, then.”

“Yes ma’am, as far as the crew is concerned. And Doctor Frizell told me yesterday they’re making good headway with retesting the repops as well.”

“And by ‘good headway,’ you mean...?”

“The retesting currently stands at around 10 percent, ma’am. But I’m having the three additional testing machines moved from the main infirmary down to FOH Decks 3, 4, and 5 so they’re more centrally located for those folks. And Engineering has already put two DNA testing machines on every FOH deck.”

“So FOH 3, 4, and 5 will each have three machines now, is that correct?”

“Yes ma’am, and the other FOH decks will have two each.”

“We can always have Engineering slap together a few more machines if you think we’ll need them.”

“Yes ma’am, but I don’t think it will be necessary. The doctors in the FOH sick bays are doing all the testing themselves. They’re testing around the clock, but they can run only so many at a time no matter how many machines they have.”

“True. Okay, keep me posted.”

“Yes ma’am. I anticipate we will have finished retesting the entire population within two or three months.” 

“That’s a lot sooner than we originally anticipated.”

“Yes ma’am.”

She only looked at him for a moment. “Colonel—you and I have the two most isolated jobs on the ship. As you know, if anything happens to me, you will take over. That rather sets us apart. And the only other officers currently in that circle are the security officer, Major Hones, and to some degree the adjutant.”

The XO waited.

“Would you think me terribly inappropriate if I occasionally call you by your first name when we’re having an official but private discussion?”

“No ma’am, of course not.”

“Good. Good. And of course, that works both ways.” She paused. “My first name is Amanda.”

“Yes ma’am. And I’m Mark.”

She smiled. “Colonel Hanson, I think everyone on board the ship knows your first name.”

He grinned. “Yes ma’am, you’re probably right.”

For a moment she only looked at him. “Frank Gordon was one hell of a good officer. Do you agree?”

“Yes ma’am.” He hesitated. “The last time I saw him, he was in civvies down in FOH3/L3. Millie’s Place. He’d come by to see me just before the end of my shift. He said he was going incognito.” He laughed quietly.

The general snorted. “As if anyone wouldn’t recognize him. I don’t think I’d ever met another man who could be accurately described as both huge and gangly.”

“Yes ma’am.” He hesitated again. “He and I had intended to get together personally soon.”

“Oh?” 

“Yes ma’am. We probably would have compared notes on serving as an XO, swapped a few lies, all that.”

She nodded. “I didn’t know that, but I know he liked you. The evening before he—” She stopped. “Well, the last time he and I dined together, he recommended you to take his place if anything happened to him.” She frowned. “Did I tell you that before?” 

“No ma’am, but I’m flattered.”

“You should be. He thought highly of you. I think the two of you would have been good friends.”

“Yes ma’am. I think so too.”

After a moment she sighed and lightly slapped the armrests of her chair. “Well, if there’s nothing else—”

“No ma’am, not at the moment.” He stood, then looked at her. “Ma’am, if I may be so bold, I know he admired the hell out of you too. And I can understand why.”

“Thank you, Colonel.”

“You’re welcome, ma’am.” And he turned and left her office. 
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Chapter 2
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After a particularly routine day—and to Security Captain Robert Harrison “routine” meant “boring”—he needed his workout routine more than he usually did. But without something to really struggle against like free weights, the workout was less than satisfying.

In the workout facility on the main deck, he released the grips on the silly so-called resistance machine with a snap and sat up. Behind his broad shoulders and heaving chest, the cables dangled for a moment, then retracted into the machine. He reached to the next bench over and grabbed the small, neatly folded towel he’d placed there. As he wiped his face, then drew the towel up over his close-cropped blond hair, he quietly said, “I’m never gonna add bulk on this stupid machine.”

Across the room, Major Rebecca Hones was facing away from him, huffing and sweating on an elliptical machine. She’d been on it for almost forty minutes and she was nearing the five-mile mark. She wore a black stretch-fabric pair of workout shorts and a matching sports bra. A white towel was draped over her neck beneath her short, medium-brown hair. Still, a few lines of sweat tickled their way down between her shoulder blades. 

The left pedal of the elliptical machine squeaked quietly each time she stepped down. But that’s why she always used this particular machine. It had personality. She kept going, wanting to get in another twenty or so reps. Between breaths, she said, “Not meant to build bulk. You know that. It’s for flexibility. And strength. Remember?”

“Yeah, yeah, I know.” He watched her for a long moment, a pleasant diversion as she pumped harder toward the end of her workout. At 5’4” and lean, she was maybe 120 pounds and well-muscled, but not enough to come anywhere near hiding her femininity. What a woman! 

Above her trim waist, her shoulder blades, arms and shoulders moved in sync with the handles of the machine. From there down, her perfectly rounded bottom and well-formed thighs and calves pumped with the same rhythm. 

All that plus she was both his officer in charge and his girlfriend. How lucky could one guy be? He grinned and wiped the towel across his forehead again.

Her voice conveyed a smile as she continued her workout. “You’re quiet. You’re watching me again. Aren’t you?”

He grinned. “Who, me? I didn’t even realize you were still in the room, Major.”

She chuckled. “Yeah, right,” she said, and finally stopped the machine and stepped off. 

When she turned around, a wide, beautiful grin spanned her face and her green eyes were practically sparkling. A thin sheen of perspiration covered her face and the soft, smooth skin below her throat. 

She grabbed the towel at both ends in front of her shoulders and brought it up over her head to wipe her forehead and face. As she ran it back over her hair, her nipples pressed against her sports bra. When she’d finished that pass with the towel, she caught the captain looking and grinned. “You are a dork, sir. You know that, right?”

As she wiped her face again, he was still grinning. He said, “And a lecher. Don’t forget I’m a lecher.” 

She balled the towel up in her hands. “How could I?” And she threw it at him.

He deftly slapped it to the bench he was still straddling. The grin still on his face, he said, “So when’re we gonna tie the knot, Becca?”

To everyone else on board she was “Major” or “Rebecca” or, to friends, “Becky.” Only Rob got away with calling her “Becca.” Not that she minded. Her second-in-command was also the love of her life. Or at least she thought so, and he seemed to think so too.

She crossed the room and also straddled the bench, facing him. She leaned slightly forward and clasped her hands behind his neck. She feigned seriousness, frowned and canted her head slightly to one side. “And exactly what knot would that be, oh captain my captain?”

She expected him to laugh at the allusion to his rank. 

But his grin faded and frustration seeped into his voice. “Come on, Rebecca, you know full well what knot that would be.” He wiped his face again, then dropped his towel on top of hers on the bench between them. “It’s been what, a year since I asked you to marry me? Maybe longer?”

She shrugged. “Something like that. So? I did say yes, right?” Again a broad smile crossed her face.

“Did you mean it?”

She released his neck and sat back a little, stunned. Her smile was gone, her palms on her thighs. Almost breathless, she said, “What did you say?”

He looked at her eyes. Those beautiful green eyes. He never tired of looking at them. Quietly, he said, “I think I asked if you meant it.”

“Are you serious right now? Of course I meant it, Rob! You know that!”

He didn’t avert his gaze. He shrugged. “So then, what’s the problem? Let’s do it. I’ll talk to the CO and we’ll—”

She held up both palms. “No! Now just wait a minute.” Her brow furrowed. “What’s so wrong with how things are right now? You know I love you, right? And we’re already together pretty much all the time. We even work together. And our rooms are right across the hall from each other.”

“One door down.”

“Well, yeah, okay, technically one door down. But what difference does that make?”

He looked down and shrugged. “None, I guess.”

She leaned forward again and interlocked her fingers behind his neck. “Look at me, Rob.”

He looked up. 

Her gaze shifted from one of his eyes to the other and back. “Do you trust me?”

“Of course I do. I’d just like to make it official, that’s all. I love you, Becca. Look,” he said, then held his left hand up between them, splayed the fingers, and started ticking them off with his right index finger. “I’d like us to fall asleep in the same bed every night. Wake up in the same bed every morning. Go to breakfast every morning together. Watch—”

“We already do all of that, Rob. We even wake up in the same bed on most mornings. And we always go to breakfast together, and—”

“I know, but it’s always either your bed or my bed, isn’t it?”

She shrugged one shoulder and canted her head toward it. “I guess, but—”

“Wouldn’t it be great to wake up in our bed, Becca? Every morning for the rest of our lives?”

She moaned quietly, a sympathetic woman sound deep in her throat. “Oh, baby, we will. But if we move into the same room, we’ll have half the space too. Have you thought of that?” She leaned back a little and her brow furrowed again. “Don’t you like having your own space sometimes?”

He only looked at her and arched one eyebrow. “Do you?” 

She didn’t answer at first.

Quietly, he said, “Oh Rebecca.” He gathered her gently into his arms and hugged her. With her head against his chest, the sweet scent of her hair transported him to a place he loved to be. 

After a moment, her head still turned against his shoulder, she said, “I know it doesn’t make sense to you, Rob.” His scent was heady and very masculine. Wonderful. She felt safe, protected. She closed her eyes. “But yeah, baby, I really do. Sometimes I like to just sit and read, y’know? Or play some stupid game. Or watch an old movie. Or just whatever.”

“But you could still do all of that.” He looked down again, inhaled deeply. “Baby, I don’t care how much room we have as long as you’re filling part of it.”

She said, “I just need a little me time now and then. Some time alone when I don’t have to look a certain way. Or be a certain way.” She paused, slid back on the bench, then leaned back a little to look at him.

He was looking at the bench again. 

She put the tip of her right index finger under his chin and raised his head. Quietly, she said, “Look, Rob Harrison, I know you’re the man I want to be with. That’s why I said yes in the first place. And that’s not going to change, understand?” She paused again, then leaned forward into his arms and shrugged. “I guess I’m just not ready yet, Rob.”

He nodded. “Okay.” But after a moment, he released her. He forced a smile and put his hands on her shoulders. “Hey, it’s all right, gorgeous. If you aren’t ready, you aren’t ready, that’s all.” He smiled. “You’re in charge. But you’re still my girl, right?”

She searched his eyes as she nodded. “Of course.” 

“Good.”

She leaned back a little and looked at him. “Are you okay?”

“What? Sure, I’m fine.” He chuckled, then slid his hands up the outside of her thighs, cupped her hips and pulled her a little closer on the bench. Then he brought his hands up to her cheeks, leaned forward and kissed her lightly on the lips. 

When he broke the kiss, he stood quickly and stepped over the bench. “I’m gonna go grab a shower. I’ll see you a little later, okay?”

“Sure, Rob.” 

She watched as he crossed the room. The ceiling lights glinted off his hair and the thin layer of perspiration on the scalp underneath. She enjoyed watching him walk. It was almost a swagger. His motions were fluid, despite the fact he was 6’2” and around 210 pounds. His muscled hips and legs moved in sync with his broad back and shoulders. 

She could do a lot worse, and she did love the guy. But after some of the things that had transpired between her father and mother—well, waiting a little longer to actually get married couldn’t hurt. Could it? She wouldn’t want Rob to ever see her as only an extension of himself. She wouldn’t want him to take her for granted.

She frowned. Well, he usually moved fluidly, but at the moment his movements seemed stiff somehow. Choreographed, and maybe a little jerky. What’s going on? And he was leaving alone, but as usual, they had come to the workout room together. They usually left together too. 

The door opened as he approached it, and he stepped through and turned left. He didn’t look back. 
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Chapter 3
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When Colonel Hanson left the CO’s office, he went into his own office to check his tablet for new messages. There weren’t any. He frowned. He had expected an update from Dr. Frizell on the DNA retesting.

The first shift was almost over. He decided he would stop by the Bridge Lounge to see Isabel and let her know he’d be a little late. Ever since he’d been assigned as the XO, they hadn’t been able to spend as much time together as they had before. Then he would head over to the infirmary. It wasn’t a big deal, the doctor missing one update, but Mark felt a need to be out and about the ship anyway to let people see him. Especially this early during his tenure as the new XO.

As he stepped out through the door of his office, he said quietly, “Computer, secure the door. Authorization Hanson 1.” A quiet click sounded behind him.

“How are you, Colonel? Starting to feel at home, I hope?”

Mark looked to his left. 

The adjutant was smiling up at him from the floor of the bridge. A trim man of about 5’9” with dark brown, close-cropped hair, he seemed always genial, if not happy. After having gotten to know him better for the past couple of weeks, Mark didn’t fully trust him. He seemed too eager to please, maybe. The man was condescending and argumentative when dealing with other members of the non-bridge crew, but almost too friendly with himself and the general.

But he smiled back at him anyway. “Yes. Thanks, Captain Gregg.” As he headed past the CO’s office toward the door of the bridge, the adjutant started across the floor of the bridge. He climbed the few steps up from the floor just in time to intercept the colonel. 

When Mark stopped, the captain grinned up at him. “I don’t know that we’ve fully met.”

Mark frowned slightly. “Excuse me?”

The captain offered his right hand. “I’m Cornelius Gregg.”

“Ah.” Mark shook his hand. “When we’re off duty and in a lounge sharing a beer or something, it’s Mark. Good to meet you.”

Captain Gregg pulled his hand away and flexed his fingers. “I see. I didn’t mean to overstep my bounds, Colonel.”

Mark smiled and quieted his voice. “Not at all, Captain. I’m sorry. Still working into the new job. You understand. Right, Corny?”

“It’s Cornelius, sir. But yes sir. It isn’t a problem. Have a nice evening, Colonel.” Then he turned on his heel and went back down the steps to the floor of the bridge.

Mark turned away. Well, you win some, and you lose some. He would have to hurry if he was going to catch Isabel and then the doctor. If Isabel was busy, he’d just talk to Joe.

But when he walked into the Bridge Lounge, Isabel wasn’t behind the bar. In fact, she was nowhere to be seen.

Joe Stapp spotted him and came out from behind the bar. “Colonel, to what do I owe—”

“Hi Joe. Is Isabel around?”

“Oh, no sir. She stopped in this morning and said she was going to need at least a few days off.” He grinned. “Her new role as Lounge Chief. She wants to work on setting up a days-off schedule for the bartenders and wait staff.” He raised one finger and smiled. “Something at one time both of you planned to work on, eh?” He laughed.

“Yes. I guess it was. Okay, thanks Joe. Listen, if she happens to come in, tell her I’ll join her a little later, all right?”

“Sure thing, Colonel.”

Mark left without saying more. When he entered the infirmary, it was a few minutes after 3 p.m. He thought he was too late, but he found Dr. Frizell still hunched over his desk in his office. 

As he walked in, he tapped on the glass. 

When Frizell looked up, he appeared to be tired. “Hello, Colonel.* He laid a pen on his desk. “What can I do for you?”

The colonel dropped into one of the guest chairs in front of the doctor’s desk. He touched his fingertips together beneath his chin. “I was expecting an update on the retesting, Doctor. Did you—”

Frizell’s eyebrows arched. “Oh, I’m so sorry, Colonel. It can’t be easy in your new job, putting up with an
















[image: image]

























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Award wmn\ng author of The Comsensus and Termmus Loop,

~T~H.EOURNEY H()ME;

Filire of Humannty depends on The Ak
: _;3@ok Three of the FOH saga :

2 ¥

I
[©)
. <
[¢)
e
T






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





