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The Journey Home: Part 9

Book 9 in the FOH series

“[T]his is not my accomplishment. This is what all of us together on this ship ... have accomplished for the future of humanity. 

But now our major task begins. Let’s all be determined to do as well down on the surface.” — General Amanda Lowrey

“Terra 2, clear.” A pause. “I’m honored to have taken one small step on behalf of General Amanda Lowrey, who has taken a massive leap for all humanity. Thank you, General. We’re glad to be home.” — Major Rob Harrison, first human on Terra 2
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Chapter 1
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During their four-month final approach toward the new earth, Science Officer and Chief Scientist Simone Phillips scrutinized the planet closely. Often, even as Doctor Glen Stanton stood watch at the Science Officer’s station for shift 2 or Doctor Joseph Reynolds took over for shift 3, Simone would sit either in a spare seat or on the steps that ascended from the floor of the bridge to the curved walk that led to the XO’s and general’s offices. And there she would glue her attention to the massive view screen mounted across the front of the bridge.

The planet was nothing short of incredible. At almost 3 times the size of Earth, it rotated through a day in 30 hours. Based on the speed and trajectory of its circular path around its sun, the scientists extrapolated that it would make one revolution every 480 days. It had a north and south pole but was tilted on its axis by only 18 degrees compared to the 23-degree tilt of the earth, and it had 4 distinct seasons.

There would still be 12 months in a Terra 2 year, but each month would last 40 days instead of the approximate 30 days of the months on Earth. And it had two moons, one only slightly larger than Luna and one less than half that size. What’s more, the moons were positioned in close enough proximity to each other that they would appear to rise and set together, the larger slightly overlapping the smaller.

Other than her size, Terra 2 herself looked very much like Earth, with two major oceans and several smaller seas. All four major land masses were riddled with rivers and grasslands, mountains and deserts and jungles, and thus far there had been clouds in the atmosphere every day.

The whole of Landing Site Eden—both Eden Actual where the general would eventually put the ship down and the four satellite sites—was similar in terrain. It was covered with seemingly endless clumps of yellow grass, small brush, and a smattering of trees and brush and small stones.

Points East and South were bordered with heavily wooded areas and nearby rivers. Point West had heavy woods but no rivers nearby. Point North had no woods to speak of and no rivers, but some twenty miles north—so some seventy miles north of Points East and West—a thin blue mountain range rose up in the east and dwindled away in the west. From Point North it would dominate the northern horizon.

The atmosphere itself was even similar, composed of 73% nitrogen, 26% oxygen and .8% argon, with the remaining .2% made up of traces of carbon dioxide, nitrous oxides, methane and ozone. Perhaps most importantly, Terra 2’s magnetic field was strong, fending off harmful solar winds and radiation from her star.

Throughout their four-month approach, Simone had briefed General Amanda Lowrey, the commanding officer of the ship, and Colonel Mark Hanson, the general’s husband and executive officer, at least once every day.

And at long last, on the morning of the 120th day of their approach, Simone told the general the optimum time had arrived. She could put The Ark into orbit around Terra 2.
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Only a moment after the general successfully guided The Ark into orbit, she made a brief speech to mark the occasion. After the applause died down from the two dozen officers and repopulation passengers who had assembled on the bridge to witness the historic occasion, she said, “Thank you, officers, ladies and gentlemen, but this is not my accomplishment. This is what all of us together on this ship—and especially all of you—have accomplished for the future of humanity. But now our major task begins. Let’s all be determined to do as well down on the surface.”

Then she left the floor of the bridge and returned to her office.

When Mark joined her a long moment later, she was sitting behind her desk. As he walked in, she looked up. “Mark—so the advance teams—they all know their team designation? Crew and security contingent both? And they’re all ready to go?”

He grinned. “Yep, on literally 15 minutes’ notice. That’s dressed, aboard their shuttle pods and strapped in.”

She nodded and looked at the wall of her office. “Computer, Science Officer respond.”

“This is Simone, General.”

“How long until we’re in prime launch position to send comm teams to the points around Landing Site Eden?”

“Twenty-six minutes, General, and everything on the ground looks good. At our current speed, the next window will open in roughly fifteen hours.”

The Ark was in a flat orbit, so it would pass directly over Eden and the four satellite sites twice each day, once every 15 hours. 

“Okay, thanks. Lowrey out.” 

Mark said, “No, wait, Simone. Which will be the closest satellite site, the next closest, and the farthest?”

“Sir, Point South will be the closest in flight time. Then East, West and North.”

“Thanks. That’s exactly what I needed to know. Hanson out.”

The general looked at Mark, her eyebrows raised with an unspoken question.

He grinned. “I’ll have Team 1 take Point South. Rob Harrison’s on that team. He’ll be the first human on Terra 2.” 

“You’re sure the teams are ready?”

“I’m sure.” He paused. “Amanda, you’ve trusted these people for over 10 years. This is no time to stop trusting them.”

She only looked at him for a moment, then nodded. “You’re right. Have all four CRTs get to their shuttles. They will launch in exactly twenty-four minutes.”

He grinned. “Yes ma’am.”

Mark turned away and tapped his comm implant. “Hones 1?”

“What’s up, Colonel?”

“It’s go time. Send all four CRTs to the shuttles now. Launch in exactly 24 minutes. I’ll transmit the coordinates to the individual shuttle pods. Team 1 will establish south, Team 2, east, Team 3, west, and Team 4 north.”

“Yes sir. And I’ll launch this first group myself.” She paused. “Unless you or the general want to launch them.”

He turned back and glanced at the general, then said, “No, go ahead. We think you’ve earned it.”

“Roger. I’ll let you know when they’re away.”

“Thanks. Hanson out.” He tapped the comm implant again to close the connection, then took a seat in a guest chair in front of Amanda’s desk. He crossed his right leg over his left at the knee.

She looked at him, a frown on her face. “We think she’s earned what?”

Mark grinned. “She’s going to launch the first group herself. The CRTs. But she said unless you or I want to do it, so I told her we think she’s earned the right to do that.”

“Yes, I agree. What would I have done without Rebecca?”

“I know.” He chuckled. “You’d have been a lot busier, that’s for sure. We both would have been.”

“Not only that, but we might not even be here if it weren’t for her. We’d probably be so much debris spinning around Sol back in our old solar system. Remember the bomb threat?”

“Yep. And a lot of other problems she handled.” 

“And since she took over the duties as the Colonization Coordination Officer—”

“I know, she’s done well, hasn’t she? But all of that’s in the past, and now we’re faced with the future. So let’s talk about the colonization for a moment.”
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Amanda frowned. “The colonization? That’s all we’ve been talking about for months.”

“I know, but now we’re here. Now it’s real.”

”Okay. So...?”

“For example, have you given any thought to how government will work down there?”

“Some, but not really. Not in any depth. We’ve been so busy with just getting here and setting up the apprenticeships and Lend A Hand to keep things going....” She let the sentence die. That was all past too. “Do you have some thoughts on it?”

“I just think it’s something we should start thinking about soon.” He paused. “And really, a lot of it won’t even be up to us. But what is up to us is to get the principals started thinking about it.”

“The principals?”

He nodded. “It stands to reason that later on the crew will be assimilated into the general population of the repops and they’ll all just be colonists. But for now, while they’re still two separate groups, I recommend calling in the main parties: the chief section heads of the crew first, and then the repops council.”

“To what end?”

He grinned. “Well, bear with me here. Whatever we end up with for a government down on the surface, I think you should continue to be the main person in charge overall once we’re on the ground.”

“Oh, Mark, I don’t know about that. That would effectively make me a dictator. You know the old saying about absolute power.”

“Yes, I know it, but I don’t think it applies in this case. One, you’re probably the most incorruptible person on this ship. And two, if you’re really worried about that, you can always give the others in the first tier majority veto power over your decisions.” 

She nodded. “I think I’d want to do that.” She thought for a moment. “And who would that first level of government consist of?”

“We can figure that out later. Maybe some of the repop reps or whatever.”

“But will the crew and the repops even want to keep the same structure we’ve had on the ship?”

“Sure they will. It’s comfortable for them. It’s what they’re used to, and they know it works. Besides, for at least the first few months they’ll be too busy to even think about it. They won’t even want to think about it. That’s why I said the trick right now is for us to start the principals thinking about it.”

“And that’s why you mentioned the section heads and then the repops council? That’s who you mean by principals?”

“Right. As the president or whatever, you’ll need advisors. Kind of a cabinet. And who better for that than the section heads of the crew? Especially Engineering, Medical, Program Administration—that would become Education—and so on.”

“Okay. I can see how that will help. And the repop council members will come in as leaders of the repops, right?”

“Something like that. They’ll be representatives of the communities, repops and crew alike. But the repops themselves are used to their reps, and at least that’ll give them a place to start forming local governments.”

“Yes, I see what you mean.” She paused. “Honestly, I’ve never felt so overwhelmed.”

“I think I can help with that too. For one thing, just talking with the crew and the council will distribute a little of that responsibility and help you think things through. That’ll help some.” 

He paused, then uncrossed his legs and leaned slightly forward in the chair. “But on a larger scale, Amanda, maybe you should forget about populating the whole planet. Just don’t worry about it. Really, that isn’t our job anyway. Once we made the time leap, our job became to get them here and then get them started, right? And really, that’s all we have to do. Get them started.” 

“Okay,” she said, then took a breath. “Okay, I think I see what you mean.”

“If you think about it, we only have around 200,000 people. That’s only a small city. And we’re starting with five towns, basically: Eden Actual and the four satellites. So maybe think of it like what you would do if you were just starting a new country somewhere.”

He paused, then held up his left hand, the fingers splayed. He ticked off the first one. “You’d need a main government, right? Someone to make the major decisions. Initially, that will be you and your advisors, and maybe that first level we were talking about.” 

He ticked off the second finger. “And then later you’ll need smaller governments below that to take care of the local areas. And they’ll probably want some kind of representation just like they have now with the repop council and their Chair. But I think if we get the repop council started thinking in that direction now, they’ll come up with at least some of that on their own.”

He ticked off the third finger. “Still later, some of those smaller areas will probably combine to make regional areas, but really by then things will be a lot more established and there won’t be as much for you to worry about anyway.” He lowered his hands and sat back in his chair again. “So I’m just saying, we don’t really have to set up anything right now. But I think we do need to lay the groundwork for setting it up.”

“Okay. You’re right.” She paused. “So for the first step, let’s let the CRT teams land and get started. If that goes off with no major problems, I’ll bring in the section heads and we’ll talk with them.” She paused, then said, “And thanks, Mark.” She pushed herself up from her chair.

He looked up at her as she came around the desk. “For what?”

She settled on his lap and wrapped her arms loosely around his neck, then looked down at him and smiled, her eyes shining. “For helping keep me sane. I have a feeling it’s going to be hectic until at least a few days after we set the ship down.”

He grinned up at her. “No problem. That’s my job, right?”

Rebecca Hones’ voice came from the wall behind Mark. “General, XO? The CRT ships are away.”

Amanda kissed Mark, then looked at the wall. “Thank you, Rebecca. Lowrey out.” She slipped off Mark’s lap and extended her left hand. “We’re making history. Let’s go watch.”

He got up, took her hand, and they walked out into the bridge and looked at the view screen.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 3

[image: image]


In the shuttle labeled Pod 2, Major Rob Harrison strapped himself in, then glanced around to be sure everyone else had fastened their harnesses too. They had. He turned back to face the front of the craft just as the massive door visible through the front windshield finished its ascent and locked into place.

In the helmet visor component of his stipplesuit, his wife and the Colonization Coordination Officer, the lovely Colonel Rebecca Hones, had chuckled in a private communication. “The general is sending you to Point South. You’ll be the first to land. You might want to have a speech ready. Safe trip. See you in a few days.”

Moments later, again in his headset but this time going out to everyone on board the shuttle, she completed the short, 10-second countdown to launch. “Three... two... one.”

He flinched slightly as the latches beneath the shuttle clicked quietly to release. Then he was slapped back in his seat as the shuttle itself was sucked out of the bay. At first there was the slightest sensation of falling. Then the shuttle engines kicked in and he was pressed back into his seat again as the pilot caused the shuttle to veer in a long arc to the right toward whatever coordinates the XO had assigned.

Incredible. In a matter of moments, he would be the first human being to step foot on Terra 2, the new Earth. 

He switched his comm unit to public and informed the others aboard the shuttle of the situation. Upon landing, he would exit first and say a few words. Then the security team would deploy. When they gave the all-clear, the communicators would deploy to set up their equipment.

He was both humbled and a little overwhelmed. Whatever he said, it would be the first word and the first sentence and the first statement uttered by a human being from the surface of a brand new world. He decided to take Neil Armstrong’s speech as the first human to set foot on Luna as a cue. 

But after that—well, after that would be easy. He’d already assigned the perimeter security posts, which he’d decided would be one hundred paces out—so two hundred steps—from the ship. After his little speech, he would move to the southern edge of the perimeter. The other security officers would take the northern, eastern and western perimeter posts. That was the plan.

He would have preferred to make at least two full orbits of the planet before landing, just to eyeball the area up close in both light and dark. Just to make sure he and his people and the comm team wouldn’t be received as unwelcome visitors. Or received at all, really, by anyone. 

When they’d left lunar orbit over ten years ago, he was one of those skeptics who was certain humans were the only intelligent life forms in the universe. But of course, that theory had been abruptly proven wrong at least twice during the flight of The Ark. 

On the other hand, the scientists had been watching the planet for the past four months, and they hadn’t reported any aliens other than the various plant species. Well, and any microbes. But the stipplesuits would take care of the microbes. And any other threat, really. The suit would even deflect a phaser blast, so—

Then again, who knew what sort of technology an alien species might have? He wasn’t worried, really, but he would be on watch. And he’d advised his officers to be especially watchful and suspicious too. Most often, the attack that killed or maimed you was the one you didn’t see coming.

The shuttle craft had arced away and down, and in a matter of minutes, it reached the bottom of its arc. He felt it level off. Then the attitude flattened, and the ship hovered, seemingly all at once.

Rob caught his breath and gripped the armrests of his seat. This was it. In a moment, the pilot would pop the hatch. 

As the shuttle settled to the surface, he released the straps on his harness and shifted forward slightly in his seat. He glanced around to be sure the other security officers had released their harnesses as well. 

Only one hadn’t—Joy Misler, he thought—but she was in the process of doing so.

He faced front again, then realized he hadn’t thought about what he’d say. Something short and simple. Something to the point. Like Neil Armstrong had uttered some two centuries earlier.

The shuttle settled and was still. As the engines fell silent, the hatch popped, then slid open.

Rob stood, turned left and gripped the sides of the opening. He peered through. 

As a hefty dust cloud wafted away in an apparently light breeze, the late morning was bright. The landscape wasn’t quite the grassy expanse he’d expected. It was more akin to what would’ve been termed “good grassland” by a rancher in West Texas than the rough around the edges of a golf course. 

Short shadows huddled close on the reddish brown dirt just west of clumps of yellow grass, a few unidentified bushes, a few deciduous-looking trees—those were maybe 40 yards from the ship—and various rocks scattered about the area. The small leaves and buds of the bushes resembled creosote from the American southwest.

There were a lot more trees and brush in the distance. A regular tree line out there. If he didn’t know better he’d think they’d set down somewhere in Oklahoma. No hills to speak of though.

Still gripping the edges of the hatch opening, he looked down at the surface. Nowhere did the dirt appear to be hard-packed, so that was good news. At least the site wasn’t wind-swept. Or at least not harshly.

Finally he took a breath to calm his nerves and stepped out. Jesus. The first step onto an alien planet for a human being. And more importantly, onto their new home world.

He looked around again, taking in the grass, brush, and trees. The sky, and even a few welcoming cirrus-looking clouds. This was a truly momentous occasion. 

Then he remembered he was supposed to say something. He looked straight ahead and cleared his throat. “I am honored to have taken one small step on behalf of General Amanda Lowrey—who has taken a massive leap for all humanity. Thank you, General. We’re glad to be home.”

Then he switched his comm to private and started south away from the ship. 

Per the plan, his three stipplesuited security officers came out behind him to establish a perimeter. 

As Rob continued south, Joy Misler said, “East all clear.” 

A moment later, Mary Devlin said, “West all clear.” 

Leif Metcalf said, “North all clear, Major.”

Rob said, “Thanks everyone. South all clear.” He stopped and glanced back to see the communications team pouring out of the shuttle craft to set up their equipment. Good. He was glad they’d waited for the all clear from his team.

Then he thought of one more thing he wanted to say. He stopped, faced west and switched his comm unit back to public. Then he looked up in the direction of the now-tiny generation ship, which was rapidly receding. “General, if you can hear me, Security reports Point South is all clear. We have identified no threats. Recommend you continue as planned, ma’am.”
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Moments later, from the reference point of Landing Site South:

Fifty miles to the northeast at Point East, Captain Nancy Brewster reported all clear on behalf of her security team: Lieutenants Steve Mains, Melania Nguyen, and Antony "Tony" DeCarpio.

Fifty miles to the northwest at Point West, Captain Rosalind Taylor did the same on behalf of her team: Lieutenants Mike Bilstry, Macy Cromwell, and Deb Minton.

One hundred miles due north at Point North, Captain Keith Robinson reported on behalf of his team: Lieutenants Kaya Wheeler, Percival "Percy" McTownes, and Beth Dunne.

For the first time in the history of humanity, human beings had established a loose perimeter on a small piece of a far world.
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As the entire ship watched, the first Communication Readiness Team landed 50 miles south of Eden at the southern coordinates without incident. Thanks to the cameras mounted on the front, across the bottom, and across the rear of The Ark, the event was broadcast throughout the ship. A general cheer went up when the shuttle craft landed, then another when the access hatch opened. 

And when Major Rob Harrison stepped out onto the surface and uttered the first words of a human being from Terra 2, everyone on The Ark erupted in applause and cheering. 

As they watched the huge view screen on the bridge, Mark hugged Amanda close from the side. Like everyone else on the ship, they grinned broadly. They continued to watch as Rob started south and three more stipplesuited security officers raced out of the ship to the east, west, and north.

There was some barely audible chatter among the four security officers, and then the communicators poured out of the shuttle craft and began setting up their equipment to establish a comm link. 

Then Major Harrison stopped. He looked up at the camera and said, “General, if you can hear me, Security reports Point South is all clear. We have identified no threats. Recommend you continue as planned, ma’am.”

Again everyone on The Ark erupted into cheering.

Within minutes the all-clear assurances were repeated at Point East by Captain Nancy Brewster, Point West by Captain Rosalind Taylor, and Point North by Captain Keith Robinson, and all were witnessed by everyone on the ship. 

As Eden and the satellite sites fell away far behind the ship, Amanda looked up at Mark. Almost breathlessly, she said, “My god, Mark! We’ve done it!”

He grinned, nodded, and accompanied her back into her office.
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Not quite a half-hour after the fourth shuttle landed, Science Officer Simone Phillips’ voice emanated from the wall in the general’s office. “Ma’am, all four communication sites have now pinged the ship for the first time. I have them set to ping us every fifteen minutes for the duration. ”

Amada looked at the wall. “Thank you, Simone. If there’s any interruption of that signal or if anyone transmits any questions or concerns, notify me immediately, any time of day or night. Be sure to let Doctors Stanton and Reynolds know that too.”

“Yes ma’am.”

“Lowrey out.” 

Mark said, “Want me to call the section heads in for that meeting?”

She frowned. “So soon?”

“Sure. You have competent people listening for the signals from the surface, so—”

“Speaking of that, if there is a problem, do we have an adequate number of security personnel ready to go?”

“Well, ‘an adequate number’ will be defined by the threat, but yes, I believe we do. In addition to the two 4-officer teams that will accompany the Explosive Ordnance and Construction teams to Eden Actual when you’re ready to send them, we also have four separate 12-officer security teams set to accompany them.” He
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