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The Journey Home: Part 4

Book 4 in the FOH series

“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

"It's easy to always be the general or whatever else. What's difficult is letting people know who you really are and still doing your duty." Millie Severin to General Amanda Lowrey in The Journey Home: Part 2
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Chapter 1
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By around 10 a.m. that morning, Cornelius Gregg’s life took a major turn for the better. That turn had something to do with his recent resignation as Adjutant of the generation ship The Ark. But it had a great deal more to do with his first-ever, early, and very serendipitous lunch with Lisa Nilssen, the Quarters Coordinator.

It had all happened so fast! And so unexpectedly!

Only moments ago as he and Lisa dined on burgers and fries in the Bridge Lounge, General Amanda Lowrey and Colonel Mark Hanson, the commanding officer and executive officer of the ship, had entered the lounge. At first, Cornelius assumed they too were out for an early lunch. But when Joe Stapp, their friend and the Chief Bartender, had come from behind the bar to greet them, they had stopped and announced their engagement to him. 

Joe congratulated them and then showed them to their table, which was centered at the wide, curved, floor-to-ceiling view window. Beyond it lay the only blackness of space, punctuated with a billion dazzling, brilliant stars.

And that was all well and good. Cornelius might even have smiled as he watched Stapp lead the happy couple across the room to their table. Except that they were holding hands in public.

Gregg’s mother had always eschewed public displays of affection, and he’d carried that burden for all of his 30 years. He still frowned on the practice, especially in the woman who was both a general and the commanding officer of the ship. And especially in the XO, who obviously encouraged her. Of course they were only human and subject to the same temptations as all humans. Still, walls and doors were created for a reason.

But with their own meal finished, Lisa Nilssen had surprised him. She had risen from her seat in the booth where she and he had just shared their first enjoyable lunch together. “Come on!” she said through a wide smile. “Let’s go congratulate the happy couple!”

Still seated, he’d frowned up at her and whispered, “But that’s the CO and the XO!”

But she only grinned, her eyebrows arched. “They’re also two people who are very obviously in love. Come on!” Then she’d taken his hand in hers and literally pulled him up from the booth. And pulled along in the shadow of her effervescent confidence, he moved off with her toward the general’s table. 

As Lisa and Cornelius approached the table—Lisa excited and overflowing with confidence, and Cornelius timidly and with more than a few reservations—the general and the colonel were obviously lost in each other, and Gregg’s sense of uneasiness increased. 

But when he and Lisa arrived at the table, Cornelius was surprised to find himself caught up in the boundless joy of the moment. In fact, immediately after they had both congratulated the couple on their engagement, Cornelius had realized he was still holding Lisa’s warm hand in his. Then he lightly squeezed that hand. 

And that one small, public indication of pleasure was a major step forward for Cornelius. 

As she turned to him, he looked at her and was lost in her startlingly blue eyes. “B-but we need to go, right? To see whether there’s a place for me in Quarters Coordination?”

Lisa giggled, and through the whitest teeth and broadest, most captivating smile Gregg had ever seen, she said, “Yep!” Then she turned back to the general. “Congratulations again, ma’am.” She glanced at the XO. “Sir.” And she and Cornelius turned away. 

*
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As they walked out of the Bridge Lounge, Cornelius paid no mind to his surroundings. He and Lisa passed among dozens of fine mahogany tables, most of which were occupied with two to four crewpeople. To their right, the row of red-leather booths was similarly occupied, and to their left, more customers perched on fine, red-leather padded barstools with low backs along the rich mahogany bar. 

Behind the bar, Joe Stapp worked to fill orders. Two waiters and two waitresses, all dressed similarly in black trousers, white shirts and red ties—bow ties for the waiters and string ties for the waitresses—flitted around the floor. In all, there were probably 200-plus crewpeople in the lounge.

Yet Cornelius wasn’t consciously aware even of the solid, carpeted surface over which they were walking. He had eyes only for Lisa: the bubbly personality reflected in her radiant smile, the way her electric-blue Ark uniform set off her eyes, and her long, silky blond hair swinging side to side across her shoulder blades as they walked.
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A few minutes later, as they moved along the final hallway toward the Quarters Coordination Office, Lisa squeezed his hand and looked up at him. “I’m really glad we finally met today. In person, I mean. How long have you been on The Ark?”

He shrugged, a smile on his face. “Four, maybe five years. You?”

“Oh, I’ve been here since the beginning. Almost six years.”

“But even most of the crew didn’t start arriving until—”

“We were among the first to arrive. After the general, of course, and Colonel Gordon, the first XO.” She giggled. “Someone had to assign quarters to the contractors and subcontractors, right?”

“Oh. That’s right. I hadn’t thought of that.”

“Yep. Me and my team put everyone who came on board in their quarters, explained the replicators and tablets and other gadgets—all of that. It’s kind’a sad, having to break up the section now.”

“And why do you have to again?”

“Well, I don’t really have to. I volunteered. Now that we’re underway, I don’t need as many people, and other sections on the ship need more people, so—” She shrugged. “Anyway, let’s go see who wants to trade places with you.” Again she giggled as the door to the Quarters Administration Office automatically slid open at their approach.

As she and Cornelius entered the office, she released his hand.

Cornelius looked around, and his eyebrows arched. The overall office wasn’t nearly as large as he had imagined it would be.

Lisa noticed his surprise. She grinned and quietly said, “We also have an office on every FOH deck. Or at least we did. Those will be used for other purposes now.”

He looked at her, smiled and nodded. “Ah.”

Behind her, just inside the main door on the right, was a walled-off glass cubicle, no doubt her private office. Through the window, a small, grey-metal, single-pedestal desk and a desk chair were visible. The seat and adjustable back of the chair were made of a black mesh fabric. To one side of the desk was a low console. The top slanted away. He could just make out a complex vertical keypad on the right quarter. An inset screen filled the rest of the top of the console.

Just outside the glassed-in office a low, square cabinet hugged the right wall. It was only a quarter as long as those in crews’ quarters. On top of the cabinet was a food replicator, and to the front was a handle that he assumed opened a standard recycling unit. A small refrigerator sat beyond the far end of it. He said, “And the replicator?”

“We’ll probably move that out.” She shrugged. “Or not. There were times when we couldn’t get away for a bite.” She giggled.

He nodded as he continued looking about the room.

Marching away in the center of the room were two rows of consoles, with crewpeople in the electric-blue Ark uniform working at several of them. But the consoles seemed larger than the one in Lisa’s office. Then he realized the difference. Attached to the right side of each console was a small writing area. 

There was one row of console-desks to either side of a wide central aisle and ten in each row. Roughly half of them were dark and unattended. On the others, three of which were also unoccupied, a small paper tablet lay to one side on the desk part, apparently for jotting down quick notes. The desk segments of those also held various personal touches. 

One console-desk where a female crewperson was working held a small, shallow bowl of flowers. Probably that was the source of the light scent of potpourri in the air. 

On another, one that was currently unattended, a trim crystal-looking vase contained a single red-silk rose. On another, again with a female in attendance, the backs of a few small picture frames were displayed, and on yet another unattended console-desk, an open sketch pad lay near the paper tablet. A heavy graphite pencil lay at an angle atop it. A hobby, perhaps. 

Behind each of the unattended console-desks was a comfortable-looking chair identical to the one in Lisa’s private office. 

The floor, walls and ceiling of the office were all made of the same off-white plastic-like material that comprised most of the rest of the ship’s interior. And beyond the row of consoles along the left wall was a row of lockers, again identical to those in almost every office on the ship.

A quick count revealed there were nine people in the room other than himself and Lisa: five men and four women. In addition to the six seated at various consoles in the two rows, three were standing at the near end of the lockers. They were talking quietly. 

The center of those three was a young woman, maybe 5’2” or 5’3” with a short black mohawk, a cup of coffee in her hands. She was leaning back against the first locker in the row. Two 20s-something men, identical twins with red hair, were standing one to either side of her, each with his own cup of coffee. Both were tall at around 6’2” and maybe 190 pounds. One wore black, horn-rimmed glasses. Both men were facing the woman, each leaning one shoulder against the lockers.

Lisa put her casually balled-up fists on her hips and turned slightly so her gaze encompassed everyone in the room. “Okay, guys, listen up.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 2
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As Lisa and Cornelius were walking into the Quarters Coordination Office, at the other end of the ship in Engineering, Assistant Chief Engineer Ray Varney had just run a routine diagnostic test on the magnetic drive console. His console now. 

Chief Grimes had manned it until the general had appointed him Chief Engineer to fill the position left vacant by the sudden death of Chief Whaley. Which in turn left the Assistant Chief billet and that crucial console vacant. 

But after the general and the colonel had left Engineering following the chief’s appointment, and after the ensuing happy but truncated celebration, Chief Grimes had ordered everyone back to work. Except Varney. 

The chief had approached him, touched his upper arm and said quietly, “Hey, Ray, could I see you in my office for a moment?”

And there, after a brief discussion and during their own short, private ceremony, which consisted of a handshake and a shot of Jameson and Son’s Irish Whiskey to seal the deal, Chief Grimes had named Varney his new Assistant Chief. And that had precipitated Varney’s assignment to his new primary station: the magnetic drive console. The whole thing had happened very quickly. 

So on this, his first full day on the magnetic drive console, he’d run the isolated routine diagnostic procedure on the console to make the console truly his and start his tenure with a clean slate. But as he read the logline that resulted from the test, he frowned and shook his head. Something was very wrong. 

He punched new instructions into the on-screen keyboard to force the console to run an expanded self-diagnostic. This time it would include a diagnosis of both his console and the navigation computer that was feeding it information. 

Again he scanned the resulting logline annotation that scrolled down the right third of the screen. The data again indicated that the console was working correctly, and that its electronic ties to the navigation computer on the bridge were sound. Yet the data still indicated the same problem.

Hoping to find the source of the obviously inaccurate data, he quickly keyed in a new set of instructions, this time to run a diagnostic on both the console and the magnetic propulsion units themselves.

But again, the data indicated zero defects or anomalies, yet it still indicated there was a problem. The same problem. So at least that much was consistent, but it still couldn’t be right. The problem was theoretically impossible. 

Of lesser importance but just as annoying, it was a problem of which Assistant Chief Ray Varney had no physical sense. He flexed his fingers, then gripped his sides just above his hips and stared at the data. If the problem was real, he should be able to feel it, however slightly, the same way a passenger in a car back on Earth might feel a car slow from 95 miles per hour to 94.9 miles per hour. It was only a slight difference, but it was recognizable to the human body’s internal sensors.

He shook his head again, then stepped back, put one hand to his chin, and thought his way through the system. After all, he had helped design, build, and install it. 

The magnetic propulsion units, housed in the south end of Engineering, were slave to the automatic tuning mechanism that was the magnetic drive computer. That computer, which simultaneously fed information to the propulsion units and to the magnetic drive console for human consumption, was basically a bridge. It served as a clearing house and linked the propulsion system electronically to the navigation computers on the bridge. 

Whichever navigation computer was online at the time scanned up to 500,000 kilometers in front of the ship along the ship’s precise line of travel, which was designated Point 0. From that precise trajectory, the navigation computer searched a radius that spanned from minus .o25 degrees to plus .o25 degrees in a starburst pattern. At 500,000 kilometers, that was a huge diameter. Then the navigation computer sent data into the magnetic drive computer concerning the mass, magnetic orientation and gravitational field of every significant body that fell within the pattern. 

The magnetic drive computer then discerned the strongest gravitational field signal, tuned into it, and transmitted instructions to the propulsion units, which responded by adjusting the ship’s magnetic field, which they generated. 

In other words, the whole navigation system effectively forced the ship to be pulled toward the strongest gravitational field reported by the navigation computer. And as the propulsion units adjusted the ship’s magnetic field, the navigation computer charted a course to avoid even near contact with any solid matter between the ship and the source field selected by the console. For an instant. Then the magnetic drive computer would latch onto the next strong signal—often changing from one to the next to the next millisecond by millisecond—and tune into that one. 

As a result, in theory and so far in practice, the ship had been increasing speed ever since shortly after it had left lunar orbit. It was drawn toward increasingly stronger gravitational fields, then slung past the celestial bodies that emitted those fields.

Of course, eventually another commanding officer would direct Engineering to slow the ship. And certainly, they could do that by more finely tuning the magnetic drive console. But that eventuality lay well over 130 years into the future. 

Varney frowned at the console. The data just didn’t make any sense. 

He ran one more diagnostic, this time encompassing all three major components: the magnetic drive computer, the navigation computer in one direction, and the magnetic propulsion units in the other.

As the logline annotation filled the right one-third of the screen, he scanned the data again.

The results of the third test were the same as the first and second, only worse. According to the data, despite the fact that the navigation computer, the magnetic drive computer, and the magnetic propulsion units themselves were working correctly and in sync, it was as if the ship had somehow encountered a minuscule but constant drag. 

The ship was slowing down.
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Assistant Chief Varney turned away from the console and walked toward Chief Grimes’ office. As he reached the open doorway, he rapped on the jamb with his knuckles. “Hey, Chief?”

Chief Grimes was sitting at his desk, leaning forward and looking over the most recent stack of reports he’d received from the second and third shifts. He looked up. “Oh. How’s it goin’, Ray. Problem?” He grinned. It was an old joke. An engineer seldom spoke with anyone unless it was about a problem.

But Varney didn’t grin back. “I hate to say it, Chief, but yes, there’s a problem. Would you come take a look at the console with me?”

Chief Grimes frowned. “The console? The magnetic drive console?”

“Yes sir.”

The frown deepened. “So you’re askin’ me to double-check your work? I didn’t think I’d ever need to—”

“No sir. I’m asking you to double-check the readings I’m getting. I’ve run three separate diagnostics and—” He stopped and took a breath. “Every time, it says the ship is slowing down.”

“It says what?”

“The ship is slowing down, Chief. It’s only a minuscule amount—extrapolated, it would be probably two-thirds of a second per shift—but still. And we both know the diagnostic can’t be wrong, but I’m hoping like hell it is.”

The ramifications were massive. A second or two on this end might translate into years on the other. Maybe even decades. The chief paled slightly. “Oh damn.”

“Yeah.” As Ray turned away, Chief Grimes got up and followed him across the floor.
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From a console near a far corner of the expansive room, Ralph Ritchie glanced up to watch the two men. They didn’t look pleased as they left the chief’s office and stopped with their hands on their hips, staring at the magnetic drive console and talking. 

He couldn’t hear what they were saying, but twice earlier he’d seen Assistant Chief Varney shake his head as he gaped at the console. And three times he had appeared to be running a diagnostic—three times in quick succession, actually—before he finally went to talk to Chief Grimes. 

He smiled and turned away. 

He had his own problems to deal with. And one or both of the chiefs would call for him if they decided they needed him.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 3
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As Cornelius appraised the Quarters Coordination Office, Lisa put her casually balled-up fists on her hips and turned slightly so her gaze encompassed everyone in the room. “Okay, guys, listen up. I need one more volunteer who wants to explore other career opportunities.” She giggled. “After that, it looks like the rest of you are stuck with me.” 

All six of the officers seated in their Ark uniforms at consoles, three women and three men, looked up and smiled at Lisa’s typical exuberance. 

The three standing near the lockers looked at her too. But as those seated turned their attention back to their consoles, the man in the black glasses standing near the lockers quickly raised his hand and smiled. “I guess I’m it, Lisa. I’ll go.” He took a long sip of his coffee.

Lisa said, “Thanks, Tom. I thought you might." She grinned.

Tom glanced at the two people he’d been talking with and said something to them, then walked to the console-desk that held the sketch pad. He picked up the graphite pencil and the sketch pad, closed the pad, then walked to the recycling unit and dropped his coffee cup inside. Finally he headed toward Lisa.

As he did, the woman with the mohawk who’d been near the lockers said something to her remaining companion. Then they too moved away from the lockers. 

She went to sit at the console with the vase that held the single rose. 

Ted, the other man who was with her near the lockers, accompanied her. 

When she sat down, he bent next to her, kissed her lightly on the cheek, then grinned and said something to her. 

As she nodded and turned her attention to her console, Ted glanced at Tom, who had just dropped his coffee cup into the recycling unit. Then he walked to the front of the room, smiled at Lisa, and walked past her and out of the office.

Lisa eyed Ted as he approached, then surprised her by passing by and out through the door. She turned to ask him where he was going, but just then Tom walked up. He said, “Thanks for the opportunity, Lisa.”

She turned back to look at him and smiled. “You’re welcome.” Then she gestured toward Cornelius. “Lieutenant Tom Cranston, this is Captain Cornelius Gregg, the former adjutant of the ship. He’ll be joining Quarters Coordination in your place.”

Still, she wondered about Ted. But probably he was just going to get something for himself or his girlfriend. It wasn’t like Lisa had a strict attendance policy, especially since they had far less to do now than they used to. 

His sketch pad in his left hand, Tom extended his right toward Cornelius. “Good to meet you, Captain.”

As they shook hands, Cornelius said, “Thank you, and likewise. But Cornelius is fine.”

Lisa looked at Tom and frowned. “You wanted to try for the wait staff, right?”

“Yes ma’am. That or security, but I’d prefer the wait staff.”

Cornelius arched his eyebrows, his surprise evident. “Goodness. Really? May I ask why?”

The grin still on his face, Tom said, “I have a good friend there.”

Cornelius nodded. “Ah.”

Lisa said, “Okay. I haven’t sent the report to the XO yet. But once I add your name to the list, I’ll send it. You can take a day or so off until the XO or whomever contacts you.” She grinned. “But I’m betting it’ll be the Lounge Chief.”

Tom grinned back at her. “Probably.” He looked at Cornelius again. “Thanks, Captain.” Then he glanced from Cornelius to Lisa and back. He’d noticed they’d come into the office holding hands. “I hope you’ll enjoy your time here.”

Cornelius nodded at him, feeling a little uncomfortable, and Tom stepped past them and out through the door.

To Cornelius, Lisa said quietly, “Why don’t you grab a chair and roll it into my office? It’s quieter in there. I can train you on what you need to know. Then you can take up one of the unattended consoles.” She looked at her office for a moment, then back to Cornelius and grinned. “In fact, I’ll probably move out here too.”

“You know, actually I feel a little underdressed. Everyone else here is in uniform. Would you mind if I duck out for a little while? I’ll change into my uniform and be
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