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The Journey Home: Part 8

Book 8 in the FOH series

“You can have understanding without knowledge, but you cannot have knowledge without understanding.””

Grelnok, of the Foundry
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General Amanda Lowrey, Colonel Mark Hanson, and newly minted Colonel Rebecca Hones, who had only recently assumed the duties of the Colonization Coordination Officer, were awestruck. 

Recently seated at the general’s table in the Bridge Lounge, they gaped through the massive, curved view window. 

The left edge of the window, floor to ceiling, was taken up with millions of minuscule objects sparkling in every shade of every color as they moved in sync through a long, almost flat arc, bottom to top in the view window. They were obviously particles of the outermost ring of a planet, the body of which was out of view to the left. 

But this was not a scene they should be seeing. The trip from Earth was supposed to take 140 years, and that didn’t include the time they’d spent in lunar orbit—almost 6 years—as the construction of The Ark was completed and they awaited permission to depart. 

The Ark was a generation ship, the first of several. Those alive when they left lunar orbit—both crew and repopulation passengers—were supposed to live out their lives on the ship, then pass the mission down to their descendants. Eventually, 140 years later, those fifth and sixth generation descendants deemed appropriately healthy would board landing craft, descend to the surface of the target planet, a new home, and begin colonization. 

But less than halfway through the tenth year after they’d left lunar orbit, Grelnok of the Foundry, drawn by his curiosity about these strange creatures and their ship, had happened across them. He soon found that he liked the humans, though he found them lacking in their mortality.

So he chose to help them. Even though he withheld information regarding interdimensional travel and Level 1 and 2 shape shifting—skills for which the humans had no current need—he taught the general the secret of leaping ahead in her own timeline. 

As a kind of security blanket, she had asked that her executive officer and the tough-minded former Security Officer, Rebecca Hones, sit in on the training too, and they had. 

But as Grelnok expected, only the general readily absorbed the lesson. 

So much so that she had effected the leap almost effortlessly before they’d even left the holodeck they’d used for a classroom. Then, bowing to some internal voice—maybe intuition, maybe a driving desire to see whether what she’d accomplished was real—she’d invited her companions to lunch. And in the Bridge Lounge, she led them to her table front and center at the view window.

And from that point on, she hadn’t had to explain anything. 

Their target planet—the one they themselves were never meant to see, as well as their new sun and four other planets in the solar system—was right there, floating in space for all to see. 

Rebecca gaped for a long moment, then looked up past the general to check her own reality. 

Joe Stapp, the chief bartender, was still there behind the bar. He was still dressed in his bartender outfit: a long-sleeved white shirt under a black vest and with a red bow tie. No doubt he was also wearing the black trousers and shoes as well.

And the raven-haired waitress who was currently setting glasses of iced tea with lemon on the table—Rebecca didn’t know her personally, but she was familiar. She wasn’t some unknown person Rebecca had never seen before. Her hair fell to just past her shoulders, and her facial features were at once sharp and soft. They surrounded very large, dark eyes. She too was wearing the standard uniform Joe Stapp required in the Bridge Lounge: black trousers and shoes, a white blouse, a black vest and a red string tie. 

Oh! And she remembered, as they’d entered the lounge she’d noticed four repops sitting in a booth together. They were four she’d come to know fairly well over the past couple of days.

She turned her head to the right and looked back along the row of booths. She didn’t know most of the people there, though she vaguely recognized the faces of many. But in a booth not quite halfway along the row she could plainly make out the face of Sandra Wheelwright sitting near the wall, and her husband, John Wheelwright, sitting on the outside of the bench. 

She couldn’t see the faces of the two across the booth from them—their backs were turned—but she knew them to be Sean and Maureen O’Grady. The long, dark-red hair on the woman near the wall belonged to Maureen O’Grady. And there was absolutely no doubt the short, curly, copper-colored hair on the back of the head of the man next to her belonged to Maureen’s husband, Sean.

She turned back to gape, but this time at the general.

The woman was still sitting with her right elbow on the table, her chin resting on her upraised, loosely folded fist, and gazing through the window. 

Just past her, the waitress noisily set the final glass of iced tea in front of the XO, Colonel Hanson, then turned and moved away. 

Rebecca shifted her gaze back to the general. “Ma’am—how? It’s like the whole ship and everyone on it came with us.” 

For a moment the general didn’t move, not wanting to stop looking at the beautiful, tiny blue and green and white ball that was their target. But she finally tore her gaze away, reluctantly. She lowered her right hand to the table and turned her head to look at Rebecca. “Yes,” she said quietly. “Of course they did.” She turned to face the window again. “Isn’t it beautiful?”

“Well, yes ma’am, it is. But—As the training started, I thought of something. A flaw. You—or maybe even we—could leap ahead into another timeline. Maybe. But if we did that, when we arrived there would be a different CO and XO and Colonization Coordination Officer. Well, or not. But the point is, we’d all be extra. We’d—we’d be out of place.”

“Yes, you’re right. If we’d leapt into another timeline, we would be out of place. But we didn’t. We only leapt into the future in our own timeline.”

“Yes ma’am, but I thought of that too. If we leapt 120-some years into our future—” She paused. “Well, 120 years into our future, ma’am, we’d long-since be dead. So why aren’t we in a box? Or in a billion pieces, floating through space?”

The general chuckled. “Again, you’re right. But do you remember what Grelnok said? That we would cross the intervening time without experiencing that time?”

“Yes, ma’am. I remember him saying that, but—”

“I’ve thought about it. I believe the fold, the portal, I selected—with Grelnok’s guidance and at his urging, I might add—was a fold in space-time, not a fold in time only. It’s the only thing that makes sense.” 

She paused and gestured toward the window. “We crossed not only the intervening time but the intervening space. We crossed more than 120 years of space in a quantum leap. In other words, we crossed that space without experiencing the time it would normally take us to cross that space. In fact, we’ve experienced no time at all. Well, other than our normal time.”

Rebecca frowned. “Ma’am?” 

She smiled. “At this moment, we’re exactly the same age we would have been in years, days, hours and seconds had the training not worked at all and we’d come to the Bridge Lounge for lunch.” She gestured toward a glass with condensation droplets trailing down the outside of it. “And had just been served our iced tea. Speaking of which,” and she turned to her XO and husband. “Mark, what are you going to order?”

He was still gazing at the distant planet through the window. It was maybe one-eighth the size of the Earth’s moon on a full-moon night. They were just close enough that he was certain that planet, and not one of the others in the system, was their target home world. Just close enough to see the variations of green, blue and white as it spun.

Without looking around, he said, “Hmm?” Then, as her question caught up with him, “Ah, just a burger and fries I guess. It doesn’t matter, really.”

Amanda laughed. “I agree.” She glanced up at the waitress, who had returned and was standing just behind Mark’s left shoulder. “The XO wants a burger and fries. I think I’ll have tuna on toasted rye with a side of coleslaw.” She looked at her Colonization Coordination Officer. “Rebecca?”

Rebecca looked up at the waitress. “Yeah, that sounds good. Bring me the tuna too.”

The waitress smiled, nodded and turned away.

Rebecca shifted her gaze back to the general, who was looking out the window again. “Ma’am, I obviously don’t fully understand, but I trust that you do. Maybe you can explain it to me sometime so it gets through my dense skull?” She chuckled.

Still looking through the window, Amanda nodded. “Yes, I’ll do that. But in the meantime, we have a lot of work to do. After all,” and she gestured with her chin toward the distant planet, “we’re almost home.”
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As they ate, the trio occasionally looked up. But whereas the general and the XO’s attention was all but riveted on the scene outside the view window—a scene that was both spectacular and all but unbelievable—Rebecca still wondered why nobody else in the room seemed to notice. She glanced around the lounge. 

At the long mahogany bar some of the customers had finished their libations and left, and others had taken their places. 

Behind the bar, Joe Stapp, a naturally friendly type, looked and acted exactly as he always had. He laughed and chatted as usual with one of more of the customers as they sat and placed their orders. As he did that, again as usual, he variously wiped down the bar or rinsed and dried glasses. That was a holdover from his days bartending on Earth. Before he’d moved to the ship where old glasses could simply be dropped into the recycling unit and new ones were provided by the replicator. And of course, that was some 130 years in the past. 

Many of the customers who had populated the tables and booths had finished and left too, and they had been replaced by other customers, or not. Many more tables and booths were empty now than when she, the general and the XO had come in maybe ten minutes ago. Though the O’Gradys and Wheelwrights were still at their booth, apparently talking amicably. 

In other words the lounge looked like the lounge normally looked shortly after the lunch hour had passed. But something was missing, sort of. It wasn’t the people or their activities. All of that was fine. Or at least it felt fine. Or maybe it was too fine. But something in general didn’t feel right. Maybe that’s what it was. Maybe everything was a little too usual. A little too normal.

After all, they’d just leapt 120-some years through space. So why weren’t people crowding the window, trying to catch a glimpse? Yet nobody else in the lounge was paying the slightest bit of attention to the view outside the window.

She took another bite of her sandwich and glanced around again.

Their lunch and conversation apparently finished, the Wheelwrights and O’Gradys were working their way out of their booth.

She smiled in their direction, feeling a little odd as she was still chewing.

The four of them seemed to talk for a moment. Then they turned and started toward the general’s table. 

Here it comes. They’re going to ask what the hell is going on. They’ll want to know why there are planets outside the view window when there should be only open space.

As they approached the table, John Wheelwright said, “General Lowrey, ma’am?”

The XO looked up and smiled as the general twisted around in her chair. “Yes?”

“John Wheelwright, ma’am.”

She smiled. “Yes, I remember. What can I do for you, Mr. Wheelwright?” 

“Ma’am, I just wanted to apologize for my behavior in your office yesterday when I first met Grelnok.”

Rebecca frowned. What? He wants to apologize?

Wheelwright grinned at the general. “Well, when I first met him officially, I mean. It was just kind of a shock, meeting a guy who’d pretended to be me. Especially an alien.” He chuckled. “Anyway, I’d like to apologize to Grelnok too if that would be possible.” 

Rebecca’s frown deepened. Seriously? What about the weird view? What about the missing 120-some years? 

But the general only smiled up at him. “Thank you, but no apology is necessary. I understand, and I’m sure Grelnok did too.” Her brow furrowed. “In fact, if I remember right, he apologized to you, didn’t he?”

“Well, yes ma’am, he did. Still, if I could—”

“I’m sorry, but I’m afraid our visitor had to leave. He was called away suddenly. But again, I’m sure he understood your initial shock.”

“Oh. All right. Well, that’s too bad. I’d hoped to see him before he left. He and I kind of have a bond, I guess.” Then he finally glanced up at view through the window and gestured. 

Rebecca’s stomach leapt. Here it comes.

But Wheelwright only said, “Sure is pretty, isn’t it?” Then he looked down at the general again. “Another what, ma’am, two years or something and we’ll finally be home?”

The general looked through the window, then up at Wheelwright again. “It is beautiful. Another three, actually, or thereabouts. That’s part of what we’ll figure out today.” She gestured toward Rebecca. “Especially our Colonization Coordination Officer. She has a lot to do to get everyone ready.”

Wheelwright laughed. “Yes ma’am. Well, better you all than me. Anyway, I think I speak for all the repops when I say we’re sure looking forward to it.”

The general smiled. “So are we, Mr. Wheelwright, I assure you. And I’m certain we’ll be making a general announcement sometime in the next few days.”

He nodded. “We’ll, you all enjoy your lunch and we’ll wait for that announcement.” He raised one hand. “‘Bye now.” 

As they all turned away, Rebecca was speechless for a moment. How had he and the others taken the sudden appearance of a solar system—up close—in their stride? 

And she suddenly realized what seemed odd. It was as if only the three of them—only the people who had been in the training session with Grelnok—knew that the last 120-some years had been sliced away. She looked at the general. “Ma’am—”

But Amanda only grinned at her as she glanced sidelong at the colonel.

He was still focused on the view through the window. 

Quietly, Amanda said, “Yes, you’re right, Rebecca. Honestly, I’d wondered about that too. Apparently only we have a memory of being only 10 years into what was supposed to be a 140-year journey.”

Rebecca frowned. “But why? I mean, why don’t the others realize—”

“I honestly don’t know. Maybe their memory adjusted automatically with the new reality. Maybe they believe the entire trip, from leaving lunar orbit to arriving in the target solar system, was only supposed to take 10 years. And here we are. They might even believe the entire trip to the planet was supposed to take less than 15 years. 

“Or maybe we’re the only ones who are witnessing the reality from the outside because we were the only ones who were on the outside. Or maybe that first ten years and the whole thing with Grelnok’s visit was only a dream. Who’s to say? The fact remains that we exited lunar orbit a little over 10 years ago and are now within a few years of our new home planet. And isn’t that all that really matters?”

Rebecca grinned. “I can go along with that. I just hope I don’t wake up tomorrow to find there are still 130 years left on our journey.”

Amanda grinned. Quietly, she said, “You and me both.” She dabbed at her lips with her napkin. “But for now, I think we should get busy. I think you’ll agree we have a lot of work to do.”

“Yes ma’am.” She hesitated. “The figure you gave them—three years—is that real?”

“No. It was purely an approximation that popped into my head. But I’ll
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