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The Journey Home: Part 6

Book 6 in the FOH series

“If you cross a line and nothing happens, the line loses meaning.”

Lauren Oliver
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Sitting in a specially altered recliner in the security office, Major Rebecca Hones watched the live video feed on the view screen. Engineering had installed a video control panel and a comm link in the right armrest of the recliner to turn it into a command chair. The view was from a camera mounted in the ceiling of a hallway down on FOH Deck 1, and the security team down there had just deployed per standard operating procedure. 

To her right in the other, unmodified brown leather recliner, a visitor who’d dropped by at the right time also watched the action. 

The major frowned at the image on the screen. She didn’t require the security team members on the FOH decks to wear the protective stipplesuit, but she’d rather they would. And they were aware of that.

Yet there they were dressed in only their uniforms. The six-foot Lieutenant Mike Noyes, the officer in charge, with his close-cropped dark-brown hair and his odd, ice-blue eyes, stood to the left side of the door. His left shoulder was pressed against the wall, and his phase pistol was ready in his right hand. 

The other two team members, both armed with phase rifles, were deployed across the hallway, one on either side of the door to afford them a maximum angled view of the main room when the door opened. 

The diminutive Ensign Consuela Carión was crouched on the right. When she was upright, she was maybe 5’2”. She had short, raven-black hair and wore black horn-rimmed glasses that actually looked good perched on her tiny little nose. At the right angle, they made her eyes look huge.

The tall, lanky Ensign Jason Ridler was a little taller than Noyes at around 6’2”. He was only in his early 20s, but he had a full head of thick white hair, very light blue eyes and the fairest complexion Hones had ever seen. He appeared skinny, but the guy was strong as a bull.

Noyes glanced back, checked to be sure his team members were in the right position, then quietly ordered the door open.

As it slid open, the two team members behind him eyed the main room. 

The one on the left, Ensign Ridler, yelled, “Clear!” 

The one on the right, Ensign Carión, spotted the perpetrator in the left side of the room. She yelled, “Left!”

And Lieutenant Noyes crouched, rolled off the wall and through the door. 

As he did, the video feed shifted automatically to the small camera mounted on the collar of Noyes’ uniform. Three people appeared on the major’s view screen: 

The first was a man dressed in lace-up boots and dungarees and a long-sleeved blue shirt. He was holding a knife, a wicked-looking thing with an 8- or 9-inch blade. Behind him was a woman, barefoot and cowering in a long tan shift printed with green vines and small blue trumpet-shaped flowers. With her left arm, she held the third, a little girl who appeared to be between a year and a half and two years old. The girl’s face was buried against her mother’s neck, brown ringlets covering the back of her head above the collar of a tiny pink dress with little yellow daisies printed on it. 

His phase pistol leveled, Lieutenant Noyes yelled, “Drop the knife! Hands up!”

And the man put his hands up all right, but he scowled. And instead of dropping the knife, he sneered and attacked.

Behind him, the woman yelled, “No!” and slapped her right hand over her mouth, her eyes wide. At Noyes’ command, the little girl cried, “Mama!” and struggled to nestle closer. 

Noyes would have been well within his rights to shoot the man. His weapon, like all phase weapons, was set to Stun and Narrow Beam. But for some reason he chose not to. In the instant before his would-be assailant closed the distance between them, the lieutenant shoved his pistol into the holster, spun left and executed a perfect punch kick with the sole of his right boot to the solar plexus of the attacker.

The man stopped as if he’d hit a wall, dropped to his knees, and held his midsection as he gasped for breath.

The knife clattered away across the floor, coming to rest against the wall to the right of Lieutenant Noyes. There it was immediately secured beneath the right boot of Ensign Jason Ridler, his phase rifle angled down and trained on the man. 

Before the assailant could do anything else, Noyes shoved him face-first to the floor and was sitting astraddle his back, both the man’s wrists gathered by the shirt sleeves in his left hand. He looked up and to the left. Ensign Consuela Carión was standing right beside him. Her rifle was also angled down and trained on the man. “Got cuffs?”

She nodded, detached her cuffs from her belt, and handed them to him.

As Noyes applied them, he said, “Thanks. Check the mom.” 

Ensign Carión raised her rifle and moved away.
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In the immediate aftermath of the man’s attack, Major Hones felt her eyes go wide and her eyebrows arch. She glanced to her right, then back at the screen. “Did you see that? Incredible!” As she turned back to the screen, she said, “I mean, what was the guy thinking? How did he not know how it would end?” Quietly, she added, “I’d have shot the idiot.”

In the other recliner, left over from when the security office was still Captain Rob Harrison’s quarters, Repops Council Chair Mitch Greyson only nodded, his attention still glued to the screen. 

He wore jeans and a light yellow long-sleeved shirt. He was around six feet tall and thin, his hair shorn to the skin in an old-fashioned flat-top. In profile, he had a hawk-like nose and a prominent adam’s apple. He quietly said, “Why didn’t he?”

Hones shrugged. “Probably he was afraid he might miss the guy and hit the woman or the child. He handled it well.”

Still looking at the screen, Greyson said, “Unbelievable.” He finally looked at Major Hones. “This is the sort of thing you guys put up with on a daily basis, right?”

Rebecca watched the screen for a moment longer. When Lieutenant Noyes had applied the cuffs and started to rise, she turned her head back toward Greyson and chuckled. “In a weird kind of way, it would be great if we could be that busy. But no. Maybe once every few weeks. Most of the time everyone’s pretty well behaved.” Before she could stop herself or edit her next comment, it came out. “Even down on the FOH decks.” Then she frowned. “I’m sorry. I only meant—”

For an instant, Greyson frowned too. But that was quickly replaced with a wry smile and he wagged one hand. “Nah, it’s all right. I know what you meant. ‘Even down on the FOH decks where they have nothing to do except get in trouble,’ right?”

She grinned. “Sort of. I just meant they have a lot of time on their hands. Through no fault of their own, really. But that’s one of the reasons the general started the Transfer Program, so those who want to can work and feel like more than just baggage.” She paused. “Anyway, I like to think incidents have actually dropped off since your Repops Council was established. I think just having the representative voice of the council helps a lot.”

Looking at the screen again, Greyson only nodded. 

Hones turned her attention back to the screen too. 

Lieutenant Noyes had the perpetrator on his feet. The man seemed calmer, and he was breathing more or less regularly and looking at the floor as Noyes guided him out of the room. 

She looked at Greyson again. “Really, I think what we’re seeing now is more a result of our having a security team stationed on each FOH deck. There probably are actually fewer incidents. It’s just that more of them come to light now because the repops know they can call on their own to remedy a situation. Before the council was formed and we were able to put a security team on each deck, a situation was brought to the attention of Security only when it was major enough to trip the automatic computer notification.”

He nodded. “Like what happened in Holodeck 3 down on FOH 2, right?”

“Exactly. And otherwise, the repops were on their own.” She paused. “It makes me wonder why nobody foresaw the need for a more fragmented security section earlier.”

“Did anyone ever figure out what that creature was?”

The major shook her head. “Just something from another dimension is all we ever knew. It didn’t hang around to talk. Once it understood it had made a mistake, it fixed the problem it had caused. Then it went away.”

“That’s really too bad.” He shook his head. “I mean, think of all we could have learned from it. Maybe even it from us.”

She looked at him for a moment. “Y’know, its reaction to us was kind of strange, really. It seemed to me that it took our existence for granted. Even our being out here in The Ark. Like our being here was just another everyday occurrence.”

“Weird.”

“Yup, very weird. Anyway, sorry about the interruption. You were saying?”
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Chapter 2
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Mitch Greyson grinned. Having just closed a meeting of the Repops Council, he’d stopped by the security office to have an informal chat with Major Hones. Well, either her or Captain Rob Harrison or Captain Nancy Brewster. It was Shift 1, so he knew one of the three would be on duty. But he’d hoped it would be the major.

So when the door emitted a quiet tone to announce his presence, he was glad it was she who’d said, “Come in.” 

When the door opened and he walked through, she was approaching from the other side of the room, a smile on her face. The 33 year old Major Rebecca Hones was dressed in the ship’s electric-blue uniform. The three black dots on the collar identified her rank. She stood around 5’4” and was attractive with short, medium-brunette hair, fiery green eyes and dainty hands and fingers.

Mitch smiled. “Major, it’s good to see you. I was just wondering—”

But a tone sounded from behind her, followed by the quiet voice of the ship’s computer: “FOH1 Team 1 response in progress.” 

The major put up one hand. “Hold that thought.” Then she turned away and went back to her recliner. 

Mitch remained where he was.

But as she watched the screen, she noticed and waved him over. 

As he drew nearer, she gestured toward the other recliner.

He sat, and together they watched as FOH1 Security Team 1 rectified the situation.

But now that the excitement was over, they were back on topic.

Still in the recliner, he sat forward and smiled to put the right tone in his voice. “Oh. Well, my term as Council Chair is almost over, and frankly I’m glad. It was fun, but I’m ready for something else. Really I stopped by to ask whether you thought I might be a good fit for Security.”

“I don’t see why not. Did you have any military experience back on Earth?”

“No. It just seemed like something I might want to do.”

“Okay. So were you thinking of joining the crew or staying down on the FOH decks?”

He frowned. “There’s a difference?”

“The application process is the same, but the training is a little more extensive for permanent security officers. Basically, if we aren’t responding to a threat, we’re training to respond to one. If you want to join the crew as a permanent security officer, you’ll be assigned to a team on the main deck. But you only want to do that if you want to make Security your career. If you want to serve down on the FOH decks, it will be on the deck where you live and it’s considered more or less temporary.” She shrugged and grinned. “You know, people have been known to change their minds.”

“Oh. So assignment to an FOH team is kind of a trial period.”

She nodded. “It can be, though I think most of them plan to stay on. Eventually I hope to rotate officers through the main deck and the FOH decks, but that’s in the future for now. Anyway, it’s all really the same as far as what you’ll do day-in and day-out. Mostly you’ll be visible in the uniform during your shift and wait for something to happen. Only the scope is different.”

“The scope?”

The major nodded. “For any big events like the one you mentioned earlier, the FOH deck security teams are only in reserve. So if you’re on an FOH team, you’ll mostly handle smaller matters that occur on your own deck, like the one we just watched. You won’t attend situations on any other decks, for example. 

“And with a general alarm, even one that originates on your own deck, you won’t automatically respond, though if you’re on shift you have to be ready in case the permanent team calls you for backup. But if the permanent team can handle the situation, you won’t be called. And if you showed up without being called, it would muddy the waters.”

“So basically the permanent team responds to general alarms and the FOH teams respond to smaller problems on their own deck.” 

“Right.”

“And I guess the permanent security officers provide backup of the FOH teams as necessary too, right?”

“Right again.” She grinned. “But the OIC of each FOH team is also a permanent security officer, so that won’t happen very often, if at all.”

“And if I’m on the permanent team, would my wife and baby and I live up on the main deck?”

“That would be your option, but the quarters on the FOH decks are larger, at least until you’re an upper-level field grade officer, like a lieutenant colonel or higher. And even then only if you have a family. I’m a major, and Rob Harrison and I are married, but our quarters are the same size as this office. So I’d recommend you stay where you are. But as I said, it would be your option.” 

“Thanks. I’ll give it some more thought. When my gig as the Council Chair ends, I definitely want to do something else.” 

He paused. “I’ll still be on the council too, though, and that’s mostly first-shift stuff, so if I join security would I be able to work a different shift?”

“Definitely. That won’t be a problem, especially for you.” 

He frowned. “Why especially for me?”

“The way I see it, we owe you, Mitch. You and Pete Lessing both. We were only able to set up the security teams down on the FOH decks because of the council the two of you came up with. That’s what started everything, really, including the general’s Transfer Program. That was something she wanted to do anyway, but having the council is what really got it off the ground.” 

“Well, I appreciate that, but I’m not really sure yet.” He grinned.

“Yeah, I picked up on that. That you aren’t sure, I mean. The only thing you’re sure of is that you want to do something else when your term as the Council Chair ends, right?”

“Right.”

She hesitated, then said, “Okay, listen, you know Security isn’t your only option, right?”

“Yeah, I know we can also work the bartending and wait staff or—”

“No, I mean soon there will be other options. Options that aren’t included in the current Transfer Program.”

“Oh?”

She nodded. “Please don’t let this out just yet, okay? Because the CO isn’t quite ready to pull the trigger on it yet. But strictly between you and me, there are a couple of new initiatives coming. One is designed to put the repops to work doing things for each other. That will both help them stay busy doing something useful and enable them to use their skills.”

He nodded. “That sounds pretty cool.”

“Actually, your wife—Mabel, right?—she gave the CO the idea for that program.”

“She did?”

Rebecca nodded. “She helped another lady with her baby, remember? “

“Yeah, that was Pete’s wife, Delores.”

“Right. And then later she offered to teach Delores CPR, and eventually decided to set up a CPR class and teach others too, right?” Rebecca shrugged. “The CO got wind of it, and she thought it was a great idea. And that’s what started her thinking about repops using their skills to help or teach other repops.”

“Cool! When the CO launches her new program, I’ll let Mabel know she instigated it.”

“I expect the general to announce that program fairly soon. But the second initiative is the one I think might interest you in particular. It will have to do with professional apprenticeships. Your wife’s a nurse, right? And she recently signed on with sickbay down on FOH1?”

“Yeah?”

“But what if someone was interested in training to be a nurse? Or training to be a doctor? Or training to be an engineer or a scientist or whatever else? We’ve got nothing but time, right? So under the Apprenticeship Initiative, repops will be able to work part time alongside mentors in their chosen field. And once they know the information and procedures intimately, they’ll be certified to work in those fields full time.”

“That is definitely cool!”

Rebecca nodded. “So that’s why I said, if you aren’t sure about Security right now, that’s all right. There are other options coming soon.”

“Cool. I understand. Thanks. Like I said, I’ll think about it.”

“But again, keep it between us for now, okay? I only told you so you know you don’t have to rush a decision. Things are in the works.”

“Right. I’ll keep it to myself.”

The view screen emitted a quiet tone and the major mouthed, “Sorry,” then reached down and pushed a switch on the control pad in the armrest of the chair.

The view screen switched from the view of the empty hallway on FOH Deck 1 to the hallway just outside the brig. As she watched, Lieutenant Noyes and the perpetrator rounded the far corner of the hallway and came toward the brig.

She mumbled, “Here we go. If a perp decides to cause further problems, it’s usually just outside the brig for some stupid reason.” 

Greyson nodded, his attention on the view screen for a moment. Then he stood. “Thanks for the chat, Major. I’ll keep you posted. And thanks for letting me sit in while you watched the problem being resolved.”

She continued to watch the view screen. “You’re welcome.”

“I’ll see myself out.” 

Rebecca nodded, though she still kept her attention on the view screen. The perp seemed to be behaving himself. 

As the door to the Security office opened and Greyson left, she tapped the comm implant behind her left ear. “Harrison 1?”
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Chapter 3
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When Captain Rob Harrison answered the call from Major Hones, there was a grin in his voice. “I’m at the brig, Major.” 

Rebecca rotated the joy stick in the armrest of the chair so the camera was pointing at the entrance to the brig. 

Rob must have anticipated the move. When the camera lens rotated as it autofocused on him, he grinned and waved from his post at the desk to the left of the doorway. Across the entrance, Captain Brewster was standing next to the other desk. She looked up, then smiled and waved too, her spiked medium-brown hair rising straight up above warm brown eyes.

The major grinned. “Ah crap. I see Nancy’s already there too. I was gonna ask one of you to cover Security for me so I could go to the brig and see what’s going on with this guy. I’ve been watching on the view screen. Update me when you get a chance, would you?”

He laughed. “Will do.”

“Oh, and ask Noyes why he and his team opted out of wearing the stipplesuits.”

“I wasn’t aware you’d made that a requirement.”

“Well, I haven’t, but—”

“Then Major, I submit that you both asked and answered that question when you said ‘opted out’. You know Mike goes his own way.”

She said, “Yeah, you’re right. Hones out.” Then she tapped the implant again and continued to watch the situation unfold on the view screen. 

Rob Harrison and Nancy Brewster both stood, drew their phase pistols and watched attentively as Noyes and the prisoner approached. 

As the two men passed between the desks, Harrison said something, probably telling Noyes where to put the prisoner. 

Noyes only nodded, then escorted the prisoner to Cell 1 Left. He opened the door, put the prisoner inside, took the cuffs off him and then secured the door. 

Harrison and Brewster holstered their weapons and sat down at their desks.

And that was that.

Major Hones resumed her seat and went back to the book she was reading before Greyson came in and the alarm sounded. 

*
[image: image]


With the prisoner secured in the brig, Lieutenant Noyes approached Captain Harrison’s desk.

Captain Brewster crossed the aisle from her desk to listen in.

“Guy told me on the way up his name is Miguel Ramos. He goes by Mike.” He shrugged. “He’s just drunk. Either he didn’t think to visit a detox chamber or decided not to. He swears he would never harm his wife or daughter, but the woman looked pretty scared.” He glanced at Captain Brewster and grinned. “‘Course part of that might’ve been seeing me and the team busting in with our weapons drawn too.”

Brewster said, “But she called for security, right?”

“I assume she did, but—” A motion in the hallway caught his attention and he looked around, then grinned again. “Ah. Here comes my better third as we speak. Connie talked with the woman after I left with Ramos.”

Ensign Consuela Carión was coming up the hall. When she saw the small gathering, she joined them.

Noyes said, “Ridler?”

“He went back to the office just in case anything else came in.”

Noyes grinned, held up his right hand and formed a circle with his thumb and forefinger. “Perfect.” 

“And I thought I’d come up and fill you in since I wasn’t sure when you’d be back.”

Noyes looked at Harrison and Brewster, the grin still on his face. “Perfect again. I got good people, or what?” He laughed quietly, then remembered he still had Carión’s handcuffs. He pulled them from his pocket and handed them to her. “Here you go.” 

“Thanks.” She reached back and attached them to her belt again. Then she pulled her tablet from a pocket, swiped it to life and looked down at it. “The woman’s name is Josefina Ramos. The guy you put in custody is her husband, Miguel, but he goes by—”

“Mike,” Noyes said. “He told me that much.”

Carión nodded, “Right. He’s borderline drunk, but mostly he’s hung over. His wife said he was up drinking most of the night, in quarters. She wasn’t even sure what time he finally came to bed. But when the little one cried to be fed this morning, Josefina quote ‘couldn’t get there soon enough,’ and the crying awoke Miguel.

“He woke up angry and yelling, which made the little girl cry even more. So Josefina was trying to calm her daughter and her husband at the same time, and each was aggravating the other. The more she tried to calm them the louder they both got, and pretty soon she was yelling just to be heard.”

Brewster glanced toward the cell. The prisoner was sitting on the raised, built-in toilet, though still fully clothed, his elbows on his knees and his hands holding either side of his forehead. Quietly, she said, “Jerk.”

Ensign Carión glanced at her. “Yes ma’am.” Then she looked at Lieutenant Noyes again. “Anyway, that’s why she called Security, because—”

Noyes said, “Ah, so she is the one who called.”

“Yes sir. She said it was getting too out of control.” She paused. “Anyway, she said she doesn’t know where the knife came from. She said she’d never seen it before and it was probably a guy thing.” Carión flashed a small grin at Brewster.

Noyes frowned. “A guy thing?”

Brewster laughed. “C’mon, Mike, everyone knows men like bright shiny objects and sharp things.”

Harrison laughed too. “Says the woman with a phase pistol on her hip.” 

Brewster said, “What ever.”

Noyes said, “Well, I’m just glad she’s the one who called us. Less paperwork. Well, so to speak. Less tablet work.” He looked at Carión. “Did she say how many times something similar has happened before, if ever?”

“Yes sir. She said it’s never happened before. He drinks now and then, usually in Barney’s Tavern or Wiley’s Pub, but he always stops by the detox chamber and comes home sober.”

“So last night?”

“He had a bottle of whiskey at the house, a fifth. Well, 750 milliliters. She said he opened it new, but he drank a little over half of it. She showed me the bottle. Then instead of going out to a detox chamber, he went to bed.”

Brewster grinned. “He probably couldn’t have found a detox chamber in his condition.”

Carión looked at her. “No ma’am.” She glanced at Noyes again. “Anyway, she dropped what was left of the bottle into the recycling unit right there in front of me. And she said she won’t allow him to have another bottle in the house, especially since they have the little girl.” She paused and glanced at her tablet again, then looked up and grinned. “Oh, by the way, the little girl’s name is Consuela, like mine.”

Harrison and Noyes only looked at her. Brewster smiled. “Oh, how neat!”

Harrison said, “So did she ever feel like she or her little girl were in danger?”

Carión shook her head. “No, sir. I mean, she kept an eye on the guy, but she said he never made a threatening move toward them or anything like that.” She paused. “She said he would never do anything like that.”

Noyes said, “Any marks on her?”

“No sir. I looked her over pretty well while we were talking, so—”

Noyes said, “But sometimes a wife won’t tattle on her husband. And most of her body was covered, so—”

“Yes sir, but she moved about the room as we talked. I never saw her limp or flinch or wince from pain. Nothing like that.” 

Noyes said, “Okay. Good job, Ensign Carión.” He glanced at the two captains in turn. “Anything else?”

Rob Harrison shook his head.

Nancy Crenshaw said, “No. But I agree with the lieutenant. You did a good job.”

Noyes said, “You can head on back. Thanks for bringing us up to speed.”

“Yes sir,” Ensign Carión said, and turned away. 

As she walked down the hall, Rob turned to the camera. “Major? You still up there?”

There was no response. 

He looked at Lieutenant Noyes. “Mike, can you hang out up here for a little while? I’ll go brief the major.”

Noyes grinned. “Sure, no problem.” He sidled past Rob and sat in the chair behind the desk.

As Rob walked away toward the security office, Nancy Crenshaw returned to her desk across the aisle. 

Noyes tapped the implant behind his ear. “Ridler 1?”

“Yes sir?”

“Jason, I’ll be another half-hour or so. Connie’s on her way back. You guys hold down the fort for me, all right?”

“Yes sir.”

“Noyes out.” He looked across the aisle and grinned. “Like I said, I got good people.”

Crenshaw only laughed and shook her head.

In Cell 1 Left, Miguel “Mike” Ramos was still cradling his head. 
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