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LIKE FATHER

 

“A PARENT OF YOURS gave their life defending this country. If need be, I expect nothing less from each of you.”

Usually capable of a snappy comeback, Jack Allred Junior’s lips worked small motions as though he’d forgotten how to speak. The other nine non-military gathered were also silent.

The inside of Nellis Air Force Base’s chow hall, where Jack had tasted the worst banana pudding in his youth, smelled of corn bread. Standing at the front of the room, the older man with gray hair matching the silver leaves on the edge of his shoulders and collars used the moment of silence to take a drink from his Styrofoam coffee cup. Besides puckering slightly to sip, Lieutenant Colonel Dixon’s face remained neutral.

Jack knew the olive-green uniform well; his father was also a Marine. Like his father, he knew Dixon’s unemotional expression would have been the same if someone had told the Marine he’d won the lottery as it was with him telling Jack and the others there that they had been conscripted into service.

“You—” The first word felt sharp. Jack worked through his suddenly dried throat. “You..., you can’t do that.”

“I just did.” Not bothered, Dixon set his cup down and pointed to the TV next to him. “At nineteen hundred hours, our Commander-in-Chief will come on this television and tell the world America will partake in the defense of Earth. This is bigger than any of us.”

Still on his original line of thinking, Jack spouted, “You can’t make me join.”

An equally raw female voice came from his left. “Yeah.”

“Wait.” A deep male voice came from behind Jack. “Are you telling me my dad is dead?”

Dixon put out a steadying hand, which paused the budding murmurs amongst the ten former civilians. When he lowered his hand, Jack felt his bubbling, outraged words move down his throat to be stuffed in his gut... just like when his father would order him not to cry.

“Look around, folks.” Dixon moved his hand a few inches. The small motion somehow encompassed the entire hall. “Even if this room were full of all the others being brought into service in the state of Nevada today, you ten would still be the only ones capable of doing what is needed.” His nostrils barely moved as he took a breath. “Trust me when I say that if I could use these Marines—” His eyes swept the armed men and women standing to the side of the small stage “—instead of sending you, I would.”

Jack scanned them, too. The male-to-female ratio was the same as the head count he took when he first entered the chow hall to see nine others in the room. The ten Marines wore the same olive green and impartial expression as the man on stage.

Each had their eyes on someone in the room. Jack’s eyes stopped at the one eyeing him. Approximately the same age, Jack felt an instant hatred kindle.

Transferring the feelings to Dixon, Jack shook his head at the man. “I’m not doing it.”

Dixon placed his hand on the podium and leaned forward.

Over twenty feet away, Jack felt as though the man was right in his face and towering over him like his father used to when he was a kid. Refusing to be cowed, Jack narrowed his eyes.

“Are you telling me you’re not going to defend Earth?”

A light touch landed on Jack’s forearm. It kept him from giving a kneejerk reaction.

The woman who had agreed with his earlier you can’t make me statement, stopped chewing her spearmint gum, but the smell clung to her breath. “Hold on.”

Jack broke his stare down with Dixon to glare at the hand.

Tattoos covered each finger and her nails were unpainted. His eyes went up and over the equally well-inked arm, shoulder, and neck. His fury dissipated when he found her face and deep brown eyes. She questioned, “Defend Earth?”

Jack looked to Dixon.

The Lieutenant Colonel was staring at Jack’. His hard look commanded Jack, without words, to step up to the challenge.

Jack shook his head.

Dixon shifted his eyes to her. “That is what I said, Ms. Garcia.”

Like grinding down stone, the words finally sunk into Jack’s head. A questioned popped out of his mouth, “From what?”

Dixon checked his watch and turned on the TV.

The President stood at the base of the Lincoln Memorial without a podium and without a jacket. His sleeves were rolled up. “I would like all my fellow Americans to find a chair and take a seat.” He paused. “We are not alone in the universe. An alien race recently presented itself to the United Nations. These friendly aliens gave us advanced warning of a second alien race, the Ninmet, which they claimed were hostile. We, the leaders of the world, have verified their claim.”

Garcia’s light touch turned into a firm grip.

Jack found his lips drawn tight as they did anytime he performed a bike trick for the first few times without gear. His fingertips dug into his legs.

“As we speak... our armed forces are preparing.” The President paused for a moment. “I am asking for all those able, to hug your loved ones tonight and to report to your local recruiters office in the morning to sign up. We all need to do our part in defending our planet and in defending our freedom. Thank you and good night.”

Dixon changed the television’s input. The screen turned blue. “What he did not say is that we have been in contact with the Sym, the friendlies, for nearly a year. While aiding us in creating our sixth generation TACAIR, the Sym have delivered—to the human race—our first generation of bio-tech space fighters.”

“Each of you had a parent who became a pilot.” The Lieutenant Colonel motioned to the group. “Each of you is needed for something more no other civilian can do.”

Jack felt his reluctance slipping. “What’s that?”

“Pilot your deceased parents’ fighter.”

 

+

 

A BUGLE CALL pulled away the blanket of Jack’s dreams. It reminded him of how his father used to wake the house. From a nearly-forgotten ingrained habit, he slid from under his warm covers to place his feet flat on the floor. Shocked, he lifted them from the cold for a second, and then set them back down.

The built-in sweaty smell of the room had thickened overnight and lay bitter on his tongue. He rubbed his head and looked around for a place to spit.

The other six guys were stirring too. Max, the heaviest of them, looking like an early Jonah Hill, rushed to put his clothes on.

At the far end of the bunkhouse, two of the seven Marines were already dressed, armed, and at the ready. Probably had been all night. The other five woke up in an instant and moved quicker and more efficiently than the one of them who actually rushed to get ready.

“Get up, boys.” One of the readied Marines yelled from the far end. “Time to go meet your planes.”

Jack whispered, “Did he say, meet our planes?”

Still waking up, Louis’s deep voice rumbled, “Dixon did say bio-tech.”

“Come on slow-pokes,” another Marine called from the far end. “Get a move-on.”

Jack felt like he was nine again, being told what to do, how to do it, and when to do it. Grudgingly, he dressed himself. And began to plan his escape. The military took his father away from him as a child. Jack wasn’t about to let it consume—and kill—him, too.

His civilian clothes were already gone. He flipped open his footlocker. Glad they weren’t Marine olive green, Jack pulled on the gray t-shirt, Air Force blue shorts, socks, and gray running shoes.

They piled into two eight-seat golf carts and were whisked across the airfield to the back of a large hanger in the back-forty. As they parked next to an empty eight-seater already there, one of the Marines jumped off the first cart. His boots thumped on the tarmac as he rushed to the door and yanked it open. Silent, he swung his arm to hurry everyone in.

As though trying to get a peek itself, the Sun’s light lit the top of the hanger, just short of the door.

The last off the cart, Jack paid attention to where his Marine escort, the second driver, slapped the Moses-cam-hooked key ring on his hip. Not willing to risk taking possession of them yet, Jack looked across the desert toward the mountains. There was no escaping that way, only more Air Force base.

A short sharp whistled called his attention.

The Marine who eyeballed him in the chow hall, his Marine, stood undisturbed and motioned him in. “We can’t open the second door while this one is open.”

Jack scowled at him, but made his way over and entered.

Their tennis shoes squeaked on the floor as the group made their way to the “L” of a dimly-lit corridor. Jack avoided looking into the domed surveillance cameras whose gears whirled, the mechanical eye following their progress as they moved through. The smell of gasoline increased as they piled up at the second door.

“Say.” Max turned, his voice changing to sound like classic Leslie Nielsen as he pantomimed having a cigarette. “Anyone got a light?”

Jack laughed with the others.

The Marines remained dour.

The door sprung open

Reflected sunlight from inside the hanger lit the corridor. Each guy before him caught their breath and paused just inside as they looked to their left. Every one of them had to be moved forward by their escort.

“Holy shit,” Louis rumbled, pulling his massive arm away from his escort’s grip to stare.

Jack’s Marine leaned forward and pushed on Louis’s broad back to help move the big guy along.

About to make his move, Jack leaned forward toward the keys, then paused.

They had called this hallway a “mantrap.” If he snatched the keys and made a run for the other door, they would just have to keep this one open to keep the other secured. If he tried, would they think of it? Someone on the other side of the camera watched them. Could he
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