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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.
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FIGHT IT ALL YOU LIKE, BUT SOME THINGS ARE JUST IN THE BLOOD.
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