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Prologue
C-455 felt the contents of his breakfast rise in his throat as he waited for the head speaker of the Macktonic High Council to introduce him to the body of delegates. In his position of Planetary Security Chief, what he had to say would affect all of their futures and their existence as a race. What he waited to announce was grave and radical, but he needed their support to continue.
“Members, I give you C-455.”
“Over the past sixty-five cycles, our satellite colony Mackton Two has been overrun by the Raptors. As near as we can surmise the entire population has expired.”
The chamber erupted into pandemonium. Everyone talked and shouted at once each trying to be heard over the rest until T-65, the Supreme High Council, raised his hand restoring the order to the body. “Decorum! Council members, quiet down, and follow protocol, please.”
Everyone took their seats and C-455 continued. He knew it was only the beginning. In a civilization such as theirs, such things were unfathomable. “We lost 8.3 billion of our citizens and our first colonized planet. They are the same group which ravaged our neighboring solar systems seven years ago and they have now moved into ours. They are organized and attacked various sites with perfectly orchestrated timing.”
C-455 paused and let the information be processed in the assembly’s mind. He noticed a light blinking on the podium for a question. “Yes, K-52, you have a question?”
K-52 rose to his feet so he could be heard. “Have we explored all options of diplomacy with the Raptors invaders?”
C-455 looked down at this electronic notepad before answering. “Every ship we have sent has been destroyed before reaching their council. All travel to Mackton Two has been restricted indefinitely for the safety of our people. Although we know they communicate with each other, we do not understand how they communicate with outside races. They offer no terms or any other form of communication.”
A low buzz of voices was heard at the podium and the Supreme High Councilor squelched it with a look and then turned his attention back to C-455.
Another light flashed in the podium. “Yes, S-25, you have a question?”
“What options are available to us at this point?”
Another light, they were coming in rapid succession now that the ramifications of the Raptors arrival dawned on the council. “Yes, B-32, you have a question?”
“More like a statement. It is imperative we evacuate all of our remaining three planets and transport our population as far away from these barbaric creatures as possible.”
A thumping of tables arose from the gallery of those who agreed. The noise was again stopped by a look from T-65 and he turned to C-455. “What do you see as a solution to this quandary and the survival of our race, C-455?”
This was the moment C-455 had been dreading. He knew it would be explosive in content, but in his evaluation it was their only hope. “Your Excellency and council members, we have no alternative. I suggest we implement the Earthling Contingency Plan.”
The auditorium erupted into chaos just like he figured it would. Voices raised in protest all wanting to be heard, Macktonic turning to other Macktonic, and hands raised in alarm. It wasn’t until T-65, the Supreme High Councilor, dimmed the lights that restraint was restored to the body. Once again, C-455’s board lit up with people wanting to speak. He touched one with a long, slender finger. “Yes, B-32?”
“That’s not even an option. It’s not a viable, moral, or legal plan! Your Excellency, it has not even been properly researched.”
T-65 looked at C-455 with a questioning look. “Well, what have you to say?”
“B-32 is correct. It has not been fully researched although in the past four cycles I’ve dedicated my whole staff to nothing else. It would entail building a time gate, which is against our laws governing the sciences. We would send a delegation to our past; build large transport ships to travel to Earth with a delegation; negotiate trading resources and technology in return for them sending fighting forces to combat the Raptor’s future invasion.”
T-65 wide eyes stared unblinking at C-455, “You suggest altering our past.”
“Yes, and on the way, while the Earthlings travel to save us, we could train beside them, so in the future our race would have a combative force instead of sheep for the slaughter as what happened on Mackton Two.”
T-65 shook his head slowly as he tried understanding. “We have managed our existence for sixteen thousand years peacefully. We have colonized four planets without violence, which is why our civilization flourishes. We have avoided barbarous species like humans, which is surprising given their way that they haven’t annihilated themselves already. It just doesn’t make any sense. Y-866, you are recognized.”
Y-866 rose. “I say we vote on the Earthling Contingency Plan, but if we agree. All must understand that this present will not be in our future. It will change. Without enacting this plan we either run or we die. Neither is a sufficient option.”
C-455 nodded. “While I realize changing the past will change everything we know now, isn’t our survival worth the risk?”
A vote was cast. T-65 rang the traditional gong signifying a decision had been reached. Time travel it was. A delegation would be sent into the past to enlist the help of the Earthlings. He handed C-455 the official seal which made all his requests for construction of the time gate, and transport ships of the highest priority, and he was escorted from the chamber.
~~~~~~******~~~~~~
Chapter One
The Last One
April 4, 2020 1640 ZULU (Six and a half years before Mackton Two is overrun.)
Colonel Deke Harrbinger read the file on Alexander Hawk for the third time on his way to Sandpoint, Idaho. Deke had thought he was finished with this. His orders…collect the top ten children tested in foster homes, orphanages, and correctional facilities across the country. It's my own fault. I asked the techno nerds on the team to examine everything, and look for anomalies. Who would have guessed the anomaly would be a hard case eight year old, named Alexander, wound score higher than everybody and hit on every criteria the test scanned for.
Why in the hell is the Army collecting kids? What is General Lancaster preparing for?
He’d flown all over the country for weeks - personally interviewing and collecting these kids. Why in the hell was General Lancaster collecting these kids for anyhow. Can I collect eleven? The orders said ten and Alexander was two years younger than the rest. Could they send one of the other kids packing?
Why didn't he finish the test? It wasn’t timed. All the others finished the test. He only finished the first two pages. Yet those two pages put him at the top of the list by a large margin.
Why has he been beating the shit out of other kids? Why did he kill a kid last month at this correctional facility? A lot of questions but he’d have the answers soon.
When Deke arrived at the facility he put Alexander’s file in his briefcase, pulled out one of the Presidential directives. He turned to the Highway Patrolman who had spent the last two hours driving him from the Spokane airport to this facility.
“Wait here.”
“No way! I was ordered to bring you out here and drop you off. That's it! We’re the State Highway Patrol, not a damned taxi service.”
Deke got out of the patrol car, walked around the car and rapped on the patrolman's window with his West Point graduation ring. The patrolman rolled down the window.
Deke handed him the directive. “I expect your ass to be here when I get out! Don't believe me, call the number on the form. This is Federal, we outrank State!”
As Deke walked into the building he reflected in all his years in the Army he had never heard of a Presidential directive until this bullshit assignment. It was on White House letterhead with the presidential seal embossed through the paper and pretty much said anybody would give him whatever he asked for or he could have them fined, or imprisoned for obstructing national security, under articles of the Homeland Security Act.
Deke walked into the facility, located the commandants' office, walked past the protesting secretary and barged into the commandants' office.
“Hey, you can’t just go in there!” The secretary’s voice followed him into the room.
The commandant looked up from the papers on his desk. “Excuse me. Can I help you?”
“I’m Colonel Harrbinger.” said Deke as he put his briefcase on the commandant's desk pushing stuff aside as he did so. He removed another copy of the Presidential directive, and handed it to the commandant. Deke closed his briefcase and turned to the secretary who had followed him into the office, who was trying to explain to the commandant how he had just walked straight in here without permission.
“Please excuse us. This is official government business.” He shooed her out of the office.
“Well, I never.” She said as he shut the office door in her face.
The commandant read the directive as Deke walked over to the window behind the commandant's desk and spread the blinds to look out into the courtyard where a crowd of boys were playing.
“I am here to collect one of your boys, an Alexander Hawk. Is he one of the boys in the yard?” Deke asked.
“Yes, he would be the one by himself staring at the ground.”
Deke realized he had answered without coming over to the window and observing the boys, yet there was one kid all by himself in the corner of the yard where there was no grass. The kid was just standing in the dirt staring at the ground.
“What is he doing?”
“He has a fascination with ants. Why are you, how’d you put it, collecting him? Collecting him for what purpose?” the commandant asked.
"Why do you care? He’s trouble. He killed one of the other boys last month. What is he to you?” Deke asked as he watched the boy.
“Excuse me! He is one of my boys. Yes, he has been difficult, but so are most of the boys we get. I want to know what the Army wants with him?” the commandant asked.
“Difficult! He killed one of your boys, less than a month ago. He has a history of beating kids up so badly they end up in the hospital. That piece of paper in your hand says you are going to do everything I ask you to do or by tonight you will end up in the big boys' version of this place. You will get the boy for me and bring him here to your office.”
The commandant shifted nervously in his chair as Deke continued.
“While I have a private little chat with him you’ll gather up his records, all of them, and no copies. When I am done speaking with him, I will take him with me, with all his records, and any personal effects the kids owns. Go get him, now.” Deke’s voice went up in volume as he talked so by the time he finished he was yelling.
The commandant left and moments later, Deke saw him walk across the courtyard and speak with Alexander. They argued and then the commandant motioned to the window of his office. Alexander stomped the ground and dust rose up around his feet. He turned and stared at the window before he followed the commandant into the facility.
Deke retrieved his briefcase off the front of the desk and placed it front of him as he returned to behind the commandant’s desk. He looked at the regular desk paraphernalia and with his arm and swiped everything: pictures, desk pad, telephone, calculator, and even the lap top computer off the right side of the desk onto the floor. He set his briefcase down and removed his file on Alexander and placed it on the center of desk. Closed his briefcase and placed it on the floor. He sat down in the commandant's chair, leaned back with his hands behind his head and crossed his feet on top of the desk, while he mentally prepared himself for the upcoming interview.
The commandant entered with Alexander in tow.
“What the hell!” The commandant viewed his now empty desktop.
Deke swung his feet around the corner of the desk back to the floor as he sat straight up in the commandant's chair.
“I don’t give a rat’s ass about your shit! Get the boy’s files, and shut the door on your way out!"
“Sit down, Alexander.” Deke motioned to one of the chairs before the desk. “I need you to answer some questions.”
Alexander plopped down in one of the two chairs seemly amused as he cocked his head checking out the contents of the commandant’s desk piled up on the floor.
Deke waited until the boy’s eyes fell on him, surveying and sizing him up. He studied Alexander. The file on the boy said he was eight, but he seemed much older than that. Alexander had sandy colored hair, blue eyes, and had a medium-build; he had some muscle on his frame, but not what you would expect for a rowdy bruiser the way the file portrays him. This kid didn’t look like a bad ass, but he didn’t look nerdy either. He just looked average.
"So Slack Nuts finally did it! People have been threatening to send me to a military school for years. You don't want me; you can't handle me. So you might as well just leave me here."
Deke smiled at the kid's defiant attitude, and raised his left eyebrow a notch.
"You're not from a military school?"
Deke saw understanding dawn on the kid's face, and turn to a questioningly look.
"It's the test. You're here because of that messed up test they made everybody take."
It impressed Deke this kid had figured out in seconds what none of the other ten had. This kid was very perceptive and smart.
"Why was the test, messed up, explain that?"
"They said it was a standardized national test. First the questions were way to hard, and then some were worded funny. They were looking for something besides intelligence and knowledge. The funny questions required moral decisions, judgments, life and death stuff. Who decides if things like that are right or wrong? I didn’t feel like being that honest on some test. I felt like it was an IQ test designed by a shrink."
"Is that why you didn't finish the test?"
"Yeah, I was trying to avoid you, apparently. So how did you find me? It couldn't have been from my test score. I don't care what your game is, I'm not playing."
Deke laughed, "I'm not playing either. What you did finish put you on top of ten others selected, and you're coming with me, whether you play or not. I could care less."
For just a moment a worried look crossed Alexander’s face, but as soon as he noticed Deke saw it, his poker face returned.
"Why do you keep beating other kids up?"
Alexander leaned back in his chair, "Cause people screw with me."
"Why do you continue beating the kids when they are down? Why do you hurt them so badly?"
"So I never have to fight them again. You beat somebody bad enough they don't think about revenge, cause they're scared,” said Alexander as he started tapping the commandants stuff on the floor with his foot.
“Leave that shit alone,” Deke stared the kid straight in the eyes. “Why did you kill that kid last month?”
Alexander straightened up in his chair and returned Deke’s stare, "Cause he screwed with me."
"No. That's why you beat the kids up. You crossed a line. You killed another person. I want you to tell me why? I know the answer, but I want to hear it from you." Pressed Deke as he leaned forward in the chair.
Alexander looked up to the ceiling, fidgeted slightly before regaining his composure, he leaned forward looking Deke straight in the eyes, "Because I didn't want to fight every kid in here. If I hurt him, his friends might come after me; but if I killed him, they would all think twice before coming at me."
Deke liked the kid. Straight to the point, no bullshit, and he was smart enough not to try lying. Alexander hadn't insulted his intelligence or his rank. He hadn't challenged Deke's authority …yet. I would have to be on my guard not to insult his intelligence or lie to him, Deke thought.
"Do you have anything you need to take with you, personal effects? You will not need to pack any clothes, but you might need a jacket."
"Just one thing and my jacket."
"What's the one thing?" Deke asked.
"Nun ya." Alexander replied.
"What's that?"
Alexander grinned. "Nun ya freaking business."
Deke reached to the floor and grabbed his briefcase. Opened it and put Alexander's file inside it. He rose and walked around the desk, after passing Alexander on his way to the door. He smacked the kid in the head from behind hard enough to rock Alexander's head forward from the impact.
"That's one, smart ass. You don't want to get to three. Go and get your stuff, and get back here. ASAP."
Alexander glared at Deke as he left the commandant's office to get his stuff.
The commandant was talking with the State Patrolman at the entrance to his secretary's office. As Deke came out of the commandants' office the patrolman shut up headed outside. The secretary was nowhere to be seen.
"Do you have the boy's files?"
"Yes Sir, Colonel, Sir." Reading the body language of the commandant, Deke figured he must have verified the Presidential directive. The commandant handed Deke a bundle of files, which he deposited into his briefcase.
"That’s all of them?" Deke asked.
"Yes, Sir," the commandant said.
Deke stepped closer to the commandant and whispered. “I was never here and this kid never existed.”
Alexander was escorted back by a school guard. He carried a pillow case with something inside it and his jacket. Deke grabbed the pillow case and up ended it spilling the contents out on top of the secretary's desk. A small white card board box and a metal water container lay on the desk. Deke opened the box and found a small plastic bag with tiny seeds.
"What's this?"
"Food for what's in the water bottle."
"What's in the water bottle?" asked Deke as his eye brows pushed together.
"Ants."
Deke considered throwing the shit out, but it hit him that this was all the kid considered valuable.
"This is all you own and want to take with you?”
"Yep. I like my ants."
What the hell could a water bottle of ants hurt? I'll let General Lancaster's people throw them out, he's about to be their problem anyway, he thought. "Let's go."
~ * ~
As they exited the building Alexander was still stewing about being hit, but he knew better than to say anything. Just when I thought I might like this guy, he hits me, he thought. He didn't even have the guts to swing at my face…the pussy hit me from behind. My whole life people have been trying to get over on me – pushing me, hitting me. They just keep thinking I'm going take it, like everybody else.
Alexander kicked a rock beside the sidewalk as he walked. Well they're all wrong. I'm not taking shit from anybody. I've had my ass kicked before, and probably will again. Nobody is taking cheap shots at me and getting away with it. I was honest and up front with him and the son of a bitch hit me. All bets are off. I was so hoping the stupid shit would have opened the container after dropping it the way he did. The fire ants inside would’ve taught him a lesson. I bet they're really pissed off inside that bottle.
He snorted a chuckle and covered it with a cough. Food for the ants, that was quick even for me, they're tobacco seeds.
"So what's the deal with the ants?"
Now the shithead was trying to make friendly conversation, as if nothing happened. He’ll get his, "I like to watch them fight. I started a colony of my ants beside a colony of resident ants in the yard and watched my ants kick the shit out of the other ones."
"You have special ants? Did you do something to them?"
"Nope. I found them in Texas when I was in a foster home there.” A couple more steps to the cop car, Alexander thought. I’ll get him there. “They're very resilient and easy to keep as pets. Everywhere I go I turn some of them loose with a baby queen and let them start another colony. It's doesn't take long before they start kicking all the other ant's asses. It's cheap entertainment."
Col. Harrbinger opened the back door of the car and motioned for me to get into the back. I stepped one foot into the car and stopped.
"Why do I gotta sit in the back? Am I a prisoner?" If I resist he'll push me in like the police do, Alexander thought.
"Get your ass in the damn car!" Deke shoved him by the head into the back seat of the car.
As Alexander’s head cleared the door jamb and his other foot entered the car, he slammed the door shut as hard as he could. Dickhead saw it coming and tried to pull his hand back. Too slow. His fingers caught in the door as it latched.
“AGGGHHH! Open the damned door!”
“That’s one. You don’t want me to get to three. Don’t ever freaking touch me again.”
“Open the f#@&ing door!”
“It’s a cop car. I can’t open the back door from inside,” he yelled through the window. Alexander turned to the officer behind the wheel of the car. “He might need your help. I think his hand might be stuck.” Alexander relayed slowly and calmly to the officer.
The police officer amusedly took his time getting out of the car and started around to the passenger side when Deke managed to open the door with his left hand. As the door opened, Dickhead saw his injured fingers were bleeding and scraped in several spots.
He reached in to grab Alexander.
Alexander scooted over towards the driver’s side of the back seat. He balled up his fist and reared back. “I dare you! Come and get me. You’ll kick my ass, but I’ll get a piece of you too.”
Deke slammed the door shut and climbed in the front seat, and the police officer got back in the driver’s seat.
Alexander sat back and thought about his new situation. Our destination had to be Spokane. It’s the nearest large airport from Sandpoint. He started thinking about the part of the test he took, and what Deke had said about him doing better than ten other kids. Alexander started running every possible scenario he could imagine that would involve the Army, kids with high intelligence, from correctional facilities with attitude problems. He tried enjoying the ride to the airport but new ideas kept popping into his head. He followed each scenario in his mind until it came to a dead end. The only bullshit he could put together was some sci-fi crap of an idea where they train kids on a long flight through space to fight aliens when they get there as adults. It was crazy but fun to think about.
“If they send us into outer space to fight aliens, I hope they send your dumb ass with us.”
~~~~~~******~~~~~~
Chapter Two
Groves and Harrbinger
April 5, 2020 2035 ZULU
"Colonel Harrbinger, come in please." General Lancaster waved him into his office.
Deke felt like he’d stepped back into time from all the matching dark cherry colored Victorian furnishings in the room. An ornate rug covered most of the hardwood floor. Large, tall windows with long dark curtains spread evenly down one side of the long room.
"Thank you, Sir. You wanted to see me?"
"Yes, Colonel.”
The General motioned to a pair of comfortable chairs situated at the rear of the office by the fireplace. An antique side board was set up as a bar off to one side.
"Please have a seat, Colonel."
General Lancaster went to the bar poured two straight bourbons on ice. He handed Colonel Harrbinger one of the drinks before sitting down across from him.
"Colonel, first I wanted to thank you for the great job you did selecting and gathering up the children. I know you thought this was a bullshit assignment, but it was actually extremely important in the big picture."
"Thank you, Sir. What is the big picture? I know something huge is brewing.”
“So what have you heard?”
“I know there has been a deployment, but I don’t know where to. I haven’t found anybody who knows what’s going on.”
"Good, nobody is supposed to know.”
The general leaned forward and put his drink on the table. “Colonel, do you know who General Leslie Groves was?"
"No, Sir. I don't recall him.”
"He designed and built the Pentagon, and was in charge of the Manhattan Project during World War II. The Manhattan Project was the three part team that built our country’s first nuclear weapons.”
Deke nodded. He knew about the Manhattan Project.
“At first, General Groves thought it was a bullshit assignment that would keep him out of the fighting; but by embracing the importance of the mission and completing it . . . making the bombs a reality. He allowed us to bring a swift end to World War II. Do I understand what I’m getting at?”
"I think I do. Gathering up these children has some major importance to whatever is going on, and this is going to involve me further."
“Let’s discuss that for a minute.” Lancaster said as he leaned forward and picked up his drink and took a swig of bourbon.
“Harrbinger, you're not a great leader, you're abusive, and a prick to work under. On the positive side you’re a great trainer. Every junior officer who has served with you for any length of time has come out and risen to do great things...the ones you didn’t break.” Lancaster swirled the bourbon around in his glass.
“I don’t know how to respond to that, Sir.”
“I don't expect you to.” Lancaster as he put his glass back on the table so he could gesture with both hands as he talked. “What are your plans for your future? What do you expect to get out of the service?”
“Sir? I don’t understand the question.”
“Let me help you out. You have nobody, no family, no relations, nothing but the Army. What legacy do you plan to leave? How will you be remembered? If I offered you a chance to do something monumental with the rest of your career, something that would make you remembered forever, to go down in the history books, would you be interested?”
“Of course, Sir.” Deke sat up straighter as his attention was getting perked.
“Even if initially you will think the job is bullshit. It will totally change your life as you know it and everything you think you know.” Lancaster said, as he finished he picked up his glass and finished his drink.
Deke raised an eyebrow in curiosity, “I have to say I am interested.”
“Here is the situation. You leave now, stay a Colonel and spend the rest of your time here at Fort Hood doing menial assignments until you retire. Or you say you except this mission, sight unseen, and your life changes forever in ways you can’t even begin to imagine." Lancaster motioned for me to finish my drink as he got up.
"Once you say ‘yes’, there is no turning back. This mission is SCI, if you say 'yes', you will be leaving tonight for your new assignment.” Lancaster said while refilling our glasses.
"SCI, Sir? I'm not familiar with that designation."
"Sensitive Compartmentalized Information (SCI), it means only a small handful of people know at all." Lancaster handed me a fresh drink.
The thought hit him he was being shanghaied with straight Jim Beam. His burned and he wondered if the next sip would burn as bad.
“I accept the mission, Sir. I don’t want any menial assignments, and as you have pointed out, all I have is the Army.”
“Congratulations, General Harrbinger.” Lancaster bumped his glass gently against Deke’s. “Cheers.”
Lancaster put his glass on the table and walked to his desk. He opened his desk drawer and grabbed something, and then hit the button on the intercom on his desk.
"Yes, Sir," came a voice from the box.
"Tom, have Ramone join me and General Harrbinger in my office." Lancaster said.
"Yes, Sir. Right away."
General Lancaster came over to where Harrbinger was sitting.
“General?” Deke almost choked on his mouthful of liquor.
"Stand up for a minute Deke, if I may be permitted, to put these on for you? It a gesture that was performed on me with these very stars, I always felt it brought me luck and helped me get the doubles I am wearing now."
Deke set his drink on the table and stood up. Lancaster unfastened the full bird insignia on his right collar and replaced it with a single silver star. He handed Deke the bird, and moved to his left collar to repeat the procedure. He handed Deke the other bird, before he fastened the other silver star to his collar. He stepped back held out his hand to shake Deke's hand.
"Congratulations, Deke. I mean, General Harrbinger."
"General? Thank you, Sir."
The office door opened and a short olive skinned mammal of some sort walked in the door.
Deke's mouth fell open. He blinked his eyes making sure he was seeing things correctly. It had no body hair what so ever, large round eyes, a small nose and tiny weird ears. It was wearing a silky purple shirt, with bright orange, kind of bib overalls. He noticed when it smiled a row of little teeth. It walked toward them like a man.
"General Harrbinger, may I introduce Ramone. Ramone, this is General Harrbinger."
Deke looked at Lancaster with a look of disbelief. Lancaster had picked up Deke's drink from the table and handed it to him.
"Have a drink, it'll will be all right," Lancaster said.
Deke looked back at Ramone, who winked at him. He sent a questioning look to Lancaster and Lancaster's return look was one of amusement.
Lancaster laughed, put a hand on Deke's shoulder as he guided him into his seat. "Deke, sit down before you fall over."
"Good evening, gentleman." The mammal said in perfect English.
Deke sat there staring as he slowly brought his glass to his lips.
"Oh my, but you're all so large," Ramone said.
"Deke and I are above average in height for our species," said Lancaster, "I was just about to fill General Harrbinger in on our joint venture."
As Deke's mouth found his drink he took a healthy gulp of bourbon. It still burnt in his mouth and throat as he swallowed.
Lancaster nodded at him, when Deke noticed Ramone had stopped in front of him and was holding his hand out to shake. Deke gently shook the small hand, noticing Ramone's fingers were longer than they should be for a hand of his size.
"Good to meet you General Harrbinger, I am Ramone C-455, I shall be your liaison officer."
"Hi," was all Deke managed.
"Please excuse him Ramone, I believe you’re the first Macktonic he has had the privilege to meet," Lancaster said.
Deke looked at Lancaster, "Mack what?"
"Macktonic. I'm from Mackton One, about six year's flight time from here, at jump speed. So you're in charge of the Leadership program, I understand?" Ramone’s voice sounded nasal, with a hint of that tone people from Boston sometimes have to their speech. His English was very formal as if he learned it out of a text book but hadn’t spent much time actually speaking the language.
"Easy does it Ramone, the good General doesn't have a clue yet, I just sprung you on him to try and save some time." Lancaster said.
"Oh, I am sorry, Sir, please continue." Ramone sat down in the chair next to Deke's.
Lancaster turned to Ramone, "Can I get you anything to drink?"
"Do you have any 7-Up, I just love that stuff. It's amazing we never came up with anything like that on our planet." Ramone turned to Deke, "Do the bubbles tickle you when you drink it?"
Deke didn't respond except for taking another hit off his drink, which definitely wasn't tickling him.
"Deke, you're staring." said Lancaster as he poured a 7-Up, trying to keep it from foaming over the side of the glass.
"Oh, sorry," Deke pried his eyes from Ramone and forced himself to look at Lancaster.
"About a year ago the Macktonics approached our government for help. We threw together an expeditionary force. They left the planet about three months ago." Lancaster handed Ramone his drink.
Lancaster returned to his seat. "It took us some time to piece together an acceptable plan and start organizing our main strike force. You've been collecting our best efforts of finding the next military genius to lead our strike force. For the next six years your mission is to train and figure out which one of the ten - - -”
Deke forced himself to focus on Lancaster's words. When he heard 'ten' he blurted out, “Eleven.”
“Excuse me?” Lancaster asked.
“I collected eleven; the last one came in with me this afternoon.”
“Where did he come from?” Lancaster asked.
“Sandpoint, Idaho. He was interred at a correctional facility for boys."
Lancaster shook his head, “No, I mean for weeks the list has been ten, how did you find out about this one?”
"The geeks I had sifting through the data for your list tried looking for what they called anomalies in the data and the computer kicked out one more name.”
“Even with ten already, this one was worth getting?”
“According to the computer, this kid is at the top of the list. He is a real piece of work, eight years old, sharp as razor, and full of spit and vinegar.”
“Eight years old? A little on the young side, well, eleven it is.” Lancaster said.
I’m going to be training kids? Deke followed what Lancaster told him, but he didn’t understand why kids and why he was being asked to play school teacher to children.
“First you’ll be in charge of training the entire strike force. Over time, you'll need to determine, who of the eleven you personally collected, will ultimately be in charge and lead the force. You can break ten of them along the way, but one must emerge as the next great military leader. Be careful not to break that one!”
“How many are in the strike force?” Deke asked.
“We have a one million fifty thousand children, and your special eleven, that will comprise the strike force.”
“Sir, Why children?” Deke asked.
“The average age of the children in the force is twelve years old. It is going to take six years to get to the Macktonic star system where they will defend a planet against an alien enemy. By then the strike force will be at their prime age for fighting.”
“The entire strike force is made up of children?” Deke repeated.
“Yes, but they will be at their physical prime when you all get there.” Lancaster stated.
“Six years of training children to become soldiers?” asked Deke more as a statement than a question.
“It should give you plenty of time to get them highly trained, and cultivate one clear cut leader to win their hearts and minds.” Lancaster said.
Deke turned to Ramone, who so far had been listening and enjoying his 7-UP. “So Ramone, you’re an alien, a Mackton--"
"Macktonic, yes, Sir," corrected Ramone.
"Macktonic. And we're sending a strike force to your world, to fight other aliens?” Deke asked.
“Yes, Sir.”
“If you're advanced enough to fly here, obviously more advanced than us, why do you need our help?”
“From studying your history, your species has always been warriors. All your technology and society is based on your military advances. We have always been a peaceful society, and our technology is based on communication and transportation. We don’t know how to fight or defend ourselves. The concept of fighting is as foreign to us as never fighting would be to your society.”
"What is the enemy like?” Deke asked. He was calming down from the shock, or the booze was kicking in, either way Deke realized he was able to focus better now.
“We call them Raptors, very militaristic, and very aggressive, a much further development of one of your Earthly monsters.” Ramone answered.
Deke looked at Lancaster who raised a hand to interject, “Deke, we’ve been calling them Gators, because they look like a humanoid version of alligators. They’re supposed to be bigger than humans, and more technologically advanced than us. The Macktonics are going to help us with the technology, building a vast assortment of different crafts and weapons for our force to use by the time you get there.”
“Excuse me, Ramone, no offense intended,” Deke said, as he turned to Lancaster, “Do you trust them? I mean the Macktonics?” Deke asked bluntly sitting beside Ramone.
“Why do you ask?” Lancaster asked pointedly.
“I mean we’re flying a force across the universe to fight an unknown force for a unknown ally? Do we really know who the Macktonics are? Who these Gators/Raptors are? Is this something we should be getting involved in?” Deke asked.
Deke looked at Ramone and his expression hadn’t changed in any way. He obviously hadn't taken offense at this what so ever. They are hapless, intelligent sheep thought Deke.
“We don’t know the Macktonics. We are totally in the dark about the Gators. Our government has negotiated an agreement with the Macktonics for resources and technology that will keep the United States a world super power for the next century.”
“You haven’t answered my question.” Deke realized the man was dodging and wondered why.
“It’s not up to me whether I believe them or not. It’s my job to implement the plan some brain trust put together in response to the deal made by our country. The same group, which came up with the test for your special kids. I don’t have to remind you, our position is to do the bidding of our elected officials. Right or wrong, our lot is to serve our country.”
Deke got up and walked over to the bar as he finished his drink. He cocked his head at Lancaster, to ask if he had permission to help himself.
“By all means,” said Lancaster.
Deke fixed himself another straight bourbon, “What do we know about the Gators?”
“Nothing. We scrambled a preliminary expeditionary force that left three months ago. They will be the first of our people to arrive on site. Their primary function is to scout the enemy, gather intelligence and forward to you and your force,” Lancaster said.
“How many are in the expeditionary force?” Deke asked.
“One hundred and twenty thousand, regular soldiers and some mercenaries.”
“Anything else I need to know?” Deke asked, sounding disappointed.
“Ton’s but Ramone will be able to answer any of your questions. I will be your only contact here on Earth, until you get notified by me of my replacement. Ramone is your liaison officer with the Macktonic home worlds.”
“Worlds?” Deke inquired.
“We had three planets in our system colonized besides our home world, before the Rap..Gators took Mackton Two,” Ramone answered.
“Deke, One last thing, Grooves didn’t build the bombs, he just organized, facilitated, and pushed really hard. You were chosen specially for this position because of your very nature, the good and the bad. Training the kids, and developing the leader is your primary objective. Do you understand?” Lancaster asked.
“Yes, Sir.” Deke said. “So I can do it my way?”
“By all means. You have a complete staff of all sorts, including instructors and teachers. They want the children continuing their education, to satisfy some of the more liberal elements of the powers that be. I could give a rat’s ass about the generic crap. Turn them into killers. As for the leader we need another Alexander the Great, Patton, and Genghis Khan all rolled into one.”
Deke thought of Alexander Hawk . . that little smart ass figured this shit out before we got to the airport..Careful what you wish for smartass . . .I will be coming with you.
Deke shook his head as he exclaimed, “Son of a bitch.”
“What? Beg your pardon?” Lancaster asked.
“Oh, just thinking about how I am going to enjoy certain aspects of this new assignment, Sir.” Deke said as he finished his drink.
~~~~~~******~~~~~~
Chapter Three
Take Off
April 6, 2020 0435 ZULU
"What's this?" Deke asked looking at a craft that was roughly three times the size of the Space Shuttle, only more aerodynamic.
"This is a shuttle craft, Sir. I took the liberty of sending your bags ahead; your steward should have them placed in your quarters on the transport ship."
"Where's the transport ship?" Deke asked.
"It's on the other side of the moon. The Macktonics hide their ships there. They make the hop to earth with shuttles or personal craft. It only takes a couple of minutes get back and forth."
The bubbly Captain was just a bit too chipper for Deke’s liking this early in the morning. After his meeting with General Lancaster, Deke had a briefing session with Ramone which lasted three hours. He was then taken to pick up his belongings, before being picked up by Captain 'Perky' and brought to the bases airfield. It had already been a long day for Deke, with no immediate end in sight.
Deke felt the craft moving. It lurched up by its nose and seemed to rise straight up. Across the aisle, a window porthole was still open. Deke noticed the sunlight coming through the glass. Then it faded away, to be replaced by the black of space. He couldn't believe he was in space already. The ship felt as if it was still accelerating. Deke went through his notes from the briefing with Ramone and started making other notes in the margins.
Deke felt the push of his seat against his backside fade away and the pressure start building against the restraint over his shoulders. The shuttle was slowing down. Deke could not see out of the porthole across the aisle. Nothing except a light shining in from the direction they were headed. The circle of light moved from the porthole around the small cabin, and then faded to dark. They just passed the moon. Deke remembered it took four days for the crew of Apollo 11 to get to the moon.
As the shuttle landed, the shoulder restraints lifted off automatically. As Deke got out of his seat, the perky Captain reappeared, with Ramone and led him off the ship.
"This way, General." Ramone said.
Deke stepped out of the shuttle into an enormous bay, where numerous shuttles were being unloaded. He was fascinated by the way a light purple force fields kept the bay sealed airtight, covering massive openings in the side of the ship. The inner force field was transparent with just a blue tinge to the air. The shuttles would pause, the force field would drop, the shuttles would move between where the blue field had been and where an outer field with a red tinge to it, held the air in the landing bay of the ship. The blue field would appear again, with the red behind it, the fields looked purple, the red outer field would drop, the showing only the blue inner field, then the shuttle would fly out of the ship.
"We added a color to the force fields so pilots could tell which field was up at any given time." Ramone said as he noticed Deke's interest in the fields. "If you will follow me, General, I'll show you to your quarters."
They walked to one edge of the landing bay where little carts kept coming out of tubes and moving to a parking section and stopping. People and Macktonics would get on a cart and it would zoom away into another set of tubes. Deke noticed large containers and bundles of freight were being unloaded and moved out of the other side of the landing bay. Straight back into the ship was a large opening which led to a hallway, and a large group of children were being led out of the bay that in that direction on foot. They reached a cart and Ramone motioned to a seat in the front, Ramone sat next to Deke, and Captain 'Perky' took a seat behind us.
"Command Section Two – General Harrbinger’s Quarters," Ramone said.
The cart immediately began to move toward one of the outward going cart tubes.
"What's in Command Section One?" Deke asked.
"That would be the Command Crew of the transport ship and the bridge." Ramone answered.
The cart took off and air lock doors opened ahead of it as it zoomed into a tunnel through more doors than Deke could count. It slowed and stopped beside a hallway.
Ramone hopped off the cart. "Please disembark, this is our destination."
Ramone moved down the hallway a couple of doors and stopped in front of a door, and opened it. "General Harrbinger, your quarters."
Ramone allowed Deke to enter first. It was a very stylish room like one of an upper class hotel. The furniture and decor were masculine and tastefully done. Deke liked the look and feel of the place.
"Your restroom facilities are through there, Sir. The bedroom is beyond your restroom," Ramone walked across the room to another door. It opened with a door handle, which seemed odd since the rest of the ship had automatic doors.
"Through here, Sir, is your private office."
Deke walked through the door and it was a replica of his last office from Fort Hood. It was perfect in every detail from the flags in stands behind the desk to the Eagle bookends holding up his collection of books on warfare. They had even recreated the copy of the 'Resolute' desk in the White House.
"That isn't my desk from my office?"
"No, Sir. But we took the liberty of scanning your old office and recreating everything from the scans." Ramone explained. "We manufactured the books as new, since the ones in your office were quite old and used. Your room steward said you brought your books with you, so we had another book shelf put in your room with your original books placed in there, in case they have a sentimental value to you."
"Room Steward?"
"Yes, Sir. Franklin is a member of the ship’s staff. He is in charge of doing your laundry, cleaning your room and seeing to your daily needs. He will get any products you may need, even extra food service, if you desire it. I will introduce you to him later."
The replica of the office was off only because this office had two more doors than his old office. The door coming from Deke’s room, they had just walked through was at the side of the credenza that was behind his desk, an additional door on the left side of the office, and a door that was the entrance to his old office straight across from the front of his desk.
"Where do the other two doors go?" Deke asked.
Ramone walked over and opened the one to the left of Deke’s desk, "Out this door, Sir will get you to the corridor to go elsewhere in the ship." He closed the door and stepped over to the door on the next wall across from his desk, "This door leads to your conference room. Your support staff offices are through the door on the far side of the conference room. The door to the left of the conference room leads to the same corridor as the door in your office does."
Deke noticed Captain 'Perky' was still with them. "What is your function?”
"I am your new aide, Sir. Captain Bratten."
"I'm sorry, I thought you knew him," stammered Ramone. "Did I not mention him in the briefing last night? I am so sorry- -"
Deke cut him off by holding his hand up, in a stop fashion. Deke noticed the name badge on the Captain's uniform said 'Bratten'. That would be his last name which was all Deke needed to know about him for the moment.
He laid his briefcase on his desk and removed a legal pad with pages of notes he took from his briefing with Ramone and stuff he had come up with on his own since their meeting.
"I was told your manufacturing ability is phenomenal."
"Compared to your planet, yes, Sir. I grew up with it; it doesn't seem as amazing- - -"
Deke cut Ramone off. He sure hoped he learned to quit this yammering away the way he does, Deke thought as he rolled his eyes up sarcastically.
"Do you have to dress that way?" Deke asked him, motioning with his hands taking in the hat and bib overall style colored suit.
"You disapprove of my clothes?" Ramone asked.
"Yes, frankly I do. This is the military we all dress alike." Deke considered that his comments never offended Ramone in the slightest. He was going to have to figure out what it takes to piss off a Macktonic enough to want to fight, obviously directly insulting comments doesn't bother them in the slightest, well at least not Ramone.
"Seeing as how we are going to a new star system," Deke said, "and we will be traveling and training for six years, it seems that the standard Army fatigues may not necessarily be the best uniform to wear. Look up records on Earth history, circa 1938 German SS uniforms, black jackets, with red piping, white shirts, slacks, and black shoes. Make the shoes some sort of athletic shoe in a flat black, with something that will not leave black scuffs on the floors when we walk."
Deke tore a page out of the middle of his legal pad and held it out as he continued. "I would like unit patches made for each ship with an animal mascot for each one."
Captain Bratten took the piece of paper, good first move, thought Deke. "I've made a list of the Squadron Leaders and put their animal designation beside each." Bratten reviewed the paper as Ramone looked over from the side.
Squadron Leader Group Designation
1. Alexander Hawk Hawks
2. Marcus DeJours Sharks
3. Antony “Tony” DeCarlo Tigers
4. Belem Voltaire Bulls
5. Rodney Parker Rhinos
6. Charles Barker Panthers
7. Douglas McKinney Wolves
8. Kenny Sergio Lions
9. Iktaw Mitsubishi Jaguars
10. Andy Eries Eagles
11. Barney Isment Bears
Bratten looked up from the sheet, "Why German SS uniforms, Sir?"
"Because even the Nazis decided the uniform was too intimidating and quit wearing them after 1938. If they were too scary for Nazi's then black and red should be perfect for our troops." Deke said as he tried out his chair.
"Each of the squadron leaders are with their own group. Each on a different transport ship correct?"
"Yes, Sir." answered Bratten, "Each squadron has 100,000 kids and one of your squadron leaders, except this ship. Alexander Hawk only has 50,000 under him."
Deke looked at Ramone, "How many Mackton children are prepared to start combat training?"
"One million fifty thousand, the same number as the human children." Ramone answered.
Deke lifted his feet up and put them upon the corner of his desk. "Let's start referring to them as soldiers and troops. They are no longer children and never will be again."
Amazing! Deke thought, this felt exactly like he was back in his office at Fort Hood. "Assign 100,000 of the Mackton children to each of the training transport ships. They may not be on the ship, but they will follow the same schedule and training regiment as the ship they are attached to. Assign the last fifty thousand to this ship, under Alexander."
"Sir, you realize that Squadron One is only half the strength of the other units, and we could divide them up so they all have the same amount?" Bratten asked.
"Oh, I realize that. I planned it that way. Our Mr. Hawk is about to learn a lesson in humility." Deke said as he took his feet down and sat up. "I'm going to get some sleep. Wake me at 1400, I will hold a briefing to be broadcasted to all ships at 1500 today. That's all gentleman."
~*~
Alexander was led from the shuttle craft with several hundred other children. They walked out of the landing bay and down a hallway to the left. An alien stepped forward, through the group and grabbed him by the shoulder of his shirt."
"Black Tag!" the alien said, he was referring to the colored tag they put on Alexander's chest at the processing center where he was taken after he and Dickhead landed at Fort Hood.
"I have been looking for you all morning. Will you please follow me, Mr. Hawk. I will lead you to your barracks," it said as it pulled him in a different direction than the crowd.
"Do you have any baggage we need to pick up?" it asked.
Alexander lifted his pillow case, "This is all I got."
They went down a hallway, up some stairs, down a hallway, down some stairs, into a short hall where they climbed a rung ladder into a tube shaped hallway instead of rectangle ones.
Alexander realized when they came off the ladder into the tube shaped hallway they had changed directions as far as which way was up and which way was down. When they came out of the tube they were in a large room that went to the left and the right as far as he could see. The floor slanted upward in a slight arc in each direction."
"You will be in here with a Mr. Kirk."
Alexander looked around from two feet inside the doorway. There was a wall locker built into the wall beside each bunk bed with long narrow window to the space outside the ship between the wall lockers. The floor was black rubber matting, the walls were grayish blue, and the wall lockers and bunk beds were dark blue and appeared to be built into the walls. He turned to the Macktonic and he was gone.
"They do that. They can show up right behind you without making a noise also." said a bigger kid who had been lying on the bottom bed across from the door, playing some sort of computer game on a laptop. He paused the game and pulled off the headset with the boom microphone attached.
"You're right there." said the kid pointing at the bunk bed to my right.
Alexander put his pillow case on the bed, "What's your name?"
"Kirk" he said, pulling up the name tag on his uniform.
"I can read. I wondered what your first name is?"
"Does it matter?" the kid said with no enthusiasm.
"Nope. Guess not." Alexander shrugged his shoulders, "Where is everybody?"
"We’re it. I was in another barracks last week, but they made me move my stuff here when they put me in charge of the other kids. I found out this morning that you were coming, when they put your name on the locker. They said you would be in charge when you got here. If you don't want me as your second, I am supposed to move back to the other barracks."
Alexander looked at him with a puzzled look. "Why am I in charge?"
"You don't know?" Kirk asked.
"Nope. I haven't got a clue. They just brought me here from the shuttle." Alexander had a thought, "Did a Colonel Harrbinger get you from wherever you come from?"
"No. I volunteered with about fifty other kids from my orphanage. It's not like anybody would ever want us. People always adopt the little kids. It was a way to get out of the system and join the Army. I thought why not do something I enjoy."
"What's that? I mean, what do you enjoy doing?"
"I like to fight. You?"
"I don't like to fight, but nobody ever gives me the option. It's usually fight or get my ass kicked. I prefer fighting to getting my ass kicked."
"How old are you? You've got to be one of the youngest kids on the ship?"
"I'm eight. How old are you?"
"Twelve. Most of the kids I have run into are between ten and fourteen. I haven't met any under ten."
"Who told you I was in charge?"
"The guy installing the name tag on your locker said some General was bringing you on board with him and you were going to be in charge of all the kids on this ship. He didn't say anything about you only being eight years old."
"So what do we do here?" Alexander asked looking around. "Have you explored the ship?"
"So far, we have been just playing games on the lap tops they've given everybody. We can't explore very far except for the lounge areas, the barracks, or the mess area. You can only be in the mess area when it's your time to eat. We show up to eat at our scheduled time. There is supposed to be some sort of briefing for everybody this afternoon before the ship takes off for wherever we’re going."
"What kind of games do they have on the computer?"
"It's cool! They have every type of war game imaginable. Some of them I haven't ever seen before. There are different types of controllers depending on what type of game you're playing."
Alexander went to his locker and found the computer, and opened it up. It immediately came on but it prompted him for a finger print, for security.
"You have to put your thumb on that pad right there and it unlocks."
Alexander placed his thumb on the pad. The computer unlocked and said 'Welcome, Captain Hawk'.
"Captain! Why are you so special?" Kirk asked.
Alexander shrugged his shoulders, "I don't know."
Later that afternoon at 1500 all the kids on all the ships tuned in to watch the briefing on their computers. It was also broadcast on every monitor of every ship.
"Good afternoon. I am General Harrbinger. I will be in charge of training this Army for the next six years. We will be training while we're traveling. The enemy we will be engaging are the Gators."
A picture of a gator humanoid-type creature carrying a very large gun was displayed on the screen.
"At this time, we do not know their strength or capabilities. As this information becomes available, we will make adjustments as needed. In the meantime, we will train as if they outnumber us twenty to one and that they are superior to us in every way. We will not underestimate them in any way."
"He's already under estimating them. He knows our strength and taking us into combat against a force with no idea of their strength. What if they outnumber us 50 to 1, or 100 to 1?" Alexander said. Kirk looked over from his bunk but didn't say a word.
So they made Dickhead a General. Freaking amazing, thought Alexander.
"The commanding cadets have already been chosen. Each ships commanding cadet lieutenant will be displayed. They are all here by lieutenants with the exception of Alexander Hawk, who has been made a Captain and thereby outranks everyone in this Army at this time."
Alexander's picture was shown on everyone's screen.
"Dude! Who the hell are you? I mean besides being totally in charge. Why in the world would they put an eight-year old in charge of everybody? You have got to be the youngest in the whole group," Kirk said looking over at Alexander with a puzzled look.
What the hell was Harrbinger up to? Why am I in charge? This can't be happening to me. Something is definitely wrong with this, Alexander thought.
Harrbinger continued speaking, "For the first week, we will settle in and get used to our routines. There will be physical training every day, classes five days a week, and combat simulation training six days a week. You will have Sundays off. Meal times will be posted on your computers for each Division. Each Squadron will be 1000 men, ten squadrons to a division, ten divisions per each transport ship. The command ship, Captains Hawk's ship, will only have 50,000 men or five divisions."
Kirk shot Alexander another look, Alexander couldn't decide if it was confusion or if Kirk was pissed.
"Our hosts, the Macktonics have offered an equal strength of men to match ours. Each soldier will have a Mackton buddy linked to them via their computer. You are to answer their questions and help them with their training. They are allowed to answer your questions and help you with your school work. In combat simulations, they will be right beside you, trying to learn what you do and how to fight. Fighting is not a natural part of their nature. They have never had an army or trained fighting forces in their history. Fighting is ingrained in our DNA and psychological make up from birth. So help them learn what we do naturally. Learn to fight together, because when we get where we are going, you will be fighting with your buddies at your side."
"Play whatever war games you enjoy and are best at. Your scores and rankings will be used to place you into permanent jobs and training. The second week, after sorting the army by specialties, we will begin combat simulation training. Within the next week, members of each squadron, division, and ship will get their new uniforms with their insignias. Each member will be given a combat sim suit and helmet to be worn in the combat simulator. Liberties, special food, and activities will be awarded to the squadrons and divisions with the best combat simulation scores. Cleaning and work details will be added to the schedules of the teams with the worst scores. That is all for now. Harrbinger out."
What the hell have I gotten myself into? Alexander thought.
He typed into a search box on his computer, 'Where is General Harrbinger?' It displayed a picture of the transport ship with a dot showing where he was and a dot showing where Harrbinger was.
He is on this ship. He memorized the map, shut the computer, and left it on his bed. He got up to leave.
"Where you going?" Kirk asked.
"To find Dickhead," Alexander said as he stormed out of the barracks. Alexander thought about his new name for Deke Harrbinger, DH, DickHead, it fit perfectly!
In the tube shaped hallway he felt the transport ship begin to move. It felt as if it was accelerating, but the feeling didn't stop. Alexander had to put a hand out to steady himself as he moved down the hallway. After a few minutes of walking through the corridors he started adjusting to the feeling of the ship accelerating. He found General Harrbinger's office and was greeted by a Macktonic.
"Can I help you?" it said to him.
"I want to see Dickhead. I mean General Harrbinger." Alexander said, gritting his teeth.
"Just a moment," the creature said. He disappeared through a door, a real door with a handle and everything. He came back within moments and it led Alexander into the Generals office, "The General will see you."
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