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Chapter One: Progress Reports

Contingency Plan
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The London World Conference arena was stuffed to the gills with each country’s government, military, and science leaders in attendance. By the looks on their faces, they were bracing for the worst-case scenario. A small transport ship appeared above the field and descended onto the turf. Its ramp came down and the two Interfacers Sspark had loaned out to Darnizva entered the center stage. They had been connected to the world database over the past two years calculating population loss percentages for the duration of the war. The numbers so far weren’t looking good. After weeks of estimations and crunching data they came to a grave conclusion. Seeing the humans’ dour looks did not give them much confidence. They stepped onto the raised platform to present their findings.

"Have they no faith in their kind's capacity for survival?" The red head Interfacer, Sugil, asked.

"Would you?" Nellan, his dark haired counterpart answered.

"They are a bit behind, but all civilizations have to start somewhere."

"True." His companion nodded. He saw Darnizva give the signal to start. "Let's give it to them without filters, shall we?" He hit the commlink attached to his ear connecting it to the wireless amplifier system.

"Good morning, humans. As you may have heard, we were given the task of determining your survival rate in the upcoming war. Our research was based on inhabited areas, trajectory of weapons from the Relliant ship, friendly fire incidents..."

"Enough of all that!" A French General shouted. "Tell us the numbers!"

A din of voices concurring with him filled the arena. The two Interfacers glanced at each other then at Darnizva, who shrugged before nodding.

"Very well," Nellan continued. "Based on our research and the data available, we have concluded that seventy two percent of your planet's population will die from a multitude of events: Disintegration, exposure to alien biochemicals, starvation, and shock. I believe one of the common failures is what you call a massive coronary." He happened to see Darnizva’s face and realized he had been trying to stop him from talking. The entire arena had hushed. No one was moving. They all sat awestruck.

"You should have warned them first, I think," Sugil stated.

"Hmm...not sure that would have done any good." He whispered back despite his commlink still on.

Slowly, the audience began to show signs of life as one by one they turned to their colleagues and started to argue. The Interfacers were baffled at the humans’ anger towards each other for something completely out of their control.

"I don't understand. What's going on?" Sugil asked.

Since their arrival on Earth, they had sensed an imbalance in the humans’ psyche. Mankind seemed to be a civilization on the brink of madness. Their eyes darted back and forth as they caught snippets of hostile words being thrown around. Darnizva stepped up onto the platform.

"You see, humans can be quite selfish, and each faction had their own agenda instead of one that benefitted their planet, or race for that matter."

"Ahh," they both exclaimed.

"Now they realize all their separate agendas mean absolutely nothing if their race will be practically extinct."

"Why? I still don't understand this divide. Are they not all the same race?" Nellan asked.

"Their logic of race is complicated and makes no sense, so I won’t attempt to explain it."

"Well, it's too late now, isn't it?" Sugil surveyed the humans with pity.

"Indeed." Nellan replied.

"I believe it may be time for a short break." Darnizva announced through the amplifier system via his own commlink.

Every top military leader was assembled in the conference room positioned under the bleachers brainstorming on how to save humanity. The original scientists still in play had been tapped for suggestions earlier and the results were frightening. No one wanted any of their ideas implemented and made it clear, would not be tolerated. They did not have the same clout they once did decades ago.

"The only option left is to find another planet and start shipping people out," one general said.

"Yes, but that would take another fifty years. There's no way we could find one so quickly that could sustain human life," another one stated.

"Well, we better check out every map of the solar system ever made and come up with something," a third general piped in.  

"Oh stop! We have plenty of options when it comes to planets. What do you think was first on those scientists’ agenda after dissecting those aliens?”

“That's great and all but the question is if any of it is applicable given our level of technology?" Another general jumped in.

General Rubio Perrara was not really listening. He got the gist of what they were trying to do. It seemed daunting at best, nearly impossible. With less than two decades left, humankind had run out of time. Evacuation was inevitable. Where, was a mystery. To his left, General Takayama also stood staring out the window, a whimsical smile on his face. He walked over to stand next to him.

"You know, the cherry blossoms are blooming in Japan right now." Takayama said.

"Is that right? I'd love to see them again. Been a while since I visited."

"Yes, you should," Takayama turned to him, still smiling. He made a full turn to face the door and headed towards it. "Look me up when you come. I'll treat you to the best Sake on Earth." He waved a hand as he left the room.
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On the main deck of Sspark’s battle ship, the crew prepared for departure. There was a flurry of activity as each station was being manned. Darnizva stood out of the way near the entrance. Sspark gave orders in his usual passive aggressive tone. When he felt all was in order he turned towards the entry and motioned for Darnizva to follow. They entered the corridor with Sspark’s Cybok, Ballamian, taking the rear. Darnizva glanced back at the soldier who stood a little over seven feet tall, wearing an all-black body suit. Electric blue eyes were in contrast to his pale skin and jet-black hair that hung past his shoulders. Cyboks were deadly, and expensive. He felt a twinge of disgust, knowing the only reason Sspark had one was due to his mating status with the general.

“You can’t have him,” Sspark said.

Darnizva turned his attention forward. Beside him, Sspark’s hips swayed with every exaggerated step. In a shiny white bodysuit that glittered like starlight, it was again hard to tell whether he was in male or female form. The crew members passing by lowered their heads in quick acknowledgement of their superiors.

“I wouldn’t ask for him. I am grateful for the Interfacers.”

“As you should.” Sspark smiled. “We are leaving.”

“I see that. Why? Training of the humans is not yet complete.”

Sspark stopped at an intersection and turned to him.

“I will not waste any more of my time on that inferior race.”

Darnizva’s face scrunched in anger.

“You agreed to do it!”

“And I was wrong. They have no appreciation for my skills and will be annihilated regardless of our efforts. Or theirs, for that matter.”

“I promised not to abandon them.”

“Exactly.” Sspark resumed his walk by turning down the left corridor. “I’m sure you’ll do just fine without our interference in your pet project.”

Darnizva slammed Sspark against the bulk head and locked eyes. Ballamian’s hands receded into his wrists, displaying the arm cannons.

“Let go of me, Darnizva,” Sspark hissed.

“This is not,” Darnizva said heatedly, grabbing Sspark by the arms and slamming him into the wall again, “some pet project!” His eyes glowed red and Sspark’s narrowed.

Sspark raised a hand signaling Ballamian to stand down.

“No need to get nasty. I will retract my statement on that. The rest...” Sspark pushed him off and moved to the center of the corridor. “I stand by. You shouldn’t have run.”

He walked away with Ballamian in tow, leaving Darnizva to seethe.

I know that!

Darnizva regained his composure and caught up with Sspark. They continued towards the ship’s exit, Sspark wanting him gone. He needed to get back to his own ship and map out a new strategy. The only other option would be Celestial Mother, and he wanted her to be a last resort.

While traveling back to his ship with the fight cruiser on auto pilot, Darnizva sat casually in the cockpit mulling over his situation. There would be no help coming from his home world. The dash console lit up and the communication icon blinked. He stared at it for a long time, contemplating on if he should answer. When it went through a second round of its sequence, he tapped it.

“Captain, I was getting worried.” His second in command’s voice was terse as his image appeared on the small screen.

“I was seeing Lieutenant Sspark. What is the urgency?”

There was a pause. He knew what his second was thinking by the instant frown that formed. Sspark rubbed everyone the wrong way.

“Celestial Mother wishes to speak with you.” Darnizva winced at that. His second continued. “General Perrara and Hana would also like to set up a meeting at your earliest convenience.”

“I will talk with Hana first. The general can wait.”

“And her?” His second asked.

He remembered the sly smile on Celestial Mother - Telia’s face the last time they met.  She was up to something and it didn’t bode well for his agenda.

“Sooner than later. I will let you know. I am on my way back.”

He disconnected the feed and the screen went blank. The viewports gave him a one-hundred-and-eighty-degree line of sight as the scenery passed by. Dense forest lined both sides of the pathway that stretch wide to accommodate the alien ships coming through on a regular basis. A closer look through the trees found remote cameras attached to floating drones. In the past few decades, Earth had not change much.

And there lies the problem.

At the edge of the forest, the landscape revealed a bustling city up ahead. Darnizva sat correctly in the cockpit and tapped the icons to engage the secondary engine. The cruiser went from hover mode to flight and lifted into the sky above the city. It shot over in seconds and arrived in the other forest where his ship sat idle emitting a soft hum that vibrated the foliage.

Human military soldiers on guard duty walked around its perimeter, keeping clear of his own guards who were lower tiered Cyboks. He had negotiated for them personally despite the discouragement from his father. He was of a higher rank than Sspark and Zanzibar, yet they had high level Cyboks. There was no logic in his father’s blatant favoritism and lack of respect for him.

The ship’s guidance system took over that of the cruiser’s, and it sailed effortlessly into the docking bay. Crewmembers rushed over as the clamps grabbed hold to secure it. Darnizva leapt out once the cockpit opened.

“Captain,” his second greeted him as they met halfway.

They made their way to the lift and let it take them to the bridge level. Entering the corridor, Darnizva paid attention to his stride, avoiding the heavy traffic of soldiers going about their daily routines.

“Where are we on the timetable?” He asked his second.

“There are still some glitches, but nothing that can’t be remedied,” his second replied while keeping up with him.

“Did you get a hold of Hana?”

“Do you want to have a video chat or face to face? That was his question.”

Darnizva thought about it. On one hand, less travel was ideal. Some humans were dead set on taking their frustrations out against any alien they encountered. It would also mean being caught on radar heading into the desert compound. On the other, real time deliberations where both parties could gauge each other’s reactions was best.

“Tell Hana we need to find a better location. Too many eyes focused on our movements.”

“Of course.” His second reached the bridge entrance ahead of him and turned around. “Is it worth all this?” He stared Darnizva down. “No one on this ship blames you for anything. If you hadn’t made the jump, we would all be dead. So, I am asking, on behalf of the crew. Is helping this race worth it in the end?”

It was a valid question that deserved an honest answer. Darnizva walked past him and entered the bridge.

“I do not know. But I will not go back on my word.”

“That’s good enough,” his second said as he followed him.

****
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The entrance to Metropolis emerged as a shimmer in the landscape. Three military jeeps traveling on the dirt road sped through it and came out on the other side to a false blue sky. Looming ahead was the main building. A multilevel stark white structure built into a mountain. In the first vehicle, Kevin sat in the front passenger seat, one leg propped up against the dash and his head resting in his hand along the window. He stared up at the building and instantly connected telepathically with Terence.

“Why have you come here?” Terence’s message was at a high volume in his head.

“If you didn’t want me here, you shouldn’t have let me in,” Kevin answered calmly.

There was a long pause. Kevin laughed inwardly. Hmph!

“Whatever it is, the answer is no,” Terence finally sent.

“I’m still going to try and convince you.”

The lower docks of the building opened, and the vehicles went down the ramp, deep into Metropolis. Overhead lights flickered on to guide them through the underground maze. They parked in designated stations and their passengers were forced out by armed security guards. Kevin found that to be unnecessary.

“I don’t like uninvited guests,” Terence snapped in his mind.

“This way,” the transport operator closest to him ordered.

Seeing the strange purple glow of its eyes and the internal microphone protruded from behind its ear made Kevin shudder. He never liked transporters. As his group moved, the security detail raised their weapons.

“Just you, per his instructions,” transport operator said.

Kevin sighed in defeat. He turned to his entourage.

“Wait here.”

“We don’t seem to have a choice,” one of his operatives said.

“I will talk with him and get him to see reason,” Kevin said.

“Oh?” Terence asked playfully.

“Stop being a snot! You’re too old for that shit.”

When Terence didn’t retort, Kevin nodded at the transport operator.

“Lead the way.”

Kevin followed the operator down the massive corridor. It was nearly fifty feet wide and he wondered what it was accommodating. The two men walked for another ten minutes and came to a small enclosed vehicle set on a railing system. The hatch opened and the operator waited for him to get in. Once he saw Kevin was settled, he got in the front section and hit a button. The pod lurched forward at high speed and didn’t let up until it reached the end of the rails in front of cargo bay doors.

“Forward, please,” the operator said.

The doors swung apart like a giant readying itself to devour a meal. On the other side was lift. As Kevin walked to it and entered, he stared sideways in an upward glance at the tiny camera in the corner.

“Really? Just how many transits are there to get to you?”

“I like to keep my guests on their toes,” Terence laughed in his head.

The lift dropped down many levels before stopping. When it opened, Kevin found himself on the command deck. In the center, wearing military dress and standing at ease, arms behind his back, was Terence. His dark hair flowed freely down the middle of his back.

“The answer is no,” Terence said.

“I haven’t asked you anything yet.”

“I know why you came here. This has nothing to do with us.”

“You’re wrong,” Kevin replied. “This planet is your home just like everyone else’s.”

Terence turned around to face him. They locked eyes. Kevin let his arms drop loosely to his sides. That look. He knew it well. A longing he could never fill. He averted his gaze and heard a soft tsk from Terence.

“Ask your question.” Terence’s tone was harsh.

“We need the Terrors to join the ranks of fighters.”

“And you know my answer.”

“Then what about the other ones?” He gestured towards some of the transport operators.

“You think I created them to be sacrificed? Absolutely not!”

“Why?” Kevin stepped to him and grabbed hold of his shoulders. “Why are you being so stubborn about it?”

Terence brought his arms in and knocked Kevin’s away.

“They need to learn how to fend for themselves! We were used, tortured, and hated all our lives, doing their bidding. We’re done!”

Kevin got hold of him again and didn’t let go when he tried to push away.

“Tere, please.”

Terence’s eyes went wide and he leaned as far away as he could from Kevin.

“Don’t act like you suddenly care!”

“When have I not?” Kevin asked telepathically.

Terence wrench out of his grasp and stepped back.

“Tell them what I said.” He turned away and headed towards the main console.

“What, no grand tour?”

Without turning back, Terence said, “You need to leave.”

“I’ll be back.”

The operator had been waiting at the lift doors and gestured for him to get in.

“Wait for me,” Kevin sent to Terence.

Before the doors closed, he saw Terence’s body, back in his military stance, go rigid.
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Unattainable Goals
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The facility chairman sat with his chair positioned sideways at the end of the large oval table while he scanned the faces of the world leaders, dignitaries, and lead scientists sitting around it. Not one of them had cracked even the slightest smile. Dead silence filled the room, making the atmosphere uncomfortable for most. He swung in his chair so that it was straight forward.

“I understand the frustration, but what are you all so worried about?” He asked.

Former Army General Bradley Hoskins leaned towards the table’s edge.

“I had proposed decades ago when we found out about the timeline that we should shoot for twenty percent of the population to be in military service as the needed goal.”

“Based on what?” George of Homeland Security shouted. “What good is that when we are up against an alien race that uses eighty percent of its adult population as a military force?”

“Hmm.” The Chairman raised a finger to his lips. “True. The human race is outmatched. But, twenty percent is the best we can do. Hoskins is indeed correct.”

“It’s unprecedented and nearly impossible,” Neil Shannon added. “As much as we recruit each generation, there just aren’t enough people willing to fight.”

“Let me off this rock. I’m not dying with these fools,” a scientist said.

“That!” Hana yelled, standing. “That is one of the reasons why we can’t reach our goals!”

Everyone leaned back from the table at his outburst. The scientist frowned and looked away, not making eye contact with anyone. Hana sat back down, his face flushed pink.

Hoskins nodded. “The little twit is right. Can’t argue with that.” He turned to the chairman. “That purge stunt you all pulled did us no favors.”

“Then what do you propose we do now?” Another general asked.

Further down at the table, President Lynmore remained silent with a pained expression. When she finally looked up, her gaze fell on the chairman.

“You have Bi-Genetics with untapped talent sealed away in the facilities. I want them.”

“Wanting is always encouraged. Getting is another matter,” he replied.

“I will reinstate the draft,” Lynmore seethed as she stood up, planting her hands on the table. George set one of his hands on hers. She slipped hers from under it and smacked his away.

“Let’s not get too hasty,” the chairman said angrily.

“I will not be made a fool out of.” She turned to Hoskins. “Do you agree? Or are you also going to roll over and let them dry screw us?”

Hoskins also became angry and stood.

“Now, hold on, Miss Brass Balls. I don’t roll over for nobody!”

“We are not trying to screw anyone,” the chairman said. He was barely able to contain the rage he felt. None of this was the facilities doing. Humans had brought this on themselves. “You asked for assistance and we obliged.”

“But, you won’t contribute to the cause,” Admiral Perrara added. He was the picture of calm with his arms folded while he stared at the ceiling. Looking down at the others at the table, he shifted in his seat. “There is no negotiating. We need to reach twenty percent. Period.”

The chairman leaned back and stared at him.

“This is not something I can authorize on a dime,” he began.

“The draft, it is.” President Lynmore turned away from the table and walked towards the door. “Let’s go, George.”

“Madam President!” The chairman’s assistant cried out. “This is unacceptable!”

Hoskins glanced over at Perrara who closed his eyes in defeat. As she stepped out into the hallway, Lynmore halted.

“You left me no choice.”

The doors closed behind her and George, leaving the rest of the room gawking in awe. After a few seconds, the chairman regained his demeanor and cleared his throat to get everyone’s attention. He was met with hostile stares.

How dare they ask such a thing of us! He thought.

“Again, I understand. You also have to acknowledge what that would mean for the facilities.”

“This is a war!” Another President shouted. “Did you not hear what we are saying?”

The telepath, Aleem, swung his chair towards the chairman and gave him a strange look. Before he could ask what was on the man’s mind, he heard his voice in his head.

“Do not cave. Let the draft happen.”

Stunned, the chairman immediately made his face void of emotion. Aleem continued.

“Play their game. We have a plan of our own.”

“We will also implement a draft,” a different country’s President said. “I am sure other countries will follow.” He stood from his seat. “There is no reason to continue this meeting.”

He gave a bow then headed out the room. The rest of the world leaders and most of the scientists did the same until the only ones left were Hana, Perrara, Hoskins, the telepath and the chairman.

“You need to make her see reason,” the chairman said to Admiral Perrara.

“I will do no such thing.” Perrara uncrossed his arms. “I can guarantee you, Darnizva is probably thinking the same.”

Those damn aliens, the chairman chided himself.

****
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Inside his personal chamber aboard his ship, Darnizva watched news from all over the world on multiple holoscreens before him. He couldn’t wrap his mind around the images and articles flooding his senses. With everything that happened with the Grid City and the Purge, humans were no closer to salvation.

What will it take?

The notification on his entrance chimed and he looked up to see the two interfacers enter. He saw their grim expressions and let out a sigh. Both stood near the door, not daring to move further in.

“Sit down,” Darnizva ordered.

They hesitated then went around him to sit on the window seat.

“What is it?” Darnizva asked.

“We may be recalled soon and wanted to make sure you had everything you need.”

Darnizva glanced over at them confused.

“What do you mean? Why would you be recalled?”

“Lieutenant Sspark is leaving. Since we are his interfacers, we assumed,” Sugil said.

“Do you wish to go?” He watched them appear to struggle inwardly. “I won’t force you to stay on this planet and fight for me. I am not your Captain.”

Nellan leaned forward.

“We don’t want to leave our work unfinished.”

“Then it’s settled. You stay.”

“What about the Lieutenant?” Sugil asked.

Darnizva didn’t have the heart to tell them Sspark couldn’t care less. When they were loaned to him, he got the impression they were expendable. There were already four new interfacers at the helm of Sspark’s ship mainframe. He concluded it was because of their age. They were still quite young, like his own crew, and he didn’t have interfacers for his ship.

Their conversation was disrupted by a new notification on one of the holoscreens. Darnizva read the message outlining the details of the meeting at Facility HQ. He felt his face twitch as he forced down disappointment and rage.

“I have a meeting with Hana soon. So, I must leave for Earth.”

“As do we,” Nellan said. “The cannon needs another tweak. We can take the same transport, if that is acceptable.”

“Let’s go.”

Darnizva waved his hand across the holoscreens and the messages disappeared. He grabbed his outer robe and put it on, securing it with the sash. The interfacers left first and he followed. His mind raced while they walked down the corridor. Although he despised the person who popped up in his mind, there was no one more suited. He would need to meet with them after his talk with Hana.

**~**
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The small café on the quiet suburban street was wedged between two bigger shops. At midday, the sky was partly cloudy and the temperature mild, making Hana feel slightly overdressed. He walked into the empty space that prominently displayed the occupancy capacity at twenty five. There were six small round tables and four stools at the bar. No rack of liquor bottles, only five taps.

He sat down at the farthest table and unbuttoned his sweater coat. His hair, temporarily colored black, was pulled back in a severe ponytail, making him look more Asian. A man appeared from the back through the heavy curtain separating the area. Hana was taken aback by the man’s hipster vibe. Wearing a tight V-neck t-shirt, skinny jeans, messy hair, and a short beard, he was like an ad from the early two thousands.

“What can I get ya’?”

“Just an IPA. Waiting on a friend.”

“Starting a tab?”

Hana sat back stunned.

“Places still do that?”

“I still do that,” the man replied. “Don’t trust technology. Especially with all this new bullshit going down in the government. But I gotta’ use it. Tabs are easier than a shit ton of single payments.”

“Can’t blame you there.” Hana held out his wrist and the man pulled a scanner from his back pocket. “I’ll pay for my friend too.”

“Gotcha’.” The man nodded as he held the device over his arm. There was soft beep. As he went through the curtains and reemerged behind the bar, the tiny bells above the main entrance jingled.

The tall man straightened himself from ducking down to enter. His hair was up in a messy bun and he wore dark shades. The button-down shirt was untucked over black jeans. A full length tan colored trench coat lay open. He pulled the shades up and positioned them atop his head. Hana stared gawking at him in surprise.

“Umm,” Hana stuttered.

“David,” Darnizva said.

“Is that really you?”

Darnizva walked over and pulled the chair out further so he could sit comfortably across from Hana. He smirked at the shocked stare.

“Seriously, Hana. What part of blending in for decades had you confused?”

The bartender came back with Hana’s beer and set it down along with a coaster. He turned to Darnizva.

“Whatcha’ drinking?”

He glanced over at the taps behind the bar.

“I’ll take the stout.”

“Good choice.” The bartender left.

“I guess David could have paid for his own beer then,” Hana muttered.

“True. I do have my own money.”

When his stout arrived and the bartender went back through the curtain, Darnizva took a sip before starting the meeting.

“I saw the feed from facility headquarters.”

Hana paused lifting his beer halfway then took a big swig.

“It was sort of disgraceful. My part, anyway.”

Darnizva shook his head.

“No, you were right on target. I fear you were the only one with open eyes.”

Hana grimaced, nodding in agreement.

“Which is why I wanted to speak with you.” He watched Darnizva sit back and let his body lounge freely. His demeanor oozed sex. It was done so nonchalant that Hana realized that may have been how he managed to stay under the radar for so long passing as a human. “How feasible is evacuation and can we withstand the onslaught if not?”

Darnizva tilted his head back and stared at the ceiling for a while.

“Getting every human soul off this planet is unrealistic. Maybe sixty percent at the most.”

“And yet, you won’t tell the world leaders this.”

Averting his gaze from the ceiling, Darnizva locked eyes with him.

“They don’t listen to reason!” He seethed.

The door bells jingled and a group of four women stumbled in laughing. They all slammed against the bar and giggled at the bartender as he came out. Two of the women turned towards their table. Their eyes nearly bulged out their sockets as their sights landed on Darnizva. He gave them a sideways glance, the sun glinting across his cinnamon red eyes still full of anger.

One of the women smiled while the other sized up Hana, assessing him as a non threat. She tapped the other two who were trying to butter up the uninterested bartender. All four women zeroed in their new prey regardless if he was perceived to be already taken.

Hana sighed. Searching mentally for Darnizva, he sent out a thought.

‘Guess our serious conversation is taking a back seat.”

Darnizva’s gaze changed to astonishment as he turned to stare at Hana.

“I didn’t know you could tap into another’s mind like that.” He replied.

“Hey, sexy,” the first of the women sang as they neared the table.

They sat down, beers in hand, surrounding the two men.

“We skipped out of work early,” the second one said. “We’re bad.”

“This your girlfriend?” The third asked, pointing at Hana.

“I’m a man,” Hana retorted.

The fourth woman shrugged. “Boyfriend?”

“Would it matter?” Darnizva asked.

“Depends,” the second woman replied. “How kinky are you?”

Darnizva sat straight in the chair then leaned forward, his coat laying behind him in perfect symmetry on both sides. His fingers clasped loosely together he let his eyes glow softly.

“How about, we go somewhere private. I make sure you’re all bound and incapacitated then tear each one of you apart while I desecrate you; sexually. Or, you can take yourself to another table and enjoy your freedom together instead of harassing others?”

Hana blanched along with the women as an eerie silence filled the café. From the look in Darnizva’s eyes, he knew the alien was not joking in the slightest. With swift ease, the women stood and went to another table closer to the doors. They didn’t look back. The bartender let out a soft grunt as he wiped down some freshly washed glasses.

“That was...” Hana didn’t finish.

“Genius?” Darnizva sent, smiling as he leaned back with his beer in his hand.

“Frightening,” Hana replied.

Darnizva took a long drink, his stare unwavering.

Hana got the impression the alien had done something like that before. For the first time, he saw the captain as a potential threat. As if understanding his change in demeanor, Darnizva sent him another thought.

“As you should have from the beginning.”

****
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Seagulls circled above the deserted beach, their cries piercing in the early hours of the day. The waves swished loudly as they rolled up halfway. Hoskins lay on a lounge chair with his eyes closed, letting the sound lull him into submission. Back at his beach house, located two states over from Grid City, he relished in the coastal town’s solitude. His right hand man stood nearby with a tablet checking for updates. He glanced over at him. The dark suit with an opened white dress shirt made Hoskins feel uncomfortable. For once, he would like the man to relax. He deserved it after the shit storm they went through. Hoskins sighed and adjusted his body into a more pleasing position.

He was about to close his eyes again when he caught a glimpse of something off in the horizon. His right hand man raised his shades and pushed them atop his head. Both men squinted at the dark shape as it got closer, taking form.

“I’ll be goddamned,” Hoskins exclaimed as he swung his legs off the chair and stood.

He too removed his sunglasses for a better view. The ship was by no means small and by the sleek architecture, Hoskins knew it to be a Karysilan craft. It slowed down a quarter mile from the shore and hovered before landing in the water just off shore, causing large swells to rush almost to Hoskins’ feet. The ship opened to let the ramp extend out and out came Darnizva strolling down it with a stern look on his face.

Darnizva approached him, standing not five feet away and Hoskins was barely able to crane his neck to look the massive alien in the eyes.

“You’re not hard to find,” Darnizva said.

“And, you could have at least called.”

“I didn’t want it tracked.”

“Oh?” Hoskins lifted an eyebrow at that. “What is so secret that you can’t let anyone know we’re talking?”

“I saw the recap of the meeting.”

Hoskins snorted. “That shit fest! Yeah, it was not a meeting of the minds.” He turned to his right hand man. “Get the man a seat, will ya’?”

“Sure thing, boss.” He disappeared into the house for a moment then came back with another lounge chair. It was set next to Hoskins’ and the two men sat. The lounge chair creaked as Darnizva settled down on it, the frame bowing slightly from his weight and size.

“Want a drink?” Hoskins asked.

“It’s still morning,” Darnizva said, frowning.

“Well, I’m having one. Got a feeling this ain’t no social call.” His right hand man nodded and went back inside the house. “So, what gives?”

“I need to know how solid your contacts are. If Lynmore actually implements this draft, there has to be a filter in place. Your race is not set up to have its population as a full militia.”

“Oh, there’s no ‘if’ on her part. She’ll do it. And I gotta’ agree, we would have had to establish that system centuries ago.” The drinks came, a whiskey neat for Hoskins and lemonade for Darnizva. “I can’t really manipulate her system until she goes green on it.”

“I understand that. Maybe get someone inside to influence her decisions.”

“Woo wee!” Hoskins smacked his lips after taking a sip. “You got a real audacious plan there, alien.” He swished his drink. “That broad ain’t letting no one she doesn’t know anywhere near her circle.”

“Yet, it’s been done more than once.”

“I think she’s caught on by now.” Hoskins pointed his pinky at him. “What do you have in mind?”

Darnizva shifted in his seat, causing the frame to protest a little more.

“I am not completely distrusting of your kind. My fleet and I have gone far beyond our comfort zone to assist humans. But, I am frustrated with the outcome.”

Hoskins nodded. He felt the same and time was a major factor. He looked up and saw those blood red eyes flash bright for a split second as the alien took a swig of his drink. Darnizva was more than angry. Trying to help mankind was like beating your head against a brick wall.

“I just need some assurance this is all not in vain,” Darnizva continued.

“I may know a guy.” Hoskins tilted his head sideways. “This is between us, huh?”

“You’re a pariah, but patriotic. You love your country and although you despise certain nationalities, you still want the human race to survive. I admire your convictions.”

“Yeah, well, I wish more people appreciated my contributions.”

Darnizva turned towards the shore and stared out at the ocean. There was a deep sadness in his expression.

“Homesickness,” Hoskins blurted out.

Darnizva turned back.

“What did you say?”

“That’s what you got. Don’t think for one minute we don’t want you all to go home too.”

“I noticed.” Darnizva drained his glass and toyed with it for a while. “It won’t be long.”

Both men stood, Hoskins still holding his drink. Darnizva handed his glass to Hoskins’ right hand man and walked back to his ship. When he was up the ramp, it retracted, and the ship lifted off. Once the dock was sealed, it shot off into the sky.

“Find Kevin. I think
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