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​​​Chapter One
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DEEP SPACE: THE ORACLE, OBSERVATION DECK

Space is too cold a place for heated thoughts. Let alone decisions that make double-edged promises. Choices that can give you everything you’ve ever needed, or destroy you, and everything you love.

The nightmares didn’t help. Not just variations on the time-travel offer, but repeated scenes of Devon holding her empty body, or worse, of her holding his. They’d scaled up since she and Magnus left Earth. 

Tessa stared into the star-studded, inky black. The observation deck was silent and empty except for her presence. She had chosen it for exactly that reason. 

Despite her words to Magnus, the twin’s offer echoed in her mind, bouncing against the inside of her skull. They could send her back. 

She’d made the decision already, hadn’t she? Traveling back in time to stop the HDL? It was too risky. Gaia wasn’t wrong about that. Anything she did, from arriving at the U.S. Fleet to simply breathing there, could do irreparable damage. 

Or fix everything. 

The attack on Earth made it clear the HDL wanted Gaia dead, and they were determined to make it happen. Remove them and Gaia wouldn’t have to live constantly looking over her shoulder for assassins. The threat to Earth would be neutralized. The people there kept safe. 

She could be with Devon again, have the life back that Rhea had stolen. 

How did she say no to that? Should she say no to that? 

With her new body, she wasn’t immortal anymore. She might still live longer than most of her species, but eventually, she would die like all the rest. The thought didn’t bother her. Oddly enough, it held a kind of peace she hadn’t known she needed. 

Her friends had said nothing against the plan, other than expressing disbelief. And they’d all been there. Val, Alex, Rakan and Tamar, and of course, Magnus. But Gaia certainly felt the risk was too great. She’d made that clear. 

But Tessa had saved humankind over and over again. Their need for it seemed never-ending. Having used her very soul to cleanse the Earth of the blood plague, having ended HiveZ, and their reapers, hadn’t she earned the right to reclaim her life since it was possible?

But what about Magnus? Did she have the right to break his heart to mend her own?

Helpless to stop it, she let the memory of the twin’s offer play out.
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WE ARE ABLE TO MOVE you through time, Dr. Tessa Graham. We can send you home, Pan thought to her. 

One of a pair of Syfe twins, he lacked vocal cords, as all his species did. Fortunately for the highly intelligent feline race, Syfe were accomplished telepaths and had no difficulty making themselves understood. Pan brought up a paw, licked it, and proceeded to wash his face. 

Tessa stepped back, a storm racing through her mind as the room erupted in astonished babbling. 

“This is not being possible,” Tamar stated. 

“I’ve heard rumors, but didn’t believe ‘em,” Rakan responded. 

Gaia was more direct. “No. Absolutely not. Do you know what kind of damage that could cause?”

Val and Alex demanded to know why the twins hadn’t mentioned this ability sooner. 

Only Magnus was silent, his face sheet white, his full lips pressed into a thin, grim line.

Tessa tuned them all out. The cat-like Syfe had proved themselves loyal allies. They’d even saved her life. But could they really send her back? She glanced at Magnus. She’d lose him, she knew. But she’d gain... She couldn’t finish the thought. 

“Stop messing around, kids. Not funny.” Tessa rubbed her suddenly pounding temples. 

We are not goats, Dr. Tessa, Dora replied primly, speaking as always, mind to mind. But the rest of the room heard it as clearly as Tessa did. And we do not understand humor, as humans call it, she continued. Syfe can travel the time spirals, or send others through them. It is not difficult.

Of course, you must promise not to tell the Clowder. The Syfe Ruling Council does not approve of unsanctioned time travel, especially for non-Syfe persons. Pan gave his ear a last swipe and gave Tessa a slow-blink stare.

Gripping Tessa’s upper arms, Gaia gazed into her eyes. “You can’t do this. The effects of inserting an entire person into the past...” She paused, searching for words. “There is no way to know what the consequences would be. And there would be consequences, Tessa. Like dropping a rock into a pond, there would be ripples. Even seemingly minor changes could lead to disaster. And the longer you stayed, the more people you encountered, the wider the ripples spread, the more likely that disaster becomes.”

“You said he found someone. You showed me a picture. She looked...” Throat dry and tight, Tessa swallowed hard. “She looked like me. Like I look now.”

Gaia shook her head. “It was a grainy print of a reconstructed photo. But even if it did look like you, that means nothing. Like most men, Devon has... had... a type. It makes sense that he would choose someone similar to you.”

“Tessa is an orphan,” Val said quietly. “As far as we know, her genetic code died with her first body. So where did a look alike come from?”

Gaia stared at her. “You cannot be suggesting the image... That it was actually Tessa. That is impossible.”

“Not if she goes back,” Val said. 

Gaia looked away, unable to find an answer.

Alex looked at the twins. “Is what Gaia says true? Does time-travel risk changing the present by changing the past?”

Tilting his head to the left, Pan gave Alex a quizzical stare. Of course it does. But the spirals are flexible, and resilient. It is said that what will be, will be.

“So, what does that mean?” Rakan asked impatiently. 

The spirals have strong memories. They will do all they can to retain the current path. Small changes that do not impact the overall trend of time are absorbed, accommodated. Larger disruptions are resisted, often in surprising ways. Pan returned to washing his face. 

“You have to give me more than that,” Tessa pushed an impatient hand through her short curls. “I can’t make a decision if I don’t understand the consequences.”

It is simple. You might cause no damage at all, or you may alter the timeline for the better. Then again, you could make a single decision that leads to the destruction of the human species. There is no way to know which will occur, Dora explained. But the spiral will do what it can to prevent that outcome, even if it means killing you.

“What are odds?” Tamar asked, a tremble in her voice that Tessa had never heard before.  

Incalculable, Dora said. There are too many variables. She and Pan stood, stretched in what Tessa would have called a downward facing dog pose — though never out loud — then sauntered toward the door together. Dora glanced over her shoulder. You will let us know, Dr. Tessa, when you have decided. We trust you to make a good decision.

Tessa gaped at the closing door as silence descended on the room. Finally, she shook herself. “Gaia’s right.” She ignored the Simoi Queen’s sigh of relief. “The risk is too great.”

“But...” Magnus hesitated, ran a hand through his dark curls. “You could be with him again. Devon. Don’t you want that?” 

Her heart thrummed with pain, an echo of shattering loss opening wounds she thought long-healed. But she forced her lips to smile. “I have what I need right here, and I don’t have to destroy humanity to keep it.” She said the words with enough conviction that she almost believed it. 

He opened his arms, and she accepted the hug, nestling her head against his chest. Magnus placed a gentle kiss on her forehead, and she wondered why it felt like goodbye.
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TESSA LET THE MEMORY play out, coming back to herself slowly. The observation deck showed her the same stars, but no real answers to her question. 

Behind her, the OPT swished open and Magnus stepped out. “Thought I’d find you here. You OK?”

“I’m fine. Just... It’s a lot to think about, you know?”

He put his arms around her, pulling her back snug to his chest as they both stared out at the cosmos. “I know it is. The thought of going back, saving Sahara? It’s tempting as hell. But I guess Gaia is right.”

His voice held a question, though, so Tessa knew he wasn’t as sure as he tried to sound. 

“Then again, if we have the power to do something, don’t we also have the responsibility?”

He sighed. “That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out.” 

They stood in silence for a long time, watching stars slide past the massive viewport. 

Magnus cleared his throat. “I care for you, Tessa — and I know you care for me, too. But if you decided... If you needed to go back, I wouldn’t blame you. And you can’t blame yourself, either. We both know we aren’t each other’s soul mate. Those were taken from us a long time ago, and I don’t begrudge you the opportunity to repair that damage.”

Tears stung her eyes, and she willed them back as she turned in his arms. “I don’t want to lose you, Magnus.”

He pressed his lips to hers tenderly. “I don’t want to lose you, either.” 

They stood that way for a while, her head resting on his chest, their arms locked tight around each other. Finally, Magnus pulled back. 

“So, what’s the next step?”

She shrugged. “I guess we plan out a media tour. Try to get the word out.”

“Right then. Let’s get started.”
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THEY’D BEEN WARNED about coming to Azarna. The government acceptance notification had gone into detail regarding the Human Defense League, or HDL, presence among their human population. They’d also assured Tessa that a full security detail would be provided. 

It hadn’t sounded much different from the other visits she’d made so far. Some liked her message and were receptive. Others were willing to listen, but had no real interest in Gaia’s explanations. And some hated her with a violent passion that extended to her emissaries — Tessa especially.

Tessa had expected protesters. Big signs saying things like, ‘Fake Human Go Home,’ and ‘Gaia isn’t welcome here.’ Maybe even some rotten fruits and vegetables thrown her way. Such things had happened before.

So far, they hadn’t thrown anything, but there were plenty of signs – all far less complimentary than she’d anticipated. 

“Go back where you came from, blood traitor,” a tall man with shaggy dark hair and an angry sneer yelled from the front row.

“You ain’t wanted here,” a woman called. 

Tessa didn’t acknowledge them. She’d found it didn’t help. They’d already made up their minds and wouldn’t be swayed by anything as inconsequential as facts. She went on with her speech, glad she was nearing the end. 

“Gaia wants you to know that you are welcome back on Earth. Anyone who wants...” She trailed off. 

A large group shuffled into the auditorium, lining up along the sides and back of the room. The newcomers, lined up with military precision, reminded her of an old zombie movie she’d once seen. 

The multi-species force contained a weird similarity. Their stringy hair or ragged feathers, dead eyes, and stiff gait were creepy enough, but the total unison of movement somehow made it worse. Each one wore a one-piece gray uniform with an old school dreadnought star cruiser outlined in red on the left breast. 

The Azarnan prelate, Kelan, hurried to Tessa’s side. “Thank you, Dr. Graham, for your interesting interpretation of...erm... past events. We will be happy to consider them.”

The crowd rumbled, and he leaned close to whisper, “those are Dreadnought mercenaries. No doubt hired by the HDL. You need to go. Now.” 

She glanced at Magnus, just out of sight in the wings. He was gesturing for her to leave the stage. Sweat beaded along her hairline. If Magnus was rattled, it was probably time to go. 

She turned her attention back to the crowd. “Anyone who wants additional information can request contact details from the Prelate’s office. Thank you for your time.”

As Kelan escorted her off stage, Tessa caught movement out of the corner of her eye. The mercenaries were congregating at the steps leading to the platform. They were following her, and they did not look friendly. 

She came level with Magnus. 

“Please keep moving, Dr. Graham,” Kelan said as the Azarnan security team closed ranks around the three of them. “We will get you back to your ship. Considering the current, erm, situation, I believe it would be wise to cancel the farewell dinner we had planned for tonight.”

Tessa glanced over her shoulder. “Gee, ya think?

“Not really the time for jokes, Tessa,” Magnus said. 

She lengthened her stride until Kelan had to scurry to keep up. The security team kept the mercenaries back as she and Magnus exited the auditorium and piled into the hoverzine transport Kelan provided. 

Magnus banged his fist against the roof. “Let’s move.” 

The ‘Zine pulled away from the curb and threaded through the sparse traffic. Tessa glanced back. 

The Dreadnought soldiers poured from the building and into the street. Without hesitation, they followed the transport, keeping to the sidewalks, but moving faster than she expected. One in the front stumbled and fell to the ground soundlessly. The others trampled him without reaction on either side. 

“What are those things?” she asked. 

“Soulless. Dead bodies animated and maintained by nanocytes. Dreadnought harvests them from battle fields, pandemics, wherever. Programs them to work as mercenaries, ship’s crew, whatever the customer wants.” He glared at Kelan. “Most of the universe has laws against that kind of thing.”

Kelan gulped, his bald head shining with sweat. “We, erm... Azarna chooses not to limit free enterprise.”

Magnus curled his lip at the man. “Yeah? How is that working out for you?”

Ignoring him, Kelan looked at Tessa. “I, erm... There is no need to mention this incident to Her Majesty, don’t you agree?”

The hoverzine turned into the spaceport, and Kelan gasped. Hundreds of protesters lined the road. Interspersed among them, Tessa noticed more gray uniforms on expressionless mercenaries. 

“By the looks of it, they have plenty of support here,” Tessa said. “Why bring in the zombie space force?”

“The HDL limits human casualties as much as possible,” Magnus replied. “We can probably expect more crap like this in the future. And they’ll probably escalate.”

A stone crashed against the hoverzine’s shatterproof glass window. Kelan let out a whimper. With shaking fingers, he signaled the security team. They surrounded the car and lined the Oracle’s gangway, clear plastiglass shields up, weapons pointed out as a warning to the crowd.

Kelan stayed in the vehicle while Tessa and Magnus boarded their ship. Tessa breathed easier when the hatch closed behind them. The security team followed the hoverzine from the spaceport.

“Get us out of here, Xavier,” Magnus said to his DEVA. 

Xavier’s voice issued from the ship wide comm system. “There are individuals on the landing pad, Captain.”

“Scan for life signs.” 

“Scanning. No organic life signs detected within the launch radius.” 

“Then lift off.”

Tessa gaped at him. “Won’t that kill them?”

“Dreadnought slaves are already dead. This just puts them out of their misery.” Magnus spun on his heal and marched toward the bridge. Tessa watched through the viewport as the Oracle launched, scattering the undead soldiers on the tarmac. Once down, none of them moved, even when the Oracle’s afterburners set them on fire.​
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[image: ]




THE ORACLE

The dream began as it always did. A vaguely accurate replay of the time spiral debate with multiple twists. 

The Syfe twins lounged on the couch while Val, Alex, Gaia, Tamar, and Rakan circled Tessa on a floor made of gleaming, sword-like blades

“Stop, please. You’re going to get hurt,” Tessa groaned.

Pan drifted off the couch, floating in front of her with all four paws tucked neatly beneath him. His fur ruffled in a breeze she couldn’t feel. We are able to move you through time, Dr. Tessa. We can send you home. He brought up a paw, licked it, and proceeded to wash his face. 

Tessa stepped back, a storm erupting in her mind as the room exploded in astonished babbling. The scene skipped, like an old-world movie reel with frames missing. 

“This is not being possible.” Tamar slipped, and a blade sliced her ankle. Blood pattered the steel.

“I’ve heard rumors, but didn’t believe ‘em.” Rakan’s voice echoed, warping as the light flashed bright and dark. 

Fissures split Gaia’s skin, leaking bloody tears down her face. “No. Absolutely not. Do you know what kind of damage that could cause?” 

Tessa gasped. No one else seemed to notice.

Val and the others clasped hands, chanting softly: 

Save us. Save us all. Save us. Their words layered into a chorus of pleading.

Only Magnus remained still. He stood, arms crossed, face sheet white, full lips pressed into a thin, grim line. “It’s your call. I have other duties.”

Tessa pressed her hands to her temples. “Stop messing around, kids. Not funny.”

We are not goats, Dr. Tessa, Dora replied primly. And we do not understand humor, as humans call it, she continued. Syfe can travel the time spirals, or send others through. It is not difficult. 

Pan gave his ear a last swipe and gave Tessa a slow-blink stare. But don’t tell the Clowder. They might kill us. 

Gaia seized Tessa’s arms, meeting her gaze. “You can’t do this. Inserting yourself into the past... The consequences could be catastrophic. Even the smallest ripple...”

“Like dropping a stone into a pond,” Tessa murmured.

“Don’t be the stone, Tessa,” Gaia whispered.

“You said he found someone. You showed me a photograph. She looked...” Throat dry and tight, Tessa swallowed hard. “She looked like me. Like I look now.” 

Gaia shook her head. “Devon has a type. It makes sense that he would choose someone similar to you.” 

“It is her,” Val said quietly. “She isn’t a rock. She can save us.” 

Gaia reeled. “That is impossible.” 

“Not if she goes back,” Val insisted. 

Alex looked at the twins. “Does she risk changing the present?” 

Tilting his head to the left, Pan gave Alex a quizzical stare. Of course. That is the point. But the spirals are resilient. It is said – what will be, will be. 

“And if it’s not?” Rakan asked, his voice pulsing as the room darkened again.

The spirals will resist. Accommodate minor changes. Fight major ones. Pan resumed washing his face.

“You have to give me more than that,” Tessa pushed an impatient hand through her short curls. “I can’t make a decision if I don’t understand the consequences.” 

The walls rotated slowly as Val and her crew danced over the blades. The slightest misstep would cut them to the bone. 

It is simple. Play the odds, Dr. Tessa! The spiral will do what it can to prevent destruction, even if it means killing you, Dora said.

“What are odds?” Tamar asked, a tremble in her voice that Tessa had never heard before. 

Incalculable. There are too many variables. What you should be asking is, what is the possible risk compared to the possible reward. Both are great. 

“You have to give me more than that. How do I decide if you won’t—"

The twins shifted—goats now, prancing in small, elegant circles—before resuming their feline forms. They sauntered toward the door together. 

Dora glanced over her shoulder. We trust you to make a good decision. 

Risk vs reward. But to who? Tessa gaped at the closing door as silence descended on the room. 

“Gaia’s right,” Tessa whispered. Then shouted, “The risk is too great!” 

The lights stuttered. Magnus ran a hand through his dark curls. “You could be with Devon again. Don’t you want that?” 

“Don’t be a rock, Tessa,” Gaia’s words thundered through her, shaking Tessa from the inside out. 

Val cried out. The floor of knives shifted until the blades stood on end, points up. “Help us!”

Tessa squeezed her eyes closed. “I can’t. I could kill us all.”

“If you don’t, we’ll die anyway.” Magnus placed a gentle kiss on her forehead, and she wondered why it felt like goodbye. 

As Tessa pulled away, the room whirled, light collapsing inward. The walls dissolved into a desolate road on the Wyoming plains. She stood in the middle of the road, uncertain how she’d gotten there or why it looked familiar. 

Devon stood next to the True Range all-terrain vehicle. “Tessa, I need you.”

Magnus appeared on the opposite side. “Tessa, stay with me.” 

Both men held out a hand to her. 

In the distance, the click and rasp of mandibles drifted on the wind. Muttered contradictory accusations filtered through the chatter. 

“You have to save them.” 

“You can’t save them.”

The words got louder, closer. They were coming. 

“Impossible. You have no right.”

“You’ll have blood on your hands.” 

Tessa looked down. Her palms dripped red. 

“Tessa, come with me,” both men said in unison. Neither looked at the other. Their gaze fell solely on her, as if they weren’t aware of each other. 

“Before it’s too late,” they said together. 

Something moved in the dim light around the trio, chitinous and insectile, it scuttled through the dry brush. “What will be will be,” it whispered in a mad parody of Dora’s explanation. “You can’t change it.”

Tessa hunched her shoulders as revulsion skittered up spine. The bugs were huge, as big as a human with heavy mandibles, built to pinch and tear. A ring of them formed around her, separating her from both men. 

“Devon, look out!” Tessa screamed. 

A creature reached for him, hooking its dagger-edged leg around his waist. 

A sword appeared in his hand, and Devon hacked at the monster, shearing the leg off. The bug shuddered, and a new leg grew in place of the one lying in the dirt. 

The high-pitched whine of a blaster ripped the air behind her. Tessa whipped around to see Magnus firing on the creatures. His shots slammed into the monster’s exoskeleton, bouncing off in a shower of light. 

The beast slid back several feet, shook its bulbous head and advanced. 

Devon screamed, jerking Tessa’s attention back to him. A bug had him in its teeth, shaking him like a rag doll. She pulled her blaster and started firing, trying desperately to free Devon. 

Magnus cursed, and she looked over her shoulder. A monster crouch over his prone form, stabbing at him with its razor-sharp mandibles. Magnus twisted, evading the first blows, but he wouldn’t be able to do that for long. 

He groaned as the beast landed a strike to his chest. “Tessa, help me.” 

Tessa kept firing, a blaster in each hand, but the charges bounced off as the monsters tore both men apart. Then they turned their attention to Tessa. 

She woke, gasping, choking on the terror that she’d never quite rid herself of. A glance at the empty bed beside her explained the silence. 

Magnus was likely already on the bridge. He’d been quiet lately, and he wasn’t sleeping well. Tessa could relate. Neither was she. 

He wanted to save Sahara. Going back provided a way, not only to keep her from becoming a zombie slave, but maybe to keep her from dying. But at what cost?

She pulled on a tunic and pants, copped a bagel from the nourichef and headed for the bridge.
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INDARAN COUNCIL CHAMBERS: INDARA

Sandstone pillars stood guard between pointed-arch windows. A set of double doors provided entry and exit at both ends of the long, wide room, a pair of uniformed attendants at each set. 

Besides the oval table gracing the middle of the chamber, there were four additional tables — two on either side — for guests. Three were empty. Tessa and Magnus sat at the fourth, waiting.

Tessa watched as the Indaran Council completed the last item on their agenda before her speech. They’d placed her last; not a good omen for their receptivity. 

When Merin Indar, the prime minister, banged her gavel, three of the councilors rose to leave, their intricately embroidered robes swaying as they walked. They were a tall race, thin, languidly graceful, and hairless, with widely spaced purple eyes. Their skin had an almost imperceptible lavender hue, bringing back memories of when Tessa had first met Val. 

Of the three leaving, only one was human. A short, stout man with a mane of black hair, perhaps as a way of standing out from his Indaran companions. He needed the message she brought even more than the others. She couldn’t let him leave without hearing it. 

Tessa stood. “Excuse me.” Her voice carried through the wide room, bouncing off the pale sandstone walls. “I was told I would be given the opportunity to speak.” 

The human turned with a sneer. “We do not need to hear revisionist lies about the demonic being who terminated entire populations and drove the remnant into the stars, only to abandon us.”

“That is as may be, Councilor Robertson.” The prime minister frowned at the councilors. “But I gave my word to Dr. Graham that we would hear her.” She paused for impact. “All of us.”

A thin, nervous human — the only other one on the council — plucked at his tunic and rose to his feet. “As this regards human history, I believe we should hear her out.”

Robertson smirked. “Of course you do, Gordon. Academics always want to natter on about the details of the distant past.” He said the word academics as if it were an insult and Gordon flinched, but stood his ground. 

Grumbling, Robertson returned to his seat, followed by the other two councilors. They might have agreed with either of the humans. Their smooth, ageless faces gave little indication of their true thoughts. 

Merin waited until the quartet took their seats before nodding graciously to Tessa and Magnus. “Who will speak for you?” she asked. 

Tessa glanced at Magnus. 

He shook his head. “I’m just here as muscle. You’re the one with the voice.” Humor lit his tone, but she knew he wasn’t joking. Three planets into the tour, angry humans attacked her after a speech on Taurus IV. Two unconscious humans and multiple cuts and bruises later, she was glad to have him as backup.

Without him, she’d have had to resort to lethal force, and no one wanted that. 

Tessa took her stand at the head of the oval, Merin moving her chair to one side to allow it. 

“You’ve all been told that Gaia is the one behind the evacuation of Earth. That much is true,” she began. 

“Hah!” Robertson snorted. “I told you. She—”

Tessa kept talking, rolling over him. “The rest of your so-called history is riddled with misconceptions, errors, half-truths and outright lies.”

Robertson glared at her, but said nothing as she went on to outline the true events of the evacuation, starting with her own kidnapping and ending with Gaia’s attempts to locate the humans after cleansing the Earth of the blood plague. 

There were parts she’d been tempted to leave out, like Sirius’ connection to the Simoi Queen, but Gaia had insisted that she tell the entire truth. 

“Gaia never wanted humans to die,” she said finally. “She did everything she could to save you.”

“From her own people,” Robertson spat. 

Tessa faced him squarely. “Even races as powerful and ancient as the Simoi have flaws. And flawed individuals make mistakes. Don’t add yours to them.”

Robertson surged to his feet, but the Indaran beside him laid a long-fingered hand on his arm, settling him back into the cushions. 

“We thank you for bringing this message to us.” Gordon cleared his throat. “I cannot say that everyone will believe what you’ve told us, but neither can I see why Queen Gaia would lie. We have no contact with her. The events we speak of are so long in the past, they hardly impact us today. We’ve found a safe haven.” He glanced gratefully at Merin and the other councilors. 

“What you say is true. What I’m asking is that you change your textbooks to reflect the truth, and teach it to the human remnant on Indara.” Tessa glanced at Magnus. This was the part that tended to get her in trouble. “And if anyone wants to return to Earth, we can make that happen.”

Robertson shook off his companion’s restraining hand and shot to his feet. “That’s what this is all about. You want to kidnap us and destroy the remnant. You want to finish wiping us out!”

“Now, Robertson, you know...” Gordon trailed off, his sad gaze swinging to Tessa as Robertson continued shouting. 

“I’m not listening to this. None of it. And if you try to put this nonsense into our history books...” He shook his finger at Gordon. “I’ll fight you every step of the way.” 

He swung back to face Tessa, his loathing for her twisting his features. “And you — You’d better get off this planet while you can. We have ways of dealing with traitors.” With a swirl of yellow and black cloth, he swept out of the chamber, a servant scurrying after him. He reminded Tessa of an irritated bumble bee. 

“I’m sorry for my companion’s rudeness, Dr. Graham,” Gordon said. “But he is not the only one who will react this way. We’ve taught for centuries that Gaia is an enemy. We’ve had no reason to doubt that assessment.”

Tessa nodded. “And now you do.”

Merin rose with a polite smile. Tessa stepped back, allowing the Indaran woman to reclaim her place. “We will discuss these matters again at our next meeting,” she said, and brought the gavel down sharply. The other council members rose and made their way out of the room. 

Gordon waited for Tessa and Magnus to join him. “Will you allow us to show you the city before you leave?”

“We’ve more planets to visit,” Magnus said. “And a tight schedule to keep. We’ll launch this evening.”

“Perhaps that is for the best.” Gordon folded his hands over his belly and gave them a shy smile. “I will do what I can to correct our text books. It will not be easy, but perhaps, if I were able to offer trading partnerships with the Simoi alliance...” He let his voice trail off suggestively. 

It was no more than others had suggested at every stop so far. The Simoi Alliance encompassed planets of vast wealth and rare exports, and they were highly selective. Still, the suggestion coming from a man she’d written off as timid raised Tessa’s brows. 

“I’ll relay your interest,” she said. “Much would depend on your success in getting this message out to the humans here.”

He bowed slightly. “Of course. That goes without saying. I’ll be in touch.” He extended his hand and shook Tessa’s and Magnus’ in turn. “I see your shuttle has arrived to take you back to your ship. Until we meet again?”

“Until then,” Tessa replied. 

Moments later, in the shuttle, Magnus frowned. “No state dinner here, I guess.”

Tessa laughed. “No, and I can’t say I’m sorry. Did you see in the info packet that the Indarans are insectivores?” 

He paled slightly. “Nope. Didn’t get that far.”

She sat back. “Just as well. There were sample menus. Roast agrave was on there.”

“Do I want to know?” he asked. 

“Looked a lot like a praying mantis to me, but about a foot long?”

His nose wrinkled. “Yeah, just as well.”

She laughed. “Don’t worry. We’ve got steak and potatoes on the Oracle. I’ll message Gordon’s request to Gaia. She can send an envoy if she thinks it’s safe.”

“That works.” He patted her hand. “While you do that, I’ll amp up pre-launch security. That Robertson guy didn’t seem like the type to make idle threats.”

Heaviness settled in Tessa’s chest. “Not the first time our audience has been less than receptive.”

“Won’t be the last, either. I can’t help but think this might be a losing strategy, Tess.” Magnus looked out the window at the passing scenery. 

Stately buildings flashed by on a slow parade. They were made with the same pale sandstone construction and peeked windows as the council chamber, separated by green parks studded with pastel flowers and brilliantly colored birds. People, mostly Indaran, but with a fair scattering of humans, walked from place to place in that same slow, loose stride Merin and her council had exhibited. 

“Most of the people we’ve talked to were either angry or not interested. I’m pretty sure none of them believed us,” Magnus said.

“I know. But we have to try. Maybe just having the truth out there will be enough.” But Tessa didn’t believe it. There were too many like Robertson. Angry and suspicious. And you couldn’t even blame them. This had been the human reality for over a thousand years. It might be too much to expect them to change their view just because she said so. 

She just hoped she and Magnus could convince enough of them to avoid the violence she sensed was coming.
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​​​Chapter Three
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HDL HEADQUARTERS: UNKNOWN LOCATION

Andrea Winchester, a tall, spare woman with wide-set gray eyes and a lantern jaw, looked up at the knock on her office door. “Come.” 

The door squeaked as her secretary opened it, and Andrea winced. She really needed to get some of the hinge oil Wyatt had suggested. She smoothed a hand over the tidy coil of blond hair at the back of her head. “What is it, Darla?”

The petite young woman stood framed in the doorway, her booted feet firmly on the worn tile flooring. The resistance spent no more than they had to on accommodations. They liked to save what credits they had on supplies and equipment. 

“They’re leaving Indara, Ms. Winchester. Robertson says Gordon tried for trade relations and the Graham woman agreed to pass the message along.”

“Thanks.” Andrea scowled, but it was as she’d expected. Some, like Robertson, would remember that humans had been thrown off their homeworld. That Gaia had deliberately scattered humankind to the four corners of the universe. But others would always be willing to forget. For the right price. 

Darla remained in the doorway until Andrea looked up again. “Is there something else?”

“Well, only that Dr. Graham seemed to believe what she told the Indaran council. That Gaia wasn’t responsible for the blood plague, or the problems with the human evacuation.”

Andrea shrugged. “Doesn’t matter what she believes. She’s spreading lies. Not that anyone believes her. Humanity is better off as far away from Gaia as we can get, and that means stopping whatever trade alliances that monster might be interested in.”

Darla nodded and took a step back before Andrea stopped her. 

“It’s a trap, Darla. A lure. She can’t just wipe out colony after colony on worlds that don’t belong to the Simoi. The interplanetary outcry would be deafening. So she wants to trick us into coming to her. Once she does, she’ll destroy our communities, one by one, just like she did before.”

“Right. I know that’s why the Human Defense League exists, but... The video Robertson provided... I saw Dr. Graham speak. You can tell she believes what she’s saying. She is very convincing.”

“People can be certain in their delusions, Darla. That doesn’t make them real. Send the report and the video on to Mr. Kincaid. He’ll disseminate it to his teams.”

“Yes, ma’am.” The secretary closed the rickety door behind her as it gave a hideous shriek, caused Andrea to flinch again. 

She just hoped Wyatt knew what to do with the information. 
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ANDREA CALLED A MEETING after reports reached her about the reaper’s failure on Earth, before even hearing about Tessa’s speech on Indara. But it had taken weeks to organize it. As the chair of the Human Defense League, that was her duty. She’d never regretted doing that duty more. 

It had taken time to gather leaders from the far-flung outposts of human civilization left to them. Months. But the day had finally come, and she regretted it even more now than when she’d sent the notifications.

She surveyed the windowless room and its occupants with irritation. Half the commanders in the HDL were physically present, with the rest joining by holo-link. There was barely room at the round table for all of them, even with the six-inch holograms standing on the ancient hardwood. 

None of them were happy with the report she’d just given. 

Luminorbs spaced along the otherwise empty walls shed an ironically cheerful light on the angry group, all of them talking over each other, making emphatic gestures, voicing objections, plans, and insults at the top of their lungs. The noise was all but deafening. And it wouldn’t produce results. Of that, she was sure. 
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