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PROLOGUE
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Earth: 8500 BCE

A black line of wagons and elvish warriors battled to move forward against the snow drifts. Even with the help of reindeer, the journey had been long and hard, but it was nearing its end. 

No more than a day behind them, a rabble of angry humans rode hard, pressing their mounts without mercy, trying to catch the group they saw as murderers. 

Prince Bran, heir to the Fomorian throne, and his warriors stopped at an abandoned village to pass the night. All was quiet until just before dawn when the work of unloading the corpses from the wagons began. The warriors, though unaccustomed to such work, were respectful as they moved the dead humans into an empty long house. 

Moments later, a silver haired watcher rushed into camp, her green cloak pulled tight around her, as she brought the news that the human avengers had ridden through the night and would be upon them within the hour. 

After that, the burial team moved with less respect and more haste. None of them wanted an interspecies war over this. 

The leader of the Fomorians made his way to the hill overlooking both the road and the town, his indigo cloak easily mistaken for black against the pale sky. He watched as his people hurried to finish their task, and the horde rushed to kill them for it.

When the living humans were close enough, he raised his hands. Muttering an incantation in a language the humans would not have understood had they heard it, he raised the snow in a freezing cloud around them. 

Suddenly blinded, the rabble halted, shouting their fear and rage to one another, but unable to move forward. 

In the abandoned village, a black-cloaked mage stood aside, watching as the last corpse was hastily dumped inside the burial house. With a gesture, he ordered the warriors from the village, following only when he was sure all had evacuated. 

He stood on the edge of the village and pushed back his hood. His hair was black, held in place by a silver diadem. In the center of the narrow band was an emerald. The Fomorian raised his hands, and the jewel glowed.

Green light flooded from the emerald, flowing over the town in an ever-expanding flat circle. It hovered over the empty buildings for an instant, then plunged into the ground, disappearing beneath the snow. 

The earth shook, and the village sank. The humans on the road fell to the ground, terrified for reasons that had nothing to do with the snow flurry surrounding them.

After a few minutes, the shaking stopped, and a heavy snow fell from the sky.

On the hill, the Fomorian prince spoke another spell. A blue haze drifted over the humans, changing their shouts from angry and afraid to confused. They called out to one another, suddenly startled to find themselves in this unknown place without any reason they could recall. 

The warriors, including the mage, gathered on the hill with their prince, waiting in silence as he completed his spell. 

The snow continued to fall as the blue haze dissipated. The humans turned back the way they had come, clinging to one another as they hurried away from a place that was surely enchanted. 

The warriors watched until the humans were gone from sight, and then headed home themselves. 

As they walked down the hill to their reindeer, the mage touched the prince's arm. "Why did we do all this? Forgive me, Highness, but the burial of diseased humans is no work for a Fomorian warrior."

A bemused smile flitted across the Prince's face. "I do not understand it myself, Balor. But one thing I know. One does not refuse the request of a goddess."
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CHAPTER ONE
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Simoi Time Code: W6500.9k0204

Gaia stood at the view-port, her astral body nearly transparent with grief, and stared down at the planet below. Already, Daedalus was diminishing, its vast, water-covered surface shrinking as the loss of Bardan's spirit drained the life from it. Stasis beacons, small but powerful, surrounded the ailing planet, holding the rest of the star system in place until Solas could replace his father's terra with his own, and maintain the balance.

The pain of her husband's loss ate at Gaia, shredding her heart, and fraying her self-control. The presence of other mourners – family, friends, dignitaries – was all that kept her from dissolving completely. She gripped the view port rail, deliberately slowing her breathing. Simoi queens do not give in to grief, no matter how intense. At least, not in public.

As it was, she struggled to find the strength she needed to turn and face the assembly. To speak the words of farewell she knew were expected of her as occupant of the Black Throne. They were her people, and they had just lost their king. It did not matter that she had also lost her husband, the holder of her heart. Duty demanded that she offer them some bit of the comfort she could not find within herself.

Duty be damned. 

Taking a deep breath, she turned, her green satin gown swishing across the floor in a flash of gold embroidery. "I thank you for coming here on this sad day. Your presence comforts..." she trailed off, the lie sticking in her throat. 

Gaia's brother, Sirius, stepped forward. "My sister asks that you all meet her back on Elara in the Star Hall. She will address you there."

The crowd murmured but withdrew. 

"Thank you, Sirius. I know I should have spoken to them, but I don't have any words."

"It's a stupid tradition, expecting a bereaved spouse to watch her beloved's terra die, and then discuss it with a group of near strangers. They don't make other Simoi do it. Why should you?"

She smiled at his outrage. "Always my defender, brother. But the truth is, they are hurting too. Bardan was much loved."

"So are you. They will understand." The statement, made in a rich contralto, floated to them across the viewing bay as Gaia's mother, Rhea, joined the pair. "But you will have to speak to them soon." Rhea's dark eyes were not unsympathetic. Having lost her husband, Chronos, the year before, she understood Gaia's pain better than most. "And choose a new occupant for the Green Throne."

"Mother!" Sirius said. "Now is not the time. Give her a moment to –" 

"I'm not saying she must do it immediately." Rhea crossed her arms over her red silk bodice. Gazing at her daughter, her full lips thinned. "But you know I'm right. The Simoi will not tolerate a power vacuum."

Sirius opened his mouth, but Gaia raised her hand, stopping the heated words before they could spill out.

"It won't be an issue. Solas will take his father's place on the Green Throne."

Rhea's face tightened, the corners of her mouth drawing down in a scowl. "Are you mad? Solas is a child. He's scarcely old enough to take his father's place in the Desay system, let alone rule by your side."

"Which is why Sirius will serve as his regent and councilor."

Sirius turned to her, his mouth open to speak, but no words came. Instead, he shook his head.

"Don't be ridiculous," Rhea protested. "This is unprecedented. You are young yet, Gaia. You will marry again, and your husband will become the green ruler. It is expected."

Irony twisted Gaia's lips into the parody of a smile. "We don't always get what we expect, do we, Mother? It is unusual, I admit. But I will never marry again, especially not for political gain. And I will not force my children to do so either."

"Placing a child on the Green Throne will bring unrest, possibly rebellion, among the five clans," Rhea said.

"It will not. When Bardan became ill, we hoped for the best. But we studied the Wushe Treaty against just this eventuality. Solas is Bardan's heir, and we are well within our rights to place him on the throne, albeit long before we intended, and without the usual wedding attached." 

"There is a far easier way," Rhea said with a glance at Sirius. "One that will raise no questions, and that the clans cannot protest against."

Gaia's eyes narrowed. "Is there?"

"Of course. Solas is too young to bear such a burden, but I am not. To protect my grandson, I am willing to make the sacrifice."

Sirius released a bark of laughter. "You overplay your hand, Mother." 

Rhea placed a hand on her chest, her eyes wide. "I assure you I have no hand to play. I did not seek this duty, but I am experienced in ruling, where Solas is not. He should have the opportunity to grow up unfettered by such a heavy responsibility." She turned to Gaia. "Surely, as his mother, you do not want to end his childhood prematurely. Let me take this burden from him."

Gaia faced Rhea squarely. "I don't think so, Mother. Tragedies such as we have recently experienced have a tendency to reveal things better left hidden. I should think that someone with so many secrets would know that, and tailor her ambitions accordingly."

Color leached from Rhea's cheeks, and she backed up a step. "What are you talking about?" she asked. 

"Gaia?" Sirius’ gaze shifted from Gaia to Rhea and back again. Finally, he cupped the back of his neck with his palm. "You want to clue me in?"

"Shall I, Mother? Do you want him to know the whole story of Tevan and Atoli? Are you ready for that?"

Glancing at her son, Rhea's lips tightened into a thin line of pink in her pale face. "You are speaking nonsense. Clearly, you are not ready to be reasonable. Your grief has made you stupid and –" 

"Mind how you speak to your queen," Gaia said, her words ice-frosted, her spine rigid. "Solas will ascend the Green Throne. Sirius will serve as regent until he comes of age. And you, Dowager Queen Rhea, will remember your place, which is nowhere as near the throne as you might wish." 

Rhea's eyes glittered with rage as she took a step closer to her daughter. "You would do well to recall that everyone has secrets. Even you." 

Gaia curled her damp palms into fists and cocked an eyebrow. "Be careful how you cut, Mother. Every sword has two edges."

Sirius stepped between the women. "Gaia, Mother, everyone is upset. Understandably so. Let's not say – or do – anything we will regret."

A mocking smile lit Rhea's features. "Sirius is right, Gaia." She swept away from them. Crossing the viewing deck, she entered the elevator and spun to face them as the doors closed. "Don't do anything you'll regret." 

In a moment, they were alone.

"Gaia, I do not want to be regent." Sirius looked at his sister with pleading eyes. "I have work of my own to complete." 

"I know. But it will have to wait." She studied his face and sighed. "Believe me. I wish there was another way, but there isn't." 

"But..."

Threading her arm through his, she led him to the elevator. "Come along, brother, we have a coronation to plan, and as regent, there are things you need to know."

Several hours later, she left Sirius, dazed and disillusioned, at his door on her way to her own quarters.

"That was not kind." The disembodied voice of Stella2, Gaia's digitally enhanced virtual assistant, or DEVA, said. 

"It wasn't fun for me either, but there was no choice. He can only be effective as regent if he knows what he's dealing with. That means all the secrets on both sides." The doors swished open, and Gaia went inside, shedding her bioform as she went. By the time she entered her bath, she had dissolved her bioform into its natural state – a green-gold mist. Full bath, please, she said, her voice in this form audible only to the computer system and her DEVA. 

The chamber flooded with concentrated ainerkaan, pure energy harvested from Earth, her physical body. Earth, otherwise known as her terra, was the other side of her nature and the source of her power. 

When she came back into the living area, she had once again taken her customary bioform. Red-gold hair curled about her slim shoulders. A green sheath-dress covered her from neck to ankles in soft, shimmering comfort. 

Lifting a decanter from a nearby table, Gaia poured a drink as she studied the three crysoscreens that covered the rectangular room's long wall. Screen one showed Earth, its green and blue surface crisscrossed with puffs of white, and oddly shaped green and brown patches. Screens two and three showed the star-field surrounding Elara, the moon on which the royal residence was built. 

"A message came for you while you were out," Stella2 said. 

"Is it urgent?"

"Would I presume to read your private communications without your permission?" 

Rolling her eyes, Gaia waited. 

"It is not signed," Stella2 said at last. 

Stiffening, Gaia sank onto the low couch next to her. "Screen two," she said. The crysoscreen blanked to white. After a moment, dark letters formed on it. 

When did you last see Earth in person?

I know what you and Bardan did there.

Did you really think you could hide the truth forever?

Abdicate the throne, Erase your crime, Or die.

The choice is yours.

There was, as Stella2 said, no signature. 

"Trace the communication," Gaia said. 

"I tried." Stella2 huffed. "None of the usual markers were present. It is as if someone uploaded it directly from a data cube here on Elara."

"Authentication codes?"

"None. The file was completely clean. What does it mean?"

"Delete it. Wipe it from the drive."

"But –"

"Don't argue with me," Gaia said, her eyes dark with some unnamed emotion. "Do it."

"Yes, your Majesty." The screen blanked over, then returned to the star scene it held before. "File erased."

Drawing a shuddering breath, Gaia raised her glass to her lips and took a long swallow. "That will be all, Stella2. I think I will rest now. Please see to it that I am not disturbed for the next hour."

"Your Majesty, I –"

"Why is everyone questioning me today? Just do it, Stella2. Now."

"Yes, Your Majesty." 

A hum, followed by a distinct click, and then silence filled the room. Gaia covered her face with her hands, struggling for control. 

This can't be happening. Not again.
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July 2057 AD

Earth: The Castle, Denmark

The meeting room was long, wide, and palatial - even the ceiling was accented with gold leaf. Portraits of famous humans long dead graced the walls. Marble floors gleamed in the pallid sunlight streaming through tall windows on opposing sides.  The room's other two walls were heavily ornamented and devoid of interruption, except for the entrance. 

Centered in the space were tables set up in a hollow rectangle. Tent cards denoted the national origin of each attendee, eight of whom were due to take their seats within the hour. Their lackeys would sit behind them, mindlinks on, leaving their hands free to serve. 

But no one the humans would consider important had arrived yet. 

The coordinator, a slender blond woman with piercing blue eyes and lips that curved in a perpetual half-smile, surveyed the set up and her smile grew larger. "You and your team have done well, Birte," she remarked to the plump, robin-eyed woman next to her. "Is the food ready?"

Birte activated the mindlink node behind her left ear, and a set of electronic check-lists materialized in the air in front of the two women. Tapping the menu icon on the airscreen, she opened the list for her supervisor's approval. "It is ma'am. The luncheon has come together nicely. All that remains is for the guests to arrive."

"Very good." After a quick perusal of the menu, the supervisor smiled her endorsement. "I knew I was right to put you in charge of the catering. You have a deft hand for such things. Do not think it goes unnoticed."

Birte wiped the list away. She ducked her head modestly, but could not hide her pleasure in the compliment. "Thank you, ma’am."

"You are a credit to The Castle," the woman said. "Be certain that nothing goes wrong, and your promotion to conference liaison is assured."

Birte stifled a gasp. She had only been at The Castle for two years and had not dreamed of making such a leap for at least four more. She did not have time to express her gratitude, however, as a dark-haired young man in a black suit hurried up, his ‘link screen bobbing in front of him as he approached. 

"As you can see on the map, the delegates will be arriving by hovertrans within the hour. Is everything ready?" he asked. A quick glance at his screen showed Birte the exact locations of the various diplomats as they left their hotels or journeyed toward the venue.

"Of course, Elias. We have everything in hand," Birte said. She turned back to the woman, but the space next to her was empty. A swish of azure silk flashed in the wake of the woman's exit through the conference room's gigantic gold doors. Turning back to her subordinate, Birte spoke rapidly. "Tell Greta that luncheon will be served exactly five minutes after the last attendee has been seated. Make sure the side room is ready for the press and other spectators."

Elias didn't answer but hurried away, his face cramped with nervous tension as he flipped through charts and graphs on the virtual screen hanging in front of him.

Birte shook her head. The screen was transparent, but he had it up constantly. It was a wonder he didn't fall off balconies or down stairs daily.

She took a deep breath, trying to calm fluttering nerves in her midsection. It wasn't every day that the Global Concerns Summit, or GCS, was held in one of the oldest, most historically significant castles in all of Denmark. At the very least, the next two days would be memorable.

She wasn't wrong, but not for the reasons she was expecting.
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WILLIAM “MAC” MCGARRETT watched as United States President, Sara Evans, exited the hovertrans into the care of a vigilant secret service team. She tugged at her sleeve as she waited for the rest of her entourage to join her. A cloud of similar vehicles circled lazily above like a flock of bloated vultures. Each lozenge shaped craft held ten to fifteen dignitaries from various countries, along with their security details. Pale faces stared like ghosts out of the long oval windows as they waited for their turn to debark onto the landing field that used to be part of the Castle's extensive gardens.

Finally, she sighed. “I’ve held things up long enough. Let’s go.” Sara strode up the steps, with her group hustling to keep up. After greeting the Danish ambassador, she moved through the marble halls with an air of purpose that surprised those who didn't know her well. A petite five foot four, her figure was a curvy hourglass. She wore her black hair in a sleek, chin-length cap that framed a pixie-inspired face. Violet eyes under thick, black lashes could have belonged to a flirtatious vixen. 

But they didn't. 

"I want that report before I go into this meeting, Mac," she said, throwing him a look that promised trouble if her demands weren't met. "I should have had it last night."

"You should have," Mac agreed mildly. As head of the EPA, he was well aware of how often Sara wanted to be updated. The problem was, the global situation was changing faster than they could assemble reports. "But you know the stats had to be updated. No sense going in with outdated information."

"The stats change almost hourly lately," Sara said. "They'll be outdated by this afternoon."

"All the more reason for them to be as accurate as possible this morning."

She shot him a disgruntled scowl. "Fine, but I need to be able to tell them something. We have to change the way we do things on this planet, or there won't be a planet within the next hundred years."

Mac glanced over his shoulder at the entourage that accompanied the U.S. president everywhere she went. The Secret Service was hanging back, as they had been directed, their restless eyes constantly scanning the surrounding area. Behind them clustered the president's bag-man, Joe Marque, and Charles Tucker, the vice president, along with a coterie of congresspersons, diplomats, and assistants. 

"I'll head up to the gallery," Charles said. Sara nodded to him and watched as the man went right at the next turning, his security detail arrayed around him like spokes on a wheel. A number of dignitaries followed in his wake. 

Mac wondered, not for the first time, how Charles had escaped the silver screen. A tall, imposing man with an athletic build, a full head of silver hair, and a movie star face, Charles liked to joke that he looked the part of president more than Sara did. He never said it without a self-deprecating laugh, but Mac wondered how much of that was real and how much was political face-saving. Past behavior indicated that the VP was a political shark, bent on survival above all else. And being VP to a popular president like Sara created a firm stepping stone for a man determined to take the presidency for himself one day.

His mindlink chimed in Mac's ear, interrupting his thoughts. Tapping the node behind his ear, he activated his personal notifications display. The secure electronic readout, invisible to everyone but him, showed an email had just come in. Focusing on the tiny electronic envelope, he blinked it open. Another blink accessed the attachment, which he scanned briefly before forwarding it to Sara.  

"Is that it?" Sara tapped the node on her wrist, and her airscreen materialized. Opening the document, she looked over the contents. 

Mac nodded and continued perusing the report.

"Just in time, Mac," Sara said. "Looks like you get to keep your job." 

He grinned at her. "For another day or two, at least. Or until I piss you off again."

She rolled her eyes and continued down the hall without replying. A few moments later, the group entered a palatial room, its long, embossed walls accented in gold leaf and artwork. The faint click-whir of the built-in vid-system was the only indication that the meeting would be publicized. Reporters and their attendant technicians were hidden away in another room, surrounded by virtual monitors and digital news equipment. 

Not that anyone would watch the live feed, Mac thought. They were too immersed in celebrity scandal vids and puppy memes to notice that the GCS was meeting. Never mind that the group was dealing with disastrously accelerating climate change, and fending off global economic disaster caused by a recent, inexplicable, increase in natural disasters. 
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SARA MOVED TO HER SEAT, still reading over the report on her airscreen as Joe hurried to pull her chair out. She clicked the icon on her screen that would set her mindlink to automatically provide an English translation whenever necessary, but she noticed when he pulled out her chair and waited while she sat down. 

He took a seat behind her, tapping the node behind his ear. She knew the unfocused look on his face was misleading. As her personal assistant, he was responsible both for taking comprehensive meeting notes and posting to her Screamer account. 

Secret service took up stations behind Sara and around the room as Mac sat down next to Joe. 

Delegates and their staff continued to file into the room, talking in low murmurs as they took their places around the rectangle of connected tables. Karl Bjorkssen, Denmark's Prime Minister and this year’s General Secretary of the GCS, sat at the center-top of the rectangle, swiping rapidly through a file on his virtual display. At precisely nine a.m., he looked up and nodded to a plump, blue-suited woman standing at a small table near the doors. Birte tapped her console, and a pleasant glissando vibrated through the room. Talk ceased as the few delegates still on their feet sat down and gave the Prime Minister their attention. 

Bjorkssen smiled at them as he stood. "Ladies and gentlemen," he began in Danish. Around the room, heads cocked to one side as each attendee heard his words in their own language. "Welcome to The Castle, one of Denmark's famous landmarks. As we gather to discuss the most important issues facing our world today, I would like to take a moment to –" 

A thunder clap shook the chamber, and the lights winked out, then on again. In that space between one blink and the next, a woman appeared in the center of the room. Tall and curvaceous, she wore a green, sleeveless gown, belted in tri-color gold leaves. Her auburn curls were caught at the crown of her head in a complex series of loose braids bound with gold cord. She gazed around the assembly with calm, green eyes. 

"Greetings, my children," she said in a rich, alto voice. The light flared to brief brilliance, several LED bulbs shattering as the doors and window shutters snapped closed. Security reacted, some reaching for their laser pistols while others tried to cover their assigned delegates. One over-eager individual vaulted over the table at the woman, launching himself at her.

The woman raised a hand, and the man slammed into an invisible barrier. Dazed, he slid to the floor. 

"There is no need for that," she said.  She bent, her hand extended, and helped him to his feet. "No one is in any immediate danger here, Thomas," she said. 

The man's eyes widened. "How do you know my name?"

"I recognize all my progeny when I meet them," the woman said as if speaking to a child. "Go back to your station."

He stumbled across the room, eyes still shadowed with confusion. Voices rose in a profusion of alarm, questions bounced against each other, demanding answers without listening for them.

Finally, the Danish Prime Minister raised his hands and called for silence. When it finally fell, he glared at the woman. "Explain yourself, Madam," Bjorkssen demanded, his mouth a thin line of pink against his white skin.

"I plan to, Karl. Be patient." Her lips tilted in what might have been a smile, but her eyes were grave. The sweep of her gaze traveled the room, touching each silent human – as if she were assessing them, and finding them wanting. 

"Humans of Earth, I am Gaia, your creator." 

Someone tittered, a nervous sound, quickly stifled, that Gaia ignored. 

"You were my favorite children. But from the beginning, you were flawed. That is my fault, mine, and Bardan's, and I did not believe you should suffer for it. So, I gave you everything you required to flourish. Intelligence and a home capable of providing for your every need." She paused, her green gaze sweeping the room again.

"Sadly, you have not proven worthy of my care. You have repeatedly and violently raped your home. Your oil rigs and carelessness poison my life's blood, your mining operations destroy my lungs in order to harvest my bones. These crimes are perpetrated by every nation across my surface. All are guilty, and so all must work together to remedy my illness, or suffer the consequences."

“Who are you to accuse us?” a dignitary shouted. “I demand to know how you got in here.” 

Gaia did not so much as glance in his direction but turned to the U.S. contingent when Sara cleared her throat.

"Some of what you say was true, in the past. More recently, we have made strides in the areas of conservation and environmental protection." Sara rose to her feet. "But you speak as if the Earth belonged to you. It doesn't–"

"As much as your body belongs to you, the Earth belongs to me, Sara Evans of the United States. And yes, you have made improvements, which is why I have waited this long to act. But your efforts are uneven and inadequate. You harvest food from my skin, drink my blood, build your homes from my flesh. Yet, you are not appreciative enough to refrain from destroying me." Her gaze swept the room once more. “Even so, all of this could be forgiven, and would be, but we are running out of time.”

"This is ridiculous." Joseph Vasiliev, the Russian Premier, lurched to his feet. 

"Is it, Joseph?" Gaia asked, turning to face him directly. "Russia is one of the greatest offenders, so much so that even your fellow humans chose to sanction you. This is the first summit you have been invited to attend in several decades, is it not? Be grateful I have not visited you with more than volcanoes and the occasional earthquake."

"Come now," Ben Davies, the British Prime Minister, said. "You are obviously an environmental advocate, and you've made your point. Illegally, I might add, as I don't believe you have an invitation to be here. But climate change and a more uniform approach to ecological responsibility are on the agenda, which you are now impeding."

The green eyes darkened with sorrow. "Benjamin, what happened to the young boy who wanted to save the world? Does he still live within you? This is your chance." Her voice lifted, ringing like steel sliding over stone. "You have had the technology to stop polluting and create clean energy for decades. Some of you strive toward the goal of cleaning up the mess humans have made, but not enough. And so, today I give you an ultimatum. Cease your destruction, pollution, and misuse of my body. Do this within five years, or face the consequences."

"And what proof do we have that you are in a position to make such demands?" Vasiliev asked, his lips curling in a sneer.

Gaia opened her hand, palm down, and dropped something small and brown on the floor. The room shook, and a crack opened in the marble tile. A tiny green spear shot up from the ground, thickening as it grew, darkening from green to brown in the space of a few seconds. An instant later, it was five feet tall, sprinting upward, branches extending, leaves unfurling. Clouds formed under the ceiling, their billowing folds dark and pregnant with rain. Lightning forked down, striking so close to Vasiliev that his hair stood on end, and his jacket sleeve smoldered. The clouds burst, pelting the room with sheets of cold rain.

Windows shattered as vines thrust through the glass, covering the walls in tendrils, flowers, and leaves. Thunder cracked, and people scrambled under the tables. Sara and Mac stood, watching it happen. 

Lightning struck again, and the rain poured. The tree spread its branches in a high canopy, obscuring the gold leaf embossed vault in under three minutes.

The storm ended as abruptly as it had started. A cardinal flitted from a low branch to a higher one, and sat, looking down on the scene below. 

"You have two choices. Stop your criminal actions and make the changes that will allow you to live in harmony with your siblings on this Earth, or face the consequences."

"Forgive me, lady." Louise Beauchene of France brushed a wet, dark curl out of her eyes. "But how will you accomplish this? And what if we refuse? Will you evict us? Visit us with a plague?"

"These are not the alternatives I would choose, but refusal is not an option." The words held no animosity or anger. They were a statement of fact. A shiver rippled through the room. 

"Arrest her," Bjorkssen said. 

Guards rushed forward. The green light of day blinked out, leaving the foliage-filled room in utter darkness. 

"Mac!" 

"Sara!" 

Screams echoed from every corner of the hall. A cold wind blew through, filling the air with the dry scrape of branches moving against stone. The wind twisted, spinning into a tight, black circle until, without warning, the lights returned, flooding the room and leaving the delegates blinded for several moments as the wind died into still air. 

When Mac could see again, Sara was standing only a foot away, her hands out in front of her. The assembly found themselves standing in an instant forest. Where they showed through the plant-life, the walls and ceiling were wrecked; the gold leaf mostly gone, statues smashed, and paintings destroyed. 

A glint of scarlet flitted along the edge of Mac's vision, drawing his attention. The little red bird perched on a bent curtain rod, its tiny head tilted to one side as if curious to see what would happen next.

Mac found himself wondering the same thing.
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A WEEK LATER, AFTER a hasty relocation and a series of security-induced postponements and schedule revisions, the GCS reconvened in Osaka's famous Mirai building. Twenty-one delegates murmured to their neighbors at the long, curved tables. 

The room formed a three-quarter circle with levels stacked stadium-style. Half-circle above half-circle filled the domed conference room with multiple cultures and languages. Set into the table in front of each official was a black rectangle of interactive plastiglass.

Messengers and assistants hurried back and forth, carrying drinks and other small items, careful to avoid eye-contact with anyone above or below their pay-grade. 

Above the crowd, a glass ceiling admitted watery light, dispelling the shadows with damp enthusiasm. 

Facing the multi-national audience, Sara adjusted her microphone and cleared her throat. The room fell silent. 

"As you are all aware, something... unusual... happened at the GCS in Denmark, resulting in a hasty move to Japan. We are thankful to the Japanese ambassador for volunteering this alternative venue." 

She took a sip of water, glancing over the assembly for reaction. Very little of it was positive. The Russian prime minister glared at her. No doubt, he felt that space in the Kremlin should have been requested. She ignored him, and he leaned back in his chair without speaking as Sara continued. 

"Many of those present at that convocation have argued that the events of that day should be kept secret, and they offered convincing arguments in favor of their position. However, the majority of stakeholders contended that secrecy was inadvisable, and in any event, impossible." 

A low rumble crawled along the tables as delegates responded, most unfavorably, to the suggestion of secrecy. 

Sara took a deep breath and continued. "Before we'd even left The Castle, videos of the event went viral. Within hours, every human on the bionet had seen it. At this time, there are protests world-wide. Some are in favor of meeting Gaia's demands, while a nearly equal number demand we oppose her." 

The Russian President, Vasiliev, leaned into his microphone. "With all due respect, Madam President, this is not news," he said in English. "If we must have this discussion, it would be best to be succinct."

Sara nodded. "Of course. As you probably realize, Gaia’s demands involve what amounts to a complete overhaul of our use of Earth's resources. I think it is best to hear it in her own words, once more, before we continue." The rumble intensified, and Sara held up her hand. "Please watch the table monitors. Once you've reviewed the video, we will discuss the matter." 

The black rectangles sparked with electronic life. On every screen, Gaia's image spoke and was immediately translated into the hearer's native tongue by their mindlinks. Sara waited for the event to play out. 

When the video ended, she stood. "I have heard rumors that some suspect this was some kind of hoax. I can assure you it was not. Security went over the room's electronics with a micro-comb. They found nothing. No holo-tech, no seismic shifters, nothing that wasn't supposed to be there – let alone anything that could account for what we witnessed. It is the position of the United States that this visitation was real, and that the threat issued is also real." She took a deep breath. "What remains is to decide what to do about it."

The rumble rose to a roar, but Sara was done anyway. She took her seat. 

Vasiliev shouted for quiet, adding to the general tumult. Finally, Emma Trudeau, Canada's Prime Minister, held her water glass close to her mic and ran her middle finger around the rim, causing a piercing tone to ring through the room. When all was quiet, she spoke. 

"Like most of you, I was there. I saw Gaia. I looked into her eyes. She looks human in the video, yes? I can assure you, she is not." She held up both hands, holding off their protests. "To those of you who believe it was, I say go back to Denmark. Look at the massive oak that now stands in the heart of the Castle. What she did that day was beyond human capability. 

“I have no doubt that if her demands are not met, she will carry out her ultimatum. Canada has long been at the forefront of environmental restoration and preservation technology. We now offer our knowledge to the rest of the world, free of charge, in order to meet Gaia's demands and stave off the cataclysm she has promised us if we do not comply."

A swarthy man wearing a shalwar kameez stood. "This is a power play by the West, bent on our destruction," he shouted. 

"I assure that it is not." Sara stood. "Ms. Trudeau is only saying what anyone else of clear vision would tell you. I can only repeat the words of Benjamin Franklin when he said we must all hang together, or we will most assuredly hang separately. Gaia is serious, and she has the power to follow through on her threats."

"I do not make threats, Sara." A stunned silence descended as Gaia materialized in front of the podium. "But I do make promises, and I always keep my word." She cast a level gaze around the room, making eye contact with each delegate in turn. "You have already heard my command. Obey it, or don't, at your peril. But have no doubt, I can deliver on my promise." She watched them for a moment, and a tiny smile tipped up the corners of her lips. "But, I see that you need further
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