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Chapter 1
 

Kali wasn’t exactly sure where she was. She was standing in bright moonlight, on the edge of some high promontory, surrounded by fir forest. The place was at once both mysteriously familiar and completely unknown. In the silvery light, the forest seemed eerily alive, shifting with black shadows and danger.

Where am I?

And then, as her eyes swept across the edge of the forest, the shadows beneath one particular tree gathered together—denser, darker. Suddenly, the shadows were human shapes, moving quickly, relentlessly toward her. As they entered the full illumination of moonlight, the uniforms on the men became shockingly distinct. Involuntarily, Kali gasped.

Regs! Oh Mother, they’ve found me!

There were at least twenty of the fascist soldiers, all of them huge and menacing, all of them laughing that harsh, bone-chilling, mirthless laughter that Kali remembered from Elysium.

One Reg separated from the group, rushing forward—without seeming to actually run—as if he were some demon spirit thrusting through the air like a blast of foul smoke. She tried to turn, tried to run, and with a wail of terror realized she couldn’t move.

In the blink of an eye, the Reg closed the space between them. Seizing the front of her shirt, he ripped it apart in one savage tear. His cruel laughter became a roar of lust. She was screaming as his weight dropped fully on her, fighting with all her might as he grabbed her wrists and wrestled her down.

“Kali!” a husky voice cried in her ear.

Her heart slammed frantically in her chest, her back and scalp prickled with ice-cold sweat, and for a moment she did not recognize Whit’s handsome face hovering above her, framed in dark, tousled hair.

Not a Reg—Whit.

Confused, Kali glanced around herself. Rosy, dawn light poured through the window, clearly revealing the section of the lab that had been converted into their bedroom.

Whit’s gray eyes watched her, concerned. “Nightmare?”

Kali took a deep, ragged breath, almost unable to believe that she was in bed, safe in the temporary quarters she and Whit had made in her mother’s lab, in the Isis Cedar House.

Pulling her into a comforting hug, Whit asked, “Want to talk about it?”

Kali breathed, “No.”

“Sure? Your frightening scream . . .”

Shuddering, Kali whispered, “Just a crazy dream.” She quickly resolved that she didn’t want to confront the terror again by trying to talk about it. “Sorry I woke you up.”

Whit lovingly pushed shoulder-length, golden hair away from Kali’s face. “It’s okay,” she soothed. “I have to get up anyway. In another hour I have to fly over to Artemis and report for the Council Meeting.”

Puzzled, and anxious for a distraction, Kali commented, “I still can’t figure out what they want with you.”

Whit shrugged. “What with it being Beltane tomorrow, Lilith due for retirement, and Isis ready to be declared an active colony again, the possibilities are endless. Lilith just told me to be sure and wear my dress uniform. Why don’t you duck Lupa’s work detail and come with me?”

“Can’t. Tomorrow’s the first of May. There are still too few workers and the hostel has to be finished before June—Lupa says that’s when most women will make up their minds and move in on us. The meal hall is ready, so at least we’ll all eat better, but we can’t have everyone in tents . . .”

Whit interrupted, snuggling against her. “Lupa says you’re a great plumber.” Tenderly, Whit sent her hands across Kali’s nakedness, repeatedly lingering over what she knew to be sensitive areas. “. . . So I suppose she really does need you,” she finished with a sigh.

They fell silent for a moment. Kali realized she was reluctantly preparing herself; in another moment, Whit would let go of her and roll out of bed. They would each begin a day of meeting separate and very different demands.

Grimly, Kali accepted the reality of their roles in Isis. Whit had become the undesignated administrator of this new colony, sought out continually for advice, direction, dispute management. Kali, in contrast, had merely gained a reputation as a hard worker. After ten years of internment in Elysium, struggling to avoid starvation and the random cruelty of the Regs, Kali felt uneducated and uncertain of her place in Freeland. She was good with her hands, but she was years behind everyone else in any sort of worthwhile technological knowledge.

As expected, Whit moved back from her, then flashed a lazy grin and crooned, “Want to bring me luck?”

“How?” Kali returned, as usual, ready to do almost anything this woman asked.

“The Goddess’s gift,” Whit answered, laughing softly. “If I have to wear my warrior uniform, whatever’s going on is important. Send me into action bathed in love.”

With a pleased growl, Kali crawled on top of Whit and kissed her deeply, luxuriating in the feel of that strong body tensing beneath her. She was more than happy to comply with Whit’s request.

 

About ninety miles northwest of Isis, the morning was unfolding with unusual fanfare in the older city-colony of Artemis.

Her rows of black braids gleaming and her deep brown skin glowing in the soft, amber light, Cimbri Braun stood among a crowd of about nine hundred women, watching the off ramp of the small transport ship extend to the tarmac of the airfield. Cimbri nervously smoothed the sleeves of her salmon-colored jacket, admiring the satiny material that also made up the form-fitting pants. Lilith had told her to dress well, but would not disclose anything else.

In the distance, the peaceful scenery provided the same spec tacular backdrop as it had for centuries. Puget Sound was a smear of many blues, luminous in the slant of northern light. Beyond the Sound, the Olympic Mountain Range rose like a jagged, purple wall. Cimbri noted that it was a beautiful morning for the end of April, and was thankful that the rains seemed to have ended early this year.

A baby started crying somewhere nearby, and a soft mother’s voice began to croon a comforting tune. Then the door of the transport ship slid open. The crowd hummed with excited comments and gossip as everyone jostled for a better look.

An officious looking woman, her skin a lovely light brown and her long hair the wavy silk of mixed race genes, walked slowly down the carpeted metal incline that led from the ship. Her intelligent green eyes sparkled as she looked around, smiling.

“That’s Arinna Sojourner, from the colony of Tubman—you know, Old Louisiana territory,” announced a gravelly voice behind Cimbri. “I recognize her from the comline news reports. She’s only about twenty-six, but they say she’s a brilliant computer scientist. She’s created some innovative communications designs for Tubman, and she’s an influential member of the Tubman Council.” The elderly voice dropped to a whisper as the speaker admired the flowing, beautifully embroidered dress Arinna wore.

Next, a woman with marked Chinese features paused dramati-cally in the door of the aircraft, then began descending the ramp. At once, the murmuring crowd grew louder, and Cimbri could see why. This was a devastatingly attractive woman—and she clearly knew the impact she was making on the hundreds of Artemisians gathered around the transport. Slender, but smoothly muscled, the woman moved with pride and an easy arrogance. Her stylishly cut black hair was complemented by the clinging orange of the revealing bodysuit she wore. The shoulder of her black, knee-length jacket sported a Deputy Leader’s emblem.

“And that’s Loy Yin Chen, of Boudicca,” the same voice was announcing self-importantly. “Apparently, she’s done an amazing job in her secondary role as Deputy Leader. My cousin Phoebe says everyone is kind of surprised, because Loy’s the type that wants to be in charge of everything. No one thought she could endure being number two to anyone else’s number one, but I suppose some people will do anything if it involves grooming themselves for power.”

Stifling a smile, Cimbri turned around to see who was providing all this information. She recognized Marpe and her friend Samsi, a couple of genteel clothing merchants who were rumored to be readying for relocation to Isis. The two venerable, elderly women smiled back at her.

Emboldened by Cimbri’s attention, Marpe asked, “Do you know why these illustrious personages are visiting us, Healer Braun? I don’t think it’s merely Arinna and Loy coming to celebrate Beltane with us, do you?”

No, I don’t, Cimbri immediately thought, but aloud she responded, “We’ll just have to wait and see what the Council Meeting is all about.” And then Cimbri began to move forward, gently pushing between women until she could get a view of the reception party.

Lilith, the current Leader of Artemis, stood a short distance away. Tall and slender and dignified, she was leaning forward, embracing first Arinna, then Loy. Lilith’s silver-white hair was swept back into a chignon, and her eyes seemed more blue than usual accented by the royal blue of the long jacket and pants set she wore.

Captain Nakotah Berry, Cimbri’s partner, stepped forward from the ranks of the warrior patrol arranged around the ship’s off ramp. Proudly, Cimbri noted how distinguished Nakotah looked in her short-waisted, wine-red warrior’s jacket. Introductions were made and Nakotah’s long, black hair shifted between her shoulders as she placed a hand over her heart in salute.

Arinna cast another disarmingly enchanting smile. Hand over her heart, Loy returned the salute, aiming an aloof scrutiny into the tall Sioux’s dancing eyes.

Not only was Arinna lovely, she was smoothly in charge. “Lead on, Captain Berry.” Arinna seemed intent on steering both Loy and Nakotah from the ramp of the transport.

But before Arinna succeeded in maneuvering the departure, Lilith said with surprise, “I thought there was to be a third member to your party.”

With a baffled glance, Loy looked behind her. “Where is she?”

Just then, a redhead came staggering purposefully through the door and down the ramp, precariously balancing the weight of three duffel bags. This one was very young, possibly seventeen, but no more, her rangy adolescent body clad in well-pressed brown trousers and a billowing, white shirt. Wavy, red-gold hair curled about her expressive, freckled face.

“Apologies,” the girl panted. “Thought I’d save someone the trouble of dragging out our baggage.” And with that, several Artemis warriors leapt forward and relieved the girl of the load. She took her place beside Loy, while the younger warriors in Nakotah’s patrol openly looked her over, obviously intrigued with this mixture of youth and tenacious will.

Grinning, Loy introduced her. “Danu Sullivan, apprentice architect from my home colony of Boudicca.”

Bemused by the warriors who ringed her, staring, Danu merely stood there, the sky blue eyes wide.

Loy shot the girl an impatient look and prompted, “Follow the protocol.”

As the girl continued to stand there, clearly awed by the size of the crowd before her, Loy shook her head and laughed. Flustered, Danu glanced at Loy, then went beet red with embarrassment.

Into the gap stepped gallant Nakotah. “Well, I, for one, admire a woman who will carry her own load,” she quipped, and clapped Danu reassuringly on the shoulder.

Lilith gave Danu an affectionate smile. “May the young continue to lead us by their good example.”

And with that, Lilith came forward, took Danu by the arm and turned to the crowd. “Let the welcoming procession begin!” she declared, her strong, compelling voice ringing through the crisp spring air.

The crowd parted, and Lilith and Danu began moving through the hundreds of women, across the tarmac, followed by Loy and Arinna, then Nakotah and her company of fifty warriors. The schoolgirl band waiting nearby burst into a melodic song on their flutes and drums. A long column of women and girls began to form behind the last of Nakotah’s patrol, moving with the rhythmic step of a march. Cimbri strode along, her strong contralto rising to join the other voices as the procession burst into singing the Artemis anthem.

As she walked, Cimbri lifted her eyes and felt a rush of love for the eighty-year-old city-colony, gleaming like a jewel in the strong morning sunlight. The two and three-story houses were laid out in a jumble of styles and colors on streets hugging the hillsides all around her. In some areas, brightly painted Victorian clapboards dominated, while other streets, closer to the water, were crowded with stone cottages. In the business district, the structures were mostly sleek, titanium-sheeted designs. Between neighborhoods, flowering patches revealed the location of numerous gardens. Shade trees lined the streets, their spring greenery riffling in the breeze.

Artemis is a wondrous place to live, Cimbri thought once again, as she took a grateful breath of the fresh morning air.

 

Still fastening her gun belt around her waist, Whit was charging out of the Isis Cedar House. She knew she was late, but it was hard to keep any awareness of time when she was making love with Kali. Clambering onto the big motorcycle she kept parked by the outer door, Whit gunned the engine to life and pointed the cycle toward the airfield.

The machine bumped along a narrow, winding trail and Whit felt thankful for the decibel-squelch device mounted in the engine cavity, which reduced the engine noise to a faint, barely discernible hum. She loved feeling the peaceful unity with the land as she rode over the earth on her way somewhere.

Broad valley grassland swelled into a great hill, providing Whit with a panoramic view of Pacific Northwest splendor. Timbered mountains spanned the horizon in blue-gray humps, like furry whales, far into the distance. Above the timberline and emerald green alpine meadows, ancient glaciers glittered brightly in the sunshine. Below, almost hidden by forest, lakes flashed a milky aquamarine blue.

And to the southeast, magnificent and huge and white, Mount Tahoma towered above everything.

The trail Whit followed left the ridge and forged upward into the forest. Riding easily, leaning forward in the saddle, she wrestled the handlebars over ruts and gullies. All around her, dark, glistening evergreen boughs waved, the needles singing whispery songs in the steady, sweeping wind. The cool air was sharp with pine scent, Whit’s favorite smell.

The trail banked downward as Whit crested the hill. Shifting gears, she crossed the vast meadow to the airfield, already noting that there was no sign of the silver transport ship that carried settlers in and out of Isis each morning and evening.

Mother! I’ve missed the shuttle!

Exasperated, Whit glanced around. Beyond an open hangar door, a sleek, metal wing caught her eye. As Leader of Artemis, Lilith was furnished with her own plane. Called a Swallow, the machine was a small four-seater, tilt-rotor that could fly both vertically and horizontally. Since they had no Healer in Isis at present, Lilith had lent them the aircraft for use in the event of an emergency.

An emergency, Whit reflected, then gunned her cycle toward the hangar. This was definitely an emergency.

 

In Artemis, the welcoming procession continued through the town, its hundreds of voices rising, resounding against the houses. All around Cimbri, framed in open windows, leaning on deck railings above, women waved greetings and joined in the singing. Weaving through the market place, up and down the main streets, the procession at last marched down the broad avenue toward the blue waters of Puget Sound. There, on a spacious plateau of grass above the beach, the Artemis Cedar House sat in all its rugged grandeur.

All the while, the crowd sang harmonies about sisterhood and the sun rose higher and warmer in the sky. As Cimbri joined the hundreds gathering before the large, cedar-log building, a warrior on either side of the entrance pulled the huge, oaken doors apart. Lilith led the way inside. Loy, Arinna, Danu and Nakotah followed after her. The rest of the crowd shifted impatiently before the building, waiting for Lilith to re-appear with Nakotah on the balcony above the Cedar House door.

Lilith raised her arm, announcing in her clear, musical voice, “By order of the Seven Leaders Council, the ruling body of Freeland, I summon the Council of Artemis.”

There was a clamor of noise as everyone began to talk at once. Mothers, who had been carrying babies papoose-style upon their backs, gently removed their packs and handed their children over to self-important adolescents in the child-care squad. Toddlers were taken by the hand or swung up to ride upon strong, youthful shoulders, while the older children pushed through the crowd, seeking their favorite care-giving teenager.

Meanwhile, Council members, the fifty elected legislators who represented the roughly fifteen hundred women of Artemis, advanced through the opened Cedar House doors. Instinctively, Cimbri knew this would be an unusual session. Rarely did any colony Council meet on the order of the Seven Leaders.

Originally, the U.S. Constitution, which they still followed in Freeland, used an elected president to operate the executive branch. Artemis had modified that concept so that now, seven leaders, the heads of the city-colonies, shared the power that had formerly resided in one person. Since the second civil war—the Great Schism—had torn America into Freeland and Elysium, most free citizens had come to distrust the good intentions of a single, powerful ruler.

The Seven Leaders met daily by comline, the satellite-enabled visual telecommunicator that linked all of Freeland as the telephone had once linked all of Old America. Cimbri knew the Seven Leaders met to vote on decisions of national import, and rarely concerned themselves with individual colony politics. But for the Seven Leaders to be calling this session of the Artemis Council, meant something of herstoric significance was underway.

Lilith was shouting above the crowd noise. “May it be known to all that the nation is summoned. This Council Meeting will be telecast on the comline and all the citizens of Freeland are being urged to access and participate.”

Cimbri moved toward the door, slithering through the women pressed closely together all around her. She was, as ever, ready to represent her district, but this time, she was not dreading the windy, off-the-topic debates that often slowed the function of democracy. This time, she was feeling her excitement crest in a wave of gooseflesh. What on Gaea’s sweet earth is going on? she wondered.

 

• • •

 

From her vantage point on the balcony, Lilith stood beside Nakotah, searching the crowd for a tall, dark-haired woman in a burgundy warrior’s jacket.

Turning to Nakotah, Lilith fretted, “I can’t imagine why Whit’s late.”

“I can,” Nakotah returned with a sly grin.

Lilith looked at Nakotah blankly, then suddenly registered the innuendo.

Nakotah cocked a thick, black eyebrow, regarding Lilith with a slightly wicked smile.

Oddly discomfited, Lilith glanced away, remembering that she and Styx had also started the morning rather joyfully. But it didn’t make me late for my duties.

Still, to be fair, Lilith reminded herself that Whit was technically just a reservist, and for the moment, her duties were her own to choose.

She recalled how upon leaving active duty status the previous November, Whit and Kali had successfully petitioned the Seven Leaders Council for permission to use the Isis Cedar House as a temporary residence. The two lovers had been living there all winter, assisting a crew of Artemis construction workers they had employed to build their new home on Whit’s family property.

For a moment, Lilith contemplated the significance of what was occurring in the spectacularly beautiful mountain valley. Since the March thaw, women had begun venturing up into the Cascades, determined to be part of the herstoric re-settlement of Isis. Within the last month, a small tent city had sprung up in the meadow by the Isis Cedar House. Now, to house the several hundred women who had followed Whit and Kali into the ruins, Lupa Tagliaro’s construction crew was engaged in building a hostel. The current settlers had pooled their resources to sow the seeds of a new society. Complete with a rudimentary meal hall and the latest in eco-system plumbing, a three-winged, two-story, pine barracks was being erected under Whit’s competent supervision.

Lilith shook her head, laughing ruefully. As much as Whit claimed to dislike politics, she always seemed to end up in charge of things.

An odd, thudding sound broke through Lilith’s thoughts. The crowd of women gathered before the Artemis Cedar House all raised their arms, pointing excitedly. Turning, following the enthusiastic gestures, Lilith discovered the reason for the pandemonium breaking out below.

Lilith’s own Swallow aircraft floated over the back of the Cedar House, the two tilt-rotor engines at the end of each wing pointed up in the helicopter mode. Thoroughly soundless due to the decibel-squelch device within the engine cavities, the only noise was the thud of the short, curved blades chopping through the air as the plane hovered.

Without even scrutinizing the ample, plexiglass front of the aircraft, Lilith knew who was piloting the plane.

After giving a delighted whoop, Nakotah glanced at Lilith and tried valiantly to keep a straight face.

The Swallow lifted up, passing over the Cedar House, settling slowly over the crowd. Women steadily backed up, clearing a space on the grass. They were laughing, applauding, as the tiny craft dropped lower, at last settling gently before the building. Slowly, the tilt-rotor blades began to decelerate, whirling to a standstill. The cockpit door flew open.

As Whit jumped out, the crowd noise rumbled into a deafening cheer. With a sheepish grin, she waved back, then turned and jogged toward the Cedar House door. A multitude of hands reached out to her as she passed, ruffling her glossy, shoulder-length dark hair, thumping the back of her burgundy warrior’s jacket. Children, teenagers, and matrons alike, were all obviously delighted.

Rubbing her forehead, Lilith murmured to herself, “And she says she hates politics.”



Chapter 2
 

Whit strode into the Artemis Council Room, glancing around appreciatively. Cathedral-like, cedar beams supported the high, vaulted ceiling. Mahogany paneling and polished slabs of pink quartz made up the surrounding walls. Square, creamy white tiles covered the floor. Colorful banners hung on the walls and the Delphi emblem—a purple, six-pointed star with a dolphin leaping through the center—hung behind the Leader’s chair. The circular, richly polished pine table was nearly invisible behind the Council members who stood talking earnestly, gesturing emphatically.

With a husky laugh, Whit tucked her thumbs in her black leather gun belt and realized how much she had missed this.

Before her were all manner of women, most of them dressed in what looked like their working clothes. Business executives in trimly tailored suits were clustered together, while the grain traders were huddled further away, dressed in their more casual attire of khaki and leather. Several white-coated Healers talked somberly with denim-clad fisherwomen. Right beside them, two grayheaded clothing merchants in long, pastel robes were loudly gossiping about “the elegant Cimbri Braun.”

Suddenly, spying Whit hesitating near the entrance, Marpe and Samsi rushed over to greet her. “What’s this all about, Tomyris?” Marpe exclaimed. Samsi chimed in, “Surely, you know!”

Whit spent the next few minutes opening and closing her mouth, a feeble facial reaction to a fusillade of questions. Though Whit made not one verbal reply, it didn’t appear to matter; both Marpe and Samsi seemed delighted just to have her trapped between them.

Then, all at once, most of the Council members were shifting back toward the table, hurrying to sit down. With excited good-byes, Marpe and Samsi bustled away. Across the hall, Whit saw her friend Nakotah, head and shoulders above the crowd, escort Lilith to her position before the Delphi emblem.

Pausing before the ornate chair, Lilith announced, “Council is called to order.”

The room fell silent and Whit was left standing alone, wondering where she was supposed to be. She had just noticed the small group of women standing near the Delphi emblem, when Nakotah came around to Whit’s side of the circle and subtly motioned for her to join them. Nakotah gave a nod at the automatic camera mounted high on the wall near Whit, and with a groan, Whit belatedly realized that this Council Meeting was being telecast on the comline.

Lilith’s resonant voice filled the hall. “Tomorrow, May 1, 2094, is Beltane, our national holiday. On this day of beginnings, we have much that will be undertaken.”

Striding quietly over to the women waiting beneath the purple emblem, Whit spotted Cimbri smiling at her from their ranks. She grinned back, then nodded politely to the other women. There were others in the back she couldn’t quite see, but Lilith was talking and Whit was intent on blending into the group. Taking a place next to a redheaded teenager, Whit returned her attention to Lilith.

“. . . one of the reasons for this meeting, is that I am formally announcing my retirement . . .”

A loud chorus of protestation rang out, and Lilith put her hand up. The scattering of voices fell away.

“Come now,” Lilith laughingly reproved. “You’ve all expected it for months. I have enjoyed serving as your Leader these past fifteen years, but I wish to join my partner Styx in her work as Colony Herstorian. Although we have survived both the AGH plague and a civil war in this century, a Second Dark Ages has engulfed the world around us. All knowledge is priceless. In particular, collecting, preserving and cataloging whatever printed-paper books remain is of the utmost importance. It is to this endeavor that I wish to devote my energies now.”

Searching the round table Council members, Whit found Styx in her habitual seat. Rich brown skin and a braid of heavy, gray hair threaded with black clearly marked Styx’s ancient-Mayan heritage. Even from this distance, those large, dark eyes seemed to glow with a guileless intuition. Her well-worn khaki shirt and trousers looked dusty, and a streak of dirt accented the edge of her jaw. Whit knew, then, that Styx had been busily at work in her warehouse of antiquities while the welcoming procession had paraded through the streets of Artemis. Like Whit, Styx had little time for ceremony.

Lilith continued, “Last week, I asked the citizens of Artemis to nominate three candidates for Leader. Here are the women you have nominated for the position.” Turning gracefully toward the group beneath the Delphi emblem, Lilith stated, “As your name is called, please come forward.”

The women near Whit stirred eagerly.

How does this concern me? Whit wondered. I don’t even live here anymore.

“Nominated for Leader of Artemis are,” Lilith paused for dramatic effect, then stated, “Lieutenant Griffin Bowdash, Captain Nakotah Berry, and Healer Cimbri Braun.”

The three nominees stepped up beside Lilith and were showered with excited applause. Whit watched Cimbri reach out, grabbing Nakotah’s hand. After a few moments, Lilith waved for silence and the room gradually quieted again.

“We will hold the elections in early August, just before the Lammas festival.” Lilith thanked the three women and they moved to the side of the Leader’s chair.

After seeming to still herself for a moment, Lilith began again. “And now for the news that has caused this Council Meeting to be telecast via comline, throughout Freeland.”

Someone touched Whit’s shoulder and she glanced instinctively behind her.

A pair of raven-black, almond-shaped eyes smiled into her own. Whit blinked, puzzled, and then the recognition slammed home.

Loy! Whit’s jaw dropped, her heart lurched into an erratic rhythm. Fifteen years disappeared in the space of a breath. Torn between great conflicting waves of nostalgia and misgiving, Whit stood there, staring, unable to utter a word.

“. . . and since January, when Tomyris Whitaker and Kali Tyler returned as private citizens to Isis,” Lilith was saying, “events there have been accelerating with the speed of an avalanche.”

Dark eyes skewered Whit, reading her helplessness. The side of Loy’s mouth curled up in a familiar, distinctive smile. There was more triumph than humor in the chilling grin. “Better pay attention to this part,” Loy whispered.

Whit turned around, completely confounded. Loy is Deputy Leader of Boudicca! What’s she doing here?

Lilith’s voice intruded, “. . . the Seven Leaders Council has decreed a transitional stewardship for Isis . . .”

Whit’s head snapped up. A stewardship?

“. . . to ensure an organized and secure re-creation of the city-colony.” The rich fabric of Lilith’s long, royal blue jacket rippled in the light as she turned. Her startlingly blue eyes seemed to hold the face of each woman in the room in her gaze.

Mother, she’s good at this! Whit realized.

“There is much to be done,” Lilith stated quietly. “The ruins left from the Elysian raid, ten years ago, must be cleared aside. Utilities must be installed, houses built, businesses established. Due to the often precarious conditions present when founding a city-colony, we can accept no settler under the age of seventeen. Reconstruction will be arduous and must be accomplished before the autumn snows arrive in the Cascades.”

Turning again, speaking directly to the camera mounted on the wall, Lilith addressed those who watched on the comline. “Once a stable, healthy economy and tax base are in place, a free election will ensue. A Leader and Deputy Leader will be voted into standard five-year terms of office, and children will be welcomed.”

Lilith stopped and looked around at the women seated before her. Beaming, she stretched out her arms. “In other words, Isis has been granted a national loan and is officially re-opening for settlement.”

There was a brief second of silence, and then the room seemed to vibrate with the exalted cheers of triumph that poured from every throat. Women jumped to their feet. Some punched the air in victory, others grabbed for their neighbors, exchanging fierce, exuberant hugs. For the next few minutes, total bedlam reigned.

Isis lives again, Whit thought, her throat tight. She was seized first by Nakotah and danced in a merry circle, then ended up in Cimbri’s teary embrace. Once released, Whit dashed away a few tears herself, feeling oddly dazed. She had expected it for some time, now, but actually hearing those words—“re-opening for settlement”—well, it was overwhelming. I wish Kali were here.

Lilith raised her hand, waiting for the Council to notice her and come to order. Slowly, the noise level dropped and women returned to their seats.

Interlacing her slender fingers, Lilith continued, “As you may recall, I mentioned that the Seven Leaders Council has established a transitional stewardship to oversee Isis.”

The Council stilled, their faces expectant.

“That stewardship consists of three women.” Turning once more to the group below the Delphi emblem, Lilith remarked, “Please come forward as your name is called.”

Three women? Inwardly, Whit groaned. Oh, no. Not government by committee.

“Arinna Sojourner,” Lilith called.

A stunningly attractive woman glided by Whit, her wavy, long hair and pale-green dress drifting behind her as she moved to Lilith’s side.

“In her home colony of Tubman,” Lilith resumed, “Arinna is a gifted computer-scientist. She has created numerous system designs, enabling efficient communication and record-keeping for the popula tion of Tubman. We have thus chosen her to provide Isis with a similar technology. Arinna Sojourner has been named Systems Director.”

The Council members applauded enthusiastically, and Lilith waited for the noise to subside before going on.

“Loy Yin Chen,” Lilith announced, “has taken a sabbatical from her duties as Deputy Leader of Boudicca.”

With a suave, self-assured smile, Loy moved past Whit and joined Arinna and Lilith before the attentive assembly.

“An expert financier,” Lilith stated, “Loy will be in charge of developing a sound and viable economic policy for Isis. Loy Yin Chen has been named Fiscal Director.”

Spirited applause pervaded the chamber.

Glancing about, Whit noticed that the remainder of the women who had been standing with her were quickly moving away.

Whit was left beneath the Delphi emblem, curiously eyeing the girl beside her. Red-gold hair curled over the collar of her white, Buccaneer-style shirt, and the crisply-pressed brown trousers accentuated her slim hips and long legs. Studiously avoiding Whit’s gaze, the girl kept her eyes fastened on her boots.

Whit frowned in puzzlement. Who, on Gaea’s sweet earth, is this?

“The third member of the stewardship is another young woman from Boudicca,” Lilith asserted. “Her architectural designs were submitted, along with the work of numerous others, to the Seven Leaders Council. Following careful, impartial review, Danu Sullivan has been named Architectural Director.”

The redheaded teenager walked toward Lilith, head down, her shoulders hunched.

That kid is an architect?! Whit thought, amazed.

Again, Lilith waited for the polite applause to conclude.

Projecting her voice, Lilith now declared, “Due to the need for solid organization, swift progress, and a specific chain of command, Isis will begin as nearly every Freeland colony began: under martial law.”

A murmuring filled the hall as women turned to one another, commenting among themselves on this bit of news.

Whit glanced down at the smart uniform she wore and felt the hair rise on the back of her neck. Martial law—as in a military presence. When she looked up again, it seemed all the eyes in the hall were on her.

“Major Tomyris Whitaker is hereby ordered recalled from reserve duty to active duty status,” Lilith intoned, her voice ringing across the hall, “and given the assignment of Military Governor of Isis.”

For a moment, Whit couldn’t breathe.

“Major Whitaker is formally in charge of the Fiscal, Systems, and Architectural Directors . . .”

By the expressions on their faces, it was suddenly very apparent to Whit that both Arinna and Loy were as surprised as she was, and not entirely pleased.

“. . . in charge of the four hundred warriors being dispatched to Isis for construction duty . . .”

Four hundred!

“. . . who will
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