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Chapter One

 

Kali’s heart was racing. Another cold trickle of nervous sweat chilled its way down her spine, and was quickly absorbed by the thick poly-fiber of the bodysuit she wore. She glanced over her shoulder, and saw nothing but the fir trees and granite boulders that bordered the narrow cliff edge. Anxiously, she returned her uneasy scrutiny to the twisting trail ahead.

In the murky dawn light, the trail which led up to the mountain pass seemed quiet and harmless. All the same, her psychic antennae were screaming Danger!

She had been picking her way cautiously, stumbling over stony ground for nearly an hour. At last she was closing in on the area that satellite surveillance had pinpointed as Arinna Sojourner’s base of operations. Arinna was the fugitive from justice already responsible for two deaths; a woman who would not hesitate to kill anyone else who got in the way of her dreams of a personal empire. Kali knew that hours earlier she should have been intercepted by some sort of security patrol. Instead, she had succeeded in penetrating deeper and deeper into hostile territory, without being challenged. Which could only mean that a deadly trap awaited her somewhere just ahead.

As Kali stepped forward, her boot skidded on a loose stone, throwing her momentarily off balance. Simultaneously, at the edge of her vision, she saw two huge, uniformed men leap from behind the boulders two meters to her right.

Recognition of the green uniforms hit her; a silent inner wail broke loose. Regs! They’re Regs!

Desperately, Kali lurched backward, trying to regain her footing as the brawny Regulator in the lead bore down on her. Her foot slipped again and she was suddenly on her hands and knees, scrambling frenziedly. She saw the Reg above her, his short, rounded staff raised in his hand. It was too late—the Reg was snarling, the thick, wooden club was descending, and she was paralyzed beneath it, watching her doom unfold.

Suddenly, a shrill computer tone sounded, seeming to go on and on. In a helpless mix of terror and frustration, Kali groaned and sank against the stony trail. Above her, the fir trees, and then the fierce fascist soldiers of Elysium, disappeared as she tore the ARC band off her head and abruptly emerged from the computer-generated world of virtual reality. The bright halogen ceiling lights nearly blinded her. The jarring alarm ended and was followed by a courteous, well-modulated female voice, which to Kali seemed even more insufferable than the alarm.

“I’m sorry,” the disembodied voice soothed. “The projected opponent of choice has made contact in a manner which renders unconsciousness. The Seeker is captured, and thus loses round 24 of ARC Training.”

It’s only a simulation session, Kali reminded herself, trying to center herself. They weren’t real Regs.

Still, here she was lying on the platform of the Artificial Reality Centrum, defeated and badly shaken. All because Danu’s amazing new training device had unexpectedly brought Kali face to face with the creatures of her worst nightmares.

Sighing, Kali lifted her head and looked up. Above the vast ARC Platform, she could see Styx standing by the floor-to-ceiling windows of the enclosed observation deck. Styx’s arms were folded disapprovingly over her chest, and her weathered Mayan face wore a stern frown. At her side stood a stranger, a young woman of Japanese heritage dressed in a Freeland Warrior’s uniform. The shoulder insignia on her burgundy jacket marked her as a lieutenant, and her impassive, dark eyes seemed to be taking Kali’s measure.

Disconcerted by the presence of an observer, and feeling strangely defensive about it, Kali protested, “Regs?! There wouldn’t be Regs!”

She gripped the ARC headband in a clammy palm, carefully folding protruding pieces—the eye visors and holophonic filaments—tightly to the thin plastic circumference. Shakily, she slipped the device into its small protective case and then pocketed it.

She stood up quickly and marched across the simulation field. Beneath her climbing boots, the adjustable molecular density surface began rapidly abandoning its appearance of rocky terrain and twisting trail. Recklessly, Kali stomped across the shifting surface, her ability to keep her footing faultless as the flexible-plastic composite layers steadily flattened out into a smooth, hard plane. When she reached the end of the platform, Kali hopped over the edge, dropping the two meters to the hardwood floor with the supple grace of a cougar.

The observation deck intercom carried Styx’s unruffled reply to Kali. “We didn’t build this Artificial Reality Centrum,” Styx counseled patiently, “in order to stock the opponent file with images of villains you feel comfortable fighting against.”

Raising her chin obstinately, Kali countered, “The Regs are in Elysium, enclosed safely behind the electromagnetic force field screen we call the Border. Right?!”

Styx said nothing, but instead exchanged a brief, indecipherable look with the warrior beside her.

Her face felt hot, and Kali mentally cursed her fair skin for its ready betrayal of emotion. “Before we locked down the Bordergates two months ago,” Kali reminded Styx, “we determined that no trace of Arinna’s DNA had registered in any of the Bordergates, which led everyone to agree that Arinna’s still in Freeland—somewhere.” Using what she thought to be classic logic. Kali continued, “Now, since the Regs are all safely corralled behind the Border, in Elysium, and I’m going to be looking for Arinna in Freeland, where there are no Regs…tell me why I’m wasting my time and energy, tangling with Regs in my combat exercise!”

Tossing her blonde braid over her shoulder, she suddenly noticed Whit leaning against a wall about seven meters away, her serious, gray eyes leveled on Kali with that familiar intensity. Taking a deep breath, Kali fought to get her emotions under control. In a strained voice, she finished, “For Gaea’s sake, you should have warned me, Styx.”

With a noncommittal grunt, Styx left the observation deck and came down the stairs, followed by the young lieutenant. Pushing up the sleeves of her loose, wheat-colored pullover, Styx came steadily closer, the concern in her ebony eyes cooling the last of Kali’s anger.

The stranger beside Styx spoke up then, her respectful tone not masking the fact that she expected a truthful answer. “Deputy Leader, you panicked—am I right?”

All at once ashamed of herself, Kali’s gaze dropped to the polished hardwood floor. “Yes,” she managed, her throat closing on the reply.

“If you are to survive a confrontation with a mind-power like Arinna Sojourner, you cannot allow yourself to panic—no matter who or what you meet on your mission.” Again the lieutenant’s tone was mild, but when Kali looked up, disconcertingly perceptive eyes probed her own. The eyes of an exacting teacher, she realized.

Dejectedly, Kali stood there, considering how to explain the overwhelming terror that even now pounded in her blood, making her clench her hands into fists in order to mask the fact that she was still trembling. One look at a Reg and she was like a deer in a raging forest fire, unable to think, able only to run.

“Ever face a real live Reg, Tor?” Whit’s husky voice called, saving Kali from trying to explain the unexplainable.

The stranger turned and watched Whit push off from the wall, advancing on them with that distinctive, long-legged stride. The click of Whit’s polished boots sent echoes through the huge chamber that surrounded them. Her gleaming dark hair glinted with strands of auburn and the high-cheekboned face seemed to shine with an austere beauty. Kali noted, for the hundredth time since last month’s election, how magnificent Whit looked in formal Leader’s attire. Today it was a long scarlet coat with intricately embroidered shawl lapels, draped over a high-collared black shirt and tight black pants.

The lieutenant gave a slow smile, as if conceding a point. “No, I’ve fought every kind of tough guy, but I must admit I’ve never had the dubious pleasure of encountering an Elysian Regulator.”

With a nod at Kali, Whit said, “You’ve heard all about the Deputy Leader, I suppose.”

Kali was trying to figure out who this woman was, and realized she could actually feel the weight of the lieutenant’s keen appraisal as it passed over her, examining, registering details of Kali’s outward appearance. Who is she? Kali wondered. She looked to be only in her early twenties, but the patience and wisdom in that face belonged to an elder.

“Oh, yes,” the woman stated, “I’ve heard of Kali Tyler, the warrior who survived both the Fall of Isis and ten years’ internment in Elysium.” Stepping forward, with a look of sincere respect, the woman bowed, while Kali sent a puzzled glance to Styx.

Pushing her hands deep into the pockets of her khaki trousers, Styx shifted her big-boned frame and made introductions. “Kali, this is Lieutenant Tamatori Yakami, of the colony of Morgan. Lieutenant Yakami is both a martial arts expert and a seasoned Wiccan.” Flicking a look at Whit, Styx explained, “I asked Whit to petition the Eight Leaders Council, so that Tor could be reassigned to military duty here in Isis. We wish her to assist us in your training.”

Extending her hand, Kali murmured, “Welcome to Isis, Lieutenant.”

With a composed smile, the woman returned, “Call me Tor, and I won’t call you Deputy Leader, okay?”

Relieved, Kali nodded. The title still made her feel awkward. She clasped Tor’s hand firmly, and looked searchingly at a pair of serene eyes in a very attractive face. Oddly enough, Kali found that her natural ability to mind-read was being blocked. Although she listened with all her might, she was unable to pick up any images or feelings.

With a cool smile, Tor began removing her wine-red dress-uniform jacket and western string tie. Handing the clothing to Styx, Tor went on to roll up first one starched white shirtsleeve, then the other. With a deft twist of a barrette, she pulled her long black hair away from her face, neatly out of her line of vision. Abruptly, she motioned for Kali to move over to the closed door that served as the main entrance into the room.

“Let’s review some basic ways of handling a surprise attack,” the young lieutenant began. “In a minute, I’m going to put you on the other side of that closed door. I’ll dim the lights in here, then when you’re ready, you’ll open the door and enter this room.”

Kali shot a questioning look at Whit.

In answer, Whit winked, then grinned like a rogue.

Beside Whit, Styx cocked her head sideways and sent a telepathic remark: Listen to her. Yakami holds every hand-to-hand combat award a warrior can earn.

Tired and discouraged, Kali licked her lips, wishing she could at least get a drink of water. That last nerve-racking session on the ARC Platform had left her parched. Normally, they ended these sessions around four in the afternoon and then had a meal while they checked the latest air-search reports. But tonight, whether for Tamatori’s benefit, or because of this unusual visit by Whit, the combat training session was dragging on and Kali’s wristcom indicated that it was well after six.

Tor was still talking, going through a slow-motion example of how she expected Kali to react to a surprise attack. “Once you’ve lost your footing, for whatever reason, drop your weight and roll into your opponent.” As she spoke, Tor dropped to the floor and rolled sideways, until she bumped against Kali’s shins.

Licking her lips again, Kali concluded for her, “And the attacker’s momentum makes them trip and fall over you.” Frowning slightly, Kali offered, “I’m a Freeland Warrior. I know this move.”

“But do you know this?” Demonstrating the roll again, Tor added a surprising variation. At the end of the roll, as her boots hit the hardwood floor again, Tor leapt up, one arm poised in a half-cocked punch, the other close to her face, acting as a shield. “Attack immediately,” Tor instructed, and just in time Kali leapt aside as Tor began a series of windmill strikes, her arms and legs almost a blur of motion.

“Mother of Earth,” Kali breathed, retreating still further away, trying to see exactly what martial art technique Tor was using.

As suddenly as she began, Tor stopped. The smaller woman took a deep breath, then spread her arms out and up in a smoothly powerful stretch. “I am here to teach you to balance ki, to direct the flow of inner energy, which is your life force.” Stepping closer, Tamatori pressed her palm against Kali’s flat stomach. “Feel ki here. Direct ki into each kick and each punch. When you kick, kick through your opponent. When you punch, send the ki through the first two knuckles of your fist.” Tor moved away again, studying Kali’s face.

Staring back at her, bewildered, Kali thought, I have a vague memory of this. Was it from one of Baubo’s trance teachings?

Motioning toward the door, Tor finished, “Let’s try it.”

Again, Kali checked her friends and caught Styx and Whit exchanging what was definitely a conspiratorial grin. So they’ve taken me up on the demand I made last week, Kali thought ruefully, remembering her complaints to Styx and Whit.

In a fit of impatience. Kali had snapped that the past month of memorizing Wiccan lore and sweating through a daily fitness regimen was doing little to develop her natural, latent psychic abilities. Fearing that she would still be unprepared when they finally discovered Arinna’s location, Kali had demanded that her training be speeded up, demanded to be “challenged without mercy, pushed to the limit of my abilities.” I suppose using the Regs against me was just the beginning, Kali realized glumly.

Knowing she’d asked for this, that she truly needed it, Kali examined her opponent. Though shorter than Kali by several centimeters, Tor had the broad shoulders and firmly muscled thighs of a lifelong athlete. She looked relaxed and eager, as if she were anticipating this opportunity to tear someone apart.

Reluctantly, Kali walked past Tor and through the doorway. Once outside, she paused a moment, studying the panel of the door as it slid closed. Nervous, she bent over, massaging her aching thighs. The clinging material of the gray bodysuit beneath her hands was hot and uncomfortable. However, since the electrical leads that cued the ARC program were implanted in the suit, signaling her kinesthetic reactions and thus feeding her responses to the advanced interactive program, she had no choice but to wear the suit and suffer.

Goddess, what I wouldn’t give for a drink of water, Kali thought wearily. She looked longingly down the hallway. There was a water fountain just outside the bathroom. It would only take a minute if I hurried.

* * *

 

Squinting against the slanting rays of the late September sunset, seventeen-year-old Danu slowed her mountain bike at the end of Cammermeyer Street. Surrounded by mountain meadows, at the edge of the city limits, an immense, dark building loomed against the red-lavender blaze of western sky.

With the eyes of an experienced architect, the young genius surveyed the huge structure before her. Externally, Navra Recreation Hall was a completed structure, its rainbow-hued, vinyl-concrete slabs marking it as one of the most striking buildings in Isis. Yet within, Danu knew the edifice housed a series of vast, empty rooms, defined by retractable walls. Though it was presently devoid of decor, carpets, and furniture, one day Navra Rec Hall would be a luxurious gymnasium complex. But at the moment, the only comfort in the place was the high-tech plumbing. As the ARC Platform was assembled within this structure, so were the only two completed rooms: one consisted of rows of enclosed toilets and a counter of sinks, the other consisted of showers surrounded by heat lamps.

In fact, after the newly constructed Leader’s House had been destroyed in mid-August, there was only one reason why work crews had been allowed to finish Navra Rec Hall at all: Whit had seen Danu’s design for the ARC Platform. While most work crews were reassigned to clearing the debris of the Leader’s House and starting over at that site, the best computer designers and craftswomen in the colony had been quickly gathered and asked to assist in building the ARC Platform. And there was only one place in Isis with a chamber big enough to house such an immense mechanism. Navra Rec Hall had been given top-priority status simply to provide a home for the ARC.

The computer grid alone had taken up the entire section of wall below the eight-by-three-meter observation deck. High ceilings and huge areas bordered by retractable partitions created an inner “outdoor” feel. And in order to amplify the desired impression of continuous space, the flexible-plastic composite platform was forty square meters. Scenery, additional characters, unexpected events—all unfolded after the Seeker placed the ARC band upon her head. The eye visors were a snug fit, the holophonic fibers caressed both the upper ear cartilage and the audio-sensitive bone behind the ear. A wired bodysuit provided kinesthetic feedback, and the flexible composite platform made any landscape feel utterly real. Danu had succeeded in creating an incredibly vivid artificial reality system, run by a specially enhanced super computer that measured its data in terabytes, its capabilities in teraflops.

Dismounting with a rangy swing of her leg, Danu trotted her bike to the main entrance and parked it. Casting a surreptitious glance around, she reached for the DNA lock plate, keying the restrictive lock which allowed her to tug open the heavy oak door. She passed from the bright, autumn sunlight into a dimly lit hall, but as the architect who had conceived this building, and in fact most of Isis, Danu knew her way. Her soft sport shoes were soundless on the smooth hardwood floor as she jogged along.

Danu hesitated before the door of the chamber where the ARC Platform was contained, her hand hovering near the crystalline DNA lock plate. Another hallway intersected this one, leading on either side to a pool of darkness. Turning her head, Danu listened intently to a faint noise.

Water? she wondered.

Straining her ears, she lost the sound. After another moment, she uneasily ran a hand through her lengthening crop of red curls, then decided it was nothing. She opened the door, stepped into the near darkness, and reached for the panel of light controls.

The next thing she knew, someone grabbed her reaching arm and yanked, tossing Danu head over heels to the floor. She landed hard, felt a flicker of shock that this was happening, then responded with moves she had been honing each night for nearly a month.

With a swift sweep of her leg, Danu brought the figure hovering over her down to an equal level. Immediately lunging forward, Danu’s hands grasped someone squirming in the dark, someone smaller than herself, someone agile and quick. Danu clambered over a warm, thrashing body, using her longer limbs to wrestle it down.

The lights came on. Danu found herself astride a young, dark-haired woman. Blinking, disconcerted, they stared at each other for a moment. Then Danu saw a lieutenant’s insignia on the ripped shoulder of her attacker’s white shirt—the shirt of a Freeland Warrior. Releasing the woman’s wrists, Danu leaned back, breathing hard, unconsciously settling her slim weight fully on the firm hips beneath her thighs.

Wide-eyed, the lieutenant rasped, “Who the hell are you?!”

Confounded, Danu got off her, and staggered to her feet. Nearby, Whit and Styx were staring at her in disbelief. And then Kali came to the open doorway, brown eyes wide, wiping from her chin the last traces of the water she had just drunk.

* * *

 

With a laugh, Whit shook off her amazement and advanced on Danu. “Don’t tell me they taught you that in those progressive university courses you mentioned!” she joked, grabbing Danu’s hand and shaking it heartily.

Ignoring Whit’s jest and scrutinizing Danu thoughtfully, Styx asked, “What are you doing here? No one expected you.”

Flustered, Danu yanked her hand free of Whit’s grasp. “I come over every night and use the ARC Platform,” she muttered.

Whit turned to Kali in surprise. “Did you know this?”

Calmly earnest, Kali reasoned, “Danu invented the ARC. It’s hers to use if she wants to, don’t you think?” When no answer but a glare came from Whit, Kali went on, “Danu’s been coming in alone for the past three weeks, ever since we started my training. Since I’m on the thing in the day, and she’s on it at night, there’s no conflict…”

Her voice sharp with disbelief and aggravation, Whit interrupted, “No conflict?! She’s been doing combat sessions alone in here! She could have been hurt!”

“How?” Kali demanded. “It’s artificial reality!”

“Well, there’s no reason for her to be in here!” Whit stubbornly insisted. “You’re in training, Danu’s not!”

“Danu’s got her own demons, Whit,” Styx counseled softly.

Unappeased, Whit glowered at Kali until Kali rolled her eyes in exasperation, then looked away. And though Whit didn’t speak, her feelings ran high enough for Styx, a lesser telepath than Kali, to hear the projection of her thoughts. Damn! She’s not telling me things. When I try to be included in these training exercises—or in any of the plans regarding how she’s going to take on Arinna Sojourner—she acts like I’m getting in her way!

Kali no doubt heard Whit’s thoughts, too, but seemed aware that Styx was monitoring them both. The blonde gave Styx a cool gaze and allowed her to read nothing.

Meanwhile, Tor was brushing herself off and getting to her feet. Looking over Danu’s attire of a navy knee-length tunic over a gray feeder-wired bodysuit, the puzzled young lieutenant guessed, “You’re a warrior?”

Still vaguely incensed by the rough attack, and equally offended by the Tor’s imperious appraisal, Danu grudgingly admitted, “No. I intend to enlist, though, as soon as my duties here in Isis conclude.”

“What duties?” Tor inquired, ignoring the frostiness of Danu’s reply.

“I’ve been Architectural Director all summer, and…I became Chief Builder, as…well, after Lupa…died.” Danu stopped and swallowed, her sky-blue eyes suddenly falling away from Tor’s.

“You fight creatively,” Tor commented, trying to distract the young woman from the piercing pain she had glimpsed. “We could use someone like you as a sparring partner for Kali. The holograms can only do so much. We’ll need a solid body, and I ought to be in a position where I can observe and instruct, rather than be a combatant.”

Her face lit by a flash of hope, Danu returned, “I’m willing.”

With a firm nod, Styx sent Tor her approval.

They all looked to Whit for confirmation, but her gaze was resting on Kali, and it was full of consternation.

“How about it, Leader?” Tor prodded.

Sending a hand through her dark, glossy hair, Whit thought a moment. “The Leader’s House is nearly finished,” she decided, “so until the better weather next spring, Danu’s duties are her own to choose.” Then, with a keen look of concern, Whit added, “Let’s call it a night and get some dinner, shall we? Kali looks ready to drop.”

As if on cue, Kali broke into an enormous, unstoppable yawn, causing them all to laugh. With a weary, good-natured smile, she shrugged, and then led the way down the hall.




Chapter Two

 

Moments later, Whit was walking between Kali and Styx, as they all strode purposefully down Cammermeyer Street. The sky overhead was rich with the deepening blue of twilight. They passed a sentry posted on the corner of Achtenberg Avenue, who, in spite of the poor light, recognized Whit and snapped to attention. The sentry thumped her hand to her heart in a brisk salute, and then held the salute as she noticed Lieutenant Yakami walking with Danu a couple of meters behind.

Saluting in return, Whit reflected on the highly visible military presence in Isis these days. With so many sentries posted all over the city and the airfield, it feels like a siege is imminent. But at least Arinna Sojourner won’t come marching down Cammermeyer Street without a fight.

Behind her, Whit could hear Tor saying something to Danu about the mud-spattered mountain bike Danu pushed along. Half-turning her head, Whit discreetly eavesdropped.

Tor politely inquired, “Do you ride for fitness training?”

“No,” Danu explained. “I’ve been traveling all over the colony, rushing from one job site to another—for much of the past month. I guess I was kind of in demand for a while there…but most of my buildings are finished now.”

“Your buildings?” Tor quizzed.

Discreetly glancing back over her shoulder, Whit watched Danu bend her head, bracing herself for prejudice. “I’m a Think Tank Innovation—enhanced intellectual abilities—especially in architecture.” Taking a deep breath, Danu finished, “I designed this city and helped coordinate its construction.”

Without comment, Tor immediately began scrutinizing the sleek, modem compositions of wood and granite they were passing on either side of the road. Anxiously, Danu cast several furtive glances at Tor, obviously concerned about how the news of her Think Tank identity was being received. Tor, meanwhile, seemed more interested in Danu’s buildings than in anything else.

As they approached the meal hall, Whit asked the other four women if they wouldn’t mind making a quick stop, and then continuing on to the Leader’s House. Readily agreeing, they were soon jostling through the crowds of women to the serving line and then carrying thick sandwiches away with them. Outside again, they noted that the night had grown considerably darker.

They strolled along Cammermeyer Street in the yellow light beneath the street lamps, eating as they pressed on toward the Leader’s House. The night air was chill with autumn, and wood smoke was a sharp fragrance in the air. Whit noticed that Kali almost wolfed down her wheat bread and grilled salmon, while Tor savored her sour dough and scrambled eggs with small sighs of appreciation. Styx chewed as if eating were more habit than pleasure, and her troubled eyes kept wandering to Kali.

She’s worried, Whit perceived. And after Kali’s reaction to the Reg holograms, so am I. Kali ought to stay right here and wait for Arinna to come after her. I don’t understand this crazy insistence on going out there alone—searching the wilderness for a cunning killer!

A mixed-breed dog trotted by, out for his nightly jaunt. With a whistle, Danu hailed him. Leaning the bike she had been pushing against her hip, she summarily handed over most of her veggie-soy pita pocket to the dog.

“You hardly ate anything,” Styx remarked mildly.

“Not hungry,” Danu mumbled.

There’s the one we ought to be worrying about, Whit decided. She’s shutting down emotionally—from what I hear—not eating or sleeping or even talking much anymore. That chat with Tor was the most I’ve heard out of her in weeks.

As they passed the Leader’s House, Whit gestured for them to follow her and set off across the vast garden area to the large granite and cedar building. At the door, she watched Danu park her bike, the somber blue gaze turned inward, as usual. Nearby, Tor was subtly looking Danu over, the spark of interest in her dark eyes indisputable. Automatically, Whit filed the information for future reference.

The brightly lit structure was not officially opened for use yet, and looked it. Inside, the Great Hall they traversed was a phenomenal mess. The tile floor was covered with a jumble of painters’ cloths, and they had to carefully wind their way through an obstacle course of tall metal frames and stacks of paint cans. High above them, the network of scaffolding hid what Whit knew was under creation: the roof and walls were going to be covered with murals of legendary Amazons. At present, the conceived likenesses of Semiramis, Lysippe, Andromache, Hippolyte, Antiope, Candace of Ethiopia, Trung Trac, and Trung Nhi were going to grace the near section of the ceiling, above the door. On the surrounding walls, Aetheflaed, Aife, Mebd, Tomoe Gozen, Long Meg, L’Angevine, Natalie Barney, Eleanor Roosevelt, Grethe Cammermeyer, and Franco Stevens had already been painted, all of them in dynamic action.

They moved along the far wall of the hall, to a corridor that led toward the rear of the building. Weaving around stacks of thick madrone paneling and rolls of yet-to-be-laid carpet, they eventually came to a wide steel door.

Above them, on the second floor, Whit could hear the power-hammers and electric saws of the night crew racketing through the quiet evening air. Squads of warriors were laboring here almost around the clock. Since it was late September, and Isis was in a mountain valley, everyone knew it could snow any time now.

The group waited as Whit paused before the steel door, keying the DNA lock plate. Setting the discriminator chip in the unit to “record,” she asked each of the women to step forward and touch the plate, thus entering their DNA code into the lock memory. Once this was accomplished, Whit ushered them all into a large, freshly outfitted room.

Within, a slender figure in a white jumpsuit turned to face them, a motorized panel rachet still in her hands as she stepped away from the wall. Strands of her lovely, silver hair had escaped the chignon at the back of her head and her wise face was smudged with dust.

“Lilith,” Whit groaned. “You were supposed to let the technicians take over hours ago.”

“I did,” Lilith returned, her bright blue eyes innocent as Styx moved forward and placed a greeting kiss on Lilith’s forehead. Lowering the panel rachet to the floor, Lilith defended, “There were just a few last-minute adjustments I wanted to make. You know, circuit-chip orchestrations are so variable these days. I wanted to try out a new pattern—try to boost the power base a little.”

With a sigh, Whit introduced Tor, “This is Lilith, legendary Leader of Artemis, recently retired and now acting as my Deputy Leader while Kali’s involved with apprehending Arinna Sojourner.”

Smiling, Tor shook Lilith’s hand, then leaned around her to get a better look at the instrumentation Lilith had just finished adjusting.

Danu, who was eager to examine the complex computer system built into three of the four walls, began prowling the perimeter of the room, her eyes riveted so intently on the hardware that she didn’t even notice Tor doing the same thing, circumnavigating the room from the opposite direction. With a chuckle, Styx nudged first Lilith, then Whit in the side, so that they all three saw the two young women softly collide.

Startled, Danu froze in the circle of Tor’s arms, blushing furiously. Tor looked up into Danu’s intense gaze, raised her eyebrows, and then without a word, backed away, retreating to the other side of the room.

So, Whit thought.

After a brief smile, Lilith knelt and began disassembling her panel rachet, packing it into its carrying case.

Styx whispered into Whit’s ear, “Why don’t you do something about that?”

Tempted, Whit checked to see Kali’s reaction, but her lover was over by the door, peering at the experimental solar-powered crystal unit that would drive this massive computer system.

There was a sharp rap on the outer steel door, and Kali involuntarily started. The intercom unit mounted on the wall above her broadcasted, “Captain Razia reporting.”

After Whit’s nod of consent, Kali touched the inside DNA lock plate and opened the door.

A husky, rugged-looking woman entered, dressed in a crisp, gray warrior’s uniform with captain’s bars on the collar of her jacket. Her short brown hair was slicked back. Intelligent dark eyes hinted at what Whit knew to be a keen mind.

Whit returned her salute, then said to Tor, “This is Captain Razia, our new Chief of Security.”

Tor, who had come to attention when the officer strode through the door, saluted. When Captain Razia returned a murmured, “As you were,” Tor visibly relaxed.

Moving past Styx to the plush, leather-covered compu-chair, Whit seated herself and called the others over. The women gathered around behind her, looking expectantly at the large wallscreen encompassing one end of the rectangular room.

“I want all of you to know how to use this unit,” Whit announced. “A large part of our mission will be dependent upon the computerized surveillance this facility has been designed to provide. By the way, I call this the Watch Room, and I’ll show you why.”

Punching in a series of commands, Whit activated the wallscreen, bringing up footage shot earlier in the day from a jetcraft patrolling the length of the Cascade Range. “First of all,” Whit asserted, “using patrol-craft films or satellite scans will probably be the only way we’ll ever be able to locate Arinna’s hideout”. With a glance at Kali, Whit added, “And secondly, it will be the only way to circumvent Arinna’s threat of returning to Isis, to seize both Kali and the Think Tank Project files.”

Briefly, Whit noted the way Kali stood aside, her brown eyes blinking with that slow stubbornness that betrayed how hard she was fighting the need for sleep.

Then, in careful detail, Whit went on to explain the fundamentals of this specially designed tactical operations office. Soon, she was punching in commands for one satellite-search scan after another. Before them, the wallscreen displayed a series of augmented photos from space, each one a sectional photograph of Freeland. As she spoke, Whit also noted that Lilith was enraptured, her blue eyes sparkling, her lips parted, like a youngster with a new toy.

I don’t think she’ll be satisfied until we soup up a jetcraft and point it toward the stars! Whit thought, almost laughing.

And yet, despite using both heat-seeking and human-DNA indicators, the sophisticated equipment pinpointed only those citizens who were already listed as residents on the more distant farms situated around each of the eight colonies. The scans turned up no evidence of Arinna or Loy anywhere in Freeland.

Wherever Arinna is, Whit reflected, she’s hidden herself and her captive, Loy, very, very well. But eventually, she’s going to show herself, and with the aid of this high-tech search facility, we’re going to find her.

Mildly discouraged, Whit terminated her search command, then patiently began instructing the women around her in how the computer was to be used. She wanted all of them to be able to run both jetcraft and satellite-surveillance programs, any time they desired.

Shortly afterward, Whit informed the group that a squad of warriors, all highly trained intelligence specialists, had been organized under the command of Captain Razia. These specialists would be monitoring the Watch Room night and day, on three consecutive eight-hour shifts. Agreeing to participate in the evaluation of the compiled data, Tor, Danu, Kali, and Styx briefly practiced running the various indicator-scans, then congratulated Whit on the complex design.

“Don’t congratulate me,” Whit chuckled. “This is Lilith’s work.”

“I didn’t know you were so skilled in this field,” Kali commented.

“When I was a pilot, I learned a great deal about air surveillance. And, after all, I was Maat’s partner for twelve years,” Lilith teased. “I was always learning new tricks, trying to keep up with you two…”

Kali suddenly broke into a long yawn and Lilith quietly said to Whit, “I think we’ve seen enough for tonight, don’t you?”

Agreeing, Whit began shepherding them all out of the room, then paused to lock the steel door behind them. Captain Razia courteously excused herself, and then hurried away, intent on returning to her many official concerns.

As they wandered down the corridor, Whit draped an arm tenderly around Kali’s shoulders. Aiming a shrewd wink at Styx, she asked, “Lieutenant Yakami, where will you be bunking while on assignment in Isis?”

“I was supposed to stay in one of the hostels,” Tor answered, “but a sergeant at the airfield told me both buildings are full. I ended up just leaving my gear in a hangar locker and catching a lift over to the Rec Hall on a supply truck.” Laughing ruefully, Tor concluded, “I’ll bunk any place you can fit me.”

“Hmmm,” Whit hesitated, appearing engrossed in thought. “We still have four hundred Freeland Warriors stationed here on construction duty. With Arinna such a viable threat, I don’t dare let any of them take the usual reassignment to new postings. Every warrior’s departure leaves Isis more vulnerable to attack.”

There was a short pause, during which Whit convincingly rubbed her chin and studied the ceiling overhead.

“I know!” she suddenly proclaimed. “Danu is alone in a two-person room. You can bunk with her, Tor!”

“What?!” Danu demanded.

Making eye contact with Whit, Kali gave a slight shake of her blonde head, clearly signaling, No.

Ignoring Kali, her tone mildly reproachful, Whit cajoled, “Danu, there’s a housing shortage and you have an empty bunk in your room.”

Obviously feeling cornered, Danu shot Tor a tense look. “I work odd hours,” she grumbled. “Late and early, I’m an architect and I work on designs. When you least expect it, the lights will go on and I’ll start tapping away on my keyboard.”

“That’s okay,” Tor said agreeably. “We’ve all got our own set of objectionable habits. I myself can be pretty messy…”

Danu shrugged, accepting that.

“…And I listen to Blaster Rock,” Tor concluded.

Her eyes growing wide, for a moment Danu stared at Tor in sheer horror. Gulping, she forcibly pulled her stunned gaze away.

Blaster Rock! Whit thought, casting a surprised glance at Tor. That new variation of Rock and Roll has to be the loudest and most obnoxious music I’ve ever heard!

“Yeah, I know it’s kind of extreme,” Tor hastened to add, a mischievous light in her eyes, “but I’ll wear earjacks—most of the time.”

Studiously not meeting anyone else’s eyes, Whit remarked, “That sounds reasonable enough.”

Danu’s shoulders sagged.

Silently, the group snaked around the scaffolding which blocked a clear exit through the Great Hall. Once at the doorway, they all filed out into the darkened garden in front of the house.

Before they broke up to head to their separate places of rest, Whit ordered brusquely, “Danu, before you turn in, how about helping your new roommate fetch her gear out of that airfield locker.”

Without reply, Danu nodded, snatched up her bike, and moved away toward the street. Tor’s smaller, more compact figure hurried to stay at her heels.

Grinning, Whit turned to Styx and whispered conspiratorially, “Now, we’ll just have to see what comes of that, won’t we?”

“I don’t know if ol’ Sappho can get around Blaster Rock,” Styx warned, though her dark Mexican eyes danced in the glow that fell from the lamp above the door. “Particularly when Danu listens to Beethoven and Mahler!”

“What are you two up to?” Kali demanded in a soft, irritable voice, though she frowned at Whit alone.

“Lupa would never have allowed her to get like this,” Whit began.

Scowling now, Kali muttered, “You’re meddling.”

And though Lilith and Styx raised their eyebrows, surprised to see this side of good-natured Kali Tyler, Whit was in fact quite used to it. Giving Kali a testy sideways glance, she pretended she didn’t hear the words. Instead, attempting a distraction, Whit declared to Lilith and Styx, “I can’t tell you how glad we are that you two decided to move out here to Isis for awhile. Between Lilith helping me prepare fiscal and mercantile policies for my first Council sessions, and Styx helping Kali…”

“Haven’t you given enough speeches today?” Styx joked, taking Lilith’s arm and starting toward the street.

“The only thing better would be if you built a house out in the country, next to ours,” Whit pronounced.

“We listen to Blaster Rock,” Styx jibed.

“Then never mind!” Whit returned, holding her hands over her ears. “Mother, that stuff’s so loud and raucous! Poor Danu!”

“Tomorrow at seven—let’s go over your strategy for the economic committee,” Lilith decided, as the two partners moved into the shadowy garden.

“Thanks, again, Lil, for covering for me,” Kali called.

Waving, Lilith reassured her, “Glad to do it. We all know you’ve got enough on your mind right now, without trying to carry the load of a Deputy Leader.”

With a final good night, Whit took Kali’s hand and started back into the building. “Don’t worry about it, Kal,” she soothed, recognizing Kali’s fretful expression. “Truthfully, Lilith’s help is a gift of the Goddess. You wouldn’t believe the things she’s teaching me—things it would’ve taken me years of leading to learn on my own.”

“But still,” Kali insisted, “I shouldn’t bear the title of Deputy Leader if Lilith is actually doing the job.”

“All anyone really cares about at this point,” Whit reminded her firmly, “is what’s being done to counter Arinna Sojourner’s threat. You’re the best option in that department…”

“Much as you hate to admit it,” Kali mumbled under her breath.

Needled one time too many, Whit swung around to glare at her. They were back inside now, standing in the clutter of the Great Hall, both of them tired and cranky and certainly on the verge of another quarrel if this kept up. What’s happened to us? Whit wondered with annoyance and despair. We never used to be like this…

“Can we go home now?” Kali griped crossly.

Above them, Whit could hear Marpe’s elderly, ladylike voice ordering, “Ten o’clock! All work details dismissed!” A chorus of cheers erupted from the construction crews working upstairs. One by one, the power tools that were sanding, pounding, and whining in the distance fell silent. A few voices exchanged remarks and then gradually, a steady stream of women clumped down the stairs. Hearty voices saluted first Whit, and then Kali. Finally, the women slammed through the heavy oak doors into the night.

“I told Marpe earlier that we would select the color schemes for her tonight,” Whit abruptly confessed, altogether sorry now that she had agreed to do any such thing. Judging by the groan Kali gave, this was not going to go well at all.

“I spent most of the afternoon at Cleopatra’s Palace,” Whit continued, “looking at furniture ensembles.” She wrinkled her nose, then sighed. “I know this is a pain, Kal, but they are handling everything for us. The least we can do is pretend to be interested. Gaea knows, neither one of us has the time or the expertise with decor to oversee this job properly.”

Upstairs, Marpe could be heard calling her partner, Samsi. A few more warriors jogged down the stairs, pulling on their gray uniform jackets. They exchanged pleasantries as they passed Whit and Kali, but once the door had closed behind the workers, silence again descended.

At last, Kali folded her arms across her chest and gave Whit a long, level stare. Uh-oh, Whit thought. I know that look. She immediately began running through the day’s events, wondering just what she had said or done to set off the reprimand that was no doubt about to unfold.

“Why are you making Danu share her room with Tor?” Kali demanded.

Trying to appear both serious and prudent, Whit countered, “Because Danu’s becoming far too solitary.”

Bristling, Kali’s hands went to her hips, a classic stance. “She’s always been a loner,” she protested.

“She’s living like a recluse,” Whit returned, the heat rushing up her neck, into her face.

Fuming, Kali asserted, “You don’t always know what’s best for everyone, Whit!”

“I know you shouldn’t be so hot to go chasing around after Arinna Sojourner,” Whit retorted, “when you can’t face a Reg holo without falling on your face.”

“I did not!”

“You did, too!” Whit barked. “That Reg captured you!” She fixed Kali with a hard stare, then burst out, “Arinna will know what you fear! She’ll use it against you!”

Giving an angry wave of her hand, Kali flashed, “And is sitting here waiting for her to come back for me any better?!”

“She won’t dare. I’ve got armaments in place now, and a standing army—to say nothing of that computer surveillance system I just showed you…”

“She’ll come back, Whit!” Kali nearly yelled. “Your fanciest technology won’t stop her! And she won’t come alone! She’s an enhanced intellect with a capacity for evil the likes of which none of us has seen before. The longer she’s out there, the more dangerous she’s becoming!” Blowing out a breath, struggling for self-control, Kali sighed raggedly. “I have this weird, unshakable feeling that she’s creating an army of superwomen as we speak.”

Whit came closer, took her by the arm, gray eyes wide with alarm. “You said she’d need the Think Tank files to create those DNA innovations she warned us about.”

“She’s a computer genius, with enhanced psychic abilities,” Kali reminded Whit wearily, rubbing a hand across her eyes. “She’s capable of just about anything.”

Whit suddenly realized that the twenty-six-year-old woman standing before her was young and frightened, enmeshed in the lingering visions of a bad dream. Kali stumbled as Whit pulled her into a loose embrace.

Her voice raw with anxiety, Kali declared, “Arinna will do whatever she has to do in order to get what she wants.”

“Well, she won’t get you!” Whit responded, wrapping her arms protectively around her lover. “Not you,” the husky voice murmured into Kali’s golden hair. To Whit herself, the words sounded more like a plea than a promise.

And then, hearing a slight shuffle above them, they both looked up. At the top of the winding, freestanding staircase, Marpe and Samsi hesitated, clutching their books of colored swatches in their arms. By the gleeful look in Marpe’s eyes, Whit knew the two biggest gossips in the colony had managed to overhear every word.

* * *

 

Tor carried her heavy backpack on her back and mounted the hostel staircase easily, two steps at a time. Behind her, Danu parked her mountain bike by the side of the porch, then grunted as she took on the full weight of the cumbersome duffel bag she had been carrying on the bike seat.

“Want to switch?” Tor asked softly, for perhaps the fifth time.

“No,” Danu wheezed, still carefully avoiding Tor’s eyes.

Cool and composed, Tor stood on the porch, watching, as Danu climbed the stairs, struggling against the combination of gravity and the duffel bag’s awkward shape. At last, breathing heavily, Danu reached the top step and marched across the porch. Tor fell in step beside her, her dark eyes gleaming with barely contained laughter. If Danu noticed Tor’s amusement, she grimly ignored it.

They crossed the hostel lobby and headed for the corridor at the far left hall of the large, E-shaped structure. As they entered what Tor assumed was Danu’s corridor, two young women jumped up from a long, low bench near the comline units.
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