
  
  Book Description


Meleny is a Lady of the Queen’s Court and that makes everyone frustrated, but Meleny is the most proud of how well she can piss off the captain of the Queenguard. So well, in fact, that he will commandeer a spaceship of the fleet and pursue her to the very ends of the system. What is she to do with him now? 
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  A Brand New Day


Monica startled awake on the bottom bed of a double bunk she didn't recognize. It was wood and creaked a bit with her jerking movement. She blinked in the semi-gloom trying to remember what she'd been dreaming about, but the idea of it slipped away before she could get a good grasp on it. A kernal of frustration rose in her chest and she poked at it curiously. Why did a dream matter that much to her? 
Dim, watery light flickered on far overhead. Monica sat up as she realized she lay in one bunk of several. Ten, in fact. This wasn't a bedroom, it was more like a dorm. The walls were uniform grey. Each identical bunk held two identical grey blankets, a woman sleeping in each bed. Who were these women? Where was she?
Monica looked down at her own blanket and saw a mark on her left hand. A rippling scar, tight under her fingertips, in the shape of a circle with two dots inside. She didn't recognize that either.
Women began to wake up, groaning or shifting or standing out of bed as they blinked owlishly around them, just like she did.
"Good morning, ladies."
Monica jumped and so did half the dorm. The voice had come from right next to her. Almost behind her. But nothing was there.
"Please do not be alarmed," the voice said right into Monica's ear. A woman's voice. Soft. "My name is Astrid. You are with nineteen other women in a housing complex developed after a global pandemic. None of you are infected."
Monica threw her blankets to the end of the bed and stood up, trading glances with other women matching shirts and pants, matching haircuts trimmed at the bottom of the ears.
A dark-skinned woman with straight black hair climbed out of the bed on top of Monica's and hissed at her, "Are you hearing this?"
Monica nodded.
Astrid said, "Some years ago, the disease swept through the global population. Millions died, but all of you have survived at a terrible cost. Your memory has been affected. That is why you don't know how you got here or who each other are, but please do not worry. It is my job to guide you through your day and answer any questions you may have."
The grey and drab room suddenly lit up with color--no, something in Monica's eyes overlayed the world with color. She blinked rapidly, learning to focus on the neon on top of reality. She glanced at the black woman who had shared her bunk and a name blinked over her head. Camilla. Another woman: Anney. And Julia. And Lotte. 
Monica turned in a slow circle, reading numbers pinned to the side of each bunk and names hovering over each woman. That was… rather useful, actually. If they woke up every morning not knowing each other… Monica couldn't remember yesterday, or last week, or even her dream last night. This overlay probably saved a lot of time bringing them all up to speed.
"Please look at the back of your left hand," Astrid said into Monica's ear. A voice, detached from the world. "Each of you has been paired with another woman for the past six months. You have worked side by side, had lunch together, and kept each other's spirits up when the world is a confusing place. Please pair up with your partner now and introduce yourselves."
Monica's HUD adjusted to this new information, placing small icons beside the names she saw over each individual's head. She spotted the circle and two dots beside the name Sophia.
They met in the center of the room. Sophia had bright blue eyes and a ready smile that Monica couldn't help but return. Her blond hair was trimmed just below the ears. They shook hands and their smiles turned into soft laughter. Disbelief at their situation and companionship in the same. 
"I'm Sophia," she said.
"Monica."
Sophia then gestured vaguely over her own head. "You can see these too, right? Names over everyone?"
"Yeah, I think it's useful. If we've been like this all our lives. We've probably had this conversation every morning for months."
Sophia covered another smile that threatened to turn into laughter. "I was just thinking the same thing. I don't have any memory of this place or you or… anyone else." She turned her left hand and the mark there matched Monica's. "But someone clearly thought this all through before the world went to shit."
"Now that you know your partners, it's time for breakfast. Please follow the lighted guide for a change of clothes and directions to the cafeteria."
Both Sophia and Monica twitched at Astrid's voice in their ears. Monica winced. "I hope I get used to that."
A quick glance around the room revealed small blue lights in the floor leading to a blue-haloed door set into the wall. Had that door been there the whole time? Monica took Sophia's hand and they approached. Once they were close enough to touch it, the door zipped softly to the side and revealed a plane hallway just as grey as their dorm room. The blue lights continued down this hall and turned to the right at another door that opened for Monica.
Sophia let go of Monica's hand. "My lights go to this door," she said, approaching the next one in the hall.
Astrid spoke to them both, "These are seperate changing rooms and bathrooms for each of you. You will find today's clothes on a shelf to your left. The cafeteria is through the opposite door."
The blue lights blinked forward through the room and haloed yet another door.
Monica glanced at Sophia. "See you on the other side."
Sophia smiled and stepped forward.
Monica's door slid closed behind her automatically and didn't reopen when she reached out to touch it. Maybe the room knew she was inside and wouldn't open again until she left the other way.
A handy system to automate when your entire dorm had no memory.
She found her change of clothes on the left hand shelf as promised, and both a toilet and shower on the opposite side. As her gaze lingered on the shower controls, her HUD popped up simple instructions on how to use the dials.
"Um… Astrid? Can you hear me?"
"I can hear you. Do you have a question?"
Monica wondered if she was talking to a person without memory loss or some kind of automated robot. "Do I have to shower now or can I shower at the end of the day before bed?"
"You'll have an opportunity to shower after your workday before leisure and another opportunity before bed. You may access bathrooms near your assigned work at any time."
That response almost sounded automated. But she'd probably asked that same question every morning for thirty years.
Wait, was she thirty? Monica looked down at herself as if she could glean some clue from generic sleep pajamas and the brand on her hand. She didn't know what year she'd been born, but thirty seemed accurate. Probably. Why not?
Monica changed her clothes. Astrid instructed her to leave the pajamas on the same shelf for collection by those on laundry duty. She found a mirror, like a polished piece of metal tacked to the wall, and peered at herself closely, but she didn't recognize the face that stared back.
At length, Astrid prompted her. "Are you ready for breakfast?"
Monica stood straight, left the mirror behind, and faced the second door with a nod. "Yeah. Let's do food."
The door slid to the side and Monica followed more guiding blue lights down a hall and through an already open pair of double doors. She stalled at the threshold with a gasp.
There were far more than twenty women here. The cafeteria stretched for yards, lined with tables and benches in neat rows, the whole space swarming with women in matching short sleeves and long pants. Hundreds of women. Far more than Monica could easily count. All of them paired up with a partner and chatting with each other over breakfast.
Sophia touched Monica's arm.
Monica jumped, then laughed at herself and grabbed Sophia's hand in hers. "Wow, this is a lot of people."
"It's a little overwhelming. I thought I'd wait for you."
"Thanks." Monica pointed. "Looks like the food line starts there."
They joined it, selecting a metal tray for each of them to slide down the buffet.
Sophia leaned in close to her. "I had no idea there were so many people here."
Monica nodded. "And it looks like everyone is like us. Same outfits. Same haircut--"
"Same overwhelmed look on their faces."
Monica smiled.
"Although, outfits aren't quite the same. Look."
Monica followed Sophia's point and saw she was right. A woman and her partner seated at a table both wore blue shirts and pants. They were cut to the same pattern, and looked like the same fabric, too.
Monica and Sophia were dressed in green, as were at least dozens of others. "And there, yellow."
"And white."
"Looks like we'll be in work teams," Sophia said.
"Astrid told me there was a laundry crew, that would make sense. Divide everyone up to share the work." She picked at her sleeve. "I wonder what green means."
Over breakfast the two of them tried to compare notes and speculate about the state of the world, but with no memory of a world before waking up in their dorms, they didn't get very far. Astrid answered a few of their questions about the pandemic, displaying a series of video clips for them right on the tabletop.
"Some of the history has been lost over time," Astrid said, "But we know that the disease came from a wild animal. Someone either ate it or came into contact with it. Either way, once one person caught the illness it spread rapidly. The world didn't notice right away. A few people were misdiagnosed with pneumonia, but upwards of sixty percent of those infected were asymptomatic, instead spreading the disease far and wide without knowing."
The visuals shifted to a mass grave, what had to be thousands of bodies being covered with dirt by a huge machine.
"The death toll quickly rose beyond anything local governments were capable of managing. There followed world-wide collapse of infrastructure, power, water, and food. A secondary round of deaths due to dehydration and starvation devastated the remaining population. Over three billion people died."
Again the visuals shifted to a plummeting graph of population count and Monica leaned forward, wide-eyed.
"Emergency measures were taken to isolate individuals in an attempt to slow the spread of the disease and in the middle of the crisis, as those who were first infected began to recover, we started noticing the memory loss. Even those asymptomatic individuals began experiencing memory failures."
"People began recording their days in journals and digital diaries. Eventually the HUD you enjoy today was developed as a streamlined solution to a global problem. Even after the first wave of disease subsided, that same failure of memory was passed down to children and grandchildren and great grandchildren. Now we know that kids learn at a standard rate through the age of five or six. That's when memory failures first develop. By age ten, children experience the same loss of memory overnight as adults."
The video on the table faded away and Monica looked up at Sophia. "Oh my god," she whispered. "Without this whole system keeping us on track we'd have died out already."
Sophia nodded, her blue eyes wide.
The pair finished their breakfast in stunned silence. Women around them chattered quietly with each other. Some stared intently at their tabletops and Monica knew they were getting the same history brief by the wide alarm in their eyes and the way they held forks half way to their mouths.
She shook her head. It was already done and over with. Generations ago, in fact. They had to move forward. How were they keeping so many people here fed and sheltered? What kind of work could they learn in one morning and do for a day just to be taught all over again tomorrow?
Astrid's voice spoke to every woman in the cafeteria at once. Monica saw the twitches ripple through the crowd. "When you are done with your breakfast, please bus your plates and trays to this station for the kitchen staff, then follow your HUD to today's work."
A series of counters lit up in Monica's view along one wall, then the blue lights she'd been following all morning guided her and Sophia out of the cafeteria and down a hall. Women streamed along with them, dividing out of the flow where their HUDs dictated, each color of their uniforms leading them to a different station. At the end of the hall, Sophia and Monica walked through double doors with other women, all in green, and found themselves surrounded by plants.
Trays and trays of small sprouting plants, waving their cheerful purple leaves filled an open-ended room that led to a huge garden field. A few lines of raised beds gave way to mound rows with tall stalk plants and climbing vines. Beyond that, row after row of sowed plants, a dozen different kinds at least. And around the whole property, a chain link fence two or three stories tall that the HUD helpfully pointed out was electrified. 
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