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Part One: Yersinia Pestis

 Prime City,
Old Earth, 25.9.526 FSC, 11th August 3186.

Aneka Jansen stood amidst her own past
and did not quite know what she should think or do. She was in the
small bedroom in what had been Yrimtan’s quarters in the Prime
City, and Yrimtan was her, or rather a duplicate of her, and this
room was an exact replica of the bedroom Aneka had had in her
parents’ house in Aldershot. That was back when she had been Human,
a millennium ago. Twelve centuries for the world and three years
for her.

‘Are you okay?’ Ella asked from
the doorway. Aneka turned and looked around at the beautiful
redhead who was looking concerned for her lover. Ella’s smile could
light up the room, but she was not smiling now and Aneka really
wanted her to.

‘I didn’t really look at this
room when I rescued you from it. It’s a bit of a shock to see
everything here, but… Actually, yeah, I’m good. I mean, in a way
this is great. All my stuff is here, even Lara and Bengy.’

Ella grinned. Aneka’s heart
lifted. Ella walked into the room and bent down beside the
bookcase, which was one of the few pieces of furniture. ‘So you
told me that the doll was Lara, though I never understood why…’ She
picked up a Sindy doll dressed in home-modified Action Man military
fatigues.

‘Lara Croft. She was a video
game character with huge boobs. She was a brunette, I think, but
still…’ Aneka grinned. ‘Actually, she was an archaeologist. Dye
your hair and dress you in some little shorts and you’re in.’

Ella giggled. She had had her
breasts enhanced in a misguided attempt to ensure that Aneka never
left her. It was misguided because Aneka was not going to, ever,
and if storming an underground city to rescue her did not prove it
then nothing was going to. ‘So Bengy is the bear?’

‘Uh-huh. Mum named him. I didn’t
do much aside from gurgle when they bought him for me. I can
remember her tucking me in with that bear when I was… two or
something.’

‘Vashma, I can’t remember
anything from when I was two.’

‘Well, you’re pushing eighty,
love, so it’s over twice as long ago. Besides, I don’t think I
could’ve remembered that before the Xinti digitised my memory. Now
there are holes where it was damaged, but if it’s still there I can
remember it perfectly. I’m a little glad I don’t seem to remember
being born.’

‘Do you want to take any of this
stuff back with you?’ Ella asked, straightening up.

Aneka looked around the room and
then plucked one framed photograph off the shelves. It showed three
people, one young man, one older, and a woman who looked a little
like an older version of Aneka, though she clearly shared traits
with them all. They were her brother, Alan, and her parents. ‘This.
It would be nice to have something to remind me of them.’

‘There’s one with all four of
you on the nightstand,’ Ella supplied, indicating the small table
beside the single bed.

Aneka wandered over and picked
up the picture. Sure enough, there she was, smiling at the camera
beside her tall father. Her brother and mother were sitting in
front; they were both a little shorter anyway. It was a posed shot,
that was clear. In it Aneka’s short mop of hair was a dirty blonde,
not the silver-white it was now, and her breasts were smaller and
rounder. The Xinti had built her a new body after dismantling the
old one for testing. Their intention had been to send her back to
Earth to observe the Human race so they had made a few
‘improvements,’ basing them on the idea that the ideal of beauty on
the internet was the norm. So her breasts had been enlarged and
made firmer and the white hair was supposed to be a unique and
startling feature. Maybe I should be glad I didn’t end up
covered in tattoos.

‘No… I don’t particularly want
to be reminded of how I was changed,’ she said aloud. ‘Besides, a
family photo is one thing. I can just tell people they’re dead,
which is true even if it’s something of an understatement. Someone
might ask questions about the hair and boobs if they saw it.’

Ella shrugged. ‘I cut my hair
and let it go back to plain red, and my breasts are bigger than
they were a year ago, but I can understand you not wanting to be
reminded about why yours have changed.’

Aneka put the picture back on
the nightstand and started for the door, stopping once more at the
bookcase. She ran a finger along the shelf of real, physical, paper
books. ‘How she managed to keep these intact I don’t know. They
probably count as historical documents. The only place I’ve seen
printed books on New Earth is Abraham Wallace’s office.’

‘He likes paper,’ Ella agreed,
‘but then he is a little eccentric.’

‘It’s endearing. Huh, The Art
of War. I quoted it once to Bash and then said he’d probably
never get to read it.’

‘There is an electronic copy in
Aggy’s library,’ Al supplied, his voice sounding within Aneka’s
mind. Al was an artificial intelligence, her support AI residing on
a second computer in her chest. The first one, in her skull, ran
the software emulation of her mind.

‘I don’t think it’d be wise for
him to read that one,’ Ella said, unaware of Al’s comment. ‘Unless
she’s treated those books somehow, I’d imagine the paper is rather
fragile.’

‘Al says Aggy has a copy of
it.’

‘Huh, well it’s not like we’ve
been through everything Aggy has stored from your time.’ Aggy was
the computer on their ship. Technically she was the AI in the
computer on their ship, and she had performed the same role on the
ship which had kidnapped Aneka long ago. She had been transplanted
as a repair measure, but she had proven to be extremely useful, and
she had huge volumes of information on the world Aneka had come
from. ‘It could take us years to go through it all. I don’t think
we’ve even started on the books.’

Setting off for the door again,
Aneka said, ‘Let’s go back to the other bedroom. I’m feeling a
little freaked out in here.’

Ella grimaced. ‘Could we go to
her lounge?’

Aneka glanced back at her.
‘Feeling urges again?’

The grimace turned into a grin
that was very forced. ‘You know me, I always feel urges.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘Okay, so now I’m always
feeling urges and I don’t want to give in, and if we go to the
bedroom it’ll be really hard not to.’ Yrimtan, who had been the
ruler of the city they were in until Aneka had killed her, had
tortured Ella and Bashford, their colleague, using a device which
stimulated intense pain or pleasure. The pain hurt a hell of a lot,
but the pleasure was worse in some ways. For one thing, extended
use tended to result in the subject becoming addicted and they had
both been exposed extensively. Ella was naturally a very sexual
person; all the Jenlay were more or less, but Ella was on the more
side. Sex was, at best, a palliative for the longing she had, but
she was trying to use it as little as possible to get over the
addiction faster. Aneka was, if anything, more worried about
Bashford.

Walking out of the bedroom let
them out into a short corridor with a door at each end. The main
bedroom was off to the right so Aneka turned left and walked
through into a larger hallway which gave access to most of
Yrimtan’s slightly more public rooms. Off on the left were the
double doors to the audience chamber where she had died, and beyond
that was the way out to the rest of the city. To the right there
was one door Ella was keen to avoid because behind it was the room
she had been questioned in. There was a large bathroom back that
way too, but Aneka walked across and through a door into a quite
comfortable lounge.

As soon as Aneka walked into the
room the huge screen, which took up one five-metre wall, lit up
with various displays showing activity in this and the other two
cities left on the planet. Aneka frowned at the wall and then went
to slump into a large armchair. Another mildly annoying thing about
this place was that the city’s vast computer system insisted on
thinking that she was Yrimtan, or at least responding as though she
was. That had not gone unnoticed by the residents, the Citizens,
and they had started treating her like royalty almost immediately.
That was the main reason she was here rather than in a conference
room talking to the city’s Councillors; they kept deferring to her
rather than making decisions for themselves.

Ella did not give her a chance
to be disgruntled for long. She immediately sat down in Aneka’s lap
and laid her head down on the nearest shoulder.

‘You know,’ Aneka said, ‘this
computer thing has to be Yrimtan’s doing.’

‘How so?’

‘Well, when I came in here
before I killed her, nothing reacted like this. It started when we
went down to the computer room. I think she instructed the computer
to treat me as her if she didn’t survive.’

‘The more I think about it, the
more I think she was hoping you’d kill her.’

‘Maybe. She put up a helluva
fight for someone who wanted to die.’

‘She’d been alone for so long,
and she had all these contingency plans in case she did die…’ Ella
sat up straight and looked Aneka in the eyes. ‘When I die, you’ll
move on, right? You’ll find someone else?’

Aneka grinned. ‘When you die I’m
going to fly a shuttle into the nearest star, love.’

‘I’m serious.’

‘So am I.’

‘I don’t want you to kill
yourself over me. I’ve got maybe another two centuries in me, but
when I go… promise me you’ll move on. That’s what went wrong with
her. I think if she’d found someone else she could have got past
the feeling of betrayal and we’d be sitting here having drinks with
her.’

Aneka reached up to stroke
Ella’s cheek and Ella leaned into it, closing her eyes. ‘All right,
love. I promise.’

‘Thank you.’ Ella smiled, eyes
still closed, and Aneka felt like the sun had come out.

~~~

Gillian Gilroy looked pissed off and
very tired as she walked into the lounge and dropped into the seat
opposite Aneka and Ella. Like almost all Jenlay, Gillian was a
good-looking woman; Aneka had always thought she had a classical
look, like a Greek statue, but less matronly. She had dark olive
skin, brown eyes and hair, and her hair tended to hang in loose
ringlets which just made the classical features look right. She was
dressed in a fairly conservative, grey skirt suit she had
fabricated on the Garnet Hyde for the occasion. She was
intelligent, and she had what amounted to a lifetime of knowledge
and experience to work with in the areas of archaeology,
technological development, and history. She was patient, except
when waiting to get onto a dig site, and wise, and Aneka thought of
her a bit like an aunt; well, an aunt she sometimes went to bed
with, but still. Gillian Gilroy almost never swore.

‘She may have given them some
fucking reprogramming to get by on their own, but it wasn’t fucking
close to enough. I swear she’s turned the Humans here into a
fucking bunch of fucking sheentoe.’

Ella burst into a fit of giggles
in Aneka’s lap. Aneka laughed and said, ‘I’m assuming me not being
there to make their decisions for them is not going so well?’

Gillian grumbled and then got
back up to walk over to the drinks cabinet in the corner of the
room. ‘Partially, I’m annoyed that Bash isn’t here to help, but no,
it’s not going well. I realise you’re uncomfortable with them
treating you like their Manu Dei, but if this keeps up I’m going to
get you in the meetings anyway. Maybe you can force them to
choose an option.’

‘She has some gorgeous whiskey
in there,’ Aneka commented. ‘Someone must be making it up in the
Scottish islands. Bash would love it.’

‘Perhaps we can get him a bottle
for when he decides he can be around women again,’ Gillian replied
sourly.

‘I understand that he’s worried
about how he might behave until the neurostim addiction wears off,’
Aneka replied, ‘but he seems to be being a bit hard-core about it.
Isolating himself on the Hyde, keeping away from you. Ella seems to
be happier around me even if she’s trying not to give in to her
terrible animal urges too much…’

‘I don’t have terrible animal
urges,’ Ella grumbled into Aneka’s neck. ‘I have wonderful animal
urges.’

‘That’s the problem,’ Gillian
told them as she walked back to her chair with a crystal-cut glass
containing a brown liquid. ‘He seems to have convinced himself he
gave in and raped me after they brought him back from his
interrogation.’

‘He what?!’

Gillian waved a dismissive hand.
‘He didn’t. I mean, I suppose if you’re being technical about it a
case could be argued. I wasn’t really feeling like that kind of
thing. We were basically in prison. I’m sure we were being observed
and unlike Ella I’m not fond of an audience. And he did get very
enthusiastic without letting me get… up to speed, so to speak. But
still, it wasn’t rape. I love the man, he was hurting, and I got
into it fairly quickly.’ She gave a timid grin. ‘It was like when
we first got together, after I left Ape. We’d get really wild some
nights…’ She shook her head and then sank half her glass of
whiskey. ‘Anyway, he didn’t rape me,’ she wheezed when the coughing
had subsided. ‘What are you getting me to drink, rocket fuel?’

‘Right now he’s probably horny
all the time,’ Ella said. ‘I know I am. You know that thing about
having an itch you can’t scratch? Well this is really like
that. You want it all the time. Every waking moment you want to
feel that good again. It’s… horrible.’ She looked around and
smiled. ‘It’s purely a psychological addiction, however. Give it a
couple of weeks and hopefully we’ll be over it.’

‘Hopefully?’ Aneka asked.

‘Psychology isn’t an exact
science, even now. Everyone’s different. And I can’t say we won’t
need some further work afterward. Some effects might linger.’

‘Yeah… So maybe the Citizens
here are the same, and maybe they need a little push to get them
off the blocks.’

‘What are you thinking?’ Gillian
asked.

‘Oh, a little tough love.’

12th August.

Aneka marched into the Council Chamber
ahead of Gillian and Ella. The ten men and women who made up the
Council, all dressed in the usual city clothing of white,
tunic-like dress, black leggings, and white boots, were already
sitting around the large, circular table. Because they were
Councillors their sleeves were decorated with twin blue stripes;
the Citizens were still very regimented, even if they were trying
to be more democratic. All of them stood up as soon as they saw
Aneka.

Aneka tried to keep the
irritation off her face. ‘Sit down,’ she snapped. ‘I am not
your Manu Dei. You do not defer to me.’

They all sat down, chorusing,
‘Yes, ma’am,’ as they did so. It was like talking to Plascrete.

Aneka took a deep, steadying
breath. ‘All right, Gillian tells me that you’re still talking in
circles about contacting the Federation.’

One of the men, older and
definitely more senior, his hair greying, which had to indicate he
had been around for a couple of hundred years, got to his feet
again. This was Jerome Harper, the leader of the Council. Aneka
suspected seniority had got him the position, but he was a little
more decisive than most of his fellows. He also had quite a
distinguished demeanour and, despite his apparent age, an imposing
physique.

‘Miss Jansen, I’m afraid that is
indeed the case. We understand that our existence is going to
become public knowledge again, but we are at a loss to decide what
form of relations we wish to initiate. Considering the distance
involved, full integration is probably impossible and, frankly,
undesirable, but beyond that we have opinions favouring everything
from as much distance as we can get to as much sharing as we can
get. We have been isolated for so long that we are unsure of how to
proceed.’

Aneka nodded. ‘Then I’m going to
make a proposal. You’re going to build a tachyon beam communication
system. Our ship’s computer has suitable plans, and she has the
necessary protocols to send messages to the relay at Harriamon. She
estimates that you can have that up and running in about two weeks,
so you’ll have that long to come to a decision about how to
start talking to the outside world. I suggest you create a
subcommittee with a cross-section of opinion and draft a communique
to be sent to the Federal Administration at New Earth. Nothing that
commits you to anything. An introduction. We have reports we should
send as well, and some personal letters to family since we’ll be
here for a while.’

Harper looked around the table.
There were nods, some more enthusiastic than others, but they all
seemed to see this as a fair compromise. He looked back at the
three Federal Representatives. ‘That is a wise and prudent plan,
Miss Jansen. We will get the fabrication work started
immediately.’

Deciding that telling him he was
a real kiss-arse was probably not politically correct, Aneka said,
‘It’s not going to be easy and I think you’re wise to maintain some
degree of distance from Jenlay culture. They take some getting used
to, and you’ve got two entirely different cultures here on Earth as
it is. I would definitely like to see some more integration
between the cities and the surface. We’re all quite convinced that
you can make life more pleasant for all of you if you intermix a
little more.’

One of the women got to her
feet. She was significantly younger and, from her position at the
table, probably one of the junior members. Fair-haired, attractive,
and very slim, she had a studious look about her which suggested a
science background rather than administration. ‘Pardon me, ma’am.
Councillor Holly Marsden. I’m a sociologist and I’ve been out of
the city many times to observe the surface culture. I’m afraid they
don’t really like us.’

‘Well no,’ Ella said flatly. ‘I
pretended to be one of you people when we visited Matlock. It was
mortifying. They think you’re selfish, arrogant, and generally out
there to make sure they’re doing what you need. You’ve kept them
deprived of technology which could massively improve their lives.
But, when I helped them they started reacting a lot better to
me.’

‘Basically,’ Aneka continued,
‘it’s going to take time and effort to overcome the distrust, but
it’s not impossible. I’m not suggesting you suddenly bring them up
to your technological level. Aside from anything else they’ve got
quite an idyllic culture going, at least in the country. There’s no
reason to spoil it. But you could improve their medical facilities,
train some of their people to use better medical equipment, maybe
improve their transport systems and veterinary skills. They’ll be
better off, and you’ll get more productive suppliers and better
produce.’

Marsden, younger and perhaps a
little more adaptable because of it, looked toward Harper. ‘Miss
Jansen is right about the conditions out there, Councillor. Except
that while the farming communities are quite pleasant, the more
industrial zones could be significantly improved. I’m not really
qualified to judge, but I’d say that ore production and refining
could be greatly increased with the use of our technology. The
increase in safety would bring dividends in relations with the
surface communities.’

Harper actually cracked a smile;
Aneka could not recall seeing him give a genuine one since she had
met him. He looked toward Gillian. ‘This is the kind of innovative
thinking you were talking about, Doctor Gilroy?’

‘Precisely the kind,
Councillor,’ Gillian replied, smiling back.

‘Very well. Councillor Marsden…’
Marsden stopped herself halfway back to her seat. ‘I believe that
we older members are less suited to this new form of relations than
our more recent inductees. You have elected yourself head of the
Subcommittee for Improved Surface Relations.’ Marsden blinked a
couple of times; she had not expected that. ‘We’ll handle things at
this end. Form a group and come to me with resource requirements by
Monday midday.’

‘Yes, Councillor.’ Aneka tried
hard not to laugh. It was Thursday; Harper was not giving her much
time to work with.

Harper was almost beaming now.
‘Excellent. I believe that we have begun an entirely new phase in
the life of our city and our world. Working with our new friends I
can see a bright future ahead of us.’

There was clapping. Aneka did
not join in because she was busy trying not to cringe at the little
speech. A bright future, huh? The man should have been a
politician.

Matlock, 13th August.

Daniel Linden, Reeve of Matlock, looked
up from his papers as Joshua Daventry entered his study. Daventry
was the town’s one and only medical professional which, in truth,
was not saying a lot. He knew more about the ailments of sheep than
he did about Humans, but he was the best they had and he was
looking exceptionally grey at the moment.

‘Joshua, what…?’

‘Stella Cooper,’ Daventry said,
almost as though that should explain everything. ‘She died about
twenty minutes ago.’

Linden swallowed. ‘And you’re
sure of your diagnosis?’

‘Even I can recognise plague
when I see it, Dan. Though I’ll admit this is nothing like what the
books say. It’s more serious. Got into her lungs and choked
her to death, and that’s not supposed to happen so quickly. I’ve
quarantined the house, and the other cases…’

‘How many now?’

‘Thirty. Most are still bubonic,
but the pneumonic cases are increasing. It’s spreading fast and the
usual controls aren’t working. Penicillin doesn’t work. Cooper was
old sure enough, but her son’s likely to be the next body and he’s
built like a brick shithouse! We’ve no choice. We’ve got to send
word to the Prime City for help.’

Linden frowned. ‘Oh, and I’m
sure they’ll come running…’

‘They’ve no choice, Dan. If this
gets out of town… Damn it! Even if all they do is quarantine us all
and wait for us to die it’s better than the alternative.’

The Reeve’s frown only deepened.
‘It’s still keeping to the west and north, isn’t it?’

‘We’ve had no cases in this part
of town. Yet. It’s just a matter of time.’

Linden got to his feet, picked
up his cane, and limped out past the doctor. ‘Abby?’ he yelled, and
his daughter emerged from the lounge. ‘Pack some essentials, get
the shotgun, and go to the workshop. Drag Bridger away from
whatever he’s doing and tell him he’s to drive you down to the
Prime City. You’re not to stop for anything.’

Abigail’s brow creased.
‘Dad?’

‘You tell them we’ve got plague.
A really bad one. Stella Cooper’s dead and there’ll be more to
follow soon enough. I don’t care if you have to kiss Manu Dei’s
boots, you get us help up here.’

Prime City, 14th August.

There were two gyms in the entire,
ten-kilometre span of Prime City, which said a lot about the
general attitude of its Citizens about fitness. Yrimtan had
engineered them for improved stamina and health, and the majority
of them felt that it was almost a sin to suggest that they needed
to be fitter. It was Saturday morning and there were few people
lifting weights or using any of the machines. Those who were could
be identified as Enforcers, Yrimtan’s police force. Their role in
the new society was yet to be fully decided and they all looked a
little less sure of themselves than usual. The arrogant menace was
gone as the Council decided whether they really needed a bunch of
black-armoured, heavily armed thugs.

Of course, Aneka
reflected as she spotted for Ella, they look less menacing in
exercise gear anyway. Actually, they looked little different
from Ella currently. Shorts and T-shirts, a couple of leotards,
lots of tanned, fit bodies with sheens of sweat, and everyone had a
set of plugs in the back of their skull connected to implant
computers.

Ella was exercising partially
because she thought she had let her exercises slide during the
mission. Aneka had been teaching her some self-defence and she had
been using their neighbour Dillon’s weights to beef herself up a
little. Aneka had been a little surprised at how well-toned Ella
had looked when they met again above Eshebbon. Of course, at the
time she had been more surprised by the sudden gain of two or three
cup sizes, but Ella had been a lot fitter too. Aneka suspected that
she had been so enthusiastic about the exercise then to distract
herself from Aneka being away, and right now the exercise was a
distraction from sex.

Aneka had to admit that the
little redhead was doing well. Lying on her back she was bench
pressing a hundred kilos in a steady rhythm, following up from a
set of rapid, low weight reps earlier. Clearly the physical effort
of shifting the weight was taking its toll, her skin was beaded
with sweat, her expression was fixed and determined, and the
muscles in her arms, chest, and shoulders were bunching noticeably
as she pushed the bar upward. Truth be told, Aneka was thoroughly
enjoying the view even if the idea was to keep Ella’s mind away
from that kind of thing.

They had, in fact, attracted a
small audience. Four or five of the gym users had migrated to
closer equipment, and two men and a woman were simply standing
watching. Aneka was unsure whether they were watching Ella pumping
iron or watching her spotting for Ella, but she was moderately sure
that none of them was watching the pretty girl with the big breasts
straining and sweating. As far as she could tell, none of the
Citizens had a libido worth a damn.

In a way it was kind of
refreshing after spending a few years in a society that considered
sex to be a recreation to be enjoyed at every opportunity. The
Citizens thought of intercourse as a chore, something assigned as a
task when there was a need to replace lost population. At the very
best they viewed it as a last-gasp alternative to their
entertainment of choice; they were pretty much all addicted to what
they called cyber-drugs. Aneka had seen them pushing small,
coloured plugs into the data slots on their necks, but knew that
these pastel-coloured ones were the equivalent of taking a mild
sedative compared to the bold-coloured ones which were roughly the
same as mainlining heroine.

Right now, through an interface
between Aneka’s internal computers and Ella’s implants, she could
tell that Ella’s body was coursing with endorphins. That was
providing a palliative to the longing she had for the direct nerve
stimulation to which she was addicted. She was trying to break that
addiction, but the Citizens watching her were hooked with no desire
to get off their drug of choice.

Ella pushed upward on the bar
she was holding and Aneka saw her brow furrowing, the look of
intense concentration, and the slight tremble in her arms. ‘That’s
enough, love.’

‘One… more,’ Ella grunted, and
started to lower the weights again. Her arms gave out halfway down
and the bar landed in Aneka’s palms, stopping instantly.

‘No, I think that’s enough.’ The
bar went up and was dropped onto the rests as though it weighed
nothing. Aneka noticed the Enforcers looking slightly impressed,
though she was not sure whether that was as a result of her display
of strength or at how well Ella had done.

Ella, however, pouted. ‘I
could’ve managed another.’

‘Before or after the bar crushed
your larynx?’

‘After, obviously.’ Ella sat up,
grabbing a towel to wipe the sweat from her face before it got into
her eyes.

‘There is a security alert at
the surface entrance,’ Al said before Aneka could respond. ‘I
believe you should see this.’ A window appeared in her vision field
showing security camera images. A slightly flat-chested,
black-haired girl was in the surface lobby talking animatedly to
two Enforcers. She looked scared out of her mind, and
desperate.

‘Abigail? Al, put me through to
the current security lead up there.’ She waited for an indicator to
appear confirming the connection. ‘Lieutenant, this is Aneka
Jansen…’

‘Uh… Miss Jansen, yes, of
course, I wasn’t expecting you to… What can I do for you?’

Aneka cringed at the man’s tone;
he sounded as scared as Abigail looked. ‘The girl your men are
talking to, Abigail Linden of Matlock, yes?’

‘Yes, ma’am. She’s babbling
about plague…’

‘There is no way her father
would let her out of town without a very serious reason,
Lieutenant. Have her transferred to the nearest medical centre. I
want her and anyone she’s with checked for any form of disease, and
ask Councillor Marsden to meet me there.’

‘Yes, ma’am!’ In the video view
she had of the lobby Aneka could see Enforcers suddenly shifting
from complacent disregard to action. The place was so hierarchical
and downright honest that they would take orders from anyone who
seemed like they had authority, never mind someone who they seemed
to think was their queen.

‘Come on, Ella,’ Aneka said
aloud. ‘We seem to have a problem.’

~~~

Marsden was waiting at the door of the
small first-aid facility on the surface when Aneka and Ella
arrived. The building had probably been some sort of military
administration facility when it had been part of Aldershot Army
Base, but now most of the interior had been stripped out to make
way for a large but defensible lobby. There was a bank of lifts
leading down to the city at the back of that, and the only other
rooms were a security room used by the Enforcers and a moderately
small, but very functional, medical bay.

‘The techs have checked both of
them out,’ Marsden said as the couple approached. ‘Despite her
claims, neither of them is infected with anything. On the other
hand they both seem worried and the girl is quite insistent that
she be allowed to plead her case with Manu Dei. Of course, that’s
not possible…’

‘I’ll talk to her,’ Aneka
replied, stepping around the Councillor.

‘Good,’ Marsden said. ‘To be
honest, we’re having trouble deciphering her accent.’

Abigail’s eyes bulged as she saw
Aneka walking toward her. Whether that was surprise at seeing a
woman she thought was Ella’s servant, or the sight of said woman in
a semi-transparent, Ultraskin leotard was unclear. Whatever, her
expression of worry tinged with fear and mild panic gave way to
what looked like hope. ‘Aneka! I didn’t think you’d be here, but
please, you’ve got to help us!’ Her eyes flicked to Aneka’s right
and widened again as she saw Ella dressed in her exercise gear.

‘We’ll do everything we can,
Abigail,’ Aneka said. ‘What’s going on?’

The girl swallowed, trying to
compose herself, and then began to explain. ‘It started a few days
ago. A few people got sick and we figured that it was just some
sort of flu, but then the buboes started appearing. Doctor Daventry
said he’d never seen it progress so fast, and the drugs didn’t
work, and then they started coughing…’

‘Wait, all of them?’ The speaker
was a tall man in an outfit with red stripes on his arms: an
insignia that denoted medical and emergency staff.

Abigail nodded. ‘Yes, sir. All
of them. Old Missus Cooper died soon after that and Dad sent me to
get help. He told me I should beg at Manu Dei’s feet if I had
to…’

‘That’s not going to be
possible,’ Aneka said, ‘or necessary.’ She looked at the medic.
‘Isn’t that kind of a quick progression to the pneumonic form?’

He nodded emphatically, looking
perplexed. ‘Sounds like it’s antibiotic resistant and the
bubonic form is going directly to pneumonic rather than
septicaemic. That’s extremely unusual and potentially very
dangerous.’

‘All right, so what do you do
about it?’

He looked at her and she could
tell that he knew she was not going to like what he was about to
say. ‘Well… normally we’d quarantine the town and sterilise after
the disease has run…’

Aneka nodded. ‘Normally, but
considering that things are now different…?’

He swallowed. ‘We, uh, have some
old biological containment vehicles which we could get up there in…
maybe a day. They have equipment for creating anti-bacterial and
anti-viral agents, and I think we could get a portable
nanoviral unit on one in short order. If we can identify the genome
we can program a tailored nanophage…’

‘Very good,’ Aneka told him,
smiling. She turned to Marsden. ‘I’ll go up there ahead of the
transport in the shuttle. I think you should come too, and we’ll
need your best infectious disease specialist, hazmat gear, anything
else they think might be useful. The shuttle has genetic analysis
equipment which Ella can operate. We will take a squadron of
Enforcers up with us. We don’t want people leaving or straying in
until it’s cleared. Uh… Anything else?’

The Councillor shook her head.
‘I believe that should be everything, ma’am. I’ll start making the
arrangements.’

Aneka nodded and turned back to
Abigail. ‘You’ll fly up with us…’

‘Fly?!’ It came out as a
squeak.

‘Yes, fly. Can your friend there
go with the medical team, make sure they get there?’

Bridger had not met Aneka before
and was not as surprised as Abigail was at the apparent change in
authority. ‘I can do that, ma’am. I’ll lead them up in my
truck.’

‘Good man. All right, let’s get
moving. Abigail, you come with us. We’ll have you home and this
sorted out in no time.’

Shuttle, Flying North.

Abigail was gripping the arm rests of
the co-pilot’s seat as though she might float off at any moment, or
they might come crashing down out of the sky. This was despite the
fact that the ship’s artificial gravity made it feel more or less
as though they were quite stationary.

‘It’s perfectly safe, you know?’
Aneka said. ‘I’m quite a good pilot and the weather’s good. This
thing could get us into space without any worries.’

‘Space!’

‘We’re not going that high.
We’ll be back in Matlock in… twelve minutes.’

‘Good.’ The Reeve’s daughter
relaxed a little, probably by an effort of will. ‘Uh… How is it
that the Citizens seem to be following your orders?’

‘Ah, that.’ Aneka frowned,
deciding on how to explain it, and decided on honesty; Abigail
deserved it. ‘We lied to you when we came into town. About where we
came from that is. We’re not from the city; we’re from another
planet.’

Abigail forced a giggle. ‘Don’t
believe you. You’re not green.’

‘Huh. We come from a long way
away. A world called New Earth orbiting around another sun, and we
came to see where Humanity came from. And then things went a bit
wrong. Manu Dei is dead, but she was… Um, she was sort of a
relative of mine and now she’s gone the Citizens keep looking to me
to tell them what to do. I don’t want them to, but sometimes
it’s useful. We’re trying to get them organised to be a bit more…
community minded.’

‘You mean like helping us now
instead of letting us die and studying the plague afterward.’

‘Like that, yes.’

There was silence for a second
and Aneka wondered whether Abigail felt hurt by the deception. But
then… ‘Well, that explains why Ella was so nice. And I was
half-expecting the Enforcers to just shoot me when we turned up
like that, so I guess they are better now than they were.’

As if on cue, Ella walked up
from the back and stopped, leaning against Aneka’s flight chair.
She grinned at Abigail. ‘If it’s any consolation, our high-tech
passengers are sitting there looking ashen as well. It’s freaky
that no one here has ever flown before.’

‘The view is kind of beautiful,’
Abigail offered, ‘but I don’t know how you can be so calm.’

‘Put her on a normal aircraft
and she isn’t,’ Aneka replied.

‘This has anti-gravity,’ Ella
said. ‘It’s perfectly safe. Normal aircraft are just held up by air
pressure!’

Aneka laughed. ‘You know, most
people would think being held up on magic, physics-breaking forces
would be the less safe option.’

‘Huh. How long until we
land?’

‘Six minutes.’

‘Fridgy. I’ll go get the
Citizens into hazmat gear. Abigail, you should come put a suit on.
We don’t want to risk you getting infected if we can avoid it.’

Abigail struggled to her feet,
clinging to the back of the chair. ‘What about you?’

‘No need to worry about us,’
Aneka said. ‘We’re aliens, remember?’

‘Aliens don’t get sick?’

‘These aliens don’t,’ Ella
replied.

Aneka spotted the road into
Matlock a few minutes later and then the gorge the town sat in. It
was vaguely Y-shaped, sitting at the junction of three roads at the
bend in a river, and there was a large, flat area in the middle of
it which they had referred to as the town’s square when they were
there before. As Aneka dropped toward it, she cut the main engines
and coasted in on thrusters, setting the shuttle down with barely a
sound. Still, by the time they were exiting through one of the
airlocks a small crowd had formed on the edge of the square and
Linden was limping toward them on his cane.

He went straight for Ella,
apparently a little confused by her mode of dress, but recognising
her and assuming she was in charge. ‘Citizen! You should get back
in your, uh, flying machine. It’s not safe. We…’

‘I’m not a Citizen, Reeve
Linden,’ Ella said, ‘but these two are, and they’re here to help.
And we brought Abigail back, if you can recognise her through the
suit.’

‘Not a…’

‘Your daughter can explain
later,’ Aneka said. ‘Right now we need to get working on a cure for
this plague of yours.’ She looked around at one of the suited
figures. ‘Doctor Kaffrey?’

‘Yes, uh, of course,’ the man
said, his voice distorted by the speaker on his suit. ‘I’ll need
blood samples from the infected, and if I could speak to your
town’s doctor?’

Linden’s face clouded.
‘Unfortunately, you can do that while collecting the samples.
Joshua fell sick last night.’

Marsden spoke up, apparently
starting to take her new job seriously. ‘In that case we have no
time to lose. Kaffrey, I’m sure Miss Narrows will help you with the
blood work. Reeve Linden, I’m Councillor Holly Marsden. I’ve been
put in charge of making the cities more open with the surface and
now seems like a good time to begin. I think we should discuss what
we’re going to do here.’

Linden’s eyes widened;
Councillors did not come out to surface towns. ‘Of course,
Councillor. Please come with me.’ He turned and started off in the
direction of his home.

‘Ella, will you be okay with
Kaffrey?’ Aneka asked.

‘Sure, if we can borrow Abigail
to get us to the doctor’s place.’

‘I’ll take you,’ Abigail
replied.

‘Right,’ Aneka said. ‘I’m going
to make sure things go smoothly between those two.’ And with that
she hurried off after Marsden and Linden. She had the feeling that
they were both going to be a little wary of the new openness which
had suddenly been thrust upon them.

Matlock.

Abigail sat on one of the shuttle’s
laboratory chairs keeping out of the way while she watched Ella
work. There were a dozen samples to be put into small tubes and
then run through the genetic sequencing and analysis machine set
against one of the walls. It was made somewhat more difficult by
the need to work in a glove box, but Ella worked quickly and
silently; she had seen what the disease was doing to its victims
and she wanted it dealt with.

‘What is it you’re doing?’
Abigail asked once each sample tube had been carefully set into a
slot in a rack attached to the side of the machine.

‘Well, this machine will squeeze
out the DNA in the samples,’ Ella replied, ‘and then use something
called PCR to make more of it. Then it’ll section up the DNA it
finds, take away the Human parts, and from what’s left work out
what the bug everyone’s infected with is.’

‘DNA?’

‘Deoxyribonucleic acid. You’ve
never heard of that?’

‘No. Should I have?’

Ella hit the start button on the
analyser and then looked around toward Kaffrey who was waiting for
the results. ‘Kids in the first few years of school back where I
come from have heard of DNA, even if they don’t know much about
it.’

The scientist gave a shrug. ‘To
what end? How does it help them do what they’re meant to do?’

‘They’re six. They don’t
know what they want to do.’

‘Want to do?’ Kaffrey
looked a little confused. ‘Up here they farm or mine. I was
training to be an epidemiologist from the age of ten. I always knew
what I was going to do. I’m sure Abigail was the same. Her mother
taught her to care for visitors in the guest houses from a young
age.’

Ella looked at Abigail and got a
nod of agreement. ‘Oh,’ Ella said. ‘Well, we should have results in
about a minute.’

The airlock hissed open and
Aneka and Marsden appeared, the latter starting to remove her
helmet as soon as she had space to do so. ‘Did I hear you say
results?’ Aneka asked.

‘Soon,’ Ella replied. ‘We got
the samples. I just put them into the machine.’

‘What about the patients?’

‘It’s not good,’ Kaffrey
replied. ‘We’re going to lose more of them before we can get a cure
replicated. I’ve given them doses of the best general antibiotics
we have, but…’

Aneka frowned and nodded. ‘We’re
sure it’s plague?’

Kaffrey nodded. ‘It is, but it’s
the most vicious strain I’ve ever come across. It seems to spread
rapidly through the system and then cross into the lungs from the
bloodstream. Once that happens it’s going to kill the subject in
two days at the best. The lungs fill with fluids and they start
choking… It isn’t a nice way to die.’

The analyser chimed, its screen
lighting up with data displays. ‘Well,’ Ella said, ‘let’s see if we
can come up with a way to avoid too many more deaths.’

~~~

Abigail was looking uncomfortable as she
walked into the cockpit of the shuttle. She fidgeted a little and
then sat down in the co-pilot’s chair, frowning.

‘Something wrong?’ Aneka
asked.

‘No, nothing.’ Aneka waited for
a few seconds and then Abigail said, ‘Well, Doctor Kaffrey and
Councillor Marsden have retired for the night, and Ella says I
should too because there’s nothing we can do until the medical
truck arrives tomorrow.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘And Doctor Kaffrey just
undressed and lay down like I wasn’t there, and so did Councillor
Marsden, and I don’t have a nightdress, and it wouldn’t be proper.
What if Doctor Kaffrey wants… well, companionship…?’

Aneka managed to suppress most
of the grin. ‘Have you ever had a Citizen want companionship
before?’

‘Uh, well, no. Their guards…
I’ve had to entertain them.’ She said it with some distaste.

‘Huh. Well the closest thing
there is around here to a guard is me and I’m not going to ask you.
Citizens… Let’s just say that they have other methods of fulfilling
their needs. You’re quite safe. Leave your shirt on if being naked
makes you uncomfortable.’

Abigail blushed; it was rather
pretty. ‘I, um, hadn’t thought of that. You don’t mind if I undress
here, do you?’

‘You’ve seen me stark naked,
girl, why would I mind?’

The blush got deeper. Abigail
had displayed something of a fixation with both Aneka’s and Ella’s
breasts. Aneka figured that cosmetic enhancements were not
something you saw a lot of on Old Earth since the girl seemed
rather uncomfortable with the idea of girl-girl sex. She did,
however, get up and start taking her clothes off; her jeans anyway
and then, with a bit of manipulation, her bra was pulled out from
beneath her shirt. Leaving her shirt and panties on, she headed
back to lie down on one of the bunks.

Ella came through a minute or so
later, grinning. ‘Abigail’s cute when she blushes.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘Got good legs too. She should
wear skirts more often.’

‘Leave her be. She’s
uncomfortable enough about this.’

Ella pouted, dropping into the
co-pilot’s seat. ‘I wasn’t going to do anything with her. I’ve got
work to keep my mind off… well, my crotch.’ Her face straightened
and she bent forward, lowering her voice. ‘This strain of Y.
pestis, it’s… I think it was engineered.’

Aneka frowned and turned her
seat toward Ella. ‘Someone did this on purpose?’

‘I’m not sure, but I think so.
There’s something else. When Kaffrey saw the gene sequence he
looked really uncomfortable. Like he recognised it and
didn’t like it.’

‘Whatever it is, it came from
the city.’ Ella nodded and there was a moment’s silence.
‘Logistically, it had to have been sent out before I killed
Yrimtan.’

Ella nodded again. ‘Given time
for infection and then the incubation period, and then time for the
first obvious symptoms to show up. Yes, but why?’

‘Same reason she was going to
kill Gillian and Bash,’ Aneka growled. ‘And why she killed the
medics who worked on you. She was making sure that no one who knew
about us, about me, was going to tell about it.’

15th August.

Something that looked like a big,
armoured bus rolled into the square just after dawn. Kaffrey and
Marsden were already up and wearing their suits, and they headed
out through the shuttle’s airlock immediately.

Aneka headed back to the bunk
room where Abigail was just waking, disturbed by the exit of the
two Citizens. Settling at the foot of Abigail’s bunk, Aneka watched
as the young girl rubbed her eyes and tried to persuade her brain
to function.

‘Abigail, the first people to
come down with the plague? Did they have anything in common?’

‘Uh… Well, Missus Cooper was the
first to die. Her son was sick and there’s not much in common
there. She was pretty old and stayed at home, mostly. The only time
she’d go out was to take him his lunch…’ Abigail’s eyes narrowed.
‘Thinking about it, most of the first cases were people with flocks
up on the west side.’

Aneka nodded. ‘All right. We’ll
get you in a suit. The medics will need your help treating the
current victims as soon as they’ve got the cure ready. I’m going to
take Ella up to the western pastures and see if we can find a
source for this plague.’

‘Be careful up there. With the
disease people haven’t been tending their flocks. The ogres are
bound to have noticed and they’ll be more bold.’

‘Aneka can handle a few ogres,’
Ella said as she walked up from the back carrying two mugs. ‘Here,
try this. It’s coffee. Should help you wake up, especially if
you’re not used to it.’

Abigail took the mug and looked
at the dark brown liquid uncertainly. She took a sip, swallowed,
and then wrinkled her nose. ‘It’s, um, different.’

‘An acquired taste, perhaps,’
Aneka said, taking her own mug from Ella and then downing a huge
gulp. She sighed. ‘I’ve definitely acquired it.’

~~~

They had spotted half a dozen dead sheep
by the time they had managed to walk through to the section of
fields which they had been in before with David, Mark, and Marie.
Aneka was quietly fuming.

‘It’s not just that they’ve lost
animals and it’s my fault. The fucking monsters are killing things
and then just leaving them here to rot!’ Aneka knelt beside the
latest dead animal and examined the matted fur over its eyes. It
had been killed recently, a sharp object rammed through the top of
its skull. ‘Bastards,’ she muttered. ‘I hope they are out in the
light. I’ll put a few holes in their skulls.’

‘It’s not your fault,’ Ella
countered. ‘Assuming there’s proof that Yrimtan did this, it still
wouldn’t be your fault. She’s the one who tried to kill everyone.
You couldn’t have known she’d try to do that either because we
didn’t know she was alive when we came here.’

Aneka straightened up and
stalked off across the field. ‘I’m feeling guilty, don’t bug me
with facts.’

Ella giggled. ‘It’s really not
your fault, love. There’s no way… Hey, fuck! Something bit me!’

‘We’re in a sheep field, Ella.
There’s probably all sorts of things up here that bite… And bubonic
plague uses fleas as a vector, right?’

‘Uh-huh,’ Ella replied, and then
she bent over at the hips as though she was trying to fold herself
in half. She got most of her flexibility from her mother, though
Janna practised more and so was better at it. ‘This,’ Ella said,
‘is not a normal flea bite.’

Dropping down beside her, Aneka
found the red mark on Ella’s calf soon enough. ‘It looks like a
bite…’

‘You have telescopic focus, but
not microscopic,’ Ella replied. ‘The wound is too perfect. That’s
an injection mark.’

‘And I am detecting a
low-powered, distributed node network operating around us,’ Al
added. ‘I’m attempting to isolate a central location.’

‘Al says he’s detecting…’ Aneka
began and then slapped her hand down on her thigh with a resounding
smack.

Ella blinked. ‘If we’re going to
do that, I’d like to be the spankee.’

Aneka lifted her hand away from
her leg carefully, peering at the black smudge on the heel of her
hand. ‘Maybe later, for now you can use your superior vision on
this.’

Ella peered at the smudge.
‘It’s… Well it was a microbot. Some sort of fake flea. Long
propelling legs and a drill bit for a snout. No sign of any
external power source so I’m guessing there’s a hive somewhere
where it could recharge. There’s probably more of them.’

‘There is a higher concentration
of signals coming from the other side of the wall,’ Al said, and
Aneka brushed the robot remains off her hand and vaulted the pile
of stones which passed for a dividing line between the fields.

‘Here,’ she said almost
immediately. There was a metal cylinder lying beside the stones; a
rocket payload of some description from the look of it. She could
even see a couple of tiny, black dots on the lip of the port in the
side of the thing.

Ella leaned over the wall and
looked down. ‘The question is, is that the only one?’

‘The question is, can we close
them down and stop them infecting people again?’

‘I can kill this one,’ Al
supplied. ‘I have already hacked their command system. It is based
on the city network. The transmitter in the shuttle should be
capable of blanketing the entire area and taking care of any
others.’

‘Al thinks he can close them all
down from the shuttle,’ Aneka said aloud. ‘Let’s get out of here.
Just the thought of those things is making me itch.’

Ella winced. ‘Your skin’s fake.
Try being me.’

Aneka hopped back over the wall
and gave Ella a pat on the bottom to get her moving. ‘I’m not sure
I could cope with being you, love. I’m sure if I thought about sex
that much my head would explode.’

‘Hey! I don’t think about it
that much… Well… Normally I don’t.’

~~~

‘We lost three more overnight,’ Kaffrey
said. The man looked tired, but rather satisfied despite that
statement. ‘However, the remaining victims are beginning to recover
and we’re ready to start inoculations tomorrow to make sure no one
else gets it. I’ve asked for some volunteers and I’ve got four
medi-techs willing to stay up here for a couple of weeks to make
sure there are no problems with recovery.’

Aneka nodded. ‘That’s good. And
since Abigail isn’t here I can add that Ella and I located the
distribution missiles, hacked the microbot controllers, deactivated
them, and got rid of the evidence. So there’s no danger of future
infection and, I want to make this quite clear, no one gets to know
where this bug came from. Ever! Understood?’

Kaffrey went paler than usual
and Marsden’s eyes widened. ‘How did you know?’ the Councillor
asked.

‘You people have more advanced
technology than we do,’ Ella replied, ‘but not advanced enough that
we can’t figure out what’s what. And you also have worse poker
faces than I do. When we realised the bug had been engineered, and
I’m good enough at biology to figure that out, even if the computer
isn’t, we went out and looked for the vector.’

‘Point is,’ Aneka said, ‘this
was Manu Dei’s doing. You people are the new guard. I won’t have
this messing up your chances of working with the people up here. So
this was a terrible natural event, a mutation of the bacterium,
just like the many others that have occurred down the centuries. It
was not created in a lab in Prime City and deployed by an
insane, isolationist, control freak.’

Marsden looked over at Kaffrey.
Both of them looked a little surprised. ‘We were trying to keep it
a secret,’ Kaffrey said. ‘I mean, we thought you’d want to…’

‘Blow up the best chance we have
of seeing a stable political system here over the idiocy of one
woman?’ Aneka suggested.

‘Well, when you put it like
that…’

Aneka smiled, though the
expression came nowhere near her eyes which contained a bright
spark of sarcasm. ‘Excellent! We’re all on the same page. We’ve
established that you lot aren’t going to bullshit us because we are
just as smart as you are, and also that you can work with us to get
this relationship going.’

‘Okay,’ Marsden said. ‘I guess
we can live with that. What’s the plan from here?’

‘Ella and I are going to stay
here for a while. In fact, your nursing staff can sleep on the
shuttle if they want. They’ll feel less like they’re slumming.’

‘They’d probably appreciate
that,’ Kaffrey agreed.

‘Uh-huh,’ Aneka replied, ‘and it
should stop the locals seeing your people plugging in their
euphoria slugs. We’ll go stay in one of the guest houses. It’ll be
nice to sleep in a real bed, and they have pretty good tea.’

Marsden looked at her, eyes
widening a little. ‘You never said anything about them having tea
here. I haven’t had tea since my last field trip!’

Ella giggled and Aneka burst out
laughing. ‘I’m sure Abigail will make a pot before you leave,’
Aneka said.

17th August.

The Sunday gathering in the square was
more subdued than usual, in a way. There were fewer people there
since many were still recovering from the effects of the disease,
but the ones who had come were partying a little harder. There was
more alcohol being consumed and the band was playing faster dance
tunes. Aneka had hoped that Abigail would sing for them, but no one
seemed inclined to sit still for their entertainment.

‘Near-death experiences and the
loss of people you care about can lead to celebrating the life you
have
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