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​Chapter One – Voice From the Past
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If Irene had been asked to name the persons in all of the known universe who were least likely to call her up, he would have been top of the list.

She had strapped on her interphone that cool December morning as a matter of course. You just did, on Earth. It was one of the minor advantages of Earth. The interphone did not work on the moon, because of living underground and the absence of an atmosphere, but down here, with one of these interphones integrated into the belt that you wore round your waist you were able to be in touch with every person on Earth. Or they with you. The integral battery was self-charging every time you moved, and to call you from anywhere on the globe the caller simply entered your name. This was then converted, by courtesy of the International Telephone System’s computer, into your personal number, allocated to you permanently at birth, and the call came through.

Irene’s interphone vibrated. She had switched it from “Ring” to “Vibrate” while she was sitting in the University’s cafeteria. She pressed the “Hands-free” button, and said, “Yes?”

The voice said, “Am I talking to Irene May Slade?”

That voice sounded vaguely familiar. But she could not quite place it. “Yes you are.”

“Are you in a place where you are free to talk?”

“Not really. I am just finishing eating my lunch in the University cafeteria. Who’s calling?”

“In a minute. I thought, though, you might recognize me without using names.”

“I almost do.”

“Are you by any chance on Hands-free?”

“Yes, I am.”

“Please switch back to ‘private’.”

There was something about that voice ... Irene did as she was asked, and put the dialpad unit to her ear. “Very well, I’ve done that. Now: to whom am I talking?”

“Rothanadrene.”

Irene stiffened. That was the voice! Dr Victor Adenay, the man who had sought to make her the scapegoat for his unscrupulous thefts of the trial drug Rothanadrene from the South Kent Special Care Facility ... The man who, for a brief time, had held her whole future in his hands, and had sought to ruin it for his own gain. She had a swift mad impulse to smash the dialpad of her interphone violently into the cafeteria table. She controlled her anger and said to him with ice in her voice, “What is it you want, Dr ...?”

He cut her short. “No names, please.”

“What is it you want, Rothanadrene?”

“I must speak to you privately as a matter of urgency. Face to face.”

“There is absolutely nothing that we could ever have to say to one another under any circumstances ...”

“Yes, there is. Where are you?”

“I’m back at my old university. You’ll remember it – Pereke University, in Middle America. I’m a Visiting Professor here for a short time, to give some lectures about my work ...”

“Yes, I remember your university. I’ll be there tomorrow, or the day after. As soon as I can get connections.”

“Where are you now,” Irene asked, her curiosity piqued in spite of herself.

“I’m in Zaire. In Africa. I’ll leave on the first flight I can get, and I’ll call you again when I arrive. Goodbye now.”

Irene sat rigid at her table, her unfinished meal left unnoticed in front of her. Why in the galaxy would Adenay insist on seeing her? Travelling all the way from Africa for the meeting? She could not conceive of any possible reason.

If indeed he were in Africa. But whyever would he lie about such a thing if he were not?

She found it hard to concentrate during the presentation of her afternoon lecture. Fortunately it was on “The Effects of Moon Gravity Upon the Human Body”, a subject on which she could discourse in her sleep. She was similarly distracted throughout Wednesday. Then early on Thursday, as she was dressing, her interphone buzzed.

“Rothanadrene here.”

“I expected as much.”

“I’m in Pereke. Can we meet for lunch? Somewhere public, if you like, but where we can get a private corner. You know this town – you name the place.”

Irene had already made up her mind about this meeting, in expectation of Adenay’s call. “I’m free this morning, and there is no point in waiting until lunchtime. I have a private room in the university faculty section. Room 267. There is a plan of the university in the front vestibule, just inside the entrance, and that will show you how to find my room. Meet me there in half an hour.”

There was no hesitation. “Right,” said Adenay, and hung up.

Irene gulped a quick breakfast, and walked the short distance from her allocated guest quarters to her office.

Adenay arrived on time. He was just as she remembered him: short and solid, chunky almost, of late middle age or tending now towards his “senior” years. His hair had turned grey, but otherwise he had the same air of personal charm and quiet authority which she remembered so well.

He smiled at her uneasily, obviously uncertain of his welcome. Irene for her part was also uncertain how to proceed.

“It’s been a long time ...” he ventured.

“Six years,” said Irene. “I left South Kent Special Care Facility in December, 2055.” That was when she completed her one-year contract with them, and became Commander Roger Slade’s research assistant.

“You have done very well in those six years. Your innovative research on Venus. Your M.Sc. for your work on the Venusian sandrats. Then a Ph.D. for research on the effects of low gravity environments on the human body. I was very sorry, though, to learn about the death of Commander Slade – three years ago, was it not?”

Irene was surprised and somewhat ill at ease to learn that Adenay had been following her career in this way. “You have taken the trouble to check up on me?”

“Not really. I was told your recent news by Lieutenant-Commander Philip Parakesh.”

Parakesh, whom she had left on the moon only a month ago? “How could you and Commander Parakesh possibly ...?”

“Is that fresh coffee in your percolator over there? Could I have a cup while I tell you what brings me here?”
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​Chapter Two – Venus Madness
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Irene traced a complex pattern on her desktop with her fingertips as she listened to Adenay’s explanation.

“I suppose it seems like the long arm of coincidence, my meeting up with Parakesh. But not really. You are the connecting link. In fact, you are responsible, indirectly.” Adenay settled back in his chair, hot coffee cradled in his hands, the air conditioner grumbling roughly in the background as it worked to counter the December chill.

“After our encounter at South Kent” – Adenay’s smile was pale, and Irene’s frown hardened – “I was sentenced to two years’ service in Dartmoor Correctional Institution.”

“They let you off lightly. After what you did to Dr Keung and me.”

Adenay waved his hand in disagreement. “You may think so. I lost my money, I lost my London medical practice, I lost my reputation. I lost my liberty. From my perspective, I lost quite a lot. Anyway, towards the end of my time in Dartmoor I was having to give serious thought to what I could do after I was released. My options would in some ways be a trifle circumscribed. Then an advertisement caught my eye in one of the medical journals. Wanted: a doctor with general training, wide experience, and specialization in mental health. For six months’ service on Venus. It could start me on the road back. My medical registration had been suspended but not cancelled. The Venus interviewer was a trifle reluctant to take me on, given my recent history, but no one else suitable applied at that time, and I did have the qualifications, so they accepted me.”

He stretched a leg, and cocked an eyebrow at her. “What with one thing and another, I arrived on Venus in October 2058, in the team change-over six months after you had left.” A term on Venus was of six months’ duration, and half the Venus team left every three months to take two months’ leave. The third month was occupied by the travelling (about a week each way), and in writing reports, catching up on developments in one’s field, and so forth. Irene reflected with an ironic inner smile that had she accepted the invitation to return to Venus for a second posting, she would have gone back in July 2058 and thus would have been halfway through her second term when Adenay arrived.

Adenay was grinning at her. “I was very interested, as you can imagine, to learn of your work on Venus, you being an old acquaintance, as it were. Well, the fact is, things went well during my term on the planet. After South Kent and my London practice, not to mention Dartmoor, it was a completely different experience. And a huge challenge. Simply managing to live there at all is challenge enough, as you know, and then I was one of the medicos responsible for the physical and mental health of the thirty people on the team there. So I have ended up spending three terms on Venus, believe it or not.”

Irene smiled at the mental picture of Victor Adenay, the charming and urbane London doctor, fitting into the small, closed community of the Venus colony. The news was a surprise. “So you’d have been working with Jennifer Dayce during that time?”

“Yes, she was Director there some of the time. I also worked under Harvey Blackmore. Did you know him? No? Harvey Blackmore retired and Jennifer – well, what happened to Jennifer is what I want to see you about. I came back from my third term in October ’60, and set up a small private practice. Very tame after life on Venus. Jordan Vestigan took over as Director in the change-over of April this year. And during his six months an unusual problem has arisen.” He looked at her quizzically. “Have you heard of Venus virus?”

Irene shook her head.

“I am relieved to hear it. We have been trying to maintain secrecy, but these things have a habit of leaking out. We’ve had some unexplained cases of a mystery illness, three on Venus and one with a team member just after she returned to Earth. One of them is Jennifer. When Jordan finished his term in October last, Jennifer went out to take over as Director again, and she got hit with this Venus virus almost as soon as she arrived.”

Irene was concerned. “What sort of a virus is it?”

Adenay grimaced. “That is part of the problem. We just don’t know. We have no evidence that it is a virus. In fact, we have no idea at all what is responsible for it. But it causes intense pain, which none of our painkillers can touch. Three of the four people infected have committed suicide. Jennifer is the only one holding out. Then there was the case that we had here on Earth – I think you would know Anna Dagen?”

Irene nodded. She well remembered Anna, who had been the smallest and youngest member of the team when she herself was on Venus.

“Anna returned to Earth at the last change-over. She had only been back here a week or so, and was just settling into her furlough. As I understand it, she planned to return for another term on Venus next change-over. Anyway, she was in a shop somewhere doing her shopping. This was on October 19 last. Suddenly she started crying out and pulling at her head. She left her shopping behind and ran outside. She was in intense pain but seemed to be making a determined effort to control herself. A woman from the shop went over to her to help. She put her arm around Anna. Then Anna pushed her away and punched her in the nose. Well, Anna was taken to hospital, and sometimes the pain left her and she was normal and rational, and sometimes it hit her again and she was like a wild animal. One of her pain attacks came close on the heels of the previous one and caught everyone by surprise. Anna had just been allowed to go to the toilet, escorted by one of the staff. Suddenly Anna punched her in the stomach and ran out of the ward onto a fire escape on the outside of the building, and jumped off.” Adenay paused a moment. “She was on the sixth floor.”

Irene felt the tears of sadness gathering behind her eyes. She and Anna had worked together. This did not sound like the Anna she knew.

Adenay continued, “The Venus Committee in the Department of Space Exploration had already received the reports about the two suicides on Venus, which was concern enough. Shortly after Anna’s death the Committee contacted me, because of my experience on Venus, and asked me to attend the inquest, and then to be part of their own investigation. It was one thing, it seemed, to get an account of something like this happening on a planet out in space, and quite another for it to happen here on Earth, under their noses. At first they were just asking for my help in their investigation, and then the question arose about who would lead the next team to Venus. Harvey Blackmore has retired, Jordan Vestigan decided against returning to Venus, Jennifer is still on Venus now, but out of action. ...

“The Venus Committee decided that because I was a doctor, and had had quite a bit of experience of Venus, they would appoint me as Director to take over from Jennifer. I leave on the Vladivostok at the end of this month. Since I was brought in as Director-designate, I have been learning everything I can about mystery illnesses before I leave for Venus. That is why I have been in Zaire.”

“Congratulations on your appointment. But, why the trip to Zaire?”

“Last century a killer called the Ebola virus broke out there. I have been checking on it, and how it was handled at the time. But there is no real similarity, even in principle. Ebola was highly contagious, whereas Venus virus, whatever it is, is not so contagious – or else clearly the entire colony out there on the planet would have caught it by now. But you know how panic can spread. The Venus Committee has put a blanket over everything: what has happened on Venus, the case on Earth, the appointment of a doctor – me – as Director for Venus, my investigations of mystery illnesses, including my trip to Zaire.”

“So I take it that this mystery illness is the reason for the secrecy with me, the ‘no names’ on the interphone?”

“Yes. In the spirit of this, I would not want even my contact with you to become common knowledge. Because of that faintest possibility that someone may overhear and put the clues together. I agree that the possibility is remote in the extreme. This total secrecy may be called an over-reaction, but the Committee is almost paranoid about it. The Committee members feel that if it becomes known there is a mystery illness on Venus, the result could be disastrous for the entire program. Public reaction could seriously affect putting together the new teams for Venus every three months. This virus could attack anyone on Venus – it could even potentially wipe out the entire colony. The dangers on Venus are real enough as it is: very few would want to join a team to go to Venus with this kind of threat hanging over them. It could jeopardize the whole Venus mission.”

Irene thought that the Venus Committee was underestimating the way people will respond to the challenge of working in dangerous conditions, but she merely said, “So, how does this connect with me?”

“That dates from when Parakesh entered the picture. He was due for three months’ leave from his posting on the moon, and so he was looking through one of the journals deciding where to spend his leave when he came across one of the Venus recruiting advertisements. He remembered you talking about your time on Venus. The advertisement was a couple of months old when he saw it, and our new team was just about complete, but Parakesh insisted on being considered. He had his reasons, he said. Well, he came down from the moon and was interviewed by Jordan Vestigan, who responded favourably to his application. But Jordan was not returning to Venus and I was taking over, so Jordan sent him down to Zaire to see me. You see, when the ship for Venus leaves, the ship leaves, and either you are on it or you are not. The date is decided by the respective positions of Earth and Venus, and we depart on December 26. So if Parakesh was to be considered for this term, I had to assess him straight away.

“Can you guess what happened? When Parakesh arrived in Zaire a few days ago, I gave him the full interview treatment – you know the stuff? You went through it, and so did I. The reason he wants a term on Venus is to broaden his experience. He is dead keen to be first in line for Commander Brodin’s job on the moon when the Commander leaves, and Parakesh is convinced that a bit of experience in another off-Earth environment, like Venus, will strengthen his standing. He’s pretty right in that, of course. Then in the interview he told me what had been happening on the moon lately, and mentioned the role of a certain Irene May Slade in sorting out something of a crisis situation.”

Adenay paused, waiting for a question or comment. But Irene said nothing.

So Adenay resumed, “‘Funny thing’, I told him, ‘I used to know an Irene May once’. Irene May Pennington. It did not take us long to discover we were talking about the same person. He filled me in about what you did after you left South Kent: your time on Venus, your research, your marriage to Commander Slade – I met the Commander at South Kent, you may remember. He gave you some assistance in bringing me down. Well, that is all so much spent rocket fuel now. I was very sorry, for your sake, to learn of his death. And that was when it struck me that I must see you.”

Irene’s eyes opened wider. “Why? I don’t see the connection.”

“Because we need you on Venus right now. Your skills. If anyone can help us crack this problem, that person is you. You have served on Venus, and you understand it. You have a track record of being able to analyze a situation and get to the root of what is happening.”

“You want me to join your team? Just like that?”

“No,” said Adenay slowly, “not quite. I have been asked to be Director, but I know my limitations. I make a damned fine doctor, and I know it, but I am not the right person for Director. That requires other skills. I intend to decline the offer in favour of you taking the post of Director. I would be honoured to serve there under you.”
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​Chapter Three – Changed Plans
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In one respect, at least, Irene reflected, Adenay was right. This was something she could handle. It almost seemed as if the whole of the rest of her life had been a preparation for this challenge. She thought of how she had felt when she first came to Earth from the moon: shy, confused, introspective, with low self-esteem. She was hardly the same person now.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
B. WARD POWERS

WITH MARTI WARD

WS MDENCHILD 5 ¥






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image005.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





