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      When I was a child, my father seemed so powerful.

      Now, sitting on a metal stool in his once-pristine lab, my anger fades away as life drains out of his eyes. Slowly. So very, very slowly.

      I couldn’t help him if I wanted to. Not now. The rest of the compound has been ransacked for anything useful by fleeing scientists, trying to make it to the spaceships that would take them to safety before they were left behind. The medicine cabinet is restricted access, requiring two keys. The front of the cabinet shows signs of attempted forced entry, but the securities held.

      Papa has one key hanging from his belt, but I haven’t seen anyone else in days. Maybe even weeks. I’ve lost track of time, being locked down here in this farcical home.

      My eyes slide over the room as I listen to him wheeze and struggle to inhale. It’s a sound I’ve become very acquainted with over the years. It’s the sound all of my victims make towards the end.

      For a moment I question my decision to lock the laboratory doors and my resolve falters. I could leave, I don’t have to watch, but a part of me needs to know.

      I look Papa in the eye for the first time since this morning. He’s lying on the exam table where I’ve seen him do dissections on his experimental patients - animal and human. I brought a pillow and blanket from my room in an attempt to make him more comfortable. It’s more than he deserves, really. “You don’t have long, now.” My voice is calm, emotionless, even to my ears.

      There’s fear in his watery, bloodshot eyes, but also acknowledgment. He knows I’m right.

      “I don’t suppose you have any morphine hidden in one of your other cabinets? A secret stash somewhere?”

      He shakes his head, eyes closing and a tear rolling down his cheek.

      I awkwardly pat his hand and shift on the stool. The diary on my lap starts to slip and I grab at it quickly to keep it from dropping to the floor. I found it clutched in Papa’s hands but haven’t worked up the nerve to open it yet. Probably one of his many journals detailing his experiments. The metal under me creaks as I sit back up, loud in the quiet laboratory, drowning out the quiet susurration of the aircon.

      Another noise with which I’m painfully familiar. The hours are countless that I spent sitting on this very stool, in this very lab, watching him bend over his microscopes as he bio-engineered the latest virus technology.

      Double that for when he was making vaccines to combat his new diseases. Which is where I come in.

      It all started the day I turned eight. I don’t have many clear memories of my childhood. But this one…this one is burned into my mind, and I doubt I shall ever forget it.
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      I should start over. Dr. Scott Wyndgate wasn’t my real father. He adopted me after arriving in Dria Tha. I was little more than a sapling, barely weened and toddling about. My parents had died from the great plague called Onyx, for the blackened condition in which it left the body of its victims.

      Dr. Wyndgate had taken me in his arms, smoothed my wild hair back from my long, tapered ears, and smiled. “I think perhaps you should come with me, sweetheart.” And he’d carried me back to his camp.

      I grew up being taught the names of deadly epidemics from his world before I learned to read.

      Fitting, I think, that my life should begin and end in plague. Disease. Death.

      That’s how I came to be sitting in a clean room on my eighth birthday, watching my father create death in a vial.

      My father was a god in his white lab coat and his elbow length, black rubber gloves. All he was missing, to my young mind, was a raw, pure-white bolt of lightning.

      “Now, Myxy, don’t you want to help your Papa with his work?” He gave me that cock-eyed squint and secretive smile he was so famous for among the women who sometimes worked alongside him.

      Maybe it was the charming smile and his rumbling voice. Or maybe it was the silly nickname: Myxy.

      It was our inside joke.

      My Xoma. A play on the name of the Myxoma virus. My father’s way of both marking me as his property, his creation, and reminding Dria Tha who he was. Or where he came from.

      Either, way, I nodded, innocent child that I was.

      “That’s my girl.” He turned away from me with a wink, hiding his movements as he fumbled with a package.

      “What do I have to do?” My large-eyed, curious self was brimming with ego.

      He’d asked me to help him!

      All the other scientists in the lab scoffed at him for bringing in a child.

      But Papa needed my help.

      He spun back towards me, his silver name tag flashing in the bright overhead light. A long, scary syringe was in his right hand, and he reached for my arm with his left. “I just need to give you a little shot.”

      I cringed, shaking my head. My bottom lip sucked in between my teeth and hot tears welled up, blurring my vision.

      A look of frustration, quickly squashed, flitted across my father’s handsome features. His tidy, black goatee shifted shape as he smiled at me. Placing the syringe back on the table, he crossed the room with long strides and opened one of the animal cages.

      “Shh,” My father soothed the rabbit with gentle nonsense as he picked it up and carried it back over to me. “Remember Thumper?”

      Nodding, I wiped my eyes with both hands. I’d been told numerous times not to name the animals in the lab. It causes connections to form, and test subjects need to be kept at a distance. I’d failed with Thumper. His ears, so like my own, had drawn me to the little jumping creature the humans had brought from their world. And once I’d named him, that misnomer had spread to the rest of the lab employees.

      “Thumper here has had the same shot I’m going to give you.” Papa placed the soft bundle in my lap, guiding my hands to the proper places to hold him. “Do you remember what I told you about Thumper’s treatment?”

      I shook my head, staring into the rabbit’s bright eyes.

      “A long time ago, scientists just like me used diseases to keep rabbit populations on Earth under control. And one of them was my great-great-grandfather. I found his journals just before I made the journey to Dria Tha, and it gave me the most brilliant idea.”

      “Why would they do that?” I glanced up at him, but quickly looked back at Thumper when I saw the needle in Papa’s hand again.

      “It was much more humane than the old way. You see, hunters used to gather and flush the rabbits from their dens, blocking and leading them until they were cornered and then clubbing them to death. My grandfather’s diary indicates they killed hundreds, sometimes thousands, of rabbits in a single day.” He turned and saw the horror of his words reflected on my face. Clearing his throat, he swabbed my bare arm with a cotton ball. “But that’s not the point, Xoma. I studied the virus they used for years. Do you remember the name?

      “Myxoma.” I whispered the word, suddenly hating my name.

      “Correct! And while studying it, I managed to engineer the virus to be better. Stronger. More potent.”

      “But Thumper is still alive.” I smoothed one hand over the rabbit’s soft fur and bent forward to kiss between his ears.

      “He sure is.” Papa said proudly. “And he still carries the strain of virus I infected him with four years ago.”

      “Really?” I flinched, looking down at my arm where Papa had pinched me. He pulled the needle away and winked at me again.

      “Yep! He’s as healthy as can be. It’s the perfect solution. He’s already been used to cull the local rabbit populations several times. He’s easily controllable, it doesn’t take a long exposure to him for the other rabbits to get sick, and he poses no threat to myself, the other scientists, or the other lab animals…so long as they aren’t rabbits.” Papa forgot he was talking to an eight-year-old and gesticulated with his hands as his passion for science took over. “Incredibly, the rabbits that encounter Thumper contract the disease and die much quicker than any recorded cases from previous experiments. It’s amazing. What used to take weeks now takes minutes, a few hours at most. And I think with a little work, we could speed it up even more.”
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