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CHAPTER ONE


          

          Somewhere on Mars…

        

      

    

    
      Two men monitored the operation from the safety of their ground vehicle on a ridge twelve kilometres from the crater. Three drones and a dedicated imaging satellite fed them all the visual information they would require.

      “If this candidate is successful, it will change everything,” said the younger man.

      Talus Varr smiled at the remark. “You said that the last time, remember?”

      Carlos Montoya frowned and returned his attention to the biometric readout. “His vitals are steady. He’s surprisingly calm.”

      “That’s because he doesn’t know what he’s walking into.”

      “You didn’t tell him?”

      “You read his psych profile. He wouldn’t have agreed if I had told him the truth.”

      “So what does he think he’s doing?”

      “He’s to obtain a radiation reading from the artefact. I explained to him it was a crashed Terran probe.”

      “And how will you explain the body he has to walk past?”

      “I’ll deal with it if he gets that far.”

      The audio link crackled with the distorted voice of a young man. “I’ve landed near the edge of the crater. Another ship is here. It looks abandoned.”

      Carlos fixed his companion with an icy stare. Varr shrugged and activated the comm to reply. “It’s from an old terraforming survey from a couple of years ago. The mag coils overheated. We just haven’t gotten around to recovering it yet.”

      “Roger that. I’m heading up to the rim.”

      “You really are a bastard,” said Carlos after Varr had disengaged the connection.

      “I do what’s required.”

      The younger man shook his head and returned his attention to the console. “His heart rate is strong and steady at 90 BPM. He’s a fit one. Where did you find him?”

      “He was working at the refinery on Eros. We flagged him when he applied for an immigration visa.”

      “How did you know he was from the program?”

      “I managed to reconstruct some of the records.”

      A crackle on the speaker interrupted Varr.

      “Whew, that was a bigger climb than I thought. I’m at the edge and can see the crashed probe.” A long pause punctuated the transmission. “I think a person is at the bottom.”

      Carlos’s eyes met Varr’s. The older man frowned and activated the radio link again. “Are you sure? We don’t show anything here.”

      Carlos scowled and switched the monitor to one of the drone feeds. The half-buried figure of a spacesuit lay on the floor of the crater.

      “Yeah.” The voice sounded excited. “I’m pretty sure.”

      “Then you should check it out.” Varr sat back into his chair and shrugged. “If he makes it there, he’s one of them. Everything is easier this way.”

      Carlos shook his head while he watched the man’s progress via the cameras.

      Through the speaker they heard, “I’m at the base of the rim and heading toward the…ow, wait. Something’s wrong.”

      The two exchanged a look of disappointment, but neither moved to respond to the disembodied voice, which now filled their cramped vehicle with cries of pain and panic. Far too soon the sounds devolved into screams of terror. The video monitor showed the man rolling on the ground, his arms and legs flailing uselessly, trying to fight off some invisible assailant. Within two minutes, all movement ceased and a second figure lay face-down on the crater floor.

      The two men sat in silence, each lost in private thought. Carlos leaned forward and turned off the audio link, which now only played random pops of static discharge. Finally, he spoke, his voice breaking. “I’m never doing this again.”

      “No,” replied Varr without looking up. “We won’t do this again. I’ll come up with another way. Besides, there are no more candidates.”

      Carlos let out a sigh of relief.

      Varr raised his eyes from the floor and regarded the younger man. “What is it?”

      Carlos did not answer immediately, taking the time to study the older man. “I didn’t want to tell you, but I found her.”

      Surprised, Varr sat up straight. “You’re sure? Where?”

      “She’s working on a freighter that runs out of Luna.”

      “How is she? Have you seen her?”

      “No, and I’m not going to. I’m drawing the line at anything to do with her.”

      Varr nodded. “I understand. Don’t worry; you won’t need to have any contact with her. I’ll come up with a way to recruit Melanie Destin.”
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      Aggressive…abomination…purge…abomination…purge…ABOMINATION…PURGE!

      I shot upright. My pulse pounded out of control, and I thought my heart would leap out of my chest. Sweat clung to my skin and the sheets stuck to my breasts like wet tissues. Another fucking nightmare.

      “Are you okay?”

      Why Dylan still slept with me was a mystery. Lately, he got no more rest than I.

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” A full bladder prompted me to rise from the bed and make my way to the lavatory.

      My cortical implant told me the time was 04:00. Right on schedule. The same damned nightmare every night. It didn’t matter if I retired early or stayed up until I collapsed from fatigue, the dream came to me like clockwork.

      There was no point in returning to my bed. The sheets were soaked with my perspiration, and I didn’t feel like changing them for another hour or two of sleep I wouldn’t get. I stepped into the hot shower and allowed the warm caress of water to soothe my rattled nerves.

      Dylan poked his sleepy face around the corner. “When are you going for that MRI?”

      I avoided looking at him through the door. “It isn’t scheduled yet.”

      “Melanie! What the hell?”

      “Okay, okay. Don’t lecture me.” He only called me by my full name when he was upset with me. He grumbled something, and I heard the door close behind him. I couldn’t blame the guy for being pissed at me. This had gone on for six months.

      They began as occasional, ordinary, run of the mill, weird, post late night pizza and beer experiences. The kind to visit you when you go to sleep on a full stomach. Initially, they were not even frightening, just weirdly memorable. Though I didn’t generally recall my nighttime fancies, I remembered these, or, I should say, this one because the same phantasm repeated every night.

      At first, it was mercifully benign and brief: someone calling me from a great distance. I think I just transitioned into another dream and continued the REM sleep cycle. Strangely I never recalled the others, only the one that was to become my torment in the weeks to follow.

      Finished my shower, I towelled off and inspected myself in the mirror. On the wrong side of thirty-five, I had yet to discover any grey in my short auburn hair. Signs of my interrupted sleep hung below my blue eyes. Though vainly proud of my retained youthful figure, I had to admit my recent lack of appetite contributed more than any form of self-discipline or exercise.

      After deciding my appearance could be addressed later with a bit of makeup and some strong coffee, I entered the bedroom wrapped in a towel. Dylan, wide awake, sat in bed reviewing some files. He frowned at me.

      I plopped next to him on the bed, snuggling into his shoulder. “Okay, I’ll schedule the MRI today. Satisfied?”

      “The same dream again?”

      “You know it was.”

      “Describe it to me.”

      “Why? You’ve heard me a million times.”

      “Humour me, Doctor Destin. I can’t sleep anymore, and you might do yourself some good. Your shrink said you should talk about it.”

      “That quack.”

      “You may not think much of him, but he’s the only psychiatrist on Olympia, and you promised.”

      “Blah, blah, blah. Okay, I remember my promise.”

      He flashed his annoying victory grin at me, and I elbowed him in the ribs.

      “It starts off in the darkness, and I can feel a presence.”

      “The god-thing?”

      “I don’t know why I call it that, but yes. We went through the usual twenty questions routine. I even remembered some of the ones I was supposed to ask.”

      “What kind of answers did it give you?”

      “The same vague responses, but it was more agitated and spouted conflicted gibberish.”

      “That’s new.”

      “It has happened a bit before, but this time was more intense. The voice repeated the words ‘abomination’ and ‘purge.’”

      “Was it talking about you?”

      “It wasn’t entirely sure about me, and it seemed upset, I suppose as if arguing with itself. Hey, do you think it needs a psychiatrist?”

      He smirked at my attempted humour.

      “I felt the need to escape, but I couldn’t move. Then, when its conflict rose to a crescendo, there was a blinding flash of light.”

      “Then you woke up?”

      “No.” Vividly recalling everything, I sat up straight. “Not this time.”

      Dylan leaned forward to look me in the eyes.

      “This time, though I wanted to wake up, something held me there. Millions of invisible insects crawled all over my body, trying to smother me. The voice screamed, ‘Abomination. Purge. Abomination. Purge,’ like it had finally made a decision to destroy me.”

      “Why would it call you an abomination, Mel?”

      I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Like you can’t think of a reason?”

      “Your hybrid nanites? Those have been out of your body for…”

      “For six months. Right when the dreams started.”

      “You think this is connected?”

      “It bloody well seems that way.”

      “Zo,” he said in a fake German accent, “perhaps you are harbouring zome kind of zuppressed anxiety at ze loss of your nanites, ja?”

      “Fuck off, Freud.”

      “All joking aside, you need to discuss the possibility with your shrink.”

      “I’m seeing him the day after tomorrow. The MRI results will be available by then.”

      “Zo, not zychotic, only a little crazy, ja?”

      My elbow found his ribs again. “You should be so lucky.”

      Despite his silliness, Dylan might have been right. Half a year before, the hybrid nanites that ran throughout my system suddenly all died. I’d acquired them, created them, actually, during the disastrous Helios mission almost two years before. Erik Dunn tried to kill me with a nanoweapon called the Ares virus, and I only barely survived and saved Dylan when I managed to Frankenstein an antinanite. Pure dumb luck and reckless desperation had supercharged my immune system.

      Then, inexplicably, six months ago, they all began to die off. Their demise, admittedly, puzzled and upset me. They had allowed me to achieve my life’s ambition of living on Olympia and establishing a prominent medical practice for the elite aboard the habitat. Only a limited few in the government were ever informed about my nanites and fewer still about their loss. I felt like an exposed charlatan.

      Maybe the dream was a message of mourning from my subconscious. That would make my quack psychiatrist even more insufferable. John Ross had always contended it was related to a superwoman complex or some such other bullshit psychobabble. I only continued to see him as a concession to poor Dylan.

      I realized I now looked forward to getting the long-avoided MRI. A little part of me wanted it to show something wrong with my brain. Ridiculously, I worried I was being attacked by my sleep, and that made me sound slightly insane. An abnormal scan would mean another cause existed, other than psychological. I didn’t want to be crazy, but I knew if these dreams continued much longer, I would be.
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      Regis Mundi chewed on the inside of his cheek, a habit he thought long ago eliminated. He forced himself to stop and glanced beside him. He hoped his lieutenant hadn’t caught the relapse. He didn’t want to convey nervousness.

      Felix Altius sat straight-backed in the passenger seat next to him, eyes fixed on one of the myriads of reports in his lap. The trusted servant gave no indication of noticing the tic, but Mundi knew otherwise. Even when apparently absorbed in another task, his servant’s enhanced, synthetic senses gave him insightful data on even the most insignificant detail missed by anyone else. It was one of the reasons he considered Felix so valuable, besides his unquestioning loyalty.

      “Dominus,” said Altius without looking up, “I advise you to monitor yourself. The slightest sign of weakness will be exploited.”

      Mundi coughed and repositioned himself in his seat. “Merely a relapse. I have myself under control.”

      Felix raised his head and studied the older man with his milky blue eyes; eyes that bored into a person and seemed capable of plying the depths of one’s soul. “Of course, sir.” He returned his attention to the document.

      Mundi shifted himself once more. He tugged at the uncomfortable business suit. A toga remained his preferred attire. Now he recalled why he so rarely ventured from his compound on Luna. “How long until we arrive?”

      “Four hours and seventeen minutes, Dominus.”

      “This trip is taking forever, Felix.”

      “The timing of this meeting is unfortunate. Mars is near aphelion.”

      “You are well aware I did not choose the timing.”

      “Yes, Dominus.”

      “I am annoyed enough at being kept waiting almost two years for this. Why did they insist we come to them? Things would be far more convenient if we waited a little longer and shortened the trip.”

      “Agreement to their terms is a minor concession if they intend to invite you back into their ranks.”

      “Yes, yes, we discussed this and I agreed. I just forgot how much I hate space travel.”

      Mundi sat in contemplation for a few minutes and grew more agitated. “Do you think they have other intentions?”

      “Given your history with Talus Varr, there are probably other motivations for this meeting. Your last encounter with him did not end optimally.”

      “I bloody well insulted him. They still owe me a debt. Isn’t that what they said in the message?”

      “The exact term was ‘rebalance the tally sheet.’”

      “Exactly; that can only mean they intend to reward me for everything I did for them. They wouldn’t possess their bioweapon if not for me. They certainly wouldn’t hold the cure without us.”

      Felix was silent, having put down the paperwork to devote his full attention to his master.

      “Well, don’t just sit there staring at me like that. Tell me what you think,” Mundi finally blurted.

      “It is impossible to plumb the motivations of the Triumvirate. Your one apparent ally is Janus Virito. His compatriots, however, are divided in their support of you. Talus Varr…”

      “Talus Varr hates me.”

      “Yes, Dominus, that is so. Glynn Tennant is undeclared, making him the one on whom to focus our attentions. Talus Varr must accept your reinstatement if Tennant supports you.”

      “How have our efforts gone?” Mundi had reviewed the details with Felix a half dozen times during the long journey.

      “Our network is not able to penetrate above the administrative levels. Our ability to influence is restricted. The usual gifts have, of course, been sent, but I am uncertain as to their effectiveness.”

      “Well, they must have accomplished something. Why else would we be summoned to this meeting?”

      Felix let the question hang, unanswered. He got up and poured a cup of wine for his master.

      “I thought you advised me to not drink before the meeting?”

      “Our arrival is in five hours, and any effects from one drink will be dissipated.”

      Mundi nodded his thanks and drank while Altius resumed his seat.

      “I’m frightened, Felix. So much time has passed since I was deposed, and I never thought this day would come. I’m worried something will mess things up.” His eyes pleaded, and his face showed every one of his eighty-two years.

      “Dominus, the past is something that cannot be amended. Everything to secure the desired outcome is in place. There is little point in dwelling over an event in the future. You must save your strength, set the goal firmly before you, and not allow doubt or fear to waver your aim.”

      Mundi chuckled. “You mean to tell me to suck it up and be a man, don’t you?”

      “I would never presume so.” The servant lowered his eyes in deference.

      “Of course you wouldn’t.” The older man relaxed into his seat, raising his empty cup. “One more drink of wine is all I shall need, Felix.”
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      Their ship docked on schedule at the Martian orbital habitat, Olympia. Like an omniscient presence, the massive structure brooded over the ruddy terrain beneath. Aside from the clouds of water vapour drifting below, a century of terraforming had produced little change to the planet’s appearance.

      Mundi and Altius exited the docking ring and stepped into Terran normal gravity. Care had been taken to ensure the field of their ship matched Olympia’s, to avoid any physical stress of a transition. They were greeted by a uniformed honour guard sent to escort them. Regis Mundi struggled to suppress his outrage at being treated like a common diplomat on a world he once dominated. The side arms the soldiers wore distressed him even more.

      They were led into a brightly lit meeting room with a panoramic view of the planet below. The rising sun cast long shadows on the canyon walls beneath them and filled the room with near blinding morning light. Mundi, not accustomed to sunrises, blinked and quietly cursed. He preferred to live deep within his lunar compound, finding little beauty in the black skies of his exile home.

      He fought his impatience while they waited alone for the arrival of the men who called themselves the Triumvirate. They were the invisible, guiding hand behind the governing council of the Martian Republic and the real seat of power.

      “Can you believe the impertinence? Armed guards for my escort. Varr’s hand is in this. Something isn’t right, Felix.”

      “Retain your composure, Dominus. Talus Varr has always delighted in your discomfort. This is nothing more than gamesmanship to keep you off balance.”

      “I should have eliminated him when I had the opportunity. Have I told you the story?”

      “Yes, Dominus.”

      “I thought to show him clemency and gave him another chance. He betrayed me; deposed me. Sent me packing like a whipped dog to live out my days on that rock.”

      “You succeeded and prospered when he believed you would fail. His underestimation of you is a bothersome thorn.”

      “I confounded him, didn’t I? My hard work and determination took a useless moon populated with scattered colonies and created a unified world, defeating the Terrans in the process.” The old man straightened and puffed out his chest.

      “Your accomplishments are significant, Dominus. Do not let the petty slights of a defeated man cause you discomfort or doubt in yourself.”

      The doors opened, and three men entered, led by Janus Virito, a man of similar age to Mundi. A broad smile covered his papery, liver-spotted face as he embraced his old friend.

      “Regis, it has been far too long. Welcome home, my dear, dear friend.”

      “It is so good to see you, Janus. I cannot tell you how humbled I was to receive your invitation.” He looked over Janus’s shoulder to see Glynn Tennant awaiting the opportunity to greet him. At fifty years old, the youngest member of the Triumvirate had only come into power several years after Mundi’s departure. They clasped forearms in the traditional Martian greeting.

      “I am honoured to meet you, Maestro Mundi. Welcome back to Mars.” His eyes did not share the warmth of his smile, and Mundi’s confidence slipped. His apprehension deepened when he noticed Talus Varr standing behind Tennant, waiting his turn.

      Varr did not approach but made a brief nod. “Regis, your long journey proved uneventful, I trust?”

      Mundi stiffly returned the greeting. “Talus, it has been too long.”

      Oblivious to the tension between the men, Janus interrupted. “Gentlemen, shall we make ourselves comfortable?” He gestured toward the divans surrounding the central conversation pit.

      Each of them reclined on a couch while Felix stood, inconspicuous, to the side. Talus Varr’s eyes followed him, his attention only diverted when the doors opened and servants entered with trays filled with succulent fruits, meats, and choice wines. Virito, though slightly built, piled food on his platter and dug in with the gusto of a starving man. Tennant remained more restrained in his enthusiasm, and Varr declined to eat. Mundi forced himself to participate in the hospitality. He hoped his act proved convincing.

      Tradition demanded conversation remain light and polite during the meal. Mundi sighed, grateful when the entertainment began, relieving him of the obligation of small talk and allowing him to concentrate on poking down the contents of his plate.

      The most celebrated musicians and poets of Mars spent the next hour attempting to entertain them. Except for Virito, who genuinely appeared to enjoy the spectacle, the group seemed preoccupied with their thoughts, eager to move on to their business.

      The performances finally ended, and the remnants of the food were removed. The four men reclined and stared at one another. Tension built as each waited for someone else to start. Janus Virito, appearing tired of waiting for one of his fellows, broke the silence. “Regis, I first want to express, on behalf of the Triumvirate, our gratitude for your role in the return of the Ares weapon.”

      “Yes,” said Varr, “I am aware of the challenges you faced and appreciate your integrity in returning our property, despite the temptation.”

      A brief flash of anger flared in Mundi’s eyes, but a cautionary look from Felix, standing out of Varr’s sight, curbed his tongue. “Such remained the only correct action. I am humbled I could be of service.” He bowed his head.

      The comment hung in the air, and with nobody picking up the thread, Janus resumed the role of spokesman. “There has been much discussion among us over how best to reward you. We sympathized with your suffering in exile on the Terran moon and noted how you prospered and demonstrated yourself as a good and capable leader. The time has come for forgiveness to be dispensed. It has been far too long since you sat beside us on the council, and I have sponsored a proposal for your reinstatement.”

      Mundi could not help but smile with pride and relief at the announcement. Janus beamed at his friend and looked to his compatriots for their comments. Tennant appeared nervous, and Varr riveted Mundi with a stony stare.

      “Gentlemen?” Virito prompted, “Now is the moment.”

      “It is no secret I am opposed to your return,” said Varr. “My opinion on this matter is unchanged, as is my vote.”

      Janus shook his head in disappointment, turning to smile placatingly at his old friend. “Fortunately, unanimity is not required, and you have the support of the majority.”

      “I’m afraid you do not,” said Tennant. Talus Varr’s face showed a satisfied smirk.

      “What are you saying, Glynn?” sputtered Virito. “We all discussed this, and you agreed. Why have you changed your vote?”

      “He remains unconvinced,” interrupted Varr. “Neither of us believes that the repatriation of any item, even the one he desperately coveted, is sufficient to warrant his restoration.” He directed his gaze at Mundi. “You are a dangerous man. The years spent in exile have not altered your fundamental nature. You are greedy for power. Your reinstatement would soon lead us to chaos and bring the wrath of Terra’s armies upon our heads. There is no chance of you resuming your position on the Triumvirate. In this, Tennant and I are in agreement.”

      With nothing left to say, Talus Varr rose from his divan and marched out of the meeting chamber, followed by the younger man.

      “Regis, I am so very sorry. I believed that Glynn supported me when I invited you here, but Talus must have forced him to reconsider.”

      Mundi stood and glared at his old friend. Without a word, he and Felix exited and headed to their awaiting ship.
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      Despite being awake at 04:00, I still managed to arrive late. Not that I should have expected any trouble, since I was the boss, or at least that’s what I told myself each morning as I walked through the habitat. My nurse would give me shit for setting the entire schedule back with my tardiness. She could be cheeky, but Dani was the best damned nurse-practitioner I ever had encountered, which made it easier for me to put up with her attitude. That, and the fact she’d become one of my closest friends.

      Breezing through the front door, I passed the two patients sitting in the waiting room. We exchanged polite smiles, but they were not pleased. I brusquely entered the office area rather than further displease them with small talk.

      “Where the hell have you been?”

      “I had a bad night, Dani. I need a break, please?”

      She handed me the pad with the day’s already full schedule. “Not to worry, we’re only an hour behind now.”

      “Okay, I’m sorry. I’ll try to be less chatty with the customers so we can push through this.”

      Dani grinned, her cherub cheeks puffing up, emphasizing abundant freckles. “Missus Chadri is in room two. Her implants are bothering her again.”

      “Why did she need new breasts anyway?”

      “She says they make her look sexy.”

      “She’s ninety-six; she’s supposed to look old, worn out, and ready to be buried. She looks better preserved than I do, for chrissake.” I looked again at the patient schedule. “Is nobody here about a real medical issue?”

      “This is what happens when your patients are the wealthy and privileged, Mel. You could open a practice on the surface if you want to treat health issues, except these people are all hypochondriacs and pay better.”

      We pushed through the morning’s schedule and by noon had almost gotten back on track. I decided to take Dani to a nice lunch and make amends for my late arrival. My exalted status as one of the few physicians on Olympia all but guaranteed us a table, and we were ushered to a prime location in the exclusive restaurant.

      Never one for idle chit-chat, she dove right in. “You had another nightmare last night?”

      “They come every night and are driving me nuts.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing you’re seeing Dr. Ross.”

      I sneered at the mention of my psychiatrist’s name. She put down her glass and frowned at me. “Why do you dislike him so much? He’s the most sought-after mental health professional off of Terra.”

      “He’s a quack.”

      “He’s a bit eccentric, I’ll grant you, but he’s well regarded and has a busy practice. He’s published books and gives lectures all over the system. He’s famous.”

      I blew a raspberry, garnering disapproving glances from the neighbouring table. Straightening, I dabbed my mouth with the napkin and nodded politely at the couple, flashing them my best ‘go-fuck-yourself’ smile. Dani tried to hide her sniggering behind her hand.

      “Why don’t you like the guy?”

      “He’s a media whore, making his reputation by repackaging common wisdom and delivering it as some divine revelation to the masses.”

      “Well, I think what he says makes sense. You should feel lucky he’ll even see you.” She resumed eating her meal.

      “The only reason he’s seeing me is because of my infamous history. I only agreed to see him because he’s the only shrink in town—not a way to start a working relationship, Dani.”

      “Hard luck cases are his specialty, Mel. The fact that you succeeded in life is like catnip for a guy like him.”

      “Yeah, he probably wants to make a case study of me for one of his seminars. I don’t trust him.”

      “It’s a challenge to realize any good out of seeing a psychiatrist without trusting him. What is the real reason you’re going to him?”

      I stared at my untouched salad and considered my answer. “I’m going for Dylan. He’s worried about me, and I thought if I made an effort to address things, he would be satisfied. He’s also why I scheduled the MRI.”

      Dani studied me with her large brown eyes. “You should be doing this stuff for yourself, Mel.”

      I dabbed at the tears before they ran down my cheeks. “For most of my adult life, I dreamed of coming here. The idea of leaving my shitty life and arriving at a goddamned city in the clouds was all that kept me going at times.”

      “You made it. Dammit, woman, not anyone can just arrive on Mars and end up on Olympia.”

      “I didn’t make it here on my own. I’m here because of a freak set of circumstances, and now the biggest reason I was allowed to stay here is gone.”

      “Are you afraid they’re going to kick you out because your nanites all died? Really, Mel? None of the other hundred thousand people on this station has that, and very few of them are nearly as beneficial to society as you, a doctor. It’s more important for people to be valued for who they are instead of what they offer. Everyone’s life is meaningful, and the purpose of life’s struggle is to find that meaning. Your arrival here is that opportunity.”

      Embarrassed by my self-absorption and sense of entitlement, my cheeks warmed. “Wow, you don’t pull any punches, do you?”

      “Not when they’re needed.”

      “I guess I must sound nuts for second-guessing everything.”

      “I already knew you were a crazy bitch. Dylan would agree with me.” She ate the last morsel on her plate and finished off her water. “What time is the MRI scheduled?”

      “Later this afternoon, but we’re so slammed I’ll put it off until…”

      “The hell you will, girl.” She pulled out a data pad and scrolled through the contents. “A lot of this afternoon’s appointments are minor. I can deal with most of them so you can go for your scan.”

      She halted my reply with a raised finger. “No objections allowed, or I’ll take all next month off and leave you floundering for yourself.”

      “Fine, I’ll do it.”

      She continued to work on the pad. “There is one here at the end of the day that you need to attend to personally.”

      “That shouldn’t be an issue. Who is it?”

      She looked up, surprise on her face. “Talus Varr wants to see you.”
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      True to her word, Dani dealt with most of the afternoon consultations. I arrived back later than planned from the MRI appointment to an empty waiting room. A quick survey of the back of the clinic told me no patients awaited my tender mercies in any of the examination rooms. Dani was in her office completing her day’s work.

      “How did everything go?” I asked.

      “Easier than you wanted. I got through everyone on the list on my own. Perhaps this habitat doesn’t need a high-priced doctor.” She punctuated her comment with an infuriating grin.

      “Asshole.”

      “You know it, chica, but you love me.”

      The truth was Dani was indispensable to me, and we were a team. I couldn’t accomplish half of what I did without her, and she never failed to point it out.

      “There is nobody in the waiting area. Where is my afternoon appointment?”

      “He didn’t seem eager to be recognized, so I parked him in your office. He’s been in there for about five minutes.”

      I paused before the closed door. Talus Varr and I had only met once for a short time after my arrival on Olympia. He had been restrained, clearly as uncomfortable as I at our reunion. We never had the opportunity for any discussion and parted without exchanging more than a formal greeting.

      Walter Bickel, as I had once called him, had not aged a day since I last saw him at my graduation from med school on Terra. At the time he beamed at me like a proud parent, and I felt so honoured to be able to show him what his faith in me accomplished. A complete stranger, he rescued a fifteen-year-old kid from the path to an early death, sponsoring me for an education out of the goodness of his heart; or so I believed until eighteen months ago. It turned out his motives for helping me were shrouded in mysteries that I only discovered on the mission that brought me to Mars. I had far too many questions about either version of the man.

      I opened the door to find a man of sixty years examining the artwork on my wall; his back was turned to me. He possessed the fit, athletic physique of a man half his age, the only concession to his years being his full head of thick, grey, close-cropped hair. He turned, revealing the same kindly smile of the man I remembered from many years before.

      “Melanie, I’m glad to see you again. How are you?” His pre-emptive greeting saved me the struggle for words.

      “I’m well. Excuse me Mister Varr; I’m not sure how I should address you.”

      “Please, you can call me Talus. Or Walter, if it’s more comfortable.”

      “Talus, then. You seem well. The years have been kind to you.”

      He chuckled. “I enjoy the benefit of good genetics.”

      Realizing we both still stood, I offered him a chair while I took the seat behind my desk. Somehow I needed to put something between us. “What can I do for you?”

      “Medically? Nothing at all. I’m here for more of a social visit.”

      I frowned. “You could have called in at my apartment.”

      “I doubted you would see me if I dropped by. My chances of being turned away were significantly less if you believed our meeting was for a health-related issue. I apologize for the deception.”

      We sat in silence for a few beats. I stared across the desk at him, not sure how to proceed. He was correct in assuming I wouldn’t welcome a purely social call from him, and I was pissed at his tricking me. “Well, you’re here now. What do you want to discuss?”

      He nodded, amused. “No small talk. I understand. Very well, Melanie, I’m here to offer you a new position.”

      Pushing back in my chair, I searched his face for an indication of a joke. The last time anyone offered me employment hadn’t turned out well. “I beg your pardon? My clinic is busy, and my practice is growing. Why would I be in the market for a job?”

      A slight smile appeared. “Perhaps that was not the best way for me to begin.”

      I narrowed my eyes, curious how much he knew about the circumstances around my recruitment by Erik Dunn back on Luna. “Would you like to try again?”

      He took his time to let his gaze roam about my office before returning his attention to me. “How stimulating do you find your current career choice, Melanie?”

      “I find it sufficiently challenging,” I said defensively.

      “What was your most difficult diagnosis in the past twelve months?”

      “Doctor-patient privilege prevents me from answering that question.”

      He chuckled softly. “I am willing to bet the minor influenza outbreak we had last year was the only exciting thing to happen.”

      “What’s your point?”

      “You’re bored treating the wealthy, pampered, overprivileged residents of Olympia. Admit it, Melanie—life was more interesting working aboard the freighter you served on while living on Luna. At least in that environment, your patients required you to practice medicine on occasion, unlike here. Here your role is merely that of a lifestyle consultant. Oh, you encounter the odd case where someone’s life is assisted by medical intervention, but most of your attentions cater to the vain whims of a spoiled upper class.”

      “Why do you live here if you think so little of your fellow citizens?”

      “I am where I belong. Can you say the same?”

      “Is there a point to this conversation?”

      “You were born for greater things. Your outstanding performance at the medical academy only hinted at your capabilities. Your heroics on the Helios demonstrated some of that potential, don’t you think?”

      “I almost died aboard that ship at the hands of a homicidal maniac.”

      “You found a way to survive an impossible circumstance and emerged stronger than before. That is a rare accomplishment, in my experience.”

      “It was a desperate situation that could have gone the other way. There was nothing rare or heroic. Everything that happened was just luck.”

      He shook his head. “No, Melanie, no random fortune was involved. You took a chance in your experiments with the nanovirus, that is true, but some intuition deep inside of you told you the gamble was worthwhile. Not many people would consider what you did. You displayed genius, and it is that talent that I spotted in you twenty-two years ago.”

      The penny dropped for me. “You need something from me.”

      A satisfied smile spread across his face, and he leaned back in his chair. “I want you to lead a team researching a crisis. One with which you are intimately familiar.”

      My heart plummeted to my stomach. “You can’t mean the Ares virus?”

      He nodded gravely.

      “Why me?”

      “You are the most experienced nanoscientist to work with it. Your insights and that genius I described can help us solve a vexing problem.”

      “I would hardly call any problem involving that contagion vexing.”

      “The issue is not the virus per se but what is happening to it.”

      Despite myself, I was curious. “What?”

      “About six months ago, every exemplar of it that returned to Mars with you began to die. In fact, every accessible nanovirus is either dead or deteriorates when removed from stasis. We need to learn how and why, and we believe you to be the only capable person to discover that for us.”

      Open-mouthed, I stared at him, taking more than a few seconds to regain my composure. “What is the matter with you? Letting it die out can only be good. Why do you want to prevent that?”

      “We don’t know the cause. We don’t necessarily want to stop anything if this is a natural event. Ares is a blunt instrument that destroys indiscriminately, rendering it too dangerous to employ for defensive or offensive purposes. However, if someone’s found a way of controlling it, turning it off or on at will, then the likelihood of it being deployed as a precise killing tool rises exponentially.”

      “That someone other than you may possess that kind of technology scares the shit out of you.”

      “The idea that anyone could control such a weapon at all frightens me. Will you help us?”

      I sat in silence for a long time, considering his request. It was the most deadly bioweapon I could imagine, having seen its capabilities first-hand. That someone might have the ability to wield it with surgical precision horrified me. It was best to find a way to kill it off. That was the only way to ensure it would never present a danger to every living thing.

      I was crazy for even thinking of walking back into that world. Fate had possibly done me a favour by killing off my nanites. Why should I poke the bear, risking my life when I had everything I wanted? The concept of anyone being able to control the pathogen was ludicrous at best. It seemed far more likely Varr intended to manipulate me again for his own reasons.

      “You are aware that my immunizing nanites are all dead?”

      “Yes, and we believe the two events are related. Will you help us?”

      “I don’t think I’m interested.”

      Talus Varr’s face became clouded, his attitude of smug superiority evaporating. “That is most disappointing to hear.”

      “Yeah, well, I figure I’ve done my bit for king and country, as the saying goes.”

      “Mars can use your skills, Melanie. Is there anything I can do to persuade you to reconsider your hasty decision?”

      “I appreciate the faith you place in my abilities, but I just don’t believe I’m the person for the job.”

      Varr abruptly stood. He took his time surveying my office once more. “You’ve come a long way from the Terran streets where we first met, Melanie. Such a transition in life is rare and exceptional.”

      “Yes, thank you for that. I owe you a debt of gratitude.”

      He smiled disarmingly. “I always find pleasure helping develop a talent like yours. The entire planet is fortunate to have you. I’m sure we’ll find the right place for your abilities, eventually.” He extended his hand toward me, the smile still present, though not expressed in his eyes.

      I rose to shake his hand, and a cold chill ran down my back, his not so subtle threat ringing in my ears. That he had the power to make my life miserable, I had no doubt. My sojourn on Olympia, though I had dreamt of it for a lifetime, remained at his discretion. With a simple command, he could reassign me to work in the horrible conditions at one of the terraforming communities on the surface. My cushy life could become a living hell if he wanted.

      “Please don’t rush in making your final decision, Melanie. Think about this for a couple of days.”

      I released my held breath. “Thank you. I certainly will consider things further.”

      A bead of perspiration trickled along the small of my back as I watched him exit my office. He had given me a second chance, and the oppressive weight lifted for the moment. I didn’t have any illusions he would make good on his unspoken threat if I didn’t change my mind.
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      When the dreams got regular, and correspondingly more intense, I decided to see the only shrink on Olympia. I thought of the man as a quack, but by that point, I was willing to try anything. I was bothered that a population of a hundred thousand people trapped in an orbiting habitat above Mars couldn’t generate enough crazies for more than one psychiatrist.

      Doctor John Ross, or JR as he insisted I call him, did not inspire lots of confidence in me. He mostly dealt with the upper echelon of society with mommy issues. Having once worked on the planetary surface in one of the terraforming communities, and needing something less stressful, he jumped at the opportunity to transfer up to Olympia when his predecessor died. Rumour was he had been a chiropractor at one stage in his career. That might explain his touchy-feely nature. Ross gave me hints early on of his interest in more than what went on inside my head, and I took care to maintain the professional distance that he seemed ready to abandon.

      An unapologetic womanizer, he changed socialite girlfriends regularly. A major social event did not occur where JR did not appear with a new swooning bimbo on his arm. I was amazed that in this day and age women acted as they had four centuries ago.

      I never told any of this to Dylan, of course. It was for him that I even began seeing a psychiatrist, and if he were to learn of JR’s subtle come-ons, the result wouldn’t be pleasant; the colonies were strange that way, drifting backward to patriarchal social structures that Terra had discarded generations ago. I didn’t want that kind of drama in my new life on Mars, so I quietly handled the situation myself. I’d never needed the protection of a man before, and I didn’t intend to start now.

      “Melanie, please come in.” JR greeted me with a friendly smile. His hand, as usual, found its way to the small of my back as he ushered me into his office. I sped up to put distance between us and plunked myself down into the chair across the desk from him, grateful for the absence of the stereotypical couch for his patients.

      He sat and placed his arms on either side of the antique writing pad in the desk’s centre. Everything about his surroundings was meticulously presented to convey the impression of a nineteenth-century Viennese drawing room. He wore a wool jacket with a stylish vest beneath. From its pocket dangled a watch chain. The first day I saw it I almost ran from the office in fear of him attempting hypnotherapy on me. So far it had proved to be just a decoration.

      Portraits of Freud and Jung hung behind him, lending further support for my dislike of the man sitting before me. My limited exposure to classical psychiatry in training gave me enough insight into both schools of thought to realize I didn’t care for either of them.

      I stared at JR and, as usual, waited for him to initiate the conversation. He had a thin, muscular build. A full head of black hair with long, bushy sideburns framed a drawn face with deep-set brown eyes. He decorated his mouth with a silly-looking moustache and goatee. His smile revealed yellowing, slightly crooked teeth, and I wondered if his historical role-playing included actual tobacco use with the ancient pipe that lay on the desk.

      “I’ve seen the MRI scans,” he said. “I’m sure you’re already aware, they reveal no structural anomalies, suggesting your issue is psychological.” He seemed to delight in that last part, having resisted my insistence on an imaging scan.

      “Yes, I’m afraid my dreams are now a sign that I am a cuckoo bird.”

      “Melanie, we do not like to use such terms in the profession.”

      “Well, something is wrong with me. They are happening nightly and are increasingly disturbing.” I went on to describe the latest ones. He listened and stroked his ridiculous beard.

      “This is the first time the voices threatened you?”

      I shot him a dirty look. “They’re not ‘voices’ in my head.”

      He smiled slightly. “Of course. A poor choice of words on my part. Did you feel any threat?”

      “They were frightening. I’ve never experienced such a feeling of oppression before. They are becoming more intense each night. I have the sense that whoever is speaking is more threatened by me.”

      “Who do you think addresses you? Who do you threaten in your life?”

      My mind drifted to images of Erik Dunn and the people he worked for. Even though he betrayed his employer, Rego Corporation brought me to Mars after his death. I had the impression they’d allowed me to live only because of Dylan’s influence with the Martian government. Why they might want me dead was something I hadn’t given much thought to since my resettlement. “I can’t imagine anyone who would mean me harm, Doctor.”
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