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“No Cook,” in Mystery Weekly

“Verge,” poem, Westerly

“Taming What Infests Us,” poem, Crack the Spine Literary Journal (upcoming)

"Safe in the Sunshine," poem, The Five Two 

“Itch,” short story, HOZ Journal of Speculative Literature (upcoming)

“Tongue,” short story, Aggregate (anthology)

“Plexus,” poem, Tiny Seed Literary Journal 

"We Both Know That Ain't True," The Dime Show Review 

Dear Reader:

Thank you for making the wonderful choice to purchase this e-book. 

This was my very first novel. I wrote it in in 2016 (interesting fact: I originally wrote the book with a female POTUS and had to quickly rework the relevant book chapters after the election!).

I’m revising this foreword in 2020 as COVID-19 sweeps the entire planet. There are only superficial similarities between the plot of the book you’re reading and the reality of a worldwide pandemic. The biggest difference, of course, is its focus: the machine sickness leaves people unaffected, at least directly. The coronavirus, on the other hand, affects only people, leaving untouched the machines and materials on which our common civilization rests. 

On the other hand, the passages in which Dr. Davis explains how germ-covered everything is, including human hands, seem almost prophetic.

If you enjoyed it, please take a minute or two to leave a review on the retail site where you bought it, or on the Eupocalypse website. 

If you’d like to be notified when Book 2 of the Eupocalypse series, Watch It Burn, and later books are released, please visit eupocalypse.com and join the mailing list. Be sure to whitelist Eupocalypse.com so the e-mails will reach you!
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—Peri

For Steve
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Prologue
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Huang Min gripped the railing impatiently. The approaching small cargo boat seemed to be taking forever! He walked to the other end of the platform and frowned at the oblong puddle of black oil streaming away from beneath them.  It wasn’t easy to see, unless you knew to look for it. But eventually, someone would sail through it, or spot it from the air, or one of the crew he’d paid off the books to spray dispersant on the spill would talk, and the secret would be out.

If word got out about the leak, he’d be finished! Not only his position as manager of the Bohai platform, but his career and possibly his freedom were in danger. His Party connections could only help him so much, and overlooking a major oil spill might be too much of a favor to ask.

He walked the width of the platform again and saw that the boat was much closer.

When the craft finally reached the platform, he was relieved to see his old friend Chou Yang standing on deck with the crate he’d been waiting for.

Yang set the crate down before Min, who opened it. 

Inside were 72 bacterial culture plates, spotted with colonies of flourishing growth.

“These are the same type I used last time?” Min asked. “The color looks different.”

“The same. Guaranteed,” said Yang.

“Same price?” Min pulled a bundle of hard currency out of his coverall pocket and thumbed it.

“No. I had to double the price.”

“What! I can’t pay that!”

“You don’t have much choice, do you?” said Yang, patting a gun-shaped lump in his pocket.

“This is robbery.” Min pulled a second bundle from an inside pocket and began adding it to the first.

“This is the last time we’ll be able to procure this product for you,” Yang said. “Our source is drying up. So, you need to figure out how to prevent these leaks before it happens again.”

“Yes, yes. Thanks for the advice.” Min grudgingly handed him the cash. 

Yang saluted him and boarded his own boat. Min watched his wake build as he sped away. He turned to a waiting spray tank of ocean water and began opening the culture plates and dropping them in, one at a time, and stirring the tank with a paddle.  

Soon he was done. He extended the hose of the tank and began to spray the bacteria-water mixture directly on the spill.

“I hope this works like last time,” he muttered to himself. “Now all I can do is wait a day or two and see if the oil dissolves away.”
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I.  ​​​Valediction 

[image: ]




She was startled as angry voices burst through the half-open door: a blustering, clearly irritated older man’s voce basso, and the higher, sharper, nasal voice of her assistant, Tim. 

From outside the door, the deeper voice: “I just need to talk to her for a moment. She’ll be furious if she learns you turned me away!”

Unlikely, DD thought. She didn’t recognize the booming voice with its distinctly Midwestern accent. 

She squirmed in her lumpy University-issued chair. What time is it? She had half an hour before her planned escape. A car trip to her new lab in Houston, then back—by way of Baton Rouge, where she’d give this talk. 

Ignore them. She set her jaw. She needed to blow this presentation out of the water! She clicked rapid-fire through her slides on the computer.

Click! Things she loved. Click! Things she hated. 

She loved microbiology with an aching passion bordering on rage; she loved the progression from dispassionate scientific process of elimination to the inspiration, cultivation, and tinkering (however much her colleagues hated that word!) to yield a finished, living technology. 

But within the stodgy, constricting edifice of academia, there was no way around being forced to follow way too many rules, suffer way too many fools, and do way too many things she utterly and completely hated.

To wit: presentations. 

Deirdre Davis had relentlessly practiced, but public speaking still fed her insecurities like the warm summer-afternoon thunderstorms of Northern Florida cultivate creeping patches of mold and twining Virginia creeper on walls and fences. She tried visualizing her audience in their underwear, but DD was so detail-oriented she got distracted picturing what each would wear. Matching lace bra and panties on her? Boxers on that guy? Torn cotton hipster and tank top? Colored briefs, or tidy-whiteys? 

She felt small and squeaky, despite her average height and build. No matter how often she practiced the timing on her jokes, the punchlines tripped over the tension in her voice and fell flat. 

She took a deep breath.

Hell with it, it’s not going to get any better than it is now.  DD dragged the presentation onto her thumb drive and pocketed it. 

She glanced around her cramped office. She stepped heedlessly over a variegated nest of writhing insulated cables. Her office was in a timeworn, brick University building, handsome and elegant, but ill-suited to the needs of a wired age (unlike, say, the luxury office space attached to the new football stadium). The floors and walls were encrusted with plastic cable covers and aluminum conduits, flashing wi-fi routers and signal boosters tucked like cockroaches upside-down under shelves or perched like vultures atop “EXIT” signs.

She froze and eavesdropped on Tim, listening to him play door dragon, guarding her time. Finding an assistant like him had been providence for DD. He staved off the endless bureaucratic distractions of a large research university with ruthless efficiency—so lucky to have him! He was smart and meticulous enough to all but write her grant requests and research proposals for her. 

And this! This was the entertaining part: listening to him deploy his razor-keen deportment to give someone the bum’s rush who badly needed it. 

“Really?” Tim answered the visitor. “That’s odd, because she ordered me to let no one in to speak with her. What institution do you represent?”

“Now, you don’t have to make life difficult...” began Mr. Midwest in a conciliatory tone.

“YOU are the one making MY life difficult, Sir,” Tim interrupted. “I’m afraid I must insist that you leave. You are more than welcome to give me your information now, or not; that’s your decision. I’m sorry,” head toss, slight smile, “but you aren’t going through that door.” 

That whipcrack in his voice even as he “Sirs,” “sorrys,” and “welcomes,” is enough to make people want to punch him. 

“Fine,” the older man choked out. “Here’s my business card. Let her know it’s an issue of major importance.” 

“Thank you, Sir. Have a wonderful day,” said Tim, his tone suggesting he’d prefer the visitor fall into a trash compactor rather than have a wonderful day. 

DD had gotten many complaints about Tim’s curtness. She found him prickly and cold herself. She’d tried to break the ice multiple times, talking about music, games, or family. Once years ago, when he was new, she invited him to lunch. When she arrived at the restaurant, he was already there. He sat rigidly at the table with its red-checked cloth, nostrils flared, bolt upright, almost quivering. He’d brought a mini-legal pad, and one of the distinctive razor-tip markers from his desk (which he insisted—insisted!— no one else touch). On the first page of the pad, he’d neatly written the date, and under that:

“1.”. 

That “1.” was as far as he got. It was also as far as DD got, prying fruitlessly at his shell. Although DD was nobody’s diplomat (Mom, may she rest in peace, said I was “always one to call a spade a goddamn shovel”), she could make friends with most people, but not Tim. She was especially curious about why he’d dropped out of a pre-med program in which, his recommendation letter said, he’d excelled. 

But she couldn’t argue with Tim’s performance: once he had learned the ropes, not one grant had been turned down, not one study design had been returned for major revision, and any materials she needed were at her fingertips almost before she asked. In the years since he’d been hired, she’d rediscovered what it meant to have personal free time. If she’d had to smooth over a few ruffled feathers now and then, so what? A sensible trade-off in my eyes.

Before which eyes now, Tim held out a business card, presenting it formally with both hands, even including a tiny, almost imperceptible bow of his slender torso. DD nodded back. 

“Hm. Nice card.” She fingered it. Heavy linen stock, color logo with subtle foil accents, embossed lettering: PMZ Therapeutics, Minneapolis address. “What did Mr., uh, Fleck want?”

“He wouldn’t say. I told him he could tell me anything he could tell you, but he wouldn’t.” Tim shrugged dismissively.

“Good work, Tim. He can e-mail or write if he legit needs something.” She shrugged. “Did the grad students get the cultures packed for the trip?”  She tucked the card in her purse.

She hadn’t heard of Fleck’s company, PMZ therapeutics. It wasn’t unusual for private biotech firms to try to recruit each other’s star researchers, and DD was considered tops in her specialized field of xenobiotic degradation. But they didn’t usually go about it by cold-calling in person at their intended candidate’s office. 

He has to be new in town; she thought, it doesn’t take long for most people to pick up at least a slight drawl in Tallahassee. Despite being the capital of the teeming, diverse State of Florida, Tallahassee had more in common with Birmingham than it did with Miami: Live oaks dripping curling grey Spanish moss; azaleas detonating magenta in the springtime. on suburban side roads, shops posted ammunition prices on their outdoor signs; and a little further out of town, spray paint signs hand-scrawled on plywood advertised “HOT BOILED P-NUTS.” 

Oh, well. I’m happy in the South; I hate cold weather. She’d studied the Lakehead oil-spill site in Bemidji, Minnesota, for her Masters’ degree, and she’d been miserable from October to April. The horror of taking a deep breath and feeling her nose fill up with ice crystals! They’d have to offer her a choice position and a thermospheric salary to lure her back to the spiteful winds of Minnesota!

Besides, DD was already—finally! —getting rewarded for her years of hard work. As her reputation improved, she’d been able to negotiate her terms of employment beyond the usual academic bargaining stance of “take it or leave it.” In her last contract with Florida College University she’d retained certain patent rights, and one of them was panning out. 

Ever since the Deepwater Horizon spill, investors were keen to fund improvements in green technology for oil clean-up, and for once in her life, it looked like she was in the right place at the right time. She was leaving that same afternoon, with her back seat full of cushion-packed culture plates in insulated boxes start her new lab at Amrencorp, an oil company headquartered in Houston. 

But it her career prospects in the company hinged on selling the technique to the C-suite suits at Amrencorps’s annual leadership retreat in Baton Rouge. Hence the dreaded, but obligatory, presentation. 

“All packed up and labeled,” Tim said. “I put the biohazard labels on myself.” DD nodded. Even though she wasn’t shipping the cultures this time, just carrying them in the car, he had put the usual triple-circle biohazard warning labels on them anyway, from force of habit or out of his characteristic perfectionism. The biohazard labels were mandated when shipping any living material by mail, though in this case, there’s no good reason to label them as hazardous at all. These bacteria were simply genetically-modified variants of bacteria found in the soil in at least ten billion locations on the planet, right outside most people’s doors.

“The tickets...” began DD.

“...E-tickets, hotel reservation, and car confirmation sent to your phone and e-mail. Here are the paper print-outs.” He magically produced a stack of paper from nowhere, neatly stapled together, with a Post-It on top saying “DD Houston Trip October” in his own neat handwriting. DD smiled. She thanked her lucky stars again that Amrencorp had agreed to hire him to accompany her, and that Tim had agreed to move to Houston. 

“Thanks, Tim!” She paused to look him in the eye sincerely. “I appreciate our good working rapport. I don’t know what I’d do without you!”

“Struggle,” he smirked, turning on his heel and tossing his head again. 

True enough.
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II.  ​​Red Ring 
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Amit Viswanathan removed his bifocals and rubbed his eyes, displeased at the interruption. He was genetic biochemist, an internationally renowned legend in his circumscribed field, the first to be awarded a patent for a microorganism in both the U.K. and the U.S.A. He sat on the Stockholm Environmental Council, the NATO Industrial Advisory Group, and advisory boards for both the N.I.H. and N.R.C. He’d received awards from ten different national governments and been published in more distinguished academic scientific journals than he cared to count. 

So, why did some clinician in China think Amit could help him with some dirty-needle problem at his local hospital? The caller was very persistent.

“Alright,” Amit told his secretary Juni via the intercom, “I will speak to him. It seems that is the only way to get him to stop calling.” He picked up the handset on his corded desk phone, turned his back on the pressing documents from the Gujarat CRISPR-Cas9-based recombinant-vaccine project, and let his gaze wander over his office’s expansive view of Chicago’s broad boulevards, as yet free of snow, but scourged by the snapping autumn winds.

“Hello, this is Dr. Viswanathan.”

The slight, stuttering lag and tinny, distorted voice confirmed the call came from far away, carried around the world by fiber-optics or beamed between satellites, perhaps both...who knows, nowadays?

“Doctor Viswanathan, I am Doctor Chin. I ask you help me.” Great, not fluent in English, and I know only one word of Mandarin, nῐhăo. Too late in the conversation for that.

“Yes, Dr. Chin. What seems to be your problem?” He made his voice soothing, abetted by his lilting British-Indian accent.

“Dr. Viswanathan, thank you help me. We have problem—” series of incomprehensible sounds from the connection, “infection nosocomial. Pseudomonas putida 45 patients infection. Urine tract, pneumonia, peritonitis, septicemia.” Static crackled with a high-pitched faint buzz behind it. At least the Latin medical terminology is the same in all languages. 

“I understand you to say you have p putida infections at multiple sites in multiple patients, some life-threatening? Is that correct?”

“Correct,” the crackling voice said. “Best way pseudomonas putida?”

Stifling his irritation, Amit realized he did know something about it. He answered, “I believe there was a prior outbreak in Japan, perhaps fifteen years ago. I recall seeing the article, but I’m not sure where it was published.” Don’t confuse him, simple words for a basic English speaker. “I remember, broad-spectrum beta-lactam antibiotics worked well in that outbreak.”

“Broad-spectrum beta-lactam?” Crackle, crackle.

“Broad. Spectrum. Beta. Lactam.” Slowly and distinctly.

“Thank you, Dr. Viswanathan...advice this matter.” The Chinese took a breath and seemed about to say more, but Amit cut him off.

“You are welcome, Dr. Chin. Good luck.”

Amit was annoyed as he hung up. He wasn’t a physician. He had no desire to be one. This Chinese chap was a good illustration of why: like most health-care workers, he imagined his time was too valuable for him to waste it doing his job properly. If he’d bothered to search online for p putida infection, he would surely have found the article himself. 

Amit considered searching the literature himself, just out of curiosity, and to confirm his vague memory was correct. But he was running behind already on the vaccine project. P putida rarely infected humans, so it was a novelty when it occurred. That was, perhaps, why it had stuck in his mind. Amit was quite familiar with p putida because it was the organism he himself had genetically modified to create the first patented living thing in history. Amit wondered briefly why the Chinese doctor was able to find the literature linking him, Amit, to p putida, and then to locate him in Chicago, but was at the same time unable to find the article about beta-lactam antibiotic treatment himself. It must have taken a bit of sleuthing to track down his office number. 

Strange. 

But anyway, that was over with. He turned to his desk and was almost instantly engrossed in the bureaucratic minutiae of the Indian Department of Biotechnology.
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III.  ​​​Microbiologists: You Can Dress ‘Em Up...
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Lafayette, Louisiana is not a luxury resort spot of the Southeast.

She kept her eyes peeled, watching the rear-view and side mirrors for changes in the people hanging around the gas station she’d been forced to stop at, the gauge almost on E. The name of the place was Quick Stop N Go. The two old guys in baseball caps sitting on plastic lawn chairs, sipping from paper bags, were obviously no danger. The kid (too young for adult jail and court) sitting on a milk crate by the compressed-air dispenser was just returning from his third casual stroll, each stroll taken with a different friend, in the ten minutes she’d been there. 

DD frowned at her phone; it had three bars, but the little wheel kept spinning and her mail wasn’t downloading. Sitting here, sporting her white skin and her relatively new SUV, was just begging for trouble. On the other hand, she had to pee. She’d held it as long as she possibly could. She got out and locked the car door behind her, then skittered to the rear of the station. The door to the single, unisex restroom was unlocked. In fact, to her dismay, she discovered it didn’t lock. She slipped her hand in her pocket and checked the location of her KelTec, a little .32 caliber lightweight half-plastic semiautomatic, perfect for concealment under warm-weather clothing. 

She entered the bathroom and, on first sight, almost turned around to leave again. But on closer inspection, it was clean, just thoroughly stained by rusty water, and poorly-lit by a single naked bulb. It appeared to have been recently hosed down, in fact. It smelled of bleach, and miracle of miracles, there was a fresh roll of toilet paper. She really had to pee. She pulled the KelTec out of her pocket and squatted over the seat, sighing in relief. As she pulled up her shorts, the little handgun happened to be hidden in a fold of the fabric. 

One of the old guys from out back suddenly walked in, then startled when he saw her. He backed out the door quickly, “I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” he repeated over and over as he stepped backwards off the curb outside, leaving the door slightly ajar. She calmly tucked the gun back in her pocket, securing its little clip on the pocket edge. She saw no soap or towels, rinsed her hands in the stained sink, and walked out flapping the water off them. The guy was still there. He apologized again, and she answered, “Not your fault. No big deal.” 

She reflected as she got back in her car that he didn’t even know how close he’d been to death.

But then, who among us knows how close we are to death? All the time. She fastened her seatbelt and turned out of the crumbling driveway of the gas station. We drive our cars as though it were the most natural thing in the world, but it’s lethally dangerous. For the young, it’s the most likely way to die. That kid back home last week, just sitting at a stoplight on his motorcycle, when a TV-van driver rear-ended him at 60 miles an hour. Gone, like that! His parents and friends weeping on the evening news. And how many accidents, assaults, overdoses has Jessica survived? I don’t even know anymore.

When she reached Baton Rouge—a huge yellow and purple banner on the side of a building urged, “Geaux Tigers”— she felt a little safer. Her phone app guided her to the hotel where she was giving her talk. She checked in at the circular front desk. While she was waiting for her key, she looked around. taking in the iridescent purple and green taffeta curtains around the orange and turquoise leather sofas of the central lobby lounge. Pretentious. She wheeled her suitcase, crate of culture plates strapped on top, up the hall to her room. She let herself in with her keycard. The room was no less ostentatious than the lobby: niches with impractical-looking vases; a room divider made of futuristic, internally illuminated glass shelving; a sofa upholstered in nubby fabric patterned in more implausibly bright colors. The bathroom was decorated in floor-to-ceiling fake-fossil tiles. The flow of water in the sink and shower was controlled by peculiarly sculpted glass-and-chrome fixtures of obscure functionality. There was no light switch in the bathroom. Instead, motion detection turned on the lights (and turned them back off after a few minutes). I can imagine stumbling home drunk to this room and being totally confused, unable to figure out how to take a shower and turn off the light to go to bed. The bed was soft but supportive, though, and the pillows were faux down, so she was satisfied. 

But she was hungry. She took the elevator back down to the lobby, ducked into the table area of the bar-restaurant and accepted a menu from the waiter. Artichoke-spinach dip and arugula chevre salad were on offer, with entrees of duck and salmon grilled, blackened, or sauteed with a variety of sauces, seasonings, and vegetables from every continent. The prices lacked decimals. I enjoy a lavish meal as much as anyone. And it’s work-related, tax deductible. Maybe even expensible; I haven’t figured out how that works yet. She grinned.

She selected white wine, a Pinot Grigio, by the glass. For starters, she ordered a seafood bisque. She wasn’t in the mood for anything complicated, so she ordered a straightforward steak, rare. Just as the waiter walked away, a very large woman in a very fuschia business suit slid uninvited into the chair opposite her and stuck out a hand.

“Susan Deyle. Do you mind?”

DD found that she actually didn’t, despite being an introvert. Her rubicund sartorial flair notwithstanding, the woman had a charming smile and a pleasant voice. “Not at all, make yourself comfortable. Nice to have company.” She shook her hand. “DD.” 

The waiter returned with DD’s wine, and Susan said, “Oh, I don’t drink any more.” In the awkward ensuing pause, she guffawed, “but I don’t drink any less, either!” She had red wine. The two women sipped and chatted while awaiting their food. 

Susan was a corporate attorney from Des Moines, meeting with a client and a representative from her company’s German subsidiary about a series of multimedia instructional-design materials they were publishing. 

“Are there international copyright issues with international publishing, like you do?” inquired DD politely, only vaguely interested. 

Susan was munching on a truffle-stuffed mushroom appetizer, but she paused, holding half a mushroom on her fork, to respond, “Not as much as you might think, as long as you have someone like me to keep the jurisdictions in mind. There are international treaties and agreements to keep everything clear.”

“I suppose there are international regulations for everything nowadays. I expect Germany is a lot more cooperative than China, for example?”

“I haven’t dealt with Chinese regulations much.”

“I don’t think most Chinese deal with Chinese regulations much, either,” laughed DD. “Some of the culture shipments we get from them look like they were labeled by kindergartners using crayons.”

“What kind of samples?” Susan inquired politely around a bite of food, only vaguely interested. 

“Soil and ocean bacteria mostly. There UN regulations we follow, but they’re Category 2. They could theoretically make someone sick, but not likely.”

“Sounds dangerous! Couldn’t it start an epidemic?” Susan’s eyes widened.

DD laughed again. “You obviously have the same illusions about microorganisms that most people do. Did you wash your hands before you came to dinner?”

“Of course!”

“Did you get all the bacteria off your hands?”

“I should hope so!” Susan sounded a little indignant.

“Wrong!”

“What?”

“If you used pre-wrapped soap from your hotel room, you probably lowered the number of bacteria per square inch on your hands from several thousand to several hundred. If you used a liquid soap dispenser from the bathroom, you might possibly even have increased the number of bacteria on your hands, depending on how long the soap has been sitting.”

Susan stopped in the act of surreptitiously pushing an escaping mushroom onto the tines of her fork with the side of her thumb and tucked her hand under the table instead.

“The last time your skin was actually sterile,” said DD, “was when you were still in utero.”

“I’d rather not think about that while I’m eating...” Susan was frowning at her food.

“Oh, but it’s a good thing!” DD plowed on ahead. After two glasses of wine, she was warming up to her topic with the passion of a true microbiology geek. “Your immune system needs to be constantly challenged! The bacteria on your skin and in your gut and respiratory tract are constantly conducting non-stop drills for your blood cells and antibodies. It helps to keep them sharp. Most of the bacteria growing on, and in, your body are harmless, but when a bad type comes along, your body responds immediately because it’s had constant practice.

“The really neat part, though,” she went on, ignoring Susan’s lack of interest and her growing expression of disgust, “is that the same process is going on in the dirt at your feet, and even in the ocean, at the same time. 

“For example, the Gulf of Mexico has oil deposits beneath its surface—”

Susan’s eyes showed a spark of familiarity. Something from the news! “Yes, the oil wells, like that big oil spill a few years ago, the corporate oil platform that had all those legal claims for compensation!”

“Right,” agreed DD, “well, those oil deposits are seeping oil all the time. Gobs of it. Nobody’s really sure how much, because here’s the thing: there are bacteria that live in the ocean and eat the freakin’ oil!”

Susan’s brow furrowed. “Wait, but, then, why did they have to spray all those chemicals on the oil spills to dissolve them?”

“Did they?”

“Huh?”

“Well, when a huge, deep spill like that occurs, at first there aren’t enough bacteria to consume it all. Even doubling every two to six hours (which is about average), it takes weeks for a big enough bloom to occur for the natural cycloclasticus and colwellia bacteria to make a dent in the oil accumulation. But, by the time enough of the oil plume had made it to the surface for them to be able to spray it with chemical dispersants, the bacteria had already consumed a huge percentage of the hydrocarbons. In fact, it looks like the dispersants might actually have slowed down the breakdown of the oil instead of speeding it up!

“That’s what I’m working on now. There’s a variety of bacteria called pseudomonas putida which grows in the soil just about everywhere. It eats oil like nobody’s business. And it’s used in industrial processes, enough that we have a really good handle on how to breed it to do what we want.” That’s enough. No need to go any further and breach Amrencorp’s nondisclosure. Besides, she’s obviously squeamish.

The waiter took DD’s empty soup plate. “Still working on those?” he asked Susan, who waved for him to take the half-eaten plate of stuffed mushrooms away with a distasteful expression. 

A moment later, a fine strip steak appeared before DD. Susan’s came too; she looked at her pasta, redolent of parmesan and covered with thick, pepper-flecked white sauce, and turned a little grey. 

DD took pity on her and changed the subject. “So, what entertainment plans do you all have for your visiting Germans? I hear they love the American South!” She picked up her wine glass and gave a lighthearted grin. Susan rose to the bait, glad to have a new topic, unrelated to contamination and decay, to discuss while she ate. She outlined a weekend of barely business-appropriate Big Easy debauchery, her appetite returning.

The conversation turned to family. “Do you have children?” asked Susan. 

DD felt her smile fall off. She plastered a phony one on and said, “One. A girl. She’s gone a lot. How about you?” 

Susan was off and running, proudly enumerating her three children’s accomplishments while DD died inside by millimeters. I wonder where Jessica is right now? DD changed the subject to movies as soon as she could.

At the end of the meal, chattering gaily, they agreed to keep each other’s little secret if they both indulged in the chocolate mousse cake.
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IV.  ​Bohai Platform 

[image: ]




That week, a joint law-enforcement project of Interpol, the World Customs Organization, and the Pharmaceutical Security Institute, code-named Operation Jupiter, struck multiple pharmaceutical smuggling and counterfeiting schemes simultaneously throughout Southeast Asia and the China Sea. Unnoticed, in the thousands of tons of hundreds of different drugs seized, was one specific, solitary shipment. This shipment was not, like the others, capsules or tablets packed in plastic-lined bulk containers to travel hundreds of miles for repackaging. It was not, like the others, included in shipments of other, legitimate goods. It was not on a vessel headed for a known transshipping port like Hong Kong or Yangon. 

It was, in fact, approximately three-quarters of a ton of powdered ceftazidime, a beta-lactam antibiotic, hastily packaged in milk canisters, on a converted fishing boat, intercepted a few miles away from, and on course to, the Sheng Li 6 oil drilling platform in Bohai Bay. Certainly, no one involved in the drug seizure operation knew that Sheng Li 6 had been completely and quietly evacuated, and the well capped, the week before. The evacuation was officially reported to be due to an outbreak of unspecified illness aboard, which had supposedly incapacitated the 100-man crew, ruining the unit’s productivity for that quarter. And when a minor typhoon swept through the bay a week or so later, and the rig collapsed catastrophically and unexpectedly during the storm, no one particularly noticed except those who were directly involved, such as the accountants of the Sinopec corporation.

One of those accountants was Hen Li, who’d been working for Sinopec ever since earning his dual degrees in accounting and international business at Georgetown. Li left his desk, slipped into the courtyard and took a cheap cell phone out of the inner zipped pocket of his backpack. He'd shared his freshman dorm room, and countless bottles of craft beer, with a roommate, his buddy Lee Flatt. Lee was an extremely patriotic American, who later switched from international business to law enforcement with a minor in poli-sci. After graduation, Lee had gone into international intelligence analysis, and Li had returned to China to work for Sinopec. Li had run into Lee at a conference in Geneva a couple of years ago. 

It was Lee and Li, the old act together again! After an evening of alcohol-steeped reminiscence, Lee had pressed the phone on Li. 

“We need to keep abreast of what’s happening in China, on the ground. I know you’re not in on anything top-secret, but sometimes people notice changes in patterns that can tell us more than all the government press releases and hacked communications we can get ahold of. Just a quick call. It’s not traceable, I promise.”

Li had hesitantly accepted the phone and promised, for old times' sake, with a thrill at the chance of getting caught (and against his better judgment) to call Lee if he noticed anything odd. 

And this was certainly odd.
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V.  ​Not the Avon Lady​
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DD awakened in fright. Unsure where she was for a tick, she also didn't know what had woken her. Her eyes focused automatically on the only light in the room, the line of light from the hall (Hall. Hotel. Hotel room, right.), where it came in under the door. The light was interrupted by moving shadows. Someone was in the hall, and whoever it was pounded on the door. DD realized, then, that this was the second time for the pounding; it was what woke her. She turned the clock on the nightstand: 5:15 a.m. She wasn't expecting anyone. She was suddenly fully awake.

She opened the nightstand drawer and took the KelTec out. There was a round in the chamber; she'd racked it before going to sleep. She was wearing a loose knit nightshirt. Sitting up on the bed, the gun on her lap, finger outside the trigger guard, she shouted, “Who is it?”

Her mystery visitor shouted back, “Dr. Davis?” She recognized his voice from somewhere, even muffled by the door. 

Deep voice. Accent...Midwest. Where? 

Oh! The recruiter Tim had brushed off. What the Hell is he doing here? At this hour?

“Who is it?”

“My name is Ronald Fleck. I need to speak with you. It's urgent.”

“Mr. Fleck, I’m not prepared to speak with anyone right now.” Be a bitch. “You'd better get away from my door or I will call the police.” 

As if the police would be any use! By the time they got here, he'd either have broken down the door, or be long gone.

“Dr. Davis, you really want to talk to me.” 

Odd phrasing. Vaguely threatening. 

“No. I really don't. For the last time, leave me alone!” She put as much authority into her voice as she could, trying not to slur with a tongue still thick with sleep.

He didn't answer. He didn't budge either. She could still see the shadow of his feet beneath the door. He rattled the knob. She picked up the room’s cordless phone and pressed zero with her thumb. The front desk clerk answered.

“There’s a man at my room door to who won't go away. I’m alone in the room. I need security.”

“I'll send them right up.” The desk clerk sounded bored, like this wasn’t the first time he’d dealt with this situation.

“Thank you.” DD hung up by pressing the button on the phone. 

Fleck tapped on the door with one knuckle. DD was standing a few feet away, the KelTec in her right hand and the phone receiver in her left. The metal loop latch on the door was closed, but the door frame was just wood, and the screws would give way if he used enough force. 

How big is he? I’ve never even seen him, just heard his voice! She wanted to see what he looked like, but she didn’t want to get too close to the door, in case he actually did kick it in. 

“Dr. Davis,” Fleck said, “I’ll wait for you down in the lobby. I urgently need to talk to you,” 

“Please. Leave.” She outright snarled through a dry throat. Can't be any clearer. 

He paused a few moments more. She put her finger on the trigger, raised the gun.

Mercifully, the shadow of his feet moved across the doorframe in the direction of the elevators. She quickly closed the distance to the door, dropping the phone receiver on the sofa, and pressed her eye against the peephole. She saw nothing but the opposite wall of the hallway. 

She realized her heart was hammering. She put the phone back in its cradle. Any hope of falling back asleep was gone. Breathing deeply, she decided to go ahead and begin her day. She attended nature's call, brushed her teeth and hair, and splashed her face in the sink. 

She was patting her face with a towel when a firm knock came at the door. “Security,” a voice said. 

Right on time.

She pressed her eye to the peephole again and saw a uniformed rent-a-cop who didn't look old enough to drive. She opened the door halfway to speak with him. His uniform pocket and patch said Thurston Security.

“Somebody tried to get in your room, ma'am?” The kid’s eyes darted around the room behind her awkwardly. He finally settled on looking at her face.

“Yes, he was pounding at the door. Woke me up out of a sound sleep.” 

“Someone you knew, ma'am?” 

Implication: boyfriend?

“No, not really. He was a guy who tried to get in to see me at my office in Tallahassee last week. Said his name was Ronald Fleck. I was shocked he'd trailed me all the way here to Louisiana. I have no idea what he wants.”

“Did he threaten you in any way?”

“No.”

“Is everything okay now?”

“Yes. Wait. No! He said he'd wait for me in the lobby!”

“I'll keep an eye out for him. What does he look like?”

“Honestly, I have no idea. My assistant ran him off at the office before I ever saw him. I do know he has a deep voice and a Midwestern accent, though.”

The rent-a-cop rolled his eyes. He assured her that he’d be around the hotel all morning; she should definitely call again if he bothered her.

Definitely. I’ll call for your heroic assistance. 

Out loud, she said, “Thank you,” and shut the door behind him. 
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VI.  ​Best Laid Scheme 
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Tim Schneider finished his daily morning run and let himself back into the apartment. 

Sam immediately approached him, arms out, but Tim adroitly side-stepped. “I’m disgusting, let me shower,” he said, slipping into the bathroom of their one-bedroom luxury apartment and swiftly closing and latching the door. Sam, left alone in the living room, immediately stripped naked, picked up the baggie of white powder resting on the glass and steel coffee table, and began to cut it into thin lines on a black-lacquer-framed mirror. He picked up a cut straw and was about to snort, when the heady odor of Dolce and Gabbana men’s cologne wafted under the bathroom door suspended in whisps of steam. He closed his eyes and savored it instead.

Out stepped the cruel love of his life, naked and gleaming with moisture, his wet dark hair slicked back, the barest trail of hair down his chest and belly. 

“Your phone’s been blowing up.”

Tim glanced at it, snorted, “DD again. She can wait.” He tossed his wet hair, raining a drizzle of cool drops on Sam’s face that weakened his knees. Sam was pathetic, he admitted it; he had a weakness for anything intoxicating, like Tim’s beauty, or cocaine. He put his hand over the bruise on his own ribs. Tim was disgusted by the slightest blemish or mark, even if—especially if— he was the one who had inflicted it.

“Whoa! Take it easy!” Tim said. “That coke has to last us! How much did you do while I was gone?” His brown eyes glittered with resentment.

“Oh, sweetheart,” Sam said. “Don’t be mad at me!” He got up from the sleek Nigel Coates settee and put his hand soothingly on Tim’s forearm.

“Fuck you!” Tim said, twisting his wrist out of Sam’s grip and flinging him face down on the thick wool rug. Sam struggled to rise. Tim grabbed pulled him to a kneeling position. Tears ran from Sam’s eyes...

Tim stood up as soon as he regained control after coming. He picked up the mirror and had a small toot in each nostril, then picked up the baggie and swept the remaining lines into the bag with the razor blade. Sam reclined on the floor watching him, sniffling, red-eyed still from weeping and gagging, but still full of senseless adoration. 

“I don’t see why you’re so cheap with that stuff. It’s not like you actually earn the money to pay for it,” Sam said. He didn’t know how Tim had the nerve to embezzle the way he did and still look his boss in the face every day. Sam admired Tim’s courage, cleverness, and self-discipline. He knew he, himself, would have been arrested within days, due to his transparent fear of getting caught. 

“You have no idea what I do to earn that money!” Tim said. “You think it’s easy posting all the expense disbursements and invoice payments so they balance and don’t show the missing cash transfers? There’s not one person in a hundred who could understand what I do, much less do it!”

“...and that’s why you’ll never get caught. I know, I know.”

Tim pinched the zip lock with his fingers, sliding them crisply three times to be sure. “Plus: I have to put up with that arrogant bitch DD. She was going on again yesterday about how we have such a great ‘working rapport’. She gets the credit and I get the shit work, and the shit pay. As if I actually even gave a fuck about her stupid bacteria! If it weren’t for me keeping her data files straight, she’d look like an idiot.”

“Don’t be so mean. If it weren’t for her, would Amrencorp be paying us to move to Houston?”

“It IS nice to finally get out of redneck Tallahassee. But who knows what Amrencorp’s lab purchasing system is like? I’ve only just started digging around in their computers today, when she messaged me the passwords. I’ve never even worked in a big private corporation before.” 

He turned and bore down on Sam, looming over him, warming to his topic, lecturing, “I do know, let me remind you, that the Sinopec people aren’t interested in buying any more of DD’s cultures. I can’t order the grey-market starter cultures in bulk anymore because we have the hybrid bacteria breeding true in its final form, and those transactions were the easiest to skim cash from.  It may be a few months until I can figure my way around Amrencorp’s accounting systems, and until I do, we won’t have any income above my salary— and whatever job you get.”

“I have four interviews scheduled when I get to Houston after visiting my sister.”

“The point is, we are going to be short on cash. So, go easy on that snow!”

“I know. Sorry.” Sam sighed. “What time do we leave tomorrow?” He knelt and reached for his boxers.

“I thought we’d pick up the rental car around two,” Said Tim. “I can spend the morning learning more about the Amrencorp system.”

“That system will be your little bitch!” Sam grinned gleefully, sidling up to Tim.

“We’ll see about that.” Tim waved him off. “I can drop you off at your sister’s in Atlanta by dinnertime, spend the night, and I can catch my flight to Jupiter the next morning to see my mother.”

“Ah, yes, Mommie Dearest.”

“She’s really upset that I’m leaving Florida. You’d think Houston was a million miles away, the way she acts!”

“Well, you are her little Timmy!” taunted Sam, sticking out his tongue and frisking into the apartment’s one bedroom. As Tim, piqued, started after him, he slammed the door in Tim’s face.
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VII.  ​Not Candid Camera Either
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Great. My big presentation is today and I’m short on sleep. She cast a wistful eye at the bed No point at all in lying back down after that.

She started the coffeepot. In the bathroom, she bent over the counter, grimacing at the dark circles under her eyes. She attempted a smile. Unimpressive. She gave up and jumped in the shower. 

There, she thought about her unwelcome visitor. Recruiters in the sciences weren’t commonly so aggressive. She’d heard friends in the computer sciences, in Silicon Valley, tell stories about forceful headhunters like this, but microbiology? In Louisiana? Not so much. The warm water streamed through her hair and steamed her sinuses open. She scrubbed her face and rinsed the sleep out of her eyes. Finally, she stepped onto the hotel-towel bathmat, buffed her hair and body dry, and set to applying her makeup. 

Rituals calmed her, and like most women, she had a routine that defined the start of her day. My eyes are puffy, even given the sleep debt. She blended concealer with her fingertips, then poured the coffee and set it to cool. Focus on the talk. I am amazing and enchanting. I am brilliant and confident. Eyeliner, damn, smudge. Q-tip, corrected. The data are perfect. The technology will be a step beyond anything used before. Just have to convey how excited I am, then let the data speak for itself. Lipstick. Blot. Smile. Not too much. Confident smile! Powder brush. Light mascara. Scientist, not bimbo. But this is the South. 

The coffee was now perfect drinking temperature. She gulped it and poured another. The caffeine began to leach into her brain as she dressed in a grey blazer and skirt, white blouse, and black pumps. String of pearls and pearl stud earrings. KelTec clipped inside the waistband, looking like an insulin pump or cell phone clip. She walked up and down the room, swinging her arms, flexing her toes inside her shoes, breathing deeply. 

Ready!

She looked at the clock. Sighed. Slumped.

It’s still only 6:53. I don’t speak until 8:00. I could have used another hour of sleep. There’s free breakfast in the lobby. She took two steps toward the door and hesitated. But that guy Fleck said he’d wait for me. 

She logged into her laptop. She stuck in the thumb drive and flipped through her slides. She sipped a second leisurely cup of coffee. There was a rough spot on the thumb drive’s silver casing; it must have been scratched by keys or something in her purse. Everything on the slides looked great. 

The clock said just 7:06.

Well, what the hell! I might as well get it over with and find out what he wants. Better to confront him in a public place. I need to eat a little protein, so I don’t get shaky.

She left the loop lock engaged and cracked the door slightly open, looking and listening for Fleck. No sign of him. She shut the door, flipped the metal loop, and opened it all the way. She leaned out into the empty hall and looked both ways, then stepped out, clicked the door shut behind her, and scuttled to the elevator.

In the deserted lobby restaurant, she had her choice of tables and first pick at the buffet. A bored-looking clerk, tapping at a keyboard at reception, was the only person in sight. 

A waitress offered the coffeepot, but DD switched to water. 

I could stand to be more alert, but any more coffee and my hands might shake. She got some eggs and whole-wheat toast and sat down to eat.

Of course, once her mouth was full, Fleck materialized, right on cue. “Dr. Davis.” Beige trench coat, grey eyes. Sandy blond hair, receding at the hairline. His build was medium. His colorless, nondescript looks fit right in with the featureless accent she’d come to know. 

She swallowed.

“Mr. Fleck.” DD barely acknowledged him. She scooped more eggs into her mouth and chewed steadily. She gazed at a space about a foot above and behind Fleck’s head. She sipped her water. 
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