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This book is dedicated to my family for whom I am eternally grateful. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Toward the end of the 22nd century, world leaders,  

desperate to preserve the planet and its dwindling resources,  

agreed to ween the overpopulated planet through extraordinary means.  

The solution they chose was called Mercy.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PART I 

  



 

CHAPTER 1 

São Paulo, Brazil, 2151 

Purple Dust. His Portuguese was passable and the voices faint, but Erik deBaak was sure of the 

words. It was unmistakable, even from the far corner of his cell. The prison guards could have 

meant nothing other than the worst. Sitting on the damp stone floor in his weakened condition, 

he turned his head toward the door and tried to make out the conversation. 

“We deployed Purple Dust over Rotterdam last week.” 

“The enemy has already responded. Their bombing raids have destroyed key Southern 

Hemisphere cities. São Paulo could be next.” 

A chill ran down deBaak’s spine. If Southern Hemisphere armed forces dropped the horrific 

chemical agent over his home in Rotterdam, his parents and little sister were in grave danger. His 

opa, or grandpa, told him stories of Purple Dust being deployed sixty-eight years ago during 

World War III. deBaak would never forget the tear gently falling from Opa’s eye as he recalled 

the aftermath. Once-proud leaders of their respected nations and their citizens had their minds 

reduced to intellectual rubble. The famed Washington, DC Treaty ending the third world war 

outlawed this horrific form of warfare. 

As a POW in the Brazilian camp, Erik deBaak had little knowledge of the war or outside events. 

Through the malaise of each passing hour, not knowing whether it was day or night, the sounds 

of war beckoned in the distance. São Paulo would be a primary target for the Northern 

Hemisphere forces.  

He coughed, trying to release the ever-present phlegm from his raspy throat. The stone-walled 

cell was his solitary confinement. deBaak guessed it had been more than a year since his capture. 



Apart from a metal bucket with which to relieve himself, the cell was barren. Emaciated and 

weak, he moved a bony finger up to his matted hair and scratched. The culprit was a mite of 

some sort. He crushed it between his fingers and rubbed the remnants on the damp stone floor. 

deBaak longed for a proper bed, a hot shower and a shave. Being dehumanized was how they 

broke you. He would never let that happen. He rested his head against the rigid wall and 

stretched his legs. He was nodding off when the creaky old metal door alerted him to visitors. 

“Get up, spy!”  

deBaak stirred. Before he could protest, two prison guards were upon him, literally dragging his 

body by the arms. Thank heaven he had some old rags to wear or his already raw skin would 

have been scraped to the bone. The guards moved deBaak around the corner and threw him onto 

a metal table where he was strapped down and gagged. He moaned, the only sound he could 

manage in his current state. The guards left and a tall, powerfully built man entered. He was 

wearing the gray uniform of the Argentine Army. “I am Colonel Paz, your new best friend.” 

deBaak shook his head, left to right and back again. Paz removed the rag from his mouth. 

deBaak gagged, cleared his throat and almost yelled, “Your goons have tortured me every way 

imaginable and I have told them nothing. Go fuck yourself!” 

Paz responded with a smirk. “What you’ve been through so far has been a mere annoyance.” Paz 

approached and placed a thin nylon cap over his head. Through the material, deBaak could feel 

light filament wire pressing firmly against his scalp.  

“This mindwave technology will literally pull the information from your brain. There is no way 

to resist.” 

deBaak squirmed on the table, struggling to get free. Paz stood over him and said with 

condescension, “Do not struggle, spy. It will be over soon.” 



Paz walked over to a control board and turned a dial clockwise. Immediately, the filaments in the 

lightweight cap heated and then vibrated violently. His skull was on fire. In a matter of two 

minutes, his brain might burst.  

“Your memories are being extracted. When the process completes, I may do you the favor of 

placing a bullet in your head.” 

deBaak writhed in agony. He screamed. The pressure in his head was beyond anything he ever 

experienced. Praying for death, he tried to place his mind elsewhere to ignore the searing pain. 

He closed his eyes, waiting for the end. His chest was heavy, as if something dropped on top of 

him. Was he experiencing a heart attack? deBaak opened his eyes and tried to process the scene. 

Was his battered mind playing tricks? The bloodied, bullet-ridden body of Colonel Paz laid 

across his chest and a US Army sergeant was shutting down the mindwave torture chamber. 

Erik deBaak blinked his eyes, trying to focus. His mind was in a fog, but he would never forget 

the words called out by the US soldier. 

“Sir, the war is over. We have liberated this camp. You are going home.” 

  



 

 

CHAPTER 2 

Rotterdam, 2175, twenty-four years later 

Erik deBaak stood on the mezzanine of his corporate office along with his chief operating 

officer, Hennie Van de Berg, who was tall, nearly approaching his own accentuated height. The 

morning sun from the picture window on the front of the Rotterdam building shone brightly over 

his shoulder and reflected against the metal sign mounted high on the wall, bearing the name of 

his worldwide conglomerate, Crematie. 

deBaak’s mind was elsewhere. His company’s latest innovation was on full display. Two staffers 

placed a recently deceased human body in the chamber, and an operator did nothing more than 

press a button. Within ten seconds, the chamber lit up and the body simply vanished. No ashes, 

just complete obliteration. His engineers harnessed the instantaneous incineration process by 

using a Tanzig ray, named after Fritz Tanzig, the infamous early 22nd century scientist who 

created it. The combination of intense heat and powerful suction from the wall encased units 

removed any debris and readied the chamber for the next body.  

“Erik, the Tanzig will change the world. Profits will be immense,” exclaimed Van de Berg. 

deBaak only sighed in reply. He was already one of the wealthiest people on the planet. Unlike 

most, his extreme holdings enabled him to live a life of luxury, far removed from the misery of 

the overcrowded world. He rubbed his right hand across the stubble on his shaved head and 

replied, “Yes, this is a fine development. Our engineers have done well. Keep me apprised of the 

testing progress. I want a full report before we convert crematoriums across global markets.” 

She nodded her ascent along with the longing in her eyes. She cared for him, but his focus was 

on the business. She would be nothing more than an occasional booty call.  



He had to go. It was almost time for his meeting with Aloysius Travanche, the Director-General 

of the World Health Organization. Driving through the streets of a city like Rotterdam was near 

impossible. He recalled stories from Opa about how cars were once commonplace throughout the 

world. Not anymore. There were too many people flooding the streets and roadways, even in the 

suburbs of major cities. Homelessness was rampant, as was the spread of disease. World leaders 

were clueless how to solve the problem. Had he not created Mercy and enlisted the aid of 

Travanche to push it through, the world would be in much worse shape. No, air travel was the 

only option beyond the high-speed maglev trains constructed for public and cargo transport. The 

luxury cars he owned could just as well remain in the garage. His private air transport was an 

AirStadt, routinely referred to as a pod. The AirStadt comfortably seated six and could make the 

journey to Switzerland in only fifteen minutes. deBaak smiled to himself. In Opa’s day, the flight 

would have taken an hour and a half by commercial airline. 

He met the pilot at the landing pad on the roof of the Crematie building and waited for the lift to 

carry him to the cabin at the top of the pod. The pilot activated a remote control and a high resin 

plastic dome elevated, permitting the tall, lithe frame of Erik deBaak to board. He sat 

comfortably while a safety restraint automatically came down from the top of the plush leather 

seat and fastened itself. The pilot closed the clear case dome and began liftoff. deBaak was 

exhausted. Pushing fifty, he found he no longer had the energy he once possessed.  

The pod’s thrusters engaged from the bottom of the craft, lifting the vessel into the air. The 

journey to Switzerland would be short. The meeting with Travanche was pivotal. The WHO 

leader would be an essential element of his plan to introduce a new phase of Mercy, all of course, 

he thought sarcastically, for the betterment of the planet and its ability to survive.  

  



CHAPTER 3 

The mind, once stretched by a new idea, never returned to its original dimension. Dex Holzman 

couldn’t recall whether it was Ralph Waldo Emerson or Oliver Wendell Holmes who first uttered 

those prescient words. The photos sent from Australia were unbelievable. The image of the green 

sea turtle altered his mind forever. Belly up, the luminescence of the bright orange shell matched 

the brilliance of the setting sun over Golden Vines, the Napa Valley town he called home. The 

green sea turtle’s normally yellow-colored underbelly shell, known as the plastron, contained 

bright orange particles. A few patches of the shell’s natural color tried to break through, but the 

unidentified substance ruled the surface. If that weren’t odd enough, the orange particles caused 

the turtle’s head, legs and tail to transform from the normal yellow, gray and light brown variants 

to a murky dark mustard. It was not uncommon for dead sea life to wash ashore with everything 

imaginable attached from barnacles to algae, but the discoloration of this turtle piqued his 

curiosity. Somehow, maybe this episode held some sort of clue to ending the ominous dilemma 

the planet faced. 

Dex was incredibly humble, even though he was the most respected marine biologist on the 

planet. The press referred to him as a modern-day Jacques Cousteau. He was sure that’s why 

Jules Maybin, the local authority in Queensland, Australia, contacted him. After Maybin sent 

him the photos and they had a brief conversation, Dex was on a plane. He previously studied the 

prophecy of doom for the green sea turtle. In the 21st century, extinction threatened these noble 

stewards of the Earth’s oceans. In the early 2000s, dedicated US marine biologists from the 

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) worked hand in hand with their 

counterparts across the globe to protect this treasured species and enable its return to natural 



habitats. Dex wrote his college thesis on the subject. Coupled with his affinity for sea turtles and 

his attraction to the lure of the unknown, the opportunity to help was simply too powerful.  

Maybin was arranging for the dead reptile’s transport to his small laboratory an hour south in the 

town of Lockhart. The turtle’s carapace, or outer shell, measured over 1.5 meters and weighed 

340 kilos, an outlier for green sea turtles. Dex hadn’t seen one this big, only the larger 

leatherback species. Given the remote location of the find and the size of the carcass, Dex 

figured it would take Maybin at least a day to arrange for proper transport. That gave him time to 

make the sixteen-hour flight from San Francisco to Brisbane, the regional flight to Northern 

Peninsula Airport and the two-hour commute by SUV to his ultimate destination, Scrimshaw 

Beach. Much of the world’s more advanced forms of air travel were not available in the few low 

density population areas. So, he figured, the dead animal would have been lying on the beach for 

at least two days before he could examine it. Maybin estimated the giant carcass had been 

resident on the beach less than twelve hours.  

Dex met Maybin on the outskirts of the sandy access road and they made their way to the site, 

roped off by wooden stakes and caution tape to ward off errant tourists and passersby.  

“Do I call you Jules?”  

The other man smiled. His British accent and toothy grin against the dark skin accentuated his 

charisma. “You could, that’s the name my mother gave me, but everyone just calls me Maybin.” 

“Sounds good,” Dex replied. 

Before the turtle was in eyeshot, Dex’s nose revealed they were close. The smell was pungent, a 

sort of musky scent that proved annoying but palatable. Probably the turtle swelled under the 

weight of the sunshine and moisture. In just the few days since the discovery, every orifice 



would have closed, leaving no way for building gas to escape. Couple that with maggots 

attempting to feed off the decomposition and you had one helluva of a sight.  

The pictures were startling but paled compared to seeing the beached reptile in-person. Clearly, 

time and nature conspired to change the physical appearance of the turtle in a short period. Dex 

and Maybin circled the enormous carcass, effectively trying to take it all in.  

“Have you been able to examine a sample of the orange substance?” Dex inquired. 

“Yes, my lab rats are working on it, but so far, nothing.” Maybin replied in his British accent. 

Dex worked with ocean exploration professionals across the globe, but still chuckled when 

confronted with the expressions common to specific regions. Was the reference to “lab rats” one 

such remark? 

“Nothing? Really?” 

“According to my senior-most researcher, the orange particles resemble nothing known to 

mankind.”  

Dex shook his head in disbelief. That’s why I’m here, he reminded himself. Three motor vehicles 

caused his mind to detour. 

Maybin smiled. “That would be the transport to my lab in Lockhart.” 

“Have you completed photographing the specimen?” Dex asked. 

“Just before you arrived. I also have a completed intake form.” 

Two flatbeds and four men in an SUV pulled along the sandy beach road. One flatbed held a 

beach crane to lift the turtle and move it to the companion vehicle. Dex was familiar with this 

procedure, having seen it many times before on beaches across the world. His prior experience 

was mostly with whales of varying types and a few sharks, one a whale shark measuring over 18 

meters. The oddest beached sea creature he ever encountered was a colossal squid on an Enderby 



beach along the frigid Southern Ocean in Antarctica. Thinking about that experience caused a 

slight chill to run down his spine. It was easily the coldest expedition he’d ever been a part of. 

As the transport crew readied for the move, Maybin strapped a gas mask to his head and picked 

up a battery-powered drill. Maybin was going to release the build-up of gas to make the carcass 

more amenable to transport. He walked to the turtle’s posterior, kneeled, and turned on the drill 

to penetrate the swollen cloaca. The release knocked Maybin’s slight frame backward, where the 

softness of Scrimshaw Beach tempered his landing.  

“Hey man, are you okay?” Dex yelled as he ran toward his fallen colleague. 

Maybin sat up, then stood, lifted the mask from his face and brushed himself off.  

“They don’t teach that maneuver at university, now do they?” mused Maybin. 

Dex smiled and held his hand over his nose. Maybin needed a change of clothes and a shower 

from the powerful blast of odorous wind.  

Dex stood back from Maybin to avoid the odor as the six men, all gagging from the stench, 

wrapped the giant turtle with straps. Maybin instructed them to be careful around the orange 

particles since no one knew what effect they might have on human contact. All the workmen 

wore leather gloves. The crew secured the straps. They inserted a hook at the top of the harness, 

creating the leverage required to lift the carcass from the beach. It wasn’t every day that these 

men lifted and transported a green sea turtle. Dex reacted immediately when the turtle shifted 

inside the loose straps.  

With the turtle just about a meter off the ground, Dex yelled to the crane operator, “Put him back 

down. We need to tighten the straps.” 

The foreman came to the crew’s defense, pointing at Maybin. “That bloke said to keep the straps 

loose, Mate. Said he didn’t want the orange crap comin’ off.” 



Seeing Maybin getting frustrated, Dex tried to intercede. “Yes, that’s right however, we can’t 

have the turtle sliding out of the harness and crashing to the beach. It would make an already 

challenging necropsy much more difficult.” 

“Necropsy?” replied the foreman. “What in bloody hell are you talking about?” 

Dex should have known the foreman wouldn’t understand the language of the marine biologist. 

He just replied politely, “Sorry, it’s what we call an autopsy.” 

Reluctantly, with both arms raised skyward, the foreman signaled with one hand turning in a 

counterclockwise motion for the crane operator to lower the reptile. The workmen tightened the 

straps. Once satisfied, Maybin gave the crane operator the thumbs up and he drove slowly down 

the beach to the access road and the waiting flatbed truck. 

Maybin stroked his razor thin goatee and flashed a toothy smile. “We did it.” 

“You did it. I was here to watch. Tell me about your facility. Do you have everything we will 

need?” 

Maybin raised both arms and with locked fingers, placed his hands on top of his slicked-back 

wavy hair; a clear sign the answer was negative. Finally, he uttered, “I’ve got a small team 

waiting at the lab in Lockhart to supervise the unloading. We have a modest facility with limited 

resources and a budget that’s almost laughable. I’m afraid we’ve no one who has ever performed 

a necropsy on a creature this large. That’s why I reached out to you.” 

“Do you have a room big enough to perform the necropsy?” 

“Yup,” replied Maybin. “Unfortunately, it’s our outdoor patio. We will have to lower the turtle 

onto the patio and erect a canvas awning over it.” 

“Is there room for the crane to get through to the patio?” 

Maybin’s facial muscles visibly clenched, “Umm, it’ll be tight, but it should work.” 



Maybin smiled humbly. “My team will have a bed of ice chips spread on the patio and will erect 

the awning as soon as the turtle arrives. From the looks of it, we are already outside the desired 

24-hour window for a productive necropsy.” 

“Let’s plan on performing the necropsy later today as soon as is practical. We don’t have the 

luxury of time if we want any useful data from the procedure.” 

Maybin looked relieved. Before agreeing to make the journey, Dex had quickly done his 

homework on Maybin and the Lockhart facility. Maybin’s employer, Nexterus Marine, was a 

company based in the UK that purchased the lab and sent Maybin down with a three-person team 

and a shoestring budget. Their mission was to research the Coral Sea, hoping to find anything 

that might make money for the company while solving the rampant problems of illness and 

world hunger. 

With the workmen having completed the loading of the turtle onto the flatbed vehicle, Dex and 

Maybin had a few minutes to themselves. As the waves softly made their way onto the shore of 

Scrimshaw Beach, Maybin expressed his gratitude. “Thanks for your help. On our own, we’d be 

over our heads.” 

“My pleasure,” he replied. “What brought you down here in the first place?” 

Maybin flinched and then said, “Been here three years now. It was an excellent opportunity to 

have my own post, so to speak. The real reason is the remote nature of this place.” 

Dex didn’t have to guess what that meant. The overcrowding of the Earth was out of control. The 

UK was amongst the most difficult places in the world to survive. People flooded the streets, 

food and clean water were in short supply and everyone was always sick. Having a plot of land 

to call your own on most of the planet required a substantial amount of wealth or a job no one 

else wanted. Dex was one of the lucky ones. His little haven in Golden Vines was a sanctuary he 



never took for granted. Living there alone with so much poverty across the world made him feel 

guilty. He took comfort in dedicating his life to the betterment of mankind through the 

exploration of the planet’s waters. “So, no guess where the orange particles originate?” 

“Best guess?” 

“It as good a place as any to start.” 

“Over the past three years, I’ve done a good bit of diving along the coast, including right here at 

Scrimshaw Beach. I don’t need to tell you. This region has some of the most abundant and 

magnificent marine life on the planet. It’s a gift from God himself. And given what the rest of the 

world is suffering through, this place is paradise.” 

Dex listened patiently, waiting for Maybin to answer his question.  

“But I digress. The locals here believe that this area was once home to a civilization that sank to 

the bottom of the Coral Sea. Legend has it that this lost city was called ‘Aeternum,’ and that their 

citizens created a magical healing extract.” 

Being a world explorer, Dex was all too familiar with local legends, almost all of which 

amounted to nothing more than a good campfire story. Still, he played the straight and narrow 

with Maybin. “Do you place any credence in the story? What would this have to do with today’s 

discovery?” 

Maybin paused and said, “I’ve learned to never say, ‘Never.’” 

Dex shook his head, wanting to dismiss the story but trying to give it the benefit of the doubt. 

“When did Aeternum presumably sink?” 

Maybin shrugged and said, “No one really knows but locals trace it back two or three thousand 

years.” 



“And you think a lost civilization sitting on the bottom of the Coral Sea might have something to 

do with orange particles on a dead sea turtle?” 

Maybin just smiled. “Can’t rule anything out at this point.” After a momentary pause, Maybin 

said, “I am heading back to Lockhart. Do you want to follow me?” 

“Thanks, but I think I’ll hang here for a bit.”  

Dex Holzman took off his shoes and sat barefoot on the beach near where the enormous green 

sea turtle had been discovered. He ran his hand through his sandy blond hair and soaked in the 

relaxing beauty of the Coral Sea. if so much of the Earth’s sea bottoms remain unexplored, who 

was he to rule out local legend? Intellectually, he found zero credence in the story. In his gut, 

there was something to it. Deep beneath the surface of the Coral Sea is where the answer would 

be found. He was sure of it. He just couldn’t explain why – at least not yet.  

  



CHAPTER 4 

“My husband is dead because of this asinine Mercy program,” exclaimed Cam Atkinson. “The 

world is in such sad shape. When will the madness end?” Cam receded angrily into the depleted 

cushion of her ancient chair at the meager offices of Baugh and Atkinson in downtown Los 

Angeles. At thirty-four, she was a named partner in the struggling five-year-old firm dedicated to 

the civil rights of an overcrowded and unhealthy population.  

“Your husband was very ill. Leukemia was it?” asked her boss and the founding partner, 

Thurman Baugh. He was doing his best to be sympathetic, but Cam’s angry streak was in full 

bloom. 

“Yes, and I know it was an uphill battle, but goddammit, the fucked up legal system never gave 

him a chance. What kind of government forces a sick man into a euthanasia program, leaving his 

wife and small child to survive on their own?” 

“Unfortunately, that’s the world,” Baugh remarked. His kind spirit was offering comfort, but 

Cam’s skin was turning red. That was her trigger, the reminder that she needed to step away, 

breathe and use her skills and passion as a civil rights attorney to fight the system for those who 

could not fight for themselves. She leaned back in her chair, closed her eyes and drew a deep 

breath. She thought of Tom, her best friend and one true love. Eighteen grueling months since 

his own government murdered him. Every moment of those eighteen months ravaged her soul. 

He was taken too early. If they allowed him to seek treatment and fight for his own life, she 

might have accepted his premature loss a little better. Somehow, the world had gone sideways. 

The government’s rationale? To reduce overcrowding, food shortages, depleted medical 

resources? Leukemia was on the government’s list of “terminal diseases.” At least the US hadn’t 

lost all of its senses. There was still a hint of compassion and humanity. Ten years earlier, the US 



implemented a limited version of Mercy. Under this system, they made only those people 

deemed terminal enter the program. In almost every other country in the world, the Mercy 

program meant certain entry for any illness that might cause death. If it cost money to heal 

someone, the government deemed you expendable, she thought with disgust.  

Cam worked with Tom to plan their escape. Because most every civilized nation in the world 

already adopted the full Mercy program, there was essentially nowhere to run. Remote corners of 

the world could offer a haven from the madness, but only if you were healthy. Mercy wrote the 

story’s end once they diagnosed Tom with leukemia. Accepting it, however, was a completely 

different matter. Cam’s instinct to fight whoever and whatever took flight. The US proved to be 

the best of the bad choices, and so she had done all she could, including court challenges, 

enlisting the help of her congressional representative and even writing to the governor. Her plea 

to Governor Samson was like a death row plea for clemency. Wasn’t that really what it was? 

Tom would have wanted her to throw herself into her work, to change the system by whatever 

means possible. Save for her work, her life revolved around their ten-year-old son, Corey. It was 

just the two of them now. The thought of Corey’s smile and that mop of curly blonde hair made 

the tension subside in her neck and shoulders.  

She gazed back at her boss and mentor and snapped back into the reality of the day. His large 

brown eyes looked at her sympathetically, seeming to droop with the excess of his jowls. He was 

a large man but spoke with a gentle nature. “Cam, maybe you are too close to the Barker case.” 

She sighed and stared him down in a competitive but respectful manner. “Look, Thurm, I 

understand why you think that, but I’m Ken Barker’s best shot at a Mercy exemption. He needs a 

heart transplant but can likely live without one for six to eight months. Medicines and restricted 

activities are keeping him stable. He is a minimal drag on the healthcare system.” 



“For now,” he replied sullenly. 

“We both know that I’ve won Mercy exemptions for people worse off than Ken Barker. Have a 

little faith.” 

“You haven’t heard?” 

“Heard what?”  

“The US is going full bore with Mercy. It aligns Governor Samson with the president. She is 

saying there is simply no way to avoid what the rest of the world has been doing for years.” 

Something this big couldn’t be kept under wraps. Thurman Baugh had a pipeline to Sacramento. 

The governor’s chief of staff once worked with Thurm at LA’s biggest civil rights firm. Cam 

sighed. She couldn’t believe the news. It was like a dagger through the heart. With difficulty, she 

suppressed the lump forming in her throat. 

“When?” was all she could say. 

“There is a press conference scheduled for tomorrow morning at the White House. President 

Sofer is going to announce the adoption of the full Mercy program effective next week.” 

“Oh my God!” she exclaimed. “That’s a death sentence for millions of sick people.” 

“That’s why this firm exists. We will do all we can to fight the injustice.” 

It nauseated Cam. It was as if the world was crashing down upon her. “I’ve got the Barker 

hearing in an hour. I need to get Barker a Mercy exemption before this new round of insanity 

takes effect.” 

Cam began gathering her laptop and associated files into a leather carry bag. The courthouse was 

only two blocks from their office, but navigating through the throng of people on the streets 

would make the going extremely slow.  



“Let me know how you make out in court,” said Baugh. He was like a father to her, always 

sympathetic while reigning her in with a firm but gentle hand if she went off the rails. 

“I will,” she replied as her portable combox buzzed. The caller ID read, “Otter Park Elementary 

School.” Her stomach muscles tightened. Corey’s school never called her at work.  

“Hello,” she said tentatively. 

“Mrs. Atkinson?” 

“Yes.” 

“This is Nurse Albright at Otter Park Elementary. I’m afraid Corey isn’t feeling well. He is very 

pale and running a high fever of 40 degrees Celsius. Our protocol, as you know, is to send sick 

children directly to the Mercy Evaluation Center.” 

Cam’s blood boiled. “Don’t you dare! You care for him at the school. I’ll be there as quick as I 

can.” 

  



CHAPTER 5 

Dex drove south to Maybin’s lab in Lockhart with the windows down. Being a man of the seas, 

he preferred to breathe non-conditioned air. The tepid Queensland breeze had a muggy feel. 

While a light sweat broke out on his lower back, the drive was otherwise pleasant. The rental he 

drove displayed a photo of the building on his screen as his arrival became imminent. He 

shouldn’t have been surprised at the unremarkable one-story building, but he was. On plain sight, 

Dex estimated the facility to be just under 1,900 square meters. The yellow-colored structure 

stood mundanely. The concrete walls contained a stucco finish. A small, white aluminum sign 

along the asphalt driveway read, Nexterus Marine Research. He pulled the SUV into an open 

space next to the building and walked to the front door. Giving the locked brass handle a tug, he 

retreated to the back of the building. As he rounded the corner, past some dense foliage, Maybin 

approached from underneath a sprawling, burgundy canvas propped up by eight steel poles. On 

the cement patio, the giant sea turtle lay on its carapace in a thin blue plastic liner he quickly 

surmised to be about thirty centimeters deep. As Maybin prescribed, they filled it with ice chips 

to preserve any further degradation and make at least some part of the necropsy viable. Maybin 

smiled and extended his right hand, freshly extracted from a rubber glove. “Welcome to 

Lockhart!”  

Dex shook hands with the shorter man and gagged in a way he was sure he hadn’t hidden very 

well. Maybin understood. “Sorry, no time to shower. We don’t know how long the turtle was on 

the beach before we got there. Simply no time to lose.” 

Dex said nothing but retracted his hand and smiled an awkward smile. He had been in Maybin’s 

shoes. Any marine biologist’s penchant for accurate data would prevail above all else.  



Maybin politely stepped back a few steps. “I don’t know what you packed but we have a coverall 

suit for you along with latex gloves and boots as well as a face shield.” 

“Great. I assume you have the standard array of necropsy materials for a procedure of this type?” 

“I believe so. We stock fileting knives, scalpel blades, saws and shears, calipers of varying size, 

all the standard preservation and diagnostic solutions and the smaller equipment for excising and 

examining specimens drawn from the necropsy.” 

“Excellent,” Dex replied. “Do you have the latest digital imaging technology?” 

Dex once again got his answer from the pained expression on Maybin’s face. Dex would work 

with what was available, but the robotic digital imagery from 22nd century equipment was his 

preference.  

“I’m afraid all we have is an old-fashioned SLR camera,” he replied hesitantly. 

It had been many years since Dex used an SLR camera. The single-lens reflex device had an 

obsolete mirroring system enabling a fair quality image. The problem was it required a lab tech 

to remain free of the hard work of the necropsy to move around and continuously capture still-

life images of each phase of the procedure. Dex preferred the superior robotics from the present-

day aerial device. “No worries, I brought a Hummingbird. All we need is a decent sized 

monitor.” 

Maybin was astonished. “A Hummingbird, you say? I’ve seen them on internet videos but I’ve 

yet to work with one. This will be a treat. How many headsets did you bring?” 

“I have three. That should do. Me, you and one more for a member of your team. Your other two 

techs can catalog and handle biopsy samples if we can get them.” 

“Smashing,” responded the overjoyed Briton. “Can’t wait to get started.” 



Dex followed Maybin into the rear entrance of the building, where they found a small anteroom 

and one of Maybin’s team suiting up for the necropsy.  

“Dex, meet Amelia Brown,” Maybin offered. 

Dex shook hands with the small woman he guessed to be late twenties. He was of average height 

but towered over her athletically built but miniscule frame.  

“Pleased to meet you, Amelia,” Dex said warmly. 

Maybin chimed in. “Amelia is a late bloomer in the marine biology world. She’s been with us 

just over a year now.” 

Amelia blushed slightly. “That is, in fact, true,” she replied. “While my colleagues were 

attending university, I was working on perfecting the balance beam.” 

“You are a gymnast?” Dex inquired. 

“Was,” she replied sheepishly. “It sounds silly to say for a twenty-nine-year-old, but I am 

retired.” 

Maybin laughed. “She’s being modest. Amelia was in the last two Olympics. She’s a celebrity 

down under.” 

Amelia blushed once more. “That’s all in the past, just wonderful memories at this point.” She 

turned to Dex and offered, “I have a pair of coveralls and rubber boots for you as well as rubber 

gloves. Since we learned you were coming and you are somewhat well known yourself, it was 

quite easy to order the correct sizes.” 

He reached down to take the articles from her. The intensity of her crystal blue eyes was 

stunning. “Okay to suit up right here?”  

She nodded and said, “Yes, this is our ‘mud room.’”  

“Mud room?” Dex asked, somewhat amused. 



“Yes, you know. When you were just an ankle biter, your mum had you take off your muddy 

boots in a small room before entering her clean house . . .  a mud room.” 

Dex contemplated her comment as he stroked his right index finger through the cleft in his chin, 

liking her perkiness. “Yes, when I was an ankle biter, as you call it, my mom had a mud room.” 

Amelia smiled somewhat meekly but continued, “Men’s showers are around the corner to the 

right for afterward. The other members of the team should be in momentarily. They just finished 

preparing the specimen on the patio and laying out all the equipment on portable tables and carts. 

We should be ready in about fifteen minutes.” 

“Sounds good, I’ll be ready.” He replied, liking her. She was confident yet shy for someone who 

competed often in front of international audiences. 

Just then, the door opened and the remaining members of Maybin’s team walked through. 

Maybin smiled and stated, “Boys, meet the world famous Dex Holzman.” 

The smaller of the two men was a redhead with a fair complexion but a solid build for a guy only 

177 centimeters tall. The second man was enormous, clearly a bodybuilder in his spare time.  

Dex extended his hand, first to the smaller man and said, “Great to meet you. How are you?” 

The redhead replied sarcastically in true Aussie humor, “Not bad for a bloke who smells like 

turtle slime. Noah Williams is the name. Pleased to meet you, sir!” 

Dex looked up at the large man and said, “And you will come in handy today. We will need all 

that strength to dissect the decaying turtle.” 

The opportunity pleased the large man. “Thanks, Dr. Holzman. I’ll do my best.” 

“You’re American,” Dex proclaimed. “And all of you, please call me Dex.” 

“I’m Jack, Jack Brightman, born and raised in Brooklyn, NY.” 

“What brought you out here?” 



Jack shrugged. “My dad and his dad were in the Navy. I loved the sea, but I didn’t have the 

discipline for life in the military. So, I studied marine biology at the University of Miami and 

after an internship or two, found my way to Maybin’s company. Besides, it beats the hell out of 

the crowds in New York.” 

Dex looked over Maybin’s team. They look like a good bunch. Dex estimated what they lacked 

in experience they would make up in enthusiasm.  

“Let’s see if we can figure out what killed that turtle.”  

Ten minutes later, the group assembled at the makeshift necropsy lab and Dex issued 

instructions. “Maybin, you, me and Noah will don the headsets for the Hummingbird. Jack, you 

will be up top, working to remove the plastron and Amelia, you will receive any samples we can 

extract for analysis. Face shields are mandatory.” 

Dex paused for questions and, not hearing any, continued. “I am guessing none of you have 

worked with a Hummingbird before, so just follow my lead and everything will go smoothly.” 

From a small metal container, Dex extracted a robotic bird that resembled a hummingbird. He 

handed headsets to Maybin and Noah and switched the bird on. The bird’s eyes glowed green to 

signify power, and then it rose straight in the air on fluttering wings and circled the reptile. 

“The Hummingbird will produce continuous ultra-high-definition hyperspectral video from 

every angle.” Dex explained. Everyone stood back as the small robotic bird flapped its 

mechanical wings. The group watched in amazement as the eyes of the Hummingbird pulsated 

continuously. 

“The Hummingbird will capture hyperspectral video with 1000x zoom in just under two minutes. 

It will record the orange substance and all lesions close-up.” Two minutes passed and true to the 

bird for which they named it, the device flew in place, high above the turtle.  



The three men with headsets then heard a female voice speak from the Hummingbird.  

“This specimen is a green sea turtle. I estimate the weight of the specimen to be 341 kilograms. 

The carapace measures 132 centimeters in length and 122 centimeters in width. The plastron 

measures 112 centimeters in length and 87 centimeters in width. This specimen is female.” The 

bird hovered in place over the turtle and then spoke again. “The estimated time elapsed since the 

death of this specimen is approximately 34 hours and sixteen minutes.” 

Dex smiled at the astonished faces of Maybin and Noah. Jack and Amelia couldn’t hear the 

Hummingbird’s voice but could see the data and voice translation displayed on the large flat 

screen. Dex looked up at the Hummingbird and said, “Thank you, Denise.” 

“You are most welcome,” replied the robotic bird. 

Maybin gawked, still in a state of marvel at seeing the Hummingbird in action. “You named her 

Denise?” 

“My mother’s name. You can name them anything you want when you set them up.” 

The technology stunned Maybin’s team. Dex again addressed the device. “Denise, please 

provide the initial exterior findings.” 

The mechanical bird flew down and around the carcass, then pointed its long beak in the air and 

spoke. “Multiple lesions detected requiring biopsy. I cannot identify the foreign substance on the 

outer surface of the specimen.” 

Maybin looked over to Dex. “What do you make of the information?” 

“Two thoughts. The turtle has been dead long enough that getting an accurate, complete blood 

count will be difficult if not impossible, and rigor mortis will make the entire necropsy 

questionable.” 



Noah chirped in asking, “Do you think the orange discoloration on the exterior is from 

postmortem degradation?” 

Dex shook his head. “Doubt it very much. Postmortem degradation can certainly cause 

discoloration but not in the manner presented here.” 

Dex motioned to Jack. “Okay, big guy. Now it’s time to remove the plastron. Face masks down 

for everyone. Once that underbelly shell comes off, expect a biblical trove of maggots. Jack, 

once the plastron is off, step back and let the Hummingbird back in.” 

With a sharp knife in hand, Jack nodded and gradually progressed alongside the turtle. He started 

at the trachea and moved clockwise. Once Jack arrived at his starting point, he used the same 

knife to go back and cut through any remaining muscle attachments, preventing the view to the 

turtle’s insides. Dex waited with the other members of the team as Jack lifted the plastron from 

the body. As Jack cast the carapace free, Dex’s prophecy of a biblical trove of maggots came to 

pass. Dex was feeling fortunate they were outdoors. The Hummingbird, within seconds, emitted 

a wide, pale yellow cone of light, immediately disintegrating the intruders and any remaining 

larvae in the turtle’s cavity. A fine mist which rapidly neutralized the acrid odor emanating from 

the decaying carcass quickly followed this amazing feat. The flat screen displayed a round of 

new interior video.  

Once the Hummingbird completed this process. Dex moved in with a scalpel to remove the first 

of the orange lesions. The lesion he chose was glowing bright orange. It was a raised and rubber-

like growth marked by three notched ridges meeting in the center with an elevated dot. Dex 

narrated his findings and the Hummingbird system captured the data from his spoken words. 

While Dex worked meticulously on the biopsy sample, Maybin took a syringe to extract a blood 



sample from the heart and then called to Amelia, who would take the sample and combine it with 

an anticoagulant.  

“Oh, buggers!” exclaimed Maybin. “The blood in the heart congealed. I can’t draw it.” 

Dex sighed. This was an expected occurrence with a sea turtle that died over twenty-four hours 

ago. “Maybin, don’t worry about it. We will need to abandon the notion of a full necropsy. The 

turtle is too far gone. Let’s biopsy what we can and remove the vital organs. Every tissue sample, 

including the skin, may hold a clue, even in its current state.” 

“Agreed,” said Maybin. “I want to get the liver for further examination. It looks inflamed.” 

“Good call. The tissue doesn’t look normal. Some type of contaminant could have caused it.” 

“What are you thinking?” 

“Tough to say... could be many things.” 

Two hours later, the team had accomplished all that was possible. Dex called off the procedure, 

recommended a quick break for showers, a bite to eat, and then a review of their initial findings.  

Maybin concurred. “I am just in awe of that Hummingbird device,” he remarked. 

Dex was used to first-timers’ reaction to the Hummingbird. The Hummingbird was an ingenious 

device that held an extraordinary database on all known marine life and powerful artificial 

intelligence. As smart as the device was, it wouldn’t provide the answers they sought. 

  



CHAPTER 6 

deBaak looked at Aloysius Travanche with disdain. How could such a slovenly man become the 

leader of the World Health Organization? Travanche was perhaps seventy years of age, bald 

with a gray outer rim of wispy hair. His sagging jowls barely stayed above his collar while his 

protruding stomach barreled over his belt. The bags under his dark brown eyes were in sync with 

the rest of his face which, deBaak thought sarcastically, was losing its fight with gravity. As 

Travanche moved across the parquet floor to greet him, deBaak extended his right hand but did 

not remove his ever-present black gloves. In this world of pestilence, deBaak would not succumb 

to the errant spread of bacteria.  

deBaak smiled, displaying his slightly crooked front teeth and said with a warmth he did not feel, 

“Aloysius, you are looking well, my friend.” 

“It is because of the supplements I take and staying off the streets,” replied Travanche. 

deBaak smiled and deftly transitioned to the purpose of his visit. He wanted to spend as little 

time as possible with this old bag of wind. “I am hoping to persuade you to recommend a more 

stringent form of Mercy to world leaders.” 

Travanche looked mortified. “More stringent? My God, Erik. How could we in good conscience 

do more?” 

“Look out your own window. Homeless people flood the streets. They spread disease amongst 

themselves and become carriers, causing illness to proliferate across the globe. How could we 

afford not to implement more stringent measures?” 

Travanche cringed, clearly uncomfortable with the conversation. “The homeless problem is 

worldwide. Countries all over the world have run out of land to house these people. Even ancient 

cemeteries have been excavated and built upon.” 



“As they should be. The ancient practice of human burial is a wasteful use of precious land 

resources. What solution do you see?” he asked, knowing full well that Travanche would have 

nothing to offer. 

“Well...” he cleared his throat, hesitating, “... there is always colonization of other planets.” 

deBaak could barely keep himself from laughing out loud. “Come now. You and I have been 

around and around on that topic. No other planet in our solar system is inhabitable by human 

beings and besides, the logistics of getting hundreds of millions of people into space presents an 

insurmountably difficult problem for which we have no solution.” 

“Couldn’t we work on populating the outer regions of our own planet?” asked the older man. 

“The same logistics issues remain. Besides, what government has the resources to make jungles 

and polar caps inhabitable for millions of people? Not even the United States can do that.” 

Travanche just shrugged. To deBaak, the conversation felt old, like the WHO leader. He took the 

time to meet with Travanche only because of how easy he was to manipulate. And for some 

reason, world leaders paid attention to him. He was simply a means to an end. 

“Speaking of the US, I understand they just agreed to implement the current level of Mercy,” 

proclaimed deBaak proudly. 

Travanche nodded. “The president had no choice. Dwindling resources, illness and the lack of a 

functioning economy outweighed his desire to be a humanitarian.” 

deBaak smiled in reply, pleased that the full Mercy program would continue to build wealth for 

his worldwide crematorium business. “That is why I am here today. I am glad the United States 

has agreed to join the current Mercy standard, but I strongly believe the world must ramp it up 

another level.” 



Travanche looked shocked. “Recommending anything more might further the growing sense of 

anarchy already present in the world’s most crowded countries. Do you refer people to Mercy 

when they get the common cold? Where does it end?” 

deBaak crossed the chasm with Travanche. Every time, it was the same. He waded into the 

murky waters of Mercy, with its extended benefits and a recommended rollout plan. Travanche 

gently protested but ultimately gave in, knowing full well there was no better answer. 

deBaak, keeping his composure, as always, merely replied in a collegial manner, “Aloysius, I 

again ask, what choice do we have?” 

Travanche sighed, his fleshy face was ashen as he answered with a sense of despair, “What have 

you got in mind?” 

deBaak reached into the inner breast pocket of his jacket and pulled out a small device in the 

shape of a pen. Three small legs formed a tripod stand he set on the rectangular conference table 

between them. He depressed the button on one end and a hologram appeared. deBaak inhaled 

deeply as his own image danced before him, ready to make the presentation aiding the next part 

of his plan. The hologram displayed deBaak, in miniature in a tan suit with a white shirt, open at 

the collar. His image reminded him how pale he looked. His shaved head and inverted cheeks 

made him look unhealthy. The black gloves that rarely came off punctuated his fear of germs. He 

watched with Travanche as the holographic image of himself spoke. 

Friends and World Leaders, 

My name is Erik deBaak, founder and CEO of Crematie. As you know, our planet faces 

unprecedented peril from overcrowding, the spread of disease and sunken economies. We live in 

a world in which only the super-wealthy can assume a life approaching anything one might call 

normal. 



deBaak looked over at Travanche, who watched with interest. His presentation paused 

momentarily to display scenes of sick people living in misery on the streets of countries around 

the world. A saddened violin melody accompanied the horrid scenes to convey a sense of 

hopelessness. 

Farmers can no longer grow needed crops, water supplies have dwindled, and we overwork 

medical facilities. We have less hope with each approaching day. 

Even Travanche, who was intimately familiar with global conditions, could not look away from 

the compelling holographic message. 

The current level of Mercy has been effective but has not made the required progress for the 

world’s survival. I encourage all world leaders to immediately implement a Level 3 emergency 

state of Mercy covering all illnesses, excluding the common cold, considered lethal contagions. 

We must stop the problem in its tracks and reclaim the Earth for future generations. 

deBaak could read the expression on the face of Aloysius Travanche. The old man looked 

horrified. deBaak hit pause on the presentation. Travanche appeared pale and drawn.  

“Erik, have you gone mad? What you propose goes well beyond the current Mercy program, 

which many already feel is barbaric. Besides, people will claim your motivation is profit-based. 

You own 80% of the world’s crematoriums with long-term contracts from all major 

governments.” 

deBaak smiled coolly and replied, “Keep watching, Aloysious.” 

Recognizing that Crematie stands to generate billions of dollars in additional revenue should 

you adopt this proposal, I am prepared to file paperwork with the Dutch government, where we 

are based to create a non-profit entity. 100% of Crematie profits will be allocated to the renewal 



of the Earth. The non-profit will hire the world’s foremost experts in the restoration of the land 

and seas to return our planet to its former glory. 

Travanche’s mouth was open. No one of immense wealth would ever make such a tremendous 

philanthropic gesture. deBaak studied his colleague’s face as the hologram shifted to scenery of 

the Earth in all its past splendor with energetic music to bring the scene alive.  

“Erik, I am at a loss for words. You are a true gentleman and a fine steward of our great planet.” 

deBaak smiled faintly without opening his lips. He hated revealing his crooked teeth. He pointed 

Travanche’s attention back to the hologram for the grand finale. 

To aid this effort, I am seeding the non-profit with €100 billion from my personal fortune. We 

will call our new entity, Earth Reborn. 

Travanche applauded. “Tell me what you need from me.” 

deBaak took a solitary moment to revel in his triumph. He now had the influential WHO leader 

right where he wanted him. “Get me a meeting with Gathee.” 

“But...but, she...” 

“... detests me? Yes, I am aware. She believes me to be nothing more than a snobbish bore and a 

profiteer, even though we have never met. I’ve heard her public comments. The hologram will 

help convince her otherwise. Forward it to her with your endorsement.”  

Travanche nodded in agreement. There had not been a time over the past decade when he had 

failed to get Travanche to bend to his will. Fortunately, the man was very pliable. Now, a 

meeting with Leader Akeyo Gathee of Earth, the successor to the old United Nations, would be 

the key to getting a seat at the table to implement the full depth of his plan. 

  



CHAPTER 7 

Driving the four kilometers from her office to Otter Park Elementary School should have been 

easy. Cam honked her horn continuously to encourage the homeless masses to clear a path from 

the streets where cars were intruders. Three-quarters of an hour elapsed since the disturbing call 

from the school nurse. At the current pace, it might take hours to reach her ten-year-old son. Cam 

pushed a call button on her steering wheel to activate the portable combox. 

“Call Darcy,” she commanded of the system.  

Two rings, then three... finally, her administrative assistant picked up. “Darcy, I need you to file 

an immediate electronic continuance for Ken Barker. The judge won’t be happy about it, but you 

can explain the emergency. Also, give the Barkers a call. Tell them we will let them know when 

we have a new date. They weren’t planning to attend the hearing so you can probably find them 

at home.” 

Now idling, her car’s ventilation system couldn’t mask the smell of despair in Los Angeles. The 

smog, pollution and sweat combined with human urine and feces was ramping up her anxiety. 

Moving so slowly was agonizing. Cam’s heart ached thinking of Corey waiting for her to show 

up in the nurse’s office. Her car’s audio system was playing, but it failed to drown out the sounds 

of the street; people moaning, and public address systems telling people not to congregate. 

Although not permitted by law, a beggar approached her vehicle clamoring for food or water. 

Cam wanted to help all of them, but rolling down her window to help a single person would 

invite a riot. That’s a chance she couldn’t take. The welfare of her son came above all else. She 

smiled faintly at the beggar and waved him away.  

Once she broke free of the downtown area, the going became easier. Still, the entire four 

kilometer trek took over two hours. Cam parked the car and raced into the main entrance of her 



son’s school. She popped her head into the office, introduced herself and sought directions to the 

nurse’s station.  

“Around the corner and to the right,” she was told. 

Cam hurried down the linoleum corridor lined with lockers and made a beeline for the wooden 

door that said “NURSE.” 

Once through the door, she encountered a woman, fiftyish, with graying hair secured in a tight 

bun. 

“Hi, I’m Cam Atkinson, Corey’s mother. How is he?” 

The nurse shook her head. “Mrs. Atkinson, I tried to comply with your request, but when you 

didn’t show up or call for two hours, I had no choice but to send Corey to the local MEC.” 

“MEC? You sent my son to the Mercy Evaluation Center? Are you that insensitive? If anything 

happens to my boy, I’ll be suing this school and LA County faster than you can blink an eye.” 

The rage from Tom’s death returned. Her skin was hot to the touch. Her head throbbed. She 

added, as a final thought for Nurse Albright, “Remain confident you will be named personally.” 

And she stormed out, slamming the door behind her. 

Cam sat down in her car and exhaled. The MEC that held her son was the same facility where 

she had gone to retrieve Tom after he was forced to go by his employer. Once a hospital before 

Mercy, the building wasn’t far from the elementary school. She had to get Corey and nothing 

else mattered, but the anxiety of entering that place again made her queasy.   

When she arrived, she found the familiar three-meter chain-link fence surrounding the parking 

lot of what was once a quaint and respected community hospital. The Mercy Enforcement Police, 

or MEP, were standing guard at the entrance. Their aim was to keep sick people inside and 

prevent those from entering who might have designs on helping the ill escape. Both MEPs were 



armed and wore the latest in oxygenated, filtration masks. Their voices were hollow and 

machine-like. 

“State your business,” demanded the uniformed MEP officer. 

“My son was brought here from his elementary school.” 

“Name?” 

“Mine or his?” 

“His.” 

“Corey Atkinson. He is ten years old.” 

“I need to validate your ID, Ma’am.” 

“Certainly,” she replied. Cam sat still while the MEP officer held his rectangular scanner up to 

her face. The device spoke in a monotonic female voice, “Camille Atkinson, thirty-four years of 

age, 170 centimeters tall, lives at 437 E. Cherrybrook Road in Los Angeles, California.” 

Satisfied, the MEP officer waved her through, and she parked in the first visitor spot she could 

find. Cam found the sign that said, “Mercy Evaluation Center,” and proceeded forward. Having 

lived in this area most of her life, she recognized the old Emergency Room entrance.  

Before she could enter through the automated glass doors, a young female MEC employee 

handed her an oxygenated, filtration mask. “You must place this over your nose and mouth 

before entering.” 

She had been through it all before with Tom. They would allow no visitor or staff to risk 

contracting an illness from those being referred to the MEC. She placed the mask over her face, 

turned on the flow of oxygen from the miniature vial on each side, and went directly to the 

registration area.  



“I’m looking for my son, Corey Atkinson.” The sound of her voice was tinny. She hated these 

damn masks, but it was for her own protection.  

The lady at the registration desk said nothing in reply. She merely pointed to a triage area. Cam 

raced over and began looking frantically for her son. The crowd in the triage area was standing 

room only. They camped people with masks and their ill friends and relatives on every chair, 

table and open area of floor space. Cam’s eyes desperately scanned the room in search of her 

son’s mop of curly blonde hair. But Corey was nowhere to be found. Cam found no one willing 

to help, so with scant options began opening and closing every exam room curtain in the narrow 

corridor while calling her son’s name through the tinny sound of the oxygenated, filtration mask.  

She ripped open the a curtain, calling, “Corey.” She retreated apologetically as an older woman 

with enormous red welts across her body was being examined by an MEC physician. Her heart 

lifted when she heard his voice from across the corridor. “Mom, Mom... I’m in here.” 

Cam whirled around and threw the curtain to the side, thrilled at the sight of her son who she 

loved more than life itself. She wrapped her arms around him and held him tightly, never 

wanting to let go. When the embrace ended, Cam placed her hand on her son’s forehead. It was 

warm.  

“How are you feeling, sweetheart?” 

“Not that bad,” he replied. “Is this where they brought Daddy when he got sick?” 

A  chill run down Cam’s spine. She never wanted to lie to her son. She chose her words 

carefully. “Yes, it is. But remember, Daddy had a blood cancer. You just have a minor illness 

like all children get from time to time.” 

He looked at her with the innocence of youth, his blue eyes seeming curious in appearance and 

said, “Are the Mercy people going to end my life like they did to Daddy?” 



Cam’s heart was breaking. It was a travesty that her son should have to grow up in a world where 

a ten-year-old boy worries about such things. She placed her right hand by her eye to wipe away 

a forming tear and tried to remain composed. “No, honey. What Daddy had to go through will 

not happen to you. We will see a doctor and then I am taking you home.” 

“Okay, Mom.” 

Not five minutes later, a young woman in a white smock walked in and introduced herself as Dr. 

Holly Longfellow. She couldn’t be more than 25 or 26. Her dark brown hair had blonde 

highlights and hung shoulder length. She also wore a mask.  

“Corey has a mild fever and has tested negative for all known medical conditions. I am 

recommending a booster shot and bedrest until he recovers.” 

The diagnosis relieved Cam. She had prepared for a fight to get her son released. “What’s in the 

booster shot?” she inquired. 

“It’s a cocktail of antibiotics, herbs and vitamins. Just a precaution, really,” stated Dr. 

Longfellow. 

“Okay,” Cam said. “Let’s do it. Then we can go home?” 

Dr. Longfellow smiled in return to Cam’s question, patted Corey on the head and said, “Then 

you can go home.” 

Corey sat still as Dr. Longfellow pulled open a metal drawer and withdrew the device that would 

administer the booster shot. The device was silver and had a round head. The doctor applied it to 

Corey’s upper arm.  

“Ready Corey? Here we go. One, two, three...” Dr. Longfellow depressed the button on the 

device and Corey flinched but showed no overt pain. When she pulled the device away, a silver 

disc remained on Corey’s arm. 



“What’s that?” Cam asked. 

Dr. Longfellow smiled and said pleasantly, “It’s a sensor that follows the injection of the booster. 

It’s now required by law. The sensor will continuously monitor Corey’s medical condition for 

two weeks and send the data back to us at MEC. If his condition worsens or he fails to get better, 

the sensor will blink a copper color. If that happens, it will require you to return immediately.” 

Cam shrugged, thinking the whole thing ridiculous. A day or two of rest and some chicken 

noodle soup and Corey would be as good as new. She was contemplating what she could use to 

pry the sensor from her son’s arm when Dr. Longfellow interrupted her train of thought. 

“Corey,” she said, looking right at the little boy, “Don’t pick at the sensor. It will fall off in two 

weeks. If you try to pull it off before that, an alarm will trigger, and the Mercy Enforcement 

Police will show up at your door.” 

Corey, naïve and oblivious to the ramification of the perverse Mercy program, just nodded. Cam 

was sick. Memories of Mercy and the demise of her husband flooded her brain. 

  



CHAPTER 8 

Showered, changed and slightly refreshed, Dex sat in the largest of the Nexterus Marine 

conference rooms with Maybin’s team and three large pizzas freshly delivered from a local 

restaurant. Dex took a bite from his first slice and made a face, illustrating his surprise at the 

unusual taste. 

“Not quite what you expected?” asked Amelia. 

“It’s different from American pizza. What’s in it?” 

She chuckled at his lack of experience with Aussie tastes. “Instead of marinara sauce, we use 

barbeque sauce. That’s the main difference apart from the fact we like thin and crispy as opposed 

to deep dish.” 

“And you top the creation off with bacon and egg. Also unusual from my perspective.” 

She laughed gently in reply. “At least the mozzarella is the same.” 

“I’m with you, Dex. Give me an old-fashioned deep dish any day,” replied his fellow 

countryman, Jack Brightman. 

“Touché Jack,” Dex replied. 

“Well, I side with Amelia,” proclaimed Noah. “The food down under is better than anywhere 

else.” 

“I think all of you have forgotten that England, the country that discovered half the world, still 

sets the standard for culinary excellence,” offered Maybin. 

Dex held his can of Foster’s midair and in his best Aussie accent replied, “Bloody hell, mate.” 

They all laughed at the good-natured fun. Amelia, done after one slice, began the upload of the 

necropsy results to the computerized board commonly known by its most prominent brand name, 

the Palette. The floor to ceiling board on the north end of the room would receive and display all 



the data. Its touch screen capability enabled a multitude of analytics features and could also 

receive voice commands to help answer the scientists’ questions. Dex valued the instantaneous 

lab results. Amelia touched the Palette power button and the data came to life. Dex observed the 

left side of the screen populate automatically with the hyperspectral videos taken by the 

hummingbird, all organized by exterior and interior and labeled appropriately. In the middle of 

the Palette, the executive summary of necropsy findings displayed, and on the right, there was a 

blank section labeled, “Questions.” 

As the Palette populated itself with images and data, Maybin stated the obvious by reading the 

major headline from the Palette’s center section. “Cause of death, organ failure from the 

presence of crude oil.” Underneath, in smaller type, the Palette displayed the words, “Oil was 

detected in the mouth and throughout the gastrointestinal tract. Liver damage from oil was also 

present.” 

“Crude oil?” remarked Amelia. “Was there a recorded spill from a cargo ship?” 

“Not recently and then, not in this part of the world,” replied Dex. 

“There was a minor incident a year ago in the Pacific Ocean off Mexico’s west coast,” stated 

Maybin. 

Jack chirped in. “Could this turtle have migrated that far and back?” 

“Unlikely,” replied Dex. “Green sea turtles migrate long distances but from the Coral Sea to the 

Pacific along Mexico’s west coast... that would be unusual.” 

“Could this turtle be the exception?” inquired Noah. 

Dex shook his head. “I doubt it very much. The distance is at least five times greater than the 

normal migration for a green sea turtle found in this region.” 



Maybin placed his index finger on the right side of his face in a state of deep contemplation. 

“Could the presence of crude oil in the turtle’s system have something to do with the strange 

orange color?” 

The Australian-accented male voice recognition system of the Palette heard Maybin’s question 

and answered. “Diagnostics reveal no correlation between the presence of crude oil and the 

orange color on the specimen’s interior and exterior.” 

Dex placed his beer on an old veneer table Maybin likely purchased from a local second-hand 

store and walked over to the Palette. He wanted a closeup view of thevideos. He chose one of the 

full lesion similar to the one he removed for biopsy. Holding his right index finger against the 

photo caused the Palette to offer results of the biopsy. Again, the Palette spoke. “The biopsy of 

this lesion indicates cause by a foreign substance permeating the specimen’s skin and internal 

organs. My database reveals no match for the foreign substance.” 

Perplexed, Maybin spoke to the Palette. “Place this issue in the Question queue.” 

Immediately, on the right side of Palette, the words, “Orange substance origin” appeared.  

Dex scratched his head and addressed the others. “So, we have a dead sea turtle with the cause of 

death coming from ingestion of crude oil, which is separate and apart from the orange substance 

and lesions appearing on the skin. I can’t say I’ve ever encountered a mystery quite like this 

one.” 

Amelia spoke first. “I’ll do some research to see if there have been any new oil discoveries in 

waters in this part of the world.” 

“Good,” said Dex. “That will help us understand how the turtle died and depending on the 

location, may also help figure out where the orange substance originated.” 

Maybin again had the Palette place this issue in the Questions column. 



Dex had an additional thought. He looked up at the Palette’s middle section under the heading of, 

“Stomach Analysis.” The only result was a mostly digested scyphozoan, the scientific name for 

jellyfish. Dex scratched his head, silently admitting it puzzled him. Jellyfish were common prey 

for leatherback sea turtles, but the green sea species were herbivores. They ate seagrass. 

It broke his chain of thought when a horn blared in the parking lot.  

“That would be the transport crew. The same guys are going to take the carcass south to 

Brisbane, where there is a marine life crematorium. Jack and Noah, go lend them a hand and then 

break down the outside lab,” Maybin stated. 

Jack and Noah nodded and left the room. Amelia looked up at Dex. “You still look unsettled.” 

He nodded in agreement. “We have no clue where this orange substance came from. Even 

though it’s not the cause of death, we need to figure out what it is. It could be harmful to the sea 

and/or its marine life inhabitants.” 

“I don’t believe we can ignore its presence in the equation. Where do we begin?” she pondered 

aloud. 

Maybin just smirked. “I know what I would do, but you might not like it,” he said to Dex. 

Dex peered at him stoically. “What’s that, Maybin?” 

“Earlier today, when we met on Scrimshaw Beach, I told you about the local legend.” 

“The sunken civilization at the bottom of the Coral Sea? That legend?” he asked incredulously. 

“That’s the one. Natives today still tell the story of the magical healing extract.” 

“Have we reached the point of desperation already?” asked Dex. 

“We’ve already tapped the world’s most powerful databases and have come up empty. I told you 

I have dived off Scrimshaw Beach. I’ve seen times where the water has produced a mild orange 

sheen but chalked it off to seasonal algae blooms. Now, I’m not so sure.” 



Suddenly, a wave of exhaustion overwhelmed Dex. The travel from California to Australia and 

the busy day since arriving was now taking its toll. He cupped his face in both hands and 

contemplated the madness of an unthinkable journey to the bottom of the Coral Sea in search of 

a sunken civilization called Aeternum. 

  



CHAPTER 9 

Akeyo Gathee looked older and smaller than he imagined. Her long, braided hair was nearly all 

gray, not uncommon for a woman in her early seventies. She wore generous heels and still 

appeared short. Before traveling to Manhattan, deBaak had his administrative assistant produce a 

complete dossier on the Earth leader. He waited far too long for this meeting. deBaak prepared 

with diligence. Gathee was born and raised in Kenya. She made her name leading a land renewal 

effort with emphasis on saving endangered species that once proudly roamed the African plains. 

Today, lions, giraffes, and elephants lived only in small numbers on tiny wildlife preserves 

across the great continent. The planet’s dilemma reduced the rich lands of Africa to scorched and 

barren wastelands. Millions of homeless people starved out in the open. Gathee led efforts to re-

create the natural habitat of the people and animals of Africa by developing biosphere 

communities. deBaak’s file pointed to the history of these domed areas dating back to the late 

1900s. Gathee had more success than most in developing these communities across Africa, but 

ultimately succumbed to the two problems that crushed every good idea for the Earth’s survival: 

money and space. Funds for projects like these were as scarce as the land upon which to build. 

There were simply too many people with nowhere to go. Understanding Gathee’s passion 

coupled with his own enormous wealth were the keys to gaining control of the woman who was 

the world’s de facto leader amongst leaders. 

Unlike its predecessor organization, the United Nations, Earth had a charter signed by every 

country on the planet appointing a leader to make decisions for the common good of all. The 

leader served at the pleasure of the Ruling Council, comprising the heads of state for the nine 

largest economies at any one time. Leaders were most often selected from apolitical 

backgrounds. They were humanitarians, philanthropists, or those that cared more for the lands 



and its people than power and greed. Service was for a ten-year term, renewable by the Ruling 

Council for as long as they chose. Gathee was nearing the end of her third term with no clear 

successor in sight. 

deBaak sat in a conference room large enough to hold fifty people. They dubbed the room the 

Observatory because the view from the top of the round, one hundred floor building offered an 

astounding view of both the Hudson and East rivers. deBaak hadn’t been in New York in quite 

some time. He thought it sad that landing pads on top of every building marred such a 

magnificent view. All a necessary evil with the inability to get anywhere on the ground, he 

lamented. 

Akeyo Gathee gazed up at him with her brown eyes. For such a small woman, she certainly 

packed quite an intimidating death stare. He could feel her disdain for him before he even said, 

“Hello.” 

“What is it I can do for you, Mr. deBaak?” Gathee spoke with a distinct Kenyan accent. Her 

gold-framed glasses gave her face an added sense of wisdom. 

deBaak did his best to smile, lips only, not wishing to reveal his crooked front teeth. “Please, call 

me Erik. It is my pleasure to make your acquaintance,” he said, trying to engender a feel of 

respect and collegiality.  

Gathee said nothing and just stared at him, appearing to wait for him to play his first card. 

deBaak appreciated she would want to take the measure of a man before saying anything that 

didn’t aid her point of view. 

deBaak resumed his attempt to forge a bond, avoiding the temptation to dive right in. “I have 

been reading up on your career, Leader Gathee. I have great respect for your efforts to renew our 



planet. Work bore fruit long before the Ruling Council selected you for this much-deserved 

post.” 

Gathee smiled faintly. Apparently, she was not one to be buttered up. “I saw your hologram 

video,” she replied monotonically. “I must be frank. I’m not sure I believe your philanthropic 

gesture is genuine. Yet, out of respect for my friend, Travanche, I agreed to hear you out. You 

have ten minutes. Then this meeting is over.” 

deBaak’s blood boiled. How dare this obstinate woman scoff in the face of his effort to support 

her life’s work? How many others had the financial wherewithal to offer what he was offering? 

Was it possible that she saw right through his shallow exterior? No, he was not yet willing to 

concede that point. 

“Today is Monday. By Wednesday, I shall have the non-profit, Earth Reborn, legally formed in 

Rotterdam. By Thursday, I shall capitalize the venture, as stated in the hologram, with €100 

billion of my money. I will send you documentation proving this and the plan to have all profits 

from Crematie donated to Earth Reborn.” 

Gathee’s expression appeared to soften. She paused for a moment and sighed outwardly. deBaak 

was pleased. He believed he penetrated Gathee’s preconceived notions and outward hate for who 

he was and what she thought he stood for. He waited patiently for her to break the growing 

silence.  

“As intriguing as this sounds, it all rides on an increased level of Mercy forcing millions of sick 

people to die. I cannot abide by such an action.” 

deBaak prepared for this stance. “Leader Gathee, no one is trying to appear unsympathetic to 

your view but certainly you can appreciate that even if a magical cure for all known illnesses 



descended upon us from the heavens, the planet no longer has the space and resources to support 

a global population approaching one trillion souls.” 

Again, she paused. Her eyes roamed the ceiling as if waiting for some form of divine 

intervention before responding. He had her. Weening the population was the only thing that 

made sense. World leaders inherently knew this, but political correctness prevented them from 

saying it out loud. 

Again, she sighed and said in a somewhat dejected voice, “Who do you have in mind to run your 

new entity?” 

deBaak was waiting for that exact question. He clasped his hands together in a steeple and said, 

“Why, there is only one person ideally suited for the role of leading Earth Reborn.” 

“And who might that be?” she asked curiously. 

“You.” 

The shocked look on Gathee’s face would have measured 10 on the Richter scale. “Me?” she 

said, stunned. “I am an old woman nearing the end of my career. Surely, you have someone 

much younger in mind who shares my vision.” 

deBaak was now enjoying his designed manipulation of the Earth leader. “There is only you. 

What a phenomenal way to end your illustrious career. Having hundreds of billions at your 

disposal to hire the world’s best minds to renew the planet for generations to come. Free yourself 

from the strain of global politics and rededicate yourself to what you truly believe.” 

He was breaking through her stone cold exterior. She was thinking about it. “What about you? 

What role would you play in the new entity?” 



“Although I believe in time, you and I will forge a powerful bond, I pledge that my only role will 

be silent financier. You will have complete autonomy to run the organization as you see fit 

subject, of course, to the oversight of a board of directors that you will choose.” 

Her left eyebrow arched as if she had him in a ‘gotcha’ moment. “And I presume you will be the 

chairman of this board?” 

“Only if you ask me to assume such a role. Otherwise, I remain completely in the background to 

offer advice if, and only if, you desire it.” 

Her inhibitions melted away. Gathee was burning out after nearly thirty years of leading Earth. It 

was well-documented that she had no obvious successor.  

“So, let me get this straight. You are creating a non-profit entity to help renew the planet for 

future generations. You are donating €100 billion of your own money and all the profits from 

Crematie but only after world leaders sanction an increased level of Mercy... and you want me to 

leave my post here and run the non-profit.” 

“Yes, that is correct.” 

“What do you get out of this?”  

A warming sensation flowed through deBaak’s body. His sense of satisfaction was clear as he 

laid his ultimate card on the table. It was the trump card for which Gathee would have no 

comeback. “I get to be you.” 

 “I don’t follow.” 

“It is quite simple,” he said confidently as he crossed his long legs under the table and stared at 

her intently. “Earth typically has chosen its leaders from esteemed humanitarians and 

philanthropists. After I announce news of Earth Reborn, the world will hold me in the highest 



regard. You get the opportunity of a lifetime to make a real difference for the planet and I get 

your current job.” 

Gathee looked defeated. “So, essentially you are telling me that the position you just offered 

wholly depends on you taking over for me here at Earth?” 

“That’s correct.” 

Gathee’s fighting spirit appeared to rebound. “Are you blackmailing me, Mr. deBaak?” 

“Blackmail is such an ugly term. I prefer to say that I am offering you the opportunity of a 

lifetime.” 

“But once your hologram gets out, you will look foolish if you renege on your promise to create 

the non-profit and fund it in the manner you described.” 

“True enough. But as we speak, every world media outlet has received a reworked version of the 

hologram. It shows both you and me jointly announcing your retirement from Earth to go lead 

the new entity and my expression of gratitude for you recommending me to the Ruling Council 

as your replacement.” 

Gathee’s face contorted in horror. “You really are the monster everyone thinks you are. I’ll 

simply deny the authenticity of the hologram.” 

deBaak looked at her with his cold, steely eyes and removed a folded piece of paper from his 

inner breast pocket. He slid the document across the table.  

“What’s this?” she asked. 

“Open it,” he commanded. 

A look of horror overwhelmed Gathee. “I have already submitted your electronic letter of 

resignation to the Ruling Council and transferred a signing bonus of $50 million for joining 



Earth Reborn to your personal bank account. So, you hold proof that the wheels are already in 

motion.” 

“All the money in the world wouldn’t let me work for you,” she protested. “Nothing you have 

done here isn’t reversible. My credibility is far greater than yours, I assure you.” 

She took on a look of satisfaction, as if she had won. deBaak reached back into his jacket pocket 

and pulled out a photograph which he tossed at her. The photo hit her in the chest and bounced 

onto the table, landing upside down. “Look,” he chided. 

She turned the photo over and her eyes widened like saucers.  

“You were hoping no one found out, weren’t you?” 

She nodded as the tears started gently rolling down her cheeks. She reached into a pocket for a 

tissue and dabbed her eyes. “How did you...?” Overwrought with emotion, Gathee couldn’t 

finish the question. 

deBaak didn’t answer. Instead, he scowled and simply stated, “The husband you told the world 

was dead is very much alive, isn’t he? Battling cancer, I hear.” 

She nodded through the tears. 

He continued. “You violated the law by helping him evade Mercy and have him being treated in 

a secret mountain retreat in Vermont.” 

She looked at him, her eyes pleading for sympathy. 

“Tell me, what will your credibility be worth when news of this scandal breaks?” 
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