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      Karl Hansen slammed the door behind him as he walked out of his current place of employment, and then he stopped and surveyed the parking lot. The sun had nearly set, and a cool breeze carried the salty tang of the ocean air. The factory sat on a bluff not far from the sea. As work places went, this was one of the most comfortable.

      But there was only so much arrogance and stupidity he could stand. His recipes for “the product” were perfect—everyone said so from the boss on down to the customers. Yet the boss’s son, Xavier, was putting the entire company in jeopardy by watering the formula down so they could make some fast money. Profits would increase in the short term, but in the long haul, when customers figured out what was going on, business would plummet.

      Xavier was not a long term thinker.

      Karl worked under far worse circumstances while paying his way through college. Most chemistry majors ended up working in industry, research, or teaching, but Karl found his way into less-than-reputable organizations.  Though the circumstances were dicey, the compensation more than made up for it.  By the time he graduated with a master’s degree, he paid off all his college debts and had a tidy sum in an offshore account.

      The roar of a car engine drew his attention back to the parking lot.

      Perfect! That’s all I need right now.

      The roar grew louder as the sports car wound its way up the road.  A bright, red Porsche 911 appeared. Teresa Tellio, the beautiful and spoiled daughter of his employer, raced toward the factory entrance.

      For the last month or so, Teresa had Karl in her sights. The last thing he wanted was to date the daughter of Roberto Tellio. Sure it would be hot and fiery while it lasted, but when she got tired of him, he’d wind up in a ditch somewhere with his throat slit.

      The talent Karl possessed above anything else was a very keen sense of self preservation. Everything about Teresa Tellio screamed, “Run like hell and don’t look back.”

      He turned to the door of the factory and opened it. No matter what mess awaited him inside, it was safer than standing outside alone with Teresa.

      Plus, her presence always added more tension to whatever was going on at the office.

      The factory actually had a designated office area, unlike a lot of places he worked. Granted, it wasn’t as fancy as it would be if it were an above-board business, but it was a lot cleaner than some places he’d been.

      The main room was a cross between a cafeteria and a board room. At the back, a door led to Roberto Tellio’s private office. The door was open and Xavier was talking to his father. Karl slunk along the edge of the cafeteria, trying to stay out of view, so he could overhear the conversation.

      “Yes, Father, I made a slight adjustment to Karl’s recipe, and I think it’s a huge improvement on the product.”

      From where Karl stood, Xavier’s shadow was outlined against the wall. He was standing at the corner of the desk, bent over with his back to Karl, and both hands on the expensive mahogany.

      Judging by Xavier’s positioning, Karl assumed Roberto must be seated.

      “And have you discussed this adjustment with Karl, or you did you decide to do this on your own?” Roberto coughed when he finished speaking.

      “Of course I talked to him about it.” Xavier sounded annoyed.

      “And he agreed?”

      Karl almost laughed. Roberto knew his son well.

      Karl stepped out into Roberto’s line of sight and walked in the door.

      “Ah, Karl, what do you think of Xavier’s change to the recipe?” Roberto leaned back in his chair.

      “Well, sir, I don’t agree with it. It waters down the product, and our customers are used to a certain level of quality. Some of them cut it themselves before they sell it, so if we lessen our concentration, they will no longer be able to do that. That’ll cut into their profits, and they’ll look for another supply source. We’ll make more profit up front, but we’ll lose our good reputation and possibly our biggest customers in the long run.” When he finished speaking, Karl turned and looked directly at Xavier.

      He remained standing as Xavier dropped into one of the guest chairs.

      “But Father, why should we allow the middlemen to adjust the concentration of our product? Why don’t we do it ourselves and keep the profit?” Xavier shifted in his chair and looked at him. Karl knew the paint was blistering on the wall behind him.

      Roberto coughed again, then spoke. “Because Karl is right. If we lower the concentration, our customers will look for other suppliers. I’ve tried to explain to you before that there are risks in our business, and we must compensate for that risk each step along the way. If we squeeze our middlemen, then they will not receive the compensation necessary to keep doing business with us. If we must find new customers, then we have a greater chance of encountering someone who is not trustworthy and could jeopardize everything we have. The extra profit is not worth the greater risk.”

      Karl exhaled.

      Roberto’s decision would put an end to this problem, for now.

      Teresa’s sultry voice floated in from the doorway. “A wise decision, Father. Xavier is just trying to find more money so he can pay off his gambling debts.”

      She walked over to the older man and kissed his temple. He waved her away, and a wet rattle wracked his lungs.

      Karl frowned.  Roberto’s cough seemed to be getting worse. Maybe this would be a good time to go down to the factory floor and make sure everything was going as it should. He had no trust when it came to Xavier .

      Roberto stopped coughing and pulled a handkerchief out of his coat pocket.  “Karl, pour me a shot of whiskey.”

      Karl nodded and walked over to a large credenza that stood against the wall behind Roberto’s desk. Roberto kept a well-stocked liquor cabinet for important meetings and bad days. Today was obviously a bad day

      Karl poured his boss a double shot of his favorite, Johnnie Walker Blue Label, turning around in time to see Roberto stuff his handkerchief back into his pocket.  The red bloodstain was unmistakable. Karl kept his face neutral as he placed the glass on the desk. Those crimson spots on the white linen changed everything. Roberto was sick, and it wouldn’t be long before Xavier would be able to take advantage of his father’s illness and the entire operation would go to hell.

      “Thank you, Karl.”  Roberto covered his mouth with his hand and coughed again, reaching for his handkerchief.  “Karl, I’d like you to check everything in the factory and make sure everything is working properly.  I am going to take my children out to dinner.” The old man hoisted himself out of his chair and onto his feet. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Karl nodded and left.

      I think it’s time to update my resume and look for another job.

      Karl headed down a flight of stairs to the factory floor. He’d take some random samples and check them for purity, a task that would take him a few hours.  After he texted Roberto the results in their usual code, he’d leave the building for the last time.

      Given the type of business he worked for, he’d found it prudent to have a escape plan ready. His latest was in place a week after he started working for the Tellio family.

      The night was still warm when he departed, but the cool breeze coming from the sea made it quite pleasant.

      I’m going to miss this place.

      He got in his car and started the engine. He didn’t have far to go. He’d ditch the car at a popular watering hole nearby and walk to the edge of town, where he rented a garage.

      When he reached the bar, he parked around the back near the dumpsters, where there were no security cameras. They weren’t needed—no one parked back there because of the smell of rotting food. He didn’t really care. He wouldn’t be coming back here again. He left the keys in the ignition and the doors unlocked. If someone stole the car, all it would do was buy him even more time to make his getaway.

      He donned a backpack he’d hidden in the trunk where the spare tire should have been.  He’d stashed his passport, cash, and a change of clothes inside it.  The path he took to the garage went through a few alleys and some empty lots, and with his head hidden under a hoodie, even if he was seen, no one could get a good look.

      When he reached the garage, he threw his backpack onto the passenger seat of an old VW bug.  Its body was several different colors because the different parts had been salvaged from other wrecks.  The parts that weren’t painted were brown from rust.  In short, it was a beater car that no one would want to steal.

      Under the hood was another story. The engine had been well maintained.  The gas tank was full, and an extra can of fuel was in the back seat.

      He slid into the driver’s seat. Five minutes later, he was on the road and heading for the border.
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      Karl pulled his hoodie over his head and zipped up his jacket. It was cold and damp outside, and the rain was light but steady, as it had been all morning. His shift had ended fifteen minutes ago, so he stepped out from under the awning into the rain.

      Although working as a barista wasn’t very challenging for a guy with a master’s degree in chemistry, he, at least, got to mix things. And it kept him from rotting his brain on daytime television.

      Karl got to the corner and stopped to wait for the light to change before crossing the street and heading for Wilford Park. It was near the center of town, and it gave the residents lots of shade. A small stream ran through the center of it and emptied into a larger river that flowed along the southern end of town.

      The walk to his studio apartment through the park was a pleasant one, except on days like this. The shortcut saved him three blocks, and the park was very green and relaxing. Today, however, it was wet, cold, and covered in puddles.

      His water-resistant hoodie kept him sort of dry as he walked. An umbrella would’ve been better, but he hated carrying one. A shiver ran down his spine; he’d be soaked by the time he got home. A hot shower and a good meal would take the edge off the cold.

      It was Tuesday, so he’d meet with his
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