
    
    
    
             CULL
    

    
    
    
      By
    

    
      Tami A. Jaegel
    

    
    
    
    
    
           In the absence of truth, all we have are lies.
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
      Cull: verb
    

    
    
         To reduce the size of (a herd or flock) by killing a proportion of its members.
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

    
    
    
    

    
    
    
    
    
      Prologue
    

    
    
    
      Spring 2016
    

    
    
      A prick of skin.
    

    
    
      A gasp.
    

    
    
      Profuse sweat.
    

    
    
      A bone chilling shiver.
    

    
    
      Racking pain.
    

    
    
      A bloodcurdling scream, “NO!!!!!!!!!!!”
    

    
    
      Then a dense darkness...slow, unyielding, enveloped like a tightly woven blanket.
    

    
    
      Corinna Von Aller awoke with a start, perspiring and out of breath. That dream again. It’s coming to her more often.
    

    
    
      Violent, inexplicable, frightening, exhausting, taking more out of her each time. 
    

    
    
      With shaking hands, she threw aside the gnarled blankets and dragged her fatigued body out of bed. 
    

    
       
    

    
      Looking out the window she wondered how can it be such a glorious day after such a rude awakening. Yet, there it was, a bright blue cloudless summer sky, singing birds, yellow sunshine; the kind that gently hugs you with its warm rays.  She wished she could feel it's comforting arms around her. Instead, she shivered.
    

    
    
      The sudden jangling sound of the phone scratched across her already taut nerves. Who could that be at this hour?  She was too annoyed to answer. She decided to let the machine get it. The thought of having to speak to someone right now was revolting. She knew she wouldn't be able to keep the panic from the aftermath of the nightmare out of her voice. They would have to leave a message.
    

    
    
      The tantalizing smell of her favorite French vanilla coffee wafted from the kitchen to the bedroom. “Thank God for automatic coffee makers”, she muttered. “Whoever invented it should get a nobel prize.”  She made her way to the kitchen on aching joints.
    

    
    
       Grabbing a cup from the cabinet above the kitchen counter, she poured herself some of the rich brew and drank it like a woman drowning, desperate for safety and comfort.  As the warm liquid slid smoothly down her throat, she felt herself start to settle down. Her head began to clear. 
    

    
    
      Where are these nightmares coming from?  She hadn't had nightmares since she was a kid, and they were nothing like this.
    

    
    
      These seemed so real. It's like the events they were depicting were happening in real time.  But how was that possible?  
    

    
       
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Chapter 1
    

    
    
    
      Spring 2016
    

    
    
    
      One week earlier
    

    
    
      The day dawned crisp with a delicious inviting smell of Spring. Corinna's heart lifted as she took a deep breath of the invigorating clean air while she stood on the balcony of her small one-bedroom apartment, which had became her womb of security. She took her time sipping her coffee, she wanted to savor every moment.
    

    
    
      Her apartment was small with only one bedroom, but it's redeeming feature was two large French-style doors off the living room/dining room that opened onto a fair sized veranda.
    

    
      A small table and two chairs were surrounded on three sides by flower boxes that sat atop the balcony rail and were filled with Pansies. She loved Pansies, they reminded her of faces, distinct and honest.
    

    
    
      She painted the walls in the main living space Sherwin Williams soothing Restful Green. The bedroom was a Hyacinth Blue shade with a white ceiling and trim. It was the first time
    

    
      she ventured out on her own, and she wanted her little ‘nest’ to be all her favorite colors.  She was pleased at how the redecoration came out. 
    

    
    
      When she first moved in, the walls were a newly painted a eggshell white, clinical and stark, it’s only purpose being to make a clean start for a new tenant.  Mrs.Hatman, the landlady, made it clear that she could repaint the walls, but, in her words, ‘you pay for it’ and ‘don’t even think of painting the rooms any obnoxious colors,’ rang in her ears as she went shopping for a new and exciting color palette. She took pictures of her handiwork and uploaded them to her Google photos.
    

    
       
    

    
      Corinna never imagined herself living in a city.  She was a country girl at heart coming from the rurals of Kentucky. Cities frightened her.  Too many people, too much noise. After what happened though, she knew she couldn’t stay where she was. The silence was too great, especially at night.  It throbbed unrelentingly in her ears. Her thoughts were the only thing louder.  She couldn’t bear them anymore.  Too many familiar places reminded her.  When this job came up, she jumped at it.
    

    
    
    
      She took the train and never looked back. Her Mom traveled with her and helped her navigate to the apartment she rented online and helped her get settled.  The building had 116 one-bedroom units.  Most of the rentals were for Section 8 residents, which she made too much to rent, however, they had a few apartments left at the regular rate that she could afford on her new salary. She got one of the last ones that were available. They celebrated her ‘housewarming’ with a glass of cheap champagne.
    

    
    
      Corinna and her mother explored the city together and saw things the country never hinted at.  It was eye opening, yet thrilling at the same time.  When her Mom headed home with promises to return soon for a long visit, Corinna felt more comfortable in her new environment. Being in Washington would be medicine for her wounds.  If anything, it would distract her with its constant movement so that she wouldn’t even have time to think about the past. She had a feeling she would experience things she never thought possible.  The thought had gave her a lift. There was a brighter light at the end of her tunnel of existence.
    

    
      Spring was her favorite time of year. The miracle of life emerging from seeming deadness was all around for those to cared enough to notice.  Corinna cast her eyes afield and was rewarded with a breathtaking blanket of pink blossoms that lined the Oxon Run Park, a short walk from her home,  an ‘off the radar location’ to view the cherry trees each spring. The trees here were not part of the original stock, but she would take it anyway.  She would love to live at the heart of Japan’s gift of 1912 along the Tidal Basin, but she couldn’t afford it on her salary.  She contented herself with visiting the promenade as a treat once and awhile.  Thousands of visitors and residents alike drank in their incomparable beauty each spring.  From early in the morning until late at night, the Tidal Basin filled with people who seemed to be cheered just to look upon their loveliness. It brought her joy and made her wish she could paint it just as her eyes beheld it. 
    

    
    
      Many times, since she arrived in Washington DC, she would sit on one of the park benches and listen to the many birds as she ate her lunch.  Oxon Run Park was just behind her office building.  She was amazed at the goldfinches who flew as dolphins on air. Swallow’s aerial acrobatics surpassed any fighter jet being put through its paces. If a person got too close to the nest, they would dive bomb you like a Kamikaze pilot!  Thrush’s calls in the early evening sounded like breath on wind chimes reflected in a thousand mirrors.
    

    
    
      It was a little piece of the country she missed in a bustling, living city full of intrigue, wealth, and privation, all in close proximity of one another.  Here one couldn’t help but notice the poorest dragging along behind the nation’s richest.  It was sad, unfixable.
    

    
    
      The chiming of the wall clock was a reminder that it was time to get ready for work.  A quick shower, clean clothes, scant makeup and she was off. 
    

    
       
    

    
      She arrived AAD, Inc., Always Affordable Drugs, early for her shift, 8:45 a.m. She hated lateness, especially in herself; it felt like a personal failure.
    

    
        
    

    
      Her office, which she shared with two other co-workers, was small, but had a large window that overlooked the courtyard.  Itwas pleasant enough; she didn’t spend a lot of time there anyway. AAD, Inc. leased a large wing of the United Medical Center on Southern Ave. as well as many offices and a portion of the basement.
    

    
    
      She hung up her purse on the coat rack and put on her lab coat.  She reached over her desk and turned on the computer.While it booted up, she checked the office mail that was left in
    

    
      the communal bin on top of the file cabinets on the far side of the room.  There was nothing addressed to her so she returned to her desk, sat down, and signed on to her Gmail account.  Several new messages in her inbox greeted her.  She clicked on the first message that was from Kyrie, she wanted to see her as soon as she arrived.
    

    
    
       Corinna filled up her coffee cup in the breakroom on the way up to Kyrie’s third floor office.
    

    
    
      “Knock, knock.” Corinna said with cheer as she entered the room.
    

    
    
      “Good morning.” Was the grumpy uncharacteristic response.
    

    
    
      Kyrie was 50 years old, 5’7 with fine highlighted light brown hair.  Her face was pretty and she was blessed with dignity and a confident bearing that came from deep within. She was dressed in her usual white top and dark blue pants, scarf tied around her neck like she was at the ready to go sailing at a moment's notice.  She always seemed to hide her shape by wearing her clothes a little too big.  Why, Corinna didn’t know. 
    

    
    
    
      Corinna, at 35 years old, has struggled with her weight since her earliest memory.  She could never eat whatever tickled her fancy. She was doomed to count every calorie and workout until she dropped with exhaustion only to lose a few measly ounces.  It seemed so unfair that some could enjoy their food, while others worried over every bite.  Corinna was also 5’7, but her extra pounds couldn’t quite be hidden under dark colors or loose-fitting clothing.   Long curly deep auburn hair and emerald green eyes completed the picture.  Her beautiful face turned heads until she stood up where she couldn’t help but notice the once-admiring eyes descend expectantly to see an equally ravishing figure only to be disappointed.  They always
    

    
      looked away.
    

    
        
    

    
      “Good morning, what do you need besides an aspirin and a vacation?” 
    

    
    
      Corinna asked of her best friend and coworker, trying to cheer her up but sensed it wasn’t helping. They had become friends over the years of working together and had learned each other's moods.
    

    
    
      Kyrie gave her a sharp look.  It hurt, but Corinna ascribed it to stress. 
    

    
       
    

    
      “These are for your department.  Encourage everyone to sign up for the seminars offered.  It would be nice to see more than the usual lack of enthusiasm.”  Kyrie said with a bite.  Kyrie
    

    
      was in charge of making the reservations for the attendees. 
    

    
    
      “Of course.”  Corinna was taken aback by her manner.  Kyrie was usually cheerful and had never spoken to her like that. Something didn’t feel right.  Deciding it was best to leave her
    

    
      friend to her mood, Corinna let herself out and went back to her office.
    

    
    
      Sorting through the papers, she saw several seminars that she wouldn’t mind attending.  In the last of the stack of papers was an envelope with no name on it.  Ripping open the re-sealed envelope, she was never one for using an letter opener as she tended to slit the letter as well, she skimmed over the contents.
    

    
    
      She felt her blood freeze.
    

    
        
    

    
      She blinked hard to refocus her eyes.  What was she looking at? This can’t be right! She read the letter again trying to make sense of it. She looked around her as if expecting someone
    

    
      to catch her reading it. What should she do?  Hide it? Throw it away?  This information was not meant for her eyes.  It must have gotten into the stack of papers by mistake. 
    

    
    
      She couldn’t forget or ignore what she just read. The contents went against everything ADD, Inc. represents.  Their whole mission was to provide affordable generic drugs to the nation’s sickest citizens.  She believed in the company’s mission.  She sacrificed ten years of her life for this mission.  Now it is being threatened!
    

    
    
      How naive she had been!  She felt hurt and betrayed and more than a little foolish.  She tended to take people at face value and wanted to believe that people were presenting the truth about their motives when they talked to her.  Now, it is impossible to deny the fact that the boss deceived her to get her support.  He had praised her personal efforts.  He claimed to support the goals of this company.  Now, it’s clear that he intends to use the company as a front for something diabolical, chemical weapons!
    

    
    
      She swallowed the lump that was cramping her throat.  
    

    
    
      For her, the earth had shifted.
    

    
    
      A corner was turned.
    

    
    
      The point of no return reached.
    

    
    
      A knowing that cannot be unknown.
    

    
    
    
    
    
      Chapter 2
    

    
    
    
      Corinna stumbled out of her office in a daze.  Her mind was a runaway freight train.  Her thoughts burned and twisted like a tangled mass of hot metal in the aftermath of a great earthquake.  Her ears rang 10,000 alarm bells and all coherent sounds were sucked into a vacuum.  Images before her eyes played in slow motion.
    

    
    
      Corinna tried in vain to process what she had just seen.  She began to pace the hallway. The new director, Abaddon Briar, has been with the company for 6 months. There was something about him she didn’t like from the beginning. According to those who work in his immediate vicinity, he is fat, lazy and had 'my way or the highway' mentality. He was 45 years old, 6'2, dark skin and eyes. He came to AAD, inc. with glowing references and a pocketful of ideas.
    

    
       
    

    
      Some idea.
    

    
    
      She heard his ‘flashes of brilliance’ were grandiose, but Corinna never imagined anything like this. AAD, Inc. has had an excellent reputation since its 20th year inception. If word got out that it was involved in a scheme like this, they will be vilified in the press nationwide. Their lease would be cancelled.  They would be forced out of business. The Hospital could lose funding.  Jobs would be lost, patients turned away. Seeing a company with a so-called benign mission doing such a thing would not be tolerated by the public. This could lead to demonstrations and more violence.
    

    
       
    

    
      Could she stay with a company who would do this?  
    

    
    
      She couldn't afford to quit her job.
    

    
    
      She couldn’t afford to do nothing.
    

    
    
      All options seemed like no options.  
    

    
    
      Each choice felt like the wrong one.
    

    
    
      Would she be giving tacit approval by staying here?  
    

    
    
      What about her career?
    

    
    
      Could she stay apart from it and still do some good here?
    

    
      Her idealistic side wanted to stay and hopefully keep up AAD, Inc's original ideals. The realistic side of her knows that this would be impossible. Who would listen to her?  Lowly employees don't tell the big bosses, like the Board of Directors what to do.
    

    
       
    

    
      If one looks the other way, does that make them evil? 
    

    
    
      Will they have blood on their hands too?
    

    
    
      With no clear answer, she pushed aside her cluttered and conflicting thoughts and went on with the day’s work. Entering the lab, she consulted the bulletin board to get her assignment for the day.  A formula had been sent confidentially from the science lab to her department.  Her job was to prepare the recipe and have it ready for the trials.  A double-blind study was planned for the new cholesterol drug her company, AAD, Inc. was developing.  It will be the first that only needs to be taken once a month and costs the patient $1.00 per pill.  As part of the company’s philanthropic endeavors, it is being made available to those in the low income category who can’t afford a drug plan and make too much to get Medicaid.  She was so proud to be a part of this program. As she worked, she was suspended in a protected part of her mind, knowing that at least this task is helping and not hurting.  The day passed quickly.
    

    
    
      As the sun angled toward evening, the ring of the telephone in the lab made her jump. 
    

    
        
    

    
      "Hello?"
    

    
      "Miss Von Aller, my office now!" Mr. Briar yelled in her ear.
    

    
    
      "Yes sir!" She saluted even though he couldn’t see her.  Feeling queasy with fear she hung up the phone. 
    

    
    
      He knows. She is sure of it. Should she feign ignorance? Once in front of his office door, she knocked with sweaty palms.
    

    
       
    

    
      "Come in!" Was the terse answer. 
    

    
    
      Gingerly she opened the door and closed it behind her. She was sure she had that 'deer in the headlights' look. What was that saying, 'never let them see you sweat?'. She made a vain attempt to conceal the fear she felt.
    

    
       
    

    
      "So you know." It was a statement. 
    

    
    
      “Know what?”  Why not? Maybe she could throw him off track.
    

    
       
    

    
      “Don’t play dumb with me.  I questioned everyone and not one person received a plain brown envelope in the interoffice mail.  They would have no reason to lie. That leaves you.”
    

    
    
      “What do you mean?” Her throat was parched.
    

    
    
      “You aren’t a very good liar. You found the letter didn’t you?”
    

    
    
      In that instant, she decided to tell the truth. "Yes, quite by accident."
    

    
    
      "How?" He demanded fiercely. 
    

    
    
      "It was in the stack of seminar information."  She kept it general so as to keep Kyrie from being blamed. She hoped he didn’t put it together that Kyrie gave it to her by mistake.
    

    
    
      "So you opened it." He accused.
    

    
       
    

    
      "Yes, I thought it was for my department.” She paused. “Why are you doing this? This isn’t what we are about?!" Her tone was louder than she intended.
    

    
    
      "Do what you want with your conscience, but you won't push it on me or anyone working here!  You will not speak of this to anyone, and I mean no one!”  The lump in her throat felt like the jagged edge of a boulder.
    

    
    
       "If I find out that the contents of that letter has gotten out, I'll know who to see!"  He sneered as he wiped his chin of the grease from the burger he was wolfing down as she entered.
    

    
       
    

    
      Corinna felt more than heard the thinly veiled threat.  She felt anger replace fear. She made a decision, "Actually... I’m leaving. You will have my resignation on your desk in the morning. I'll stay two weeks so you can find a replacement. I can’t stay here and be party to this."
    

    
    
      He leaned over with a look that could only be described as menacing, "I'll do you one better. Since I have such a high regard for you, you can leave now!" The tone was sarcastic and unyielding. "GIVE ME THE ENVELOPE!" The force of his shout almost blew her hair back from her face.
    

    
       
    

    
      Trembling, Corinna gave it over, happy and at the same time apprehensive to give it up. Leaning back in his chair, straining it beyond the manufacturer's intentions, Briar said, "Don't worry; you will be compensated.  But if I hear that you said one word, I will tell my government contact that you stole sensitive government information and are a threat to national security. I assure you, the US Government won't be as good to you as I am."  A sly smile curved his lips.
    

    
       
    

    
      Her mouth opened and closed without a sound coming out. 
    

    
    
      Checkmate.
    

    
    
    
      Chapter 3
    

    
    
    
      Abaddon Briar slammed his fist hard on the top of this desk rattling his cup and sending his pencil rolling off the edge and onto the floor.  He was snorting with fury.
    

    
    
      He couldn’t take the chance that Miss Von Aller wouldn’t talk to the press.  They couldn’t afford any attention being focused on this.  Someone might start digging.  Officially, the U.S. doesn’t develop these anymore.  If word got out what they were really using them for…
    

    
    
      Abaddon grabbed the phone and punched out the numbers on the screen of his smart phone a little too hard. 
    

    
       
    

    
      “We have a problem.” Abaddon said before the other party finished saying hello. 
    

    
       
    

    
      “What kind of problem, Mr. Briar?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “One of my employees found out about our project.”
    

    
    
      Silence.  Then words even he wouldn’t repeat.
    

    
    
      “She quit today too.  I can’t trust that she won’t go to the press or the authorities.  If she brings attention to this, we could be found out.  In here, I could watch her, but out there…?” Briar said in a rush.
    

    
    
      “You assured me that no one would find out!” said the other party in a tight voice that sounded a millimeter away from exploding.
    

    
    
      “What do we do now?” questioned Briar in a panic.
    

    
    
      “We?  You are walking on thin ice, Mr. Briar.  You just keep feeding your face and mind your own business!”  The line went dead.
    

    
    
      Briar slowly lowered the phone from his ear and clicked off.  His hand was shaking so badly that he almost dropped the phone.  He needed the contract more than he cared to admit. He was in hock with the bank for the huge house his wife just had to have.  They couldn’t live on the outskirts of Washington like he wanted, noooo!, they had to be right in the middle of it!  The house she picked out in the Adam Morgan neighborhood cost him over 2 million bucks.  It was an attached row house 4 stories tall.  Why they would need 2400 square feet was beyond him, but it was a Victorian built in 1909 and she just had to have it.   It was her fault that they were in such debt!  She was addicted to that Downton Abbey and she just had to have a town house build at the time period of the show, furnishings and all.  It always had to be her way.  When was he ever going to get a say?  Well he wasn’t giving up what he wanted! 
    

    
       
    

    
      He had his eye on a summer home off Cape Cod.  He loved the beach.  His parents had taken him there on summer break one year.  It was the best vacation ever!  He had begged his parents to go back the next summer, but they said no.  Money was tight.  Shortly thereafter, his father died.  That was the end of that.  They never went back.  Every time he asked, his mother said the same thing, ‘money is tight.’  Now his wife says ‘money is tight’.  Of course it is after she spent all their money on ‘her house’!  Now there’s nothing left for what he wanted. No more, he didn’t care what his wife said. She was such a nag and treated him like a child. This time, he wasn’t going to be economized out of his dream!  He had to keep this job.
    

    
    
      To complicate things, he found out shortly after he was hired that the company owed a tremendous amount to the IRS and was facing severe tax penalties that it wasn’t going to be able to pay back.  AAD, Inc. was in debt because no one could make enough profit by manufacturing affordable drugs for the public.  He could jack up the price like Martin Shkreli, the CEO of Turing Pharmaceuticals, and risk being labeled as a ‘morally bankrupt sociopath’, but the company will be maligned by the press and that could be the death knell. 
    

    
         
    

    
      He was expected, by the Board, to turn things around and he was convinced this offer from the government would do it.  When they came to him with a contract that offered a lot of money and the promise of dismissing the taxes owed plus the late fees, he jumped at it.  He told the Government that the board of Directors approved of it, but the truth was, they hadn’t, not the entire deal that is.  They might have said no, and he couldn’t afford that. He told the board he negotiated a deal with the IRS for a lower amount that they could pay over time.  He didn’t tell them the true nature of the contract or about the money the Government was paying the company.  He was keeping the money for himself, which wasn’t hard to pull off as this was all to be secret anyway. It was the best of both worlds, he got what he wanted, and the government got what they wanted, a job done without the general population knowing about it. 
    

    
    
      The Board wouldn’t have understood like he did. It was more than just the money, he was confident of his role in this cause.  Abaddon, meaning destruction, in particular for God, as his father told him when he complained the kids in school made fun of him for having such a name, of which he was now proud of, He felt this project could be the tantamount to God’s work.  It could turn this country around to again being the most powerful in the world, inside and out. He believed in the President’s motto, ‘make America great again!’ 
    

    
       
    

    
      Yet, it was all for nothing if they decided to get rid of him for being so careless.  What would they do to him?  They could kill him.  No one would ever know. The Government had a way of doing that to those who made them look bad.  Despite his outward display of confidence, he was scared to death.  What if they cancelled the contract and revoked the tax deal?  How will AAD, Inc. stay in business?  If the Board of Directors found out that he held back money and bankrupted them, not only would they fire him, but they would hand him over to the slaughter. He could lose the house, his freedom, and his dream.  How would he put the kids through college? His wife will kill him before they could.  She is already convinced that he is incompetent. He’ll never live this down.
    

    
    
      Then another terrifying thought seized him.  What if they come after his family?
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Chapter 4
    

    
    
    
      Weary, bone tired, and in desperate need of a warm shower to wash off the stress and fear, Corinna unlocked her top floor apartment door of the Wheeler Terrace Apartments.  She closed the door firmly behind her and locked it.  She didn’t think she was followed, but she wasn’t going to take any chances either. Kicking off her shoes and undressing as she went, Corinna made her way to the bathroom.
    

    
        
    

    
      Ten minutes later, feeling clean, but unemployed, Corinna put herself into her cozy fleece pajamas and large puffy yellow duck slippers with the orange beaks and headed for the kitchen.  After filling up a plate with leftover macaroni and cheese, her favorite dish, and warming it up in the microwave, she took the food over to her desk, an old fashioned oak roll-top that she and her mother had found at an estate sale here in Washington for a song.  It had a wonderful warm patina and smelled of soft oak and Doublemint gum. She was entranced by the scent as it reminded her of her father’s mother.  While she was poking through all the drawers and cubbies, she discovered a pack of gum that was the source of the pleasing odor. A smile curved her face and she decided to leave the gum where it was. Grandma would always be with her when she sat down to work. She set it up in the living room. It was really too big for the room or the apartment for that matter, but she couldn’t bear to part with it. It served as a home for her laptop and most nights, a kitchen table. She sent a quick email to her mother:
    

    
    
      “Dear Mama:
    

    
    
      You won’t believe the day I’ve had!  There is a something wrong here at my company.  I discovered something unsavory today that I just can’t ignore!  It's a moral issue really, but I thought it best to resign and look for something else.  There is no time to explain now, but I will when I can.
    

    
        
    

    
      I have some money saved, so I can pay the rent until I get something else. I have built up experience in my field, so I should be able to find something soon. Perhaps a few days out of town for a little vacation will help to clear my head. I’ll call you when I get back.  Please don’t worry too much, I am fine.  I know you have always supported my decision to come here and will support me now, but, what will Gram say…?”
    

    
    
      She loved her Mama, they were always very close.  They talked, emailed or texted everyday.  Her mother was a regular tech savvy senior!  There were just women in the family now, with the exception of a few cousins, since her father and grandfather passed away.  The family was, for the most part, peaceful except when her grandmother, her mother’s mother, stuck her nose in Corinna’s business.  Her Grandmother was the matriarch of the family and took it upon herself to run everyone's lives whether they invited her to do so or not.  Her father was the only one with the uncanny ability to keep Gram in check, but once he was gone, Gram broke loose and was unable to be contained since.
    

    
        
    

    
      Corinna didn’t mean any disrespect toward her Grandmother, she just knew from experience that if what you wanted was not in harmony with what Gram wanted for you, you stood clear.  That’s just how it was and everyone in the family knew it.  She was especially vocal when Corinna decided to move to Washington, she still rants over that one!  No doubt, when she finds out that Corinna quit this job, the one she was so determined to take, Gram would ‘offer’ her sagest advice.  No doubt, some of tidbits of wisdom that will be offered will include, ‘I told you not to take that job!’ and, ‘I told you the city wasn’t for you!’ There would be no stopping her.  Gram was old and had no use for technology, but she managed to find out everything as if she was ‘connected’.  Her old-fashioned ‘social networking’ was much faster than the digital version!  It will only be a matter of time before Corinna will get a letter denouncing her flawed choices.  She will probably be ordered home where ‘she belongs.’ 
    

    
       
    

    
               Corinna felt bad as she hit send, her mother would bear the brunt of Gram’s fury when she found out.  Hopefully, an explanation, when the time was right, will put the argument to rest.  Now was not the time.  It was too dangerous.  It would have to wait.
    

    
       
    

    
      She still couldn’t believe what she read in the letter.  The words bore through her memory cells, tattooing them permanently to her brain.  There had to be a mistake.  Could this be an old letter from way back when it was legal to develop these things?  She had taken a picture of the letter with her tablet.  She called it up in her Gallery app and looked for a date.  It said January, but the year was not indicated.  If this was old, Briar would not care that she had it and certainly wouldn’t have threatened her.  Her mouth went dry.  This was a recent letter.  It had to be. There was no mistake. 
    

    
       
    

    
      She typed in the google search bar the burning question, the subject of the letter, “does the U.S. Government develop chemical weapons?” 
    

    
       
    

    
      Among the search results were the websites cdc.org and toxipedia.org.  She clicked on toxipedia.org first.  The subheading ‘chemical weapons timeline’ stood out.  The year 1993 caught her eye when it said,
    

    
    
      1993- “The US signs the Chemical Weapons Convention, a treaty barring the use, production, and transfer of chemical weapons for any purpose; treaty members pledge to destroy their stockpiles by 2007.” 
    

    
       
    

    
      1997-”US ratifies the Chemical Weapons Convention.”
    

    
    
      Further down, Corinna saw a list of external links.  The address cwc.gov, the US Chemical Weapons Convention website was one of the links.  She clicked on it.  On the Home page, it boasted, “Ensuring and assisting US Industry’s compliance with the Chemical Weapons Convention.”  She noticed that the CWC is under the Seal of the US Department of Commerce Bureau of Industry and Security. 
    

    
       
    

    
      A link at the bottom of the page said the Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW) wins the Nobel Prize for 2013.  Clicking on it, she skimmed the information.  The second to the last paragraph said in the last two sentences, “Certain states have not observed the deadline, which was 2012, for destroying their chemical weapons.  This applies to the US and Russia.”-October 11, 2013
    

    
    
      “So, as of 2013, the U.S. has not met the deadline.  I wonder if they have gotten around to finishing it by 2016.”  Corinna wondered out loud to herself. 
    

    
       
    

    
      She clicked on cdc.gov link and found that the US had destroyed 90% of its stockpile by April 29, 2012 which was the deadline.  It said, “Operations and plans continue for disposal of the remaining 2,700 tons at the remaining two sites in Kentucky and Colorado.”  According to the CDC, in Kentucky, near Richmond,  the completion of the Destruction plant will take place on October 27, 2015.  In Pueblo Colorado, the Destruction Plant has, as of October 22, 2015, destroyed 383 items.
    

    
         
    

    
      Corinna sat back in her chair stumped. 
    

    
       
    

    
      Why would the US Government develop more chemical weapons while they are spending billions to get rid of what they already have?  Are they holding back some and destroying the rest?  Why would the US Government and a small drug company like AAD, Inc. enter into a contract to develop chemical weapons when it was now illegal?  What would they use them for?  Not for war, they would be found out in a heartbeat. What is the Government really up to?  What is in it for them?  What is in it for Mr. Briar, besides money that is?  There has to be deeper motivation.
    

    
        
    

    
      Her thoughts had barely processed when the front door of her apartment exploded into shards of wood!
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Chapter 5
    

    
    
    
      Corinna screamed and sprinted for the bedroom.  Her mind was racing, and her heart throbbing.  She was unable to control the rapid gasps of fear that came from her lips.  She fumbled to lock the door behind her and then remembered it was broken when she moved in and the landlady had never gotten around to fixing it.  It wasn’t that important at the time, but now it was perilous.  She cried out in anguish, and, desperate, she put her full weight against the door.  He pushed with such force that she flew backwards and landed spread eagled on the floor. Stunned for a moment, she got a look at the intruder, a man with a mask and a FBI type suit. Before she could crawl away, he grabbed her by the arms and yanked her to her feet.  She struggled to free herself, kicking, biting, scratching.  She felt a rag being pressed hard against her face forcing her to take a deep breath.  
    

    
    
      A heavy sleepiness rapidly descended like an iron curtain...
    

    
      It was cold, so cold. Voices came unintelligible.  She was unable to move.  The scent of damp hit her nostrils.  She could hear water dripping from somewhere in the room.  Gradually her mind was beginning to register her environment.
    

    
        
    

    
      Where was she? 
    

    
    
      How did she get here?
    

    
    
      Why is she here?
    

    
    
      She felt hemmed in. Why was she tied up?
    

    
       
    

    
      Why does her head hurt?
    

    
    
      She opened her eyes with care.  It looked like a basement, a dank, unkempt, and unused one.
    

    
    
      “So, you are awake.”  Came a voice from the shadows.  Who was that? She blinked as pain shot through to her optic nerve as the person turned on a bright light bulb hanging from the ceiling. A shrouded face was at the edge of her line of vision.  She looked down and saw that she was tied to a chair, and her feet were bare. There was a plain metal table in front of her.  What looked like a video recorder on a tripod was set up directly in front of the table, it’s red evil eye on her.  After another moment of confusion, the memory of the break-in assaulted her.  She drew back in fear.
    

    
    
      “Who are you?” She demanded.  “Why am I here? What do you want?”
    

    
    
      “Questions, questions, questions.  So many questions.” He mocked. She didn’t recognize the voice.
    

    
    
      “That require answers!”
    

    
      “A spitfire too, not sure I like that.”
    

    
    
      “You should have have thought of that before you committed a felony kidnapping!”  She tossed her hair back from her eyes with a swift jerk of her head and glared at him.  He was young, well built, about 30, and good looking, if appearance was all you went by.
    

    
       
    

    
      Approaching her he said, “Ok, Miss Von Aller,” consulting the folder in his hand, “You work for AAD, Inc., correct?”
    

    
    
      “No, I don’t.”
    

    
    
      “Excuse me? Don’t play games!  I have information here,” he said holding up the file, “that says you have worked for AAD, Inc. for 10 years.”
    

    
    
      “Had.  I quit this afternoon.”
    

    
    
      “Why?”
    

    
    
      “That is my business.” She replied tartly.
    

    
    
      “Now it’s our business.” He answered, looking pleased with himself.
    

    
    
      “Why is that?” She asked.
    

    
    
      “Because we are the Government; everything is our business.  We hear that you have been telling stories about the US Government developing chemical weapons.  Is this true?”
    

    
    
      “No. Are you developing chemical weapons?” 
    

    
    
      “That’s not your business.” 
    

    
    
      “I am a citizen, everything is my business!” She knew she shouldn’t be so smart, but couldn’t help it.  They started it.
    

    
    
      He leaned in very close, their noses almost met.  “Tell me what I want to know, and I won’t hurt you.”  His eyes were mean.
    

    
    
      “There is nothing to tell.”  She wasn’t telling him anything. 
    

    
       
    

    
      He turned away as if to leave the room, but then swung around and backhanded her on the side of the head before she could react.  She gasped at the ferociousness of his attack as unconsciousness slid over her eyes. 
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Chapter 6
    

    
    
    
      Kyrie came out of her office after realizing with a start that she hadn’t seen Corinna all day.  She wanted to apologize for her rudeness earlier.  
    

    
    
      It had been a bad morning.  The boss was in a foul mood screaming that he couldn’t find an important envelope and, ‘did she know where it was?!’ She had said that she ‘had no idea what he was talking about’ which served to enrage him further
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