
    
      
        

    

  
[image: C:\Users\vashist\Documents\novel (2)\novel\New Project\Missing Link\Missing Link cover.jpg]

––––––––

Book 1

[image: image]

Copyright 2014 Varun Vashist

Thank you for downloading this free eBook. It remains the copyrighted property of the author, and may not be reproduced, copied and distributed for commercial or non-commercial purposes. If you enjoyed this book, please encourage your friends to download their own copy. Thank you for your support.

This is a work of fiction and Author's imagination. Any resemblance to any person or event or locales is purely coincidental

Table of Content

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 1

“Do you expect a federal inquiry?” the reporter asked.

“Is this exposé just the tip of the iceberg? 

“Is this the beginning of the end for Cooper Industries?” another reporter shouted.

“No comments,” Chris said and looked at Jeremy.

“No more questions. Step aside,” Jeremy shouted.  They pushed their way through the reporters surrounding the whole area. They got inside the car in a hurry and as the noise subsided, Jeremy looked at Chris who broke down in tears. Within a day, he had fallen from heaven to earth. 
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Agent Kiara Davenport looked at Special Agent in Charge Carlson, who had called her on the pretext of discussing something important, but seemed unaware of her presence at the opposite chair.

“Perhaps, I shall come later,” she said while looking at her watch. 

Carlson shifted his gaze from the paper he was reading and glanced at her. “It won’t take long,” he said and started reading it again.

Kiara looked at the pages to figure out what he was reading that couldn’t have waited until the end of their meeting. She hoped Carlson had something meatier to offer than the cases he had been giving her for the past few months. Maybe, the pages were from the case he wanted to assign her.

Though, she couldn’t decipher what was written on them, she noticed the papers looked as if pulled out of a diary—their uneven torn edges showing it was done in haste. She looked around Carlson’s table for some other clue. A “Confidential” file kept near the computer drew her attention. Kiara tilted her head and peeked through the cover to get a glimpse of its contents. She had only seen the clips binding a bunch of papers when Carlson finished his reading and looked straight at her. Kiara changed her position at once and smiled back. 

“Are you following this story?” He said and pointed at the TV that was running the coverage of Cooper Industries.

“I am not really into business news, sir,” she replied while looking at the TV. “But, I had nothing else to do in the last 15 minutes. So... yes, I did go through it.”

Carlson shook his head. “That’s your problem, Kiara. I’m so tired of your attitude. You can achieve so much if you could behave normally like everyone else.”

“I’m working on it,” she responded immediately without an iota of indignity.

Carlson shook his head again. “Anyway, that’s not what I wanted to discuss in this meeting. Cooper Industries’ meltdown has been as spectacular as its rise to prominence and it has raised many questions that we need to investigate. No one knew their name five years ago and then within a year their profit rose dramatically to many times of what the market analysts had predicted. And, now within one day their shares have dropped to such a level that the industry hasn’t seen in the last 25 years.”

“But, there aren’t any evidence to charge them—only the allegations.” Kiara said and pointed at the news ticker running below the coverage. “Those too, are only from one publication.” 

“That’s what the news says, but I feel... I mean the government agencies believe there’s more to it than meets the eye.”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“William Cooper started the manufacturing of electronic circuits from a single factory about five years ago. It was the smallest circuit available at that time and as a result, they took market share from the top two competitors and within a year, they had captured 20 percent of the market. It was exceptional, but not beyond the analysts’ expectations. Everything seemed to be normal until last year when they made a switch to chemicals: a move that nobody could understand until they won a billion-dollar government contract.”

“Such a huge contract awarded with no previous experience. That is fishy,” Kiara mused.

“It doesn’t end there. This year, the chemical business contributed 60 percent to their revenue from just one plant at Kingston that became functional only six months back. Also, in those six months, the Lake Blue leaf and the surrounding area has been polluted by the factory’s waste. They are not only winning massive contracts at will, but they are also flouting the environmental norms without any fear of getting caught.”

“And, the government has no issues with these violations?” Kiara inquired.

“William Cooper played another game to save his ass,” Carlson replied and opened the folder.

“Restoration Plan for Lake Blue Leaf,” Kiara read the title as Carlson handed it over to her.

“Yes, to defuse the situation that could have led to legal issues, they constituted a committee for restoration of the Lake and rehabilitation of the people living in the surrounding area. They were two steps ahead of everyone and had carefully planned the whole thing. They fabricated the evidence to create a report that fully exonerated them from any wrongdoing. Instead, the report concluded excessive pesticide use by the local population as the reason behind the pollution.” Carlson said and paused. “You know who heads the restoration committee?”

“Who?” Kiara asked.

“Richard Johnson.” 

Kiara turned toward the TV that displayed Richard’s picture.

“I don’t understand. Richard’s paper is the one accusing Cooper Industries of the wrongdoings,” she said. “So, he gathered the information while working with them on the restoration project and now he’s blackmailing them with it.”

“Don’t jump to conclusions,” Carlson warned. “So far he has only made some tall claims. Whether he has any evidence to support those claims is anybody’s guess.”

“Maybe some competitor is behind this.” 

“Maybe. We don’t know yet,” Carlson said. “Clive Morgan... the head of Morgan Investments had approached them with a buyout offer of 10 billion dollars. The Coopers rejected the bid strongly even though it was 50 percent above their market value at that time.”

Kiara nodded and picked up the report. “What’s in this report?” she asked while shuffling the pages.

“This report is the starting point for your investigation,” Carlson said.

Kiara looked at him and then at the report with confusion.

“See, the government is mulling over the possibility of a probe into the financial irregularities in Cooper Industries. But before they do that, they want us to investigate the human rights violations at the Blue Leaf Lake area,” Carlson explained, but it only raised more questions in Kiara’s mind.

“Correct me if I am wrong, the government is delaying a check on their finances as this will open a can of worms, isn’t it?” she mused.

Carlson nodded reluctantly. “You are right, and that’s my biggest fear. You shouldn’t do anything beyond what your assignment says. The government wants to save their own skin by having enough proof against the Coopers. And, that’s what you need to bring from Blue Leaf. That’s your assignment, and there is nothing beyond it that you’ve to do.”

“I still think we should investigate the link between the government and Cooper Industries,” she suggested.

“When I give an order, don’t disobey it,” he said sternly. “Go to Blue Leaf, check for the irregularities; collect as much data as possible and bring it back to me. It’s as simple as that. Is that understood?”

Kiara nodded at once. Arguing any further was only going to add fuel to the fire. She didn’t want to lose the case even if she felt it was not significant enough to be pursued. She clenched a fist and pressed it with her other hand. She wanted to concentrate on anything that could stop her from making snide remarks about Carlson’s authority.

“Great,” Carlson said and turned his gaze from her.

“When do I start?” she asked.

Carlson looked at her. “You are leaving tomorrow morning.”

He opened the drawer and took out a badge.

“You’ll be studying the processes of the factory and their effect on the ecological balance of Kingston as a student. Everything has already been arranged to create that illusion. Read the report that Richard’s team has published. It has everything to help you get into the role of a student.” 

Kiara looked at the badge carefully. “My face in this badge looks...” she stopped before she could’ve stepped out of line.

“Please don’t do anything that could harm my reputation... our reputation,” Carlson pleaded. 

“I told you. I’m working on it,” she replied at once.

“I hope so. Anyhow, you’ll report to Special Agent in Charge Ralph Harrison. He will assign a partner to you.”

Kiara tried to hide her displeasure with a forced smile. More than anything else, she hated having a partner. Her ways of working never went down well with any of her partners. To her, having a partner was like a roadblock, which interfered with her methods of solving the cases. Right now, she had no choice but to follow Carlson’s orders.

“That would be all. Best of luck,” Carlson said with a smile. He wanted her to get off his back as soon as possible.

“Thank you, sir.” she said and headed out the door.

She browsed through the file while walking to her desk. After going through all the pages, she felt something was amiss there.  She walked back to Carlson’s office. 

“What now?” he asked in exasperation.

“Sir, there were other pages in this report... from someone’s diary?” she asked while looking around Carlson’s desk.

“They are from a different case,” he replied.

Kiara thought for a moment and looked at the table one more time. She knew Carlson was hiding something, but it wasn’t right time for an argument – well, there was never a right time, she thought.

“Oh... all right,” she replied and left at once. Carlson shook his head and looked at the door. He knew giving a case to Kiara needed twice the energy: one part to handle the case and, another to handle her. 
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Kiara sank into the chair and let out a long breath. She wanted to relax for a minute before making up her mind to leave New York one more time. She clasped her hands behind her head and closed her eyes. In her eight years of service, she had gone undercover five times to investigate all sorts of cases. Every time, the assignments were supposed to last a month. However, she knew by now that the time frame was just on paper. Or maybe, it was a ploy to lure her into accepting the assignment without much resistance. 

Her first assignment had lasted a full year. And, the duration of the assignments wasn’t the only problem. Every time, she had to leave the cases she was handling midway and sometimes when she was really close to solve them. Worst, the agents who took over the cases from her claimed the credit for her hard work. And, doing undercover work meant she couldn’t claim credit for solving her cases. Only Carlson and his bosses knew what she did in those missions. They would appreciate it in closed rooms and then forget her until they needed her for another undercover operation.

Frequent changes of places affected her personal life too. She had no time to make new friends and her existing friends too lost touch with her. Her whole life revolved around the cases making her feel even lonelier. It further added to her aggression.

Getting too involved with the cases was another issue that she hadn’t found a way to cope with even after going undercover five times.  She had thought that experience would make her indifferent to the people and situation involved in the cases. She thought she would learn that her work was to solve one case and move on to another one. However, it was easier said than done. 

She had to lie about her identity, earn the trust of the people involved in the case and then use that trust to get to the end of her cases. And, then, one day she would disappear without a trace, leaving behind several hurt souls.

Anyhow, she had accepted it as a part and parcel of her job now. 

Though, she had her issues with the system, but working in the field gave her a new thrill every time. She could be out of line and take decisions that her bosses wouldn’t allow in ordinary circumstances and put the blame on the situation. When someone is pointing a gun at you, you don’t call your boss seeking permission for your next move, she’d argue. 

At times, her behavior didn’t go down well with the management and even Carlson wasn’t a fan of her attitude, but he knew she was one of his most competent agents. Though reluctantly, he had always given her the most important assignments.

The thought brought her back to the task. She opened her eyes and shuffled through the report, looking for any pointers. The report had nothing alarming, though. Some numbers and a project plan covered most of the sections. She couldn’t understand what was there in the report that Carlson wanted her to read.

She skimmed over the report one more time before putting it back into the folder. While pushing it inside the folder, she noticed the names written on the cover page.

‘Created by Sarah Edwards & Kevin Jones under the supervision of Mr. Richard Johnson and Mr. Thomas Wilson.’

Thomas’s name made her stop for a moment. “Aren’t Richard and Thomas from rival publications?” she said to herself with a puzzled look on her face. “This case is much deeper than I thought. This is going to be fun.”

She looked at the folder one more time and then at her watch that showed half past six. If she had to leave early morning, she didn’t have much time to pack her stuff. With that thought, she put the folder in her bag and checked the drawers for things she needed for her mission.
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Kiara entered her one-room apartment and glanced around the living room longingly knowing that this was the last time she would see it. She never knew when she’d return, and the department was unwilling to pay rent in her absence.

“We had a good run.” she sighed and walked to the kitchen.

She put the packet of frozen dinner in the fridge and looked at the clock that showed half past eight. After so long, she had some time to herself. The thought brought a smile to her face. She opened a cold beer and curled up on the couch. After staring at the opposite wall for fifteen minutes, she turned up the TV, trying to lose herself in a movie. While flipping through the channels she paused on the news that was still running the coverage of Cooper Industries’ meltdown. She had thought that the beer and the TV might take her mind away from her work, but the news brought her attention back to her assignment. 

“No me time for you, Kiara,” she let out a groan and turned off the TV. She logged into the computer and looked Cooper Industries up.

‘In the year 2002, Chris Cooper, a child prodigy invented the smallest integrated circuit chip. A number of leading companies reached out to Chris’s father, William Cooper and made offers to acquire the technology, but after going through all of them, he finally decided to start his own business of Integrated Circuit Chips with the help of venture capitalist funding. Cooper Industries was established in 2003 and within a year of launch, the company made it to the “Top Ten Companies to Look Out For” list and within three years, it captured 50 percent of the market, surpassing the predictions of even the most optimistic market analysts.’

“Well, that’s some growth,” Kiara muttered and clicked on the “Portfolio” tab.

‘As a part of its vision to diversify, Cooper Chemicals was established in 2012 under the umbrella of Cooper Industries. The first fully integrated chemical plant at Kingston became operational in March 2013. During the last financial quarter of 2013-14, it was awarded a major project by the government that is estimated to be worth one billion dollars and has a contract term for five years. Among other achievements, Cooper Chemicals is the winner of the Movers and Shakers award for 2013–2014.’

Kiara clicked on other tabs, but couldn’t find anything that could draw her attention. She closed the browser window and thought of checking Washington Chronicle – the paper that Richard owned.

‘We are determined to expose Cooper Industries wrongdoings and tomorrow’s paper will carry the proofs supporting the allegations made today. Those speculating this as a move to malign Cooper Industries image at the behest of their competitors will come to know about the reality behind Cooper Industries sudden rise to prominence. —Richard Johnson.’

“Richard does mean business,” she reckoned. 

She checked all the major publications for any other development on the Cooper Industries meltdown, but besides Richard’s comments nothing else was mentioned anywhere. 
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While Kiara prepared for her assignment, Cooper Industries burned under the heat of the scandal.

Richard’s threats were not baseless, and the timing of the launch of his attacks showed that every move had been planned carefully. He had timed his moves to coincide with the declaration of the financial results for the quarter. The news of unprecedented rise in profit had helped the stocks to soar, but the mere mention of the wrongdoings had made them fall by 20 percent within a day. One day back, the forecasters had hailed them for their exceptional growth, but today speculation was rife in the market that they were on the verge of bankruptcy.

With tension writ large on his face, Chris looked nervously at William as he talked on his phone. He walked over the window and glanced at the crowd gathered at the main entrance of the building. A sheen of sweat covered his forehead, and his face became paler as the call progressed. Chris kept looking at him impatiently with his hands clenched together firmly. After five tense minutes, William finally finished the call. He threw the phone on the couch in frustration and walked to Chris.

“He’s sticking to his statements. Nothing could deter him from his words,” William said and hung his head in defeat.

“That bastard. What is he saying now?” Chris retorted.

“He’s saying that we’ve made a huge mistake by ignoring his threats,” William said anxiously. “His claims are not baseless, and he’s going to publish written proof in tomorrow’s paper.”

“Let him do whatever he wants to do. His statements are groundless,” Chris said.

“He knew we’d say that. He has sent a package to convince us of his threats,” William said.

Chris looked a little worried for the first time. “A package? What could it be?”

“I have no idea. He has already hurt our business. Any proof, however, small it may be, will bring us to our knees,” William said in a frail voice.

They were still contemplating when the door opened. A middle-aged man rushed across the office towards them.

“Give me some good news, Jeremy,” Chris said.

“Sir, Richard has sent this package,” Jeremy replied while looking nervously at them.

William took the package with trembling hands. Chris and Jeremy looked at it anxiously as William opened it layer by layer. As soon as he opened it completely, his face turned pale with fear. He gave it to Chris and sank into the nearby chair.

Chris pulled out the papers from the package. “These... these are photocopies of my personal diary. How did they...?” Chris quivered with dread.

“I kept telling you not to write everything in that damn diary,” William said irately. “There are other ways of overcoming loneliness; ways that don’t create such troubles. But, you never listened to me and now your hobby has brought us to doom. We’re  finished.”

Chris couldn’t say anything. He stood there motionless staring at the pages.

“What are we going to do?” Jeremy asked while taking the pages from Chris.

“We don’t have much of a choice,” William said while looking at Chris. “If this gets published, no one will pay a dime for Cooper Industries. Either we make a deal with Morgan or go bankrupt.”

“Or, we make a deal with Richard instead,” Jeremy said while hoping for the nightmare to end.

“He won’t budge. I tried that already,” William said while turning his gaze to the opposite wall that had a huge painting of Cooper Industries’ logo. “Morgan has played his cards carefully.”

While William and Jeremy discussed a way out, Chris stood lifeless. 

“What happened to you?” William smirked. “Why aren’t you saying anything now? You have a solution for everything.” 

“It’s my fault,” Chris said with pain in his voice, “I shouldn’t have told her about it.”

“What?” William asked and looked at Jeremy, who seemed equally confused.

“Yesterday, at the party, I told Sarah about our business secrets and... and about the diary too.” Chris’s voice cracked with pain.

William’s face turned red with anger. “That backstabbing bitch. Why would you do that? First, you were stupid enough to write our business secrets in your diary, and then you told it to the person I trust the least.”

“No... no, it can’t be her. She can’t do this to me.” Chris said in disbelief.

William punched the table and barged out the door. Chris kept looking at the swiveling door with tear-filled eyes. 

“Don’t worry, sir. We’ll find a way out.” Jeremy patted Chris on the shoulder and left the room.

Chapter 2

The flight arrived on time at half past ten. Kiara looked around as she pushed the trolley towards the arrival gate. The airport buzzed with activity. Some travelers were reading the paper; a few walked around the waiting area while some enjoyed their morning coffee while discussing last nights’ game, or politics, or the hot topic: Cooper Industries’ meltdown. Kiara wasn’t surprised by that, though, as Portland was the regional headquarter for Cooper Industries and just fifty mile from her destination: the Kingston chemical plant.

She stepped out of the gate and looked around for her ride. Carlson had sent her a text about someone named Paul, who was supposed to drive her to Kingston and also arrange for her stay. She looked at the crowd while trying to figure out what a Paul might look like. Several placards were hoisted across the whole span of the arrival gate. She looked at each of them carefully, hoping that her unique name would stand out among the sea of placards.

And, there it was misspelled as “Kaira.” She groaned and walked in its direction while looking for the badge that Carlson had given to her. As she walked closer to the placard, she spotted Paul among the crowd. The first thing she noticed that he was a kid, barely out of his teens. He was short and weak, making him look even younger. Around five and a half feet, he could barely hold his head out against the crowd.

“Hey...!” Kiara shouted while pointing at him.

A smile covered Paul’s face as he ran towards her. 

“I’m Paul. I am so glad to meet you,” he said ecstatically. Kiara was taken aback by his friendliness. Her own family had never greeted her with such an enthusiasm.

He walked in front, struggling with her heavy bags. He wore a sweatshirt torn at the elbow and the ruffled hair looked as if kept in the sand for days. Even the gust that made her draw back her hair in a bun failed to move a single strand of his hair. 

Paul guided Kiara to his minivan. She took the rear seat while he put the bags in the trunk. 

“It will take an hour to reach Kingston. I’ve made arrangements for your stay, miss,” he said while taking the driver seat. 

She nodded as the van started. 

Kiara could see the city skyline as they drove out of the airport. She sighed, wondering when again she would be able to see it. The last mission had taken her away for six months, and only she knew how she had spent those days away from the hustle and bustle of the big city that had become a part of her life. She hoped this time she would be able to finish the mission as quickly as possible.

“Just go there. Get the information and come back. It’s that simple.” Carlson’s words echoed in her head. She shrugged, not wanting to go back to her discussion with Carlson and looked out the window.

They passed by a building that looked different from the buildings in the vicinity and as they approached the building gate, a lot of commotion could be seen.
A fleet of media vans covered the entrance to the building. As they drove by the second gate, she got a glimpse of the ground floor jam-packed with reporters. She looked at the top of the building and as she read the name, her curiosity ended: “Cooper Industries.” she murmured.
She noticed the van slowed as it passed the building and Paul glanced at the building entrance for a moment. 

“You must be happy they are on the verge of bankruptcy?” she asked.

“No one can do anything to these bastards. One goes, and the other comes, but the filthy brains stay the same,” Paul said in frustration.

Paul’s sudden outburst took Kiara by surprise. She had thought that Richard would have published the proof by now and taken the Coopers to task, but Paul’s words pointed at some other development.

She pulled her phone out of her bag and opened the news website at once. As she read the story, she understood the reason behind Paul’s sudden change of demeanor.

‘In an unprecedented move, Washington Chronicle’s Editor-in-Chief Richard Johnson has apologized to Cooper Industries while disavowing all the statements he made against them yesterday. The Cooper have decided not to press any charges at this moment. Speculations are rife that Cooper Industries are in advanced talks with Clive Morgan, and the terms of the take-over by Morgan investments are being finalized. A 10 billion dollar cash and stocks deal is being estimated by unconfirmed sources. Stay tuned for further developments.’

“So, Morgan is behind this after all. Richard’s threats weren’t baseless.” Kiara mumbled as she scrolled down the browser window.

“Did you say something?” Paul asked.

“Nothing,” Kiara replied and locked the phone screen.

The new development left her confused about the viability of her mission. With Morgan Investments taking over Cooper Industries, her assignment carried no value for the government. There was no use of collecting proofs against the Coopers as they were left out of the picture now. 

She thought of calling Carlson, but with Paul around her, this was not the right place to have that conversation. 

One thing was for sure, though. Her stay at Kingston was going to be a short one. The thought of going back so soon made her chuckle, drawing Paul’s attention again. She controlled her emotions somehow and gestured him to concentrate on driving.
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After half an hour of driving through the morning traffic, they got into a side road that took them out of the city limits. As they drove away from the city, the landscape changed completely. Kiara felt as if they were hundreds of miles away from the rush of the city. Lush green fields adorned both sides of the road without any signs of civilization. The fields stretched as far as she could see giving a feel as if they were meeting the horizon. She rolled down the window and as the fresh air hit her face, she forgot everything else. A broad grin covered her face as she closed her eyes enjoying the bliss. 

Paul’s chuckle brought her back to her senses.

“How much time will it take from here?” she inquired while closing the window.

“Around half an hour,” he replied while looking at her from the rear-view mirror. 

Kiara looked out the window longingly. She wanted to feel the cool breeze on her face, but she didn’t want to make a fool of herself again. She opened her bag and pulled out the report.

She checked the Table of Content and shuffled through the pages until she reached the ‘About Kingston’ page.

‘Kingston town with a population of fifty thousand is stretched across the length of Lake Blue leaf. Agriculture is the main industry with eighty percent of households earning their living from it. In March 2012, the government announced a Special Economic Zone in Kingston and bids were invited from interested corporations to set up their operations in Kingston. Owing to the vast land spaces and the natural water resources, including the Lake Blue Leaf, the government heavily promoted the Chemical Industry as the sector of choice. A special certification was created to preserve the local ecological balance, and ten short-listed organizations who fulfilled the criteria were invited to bid for the project. After evaluating the business plans submitted by the shortlisted bidders, Cooper Industries was awarded the contract for establishing a Chemical plant in Kingston.’

“Kingston’s boundary starts from here,” Paul said with pride bringing Kiara back from her thoughts. 

Kiara closed the report and looked out the window. “Welcome to Kingston” signboard greeted her. Painted bright red with a cow and a horse carved out at the corners it couldn’t be missed even by a mile. 

In a minute, she found out why the signboard had the animals imprinted on it. Large herds of animals roamed all over the fields as far as she could see. The fields were as vast as she had seen earlier; but unlike the whole stretch that connected Portland to Kingston, a large number of people were working in the fields . As they drove further, they recognized Paul’s van, and now and then, a few of them would wave amusing Kiara.

After a mile, they took a right turn from where she could see the Blue Leaf Lake. Kiara noticed that it indeed looked like a large leaf. However—as she had expected—the color of the water was no longer blue.

As they drove further, she noticed thick, white smoke coming out of the factory chimneys. The factory was much bigger than she had anticipated, and as they drove closer, it looked even more imposing.

“So that’s the factory?” she asked Paul, who looked at her through the rear-view mirror.

“They’ve killed the Lake,” he smirked and pointed at the dark, frothy fluid streaming  down the pipes into a large tank just a few yards away from the lake.

“But, they store the waste in a tank after the treatment, right?” she asked while trying to decipher what Paul meant.

“It seeps in the ground and pollutes the lake water,” Paul said. “The same water is supplied to the town. You be careful. It takes time to adjust to its taste.” 

“There goes the certification,” Kiara murmured and clutched her water bottle.

“What?” 

“Nothing. What does the factory produce?” She asked knowing that she should have read the report beforehand, but Paul wasn’t going to judge.

“Insecticides and pesticides,” he replied at once. “You know, they run the factory above the approved capacity. The waste treatment plant can’t handle such a volume. The excess waste is dumped directly in the ground without treatment.”

“How do you know so much?” she asked with surprise.

“People from the town work in the factory,” he said with sadness. “The factory has divided the town. We were like brothers before this factory came as a curse in our lives. Now, we fight every day.”

“They want to keep working in the factory, and you want it to close down?” she asked.

He nodded with a sadness in his eyes. “We hoped the government would shut the factory after Cooper Industries lost money. But now...” Paul’s voice cracked, and he punched the steering wheel in anger. 

The sudden change in his behavior didn’t surprise Kiara this time. By now, she knew the factory issue angered him, and it was better to drop the discussion before it worsened.

“So, how far is the town now?” she asked while trying to change the subject.

“There it is.” Paul forgot everything and pointed to his right with a gleam of happiness passing across his face.

Kiara looked out the window, and as they drove, she noticed colorful houses of all shapes and sizes covering the entire eye span. However, a little further, she noticed that the houses weren’t in good shape with some of them without a proper paint job. Kiara was still looking at the houses when the road bifurcated, and Paul made a sharp turn to their left.

They made their way through a narrow street that had flowers lined up on both the sides and immediately it took her mind away from the thoughts that ill-maintained houses had brought to it. The street led to a road that had a number of establishments on either side and unlike the rest of the town, this place buzzed with activity. The locals waved at Paul, their faces covered with warm smiles. Paul responded with an even broader smile. Kiara looked with astonishment that increased further as the kids chased the van. Paul slowed allowing them to run parallel to the van. 

“The shops are more of a place to pass the time. There is nothing else to do here,” Paul said while still smiling. 

In a minute or so, they entered a small muddy road. Kiara looked around as Paul carefully maneuvered through the mud and before she could have understood where they were headed, the van came to halt in front of a house. 

Kiara rolled down the window and looked at the small house with one extended room on the patio.

“It’s small, but I can promise, you won’t miss the comforts of the big city,” Paul said with pride.

“What? That’s someone’s house?” Kiara asked at once in disbelief.

“There are no hotels in Kingston. There’s a guesthouse in the factory. But they won’t let you stay there,” he reasoned. “This is a small house, but you can call me for anything you need.”

“You?” Kiara asked.

“Yes, that’s my house. I live here with my mother and sister,” Paul said while getting out of the car.

Speechless for a long moment, she did nothing but stare at him. There was no point in discussing it further with Paul. The person responsible for this was Carlson. Calling him was the first thing she wanted to do once she got inside the house.

She got out of the car and stretched her arms while still looking around the house.

Paul took out the bags from the trunk and walked in front of her. A small gravel walkway led to the house from the point the muddy road ended.

“Your university had sent the letter to the Kingston community college. They reached out to me,” he said while struggling to hold the bags. “I thought you knew beforehand?”

Kiara kept her calm despite the thoughts crossing her mind. She just nodded, while still looking at the house with disbelief. Carlson should have told her, but then she would have questioned him making him uncomfortable. However, with the news of Richard withdrawing his statements, her mission had lost any relevance and in all probability, it might have been terminated by now. She could spend a night at Paul’s house, she thought.

“I’ll get the keys,” Paul said.

Kiara looked around as Paul kept her bags down and went inside the house. Flower boxes adorned the modest entrance of the house - orange, red, and yellow colors blended together giving a cheerful appearance. 

Even though the house looked old, not a speck of dust or mud was on the floor. A small old couch with neat and crisp cushion covers decorated the wooden porch.

“Making the most of what is available,” she mumbled.

The room that Paul had rented out to her was around 10 yards from the main house towards the gravel pathway. It looked in a better condition than the main house. The wooden door looked new and polished. Even the walls had a fresh coat of paint. However, it didn’t seem the work of a professional.

“Paul is multi-talented,” she said to herself.

The sound of a key chain drew her attention back to the main house. Paul walked in front with the keys while an old woman with a weathered face and a weak frame followed him. 

“That... that’s my mother,” he said while opening the room.

“Hello.” Kiara forced a smile. She never felt comfortable striking a conversation with strangers and today was no different. The old woman didn’t respond , adding to her discomfort. She kept looking at Kiara from head to toe. Kiara ran her fingers through her hair, trying to see whether there was something wrong with it, but the old woman didn’t budge. Kiara adjusted her jeans and T-shirt but to no avail. Finally, she chose to ignore her and followed Paul into the room. 

Kiara was in for a surprise as she got inside the room. A wooden wall divided the room to give the appearance of an apartment. The makeshift living room had two chairs and a center table with an old TV in the corner trying unsuccessfully to hide a patch of missing plaster. She couldn’t understand whether that was its only purpose or it was in a working condition.

“Only if it could play the news,” she mumbled. 

A curtain divided the living room further into two rooms. As she pulled the curtain aside, she bumped into a chair and table facing the kitchen. Though there were two chairs, the kitchen couldn’t handle more than one person. It didn’t matter as she had no plans to entertain anyone in the next 24 hours; she thought and came out.

Paul walked her to the adjoining bedroom. It had a twin bed with a crisp bed sheet having a floral pattern and a homemade quilt. The bed filled the entire room, but somehow a small chest had been pushed to one of the corners near the window. How is she expected to open it? She wondered. 

The bedroom had an attached bathroom that was as cramped as the rest of the house, but to her relief had a working shower with a small sink. 

“It’s nice,” Kiara said while still wondering how they had converted a small room into a house. It had all the facilities except enough space to walk around. 

“How would you like to pay?” Paul brought her back from the thoughts.

“What?” she asked. 

Paul made some calculations while looking around the house. “You can pay 30 dollars on a daily basis or a onetime payment of 750 dollars for the whole month. I’ll take 200 as advance if you want a monthly package.”

Kiara looked at him with disbelief. She’d hoped that Carlson would’ve at least taken care of the rent. She shook her head, before looking at Paul, who waited for an answer. She searched her bag and paid 30 dollars to him. 

“Let me think over the monthly... package tonight,” she said.

Paul nodded, but didn’t leave. “Would you like to cook yourself?” 

Kiara could handle the toughest of the criminals, but not the groceries.

“I don’t cook,” she replied tersely while still looking around the room.

“I’ll arrange for the food, but it’s not included in the package,” he said while again making some calculations. “I’ll collect the money for food and today’s ride at the end of the month. Is that fine?”

“Sure,” Kiara said and looked at her bag. She desperately wanted to call Carlson.

“Anything else?” Paul asked.

“No. Thanks,” 

Paul looked around the hall one last time before stepping out. 

Kiara closed the door and sat down on the chair facing the window. She opened the window and kept looking until Paul went inside the house. Once assured, she closed the window and called Carlson.

“So you’re already on the ground,” Carlson said in his inimitable style. Kiara knew she was not his problem anymore—and that was the reason for the happiness she sensed in his words.

“Sir, what are my orders now?”

“What? I thought I had explained everything clearly.” 

“But, now, the dynamics have changed.” 

“What dynamics?” he asked.

“I read that Richard has refuted his earlier claims and Morgan may acquire Cooper Industries,” she said. “The stocks have also stabilized. I don’t think the government needs any proof against the Coopers now.”

“Those are mere speculations. And, even if it were true, Morgan would need the goodwill that comes with Cooper Industries brand name and not the bad name they have made in and around Portland. You shouldn’t forget that he is as influential as the Coopers. That means the government would be keeping a close eye on this takeover and may go ahead with a financial audit of the deal. This further means that your mission has become even more critical now. Once the deal is signed... assuming discussions are actually happening between Cooper and Morgan, the Cooper would like to make a clean getaway. That’s when your report will come handy—in case they try to act smart.”

“Sir, the only thing I understood is that I need to do everything as per the earlier orders, and there is no chance of me returning from here anytime soon,” she said ruefully.

“Yes. Anything else?”

“Do I have to pay the rent from my pocket?” she asked while looking at the house.

“You have terminated the lease of your current apartment. Right? And, the rent in Kingston must be one-fifth of what you pay here in New York. So, what’s the issue?” he asked.

“Sir, I’m also paying the warehouse for keeping my stuff while I am here. At least you can get the department to pay for that,” Kiara tried to get something out of Carlson.

“I have been to your apartment. You don’t have that many things. They must be charging you the minimum,” Carlson said, even he wasn’t the one to give up so easily 

“Still...” Kiara tried one more time.

“Okay. I’ll see what I can do,” Carlson gave a diplomatic answer to end the conversation. “I need to get into an important meeting. Keep me posted,” Carlson said before disconnecting.

Kiara threw the phone on the other chair angrily. Carlson had done what he did every time – making her agree to his terms. 

The meltdown of Cooper Industries had given her a glimmer of hope that she could investigate something beyond the limits of her orders. And, now she was stuck with a menial job of stealing documents, getting something out of the locals, and filing it so that the government could blackmail the Cooper. From a potential high-level conspiracy crack down, it had become an academic exercise for her now. She took a deep breath and tried to think of something positive even though she knew it was a futile exercise.
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After handling Carlson—or rather failing at handling him, it was time to tackle her new boss: Special Agent-in- Charge Ralph Harrison. She hoped him to be a nicer person, but she knew it was just wishful thinking. Even if he were nice to her, her ways of disobeying the orders would turn him into a bitter person. 

She scrolled through her messages until she found his number in a text sent by Carlson.

The phone rang, but there was no response irritating her further. 

“Harrison,” a voice came from the other end as she was about to disconnect. 

“Sir, this is Kiara... Agent Kiara Davenport,” 

“From Carlson’s office? So, you’re already here. How are you finding Kingston?”

“It’s nice, Sir,” Kiara said shaking her head.

“Excellent. Let’s meet today once you settle down,” he said.

“Sure, sir. Will need directions to the office, though,” 

“Yeah.” Harrison said after a pause. “Did you see the lake on your way to the town?”

“Yes, sir.” 

“You must have turned left after the lake. Instead of taking the left, if you come straight on that road, you will see the factory entrance at around a mile from the point of bifurcation. Our office is around a hundred yards inside the factory entrance.”

“Inside the factory?” she murmured.

“What?”

“Nothing, sir,” she said immediately. “What time would you like to meet me?”

“Around six in the evening,” he said.

“Is there any local cab service or shall I ask the guy who drove me from the airport to drop me off?” She asked.

“You jog, right?” Harrison asked.

“But it must be three miles from here,” she murmured.

“What?” Carlson asked firmly. “You need to speak up.”

“I’ll be there, sir.” There was no point making an excuse. Three miles was not much for her, but it would have been better to meet her new boss for the first time without the sweat dripping off her face. 

Suddenly, there was knocking on the door.

“Sir, someone is at the door. Is there anything else you wanted to discuss?” she asked while walking towards the door.

“No, that’s it for now. See you in the evening.”

“I’m really looking forward to it, Sir.”

“Bye.”

She hung up and opened the door to see Paul holding a tray.

“Your lunch,” he said while getting inside the house.

As Kiara was about to shut the door, she saw the old woman staring at her from the window of her house. She looked at her for a moment and then closed the door.

“Your mother doesn’t like me?” she asked as Paul set the tray down on the table

He looked at her. “She hates anyone linked to the factory.”

“But, I’m not their employee. I am just a student working on my summer project. In fact, my project report will tell the actual story of environmental law violations by the factory,” she said at once before realizing that Paul may not have understood it completely.

Paul looked at her with confusion for a moment before getting an essence of what she was saying. “I know that, but for her, anyone associated with the factory is a bad person.”

“Then you need to make it clear to her,” she said with a smile, but her words made Paul’s face turn red in anger. Before Kiara could have understood anything, he left the room in a hurry. 

She deliberated over what she had just said, but still couldn’t put a finger on what triggered such a reaction from Paul. After a moment of contemplation, she thought of letting it go and looked at the food that smelled so nice. She didn’t remember the last time she had homemade food. 

As soon as she took the first bite, only one thing came to her mind - whatever her feelings might be towards Paul’s mother, she had a talent for keeping her house neat and clean, and cooking a delicious meal.
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Kiara looked at her watch while keeping the empty tray in the sink. She still had a couple of hours with her before meeting Harrison and she hadn’t prepared anything yet. He might not discuss her work at length in the first meeting, but he was definitely going to judge her caliber based on her approach to her assignment. Any slip and the first impression was gone. She had to read the report thoroughly, something she had avoided the entire day.

She leafed through the report until she reached Cooper Industries’ plan for the restoration of Lake Blue Leaf.

‘Since the beginning, Cooper Industries has put great emphasis on Corporate Social Responsibility and have always believed in working towards the betterment of the society. We believe in clean and green chemical plants, and in following all the environmental norms as per the mandatory certifications. 

We also believe that our growth lies in the growth of the people who collaborate with us towards achieving our Vision. Since its commencement, Cooper Chemicals has provided jobs to over 2,000 personnel from Kingston, in turn providing a better living to 2,000 households encompassing 6,500 family members. 

And, to continue this tradition further and to fulfill its commitment to safeguard Kingston’s ecological balance, Cooper Chemicals will be spending 5 percent of its profit over the next 18 months on activities that will make Cooper Chrmicals a better place to work and Kingston a better place to live.’

“First, you destroy everything, and then you pretend to safeguard it,” Kiara smirked but thought for a moment. “Kiara, don’t get judgmental. There are two sides to every story. First see what the actual situation is and then arrive at conclusions.”

She closed the diary and looked at the watch. Many thoughts came to her mind and a few questions too that she wanted to ask Harrison. But, she had to think through everything one last time lest she made him angry.

She thought of taking a shower. It was an unusual time for one, but it was her favorite place to get news ideas.

As soon as the first drops of water hit her face, her brain started running.

“What secrets does Richard know that made Cooper agree to Morgan’s terms?”

She closed her eyes and thought through the entire situation once again. She remembered something. “Carlson said about them being two steps ahead of others. Before the government could catch them flouting the norms, they constituted the team for the restoration of Lake Blue Leaf. But, that means they are admitting that the lake needs restoration. Somehow, it doesn’t add.” She said loudly before realizing that she was alone.

The shower helped. She didn’t get any answers, but, at least she had found a starting point. The only thing needed was a bit of research and a partner that wouldn’t interfere in her ways of approaching the case. She looked at her watch and got ready for the meeting that was going to set the course for her stay in Kingston.
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She stepped out around five o'clock wearing her sweatpants, and I Love New York T-shirt. As she was about to plug her headphones, Paul came out of the house.

“Going somewhere?” he asked while looking at her attire.

“Just for a jog,” she replied and kept walking towards the muddy path. “I heard it gets a bit chilly after seven here.”

Paul nodded with a look of confusion on his face.
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It took Kiara 10 minutes to negotiate the muddy path and reach the main street. The sun was yet to set, but the place looked deserted as if it was already past midnight. As she walked towards the market, she noticed a few people standing outside a cafe. 

They stared at her while trying to figure out who she was. She covered her face with the hood and kept walking. 

A little further, she noticed that some of the shops were already half closed. Clearly, earning a living was not the intention of setting up the business. She increased her headphones’ volume as she came out of the street and entered the main road. After 10 minutes of walking, she reached the bifurcation that led to the factory on one side and the town on the other.

She looked at the watch that showed half past five. She paced up, starting at a walk that quickened to a jog within seconds. She couldn’t believe how Harrison had actually made her jog. 

She jogged for a mile before reaching the point from where the lake was visible. She settled into as quick of a walk as she could. The sunset looked magnificent as she watched the sky darken over the beautiful Lake water. She crossed the road and walked along the lake. As she looked closely at the lake, all the enjoyment vanished in a moment. Not only the water was dark just like the night sky, a pungent smell filled the whole area too. She noticed the smoke from the factory chimneys blowing in her direction. She started running again hoping to get away from the smoke that by now had started burning her eyes. 

She looked at the factory as she approached it. She could see hundreds of men walking across the factory area; their faces covered with masks. It was already getting difficult to breathe and looking at the masked men made her run even faster. 

However, it wasn’t such a good idea. It had been some time since she had run so much. By the time, she passed by the lake, she was panting heavily. She thought of stopping for some time, but her watch told her she had little time left. She took a sip of water and walked as fast as possible.

In another 15 minutes, she noticed the factory gate. All the effort had resulted in her reaching her destination two minutes before time. But, she was sweating heavily by now. She opened the bottle and splashed water on her face. After a moment of catching her breath and arranging her clothes, she headed for her destination.
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