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Chapter One
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He juggled the take-away coffee, the briefcase, and the bag of doughnuts as he unlocked the door and dragged himself up the stairs to his office. The waft of coffee and breakfast fare followed him up from Al’s Café, as always. The office was above the diner. He unlocked the inner door which announced in peeling gold lettering: Trent Bain and Partners, Private Investigators. The ‘and Partners’ had never been a fact. It was part of the grand dream, a dream lost in the grim reality of the regular struggle to meet outgoings.

He was Trent Bain, mid-30’s, medium height and slender, courtesy of modest eating habits related to modest earnings. A closer look would reveal an athletic frame and the signs of physical strength not seen at first glance. An observer would also note the need for a shave and a comb through the unruly mid-brown mop. Trent dumped the case beside him and plopped coffee and doughnuts on the desktop as he slumped into the chair. He peeled away the cap on the coffee and the bag around the sugar-coated treats and sighed. His usual breakfast awaited.

Trent recovered his laptop from the brief case and opened it as he sipped and chewed. His frown reflected the reality - there was no good news to be found in any of the recent files. There was a grunt of annoyance as he read the report on his most recent case. He had been sure it was ready for delivery to the client in finalisation of the investigation. The report required editing. Once it was delivered, he had no client. The petty cash tin was near to empty, and his credit cards were close to the limit. 

Trent took a moment to look around the office. He soured as he saw the evidence of the failure to reach the level he had in mind when the lettering first went on the door. He saw a dishevelled arrangement of a dark-stained coffee table between a couple of old lounge chairs, another salvaged desk and chair and not much else to attract the eye. It dragged him deeper into the despair of the moment.

The earpiece in his left ear came alive. It was Hibari.

‘Hello Trent. How are things today?’

‘I think you know how things are, Lark. Bloody dreadful. I have the report on Wilkins to mend and complete, there’s no money owed on it and the cash drawer is rattling rather than shuffling. I’m in some sort of a mess.’

‘It’s going to get better.’

‘Yes, but when. I don’t have much time.’

‘Any minute, Trent.’

‘Not likely, I fear.’

‘Trent. You must learn to trust me. Any minute.’

There was a knock on the door behind him and he turned, then put all his effort into restraining a gasp. She was a beauty, blonde, slim, in a tight-fitting white dress and red jacket matching the pursed lips and reminding him of the famous Marilyn. This lady would have movie producers doing handstands. How does Lark do it? He was amazed, despite her frequent ‘bolt from the blue’ revelations.

He recovered, stood, cleared papers from the chair opposite him at the desk.

‘Good morning, madam, I’m Trent Bain. Please be seated and let me know the reason for your visit to our humble abode.’

She seemed uncomfortable and took some time to settle herself. As far as Trent was concerned, she could take all the time she needed to be ready to bring him up to date.

She said: ‘Yes, thank you. I am Sandra Byers. I was given your card by a friend who told me you handle cases where husbands and wives are having difficulties,’ and took a breath, ‘such as when one of them is a cheating bastard.’ The last few words were crescendo and jarred as they followed a restrained introduction.

‘We do handle such matters, Mrs Byers. I will be available to act for you should you decide to proceed.’

‘Oh, I intend to proceed. My husband is having it off with some hot little number and it is not the first time I have been aware of his lack of love and loyalty.’

She folded her arms in defence of her position. Trent noted she retained her sexuality in anger and defiance. He spoke to ease himself from his straying thoughts.

‘I gather you believe your husband is a serial offender. Do you have evidence of this or are you just venting your feelings?’

‘Mister Bain, a woman knows when her husband is playing around. I am going on feelings and I know I am right. This is the first time I have resolved to prove it – to myself and to show him I know his form.’

So, this could become bitter and Trent reckoned he would finish up in the middle of it.

‘Okay. By the way, you can call me Trent. It won’t make our dealings any less professional. What do you want me to do, Mrs Byers?’

There was a coyness in response.

‘And you may call me Sandra. I prefer it over Mrs Byers. I want you to follow him – oh, his name is Henry – and I want pictures inside and outside the bedroom, and anything else you can find for me. I want solid evidence for the divorce proceedings.’

It would get bitter.

‘Okay. You have made up your mind on the divorce?’

‘Yes, I have. I do not want him trying to weasel out of it because I have no proof. You see, I have the real money in our marriage. My father was a successful man and I am an only child.’

‘And that is the reason he might want to avoid a divorce?’

‘Yes,’ she replied.

‘Okay. I will want a retainer and there will be payments along the way. My rates are reasonable. I think you will agree.’ 

He handed her a manila file which she opened. 

‘These rates are acceptable. I came here via the bank and will be happy to pay the retainer in cash, if that is okay with you.’

‘It will be fine.’ He worked at hiding his relief. 

She counted off fifty-dollar bills to the value shown in the file and handed the notes across the desk.

‘I do not need a contract, Trent. If you need there to be one, I will sign, of course.’

Most of Trent’s cases were handled without paperwork.

‘I am always agreeable to working on a handshake agreement.’

She smiled, reached across the desk, held his hand a couple of beats longer than the normal. He wondered if the aggrieved party was a total innocent in the problems confronting the marriage.

‘There is an information sheet in the file. Would you please fill out the contact details including phone numbers of both you and your husband? We will need to be in touch from time to time.’

‘Oh, I would hope so.’

Again, there was a beat in there. Might need to be careful here. He waited while she filled in the data sheet. He saw the slight frown as she concentrated. He could not ignore the fact of her beauty and it confused him. Why would a man go off hunting when he had the prize of the field in his own backyard?

When completed, she handed him the sheet and rose from the chair. It was worth watching, and he felt a catch in his breathing. She knew. At the door, he thanked her for the opportunity to be of assistance and they shook hands again. The same two beats were there. Maybe she is just a friendly lady, he chided himself.

As the door closed, his earpiece came alive.

‘Watch yourself, oh Lord, she could lead you astray.’

‘Or she is just a nice lady with a friendly disposition.’

‘Who refers to her husband as a -what were those words – a cheating bastard.’

‘Quite so. Did you enjoy your eavesdropping?

‘Oh, I think I would call it ear-dropping.’

‘Good one, Lark.’

Her name is Hibari Okusu. Her grandfather is Hiroshi Okusu. He is descended from a shinobi family back in the days of feudal Japan and came to Australia as a child. His father told him about the family history, handed down through the generations and he, given he had the time, was assigned the task of indoctrinating the only child of the family with the legends and the practices of the ancient world of the ninja. Hibari is close to Lark in translation, and she became obsessed with the information she learned from the many detailed lessons.

‘Henry Byers, Lark. What do you have on him - since you have had time while you were ear-dropping?’

‘He is an executive with Oliphant Robotics Engineering Limited, involved with computer programming and systems engineering as part of the development of the company’s business. As the title tells us, the company supplies businesses which utilise robots and those which supply robotic functioning to manufacturers and wholesalers around the world.’

‘It sounds important. Henry is, no doubt, a clever man in his line of business, and yet not so clever in his private life.’

‘This is not unusual, Trent. Men are easily diverted. A clever woman can always take such a man to the cleaners.’

‘I want to find out just how important his position is within the company and how critical, in money terms, would be the information which crosses his desk each day.’

‘We will need to enter the company’s premises to get accurate data.’

‘I assume you are planning a late-night outing for us. Am I right?’

‘I am thinking early morning. My favourite hours. 3am to 4am should be perfect.’

‘The place will be well protected. Maybe even by robots, clever and indestructible.’

‘Yes. We will prepare for such contingencies.’

‘I will leave you to set up the plan.’

‘I am on it, as they say these days.’

*
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While Lark planned am illegal entry of a targeted company, Trent went to Google. He found Oliphant to be a successful, thriving operation, with clients around the world. It had a solid reputation, the result of acquiring and retaining some of the best staff available in the industry. The financials were sound, sales figures buoyant and profits on a rising curve. He found the details in the official reports filed with Corporate Affairs and published for all to review.

One of the main assets of the company, Technical Assets, listed in millions of dollars, was based on the worth of the technology built up over the years and represented by its realisable value at date of Balance Sheet and supporting statements. In the modern world of entrepreneurial and international espionage, it was possible the valuation lacked certainty. 

Trent wanted everything he could get hold of in the life of Henry Byers before he started the process of watching him, tracking him and trapping him in circumstances that would achieve the objectives of his client.  He felt a quickening as he thought of the client, and realised it would be necessary, and possibly interesting, as he also spent time finding as much as was needed about her to ensure his work on the new case was to his satisfaction. It brightened the prospect. This could be a fun case.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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Henry felt the guilt even as he watched her remove her bra. His whole being responded, and any lingering thoughts of his wife were extinguished. Laurel Sweet was magnificent in every physical sense, and he was entranced. Further, he was flattered on the one hand, and grateful on the other, that such a perfect specimen would deign to be his girl. She promised him. There was no other man in her life. He believed her. Most of the time, he believed. Right now, he did not care. Right now, she was his girl, and she came to him and mounted him as he lay on his back on the satin sheets provided, as requested.

Later, they showered and shared a Devonshire Tea, ordered from room service. Coffee was a substitute for the traditional tea, but the scones, strawberry jam and rich cream conformed. The lassitude, following the frenetic activity, was accentuated by the sunshine in which they basked in the satin robes provided by the always helpful and friendly staff of the up-market hotel.

The lassitude did not last indefinitely. Henry was waiting for the question he knew would come. Laurel would be preparing to present an ultimatum which, she knew, would result in serious discussion and, perhaps, argument. He knew what she wanted, and that she knew the problems ahead of her even before he, once again, would be forced to expound them.

He had heard it all before. Laurel was Henry’s mistress, and she had let him know how she hated the term and the thoughts associated with the word. She wanted to be his and his only as wife, or even as partner, with the wife dispensed with through the courts. Henry could never bring himself to leave Sandra. It was her money that gave them, as a couple, a huge degree of respect and the A-List invitations. His problem was he could never resist the charms of younger, beautiful women who caught his eye. It was the excitement of cheating, of the risk of being caught in the cheat, and of the delight of the peak moments of engagement. He was thankful that his wife never doubted him, never suspected him to be a philanderer. A divorce would wreck his image around the city and could even damage his career.

He sensed her stiffen. Here it comes, he thought, his breath catching for an instant.

‘Have you given further thought to my needs, Henry?’

‘Laurel, my darling, you are always in my mind.’

‘You know, very well, that I want to be in your bed, Henry. Your permanent bed, of course. I know it will not be easy for you, but I cannot let the situation drift on. You have one month to commit to a divorce, and to me, or we will be finished.’

‘Hey, Laurel, please don’t be so impatient. These things take time to sort out. You know I would be in a spot of bother if I just up and left Sandra. You can’t expect me to go at this without looking after myself as best I can. In the meantime, I look after you well, you must admit. I pay most of your expenses, from a secondary segment of my salary, so there is no likelihood of it being withheld. I would have thought you would be happy with our arrangement.’

‘That’s the problem. It’s an arrangement. I am your mistress. I hate it. I hate the word and I hate the position I am in because of the word.’

‘It is you who uses the term, Laurel. Mistress is almost out-dated. We care for each other. We love each other. We fulfil each other. Surely, that is more important than the tag you are determined to use.’

‘I mean it, Henry. You have a month to resolve our position, one way or the other.’

‘Laurel, please. I will need more than a month to come to satisfactory terms with my wife.’

‘You have one month.’

*
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A small woman with shining black hair tied in a ponytail walked briskly along the crimson and black carpet of the seventh floor of the hotel. She wore clothes approximating the red, white, and black uniform of the domestics employed at the hotel. An envelope she was holding fell from her hand and landed against the door of room 727. She stooped, retrieved the envelope, took a beat longer as she seemed to notice something else beside the door, then stood and proceeded on her way to the lifts. The hotel cameras would show, to anyone interested enough to notice, the same woman in a similar routine several hours earlier in the day. It would be less likely to notice the length of black wire she pulled from under the door and held against the black of her slacks. She walked through the lobby and into the street and continued, head down, until she bumped into a male pedestrian wearing a grey sports jacket and dark glasses.

‘Easy, Lark, you nearly knocked me over.’

She chuckled. ‘Toughen up, oh Lord. I have retrieved the equipment.’

‘Good. Let me know when you have checked the pics, okay. The audio was fine. I heard it all.’

She nodded and moved away. He strolled into the hotel and found a seat with full view of the lobby area, awaiting developments. Trent knew that the pair in Room 727 were preparing to leave the hotel.  He opened the daily news sheet, prepared to use it even as in the days of black and white movies. He wanted to keep his face from them while engaged in carrying out close surveillance.

The couple arrived in the lobby together, clearly feeling there was no need to hide their togetherness, and they made something of a scene as the remnants of their argument remained. They were restrained but definite in the few statements they exchanged as they approached the reception area. As Trent appeared to be checking his phone for calls, it was clicking regularly as he followed their progress across the lobby. Together with whatever Lark’s device captured, there would be little doubt the two were engaged in an adulterous affair. He wondered if Sandra would be pleased to see such a quick resolution of the matter.

Henry settled his account while Laurel clung to his left arm, asserting her position as lover despite the tension between them. She continued to cling as they left the lobby to order separate taxis. They embraced, kissed, and parted. Trent grabbed the next cab in line and told the driver he was to follow Henry’s ride. He wanted an inside story on Henry, a detailed picture of his workplace, responsibilities, and associates. It was his form. He always worked to get the full story in these cases before filing a final report. Sometimes, there were reasons for non-standard behaviour.

His cab pulled in several vehicles back from the other, and Trent paid, waited, then followed Henry into the building which housed Oliphant Robotics Eng. Ltd. He watched the numbers above the lift Henry entered, noting the stops along the way to the top floor of the building. He found Oliphant occupied floors three to six and he now knew where he would find Henry’s office.  

*

[image: ]


Trent entered the reception area of Oliphant Robotics, gazing around as though lost as he approached a young lady at the front desk. 

‘Can I help you, sir?’

‘Yes, I hope so. I seem to have messed things up, you know, I’m applying for a position at Oliphant’s manufacturing department and I seem to have come to the wrong place. Rather, I am sure I have come to the wrong place. I don’t see any machines.’

‘You are quite right, sir. This is the head office where our marketing, administration and computing divisions operate. We have three floors here, but I’m afraid there is no manufacturing on site.’

‘No, of course, my stupid mistake.’

‘Here is the address and contact numbers at our plant which is twenty kilometres out of the city.’

She handed him a sheet.

‘Thank you, you’ve helped me not to feel such a fool for the mistake I made. Before I go, could you tell me a little about your computing division?’

‘Yes, sir, most of this floor is involved with the computing side of the business. Mister Waterford heads up the Department, Mister King is in charge of the Computing division and Mister Byers heads the Applications division, which takes the software that has been developed and explores ways to integrate it with the machines under development. That is about all I can tell you. It is mostly over my head if you know what I mean.’

‘But you explained it very well. Thank you, miss. I’ll be off and go find the factory.’

He had been looking around the floor while engaging with the receptionist, and spotted Byers in a corner office in consultation with several other men as he stood at a whiteboard, waving his arms around, marker in hand. So, the man was important within the company and, from his research, well known around the city night life, always with his wife near at hand. He had the means to play around but, as Trent already perceived, it was a foolish gambit. Henry Byers was about to come down to earth in a crash landing.

*
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Trent retreated to a position where he would wait and watch for Henry Byers to leave the building. Henry had  arrived by taxi and so Trent kept watch on the taxi stand opposite the Rialto Sky Towers building. He waited for Lark to make contact. He did not have long to wait.

‘What did you find from your visit to Henry’s lair?’

‘He is a somebody, Lark. You know his position, of course, and my impression is he is well thought of and probably good at what he is employed to do.’

‘If there is a divorce it will change things.’

‘Yes. He may not lose his position, but the loss of respect will affect his standing within the business and his confidence will take a beating.’

‘The little lady, the mistress as she so hates to be thought of, went directly to her work at Hair by Rose. Nothing to report there for the moment.’

‘Okay. I’m lying in wait for Henry. I want to follow him around for a few days to consolidate the photo files and see if there are any other plays in his gamebook. I still find it amazing that he is playing at all. The wife exceeds the part-time lover.’

‘She has made an impression on you, Trent. You had better be careful, at least until this case has been wound up and your report is filed.’

‘I know it. There is something there to ponder. I may be wrong, but she was close to making some sort of play on me. There were a couple of moments that were different to the normal,’

‘As I said. Be wary. Womanly wiles can be dangerous.’

‘They can.’

*
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Chapter Three
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Henry emerged from the building at six in the evening, after most workers had left for home or diversions. Trent was there, near the rank of taxis, ready for the next phase of the process. Henry dived straight into the first cab on the rank and Trent was in the second. He realised that if Henry went straight home there would be no payoff for his patience. He need not have worried about a waste of time. Henry met up with Laurel at a café, taking up a position near the front window, perhaps to get a view of the street, perhaps to be seen for a reason not obvious to Trent. They appeared to resume the discussion of earlier in the day, and there was finger pointing and shrugs and the odd arm-waving as they waited for the coffees to arrive. Trent was well back on the other side of the street, using the zoom of his camera to get close-up shots. He paused after he had taken a series of pics for the file and noticed another man in closer, in a spot partly shaded from the streetlights, also taking pictures of the couple. Trent took some phone shots of this man, mostly from the rear and side-on but, eventually, he took two front-on head shots as the man moved away from his position. Was there another PI involved? He would ask Sandra Byers.
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