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CHAPTER ONE.

 

It’s all fun and games till someone gets hurt, or someone hurts you.

Believe me, I know.

I’ll get to that soon enough.

Sometimes, through no choice of your own, you end up in the wrong place at the wrong time, and in doing so, face unexpected serious life threatening circumstances, it could unexpectedly happen to anyone. 

These situations often result in dangerous, dire and irreparable consequences; entirely out of your control no matter how hard you try to avoid whats coming.

For me, it has become a disappointingly regular occurrence; not by my own choosing. 

There is an uninvited reoccurring sinister presence in my life, resulting in unwanted encounters that evolve into something worse than the last. 

Thankfully, to date and by pure tin arse luck, I've managed to survive and remain intact; for the most part anyway, the scars have healed. 

Still standing and trying to hold onto what should be a pretty normal life, even after being sacrificed for want of a better word, into near-death experiences. 

Torture would probably be the best way to describe what large parts of my life have now become. 

Not your everyday torture by a simple beating, but repeatedly hammered both physically and mentally by things far worse. 

The one who causes my suffering is a deranged twisted sadist with an underlying pleasure in masochism, who rises above the inevitable and explodes in deadly retaliation, and she, yes she has those around her willing to go all the way on her command. 

This I’ve come to realise makes her actions that of sadomasochism, deriving pleasure in both causing and receiving pain.

Trouble is, I’ve become a pawn for her to be used and abused. 

And to date I’ve survived, only by the skin of my teeth. 

Each situation thrust upon me could go either way, with a much higher probability of impending death rather than the human act of staying alive, thankfully with some unscripted assistance from my nemesis, it has enabled me to cheat death, and to add to her pleasure it’s usually by the narrowest of margins. 

Telling anyone who'd listen, that I’m surviving by dumb luck more than any honed survival skills coupled to self-preservation. 

Random decisions, fight or flight, engulfing panic to react swiftly, made in a split second, it's more a fluke that I'm still here.

Clichés no doubt, but as my story unfolds, you will find how these clichés are closely tied to my reoccurring predicaments. 

Look at it this way, some people learn from near-death experiences and create mental precautions preventing the same danger repeating itself while others don't put any safeguards in place and simply shrug it off. 

Ordinary people don’t have an outside source that’s constantly creating life and death situations.

 

 

CHAPTER TWO.

 

Life doesn’t always give you second chances.

For instance; you're heading into work, something you do five days a week, you get used to the routine and repetitiveness.

Taking the same route along the same foot-path you walk every day, becomes familiar and second nature. In today’s world of technology as with many people now, your heads down, tapping away on your phone like those around you, fixated and conditioned to stare at the tiny device. Becoming blasé as your subconscious is expecting the other pedestrians and vehicles in the immediate vicinity to anticipate your movements and rely on the herd mentality. 

In your peripheral vision, you follow other pedestrians, slowing when they slow, stopping when the herd does, just following the leader, moving when they do.

But on this occasion, the herds abandoned you.

You get splattered by a car that failed to stop in time. 

The driver preoccupied with their child passenger, and in doing so not registering that you had started crossing right in front of them. 

Maybe not killed but broken bones at least.

Recently I was saved from being hit when a fellow pedestrian grabbed my arm and pulled me back just in time. 

That prompted me to pay more attention and spend less time on my phone. 

That idea lasted about a day.

Accidents such as these are becoming more common given people's affliction with phones. 

Phones are a distraction, separating us from our present surroundings, consumed by the phone as if it’s the lifeline to reality; suppressing or blocking that subconscious spike that screams of impending danger. 

Only days after I'd nearly been hit, a guy was head down tapping away while walking. Unfortunately, there was no person nearby to prevent him from being run over. 

Again, you tell yourself to put the phone away. 

I lasted two days that time.

It should make you more aware—primal instinct for self-preservation. Avoid situations that could put you in danger.

Don't poke the hornet's nest, or you'll get stung.

That’s my problem. I’m not doing any poking but end up getting stung.

Set up to be the fall guy, the sacrificial lamb.

 

 

CHAPTER THREE.

 

Let me explain a bit about myself.

My name's, Oswald Blackwood. 

Yeah, Oswald, I blame my parents for that. 

Who in Australia of all places willingly calls their kid Oswald? 

I'm Ozz, to anyone who knows me. 

I’m a trouble-shooter, quick on my feet, an answer for every question, often before the question's asked. 

Oil the wheels to get and keep things moving.

At least I used to be that person and that was more than enough.

Australia is home, though due to work commitments I travel overseas regularly. 

My time abroad keeps growing, with an ever-increasing number of business commitments. 

While travel may sound great, living out of a suitcase gets old fast. 

Usually I fly into a country, go to my hotel room, freshen up, rush off to a meeting, back on a plane and gone again—tight schedules.

Not enough hours in a day. 

I've since learnt to give myself extra days where possible, extend my stopovers in countries where I want to spend time and explore. 

Like a working holiday.

I'm a relatively normal thirty two year old; maybe normal isn’t the right word, I don't know any more.

Single by choice, a bachelor, not ready to settle down. The way I see it there are too many women out there, and I enjoy spending time with those I already know and those I'm yet to meet. 

Some friends say its just that I haven’t met the right one, I’m not sure about that.

My standard reply, I’m actually not searching for the right one. 

Work demands can involve spur of the moment travel, enabling my relationships to be kept casual. 

My lady friends often aren't in the one place for too long either, and mostly aren’t after anything too serious either.

The job entails working on the expansion our company and dealing with the right people to make it happen. I call it 'our' company as I'm one of the senior partners.

Started from scratch with Rosco, my business driven friend of too many years to remember.

Our main arm and initial start-up for the business was directed and created in the lucrative Marijuana medicinal market, utilising the vast healing properties that science is continuing to uncover. 

Initially, we started with an idea and managed to develop and finally produce a hemp cream that works really well on a range of skin conditions, like eczema and skin allergies. 

From there, we got into medicinal gummy sweets, that have been proven to help with anything from anxiety to pain relief.

Promotion of the benefits of our hemp tincture, proven medicinally for pain, aiding in pain relief in cancer patients, addressing dietary issues, glaucoma and other eye complaints, stomach disorders, and an ever-increasing sphere of health benefits.

The medical aspect is only the tip of the iceberg. That part of the business in expanding at a reasonable pace.

We wanted to take hemp further, with a save the planet from fossil fuel mentality. Hemp had been developed as a material to replace plastic but got buried in bureaucracy. 

We did extensive research and by ‘chance’ received several formula’s for creating hemp plastic. 

When I say by chance, that wasn’t the case. 

Nothing my unwanted intruder does is by chance.

To explain further, our company got approached by some of the most innovative scientists and chemists on the planet. They all invested in and agreed to future earnings in the company instead of a salary. While they kept telling us they were already being well compensated.

Shit, it seemed too good to be true.

Hemp plastic is going to be a huge game changer and steer the planet away from reliance on fossil fuels, and we want to unlock hemps potential into other markets like improved bio fuel. 

Every part of the plant has benefit.

The only thing holding us back apart from capital, is the reluctance from governments in different countries, including our own, to look past how hemp has had a bad reputation and labeled a gateway drug by authorities with vested interests and ingrained corruption already in place with those holding the current monopoly with the reliance on fossil fuel. 

Coupled that with a vast range of other legalities that we continuously need to sort through on how to change people's perspective regarding hemp. We strive to expand the benefits of our discoveries, and bring these discoveries to the market, just as other like-minded businesses that have embraced hemp are doing. 

Reading between the lines; it is not a comfortable environment to work in, we haven’t been loud enough yet for the fossil fuel barons to notice us but you can imagine the barriers and opposition we will face in the not too distant future.

Leaving plastic alternative and bio fuels aside, we continue to face opposition on many fronts with our medicinal hemp. 

Apart from Governments, there's an even more significant barrier from powerful, enormously wealthy pharmaceutical companies, with strong monopolies on the 'legal' drug market. 

Again, these companies have plenty of influence over the politicians in preventing change. 

On top of that, there’s the illegal drug trade which is an even bigger kettle of fish to step around. More in your face threats, and way more dangerous.

Money talks all languages, and people listen.

That's where I come in.

I deal with all of them, pharmaceutical companies trying to buy us out or stop us before we get too big. 

Keeping on the right side with Governments and officials of certain countries where being involved with drugs, can get you executed. 

We have several decent hemp farms established in several foreign countries and so its impossible to avoid the drug cartels, who like to keep the drug trade in their favour while calling the shots on what they will allow from outsiders, powerful and dangerous with little value for life, even openly operating in the same countries where they execute drug dealers. 

Shit, hemp’s only a herb, but there are countless obstacles at every turn. 

Thankfully of late some countries are relaxing their laws, and can see the profits coming in the future. 

Thailand is a good example.

Part of my job is to change the perception of hemp as an illegal drug with several of the anti drug countries where logistically we need to set up factories and purchase more large parcels of land for cultivation. 

It’s a bit crazy, some countries you can cultivate as much hemp as you like for whatever reason, but can’t sell it as an unprocessed commodity. Other countries will accept the import of hemp and enable it to be processed but wont allow the cultivation of hemp. 

While other countries you can grow and possess a small quantity for own use. 

The drug trade has grey areas in all countries.

The strategy to enable way lower overheads is to have growing and processing near each other.

That part is taking me some time but slowly it’s coming together.

 

CHAPTER FOUR.

 

Firstly you need to get a foot in the door in foreign countries and get our proposals past first base. Open up channels of communication, while being totally aware of, stepping delicately around the vast amount of money injected by others for their own agendas; legal and illegal. Call it what it is, bribery, it’s the lubricant that gets things done. 

We don't have the money behind us for bribery; not serious bribery anyway.

Apart from straight out bribery; don't, for one minute, think that extortion doesn't come into play.

Along with a mix of diplomacy and respect to get things done, there are what I call layers. I'm fully aware that certain officials; actually, a lot, within any country you deal with including our own; are already bought and paid for, that starts from the bottom right up the ladder, the trick is to identify who needs to be ‘compensated’ and who doesn’t. 

The ones that have any real say in what happens often play both sides of the fence and turn a deaf ear to companies like ours, unless there's a brown paper bag slipped under the counter. 

This makes it near impossible to keep things completely legitimate on any level.

Over time I have had dealings with the unscrupulous and have reached mutual understandings, if that is what you’d call it.

I try not to deal solely with individuals, that’s the catch, much better to work the table, ensuring that a range of people that we need to accommodate, both legit and not quite legit are brought in on any proposal.  

This is where the media can play a big part if done right, working the system to get the right information out to the public.

As we climb higher up the food chain, it naturally increases the chance of mixing with some real nasty fuckers, who, on the surface can often appear to be genuine upstanding people in society, although in reality can be quite dangerous, likened to a B grade gangster movie.

Surprising how easily blended together are world leaders, high-level politicians, big business tycoons, middle business, bank executives, money movers, all the way right through to gangsters and gangs all with their own versions and levels of assassins.  

Life is cheap in many societies. 

It can be difficult to understand who actually controls the lucrative black market for any product or service provided.

I experienced this in Bali as a teenager, a guy was selling cheap knockoff sunglasses out of a suitcase. You think, good on him trying to make a living, then you find out that it’s not his suitcase but actually someone else’s higher up the chain, who has six or more hawkers all selling his sunglasses. 

This pyramid system is in place in anything from knockoff products, road side hawkers, the drug trade, the massage parlours and sex trade, there’s always someone higher up the ladder taking the cream.

Pills are the flavour of the month these days. 

Very profitable, easy to make, easy to traffic and dangerous for multiple reasons. 

Then there’s the ‘legitimate’ pharmaceutical companies, with household brand names, supposedly trusted, opening and legally selling government approved drugs. 

Trading under the guise of helping society.

There’s an epidemic of ‘legal’ drugs being overly prescribed that are killing thousands of addicted users. 

And it’s really hard to stop, the manufacturers lobby are make a killing, literally.

Welcome to the world of the pharmaceutical manufacturers and the power they wield.

With hemp though; legal and illegal intertwine.

Pharmaceutical companies have always blocked alternative medicines such as hemp and convince whoever needs convincing, including the general public that hemp is a gateway drug. 

Dog eat dog. We often can’t even get the dog in the fight.

You do what you have to do and stay within the law and in your mind at least, feel safe, with a certain level of protection provided by the law. 

We fly under the radar as much as possible, and take small inroads into the industry to avoid detection from those who would see us as a threat, and if we can do that, we will be able to get the desired results, without sticking our necks out. 

If we were perceived as a real threat, they could smash us out of the water before we even got wet. They know we're there but don't see us lasting long, here today gone tomorrow, not knowing how to play the game and being such a small start-up company that will no doubt implode as many others have before us. 

Though if we did get big, the first thing that'd happen is we'd be offered a ridiculous amount of money, then they’d shut us down and rub out what we've established. 

 

CHAPTER FIVE.

 

Hey, thats enough pissing on about my normal world.

It melds into the story in snippets but not anything like what I have to tell you. 

My story differs from any of the apparent perils associated with my work. 

Shoved into unexpected situations which could kill me in the end. 

Welcome to my hellish nightmare.

It’s Shit!

Right now, my arms are stretched upwards, held and suspended by chains from above, almost certainly my joints feel close to breaking point. 

The chains are secured to steel rings anchored to a rock ceiling in a room that resembles a medieval dungeon. 

The sharp-edged bracelets shackled around my wrists are tearing into flesh, blood is trickling down my forearms from where the flesh splitting back over the hands, my fingers are squeezed closed as I'm fighting against that from happening, knowing there's a good chance that my skin could very soon peel right off the bones, similar to removing a glove, but much more painful. 

I have to force my fingers to form fists. 

The pain is intense, not only from my wrists; there’s my arms pulling free from the sockets. I can feel the sinew stretching, slowly approaching a point where sinew, muscle, bone and skin will tear apart. 

The pain is ever-present, but becomes unbearable with every breath I take, which is like a knife being shoved and twisted into my chest, probably something to do with the numerous busted ribs pressing against my internal organs. 

To make things even more interesting, I’m having to strain to see through bulbous swollen eyes, I can make out a nasty slice to my torso. I can feel the warm blood running trace lines down my body combining trails of blood and sweat eventually reaching my feet and dripping off my toes.

The immediate area is buzzing with a thick swarm of flies taking turns landing and depositing maggots into my open wounds, I have no idea how long I’ve been here. It feels like forever. 

The tingling sensations of what I’m sure is the maggot’s nibbling at my flesh is sending me crazy.

I probably shouldn't compare my predicament to the surrounding bodies also dangling from chains.

To my immediate left is someone slung just like me, although in a far worse decomposed state, but really more horrific they are still managing to twitch and let out a raspy low groan. 

I'm secretly happy that they are positioned where they are, hiding more poor souls behind them.. 

 

CHAPTER SIX.

 

Life should be great, I'm in my prime and business is good.

We had just finalised the acquisition of a reasonably sized agricultural hemp firm, aptly named, Chappy's Happy Hemp Production, located in Indonesia, thousand acres of land with an already high hemp production yield. 

It’s existing avenue for selling the product was shut down when the textile business that was purchasing the product; which by the way, had the Indonesian Government's backing, suspiciously burned to the ground. 

Several workers, including one of the owners of Chappy's, all mysteriously perished in the fire. 

Charred unrecognisable remains were found huddled together in a circular embrace of sorts.

Rumour has it they had all been bound together by wire.

This had happened several months before our company became aware the business was up for sale, we only found out about the deaths after the deal had been struck.

The word was that a cartel that had a controlling interest in the factory wanted smokable hemp grown up in the mountains to be distributed through Chappy’s happy Hemp.

Don't even ask me about the name, we're going to change it.

See the issue with the hemp trade, compared to the marijuana drug market, is that this farmed strain of hemp has virtually no THC content. 

Whereas recreational hemp for smoking is a different story.

Though to a smoker and serious dope growers, primo dope is seedless, beautiful extensive bud varieties with high THC levels and therefor fetching top dollar. 

Whereas industrial hemp is a stringy combination of male and female plants grown together, it usually produces a high yield of seed and fibrous long stems. 

Also, the commercial hemp crop can be farmed out in the open and supposedly can get randomly tested at any time by authorities. 

The problem is that the issues that arise for growers are the difficulty in visually identifying one type of plant from the other. 

Put two and two together, its plain to see that illegal drug production can use these legitimate businesses to mask operations and ply their trade; distributing hi-quality dope within the commercial low-grade Hemp trade. 

Keeping law enforcement busy with the confusion in identifying the strains between the two. 

Another touchy issue in Indonesia is the deterrent of the death penalty. 

Constant tests of THC levels are needed, especially with foreigners such as ourselves running the business. Trouble is that testing hasn't been happening since our acquisition.

Chappy seems to go almost unnoticed, having only random spot checks when it was owned by locals, though now with us seen as outsiders taking over; you never know when the drugs can and will be tested. 

We would tread carefully and employ chemists to do testing, keep records, and the addition of hired guards to patrol the farm.

We grow the medicinal hemp in another country with more lax laws on drugs.

I flew into Indonesia's main airport. And after passing through customs and managing to avoid the hawkers and grabbed a taxi, for the short trip to the hotel. 

I could have had a private limousine pick me up, but that can be more trouble than it's worth, besides it is better not to draw unwanted attention to yourself. Surveillance was probably already following me.

Weaving through the congested traffic took an eternity before finally arriving at the hotel. 

I pulled twenty dollars Australian, roughly 10 times the fare charged, handed it to the driver, and saw his eyes bulge with excitement, a good week's earnings, in one fare.

In response, he thanked me repeatedly before handing me a parcel and explained in his best English, "I've been instructed to tell you, it would be best not to open this till alone in your hotel room." 

"Who gave you this?"

"I don't know" he replied with a puzzled expression.

"What? How did you know to give it to me of all people; a random customer, it doesn't make sense?"

"I don't know."

"Why me? It's not a setup, not drugs is it?" I was looking around to see if there was a police presence around us.

"I don't know. I go now." 

"Whatever.” I sighed while shaking the parcel; it was too hot to sit any longer in the cab, and get no answers from the driver.

"Here, give it to someone else." I tried to hand it back.

"No, it's for you!" he said, sounding panicked. "You leave now, please!" 

Something rattled around inside the box. I tucked it into my pocket and hopped out. 

"Thanks, 'I don't know', you have yourself a good day." 

"Yes, perhaps I will." 

Beads of sweat were forming on his forehead, slightly unusual, the locals don't usually sweat.

After checking in and getting the key-card access to the room and walked to the elevator. I was beyond tired, irritated and hungry, tonguing for a cold beer, or two.

Approaching the room, I heard the audible click of my door unlocking.  

Weird, the card was still in the courtesy envelope tucked in my jacket. 

I slowed down and lingered, half expecting to see a maid exiting the room at any moment. 

No one came out.

The hairs on my neck bristled. 

I was the new kid in town, purchasing a drug farm. 

Was someone waiting in my room? 

Police?  

In a country that hands out the death penalty, a corrupt cop held a dangerous amount of power. 

They could incriminate you as they pleased and, without a substantial bribe to offer, your life could be over.

Even with a bribe, you could still be arrested, with the cash mysteriously disappearing into deep pockets.

Shit! I had that bloody box from the driver in my pocket. 

Setup!

There was a maid's trolley just back behind me. Casually I reversed and dropped the box into the plastic rubbish bag attached to the side.

Approaching cautiously now, I stood to the side of the room; pushing the door open with my foot and waited, listening and ready to defend myself, fearing someone would appear in the doorway to attack or arrest me. 

Maybe both.

My heart continued pounding in my chest as the silence stretched from beyond the open door.

Slowly, leaning forward and peered in before entering. Scanning the room from just inside the doorway, the room consisted of a large bed with two swan-shaped towels placed in the centre, a mirrored wardrobe, two lounge chairs placed on either side of a table with complimentary fresh flowers centred on a fruit and nut tray. 

Glossy brochures and hotel stationery neatly placed to one side. 

Satisfied the room was empty, I went and looked in the bathroom.

I blew out a tensely held breath before stupidly realising, I'd walked past the partially drawn curtains leading onto the small balcony. 

Flicking back the curtains, my fist balled up ready to lash out, nothing.

I was well and truly alone.

Paranoia, that's all it was. 

It sounded like the maid had started pushing the trolley along the hall.

Curiosity got the better of me, I went out and caught up, explaining I'd mistakenly dropped a box along with other rubbish into her garbage bag. 

She didn't really understand, just nodded and smiled and started walking again. I urged her to stop and retrieved the box while she looked on with a questioning frown.

"Thank you, my mistake." I held the box up and smiled. 

She shrugged and walked on as I returned to my room.

My door had closed, my key card was in my jacket draped over a chair inside. Before I could turn to ask the maid if she could let me in there was an audible click, the door opened.

Once inside, I contacted the front desk, explaining that perhaps the door locking system was playing up, and left it with them to deal with.

Pulling a beer from the mini-fridge, I stripped down and stood under a cold shower, beer in hand. 

The cold water was lukewarm. 

Was it even necessary to have hot taps in such a humid city?

I was downing a second beer, finally calm and peering out from the balcony, taking in the hustle and bustle below, the constant blaring horns of vehicles and pedestrians jostling between gaps.

The meeting was scheduled early the following day, allowing me a brief bit of downtime. 

Time to check out the area.

Before heading out, I decided to put my passport and a large portion of travelling cash into the electronic safe located inside the sliding wardrobe.

Grabbing my small carry bag, or man-bag as people called it and crossed the room towards the safe. Sliding the door, I noticed the electronic safe touchpad began scrolling through random numbers before I'd even touched it; the numbers stopped and the door clicked open. 

As I well knew, these safes were locked on arrival, and you punched in a series of numbers such as 1,2,3,4 provided at the reception desk to open it, which indicated no one had tampered with it. Once opened, it cleared the locking mechanism, enabling you to select your own personal number combination. The pad would confirm, then say re-enter the new password. 

Easy and relatively secure, though you could never be sure.

Deciding against placing anything inside. I set my password and locked it. 

Before re-entering my password to test it, the keypad again started randomising numbers, slowing down and stopping on the digits I'd just keyed in. 

The door clicked open.

This was either, a malfunctioning safe or someone had done something to enable access to my belongings, and they'd fucked up. 

I cleared and entered a new password several times, getting the same result.

The final time I tried, a faint buzz came from my jacket that was draped over the chair.

The pockets were all empty, except for the mysterious parcel from the taxi driver.

I looked around for hidden cameras. No luck. 

Nothing felt right, the door to my room, the safe and the mysterious taxi driver. 

Sitting on the bed, I tumbled the package in my hand, contemplating if it was something I really wanted to open. Did it contain something that as soon as I'd opened it, the door would burst open and police would bust in and surround me with guns pointed at my head?

A pre-planned set up leading to a bribery pay-off; it wouldn't be the first time.

Intrigue finally got the better of me.

I went out into the hallway and walked its length, then checked the fire stairs. 

Nothing.

Back in my room, I locked the door, took one of the chairs, and jammed the backrest under the door handle, added security if the door did burst open.

I left the balcony door open after checking to see if anyone was waiting to abseil from above.

If I did get raided, I could throw the parcel off the balcony without too much hassle.

Moving the other chair closer to the balcony and sat down just inside the door.

Using the ornate letter opener which had three engraved elephants, each one connected to the next by trunks holding tails along the handle. Sliding the blade under the flap, slowly and carefully removing the wrapping, exposing a plain brown box. 

The box gave nothing away, apart from a now distinct aroma of cinnamon. 

Rattling the box slightly, I sliced the blade through the tape sealing the edges.

A pungent smell hit my nostrils as I opened it, causing me to retch slightly.

I couldn't work out what was in the box initially. 

Moving it around with the letter opener, it looked to be a decaying, shrivelled, greenish-black coloured finger, though slightly longer.

It was more than just the finger, it went right up to the wrist; it didn't look like a clean-cut, more like the fingers on either side had been ripped away from it before it was removed from the hand.

The end where it would have connected to the wrist was a neat, clean-cut, compared to the torn sides.  

Placing the box on the table, I rushed out to the balcony and took a few deep breaths resisting the urge to vomit, before coming back inside.

Between the second and third knuckle of the actual finger sat a large tarnished blackish ring with what appeared to be a conical setting. Holding my breath, I brought it closer to get a better look, the setting though black with decayed flesh coating. Using some toilet paper I picked up the finger and wiped the ring and  exposed what appeared to be diminishing sized circles or more precisely cogs, four in total. 

As best as I could tell without a magnifying glass, the cogs appeared to have miniature engravings around each one.

Placing the finger back in the box and sitting it on the table, I took several steps back. 

The stink was rapidly getting worse, now that the finger was fully exposed to the air.

Bile rose in my throat, and my stomach acid started to burn. 

Filling the hand basin in the bathroom and pouring the little complimentary perfume bottles in, I grabbed the box and flipped it over, dropping the finger in the basin. The stink lingered, I hit the exhaust fan while reversing out and shutting the door. My throat wouldn't allow me to swallow. I grabbed a packet of peanuts, chocolate bar and water from a tray of goodies on the fridge; hopefully, it would help get the sickly taste out of my mouth.

Even the main room stunk, I went back out to the balcony for fresh air.

A million thoughts went through my mind, the main one frustratingly niggling at me; why was I given this?

It didn't make any sense.

Regaining my composure, I went back to the bathroom for a closer look. Thanks to the exhaust fan and the water most of the smell had faded.

There was no point in calling the police. Too risky. 

Decision made, keep the ring and flush the finger. 

Real spy stuff. 

I imagined the authorities might have been able to get a fingerprint from it, even at the level of decay they maybe could have stretched the decaying fingertip enough to get a print.

While keeping the finger underwater, I attempted to remove the unusual ring. 

Not only was the finger rotten, it was so slimy it made it difficult to hold. 

`There was no way the ring would pass over either knuckle. The ring itself had been banded tightly with a smaller circumference than that of the knuckles. Weird. I couldn’t see how it could have been put on in the first place. Unless the finger had grown after the wearer had put it on.

There was nothing in the room I could use to cut the ring's band to get it free. I was getting frustratedly pissed off and disgusted as chunks of skin and rotten tissue came away from the bone while I wrestled with the ring. I was determined to get it off and went looking for something heavy like a stone vase or rock from one of the various pot plants in the hope of busting or crushing one of the knuckles. 

Just about to give up looking, I noticed the mixed bowl of nuts, along with a nutcracker in the shape of a crocodile, cast in dull bronze, sitting on the edge of the bowl. 

The action necessary to crack the shells with the nutcracker required pulling a lever from its underside, which opened the jaws, then place a nut in, close the lever. It had a ratchet type design to increase the pressure as you squeezed while using minimum effort to crack and not destroy the nut inside the shell. After trying it on some hazelnuts, I triumphantly returned to the bathroom. 

It took some doing, I wasn't keen to have the finger out of the water and release its stench into the room again, so I kept it submerged and started rotating and crushing one of the knuckle joints in the crocodile's jaw until I could force the ring free. 

Bones are more challenging to crush than you would think. 

As quickly as possible, I tossed the extended finger into the toilet while holding my breath. 

It was a bloody stubborn finger right to the end, taking several flushes and balled up handfuls of toilet paper before it finally disappeared. I drained the basin and washed the remaining fragments of tissue, bone and scudge. Finally, I squirted the hotel's complimentary shampoo and conditioner over the basin's surface and scrubbed it with the toilet brush. 

You could still smell it in the room, not as intense as it was previously, now more like tacky stale vomit; what was worse, was the fact that the stink and the slim felt as if it had penetrated the skin on my hands. 

I had the longest soapiest wash in the history of man.

Followed by dousing aftershave over my hands. It was the best I could do. 

Boiling the electric jug, and filling a cup with the water still bubbling, I dropped the ring in.

Left it sit for a few minutes before tipping the water out, and doing the same thing, twice more, I used aftershave and toilet paper to rub over it until satisfied that any stink and germs would be gone before I'd feel comfortable handling and inspecting it. The aftershave had actually cleaned off the black and given it a golden shine.

Cracking a beer, I took the ring out to the balcony and inspected it properly.

The engravings on each cog, now that I was able to have a closer look, appeared to be a combination of various symbols and tiny figures. Using my fingernail, I could dial around each cog separately. 

Interesting.

The symbols, although difficult to see clearly, until I moved them looked very much like matching dog skulls. I'd noted where each was positioned before clicking several cogs around to different spots, rotating the top two to show different symbols above each other. 

Heading for another beer I stopped when I heard the room safe making a noise. Unusual considering, they didn't normally make any noise. Again, randomising numbers were now rapidly scrolling on the keypad.

It stopped on four zeros, I tapped in 1,2,3,4 the door clicked and opened. I entered a new password, the keypad displayed, -re-enter- new password; which I did, then closed and locked it. Using my new password, surprisingly, the safe opened. 

Now it worked.

I rolled several cogs while staring at the safe. The touch panel went through some more random numbers.

Entering the new password again but it didn’t work. 

Strange.

Grabbing the access key card to my room, pulling the chair free from the door handle and tried the card on the door, which now worked perfectly, locking and unlocking each time I tapped the card onto the lock touchpad. 

I set the cogs on the ring back to the original setting. The keypad on the safe blinked through a series of numbers and popped open.

Trouble was, they were my numbers this time.

Approaching the door, I got within a metre, it clicked and swung open.

Again, I moved the cogs and, out of curiosity, I went out into the hallway, with each room I approached the doors remained closed. No response. Why had it worked only with my room?

Standing at the end of the hallway, I clicked the two top cogs to align the skull symbols like they’d been originally.

I walked back down the hall to my room. This time the doors to each room clicked open as I passed. I moved slowly to the next door. It didn't open till I was about a metre away. 

Same with the next door, nothing till I was within arm reach.

Wow. Something about this ring enabled coded locks to open. I turned the cogs to disengage it.

Plenty of crazy ideas and scenarios ran through my head, the endless possibilities this ring presented, all of them illegal.

Someone, possibly the person missing a finger, though more likely the people who'd removed the finger from the hand were going to be pissed at losing this little baby. 

People would definitely be looking for this, not in the lost and found columns obviously, or even placing an ad asking if anyone had found a 'finger' on the bulletin boards. 

They would go about locating this in a very particular and violent way if the finger was anything to go by.

That taxi driver didn’t know anything, he was just anxious to offload it onto me. 

I couldn't dwell on the idea of finding him to ask, there were thousands of drivers, it was rare to encounter the same driver twice; unless they knew you would require a tax while in town, in which case they would hand you a card and try persuading you that they were at you service 24/7. 

This driver had made no such offer.

Usually with a sizeable tip, as he had received, drivers beg to be your on-call driver while in town.

Paranoia engulfed me. 

I needed to hide this ring immediately. 

The safe was not an option as the ring would probably just keep popping the bloody door open, and if I changed the cog settings, it might disable the lock, preventing me from reopening the safe. 

Faced with an overwhelming urge to grab my bags and get on the next plane out of town. 

It seriously felt like I was in danger for just knowing about this ring, let alone having it in my possession.

Doing a runner would mean missing my business appointment, I couldn't do that, considering how many hoops we'd had to jump through and bureaucratic bullshit to get to this point in the purchase. Not to mention the considerable amount of time and money we had to outlay, and the effort required to set up a meeting with the obscure third-party owners, who were now understandably in hiding, though eager to sell. 

We'd stuck our necks out. Our investors were expecting results, that was a must if we wanted further investment capital from them. 

My mobile phone buzzed; it was still on aeroplane mode. I noticed it vibrating on the bedside table. 

Rosco was on the other end, "Ozz, hey, it's me, I've been trying to call you for hours, where you been?"

My phone showed 14 missed calls, all except 3 were from him. 

These 3 came from a no caller ID number. 

"Yeah, g'day Rosco, sorry mate, my phone was switched off for the flight, forgot to switch it back on. What's with all the calls?"

"Not much, apart from the interestingly peculiar fact that you appear to have a stalker.”

"You kidding me or what?"

"No bullshit, old son. The office has had some unusual calls since you left, plenty of them."

"I'm Mr Popular; you know that." Joking half-heartedly, while staring at the ring I'd slid halfway onto my pinky finger.

"Yeah cool, so anyway, these callers wanted to know when your flight lands in Jakarta, if it departed on time and if we'd heard that it was going to be late arriving over there. That in itself isn't too unusual, but they also asked what Hotel you'd be staying at, are you travelling alone, what's your itinerary, are you meeting anyone, how long are you in Jakarta, heaps of random shit."

"That's weird. You said callers, as in plural."

"Correct. Sarah at the front desk initially thought the calls were from representatives of the people you're meeting with. She initially gave the first couple of callers, parts of your itinerary, and get this; when she asked them questions, like their names or who they worked for, the line went dead. The big question being, why would they ask questions they would already know?" 

"Fuck knows." I replied, staring at the ring with a sense of dread. 

"Do you reckon, some drug cartel knows about our pending purchase? And wants in?" 

"Doubt it."

"Maybe some dishonest politicians?"

"You are reading way too much into it Rosco, it's all cool on this end. I arrived on time, got to the Hotel without trouble, apart from the usual congestion with the traffic and limited road rules. Nothing different from any other visits here."

Rosco sighed, "Maybe I'm just being paranoid. We haven't dealt with these people face to face before. I don’t want anyone gazumping us on the sale."

"Mate, the meeting is all set for tomorrow. They are just anxious to sell up."

"Don't blame them."

"I'm going out to do a bit of sightseeing, everything's sweet. I'll keep in contact."

"Might pay to be careful all the same Ozz. Watch yourself, you hear me? Something about these calls doesn't sit well with me."

I curled the finger holding the ring.

"Listen Rosco; you may be right. Just to be on the safe side, would you think it paranoid if I change hotels; considering Sarah said where I was staying to the mysterious callers?" 

"Yeah, do it."

"Fine, I'll let you know which Hotel when I get there. Will that make you feel better?"

"Maybe, I sound a bit extreme; still, we have outlaid substantial dollars. We don't want to be fucked over Ozz. You need to be on your toes." 

"Ok, all the same, I think you're being overdramatic. One more thing, try and trace where those calls came from, Get 'the Nerd' onto it."

"Ah, the Nerd, he loves this kind of spy shit."

"I'll be in touch, Rosco." I clicked off and switched off the phone. 

Before leaving, I moved several cogs a couple of notches. Funny thing was, I didn't know what would happen by doing it.

After exiting the hotel, I waited and let three empty taxis pass by, then hailed the fourth. 

I didn't book out of the hotel, instead, I kept my room and told the concierge that, if need be, I'd contact him to arrange for my bags to be picked up. 

I'd inform them if I wasn't returning, I wouldn't expect a refund, but would need my room kept available. 

Plenty of shady shit goes on in Jakarta; he didn't ask or appear to find my request unusual. He did seem somewhat concerned that I was dissatisfied with his hotel’s service.

"Great service, more than happy, a top hotel, and you're a champion, you do the establishment proud," I said, patting his shoulder as a sign of reassurance. 

"Thank-you."

"The thing is I'm meeting a lady friend and if all goes to plan, may end up staying at her place for a few days." I shot him a wink.

He was relieved and satisfied.

 

CHAPTER SEVEN. 

 

I had the taxi driver pull up at a random cross street that was bustling with traffic and pedestrians who were all in a hurry. I sunk into the crowd and hustled along with them before hailing another taxi. 

"DoubleTree Hotel, please," I'd noticed the Hotel after passing it in the first taxi.

I booked in, and soon found myself standing in another hotel room in this bustling over-crowded city. In my shoulder bag was a change of more casual tourist clothes. 

Pulling a beer from the minibar I went out to the balcony.

The inquisitive calls to the office had me wondering. 

Could it be about the business or the ring? 

Was I randomly chosen by the taxi driver? Could it be as simple as the fact I was a foreigner?

Whatever the reason, I needed to stash the ring.

There were large ornate pot-plants complete with lush flowering plants spilling out and down the sides placed on either end of the balcony. Retrieving the ring from inside one of the shoes in my travel bag, I wandered back onto the balcony. Taking a few mouthfuls of beer, while casually looking around to see if anyone was taking a particular interest from the surrounding buildings. 

Satisfied, I sat my arse on the edge of one of the pot-plants, snuck the ring under the foliage and pressed it down into the dirt for good measure.

Then headed out to locate a phone shop. 

I brought two pre-paid phones with cash. Declined to give my real name for the warranty, instead wrote Bill Smyth from New Zealand for no reason other than I'd seen the name used in numerous spy movies.

Yeah, I was a real man of mystery.

Food.

My stomach growled; I’m sure it was hunger and not anxiety acids bubbling for the paranoia.

I asked a street hawker selling knockoff handbags for directions to the best places to eat. 

Several streets later, I came upon a strip of reasonably run-down restaurants but with a greater number of customers than the flashier ones. 

Randomly choosing the second one and on entering checked the surroundings and other patrons and took a seat near the back, facing the street.

Chuckling to myself, I definitely watch too many spy movies.

After ordering enough food for three people and asked for two cold local beers while waiting for the food. 

The beer can vary in strength but usually it’s not very strong and is easy to drink due to the humidity pulling the sweat from your body. I sculled the first beer in one pull and took a bit more time with the second one. The food followed, surprisingly quick and delicious.

Raising my empty beer towards the waitress, indicating the need for another, she and everyone else in the place abruptly turned away from me.

Before getting a chance to look around a bag was shoved over my head and I was dragged back into the kitchen, chair and all.

Punched hard in the chest not once but twice; excruciating pain as my ribs felt like they were damaged, the blows buckling me over as the next punch pounded the side of my head. 

I couldn't understand what they were saying, only aware that there was more than one of them. 

Something sharp pierced the skin of my shoulder, slowly penetrating the muscle, it took over from the pain from my chest. 

Hands held me back from retaliating. 

"Where's is they key?" a voice asked in broken English.

"What fuckin key?"

The blade sunk deeper, the pain increased, whoever it was, twisted it around, "What fuckin key!" I screamed.

I received another blow to the head, driving my jaw sideways. 

Blood filled my mouth.

"Key!" another voice demanded. 

Without being given a chance to reply, I felt a whole new pain as the knife was withdrawn then re-inserted close, but not exactly into the original wound. Tears of pain flowed freely.

"Farkin hell!" I screamed.

"Key!"  

The cord on the hood was pulled tight around my throat, cutting off the air supply. 

"Key!"

My hands were fighting unsuccessfully to loosen the cord.

Whoever was holding me released their grip slightly, there were shuffling sounds and they all started yelling.

A series of quick popping sounds, followed by groans and the clanging of pots scattering off benches, the cord was released from my neck, enabling me to suck air in.

There was a thud of what sounded like something heavy hitting the ground.

The hood was ripped off, and the blade in my shoulder pulled out simultaneously. Pain shot through my entire body as I went into a state of comatosed shock.

Someone was shaking me, "We gotta go!" 

"Who, what…" I couldn't focus, but that voice sounded familiar.

"Come on, slowpoke!"

"Clair, is that yo, you?" 

Nothing made sense. 

"Yeah, let's go Ozz."

Before me was a woman with jet black hair and skin tight jump suite with pink runners. 

"Clairrich?"

"Don't call me that, you know I hate it!" she snarled, forcefully dragging me to my feet.

There'd been three men who'd grabbed me, all sprawled around us, each with a coin-sized red hole, dead centre of their foreheads.

"Whoa, who did that? Clairrich, not you!" 

She drove her thumb into one of my knife wounds, "I warned you! Don't call me that!"

I barely heard her, I was too busy screaming as she dragged me out the back door, then pushed headfirst into a taxi that was idling with its door open and no driver.

Clair shoved me over sideways and slammed the door. Then jumped in behind the wheel and gunned it.

"Keep your head down Ozz!"

"Yeah." 

I couldn't have sat up anyway.

The taxi swerved left and right, sending me from side to side.

"Where's the ring Ozz?" she asked over her shoulder.

"Is that what those arseholes were after?" I sobbed.

"Fraid so. Where is it?"

"At my hotel, the..."

"DoubleTree." 

Finishing my reply.

I started to lose consciousness, while she kept asking "whereabouts in the hotel."

The pain was shutting my body down.

"Come on, we gotta go." Clair urged, shaking me awake. 

"Take this."

"Pain killers?"

She nodded.

Thankful to be alive, but struggling to sit up. My injured shoulder had been bandaged. 

"Where are we?" 

"Underground carpark, next door to the hotel." 

I couldn't ask any more questions; I was too fucked up, combined with the beers I’d consumed, the pain killers kicked in fast.

Next thing I realised; we were walking along the corridor towards my room.

Correction, Clairrich was walking. 

It felt like I was moonwalking over marshmallows.

She produced a room card, opened the door and helped me to the edge of the bed. I dropped back and passed out.

She must have let me sleep for a bit because it was dark when I came round.

The room had been tipped upside down.

"Hold it, Clair." stopping her before she took a knife to the mattress. 

"Get me out onto the balcony."

More gently this time, she helped me limp my way outside.

Pushing aside the surface mulch I dug around until my fingers felt what she no doubt was after.

"Good work dude." She went to slap my shoulder. 

Thankfully she remembered my injury and stopped in time.

Taking the ring Clairrich pushed it onto her pinkie finger. "Perfect fit. Now I have something for you, a little souvenir."

She handed me a dagger. Not just any dagger, this no doubt was the one used to stab me, my blood still visible on the blade. 

Just the sight of it made my legs buckle. 

Clairrich caught me somehow and pushed more pills into my mouth and followed them with water, clamped my mouth shut, "swallow!" 

The pills took effect within minutes, the room was spinning.

We were on the move again. 

In and out of a string of taxis, shaking me awake as we went from one to another till finally, she decided; "we're safe; for the moment anyway."

The effect of the pills was wearing off, I was more conscious than unconscious.

"Fuck, I feel like shit. What are you doing to me, why didn't you leave me at the Hotel? This is ridiculous, are you the one who sent me the finger?"

"Not now Ozz, later, there's not enough time at present, not if you want to stay alive."

"That would be nice."

"Therefore, first things first. Here's your passport and enough cash and a fresh change of clothes. We gotta get out of Dallas. Your flight's all booked."

Whistling a taxi, we climbed in, and she virtually forced me to change clothes on the way, most frustratingly, I needed her help to do so.

I looked at her clearly for the first time, "did you kill those men?"

"No, don't be silly. How could you think that!" her expression was one of disbelief.

Rubbing my face to help get some clarity, that’s when I noticed the ring on my finger, I went to pull it off.

“Leave it Ozz, I’m entrusting you with it. Don’t lose it!”

“I don’t understand?”

“No need for you to understand, you need to take it home and I need to be your diversion.”

“I’m not going home.”

"Not an option unless you want to be dead. Now, Flight 379, gate 25, I'll meet you on the plane." 

“Shit, can you hear what I said? I can't go. I have an important meeting tomorrow."

"Don't sweat it; I already sorted that out, the meeting was very fruitful. All signed, sealed, delivered."

"I still, don't understand?"

"For starters, tomorrow was yesterday." she paused, handing me a manila envelope.

"What's all this?"

"The contracts. You're welcome by the way."

"You, what, this makes no sense, how did you ge..."

“One more thing Ozz, and this is super important.”

“What?”

“Under no circumstances move the dials on the ring, we don’t want the plane malfunctioning and dropping out of the sky.”

I urgently tried getting the ring off.

“We need to talk about this.”

"Not now bro. Later, I’ll fill you in. I need you to go, go now!" she virtually pushed me out of the taxi and shoved more pills into my hand.

“Hey!” 

"Take them once you're seated on the plane, I'll see you there. shortly."

The taxi took off and left me staring.

I made the flight.

Fucked if I knew how. 

The guy at customs just waved me through without a second glance, the way I must've looked, he was probably glad I was leaving his country.

My sister was a no show for the plane—more of her bullshit.

Typical.

Totally off my head on whatever drugs she'd given me, I decided it was better that she didn't board the flight. Happily, not giving a shit about her as my self-reflection kicked in. 

I was operating on auto-pilot.

Going through the motions.

 

CHAPTER EIGHT.

 

Back in Australia, I headed home to Sydney's northern beaches; the drugs had helped make the flight more comfortable. 

Though now they had worn off, every part of me ached.

A feeling of relief swept over me when I found some painkillers in the bathroom cabinet. 

They'd been left by a guest, who, as luck would now have it, turned out to be a hypochondriac, always carrying drugs for every ailment one could experience.  

I should've heard the alarm bells sooner with her; in my defence, she was seemingly normal early on.

My second brain, at that time, was doing all the thinking.

Our first couple of dates were fantastic; then she started forever complaining of one illness after another, each one worse than the last, including a variety of cancers apparently attacking her body. 

Doctor Google had a lot to bloody well answer for. 

Felicity was a perfect example of self diagnosed paranoia. 

Continually looking up imaginary symptoms, then convincing herself that's what she had, then would start freaking out. 

Wonder what poor bastard’s suffering from her craziness now? 

Anyway, I poured three fingers of bourbon, deciding on three's, I got three pills and washed them down with the bourbon.

Replenishing the glass, I sat at the kitchen table, trying to recollect precisely what I'd been through in the last few days. 

I could only remember fragments of what happened and sketchy recollections of whom I thought was my sister talking to me.

“Clairrich?” 

There'd been no contact between us for years.

Did I really see her, or just imagine it? Did she rescue me, kill the muggers, get me out of the country? 

Again, the ring on my finger wasn’t imaginary.

Nothing made sense. 

The painkillers were kicking in.

The pain was real, my bandaged shoulder, the cracked ribs, the bruises over my body, my jaw was virtually half shut, that was all real. 

But what of her!

I tried to picture her face. The more I concentrated, the more she morphed, firstly into a monkey, hanging from a branch scratching its arse, while pointing and laughing at me. 

Then, she turned into an echidna, eating ants from an ant's mound and scratching at the tiny entrance with her little clawed fingers, poking her long skinny tongue down into the hole, pulling it free with ants stuck along the length. She was savouring them. 

Her neck grew long, feathers sprouted, her legs got longer and muscular, I tried to speak to her, she took off like an emu.

I had no choice but to try and ignore it; my brain wasn't working, I managed to wash and dropped onto the bed.

The following day I woke around mid-morning, groaned in pain, stretched and attempted to get off the bed. 

"Shit, you gotta be bloody kidding." 

It was no dream; any movement I made would be slow and painful.

After popping a few more pills, and a coffee and waited till the pills took effect, and man, did they take effect, I felt great, no pain and a half smile I couldn't stop. 

Literally started tripping off my head.

My jaw though not sore wouldn't allow me to open it too far; so, putting whatever I had, fruit, carrots, nuts, frozen vegetables, honey, peanut butter, and a splash of bourbon into a blender and blasted it. 

It hit the spot, even tasted ok, “something is going right.”

My drug-induced smile persisted. 

The pain remained minimal.

There was a package sitting beside my travel bag, it was unfamiliar.

Sipping the drink, I picked up the envelope and read the words on the front; No need to thank me you little, Happy Chappy. C.

It occurred to me that my sister had shoved it into my hand before the flight.

Giving the documents a quick flick through, it was all of the now signed contracts and paperwork I'd gone to get finalised at the proposed meeting that I never attended. 

There was no way possible I could have functioned enough to get through the meeting, yet here was all the necessary paperwork done. 

I could sit there all day and stare at the documents, but something told me it would make no difference.

As I slid the pages back into the envelope, something jumped out, the signature; my signature. 

I went through each document, my signature was at the bottom of most of them, along with the other parties involved.

There's no way I signed them, no fuckin way.

Clairrich.

A knot of anxiety grew in the pit of my stomach. 

The next hour was spent unsuccessfully searching for my phone.

My computer had a list of new emails. 

I was so out of it, the room was doing a great job of spinning, I couldn't focus on who'd sent the emails. I didn't overly care, needing to lie down once more. 

It was midnight when I woke. 

My body ached. And most of my muscles were having mini spasms.

I decided to read the painkillers dosage this time, hoping to alleviate the pain but not get totally off my tits. 

DO NOT EXCEED 1 A DAY.

“Fuck it!” 

Instead of one I cut down the dosage from three to two. 

That seemed reasonable.

I woke 11 hours later. Shit, I was self-medicating with drugs that could kill a horse. 

Luckily for me, there was only one pill left.

Before taking it, I made another smoothie drink and showered till the water went cold. 

I functioned reasonably well after only taking the one tablet; it dulled the pain just enough to handle myself, without passing out.  

Rosco was banging on my door, barging past me as I opened it. 

"Man, where the fuck you been? You look like shit. We've been calling you for days, you crazy dickhead!"

"Hey, easy, I'm tender," replying as best I could, without moving my jaw.

"What's up with you? How come ya heads all black and blue, and you're just standing there like Igor the bell ringer. You into Sado-masochism or something." he laughed, looking over my shoulder towards the bedroom, no doubt expecting some big leather-clad dominatrix to wander out cracking a whip.

"You wouldn't believe me," I mumbled. 

"Got any painkillers?"

He gave me a questioning stare.

"Your lucky day." 

He pulled a box from his jacket. 

"That's a yes?" Surprised that he actually had painkillers.

"Got myself a nasty impacted wisdom tooth that needs pulling. The dentist can't do it till Thursday. He gave me a prescription in the meantime. These little babies really kick." he smiled, shaking the box at me.

I snatched them and popped two.

He held out his hand, expecting them back. I pocketed them.

"Sweet, you look like you need them, I got a repeat prescription. You keep them ones."

"Thanks." He knew he wasn't getting them back, not without a fight.

"On a different matter; Mr Wann called, commending us on what a great job our representative did with the negotiations."

"Piece of cake, contracts on the desk." 

Pointing my thumb at the envelope, still with no idea about the meeting, just happy to go along with Rosco, and persuade him to leave me alone as soon as possible.

"He also said, without wanting to show any disrespect, that our representative was not only professional but an absolute stunner, and very persuasive throughout the meeting." 

I tried to smile, though it probably looked more like a grimace. 

"Fuck!" 

It had to be my sister.

Clairrich was two years older than me, we were both sporty adventurous kids. She was what I’d describe as gangly, all arms and legs when she was young. Despite her shape she took to ballet at and early age before switching over to embrace a love for martial arts. All forms of martial arts which she loved practicing on with me. I was more on the chunky side and lost count of how often she practiced dropping me to the ground. 

Executing Judo holds or doing a flying preying mantis drop kick to send me flying. She talked me into coming to classes for a while which thankfully helped me learn to defend myself from her relentless onslaughts.

We virtually grew up outside, exploring the bush near home and mucking around and down to the beach most days. 

At around roughly thirteen years of age Clairrich started to become a chameleon. She started to change her choice in clothes, from goth, to punkish rocker, to almost Amish looking and sometimes her dress sense that made no sense. Her hair seemed to have a mind of it’s own, changing styles and colours regularly. Her friends seemed to drift away one by one and she became pretty mysterious from what I remember.

When I reached the age of twelve, I had a growth spurt as mum called it and caught up to my sister’s height, we were both reasonably slim. 

Adolescence changed her body to a lot fuller muscular shape and allowed her to keep the upper hand over me when practicing her martial arts. 

Boys started showing a lot more interest and she had what I’d call a natural ability to twist them around her finger and jump to her demands, or more likely her commands.

"Going to tell me what happened?" asked Rosco.

I held up a finger and pushed the memories of growing up with her to the side. 

"Later."

"But."

His drugs were kicking in, "I can barely speak Rosco."

That was self-evident; I was surprised that he didn't press any further on how I came to look like I did.

"You want me to order soup or something?"

Nodding, I turned and wandered off and dropped face down onto the bed.

When I next woke, several containers of chicken noodle and chicken and corn soup were on the kitchen bench. 

"Good man, Rosco." I mumbled while putting one in the microwave oven.

Several days later, when I did get back to the office, I explained to anyone who asked that I'd been mugged in an alleyway. And as far as the business meeting went, I'd managed to get a very astute lady friend of mine, whom I'd caught up with not long after arriving over there, and no, it wasn’t pre-arranged. 

And out of the goodness of her heart, she agreed to go to the meeting on my behalf? Her one condition, that I went to the hospital and got seen to by a doctor.

Bullshit flowed, and everyone believed it.

"We should give this mystery woman a job!" Rosco declared.

"Not a chance in hell!" I snapped, thinking of Clairrich as the mysterious person who had caused all this.

Rosco didn't push it. 

"Fine." 

We went over a few other items and whatever he proposed I went along with.

Finally, I headed to my office, lay down and slept.

Things soon returned to normal over the following days and I could function as my injuries healed.

Mr Wann was true to his word; the purchase went through without a hitch.

I'd put Clairrich to the back of my mind. 

I had to. 

It was too much to think that my sister had killed people. 

She did save my life; of that I was sure. 

On the flip side, there was no doubt that she set me up and almost got me killed. I was torn between the reality of what I remembered and what I didn't know. She somehow pulled off the most significant transaction of our company to date, it had to have been her; but how did she know what we were doing?

Shit! The ring. All the injuries inflicted on me were related to the ring. 

Where had I left it.

I got home in a rush, panicking that I’d lost it.

It was sitting in the soap dish in the shower.

I sat it behind the shampoo bottle. As good a spot as any. 

Time moved forward.

 

CHAPTER NINE.

 

Our working partnership with the company that have a shared financial interest with us are based in Sweden; they have fingers in many developmental projects, and our relationship with them is primarily working towards a viable and economical alternative to plastic. 

A 100% biodegradable product derived entirely from hemp, which, if successful, would be huge. 

There’s recently been substantial breakthroughs in taking the information that we originally provided and developing it further, using the latest technology available to create the 'hemp plastic', including advancements in producing the product in bulk at an economical cost. 

There’s still a long way to go. 

A big part of the design was all the prototypes had needed other products to produce the plastic. 

We were hoping that that wouldn’t be necessary, and we were close to achieving that.

Secrecy was of a premium if we are to succeed.

The 'Nerd' had set up an encoding system of communications between our companies.

He called it the "Hush Hush" network. 

Typical of the Nerd.

Rosco was unavailable to go, so the travel arrangements were made for only me to go across. 

A week later, seated on a plane looking down at the red-tiled roofs of Sydney, as we pushed out over the Pacific Ocean. 

Next stop Skavsta Airport, Sweden.

Light snow fell as we landed.

My driver was standing amongst a group of other drivers near the exit. 

They were holding name cards for the travellers coming through. Mine didn't hold a card; we'd gotten to know each other from previous visits.

"Good afternoon, Mr Blackwood, how was your flight?"

"Hi Wilhelm, good, thanks for asking. Slept most of the way."

We made small talk as we walked towards the car.

Wilhelm stepped around in front of me and stopped. There was yelling up ahead.  A fight had broken out between a group of youths right near where he'd parked. 

Wilhelm yelled out in Swedish, waving his hands around as he marched towards them.

Several of the older males yelled abuse back and broke away from the others and came at him fast, throwing fists, knocking him to the ground, I was already on the move running and yelling to leave him alone.

A girl stepped in from the side and grabbed my coat, trying to halt my progress, "No, no, help me please!"

"Move!" I barked, pulling myself free and ran to Wilhelm's aid. Several kicks were put into Wilhelm's back as I approached. His assailants stepped away as I threw a wide hay-maker that made contact with one of the attacker's shoulder. 

They started to run off. But not before another youth screamed something out and smashed a bottle through the rear window of our limousine.

As quickly as the fight started, it was over, Wilhelm lay on the ground as the group took off, while still yelling abuse back at us.

"You ok?" I asked as Wilhelm sat up, shaking his head.

"Yes Sir, I'm good," he wiped blood from his mouth with the back of his hand. "Bloody kids, hey!"

"You want me to drive you to the hospital?"

"Not necessary. I'll take you to the hotel; you have a busy few day ahead of you. I'm alright."

We pulled up to the hotel. 

Again, I offered to take him to the hospital or at least tried to convince him to see the hotel doctor, I knew all the better hotels had one on call. 

I could tell it wasn't going to happen by his body language.

"No, but I would appreciate you witnessing a brief report I have to make out to the company when there is damage to the vehicle."

"Shit man, I'll ring them."

"No this is easier, won't take a minute, if you please."

"Sure, park the car, I'll meet you in the bar adjacent to the foyer. You could at least allow me to buy you a beer after all that."

He smiled, "Light beer, I'm driving."

"Fair enough." I laughed. 

"And something to eat, I insist!"

"Done."

Once seated at the bar and drinks ordered, Wilhelm pulled out the incident form, then searched his pockets for a pen.

My luggage, including all my stationery, was already taken to my room. On reflex, I padded my pockets, feeling for a pen.

Surprised, when I actually felt a pen in my hip pocket. 

Weird, I never carried pens other than in my briefcase.

It was a promotional pen to a casino/theme/fun park, in Macau, China.

It didn't ring a bell, I'd had a day stop-over in Macau several years ago, though I was never aware of or had visited any park.

"Must've picked this up somewhere, I suppose." 

Slightly perplexed, I handed it to Wilhelm.

He filled out what he needed to in between small talk, sliding the report to me to sign when completed.

I signed it as a witness /customer and gave it and the pen back to him.

He went to give the pen back.

"No, you keep it; I've got plenty."

After drinks and some food, he left. 

I went to my room, dropped on the bed and slept like a log.

 

CHAPTER TEN.

 

Wilhelm picked me up the following morning, looking fresh, even had a spring in his step. After establishing that he was fine and his employers were happy with the events written in the report, we drove to Tech for the Future. 

It sounded like so many others, not the most imaginative name for a company, and it could probably relate to any number of enterprises.

Maybe more brilliant than it sounded though, not drawing unwanted attention to themselves or more importantly, our research.

After being reacquainted with the manager and the pleasantries were done, I was taken to one of the offices and introduced to a Miss Tatiana Petroveski. 

She'd apparently come from a banking background and had a long list of credentials that made it sound like she could run the economy of a whole country by herself. 

Miss Tatiana was attractive and that just added to her obvious confidence.

It was left for her to walk me through the laboratories and various departments, introducing every employee by name, while in the process explaining anything I may have asked before I had a chance to ask. 

She spoke perfect English, tinted with what sounded Eastern European. 

Her accent was a really interesting, as were her emerald eyes, holding you captive as she spoke.

We'd made our way back to the front office, where much to my disappointment she explained, "I have to leave you now and finalise the paperwork requiring your signature, which will be completed and ready for you to go over and sign tomorrow."

"Do you need help? Anything, anything at all." I asked dumbly. 

Though it sounded more like I was pleading than offering. 

"You're a funny man. No, I can handle it. See you at dinner," she replied, gently brushing her fingernails across my cheek. 

"Deidre will give you directions to the restaurant. 7 o'clock." 

She nodded to the receptionist, turned and walked away. 

I stood with my mouth open, watching her. 

There's something about a woman's legs in black stockings; you know the one's with the black line running delicately up the back disappearing under her skirt. Why is that? 

Deidre sat there casually watching and waiting to hand me a note with directions to the restaurant. 

Adjusting my tie, I shrugged and took the slip of paper, "came across a bit creepy, didn't I?"

All I got was a very faint nod.

Dinner was organised with the partners at a restaurant that was tucked away behind the town's central area, everyday tourists would never find it. 

When I entered and took in the relaxed atmosphere while looking around at the patrons enjoying their meals; before noticing that Hans was waving to get my attention. 

The place was dimly lit and had a bit of a bohemian vibe happening.

Making my way to the group who were already well into the spirit of the evening, jovial and relaxed with numerous bottles of wine sitting on the table. 

Hans was seated with several other directors; most of whom I recognised, and even knew several of their respective partners.

That's when it felt like I'd been slapped in the face with a brick.

Tatiana was there, sitting at the far end, looking voluptuous; she sat a little too close and cosy to one of the other guests whom I didn't recognise, his arm draped around her like she was his possession. 

He appeared to be a fair bit older than most of the group, well dressed in an immaculate dark grey suit, and eluded an air of authority, noticeable even from a distance. 

He appeared to command the others attention as he broadcast whatever he had to say, emphasising the point by waving his free arm around.

I'm sure I'd find out who he was, even if I didn't want to.

Move on Ozz; best to scratch those thoughts of hooking up with Tatiana out of my head.

“Whatever.” I mumbled to myself. 

Shit, I had no idea about Tatiana's personal life. 

While being directed to a seat at the end of the table; and not wanting to focus on the two of them, decided I didn't like him. He would know that's how I felt by the end of the evening, I was sure of it.

This was business, and it was going to be a big business. 

Priorities, I represented our interests; I wasn’t there to hook up with the company's representative; no matter how cute she is. 

Tatiana could keep company with whomever she so chose, no sane person would knock back the opportunity to be with her. 

Hans made a bit of a welcome motivational toast, let's all enjoy ourselves and share an excellent night, and no business talk type of speech; while I purposely avoided making eye contact with Tatiana. 

I poured a glass from the closest bottle of red and raised it in a toast of appreciation to Hans who acknowledged by raising his own glass.

Hans then introduced the others, including the old prick leaching after Tatiana. His name was Grubber, and to my surprise, after a quick exchange in the conversation between us, I found myself cursing the situation as he’d thrown me a curve ball and surprisingly was really quite charming. 

My initial assessment of him changed, apart from the lingering bitter taste of envy as I watched his fingers drummed Tatiana's exposed thigh.

He was one of those types that made everyone at ease and showed a genuine interest in others and what they had to say. 

Although continually, timing it perfectly; managing with finesse to bring the conversation back to talking about himself.

Discussion flowed freely with all manner of topics discussed. 

The wine kept coming, selections were made by Grubber and no surprise, each bottle complemented the food that came and went with it.

Meanwhile, if Tatiana had've been able to be any flirtier with her companion, she would have been fucking Grubber on the table. 

Continually touching him, leaning against him with her breasts pushing out the top of her dress. 

Highlighted even further by the diamond necklace nestled between her cleavage. Purposely teasing and laughing at his every comment, while conspicuously stealing glances in my direction, waiting to see my reactions. 

Was she teasing him or me? 

Perhaps both.

As I glanced around at the others, it was evident that I was the only one who noticed her tease. 

"Grubber, you're too funny." she'd laugh, snuggling in closer, her lush lips close to his ear. 

Although charming and entertaining in conversation, he cracked random jokes and laughed a lot but wasn't what I’d call funny. 

A sock used as a hand puppet with a hole in it would have been funnier. 

The evening went on; everyone loosened up as the alcohol took effect, it helped to the point that had me cunningly and subtly hang shit on 'Grubber' every chance possible. 

He was too self-absorbed in his conversations to realise and even laughed at his own expense.   

With the late hour now upon us, most of the other restaurant patrons had long since left. 

Our group slowly made their goodbyes and began leaving. 

It looked like I’d end up stuck with Tatiana and the unfunny, Grubber as the numbers dwindled. 

I used the restroom and when I came back pushed in my chair, bid Tatiana and Grubber a farewell, and thanked Han's and his wife Ingrid for a great night. 

Tatiana, rose, kissed 'fuckin Grubber' on the cheek and made her own goodbyes; Grubber stood and put Tatiana's coat over her shoulders and reciprocated the kiss to the cheek. 

Without hesitating, she came around the table, linked her arm with mine as I headed to the exit.

Once outside, I awkwardly asked, "would you like me to hail a taxi for you?" 

For a guy usually comfortable with women, I couldn't think what else to say. 

She shook her head, leant in and kissed my cheek, lingering there for a lot longer than she did with old Grubber.

We walked, her arm remained locked in mine, no words spoken. 

Her aura spoke volumes, the sway of her body brushing against me, I don't know if she wore much perfume, I thought not or if she did it was minimal. 

Something about her was intoxicating all the same.

Slowing down to watch a busker playing guitar and singing a catchy song I didn't recognise, Tatiana rhythmically swayed her body into mine. 

We moved to the rhythm as she slowly moved to face me, her lips, inviting a kiss. 

Before I made a move, she'd slid her hand into the nap of my neck, still moving to the song, slowly and seductively pulling me towards her and kissed me.

Her lips felt soft, inviting and sensual. 

"I'm so horny, we need to fuck!" she whispered, nibbling my earlobe.

We were in my room in record time, I don't know how we got there, but we did.

If I had wanted to take it slow, there was little chance. She hiked her dress up and my pants down within moments of closing the door, we fucked in a frenzy of lust, pressed up against the door. 

Her fingernails were digging into my back; it felt like she was drawing blood, I didn't care. She could've completely skinned me at that moment. 

Her breathing increased while thrusting her hips into me; she now smelt sweet like a delicately perfumed rose.

She shuddered and climaxed sending me over the edge; I'd been trying to picture images of anything other than what was happening trying to prolong the inevitable, silently impressed with myself. 

Collapsing into each other, breathing hard; in a way, relief mixed with intoxicating lust. There had obviously been some sexual tension boiling in her from the first moment we met, I know there was with me. 

I went to the mini-bar as she pointed to the bathroom, we hadn't spoken since that little trigger comment that she'd dropped about being horny and fucking.

Busting out the bottle of twelve-year-old scotch, purchased duty-free on the way over. 

Tatiana came from the bathroom draped in a complimentary bathrobe, opened and loosely tied around her waist, covering one shoulder while still exposing her breasts, wearing a seductive smile that could destroy a person. 

I wanted to devour her immediately, drawing on all the willpower I possessed and managed instead to hand her a drink. 

She brushed past, clinked her glass to mine and made her way to the balcony.

“We have all night.”

Needing to relieve myself, and wanting to see how bad the scratches were across my back, I headed to the bathroom.

After taking a leak, I twisted my shoulders to the mirror and could make out several scratch lines crossing my back, not all bleeding, though there were a few spots. 

Wetting a towel and did the best I could to clean any blood off, then had another look.

My back looked slightly better, and no more blood became visible from the scratches.

"Beautiful," she sighed, looking out over the city.

"Definitely." I agreed, taking in her slow sway as she sipped the scotch. 

I came up behind and put my arms around her while trying not to let my semi-erection push against her arse. 

Not yet anyway. No rush.

Tilting her head to the side, exposing her neck, I planted kisses there and savoured the softness of her skin. Pushing her arse back towards me, making contact with my now obvious erection, slowly turning around and slipping her tongue into my mouth.

The sex was even better this time, if that was possible. 

For one thing, I wasn't tripping over my trousers that sat halfway down my legs.

Thankfully the animalistic scratching didn't occur again. 

The lustful passion was still there, though.

We lay together spooning, totally spent and drifted off to sleep.

I was woken with a start; as ice-water was thrown over my face.

Snapping awake as I tried unsuccessfully to sit up. 

Both my wrists and ankles were tied to the four corners of the bed. 

"What the fuck!" I cursed, in surprise.

"Shhhhh" Tatiana whispered, drawing a line down my stomach with her fingernail, "You were fantastic last night." 

"I don't remember the bondage bit. Did I miss something?"

"No, that wasn't necessary last night lover-boy, I had you tied around my little finger. Works better than physical bindings, usually." holding up her pinky finger and sliding it between her lips. 

Seductively sucking it then tracing it slowly over her exposed breasts and down across her panties.

"Yeah, I agree, that was something special last night. You could've done anything to me; I wouldn't have argued."

"I would hope not." her fingers remained between her legs moving back and forth over her panties.

"Maybe I could do that for you," I asked enthusiastically.

I could feel the start of an erection, watching her touch herself.

Tatiana scraped her nails across my chest, paying extra attention to my nipples and pinching one much harder than necessary.

Grimacing with the sudden pain, I nodded urgently towards the bathroom, "what about untying me, I'm busting for a leak." 

"Maybe later." 

"What do you mean, maybe later? I’m busting." wrestling against the restraints to show I was serious. 

Whack! 

She drove a closed fist, to my balls.

Instant pain. 

Usually when hit in the balls, it causes you to buckle over in agony. Just as importantly, it's also a natural reflex to protect them from any further pain.

I didn't have that benefit, I was spread-eagled, a captive in unbreakable bindings. 

Open slather for Tatiana to deliver another blow if she so wanted. 

Instead, she grabbed my nipple and twisted it.

"Now I'm going to ask you something. However this plays out is up to you, either way, you're going to give it to me. Make it easy on yourself and avoid any further pain." 

More pressure was applied to the nipple being twisted. 

"Who knows, you may even get lucky again if you be a good boy and play nice."

She started to prise under my nipple with her fingernail.

"You fucking kidding me! What's with you!" I screamed.

Whack, again with the balls, harder this time. 

When the pain subsided, the spasms eased slightly and my guts didn't feel as if they were ripped out, thankfully she had moved away from the edge of the bed. 

My watering eyes after much-repeated blinking, and sucking air finally allowed me to look at Tatiana. 

She'd made herself a coffee, obviously waiting for me to calm down and gain some composure. 

What the fuck was wrong with this woman? 

Stay calm this time, don't antagonise her and don't lose your cool, my balls’ safety depended on it.

"How's the coffee?" I groaned; it was the best I could do.

"Delicious, can you believe this is the same blend I use at home?"

Without realising, I sarcastically replied, "that's bloody marvellous, I'm so happy the hotel catered to your needs! Maybe you could arrange some ice for my groin while you pack your shit and leave!" 

She moved in quick, closed her fist, lined up my black and blue balls, ready to strike, and hesitated. 

"No, no, no, I'm just joking, please no!" I begged.

Lowering the coffee cup, she grinned.

Unclenching her fist, "you know what I'm after, don't you?"

"I gave it to you last night, baby." 

Shit, did I just say that? What's wrong with me?

Tatiana carefully set the cup on the bedside table before punching me square in the mouth. 

"Fuck!"

It hurt, though not as bad as my balls would have if she'd punched there a third time.

The blow rocked my head sideways; I turned back to face her in some vain effort to imply it didn't hurt, although I could taste the blood. 

Swallowing, I tried to count my teeth with my tongue, stopping when I realised the side of my tongue was split.

"You're bleeding, baby."  faking concern while again going to work on my nipple with her fingernail.

I spat a mixture of blood and saliva at her.

Whack! 

Another punch to the side of my face. 

My mouth filled with blood, I couldn't swallow, a now swollen tongue wouldn't allow it, instead, blood and spit spilled out the side and over my cheek. 

Tatiana grabbed a handful of hair, pulling my head forward while cocking her free hand, ready to punch again.

"Enough already. What, do you want?" I gurgled. 

"You're trying my patience Ozz. I've gone easy with the interrogation up to this point because, I like you. You're fun to spend time with. That niceness will indeed change unless you give me what I want and stop playing Mr Macho." 

She tweaked my nose, a lot harder than simply playfully. 

That caused me to sneeze; unfortunately, my blood sprayed her.  

This time she smiled as if enjoying the spray. 

"I didn't mean that Tatiana! Don't hurt me." 

"That is entirely up to you. Where is it?" 

She wiped blood off her neck with my shirt.

Blood continued filling my mouth and dribbled from my nasal passages as I sneezed again, this time I tried to suppress it.

"It's in the safe!" I managed to say. 

"Combination please."

"3736#."

While she went to the safe, I tried looking round the room, it had been thoroughly searched. Everything upended, including my clothes which were strewn everywhere; I realised that some of my clothes, the ones I’d been wearing could have been spread around in moments of lust the previous night. 

"One passport, a bundle of cash, and a gold card, that's all that's in here! You playing with me Ozzy?" 

"Take it, just take it and go!"

"Now you are fucking with me!" straddling my chest she jammed both knees into my armpits; I could smell our mixed-sex on her. 

She slid backwards and worked her hips up and down over my dick.

No! I silently screamed. No hard-on, fark no, not now! I was getting turned on.

Shit I’m getting the stuffing beat out of me and get a boner!

"Someone's getting aroused!" she grinned, fondling my stiffening penis.

"No, I'm not!”

What sort of answer was that? 

This crazy woman was holding it?

Pain shot through me.

The bitch had sunk one of her manicured fingernails into the eye of my dick. I thrashed like a maniac. 

"Time’s up, give up the microchip, and the pain stops. And as a bonus; we can get it on for old times' sake!" she'd eased the assault on my penis, though continued touching it and scraping the eye with her fingernail.

"What microchip, I know nothing of any microchip!" 

"Wrong answer, last call. Now, where was I, oh yeah, time to start peeling your manhood like a banana. All this unnecessary pain over a pen."

She raised her pinky finger and turned her hand to show just how long the fingernail was. 

"Time for a little eye stimulation, I do believe."

"Hey, wait! A pen. Listen I had a pen; it didn't belong to me.”

“What do you mean ‘had’ a pen?”

“I don't have it now; I gave it a away. It was just a novelty pen that I found in my jacket.”

“You didn’t think it odd to find an unfamiliar pen in your possession? You may be of no further use to me.”

She drove a fingernail under my nipple and sliced through the surrounding flesh nearly severing it.

“I can get it though!" I screamed out.

"Silly-boy now was that so difficult?" she climbed off, picked up the coffee and took a sip.

I swallowed a mouthful of blood.

"Where?"

"Wilhelm"

"Who's he, your..."

Before she could finish, a human shadow swept in through the balcony door, striking with a rapid combination of punches to her head and body.

Although taken off guard, Tatiana took some of the blows and blocked others, definitely trained in hand-to-hand combat.

She retaliated and drove the balaclava clad intruder into the far wall with a well-placed kick. 

Then followed with a series of solid counter punches.

All I could do was watch; while willing my hard-on to subside and trying with every bit of strength, I could muster, to break the bindings attached to my limbs.

Tatiana coped a ferocious driving knee to the sternum, sending her sprawling over the top of me. 

I managed to head butt her. 

She turned to me and said, "you'll pay for that Ozz."

"Sorry, I didn't mean to."

She winked. "This won't take too long lover boy."

Producing a knife from somewhere down the side of the bed; which made me think it had been put there to use on me once she got what she was after.

Tatiana sprung like a leopard, with a deft double action, firstly threw out a punch with her free hand, striking the opponents chest, followed that with sheer precision and timing, stabbing the knife into the upper arm of her attacker.  

There was a squeal as it sank into flesh.

I know that squeal. I'm sure of it. 

Bloody hell, it can't be, not again, she can't be involved in this, can she? 

"You'll regret that slut!" 

A shiver ran down my spine. I couldn't believe what I was hearing. It couldn't be real. 

Bittersweet thoughts ran through my mind.

Tatiana recoiled and thrust the knife at her opponent.

The knife missed and enabled a solid counter punch to the wrist, causing the knife to fall free. 

Her adversary then spun around, which oddly positioned them back-to-back, immediately pushing backwards, putting Tatiana off balance, then while still facing away from each other her foe reached back and grabbed Tatiana under the chin with both hands, fingers laced together. 

Followed this hold with a forward lunge that caused Tatiana's legs to lift off the floor while frantically trying to break the chokehold. 

They started doing little pirouettes that prevented Tatiana getting her feet to the ground.

The pair stopped; her attacker squatted down while still holding Tatiana's neck.

Tatiana's toes touched the floor momentarily, till both fighters came up off the floor.

An audible crack.

Tatiana went limp, her arms dangling to the sides, all the fight left her.  

Her killer released the hold. 

Tatiana's lifeless body slumped to the floor, her head dropped forward, snuffed out in an instant.

Her opponent came towards me, sucking in air and removing the balaclava.

"Hey Ozz, sorry to break up your perverse sex games."

"You can't be serious. Do you know what you just did?"

"Intruded maybe a tad early; before you got your rocks off?"

"You killed her!"

 "No need to thank me."

"What?" I was dumbfounded.

"Ozz, might I just say; you are a kinky little twisted sex freak, aren't you? Bondage and some serious S&M, who would have thought."

She was pointing at my face and scalloped nipple.

"You're kidding me, do you realise that you just broke her neck! Tatiana's friggin dead!" 

I was spraying out pink spit; my anger was evident.

"Shhhhh, don't want to alert the neighbours."

"Fuck the neighbours, cut these bindings off me"

"You know you should establish a safe word when you're into this kind of kinky bondage Sado/masochistic sex. Just in case it gets out of hand."

"How about; fuck you!"

“Shit bro, what gives with the flappy nipple? That’s a bit extreme.”

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN.

 

Squeezing my eyes tight, in the hope that maybe when I open them, none of this would be real, just a terrible dream.

It didn't work, Clairrich was still there, and Tatiana remained slumped like a rag doll.

"This is a bit awkward," my sister commented while averting her eye's and trying to cover my exposed midsection with a towel.

"Up a bit please." I urged.

She obliged.

"Be back in a jiffy, I need to use the bathroom. You know, to stop the bleeding." 

Her sleeve was soaked in blood.

"Cut me free!"

"Yeah, sure, sorry. Might I say that I'm pleased to see your boner has subsided." 

Her hand remained around the wound to stop the bleeding. 

She retrieved Tatiana's knife and cut the bindings with a flick of the wrist.

"There you go, I won't be too long. Put some clothes on would ya, I haven't seen your widget since you were a little boy, and quite frankly it's a bit off-putting."

I didn't have the energy to argue; truth be told my balls ached like a bitch. My face felt like a used punching bag. There was virtually no feeling in my hands or feet, caused by the bindings cutting the circulation. 

"I need a shower." I groaned while touching the injuries to my face.

"You'll have to wait a minute, I'm nearly done."

Clairrich came out and sat on the edge of the bed. Her sleeve was missing, and she was using the courtesy needle and cotton pack the Hotel provide to stitch the last of her wound closed, pulling the cotton with her teeth one last time to tighten the knot. 

"Bathroom’s all yours brother. Don't be too long; we need to go!" 

She helped me up and slapped my arse as I staggered painfully towards the bathroom.

"Far out, Clairrich." 

A pillow hit me in the back; knocking me off balance.

"What's that for?"

"I've told you, numerous times now, don't call me that!" 

"Bitch!"

"Better." 

I stood under the pulsing water for a good fifteen minutes. 

I didn’t need her to comment, but she couldn’t help herself.

"Make sure to finish with cold water Ozz, help prevent blue balls."

I could hear her laughing and responded, "up yours!"

The cold water did help my aching groin, if only momentarily. 

Finally feeling half-human, I gingerly dressed while Clair encompassed the room, methodically bagging any evidence of myself or her. 

To me it was futile, it was my room, the place was smashed up. No doubt occupants in the adjoining rooms would have complained; my blood was on the bed, the floor and most distressingly, all over Tatiana's limp body. 

Clairrich produced an unbranded silver canister from a fanny bag she wore, stood over the top of Tatiana, and began squirting the contents on her; then pushing Tatiana's limp body over with her foot and rolled her across the carpet spraying as she did. 

Nodding once satisfied, that she had covered Tatiana entirely with whatever was in the canister.

Picking up my luggage and what was left of my possessions, she motioned with her elbow to the door.

"Just wait outside, Ozz."

Who the fuck is this person? Not my sister, not the sister I remember.

Watching her through the half-closed door, she set the canister down in the centre of the room, pushed the trigger till it locked on, stood; surveyed the room before exiting. 

Shutting the door and headed towards the fire escape stairwell.

"We got to hustle Ozz, you able to walk any faster?"

Torn between following her or crawling off in the opposite direction, I hobbled after her.

At the stairwell I grabbed her arm, "I'm in deep shit sis, there's a dead woman in my room, my fingerprints are everywhere, my blood is all over the place, and not to mention all my other personal bodily fluids are spread around too."

"Don't let it worry you Ozzberg."

"Fuck me, why would I! Considering, my names on the Hotel registry, my face will be on all the surveillance cameras, and the staff and guests will remember me. And to make matters worse, you want me to do a runner."

"All taken care of," she dismissed my comments with a wave of the hand. 

We started down the fire escape.

"Here we are.” Clair exclaimed while holding the fire door open.

We exited one floor down, she had a key card that opened the room directly below my room upstairs.

"This is and has -always- been your room, got it. Now, here's the key, Tatiana is the person registered to the room upstairs. The surveillance footage will show her and a tall faceless male accompanying her into the room, several times in fact, which I thought would be a nice touch to throw any suspicion away from you. And taking into consideration that you're a bit of a short-arse."

"Bullshit!"

"She's going to show up as a high-class hooker when the police delve into her identity, cool hey!"

"What are you talking about, Clairrich?"

Whack! She delivered a sharp jab to my arm. It hurt.

"Sorry" I groaned, again forgetting her issue or obsession about her name.

 She scuffed up my hair, something she did all the time when we were kids with her being the older sibling.

"There's absolutely no trace of you in that room, the canister I set off removes every traceable form of identification, from fingerprints, hair, saliva, even blood. Oh yeah and here's the biggy, bodily fluids, internally and externally!" making quotation marks with her fingers with this last piece of information.

"What is it, acid?"

Scrunching her face in disgust, "Oooh, nothing so nasty; that's way too primitive Ozz. Nanotechnology; miniature little cleaners, they will remove any traces of you having ever being in that room. Pretty cool, hey?"

That couldn't be real, could it? She was bullshitting me, had to be.

"Who has access to that sort of technology?"

"Me. Who do you think?" She replied with a suspicious grin.

"You carry around a pocket full of little Nano critta's like it's no big deal."

She sized me up and down, "Well, I don't carry them all the time, those little buggers aren't cheap I can assure you. You're lucky not to be getting the bill." 

"You give me the heebie-jeebies, you know that?"

She gave me that condescending smirk; something else she'd done since we were young, virtually mocking me for a lack of understanding.

"Where's the pen, Ozz?"

"What pen?" 

Two can play this game.

"The pen from Macau, the complimentary one from the casino. The girl at the airport slipped it into your pocket! That pen!"

"Ah that pen, well here's the thing, I don't have it."

"You fuckin kidding me!" Clair's calm demeanour went up a few decibels. 

Which was unusual, she virtually never raised her voice. 

It felt good to hear that I was pissing her off.

"Settle down, I know where it is, I can get it."

"You better Ozz, I've put a lot into this and if you don't get it back, let me assure you, what that woman back in the room did to you is nothing compared to what I'll do!"

I expressed a look of shock and disgust as I covered my crotch.

Realising what she said, added, "except for the kinky shit, dickhead!"

Clairrich was true to her word, the cops swarmed my old room while I spent the next day in my 'room' recuperating. She'd supplied me with a single capsule to take for the pain and swelling once I'd settled in and we'd ordered something from room service. I wanted to argue against taking something that I didn't know what it was particularly after last time.

"Take it Ozz, it will help with the pain." 

I opened my mouth to argue, but before any words came out, the capsule was in my mouth with her hand clamping it shut. 

The pill felt as if it was buzzing.

She slapped my back, “over the lips and over the gums, look out tummy here it comes!" 

Left with little response, I swallowed it.

"What is it?"

"Little robots." 

"Nanotechnology! you just made me swallow them!"

"True."

"Has this stuff been tested for human consumption?"

She smiled and raised her eyebrows. 

"Almost."

"Fuck."

"Consider yourself a pioneer in the advancement of science, Ozz."

"Is it a chance that they could eat my insides out?"

"I don't think they would go that far, besides there's not enough of them."

"Gee, that's reassuring."

"There is one thing."

"Far out, of course, there is Clairrich."

The kick to my shin, hurt like a bastard. "Are you bloody serious Clairri..."

A finger was up in my face before I could finish.

"Ah Ozz, don't say it. Quit while you are still relatively in one piece."

I had nothing, this woman in front of me was sick in the head. 

She jammed a syringe into my arm.

Falling backwards onto the bed, silently wishing she was gone.

The pill must have kicked in, I slept for the rest of the day and night.

When I woke, she was gone.

"Please be a bad dream." A tear escaped the corner of my eye after realising it wasn't.

Much to my surprise, most of the swelling and bruises were a lot less noticeable than I’d thought they would be.

 

CHAPTER TWELVE.

 

There was a note pinned to the door.

The pen! C.

Begrudgingly contacting the car service that Wilhelm drove for, arranging for him to pick me up the following day, citing that I would still like him to be my preferred driver when in town.

Wilhelm showed up right on time, ready to drive me to 'another' meeting, all I had to hope for was he had the pen on him. After our usual greeting, he studied my face and asked where I got the black eyes.

I rubbed just below my eyes and gave him the old, walked into a door totally pissed out of my head story. 

He shrugged, knowing not to push it. Opening the back door, he ushered me to get in.

As we drove, I pulled some papers from inside my jacket and made sure he noticed me flicking through the pages in the rear view mirror.

I'd purposely left the briefcase at the Hotel, making a show of padding my pockets and cursing, "bloody hell, you got a pen I can borrow? I forgot to bring one."

"Sure have, the one you gave me." handing it back as he kept his eyes on the road.

Pulling my phone, "Thank you, I've got to make an important private call, do you mind."

He knew exactly what I meant, flicked a switch that rolled up the soundproof glass between the front and back seats.

I hit a pre-stored number Clairrich had put into a cheap burner phone she left in the hotel to use and then no doubt dispose of; it went straight to message bank

"Got it, Sis." 

Arriving at the building, I handed Wilhelm a stylish silver pen still in the box that I carried but had never used.

He looked both surprised and dumbfounded.

Explaining that I felt he deserved better than the cheap, tacky promotional pen after what had happened to him at the airport, I insisted he take the one I was offering as a sign of gratitude. 

"Unnecessary."

"Not to me it's not, things could have gotten a lot worse if not for you. Please take it."

He shrugged, accepted and admired it, clicked the button a couple of times before pocketing it.

"Thank you, Mr Ozz. Very nice."

"My pleasure, Wilhelm." 

"Call me when you're done. I can't park here; there's a car park up the street. I'll wait there until I hear from you." handing me a card with his number.

Waving him off; I stood on the footpath, feeling pleased that he didn't argue or question my motives further. 

It was a bit weird after all, and costly. 

The pen cost over a hundred Euro.

Heading to the entrance of the building, apprehension swept over me as I thought of Tatiana’s lifeless corpse in the hotel. 

My legs got wobbly. I had to hold back the urge to throw up.

As I was deliberating whether to go in or turn away, a screech of brakes caught my attention. 

From where I stood it appeared that someone had run out in front of Wilhelm's car, bounced off the bonnet and was now splayed out onto the road. 

Wilhelm came to a stop, opened his door to get out and help the pedestrian. 

Before he got out, a second person approached; I'd started running towards them as this second person struck Wilhelm on the back of the head with something that looked like a short length of black pipe. 

His attacker then leant into the car and grappled with Wilhelm. 

I started yelling. 

"Hey arsehole, what the fuck are you doing?"

He ignored me while dragging Wilhelm from the vehicle and throwing him to the road, followed that with a boot to the face. He started searching through Wilhelm's pockets and retrieved the pen that only moments earlier I'd given him.

I got to the back of Wilhelm's car, as his attacker hopped behind the wheel and started to accelerate off. Leaving Wilhelm where he lay; unconscious and bleeding on the street.

An instant later, the car's windscreen exploded, a hole appeared through the back window, surrounded by what looked to be little chunks of something mixed with blood had splattered the glass. 

Swerving out of control across the lanes, the vehicle scraped and creased the side of several parked cars before slamming into an overpass concrete pylon. 

Alarms went off; horns blared, the surrounding traffic screeched and swerved to avoid colliding with the run-away vehicle.

Several startled drivers ran over to the vehicle; they froze when they saw the driver. I reckoned they were too late.

Another pedestrian was already down on her haunches tending to Wilhelm while my attention was distracted.  

The initial victim who Wilhelm, 'supposedly' struck, was no-where to be seen, slipped away while the out-of-control car held everyone's attention. 

Car horns were blaring while pedestrians were rushing to help and other people were screaming and running away from the area.

Realising it was best if I didn't stick around, especially as the pen they appeared to be after was back in my possession. 

Wilhelm now had several people aiding him, he was up on one elbow, I detoured into the crowd of pedestrians, weaving my way in the opposite direction through an increasing number of onlookers. 

Keeping my face down and trying not to draw attention while making my way clear of all the action. Walking at a brisk pace as the crowd thinned out, I kept going quite some distance down the street before slowing.

Stopping at an indiscrete little café, deciding I was far enough away, though still able to see back to the area of the incident.  

As far as my meeting went; there wasn't one, nor was there an arranged appointment with the partners today, my plan was to wing it once I got there. 

It couldn't hurt to show up, and play possum by asking to speak to Tatiana either.

And implying there was still some paperwork to go over. 

No one was going to raise any concerns about my whereabouts for the fictitious meeting. Perhaps I'd just walk the streets for a few hours and then show my face, and innocently ask to speak with Tatiana.

My sole purpose that morning had been to engage with Wilhelm and retrieve the pen. 

I kept telling myself that Wilhelm would be fine and it had nothing to do with me, simply a carjacking. 

One thing I was sure of, but chose to ignore, was it had been a bullet that had blown Wilhelm's attacker’s head across the back of the car.

Sirens were screaming towards the scene.

I was relieved to be seated.

An ambulance followed by a cop car, sped past. I watched till it pulled up at the accident and kept an eye on it, wanting to see them helping Wilhelm.

My sister had some serious answering to do.

Sitting at a table fronting the street, trying to dissect what had just happened, I watched people without really watching anyone, just blindly staring and wishing to be anywhere but here.

A waitress took my order for the most robust coffee they had on the menu. 

Should I casually go back and check on Wilhelm, or was it more sensible to head back to the Hotel? 

Neither felt like a good option, considering that at both places, someone had died.

Any decision became irrelevant because while looking back down the street, I’d all but convinced myself to go back and check on my driver.

The chair opposite was pulled out, the scrape of metal on stone getting my attention.

Clairrich scuffed my hair, sat down and motioned to the waitress to get some service. "Flat black and two ham and cheese croissants, sorry, make that three croissants."

She wore the smile of a lunatic.

"Your handiwork sis?"

"What?"

Her response as if one of complete surprise.

"Gee, I don't know, maybe my driver getting the shit beat out of him, his vehicle taken and the perpetrator's head seriously exploding all over the car; you know just mundane everyday shit."

"Wow, that sounds serious. You have a very vivid imagination, Ozz."

"Sure. Yeah Mr Vivid that’s me."

"Anyway, to put your mind at rest, Wilhelm is fine, he's on his way to the hospital for a patch up."

"And you know this how?"

"The ambulance two-way radio, silly."

I shook my head in disbelief, "yeah, of course."

"Good work, by the way, dude. You really excelled in the bullshit department with your driver; I had my doubts you'd be able to retrieve our little item." 

She made a gimme gesture with her hand.

"Do you actually know what just happened back there?"

"Traffic accident?"

She knew exactly what happened. 

"Forget I asked."

"You are a man of mystery brother. Trouble seems to follow you." 

Again, getting real answers from her was a waste of time.

"How do you know I got it?" I asked.

She smirked, leant in close and picked something from the collar of my jacket.

"Miniature microphone comes complete with Velcro to attach to any material, even skin. Neat, hey? Now about the pen, gimme." 

 Reluctantly, I handed it over.

"Thank you." 

Just like Wilhelm had done, she clicked the button several times before slipping it into her pocket. 

"Don't want the ink to run and mess a good blouse."

"What's so special about it? A bloody promotional pen, a two-dollar throw-away piece of crap. A pen that people have to, how should I say it, you know, die for. How about you give me an honest answer, sis!"

"Shhhhh." 

Our order arrived. Clairrich devoured the croissant's in record time.

"The pen sis?" 

“Microchip, full of spy shit and worth a motza!”

“That’s your answer, spy shit?”

"Later Ozz, finish your latte, we need to get going!" 

She looked around anxiously.

My gaze turned to where she was looking over my shoulder. 

I felt a sharp prick in my neck.

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN.

 

"Our next stop is the spectacular Medieval Catholic Cathedral, Notre-Dame. One of the most splendid and magnificent examples of French Gothic architecture from that era that’s still standing. The great Emperor Napoleon resided there at different times. Apparently, the story goes that Napoleon personally invited the Pope to Notre-Dame, which, although not confirmed, many historians believe that it was more of a demand than an invitation from Napoleon for the pontiff to attend Notre-Dame. He held a lot of power at the time.”

"Would the Pope stand for such demands?" asked a voice from behind me. 

"Napoleon became very powerful through his conquests; putting himself in such a position of power that he wanted to be recognised as a ruler and celebrated by the Church and crowned Emperor. In doing so, placing his stature above that of the Church. Very self-righteous one would have to say with his views regarding his stature." 

My mind was a blur; trying to gather some sense of reality, unsure where I was and what I was hearing. 

The voice continued, "We shall be arriving in approx; five minutes, there are toilet facilities for those needing them."

I felt movement and the rumble of an engine. 

Sitting up and stretching my aching body and rubbing my eyes, trying to comprehend what was happening. 
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