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Part One

Chapter One






Eden: the city
of dreams.

In the dimming
light of the evening, the lights of the city buildings reached out
across the water, shimmering off the surface in colours of blue,
red, and gold. They were like fairy lights, dancing on the dusk air
and stretching far along the shoreline in both directions. Indeed
it seemed every bit the city of dreams that reputation held it to
be.

From the prow
of the ferry he gazed absently at the city as it slowly drew
closer. The horn of a security ship bellowed across the calm waters
of the channel between the island of Eden and the Mainland, its
blue and red lights flashing brightly as they flagged down another
craft. A speed boat cut across the path of the ferry, skipping
across the loose waves to the west, following the shoreline around
to the north

Eden was closer
now and he could see the ferry terminal among the glistening lights
and looming towers of the city. Behind the tall buildings, which
reached so high as to challenge the skies, he spied more lights
among the hills where the trees were greyed in the dusk. That was
the Golden Hills, situated inland from Central and West Side, and
where many wealthy estates were built. The Golden Hills was one of
the few places of Eden where trees still grew, and the only place
where rivers ran to the sea. He glanced eastwards, along the shore
where The Eden Bridge joined the Mainland to Central, it obscured
the sight to the largest hill of the island, Mount Regaan, but he
could still see the tall peak and radio tower above the
buildings.

Letting out a
deep breath he rested his hands on the front railing of the ferry
and looked back to the lights of Central. To the west the skies
were dark, promising a black night, and the flicker of lightning
through the darkness foretold of a coming storm, likely one of the
first for the summer season.

A plane
whistled overhead, cutting lower through the air and towards Eden
Airport, located along the western beaches of Central as it
shuttled the wealthy to and from the mainland. The rumble of the
aircraft’s engines vibrated in his gut and reminded him of how much
he disliked flying. It was nearly as much as he disliked riding on
boats. He would have driven across Eden Bridge if he had had a
vehicle. But the ferry would likely turn out better anyway, the
bridge and Immigration Island, which sat at the halfway point
between the Mainland and Eden, would likely be busy, and he
disliked crowds more than boats.

A strange
thought really, considering Eden was one of the most densely
populated cities. Not only did the buildings look like they were
jostling for position with their shoulders bumping into each other,
but also at street level it was also the same. The sidewalks were
overcrowded and roads in near constant gridlock. Housing apartments
were built as tall as corporate towers, only more cramped and the
Immigration Department was struggling to stop Eden becoming more
overpopulated.

That was the
way it was though, it was the city of dreams and everyone wanted
their dream to come true. The wealthiest corporations in the
country filled the towers of Central, huge casinos lined the
Diamond Road through Vale, between The Golden Hills and Mount
Regaan. The richest people in the world owned property on the
islands of West Side. Some of the largest manufacturing
corporations had their factories in there as well and at the ports
of East Point, billions of dollars in goods were imported and
exported every day. They made blockbuster movies in the studios of
West Side that drew crowds of millions to the theatres and in the
same streets the stars walked like gods through some of the largest
shopping complexes in the country.

Eden was a
place where you could be broke one day and a billionaire the next
morning. It was the city where you might be trading stocks in
excess of one hundred-million in the morning and struggle to find
money for dinner that night.

Eden was the
place where dreams come true, and everything about it reinforced
that ideal. From the buildings to the main roads the city screamed
wealth and importance. Cleverly designed lights ran up the biggest
towers, displaying images and patterns, blades of neon glows
followed the undersides of the walkways and bridges of the
highways. Holographic advertisements filled the streets displaying
the ideal and everywhere you looked there was someone flaunting
their wealth and status. The night clubs pumped music and alcohol
through the city and fancy restaurants sat on the beachside
boardwalks, or in building terraces with hanging gardens.

Tourists that
came to Eden could soak in the views from the lookout atop Mount
Regaan, or wander through its wildlife reserve. They could visit
the theatre in Central, go to the amusement park on Sinfany Beach,
or go on a cruise through the Tago Atoll. The streets of Central
were filled with shops for the tourists, Vale held all the casinos,
and if they wanted to see how the rich and famous lived those
vacationing could take a bus through West Side and the Golden
Hills. If they wanted to see the real culture of Eden they could
also venture into East Point and Barraka Town, the two oldest parts
of the city. Neither held the glamour of the rest of the island,
but that was where the real people lived.

A tourist he
was not, and did not care about the allure of Eden. He had been
born here, and had grown up in the streets, so he knew the real
face of the city. Beneath the glitz and glamour was a rotting core,
infested with crime and criminal organisations that dealt with
drugs and other illicit businesses.

In truth, he
hated this city.

But he had
nowhere else to go.

The ferry horn
called mournfully through the dusk, drawing him from his thoughts
as it began its docking procedure. Clenching his jaw he gathered
his backpack before heading to the exit.

The boat was
filled with others who wore the same expression as himself, either
a family too poor to afford other means of transport, or folks who
made the journey to and from the Mainland enough times not to care.
Others lurked in the shadows, trying to avoid the security cameras.
Mostly they were young men about his own age, either trafficking
something for a pittance or having come to the city with nothing
but dreams of making it to the big time. Those trying to smuggle
goods might have been forgiven for thinking the ferry terminal as
easy access into the city, if it were any other place other than
Eden.

Being so close
to the Mainland, but having sovereignty unto itself, the Eden
Government protected its boarders with an iron fist. Thus the
reason an entire island between the city and the Mainland had been
turned into an Immigration facility and the only way into Eden by
car was across the bridge and through that facility.

On that island
every vehicle was thoroughly checked and immigration papers had to
be in order and the ferry terminal and airport was no different,
and held the same level of security.

The ferry
docked and he moved with the crowd along the jetty into the large
building where they would all be processed and checked before being
allowed admittance into Eden. The few he had noticed trying to
avoid the cameras on the boat seemed even more uneasy, but he paid
them little attention. The security guards were quick to notice
them though and he spotted a few talking into their radios subtly,
their eyes on the nervous ferry passengers.

A slight smirk
came to his face and he shook his head subtly; most people were
such idiots. Eden was filled with morons, and dangerous ones at
that.

Memories of his
history in the city wafted back to him, most of them filled with
sadness, rage, and frustration. Not for the first time since making
the decision to return to Eden did he wonder why he was even coming
back here.

The line in
front of him moved and he realised he had reached the front.
Seconds later one of the clerks at the many windows motioned to him
from behind her protective screen and he walked over.

“Good evening sir,” the woman said, sounding overly cheerful
and straining a smile. “How are you? Do you have your
passport?”

He did not
reply, already handing the woman the small booklet through the gap
at the bottom on the safety glass. The woman’s question had been
made out of no interest, an automatic greeting to try and appear
welcoming. As soon as he handed his passport all smiles disappeared
as she went through the same procedure she had done thousands of
times before. Her eyes seemed to glaze over as she scanned his
passport and checked that the right stamps had been used when he
had boarded the ferry on the Mainland.

The stupor
suddenly vanished from her expression as something unusual appeared
on her computer screen and a flicker of a frown came to her pretty
face. The woman glanced to him before rechecking his passport.

“Problem?” he asked, which sounded more like a statement. “I’ve
had a haircut since that photo.”

A slight smile
came to the woman’s face as she turned her attention to him.

“Do you have another form of identification, sir?” she asked
politely.

“An Eden driver’s license,” he replied, reaching for his
wallet. “It is out of date though.”

“Thank you,” she said as he handed the license and glanced to a
nearby security guard, catching the man’s eye as if in
warning.

A slight frown
came to his face as he watched the woman check his passport and
license again. He had not expected trouble at immigration, after
all, he was still a citizen of Eden even though he had been gone
for a decade. Although now that he thought again of the
circumstances of his departure with his mother and younger sister,
he could guess as to what the issue might be.

“There looks like there is some misunderstanding with your
passport, sir,” the woman said seriously, turning back to him.
“Would you kindly follow my associate to a waiting room whilst I
sort this out?”

Two security guards came from the side, their faces grim their
hands near to their weapons. With a sigh he nodded to the woman and
turned to the security guard.

“Sorry for the inconvenience,” the woman said as the guards led
the way from the check-in station to one of the security
rooms.

Opening the
door the guards motioned for him to go inside, closing the door
behind him as he did. The sound of an electronic lock sounded
faintly and with another sigh he walked over to the table and
chairs in the middle of the room and sat down. Irritably he took
his phone from his pocket and sent a message:

Delayed. Don’t
wait, I’ll get a taxi.

Seconds after
he pressed the send button, a message appeared indicating that it
had failed to be delivered. He was not surprised though, it was
apparent the waiting room was more like a holding and interrogation
room, which of course would restrict communication.

Letting out a
deep breath he rested back in the seat and ran a hand over his
face. If he was lucky he would not need to wait long before talking
to someone.

Two hours later
he was still waiting.

He was also
wondering all the more as to why he was being detained at all. He
did have a criminal record in Eden, but that had all been rectified
with him leaving ten years ago. The more he thought about it though
he could see that it was indeed the reason why he was being
detained, so when the door to the room opened and a middle-aged man
with greying hair and wrinkled face entered, he was not
surprised.

“Detective Archibald Reeves,” he said flatly, recognising the
man immediately, his tone clearly showing his annoyance. “Why am I
here?”

“I was about ask you that,” the man grunted, his frown heavy as
he walked around to the other side of the table but did not sit
down. “Why did you come back Reinhart?”

“That, is a good question,” he replied honestly. “But hardly
one serious enough to put an alert on my passport and detain me
here for hours, don’t you think? Also, don’t call me
Reinhart.”

“That’s right, you prefer to go by your last name, Steele,”
Reeves scoffed, still seeming unimpressed, his file held tight
under his arm. “What about your mother and sister? Did you leave
them behind on the Mainland? You could’ve-”

“They’re dead, Reeves,” Steele cut in, crossing his
arms.

The detective
seemed taken aback at that and sighed heavily, running a hand over
his face and cursing quietly.

“Sorry to hear that,” the older man said sincerely. “You
could’ve gone anywhere though, why come back to Eden?”

Steele shrugged
and looked away to the closed door.

“Familiarity, I suppose,” he replied after a brief thought. “I
still have a friend in the city, believe it or not. So here is
mildly better than anywhere else.”

“Templeton Knox,” Reeves nodded seriously, grabbing Steele’s
attention. “I’ve been keeping an eye on him these last ten years,
and I can’t say I’m too impressed. Despite the shared history you
have with the man he’s gone down a shady path.”

“We kept in contact,” Steele said flatly, pointing to his
mobile phone on the table.

Reeves nodded
slightly and clenched his jaw, drawing on Steele’s curiosity as he
looked to the file the man was carrying again.

“Look, Steele,” said Reeves, finally sitting down and seeming
to struggle to find words. “I have a proposition for
you.”

“Spare me,” Steele cut in before the detective could
start.

“Don’t dismiss me so quickly, this offer might appeal to you,”
Reeves frowned, his customary expression. “You had applied to join
the Police Academy and become an officer like your father before …
well before what happened.”

“Let me guess,” Steele sighed. “You want me to go undercover
for you in some criminal organisation. One that Knox is involved
with maybe. Is it the Company perhaps? They’re still running the
underground, aren’t they? You think that because of my history I
would be eager to do so, but I am not interested in becoming one of
your moles. Past performance of the life expectancy of snitches in
The Company has not been very good.”

Reeves paused
and scratched the stubble on his chin, eyeing Steele closely.

“Fine,” the detective finally said with a sigh and stood back
up, slipping the file under his arm before he turned for the exit.
“You’re free to go whenever you want, but stay out of trouble for
your family’s sake. Your father was like a brother to me, as you
well know, and I’d hate to see his son die too.”

With that the
detective left the room, leaving the door open and Steele sat
quietly as he listened to the man’s footsteps disappear down the
hard floor corridors.

“His wife and daughter are already dead,” Steele said quietly.
“What does it matter if the son dies too?”

Roughly running his hands through his black hair Steele got to his
feet and collected his bag from the ground and phone form the table
before heading out of the room. One security guard remained and
handed Steele his passport and license before he headed on his way.
The passport had been stamped with the official seal granting him
full access into Eden and confirmation of citizenship, which just
meant that he was not forced to leave the island after six months
like any tourist was. His citizenship also gave him the right to
vote at elections and purchase property within in the city for
residential use, as well as work without hindrance at full
pay.

Not that he
cared much about that.

As soon as he
left the room his phone vibrated with an arrival of a new message
and his own text was sent. Several more messages followed the
first, all from the same sender, Knox.

Steele flicked
through all the texts as he walked for the exit of the terminal,
the last of which bringing a slight frown to his face. It read:

I’ll be out the
front once you’ve finished talking with Reeves

“How he’d know?” Steele mumbled to himself in surprise before
slipping his mobile into his pocket.

After going
through the security check station, where they used both x-ray and
metal detection on his bag and person, he came to the luggage
collection which was busy with people. The noise from the crowd
filled the air and holographic ads accosted him as he walked
through the large area and out through the main doors into the
carparks and taxi ranks. Compared to the harsh lights and white
walls of the inside of the terminal the entrance way was dark and
filled with shadows. Street lights shone down upon the sidewalks
and car lots, flickering off the yellow taxis as they came and
went.

The car park
was busy for the ferry terminal with most people coming by the
bridge or airport to Eden. Steele glanced away to the left as he
walk across to the other side of the taxi rank and to the high
parking garage of the airport that rivalled the heights of some
buildings, its walls painted brightly to try and mask its crude
edges.

“Reinhart Steele, safe and sound,” a man called from the shadow
of a nearby pillar.

Steele stopped
and turned to the man as he stepped into the light, his white
blonde hair as bright as the smile on his face.

“Knox,” Steele found himself smiling as he looked at his old
friend. “It’s good to see you.”

“Right before my eyes and I still can’t believe it,” Knox
laughed, his blue eyes sparkling as he extended a hand to
Steele.

Steele accepted
the handshake and Knox was quick to wrap an arm about his
shoulders.

“Damn, it’s good to see you,” Knox exclaimed, stepping back
from the embrace.

“You too,” Steele nodded, glancing to the many taxi’s waiting
in the rank. “You should have left a few hours ago, Knox. Instead
of waiting for me.”

“Of course I waited,” Knox replied simply. “I thought you might
run into some trouble with immigration and Reeves. The man has been
keeping a close eye on me over that last few years for some reason.
Come on, my car is over here.”

Steele followed
his friend along the taxi rank where a normal car sat parked among
the yellow cabs.

“Hey, is that your car buddy?” a burly taxi driver exclaimed as
they reached the doors of Knox’s car. “You can’t park here. You’re
clogging the rank.”

“So have me towed big guy,” Knox replied over his shoulder as
he got into the driver’s seat.

The man cursed
under his breath as Steele slipped into the passenger seat and
tossed his bag into the back.

“Only one bag?” Knox remarked, seeming to have only just
noticed the luggage. “You really were travelling light.”

“Got no money,” Steele shrugged as Knox drove from the rank.
“Enough for a few nights in a cheap hotel, but after that I’m
pretty much broke. I don’t suppose you know of any work
going?”

“Hotel?” Knox exclaimed. “Think not of it, my friend. You will
stay at my place of course. On the couch though. But don’t fret,
it’s quite comfortable. If you can work around the
springs.”

“Thank you,” Steele said after a pause. “Once I get some income
I’ll find my own place.”

“Stay as long as you like,” Knox shrugged. “But what type of
work will you be looking for? I might know of something if you’re
not too delicate about what it entails.”

“Nothing to do with drugs, porn, or prostitution,” Steele said
firmly, looking to his friend, his grey eyes hard.

“Of course,” Knox agreed in a similar tone. “I might know of a
few things.”

“What do you do these days?” Steele wondered
curiously.

“Lots of things,” Knox shrugged. “Now and then I’ve even been
helping The Company fence stolen artwork and jewellery. Not so much
recently, though.”

“Artwork and jewellery?” Steele wondered curiously.

“That’s right,” nodded Knox. “I learnt quite a bit about all
that stuff from one of my mother’s clients, he was not the usual
deadbeat and actually treated her well before she died.”

“She’s dead?” Steele looked to his friend in surprise. “You
didn’t tell me.”

“Yeah, well,” Knox replied hesitantly. “It was around the same
time your sister over-dosed. So I kept it quiet.”

Steele looked
out the window of the car, half nodding as the old wound was cut
open once again.

“You still should have said something, Knox,” Steele said
seriously. “How’d it happen?”

“Cancer,” Knox replied. “A complete joke, right? After
everything my father put her through she goes and dies from cancer.
But that’s the messed up world we live in, isn’t it?”

“I suppose,” Steele shrugged, his eyes still on the city as it
swept by, the bright neon lights flashing in his eyes.

“But anyway, Bartholomew, that was the man’s name,” Knox
continued. “He helped me out after, taught me a few things. He died
a few years ago, something about a deal gone wrong.”

Steele nodded
slightly and a silence filled the car. Knox did not have the radio
on so all that could be heard was the engine of the car the tires
on the road. They had merged onto the main highway through Central,
speeding towards East Point, and with the road raised above ground
level Steele had far reaching views through the buildings. He could
see The Bank of Eden, its proud pinnacle reaching high over the
other buildings, its sides lit up by blades of red neon that came
to a point at the very top.

“You hungry?” Knox asked, breaking the silence, and drawing
Steele’s gaze from the sight across Central. “I’m starving. Come
on, my shout.”

“Sure,” Steele agreed.

“Great,” smiled Knox. “I know the perfect place in our old
neighbourhood.”

Pushing his
foot harder onto the accelerator pedal the car speed up and Knox
moved through the traffic on the highway. Fortunately it was not as
congested as Steele remembered the highways being and they were
soon passing by Central University and Eden Stadium.

“I don’t recall many good places to eat in our old
neighbourhood,” Steele remarked thoughtfully. “Has much
changed?”

“Well,” Knox said, a slight frown coming to his face, “there are
plenty of new buildings and the roads have improved. Public trams
are quite reliable now, there’s even a new one being built through
Vale. But other than that not a damn thing. The disparity between
the wealthy and poor has increased and the unemployment rate has
increased to record highs. So, aside from some new infrastructure,
it’s much the same as when you left.”

“The Company still runs the underground?” Steele asked
curiously and Knox nodded.

“Of course,” replied his friend. “Not even the government could
weed them out. Although, in recent years a new player has come to
town. An organisation calling themselves Sovereign.”

“I see.”

“I don’t know much about them to be honest,” Knox shook his
head. “I don’t have any dealings with them at all, but from what I
hear they have backings in official departments.”

“Do you have much dealing with The Company?”

“Not really,” replied Knox. “Not for a year at least
now.”

“So where do you get your money?” Steele frowned at his
friend.

“I suppose you could say I have generous friends,” Knox
replied, avoiding the question.

“What?” Steele wondered. “You’re a gigolo?”

“No, no, nothing like that,” Knox corrected swiftly. “The best
way to make it anywhere in this town is to know the right people,
so naturally I worked my way into the right circles and met a few
older women who like their gardens and pools cleaned.”

“Right,” Steele said slowly, understanding what his friend was
insinuating.

“It’s not what you’re thinking, Steele,” Knox laughed
awkwardly.

“If you say so,” Steele shrugged. “You won’t hear me saying
anything.”

“I know,” Knox said, a sincere smile coming to his
face.

They were
driving into East Point now and a flood of memories came back to
Steele as he looked on the familiar buildings. There were plenty of
new towers, but the old ones still stood, dark in the growing
night, but unmistakable. The Horse Shoe Apartments brought back the
most memories, such an iconic set of buildings and now lit up like
a Christmas tree in the night.

“I hope this won’t be take-away food,” Steele remarked as they
drove through the streets, passing the myriad of advertisements
signs of different colours.

“Come now,” Knox scoffed. “I think I know my best friend better
than that. We’ll be dining at Aunty Po’s Kitchen this
evening.”

“She’s still going?” Steele asked with surprise, knowing the
cheap restaurant well.

“Her daughter has taken over now,” Knox replied. “Nice
girl.”

“You’re dating her?” Steele asked, though it sounded more like
a statement.

“Occasionally,” shrugged Knox, not embarrassed in the
least.

“When you’re not with any other girls,” Steele smiled,
slightly, recalling how his friend was during high
school.

“She is also a friend,” Knox objected, “and not just the fall
back plan.”

“Is the food still terrible?”

“It’s improved, in fact,” laughed Knox.

“Well, I guess it could only improve,” smirked Steele and Knox
readily agreed.

The streets
continued to bring back memories for Steele as Knox turned from the
main roads and along the back streets that were more crowded. The
Night Markets was nearby and the sidewalks were busy with foot
traffic, making it difficult to find a place to park. They found an
empty lot eventually and pulled over. The restaurant was still a
few blocks away so they headed off along the street without paying
the parking metre.

Steele was
struck by the smells of the city and the bustling paths. The
humidity was heavy in the air, carrying the scent of spices and
food that made his mouth water. Away from the shoreline and among
the tall buildings there was no breeze and the air was heavy and
thick, like breathing syrup almost. The lights of the signs shone
brightly in his grey eyes and the busy streets reminded him to keep
a hand close to his pocket that held his wallet.

Noises of car
horns and the murmur of voices clouded his mind and the blare of
advertisements caught him by surprise. It was not that it was
different to the city he spent the last ten years in, but the
onslaught of nostalgia and old memories filled his mind as he
walked with Knox along the sidewalk.

It came as a
relief as they walked through the doors of Aunty Po’s Kitchen and
Steele breathed easier with less people crowding him. Knox moved to
chat with the girl working the desk as he found a table. Taking a
seat he drew a deep breath to steady himself. Despite the hate he
still held towards Eden for things turning out the way they did he
could not deny that being back here seemed right. It was almost
like he had some unfinished business to attend to that he had been
putting off for years and only finally decided to face it. It was a
strange mixture of ease, anger, and determination that filled his
heart and even though he was still wondering if returning to Eden
had been the right decision he was glad that he had come back.

















Chapter Two






Lost in the
smells from the kitchen and sounds of cooking he did not notice
Knox return to the table for a few moments.

“Chef special sound good to you?” asked Knox once Steele had
come back to the present.

“Sure,” he replied, still gazing at the sights that brought
back so many memories.

He and Knox
used to stop by this very restaurant on the way back from school.
Although Steele’s home life was good, Knox had it rough, especially
once his dad had started drinking, which was more often than
not.

“Remembering the good old days?” Knox asked, almost reading
Steele’s mind.

“Good?” scoffed Steele. “What was good about them?”

“The times we spent here were good enough,” Knox replied
seriously.

“I suppose,” he conceded off-handily.

“You suppose?” Knox raised an eye-brow. “Home sucked for me and
school sucked for you. Stopping here for some food was paradise in
comparison.”

“That’s true enough,” Steele agreed, his attention being drawn
to the young woman bringing the meals to their table.

“Who’s you friend, Knox?” the woman asked curiously, giving
Steele a smile.

“This is Steele,” Knox replied as if it was obvious. “Don’t you
remember him from school? Same grade I was; two above
you.”

A frown came to
her face before she shook her head.

“No, sorry I don’t remember,” she said, seeming a little bit
embarrassed.

“How can you not?” Knox wondered. “He was the only guy I hung
out with. Come on Jane, use your brain.”

“Well aren’t you a poet,” Jane frowned before glancing
awkwardly back to Steele. “Well, I guess it doesn’t matter. Eat up,
Aunty Po says it’s on the house.”

“You’re too kind,” Knox said. “Can we get some water too, Jane?
Distilled, please.”

“Alright, but don’t you take advantage of this, Knox,” the
waitress frowned before taking her leave.

Licking his
lips Knox was quick to start eating. Steele had already started,
savouring the flavours that continued the onslaught of nostalgia.
Jane returned swiftly with a bottle and two glasses that she placed
on the table with only a smile to Knox before leaving them to
eat.

“Do you remember Jane, Steele?” Knox asked curiously as they
dined.

“I do,” he replied simply. “We even spoke a few times. But it
doesn’t matter. I’ve tried hard to forget my days at school, so it
only seems reasonable that those from school have forgotten me as
well.”

“Don’t be foolish,” Knox objected. “You were a bit anti-social
sure, we both were really, but that’s no reason for people to
forget you.”

“You weren’t anti-social,” Steele frowned slightly. “You
flirted with every cute girl you saw. That was the reason the other
guys hated you so much.”

Knox laughed at
that, “Yeah, we had some good fights back then.”

“We?” Steele asked. “I ended up doing the fighting. The only
time you got a black eye or split lip was when your father hit
you.”

“Yeah,” Knox chuckled, his blue eyes becoming distant as the
mirth died down.

“Do you still have nightmares about that?” Steele asked
seriously, drawing his friend’s gaze.

“About him, or what we did?” Knox asked in reply, his tone
quieting and becoming more serious.

“Either?”

“Neither,” the smile returned to Knox’s face. “Amusing story
about that actually, I went and spoke to a psychologist about it
all.”

“What?” Steele almost choked on his food. “Why?”

“Because she was really cute,” Knox replied, as if it were
obvious. “The daughter of one of my lady friends in The Golden
Hills, actually.”

“Might have known,” Steele shook his head and he returned to
his food.

The thought
struck him as odd though and after a few more mouthfuls he regarded
Knox closely.

“What does your lady friend think of you screwing her daughter
as well as her?” Steele asked flatly.

“Neither of them knew,” Knox shrugged, uncaringly.

“Do you actually like being a kept man, Knox?”

Steele’s
question seemed to catch Knox by surprise and the man whipped his
mouth on his napkin before resting back in his chair and regarding
Steele closely.

“It has its good and bad like all things,” Knox said seriously.
“It’s not like I’m a gigolo or anything, more like a confidence man
I suppose. Besides most of the ladies I know in The Golden Hills
really just want someone to pay attention to them. The one I’ve
known the longest, Mary, likes to go shopping with me and have high
tea whilst talking about fashion and art. She helped me complete my
education in fact. A nice lady. Very lonely, though. Mary once told
me she feared the sound of her own footsteps echoing through the
empty halls of her mansion.”

“A nice fear to have,” Steele remarked cynically.

“Perhaps,” Knox shrugged and continued eating, finishing his
meal.

When Jane came
to take their empty plates away Knox ordered some desert for them
both despite Steele’s resignation to have his friend spend more
money on him. As the waffles and ice-cream came so too did the
storm that had been threatening the city from the west.

“So, tell me, in more detail,” Knox said as they ate their
desert. “What have you been doing for the last ten
years?”

“Honestly, not much more than I’ve already mentioned,” Steele
shrugged. “I worked as a bouncer for a club for a little while, a
barman, and even had an office job for a few years. But other than
that, not much at all.”

“Didn’t you try for the police in Tal’mon?” Knox asked, trying
to remember.

“Yes, but my record from Eden followed me,” Steele replied
seriously.

“That’s a shame,” nodded Knox. “What about your martial arts?
Do you still train? Have you done any more
competitions?”

“I did several or so, won a few,” Steele answered.

“You’re a master level, right?” Knox asked. “You could have
started your own dojo.”

“No, I was never a master,” Steele shook his head.

“I would bet that you are better than most master martial
artists in the city,” Knox said confidently.

“Do you still train?”

“No,” Knox shook his head. “I stopped years ago. Just didn’t
have the motivation.”

“I don’t suppose Master Jun is still teaching?” Steele asked
curiously.

“Of course he is,” Knox said as if the answer was obvious. “Old
Jun Lee would never give up his dojo. All his classes are still the
same too. You should go around there sometime.”

“No,” Steele said after hesitating.

“You surprise me Steele,” Knox remarked. “You came back to Eden
but are hesitant to see the people you once knew. I do understand
the hesitance, but you realise it’s inevitable, right?”

“For the most part,” Steele said. “I’m sure I’d be able to
avoid the ones I don’t want to meet again.”

“But you and Jun were close, weren’t you?”

“That was before …” Steele’s voice trailed away and he looked
to the rain drenched streets out the window where the neon lights
shimmered in the puddles. “He was furious after he learned what
happened. After he learned what I did using the techniques he
taught me. How could he not be?”

“True. But that was ten years ago, Steele,” Knox stated. “What
can make you angry at the time sometimes seems silly in
retrospect.”

Steele turned a
curious eye to his friend, “Since when did you become the
philosopher?”

“My good friend, it has been ten years,” Knox smiled, an
authoritative air coming to him. “I may have been dense during
school, but I can assure you that I am quite the learned gentlemen
now.”

“Sure,” Steele scoffed and Knox laughed. “But you may be right.
Maybe I will go and speak to Jun some time.”

“Do it tomorrow,” Knox said seriously. “I’ll give you the spare
key to my apartment while I’m out.”

“Where are you going?”

“Work.”

“Mary?”

“I wish,” Knox laughed, before his eyes became hard. “No, the
lady I am meeting tomorrow is not as pleasant a company. She is
much more attractive though, so I guess that’s
something.”

“You really do enjoy it don’t you,” Steele stated, catching his
friend’s eye as a sly smile came to Knox’s lips.

“As I said,” Knox replied vaguely, “it has its good and bad
like all jobs.”

“Right,” Steele said slowly. “Sex for pleasure and work: many
men would be jealous.”

“A good thing you’re back in town then,” Knox replied swiftly.
“You can beat up all the jealous ones before they attack me. Just
like high school.”

“If that’s the way things are going to be, I think I’ll head
back to Mainland tomorrow,” Steele remarked flatly.

“Come now, don’t be like that,” Knox said. “We both know you
enjoy fighting.”

Steele could
not really argue against that observation and with a slight shrug
he turned his attention back outside to the falling rain. Most of
the night goers had returned to their homes to hide their heads
from the deluge, leaving the sidewalks barren and drenched. As the
people left the streets at night the city took on a different
atmosphere. No longer was it filled with the joys of nightlife and
laughing voices, for now was the time of the criminals.

Like rats
hungry for a feast, delinquents came out as the night grew late.
Running errands for gangs, looking for a drug fix, or someone to
rob or beat. Just by glancing at those walking the sidewalks now
Steele could tell that most of them were criminals to some degree.
Whether they were working for The Company, and known as Company Men
and Women, it was hard to tell, but more often than not the obvious
ones were the deadbeats and addicts.

The sight
brought a foul taste to his mouth, forcing him to take a drink from
his glass to try and wash the feeling away. It did not work and his
eyes narrowed slightly as one man wearing dark clothes came into
the restaurant, his shoulders hunched and his fingers
fidgeting.

“Sorry, we’re just closing up,” Jane said sweetly, not really
paying the man much attention. “No more orders tonight.”

“Good,” the man said, his voice growing loud as he pulled a gun
from under his coat. “You’ll have heaps of cash then. Hurry up and
hand it over before I kill you bitch!”

Jane cried out
in alarm drawing everyone’s attention.

“Don’t move!” the thief screamed. “No one moves! I’ll blow your
heads off! The money, now! Move it!”

What few
customers remained in the restaurant whimpered and cowered below
their tables in fright, praying that the robber did not see them.
Those that were still in the kitchens did likewise, just waiting
for it all to be over and hoping no one would be killed. Tears
streamed down Jane’s eyes as she moved to the cash register and
opened it with shaking hands.

“This brings back memories,” Steele remarked casually to Knox,
who strained a laugh, as the pair of them remained seated at their
table like nothing out of the ordinary was happening.

“Who was that?” the robber screamed aiming his gun across the
tables towards Steele and Knox. “Who laughed?”

No one replied
and Steele narrowed his eyes slightly at the nervous criminal.

“The hell are you looking at?” the man roared, catching eyes
with Steele.

More whimpers filled the air as the man rushed across the room,
throwing one of the tables to the side before sticking his glaring
mug right in Steele’s face.

“Got something to say?” the robber spat, his eyes wide as he
pointed the barrel of the gun under Steele’s chin. “Well? I don’t
like the way you’re looking at me. Stop it before I blow your head
off! Get on the ground now!”

Steele did not
reply, his grey eyes regarding the gun closely as well as the
robber, his demeanour calm and relaxed.

“Here’s the money,” Jane called from the counter. “Please just
take it and go. Don’t kill anyone.”

The distant
sound of a siren echoed from the street, suggesting the police were
on the way and Steele could see that it was more than just rain
that was moistening the robber’s brow.

“Your lucky day punk,” the robber sneered and pulled
back.

“I do have something to say actually,” Steele said and stood
up, catching the robber, and everyone else, by surprise.

The man with
the gun spun back around, lifting his pistol at Steele, his hands
shaking slightly.

“You wanna die?” the robber exclaimed, cocking the gun, even
though it was a semi-automatic and could fire without being
cocked.

“You won’t be able to kill me with a fake gun,” Steele stated
simple, causing the robber’s eyes to widen.

“Fake?” the man scoffed, trying to sound confident.

“I’m not an idiot,” Steele narrowed his eyes. “You shouldn’t
have stuck it in my face. Fact is, guns are tightly regulated in
Eden, only cops and the army carry them. Black market guns are even
rarer, so only top gangsters carry real ones.”

The robber
seemed lost for words and glanced nervously to his hand gun.

“Gangsters like us,” Knox said suddenly, getting to his feet as
well and drawing a revolver from behind his back and aiming it at
the robber’s head. “I suggest you leave before I destroy what
little brains you have. Without the cash, if you don’t
mind.”

The police
sirens had got louder now and the sweat on the robber’s brow had
increased. Suddenly the man turned around and sprinted for the door
and out into the rain where he disappeared into the shadows.

Knox laughed
and returned his revolver to his belt behind his back, which was
concealed by his black coat. The sirens became deafening then as a
police car sped along the road, going right past the restaurant and
continuing on its way into the city.

Relieved
customers slowly came from under their tables and paid their bills
before swiftly leaving.

“Well, well,” an old lady said loudly as she came from the
kitchens, her eyes falling on Konx and Steele. “I might have known
you two would be involved. It was kind of you to help, but don’t
think this’ll get you free meals every night boys.”

“I’ll settle for a free meal every second night, Aunty Po,”
Knox replied playfully, causing the elderly woman to frown before
looking to Jane. “Stop your crying girl. I thought you’d be used to
hold-ups by now, god knows it happens at least once a
month.”

“Sorry Aunty, its just-” Jane whimpered as she whipped her
eyes.

“I know, I know,” Po sighed heavily. “All of you get going.
I’ll close up.”

Most of the
other staff had already left and with a weak nod Jane moved to
follow suit as Steele headed for the front door.

“It’s good to see your face again, Steele,” Po said, causing
him to stop before he reached the door and turn back to her. “Make
sure you keep it out of trouble this time though. That goes for you
too, Knox.”

“I never get into trouble,” Knox protested.

“You can’t fool this old lady boy,” Po scoffed and waved them
away. “Go on, get out of here. Lock the door on your way
out.”

Knox followed
the old lady’s direction as he and Steele left and they headed off
along the sidewalk. The rain was still falling, though much softer
than before as the storm had moved off to the east, away from the
island of Eden. The puddles glowed all different colours in the
lights of the neon advertisements and shop names, constantly
shivering from the drops of rain and footsteps that disturbed the
surface.

A parking
ticket waited on the windscreen of Knox’s car when the returned.
But Knox took the wet paper from under the wiper blade and
uncaringly dropped it to the ground before unlocking the doors and
slipping into the driver’s seat.

“How’d you know his gun was a fake, Steele?” Knox wondered as
they drove from the parking space and along the road. “Replicas are
virtually identical to the real thing these days, and three
dimensional printing is as just as accurate.”

“Logical deduction,” Steele shrugged, his eyes out the window
as he watched the city streets pass by them. “He was no Company
Man. He was more likely just a junkie needing some cash for his
next hit. So the odds of him actually carrying a real gun were
slim. Besides, even if it was real, actually having any ammunition
for it was even less likely.”

“Makes sense when you put it like that,” Knox agreed
thoughtfully.

“Where did you get your revolver?” Steele asked curiously. “A
bit outdated isn’t it?”

“Exactly,” Knox smiled. “My model is actually a genuine
antique. I happened across it during a deal I was helping out with.
The deal was with Benedict van de Mont about three years
ago.”

“The Demon?” Steele was surprised, using the well-known man’s
moniker. “The East Point Board Member for The Company asked you for
help?”

“Not me personally,” Knox corrected. “Benedict asked
Bartholomew, the man who taught me about art and antiques, for
assistance and I accompanied him. I swiped it from the collection.
Bartholomew didn’t care and Benedict was none the wiser. It has no
bullets though, only blanks.”

A slight smile
came to Steele’s face and he subtly shook his head as he continued
to star out the window.

The rain had
sent most back to their homes, leaving the streets quiet with only
a few wandering about. Of course most popular restaurants were
still open as well as the clubs and bars, but it was nearing
midnight and even in the city of dreams the people still needed to
sleep.

The neon hazes
of lights were drawing on Steele’s eyes, making him hope that
Knox’s couch was as comfortable as his friend claimed. It was not
long before Knox turned into a driveway and up to a closed security
gate, which opened after Knox pressed a button on his key ring.

Steele peered
out of the windscreen, looking upwards to the height of the
building. It was better than he expected, and being close to the
Night Markets the area had a good reputation from what he
remembered.

Taking the
driveway downwards into the parking structure they went down
several levels before Knox pulled into a designated lot and they
got out.

To the lifts
they went and right up to the higher floors of the building. It was
over a dozen apartments to a floor, but walking into the main room
Steele was again surprised.

“Not what you expected?” Knox smiled, guessing his friend’s
thoughts as he locked the apartment door and wandered through the
room.

“No,” Steele said honestly, looking to the small kitchenette
and table in the entrance and wandering into the small lounge
beyond to a balcony outside the sliding doors.

“Your room is the first door on the right,” Knox pointed down
the hall. “The bathroom and laundry are on the left with my room at
the end of the hall. Any questions?”

“I have a room?” Steele raised an eyebrow. “I thought you said
I was sleeping on the couch?”

“I was just joking,” Knox laughed and shrugged. “Of course you
have a room. Only a single mattress though.”

“Thanks. How’d you afford this place?” Steele asked with a
slight laugh.

“Myrtle bought it for me,” Knox replied honestly. “She offered
to buy me a nicer one in Central, but then I’d have to commute to
work.”

“Work?”

“You know what I mean,” Knox chuckled. “Well, I’m off to have a
shower and sleep. I’ll be out early tomorrow and won’t be back
until late, like I said. I’ll leave the spare keys on the
bench.”

“Alright,” Steele nodded, moving to the room Knox had lent
him.

“Well, sleep comfortably,” Knox said and moved to his room but
paused. “It’s good to have you back in Eden, my friend. After
tomorrow I’ll help you find some work.”

“Thanks,” Steele strained and smile.

With that Knox
disappeared into his room and the sounds of a shower running told
Steele that he must have an ensuite. Still feeling a little out of
place he gathered his things and took a shower as well and slipped
on some fresh clothing before he inspected his small bedroom that
had a door to the balcony as well. The bed was rather small, but it
was comfortable at least and soon he was drifting off to sleep.

His dreams were
not pleasant.







Chapter Three


The sounds of
Knox stirring and the feeling of being in a foreign bed snapped
Steele from his sleep. But despite the start he remained in bed,
lingering on the edge of sleep and wakefulness and deciding to let
Knox head off to his work without having to put on a cheery morning
greeting.

Slowly he
opened his eye to stare at the ceiling as he listened as Knox
quietly came from his room and moved to the kitchen. The walls of
the apartment were thin and he could hear the sound of a pen
scribbling on a piece of paper and the gently clink of metal on the
ceramic bench top. The pen stopped writing and the door of the
apartment opened before softly closing.

Steele sat up
then, yawning wide and scratching his head. It was early; by his
estimations the sun was just peaking over the eastern horizon and
reaching through the tall buildings of Eden like rays through the
trees of a dark wood. No morning light came in through the sliding
doors to the balcony though, for another tall building blocked the
sunrise.

Standing he
opened the glass doors and stepped onto the narrow balcony, looking
to the south through the gap in the buildings and the shimmering
waves of the beach. Further to the south the Mainland could be
seen, its city towers glowing in the sunrise through the haze of
smog. The thin channel between Eden and the Mainland was filled
with boats already, many of them fishing vessels sailing from the
East Point docks out to the open ocean to the west.

As the morning
grew brighter Steele noticed other residents stepping out onto
their balconies to breath in the air of the morning. Those he
noticed were still wearing their pyjamas or simply their underwear,
unfazed that they were exposing themselves to everyone else.

Steele cringed
and looked away as an overweight couple stepped out onto their
balcony wearing nothing but their skin. The sight had ruined the
morning for him and he headed back inside his room, closing the
door behind him

Moving from the
bedroom he stopped where the hall opened into the kitchen living
space and his eyes drifting about the room. It seemed so quiet and
still, empty of life. The sounds of the next door neighbours
getting ready and the movement of the lifts hummed through the
walls with a lonesome tune, making him wonder once again as to what
he was doing.

Taking a deep
breath he absently moved across the tiles to the kitchen bench
where he read the note Knox had left. Beside the message were the
spare keys to the building and apartment, and on the paper was a
brief note on how to use them along with some cash that Knox had
left for him.

Leaving the
keys, note, and money where they were Steele wandered around the
bench into the small galley kitchen and had a look in the
refrigerator.

The sight
caught him by surprise for the shelves were virtually empty with
only a couple of litres of bottled water in the door. A slight
frown came to his face as he checked the freezer seeing it was just
as barren as the fridge. Closing the doors he turned and looked
through the pantry, again there was nothing, not even a few cans of
food or long life milk.

Continuing his
searching Steele was no less perplexed to see all the glasses and
crockery looked as if they were never used and the dishwasher was
empty and looked like it had not been used for long time.

His curiosity
moved him into the bathroom and utility room and he looked through
the cupboards. At least here there was something to suggest someone
was living in the flat. The washing powder was open and the
cleaning lotions looked like they were being used. He was about to
push through into Knox’s room to have a closer look but stopped
himself and returned to the main room where he sat down on the
couch.

He had barely
sat down before he got back up and returned to his room to dress
before heading for the exit, grabbing the keys as he passed.
Locking the door he moved to the elevators and rode them it to the
ground floor. The lobby was empty and he slowly walked out of the
building into the streets of Eden.

The noise of
the traffic greeted him abruptly and he slipped into the mass of
people walking briskly off to work. With no direction in mind he
moved with the flow towards the East Point central business
district near the Night Markets, a place called The Five Hundred
Blocks.

The sounds of
car engines, walking feet, murmuring voices and horns filled the
growing morning that was slowly lighting up the shadows between the
buildings and turning the day hot.

He stopped at
an intersection, halted by the traffic lights like everyone else
walking the footpath. A few of the pedestrians took their chances
at crossing the road between the cars, likely already running late
for their work. The thought made him scoff and shake his head
slightly; were they so eager to try and impress the boss so they
could just be overlooked for a wage raise or promotion?

The lights were
taking their time in changing so he looked about the shops and
buildings around him, glancing over his shoulder and locking eyes
with a middle aged man who seemed to be paying too much attention
to him. The man looked away quickly, flummoxed, and Steele guessed
as to the reason. Detective Reeves said he was watching Knox, so it
was only reasonable that the good detective had one of his men
follow him as well.

It was odd to
think that Reeves did not have anything better to warrant his
attention. But Steele dismissed the follower from his concerns and
crossed the road with the rest of the crowd.

Could there be
something else happening that he was not aware of?

Something that
Knox was tied up in?

The questions
did give him brief pause, he was not at all surprised at the
thought of Knox being involved in something illicit, but he had no
desire to be involved as well.

It might be
entertaining though, he thought.

Turning from
the main footpath he headed down a familiar alleyway, used by the
locals as a short cut between two large thoroughfares. The tailing
police officer did not follow and only a few people were taking the
path from the main road. Such short-cuts were known as hang outs
for gangs and other unsavoury individuals, so only the desperate or
uncaring took these alleyways.

The reason most
normal folk avoided the place became apparent around a corner where
Steele almost bumped into a group of five thugs beating a man
against the wall.

“Help me!” the poor man cried out desperately as they all
paused for half a second to notice Steele. “Please,
I’ll-”

“Shut it!” the thug doing most of the beating snapped, punching
the victim in the gut.

“You wanna be a hero?” one of the other gang members stepped
into front of Steele and sneered, his bare arms covered in
tattoos.

Steele stopped
walking, regarding the thug in front of him seriously.

“You’re in my way,” Steele said simply to the man blocking his
path.

“Cocky prick, ain’t ya?” snickered one of the others, coming to
stand beside his tattooed friend. “Turn around and get the hell out
of here, before we beat the piss out of you.”

Steele did not
reply as his turned his hard eyes towards the other thug.

“Go on!” snapped the tattooed one, his eyes wide trying to
intimidate Steele. “Scared stiff are ya? How about I-”

“You’re in my way,” Steele interrupted the thug, causing his
face to go red with anger.

With a roar of
outrage the tattooed gangster lunged at him and his friends were
quick to join in. But they did not know who they were dealing with.
Steele had stopped his martial arts training, and although he was
out of practice when it came to a real fight, his reflexes and
instincts were still working to a high degree. The five gangsters
stood little chance. The apparent leader of the group had some
skill in fighting, but his technique was poor with too much focus
of trying to overwhelm Steele with pure strength.

The fight was
over in less than a minute and Steele continued on his way with no
regard for the poor man the thugs had been assaulting.

“Thank you,” the man called after him. “I can’t believe you …
hey wait a minute …”

Steele did not
stop or heed the man’s words and the man stopped trying, probably
thinking it was best to leave the area before the gangsters got
back up.

Out from the
alleyway Steele joined one of the other main roads filled with foot
traffic. The hour was passed nine o’clock, and all the people
racing to work had gone, but that had not lessened the amount of
pedestrians wandering about.

Before he
realised he was crossing the main road and walking the framed
stairs that led into the Night Markets of East Point. Although
known for their nightly entertainment, the markets were nearly as
busy during the day with hundreds of food stalls and shop fronts
positioned in a huge rectangular cul-de-sac.

The main road
of the markets was only for pedestrians and followed the perimeter
of the cul-de-sac with shops on both sides. Many smaller roads
twisted through the middle of the rectangular area, moving through
the buildings and past the cafes and restaurants. There was more
than one level to the Night Market and footbridges stretched
between the buildings on either side, the underside of the bridges
decorated with hanging lanterns and bunting.

Similar
decorations were strung all about the markets, between the
cultivated trees and maintained garden strips. In one corner of the
market was the famous wishing well; a large fountain with a central
statue of a dragon. There people, mainly tourists, would toss a
coin into the water and make a wish, as was the custom.

One of the more
ridiculous customs to Steele’s mind.

But the
fountain was impressive, he thought, as he walked by it, absently
watching a pair of school girls laugh as they tossed in a few
coins.

With no
destination in mind he continued to wander about the Night Markets,
stopping to look at whatever caught his eye, but never buying
despite the aggressive selling techniques the vendors were
using.

It was all show
here in the markets, all glamour and counterfeit brand goods for a
cheap price. The shops looked clean and the restaurants a delight
to dine at, but it was all designed to drawn in the tourists. The
truth of the Night Markets was that it was entirely run by The
Company.

All the locals
knew it, including the police. But because everything looked
legitimate, and in many cases was legitimate, there could never be
any charges made. Steele recalled many times the police had raided
the markets in hope to catch some illegal dealings or activity. On
those occasions a few small time dealers had been arrested, but no
connections could ever be made to The Company.

Buying some
cheap lunch, Steele watched as a pair of thugs extorted a store
owner nearby, demanding the rent for the month. No doubt it was a
large sum, but the owner was clearly used to it and begrudgingly
handed over the money.

This was part
of the reason why the police had never been able to connect The
Company to illegal activities in the Markets. The shop owners paid
their legitimate rent to the corporations that owned the buildings,
as well as being forced to pay the extortion money, or protection
money as the gangsters likely called it. The catch was, that The
Company legally owned the buildings the shop owner were paying rent
for as well as being the ones behind the collection of protection
money.

The police
could never connect the corporations that owned the property to The
Company, and trying to follow the extortion money would never lead
them to The Company either.

This
arrangement was most obvious here in East Point, and in places of
Berraka Town, but in other places in Eden it was even harder to see
causal links between the criminal activity and The Company.

Eating his
disappointing meal as he walked, Steele found himself wandering
back to the entrance of the Night Markets, cutting through the
narrow alleyways in the centre of the cul-de-sac and past all the
shadier establishments. Along the narrow roads at street level were
dim tattoo parlours and massage salons that doubled as whore houses
and strip clubs with girls in skimpy outfits standing at the
entrance to entice those walking by.

A few of the
door-girls called out to him provocatively, their eyes vacant and
bloodshot, but he ignored them and continued past. Glancing up to
the walkways and bridges on the second level, it was odd to think
that just up a flight of stairs was where the friendlier shops and
cafes were situated.

From the narrow
roads he walked back through the arched entrance to the cul-de-sac
and down the wide stairs towards the road.

The sight of a
group of people in suits caught his eye as they stood in front of a
car as if waiting for someone. This lot were Company Men and Women,
that were obvious, and as Steele reached the bottom of the stairs
he drew the attention of all in the group. He turned to continue
along the sidewalk, but a pair of suited men blocked his path,
their expression grave.

“Get in the car,” one of the men said seriously, motioning to
the vehicle parked in the bus stopping zone nearby.

Steele glanced
to the car as another of the group opened the door, but he made no
moves to comply.

“Ours is not a request,” the man said again, his tone
unchanging as he opened his jacket slightly to show Steele the
handle of a holstered gun.

This group were
indeed from The Company, so it was likely that the pistol was real.
Honestly, Steele could care less about the gun or their demand, but
he found himself slightly curious.

Without a word
he slowly turned from the pair blocking his path and walked over to
the car and got in, sitting down in the back seat. It was a nice
car in fact, better than Knox’s ride, with leather seats and tinted
windows. The cabin was filled with the smell of smoke, whisky, and
sharp cologne, along with the hints of hot chips from a fast-food
shop.

At the other
side of the back seat there was a man waiting for him, grabbing
Steele’s attention as soon as he climbed in to the car. Before any
words could be spoken though, the door was closed and the driver
took off.

Casually Steele
glanced about the back seat, noticing the rich finish inside and
the decanter of alcohol in a holder extending from the centre
console.

Still no words
were spoken as Steele turned his grey eyes towards the man in the
seat.

Whoever he was,
he looked to be nearing his late thirties, clean shaven and with a
neat haircut that was showing specks of grey. The man was slightly
overweight, wearing a brand name suit that was not tailored. An
expensive watch was on his wrist and he wore several fancy rings on
his fingers. From his jacket pocket the man took out a cigar and
put it to his nose to sniff in the smells of the tobacco.

“I love that smell,” the man remarked, holding the cigar before
him in admiration. “That mixture of spice and wood. It makes my
mouth water and the little hairs on the back of my neck tingle.
This cigar is a classic Lonsdale, hand rolled from Blanca in The
Reef. Banned by Eden customs, of course. It’ll take a full hour and
a half to burn.”

Steele did not
say anything and the man took out a cigar cutter to snip one end of
his Lonsdale before putting it in his mouth and lighting it up with
a hot flame lighter. The man puffed a dozen times, overheating the
tobacco, but he did not seem to notice.

“Beautiful,” the man sighed, blowing a thick cloud into the
cabin. “The taste of coffee and caramel dance on the palette. Do
you smoke, Reinhart Steele?”

“No.”

“A drink perhaps?” the man motioned to the decanter.

“No.”

Taking another
puff of his cigar the man chuckled before taking a few bits of
tobacco from his tongue and lip.

“I suppose you are wondering who I am.”

“Not really,” Steele shrugged, turning his gaze out of the
window and to the city as it passed by the window. “You’re a
Company man, Associate most likely.”

“Good guess,” the man chuckled again. “My name is Jimmy Peirce.
I take it you’ve heard of me.”

Steele shrugged
again and looked back to the gangster, his eyes narrowing
slightly.

“I report directly to Benedict van de Mont, I trust you know of
him.”

Again Steele
did not reply, and he noticed Jimmy’s eye twitch slightly in
annoyance.

“You know I have this story I want to share,” Jimmy looked away
and took another drag on his cigar.

“There’s no need,” Steele cut in.

“Shut up and listen,” snapped Jimmy irritably before he calmed
himself with steadying breath.

Steele hid his
smile well.

“This story right,” Jimmy continued. “I was sitting in my
office enjoying my breakfast and reading the newspaper. I prefer
the paper you see, the television annoys the hell out of me. I had
my favourite girl giving me a morning blow job when my idiot
brother comes bursting in. You remember Frankie, right? You two
were in the same grade at high school, you broke his arm for
picking on that wanker Knox.”

Jimmy turned a
serious eye towards him, as if trying to impose some threatening
mood. Steele barely noticed the glare and remained quiet, waiting
for the man to continue.

“Anyway,” Jimmy continued, sucking on his cigar again. “Frankie
bursts in, ruining the blow job, wailing and complaining about some
prick bashing up his boys on my turf. The guy is a pain in the
arse, but he’s my brother so what can I do. I says: Frankie I’ll
handle it. So, I download the surveillance footage of the area
where his boys were beaten up and found a good angle of this guy
taking out all five of them with his bare hands.”

Steele clenched
his jaw and looked away without saying anything.

“Who the hell is this bastard? Was my first thought,” Jimmy
continued. “But we at The Company have access to police databases
and what not, I won’t bore you with the technical stuff, but we
identified the prick as none other than Reinhart
Steele.”

Steele looked
back to Jimmy, noticing the confident smirk on his face.

“Normally I don’t care about little things like that,” Jimmy
continued
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