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DEDICATION
I dedicate this volume to Stephen “Mano” Manning, a life-long friend who has continually supported and encouraged me as a writer. His professional expertise was crucial in formulating certain aspects in the plot of this book.
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PROLOGUE
"I can't believe that all these years you have lied to me!" the girl screamed.
"I didn't lie to you, I just withheld the truth until I thought you were old enough," replied the woman.
"I'm old enough now and yet you said nothing, how many years were you going to wait to tell me or were you leaving that up to him?"
"He doesn't know," the woman replied softly.
The girl looked at her in stunned silence, until a look of hatred came to her face.
"They say the truth hurts, but a lie hurts more and nothing you say can change what you have done!"
Tears slowly fell down the woman's face, but she said nothing, as she didn't know what to say.
"Nothing can undo what I now know and nothing you say can stop me from doing what I want to do!" the girl said as she angrily walked out the front door.
 
 

CHAPTER ONE
Fifty-eight year old Michael Microbe was not a tall man, standing at 164 cm, with wiry, dull grey hair that was thinning on top. His outward appearance was often likened to a grandfatherly type figure, a façade he actively promoted.
Growing up he had been held in contempt as the runt of the litter by his father, who would show his disdain by backhanding his son. The abuse was more brutal on the nights his father had been out boozing. On such occasions, Microbe soon learned to hide and wait until his father had collapsed on his bed, passed out in a drunken stupor.
Microbe would then seek his revenge by silently taking money from the pockets of his father's discarded trousers. Even though he was the smallest of his siblings, he was the smartest, and despite knowing his father had no idea how much loose change was in his pockets when he came home, Microbe always made sure he never took more than half, no matter how tempting it was to take more. He had learnt how to become a survivor.
Because of his small stature, he was also a prime target for bullies as a child at school, but instead of this enforcing submissiveness, it enflamed within him a sense of self preservation. He made a decision to become the aggressor instead of the victim, so from a very young age Microbe learnt how to manipulate public perception and use his small stature to his advantage.
One day with a jar heavy with coin tucked under his arm, young Microbe walked down to the local boxing ring and fronted the owner. He held out the jar and requested to be taught how to become a street fighter. The man looked down at the puny malnourished boy, with a series of recent and faded bruises. He was about to send the boy on his way, but then saw the look of determination in the young boy's eyes, so agreed to his request.
During his adolescent years Microbe had drifted to more populous towns and cities, working the streets where he had been absorbed into protection rackets, cons and illegal business dealings.
Nowadays Microbe rarely resorted to a street fight, preferring to pay his thugs to do his dirty work. Instead he’d mastered the art of how to lure his next con with the outward appearance of being a harmless charming man, who spoke with a soft, gentle voice. He applied the principals of his early teachings to his dodgy business dealings, always staying one step ahead of his victim.
It was by mere chance that fifty-eight year old Michael Microbe stumbled upon Eden Cove, a small picturesque town in Far North Queensland, Australia. The small township’s life source was the fishing fleet, but what had Microbe most excited, Eden Cove was right on the doorstep of The Great Barrier Reef. Ideas began to form in his mind for ventures that could adequately fund his retirement plan.
As his origins began in a small town, he understood what laced the town’s people together. Usually the populace of a small town had lived in the community all their lives, so looked upon one another with a kind of kinship. With this in mind, he knew the key to his ultimate success was to be accepted by the locals.
Microbe decided the best place to start was with the local constable. It didn't take him long to learn the man was lazy and had no intention of aspiring up the ladder to a more demanding position. Another aspect of the constable, which added to Microbe's interest, was that he spent most of his spare time playing the pokies or laying a bet on the horses.
Microbe knew it wouldn't take much to bribe the constable, but he needed to learn more about the town. He took the time to familiarise himself with everyone and everything about Eden Cove. He was astounded, but also overjoyed to learn that there was no watchful eye patrolling the ocean. Microbe's mind raced with ideas of how he could make himself a very rich man.
While conversing with the locals, one main complaint continually raised, was that the town was in desperate need of better facilities. There was only one, overworked, local doctor, and the nearest hospital was over 100 kilometres away. Many families spent time apart as their children had to travel, or board, to complete their schooling, because the small local school only catered up to the sixth grade.
The further Microbe delved, the more certain he felt the odds were stacked in his favour to invest in Eden Cove and possibly set down roots. In order to ingratiate himself with the local population and gain the trust and respect required to mask his plans, he resorted to becoming a philanthropist. He provided expendable funding for local projects, proportionate to the returns envisaged from his plans.
As the construction of a small community hospital began, his name was often mentioned with respect. By the time the expansion of the school started, he was looked upon as a hero and elected as their new mayor.
With his position in Eden Cove right where he wanted it, he knew the time had come for him to approach the local constable. After a friendly chat over a beer, a deal was struck for an agreed monthly amount to be paid into Woods account. With the constable now in his pocket, Microbe began work on building a small Marina that would enable him to move forward to the next faze of his plans.
 
Ten years later…..
 

CHAPTER TWO
Max Steel was thirty-six years old and on medical leave from the army when he chose Eden Cove to recover from his injury. He was on the opposite side of the scale to Microbe. Standing at 189 cm, with rugged good looks and coal black hair, he was a man of scruples, with a regimental belief of the law. Many believed the man lived up to his name of Steel, not just for his physical strength, but he had an impressive ability to remain calm in dangerous and difficult situations.
Steel was an only child and from a young age all he wanted to do was to serve his country like his father. When he was twelve he joined the army cadets and at the age of seventeen passed the entry requirements to become a private in the army. Steel’s ultimate goal was to join the Special Air Service Regiment, abbreviated SASR, though commonly known as the SAS. A Special Forces unit of the Australian Army formed in 1957.
Steel’s father was secretly pleased, but warned his son that he had set a very high bar for himself. His father tried to prepare him for the road ahead by telling him that only the elite made it through to earn the SAS badge. It involved more than being physically fit and proficient at using a weapon. He had to be mentally tough and have the ability to operate behind enemy lines, but also to know how to function on his own if everything went pear shaped, something many soldiers could not cope with.
To prove his determination to his father, Steel studiously worked his way through the ranks. In an effort to prepare for the tough road ahead, he decided to learn how to use his body as one unit by joining Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu, a grappling-based martial art. Its central theme teaches the skill of controlling a resisting opponent in ways that force them to submit.
Aside from Steel’s ambition to become an elite soldier, he had a fascination for technology and gadgets. At the age of ten, using old radio parts, he successfully made an audio bug that transmits on FM frequencies. His natural talent for gadgetry eventuated into it being an invaluable craft in his chosen career.
Sadly for Steel, his father never lived to see him make the Special Forces, but his mother assured him he would have been proud he’d achieved his goal. Two years after his father’s death he lost his mother, a loss he struggled with. His coping mechanism was to immerse himself totally into his career and adopted the army as his family.
The furthest thing from Steel’s mind when he came to Eden Cove was to settle down and start a family, but little did he know he already had a young teenage daughter.
He had been preparing to leave Eden Cove when he heard a knock at the door, filling him with annoyance. Along with a Do Not Disturb sign he’d hung on the doorknob, he had clearly stated upon check-in that he did not wish for his room to be cleaned, or to be interrupted in any way until he had checked out.
Ignoring whoever was at the door he continued with his packing until the knocking became more insistent. Due to the nature of his job Steel was ever on the alert, so grabbed his service pistol and cautiously made his way to the window beside the door, moving the curtain a fraction.
He was surprised to see a blonde haired girl of about thirteen, wearing a micro-mini skirt. Figuring she’d knocked on the wrong door he went back to his task.
“I know you’re in there, I saw the curtain move,” the girl yelled as she pounded on the door.
 Realising she was most likely drawing attention to his room he shoved his gun in the waistband at the back of his jeans and angrily opened the door.
“Can’t you read? The sign says Do…Not…Disturb!”
“Are you Max Steel?”
He was momentarily thrown that she knew his name as he had checked in as Daniel Robinson. He took the time to study her, noting that she had many facial piercings, but also, her body language told him she had a whole lot of attitude.
“Who are you and what on earth possessed you to pierce your face with all that metal?” he asked.
“I didn’t come here for a lecture on my personal appearance. I just want to know if you are Max Steel. Is that too hard a question to answer?”
She folded her arms across her chest as she stared back at him, while noisily chewing a piece of gum. Her attitude annoyed him, but as he looked at her defiant eyes he felt there was something familiar about her, but was certain he had never seen her before.
“Why are you looking for a man called Max Steel?”
“Answer a question with a question, which means I’m at the right place. By the way my name is Michelle Brown and all the answers to your questions are in the envelope.” 
Steel looked down at the large tattered envelope that she held out to him, but he remained unmoving.
“Hmm, perhaps the man can’t read.”
Steel folded his arms across his chest and watched on with a bored air as Michelle opened the envelope.
“It’s probably best to start with the official document first. Name of child: Michelle. Name of Mother: Adele Brown, Name of Father: Ma...”
Steel quickly dragged her into the room as he surveyed the car park before closing the door.
“So I guess I’ve found dear old dad. Have you got anything to eat, I’m starving?”
Without waiting for a response, Michelle opened the fridge and found it devoid of food, but there was a six-pack of beer. She grabbed a stubby and expertly twisted off the lid before bringing it to her lips.
“What the hell do you think you are doing?” Steel asked as he took the beer from her.
“Having a drink, isn't that obvious?”
“You’re far too young to be drinking.”
“What's a couple of years?”
“Let me see that birth certificate,” Steel demanded.
Michelle scowled at him as she handed him the envelope. He first scanned the certificate to ensure it was authentic and then read the letter.
 
 
Max,
There is no easy way to tell you that Michelle is your daughter. The reason I never told you until now, was because when I first found out I was pregnant we had gone our separate ways. You had just started your career in the army and at the time I thought it was best to let you follow your chosen career path.
 I married John Brown, a former colleague of yours, which is how we were able to track you down. Michelle is a headstrong young girl, who is determined to push all the boundaries. I had never told her about you, but she recently discovered her birth certificate and learnt the truth. Not surprisingly she was angry that I'd kept this from her.
Nothing I seem to say or do has any affect on her, so I am asking you for your help, as I have exhausted all my possibilities. I feel Michelle really needs the guidance of her father to steer her in the right direction. I have also enclosed a copy of her Birth Certificate, as I know you will want proof, but you only have to take a good look at her to know she is your daughter.
Sincerely,
Adele Brown.
 
He looked at the girl standing before him and it suddenly dawned on him why she seemed familiar, it was her eyes. They were sky blue and fringed with thick black lashes, the same eyes he saw every morning when he shaved in front of the mirror. They both stared at one another, Michele with a look of defiance, while his was one of consternation. His watch suddenly beeped, reminding Steel it was time to leave.
“Look I’ve got a plane to catch.”
“Cool, I haven’t been on a plane before,” responded Michelle.
“You’re not coming with me.”
“Did you not read the letter? I’m now your responsibility.”
Steel bit back an angry retort aimed at her mother for her method of informing him he had a daughter.
“You’ll get your chance to fly on a plane, but you won’t be coming with me today,” he said as he slung the strap of his duffle bag over his shoulder.
“Why the hell not?”
“Because where I’m going is not a place for young girls.”
“In other words you don’t want me.” 
Steel felt as if he’d received a punch to his chest at her words. It was at that moment it fully hit him, he was a father and his daughter was standing right in front of him.
For the first time he really looked at her, not as a father, but as a man in his line of work. He took in the facial piercing, the way she was dressed and then looked at the hurt in her eyes. In that moment he knew her outward appearance was all a facade to make her look tough, so as to hide her inner emotions.
What is her reasoning for this, is she unhappy or trying to fit in at school?
Feeling like a heel he paced back and forth as he tried to think, before locking himself in the bathroom to make some calls. The first call was to his superior requesting an extension on his leave and the reasons why. The second was to a retired female work colleague who owed him a favour.
Steel had seen and done many things with the SAS, which is why he’d made the decision many years previous to remain single and unattached. Not just because of the huge pressure put upon a spouse from the long silent periods apart, but also his fear of what an enemy might do in retaliation to those he loved.
With his friend agreeing to take in Michelle to give him time to organise better arrangements, he returned to the room to find his daughter sitting in front of the TV.
“I have a friend, her name is Ann, she has a property in the country, she is happy for you to stay there until I can sort some things out,” said Steel.
“Meaning you’re palming me off onto someone else,” she said angrily.
“Only temporarily, as I said I have some things to sort out.”
“Like what?”
“For starters, we need a suitable place to live.”
 

CHAPTER THREE
Steel had remained in Eden Cove, while his protesting daughter was safely sequestered on a country property with Ann. He had less than two weeks to sort something out before she was due to go back to school.
His thoughts continued to go round in his head as to what to do. He didn't want to shirk on his responsibilities as a parent, but his quandary was that he’d signed up to the SAS until retirement. He decided to go for an early morning run in the hope it would clear his head and he'd be able to look at things more objectively.
After pushing himself hard for forty-five minutes, his thoughts had become more chaotic, to the point he felt like a mouse on a tread wheel that was making no progress. As he ran up the quiet main street, he weaved through bundles of newspapers that were being off loaded from a van. For no particular reason he decided to buy a copy of the local paper.
When he was back in his motel room he quickly showered and then made himself a cup of instant black coffee. As he perused the paper, a full-page ad in the real estate section gained his attention about a large secluded property.
Is this the answer to my questions, is Eden Cove the perfect place to set down roots and Michelle to finish her schooling?
Steel decided it wouldn't hurt to at least take a look at the property, the clock was ticking fast and he had to make a decision soon.
The moment Steel set foot in the local Real Estate office Michael Microbe recognised the eyes of a desperate man and did his best to contain his knowing smile.
Steel kept the introduction brief, avoiding any mention of his name. Instead he went straight to the point and asked about the house and acreage advertised in the paper. He immediately picked up on the change in Microbe's body language and saw the spark of excitement in the man's eyes, which made him suspicious of the questioned property.
"Do you happen to have an aerial image?" Steel asked.
"As a matter of fact I do."
Microbe walked over to a filing cabinet and after a few moments pulled a series of photos from a file, which he handed to Steel.
Despite Steel’s earlier suspicions about the property, his interest was immediately tweaked at what appeared to be a solid looking boundary fence, which encompassed the property. All that was visible of the house was the roof, which in itself seemed large. On further investigation of the photos it appeared the property was almost isolated from the rest of the town.
With a combination of fear that his enemies may gain knowledge he had a daughter, along with a need to distance Michelle from any bad influences, he agreed to take a look.
Steel requested that Microbe first drive the outside perimeter of the boundary fence as far as was possible, before entering the property. Microbe was happy to oblige and Steel was pleased to see a solid concrete masonry wall, which he estimated to be about three metres in height.
“The owner obviously likes his privacy,” commented Steel.
“The original idea was for the place to be an exclusive retreat for the rich and famous, but the owner ran out of money before he could complete the project.”
Microbe finally steered the vehicle to the property entrance, which had no gate and as they meandered up the drive, Steel noted the place was overgrown and in need of some major attention. The first thing Steel noticed when the derelict house came into view was the graffiti, causing his interest to take a nosedive.
He heard Microbe curse under his breath and going by the look on his face, he’d been unaware of the vandalism. From what Steel had seen so far, he felt the asking price was exorbitant. As if reading his thoughts, Microbe immediately offered a price reduction.
Steel mulled this over for a few moments and then decided there was no harm in taking a further look around. Once he got his mind past the graffiti, empty beer cans and scattered rubbish, he slowly walked through the large low-set house.
There were no windows, only the openings, nor was there any interior walls, not even any frame work to denote the layout of rooms. When he looked up he saw the timber roof beams and underside of the tin roofing. The house was nothing but a shell of concrete and brick.
When he looked through one of the window openings that faced the backyard, he saw a veranda that ran along the length of the house. He stepped through a doorway opening and saw a short distance away, a long concrete pit, figuring it was most likely the beginnings of a swimming pool.
Microbe talked continuously about the property, but Steel ignored him and walked out further. When he was out of earshot of Microbe’s annoying chatter, he stopped and slowly scanned the area that surrounded the house. His initial reaction on seeing the graffiti and discarded rubbish of squatters began to fade. He closed his eyes and drank in the quietness.
He was overcome with a sudden urgency to have a place he could retreat to and escape the noise of war. His thoughts went to Michelle. It was blatantly obvious to him that she had a chip on her shoulder, but also, she was at an impressionable age. Steel knew it was now his responsibility to ensure she didn’t end up like one of the vandals that had left their tag on the walls.
He opened his eyes, once again taking in his surroundings, as ideas began to run through his head. A hint of a smile came to his face at the thought of having his own place, a home to share with his daughter. He stared off into the distance and got a glimpse of the high boundary fence through the trees.
I can make this place a veritable fortress where I can protect her.
“I’ll take it,” he said as he turned to Microbe.
It took a moment for Steel’s words to register.
“On the proviso of a further price reduction of seventy-thousand,” Steel said before Microbe had a chance to respond.
Microbe’s reaction went from elation to dismay and shook his head in disagreement to Steel's offer.
“You can’t be serious, that’s daylight robbery.”
“That’s my one and only offer. Take it or leave it.”
Microbe continued to shake his head.
“Fine, don’t bother driving me back to town I’ll walk.”
Steel turned on his heel and took long purposeful strides back inside the house and out the other side. He wondered how far he would get before Microbe would change his mind, which he knew he would. Going by the derelict state of the place it had been on the market for years and Steel wouldn’t be surprised if the current owner was Microbe himself.
Steel had got about halfway down the drive when he heard the vehicle come up behind him. Microbe beeped the horn to get his attention, but Steel ignored him and continued walking. When Steel reached the property entrance he crossed the road and headed to town. Microbe came up alongside him, keeping the vehicle at Steel’s walking pace.
“Twenty-thousand on top of the original offer, making a reduction of forty-thousand,” yelled Microbe.
Steel’s response was to break out into a run.
“Okay I'll drop it another fifteen,” Microbe yelled when he came alongside.
Steel continued to run and Microbe kept making offers until he finally realised there was going to be no further negotiations on a price with the man, so he decided to accept the offer, as he planned to do his usual trick. A cleverly worded contract that would benefit him better financially, but one the buyer had no way of backing out of.
“Okay then, I'll accept your offer,” yelled Microbe.
Steel stopped suddenly and Microbe had to reverse to come back alongside. Despite Steel winning on the price, he saw Microbe was smiling.
“I’ll get my lawyer to make a start on the contract as soon as I get back to the office.”
“Tell him to have it ready for my perusal by nine o’clock tomorrow morning or the deal is off,” responded Steel.
“A contract is impossible to organise in such a short amount of time!” exclaimed Microbe.
“It’s a straight forward contract, no special clauses. I’m sure his secretary has a template. All she has to do is type in the property in question and the price; we can add the names tomorrow.”
Microbe looked at him questioningly before he spoke.
“Are you a lawyer?”
“No, but I studied business law. I’ll see you tomorrow morning and if everything is kosher, we can get the ball rolling for payment and transfer of deeds to the property,” replied Steel before crossing the road and made his way back to his motel room.
Microbe was seething and had to concede that the man had cleverly outwitted him. It had been poor judgement on his part to purchase the property in the first place. At the time he was sure he could make a sizeable profit, but due to lack of interest it had become a financial encumbrance. He was in desperate need for a large cash flow and a deal under this man's terms, who's name he didn't even know, was not going to make that happen.
By the time Microbe arrived back at his office, he was in such a rage he decided he was not going to lose on this property. He had seen the look on the man's face as he surveyed the place; it was a look he had seen many times before. He wanted it desperately.
He opened the bottom drawer of his desk and grabbed the bottle of whiskey, which was kept there for medicinal purposes. He poured himself a good measure to help calm his nerves and threw it down his throat in one gulp. As he felt the warm liquid spread down through him he made a decision to stick to his original price reduction of twenty-thousand, not a cent more.
If the man wants the property as much as I think he does, he will accept my offer!
The sudden sound of the phone ringing brought him out of his thoughts.
“Michael, its Richard Savage. I’m calling about the offer I made you.”
Microbe ground his teeth and silently cursed before he spoke.
“Mr Savage, as generous as your offer is a partnership is not something I wish to enter into.”
“That surprises me, considering your current financial situation.”
Microbe’s face went red with rage and gripped the glass so tight in his hand it threatened to crack.
“Your silence speaks volumes,” said Savage.
“My silence says nothing and you have no idea about my financial position,” said Microbe through gritted teeth.
“Surely you don’t believe I would make such an offer of a partnership, without first learning everything there is to know about you,” replied Savage with a smile.
“Well, obviously your sources of information are lacking. My financial status is in the black and not the red as you are led to believe,” Microbe said, enjoying the moment.
“You’re bluffing.”
“Not that it is any of your business, but I’ve just sold a large property.”
Microbe smiled as he heard the click of the line being disconnected, but it was short lived. Savage had backed him into a corner leaving him only one way out; he had to sell at a drastically reduced price agreeing to Steel's terms. He picked up the phone and called his lawyer.
 

CHAPTER FOUR
Steel had his legal name put on the deeds of the property, but he knew if Microbe wanted to delve into his background, he would learn he is an officer in the army, but not much more. Steel was confident that even the finest of investigators would not gain knowledge of his true rank or that he was with Special Forces.
With the exchange of money and the transfer of the property deeds, Steel set in motion the completion of the house. His first priority was ensuring the perimeter of the property was secure. He outsourced a crew of trusted men who would live on site and carry out the necessary renovations. All deliveries were met at the entrance gate and everything was on a need to know basis.
On the completion of the house, Ann had agreed to step in as a proxy mother while Steel was away on active duty. This would allow her sister and young family who lived with her, more freedom of her house at intermittent intervals when she was away.
To ensure there was no connection between Steel and his daughter, a second secure entrance was built on the other side of the property, which would be solely for Michelle and Ann’s use.
As much as Microbe was glad to have the monkey off his back through the sale of the property, he had an uneasy feeling about Steel. The secrecy of what went on behind the high fence was not his only concern. Despite having a good man on his team who had the ability to unearth all kinds of information, he'd found nothing of great interest when it came to Steel.
Why did the man come to Eden Cove? Is he trying to muscle in on my turf, or is he one of Savage’s men?
Over the following months Steel came and went without the knowledge of the town's people. Ann sent him regular updates about Michelle through an agreed channel. As the completion of the house drew near, Steel paid a visit to Ann’s property to prepare Michelle for the move.
“Michelle, as much as I hate to say this, the world cannot know that I’m your father.”
“Are you worried I’m going to cramp your style,” she replied sarcastically.
“You know what I do for a living and because of it there are people out there that would use you to get at me.”
“That’s going to be a bit difficult when we are both living together, or are you going to tell everyone you’re my uncle?”
“I won’t be telling anyone anything, because as far as Eden Cove is concerned, they will be unaware you live on the same property as me.”
“If you think you can lock me up until I turn eighteen you can forget it!” Michelle exclaimed angrily as she rose to her feet.
“Calm down and listen. The property is very large, so I’ve made provisions for a second entrance, one that is not easily visible and will be only for your and Ann's use.”
“Ann?” asked Michelle.
“Yes, until you reach eighteen, on the times I'm away, Ann will live at the house and pose as your mother.”
“Why?”
“You’ll need someone to take you shopping, take you to school…”
“I’m not going to another hick school, the one I'm at is bad enough!” she responded defiantly.
"Well, then you might find the one at Eden Cove more to your liking," responded Steel.
Michelle gave Steel one of her 'death stares' and Ann struggled to contain her smile. She’d lived with Michelle long enough to know she was almost a clone of her father’s traits. Ann knew Steel was yet to realise, he had finally met his match with Michelle.
“You will be going to school in Eden Cove and you will follow my strict set of rules. When I am not home, Ann will be in charge.”
Michelle’s response had been to storm off and lock herself in her room, turning up her music to wall shaking volume. Ann felt certain her sister was counting down the days when her and her family had the house to themselves.
It had not been an easy task for Ann in taking on Michelle, as she was headstrong and stubborn, to the point Ann began to understand why Adele had been at her wits end as to how to deal with her daughter.
 
 

CHAPTER FIVE
By the time Ann arrived at Eden Cove with Michelle, the school year had reached its end and Steel had managed to get some leave time to help Michelle settle in. In the beginning Michelle thought Ann was her father’s co-conspirator and wondered how much he was paying her to be her warden. As Steel had spent most of his life in a regimental routine, he approached parenting in the same manner.
Michelle retaliated by pushing the boundaries as far as she could and Steel likened it to living in a war zone, although like none he’d ever encountered before. He dealt with the situation the only way he knew how, drawing on his military instincts, which only made matters worse. The tension in the house was bordering on explosive and both parties were looking forward to the end of Steel’s leave time.
Steel not only struggled with the fact he had a teenage daughter, but one that seemed to hate him. Most of the time Michelle did hate her father, but for mixed reasons. On one hand she felt he used his career as an excuse to shirk his responsibilities by continually leaving her. Then on the other, when he did return she felt he looked upon her as one of his troops rather than his daughter.
What Michelle didn’t seem to understand, was that her father only had her best interests at heart. He knew if his enemies gained knowledge he had a daughter, they would do everything in their power to find her. Despite her claims he was paranoid, he wanted to prepare her for what he believed was inevitable, so began teaching her survival tactics and self defence.
As he was well versed in Brazilian jiu-jitsu he began to teach this to Michelle. He soon discovered she was a quick study and this made him feel proud. His mistake was that he didn’t tell her. As time passed, Ann managed to break through the protective wall Michelle had built around herself; to the point they became friends.
The day before Steel was to leave for one of his covert operations, he and Michelle were at loggerheads over something Steel thought was inconsequential. Michelle locked herself in her room and secretly showed her defiance, by enrolling in Kali, a form of Filipino Martial art that uses knives.
Two days after Steel had left, Michelle asked Ann to take her to her first class, which was a good hour’s drive. Ann tried to dissuade her, not just for the distance to travel, but she knew Steel would not approve. After constant badgering Ann finally conceded. To the surprise of both Ann and the teacher Michelle took to Kali as if it was in her blood. Knowledge of Michelle’s chosen sport was kept from Steel until his return.
Despite his anger, Michelle had the support of both Ann and her teacher, making Steel realise this was one battle he had to concede defeat. Ann updated Steel on everything in relation to Michelle since he'd been away, as well as the happenings in Eden Cove. They were both sitting on the veranda while Michelle was doing laps in the pool.
“What’s your take on Microbe?” Ann asked.
“Why?” Steel asked, taken by surprise at her question.
“The majority of the town think he is just wonderful. The few times I’ve met him he has been charming enough, but there is something about him I just don’t like.”
“You were a good soldier and I've always trusted your gut instincts,” replied Steel.
“Thank you. I actually did a bit of digging and learnt he came to Eden Cove with big dreams and an abundant flow of money that made the town what it is today. As to where this apparent wealth came from I don’t know. All I could uncover was a trail of bankrupt companies and angry creditors.”
Steel’s mind went back to his dealings with Microbe with the purchase of the property, remembering Microbe’s words about the steal of the century. That might have been Microbe’s intention, but it had worked in his own favour. One thing Steel was certain of, Microbe had been desperate for money at the time.
“Keep a close eye on him and make sure Michelle gives him a wide berth, or anything that is linked to him in anyway,” said Steel.
“I will. Speaking of Michelle, you have to realise you can’t keep her every movement under scrutiny forever. When she turns eighteen she will legally be an adult who can make her own decisions.”
“I know, but that’s years away and something I don’t want to contemplate at present.”
“I would have never in a million years thought Max Steel would do the proverbial ostrich and put his head in the sand.”
Steel rose to his feet and watched his daughter put herself through a gruelling pace in the water, suddenly reminding him of himself. Ann got up and stood beside him as a friend. Once many years ago there had been a very short romance, but they both wanted different things. It was a mutual agreement that they just be friends.
“Max, I’ve been with Michelle long enough to know her main goal at present is to be a normal teenager.”
“What are you saying?”
“Michelle looks upon her life here at Eden Cove as a jail sentence. She feels she is being punished for a crime that she did not commit.”
Steel turned and looked at her in stunned silence, as he didn't know how to respond.
“Max, ease up on her, because I know as sure as I’m standing here right now, if you don't, she will rebel in such a way that it will have serious consequences and I'm not speaking in relation to any punishment you dish out.”
 
One year later…..
 

CHAPTER SIX
At Eden Cove, all the attention was focused at the ocean entrance of the marina, where a purpose-built berth had been established. The town was abuzz with the arrival of a multimillion-dollar yacht called the Talisman. Due to its size, its tall masts could be seen above the rooftops a good distance away. The town was rife with speculation as to the identity of the owner, which for some reason was kept a secret.
From what Ann had told Steel about Microbe, he thought the man was the most likely candidate, but then felt it was at odds with the man's flamboyant nature to keep it a secret.
What is the purpose of bringing such a large vessel to Eden Cove?
Steel decided this was something he should look into. He had no luck unearthing the owner, as the trail only led him to a series of shell companies. This once again made him suspicious that the owner was Microbe.
Upon further investigation he learned the yacht was available for charter, but what he found surprising, there was an outright ban on any locals setting foot on the vessel. Steel remembered Ann telling him Microbe had a strong influence in the town.
Why would the man who worked hard to earn the towns respect, allow this obvious snubbing of the towns people?
With these thoughts in mind Steel was even more determined to learn the identity of the owner of the Talisman. He decided to first make some inquires with the Australian Border Control, for information on the waters off and around Eden Cove. Steel was shocked to learn that it wasn’t a patrolled area, because it was listed as a Marine Park and World Heritage area, which required a special permit that was only granted to tourism operators for regular operations and only for specified moorings and locations.
That has to be why the Talisman is registered for charter, it needs the permit to avoid scrutiny.
Steel grabbed a beer from the fridge and walked out onto the veranda as thoughts ran through his head. His mind once again went back to his conversation with Ann about Microbe’s shady past before he came to Eden Cove. Steel was beginning to understand the reasoning behind Microbe investing in the area. With the trust and support of the town, no one would focus any undue attention towards him.
Microbe had to have known the waters weren’t patrolled. Is the embargo on any locals boarding the vessel, because of their knowledge of the waters in the area?
He took a long swig of his beer as he stared out into the darkness as his mind raced. He believed the only sense of the embargo was so no questions would be asked about the route the yacht travelled.
Chartering the yacht is a cover to make things look legit, but also the only way he could get his permit. So what is the reasoning for a vessel so large that a special berth had to be built to house it, what is its intended cargo?
The possibility that the introduction of the expensive yacht had brought a dark side to the area concerned Steel greatly. He had chosen the small seaside town as he had felt it would be the safest place to raise his daughter.
Thinking of Michelle reminded him that her fifteenth birthday was only days away and he still did not know what to get her. As Michelle hadn't seen her mother for some months, he wondered if she would like to see her.
Maybe a week away from here and a chance to catch up with old school friends is what she needs?
For the past few months she had worked nearly every weekend on a local boat charter, squirrelling away every cent for something he was not privy to. He remembered Ann's words that Michelle thought of Eden Cove as a jail sentence.
He reflected back to the time she had knocked on his motel room door with a rumpled envelope in her hand and a whole lot of attitude. It had been a rough and rocky road to where they were now, but he had no regrets. Even though he had butted heads with her more times than he cared to remember, he couldn’t bear the thought of her not being a part of his life.
His unease grew as he thought of how quiet she had been the last few weeks. Her silence usually meant she was planning something. He paced back and forth trying to think of how he could change things, when he thought he would put the proposal to her about visiting her mother.
He walked inside the quiet house and quickly walked up the hall to her room and knocked on the closed door.
“Michelle, can I come in?”
There was a moment’s silence before the door opened. She didn’t meet his eyes, but turned and sat on her bed absently flicking through pages of a magazine.
“I’ve been thinking about your birthday.”
“Wow, so you actually remember the date of my birth, even though you weren't around at the time,” she said turning the pages with more vigour.
Steel bit off an angry retort and took a deep breath.
“I was thinking you might like to get away from here...”
“I’m not going to Ann's!”
“That wasn’t what I was going to say.”
The two glared at each other for a moment and Steel realised he had approached the conversation all-wrong.
“I thought that maybe you missed your mother.”
"In other words you feel like you've done your duty and want to ship me back to mum!"
"No that is not what I was implying, I just thought..."
“I get the picture; you want to be able to chill here for a while without me cramping your style."
"No, what I was trying to say..."
"I’ve decided to spend my birthday with mum.”
Steel felt like he’d been punched in the gut, as he thought he would at least be spending her birthday with her, as it would be the first one in fifteen years. Once again he thought of Ann's words of warning, so decided not to make an argument.
“If that’s what you want, I’ll book your flight.”
“Thanks, but mum already has.”
Once again he felt an element of hurt that this had been conspired behind his back.
“Don't worry it won't interrupt with your schedule I'll catch the bus to the airport."
"Michelle, while I am home there is no schedule."
She gave him a distinct eye-roll and waited for him to further comment, but he said nothing, which surprised her.
"Well, if you're offering, I have to be at the airport by six tomorrow morning,” she said.
"Okay so an early breakfast," he said with a smile.
Michelle returned her focus to her magazine and Steel was left with no choice but to leave her room, closing the door behind him.
The following morning the drive to the airport was conducted with very little conversation, mainly due on Michelle's part.
“Don’t bother parking, just drop me off and go,” Michelle said as they neared the entrance.
“But…”
“I’m not a little girl dad, it’s time you face that fact.”
She looked across at him and for the first time in Steel’s life he felt a fear he had never experienced before. There were so many things he wanted to say to her, but realised he had left it too late.
“If that’s what you want,” he answered.
“Yep,” she said as she turned away from him.
Steel had barely stopped the car when she jumped out with her carry-on bag and walked quickly to the automatic doors of the building. He pulled on the handbrake and was about to get out, when a security officer waved him to move on. Feeling hollow inside Steel made the long drive home, his thoughts continually of Michelle and everything he had done wrong.
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