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        The fine men and women of Law enforcement, the military, and emergency services.

        Who do so much but receive little reward.

        But are ready to pay the price with little regard for their own safety.

        We thank you.
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      A colossal blood moon hung in the midnight sky and shone as brightly as a winter’s early morning sun. Below, the ocean reflected the Luna giant causing each wave to sparkle, like the lights of a big city. There was a whoosh of spray, and a mighty steel leviathan cut through the tranquil waters. A cruise ship of immense size – a city of the ocean, cruised by, its destination set, but it ran silent and dark, no music or signs of life. Aboard, it was as still and as dark as the grave.

      Below, in the bowls of the floating city, a group of passengers stood huddled together in fear in the darkened depths of the ship. Sparks flew down from broken power cables like bright orange raindrops. Intermittent flashes from bursts of electricity lit up the darkened lower sections and the faces of the scared passengers. Their wide-unblinking eyes were glued to the electronic counter as it flickered with every change of the countdown. A man knelt in front of them. Even though he was dressed all in black, his broad-shouldered back was made visible by the emergency lighting above the doorway and the internment flash of blue light from the broken power cables. The man as he used his hands to search for a way to switch off the timer, in case there was another way other to switch off the device.

      “Can you stop it?” Asked a tall blonde woman. The man remained silent, lost in his task, the rest of the world was oblivious to him, as though he were the only one in the room.

      “Hey, the lady asked you a question,” barked a large American, but the man knew it wasn't personal, the American was scared but acting bravely, mostly for the sake of the ladies – or himself.

      “Please, Mr Black – can you stop it?” The women asked again, the man they all knew as Mr Black stood up and walked towards them. Mr Black was tall, and his rugged features seemed more handsome as the flashes of light illuminated one side of his chiselled face. He wore all black, and he wore it well.

      “I need the code, but we have time” he lied – hoping it would reassure the people. He turned and looked at the timer that read 04:45:36. “I have to find the actual device and hope to stop it from there.” He turned and started to walk away but stopped. He half turned towards them and waited for a moment, as if pondering his next move. “Oh, and by the way, the name isn’t Black its Steel, Detective John Steel.” There was a large burst of sparks from the cables, making them shield their eyes. As they looked back to where Steel had stood, they saw only the empty passageway.
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          FOURTEEN DAYS EARLIER.

        

      

    

    
      The rain came down heavy and hard, with raindrops the size of peas hammering  against every surface, making dull thuds with each impact. The streets became like lakes, drains bubbled, and fountains of water spewed from the draining systems, as they were unable to cope with the watery onslaught. The sky above the Southampton port loomed with grey mountainous clouds that crackled and flashed as a storm brewed within. It had been several weeks since John Steel had arrived back home in Britain. The trip he had considered to have been most productive and fruitful in many ways. He had spent some time at the office of the company his family had founded some many years ago, to speak with the chairman of the board, to ensure everything was running smoothly, but mostly to make sure he wasn’t needed to be there. Steel wasn’t a businessman, that had been his father’s domain. Steel was a soldier – a detective, not someone who was meant for a desk job.

      He stood in the departure lounge and gazed out through the waterfall that was cascading down the thick glass of the waiting lounge window. A huge plate-glass screen was as big as the wall itself. He watched the ships in the harbour as they were rocked about like toy boats in a bathtub. There was a flash of lightning that lit up the sky, followed instantly by a crack of thunder. As the light show faded, the outside grew darker once more, and John Steel caught a glimpse of his reflection. He's tall broad-shouldered frame was clad in a black suit, a black shirt and maroon tie. A pair of mask-like sunglasses hugged the contours of his rugged good looks. John Steel looked like a million bucks, though, he was going for the two million look. The joys of undercover.

      As he lifted the cup to his lips, his face winced at the smell and taste of the strong brew. He smiled as thoughts of the Homicide Department back in New York came flooding back to him. A couple of weeks before, Steel was attached to the NYPD on a case. It had been a triple homicide, which had been masking a massive arms deal, set up by a criminal organisation. It was meant to be for just for one case, but he had the feeling things were not over - not yet, so he would remain there for a little while longer. Besides, he was having too much fun getting under their skin, especially the lead detective – Detective Samantha McCall.

      The lounge was full of families, tour groups, and people who just had to get away from it all. He did not fit into any of those categories. They were there for relaxation; he was there for answers. As he looked around at the happy couples who were laughing, and the children were running about with excitement. Everything seemed to slow down. His mind drifted to images of his wife. The memories rolled like an old film, real into his mind: her smile, her beautiful face. The locations appeared blurred in the background, but it didn't matter. As he watched memories unfold, the image was of his wife laughing and smiling, and they were running on a beach somewhere, their time together reeling off like he was watching a home movie in his mind. The image changed, she lying in their bed and rolling over to face him, she smiled as he touched her face, his heart froze as the image distorted, and her eyes became cold and empty. Steel went to cry out her name, but a sensation stopped him, something was yanking at his leg. Reality crashed through the daymare like a brick through a windowpane. Steel looked down with a startled and confused look on his face at first, but a warming smile replaced it. A little girl, who was no more than six years old, was tugging on his trouser leg, with not much force, but enough to get Steel’s attention. The girl had a look of that tender innocence and inquisitiveness most have at that age. For some sweet and amusing, and others found it annoying after a while.

      “Hey Mr, why are you so sad, are you scared of boats?” she asked, in a squeaky voice. Her rosy cheeks masked her freckled face, and her mousey-coloured hair was tied up into pigtails held together by bright pink hairbands with bobbles that looked like fat ladybirds. As Steel smiled at her, he looked up in time to see a woman rushing towards them; she knelt and grabbed her daughter, embarrassed at her daughter's intrusion.

      She was tall, blonde and beautiful. A black dress hugged her body, revealing every fake curve she had – but she made both work  well for her.

      “I am so sorry; I hope she didn’t disturb you?” Her voice was soft, with a hint of an East London accent.

      “Not at all.” Steel replied, smiling back at the woman. Steel noticed her ring finger had a white band, which indicated a divorce and, judging by the whiteness of the band, a recent one at that. Steel smiled and thought if she was on this cruise, the whole thing must have ended with her on top.

      “It’s fine; really, I was just daydreaming, that’s all.” Steel said, readjusting his sunglasses. Eyewear that he had found to be perfect to look at people without them noticing him, as well as having other unique benefits. As Steel gave the woman and the rest of the room a once over, as he did, he caught her gaze. A full, wide-eyed look, like the cat who was staring at the fishbowl look. It was obvious she liked what she saw – especially the lack of jewellery on the wedding finger, or the hint that there had been any for that matter. As she stood from the kneeling position by her daughter's side, the woman straightened out her dress, ensuring to push out her chest and flicked her long blonde locks.

      “Are you travelling alone Mr…?” She reached out a hand to start the formal introductions and inenviable friendly interrogation. Steel smiled and, taking her hand, laid a gentle kiss on the knuckles of her trembling hand.

      “Black, Antony Black, and yes I am travelling alone, a bit of a business trip mixed with pleasure,” he smiled; as he watched the woman became flushed, “And you are…?” The woman slapped back to reality by her daughter pulling at her mother’s dress and giggling.

      “What – sorry, I am Miss Wade, but you can call me Julie and this little madam is Trish.” She dug her fingers into the top of the child’s shoulders, causing her to giggle and struggle out of the tickle grip.

      “Would all passengers please make their way to the promenade ready for boarding, thank you,” came a voice over the Tannoy. A tall, thin, grey-haired steward placed back the handset and stood next to his female colleague as the preparation for the mass of people began.

      “I hope we run into each other again, Mr Black” Steel smiled, broadly.

      “Oh, something tells me that will be inevitable,” he bowed slightly with his right hand over his chest. “Madam” Trish giggled and returned the bow, “Madam” Julie smiled, and her tanned cheeks blushed as she made for the desk, entirely dazzled by the display.

      Steel stood back and watched in wonderment at the cascade of people pushing through the reception in an almost manic need to be first, and he knew it would be the same for disembarkation, the same people would be first off, and he smiled to himself and shook his head as he finished his coffee.

      As John Steel made his way outside and towards one of the three gantries, he caught the full view of the massive floating city, the whole walkway had been covered by what appeared to be a long marquee to ensure the seven thousand five hundred passengers wouldn’t get wet before they started.

      The massive wonder held twenty-three decks and lay 3,800 ft long; the floating  colossus was a remarkable sight; its white gloss walls gave way to the glass balconies of the apartments and the yellow lifeboats housed below the living quarters. As Steel entered the vessel, he saw a long-carpeted corridor which then opened out to the main floor. Large open brass-coloured elevators with seating carried the passengers to the upper floors, as well as grand staircases that led to the next deck. There were potted plants, a fountain in the centre of the room which held a large bronze statue of the ocean god himself. Steel took the stairwell – choosing to take in the breath-taking view of the open-plan floors. Reaching the next level, he noticed it opened out into a massive auditorium. Red and gold marble tiles lined the floors while grand stone pillars held up the next floor, which gave it a grand appearance – with its maroon wallpapered walls and paintings in gold frames. Chesterfield furnishings were arranged in groups across the marble floor. Steel was impressed at its mixture of old grand and modern, bright lights and entertainment. The white marble information desk, crowned with brass fittings that curved around the sides, and a polished oak top was placed against the right-hand wall.

      The ceiling rose up to around eight feet, the room itself had an abundance of touch screen information boards, large potted plants, and palm trees. Steel looked at the information pack he had received at check-in, which was more like a flight check-in than that of a cruise.

      He was in one of the suites on deck seventeen; he stood for a moment to get his bearings. Steel watched the masses rush here and there, as though the whole ship was about to close in five minutes. He chuckled to himself at the fact that these people had fourteen days to explore but felt the need to see everything now.

      “Can I help you, Sir?” Asked a steward in a white uniform. Steel turned and showed his key card, displaying his room number. “You’re on deck seventeen Mr – Black; elevators are just over there.” Steel thanked the man and made his way through the chaos towards the safety of the glass elevator. As Steel headed passed a brass post, he caught the reflection behind him, the steward was on his cell and watching Steel as he headed away. He thought nothing of it and just put it down to his soldier paranoia.

      Standing in front of his door, he drew out the key card and slipped it into the slot, a green LED flicked on, and a click signalled he could enter. The room was large with a king-sized bed and furnishings fit for a five-star hotel, at the far end of the room, a blaze of sunshine showed the sliding glass doors to his balcony. Throwing his suitcase onto the bed, he approached the two sliding doors and pushed the blue and white curtains to the side. Outside looked cold and miserable but the warm climate inside made it feel very much snugger. He turned and crashed onto the bed; he bounced slightly, meaning it was a good mattress – for him anyway. The bed was comfortable and inviting possibly too inviting. He shot up off the bed, “No” he thought, “I got to unpack.” He opened the suitcase and blew out a large breath to wake himself, “First unpack, and then check out the ship.”

      

      John Steel awoke with a start. There was a blast from the horn of the ship, followed by another as the ships bid its farewell to the port. Steel scowled, annoyed at the interruption to his nap.

      “Cheers for that you bastards,” he yelled, as though anyone could hear him, he looked at his watch – it was half-past two in the afternoon, he’d only been asleep for half an hour, but it had been a nice half-hour. Sliding himself off the bed, he silently cursed himself for giving in to the comfort of the mattress, but as he finally unpacked, he gave a self-indulging smile.

      

      At Herbert Walker Avenue, two large, long buildings lay next to the River Test. Their white walls housed the arrival and departures of the large cruise liners. Surrounding the buildings were a series of long-stay car parks and container storage for the large cargo ships. The clouds above gave a menacing bon voyage to the floating city with crackles, low rumbles of the electrical storm within.

      With a roar of power, a blacked-out Land Rover raced into the parking lot next to the cruise terminal and, with a screech, came to a halt, the vehicle was parked side on to the water. Slowly the back window wound down, the sound of electrical gears assisting its decent. A pair of binoculars crept out and scanned the vessel, only the sound of the hum from the engine, and the raindrops impacting with the metal of the vehicle, broke  the silence of the moment. As the ship pulled away down the river towards the mouth of the ocean, the car remained until it was no longer visible by naked eye or binoculars. As the massive ship became a dot on the landscape, the window wound up, and with a spit of gravel, the car sped away.
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      Detective Samantha McCall sat at her desk in the Homicide Department of the NYPD. Even though she was tired from a full day of investigating a homicide downtown, her youthful good looks held fast. McCall gently brushed the hair of her fringe away from her eyes as she proofread an arrest report she’d just finished typing. Her blue eyes scanned the document; satisfied the content was accurate; she filed it. Picking up her coffee mug, she sat back in her chair and took a mouthful of the dark liquid. Her eyes wandered to the empty chair next to her desk and stared at the void. Detective Joshua Tooms spotted her powerful gaze upon the chair.

      “You miss him, don’t you? Go on admit it.” he said, his voice deep and gravelly, like a brown bear would sound if it could talk. McCall looked up at him, still holding the same open-eyed expression, then McCall blinked.

      “No, I am trying to move the chair with my mind, jackass” McCall shot him a fake grin, which suddenly soured. “But if you ever tell him I’ll hurt you,” she said, with a friendly growl.

      “Yes, of course, OBI-WAN,” Tooms said, backing  off with his hands up, wearing a playful grin. McCall scowled back at him as he sat down in the chair. Tooms’s large frame hunched over the desk as he started to check his cell for messages. The phone seemed small in his large black hands. The guy had the frame of a quarterback and the haircut of a Marine.

      “So, no word from our boy, huh?” Tooms asked, taking note of her gaze at the empty chair. McCall shook her head with a worried look on her face.

      “Don’t fret girl, he’s probably been busy bustin' some bad guys over there and shooting everything” she smiled. “Or on a beach somewhere with some supermodels or something,” Tooms added - chancing a glance out of the corner of his eye and smiling  as he saw her murderous look.

      “Ok, are we done for the night? I am beat, and if I don’t make it home on time, I am a dead man walkin',” Tooms said, standing up and placing his cell away into a jacket pocket. McCall shook her head, suddenly confused for a moment, then a look of clarity shone through.

      “Oh god your anniversary, go, man, go, and give her my best,” McCall said, shooing him out with a guilty smile. Picking up the file, McCall headed towards Detective Antony Marinelli, who sat at his desk, looking uncomfortable.

      “Thought you would be heading out too?” She asked, somewhat confused until she saw the napkin on his desk. It was from a diner. As well as having the diner owner’s monogram; it held a phone number scribbled in blue ink and what appeared to be red lipstick in the shape of a pair of luscious lips. Smiling, McCall sat on the edge of his desk and looked down at him, looking back at her. Tony smiled and held up the napkin.

      “Did you call her?” McCall asked, with a searching look. Tony looked scared but forced a smile.

      “Not yet,” he replied, feeling like a school kid again. McCall laughed and picked up the receiver of the phone.

      “Call her – hey what’s the worst thing that could happen, right?” Taking the receiver in his hand, he froze for a moment. McCall laughed aloud, making Tony give her a hurt look.

      “My god Tony, you chase down murderers, you’ve taken on drug gangs when you were a NARC and done several tours in Iraq, but in the face of a pretty girl, you crumble. Sad, but sweet.” Tony laughed, knowing she was right.

      “Call the girl, make a date, then get out of here,” McCall said, as she winked at him and left him to talk. As she sat at her desk, McCall put down her coffee mug after taking several large mouthfuls; then turned her attention to her e-mails. There was a weird silence that made McCall look up and around the room. The bullpen was nearly empty, she sat back and blew out some air from her pursed lips. Her cell vibrated to life, the blue glow from the display showed that it was Steel calling. At first, she was reluctant to answer as he had not called or written for weeks. Hesitantly, she picked it up and answered.

      “Steel wow, long time, how’s it going?” McCall said, trying to cover the bitterness of her tone. Steel could make out the cover of her voice, and he felt terrible, but she would understand.

      “Hi McCall, sorry I haven’t been in touch or anything…” Steel started, still feeling he had left it too late to call.

      “No, it's fine, you have been busy, I get it,” her voice wobbled, and he noticed it, but he did not have time.

      “Look something has come up and well….” He hated to ask, but this was important. “Can you check something for me?” She looked at the cell phone, stunned; she wanted to smash the phone to pieces, but just hearing his voice again gave her a warm feeling.

      “Yeah sure, what is it?” She felt a lump in her throat swell, but she fought back the emotion. “Can you check on a company called Callan Industries,” she jotted it down on a post-it and stuck it to her monitor. McCall heard a loud horn blare in the background.

      “Steel, where are you anyway?” she asked, with a curious tone ringing in her voice.

      “Uhm – I’m on a cruise ship at the moment,” his voice sounded awkward and somewhat embarrassed at admitting to his location, knowing she would get the wrong idea.

      “Wait – you’re on a cruise, and you want me to look something up, are you friggin' kiddin' me?” She was stunned and angry at the same time.

      “McCall – Sam it’s important, I hate to ask, but you know I wouldn’t if I didn’t have too.” The line went dead, McCall had hung up or shot her phone, he couldn’t be sure. Either way, he knew she was pissed. McCall  threw the cell across the desk and screamed to herself.

      “Wow, that must have been Steel; how is he?” The sudden voice from behind her made McCall jump. McCall spun around slowly in her chair to see Doctor Tina Franks  standing there, her arms crossed and looking like she was on the way to a party.

      “No word for weeks then he calls to get me to check on something, do you believe the balls on the guy?” McCall growled through her teeth.

      “I’d love too, and I really think you’d love too as well, but for now, get your jacket “WE” are going out, and “WE” are going to have some fun.” McCall gave Tina an I can’t really look. But Tina grabbed McCall’s coat and held it out for her to put on. “Come on, get your sexy ass outta that chair,” Tina ordered.

      “On the menu tonight my girl is fun, fun, fun,” Tina said with a  purr in her voice and a wicked smile. Reluctantly, McCall stood and put on her coat like a six-year-old going to the dentist. “Come on, Sammy, smile; it will be fun…you remember fun, don’t you?”

      McCall could remember fun, and it was running around on a case with John Steel.
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      The cruise ship cut through the waves, it’s massive bulk unaffected by the chop of the sea. The view of the dock was long gone, and they were underway to the next port on the list. After finally unpacking his suitcase, Steel decided to take a walk and try to get acquainted with the layout of the vessel. Something was going to happen, and this ship or someone on it had something to do with it. Deck 8 was a massive expanse of shops, bars, coffee shops all lined up with white tiled floors and neon window signs. There was a central reservation with seating and palm trees and plants, which gave the whole place a feel of being in a big city, rather than being on a ship. Passengers rushed about, taking in the sights, excited at their new surroundings. Steel looked around, in awe of the ship’s interior and size. He wandered around a little longer before his mouth became dry – he needed something to drink. Steel smiled to himself. Next to a gift shop was an Irish Pub, with old-style seats and tables outside the entrance and alongside the wall and window. Steel chose a seat next to the window, he had a full range view of the area, and his back was to the wall.

      After a short time, a waitress came to take his order. She was short and petite. Her long black hair was tied up into a ponytail which bounced as she walked. She had a round face that sported a large mouth with a red lipstick smile. As she spoke, she gave a broad smile, causing her to squint – hiding her beautiful large brown eyes. Steel ordered a large Balvenie and a beer – feeling the need to blend in was excuse enough to start drinking so early in the day. He watched the people and wondered how he was going to find a target in all of this, he had over seven thousand suspects – and that was just the passengers. Plus, he didn’t know what they were suspected of doing? Hell, he did not even know what he was doing there, one thing was sure, if it were nothing, Steel knew the others wouldn’t let him hear the last of it when he got back to the precinct.

      Steel’s mind drifted back to the meeting with Darius Johnson at Battersea Park in London. Darius was an old friend of the family. Steel’s father had given Darius a job after he’d left the army, back in the seventies. The man was in his late fifties, an average-sized Jamaican, but he had the strength of an ox, he was strangely handsome with his short hair that had flexes of grey and a trimmed beard that made him look more like a professor. Darius often dressed in loud shirts and baggy jeans which seemed to be two sizes too big for him.

      The two men sat at one of the chess tables that were set up, so the public to come and enjoy a quick game. Of course, the half-empty bottle of wine between them told many that the two men had been there awhile.

      “Looks like I beat you again Jonny,” the man said, as he moved his queen into the checkmate position. He grinned with pleasure as he knocked over Steel’s King. “You must learn to concentrate my boy,” his accent was heavy with a Caribbean tone. Steel just smiled and sat back in his chair.

      “Concentrate, with that shirt?” Steel laughed. Darius looked down at his shirt and pulled the bottom forwards, the multi-patterned shirt screamed with colour.

      “What’s wrong with my shirt? Your problem is you have no style.” They both laughed.

      “It’s good to see you again, old friend,” Steel’s voice sounded calm and refreshed, Darius returned the smile.

      “So, what brings you home, last I heard you were a Detective in New York,” Darius said, with a curious wink.

      “I still am, Homicide Department” Steel replied, picking up the small bottle of mineral water and taking a quick mouthful. Darius’s eyes widened and gave a carp-mouthed nod.

      “Homicide, well, well. Funny, I remember you used to make the bodies, and ironically you now detect them, “Darius laughed and took a sip from the plastic wine glass. “And what about THEM?” Darius’s voice sounded bitter, and his expression was sour.

      “I get to hear a lot about THEM, don’t worry,” Steel replied, as he took another hit from the bottle. Darius nodded as he reset the board.

      “You always did make the strangest moves for the right reasons; I can’t believe you suck at chess,” Darius laughed.

      “Too many rules, if you change the rules it confuses your opponent,” Steel shrugged with a broken smile. Darius nodded in agreement.

      “Ok, so what rules are you bending now?” He could feel Steel’s eyes on him. Steel was silent at first as he moved his pawn into the middle of the board.

      “Leads in New York have gone silent, so I thought I would try back here,” Steel replied. Darius’s eyes looked up without moving his head.

      “Uh-huh, you know something, like I say, you don’t just do things without reason, so what or who are you after?” Steel smiled, and leant back in his chair and breathed in the fresh air.

      “God, I miss this sometimes,” he looked around at the people as they went about their day to day, enjoying the morning sun.

      “London, Britain or suckin' at chess?” Darius laughed. Steel just gave him the finger as he readjusted his sunglasses at the nose bridge.

      “A woman named Teresa Benning,” Steel said, leaning back after moving a pawn. Darius thought for a moment, then shook his head.

      “No, don’t know that one,” Darius admitted, with a shake of his head. Steel smiled, which made Darius feel very nervous, very quickly.

      “What?” Darius asked, looking  up from the board and  sitting back in his chair. A look of  mistrust covered his face.

      “Don’t worry; I know roughly where she is,” Steel laughed. Darius gave Steel an uneasy look.

      “Cool, where is she?” He followed Steel’s gaze to a woman playing on one of the other tables. She was pretty, with long red hair, large blue eyes, and a set of full pouting lips.

      “So, what do you need me to do?” Darius asked, suddenly figuring out that him being here was no coincidence.

      “Nothing much, just you know talk to her, keep her busy for a while,” Steel said, with a slight shrug of his shoulders. Darius chanced another look over his shoulder at the redhead.

      “And you will be…?” Darius turned around to find an empty chair where Steel had been sitting.

      “Man, I hate it when he does that,” Darius growled as he grabbed his drink and stood up.

      

      Her apartment was a minute’s walk away from the park, the place itself was set above a small grocery store, the entrance was a red door at the side of the store, through which a staircase led upwards to the apartment above. As Steel approached the front door of the apartment, he checked for signs of cameras or alarms but only found graffiti and spiders webs. Picking the lock took seconds as the bump key found its mark, and with a click, he was inside.

      Pulling the door slightly ajar, Steel took out a dentist’s mirror and scanned for an alarm. He almost seemed disappointed at how easy this was, Steel thought for a moment the information he’d acquired was false, but he had to check it out nevertheless. The flat was homely and tidy with potted plants in nearly every room. The long corridor ended with the kitchen at one end and the sitting room at the other; in the middle of the wooden-floored hallway lay the doors to the bedroom and a bathroom. The walls of the corridor had been painted terracotta, and the ceiling was white with Victorian-style edgings, the doors to each room were glossed white as were the skirting on the floor – giving the effect that the room was longer than what it was. He started in the kitchen - this had a brown marble effect vinyl floor, the surrounding pinewood cupboards, and work surfaces stood out from the white walls. Steel carefully looked through draws and paid particular attention to the photographs and postcards magnetically pinned to the refrigerator door. The cards had been sent from various locations – and all from a couple named “Stewart.” Steel took one last look then proceeded to the bathroom, the white-tiled room gave nothing up, and with a shrug, he entered the bedroom. The pink coloured walls clashed with the brass bed and the white furnishings, her clothes hung arranged in almost military fashion, Steel smiled at the thought of the phrase knowing most military people were not the tidiest of people. He started to have a bad feeling as he left the bedroom and entered the sitting room – so far, he had found nothing.

      As he looked around, Steel noticed that the apartment had been correctly set out, maybe too perfect. The sitting room was long,  with a large window at the opposite side of the room to the door. A fireplace with a dark wood surround was situated in the middle of the left wall – the flooring was the same as the hallway, and so was the paintwork. In the middle of the floor, facing the fireplace, was a black, cloth couch, and near the window on the right wall, there was a computer desk, proudly. Steel took his time looking at the room as he made his way to the desk; he did not want to miss anything. Sitting in the swivel chair, he turned on the computer; he knew that the computer would be password protected. Steel smiled, true enough the screen asking for the password. Steel began to search through draws at the desk for a clue to the password. Soon he found her passport – typing in her date of birth, he pressed the ENTER key, but only got a resounding “Ding” for failure. Then he remembered on the refrigerator she had put up many types of post-it as a reminder for her, regarding shopping items and who had called. He smiled.

      “Could she be that obvious?” Steel thought. He tilted the keyboard, and a disappointed look came over him. There at the underside was a piece small piece of paper sellotaped with the words UNITY1. Steel frowned and typed in the code, the screen opened. Steel looked at his watch, he knew that Darius wouldn’t be able to stall her forever, he had to hurry. Her folders drew a blank, so Steel went for emails, she had several spams from weight loss companies, dating agencies the standard stuff that clogs up the inbox, but then he saw several letters from “The Stewarts,” he clicked on to the latest one, his eyes widened.

      “Dear Teresa,

      Hope you are well and everything is going well at work.

      We have found the perfect trip. Also, Daddy says that NEPTUNE is good as gold.

      Don’t forget to pick up the goods and speak to Callan reference the industrial cleaner.

      All the best,

      The Stewarts"

      He closed down the computer and stepped back to think. Steel had an uneasy feeling.

      “What the hell is Neptune?” His words faded into a whisper, he had to go and find Darius, he was a wealth of information, and his memory was almost computer-like. Darius remembered every fact he came in contact with; if anyone would know – it was him.

      Darius sat outside a local pub, sipping tea. The pub was just around the corner from her apartment – meaning it was possibly her local watering hole, not that Darius was interested, his mind was on other things.

      “Damn it, Jonny, where the hell are you?” Darius said, studying his watch. He had waited nearly ten minutes after she had left him at that very pub. They had played chess and talked until she noticed the time, then insisted she had to go to work. Darius had walked her this far before she kissed him on the cheek for his gallantry and left. Darius looked behind him to see if Steel was approaching from the street behind. No luck, he cursed under his breath, thinking the worst. Images of her coming home and finding him there flooded into his head, but Darius knew Steel was too slick for that. He shook the thought from his head and turned back round to take another sip of the tea.

      “Jesus” he cried out at the sight of Steel sitting in the chair opposite. Darius’s yelp had caught the attention of a plump barmaid, and she made her way over. She had a cute smile, her black hair matched the colour of her skirt and waistcoat of her uniform, her white blouse straining to hold her large breasts, and her black stockings stretched over her large short legs.

      “What can I get you, gents?” She asked, chewing gum as she spoke, Steel looked up at her and smiled, her face was round but pretty.

      “Just a coffee, for now, thank you,” Steel replied, with a winning smile. She blushed and returned the smile.

      “Man, what it is with you and women?” Darius groaned, and shook his head. Steel sat back and looked innocent.

      “OK, Casanova what did you find at her place?” Darius took another sip after blowing on the fresh brew.

      “Don’t know, there was something to do with NEPTUNE, I found an email from a friend named

      “The Stewarts"  but that was certainly a cover for something” he shrugged, and picked up the menu card.

      “Have you heard of anything called NEPTUNE on your travels or someone called Callan who might be linked to the organisation?” Steel asked, as he checked out the steak and ale pie on the menu. Darius shook his head.

      “Neptune, mmm,” Darius said, stroking his beard. “Other than the Roman god and several ships and spacecraft, what can I say?” Darius said, taking out a pipe from his pocket and filling  it with tobacco from a pouch.

      “As for Callan, that could be CALLAN Industries?” Darius, said lighting up his pipe.

      “What do they do?” Steel asked, curiously.

      “Mostly bio tech and shit, weapons for the government, or anyone with the right cash,” Darius laughed. Steel knew that asking him about Neptune was a long shot, but he had to try. Steel’s gaze fell on the table opposite theirs, and to a man reading the daily paper. As the man lifted it to put the pages back to their original fold, Steel caught a glimpse at the front page.

      He waited until the man left, leaving the tabloid on the table, Steel shot up to grab it before anyone else had a chance. Steel held the paper up, hiding his face.

      “Hey man, do you want to share with the rest of the class?” Darius barked impatiently, knowing his friend had found something. Steel folded the paper down; Darius saw the huge grin of satisfaction on Steel’s face.

      “What you won the lotto, not that you need the money?” Darius smiled. Steel turned the paper round, so the front page was in full view. The new ship launched read the headlines, New flagship of the ocean travel group launched today, THE NEPTUNE is the largest passenger ship ever built at 3,800 feet long and able to hold over 7,500 passengers. Darius’s mouth fell open.

      “Do you think that…?” Darius went to ask, then saw Steel nodding wildly with a childish grin.

      The barmaid brought Steel his coffee; he smiled up at her and thanked her.

      “Well my friend, I think I better ready for a trip,” Steel said, taking a sip from his black coffee. Darius sat back and put his cup down.

      “You got a feeling about this boat?” Darius asked, with a curious look on his face. Steel nodded and sipped his coffee. “Well, I hope the fuckers have got insurance?” Darius laughed.
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      Steel snapped back to reality as a Tannoy message announced they were about to enter international waters. Steel looked around – seeing what had changed since his daydreaming had interrupted his observations. To his left sat two elderly gentlemen, playing chess, Steel smiled and headed off towards one of the restaurants. Finding a spot in the corner of the room by the long glass window, he settled himself, picking up the menu card he perused its contents, but studied the outside world with more interest. There were over nine thousand people on the ship or, to be more precise, over nine thousand needles in one hell of a big haystack. Steel needed something, anything that would give a clue as to what he was doing on the ship. He didn’t have a plan as such; he never did – plans go wrong, but sometimes they help. There had been a reason this ship was so important but for why? Whatever the reason, he had to find it and fast. A smiling Asian woman came over and took his order.

      “Just a coffee thanks”, Steel could feel her eyes on him. She was attractive with long black hair that had been pinned up to hold at the back; she had a slim figure and curves in the right places.

      “Maybe something later then, sir?” Her voice was sultry.

      “Yes, maybe later,” his reply was equally apparent as her question, as she turned and walked away. Steel smiled to himself, thinking about Darius’s remarks about him and women.

      The restaurant was half-empty,  except for families with screaming children - too excited to eat or take a nap, couples who looked happy to be away from their everyday life. Outside the restaurant, people moved about slowly – almost without purpose, the excitement of being on the ship had finally subsided, and they had come to realise there was no place to rush too. Steel looked over at the doorway just as a couple entered the restaurant. The woman was mid-twenties with only her man’s cash in mind. Her long legs put her at around six-foot-tall, and her long blonde hair was styled – possibly by some guy with a fake French accent who charges too much for too much hairspray and calls it the latest fashion. She wore a red and white checked  dress that hugged every curve of her body – purposely leaving little to  the imagination. The woman’s peach-shaped ass seemed to balance out her large breasts. Steel chuckled to himself, the man was around five foot six with thick-rimmed glasses, and a pensile moustache, his face was round and held a nervous look. As a waitress seated them not far from his table, Steel could not help but smile at the massive difference between them.

      “Ah,  L’amour,” Steel said, with a smile. In the far corner of the room, Steel noticed a man  sitting alone at the bar, he usually would not stick out as lots of people  were sitting unaccompanied, but something made Steel nervous, something about him was off. Steel watched the man as he made out he was watching the football on the large television on the wall, Steel couldn’t make out the man’s height due to the fact that he was slumped at the bar – as if he was trying to make himself smaller or not visible. He had shoulder-length brown hair which nearly hid his square-jawed face. He was in his mid-thirties and had the start of a tan which Steel thought may have been from Middle Eastern or African sun. Steel watched intently as the man scribbled in his small notebook, only looking up to take note of his surroundings. Steel broke his gaze; he emptied the contents of his coffee cup, and stood up, this trip was fourteen days long, and he needed to find why this ship's name was so essential, the problem was that Steel didn’t even know if this was the right place, all he knew was that the name NEPTUNE was important.
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      At the 11th precinct New York City, everything seemed like a typical day. The phones never stopped ringing, and uniforms brought in suspects for questioning, or people cued to speak to a detective or the desk sergeant. The crime rate that year had been strangely low – possibly due to the constant rain showers. Captain Brant of the Homicide Department had a theory that the warm weather made everyone nuts, so the cold, wet weather was a blessing. Unfortunately, some of the criminals didn’t share the same view and broke his law of criminality far too often. He sat in his office, going over the latest directives from 1PP – the Mount Olympus of the Police Department in New York, where the commissioner and the rest of the powerful suits sat and made decisions before a round of eighteen holes. A place he never fitted into – and would possibly never see as a workplace and that suited him just fine. Brant was a big man – broad shoulders filled out a white shirt with thin blue stripes. The first black man in his part of town to make it through college, served in the military in the Marines and after twelve years of service, joined the police department.

      He had seen most of his friends end up in gangs, then later making the front page because of a gang shooting. He had decided to make something of himself. He had served in Grenade and the first gulf war. He’d seen enough death to last him a lifetime, or so he’d thought, then he got posted to Homicide.

      Brant slammed down the paperwork and rocked back and forth in his chair. The government wanted to make more cutbacks and budget cuts. How were they supposed to keep order with fewer police and solve murders with fewer detectives? Overtime had gone out of the window last month, and at least ten good detectives had been asked to take early retirement. Brant had the feeling with any more cuts they might be looking at closing precincts next. Budget cuts, ha, they had plenty of cash when it comes to paying for a presidential visit. Brant stood up and looked out through his window and out onto the bullpen. He smiled as he saw McCall sitting at her desk. She was a good cop – captain material if she’d pull her finger out. She’d already done her sergeants exam and was waiting for confirmation. Probably wouldn’t get it with  these cuts, shame he thought, waste of a good cop, a good detective. With her was her best friend and also the police pathologist  – Tina Franks. Brant walked back to his desk and grabbed his suit jacket from the back of his chair. He was going home. No reason to stay, bad guys would still be there in the morning; besides, there was no overtime.

      “Good evening doctor,” Brant said, with a smiled greeting.

      “Captain,” she responded, returning the expressional greeting.

      “Sammy, don’t leave it too late, remember you’ll be working for free if you do,” he joked, but his voice held a bitter tone.

      “Goodnight Captain, don’t worry, I’ll be off soon, just need to finish off the paperwork for the Collins case,” she replied, pointing to the computer monitor.

      “OK, see you in the morning,” he said, slipping on his jacket, and headed towards the elevator. As he stepped into the elevator, he heard his phone ring. He was tempted to go back and answer it – but he knew it would be someone from downtown asking him what he was doing about the cuts. He let the doors slide shut. As they did so, he gave a wink to McCall and put his finger to his lips. She smiled and shook her head. He was out, at a meeting or something, was the only thing she could think of if her phone rang and the people Brant was avoiding called her. Try again tomorrow, dickhead; she continued to think. She smiled and shook her head. Possibly not those exact words, she thought with a wicked smile.

      McCall sat at her desk, sipping her coffee and looking out of the window at the far side of the room as the rain came down in sheets. The Cascades of water streamed down the misty panes, obscuring the view out of the window. Flashes of light clung to the rivers of rainwater and distant rumbles of thunder became lost in the melody of the New York traffic below.

      Mountains of files filled the corner of her desk, but she had no lust for the hours of paperwork, the adventure with Steel had given her insight into a darker but more exciting side of the job, and she wanted that, now. She looked over to the empty chair next to her desk and smiled softly; she almost jumped out of her seat when the phone on her desk rang with the electronic bell tone.

      “Detective McCall, Homicide” she listened while grabbing a pen and noting down an address on a pad of post-its that lay next to the phone. As she stood up, Tina Franks looked over towards her.

      “What’s up?” Tina asked, with a disappointed look on her face.

      “We got a fresh one,” McCall said, with a broken smile. “No fun tonight I’m afraid Tina, better grab your stuff,” McCall said, handing her a copy of the address. As Tina left, McCall spotted Detective Jenny Thompson coming from the coffee room “Jenny, get your coat, your riding with me.” The fresh-faced detective nodded eagerly. Jenny walked over to McCall just as she had opened her desk drawer.

      “Have you heard anything from Detective Steel?” Jenny asked, with a concerned look on her face. McCall looked up and shot the young woman a look that left her cold.

      “He is on vacation, on a cruise ship,” McCall said, slamming the drawer, and shoved the small notebook into her jacket. A post-it sailed gently down to the floor. As Jenny quickly turned, she knocked the piece of paper under the desk, as it flew under the words STEEL. CHECK CALLAN INDUSTRIES, disappeared from view.
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      The rain poured down relentlessly onto McCall’s faded blue Mustang as they turned onto Madison and headed north. As Detective Samantha McCall drove, the wipers on her ’66 Mustang worked overtime to clear the windscreen of the pounding rain. They soon arrived at the hotel on East 56th Street; the rain had kept many of the New Yorkers off the streets. Unfortunately, the people who had stayed home on East 56th had abandoned their vehicles rather than parked them. Between the poorly parked cars and UPS vans making deliveries, parking would be a nightmare on any day of the week, let alone a day when it was full of police cars and the ME’s wagons.

      Eventually, McCall found a parking spot next to a dry cleaner’s, its red and green sign seemed brighter as the rain streamed down the front window of the store. Both detectives made for the hotel. Rushing from the car, they entered the large brass front doors of the building, the lobby of the hotel was quite dark, even though the walls were a mixture of white paint and mirrors, the highly polished floor mirrored the small lights encrusted into the ceiling. Before them, stood a uniformed officer who directed them to the second floor. Not far behind them, Tooms and Tony came through the entrance, dripping on to the polished floor.

      “What the hell are you guys doing here?” McCall asked, with a scowl.

      “We got the call as well,” Tony said, waving his cell phone. “Besides, the date sucked, she preferred the waiter,” Tony shrugged.

      “Speak for yourself, I was havin' steak tonight man, friggin' steak and they call me in,” Tooms growled. McCall shot him a confused look – not understanding where his priority’s lay, it was his anniversary, and he was worried about steak?

      They took the elevator to the third floor. The small box shuddered to a halt, and the doors opened. As they stepped out, McCall noticed the hallway was full of uniform officers making door to door enquiries, to try to get some information on the victim or hopefully, the murderer. They moved up, passing officers in the hallway until they reached room 208. The room was large with a double bed that had been placed in the middle of the room against the right wall, the only light came from the bedside and a lamp on a dresser  which was opposite the bed.  Next to the large window, a standard lamp illuminated the corner. Two armchairs  had been placed in front of the window with a small coffee table nestled between them. Thompson oozed with pride as she passed the uniforms. She had gone through the ranks quickly, some thought too quickly, but she did not care. As they stood in the doorway, they could see Tina examining what appeared to be a woman on the bed. Before entering, the detectives put on the blue plastic booties, they had found next to the door, and a pair of blue gloves.

      “Ok guys, don’t touch anything, CSU hasn’t been in yet,” Insisted Tina, they all nodded in agreement. McCall was a thorough cop, a good cop; she insisted that the other detectives carry  at least two things - a notebook and a camera. Some thought the camera was unnecessary, but she had learnt from her dad that sometimes, memories are not enough on a case. McCall walked up to Tina, who was noting the body temperature.

      “Hey,” McCall said, greeting her friend. Tina looked around at McCall.

      “Hey,” Tina said, returning the greeting with a smile. “Well we got a Caucasian female around late thirties, early forties,” Tina said, as McCall took notes. The victim  was wearing a red dress which looked more evening wear than as if she were going shopping, possibly for a night out or rendezvous with someone special. The woman had been pretty once McCall had thought, noting the photographs of the woman that were on the woman’s cell phone.

      “So, I guess she sat on the edge of the bed and took out the .45, put it underneath her chin and…?” McCall said, mimicking the action with her fingers. The team took note of the massive blood splatter on the ceiling and most of the back wall; there was also a blood pool on the bed where she had fallen. The woman lay there, staring upwards into nothing with her grey, lifeless eyes. In her left hand, she held a nickel-plated snub-nosed .45 revolver – her fingers wrapped loosely around the pistol grip and trigger. McCall moved in closer to get a better look, behind her the CSU had arrived and were taking photos. McCall turned to see a small woman in CSU coveralls holding the SLR camera fully laden with flashes to get the perfect shot.

      “Sorry,” McCall said, moving out of the technician’s way. “Can I get copies of those as soon as possible please?” McCall asked.

      “Sure, Detective,” the tech replied as she took another shot. McCall watched as another tech  removed the pistol from the woman’s grip, and clicking the chamber open, he removed the cartridges one at a time, checking them and placing them inside a clear self-sealing evidence bag.

      “One round fired,” he said, holding up the empty brass case, then bagging it separately. McCall leaned in and looked at her face, studying the features. Thompson stood next to her and noted the expression on McCall’s face.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked, inquisitively. McCall stood up and began to take her photos of the body. McCall’s face winced as she watched Tina try to separate the woman’s blood-sodden head from the bedclothes.

      “What do you see?” McCall asked Jenny. Thompson gave McCall a confused look.

      “What do you mean?” Jenny asked, suddenly feeling as though McCall was picking on her.  Ever since she had moved up, McCall had been hard on her, or so she thought – did McCall feel threatened by her? She couldn’t say.

      “Jenny tell me what you see,” Thompson studied the scene, she felt like saying “A dead chick on the bed,” but she knew that would go down like a lead balloon.

      “White female, possible suicide,” Jenny started to explain, then she paused.

      “Go on,” McCall said. She smiled as she could feel the tension building in Jenny.

      “I…I don’t know.” Jenny suddenly barked. “What is this? Are you testing me or something?” with that, she stormed off. Tina looked up at McCall and gave her a sympathetic look.

      “Ok, Tina, have you got a T.O.D?” Tina looked at her clipboard, “Well till I get her back I can’t be sure, but you’re looking at around twelve, twelve-thirty last night.” McCall thanked her before turning, and went looking for Thompson. McCall found Jenny in the hallway, leaning on her knees, gasping for breath.

      “You ok?” McCall asked – her look was unsympathetic, emotionless even. Jenny looked up and gave McCall a bad puppy look, which caused McCall to smile.

      “Look, yes, I am testing you, but I am also training you. I need to know what you know and well – fill in the blanks.” McCall said, recalling her own experience as a new detective. Working the street is one thing, but McCall had soon learnt it wasn’t like the movies or books. Jenny stood up and blew out a gut full of air.

      “Ok, we’re going back in, and you tell me what you see, but don’t speculate, just what you see,” McCall said, extending a hand so Jenny could pull herself up. Jenny nodded, and they went back in. The metallic tang of dried blood filled the air – along with the stench of perfume and hairspray. Jenny walked over to the body and McCall waited close by, giving the rookie detective space to observe.

      “White female, possible suicide,” Jenny said, moving her head around the body to get every angle possible.

      “Why possible?” McCall butted in.

      “It’s an assumption to say one way or the other without proof of anything suspicious, or the ME’s results,” Jenny answered with a serious face.

      “Go on,” McCall smiled. She was learning.

      “We found a purse, but it’s empty so it could be she didn’t want to be identified, she comes from money judging from the clothes and jewellery, also looking at the way she looks, we could rule out working girl.” McCall nodded in agreement.

      “Anything else?” McCall asked. Jenny’s eyes strained, and McCall could see this was a determined look, rather than an observing look.

      “Ok, that’s good, so would you say murder or suicide?” Jenny knew, either way, she would have to explain.

      “Suicide,” Jenny said confidently. “The note, the door was locked from the inside, the position of the wound,” McCall nodded and walked around the body to the other side of the bed.

      “I am going for murder,” McCall said. Jenny suddenly looked confused. What had she missed?

      “The note was written by a left-handed person, which was obviously faked. Plus, if you’re going to the trouble of being unidentified, you don’t kill yourself where you can be found,” McCall explained, Jenny nodded as she took in the deduction. McCall had a point, something she had missed, more out of trying too hard than a rookie mistake. She was better than that; all she had to do was chill out.

      “How do you know it was faked?” Jenny asked, inquisitively.

      “How do I know she was left-handed?” McCall asked, hoping her question would answer Jenny’s.

      “The watch! She wore it on her right wrist” Jenny smiled as an idea washed into her mind. McCall nodded in agreement.

      “Well done. However,” McCall started to say, Jenny’s expression dropped, “If you look closely, you can see a white line on her right wrist, a tan line.” Jenny leant in to observe, “No, she was killed, and the watch put on after, in hope to throw us off.” McCall explained. She turned to the CSU tech.

      “You done with the body?” McCall asked. The tech nodded as she put some sample bottles into an evidence bag and labelled it. McCall turned to Tina and nodded confirmation that she was good to remove the body. As the orderlies came with the gurney, McCall moved towards Thompson.

      “You’re doing well but it’s my job to make you better, look you have a lot to learn. Follow the body to the morgue and get the report, ok?” Jenny nodded and went with the coroner’s crew. McCall spent a while studying the room; nothing was out of place apart from the fact that she had no luggage. McCall bit her bottom lip as she concentrated, making pictures in her mind as to how the whole thing must have gone down, but the noise of too many people about broke her concentration. No, she would have to come back later; instead, she would settle for a hundred shots of the room with her small camera. Tooms walked over to her.

      “You will be shocked to know that nobody saw anything, let alone knew our vic,” Tooms said, flipping his notebook shut.

      “Why am I not surprised?” McCall cracked a smile. “Wouldn’t surprise me if our vic didn’t pay for the room either,” she said, heading for the elevator, Tooms followed close behind.

      “Only one way to find out.” he shrugged.
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      As the sun was setting, the great fiery orange ball looked as if it was melting into the ocean itself. As it sank, it was leaving glowing splinters of itself resting upon the waves. Steel stood outside on the balcony of his room; the cool breeze of the evening air cut through the black golf ball shirt of his tuxedo. He watched the last slither of light disappear into the horizon, leaving a deep purple horizon. Steel smiled at the beauty of it all, then returned to the comfortable climate of his room. Steel walked to the dresser and took out a small contact lens holder and cracked open the lid. Taking them out one by one and slipping them over his eyes to change them to blue. He blinked several times to get used to the feel of them. Usually he wore his unique sunglasses, but he thought it might look a little strange for the evening – he was after all undercover, so he needed to blend in. Steel looked into the mirror at his new light blue eyes.

      “That will do,” he thought to himself. Picking up his tuxedo jacket, he finished dressing then headed for the captain’s dining room. Tonight, he would be dining at the captain’s table along with several other guests. As Steel walked the many corridors, he hoped tonight might reveal something, the days were getting shorter, and he was fresh out of ideas.

      Steel walked towards the entrance of the impressive dining hall, the carpet was a deep red with gold patterned inlays, the dark wood walls stretched up to the three stories of the dining room, and a magnificent chandelier hung down the centre, illuminating all three levels. He made his way through the crowds of people and found the table in the centre of the room; it was large and sat twelve people. The majority of the tables were round, seating six to eight guests, with white linen tablecloths and wine red linen napkins which were folded into something that resembled a bishop's hat, that had been placed neatly on the crockery plates. Crystal wine and water glasses  were placed at a forty-five-degree angle to the placemats, and the shining metal silverware glinted in the light from the enormous chandelier.

      The whole room had a turn-of-the-century feel to it rather than a modern-day one. As Steel looked around, he could understand how the captain loved this room. The moment Steel walked into it, it was as if he had been transported back in time. Steel had done his research on the captain before boarding and found he was an old sea dog. The man had been on ships all his life. The captain had been born on one in the early forties. The man’s family’s history was full of sailors dating back to as far as Steel could find.

      Captain Tobias Long was a large man with a barrel chest and a white beard anyone would associate with the captains in the galleons and frigates of old. To look at him, he  appeared as everyone envisaged a ship’s captain should appear to resemble. Steel made his way to the large table where some of the guests  had already taken their places.

      Steel observed the name cards as he moved round to shake the hands of his fellow passengers, Steel smiled as he noticed that the names were on both sides of the place cards. Very clever, he thought to himself. A simple but useful way  to ensure that nobody would be embarrassed about forgetting anyone’s names when it came to conversation. His introduction was more to get the “Up close and personal” look at the people than it was politeness. Along with Steel and some other single people, there sat three couples who could not have been more different from each other if they tried.

      First, there were the Dawsons  – Mary Dawson was a large plump woman with a pretty face and a beaming smile, her long black locks had been arranged in an Audrey Hepburn style bob and  she was wearing a stunning white dress that complemented her large frame. In fact, at first glance, Steel would have sworn she was an opera singer because of the way she looked and held herself.

      Her husband Ronald was of average height, and his large frame was a mix of body fat and muscle - he also had thick dark black hair with streaks of grey on the sides. The man grinned as much as his wife and with good reason, As they talked, Steel found that, after spending twenty-five years running a small shop in Yorkshire, an Aunt of Ronald’s had died and left a small fortune to him.

      Next to them sat Susan and Alan Metcalf.  She had long, thick, wavy auburn hair that clung around her bare shoulders; she was tall with a slim frame which was complemented by her electric blue dress. Alan was of the same height and  build; his side-parted hair was brown and glistened with hair products. They both had a slight tan and had a healthy look about them. Susan was also an heiress – her mother had died when she was quite young, and her father passed around three years ago, leaving her the shipbuilding family business and a fortune in Florida.

      The Texas oil king Albert Studebaker and his wife Missy sat to the left of the Metcalfs . He was a massive bulk of a man with shovels for hands – even though he was nearly sixty, he looked fit and strong as an ox. His tanned skin looked leathery and made his white hair and goatee appear whiter than it was. Missy was younger – by around twenty years, but just by looking, anyone could tell she was in it for him and not his money. She was once a supermodel and still retained the figure, even after retiring several years after their marriage. Missy’s hair was blonde, and the sides cut short. The fringe was long and covered part of her face, making her blue eyes to glow in the shadow that the fringe cast upon her perfect facial features. Her silver strapless dress hugged her natural curves like a second skin.

      They all chatted for a while as they awaited the others and of course the captain, who was busy on the bridge. As Steel sat, a waitress came to take his drink order. He looked up to see it was the waitress from before, he smiled both curiously and  joyfully to see her again.

      “Can I get you anything, sir?” she asked her eyes, not leaving his.

      “A large Lagavulin if you have one,” he smiled, as she turned slowly and walked away, her head still trained upon him till the last moment.

      “God damn boy, what aftershave you wearin'?” Albert laughed out loud. Steel turned to the large Texan and shrugged innocently as they all laughed.

      “So, I guess this is all of us then?” Missy looked around as she spoke, “Or not” she corrected herself on seeing the approach  of what appeared to be two couples. Steel stood up and pulled the chair out for the gorgeous long brown-haired woman who was to be at the place setting next to him – her red one strap dress hugged her hourglass figure, and her dark eyes sparkled, reflecting the surrounding lights.

      “Thank you, kind sir,” her voice was soft but had a roughness to it. As she spoke, Steel could feel the hairs on the back of his neck tingle with excitement. After everyone had reintroduced themselves, Steel learnt that the woman to his right was called Tia May and that she worked at a small art gallery in New York.  She had gone on to tell how she was born in Hawaii, her father had been in the Navy, and her mother was a local girl. After college, she got an art degree and found work in the gallery.

      Retaking his seat, Steel noticed the others, the pair who had taken the places to his front were called the Stewarts , Steel’s interest grew at the sight of their nameplate, could it be? He thought to himself, No, too easy; he shook the thought. Bob and Jane Stewart were both in their forties and somehow dressed similarly, almost as though she was the female version of him. They both had short blonde hair and pale complexions; Steel could not help but think Body snatchers or Village of the damned. This brought a small smile to his face, the Stewarts  came from Long Island and worked as accountants for a large firm there; as odd as they seemed, the Stewarts  smiled and told amusing stories about their work. Then Steel laid eyes on the twelfth guest – it was the man from the bar, he seemed different from before, calmer and he also smiled and joined in the jovial conversion, his name card said he name was Jonathan Grant, he was in property in LA and was here to celebrate a massive deal he had just closed. Steel’s eyes searched the group, and he found it strange, the array of different backgrounds at the table, sure it made for brilliant conversation but Steel, being Steel, read more into it. Nothing happens by chance he thought.

      As the captain entered, the room stood in respect. He casually waved a fond greeting, and as he sat, so did the guests. No sooner had they taken their seats, when two waiters came around, each carrying a bottle of red and white wine. The captain asked them all what they thought of the ship and the facilities. As expected, the response was a pleasant one. The conversation then turned to the guests; who they were and what they did for a living. The captain  showed massive interest in their stories.

      “So, Mr Black, you have been quiet all evening,” Albert bellowed, Steel could tell that the giant American was about to start a “friendly” interrogation.

      “What exactly is it that you do?” his tone was as Steel expected, distrustful and insinuative. Jonathan Grant looked up instantly - his fork full of the prawn cocktail starter poised, waiting for Steel’s reply. Steel put down his fork and dabbed the side of his mouth with the linen napkin. Then he took a mouth full of the water to wash down his food.

      “A bit of this and a bit of that really. I spent some time in the Army and found, after a while, I needed a carrier change,” he watched their eyes as he spoke of some tale to satisfy their lust for knowledge. “As for now I don’t really do much. My parents passed on a while back and left me some money, so I pretty much travel around and pay attention in people, who knows, I may write a book one day,” Steel took another mouthful of water. “My life is quite boring really, not like yours of course.” The large American sat back and grinned at the compliment.

      As the evening wore on, Steel spent most of it examining the room, trying to catch a glimpse of someone suspicious, but so far, the only odd people were the ones right in front of him. Jonathan Grant was also observing the room, but most of the time, his gaze was fixed on the characters at the table, especially Steel.

      Steel, after some lengthy banter, and listening to each of the couples play, which was worth more, he had concluded that most – if not all - the people were not who they said they were or had a hidden agenda for being there. Either way, he was at the table of lies.

      All through the night, the captain told stories of his days in the Navy, and aboard fishing vessels before that. He held his audience captive as he told a good tale, Steel could not make out how much was true but all the same, it did not matter. Steel also noticed something was bothering him; now and then, he would stare into nothingness, his look vacant and lost. Steel’s  appetite was getting aroused – he was looking for something or someone on the ship, for what he did not know, the people in front of him all had big secrets that they were running away from. Steel could not be happier; the only thing missing was a dead body, he thought.

      The band snapped Steel back to reality as they started to play a slow dance, with that Steel stood up after  dabbing his mouth with the napkin and turned to Tia.

      “May I have the pleasure of this dance?” Tia grinned as though she had  been waiting all night for him to ask. He pulled out her chair slightly, and he got a waft of her perfume as she rose.

      As they danced close and slow, Steel couldn't help but notice how intoxicating her perfume was, he felt almost drunk as he breathed in her sweet scent, but that is precisely what he needed – a reboot. Steel’s brain had been subjected to hours of mystery after mystery, and this little getaway was all he needed.

      The dance ended and he returned Tia May to her seat. While they were gone, Steel had found the conversation had continued as the captain told another one of his fantastic tales.

      “So, Captain” Grant spoke with a joyful tone. “The maiden voyage of a new ship must feel bloody marvellous.”

      As Steel returned to his seat, he eyed the captain for his reaction. The large man put down his wine glass and smiled proudly and looked around.

      “Did you know, Mr Grant, that this ship was designed to be how the Titanic would look if it had been built now instead of in 1912?” the captain said, proudly. Grant shook his head as he took a small mouth full of the creamed dessert. “This ship is 3,800 feet long and weighs over 246,000 tons; it has 30 lifeboats, each designed to carry around three hundred and fifty passengers. The ship itself carries over 7,500 passengers, this Sir, is the largest cruise ship ever designed, so yes it feels bloody marvellous,” the captain grinned from ear to ear. Steel felt a little uneasy at the thought of the ship  being referred to as “The Titanic of the modern age.” Steel felt the mood turn sour as everyone had the same idea.

      “So, Captain Long, where are we off too next?” Steel asked, knowing the captain would not just stop at a simple explanation but would go into a fully detailed description of the Spanish port, Vigo.

      As the night drew on and Steel could feel that the travel and the fullness of the magnificent meal had taken their toll on him, he rose from his seat and excused himself for the evening. As he ventured out onto one of the decks, he looked out onto the vast expanse of water, the cold breeze felt good against his warm skin. He needed fresh air and quiet, so his brain could sort through the events of the evening, who was who? Was anyone at that table honestly who they said they were? Tomorrow he would find out. On checking out the ship, he had noticed it had an internet lounge, would he find the answers there? The night was black  except for a half-moon that shone just as brightly as if it had been full, casting light upon the gentle waves below. The view was breath-taking, and the silence more so.

      Venturing back to his cabin, Steel reflected on the evening and also the waitress. Maybe it was a coincidence, but something deep down told him otherwise,  though he was still none the wiser. What was so special about the ship? Who were the "Stewarts" from the e-mail? A good night's rest would help clear some of the fog, he thought, walking towards his door. Stopping he noticed  there was a light on in his cabin, and shadows moved from side to side,  giving away signs of a visitor. He thought about  inserting the card key slowly, but he knew the “Click” would alert whoever it was, so he decided to play it casually. There was a loud “Click,” as the door lock was released.

      He walked in as though he had no idea someone was there. On his bed with only a sheet to cover her, lay Tia May. Steel stood in the doorway for a moment, utterly dumbstruck by what he had stumbled on to – but played it casual and cool. As Steel looked around the room,  he saw her dress  lying upon a chair in the corner. He looked again at the room number on the door.

      “Well one of us is in the wrong room,” His words were playful. As she got up, she glided towards him with the sheet clasped in both hands hiding her nakedness.

      “You better shut the door, there’s a draught coming in,” her voice was soft and sensual; closing the door behind him Steel walked towards her, his eyes mapping her perfect body. Her eyes, lustful and longing; her mouth, glistening with red lipstick, was partially open, showing her white teeth.

      “Well, Mr Black, whatever shall we do now?” He moved towards her and took her into his powerful arms.

      “Yes, what indeed,” as their mouths joined in a passionate kiss, she let the sheet fall to the ground, she wanted him as much as he wanted her. Moving slowly towards the bed, he flicked off the lights, stripped off the tuxedo, and as the lights in his cabin dimmed into darkness, the liner effortlessly cruised through the ocean.

      

      The next morning, Steel awoke to find Tia had gone, his eyes still blurred from the long sleep. As he sat up and stretched, he noticed a note on the dresser. Steel Slipped out of the warm, comfortable bed; his muscular naked body swayed with the motion of  someone who is not fully awake. He smiled as he read the short, hand-written note. Thank you for a wonderful night. Hope to see you at breakfast. Steel refolded the note and  lay it back onto the dresser. As he headed for the bathroom, he stopped as instinct kicked in. Reaching into the front pocket of his suitcase Steel, produced a small torch. Switching it on, the blue light it emitted showed the grease particles on his hand. He closed the shades on the balcony door and searched the room, knowing the key places he would look – he started with the safe.

      “Let’s see who's been a naughty girl then, shall we?” Steel said to himself. Knowing that every time he had touched something in the room was of importance, he wiped it clean of his prints. Steel smiled as the buttons on the wall safe lit up, smudges on the raised buttons indicated they knew the numbers, but not the order they were in. Steel punched in the correct code and opened the safe; he checked everything was there. Steel locked it up satisfied everything was in order and punched in a new code. Steel’s suitcases had clip locks – which also lit up, showing smudged prints. Switching on the main light he checked his wardrobe, the clothes remained on the hangers but were out of place as though someone had been through his clothes. It was clear someone had been searching for something, but for what? Had someone figured out who he was? Putting down the torch, he moved to the bathroom to shower and freshen up. Today would be another long day, but he had things to do. The passengers at the table last night had struck a note with him, something didn’t sit right, and he wanted to know what.
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