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Soft waves lapped at the sand of the expansive ocean shore. The white-gold of the Qatar coastline seemed to stretch on and on in an endless ray to left and right. Looking up slightly the incredible Doha skyline could be seen - the pride of Qatar. The spectacle of innovation and progress written in steel and glass against the barren sky behind. 

Notable among the towering monoliths of Doha’s skyline was the Al Fardan Residences. Also called the “Wind Tower”, this sixty-four story, eight hundred and thirty foot monster did what towers do best - it towered. In fact, if buildings were a business and gave out a “Building of the Year” award to the building that most lived up to its purpose and abilities, the Wind Towers would have topped that list since the completion of its construction in 2009. 

It was to this tower that a glittering golden Mulsanne Grand Limousine made its way. The custom vehicle was transporting a very paranoid man. A man who had a very good reason to be paranoid. Turns out that seven nearly-successful attempts on your life will do that to you. 

The squat, dark skinned man sat in the back of his sleek limousine, nervously fidgeting with the hem of his customer tailored Caraceni suit jacket. His name was Qasim Ramza Shihab, but his friends all just called him Sim. Nobody called him Sim, however, because Qasim Ramza Shihab had no friends. But if he did have any friends, Shihab liked to imagine that they would call him Sim in a jovial, back-slapping manner that he guessed friends would use. 

To say he led a solitary existence would have been similar to saying that Bugatti makes cars that move quickly. In other words it would have been a gross understatement. Bugatti crafts luxury experiences on wheels that will take you from A to B with more speed and style that most people experience in their entire lives and Qasim Ramza Shihab was virtually unknown to the majority of the world. 

Which was a fact that only added to his extreme paranoia. Having someone, or multiple someones, make attempts on your life was off putting enough on the best of days. However, that coupled with the fact that Qasim Ramza Shihab could count on two hands and one foot the number of people who could actually place a name to his face, took his paranoia to a higher level than ever before. The one small consolation was that since he could count on two hands and one foot the number of people who actually knew his name and face, that at least narrowed the number of suspects he had to worry about to three. 

A very manageable number. 

The Mulsanne Grand Limousine came to a gentle stop in front of the Wind Tower. Shihab took a deep breath to steady himself and waited for his chauffeur to open his door. 

His chauffeur. The man had only been working for him for a few short months. Shihab was confident the man had no clue who Shihab was. That was how he liked it and he paid lots of good money to make sure it stayed that way. 

Paying these large sums of money for anonymity was worth it to Shihab, however, it was not always as easy as one might think. Being an oil sheik, most people just assumed that Shihab had a platinum bathtub and used gold coins to tile his entry ways. However, Shihab was more conservative than that and had opted for the golden bathtub instead. No reason to go completely crazy, especially since that money might be needed for a rainy day. 

There was a small, soft “pop” sound as the air tight seal of the Mulsanne Grand Limousine’s door seal was broken and the chauffeur pulled it wide for Shihab to exit. The chauffeur also had the obligatory umbrella open and ready. 

“Park it and await further instructions.” Shihab said tersely, grabbing the umbrella and hurriedly making his way to the front doors of the Wind Tower. 

The umbrella had been one of Shihab’s constant companions throughout most of his adult life. It served to conceal his identity from any of the monitoring cameras that were so prevalent in Doha and all around Qatar. Being the type of uber-wealthy oil sheik who resided mostly in the Middle East, Shihab had had to endure quite a few odd stares, carrying around a black umbrella in the desert. However, it was a small sacrifice for avoiding the ever-present watchful eye of security cameras. 

His short legs still managed to carry him quickly to the front entrance doors of the Wind Tower. The doormen grandly pulled the doors open for Shihab. He was a known quantity at the gigantic tower - known for his excellent tipping and prompt payments, not for his name or reputation. The staff at the Wind Tower referred to him as “Mr. Q” and left it at that after several wads of cash had transferred from the mysterious Mr. Q to their waiting hands. 

At the front desk, umbrella held high, Shihab gave the peremptory biometric scan of his hand and took the proffered key card from the receptionist who smiled professionally, the man’s bright blue eyes never once darting even slightly to the black umbrella. Shihab was impressed. This guy was clearly a professional. The usual receptionist lady always gave his umbrella a furtive, unsure glance or two while he got his key. They must have been improving the training of the staff lately. About time.

Once at the elevators, Shihab made sure he was alone before boarding. Once the doors dinged closed, he placed his special key card to the control panel. The elevator made a different ding this time, and pneumatic locks could be heard snicking into place. 

To the milling individuals in the lobby of the wind tower, the counter above the elevator read a nice, neat sequential, upward “1, 2, 3...etc.”. In reality, however, the elevator was moving downward. Downward to a floor that was unknown and uninhabited except for a paranoid Middle Eastern oil sheik who was living in nearly constant fear for his life.

Shihab had been integral in the construction of the Wind Tower from its very inception. A few, or rather quite a few well placed bribes had ensured that his secret bunker beneath the huge tower remained secret and undisturbed. Since the majority of his time was spent in and around Qatar, having a super secure bunker that was also a secret from the rest of society came in remarkably handy. 

According to all of the hotel records, when Shihab was at the Wind Tower, he stayed in the sixty-fourth story penthouse executive suite. He even had room service regularly delivered to a special compartment that was right next to the main entrance to the suite. Unbeknownst to the wait staff of the tower, that compartment was actually a small dumb waiter that took all of Shihab’s food down sixty-five stories to his secret underground suite. The secrecy was absolutely necessary. However, since his food had to make the journey from the ground floor to the sixty-fourth before making its way back down sixty-five floors, his Angelito Araneta, Jr.’s Sushi Rolls had usually warmed to room temperature as had his glass of Romanee-Conti Grand Cru. 

Not nearly as tasty, but definitely worth it for the peace of mind.

The pneumatic locks on the elevator unlocked and Shihab stepped from the elevator and into his private suite. The room was bright and sunny feeling, despite the fact that it was over a dozen feet below the surface of the earth. This was thanks to special lighting that Shihab had insisted on during construction. All of the light bulbs had been specially imported from Sansi and were full spectrum making what would have been a dark cavern an inviting, stylish space.

Removing his shoes, Shihab went about making himself at home - pouring himself a drink from the decanter and flipping on his 4k ultra HD television to the financial channel. Grabbing his tablet, Shihab sat down on his Boca de Lobo couch and pulled up a screen that gave an overview of his business projects and more. 

A sudden noise made Shihab’s finger freeze in mid-swipe on the screen of his tablet. A cold sweat began to make its way down his back. The oil sheik closed his eyes, ready, but not quite ready for the worst. 

A soft bell chimed and Shihab let out a nervous giggle. It was only his luggage being delivered via the same dumb waiter system that the wait staff used to deliver his food. Letting out a relieved breath, he flicked a button on his remote which changed the display on his television to his own security camera feeds that monitored every square inch of the suite. 

There was even one within the dumb waiter that allowed him to check out the contents prior to unlocking the doors so that he could access the contents. This camera was accompanied by an x-ray system that provided a scan of the contents - whether it be his luggage or his meals. 

The camera display showed nothing more remarkable than Shihab’s two bright red Mark Cross Grace Trunks and his attache bag where he kept some of his important documents and electronics that he liked to have close at hand at all times. His Mark Cross Grace Trunks had been customized to that bright red due to his paranoia. Everyone has black luggage. Which would make it easy for a matching suitcase that contained something deadly (like a bomb) to replace one of his own and thus infiltrate his domain. However, since his luggage was bright red and from Mark Cross, Shihab had protected himself from that particular vector of attack.  

Switching to the x-ray display, Shihab noticed that it took longer than normal to load. Or perhaps it was just his imagination? His paranoia kicking into overdrive, he took an extra long moment to gaze carefully at the insides of trunks and the bag exposed by the x-rays. Everything appeared to be normal and as it should.

After another hard look at the screen’s display, just to make doubly sure, Shihab made his way over to the dumb waiter doors and laid his hand on the biometric scanner. No one could open it except Shihab. Exactly the way he liked it. 

Shihab reflected on his paranoia as he wheeled the trunks into the master bedroom and threw the first one on the bed to unpack it. This fear of being killed had caused him to isolate himself to an incredible degree. One of the major downsides was the fact that he no longer had his personal servants to do menial labor like unpacking his suitcase for him. If he had been around other people, he would not have been caught dead unpacking his own luggage. However, since there was no one around to witness this degrading behavior, Shihab unzipped the case.

As he did, a pungent odor assaulted his nostrils causing him to pause midway through unzipping the case. He felt his hands begin to shake uncontrollably. Had they finally gotten to him? He had become so accustomed to actual live human assassins that he had not considered some kind of biological weapon. But how had they gotten to his suitcase?

Shihab took several weak steps back from the case and bumped into the chest of drawers behind him. His hands fumbled blindly behind him, his eyes never leaving the case, as he managed to retrieve one of his hand guns from the top drawer. If this was a biological weapon, Shihab knew a gun would not be an effective defense. But there is just something comforting about holding a solid weapon in your hands when you are in fear for your life. 

The pungent odor was soon followed by a sound. It was as if someone was slowly dumping out a large salt shaker onto a hard surface. Then the noise intensified, becoming deeper and...angrier?

Shihab swallowed hard, the sweat on his forward obscuring his vision for a second. He quickly wiped it away, then went back to his two-handed death grip on his weapon, trying vainly to point steadily toward the case. 

The far edge of the case moved up and down slightly. As if something was questing toward freedom from the luggage’s prison. Then Shihab saw something that froze the blood in his veins even more - a large forked tongue slipped out of the back before slipping back in. This was quickly followed by more forked tongues and then the hideous snout of a Vipera Berus - the Northern Viper. The snake was agitated, hissing menacingly and making its way out of the suitcase until its three foot long body lay coiled on the bed, its beady eyes boring into Shihab’s soul. 

This horrible sight was soon followed by another, then another, then another. The suitcase must have been completely packed full of the vipers. The snakes had become angry and agitated, packing into such close confines. They were looking for retribution, slithering their way out of the suitcase onto the bed, and from there onto the floor. And from there to the only breathing target in the room. 

Shihab did not need to see any more of the horrific spectacle. Still gripping the hand gun like his life depended on it, he moved as quickly as he could backwards out of the room, never taking his eyes off of the ever approaching snakes until he was out of the master bedroom door. His shaking, sweaty hands fumbled with the door handle until finally he slammed the door shut. His crazed, terrified brain cursed himself for not locking the door from the inside before he shut it. But then he remembered that vipers would not be able to open a locked door. 

Or would they?

He could have sworn he had seen some kind of nature documentary on a flight to somewhere that talked about a snake that could unlock its own cage, sneak out, and then be back in its cage, locked and everything, before the owner woke up. 

This thought made Shihab begin to shake even more violently and he nearly dropped his handgun. Looking around wildly, he grabbed the nearest chair in one hand and drug it over, jamming it in at an angle under the door handle. 

Finally feeling a small measure of safety, Shihab’s brain began to run through the list of possible culprits until it finally snagged on one thing - the fact that his x-ray screen had taken longer to load than usual. Had someone managed to hack into his computer system? 

This thought propelled Shihab into his living room where he desperately snatched up the control tablet and held down the red button at the top, conveniently labeled “LOCK DOWN” in bold, all caps lettering. The button depressed, the screen began counting down from the number five. Shihab held his breath. 

Nothing happened. 

Jamming the button down again, Shihab let out an incoherent whine mixed with an even more incoherent grumble. This could not be happening. He had redundancy upon redundancy set up to protect his precious life from this exact situation. The company responsible for his cyber security was literally the best of the best. There was no one better. How could they possibly have been hacked?

His incoherent whines and grumbles became louder and louder until they were screamed curses as he slammed down the red button again and again. Still nothing happened. He was trapped in his bunker, his computer systems were unresponsive, and there were dozens of angry vipers trying to get at him. 

His shouted outrage subsided into a low whimper as he heard a thumping noise from the bedroom. Shihab dropped the tablet onto the floor tiled with gold coins. The screen cracked and the display went blank. His back hunched, he took several slow steps backwards, bringing the gun up again to point at the door. 

Another sound reached his ears - a zipper being undone followed by another thump and more hissing. 

The other suitcase.

If one had been filled with vipers, what was in the other one?
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Shihab’s sweaty back found the corner of the room and he squeezed into the space, trying to be absorbed by the cold hard walls that wanted nothing to do with him. His whimpering had nearly turned to tears as the shaking became worse. The gun in his hands kept slipping as he tried to hold it steady on the target of the bedroom door. 

He jerked and dropped the gun to the floor when suddenly the handle of the door twisted. Dropping to his knees, Shihab clumsily picked up the gun again and aimed again over the top of his Boca de Lobo couch at the offending door.

Meeting the resistance of the chair, the handle stopped turning and all went silent. Even the snakes ceased their hissing. All Shihab could hear was his hammering heartbeat and his ragged, shallow, desperate breathing. The two sounds warred in his ears, creating a cacophony that only added to his terror. 

The bedroom door exploded outward in a shower of wooden splinters and broken door jam pieces. Shihab reflexively cowered in response and his trigger finger made short work of his gun’s magazine. Bullets whizzed in all directions, smashing priceless vases, paintings, and one-tenth scale collectors edition replicas of Star Wars memorabilia. Shihab was a big fan of the series. Particularly the prequels. He could never understand why so many people hated on them.

The hollow ‘click’ ‘click’ ‘click’ of his empty gun made Shihab’s heart sink even lower than it was before. Which was saying something considering the fact that previously it had been in his stomach. He slowly opened his eyes, his vision blurred by the sweat running freely down his face as well as the dust and debris from his gunshots and the exploding door. 

Slowly the shape before him began to take shape. And that shape froze the blood in his veins and made him fear he was going to vomit. 

No skin was visible on the black clad figure except for a narrow slit where the eyes barely showed. The rest was in tight fitting black. 

A Mongoose.

One of the most feared assassins in the world. All of the other assassination attempts had been mere warm-ups compared to what was confronting Shihab now at this moment. His shoulders slumped as he realized this was the end. Someone had managed to hack into his system, place a phony x-ray picture of his luggage on the display, smuggle in a suitcase full of vipers and a suitcase containing a Mongoose assassin, and now he was going to die.

Alone. 

The Mongoose made his silent way across the room and pulled out, seemingly from nowhere, a slim blade of black metal. Though it was dark and subtle, its subtlety gave it a menace that no flashy weapon of death could have ever rivaled. The Mongoose twirled the blade in his gloved fingers, slowly at first, but with increasing speed as he approached his target. The whirling of the deadly instrument mixed ominously with the renewed hissing of the vipers that were sorting themselves out after having endured the exploding door. 

Stopping in front of his target the Mongoose raised the knife above his head, not anticipating any kind of resistance in the cowering form of Shihab. It was true, the squat man could offer little if any resistance to what was coming. 

Yet he managed to halt the Mongoose for just a moment when he asked, “Why? A dead man deserves to know, don’t you think?”

The Mongoose’s shaded eyes betrayed no emotion whatsoever as they took in Shihab’s pitiful form. Shihab thought that he detected the mask covering the assassin’s mouth move ever so slightly, but the only sound that came was a soft, elegant “ding”. 

Shihab was sure he was hallucinating in these final moments that he had left to breath. No one, not even a highly trained Mongoose, could have made that perfect of a “ding” noise. It was just impossible. Unless...

Shihab’s eyes flicked to the far wall where the elevator was. The Mongoose followed the movement, a look of confusion coming to his own beady little eyes, mirroring the look in Shihab’s own eyes. The light above the elevator was illuminated and both men heard the sound of the carriage moving in their direction - downward.

Shihab straightened slightly out of his cowering pose so that he could get a better look at the uncanny happening happening before him. No one had access to his secret bunker. No one. The biometric scan that he had to complete each time when he checked in would only allow one card to be created for each scan. Someone would literally have to memorize the biometric read out and enter it exactly to duplicate a card. 

Suddenly, the light above the elevator turned from red to green as the pneumatic locks hissed in release. 

“I see I’m just in time,” said a deep, dulcet voice from within the elevator’s interior, “Would have been here sooner, but it took me a second to type in your biometric signature by hand and duplicate that key card.”
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Desmond Blackstone Dirk, E.N.T.R.E.P.R.E.N.E.U.R.’s top agent spy-preneur, stepped from the elevator and into the chaotic room as he flicked the key card to the floor and moved into a fighting stance, eyes locked on the hostile Mongoose.

“Listen, this will be a lot easier for you if you just lay down and let me cuff you now,” he said to the Mongoose good naturedly, “Don’t want anyone getting...hurt.”

The Mongoose exploded into motion, blurring as he crossed the room to deal with this new threat. The assassin’s deadly black knife preceded him, flying end over end toward Desmond who easily sidestepped the projectile with an ever so slight lean to the left as it whizzed by harmlessly. 

Desmond rolled his eyes and then blocked a series of jabs, punches, kicks, and knees from the Mongoose. Mongeese were legendary in assassin culture and feared across the globe for their fighting prowess. Handpicked from birth, they were trained in utter darkness, forcing them to rely on their other senses, honing them to a razor’s edge. This was definitely a benefit if you happened to be fighting in the dark - giving the Mongeese a major advantage if they could control a room’s lighting. However, Desmond Blackstone Dirk had had his own training. He had fought several dozen Mongeese in a dark room several months ago and had come out on top. One Mongoose in a lighted room was nothing. 

As he dodged, blocked, and struck back at the Mongoose, Desmond realized that the assassin was moving him backwards toward a decimated doorway. The Mongoose used his foot to spin a splintered piece of door jam into his hand and began using it as a weapon making Desmond take several more large steps backwards to avoid its jagged point. 

That was when the smell hit Desmond’s nose. Snakes. Lots of them. The smell was soon followed by the sound of angry hissing. Taking his attention from the Mongoose assassin for one split second, Desmond looked down and behind him to find the floor literally crawling with the black, tan, and brown bodies of agitated, less-than-happy vipers. 

Obviously, the Mongoose was not aware that Desmond Blackstone Dirk was a master in Qīng cǎi ér zhàn - the ancient Chinese art of fighting while stepping lightly. A unique skill that was about to come in very handy. 

Changing his stance to one of the advanced Qīng cǎi ér zhàn stances, Desmond stood on his toes with the smallest footprint possible, looking more like he was dancing than fighting. He knew the Mongoose was unafraid of being bitten - Mongeese have been bred for centuries for their ability to withstand poisons and venoms of all kinds. Desmond did not have such an ancestry and so would have to depend on his ability to step lightly and not make any of the vipers more angry than they already were. 

No easy task when the floor had a serpent carpet. He was going to have to find a way to end this quickly. The thing about being immune to a poison - it does not make the whole getting bit part any more pleasant or enjoyable. 

With this in mind, Desmond reacted to the Mongoose’s next strike with a bit of a dirty move, but one that he knew would be effective - he tripped him. Desmond feighted with a right hook that he knew the Mongoose would react to by leaning and stepping back and to Desmond’s left. Which was exactly where Desmond wanted the Mongoose’s foot to go because in that exact spot was the discarded piece of luggage that the Mongoose had stowed away in. 

The maneuver worked perfectly. The Mongoose’s right ankle slammed into the luggage, making him lose his balance and toppled to the floor right on top of the pile of vipers who could not be said to be having the best day of their lives. 

The Mongoose reacted, surprisingly enough considering his years of training, just as any other person would react when instantly swarmed by a horde of angry, poisonous reptiles that had fangs - he panicked. His flailing and thrashing only brought on a more venomous reaction from the snakes around him as they repeatedly latched their fangs onto the Mongoose, holding on with all the force and power their jaws could muster. 

On the other side of the bedroom wall, Shihab had been mostly frozen in terror the entire time, his only movement the shaking and quaking of his limbs. It was not until he heard a profound ‘thunk’ followed by agonized, panicked screaming that he was galvanized into movement. The suave man who had taken on the Mongoose had definitely saved his life, but that did not mean that he trusted him. For all Shihab knew, there was an open assassin contract out on his life and the man who had hijacked his elevator was just trying to stop the Mongoose from killing Shihab so that he could be the one to collect the bounty. 

With this thought bouncing wildly in his fear-crazed mind, Shihab moved to one of the priceless works of art on the wall - specifically Guernica by Picasso (the cheap knock off copy at the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía is just that - a cheap knock off copy. But none of the staff there will admit this fact). The painting slid to the side and behind it was an assortment of deadly weaponry of many different shapes, sizes, and designs. Shihab selected the Heckler & Koch G36 with a fully loaded magazine of NATO 5.56x45 mm ammo. 

Whoever this suave man who had impersonated the hotel clerk was, he would not stand a chance.

“You even know how to use that thing?”

Shihab spun around and was about to hammer his finger down on the trigger when he felt unseen hands easily lift the gun from his grasp and toss it lightly on the Boca de Lobo couch. 

“Don’t think we’ve met. The name is Dirk. I’m under contract with E.N.T.R.E.P.R.E.N.E.U.R. to save your life. So if you don’t mind, I’ll handle the weapons going forward. Alright with you Mr...?” Desmond ended the sentence in a question, questing for the identity of this man that had contracted his organization to protect his life. 

“Q.” Shihab said simply, slightly dumbfounded at the fact that he was not dead at the moment, “You...? You are from E.N.T.R.E.P.R.E.N.E.U.R.? I just signed the protection contract a few hours ago. How did you...?”

“Get here so fast?” Desmond said as he used a book on the coffee table with the title “Kelly Wearstler: Evocative Style by Kelly Wearstler” to flick away a viper that was coming a little too close for comfort. “I was...in the neighborhood.”

“How do I know that you are a spy? An agent of E.N.T.R.E.P.R.E.N.E.U.R.? You don’t look like a spy. You look more like a model for some men’s fitness magazine.” Shihab said with an edge of bitterness. Being around the six foot six inch Desmond Blackstone Dirk with his chiseled figure and rugged good looks was intimidating to most men. 

“Not looking like a spy is kind of what spies do,” Desmond said flatly, “Well good ones anyway. An amateur, someone like a James Bond, let's say, just looks like a spy. And as a result, usually ended up captured and mostly botching his mission.” Desmond looked down at the squat man he had been tasked with protecting, “You don’t have anything to worry about, Mr. Q. You’re under the protection of E.N.T.R.E.P.R.E.N.E.U.R. and, more importantly, me.”
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Getting Shihab out of the country proved to be an easy task. Shihab noted the efficiency with which E.N.T.R.E.P.R.E.N.E.U.R., and especially this Dirk fellow, operated with interest and appreciation. The Bing ad that had popped up on the recipe site he had visited had come just in time. 

It had been while he awaited his chauffer a few hours ago. He had been browsing for something to order for dinner by looking at recipes that he would have the chef follow (something he often did when he was nervous, which was often). He had just come across a positively scrumptious looking Bouchée à la reine when an ad had popped up. It read, “Are you running for your life? Afraid someone has it out for you? Text HELP to 03037 NOW to get a free consultation.”

Not having anything pressing going on at the moment and also being in fear of his life, Shihab had texted HELP to 03037 and in a few moments, found himself on the phone with a representative of E.N.T.R.E.P.R.E.N.E.U.R. - the world’s best kept secret. An organization that specializes in doing whatever is necessary to deal with high profile, high risk situations and make sure their clients come out on top. Every time. Guaranteed. Whether it is business or otherwise, E.N.T.R.E.P.R.E.N.E.U.R. has ingeniously positioned itself in a niche market that is the perfect intersection of spy work and entrepreneurship. 

After a quick Bitcoin transaction that was routed and re-routed through several small island kingdom banks to ensure security and anonymity, Shihab was the happy owner of a Comprehensive Platinum Lux Executive Protection Package from E.N.T.R.E.P.R.E.N.E.U.R. The receipt emailed to him had said to expect delivery within twenty-four hours. Desmond Blackstone Dirk had arrived in less than three hours. 
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