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      The young man known only as the Tunisian lay on the bed, naked and unconscious. Eden watched him from the balcony doorway overlooking the  Middle Eastern gulf and thought to himself how beautiful the young man was; too beautiful for this line of work. Spies often die young. The choices he made, the risks he braved, guaranteed the young Tunisian would one day leave behind a good-looking corpse and a heart full of secrets. Then again, many had said the same of the handsome Doctor Eden Santiago.

      Last night, Eden met the Tunisian in an out-of-the-way restaurant and after brief flirtatious small talk they headed back to his hotel, where Eden opened a bottle of white wine, handed the Tunisian a glass then eased the young spy onto the king-sized bed. The two had been together before—once at the Hotel Descartes in Paris, once at the Chelsea in New York, and once under the stars after a secret rendezvous in a Sicilian fort that had been destroyed during the war.

      Strange, Eden thought to himself as he once again tasted the Tunisian’s sweet soft flesh. Strange how well he knew this body, this brown beautiful specimen of a man. And yet, apart from the physical, he knew nothing about the Tunisian at all. Nobody did, except the Professor.

      To the world, the Tunisian was a ghost.

      But he made love like an angel.

      After Eden poured the Tunisian a second drink, he took a condom then turned the blue-eyed spy over on the bed, caressing the young spy’s perfect round cheeks before parting them and claiming that hot, tight ass.

      Their love-making was tender and tireless. Eden made it last as long as possible, savoring every moment, knowing that anytime he made love to the Tunisian could be the last.

      When he came, he came with a tremendous cry, pushing himself completely inside the black-haired spy who in turn rained jewels of cum over the bed. Eden bit gently into the Tunisian’s shoulder. This time it was the Tunisian who cried out, the teeth marks in his flesh triggering another burst of cum from his perfect, rocking cock.

      Eden locked his arms around the young spy  and held him close, their sweating, panting bodies as one.

      Afterward, they sat on the satin sheets facing each other, their legs entwined.

      “You must be careful,” the Tunisian warned, his blue eyes imploring him. “Qassim Qahtani is a dangerous man. It’s not his shipping business that has made him his millions. It’s his involvement in illegal weapons, and it comes at a cost.”

      Eden reassured him with a soft stroke of his face, “I’m only here to observe, not intervene. We need to know who’s trading the diamonds and what Qahtani is offering in exchange.”

      “Then let me go with you.”

      “You’ve already helped enough.”

      “Eden, I’m coming. I owe  Professor Fathom everything.”

      “And I owe you an apology.” Eden took the half-empty wine glass out of the Tunisian’s hand as  the young man began to sway on the bed.

      “W-what are you talking about? Oh…E-e-den?” The Tunisian’s speech was beginning to slur as realization set in. “You’ve…drugged me…one of your potions…”

      “Potions? I’m a scientist, not a witch doctor. Just take it easy now, it was a heavy dose. I had no choice, I knew you’d insist on getting involved.”

      The Tunisian looked at the pale wine swilling in the bottom his glass, his face struggling with a look of surprise and betrayal as the drugs kicked in. Then a faint smile. “You know me too well.”

      “On the contrary. I don’t even know your name.”

      But the Tunisian barely heard him. With a graceful swoon his body began to sink,  “What—what about you?”

      Eden smiled and  wrapped his arms around him laying him gently on the bed. “Shh. Sleep now. I told you, I’m only here to observe. Tomorrow when you wake you’ll have a terrible headache, but at least this way you won’t try to follow me and you won’t get hurt.”

      The Tunisian’s crystal blue eyes closed as he slipped into a deep sleep. Eden kissed him lightly on each eyelid and laid the young man’s head on his pillow.

      Returning his attention to the harbor, Eden watched the lights of the boats and the late-night activities of the merchant shipping port. There were three ships moored at the docks: a Suez-max-class French cargo ship, an African oil tanker, and a huge, rusted  Yemeni vessel. As the hours passed, he watched the last of the Yemeni ship’s containers being unloaded, carted from the bowels of the ship on large heavy-duty forklifts and down a loading ramp before being stacked on the wharf.  As the sun rose over the harbor, Eden dressed and left, glancing back to make sure the Tunisian was still asleep as he locked the door safely behind him.

      Sitting at a roadside café in the hot morning light, he dipped his head slightly and peered over the top of his sunglasses. This is where the Tunisian told him to wait as the Yemeni traders would pass by on their way to broker the deal. The fast approaching drone of a car’s engine echoed somewhere out of sight down the narrow street. Sweat trickled down his forehead as a battered Fiat appeared around the corner and chugged past, blowing dust into the  still air. Rowdy young Yemeni kids shouted out the open windows of the rickety  car to a pretty girl across the street and were gone.

      Eden pushed his sunglasses back onto the bridge of his nose and unfastened another button on his soaked shirt. He picked up his iced tea listening to the ice spin and chime as dust from the Fiat settled on the table. The slovenly moustachioed waiter stepped up to the table and asked him if he intended to eat.

      Eden was about to answer when he heard not one but two  cars approaching.

      A black BMW appeared at the end of the street and sped by, followed closely by a second one. Eden stood, tossed money on the table and hastily yanked his rented Vespa off the sidewalk and onto the street. He  buzzed after the BMWs, keeping his distance while careful not to lose sight of the cars as they wound through the dusty streets to  the port.

      The two BMWs steered a steady course along the dock past stacked containers and giant coiled shipping ropes, past the African tanker and the French cargo ship, heading straight for the rusted old Yemeni vessel.

      Eden pulled the Vespa to a halt behind a high wall at the entrance to the port, then walked purposefully along the length of the dock, pretending he belonged there. He made his way confidently past a group of African seamen loudly chatting and laughing as they filed down a gangplank from the  tanker; past a dozen young French sailors in white caps; and straight past the office of the dozing Harbor Master. When he was within fifty feet of the Yemeni ship he quickly ducked behind a giant, grease-slicked chain and peered over the top.

      The two BMWs had stopped at the loading ramp leading into the black bowels of the rusting ship. Several of the ship’s unkempt crew stood at a safe distance on the dock, with the exception of the freighter’s captain, a surly, heavy-browed man, who stepped forward to try and look through his own reflection into the second BMW’s tinted windows.

      As the back window began to slide down, the captain’s image disappeared, replaced by a fat, hairy, bejeweled hand holding out a stuffed envelope.

      “Qassim Qahtani, I presume,” Eden whispered to himself.

      The captain gushed with overplayed gestures  as the window sealed itself shut to block out his babble. Barking orders at his crew, he waved the cars  up the ramp and inside the belly of the ship.

      Hastily the crew began to unhitch the ship’s massive mooring lines and chains. Several charged up a narrow boarding gangplank and winched it off the dock, securing it in a horizontal position against the ship’s sheer, eight-story-high side.

      Before the captain vanished into the cargo hold, he pulled out a walkie-talkie and spoke into the handset. Almost instantly Eden felt a rumbling beneath the docks and the sea began to churn at the rear of the vessel. The ship's remaining crew scurried aboard as the loading ramp  lifted off the dock like an ancient, rusted drawbridge. Eden knew his time to get onboard was now or never.

      Thinking fast, he ran his hands over the grimy, slippery chain in front of him, then smeared his shirt with grease and snapped off several buttons.

      He bolted across the dock, reached the edge of the wharf and launched himself up onto the rising ramp tumbling down the other side, into the dark, knocking into the back of the captain’s legs.  In a tirade of Arabic and angry spit, the captain turned and waved him inside the black void of the ship, without so much as a look.

      Eden’s eyes adjusted to the lack of light. He made out the other crew members piling onto a hydraulic lift at the far end of the cargo hold. With no caging and no railing on the lift; it was little more than a large square platform with a control button mounted on a waist-high stand in one corner. A single shaft of light shone directly down onto the lift from an opening in the ship’s deck, eight stories  above the crewmen.

      Eden felt a kick up his pants as the captain ordered him out of the cargo hold along with the rest of the men. Hastily he made his way toward the lift, quickly sizing up his cavernous surroundings.

      The interior of the cargo hold was like a giant warehouse. At lower points on the walls,  beams criss-crossed one another in a pulley rigging designed to move and secure containers. Chains hung from the beams like curtains bunched to the walls. Otherwise, the space was virtually empty, except for  the two black BMWs,  parked side by side in the center of the hold.

      As Eden made his way toward the lift—looking for a place and an opportunity to hide—the driver’s door of the first BMW opened. All eyes, including the captain’s, watched a tall, handsome Middle Eastern man step out of the car. Eden took this opportunity and seized it, slipping unseen behind a screen of chains jangling softly by the wall.

      Immaculately dressed, carefully adjusting the cuffs of his sleeves, the man  said in clear, confident English. “Our friends are waiting. We need to leave Yemeni soil—now!”

      The captain gave a quick submissive nod, uttered an apology, then hurried to join his men on the lift. As soon as he set foot on the platform, he punched the button on the stand and the hydraulics lurched into action. From below, Eden watched the captain and his crew ascend and disappear through the hatch in the ceiling.

      A moment later, the sound of the ship’s engines turned from a drone to a thunderous rumbling  and the Yemeni vessel was on its way.

      The only question was: on its way where?

      The answer presented itself sooner rather than later, in the form of Qassim Qahtani.

      “How far, Yusuf?”

      The immaculately-dressed man’s reply came in Arabic. He was holding the backseat door of the second BMW open. Inside the car, struggling to lift himself off the seat, was a large sweaty man with four chins, a ponytail and a small fortune in gold dangling around his fat neck. Puffs of graying chest hair sprouted from a baggy silk shirt unbuttoned to his waist.

      “In English!” the fat man wheezed angrily, clambering to his feet with the help of the car door. “I told you, I want to practice my English for the visitors! Let them know that Qassim Qahtani is a man of the world and nobody’s fool! Now tell me in English, how far are we going?”

      “Not as far as I’d like, father,” Yusuf replied. “The visitors are getting—” he looked up at the ceiling then, his ears picking up a distant sound, “—impatient.”

      Qassim looked up too, as did Eden from his hiding place of chains. Above the churn of the ship’s engines came the unmistakable thump-thump-thump of chopper blades cutting through the sky and getting louder, then a heavy scrape and clunk as the helicopter  landed.

      “Saabir!” Yusuf called. The driver of the second car quickly stepped out, a younger, shorter version of Yusuf, straightening his jacket and adjusting his pristine collar.

      “Where’s your gun?” Yusuf demanded.

      With a cocky, gold-toothed smile, Saabir opened his jacket to reveal a semi-automatic pistol tucked into his trousers.

      Yusuf shook his head, disapproving of his younger brother’s weapon of choice—or more specifically its size—then returned to the first BMW, sprang open the trunk, and from the passenger seat retrieved an Uzi submachine gun slamming a magazine into the pistol grip.

      Eden felt a tingle of dread on the back of his neck, then realized it wasn’t dread at all. It was whiskers. Quickly he turned and came face to face with a large rat, clinging to the chain and sniffing at his scent.

      The rat let out a winded squeak as Eden swatted it off the chain, hitting the steel floor a few feet away, loud enough for Qahtani, Yusuf and Saabir to turn their heads.

      “What was that?” Qassim demanded anxiously.

      Yusuf raised his Uzi, then lowered it with a half-grin when he saw, “A rat.” He watched the vermin scurry along the wall, then snapped his head back to the ceiling as the hydraulic shaft on the ascended lift began to whine.

      From the deck above, the platform descended.

      Light poured in from the opening above and three figures appeared on the lift: two Asian men in black suits stood either side of a small, slender  woman dressed in knee-high boots and a skin-tight black leather jumpsuit with a hood over her head. Each man carried a steel briefcase, laid flat in their outstretched arms waiting to be snapped open. The sight of them made Qassim smile.

      “Mya Chan,” he announced as the lift sank to a halt on the floor of the cargo hold. “What a pleasure to finally meet you.”

      The hooded woman stepped off the lift and began to stride purposefully across the steel floor, followed by the men with briefcases. She stopped in front of Qassim, a quarter his size, yet so cold and serious that he felt distinctly threatened by the woman. It was something he wasn’t used to, and an uneasy smile quivered on his lips.

      “I didn’t come for pleasure,” she said, a Chinese accent in her voice. “This is strictly business.” She nodded to the two men standing alongside Qahtani, her hood billowing to reveal full red lips, high sharp cheekbones and small round sunglasses. “I thought we agreed to nobody else but you, me and the diamond carriers.”

      “These are my sons, Yusuf and Saabir. I needed two drivers. I didn’t want to risk carrying both devices in one car. They’re very—delicate. I assure you the captain and his crew have been paid generously to keep their noses out of our business.”

      From behind the curtain of chains, Eden felt something heavy crawl across his shoe. He looked down and saw that the rat was back. Silently he tried brush it away, but the irritable beast reared its ugly head and squawked at him.

      The sound echoed through the cavernous hold.

      Mya and Qassim both turned at the shrill noise.

      Saabir placed his hand on the grip of his pistol.

      Yusuf unclipped the safety on the Uzi.

      Eden froze.

      “What was that?” Mya demanded, snapping off her sunglasses.

      “Nothing but a rat,” Qassim said, peering into the darkness at a thick tail trailing out from under some hanging chains.

      Eden felt the rodent sniffing up his trouser leg, its wet nose rubbing against his shin.

      “Enough with the formalities,” Mya turned back to Qassim. “My time is short.”

      “As is your patience,” Qassim observed. “Very well, let us do business.” With a clap of his hands, Yusuf and Saabir made their way to the trunks of the BMWs and each lifted out a small wooden crate. They  placed them gently on the ground in front of Mya.

      Yusuf retrieved a crowbar, then carefully  pried open the lid of each crate.  Mya stepped forward to peer inside.

      “As requested,” Qassim said, “two zidium devices. Every catastrophe-lover’s weapon du jour. One from a black market in Afghanistan, one from Djibouti. Both off the grid, completely untraceable. Each capable of leveling a mountain. Or destroying a city. Whatever your needs be. Which reminds me.” Qassim pulled a small silver cylinder from his pocket and handed it to Mya with a shrewd, business-like smile. “The impulse detonation device you asked for. Why you would want a toy such as this when you have two zidiums is beyond me, but a deal is a deal.”

      Mya reached blindly for the cylinder, for her eyes were locked on the crates sitting on the floor in front of her. Distractedly she took the detonation device, slid it between her breasts, then knelt on one knee.

      There inside each crate was what looked like a silver bowling ball with a small LED panel fitted into the top of each device. Tiny rivets and screws ran around the circumference of each shining sphere. “How do I activate them?”

      “Google it,” Qassim laughed. “Believe it or not, you can download a how-to guide from the internet.” He gave an innocent shrug. “ Terrorism is as easy as the click of a mouse.”

      “I’m impressed,” Mya whispered. Qassim caught the glint in her eye. He had seen it before, many times, that lust for chaos all terrorists share. It was a look that had made him rich.

      As though in a trance, Mya reached slowly—adoringly—for one of the zidium bombs. Suddenly Qassim’s hand shot out and seized her wrist. In sharp response, Mya’s free hand snapped a small pistol out of a holster inside her knee-high boot, its hand grip studded with diamonds. She jammed it up into Qassim’s chins. In a chain reaction, the snout of Saabir’s semi-automatic pressed against Mya’s temple while Yusuf aimed his submachine gun squarely at the two diamond carriers, pointing it at one, then the other, then back again.

      “I wouldn’t touch them if I were you,” Qassim breathed. “As I said, they’re very delicate. Besides, they’re not yours yet.” He swallowed anxiously and his throat clicked against the barrel of the pistol. “The diamonds. The deal was for the diamonds.”

      Mya eyed Qassim, then Saabir, then Yusuf, then pulled the gun away from Qassim’s chins and returned it to her boot.

      Qassim released her wrist, Saabir retracted his semi-automatic and Yusuf took a step back. With the situation momentarily disarmed, Mya stepped in front of the first diamond carrier, unsnapped the locks on the briefcase resting flat in his arms, opened the lid and stepped back.

      Qassim gasped.

      At the same time the pesky rat sunk it's fangs into Eden's shin causing him to wincingly gasp in pain.

      Mya turned sharply and said, “That was no rat!”

      With an ear-piercing squeal a writhing rat suddenly flew across the vast open space of the cargo hold like a fat furry football.

      Yusuf and Saabir opened fire at the same time, shredding the air and rat with bullets.

      Instinctively, Qassim dropped to his knees grabbing the handle of the briefcase full of diamonds in front of him. He slid it out of the diamond carrier’s hands, but the lid was still open causing, every last diamond to skitter and hurl across the steel floor of the cargo hold.

      “Stop shooting! Stop shooting!” he screamed.

      But his sons couldn’t hear him over their rapid, chaotic gunfire.

      Mya was already in a crouching position, ready to take flight, ordering in Chinese for her men to leave the diamonds and get the bombs.

      Swiftly they snatched up the open crates.

      Mya was running for the lift now. Glancing behind her she saw the shadow of an intruder bolt from behind the curtain of chains, heading for the other briefcase.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Yusuf saw him too. He spun on his heel, his finger squeezing the trigger of his gun.

      Eden darted across the open space as fast as he could. Sparks flying off the floor and bullets ricocheting around him.

      Yusuf made a move for the briefcase as well, trying to head him off.

      Eden almost reached the case, but a spray of bullets forced him left, toward the BMW. He reached the front passenger door and swung it open. On the other side of the car Saabir grabbed for the driver’s door. Eden threw himself into the car, feet-first. Saabir opened the driver’s door and was met with the soles of Eden’s shoes, both of which slammed straight into his chest sending him reeling backward, his gun scuttling across the floor.

      Yusuf caught a glimpse of his brother hitting the ground and spun his Uzi in a wide arc, blasting a rainbow of bullets through the air.

      Lying sprawled across the passenger and driver’s seat, Eden didn’t bother closing any doors, or sit up with the gunfire outside. He felt for the keys in the ignition and turned, roaring the engine to life.  Grabbing the gears he jammed the car in reverse, then with his palm pressed flat against the accelerator he smoked up the floor of the cargo hold.

      On the lift, Mya Chan heard the squeal of tires. “Hurry!” she screamed as her two accomplices climbed onboard the platform, each carrying a crate. “And be careful!” The second they staggered aboard she punched the lift button.

      Through the  tire smoke, scattered diamonds sparkled on the floor. Mortified, Qassim crawled on his hands and knees. “My diamonds! My diamonds!” He wailed, scurrying through the smoke.

      Eden’s BMW swerved wide in blind reverse, swinging left and slamming into a wall of the ship’s hull with a thunderous, hollow thud. Rear lights shattered. He punched the car into first gear.

      Across the hold, Yusuf had already pulled Saabir to his feet and thrown him in the driver’s seat of the second BMW then rammed a fresh magazine into the Uzi’s pistol grip.

      Saabir kicked the car into reverse just as Eden squealed away from the wall. In the rearview mirror, Saabir grinned his gold-toothed grin as he lined Eden’s Beemer up for a rear-end demolition derby smash. “Just like on cable,” he cackled to his brother.

      Eden saw the tail lights coming, but there was no time to get out of the way.

      With a grinding crunch, the Qahtani brothers’ car back-ended him. The momentum of the impact dragged Eden’s BMW across the floor in a sliding shower of sparks.

      The cars skidded in a pirouette, their front and rear bumpers locked.

      As the lift reached the deck above, Mya and her associates hurried out into the blinding daylight. From his place on the bridge, the captain saw the three hurry across the deck  toward  their black and silver Euro-copter EC 135. He saw the men carrying wooden crates, saw the urgency with which they moved, saw that Qassim Qahtani had not come up to the surface with them, and he knew something was wrong. He snatched up his walkie talkie and radioed his crew on the deck below to send the lift back down—now!

      Below deck, Qassim continued to scramble across the floor, searching desperately for his scattered diamonds as the two interlocked BMWs spun and screeched across the cargo hold.

      Eden jerked his gears into reverse and tried to pull free. More tire smoke blew from his spinning wheels. His car dragged the Qahtani brothers several more feet across the floor, then with a jolt detached itself.

      Saabir cranked through his gears and spun the steering wheel.

      At the same time Eden braked, twisting his body so he was sitting upright at last, and looked through the windshield to see the Qahtani brothers facing him dead on. Yusuf was hanging out the passenger window, his Uzi pointed straight at Eden.

      “Oh shit!” Eden ducked and covered his head as the windshield above him exploded in a million shards. Bullets tattering the driver’s seat headrest and smashing through the rear windshield. Eden reversed again, turning the wheel hard right. The Beemer flew in a wide circle bullets continuing to pelt the car—and puncture the gas tank.

      Gasoline gushed from  holes in the tank, leaving a wide arc across the floor.

      While Yusuf fired, Saabir hit the accelerator and turned in pursuit, sweeping across the nose of Eden’s car, unable to brake in time before ploughing headlong into the ship’s wall. The hood crumpled. Saabir shoved the car into reverse, zeroing in on Eden with more speed and determination than ever.

      Eden peered over the glass-covered dash, saw the Qahtani brothers coming and stepped on the brakes.

      Saabir was going too fast to adjust his course. Instead he braked as well, skidding to a halt directly in the path of Eden’s car. Eden slammed his foot on the accelerator, wheels spinning in the pool of gas. As the tires  found their grip the car headed straight for Yusuf’s door. CRASH!

      Yusuf’s door buckled. Eden’s car pushed the Qahtani brothers all the way to the wall and pinned them there with a car-crumpling smash. The front bumper of Eden’s BMW dislodged on one side, the fractured left end hitting the floor. Yusuf himself jolted across the passenger seat, thumping into his brother. The gun flew out of his hands, out the passenger window, clattered across Eden’s hood and bounced in through the shot-out windshield.

      Yusuf blinked away his blurred vision, realized his gun was gone, and scrambled as fast as he could out through the bent frame of the passenger window.

      Eden saw him coming and yanked the gears into reverse, but not before Yusuf threw himself on the twisted hood. As the car screamed backward, Yusuf clung to the car’s hood. The half-dislodged front bumper scraped against the metal floor, sending up sparks as it followed the trail of gushing gasoline until—Foomp! Sparks became flames.

      Eden kept driving, trying to outrun the fire and  turning the wheel to throw Yusuf off the hood. He reached for the Uzi but as he lay his hand upon the weapon, Yusuf threw a punch through the open windshield hitting Eden directly in his face, hard enough to   snap back his head and cause his hands to lose their grip on the gun and the wheel.

      The car swerved precariously.

      Eden locked both hands on the wheel to maintain control.

      And suddenly Yusuf was upon him. He had one hand on the wheel trying to tear it out of Eden’s grip, and one hand flailing for the gun

      Eden returned the punch, his fist connecting with Yusuf’s jaw.

      Yusuf threw it straight back, smashing Eden across the cheekbone.

      In the other car, Saabir glanced in his rearview mirror. He saw the quickly-spreading  fire, and in the middle of it he caught a glimpse of the semi-automatic pistol he’d dropped, lying on the floor amid the flames.

      He reversed fast, adjusting his rearview mirror to guide him backward through the fire, keeping his eye on the gun⁠—

      when he should have been looking out for his father.

      Through the dancing flames, Qassim scrambled across the floor on hands and knees after his precious diamonds—and crawled straight into the path of Saabir’s reversing car.

      Saabir’s BMW bounced violently as its back tires rolled over Qassim,  flattening his skull.

      Instantly Saabir knew something was wrong. He slammed on the brakes. Staring through the windshield he saw the crushed, lifeless body of his father, his open palm glittering with diamonds.

      “No!” Saabir howled.

      He jumped out of the car and raced to his dead father.

      Shock quickly turned to rage. With flames dancing in his eyes, Saabir’s vengeful gaze honed in on the other car.

      Eden took another blow to the jaw before slamming his foot on the brake. Yusuf slid up the hood of the car, his chest gliding over the broken glass covering the dash. He was even closer now to the Uzi and made a grab for it. Eden hammered the accelerator. The car hit sixty kilometers an hour in four seconds flat, blazing a fiery trail directly toward Saabir and the body of Qassim.

      Yusuf got his hands on the Uzi and locked his fingers around the grip as Eden slammed on the breaks.  The car slid to a breakneck halt sending Yusuf flying off the hood and smashing into his brother.

      Eden heard the lift clunk into place on the floor of the cargo hold behind him.

      He glanced back, slid the gears into reverse, then flew across the floor, tires aflame.  He steered directly for the lift at full speed, then pulled on the emergency brake and slid onto the platform.

      Far across the fiery cargo hold, Yusuf and Saabir clambered to their feet and opened fire.

      Without leaving the car, Eden ducked in the driver’s seat, wrestled off one of his shoes, then peered over the dash and threw the shoe as hard as he could at the large  control button.

      The shoe smacked  its target.

      The hydraulics whined into motion.

      The platform began to ascend, lifting the BMW  off the cargo hold floor,  toward  the deck. The bullets from Saabir’s and Yusuf’s guns ricocheted off the bottom of the platform as Eden rose higher and higher. Suddenly flames began to peel their way up the sides of the BMW. Eden kicked at the driver’s door and it flung open, but realized there was no way out. The Beemer sat squarely of the platform, and the drop was now  four stories high and still rising to the deck.

      As flames began to lick at the interior upholstery  Eden remembered the shirt on his back was still covered in highly flammable grease from the chain on the port. Buttons flew in the air as he ripped it open, chest first, and sent it flying out the windshield where the flames turned it into a fireball.

      His mind racing he slid the sunroof of the flaming BMW open and saw the light of day approaching. With an explosion like canons blasting, one tire after another ruptured. Then, through the smoke, the sun filtered through the sunroof as the lift whirred to a halt locking into place on the deck.

      Eden pressed the accelerator to the floor.

      The gears were still in reverse, and the smoking, burning BMW squealed across the deck of the ship and slammed into the base of the bridge.

      A short distance in front of him the lift began to descend, releasing a blanket of smoke from the burning cargo hold below; the Qahtani brothers would soon be on their way up.

      Eden had to make his own escape before the BMW became his blazing coffin.  Scrambling through the sunroof he then leaped over the flames and toppled across the deck.  He looked around fast and saw the panicked looks from the captain and crew in the bridge above him; the blades of the diamond traders’ helicopter sweeping in a wide circle, preparing for take-off; and Mya Chan, standing beside the open cabin door of the chopper pulling her diamond-studded pistol from her boot.

      She spotted Eden sprawled in the deck beneath the ship’s bridge.

      Her finger squeezed the trigger of the gun.

      Below deck, the lift reached the burning floor of the cargo hold. Weapons in hand, Saabir and Yusuf fought their way through the flames and leapt onto the platform. They looked up at the open hatch high above, as the lift began to ascend.

      On deck, Eden rolled. Sparks shot into the air, inches from his turning, tumbling torso as Mya’s bullets ricocheted. The black-hooded villainess pumped the trigger until the chamber was empty. Then she shouted over her shoulder in  at the man securing their payload. He leaned further into the cabin and handed her an M240 machine gun, an ammunition belt dangling from its feed tray, bullets ready to be chewed up and spat out in Eden’s direction.

      The gun looked enormous in Mya’s hands, but she handled it with terrifying ease.

      Eden leapt to his feet as an endless spray of bullets chased him, ripping apart the base of the bridge only inches behind him. He poured on the speed, leaping onto a nearby oil barrel and launching into the air and crashing back onto the deck behind a large steel storage container.

      With a deafening Brrrrrrrrrr! the machine gun’s ammunition tore a path behind him eating through the blazing BMW, up the wall of the bridge, and, to the wide-eyed horror of the captain and his crew, right through the windows into the control room.

      Glass exploded as bullets shredded the bridge.

      Blood splashing across the tattered windows.

      Eden realized things were about to get a whole lot worse.

      So did Mya. She stopped shooting, and as the flying glass settled inside the bridge, she watched the ship’s crew stagger and fall while the captain coughed up a lungful of blood, lurched forward, then slumped dead against the wheel.

      Slowly his body rolled to one side⁠—

      —turning the ship’s wheel with it—full to starboard.

      The vessel’s engines groaned and the deck shuddered, and  the entire world tipped on a twenty degree angle as the massive ship turned hard right, moving too fast, sweeping through the port of Aden in a giant, sea-churning U-turn.

      The walls of the hull bowed and moaned under the strain threatening to buckle altogether.

      Random screws and bolts popped and shot into the air as the deck became a steely slope.

      Cables snapped and whipped through the air.

      And everything that wasn’t tied down began to slide: containers, crates, the burning BMW, the helicopter⁠—!

      Eden rolled and tumbled, trying to bounce to his feet before smashing into the port side railing with a rib breaking crash.

      Mya dropped the machine gun and grabbed the chopper door before it slid out of reach, screaming at her henchmen, “Take off! Take off!”

      Below deck, the lift tilted on the same angle as the ship. Yusuf and Saabir lost their balance. Yusuf heard the clang as his Uzi fell from his grip and hit the lift floor, just before he himself toppled over the platform. His left hand managed to latch onto the edge, catching him before he fell. Above him, Saabir slid down the tilting platform, as did the Uzi. Both weapon and man tumbled over the edge, just above Yusuf’s head. Yusuf had one hand free—he could catch either the gun or his brother. He made his choice, ignoring his brother’s blood-curdling scream as Saabir plunged to his fiery death eight stories below.

      On the deck above, grimacing in pain Eden managed to  leap out of the way as the burning BMW slammed into then over the railing, sending  flaming chunks of metal into the sea  below.

      At the bow of the ship, Mya managed to leap into the cabin of the chopper as it rattled and bounced down the sloped deck, trying to take off. Its tail boom hit a strapped-down container. The bird spun precariously, bunny-hopped in an attempt to gain altitude, then lifted nose-down, tail-up into the air. It swept perilously close to the titling deck then became airborne, lifting up into the sky and swooping out to sea.

      In the bridge, the body of the captain  slid off the wheel causing the ship to level out, straighten up, and head directly toward  Aden’s busy port.

      On shore instinct seemed to wake the dozing Harbor Master. His cigarette fell to the floor, his feet slid off his desk as he sucked in a breath of waking air. He wiped his eyes, blinked back the bright day and squinted out his office window to see the Yemeni ship, billowing smoke and fire, moving at full speed and heading straight for port. Straight for the French cargo ship and the African oil tanker.

      The Harbor Master burst from his office screaming, “Runaway ship! Runaway ship! Get the tugs!”

      Dock workers slowed, stared, stepped backward—then ran for their lives. The two ships left in port started spilling their crews in mad panic, first down the bottlenecked gangplanks, then over the sides of the ships.

      Eden was already charging up the deck ladder to the door of the bridge. He could see the port speeding toward him, and the only way of slowing the ship now was to get inside the bridge. He reached the door and rattled the handle. Locked. He shook it with all his strength, but it wouldn’t give.

      Up ahead, the port loomed closer and closer. He could see men running for their lives, fleeing the doomed port. A few gallant souls were rallying tugboats, throwing off lines and pushing the tugs out to sea.

      Eden put his shoulder into the bridge door, but he felt his cracked rib snap completely. He roared in pain, wrapping his arms around his naked injured torso.

      The bow of the ship cut a wake through the water that was already sending waves smashing against the dock, rocking the pylons.

      Eden knew it was too late to do anything but abandon ship. He raced for the railing.

      As the lift rose toward the deck, Yusuf pulled himself up onto the platform, Uzi in hand, ready to take vengeance on the man who had destroyed his family. The lift stopped on the deck, Yusuf turned, and through the pouring smoke he saw Eden climbing onto the railing, about to dive.

      In that moment, Eden turned and spotted Yusuf.

      Yusuf raised the Uzi, then saw the look in Eden’s eye: he wasn’t afraid of the man with the machine gun, he was more concerned about abandoning ship. Now!

      Despite the pain that shot through his body, Eden raised his arms into a diving position and leapt from the railing.

      Yusuf turned and gaped at what he saw.

      Eden hit the water and plunged deep beneath the surface.

      A giant wave from the charging ship surged up and over the dock. Several powerful, fearless tugs tried to ride the wave and position themselves quickly between the oncoming vessel and the port dock, and although they worked hard, engines roaring, to lessen the level of damage that the runaway ship might have otherwise caused, the port of Aden would never quite be the same again.

      The out-of-control vessel plowed into the end of the dock, snapping the wharf’s wooden planks and sending their splintered shards soaring through the air.

      The Yemeni vessel tore into the French cargo ship, folding back curled sheets of steel before forcing the boat backyard, slamming it into the African oil tanker.  Flames leapt from one ship to another. A sound—like a thousand car tires being knifed—filled the air as all three ships ignited. Yusuf turned to run, but he was  too late.

      The ball of fire that filled the air looked like an atomic blast, mushrooming into the bright blue sky and blanketing Aden in a veil of smoke that would last for days.

      As the thunderous eruption sent shock waves through the ocean the three ships began to sink. Eden held his breath for as long as he could, swimming deep and far. At one point he turned and looked back at the burnt, twisted hunks of steel that splashed into the water  all around him. Every now and then he spotted the glimmer and sparkle of what could only be diamonds sinking through the water amid the debris. Raining down upon the seabed. Lost to the deep blue forever.

      Just one, he thought.

      That's all he needed to prove that these were Zhang Sen’s stolen diamonds.
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      “What the hell happened to just observing, not intervening?”

      Eden shrugged. “It wasn’t so much a case of intervening. More like saving my own ass!”

      As the two made their way through San Francisco’s bustling airport terminal, Jake—dressed in a dinner suit, his shirt open-necked and his untied black tie slung loose around his collar—took Eden’s bag off him in exchange for a second, neatly-pressed dinner suit in his hand. Jake was the rugged type, a New York adventurer with a penchant for deadly situations and dangerous men; a stranger to caution and care who hated pomp and ceremony. Yet Eden couldn’t help but appreciate how handsome he looked right now, even with that angry furrow in his brow.

      “The Professor wanted you to see, not do!”

      “Is he upset?”

      Jake shook his head. “Not at you. Jesus, he never gets mad at you. If I blew up a port in Yemen, different story. But you, he loves. If anything ever happened to you, God help the rest of us!”

      Eden couldn’t help but smirk at Jake’s accusation of favoritism. “Don’t worry, I’ll spare you the pain. Nothing’s ever going to happen to me.” Suddenly he winced and clutched his side.

      “You’re hurt!”

      “I’m okay.”

      Jake lightly touched Eden’s side and the young Brazilian clenched his teeth, biting back a groan. “We’re taking you to a hospital.”

      “No. I’m fine. Besides, don’t you know doctors make the worst patients?”

      “I don’t care, you’re hurt.”

      “Later,” Eden insisted. “I need to see the Professor first. I think Zhang is in trouble.”

      No sooner had they stepped out of the terminal and into the night air, a sleek black limousine pulled up before them. The driver was a young Chinese man, tall and muscular, wearing gloves and a chauffeur’s hat. Tufts of bleached hair, white as snow, peeped out from under the cap. Eden eyed him suspiciously.

      “One of Zhang’s drivers,” Jake informed him, noticing Eden’s guarded gaze. “The party at the tower’s already started.”

      “But we don’t mind being fashionably late,” said a voice from inside the limo. One of the back doors had already sprung open before the driver could offer assistance, and young Will Hunter, looking dapper in a dinner suit of his own, launched himself from the backseat of the stretch car in a maneuver that was straight off the football field. The nineteen-year-old college quarterback gave Eden a strong, hard squeeze, and the Brazilian tried not to let his pain show.

      “Easy, kid,” Jake stepped in,  prying Will away. “Walking wounded, here.”

      “Jake, I’m okay,” Eden insisted.

      “You’ll be fine once we get you to a hospital,” Jake lectured back.

      “After the party,” Eden argued once more.

      At that moment, Shane Houston, the gentlemanly Texas cowboy, stepped out of the back of the limo in his dinner suit and cowboy hat, and embraced Eden even harder than Will did. “Are you okay?”

      “I was,” wheezed Eden. “Where’s Luca?”

      Indeed the five of them were only four tonight; Luca was missing. “He’s in Krakow,” Will replied. “Still tryin’ to dig up skeletons.”

      “It scares me to think what he might find,” Eden said gravely. Then as Shane gave him another tight hug, Eden grimaced once more.

      Jake hauled the cowboy off him. “Guys, you’re killin’ him with love. Back up. It’s time the doctor saw a doctor!”

      “What’s all this about doctors and hospitals?” The question belonged to the Professor who sat in the open doorway of the limousine, a look of concern on his face. “Eden, are you alright?”

      “Professor, I’m fine. Probably just a broken rib or two. When we get back to the house I’ll do a full check-up on myself. In the meantime, all I need is a stiff drink!”

      “The bar is stocked!” Will winked, gesturing to the open back door of the limo.

      “Sounds good to me,” Eden smiled.

      “Eden, are you certain you’re alright,” the Professor asked again. “We’re attending this party as a measure of security, not necessity.”

      Eden took a deep breath and said, “I’m not so sure about that, Professor.” He shot another wary glance at the driver, then suggested, “I’ll tell you more on the way to the tower.”

      The screen between the driver’s compartment and the back seats of the limo was raised. As the stretch car headed for the shimmering skyscrapers of downtown San Francisco, Jake helped Eden strip off his shirt, easing it off his broad brown back with care. The sleeves rolled inside out, freeing Eden’s hands in time for him to receive a tumbler of scotch on ice from Will.

      Eden drained the glass at once, then nodded at the rearview mirror in the driver’s compartment, watching the driver’s face. “Can he hear us?” The young driver didn’t take his eyes off the road for a second.

      Jake shook his head. “Intercom’s off. So what surprises you got for us?”

      Eden answered by unzipping his trousers and digging his hand deep into his underpants. He rummaged around for a moment or two, while Jake watched the sizable package shift from left to right and back again.

      Shane caught the pleased glint in Jake’s eye. “I don’t think it’s that sort of surprise.”

      He was right. Eden pulled his hand free, opened his palm, and everyone sat forward including the Professor, whose unseeing eyes sparkled in the reflection of the small diamond in Eden’s hand.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Will asked.

      The Professor’s sensitive fingers reached forward slowly and touched the tiny object in Eden’s palm. “Zhang Sen will know for certain. Every one of Sen’s diamonds contains a watermark, undetectable to the human eye. If this diamond bears that signature, then I think it’s safe to assume the stolen jewels are ending up in some very dangerous hands. Which is precisely why he wants us there tonight.”

      “Mr. Sen wants us there to protect the diamonds?” Will asked.

      “Actually Will, it’s Mr. Zhang,” the Professor replied. “Sen is his first name. Traditionally, the Chinese surname comes first. And to answer your question, no, we’re not there to protect the diamonds. We’re there to protect one diamond. A diamond called the Eye of Fucanglong. It is one of the largest, most precious diamonds in the world, found fourteen centuries ago and placed in the eye of a golden dragon. It is the jewel in the crown of the Zhang Diamond empire.”

      “Hence the big shindig,” Shane said.

      “The new Zhang Diamond Tower here in San Francisco is now complete and the corporation is in the first phase of its expansion into the United States market. This event signifies the coming together of two great cultures, two unsinkable economies. What better occasion to unveil the Eye of Fucanglong to America? What better way to begin a multi-billion dollar international business venture than by showcasing the company’s greatest treasure and putting it on display here in America for all the world to admire?”

      “Or steal,” Eden added.

      “Why does he need us to help?” Jake asked. “Doesn’t he have his own security team to keep an eye on the Eye… so to speak?”

      “Sen is a very old friend of mine, we went to Oxford together. He has voiced concerns that the recent spate of thefts from his collections could be the work of someone within his own organization.”

      “He thinks it’s an inside job?” Will asked.

      “He’s not taking any chances. Which is where we come in. If Sen has a concern for the Eye of Fucanglong, then we’ll do everything in our power to safeguard it against those who may want to get their hands on it.”

      “I hate to say it, Professor, but I’m not so sure it’s the diamond they want to get their hands on,” Eden added. “Whoever’s stealing from Zhang Sen is trading the diamonds for weapons on the international black market.”

      “What kind of weapons?” Jake asked.

      “Bombs. I think the diamonds are being used to fund some sort of terrorist act.”

      “Are you sure?” the Professor asked.

      “I’m positive. I saw two devices before the dealers made off with them. Professor, they were zidium bombs.”

      “Zidium?” the Professor breathed. “My God! Are you sure?”

      “I’ve never seen one before, but I know what I heard and I know what those things can do.”

      “What the hell’s a zidium bomb?” Will asked, his eyes glancing nervously from Eden to the Professor.

      “I’ll explain later.” The Professor’s tone was cool and collected, but not without a hint of urgency. “Shane, as soon as we get to the party, find us a copy of the guest list as well as a company staff listing for Zhang Diamonds. We need to know everybody who’s invited, everybody who has any kind of connection with Sen, every employee who has ever worked for him. If this is an inside job, we must find out who these people are immediately. And more importantly, what they want.”
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      “They want power. It’s the curse, you see.” Zhang Sen finished examining the small stolen diamond Eden had given him and put it down on the table with a heavy-hearted sigh. “And yes, this is one of mine.”

      Suddenly a cork popped like a gunshot and the champagne flowed, its bubbles  filling up Sen’s glass, although right now, celebrating was the last thing on his mind. The waiter turned and left, closing the door to the mezzanine boardroom behind him, completely shutting out the sounds of the party that filled the fifty-second floor of the glittering new Zhang Diamond Tower in the heart of San Francisco’s financial district.

      There were five of them in the room: the Professor, Eden, Jake, Will and Sen, a grey-haired gentleman in his mid-sixties, small and dignified, his composure calm and his gestures understated. Yet beneath his poised façade, there lingered a sense of disquiet and concern.

      “It began almost fifteen hundred years ago. Legend has it, a beautiful but evil witch fell in love with a young man who lived in a village in the mountains of Shandong. He was a handsome man of purity and clarity. The witch desperately wanted his love, she wanted him to be with her for all time. But for all her spells and hexes—all her power—she could not make him love her. So one day in a fit of rage she cut out his heart and turned it into a diamond, something she could possess forever. This angered the gods, who sent Fucanglong, the dragon god of the underworld, the guardian of precious jewels and lost treasures, to kill the witch. Blazing a flaming trail behind him, Fucanglong burst from the mountains in a terrible explosion of fire and smoke to claim the diamond, to protect it forever. For three days the dragon god and the witch were locked in a fierce battle, one that leveled mountains and destroyed cities, until eventually the witch sliced out one of Fucanglong’s eyes. But when she raised her dagger to finish him off, the dragon god seized the diamond from her and turned the young man’s bejeweled heart into a glittering stone eye for himself, so that he could see his enemy with clarity and purity. Fucanglong dealt the witch one last fatal blow with his mighty tail, but before she died, she looked into the diamond eye of Dragon God and said, ‘He who looks into your eye, shall be cursed forever.’”

      “Cursed with what?” Jake asked, his own heart turning to stone upon once again hearing that word.

      “Cursed to always want… but never to have.”

      Sen walked over to a wall of the boardroom then and pressed a button. The entire wall began to slide away, revealing a two-way mirror overlooking the party below. Concealed behind the glass, Sen and the Professor’s boys watched on as hundreds of immaculately-dressed men and exquisitely-adorned women milled about on the floor below them, taking delicate sips of their champagne, staring with admiring eyes not at the stunning views over San Francisco through the floor to ceiling windows that lined the entire room, but at the dozens upon dozens of glittering displays around them—a fortune in dazzling diamonds encased in glass.

      In the center of the room, the majority of the party-goers had gathered, positioning themselves around a large, ceiling-high display case concealed by black curtains. They knew what was behind it, the rumors had already circulated and the excitement was building, and even though none of them could see it yet, it seemed that Sen’s guests were already entranced by the spell of the Eye of Fucanglong.

      “And so the curse began, fifteen hundred years ago. For centuries, blood has been spilled, men have died, feudal empires have waged war and destroyed each other, all because of the diamond. In 1936, my grandfather had made enough money with his mining company to purchase the diamond at an auction in Shanghai. He never once looked at it. He simply locked it away for fear of what it might do to him. He felt it his duty to keep it safe from the world… and the world safe from it.”

      “So why bring it out now?” Jake asked matter-of-factly. “If you’re worried about it, if your grandfather was so concerned about the curse, if so many people died, why tempt fate?”

      Sen smiled sweetly, fondly. “My grandfather was a very superstitious man. I, on the other hand, am a businessman, one who appreciates traditional Chinese values without the hocus-pocus, and someone who appreciates true beauty. I’m not saying the curse is real or not, but I don’t believe in keeping something so beautiful, so exquisite, from the rest of the world. What was it Keats wrote?”

      Jake surprised everyone by answering first. “A thing of beauty is a joy forever.”

      The Professor smiled. “You’re a curiosity, Jake Stone.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      At that moment, the door to the boardroom opened and a handsome young Chinese man in his early twenties stuck his head in the door, sized up the room, then apologetically said, “Oh, uncle, I’m sorry. I didn’t know you had guests.”

      “It’s all right, Bradley. Gentlemen, this is my nephew, Bradley Zhang. He prefers a western interpretation of his name, and he’s no doubt here to tell me I’m running behind schedule.”

      “Just doing my job, Uncle,” Bradley smiled.

      Sen smiled back appreciatively. “Bradley looks after me, and shares the number two position in the corporation alongside a prominent Harvard Business graduate, Chad Chambers, whom you’ll no doubt meet as soon as we’re done here. Bradley himself went to Yale. His pipe dreams of becoming an Olympic ice skater took some time to snuff out, but eventually he saw the light… or should I say, the glimmer of diamonds.” Sen turned to Bradley then and gave him a polite, yet authoritative, nod. “We’ll be finished here in a minute… if you don’t mind.”

      “Of course, Uncle,” Bradley said, bowing courteously and closing the door behind him.

      The moment he was gone, Sen turned to the others in the room. “As you can see, the future of this company is in very good hands. The only question remaining is whose hands shall I leave it in—Mr. Chambers or my nephew? Who has the fortitude to ensure this company grows from strength to strength towards a bright shining future? That’s assuming this company actually has a future. If these thefts continue…” Sen sighed before finishing his thought, then changed the subject altogether. “What is the time, by the way?”

      Will, Jake and Eden all checked their watches and began pressing buttons and turning dials. The Professor immediately sensed Sen’s curiosity in the boys’ fidgeting.

      “Forgive them, Sen. Their watches are primarily used for global navigation. I have a tracking device inside me. It’s a long story, but one that’s come in handy on a number of occasions.” The Professor patted his stomach then. “Thanks to what’s in here, my men can find me anywhere in the world.”

      “What an amazing world we live in,” Sen marveled. “When I was a child, my mother would find me by ringing a bell. ” There was a hint of sadness and loss, in his voice.

      The Professor rested his hand lightly on hid old friend’s shoulder. “Everything’s going to be alright, Sen. We’ll find the people who are doing this and we’ll stop them before they can do any harm to you or anybody else.”
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