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			“There are only two tragedies in life: 
one is not getting what one wants, 
and the other is getting it.” 

—Oscar Wilde

		

	
		

		
			Prologue

			1984 / Dharan, Saudi Arabia

			A Korean guest worker tells an American drilling engineer that The Stander is in a display case at a gold store in the city. For the right price, the Korean agrees to steal it. The deal is made. The heist successful. The American leaves on the next flight. The Korean however, is later recognized by the store owner, arrested, and made to confess. The following day, at a public ceremony, his hands are lopped off.

			1986 / Beijing, China

			Fen Lee, a low level bureaucrat in the Ministry of Tourism agrees to part with The Walker. Kept surreptitiously in his family for decades, he accepts the American’s price but demands absolute silence on how he attained it. Days later, the American is gone and Fen Lee is unceremoniously imprisoned. There are no secrets in Communist China.

			

			1990 / Cairo, Egypt

			A street vendor at the Khan El Khalili market stealthily hands over The Prancer to the American’s representative. The brokered sale calls for the disposal of the go-between. Among the noise and clamor of the market, the removal of the vendor is accomplished quickly and quietly, but not without considerable loss of blood. 

			1993 / Mumbai, India

			At the train station, the tall Sikh reaches into his dastaar where he has hidden The Loper. He passes it to the American’s agent who will make sure it reaches the United States. Afterwards, the train carrying the Sikh back to his village derails, tumbling down a hillside. All in his car are killed. 

			1997 / London, England

			On a bench in Hyde Park, two men discuss Tony Blair and the Labor Party’s landslide victory as one man hands the other a small box containing The Galloper. When they depart, the American takes the Concorde back to New York and the Englishman returns to his office in Whitehall. There he experiences a severe myocardial infarction and drops dead at his desk.

			

			2001 / Istanbul, Turkey

			At an upscale Hammam, the American enjoys a body scrub, wash, and massage. Afterwards, he dresses and finds The Kicker wrapped in a silk scarf in the inside breast pocket of his suit. Leaving, he thanks the owner and hands him a gift-wrapped package concealing a copious amount of cash. A month later fire consumes the bathhouse and burns it and its proprietor to ashes.

			2006 / Bangkok, Thailand

			A bar girl plies her trade and lets the American’s man buy her multiple rum and Cokes. Then she takes him to a short-time hotel where they have sex and swap The Grazer for a handbag stuffed with thousand dollar bills. The next morning, he’s gone. She returns the money to her boss, who returns it to his boss, who directs that the bar girl be instructed to keep the transaction a secret… permanently. 

			2008 / Rio de Janeiro, Brazil

			Strolling Ipanema beach, the American nods to the bikini-clad women he passes. One slips a note in his hand instructing him to meet a Portuguese man with a patch over his eye below Christ the Redeemer statue at four in the afternoon. At the meet, the American passes a camera case loaded with cash to the one-eyed Portuguese who hands him a small leather pouch with The Pawer inside. Six months later, in an automobile accident, the Brazilian loses his other eye.

			2013 / Marseille, France

			A sailor leaves his freighter and taxis to the La Quai Du Rire. He picks up a pre-purchased ticket and takes his seat on the aisle as the comedy begins. The American’s emissary sits next to him and they exchange The Kneeler for the agreed upon price. The sailor makes it back to the ship, but two days into his next voyage he is stabbed in a boiler room knife fight and soon expires from sepsis.

			2015 / Bogotá, Colombia

			In a heavily guarded hacienda, the cartel captain surrounds The Leaper in cocaine and encloses it in a shipment bound for the United States. A Cessna pilot flies it to a deserted runway outside Brownsville, Texas, where it’s checked by the American’s hired authenticator. It will then be driven across country to its final destination. On his way back to Colombia, the pilot encounters a thunderstorm, loses his bearings, and fatally crashes into a mountainside. 

			

			2020 / Berlin, Germany

			The American and a striking blonde fräulein traverse the mile-long section of the Berlin Wall known as the East Side Gallery. They talk discreetly as they take in the graffiti, murals, and artwork that memorialize the spirit that infected the city during unification. When they part, he has The Lander—eleventh of The Twelve Palominos. She has the money, but also the initial stages of the Covid virus which will lead to her untimely death only weeks later. 

			2024 / San Diego, California

			A man, appropriately named Broadhurst, smuggles The Riser into the States. 

			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			Like a lot of towns with manicured sites for tourists but dirt under their civic fingernails, San Diego had its share of dive bars. Not the remakes with websites, ladies’ night, and happy hour. Rather, the ones with scarred mahogany, split Naugahyde, and hours that couldn’t accurately be described as happy since the Reagan administration. The Four Aces was one of the latter. The watering hole was an anachronistic eye-sore wedged between warehouses and bait shops on Harbor Drive. It had somehow withstood the onslaught of gentrification that seemed to be spreading like a flesh eating disease—the flesh of the working classes who didn’t know what anachronism or gentrification meant, but they sure as hell knew change when they saw it. That’s why The Four Aces was able to maintain its profitability. Those on the losing end of life’s ever-changing lottery tend to routinely wash their defeat down with strong drink or cheap beer. Both were served liberally to luckless patrons more than satisfied to soak their troubles in a soothing balm of non-judgmental booze. 

			

			On this particular day, however, there was one there who differed from the regular clientele. He had on a suit with no tie and wore his thirty-nine years like a man much younger. Close-cropped hair, chiseled chin and a face that looked lived-in rather than ravaged, tended to set him apart. Aware that he was likely to stand out among the misfits and miscreants that normally frequented The Four Aces, he had taken the last stool on the short corner of the long bar. It was out of the sight line of most customers, off the bartender’s regular loop, and about as private as anywhere in the place except the toilet. That’s why Brig Ellis chose it, and that’s why he was still nursing a Modelo that he had ordered a half hour ago. Unlike the others there, he hadn’t come to drink. He had come to watch another man drink and to see who the fellow might be drinking with. So far it was no one. Just as it had been for the last couple of days.

			Ellis didn’t like divorce work. Normally, he didn’t take that kind of job. But Edith’s sob story sucked him in. Had two kids at home, she said. Couldn’t make ends meet as it was. Feared Bob was seeing some bimbo on the side and wasting what little money they had on suds and sex in the afternoon. Not necessarily in that order. Would he look into it for her? She could pay him in installments. So much a week. For as many weeks as it took. She had to know who it was. So she could take him to court and hopefully get alimony for her and the kids. Even though Ellis’s card read Investigations, Security, Confidential Matters, he seldom stooped to snooping on philandering husbands or wives. But there was something about Edith’s plight that brought out the soft touch in the hard-nosed private investigator. Damn, he thought, is she going to be surprised. 

			For three days Ellis had been at the docks when Bob finished his shift. He followed him from the time he left work until he returned home. Not once had the supposedly wayward husband stopped to put his hands on anything resembling what old timers used to call a floozy. The only thing Bob lovingly gripped were the tequila shots served one after the other until he returned to his car and surprisingly made it safely to his driveway. Bob may have been guzzling every bit of their discretionary income and more, but he wasn’t cheating on Edith. She was scheduled to come to Ellis’s office the following morning. He planned to surprise her with the news.

			The next day, when Edith arrived on time at Ellis’s less-than-pretentious but more-than-poverty-row office, she wasn’t alone. There was a man with her that she introduced as Mr. Skeffington. Late thirties or early forties, Ellis guessed. The P.I. took note of the Brooks Brothers three-piece gray suit. It enhanced what appeared to be a barrel chest and a body maintained as well as his attire. He even carried a black Homburg which he had removed just before entering. His adherence to manners allowed Ellis to observe more closely the man’s coif and facial features. His hair was platinum, except for the roots. But it was razor cut and stylish and gave the impression it likely once topped a uniform. He had a strait nose, high cheekbones, thin lips and cobalt blue eyes beneath brows that matched his neatly combed hair. It was a serious, no nonsense face, with a definite hint of menace behind the eyes. The man perused Ellis as fully as he himself was being observed, but said nothing as he and Edith took seats in the two chairs fronting the P.I.’s desk. 

			“You may speak candidly, Mr. Ellis,” Edith said somberly. “What did you find?”

			Looking first to Skeffington, then quickly back to Edith, Ellis said, “Your husband spends his time drinking more than he… or probably anyone for that matter… should, but he does it alone. There is no other woman.” 

			“Now, Mr. Ellis, I want you to be sure of things, you know. I mean, well, perhaps you should keep surveilling him for a while. Just to be positive. Simply keep track of your time and I’ll find a way to pay you… for as long as it takes, really.”

			“There’s no point, Edith. He’s not cheating on you. He is drinking heavily. Something’s definitely bothering him. But he seems to be looking for answers in the bottom of a glass, not in the arms of another woman. You should try to get him to open up. It looks like he needs to talk to someone. Can’t think of any reason it shouldn’t be you.”

			“Oh, well, that is something isn’t it?” She began. “All right, then. I’ll just pay you for what you’ve done up to now. How much will that be?”

			“No charge,” Ellis replied. 

			“What? That’s not fair… to you. I mean you spent time watching him and—”

			“I wasn’t working any other cases,” Ellis interjected, “so it didn’t take time away from something else. And there are really no expenses of any consequence. Your husband’s spending money on alcohol that could probably be better spent elsewhere. Why don’t you talk to him about it. Maybe you can help with whatever’s causing his behavior. Use what you would have paid me on something for your kids. Try to get your family back on track.”

			“This is so generous of you, Mr. Ellis. I mean I can’t—”

			Cutting her off in mid-sentence, Skeffington said to the woman, “That’s enough. You may go now.” 

			Edith’s mouth closed immediately. There wasn’t the slightest effort to object. She simply smiled politely, gathered her purse under her arm, rose, and without uttering another word, left the office.

			Ellis looked at Skeffington. “What am I missing here?”

			“The woman who just left is not named Edith. Bob is not the name of the man you’ve been following. They are not married. They’re both actors. Hired to play the respective roles you’ve witnessed over the last few days.”

			Ellis picked up a slight accent in Skeffington’s voice. A trace of Irish perhaps. But that assumption couldn’t compete for space in his brain with his primary vexation. “So just what the hell is going on?”

			“You were being tested, Mr. Ellis.”

			“Oh, really. Did I pass?”

			“I believe the phrase is… with flying colors.”

			Ellis held his tongue, waiting for more information. Skeffington waited longer. The pause was in danger of elongating even more.

			“Are you going to tell me what this is all about? Or are you just going to sit there until I get mad enough to toss you out on your ass?”

			“Your curiosity would probably keep you from doing that. And if it didn’t, I would. But you are owed an explanation.”

			“Agreed. In fact, I may be owed more than that. But let’s start with the explanation and we’ll go from there.”

			Skeffington crossed his legs, rested his Homburg on his knee and began. “The little charade you’ve been part of was initiated to see exactly what sort of man you are.”

			“Is that a fact? And what sort of man am I?”

			“Apparently an honest man. One might even say honorable.”

			“Because I didn’t charge her?”

			

			“Because you not only didn’t charge her for work you actually performed, but also because you didn’t take advantage of her by accepting more work—and therefore more fees—that you knew to be unnecessary.”

			“So I’m a straight shooter and a nice guy. You could have found that out by asking around.”

			“We did. We spoke with acquaintances of yours in the police department. And of course we looked into your background.”

			“Really,” Ellis said. “How’d you do that?”

			“We have extensive contacts.”

			“You do? Well pray tell, what did you learn?”

			“We learned that you joined the military right out of high school. Received outstanding marks in fitness tests and weapons use. Volunteered for paratrooper and Ranger training. Saw combat in a number of Middle East hot spots. Engaged in classified operations as well. Clandestine assignments that called for both secrecy and lethality. You mustered out after putting in your twenty years, leaving you a relatively young retiree who routinely turns down extensive offers from private security firms because you prefer to work for yourself. Work that… in addition to your army pension… provides an income some would consider reasonable, but most would consider modest. Yet you prefer the freedom to be your own man, so to speak.”

			“Learned all that, did you. And it still wasn’t enough?”

			

			“Thoroughness told us what you were, Mr. Ellis. We needed to find out what you are now.”

			“Just who is this us and we you’ve been referring to. Is there a rabbit under your hat?”

			“No. There is only myself and my employer.”

			“Who is?”

			“Someone who wants you to accept an assignment.”

			“Which is?”

			“Like your business card advertises… a confidential matter.”

			Ellis paused for a moment before responding. He had found Skeffington’s subterfuge interesting initially, but had since tired of it. “One… I don’t do things that are illegal. Two… if I accept a job, I determine the compensation. Three… I never agree to anything before I know what it entails. So, now that you’ve spent all this time on research, interrogation, and amateur theatrics… just what is it precisely that you want me to do… and who would I be doing it for?”

			“My employer prefers to speak with you personally about that.” 

			“Good. Have him come in tomorrow.”

			“He doesn’t come to you. You go to him.” Then Skeffington reached in his vest pocket, pulled out a small white card and put it on the desk in front of Ellis. The card had an address on it, but no name. Turning, and walking toward the door, he said, “Noon tomorrow. Be on time. He appreciates punctuality.”

			“Who doesn’t?” Ellis quipped.

			With his hand on the doorknob, Skeffington said, “Rest assured, Mr. Ellis, your financial compensation will be extremely rewarding.”

			What a pretentious prick, Ellis thought, and quickly said, “Look. No name, no show. Who’s your employer?”

			“C. Tyler McCullum.”

			Silence lay in the air for all of a millisecond. 

			“You don’t say. I’ll be there.” 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			There was not a lot of countryside that was still countryside northeast of San Diego. But most of what there was belonged to C. Tyler McCullum. As Ellis drove his classic Mercedes 230 SL coupe through the heart of it, he continued to wonder why one of the country’s wealthiest individuals would want to see him. He had started wondering about it the minute Skeffington left his office the day before. He had ruminated over it the rest of the afternoon and during the dinner he had alone at Benny’s on the beach. He even lost a good half-hour of sleep mulling it over as he lay in bed before finally nodding off. He’d yet to come up with anything resembling a reasonable answer.

			Ellis knew what most people knew about McCullum. His name was seldom absent from the pages of business websites, the rankings of America’s richest tycoons, or the published guest lists of high society and charity soirees. It had become common knowledge that he made his fortune in oil, and even though he was one of the last of the old school wildcatters, he had made the transition to natural gas and even wind farming without retarding in the least the growth of his embarrassingly obscene financial holdings. Ellis had the impression that McCullum didn’t seek the public eye, but neither did he hide from it. The P.I. bet the septuagenarian enjoyed seeing his name still being bandied about with the likes of the somewhat younger Gates, Bezos, and Musk. 

			Ellis had used his phone’s destination app to provide directions for the address on the card that Skeffington had given him. He had no intention of ever installing any sort of after-market device that would do the same thing in his car. Spoiling a classic for the sake of convenience simply wasn’t in his DNA. He figured if he could walk and chew gum at the same time, he could also keep his eyes on the road while he kept his ears on the recorded voice giving him directions. Having left the main highway some time ago for a paved road that meandered through softly rolling hills, Ellis came upon a gate, apparently still some distance from his destination as no house was yet visible. The gate had both a squawk box and a camera mounted on it. As he looked up at the equipment, Ellis wondered if he was under observation. He was.

			“Mr. Brig Ellis?” The squawk box asked.

			“What if I said no.”

			“Levity is inappropriate.”

			

			Wow, Ellis thought. Put in my place by an unseen but apparently omnipotent being. Better play it straight. “Yes. Brig Ellis to see Mr. McCullum.”

			“You’re late.”

			Ellis looked at his watch. It read 11:55. “It’s not noon yet,” he said.

			“You’re not here yet,” the box replied.

			“How long does it take to get from where I am to where you are,” Ellis asked.

			“Ten minutes.”

			“I’ll make it in five.”

			The gate swung open and Ellis put petal to metal. He traversed the winding road that led up the hill like Mario Andretti overdosing on exhaust fumes and caffeine. Why he was risking life and limb to keep from being five minutes late was beyond him, but he was committed. Twisting, turning, tires squealing around curves, and his engine roaring in the straightaways, Ellis managed to barrel onto the circular drive fronting the gigantic three-story house with thirty seconds to spare. He hustled out of his car, slammed the door behind him and rushed toward the front of the mansion. As he reached for the decorative gold doorknocker in the shape of a horse’s rear end, and before he could use the tail to announce his presence, the door opened from the inside.

			“Good day, Mr. Ellis,” Skeffington said. “Nice of you to be on time.”

			

			“No problem,” the P.I. replied, hiding as best he could his heaving chest.

			“Right this way,” Skeffington gestured. As he led Ellis under the soaring entryway and down the long corridor that bisected a massive dining room on one side and a combination study and library on the other, the P.I. noticed that today the fellow was wearing a dark jacket over gray pants which could be viewed as the uniform of a new age butler. Odd, Ellis thought to himself. He had assumed the man held a somewhat higher position. Reaching the leaded glass doors
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