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Threats to the United States come in many forms, with backing from unsavory forces around the world. Some are enduring threats. Conflicting national interests and pure malice are just two convenient excuses for others to want to harm our continuing experiment in democracy. Involvement by a lone private investigator in dealing with clear and present dangers to the country seems a stretch of an author’s privilege and prerogatives. I’ll put the question directly, Should John Fulghum, Private Investigator, of Greater Boston, assume the role of vigilante?

This author’s answer to this question is an emphatic yes. Laws in a free country can become tools for evil as well as good. Malefactors often position themselves in ambiguous frameworks where jurisdiction is unclear. Experience shows the CIA, FBI, ATF and other government agencies can exercise in areas of the country that are also training grounds for Islamist terrorists. The Mafia, an international criminal organization, can find ways to circumvent or coopt local law enforcement and act with impunity. The US Intelligence Community, a pimento loaf of seventeen separate agencies, often works at cross purposes with itself. Even without rife, endemic corruption, the possibilities for conflicts of interest are often outweighed by operational necessity. In hot pursuit, the Keystone Kops syndrome prevails.

The premise of a Houbara Bustard Preserve stems from a creative reading of Charles McCarry’s spy novel Old Boys. The importation of fowl for falconry is fiction feeding on fiction. Yet the possibility of such a spa existing in contemporary Arizona is valid, as is the sequestration of summary evidence of nefarious operations in a standard excel spreadsheet. In other words, the spa exists as a context where possibilities play out in real time like a scenario made specially for the US National Security Council. Fulghum just happens to have friends in low places who can connect him deniably to official channels, by which he might have top cover and a modicum of physical protection as well as a form of legitimacy.

John Fulghum, if he existed in the real world, would slough off ordinary gumshoe work to others and focus instead on what he knows best from his experience. He would team with CIA agents like his friends Kenneth Mander and Darcy Latimer. He would naturally help his old friend Officer Nigel Pounce of Boston Homicide. He would gravitate toward a beautiful and brilliant newshound like Sylvia Blackwood, who has been his partner on many occasions. The fictional detective’s character would remain glued to accidents like Jack Daniels Old Number 7 whisky and Marlboros. His connections with former fellow soldiers, like Max Trevanian, might lead him into much more than he bargained for. Yet, he would go gladly into the maelstrom where no other PI would dare venture and emerge triumphant, and not just by luck.

The author firmly believes that the Houbara Bustard Preserve should be built, but not by Mafia and Intelligence money, and the delicious fowl should become a denizen of the millions of desert acres that stretch east from Route 93 between Phoenix and Las Vegas. Just North of Nothing—a real and symbolic landmark in the area—sums it up. By the time you visit, the signage for Nothing may have vanished and Nothing’s ownership may have changed. You might ask whether too much ado has been made of Nothing. Yet I challenge the doubting reader to prove that the dangerous situation presented in this novel has no likeness in the real United States. If it does exist, I earnestly hope the vigilante who struggles to stop the criminality rises uninjured from his ashes, like a phoenix. We need such men as John Fulghum, as never before.

—E. W. Farnsworth

Gilbert, Arizona
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Houbara Bustard Preserve

The drive from Phoenix to Las Vegas on Route 93 offered Max Trevanian options he could not ignore. During his stint in the US Special Forces, he had become enamored of falconry. To be more specific, he had mastered the art of using falcons to hunt the aphrodisiacal houbara bustard, a delectable fowl used as falcons’ prey, in the desert wastes of western Pakistan. He learned the habitat of his elusive prey, registered as ‘vulnerable’ but not ‘endangered’—not ‘endangered’ yet, anyway.

In a brain flash of illumination much like the brilliance of white phosphorous, or Willie Pete, Max saw commercial possibilities for his home state of Arizona in the form of the Houbara Bustard Preserve. Here the super-rich could play with falcons to hunt the bustards. Life after his military career came into focus for him, and upon his separation from service, he pursued his vision relentlessly.

Meticulous and driven, Max did nothing without investigating every minute detail. He studied the houbara bustard in its habitats in Southwest Asia, Southeast Asia, and the Canary Islands. He sought out experts to give him reasons the birds could not be transplanted to his native Arizona to provide a world-class falconry venue within five years and was pleased to learn that the Sonora Desert would be a most hospitable environment for his idea. Now he was searching for inexpensive ranch land with a pure underground aquifer. The desert-dwelling houbara bustard needed no surface water since it never drank but instead absorbed moisture from what it ate, like lizards. Falconers, however, required water, power, and food. They also required considerable wealth and the luxury of time.

Max knew the drive from Phoenix to Las Vegas well. He had been a rakehell gambler in his later teenage years. Whenever he needed money, he scraped together a stake, sought a casino in Vegas and hit the high tables. His ability to count cards and quit while he was ahead made him always come away a winner. He had cash from leave he had accrued in the army. If past were prologue, he would earn the additional cash he needed in a weekend. Coming and going along Route 93, he would scout available properties. With luck and the right partners, he figured he would be ready to execute his grand plan within three weeks.

As a Special Forces soldier, Max had been a loner, not liking to socialize unless it might lead to his mission’s success. A magnet for gold-diggers as a Special Forces soldier, he often had to fend off greedy women and male hangers-on. There were no partners for his embryonic business idea, yet. Self-sufficient and unflappable, he expected to enter the maze of casinos and escape with his cash stake and a partnership. His survey of available ranch properties driving north proved he would have no trouble buying the contiguous acreage he needed in odd places like Nothing, a ghost town with population zero, and Wikieup, “rattlesnake capital of Arizona.”

The high rollers’ table at the LOFAR Casino was much the same as it had been twenty-two years ago, though Las Vegas had blossomed through the happy confluence of Arab oil money and mob management. The other poker players and the casino staff knew all the regulars. Max was disdained as a loser only because he was not recognized for what he really was—a card counter par excellence.

By the end of the first day and night of his return to the tables, however, Max had become a legend, having turned his forty-thousand-dollar bankroll into a half-a-million-dollar minor fortune. Greedy women staked him out proprietarily. His male competitors became increasingly wary of his uncanny bluffing techniques. The mob management put him under surveillance as a possible ‘card counter,’ to be ejected as soon as the evidence against him was firm.

Fuwad Samir, a wealthy oil magnate from Saudi Arabia, recognized a card counter when he saw one. He sat beside Max the second day and struck up a conversation by buying him drinks at the breaks. 

“What do you do when you’re not haunting casinos?”

Max looked Fuwad over and decided the Arab might provide the stake he needed for his dream. So he said, “I’m following my rainbow. And its name is the Houbara Bustard Preserve. In brief, I’m planning to build a preserve in the Arizona desert for rich falconers to hunt the bustards. I’m going to build the place from scratch and do everything myself if I have to.”

The Arab became excited about Max’s dream of building his preserve for the houbara bustard, a fowl he loved to hunt. Fuwad was intrigued, but he was troubled too. He bought Max another drink and shook his head.

“You think you can achieve your dream without help, but that is folly. I can assist you, but I’ll need a rich reward.”

Max shook his head and said, “I thought you’d pitch me sooner or later, Fuwad. I’ll bite. What would you be able to do for me? And, more to the point, how much would it cost me?”

“First, I can assure the mob management won’t take you apart before you leave this building. That much, Max, will cost you nothing.”

“All right, my friend. Why don’t you make that happen right now?”

Fuwad motioned for Max to follow him up the elevator to the management suite of the casino. Two large, muscular men stood sentinel outside the entrance to an enormous top-floor office looking out over the Sin City lights.

The casino manager evidently knew Fuwad as a regular customer. “What can I do for you, Mr. Samir?”

“I’d like you to leave my friend Max Trevanian alone. He’s got an idea worth a lot of money to me. I’d like to see him earn the stake he needs to play his idea without jeopardy.”

Mr. Gus Santini nodded. “If Mr. Trevanian will deposit half his net winnings directly with me when he leaves this casino, I’ll guarantee his safety and the safekeeping of his money.”  Santini’s hard eyes appraised the ex-soldier with something akin to disdain.

Fuwad nodded and gestured to Max, pleased to have cut the deal. Max, however, did not like the outcome.

“Wait a minute, Mr. Santini. I’ll need a guarantee that any money I leave in this casino on deposit will still be mine after I leave, with no cut to the house or anyone else, you included.”

Mr. Santini frowned, but nodded. Fuwad quickly ushered the young man back to the main floor to continue his gambling.

Back at the poker table during the rest of the evening, Max and Fuwad each made a small fortune. In fact, they were both winners of amounts exceeding ten-million dollars. Then Fuwad’s luck seemed to change. By the end of the night, Max cashed in twenty-million dollars in chips, half of which he deposited with the house, as he and Gus Santini had agreed.

The next morning, Max stuffed his winnings into a fire safe he had welded into the back of his four-by-four. He kept his pistol handy on the seat beside him as he drove south into the desert, careful to watch his rear. A black limousine followed him down Route 93. When Max stopped for gas, the limo stopped too. Dressed in camouflage with a sidearm in his holster, Fuwad climbed out of the limo and shook his head. He was laughing merrily.

“What’s so funny, Fuwad?”

“Max, did you really think leaving half of your winnings is going to keep the mob’s flies off your back?”

“Maybe not, if it didn’t keep you off my back.”

Fuwad laughed again. “You don’t have to worry about me.”

“We’ll see about that.”

“Do you mind if I go with you to assess the properties you’re going to buy? I have a good eye.”

“Suit yourself, but I’m not looking for a partner.” Max lied as part of his strategy; nothing would have pleased him more than to have the right partner. Was Fuwad the man?

Max stopped first at Wikieup where he asked his realtor to walk each property they had discussed on his previous visit.

Randy Smith said, “Mr. Trevanian, are you going to be getting loans to buy these properties?”

Max said, “No. I’m going to pay with cash, today if possible.”

Smith licked his lips at the prospect of earning immediate cash commissions. “I’d expected you’d want to talk terms.”

“That’s not my style.”

“Who’s your friend?” Randy asked while pointing his thumb at Fuwad, who was standing at ease by his limo.

“He’s an oil man and gambler. He says he knows things. We’ll see.”

Randy took Max and Fuwad on a walking tour of each of the contiguous properties. All three men wore cowboy boots and holstered sidearms. From the incessant rattling sounds, Wikieup lived up to its reputation for being a harbor for deadly rattlesnakes, of which Arizona sported five distinct varieties. The three men were looking out at distant mountains from a rise when a shot sounded behind them, and dust rose near their feet. 

Max told Fuwad, “We’ve got hostile company. Unless you’re wearing that gun for show, circle to the right. I’ll take the left. Randy, you take center. Don’t be a hero.”

The three men circled back to where the cars were parked. Two mob goons were hard at work in the desert sun trying to break into Max’s car safe with matching sledgehammers.

As Max approached, the two thieves drew their weapons. That was their final, fatal mistake. Fuwad shot one man in the heart; Randy shot the other in the head. Randy coolly called the authorities to send an ambulance. He provided the latitude and longitude of the bodies, good to five decimal places as indicated on his cellphone geo-locater.

Fuwad said, “Those two are the same men who stood outside Gus Santini’s office. They won’t be the last of our trouble with the Mafia. In fact, I’m convinced neither fired the shot at us. That came from a long-shot sniper rifle.”

Max nodded to Fuwad. He turned and told Randy, “I’ll buy the seven rectangular parcels. Since I’m offering cash, I want to bargain on the price.”

Randy nodded and made a suggestion. “Let’s discuss the purchase with the property owner over a meal. The best steak dinner along Route 93 is served at the 93 Road Kill Restaurant.”

Max shrugged to indicate his indifference. Randy phoned the landowner, who jumped at the chance to sell his raw land for cash.

Buzz Guring, the landowner, was a grizzled, bearded former prospector. He said he had bought desert land piecemeal over the last forty years. Max guessed the man had far more acreage than he was showing. 

Max asked Buzz, “How many acres are you willing to sell me for immediate cash?”  

Buzz tucked into his sixteen-ounce steak. As he chewed, he looked at Randy and then at Fuwad.

“I own one million, five-hundred-thousand acres, free and clear. I can give you an all-or-nothing price of twelve-million dollars, but you’ll have to buy it all this afternoon ... in cash.”

Fuwad laughed. Randy laughed. Finally, Buzz laughed. Max was not laughing. His gaze burned into Fuwad’s eyes.

“You bastard!” Max seethed at the Arab.

“What do you mean?” Fuwad asked him.

“I’m short two-million dollars.”

“That’s not my fault.”

“You forced the deal for me to split and leave half of my winnings with the house.”

“You never would have left the LOFAR with ten million if you hadn’t taken the deal exactly as I described it.”

Randy realized he would not receive his commission unless there were a resolution of the problem. “So where does this leave us?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” Max replied, shaking his head.

Buzz screwed up his face and continued eating his steak. He pointed at Max with his upside-down fork, jabbing it for emphasis. “Max, I guess your appetite for my land was a little too big for your wallet.”

Max balled his fists and leaned forward as if he were ready to spring across the table. Fuwad put his hand on Max’s arm to keep him from doing something stupid.

“What if I put up the other two-million dollars?” Fuwad asked Max.

“You’d do that?” Max said.

“Yes, I would. The money’s in my limo in a safe.”

“What will this ‘little’ favor cost me?”

Fuwad thought for a moment. Then he said, “I want to be your equal partner, with a fifty-fifty split.”

Max laughed out loud in disbelief. “Let me get this right. I’m putting up ten million. You’re putting up two million. And you’re proposing to get fifty percent of the action ... for one-sixth of the total real estate bill?”

“Actually, that’s not how I see it.” Fuwad shook his head sadly, affecting to be a much-misunderstood man. Max understood this to be a common form of Arabian haggling.

Buzz and Randy were interested in the business discussion, but they quietly ate their dinners without interrupting. Both men had substantial interests in the outcome of the two men’s deliberations, given that they would each be getting a significant amount of money from this deal. 

Max said, “All right, Fuwad, tell me your secret. How is your proposal equitable?”

“Actually, I’m giving you two million today before we leave Wikieup. I’ll then give you eighteen million in cash to match your ten million on deposit at the casino and your eight-million advantage on the land deal. We are each putting up twenty million if my math is right.”

“So, we’ll have an even partnership, with each partner ponying up his half of forty-million dollars?”

“If you’ll shake my hand in front of these two witnesses, that’s what we’ll have exactly. The cash, more than the real estate transaction, will provide a commercial spa with amenities for falconers as well as the infrastructure to support the birds.”

Max was a good businessman. He knew a good deal when he heard it. He nodded and shook Fuwad’s hand. Randy hooted. Buzz smiled because the sale of his life was coming together nicely. 

Then everyone was suddenly in motion. The two new partners brought in the cash from their separate vehicles. Buzz went out to his SUV and fetched his collection of deeds. Randy did the real estate transfer paperwork on the fly with blank real-estate sale documents he kept in his car. 

While the others signed the sale papers, Buzz counted the cash. He wrote a receipt for twelve million dollars and signed the sale papers. He conveyed his deeds to Randy so the real-estate agent could take them to the deed recording office as soon as possible. He counted out seven percent of his cash and gave it to Randy, who wrote him a receipt.

“Randy said, “I can just get to the recorder’s office before he closes for the day if I hurry. I’ll have the deeds made over into whatever name you two partners like.”

Fuwad asked Max, “What do you want to call our partnership?”

Max did not hesitate. “Houbara Bustard Preserve.”

“I like the ring of that.”

Randy wrote down the name, making sure he spelled houbara and bustard correctly. He drove back to Route 93 with Max and Fuwad following in his wake. Before they left the restaurant, Buzz had ordered a second rare sixteen-ounce steak and two bottles of beer. Out of his rearview mirror, Max saw two police cars pull up at the restaurant. He guessed the police were looking for the people who witnessed the killings of two men from Las Vegas so they could provide signed depositions. Those would have to wait.

It was growing dark when Randy, Max, and Fuwad arrived at their destination. For an extra thousand dollars under the table, the deed recorder agreed to stay after hours to complete the recording process. When the work was finished, Randy shook everyone’s hand. Max and Fuwad drove back to Las Vegas with their deeds. The first stage of their business had been completed in one afternoon, and Max had an equal partner in Fuwad.

Max and Fuwad stayed in a suite they shared at the Las Vegas Hilton Hotel. They ordered champagne from room service with caviar and toast points. They spent the evening planning their next steps.

“Max, do you know a good architect to design the falconry spa?”

“No, but I know a civil engineer who sinks wells.”

Their conversation covered the details of siting and building their future spa, their fowl hatchery, the road system and, most importantly, the security. While Max drew up a master list of materials and a schedule, Fuwad drafted a marketing plan, together with a short list of Arabian princes who could be counted on to frequent the establishment once it was in operation.

“My back-of-the-envelope estimate for the spa and outbuildings is eight-million dollars.”

“Tomorrow I’m going to fly out my family’s architect to survey the property and work your estimates into a formal building plan with milestones.”

“Good. I’ll coordinate with my civil engineer so his efforts can be aligned with the architect’s from the start.”

Fuwad then detailed what would be necessary for stocking the desert with houbara bustards and a falconry. He had not spoken for more than a half hour when Max realized his good fortune for having acquired by chance a partner who had already forgotten more about falconry and houbara bustards than he would ever know.

“Fuwad, once it opens, how much time are you planning to spend vacationing at the Preserve?”

The Arab oil man did not hesitate. “I’d like to bring my family once a year for three weeks. Of course, I’ll pay the going rate like every other customer. I’d like the other forty-nine weeks booked in advance for at least three years when the facility opens. I like to know a business is going to break even before I open the door.”

“Say, Fuwad, just how am I going to get my ten-million dollars out of the hands of Mr. Gus Santini? After all, he can’t be happy that we killed two of his henchmen.”

“For now, leave your ten-million credit alone. We’re going to be busy making your dream a reality. Once we’ve roughed out the road system, drilled the water wells and laid the foundations for the buildings, we can spend three or four days at the high table.”

“So, the ultimate financial plan is to play more high-stakes poker?”

“Why not?” Fuwad laughed and shook his head. “We shall succeed, Inshallah!”

The next three months were hectic, but progress on the Preserve was steady. Drinking-quality water was struck as Max had foreseen. All foundations for the buildings were laid. Experts in acclimatizing birds to new environments were busy implanting the first houbara bustards and the first falcons in makeshift enclosures with climate control. The latter enterprise was more expensive than Max anticipated; the price of good falcons was, in his judgment, astronomical though his partner thought they were getting a bargain.

As a lark, Max and Fuwad had an enormous infinity pool created at the construction site for the main spa building. A method lay behind this apparent madness. They invited Gus Santini to test-drive the infinity pool on a particularly beautiful, starry night. Each with triple martinis, Fuwad included though he confessed that his Islamic religion forbade alcohol, the three men bathed in the pool to discuss the Houbara Bustard Preserve. Santini was swept away by the vision that was rapidly becoming a reality. Naturally, he wanted a cut of the action for the Mafia. 

“It’s not as if we don’t already have a sunk investment. The blood of Rino and Solly has manured the desert.”

“Gus, those two men were caught red-handed stealing from us. They drew their weapons and tried to kill us. They deserved what they got.”

“Well, my casino cashier has your ten-million dollars, Max. How can you argue with that?”

Fuwad laughed. “Let’s not quibble. The dream is becoming a reality all around us.”  He made a sweeping gesture with his martini glass.

“Yeah, and I hear the sound of rattlers all around us too.”  Gus had a point. The rattlesnakes were on the prowl or curling and rattling in the dark.

“Let’s cut to the chase. How much money do you want to make us square for the killings?”

“Good men are hard to find, Fuwad.”

“Surely, Rino and Solly were not five-million-dollar men?”

“You’re probably right. Let’s say, two million?”

“For both.”

“For each.” Max heard a hard edge in the mob man’s voice.

He asked, “Will you shake hands on four million for the package right now?”

The three men shook hands. The rest of the evening was pleasant. By the time Gus drove back to Las Vegas, he was wondering how he could parlay the four million into a piece of the action. For now, Max and Fuwad evaded committing to that unwelcome suggestion.

Three months later came “payday” and after that came the ribbon cutting, so Max and Fuwad went back to the high table at Gus’s casino to earn more money. Four of Max’s ten million were committed to Gus as blood money, so their stake was six million. For three days, the partners strung together luck and skill to make their collective pile grow to fifteen million. Max went to Gus’s office to present him with the four million he owed. Gus wanted him to keep the money for a share of the partnership, but Max did not budge in his position. Gus got crafty, and his eyes narrowed.

“Okay, I’ll accept the four million, and you’re clear for Rino and Solly.”

“That was our agreement, Gus.”

“As I figure it, you’ve got eleven million in the kitty. Leaving half of that where it is, you can take five-and-a-half million. Doesn’t that leave you four-and-a-half-million dollars short of your so-called payday?”

Max shook his head, knowing that the mob man was right. He motioned Fuwad away for a conference about the situation.

“The bastard has us dead to rights, Fuwad.”

“Don’t despair, Max. Inshallah, things will work out in our favor.”  Once again Max understood Fuwad’s Islamic fatalism. If he sensed a gambit was Allah’s will, he would go “all in” and leave the outcome to his God.

“Does that mean you’ve got spare cash for the difference?”

Fuwad shook his head. Both men knew the ‘oil patch’ had been less remunerative lately than in its heyday. Oil was below fifty dollars a barrel where before the Houbara Bustard Preserve it was over one-hundred dollars a barrel.

Fuwad said, “Perhaps it’s time for Gus to talk with us again in the infinity pool.”

Max and Fuwad discussed the prospect and agreed on a strategy. 

Infinity Pool Wrangling

Gus went along with the hope of becoming a third partner to Max and Fuwad. “You boys wouldn’t have invited me out under the stars unless you wanted to offer me a cut of the action.”

“You’re right, Gus. And we can’t think of anyone more deserving of joining our partnership than you. Of course, the values have changed since we formed the partnership.”  Fuwad paused to let that thought sink into the mob man’s greedy mind.

“What does that mean for me?”

“Four million might have bought you one-eleventh of the action at the outset. Now it will only buy you one twenty-second part of the partnership.”

“Fuwad, how do you figure that?”

“It’s the time value of money, Gus. Besides, when we last talked improvements had not been completed. The idea was just wilderness and enough cash to build the bare structures.”

Max jumped into the conversation. “We figure your holding one-fourth of our gross assets for half a year has to be worth something to us. That money wasn’t just sitting in your casino; it was making you money. Tell me it’s not so.”

Gus was reddening from confusion in the starlight. He was balling his fists and peering into the night. He thought he should maneuver the conversation to put him in charge, but all his options seemed to do the opposite. “That money was just sitting there waiting for you.”

“So, the ten-million dollars was making nothing at all?”

“That’s right. So, you owe me one-eleventh partnership share for the four million, provided that I still want to give it to you.”

“If you pay us the four million, it won’t be a gift. It’ll be payment for a one-eleventh partnership interest.”

“I think that’s correct.”

“Have another triple martini, Gus. I’m going to give you a lesson in partnerships.”  Max replenished Gus’s glass.

“Are you trying to be a wise guy?”

“It’s simple accounting, Gus. Just follow my logic. If you add your four million to our original forty million, your share is worth four million. How does that sound?”

Gus wrinkled his brow and took a sip of his new martini. “Okay.”

“And let’s say Fuwad and I each decide to take four million of our own back again after your contribution. That means our partnership is worth thirty-six million. But your share is still four million.”

“And with my four million, I would now own one-ninth of the partnership?”

Max told Fuwad, “I told you Gus was no fool.”

“So what?” Gus was flustered. “I know what I know.”

“Consider then what you would own if you added another four million to the total.”
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