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ONE


 


He was finally going back into the
jungle.  


The Kingbee vibrated under his body, the feeling as intimate
and familiar as a lover’s heartbeat.  The scent of hot metal, aviation
fuel, and machine oil was her perfume, the safety strap he was clipped into was
her loving embrace.  They had been together for two years, and he thought
he would never be held by her again, but there he was, back inside her, the
wind and rotor wash whipping through the open doorway and battering at him endlessly. 
It was a sensation that was almost sexual to him, and he didn’t dare check
himself for fear of finding that he was hard from the experience.


He wasn’t
alone with her.  Packed into the troop cabin alongside him were six Nung mercenaries, small brown men with wiry bodies and hard,
impassive faces.  Each man was cradling a Kalashnikov and wore a bandolier
of thirty-round banana mags, with grenades and combat knives clipped to their
web gear.  The Nungs fought light, carrying only
a rifle, ammunition, and a few throwable presents.


He, on the
other hand, was loaded for bear.  His CAR-15 sat between his knees, muzzle
on the deck, eighteen in the box and one in the pipe.  She was ready to
rock and roll, and he had two dozen reloads pouched and pocketed all over
him.  He was also carrying his Colt in a hip holster, cocked and locked
against regs but that’s the way he liked it, so they
could all go fuck themselves.  His Randall was tucked into his right boot, keen as a razor.  He had a half dozen mini-frags
pocketed here and there, along with a Willy Pete, a thermite, CS and signal
smoke, one apiece.  Although to the untrained eye they might all look
alike, He could instantly tell the difference just by a light touch and their
positions on his body.  On top of that he wore a light ruck
carrying a couple of canteens, an emergency signal radio, first-aid gear in the
side pouches, a couple of C-rats just in case, and two changes of dry socks.


He looked
left and right, out the open doors and into the night sky.  They were in
the middle of a twelve-helo formation, a Hatchet
Force of SOG veterans and their indig allies going to
drop the hammer on the other side of the border.  He hadn’t been on a
Hatchet raid in a long time, and it felt good to know that it would be a hard,
fast fight.  He was tired of days and nights sneaking about in the bush,
afraid to take a piss for fear that the sound of his stream hitting the leaves
would draw a battalion of NVA down on their heads.


And then
came the pain.  Dozens of tracer streams rose up out of the darkness, like
fingers reaching out to grab the Kingbees and bring
them down into the jungle.  The helo pilots,
fearless motherfuckers one and all, began their evasive maneuvers, but already
one of the troopships on the left was hit.  He watched as the flaming
comet that used to be ten men disappeared into the triple canopy below like it
had never existed.  To his right, a second Kingbee
took a hit, then another and another.  Pieces of fuselage and men were
tumbling through the night sky as the helo dissolved
under fire, as more and more anti-air batteries found it and tore it
apart.  Another ten men vanished into the jungle below, swallowed down
into the belly of the beast.


The door
gunners tried to return fire, the M-60s and heavy fifty-cals
sending their own streams of tracer fire down into the jungle. But the range
was too great, and between the distance and the erratic movements of the Kingbees, the gunners were ineffective, their fire going
wide or lacking the range and power to cover the distance and get through the
heavy jungle below. The gunners continued to blaze away, knowing their actions
were futile but refusing to sit in their helos and do
nothing while the enemy clawed their bellies with fire.


They were
only five minutes over the border, and he watched another Kingbee
get ripped apart, a lucky tracer round tearing through a fuel tank and turning
the helicopter into a ball of fire and exploding ammunition. If this kept up,
there wouldn’t be a Hatchet Force left by the time they made it to the target.


And then, of
course, his helicopter was hit. The effect of a 23-millimeter cannon shell on
the human body was catastrophic, to say the least, and one of the Nungs across the fuselage from him simply exploded into a
slurry of human wreckage, whipped through the interior of the helicopter like a
gigantic blender, slapping all of them with hot meat, blood, and bone
fragments. Another Nung screamed as a shell fragment
tore through the belly of the Kingbee and slashed
through his inner thigh, resulting in a jet of blood three feet long spraying
around like a nightmarish water pistol.


There was an
incredibly loud bang from overhead, and without warning the Kingbee lurched and rolled onto its side as smoke and
leaking hydraulic fluids whirled through the compartment. He found himself
hanging from his safety harness out the left-hand side of the helo, his legs flailing in the open air. The Kingbee continued to roll, and he dreaded the thought of
his feet falling into the rotor blades as the helicopter went belly-up. But
before the mortally-wounded bird rolled over completely, another burst of
anti-aircraft fire chewed into the Kingbee, and
suddenly he was falling away, his safety harness torn by a scything fragment. 


His Airborne
training took over without conscious thought, and he twisted and turned in the
air until he was falling belly-first, arms and legs splayed out to stabilize
him even as he plummeted to his death. Glancing back, he saw his Kingbee upside down, bodies spilling from it, dark flames
licking out from the engine compartment. He imagined the crew, trapped in the
doomed helicopter’s cockpit, and decided in an instant he preferred his fate to
theirs.


He turned
back and looked down as the jungle rushed up at him. Down and slightly ahead of
him, he saw the dim muzzle flashes of an anti-aircraft position firing at the
other helicopters. Fumbling hands found his rifle, still clipped to his body,
and he brought the weapon around. Sighting down the CAR-15, he flicked the selector
to full-auto and burned through the mag, hoping against hope he could take at least
one of those little motherfuckers with him before he slammed into the jungle at
over a hundred miles an hour. His rifle dry, he fumbled and pulled his Willy
Pete grenade free, tugging the pin out and letting the spoon fly. Holding the
grenade in front of him, he stretched his body out like a living bomb, aiming
for the gun emplacement. 


Five seconds.
Four. Three. Two. One.


The jungle
swallowed him, and he set it on fire.


 
















 


TWO


 


Jamie Lynch snapped awake, his
breath coming in gasps, body soaked in sweat. The room was dark, with a glimmer
of moonlight cutting through the window. To his right, the dim glow of his
luminous watch dial drew his attention, and he reached out and picked it up.
0230 hours. With a shaking hand, he put the watch back on his nightstand and
shifted his legs off the edge of the bed, pushing himself up into a sitting
position, his feet touching the floor.


He felt the
mattress shift behind him. “You okay, babe?” a sleepy female voice murmured.


“Yeah, I’m
good. Just a bad dream,” Lynch replied.


He felt her
sit up in the bed. A bare breast pressed against his back. “Was it the war?”
she asked.


He nodded in
the dark. “Yeah, but its okay. Nothing real, just some
weird nightmare shit. Nothing to worry about, I’m fine. Go back to sleep.”


She lowered
herself back onto the mattress, running her hand down his shoulder and
caressing the small of his back. “You gonna lie back
down? We could make it again, if that helps you sleep.”


Lynch reached
back and caressed her bare thigh. “Nah, I’m good. Just gonna
get up for a sec, I’ll be back before you know it.”


He stood up
and walked naked into the kitchen, finding a glass in the cupboard and the
bottle of J&B on the kitchen counter. He opened up the freezer and scooped
up several ice cubes, dropping them into the glass and pouring in a generous
amount of whiskey. He did it all without turning on a light, working by the dim
moonlight coming through the sliding glass door behind him. He still felt most
comfortable at night without the lights on, finding safety in the darkness,
relying on his superb night vision and a well-developed sixth sense to move
about unerringly in the dark.


Drink in
hand, he padded across the cool kitchen tiles and slid open the glass door,
stepping out onto the second-story balcony. Mission Beach stretched away a
hundred yards to the Pacific Ocean, where the softly-rolling surf churned into
phosphorescent foam along the water’s edge. As he leaned against the balcony
railing, the cool ocean breeze evaporated the sweat from his body, giving him a
chill and raising goosebumps all over his skin. He took a long drink from his
glass, feeling the cold Scotch burn down his throat and warm his belly. 


Lynch heard
sounds of laughter floating out of the darkness, and he turned to the left as a
young couple in their swimsuits walked by hand-in-hand. The girl was giggling,
her steps uncertain in the soft sand. She was pulling her companion along
behind her. 


“Nice night
for a stroll,” Lynch called out.


The girl
waved up at him. “Forget that - I’m trying to get laid!” she laughed.


Lynch waved
back as the two lovers continued north up the beach. He could hear the faint
sounds of someone’s hi-fi through an open window several houses away, and the
sounds of a party continuing on into the early morning hours. He knew most of
his neighbors up and down the beach for a couple hundred yards in each
direction, and guessed it was the bungalow with the college kids
three houses to the south. He’d catch a whiff of grass from their place almost
every night, and they’d been kind enough to invite him to a few cookouts, even
knowing he’d been in the war.


Lynch sipped
from his glass again and looked out across the waves. The navigation lights of distant
ships winked at him as they traveled up and down the coast, moving to and from
San Diego harbor. His mind wandered across the water, flying over the ships,
across the Pacific, to the coast of Southeast Asia. He imagined passing over
the jungle, over the American firebases now dark and unoccupied, and his body
shuddered as he remembered the nightmare.


So far, they
hadn’t been so bad. While he still dreamt of the war every night, most of them
weren’t nightmares. Instead, he relived intense firefights and daring escapes,
or tense moments along a dark mountain trail, the team lying silent and
undetected as hunting NVA patrols moved right through the team’s position. But
now and then, his dreams turned dark and surreal, and he’d find himself in
battles where the enemy couldn’t be killed, or his rifle jammed with every
shot, or the jungle reached out with grasping vines and branches, entangling
him and holding him fast as the baying of the enemy’s tracking dogs grew ever
closer. 


But the Kingbee nightmare was new, and it disturbed Lynch more
because in the dream, he’d realised time had passed;
he’d been gone and returned, longing to be back in the jungle again, back in
the war. That was the first time he’d had a dream of the war where he’d returned
to fight again, and he knew it was his subconscious mind, his id, knocking on
that trap-door, demanding attention.


Lynch heard
bare feet on the kitchen floor, and turned as Stacy stepped onto the balcony
behind him. She was also naked, her skin glowing in the moonlight, blonde hair
moving in the ocean breeze. As she moved closer he reached out and ran his hand
up the curve of her hip, along her waist, continuing up until he cupped one of
her full breasts, the nipple taut and hard in the cool night air. Lynch guessed
she filled a C cup, perhaps even a D, and they were the perfect shape, that
firm, buoyant roundness that only the fitness of youth provided. 


He and Stacy
had been screwing for the last two weeks. In the nine months Lynch had been out
of the Army, he’d slept with a dozen women, and Stacy was by far the best lay.
Twenty-one years old, she was a junior at SDSU studying English, and he’d met
her at a bar one night while they were both a bit drunk and looking for some
fun. Turned out she waitressed at a diner a mile to the north of his apartment,
and so they’d been hooking up either before or after her shifts every night
since. She was smart, funny, and didn’t mind that he woke up shouting about
being in a firefight some nights.


Some of the
guys he’d served with liked visiting whores. He’d gone a couple of times early
on in his enlistment, but as a guy who’d never had trouble getting attention
from women before the war, the idea of paying for it was a major turn-off. For
one thing, he’d never found the Vietnamese women very attractive. All too often
they had lean, boyish bodies and expressions that didn’t do much to hide their
boredom, or worse, their loathing. Maybe it was just his ego, but when he made
it with a chick, he wanted to be sure she wanted it as much as he did. 


And then,
there was always wondering if you were being set up to get robbed, or have your
dick sliced off, or a Chinese-made hand grenade tossed into the room as the
whore stepped out for a moment. None of these concerns did anything to help
keep an erection. Lynch had been virtually celibate his last two years
in-country.


But now, he
was making up for it. Stacy reached out and took the glass from his hand,
raising it to her lips and taking a long sip. 


“I like it
cold and watered down a little like this,” she said, handing back the glass.


“I like this
cold too,” Lynch replied with a grin, dragging his thumb across her hard
nipple. 


Stacy gave
his hand a playful swat. “You keep doing that, you better take me back to bed.”


Lynch finished
off his Scotch, then tossed the ice cubes out into the sand before placing the
glass carefully on the wooden rail. Then, he reached out and grabbed Stacy by
her hips, lifting her into the air and sitting her on the rail in front of him.


“Nice night out
here, babe. No need to go back inside,” he said.


Stacy grabbed
him by the shoulders and wrapped her heels around his back, pulling him between
her thighs. Lynch’s hands found her breasts, and he leaned in and started
kissing her neck. Stacy reached down and found him ready, and she let out a
soft moan as she guided him into her.


The night
air didn’t seem so cold anymore.


 


 
















 


THREE


 


Lynch was up and jogging along the
beach before the morning sun rose over the tops of the bungalows along Mission
Beach. In the first six months since his return to the States he’d put on
fifteen pounds, getting fat and slow and lazy like all the other civilians.
Living along the beach, he bought most of his meals from beachfront food
stands, eating hot dogs, hamburgers, and French fries, or visiting the Mexican
street-vendors and buying tortillas loaded with meat, rice, beans, and cheese.
Sitting on the beach or in a bar drinking cheap beer and whiskey didn’t help
matters, either. 


For the last
couple of months, Lynch had been watching what he ate and working out. He ran
in the morning and in the evening, went swimming in the surf after each run,
and pushed himself daily through a harsh calisthenics routine; push-ups,
pull-ups, sit-ups, jumping jacks, stretches - anything to keep him fit and
limber. He doubted he’d ever get back into the shape he was in during his Recon
Team days, but then again, he doubted he’d ever need to hump a sixty-pound ruck
up and down some mountains covered in jungle while living off of C-rats and
adrenaline for days at a time.


By the time
he’d returned to his apartment, Stacy was gone for the day, a steaming cup of
coffee waiting for him next to a banana and a small bowl of oatmeal. Lynch
shook his head and jumped in the shower, emerging naked five minutes later
scrubbed clean of sand and saltwater. He dressed in shorts and a t-shirt, then
took his breakfast out onto the balcony, grinning to himself while thinking of
Stacy’s expression as they made love there a few hours ago. He sat down on a
folding beach chair and balanced the bowl on his knee while he ate his banana
and drank his coffee.


The beach
was already populated with other runners, as well as some early-morning swimmers
and some of his neighbors simply enjoying the view. As always, or so it seemed,
there wasn’t a cloud in the sky, just a clear blue horizon from north to south
as far as the eye could see, the only irregularities a handful of ships miles
from shore. Sometimes Lynch idly wondered if the ships were really travelling
from one destination to another, or if they simply cruised up and down the
coast for no other reason than to give a measure of perspective to the
immensity of the ocean. 


Lynch finished
his breakfast as he stared out over the ocean, his mind working on a nameless
problem that worried away at him like terrier with a chicken bone. At first,
he’d relished the freedom that came with being back in the States, living off
his saved military salary and some money his stepfather had put aside for when
he got out. He’d found this apartment, located over a surfing supply store, a
week after he’d gotten to San Diego. The owner was an older guy in his forties,
a Marine who’d served in Korea. He was more than happy to rent the place out to
a newly-discharged vet, and to give himself some busy-work, Lynch even worked
downstairs a few hours a week, mostly waxing boards, unboxing and shelving
inventory, and other menial chores. He didn’t mind the work because it gave him
something to organize his life around.


The store
also helped expose him to people. Returning home at the end of the war, Lynch
had steeled himself for the haters and the protesters, and he’d experienced
some of the anti-war sentiment early on, but more than anything, he found
mostly indifference from the people he met who learned he’d been in the Army.
The war, for America, was effectively over, and people just wanted to move on
with their lives. Downstairs in the surf shop, people simply wanted to talk
boards and waxes, waves and breaks. There was no politics, no hate, just people
coming together to enjoy the sun and surf and be at peace. 


Unfortunately,
peace was his problem. After years of life and death in the mountains and jungles,
the civilian life just wasn’t cutting it. He tried to keep himself active,
hiking and exercising, going out on the town and chasing tail, but the restlessness
only grew worse, a little dog with a bone between its jaws, and he could hear
those small, sharp teeth grinding away. Lynch knew he needed to do something
before that bone splintered and cracked under the pressure.


He finished
the last of his coffee and padded back inside his kitchen. Dropping mug and
bowl into the sink, he walked into his living room and picked up a small,
battered, leather-bound address book from next to his telephone. After a few
moments of searching, Lynch found what he was looking for, and he picked up the
phone receiver and dialed a number.


“Colonel Lambert’s
office,” a female voice answered.


Lynch paused.
“I’m sorry, I was looking to speak to Colonel Carson.”


“General Carson
left this office after he was promoted four months ago,” the woman replied. “I
can give you the number to his new office, if you’d like.”


“That’d be
great,” Lynch answered.


He took down
the new number and dialed again.


“General Carson’s
office,” a young male voice answered.


“I’m looking
to speak with the general,” Lynch replied.


“Is he
expecting your call?”


Lynch thought
for a moment. “Yes, he probably is.”


“Who should
I tell him is calling?”


“Tell him
it’s Hangman.”


The line was
silent for a few seconds. “Uh, Hangman?”


“Just tell
him.”


“One moment,
please.”


The line
went silent for a minute before coming off hold.


“Well, you’re
not dead yet.”


Lynch
recognized the gravel-rough voice of Colonel - no, General - Alex
Carson.


“And you’ve
been promoted to general, sir,” Lynch replied.


There was a
chuckle on the other end of the line. “Payment for services rendered, I suppose.
Now they’ve got me out here at Fort Ord, babysitting trainees. Promoted into
someplace where I can’t cause trouble.”


“I doubt
there’s any place where you can’t raise some hell, sir.”


There was a
brief silence. “So, what’s on your mind, Sergeant?”


Lynch thought
for a moment. “I’ve been out nine months, and I’m going pretty stir-crazy.
Guess I miss the life more than I thought I would.”


“You’re not
in any trouble, are you?” Carson asked.


“No, sir.
Nothing like that. I get plastered now and then, but that’s it. No grass or
pills, no trouble with the law. I pay my rent, got a part-time job. I guess I’m
doing about as well as could be expected.”


“You’re not
lying to me, are you, son?”


“No, sir.
This isn’t a cry for help. I’m just...I feel like I need to get back in the
game. I’m too bunched up, no matter how hard I try to hang loose.”


“Have you
been looking for work? Something full-time?”


“No, I’m set
with money right now. Got a place on Mission Beach. My family set me up with plenty
of cash when I got back.”


“So, you’re
just bored?” Carson asked, a tone of amusement in his voice.


“Sir, it’s
not just boredom. Everything just feels...flat. The world is just lifeless and
dull, you know? I miss the action. I’ve started dreaming about it.”


“Hell, son.
We all dream about it. I still have dreams of parachuting into Normandy with
the 82nd.”


“Not dreaming
of the war, sir. I mean, I have those too, but this is different. I’m dreaming
of going back, that I’m happy because I’m going back.” 


“You could
always enlist again. You’re young, and you’ve got a great service record. Hell,
we could use an NCO with your experience here at Ford Ord. Teach these babies
how to avoid getting killed.”


“It’s not
the Army I’m missing, sir. It’s the action. The adrenaline. We’re out of the
war, and I get the feeling we’re not stepping into another any time soon.
Running teenagers through live-fire drills isn’t what I need.”


There was a
long pause on the other end of the line.


“Jamie, are
you sure about this?” Carson asked.


“It’s been
eating at me for a few weeks now. I need to do something about it, before I do
something stupid.” 


“Alright, I
get it. You’re not the first guy out of SOG who’s asked me for help. I know a
few people, private sector types, who need guys like you, hardasses
who don’t mind getting their hands dirty.”


“Sounds good
to me, sir. Dirty was our speciality.”


Carson was
silent for a moment. “Some of what you might be asked to do, it could be
illegal. If you get nabbed by the police, you might be looking at serious jail
time.”


“Sir, you
and I both know there was nothing legal about what we did back in the war. I
don’t have a problem breaking a few laws and ducking the heat.”


“Okay then,
how fast can you get to San Francisco?”


“I can be on
the road in ten minutes.”


Carson laughed.
“I figured as much. Okay, I’ll make a call today and make sure you’re expected.
Call me first thing tomorrow morning, and I’ll have an address for you.”


“Thank you,
sir. Sounds great.”


“Do you have
a suit? Something to wear to an office?”


“Yeah, my
mother made sure of that when I got back.”


“Okay, that’s
good. I don’t want you going into this looking like you just walked off the
beach. Oh, and Sergeant?”


“Yes, sir?”


“Do you have
a handgun?”


“Do you
really have to ask, sir?”


Carson
laughed again. “You’re right, that was a stupid question. Well, bring it with
you, Sergeant. I have a feeling you might need it.”


 


 
















 


FOUR


 


The Steiger
Electronics Corporation was housed in a gleaming cube of steel and glass,
dominating a large parking lot along the eastern edge of the Stanford Research
Park. Lynch pulled his Jeep into a vacant spot and stepped out, running a hand
through his thick shock of black hair and working out any windblown tangles.
Glancing around, he pulled a necktie out of his pocket and put it on, then did
the same with the suit jacket folded carefully behind his seat. Lynch wore a
medium grey suit with a white shirt, black tie, and spit-polished black leather
shoes. He felt foolish dressed this way, far removed from his usual Mission
Beach attire, but Carson had insisted he go into this looking professional. 


Lynch crossed
the parking lot and walked towards the building’s front entrance, a large pair
of glass doors with brushed steel frames. Stepping through, he found the air
inside cool and dry, probably maintained to a tenth of a degree by massive
banks of air conditioners on the building’s roof. He looked around the spacious
lobby and set eyes on a reception desk, manned by a petite young redhead
looking at him with a courteous smile.


“Good morning,
and welcome to Steiger Electronics. How can I help
you?” she asked. 


Lynch walked
across the polished white marble floor and approached the desk. “I’ve got a
meeting with Mr. Steiger and Mr. Blake.”


“Your name?”
she asked, glancing down at an appointment calendar on her desk.


“Lynch.”


She nodded.
“Can I see some identification?”


Lynch pulled
his wallet from his back pocket and handed her his military I.D. She glanced
over it and nodded, handing it back while gesturing towards a bank of elevators
behind her.


“Take the
center elevator to the twentieth floor,” she said.


Lynch pocketed
his I.D. card and nodded. He walked to the elevator and it opened as he
approached. Looking back, he saw the receptionist take her hand out from underneath
the desk. He wondered if she had control over any elevator that went to Steiger’s office suite. 


The elevator
ride was swift and silent. The doors - also brushed steel - opened into
another, smaller reception area, this one carpeted, with cream-colored walls
and floor-to-ceiling windows looking out over the park. From here, he could see
dozens of buildings surrounded by hundreds of acres’ worth of sun-bleached
concrete, an ocean of parking lots filled with thousands of cars. 


“It gets
boring after a few weeks,” the receptionist said. Lynch turned and looked at
the woman, a strikingly beautiful blonde in her late 30’s, older than the girl
in the main lobby by at least a decade. 


“The view?”
Lynch asked. 


She nodded.
“Nothing but cars and ugly buildings. But it beats being in a typing pool.” 


“I’ll take
your word for it,” Lynch replied. He gestured to the double doors behind her.
“May I go in?”


“Your name?”


“Lynch.”


The blonde
pushed an intercom button. “Sir, Mr. Lynch is here to see you.”


“Send him
in, Cathy,” said a man’s voice from the speaker.


Cathy nodded
in the direction of the double doors, and as Lynch reached for the door handle,
she pressed a button on the desk. There was a soft electric buzz and a click,
as the door’s lock disengaged. Lynch stepped inside, and found himself in a gigantic
corner office, with floor-to-ceiling windows and thick carpeting. Several
comfortable, sleekly-modern leather chairs were arranged around a glass coffee
table. A fully-stocked dry bar sat against the interior wall, with coffee
service and several carafes of orange and tomato juice set up next to the
liquor. A large steel-and-glass desk took up the exterior corner of the room.
Everything about the space, from the room itself, to the lighting fixtures, the
furniture, and all the accessories, spoke of ultra-modern stylistic
sensibilities. To Lynch, it seemed like an alien world, something out of an
episode of Star Trek. 


There were
three other men in the room. The man standing behind the desk was clearly Steiger; tall, clean-shaven, with dark brown hair, good
looks, and a slim, athletic build. He was tanned and dressed in loafers, tan
slacks, and a white polo shirt. He had the look of a man who played a lot of
tennis in his free time, and probably owned a yacht. Steiger
stepped around his desk and walked over to Lynch, offering his hand with a
friendly smile on his face. There were a few lines around his eyes, and Lynch
guessed Steiger was somewhere in his forties, but
took very good care of himself. 


“Sergeant Lynch.
Good of you to come. I’m Jonathan Steiger.”


“Mr. Steiger, quite a building you’ve got here,” Lynch replied,
shaking Steiger’s hand. The grip was dry and firm,
the handshake of a man perfectly at ease and in control of the situation.


Steiger smiled.
“Thank you, I designed it myself - or at least, worked closely with the
architects. If it was going to house my company, I wanted to make sure
everything was to my specifications.” Steiger turned
and gestured towards the two gentlemen in the room with him. “I’d like to
introduce you to the two men you’ll be working with. Mr. Blake is the head of
security here at Steiger Electronics, and Mr. Colt is
a private security consultant I’ve hired specifically to deal with our problem.
You’ll be working directly with Mr. Colt, and liaising with Mr. Blake for all
your needs while working with us.” 


Lynch nodded
and looked at the two men. Blake was sitting in one of the leather chairs,
leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, a glass of orange juice held in
his hands and a cigarette dangling from his lip, the ashtray next to him
containing a half-dozen butts. He was a big man, with a thick frame and broad
shoulders, built like a linebacker finally going to seed in his middle age. His
balding head was close-cropped, his dark hair shot through with considerable
grey. Looking at the lines on Blake’s craggy face, Lynch guessed him to be
somewhere in his mid-fifties. He wore navy slacks and a brown sports coat, and
his brown leather shoes were old, but well-maintained. Blake said nothing and
didn’t bother to stand, only nodding in greeting when Lynch met his gaze.


On the other
side of the room, Colt was leaning against the bar, a cup of coffee near his
elbow. He looked to be younger than Steiger, probably
in his early thirties, and long-legged, with a cowboy’s strong, rangy physique,
close-cut sandy brown hair, and cold, piercing blue eyes. He wore an expensive,
cream-colored suit, white shirt without a tie, and tan leather cowboy boots.
There was a slight bulge in Colt’s suit coat along his right hip, and Lynch
guessed he was wearing a gun. He watched Lynch approach with a calculating,
predatory look in his eye. With a smooth motion, Colt stood up straight from
where he was leaning and extended his hand in greeting.


“Howdy Lynch,
glad to have you with us.”


Unlike Steiger’s hand, Colt’s grip was unusually strong, and his
hand was rough and callused. There was a Texan twang to Colt’s voice, and Lynch
wondered if he was some kind of cowboy gunslinger-for-hire.


“Thanks. It’s
nice to meet you, Mr. Colt.”


“Please,” Colt
said with a smile, “call me Richard.”
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After making a cup of coffee, Lynch
took a seat while Steiger took several minutes to
fill in the details of his company. Steiger had come
out of Stanford in the mid-‘50s and immediately began his own electronics
company, catering to finding military applications for modern electronics
engineering. Over the last twenty years, Steiger had
landed a number of small but lucrative defense contracts, most involving
communications devices. While the work was classified, Steiger
dropped enough hints for Lynch to wonder if he hadn’t been carrying some of the
company’s hardware while doing recon and surveillance missions over the Laotian
border.


Eventually, Steiger got around to the problem at hand. “Five days ago
Samuel Roth, one of my best and brightest engineers, stopped coming to work.
He’d called in sick the first day, but the next, we couldn’t get in touch with
him at home. It was that morning we realized something was missing from Roth’s
lab; a prototype microprocessor designed for military ordnance guidance
systems. After a thorough search of the lab and the premises, we found
nothing.”


“You think
Roth is the thief?” Lynch asked.


Blake
nodded. “After the incident, we did a little digging. Turns out, Roth’s bank
account was running on fumes. He’d made several very large cash withdrawals in
the last two weeks.”


“Sounds to
me like your man owes someone a lot of money,” Richard replied.


Blake nodded.
“After interviewing his fellow project engineers, one of them admitted knowing
Roth liked to gamble. He’d take weekend trips to Vegas every couple of months,
and found his way into a few backroom poker games around the city.”


“Your working
theory is he’s going to barter off his debt with your technology,” Richard
said.


Steiger nodded.
“Roth could convince someone to take the prototype and sell it to one of our competitors.
They could glean enough information out of the design to produce a similar,
competing product. If they were smart, there’d be no way we could prove the use
of our technology.”


“Do the
police have any leads?” Lynch asked.


Steiger and Blake
exchanged glances. 


“We haven’t
spoken to the police yet,” Blake answered.


Lynch frowned.
“I don’t understand. This looks like a clear case of theft to me.”


Richard smirked.
“Y’all want this kept on the QT.”


Steiger nodded. He
stood up from his chair and began pacing around the room. 


“Defense contracts
are very political. It’s not about who makes the best product, it’s whose palms
you can grease, who you can do favors for, and who you can trust. I’ve built a
lot of relationships with high-ranking military men over the past two decades,
and my company produces state-of-the-art military-grade hardware.


“But none of
that makes a bit of difference if word gets out that an SEC engineer had a
gambling problem, stole a prototype, and sold it to a criminal element in order
to pay off his debt. Our credibility would go down the toilet. Millions of
dollars’ worth of contracts hang in the balance, and that’s just the products
we’re currently manufacturing.”


Steiger stopped
pacing and turned to look at Lynch. “Sergeant, you fought in the first truly
electronic war. Guided missiles, thermal weapon scopes. Fighters carrying their
own radar systems. Enemy movements tracked by electronic ears that sat in the
jungle for weeks or months at a time. The next war - whenever or wherever it
might be - is going to be fought with computers just as much as it’ll be fought
with men carrying rifles. 


“I’ll tell
you, there are fortunes - vast fortunes - to be made by the companies
that stand at the forefront of developing those military technologies. Right
now, Steiger Electronics is one of those, but it’s a
race to see who’ll stay ahead, and as in any race, we’re just one stumble, one
turned ankle away from finding ourselves at the back of the pack instead of the
front.”


Richard crossed
his legs and put his hands up in a supplicating gesture. “So, what do you need
us to do, exactly?”


Steiger glanced at
Blake, who cleared his throat before speaking. “We want you to find Roth. If
he’s got the prototype, we want you to bring it back here. If he doesn’t, we
want you to get him to tell you what he did with it, and then track it down and
bring it back.”


Lynch raised
an eyebrow. “And if he doesn’t want to give it to us, or give up where it is,
when we find him?”


“Do whatever
it takes,” Blake replied. 


“Y’all
giving us a wide range of options with a statement like that,” Richard said.


 “Look,”
Steiger interjected, “Roth is dead to this company.
If it wouldn’t make things so publicly embarrassing, I’d hit him with a list of
felony charges as long as my arm. As it is, the future of Steiger
Electronics depends on the recovery of that prototype. I am not going to
let that happen! I’m not going to let that fucking traitor burn us
down!”


“Do you want
him put down?” Richard asked, his voice eerily calm.


There was a
long moment of silence. Steiger turned and stared out
the window. “I don’t want him murdered, no. If we can recover the prototype,
I’ll pay him a good severance package and cut him loose.” Steiger
turned back to look at Richard. “But if that son of a bitch gets himself killed
because of the mess he created, I’m not going to lose any sleep over his fate.”


“Okay, assuming
we’re on board. How much money are we talking about?” Lynch asked.


 Blake stood
up from his chair and walked over to the dry bar. He leaned down and opened one
of the cabinet doors, taking out two thick manila envelopes. He walked over and
dropped one each in Lynch’s and Richard’s laps. Lynch opened the envelope and
peered inside; there were five bundles of twenty dollar bills. Each paper bill
strap declared the bundle contained two thousand dollars.


“That’s half
your pay now,” Steiger told them. “You get the rest
when we get the prototype.”


“And if we
can’t recover it?” Richard asked. “What if it’s destroyed? Or in the hands of
the Soviets? We’re only two men, and there’s a limit to how far we can chase
this rabbit.”


“Bring me
proof that it’s destroyed, and you’ll get your full fee. Three quarters if you
can prove it’s out of your reach,” Steiger replied.


“How do we
handle expenses?” Lynch asked.


Blake reached
into his sports coat and pulled out a thick bank envelope. He tossed it into
Lynch’s hands. “There’s another two grand. If you need more than that, and you
have a good reason, we’ll work with you.”


Lynch and
Richard looked at each other, and Lynch gave him a small nod. Richard turned to
Steiger. “All right, we’re in.”


Steiger turned and
walked to his desk. He returned with a thick manila file folder and set on the
coffee table. “That has Roth’s employment record, along with the banking
information and his phone records. There’s also a house key taped to the inside
of the folder.”


“He gave you
a copy of his house key?” Lynch asked.


“We made a
call to the construction company responsible for building his house. They were
able to facilitate us with a key that’ll match his locks after some money
changed hands,” Blake replied.


“I’m guessing
that’s how you acquired his bank and phone records?” Richard asked with a
knowing smile.


“It’s good
to have friends, Mr. Colt,” Blake replied. “And friends do each other favors,
from time to time.”


With that,
Lynch and Richard stood up, and they shook hands with Steiger
and Blake. “We’ll be in touch shortly,” Lynch said.


Steiger nodded.
“You’ve come highly recommended, Sergeant Lynch. I was told you’re not a man to
be deterred if, or rather when, things get ugly.”


“Don’t worry
about ugly, Mr. Steiger,” Lynch replied. “I’ve seen
ugly, and I put a bullet in its face.”
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Lynch and Richard walked out of the
building together. Lynch noted how Richard’s head moved on a smooth swivel,
scanning and assessing the parking lot as he passed through the building’s
double doors.


“Where are
you parked?” Lynch asked.


“Over yonder,”
Richard answered. He pointed across the lot, and Lynch spotted an immaculate-looking
blue 1968 Shelby Mustang GT among several nondescript sedans. 


“Something tells
me you’re not driving that grey Pinto,” Lynch replied.


Richard smiled.
“Nah, I prefer a ride with a few more horses under the hood.”


“You didn’t
drive all the way from Texas, did you?” Lynch asked.


Richard shook
his head. “I did some work down in L.A. a few weeks ago. I stuck around for a
little R&R, was still there when this contract came my way. What about you?
Where’s your car?”


Lynch nodded
towards his Jeep. “The red CJ-5 over there. Bought it real cheap off of the parents
of a guy I knew in ‘Nam.”


Richard looked
at Lynch for a moment. “He didn’t make it back?”


Lynch shook
his head. “He made it back, all right. In a sealed coffin.”


“On that
cheery note,” Richard said, “we’ve got to do our homework. What now?”


“Where are
you staying?” Lynch asked.


“The
Fairmont.”


“Nice place?”


Richard chuckled.
“You could say that. What about you?”


“Motel 6.”


“Not anymore
you’re not,” Richard poked a finger at the bulge in Lynch’s coat pocket made by
their spending money. “You’re going to get a room at the Fairmont, we’ll order
in some room service, and we’ll get down to business.”


Lynch’s eyes
narrowed. “Hold on a minute, goddamn it. I don’t know you and I don’t work for
you. We’re partners in this, but five minutes after we take the job you’re
already trying to drive the bus.”


Richard stared
at him and said nothing for a long moment. Finally, he smirked and gave Lynch a
small nod. “Alright, you make a good point. I ain’t in
charge of you no more’n you’re in charge of me. We’re
partners, straight up the middle. But that motel of yours is a dungheap, and we’ve got a fair bit of scratch between the two
of us now. There’s no accounting for where this contract is going to take us,
and I’ve been doing this sort of work for a while now, so believe me when I tell
you, it’s best to enjoy the finer things in life when you get the chance, okay?”


Lynch
scratched his chin. “Fair enough. Follow me on over to the motel, I’ll drop off
the key and check out, then I’ll follow you.”


An hour
later, the two men were entering the lobby of the Fairmont Hotel in downtown
San Francisco. The luxury hotel was a far cry from the musty, weather-beaten economy
motel Lynch had checked into last night. He carried his bags and they
approached the concierge desk, Richard taking point. 


“Good morning,”
Richard said to the young woman behind the counter. “I’d like to see if there’s
a room adjacent to my own for this gentleman with me.”


The woman
looked past Richard and smiled when she saw Lynch. “Certainly sir, let me
check.”


Lynch tuned
them out as he glanced around the hotel lobby. The building’s architecture was
turn-of-the-century opulence, and from the look of the people walking in and out
of the lobby, the clientele were the sort who, like Richard, weren’t going to
settle for an economy motel room. Men in business suits or high-end vacation
wear walked with women in designer dresses carrying purses that cost as much as
his car.


Finally, Richard
nudged Lynch with his elbow. “They’re going to move me so we can have adjoining
rooms. Work with you?” he asked.


Lynch nodded,
catching the woman behind the counter giving the two of them a sly, considering
look, a discreet smirk touching her lips. As they rode the elevator up to
recover Richard’s items from his room, Lynch glanced over at his partner.


“The receptionist
thinks we’re queer,” he said.


Richard chuckled.
“This is San Francisco, amigo. Two men checking into adjoining hotel rooms? She
might as well flip a coin.”


Lynch glanced
at the elevator’s floor indicator. “I’m not, just so you know.”


Richard rolled
his eyes. “The dang Army. Y’all are just unbelievable. Most homoerotic occupation
there is. Worked for the Greeks and Romans, didn’t it? Probably a damn sight safer’n some hootch harlot workin’ for the Viet Cong, ready to give you commie crabs.”


Lynch opened
his mouth to fire off a reply, but the elevator chimed and the doors opened on
their floor. Richard moved to his room, opening the door with his hand near the
butt of his pistol, ready to draw. Lynch got a glance at the weapon, a
nickel-plated Colt automatic, cocked and locked. At least he’s not carrying
a six-shooter, Lynch thought.


Within minutes
they were out of Richard’s old room and two floors up, unpacking in their rooms
with the adjoining door open. Lynch had kept it light, only bringing along a
duffel bag and a small rucksack. Richard had brought a briefcase of alligator
hide and a large matching suitcase. Lynch didn’t bother to unpack much, simply
putting his toilet kit in the bathroom and pulling a change of clothes out of
his duffel. He changed out of his suit and hung it in the closet before
slipping on a pair of jeans, a black t-shirt, and a green long-sleeved shirt,
which he left unbuttoned and untucked. San Francisco was cool, even in the
summer, and there was a constant breeze that made the mild beachfront San Diego
weather seem downright tropical in comparison.


When he
finished changing, Lynch walked through the adjoining door and found Richard
had also changed out of his suit, now wearing a pair of dark khaki slacks and a
dark blue shirt. Richard was just slipping his belt through the loops of his
pistol holster as Lynch came in, and he nodded towards Richard’s pistol. 


“Nice looking
.45 you’ve got,” Lynch said.


Richard finished
buckling the belt, drew his pistol, then ejected and pocketed the magazine. He
took it off safe, then snapped the slide, his left hand snatching the ejected
cartridge out of the air with the speed of a striking cobra. He flipped the
pistol around and offered it to Lynch butt-first.


“Colt Gold
Cup, chambered for .38 Super,” Richard said.


Lynch nodded,
admiring the pistol’s workmanship. It was a finely-tuned weapon, with adjustable
target sights and custom-made wooden grips. 


“.38 Super...that’s
the high-velocity round the G-Men used back in the ‘30s, going after all the
bank robbers? Dillinger and Pretty Boy Floyd?” he asked.


Richard nodded.
“Hits a heck of a lot harder than a nine-millimeter, and it takes a nine-round
magazine. Good for shooting through a car door, with a nice, flat trajectory at
long ranges.”


Lynch
double-checked that the chamber was clear, then snapped the slide closed and
gently squeezed the trigger. It broke light and clean as a glass rod. He nodded
in appreciation, then handed the gun back to Richard.


“Very slick,
I just hope you’re good with it,” he said.


Richard smirked.
“I showed you mine, amigo. Let’s see yours.”


Lynch went
back into his room, and emerged a moment later with what looked like another
toiletries kit.  He unzipped the kit and pulled out a Colt of his own, but
unlike Richard’s sleek, chrome-plated pistol, Lynch’s was a battered-looking
U.S. Army-issued M1911A1 .45 automatic. He dropped the mag and racked the empty
chamber, then handed it to Richard, who gingerly took the old war-relic like
he’d just picked it out of a garbage heap.


“Well, it
certainly looks broken-in,” he mused.


Lynch crossed
his arms in front of his chest. “Watch what you say about that pistol, Richard.
I carried it in-country for two years, and killed eleven men with it.”


Richard’s eyebrows
rose. “Eleven, you say? Not bad.” The tone of his voice, however, made it seem
like Richard wasn’t all that impressed. He turned the pistol over in his hands,
noticing all the little dings and scratches in the finish.


“Yeah, it
was my backup gun,” Lynch said, an edge in his voice. “For when I’d run
my rifle dry, and didn’t have time to reload.”


Richard looked
up at that. “Must’ve gotten pretty hairy, now and then?”


“Yeah, you
could say that.”


“This gun,
can it be traced back to you? If you ever have to ditch it?” Richard asked.


Lynch shook
his head. “It was reported as destroyed in action back in ‘65, and I got ahold
of it in ‘70. As far as the government is concerned, it’s rusting in the bottom
of some overgrown shellhole back in Vietnam.”


Richard nodded
and handed the pistol back to Lynch, his demeanor a little more deferential.
“Well, it’s seen better days, but if it shoots straight and feeds smooth every
time, that’s all that matters.”


Their show-and-tell
complete, the two men ordered up hamburgers, fries, and beers for lunch, and
began the process of combing through Steiger’s files
on Samuel Roth. Twenty-nine years old, Roth had graduated top of his class from
Stanford, majoring in electrical engineering. He displayed a genius for
electronics all through his studies, and continued his graduate work in the field,
receiving his Ph.D. at the age of twenty-seven. He was immediately scooped up
by Steiger, who apparently maintained good relations
with his alma mater through healthy alumni donations, and used his contacts as
talent scouts for his company. In the last two years, Roth had contributed to
three patents and quickly became one of Steiger’s top
performers. 


Four months
ago, Roth was made the lead on a project to develop a new kind of guidance
system for military ordnance. But around that same time, cracks began to appear
in his performance. Roth took more sick days in the last four months than he’d
taken in the rest of his time at SEC, making up for the lost time with twelve
and sixteen hour days. In fact, it looked like on three different occasions,
Roth had stayed all night in his lab, working on the project. His latest
employee evaluation, filed a month ago, gave him strong marks in overall
performance, but noted that Roth appeared to be driving himself too hard, that
he looked to be doing himself more harm than good. 


Reviewing his
banking records, it was obvious that soon after being employed by SEC, Roth began
to have money problems. He was making large cash withdrawals of varying amounts
on irregular dates. Some of the withdrawals even fell on a Friday and the
following Monday, evidence that Roth had taken out cash, lost it all, then had
to withdraw more to cover a debt as soon as the bank opened on Monday. The rise
and fall of Roth’s bank balance became more dramatic as time went on; in the
last year, he’d gone into the week before pay day with less than twenty dollars
in his balance on five times. The last activity on his account had been the day
he’d called in sick; Roth had withdrawn all but ten dollars from both his
checking and savings accounts. 


Lynch looked
up from reading through the last bank transactions. “This isn’t just a man
paying off a big debt. He’s digging all the money out of the mattress and
finding a dark hole someplace where he can crawl in and hide.”


Richard nodded.
“But the question is, who is he hiding from? Steiger?
Sure, he doesn’t want his boss to find him, and he can’t be sure Steiger won’t go to the cops, or hire a P.I., but I’m also
guessing he’s hiding from whoever he owes money to, as well.”


“But why not
just hand over the chip?” Lynch asked.


“Because these
goombahs, they’re a bunch of knuckle-draggers. You
show the smartest of these dummies a microprocessor, they’re just going to hit
it with a rock and scratch themselves. The only way Roth can pay off his debt
with that prototype is if they’re convinced it’s worth the cash, which means
they’ve got to make some phone calls, talk to a few experts who don’t mind answerin’ questions without asking questions themselves.
That’s going to take some time, and if Roth is smart, and he’s protecting
himself, this back-and-forth negotiating is going to be slow as cold molasses.”


Lynch nodded.
“Okay, so Roth is holed up someplace. A hotel, maybe with a friend or relative.
Maybe he’s on the move. He’s got cash, he’s got a car, he’s
got a contact number. He’s calling them every day or so, trying to find a way
to hand the prototype over without winding up dead in a ditch. And these
leg-breakers, they’ve got to be combing the whole state, trying to get their
hands on Roth first, so they don’t have to fork over a dime, because if the
prototype is as valuable as Steiger says it is, it’s
probably worth its weight in diamonds.”


“All right,
but if we’re going to pull this off, we need an edge. We need a shortcut to get
us ahead of both of the horses in this race,” Lynch said.


“So what’s
our next move?”


Richard dug
through the file folder until he pulled out a mimeographed copy of the
blueprints for Roth’s home. “How do you feel about a little breaking and
entering?”


Lynch laughed.
“Sneaking into someplace where I don’t belong and taking a look around? Fuckin’
A, it’s been too long already.”
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Richard drove the black Gran Torino
past Roth’s house at a sedate pace, like a man looking for an address he’s
never visited. It was almost one in the morning, and he and Lynch were
preparing to make their reconnoiter of Roth’s Palo
Alto home. The Ford was a gift from Blake, dropped off at the hotel that
evening after Lynch and Richard agreed their cars were too conspicuous for the
outing they had in mind. They didn’t ask Blake where the car came from, and he
didn’t offer up the information. The car was conspicuously clean, and the
registration information was missing from the glove compartment.


Roth’s house
was in the middle of a widely-dispersed residential area along the edge of a low,
rolling hillside. Here the houses were at least fifty yards apart from one another,
with plenty of trees, shrubbery, and fences giving the properties some privacy.
It was a stylish, modern-looking single story home with a nice lawn and a
six-foot high wooden fence on three sides of the property. According to the plans
Steiger provided, there was an in-ground pool behind
the house, with a patio between the pool and the home. Roth’s neighbors were
about seventy yards away on either side, and on the street behind him, the house
was close to the road, putting almost a hundred yards between the two buildings.
It was about the most ideal layout they could expect, given the residential
nature of the neighborhood.


Cruising past,
they could see Roth’s house was dark, with no car in the driveway. There were a
couple of uncollected newspapers strewn across his walkway. All evidence pointed
to the place being uninhabited.


“No way to
park around back,” Lynch observed.


“Yeah, and
if we park on the street, we’ll stick out like a sore thumb,” Richard added. 


They drove
past two more streets before Richard pointed ahead of them. “There we go. It’s
Friday, so it was inevitable.”


On the next
block, there were half a dozen cars parked on both sides of the street, and as
they approached, they saw the lights on in one of the houses. It appeared that
someone was hosting a late-night party. Killing the headlights, Richard drove
up and parked behind one of the cars along the side of the road. 


“It’s almost
one. By the time these party animals finally go home, no one’s going to be
alert enough to wonder who owns this car. We should be good,” Richard said.


They took a
moment to prepare. Lynch had a small penlight in the pocket of his denim
jacket, as well as a pair of thin leather gloves, Roth’s house keys, and a
folding Buck knife he stuck in his back pocket. He took his .45 from its case
and loaded it, tucking it into the back of his waistband cocked and locked,
while spare magazines went into his pockets. 


Richard wore
a dark leather jacket, and he’d traded his cowboy boots for a pair of black
shoes. He slipped off his jacket for a moment and took something out of his
briefcase; a shoulder holster containing a small blued-steel automatic fitted
with a suppressor. He pulled the pistol out, chambered a round, and de-cocked
the hammer. 


Lynch pointed
at the gun. “You’re just full of surprises.”


Richard smiled.
“Walther PP, chambered in .380 ACP. For when discretion is a necessity.”


“I think you
enjoy accessorizing a little too much,” Lynch replied, before the two of them
exited the car.


Although there
were streetlamps, it was easy enough for the two men to avoid illuminating
themselves as they made their way back towards Roth’s house. None of the homes
they passed showed signs of anyone still awake, and they cut across lawns and
hid from the street using bushes and shrubs. Within minutes, they approached
Roth’s house. Keeping low, the two men followed the outside of the high wooden
privacy fence to the back of the property. Once there, they took turns keeping
watch while first Lynch, then Richard, scaled the fence and dropped down onto
Roth’s lawn.


Sticking to
the shadows, the two men belly-crawled across the lawn, first moving along the
base of the fence, then cutting across the patio, using the poolside furniture
to hide from the view of anyone looking out from the sliding glass patio doors
or the windows along the back of the house. Finally, they chanced a quick,
crouched run to the side of the building. Moving slowly, and tilting his head
to maintain as little exposure as possible, Lynch looked inside the house.


The first
two windows showed an empty bedroom and a kitchen, both in a state of complete
disarray. The bedroom was a shambles, with clothes scattered everywhere,
dresser drawers pulled and emptied, even the mattress slashed and gutted like a
fat white corpse. The kitchen was similarly trashed, with every cabinet and
drawer open, the contents strewn about carelessly, as if a wild animal had run
amok inside.


Lynch leaned
close to Richard. “Looks like someone tossed the joint,” he whispered.


Peeking through
the nearest sliding patio door, Lynch looked down a hallway. He caught the
glimmer of a flashlight’s beam coming from the bathroom doorway, and a moment
later, a man in a dark sports coat and slacks emerged from the bathroom and
crossed the hallway into the den. Although Lynch only got a brief glimpse, the
man was clearly not Roth.


“The guy is
still inside. We should grab him,” Lynch said.


Richard nodded.
“I’ll go around front and distract him. You sneak in and take care of it.”


With that,
Richard slipped around the side of the house, heading for the front lawn. Lynch
pulled the keys from his pocket, finding one fitting the patio door. Crouching
in the shadows, Lynch felt the adrenaline moving through his system, his senses
hyper-alert for any movement or sound around him. It was a feeling he realized
he’d been missing for over a year, that sense of anticipation, of action
impending in the next few moments. For the first time since returning from the
war, Lynch felt alive again, and a small smile formed on his lips at the
thought that all was right with the world once more. 


As Lynch
peered through the patio door a few more seconds passed, and then suddenly the
flashlight’s beam emerged back into the hallway, only to snap off a moment
later. Lynch saw the man walk towards the front of the house in a crouch,
disappearing into the living room. Seeing his chance, Lynch moved to the patio
door, slipped the key in the lock, and quietly opened the door, sliding it in
its grooved track just far enough to slip inside before easing it nearly shut,
leaving a hair’s-breadth of space so it didn’t latch again and lock out
Richard.


Moving quickly,
Lynch slipped into the bathroom and tucked himself behind the door, peeking out
between the door and the frame. Moments later, he heard the man’s footsteps as
he returned from the living room, muttering to himself about stray cats. As the
man turned left to go back into the den, Lynch moved out of the bathroom behind
him. Lynch slipped an arm around the man’s throat and put him in a choke hold,
the pressure from his arm shutting down the flow of blood to the man’s brain.
There was a brief struggle as the man dropped the flashlight and clawed at
Lynch’s arms in an attempt to break free. Within a few seconds, the man’s
movements began to slow, and soon Lynch was lowering the unconscious man to the
ground face-first. He grabbed the collar of the man’s sports coat and tugged it
down, trapping his arms by his sides, and after unplugging a lamp’s electrical
cord, he cut it free and used the cord to bind the man’s feet before he rolled
the man onto his back, then dragged him into a sitting position against the
wall.


The sliding
door whispered as it opened and shut. Lynch leaned out into the hallway, hand
near the gun in his waistband, but it was Richard. 


“He went
down like a baby in need of a nap,” Lynch said.


“Not bad,
soldier boy,” Richard replied. 


They both
stepped into the den, and as the man began to moan and stir. Lynch knelt down
and went through his pockets. The man didn’t have a wallet, but he did have
some cash and a few coins, as well as a phone number written on a scrap of
paper, a flat leather slapjack, and a large snub-nosed revolver. Lynch held the
revolver near the beam of the flashlight lying on the floor. It was a Smith &
Wesson Model 19, a mean-looking .357 Magnum with a two-and-a-half inch barrel.
He snapped open the cylinder and picked out one of the long Magnum rounds; it
was a lead-tipped hollowpoint bullet.


Richard gave
a low whistle. “That’ll blow a nasty hole in someone.”


Lynch dropped
the contents of the man’s pockets into his own, as the man finally lifted his
head and groggily looked around. After a moment, his eyes focused on the two
men standing over him, and his brow furrowed.


“Who the
fuck are you guys? You two made a big fucking mistake.”


Richard chuckled
and placed his heel against the man’s ankle. Leaning forward, he ground the
joint into the floor, eliciting a cry of pain from their captive.


“Listen, dummy,”
Richard replied. “You’re not in a position to discuss mistakes right now.
What’s your name?”


“Go fuck
yourself,” the man said through teeth clenched with pain.


Richard took
his foot off the man’s ankle just long enough to wind back his leg and kick the
man in the gut. Their captive bent almost double, coughing up a thin line of
vomit that drooled down his chin.


“Let’s try
that again,” Richard said.


The man drew
in a few steadying breaths, before leaning his head back against the wall. He
looked into the impassive faces of his two captors, and knew it was best to
give up the goods.


“Reynolds,” he
whispered. “The name’s Reynolds.”


“That wasn’t
so hard, was it, Reynolds?” Lynch asked.


Reynolds shook
his head. “Doesn’t matter nohow. You guys are fuckin’
dead men.”


“How’s
that?” Richard asked.


Reynolds’ eyes
narrowed. “You don’t know who I work for, do you?”


“Guess you’re
the guy with all the answers, shithead. Give ‘em up,”
Lynch replied.


“I work for
Cranston, you idiot. Cranston! When he finds out about this, you two are dead!”
Reynolds shouted.


Richard and
Lynch looked at each other with blank stares. Reynolds glanced from one to the
other, then began to laugh.


“This is
fucking priceless! You’re either the dumbest fucks working in San Fran, or some
sorry-assed outside talent! Philip Cranston is the heaviest hitter in the city!
He’s a stone-cold fucking killer! And you just pissed in his soup!” Reynolds
continued to laugh, tears streaming down his cheeks.


“We’ll cross
that bridge when we get to it,” Richard replied. “Right now, we want to know
what you were doing here. Did Cranston send you to look for something?”


Reynolds shook
his head. “I’m not telling you guys shit. Cranston would skin me alive.”


Lynch pulled
the slapjack from his pocket. Reynolds eyed the weapon, but said nothing. Bouncing
the weighted end in his palm a few times, Lynch whipped the slapjack up into
the air, then brought it down on Reynolds’ shin. There was an audible crack
of breaking bone, and Reynolds screamed, his eyes bugging out from their sockets.
Lynch waited until Reynolds finished wailing and caught his breath, then raised
the slapjack in the air a second time.


“Okay! Okay!
Fuck, just wait, and I’ll tell you!” Reynolds pleaded, sweat and tears running down
his face.


“No more
macho bullshit, or I just keep breaking things. I can do this all night,” Lynch
warned.


Reynolds shook
his head. “We tossed the place three nights ago, looking for something. Some
little gizmo, I dunno. Cranston said we’d know it
when we saw it. Ever since we’ve been taking turns waiting for the guy, Roth,
to come home. If he did, we’d drag his ass back to Cranston.”


“You’re working
with a partner?” Richard asked.


“Yeah, he’s
got the car. We switch off nights,” Reynolds answered.


Lynch dug
around in his pocket and produced the scrap of paper with the phone number. “Is
this how you get in touch with him?”


“Yeah, it’s
a motel a few miles from here.”


“The Motel 6?”
Richard asked. 


Reynolds nodded.
“Yeah, that’s the one.”


Richard looked
at Lynch. “See? What’d I tell you. Only scumbags stay
in those places.”


Lynch
ignored the barb and waved the paper in front of Reynolds’ face. “You’re going
to call your partner and get him over here. Tell him you caught Roth, and
you’re ready to get picked up.”


Reynolds hesitated
for a moment, but Lynch only needed to raise the slapjack a couple of inches
before the man swallowed and nodded. Richard picked up the phone from a nearby
table and handed it to Lynch. Richard then drew his Walther and levelled it at
Reynolds’ face.


“You do this
nice and easy, amigo. One word I don’t like, and this little gun coughs a lead
pill through your face. Got it?”


Reynolds gave
a small nod. Lynch dialed the number and held the receiver up to Reynolds’ ear,
while leaning in close to overhear. The phone rang three times before someone
picked up.


“Yeah?”


“Hey, Tully,
I got ‘em.”


“That dumb
fuck finally showed up?”


“Yeah, a few
minutes ago. I got ‘em all tied up and ready to go.”


“You don’t
sound so good. You okay?”


Reynolds swallowed
and looked up at the muzzle of Richard’s suppressed Walther. “The little shit
was tougher than he looked. Put up a fight and knocked the wind outta me before
I sapped him in the head. He’s out cold now.”


“Better hope
you didn’t scramble his brains before Cranston gets a chance to talk to him.”


“Nah, I just
clipped him. He’s fine.”


“Okay, lemme get dressed, and I’ll be there in about...ten
minutes. I’ll back in, we toss him in the trunk.”


“Sounds
good, see you then.”


The line
went dead. Lynch hung up the phone and stood up. He walked into the kitchen and
rummaged around in the mess, finding a suitably-sized dish towel. Back in the
den, he twisted it up and gagged Reynolds with it, tying it behind his head.


“In case you
get any bright ideas,” he said. 


Reynolds nodded.
Lynch stood and hefted the slapjack. “I’ll deal with the driver. You keep an
eye on this shithead.”


Richard nodded.
Lynch moved to the front door and unlocked it, then opened it a crack. He
tucked himself against the nearby wall and waited, peering outside through a small
gap in the curtains. A few minutes later, a large Buick sedan slowed in front
of the house and backed up into the driveway. Tully, a tall, thin man in a tan
overcoat, got out and popped the trunk, then walked up to the door. Seeing it
was open a crack, Tully pushed it open and took a tentative step inside.


“Hey, where
the fuck are you?” he whispered.


“Right here,”
Lynch said, and grabbed Tully by the lapel. He pulled him forward and off
balance, then swung the slapjack in a tight arc, clubbing Tully behind the left
ear and dropping him like a sack of rocks.


“All clear,”
Lynch whispered down the hall. Richard emerged with the Walther at the ready.


“You didn’t
kill him, did you?” Richard asked.


Lynch reached
down and felt for a pulse. It was there, strong, and steady. “Nah, he’s alive.”


Richard holstered
his Walther and went back into the den. He emerged a moment later, dragging
Reynolds by his lapel. The thug whimpered with pain as his broken leg moved
around. Richard unceremoniously dumped him by the door.  Lynch pulled
another electrical cord and cut it to tie Tully’s hands behind his back, and he
searched the man’s unconscious body. Tully had a switchblade, a roll of cash,
and a snub-nosed revolver, smaller than Reynolds’. Lynch didn’t bother to examine
it, and instead stuffed the items into his pockets along with everything else.
His denim jacket began to feel like he had lead shot poured into his pockets.


Working quickly,
the two men loaded Tully and Reynolds into the trunk of Tully’s Buick. Lynch
turned to Richard.


“Now what?”


Richard shut
the trunk. “I’ll drive the Buick. Hop in and we’ll swing by the Ford, you take
that. We’ll find a pay phone and call Blake. We need somewhere secure and out
of the way so we can ask these knuckleheads a few questions.”


 


 
















 


EIGHT


 


Blake wasn’t too happy with the idea
of finding a place where Richard and Lynch could interrogate a couple of
criminals.


“Are you
guys fucking kidding me?” he said to Lynch over the phone.


“We couldn’t
do it at Roth’s place, and the Motel 6 would be even worse. We need somewhere
out of the way.”


“Jesus, when
we said whatever it takes...okay, all right. I think I know a place. We’ve got
a small warehouse near the airport. Take 101 north to Airport Boulevard, and
I’ll meet you at the turnoff. I drive a light grey Lincoln.”


Fifteen minutes
later, Lynch spotted the Lincoln along the side of the road. He toggled his
headlights, and the Lincoln pulled onto the road and began heading east. Blake
took them a mile or so along the road, before pulling off into a large parking
lot and killing his headlights. Lynch saw a large hotel off in the distance,
and there were a couple of other buildings, but the place looked largely
deserted. He turned off his own headlights, and saw Richard do the same in the
rearview mirror. The three cars parked behind a nondescript warehouse on the
far side of the parking lot. The sign on the building simply said “SEC”, with a
phone number in small digits below.


Blake
unlocked and raised the large metal door, and Richard backed the Buick into the
warehouse. After the door was lowered again, Richard popped the trunk while
Lynch stood guard. By now, Tully had regained consciousness, and he stared
daggers at the two men.


“You two fucks
have no idea what you’re into,” he growled. 


Richard chuckled.
“Yeah, your friend said the same thing. Guess we got wax in our ears.”


Blake found
a couple of chairs and some packing tape, and soon both Reynolds and Tully were
seated and secured, Reynolds’ pale, sweaty face showing the pain of his broken
leg. 


“So...here we
are,” Richard said to their two captives. “Time to start singing, canaries.” 


“Eat shit,”
Tully muttered.


Lynch stepped
forward, pulling the slapjack from his pocket. He wound it back and slammed it
into Tully’s gut, eliciting a groan of pain. 


Richard began
to pace back and forth in front of the two bound men. “You might have guessed,
my young friend don’t control his temper too well. Saw some heavy stuff back in
the war. Maybe he ain’t right in the head, or just
likes beating on folks with his new toy. Either way, he’s gonna
take you two chumps apart with that sap until you start answering some
questions.”


Reynolds glanced
sideways at Tully. “I already told you we’re working for Cranston. What else
you wanna know?”


Tully’s head
snapped around and he glared at his partner. “You fuckin’ asshole, why’d you
say anything?”


“Because they
broke my goddamn leg, that’s why!” he snapped back.


Blake stepped
forward. “Did you say you work for a Cranston? Is that Philip Cranston?”


Reynolds nodded.
Lynch looked at Blake. “You know who that is?”


Blake’s lips
drew together in a thin line. “Yeah, I know him. Back when I was on the force,
around ‘60, Cranston became a detective, worked narcotics. He was a real mean
one, good at breaking cases but also liked to break heads, and he was real
quick to draw his piece and start shooting. Pretty soon he was getting pulled
from cases because the bad guys had a bad habit of getting shot during busts or
resisting arrest.”


“So he’s a
dirty cop? These clowns said he’s an enforcer,” Richard said.


“Got kicked
off the force in ‘65,” Blake said. “There were rumors he was taking cuts,
hustling the pushers, and silencing anyone who might get busted with
information that could blow back on him. Too smart to get burned with something
solid, but it got bad enough that the chief asked for his badge and gun.
Cranston saw the writing was on the wall and cut his losses. He disappeared for
a couple of years, but we started hearing things.”


“What things?”
Lynch asked.


“That he
went rotten all the way. Became a hired gun, sold himself out at top dollar,
smart enough to do the deed and not get caught at it. SFPD went after him a
couple of times, but never had enough to make it stick.”


“So, this
guy is pretty good?” Richard asked, eyebrow raised. 


Blake
nodded, his face grim. “I saw him kill two men while I was on the force. He’s
fast - rattlesnake fast - and shoots straight. Wouldn’t know it to look at him,
might think he’s an accountant, not a killer, but he shot a dozen men while
wearing a badge, and I’m sure he’s done more than that since.”


“What kind
of shooting iron does he carry?” Richard asked.


“I don’t
know about now, but back then he used a plain old .38 Special,” Blake replied.
“Smith and Wesson Model 10, as simple as it gets. But he’s a deadeye shot with
it. He used to cut a notch in his gun butt with every kill, like he was some
kind of cowboy. Gave me the creeps every time I saw it.”


“See?” Tully
said, a sullen tone to his voice. “Big guy there has all the answers.”


Richard shook
his head. “Naw, he’s just laying the foundation. You
two jackrabbits need to build the rest. Now, where’s Cranston?”


The two men
looked at each other. Tully shook his head. “Don’t say a fuckin’ word!”


Reynolds sneered
at him. “These aren’t cops, idiot. It ain’t like
we can call a lawyer.” He turned to Richard. “Cranston moves around. He’s got a
few places.”


“Well, where
were you supposed to take Roth when you found him?”


“There’s a
roadhouse out on Cabrillo, a mile north of where it meets 84, called The Black
Top. Cranston leans on them and they let him do business in the back room after
hours. Poker games, stashing dope or putting someone on ice for a while. It’s
out of town and off the radar, and he’s got some of the CHiPs
on the take so they look the other way.”


“Is Cranston
there now?” Lynch asked.


Reynolds shook
his head. “He’s not going to sit on his ass there on the off-chance Roth is
stupid enough to get caught. We’re supposed to call Cranston if we catch Roth.”


Blake scratched
his stubbled cheek. “What’s Cranston’s play? He after
Roth himself?”


“He got an
offer from some wiseguy out in Vegas. I don’t know
who. Roth’s on the hook with the guy big time. If Cranston finds Roth and his
gizmo, the wiseguy makes a killing on some deal with
one of them other electronics companies. Cranston’s got a bunch of guys combing
the city looking for this egghead.”


Richard
motioned to Blake and Lynch, and the three men walked to the other end of the
warehouse, keeping an eye on their two captives. Once out of hearing, he turned
and looked to Blake. 


“This place have
a phone?”


“You’re thinking
of getting one of those clowns to call Cranston, have him show up at the
roadhouse,” Blake said.


“How long
would it take to get there?” Lynch asked.


Blake thought
for a moment. “We take 280 south to 92, head west, then take Cabrillo south...maybe
thirty minutes at this time of night.”


“Assuming Cranston
is in the city, we’d beat him there, but not by much. What do you think?”


“This asshole
is our best chance of getting to that Vegas wiseguy and
whoever he’s dealing with,” Lynch said. “I just wish we weren’t so light on firepower.”


Blake
grunted. “I’ve got a twelve-gauge pump gun in the trunk of my car, might even
the odds a little.”


“Packing any
other heat?” Richard asked him.


Blake pulled
aside his sports coat. A large, heavy-framed revolver was hanging under his
armpit in a shoulder holster.


“You’re going
to have to use it,” Lynch warned. “You’re not going to get squeamish when the
shooting starts?”


Blake sneered
at the younger man. He slipped off his sport coat and unbuttoned his right
cuff, rolling up the shirt sleeve. A faded globe-and-anchor was tattooed on his
forearm.


“Squeamish? I
hit the beaches of Peleliu and Okinawa with the 1st Marine
Division. After the war I put in twenty years with the San Fran PD, most of
that working homicide. Squeamish isn’t in my vocabulary anymore.”


Lynch met Blake’s
eye and nodded. He looked back at the two men taped to the chairs. “Tully’s trying
to be a hardcase, but we might be able to get Reynolds
to make the call.”


“Spilling his
guts is one thing,” Richard said. “Setting Cranston up for an ambush is another.
You think he’s properly motivated?”


“Good point.”
Lynch knew it was time to make some ruthless decisions. “Well, we don’t need
two of these assholes, do we?” He gave Blake a questioning look.


Blake looked
away for a long moment, and then he shrugged. “They’re just a couple of lowlifes.
But keep it neat, I don’t want to have to clean up a mess.”


Lynch turned
and started walking back to their captives while the other men followed. Steeling
himself for what was coming, he walked around behind Reynolds, and as he
approached Tully, he palmed the slapjack and swung it as hard as he could at the
base of Tully’s skull. There was a sickening crunch and Tully’s body spasmed, tipping the chair sideways and onto the
floor.  Lynch stood over him and smashed the slapjack down twice more onto
the base of Tully’s skull, the dead man’s limbs jerking and twitching with each
blow. Lynch’s nostrils caught the sharp smell of piss as Tully’s bladder
emptied, forming a puddle under the body.


Stepping over
to Reynolds, now wide-eyed and trembling with terror, Lynch held up the bloodied
weapon, letting the man get a good look at it before he slowly wiped it clean
on Reynolds’ jacket. Lynch leaned forward and looked Reynolds in the eye.


“You’re going
to make another phone call.”
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It was three in the morning by the
time they reached The Black Top. Blake had left his car at the warehouse,
transferring his shotgun, an Ithaca pump with rifle sights, to the back of the
Gran Torino. He and Lynch took the lead while Richard followed driving Tully’s
car with Reynolds and Tully’s corpse in the trunk.


Reynolds had
no hesitation in calling Cranston after seeing Lynch beat Tully’s head in with
the slapjack. Lynch hadn’t enjoyed the deed, but he knew they couldn’t let the
two men go, and they couldn’t get involved with the police, either. No one was
going to miss a thug like Tully, and the world was better off with him growing
cold and stiff in the trunk of a car. It wasn’t the first time Lynch had killed
an enemy in cold blood; deep behind enemy lines and often on the run, the Recon
Teams took no prisoners, and left behind only bodies. 


The two cars
drove past the roadhouse first, everyone giving it a look-over on the way by.
There weren’t any cars out front, and the lights were all out, but as they
continued on, Lynch, sitting in the passenger seat, turned around and looked
back. He saw a pair of dark sedans parked behind the building, tucked in where
they wouldn’t be easily seen from the road.


“There’s someone
still there,” he said. “Two cars.”


Blake tapped
his brakes three times fast, the brake lights flashing a signal to Richard.
Blake pulled off the side of the road and Richard pulled in right behind him.
The three men got out of their cars. 


Richard pulled
the Walther from its holster and double-checked that the chamber was loaded. He
holstered the gun and checked his .38 automatic as well. “Lynch, how about you
and me take the place. Then Blake, you and I will pull in the cars and tuck
them back where they won’t be seen, over by those trees.”


Blake nodded
and popped the trunk of the Gran Torino. He pulled out his Ithaca and racked a
load, then slipped another shell into the tube to top it off. He emptied a box
of double-ought buckshot shells into the pockets of his sport
coat.


“I’ll keep
an eye on the road. If Cranston gets here before we clear the roadhouse and
hide the cars, I’m going to empty this riot gun into his windshield, and you
two better come running.”


Lynch
double-checked his .45 to make sure it was locked and loaded, then pocketed the
slapjack and the .357 snub-nose along with his spare magazines. “We’ll do this
fast and hard - we don’t have time to fuck around. I’ll flash my penlight at
you three times when it’s clear.”


It was a
dark night and the grass along the side of the road was high, so the two men
kept to a low crouch and moved fast. They covered the distance to the edge of
the roadhouse parking lot in a couple of minutes, then skirted to the right,
slipping around back behind the building. From this angle, Lynch saw a pair of
four-door Chrysler sedans parked behind the building. 


“We could be
walking into a whole mess of guys,” he whispered to Richard.


“You think
Cranston is here already?” Richard asked.


“Let’s hope
not,” Lynch replied. “If he’s anything like Blake said, we’re a little light to
take him on.”


Richard grunted.
“So, how’re we going to do this?”


“Fast and hard,
like I said before. There’s just two of us, so there’s no room for anything
fancy. With any luck, whoever’s here is sitting out in the front, in the dark,
looking for Cranston’s car to pull in. We take the back door and push on
through to the front, dropping ‘em as we go.”


Richard nodded
and drew his Walther. “You got balls, Lynch. Let’s do it.”


They sprinted
for the back door in a low crouch, covering the distance in a few seconds.
There was no sign they were seen, and Richard nodded to Lynch and readied his
pistol as Lynch tested the doorknob. Surprisingly, it was unlocked.


“Guess they
figure no point in locking it while they’re here,” he said.


With his .45
in hand, Lynch opened the door and stepped out of the way. Richard went in
fast, gun up and pointing wherever he looked. Lynch followed him in, crouched
low with his gun in hand. The room was a storage space with crates of beer and
liquor and food stacked all around. Another door at the other end of the room
was mostly shut, and there was light coming through the crack between the door
and the frame. Richard moved up to the door and shouldered it open.


Two men sat
around a rickety table, playing cards with bottles of beer at their elbows. An
ashtray between them was piled high with butts, and the air was thick with
cigarette smoke. A double-barreled shotgun stood against the wall near one man,
while the other had a revolver on the table next to him. They both glanced up
as Richard and Lynch entered the room, but neither man had time to say anything
before Richard opened fire. He put two rounds through the head of the man
facing him, blowing brains and bone fragments all over the wall. The second man
jerked around in his chair and tried to grab his gun, but Richard fired three
bullets through his chest. The man grunted an unintelligible curse and slid out
of the chair onto the floor, his elbow clipping a beer bottle and sending it
smashing onto the tile floor.


“Hey, what the
fuck are you guys doing?” a voice said from a room behind them. A door swung
open, and Lynch spun on his heel, bringing his .45 around as a man stepped out
of the bathroom, his eyes going wide. The man went for a gun in his waistband
and managed to pull it free before Lynch fired twice, the unsuppressed shots
staggeringly loud in the confined space. The first bullet caught the man in the
chest, the second in the throat, and he slammed into the door and tumbled
backwards, the revolver falling from his hand. 


His ears
ringing, Lynch wasted no time heading for the swinging double doors that led
into the kitchen area, unlit and unoccupied, before he kicked open another set
of double doors and barely escaped having his brains blown out. Although the
lights were out in the dining area, light coming in from the parking lot
silhouetted a man crouched near a booth by the front windows, firing a pistol
in a two-handed grip. Lynch dove to the ground and slid out past the bar,
emptying his pistol at the shooter. The last bullet made contact, catching the
gunman in the mouth and knocking him flat. 


Lynch reloaded
while getting to his feet, as Richard came through the door, his .38 Super at
the ready. 


“I think
we’re clear,” Lynch said. “Got the last fucker in the face.”


Richard lowered
his pistol and turned, about to reply, when he was suddenly lit up by the
headlights of two cars pulling off the road and into the parking lot.


They were
too late. Cranston had arrived.
















TEN


 


Blake’s Ithaca pump went off outside,
a roar that shook the windows. Shards of windshield glass twinkled in the harsh
glare of the parking lot lights, and the lead car, a dark blue Dodge, came to a
screeching halt. Behind it, a massive black Cadillac swerved around the Dodge,
putting the other car between it and the deadly hail of buckshot Blake was
sending their way.


Cranston’s men
immediately returned fire. A foot-long tongue of flame leapt out of the Dodge’s
right rear door, as someone in there with a shotgun of their own blasted lead
at their attacker. It was immediately followed by a fusillade of pistol shots.
Blake’s shotgun fired one last blast and went silent - whether because he was
dead or behind cover, Lynch and Richard couldn’t tell. 


Richard crouched
down in a nearby booth and began firing through the window, and Lynch went to
the other side of the room and did the same, knocking a hole in the window
glass with his Colt’s muzzle before opening fire. He took three shots at the
driver’s side door of the Cadillac, aiming high to try and go through the glass,
before shifting fire and emptying the remainder of his magazine at the rear
passenger window. He saw all his shots connecting, but the window didn’t shatter
into pieces; the Cadillac was fitted with bulletproof glass.


As Lynch and
Richard both paused to reload there was a stuttering roar from the Caddy’s back
seat, and suddenly the front of the dining area disintegrated in a flurry of
broken glass and splintered wood. Someone had a submachine gun, something heavy
and merciless, and it was tearing the front of the roadhouse apart. Both Lynch
and Richard rolled out of their booths and hit the floor as dozens of slugs
chopped through the windows, walls, and front door, then carried on to shatter
the bar and everything behind it. Bottles of booze and glassware exploded,
filling the room with the reek of spilled high-proof spirits. 


“Jesus Christ,
they brought a machine gun!” Lynch hollered over the racket. 


“It’s a
Thompson!” Richard shouted. “Gotta be a fifty-round drum!”


The submachine
gun finally went dry, and there was a moment of silence before the tattered
front door burst open and two men ran in, pistols in their hands. They immediately
opened fire on Lynch, not noticing Richard behind them, and Lynch rolled across
the floor as bullets chewed holes all around him. He finally got himself behind
the bar, soaking his pants in spilled liquor and feeling broken glass cutting
into his hands. He brought up his .45, firing blind over the bar top and hoping
Richard had the sense to keep his head down. As he blasted away, Lynch pulled
the snub-nosed .357 from his jacket pocket, and the moment his automatic snapped
open on an empty chamber, he gritted his teeth and jumped to his feet. Richard
and one of the men were rolling around on the floor, each trying to get their
pistols pointed at the other’s face, while the second man was picking himself
up off the floor. Lynch fired a single round from the revolver, hitting his
target in the chest and sprawling the man into a booth seat. 


The squeal
of spinning tires came from outside and Lynch vaulted the bar, kicking
Richard’s assailant in the head as he ran across the room and out the door. The
Cadillac was accelerating around the Dodge, and Lynch threw himself to the
ground as the Tommy gun in the back seat opened up on him again, slugs cutting
through the air over his head. Lying on the asphalt outside the roadhouse and
dropping his empty .45, Lynch steadied the snub-nose in a two-handed grip and
thumbed back the hammer. Taking deliberate aim, he emptied the revolver at the
black car’s retreating headlights as it careened out of the parking lot and
onto the road. The Thompson gunner fired a parting burst at Blake’s position,
and Lynch was glad to hear the Ithaca deliver the last word before the
Cadillac’s tires got a grip on the asphalt, and the big car roared away. 


Lynch threw
aside the empty revolver and reloaded his automatic, rolling over and bringing
the gun to bear as a foot crunched broken glass behind him. It was Richard,
staggering out of the roadhouse, a streak of blood running down his chin, more
blood clotted around his knuckles. 


“Thanks for
the assist,” he muttered past bloodied lips. 


“Any time,”
Lynch said as he got to his feet. “Let’s clear that car.”


They approached
the silent Dodge with guns at the ready, but they weren’t necessary. The driver
was dead, his blank eyes staring up at the roof of the cab, face and throat
riddled with holes from double-ought buckshot. The passenger next to him was
coughing up dark pulses of blood, a saucer-sized hole in the door and a dark
stain of blood spreading across his chest, a sawn-off double-barrel shotgun
broken open and empty in his lap. Richard took one look at him and leaned
inside the car, blowing the dying man’s brains out with a shot from his .38 Super.


Both men
looked up at the sound of shoe leather slapping asphalt and saw Blake running
across the parking lot, revolver in hand. The side of his sports coat was dark
and glistening with blood. 


“You’re hit,”
Lynch said.


“Caught a
ricochet off the hood of the Buick,” Blake replied. “It’s just a graze. You two
okay?”


Richard and
Lynch looked each other over. There were a few spots of blood seeping through
Lynch’s jeans where slivers of glass had pinked him,
and his hands were cut up some, but other than that, he was whole. Richard had
taken a bit of a beating, but after he rubbed a handkerchief across his
knuckles, Lynch saw the blood wasn’t his. 


“That guy
still breathing?” he asked.


“What do you
think?” Richard answered, daubing at his face with the handkerchief.


“Any of them
still breathing?” Blake nodded towards the Dodge.


“Not anymore,”
Lynch replied. He pointed at the passenger in the Dodge. “That guy was still
alive, but he wasn’t going to last much longer, and we wouldn’t have gotten
anything out of him, anyway.”


Blake looked
around, eyeing the shredded front of the roadhouse. “We need to get going.
Anyone driving past this mess is going to see something’s wrong. You two take a
moment and look for anything useful inside, any documents or leads we might be
able to follow. Then I want you to burn the place. I’ll pull the Buick in here
and torch it and this Dodge.”


“What about
Reynolds?” Lynch asked.


Blake shook
his head. “That last blast from the Cadillac tore right through the Buick’s
trunk. I popped it open. Reynolds is worm food.”


Two minutes
later, the three men were in the Gran Torino, heading north towards San
Francisco. Lynch had scooped up the .357 snub and pocketed it, along with his
discarded magazines, and a quick search of the back room revealed nothing of
substance. Cranston was living up to his reputation, leaving nothing at the
roadhouse that could lead back to his organization. Richard had put a match to
all the spilled alcohol behind the bar, and The Black Top roadhouse was fully
engulfed in flames when they pulled onto the road. As they left the hellish
scene behind them, Lynch glanced in the rearview mirror and saw the Buick’s gas
tank blow, followed seconds later by the Dodge.


 
















 


ELEVEN


 


After swinging by the warehouse to
pick up Blake’s car, Lynch and Richard agreed they couldn’t go back to the
hotel covered in spilled booze and dried blood. Blake offered to put them up
for the night, and the two men followed him back to his home in San Mateo, a
one-story ranch on a half-acre of land, surrounded by a man-high hedge and
trees. They pulled in at a little after four in the morning, shutting their car
doors carefully and quietly.


“Wife died
of cancer four years ago,” Blake said as they entered the house. “Kids are all
grown up. My oldest, she married ten years ago and moved to L.A., husband’s an
entertainment lawyer. My boy got out of the Marines in ‘68, then joined up with
some of the guys from his unit and moved to Seattle. He’s working at some
coffee shop now, seems happy at least.”


The house
was clean and well-maintained. A small black-and-white television and a stereo
occupied the living room, along with a couch and a couple of armchairs, a
coffee table and some bookshelves on either side of the fireplace. Although
Blake had said his wife had passed away years ago, there was evidence of a
woman’s touch everywhere Lynch looked. He guessed the house remained virtually
unchanged since Blake had become a widower. 


As Blake showed
Richard to the bathroom, Lynch walked around the living room and looked at the
framed photographs on the walls and the mantel. One of the photos showed a young
John Blake in his Marine Corps dress blues, and nearby, a picture of a younger man
who was clearly his son, also in dress uniform, standing alongside his proud
father. There were other photos, several showing Blake in his SFPD uniform, as
well as wedding photos of himself and his wife, and another, newer, wedding photo
with a young woman Lynch guessed to be his daughter. 


Tucked underneath
one framed picture on the mantel, Lynch found a faded, dog-eared photo of Blake
and several other combat-weary Marines standing around the fire-blackened
entrance of a concrete bunker, surrounded by shattered palm trees and other
debris. A cigarette dangled from Blake’s lips, and he stood shirtless and
proud, a camouflage-covered helmet pushed back on his head, a combat shotgun
propped on his shoulder and a holstered pistol on his hip. The other men in the
photo were similarly armed, and one man stood bowed under the weight of a
flamethrower. In the lower right-hand corner of the photo Lynch saw a pair of
blackened sticks coming into the frame, and it took a moment for him to realize
they were a man’s fire-shriveled legs.


Lynch heard
a floorboard creak behind him, and turned to see Blake looking down at the
photo in his hand. 


“Peleliu, September of ‘44. Some asshole said we’d take that
island in four days. Buddy of mine took that photo when we’d been there for
only a week, and it took us Marines and the Army boys near two months to pull
all those rat bastards out of their holes.” Blake looked Lynch in the eye. “You
can see what I meant about not being squeamish anymore.”


Lynch nodded,
tucking the photo back on the mantel where he’d found it. “Yeah, I believe it.
My dad was Irish, went over to France in ‘39. He made it off the beach at
Dunkirk, then fought in a British Commando unit for the rest of the war.”


“Those were
some tough bastards,” Blake said. “Don’t suppose he talks about the war much?”


Lynch shook
his head. “He died in a car accident when I was little. Drove home late from
work on a rainy night, went off the road near a bridge. Car was found in the
river with the driver’s side door open. They figure he made it out of the car,
but was probably too badly hurt to make it to shore. They never recovered his
body.”


Blake looked
down at his feet. “Hell of a way for a guy like that to go out. Still, I suppose
that’s how we’ll all end up, those of us who made it through the war.” Blake
let out an amused grunt. “Hell, I’ll probably die sitting on the john. Heart’ll give out while I’m taking a shit.”


Lynch reached
out and touched the blood-crusted side of Blake’s sport coat. “Unless you catch
a bit of unfriendly lead first. We ought to take care of that.” 


Blake slipped
his jacket off, wincing as the dried blood pulled away from the shirt and the
skin beneath. He took a look at the three-inch gash in the coat and shook his
head. 


“Goddamn it.
This was one of my favorites.”


Just then
Richard emerged from the bathroom, gingerly fingering his bruised face, now
washed clean of blood. 


“You got a
first aid kit around here?” he asked Blake. “We should take a look at your
side, and Lynch needs a bunch of glass picked out of his legs.”


For the next
hour, the three men cleaned each other’s wounds and bandaged themselves up as
best they could. The flattened ricochet had left a long, shallow crease across
Blake’s ribs.


“You should
probably get this stitched,” Lynch said while daubing at the wound with some
antiseptic. 


Blake shook
his head. “I got enough scars, it’ll be fine.”


Once Blake’s
injury was tended to, Richard used a pair of tweezers to pick slivers of glass
from Lynch’s shins. He pointed at a puckered wound on Lynch’s calf. 


“That looks
like it must have hurt.”


“Bullet fragment
caught me there back in ‘70. Gave me a bit of a limp.”


“Hope you
gave the sumbitch more’n just a limp.”


Lynch smirked.
“Him and quite a few of his buddies. That was a heavy day.”


Richard looked
up at him. “You did pretty well tonight. Guess you weren’t fibbing when you
said you’ve been in some serious action.”


“You didn’t
do so bad yourself. But something tells me you’ve never worn a uniform.”


Richard shrugged.
“That’s a story for another time.”


After they’d
cleaned and bandaged their wounds, Blake went to the dry bar in the living room
and poured each of them a stiff bourbon. The three men raised their glasses and
toasted their survival.


“Cheers, gentlemen,”
Blake said. “Here’s to a good day’s work, killing scumbags and burning down
buildings.”


Lynch took a
long sip from his glass. The bourbon was sweet and smooth, settling into the
pit of his stomach with a fiery glow.


“Think there’s
going to be any blowback?” he asked Blake.


The older
man lit a cigarette and took a deep draw before he shook his head, puffing the
smoke out through his nostrils. “I think we’re in the clear. No one will
connect this to us. Well, except Cranston, and that’s the only thing that
worries me.”


Richard peered
into his bourbon introspectively. “You think he’s guessed Steiger
isn’t peacefully sitting this out?”


“He’s probably
got enough ears pressed to the ground to figure out if there’s another underworld
player trying to get their hands on Roth. Who knows - maybe Roth is indebted to
more than one party, and he’s trying for a bidding war. Something tells me he’s
not that clever. Cranston might not have figured out Steiger’s
in the game now, but he’ll determine soon enough that it wasn’t any of his
competitors. Just a matter of time before he puts two and two together.”


“You think
he might move on Steiger?” Richard asked.


Blake shook
his head. “Cranston is too smart for that. Killing Steiger
would bring too much heat down on him. No, he’ll make a more subtle play. We’ll
just need to be ready for it when it comes.”


“Speaking of
which,” Lynch said, looking around. “I’m dead on my feet, and that couch appears
mighty comfy.”


Blake tossed
back the rest of his bourbon and nodded his head towards the back of the apartment.
“I’ll grab you a blanket from the linen closet. Richard, you’re welcome to my
son’s room. Sorry Lynch, wife turned my daughter’s room into a crafts studio.
She liked to paint.”


The three men
fell asleep as the first rays of morning sunlight filtered through the
curtains.
















 


TWELVE


 


Lynch awoke to the smell of bacon,
eggs, toast, and coffee. His stomach growled, his hands and shins ached, and
his tongue was stuck to the roof of his mouth. He sat up and glanced around the
living room. Judging by the angle of the sunlight coming in, it was close to
noon. 


Blake craned
his neck around the kitchen doorway. “Hit the shower - there’s a car on the
way, had one of Steiger’s errand boys go out and get
you some new clothes. He’ll be here in a minute.”


Lynch stepped
out of the shower ten minutes later, and found a new set of clothes sitting on
the toilet seat. He dressed and walked into the kitchen, his stomach insisting
there be no more delays. Richard sat with Blake, shoveling a forkful of
scrambled eggs into his mouth. A small transistor radio next to the stove was
tuned in to the news, and a reporter was giving updates on last night’s battle
at the roadhouse.


“I guess
we’re the talk of the town this morning,” Lynch muttered, as he helped himself
to breakfast from the stovetop.


“It’ll be
another day or so before they ID those bodies,” Blake said. “And that’s if they
even have dental records on any of them.”


“Cranston is
no dummy. None of the guys we searched were carrying any kind of identification,
just cash,” Richard said.


Lynch joined
the two men at the table and proceeded to fill his empty stomach. He and Richard
had eaten a light dinner before going out last night, but that’d been at least
sixteen hours before, and he knew in combat the body devoured calories at a
frightening rate.


“Sure you
weren’t slinging hash instead of bullets in the Pacific?” he teased Blake.


The older
man laughed. “That’s cop cooking you’re eating. Enough carbohydrates and
protein for long stakeouts and night shifts. No telling what today’s going to
bring, so I figured we all needed a big meal in our bellies.”


As if on
cue, Blake’s phone started ringing. He got up and answered it. From the tone of
the conversation, Steiger was on the other end of the
line, and the news wasn’t very good.


Blake hung
up the phone, his face grim. “Let’s wrap it up. We’re going back to SEC.
Cranston just called Steiger on his private line.
He’s got Roth and the prototype.”


“Jesus, that
was fast,” Lynch said.


Blake nodded.
“And, after our shootout last night, he’s probably not in a good mood, either.”


Half an hour
later, the three men walked into Steiger’s office.
The CEO was pacing back and forth, hands clenched behind his back. 


He glared at
Blake. “Took you long enough to get here.”


Blake didn’t
flinch. “Breakfast is the most important meal of the day. Especially if you’re only
getting up at noon. We had a long night.”


“So it
appears. Let’s have it.”


The three
men filled Steiger in on all the details. Lynch had
to give the man credit; Steiger didn’t even blink
when the story got messy. They’d agreed over breakfast to keep a few of the
details out of the debriefing, especially Tully’s murder, but ten dead men was
still quite a body count for one night.


When they’d
finished, Steiger stood and processed it all for a
moment. Then he walked over to his desk and picked up a compact cassette
player. He put it down on the coffee table. 


“I have all
external calls coming in to my personal line recorded, for record-keeping
purposes. I received this just before I called you,” he said, pressing the play
button.


“Steiger, listen carefully. I’ve got Roth. I’ve got your
prototype. I’ve also got an offer to have both taken off my hands for forty
large. I’m giving you a chance to make a counteroffer. I want fifty thousand,
by midnight, in unmarked bills. I’ll know if they’re marked, so don’t get
clever. I’ll also know if you go to the cops, so don’t get stupid on top of
clever.”


The voice
was harsh, the words tinged with contempt. Lynch looked up at Blake, and he
nodded - it was Cranston.


“Who is
this?” Steiger’s voice asked.


“Who I am
doesn’t matter. What matters is your attention to detail. Fifty thousand.
Unmarked bills. No cops. By midnight.”


“That’s a
lot of money to produce in twelve hours,” Steiger replied.


“Don’t insult
me, Steiger. A guy like you can make the banks dance
to his tune whenever he wants. You can have that cash sitting on your desk in
an hour. Fifty grand, Steiger. Or I put your propeller-head
and his toy in the trunk of a car and take him someplace where you’ll never
find him.”


“Where do we
bring the money?” Steiger asked.


“I’ll call
you by eight with the location. Just remember, this is between you and me. If
you talk to the cops, if you talk to the feds, I’ll know, and Roth takes a road
trip.”


The line
went dead. Steiger turned off the cassette player.


“The money
is on its way now,” Steiger told them. “Although I’m
hoping I don’t have to pay. I don’t really have any faith in this Cranston
character keeping his end of the bargain.”


Blake shook his
head. “If Roth has seen Cranston’s face, he’s a dead man. Best case scenario, we
get back the prototype, but that’s it.”


“Why do we
think he’s trying to make a better deal with us?” Richard asked. “Doesn’t seem
too smart if he originally contracted with the Mob.”


“He’s got no
formal association with them,” Blake answered. “He’s totally freelance. They
probably offered Cranston a bounty if he could find Roth and bring him in, but
if he decides to cut them out of the picture, they don’t really have the weight
around here to lean on him too hard. The Mob hasn’t ever been too thick in this
city, which is why Cranston gets so much of their enforcement work. They need
him more than it’s worth to give him grief about Roth.”


“Okay, so if
that’s the case, what’s our next move?” Lynch asked.


They thought
for a moment. Richard touched the bruising on his face. “We’re lucky Cranston
didn’t have another Tommy gun last night, or we’d have been buzzard meat for
sure. Our sidearms and Blake’s scattergun aren’t
enough to go into that kind of a fight again.”


Blake looked
at Steiger, who gave a small nod. “Whatever you need,
I’ll cover it.”


“I know a guy
who lives outside of Reno,” Blake said. “He can get us some real hardware, off
the books. It won’t be cheap, though.”


“Reno is
what, a four-hour drive from here, at least?” Lynch asked.


“John, take
the plane out of San Carlos. I’ll call ahead,” Steiger
said. “And pick up some cash downstairs. I want all of you back here before
Cranston calls again.”


The three
men stood up and looked at each other. Blake grinned. 


“Okay, boys.
Let’s get some bigger guns.”


 
















 


THIRTEEN


 


They flew out of a small county
airfield a few miles to the north, where SEC maintained a hangar. Their
corporate passenger plane was a Cessna 421 Golden Eagle, flown by a former US
Army Air Force captain who’d flown a P-38 Lightning in the Pacific against the
Japanese. The flight was smooth and scenic; Lynch had never flown this way
before, with plenty of legroom and no crying children or inconsiderate
neighbors slamming into the back of his seat.


“I could get
used to traveling like this,” he said to Richard.


The Texan
smiled. “It’s the only way to fly.”


“You do this
a lot, I take it?”


Richard shrugged.
“A lot of the clients I’ve worked for, they prefer fast results over pinching
pennies. Best part is, no one cares if you’re packing.”


Lynch had
noticed that both Richard and Blake were wearing their guns that morning, so
he’d reloaded his spent magazines and tucked his .45 into his waistband. But
sitting on the plane was uncomfortable that way, so he’d wrapped the pistol
into the folds of his jacket sitting on the seat next to him. Lynch decided
that if they had time, he wanted to pick up a holster for the pistol. Carrying
it around like a criminal was less than ideal.


The plane
landed at a small airfield outside of Reno, and an older man, around Blake’s
age, was there to greet them. His name was Taggart, and he was an old war buddy
of Blake’s. Taggart was short and stocky, with a bit of a paunch and a round
face half-hidden in a bristly grey beard. He wore faded blue jeans and work
boots, and a checkered shirt, with an old cowboy hat tipped back on his head.
They loaded up into Taggart’s Jeep Wagoneer and headed out into the country,
where they arrived at his place, a big, rustic cabin overlooking Pyramid Lake.
A curious blue-tick hound greeted everyone in the driveway, and Taggart invited
them inside for a beer. 


After a
drink and a few minutes of catching up between Blake and Taggart, the two got
down to business.


“So, you’re
looking to make a few purchases. Didn’t think I’d be doing business with a
former lawman like yourself,” Taggart told his old friend.


Blake smiled.
“Former Marine first, ex-cop second. My friends and I are in the middle of a
serious professional disagreement with a gentleman who’s got us outgunned.”


Taggart gestured
to his radio. “Wouldn’t have anything to do with what I heard on the radio this
morning, would it? Big shootout south of San Fran? Reporters saying someone
used a machine gun on the place.”


“Sounded to
me like one bunch of bad guys killed another bunch of bad guys,” Richard interjected.
“Scumbags killin’ scumbags.”


Taggart grinned,
“Horseshit, son. But it don’t matter none. John here,” he gestured to Blake,
“he saved my life a dozen times in the war, and I saved his just as many. Ain’t no connection stronger than that.
That’s stronger than kinfolk. Anything you boys need, I’ll provide - for the
right price.” He said the last with a twinkle in his eye.


Taggart lit
a Coleman lantern, and the three men followed him down a narrow staircase into
the cabin’s basement. Old war surplus ammo cans and packing crates were stacked
here and there, junk left over from the wars of the last thirty years. At
Taggart’s direction, Richard and Lynch moved a number of items from a corner of
the room, and after a few moments’ discreet work, Taggart pulled aside several
of the hand-cut wooden planks making up the wall, revealing a hidden storage
space about twice the size of a phone booth. 


“What’re you
looking for, anyhow?” Taggart asked.


“Automatic weapons,”
Richard replied. “Submachine guns, compact automatic rifles, machine pistols.”


Taggart nodded.
“All right, I have a few that might meet your needs. I’m not going to lie,
though; I’m not parting with them for cheap. It’s getting harder and harder to
lay hands on that kind of ordnance these days.”


“I’ve got
enough,” Blake reassured. “And I can always get you more, if I have to.”


Taggart grinned
again. “Well, we’ll see if enough is really enough. Hold this here lantern for
me while I rummage about a little.”


Within a
couple of minutes, Taggart had excavated two smaller weapon crates and one the
size and shape of a long rifle. Opening them revealed a pair of stamped-metal
submachine guns and, to Blake’s pleasant surprise, a Browning Automatic Rifle. Blake picked it up and worked the bolt,
peering inside the chamber. 


“Looks to be
in excellent condition. I humped one of these across Okinawa for weeks. Heavy son
of a bitch, but it’ll tear a car body to scrap metal at five hundred yards.”


“Figured you’d
like that,” Taggart said. 


He pulled
out one of the other two weapons, a stamped-metal submachine gun that looked
vaguely familiar to Lynch, although he couldn’t immediately name it. Richard,
however, seemed to recognize it at once. 


“That’s an
old Soviet PPS-43. They made damn near two million of those. Ugly brute, but it
killed Germans well enough.”


Taggart handed
it to him. “Bought that a long time ago through some back-channel deals. Got my
hands on it unused, still wrapped in oil paper and coated in grease. Cleaned it
up and ran a few magazines through it to make sure it worked, but Ivan knew
what he was doing.”


“And this one?”
Lynch asked. “It looks like the Swedish K some of the older Green Berets carried
before my time in ‘Nam, but there are differences.”


Taggart nodded.
“That’s a Smith and Wesson Model 76. They copied the Swedish K and made a few
changes to build it cheaper. This one was, ah, damaged during manufacture and
destroyed at the factory.” He winked at Lynch. “At least, that’s what the government
believes.”


Lynch took
the stamped-metal weapon in his hands. He’d practiced with a Swedish K a few
times back in Vietnam, but never carried one in the field. By the time he was
running missions for SOG, they’d transitioned to the CAR-15, and left the
lower-powered submachine gun behind. Still, it was a compact, effective weapon
at close range, and the folding metal stock made it easy to maneuver,
especially if they were in a vehicle.


“You have
ammunition for these?” Richard asked. “Especially Tokarev
ammo for this PPS-43? They’re not going to have that at your local sporting
goods store.”


Taggart unearthed
ammunition cans filled to the brim with gleaming surplus ammunition, in all
three calibers. He also provided a half-dozen magazines apiece, and a hard case
for each of the three weapons.


“I don’t
suppose there’s anywhere we could test-fire these?” Lynch asked. “I don’t like
going into a fight with an unproven weapon.”


“Smart boy,”
Taggart replied. “If you have time for a short drive, I know a little gully a
few miles from here. Remote enough that no one is going to notice.”


Blake looked
at his wristwatch. “We’ve got time if we keep it short. We need to be back in
San Fran in a few hours.”


“Well then,”
Taggart said, starting up the stairs with his lantern in one hand, and a can of
.30 caliber ammunition in the other, “let’s stop playing with our peckers and
hit the road.”


The gully in
question was about ten miles away, deep in some rugged territory, and Lynch was
grateful the Wagoneer had four-wheel drive. Eventually Taggart stopped in a spot
that gave them good field of fire, with the rims of the gully providing an adequate
backstop. The three passengers had spent the ride loading magazines, and as
soon as they were out of the car, Lynch, Richard, and Blake were cutting loose
at some rusty soup cans and glass beer bottles Taggart had thrown in the back
of his Jeep.


Lynch found
the M76 easy to control, and ran through a couple of magazines firing both from
the shoulder with the stock extended, and with it folded, assault-style. The
weapon was a little jumpy on full-auto, but with some practice, he could fire
off short bursts or single shots with good accuracy.


Blake, Lynch
noticed, was grinning like an idiot, reunited with his long-lost love. The old
Marine handled the big, heavy BAR like he’d never been without it, and as soon
as he was satisfied the weapon functioned as expected, he set it aside and
loaded magazines for Lynch and Richard, who took quickly to his Soviet weapon.
For a man who supposedly had no military experience, Lynch mused, Richard
handled full-auto fire with surprising professionalism, and he wondered again
where the enigmatic Texan had found his particular skill set.


Finally, they
were all confident everything worked as expected, and Blake thumbed through a
fat wad of $20 bills, paying Taggart’s asking price and a little extra for his
trouble. Lynch saw the two men were old friends, and seemed to have kept in
contact over the decades. He wondered if any of his old Army buddies would
still take his call thirty years from now.


Hell, never
mind worrying about the future. He might not be alive thirty hours from
now.


 


 
















 


FOURTEEN


 


The three men walked back into SEC
around six that evening. Steiger had food delivered
to his office, and the men were discussing various plans and ideas for dealing
with Cranston when his call came through on the private line.  Steiger put the call on speaker so everyone in the room
could hear. 


“This is Steiger.”


“I hope you
have the money sitting on your desk.” It was Cranston.


“Fifty
thousand dollars. Twenty-five bundles of one hundred used twenty-dollar bills
each.”


“How
thoughtful.”


“All right
now, whoever you are, where are we meeting?” Steiger asked.


There was a
soft chuckle on the other end of the line. “We aren’t meeting. I want
John Blake to hand over the money.”


The four men
in the room looked at each other. Steiger cleared his
throat. “Who? Listen, fella, I’m afraid I don’t -”


“Don’t be an
ass. I’m sure he’s sitting right there in the room with you. Him and the other two
men you’ve hired. Do you think I’m that stupid, Steiger?
Do you think I’m such a fucking idiot? I’ll admit, it took me a little
while to put the pieces together, but after the roadhouse, oh, I knew.”


Blake leaned
towards the desk. “Okay, Philip. Enough shadow-boxing. I’m here.”


“Hello, John.
My condolences about Mary. She was a lovely woman.”


Lynch saw
the muscles of Blake’s jaw bulge for a moment. “Cut the shit, Philip. I want
proof that Roth is alive.”


“Not much
for sentimentality, are you, John? No, I suppose not. Not after seeing you whip
up your lynch mob and come for me, even after we’d been partners for three
years. And now look at you. That shit at the roadhouse? Even I would have
thought twice about a stunt like that. This is Northern California, John. Not
Okinawa. You’re not in the Marines anymore.” 


“I want to
talk to Roth, or there’s no deal, Philip.”


Cranston
laughed. There were sounds of a struggle on the other end of the line.


“Mr. Blake?
Mr. Steiger? It’s Samuel. I’m really sorry I got into
such trouble. This is deep, deep, deep trouble. These guys mean business.” The
new voice was thin and high-pitched, the sound of a man half a step from
complete panic.


Blake and Steiger exchanged glances. “It’s okay, son. We’re going to
get you back. Just sit tight, do what Cranston tells you, and you’ll be just
fine.”


“I’m just so
sorry! Deeply, deeply sorry,” Roth said.


There was
the sound of the phone changing hands. “Are you satisfied, John?”


“Okay, you’ve
got Roth and the prototype,” Blake replied, “and we’ve got your cash. Let’s do
business. When and where, Philip?”


There was a
long pause on the other end of the line. “Midnight, John. Kezar
Stadium. I want you standing on the fifty-yard line. No jacket either, John.
You can leave that hand-cannon of yours with one of your flunkies.”


“All right,
Philip. I’ll be there.”


“John, I’m
not going to insult you by threatening Roth if you go to the cops. I know how
important it is to keep this little...indiscretion...off the radar. But if I
see either of your newfound friends, I’m putting Roth and his prototype back in
the trunk and I’m doing business with someone else.”


“Understood.”


“It’ll be
nice to see you again, John. I’ve been looking forward to it for a while.” 


The line
went dead.


Lynch turned
to Blake. “You never told us he was your partner.”


“That little
detail did seem to get left out of the conversation,” Steiger added, giving Blake a pointed look.


Blake dragged
on his cigarette and looked down at the coffee table for a moment. Standing up,
he walked over to the dry bar and poured himself some bourbon. Taking a long
sip, he stared into the glass.


“Cranston and
I transferred into Narcotics at the same time,” he finally said. “They partnered
him with me, a younger guy needing an old dog to show him the ropes. I tried to
keep him in check, but it was clear to me the kid was going sour. After three
years, I asked for a transfer back to Homicide. After running across a few too
many stiffs that didn’t just stink from decay, I knew something was up, so I
did some digging, and began putting the pieces together. Then I got IA
involved, and they went after him.”


Richard stared
at Blake for a moment. “You know he’s goin’ to kill
you, right? You’ll get yourself dry-gulched in that
stadium.”


“He’s had
years to come after me,” Blake replied, shaking his head. “If he wanted to bump
me off, it would have happened already.”


“That doesn’t
mean he won’t be tempted into taking the shot now. We did just kill ten of his
guys last night. What if he feels he needs to make a statement in order to keep
face in front of his men?” Lynch asked.


Blake shrugged.
“It’s a chance we’ll have to take. Cranston isn’t stupid. He gets paid by
scumbags to kill other scumbags, or to lean on people who are already dirty.
But if he goes for me, there’s no profit in it. He’s always had an angle,
always looked at the bottom line when he made his decisions.”


Steiger leaned back
in his chair and crossed his arms. “John, are you sure this is something you
want to go through with? This whole thing has spun way out of control. When I
thought of you guys ‘doing whatever it took’, I meant knocking a few heads
together, maybe some money exchanging hands, a gun waved in someone’s face. But
now we’ve got bodies in the streets.”


“Bullshit,” Lynch
said.


Everyone turned
to look at him. Lynch got up and walked over to the nearest window.


“Excuse me?”
Steiger said, with an edge to his voice.


“I said ‘bullshit’,”
Lynch repeated. He turned and looked Steiger in the
eye.


“Blake’s a
former cop. He could have found you a couple of P.I.s who didn’t mind getting
their hands dirty. Maybe even cops who’d work on the side. The kind of guys you
pay to find people who don’t want to be found. People like Roth. But instead,
you hired an ex-Green Beret with a high body count, and,” he pointed to
Richard, “a guy who owns a silenced pistol, and knows exactly how to use it.”


No one said
anything for a moment, until Richard, still sitting in his chair, began to
chuckle.


“He does
have a point, Steiger. This job called for sleuths.
You hired mercenaries. Trigger pullers. Seems you’re swinging a little heavy.”


Steiger steepled his fingers in front of his face for a while, lips
pursed, as he looked at each of the three other men in the room. Finally, he
looked at Blake and sighed.


“You want to
tell them?” Steiger asked.


Blake shook
his head. “Nope.”


Steiger got up from
his desk and went to the bar, where he quickly made himself a Scotch and soda.
He turned and looked again at Blake, a sour expression on his face. Then he
looked at Richard and Lynch and shrugged. 


“The prototype
is a fake.”


 


 
















 


FIFTEEN


 


Steiger explained
the whole thing.


“Over the
last two years, someone has been orchestrating attempts to compromise our
security. Most of these have been tentative contacts with our engineers - women
approaching them at bars, or guys talking to them at professional conferences.
Nothing overly unusual there, but the engineers reported these people were all
a little too interested in the projects they were working on. This especially
surprised the men approached by women, because let’s face it - this work isn’t
exactly exciting to your average lay person. 


“We’ve also
had six engineers experience break-ins where either nothing of value was
stolen, or some token item was taken to cover the break-in. At least four
others have suspected break-ins - papers not quite where they were left on
desks, documents occasionally missing - but no signs of forced entry. These
suspected incidents happened later than the burglaries, so we think whoever’s
doing this has become a lot more cautious.”


“What are
these people looking for?” Lynch asked.


“In a word, secrets,”
Steiger said. “Most of our engineers have Top Secret
clearance with the government, and everyone knows to avoid talking about their
jobs outside of work, or to avoid bringing home classified documents. But
mistakes happen - people get sloppy, or bring home something that isn’t
classified, but reveals information to the right people. Finding a research
paper on a very specific type of circuit in an engineer’s briefcase can give a
lot of insight into the project he’s currently involved with.”


“So, what
you’re talking about is industrial espionage,” Richard said.


Steiger nodded.
“New companies are forming every day, and the competition for the most
lucrative contracts is getting even more intense. Everyone wants an edge, and
some are willing to go further than others in order to find it.”


“Have you
gone to the police with any of this? The feds?” Lynch asked.


“We reported
the break-ins, some of them for insurance purposes, but the rest we’ve kept
quiet. Blake and I talked about it at some length, and we finally decided we
needed to lure the culprit out into the open and discover who we’re up
against.”


“Roth,” Richard
said.


Steiger nodded. “We
learned of his gambling problems a few months ago. At first, I was determined
to fire him - Roth has Top Secret clearance, and the gambling was too much of a
liability for us - but Roth was desperate to keep his job. It wasn’t just the
paycheck, either; he really does love working here, the engineering, the
problem solving. Some of these guys, we have to push ‘em
out the door at night.”


“So you made
him a deal,” Lynch said.


“We told
Roth we’d square him with his debtors and get him some help for his problem -
and make sure it stayed off the government’s radar so he could keep his
clearance level - if he was willing to owe some money to some shady types, and
offer them a prototype microprocessor if they could find a buyer. We figured if
it worked, then great, but if not, we’d square his debts and move on.”


“So why did
he go on the run? Why put him in a position to get stuck out in the cold like
that?” Lynch asked.


Blake cleared
his throat. “This had been going on for so long, we weren’t sure we hadn’t
already been compromised. We wanted Roth to go in deep cover, to make it look
like he was desperate, and keep it as far from here as possible. If he was still
coming to work and going home, we didn’t want someone here who was on the take,
so to speak, to get suspicious. You don’t have a cop in deep cover keep coming
back to the station.”


Richard shook
his head. “But Roth was no undercover cop. You folks put him in a dangerous
position.”


Steiger tossed back
the last of his Scotch and soda and made himself another. “It was either that
or cut him loose. I know now it was a bad call, but I actually thought I was
doing him a favor. If I’d just fired him, something told me he’d wind up too
far in the hole, owe money to the wrong people and not be able to pay. This
way, I figured he’d see how dangerous it could get, scare him away from the
card table. No one put a gun to his head and forced him to do this.”


“Yeah, well,
he’s got a damn gun to his head now,” Lynch said with a sneer.


“He wasn’t
supposed to contact us unless it was an emergency,” Blake said. “And if he did,
the code-word ‘deep’ meant everything had gone to shit, and he feared for his
life.”


“He used
‘deep’ several times in that phone call,” Richard pointed out.


Steiger scowled at
Richard. “Yeah, we noticed that, thanks.”


“I’m still
not sure where we come into the picture,” Lynch said.


“We knew
there was a strong chance the people Roth owed money to would go looking for
him,” Blake said. “That could have gotten messy real fast, and no P.I. would risk
their necks like that.”


“Could
have gotten messy?” Lynch said with a laugh.


Blake frowned.
“There was also a chance whoever was coming after us would send their own
people after Roth. We weren’t sure how heavy that might get, and we figured if
we hired a couple of guys who came on hard enough, the other side might back down.”


“They were stickin’ a hand in your cookie jar, and you wanted us to
chop it off with a hatchet,” Richard said.


“A not
wholly inaccurate analogy,” Steiger said.


“But now
you’ve got bodies on the ground,” Lynch said. “This thing is turning into a
war. The cops have to be trying to find out what’s going on, and there’s always
a chance this can circle back to you.”


Steiger nodded.
“We’ve done our best to isolate the situation from the rest of the company.
Only John, Roth, and I know what’s going on. This is why we didn’t let you in
on it in the beginning.”


“You told us
‘whatever it takes’ in the beginning! That didn’t exactly protect us from anything!”
Lynch fired back.


“Well it’s
certainly better than telling you we were carrying out a counter-espionage
operation against an unknown rival company, an operation that included trying
to get an organized crime syndicate to flush out our competitor!” Steiger shouted, his face flushed. 


The four men
grew quiet for a moment. Finally, Lynch shook his head. “Well, you’re going to
have to finish this without me. I’m done.”


Steiger looked
astonished. “What? No! You can’t leave now! We’re in the middle of this! In
less than four hours, we’re handing fifty grand over to a known murderer!”


“And that’s
your mess, not mine!” Lynch snarled. “I wasn’t hired for this! Maybe if you’d
been straight with us from the beginning, I’d be on board. But I had my fill of
being butt-fucked by the brass playing games with my life in Vietnam. That
whole goddamn war was one big sack of lies, so jumbled together and wrapped
around each other, you didn’t know where the truth ended and the lies began.


“So I’m done
with that bullshit, right now. You decided to play the same games with us, and
I don’t know about Richard, but I don’t work for someone who doesn’t have
enough faith in me to tell me the truth. You’re just going to have to find
another tin soldier to play games with, because this is as far as I go.”


Lynch turned
to go, but as he walked past Richard, the Texan stood up and grabbed Lynch by
the arm.


“Hold up
just a minute now, you’re bein’ hasty,” Richard said.


Lynch shook
himself free of Richard’s grip and glared up at the taller man. “Put a hand on
me again, and I’ll fucking tear it off!”


Richard held
up both his hands and took a half step back. He looked at Blake and Steiger. “Gentlemen, let us have the room for a few
minutes.”


The two men
walked out of the office and shut the doors behind them. Richard watched them
leave, then turned back to Lynch, who still had a murderous look in his eye.
Richard held his gaze for a moment, then turned and walked over to the bar,
where he threw some ice in a glass and added some soda water and a wedge of
lime. Finally, Richard turned and leaned against the bar, taking a sip from his
glass.


“Y’know, I’m not really much of a drinking man,” he said.
“It dulls the senses, and I don’t like that, especially when I’m on the job.
But no one trusts a Texan who doesn’t drink, and all these big-dollar boys do
business over the rim of a glass, so I play along.”


“It doesn’t
bother you that we were lied to by these men?” Lynch asked.


Richard shrugged.
“You call it lies, I call it deliberate disinformation. Think of it this way -
what if Reynolds and Tully got the drop on us, and we were the ones wound up in
the trunk of a car? Sometimes puttin’ your assets in
play with the wrong information can be the smarter move.”


Lynch laughed.
“You think those two knuckle-draggers would’ve ever gotten the drop on us?
Please. They had no chance.”


“I’d expect
a smarter attitude from someone like you,” Richard said, a stern look in his
eye. “There ain’t such a thing as ‘no chance’ in this
business. When two men face off, there’s always the chance the lesser
man comes out on top. Best you remember that. You might be good, but you need a
little seasoning, yet.”


“That’s some
strong language from a guy who still hasn’t explained where he’s earned his stripes.
You’re no military man, and you’re no cop. So what are you, Richard?”


The Texan
looked down into his glass and swirled the ice around. “My father was an Army
Ranger lieutenant, died trying to take Point du Hoc. My uncle was in the OSS,
led Jedburgh teams into France. Best they can figure, he died in some Gestapo
or SS torture chamber. Never did find out what really happened to him; he just
disappeared.


“When I grew
up, I was fed a bunch of flag-waving horse-pucky about
my old man and his brother, but unlike all the other dimwits I grew up with who
were missing fathers or uncles, I never let any of that blind patriotism infect
me. In fact, it did just the opposite. I began to turn rotten, to believe the only
thing worth my allegiance was cold hard cash. I fell into a bad crowd as I got
older. Didn’t realize just how bad things were until it was nearly too late,
and I had to claw myself free.


“By the time
it was all over, I’d become pretty handy with one of these,” he pulled his coat
aside to show the .38 Super on his hip. “I’d also attracted some unusual
attention. Someone approached me, asked me if I wanted to do some good with the
rest of my life, or if I wanted to rot in a cell until my teeth fell out. I
decided I liked my teeth just the way they were.”


“So you
became what, a secret agent? A fed?” Lynch asked.


Richard shook
his head. “I’m not on anyone’s payroll. Not officially, anyway. If my skills
might come in handy, I get an offer. If I like what I hear, then I get a wad of
cash and I do the job. Sometimes it’s for the government, sometimes the private
sector. Been at this for eight years now, and let me tell you, it sure as hell
beats sitting in an office from nine to five every day, wearing a necktie.”


“So you’re a
mercenary,” Lynch said.


“I suppose
that’s one way to look at it,” Richard replied. “Although I think that
definition don’t quite fit. I think of myself as more of a problem solver, a
fix-it man, a mechanic who works with a pistol, instead of a socket wrench.”


Lynch walked
to the bar, fixed himself his own Scotch on the rocks. “Why are you telling me
this?”


“Because General
Carson didn’t call Steiger after talking to you that
morning,” Richard said. “He called me.”


Lynch frowned.
“You? How’d he know you?”


“Carson has
been feeding...how do I put this? Talent, to the people I do business with most
often. He passes along men like you, former military, most of ‘em elite types, Green Berets, Navy SEALS, Rangers, Marines.
Men who are experts in guerrilla warfare and covert operations. Your
experiences operating on the Recon Teams made you a perfect candidate.”


Lynch froze.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


Richard smiled.
“You think someone who lives in my world doesn’t know the truth behind Studies
and Observations Group? Cambodia? Laos? Carson read me all the highlights of
your file over the phone.”


“I still don’t
know what you’re talking about, but if such operations did occur, they’d be
classified.”


Richard smirked.
“Classified? Hell, what do you think the clearance level is on the things I’ve
done for the government? A lot of it right here in the United States?”


“So why did
Carson call you?”


“Because when
Steiger brought me in, I knew I needed more manpower,
I needed a partner. I called Carson when I took the job, and I told him that if
he had any prospects in California, to let me know when I got to San Francisco.
Your timing was dead on, and you fit the bill, so I told him to send you.”


“So this was
all lies and more lies,” Lynch said. “You’re not forming a very persuasive argument
for me to stay.”


Richard took
a sip from his soda water. “Tell me, Lynch. Why did you call Carson? He said
you were going stir-crazy down in San Diego, chasing skirts and drinking it up
and playing at being a beach bum. Civilian life get too boring for you? Needed
that thrill again, the sprint down the edge of the razor blade?”


Lynch thought
for a long moment. “A couple of months after I moved to San Diego, I went to
Balboa Park, visited the zoo. After a while, I found myself standing in front
of the tigers. I looked at those big, deadly bastards, trapped for the rest of
their lives in a steel cage, watching little kids and their fucking parents
gawking at them, laughing at how lazy they were, sitting around getting fat on
raw beef thrown to them by their keepers. Those poor sons of bitches will never
again feel what it’s like to take down a gazelle, to stalk and chase and kill
their food. I left the zoo and I’ve never been back, because if I ever return,
it’s going to be with my gun. I’ll shoot those animals rather than let them sit
in a cage for the rest of their lives.”


“Gee, that metaphor
was just too subtle,” Richard said, a wry grin on his face. “Can you be a
little clearer?”


“Yeah, yeah,”
Lynch said, embarrassed. “You get my point. I feel the same way you do; what am
I going to do for the rest of my life? Get an office job, marry some blonde
with big tits who’ll fatten up after pushing out a couple of kids? Mow my lawn
every Saturday and have all my friends from the office over to the backyard barbecue
every Sunday after church?”


Richard shuddered
and put up a hand in front of his face. “Please, stop. I might just have to
shoot myself if you keep talking like that.”


Lynch laughed.
“So you get my point. I’d had my taste of the lazy life, and either I stayed a
beach bum, put on a suit and tie, or I got back into the game, somehow. That’s
why I called Carson.”


“Well, if
you’re looking for the game, here it is,” Richard said, gesturing around Steiger’s office. “What we’re doing right now, this is it.
You’re in. But if you walk away from this, you’re done. No one’s going to
contract with a guy who walks out on a job without giving it a hundred percent.
Not hours before we walk into the lion’s den, ready to beard that son of a gun.
And, if nothing else, there’s Roth.”


“Roth?” Lynch
asked.


“If you
walk, it’s just me and Blake tonight,” Richard said. “I’m good, darn good, but
if this goes sideways - and you know as well as I do, it always does - I’m
going to need a partner to get Blake and Roth out of there alive. Now Blake,
he’s a trooper. He’s the old guard. He’ll charge through the gates of Hell
because he’s Steiger’s man. But Roth, that poor
soul’s in so far over his head, we’ll need a nuclear-powered submarine to bring
him back to the surface. He doesn’t know it, but he’s counting on us to bring
him home. Are you going to leave him out there to die?”


Lynch looked
out across Steiger’s office, out the window towards
the west, the sun low on the horizon, a gorgeous sunset that Steiger must have been considering during the planning of
the building. Then he thought about the jungle, thousands of miles over the
horizon, and all the good men left behind because no one came to save them.
They didn’t exist. They were never in Laos or Cambodia, remember? And
so, they were left to die. 


After a long
moment, he slugged back the last of his Scotch, set the glass back on the bar,
and looked Richard in the eye.


“We’re going
to need some more equipment,” Lynch said, and offered Richard a handshake.


Richard shook
Lynch’s hand and smiled.


“Welcome to
the brotherhood.” 


 
















 


SIXTEEN


 


Lynch set out from his insertion
point at 2200 hours. The cab dropped him off three blocks from the entrance to
Golden Gate Park he was going to use. Any closer and it was possible the cab
driver would remember a fare going to the park. Lynch walked at an easy pace
through the surrounding neighborhood, a musette bag slung over his shoulder, a
small duffel bag in his hand. He wore dark blue jeans, a black t-shirt, and a
dark brown jacket made from a light canvas material.


Under his
jacket he wore the .357 snub in a concealable shoulder holster, the kind
plainclothes detectives wore. The .45 automatic was in a holster on his hip,
hidden by the jacket, and two spare magazines rode in a leather holder on his
belt, along with a sturdy-bladed hunting knife. Lynch carried the slapjack
tucked into his back pocket, where it was within easy reach. Inside the musette
bag, he carried a pair of thin leather gloves, a balaclava, a military surplus
compass, a red-lensed penlight, a compact pair of
binoculars, a walkie-talkie, and a makeshift garrote. 


The duffel
bag contained the M76 submachine gun, several spare magazines, a short pry bar,
a light blue nylon jacket in case he needed a quick costume change, and Blake’s
handgun, a heavy-framed Smith & Wesson Model 57 revolver, chambered in .41
Magnum. Lynch had hefted the big handgun and imagined the punishment it’d deal
his hand dropping the hammer on a full-powered Magnum load. He’d stick with his
.45 automatic.


Ten minutes
after exiting the cab, Lynch looked both ways to ensure he was unobserved and
entered Golden Gate Park from the north. There were still a few people out at
this hour, enjoying the cool summer breeze at night. Almost immediately, he
moved towards the nearest clump of trees, and with a skill honed through
countless hours of playing cat-and-mouse against the NVA, he disappeared.
Although Kezar Stadium wasn’t that far away, he
wanted to give himself an hour to get in position. At night, the human eye
didn’t pick up color or detail very well, but the instincts of the primitive
still picked up movement, especially in the peripheral vision.


So Lynch
moved slowly, at a snail’s pace. It was still far faster than he’d moved while
in-country as part of a Recon Team; there had been missions where they’d taken
a step perhaps once a minute, for hours at a time, ears straining for even the
slightest sound out there in the jungle. For a moment Lynch felt slightly disoriented,
even naked, without a heavy rucksack on his back and his CAR-15 in hand. But eventually
the sensation passed, and he continued on, a pace every few seconds, head on a
swivel and alert for anyone nearby. 


As he moved
through the park, he realized there were a lot more people around than he’d
first expected. Here and there, figures moved in the shadows, a few of them
couples. Lynch passed one homosexual liaison, the two men engaged in furtive
coupling, but he saw straight pairings as well. The smell of marijuana smoke
was everywhere, and occasionally his ears picked up the clink of a glass bottle
or the tinny sound of an empty beer can bouncing off a rock. When he needed to
cross the roads cutting through the Park, Lynch saw that, even at this late
hour, there was still plenty of traffic, and he had to wait for several minutes
before crossing each road in order to avoid being seen by motorists.


As Lynch
stepped around a clump of bushes, he heard the soft rustling of cloth and the
sound of steel brushing against leather. Lynch froze for a moment, then slowly
turned to look at the bush. He saw a prone man concealed in a small pocket
hacked out of the bush’s undergrowth. The man had an Army surplus blanket
wrapped around him, and wore an Army field jacket. In his hand, the man held a
fighting knife, the blade glinting in the moonlight.


“I see you,
motherfucker,” the man whispered, his body tensed and ready to strike out from
his hidden position.


“Rest easy,
brother,” Lynch whispered back. “I’m on patrol tonight. Go back to sleep.”


The man
leaned forward a little and lowered the knife. “Is that you, Billy? I thought
those gook cocksuckers nailed you in ‘68.”


“I’m sorry
man. Billy’s dead.”


The homeless
man sagged back onto his bedroll, and Lynch heard a sob. After a moment, Lynch
just shook his head and moved on.


Minutes passed,
and just before 2300 hours, he saw the security floodlights illuminating the
chain-link fence around Kezar Stadium, perhaps fifty
yards away. Lynch took a knee and opened his musette bag, then pulled on his
gloves and took out the walkie-talkie. He pulled out an earpiece and plugged it
into the two-way radio, then tucked the earpiece into his ear and turned the
radio on. He made sure it was set to the right channel, then checked his watch,
brought the walkie-talkie up to his mouth, and pressed the transmission switch.


“Hangman is
at Waypoint Bravo, over.”


A few
seconds passed, as static hissed faintly in his ear.


“Cowboy is
at Waypoint Delta, over.” 


“Copy that,
proceed as planned.”


Lynch clipped
the walkie-talkie to his belt, and was making sure the earpiece’s cord ran
freely between the radio and his ear, when he heard the faint rustle of grass
behind him, and the unmistakable snick of a switchblade snapping open.


“Hey, faggot,
what’re you doing with that duffel bag? You going camping?”


“I think
faggot’s gonna pitch a tent in the woods. Get it man?
Faggot’s gonna pitch a tent?”


Cursing himself
silently for his inattention, Lynch turned slowly and looked over his shoulder.
Two young men stood a few feet to his right. One held an open switchblade in
his hands, the blade gleaming bright, while the other held a narrow length of
lead pipe as long as his forearm. They were both thin and unsteady on their feet,
probably drunk on cheap booze. Penniless, they were trawling the park, looking
for someone alone, someone who might have some money, or something that could
be traded for cash. With his musette and duffel bags, Lynch must have looked
like a promising target.


He made the
decision in a heartbeat. Rising smoothly to his feet, his hands went under his
jacket.


“Okay guys,
be cool. My wallet’s right here. I got sixty bucks in cash.”


The knife man
took a half step forward. It was all Lynch needed. His left hand pulled the hunting
knife from its sheath, while his right hand emerged from his jacket with the
slapjack. He lashed out, aiming for the knife hand, and the switchblade went
spinning off into the brush as he broke its owner’s wrist.


The knife
man opened his mouth and drew in breath to scream, but he never got the chance.
Lynch stepped in and drove the hunting knife sideways through the man’s neck,
burying the blade to the hilt. The scream emerged as a thin, gurgling whine. 


“Fuck! Fuck!
Oh, Fuck!” 


Pipe man
tripped on his own feet as he spun around and tried to run, not even attempting
to avenge his dying friend. He sprawled across the ground, his lead pipe
tumbling from his fingers. Pipe man scrambled to his hands and knees, crawling
away as fast as he could.


“Fuck, man!
Oh, Jesus, Fuck!”


Lynch ripped
his knife free and knocked the dying man down, then ran after the crawler. In a
moment he stood over his prey and delivered a vicious blow to the back of pipe
man’s head with the slapjack. Instantly, the man’s arms and legs gave out, and
he thumped face-first into the grass. Lynch wiped the slapjack clean on the
man’s shirt, then pocketed the weapon. With his free hand, Lynch grabbed the unconscious
man by the collar and belt, then dragged him into the brush before he grabbed
pipe man’s hair, pulled his head back, and cut his throat. As dark blood pulsed
from the wound and soaked into the ground, Lynch walked back to his first
victim and made sure he was dead, cleaning his knife on the man’s pants leg
before rolling him behind another bush.


“Fucking typical,”
he whispered to himself.


Lynch’s mind
returned to the homeless vet with the knife, only a hundred yards away. If the
police found him around here when the bodies were discovered, the guy was
fucked. Lynch checked his watch, cursed, then set off through the woods at a
jog. In a minute, he’d returned to the man’s sleeping spot. The vet was huddled
against the trunk of a tree, his knife at the ready, his eyes locked on Lynch
as he approached.


“Friendly comin’ in,” Lynch whispered.


The man was
trembling with fear. “I heard ‘em out there, man.
This time I know I heard ‘em. That wasn’t no dream.”


Lynch held
his hands up in a peaceful gesture and stepped closer. “You’re not dreaming it,
brother. I got ‘em both, but there’s going to be
more. It’s not safe around here tonight, you dig me?”


The young
man nodded. 


Lynch pulled
some cash from his pocket, perhaps forty or fifty bucks. Moving slowly, he held
it out to the vet, who eyed the money warily.


“What’s your
name and unit, soldier?” Lynch asked.


The man
slowly rose to his feet and lowered the knife. “Private Hillerman,
Delta Company, 3rd Brigade, 82nd Airborne.”


Lynch nodded.
“Okay, Private. I can’t give you my name, but I used to be a Green Beret.
Before that, I earned my third stripe taking the Hill in ‘69 with the 101st. So
one paratrooper to another, you need to fucking di di mau. You got me?”


Hillerman nodded.
“Yes, Sergeant.”


Lynch held
the money out again. “Take this. Don’t show it around, or someone’ll fight you
for it. Go sleep at a shelter for the next couple of nights. That’s an order.”


Hillerman took the
wad of cash with a shaking hand. Pocketing the money, he quickly bundled up his
blanket and grabbed his old Army rucksack. He turned to go, but paused and looked
back at Lynch.


“I know this
ain’t ‘Nam,” he said. “I know it when I’m awake, but
when I sleep, I’m back there again, and when I wake up, it takes me a while to
remember where I am. I’m not crazy, Sergeant. I just can’t help it. When I
close my eyes, I’m back in the war.”


Lynch nodded.
“I know, brother. It happens to me too.”


Hillerman looked to
the west, as if he could still see the jungle. “Part of me ain’t
ever coming back home.”


With that, Hillerman turned and slipped through the brush, moving
without a sound. Lynch took a moment to wipe tears from his cheeks, and then he
checked his watch. It was 2315. Time to move.


 


 
















 


SEVENTEEN


 


At 2330 hours, Lynch crouched in the
brush near the northwest corner of the chain-link fence surrounding Kezar Stadium. Using his binoculars, he scanned the grounds
for Cranston’s men. So far he’d seen two figures walking the perimeter inside
the fence. Neither man was smoking or using a flashlight, and
Lynch didn’t see any long guns. 


He keyed his
radio. “Cowboy, status.”


“At my jump-off.
You’re late, over.”


“Had to
stomp on a couple of rats, over.”


“Big rats?”


“Oh yeah.” 


“Typical. Okay,
you see our welcome committee, over?”


“Affirmative,
over.” 


“All right.
Jumping off in five. Switching channels, checking back in 25 mikes, over.”


“Roger that.
Hangman over and out.”


Lynch clipped
the radio to his belt again and changed the channel several clicks. Immediately,
a voice cut in over the air.


“-ering the park now. Sure hope you assholes are listening.”


Lynch smiled.
Blake was wearing a compact surveillance radio transmitter. The radio wasn’t
much bigger than a pack of smokes, and Blake had hid it in his underwear,
nestling the radio next to his groin because, as Blake had said, even the pros
didn’t like to touch another man’s dick. The mic wire, which doubled as the
antenna, ran under his shirt, the microphone taped to his chest. Lynch and
Richard could hear Blake, but couldn’t reply back. 


Raising his
binoculars again, Lynch scanned the fence. There was no sign of movement.
Seeing his chance, he dropped the binoculars back into the musette bag, slung
the duffel across his back, and moved slowly and steadily in a low crouch to
the fence. Although security lights were set up at intervals along the
perimeter, whoever planned their distribution skimped a little on the coverage,
and Lynch found a short length of fence in relative shadow. He reached the
fence and went right over, making the climb and hitting the ground on the other
side in less than ten seconds. Scanning around him, he saw no signs of
Cranston’s men. Lynch crawled across the open ground until he reached the
stadium’s outer wall. There, he then slunk along in a crouch until he tucked
himself into the shadowed doorway of a maintenance entrance.


Unzipping the
duffel, Lynch pulled out his pry bar. The maintenance door was secured by a hasp
and padlock, but the hasp was screwed into a wooden doorframe, and the wood was
aged and soft, the paint peeling. Lynch used the tip of his hunting knife to
work away some of the wood where the hasp screwed into the doorframe, then
sheathed the knife and wedged the pry bar under the metal hasp. Working slowly
and carefully, he pried the hasp free of the doorframe, the screws tearing out
of the wood without much noise. 


Putting the
pry bar away, Lynch turned the doorknob and eased the door open. Thankfully,
the hinges didn’t squeal, and he quickly slipped inside. The hasp remained
horizontal as it hung loose from the door, held in place by the padlock, and in
the dark, Lynch hoped it would go unnoticed. He shut the door and stood in the
darkness, listening for a minute before he risked the red-lensed penlight. The
room was small, containing several trash barrels, a rack on the wall with
shovels and rakes, and a few bags of grass seed stacked along the wall. Another
door was on the opposite side of the room. 


Lynch moved
to the other door, putting his ear against it and listening. After a couple of
minutes, he heard nothing, and he tested the knob. The door was unlocked. Lynch
pocketed the penlight and opened the door a crack. There was a long, dimly-let
curving corridor, illuminated by security lights every fifty feet. Lynch shut
the door and slipped the duffel bag from his shoulders. Unzipping it, he pulled
out the M76 submachine gun and the four spare magazines. Two mags went into
each of his jacket’s large outer pockets. He unfolded the weapon’s U-shaped
wire stock and locked it open. Zipping the duffel back up, he slung it on his
back again, then collected the SMG and locked back the bolt, making the weapon
ready to fire. If he ran into anyone at this point, Lynch would have no choice
but to start shooting. He opened the door again, listened for a moment, then stepped
out into the corridor.


Two years
ago, the big pro football teams stopped using the stadium, and although it was
used now and then for school games and other events, the stadium went unused
for long periods of time. Blake had drawn Richard and Lynch a map that evening,
and the two men had memorized all the building’s major features. Lynch padded
along silently, heading for the concourse that would get him to the stadium
seating. 


“Okay boys,
I’m in the stadium,” Blake’s voice whispered in Lynch’s ear.


“You the
guy?” another voice asked. One of Cranston’s men.


“Yeah, think
I’m carrying this suitcase with me for fun?” Blake replied.


“Don’t get
fucking cute,” the man answered. There was the sound of the gate squealing as
it opened. “We gotta check you for a piece.”


“Alright,” Blake
answered. 


Lynch found
a stairwell leading up. Moving quickly, he ascended the steps and peeked out.
Some of the stadium lights were on, just enough to keep the field illuminated,
probably for security purposes. He was right near the twenty yard line, with
the fifty to his left, and the goal post to his right. Getting down on his
belly, Lynch crawled to where he could use the bleachers as cover and peek out
around them towards the dark tunnel to his right that served as the entrance
onto the field. 


Slipping the
duffel bag over his shoulders, he put it in front of him and laid out two of
the extra magazines for his M76. He pulled the binoculars from the musette bag
and started scanning the stadium. Immediately, he saw a figure in the shadow of
the field entrance. Reaching down, he pulled the radio free and changed
channels.


“Hangman in position,
over.”


“Cowboy in position.
I count one duck, over.”


“Roger that.
Good hunting, over.”


“Cowboy out.”


Lynch clicked
the channel switch back to Blake’s frequency. 


“-otta lot of balls coming out here on your own, buddy.” an
unfamiliar voice spoke.


“Philip is
an old friend, I’m sure things’ll go smoothly.” It
was Blake.


The other
man chuckled. “Yeah, smooth as warm butter. Okay, friend. Fifty yard line. Get walking.”


Lynch saw
Blake emerge from the dark tunnel and begin walking out onto the field. Even at
this distance, the big man exuded confidence. You’d never think he was walking
out into a kill zone, Lynch mused.


“I hope you
sons of bitches shoot straight,” Blake whispered into his mic.


In a minute,
he reached the fifty yard line and turned, facing back the way he’d came. Lynch
shifted the binoculars and saw two more figures standing at the mouth of the entrance.
One of them emerged onto the field, and Lynch got his first good look at Philip
Cranston. He was thin, medium height, wearing a black suit and white shirt with
a thin black tie. His black hair was swept back from his forehead in a widow’s
peak, and he wore a pair of horn-rim glasses. He had a thin, weasel-like face
and a sharp nose and chin, and he moved with an oily grace. To Lynch, Cranston
looked more like a seedy undertaker or an untrustworthy accountant than a
homicidal ex-cop.


Cranston stopped
ten feet from Blake, but even at that distance, the mic picked him up clearly.


“Hello John,
long time no see. You haven’t changed much. A little more grey, looks like. A few
more pounds around the middle, too. Strange, that. I’d think without Mary you’d
be eating less, lose a little weight. Or was she a bad cook? I honestly can’t
recall.”


Lynch could
hear the snide tone in Cranston’s voice. He wanted to shoot him now just to
shut him up. He couldn’t imagine how Blake remained calm.


“Show me the
kid, Phillip.”


Lynch saw
Cranston turn and wave his hand. Two figures stepped out of the entrance and
into the light. Lynch focused his binoculars and saw a big, meaty-looking guy
holding a thin, timid-looking man in front of him. Roth had a gag in his mouth
and his hands were bound behind him.


“How’d you
find him?” Blake asked.


Cranston laughed.
“Good old fashioned detective work. You remember that, don’t you? I had my boys
case delivery joints near every low-end hotel in town. Showed them a picture of
Roth, asked if the guy had ordered from them, maybe the same order to the same
hotel room several nights in a row. Got lucky this morning and hit the
jackpot.”


“I’d hoped
Roth was smarter than that,” Blake said.


“You’d be
wrong, John. These brainy types, they’re geniuses at one thing, but idiots
about the real world.” Cranston shook his head. “He ordered from the same
Chinese restaurant three nights in a row. The proprietor was a little reluctant
to say where Roth was, though. He saw through my boys and knew they weren’t
cops, but once they broke three of his fingers with a ball peen hammer, he
found the gift of gab, all right. It’s a shame about the kitchen fire that
burned the place down and killed the owner after my boys left. All those greasy
noodles, I suppose.”


“You’re a
psychopath, Philip, a rabid dog. Someone needs to put you down.”


“That may
be, John, but not today. Not while I’ve got your golden goose all tied up back
there.”


“Did you
break any of his fingers?” Blake asked.


“He’s just
fine, John. I’m going to give you back your runaway,” Cranston said, “but I’m
going to keep that prototype. You see, I know who wants it. My associates in
Vegas told me how they found a buyer. I take your money for Roth, I give them
the prototype, and they give me a cut of their deal as a finder’s fee. It’s all
hands washing each other, John.”


“You really
must think you’re some kind of criminal mastermind, Philip,” Blake said.


“I do all
right for myself, John. Just like you did, it seems. Tell me, do you like the
choice of venue? It seemed appropriate. When it came out, I watched Dirty
Harry six times. Reminded me of the good old days, back when we were on the
force together.”


“I’ve seen
the movie too, asshole. Callahan wasn’t shaking down pushers and pimps for
cash, then killing them when the heat got too close.”


“He took out
the trash, John, just like I did. I was just smart enough to make a profit from
my labors. Pushers will always sling dope. Pimps will always peddle pussy. You
kill one, two more take their place. All any cop’ll get
for his troubles is a ruined liver, a failed marriage, a cheap gold watch, and
a yearning to eat the barrel of his gun. 


“But I made
the system work for me, John. Those little shits feared me. Big tough
guy like you comes knocking, they tell you to fuck off. Little ol’ me shows up, they sing like fucking canaries. Those
last few years, I did more good on the streets than you did your entire
career!”


“By doing what,
Philip?” Blake fired back. “Piling up bodies? Pocketing protection money? The
badge means you have the power to enforce the law, it doesn’t put you above it.”


Cranston laughed.
“You’re right John. This puts me above the law.” Lynch saw Cranston pull back
the edge of his suit coat. He saw the butt of a gun behind Cranston’s right hip.
“It worked for Callahan, too. Remember that shot he made, right here in the
movie? Must have been fifty yards, but he hit that scumbag right where he was
aiming.”


“All this
jerking off about the movie, I’m surprised you don’t have a .44 Magnum
yourself,” Blake replied.


“I don’t
need a hand-cannon like that to get the job done, John. This Model 10 is all I
need. Speaking of which,” Cranston said, all humor gone from his voice, “open
that case and show me the fifty grand.”


Blake crouched
down and set the case down on the ground. He turned it to face Cranston and
opened it. Stacks of banded bills were piled into the case. Suddenly, as if by
magic, Cranston’s right hand contained a revolver. Lynch blinked; he hadn’t
even seen the draw.


“Now, back
up ten paces, John. You so much as twitch wrong and I put a bullet in your
heart.”


Blake backed
up and stood there. Cranston walked forward and knelt. He pulled several bundles
of bills at random, holding them up in front of him and thumbing through them,
never taking his eyes off Blake. Finally he was satisfied. He reached down,
closed and latched the case, then picked it up and stood.


“Alright John,
we’re almost done here. I’m going to walk back now. If you stay put and don’t
do anything stupid, when I get halfway to the entrance, my guy will let Roth
go. By the time he gets to you, I’ll be gone.”


Cranston backed
away for a dozen paces, his revolver steady as a rock and trained on Blake.
Finally he turned and proceeded to walk away. As he drew abreast of Lynch’s
position, Cranston waved to his man, and Roth was shoved out onto the field.
The two approached each other, and Cranston stopped Roth and said something to
him before continuing on. Roth quickened his pace and soon reached Blake, just
as Roth reached the entrance to the field. 


Lynch could
hear Roth’s heavy breathing over the radio as Blake pulled the gag from Roth’s
mouth.


“What did he
say to you just then?” Blake asked.


“He said to
tell you, if Callahan could do it, so can he. What’s that supposed to mean?”


A pistol
shot rang out, and Roth pitched forward, a bullet in his back.


 


 
















 


EIGHTEEN


 


Lynch dropped the binoculars and
snatched up the submachine gun. He tucked the stock into his shoulder and
squeezed the trigger, sending half of the weapon’s thirty-six round magazine
into the tunnel entrance. At the same time, the roar of a second automatic
weapon came from the other side of the stadium as Richard opened fire.


“That
fucking asshole! That treacherous cocksucker!” Blake growled as he ran. As soon
as Roth had hit the ground, Blake had taken off at a run, cutting down the
fifty-yard line towards Lynch’s position. Several more shots rang out from the
entrance, but with two submachine guns laying down suppressing fire, Cranston’s
aim was spoiled, and Blake scrambled over the lip of the stadium and into the
lower bleachers.


He wasn’t a
moment too soon. A long tongue of flame leapt from the stadium seats above the
tunnel entrance, and Lynch heard the blast of the Thompson as it roared away.
The heavy .45 caliber slugs chopped into the wooden bleacher seats all around
Blake, sending splinters of wood and concrete chips flying. The big man dived
for cover, trying to get down and out of the Thompson’s murderous hail. Lynch
shifted his aim and fired the last of his magazine in the direction of the
Thompson’s muzzle flash, but the gunman was on the move, probably firing across
the field from the hip, the shots hammering up the stadium towards Lynch. He
tucked his head down and reloaded his empty weapon as Richard took up the
slack, raking the end of the stadium with short bursts of auto-fire.


The Thompson
went silent for a moment, and Blake shot to his feet, barreling up the stairs,
breath roaring like a bellows in Lynch’s earpiece. Lynch snapped home a spare
magazine and handed Blake his revolver. The big man barely slowed down; he
rushed past and headed inside the stadium, towards the concourse. Lynch changed
channels on his walkie-talkie and followed.


“Come in
Cowboy, Come in Cowboy, over.”


“What is
Gunny’s status? Is he hit?”


“Negative. Flank
them and head for the entrance.”


“Hangman, we
need to make an exit, now. Half the cops in the city are gonna be here any second.”


Lynch caught
up to Blake, who was charging down the concourse like an enraged bull.


“We need to
get the fuck out of here!” Lynch shouted. “Chasing Cranston down isn’t the
priority right now. We need to fall back before we get plugged by some
over-eager flatfoot!”


Blake didn’t
even reply, he just pounded ahead even faster. Lynch kept pace, and then pulled
ahead. He threw out an arm and tried to slow Blake down.


Gunfire erupted
from the concourse ahead of them, ricochets whining past their ears. Someone
ahead was firing down the curving tunnel between them, trying to bounce home a
lucky slug. Lynch felt a bullet tear through the duffel bag next to his head.
He brought up the submachine gun and tore off a long burst in reply. A second
later, a hand holding an automatic poked around the edge of a doorway and fired
blindly at them. Lynch and Blake hit the ground, and Blake cocked back the
hammer of his revolver and took careful aim before squeezing off a single shot.
The gunman’s severed hand leapt into the air, still clutching the pistol and
throwing out a spray of blood before hitting the floor. Ears ringing from the
muzzle blast, Lynch jumped to his feet and ran around the corner. The gunman
was slumped against the doorway, clutching the mangled stump of his wrist.
Lynch brought up the submachine gun and tore the man’s face apart with a burst
of slugs.


Just as he
turned around, Blake was on his feet again, and starting to run down the
concourse once more in Cranston’s direction. Figuring enough was enough, Lynch
body-checked the bigger man into the wall in order to slow him down. 


Blake bounced
off the concrete wall and came back with the muzzle of his .41 Magnum in
Lynch’s face.


“Never do
that again!” he snarled. 


“If we don’t
get out of here now, we’re all going to jail for the rest of our lives!” Lynch
shouted back.


Blake gritted
his teeth and cursed. He looked up and down the concourse. 


“Okay, goddamn
it, this way. We’ll double back, head for the way you came in.”


Lynch raised
the radio to his lips. “Cowboy, we’re falling back to my jumping-off point. How
copy, over?”


The sound of
gunfire came through Lynch’s earpiece. “I’m way ahead of you. Got halfway down
the concourse on this side before they put up a wall of lead with that
chatterbox and a pump-gun, but now the cops are here. None of that gunfire is
headed my way, over.”


Lynch looked
at Blake. “The cops are here already, Cranston’s guys are shooting it out with
them. Now’s our chance.”


Blake shot
one last, frustrated look up the tunnel before turning and following Lynch back
the way they’d came. Behind them the sounds of gunfire rose and fell, like
waves pounding on a distant surf. Lynch nearly ran past the door leading to the
maintenance room he’d entered from, but he remembered in time, and the two men
ducked inside. Lynch unloaded the submachine gun, folded up the stock, and
threw it in the duffel bag. 


“Okay, right
now we just focus on getting the hell out in one piece,” he said to Blake.


“Right behind
you,” the older man replied, stuffing his revolver back in the duffel.


Lynch eased
open the door and looked around. He didn’t see anyone, but off in the distance,
he saw the flashing lights of police cars speeding down the road cutting
through the park to the north of the stadium.


“They’re closing
in fast. Come on, let’s go.”


The two men
sprinted across the open ground, and Lynch braced himself at the base of the
fence, grunting in pain as Blake used him as a stepping-stool to climb up
faster. Lynch heard him still breathing hard, almost gasping for breath, and
realized this was maybe a bit too much for a man of Blake’s size and age.


Finally Blake
got over the top of the fence, and fell more than jumped to the ground. Lynch
scrambled up the fence like a monkey and dropped down, following Blake into the
tree line. Stealth was sacrificed for speed as they moved fast and sprinted
through the woods, stumbling on tree roots and fallen branches.


“They’re going
to close up the park any second,” Blake gasped, his lungs sounding ragged as he
gulped air. The bigger man was falling behind. Even in the wan moonlight and
the dim light of distant floodlights here and there along the part walkways,
Lynch saw Blake’s face was beet-red and covered in sweat.


“Jesus Christ,
you’re going to give yourself a heart attack!” Lynch said. “You’re too big for
me to carry out of here. Slow down a little!”


They neared
a park exit, but Lynch saw police cars down the block and getting closer. He
knew there was no way they’d be able to get out of the park and disappear into
the surrounding neighborhood before being stopped. Worried, he glanced around,
and spotted several men hurrying along towards the park exit. One of them was
buttoning up his shirt, while another was slipping his blazer back on. Lynch
had an epiphany. 


“Follow my
lead, and don’t ask,” he said. 


Lynch reached
out and grabbed Blake’s hand, pulling him towards the other men. Blake opened
his mouth to protest, but before he could say anything, Lynch cut him off.
“C’mon Barry! If the police stop us, your wife might find out!”


The men
turned and looked as Lynch and Blake emerged from the underbrush. One glance at
Blake’s red face, their pant legs covered in grass and leaves, the two men
holding hands, and the men nodded to the newcomers in greeting.


“Hurry up!”
one of them said. “There’s something just awful going on by the stadium!”


Lynch and
Blake caught up with the group of men. Lynch put his hand out and gave a
reassuring pat on one man’s shoulder. “Well, so much for a quiet evening in the
woods! Who knows what’s happening over there? It’s horrible!”


The men
moved together quickly as a group towards the exit. Blake didn’t say much of
anything, but he didn’t let go of Lynch’s hand until they made it safely past
the black-and-white police car parked by the gate. The two patrolmen standing
there snickered to themselves as they watched the men exit, and Blake kept his
face averted from them, in case there was a chance one of them might recognize
him from his days on the force. 


Lynch and
Blake crossed the street and kept moving at a brisk pace, no longer holding
hands, now just two citizens moving away from an area
swarming with police. They heard sirens converging on the park from every
corner of the city. Up and down the street, lights were coming on behind
curtained windows, and curious heads were looking out towards the park. Someone
looked down and saw them walking along.


“What the
fuck is going on?” an old man said.


“There’s some
kind of gang war happening at the park!” Lynch replied.


“Those
assholes! I was trying to sleep!” The old man slammed his window closed.


Reaching a
convenient alleyway, the two men ducked in, and Lynch pulled out his
walkie-talkie.


“Hangman to
Cowboy, are you in the clear, over?”


There was
static for a few seconds. 


“Cowboy is
clear. Proceeding to rendezvous point, out.”


“Hangman and
Gunny are following, out.”


Lynch leaned
back against the rough brick of the building behind him, and let out a sigh.
They’d made it.


 


 
















NINETEEN


 


If the headlines the next morning
were any indication, the gunfight in Kezar Stadium
had been an act of criminal violence roughly equivalent in scope to the Tet
Offensive.


After escaping
from the park, Lynch and Blake had met up with Richard. Blake told the two men
to go back to their hotel and lay low for the next couple of days, because once
the cops learned of Roth’s identity, SEC would be under too much scrutiny for
them to visit. Lynch and Richard took three different cab rides to eventually
get to the hotel at three in the morning, at which point they collapsed within
minutes of their arrival. Now, Lynch read the paper while he and Richard ate
breakfast in the hotel’s restaurant, enjoying some downtime after the madness
of the last two days.


Lynch showed
Richard the front page of the paper, which declared “STADIUM MASSACRE LATEST IN
NEW CRIME WAVE!” in bolded letters three inches high.


“I think
their claims of a massacre are somewhat exaggerated,” Richard said, reading
over the headline. 


“Let’s see
here,” Lynch said, reading the paper. “Four dead, including Roth and a police
officer. Two other officers wounded, one in critical condition. Says police
fired on a black Cadillac sedan trying to flee the scene, but the vehicle
appeared to be armored and their shots had no effect. The police aren’t saying
whether or not the shootout is related to the roadhouse incident, but the media
are already certain of the connection.”


“How insightful
of them,” Richard drawled, taking a sip from his coffee.


Lynch shook
out the front page and continued reading. “Apparently we are ‘...the grim
vanguard of a new breed of criminal, one armed to the teeth and schooled in
paramilitary tactics, born from the horrors of an illegal war and desensitized
to violence by the blood-splattered films and television programs of today’s
nihilistic cultural mores.’ That’s pretty deep.”


Richard lifted
an eyebrow. “I didn’t think The Waltons was
all that nihilistic.”


“I’ve heard The
Partridge Family can get pretty dark sometimes,” Lynch replied. “Never
watched an episode myself, though.”


“Any mention
of Roth?” Richard asked.


“They say an
apparent hostage or captive was killed, and the current theory is that he was
an unfortunate citizen kidnapped and used as some kind of courier or proxy in a
meeting between criminal elements that went sour and turned into a gun battle.
I suppose, actually, that’s a somewhat accurate description of what happened.”


“But they
don’t have his identity yet?” 


“Well, it’s
not in the papers,” Lynch replied. “Assuming Roth didn’t have his driver’s
license or any other identification on him, unless he’s been fingerprinted,
it’ll take them awhile, but I’m sure they’ll get a sketch of him on the news
today, and one of the SEC employees is bound to recognize him and phone it in.
Then the cops and reporters will be all over Steiger like
flies on a dead dog.”


“A morbid
comparison, but apt nonetheless,” Richard said. “You remember Steiger telling us what a public relations nightmare it’d
be if word got out one of his employees with Top Secret clearance had a
gambling problem? Now that employee is massacred in the middle of a football
stadium.”


“I thought
you felt ‘massacre’ was a little overblown?” Lynch joked.


“Steiger might be some kind of engineering genius, but he
tried to be too clever by half, and this is the result. I don’t know about you,
but I don’t see any use for my services anymore.”


Lynch chewed
on a strip of bacon for a moment. “I don’t know. I’m willing to play this
string out a little further. Not sure about you, but I don’t have anything
better to do with my time, and there’s still Cranston to consider.”


“Consider how?”
Richard asked.


“Frankly, I
think he’s an asshole, and he deserves a bullet in the head,” Lynch replied.
“He shot Roth in cold blood. If one of us had been nailed last night, well,
that’s the game. Not saying I wouldn’t stick with this to pay Cranston back if
he’d iced you or Blake, but shooting an unarmed civilian, that’s bad medicine.”


Richard let
out a derisive snort. “Please. If you feel so bad, leave some nice flowers on
his grave. Heck, I’m good for a sawbuck. But don’t go petitioning for his
sainthood just yet. He swam in some dirty waters before this even began, and he
took Steiger’s offer even when he knew things could
get dangerous. He played with matches after showering with kerosene, and not
surprisingly, he got burned.”


“So that’s
that? You’re packing up and going home?” Lynch asked.


“I’ll stick
around until tomorrow morning,” Richard replied. “If there ain’t
more money to be made by then, I’m on the road. The risk needs to have a
suitable reward.”


Lynch thought
Richard’s outlook was perhaps a bit too heartless, but on the other hand, the
gunslinger had a point. They were operating far beyond any notions of legality,
and if the police ever caught up with them, they’d go to jail for a long, long
time. And, although his instincts told him he could trust Blake, Lynch wasn’t
entirely certain he could trust Steiger to remain
quiet about Richard and himself if the heat became a little too much. Men like Steiger paid other men to do their dirty work for them, and
in the same vein, sold out those men in order to avoid the consequences of
their actions. Lynch didn’t think he needed to worry about that - yet - but it
was always a possibility.


Richard finished
his breakfast and stood up from the table. “Think I’m going to take the Mustang
out today, stretch her legs a little.”


“You going
to zoom around town like Steve McQueen?” Lynch asked with a smile.


“Naw, that’s no way to treat my lady,” Richard replied.
“Probably drive north, cross the bridge, motor around and enjoy the sights.
Some nice park land up there.”


“So, your
car’s a woman?”


“You’ve seen
my GT. Something that gorgeous has to be female.”


“She got a
name?” 


Richard smiled.
“I call her Grace.”


“Grace?” Lynch
chuckled. “Sounds like a grandmother’s name.”


“Mighty inconsiderate
of you, Lynch,” Richard said, his eyes narrowing. “See if I let you ride in her
after a comment like that.”


“Now that
she’s got a name, there’s something vaguely inappropriate about that comment,”
Lynch replied.


“Just for
that, I’m letting you buy my meal.” Richard pushed in his chair and went up to
his room, leaving Lynch to finish his breakfast and settle the bill.


With no other
engagements for the day, Lynch decided to play sightseer. He dressed in jeans
and a light blazer, and after some internal debate, left both his handguns
hidden in the hotel room, bringing only the switchblade and slapjack he’d
confiscated from Reynolds and Tully. The knife went into his blazer pocket, the
slapjack into the back pocket of his jeans. There was the possibility Cranston had
men out looking for them, but it was unlikely, and a far greater danger would
be carrying a concealed handgun and being made by a cop who wanted to see a
non-existent carry permit.


It was a
beautiful summer day, cool and sunny with only a few small clouds in the sky.
Lynch decided to return to the scene of the crime, so to speak, and he visited
the Golden Gate Park again, although today he stuck to the western end, well
away from Kezar Stadium. The bright sun warmed him
within his blazer and within minutes he was walking with the jacket hanging
over his shoulder. It was a great morning for watching San Franciscans enjoying
themselves, and Lynch supposed even the crime scene at the other end of the
park wouldn’t keep everyone away. Dog owners walked their pets, while others
watched their dogs run and play and frolic in the wide open spaces, some
chasing thrown sticks or tennis balls. 


Lynch was
less interested in watching dogs and more interested in watching the women. A
long-legged blonde wearing a pair of tiny shorts and a tight T-shirt zipped
past him on a pair of roller-skates, and she turned to give him a smile and a
wave, her long hair whipping in the breeze. Lynch smiled and waved back,
admiring the blonde’s shapely legs and backside. She pushed off on her skates
and soon disappeared around a bend in the path. Moments later, the blonde was
replaced by a trio of young co-eds, all jogging together, talking and laughing
about something that happened in one of their lectures. Lynch noticed one of
them give him an appraising look, and he offered a friendly wave in return.


The sight of
all the beautiful women reminded Lynch he hadn’t talked to Stacy since the
night he arrived in the city. He’d called her from the motel and told her he was
away on business for a friend, and he didn’t know how long he’d be gone. She
took his absence in stride, and told him to give her a call once he got back in
town. Even though it’d only been a few days, Lynch still found himself missing her
company, and, he admitted to himself, he missed getting laid. The roller-coaster
of action and exhaustion was leaving him pent up and in need of a release, the
kind best achieved with some female companionship.


Lynch finally
made his way out of the park and walked around the city, not really caring
where he went, just following a whim and letting his mind wander. He hiked up
and down steep city streets, enjoying the view whenever he had a clear line of
sight out over the ocean. Compared to San Diego, San Francisco was a much
different city, and while he still preferred his current home, he could see how
this city might appeal to someone from, say, Boston or New York, who wanted to
make a move out to the West Coast, while still living someplace with a familiar
feel to it: the more traditional city environment, the old brick buildings, the
large urban park.


Lynch ate
lunch at a small beachfront food stand, enjoying a hot dog with mustard while
sitting on a bench and watching ships moving up and down the coast, in and out
of the Bay. On a whim, he decided to take the ferry out to Alcatraz. The
infamous prison island had been abandoned for some time, and although it was
occupied for a while by a group of American Indian protesters, the government
had recently made the island a recreation area. Lynch was one of several dozen
people who took the boat ride out to the island. There, he wandered aimlessly,
avoiding the couples and a gaggle of school children on a field trip, and eventually
found himself sitting on a large rock, watching the gulls wheeling and diving down
by the edge of the water.


Had he made
the right decision, coming here and working for Steiger?
If it hadn’t been him, Carson would have offered up someone else - he wasn’t
anything special. He’d seen a great deal of death and caused a great deal more
during the war, and he realized the killing he’d done over the last few days
didn’t bother him at all. Cranston’s goons were all scumbags, human trash best crumpled
up and thrown away. He had more respect for the NVA and the Viet Cong than he
had for the likes of Reynolds and Tully.


As much as
he was reluctant to admit it, Lynch was actually enjoying himself. Richard was
something of an odd character, but after they’d had their one-on-one talk
yesterday in Steiger’s office, he found himself
trusting the Texan, admiring the man’s straightforward view on life. Men such
as them were never meant for offices and station wagons. They were men born out
of their time, better suited to the life of a Caribbean pirate, a Viking
raider, or a lone cowboy wandering the Wild West. 


On the ferry
ride back to the mainland, Lynch found himself standing next to a full-figured
brunette wearing a long, flower-print dress and a denim jacket. Her name was
Mary, and she was visiting the city from Baltimore, where she went to college.
Lynch offered to buy her an early dinner, and over burgers and beer, they
talked about San Francisco and what they thought of the city. Lynch told her he
was up from San Diego, visiting an old friend from before the war, and taking
in the city while his buddy was at work. 


One thing
led to another, and the next thing Lynch knew, he was looking at his wristwatch
in the dark, the luminous dial telling him it was 2200 hours. He gently removed
Mary’s arm from across his stomach as he eased himself out from under the
covers, trying not to wake her. Mary let out a contented sigh and rolled over,
her breasts swaying with the movement, illuminated by the moonlight coming
through the hotel room window. She looked up at him sleepily as he dressed. 


“I guess
you’ve got to go?” she asked.


“Yeah, sorry,
I don’t want my buddy to think I’ve gotten lost.”


 Mary smiled.
“I had a real nice time.”


Lynch pulled
on his jeans and leaned over, gently kissing one of Mary’s breasts. She let out
a soft moan and reached up, running her hands through his hair. 


“How about
one for the road?” she said. “I’ll make it worth your while…”


Lynch was
about to protest, but Mary’s hands were already unzipping his fly.


“Well, if
you insist,” he replied.


He left the
hotel room an hour later.
















 


TWENTY


 


No sooner had Lynch shut the door to
his own hotel room, than Richard was knocking on the adjoining door. Lynch
opened it and found Richard fully dressed in a set of dark street clothes, the
butt of his Walther peeking out from underneath his jacket.


“Where the
heck have you been?” Richard asked, his brow furrowed in annoyance.


“Out taking
in the sights, playing tourist, getting laid,” Lynch replied. “Why, what’s wrong?”


“Get dressed,
grab your war-bag, and let’s go. Blake called, and we’re supposed to meet him
at the SEC warehouse. I’ve been waiting on you for two hours.”


“Give me ten
minutes and I’ll be ready,” Lynch said, and shut the door. 


He glanced
at his watch and saw it was almost midnight. Whatever Blake wanted to talk
about, it could wait until he’d showered. 


Thirty minutes
later, Lynch and Richard were pulling into the parking lot next to the Steiger Electronics warehouse. Lynch didn’t see Blake’s
car, but he did notice a few inches of light shining out from underneath the
warehouse’s rolling door. A moment later, the door rolled up to the height of a
man, revealing Blake motioning them to pull inside behind his own vehicle.
Glancing down, Lynch noticed Richard had pulled his .38 Super, holding the gun
next to his thigh.


“Worried about
something?” Lynch asked.


“You never
want to find out the hard way you’re the last loose end in need of tidying up,”
Richard answered. Lynch’s hand went under his jacket, where he felt the
reassuring bulk of the .45 riding on his waistband.


Richard pulled
the Gran Torino inside the warehouse, and Blake immediately dropped the rolling
door back down, hiding them from sight. The two men stepped out of the car. 


“Took you
two long enough,” Blake said. “I’ve been here almost three hours.”


“Romeo here
was out until almost midnight,” Richard replied.


“No one told
us we needed to be sitting by a telephone,” Lynch shot back. “You said to lay
low for a while.”


Blake grunted.
“Well, I’m glad you got your pipes cleaned. The rest of us have been doing our
best to keep Steiger’s baby out of the jaws of the
wolves circling the building. This afternoon one of his employees called the
police and stated the unidentified man could be a missing co-worker. Since
then, our parking lot has been a media circus.”


“Has anyone
caught onto the gambling angle yet?” Richard asked.


“No, not yet.
I’m sure it’ll come up, though. Right now all we’ve told them is Roth called in
sick at the beginning of the week and we hadn’t heard from him since. But once
the police get deeper into their background check and his banking records come
up, it’ll be obvious. We don’t have much time before this becomes a far greater
scandal.”


“Well, what’s
left for us to do?” Lynch asked. “This whole operation has blown wide open.
Right now, it’s just damage control.”


Blake nodded.
“Exactly. That’s why we need to go after Cranston and get to him before the
police do.”


“Aha,” Richard
said, an amused look on his face. Lynch turned to him and frowned.


“What’s that
supposed to mean?” he asked.


Richard nodded
towards Blake. “They want us to kill Cranston before he gets caught by the cops
and hangs Steiger out to dry in order to try and make
a deal.”


Blake nodded.
“That’s one of the reasons, I’m not going to try and deny it. The other is,
he’s a murdering bastard and a dirty ex-cop. Cranston is a piece of shit, and
he needs to be scraped up and thrown away.”


“And you
want us to carry the shovel,” Richard replied.


Blake crossed
his arms in front of his chest. “If you two want to walk away, we’re certainly
not going to stop you. I’ll try and find someone else who’ll do the job. But
we’ve got a ticking clock counting down right now, and the sooner we deal with
Cranston, the better.”


Richard and
Lynch looked at each other. Lynch raised an eyebrow, and Richard nodded, then
turned back to Blake. “Double our fee and we’ll do it.”


“Forty grand
apiece?” Blake asked. “We’re already out the fifty thousand we gave Cranston, plus
the twenty-two we paid you both in fees and expenses.”


Richard gave
a nonchalant shrug. “If you want it done now, by us, it’ll cost you. We’ve seen
Cranston operate twice now, and he’s not your average sleazeball.
He’s a crack shot and has access to automatic weapons and an armored car.”


Blake scratched
his chin for a moment before nodding. “Okay, it’s a deal. If we can recover the
dough Cranston took from me last night, you can have that, and we’ll round out
the remainder later.”


“So, you
want to move on him right now?” Lynch asked. “How do we even know where he is?”


“We don’t,”
Blake replied. “But I know someone who probably does.”


That someone
turned out to be SFPD Lieutenant Melvin Snyder. A twenty-seven year veteran of
the force, Snyder was, in Blake’s words, “the dirtiest of the dirty cops”. He
took a piece of the action from every game in town: drugs, hookers, numbers
rackets, stolen goods, gambling dens, protection money, and much, much more.


But unlike
Cranston, Snyder was the epitome of caution. He lived in a relatively modest
third-story apartment a few blocks from the park, in a solidly blue-collar
section of the city. He bought his suits off the rack and drove a five-year old
sedan. His police record was clean, with no formal complaints or demotions over
the course of his career, and Snyder was famous - or perhaps infamous - for
stating he’d never pulled his gun even once in the line of duty. 


Of course,
every veteran cop on the force knew of the truth behind Snyder’s lies. The man
was referred to as “Snyder the Spider”, because his web of influence reached
every corner of the police department, and he was able to pick up on the
slightest vibrations hinting at an Internal Affairs investigation or a
higher-up sniffing around his activities. Snyder was also adept at gathering
dirt on politicians, businessmen, and of course, other cops, giving him the
necessary leverage to move in on a deal or extricate himself out of a bad
situation with impunity.


Although Blake
didn’t know of any firm relationship between Snyder and Cranston, he figured if
there was one man in San Francisco who knew where Cranston was hiding, it’d be
the Spider. That’s why half an hour later, Blake, Richard, and Lynch found
themselves sitting in the Gran Torino a block from Snyder’s apartment. 


“Snyder and
I came up together through the force,” Blake said. “He’d recognize me no matter
what disguise I wore, so it’ll be up to the two of you to get the information
from him. Snyder might not be a fighter, but he’s damn smart, and oily as they
come. Don’t give him any room to maneuver, or he’ll find the advantage in any situation.”


“What do you
want us to do with him after we’ve got what we came for?” Richard asked.


Blake looked
at the Texan. “Snyder might be a son of a bitch, but he’s still a cop. I don’t
owe him anything, but his death will put even more heat on the whole
situation.”


Richard nodded,
but drew his Walther and performed a brass-check anyway. “Alright, we won’t
kill him, but I won’t make any guarantees if he decides to get ornery.”


Lynch and
Richard exited the car and cut through a dark alleyway smelling of piss and
garbage. It was a cool, damp night, and thankfully the cloud cover above hid
most of the moonlight, allowing the two men to move through the darkness
undetected. Lynch carried his Colt and the .357 snub, as well as the slapjack,
the switchblade, and his small flashlight. Like Richard, he was dressed in dark
street clothes, and wore black leather gloves and a balaclava rolled up on top
of his head like a woolen cap. 


They reached
the alleyway next to Snyder’s apartment building undetected, and after pulling
down their balaclavas, Richard gave Lynch a boost up to the first landing on
the fire escape. Working carefully, Lynch lowered the ladder down to the
ground, and Richard climbed up, his soft-soled shoes making no noise on the
rusted iron. Moving with great caution, the two men ascended the fire escape.
They stopped every few rungs to look around and listen, but there was no foot
traffic to be seen, and most of the apartment windows were dark. 


Within a
couple of minutes, the two men crouched on the iron landing outside of Snyder’s
apartment. The window facing them led into Snyder’s kitchen, and the room was
dark, but Lynch heard the faint sounds of jazz music coming from within, and a
sliver of light cut across the hallway outside the kitchen door. It seemed as
if Snyder was home and awake.


Producing his
red-lensed penlight, Lynch illuminated the window latch while Richard went to
work with a small set of lock-picking and burglary tools. Using a thin metal strip
resembling a smaller version of the jimmy often used to open locked cars, Richard
worked the probe in between the window halves and slowly unhooked the latch.
Removing the probe, the two men waited a full minute in case Snyder heard the
noise and came to investigate. 


When the
coast seemed clear, Richard drew his Walther and covered Lynch while the
younger man slowly, carefully, opened the window an inch at a time. Thankfully
the window was in good shape, and didn’t squeak or grate. It opened smoothly
and with little effort, the window frame no doubt fitted with counter-weights
that allowed someone to easily raise the heavy wood and glass window. Once he
opened it all the way, Lynch slipped through, lowering himself carefully to the
kitchen floor after making sure he wasn’t about to stick his foot in the trash
can or in a dog’s food bowl.


The sound of
a woman’s soft laughter reached Lynch’s ears, and he turned to see Richard look
at him and frown. Having a second person there complicated things, but with
their timeline so tight, there was little choice but to continue on with the
operation. Handing Lynch his pistol, Richard climbed through the window,
contorting his long frame with surprising skill. Lynch wondered how many times
Richard had snuck through an open window over the years.


Handing Richard
his gun back, Lynch moved quietly and carefully to the kitchen door and peered
around the corner. He saw a dark living room illuminated only by the moonlight
filtering in through the edges of the drawn curtains, but on the other side of
the short hall, a bedroom door was open a few inches and bright light cut
across the floor and up the wall. The music was coming from the bedroom, the
slight crackling of a bedside transistor radio perhaps, and from here Lynch
heard the sound of a young woman’s voice, and the deeper, grating voice of an
older man.


Richard stepped
up next to Lynch, and the two men nodded to each other. Lynch kicked open the
bedroom door as hard as he could and stepped aside, while Richard burst into
the room, Walther at the ready. Snyder, a short, rotund man in his fifties, sat
bolt upright in bed, eyes bulging and mouth wide open in shock. A young blonde
who appeared no older than twenty let out a shriek and pulled the covers up to
her neck with both hands. Snyder let out a curse, then lunged for the open
nightstand drawer.


Richard fired
a single round from his suppressed Walther and a bottle of champagne on the
nightstand exploded, spraying booze, foam, and slivers of glass everywhere. The
girl screamed and Snyder let out a cry of pain, blood seeping from a half-dozen
shallow wounds on his face, neck, and bare chest. The cop recovered quickly,
however, and he slowly picked the broken glass from his face, wiping away a
sheen of champagne spray as he did so. 


“You guys
are so fucked,” Snyder said with a chuckle.


Richard looked
to Lynch. “We’ve been getting that a lot lately.”


“Do you two
clowns have any idea who I am?” Snyder asked.


“Mel, baby,
what’s going on?” the young woman whispered, her face pale with terror. A drop
of blood ran down her cheek from where a sliver of glass had pricked her, but
she didn’t so much as twitch.


“Don’t sweat
it, honey. Just a couple of bozos trying to pull one over on me,” Snyder calmly
replied. Lynch was impressed with how fast the cop had regained his composure.


Richard stepped
further into the room and motioned for Lynch to check the nightstand. Looking
into the drawer, Lynch saw a nickel-plated Colt Detective Special, a pack of
cigarettes and a lighter, a box of condoms, and a molded rubber phallus. He
pulled out the snub-nose and the dildo and held them up in front of Snyder. 


“Now I’m
wondering which of these you were trying to grab,” Lynch said.


Snyder turned
red with embarrassment. “Real cute, buddy. Why don’t you use both of those on
yourself, maybe at the same time.”


“Gives new
meaning to ‘the little death’, doesn’t it?” Richard quipped.


Lynch tucked
the snub-nose into his jacket pocket and waggled the dildo at Snyder like an
accusing finger. “We’re not here to play with your rubber dong, Snyder. We want
information.”


“Go fuck
yourselves,” Snyder shot back.


“We want to
know where Cranston is holed up,” Richard said.


Snyder glanced
from one man to the other. “I don’t know who you’re talking about.”


Lynch thought
for a moment, and then he delivered a vicious backhand to Snyder, smacking him
hard in the face with the dildo and leaving a red welt on Snyder’s cheek.


“Okay,” Richard
said, trying not to laugh. “Maybe we are here to play with your rubber dong.”


“I think
it’s a good look for him,” Lynch replied.


Snyder reached
up and touched the reddened welt across his face. “Are you two clowns fucking
high or something?”


“We’re not high,”
Lynch replied, throwing the dildo back in the nightstand drawer and pulling the
slapjack from his pocket. “We’re actually deadly fucking serious, and we want
to know where to find Cranston.”


Snyder was
silent for a moment. “You knuckleheads are for real? He’ll chew you up and spit
you out. Cranston’s a fucking maniac.”


“So we’ve
discovered,” Richard replied. “Now, spill the beans.”


“Not going
to happen,” Snyder answered. “When you sad shits get whacked and he comes
looking for whoever gave him up, he’ll feed me to the fishes, literally. I know
he’s done it at least once, out there in the Bay.”


With a sharp
flick of his wrist, Lynch brought the slapjack down on Snyder’s forearm. The
sound of bone cracking was shockingly loud in the small bedroom. To his credit,
Snyder didn’t scream. He clenched his teeth and sucked in air with a hiss of
pain, holding his injured arm against his chest.


“A bit
nastier than a rubber dick, isn’t it?” Lynch asked. “This little beauty can
turn you into hamburger really quickly if I put my back into it.”


The blonde
had retreated under the covers to the point where only her eyes and the top of
her head were visible. “Mel, tell them! They’re going to kill you!”


“Shut it,
you stupid twat. If I tell them, Cranston will kill me!” Snyder fired back.


The blonde’s
head popped up completely from under the blanket. “Don’t call me a twat, you
asshole! I was trying to help you!”


“I don’t
need your goddamn help!” Snyder roared at her, completely ignoring the two men
threatening him with bodily harm.


Richard looked
at Lynch in disbelief. “What is this, an episode of All
in the Family?”


The Texan
stepped up to the foot of the bed and pointed his Walther at the covers.
Richard fired twice, blowing holes in the blanket between Snyder’s legs and
sending puffs of fabric and mattress stuffing up into the air. The blonde
screamed and threw aside the covers, leaping out of the bed and diving for the
closet door. Lynch had only a second to admire a pert bottom and long legs
before the girl slammed the closet door shut, her hysterical sobbing still
audible.


“Okay, fat
man,” Lynch said to Snyder. “We’re alone now, just the three of us. I’ll give
you three choices. One, you tell us where to find Cranston and we leave. Two,
you try and act tough and hold out as I break your arms and legs in a dozen
places, until we walk out of here leaving you crippled for life. Or three, you
tell us you’re not talking one more time, and my friend here puts a bullet
through your fucking head. What’s it going to be?”


Snyder glowered
at the two men while holding his broken arm, his lips drawn into a thin line.
Finally he let out a curse under his breath.


“Sorry, I
didn’t catch that,” Lynch said.


Snyder seemed
to slump, his body deflating. “Okay, you fucks, you win,” he said at last. 
“He’s holed up with the last of his cronies in a big house just off of Route 1,
a few miles east of Bodega Bay.” 


Snyder gave
the exact directions to Cranston’s hideout, a two-story cabin on a hill.
Cranston was there, along with six of his men, and he wasn’t planning to come
down out of the hills for a couple of weeks, at least until the heat died down.


“So tell us
how you know all of this,” Lynch asked.


Snyder curled
his lip. “How d’you think I know? Because I know
everything. I keep my ear to the rail, and I hear what’s coming and what’s going.
One of Cranston’s goon squad is on my payroll, and he told me where they’re
hiding out. If the heat was on to him, I was going to offer up the information,
for a price of course. A word in the right ear at the right time can be worth
big bucks.”


“Quite the
entrepreneur you are,” Richard replied. “And I suppose once we left, you’d make
that phone call, let them know we were coming?”


Snyder paled,
realizing he’d said the wrong thing. “C’mon guys, you’re not the heat. I’m
guessing this has something to do with the rumble down in Kezar
last night, right? Tell you what, you make it worth my while with some green,
and we never spoke, got it? I’ll have never seen you two.”


“You want us
to pay you to not rat us out to Cranston after you ratted him out to us?” Lynch
asked, incredulous. “You’re playing more angles than a pool shark.”


Snyder shifted
himself back against the headboard, his good hand behind him at the edge of the
mattress. “Look, fellas, it’s just good business, okay? No one has to get hurt
here, just a little financial transaction. For the right price, you’ll have
your information and the assurance that Cranston won’t know you’re coming.”


“If I put a
bullet through your head,” Richard said, raising his Walther, “he won’t know
we’re coming, and one bullet is pretty cheap.”


“Woah, woah, woah! Hang on!” Snyder
pleaded. “Okay, forget about the money! Just tie me and the girl up, stuff rags
in our mouths or something, and by the time we’re free, you guys can be up
there doing your thing. No worries!”


Lynch looked
at his partner. “Well, what do you think? You trust him if he’s all tied up?”


“Nope,” Richard
replied, a thin smile showing through the hole in the balaclava.


Snyder’s face
grew flushed and his features twisted with rage. 


“Then fuck you
guys! Fuck you both!”


Snyder’s right
hand came up from behind him holding a blued steel snub-nose revolver, but
before he could bring it to bear, Richard fired twice. One bullet caught Snyder
high in the chest, the other just under the chin. Snyder’s body jerked with the
impact of the slugs and he spasmed, pulling the
trigger of the .38 and putting a bullet through the closet door.


“Shit!” Lynch
ran to the closet and opened it, dreading what he might find. 


His dread
was warranted. The girl, whose name Lynch didn’t even know, must have been
huddling with her knees drawn up to her chest, her head tucked down. The .38
slug had caught her just below the hairline above her left eye and exited above
and behind her right ear. There was a spray of gore across the back of the
closet wall the size of a dinner plate, and the girl’s lifeless eyes stared at
the carpet, a thin line of blood running down across her face from the hole in
her forehead.


Richard stepped
up behind Lynch and looked over his shoulder.


“We need to
get outta Dodge, partner. You can be sure someone’s phoning that in,” Richard
said softly.


Lynch stood
there for a moment, staring at the girl. The contents of her skull were slowly
making their way down the closet wall, and the room was filled with a
sickening, slaughterhouse smell. Lynch stood there a moment, just staring at
the young girl, and then he finally stepped back and shut the closet door. He
glanced over at Snyder’s corpse, then walked to the nightstand and dropped the
cop’s nickel-plated revolver back in the drawer.


“Okay, yeah,
let’s get the fuck out of here,” he said.
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Lynch was silent during the car ride
north. It wasn’t the first time he’d seen an innocent caught in the crossfire
and killed; he’d been in Vietnam for three years, and such tragedies were an
almost daily occurrence. But, as he kept reminding himself, this wasn’t a war,
and he was no longer a soldier. He was, essentially, a criminal, and if it ever
came to trial he’d probably be considered an accessory to the girl’s murder. 


As soon as
the thought occurred to him, Lynch felt his face flush with shame. The girl was
dead, and all he was concerned about was his legal standing? She was probably
either a prostitute or a mistress, and he imagined she had some inkling that
Snyder was a dirty cop, but there was no reason for her to die. She was only a
hapless bystander, not a scumbag like Tully or those nameless punks in the
park. A part of Lynch’s mind tried to argue that she took her chances bedding
with a guy like Snyder, a man who made enemies every day, but the softer side
of his nature wouldn’t allow him to rationalize away her death. 


As he
contemplated the girl’s fate, images came unbidden into Lynch’s mind. He
pictured Stacy the waitress lying dead in his closet, killed by some enemy
Lynch had made. Perhaps the killer would be an associate of Cranston’s, weeks
from now when all of this was over and Lynch’s whereabouts were tracked down.
Another morbid thought occurred to him; what if one of Cranston’s men had
spotted him on the street yesterday? Lynch imagined Mary’s hotel room door
bursting open and masked gunmen rushing into the room, guns blazing away, Lynch
and Mary’s intertwined bodies shredded by gunfire.


While Lynch
sat in the back seat and gloomily contemplated the evening’s turn of events,
Blake and Richard said little during the drive. Blake had been furious to learn
Snyder was dead, but Lynch backed Richard’s explanation that the cop had gone
for a second gun, and the shooting had been in self-defense, with the girl’s
fate a tragic accident. Still, they all knew Snyder’s death would complicate
matters further, no matter how the rest of the evening progressed. A police
lieutenant doesn’t get murdered in his bedroom, accompanied by a dead
prostitute, without some boots pounding the pavement in response. 


“We’re only
a couple of minutes away now,” Blake muttered from behind the wheel of the Gran
Torino.


Lynch double-checked
both of his handguns, as well as his submachine gun and the rest of his kit,
most of it identical to what he’d brought with him to Kezar
Stadium. That they were stepping into the same exact situation again ran
through Lynch’s mind, a thought he didn’t relish at all. Cranston had proven to
be a cunning adversary twice now, escaping the ambush at the roadhouse and
turning the tables on them at the stadium. Now, he’d had a day to entrench
himself in this country house, and there was no telling what resources remained
at his disposal. While they’d killed a number of his gunmen over the last few
days, Blake had professed no idea how many men Cranston either had in his
employ, or available to him on a contract basis.


Blake slowed
down and eyed a sign along the road, then killed the headlights before taking a
right-hand turn and motoring up a narrow, winding, two-lane side road. Blake
drove slowly, and they all rolled down the windows, listening to the chirping
of insects and the leaves rustling in the night’s breeze. The road was lined
with bushes and trees, but further away the foliage opened up, and larger
fields of tall grass turned into softly rolling hills. Lynch imagined that
during the day this would be a beautiful place, quiet and verdant, but tonight
the moonlit fields and shadowy roadside trees seemed menacing. A prickle of
fear crept up Lynch’s spine.


Blake turned
to look at the two other men. “We’ll see if we can’t find a spot to pull off
the road and then -”


A neat,
round hole appeared in the center of the windshield, accompanied by the crack
of a high-powered rifle. Tiny shards of glass sprayed through the passenger compartment,
and Lynch sensed the bullet snap past his ear before it punched through the
rear window and continued on its way.


Blake slammed
on the brakes and the Gran Torino skidded to a halt. “Everyone out!” he roared.


Lynch was
already halfway out of the car before it came to a halt, propelled by the
airborne infantryman’s fear of being trapped inside a transport while it was
riddled by enemy fire. Lynch didn’t even take the time to grab the submachine
gun, and he cursed the enthusiasm of his reflexes as he rolled into the
roadside ditch, leaving most of his gear in the car. A second later Richard
slithered into the ditch in front of him, the moonlight gleaming on Richard’s
.38 Super.


“Okay, soldier
boy, now what?” Richard whispered.


Before Lynch
could answer, the rifle fired again, and they heard the bullet tear through the
Gran Torino’s two open right-side doors. Lynch raised his head just enough to
look under the belly of the car, and he saw the soles of Blake’s shoes as the
big man crawled into the ditch on the opposite side of the road.


“We can’t
let him pin us down,” Lynch whispered. “Otherwise he’ll just hold us here until
reinforcements arrive, and then we’re fucked.”


“That’s a
bolt-action rifle,” Richard said. “Something heavy, like a .30-06 or a Mauser.”
A third shot thumped into the open driver’s-side door. “Don’t sound like he’s too
familiar with it, either.”


Lynch nodded.
“He’s taking too long to cycle that bolt. He’s no sniper, just some asshole
Cranston parked down here. We need to rush him, assault the ambush point.”


Lynch saw
Richard shake his head in the darkness. “Typical army man, always charging the
guns. I’ll flank him from the right, you move forward.”


With that, Richard
eased himself into the high grass along the side of the ditch. A bullet slashed
through the grass as it swayed, but the shot was too high. This time, Lynch had
spotted the muzzle flash; the gunman was on the opposite side of the road, crouched
behind a large tree about fifty yards away. Keeping as low as possible, Lynch
drew his .45 and braced his hands on the edge of the ditch. He fired three
shots, aiming for the tree, hoping to make the shooter duck back. 


As soon as
he fired the third shot, Lynch dropped to his belly and began crawling forward
as fast as he could, hoping to move ahead and put some distance between him and
his last firing position. There was another shot, and gravel flew into the air
behind him as a bullet cratered the lip of the ditch where he’d been. The shot
was answered by the heavy boom of Blake’s .41 Magnum as the ex-cop fired twice
at the rifleman. Lynch used the distraction to continue crawling as fast as he
could, and several times he heard the faint crackling of dry grass and leaves
to his right, as Richard moved ahead, sacrificing silence for speed in his
flanking maneuver.


The gunman
had been quiet for too long, and Lynch wondered if the man had been hit. He
took a chance and peered over the edge of the ditch, then fired a single shot
at the gunman’s position. A muzzle flash immediately appeared in his gun
sights, and a bullet geysered bits of asphalt up into
the air a few inches from his hands, several particles striking him painfully
in the side of the head. Lynch emptied the last three rounds from his pistol as
fast as he could fire them, then dropped back into the ditch as a second shot
gouged a fist-sized crater in the roadway, right where he’d been a moment
before.


Lynch continued
to crawl as he reloaded, taking an extra second to tuck the empty magazine in
his coat pocket. He heard Blake’s revolver boom twice more, the shots coming
from almost directly across the road from Lynch, and the rifle barked a third
time in reply. Lynch rose up and fired two shots from his own gun, not taking
the time to aim carefully, but to simply attract the shooter’s attention away
from Blake for a moment. An answering rifle bullet snapped overhead, passing
just above the edge of the ditch, and immediately afterward Blake emptied his
revolver with two more shots. 


Before the
rifle could fire again, three shots rang out from up ahead, the reports lighter
and less impressive that the rifle. Lynch recognized the sound of Richard’s .38
Super firing, and peering up over the lip of the ditch, Lynch saw a dark figure
sprint from right to left across the side of the road, the .38 cracking once
more. Lynch rose to a crouch and scuttled along the ditch fast, as only an
infantryman can in such a ridiculous posture, until he was across the road from
the rifleman’s position.


“It’s me,
don’t shoot,” Lynch whispered as he moved across the road.


Richard was
crouching over the crumpled body of a man in a dark coat, a rifle on the ground
nearby. Lynch picked the rifle up and saw it was an old Springfield 1903
bolt-action, probably a surplus gun picked up someplace for cheap. Richard
handed Lynch a fistful of cartridges, and Lynch reloaded the rifle as Blake
approached. 


“They’re going
to be here any moment,” Blake whispered, breaking open his revolver and reloading.


“You got
that right,” Richard drawled, holding up a walkie-talkie. Soft crackles of
static were coming from the little speaker, stopping when Cranston’s voice came
through. 


“Lonetti, you useless shit, I want a report!”


Blake held
out his hand, and Richard gave him the radio. Blake held it up to his lips and
pressed the transmit switch.


“Lonetti can’t reply right now, Philip. His brains are
leaking into the ground.”


There was a
few seconds of static before Cranston came back on the radio.


“I knew it
must be you, John. This isn’t the middle of Golden Gate Park. I’m going to hunt
you down, and I’m going to put a bullet in your belly, old man.”


“You keep
talking tough, Philip,” Blake replied. “We’ll just keep killing your goons until
you’re the only one left. And then I’m shoving my Magnum up your ass and
pulling the trigger.”


“You’re too
old and too slow, John. You’re never going to catch me. And when we part ways
tonight, whether you’re alive or dead, I’m going to pay a visit to your kids,
John. I’m going to take a trip up to Seattle, and I’m going to find your son,
and I’m going to set him on fire.”


“Shut your
fucking mouth, Philip,” Blake growled into the radio.


“I’m going
to shoot him in the gut, dump some gas on him, and watch him burn, John. Then
I’m going to find your daughter, and before I roast her alive, I’m going to-”


Blake roared
and smashed the walkie-talkie repeatedly against the tree trunk until it came
apart in his hands. Then he looked at Lynch and Richard. “He was buying his men
time. They’re going to come at us any second now. We need the heavy artillery
we left behind in the car.”


Lynch finished
reloading the Springfield and swapping fresh magazines in his .45 automatic.
“You two go back and bring up the big guns. I’ll hold them here.”


“You sure about
that, amigo?” Richard asked. 


Lynch smiled
at him and hefted the Springfield. “I’ve spent a lot of time fighting in the
dark. They’re the ones who need to worry.”


 
















 


TWENTY-TWO


 


The four men who came down the dark
road were clearly city folk. Lynch could see them approach, each man standing
upright but slightly hunched, as if they were walking down a sidewalk during a
rainstorm. They were smart enough to avoid using flashlights, but one man had a
lit cigarette in his mouth, the dull red glow at the tip clearly visible. 


Lynch decided
the smoker was the first to die. Lying prone behind the tree, he mated his
cheek to the rifle stock and peered through the sights with one eye while closing
the other to preserve his night vision. Lynch tucked the front post just
underneath the tiny red dot of the lit cigarette and squeezed the trigger. The
.30-06 bucked against his shoulder and the report was like a clap of thunder
right in his face. Opening his other eye, he saw the silhouette of the smoking
man was gone. Of the other three men, two of them were crouched and running
through the grass on either side of the road, while the third stood paralyzed
in the middle of the road for a moment before raising a pistol and firing aimlessly
in Lynch’s general direction. Several bullets snapped overhead, one thunking into the tree above him, but nothing came anywhere
close.


Lynch’s second
shot knocked down the shooter, who cried out once as he crumpled over. Not
wanting to take his chances staying in one place for too long, Lynch rolled away
from the tree and into the tall grass of the field. Getting to his feet and
crouching low, he began circling wide out to the left, the Springfield up and
ready. The gunman on the other side of the road cut loose with a shotgun, sending
blasts of shot scything through the brush along Lynch’s side of the road and
raking the position where he’d been, but the shooter did nothing but give away
his position. Lynch took a knee and as soon as the man gave away his position
with another muzzle flash, Lynch fired. 


The familiar
roar of a Thompson submachine gun came from Lynch’s left, and a murderous hail
of bullets whipped through the grass all around him. Lynch dropped flat, his
combat reflexes taking over, and blades of grass rained down around him, cut
through by the fat .45 caliber slugs. Lynch jerked in pain and hissed through
his teeth as a slug kissed his hip, the touch as painful as a red-hot iron
pressed against his skin. He slithered through the grass like a snake, trying
to move away from his original position, but the fire from the Thompson was
relentless, the gunman sweeping back and forth erratically, giving Lynch little
sense of where to maneuver. He drew his .45 and snapped off several shots in
the gunman’s general direction, then rolled hard, clearing his position a
split-second before a half-dozen slugs chewed up the ground. He needed distance
to get out of the shooter’s field of fire, and time to line up a shot, and the
bastard wasn’t giving him either.


Suddenly, an
automatic weapon snarled behind him, the sharp chatter of another submachine gun.
The Thompson’s fire shifted to Lynch’s right as the gunman engaged his new threat,
giving Lynch the reprieve he needed. Rising to one knee, he sighted his pistol
on the Thompson’s foot-long muzzle flash and emptied his magazine. The tongue
of flame swung about wildly for a moment before winking out, the weapon falling
silent. Lynch holstered his pistol and grabbed the Springfield, then glanced
behind him. A figure cut through the grassy field in a crouch, a submachine gun
raised. 


“Lynch, where
the heck are you?” Richard whispered.


“Right here,”
Lynch replied. “I think I got him.”


The two men
linked up and Richard handed Lynch the M76 submachine gun. Lynch slung the
Springfield over his shoulder and made sure the M76’s bolt was locked back, the
weapon ready to fire. The two men moved cautiously through the grass towards
where the Thompson gunner had dropped, and they heard a wet, gurgling, coughing
sound. Ten feet away, Richard levelled his Russian submachine gun and let off a
long burst, tearing up the dark patch of flattened grass before they even saw the
wounded man. 


“I think you
got him,” Lynch said.


“Can’t be
too sure,” Richard replied, swiftly reloading his weapon and firing another
burst. 


When they
finally saw the Thompson gunner, Lynch and Richard looked at each other
wide-eyed. 


“Smart thinking,”
Lynch said.


The man was
huge, easily over six feet, and immensely broad at the shoulders, with hands
the size of beef briskets. There was blood all over him, at least a dozen
bullet wounds gleaming in the moonlight, but he still struggled to raise the heavy
submachine gun, his head lifted off the grass, blood trickling down his chin as
he coughed up bubbles of dark, frothy blood. Lynch brought up the M76 and fired
a short burst at the gunman’s head from six feet away, the full effect
thankfully hidden in the dark shadows of the tall grass. The Thompson dropped
as nerveless hands fell limp to the ground.


“Didn’t think
they grew button-men the size of Texas steers around here,” Richard mused.


“Must have
been Cranston’s right-hand goon,” Lynch replied. “But where’s that bastard
hiding?”


The roar of
a Cadillac’s engine answered the question. From around a low hill, headlight
beams swept across the field, briefly illuminating Lynch and Richard before the
Cadillac hit the straightaway. Both men brought up their weapons and fired, but
the barrage of lead seemed to have no effect against the car’s armored body.
Someone was firing a pistol from the rear passenger seats, and Lynch heard
bullets buzz all around them as the car accelerated out of the turn and motored
past. 


“Where the
fuck is Blake?” Lynch shouted over the noise of Richard’s submachine gun.


“You’ll see
soon enough,” Richard replied as his magazine ran dry.


The Cadillac’s
headlights illuminated the Gran Torino sitting in the road. Standing in the
oncoming lane was Blake, holding the Browning Automatic Rifle
tucked into his hip, assault-style. With the Cadillac bearing down on him less
than fifty yards away, Blake began firing the BAR, walking the rounds across
the Caddy’s hood and into the windshield.


The Cadillac
might have been armored against small arms like pistols and submachine guns,
but the thick glass and reinforced steel body panels did little to stop the full-powered
.30-06 caliber rifle rounds. The cartridge was lethal at over a mile; at this
distance, the Cadillac didn’t stand a chance. The radiator spewed steam and the
hood was torn to scrap metal, the windshield disintegrating under the
fusillade.


Mortally wounded
by the bullets tearing its metal insides apart, the Cadillac howled like a
crippled beast. The driver, probably badly injured, swerved past Blake, only to
run the Cadillac off the road. The heavy vehicle managed to bounce across the
ditch, then plowed through the field, a fantail of shredded grass and loose
dirt spinning out behind the sedan along with radiator steam and spraying motor
oil. Blake reloaded and blasted away at the retreating Cadillac, tearing apart
the fender, trunk, and rear windshield.


Lynch thought
for a moment Cranston might escape, but suddenly the nose of the sedan dipped
down sharply. There was the sound of crumpling metal, and the engine raced for
a second before stalling out and going silent. The tail end of the Cadillac
stuck up several feet into the air, one of the rear tail lights still glowing
in the darkness.


“He must’ve
driven into a ditch,” Richard said.


“C’mon, we
can’t let this bastard get away,” Lynch snapped.


The two men
broke into a run. The Cadillac was perhaps a hundred meters ahead of them, and
Blake was halfway there already. They heard the creak of tortured metal and in
the moonlight Lynch saw the right rear door swing open, a figure tumbling free
of the wreck. Before any of them could bring a gun to bear, there was a large
muzzle flash and the boom of a shotgun. Richard jerked and twisted, dropping to
the ground.


Lynch
snap-fired a burst at Cranston with his M76 and ducked just as another load of
buckshot whipped through the air near him. He leaned over and grabbed Richard’s
shoulder. 


“How badly
are you hit?” he asked.


Richard shook
his head. “Son of a gun peppered my leg with buckshot. Go on, get him.”


Lynch took
off running as he heard Cranston fire the shotgun again, this time at Blake,
who answered with a short burst of slugs from the BAR. The two men were running
across the moonlit field, Cranston the faster but stumbling now and then,
clearly injured from the crash. Blake was slower, but relentless in his
pursuit.


Lynch took
off at a dead sprint, faster by far than both men and used to moving quickly
over uneven ground in the darkness. He swung his path wide and to the right,
hoping to catch Cranston from the flank even as Blake closed in from the rear.
Cranston must have seen Lynch pursuing, because a moment later the shotgun
roared again, the grass in front of Lynch shredded by the charge of buckshot.
Lynch brought up the M76 and rattled off a long burst from the hip, trying to
force Cranston to seek cover or slow down. 


But if
anything, Cranston seemed to find his second wind. While he’d been stumbling
and wobbling before, the wiry man was running at a steady pace now, and he
began to widen the gap between him and Blake. In contrast, Lynch saw the bigger
man was slowing down, and he remembered how Blake had begun flagging after just
a few minutes during their escape from Kezar Stadium.
As Lynch watched, Blake stumbled hard and went down, dropping to one knee in
the tall grass. 


Lynch cursed
and changed course, angling towards Blake, just hoping the older man wasn’t
having a heart attack in the middle of an open field, miles from anything. But
as he got closer, Lynch saw Blake raise up the BAR, rest the elbow of his
supporting arm on his knee, and begin firing single, aimed shots at Cranston.
One, two, three shots missed, before the fourth shot spun the man around and
dropped him into the grass and out of sight.


As Lynch
approached him, Blake planted the butt of the BAR against the ground and used
it to lever himself up. 


“You okay?”
Lynch asked.


Blake nodded
and looked around. “Richard get hit?”


“Caught some
buckshot, but he thinks he’s all right. C’mon, if you can walk, let’s get this
asshole once and for all.”


The two men
moved at a steady pace towards where Cranston had fallen, their guns at the
ready. A muzzle flash winked at them and a pistol shot rang out. Blake cursed,
the BAR tumbling from his hands. Lynch brought up his submachine gun and ripped
out a long burst at Cranston, who fired back twice, the shots snapping through
the air just inches from Lynch’s head. He looked back at Blake and saw the big
man draw his .41 Magnum, his left arm hanging limp at his side, blood running
down his fingers. 


“He didn’t
get the artery, I’ll be fine,” Blake said. 


The two men
continued to advance, their guns up and trained on the spot where Cranston had
fallen. Lynch heard Cranston cursing and the sounds of rustling grass, and when
they finally came upon him, Lynch had a moment of unexpected pity. The BAR’s
bullet had evidently hit Cranston low in the back and blown open his stomach, because
a long, glistening rope of grey-pink intestine was trailing out behind
Cranston’s legs. One of Lynch’s bullets had wounded Cranston in the knee,
rendering it useless, and the man had tried to crawl away, only to become
entangled in his own guts. Hearing the two men approaching, Cranston rolled
over, gasping in pain, his horn-rimmed glasses askew, a
sheen of sweat across his face. 


Lynch saw
Cranston’s shotgun abandoned where he’d first fallen, the man’s .38 revolver,
the cylinder open and empty, sitting in the grass near Cranston’s feet. Lynch
walked over and picked it up, feeling the notches in the revolver’s wooden
grip. He dropped the pistol into his jacket pocket. Blake stepped carefully
around Cranston’s intestines and looked down at his former partner.


“I guess you
won’t be setting my kids on fire, Philip.”


Cranston just
lay there panting and in pain for a moment before he spoke. “I guess...that threat
was a little uncalled for...now that I think about it.”


Blake took a
knee next to Cranston. “Philip, tell me the name of the company looking to buy
the prototype.”


Cranston looked
up at Blake. “John, you’re such a self-righteous ass, you know that? You could’ve
had a taste of it. The money. There was so much damn money.”


“It wasn’t
money,” Blake replied. “It was pain and suffering and blood, printed on paper.
Taking it made you just as bad as them.”


“God, you’re
so damn insufferable,” Cranston groaned. “Always were. Good cop, lousy partner.”


“Who wanted
the prototype, Philip?” Blake asked again.


“You know
what, John? Go fuck yourself. I’m not telling you anything.” Cranston let out a
short laugh, and then he cried out, clutching at the horrific wound in his gut.


Blake slowly
got to his feet and thumbed back the hammer of his revolver. 


“Goodbye, Philip.”


“I hope I
see you soon, John. Real soon.”


Blake pointed
his Magnum and squeezed the trigger. The muzzle flash lit up Cranston’s face as
the bullet smashed it apart. 


Blake turned
and walked away as police sirens wailed in the distance.


 


 
















 


TWENTY-THREE


 


One week later, Lynch sat in Steiger’s office holding a fat envelope filled with cash.
It was thirty thousand dollars in one hundred dollar bills, the remainder of
his payment for services rendered. Steiger had given
an identical envelope to Richard, who sat next to Lynch, the Texan’s wounded
leg stretched out before him.


“I can’t
tell you two how grateful I am that you saw this ugly business to its
conclusion,” Steiger said. 


“Man takes
on a job,” Richard replied, “he stays to make sure the job’s done right.”


While Blake
and Lynch had been finishing off Cranston, Richard had hobbled his way to the
Cadillac and searched the vehicle. He’d found the fifty thousand Cranston had
taken from Blake, as well as a briefcase filled with documents. Those documents
pointed towards Thomas Delaney, one of Steiger’s rivals
in the defense technology business. Apparently, Cranston had been pragmatic
enough to retain some incriminating evidence, so if he was ever caught by the
police, he’d be sure to take Delaney with him.


Unfortunately
for Cranston, Blake got to him first. 


After getting
back to San Francisco and getting everyone’s wounds tended to by a doctor
willing to keep quiet for a substantial amount of cash, the three men had laid
low while Steiger read over the documents. Several
meetings were held with Delaney, including one where Richard, Lynch, and Blake
were in attendance while brandishing firearms. Eventually, Delaney agreed that
the best course of action was to sell his company to Steiger
at a fair (perhaps too fair) price. Yesterday, the two businessmen had
signed the requisite papers, giving Steiger ownership
of Delaney’s company. 


As for
Philip Cranston, the papers didn’t know what to make of what happened. Roth’s
involvement became little more than that of an innocent man with an unfortunate
gambling habit, who got caught in the middle of a war between two criminal
elements. Oddly, the police never identified who killed Snyder, Cranston, or
any of his hired thugs, although smart money was on Syndicate heavies from
Vegas and further east. The running theory was that Cranston’s operation had
gotten too big for its britches, and he’d been eliminated as a result.


Now, feeling
the thick wad of bills in the envelope, Lynch found he was incredibly conflicted.
He’d broken countless laws, scattering bodies all across the Bay area, and at
the end of the day, the man responsible for it all, Delaney, went unpunished. Steiger had given Delaney a check for an impressive sum of
money, and Delaney agreed he’d move to Miami by the end of the month. Lynch
didn’t think Roth would feel this was justice befitting Delaney’s crimes.


On the other
hand, Lynch was sleeping better than he had been in a long while. And, the money
in his hands was enough to set him up nicely for the foreseeable future. A little
voice in the back of his head reminded him, and not for the first time, that
he’d felt more alive running and gunning in San Francisco than he’d felt in all
the months since he’d returned from Vietnam. Between the thrills and the cash,
it wasn’t such a bad way to live, was it?


Lynch’s attention
returned to Steiger, who stood up from his chair,
signaling the end of their meeting. Steiger shook Lynch’s
hand, as well as Richard’s. Blake, his left arm still in a sling, led the two
men out of the office. Lynch glanced back over his shoulder and saw Steiger had already turned his attention away from them. He
stood with hands clasped behind his back, looking out the floor-to-ceiling
windows at the great expanse of concrete, asphalt, steel, and glass stretching
as far as the eye could see. Lynch imagined Steiger saw
himself as a real captain of industry, even after performing a hostile takeover
at gunpoint. 


As they
reached the building’s main entrance, Blake stopped and offered Lynch his hand.


“I guess you
Army boys aren’t so bad, after all,” Blake said with a smile.


“For an old
Devil Dog, you held up your end pretty well,” Lynch replied, shaking Blake’s
hand.


Richard shook
his head in mock bewilderment. “You military types sure do like tickling each
other’s fannies. Must be all those cold nights
huddling together in your foxholes.”


Blake gave
Richard a deadpan stare. “Even with one busted paw, this Devil Dog can still
knock you on your ass, civilian.” 


The two men
smiled at each other and shook hands. Richard and Lynch exited the building and
walked out into the parking lot. Richard still bore a hint of a limp from the
buckshot wounds in his leg, but he was healing well. The two men approached
their cars, Lynch’s Jeep looking positively decrepit next to Richard’s Mustang.


Reaching their
cars, Richard stopped and offered his hand to Lynch. “Well, partner, it was
nice working with you.”


Lynch shook
Richard’s hand. “You too Richard. Any time you need someone to watch your back,
look me up.”


“Especially
if the price is right?” Richard asked, raising an eyebrow.


Lynch patted
the money in his coat pocket. “I have to admit, it beats selling surfboards for
a living.”


Richard chuckled
and opened the door to his Mustang. Climbing inside, he turned and gave Lynch a
wave. 


“Happy trails,
amigo.”


Richard shut
the Mustang’s door and turned over the engine. With a roar, he accelerated away,
and within moments, was nothing more than a blue speck merging into traffic. 


Lynch climbed
into the CJ-5, and then glanced back towards the vanishing Mustang. 


I wonder if
I can get one of those in red, he thought.


 
















 


Author’s Note


 


I first conceived of SAN FRANCISCO
SLAUGHTER while writing my debut novel, KILLER INSTINCTS. Jamie Lynch was the
uncle of William, my main character, and as the novel progressed, more and more
of Jamie’s backstory, especially his relationship with the retired mercenary
known as Richard, took on a life of its own. I began to envision the young
Jamie Lynch, fresh from the war in Vietnam, as a prime candidate for a series
of books set in the early ‘70s, smack in the middle of the “golden age” of
Men’s Adventure fiction.


Writing KI
was a long process, taking me over a year, and during that time, I drafted the
rough outline of what would become this novel, and wrote the first chapter (the
dream sequence). Although the story changed over time, the basic premise,
including all the main characters, stayed the same, and I planted a few “Easter
Eggs” in KI which some readers, who’ve read both novels, may notice. 


I had two
basic goals in mind while writing SFS. The first was to write a very classically-inspired
Men’s Adventure novel, something that hearkened back very strongly to those
series written in the ‘60s through the ‘80s.  Many of the protagonists in
those stories were Vietnam veterans who’d come back to the “real world” after
the war, but couldn’t get the hunger for danger and excitement out of their
blood. I’m also writing this story at a time when our own veterans are working
to find a place for themselves back in the civilian world. While this book is
in no way a meant to be a commentary on current events, the stories of these
veterans – some of whom have been in the military their entire adult lives –
have been on my mind during the writing process.


I also
wanted to write a story that helped tie together the three generations of Lynch
men (Thomas, Jamie, and William) in order to form a continuous timeline in what
I casually refer to as the Lynch Legacy. Someday, much further down the road, I
hope to extend that legacy back into the Great War, perhaps as far back as the
Napoleonic War. Of course, I might eventually tire of typing “Lynch” over and
over again…


In conclusion,
I want to thank everyone who has purchased one of my books over the years,
especially those of you who have left reviews or given me valuable feedback.
Writing is an evolutionary process, and it requires learning what works and
what doesn’t in order to improve. I also want to thank my beta readers, who all
provided invaluable insight into the book, as well as my good friend and fellow
author Dan Eldredge, who is always my first source of
counsel on a new project. 


And now, off
to plan the Hangman’s next adventure...
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