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Chapter One

Flagg tripped the
lock with a piece of celluloid from his coat pocket, shoved open
the door and went into the room with the .38 Special held easily in
his right hand. “Lie still,” he said, “the both of you.”

The thin, pale young man and the buxom
redhead were wrapped in each other’s arms in the middle of the iron
frame bed. They remained that way and Flagg thought that they
looked like a very good imitation of a sculpture by Rodin. He shut
the door, went over to stand by the wall next to the window.

“Get up, Karensky,” he said.

Pete Karensky pushed the redhead away and
gained is feet. He stood awkwardly, his narrow shoulders trembling.
There was sweat on his forehead. The redhead folded a dingy,
threadbare sheet around herself and lay there looking scared.

“What the hell?” Karensky said in a reedy,
tremulous voice. “Who’re you? You’re not a cop.”

“No,” Flagg said, “I’m not.”

“Then what do you want?”

“Just the money.”

“What money?”

“One hundred and eleven thousand dollars,”
Flag said patiently. “The take from the Herald Armored Car heist
this morning.”

Karensky’s face became even paler. “I don’t
know anything about that. How would I know anything, about
that?”

“Because you were the inside man,” Flagg said
“Somebody had to plant that gas package in the armored car’s heater
duct. Somebody who knew how to rig a solenoid so it could be set
off by a radio signal. A mechanic, Karensky. A mechanic with access
to the armored car. A Herald mechanic. You, Karensky. You’re the
boy.”

Karensky was trembling violently now and his
face had the color and consistency of tainted buttermilk. Looking
at him, Flagg wondered how a pro like Gino Trenotti could have put
his trust in such a jellyfish. But in order to pull the job off,
Trenotti had needed an inside man and he must have figured that it
was worth the risk. He’d figured wrong.

Flagg said, “Where’s the money?”

“Listen,” Karensky said. “Listen, what makes
you think I know where the money is? I don’t know anything about
it.”

“You’re only making it harder on
yourself.”

“You think I killed him, don’t you?” Karensky
said. His voice had risen to a shrill falsetto. “You really think I
shot this guy, this Trenotti, and took the money for myself.”

Flagg watched him.

“I don’t care how it looks!” Karensky said.
“I didn’t kill him! I couldn’t kill a man! I couldn’t kill
anybody!”

“No? Trenotti’s dead.”

“I tell you, I don’t know nothing about
it!”

“Then why’d you run?”

“I was scared,” Karensky said. “It ... It
just got to me after a while. I got sick at the garage this morning
and they sent me home. I didn’t want to leave, because this
Trenotti told me to stay put on the job, but they wouldn’t let me
stay. They said if I was sick, I had to go home. What could I do? I
had to go, and I was sitting in my apartment with Sharon when I
heard about the hold-up on the radio.’

“Sure,” Flagg said.

“I was, I swear I was! It all came over the
radio, about Trenotti being found with a bullet in his throat,
right there beside the armored car, and the money being gone and
the solenoid package still in the heater. I knew they’d tie it to
me, so I packed some things and we left. We figured to get down to
Mexico maybe, someplace where we couldn’t be found.”

The fear was naked on Karensky’s sallow face
and the more Flagg studied him, the less he liked Karensky for the
hit. It took courage to double-cross a man like Trenotti, a tough
ex-con who’d been in the heist business for twenty years; and it
took cold nerve to put a bullet into a man’s throat while he was
looking at you.

“Listen,” Karensky said, spreading his hands
in an almost feminine gesture of helplessness. “If I’d killed

Trenotti, wouldn’t I have pulled that
solenoid package from the heater? Wouldn’t I? That’s the thing that
wraps it up for the cops, that package. Without it, they don’t know
how the gas got into the armored car to knock out the guards and
they can’t say for sure that there was an inside man. Isn’t that
right?”

“Maybe,” Flagg said. He glanced from Karensky
to the redhead huddled under the bedsheet. “Are you Sharon?”

She nodded, moistening her lips and staring
at him out of huge green eyes. She wasn’t bad-looking, Flagg
thought, but she couldn’t have had much in the way of intelligence
to have taken up with a jerk like Karensky.

Flagg asked her: “Where were you at eleven
this morning?”

“With Pete.”

“Where?”

“At his place.”

“What time did you leave?”

“When we heard the news about the
hold-up.”

Flagg studied her. She had one of those faces
that were as easy to read as a first-grade primer. He didn’t think
her answers had been rehearsed dialogue. He would have been able to
tell by her eyes and expression if they had been.

“All right,” Flagg said. He stared away from
the wall, moving toward the door.

“What’re you going to do now?”

Flagg opened the door and glanced out into
the hallway. Then he stepped into the doorway with his left hand on
the knob and his right holding the .38 at waist level.

“If I were you, Karensky,” he said, “I’d stay
right where you are. I wouldn’t try running any farther. I found
you this time without any trouble at all, and I can find you again,
here or in Mexico or anywhere else. The easier you make it for me
to reach you if I want you, the better it’ll be.”

“But the cops—”

“Take your choice,” Flagg said, and stepped
into the hallway, slamming the door behind him. He strode toward
the stairs at the far end of the corridor, slipping his .38 Special
into his clamshell semi-shoulder holster, buttoning his sport
jacket at the waist.

The stairs creaked. The building, old and
wooden, smelling of dry rot and urine, was located in a tenement
district of a city two hundred miles south of San Francisco. It
reminded Flagg of the Upper West Side rat holes in New York City
where he had lived as a boy. But he felt no bitterness because of
it; that had been a long time ago, in another time and another
world, and he had profited by it the same way you profited by all
your experiences—as long as you survived them.

He hesitated in the dark foyer of the
building for a moment, listening and peering into the cloudy night.
A small neon sign above the entrance buzzed to itself, the H and O
of HOTEL flickered, casting a pale spotlight on the cracked
sidewalk in front of him.

Flagg crossed the street to his nondescript
Chevrolet sedan, parked facing the entrance to Highway 101 a block
away. The car was unlocked on the driver’s side and latched only by
its safety catch, just as he had left it. He drove north, toward
San Francisco.

Traffic was light. He made good time through
Paso Robles, King City and Salinas, but got bogged down some when
he passed through Gilroy and Morgan Hill, because of the long
stretch of well-lit, suburban development. Just before San Jose, he
ran into a road gang repaving a quarter-mile section. The blinking
barricades and reflector cones, which had been set up to block off
one lane, reminded him of the way Trenotti had pulled off the
Herald Armored Car heist.

Gino Trenotti had always been one to take
advantage of any given situation and, when he had come upon the
detour on River Valley Road in the East Bay, it hadn’t taken him
long to dream up a way to use it. River Valley Road ran from San
Ramon to Martinez, two bedroom communities a bit east of Oakland,
but the road itself had fallen into disuse after the straighter,
four-lane Route 506 had been built. It was still the only way to
Lamont Laboratories, however, and Lamont was one of those sweet
targets a good heist man like Trenotti kept filed in the back of
his mind.

Lamont Laboratories was typical of the many
government-contract, aerospace companies in the area, yet differed
from the others in that it was controlled by a brilliant but
eccentric old physicist—Caspar Lamont —who still believed cash was
better than checks. High-salaried engineers and a blue-collar force
of assemblers commanded a twice-monthly payroll of over
seventy-five thousand dollars, and Christmas bonuses jacked that up
to a hundred grand, all in cash and all carried by Herald.

Most businessmen would have blanched at the
notion of such a prime temptation, but you can’t argue with
success. And Old Man Lamont had been successful, or just plain damn
fool lucky, right up until the time Trenotti chanced across the
detour. It was located just before the spot where a winter-swollen
Ridge River had washed out an old concrete bridge. Narrow and often
merely a rutted trail, the detour wandered through the hills for
some six miles, before it angled back to River Valley Road on the
other side of the fallen bridge.

Trenotti had discovered the detour in early
November, Flagg knew, only three months after he had been released
on parole from Oregon State Prison, where he had spent most of five
years for burglary. Trenotti was a Pacific Northwest boy, though he
had not been above working in California if the opportunity was
right; and he had prided himself on never having used a gun on a
job. But armored cars are hard to take without one, so Trenotti had
decided to risk an armed robbery charge in order to get a crack at
this fat one, hoping to pull it off and be back in Oregon before
his parole violation could be noticed. He had lost the gamble.

Finding the detour had been accidental;
Trenotti had happened on it while tracking down an old lover of
his, a lady he never did manage to locate. His next visits had been
purposeful. He had watched two deliveries before he made any move,
taking his time setting up the heist, making his arrangements for
bankrolling and protection. The hardest part of the job had to have
been uncovering the weak link in the Herald garage, Flagg thought
as he drove. Trenotti had to have canvassed each employee carefully
before approaching any of them. If he had dropped a hint to the
wrong one, the whole thing would have been queered.

After Trenotti had settled on Karensky,
though, and his pitch had been accepted, then the rest would have
been duck soup: The gas package rigged in the heater duct; the wait
on an off-road until the armored car passed on the detour; the
signal from a model-airplane control to trigger the release of the
gas; the pickup of the car with the tow-truck, after the driver and
the two guards had fallen unconscious and the car had drifted off
the road...

Flagg cut off 101 onto the Nimitz Freeway.
The very first rays of dawn made the hills on his right glow
slightly, as if they were being heated by a torch. Like the
acetylene outfit Trenotti had used to get into the armored car,
Flagg thought, after he had towed it onto the deserted and screened
off-road.

According to his plan, Trenotti would have
had sufficient time to torch the armored car’s rear-door lock, fill
his waiting Dodge Sportsman van with the sacks of money, remove the
gas package and drive away before anyone at Lamont could become
suspicious. It would have been simple and sweet, with nobody hurt,
the trademark of a Trenotti hit. Except that something had happened
to screw it up.

Precisely what had happened was still open to
question. All that was known so far was that when the driver and
guards had regained consciousness, they had seen the tow-truck and
the van. And they had seen Trenotti lying beside the van’s open
doors, a bullet lodged in his windpipe and blood soaking into the
ground around him from where the bullet had torn through his
jugular vein. But they had not seen the money. Since then, nobody
had seen any trace of the money. Nobody, that is, except the
bastard who had murdered Trenotti for it.

Of course the gas package, which the Highway
Patrol investigators soon found in the heater duct, led straight
back to the Herald garage. With a little checking, it led from
there straight to Karensky, who by then had all but confessed his
guilt by skipping town.

And of course Flagg had figured the killing
the same way the police surely had: No matter if Trenotti had been
shot on purpose, in panic, or during a struggle, he must have been
shot by Karensky. After all, Karensky was the inside man, the only
one who knew the plan and could be in a position to stage a
double-cross.

Karensky fit the crime perfectly. But now,
having caught up and talked with him, Flagg no longer thought so.
Call it intuition, call it experience, he just didn’t like Karensky
for it at all.

Problem was, that left Flagg with nobody
else.

And he liked that a hell of a lot less.

 



Chapter Two

Flagg turned, off
the Nimitz and stopped at a Union service station for gas. While
the tank was being filled, he walked to where a phone booth stood
at the curb of the station’s lot—and called Churlak at his private
home number in San Francisco.

“Flagg,” he said when Churlak answered. “I’m
back.”

“With the money?”

“No. Karensky’s not our boy.”

“Christ. Are you sure?”

“I’m satisfied till something proves
different.” “Well, what are your plans now?”

“To forget the police theory and go back and
start from scratch, the way I should’ve done in the first place.”
Flagg paused to rub his eyes and cheeks with his left hand, feeling
weary and irritable. “I’d like to know what Trenotti did. Will you
check it for me?”

“What do you mean, what he did?—”

“I mean he was on parole, right? Oregon
wouldn’t have let him out if he hadn’t had a job lined up, a legit
job; I want to know what it was. There might be a connection there,
somehow.”

“I doubt it. Trenotti was a clam.”

“Chalk it up to my curiosity, then.”

“All right, give me a couple of hours. I’ll
be in my office; you can reach me there.”

Flagg hung up and returned to his car. He
paid the gas bill with cash, then swung onto Highway 50 to San
Ramon. The police had no way of telling whether there were other
accomplices besides Karensky involved, but Flagg would have been
surprised if there were. Churlak was right; Trenotti was too much
of a pro to make a slip of the tongue either here or up in Oregon,
and though Karensky might have, Flagg didn’t think Trenotti would
have divulged anything more than necessary. So whatever Trenotti’s
legitimate employment had been, it was a long shot at best, and
Flagg didn’t figure it would turn out to be an important lead, any
more than Churlak did.

Yet the only other explanation, at least on
the surface, was that some stranger had happened along at an
opportune moment and had taken advantage of the circumstances.
Flagg had an even harder time swallowing that sort of coincidence;
it was too foreign for his well-ordered mind. He was convinced
there was more to it than that. He felt it. Something had been
overlooked, which was why he had asked Churlak about Trenotti’s
work; if nothing else, Flagg was thorough.

Just on the other side of San Ramon, after
the exit for 560, Flagg slowed and turned off onto River Valley
Road. Three miles later came the detour, angling toward the east. A
mile more and Flagg spotted the off-road, hardly more than a
hiker’s path. Right past it were skid marks and a crumpled section
of fencing to mark the point where the armored car had rolled into
the shoulder ditch.

Flagg turned onto the off-road. Thick
scrub-brush scraped at his car’s sides and underbelly and he was
forced to reduce his speed to a crawl. He came around a stiff bend,
onto a flat grassy knoll that was hidden from the detour by a heavy
stand of eucalyptus.

He parked his car just off the trail and
stepped out into the chill, whistling wind that fanned across the
knoll. It was full dawn now and the sun was a filtered yellow disc
seen through a bank of haze to the east. Flagg shrugged into his
overcoat and buttoned it up to his throat, then began looking
carefully around.

There were the tracks in the soft earth made
by the armored car, and by the tow-truck and Dodge van, and by the
multitude of official vehicles which had been there during the
subsequent investigation. Footprints obliterated some of the
tracks. There were other signs of the search that had been
conducted in the area: broken branches on surrounding shrubs, tufts
of earth pulled or kicked loose, cigarette and cigar butts and
candy wrappers strewn about.

Flagg stepped away from his car and went
toward the stand of eucalyptus, still trying to puzzle things
through. One odd fact that kept bothering him was that the pistol
belonging to the Herald driver had had one shot fired from it. The
driver had told the police he’d awakened with it in his hand,
though he could not recall firing it or even drawing it. Assuming
that was true, it followed the killer must have put it there —
which made no sense to Flagg, because the driver’s gun was not the
murder weapon. The same caliber, yes, but the barrel striations on
the bullet taken from Trenotti had not matched those on the bullets
test-fired from the driver’s gun.

Briefly Flagg considered that perhaps the
driver had come out of the gas earlier than expected and had
killed

Trenotti with another gun, maybe a spare kept
in the armored-car cab for emergencies. But that didn’t wash
either; lithe driver was the killer, why would he have fired a
bullet from his own revolver? And then there was the gas: Flagg
knew the type Trenotti had used, and you just didn’t wake up with
full faculties a few minutes after exposure to it.

No, it had to’ve been somebody else, somebody
chancing upon Trenotti looting the armored car, somebody
coincidentally carrying the same make and caliber of service
revolver as the driver’s.

Flagg shook his head. Originally he had
assumed his task would be simple, his only real problem being to
locate Karensky and the money before the cops did.

But now, having discounted Karensky, he was
left with the matter blown apart, and all this speculation was
leading nowhere. To hell with it. He didn’t care for the idea of
prowling around up here at eight o’clock in the morning—the police
had been over this stretch time and again the day before, and they
were pretty damn good—but he had no place else to start now that he
had ruled out Karensky.

He searched all the eucalyptus grove and the
immediate area surrounding the knoll. He found nothing unusual,
nothing the local cops and Highway Patrol might have overlooked. It
wasn’t any use; he was just wasting his time.

He was at the bottom of the hill now, on the
other side of the knoll near the junction of the detour and the
off-road lane. He started back up, making his way through several
thickly grown oaks, and when he came out on the far side, he
noticed the small clearing with indentations of tire tread in its
soft surface.

He hesitated, staring down at the clearing,
then descended to check the tracks. Faintly evident in the pallid,
early-morning light, they angled out of the clearing toward the
detour road and appeared to have all been made by the same car.
Their sharp imprint, and the condition of the gouged earth and
squashed ground-covering, indicated they were relatively fresh, no
more than a day or two old. One of the police or Highway Patrol
cruisers? That seemed the likely answer. They’d pulled in here to
make a run of the area without climbing down the knoll as he had
just done.

Flagg turned to start upward again and a
faint patch of blue caught his eye from a buildup of acorns and
eucalyptus leaves directly in front of him. If he hadn’t been
looking right at it, he would have never seen it.

He went to one knee and brushed the leaves
away and a moment later he held a small luminous blue triangle in
the palm of his hand. It was about the size of a milk-bottle cap,
of soft felt with an adhesive backing that was collected with dirt
and bits of foliage now; on its face, in white, were the letters
LL.

Flagg knew what the triangle was: a gate
badge, one which allowed visitors admittance to the restricted
grounds of certain government-subsidized companies in the area.
Companies like Lamont Laboratories —LL.

He put the triangular badge in the pocket of
his overcoat and climbed to the knoll again. He started his car,
drove down to the detour road and followed it the rest of the way
back to River Valley Road. A mile beyond that point, the enclosed
grounds of Lamont Laboratories lay nestled between foothills, its
green pastel buildings shining dully in the diffused sunlight.

He passed by the main entrance gate without
slowing and drove to the outskirts of Martinez. He stopped at a
restaurant there, went directly to the phone booth at the rear of
the dining area and placed a collect call to Churlak at his
office.

“I didn't get much,” Churlak told him. “But
it seems Trenotti was bartending at a joint called the New Old
Lompoc House, in Sweetweed.”

“Where?”

“Sweetweed, Oregon. On Route 62, near
Medford.”

“Medford, I know. Great fishing
thereabouts.”

“Well
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