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I had just gone under when I heard the noise that woke me.

Though not immediately sure what exactly the noise was, I quickly decided it was somebody stopping in his tracks, perhaps surprised to see a man and woman sharing a bed in this house. We’d left the hall light on, because in tight spots, where you don’t want to go deep, it can be helpful in bringing you immediately awake, which is what it did now, for both of us.

And the figure in the doorway, just a silhouette with hallway light framing him, found himself facing two wide awake people sitting up in bed and training weapons on him…
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“Murder, like talent, seems
occasionally to run in families.”
GEORGE HENRY LEWES

“It takes a powerful motivation to lead to murder.
That’s why people don’t usually
murder comparative strangers.”
ERLE STANLEY GARDNER











ONE




You would think a retired hitman would know better than to answer a knock at the door, on a snowy winter’s evening, without bringing his gun along.

Let’s stop right there. I rarely if ever heard anybody in the killing game use the word “hitman,” except in an arch manner. They would just refer to themselves as professionals, and the prior job as a piece of work they’d done. Anyway, I had no reason to think at this late stage of my existence that I might be the target of a contract killing myself.

While we’re at it, nobody in the business called the target a “target,” either. A “mark” maybe. But more often the “subject.” To be fair, we did use “hit” sometimes. It’s just that a lot of nonsense has been written about my former profession and I like to keep the record straight.

In my slight defense, I had only done contract killing for five years or so, a long time ago. Right after I got home from Vietnam and nobody except a pompous, well-dressed son of a bitch called the Broker (long dead now) had any work to offer me of any kind. I had auto mechanic skills but even the repair garages were fussy, after I kicked the jack out on a sportscar my wife’s boyfriend was working under. No, I did no time for killing the prick—I was back from the war and traumatized and they decided not to throw my ass in prison. Not that they had any work for me, either.

At least in stir I could have made license plates.

Now when I say I only worked as a contract assassin for five years or so—as if that takes the sting out—I am omitting that I wound up with what I called the Broker’s list. You’d call it a database today, but we didn’t have home computers yet, and it was actually a little metal recipe box with names and phone numbers and other info, which I used for a decade or so to track my fellow contract workers to their next jobs. I would then approach their marks and offer my services.

That included taking out the usual two-person team sent in to do the job, which of course I’d already surveilled, and tracking down who had taken out the hit, and removing that individual. The Broker had acted not only as agent for these professionals, but as buffer for his clients, meaning who had sent them was rarely known to the assassins. So determining who wanted the subject dead, and removing that party, was the tricky part, and I’d charged big for that.

Still, if you think about it, I’d only been in the killing business for fifteen or twenty years or so, and that was decades ago. Since then I’d run a couple of legit businesses, and had been married twice, first to a sweet simple soul who’d become collateral damage when my past caught up to me. Just last year my second wife, as smart as her predecessor wasn’t, fell prey to Covid. Janet had been a librarian who’d inherited a lot of money when I figured out why I’d been lured out of my previous retirement to kill her, and decided to wed her instead. Required removing a few assholes from the planet to do so, but nothing in life is free.

Anyway, generally I understand that my personal history is a rocky one, and you don’t answer the door without brushing back the curtain facing the deck, and checking to see who the hell had come calling.

Wasn’t like I didn’t take precautions. In the years since my killing people for Uncle Sam, and then in civilian life killing for profit, I’d had the past come hit me in the face now and then like a loose board. So I had guns salted all around the great room (as my late wife called it) of the two-story cabin-in-name-only that came along with Sylvan Lodge, where I’d been a sort of caretaker till Janet, my wife, inherited money and we bought the place.

It was a seasonal business, shuttered right now, so having somebody knock at my door would generally get my attention. I would reach my hand down between the cushions of whatever chair or couch I might be lounging in, in front of the field-stone fireplace over which my flat-screen TV perched, and be ready to rumble.

Of course I’m not as ready to rumble as I once was. But there were worse-in-condition seventy-one-year-olds around. I was slim and I worked out three days a week and swam daily in the fitness center across from the main resort building, where even the convenience store and its gas station were closed for the season.

True, I’d had double bypass surgery a few years ago, but I had lost my paunch after Janet died and my five-ten was strictly muscle and tendons and veins and the kind of steel-gray hair that had waitresses still giving me a come hither look even at this late date. Of course the Brainerd bunch all knew I had money, so that was probably it.

The knock was insistent but not obnoxious and I went right over to it, without checking out the glass of the double doors to see what car might be pulled in past the deck, without looking through the damn peek hole, not even digging one of those cushion-tucked handguns out. What an idiot.

In my pitiful defense, I have to say my daughter Susan had been staying with me over Christmas. I’d even put a tree up, an artificial fir from Wal-Mart—Sylvan Lake was ringed with the real thing and I was not about to buy one—and draped white lights were still twinkling even now. Past the double doors that overlooked the deck, the plastic pine stood in the corner like a naughty child.

Susan had just left in her silver Cadillac CT5, after sharing an awkward hug—neither of us comfortable with that kind of thing—and she’d been gone only fifteen minutes, give or take, and I figured she’d forgotten something and come back for it.

Only it wasn’t Susan.

The man on my doorstep, lost in a black topcoat with elaborate lapels, was rather small, perhaps five-seven, and he had the professional look not of an assassin but of perhaps an accountant. His hair was black mingled minorly with white, his eyes were blue and rather large behind wire-frame glasses, and he had the kind of trim mustache you used to see little guys wear trying to look like Clark Gable.

Of course he was maybe thirty-five and likely never heard of Gable.

“Mr. Keller?” he said, in a pleasant tenor. He had a toothy smile that went well with it.

Jack Keller was how they knew me around here. I’d had a lot of names, none my own, going all the way back to when I signed on with the Broker.

“I’m Jack Keller,” I said, friendly, keeping all the tightness inside, watching his hands, which were in black leather gloves, folded in front of him.

“I apologize for just dropping by,” he said. “I did leave several messages on your machine.”

“Oh. You’re Mr. Duval. I did get your messages. You didn’t say what you wanted, so frankly I didn’t bother responding.”

“Well, I can understand that.” He shivered. “Quite a cold snap, this evening. Any chance I could step inside?”

If this was a threat, if this small, pleasant individual was here to kill me, better to handle this now. Better to deal with him on my terms. On my turf.

“Sure,” I said, backing up, gesturing toward the two-story open-beamed great room, adjacent to a small modern kitchen tucked under the partial second floor. “Let me take your coat.”

“No, that’s all right,” he said. “I won’t take up that much of your time.”

Moving with confidence, but not quickly enough to cause alarm, he headed toward the nearest chair, a comfy leather number with cushions. And a .22 revolver stuffed safely away between the latter, which of course he did not know about. A glass-topped coffee table was in front of him and he caught the edge of the fire I had going, which cast some orange and blue reflections on him.

He got out of his gloves and tucked them in his pockets. I was a coiled spring waiting for him to come back with a gun. All right, a senior-citizen coiled spring.…

But his hands were empty, and he used them to quickly unbutton his coat, which he shrugged off and put behind him like a cocoon he’d crawled out of. He flickered with fire, some of it bouncing off the coffee-table glass. He lifted his right hand toward his jacket, also black, though his tie added some Christmas color, red-and-white slanting stripes like a candy cane that melted.

He was a festive undertaker in all that black.

Of course, I was in black, too. Black sweats, black running shoes. Nothing the color of a candy cane on me, though. I was standing there taking in my guest and his careful moves. At the moment that right hand near where his white shirt and black jacket met was frozen in mid-air, as if it hadn’t recovered from the chill yet.

“I’d like to interview you, Mr. Keller,” he said. “For the Star Tribune? Might I record us on my phone?”

I was ready for him, so I said, “Why not?”

He got his phone out, slowly, and tapped its face a few places, then set it on the coffee table. Nothing suspicious about it, except the care he took making it look like nothing suspicious.

My arms were at my side. Folding them would have been dangerous. Foolhardy, even. And I’d already been foolhardy enough.

“Why in the world,” I said pleasantly, serving up a smile, “would you want to interview me? I manage a tourist lodge. That’s the start and finish of it.”

“I’ve spoken to some folks here in Sylvan Lake,” he said, and he meant the nearby little town of Sylvan Lake, not underwater, “and you have a sterling reputation.”

Nobody had ever referred to my reputation as sterling before, not even in this straight life.

But I said, “Well, that’s good to hear.”

And that did sound like the kind of artificial tripe somebody writing for a newspaper might come up with.

“If I could make a suggestion,” I said casually, as I edged past the coffee table and came around and sat in the comfy chair adjacent (but not quite next) to him, “you’d do me a lot more good if your paper ran something after the season starts. My activities when we’re shut down could be summed up in a few lines.”

Duval turned in his chair so he could face me. Leaned forward, folded his arms and let them hang between his legs. “Meaning no offense whatsoever, Mr. Keller, you are not the subject of the piece.”

“Oh?”

“No. It’s your daughter.”

Not what I wanted to hear.

I gestured easily toward the lake. “Well, you just missed her. She spent Christmas with me. She’s on her way home now.”

“I’m aware of that,” he said, and laughed a little as if that were amusing. “My editor has already arranged for a stringer… that’s a journalist there in the Quad Cities, where your daughter lives…to do an interview with her.”

“I know what a stringer is,” I said, perhaps just a little testy.

“My editor wants pictures of her at home,” he explained, “in her work area. And I understand the house she’s in was designed by Frank Lloyd Wright, so we’ll get some interesting pictures, I’m sure.”

“Actually it’s not by Wright. It’s a knockoff of one of his houses, but it is pretty cool. You’ll get some nice pictures. You’ve set this up with her already?”

He nodded, his smile settling on one side of his face, the skimpy mustache coming along for the ride. “We have. Or I should say my editor has.”

“She didn’t mention it.”

He frowned a little, mildly surprised, or pretending to be. “Would she generally share that kind of thing with you? Publicity of that sort?”

“Why wouldn’t she?”

“Why would she?” This was affable enough, followed by a shrug. “Mr. Keller, you should be a proud father. Your daughter is a very successful person. A writer of some renown.”

I was already on alert, but now the hairs on the back of my neck had come to attention.

“I am proud of her,” I said. “But I’m not much interested in true-crime stuff.”

“Surely she’s spoken to you about her book Sniper being optioned by the movies.”

“She may have mentioned that in passing.”

“It’s really a masterpiece of its kind.” His left hand painted a picture in the air. “Sniper—The Killer Who Came Home. A normal Midwestern boy is twisted into a killing machine for his country. I understand Matt Damon is interested.”

“I wouldn’t know.”

He sighed, leaned forward even more. “Let me be frank.”

He could be Frank or Oscar or Harry, as far as I was concerned.

But I said, “Please.”

“Our research indicates you and your daughter had no known contact prior to a little over a year ago. Were you estranged? If I might ask.”

“You might ask, but I’m not inclined to answer. You’re wading into rather personal territory.”

He raised his palms in surrender. “Fair enough.” He leaned back in the chair. “Are you by chance aware of an article that appeared in a publication called Paperback Quarterly?”

“No.”

And I wasn’t. I had never heard of it.

His shrug was more elaborate this time. “Well, why should you be? It’s a minor publication. For fans of pulp fiction. Afficionados of literary junk food.”

“I like westerns myself.”

“I prefer cinema. Foreign cinema, actually.”

“I was including spaghetti westerns.”

He laughed. “Ah! Sergio Leone! The best. I knew we’d find some common ground.”

I was very close to killing him. My hand had slipped down between the cushions and was gripping a .22 semi-automatic. It wasn’t really what he had said, or what he was saying: it was that he was morphing into another person. He was letting the mask slip, whether on purpose or not I couldn’t tell you.

He raised a hand and waved it a bit, as if indicating he was moving on to another topic. Or in this case, back to one.

“Now, this publication for fans of old paperbacks. One of them did an interesting article about a series of books about a character called Quarry.”

Oh, he was going to die, all right. Unless I did.

“In these novels, Quarry was a sniper in Vietnam who came home and found himself cuckolded by his young wife. He killed the wife’s lover…dropped a car on him, actually…and went to work for someone called the Broker. A sort of agent for hitmen.”

Again, we rarely used that word.

“Now, the names in Susan Breedlove’s book, Sniper, were different. Quarry was something else, the Broker was something else. But this little article, this obscure little article, paralleled the books in that cheap series of novels that appeared way back in the mid-1970s, with your daughter’s true-crime account. An eerie coincidence, don’t you think?”

The .22 auto came out a little slow, caught by the leather of the cushion, and my slight fumble gave him time to rock back in the chair and take it with him, and after he and it went down, he had something to hide behind.

But he didn’t come up and return fire.

Of course, he didn’t know a gun was tucked away between the cushions of the very chair he was hiding behind. So what his thinking was, I couldn’t tell you. Every pro in the killing business has his own way of doing things. Some specialize in vehicular homicide. Others use their hands. Some plant explosives. To each his own.

But what was this guy’s jam, as the kids say?

“I researched you, Keller,” he said. From behind the chair, on its side now, he had a muffled sound. “You’re a rich man. You can buy me off. For the right price I’ll give you my broker’s name, and you can work your way back to whoever wants you dead. I don’t know who that is, of course. Things haven’t changed that much in the trade since you were in it. There’s still that buffer. Interested?”

“I might be,” I said.

I was on my feet, facing the chair on its side. The coffee table was off to my right slightly and the fire was cracking and crackling and throwing shadows and making shapes.

He crawled out and, with his hands high, stood.

Here’s where I went wrong. I should have shot him immediately. In a way, I got greedy—not the money kind of greedy, the greedy for information variety.

Some kind of rig on his wrist fed his right hand a knife, a stiletto switchblade that he clicked open and hurled at me and it caught my sleeve and some skin too but it was mostly the surprise that sent the .22 flying from my hand and onto the field-stone hearth.

So that was his fucking jam.

A blade man, one of the sickest kind of fucks in a business littered with sick fucks. And he had another damn stiletto switchblade, probably more than just one, in the pocket of his suit jacket, and that came out and clicked, too, as he charged at me with it in his fist, raised to stab.

We didn’t have much distance between us, but I jockeyed around to put the coffee table in the way of his assault, and he had to circle it before he could dive at me and I grabbed the cell phone he’d put on the glassed top and flung it, hard, and it caught him in the chest, knocking him back, back-pedaling into that chair on its side he’d been hiding behind.

But he still had the knife, and even as he bumped hard against that sideways chair he had the presence of mind and the dexterity to flip positions of the weapon, to go from a fist that was ready to stab downward to an upward blade held by tight curled fingers and a guiding thumb.

That gave me pause and I eyed the .22 on the hearth and went for it.

He was fast. No question. He was right there to kick the .22 away. He had the knife in hand, his fist still holding it in that upward manner, where he could guide it with surgical skill. In an eye blink he retrieved the .22 and was pointing it at me with his left hand while the blade in his right scolded me like a sharp finger.

“You’re him, aren’t you?” he said.

His voice was different now. The mustache—Christ, it was fake, it was hanging from his lip like a half-picked scab! And the hair was askew—a wig! This bastard really went all the way. Disguises, stiletto switchblades up the wazoo—I didn’t know whether to admire him or fit him for a straitjacket.

“Sure,” I said, looking up as the fire did its demonic dance on the hovering figure. “I’m him. But who’s him?”

“You’re Quarry! You’re fucking Quarry!”

“Well, you win the Powerball, dipshit.”

I kicked him in his balls, only they weren’t so powerful, because the pain doubled him over and he stumbled backward and I tackled him.

I’ll be honest with you. Like I said, I am in good shape for seventy-one. And this guy was smaller than me. But he was also younger, by a quarter century at least. That he had a gun in one hand and a knife in the other made wrestling with him tricky. He caught me with a few shallow stabs in the back and batted me a couple times with that .22, and then he squirmed out of my grasp and was standing over me with the automatic pointing down at me, the small black barrel looking bigger than anything I’d ever seen. Like it could swallow me.

Forever.

The gunshot that rang out in the high-beamed room made me shudder, like a kid fooled by a jump scare in a horror movie.

But the bullet flew over my head and thunked into a wall or somewhere, and my faux-journalist guest straightened, as if something above him had caught his attention. His candy-cane tie ribboned red, while the fireplace continued its devilish dervish. He joined in, dancing on dead feet, well just shuffling really, before tumbling onto his back as the twinkling white lights of the Christmas tree in the corner welcomed him to oblivion.

With him on his back, someone else was revealed, someone who had come in the door unheard, a beautiful woman of indeterminate age, in a white fur-collared parka over a black jumpsuit, her hair black now (it had been blonde), her high-cheekboned face with its Asian-cast features shockingly familiar.

I was still on the floor, leaning on my elbows.

“Lu,” I said. “Aren’t you dead?”

Her voice was familiar, too; throaty, sultry.

“Only on paper,” she said.













TWO




I either fell asleep or passed out and, when I woke up what turned out to be half an hour later, my first thought was that I’d imagined or dreamed Lu being there.

I had been told by what I thought was a reliable source that the lovely female assassin was dead, that she’d been killed in a robbery at the antiques shop in Minneapolis that had been a profitable front for her other business. That business was being a regional broker in the killing game, a position she’d risen to over the years.

We’d first met years ago when I used the Broker’s list to follow her to her next gig. She’d been Glenna Cole then. I had disrupted that job, but along the way we’d had a sort of affair and I managed not to have to kill her. She turned up a few decades ago and bailed me out of a situation not unlike this one: saving my life when I was under the gun.

The two times were similar enough that I might well have dreamed her presence before blacking out. But when I came around—positioned face down on a couch near the twinkling white lights of the Christmas tree—with some pillows under me and my head lower than my heart, which was good procedure for dealing with the kind of wounds I’d suffered—she was kneeling nearby, snapping off some latex gloves that might have been mine. Or maybe she traveled with them, should something come up.

Like it had here.

“Welcome to the land of the living,” she said huskily.

She was fucking beautiful and not just because she’d saved my life. With those Asian eyes, the almond cast with gold-flecked blue orbs, combined with the new hairstyle, jet black in a Bettie Page cut, she could have walked out of the old Russ Meyer flick, Faster, Pussycat! Kill! Kill! If you haven’t seen it, I can wait while you go off and correct that lapse. Google Tura Satana while you’re at it.

“What are you doing in it?” I said, craning my head toward her. “The land of living, I mean.”

“I paid a pretty penny to die and disappear,” she said, the eyes widening just a trifle. “You should try it. Might prevent people from coming around trying to kill you.”

I flicked a look toward my bare back, not seeing much of anything. I seemed to still be in the black sweatpants. “How bad?”

I remembered my visitor, in our wrestling match, stabbing me a couple of times with one of his stilettos.

“Not bad,” she said. “Two were a little deep, two others glorified cuts. I applied pressure for fifteen minutes on both deeper ones. I irrigated the wounds with tap water. Using Betadine, which you had in your medicine cabinet, or rubbing alcohol or peroxide, might have done more harm than good.”

“I notice you don’t use peroxide anymore.”

“Never did. I always used Nice ’n Easy.”

“You…you always were a nice and easy gal.”

“Be quiet. Rest.”

Something was going on, on my bare back. “What’s that you’re doing?”

“Just daubing on some bacitracin. Then I’m going to put band-aids on both lacerations. You want any pain killer? Any morphine around somewhere?”

“I don’t do opioids. I’m a very clean-cut boy. Get me three or four of those 500-milligram Tylenol. They’re on the kitchen counter with some other meds.”

“You old people and your meds.”

That was a joke and the slight curve at one corner of her lovely mouth said so. She was probably not far from my age, though she looked like a well-preserved forty-something. Probably worked out. Not a vegan, because they tend to pork up on pasta, and even in retirement she would need her protein.

She got me my Tylenol and a cup of water. Still on my stomach, I managed to take the pills and wash them down.

“My caller,” I said. “Dead, I assume.”

Her nod made the black scythe blades of her hair swing. “Yes. There’s enough blood on the floor that we’ll need luminol in clean-up.”

“I don’t…don’t keep luminol around. But there’s hydrogen bleach under the kitchen counter. That…that’ll do the trick.”

“It will.” She patted my butt. “You grab some sleep. I’ll wrap up our friend. Where do you keep your roll of plastic?”

Not, Do you keep a roll of plastic—where.

“Front closet,” I said, “toward the back.”

She nodded and I nodded off.

*   *   *

Back in the latex gloves, Lu was just finishing the round-and-round duct-taping of the cylindrical package of plastic that contained the late Duval or whoever the fuck he was. Duct tape is something every household needs to have on hand.

She had moved the coffee table and my chair back somewhat to make room for the process. I noticed that the black topcoat my caller had worn was draped over my chair, which she’d righted. Kneeling now, she noticed me noticing that.

I sat up with a little difficulty, but sat up nonetheless. My black sweatshirt was folded neatly on the floor nearby. I started to reach for it and she said scoldingly, “Don’t get ambitious. Just sit there and get your shit together.”

“Okay,” I said. A woman wrapping up a corpse in plastic sheeting and duct tape is not to be argued with. I nodded toward the enshrouded remains. “Why didn’t you include the topcoat in that package?”

She ripped off a piece of duct tape; it was like a robot farting. “It’s a nice coat. I like it. Nothing identifying, no labels or laundry mark. Tried it on and it fits fine. Any objections?”

“No. Seems like the least of the indignities our guest is facing.”

Her shrug was dismissive. “He died quick. That’s the best people in our line can hope for.” She finished her work with that last silver strip, then got to her feet and said, looking a little embarrassed, “I, uh…he had two hundred bucks and change in his billfold. I’m keeping it for expenses. I drove from Billings.”

“Montana?”

“It’s the only Billings I know.”

“That’s ten hours easy.”

One skinny eyebrow went up. “It’s eleven and not easy at all. Required more coffee than any human being should endure.”

“You should try Diet Coke.”

“No. That shit can kill you.” She looked down at her handiwork; it was reflecting the fireplace glow on one side and the twinkling Christmas lights on the other, like an effect in a science-fiction movie. “I put his billfold back. He had three fake I.D.’s and enough random business cards to form a chamber of commerce. Nothing worth keeping. Nothing we could trace. Any thoughts about what we should do with him?”

I didn’t feel half bad. The Tylenol was doing its stuff. “The lake isn’t frozen yet, but I don’t like shitting where I eat.”

“Who does? Any water-filled gravel pits handy?”

“Quite a few, actually, around Brainerd.” I’d made use of one or two before. “That’s the best idea. Closer to home than I’d like, but not in my back yard.”

She strode over to me, tall and curvy in the black jumpsuit, snapping off the latex gloves again.

“You up to a nature excursion?” she asked. “After dark’s the best time to do something like this, and that would be right now. Or we could wait an hour or—”

“No. I’m fine. I had a hell of a nurse.”

That got a tiny pleased smile out of her. “We far from where you have in mind?”

“No. It’s a place the locals call Quarry Park.”

The small smile blossomed into a grin—rare for her. Plenty of sly smiles from this one, but a grin? Alert the media.

She said, “You wouldn’t kid a girl would you?”

I retrieved my sweatshirt. “Not one who just wrapped a corpse in plastic, I wouldn’t.”

*   *   *

Soon we were on our way to Quarry Park, an abandoned site that had been owned and operated by the Brainerd Crushed Stone Company. By the late twentieth century, when the firm went broke, they’d quarried out a thousand-foot-long, hundred-foot-high cliff of coarse-grained, dark-colored, intrusive igneous rock called black gabbo, an obelisk that loomed like a rough-hewn vertical tombstone above an unsafe body of water. Many a swimmer had drowned there, thanks to underwater growth that caught them by the ankles like the Creature from the Black Lagoon. Quarry Park was scenic but it could be nasty.

Lu was behind the wheel of her black Lexus while I played navigator filling her in on where we were going down this ribbon of country road. Trees on either side of us edged plenty of sky. The night was cold and clear, a near full moon like a prison searchlight guiding the way.

“Since they shut down,” I was telling her, “the quarry has been an area where locals can walk their dogs and hike and picnic. There’s a nice view of the nearest lake to take in, too, if you climb to the top.”

“Summer mostly?”

An Oldies station was playing on the radio, softly. Right now they were spinning the Classics IV doing “Spooky.” I swear.

“Summer,” I confirmed. “But also, during the winter, it’s a training ground for recreational rappelers and university students in climbing programs.”

Lu threw me a sharp look. “Not at this time of night.”

“Not this time of night, no.”

She let some air out; stayed focused on the road. We had it pretty much to ourselves.

“So,” she said. “Enough with the tour guide crap. Tell me—do you know what this is about?”

“The dead guy in your trunk?”

Eyes on the road. “The dead guy in my trunk. The professional someone sent to kill you.”

“Maybe I do. How about you, Lu—do you think you know?”

The slightest smile. “I asked you first.”

I tasted my tongue; one serving was plenty. “I don’t know specifically. But I…I think it has something to do with my daughter.”

Bobby Darin was doing “Eighteen Yellow Roses.”

Those almond eyes were on me now and widening. “You have a daughter?”

“Right now I do. But for how long?”

I filled her in quickly about Susan’s success as an author of true-crime bestsellers—my daughter was famous enough that Lu, though not a reader, had heard of her—and that Susan had written about my years working with the Broker in a book called Sniper.

“I saw that in an airport!” Lu said, shocked. “That’s about you?”

“Yes. But she didn’t use my real name. Or anybody’s real name, except a few victims.”

Her eyebrows were up, what there was of them—they were plucked into expressive lines. “Am…am I in it?”

“A bit, but just a mysterious figure. A lovely creature of the night.”

“What am I, Dracula’s daughter?”

“You tell me,” I said. “There’s more.”

The eyebrows were still up. “Isn’t that enough?”

“I’ve written some books myself.”

“What?”

“Novels. That got published. Not under my name, and not using real names or places. Kind of…based on my experiences.”

“Oh, wonderful.”

The Four Seasons sang “Big Girls Don’t Cry” softly in the background.

“Don’t worry—I never made it into the airports. And nobody ever connected the real-life dots till Susan started digging in. But she found enough out about those early years to write Sniper, and was moving into my later, uh, experiences…when she came around to see me.”

Lu was studying me like a biologist who’d come across a brand-new germ. “And that was the first you knew Susan was your daughter.”

I shook my head. “Actually, I didn’t know at first. Kind of figured it out a while later. I met her mother on a job in Iowa back in the early ’70s.”

“By met her mother,” she said dryly, “you mean knocked her mother up.”

Paul McCartney was singing “Till There Was You” with the Beatles.

I shifted in my seat. “That’s an impolite way to put it, but… yeah. Peg was a beauty, Susan’s mother. A Playboy bunny, back in the day.”

“You always did have refined tastes.”

Lu didn’t ask me anything else for a while. She seemed kind of irritated with me. What, jealous? We hadn’t even met at the time.

Before long she had pulled into a flat area where snow-dusted gravel was being overtaken by scrubby weeds. Several mounds of crushed rock had been left behind when quarry operations ceased, gray hills washed ivory in the moonlight. The face of the black cliff above the murky water went straight up, but the backside was a steep slope that didn’t encourage climbing, recreational or otherwise.

We got out. Lu was in the dead man’s black topcoat and I was in my fur-collared black bomber jacket. We were like messengers of death who’d brought a duct-taped package to deliver to nobody.

The silence was, as they say, deafening. Not a bird nor an insect had a thing to say. The chill breeze was just enough to ruffle the dead leaves of trees and the piny branches of evergreens made a mute audience on the other side of the water, which had an old swimming hole look. That aspect of it had lured any number of kids and teens to their premature demise.

Lu and I walked the area to make sure we were alone, which seemed to be the case. I had my nine millimeter Browning, an old friend, in my jacket pocket; and she was armed, I knew. We got the plastic-wrapped mummy from her trunk and I carried it on one side, gripping it around the shoulders, with Lu on the other, gripping it by the calves. We walked it over to the cliff, unlikely pallbearers, and started up the slope in back.

Unbidden, Lu began to explain her presence. “A few days ago I ran into somebody I knew. Someone in the killing game, who I represented in my broker days.”

“Wasn’t he surprised to find you alive?”

“He was happy to, but it’s not like he was looking for me, at least as far as I can tell. It was just happenstance. Chance meeting in a restaurant bar. Seems we both lived in Billings. I explained my situation, that I had spent a small fortune buying my death and a new life. He pledged discretion. And he was interested because that sounded like an option he wouldn’t mind taking himself.”

“An incentive not to expose you.”

“Yes. Exactly.”

Our shoes were crunching rock beneath us.

“Anyway,” she continued, “we always got along. We were friendly. It felt like I could trust him.”

“Dangerous.”

“I know. But these things happen. I wasn’t living in a hole. Dead or not, I was existing right out in the open, just on new ground. Come on, Quarry—you’ve been exposed a couple of times. The only place you can really hide is under six feet of dirt.”

“True.”

“So we had dinner together and started to talk and he was a drinker, you know? He mentioned that he was about to leave town on a job. Then he laughed and said his mark was someone who used to be in the business. Somebody with a big rep. He’d been told to be on his toes. I didn’t ask who he was talking about, but he blurts it—‘Quarry,’ he says. ‘Ever run across him?’”

I stumbled in my hauling. “Really. And what did you say?”

“That I never had. Never heard of this Quarry character. What made him special? He said, ‘For the life of me, I couldn’t tell you.’ He said you were just an old fart now. In your seventies. Retired for years. You wouldn’t even see it coming.”

“This guy you ran into,” I said as we lugged him along, “is he our friend here? Who’s about to go for a swim?”

“Yep.”

We were there, at the apex. Both of us, for our age, were in good shape. In her case, maybe great shape. But we were both a little out of breath. We set the package down and put our hands on our hips and breathed hard till we didn’t have to.

Finally she asked, “Shall we?”

“We didn’t come here for the exercise.”

“I didn’t weight him down, you know.”

I shrugged. “He’ll stay under till the gases kick in, then float to the top. No getting around that, unless we want to spend more time on this than it deserves.”

We lifted him, with her at his waist and me at his ankles and we did the heave-ho bit. He sailed out nicely, and I would swear he hung in mid-air for a split second before his lower weight took him down and he went in feet first. The water hardly splashed; it was more like the gravel pit swallowed him. If I’d been scoring, I’d rate him a goddamn 10.

In the Lexus, I snapped my seat belt in place and said, “You didn’t have to come all this way to warn me. Why wait till he was in my lap before interceding?”

“Your phone number isn’t exactly listed,” she said, and started the car up. She didn’t continue explaining till we’d pulled out of the makeshift park. “After he and I parted ways, I jumped in my car and followed him. Figured he’d go to a hotel or motel or whatever.”

“He didn’t?”

“No. Despite the fact that he was half in the bag, he headed out of town on 94. Drove five hours to Bismarck, which is about halfway. I had a getaway bag in my trunk, money and clothes and such, so I just, you know, hung in there.”

“Followed him to my place.”

“When I saw the lakefront home, I figured that was you. You always live that way. Right on a lake, where you can defend a frontal attack or take a swim, whichever you might be in the mood for.”

That made me smile a little. “And you looked for a way in but didn’t find one.”

“No. No unlocked back door or windows that could slide up. Finally I used a hairpin to unlock on the deck doors. Didn’t have my lockpicks along. Took my time, made sure someone was talking when I did my thing. I could have interrupted sooner, but I was listening to the conversation, trying to get a fix on what was going on.”

“Well, he was there to kill me, is what was going on.”

“No, but why? I’m not sure I agree with your assessment of the situation, that this had something to do with your daughter.”

“Not knowing the why of it didn’t stop you from shooting that prick and helping me dump him in that gravel pit.”

“No it didn’t. But what’s your take, exactly?”

I sighed. “My daughter must be delving into some unsolved crime and has stirred up the wrong kind of interest from the right kind of miscreant. And she doesn’t do just any kind of crime—it’s all serial killings and husbands killing rich wives and—”

“Snipers who come home with PTSD?”

“Very funny.” I shook a fist. “I need to warn her—she should be home by now—and I’ll go help her figure out what snake she stirred, poking around.”

Lu was nodding slowly, the arcs of black hair swinging gently. “That’s certainly a possibility. But I heard what your late visitor had to say—he knew who you were and was trying to extort money out of you. There are plenty of people out there who even at this late date would like to see you dead.”

I locked my eyes with hers. “When Susan and I first got together, somebody had targeted me. Somebody from my past, and I went wading through the best suspects and took out the ones that needed it.”

“No possibility somebody else could be out there.”

“Well…sure. Sure there could.”

We had pulled in at the lane that took us past the sleeping lodge at left and, as we drove a ways, the resort’s guest cabins nestled in the trees at right, and then at left was my two-story cabin-ish dwelling. Lu pulled into the blacktop area in front of my deck, stopped the motor and turned to me.

“What next?”

I gave her a grateful smile. “Next I thank you for saving my life, not to mention getting rid of the residue. I can do any remaining clean-up myself—I’ve used bleach before. You head back to Billings. Maybe I’ll look you up someday.”

“No. I’m sticking.”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

She jerked a thumb at the impressive shelf of her bosom. “I’m the one who shot that son of a bitch. I’m your accomplice in getting rid of the body. I am in this from now till we find a safe exit. You have your cell phone on you?”

“I do.”

“Try your daughter. Like you said, she should be back in the Quad Cities by now.”

I was shaking my head. “Lu…Jesus Christ. You’ve done enough. You’ve done plenty.”

“No. I’m in this. Call her.”

I got the cell out and tried Susan’s cell first and it went to voicemail. I tried her landline. Got the machine.

On the latter, I left this message: “This is your father. Go to a hotel. You’ll hear from me soon.”

I clicked off and turned to Lu.

“She isn’t back yet,” I said. “She will be.”

But I didn’t sound sure of that. Which I wasn’t. Might have been intercepted long before.

Lu touched my nearest shoulder. “Let’s go in and get fresh dressings on those knife wounds. Pack a small bag in case we’re gone a while. Get yourself a can of Diet Coke and we can stop on the way for gas and some fast food.”

“On the way where?”

“To the Quad Cities. To your daughter.”
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