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Acclaim For the Work of
MAX ALLAN COLLINS!




“Crime fiction aficionados are in for a treat…a neo-pulp noir classic.”


—Chicago Tribune


“No one can twist you through a maze with as much intensity and suspense as Max Allan Collins.”


—Clive Cussler


“Collins never misses a beat…All the stand-up pleasures of dime-store pulp with a beguiling level of complexity.”


— Booklist


“Collins has an outwardly artless style that conceals a great deal of art.”


—New York Times Book Review


“Max Allan Collins is the closest thing we have to a 21st-century Mickey Spillane and…will please any fan of old-school, hardboiled crime fiction.”


—This Week


“A suspenseful, wild night’s ride [from] one of the finest writers of crime fiction that the U.S. has produced.”


—Book Reporter


“This book is about as perfect a page turner as you’ll find.”


—Library Journal


“Bristling with suspense and sexuality, this book is a welcome addition to the Hard Case Crime library.”


—Publishers Weekly


“A total delight…fast, surprising, and well-told.”


—Deadly Pleasures


“Strong and compelling reading.”


—Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine


“Max Allan Collins [is] like no other writer.”


—Andrew Vachss


“Collins breaks out a really good one, knocking over the hard-boiled competition (Parker and Leonard for sure, maybe even Puzo) with a one-two punch: a feisty storyline told bittersweet and wry…nice and taut…the book is unputdownable. Never done better.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Rippling with brutal violence and surprising sexuality…I savored every turn.”


—Bookgasm


“Masterful.”


—Jeffery Deaver


“Collins has a gift for creating low-life believable characters …a sharply focused action story that keeps the reader guessing till the slam-bang ending. A consummate thriller from one of the new masters of the genre.”


—Atlanta Journal Constitution


“For fans of the hardboiled crime novel…this is powerful and highly enjoyable reading, fast moving and very, very tough.”


—Cleveland Plain Dealer


“Entertaining…full of colorful characters…a stirring conclusion.”


—Detroit Free Press


“Collins makes it sound as though it really happened.”


—New York Daily News


“An exceptional storyteller.”


—San Diego Union Tribune


“Nobody does it better than Max Allan Collins.”


—John Lutz




He was aiming my own nine-millimeter automatic at me. The extra ammo clip he had confiscated and tucked away somewhere. He was out of his topcoat and wearing a black track suit with white stripes down the sleeves and legs. If he was here to force me into dressing like that, he’d have to shoot me.


I’d fallen asleep in the clothes I’d worn since yesterday and through the night, jeans and a long-sleeve navy t-shirt. I’d like to tell you I had a throwing knife or small revolver tucked at the small of my back, but I didn’t.


The only thing I had going for me was that I was alive. That he hadn’t killed me while I slept, which is what I deserved; but I’d only been awake maybe two seconds before I realized he was here for more than fulfilling a contract.


“Wondering why you’re still alive?” he asked. He had a baritone voice that would have gone well with a gig as a late-night jazz-spinning disc jockey. Soothing, almost, except for the part where he was a hired killer holding my own gun on me.


“I am,” I admitted. “Pleasantly so.”


“Thing is,” he said, “I know who you are…”
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“After the war, they took Army dogs
and rehabilitated them for civilian life.
But they turned soldiers into civilians immediately,
and let ’em sink or swim.”


AUDIE MURPHY




AUTHOR’S NOTE


For various reasons, the Quarry novels have jumped around in time, sometimes taking place during the protagonist’s “hitman” years of the early to mid-1970s, others dealing with the later ’70s and ’80s and even occasionally thereafter.


Readers concerned about chronology may find it useful to know that Killing Quarry takes place a year or so before Quarry’s Vote (aka Primary Target).


M.A.C.




KILLING QUARRY




ONE


When you get to the point of losing track of how many people you’ve killed, you might want to take a moment and reevaluate.


That’s where my head was at, on the drive from my A-frame in Wisconsin on Paradise Lake to Naperville, Illinois, where someone I didn’t know stood a good chance of being on the wrong end of my nine-millimeter Browning automatic.


But if I said I felt compelled to stop using murder as a tool of my trade, I would be lying. And guilt or remorse had nothing to do with it, either. It was everything else that went with my work that was bringing me down—the business shit, like explaining to somebody they’ve been targeted for death. And the boring parts, like when the background gets laid in, in a book.


For example, do I really have to tell you any more about myself besides I did two tours in Vietnam? Maybe that I was a Marine sniper would help. Or that Reagan was in his second term as president when the things I’m about to share happened. That should do it, right? From that, you can guesstimate how old I was when all this went down, and around what year it did. Even I can do that math.


What else.


I was five ten, one-hundred-seventy pounds, light brown hair, dark brown eyes. Or maybe dark brown hair and dark blue eyes. Telling you exactly what I looked like would be like sharing my real name with you, which I’m not about to. I was just a guy in a restaurant at the next table or on the bar stool beside you; a glance and a smile and a nod. Pleasant-looking, boyish, fuckable, at Last Call anyway (ladies only, please).


Leave it at that.


Not enough? Well, usually I went by Jack Something. Not always. Think of me as Quarry, which is what the Broker called me.


Broker had these supposedly clever code-type names for his entire stable of contract killers—I was Quarry, “empty and carved out of rock.” My partner, dead by the time this takes place, was “Boyd”—a gay guy who “boyed.” Get it? The Broker’s dead, too, and maybe you already figured out who made that happen.


Or maybe you’ve read one or more of the memoirs of mine that preceded this one, in which case I’m fine with you skimming a while. For those who haven’t.…


After I came home from the Nam (yes, we put “the” in front of it, don’t ask me why) and killed my wife’s boyfriend, I attracted some attention in the papers. Not nationwide—southern California, near San Diego where I’d done my basic training and met the girl. Anyway, I had medals and they decided not to prosecute. I was arraigned, but that’s as far as it went.


Somehow the Broker found out about me. There had been outraged editorials when I was arrested, and outraged editorials when they cut me loose. Maybe some of that got picked up by a wire service. Maybe Broker had a clipping service. He must have had some kind of feelers out, for soldiers prone to not fitting back in.


He was a country club type, prematurely white hair with a skimpy matching mustache, slender and handsome in an executive kind of way, well-dressed but not flashy. Leisure suits, mostly. He asked me if I wanted to kill people for good money, having killed plenty for chump change.


I was interested.


For five years or so, I carried out contracts with a partner, the one whose corny code-name was Boyd. Broker’s method was to have one of us go in to a location a few weeks or so early to research the target, get the pattern down, look for…windows of opportunity. This was done by the passive half of the duo. The active half would roll in a few days before the hit was set to go down, the passive partner filling in his active half, there to do the deed.


I much preferred active, and that was fine with Boyd, who liked the passive role. A catcher at heart, not a pitcher. But at the Broker’s insistence, we switched it up now and then. Sometimes it was my turn to be on the bottom. Just to keep our skills honed.


Anyway, I was Broker’s fair-haired boy until I wasn’t, and he double-crossed me. So pretty soon he was dead and I came to have his list. What list, you ask? Well, today they would call it a database, but this was definitely analog days. Not even analog—we’re talking pen-and-ink or typewriter.


The list had the names and addresses and fairly detailed info on everybody in the Broker’s stable, including photos. I put it that way before, stable, like we were all sharing a barn or something. Really, other than the handful of others we worked with, none of us knew each other.


That meant the list’s fifty-plus hitmen, to use the TV term, were mostly unknown to me. Again, except for any potential partners I’d been put with early on, the Broker looking for a good fit. Once he was satisfied with the mix, the Broker liked to keep a team together over the long haul.


So unless you didn’t get along with who you’d been assigned—or that partner got killed and needed replacing—you knew jack shit about the others in that “stable” of Broker’s. Just thumbing through the list, mostly men and a handful of females, I saw almost exclusively former military. Vietnam was a terrific breeding ground for psychos and sociopaths. How I managed to come out of there as grounded as I did, I’ll never know.


Earlier, just trying to get your attention, I mentioned having to explain to somebody that he or she had been targeted for death. But you may have taken that wrong. Actually, I kind of meant for you to.


When I was carrying out contracts, I never explained to the marks why they were about to die. Instead, I tried to make it as quick and painless as possible, for both of us. Only a psycho would have done otherwise. I took no pleasure in killing. Pride, yes, as a professional. But, really, not a whole lot of that, either.


For me, killing was just a living.


How explaining to a guy that he’s been marked for death comes into it is this: the list. I figured there must be some way to use that list to my benefit, to take advantage of what these days they call a skill set.


But I had no desire to use the names to become the new Broker. Just didn’t suit me, booking gigs for guys with guns, playing daddy to a bunch of damaged goods. Wasn’t long, though, before I came up with a plan.


You know the kind—like in the movies or on the tube (Christ, that dates me), when somebody says, “This is so crazy, it just might work!”


And it did work.


I would pick a name in the murder business from the Broker’s list, go to wherever that subject was living his fake life, and set up surveillance. Which was the worst part, admittedly. Because suddenly I was in the passive role.


Which sometimes required great patience—people in the murder business don’t work steady, after all. You don’t punch a clock, you punch the mark. Me, I used to do maybe four or five jobs a year. Tops.


So in my new role, surveillance could last a fuck of an open-ended long time.


But eventually my subject would lead me to the mark. This would require some detective work on my part. For example, what if I’d followed somebody whose role was the passive one?


Shit!


More surveillance!


More often, though, I’d drawn the active half. That was partly luck, but also the list sometimes specified a preference. Active would check in with passive, and you didn’t have to be Sherlock Holmes to get a fix on who was being staked out and targeted.


That’s where having people skills comes in handy.


I would approach the target. Yes, you’re ahead of me. This is indeed where I would explain to somebody that he or she had been marked for murder. How I did this varied from sticking a gun in a guy’s ribs to just cornering him in a public place.


Sorry about putting you through all this boring background. I wish I could tell you that skipping it is fine, but you rookies better not. Some basics are coming.


Let’s start with why somebody who grew up in Ohio (if it was Ohio) in a quietly middle-class neighborhood (that much is true) turned into a killer for hire. Obviously, Vietnam played a role. And coming home to find my wife in bed fucking another guy probably should be factored in, too.


Now I’m repeating myself, but I never claimed to be a writer, and anyway the point is—Uncle Sugar developed in me certain skills. Skill set, remember? I learned about firearms, and as a sniper, I learned to kill without compassion and at a distance. That “at a distance” idea is both literal and figurative.


What the Broker explained to me, when he recruited my services, was that people who have been selected for murder usually have it coming. That’s glib, I realize; but there’s often truth in it—the marks have stolen from employers or cheated on spouses or diddled business partners, or otherwise put themselves in the position of the world around them being better off without them in it.


They may even have killed people themselves, got away with it, and now really have it coming.


Circumstances have dictated that, due to the illegal nature of a mob-tied business, say, going to the cops isn’t a good option. Or consulting a divorce lawyer isn’t either, because a pre-nup or religion or some stupid damn thing gets in the way.


Which means not every victim deserves it, no matter what the Broker said. Not everybody in the crosshairs put themselves there by their own wayward actions. That’s just a recruiter’s trick, like telling you you’re making the world safe for democracy when some poor little yellow (not in the cowardly way) bastard is just trying to keep invaders off his pathetic little piece of rice paddy.


Plenty of people get quietly killed because their favorite uncle left his fortune to his favorite niece, and the nephew nobody liked, especially the uncle, has another idea. Some young wives have old husbands who stubbornly refuse to die of natural causes, and the death of said spouse is preferable to divorce. And some crooked businessmen have honest partners who just get to be a pain in the ass.


Yet even if they don’t deserve it, any mark has managed to come between someone and what that someone wants…enough so for that someone to hire the mark’s fucking death. And that is a decision made a long time before an asshole like me came along with a way to make that happen.


Such a death has already been decided. Once the down payment has been made, the intended target is just an obituary walking around, waiting to go to press. You don’t have to have big money to hire somebody dead. Fifty bucks in the right dive can swing it.


But if you wind up giving money to a middleman like the Broker, you’ve got coin all right. You’re rich or close to it. And specialty murders, like accidents or frame-ups, are on the menu. Not my specialty, though. In that rarefied climate, I was neither fine dining nor fast food—more like an old-fashioned steak house. Nothing fancy. Just a bullet in a steer’s brain. And, in the case of a “suicide,” a baked potato with all the trimmings on the side.


Now I know I referred to this as “the murder business,” but it isn’t really. That’s just words. Me? I was no more a murderer than a gun or a bullet is. Firearms and ammunition and yours truly, we’re just about the mechanics of the matter.


You see, murder is personal, like when I kicked the jack out and crushed my wife’s lover under that little sportscar. Killing, however, is a fait accompli, as the French said when they left Vietnam.


So if you’re thinking I was some kind of contract-killing Robin Hood, exorcizing my guilt and remorse by warning the potential victims of other contract killers, well, think again. I was a businessman charging for a service. Like a lube job or fries with that. As for informing the victim that death was coming for him, that was complimentary.


Like the drug dealers say, first one’s free.…


But taking out the contract killers—preventing the immediate threat to somebody’s ability to breathe—that’ll cost you. And it costs you more if I can determine—and remove—who took the contract out on you.


I had been doing that for almost ten years—quite successfully—when I picked a name off the Broker’s list and set out for Naperville to try to save another life.


I’m just that kind of guy.




TWO


Winter was almost over, but it was still cold.


Spring wouldn’t show up for a while yet and the skeletal trees with their bony branches seemed to scream autumn till you noticed the occasional clumps of snow stubbornly clinging. The ground had some snow, too, plopped here and there like oversize bird droppings.


Going from the Lake Geneva vicinity, barely inside Wisconsin’s border, to Naperville in the greater Chicago area made for one of my easier trips to a name and location plucked from the Broker’s list. We’re talking maybe an hour and forty minutes, depending on traffic, after white-patchy farmland turned into urban sprawl.


The dark-blue, mildly battered Chevy Impala, a decade old, had decent heat, a radio-cassette player and surprising pick-up. This was hardly competition for my Batman-black Firebird at home, but I’d felt lucky to pick it up for under a grand in Muskego, where I would sell it back on my return. The used car lot, where I’d done business before, even let me store the Firebird in back at a pittance of a weekly rate.


I never used my own car on a job.


The wind rattled the windows and nuts and bolts that weren’t exactly new-car-lot fresh, but my fleece-lined bomber jacket did right by me, and I left my leather driving gloves on. The latter were nicely snug for use with my nine-millimeter Browning, which was on the seat next to me, under a spread-open Playboy. I took Highway 12 all the way, some of it four-lane, some two-lane, but a direct route. I had some homemade cassettes along—Beach Boys; Beatles, for memories; Bangles and Blondie, to convince myself I wasn’t an old man yet.


Naperville, thirty miles or so outside of Chicago, was booming, like so many other suburbs in an area whose populations had swelled up when the East-West Tollway went in. Right now I was on Ogden Avenue, clogged in traffic in a commercial garden blossoming with AllState, Kwik-Kopy and Burger King signs. I pulled in for a sub sandwich at the Original Italian U-Boat (slogan: Accept No Sub-stitutes!) and asked for directions to Ridgeview Lane.


Which proved to be a typical suburban Pleasant Valley Sunday kind of street, two quiet blocks in a subdivision called Steeple Run. We’re talking plenty of trees currently growing nothing but snowy daubs on otherwise bare branches, and butch-haircut lawns of brown and green and white, no color dominating. Not that this was a cookie-cutter area—each house was distinctive, in its non-distinctive way, a ranch-style here, a split-level there, plenty of two-stories.


But a sleepy, prosperous neighborhood like this did me no favors.


This was a street—a narrow two-lane street at that—where everybody knew their neighbors. By name. Kids included. Hell, they probably knew each other’s car—fuck, license plate. Somebody right now could be calling the Steeple Run Homeowners Association rep or even the Naperville police to sound the alarm that some unknown party was driving a 1970s-era relic through the area.


The house in question was painfully cheerful, like maybe the Partridge Family lived here—two modern canary-yellow stories trimmed blue with a peaked two-car attached garage. In the driveway was a Cadillac DeVille, recent vintage, pale yellow with a white Cabriolet-style vinyl half-roof. Color-coordinated, yet. If his next Caddy was green, would the house get a paint job?


Surveillance difficulties abounded. Houses here were fairly close together, the lawns shallow along the narrow concrete ribbon of Ridgeview Lane. Driveways were for parking, curbs strictly decorative. Park your wheels on one side of the street and you’d be in the opposite homeowner’s face.


At the same time, sidewalks and for that matter front yards were free of toys or skates or bikes or any other signs of life except for the nice new (or at least new-ish) cars in the drives of two-car garages. The only other indications of inhabitants were the garbage cans set out for tomorrow’s pick-up.


Maybe I could get a job as a garbage man—that would allow me to unobtrusively stake out the house on Ridgeview Lane for as much as a once-a-week minute. No, better than a minute! I could probably get five or even ten minutes out of my efforts, if I could master the motor skills needed to empty cans in back of the truck while keeping my eye on this particular house.…


Or, with my background in the service of my country, possibly I could land a gig at the post office as a mail carrier and secretly keep watch on the neighborhood six days a week, an hour or so a day. This assumed I could pass the civil service exam, and didn’t shoot any dogs trying to bite me. Hey! What about a paper route?


At this point, by the way, I was on my third slow pass through the two blocks of Ridgeview Lane, and about at the end of what I dared do around here for now.


Yet, childish sarcasm aside, one possibility did wink dangerously at my desperate needs, like jailbait behind the Naperville Mall corndog counter. A house across the way—not directly across the way, but two houses down—had a big FOR SALE sign in the lawn.


I almost didn’t bother. I almost bailed anyway. Already I was getting disheartened about what I’d been doing these past ten or so years, and if you factored in the five or six years with the Broker, and the two tours in Nam (sometimes we don’t use the “the”), I mean, who needed this?


Didn’t I have money in the bank? In a number of banks actually? I’d scored well this past decade, while living modestly; and I’d had a number of unexpected windfalls over the years. Now and then you stumble into money when you take down evil pricks. Really, why not seriously consider retirement?


Maybe to a house on Ridgeview Lane.


Which gave me a couple of reasons to check out that house across the way, two doors down, where I pulled into the empty drive and moved the nine millimeter from under the Playboy and into my waistband, under the zipped bomber jacket.


Then I got out and went over to stand on the edge of the drive, hands on hips, gawking at the house in prospective buyer mode. The slant of the lawn and glint of the sun didn’t allow for an easy look in the windows. Best play it safe. Sort of safe.


I walked up to the faux-rustic two-story and rang the bell. I could hear it sound faintly within. My hunch was no one was home—no car in the drive, no sign of activity. But somebody might answer, and if they did, I would inquire about seeing the house.


Presumably whoever answered, depending on how hungry they were to sell, would give me an impromptu walk-through, or remind me that the realtor’s name and phone number were on the yard sign.


Anyway, none of that mattered, because three tries on the bell went unanswered. By now someone—possibly any number of someones, including the person I was there to stake out (and possibly family members of his) could well be watching. Wouldn’t they be, in this kind of neighborhood?


So I did not try the door. That would be rude. Might seem suspicious. Could even be gauche, if I knew what that meant exactly.


What I did instead was more in keeping with what any innocent person interested in possibly buying the house might do—I got on my toes and peeked in a few windows. And the news was good.


No furniture.


So maybe I was still in business after all. Having no homeowner to deal with meant I had options. For example, I could go to the realtor with fake I.D. (which of course I carried) and begin negotiations to buy, doing my best not to put much, or any, money down. Just do what it took to tie a ribbon around the property.


Or, better, I could come in after dark and slip into the place and play squatter. With luck, the water would be on, which meant drinking water and toilet privileges. Maybe some of the appliances had been left in the house. I already had some stuff in the trunk of the Impala for just such a contingency—a little portable TV, space heater, an inflatable camping mattress, pillow from home, portable radio, plastic ice chest.


I would find a grocery store to buy bags of ice, sandwich makings, and six-packs of Diet Coke. I don’t drink beer on the job. Don’t drink it much ever, actually. Very clean-cut type. Add no facial hair to your mental image.


This camping-out approach I had used in the Broker days when the passive role came my way. And in recent years, I’d occasionally gone this route, too. This was not the first time I’d consigned myself to a mid-range rung of suburban Hell.


Walking around outside the house, I found a cement patio with a covered barbecue grill and not much else. Edging up to snow-touched shrubbery, I checked more windows, but also looked for access, in terms of both the house itself (basement windows—nice) and behind the place, which was heavily wooded.


Good.


I could sneak in that way easy enough, after dark. With luck, I could get inside, check the place out, determining the best window onto the street with a view on the house across the way, two doors down.


Then I’d look the garage over, probably find it empty, and locate the garage door opener, likely just inside the door connecting to the house. Sometime deep into the night, I could move my car into the garage, empty the trunk of my accessories, and play Campfire Girl in a stranger’s domain. I had everything but marshmallows and a stick.


I would also have to make arrangements for quickly disassembling my surveillance perch, and find somewhere close to stow the gear (again, quickly), should a car or two pull up for a realtor showing of the house to prospective buyers. That was a routine I’d been through many times, back in Broker days, and about as fun as a surprise inspection in a barracks.


But nobody said life was going to be easy.


“Can I help you?”


The voice was male, friendly and mildly threatening.


He was in the back yard of the house next door—to my left as I faced the rear of my would-be squatter’s paradise. A big guy, fleshy, in a gray overcoat and matching face. Kind of a junior-high football coach type. Probably the assistant coach, who worked with the line.


I grinned and strode over to him, extended a hand. “Jack Matthews,” I said.


“Carl Burgis,” he said, half-smiling, the other half of his face skeptical. He had light-color thinning hair and a wide oval of a face. Maybe forty. Lots of lines, but then he was partly frowning, so.…


“I’m not generally a window peeker,” I said with a laugh, hands in my bomber jacket pockets, rocking on my Reeboks. “I just saw the ‘for sale’ sign, stopped, and knocked and…nobody home.” I shrugged. “So I thought I’d take a look-see.”


“No harm done,” he said, like maybe there had been. Under the topcoat was a t-shirt. He’d seen me out a window and threw the coat on and came out to check on me.


With a nod toward the rustic two-story, I said, “You don’t happen to know how much they’re asking?”


He grunted a laugh. First sign he was warming. “Too much.”


“How much is too much?”


“Hundred and fifty K. Been sitting for months. They moved to California. Maybe they like having two house payments. I sure wouldn’t.”


“Me neither! What do houses go for around here, generally?”


“Round a hundred. I paid eighty, but that was five years ago. What do you for a living, son?”


Tiny bit skeptical still, but pretty warm now.


I said, “I’m a teacher, but so is my wife, so we have two incomes. I think we could make it here.”


“I’m a teacher myself,” he said, grinning. “And so is my wife. I’m a coach. Football.”


Am I good?


Hands on his hips now. “Where are you teaching, son?”


“You familiar with St. Charles?”


“Yeah, of course. Nice little town. Don’t really know anybody up that way, though. Not in our conference.”


I was glad of that, because that meant I didn’t have to pull any other names of Illinois towns out of my ass.


“Well,” I said, “St. Charles is where I’m teaching. English. Assistant swimming coach, too.”


“Very good.”


We chatted a while, about how long my commute would be—half an hour to forty-five minutes—and other small talk. His wife was a history teacher. And so on. That he’d seen me was a bit of a problem, but not enough to make me change my plans. He was a nice guy. I hoped I wouldn’t have to kill him.


With that my only misgiving, I walked around to the front where my car was parked in the drive. My hand was on the key in the ignition when someone came out of the house across the way. Down two doors.
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