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CHAPTER 1

She was stacked.

Johnny Liddell lounged in the deck chair at the side of the pool, enjoyed the effect as she came toward him. Her copper-colored hair, piled high on her head, glinted metallically in the sunlight. Her body was a warm, nutlike color that few redheads ever achieve. Her mouth was bright in the cocoa color of her face.

As she walked, full breasts swayed rhythmically, threatened to negate the restraint of the thin wisp of brassiere that did a halfhearted job of containing the cantilever construction of her façade. A matching V of bikini was perched perilously high on her hips.

The over-all effect was the impression that her assets were as sound as those of the First National Bank — and as liquid.

She walked over to where Johnny Liddell sat grinning appreciatively. When she smiled, dimples carved white trenches in the tan of her cheeks. Her eyes were green, slightly slanted and crinkled with the smile.

“Sorry to keep you waiting, Johnny.” Her voice was low, sultry. “Thanks for coming.”

“I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.”

“Missed what?”

“The entrance. From your last picture?”

Celeste Pierce was this year’s Marilyn Monroe and Jayne Mansfield rolled into one. Last year a relative unknown, this year she was a sensation. The movie magazine that had failed to run a bust shot of her on its cover during the past six months was as rare as a war novel without four letter words. Her measurements were more familiar to the average American male than his own license number.

She tossed a manila envelope on the white metal table, dropped into a deck chair facing the private detective. “I guess it’s habit. The entrance, I mean.” She watched while Liddell lighted two cigarettes, passed one to her. “I didn’t ask you to come all the way out to Long Island just to flip a hip at you. I’m in trouble, Johnny. Big trouble. I need your help.”

“Who do you want killed?”

The redhead let the smoke dribble from between half-parted lips. “Don’t tempt me. I might take you up on it.”

“That bad?”

Celeste nodded. “I’m going to be blackmailed.”

“Anyone I know?”

The redhead shrugged. “I don’t know myself who’s behind it. They just sent me a sample of what they have to show me what I’m up against.”

“The softener, eh? Convincing?”

“Very convincing.” The girl looked down at her highly shellacked nails, long lashes half veiling her eyes. “Nothing you could argue with.”

“Pictures?”

Celeste nodded. She reached over for the envelope, dropped it into his lap. “Pictures and an article already set in type. It’s called ‘When Celeste Pierce was Sarah Peters — She Was the Specialty of the House.’ The pictures back it up.”

Liddell scowled at the envelope, tossed it back on the table.

“You’re not going to help me?”

“Of course I’ll help you. I’ll take your word for what’s in the envelope.”

“Thanks.” The redhead took a last deep drag on the butt, dropped it to the concrete rim of the pool, crushed it out. “I’m not yelling frame, Johnny. They’re pictures of me and I’m not very proud of them. I’m willing to buy them back.”

“Where do I come in?”

“I need your help to make sure that all sales are final.”

Liddell scowled at the blue-green water of the pool, the reflection of the white furniture that lined it. “They haven’t set the time or place for the payoff?”

“No. A note with that stuff just said they’d contact me after I had a chance to think it over.”

“When did you get the stuff?”

“Yesterday afternoon. I didn’t know what to do. Not that I had any choice, but I wanted to make sure that whatever I did do was the right thing. That’s why I called you.”

“I don’t know if you did the right thing calling me.” He brought his eyes back from the water to her face.

“You said you’d help me.”

“I’m not much of a guy at handling pay-offs, baby. My first impulse is to take shakedown artists apart like a fifty-cent watch.”

The redhead caught her full lower lip between her teeth and worried it. “For my sake don’t.”

“Can’t somebody from the studio handle it for you?”

“I’m afraid to ask.” She laid her hand on his thigh. “I’m just beginning to make it out there, Johnny. But if something like this breaks I’m afraid they’ll back away from me like I had the plague.”

“I see what you mean. Okay, I’ll handle it for you. Do you know what the tab is going to be?”

“No.”

Liddell grunted. “How high can I go?”

“I can raise ten thousand if I have to.”

“Ten thousand? They must be some pictures! You could buy an old master for that.”

The redhead grinned ruefully. “I wasn’t exactly an amateur myself.”

“Who’d be likely to know about the pictures and the fact that Celeste Pierce was Sarah Peters?”

The redhead chewed at her lip, scowled in concentration. “Not too many people. Vinny D’Amato would. He was the booker.”

“Stags?”

The girl nodded, dropped her eyes to her lap. “He probably took the pictures. He was always fooling around cameras and stuff” — she looked up — ”but wouldn’t I have seen the flash?”

“Not if he used infrared. Who else?”

She shook her head, scowled. After a moment, her brow cleared. She snapped her fingers. “Les Ringer.”

Liddell pulled out an envelope, scribbled the name on the back. “Who’s he?”

“A Poverty Row press agent. He’d manage to crack a few lines into Walker or Winchell every so often. He worked for D’Amato.” She made a moue. “A slimy little creep. He used to get accounts by digging up girls for people who could do him some good. Used to use the line that the guy he was pimping for could get them screen tests. The kids used to go for it big.”

“You?”

The redhead shook her head. “I just told you I wasn’t an amateur. When the chance came to get a screen test I didn’t need any Les Ringer to set it up for me.”

“Where can I find this character?”

“I don’t know. But he usually came out of the woodwork about seven at night and made the rounds. I used to bump into him regularly at Ransom’s Drugstore on 46th.” Her eyes searched Liddell’s face. “What are you going to do?”

“Find out who has those pictures. Maybe we can get them back before they can put the squeeze on.”

“But if it goes wrong?”

“Then you’ll get up the money. You don’t lose a thing.”

“You think Ringer has them?”

Liddell shrugged. “You said there was an article as well as pictures. Right?”

The girl nodded.

“As I remember D’Amato, he had enough trouble spelling his name without trying to write articles.” He flipped the cigarette into the grass. “A press agent, now that’s another thing. He might be able to lay enough words next to each other to make an article.”

“But suppose there are copies. Suppose he tries to — ”

Liddell grinned. “It’s been tried. I think we can persuade Ringer to part with the negatives and all. Or tell us where we can get them.”

“You’re sure this is the right way to handle it, Johnny? I can’t afford for anything to go wrong.”

“Nothing will go wrong, baby. I’ll treat him as carefully as an atom bomb.” He checked his watch. “You say he usually makes his rounds after seven?”

The redhead nodded. “He used to. I guess he still does.”

“It’ll take me almost an hour to get back into town. I’d better start back now. Maybe we can wrap this thing up tonight.”

“If you get them back, will you let me know as soon as you can?”

Liddell grinned at her. “I’ll do better than that. I’ll bring them out myself. It might be late.”

“It wouldn’t be too late.”


CHAPTER 2

Ransom’s Drugstore


is the headquarters for young hopefuls and tiring oldsters of the theatrical district. Any evening its stools might be occupied by chorines, columnists, refugees from Hollywood or members of the fringe of the fight mob that used to congregate along Jacobs’ Beach.

The East Coast counterpart of Hollywood’s Schwab’s, the infrequent tourist who might stumble into the store would be amazed to see a reigning film favorite or the star of a hit show on 45th Street waiting on themselves behind the counter. Rubbing elbows with a racketeer who is waiting out the verdict on a deportation trial might be the star of last night’s television spectacular.

Johnny Liddell walked in, found a stool near the end of the counter, slid onto it. He told the wavy-haired counterman whose lips and cheeks were suspiciously rosy that he wanted a coffee and Danish. While the man behind the counter was sloshing a thick black liquid from a Silex into a cup, Liddell looked around. The place was just beginning to fill up and some of the regulars had taken possession of their usual stools for the evening.

“Will that be all?” The counterman’s voice was a little on the shrill side. He cocked an impatient eyebrow at Liddell, waited with his pencil poised over the check.

“Les Ringer in yet tonight?”

“It doesn’t look that way.” He pointed daintily toward a bank of telephone booths in the rear. “His office is empty.”

“His office?” Liddell frowned down at the booths.

“The second booth from the end. The way he takes it over they should make him pay rent.” He tapped the check with the pencil. “Will that be all?”

Liddell nodded, watched him scribble a total on the bill, mince toward the other end of the counter where he welcomed a blondined chorus boy effusively.

Liddell was on his third cigarette when a heavy-set man in a loud plaid sports jacket and charcoal slacks walked in. A stained grey fedora sat on the back of his head, a toothpick protruded from the corner of his thick lips. He headed for the second booth from the end.

As the heavy-set man settled himself in the booth, Liddell slid off the stool, walked casually toward the phones. The man inside the booth was stuffing a dime into the slot, dialing with a pudgy forefinger.

“Any calls for me, Myrt?” he yelled across the room to the counterman.

The wavy-haired man dropped the hand of the chorus boy, flashed a venomous glance at the booth. “Why should I take your calls? And don’t call me Myrt.”

The man in the booth chuckled, pressed his lips toward the mouthpiece. “Hello. Is Danton around? This is Les Ringer.” He nodded disgustedly. “You don’t know where he’s going to be any time tonight, do you? I thought I might bump into him, and — ” he broke off, listened for a minute — ”well, it’s a pretty hot item and I wanted to give it to him before I pass it along to the other boys. Yeah. Sure. If you do, tell him I’ll try to make a meet with him someplace tonight.”

He hung up the phone, mumbled under his breath, shoveled another dime into the slot. He was dialing the number of the Daily Mirror when Liddell’s bulk blocked off some of the light.

Ringer scowled up at him. “Sorry, pal. This booth’ll be busy for a long time. Find yourself another Ameche.” He went back to his dialing, frowned his annoyance to find Liddell still cutting off the light. “Now, look, friend — ”

Liddell reached in, jiggled the hook, waited until the dime had been returned. “I wouldn’t want it to cost you any money. You and I have some talking to do.”

Some of the belligerence had drained from Ringer’s face. “You’ll have to catch me sometime when I’m not busy,” he blustered. “I don’t just — ” he stared at Liddell for a moment — ”Hey, I make you. You’re a dick, ain’t you?”

“We can’t talk here. Let’s go to your place.”

Ringer licked at his lips. “I told you I’m busy. I — ”

Liddell caught him by the lapel, pulled him to his feet. “We’re going to your place. How you go is up to you. You can walk or I can put you on wheels and roll you.”

“You can’t get away with pushing me around, mister. You try and — ”

Liddell jabbed his fingers into the heavy man’s midsection right under the ribs. Ringer’s breath whooshed out of him, he collapsed to the seat gasping for his breath. Liddell reached down, caught him under the arm, pulled him to his feet. Ringer didn’t resist, stared at him, the whites of his eyes showing under the colorless discs of his pupils.

“Where’s your pad?”

Ringer licked at his lips, his eyes darted from side to side, came to rest on Liddell’s face. “The Hotel William. Around the corner.”

“Look, Ringer. You behave and we have a little talk. You play games and you have big trouble.” He flicked back his lapel, let the wide eyes see the .45 nestled in the shoulder holster. “We’re going to walk out of here to your place. Give me a hard time and you’re in a good spot to find out if you can outrun a slug.”

Perspiration gleamed on the heavy man’s upper lip and along his hairline. “This is crazy. You can’t — ” he broke off, nodded — ”okay. I got nothing to hide.” His eyes tried to meet Liddell’s, couldn’t.

Liddell stepped aside, let Ringer sidle by him. The press agent shuffled toward the door, Liddell a pace behind him, slightly to his right.

“You leaving early?” the man behind the counter taunted. “What happened? Did you finally place that item and put yourself out of business?” The chorus boy giggled his appreciation, Ringer looked neither right nor left, led the way through the revolving door.

Broadway was already filling up with the slow moving crowd that seems to ebb and flow from 42nd Street to 52nd and back every hour of the night from six, when the officeworkers meet their dates in front of the Paramount, until four the next morning when the Latin Quarter spills its last patrons into 48th Street and traffic dwindles to almost nothing.

Ringer swung off Broadway onto 46th Street, led the way to a dingy stone building that was identified by an electric blinker as the “Hotel William.” Tonight, some bulbs were burned out so it read simply “Hot. . Will …”

It was an old weather-beaten stone building hemmed in by similarly weatherbeaten buildings that line the south side of streets between Broadway and Sixth Avenue. A threadbare and faded carpet ran the length of a lobby that had long since given up any pretense of serving a useful purpose. The chairs were rickety and unsafe, the rubber plants grimed with dust.

An old man behind the registration desk raised watery eyes as they entered, then dropped them back to a perusal of the scratch sheet spread out on the desk. A pimpled youth with slack mouth and discolored sacs under his eyes stood alongside an empty elevator cage, watched them dully as they approached.

“Back early tonight, huh, Les?” He waited until Liddell had followed the heavy man into the cage, slammed the metal door.

Ringer, his eyes fixed on the bulge under Liddell’s arm, merely grunted. At the fourth floor, the doors slammed open, he led the way down the corridor to a door in the rear. He stopped in front of 408, looked at Liddell, got no encouragement, dipped his hand into his pocket, brought out a key.

The room beyond had a lone window that faced on an air shaft with the blank stone wall of the building adjoining less than six feet away. An unmade bed revealed grey linen, clothing was strewn over the back of the only chair in the room. A bridge lamp spilled a sickly yellow light into the room, exposed the backing of the carpet where the nap had been worn away in front of the chair. The only other door in the room opened into a small lavatory.

Liddell kicked the door shut behind him. “Cozy little place you have here.”

“So it’s a dump,” Ringer snarled. “You come here to write the place up for House Beautiful?”

“That’s not my racket, writing for magazines. I thought it was yours.”

The heavy man stared at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?” Bubbles formed and broke in the center of his lips. “I’m a press agent, not a hack.”

“Ever hear of an article called ‘When Celeste Pierce was Sarah Peters’? I thought you wrote that one.”

Ringer wiped the wet smear of his mouth with the back of his hand. “You’re making with the mouth, friend, but you’re not getting to me. You’re not making sense.”

Liddell walked over to the man, caught him by the front of his jacket, pushed him back into the chair. “Look, buster. I’ve got a client named Celeste Pierce. You have something that belongs to her. Pictures. I came to pick them up.”

Ringer shook his head stubbornly, stared down at his hands in his lap. “I don’t dig it, mister. You got the wrong Joe.”

Liddell caught a hand full of the heavy man’s hair, pulled his head back. “I told you it could mean big trouble if you gave me a hard time. You got those pictures from D’Amato. You wrote an article to go with them. You want to sell, maybe we’re in the market to buy. But make me find them myself and you get nothing — except maybe a hole in the head. That get to you?”

The man in the chair stared up into Liddell’s face, the perspiration beading on his forehead. “I got nothing to sell, mister. Honest.”

Liddell yanked the head back farther, water came to the heavy man’s eyes. “You never saw the pictures?”

“All right, all right. So D’Amato did give me the pictures and I did do the article. But I haven’t got them” — he winced as Liddell tightened his hold — ”I sold them.”

“Who to?”

The coarse tongue licked at his lips again. “Bare Facts magazine. They buy a lot of that stuff.”

Liddell let go the hair, wiped the oil from his fingers on the other man’s coat. “And you provide a lot of it?”

Ringer shrugged. “So I get to know a lot about some of these characters. There’s nothing wrong with peddling what I know.”

“You pimp for them and then finger them for a scandal rag. No, nothing wrong,” he sneered. “Not a thing.”

“Who are you to make cracks? Just a lousy shamus who — ”

Liddell lashed out, caught Ringer across the mouth with the back of his hand, knocked his head to one side. The bubbles that formed and broke in the center of the heavy man’s mouth were pink tinged now.

“Who did you deal with at Bare Facts?”

Ringer put the side of his hand to his mouth, stared with stricken eyes at the pink stain it brought away. “The big boss. Murray Carter.” He cringed back when he thought Liddell might hit him again.

“I’ll have a little talk with Carter. But if I were you, I wouldn’t break the news to him that I’m coming. Because then I might have to come back and have another talk with you. Only longer.”

When he walked out of the room, the heavy man was dabbing at his battered lips with a wadded, grey-colored handkerchief.


CHAPTER 3

The telephone

on the night table started to shrill discordantly. Johnny Liddell groaned, cursed sleepily and dug his head further into the pillow. The noise refused to go away.

He opened one eye experimentally; he could see by the half-drawn shade that it was still night. He glowered at the phone, but it refused to be impressed and continued to shrill at him.

He tried to wipe the sleep from his eyes but it wouldn’t wipe. The phone gave no indication of giving up, so he fumbled for it, located it and held it to his ear.

“Yeah?”

“Johnny? I’ve been trying to reach you all evening.” It was Celeste Pierce’s voice, but some of the sultry quality had gone from it. There was a note of hysteria in it. “I’ve got to see you right away.”

Liddell peered at the clock on the night table and groaned. “You got any idea what time it is? It’s after three.”

“I tried to reach you, but — ”

“I know. My answering service picked up the calls and I called you back, but — ”

“I’ve got to see you, Johnny. Please.”

“Where are you?”

“In an all-night drugstore on Forty-ninth Street.”

Liddell raked his fingers through his hair, nodded. “Okay. Grab a cab. Know where I am?”

“No. Your service gave me your number but they wouldn’t give me your address.”

“Carson Apartments on Forty-eighth east of Park. Apartment 2 B.”

“I’ll be right there.”

Liddell dropped the receiver back on its hook, swore softly. He swung his feet from under the covers to the cold floor, then completed the waking-up process in the bathroom by dousing his face with cold water. He was just finished running a comb through his hair when the phone rang. It was the towheaded night clerk on the desk.

“You expecting anyone, Johnny?”

Liddell grunted. “Yeah. Send her up.”

“She’s already on the way. I figured a chick like this if you don’t want, we won’t have any trouble disposing of.” He made no attempt to hide the envy in his voice. “No wonder you keep such lousy office hours.”

“It’s not that. We got a lousy union.” There was a knock on the door, he dropped the receiver back on its hook. “Coming.”

When he opened the door, he was shocked by the change in the girl’s appearance. The cocoa colored skin had a yellowish tinge, the green eyes were wide with shock. The full lower lip had developed a twitch which she had difficulty in controlling.

She darted in, leaned against the wall while he closed the door behind her.

“What’s with you?” Liddell wanted to know.

The redhead’s face contorted, she started to cry. “I killed him, Johnny. They’ll be after me. I killed him.”

Liddell started to answer, thought better of it, led her to a chair and pushed her into it. “You need a drink.” He headed for the kitchen, reappeared with two glasses half filled with ice. “What’ll it be?”

The girl had lighted a cigarette, was smoking with short, nervous puffs. She seemed to have regained control. “VO if you have it.”

Liddell walked over to a cabinet, opened the door. He brought out a fifth of VO and a half-filled fifth of Ancient Age. He spilled a stiff hooker of the Canadian over the ice, handed it to the girl.

“Get this inside you. Then we’ll talk.”

He waited while the girl took a deep swallow of the whiskey, coughed, leaned her head back against the chair. After a moment, she opened her eyes. “I shouldn’t have come here. There’s no reason for you to get mixed up in it.”

“Mixed up in what?”

“I just told you. I killed him.”

“You killed who?”

“The man who was trying to blackmail me.”

“Murray Carter?”

The redhead’s jaw dropped, her eyes widened. “How do you know?”

Liddell sighed, added more VO to the girl’s glass. “Les Ringer told me he sold the article and the pictures to Bare Facts. I was going to see Carter in the morning.” He poured himself a fast drink, tossed it off. “What happened?”

“He called me tonight. Said he had this article and was going to publish it. But that maybe we could talk it over. I tried to reach you, but your answering service didn’t know where you were. Finally, I decided I’d go by myself.”

Liddell swore softly. “If only you had stalled him.”

“I tried to, but he wouldn’t let me. He said he had to decide tonight whether or not the article was going to run. Tomorrow would be too late. From the way he talked, I got the idea I might be able to make a deal.”

“What time was this?”

She caught her lower lip between her teeth. “He called about nine. Wanted me up there by midnight.”

“Anyone see you going in?”

“I don’t think so.” She sipped at her drink, studied Liddell over the rim. “There’s a night clerk on duty, but I don’t think he saw me. He has sort of a little office off the desk, and — ” she broke off, looked stricken — ”the elevator boy. He’s sure to remember my going up there.”

“It figures. Anybody in Carter’s place when you went in?”

The redhead shook her head. “He was alone, working at a desk.” She set her glass down, rubbed the backs of her arms as though she were cold. “At first he was fairly nice. He poured me a drink and we talked about people we both knew in Hollywood or around town, just as if it was a social visit. Then, after about an hour, he got down to business.”

Liddell nodded for her to continue.

“He pulled out this article and the pictures and made a big production of looking them over. I figured this was it, sort of a casting-couch deal in reverse. I waited for the pass or the proposition. It was a proposition, all right — but not the kind I expected.”

“What kind of a proposition was it?”

“He wanted me to bird-dog material for his magazine. Get stories about people in Hollywood, put the finger on queers. Stuff like that.” She drained her glass, set it down. “If I’d do that, he’d give me my article and the pictures back. If I didn’t, he said it would be the lead story in the next issue of Bare Facts.”

Liddell scratched the side of his nose with his index finger. “You told him no.”

The redhead stared at him for a minute. “Look, Johnny, I told you I wasn’t proud of how I made a living before I got a break. But I was a hungry kid then. I’m not hungry enough now to work that kind of a filthy racket. I’d rather go back to being the specialty of the house.”

“So you spit in his eye. What then?”

“He sort of went crazy. Called me all kinds of names, kept shoving the pictures under my nose, stuff like that. That I could take, but when he started slapping me around, that I couldn’t take.”

“And I had to be wasting my time with that fat louse of a Ringer.” He added some Ancient Age to his glass. “Go on.”

“There was a gun on the desk he had been sitting at. I grabbed the gun” — she broke off, the color drained from her face, leaving the make-up as garish smears in the yellowness of her complexion — ”he came at me like a crazy man and I started squeezing the trigger. I kept squeezing it until the gun was empty.”

“You’re sure he’s dead?”

The redhead nodded. “He’s dead all right. The blood spurted from his mouth, he fell back into a chair.” She plucked at her lip with a shaking hand. “It was pretty rugged.”

“I know.”

“What do I do, Johnny? Give myself up?”

Liddell walked over to the window, pulled back the curtain, stared down into the darkened street. “Better let me take a look around up there first. Maybe he’s not dead. Even if he is, we may be able to figure some way to keep you out of it.”

“But I killed him.”

He swung around from the window. “I stepped on a cockroach this morning. That doesn’t mean I should give myself up, does it?” He walked back to where she was sitting. “You didn’t think to pick up the pictures and the article?”

She shook her head. “It wouldn’t have done any good. It wasn’t the originals of the pictures. They’re still around some place.”

“Maybe I can find them.”

She put her hand on his arm. “I have no right to ask you to do that, Johnny. I’m not sorry he’s dead. He would have ruined me anyhow; this way I at least had the satisfaction of paying him back.”

“Where did Carter live?”

“The Graumont on Fiftieth. The penthouse.”

Liddell walked to the closet, brought out a shoulder holster, shrugged into it. He covered it with a jacket. “You’d better stay here until I have a chance to look the situation over. I’ll get back as soon as I can.”

The towheaded clerk on the desk stared at Liddell with unconcealed wonder as he watched the private detective cross the lobby, wave down a cab.

“With that upstairs, he sure picks a helluva time to go riding,” he complained to nobody in particular.


CHAPTER 4

The Graumont

is a huge pile of concrete and plate glass overlooking the East River at 50th Street. A gaily-colored awning ran from the entrance to the curb, flapping desultorily in the breeze from the river.

Johnny Liddell pushed through the plate-glass door, ploughed through the deep pile carpeting toward the bank of elevators in the rear. Behind the desk off to the right, an old man in a dark jacket dabbed at rheumy eyes with his handkerchief. He watched Liddell’s progress across the lobby with no show of curiosity.

Inside the elevator, a small placard advised that “From 2 A.M. to 7 A.M., all elevator service will be self service.” Liddell noted that the penthouse was on the twentieth floor, pushed the button for the eighteenth floor for the benefit of the rheumy-eyed man behind the desk.

When the cage whooshed to a sighing stop on the eighteenth floor, Liddell got out, headed down the corridor to where a red light marked the staircase. He climbed two flights and stopped at the penthouse door. He tried the knob, found the door locked. From an inside pocket he brought a thin strip of celluloid, fitted it into the door above the lock. After a moment, he was rewarded by the sound of a faint click. The knob turned easily in his hand, he pushed the door open.

The room beyond was half office, half den. Against the far wall, a highly polished desk faced the big picture window that overlooked the river.

In front of a fireplace a man sat in a big leather chair staring at him with unseeing eyes. A red stream ran from the corner of his mouth, had dripped down to a large matching stain that darkened the front of his white shirt.

Liddell closed the door behind him, transferred the .45 from its holster to his right hand. There were two doors leading into the room, besides the door through which he had entered. Both were closed.

Softly he walked to the door nearest him, pushed it open, fanned it with his gun. Empty.

The door next to it was obviously the bedroom. He turned the knob cautiously, pushed it open, stepped back out of range. After a moment, he reached in, flicked on the light. The bedroom, too, was empty.
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