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“Get in my way and I’ll stamp you flat!”

That’s what the boss of Chinese
 Heaven told Johnny Liddell.

“You’ll tell me what I want to know — 
sooner or later.”

The gunman swept the flat of the
 barrel across Johnny’s cheek.

“You asked for it, peeper…. We’ll see
 how tough you are.”

A switch-knife flashed in the
 goon’s hand.

Everyone was threatening Johnny Liddell  —  even his girl, and the cops  —  until Johnny came up with a new twist to trap a killer. It was so good he fooled everyone  —  even himself!
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Chapter 1

JOHNNY LIDDELL LEANED BACK in his desk chair, watched the shadow on the corridor side of the frosted-glass door that proclaimed: Johnny Liddell — Private Investigations — Entrance Room 825.

It was a man’s shadow. A small man’s. It stood undecided for a moment, then headed down the corridor in the direction of Entrance, Room 825.

Liddell sighed, crumpled the paper drinking-cup, tossed it at the wastebasket. It hit the rim, bounced off, rolled on the floor. Liddell stared at it glumly, mentally debated the necessity for keeping the place clean, won the decision, stayed where he was. He replaced the fifth of bourbon in the bottom drawer of the new desk, pulled a pile of old correspondence in front of himself, and was apparently ears-deep in work when the redhead from the front office stamped in.

There was a pink flush of annoyance on her face. “There’s a Mr. Liddell to see you, Mr. Liddell. A Mr. Johnny Liddell.”

Liddell considered the announcement, shrugged. “Let’s have a look at him, Pinky.”

“Mr. Liddell will see you now, Mr. Liddell,” the redhead snapped over her shoulder. She glared as the little man sidled into the room, flounced past him, and slammed the door after her.

The shadow hadn’t lied. Its owner was a small man. Small and old. He seemed lost in the folds of the shapeless overcoat he wore, and only the protrusion of his ears kept his battered fedora from sliding down over his eyes. It was an old face, the skin like transparent parchment, but the eyes were alert, glistening like black beads from behind the folds of his eyelids. He was Chinese.

“You are Johnny Liddell?” The voice was harsh, sibilant, softened only by the smile that accompanied it. “The Johnny Liddell who worked in California nine or ten years ago?”

Liddell nodded. “That’s me. Which one are you?”

The old man chuckled. He pulled the fedora off his head, baring a high, hairless dome. “I hope you don’t mind my borrowing your name. It was the first one to come to mind.” He placed a paper-wrapped package on the corner of the desk, covered it with the fedora. “Not quite so insulting, I think, as John Smith or John Doe, eh?”

Liddell shrugged. “Forget it. I never took out a copyright on the name. What’s on your mind?”

The old man pulled a chair close to the desk, dropped wearily into it. “I want you to keep something for me.” He indicated the package on the corner of the desk.

Liddell sighed. He found a pack of cigarettes in his top drawer, held it out to the old man, waited until he had selected one, then hung one from the corner of his own mouth, where it waggled when he talked.

“Why not a safe deposit or a checkroom?”

The old man lit his cigarette, held it to his lips between thumb and index finger, squinted at Liddell through the smoke. “It will be safer here than in a public checkroom, and it will be available at any time, not just during banking-hours.”

“Okay. So you want me to keep a package for you. What else?”

“Nothing else.” The old man reached into his pocket, dragged out a worn leather wallet, fumbled through it nearsightedly, came up with two fifties. “This will be sufficient?”

Liddell glanced at the bills, raised his eyebrows. “A hundred just to board a package?” He reached over for the package and weighed it in his hand. “What’s the gimmick?”

The old man smoked placidly. “I don’t understand.”

“Neither do I. Why should you want to pay me a hundred dollars just to drop this thing into my safe for a couple of weeks or even a month?”

“I thought I had explained,” the old man told him patiently. “It is worth much to me much more than this,” he waved a hand at the bills on the desk, “to know that this package is safe and that I can pick it up at a moment’s notice.” He pulled himself out of the chair and stood at the far side of the desk. The cigarette hung precariously in the exact center of his mouth. “There is nothing more?”

Liddell shook his head. “On your way out, the red head will give you a receipt. Leave your name and address with her in case I have to get in touch with you.”

A benign grin wrinkled the parchment of the yellow face. “I do not need a receipt. I trust you.” He picked up the battered fedora, jammed it down over the shining pate until it came to rest on his ears. “It is not important for you to know where to find me, as long as I know where to find you.” He nodded, turned, and walked to the door with a queer, shuffling motion.

Liddell watched the reception-room door close behind the narrow shoulders of his visitor. A few seconds later the thin shadow reappeared on the frosted-glass door briefly, headed in the direction of the elevator bank. Liddell picked up the desk phone, pushed down a button on its base. The redhead’s voice came through.

“Call Joe down in the cigar stand in the lobby, Pinky. Give him a good description of the guy who just left here,” Liddell told her. “If he takes a cab, I want to know who the cabby was. If he walks, I want him tailed. And if he has a car, I want the license-plate number.”

“Will do,” the receiver chirped back.

Liddell dropped the receiver back on its hook, picked up the package, turned it over in his hands curiously. It was wrapped in a heavy brown paper, its edges sealed with a red wax imprinted with a peculiar seal. It measured about four inches wide by about nine long, and was no more than a quarter of an inch thick. He was still puzzling over it when the door opened and the redhead came in.

“Joe says he’ll take care of that, Johnny.” She dropped into the chair the little Chinese had used. “Thought he was pretty cute, didn’t he? Using your name! What was the idea?”

Liddell scowled. “He was testing me.”

“What do you mean, testing you?”

“He wanted to see how good I was. See if I was smart enough to detect he was using an alias,” he growled. He opened the top drawer of the desk, tossed the paper-wrapped package in, locked the drawer with a small key on his chain. “I guess I passed the test. He hired me to play nursemaid to a package.”

“What kind of package?”

“Just a package.” He crushed his cigarette out in the metal ash tray on the corner of the desk. “This sure is a helluva way for a grown man to make a living.”

“I don’t know what you're kicking about. You've only had your own agency for a month or so and already you've had at least ten jobs. Is that bad?”

“What kind of jobs? Watching tin coffeepots at a wedding. Twice. Two dames who wanted to know where their husbands spent their evenings, three guys ditto their wives. Now I'm playing bodyguard to a paper package. You call that good?” He got up from behind the desk, stamped over to the screen in the corner, pushed it aside, ran some water into the basin. “If I don’t get some honest-to-God action soon I'm going to join the Boy Scouts just for excitement.” He splashed some water in his face, sputtered.

“Going out again?” the redhead asked incuriously.

Liddell swabbed his face dry with the towel, hung it back on the rack. “You're damn right. If I hang around here any longer, I’ll go stir-crazy.”

“Where can I get hold of you if I need you?”

Liddell resisted the impulse to annoy the redhead, dragged a comb through his thick hair. “Mike’s place on Forty-Fourth Street.”

Pinky nodded. “I thought so. You're giving that place quite a play these days. What’s the attraction?”

Liddell shoved the screen back in front of the basin, adjusted his tie. “It’s the only place in town where I can feel like a detective any more. I keep my hand in trying to see how many times I can spot the bartender beating the cash register!”

The bar at Mike’s Deadline Café was lined two-deep with refugees from the ad agencies that fill the neighboring skyscrapers. Most of them wore the full-dress uniform of the account executive, the gray striped suit and black knitted tie, and held in their hand the badge of their profession, the dry Martini.

Johnny Liddell leaned on the end of the bar with the ease born of long experience, added to the gray fog that swirled lazily near the ceiling. He examined his glass, found it empty, and signaled for a refill as he watched the bartender stab at the keys of the cash register and dump in a handful of change.

The man behind the stick made a production out of dumping a few ice cubes into a glass, drenching them down with bourbon. He separated a quarter and a half from the pile of change on the bar in front of Liddell, shuffled off to answer a phone that had started shrilling somewhere.

Liddell took a sip of the bourbon, softened it with a touch from the water pitcher.

“It’s for you, Liddell,” the bartender called down from the other end of the bar.

Liddell grabbed his glass, shouldered his way down to where the bartender stood holding the receiver. He took it, held his hand over the mouthpiece. “I make it three-sixty since I been sitting here, Joe. Not counting my seventy-five cents which hasn’t been rung up yet.”

The bartender grinned, glanced around, lowered his voice. “Wrong. Should be four-thirty. You musta missed a couple of quarters and the two dimes on the last round. You're slipping, Liddell.”

Liddell growled under his breath. “What a detective! Can’t even see it when it’s being done right in front of my face.” He took a sip from the glass, held the receiver to his ear.

It was the redhead in the office. She sounded upset.

“You better get right on back, Johnny. There’s trouble.”

“What kind of trouble? The poodle I got back for the fat dame got fleas or something?”

The receiver sounded worried. “Real trouble. There are some men here. Federal men. They've got a search warrant.”

“A search warrant? What are they after?”

The receiver hesitated. “They've got some sort of idea there was a man here this morning who left a package. They want the package.”

Liddell nodded. “I’ll be right up, Pinky. Tell them not to go away.”

The man sitting in Liddell’s chair behind the desk was a stranger. He made no move to get up when Johnny Liddell walked in. He had an unlighted cigar clenched between his teeth, his eyes were cold and unfriendly.

“I hear you boys wanted to see me. Hope I didn’t keep you waiting.”

The man behind the desk shook his head. He rolled the cigar from one corner of his mouth to the other. “Not too long.”

“What’s the beef?” Liddell wanted to know. He looked from the man behind the desk to the two hard-eyed men sprawled in chairs near the door.

“They've got a search warrant, Johnny,” the redhead told him. “They wanted to break open your top drawer but I asked them not to smash up the new furniture.”

“Mind if I see the warrant?”

The man behind the desk pursed his lips, shrugged. “Not at all.” He pulled a legal-looking paper from his pocket, slid it across the desk. From his side jacket pocket he pulled a worn leather case, flipped it open, flashed a metal shield at Liddell. “I'm Byers. Treasury Department.”

Liddell nodded, dropped the warrant on the desk. “What’s it all about?”

Byers grinned humorlessly. It consisted merely of a tilting of the corners of his lips. His eyes were still cold and unfriendly. “We're not sure. Yet. Before we can be we want to have a look at that package you're holding for Hong.”

“Hong?”

“Don’t play dumb, Liddell. We know the old man was in here this morning. We know he left something. We want to see it.”

“Oh, him? I didn’t recognize the name the way you pronounced it.” Liddell grinned. “What’s so important about this package?”

“You’ll hear all about it if it’s what we think it is.”

“And if it isn’t?” Liddell asked.

“It’ll be returned to you intact. Your client will never know it left your hands.”

Liddell shrugged. “I guess it’s okay.”

“It’s got to be,” the hard-eyed man informed him.

“Suppose I say I can’t turn it over without my client’s permission?” Liddell countered.

“That would be too bad,” there was a new, hard note in the T-man’s voice. “In that case we'd have to conclude that you know what’s in that package and that you're in cahoots with Hong.” He scratched at his eyebrow, studied Liddell through his fingers. “That would be a bad way to get your agency started, Liddell.”

“Okay. You talked me into it.” Liddell walked around the desk, waited for Byers to get out of the chair, lifted out the package, dropped it on the desk. “That it?”

“You tell me, Liddell.”

“That’s it,” Liddell growled.

The T-man picked it up, studied the seals.

“How about the seals?” Liddell asked. “He’ll spot the fact that they've been broken.”

“Let us worry about that,” Byers told him. He slipped the package into his side pocket. “You won’t regret cooperating with us, Liddell.”

“You mean I had a choice?” Liddell grunted. He dropped into his chair, glowered at the hard-eyed man.

“No,” Byers admitted. “But you could have made us do it the hard way.” He perched his hat on the back of his head, signaled for the other two. “We’ll let you know about this as soon as we have a look at it,” he promised.

Liddell nodded. “Give the girl a receipt on your way out.” He watched the group file through the reception-room door, swore colorfully under his breath. “Suckered, by God. Suckered by a comic-opera laundryman!”

He reached over, snared the receiver from its hook, dialed a number, tapped impatiently on the desk with stubby fingers. After a moment, the phone stopped ringing on the other end; a voice cut in. “Cigar stand.”

“Joe? This is Liddell.”

“Hello, Mr. Liddell. I've been expecting you to call.”

“Did you get the dope I wanted? On the old Chink Pinky put you on this morning?”

The receiver nodded. “Sure thing. It was a breeze. He pulled a hack out of the line out front.”

Liddell reached into the humidor, selected a cigar, bit off the end, spat it at the wastebasket. “Know who was pushing it?”

“A regular. Marty Gold.”

Liddell scribbled the name on a pad at his elbow. “Is he back on the line yet?”

“I didn’t notice. Hold on for a minute and I’ll take a look.” After a moment his voice returned to the line. “Yeah, he’s out there now. Want me to send him up?”

“No. Tell him to throw his flag. I’ll be right down.”

“Okay, Mr. Liddell. See you later.”

Liddell dropped the receiver back on its hook, walked over to a cabinet built into the far wall. He opened it with a key from his chain, selected a .45 and a shoulder harness from the rack. He slipped out of his jacket, adjusted the harness, checked the .45. Satisfied, he slid it into its hammock, put back his jacket.

The redhead looked up from a typewritten form she was reading. Her make-up stood out like blotches against the pallor of her face; she had been biting on the end of a long, shellacked nail.

“I got the receipt you wanted, Johnny.” She held the typewritten sheet out.

Liddell glanced at it, handed it back. “I won’t be long. I've got a couple of people I want to see.”

“They're not going to make trouble for us, are they. Johnny? We're not responsible for what our clients — ” Her eyes widened as she stared at the bulge under his pocket handkerchief. “You're packing a gun. Why?”

“I like company. Besides, it may come in handy before I get back.”

The girl got up from the typewriter desk. “You're not going to start anything, are you, Johnny? Everything’s been going so swell. Those federal men are poison. You said so yourself.”

“Maybe I'd rather be poisoned than suckered, Pinky.”

“The little Chink, you mean? He’s not worth getting into a jam over. Leave him to the feds. Let them have him.”

Liddell winked. “That’s what I intend to do. They're welcome to him. After I'm done with him!”





Chapter 2

WHEN JOHNNY WALKED UP. Marty Gold, the cabby, was leaning against his left front fender, performing a delicate operation on a molar with the frayed end of a toothpick. He was thin and weazened, and wore a shiny chauffeur’s hat so far back on his head that it gave little or no protection to his bald, freckled pate.

“Sorry, chief. I'm taken,” he told Liddell, nodding toward the clicking meter. “Waiting for my fare.”

“You're Marty Gold, aren’t you?” Liddell asked. “I'm your fare. Name’s Liddell.”

The hackie nodded, leaned back, looked at the meter, smiled benignly. “Hello, partner.”

“Let’s take a ride,” Liddell suggested.

Marty Gold took a last look at the frayed toothpick. flipped it to the sidewalk. “It’s your money if you want to go crazy with it.” He wrestled with the battered door of the cab, finally got it open. “It ain’t the fanciest heap in town, but it’ll get you where you want to go.”

Liddell got in, leaned back against the cushions. The hackie slid behind the wheel, turned a questioning face toward Liddell. “Where we going?”

“Head downtown,” Liddell told him. He winced as the cabby nonchalantly swung the big cab into the rush-hour stream of cabs. Behind him there was a cacophony of screeching brakes and shouted imprecations. The little man at the wheel gave no indication that he heard them.

“Downtown’s a big place,” he called over his shoulder. “Got any place particular in mind, cap?”

Liddell held his breath for a moment as the driver casually fitted the big car between swaying trucks and lumbering buses with apparent detachment.

“You picked up an old Chink outside the building this morning,” Liddell told him. “A little guy. All wrapped up in an overcoat and a hat two sizes too big.”

Marty Gold studied him through the rearview mirror. “I remember this character. What about him?”

“I want to know where you took him.”

The cabby spotted a hole between two trucks, threw the cab at it, decided at the last minute that he couldn’t make it, jammed the brakes on with enough force to skid Liddell halfway off the seat.

“Why?”

Liddell rubbed his knee, scowled at the back of the driver’s head. “I want to have a talk with him. I'm a private eye.”

“A peeper, huh?” There was a new note of interest in the cabby’s voice. “You working for this character or against him?”

“For him, I guess,” Liddell growled. “He came into my office, gives me a phony name with a story to match. I figure it might be a good idea to talk it over.”

Marty Gold nodded. “I know how you feel. Nothing gives me the burn like getting stiffed myself. I dropped this guy at the corner of Park Row and Worth. Chinatown to you.”

Liddell flinched as the cab hurtled out of the line of traffic, squealed into a left turn that made the truck driver coming in the opposite direction stand on his brake.

“Chinatown, eh? That’s fine. Now all I've got to do is find a Chinaman in Chinatown,” Liddell grunted. “That should be a breeze.”

Marty Gold concentrated on his driving for a moment, relaxed at a red light. “Not so tough, maybe. I seen the house he ducked in.”

Liddell leaned forward. “You did? Could you point it out to me?”

The light turned green, and the cab lurched forward with a roar, slamming Liddell back against the cushion. “Sure. It’s the second from the corner.”

“That’s some help, at least,” Liddell conceded. “Although the way they hole up in those rabbit warrens, it'd take an Act of Congress to locate him.”

“I suppose you know this character is heeled?” the cabby put in conversationally. “I make the heater when he opens the coat to pay the tariff on the haul. A very businesslike piece of iron it is, too. Looks like a forty-five from where I sit, which is close enough indeed for me.”

The cab jumped a light, scattering a group of pedestrians who screamed their indignation after it.

“I figured he might be,” Liddell admitted glumly. “But before I start worrying about that, I better start figuring how I'm going to smoke him out.”

Marty swung the cab right on East Broadway, proceeded south. “I got a friend might be able to do you some good in this direction.”

“He must be awful good to be able to pick one Chink out of a couple of thousand just from a description.”

“It’s a her. Goldy LaTour she calls herself. LaTour,” he snorted. “She’s a LaTour like I'm maybe a Murphy.”

“You think she'd be able to pick him out?”

“She can tell them apart in the dark. She’s been leading a monkey on a string through Chinatown since I'm a kid on Eldredge Street. And that ain’t recent.”

“A hustler? What good can she do us? You saw this guy. He was too old to be interested in women. Much too old.”

“You sure don’t know anything about Chinks, mister,” Marty Gold snorted. “Hell, they don’t know when they're too old.” The cab hurtled off East Broadway under the el structure on Bowery, skidded to a stop at the far side of Worth Street. “I’ll park here. Might be a good idea not to park in front of the house and tip this character off. He didn’t look like he’s packing that rod so’s his coat hangs straight.”

Liddell leaned forward, studied the old smoke-grimed buildings that lined both sides of the street. He pulled a roll of bills from his pocket, separated a five, passed it up to the driver. “Which house was it?”

The hackie folded the five tenderly, brought his foot up on his seat, slid the bill down the side of his shoe. “In case they shake us down back at the garage,” he explained. He squinted out into the street, pointed to an old, run-down stone house. “That one. Second from the corner.”

“And this friend of yours? The hustler with the fancy name?”

The cabby nodded. “Her, too. That’s where she shacks up. Want me to run in and make with the introduction?”

Liddell grinned. “You're too anxious, Marty. Besides, I don’t want you to get mixed up in anything.”

“Don’t give it a thought. What've I got to lose? A job that’s shaking my insides to hell and a wife that starts nagging the minute she wakes up and don’t stop until she goes to sleep.” He reached down to the floor, came up with a jack handle. “Besides, I might come in handy if things get rough.”

Liddell shook his head. “You go on back uptown, Marty. Nothing’s going to happen that I can’t handle. Me and my client are going to have a little talk and I'm going to resign.”

Marty Gold looked disappointed. “That’s all?”

“That’s all.” Liddell got the door open, stood on the curb alongside the cab. “What apartment is this Goldy character in?”

“First floor back.” The hackie squinted at him, exposed the brown stubs of his teeth in a grin. “Don’t take any drinks on the house. Goldy’s a real Mickey Mouse.”

“A what?”

“A Mickey Mouse. A mouse what feeds suckers Mickeys. Sets them up for a roll job,” Marty explained patiently. “She’s a real artist at it, too.”

“I’ll be careful,” Liddell promised.

There were no signs of life in the house as Johnny Liddell walked up the three unwashed steps that led to the foul-smelling vestibule. At some time or other, any number of uninhibited adolescents had made use of its once whitewashed walls to expound sex theories and suggestions in pencil and crayon. Several had taken the trouble to illustrate their works. No one had taken the trouble to obliterate them.

Three rusting tin mailboxes, badly battered, hung askew on one wall. The push buttons in the bells had long since disappeared.

The door to the inner hall stood ajar. Johnny Liddell shouldered it open, walked into the inner hall. An odor compounded of equal parts of unwashed bodies, stale cooking, and inadequate toilet facilities assailed his nostrils. He waited until his eyes had adjusted themselves to the gloom, then peered around. At the far end of the hallway he made out the outline of a door. He felt his way cautiously down the hall, knocked at the door.

After a moment, a whiff of cheap perfume signaled the opening of the door. “Come in, honey. I been waiting for you,” a husky voice grated in the gloom. The door creaked open wider, and now Liddell could make out a dark shape silhouetted in the doorway. “Well, come in. I'm not going to hurt you,” the husky voice cajoled.

Liddell shrugged, stepped in, heard the door shut behind him, a latch snap.

“We don’t want company. An audience makes me nervous,” the woman chuckled throatily.

Liddell heard her slippers scudding along the uncarpeted floor, then an unshaded light spilled bright yellow into all but the far corners of the room.

The woman stood by the light, her hand still on the switch. She was tall, big-boned, deep-chested. An old kimono was tied sloppily around her middle, emphasizing her bigness. Her eyes were hard, heavily underlined with make-up, while the rest of her face was blotchy with old, caked powder. Her lipstick was a red, uneven smear across her face, and a mop of brassy-colored hair was piled on top of her head. Her eyes narrowed as she studied Liddell.

“In the wrong pew, ain’t you, friend?” the deep voice rasped.

“You're Goldy, aren’t you?”

The woman nodded.

“Then you're the one I'm looking for,” Liddell told her.

“You're wasting your time, friend.” The woman shrugged. “Check in with your inspector. You’ll find I'm all paid up on my dues. I got no trouble coming.”

Liddell grinned. “I'm not a vice cop. Name’s Liddell. I run an agency.”

“A peeper, huh? All ways of making a living, I guess.” Goldy stared at him for a moment, then shrugged. “Come on in and have a drink. We can talk, anyway.” She turned and shuffled toward a closed door at the end of the hall.

Liddell followed her into a small kitchen, took one of the chairs at her invitation. She rummaged in the closet and came up with a bottle and two glasses. She tipped the bottle over each glass, shoved one in front of Liddell.

“It pays to stay friendly with all cops, harness and private. What’s on your mind?”

Liddell sniffed at the glass, looked up at the woman. “This stuff okay?”

The woman’s laugh was a deep rumble in her throat. “Somebody’s been giving away my trade secrets. You don’t have to worry about that, friend. I save the other stuff for my paying customers.” She lifted her glass to her lips, drained it without a grimace. “Now, suppose you tell me what you're really after.”

“A Chink. Calls himself Hong. Small, old, dried up. Face like an old prune. Not a hair on his head. Lives in this house.”

Goldy spilled some more liquor in her glass, swirled it around the sides. “That ain’t much for a girl to go on.” She jabbed at her hair with a red-tipped claw. “What’s the beef with this Hong? What do you want him for?”

“No beef. I got something belonging to him I want to give back.”

“I might know him,” the woman conceded. She emptied her glass, wiped the thick lips with the back of her hand, straddled a chair facing Liddell. “You know, I make my living off these Chinks down here. They could make it awful tough on little Goldy if I was to finger one of them for a bum rap. Besides, I don’t like stoolies.”

Liddell put down his glass, dug into his pocket for the roll of bills, separated a ten and a twenty, dropped them on the table.

“Put away your money, friend. You're not my type,” Goldy told him. She shoved the bills across the table to Liddell.

“There’s no grief in it for the old guy,” Liddell assured her. “All I want is a few minutes' talk with him; then I bow out.”

There was a sharp rapping at the hall door. The woman ignored it, chewed on the stubby end of a crimson nail. The rapping persisted. She swore under her breath, got up, shuffled to the kitchen door. “Go 'way, Charley, I'm busy. You come back later,” she yelled.

She shuffled back to her chair, dropped into it. “I wouldn’t want to finger anybody for a pinch, you understand. But I might know the guy you're looking for.” She picked up her glass, discovered it was empty, slammed it down. “He talk pidgin?”

Liddell shook his head. “Straight American.”

Goldy nodded. “Yeah, I know who you mean. He’s got a flop upstairs. Second floor back. Right up above here.” As Liddell got up from his chair, she caught him by the arm. “Like you said, there’ll be no trouble for the old guy?”

Liddell nodded. “No trouble.”

The second-floor hallway was even darker and less inviting than the first floor had been. Liddell felt his way carefully, guiding himself along the wall until he came to the door. He knocked softly, slid his hand inside his jacket, loosened the .45 in its holster. There was no sign of anyone answering his knock.

He reached out, rapped his knuckles against the door again. This time when he got no answer he tried the knob. It turned easily in his hand. He pushed the door open, waited. There was a rush of stale air spiced with a smoky, unpleasant smell. Nothing else.

The room beyond was in complete darkness. Liddell stepped inside, closed the door behind him to avoid silhouetting himself as a target for anybody hiding inside. He tugged the .45 from its hammock, transferred it to his left hand.

The hallway was identical to the one in the apartment below. He remembered that the light fixture was halfway down toward the kitchen. Slowly he made his way along the wall, right hand extended, groping for the switch.

There was no sound to indicate the presence of anyone else, but Liddell had the strong sensation that he wasn’t alone in the flat. The strong, smoky smell was heavier, and he had the feeling of eyes on him, eyes that could follow his every move despite the pitch-darkness. He stopped, squeezed back against the wall, strained his eyes against the darkness, listened for any sound that might betray another presence. There was no sound but that of heavy breathing. His own.

After a second, he continued to feel for the switch. A few steps farther, he felt it under his fingers. He took a deep breath, flicked it, spilling sudden yellow brilliance into the hallway. At the same moment, he dropped to his knee and brought the .45 into firing position.

Hong, the old Chinese, stood in the doorway to the kitchen, his arms above his head, his long, bony fingers curled like claws. His teeth were bared in a horrible fixed grin, his eyes stared unblinkingly. Two thin wires suspended each of the old man’s thumbs to a corner of the doorframe, and the hundreds of wounds and small cigarette burns that dotted the bare chest were mute evidence that his death had been neither quick nor merciful.
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