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Too often, doing a favor for a friend is more trouble than its worth.

If there’s anything I hate, it’s nightclubs and celebrities. The noise, the barely-contained chaos of the crowd, and the various substances the guests enjoyed always mixed together to make problems for the security staff. Add a big Hollywood party to the mix and it’s a recipe for disaster. I’d worked very hard, and burned a few bridges, to get out of nightclub security work but, with a single phone call from a friend, I was back in, almost like I’d never left.

This particular club, one of the more upscale in Hollywood, had a dance floor with a bar and stage on the lower floor and a a second level with private seating areas that overlooked it all. I stood at the edge of one of those private ‘rooms’, the largest and most secluded in the place, and kept an eye on everything while the women behind me sat and enjoyed the festivities. They drank and talked with the actors, directors, producers, and studio executives that came through to pay tribute. Though the club was filled with the movers and shakers of the entertainment industry, it was clear that the woman in black, Kara Holden-Mitchell, the Queen of Hollywood, held court.

I stood just at the edge of Kara’s ‘throne room’ and played guard while she and Merideth Rhodes, the blond woman in the golden evening gown, entertained the supplicants. An hour into the party, a young woman in a gray dress approached and, though her uneasy balance made me think she was drunk, it was the concern in her eyes that caught my attention. Still, I stopped the woman with a gesture.

Kara laughed. “Andrew Miller, let her through. Don’t you know who that is?”

“No, who is she?” I asked.

Merideth sighed as she placed a hand on Kara’s. “That’s Helena Cavendish. She’s the star of the movie, Andrew. Let her through.”

With a shrug, I stepped aside. Helena hurried past me and slumped onto the couch beside Kara. She smiled at the ‘queen’ but, while Kara returned the grin, it was soon replaced by a frown. “Helena, are you alright, dear?”

Helena shook her head. “No, I’m not,” she said, her words slurred. “I think there was something in my drink.”

“Did someone spike her drink?” Merideth asked.

“It seems like it, darling,” Kara said. She put an arm around Helena and looked the woman over. “Isn’t she an alcoholic?”

Merideth shook her head. “Recovering. She’s been going to counselling, doing the programs. She’s taking it very seriously. This isn’t like her.”

Kara nodded, then turned to me with a stern look. “Andrew, someone is trying to drug the guests at my party. I do not approve.”

With a frown, I turned and searched the crowd. The crowd below was a chaos of humanity and the movement on the dance floor, the haggling mass around the bar, and the private conversations at the tables and booths made it difficult to scan the room. Still, I tried and, as I took another pass over the bar, I spotted a possible suspect.

At the far end of the bar, removed from the crowd, was a young woman, seated beside a handsome man. They talked and she laughed at some joke he made but, as she looked away, he waved his hand over her drink, then leaned against the bar. The woman sipped at her drink and, a few yards behind her, two men, seemingly separate from the conversation, took notice. I groaned. “Yeah, I think I see who.” I straightened my suit jacket. “Merideth, keep an eye here. I’m going down.”

“I’m on it,” Merideth said. She retrieved her handbag, the one I knew held a pistol, and took my place as I made my way across the balcony.

The balcony spaces above the dance floor were occupied by other Hollywood movers and shakers but, as I passed, all activity stopped. Dancers froze, drinks were deposited back onto tables, and, in one one section, a woman in a tight dress crawled from under a table, much to the chagrin of a studio executive. I paid them no mind as I made my way to the stairs and, instead, focused on the group of men in one dark corner of the bar.

At the bottom of the stairs, I was met by a wall of humanity. People danced, talked, and partied in all direction but I moved through the crowd with little issue. Without a sign, I stepped onto the dance floor and my sunglasses compensated for the brighter lights as I carved a path across. Dancers stepped aside until, as I reached the center, a young woman turned and tried to dance with me.

I moved to step past her but, as I turned my attention away, the three men took their chance. They ran from the bar and, caught by the woman’s drunken shambling, I was slowed down. “Move,” I said and urged her to the side before I charged through the crowd. I ignored the protests that broke out behind me and reached the empty seats at the bar that the men had just abandoned. There, I found another woman slumped over the bar.

The young woman was unconscious but, despite my ignorance for movies, I still recognized her as another actress from Kara’s recent films. Her eyes were closed and her breathing even but a half-finished glass on the bar nearby gave me a hint about why. I stood and got the bartender’s attention. “Keep an eye on her,” I said.

The bartender nodded. “Those guys tried to dope a few other women.” She gave me a guilty frown. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “I got them.”

With the woman covered, I charged toward the back of the club. I passed a few dimly-lit tables as I searched for the men, then stopped when a door beside the stage swung closed. My gut told me that was where the druggists had gone and I followed those instincts through the door. The backstage space was chaotic as performers prepared to take the stage, made worse as a column of angry musicians, dancers, and producers created a path in the wake of three men who fled in terror.

Performers got out of my way as I charged behind the three men and, after a short chase, I caught them at the back wall. With nowhere else to go, all three turned toward me. “Guys,” I said, and slowed to a walk. “you can’t drug people. Sit down. The cops will-”

In a flash, the closest of the three scumbags pulled a knife and rushed toward me. He tried to stab me but I managed to raise an arm before the blade reached my chest. The knife pierced my jacket, only to slide off the carbon-fiber of my skin. I grimaced at the pain while he pulled back to slash at my throat but, as he swung the blade, I caught his arm with one hand and punched him in the ribs with the other. He cried out and I gave him a quick blow to the head, then dropped his arm as I threw a right cross into his face.

As the first scumbag hit the floor, the other two ran. They got past me and rushed right toward the curtain that led to the stage. I hurried to catch them while, behind me, performers moved to check on the unconscious dirtbag. A drum set slowed the two druggists but that deviation gave me time to get close. Just as we reached the curtain, I dove.

I tackled one of the scumbags and we flew through the curtain. The DJ screamed as we landed in a heap. The dance floor fell still as the music disappeared and the suspect and I fought. We rolled across the stage as each of us struggled to get the upper hand, punches and kicks thrown at each other. He got in a few on my ribs and jaw, all of them hard enough to convince me he had some prosthetics I couldn’t see, but I gave as hard as I got. After a few seconds, we reached the edge of the stage and, too distracted by the fight, rolled off. We fell a few feet and hit the ground hard. The air was knocked out of the dirtbag’s lungs but I recovered quickly enough to throw an elbow into his nose. Blood flowed as it broke. I climbed to my feet and straightened my jacket while he clutched his nose but, before I could find the last scumbag, he spotted me.

Panic set into the punk’s eyes as I started my march toward him. The crowd around him fled but, driven by fear, he grabbed a woman before she could get away and wrapped an arm around her neck. With her between us, he drew a pistol from behind his back and pressed the barrel to her head. “Stop! Stop right there or I’ll shoot her!”

I stopped and held up my hands. “No, you won’t,” I said. “You were drugging women’s drinks. Sit down and wait for the cops.”

Despite his fear, the scumbag laughed. “No, I’m leaving! And I’m taking her with me. I told Michael, just grab people, it’s easier, but he insisted on the drugs!” He glanced at the crowd behind him. “Get out of my way or I’ll paint the room with her brains!”

“I can’t let you do that,” I said. “Let her go.”

“What are you going to do?” the scumbag asked. “You don’t even have a gun! What-”

The scumbag stopped and the panic flooded back into his eyes. “No,” someone behind him said. “but I do. Let her go.”

I reached into my jacket and drew my pistol as the scumbag released the woman.  Freed, the girl ran off and nothing was left between me and the punk. I frowned as I looked behind him. There, in her golden dress, was Merideth, her pistol against our jerk’s back. “I knew you would need back-up,” she said with a smile.

Before I could thank her, two sharp claps echoed from the balcony. “Excuse me,” Kara, the Queen of Hollywood, said. “security, be dears and secure these men. Ladies, if you think you’ve been drugged, have a seat and we’ll take care of you. And someone, please, start the music! This is supposed to be a party!”

The crowd hesitated for a moment but, before they could decide which way to go, the DJ retook the stage and music began to pour through the speakers. Two house security guys approached us and took the scumbag while, near the stage, another one grabbed the guy with the broken nose. Those two were escorted to the back of the club and a small queue of women, most of them unsteady on their feet, gathered near another guard. Around us, dancers took to the floor again while waitstaff drifted through the room and distributed drinks, on the house.

Merideth and I shared a look but, before either of us could say a word, we felt the weight of Kara’s eyes on us. We both turned and caught her pointed stare as she turned and went back into her VIP area. I frowned, then turned to Merideth. “Back to work.”

“Don’t worry,” Merideth said. “This party won’t last all night.”

As it turned out, Merideth was right. Half an hour after the brawl, the police showed up. They took the scumbags into custody, talked to people, and escorted the drugged women, Helena included, to the nearest hospital. Kara answered a few questions but, the instant the police were gone, she, Merideth, and I were in her car, headed back into the Hollywood hills.

Once we left the urban sprawl of Los Angeles behind, Kara began to rant. She complained about the nightclub, their in-house security, everything, all the way up into the Hollywood hills. The rant continued even as I parked the car. She was out the door and headed toward the house before I killed the engine and Merideth and I were forced to run to catch up. Once inside, she called for her butler and charged toward her office. Caught up in her righteous indignation, she called back to us just as the door closed. “Go to bed, darlings,” she said, and out job was done for the night.

With that, Merideth and I went to bed. Kara kept a room for me at the back of her mansion, on the opposite wing from her office. It was nice, with a private bathroom and a small kitchenette, but we ignored both. Merideth kicked off her heels and collapsed into bed while I removed my coat and tie. Despite my exhaustion, I pulled off my boots and tossed them aside. I climbed into bed beside her but, as I moved to kiss her good night, found her already asleep. I followed her example.

The room was dark when I woke up but a quick glance at the room’s windows showed that the sun had been up for a while and the clock nearby read just after noon. I rolled over and found Merideth, still asleep, faced toward me. She stirred as I stared at her and, a second later, frowned with her eyes closed. “Stop staring at me in my sleep. It’s creepy.”

“Stop being beautiful, then,” I said.

Merideth groaned. “How are you so sappy when we’re alone? It’s like there are two of you some times.” She pulled back the blankets and climbed out of bed.

I watched her stand then climbed to my own feet. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Merideth said and her face brightened with a smile. “I actually like it. It’s like I have an Andrew Miller all my own.” She began to remove hair ties and bobby pins from her hair while I was glad I’d remembered to take off my shoes. When she was done, she reached for the zipper of her dress, then scoffed. “Could you help me out?”

With a nod, I crossed the room and began to pull down her zipper. “Thanks for the back-up last night,” I said. “I didn’t know the jerk had a gun.”

Merideth shrugged. “It’s my pleasure.” I reached the bottom of the zipper and she held up the dress with one hand as she turned to face me. “And my job, which is kind of nice.” She kissed me but, as I reached for her, pushed me back. “Not right now. I’m still gross from last night. I need a shower, then I need to check in with Kara.”

“Go take a shower,” I siad. “I’ll talk to her.”

“Thanks,” Merideth said, then turned and walked into the bathroom. She pushed the door open and stepped inside, then, as the door swung shut, glanced back at me and let her dress drop. I caught a glimpse of her smile before the door closed but, before I could move, heard the door’s lock engage.

With Merideth in the shower, I put my boots back on and left the room. The house was bright but quiet as I made my way down the hall. At the end, I stepped into the foyer and was dazzled by the sunlight that poured through the floor-to-ceiling windows beside the front door. I blinked to clear my vision but it was the sound of a raised voice from the house’s opposite hallway that brought me back to my senses. Kara’s shouting suddenly filled the silent house with noise as she stepped out of her office and I waited as she walked toward me.

Kara hadn’t changed her clothes since the party but, despite her regal stature and before-the-minute fashions, she looked tired. Her evening gown was immaculate and her hair was perfect, both contradictions to the bags under her eyes. She reached the foyer, and me, in an flash, butler in tow, and groaned loudly. “You would not believe the morning I’ve had, darling,” she said, then looked me over. “Did you sleep in that suit?”

“Did you sleep at all?” I asked.

She nearly growled. “No, I didn’t. Why would you sleep in a two thousand dollar Vincent Moreno original? I swear, fashion is wasted on a troglodyte like you.”

I stared at her. “What was all the shouting?”

“Which time, darling?” Kara asked. “I’ve been on the phone since I reached home. The police want a statement from me, even though I’ve refused to speak to them at all. They said they were going to send a detective but I told them not to bother without a warrant.” I tried to interject but she continued. “And the nightclub owner! I gave him a list of approved guests but his pitiful doormen let in some of their ‘friends’ who, then, tried to drug women! And he refused to take responsibility! My lawyers are going to eat that man alive.”

Silence fell over the house once again as Kars stopped to breath. I stared at her for a minute, then scoffed. “You have been up all night.”

With a blink, Kara straightened and snapped back to normal. “No, darling, I haven’t,” she said. “I’m heading upstairs now. Please tell Merideth that she can take the day off. I’ll call her when I’m ready to be human.” She chuckled at me. “You can go do whatever you do when you’re not being paid to be tough, darling. Thank you for your help last night.”

I nodded. “No problem.”

Kara gave me a quick hug before she started up one of the large, curved staircases that led up to the second floor. As she reached the top, Merideth joined me, dressed in slacks, a blouse, and a tan coat, and watched her boss disappear upstairs. “Hi, what’s up?”

“Kara being Kara,” I said. “You have the day off.”

Merideth let out a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank god. I’m way too tired to chase down movie producers.” She put a hand on my arm. “You go take a shower, then we’ll go to lunch. No offense, but you smell too bad to be in public.”

I showered and dressed quickly. Dressed in slacks, polyester shirt, leather jacket, and sunglasses, I joined Merideth in front of the house. She stood near two parked cars, arms crossed, and grinned at me. “So, who’s driving?”

“I don’t know. Where are we going?” I asked. Merideth glanced pointedly at a two-door coup parked near the entrance. The red aircar was equipped with the ducted fans and miniature jet thrusters for flight but those were hidden behind the wheels and chrome of a traditional American muscle car. It was new, last year’s model, and while it cost me quite a pretty penny, it was worth every cent. I scoffed. “You want to take my car.”

“Of course I do,” Merideth said. Her smile spread across her face and she nearly leapt for joy. “It’s a cool car, Andrew! And you bought it! You bought a car. Next you’ll buy a condo in downtown LA.”

“What’s wrong with your car?” I asked and pointed to a blue sedan parked beside my car.

Merideth’s scoff was answer enough but she explained anyway. “My car’s nice, but if I’m going to spend a day off with my boyfriend, why not drive the fun car?”

With that settled, we climbed into my car. It started at the press of a button and I pulled out of Kara’s small parking lot with ease. The roads out of the hills were nearly empty and we took the curves a little faster than the speed limit allowed. Beside me, Merideth reveled in the ride and, though her knuckles were white on the interior handle, her laughter filled the cab. We reached the bottom of the hills and stopped at a red light. Back in LA, Merideth fell silent but her smile only faded a little.

Traffic in Los Angeles is famously bad and it was especially difficult as we drove across town. It took us about an hour to drive from the hills to south Los Angeles but I parked in front of Gramps’ Diner just as the lunch rush was at its end. I rolled my eyes as we climbed out of the car but Merideth excitement was palpable. “Why are we here?” I asked. “We could go anywhere for lunch.”

“I like Gramps’,” Merideth said. “You’re the one who brought me here first, you know. Besides, I go to fancy restaurants and stuff like that all the time. Why wouldn’t I want to go somewhere comfortable?”

With a shrug I walked into the diner, Merideth beside me. A waiter I didn’t recognize met us just inside the door and led us to a booth in the back. Gramps nodded at me through the window from the kitchen before he gave Merideth one of his rare grins. We had a seat and took the menus but, while I read through it, Merideth put hers aside and stared at me. “Why, Andrew?”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

Merideth rolled her eyes. “Why are you reading the menu? You’re going to order a cheeseburger, a salad, and a cup of water. It’s what you always order. It’s the only thing you ever order. What’s the point of reading the menu?”

I frowned. “My prosthetics need calories to work, remember? So I eat food with plenty.” I shrugged. “But, today, I want a chicken sandwich. I want to see if it’s still on the menu.”

For a minute, Merideth just stared at me, a proud grin on her slack jaw. “Andrew Miller, are you growing?”

“I just wanted something different for lunch,” I said.

“Really?” Merideth asked. “You bought a car, you’re willing to work with Kara in public, you even talked with the police last night. And now you’re ordering something else at Gramps’? It’s like I don’t even know who you are anymore.”

Again, I shrugged, but I accompanied it with a glance over the menu. “Can’t stay the same all the time.”

Merideth scoffed. “What’s next? A proposal?” I glanced up, a serious look came on my face but she glared back at me. “No! Don’t you dare! You will not propose to me over a table. I know you don’t have a ring.”

“So, you want a ring?” I asked.

“Oh, yes,” Merideth said. “I want a big to-do and I know you don’t do big, romantic gestures.”

I made a mental note and acquiesced. “ If you say so.”

“Excuse me,” a voice said from beside the table, “can I take your order?”

Both Merideth and I turned to see Gramps’ granddaughter, Vanessa, beside our table. She held an order pad and gave us a sheepish smile but the pregnancy bump under her sweatshirt explained the exhaustion around her eyes. Merideth smiled at the girl, then beamed when she saw the baby bump. “Oh my-” She blinked. “Vanessa, congratulations! You’re pregnant!”

Vanessa’s smile faded. “Yeah, thanks. It’s not like my boyfriend broke up with me when he found out.”

“What?” Merideth asked. “I thought you two were doing good! I thought he was going to propose!”

“You know guys,” Vanessa said. “He kept talking about it but he never did it.” She gave me a sideways glance, which Merideth echoed. “Guys never keep their promises.”

Suddenly on trial, I indicated the menu beside me as I cleared my throat. “I’ll take a chicken sandwich. Please.”

With a sigh, Vanessa wrote down my order. I added a salad and a cup of coffee while Merideth ordered a salad of her own. When she had our order, Vanessa gave Merideth a sympathetic smile then walked away. “How did I become the bad guy?” I asked.

“You’re a man,” Merideth said. “She’s a heart-broken, pregnant girl. You gave her someone to blame for a few minutes.”

I rolled my eyes and, even from behind my sunglasses, Merideth saw it. “You sound like my sister. When she was a-” I stopped as the door to the diner opened and a man in a suit walked through. I sighed. “Oh, no.”

The man in the suit crossed the dining room and approached our table. Merideth turned just as he reached us. He took a chair from a nearby table and pulled it over to our booth before he took a seat and stared at me. “You haven’t been answering my calls, Andrew.”

“No, Hugo, I haven’t,” I said. “Forgot my phone in my car.”

He reached into his jacket and withdrew his badge, which he displayed for Merideth. “Hi, Detective Hugo de la Hoja, LAPD. I need to talk with Andrew.”

“Go ahead,” Merideth said. “What’d he do this time?”

Hugo smirked, then turned back to me. “That’s not why I’m here. I don’t really care what he did, but I care very much about what he’s going to do.”
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Sometimes, being the right man for the job is worse than being wrong.

I stared at Hugo for a second, then scoffed. “What’s going on?” I asked. “Since when are you the bad cop?”

To Merideth’s surprise, Hugo chuckled. “Hey, I tried. I thought, maybe if I acted tough or angry, you’d be more cooperative.” He turned to Merideth. “He’s notoriously hard to get along with.”

“Tell me about it,” Merideth said.

“What do you want, Hugo?” I asked. “Don’t you have murders to solve?”

At that, Hugo’s stare intensified. “Yes, I do. That’s why I’m here.” He paused, then nodded toward Merideth. “Can we talk privately?”

Merideth and I shared a glance. “Why?” I asked. “She’s with me. If you can tell me, you can tell her.”

Hugo glanced between us, then gave Merideth a more intense look. “I recognize you.” She tried to answer but, before she could, he interrupted. “You were with Andrew through all that Delmonte stuff. ‘Merideth Rhodes’, right?”

“Yes,” Merideth said. She met his eyes but I caught her glance at me. “Is that a problem?”

The detective was quiet for a moment but, when the tensions reached a breaking point, shrugged. “Not at all. What happened? Lost your teaching job and now you’re Andrew’s partner?” Merideth nodded. “Good. It’s about time he had someone to watch his back.”

“He watches mine, too,” Merideth said.

“And you two work together?”

I nodded. “Sometimes.”

Before Hugo could respond, Vanessa approached the table, our orders in hand. She placed my food in front of me but had to reach around Hugo to give Merideth her salad. I thanked her and took a bite of my chicken sandwich as she walked away. Absent a plate of his own, Hugo stole one of my french fries. “Did you work together at the nightclub last night?”

Merideth and I froze. “Um, yes,” Merideth said.

Hugo nodded. “And the guys you-” He paused. “Let’s say you stopped them. What tipped you off about them? I assume you didn’t just start a fight with three random people at a nightclub.”

I swallowed. “My employer found out a woman had been drugged. I checked the crowd. Found some suspicious guys. When I tried to talk to them, they ran. I followed them, they attacked me, we dealt with them.” Merideth grinned as she took another bite of her salad. “We gave the cops a statement.”

“Yeah, I read it,” Hugo said, “and it looks pretty righteous. By the way, two of the women who were drugged have been discharged but three of them are still in the hospital. I guess the suspects weren’t very accurate with their drugs. One of the women is still unconscious.”

“What about the rest?” Merideth asked. “Is Helena Cavendish OK?”

That earned her a curious look from Hugo. “I think her agent took her home. How do you know her?”

She didn’t answer right away but, after a second’s hesitation, Merideth straightened. “I work for a Hollywood producer. I’ve met Helena during work.”

“Is that why you were at the party last night?” Hugo asked. “What was the lady’s name? Kara Holden-Mitchell? You’re her assistant?” Again, Merideth nodded, and Hugo turned to me. “So, your girlfriend got you a job, you’re at an industry party, and you spotted some guys pouring drugs into a girl’s drink. You chase them, they fight back, and the two of you take care of them. I guess I should be glad you didn’t shoot anyone.”

“I didn’t have a reason,” I said.

Hugo chuckled. “Then it’s a good thing your girlfriend had a gun on her.” He stole another fry and ignored my glare. “That was in the report. So, neither one of you drew a gun until after the suspect did, right?”

Merideth frowned. “That’s right.”

The detective nodded but didn’t respond right away. Merideth and I stared at him, with the occasional glance at one another. For a second, it was clear that Hugo’s focus was internal but, at last, he sighed, then nodded before he looked back at us. “OK, I need your help.”

“What?” I asked. “Then why the interrogation?”

“I needed to check,” Hugo said. “Why did you stop the suspects from the night club last night?”

I tried not to grit my teeth. “Because they were drugging women.”

“What were we supposed to do?” Merideth asked. “These guys put roofies in a bunch of women’s drinks. People who do that don’t have good intentions for their victims. Either they’re going to rape those women or they’re going to kidnap them so someone else could rape them. We saw that someone had been drugged, then we stopped them from doing anything else. Why wouldn’t we stop them?”

Hugo nodded. “That’s what I hoped you’d say. The thing with the Delmonte girl earned you a lot of attention, Andrew, and I had to put my neck out to help you. A few times, in fact.”

“That’s right,” Merideth said. “you called back the police when we were driving to the harbor.”

I grimaced, but before I could thank him, Hugo nodded. “You’re welcome, but after that, the people who were looking at you turned their attention to me. I’m under a lot of pressure, not just from my bosses, but internal affairs, the mayor’s office, even the feds. Everyone’s watching my every move because I stuck my neck out for you, and if I’m going to risk my career for you, I need to know it’s worth it.”

“Then why are you here, now?” I asked. “What ‘help’ do you need?”

“I have a case,” Hugo said. “I think it’s part of something bigger but, to find out, I need someone who can go places I can’t. I’m trying to keep my badge, I can’t take it off just to solve this case.”

Merideth scoffed. “So you want to use Andrew for that?”

Hugo shrugged. “And you, if your boss can spare you.” He reached into his jacket and withdrew a cellphone. After a second’s work, Hugo pressed a button on the phone before he put it away. “I’ve sent you an address. I’ll be there in an hour. If you’re willing to help me stop a murdered, meet me there. If not, that’s fine, but I need your help and, all things considered, I’d appreciate the favor.”

For a second, Merideth and I sat in silence while Hugo waited for my answer. I considered my options but, when I looked up, Merideth’s eyes caught my attention. She stared at me and the determination on her face made my decision for me. I put down my sandwich. “We need to find a new lunch spot,” I said.

“What do you mean?” Hugo asked.

“We’re in,” I said. “We’ll meet you at the address.” I indicated the table. “Just let us finish lunch.”

Hugo nodded. “OK, see you in an hour.” He stood and turned toward the door but, before he took a step, he turned back to us. “But I’d reconsider eating if I were you.”

Again, we took my car, but Merideth’s smile stayed hidden through the drive. We left Gramps’ and headed north along side streets and freeways until we reached the south side of Beverly Hills. The police vehicles were evident even before we pulled onto the street and, as I slowed to park behind one of them, a uniformed officer detached from a perimeter around the address and approached my window.

I came to a stop and lowered my window. The officer smiled. “Hi, sorry,” he said, “but you can’t come through this way. We have a crime scene and we’re still investigating.”

I frowned. “Detective de la Hoja asked us to come.”

The officer straightened. “Oh, you’re the consultant. OK, pull through the light barrier and park anywhere.” He indicated Merideth. “She’s with you?”

“Yes,” Merideth said. “I’m his partner.”

Ahead of us, the police line faded as the officer waved toward another cop. “Thank you, ma’am. I think the detective’s inside. Watch out in there, though, it’s pretty nasty.”

With a nod, I pulled forward. The police line closed behind us as the cops’ perimeter was restored. I parked beside a police truck, then Merideth and I climbed out. The house in front of us was ordinary enough for the neighborhood but would have been expensive outside Beverly Hills. The garden was freshly mowed and the shrubberies under the windows were cut to perfection. The houses on either side, and across the street, were built differently but the ‘architectural cohesion’ of the neighborhood was obvious.

Though the neighborhood looked expensive and private, the crowd that gathered on the edge of the police perimeter rubbernecked just like any other. The men wore collared shirts and slacks while the women were dressed in fashionable outfits but they stared like anyone else. I paid them little mind but they all watched Merideth and I as we approached the front door of our destination.

The door of the house was open as we approached and, inside, police stood and worked in every corner. An officer met us at the front door and escorted us down a hallway past a dining room and a small den, then around a staircase that led to an equally busy upper floor. At last, we reached a large common room at the back of the house. Uniformed officers, crime scene analysts, and plain-clothed detectives filled the room but, as our escort left us, Merideth’s hands came up to cover a gasp.

Several bodies lay on the floor to our left, surrounded by the furniture of a large living room. There were four of them, all laid out beside each other, their hands folded across their chests and their eyes closed. One man, a woman, and two adolescent girls, they lay on the floor in peaceful poses but the devil was in the details. The man’s body was marked by multiple stab wounds and slashes on his arms and chest while the women’s throats had all been cut, deeply. The walls, floor, and furniture were all stained by blood and I clenched my fist as I saw that the three females legs were covered by white sheets.

Merideth and I stood in the center of the room but, as every eye turned toward us, Hugo detached himself from a conversation to come over to us. “You’re here, good.”

“Yeah,” I said. “What happened?”

Hugo indicated the bodies. “We got the call earlier this morning. I guess their gardener came by and saw blood splattered on the windows. We came in and found the scene just like this. The bodies were staged, after they were killed. The pet were killed, too, even some goldfish in a tank upstairs.”

Beside me, Merideth’s hand dropped and she took a breath as she overcame her emotions. “Who are they?” she asked.

To his credit, Hugo silently acknowledged Merideth’s discomfort. “George, Lydia, Angela, and Theresa Williams. George is a lawyer in Hollywood, works for a studio. Lydia’s a singing coach. Angela and Theresa are the girls.”

I took a deep breath. “Why are the women covered by sheets?”

The look on Hugo’s face was all the answer I needed but he explained anyway. “The killers took their time with the three females. We don’t know the whole details but it was brutal. We’re still collecting evividence.”

Merideth stiffened. Her hands shook but she kept them by her side. “How old were the girls?”

Hugo tried to answer but I cut him off. “Doesn’t matter. What’s upstairs?”

“Whoever killed the family took the pets upstairs,” Hugo said. “They even nailed a goldfish to the wall. Looks like the suspects might have started up there with the females.”

“Any leads?” I asked.

The detective shook his head. “Not so far. They have a home security system but the data lines were cut before anyone entered the house. We’re waiting for a warrant to go to the security company.”

Merideth and I shared a look. “Then what do you want us to do?” she asked. “I don’t understand why we’re here.”

“You’re here because we need help,” Hugo said. “We’ve kept it out of the news but this is the fifth scene we’ve had in a month. Commerce, Glendale, Culver City, and Alhambra. The only thing they have in common is that the victims are always a family. I figured, if you heard about it, you’d probably get involved anyway. Hiring you is easier than trying to stop you.” He frowned at me. “Remember the thing with the Delmonte girl?”

I nodded. “I remember.” I took a moment to think but I’d already made my decision. Beside me, Merideth met my eyes and nodded. I returned the gesture. “OK, we’re in. Where do you want us to start?”

Hugo scoffed. “I don’t care. Start wherever you want. You have my number, keep in contact.”

“You got it, boss,” I said. At my back, Merideth silently agreed.

We looked around the house and talked with the crime-scene analysts but didn’t learn anything the police didn’t already know. The back yard was clear, as was the front, and the only sign of anything untoward was the data line hung limp along the ground. It had been cut from the power pole side but the pegs that jutted from the side of the pole gave anyone interested a path to the top. The neighbors watched as the police, and Merideth and I, investigated the house but their curiosity was almost as shallow as their idyllic neighborhood.

After half an hour, I went back to Hugo and asked for any information he had on the other murders. He was in the middle of a conversation with some forensics people but promised to send the case files over to me. With that settled, as much as it could be, Merideth and I got back into my car and left the scene of the latest crime.

As we drove away, I glanced at Merideth and frowned. “You OK?”

“No,” she said. “I’m not.” She was pale, paler than usual, and her eyes were wide. “This is my first murder scene.”

I took her hand and she squeezed mine as though it was her only lifeline. “Want me to drop you off at your car?”

Tears welled up in Merideth’s eyes as she nodded but she took a deep breath before she answered. “I think that might be a good idea.” She turned to me and the sorrow in her eyes broke my heart. “I’m sorry, Andrew. I don’t think I can handle this. It’s horrifying! What they did to those poor girls!” She squeezed my hand once again as she broke down. I held her hand as best I could while she cried but, after a few seconds, she took another breath. “I’m sorry. I’m not as tough as you.”

“Neither am I,” I said. “Hugo’s right, though. We need to stop these monsters. No more girls should die like that.”

Merideth wiped the tears from her eyes and, though they came right back, a smile peeked through her misery. “Thank you.”

I nodded. “No problem. I’m going to look at Hugo’s files. You go get some rest. Call me when you’re ready. I’ll be here.”

We drove back to Kara’s house in silence, Merideth’s hand in mine the whole way. The lady of the house was still asleep when we arrived but Merideth didn’t let that bother her. I walked her to the front door, still hand-in-hand, and she kissed me, then said goodbye before she walked inside. I watched her go, then , when the door closed behind her, got back into my car and drove away.

The sun had begun to set while I drove back toward my apartment and, by the time I found a parking spot, it was nearly dark. My apartment building sat a block away from the street where I left my car but I was familiar enough with the area that I let the fatigue of the day, and the previous night, dull my instincts. I turned off the main road and took smaller back streets but, as I neared my building, something changed.

I couldn’t put my finger on it but something in the alley felt wrong, almost sick. I slowed my pace and was unsurprised when a figure detached itself from the shadows ahead of me and blocked my path. He was tall and skinny but it was the hunch of his shoulders that gave me pause. I stopped in my tracks and, as I did, more people stepped into what little light there was in the street. Surrounded, I glanced around me. There were eight of them, all dressed in the fashions of the latest counter-culture and, even though they stared at me, they clearly took their lead from the first guy.

“I don’t think I know you,” the tall, skinny guy said. “I know everyone, but I don’t know you. Isn’t that funny?”

Despite the pistol under my jacket, I kept my hands by my side. “How so?”

The skinny guy stepped into the light. He was good looking but the smile on his face, and the crazy in his eyes, bothered me. “A friend of mine saw you at the house in Beverly Hills. You’re helping the police investigate those horrible murders. You must be new.” He looked me over. “I don’t think I like you.”

“How do you know about the murders?” I asked, then tapped the front right pocket of my slacks.

The freak laughed and, after a pause, all his friends joined in. “I know everyone in this town. I knew George. He worked at one of the studios. I met Lydia, too. And I knew Tanya and Janine, Caleb, even the couple in Commerce. What were their names?” He thought for a minute. “Well, it doesn’t matter, they’re dead now.” He giggled again and my skin crawled.

“You killed them,” I said. “The family in Beverly Hills. The rest of them, too.”

Again, he laughed, and I wanted to punch him in the face. “I didn’t kill anyone. I just showed them the truth.” He watched me but, when I didn’t respond, frowned. “You’re not much fun. You were supposed to ask me ‘what truth’.”

I glanced at one of the psycho’s followers. “Call off your dogs. I’ll ask whatever you want.”

“No,” the psycho said. His eyes narrowed but his smile grew. “I think we’re done. I just wanted to see who you were. I think I’m going to enjoy this.”

“Enjoy what?” I asked. Smile still in place, the psycho turned away before I finished. Some of his followers turned to join him but, before I could move, the rest of his flunkies closed the circle around me. Surrounded by five psychopaths, I reached for my pistol. Just as my hand closed around the grip, though, something hard struck the back of my head and the world went black.
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Chapter 3
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Sometimes, when we set out to hunt monsters, we find them.

When I came back to my senses, I was on the ground, my face pressed against the asphalt. My hand was still inside my jacket, wrapped around the grip of my pistol, but, out of the corner of my eyes, I saw the psycho’s goons close in and I stayed perfectly still. My breathing stayed slow and steady even as the four crazies gathered over me in a circle.

“Is he out?” one of the psychos asked.

“He has to be,” another one said. “I hit him as hard as I could with a metal bat. I’d be surprised if he’s still alive.”

One of the psychos scoffed. “Flip him over and we’ll settle it.”

Several hands grabbed my arm and shoulder, then pulled me over onto one side. They grunted from the effort and complained about my weight as they shifted me onto my back but, when I landed, they stopped and stared. I drew my pistol. “Thanks,” I said, then I fired.

One of the psychos went down but the others got over their surprise quickly. A crazy swung a club down at my head but I caught it with my free hand and twisted away. He lost his grip and I held onto the bat as I rolled and rose to my feet.

There were three of them still upright while a fourth lay on the ground and bled. As I stood, two of them rushed at me, one of them with a knife. I raised my pistol but one of them got past it and tackled into me. The other one stabbed at me but, pushed by her friend, I moved out of range and fell against a wall. I grunted from the impact, then tossed the bat at the knife lunatic before I grabbed the one that had tackled me and drove my elbow into his back.

While I struggled with the one crazy, the other two collected themselves. The woman’s knife pierced my jacket, then the skin on my side. I screamed as she pulled the knife and stabbed again, then again. The guy wrapped around my waste held me in place as the third psycho retrieved his bat and charged. He lifted the bat high and screamed as he ran at me while the woman with the knife stabbed me yet again.

I grunted as the knife made contact a fifth time but it was the pistol in my hand that resounded through the alley. I fired at the punk with the bat and  the bullet struck his chest. He went down in a heap and the woman with the knife stumbled back from the noise. I shifted my aim and fired at her, twice, and she dropped, then I turned my attention to the lunatic with his arms around my waist.

My knee rose and hit the psycho in the chest and I repeated it until his grip loosened. As he let go, I grabbed the back of his shirt and pulled him off of me. He landed beside the knife-crazy but, before I could aim at him, grabbed the knife. “Don’t do it,” I said as I pointed my pistol and tried to keep my pain our of my voice.

The psycho smiled. “Why not?” he asked, then drove the blade into his own throat.

I lowered my pistol as I raced to the crazy guy but, in the second it took me to reach him, he’d dragged the knife across his neck and cut his own throat. I tried to apply pressure to the wound but blood fountained from between my fingers and the pain in my ribs weakened my grip. The crazy guy stared at me the whole time, that insane smile on his face, even as the mad light went out of his eyes.

With the last of them dead, I swore. Blood poured down my side but I could feel the cybernetics under my skin while they did their work. I cried out in pain as I slid the pistol into my holster, then turned my attention to my attackers. I patted them all down but found little. A couple plastic bags filled with various drugs, a few crumpled bills, and randoms pieces of trash were it but I made piles beside the bodies then climbed to my feet.

There, I took one last look at the crazies before I tapped my pants pocket again and dialed Hugo’s number with the cybernetic phone in my head. He scoffed as he answered. “Wow, Andrew, that was fast. Did-”

“I was just attacked,” I said. “By your murderer. He left but I have four bodies for you.” I gave him my address.

“The suspect attacked you?” Hugo asked. “Can you give me a description?”

I headed off down the alley toward my apartment. “Yeah, tall, skinny, and crazy. He said he knew all the victims. I think he’s doing it for fun, Hugo.”

The line was quiet for a second but, when Hugo came back, he sounded more disturbed than before. “He said he knew the victims? Did he admit to killing them?”

I shook my head as I reached the front door of my building “No,” I said. “He said he showed them ‘the truth’.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Hugo asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “but I think we’re dealing with a monster.”

Inside my apartment building, Mrs. Okamba, my landlady, yelled at me for the mess I made on her floor but, when she saw how pale I’d gone, changed tactics. She called for her grandson, James, to clean up behind me and I nodded my thanks as I reached the stairs.
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