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      Hall was sitting in his car, observing not only the building in question, but also the surrounding area. Everything about this screamed for him to show extreme caution. He’d just finished up a case involving some marital infidelities—which he’d hated every second of—when he received an anonymous phone call asking him to meet here. The caller was a voice he didn’t recognize, but they’d said they had some additional information about Jack Ripper. Still trying to find Ripper, who Hall also believed was James Rankin, he eagerly agreed to the meeting.

      As Hall sat there, though, an eerie feeling came over him, that maybe something wasn’t right. Sitting across from the empty building, a little after ten o’clock, with not a single thing moving in the vicinity, was a little nerve-wracking, even for him. Something didn’t feel right about it. But it was also something that he couldn’t ignore. He sent a text to Charlotte, who didn’t want him to go in the first place, texting her the address, just in case something went wrong. When he left the apartment, he didn’t tell her the address, fearing that she would somehow follow him, or wind up meeting him there, anyway.

      “I don’t like it,” she texted back. “Please, just come back.”

      Hall looked at the time. There was no one in front of the building like there was supposed to be. Whoever called him was five minutes late.

      “I’ll give them a few more minutes,” he texted.

      “I’m a nervous wreck here worrying about you,” was her reply.

      “Everything will be fine.”

      Hall watched a few cars drive by, as well as a bus that let people off a couple minutes down the road. He saw five people get off the bus, two of whom went in the opposite direction, and one who crossed the street. But the last two started walking toward the empty building, which at one time had been a local hardware store. One person kept walking, but the other stopped in front of the building. That had to be who Hall was meeting. He couldn’t make out the person’s face, but he could definitely tell it was a man. Since it had been a man’s voice on the phone, Hall had to believe this was the guy.

      Still, Hall wasn’t overly eager to walk into anything. He continued to sit and wait for a few minutes just in case he was wrong and this wasn’t the anonymous voice. And just in case everything wasn’t on the up-and-up. Hall watched the man closely, making sure he didn’t do anything suspicious, like motioning to someone else in the area, or looking as though he was trying to set something up. But the man didn’t do anything suspicious that Hall could see. He continued to wait for another twenty minutes, wanting to let that nagging voice in the back of his head start to simmer down. Eventually it did, and once it started to fade away, Hall figured it was time to go. He couldn’t sit in the car and wait forever. The man said he’d only wait a few minutes. If Hall wasn’t there by that time, the man would split. The stranger was already over his allotted time. Hall knew if he waited much longer, the man would go, making this whole process pointless.

      Hall got out of his car and walked across the street. Even as he walked closer to the building, he continued looking around, making sure there was nobody following him. There was no one that he could see, though. Once he got near the man in front of the building, Hall tried to make out his face to see if it was someone he’d seen before. Either in person or in one of the mug books that Bradham let him look through. He didn’t seem familiar, though the man was wearing a heavy grey-colored hoodie along with a baseball cap.

      “You the man I talked to?”

      “That’s me,” Hall answered.

      “Took you long enough. I was just about to split. Been waiting a while.”

      “I’ve been here. Wanted to make sure it was only you I was meeting.”

      “Oh, thought I might be setting you up or something, huh?”

      “It crossed my mind. So what’s this about?”

      The man looked around, a little edgy himself. “Told you. It’s about Jack Ripper.”

      “What about him?”

      “You still want him?”

      “Word on the street is that you’re looking for him?”

      “I might be.”

      “Word is that you’ve been messing up some of his deals. You’re some kind of PI or something?”

      “Something like that. So you know where he’s at or what?” Hall asked.

      “Maybe. Depends on what’s in it for me.”

      “Being a good citizen and getting a criminal off the street doesn’t do it for you?”

      The man laughed. “Nah. Not quite. I got a family to feed, you know?”

      “So what are you looking for?”

      “Five big ones.”

      Hall raised his eyebrows at the puffy number. “Five thousand.”

      “At least. We’re not talking about some Joe Schmo out there, you know? We’re talking about Jack Ripper. He is one bad mo-fo that you don’t wanna mess with. So if I give up what I got, I need to know it’s worth it, and that I’ll be well compensated. ‘Cause if he finds out about this, you might as well start planning my funeral now.”

      “I don’t have that kind of money.”

      “Can you get it?”

      Hall shook his head. “No, I don’t think so.” Hall took out his wallet and looked in it. “What can you give me for fifty dollars?”

      “Fifty dollars? Pfftt… for fifty dollars I can’t even tell you what day it is.”

      “It’s all I got.” The man made a face. “Listen, if you wanted money, you should have told me over the phone that’s what you were looking for. Then neither of us would’ve wasted our time here.”

      “All right, maybe I can give you something.”

      “What?”

      The man held his hand out. Hall put two twenties and a ten in it. The man crumpled the money in his hand as it curled into a fist. He continued looking around.

      “Well?” Hall asked.

      “Not here. I got the creeps talking in front of this place at this time of night.”

      “Then where?”

      “Let’s just go around to the side. At least there I won’t feel like I’m being watched. You never know about Ripper, man. That dude’s got eyes in so many places I feel like he’s a ghost, you know?”

      “Yeah, I get it.”

      The man nodded at Hall to follow him. “Let’s go over here.”

      The man walked over to the side of the building, Hall following him. They went down the length of the building, all the way to the edge of it. Hall expected the man to stop, but he just kept going, eventually turning the corner, disappearing out of sight. Hall sped up to catch him, thinking that he was getting conned out of money. Maybe that’s all this was about. Just a way for someone to make a little extra cash.

      But as Hall turned the corner to find the guy, he quickly found out that that wasn’t what it was about. He was met with a few hands and feet, all of which were pointed in his direction. Hall went down, trying to cover up from the assault at the hands of what seemed like three or four men. Hall tried the best he could, but the blows were landing at an increasing pace, and he just couldn’t keep up and block them anymore. And fighting back wasn’t an option. All he could do was just try to withstand the punishment for as long as he could.

      Eventually, after several minutes of the beatdown, Hall was close to passing out. Before that could happen, though, the men suddenly stopped. They picked him up and dragged him along the back of the building. The rear door to the vacant building was now open, and they brought him inside. They let him drop to the concrete floor without much care of his condition. As Hall lay there, he started moving his head around. He was trying to pick up what the men were saying.

      “What do we do now?” a deep voice asked.

      “Jack said to give him this.”

      The man held up a needle. Hall looked over and saw it, knowing he was going to be in even worse trouble than he already was. The other men noticed him start to stir and rushed over to him, holding him down. With one man on each of his arms and one man holding both of his legs, Hall wasn’t going anywhere. The man with the needle knelt down beside him and slowly pushed the needle into his arm.

      “How long’s that gonna take?” the deep voice asked.

      “He said it should work within a minute or two.”

      Just as they were told, Hall slowly stopped squirming and trying to fight. His eyes started feeling heavy, and he could barely keep them open anymore.

      “It’s starting to work,” the man with the needle said.

      After ten more seconds, Hall was officially out. Just to make sure, though, one of the men slapped Hall lightly on the face several times. He still didn’t move.

      “He’s out,” the deep-voiced man said.

      “Good. Everything went according to plan.”

      “Why not just kill him? What did we have to knock him out?”

      “That’s how Jack wanted it.”

      “Seems like a lot of wasted effort. Should’ve just wasted him and been done with it. All this extra stuff’s a lot of nonsense.”

      “It’s the way Jack wanted it.”

      “Yeah, yeah. If Ripper was so intent on knocking this guy out, then why wasn’t he here to begin with? Where is he, anyway? He should be here.”

      “He’ll be along,” the leader of the group said. He was starting to get irritated with the other man’s opinions.

      “When?”

      “When he gets here. That’s all any of us need to know. He said he’ll be here. Shouldn’t be too long.”

      The deep-voiced man sighed. “I don’t like this. Let’s just kill him and split.”

      “We’re not getting paid to kill him. We’re getting paid to do exactly what we’re doing. And that’s what we’ll do. Wait.”

      “Well, I don’t like it, man. I don’t like it at all. Anybody can come in here and find this guy, and who’ll get the rap for it? We will.”

      “Just shut up and sit down. If you don’t wanna wait, there’s the door. But you ain’t getting paid either.”

      The other man kept looking around, getting nervous about not having a clear plan to get out of there. He didn’t like waiting. He’d been arrested and sent to prison a couple of times and had no interest in going back. He wanted to be done with this thing and collect his money.

      Suddenly, a voice emerged from the darkness at the far end of the room. “Your partner is quite right.”

      All the men took out their pistols and aimed them at the man possessing the elderly voice. After a few seconds, the man appeared in the light. He looked to be in his seventies. A rather unassuming type of man. Frail looking, white hair, hardly the dangerous sort.

      “You can put your weapons down, gentlemen.”

      “Who are you?” the leader asked.

      “I’m a representative of Mr. Ripper.”

      “A representative?”

      “Yes. I am appearing here in Mr. Ripper’s place.”

      “That wasn’t the deal.”

      “We have altered it.”

      “Why wasn’t I told?”

      “Mr. Ripper feels this is the best way to proceed in the matter.” The elderly man walked up to the leader and looked at the others, not the least bit intimidated by the guns pointed at him. “Now, lower your weapons.”

      The leader looked at the others and nodded, being the first to lower his. “Why didn’t he call and tell me the deal had changed?”

      “The deal is the same as it was first proposed to you. You will all still get paid the same amount for the same services. The only difference is that I will be appearing in Mr. Ripper’s place.”

      “Why?”

      The white-haired man smiled. “Because that is the way Mr. Ripper wishes it to be.”

      “And who are you?”

      “I already told you. I am Mr. Ripper’s representative. Proper names are both unimportant and unnecessary in this situation.”

      The leader shrugged. “Whatever. Let’s just get this thing over with.”

      “I take it you have administered the proper dosage that you were told?”

      “It’s been done. He’s been out about five minutes.”

      “Excellent. Well done.”

      “You want us to wake him back up?”

      “No, we will let the effects of the medication take its hold on him first. We’ll give him about twenty minutes or so.”

      “Twenty minutes?!” the deep-voiced man said. “C’mon, man, let’s just do this now.”

      “Relax gentlemen. We cannot rush the process.”

      “What exactly is that stuff we gave him anyway?” the leader asked.

      “It’s simply a sedative to make him less conducive to aggressive behavior,” the man said with a laugh. “We wouldn’t want him to be combative when we speak to him, would we? He’s been known to be quite effective with his hands and feet.”

      “Why you even wanna talk to him, anyway? Why not just kill him now and get it over with?”

      “Mr. Ripper has his reasons for doing this. It is not for us to question. But to appease your curiosity, Mr. Ripper has a certain respect and affection for this man. However, he has foiled several of Mr. Ripper’s plans and deals, and we would like that stopped. We would like to appeal to his senses first before taking the alternative and more permanent approach.”

      The deep-voiced man still wasn’t thrilled with waiting. “You still need us for anything? I mean, c’mon, let’s just go and leave them here and let them do whatever they want.”

      The elderly man moved to the side of the room where there was a folding chair and sat down on it. “You may do whatever you like, gentlemen. May I just remind you about Mr. Ripper’s affection for details and having his plans carried out to the tiniest of them.”

      The leader of the group gulped, knowing Ripper’s reputation. He was a man you didn’t want to cross. At least, not if you wanted to live. “We’ll wait.”

      The elderly man smiled. “Excellent choice. I shall report your willingness to cooperate with Mr. Ripper. He will be most pleased. It won’t be too long now, gentlemen. It won’t be too long.”
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      The elderly man looked at his watch. He got up off his chair.

      “It’s time, gentlemen, it’s time. You have the other mixture, I presume?”

      “Right here,” the leader said, getting another needle out of his pocket.

      “Excellent. Just give it to him, and we shall see if it has worked as expected.”

      The leader bent down next to Hall again and put a needle in the opposite arm. Within seconds, Hall started stirring. He was a little dazed, and his vision was blurry. The men grabbed hold of his arms and dragged him to the wall, sitting him upright with his back up against it. Slowly, Hall’s wits started coming back to him. He started seeing more clearly, but he still felt a little dazed.

      “What do you guys want?” Hall asked.

      “Cooperation, Mr. Hall. Cooperation.” The elderly man came closer to Hall, letting him see his face.

      “Who are you?”

      “My name is not important. What is important is that you see the error of your ways and correct them.”

      “What errors?”

      “Before we get into all that, I want you to understand the situation here. The effects of the drugs you have been given will wear off within a few hours.”

      “What’d you give me?”

      “Nothing lethal or longstanding. That’s all you need to know. Your life is not in any danger at the present time, so there is no need for you to think about escaping, fighting, or any of the other things going through your mind. The medication in your system will prevent your body from cooperating anyway, but just in case your mind thinks differently, all that will get you is further pain and punishment. Cooperate, and you’ll be back home in your bed in a few hours like nothing ever happened.”

      “So what do you want from me?”

      “Just a talk. Just a chance for you to do the right thing.”

      “Which is?”

      “To stop your pursuit of Jack Ripper.”

      Hall laughed. “You mean James Rankin?”

      The elderly man smiled. “You are too smart for your own good, Mr. Hall. Much too clever.”

      “I’m not gonna stop looking for him.”

      “But you must. Don’t you see that nothing good can come from your dogged determination?”

      “I don’t understand all this. If you work for him, you have me here, you could’ve killed me. Why aren’t you?”

      “Because it is not Mr. Ripper’s wishes. He admires you, respects you, even thinks you make a good opponent, though obviously, not quite on his level. To that regard, he doesn’t wish to see you killed.”

      “But he just wants me out of the way?”

      “Yes.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “Well, you must understand that people are sometimes forced to do things that they don’t want to.”

      “You mean he’d kill me?”

      “It is not just you that you have to worry about, Mr. Hall.”

      “You mean Charlotte?”

      “Among others. You of all people know that Mr. Ripper is a master of disguise. He can assume any identity he wishes, become anyone he wants to be, and can penetrate any walls that seem closed. You cannot protect your loved ones against someone you don’t know is there. He is giving you this warning because he doesn’t wish to proceed in that direction. So please don’t make him.”

      “He’s hurt people. He commits criminal acts.”

      “He does what he needs to do to survive. That is all.”

      “So who is he? Who is he really? Is Rankin even his real name, or is that an alias too?”

      The man smiled again. “I think that is something you don’t need to know. It can only lead you down a path of pain and destruction. Don’t take it.”

      “So you’re saying if I stop looking for him, I have nothing to worry about?”

      “That is the size of it, yes.”

      “I must have been getting too close, huh?”

      “That is a matter of opinion. Close for you may not have been close for him. He just wishes that you don’t get too close to where he is forced to hurt you in more permanent ways.”

      “Sounds like I’m not being given much of a choice.”

      “You’re not. But Mr. Ripper does hope you make the right one. He really does not wish to resort to alternative measures.”

      “Why now?”

      “Because over the last few months, you’ve made an absolute pest of yourself. Oh, in the beginning it was somewhat amusing. Stumbling into cases by pure accident. There was that college kid with the prescription pills, the infidelity case that led to the insurance fraud, and a dozen instances since then. It seems as though you have a natural knack for just getting in the way.”

      “It’s a gift.”

      “Indeed. And Mr. Ripper found it amusing at first. And he even found it somewhat challenging, on a low level, of course, but now you are starting to become an annoyance.”

      “Kind of happens.”

      “Not only have you stumbled into our plans and disrupted things, now you have been actively looking for him. You’re going around asking questions, talking to people, pulling up records, visiting people you think have had a connection to him… you’re becoming a real pain in the ass.”

      “Sometimes can’t help myself,” Hall said.

      “That is something you will have to change.”

      “What if I can’t?”

      “Then that would be most unfortunate. Not only for you, but everyone around you.”

      “If I stop looking for him?”

      “As I said, you’ll have nothing to worry about.”

      “I’m an investigator. What if I get a case that involves him and I don’t know about it?”

      The man grinned. “Allowances can and will be made for blissfully intruding on our progress. We don’t wish to hinder your abilities to make a living. We simply wish for you to stop on your current path. If you happen to stumble onto one of our deals again, don’t go any further with it other than what is absolutely necessary to wrap up your case. Anything extra will likely result in something a lot more hostile than this visit.”

      Hall looked at the other men surrounding him. He was starting to feel a little better, but he knew he couldn’t do much more than agree at the moment. Though they didn’t seem violent now, he knew that could change with the snap of a finger.

      “Do we understand each other?” the elderly man asked.

      “I guess we do.”

      “Then I have your word that you will keep your end of the bargain?”

      “I don’t seem to have a choice, do I?”

      “Mr. Hall, if when you leave here and you’re back home and you’re thinking that maybe you can disregard the warning you’ve been given here… let me assure you that would be a very unwise decision on your part. We could just as easily kill you right here and now. Trust me, if we could get you here once, we could do it again, no matter how you think you could prevent it. Please take my word for it and take this second chance that you’re receiving and make the most of it.”

      Hall stared at the man and thought about it. He wasn’t sure if he actually would comply with his wishes, but for the moment, he’d comply with just about anything. He’d worry about everything else later.

      “Please, Mr. Hall, take the deal that is being offered to you. It may be the last one you’ll get. I would very much like for you to grow old like I have. It’s a shame when younger people have their lives snuffed out. Especially when it is preventable.”

      Thinking about Charlotte more than himself, Hall finally nodded. “I won’t go out of my way to look for him anymore.”

      The old man smiled. “You’ve made a wise choice.”

      “But if I have a case that leads to his involvement, whether I know about it or not, I have to go where it takes me.”

      “Mr. Ripper wouldn’t have it any other way. He respects your principles. Just not your tenacity. Just to confirm, we do have a deal?”

      “Yes.”

      “Fantastic. Now, I’m sure you can understand my apprehension in just letting you walk out of here, so we’re going to give you another needle to put you to sleep.”

      “What?”

      The man put his hand up to quell his prisoner’s fears. “Just a precautionary measure, I assure you. You have nothing to fear. It is to allow us time to get out of here in case you decide to make a foolish decision and try to stop us. You will wake up again in no time. There will be no ill effects and no lasting consequences. I give you my word.”

      “And what’s that worth?”

      “A man’s word is everything. When it comes right down to it, that’s all any of us really have, isn’t it? More than money, more than power, more than anything, a man’s really only worth what his word is worth. Don’t you agree?”

      Hall thought about it. The old guy sounded more like a philosopher than some type of criminal hanging around Ripper or Rankin. “I suppose so.”

      The elderly man looked over at the leader of the group and nodded. The man took another needle out of his pocket. Not wanting to get stuck again, Hall offered his own terms.

      “Instead of poking me with that thing, how ‘bout we come to a new deal?”

      “I’m listening,” the old man asked.

      “How ‘bout I just give you my word that I won’t follow you, and you can forget sticking me with that?”

      The man smiled. “I appreciate your willingness to cooperate, Mr. Hall, but we must comply with Mr. Ripper’s orders. He expects them to be carried out completely and to the letter with no deviations. He does not like his deals being altered.”

      “Fine. I’ll cooperate on one condition.”

      “Which is?”

      “Is Rankin even his real name? Is he done with it? Does he use names like plastic cups? Use them once and toss them away. Then get a new one?”

      The old man smiled, but shook his head. “Mr. Hall, asking these types of questions can only lead one down that path I warned you about. Forget them.”

      The white-haired man nodded to the leader, who then stuck Hall in his bicep. Within seconds, Hall’s eyes closed, and he slumped over. The leader put his fingers on Hall’s neck to check for a pulse.

      “He’s good.”

      “Excellent,” the old man said. “It looks like this was a smashing success. Our work here is done.”

      They were about to leave, but Hall’s phone started ringing. The leader looked at the ID.

      “Some girl named Charlotte.”

      “Ahh, his pretty girlfriend,” the old man said.

      The deep-voiced man smiled, liking the thought of seeing a pretty woman. “Pretty, huh? Maybe we should pay this woman a visit too, huh?”

      The leader fiddled with the phone for a few seconds. “He sent her messages telling her where he was in case something happened.” Another text came in as he was reading. “She’s coming here. She says she’s worried and on the way.”

      “Well, I’ll stick around for her,” the deep-voiced man said. “I’ll make sure she’s dealt with in the appropriate manner.”

      “You will do nothing of the kind,” the old man said. “She is not to be hurt.”

      “I wasn’t planning on hurting her. She might even like it.”

      “She is not to be touched by you.”

      “Listen, old man, we did what you wanted here. As far as that’s concerned, our deal is over. I can do anything I like after that.”

      “The woman is not to be touched. Those are Mr. Ripper’s wishes.”

      “Didn’t you just say she might be harmed if this dude didn’t do what you wanted?”

      “That will be up to Mr. Ripper. Not you.”

      “And I’m just saying I’ll do what I want.”

      “We gotta make up our minds here,” the leader said. “We probably don’t have much time.”

      “We must go,” the elderly man said.

      “Fine with me,” the leader said.

      “I’ll wait for our little princess,” the deep-voiced man said.

      “And what if she calls the cops?”

      “If she was calling the cops, she wouldn’t be coming.”

      “Do whatever you want, man, the rest of us are leaving. If you get caught, that’s on you.”

      “I’ll handle it.”

      “You couldn’t wait to get out of here, and now that we’re doing that, you plan on staying?”

      “For a pretty girl, I’ll do just about anything.”

      “Why do you have a man you can’t control as part of your group?” the old man asked.

      The leader shrugged. “He’s got a weakness when it comes to women. What do you want me to say? We should go. Make sure you tell Mr. Ripper I held up my end of the deal.”

      The leader dropped the phone on the floor and all the men left the room, except for one. The man with the deep voice picked up the phone and walked around the room, keeping an eye on Hall, who still wasn’t moving. If he did, the man would see to it that he stopped immediately, by whatever means necessary. He kept looking out the window, waiting to see if his pretty visitor would show up soon.

      It took about twenty-five minutes, but finally, he noticed a woman across the street. It was Charlotte. She was looking inside Hall’s car. A few seconds later, she stood just on the outside of it and got on the phone. She explained the situation to Bradham.

      “I’m on the way with a couple squad cars. Just wait for me.”

      “What if he’s in trouble?” Charlotte asked.

      “Listen to me: do not go in that building until we get there, do you understand?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Charlotte, you have no idea what’s in there. You don’t know who or what you’ll find. Do not enter that building.”

      She sighed. “OK. I’ll wait for you.”

      Charlotte hung up and paced around the car as she waited for the police to arrive. She knew it was probably the right thing to do, but she desperately wanted to go into that building and make sure her boyfriend was all right.

      The deep-voiced man was still watching through the window. He got the feeling she was waiting for someone, probably the cops, and he wanted to speed things up and get her in there. He needed that to happen before the police showed up, so he had to work fast. He looked down at the phone in his hand and thought of a way to do that. He went right to her name and started typing a text.

      “Hey, are you out there?”

      Charlotte quickly typed back. “YES.”

      “I’m inside. Can you come in and help me? I’m having trouble walking. My leg’s hurt. Some guys jumped me and left.”

      “Is anyone else still in there?”

      “No. They all left. I wouldn’t have you come in if anyone else was here.”

      “OK. I’m coming in now.”

      The man smiled as he saw Charlotte cross the street. Wanting to catch her by surprise when she came in, he quickly made sure the door was unlocked, then he retreated to a dark spot in the corner of the room, where she couldn’t see him. He only stood there for a few seconds before Hall’s pretty girlfriend came in through the door. Charlotte opened the door and stood there for a moment, trying to see through the darkness.

      “Brandon?”

      Without getting a response, she hesitated. But based on the texts she got, she knew Hall was in trouble. If he was having trouble walking, maybe he had passed out from the pain. She had to put her fears aside and move forward. She walked through the darkness, not yet seeing anything, and stood in the middle of the room. She spun around to see if she noticed anything. She then heard someone clear their throat from the corner of the room. She squinted her eyes, though she still couldn’t see much. She could see what looked like the outline of a person, but she couldn’t make out who.

      “Brandon?”

      The deep-voiced man emerged from the corner, finally showing his face. “I’m afraid he’s not gonna make the party.”

      “Where is he?”

      “He’s… sleeping it off.”

      “Who are you?”

      “I’m your new boyfriend, baby. You wanna have a good time?”
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      The man kept walking toward Charlotte, who now started backing up.

      “Where’s Brandon?!”

      “Stop worrying about him. He’s not good enough for you. I can show you a much better time.”

      Charlotte made a run back for the front door, but the man slid over and stood in her way. She stopped before he had a chance to touch her. She continued backing up, looking all around for a way out.

      “We can do this a couple of ways,” the man said. “You can just be happy and let what’s about to happen happen and enjoy it. Or you can put up a fight and be miserable. But it’s gonna happen in either case, so you might as well take the easy road.”

      Charlotte was sweating, still backing up as she looked for an escape. She eventually ran out of room, though, and her back hit against the wall. “No. No. Brandon.”

      “Ain’t no Brandon here gonna help you.”

      The man kept advancing toward her. She stood still as he got within touching distance of her. He tried to stroke her hair, but she hit his hand away.

      “Gonna do this the hard way, huh?”

      Suddenly, another voice emerged from the darkness behind them. “Stop!” It was a man’s voice.

      The deep-voiced man instantly turned to see who it was, while still keeping a hand on Charlotte’s shoulder. “Who are you? You reaching for a gun?”

      “What? No. I ain’t got…”

      The new man opened fire, pulling the trigger three times, hitting the deep-voiced man in the stomach with all three shots. He clutched his stomach and fell to the ground.

      “Oh my god.” Charlotte stepped over the man’s body. “Brandon!”

      The other man rushed toward her. Charlotte initially took another step back, but once the man stepped out of the darkness and revealed himself to be a police officer, she took a huge sigh of relief.

      “Thank you.”

      “My pleasure, ma’am. Are you OK?”

      “Yes. But I’m looking for my boyfriend. Is Bradham here?”

      “Who?”

      “Detective Bradham. He said he was coming with some other cars.”

      “No, he’s not here yet. I was the first to get here.”

      “Oh.”

      “I think your boyfriend’s over there.” The officer pointed to the back of the room, where it was also dark.

      “Where?” Charlotte squinted, but still couldn’t see him. “Are you sure?”

      “C’mon, I’ll show you.”

      The officer grabbed Charlotte near the elbow and gently led her in that direction. Once they got a little closer, they could finally see the outline of a body on the floor.

      Charlotte started running toward him. “Oh my god, Brandon!” She dropped to the floor and knelt next to him, picking up his head and putting it in her lap.

      “Relax, ma’am, he’s OK.”

      “He’s not breathing.”

      The officer felt Hall’s wrist, then put his fingers on Hall’s neck. “His pulse is strong. He’s OK. Looks like he’s just knocked out. Might have been injected with something.”

      “Injected? With what?”

      “Probably some type of drug to cause sleepiness.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “I’m sort of the go-to guy down at the station for these things. I have a knack for spotting it. There are certain symptoms to watch for. It should wear off in a few minutes.”

      “Are you sure?”

      The officer smiled. “Pretty sure.”

      “Thank you, Officer…”

      “Officer Ross, ma’am. Joe Ross.”

      “Officer Ross. Thank you.”

      “My pleasure. Did Bradham say how long they were gonna be?”

      “Uh, I don’t know.”

      “Well, I better go out front. When they get here, I’ll update them on the situation. You hang on to him and don’t let him go, OK? He’ll be fine.”

      “I will.”

      The officer patted Charlotte on the shoulder, then went through the darkness of the room, eventually disappearing from sight. About five more minutes passed before anyone else showed up, though for Charlotte, it felt like a lifetime. Several men came barging into the room like gangbusters, Bradham leading the way.

      “Charlotte, you OK?” Bradham asked. He went over to her and noticed Hall lying still. He automatically assumed the worst.

      “He’s not dead. The other officer checked.”

      “What other officer?”

      “Ross. Joe Ross.”

      Bradham looked confused, but wasn’t about to question anything just then. He bent down to check for himself, and slowly, Hall started coming around. His eyes opened, and he squirmed a bit, though Charlotte did her best to hold him still.

      Bradham stood up and turned to another officer. “Get an ambulance down here.”

      As another officer called for an ambulance, Bradham helped Hall sit up, leaning him against the wall for support.

      “What happened?”

      Hall was still a little groggy and wasn’t in much of a position to speak about anything yet. So Charlotte told Bradham about her end of things.

      “I told you to wait for me,” Bradham said.

      “But I got a text from his phone. I thought it was from him. Turned out to be from that guy.” She pointed at the dead body on the floor.

      “Who’s he?”

      “I don’t know. He was about to rape me before the other officer showed up and shot him.”

      “What other officer?”

      “Officer Ross.”

      “Who’s he?”

      “How am I supposed to know? Don’t you know him?”

      Bradham was about to respond when Hall started moving around some more. They dropped their conversation to focus on him.

      “You OK?” Bradham asked.

      Hall held the top of his head. “Uh, yeah, I think so.”

      “You hurt at all?”

      “I don’t think so. They just gave me a couple needles. They said there were no effects other than making me drowsy.”

      “Why? What was all this about?”

      “Ripper. Rankin. Whatever his name is these days.”

      “What about him?”

      “He brought me here to tell me to back off. Guess I was getting too close. Asking too many questions.”

      “And he didn’t kill you?”

      “Said this was a warning. It wasn’t even him. It was… some old guy. He apparently worked for Rankin and was delivering the message. Said if I didn’t back off, bad things would happen to those around me.”

      “Wow. That’s some warning story.”

      “Yeah.”

      “You know this old guy’s name?”

      “Didn’t say. Talked like he was a philosopher or professor or something.”

      “You’re lucky this didn’t turn out differently.” Bradham then looked at Charlotte. “For everybody’s sake.”

      “I know.” Hall continued holding his head, though it really didn’t hurt that much. He wasn’t even aware yet of what had happened with Charlotte.

      “So you remember everything from tonight?”

      “Yeah. I think so.”

      After Hall relayed everything, paramedics arrived to check him out. Charlotte and Bradham took a few steps back to give them room to work. Bradham walked back over to the dead man to check him out, while Charlotte hovered near her boyfriend. Bradham called another of the patrol officers over.

      “Is there a Ross in the department?” Bradham asked.

      “Ross?”

      “Yeah.”

      “In patrol?”

      Bradham shrugged. “Maybe.”

      The officer thought for a minute. “Nobody I can think of.”

      They walked over to Charlotte again. “You sure this officer said his name was Ross?”

      “Yeah. Joe Ross.”

      “Was he in uniform?”

      “Yeah.”

      “One of ours?”

      Charlotte looked at the patrol officer in uniform. “Yeah. Looked just like his.”

      Bradham left the small group and got back on the radio. He called the station and had someone look through the records. He got an answer back within a few minutes. He walked back over to Charlotte.

      “You’re sure his name was Ross?”

      “Yes. Why do you keep asking?”

      “And he was in uniform?”

      Charlotte rolled her eyes. “Yes. He was in uniform. Steve, I know it’s your job to ask questions, and sometimes the same questions over and over to make sure the story’s straight, but it was Officer Joe Ross. In uniform. Why don’t you just go over and ask him what happened?”

      “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “He’s not here.”

      “He just left?”

      Bradham shrugged. “I guess.”

      “Is he allowed to do that?”

      “Charlotte, I just checked police records. There is no Joe Ross in our department. There’s not any kind of Ross in our department.”

      Charlotte looked confused, not sure of what was going on. “Wasn’t he out front when you got here?”

      Bradham shook his head. “There was no officer out front. There was no police car out front. There was nobody. We were the first ones to get here.”

      Charlotte looked down at the floor, trying to comprehend what she was being told. “I don’t understand.”

      “Neither do I. Are you sure there was actually a guy there?”

      “Of course there was a guy there! What are you saying, that I shot him myself?!”

      “I’m just asking. You came in, he was coming on to you, you shot him in self-defense… it would be within your rights to do so.”

      “Really?! I mean, you really think I shot him?”

      “No, but I gotta ask the questions.”

      “Well, you can check my hands and clothes for whatever you check for to determine if someone fired a gun, and you’ll find I did not.”

      “OK. Are you sure he was dressed like a cop? I mean, it’s dark in here, you were put in a tough position, is it possible he wasn’t a cop and you just… your eyes maybe played tricks on you?”

      “He was a cop. He was in uniform. I know what I saw.”

      Bradham sighed, putting his hand on his chin as he thought about it. “I don’t understand it.” He then went over to another detective. “Put word out to neighboring departments, see if there’s a Joe Ross on any of their payrolls.”

      “Got it,” the detective replied.

      Bradham went back over to Hall, who was now standing, though still leaning against the wall. “How you feeling?”

      “I’ll survive.”

      “You really should go to the hospital to make sure.”

      “I’m fine. I feel OK. They said it was nothing that would last.”

      “And you believe them?”

      Hall shrugged. “They could’ve killed me if they wanted to. They didn’t.”

      “Yeah. I don’t know what the hell is going on here.”

      “With what?”

      Bradham looked at Charlotte. “You didn’t tell him yet?”

      “Tell me what?”

      “I had a small incident,” Charlotte said.

      “How small?”

      “Well…”

      After Charlotte explained everything that had happened on her end, Bradham hoped that maybe Hall could shed some light on it.

      “Can you remember what he looked like?” Bradham asked.

      “Looked like a cop,” Charlotte replied. “You know, short hair, no facial hair, average build. No outstanding features or anything. No scars or tattoos that I could see.”

      “Try to describe his face.”

      “Looked like he was in his late thirties, early forties, brown hair, brown eyes. I think around six-foot, regular looking face.”

      Hall shook his head. “Wasn’t any of the guys I was with.”

      “What?” Bradham asked. “How can you tell off that description?”

      “There were five of them. The old guy, that dead guy on the floor, the guy who shoved the needle in my arm, he had blond hair, another guy, he had black hair, and the last guy, he had brown hair, but it was down to his shoulders. None of them fit the description unless they changed clo—” Hall stopped talking and looked down at the floor as he scratched his cheek.

      “What? What is it?”

      “Just a thought.”

      “Well, go ahead and share.”

      Before Hall was able to speak, though, another officer came into the room. “Detective Bradham?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You should see this.”

      The officer waved Bradham over. He was followed by Hall and Charlotte. They went into another room near the front door, but it was once used as a small storage area. It probably wasn’t bigger than two hundred square feet.

      “What do you got?” Bradham asked.

      The officer pointed down to the ground. “That.”

      “What is it?”

      “Looks like a few pieces of white hair.”

      “The old guy you were talking about,” Bradham said.

      “Is he shedding?” the officer joked.

      “Could be,” Hall said.

      Hall and Charlotte looked at each other, though she still didn’t know what he had on his mind.

      “CSU on their way here?” Bradham asked.

      “Should be here soon,” the officer answered.

      Bradham put his hand on Hall. “Let’s go back in there and talk.” They went back into the main room, where the three of them huddled in a circle. “You were about to say something before.”

      “Just a thought,” Hall said. “Nothing concrete.”

      “Before we start getting facts in the way, that’s all we ever do. Throw out thoughts. Sometimes they stick.”

      “I was gonna say none of their descriptions fit, unless they changed clothes, changed their appearance.”

      “Did any of them look like they were wearing a disguise?”

      “Not that I could tell, but…”

      “But what?”

      “Rankin. Ripper. He’s a master of disguise, right? Can impersonate anyone. Can assume any identity. That’s his MO, right?”

      “Wait, are you saying that maybe Rankin himself was in this little charade?”

      “Like I said, just a thought.”

      “So what, Rankin was one of these guys and then changed clothes into a cop, then shot one of his guys? Why? Just to prevent Charlotte from getting hurt? What sense does that make?”

      Hall smiled. “Didn’t say it made sense. Just throwing out ideas.”

      “Well, that’s just crazy.”

      “What was the officer’s name again?”

      “Joe Ross,” Charlotte replied.

      “Joe Ross.” Something about the name sounded familiar. He didn’t remember ever hearing it before, but it seemed familiar for some reason. “Joe Ross.”

      “You know it?” Bradham asked.

      Hall moved his jaw around as he thought about it. Joe Ross. He then thought of Rankin. James Rankin. Ripper. Jack Ripper. Both were JRs. Now the officer is a JR, too. Those were coincidences that usually suggested they weren’t a coincidence. They were patterns. “Joe Ross. James Rankin. Jack Ripper. See the connection?”

      “They start with the same letters,” Charlotte replied.

      Hall nodded. “Exactly.”

      “You’re gonna need a lot more than that to tie them together,” Bradham said.

      Hall then thought about the white hairs they’d just found. “The hair.”

      “What?”

      “The white hair. Maybe that was the disguise.”

      “Disguise? Wait, are you saying that the old guy wasn’t really an old guy and that he was really Rankin?”

      Hall pointed over to that small room. “Well, that would explain the hair, wouldn’t it? He changed out of that disguise and into a new one.”

      “Makes sense,” Charlotte said.

      “No, it doesn’t make sense,” Bradham said. “That’s the problem. It doesn’t make sense. Why would Rankin do that? Why not just appear as himself? Why bother changing his appearance for this?”

      “Because that’s what he does,” Hall said. “He always wants to confuse people, make people think something’s not what it actually is.”

      Bradham scratched his head, having trouble wrapping his head around the idea. “OK, so even if I give you that, and the old guy really wasn’t an old guy, why stick around to shoot his own man?”

      Hall threw his hands up. “I dunno. Can’t help you with that one.”

      “The officer, or whoever it was, seemed very compassionate,” Charlotte said. Then it was Charlotte’s turn to look like something was on her mind. She started replaying the events over again. Hall noticed.

      “What is it?”

      “Now that I’m thinking about it, after he shot the guy, he knew where you were. He pointed me to your body, before I could even see it. It was dark where you were. But he knew you were there.”

      “Like he’d been there before,” Hall said.

      “Yeah. And when we came over to you, he knew you were fine. Even before checking, he knew you were fine. He just knew.”

      Hall and Bradham looked at each other. “Like he had inside knowledge,” Hall said.

      “It was like he’d already been here.”

      Bradham sighed and blew his lips together. “I hate this shit.”

      Hall laughed. “You should’ve been on the receiving end. Then you’d really hate it.”

      “Well, we’ll dust the place for prints, see if we can pick up any clues to find the identities of whoever was here.”

      “Well, I know who you won’t find. Rankin’s.”

      “We’ll see.”

      “You’re not finding his,” Hall said. “Not unless he wants you to.”
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      Hall and Charlotte woke up at the same time. After making themselves presentable, they went into the kitchen and made breakfast together. As they cooked, they talked about the previous night’s events while it was still fresh in their minds.

      “You really think that was Rankin last night?”

      Hall nodded. “I think it’s highly possible.”

      “Why would he disguise himself?”

      “Maybe he thought I’d be less receptive if I thought it was actually him talking. Or maybe he was trying to disguise himself from the others in the group. Maybe he didn’t want them to know it was him.”

      “I guess that’s possible. I still don’t get why he’d stick around to shoot his own guy. I still haven’t figured that one out.”

      As Hall flipped over an egg, he gave it some thought. “Well… I don’t know.”

      “Especially if he threatened to hurt people you were close to. Why would he just turn around and do the opposite?”

      “Unless he wanted to use that as a bargaining chip.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He wants me to back off finding him. If he thinks I owe him one, you know, ‘cause he stopped something bad from happening to you, then maybe he thinks I won’t pursue him out of gratitude for that.”

      Charlotte grabbed the bread out of the toaster. “That actually kind of makes sense.”

      “Does it? ‘Cause I’m not sure it makes sense in my own head yet.”

      “No, it does. It would go with what he was saying to you. That he didn’t want to hurt you or those close to you. He’d only do it if he had to. He’s making it clear that he doesn’t want bad things to happen to us, so please back off.”

      Hall nodded. “Yeah. Guess it does make sense.”

      They put their food on plates and brought it over to the kitchen table. As they started eating, it was still the only thing on both of their minds.

      “So what are we gonna do?” Charlotte asked.

      “About?”

      “Rankin. We still going after him?”

      Hall shook his head. “Not me.”

      “Why? This has been bothering you for a long time.”

      “Not worth it. I can’t put your life on the line. Not for this. Rankin can be anyone he wants to be. He probably has eyes on our apartment right now. I can’t protect you from someone I don’t know. I don’t know who he really is, what he does, anything. We don’t know the first thing about him except for a bunch of fake names. Plus, I agreed that I wouldn’t.”

      “Your word to him?”

      Hall thought back to his conversation with the old man. “A man’s word is all he’s got, right?”

      “But what if we run into him again?”

      “It was implied that anything in the workings of a case I’ve got, everything’s fair game. He doesn’t want me looking specifically for him.”

      After they finished eating, they went into the living room to relax. A short time later, Hall’s phone rang. He quickly answered it.

      “Hey. Got anything?”

      “Yeah, a few things,” Bradham said. “Lifted some prints from the place, got a few names. No telling how long they’ve been there, though. The place has been closed for a long time. Might not have anything to do with last night, but we’re checking it out. Plus, we’re checking out names on the dead man, his friends and all. You want in?”

      Hall looked at Charlotte, thinking of the old man’s words. “No. No, I’m good. Just let me know if you find anything, huh?”

      “Will do. Kind of surprised that you’re not interested.”

      “Well, I’ve got a few other cases I’ve gotta work on. Really just don’t have time right now.”

      “Oh. Well, at least you’re keeping busy.”

      “Yeah. What about the white hairs?”

      “They’re checking it out now at the lab, but their initial thoughts are that it’s some type of wig. Not real hair. They’re making sure of that, though. Kind of fits with your theory.”

      “Interesting,” Hall said.

      “You’re sure you don’t want in?”

      “I’d like to, but, just can’t right now. Just keep me in the loop, OK?”

      “You got it.”

      After hanging up, Hall noticed his girlfriend staring at him with a strange look on her face.

      “What?”

      “You don’t have other cases you’re working on right now,” Charlotte said.

      Hall shrugged. “Just doesn’t interest me at the moment.”

      “Since when?”

      “Since last night. I can’t take the chance. I won’t.”

      Charlotte nodded and patted the couch. Her boyfriend came back over to her and sat down, a glum expression on his face. She put her arms around him and tried to comfort him.

      “It’s OK. It really is.”

      “I know,” Hall said. “I just thought I could really do something good.”

      “You still can. Your worth isn’t going to be determined by whether you find Rankin or not. It’ll be determined by the number of other people you help along the way. And you can still help plenty.”

      “I know. I guess it’s just disappointing that… that I failed.”

      “You didn’t fail.”

      “Last few months I’ve been trying to find out who Rankin really is, bring him to justice, and I haven’t done that. After last night, now this, I’m pretty sure that’s a failure.”

      “Did you really think you were going to win every fight? The best in history, at any sport, they all lost at one point or another. They all got knocked down. What makes them the best is that they got back up and kept on winning. That’s all you have to do. Just keep on winning. Shrug this one off and move on to the next one. Then the next one after that, and another one after that, and just keep plugging along. That’s how you win. Your life and career as a PI won’t be judged because of James Rankin. It won’t. It’ll only be judged that way if you let it.”

      Hall smiled and hugged her tight. He appreciated all the words of encouragement. “You ever think about being a life coach or something? You sure know how to pick people up.”

      “Nah. I got too much on my hands with you.”

      Hall’s phone rang again. “Looks like I’m Mr. Popular today.”

      “Maybe it’ll be a client. We could use the job.”

      “Yeah. As long as it’s not another infidelity case. I’ve already had enough of them.”

      Hall got up and looked at his phone. It wasn’t a number he recognized. He quickly answered it before they found another detective to hire. “Brandon Hall here.”

      “I’m glad to see the medication was true to its form and that there’s no lingering effects.”

      The hopeful expression was quickly wiped from Hall’s face as he figured out who he was talking to. “Who is this?”

      There was a slight laugh on the other end of the line. “Do we really need introductions at this point to figure things out?”

      “What do you want?”

      “I wanted to make sure you and your lady friend were all right.”

      “We’re fine.”

      “Good. I want to apologize for things going off script. Her being terrorized wasn’t exactly how things were supposed to go. I do hate when people deviate from the plan.”

      “I suppose I also have you to thank for firing the bullet that stopped it. Or should I thank Joe Ross instead?”

      “You are a clever man, Brandon. You could be Sherlock to my Moriarty.”

      “Sherlock killed Moriarty.”

      Rankin laughed. “Yes, well, consider this the movie that deviates from the source material.”

      “Why the getup last night? Why not just show yourself from the beginning? Why disguise yourself as an old man?”

      “Because disguising myself is what keeps me alive. It invigorates me. It keeps me from getting sloppy. If no one knows who I really am, it makes it tough for people to double-cross me, which is always a challenge in the climate we live in today. It’s hard to find truly loyal people who won’t sell you out for five dollars.”

      “So you don’t trust anyone?”

      “Trust is a fickle word. It’s like the wind. It comes and goes depending on the circumstances.”

      “Those other guys, they didn’t even know it was you in there, did they?”

      “They did not. The disguises also help to determine what people are truly like when they think the teacher isn’t looking.”

      “And the guy you killed?”

      “Foolish. Nothing else to really say about him. The others followed my directions. He did not. And he paid the price for it.”

      “As stupid as it sounds, I guess I should thank you for not allowing him to go any further,” Hall said.

      “It was my pleasure. As I explained to you, I truly do not want to hurt you or your loved ones. Protecting her was my way of proving that to you. As long as you hold up your end of the bargain, you have nothing to fear.”

      “I will. I won’t be looking for you anymore. At least not on my off-time. But I can’t look the other way if I’m on a case. If the clues point to you, I still have to come.”

      “Understood. I wouldn’t have it any other way. I would lose respect for you if you didn’t pursue wherever your leads take you.”

      Hall looked at Charlotte, still fearful for her safety. “And if that’s the case, I want to make sure that you’re not going to target… other people because of it.”

      “Brandon, as long as your pursuit of me is business-related and not personal, you never need fear of me. If you happen to find a dead body, and the clues point to me, by all means look. There will be no reprisal. But if you’ve got dead time between cases, don’t come looking for me. You won’t like what you find.”

      “But how will you know the difference? What if it’s for a case and you think it’s otherwise?”

      “Trust me. I will know.”

      “That’s not exactly reassuring.”

      “All you need to do is go about your business, Brandon. If you think the reasoning is just, then it probably is.”

      Hall cleared his throat. “Just so you know, they got white hairs from that wig you wore last night. The police will find out it’s you.”

      “Let them. It’s not a concern. Nothing they can find in that building will come back to me. But thank you for the tip.”

      “Well, I guess we’ll be seeing each other around sometime.”

      “I’m sure we will. And I eagerly look forward to our next meeting, even if you don’t know that it’s me at the time.”

      “I’d appreciate a little tipoff if you could.”

      “We will see. By the way, how’s your caseload coming?”

      “Uh, a little short at the moment.”

      “Well, business is about to pick up for you.”

      “How’s that?”

      “You should be getting a call in just a little while from someone who would like to employ your services.”

      “How would you know?”

      “Well, it’s someone I happen to know, and they asked me how they should go about something, so I recommended they use a private investigator.”

      “And you mentioned me?”

      “Well, they wanted the best, so there was only one name that came to mind. You. And before it runs through your mind, it is not a trap or a trick or someone that I’m employing to keep you busy. It is none of those things. It’s just a regular old person that could use a little of what you have to offer.”

      “And maybe also keeps me busy and away from whatever you got planned at the moment?”

      Rankin laughed. “Well, perhaps, just maybe, that might have some small part to play in it, but not the main reason. It is mostly for the reasons I have mentioned.”

      “I guess I should say thanks for the job. Unless I choose not to take it.”

      “Oh, take it, take it. Your client will be very wealthy and will pay you plenty. In fact, whatever you’re charging, I would double it for him. He’ll eagerly pay it without batting an eye. You might as well make some extra money off him. Believe me, he won’t miss it. Besides, the case is right up your alley.”

      “And how do you know him?”

      “Questions for another day, Brandon. I’m afraid I must be going now. But it’s been lovely talking to you. I do hope we can do it again soon.”

      “Right.”

      “Well, goodbye for now.”

      Hall held the phone in his hand, stunned at what had just happened. He never would have guessed Rankin would call him like this. Like they were old friends who just got reacquainted.

      “Is that who I think it was?” Charlotte asked, trying to figure out the conversation as she listened to her boyfriend talking.

      Hall turned his head toward her. “Depends on who you think it was.”

      “Was it him?”

      “Who?”

      “Rankin. Ripper. Ross. You know who.”

      “Oh. Well then, yeah, that was him.”

      “Oh my… what did he want?”

      Hall shrugged. “Apparently he’s giving us work.”

      Charlotte snapped her head back and made a face as if she’d just eaten something sour. “What?”

      “He recommended us to someone who needs an investigator.”

      “Uhh…”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is that wise?”

      “What?”

      “To take a job from someone he knows? What if it’s a trick? Or just a way for him to keep an eye on us?”

      Hall shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. At least not at this point.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t think he needs to resort to that. He seems like he knows what’s going on anyway.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I don’t either. But he said whoever was contacting us was very wealthy and could afford to pay us double what we usually ask.”

      “Oh. Double? Well, I guess it wouldn’t hurt to see what the person has to say.”

      Hall laughed. “Yeah. We’ll see.”
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      Hall’s phone rang again. Both he and Charlotte looked at it with anticipation, both a little stunned that it rang. They looked at each other, nervous about answering it, almost as if the phone might blow up in front of them.

      “Well?” Charlotte said. “It’s your phone.”

      Hall sighed. “Yeah.”

      “Maybe it’s Rankin again?”

      Hall went over to the table and picked the phone up, looking at the caller ID. “Not the same number.”

      “I’m sure he’s got different phones.”

      “Probably.” The phone kept ringing.

      “You gonna answer it?”

      Hall took a deep breath and nodded. “Yeah. I guess so.” He put the phone to his ear and hit the button to answer it. “Yeah?”

      “Brandon Hall?”

      There was a brief hesitation on Hall’s end before confirming it. “Yeah.”

      “You the PI?”

      “Yeah.”

      “My name’s Arnie Rathman. I wanted to hire you for a case.”

      “What’s the case?”

      “I’d prefer to talk to you about it in person. Can you meet me at my house?”

      “Depends. Who referred you to me?”

      “A man named Razor.”

      “Razor? He got a first name?”

      “Jay. Jay Razor. Why? Does that mean something to you?”

      Hall snickered. “Uh, yes and no. I guess it’s not important at the moment.”

      “So can you meet me?”

      “What time?”

      “Say one hour from now?”

      “What’s the address?”

      “It’s 1187 Elana Drive.”

      “One hour. I’ll be there.”

      After the line went dead, Hall took the phone away from his ear. He held it in his hand and looked at it. He didn’t say a word.

      “One hour for what?” Charlotte finally asked.

      “Meeting a prospective new client.”

      “And does this client have a name?”

      “Arnie Rathman.” Charlotte looked at her boyfriend dubiously. “Referred to us from a guy named Jay Razor.”

      Charlotte’s shoulders slumped. “JR.”

      Hall raised his eyebrows and nodded. “Yep. JR.”

      “He did what he said he would.”

      “He sure did.”

      “What now?”

      Hall shrugged. “Now I go meet Arnie Rathman.”

      “Brandon, I’ve been thinking, maybe it’s not such a good idea.”

      “What happened to, uh, paying double? I thought that interested you.”

      “The money does. But the job doesn’t. Anything involving James Rankin’s gotta be some type of trick. It’s an obvious setup.”

      “Maybe it’s not,” Hall said. “I mean, he didn’t kill me last night when he could’ve. He saved you from who knows what. Maybe it really is as simple as him looking after us.”

      “Looking after us? You really believe that?”

      “Well, looking after us meaning steering us in a direction other than the one he’s going in.”

      “And we’re just gonna go along with that?”

      “If it pays, why not?”

      “Because of who referred it to us.”

      “Money’s money, isn’t it? And don’t we need it?”

      Charlotte sighed. “We do. But do we need it from him?”

      “It’s not from him.”

      “Might as well be.”

      “As far as we know, he really might not have anything to do with this, other than giving Rathman our names.”

      “Isn’t that enough?”

      “Let’s just go and see what this guy wants us for,” Hall said. “If it seems OK, we roll with it. If it smells fishy, there’s nothing saying we have to take it.”

      Charlotte thought about it. She finally nodded and agreed. “I guess.”

      “His house is on Elana Drive. Takes about half an hour to get there from here. That gives us thirty minutes.”

      “Thirty minutes for what?”

      “Thirty minutes to get as much info as we can about Arnie Rathman. Let’s see what we can dig up on him before we get there.”

      “Take some of the surprise out of it.”

      Hall smiled. “That’s what I’m thinking.” Charlotte quickly went over to her laptop and logged on. “You got enough to go off of?”

      “I got a name and an address. That’s plenty to start with.”

      Charlotte immediately went through the public databases and found the name and address of Arnie Rathman. While she dug through the records, Hall went and got himself ready. He came back out of the bedroom five minutes later.

      “Get anything yet?” Hall asked.

      “Plenty. When Rankin said Rathman could afford to pay double, he wasn’t kidding.”

      “Why?”

      “Rathman is one of the co-founders of RF Software.”

      “RF Software. Name sounds familiar for some reason, but I can’t place it.”

      “They have several different divisions. One of them is creating online video games. Not for the consoles, but for various websites that use that to attract visitors as well as apps.”

      “And the others?”

      “They have another division for creating productivity software for websites, apps, things like that.”

      Hall shrugged, not really impressed. “Nice.”

      “I just did a quick check on them. They’re a private company, so they don’t release public figures, but the estimate is that they do a couple billion dollars a year in sales.”

      The look on Hall’s face suggested he was a little more impressed now. “Oh.”

      “I assume R is the Rathman in RF Software?”

      “Yeah. His partner is Chet Flanders.”

      “Sounds like a tech software guy. Anything on criminal behavior?”

      Charlotte shook her head as she searched through the screen. “Nothing I can find so far.” She then checked the time. “I’m kind of rushing through, though, so it’s possible I might miss some stuff.”

      “We’re not gonna have time to do an in-depth check on him. As long as we have the basics, I’m sure he’ll fill us in on the rest.”

      “Looks like he owns three houses. One in California, one in New York, and one in Florida.”

      “Lifestyles of the rich and famous. You might as well get ready. You can take that in the car with us and try to dig up more on the way there.”

      As Charlotte left the room to get ready, Hall sat down on the computer and started looking through some of the information on both Rathman and RF Software. Arnie Rathman was thirty-six years old and, along with his partner, started their company in an apartment that they shared when they were fresh out of college. They started with a couple of games they’d designed for phones, and their business took off from there. They were only in business for three years before they made their first million. And there was no looking back since. Now they had a big office building with enough space for a hundred employees.

      After Charlotte came back out, she grabbed her laptop, and she and Hall drove to Rathman’s place. It was a nice estate, with plenty of well-kept ground, swimming pool, all the luxuries one would expect of a billionaire. There was a tall iron fence that surrounded the property, along with a gate at the front. Hall and Charlotte got to the house ten minutes early. Instead of going in, though, they waited just down the street, keeping an eye on the front.

      “Why don’t we just go in now?” Charlotte asked.

      “I’m looking.”

      “For what?”

      Hall shrugged. “I dunno. Just looking.”

      “Is it just me, or does that not make sense?”

      “Rathman’s on the inside. I’m seeing if there’s anything on the outside that looks troublesome.”

      “Such as?”

      “I dunno. People watching him, things like that.”

      “Who would you expect?”

      “I don’t know. That’s why I said I was looking.”

      Charlotte carefully stared through the windshield, struggling to see anyone that might be hiding somewhere, in a car, behind a car, in a bush, or behind a tree. But she didn’t notice anyone. “I don’t see anything.”

      “Me neither.”

      “Then why are we still looking?”

      Hall looked at the clock. “It’s not time.”

      “We can get there early.”

      Hall shook his head. “No. I like to be right on time.”

      “What’s the harm in arriving five minutes early?”

      “I don’t want to appear desperate. Getting somewhere early, especially to a wealthy guy’s place like this, he might get the impression we’re ready to jump at anything he has to offer.”

      “I think you’ve seen too many movies.”

      “Maybe.”

      Charlotte laughed to herself. It then occurred to her what her boyfriend was doing. “You’re looking for Rankin, aren’t you?”

      “What?”

      “You weren’t looking for anyone else. You were worried about Rankin possibly setting you up somehow, or watching from a distance. You didn’t want to tell me and have me worry about it too.”

      “Now who’s seen too many movies?”

      “Just admit that’s what you were doing.”

      Hall shook his head. “Nope.”

      “You just didn’t want me to worry. Everything you said before, it was just talk. You were still worried. Admit it.”

      Hall looked at the time. “Look at that. Time to go.”
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      Once they drove up to the front gate, a voice blared out from the speaker embedded in the brick siding.

      “Yes?”

      “Here to see Mr. Rathman,” Hall said. “He sent for us.”

      “Your name?”

      “Brandon Hall.”

      “Drive up to the main house.”

      Hall nodded, then waited for the gates to open. Once they did, they drove up the long concrete road up to the main house. The property was surrounded with lush green grass, lots of trees, not to mention the in-ground pool on the side of the house. There were a bunch of cars in front of the house, and most of their occupants were in the pool. Hall and Charlotte could hear the laughter and giggles of several people as they got out of their car. They had no sooner shut their doors when a younger man darted out of the house in their direction. He had a full head of blond hair, sunglasses, swimming trunks on, and a glass of wine in his hand.

      “You the PI?”

      “Yeah,” Hall said. “That’s me.”

      The two of them shook hands. “Arnie’s around the pool area. Guess you wanna meet him.”

      Hall shrugged. He still wasn’t sure he wanted to or not. He wasn’t looking forward to it. There was still a bit of apprehension, not sure how exactly Rankin played into all of it. He then looked at Charlotte and gave the sort of face that confirmed his apprehension. They walked around to the pool area, where there were a good thirty or forty people milling around. Some were in the pool, some were lying out in the sun on lawn chairs, some were eating at tables, a few were at the barbecue station, and some were just standing near the edge of the pool talking to each other.

      “Uh, Arnie?!” the blond man shouted, putting his arm in the air for added attention. “You got some guests.”

      Hall and Charlotte stayed put as they scanned all the people, waiting to put their eyes on their host. Within seconds, there was another man who put his drink down on a table, kissed a woman on the cheek, then jogged over to them. It was Arnie Rathman. He looked just the same as the pictures they saw of him before they came over. Rathman was just a normal-looking guy, with no special characteristics other than his ability with computers. He was of normal height, weight, no distinguishing marks, and was someone who wouldn’t stand out in a crowd.

      “How you doing?” Rathman asked, shaking the hand of both Hall and Charlotte. “You guys together?” He pointed to both of them.

      “We are,” Hall replied.

      “OK. Um…” Rathman looked back to the pool area, where his wife was conversing with some of their guests. “Can we go inside to talk about this? I don’t want my wife to know what’s going on.”

      Hall lifted his hands up. “Sure. Wherever you want.”

      “Let’s go inside.” Rathman put his hand on the shoulder of his friend, who was still standing there. “Keep the party going strong, huh?”

      “You got it, bud,” the blond responded.

      As the man returned to the pool, glass in hand, Rathman motioned for his guests to follow him. They walked back to the front of the house. They went inside, immediately heading to their right, where there was a home office. Once inside the office, Rathman closed the glass doors to make sure they weren’t interrupted and that no one happened to listen in. Rathman walked back around his desk, and before sitting down, offered his guests something.

      “Can I get you guys anything? Drink, snack, smoke, anything?”

      “No, we’re good,” Hall answered. “Thank you.”

      Rathman finally sat down in his chair. He nervously looked around his L-shaped desk. Hall wasn’t sure if he was actually looking for something or just trying to delay talking about what was on his mind. After uncomfortably waiting longer than he wanted, Hall finally spoke up.

      “You did want to see us about something?”

      Rathman turned his head back to his guest and sighed. He nodded, knowing he had to get to it. “Yeah.” He put his hand over his mouth, thinking about how to begin. He was embarrassed and ashamed to talk about it, but knew he had to if he wanted to get it over with.

      “What’s the problem?”

      Rathman sighed again, though he still didn’t answer. He reached down to his desk drawer and unlocked it, pulling out a manilla envelope. Reluctantly, he handed the envelope over to Hall. “These are the problem.”

      Hall undid the clasp, then took out some pictures. Charlotte leaned her head over to look at them, too. After he was done, he passed them over to Charlotte. There were ten pictures in total. And they were steamy. Pictures of Rathman with another woman in compromising situations.

      “Let me guess,” Hall said, “the girl in the pictures is not your wife or girlfriend.”

      “I’m married,” Rathman replied. “And no, that is not her.”

      Charlotte put the pictures back in the envelope and passed them back to Rathman. “How’d this happen?”

      “If you’re referring to the pictures, I don’t know. If you’re referring to how I got with this woman…” Rathman shook his head, mad at himself. “I’m not sure about that either.”

      “Who is she?”

      “The woman in the photos? I don’t even know!”

      “You often have sexual encounters with women you don’t know?” Charlotte asked, not believing his story.

      Rathman sighed again and scratched his head. “Listen, my wife and I have three homes. Every now and then, due to business reasons, we find ourselves in different places. Usually it’s not for more than a couple weeks at a time. She might be in New York while I have to do business here or something like that. Nothing major.”

      “Good time to do some… special business without her.”

      “It’s not like that. I’m a faithful husband. I’ve never stepped out on her other than this time. And I wasn’t even looking for it. It just… happened. I’m not proud of it. I never wanted it. I never thought…” Rathman’s eyes started tearing up, and he wiped them before he started to cry.

      “So what happened in this instance?” Hall asked.

      “Like I said, my wife was in New York. I flew back here for business. I had to stay for a week. Just before going back, I had a little party. That’s when it happened.”

      “You’re leaving out a lot of details. You say you don’t know who the girl is in those photos, but she was here at a party you were giving?”

      Exasperated, Rathman threw his hands up. “I throw parties here all the time. Everyone knows that. And for most of them, I let people bring whoever they want.” He shrugged. “It’s not unusual for me to have a hundred people out there every week, and most of the time I don’t even know half of them. Hell, right now I don’t know half the people who are outside.”

      “How’d this rendezvous with the woman take place?”

      “She was here at the party.”

      “Who brought her?”

      Rathman shrugged. “Beats me.”

      “Did you shack up here?” Charlotte asked, not very sympathetic.

      “No. She, um, asked me to meet her at her apartment.”

      “And you did?”

      “Yes. Listen, I know it was stupid. I know I put myself in a compromising situation, and now I’m paying the price for it. And probably deservedly so. I deserve the scorn, I deserve the ridicule, I deserve the sarcasm and anything else you wanna throw my way. I get it. And I deserve it. I do. I’m not denying that. I made a poor choice. And I’m always going to have to live with that. But I don’t want it to destroy my marriage. I love my wife. I don’t want to lose her. And I’ve never done anything outside of this one time. And I never will again.”

      “She doesn’t know anything about this?” Hall asked.

      “She does not. I’ve kept it from her so far.”

      “You think she’ll leave you if she knows?” Charlotte asked.

      Rathman thought hard about it. “I don’t know. I… don’t know. I don’t want to take the risk. We’ve been married over ten years, and I don’t want it to fall apart over my stupid mistake.”

      “When did you get those pictures?” Hall asked.

      “These are just the latest ones. They came three days ago.”

      “The latest? When did you get the first ones?”

      “About a month ago.”

      “When exactly did the encounter with this woman happen?”

      “Three months ago.”

      “I assume they want money to keep this quiet?”

      Rathman nodded. “Yeah. Five thousand dollars every week.”

      “And you’ve been paying?”

      “I have.”

      “What do you want us to do?”

      “I want you to find out who’s doing this to me and stop them.”

      “Why are you just doing something about it now?”

      “I’m not,” Rathman said, an irritated look on his face. “You’re not the first people I’ve told about this.”

      “Who are the others?”

      “I’ve hired two other private investigators before you. They’ve both come up empty and couldn’t find anything. So now I’m turning to you.”

      “Because of Jay Razor?”

      “One day he was here at one of the parties, saw that I had something on my mind, suggested I contact you. Said you were the best.”

      “How do you know him?”

      “I don’t. Just someone I met at one of the parties. Never knew him before that. Started showing up here a year or so ago, probably. Started talking to him off and on.”

      “Does he know your exact situation?”

      “No, I didn’t tell him what was going on. Just that I had some problems.”

      “How do you deliver the money?”

      “I wire it into a specified account.”

      “Different account each time or the same one?”

      “Same one.”

      “You haven’t gone to the police?” Charlotte asked.

      “No. I prefer to do this as discreetly as possible.”

      “You don’t think the police can be discreet?”

      Rathman laughed. “The few times I’ve dealt with them, I’d say no. They’re gonna ask questions and dig into things that I don’t want them to.”

      “Such as?”

      “I can’t trust them to not talk to my wife, or my friends, or co-workers, or employees, and so on and so on. Eventually, they’re gonna talk to so many people that it gets back to my wife and then nothing matters, anyway. I wanna find out who’s doing this and stop them. But it needs to be on my terms.”

      “Who do you think is doing it?” Hall asked. “Any suspicions?”

      Rathman shook his head. “No. Not that I can think of.”

      “No enemies? Nobody who has threatened to hurt you or make you pay or anything like that?”

      Rathman shrugged. “Not that I know of. I’m not really a confrontational type of guy, so I’m not somebody who’s all out for myself and tosses people to the side or anything.”

      “Disgruntled ex-employees?” Charlotte asked.

      Rathman shook his head again. “Nah.”

      “You have no disgruntled ex-employees? Nobody has ever left on bad terms?”

      “No. You can check with anyone. If there’s ever anyone who can get a better job, a promotion, more money, a bigger title, more perks, whatever, I encourage it. More power to you. Everyone’s gotta do what’s best for them. I won’t stand in anyone’s way.”

      “What about promotions?”

      Rathman made a face like it wasn’t possible. “Not really. We don’t have big titles or anything. There’s me and Chet as owners. Everything runs through us. We’re not absentee owners who have a general manager who handles everything, then reports to us. We’re in charge. We make the decisions.”

      “So everyone’s on equal footing?” Hall asked.

      “We basically have two departments. We have the software division, and we have the gaming division. We have one guy who’s in charge of each. They keep things running day-to-day if Chet or I are somewhere else or can’t be reached. But other than that, everyone just comes in, does their job, and that’s it.”

      “Thought you said you don’t have titles?” Charlotte asked.

      “It’s a very minor structure. Head of Gaming, head of Software, then the president, then me and Chet. But it’s all very loose. No one goes around flaunting their authority or power, saying it’s my way or the highway. At some point, if a decision has to be made, the person in charge makes it. Someone has to. But it’s a very loose environment. It’s a fun place to work.”

      “I bet.”

      “We don’t even have specific schedules for anyone. They can come in when they want, leave when they want, take breaks, whatever. We even have a pool table, ping-pong, a couple arcade machines, things like that.”

      “So people can just come and go as they please?”

      “Well, within reason. Everyone puts in four or five days a week. But we don’t have specific times. Nine-to-five, ten-to-six, eight-to-eight, whatever works for you. If you gotta drop kids off in the morning and come in later, great. If you gotta leave early, then come back. I mean, everyone’s got things they gotta do, right? We’re definitely not the cutthroat corporate environment. We try to support and respect one another.”

      “Sounds dreamy.”

      “Anybody who’s left suddenly in the last couple of months?” Hall asked. “Whether for another job or just because?”

      “No. Last person who left the company was about a year ago.”

      “Not much turnover?”

      “There’s really not. That’s one of the reasons we have such a loose work environment. Training new people and getting them up to speed is a lot of wasted time and effort as far as I’m concerned. It’s more cost-effective to work with the employees that you have, keep them happy, keep them motivated, and it’s a win-win for everybody.”

      “Well, there’s obviously someone who doesn’t subscribe to your theory.”

      “I don’t know who it is. Can’t be from work. Just can’t be.”

      “What about your partner?”

      “Chet? No. No way.”

      “Why not?”

      “‘Cause Chet and I have known each other since high school. We went to college together, started this company together, we’re like brothers. It’s not him.”

      “Maybe he’s tired of sharing things with you. Wants it all for himself.”

      “No. That’s not him.”

      “Well, I hate to break this lovefest you have with everyone, but somebody’s doing this to you. And I doubt it’s a total stranger.”

      “It’s not Chet. If there’s one person that it’s definitely a hundred percent not… it’s him. I know it’s not.”

      “Have you told him about what’s going on?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because his wife and my wife are really good friends. If I mention something to Chet and he happens to let it slip to his wife, then… all bets are off.”

      “You think he would do that on purpose?”

      “No, of course not. But you know how married people are. Sometimes things just slip. It happens.”

      “Ever have any threatening phone calls or anything other than this?”

      “No.”

      “Any financial problems? Owe anyone money? Gambling?”

      Rathman put his hand out. “Does it look like I have money problems?”

      “Looks can be deceiving. They also don’t always paint the full picture.”

      “I have no money problems and I don’t owe anyone money.”

      “What about this woman?”

      “Told you, I don’t know who she is. The other private investigators have tried to find out her name, but they couldn’t get anything on her.”

      “This apartment she took you to… got an address?”

      Rathman nodded and grabbed a notepad, scribbling the address on it. He ripped off the paper from the pad and handed it to Hall.

      “You must have something from her,” Charlotte said. “Even if it’s a fake name, I’m sure you didn’t just call her Honey or Baby the entire time.”

      “She said her name was Elise. Probably phony.”

      “Probably,” Hall said. “But it’s a start.”

      “Told that to the other guys, including that apartment, but they got nowhere. Jay said you were really good, that’s why I called, but honestly, I don’t have high expectations. I’m not sure what you can do that the others couldn’t.”

      “Well, I guess we’ll just have to see about that, won’t we?”

      “So you’re taking the job?”

      Hall looked at Charlotte, who gave a noncommittal shrug. “Yeah, we’ll take it.”

      “Great. When can you start?”

      “Right now.”

      Rathman nodded, then reached into one of the desk drawers again. He pulled out his checkbook, wrote some numbers on it, then tore it out and handed it to Hall. “That should cover you for the next couple weeks, right?”

      Hall could hardly stop looking at all the zeros on the check. Ten thousand dollars was the biggest payout they’d had up to that point. It was hard to believe they’d have another one that even came close.

      “Uh, yeah, that should cover it.”

      “How long do you think it’ll take?” Rathman asked. “Not that I’m trying to rush you or anything, but I would like to get this over with as quickly as possible.”

      “Like you said, as quickly as possible.”

    

  

