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      Hall was working on his first official case after getting his private investigator’s license. It was a small job, following a man around to find out if he was cheating on his wife. The wife hired Hall a week ago, and he’d been following the husband around since then. Hall had heard from some other PIs that these kinds of cases were the worst, but he didn’t realize it himself until he was on it. It was extremely boring following a guy around on his extracurricular activities, taking pictures and showing them to his wife later. But it was his first official case, and it was a paying job, so it was better than nothing. Once he was in the business for a while, he could and would probably be more selective with the jobs that he accepted. But for now, money was money, and he needed all that he could.

      Charlotte was still working from home, but she hoped to help Hall as much as she could. It was more exciting than design work. But until the business was up and running and making more money, the bills had to be paid somehow. They were hoping to eventually have a separate office they could conduct business in, but for now, they had to use the apartment. So if they needed to meet any clients, they would have to use nearby coffee houses and diners. They didn’t want to be parading people through their apartment, especially if they had clients that weren’t the most trustworthy.

      They bought a big L-shaped desk that they put in the corner of the living room, so each of them had a separate workspace for now. It was getting close to dinner time and Charlotte had just finished her work for the day. Hall walked in the door just as she was turning her computer off. She gave him a kiss as he came over to the desk and sat down at his computer. He plugged his phone in to upload some pictures. He then removed a notebook from the drawer and started making some notes.

      “How’d it go today?”

      “Oh, you know, just the usual,” Hall said dejectedly.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “I hate doing stuff like this. People told me how boring it would be. But I didn’t realize how boring it would be. I mean, it is the worst.”

      “You know every case isn’t going to be exciting and super important.”

      “Yeah, I know, but I dunno, it’s just… different. I didn’t mind actually helping people and investigating things. I feel like I’m good at that, you know? With this, though, it feels like anybody could do it.”

      “Well, it’s important to the person who hired you.”

      “Yeah, I know, and I’m not trying to trivialize her problems or anything, it’s just…”

      “It’s not like investigating a murder.”

      “Yeah, it’s definitely not.”

      “I guess you have to look at the alternative and what else you could be doing.”

      “I could be starting my own trucking business and trying to get that off the ground, that’s what I could be doing.”

      “Would you really like that more?”

      Hall shrugged. “I don’t know. This doesn’t even feel like work. It feels like spying.”

      “Some things are going to be exciting. Some things are going to be dull. It’s just the way it is.”

      “I’m just not sure this is what I want to be doing.”

      “Brandon, you did all that work to get your license and now you’re gonna give up after one case?”

      “I didn’t say I was giving up. Not yet. I’m just not sure I want to do… this.”

      “You can tailor the business to what you want. More investigative work, security, things like that.”

      As Hall flipped through a few pages of his notebook, Charlotte noticed the name Rankin scribbled on a few of the pages.

      “Are you still looking for him?” Charlotte asked.

      “Who?”

      “Rankin. I noticed his name written down a few times.”

      Hall shrugged. “I dunno. Not really. I was trying to see if I could figure out who he really was. Just something to pass some of my other spare time. You know, when I’m not out taking pictures of people.”

      “I think you need to cross his name out and forget about him. The police don’t know who he is, you’re not gonna be able to figure it out from here, and that case is dead anyway. Probably shouldn’t use those words since some of the people were literally dead, but… it’s solved.”

      “I don’t know. It kind of bothers me that this guy is still out there, pulling the strings, making everyone else pay for his stuff, and he gets off scot-free.”

      “Some people are just smart enough to get away with it.”

      “But they shouldn’t be. He should pay for the things he’s done.”

      “Brandon, forget him. He’s a ghost now. He always was. Rankin’s probably not even his real name. Just concentrate on what you’re doing.”

      Hall looked at the screen, observing a picture of his target kissing another woman who was not his wife. “Concentrate on what I’m doing, huh?” Hall then looked at his beautiful girlfriend.

      “OK, so not literally. And this is basically wrapped up anyway, isn’t it? I mean, you’ve got the proof, right?”

      “Well, yeah, kind of.”

      “What do you mean, kind of? I see the proof right there.”

      “Well, the wife wanted me to follow him for a week. It’s only been six days. Got one more to go.”

      “Oh.”

      “And this is only number three.”

      “What do you mean, number three?”

      “This is the third different woman I’ve photographed with this guy this week,” Hall said.

      “Three?! Man, he’s busy.”

      “And what’s even worse is he’s taken all three to the same restaurant for dinner.”

      “He’s got no shame,” Charlotte said. “Guess he doesn’t care if people recognize him. Hope he doesn’t take his wife to the same place.”

      “He doesn’t. I asked her about it, and she said she’s never been there.”

      “So she knows?”

      “She knows he’s cheating. She just wanted proof.”

      “See? You’re helping to change people’s lives.”

      Hall looked at her, then the two shared a laugh. It wasn’t quite the definition he had in mind when he thought of helping people.

      “How’s this guy get away with having dinner with all these people?” Charlotte asked. “What’s his wife doing?”

      “Oh, she works nights at a hospital.”

      “Oh, nice. She’s helping people for real, and her turd of a husband is out playing Don Juan. Nice.”

      “There’s somebody for everybody, right?”

      “Unfortunately, it seems so. Some people don’t deserve anybody, though. Anyway, enough about that. So what do you say we go out after dinner?”

      “That’s nice, but I can’t,” Hall said. “Gotta follow this guy again.”

      “I thought you already did that.”

      “These are from last night.”

      “What were you doing earlier?”

      “Trying to get more business. Talked to a few companies about working for them, dropped off some business cards, things like that.”

      “Oh. Any luck?”

      “A few said they were interested. They had to kick it around a little first. I dunno, we’ll see.”

      Charlotte gave him a kiss on the cheek. “I’m sure at least one of them will hire you.”

      “We’ll see.”

      “About later, do you really need to follow this guy again? I mean, how much proof do you need? You’ve already got the goods on him. What good is following him another night?”

      “Well, the wife asked me to follow him every night and gave me a little extra to do it, so I really should.”

      Charlotte looked at him seductively. “Are you sure there’s nothing I can do to change your mind?”

      “Uh…” Hall flicked his eyes and looked away, not wanting to get sucked into her charms. “So is dinner ready?”

      “Depends on what you want.”

      “Just something quick and easy.”

      “Quick and easy, huh? Just the way you like it.”

      Hall smiled. “Uh… I refuse to answer on the grounds I may incriminate myself.”

      “Smart man.”

      They went into the kitchen and made ham and cheese sandwiches and some chips, then tried to talk about something other than Hall’s work. Somehow, the conversation seemed to come back to it, though. Once the time hit seven o’clock, Hall knew he had to go.

      “What are you gonna do if he already left?”

      “He hasn’t,” Hall answered. “This is the sixth day I’ve been on this guy. He’s had the same pattern the last five days. He leaves at seven thirty, then meets his date at the restaurant, then goes back to their place, then goes home before his wife gets there at midnight.”

      “Seems he needs a new pattern.”

      “Think he needs a new brain, but at least this guy is predictable. Makes it easier for me.”

      “Who knows, maybe you’ll get lucky and get thrown into a more interesting case while you’re out there?”

      “This ain’t the movies. I doubt something like that will happen.”

      “Never know. You could be one of those people who somehow gets drawn into things. Or they’re drawn to you, I guess.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think that’s gonna happen here. This guy’s not wrapped into anything other than other women. And that’s enough.”

      Hall gathered his things and went to the door. Before he left, Charlotte went over and gave him a kiss and a hug.

      “I’ll wait up for you. Unless you’ll be too tired and wanna go straight to bed.”

      “I doubt I’ll be that tired,” Hall replied. “I’ll just be sitting there. It’s not like anything interesting is gonna happen.”

      “Well, I’ll say a little prayer that you get some more action.”

      “Thanks. I doubt that prayer’s gonna be at the top of anyone’s list to answer, though.”

      “It’s the thought that counts.”

      “It is. But there’s nothing that’s gonna make this night more interesting. Nothing.”
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      For most of the night, Hall was right. It was just another boring night in a long string of them. Nothing new or interesting. His client’s husband did just as he did all the other nights. He ate at the restaurant with a different woman, then went back to her place for a nightcap. This woman was a little more upscale than the others, though, at least by outside appearances. The other three lived in either apartments or modest-sized homes. The woman tonight lived in what looked like an upper echelon house. Judging by the neighborhood, Hall doubted any house would list for under a million dollars. Lush green grass, plenty of yard space, two- and three-car garages, and at least three thousand square feet to go along with all the upscale finishes that the neighborhood provided.

      There were no private gates around the complex or any of the homes, so Hall was able to park across the street from the house, in front of one of the woman’s neighbors. He figured he’d stay for an hour or so, get some pictures, then take off. He didn’t want to stay too long and risk somebody calling the cops on him, wary of him hanging around for so long. Not that he was afraid of the cops showing up, but there was no reason to butt heads with them already. He’d save that for a more important case.

      Hall was watching the upstairs bedroom window, where he’d seen the two people walk back and forth in front of it. Through his camera, he saw the man without a shirt, and the woman in only a bra. This was the first time he’d actually seen them since they’d first arrived, so he figured they were finishing up their activities. Hall took a few more pictures, wanting to get out of there before the man came out of the house.

      Before starting up his car, Hall looked through the window one final time. He took a few more pictures, then was stunned to see a third person appear in the frame of the window. He couldn’t believe what he saw next. The man had a gun in his hand and held it in front of him, in plain view of the window. Hall took a few more pictures, though he couldn’t see anyone other than the man with the gun at the moment. A few seconds later, Hall heard several shots fired. Hall quickly got on the phone to call it in.

      “Nine-one-one, what is your emergency?”

      “Shots fired, 1612 Southern Street, not sure about victims, looked like one shooter. Get Detective Bradham over here now, and tell him Brandon Hall is already on scene. Going inside to check it out now.”

      “Hold on, sir…”

      Hall didn’t hold on, though. He didn’t know what was going on, but he assumed the people inside were dead or badly injured. And they couldn’t afford to wait for help to arrive. He was the help. If they weren’t dead, the shooter could easily finish them off while waiting for the police to arrive. There was nothing else Hall could do, in his mind, except barge in and do what he could.

      He went over to the front door and tried to open it, but it was locked. He didn’t have time to jiggle with it or try to bust it open, so he went over to the window. He looked down at the ground and saw a couple of tiny rocks and smashed the window with them. A couple pieces of glass broke, one of which cut Hall on the arm. He wasn’t really worried about that, though. He just had to get in there. He reached through the broken part of the window and unlocked it, then slid the window up and climbed through.

      Once inside, he immediately looked for the stairs and headed for them. Just as he got to the bottom of the steps, he looked up and saw a man at the top of the stairs, pointing a gun at him. The man fired just as Hall dove out of the way. The man then rushed down the stairs as Hall got back to his feet. The man pointed his gun at Hall again, but Hall knocked it out of his hand before he had a chance to fire. They struggled for a few moments, then Hall felt a knee pushing into his stomach, causing him to hunch over a little. That was all the other man needed to get the upper hand in the conflict. He then gave Hall what felt like a few karate chops, one of which was to the back of his neck. Hall fell to the ground, giving the man ample opportunity to get away.

      The man didn’t try to go for his gun again. He was just thankful that he was going to be able to get out of there. He raced out of the house as Hall slowly got back to his feet, holding the back of his head. Hall saw the man run to the back of the house and took off after him. Hall rushed into the kitchen and saw the back door open and went over to it. He looked out, but didn’t see a sign of the man anywhere. He’d gotten away.

      Hall sighed, frustrated that he let the man get the better of him. But on the bright side, at least he hadn’t been shot in the process of tangling with the man. Hall left the door open, careful not to touch it in case there were fingerprints on it. He walked back to the stairs and stepped over the gun, once again not wanting to touch it. Hall rushed up the steps and looked in a couple of the rooms to make sure no one was there. He then found the bedroom the two bodies were in. And they were dead.

      As Hall walked closer to the bodies on the floor, both lying next to each other, he could see the similarity in which they were shot. They had one bullet in their foreheads and another in their chests. Exact same placement. Whoever did this was a pro. An amateur would not have been that precise. Hall stood there for a moment, looking at them, thinking about how terrible it all was. For the past week he’d been thinking about what a creep this guy was, and now he ended up dead. Hall figured he was already going to have a hard-enough time telling the man’s wife about his activities, and now she’d have to hear about his death. Well, the police would do that. At least he didn’t have to take care of that part, though he’d still have to talk to her about what he knew.

      Hall looked around the room briefly, trying to see if he could come up with any clues, though he was careful not to touch anything. He was looking to see if anything was out in plain sight. He definitely wasn’t going to add his fingerprints to the crime scene. With nothing jumping out at him, he went back downstairs and waited outside for the police to show up. A patrol car came by only a minute later, quickly followed by another one.

      Hall explained the situation to the officers on scene, then gave a detailed account of everything he did up to that point. They asked him to wait there while they checked the inside of the house and for the detectives to show up, which Hall was planning on doing anyway. As he waited for Bradham to appear, he called Charlotte.

      “Hey, how’s it going?”

      “Uh, good, I guess,” Hall answered. “I just wanted to let you know I might be a little late tonight.”

      “What? Why? You really have to keep following that creep all night?”

      “Um, well, no, you see… the creep is dead.”

      Charlotte was briefly silent. “What?”

      “Yeah, the creep is dead.”

      “How? What happened?”

      “I was taking pictures of him at this woman’s house, then all of a sudden this guy shows up out of nowhere and shoots them both.”

      “Oh, wow. That’s crazy.”

      “I know.”

      “When I said I’d hoped things would get more interesting, I really didn’t mean it. Not like that.”

      “I know.”

      “Are the police there?”

      “Yeah, they’re here now. I guess I have to give them my story about the shooter since I saw him and all. Seems like a tough guy. My neck still hurts.”

      “What?”

      Hall realized what he said and tried to backpedal. “Nothing.”

      “What did you say?”

      “Uh, it was nothing really.”

      “Did you get into a confrontation with this guy?”

      “Uh, well, I mean, since I saw the thing happen, I went in there and tried to help. That’s all.”

      “And you went in there, knowing there was a man with a gun? Are you crazy?”

      “Charlotte, I didn’t know if the people were dead or not. I was just trying to help.”

      “And go up against a guy who had a gun?! Once again, are you crazy?!”

      “It was nothing.”

      “Nothing?! You’re lucky he didn’t shoot you too.”

      “Well, he tried. I ducked out of the way.”

      “Oh my god, you’re gonna kill me. Are you OK?”

      “Yeah, he just chopped the back of my neck with his hand. Felt like he hit me with a brick or something,” Hall said.

      “Well, that’s saying something considering what you can do. You’re just lucky you’re not more seriously hurt.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Yeah, no thanks to you. Am I gonna have to go out with you on every job from now on just to make sure you don’t do something stupid?”

      “I didn’t do anything stupid.”

      “Says you.”

      “Oh, look, Bradham’s here. Looks like I’m gonna have to go.”

      “You know darn well we’re gonna have another talk about this later, right?”

      Hall sighed, knowing that was true. “Yeah, yeah.”

      “Is Bradham really there, or are you just trying to get off the hook?”

      “Um, yeah, there he is now. Listen, I’ll call you when I’m done here and on the way home, OK?”

      “OK. Be safe.”

      “Everything’s over. There’s nothing to be safe about.”

      “Knowing you, Brandon, you’d find a way.”

      Hall nodded, even though she couldn’t see him. Unfortunately, that last part was probably also true. He did seem to have a knack for finding trouble. Hall put his phone back in his pocket and leaned up against a patrol car as Detective Bradham walked over to him.

      “You mind telling me what this is all about?”

      Hall looked confused. “Uh, two people got killed.”

      “I know that part. I heard. You mind telling me how you just stumbled upon it?”

      “I was following this guy, Jesse Armstrong, now deceased, because his wife thought he was cheating on her.”

      “And you just happened to catch a murder at the same time?”

      “Well, I’ve been following him all week.”

      “You got your license yet?”

      Hall showed it to him. “Freshly printed.”

      “Great. Now I’ll have you up in my ass all the time.”

      “You sound so friendly when you talk like that.”

      “This is the second murder I’ve had in three days, so excuse me if my mood isn’t the greatest.”

      “What was the first one?”

      “How ‘bout you tell me about this one first?”

      “I thought you already heard,” Hall said.

      “I’d like to hear it from you since you saw it live.”

      Hall relayed his story again, just as he’d told it to the first officer he’d encountered. He might have given a few extra details since he knew Bradham so well.

      “So you got a picture of this guy?”

      Hall took out his phone and showed the pictures he took. Bradham looked at them, studying the picture of the killer the most.

      “Not really a clear shot of his face. It’s kind of to the side.”

      “Well, sorry I couldn’t get a full close-up,” Hall replied. “He was kind of busy at the time.”

      Bradham handed the phone back. “You’ll have to come downtown so we can grab those pictures for evidence.”

      “I figured as much.”

      “I heard you tangled with the guy too?”

      “Yeah. Like I said, he shot at me, then we wrestled around a bit.”

      Bradham shook his head in a mocking fashion. “I didn’t think I’d see the day when someone was able to take you out.”

      “He got in a lucky shot.”

      “Uh huh. I’ll want you to look at the mug book too, to see if you can identify this guy. And if that fails, then we’ll bring in a sketch artist.”

      “OK.”

      “What’d he look like again?”

      Hall showed him the picture he took, then described him as well. Bradham studied the photo one more time. “Could be the same guy.”

      “What guy?”

      “Same guy as the other day. Maybe. Physical description matches. Same MO too. Two shots. One to the head, and the other to the chest.”

      “How many victims were in that one?”

      “Just one.” Bradham then looked at the house. “Well, I better go in there and check it out. You stay here until I get out.”

      “Can’t I just go up with you?”

      “I can’t have civilians messing around in a crime scene.”

      “I’m not a civilian.”

      “Non-authorized police personnel. Is that better?”

      “Not really.”

      “That’d be just what I needed, a case getting kicked out of court because they contend you were in there screwing around, touching stuff, messing up the evidence.”

      “You know I wouldn’t do that.”

      “I know. Just humor me.”

      “I’ll wear gloves if you want.”

      “Just do me a favor and listen to me for once,” Bradham said. “Sit in the car, play some solitaire on your phone, and I’ll be back in a little bit. Then we can go back to the station.”

      “Can I play blackjack instead?”

      Bradham gave him a mocking smile, then walked away, going toward the house. Hall did as he was asked and stayed by the car until the detective returned, whenever that would be. It actually turned out to be not as long as he’d feared it would be. Bradham returned after only forty-five minutes.

      “Done already?” Hall asked. He jokingly turned his phone around to show Bradham the game of solitaire he was playing. “I won.”

      “Fantastic.”

      “I thought you’d be a lot longer.”

      “I got a good look at everything. They’re still processing the scene. One of my guys will take the lead on it. I’ll get the report.”

      “Oh.”

      “Get in my car and we’ll go to the station.”

      “How long’s this gonna take? A while?”

      “Why, you got plans or something?”

      “Well, Charlotte said she was gonna wait for me to get back, so…”

      “Better tell her to go to bed, Charlie. You ain’t getting any action tonight.”

      Hall sighed. “I knew it was gonna be a long night.”
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      Hall was sitting by a computer in Bradham’s office, looking at pictures of various criminals. While he was doing that, he and Bradham continued talking about the case.

      “So who was the target here?” Hall asked. “Armstrong or the woman? Or was it both? Was it someone jealous over their affair?”

      Bradham extended his cheeks as if he were in pain, but he really was just thinking about the questions. “I dunno, I don’t think it’s got anything to do with an affair. I don’t have anything to base this off of yet, so take it with a grain of salt, but I have a feeling that only one of them was the target. The other was collateral damage.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “I dunno. Like I said, just a hunch.”

      “Who was the victim the other time?”

      “Woman. Late twenties. Named Carly Learson.”

      “What was her story?” Hall asked.

      “In and out of trouble her whole life. You know the kind.”

      “Why was she killed?”

      “Who knows? Haven’t figured out the motive yet. No family. Friends that you could barely classify as that. Nobody seems to know what she was into.”

      “Work?”

      “Whatever she could do to make a dollar.”

      “Prostitute?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t call her that. But she would work the streets on occasion if she needed the money. But you could add thief to her name too. She was all over the place on the crime spectrum. Mostly small-time stuff

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

