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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

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

