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      A few months had passed with no interaction between Brett Jacobs and the remaining members of Mallette’s Maulers. He kept his eyes on them from a distance, watching to see if they recruited more people to their squad. By all accounts, and with help from Franks and Hack, Rich Mallette only had around ten men left. The crime boss was actively recruiting, but he just wasn’t getting many takers. Not like before. Word had spread all across the city of the war Mallette was waging and how many men he had lost. With him being in prison, nobody was interested in joining a lost cause.

      Jacobs’ reputation had also increased, though nobody knew his name. At least not his real one. Speculation continued to grow on the identity of the man who was taking out Mallette’s Maulers, though police and media investigations on the matter proved to be baseless, without a shred of proof pointing to anyone in particular. Jacobs knew how to stay out of the way of cameras and bystanders. With the secrecy surrounding his activities, the media and public had taken to calling him The Eliminator, for eliminating most of Mallette’s crew. It was a moniker that Jacobs didn’t really care for.

      Jacobs was walking Gunner in the park on a bright sunny day when he sat on a bench. He just sat there for a little while, images of his kids flashing through his mind. It was a park they’d been to many times. The kids loved to go on the playground as Jacobs and Valerie sat on a bench and watched them. He was so focused on his vision that he didn’t notice Franks coming from the side. The pawn shop owner sat next to him, causing Jacobs to flinch a little, startled by his presence.

      “What are you doing here?” Jacobs asked.

      “Just thought I’d take a walk on a nice day. Anything wrong with that?”

      “Nope. Don’t you have a store to take care of? I mean, it is the middle of the day.”

      “I’m on a lunch break,” Franks said.

      “When aren’t you on a lunch break?”

      “When it’s a dinner break.”

      Jacobs chuckled, Franks never failing to get a laugh out of him. They sat there silently together for a few minutes, with neither having anything important to say. Franks knew what he wanted to say, it was just a matter of getting it to pass through his lips. Talking to Jacobs about certain topics was always a delicate matter. There were some things he just didn’t want to hear or discuss. But it was something that had been on Franks’ mind for some time. Ever since Jacobs’ last encounter with Mallette’s men, when he’d rescued his brother’s kids, Franks noticed the change in his demeanor. He just didn’t seem interested in much. Everything that had been keeping Jacobs going, focused on one particular thing, seemed to be vanishing. It seemed to Franks that all Jacobs wanted to do these days was keep to himself and his dog. Nothing else seemed to matter to him anymore.

      “Since we’re already here,” Franks said, looking at the kids playing as he thought of the right words.

      “Are you about to lay something heavy on me?”

      “I guess we’ll see.”

      Jacobs groaned, not really in the mood for any kind of talk at the moment.

      “When are you gonna start doing something again?” Franks asked.

      “About what?”

      “More of Mallette’s Maulers are still out there.”

      “None of them bothering me,” Jacobs said.

      “Doesn’t mean they won’t. Just means they haven’t yet. You know they will as soon as the big boss man gives them the order.”

      “Then I’ll deal with it when the time comes.”

      “Why don’t you just deal with it now?” Franks asked.

      “What’s it to you? You got no stake in it. Why you pushing so hard for me to take out the rest of his crew?”

      “You should already know the answer to that. One, him and his gang being eliminated is better for my business and bottom line. Two, you’re my friend, and I don’t like seeing you moping around.”

      “I’m not moping.”

      “Well, you’re sure not chipper and sunshine either.”

      “I don’t know how to break it to you, but I’ve never been chipper or sunshine since I’ve known you,” Jacobs replied.

      “But you had a focus about you. A drive. A reason to keep going. Seems like that’s all gone now. What happened?”

      Jacobs shrugged as he looked at their surroundings. “I dunno. Hard to keep that kind of intensity and drive up for that amount of time. Eventually it comes crashing down. Besides, the main players of his gang are gone. He’s in prison, his best guys are dead, the only ones left aren’t really much of a threat. If they were, I’d have dealt with them by now. There’s a reason he hasn’t sent them after me.”

      “Yeah, he’s doing everything he can to keep the gang alive and together while he’s away,” Franks said. “He’s terrified everyone’s gonna be dead by the time he comes out. Then he’s got nothing, and he’d have to start from scratch again.”

      “So, what’s the point?”

      “Because you got them on the run and on their heels. You can finish this thing now. Wasn’t that why you started this whole thing? To get rid of them all?”

      “Time moves on. Priorities change.”

      “Not for people like you.”

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

      “It means men like you weren’t made to just sit on the sidelines for the rest of his life. Men like you were made to make a difference in society.”

      “I seem to recall us having a similar conversation before.”

      “We did. Apparently, it didn’t sink in enough then, so I gotta repeat myself.”

      “I dunno.”

      “They’re calling you The Eliminator now, you know.”

      The look on Jacobs’ face indicated he wasn’t very impressed or looked fondly on the name. “I didn’t start this thing to get a nickname or have people think of me as some superhero.”

      “I know. You started it for a cause,” Franks said. “But that cause doesn’t have to start and end with you. There’s plenty of good causes all over this city that could use you on their side.”

      “That’s what the police are for.”

      “And we both know there’s plenty of instances where the police can’t or won’t help, their fault or not.”

      “You want me to throw on a cape while I’m out saving the world?” Jacobs asked.

      “Don’t get funny. That’s my job.”

      “Tell me something, when did you get all law and order? Since when did you get so sentimental about saving your fellow man?”

      Franks reached down and plucked a few blades of grass and fiddled around with them. “I dunno. I’m not, really. Nobody’s ever gonna confuse me with a law-abiding citizen. I guess I just don’t like to see innocent people getting hurt. I mean, nobody who does and sees the things people like us do is innocent, but there are people out there who don’t bargain for any of that. And no matter what I’ve done, whatever laws I’ve broken, I’ve never intentionally hurt anybody for my own personal gain. That’s the difference. Respect for others.”

      “Maybe you’re just getting softer as you’re getting older.”

      “Yeah, maybe that’s it too. Besides all that, what else are you gonna do with the rest of your life?”

      “Maybe just watch the sunset.”

      Franks laughed, knowing he had no intention of doing any such thing. “We both know you were made for this type of stuff.”

      “What, sitting around on a park bench?” Jacobs asked.

      “No. Ridding the world of the scum that consumes it. What else have you been training that dog for all these months? I mean, hours upon hours every day, what are you gonna do with him? Just watch him run around and play with sticks and balls? I thought the idea was you were gonna put him to use and help you in your crusade.”

      Jacobs didn’t reply as he thought about what Franks was saying. Then it occurred to him. His whole speech sounded vaguely familiar. It sounded like almost the exact same thing Franks was saying the last time he brought Jacobs into a dangerous situation. It was when Lucy was in trouble. Franks tried the same tactic then and it worked. Jacobs wasn’t about to let it happen again. He suddenly got up, grabbing a firm hold of Gunner’s leash, and started walking away. Franks was looking the other way when Jacobs left, not even realizing he was sitting by himself for a minute. When he finally noticed Jacobs walking away, he hurried after him.

      “Hey, why you leave so suddenly like that?” Franks asked.

      “’Cause you’re not getting me again like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “I know what you’re doing,” Jacobs said. “You’re scheming.”

      “Scheming?! Scheming?! That’s what you think I’m doing?”

      “Yeah, I do.”

      “What would I be scheming about?”

      “I don’t know. Somebody you know needs help and you want me to come in and save the day.”

      “Why would you think that?”

      “Because the last time you started talking to me like this was when Lucy was getting beat up by that guy,” Jacobs answered. “You suckered me into helping by making me feel bad, asking what else I was gonna do with my life, yadda, yadda, yadda. The same exact thing you’re doing now. Took me a few minutes to connect the dots and figure it out, but I finally got there.”

      Franks continued walking alongside him, not sure what he could say. After all, Jacobs had him pegged, and there wasn’t much he could really say. He couldn’t deny it. That was, in essence, why he was there. He only hoped that his friend would at least give him a few minutes to explain the situation before storming off. As Jacobs started walking faster and putting some distance between them, Franks hurried along and grabbed his arm to stop him in his tracks.

      “OK, OK. I admit, I might have some ulterior motives in being here.”

      Jacobs pointed at him. “See? I knew it.”

      “But everything I was saying was true.”

      “I don’t wanna hear any more of your pity stories.”

      “Why? You afraid you might care? You afraid you might actually wanna do something about it instead of just sitting on your ass all day?”

      “I don’t wanna hear it, Eddie.”

      “Brett, all I’m trying to do is get you to see what your path is. It’s helping people. That’s who you are. Without that, you’re just wasting away and fooling yourself.”

      “Who needs help now?” Jacobs asked. “Little old lady who’s getting mugged? Woman getting beaten by her husband? Maybe a guy who’s mixed up with drugs and some bad dudes? Which is it?”

      “Well, you don’t have to be obnoxious about it.”

      “I just don’t understand why you’re always coming to me with this stuff instead of the police.”

      “Maybe because I know you’ll actually get the job done.”

      Jacobs’ eyes went toward the children playing on the playground. As he watched them play, he took a deep breath and sighed, seeing how innocent they were. The permanent frown he’d been wearing slowly made its way to a more neutral expression. Though it was against his better judgment, he figured he’d at least give Franks the chance to explain the situation.

      Jacobs shook his head as the words left his lips. “Go ahead and say it.”

      Franks smiled, knowing his plan had worked. He was sure as sure could be that once Jacobs heard what he had to say, that he’d be willing to throw his hat in the ring. “There’s a man who has been coming into my store.”

      “You’ve got actual live customers?” Jacobs asked with a laugh.

      “I’ll ignore that. Anyway, this guy has been talking to me about his daughter. She’s in high school, walks home from school. He’s been telling me about this group of guys that hangs around the neighborhood, verbally assaulting her, following her, making sexual comments and advances to her. He’s genuinely concerned for her safety.”

      “So call the police.”

      “He has. But you know there’s nothing they can do unless she presses charges, and they don’t even know who the guys are.”

      “Don’t go to her school?”

      Franks shook his head. “Apparently not. He said they seem a little older, probably college-age kids. But most likely they’re just a local gang looking to make a name for themselves.”

      “And I’m supposed to take out the trash?”

      “Is there somebody better?”

      “Why doesn’t the dad just get involved?”

      “Doesn’t get home from work until five o’clock.”

      “So take a day off. Get home early. Do what you gotta do to protect your kid.”

      “Even if he does, doesn’t mean he can stand up to a bunch of them with guns. Just means one more person who might get hurt.”

      Jacobs rubbed his eyes. “You know what’s probably gonna happen to these guys if I get involved?”

      “I figure if they don’t get the hint then they got what’s coming to them.”

      “Are these guys really dangerous or just dangerous with the mouth?” Jacobs asked. “There’s a difference.”

      “According to the dad, the daughter told him that she’s seen a couple of them with guns.”

      “Don’t mean they know how to use them.”

      “Even if they don’t… wouldn’t that make them more dangerous?” Franks asked.

      “You promise this guy something?”

      “Such as?”

      “I dunno. Anything. Did you tell him you know somebody who would look into it?”

      “Of course not, man, what do you take me for?” Franks asked, drawing an unconvinced look from Jacobs.

      “Well…”

      “Forget it, forget it, let’s not get into all that right now. Back to your point, I didn’t say anything to this guy. I’ve simply been listening to his story, and I could tell how concerned he was. That’s all.”

      Jacobs continued to stare at him, still not convinced there wasn’t more to the story that he was conveniently leaving off. “And you instantly thought of me as the white knight?”

      “Hey, he needs help, you need a purpose.”

      “How long’s this been going on? You know?”

      “Uh, a few weeks from what I gather.”

      Jacobs sighed, knowing he was about to be roped into another one of Franks’ schemes. “Fine. I’ll go check it out.”

      A huge smile came over Franks’ face. “Happy to hear it.”

      “So I take it this has been going on around two-thirty or so?”

      “Around there.”

      “You don’t just happen to know what area it is, do you?”

      “Of course I do. You want the address?”

      “Text it to me in the morning.”

      “Will do, boss man.”

      “You know, compared to when I met you, you’re shadier than I thought in some areas, and not as shady in others.”

      “I don’t know whether to take that as an insult or not,” Franks said.

      “Yeah, me neither.”

      “Well, in either case, good to see you back on the ball.”

      “Yeah, me too,” Jacobs replied in a sarcastic tone.

      “Say it like you mean it.”

      “Didn’t that sound like I meant it?”

      “Not too much.”

      “I’ll have to work on it.”
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      It was two-thirty, and Jacobs was sitting in his car, a couple of blocks from the school as he waited for his target to walk by. Though Franks proclaimed his innocence in the matter, Jacobs knew there was more to the story. As affable as Franks could be sometimes, he wasn’t the sort to get mixed up in other people’s business, customer or not. Not unless there was a personal connection somehow. Especially since he somehow seemed to know all the answers about the case, including what the girl looked like, right down to her shoes. Sure seemed like someone who was already familiar with the participants. But even though Jacobs thought he was being shanghaied a little bit, he still went along with it. He figured if the girl really was being targeted by a group of thugs, and nobody else could or would do something about it, he couldn’t just turn his back on it. That was the part of him that Franks had pegged and they both knew it. It was in his nature. No matter who or what the problem was, Jacobs couldn’t turn his back on someone in trouble. There were a lot of things in his life that had changed, but that wasn’t one of them.

      Once Jacobs saw the girl go by, he got out of his car and just stood by it, looking around for signs of trouble. She was walking by herself and there weren’t any other kids around. Jacobs waited for her to get a little way in front of her before he started following, not wanting to be too close and scare her himself. A few minutes later, Jacobs observed a group of young men on the next street over, walking in their direction. Jacobs stopped and hung back, waiting to see what would happen. He had his hand on his gun in case he needed to use it in a hurry.

      Within a few minutes, the group of thugs had caught up to the girl and were surrounding her. Jacobs started walking toward them again. Since they were fooling around, they were moving slowly, allowing Jacobs to catch up to them. They all had their backs to Jacobs and didn’t even notice him coming. Franks was right. Some of the words Jacobs was hearing was enough to make even a drunken sailor squirm. He even saw a few of them touch the girl’s backside, giving it a firm hold at times. The girl tried to resist, both verbally and physically, but the group didn’t pay much attention to her objections. As it seemed to be escalating, and Jacobs didn’t like how things were going, he knew it was time to step in. He continued walking quickly until he caught up to the group.

      “Excuse me, excuse me,” Jacobs said, pushing right through the gang of five, shoving them to the side.

      “Yo, man, what’s that about?” one of them said.

      Jacobs walked next to the girl and interlocked his arm with hers, trying to calm her down and let her know the situation would be settled. “You OK?”

      The girl immediately knew he wasn’t with the gang since he was older and she hadn’t seen him before. She took solace in the fact that he was there with her. “Yeah, just a little scared,” she said, looking back at the group who was still following them.

      “Don’t be. I’ll take care of them.”

      “How? There’s five of them.”

      Jacobs took a look back as well, not feeling the least bit intimidated by the odds. “Eh, it’s only a number,” he said, smiling at her to relieve her tension. “How far away do you live?”

      “Just about five more minutes.”

      “OK. I’m gonna let go of your arm so you can go home. I’ll stay here with these guys, OK?”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, don’t worry about me,” Jacobs said. “I’ll be fine. I’ve handled punks like this before.”

      Jacobs let go of her arm and she did as he told her and kept on walking. He stopped and turned around to face the oncoming group who also stopped, wondering what the stranger was up to.

      “You know, you guys should really stop bothering this girl,” Jacobs said.

      “Why? What’s it to you?”

      “Me? Oh, nothing to me. I’m just a concerned citizen trying to help out my fellow man. Or woman as the case may be.”

      “You know who we are?”

      Jacobs shrugged, not really giving a hoot. “No, should I?”

      The men looked at each other, insulted by his ignorance. “We don’t like people getting all up in our business.”

      “That’s funny. I don’t like people getting all up in other people’s business either.”

      “So why you here? You a cop or something?”

      “Who, me? No, like I said, just a concerned citizen. Now, I’ve been alerted to your bad behavior and I have to say I’m a little disappointed in your actions.”

      “Oh, you a comedian?”

      “Maybe. I’m gonna tell you something else you might find funny.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You’re gonna leave that girl alone and not bother her again,” Jacobs said.

      “Oh yeah? Why’s that?”

      “Because if you do, you’re gonna have to deal with me again. And I promise you that I won’t be as pleasant next time around.”

      “What are you trying to do? Pretend you’re some type of badass or something?”

      “Oh, I’m not pretending. I’m just giving you a nice friendly warning. Hopefully, you’ll take it.”

      “We’re not taking anything except maybe your life.”

      Jacobs sighed, knowing it was going to come down to a physical altercation, not that he wasn’t expecting it. He just hoped they would get the message without him resorting to punching their faces in. But he knew some people just couldn’t be reached and wouldn’t take the easy way out.

      “You guys sure you don’t wanna just turn around and leave?” Jacobs asked. “This is your last chance.”

      The guys laughed. They moved closer and started to loosen up by moving their arms and shoulders around. With five of them, Jacobs knew he’d have to take the first shot. And he’d probably have to take them by surprise, as much as he could with the odds in their favor.

      Jacobs looked down at the leg of the man next to him. “You might wanna fix that.”

      “Huh?” the man replied, looking at his leg.

      That was as much of a distraction as Jacobs needed. He immediately turned to the man on the opposite side of him and kicked him between the legs, causing him to fall to the ground in excruciating pain. He then went back to the other man and punched him in the face. The other three charged at him, with Jacobs sidestepping one of their punches, only to land a blow on the man behind him. He then kicked the other man in the stomach before going back to the man he just avoided. He grabbed his gun out of his jacket and drilled the man right in the face with his weapon, stunning him. He then picked up another guy and drove his head right through a wooden fence. With the others still reeling, Jacobs went around to each one of them and continued his assault, repeatedly and violently punching them until he thought they were no longer a threat.

      Within minutes, the escapade was over. Jacobs took a step back and leaned up against one of the fences as he admired his work, trying to catch his breath. He looked down at all five men who were lying on the ground, motionless. Though he hoped they’d have gotten the point, he knew this was only the beginning. He’d be seeing the gang again. And if there were more members, he’d probably be seeing a lot more of them the next time around.

      Jacobs just happened to take a look down the street and saw the girl looking on. She was several streets away and had seen the entire incident go down. Happy that he’d come out victorious, she waved at him, to which Jacobs replied with a similar gesture. But knowing guys like this, he knew this wouldn’t be the last time he’d see them. There was always tomorrow. And he knew next time, they’d shoot first and talk afterwards. But he’d be ready too. And he wouldn’t be talking with his fists either.

      “Nice talk, boys, nice talk,” Jacobs said, stepping over a few of them. “Hope you take this conversation with the intent that it was given.”

      Jacobs went back to his car and called Franks, letting him know he had a run-in with the gang and exactly what happened. He intended to come back tomorrow and keep his eye on the girl again. But knowing there would probably be gunplay involved, he didn’t want to get into a shootout in the middle of a neighborhood, especially in broad daylight.

      “Hey, you think you can find out who these creeps are?” Jacobs asked. “Names, addresses, hangouts, anything like that?”

      “I’m sure I can. Why? What’s the interest?”

      “Because they are the kind of guys who aren’t gonna stop just because I roughed them up a little. They’ll be back.”

      “So?”

      “So next time they see me they’ll just start shooting.”

      “So?”

      “So I don’t really wanna open up and get into a shootout in the middle of a residential neighborhood. For one, I don’t wanna take the chance of getting recognized. Two, I don’t wanna take the chance of anybody else getting hit. Three, it’d be better if I took them by surprise.”

      “I’ll see what I can do. When you want it by?”

      “The sooner the better. I’d like to hit them tonight if possible,” Jacobs replied.

      “Don’t believe in rest, huh?”

      “I can rest afterwards. I’d rather not give them an opportunity to get even. And considering you probably know more than you’re telling me, I have a feeling it won’t take as long as it normally would.”

      Franks let out a small laugh though he still admitted to nothing. About an hour later, Franks called Jacobs back, armed with all the information he was seeking.

      “Well, that didn’t take long,” Jacobs said, not surprised at the time frame. He probably would have been more surprised if it took longer considering he believed Franks already knew most of what he was going to say.

      “Was able to get Hack to give me a hand on short notice.”

      “Oh, lucky for you that Hack just happened to be around.”

      “Yeah, lucky, huh?”

      “Extremely.”

      Franks then told him where the gang usually hung out. There was a pool hall only a few minutes from where Jacobs encountered them earlier. The gang spent a lot of time there most nights while they shot pool, drank, messed with girls, and generally just to make a fool of themselves.

      “What time do they get there?” Jacobs asked.

      “I think they usually like to get there around nine or ten.”

      “So you gonna tell me what this is about or do I have to start guessing?”

      Franks sighed, then figured he might as well come clean. “Oh, all right, all right. Why do you always have to know everything?”

      “Because I’m the one stuck in the middle of it.”

      “You were right all along. The guy who I was helping wasn’t a customer. It’s someone I’ve known for a while.”

      “Why not just come out and say that?” Jacobs asked.

      “Because I was afraid you wouldn’t agree to help if you knew who he really was.”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “Because he’s got a criminal past. He used to be part of some heavy action around town, doing a lot of things. He was in deep, man, real deep. Then he met a girl, wound up getting married and had a daughter. His wife passed away about ten years ago, cancer I think it was. Ever since then, he committed himself to living the right way for the sake of his daughter. Gave it all up. Gave up everything he was doing and went on the straight and narrow. Raised his daughter himself.”

      “Sounds like someone who could handle things himself.”

      “Maybe ten years ago. Not now. He’s been out of the game so long, he doesn’t think he could do it himself. Not without going to jail. And that’d leave his daughter without any parents, man. He didn’t want to do that.”

      “So you just volunteered me?”

      “Of course not, man, what do you think I am?” Jacobs laughed, but didn’t say anything. “OK, OK. But I didn’t volunteer you. He asked me if I knew anybody who could help on the down-low. I told him I might know someone but I wasn’t sure. Told him I’d do some checking, see if anyone was available, and that was that.”

      “Why didn’t you just tell me that?”

      “Because I thought you’d figure he was a criminal once and say it was his problem,” Franks answered. “But he’s not that way anymore, he’s really not. He’s a good dude, man, he’s good people. And his daughter’s a nice kid, not like some of the usual brats you see running around these days. She’s shooting for a scholarship so I didn’t wanna see anything bad happen to either of them.”

      “Sounds like you know these people pretty well.”

      “Yeah, I’ve kept in touch. But you know me, I know pretty much everyone in this city. Some better than others. I worked with him a few times before he went straight.”

      “And you’re sure he’s still straight.”

      “As an arrow, man. Straight as an arrow. Positive. After he gave up his old ways, he took one of those vocation class type of deals and became an auto tech or something. Works at a garage now. He’s just not in that life anymore, and he’s afraid of losing his daughter.”

      Jacobs knew there would be a sob story behind all of this. Now that he heard it, he felt better about what he was doing. He hated working in the dark, no matter the reasoning for it. He just wanted to know and make sure that he was doing something good for somebody who deserved it. After already meeting the girl, Jacobs felt like he was invested as she seemed like a good kid. Anybody who was being subjected to what she was and tried to ignore it and move past it was OK in his book. Plus, the fact that she was concerned for his safety when Jacobs told her to move on without him, told him that she was a caring person. That was good enough for him.

      “Anything else you need to know?” Franks asked.

      “Yeah. You can tell me how many there are. I’d hate to take out five of them only to find out there’s one or two more that shoot me in the back or something.”

      “Yeah, that would be unfortunate, wouldn’t it?”

      “Just a little. I remember what the other five look like, if there’s more, I could use pictures.”

      “Now I gotta get pictures?”

      “This is your baby,” Jacobs said. “You want me to do it, you need to get me what I need.”

      “All right, all right. Might take some time.”

      “You got a few hours.”

      “I’ll text you when I get them.”

      “Can’t wait.”

      Jacobs went home for a few hours to wind down from the day’s events thus far. He thought about spending some of the time training Gunner, but decided against it. If he took the dog with him, he didn’t want to tire him out. On days when Jacobs knew he was going to be using him, he tried to give Gunner a little less training time that day so he was fresher. Jacobs spent the rest of the night trying to relax by watching TV. About an hour before he was supposed to leave, Franks still hadn’t texted him with the information he needed. Jacobs was starting to get nervous, thinking he hadn’t found it yet. Without it, Jacobs had two options. One, he could wait another day until he did have it and try to hit them in the morning if possible. If not, he could always ride shotgun for the girl again. It wasn’t ideal, but not everything in the business was. His second option was to just soldier on and deal with whatever he came across. He’d just have to hope there weren’t many more of them.

      Luckily, Jacobs didn’t have to worry about it much longer. Only ten minutes later, the text he was looking for came through. It was photos of each member of the small gang. Luckily, it wasn’t a big operation like dealing with Mallette’s Maulers, who had dozens of members, including the main guy. This bunch only had six people. They were strictly a small-time group who had ambitions of one day growing larger, maybe taking the spot that Mallette’s Maulers once had. But they didn’t have the leader, somebody who could do the thinking and planning, and think on a larger, grander scale. They only lived for the moment without thinking about the broad scope of things. That was their biggest downfall. They just didn’t have any kind of plan for what they were doing. They were very much a spur-of-the-moment crowd. That would work to Jacobs’ advantage.

      After studying the pictures for a few minutes, Jacobs got himself ready. He and Gunner got in his car and went down to the pool hall. With six of them to deal with, Jacobs wasn’t sure yet how he’d handle them all, assuming they would all be there. He couldn’t just go into the pool hall and get in a gunfight with them. Not without losing anonymity and having police heat rain down on him. About ten different scenarios were running through his head on what he could do, and none of them were without risks, which he was trying to mitigate.

      He continued thinking about it on the drive over. Jacobs parked in the lot and waited. He had about half an hour until nine o’clock. It would wind up being a little longer wait than that though. The first members of the group didn’t show up until nine-thirty. And it was only half of them. All three were the ones he had the altercation with earlier. Jacobs contemplated going in and taking out the three that were there, but knew that once the other three got wind of it, they’d steer clear of the building. Then he’d just have to look out for them another day. And he really wanted to end it all now.

      Jacobs continued sitting in his car and noticed the last three members of the gang enter the hall around ten o’clock. He looked over at Gunner, who was attentively staring at the pool hall. It looked like he was itching to go, just waiting for the command to get to work. Judging by the number of cars in the parking lot, it appeared to be a full house. There must’ve been at least twenty cars there. And considering nothing else was open in the strip center, Jacobs could only assume they were all there for the pool. He considered calling Franks to see if he could contact Deb or Lucy. He was thinking about having them call the hall to ask for one or two of them, asking them to meet a girl out back. But he wasn’t sure about that strategy either. For every move he thought he could make, he came up with a reason why he shouldn’t. But he knew he eventually had to stop being so wishy-washy and just decide.

      Jacobs spent a few more minutes trying to come up with a plan, but his thinking and planning was interrupted by the sound of his phone ringing. He took it out of his pocket and looked at it, surprised to see Franks calling him.

      “Hey, what’s up?” Jacobs asked.

      “Just wanted to see how you were making out?”

      “Good. Nothing’s happened yet. The gang came in groups so the other half just got here not too long ago.”

      “Oh. So whatcha gonna do?”

      “I don’t know yet.”

      “Need help?” Franks asked.

      “I got Gunner with me. I think we can handle it.”

      “Just thought I’d offer. I can be down there in twenty minutes.”

      “Why are you asking? You don’t usually volunteer for these kinds of things.”

      “Just figured since I got you into it that I should offer my services.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m still thinking about it.”

      “Still?” Franks said. “Figured you’d have a plan by now.”

      “Well, I guess that’s the difference between me and other people. This isn’t the life or career I ever really wanted. I’m not really comfortable being judge and jury.”

      “Not too late to back out if you want to.”

      “No, I said I’d do it and I will.”

      “Just remember, these aren’t good guys,” Franks said. “They have violent criminal histories, and if they aren’t stopped, will hurt some innocent people. That high school girl is just gonna be another in a long line.”

      Jacobs sighed, and though he still wasn’t comfortable in the role he now found himself in, the role that was being thrust upon him, he knew that Franks was right. These were bad guys. Nobody would ever confuse them with the good side. The more he thought about it, the angrier he was getting. And an angry Jacobs was not a man anyone wanted to see, especially those on his list.
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      Jacobs moved around to the back of the pool hall but still wasn’t liking the setup. He called Franks back to discuss other options.

      “You got addresses for these people?” Jacobs asked.

      “Yeah, need them?”

      “I just don’t like how this is. I don’t see how I’m gonna be able to split them up without alerting the others. Especially with another twenty people inside there.”

      “Well, according to what Hack gave me, three of them live together in an apartment,” Franks replied.

      “That’s promising. What about the other three?”

      “All live separately.”

      “Not so promising.”

      “Wait, I got something,” Franks said.

      “What?”

      “What if you stay there and get the other three? Then you split from there right away and wait for the three that live together at their place?”

      “How am I gonna get the first three out?” Jacobs asked. “I can’t just walk in there and ask them to follow me outside. They’ll start shooting before I get a word out. Gotta get them through the back somehow. That’s the only way. There’s some trees and bushes near the back so it’s somewhat private.”

      “Leave it to me. I’ll figure it out. I’ll call you back and let you know. You just make sure you’re ready.”

      “If you say so.”

      Jacobs sat in the alley behind the pool hall for a few minutes, watching the back entrance. He looked at the trees and bushes that led to a wooded area and thought it might be better for him to wait in there. He got out of the car, Gunner’s leash in his hand, and led his partner behind some bushes that provided some real good cover. About five minutes later, his phone started ringing.

      “What’s up?” Jacobs said.

      “Hey, you should have three coming out in the next minute.”

      “How?”

      “Ask questions later,” Franks answered. “Just look alive.”

      “Will do.”

      Jacobs hung up and put the phone in his pocket as his eyes went back toward the door. Thirty seconds later, the door opened up, with three men stepping outside. Jacobs recognized two of them from their earlier meeting. The third one must’ve been the one member that was missing from earlier. Jacobs came out of the bushes, Gunner right beside his leg, and showed himself to the three gang members. They looked a bit puzzled when they saw the man with his dog. That wasn’t who they were expecting, or what they were told they’d find when they got out there.

      “Yo, who the hell are you?” one of them asked.

      “I’m, uh, the neighborhood trash collector.”

      The men looked at each other and laughed. “Real funny, man. You got the stuff?”

      “Oh, I’ve got it,” Jacobs replied.

      “Well, let’s see it.”

      Jacobs gave a command to Gunner, and the dog took off like he was in a track meet. He immediately ran straight toward the men and lunged at one of them, grabbing him by the arm. The other two weren’t sure what was going on and backed up a couple of steps. They looked at each other, each expecting the other to know what to do. Instinctively, they reached into their belts and removed their guns. Jacobs had already started moving closer, and by the time the two men pointed their guns at him, Jacobs had already fired. Two shots, one for each of them, lodged in their chests. The suppressor on Jacobs’ gun kept the noise down so nobody else came sprinting out of the pool hall.

      With the first two men down, Jacobs turned his attention toward the remaining man. He called Gunner off him, and the dog immediately complied. The man was lying flat on his back but knew he was in trouble and reached for his gun. Jacobs didn’t let him take it out though. He fired two more rounds, each hitting the man in the chest and stomach, though only the first shot was necessary.

      Jacobs took another look at each one of them and could see that none were breathing. He then calmly went back to his car with Gunner. He put the car in drive and drove past his latest victims. As soon as he was out of the area, he called Franks to let him know.

      “How’d you make out?”

      “Three down,” Jacobs answered.

      “Good deal. So what’s next?”

      “Guess I’m heading to that apartment you told me about and wait for the others to show up.”

      “Yeah, well, they might be on their guard after what happened to their friends.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Anybody see you?” Franks asked.

      “No, it’s pretty quiet out back of that place. Nothing behind it but trees and stuff.”

      “What about cameras?”

      “None there.”

      “What about cameras that might be nearby. Police will scan the area.”

      “I blacked out pieces of the license plate. A little tape in the right spots can make a letter look like something else entirely. They won’t get anything.”

      “Good deal.”

      “So you wanna tell me how you managed getting those guys out there?” Jacobs asked.

      “Oh, I just called the pool hall and asked to talk to one of them. Once one of them got on the phone, I asked for those three specifically to come out back.”

      “And what did you tell them?”

      “Told them I was an associate of Rich Mallette and that we were looking for some outsiders for a job. Said I’d heard of those three and wanted them to do a job for me. Had some drugs to give them. Told them I needed them to deliver it to a certain spot. If everything went down without a hitch, I might have some more work for them in the future. Maybe even part of Mallette’s Maulers.”

      “You’re a crazy guy.”

      Franks laughed. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      It only took about fifteen minutes for Jacobs to get to the apartment complex. After waiting for another thirty minutes, he got a call from Franks.

      “Whatcha got?” Jacobs asked.

      “News. Police are at the scene of the pool hall.”

      “Figured they would be. Our other guys haven’t shown up yet.”

      “They might still be there. Might be stuck there being questioned by the cops,” Franks said.

      “Or maybe they left already and were too scared to come home thinking they were next.”

      “Wait, one good way to fix that.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I’ll just call them with another message.”

      Jacobs groaned, unsure of the idea. “I don’t know about that. I mean, it worked once. I don’t know about twice.”

      “What could it hurt?”

      “If they know it’s a scam, it might spook them,” Jacobs said.

      “I think it’s a risk worth taking. Even if it does, so what? There’s still only three of them left. Can catch up to them at a later time if necessary.”

      “All right. Take your shot.”

      It was an anxious few minutes for Jacobs, wondering if he was going to have one more confrontation before the night was over. Part of him hoped he would, just to get it over with. But part of him hoped the other three would be scared off and run to another city so he wouldn’t have to deal with them. He kept his eyes peeled on the entrance area, having a good spot to view anybody coming in. He waited another fifteen minutes without a sign or word from anybody. He didn’t want to call Franks in case he was still working his shtick. Instead of driving himself crazy, he just started talking to the dog to relieve his boredom, and to keep his mind from thinking too much.

      “I hate waiting, don’t you?” Jacobs asked, petting the dog’s head. He waited a minute, almost like he was expecting a response. “You ever wish we got into a different line of work?”

      Jacobs turned away from Gunner and looked out the window again. Five more minutes went by. Then Jacobs’ phone rang. It was Franks.

      “What’s the good word?” Jacobs asked.

      “You should be getting company in the next few minutes so don’t go to sleep yet.”

      “Should I ask how you managed this again?”

      Franks laughed. “No, you shouldn’t.”

      Jacobs didn’t even care at that point. He was just ready to leave. “All right, I’ll just let it go at that.”

      “It’s for the better.”

      They hung up, not wanting to stay on the phone too long with company arriving soon. “Get ready for some more action, bud,” Jacobs said to his dog. This time, Gunner responded with a low bark. Three minutes passed before Jacobs saw the men pull into the lot. Though he didn’t recognize the car, he knew the driver as one of those he beat up earlier. Jacobs contemplated letting them have it in the parking lot, but decided to hold off. He figured two major public incidents close together was too much. He thought he could just follow them to their apartment. Maybe nobody would find them for a couple days. Plus, if a battle happened outside, there were too many windows for people to be looking out of.

      Jacobs continued watching the car as it parked, and its occupants got out. From the information Franks had given him earlier, he already knew their apartment number, so he didn’t need to follow them too closely. Part of him wondered if he should’ve broken in somehow when he first got there and be waiting for them when they got back. That way he could get the jump on them. But it was too late for that now. Nothing he could do about it. He just had to deal with the situation as it was.

      After the three men went inside the building, Jacobs was about to get out when he thought of a new problem. The apartments had a main door that led to a long hallway that housed all the units. That front door locked every night automatically at nine o’clock. It would have been easier if every unit had a separate door from the outside, but that wasn’t what Jacobs had to deal with. He called Franks to let him know.

      “Hey, something I didn’t consider before,” Jacobs said. “Looks like there’s some kind of combination or alarm or something you gotta hit before going in.”

      “No problem at all my good man,” Franks pleasantly said, almost singing his response. “Hack was good enough to get me that information in advance.”

      “How thoughtful.”

      “Yes, indeed. You ready?”

      “Go.”

      “Combo is five-two-seven-eight. You got that or you need me to repeat it.”

      “I think I can manage,” Jacobs replied. “Five-two-seven-eight.”

      “Good luck.”

      Jacobs then looked at Gunner and tapped his head. “All right, buddy, time to go.”

      Jacobs hopped out of the car, Gunner following right behind him. The two hurried over to the main door, staying as close to the side of the building as possible. Once they got to the door, they climbed the concrete step as Jacobs immediately put the code in. Right away he heard a buzzing sound, letting him open the door. Once they were in, he walked down the long hallway until he got to the apartment that the three men shared.

      Jacobs stood beside the door, not wanting to stand right in front in case someone started blasting. Also, if someone looked out the peephole, they wouldn’t see him. He commanded Gunner to sit quietly. Jacobs waited a minute before knocking, listening to what was going on. He heard some loud voices and there appeared to be some type of debate going on between the remaining members of the group though Jacobs couldn’t make everything out clearly.

      After a minute, Jacobs got tired of waiting and knocked three times. He also didn’t want to keep standing in the hallway in case someone else walked by. He flexed his fingers to keep a loose grip on his gun while he waited for the door to open. But it didn’t. He heard what sounded like people scurrying around. He waited a few more seconds then knocked another three times. One of the men inside finally came to the door and looked through the peephole. He saw the dog just sitting there and was puzzled. He opened the door just a crack to see if someone else was out there.

      Jacobs jumped in front of the door and lifted his leg, kicking it in. The man at the door stumbled backward as Jacobs and his partner went in. Jacobs gave Gunner the command to find someone as he took care of the man at the door. The man had just gotten back to his feet when Jacobs unloaded a couple rounds into his gut. Jacobs turned around to see Gunner knocking one of the other guys over the couch. As the dog was gnawing on the man’s arm, Jacobs noticed the third member of the team coming from the bedroom door. Jacobs quickly pointed his gun at him and fired before the other guy was able to do the same.

      Jacobs looked over and saw Gunner was still having his way with the last man, so he went through the rest of the apartment, just to make sure no one else was lying and waiting somewhere. He had no doubts Gunner could effectively handle the guy before he got back. Jacobs returned to the room only a few minutes later after finding no one else. He called Gunner off the man, not wanting to risk him getting hurt or having blood splatter on him. Once the dog was a safe distance away, Jacobs finished the guy off by putting two bullets in him.

      With no further danger, Jacobs hurried over to the door and peeked out. With the coast clear, he and the dog slipped out and closed the door as if nothing ever happened. Jacobs quickly walked down the hallway and out the front door, not a bystander or witness in sight. Once they got back in the car, Jacobs remained calm, making sure he didn’t draw attention to himself by peeling out of the lot too quickly. Once they were on the road, Jacobs called Franks to let him know the job was over.

      “Hey, what’s shakin’?” Franks asked.

      “It’s done.”

      “Well, don’t sound so glum.”

      “Shooting and killing people isn’t something to feel great about,” Jacobs said.

      “Hey, you’re making a difference. You might’ve saved that girl from something really bad happening to her.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why don’t you go home, take a nice hot, soothing bath, take it easy and relax.”

      “A nice, hot, soothing bath?” Jacobs asked. “Do I look like the kinda guy who does that?”

      “Well, one never knows, does one?” Franks said with a laugh.

      “You’re ridiculous.”

      “Thank you, thank you.”

      “I guess you’re right though,” Jacobs said. “I probably should go home and get some rest. Might as well be ready for the next thing that comes along.”

      “What next thing?”

      “I don’t know yet. But I’m sure there will be something.”
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      Jacobs woke up the next morning to the sound of his phone ringing. He expected it to be Franks for some reason. Probably because he was the only one who ever called him before noon. As a matter of fact, he was really the only person who ever called him period. If there was anyone else he needed to talk to, Jacobs was usually the one who did the calling. Plus, very few people had his number. He was surprised when he reached for his phone on the nightstand beside the bed and saw that it wasn’t Franks after all. It was an old friend. Sergeant Buchanan. Jacobs quickly sat up in bed, staring at his phone, wondering what he wanted. He feared that maybe Buchanan knew he was involved in the gang killings from the previous night and was looking for him. He thought about not answering it and seeing if Buchanan would leave a voicemail, but it seemed he just couldn’t control his fingers, which hit the accept call button on the screen.

      “Bucky?”

      “Hey, Brett.”

      “What’s up?”

      “Where you staying these days?” Buchanan asked.

      “uh, you know, nowhere special,” Jacobs replied, not wanting to reveal his specific location, just in case the police were looking for him.

      Buchanan laughed, thinking it was amusing that his friend was continuing to keep his whereabouts a secret. “Nowhere special, huh?”

      “Move around a lot these days. So, what are you calling for?”

      “What, I’m not allowed to call and see how an old friend is doing?”

      “No, that’s… that’s OK. Just haven’t done it in a while,” Jacobs answered.

      “Been busy. Especially the last few days. Lot of stuff going down.”

      “Oh yeah? Anything interesting?”

      “Ahh, you know, the usual. Gang members getting shot, people getting killed, you know the drill.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I know.”

      “But speaking of people getting killed,” Buchanan said. “I wanted to check in with you about something.”

      Jacobs thought the sergeant was going to drop something on him, like he was a suspect in the killings from the previous night. He was nervous and anxious to hear what Buchanan had to say. “Sure.”

      “I know you had some dealings with Lawrence Wiggins recently.”

      Jacobs was surprised, not expecting to hear the name. He shook his head, trying to forget what he was worried about and focus on what Buchanan had to say about Mallette’s lawyer. “uh, yeah, yeah, I ran into him a few times.”

      “Any particular reasons?”

      “A couple times he delivered a message to Mallette for me. A couple times he helped me with something. Why?”

      “Just wondering what your relationship was to him,” Buchanan said.

      “It was fine. I didn’t have a problem with him. Why?”

      “Kind of weird to hear you say that. Before you left the department, you didn’t really have kind words to say about him. I remember you calling him the lowest of the low at one point.”

      “Yeah, well, that was before we came to an understanding. Wasn’t such a bad guy, I guess. Just kind of lost his way with some things. I think once Mallette’s out of the picture and Wiggins is out from under his thumb, maybe he’ll change his ways.”

      “Well, he won’t anymore.”

      Jacobs was starting to think something was up with Mallette. Why else would he be calling to talk about his lawyer? “What’s going on? Why all the questions about Wiggins?”

      “We were just called out to his house this morning.”

      “Why?”

      “Had reports of gunshots,” Buchanan replied.

      “Oh? And?”

      “He’s dead.”

      Jacobs was stunned. He didn’t know why though. He probably shouldn’t have been. When it came to dealing with Mallette’s Maulers, he knew anything was possible. He’d already experienced it. But it just seemed like Wiggins had things under control to the point where he was safe from being hit. “What do you think happened?”

      “I dunno. Tough to tell right now. We’re still trying to piece everything together.”

      Jacobs, though, didn’t need to piece anything together. He already knew. Mallette must have gotten word somehow about the business dealings that Jacobs and Wiggins had. Jacobs didn’t know how he could have known, but Mallette must have had something passed to him about Wiggins two-timing him.

      “One of the things that have come up is checking you out,” Buchanan said.

      “Me? Why?”

      “We all know your feelings about him, you know, that you’ve expressed previously.”

      “What?” Jacobs said, surprised that he was considered a suspect in his murder. “You think I have something to do with his death?”

      “Do I? No, I don’t. But it has come up. That’s why I wanted to call you and talk about it.”

      “I didn’t do it.”

      “Can you prove where you were in the last twelve hours?” the sergeant asked.

      “I’ve been right here. Watching TV. Sleeping.”

      “And where is that?”

      “I’m renting out a condo right now,” Jacobs replied.

      “Can you verify that?”

      “The onus isn’t on me to prove where I am or was. If you think I’m good for this, then you need to prove I was at Wiggins’ house in the last day. And you can’t.”

      “Can’t or won’t?”

      “Whichever you prefer. You won’t be able to prove I was there because I wasn’t. It’s as simple as that. What was he killed with?”

      “Bullet in the back of the head.”

      “So, what’s that sound like to you?” Jacobs asked, knowing that was an MO of Mallette.

      “I know, it reeks of Rich Mallette.”

      “So, what are you coming to me for?”

      “You know how it is, just checking everything. Making sure no stones are left unturned.”

      “I understand. No other leads yet?” Jacobs asked.

      “Well, we’re still gathering information, checking out leads. We just got here a little over an hour ago. Still a lot to be done. You wouldn’t happen to have any other information for me, would you?” Buchanan asked, sensing Jacobs knew more. After everything he’d been through in the last few months, the sergeant figured his friend probably knew more about Mallette’s organization than he did at the moment. “Something that might not be known to us or anybody else?”

      Jacobs thought for a second, not sure whether he wanted to come clean with everything. But in the end, he decided it really didn’t matter if he told Buchanan what he knew. At least some of it. It really wouldn’t affect him. “Yeah, maybe.”

      “Care to tell me about it?”

      “Is this just between me and you?” Jacobs said.

      “Can be if that’s how you prefer it. If I need to share it with anybody, I’ll make sure it’s an anonymous source.”

      “OK. I would never have killed him because he was helping me.”

      “Helping you?” Buchanan asked, surprised at the statement. “How so?”

      “We’d gotten to the point where we started helping each other. Him with telling me some insider stuff, me with helping him to get away from Rich Mallette.”

      “That doesn’t really tell me much.”

      Jacobs took a deep breath, ready to reveal more. “A little while back, after my father was killed, you know Mallette had some of his men kidnap my brother’s kids.”

      “Yeah, I remember you calling me about it. I also remember you got them back.”

      “Yeah. Well, what you don’t know was that Wiggins was actually very helpful in helping me get them back. He ran some interference for me, threw the kidnappers some curveballs to help me try and hit them by surprise.”

      “Not that I’m saying I don’t believe you, but why? Why would he help you when he works for Rich Mallette?”

      “Because he wanted out,” Jacobs answered. “He thought I could maybe help him with that.”

      “How? What could you do?”

      Jacobs hesitated in saying anything more, not wanting to incriminate himself, but figured he might as well say it. Just saying the words wouldn’t convict him of anything. “Eliminate them.”

      “Should I assume that’s what you’ve been doing?”

      “I don’t think you should be assuming anything. Listen, Bucky, you’re a smart guy. You may think you know what’s happening, you may actually know what’s happening, but I’m also not gonna admit to anything.”

      “I have a feeling when it comes to Mallette’s bunch, that you know more than I do right now. Exactly how many men does he have left?”

      “I make it out to be ten or twelve.”

      “They after you?”

      “I dunno. Last few weeks have been pretty quiet. Haven’t been hearing much.”

      “Maybe this is why,” Buchanan said. “Been saving up for something big.”

      “Could be. I just figured they’ve been lying low, trying to keep things together until the big man gets out.”

      “That’s gonna be a long time, Brett.”

      “I know. But their numbers have been dwindling big time since he’s been gone. If it keeps going at this pace, he’s not gonna have anything to come back to.”

      “And you’re gonna make sure of that.”

      “Is all this off the record?” Jacobs asked.

      “We’re just two old friends talking. No badges involved.”

      “Then you and I both know what I’ve been up against these last few months. As long as he has men out there, it’s never gonna be over for me. Friends, relatives, they’re all in danger. Doing things inside the law has never worked for them.”

      “It worked against Mallette.”

      “And look at the cost since then,” Jacobs said. “My wife, my kids, my father, my brother’s kids, he still rules whether he’s in that prison or not.”

      “So that’s why you moved out of your house? Why you move and act in secrecy?”

      “Partially. I can’t ever go back to what used to be. That’s not my life anymore.”

      “Let me round up the last of his men. I’ll get them on something. If Mallette doesn’t have anything left, you’ll be in the clear.”

      “No, Bucky. Mallette will always have something left. He’s got connections. We saw that when he brought in that hired gun from New York. This will never be over until he’s in the ground.”

      “And you’re gonna make sure you put him there?”

      “Yes.”

      “He’ll have to bring in another attorney,” Buchanan said.

      “Might call on his friends from back east to provide one. Don’t know if he’d take the risk of using someone around here.”

      “As long as we’re talking honestly here, there’s been a lot of other activity lately, other than Mallette’s men. A lot of people are thinking it’s the work of one man, someone the press has dubbed The Eliminator. You happen to know anything about that?”

      “I don’t care much for nicknames,” Jacobs answered.

      “You’re him, aren’t you?”

      Talking truthfully or not, that was one thing that Jacobs just wasn’t yet ready to admit. “What do you think?”

      “I think it’s you.”

      “And what does that change between us?” Jacobs asked, ready to hear a sermon or something unpleasant.

      “Doesn’t change anything. I’ll be honest, as long as I’m on the force I’ll never lift a finger against you. Even if the evidence is smacking me in the face. Up to now, you’ve done a real good job disguising yourself. I just hope that continues.”

      “So do I.”
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      For the first time since he’d been going there, Jacobs was a little nervous. He couldn’t pinpoint an exact reason, but it was probably because he was disappointed in himself. He felt bad that he hadn’t visited in a while. He vowed to visit several times a week and here he was, not having visited in a few weeks. He walked up to the grave and knelt in front of it, placing the flowers he bought by the headstone.

      “I’m sorry I haven’t been here in a while,” Jacobs said, wiping a tear from his eye. “I’ve just, um, been busy with other things. I know it’s not an excuse or anything. I just hope you’re up there forgiving me for not coming by more often.”

      Jacobs stopped as his eyes filled up with tears. He grabbed the sleeve of his shirt and wiped his eyes until the tears were gone and he could continue.

      “I don’t even know what I’m doing anymore, Val. I wish I did. But I don’t. I started this thing just trying to get revenge for you guys. Now, it feels like I’m starting to go down a different path. Everything seemed so clear when I started this. I knew who I was going after and why. Now it seems like I’m being thought of as a savior or a hero, cleaning up the streets like a one-man army or something. I don’t know if that’s what I want. But I don’t know if I can walk away from it either.” Jacobs laughed for a second before going on. “I guess that was always one of my problems, huh? Never could back down from a fight. Especially for those who couldn’t defend themselves. Guess that’s why I became a cop.”

      Jacobs shifted positions to kneel on his other knee.

      “I miss you. I wish you were still here. I wish you could come down here and give me guidance. You were always the smart one. Some days I just wanna keep on going, get rid of everyone who’s in my way, and other days, I just wanna be with you.”

      Tears started falling down Jacobs’ face again as he thought of his wife and kids. He pictured them back in their house, all of them sitting down together eating dinner, watching TV, or playing a game. This time, though, he didn’t try to stop the tears. He just let them flow down off his face. He took a few more minutes to collect himself, finally able to control the tears. He sniffled and wiped his nose and eyes.

      “I guess I’ll get going now. I don’t wanna take you away from the kids,” he said with a smile. “I’m sure you guys are up there having fun. Wish I could be there. I’ll try to make sure it’s not too long before I visit again.”

      Jacobs got up and moved closer to the headstone. He put his hand on top of it and gave it a kiss. It would have to do though he wished it was real. He’d have given anything just to touch Valerie one more time. To kiss her lips again. There wasn’t anything he wouldn’t give up to have his kids rush up to him and give him one more hug. He started getting emotional again as he thought of it all, knowing it would never happen.

      Rather than staying there any longer and completely breaking down, Jacobs started walking away, back to his car. As he walked, he composed himself, taking a look at his surroundings. Walking through the graves, his eyes went back toward the parked cars. Just as he did, he noticed a car with two men sitting in it. As he stared at it, the car suddenly drove off. Jacobs kept his eyes glued to it as it left though he couldn’t get a good look at its occupants. He tried to read the license plate, but couldn’t quite make it out. He only got the last two letters of it.

      As he continued walking, Jacobs tried to think of who it could have been. It might’ve been Buchanan, trying to keep an eye on him. But he thought it also could’ve been the remains of Mallette’s Maulers. With Wiggins out of the picture, maybe they were thinking of taking another run at him, now that they didn’t fear information leaking to him via the mole. Or maybe it was someone affiliated with the gang he just took out. The more Jacobs thought about it, the more he thought it could have been just about anyone. Could have even been someone new. Not that he would know why someone new would be looking at him, but he was living in strange times. Once Jacobs got back to his car, his curiosity was getting the better of him. He called Franks for some help.

      “Got anything going on right now?” Jacobs asked.

      “Eh, depends on whatcha got?”

      “Want Hack to run down a plate for me and see if he can figure out who it belongs to?”

      “I guess I can pass that along.”

      “The last two letters of the plate are TX,” Jacobs said. “It was on a black Ford SUV.”

      “That all you got?”

      “That’s it.”

      “Not much to go on.”

      “I know it.”

      “What’s the interest?” Franks asked.

      “I was just visiting Valerie. There was somebody there watching me.”

      “Who?”

      “I don’t know. That’s what I aim to find out.”

      “Could be Mallette again.”

      “Why? You hear something?”

      “Ahh, I dunno, nothing concrete,” Franks answered. “I’ll tell you one thing though, there’s been a lot more chatter surrounding the Maulers since Wiggins’ body turned up.”

      “What kind of chatter?”

      “I don’t know, I haven’t been able to wrap my head around it yet. Feels like they’re up to something. Wouldn’t be shocked if that something’s you. They might be revving up for another run.”

      Jacobs took the news in stride, knowing it was likely true. Not that he minded. “Could be. If it is, I’ll be ready.”

      “You coming in?”

      “Yeah, I’ll be there.”

      “All right, I’ll get Hack on the line pronto.”

      Before going to the pawn shop, Jacobs stopped at home first to get Gunner. With him in tow, he went to join the others. Hack was already tapping his fingers away by the time Jacobs got there.

      “Made good time,” Jacobs said.

      Hack took his eyes off the computer. “Yeah, I didn’t have anything else going on.”

      Jacobs went over to the coffee machine and poured himself a cup. “So how’s it looking? You able to piece anything together from that?”

      “Oh yeah. I’ve already narrowed it down quite a bit. Should only be a few more minutes.”

      “Good deal.”

      As Hack got back to work, Franks came over to Jacobs to pass the time. “So, what’s your gut telling you?”

      Jacobs shrugged. “I dunno. Could be anybody. If I had to guess, I’d say it’s Mallette.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking.”

      “Guess that’s the problem with me visiting Val. Everyone knows where it is.”

      “And they know you’re coming,” Franks said. “Maybe you should think about staying away for a while.”

      Jacobs shot Franks a look then shook his head. “Can’t do that. Even if it meant me never walking out of there, I couldn’t not see her.”

      Franks was sympathetic to his issues and put his hand on Jacobs’ forearm. “I know you’re still hurting, Brett, but she’s gone. She’s never coming back. Sooner or later you’re gonna have to accept that.”

      “I don’t know if I’ll ever accept it.”

      Hack pushed his chair out and interrupted their conversation. “I’ve got it!”

      “Well, that was quick,” Franks replied.

      “Told you it’d take no time.”

      “Whatcha got?” Jacobs asked.

      “Car comes back to a man named Reno Otto.”

      “Otto? That’s a familiar name,” Franks said.

      “Should be,” Jacobs said, recognizing it immediately. “One of Mallette’s Maulers.”

      Franks snapped his fingers. “That’s it. I always thought his last name was Reno.”

      “No, it’s definitely first name Reno, last name Otto,” Hack replied.

      “I remember the name from the list of Mallette’s guys we put together before,” Jacobs said.

      “What’d you do, remember it by heart?” Franks asked.

      Jacobs nodded. “Every single one of them. I can even tell you their birthdays.”

      “I wonder how long they were sitting there? Must’ve been quite a while.”

      “The one place they know I’ll show up eventually.”

      “All of which begs the question why? Why just sit there? Why drive off? What are they after?”

      “I dunno. But I think it’s safe to say they haven’t forgotten about me yet. I’m still front and center on their mind.”

      “Guess that throws your theories about you guys leaving each other alone to hell in a handbasket.”

      In the early days of their relationship, Jacobs would’ve given Franks a strange look at a sentence like that, trying to figure out its meaning. But nowadays, after being around each other for a while, he didn’t even give it a second thought. He really didn’t even pay much attention to it.

      “If they’re after me again, why not just attack me there?” Jacobs asked. “Why not just throw down at the cemetery?”

      “Maybe they just weren’t prepared?”

      “Then why go there at all?”

      “Maybe they just wanted to give you a warning, man.”

      “They don’t give warnings. And if they did, after all we’ve been through, I’m sure they wouldn’t give one to me.”

      Franks snapped his fingers as he thought of something. “Hey, maybe they were trying to follow you to see where you were living nowadays.”

      Jacobs immediately shook his head and nixed the idea. “Nah, I wasn’t followed.”

      “You sure?”

      “I never go home anymore without doubling back and taking wrong turns before I get there. Believe me, I’m always on the lookout for a tail.”

      The three men sat around for an hour, discussing the latest developments and what it meant. Eventually, Jacobs tired of it, realizing they weren’t getting anywhere. In the end, he knew it really didn’t matter because Mallette’s Maulers were still a threat. Although there had been a lull in the action between the two sides for a month or so, maybe Wiggins’ death was a message to Jacobs that they weren’t done with him yet.

      “Well, it’s obvious they’re not gonna go away quietly,” Jacobs said.

      “Was there ever a doubt?” Franks asked.

      Jacobs shrugged. “Hoped.”

      Franks shook his head. “Afraid not, my friend. No matter what, Mallette can’t afford to wait until he gets out to deal with you. He might not have any men left and he knows that. He needs you to go away now.”

      Jacobs nodded. “Yeah, could be.”

      “In any case, with his lawyer’s death, Mallette’s gotta have a new mouthpiece to deliver messages to his boys.”

      “Guess it’s possible.”

      “Speaking of the lawyer, you figure on attending his funeral?” Franks asked.

      “Hadn’t really thought about it. Why?”

      “Just asking. I know he’s operated on both sides of the fence. Just weren’t sure where you stood with it.”

      “I’m not sure it’d be in my best interests to show up,” Jacobs replied. “It was nice of him to work with me on the couple occasions he did and I’m sorry he got killed, but me showing up won’t change any of that. If the rest of Mallette’s boys show up, there might be a bit of an explosion.”

      “They might be counting on that. Hoping you show up so they can finish you off. Put a sniper in place.”

      “Could be.”
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        * * *

      

      As Mallette was led into the meeting room, he was anxious to meet his new lawyer. Before he ordered Wiggins’ death, he asked the lawyer to contact his friends in New York for a meeting. Little did Wiggins know, he was actually helping to cement his own demise. Mallette looked at the table that Wiggins usually occupied and felt a little strange that his longtime lawyer wasn’t sitting there waiting for him. He didn’t feel bad for ordering the hit on him since he was passing off information to his sworn enemy at the moment, Brett Jacobs. But still, for old time’s sake, it still felt a little weird. Seeing the very sharply dressed man sitting there, Mallette hoped he was in good hands. He didn’t know for sure who his contacts in New York were sending out, but they promised he would be good. And Mallette was counting on it.

      Mallette sat across from his new lawyer, seeming a little apprehensive, seeing as how his new attorney still hadn’t made eye contact with him yet. All the man was doing since Mallette walked in the room was write down on his legal pad. Both men sat there silently for a minute, the lawyer not seeming to be very concerned that his client was sitting in front of him. After another minute of waiting, Mallette was starting to get impatient.

      “Hey, my time’s limited here,” Mallette finally said. “We gonna talk at some point or what?”

      His lawyer snapped his glasses off his face in an annoyed manner and tossed them down on the table. He leaned back and sized up his client, not looking too impressed. “So, you’re Rich Mallette.”

      Mallette’s first impression wasn’t a good one. He thought the lawyer lacked the initial respect that should have been reserved for someone like him. “Yeah, that’s right, so let’s get down to business. Remember, you’re working for me and you’re on my time now, so don’t forget it.”

      The lawyer grinned, somewhat amused by his client’s manner. “Let’s get our positions straight right from the onset here. My name is Roger Alexander. I’ve been assigned to look after your organization while you’re…” He looked around at their surroundings. “While you’re a guest in here.”

      Mallette looked confused, not sure what was happening. This wasn’t how he envisioned their first conversation going. Alexander seemed like a confident guy, almost bordering on obnoxious. And he didn’t seem the least bit intimidated by Mallette, as most men were upon meeting him. Mallette thought Alexander would be doing almost nothing but listening and taking down notes. But it didn’t seem like he was interested in just sitting back. He seemed like a take-charge type of guy. But maybe that would work to his advantage in helping Mallette’s appeals and getting his sentence reduced. Mallette’s hopes and plans were soon about to be dashed by the dapper looking man.

      “So, here’s what I want you to do…,” Mallette began.

      Alexander cleared his throat, then put his hand out to prevent his client from continuing. “That’s not necessary at the moment.”

      “What?”

      “I’m here to tell you how it’s going to work from here on out. Not the other way around.”

      “What do you mean you’re here to tell me?” Mallette asked, starting to fume. “Who do you think you’re talking to?”

      “I know precisely who I’m talking to. Our friends in New York are not exactly pleased with how things have been progressing here in the last year.”

      “I’ve got it all under control. I just need a little more time.”

      Alexander smiled. “The organization is under the belief that you’ve gotten all the time you’ve needed. And they are quite unhappy that things have gotten to this level.”

      “How’s that my fault?” Mallette angrily asked. “It’s not my fault I got thrown in here and some crazy person’s been taking out my men while I’m in here, powerless to stop him.”

      “It’s not your fault? You’re the one who created the situation. And you’ve dealt with it poorly. You’ve allowed a one man wrecking crew to completely dismantle your organization. So instead, you’ve repeatedly called in favors, asking for help with something that should have been handled long ago. In fact, it’s a situation that never should have happened at all.”

      “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that the prevailing opinion is that you never should have embarked on this personal vendetta of yours to begin with. OK, so you got pinched, so what? You’re not the first, you won’t be the last. A million guys have gotten thrown in here at various times of their careers. But they didn’t lose their heads. They did their time and moved on. But you? What did you do? You got all bent out of shape and decided to wipe out an entire family. And brought a lot of heat along with it.”

      Mallette was wiping his nose and mouth, not happy about the way he was being talked to. “It was personal. He made it personal.”

      “No, Rich,” Alexander replied. “You made it personal. And it didn’t have to be. Instead, what do you have? You’ve got a single man, hell-bent on the destruction of your gang, and you can’t stop him.” Alexander shook his head, disgusted at the situation. “It shouldn’t have come to this.”

      “OK, fine. It shouldn’t have come to this, but it has. And now I need help getting out of it.”

      Alexander shook his head again, wiping his forehead with a tissue. “No, Rich. The organization has helped you all that it’s going to.”

      Mallette’s eyes widened, not believing what he was hearing. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that you’ve been replaced. You are no longer the top dog in this operation.”

      Mallette gritted his teeth and tightened his jaw. “What do you mean I’ve been replaced? Nobody replaces me. This is my crew. My territory. And no two-bit lawyer is going to come in here and tell me otherwise.”

      “Well, you don’t really seem to be in a position to tell anyone anything. Are you?”

      “My men are loyal to me. No one else.”

      “We will see about that.”

      “So, what are you doing?” Mallette asked. “Leaving me in here to rot?”

      “That all depends on you. On how willing you are to accept this new arrangement.”

      “Which is?”

      “When you get out of here, you will accept the role as number two man in the operation,” Alexander said, an air of confidence and swagger about him. He knew he had all the leverage. “If you do that and don’t make a stink about it, then we’ll actively do our best to get you out of here early.”

      “And if I don’t agree?”

      “Then my services here will no longer be required.”

      “I’ll be left here to sweat it out?”

      Alexander shrugged. “Look at it however you prefer.”

      “So, who would be the number one guy?” Alexander smiled menacingly, giving Mallette the only answer he needed. “You? I gotta take my orders from a hotshot lawyer?”

      “Legal counsel is only a small portion of my talents and abilities.”

      “And what about me? What am I supposed to do in here if I’m not giving the orders?”

      Alexander shrugged, not really concerned about it. “Do what most people do. Get a lot of reading done. Shed a few pounds. You know, the usual.”

      Mallette took a deep breath, still steaming at the turn of events. He looked away from the lawyer, contemplating his options, not that it seemed like he had many. Then curled his hand into a fist and pounded the table with it. “I’ve done nothing but bring in money since I’ve been here.”

      “Not lately, Rich. The money’s grounded to almost a complete stop. And men? How many do you have left? Ten, twelve? If we don’t take over, someone else will. Your preoccupation with one man has clouded your judgment and made you a liability. You know how most liabilities are dealt with. You have the opportunity to get around that. And who knows, maybe you’ll rise back up to the top one day.”

      Alexander then put his papers back in his briefcase. He closed it, stood up, and put his coat on. Mallette looked confused. Here this man was giving him ultimatums, and before he had the chance to agree to anything, he left. “What are you doing? Where are you going?”

      “I’ll be back next week. I’ll give you some time to think it over.”

      Mallette looked on in astonishment as the lawyer walked away from the table and left the room. The optimism that he had about his situation finally turning for the better was gone. Instead, he’d felt even worse than he already had. Now he was being bypassed and was no longer in control of his own organization. For the first time since being in prison, he actually felt like he was there. He now felt truly closed off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      It’d been about a week since Jacobs’ last visit to the graves of his wife and children. Before going on to any other business, he wanted to go pay his respects to them. He didn’t want to put it off for another week and have them think they weren’t still important to him. When he parked in the cemetery lot, he looked around to see if there were any more of Mallette’s men in sight. Everything seemed clear though.

      With no obstacles in his way, Jacobs went to the graves and did what he usually did. He took turns between standing, sitting, and kneeling as he talked. He spoke to his family for about twenty minutes before he got ready to leave. As he finished up, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he wasn’t alone. It felt like someone was there with him. And it wasn’t his family. It felt like he was being watched. He stood in the same spot for a few more minutes to see if the feeling went away, but it didn’t.

      A couple more minutes went by and Jacobs didn’t move an inch. As he stood there, he lowered his head and tilted it slightly, trying to look out of the corner of his eye to see if anyone was coming up behind him. He couldn’t see much though. He knew he’d have to turn around. Jacobs put his hand inside his jacket on the handle of his gun, ready to throw down if he needed to. He’d hate to get into a gunfight at his family’s gravesite, but it really wasn’t up to him at that moment.

      Jacobs slowly turned to his side, not wanting to make any sudden movements that would trigger a barrage of bullets before he was ready. He then turned his head and looked back toward the lot. He was a little alarmed to see a group of men walking toward him. Four men. None of whom he’d ever seen before. That meant they weren’t part of Mallette’s Maulers. Either that or they were new members. Since they seemed to be walking in his direction, Jacobs stayed put, figuring he didn’t need to move. Once the men got closer, the man in front signaled to the others to stay in their spot. The leader kept walking to Jacobs though. With neither man saying a word in greeting, the stranger stood shoulder to shoulder with Jacobs.

      “Thanks for not coming up shooting,” the man said. “I realize that might have turned into a problem if you’d have gotten jumpy.”

      “I don’t get jumpy.”

      “So I noticed.” The two men turned slightly back toward the graves, looking down at them. “Tragedy. You have my deepest sympathies on the loss of your family.”

      Jacobs thought it was strange considering he had no idea who the man was. “Thanks. What’s your interest in it?”

      “Strictly speaking as an outside observer who detests the loss of innocent life. Especially children. I can’t imagine the grief you’ve gone through.”

      “I, uh, appreciate the warm and caring thoughts, but you wanna tell me who you are and what you’re doing here?”

      The man smiled, then stuck his hand out for Jacobs to shake, which he did after a slight hesitation. “Roger Alexander… at your service.”

      “It seems you already know who I am.”

      “Indeed, I do.”

      “So, what do you want with me?” Jacobs asked.

      “Just a simple conversation.”

      “About?”

      “Your future.”

      “How’s that your business?”

      “Well, your future affects my business. And my future along with it.”

      “Not saying anything worth listening to so far.”

      “Straight and to the point, huh?” Alexander said. “I’ve heard you’re a pretty straight shooter.”

      “Dancing around subjects is a waste of time. And as I’ve learned over the past few months, we never have enough of it.”

      “Very well spoken. And true as can be. I’m here to make you a proposition.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Rich Mallette is no longer in control of his operation. He’s been bypassed. We would like to extend an olive branch to you… to discontinue your assault of whatever’s left of his men.”

      Jacobs was dumbfounded. He was in complete shock. “An olive branch isn’t gonna bring my family back.”

      “No, it won’t,” Alexander replied. “And I want you to know that we had no hand in that and didn’t even know about it until it was over.”

      “That doesn’t really provide me with much comfort.”

      “As it shouldn’t. I didn’t say it to be thoughtless or as a carefree comment. The loss of your family is something that never should have happened. It shouldn’t have been allowed to happen.”

      “But it did.”

      “You’re right. It did. And we can’t go back in time and change that. What we can do is move forward.”

      “Easier said than done,” Jacobs said.

      “I know it is. But I would like to try.”

      “Who exactly are you speaking for?”

      “The God’s honest truth? I’m speaking for myself. And for associates back in New York… as well as here.”

      “Well, I appreciate you coming out here and speaking honestly with me, but I made a promise the day they were put here. And that was that I would never rest until the people who were responsible for this were in the ground next to them.”

      “And you haven’t accomplished that task yet?” Alexander asked.

      “Rich Mallette still has ten or twelve men left.”

      “And your goal is what? Total destruction?”

      Jacobs nodded. “That’s it.”

      “And if we helped you with that?”

      Jacobs turned his head sharply, not able to hide his bewilderment. “If you helped me?”

      “Let me make myself perfectly clear. You are an albatross around this entire organization’s neck. You have made a mess of this entire operation. I have been sent to clean it up.”

      “Why not just try to kill me like they have?” Jacobs asked. “Could’ve tried it here.”

      “Yes, we could have. And maybe we would have succeeded. But then again, maybe we would have failed. The point I’m trying to make with you is that I don’t want you as an enemy. Though I’m taking over for Rich Mallette, there’s no reason for you and me to be adversaries.”
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