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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

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

