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      Jacobs and Thrower walked through the door, putting their gear down on the couch. Tiffany ran over to Jacobs and hugged him.

      “I was so worried,” she said.

      Jacobs gave her a quizzical look. “Didn’t Eddie tell you we were on the way back? I told him what happened.”

      “Hey, I said everything I was supposed to,” Franks said.

      “No, it’s not that,” Tiffany replied. “Of course he did. It was just the whole situation in general.”

      “Oh.” Jacobs gave her a soft kiss on the lips. “We did everything perfectly. It all worked out.”

      “This time.”

      “Well, we can only do things one at a time.”

      “Not unless you do one of them two-for-one deals,” Franks said. “Then it’d be over lickety-split.”

      Jacobs rolled his eyes. “We can’t always drop bodies like you pick up cheeseburgers.”

      “Speaking of dropping bodies, man, is that on the level with what you said about Butch?”

      “Would I kid about a thing like that?”

      “I mean, man, I’m telling you what. Mallette just dropped him, just like that?”

      “As far as we can figure it,” Jacobs said.

      “Man, isn’t that a kick in the coconuts? To think, one minute they’re conspiring against you, and the next, one’s got a bullet in the back of his head.”

      “I think technically it was the front of his head,” Thrower added.

      “Whatever. The sentiment’s still the same. You sure neither of you hit him?”

      “He wasn’t in either of our sight lines.”

      “Hmm. I don’t quite understand it.”

      “I think I do,” Jacobs said.

      “Pray tell, then, man. Pray tell it to the masses.”

      “What?”

      “Speak up and be heard.”

      Jacobs looked at the others. “Did we just step into a church or something?”

      Franks pointed at him. “Might not be a bad idea, know what I mean? With all the stuff that’s been going on, might not hurt to get a little religion in ya.”

      “Uh, yeah, maybe after this is all over.”

      “After it’s all over, you won’t need it no more.”

      “Can we get back to the point?”

      “Of what?”

      “What we were talking about?”

      “Which was what?”

      Jacobs took a deep breath, keeping his calm. “About Butch and Mallette?”

      “Oh yeah. Why’d you get off point with that?”

      Jacobs glared at him for a moment and shook his head. He cleared his throat before continuing. “Someone distracted me.”

      “Well, continue, man, continue.”

      “Gee. Thanks so much.”

      “So about um… what were we talking about again?”

      Jacobs thought Franks sometimes acted absent-minded just to aggravate him. He took another deep breath to stay calm. “Butch and Mallette.”

      “Oh yeah. Well, proceed, man, come on. We ain’t got all day, you know.”

      “I think it’s likely Mallette killed him because they were having a difference of opinion.”

      “Well, we have differences of opinion all the time and neither of us shoots the other.”

      “We’re not the leaders of two groups both vying for power either.”

      Thrower knew what was being implied. “I got a feeling Butch wanted to pull out. Or he wanted to change tactics. Either way, we took out a lot of his boys, and he probably wasn’t too ecstatic about it.”

      Jacobs nodded. “And Mallette wasn’t about to let that happen. That means his ever-shrinking force would have lost even more men had Butch left. He couldn’t let that happen. So he shoots Butch, hopes to keep the rest of his men, and knows it’s one less rival he’s gotta worry about.”

      “Well, that all makes sense and all,” Franks said. “But that’s kind of like shooting yourself in the foot, ain’t it? Wouldn’t it make more sense to shoot the man after this is over with?”

      “Did you not just hear what we said? If Butch was planning on leaving, it would have left Mallette no choice.”

      “He could’ve just let the man leave.”

      “That’s not how Mallette operates. You should know that.”

      “Isn’t prison supposed to mellow people?” Franks asked.

      “Prison only changes people who want to be changed. Did anyone really expect Mallette to come out of there with a different outlook on life? Especially since he wasn’t in there that long?”

      “What am I going to do about school?” Tiffany asked. “They’re not going to fall for that trick again.”

      “They won’t have to,” Thrower said. “They’re gonna remember it. It helps us out either way. Either they don’t bother following you there anymore, figuring it’s a waste of time, which means you’ll be safe, or they’ll use an extremely loose tail, which means we’ll be able to lose them easily.”

      “I hate to be the bearer of contrivialities,” Franks said, holding a finger up.

      “Contrivi-what?”

      “Contrivialities.”

      The rest of the group looked at each other. “Is that even a word?” Jacobs asked.

      Thrower shrugged. “I never heard of it.”

      They both looked at Tiffany, since she was the schoolteacher. She quickly shook her head. “Not in my vocabulary.”

      “What does that even mean?” Jacobs asked.

      “You guys never heard of it?” Franks said. Everyone shook their heads. “Isn’t that when you, um, like, disagree with the popular opinion or something?”

      “I don’t think that’s a word.”

      “Well, if it ain’t, I’m gonna make it a word. Don’t it just sound cool? Contrivialities. You say it.”

      “No.”

      “C’mon, man, just say it one time.”

      “I’m not saying some made-up junk word that you just invented.”

      “Well, just because you don’t know it, don’t mean it’s made up, you know. Maybe my intelligence is just on a higher level?”

      Jacobs rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Can you just get to the point?”

      “What point?”

      “I’m not even gonna bother.”

      “About tailing Tiffany from the school?” Thrower asked.

      “Oh, that. Yeah. Anyways, like I was saying, they could still tail her. But instead of following you to an address, they might just drop drawers right there in the street and try to take you out. Do a drive-by, run you off the road, shoot your tires out, blow up your car…”

      “We get the point,” Jacobs said. “And yes, they could do any of those things, so we can’t take anything for granted.”

      Tiffany’s face sank. “I don’t want to keep hiding.”

      “Nobody said you had to. If you wanna keep going to work, you can. Like I said, they’re not gonna shoot up the school.”

      Thrower looked away for a second, obviously thinking about something. The others kept talking for a minute or two. Jacobs finally looked over at him and wondered what was going through his mind.

      “What is it?” Jacobs asked.

      Thrower looked back at him. “I might recant my previous statement.”

      “About?”

      “Tiff. She’s still the key.”

      “How so?”

      “Because she’s the only thing that’s still known and out there at this point.”

      “Meaning?”

      “If Mallette, or even Ames, is looking for you, they don’t know where you are, don’t know where Eddie is, don’t know me, Tiff’s family is away, that only leaves one constant.”

      “Tiffany at work,” Jacobs said.

      Thrower nodded. “That’s right. So if they wanna get to you, it’s gotta be through her. Unless they just decide to punt.”

      “Punting is not Mallette’s style.”

      “That’s not the only way to get to him,” Franks said.

      “What else is there?” Thrower asked.

      Franks looked at Jacobs. “Your brother.”

      Jacobs glared at him. He hadn’t talked to Terry in a long time. It’d been well over a year. Maybe even two.

      “You got a brother?” Thrower asked.

      “Yeah,” Jacobs replied. “Haven’t spoken to him in a while.”

      “Would they go after him?”

      “They have before. They took his kids once.”

      “Might be something to keep an eye on,” Thrower said.

      Jacobs thought about it, eventually nodding. “Yeah. Maybe.”

      “If you want, I can go sit on them. With Tiff’s parents gone, and her living here with you, if you take her to and from school, I can make sure your brother’s protected.”

      “There’s only one of you, though. If kids go to school, Terry goes to work, and his wife is somewhere else, that’s three potential targets.”

      “I can take care of that,” Franks said. “I’ll bring in two more guys.”

      Thrower agreed. “That’ll work. I’ll sit on your brother, another guy goes wherever the kids go, and another of us takes the wife. Everyone’s protected.”

      “Except that we don’t even know they’re a target,” Jacobs said. “You could be sitting on them for weeks with nothing to show for it.”

      Thrower shrugged. “All part of the job. It’s better to sit there for weeks with no action, then not go at all and find out after the fact that they’re all gone.”

      Jacobs nodded. “OK.” He looked at Franks. “Set it up. Get the other guys.”

      Franks and Thrower walked away, discussing the logistics of protecting Jacobs’ brother and family. Tiffany could see Jacobs was deep in thought and put her head on his shoulder.

      “You never told me you had a brother.”

      “I didn’t?”

      “No.”

      “Oh. Sorry. We’re just… not very close. Not anymore.”

      “What happened?”

      “This happened,” Jacobs said. “My dad was killed, his kids were kidnapped, and I started drifting away.”

      “He didn’t approve of what you were doing?”

      “No. I think he pretty much blamed me for all of it.”

      “I’m sure that’s not right. Maybe he was just hurt or angry about what happened. I’m sure he doesn’t think that you’re at fault.”

      Jacobs shrugged. “I don’t know. Whatever the case, we just drifted apart.”

      “Maybe it’s time to reconnect.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea. Not now.”

      “Why not?”

      “What am I gonna say to him? Hey, I’m back, and by the way, you and your family are in danger all over again?”

      “Give him the benefit of the doubt. Maybe he misses you.”

      Jacobs shook his head. “No, I don’t think I’m ready for that. Not now.”

      “When?”

      “Maybe when this is all over, and there’s never another danger to worry about.”

      “Were you different then from who you are now?”

      “Back then I was hurt, angry, and living without hope. Now…” He looked at her and smiled. “Now I have you.” He then gave her a kiss.

      “For better or worse, right?”

      “There is no worse when it involves you. Only better.”

      Tiffany allowed herself to dream for a moment. “I can’t wait for the moment when all of this is behind us. When we can go to a movie, or dinner, or just go for a walk, and never have to worry about someone being out there, looking for us.”

      “That day is coming. Soon.”

      “I just wish it was now.”

      “I know. But I promise, it is coming.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Mallette was in his office, pacing the room, trying to figure out his next step. Whatever he eventually decided, he needed this next move to work. Between the rest of Butch’s men, and his own, he had no more than twenty in total. He couldn’t afford a long drawn-out war with Jacobs, or with Ames, who was still on his list as well. His next action needed to be swift, decisive, and a knockout blow.

      “What about Jacobs’ family?” Reed said, leaning against the wall.

      “Jacobs’ family is dead,” Mallette answered, a hint of agitation in his voice.

      “I don’t mean that family. I mean, don’t he have a brother or something? Thought I heard that or read it somewhere.”

      Mallette waved him off. “I’ve tried that before, and I’m not doing it again. It failed the last time we did it. I’m not going back to something that’s already proven not to work.”

      “You got a different bunch of guys now, boss. Maybe it’ll work this time.”

      “Different, yes. Not necessarily better. I’m not going back to the well on something that’s already failed.”

      “So what, then?”

      Mallette wound up by the window and looked down. He focused on a tree out there, trying to let his mind come into focus. “I still think the girl’s the target here.”

      “Tiffany?”

      “Yeah. Tiffany. Jacobs cares about her, that much is obvious. He will do everything in his power to prevent the same thing happening to her as it did his wife. She is still the key to this.”

      “Well, we know she’s back in school now.”

      “But for how long?” Mallette asked. “Is that for good, or was her last appearance just for show? Just to draw us out?”

      “We can keep an eye on her.”

      “Yes. Do that. No moves on her, though, until I give the word. We just watch for now.”

      “She’ll obviously have a guard.”

      “Yes. Either Jacobs or the new guy,” Mallette said. “One of them will always be with her.”

      “Tail them?”

      “As much as possible. They’ll still have their guard up, be looking for us. Loose tails. I don’t want them to notice anyone. I don’t want anyone getting too close to them again yet.”

      “What if they lose the tail?”

      “Then they lose it,” Mallette replied. “Keep a distance. Even if they shake a tail, they do that enough times, maybe we can detect a pattern, or focus on an area that we think they might be. Our next move has to be smart. Calculated. Effective.”

      “I’ll get on it.”

      Mallette put his arm up to stop him from leaving. “Not yet. We still have other matters to tend to.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Ames.”

      “What do you wanna do about him?” Reed asked.

      “Same thing I always did. Kill him.”

      “I thought you said no wars right now?”

      “That’s right. So this needs to happen quietly. And I need to do it in a way where I can take his men and add them to my arsenal.”

      “That’s gonna be a tall order.”

      “But it’s an order that can be filled. And it will be.”

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “Get the word out to Ames,” Mallette said. “Make it known I want to meet with him again.”

      “And then what?”

      Mallette looked at him, as if it didn’t need to be said. He did anyway, though. “And then we’ll kill him.”
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      Jacobs and Tiffany walked along the trail, holding hands and Gunner’s leash together. They were on their way to meet Buchanan.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Tiffany asked.

      “Yeah. I’m sure.”

      Tiffany took a deep breath. “OK.”

      “Why are you so nervous? You’ve met him before.”

      “Yeah, but that was different. That was… saving my parents. I didn’t really have time to think. I only had the one thing on my mind.”

      Jacobs smiled at her. “It’ll be fine. He’s a good guy. And I figured it’d be good for him to meet you personally, us, together. My world is changing. It’s time I start stepping out of the shadows.”

      “I’m all for that. I just want to be sure it’s the right time to do that.”

      “He’ll help us.”

      “OK. I trust you.”

      By the time they got to the usual meeting place, Buchanan was already sitting on the bench. He thought he was only meeting Jacobs, so he was a little surprised to see Tiffany and the dog with him. He watched the pair closely as they approached. He let out a little smile, seeing the two of them holding hands. It was the first time since Jacobs had lost his family that it seemed like he was starting to move on. Buchanan wasn’t sure his friend would ever get back to this point, but it made him feel good that it seemed as if Jacobs was on his way.

      When Jacobs and Tiffany reached the bench, Buchanan stood up and shook each of their hands. He even pet Gunner on the head.

      “Good to see you again,” Buchanan said, looking at Tiffany.

      She smiled. “You too.”

      Buchanan looked down at their hands, which were still interlocked. “When you said you wanted to meet, you didn’t say you were bringing company.”

      “I wanted to…” Jacobs stopped mid-sentence, then looked at Tiffany. “You’ve always been there for me. Whether I saw it or not. Whether I accepted it or not.”

      “And I always will be,” the sergeant replied.

      “I know that. I guess I just wanted you to see that… I’m trying to get back to who I used to be.”

      Buchanan glanced at Tiffany. “With a little help?”

      Jacobs looked at her and smiled, squeezing her hand a little tighter. “Yeah.”

      “Well, I’m glad. If anyone deserves happiness, it’s you.” He looked at Tiffany again “And if you were able to penetrate this brick wall, you must be something pretty special.”

      “I don’t know,” Tiffany replied with a shrug.

      The three of them sat down. Buchanan assumed this wasn’t just a social visit. “So what else is on your mind? I mean, don’t get me wrong, I wouldn’t be upset if you just wanted to introduce your relationship to me formally, but I get the feeling this isn’t all there is. Is it?”

      “No, not totally. I mean, I did want to do this, so you could see I’m trying to change.”

      “And I’m glad.”

      “But it’s also about Mallette.”

      “Isn’t it always?” Buchanan asked. “It always comes down to him in one way or another.”

      “You know as well as I do that I’ll never be free as long as he’s out there. Ames, too. As long as they’re breathing, they’re gunning for me. And her.”

      Buchanan looked at her, somewhat concerned. “Something else happen?”

      “Well, not at the moment. But they’ve tried repeatedly.”

      “Why is this the first I’m hearing of it?”

      “Because we’ve handled it.”

      “Brett, you don’t need to be a hero.”

      “I don’t wanna be. But we both know that you, and the department, may be unwilling to do certain things that have to be done. And we both know what those things are.”

      “What exactly are you asking?”

      “That if you hear anything interesting, to let me know.”

      “Anything pertaining to… anything specific?”

      “Anything that could help me end this.”

      “You want me to set him up for you?”

      Jacobs shook his head. “No. I would never ask you to do that. If you hear of a possible meeting somewhere, if you hear any rumors of his plans, anything at all. Anything that can help me.”

      “Let me ask a question first.”

      “OK?”

      “What do you plan on doing when this is over? Assuming Mallette and Ames are in the ground.”

      Jacob glanced at Tiffany, then back at the sergeant. “Rebuild.”

      Buchanan grinned. That was what he wanted to hear. “There won’t be someone else, some other criminal, to latch onto?”

      “I’m done after this. It started with Mallette. It ends with Mallette. For good.”

      “In that case… I’ll do what I can.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      “While we’re on the subject, you happen to know anything about Butch being killed?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Your handiwork?”

      “No,” Jacobs answered. “I was there. They tried to tail us after picking Tiff up from school. Wound up at this place, took out a bunch of their guys. Mallette and Butch were there together. They formed some sort of partnership. Not sure what happened; it was out of our view. We heard the shot, went over to it, found Butch lying there. As far as we can figure it, Mallette put one in his head.”

      Buchanan rubbed his chin, thinking about it. “Why? Why would he do that if they formed some kind of alliance?”

      “My guess—and that’s all it is—is that they had a falling out. Ever since they formed a partnership, Butch has been losing guys like crazy.”

      “Am I to assume that’s due to you?”

      Jacobs grinned. “I think that Butch wanted to pull out, and they had some sort of argument, and Mallette killed him.”

      “Certainly possible.”

      “My theory is that Mallette’s operating with a skeleton crew. He needed Butch’s cooperation to boost his numbers. If Butch left and took his men with him, that would leave Mallette in a hole. He couldn’t have that. So he killed Butch, eliminated his competition, and took his men at the same time.”

      “He may look to Ames next,” Buchanan said. “I’ll see if we can find anything out on that level.”

      “There’s no way Ames is ever gonna agree to work with Mallette. As soon as he hears about Butch, he’s gonna assume it’s Mallette’s doing.”

      “Or yours.”

      Jacobs shrugged. “Maybe. But I think Ames and Mallette are basically the same person. I don’t think the two of them could ever work together on anything. If Mallette approached Butch about partnering up, I’m sure he did the same with Ames. Ames probably turned him down on it.”

      “Could be. What’s your next move?”

      “Right now, I don’t have one. Just have to play it by ear, I guess. Hope something breaks.”

      “Need any protection?”

      “I think we’re good. I’ve got people on my brother’s place, just in case they try something there again. And I’m taking Tiffany to and from school.”

      “What about her parents?”

      “Hawaii,” Jacobs replied. “For a few more weeks.”

      “OK. Well, if this isn’t settled by then, let me know, and I can have someone sitting on their house.”

      “I’d appreciate that.”

      “Thank you,” Tiffany said.

      Buchanan nodded. “No problem. You may not believe this, but I want to end this thing quickly too. It’s time. Don’t you think?”

      “It is,” Jacobs answered. “It’s past time. It’s time for this to end.”
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      Reed pushed open the closed door and rushed into the office. Mallette was on the phone, but quickly hung up, sensing the urgency of his underling.

      “We’ve got him,” Reed said.

      “Who?”

      “Ames. He’s agreeing to meet again.”

      “Good. Under what conditions?”

      “Said he will only meet with you. At a place of his choosing.”

      “Hmm.”

      “I don’t like it, boss. He could be setting you up.”

      “I think it’s extremely possible,” Mallette said. “Maybe even likely. It doesn’t really matter, though, especially considering we’re going to be doing the same thing to him.”

      “Boss, I know you didn’t exactly get off on the right foot with him, but do you think it’s a good idea to be doing this now?”

      Mallette glared at him. “Is it interfering with something for you?”

      “Well, it’s just, with Jacobs still out there, and now taking on Ames, we really can’t afford to get into it with him.”

      “There will be no getting into it with him. One opportunity. One shot. One dead. That’s all it will take. There will be no war. No extended conflict. No loss of men. Just one will fall.”

      “And if it doesn’t work?”

      “It will work. It has to.”

      “Maybe we can take another run at him, bringing him into the fold, like we did with Butch?”

      “We both saw how well that worked out,” Mallette said. “I have no illusions about a partnership with Ames working out any better.”

      “But if it doesn’t, then we can kill him and take his men.”

      “Or we can just do that to begin with and forget all the other nonsense that comes with it. Then we can eliminate all the competition and focus on Brett Jacobs. And finally eliminate him.”

      “Should I agree to his terms?”

      “Do it. Whatever he wants.”

      Reed left the room to set up the meeting. Mallette got back on the phone. Reed was only gone a few minutes before he burst back into the office.

      “Boss, they say if you wanna meet, you gotta do it now.”

      Mallette stood up. “Well then, let’s go.”

      “I don’t like this. We don’t have time to set anything up.”

      “Where are we meeting?”

      “Uh, I dunno, some vacant building. We’re not gonna be able to get the boys in there in time to set up a shot.”

      “You get the boys ready,” Mallette said. “Make it happen.”

      Reed huffed, knowing there wasn’t enough time to make it happen like his boss wanted. But Mallette was so fixated on doing things his own way, and patience wasn’t one of his strong points. There would be no talking him out of it. They walked out of the office, Reed calling some of the other men to get them into position.

      Reed wasn’t done trying to convince his boss that it wasn’t a good idea. Once they got in the car, and Reed finished talking, he put his phone away, trying to talk his boss out of this meeting.

      “OK, the boys are on their way there now, but there’s not enough time.”

      “Just give me the gun,” Mallette said, holding his hand out. Reed put a pistol in it. Mallette then stuffed it inside the belt of his pants. “If the boys can’t be ready, then I’ll do it myself.”

      “What if Ames has got protection there?”

      “I’m not going to have one more night worrying about Wilson Ames. His reign ends now.”

      It was a twenty-minute drive to the meeting place, but they stalled a few extra minutes, getting there in thirty. Mallette wanted his people in place before he got there. When they did arrive, they saw several cars parked in front of the building.

      “I don’t like this, boss.”

      “Are our guys in place?” Mallette asked.

      Reed immediately got on the phone. He got off a short time later. He didn’t look pleased. “They’re not ready, boss. They can’t get in. Not yet. They need more time.”

      “Time is something we don’t have.”

      “Yes, we do. We don’t have to do this just yet.”

      Mallette didn’t want to hear it. He wanted Ames eliminated, and he wanted him gone today. He got out of the car with Reed, and the driver also got out. The two men escorted Mallette to the door. Just before
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