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      A shot rang out. Jacobs hit the ground, not sure what was going on. He wasn’t working on anything in particular, so he didn’t know why he was being shot at. Unless, of course, it was Mallette’s men. They didn’t need a reason. He also didn’t know how they found him. It was one thing if he was at the cemetery where his family was buried. Everyone knew they were there. And everyone knew he’d keep coming to visit. That was basically an open invitation to anyone who wanted to kill him. Just wait there. Jacobs would eventually show up. But he really couldn’t do anything about that. He couldn’t change where his family was buried.

      This was different. It was late at night, after eleven, and he was just taking a stroll on the sidewalk, taking Gunner for a walk, minding his own business. That’s when the shots were fired. He was standing in front of a small used car dealership, not too far away from his home, maybe ten or fifteen minutes on foot. Jacobs bent over to pet Gunner, who decided to sit down for a minute, and just as he did, a bullet whizzed over his lowered head, shattering the glass of one of the cars behind him.

      Jacobs and Gunner bolted into the car lot, taking up position behind one of the other cars as they tried to figure out who was shooting at them and where the shots were coming from. Jacobs kept looking around, still trying to keep his head down, and also petting Gunner at the same time. The dog was getting restless. His nose was sniffing danger, and he was getting antsy, wanting to be let loose off his leash so he could track someone down. Jacobs had to keep him at bay, at least until he found a direction he could point the dog at.

      While Jacobs was trying to pin down where the person, or persons, were who had shot at him, another thought was swirling in his mind. How did they find him? Was it simply a case of being at the wrong place at the wrong time? Did someone just happen to notice him and took things into their own hands by trying to kill him? Or was he followed from his house? Did they know where he lived now? It had to be one of the two. He’d been home for the previous few hours, so they wouldn’t have followed him from any other location.

      A couple minutes went by without any further action. Jacobs wondered if it was just a drive-by or a one-and-done. They took their shot, missed, and moved on before he was able to counter. He poked his head up above the hood of the car he was stationed behind and his question was soon answered. Another shot zoomed in on him, luckily missing again, though this one ricocheted off the hood of the car.

      “That answers that, huh, buddy?” Jacobs said, petting Gunner on the head. “I figure we got two choices here.”

      Gunner made a whimpering noise.

      “OK, maybe three. We can either run across the street and rush them.”

      Gunner whimpered again.

      “You don’t like that idea? Yeah, you’re probably right. Too far away, and we don’t know what we’re running into. Scratch that off the list.”

      Gunner let out a low-sounding bark.

      “OK, another idea is just to wait here. Eventually they’d gotta move in closer, right?”

      Gunner whimpered a little longer this time.

      “No good either?” Jacobs thought for a second. “Yeah, you might have something there. There’s no telling how long we might wait here. They might never move in closer, figuring they got us pinned down. Or they could surround us or something.”

      Gunner let out a low bark again.

      “OK, the last idea is to just take off out the back and figure this all out later.”

      Gunner then barked loudly, seemingly agreeing with the plan.

      “You’re for the last one, huh?”

      Gunner barked again.

      “You’re probably right. On the other hand, though, if we leave now, we’re probably never gonna find out who this was or what they were doing here.”

      Gunner let out another loud bark.

      “All right, all right, I got you.”

      Jacobs peeked around the side of the car this time, trying to pick something out across the street. It was too dark. Though there was sufficient lighting around the car dealership, across the street was pretty murky. There were some buildings, some with active businesses, some vacant, though even the active ones were closed at this time of night, so that really wouldn’t have made any difference if someone sneaked into a building. There was also a small parking lot. Jacobs couldn’t make out anything. The shooter could have been anywhere. Jacobs sighed, hating having to leave without knowing what was going on. He wasn’t the type to retreat from a battle often. In this case, it seemed like it was the only play. He just didn’t know what he might be walking into.

      Jacobs stood up a little straighter, though still being careful not to make himself a target before it was necessary. He pulled on Gunner’s leash to let him know which direction he wanted him to go.

      “We’re going back, buddy. As soon as I start running, you follow me. Got it?”

      Gunner barked, good with the plan. Jacobs then stood up tall and started running, assuming there were going to be more bullets flying as soon as they saw him going. He was right. As Jacobs made his way to other cars, the bullets came fast and furious. There might even have been more than one shooter. It seemed like the bullets didn’t let up. It was just one continuous firing range. As Jacobs ran to other cars, Gunner followed him. Glass was shattering everywhere, as the shooters didn’t seem to particularly care what they were hitting.

      “This is gonna be a mess for someone to clean up,” Jacobs said, ducking his head to dodge more bullets.

      Jacobs and Gunner maneuvered around a few more cars as they headed to the back of the property. Jacobs’ phone started ringing. He didn’t pay much attention to it at first, knowing he had more serious issues at hand. But it kept ringing. While holding his gun in his right hand, and still looking around for signs of danger approaching, he pulled out his phone and saw it was Franks. Assuming it was a nonsensical call, like it usually was, Jacobs didn’t have the time to deal with it. But the calls didn’t stop. Finally, Jacobs answered it, hoping he could quickly shoo his pestering friend away.

      “A little busy right now, Eddie.”

      “Whatcha got going on?”

      Before Jacobs had a chance to answer, a few more rounds were fired in his direction, hitting more cars and breaking windows.

      “What was that?” Franks asked.

      “Oh, that was gunfire.”

      “Gunfire? You say that so nonchalantly, like it’s no big deal, like ho-hum, just another day, just gunfire.”

      “Umm, Eddie, I really can’t talk now.”

      “How’d you get mixed up in whatever you’re in right now? Thought you weren’t working on anything?”

      “I’m not,” Jacobs answered.

      “So what’s going on?”

      “Wish I knew.”

      “What are you gonna tell me, you were just walking down the street and someone started shooting at you?”

      “That’s pretty much it.”

      “Well, that’s just crazy. Who does that?”

      “Whoever’s shooting at me does.”

      “You’re one crazy son… how do you get mixed up with things like that?”

      “Beats me. Just lucky, I guess.”

      “Where are you at?”

      “Some used car dealership,” Jacobs replied.

      “What are you doing talking it up on the phone if you’re getting shot at?”

      “Because you kept calling.”

      “Oh. You know, I have to say, you sound mighty relaxed for a man who’s got lead flying at him all over.”

      “I multitask well.”

      “You want some help or backup or something?”

      “Umm, yeah, I guess if you’re not doing anything.”

      “Well,” Franks said, hesitating like he was thinking, “I didn’t say I was coming. I just said maybe I can find someone.”

      “What’s wrong with you?”

      “Well, I, uh… went to visit someone. I’m kind of indisposed right now.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Because I know what that means,” Jacobs replied. “What the hell are you calling me for if you’re doing what I think you’re doing.”

      “Just wanted to see how you were, maybe you wanted…”

      “No, I don’t want anything. I just wanna get out of here right now.”

      “You want me to see if I can find someone?”

      “Unbelievable. You ask to help and then you say you can’t help. So why offer it then?”

      “I never said it was me. You know I’m not good with guns, anyway.”

      “You can operate a car, can’t you?”

      “Yeah. I mean, I can swing over to you, but it might take a while to get myself together, if you know what I mean.”

      “Forget it, Eddie, I’ll take care of it myself.”

      “You sure?”

      “I’ll manage somehow.”

      “Good deal. You let me know how it goes.”

      “Oh, you’ll be the first to know,” Jacobs said sarcastically.

      “OK, well, I’ll let you get back to what you were doing.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      Jacobs shoved the phone back into his pocket. He was actually more annoyed now than when he was just getting shot at.

      “You believe him?” Jacobs asked, looking at his furry friend.

      Gunner tilted his head and growled.

      “Yeah, my thoughts exactly. Now we just gotta get out of here.”

      Without knowing exactly how many people were out there gunning for him, the longer Jacobs stayed there, the more trouble he was in. If there were four or five guys, they would be able to surround him or choke him off, taking away his escape route. He had to get away now and figure everything else out later. He tapped Gunner on the head, then quickly moved to the next car, while still keeping his head down. Jacobs must not have kept it down low enough, as another shot rang out, lodging into the car in front of him, going through one of the passenger doors.

      Jacobs thought about rising up and firing off a few rounds at where he suspected the shooter was, but he hated firing blind. Since he didn’t have a clear target, he was afraid he might hit something that wasn’t intended, like a dog or a person. He couldn’t be sure there were no innocent bystanders around, or a bullet penetrating a wall and hitting someone. He wasn’t willing to take that kind of chance.

      Jacobs was about to take a mad dash through the cars to get to the back of the lot, but heard something that stopped him abruptly. It sounded like something got stepped on, crunching underneath a heavy footstep. It could have been a piece of glass from one of the windows. He wasn’t sure though. Whatever it was, it sounded relatively close. He took a quick look to either side of him, trying to formulate a new plan in his mind. Then he heard it again. It was coming from his left. And it wasn’t far away. He gave Gunner the command to lie down and to make no sound. Jacobs then joined his partner on the ground, lying face down.

      Jacobs strained his eyes, trying to make out the legs or feet of someone walking between cars, but he was having trouble making anything out. He waited a few minutes, and though he didn’t spot anything yet, wasn’t willing to move from his position. He wanted to be completely sure he wasn’t going to run into something upon moving. He also didn’t want to be a sitting duck by staying there indefinitely either. He waited a few more minutes, then was about ready to make his run for it. Just before he got up though, he noticed Gunner slightly pick his head up off the ground. The dog tilted its head as he looked underneath the car. Jacobs could tell by the dog’s reaction that he picked something up. Jacobs continued looking at his friend and partner, whose body was starting to get tense. There was something coming that Gunner could sense.

      Jacobs continued looking under the car, hoping he would finally see something. About twenty seconds later, he saw it. A pair of legs walking between cars two rows over from their position. It was a man by the way the legs moved, the big black boots the person was wearing, and the thicker black pants too.

      As the man briefly stopped, Jacobs took his gun and aimed at the man’s legs. He thought about whether the person might be someone walking along, who happened to be in that spot or cutting through. He didn’t want to shoot an innocent person. But then again, a normal person wouldn’t be walking in an area where there was gunfire. Jacobs aimed his gun again. He quickly got out of his mind any thoughts about innocent bystanders walking through there. He just knew it wasn’t so. This person was looking for him. He felt it.

      With the man’s legs in view, Jacobs pulled the trigger. A second later the man dropped to the ground, screaming something out in agony. Jacobs got to his feet and rushed over to the man’s position, giving Gunner the command to do the same. By the time Jacobs ran around the cars and got over to the spot, he saw the man holding his shin, but also looking around for his gun, which had fallen out of his hand as he fell to the ground. The man noticed it was lying behind the front tire of the car behind him. Jacobs saw it too and rushed over to it, picking it up before the man had a chance to grab it.

      Gunner growled as he stood just in front of the injured man, letting out a few loud barks, which Jacobs quickly stopped him from doing. If there were more men out there, as Jacobs suspected, he didn’t want them to figure out their exact location by pinning down Gunner’s barking. Jacobs put the man’s gun inside the front of his belt, then knelt down next to him, wanting to make sure he kept his head down to avoid getting it shot off.

      “Who are you, what are you doing here?” Jacobs asked.

      The man moaned and groaned. “Ahh, I need a doctor.”

      Jacobs wasn’t about to sit there, and play games. He didn’t have that kind of time. He reached over and grabbed the man by the shirt collar and started shaking him.

      “You better start answering my questions right and the first time or you’re gonna need a mortician.”

      The man scoffed at him, thinking he wasn’t really serious. “You wouldn’t kill an unarmed man.”

      A flash of anger stormed through Jacobs’ system. He wasn’t in the mood to deal with this kind of crap. He took his gun and shoved it against the man’s forehead, leaving a circular indentation on his skin.

      “You really think so?” Jacobs asked angrily. “I’ll ask this again. Who are you, what are you doing here, and how many more men are out there?”

      With a gun pressed against his head, the man quickly determined that Jacobs was serious. He certainly wasn’t about to chance that he wasn’t. “There’s one more guy. He’s across the street.”

      “Why are you after me?”

      “You’re Brett Jacobs, right?”

      “Yeah. And?”

      “Well, there’s a contract out on you.”

      “A contract? From who?”

      The man didn’t really want to respond, but Jacobs pushed harder on his forehead with the weapon. “Man named Harper.”

      “What’s his first name?”

      “Beats me.”

      “Who is he?”

      “Just a guy. Only met him one time. Don’t know him other than that.”

      “Is he connected to Mallette?” Jacobs asked.

      “No idea.”

      “You work for Mallette?”

      “Nope. I’m a freelancer.”

      “How’d you know where to find me?”

      “We didn’t.”

      “Then how’d you know where I was tonight? You following me?”

      “No. There’s been teams of people looking all over the city for you.”

      “For how long?”

      “A few weeks, I guess.”

      “What do you mean by teams?”

      “They’re bringing in teams of people from all over the country gunning for you.”

      “Why?” Jacobs asked. “What’d I do to this guy?”

      “Couldn’t tell you, don’t know. He never said. Just said you’re the target. No other information was necessary.”

      “So you just happened to see me and decided to take me out?”

      “That’s right. We were sitting in the parking lot across the street and saw you strolling by. Figured it was our chance.”

      “How many teams are out there?”

      “Don’t know exactly. I know of at least ten. Maybe twenty.”

      “What are you guys doing, just roaming the city waiting for me somewhere?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Where else are these people waiting?”

      “Could be anywhere.”

      Jacobs gritted his teeth and then shook the man some more. “Tell me where!”

      “I don’t know. I don’t know. Honest. Only thing I know is one team is staking out the cemetery where you go sometimes. That’s it.”

      Jacobs released his grip on the man, letting his back fall down against the concrete again. “How many other men are out there with you?”

      “Just one.”

      “What’s the payoff for killing me?”

      “Million dollars.”

      Jacobs was a little shocked the price tag was so high. Whoever this Harper was must have wanted him dead pretty bad. He still had no idea who the man was though. For now, his work was done. He’d gotten the answers he needed. Jacobs called Gunner over to him.

      “This is gonna be your only warning,” Jacobs said, pointing his finger at him. “If I ever see you again, I’ll kill you on sight.”

      “Understood.”

      Even though the man likely couldn’t follow him with his injured leg, Jacobs was going to make completely sure that he couldn’t. He brought his leg back, then gave the man a hard shot to the face with his foot. As the man yelled out in pain, Jacobs and Gunner scurried off between more cars, quickly making their way to the back of the lot. Escaping into the night, thinking about what the man told him, Jacobs knew this might not be the last time something like this happened. At least now, though, he could be ready for it.
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      Jacobs and Gunner walked through a small alley that was on the next street over from the used car dealership, trying to put as much distance between them and their shooters as possible. Jacobs also didn’t want to head straight for home in the event they were seen. They were about halfway through the alley when they stopped. It was about twenty minutes after they’d left the car dealership that they’d finally heard the wailing sound of police sirens in the background. From the direction the sirens were coming from, Jacobs could tell the police had descended on the scene.

      The question was whether the men were still there. They’d had time to get away. Whoever the man’s partner was could have come over and grabbed him, shoving him in a car before the cops arrived. If they had gotten away, that meant they might be cruising through the streets, still looking for him. Jacobs wondered if he did the right thing by letting the man go. He probably should have killed him. After all, that’s what the man was trying to do to him. And there was a good chance the man would still try to do it again anyway, even with the stern warning Jacobs had given him. Maybe it was just a moment of weakness for him. Shooting someone who couldn’t properly defend himself didn’t seem like the right thing to do at the time, even if he was a hired killer. In any event, he was sure it would probably come back to bite him somehow.

      The alley they were walking in was small, but still drivable, though it was only wide enough for one car. It was the back of a bunch of townhomes, and some of the homeowners parked their cars back there, preferring that to street parking. The other side of the alley was a tall ledge made out of concrete that acted like a fence. It was probably over twelve feet high.

      Jacobs and Gunner stopped next to an extra wide green dumpster as they tried to collect themselves. After a minute, Jacobs started moving again. Almost immediately after stepping into the clear, away from the dumpster, a bullet whizzed by his arm, striking the dumpster next to him. Jacobs’ feet stumbled as he tried to reverse course, falling to his knees. He then scurried behind the dumpster as he pulled out his gun again.

      “Looks like this ain’t over yet.”

      Jacobs looked around to see where the shots had come from. Considering the part of the dumpster that was struck, Jacobs knew the shooter was somewhere to his left. It was just a matter of where. It was even darker there than the car dealership. At least there was some element of light at the dealership. There was very little in the alley. Of course, maybe that was a good thing. He couldn’t see them, but they probably couldn’t see him either, although they obviously saw him well enough to know what they were shooting at. Maybe it was just a good angle for them.

      Now the new questions were who was it this time? Was it the same guys who were at the dealership, or was it a new team that was driving around, who happened to spot him? Jacobs felt it was a little much to believe it would be someone new. He figured it was probably the same guys looking for him. They guessed he’d go in a certain direction and just started canvassing the area, seeing him at the wrong time.

      But then Jacobs thought with the police close by at the dealership already, they heard the most recent shot. They would probably be over soon to investigate. Maybe. Jacobs contemplated the best course of action. Did he stay there and risk the police showing up and finding him? Or did he start moving and risk putting himself in a position that made it easy for the shooters to pick him off? Either option had the possibility of blowing up in his face.

      Knowing he didn’t have long to think about it, he decided to stay put. He wasn’t wanted for anything, at least that he knew of, so if a cop spotted him, he was sure he could talk his way out of it somehow. But without knowing the exact location of whoever was shooting at him, and not knowing the exact number of people out there either, moving at the present time didn’t sound like such a good idea. The best thing he could do right now was to wait it out.

      Jacobs knelt on one knee as he waited behind the dumpster, trying to control Gunner. The dog was having a hard time sitting still. He wanted to be let loose. Without knowing more about the situation, Jacobs wasn’t willing to set him free. At least not yet. They waited a few more minutes. Jacobs was actually a little surprised that nothing else had happened to that point. He didn’t hear anyone trying to get closer. Maybe they were willing to wait him out. Or maybe they felt they had one shot at him and missed, then moved on. Jacobs wasn’t willing to bank on that scenario though.

      Five minutes elapsed. Everything was quiet. Then a bright light shone through the alleyway, illuminating it almost the entire length of the way down. Jacobs could tell it was the spotlight from a police car. They were probably checking out the gunfire sound, seeing if anything was going on there. At first the light was stationary, then it started moving back and forth. After a few more seconds, it was gone, and the light was replaced by utter darkness again.

      Jacobs stayed in his spot for another minute, still wary about moving without knowing what was out there. He knew he would eventually have to make a move, whether someone was out there or not. He looked at Gunner, contemplating the idea of sending him out. Jacobs didn’t like deploying him into dangerous situations where they didn’t know where the target was, but sometimes it was necessary.

      “OK, bud, seek!”

      Gunner took off like a shot, going back to the direction they had just come from. Jacobs hoped he didn’t go all the way back to the car dealership. Jacobs took a few steps away from the dumpster, still hunching down to make himself as hard to hit of a target as possible. Jacobs’ head quickly snapped to his left, Gunner making a bunch of growling noises. Jacobs started running in that direction, knowing his dog had found something. Before he got there though, he could hear the muffled sounds of a man writhing in pain, and Jacobs then knew Gunner did find something.

      When Jacobs finally located Gunner, he saw the dog sinking his teeth into a man’s arm. Jacobs quickly determined that it wasn’t the same man from the car dealership. It could have been his partner, though. The man wasn’t able to push the dog off him or get away, so he resorted to trying to hit the animal. He used his gun to smack Gunner a couple times, which Jacobs quickly put a stop to. He wasn’t going to have any of that. Jacobs kicked the gun out of the man’s hand and then called Gunner off of him. The man was relieved to have his arm free again, without the powerful clenching jaws of a dog pinching it. His relief was short-lived when he looked up and saw a gun pointed at his head.

      “Who are you?” Jacobs asked.

      The man cleared his throat, trying to think of what he could say. Jacobs could already tell that the man was thinking of something other than the truth to tell him.

      “Before you come up with something stupid,” Jacobs said, “let me just explain that I’m not in the mood for games. If you don’t tell me what I ask, and do it quickly, I’ll just shoot you now and move on.”

      “OK, OK. There’s a contract out on you.”

      “I already know that. Were you the one shooting at me from across the car dealership?”

      The man nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Where’s your partner?”

      “You shot him.”

      “I know that,” Jacobs said. “But it wasn’t critical. I doubt you’d be here and just left him over there, would you?”

      “We’re not that close.”

      Jacobs straightened his arm, moving it a little closer to the man’s head. “Remember what I said about honesty.”

      “OK, I don’t know where he’s at. I helped him back to the car, and then I started coming after you. I think he’s cruising around looking for you or something.”

      Jacobs still didn’t think he was getting the truth from the man, but didn’t want to waste putting a bullet in his leg, and alerting the police to their presence since they already weren’t too far away.

      “So you know why this Harper character wants me dead?”

      “Haven’t the foggiest. Don’t know the guy. Only met him one time.”

      “What’s he look like?” Jacobs asked, hoping a description might help him recall a face to go with it.

      “Big guy. Probably six-one, six-two, maybe two-thirty, something like that. Heavyset, short brown hair.”

      “Marks or scars?”

      “Didn’t see any.”

      “How many other people are after me?”

      “Oh, I dunno, dude. What is this? Thirty questions? I’m done talking. If you’re gonna move on, move on, if you’re gonna shoot me, then shoot me. Stop wasting time and messing around.”

      Jacobs gave a little shrug as he considered the man’s request. “OK, if you insist.” He then lowered his weapon an inch or two, only to raise it back up again to the man’s head, firing his weapon and putting a bullet into the man’s forehead. Jacobs didn’t take any satisfaction in what he’d just done, but he knew he had to. They were going to keep coming for him, he knew that. And they weren’t going to stop until one of them was in the ground. Jacobs was determined that it wasn’t going to be him. He’d already showed mercy and let one of them go before, but judging from his partner being here, that was a mistake. One that he wouldn’t make again.

      Figuring that the police would be back in the area again soon, Jacobs knew they had to get out of there quickly. He and Gunner ran back down the other end of the alleyway to exit the other side. Before they got there though, they noticed a maroon-colored car pulling in. Jacobs and Gunner swiftly moved to the side wall, clinging to it as they wondered who it was. It could have been a homeowner, pulling their car in after a late night at work. Or it could have been an undercover police car, checking out the area after hearing the shots. But Jacobs’ money wasn’t on either of those options. If he had to bet, he assumed it was the man’s partner he had just killed. The one he shot back at the dealership and let go.

      Jacobs and Gunner hid behind a blue car that was already parked there, presumably belonging to someone who lived in the building. They waited as the maroon car pulled up closer, driving past them. It stopped not too far from where they were stationed. Jacobs knelt by the trunk of the car, observing a man getting out of the maroon car. The man started limping as he walked, giving Jacobs a clear indication of who it was. The man at the car dealership obviously didn’t take his warning to

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

