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      Jacobs was sitting at Franks’ desk in his office, playing solitaire as he waited for the pawn shop owner to get there. At least Franks had given him a key to the place so Jacobs could get in without having to wait outside for him. Jacobs looked at the time off and on over the next half hour, wondering what was taking his friend so long. He called Jacobs huffing and puffing about something incoherent and told him to meet him at the pawn shop right away. Here Jacobs was an hour after the phone call and there was still no sign of Franks.

      Jacobs figured he’d give him another half hour or so before calling him or leaving, and he wasn’t sure which one he was going to choose yet. Part of him wasn’t sure he wanted to call and hear whatever nonsense was going on in Franks’ mind, assuming that whatever he had to say wasn’t really that important. Half the things that Franks thought were urgent really wasn’t.  It was just how his mind operated. Jacobs thought this was just another one of those times. He figured if he just left, by the time Franks got back, he’d probably forget what he wanted him for to begin with.

      In between his games of cards, he gave a few treats to Gunner, who was lying next to the desk. Jacobs looked at the clock one last time, giving Franks five minutes before he decided to leave. Once the five minutes passed, he wrapped up his game and stood up, ready to go. Just then, he heard the back door open. He and Gunner walked out of the office to take a look, seeing Franks quickly walking in. He gave the pair a brief greeting before flying into his office.

      “Nice of you to show up,” Jacobs sarcastically said.

      “Oh, yeah, well, I was busy, man. I mean what else you want from me?”

      Jacobs shrugged. “I dunno. Being on time?”

      “I wasn’t that late,” Franks said, sitting behind his desk. “Was I?”

      “Well, you called me about an hour and a half ago and told me to come down here. Been waiting about an hour since then.”

      “Oh, well, it’s not like you’ve been waiting all day or anything.”

      Jacobs rolled his eyes, not really feeling like getting into it at the moment. “What do you want, Eddie?”

      “About what?”

      Jacobs tried to keep calm, though he could already feel his blood starting to boil. “About what you brought me down here for?”

      “Oh, that.”

      “Yeah, can we get to it? What was so important that I had to rush over here for?”

      “Oh, OK, a little impatient today, are we?”

      “No, I would just like to get on with my day after this,” Jacobs calmly replied. “So, can we do that now?”

      “Well, go ahead, who’s stopping you?”

      Jacobs sighed, keeping himself composed somehow. “Eddie, you got about two minutes before I walk out that door. And I won’t be coming back today.”

      “Didn’t get your coffee today or something? Sound a little cranky, bud.”

      “Eddie?”

      “Oh, right. Now what was it that I wanted to talk to you about?” Jacobs stayed silent, not wanting to blow his top. After a few seconds, Franks remembered. “Oh, yeah, I remember now.”

      “I’m so glad.”

      “Anyways, you know how we’ve been wondering how quiet things have been for the last few months?”

      “Uh, yeah?”

      “Well, I got word that something major is about to go down.”

      “OK?” Jacobs asked, ready to hear the details.

      “That’s all I got.”

      Jacobs batted his eyes fast, thinking he must have missed something. He tilted his head and looked at the wall, not saying a word. He was letting his anger slowly dissolve before opening his mouth again. Franks watched him as he looked away, not sure why he was being quiet. The blank expression on Franks’ face indicated he had no idea the man in front of him was seething. Finally, after a minute, Jacobs’ anger disappeared.

      “You mean to tell me that you brought me down here just for that?” Jacobs asked, talking slowly to control his emotions.

      “What’s the matter? I thought you’d wanna know?”

      “You didn’t tell me anything.”

      “That’s not true. I heard something major’s brewing.”

      “Details, Eddie. Details. You didn’t give me any.”

      “Well, I don’t know any.”

      Jacobs ran his hand over his face and rubbed his eyes in frustration. “So, what is the point?”

      “To let you know that if something’s happening, I wanted you to be on your guard.”

      “I’m always on my guard. You telling me that isn’t going to make it more so.”

      “I thought you’d wanna know.”

      “If you had told me specifics,” Jacobs said. “But as it stands right now, that could be just about anything. It doesn’t even have to involve me.”

      “True, true. But it might.”

      “And it might not.”

      “You’re right, it might not,” Franks said. “But it might.”

      “OK. I’m not gonna go around and around with you like usual. Where did you hear this from?”

      “One of my sources. He’s got his ear to the ground.”

      “Reliable?”

      “Oh yeah, man, like for sure. Totally reliable. No doubt about it. It’s legit.”

      “And you couldn’t squeeze out any more details?”

      “Nah, man, he didn’t know any more.”

      “Any idea on what the time frame of this major incident is?”

      “Nope. No idea whatsoever. Could be anytime.”

      “Well, that’s not helpful.”

      Franks put his finger in the air to indicate he had another point to make. “But, the word I’m getting is that whatever it is, sounded like it might be coming soon.”

      Jacobs seemed less than impressed. “Might be?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What’s your definition of soon?”

      “Umm… like… soon.”

      “What’s that mean? Hours, days, weeks, months, what?”

      “Uh… soon.”

      Jacobs put his hand on top of his head for a second, wanting to squeeze his thoughts out of his head. “Well, where did this person you got it from hear it?” Jacobs asked.

      “Beats me. One of his sources I guess.”

      “It ever occur to you guys that you all use each other as sources and none of you might be right, so you just keep on repeating the same nonsense to each other?”

      Franks scrunched his eyebrows together, looking like he was digesting the question, though he wasn’t fully comprehending it. “No?”

      Jacobs shook his head, wanting to let it go at that. “OK. Well, I have things to do so I can’t stand here all day talking about nothing. If you get anything else, let me know.”

      “Wait, what are you gonna do about this?”

      “About what? You didn’t tell me anything. You said something major and that could be anything.”

      “Could be the rest of your family, you know.”

      “They’ve already tried that, I doubt they’ll try it again,” Jacobs said. “Especially with Alexander in charge now. He seems like he’s a bit slicker than Mallette. Mallette’s someone who just bulls through something, charges right ahead. Alexander, he’s… he’s more of a planner. Doesn’t operate just by emotions. He thinks things through, figures out another way, something more sophisticated. And he’s not gonna do the same thing Mallette already tried and failed at.”

      “All right, man, all right. Hope you’re right.”

      Jacobs then left the office, thankful that Franks still had his ears open and was listening for any signs of potential conflict, though it wasn’t that helpful in this case. Still, it was always better to be on the lookout for something than have it sprung on him by surprise. But without any other details, it really could have been anything, including something that didn’t involve Jacobs at all.
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      Though Jacobs wasn’t impressed with Franks’ little tidbit of knowledge, his friend was actually correct. Something major was about to go down. But it didn’t involve Jacobs. And it was coming much sooner than even Franks had anticipated.

      It’d been six months since Roger Alexander took control of Mallette’s Maulers. Though Mallette was initially angry about being replaced, he eventually came to grips with the idea. At least, that’s what he outwardly said. Privately, and to a few other prisoners he came to regard as loyal to him, he wasn’t going to relinquish control. While there wasn’t much he could do at the moment other than play ball and say the right things, once he got out, even if it was years in the making, he wasn’t going to be so cooperative. It was his organization, his territory, and nobody was going to come in and take it from him without a fight.

      Unfortunately for Mallette, everyone else figured the same thing. Knowing his temperament and his way of looking at things, the prevailing theory was that he was never going to settle for being a number two man, especially when he was once in charge. He was too in love with having a group named after him to be OK with anything else. That’s why Alexander came to the decision that he did. He knew Mallette would never settle for being second in charge, especially to him, no matter what he said.

      Alexander was much different than Mallette in how he ran the business. He wanted to oversee everything without necessarily getting his hands dirty in any one particular thing. He appointed several of his men to positions of power, each overlooking a specific area of the business and each reporting to him. They had organized meetings every week to go over everything. All of this was in contrast to Mallette, who only had a few men in his inner circle who were capable of making decisions. Mallette was afraid that if he gave a little bit of power to some of his men, they might want more. And that would lead to his ouster. He would never have let anyone else oversee any area of the business without his direct involvement. He was too consumed with power.

      One of Alexander’s first moves was to buy a rundown building that he had converted into office space. He felt that if you were going to conduct everything like a business, you needed to look the part. It wasn’t a big building, two floors, about two-thousand square feet, but the renovations had just been finished the week before. It had a couple meeting rooms on the bottom floor with several offices on the top floor. Everything was done up with the finest finishes and upgrades. It would rival any upscale hotel, or office based on looks. They were about to conduct their first meeting in the new office, and Alexander wanted to commemorate the occasion with a big splash. Nothing would be bigger than what he was about to propose.

      There were seven men in the room, including Alexander, seated at the brown rectangular table. Three on each side with Alexander seated at the head of the table. Every man in the room was brought into Chicago by Alexander. None had any ties to Rich Mallette or the old guard. They all came from New York, and Alexander knew them well. All received what was considered a promotion and more money to come into Alexander’s new setup. Before beginning, Alexander made sure each of the men was comfortable in their new surroundings, offering everyone cigars, drinks, as well as a few small plates of food in the middle of the table for whoever wanted to indulge. Everyone seemed more than impressed with what he’d done to the place.

      “I gotta hand it to you, Roger,” Capelli said. He was in charge of all narcotic activities involving the business. “You’ve really outdone yourself with this place. You know, when you mentioned you were buying the building and were gonna fix it up, I had my doubts. I really thought maybe you were taking things too far. But I give you credit. This place is fantastic.”

      Alexander stood up, a smile on his face, obviously pleased at the compliment. He took a small bow. “Thank you.” He took another glance around the room, admiring the looks of it. “You just needed to have a little vision. To see what this could become. Now we have a place fit for kings. This organization was stuck in the dark ages, content in getting by with heavy-handed tactics and bullying its way to the top. Well, no more.”

      A few of the men looked at him with surprise at his words, wondering where he was headed with them. Alexander quickly put their concerns at ease as he continued.

      “Don’t get me wrong,” Alexander said. “There’s still a place for that if necessary. But from now on, we’re doing things a new way, a modern way, ways that don’t put us easily behind bars or in the ground. We won’t act on impulse or make split-second decisions. We’ll discuss, we’ll deliberate, we’ll open it up for debate, we’ll have long-term plans instead of short-term options. We’ll operate like a well-oiled machine intent on winning the long game instead of a bunch of hooligans only worried about today.”

      “What else did you have in mind, Roger?” Zwilling asked. He was now the man in charge of their money laundering division. “You’ve already made a lot of changes within the organization.”

      “Yeah, that’s right,” Capelli said. “There’s hardly anything even left of Mallette’s Maulers. I mean, what’s there, one, maybe two guys left to the old regime?”

      Alexander looked at each man in the room for a second before responding. “That’s right. I’ve gotten rid of everyone who couldn’t be trusted. The couple guys that remain are good guys who will be loyal to us. Except for one.”

      “One? Who’s that?”

      “The man in charge of it all,” Alexander answered. “The man who built it. And the man who was responsible for it crumbling down.”

      “Rich Mallette?” several of the men asked in unison.

      “That’s right.”

      “What exactly did you have in mind?” Capelli asked.

      “He needs to go.”

      “Go? You mean take him out?”

      “I mean get rid of him,” Alexander sternly replied. “He’s proving to be too much trouble to keep around. He’s got to go.”

      “What happened to him being the number two guy when he got out?” Zwilling asked. “I thought he was falling in line?”

      “Well, he’s not. And there’s not gonna be any number two guy here. I like things now the way we’ve set it up. Me in charge overseeing everybody running their own departments. Mallette’s not gonna like that. And he’s not gonna like the way we do things now. He’s stuck in the old ways. And he’s not that interested in being number two in anything.”

      Though everyone in the room was somewhat surprised by the revelation and seemed unsure of the decision, it wasn’t because of any attachment they had to Mallette. None of them, other than Alexander, had ever even met the former boss. It was more that they were just shocked to learn of the decision. It’d been the first time any of them had even heard rumblings of Mallette not being involved in the future aspects of the business. Alexander never discussed his displeasure with Mallette to anybody else in the organization, other than his superiors back in New York. He wanted to wait until the time was right, and he had things going the way he wanted. That time was now.

      “I’ve been hearing rumblings that Mallette has been talking in prison about getting things back together the way they used to be,” Alexander said. “I’ve even heard he’s already been recruiting new members while he’s in there.”

      “So, what’s the play?” Capelli asked. “You gonna do him in prison?”

      Alexander just nodded while having a grin on his face, looking at each of his department heads. “That’s right.”

      “When?”

      “Tomorrow. I’ve already got the wheels set in motion.”

      “So soon? Why the rush? Why not wait a little bit?”

      “I’ve been waiting,” Alexander said. “I’ve had this in the works for weeks now.”

      “How you gonna work it?”

      “When Mallette gets his time in the prison yard tomorrow, he’s gonna get a knife in the back.”

      “You sure they’re gonna be alright with this back in New York?”

      “Trust me, they’re good with it,” Alexander replied. “They’ve already been consulted and have approved the measure.”

      “What about Jacobs?” Zwilling asked, getting a weird look from Alexander, surprised to hear the name being brought up.

      “What about him?”

      “Well, we all know what his beef is and we know he’s got Mallette on the chopping block.”

      “So?”

      “So, if we take out Mallette, is he gonna get pissed off ’cause we did his work for him? I mean, we all know what he did to this group before we got here.”

      “Jacobs is not an issue. As long as we leave him alone, he’ll leave us alone.”

      “You sure about that? You talked to the guy a few times. You don’t think he’s a loose cannon? You don’t think he’s still a threat to us?”

      “No. We’re not the ones who killed his wife and children. As long as we don’t give him reason to come after us, he’s not a problem.”

      “You don’t think offing the man who killed his family will ruffle his feathers?” Capelli asked. “You don’t think that gives him a reason?”

      “No, I don’t. Look at the last six months. We haven’t had one single issue with him, have we?”

      “Killing Mallette for him is a different topic altogether though.”

      “I don’t think it is. I think as long as the man’s dead and buried, I don’t think he’ll care how it happens.”

      “And if he does?”

      “Then we’ll deal with it,” Alexander answered.

      “How?”

      “We’ll bury him alongside his family.”
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      The prisoners were released into the yard, groups of them going in their separate and different directions. Two-hundred and fifty prisoners with only five guards on hand. Some prisoners lifted weights, some went to the few benches provided, some milled around in the middle of the yard, and some clung to the walls and fences. Though there was an incident every now and then, most of the time, it was pretty peaceful in the yard. Most of them were just thankful to be out of their cells for an hour or so.

      Mallette walked into the yard with three of his new recruits flanking him. His aim that day was to talk to a few more people and recruit some more members. He was confident and strutted around like he owned the joint, not having a clue about the plot that involved him. For weeks Mallette had been talking to people, trying to convince them to join his new group, promising riches if they did once they got back on the outside. He’d gotten positive reactions from most of them, a lot of them giving him clues that they were likely to join even if they weren’t ready to give a definitive answer at the moment. That didn’t stop Mallette from pushing, though. He figured the more he kept at them, he’d eventually convince them.

      Mallette’s goal was to have hundreds on his payroll by the time he got out of prison. Though he had no illusions about Alexander working his case and getting him out of prison early, he figured with good behavior and parole, he could get out much sooner than his ten-year prison stretch commanded. Either way, he had a plan for whenever the day came that he’d walk out of those prison gates. And that plan included getting control back of the Maulers. He’d go through anyone and do anything to get back what he considered to be his.

      Mallette had just finished talking to a group of five prisoners, all of whom expressed interest in joining his group, though none gave a definitive answer yet. Mallette felt with a few more visits, they’d fall in behind him. He went over to another group, though smaller with only three people, that he’d previously talked to.

      “You fellas been thinking about my offer?” Mallette asked.

      “Yeah, we’ve given it some thought,” one of them answered.

      “And? Are you in?”

      “Depends. How much money’s involved? How much risk?”

      Mallette smiled, knowing that he had them. “How much money? More than you can count. Each of you will earn well over six figures. Not to mention cars, women, living the lifestyle you want. As far as risks, there’s risks in everything. When you’re well off or at the top, there’s always gonna be people who want what you have. And they’re going to plan a way to get it. Are there risks? Sure. There’s a risk just stepping out into this prison yard. But I promise you the rewards will be far greater.”

      The three men discussed it between themselves for a minute but didn’t need much longer than that. They were convinced. “All right. We’re in.”

      “You’ve made a wise choice.”

      “When do we get put on the payroll?”

      “Today. That means you start taking orders from me immediately and you do what I ask without hesitation or question. I always have a plan in mind. If you do all that, by the time you get out of here, you’ll have a nice little bankroll.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Your first orders are to follow me,” Mallette said. “I have some more people to talk to and there’s always strength and power in numbers. The more we have, the likelier other people are to join as well.”

      With six people now behind him, Mallette’s confidence was growing, and he cockily walked around the yard to talk to other prisoners. He was talking to another group of six men by the corner of the fence. Nobody paid much attention to the group of ten prisoners that were slowly walking in their direction, coming up behind them. They made no sudden movements and didn’t act strangely. They made no tough talk or looked like they were itching for a fight. As far as anyone could tell, they were just another group moving around the yard. And with ten of them, they had enough men to push past Mallette’s guards and be able to get to him.

      The group didn’t strike right away. Instead, they stood nearby for a minute, just sizing up the situation, making sure the time to attack would be perfect. One man slipped behind the rest, and being the shortest one of the group, hid behind the others just perfectly so he couldn’t be seen. The man looked over to his right and saw a prison guard standing against the wall staring at him. The guard took a quick look around and gave the short man a nod. The man nodded back, then tapped the shoulders of the two men directly in front of him.

      The group quickly went into their charade, pretending to start fighting with each other. They shuffled their feet and started wrestling with each other, intentionally knocking into Mallette’s guards. Then the rest of the group came in and started shoving each other, bringing in a dozen other prisoners who were standing near the dustup. As the scene became more chaotic, the short man squeezed between all the men wrestling around. He turned his back to Mallette and pretended to be getting shoved into him. As soon as Mallette put his hands on the man’s back to push him away, the shorter man turned around in a burst and shoved the knife into Mallette’s gut.

      Mallette immediately dropped to the ground as he writhed in pain. The prison guard along the wall came running over, quickly getting to the shorter man before any of the other guards did. He put his hands on the attacker and got in his face like he was going to rough him up some, but instead looked around and put his hand out in front of him, quickly taking control of the knife before anyone else saw it.

      Within a minute, the other prison guards came running into the fracas, pulling prisoners off each other. Another minute later, everyone was acting calm as could be, like nothing had ever happened. As the men started separating, it became clear there was only one casualty. There was only one man still down on the ground. As the guards tended to Mallette, the rest of the guards started rounding up the prisoners, checking each of them for a weapon before they ushered them back inside the prison.

      “He dead?” one of the guards asked, standing over the others who were checking on Mallette.

      The guard with the knife was checking Mallette’s vitals. “Not yet.”

      “We gotta get him to the medical wing fast.”

      The guard sighed, not liking the chance that the injured man might pull through. “Yeah.”

      Mallette was lying there, bleeding badly, but his eyes were still open and he was coherent, though he wasn’t saying much. A stretcher was quickly brought out and Mallette was placed on it, then rushed to the medical wing.
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      Jacobs woke up to the sound of Gunner barking. He looked over at his normal spot on the bed, usually next to him, but he wasn’t there. Jacobs groggily opened his eyes and reached for his phone on the nightstand. After a couple stabs at it, he put his fingers around it and pulled it over to him.

      “Seven o’clock,” he huffed, not happy about being woken up already. He then heard Gunner barking again. “What the hell?”

      With Gunner barking deeper and more often, Jacobs sighed and pulled the covers off him. He stood up and stretched his arms out before leaving the comforts of his bedroom. He walked out into the living room where Gunner was at the window barking.

      “What’s the matter, buddy?”

      Gunner continued barking, and his tail was wagging, making Jacobs believe that someone was standing outside. As Jacobs walked over to see what he was barking at, there was a loud knock on the door. Jacobs stopped in his tracks as he wondered who was out there. Hoping that he hadn’t somehow been found out, he rushed over to a drawer and removed one of his guns. He had one stashed in every room in the house just in case he ever needed it for emergency purposes.

      With a gun in his hand, he slowly walked over to the door, tapping Gunner on his butt to follow him. Gunner complied and stopped barking, following his owner. Jacobs licked his lips in anticipation of what he might find as he slowly moved his head to the peephole. There was more loud knocking before he saw who was out there. As he put his eye to the door and saw the man standing there knocking, Jacobs let out a deep sigh. He tucked his gun inside his pants and opened the door.

      “Well, it’s about time, dude,” Franks said, walking in the door without being invited. He went right past Jacobs, petting Gunner on the head as he walked by.

      “Sure, come on in,” Jacobs replied, shutting the door. “Just like you were invited or something.”

      “You know how long I was banging on that door?”

      “Uh, no, no I don’t. You wanna know why? Because I was sleeping. You know why I was sleeping? Because it’s seven in the morning and that’s what most people are doing at this time of day!”

      Franks didn’t seem bothered in the least that he woke his friend up. “Dude, you had to get up sometime in the next few hours, anyway.”

      Jacobs rolled his eyes, knowing there was no way to win the conversation. “What do you want? What was so all-fired up important that you had to come over here at this time of the morning and almost break my door down?”

      “What are you talking about, breaking your door down? I didn’t even come close to breaking it down. If you recall, I tried that once before, and it didn’t
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