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      Jacobs came in through the back way like usual. On the phone, Franks sounded like it was a major problem he was having, though that probably meant for Jacobs it was barely a blip on the radar screen. His friend did have a tendency to over-exaggerate. After Franks let him in, he looked around, waiting to see that furry tail running all over the place.

      “Looking for something?” Jacobs asked.

      “Yeah. Where’s the pooch?”

      “The pooch is home sleeping. He had a long night.”

      Franks put his hand up to his mouth and pretended to chug a few down. “A few too many last night, huh?”

      “He’s a dog; he doesn’t drink.”

      “Oh. Well then, what’s the problem?”

      “He was just restless a lot. Happens. They’re like people too. Sometimes you have a hard time getting comfortable. He’s fine.”

      “Oh. Well, I’ll take your word for it. Still reeling from the warehouse issue?”

      “He’s just about a hundred percent. A few more days and he should be good to go again.”

      “And what about you?”

      Jacobs moved both of his arms in different directions. “Range of motion is back to normal.”

      “Ready to go out there and kick some butt again?”

      “I guess if the need for it arises. So, what’s this all about?” Jacobs asked.

      Franks faked a cough a couple of times, then walked into the office, followed by his friend. He almost hated what he had to say. He then sat down at his desk and pulled out a bottle of Irish whiskey and poured himself a glass, quickly taking a few sips.

      “Aren’t you still open?”

      Franks waved at him. “Ahh, who cares? Hardly get anyone in here, anyway.”

      “At least you finally recognize it.” Franks took another sip of his drink. It was obvious to Jacobs that something was on his mind that he wasn’t too keen to talk about. “You wanna tell me what this is all about?”

      “Uh, I almost hate to say.”

      “Well, if you hate to say, then don’t.”

      “I gotta.”

      “Then say it.”

      “But I don’t wanna.”

      Jacobs rolled his eyes. “Oh, Jesus…”

      “I need a favor.”

      “OK? What is it?”

      “I need you to drop off something for me.”

      “Yeah? Like what?”

      Franks reached down under his desk and grabbed a box and placed it down on the desk. “This.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Better off if you don’t know.”

      “It’s illegal?”

      Franks winced. “What’s illegal?”

      “Whatever’s in that box?”

      “No, I mean, who’s to say what’s illegal?”

      “Uh, the law? There’s a whole book on it and all, you know.”

      “OK, so I don’t actually know what’s in the box.”

      “Why does this feel like an episode of The Twilight Zone or something? What the hell’s going on here?”

      “I just need someone to deliver that box.”

      “Why can’t you do it?”

      Franks got up and walked over to his file cabinet and opened the drawer. He then pulled out a white package and tossed that one on the desk next to the other one. “Because I gotta deliver this one.”

      Jacobs still wasn’t seeing the issue. “So why don’t you just deliver one, then go deliver the other one? There, problem solved.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “Why not?”

      “I double-booked,” Franks said.

      “What do you mean, you double-booked?”

      “I promised both packages would be delivered at the same time.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “I was having a rough day, man, and I got my appointments mixed up and confused, and I had a lot going on, and, long story short, I just kerfuffled it.”

      “What?”

      “I messed up, man, I messed up.”

      “I still don’t see what any of this has got to do with me.”

      “Because I need someone to deliver that package.”

      “Call a delivery service.”

      Franks shook his head. “Won’t work. These people need a face with the package, not someone in a truck and a uniform, if you know what I mean.”

      “Not really. Why don’t you just get someone else?”

      “Because you’re the most trustworthy person I know.”

      “Well, that’s not surprising considering the people you know.”

      “So can you do it?”

      “I’m not a smuggler or a drug mule.”

      “I don’t know if it’s drugs.”

      “How can you not know?”

      “Because I’m just the intermediary, man. I got paid to hook up two parties together and facilitate the delivery of said goods between them.”

      “Stop talking like a lawyer. So you have no idea what’s in these?”

      Franks shrugged. “Beats me. Could be guns, drugs, toys from North Korea, or maybe cigars from Cuba. What’s it matter?”

      “Because if you get caught holding something that’s illegal, you go to jail. Did you forget about that part?”

      “So don’t get caught.”

      “Why do you sucker me into your schemes?”

      “I don’t sucker you into nothing, man. Listen, just help a brother out.”

      “You ain’t my brother. Why don’t you just reschedule one—push one back a few minutes?”

      “They’re on opposite sides of town.”

      “So push it back a few hours.”

      “Can’t.”

      “Why?”

      “Because that’s not the deal, man. These guys want it delivered at ten o’clock, and that’s when it’s got to be delivered. There’s no alterations to these things.”

      “What’s in that other package?” Jacobs asked.

      “Don’t know that either.”

      “Is there anything you do know?”

      “Yeah. That these are bad dudes that you don’t wanna mess with. If I don’t come through with the goods, man, there’s gonna be consequences. Just do me a solid, would you?”

      “When are you gonna get out of this crap?”

      “And do what? Become a lawyer?”

      “Or you could actually put some time and effort into running this store, and, you know, actually try to make a profit with it. Or actually try to get some customers.”

      “Why would I wanna do that?”

      “So you stop running around with dangerous people who are eventually gonna get you killed.”

      “Well, maybe one day. But I ain’t there yet.”

      Jacobs shook his head. “Unbelievable.”

      “So, what do you say? Can you just do me this one favor?”

      “One favor?”

      “OK, so add it to the list.”

      Jacobs sighed and bounced his lips off each other. He had a feeling he was going to regret this. He already did. “Fine. I’ll deliver the damn package.”

      Franks clapped his hands together and smiled. “That’s my boy. Thank you. I wanna come over there and hug you.”

      “Yeah, don’t do that. So where’s this thing gotta go?”

      “It’s gotta be delivered at ten o’clock to room 126 of the Flamingo Motel.”

      “Are you serious?” Jacobs asked, his voice rising.

      “Yeah. What’s the matter?”

      “The Flamingo Motel? That place is a dump and is only used by hookers, drug smugglers, and people hiding out from the law.”

      “Oh. Well… so?”

      Jacobs tilted his head and stared at him, as if he really needed an explanation. “You couldn’t send me into a five-star place?”

      “Hey, man, I don’t decide on the meeting places. I just put the deals together. Where they want to receive the junk is their business.”

      “It doesn’t exactly give me warm, fuzzy feelings going in there.”

      “It’s not supposed to. Listen, man, all you gotta do is go to room… what’d I say again?”

      “126.”

      “Oh, yeah, that’s it. Just go to 126. Say you’re from Keystone.”

      “Keystone? What’s that?”

      “That’s the code word to let them know you’re with me.”

      “And just who am I asking for?”

      “Butch.”

      “Oh, yeah, that’s reassuring. It’s late at night at some flea-bitten motel that’s filled with people running from the law, and I’m meeting some monster named Butch. Gee, thanks so much, Eddie, I really appreciate what you’re getting me into.”

      “Listen, all you gotta do is knock on the door, ask for Butch, give him the package, then leave.”

      “What about payment?”

      “That’s all been taken care of. You don’t need to get anything, receive anything, or anything anything. Just hand off the box and lickety-split, and you’re out of there.”

      “You better not be getting me into anything, Eddie. Or I’m gonna lickety-split something across your head.”

      “Always with the negative thoughts, man. Everything will be good. I promise. You got my word.”

      “Who are these guys I’m dealing with? Big gang, little gang, no gang, what?”

      “Small-time group of guys.”

      “Uh huh,” Jacobs said, not getting good vibes from this thing. “Why do I get the impression you’re underselling this?”

      “I dunno, why?”

      “Well, first you said these are bad dudes you don’t wanna mess with, now you’re saying they’re a small-time group. Which is it?”

      “Well, I mean, they’re small time compared to Mallette’s Maulers, so in that respect, that’s true.”

      “So they’re angels, then?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t wanna go into a dark alley alone with them.”

      “But you’re sending me into a dark motel room alone?”

      “Well, you’re more qualified for that than I am.”

      “I hate you sometimes. How many of them are there going to be?”

      “No idea,” Franks answered. “Two, three, four, maybe ten. I don’t really know.”

      “Very reassuring.”

      “Hey, you’re The Eliminator, you can handle it.”

      “You’re a peach, you know that?”

      “A peach that can be sucked on and…”

      “Hey, hey, hey! Way too much info there. I don’t need to know any of your sick, perverted thoughts or anything that goes on with Lucy and Deb or any of your other regulars.”

      “Speaking of that, man, you wanna know what happened the—”

      “No! No, I don’t wanna know anything you did with anybody. I’d rather deal with ten people shooting at me then listen to any of your moonlight trysts or crazy midnight encounters.”

      “Well, you might get your wish there,” Franks whispered.

      “What?”

      “Umm, nothing, nothing. I was just saying about the whatcha thing you said, you know.”

      Jacobs looked at him like he was crazy, which was nothing new. “What?”

      “Uh, nothing, I was just saying about the, you know, the thing we said about the other thing.”

      Jacobs shook his head, knowing better than to continue down this path of nonsense. “All right, just give me this damn package so I can save your bacon yet again.”

      “Speaking of bacon, man, I had this bacon sandwich this morning…”

      “Eddie. Don’t care.”

      “Oh, yeah, well, anyway…” Franks grabbed the box and handed it off. “Good luck with it.”

      Jacobs squinted his eyes, not quite liking how he said that. It sounded as if he knew there was more of an issue than just handing the box off. “And I’m giving it to Butch?”

      “That’s it, man, that’s all there is.”

      “Yeah, all there is. Somehow I got a feeling I’m gonna regret this. As if I don’t already.”
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      It was ten minutes to ten. Jacobs was sitting in his car down the street from the motel, as he had been doing for the last thirty minutes. He had that sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach that something was off here. He didn’t know if it was just the location, the job, or if it was just all the time he’d been dealing with the scum of the city that was taking its toll on him and making him more cynical. But he felt like there was more to this operation than just dropping a package off. He hoped he was wrong.

      Getting to the spot a little earlier, Jacobs figured he could get the layout, see how many people were there, and who he’d be dealing with. Unfortunately, he didn’t see anyone. He had a clear view to the motel room, as it was on the first floor and facing the street. He also knew there were no back doors someone could slip out of or in from. But no one came. Either the person he was dealing with was already inside that room, or he was dealing with an empty room.

      Jacobs looked over to the passenger seat out of habit, waiting to see the furry head of his friend and partner. It was a little weird doing any kind of job on the street without having Gunner at his side. But, after what had happened at the warehouse, he still needed a few more days to rest. Jacobs didn’t want to chance bringing him out before he was fully recovered. If he brought Gunner out and he got hurt again, then it would take longer before he was with him again. Besides, Gunner shouldn’t have been necessary for this job. It was just dropping off a package. There shouldn’t have been anything more to it than that.

      After another ten minutes, Jacobs looked at the time, then drove closer to the motel. He pulled into a parking space, grabbed the package and got out of his car. He took a quick look around to make sure he wasn’t being watched, then made a line for room 126. He listened at the door to see if he could hear anything inside. He couldn’t. He took a glance at the window to see if someone was watching him through it. They weren’t. The hairs on the back of his neck were standing up, though, feeling like this wasn’t going to be what he expected. Or maybe it was. And that was the problem.

      Jacobs softly knocked on the door a couple of times and took a step back. He instinctively put his right hand behind his back, ready to pull out his gun should he feel the need to do so. Within a few seconds of knocking, he saw the handle start to move. Then the door opened. A man with a large frame and an equally large gut, opened the door.

      “Yeah?”

      “Butch,” Jacobs said.

      “Who are you?”

      “Tooth Fairy.”

      “What do you want?”

      “Butch.”

      “What for?”

      “Have a package for him.”

      The man held his hand out. “I’ll take it.”

      Jacobs shook his head. “I was told to give it to Butch.”

      “I’ll take it,” another voice said in the background.

      Jacobs squinted to make the man out, though he couldn’t at first since the room was pitch black. After a few seconds, the man finally appeared in the frame of the door. Jacobs had a hard time believing he was the man he was looking for. He didn’t look anything like a Butch was supposed to look. Jacobs assumed the man he was meeting was going to be big, at least six-foot-three and two hundred and fifty pounds. He figured Butch would be covered in tattoos from head to toe and probably have a bald head, maybe a goatee, and be really tough looking. That was anything but what the man in front of him looked like. The person he was looking at was around thirty years old, maybe five-foot-five, a hundred and sixty pounds, wiry glasses, thin, straggly black hair, and didn’t look like he could’ve taken a puppet in a fistfight. Jacobs took his hand off his gun and dropped it by his side.

      “You’re Butch?”

      “I am.” The man could see that Jacobs wasn’t buying it. “I would show you ID but that would kind of defeat the purpose of what we’re all doing here, wouldn’t it? Just trust me that I’m the man you’re looking for.”

      That was good enough for Jacobs. He wasn’t going to stand there and wait for anything. He was  a package, and that’s what he was going to do. If something wasn’t right, it wasn’t on him.

      “OK. Here you go.” Jacobs handed off the package and started to turn around to leave.

      “Wait. I want to make sure this is what I asked for.”

      Jacobs stopped and waited, though he really didn’t know why he should. Whatever was or was not in the box didn’t concern him. “I’m just the delivery guy.”

      Butch disappeared back into the darkness of the room to check the contents. He pulled out a pocket knife and cut through the tape. He anxiously opened the box and dug through some packing peanuts, dishing them out onto the floor. He got more and more nervous as he didn’t find what was supposed to be in the box. His fingers finally felt something hard buried at the bottom. He quickly shuffled the peanuts off the items until he pulled them out of the box and looked at them more closely. His eyes widened as the anger slowly started to boil.

      “Books. They’re just books!”

      Butch flipped through the pages, though it was more out of reflex as he knew what he ordered was not in there. Once he was done looking through both books that were in the box, he threw them down in disgust. He then raced back to the door.

      “Where is it?”

      “Where’s what?” Jacobs answered.

      “My merchandise. Where is it?”

      Jacobs shrugged. “Like I told you, I’m just the delivery guy. Don’t know anything about what’s inside.”

      “I want it.”

      “Then talk to who you bought it from.”

      Jacobs was actually a little unnerved by the look in Butch’s eyes. He’d seen a lot of violent people before, but there was something in this guy’s eyes that just seemed off. They were wide open and looked bigger than they should. They literally looked like they were about to jump out of his head. It was a crazy look and one that Butch wore well.

      “I. Want. My. Stuff.”

      “Like I said, talk to who you bought it from. I’m just the delivery guy.”

      “You work for Eddie?”

      “No. He just contacts me every now and then when he’s got a job for me.”

      “Call him now.”

      Jacobs patted the front of his pockets. “No phone. Sorry.”

      Jacobs wasn’t going to stand there all night debating a point that he really didn’t care about and had no interest in. Whatever wasn’t right with this deal, it didn’t concern him. Seeing as the situation had taken a turn for the worse, and that he really didn’t want to get caught up in any drama, he took a few steps back, ready to leave the scene before something bad happened.

      “Next time I see Eddie I’ll let him know there was a problem with the order.”

      “Take him,” Butch said.

      Jacobs sighed, not wanting a fight, but readied himself for the big guy that he initially talked to. It turned out he should have been paying more attention to who was behind him as he got clocked on the back of the head, dropping him to the ground. He felt the back of his head, feeling like he got hit with a sledgehammer.

      “Bring him inside,” Butch said.

      A couple of his men grabbed Jacobs by the arms and dragged him into the room, where Butch had three more men waiting. Finally, a light was turned on as they sat Jacobs down in a chair. One of the men grabbed Jacobs’ weapon and handed it to Butch.

      “What do you use this for?” Butch asked.

      “Protection against crazy people like you.”

      Butch’s men didn’t like that answer and proceeded to punch Jacobs in the stomach a couple of times. Jacobs leaned over in pain, but Butch’s men propped him back up.

      “I paid good money for my merchandise,” Butch said. “Who is behind this? Is it Eddie? Ames? Someone else?”

      “Who’s Ames?”

      “The man Eddie got the merchandise from.”

      “Never heard of him.”

      Jacobs’ face snapped to the right after a crisp right hand from one of Butch’s men. Jacobs spit to the side, getting irritated.

      “Listen, I don’t know what’s in the box, don’t know who screwed you over, don’t know who this Ames guy is, don’t know anything. I was just the delivery guy. And if you let me out of here, I’m probably going to go find these people you’re talking about and kill them myself!”

      “I don’t want them dead,” Butch said. “Not yet, at least. First, I want what I paid for. And then… then perhaps I want them dead.”

      “Look, I don’t know what to tell you. I’m not involved in any of this.”

      “Were you sent to kill me?”

      “What?”

      “An empty box, you have a gun, my merchandise is missing, was a contract put out on me?”

      “A contract? What? Listen, I don’t even know who the hell you are.”

      “Who are you? What’s your name?”

      “Steve,” Jacobs said.

      “Steve what?”

      “Jobs.”

      Butch grinned, finding him slightly amusing. “I want answers.”

      “That makes two of us,” Jacobs replied.

      “Check his ID.”

      The guards looked through Jacobs’ pockets, though they didn’t find anything. “He’s got nothing.”

      “Where’s your wallet?” Butch asked.

      “Must have fallen out of my pocket somewhere,” Jacobs answered.

      “I’ll give Eddie and Ames one more chance to make this right. If not, there will be consequences.”

      “And I support your right to give it to them.”

      Butch looked at his men. “Send them a message.”

      The men looked pleased at hearing the orders, then proceeded to beat the daylights out of Jacobs, sending him sprawling off the chair. They worked him over for a few minutes, hitting him in every place imaginable, his face cut up and bruised, along with a few welts on his stomach and ribs. They finally stopped when Butch called his men off, not wanting them to kill Jacobs yet.

      “That’s enough.” Butch then walked over to Jacobs’ lifeless body and stared at him. Jacobs was moving, though barely. “Tell Eddie he’s got one more chance to make this right. I’ll give him twenty-four hours to get me what’s rightfully mine. I’ll be here again tomorrow night, same time. Bring me the box or else.” Jacobs coughed and spit out some blood. “Tell Eddie I know where he does business out of. If he doesn’t come up with my merchandise, he’s as good as dead. You tell him that.”

      Jacobs heard the warnings and gave as good of a nod as he could under the circumstances. Speaking was difficult with the pain he was in, and the blood that he had to keep spitting out of his mouth. That was good enough for Butch, though. All he needed to know was that he was heard and understood. With the message sent, Butch and his cronies left the room, one of them dropping Jacobs’ gun down on the floor. Jacobs just lay on the floor for a few minutes, knowing as bad of a shape as he was in, he just dodged one. Butch easily could have killed him if he had wanted to. Jacobs was at least thankful for that.

      Jacobs waited for five minutes, and for some of the pain to subside a little, before finally getting back to his feet. He walked over to his gun, though a little wobbly with his balance, and picked it up. He wiped the blood from his mouth with the back of his wrist, then dabbed a few of the cuts on his face that he could feel the blood coming out of. He then thought about what Butch told him about Eddie being as good as dead. With how he felt at the moment, Butch wouldn’t get the chance. Jacobs was going to kill Eddie himself.

      “Oh, he’s a dead man, all right.” Jacobs, breathing heavily, staggered out of the motel room and limped back to his car. “It’s just a question of which one of us gets to him first.”
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      Jacobs was at Franks’ house and had been waiting for him for the last hour. He was a little surprised that his friend wasn’t home yet. But then again, if he was aware of what he was sending Jacobs into it, maybe it shouldn’t have been a surprise. A lot of thoughts were swirling around in Jacobs’ head, most of which centered around Franks knowing that he was sending him in vulnerable. The question would be whether he really did know that box was empty or not.

      A bright light flashed across Jacobs’ face and he slinked back into the bushes next to the house, waiting for Franks to get out of his car. Once Franks got near the front door, Jacobs emerged from the bushes and snuck up upon his friend. He put his hand on Franks’ shoulder, who nearly jumped out of his clothes and hit the roof of the porch.

      “Hey,” Jacobs said, taking some amusement out of almost giving him a heart attack. It would have been payback for how his face now looked.

      Franks stumbled back against the door as he turned around to see who had nearly scared him half to death. Once he saw it was Jacobs, he put his hand over his heart and tried to return to his normal breathing.

      “It’s you.”

      “Yeah, it’s me,” Jacobs said angrily. “Surprised?”

      “Uh, just a little.”

      “Why, didn’t think I’d make it back?”

      “Huh?”

      “The job?”

      “Oh. No, surprised that you nearly gave me a heart attack sneaking up on me from behind. Man, weren’t you ever told not to do that to people?”

      “Must’ve missed that class.” Jacobs looked around, just in case Butch and his people happened to be watching. “Let’s get inside.”

      They went inside and sat down at the kitchen table, Franks flicking on the light.

      “You got a problem,” Jacobs said.

      Now that the lights were on, Franks could see his friend’s busted up face. “Looks like you got a problem, man. What the heck happened to your face?”

      “Your delivery happened to my face.”

      “Oh. Have some problems there?”

      “You say that so nonchalantly. As if you didn’t know.”

      “Know what?”

      Jacobs put his thumb and index finger in the air, holding them close together. “Eddie, I am this close to giving you a matching face with mine. You better not play any damn games with me right now, because in case you couldn’t tell, I am not in the mood.”

      “So I take it the delivery had some problems?”

      “Yeah, you could say that.”

      “What happened?”

      “I did as you said and gave the box to Butch, who by the way, is kind of a weaselly little guy if you haven’t met him. Not like any Butch I ever knew.”

      “Never met him face to face.”

      “Anyway, he insisted on checking the box out before I left.”

      “And?”

      “And it turned out it was empty. Well, it had some books in it, but I got the impression books was not what he ordered.”

      “Books?”

      “Yeah. And he wasn’t very pleased. So you know what he did?”

      “Took it out on your face?”

      “And you know who else he’s gonna take it out on?”

      “I can guess.”

      Jacobs pointed at him. “You. I’ll repeat what he told me. He said, tell Eddie if he doesn’t make this right in twenty-four hours, he’s a dead man.”

      “He said that?”

      “He did. And I kind of got the impression that he meant it.”

      Franks started scratching his chin and looking at the floor as if he were in thought. “Hmm.”

      “That’s all you got to say? Hmm? That’s it? Eddie, I just took a beating for you.”

      “Yeah, sorry about that, man.”

      “That’s it?”

      “What do you want me to say, man? I’m sorry. Didn’t mean for it to happen.”

      “Well, how about what’s going on here?”

      Franks shook his head. “Can’t say I really know.”

      “Well, you better know because if he doesn’t get his delivery by tomorrow, he’s coming after you. And let me tell you straight, he will kill you.”

      “This is a problem.”

      “You’re telling me. What was supposed to be in the box?”

      Franks shrugged. “Beats me.”

      “What do you mean, beats you? You don’t know?”

      “Haven’t a clue.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Listen, man, you know how

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

