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      Casey had just taken the hot dogs out of the microwave and put them on a plate. Timmy preferred eating them off the plate instead of on bread or a roll so Casey cut them up and put ketchup and mustard on the side for Timmy to dip them into.

      “Make sure Buster doesn’t jump up and get any,” Casey said.

      “I won’t, Dad,” the six-year-old replied.

      “That means no feeding him either,” Casey said, nudging Timmy’s nose. “He’s starting to put on a few extra pounds.”

      “But he looks hungry.”

      “Timmy.”

      “OK. I won’t,” Timmy replied, dejected. “Dad?”

      “Yeah?”

      “When’s Mommy coming home?”

      “She’ll be home in a couple hours. She just had to get a few things for Alyssa.”

      “OK.”

      They sat down at the table and started eating. As Casey bit into his hot dog, roll and all, something didn’t seem right. Usually, Buster was nestled between him and Timmy, sitting patiently, waiting for scraps. They were usually the ones who fed him the leftovers. But for the first time that Casey could ever remember, the dog wasn’t there at the dinner table.

      “Where’d Buster go?” Casey asked.

      Timmy shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      Something was tugging at Casey, telling him there was a problem. Maybe it was nothing. Maybe it was just his paranoia playing around with him. But for the past few weeks, he’d been getting that feeling that he was being watched or followed. He figured it was just a byproduct of his situation. He imagined everyone that was in the program had experienced that feeling before, fearing that they’d been discovered somehow. Not wanting to take chances, Casey decided to check where their dog had gone. Though he always loved dogs, getting a German Shepherd was partly because he knew it was a good family pet, but also because he knew how protective they were of their family. And if there was anything he wanted, it was a smart dog that could alert him of potential problems.

      “You stay here and finish your dinner,” Casey said. “I’m gonna see where Buster is. I’ll be back in a second.”

      “OK, Dad.”

      Casey rubbed the top of his son’s head as he excused himself. He walked out of the kitchen and into the living room, breathing a sigh of relief as he saw Buster up on the couch, looking out the window. His tail briefly wagged, but not as much as it would if Kate and Alyssa had pulled into the driveway or if they were approaching the door. Casey went over to the window, petting Buster on the back as he peered out the window to see what the dog was looking at. Every time Buster went to the door or looked out the window, Casey’s heart skipped a beat, wondering if this was the day someone finally found him.

      “C’mon boy,” Casey said, getting the dog off the couch.

      With the edges of his fingers still on the curtains, Casey was just about to head back to the kitchen when he suddenly stopped and took another look out the window. There was a black car a few houses down on the opposite side of the street that he didn’t recognize. Casey and Kate had been living in the house for five years and he was quite familiar with the vehicles of everyone in the neighborhood. Sometimes he would just take a drive to make sure there were no strange cars around, or if someone got a new car, he’d make sure it was still there day after day. As he looked at the black car, though, he thought he detected some movement inside. It was nothing he could definitely make out, just what looked like the outline of a man’s head on the driver side. Casey stood there for a few moments hoping to get a glimpse of the man once he stepped out of the car. After a couple of minutes elapsed, there was still no sign of the driver exiting the car. Casey looked back toward the empty living room, figuring he should get back to Timmy.

      Casey finally detached his fingers from the curtains and went back to the kitchen. Timmy, as he usually did, was making a mess with his food. He had bits of ketchup and mustard on his hot dog, his plate, his fingers, and even a few drops on his face. Casey looked at him and smiled, amazed at how messy the kid liked to be.

      “That’s my little taz machine,” Casey affectionately told him. He’d given him the nickname after the cartoon character that caused destruction wherever he went.

      Timmy just looked at him and smiled from ear to ear, kind of liking the nickname. Sometimes Casey thought he actually tried to make more of a mess just to live up to the name. He grabbed some napkins and wiped the mess off of Timmy’s face and fingers. Just as he finished, Buster took off like a shot, again heading toward the living room. Casey just sat there, staring toward the space that Buster just ran from.

      “I’ll be right back, buddy,” Casey said.

      “OK, Daddy.”

      Casey slowly rose from his chair and cautiously walked to the living room, almost afraid of what he was going to find when he got there. Buster was at the window again and let out a very quick and low sounding bark. Though he couldn’t be sure what the dog was looking at, Buster’s head was turned to the left, where the black car was sitting. Casey took a quick look to both sides of the street and didn’t see anything else unusual, but he was convinced something was out of place. The dog sensed it. So did Casey. He stood there a few more minutes, his eyes frozen toward the direction of the strange car. As he watched, what seemed like a thousand thoughts raced through his mind. Maybe it was just someone visiting the house down the street. Maybe it was someone from the WITSEC program who was there to ensure their safety after receiving a tip that they’d been discovered. Maybe it was actually someone from the Kaminsky crime family, finally making good on their promise to eventually find him and take him out.

      It’d been ten years since Dan Casey entered into the witness protection program. When he was processed into it, he was a single twenty-four-year-old guy who had multiple brushes with the law and was eventually initiated into the Kaminsky mob, where he had several kills notched into his belt. But when he was arrested, he decided to turn evidence against Nicky Valone, son of Carmen Valone, who was actually running the day-to-day operations of the Kaminsky clan. Casey never really wanted to go against the Valone’s, but after a plea from his dying mother, he promised he would do what he could to lead a better life from that point on.

      Nicky Valone was sentenced to thirty years in prison, thanks to the information that Casey provided against him at his trial. Since that day, Carmen Valone vowed that he would never rest until Casey was six feet under. Casey was immediately placed in witness protection and moved to Virginia, where he decided he was leaving his criminal days in the past. Just like he promised his mother, he wasn’t going back to that life anymore. He went to automotive school and found a job at a repair shop working on cars. After seven years, he opened his own shop. It was just a small two garage facility, but he was happy with it. They’d built up a good reputation, and they seemed to always be busy, having three other employees that worked there with him.

      The decision to remain on the straight and narrow wasn’t as difficult for Casey as he thought it’d be. He wasn’t sure he could refrain from the life he’d been so ingrained in since high school. But nine months after moving to Virginia, he met Kate, an elementary school teacher who took her car to the repair shop he’d just started working at. He asked her out on a date, and from that moment on, it wasn’t hard to forget about his previous life. There were several times, actually more times than he could count, where Casey wanted to tell her about his previous life. But for anyone placed in the program, they were discouraged to reveal any details about their past. If the person they told then relayed that information to even one other person, there was no telling where or who that information might wind up in the hands of. That was why there were only two or three people in the whole WITSEC program who even knew where he was. To avoid leaks, only a bare minimum of people knew the identity of any individual that was protected by the service.

      Casey’s attention to the car had slowly drifted away as his thoughts went toward all possibilities. He was broken from his trance as Buster let out a rather loud bark, alerting him that something was finally happening. The doors of the black car were opening. Both the driver's side and passenger side doors swiftly swung open, with men stepping out on each side. Dressed in suits, Casey had a bad feeling that the two men were coming for him. Maybe they were marshals, but Casey’s gut was telling him they weren’t. The men crossed the street, and it looked like one of them pointed toward Casey’s house. If Timmy wasn’t there, maybe Casey would stick around to find out for sure. If they weren’t marshals, Casey had a few guns hidden in case of emergencies and might oblige them in a fight if that’s what they were looking for. But he couldn’t risk Timmy’s life. If they were from the Kaminsky family, and they happened to kill Casey, he couldn’t say for sure that they would leave Timmy around. In fact, he thought it more likely that they’d leave no survivors, regardless of age.

      Casey kept his eyes on the approaching men and there was now no question whose house they were going to. They were going to his. He quickly scurried back into the kitchen and scooped up Timmy in his arms.

      “Daddy, where are we going?”

      “We’re gonna play a game and hide for a few minutes, bud,” Casey said.

      “Why?”

      Casey never answered. Instead, he raced up the steps to the second floor of the house and stopped at the end of the hallway. He put Timmy down for a second as he pulled down the attic steps. Casey grabbed Timmy again and quickly ran up the steps into the attic.

      “What about Buster?” Timmy asked.

      Casey sighed, not knowing exactly where the dog went, but knowing he didn’t really have time to go looking for him. But he also knew it was possible that if he left Buster, the dog could give them away if he started barking at the attic. His final thought was that they could also kill the dog, and he definitely wasn’t going to let that happen either.

      “Buster!” Casey shouted as softly as possible.

      Casey heard a low bark at first. Then he thought he heard the dog running.

      “Buster!” Casey repeated.

      He then heard the footsteps getting closer as Buster emerged from running up the steps. The dog stopped as he looked up at the ceiling. Casey called his name again and patted the top of the steps, hoping the dog would follow them up. After a brief pause, Buster took off again, racing up the attic steps. Once he was securely in, Casey pulled the steps back in, closing the door underneath them.

      Even though he hoped this day would never come, Casey was prepared for it. He’d built an extra wall against the far side of the attic, a little hiding spot in the event he ever needed to use it. It wasn’t a big spot as he wanted to make sure it looked natural. It wouldn’t have done much good if someone could tell by looking at it that it wasn’t supposed to be there. When they first bought the house, while Kate was working, Casey had taken a few extra days off from work to build the extra private addition. He never mentioned it to her, and she never noticed it, mainly because she hated going up there to begin with. The only thing she ever went into the attic for was to either put boxes of Christmas decorations up there or take them down.

      There was a small movable panel that slid off and on to gain entry. Casey also drilled and cut out a small hole where the roof met the siding, that way he could look out and see what was going on in front of the house.

      “How long do we have to stay here?” Timmy asked.

      “Not too long. You have a big job to do, you know. You have to make sure Buster doesn’t bark and give us away,” Casey said.

      Timmy immediately started petting Buster, getting numerous licks on his face in return. With his son’s attention preoccupied with the dog, Casey reached into another small compartment that he carved out in the wall, removing a small black metal box. He opened it and removed both guns that were laying inside. He put both in the back of his pants, tucking them underneath his shirt. Just in case they were discovered, he wasn’t aiming to go down without a fight.

      Casey looked out the small hole into the front yard, seeing the two men approach the door. They knocked a couple of times, and even though there was no answer, they didn’t go away. They stayed right near the door and after a few more minutes, seemingly disappeared, though Casey thought he heard the front door opening and closing. He looked over at Buster, who’d also heard the door opening. It looked like he was about to bark, but they continued petting him so he’d remain calm. It was then that Casey wished he had a secret room instead of just a compartment in an attic. Just like the ones he’d seen in movies where a bookshelf shifts over and a wall opens up to reveal an entire new room that couldn’t be penetrated. Then he could’ve had an entire security system set up with a wall of cameras so he could see what was happening in every room of the house without fear of being found.

      Knowing the intruders in his house were most likely searching through it, he closed his eyes and felt like kicking himself for forgetting to bring his phone with him. At least if he had it, he could’ve called or sent a text to Kate to make sure she didn’t come home yet. The last thing he needed was for her and Alyssa to come home with some of Kaminsky’s men inside it. He also knew that if the two men in his house stayed for any long period of time, the chances of either Timmy or Buster making a noise and giving away their position would only increase. There was only so long he could reasonably ask a six-year-old to stay quiet.

      Ten minutes went by and Casey’s nervousness was at an all-time high. He never remembered feeling so tense before. It’d been ten years since he was involved in the criminal lifestyle, but even so, he never remembered feeling any nerves when he was in it. Now, maybe time had and distance had softened him a little, or maybe it was the fact that now he had a family that he worried about. Back then, he never really worried about anything, even his own life. But now he had people that depended on him. He had a wife that loved him. He had kids that looked up to him. Back then, he didn’t have anything to lose. Now he did. Now, he had everything to lose. He tried listening carefully to see if he could detect what part of the house they were in, but he was having trouble picking them up.

      After a few more minutes, Casey thought he heard the sounds of footsteps ascending the stairs but he couldn’t be sure. It could’ve just been his paranoia playing around with him. He unsuccessfully tried to clear a lump in his throat, knowing he couldn’t let out a cough. He smiled and looked down at Timmy, so quietly petting and playing with Buster. Casey’s head quickly snapped to attention as he heard the attic steps being pulled down. There was no mistaking that the two men were coming up. Casey licked his lips as he looked down at Timmy again. He started breathing a little bit heavier as he anticipated trouble was about to find them. He reached his hand around his back and kept it on the handle of his gun in case he needed to come up firing quickly. He was determined that he would do everything humanly possible to protect his son at any cost. Even if that meant giving up his own life.

      Feeling the sweat running down his face, Casey wiped his forehead with his free hand. He could hear the cracks in the floorboards as the men walked across the attic. He then looked at Buster, hoping the dog wouldn’t start barking, knowing that people were just on the other side of the fake wall.

      “Guess he’s not here,” one of the men said.

      As soon as the words left his lips, Casey quickly looked at Buster. The dog immediately picked his head up when he heard the voice of a strange person. Seeing that the dog seemed like he was about to perk up and perhaps bark, Casey put his hand on Buster’s head and started stroking it.

      “Shhh,” Casey said. “It’s OK.”

      “Wasn’t there a dog?” the other man asked. “Could’ve sworn I saw a dog poking its head out the window earlier.”

      “Maybe he knew we were coming and split.”

      “Should we leave a calling card for him?” he asked, moving a few boxes around with his foot.

      “No. Carmen said not to touch or disturb anything. He doesn’t want Bonino to know we’re after him until we actually find him.”

      And there it was. Casey now had the proof he was worried about. Carmen Valone had finally made good on his promise to eventually find him. The two men talked for another minute, though Casey wasn’t really paying much attention to it by that point. He thought about Valone’s threats against him when Nicky Valone’s trial was happening. That was, until he heard something very troubling.

      “Well, isn’t he going to know that anyway when Carmen talks to his wife?” the man asked.

      Casey finally cleared that lump in his throat as his eyes just about jumped out of his head. His heart started beating faster as he worried about his wife’s safety. She was a good person who never thought the worst of people. She grew up in a good family and usually had a positive outlook on life and people. That was all about to change if she was going to meet Carmen Valone. Casey worried that she wouldn’t know how to handle someone like Valone, with his background and penchant for violence.
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      Once Casey heard the men leave the attic, he pressed his face to the hole facing the front yard, eagerly waiting for them to leave his house. It took another five or ten minutes, but eventually, the men did leave. Casey still didn’t move an inch, watching them closely as they walked to their car. The last thing he wanted was to take his eyes off them and head back downstairs, only to find the men reversed course and headed back for the house. Valone’s men got back in their car and just sat there, not even turning it on. Casey wondered what they were waiting for. But then he figured they might not have been going anywhere. Maybe they were being stationed there for whenever they got tabs on him.

      “Daddy, when can we go downstairs?” Timmy asked, getting impatient.

      “We can go now, buddy.”

      “Yay.”

      Casey removed the panel, and along with Buster, proceeded back down the attic steps. He quickly ran back toward the living room window to get a look at the black car again. It looked like the men were still in there. It didn’t look like they were going anywhere either. As he stared out the window, Casey tried to come up with a plan. They obviously knew his name and where he lived. It wasn’t safe to stay in the house any longer and he definitely couldn’t let Kate come home. He had to let her know what was going on. Remembering where his cell phone was, Casey raced into the kitchen before zooming back into the living room to resume his spot by the window. He dialed Kate’s number, desperately hoping she hadn’t run into Valone yet.

      “C’mon, pick up, pick up,” Casey whispered.

      His first attempt came up empty. When it went to her voicemail, Casey simply hung up and redialed. It went to her voicemail again. He ran his hand through his hair, worried about Kate’s safety. He dialed her number a third time, this time figuring he’d leave a message, just in case the phone was buried deep in her purse and she didn’t hear it ringing.

      “Kate, as soon as you get this, you’ve gotta call me. It’s an emergency,” Casey said frantically.

      Casey now had to figure his own way out of there. If he walked out the front door, he’d easily be spotted. Same thing if he took the car. They’d follow him wherever he went. He couldn’t run with Timmy. At least not quickly and safely. He’d have to figure out how to get Timmy somewhere else. Somewhere away from him. Casey couldn’t fight with him in tow. It was too dangerous. He had to get Kate and the kids somewhere he knew they’d be safe. He just hoped it wasn’t too late to get the kids to Kate at all.

      Kate had gone to the mall to get some new clothes for both Alyssa and Timmy. It usually took her a while when she went out shopping for things for the kids. She loved to take her time and look at everything that was available. She’d just come out of the toddler clothing store, holding Alyssa’s hand, and plopped herself down on the bench across from it. Just as Casey had suspected, her phone was buried deep in her purse. She usually didn’t check her phone while she was in a store shopping unless she had a question about something. She checked it when she got out of the store though.

      “Shopping sure is exhausting, huh, sweety?” Kate asked, smiling and touching noses with her daughter.

      Kate didn’t even realize a man coming from the other direction and sitting down next to them. She was about to dig for her phone when she felt the vibration on the seat and turned to look at who it was. Though she wasn’t one to usually judge, she thought he was a rough-looking character. The man had an expensive-looking suit on and appeared to be in his sixties, but he had two or three nasty looking scars. One above his left eye, one on his cheek, and one on his chin.

      “Beautiful looking daughter you have there,” the man stated.

      Kate looked over at him somewhat nervously, not eager to engage him in conversation. “Thank you.”

      “Obviously gets her looks from her mother.”

      Kate just looked at him again and smiled, not getting a good feeling about the man. Looking at Alyssa, she noticed a couple of other men standing behind them, several feet away. She got the impression that they were standing guard. Though they also appeared to be nicely dressed in suits, Kate was starting to get a little worried.

      “Yeah, your son has more of your features too,” the man said. “What’s his name… Timmy?”

      Kate looked at the man strangely, wondering how he knew the name of her son. “I’m sorry, do I know you?”

      “I know Chris.”

      “Chris? I don’t know who that is. I don’t know anyone named Chris.”

      “I’m an old friend of your husband’s,” the man told her.

      “My husband’s name is Dan. You must have me confused with someone else.”

      “So that’s what he’s calling himself these days, huh? Yeah, when I knew him he called himself Chris Bonino. That was way back in the day when he used to work for me. He and my boy Nicky, they used to be pretty tight.”

      Thinking that the man sitting next to her was completely deranged, Kate started gathering up her things to leave. One of the men behind them walked around the bench and stood in front of her, giving her the impression she was not free to go.

      “Why don’t you just sit for a while so we can have a nice little chat,” the man said, tapping the seat.

      Kate took a big sigh, thinking she was in a lot of trouble. It was a fairly busy mall, and she figured that she could run to someone or maybe just let out a scream if she had to.

      Valone had already taken that into consideration, however.

      “If you have thoughts of doing something foolish, I’d highly recommend against it,” he said. “The man standing behind your daughter doesn’t really like kids. I can’t guarantee her safety if you were to try something.”

      Kate’s heart just about jumped out of her chest as she realized that they were in a lot of danger. And from someone that she didn’t even know. She slowly sat back down, wondering what the man was looking for.

      “What do you want?” she asked nervously.

      “Let’s talk about your husband, Chris, or what do you call him? Dan, was it?”

      “What about him?”

      “He should’ve known that he couldn’t run from me forever.”

      “I’m sure you're mistaken. His name is Dan. He’s not this Chris person you keep talking about,” Kate insisted.

      Valone smiled, admiring tenacity. “Let me tell you a story. This man Chris that I’m referring to was friends with my boy Nicky all through school. Grade school, middle school, high school, they were the best of friends. I even treated Chris like he was my own son. His mother was a single parent

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

