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	Mario De Luca is a former biker and the key witness in a trial that will put a mobster away for a very long time... if he makes it to testify.

	 

	 

	FBI agent Thomas Petrie was looking for excitement and danger, but his very first assignment has him on ‘babysitting duty.’ Thomas is not very happy having to spend his every waking hour with De Luca in an isolated cabin, especially since he won’t stop coming on to him. All he wants is to complete his assignment and move on. But Mario is proving to be quite a distraction.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	It was my very first case. I was young and inexperienced with an exaggerated opinion of myself back then. I expected to be put on some international terrorist case right off the bat, something I could brag to my old man about. Instead, I was handed a babysitting assignment.

	My superior, a guy I felt was just a little too laid-back for this job, handed me a file, then briefly began to explain my assignment. When I stood there in shocked silence, Special Agent Burns leaned back in his swivel chair and said, “You’re not happy, Petrie?”

	“I... well... Sir, I was thinking that maybe there would be something more important...” My father had taught me to hold my emotions in check, but that day I didn’t do a good job of hiding my disappointment. I could just imagine what my father would say about this, an ex-military commander who thought the FBI were all a bunch of sissy boys in leisure suits.

	“How long you been on the job, Petrie?” Burns inquired.

	“Six weeks, two days, and...” I checked my watch, “fifty-five minutes, Sir.”

	“Thank you, Petrie. May I call you Thomas?

	“Of course.”

	“This is a very important assignment, Thomas. Sit down.”

	I sat. The file on my lap remained unopened between my fingers.

	“The witness is instrumental in presenting evidence in the Antonio Rosa trial. He was a member of The Guardians, a biker gang who were the foot soldiers to the mob, and Rosa’s main contact. We need to make sure he makes it to that trial alive, or Rosa will walk.”

	“Why not just keep him in jail?”

	“Too risky. Rosa has people inside. And your assignment is a bit more complicated than that. I want you to get close to him, get him to open up to you. There’s something he’s not telling us. Someone he’s protecting. We want the name of that someone.”

	“Okay,” I said, not overly thrilled about getting buddy-buddy with some dirty biker. I opened the file to see a head shot of a bearded beast with a mop of dirty brown hair.

	“His name is Mario De Luca,” Burns offered. “He was chosen by us to work undercover in exchange for immunity a few years back. He was the youngest member of The Guardians. He was only fourteen when the leader, Evan Daniels, took him under his wing. Obviously, Daniels had some personal reasons for wanting this kid around. I believe he was used as a... how can we say this... biker’s pet?”

	I looked up then.

	“Yes, not a happy childhood, I believe. However, De Luca rose through the ranks pretty fast and became a full-fledged member of the gang. Some say he was even a contender for Daniel’s job. He was reported to be one tough son of a bitch. He quickly became the main contact for Rosa about six years ago. At that time, he was only twenty-two. Phenomenal...  when you consider how he started out.”

	“What finally made him roll over for us?”

	“We tried to pin down some concrete evidence on him, but he’s pretty slick. Finally, we brought together what we had...  Mostly circumstantial. We didn’t fabricate any evidence, but let’s say we had to embellish some of the details. He had a choice, cooperate or go to jail for life. After a few days in interrogation, he agreed to do what we asked.”

	“So, who do you think he is protecting, someone in The Guardians?”

	“We don’t know. We think it might be some connection he had in the Mafia. Someone he was close to. Anyway, you have almost eight weeks to find out.”

	Eight weeks of babysitting. “Where is he now... De Luca?”

	“He’s on his way to the location with two of our most trusted agents. We need you to leave tonight to rendezvous with them there. They’ll fill you in. The location is set up for you. You’ll have everything you need for the duration.”

	“And they’ll come back to relieve me at some point?”

	“We can’t guarantee that. We can’t risk the chance that they could be followed. You’re on your own, at least for a while. We will try and check on you when the risk is lower. You’ll be given a special untraceable phone. Use it only in case of an emergency.”

	“Yes, Sir.”

	“Now, go home, get your stuff together and be back here at sixteen hundred hours.”

	I stood up. “Thank you, Sir.”

	“Thank you, Thomas.”

	 

	Unfortunately, with everything going on, I hadn’t had time to fully move into my new apartment. Half of my stuff was still in boxes at my father’s house. When I walked into my dad’s house, I hoped he was out at the army club with the boys. That way I could just leave him a note.

	Dad was retired now. My mother had left him five years ago. He was a bastard to live with. I would have stayed with my mother in New York, but the FBI training facility I wanted to go to was in Washington, and so was Dad.

	I thought about this new assignment as I took a shower and changed into a clean blue suit, crisp white shirt, and dark blue tie. I was polishing my shoes when my father came bursting into my room like a drill sergeant. He’d always done that. There was no such thing as privacy in Dad’s house.

	“Hey,” he said, slamming me hard on the back, “where you headed all decked out like that... some mysterious FBI caper?” He laughed.

	I knew he was making fun. That was okay. I had stopped being intimidated by my father years ago. I was six foot three inches tall and two hundred pounds of solid muscle. He stopped threatening me with the belt when I turned fifteen.

	“I’m going to be gone for about eight weeks,” I told him. “I’ll get the rest of my stuff out of here when I come back.”

	“No rush. It isn’t doing me any harm. Eight weeks, eh? It sounds important.”

	“I can’t talk about it.”

	“Ah, I understand that. When I was in the service, there were things that were top secret, and—”

	He went on like he always did about when he was in the service. I’d learned to tune him out. “Yes, Sir,” I said after a few minutes, like I was paying attention. “Take care. We’ll have a beer at the club when I come back.”

	“You’re on. You pay. I’m on pension now. Take care, kid... duck... ‘cause unlike your old man, I know you’re not much of a shot.”

	Oh, but I was. I was one hell of a shot. Dad never came to my graduation. He was disappointed that I didn’t go into the service. I graduated top of my class. The trainers said I had nerves of steel. I was born for this stuff. I was extremely disciplined. I was raised on it, after all. And I loved challenges, especially if there was any hint of danger involved.

	All my trainers admired me, with the exception of one guy, who came out and asked me once if I had any emotions at all. “Of course I have emotions,” I told him. I just didn’t wear them on my sleeve, that’s all.

	“I don’t like you, Petrie,” he had told me. “A guy as guarded as you has something to hide. I don’t trust you.”

	I did have something that I’d hidden for years, but it was nothing that would have adversely affected the job. It was something I hid under my bed at the age of thirteen, and it wasn’t a girlie magazine, but rather one with naked men in it... and if my father had found it, he would have whipped the skin off my bones. Anyway, I figured my sexuality was my business. It didn’t hurt anyone, and I sure as hell had no intention of acting on it. I had no time for that if I wanted to be a good agent. And I did want to succeed in my job. I wanted to show my father that I could be someone... someone he could brag about. He’d sure as hell never brag about me if he knew I liked to masturbate to pictures of naked men.

	So that day, after saying goodbye to the old man, I threw my bag into the back seat of my navy Subaru Impreza and drove unenthusiastically back to headquarters.

	 

	I walked in the direction of Special Agent Burns’ office and nodded politely to the few people who worked diligently in their cubicles. Burns was busy when I arrived, so I waited patiently outside his office until he was off the phone.

	“I didn’t mean to keep you waiting out there, Thomas.” He came out into the hallway.

	“It’s not a problem, Sir,” I told him as I followed him into his office.

	“Did you tell your girl you’d be away for a few weeks, or is there a Mrs. Thomas?”

	“No girl and no wife, Sir.”

	Burns glanced at my file. “I really don’t know much about you at all, Thomas, and I usually make a habit of knowing all my agents. Although you haven’t been with us very long, have you? I’ll crack that veneer of yours yet.” He laughed.

	Veneer?

	“You have an exceptional record, Petrie. Very impressive.”

	“Thank you, Sir.”

	“I should remind you, De Luca is not a prisoner. He is a witness. You are assigned to protect him. He should be treated with the utmost courtesy.”

	Great! Not only did I have to babysit this greaseball, I had to coddle him, too.

	“I need not remind you of—”

	“Our core values include respect for the dignity of all those we protect, compassion, fairness, as well as uncompromising—”

	“Yes.” He put up his hand. “You know your manual well.”

	“Fidelity, bravery, and integrity at all times, Sir. I would never dream of embarrassing this institution.”

	He smiled at me. “Very well.” He reached into his desk and pulled out an envelope. “Everything you need is in here. If you start now, you should arrive at your destination before dark. If you get lost, there’s a number stored in the phone I’ve given you.”

	“I have an excellent sense of direction, Sir.”

	“I’m sure you do, Petrie. Your pay will be deposited in your bank account at the usual time. I suggest you take enough money with you before you leave.”

	“I have already stopped at the cash machine, Sir.”

	“Good man. Okay, off you go. And remember, we’re depending on you to find out who De Luca is protecting.”

	“I’ll do my best.”

	Burns stood up and shook my hand.

	A few minutes later in the parking lot, I opened the envelope I’d been given and removed the special cell phone. I slipped the phone into the pocket of my suit jacket and adjusted my gun holster, which I wore over my shoulder with my Glock 40 tucked neatly inside. In the trunk of my car, I had packed a twelve-gauge shotgun, a rifle and several other weapons. Pretty standard. I adjusted my dark sunglasses and hit the road. A few minutes out of the city limits, I checked my watch against the projected mileage. It was highway for the most part and at a steady eighty to ninety miles per hour. I’d make it to the destination well before the projected arrival time.

	I took a wrong turn once. I lost twenty minutes, then doubled back and made up for lost time as best I could. The destination was a cabin buried deep in the woods. The road was a little difficult to find, and I had lost some of the daylight. When I finally found the road, I was forced to slow the vehicle as I continued. The road was grown over in places and squeezed in by foliage. The tree branches reached down and brushed my windshield, which left me completely blinded for minutes at a time. The road continued for a good while, to a dead end out in the middle of nowhere surrounded by a small lake.

	There were two vehicles parked outside when I drove up, both dark coloured like mine, one a fully loaded Shelby—certainly borrowed from impound—and an SUV. I parked the car and got out. I looked around carefully. It was a matter of habit really to check the environment even if everything appeared to be in check. A man I assumed was an agent stepped out onto the porch and raised a hand to me. He was middle-aged, balding, out of shape, too much desk jockeying.

	“You Petrie, the newbie?” He flashed his badge.

	“Yes,” I said, “Thomas Petrie.” I flashed mine. I could have done without the newbie stuff. I walked over and shook his hand.

	“I’m Dillon. You’re right on time. I’ll just get my stuff. Lennon is inside. Go on in and introduce yourself. She’ll be happy to see you. She doesn’t like being out here, gives her the creeps. Go figure,” he said. “I’m hitting the road.”

	“Shouldn’t you wait until—”

	“Wait for what?” he growled. “You’re here now. He’s not going anywhere.”

	“He tell you anything?”

	“Nope. You won’t get much out of him tonight. He’s sleeping. We brought him out here early this morning about six. He didn’t sleep at all in the car. He played cards with Dillon for a while today, then conked out. This will be the easiest bullshit assignment you’ll ever do, kid. Is it your first?”

	“No, I... I transferred in,” I lied.

	“You can’t be any more than twelve. Transferred in from where, nursery school?”

	“I’m actually twenty-five,” I said stiffly.

	“Oh, you’re that boy wonder I heard about. The Bureau has great hopes for you, kid.”

	I took off my sunglasses.

	“It always helps to take the stick out of your ass first, though,” he chuckled, walking over to the SUV. “Well, ciao.” He waved and got into his vehicle.

	I watched him back up and drive off. “Fucking asshole,” I said under my breath. I walked to the door of the cabin and opened it. When I entered, the female agent turned around quickly from where she stood at the window, her hand near her weapon. She relaxed when I put up my hands. “Agent Petrie,” I told her. I didn’t reach for my badge like in those bad movies.

	She grinned. “Hey, man. Wow. Sorry. Being out here in the sticks makes me jittery. Give me an assassin any day over all these weird noises in the woods.” She picked up her jacket. “Mario is in the other room sleeping.”

	“Mario?” I raised an eyebrow. I took out my badge, but she didn’t bother looking at it.

	“We kind of got on a first-name basis.”

	“Is that wise?”

	She shrugged. “He’s a witness, not a criminal.”

	“He was a criminal until he decided to snitch.”

	“Yeah, well...  Anyway, he’s cool. Well, this is it, buddy. This large room here, kitchen stuff on the left. The wood stove works well. Wood is stacked at the side of the house. No electricity. The kerosene lights work well though, and the small refrigerator over there works on a generator. There are instructions on how to recharge it and stuff. I can’t make any sense of it, so good luck. There is one bedroom, two single beds. No shower, Mother Nature will have to do. The lake is damn cold in the morning, but there is a toilet. You have to flush it by hand... just throw some water down there. The pail is under the sink. The sink runs by pump, so—”

	“Sounds thrilling,” I muttered.

	“Not the assignment you were hoping for, eh?”

	“Not exactly.”

	Lennon walked to the door. “Well, that’s the job. A lot of it is spent sitting around. I’m off. Good luck,” she said. “We could be back. Maybe someone will come up in a while if—”

	“Yeah, I’ve been briefed.” I followed her outside. I took a moment to glance around at my rustic surroundings. Good thing I’d brought along tons of reading material.

	Lennon drove off with a honk of her horn. I’d been tempted to ask her what she was doing driving that kind of car, but they all did it, borrowed cars from impound. It wasn’t ethical really, but I decided to keep my mouth shut about that. It wouldn’t do to get on the bad side of my colleagues.

	I sighed when I glanced back at the cabin. Eight weeks in this place. I went back inside and decided to check the bedroom, just to make sure De Luca was in there where he was supposed to be. I poked my head around the corner, and there was a body turned on its side, covered with blankets and obviously asleep. The bedroom was very small, just big enough for two narrow beds, with hardly any space in between them. One could crash heads if you got up at the same time. Well, we’d get to know each other real well in this place.

	I went back outside and got my bag. There wasn’t much furniture—a kitchen table, three chairs and a sofa with an old, marked up coffee table. An overstuffed armchair which smelled kind of musty was sitting in the corner
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