
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prologue 

 

 

He struck the wooden match on the frame of the cabin’s front door. 

He watched the flame flare and recede, letting it burn down a little. 

He repositioned his fingers and flicked it into the cabin where it landed a few feet away. 

Not far, but far enough. 

The kerosene caught instantly, the flame growing quickly, spreading even faster. 

He admired the fire for as long as he felt safe, then turned and hopped down the porch 

steps. 

She was sitting on the car’s hood, fascination filling her eyes as she watched the 

conflagration build. 



He leaned against the grille next to her. 

She readjusted herself so he was between her legs, wrapped her arms around him and 

placed her head on his shoulder. 

He reached up and stroked her hair. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The unconscious bodies inside the cabin never felt a thing… 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter One 

 

 

One Year Later… 

 

The morning air was crisp. The mug was hot. The morning sky was a sharp blue. The 

coffee was pitch black. The porch swing was just ever-so-slightly squeaky. Everything was just 

as he liked it. 

Max Calvert stared out toward the warming horizon, way on the other side of the flat 

expanse of field across the road from his farmhouse, letting his mind drift. He was soon going to 

have to choose which of the local farmers got the privilege of paying him to farm that land this 

coming season. When Jeb Turkel died last November, the offers filled up his inbox the very next 

day. A more cynical man would’ve thought it callous, but Max knew these men were mourning 



Jeb’s death just as much as he was – he was the kindest old coot to ever talk an ear off – but they 

also had families to think of, and farmland like that didn’t become available every day. 

Still, Max had a while before a final decision needed to be made, so he let the thought 

float from his mind, sipped his java, let the sway of his body compose some sweet Porch Music 

and focused on the beauty of this spring morning. 

He had almost matched the swing’s squeak to the chirp of a nearby cardinal when he 

heard the distant engine. He glanced up the road and saw an SUV just popping over the rise. Had 

it been any other type of four-wheel drive vehicle, in any other color than black, he wouldn’t 

have given it a second thought. But his soldier’s mind did, and that second thought was, of 

course, “Government.” 

Max didn’t move, wasn’t about to give the occupant the satisfaction of knowing he’d 

noticed them, yet. He went back to focusing on the horizon as if nothing was unusual about this 

arrival. The SUV crunched its way up the gravel drive, and two men in dark suits got out, the one 

from the passenger side was wearing aviators. With synchronization that only comes from 

practice, the duo held up their badges, the blue lettering on white contrasting with the dark 

leather. 

“Max Calvert?” the driver asked. 

Max shrugged in resignment and replied, “I’m guessing you’ve seen my service pic, so 

no use lying.” 

With nearly the same precision with which they retrieved them, the agents replaced the 

badges and began to advance. The talker continued, “Mr. Calvert, I’m Special Agent Hanigan. 



This,” indicating with a slight backward nod, “is Special Agent Myers. We’d like to talk to you a 

moment.” 

Max stood, moved to the railing and tossed what was left of his coffee toward Hanigan’s 

feet. The duo stopped walking and Max asked, “And this little chat would be in regard to what, 

exactly?” 

“Richard Gold and Vanessa Watkins.” 

Of all the topics the government could be concerned with, this was not what he was 

expecting, and it threw him. He did his best to retain his composure, but he knew he had to have 

revealed a tell, no matter how slight. “That’ll be a short conversation. Rich is up at Resthaven. 

No idea where V was sent. Wherever her father lives, I’m guessing.” 

“That would be Boise.” 

“There you go. You need to check on Rich, I can draw you a map to the grave.” 

“Yes, well, that probably won’t be necessary. Can we talk inside?” 

Max eyed them both, taking longer than needed while enjoying the sensation of making 

them wait. “Just you. Maverick stays out here.” 

The agents exchanged a look. Myers nodded, but the lower half of his face looked pissed. 

He folded his arms and leaned on the car’s grill. Max opened the door and gestured to Hanigan. 

As the agent passed him, he asked, “Does the Bureau require your suits to match your car, or are 

you two just whimsical?” 

Hanigan stepped to the middle of the living room and took a cursory look around, 

pausing almost imperceptibly when he saw the laptop. Max left the front door open, mostly to 



keep an eye on the other feeb, but the atmosphere had gotten too heavy with their presence and 

he needed the extra airflow. 

Hanigan inquired, “Anyone else here?” 

Max cut to the chase, “What’s this all about?” 

Hanigan’s face went stern and he repeated, “Anyone. Else. Here?” 

Trying to mirror the agent’s expression, Max replied, “Fuck. You.” 

Hanigan picked up the laptop with one hand and in a fluid, effortless motion threw it 

toward Max. It sailed past him, out the front door and into the waiting hands of Myers, who had 

silently maneuvered onto the porch. In a flash, the agent leaped over the steps to the ground and 

zipped around to the rear of their SUV. 

“Hey!” Max yelled. He made to go after the man but was stopped by a heavy hand 

clapped on his left shoulder. Max instinctively dipped and spun around, slipping from Hanigan’s 

grip, his right fist already shooting for the uppercut. The agent’s arm slapped away the punch 

like it was an annoying insect, as his knee drove itself home in Max’s crotch. 

Hanigan looked at the crumpled heap of human on the floor. “We good?” Max groaned, 

followed by a nod. “Glad to hear it,” the agent continued. “Feel free to take a moment.” 

While Max slowly dragged himself across to the couch, Hanigan busied himself by 

checking every room of the house, including the basement. Satisfied they were alone, he returned 

to the front door. Leaning against the frame, he took out a pack of Camels and lit up. 

“Must you?” Max croaked. 

“I’ll make sure I blow outside.” 



“Still gets in. Air flow…dumbass.” 

Hanigan locked eyes with Max, took a long, defiant drag, turned his head to face the 

outdoors and exhaled. By the time he finished the cigarette, Myers returned with the laptop. 

“It’s clean. Almost perfectly so. He doesn’t even visit porn sites more than a couple times 

a month.” 

Max grinned and said, “Some of us have an imagination.” 

Hanigan returned the computer to its original table, then turned to Max and asked, “So, 

where’s your other computer?” 

“You went through the place. If you didn’t find one, then that’s all I have.” 

Hanigan sighed. “We’ll put a pin in that for the moment. What I need to know is if 

you’ve been in contact with either Gold or Watkins in the past two months.” 

Max didn’t know what to make of this. He gaped at Hanigan, then at Myers, then back to 

Hanigan. “Are you serious? Since you probably didn’t find a Ouija board during your search, 

either, then the answer’s ‘No.’” Hanigan silently studied his face for a long time, long enough to 

make Max a touch nervous. “Let me go back to my first question: What is this all about?” 

The agent sat in the nearest chair, giving off a more relaxed air. He even propped his 

right leg on his left. “How much do you know about Gold and Watkins’ activities prior to a year 

ago?” 

“I know they were doing a bunch of black hat work. Until a couple years before the fire, I 

figured they were playing Robin Hood, then I found out about all the money they kept.” 

“Do you have any idea what became of the money?” 



“Like I said to your people at the time: No. They were experts at hiding things, even from 

me. The fact you didn’t catch onto them until they died should’ve told you that.” 

“That’s not quite true.” 

Max’s ears got hot. “What’s not?” 

Myers chimed in, all cocky-like, “We were onto them way before they croaked.” 

Max shot him a dirty look, then addressed Hanigan, “Aren’t you supposed to be grinding 

an organ for him?” 

Hanigan gave Myers a ‘Be quiet’ look, then continued, “He’s right, though. We had 

finally figured out their signature about five or six months before the fire. We were in the middle 

of sorting through the evidence on our end and compiling what we could to add to Interpol’s case 

when we got word about their deaths.” 

Max had a good idea where this was heading, but he knew he couldn’t let on. “Am I 

supposed to feel sorry that you didn’t get to convict my friends?” 

“That’s not what I’m getting at.” He paused, trying to be tactful. 

Max saw right through him, “What, then?” 

“Our branch in San Antonio was working on a case last month, tracking a black hat who 

appeared to be testing the waters for something much bigger. One of the cyber techs there used 

to be on our team, and was when we were after Gold and Watkins.” Max really wished Hanigan 

would stop referring to them like that, but he hadn’t earned the right to call them anything more 

familiar, so he let it slide. “She was checking on a hack that eventually turned out to be unrelated 

to their case, but she thought the signature looked familiar.” 



“Let me guess. Theirs.” 

“Yes. Well…maybe. Jury’s still out. See, she sent it back to us in D.C. It’s a lot like 

theirs, but it’s off just enough to have us second guessing.” 

“What’s there to second guess? Someone’s obviously mimicking them. They had quite 

the legion of fans.” 

Hanigan sat back in the chair and exhaled. “I’m not so convinced it’s a copycat.” 

Max felt the blood leave his head. “You can’t be serious.” 

“People fake their deaths all the time. Your friends not only had the talent, they also had 

the resources and connections to create new identities. Whole new lives.” 

“So…” Max found his throat had gone Sahara dry, “…you think I’m harboring them? 

That it?” 

Hanigan motioned to indicate his previous search and responded, “Oh, that? Merely 

formality. I was ninety-nine point nine nine percent certain they weren’t here. And, now I’m at 

the exact same amount of certainty you haven’t been in contact with them.” 

“Of…of course not. They’re dead. End of story.” 

“Are they?” Hanigan raised an eyebrow and repeated, “Are they?” 

Max tried to will his salivary glands to start working again. He half-swallowed and 

rasped, “You can leave, now.” 

“Right,” the agent said, giving the arms of the chair a healthy slap as he stood. “We’ve 

got a flight to catch, anyway.” 



Myers was already at the passenger side door of the SUV by the time Hanigan reached to 

front door. He stopped, wedged a business card into a crack in the doorjamb and turned back to 

Max. “Just in case.” 

Max watched the vehicle until it disappeared back over the rise in the road, then he shut 

and locked the door. He hadn’t removed the card. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two 

 

 

The three of them had always been outsiders. Well, at the beginning it was just Rich and 

Max. Vanessa didn’t move to Crossroads Park Elementary until third grade. She was a weird 

little girl, hair unkempt, glasses always askew, clothes from the bargain bin, but she was just as 

much into computers as the two boys were. 

All three were only children and they became a veritable Three Musketeers. 

Rich was almost a carbon copy of Vanessa, except for the glasses. The two of them 

clicked instantly, so it wasn’t any surprise once hormones reared their head that it was that duo 

who hooked up. People probably looked upon Max with some pity, like he’d become a third 

wheel sometime during puberty, but it was never an issue with him. Looking back years later, he 

realized there must have been some knowledge deep within the primal centers of his brain that 



simply accepted them as a couple. Besides, he was always more interested in the unattainable 

girls, always punching way above his weight class, always to get KOed in the first five seconds. 

In elementary school, they spent more time in the computer lab during free times and 

recesses than with the other kids, who were only interested in kickball or the swings or passing 

notes about who liked who. By the time they reached junior high, the trio had become adept at 

minor hacking. Namely this involved changing other kids’ grades or what was on the lunch 

menu. 

They got more daring in high school and began charging for the grade changes, making 

enough in the first semester of freshman year that Max bought his first car, a ten-year-old dark 

red IROC, a full year before he could legally drive it. He spent that year well, though, using more 

of the other students’ cash to fix it up to near-cherry. Rich spent his funds on a top of the line 

computer set up, eventually using his skills to juice it up beyond a capacity only seen in the 

wildest of computer jocks’ dreams. Vanessa was always the practical one: She put her money in 

the bank. 

Granted, the bank she used was in the Caymans. 

In November of their junior year, Rich lost his parents: ice storm, slick roads, drunk 

driver crossed the line, that old chestnut. He went to live with his grandparents, which wasn’t a 

huge move since they lived a mere two miles away in the Valley Junction neighborhood. Rich 

made the basement his sanctum, and even had his own entrance so he didn’t have to bother his 

grandparents with his high schooler nocturnality. The trio spent a lot of time in that basement, 

perfecting their skills, testing the security of the systems of many multinational corporations and 

government agencies, testing the security of their homemade ISP hiding software, slipping past 



the protocols of nearly everywhere they hacked and even dipping their toes into the darker exit 

ramps on the info superhighway. 

They were members of the class of 2002, which, of course, meant the world was rocked 

with our national tragedy just a couple weeks into their senior year. Max got swept up into the 

post-9/11 patriotism and enlisted, leaving for Basic Training days after graduation. It was during 

this time he discovered his latent athleticism. If he’d known it was there earlier, maybe he 

could’ve used it to be a jock and attract those girls who always shot him down. Ifs and Buts, and 

all that, though. His computer skills were noted very early on, and he was encouraged to take the 

elite training path. He spent six tours in special ops before transferring over to train the next 

generation in both the physical and the computer aspects of the job. He remained there until 

about four years ago, moving back to Iowa after retirement and, with a little help from Rich and 

Vanessa, buying his farm in an area southwest of Des Moines and near absolutely nowhere. 

The other two followed the path most expected them to take: college. Sick of the cold, 

they headed straight to Cal Tech, graduating with honors. This surprised Max since he would 

have put even money on them getting sick of the whole academia process and dropping out by 

sophomore year. Yet, dropping out held off for a bit longer. 

They both took lucrative careers, making good salaries making good use of their skills. 

Rich went into cybersecurity, working for a top five firm in the field. Vanessa went into 

programming, helping develop or create several well-known utilities used by businesses around 

the globe. Despite their success, there was always that feeling, that hole in their excitement that 

could only be filled with darkness. 



They started dipping their toes again, exploring the dark web to see just what was out 

there, how things had changed over the years. While most couples spent their weekends 

antiquing or brunching or dog parking, they spent theirs eavesdropping and keylogging. When 

they finally felt they had their sea legs back, they began a full-on assault. 

They went after all kinds of big fish. Corporations. Governments. Organizations. Cults. 

Megachurches. If they had too much money, too much power, too much undue influence, too 

much negative environmental impact, too little heart, too little soul, too little concern for the 

world, for the little guy, for our future then they were paid a visit. 

It was around this time when they disappeared. 

 

 

Max had to admit that Hanigan appeared to be a pretty competent Fed. He didn’t like 

admitting that, even to himself, but he couldn’t get his mind to agree with his feelings. Especially 

the feeling of pain in both his crotch and his soldier’s ego. He hadn’t realized how rusty he’d 

gotten until Hanigan got that lucky kick in on him. Though, as competent as he appeared, he 

wasn’t nearly as observant as he probably thought he was, or he would’ve noticed the 

discrepancy in the outer dimensions of the house and the size of the living room. 

A bookshelf took up most of one wall, leaving just enough space on either side for 

several framed photos. They were all from various points in his life, featuring family and the 

various friends, mostly military—from several different branches, including foreign ones—he 

had made over the years. Of course, prominently displayed at shoulder height on the right side 

was his favorite picture: the three of them back in high school, posing with the old IROC outside 



Rich’s grandparents’ house. It was taken right before the homecoming game their senior year. 

The stadium at that time was still at its old location on 8th street in Valley Junction, just a block 

and a half north of the house, so they would always park there for games, even before Rich was 

living there full time. 

Every time he looked at this picture, Max smiled at the memory and his heart would ache 

for those times. Most likely due to his visitors, but the ache was stronger today, the smile more 

sentimental. He reached up and gave it a gentle touch, lingering there for a moment before giving 

it a light push. The magnetic push latch popped open and the frame swung out on its hidden 

hinges to reveal the handprint scanner, courtesy of the man with him in the photo hanging 

directly above this secret panel: George Davies, former officer in the British Army and current 

construction contractor with the means to acquire any specialty hardware one might need, either 

for home, business or personal use. When he heard the familiar click, Max pulled on the 

bookcase/door. It smoothly slid open, being situated on a specialized base designed for easy 

opening and to also not leave any telltale marks on the floor. 

The room was basically a modified panic room, which it was still used for by Max 

whenever tornadic activity threatened the area. Inside was his real computer setup, along with a 

rather sophisticated—maybe a touch excessive, as some (George) would say—security array. He 

had top of the line cameras, complete with motion sensors and night vision, not only all over his 

own property, but several spread out within a two-mile radius. Sure, he mostly caught sight of 

the local wildlife, especially deer and squirrels, yet had he been in here rather than on his porch, 

he would’ve known the agents were coming much earlier. 

After the computer booted up, he began sifting through every site he could think of for 

signs of Rich and Vanessa, in both the light and the dark sides. There were a few small leads, 



mainly people speculating about their return to action, but none of them led to anything concrete. 

Maybe Hanigan was just fishing, maybe he also believed it was a copycat, whatever this 

supposed evidence he had was. 

If they were still alive, there was only one person they’d risk discovery to check on his 

welfare. 


