
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen 

 

 

When they were kids, the trio got really into secret codes. To be fair, what they really got 

into was spy stuff: stories, movies, etc. Codes just became an extension of that and, obviously, of 

their burgeoning computer skills. They started small, checking books about codes and 

codebreakers out of the library, using the rudimentary ones taught in most children’s books on 

the subject when they’d pass notes in class. 

As they got older and smarter, they began devising their own codes. As they grew older, 

still, and their interests narrowed to simply computers, they would still continue to use codes to 

keep those skills sharp. If one of them needed to leave a note for another, it became default to 

encode it, with easy to break ones for urgent messages and tougher codes—maybe even freshly 



made up on the spot—for a casual message, such as wondering what the weekend plans were or 

a happy birthday wish. 

Sitting there on the chair in his computer room, his pulse racing, every nerve gone numb, 

his stomach in knots, face feeling flush, head feeling light, Max was staring at a blast from the 

past. A memory. An impossibility. 

A stick code. 

First used by Ancient Greeks, it involved wrapping a strip around a stick then writing a 

message across it. Once unwrapped, the message was illegible unless you had a stick of the exact 

same length and diameter. The three of them would add extra fun for the receiver by encoding 

the written message, as well. 

He had so many questions. Where did it come from? How did it get on his floor? How 

long had it been there? Did this truly mean they were alive? If so, had they been in his home? 

Did he even have any number two pencils in the house? 

The answer to the last question was “No.” 

He searched all over the house. The closest he came was finding one of those little stubby 

pencils you use while playing mini golf at the back of a drawer in the kitchen. Not only would 

that not work, but he had no idea where it had come from or even the last time he’d played mini 

golf. 

As tired as he was from the flights, his need to decode the message gave him a second 

wind. He drove up to West Des Moines, hoping the Hy-Vee grocery store would have some. 



Something he hadn’t noticed on the drive home from the airport was a car sitting behind an 

abandoned grain silo near his property, but it caught his eye as he headed north to the city.  

Random cars in fields weren’t unheard of, but they were usually much older models with 

at least a few rust patches, if not outright gaping holes, or simply empty bodies with little-to-no 

chassis. This car was a current model, and it was parked like the driver was trying too hard to 

hide. Max made a mental note to look for it on the way back. 

He lucked out at the Hy-Vee. The stationary section was slim pickings, and he was 

worried for a second he’d have to drive over to the Target, and he wanted to get back ASAP. 

Yet, there were three packages of pencils. When he reached up for one, he noticed his fingers 

were twitching. He found it hard to believe, even with the empirical evidence before his eyes, 

that he was so anxious to figure out the code that his adrenaline was jacked up this high. He 

grabbed the pencils and practically power walked to the self-checkout. 

After he passed the silo, he casually checked his rearview mirror. Sure enough, the car 

was still there. 

He called up his camera feeds when back in his computer room. The car at the silo had a 

friend. Both had parked in places that were outside the motion sensor range of the closest 

camera, which explained why none of them had kicked on and alerted him to a presence. The 

fact he had to really scan around and zoom in told Max it was simply dumb luck that these 

people found perfect spots to hide and observe, and not that they knew there was any 

surveillance and where it was placed. They definitely had to be using high-powered binoculars to 

be able to see anything from as far out as they were. He couldn’t zoom close enough for much 

detail, but he could just make out that each vehicle had two people. 



The decoding was going to have to wait. 

 

 

Max waited until after dark. He checked the cameras to make sure the vehicles were still 

out there and, yep, they were. He’d had enough of weapons from his time in the service, so the 

only lethal objects in the house were the kitchen knives and an old wooden Louisville Slugger, 

which he took the time that afternoon to spray paint black. 

He had a dark blue sweatshirt and a pair of black sweatpants which were going to have to 

do as makeshift tactical wear. He also had no face paint, so he reached up into the chimney of his 

fireplace and rubbed his hand in the soot, smearing it as well as he could across the appropriate 

areas of his face. He discovered the bat was still tacky, about which he chose to look at the silver 

lining that maybe it would help him keep a grip on it. The only thing he didn’t have to improvise 

was the pair of night vision binoculars. When it was a nice night out, he liked to sit on the porch 

and watch the nocturnal wildlife around the property. 

He slipped out the backdoor and, keeping to the shadows as best he could under the light 

of a waxing quarter Moon, made his way to the closer of the two vehicles. It was the second one, 

the one he spotted on camera. In the green hue of the binoculars, Max could make out the two 

men, dressed to appear as hunters. Yet, no amount of disguise would ever hide the fact that these 

guys were hired guns. Not only did they have heavy-straight-out-of-central-casting features, but 

they were way too buff—he believed the current term was swole—for their hunting garb, the 

camo jackets bulging to the near-burst degree. Even their truck was trying too hard to look beat 

up and rusty. 



He, then, made his way over close to the car behind the silo, hoping that it wasn’t a 

second group of thugs. When he finally found them with his binoculars, he exhaled in relief. 

Based on the stuffy suits and conservative hairstyles, the man and woman in the sedan were 

obviously Feds. He completely understood why they were there, but Max had no clue who the 

slabs of beef could be working for. He decided it was time to ask for a little help. 

He left the bat where he’d placed it on the ground to use the binoculars and carefully 

made his way across the field. He got to within a hundred feet—much closer than he’d expected 

to get---before the Fed in the passenger seat noticed Max. The woman nearly jumped out of her 

skin, which equally startled her partner. The agents quickly regained their composure and 

scrambled out of the car, guns drawn. 

“Freeze,” the male agent yelled. “Hands where we can see them!” 

That last command was redundant, seeing how Max had approached the car with his 

hands in the air, not wanting to get accidently shot. He raised his eyebrows and slightly waved 

both hands to show where they already were. 

“Oh…um…” His embarrassment turned to frustration. “You know what I mean.” 

“OK. Sorry to spook you,” Max responded. 

“You didn’t—” the female agent began. 

“Fuck you, Calvert,” her partner interrupted. “What the hell are you doing here?” 

“Well, first of all, a rundown silo in a mostly open field is not the best hiding spot. I saw 

you this afternoon.” 

The agents glanced at each other, and the female muttered, “I told you…” 



“Second,” Max continued, “I’m assuming you’re here under orders from Hanigan?” 

“That’s none of your business,” the man answered. 

“That’s a ‘Yes.’ You are really bad at lying, my man.” 

The female smiled and stifled a laugh. 

Max went on, “I’m also assuming that the two mooks in the other car aren’t yours.” 

“’Mooks?’” 

“Detective novel slang. Jesus, read some Chandler or Hammett sometime. The two guys 

parked about three miles that way,” he pointed, “just past that copse of trees. And, before you 

ask, copse means small group or clump.” 

“I know what copse…no, they aren’t with us. We’re the only ones assigned to watch 

you.” 

“Then, I suggest you might want to find out why they’re here.” He glanced around, 

pretending to see if anyone was listening, then lowered his voice to a stage whisper. “I think they 

may be up to no good.” 

The two Feds looked at each other, nodded and finally lowered their guns. The male 

agent jerked his head in the direction they needed to go and, before they walked away, pointed at 

Max. “You stay put until we come back.” 

After the agents were swallowed by the darkness of the woods, Max went back to pick up 

his bat, then followed them at a reasonable distance. 



The Feds found the truck without too much difficulty, approaching it from behind. The 

male agent circled around the driver’s side, staying in the cover of the trees. Once in position, he 

popped out, gun at the ready, aiming at the driver. His partner did the same, covering the rear. 

“You two,” the male agent yelled, “hands where we can see them! Slowly!” 

The only action the two thugs made was turning their heads to look at each other, then 

back forward to dead stare the agent. 

“I won’t say it again! Hands! Now!” 

The driver started the truck. 

“Turn the engine off, or we will shoot!” 

In what appeared like one smooth move, the driver threw the truck into gear and gunned 

it. He aimed straight at the Fed. The man tried to jump out of the way, but the couple seconds it 

took for his brain to register what had happened were costly. The corner of the vehicle struck 

him while in mid-leap, adding to his momentum and tossing him back and into a tree. His body 

bounced off the tree, the back of his skull leaving a dark red smear on the bark. 

The female agent fired her weapon until empty. The volley shattered the back window, 

with one bullet clipping the right-front edge of the driver’s forehead and the very next slug 

punching into the back of his head and out the left eye socket. As his body slumped over, the 

truck swerved and slammed into a tree. The passenger thug caromed off the dash and into the 

door, which popped open, spilling him onto the ground. He shook his head to clear it, then 

scrambled to his feet and ran. 



The female agent had paused to reload, so she didn’t notice the thug until he was already 

at full speed and disappearing into the dark. 

The man heard the Fed shout something, then heard a shot fired. He didn’t dare look back 

for fear it might slow him down. He even picked up some adrenaline-assisted speed. Suddenly, 

all his forward thrust stopped, reversed and he found himself landing on his back, all the air 

knocked from him. 

Max had witnessed everything. When the thug ran, he cut across at an angle, getting 

ahead of the man. He hid behind a tree and, when the man was close, Max swung the bat with all 

his might. It caught the thug under the chin, where the throat met the jaw, at enough of an 

upward curve that it lifted the guy before forcing him backward. It also left a smear of paint 

along the contact area. 

Without thinking, Max jumped onto the man, searched him for a weapon, found the gun 

in its shoulder holster and tossed it as far as he could. Then he put him into a technical mount, a 

Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu hold a friend overseas had taught him. He rolled the thug onto his right side, 

placed his left leg over the man and his right knee between the shoulder blades, then wrapped the 

man’s left arm around his neck. 

Max hadn’t been holding the thug very long when he heard footsteps and the female Fed 

came into view. “Toss me your cuffs,” he called out to her. As he was restraining the man, she 

got on her cell and called for help, including an ambulance. Max helped her with the directions 

to their exact location. 



With the thug thoroughly handcuffed, Max stood and said, “You’ve got this from here, so 

I’ll be going, now.” He picked up his bat, noticing there was now a big crack running through the 

barrel. 

“You’re not going anywhere. There’s going to be plenty of questions.” 

“No doubt. Probably better if you handle them, don’t you think.” He started walking 

home. “You know where I live if you really need me for anything.” 

Between needing to keep an eye on her suspect and needing to stay where she could 

easily be found by the coming assistance, she felt helpless to stop Max and just let him walk 

away. She looked down at the thug, cocked her head in bewilderment and called out, “Hey! 

What’s this black stuff on him?!” 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen 

 

 

Max was tired. 

Tired of getting distracted from decoding Rich and Vanessa’s message. 

Also, just plain tired. Sleepy. Beat. Dead on his feet. Pooped. 

He didn’t want to even think about the last time he got some shuteye. That would just 

wipe him out even more. Though, he knew if he went to bed before cracking the code, he’d 

never fall asleep. That’s why he headed straight to the computer room when he arrived home. 

He tore the cellophane off the package of pencils and wrapped the strip around one. As 

per their usual tactic, the message was encoded. He recognized it as a Caesar cipher, after Julius, 

who would use it to encrypt military messages. It’s also known as a shift cipher, because it 



simply shifts the letters of the alphabet over a certain number and substitutes that letter for its 

normal counterpart. You just need to know that shift number. 

Max had no clue what it could be. 

He sat back and started thinking about it. Before long, he found felt the fatigue beginning 

to finally take over, causing him to nod off a few times. The last time his eyes began to close, 

they also fell on the photo he borrowed from Frank and Sarah. His eyelids snapped open, he sat 

bolt upright and grabbed the picture. 

Rich and Vanessa were each holding up one hand, the fingers giving a peace sign. 

Why hadn’t he noticed this before? 

The answer was simple. He was so concentrated on their faces—how they looked and 

how recent the picture may have been taken—and figuring out the background. 

Even so, would he have paid attention to this innocuous gesture had he not been looking 

for such a clue? That was an even simpler answer: no. He knew this for a fact because he had 

looked at the photo many times, obviously seeing their hands, and he’d never allowed his mind 

to register it in any way. 

That had to be his answer. 

He first tried the number four, but the initial few letters were coming up gibberish, so that 

wasn’t it. So, he tried twenty-two, and struck oil. At least, he felt like he had…until he read the 

message. He had no idea what it meant, despite its straightforwardness. He read it over and over, 

trying to think of what he had from them that might hold the key to the message. 



The fatigue settled in, again, this time accompanied by a throbbing headache. It was too 

late, he was too tired and he would think better after some sleep. He tossed the photo and the pad 

of paper he’d written the decoded message on into his safe. He went to the kitchen and, using 

one of the burners on his gas stove, set the strip on fire and dropped it into the sink. Once it was a 

black smear of ash, he washed it down the drain and headed up to bed. His last thoughts of the 

day, recited mantra-like in his brain, helping him drift off to dreamland, was the message sent by 

his friends, either through time or from the afterlife: 

You have the location and meeting day. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen 

 

 

It took Max some time to figure out if the pounding was in his head or coming to him 

from outside his body. His mind finally completed its upward drift out of the fog of sleep, and it 

became evident the noise was someone at his front door. He rolled to the edge of his bed, swung 

his feet around to the floor, rubbed his eyes, then his temples. 

The pounding continued. 

He made his way downstairs, opening the door to find Hanigan and Myers on his porch. 

“If it isn’t Ren and Stimpy,” he remarked, his voice sounding first-words-of-the-day hoarse. 

Myers took in Max’s rough appearance and said, “Jesus. You just get up? It’s almost 

noon.” 



“Long night. Though, you probably know that.” 

Hanigan held up his hand to prevent any further confrontation. “May we come in?” 

Max didn’t have the energy to resist, so he nodded and stood aside for them. As he shut 

the door, he offered, “Coffee?” The agents accepted and Max trudged into the kitchen and started 

the Mr. Coffee. The men sat on the barstools at the side counter. Max set the sugar bowl and a 

carton of creamer in front of them. 

“So,” Hanigan began, jumping right into the deep end, “want to tell us what last night 

was about?” 

“You probably have more info than I do.” 

“Humor us.” 

Max sighed. “Fine. As far as I know, I helped your two agents stop a couple guys who 

were probably here to kill me. Eventually, at least. By the way, how’s the guy?” 

“Serious concussion. Several broken bones. Very nearly had a punctured lung, but the rib 

stopped in time. He’ll be fine, but it’ll take a while. A long while. He might not ever see the 

field, again, though,” he made the gesture, “fingers crossed for him.” 

“Glad to hear it.” 

Myers made a derisive sound and said, “Are you?” 

Max spun on him. “Listen, I may not like you guys on a personal level, but I’m not so 

callous to want to see you hurt. I’ve seen enough pain and suffering to last a few lifetimes. I 

don’t wish it on anyone. Not even you.” 



The coffee had finished brewing, so Max took the opportunity to cool down and pour the 

hot joe. 

Hanigan took a sip, then asked, “You know who these guys were?” 

Max shook his head. “No clue. You get anything out of the one I nabbed” 

“’Nabbed?’” 

“Nabbed. Bludgeoned. Tomato. Potato.” 

Hanigan glanced at Myers, who gave him a look back. “No. We…um…we couldn’t. He 

killed himself in his cell, early this morning.” 

Max almost dropped his mug. “What? How?” 

“From what we could tell, he smacked his jaw into the wall until it loosened one of his 

lower canines. Then, he pulled it out and used the root to slit his wrists.” 

“Gaahh. That’s determination. And tells me he was a professional.” 

Hanigan nodded. “So, no idea about them? You haven’t pissed anyone off, lately? 

Besides us?” 

“Not that I’m aware of.” 

“Not even during the time you dropped off the grid between Geneva and Toronto?” 

Max paused and tried to sound as sincere as possible. “I have no idea what you’re talking 

about.” 

“So, you were never in Lyon?” 



“As in France?” 

“You know any other,” Myers chimed in as he took a sip. 

“Well, since there’s a Paris, Texas, I’m going to assume there’s a Lyon somewhere in the 

U.S.” 

“You weren’t registered in any hotel,” Hanigan said, “or on any passenger list of any 

kind. There’s no record of you renting a car. Nothing from the time you left Geneva until you 

bought a ticket to New York in Toronto. Mind telling us how you got there?” 

“By plane.” 

“More specifically?” 

“Airplane.” 

Hanigan slowly clenched his fist and took a deep breath. “I don’t want to have to take 

you in and go through the whole rigamarole of formally charging you with a crime when we can 

take care of things through pleasant conversation. But if you keep this up, you’ll force my hand.” 

“What can you charge me with?” 

“Last night’s assault and battery,” Hanigan said with a smile. 

“Oh yeah. That. OK, if you want the truth, I met an old friend of Rich and V in Geneva. 

She’s a very wealthy woman. She invited me to stay at her villa in Tuscany for a few days, then 

flew me back in her private jet. She had business in Toronto, so I hitched to there, then made my 

way back.” Max had to admit it wasn’t a bad cover story, especially on the fly, like that. 

“What would her name happen to be?” 



“That I won’t tell. I’m a gentleman, after all.” 

“Fine.” Hanigan took a sip from his coffee, turning in his seat as he did, so he could look 

at the living room. “By the by, where exactly is your secret room?” 

“My what, now?” 

Hanigan turned back to face Max. “The secret room. You know, where your real 

computer is.” 

“I’m sorry, I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

“Really? Because the dimensions of your living room in comparison to the outer 

dimensions of the house say different.” 

Max stared at them staring at him. After holding their gaze for a bit, he responded, “Tell 

you what. As an act of good faith, I’ll show it to you. That’s it, though. You can look, but no 

touching.” 

“Agreed.” 

They followed him across the room to the bookcase. Max opened the door and let them 

have a gander at what was inside. Then, just as quickly, Max closed the door, saying, “That’s all. 

Just a peek. Anymore and you’ll have to talk to my pimp.” 

“You know I can just get a warrant, right?” 

“If you could, you would’ve already. Besides, then you’d lose me as a lead. Your only 

lead, I might add. You’d also risk losing any evidence I might have. There’s no way you know 

the safeguards I have on my devices, what methods of data destruction you would trigger trying 



to get access to my drives. And, trust me, any so-called computer expert you’d bring in wouldn’t 

last more than two minutes before everything went poof.” 

Hanigan said nothing. He just smiled, walked back to the counter and finished off his 

coffee in one gulp. He nodded to Myers, who walked over to the front door and exited. As 

Hanigan stepped though the doorway, he pointed at the business card still stuck in the jamb and 

said, “You have my number.” 

“I like it there. When the wind blows, it makes the house sound like a real motorcycle.” 

 

 

For the rest of the day, Max decided to occupy himself with chores, hoping not actively 

thinking about Rich and Vanessa’s message would get his subconscious working. He cleaned 

both the bathroom and the kitchen. He went outside and used a special hose attachment to clean 

the house’s windows. He changed all the outdoor lightbulbs. 

Nothing. 

Not one damn clue. 

He went back inside, to the computer room. He started to do his books for the month. He 

pulled up his normal, everyday bank account to transfer money into checking for the upcoming 

bills. When he saw the account number, something began tickling at the back of his brain. He 

stared at it a little longer before it clicked: the odd reactions the two tellers had when they 

verified his accounts. 



He pulled up the Cayman and Geneva accounts. Then, using some of his latent hacking 

skills, dug into the banks’ sites. His suspicions were confirmed. The numbers on his accounts 

didn’t match what the banks typically gave out to customers. 

He went back to his own numbers. With the message at the front of his mind, he saw 

them in a different light. The numbers for the Geneva bank account had a kind of jumbled 

appearance to them, meaning they were probably a code. The most likely of which would be a 

simple substitution cipher, where numbers were assigned to letters. Once again, he would need 

the key number. 

On the supposition that his pals wouldn’t make things too difficult for him, he turned 

back to the clue from the photo. He tried using four as the key this time, and it worked perfectly. 

Well, not at first, but it took him no time to realize most of the coded message was supposed to 

be words, yet it also contained numbers: 14th of the month 2pm. 

The Cayman account numbers looked more symmetrical, as if they stood for something. 

His military brain took over, here, when he figured out they were coordinates. He split the six 

pairs, giving him the exact degrees, minutes and seconds of the meeting spot. He fed them into 

Google, did a double take, followed by a double check, then said, “You’ve got to be kidding 

me.” 

Four days from now he needed to be at the Java Spot coffee house. 

In Toronto. 


