
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty 

 

 

One year ago… 

 

Ryan Hill was sitting in his home office, working at his computer. He was checking on 

several of his little side projects, seeing how they were doing. Currently, he was making a very 

tidy profit. 

He was in the middle of a complicated reconfiguration of some data when his phone rang. 

“Dave-O! How’s it hangin’, buddy?” 

“Good. You?” 

“Cannot complain. Cannot complain. To what do I owe the pleasure?” 



“Well, Rachel and I had a little weekend getaway planned with one of my co-workers and 

his wife. Grayson Chung. You met him that time we ran into each other. I was having lunch with 

him.” 

“Right! Grayson. I think I remember him.” 

“Anyway, the four of us were supposed to go to this cabin we rented, but they had to 

cancel. Sandra’s—that’s Grayson’s wife—Sandra’s uncle or cousin died. One of those relatives. 

Obviously, they had to back out, so we were wondering if you two were free?” 

“This weekend?” 

“Yep. It’ll be fun! Some hiking. A little fishing. A lot of drinking. What do you say?” 

“Let me just check.” Ryan turned his face away from the phone. “Hun?!” 

“Yeah, babe,” came the reply. Becky was in the living room, reading a magazine on her 

tablet. 

“Feel like going to a cabin with Dave and Rach this weekend?!” 

There was a pause while she mentally checked her calendar. “I can’t think of why not! 

Sounds fun!” 

Ryan turned back to the phone. “She says it sounds fun.” 

“Great! How about we drive, pick you up around six on Friday?” 

“Sounds like a plan, Stan!” 

“Cool! See you then.” 

 



 

The cabin was remote with a capital R. Ryan began to note the time once he realized over 

an hour had passed since they’d pulled out of the driveway. The fact that most of the trip was on 

two-lanes and back roads was also a clue, the last stretch of which winding through a wooded 

area so thick you couldn’t tell if it was still daylight. 

Finally, they got to the cabin. It was a cute little place, modern but designed to have that 

rustic feel. The main part—living, dining and kitchen—was all one open room. Two bedrooms, 

each with their own bathrooms, flanked either side of the main room. Neither room was bigger 

than the other, eliminating that discussion among its guests. 

After they had settled into their rooms, David got to work on dinner while Rachel fixed 

everyone drinks. He threw chicken breasts onto a stove top grill pan and began making a salad 

while keeping an eye on the meat. Ryan quickly downed his scotch, long before Rachel had 

finished the martinis for her and David, and asked for another. She poured the drink and took it 

over to him. 

Ryan decided to sip this round, already feeling a slight hit from the first glass. The ladies 

were sitting at the dining table, chatting away. He was bored, so he got up from the couch and 

joined David in the kitchen, who was in the midst of tossing the salad. 

“Need any assistance, there, Davey?” 

“Not at the moment. Everything’s cooking up fine. If you want to sit back down, it won’t 

be long.” 



“That’s OK. Kinda boring over there, anyway.” Ryan leaned against the refrigerator and 

looked at the cooking meal. He noticed a couple odd things when he did this: 

He was feeling more drunk than he should for as little as he’d had. 

There were only two chicken breasts in the pan. 

“Hey, Dave. Shouldn’t there be more food?” 

“Nope,” David replied, matter-of-factly. 

“Really? You think this will be enough?” 

“Seeing that you and Becky will be sleeping through dinner, there’s plenty.” 

“Huh?!” Ryan spun his head to look at David, and it took a minute for the world to catch 

up. He tried to focus on his friend, but everything was getting fuzzy. He thought he heard Becky 

call out his name, followed by a heavy thud. His glass slipped from his grasp, shattering on the 

floor right at his feet and covering his shoes in scotch. He fell forward, into David’s waiting 

arms, then it all went black. 

 

 

Becky’s eyelids felt as if they were held down by bricks. 

She got them open just enough to see the out-of-focus shapes seated at the table. 

She couldn’t move, felt restricted. 

She must have made a noise, because the fuzzy shapes stopped and turned. 



“Aww, look. She’s trying to wake up.” 

“She can’t yet, can she?” 

“No. She didn’t get nearly as much as Ryan, but she still got plenty.” 

Her mouth felt filled with cotton. 

“I think she might be thirsty,” one of the shapes said before taking a sip of something. 

“That will be…” 

Becky passed out, again. 

 

 

A loud crack. 

Sharp pain in the cheek. 

David’s voice, so loud, yelling, “Wake up!” 

Ryan opened his eyes, but not without a struggle. His head was pounding, his mouth was 

dry as the Sahara, his shoulders ached, his hands were numb and tingling. It took a little bit of 

time and a whole lot of blinking to see straight. 

He was in a chair with his ankles tied to the front legs and his arms tied behind him. 

Becky was directly across from him, sitting the same way. She was awake but scared and crying. 

Rachel was standing behind Becky, holding a knife to her throat. 

David stepped into view, close to Rachel. “Are you good,” he asked. 



Ryan realized the question was directed to him. He nodded. 

“Can you talk?” 

His voice was raspy but functional. “Yes.” 

“Good. Let’s start with a simple question. Where’s our money?” 

“What? I…I don’t…” 

David nodded to Rachel. She pressed the knife harder into Becky’s neck, barely piercing 

the skin so that a few droplets of blood skittered across the blade. Becky let out a cry. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” 

“Bullshit! Where is it?!” 

“Where’s what?” 

“You know damn well! The money you stole from us!” 

“We didn’t steal—” 

Becky screamed. The droplets became a trickle. 

“OK! OK!” Ryan looked to Becky for approval. She nodded, a pleading look in her eyes. 

“It’s all spread out among several accounts. I can’t tell you the numbers, off hand, but I can get 

them to you. The info’s back at our place.” 

David moved to be right in front of Ryan. He squatted down until face to face and, in a 

much calmer tone, said, “Thank you. Was that so hard?” He patted Ryan on the cheek, causing 

him to wince because of the earlier slap, then walked over and say on the couch. Rachel joined 

him. 



“Now that we have the business out of the way,” David continued, “how about we settle 

some of my own curiosities?” 

Ryan looked at Becky. Tears were cutting tracks through her makeup. The cut on her 

neck wasn’t all that bad, though, and had even begun to clot. 

“Tell me, ‘Ryan Hill,’” David made air quotes, “who are you two, really?” 

“Those are our real names.” 

“Do I need to have Rachel continue what she started?” 

Rachel smiled and gave the knife a spin in her hand. 

“Alright. Those are our real first names. And everything we told you when we met was 

true…up to a point.” 

“And that point would be…?” 

“We did meet in school. We do come from rich families. I flipped the universities, and 

we both majored in computer sciences, with Becky’s degree having a concentration in 

mathematics.  We didn’t graduate because we got caught hacking into some governmental 

systems, and we were cut off by our parents, as a result. So, the rest is a story, what we tell all 

our marks.” 

“All?” 

“You didn’t think you were the first ones, did you?” Ryan almost laughed. “Shit, we 

gathered so much data from most of the people at the club that night we almost retired right then 

and there.” 



Rachel looked at David and said, “This is getting interesting.” 

“I’ll say,” he replied. His attention turned back to Ryan. “Go on.” 

“That’s why we went radio silent for so long. We were fleecing other sheep. In fact, we 

initially wrote you two off because we couldn’t crack the security on your phones. Once we’d 

gotten what we could from the other accounts, I started thinking about you, again. Like, why 

were your phones so encrypted? What did you have to hide?” 

“So, you reestablished contact. I’ll tell you this, you really sold that ridiculous story about 

the toilet. Kudos.” 

“Thanks. I was afraid it was too much.” 

“No, it was a nice touch.” 

“Honey,” Rachel interjected, “can we please stop complementing the thieves?” 

“Sorry, dear. Please continue, Ryan.” 

“Well, that whole crap story was to keep me there long enough for my phone to access 

yours. But, once again, I got nothing. We hoped to get more from you at our country house, and 

were able to crack some of your encryptions, but not all. We spent that next month developing 

software based on what we had already gleaned. That was what the visit to your office was all 

about, a kind of beta test. I have to admit, I didn’t think you’d agree to my request. I didn’t know 

what excuse I would’ve used to get back in your good graces had that not worked.” 

“Honestly, I was afraid if I agreed too soon it would’ve tipped my hand, and you 

would’ve figured out I was a criminal. I thought you would’ve tried extortion if you knew that.” 

David chuckled. “Silly me, huh?” 



Rachel turned to Becky and asked, “Is that what you were doing sitting in front of our 

house that day?” 

With as much of a shrug as she could manage, Becky replied, “Guilty.” 

It was Ryan’s turn to chuckle. “Yeah. Well, twenty-twenty hindsight. Anyway, I got a 

little further on that visit, which was why we spent so much time with you after. We kept having 

to refine and adapt our programs. You guys are really good. Once we finally broke through, I 

was amazed at the scope of your bank accounts. You must’ve been at this for years. I had to be 

very careful how I siphoned what you had. Didn’t want to ‘tip my hand’ either, for fear you’d 

slam down a tougher gate to get through.” 

David patted Rachel on the leg. She got up and walked out of Ryan’s eyeline. 

“You’re right,” David said. “We have been at this for a long time. Much longer than you. 

And, we’ve learned a lot from our years of experience. How to conceal who we really are. How 

to be patient. How to disappear. We’ve even learned how to forgive. Point of fact, now that our 

suspicions about who and what you are have been confirmed, we’re willing to let you help us 

with a small problem that’s been looming recently.” 

At that moment, Rachel slipped up next to Becky, a syringe in her hand. She jabbed the 

needle into Becky’s neck and quickly pressed the plunger all the way. Becky passed out almost 

instantly. 

“What the fuck?!” Ryan yelled. 

“Relax, Ryan,” David requested. 

“Relax?! Are you fucking kidding?! What…did you kill her?!” 



“No no no. She just sleeping, again. As will you, soon. We aren’t going to kill you…yet. 

We need you breathing for a while, or it won’t look real.” 

“What?” Ryan exclaimed. Rachel came toward him with another full syringe. 

Ever since he’d awakened, Ryan had been working on the ropes around his wrists. They 

had loosened, but he would have preferred them even looser. It was now or never, though, and he 

yanked as hard as he could, pulling his left hand free. This was not without consequence, as his 

thumb dislocated with a loud snap. 

Ignoring the pain, he leaned forward so he could reach Rachel, and shoved her. She 

stumbled backward and into Becky, the two of the tumbling to the floor in a heap. David leaped 

from the couch, while Ryan simultaneously threw himself backward, hoping to shatter the chair. 

It only cracked, leaving him in a vulnerable position. Yet, as the weight of David’s body landed 

on Ryan, the chair gave way, freeing Ryan. 

The two rolled across the floor, punching and flailing at each other. Ryan landed a good 

blow to David’s nose, but it left him open to a side blow that cracked a couple ribs. David got 

both hands wrapped around Ryan’s face, squeezing while attempting to get his thumbs into the 

eyes. Ryan jerked and twisted his head until his mouth was in a good position, then he bit down 

hard on two of David’s fingers, drawing blood. 

David’s grip relaxed, and the moment of pain was just enough distraction that Ryan was 

able to roll him onto his back. With the upper hand, Ryan placed his right forearm across the 

man’s throat. He leaned in with all his weight, strangling David, who began thrashing around in 

what Ryan took for death throes. 



What David was really doing was maneuvering his legs for better leverage. Once he got 

his feet where he needed, he lifted his lower body, putting Ryan off balance. When he felt the 

advantage shift in his favor, David gave Ryan a hard push. He fell back, his feet tangling around 

each other. Suddenly, he stopped, feeling a sharpness as he did. He turned around to find Rachel 

standing there, smiling. 

She was holding an empty syringe. 

Ryan gasped, collapsed to his knees, then face-planted into the floor. 

After tending to their own wounds, David untied Becky and repositioned her and Ryan to 

look like they tried to make it to the door. Then the couple gathered their luggage—which they 

had only pretended to unpack when they arrived—and tossed it into the car. 

 

 

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. 

David/Rich reached up and stroked Rachel/Vanessa’s hair. 

Ryan and Becky never felt a thing. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-One 

 

 

A familiar voice not only came from behind Max, but from a million miles away and an 

entire lifetime ago. “Leaving so soon?” 

Max turned and stared straight into the faces of his best friends. He looked at them both, 

taking his time to process what he was seeing. Once he spoke, the only thing he could think to do 

was quote Captain Kirk: “Aren’t you dead?” 

They all laughed, and Max grabbed Rich and Vanessa, pulling them in for a hug. He 

squeezed them as tight as he could, not wanting to let go of them. His eyes began to fill, so he 

shut his lids tight, as well. 

“Um…dude,” Rich croaked, “we need to breathe at some point.” 



Max set them free, and they all sat down. 

“It took you long enough to find the code,” Rich said. 

“Depends. When were you in my house?” 

Rich and Vanessa looked at each other, then back. Rich asked, “What do you mean?” 

“We’ve never been to your house,” Vanessa stated. 

“Yes, you have. When you hid the code in my computer room.” 

Rich shook his head. “We didn’t hide it there. It was in the frame, behind the picture we 

sent to Gram.” 

Mex slapped his forehead. “Of course! I’m an idiot. It must’ve fallen when I took the 

picture out to copy it. I didn’t notice because I was so concerned with figuring out where the 

photo was taken. That’s where my focus was.” 

“In case you’re still wondering,” Rich responded, “it was Milan, but that wasn’t the 

point.” 

“Right, the numbers for shifting.” 

“We even tried hard to de-emphasize the background as best we could,” Vanessa 

interjected. 

“You did a good job. All I could figure it was somewhere European. Or, maybe, Epcot.” 

Rich exclaimed, “See, I told you we didn’t have to go back to Italy.” 

“Yes,” Vanessa replied, “but at Disney’s prices, it was still cheaper.” 



“I promised not to buy a Goofy hat.” 

Max realized he was practically beaming, his heart swelling. “Damn, I’ve missed this.” 

Rich and Vanessa smiled, but theirs were more wan than sunny. 

“We…” Rich started, choking up before he could finish. 

Vanessa took up the slack. “We’re so very sorry. You don’t know how much.” 

Rich found his voice, and said, “It’s one of the reasons we risked sending that photo. We 

felt you, of all people, needed an explanation.” 

The silence that sentence brought was heavier than anything Max had ever felt. Heavier, 

even, than the feeling of seeing fellow soldiers fighting for their final breaths as they 

simultaneously realized their fate was sealed. The history these three shared hung in the air, 

wrapping around Max, tightening his chest, sending the blood rushing to his head. 

“So…” He searched his brain for the words, the appropriate sentence for this moment, 

one to express every emotion bubbling within. He came up with, “Why?” 

Rich inhaled and let it out, slowly. “We desperately needed an out. The FBI and 

INTERPOL were on our tails. We were figuring about another six months to a year before they 

had enough evidence and caught up with us. An opportunity then presented itself, so we jumped 

on it.” 

“Nothing like death to give you a fresh start,” Vanessa added. 

“You couldn’t simply change identities,” Max asked. “Get new ones from Leonz or 

someone else?” 



Rich shook his head. “We knew all but the identities we were living under at the time had 

been burned, and we weren’t about to risk getting poor Leonz arrested by going back to him for 

new ones. Let alone going to a new forger, someone who didn’t know us that well, and 

accidently screwing them over. That could spell virtual death for us among the criminal 

underground community. Then there’d be no way to hide, ever. Faked deaths or not.” 

Max couldn’t hold back the small laugh. 

“What,” Rich asked. 

Max smiled. “You two. I mean, I knew you were doing some shady shit. It’s just weird to 

hear you use phrases like ‘criminal underground community,’ that’s all.” 

“Well,” Vanessa responded, “that’s been our life for a little over a decade, now, so 

phrases like that are second nature.” 

Max asked, “Guess it’s not all that glamorous, hmm?” 

“It’s as glamorous as we make it. Though it’s also very dangerous to be too flashy. You 

have to find a good midpoint.” 

“Take our last identities,” Rich said. “We were living solidly middle-class lives. I was 

working for a small accounting firm. V was a high school English teacher.” 

“Seriously? You were holding down workaday jobs?” 

“They were good covers. The firm gave me access to plenty of completely legitimate 

resources for handling our funds. And, if we ever needed to make a run at someone big, an entity 

that required a lot of processing power to route and reroute our signal, we would use the 

computers at V’s school.” 



“During my first week there,” Vanessa chimed, looking proud, “I secretly reconfigured 

their systems and connected every PC to a switchable ethernet of my own design. Whenever we 

needed that boost, I turned it on and all of the individual computers fed power to the school’s 

main servers. It was far from perfect, though. I had to keep an eye on both the power and heat we 

generated—” 

“The first time we turned it on,” Rich interrupted, “all but three of the Spanish Lab’s 

monitors exploded.” 

“That helped us figure out it was only good for short bursts, so we needed to be very 

precise when we used it. Which is why we only did…what…three times, Rich?” 

“I think so. Yeah. Maybe only two? Two or three.” 

“Sounds like you were set,” Max opined. He began absently toying with his empty coffee 

cup, figuring out how exactly he should phrase his next question. Rich and Vanessa could see the 

proverbial elephant but waited for their friend to speak. Finally, Max simply spit it out, “I have to 

ask. Who were the bodies in the cabin?” 

Rich replied, “That’s kind of a long story.” 

 

 

Hanigan lowered his binoculars and said, “That’s his car, alright.” 

The team—Hanigan, Myers, Jonas and two other INTERPOL agents, Keely Wilks and 

Luc Cross—were positioned in an empty storefront down the street from the Java Spot. The 

place had been a tailor’s, and there were still remnants of the business littering the shop, 



including two partial mannequins in the window. They provided some extra cover to hide the 

agents’ presence. They were all deep inside, as far back and in the shadows as they could be 

while still able to see the street. 

They had talked over the plan before arriving at the location. If Gold and Watkins 

showed, they would follow them, find out where they were holed up and set up surveillance, then 

work on getting the appropriate warrants later. If they didn’t show, the monitoring of Calvert 

would continue as normal. 

To their surprise, the couple parked not half a block from them, walking into the Java 

Spot as if they had no cares. Hanigan couldn’t blame them for carrying themselves with this 

attitude. They were dead, after all.  

Originally, Wilks and Cross were going to enter the coffee shop and keep watch from the 

inside. On the drive over, though, Hanigan’s mind’s eye couldn’t figure out how they could keep 

in communication without tipping off the suspects, so that idea was abandoned. It would 

certainly be more advantageous to have eyes inside, but it would be less so if it scared off Gold 

and Watkins. 

Myers had started pacing five minutes ago. He let out a huge, exasperated breath and 

asked, “How long are they going to be in there?” 

“Relax,” Hanigan answered, “They have several years of catching up to do.” 

 

 

Max was stunned. 



He sat in his chair, slumped slightly by the weight of the information his brain was trying 

to process. 

“You…deliberately…” 

“Like I said,” Rich began, “we were backed into a corner. We would’ve gone to prison 

had we not figured out a way to escape.” 

“It’s not like they were good people.” Vanessa added. “They’d been scamming regular 

folks, not like the fat cats we hit, people and corporations that deserve it. They were stealing hard 

earned money.” 

“When we found out who they really were, what they’d been doing, the decision was 

made for us.” 

Max shook his head. “No. From what you told me, you didn’t find out what they’d done 

until you got to the cabin. But you already had a plan in place before you got there.” 

“Killing them was only a backup,” said Rich. “Yes, we suspected they were the ones who 

stole from us, but we had no idea how far they’d gone. All the other people. Not just at the jazz 

club, but who knows where else. The main plan was to ask for their help establishing new 

identities, but we knew we needed another plan in case things went sour.” 

Max mulled this over. “I see your point. But still…murder…” 

“I don’t see how different this was from what you were forced to do overseas.” 

“That was different. It was my job. I was under orders most of the time, and the rest was 

for…” 

Rich raised his eyebrows and finished the sentence for him, “…survival?” 



“Ryan and Becky could’ve just as easily killed us, instead.” Vanessa stated. “Ryan almost 

did. It was that or prison, and do you think either of us would make it out of there alive? Not 

simply because we’d end up with long sentences, but some of the people we stole from are pure 

evil. They’d have us murdered within a week. So, it was survival for us, too.” 

Max looked from the face of one friend to the other. Their excuse didn’t sit well, 

conflicting with his memories of them at a more innocent age. Yet, the love for them these 

memories called forth began to supersede any disgust he may have had over their act of murder. 

He knew it wasn’t who they were now, that it was their own survival instinct and nothing else. 

That wasn’t to say they wouldn’t do the same if the situation presented itself again. 

Then again, as far as the world was concerned, they were dead. Rich and V weren’t the 

kind who never learned from the past. Maybe they’d handle things better if there was a next 

time. 

“Truthfully, was this the only time you’ve killed.” 

“Hand to God,” Rich affirmed. 

“Good,” Max sighed. “I want you to promise to keep it that way. You ever find 

yourselves facing this kind of situation again, you make me your first call. I have people I can 

call, folks with connections who can help, so murder won’t be on the table.” 

The pair nodded. “First call.” Rich agreed. “Swear.” 

Max was able to relax, now. It was almost uncomfortably easy to do so, but he let that 

slide. These two were the closest thing he had to family, and maybe he was letting that cloud his 

judgement, but he couldn’t lose them. Not again. Not after how hard it was the first time. 



“I definitely have more questions,” he continued. “Like the dental records?” 

“Please,” Vanessa crowed, “we erased our real ones from existence years ago.” 

“It’s so much easier, now.” Rich gloated. “You’re stuck in that old idea from TV and 

movies, where you had to sneak into an office. It’s all digital, now. Almost not even worthy of 

our talents.” 

“Once we went through their personal effects, we found their real names, got their 

records and planted them at a different dentist. Sure, they probably couldn’t recall ever seeing us, 

but the records were there to prove they had, so why question it?” 

Max couldn’t help being back to impressed by them. “And the storage unit? I always 

found it hard to believe you would’ve had that many possessions to warrant the need.” 

“It was all Ryan and Becky’s stuff.” Vanessa stated. “We added some of our own 

mementos, just for flavor. Things we were going to throw out, anyway. Mainly it was to help 

solidify the notion that the bodies were really us. Then, we left a trail back to it. We’d used one 

of our old IDs to rent both the cabin and the unit. It was simple misdirection. The Feds are too 

easy to fool, sometimes.” 

Max shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “Maybe not.” 

He proceeded to relate the events of the past several weeks. 


