
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Two 

 

 

Hanigan checked his watch and looked at Myers, who was sitting on the floor. “I’ll give 

it to you now, Jake. This is taking forever.” 

“What happened to ‘they have years of catching up?’” Myers playfully mocked. 

Hanigan gave his partner a shove with his foot, pushing him slightly over to one side, not 

quite touching the floor. Everyone laughed. 

“Wilks. Cross,” Hanigan said once the laughter died. “Why don’t you two head out to 

your cars, get ready for Gold and Watkins to leave. They have to be wrapping up soon.” 

The INTERPOL agents nodded, turned on their radios and exited the shop through the 

rear. They were parked at opposite ends of the street, so as to be able to cover whichever 



direction Gold and Watkins took. Wilks’ car was at the end close to the tailor’s, Cross was 

parked down the road, not far from Calvert’s rental. 

 

 

At the beginning of Max’s little tale, when he was talking about why Hanigan and Myers 

had come to see him in the first place, Rich interrupted him. “That wasn’t us.” 

“No,” Vanessa added, “We know better than to start up again so soon. Our plan is to wait 

at least five years, but it’ll probably be more. We got all our money back from Ryan and Becky, 

and there’s plenty to live on for a long time, yet. So, we can sit back and relax, for the time 

being.” 

“Unless someone truly awful pops up on the scene,” Rich interjected, “the kind of person 

who needs their ass handed to them. Then, maybe, we’ll get involved. But for right now, we’re 

ghosts as far as the web’s concerned.” 

“If it wasn’t you?” Max asked, holding up his hands. 

“Beats me,” Rich replied. 

Vanessa responded, “Maybe an admirer? We have plenty of those, still.” 

Rich puffed out his chest in mock bravado and said, “Yeah, not to brag, but we’re kind of 

legends.” 

Vanessa playfully slapped Rich’s arm. “Anyway, sometimes a new hacker will start by 

imitating the methods of others until they find their own ‘voice,’ so to speak. It’s quite common, 

though this is the first time I’ve heard of anyone copying us.” 



Max continued explaining his Odysseus’ journey to get to this meeting. When he was at 

the part about seeing the FBI agent as he boarded in Chicago, Rich interrupted again. “With them 

on your tail, like that, how certain are you that you weren’t followed here?” 

“I was getting to that, Captain Impatient.” Max continued, explaining how he used the 

fake identifications along with his hotel switching. When he was finished, Rich and Vanessa 

looked more relaxed. 

“Sounds like you’re getting good at eluding the authorities,” Vanessa acknowledged. 

“You could have a future in the criminal underworld.” 

“Well, I’m no expert in the field. I was just doing what felt right, but I don’t think I have 

what it takes to be a full-on criminal. Besides, I took a lot of my cues from spy movies, so there’s 

that.” 

Rich smiled and responded, “Who said all that time in front of the boob tube was a 

waste?” 

They spent around two more hours sitting there, catching up and generally hanging out 

like the old days. They went through two rounds of coffees and baked goods, by which time Max 

could feel the caffeine and sugar buzzes vibrating the tips of every nerve ending. They finally 

decided it was time to part ways. 

“I…I really don’t want to go,” Max lamented as they all stood. “I don’t want this to end, 

to let go of you, again.” 

“Hey,” Rich said, wrapping his arm around Max’s shoulders, “This isn’t goodbye. We’ll 

keep in touch.” 



Vanessa gave a sly smile and intoned, “In our own, special way, that is.” 

“Plus, we’ll come up with plans to meet, occasionally.” Rich pulled Max in closer. “Trust 

me.” 

As they exited the store, Max asked, “Tell me, did you guys really come here on the 

fourteenth of every month looking for me?” 

“Sure did,” Vanessa answered. 

Max gave them a grin and mocked, “Losers.” 

They all hugged once more before splitting off toward their respective vehicles. 

When Max got to his car, he turned to look at his departing friends. They were just 

climbing into their seats. He waved, and they waved back. Max opened the door and slid behind 

the wheel. He sat there for a few minutes, letting the joy in his heart slowly spread throughout his 

entire being. It was the joy of seeing his best friends, knowing they were fine and, most 

importantly, not dead. It was the joy that his mission was finished, that he had answers and 

closure. Good closure. Definitely not how he had predicted things would go when it all began. 

He started the car and reached for the gear shift. 

That was when he heard the gunfire. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Three 

 

 

Hanigan watched the trio exit the coffee shop. He pressed his talk button and said to 

Wilks and Cross, “There they are—” 

“About time,” Myers mumbled. 

Hanigan ignored his partner and continued, “Let’s see where they go. I may still have one 

of you follow Calvert, just to be safe.” 

“Ten-four,” came the reply from both agents. 

 

 



The couple climbed into their car, with Rich getting behind the wheel. They liked to 

switch off who drove, and Vanessa had gotten them to the Java Spot. Late, though, because she 

insisted on taking the Gardiner. She had been so positive it would be clearer that time of day in 

the middle of the week that Rich decided not to remind her it was always a veritable traffic 

nightmare. 

“I’m so glad he finally showed,” Vanessa said as she sat. 

“Me, too. I didn’t realize how much I missed hanging out like that.” 

“I didn’t realize how much I hated deceiving everyone. I feel like shit about it.” She 

glanced down the street at Max’s rental, still parked in its spot, and a tear came to her eye. She 

wiped it away and sniffed. “I know, it’s stupid, but I can’t help it.” 

Rich took her hand in his, turning in his seat to face her. “No, it’s not stupid. It’s perfectly 

natural. I feel it, too. Many times. Especially around holidays.” 

The tears continued to form. Vanessa held them back as best she could, but one more 

escaped, slowly making its way down the outside of her cheek. She let it. “Do you 

think…maybe…at some point…we can contact Gram and Gramps?” 

Rich nodded. “Of course.” He kissed her. “Of course, we can. Some day. Once we feel 

it’s safe.” He kissed her again. “I promise.” 

Their reverie was suddenly shattered by the sound of squealing tires. 

A white panel van screeched to a halt next to their car, mostly blocking them in. The side 

door opened and five figures dressed in all-black body armor, balaclavas over their faces, 

submachine guns in hand, jumped from the vehicle. One stayed behind the wheel, keeping the 



motor running. These mercenaries surrounded Rich and Vanessa’s car: one on each side, two at 

the rear corners and one in front. 

“Get out of the car!” the one on the passenger side screamed at them. Her voice was 

female, with a thick Slavic accent. “Now!” 

“Everyone freeze!” 

Hanigan and company had run from the shop and stopped in the street, badges held high, 

guns pointed forward. Wilks scrambled out of her car to join them. 

“FBI!” Hanigan shouted. 

“INTERPOL!” Jonas yelled. 

The mercenaries turned to face the agents and began shooting. 

 

 

Max exited his car and made his way up the sidewalk, keeping low, using the parked cars 

as cover. He knew he was crazy, being unarmed and going up against a group so heavily 

outfitted, though it wasn’t the first time he’d ever done something this insane. He sincerely 

hoped it wouldn’t be his last, either. 

He decided to make a beeline toward the mercenary on the driver’s side of the car. The 

person’s back was to him, and Max thought he could maybe get the jump on them, literally, 

before the one at the front of the car noticed him and changed their aim. Immediately after Max 

made this decision, a gunshot came from behind him. He turned to look and saw a man running 

up the street, holding out a badge and a pistol. 



The bullet struck the mercenary at the front of the car in his back, stopped by the Kevlar. 

The mercenary still felt the hit, so he spun around and returned fire. Bullets spacked across the 

buildings behind Max and punched holes in the parked cars around him. He jumped to safety 

between two of the cars, quickly joined there by the other man. 

“Who the hell are you?” Max inquired. 

“Luc Cross,” he responded, holding out his badge, “INTERPOL.” 

“Great. Now who the hell are they?” 

“No idea.” 

 

 

With the mercenaries’ attention diverted to the chaos around them, Rich decided to try 

making an escape. The way the van had parked left some room at the nose of his car. The only 

obstacle was one of the shooters, and he had no qualms about mowing him down in the process. 

Not wishing to tip the mercenaries off, he slowly moved his hand toward the ignition, slipping 

the key into place. 

Vanessa saw this and began shaking her head. Rich gave her a look that said, “It’s our 

only chance.” and another that said, “It’ll be alright.” Then he turned the key. 

At the sound of the engine starting, the mercenary who was shooting at Max and Luc 

swung around, his gun still spitting lead. The bullets ripped through the vehicle’s hood, causing 

the motor to sputter and die. The mercenary reacted so fast that his shots flew in a wide arc. 

Two of them struck Vanessa in the stomach. 



 

 

Hanigan and the other agents had taken cover the best they could, but it was limited. 

Jonas fired his gun until the slide locked back, indicating it was empty. He dove back 

toward his cover but was too slow, taking several rounds to the chest. 

He was dead before he landed on the pavement. 

 

 

Luc took the opportunity when their shooter turned away to begin returning fire. Of 

course, this brought the mercenary back around to face them, gun blazing. 

Max was no use, at this point. He had curled into a ball, holding his ears. The reality of 

the situation, combined with the sensory bombardment of the gunfire and smell of cordite, was 

settling into his brain, causing waves of panic. On top of this, the mere fact he was reacting this 

way to a war zone-like situation caused him to panic even more. He thought he was over these 

attacks, but everything was flooding back so fast his brain had no idea how to process it all. 

Luc crouched back down so he could reload. He jacked a fresh round into the chamber, 

stood and started firing. He got off four shots before a bullet clipped his neck, nicking the artery. 

He screamed, clutched his throat and fell into the street. 

Two of the mercenaries stopped to reload. In this brief moment of semi-silence, Max 

heard a woman’s voice yell something, but not in English. 



It sounded like Russian. 

 

 

The woman leading the mercenaries yelled at the one on the driver’s side in Russian, 

“Pull him out!” 

The other responded, also in Russian, “What about the woman?” 

“We only need one.” 

The other mercenary pulled out a knife. Using the metal point at the end of the handle, he 

smashed the window next to Rich. He put the knife away, then reached inside the car with both 

hands and grabbed Rich by the shirt. 

Rich had been trying to stop Vanessa’s bleeding, so he kicked and screamed and resisted. 

The mercenary was finally able to yank him through the window. He dragged him to the van, 

tossed him inside, then removed a zip tie from his belt and secured Rich’s hands behind his back. 

 

 

Max needed to focus. 

The rain of bullets had stopped falling upon his hiding spot. He took several deep breaths 

to calm himself, trying to find his center. He happened to catch a glimpse of the fallen 

INTERPOL guy, and the sight of the man bleeding and gasping almost reversed Max's progress. 

Then Max saw the gun lying in the street. 



He knew what he needed to do. 

He lifted his head until he could see through the car’s windows, making sure all the 

shooters were focused away from him. Satisfied, he crawled over to Luc’s weapon. He hazarded 

another look at the agent and saw no more signs of life. Max picked up the gun, sat up on his 

knees and checked to see how many bullets he had to work with. 

Rich’s screaming cut through his ears like a red-hot needle. 

Max looked up just in time to see his friend manhandled into the van. He heard the 

female yell something in Russian, again, while waving her arm in the air. Everyone but her 

hopped into the vehicle. Max took aim and was about to pull the trigger when he saw something 

that froze him in his tracks, chilling him to the bone. 

The woman took out a grenade. 

She shot out the passenger window, pulled the pin and dropped the grenade into the car. 

Then she jumped into the van and it sped off down the street. 

Max had just enough time to scream Vanessa’s name before the car exploded. 

The concussion from the blast knocked him backward. It helped that he was already close 

to the ground, so he wasn’t injured by the impact with the cement. He turned to his side and 

rolled, the gun flying from his grip and landing somewhere out of sight. He stumbled to his feet, 

ran back to his own car and drove off after the van. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Four 

 

 

The van weaved through traffic as fast as it could. It was hard enough for the driver to 

maneuver considering how choked the roads were with vehicles, he really didn’t need that 

damned woman screaming directions at him, too. After taking a last-second left turn, cutting off 

a bus and three cars, he noticed a car in his sideview mirror take the same turn at top speed. 

“Someone is following us,” he yelled in Russian. 

The woman looked over his shoulder at the mirror. “Faster!” she yelled. 

Faster, the driver thought, nearly taking off a Volvo’s bumper with a lane change. Easy 

for her to say. 

 



 

Max was trying to get closer to the van, but the way cars in its path were swerving to 

avoid an accident made speeding tricky. He was spending more time moving left and right than 

going straight and forward. When they caused that bus to slide sideways, he was completely 

surprised that he made the turn without dying in a tangle of metal. 

Eventually, the traffic thinned. Max jammed the accelerator to the floor, cutting the van’s 

lead to about a car and a half’s length. 

 

 

The female mercenary stood in the middle of the cargo area, straddling the prone Rich, 

and said to her crew, “Get ready.” 

 

 

Max saw an opening. He coaxed a little more speed from the car. At the exact moment 

the vehicle gave that acceleration lurch forward, the one thing he was hoping the van’s occupants 

wouldn’t do happened. 

 

 

“Now!” the woman yelled. 



The mercenary lying on the floor kicked out with his legs, smacking his feet flat against 

the rear doors. They flew open and the gang began to fire their guns. 

 

 

Max slammed on his breaks, sliding behind a tall-set SUV in the next lane. He would try 

to get back over into the lane he abandoned, but every time he peeked out from behind the SUV, 

another spray of bullets would force him back. 

The SUV’s driver, fearing for their own life, took the next right, turning so sharp the 

truck almost rolled over into oncoming traffic. 

Having lost his cover, Max slowed way down, trying to get to a distance where the 

shooters’ accuracy might deteriorate. They drove this way for another couple miles, by which 

time there were several holes in the car’s body and about two-thirds of the windshield was 

obliterated. They also left a wake of crashed cars behind them. As far as Max could tell, none of 

the accidents were the result of drivers being shot, just from trying to avoid that fate. That’s not 

to say those cars didn’t also have some bullet damage, as well. 

 

 

The signal at the next intersection turned red. The driver had every intention to blow 

through the light, as he’d been doing but, instead, had to slam on his breaks to avoid being t-

boned by a large delivery truck. The momentum caused the rear doors to swing shut. 

 



 

Max saw the van’s doors shut. Unfortunately, his brain considered it luck of the draw, 

rather than the act of simple physics that it was, and didn’t register the vehicle’s lack of 

movement until it was almost too late. He hit the brakes, his tires screeching in protest. His car 

slid and skid on the asphalt, smashing into the rear of the van. 

The impact wasn’t enough to damage Max’s car beyond drivability, but it did put quite 

the dent in the bottom of the van’s rear doors. 

It also caused Max’s head to bounce off the steering wheel, momentarily knocking him 

for a loop. 

 

 

One of the mercenaries tried to reopen the rear doors. He pushed and pounded, but to no 

avail. 

“It’s jammed!” he exclaimed. 

“Fuck!” the woman yelled. She turned to the driver and barked, “Get us to the highway! 

Quickly!” 

 

 

Max was shaking his head, trying to unfuzzy his vision, when the van peeled away. It 

took a moment for him to figure out it was no longer directly in front of him. Once his head was 



clear, he got the car started again and resumed the chase. The engine wasn’t responding as well, 

and it sometimes objected when he pressed the gas pedal. Still, though, Max was able to catch up 

to van. 

Just as he pulled to within inches of its bumper, the van suddenly veered onto an entrance 

ramp for Highway 400. Max braked hard, threw it into reverse, backed up—a surprise to several 

drivers behind him—and swung onto the ramp. 

The 400 had way more room to maneuver while also allowing Max to keep an eye on the 

van from a better, safer distance in case they started shooting, again. With the freedom to reach 

higher speeds, the damage to the motor was more apparent. He had no idea how much longer he 

might be in this pursuit, so he decided to go for it, push the engine to whatever its current limit 

was to see if he could stop the van and save his friend. 

 

 

The van’s driver was surprised how fast he had that beast going. It was no Ferrari, but it 

was hauling some serious ass for something its size and bulk. It was also handling the constant 

weaving between lanes well, too. 

Suddenly, the steering wheel jerked, as if they’d maybe hit something, and it was very 

possible he wouldn’t see some road debris at this speed. He glanced in the sideview mirror out of 

force of habit, knowing full well there was no way he’d see anything. He was wrong. 

“He’s back!” he called out. 



The woman looked in the sideview and saw the crumpled grill of Max’s bullet riddled 

car. She patted the driver on the shoulder and said, “On my say, hit the brakes.” 

 

 

Max tapped the van a couple more times. Each bump was only hard enough to jostle 

them, basically tests of his car’s current structural integrity. He decided to try a harder knock, 

letting off the gas to get some distance for a running start. If his vehicle held out this time, he’d 

try next for a good, hard crash into a rear corner, possibly causing them to spin out and stop. 

Before he had gained any distance away from the van, it abruptly slammed on its brakes. 

Max did the same, almost losing control as the anti-locks tried to grip amongst the damage. 

When the van let off the brakes and sped away, Max tried to do the same, but he didn’t have 

nearly the acceleration power. 

He kept up with them best he could. 

 

 

The woman loaded a fresh magazine into her gun. “Hold my belt,” she commanded to 

one of the others. With that, she flung the side door open, took hold of the grab handle on the 

ceiling while her fellow mercenary held onto her belt, as ordered. She leaned out as far as she 

could, leveled the weapon and was about to fire when she felt herself pulled hard, back into the 

van. She was about to yell when she saw a pickup truck sweep by, exactly where her left 

shoulder had been a second ago. 



 

 

Max saw the whole thing, even secretly praying they wouldn’t notice the truck they were 

about to pass. He moved over to the left side of his lane, severely reducing the shooting angle 

from the side door. 

 

 

The woman attempted her plan again but found the car was now out of range. No matter 

how hard she tried, she couldn’t get a clear shot. She cried out to be pulled back inside. 

She was pissed. There was no way to get at him from the other side of the van, either. 

A glint of sun through the windshield caught her attention. She leaned forward, pointed 

and said, “Drive past that.” 

 

 

Max had had enough. 

It was do or die time. 

He laser-focused in on the back left corner of the van. “Alright, you can do this,” he 

encouraged both himself and the car. Then he floored it. 

The vehicle pissed and moaned. 



It whined as the RPMs climbed. 

It lurched as the gears shifted. 

It began to gain speed, closing the gap between it and the van. 

That’s when the semi jackknifed. 

 

 

As the van neared the eighteen-wheeler, the woman reopened the side door. 

“Slow after you pass. Match the truck’s speed.” 

The driver did as she requested. Once he was past the front corner, he relaxed his 

pressure on the gas. 

The woman leaned from the van, took aim and fired at the truck’s tires, sweeping the gun 

to cause the most damage possible. 

“Go!” she screamed as she crawled back inside. 

The van was a mile down the road when all hell broke loose. 

 

 

Rubber exploded into the air. 

Air brakes squealed and hissed. 



The semitruck swung hard into the other lanes, taking out vehicles like it was sweeping 

crumbs off a counter. 

Max, along with drivers all around him, slammed on the brakes. 

The truck fell onto its right side but kept coming right at them, sparks spraying from 

every metal part in contact with pavement. 

People abandoned their vehicles and started running away from the encroaching 

wreckage. Max did the same, yet he leapt over the center barricade after getting a few yards, 

running with traffic on the other side while keeping close to the barrier. 

He heard the explosion and felt the heat simultaneously, then was struck by enough of the 

concussion wave to make him wobble. He stopped running and turned to look. 

The scraping had finally torn open the gas tank, with the sparks igniting the fuel. Some 

poor, slower souls were either engulfed by the ensuing fireball or thrown to the ground so hard 

they suffered serious injuries, including one death by shattered skull and one from a broken neck. 

All traffic, both directions, was at a standstill. Max made his way to the middle of the 

road, craning his neck to see if he could spy the van, but it was long gone. He sighed and went 

back to the barricade, sitting down on it for a little rest. Almost exactly at the moment his butt 

touched the cement, he heard the sirens. He glanced around and saw emergency vehicles coming 

from both directions. 

One of the many police cars on the scene pulled up close to him. The young patrolman 

stepped out of the vehicle, his mouth agape as he surveyed the disaster. Max got back on his feet 

and called out to him, “Officer!” 



The policeman broke from his daze and stopped to let Max approach. “Sir? Were you 

involved in this?” 

Max nodded, saying, “In a way.” 

“Are you injured, Sir?” 

“No. I’m fine. Listen, Officer…” 

“Pantoga.” 

“Officer Pantoga. I need to get back to the Java Spot coffeehouse, and—” 

“Were you a part of that, too?” Pantoga’s hand moved to his gun. “Were you one of the 

shooters?” 

Max raised his hand, shaking his head vigorously, much to his headache’s dismay. “No. 

God, no. I was one of those they were shooting at, and I need to get back there ASAP.” 

“Let me call it in. What’s your name?” 

“Max Calvert. Have them ask FBI Special Agent Hanigan about me. He’ll verify who I 

am.” 

Three minutes later, Max was being driven back to the first scene of mayhem by Officer 

Pantoga. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Five 

 

 

Max was dropped off behind the crowd of onlookers that had gathered at the police tape 

line. He thanked Officer Pantoga and pushed his way through the crowd, lifting the yellow tape 

and walking under it. A uniformed officer ran over and stopped Max, placing a hand on his 

chest. 

“Back behind the line, buddy.” 

“I’m expected. I’m with Agent Hanigan.” 

“Are you now?” 

Max didn’t need this guy’s attitude at that moment. All the adrenaline drained out of his 

body on the ride over, so he had no more energy for assholes. “Yes, and get your hand off me.” 



The officer left his hand in place while moving in closer, getting practically nose-to-nose 

with Max. “What are you going to do about it?” 

Max stared the man straight in the eyes, smiled and yelled, “Hey! Hanigan!” 

The FBI agent turned and responded, “Let him through, Officer.” 

The policeman didn’t move right away, so Max simply jerked his head in the crime 

scene’s direction and said, “I’m going to go over there, now. Pardon me.” He took a sidestep to 

get past the man and walked away from him. 

Rich and Vanessa’s car was a charred husk. The firefighters were rolling up the hoses. 

Three body bags sat on gurneys at different spots, making it easy for Max to figure which was 

Vanessa. She was still next to the car. One was down close to where he’d parked, so it had to be 

that INTERPOL agent. The name had escaped him in all the confusion. Something French, he 

thought he remembered. He had no idea who was in the third. 

Even though the adrenaline was gone, when Max saw Hanigan making his way over to 

him, a hefty wave of anger began to swell within him. The FBI agent wasn’t even halfway to 

Max before it all exploded out from him. 

“Who the fuck were those people?!” 

Hanigan froze, as if the words had physically hit him. “I don’t know,” he stated calmly, 

trying to hold his temper down so not to add fuel to the situation. 

“’Don’t know?’” Max let out an exasperated laugh. “You ‘don’t know?’ What the…” He 

ran his hand through his hair, then yelled, “How the hell did you know so much about Rich and 

V, but you had no idea they were being targeted like that?!” 



Hanigan was beginning to lose control of his cool. “Whoever they were, they were 

professionals. Did you see them just standing there? Sure, they had armor, but they weren’t 

worried about the gunfire or getting hit, maybe killed, or anything. They had one job: stop at 

nothing to grab them. People like that live their lives under the radar. There’s no scenario where 

we would have known they even existed.” 

“Is there a scenario where you don’t get someone killed?! Because, as far as I’m 

concerned, if you hadn’t tried to stop them, none of this would’ve happened. They wouldn’t have 

started shooting, and one of my best friends wouldn’t be lying there, dead in a bag!” 

“Hey!” Hanigan roared, pointing at Jonas’ body bag. “I lost a friend, too! So, don’t play 

that card with me!” 

Max wanted to hit Hanigan. 

Hanigan wanted to hit Max. 

Myers was watching from the sidelines, ready to react however this played out. 

Max looked over at Jonas’ body bag, then to Vanessa’s. While he stared at it, he heard 

Hanigan’s voice, much softer now, say, “I made the call. All of this blood is on my hands.” 

Max looked back at Hanigan, finally seeing the pain in the man’s eyes. He unclenched 

his fists. “I’m sorry.” 

“Thank you. I’m sorry, too.” 

Max nodded. He lowered his head and walked over to Vanessa’s gurney. He gently rested 

his hand on her, trying hard to keep his legs from buckling under him. 



After a few minutes, one of the coroners stepped up to Max and said, “Excuse me, sir. 

We really need to remove the body, now.” 

Hanigan put a hand on the coroner’s shoulder and stated, “If you try to touch this gurney, 

I’ll shoot you in the foot.” 

The man walked away. 

Max began to cry. 

 


