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Prologue


SHE moved through the crowded streets like she owned the
place. Hell, if things went as planned in the coming months, she
might in fact own the place. Or some other place if that's what she
wanted. If things went as planned, there was no limit to what she
could have. She smiled to herself as a crowd of sunburned,
middle-aged men broke ranks to let her pass on her way toward
Mallory Square. They had no idea who she was, but she liked to
think that they could sense her strength and that it intimidated
them. Not enough to stop them from staring openly at her chest of
course, but what did she expect? They were still men.

Duval Street, Key West's main tourist drag, buzzed with
early evening activity. The sun had set less than an hour ago, and
the throngs moving up from the nightly sunset ritual in Mallory
Square now wandered about, trying to choose between the dozens of
bars and restaurants vying for their attention. She moved against
the general flow and seemed to know exactly where she was going.
She knew these streets well and had planned out her route ahead of
time.

But something bothered her. That nagging feeling in the back
of her brain that she'd long ago learned to heed even though it was
wrong as often as it was right. You couldn't survive in her world
without learning to pay attention to such feelings, and she'd more
than survived - she'd prospered beyond the dreams of any young
hacker or con artist. Heeding the subliminal warning, she
changed plans and stepped out into the crawling Duval
Street traffic. A purple taxi honked angrily but she just smiled as
she strode across the street and stared intently at a display of
cheap, tasteless T-shirts in a storefront window.

She had no interest in wearing anything with the phrase
"Fart Inspector" on it, whatever that meant, but she did want a
chance to get a quick 360-degree look at her surroundings and the
people in them. A young couple, their baby strapped into a stroller
and grabbing in vain at passersby. Four good-looking men in their
30s, probably gay, chatting amiably with one another. A pair of
slightly chubby, badly sunburned young women headed into the bar
next door. Dozens of other tourists and a few locals. Nothing out
of the ordinary for… no, wait. There.

An older man with a well-groomed beard, indistinguishable
from the others except that he was alone. She'd seen him earlier,
somewhere. She couldn't quite remember where, but he'd been alone
then too. He was too professional to jaywalk after her, but he'd
gone up to the next corner and was now crossing over to her side of
the street. She let him finish crossing before she turned and
started walking again, headed back up the way she'd come from. At
the corner of Petronia she turned right, toward Truman
Annex.

Losing him now would be simple, assuming he was alone. But
he could have help, and she wanted to string him/them along a
little and see if anyone else had taken an interest in her. It
didn't occur to her to be scared. She doubted that he/they meant
her immediate harm, and besides she had plenty of friends in town
if things got nasty. It was far from the first time she'd been
followed by mysterious strangers, and she knew what she was
doing.

She continued south on Petronia for the next block, which
soon took her out of the crowded restaurant and bar scene. She
risked a glance to her left, which allowed her to catch sight of
her new friend in her peripheral vision. He was still there, only
now he was talking on his cell phone. Or at least pretending to
talk on his cell phone. He could be calling for backup. She thought
for a moment about making a call of her own, but his presence where
she could easily spot him indicated that he was either
unprofessional or working alone and afraid of losing her. If he had
nearby backup, they should have taken over the tail once she
doubled back. She decided to have a little fun with him and see
just how afraid of losing her he was.

They were now in Truman Annex, a small, upscale neighborhood
of old-looking Key West style houses that had been built
in the last twenty years. It was how Key West would look
if designed by a corporate marketing team - neat and tidy and
perfectly pleasant but bereft of any soul or history. The
tree-lined streets gave her some cover, so she took another
sideways glance. He was still there, although he'd crossed to the
other side of the street, perhaps hoping that it wouldn't be quite
so obvious that he was following her. He had put away his cell
phone, so if he'd called backup they were probably on the way. That
was ok. Soon he'd be forced to either expose himself or give
up.

She came out the other side of Truman Annex, her shadow
still with her. The road continued south, where a pair of large
Civil War era cannon guarded the way to Fort Zachary
Taylor Park. The entrance was well lit, with a booth where a park
ranger would take your five bucks and let you into the national
park and beach. But that was during the day. After sundown, the
park shut down and a chain-link gate closed the road off to all
foot and vehicle traffic. She knew there might be a ranger or two
inside the park and probably security cameras too, but she didn't
mind the risk of getting caught. It would be edifying to see if her
pursuer felt the same way.

Breaking into a fast sprint, she dashed toward the gate and
jumped up onto its side and then, agile as a monkey, clambered up
and over the top, dropping down into a crouch on the pavement
below. She looked through the steel mesh to see the man running
toward her. It didn't look like he'd thought twice about it. She
could probably keep him from getting over the fence, but that would
attract a cop or a ranger for sure, and she didn't want that. She
wanted some time alone with this creep. She smiled and winked at
him before turning and dashing down the road deeper into the park.
He didn't smile back.

The road to the actual park was about a quarter mile of
asphalt that curved through trees and brush, so it only took a few
seconds of hard running before she was out of his line of sight
from the front gate. She heard him slam into the chain link fence
and what she thought might be the sound of him hitting the ground
on the other side with an "oof." Up ahead of her was the main
parking lot and beyond that the beach. Ideally she would like to
confront him there, among the pine trees and sand where she had
plenty of room to maneuver. Unfortunately, there were headlights
headed her way from the parking lot - hopefully just a ranger
leaving at the end of his shift and not responding to some alarm -
but either way she had to get off the road.

Ahead on her right was a dark hole in the tree line with a
small sign marked "Nature Walk." She veered toward it and
plunged onto the dim, overgrown trail. She slowed to a halt a dozen
feet off the road and crouched down, waiting for the vehicle to
pass. Peering through a break in the foliage, she saw a park ranger
on an ATV speed by on his way to the front entrance. She wondered
if her follower would be able to avoid capture. As loud as the
four-wheeler was, he should be able to hear it coming. She
shifted position and waited, watching to see what would happen
next.

She swatted a few mosquitoes and flicked a palmetto bug off
her shoulder in the fifteen minutes it took for the ranger to drive
to the gate and then drive back by on his way wherever it was he
bided his time. He couldn't have caught the man who'd been
following her, otherwise he would have stayed around and waited for
the cops. She stayed put, and five minutes later her patience was
rewarded. The stranger came creeping along the side of the road,
hugging the shadows of the trees. She knew he was kicking himself,
sure that he'd lost his prey. She decided to give him a ray of
hope.

Standing up, she purposefully kicked at a bush, causing a
rustle of branches and dead leaves. She smiled as the man froze in
place and peered into the darkness. She retreated down the path,
headed toward the abandoned Civil War era fort that squatted
another few hundred yards away. Like a good little dog, he followed
after her.

She found a convenient shadow behind a large pine tree and
waited for him. He crept along the path, eyes darting every which
way. She scooped some sand into her hand and pictured all the ways
she could hurt him if it came to that. There were a lot of them. He
moved past her and she counted to five before stepping out behind
him.

"Can I help you, motherfucker?" she asked, her fist cocked,
ready to swing.

He jumped in surprise and whirled around to face her. He
wore a T-shirt and shorts - no sign of a weapon of any
kind.

"Christ! You scared me!" he said, smiling.

"Good," she replied. "Now what the fuck do you
want?"

"Actually, I just had a question for you," he said, anger
creeping into his voice. "You don't mind answering a few
questions, do you?"

"As a matter of fact, I do," she snarled.

"Oh, well, that's too bad," he said as he stepped forward.
"Because I have to ask them anyway."

Now it was her turn to smile. "Well, you can try,
motherfucker. You can try," she said as she flung the sand in his
face and charged.










Chapter 1

 


PAUL Reynolds doodled idly on a bar napkin as he sipped at his
margarita. All around him tourists of every size and shape were
donning paper pirate hats and plastic eye patches. They were part
of a relatively new Key West tradition called the Booty Hunt - a
glorified bar crawl where participants followed a "treasure map"
that led them from bar to bar, with occasional stops in private
homes, and where the chief treasure to be found was the pleasure of
being surrounded by fellow drunks and saying "Arrrr" a lot. Paul
had participated a few times himself and was kind of embarrassed at
how much fun it was. His pen drew a rough sketch of the crowd,
although in his version they were actual pirates, in full dress
with real swords and pistols and parrots.

He took another sip and glanced around the bar, wondering where
his drinking companion had gotten to. It was still early - just an
hour or so after sunset, and Crooked Pete's was only half full.
Located on Simonton, a block off the tourist-choked sidewalks of
Duval Street, the bar hadn't hit its stride for the evening yet.
The real crowd and the regulars would come later, once they had
gotten a bite to eat and were ready for some serious, cheap
drinking.

He saw his friend Sandee emerge - finally - from the bathroom,
smiling at Paul from across the bar while maneuvering through the
gaggle of barhopping buccaneers. Thick, cascading black curls
complemented Sandee's black sequined mini-dress that clung to every
slim curve and emphasized shapely breasts. Sandee winked at one of
the tourists, blowing the man a kiss as he ogled in naked
admiration.

"Did you miss me?" Sandee asked, sitting down beside Paul.

"Of course," Paul replied, sliding another margarita to Sandee.
"But your drink missed you more. All your ice is melting."

"Oh, the poor darlings," Sandee cooed, licking the salt on the
rim suggestively before taking a long swallow that emptied a third
of the contents. "There, now they have some more room."

"So where's The Party tonight?" Paul asked. "I assume you're
going."

"Of course I'm going, sweetie. You know I can't resist The Party
two nights in a row."

"And it's just not the same without you there."

"Nothing's the same without me there, Paul."

"Don't I know it," he replied as he made a show of looking
Sandee up and down. "Rrrrow! You look amazing. I'm always
impressed."

Sandee gave him a playful shove. "You big tease. You better be
careful, talking to me like that. I'll tell Chloe."

"Like she doesn't already know. She probably had Bee bug this
place too," he joked. He looked around the bar again. "Actually,
that's not a bad idea… "

"You crazy kids and your little spy toys. I swear! You won't be
satisfied until there's a camera on every corner and a bug in every
bar. But not Pete's, ok? He's got enough of the real live bugs
already."

"Good point," said Paul, taking another sip of his drink. "But
there's no stopping Bee once she gets an idea in her head."

"There's no stopping any of you three when you get an idea in
your heads."

"Another good point." He finished his drink and smiled at
Sandee. "But back to my question. Where is The Party tonight?"

"Have you really lost track of it? It's your party."

"I know, I know, but I lost control of it long ago. Giancarlo
said that we couldn't have upstairs at Vesuvio, but he said you had
something lined up instead of the normal backup."

"As a matter of fact, I do." Sandee smiled with pride. "I
finagled us the house on Eaton."

"The Crawford place?" asked Paul, surprised.

"The very same."

"That's great! God, I love it when we can get that place. How
long?"

"Thirty-six for sure, maybe as long as fifty."

"Perfect. Who've you told?" asked Paul, standing up.

"My kids. Jesse of course. I haven't hit the girls yet."

"I was heading over there anyway. I'll tell them."

Sandee winked. "I bet you will. Chloe trusts you more than I
would."

"Chloe trusts me with you, doesn't she? She's obviously not risk
averse."

"I'll bet no one ever accused her of that," said Sandee.

"No one that's lived to tell the tale," Paul agreed. He caught
the bartender's eye and waved, signaling him to put the drinks on
his tab. The bartender smiled and nodded back at him. "I gotta get
going then, make sure everything's set."

"There is one more thing," said Sandee. "New place, new
money."

"New money?" asked Paul, surprised. He'd thought there was
plenty in the party fund to cover anything Sandee might need for
tonight. "Why… "

"We had to pay for damages at Max's, and then there was the
whole sordid affair with The Gringo. We're tapped out."

Paul sighed and dug into his pocket and pulled out his wallet.
"I've only got $600 on me," he said as he leafed through the bills.
"That was going to be my bribe money for the night."

"If you can spare it, it'd help. I've already doled out all my
cash on hand to secure the place and get the liquor. But we still
need… "

"I know, I know," said Paul, handing the money to Sandee. "Let's
just try and make tonight kick ass so we can earn that back as
quick as possible."

"We should be flush by dawn, my dear," Sandee assured him. "Just
you wait."

"That's the plan anyway. But would you explain that to Chloe for
me?"

"What is Chloe doing tonight, anyway?" Sandee asked. "I was
hoping to get her to come out with me and check out the new help at
the Hyatt."

"She's busy getting everything set up for our visitors. She's
kind of freaking out about all the little details."

"Oh my, are they coming in tonight? I thought that was next
week."

"Nope, it's tonight."

"Well, I guess I won't be seeing too much of you three anytime
soon."

"We'll see," said Paul. "I'll try and swing things and introduce
you around. It's still kind of a big mystery as to why they're
coming here in the first place, so we'll have to wait and see how
things play out."

"I understand, sweetie. And hey, if you can, bring some of them
by The Party. I'll show them a good time."

Paul leaned forward and gave Sandee a quick kiss on the cheek.
"Ok, I'll let you know. Have fun."

"You too," replied Sandee. "But not too much fun unless I'm
there."

"We'll see," said Paul.

Sandee looked past Paul's shoulder and grinned. "Look who's
back."

Paul turned to see a squat, bald man in his early 60s bearing
down on him. He gave Paul a crooked smile full of yellow teeth as
he slapped him on the back. "What's up, friend. Long time no
see!"

"Bernie!" said Paul, turning to the old man and shaking his
hand. "Where the fuck have you been? I heard Miami PD picked you
up!"

"Nah, nah, nothing that dramatic," Bernie said, shaking his had.
"I just had some family shit to take care of up in Coral Gables.
Pain in my wrinkled old ass, I tell you. But I'm back."

"That's great, man. Actually I'm glad I ran into both of you
here. It means I don't have to track down Cuban Eddie." Bernie was
a fun-loving old man who loved, loved, loved strip clubs. He
financed this expensive habit by selling air purifiers on eBay and
growing high quality dope in his house, most of which he sold to
strippers and bartenders. Cuban Eddie was a 70-year-old coffee shop
owner who was his main competition among the local bar and
restaurant workers.

"Pffft, that old bastard? You are lucky I came back when I did.
What do you need, sport?"

"We got The Party going tonight," said Paul.

"The party's always going when I'm around," interjected
Bernie.

"Yeah, of course; that's the point, right? But it's rotated to
the Crawford place tonight. And since you're here, you can make the
delivery yourself, and I don't have to get someone to run the shit
over from The Cuban."

Bernie raised his drink in salute to Paul, "Your wish is my
command. How's about three hours?"

"Whenever's good for you, Bernie. Just check in with Sandee when
you get there." That was some good news anyway. Things always went
well when Bernie was in the house.

Bernie blew Sandee a kiss. "Will do. Mind if I join you two for
a drink? I wanna tell y'all about this wild club I went to while I
was up in Miami… "

Just then Paul's pocket started singing The Clash's, "I Fought
the Law."

"Hold on a sec," Paul said. He scooped the phone out and saw "KW
Tele-market" on the caller ID. He sighed as he answered, "Hey, Bee,
what's up?"

"It's Chloe," said Bee, her voice tight and nervous. "She needs
you."










Chapter 2

 


THE classic Key West-style house just off Fleming looked much
like the rest of the residences on the block - two-story wooden
frame walls and peaked roofs with shallow porches nearly butting up
against the sidewalk. Chloe's rusting blue Vespa was tucked away
beside the house, in the narrow space separating it from the
neighbors. To anyone walking by outside, everything looked quiet
and peaceful.

Inside, Chloe was pissed. Everything had been going great and
then those stupid fuckers had decided to show up a week early,
forcing her to scramble to pack a week's work into a single day.
She wore a black bandana wrapped around her head, covering her buzz
cut pink hair. Numerous smudges of dirt on her cheeks and the tip
of her nose testified to the heavy-duty cleaning she'd been doing
for the past five hours. She wore loose fitting shorts and a
tight-fitting tank top that had once been white. In her bare feet
she pushed a mop across the hardwood floors, grumbling to
herself.

She heard the door open and looked up to see Paul standing in
the doorway. Even though it wasn't his fault, she glared at him as
he came in. As much as Chloe liked a clean house, she hated
housework, and this wasn't even her house. This particular space
was sparsely decorated with just a few worn pieces of furniture and
some bad condo art on the walls. After six months of being sealed
up tight with the air conditioner off, it smelled of dust and
mildew and needed a good airing out.

"What are you doing?" asked Paul, closing the door behind
him.

"Mopping," she said, her voice flat.

"Right. But why are you mopping here? Whose house is this
anyway?"

"It's one we just added to the roster last week. The cleaning
service hasn't had a chance to get in here yet."

"I see that," said Paul. "So why're you cleaning it
tonight?"

"We're cleaning it tonight because the Guidarizzi's decided to
make a surprise visit to their winter home in Key West. They're
coming in tomorrow afternoon. Every other decent place is filled
up, so we have to use this one instead."

"Oh fuck. Is there another mop?"

"There's another bucket and a scrub brush in the kitchen if you
want to get started in there."

"Sounds like a plan," he said, taking careful steps as he
crossed the freshly mopped floor on his way back to the kitchen.
She was glad he'd showed up when he did - he could clean the
kitchen and deal with whatever horrors might be hiding in the
fridge.

"Lucky thing we got this place when we did, then," he called out
to Chloe.

"Yeah," she yelled back. "It's a little smaller than the
Guidarizzi place, so it might be a little cramped. I'm not sure how
many people he's bringing with him."

"I thought he said three or four."

"I said I thought it'd be three or four. He didn't say at
all."

She finished the living room floor and went into the kitchen.
Paul had filled a bucket with hot water and soap and was scrubbing
away the dirt and stains he found hidden below the dust. The
kitchen's last encounter with food hadn't ended with a very
thorough clean-up. "I'm going to go upstairs and try and make the
bedrooms habitable," Chloe said. "Bee's supposed to bring by some
clean sheets from one of the other houses, so keep an ear out for
her."

"Ok," Paul muttered in reply. She knew he wasn't happy that his
normal evening of partying and dealing with stripper contacts had
suddenly taken a dramatic turn into domestic chores, but then
neither was she. She wanted to make a good impression on her
visiting friends, and putting them up in a filthy house was not the
way to do that. Fortunately, there was no such thing as getting to
The Party too late. He'd just have to wait a while for his
evening's fun and games.

After about half an hour of scrubbing the upstairs bathroom, she
felt a pair of arms snake around her torso from behind. She leaned
back into them and felt Paul's chest pressing against her back. She
sighed.

"How's it going, hot stuff ?" she said.

"All finished downstairs," he said, giving her a neck a long,
soft kiss. "You know, I never thought a life of crime would involve
so much housework."

"I did tell you it would be glamorous and exciting, didn't I?"
she teased. "No one can say I'm not a woman of my word."

Paul motioned for her to put down the scrub brush and then
pulled her to him. She turned around to face him as he drew her
close and kissed her again. Then one more time. She nuzzled against
him, nipping playfully at his neck. "You smell good," she said.

"Thanks," he replied, his hands roaming down her back to her
ass. He gave her a squeeze.

"Actually, you smell like a stripper."

"Sandee says hi."

"I'll bet," said Chloe, still kissing his neck.

"You know the party's moved back to the Crawford place."

"I know."

"I like the Crawford place. It has those back rooms… "

"Oh, I remember." She pulled away from him just enough to make
room for her hand to caress him through the front of his pants
while she looked him in the eye. "I remember very well indeed."

"We did just watch the video last week," he reminded her,
closing his eyes as he moaned in pleasure under her touch.

"That was you in that video?" she said.

"Not the Kennedy Assassination video, the other one."

"Oh right. That video," she laughed. "That was you, wasn't
it?"

"It sure was. Maybe we could… "

Then Paul's pocket started singing The Clash again. "Did I do
that?" asked Chloe. Then her pocket started singing as well,
although for her it was The Misfits.

"No," sighed Paul. "I think that must be Bee."

They both took out their phones and looked at the caller ID
screens. Paul's read "Verizon." Chloe's read "Keys Taxi Disp."

"She loves that new trick of hers," said Chloe as she answered
the phone. "Heya, Bee, what's up with the sheets?" Paul answered
his phone as well and was instantly conferenced into the
conversation.

"I'm having Pia bring them by. I picked something up on the
cameras and I thought you might want to see it."

"What is it?" said Chloe. "We're almost finished here."

"I got a boat coming in at the marina. I'm pretty sure it's your
friend."

"Really?" said Chloe, excited and nervous. "Are you sure?"

"Nope. That's why I thought you might wanna come take a
look."

"You're right. We're on our way. Can you call Pia and tell her
the key's under the rock by the back door?"

"Sure thing," said Bee. "See you soon."

Paul and Chloe hung up their phones and looked at one another.
Chloe had a big smile on her face.

"Are you nervous?" he asked her.

"What? Are you kidding? Of course not. I'm just psyched to see
him again. Aren't you?"

"Definitely. I still owe him a lot. He's the only person who
ever got shot on my behalf," said Paul. "I just thought you might
be nervous. That's all."

"Why? Because I'm going fucking crazy trying to get this place
hospitable before he gets here?"

"No," he said. "That's just being a good host. I thought you
might be nervous for the same reason I'm nervous."

She looked at him for a long moment. They'd been dancing around
this subject ever since he'd told them five days ago that he was
coming to Key West. "You're wondering why he's coming at all," she
said.

"It's a long way to come. Especially in a boat."

"I'm sure he got the boat once he got to this coast."

"Either way, it's a long way to come. And people like him -
which is to say, people like us - don't make long trips without a
reason."

"And I'm sure he'll tell us his reason," said Chloe. "Fuck,
that's why I'm so excited! I want to hear what he's got up his
sleeve. We need a little damn excitement around here. We've fallen
into a rut. I thought you'd be excited too… "

"I am, I am," Paul assured her, although she suspected that he
might be lying. "I'm excited and I'm nervous. You know what I
mean."

"Like a teenager on his first date," said Chloe.

"Yeah, sort of."

"Well don't worry. I promise Winston won't try to cop a feel in
the back seat." She kissed him then. "But I might, so you better
watch yourself." Another kiss. "Come on, let's go. Bee's waiting."
She disengaged, turned, and headed straight for the front door.










Chapter 3

 


BACK at their house by the cemetery, Paul and Chloe found Bee in
her room, what Paul referred to as her sanctum sanctorum - although
no one else ever got the joke, and he refused to explain the comic
book reference. As always, lighting was minimal (as opposed to
Bee's workshop out behind the house, which was flooded with
fluorescents). A bank of TV sets and computer monitors covered one
whole wall, arranged on a precarious system of metal shelves that
Bee had installed herself. A low, flat coffee table squatted below
the glowing displays, supporting three keyboards, a bank of video
editing tools and four different phone carriages. Bee sat in her
accustomed place - in the midst of a pile of cushions on the floor,
fiddling with a mouse in one hand and typing on one of the
keyboards while she talked quietly into her headset.

Paul and Chloe didn't bother to knock as they came in - Bee
already knew they were there. Paul glanced at one of the screens
mounted on the wall. Its display, divided into four quadrants,
showed various images from inside the house, including the front
door they'd just come through and the stairs they'd just climbed.
The screen next to it - which Paul himself had salvaged from a bar
on Duval that'd recently renovated into a finedining restaurant -
showed images from four other cameras that covered the house's
exterior. Nothing happened within fifty yards of their Crew's house
that Bee didn't see, and if she had her way, that omniscience would
soon extend to cover the entire island.

"So, Bee, how goes Project Big Brother?" Paul asked.

"I wish you wouldn't call it that," she replied.

"Sorry, but I have to call it something."

"You could call it something nice. Big Brother sounds so
mean."

"What's mean about a reality show?" said Paul, joking.

"What isn't bad about a reality show?" countered Chloe, stepping
in to defend her friend.

"Hmm, you got me there. Although there's an idea! Maybe that's
how we can find more members for our Crew - have a
reality-showstyle elimination contest. The winner gets a place in
our outlaw life of crime."

"It's actually not the worst idea you've ever had," Chloe said.
"I can think of worse, anyway."

"Are you talking about the turkeys? I thought turkeys could
fly."

"Oh my God," said Bee. "Was that a WKRP in Cincinnati
reference?"

"Guilty as charged," admitted Paul, chuckling.

"Fuck, you two watched too much TV as kids," said Chloe.

"What've you got for us, Bee-Bop?" Chloe asked, plopping down in
the pile of cushions beside the short, stocky Asian engineer.

"Take a look," she said, eyes never leaving the screen, "at
this."

Over the past six months, Bee had pressed the rest of the Crew
into helping her plant hidden security cameras all over the most
heavily trafficked areas of Key West. Paul had originally balked at
the idea of so blatantly invading the populace's privacy. He didn't
mind conning a select few of them out of their cash now and then,
but the camera thing was so indiscriminate - it caught everybody.
But Chloe had really liked the idea and pointed out that cops in
other cities were putting surveillance cameras up and that she
trusted herself a whole lot more than she trusted the police to use
them responsibly. Sandee wasn't entirely comfortable with the idea,
but Sandee loved being on camera and went along with Bee and Chloe
in the end. Outvoted, Paul went along with the plan and had spent
more than a few hours of late wearing a Verizon Telephone Services
nametag and installing cameras hidden inside innocuous looking
metal boxes on telephone poles all over old town. Actually, he'd
spent far less time doing this than the others had, mostly because
he wasn't very good with the electronics part and Bee had to keep
fixing his mistakes.

Right now one of those cameras was showing the entrance to
Artist's Alley, a row of small galleries and shops near the marina.
The image was tinted green because of the night vision (in fact,
there were two cameras in the boxes - one for day, one for night),
and it was hard to make out faces.

"What am I looking at?" asked Chloe.

"Watch this gallery here," said Bee, moving a cursor on the
screen to point at the shabby front of one of the ships closest to
the camera. "I think your friend's in there." They waited and
watched.

"Jesus," said Chloe, "What's he doing, buying a painting or
something? Are you sure he's in there?"

"I'm not sure - I've never seen anything but a sketch of him.
That's why I called you over here, so you could see if it's really
him."

"Why don't we just run the video back so we can see if it was
him when he walked in?"

"That was going to be my next step - I was assuming he'd come
back out any sec, but he's been in there a while," said Bee,
mousing over the controls.

"Who would've thought he'd actually find something in one of
those dumps to occupy him this long," said Chloe.

With a few quick clicks, Bee switched the adjacent monitor's
display to show the same shot as the live feed. Then she ran it
backward at x16 speed for a few seconds before stopping it.
"There."

Chloe and Paul both leaned forward to look closer at the screen.
It showed a couple walking down the alley from the direction of the
marina. On the left was a broad built, attractive woman in her 30s
who wore a nondescript sweatshirt and jeans with a backpack slung
over one shoulder. Paul recognized her as someone who'd been
introduced to him as Lily. Next to her stood an older man, long,
stringy hair tied back in a ponytail, his potbelly protruding
beneath a flower-print shirt. He smiled broadly and said something
funny as the two walked past the Southernmost Wedding Chapel. It
was, without a doubt, their old friend Winston.

"That's him!" said Chloe, excited. "Did you see how he got here?
Which boat he came in on?"

"Yeah, hold on, lemme switch over to those cameras." A few
clicks and keystrokes switched a third monitor away from its live
feed of the marina to a moment in time twenty-seven minutes
earlier. This camera, mounted in a plastic owl perched atop the Key
Wharf Bar and Grille's roof not only kept the seagulls at bay, it
provided video coverage of the dinghy docks. Here the many locals
who lived on sailboats offshore could rent small slips for their
boats, allowing them a reserved place to tie off when they came
back onto the island.

They watched a small Zodiac putt-putt up next to the dock. As it
got closer, they saw Winston and Lily sitting in the boat, along
with another, older woman Paul didn't recognize. They clambered out
of the small rubber boat and waved goodbye to the boat's pilot. He
reversed his outboard engine and pulled away from the dock, turning
back out into the darkness. Lily and Winston looked around and
stretched their backs and necks, as if they'd been sitting for
quite a while. Or they might've been contorting themselves for
show, giving them an excuse to look in every direction and take in
their surroundings. Finally they started walking, heading toward
Artist's Alley.

"No sign of what boat they came in on?" asked Chloe.

"I can look around, but probably not," said Bee. "They're most
likely anchored out there somewhere, beyond my cameras. Of course,
if we installed on the channel markers like I said… "

"One thing at a time, Bee," said Chloe. "Great catch though. Did
you use your facial recognition software on that?"

"No," said Bee "I've just been watching the waterside cameras
while I do some other stuff. You said he was coming in by
boat."

"And so he has," said Chloe. "We should go surprise him! Before
he comes out of that place."

"Good plan," said Paul. "I wonder though, how would Winston like
the idea that he was being watched by a network of hidden cameras,
à la Big Brother?" Paul asked. Winston wasn't his real name, of
course. He'd taken the alias decades ago when he first went
underground, naming himself after Winston Smith, the protagonist of
George Orwell's novel 1984.

Chloe stared at Paul for a moment, thinking about what he'd
said. "Good point. Nobody mention the cameras."

"Agreed," said Paul. "Now let's hurry. I know the old stoner who
owns that place. If we leave those two old hippies alone, they'll
talk for the rest of the night." He held out a hand and helped
Chloe out of Bee's cushion pile.

"We'll be back in a while, Bee," said Chloe. "You have the
con."

"Aye, aye, captain," Bee said. "I'll watch your back."

And Paul knew that she would. Sadly, that's almost the only
thing that Bee did these days - watch.










Chapter 4

 


OLD TOWN - the heart and soul of Key West and the place most
visitors spend their time - is only one mile by two. The Crew's
house by the cemetery was less than half a mile from where they'd
last seen Winston. Walking, it might've taken ten minutes to get
there, but on Chloe's Vespa it was a hair-raising three-minute ride
away. When they got there, Paul saw no sign of either Winston or
Lily, so he assumed they were still inside the rundown shack that
passed for a gallery. They parked a block away and approached at a
brisk walk, Paul almost jogging to keep up with Chloe's excited
strides.

Winston was Chloe's mentor in what they referred to as "The
Life," this being a euphemism for a whole range of different
activities, groups and lifestyles that fell under the general
category of living underground and off the information grid. Paul,
after defrauding his former partners and then running afoul of the
law in a very public way, had been living The Life for almost a
year and a half now. Chloe, as near as he could tell, had been
doing it for almost a decade. Winston had started in the late '60s
as a 16-year-old member of the notorious Weather Underground. He
not only led his own Crew, he was also in contact with dozens,
maybe scores of other such groups all over the world, including
Chloe and Paul's little Crew of four. On top of all that, he'd once
taken a couple bullets while helping Paul out, so, like Chloe, Paul
had a soft spot in his heart for the old man.

They hadn't seen him since that bloody night, but Chloe had been
in communication with him off and on over the last sixteen months.
Winston and his Crew were old school and didn't trust much in the
way of electronic communications. Mostly it had been encoded,
hand-delivered letters and arcane classified ads in various
newspapers. Chloe found this particular breed of paranoia on
Winston's part annoying, but Paul admired it. It reminded him of
old John le Carré novels. Winston had sent them a particularly
detailed and yet cryptic message just five days ago, telling them
that he was coming to Key West and asking them to arrange a secure
place for him and some of his Crewmembers to stay.

The gallery door stood wide open, and Paul could see walls
covered with pastel colors - watercolor and oil paintings of
sunsets, palm trees, dolphins and more sunsets. Winston stood there
talking to the owner, a worn, deeply tanned local who ran the
gallery and sold paintings on behalf of a dozen different island
artists. The two were deep in conversation about something. Beyond
them he saw Lily, staring with bored eyes at a particularly pink
painting of a dolphin splashing in the waves during a sunset.

Paul glanced to his side at Chloe, who wore a mischievous grin.
"You ready?" she asked.

"Ready for… " But Chloe was already through the door, striding
in with her chest puffed out, her right hand raised.

"Everybody freeze! This is a raid!" she shouted across the small
room. Lily reacted first, her head snapping toward the door and her
hand darting into the pocket of her sweatshirt. Winston and the
gallery owner turned as well, surprise on both their faces.

"What the fuck… " said the owner, who didn't seem to believe
Chloe was a cop at all. But then he noticed that Winston was
laughing and started to relax. So did Lily. Winston stepped forward
and swept Chloe up into a bear hug, lifting her off her feet.

"Ha HA!" cried Winston. "You little vixen! Are you trying to
give this old man a heart attack?"

"Always," she said as he set her back down.

Winston turned his attention to Paul then, embracing him in a
hug as well. Paul was thankful the old man didn't try and lift him
off the ground. "Good to see you again, brother. Good to see
you."

"Same here," replied Paul. "Welcome to Key West." Looking over
he saw Chloe and Lily hugging as well. He waved with a smile to
Winston's right-hand woman. "Hey Lily, good to see you too."

"Thanks, Paul," said Lily. "It's nice to be back on solid
ground."

"I'll bet," agreed Paul. He noticed the gallery owner had
retreated a few paces and was watching the love fest that had
suddenly taken over his shop.

"Come on," said Chloe, linking arms with Lily and Winston.
"We've got you a great place all lined up."

But Winston wasn't ready to leave yet. "One moment, Chloe. I
still have to buy a painting from this man." The gallery owner, who
might have been worried about losing a sale, was visibly
relieved.

"Do you need me to wrap it up for you?" he asked Winston. "I've
got today's paper around here somewhere."

"Not necessary, friend. I'd like to admire it as it is," Winston
said as he dug into his pocket and pulled out a worn leather
wallet. "We agreed on $700?"

"Sure… yeah, that sounds great, man," The gallery owner said,
surprise in his voice. Paul guessed that this was more than he'd
expected, but Paul knew that Winston had a generous heart,
especially when it came to artists and musicians.

The owner reached behind him to a large piece of plywood that
was leaning against the wall. He flipped it around and displayed it
to the room. The artist had used the same spectrum of sunset reds
and oranges on display elsewhere in the room, but in this piece
they came together to form a rather striking portrait of Hunter S.
Thompson. Paul was actually a little jealous that Winston had
snagged this piece - he wouldn't mind owning it himself.

"Very nice," said Paul.

Winston handed the owner seven wrinkled $100 bills and took
possession of his new prize. "Quite good, isn't it?" he said to no
one in particular. Then, to the owner, "Thank you again, brother.
It was a pleasure meeting you."

The two older men shook hands. "Yeah, man. Great meeting you.
Enjoy that painting, and, uh … thanks, man."

"Be well," said Winston. "And try and spend that cash on
something equally wonderful."

Outside, the four of them walked in a line down the alley,
Winston still admiring Hunter's portrait.

"I can't believe you paid $700 for that," said Lily, although it
was clear she was just teasing her friend.

"I knew him you know," said Winston.

"You did not!" protested Chloe.

"I did indeed," Winston assured her. "I met him several times in
the early '80s. And once more in '92 or '93. I even sold him herb
once."

"What was he like?" Paul asked. He'd been a huge Thompson fan
since he read Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas while in high
school.

"Much like you'd imagine I suppose. I don't think I ever met the
real Hunter - just the persona he showed the world. Or maybe that
was the real Hunter. Maybe he did live a life without artifice. I'd
like to think that's true. Certainly he was a great inspiration to
me when I was getting started."

"How so?" asked Chloe. "You never struck me as much for
journalism. Even gonzo journalism."

"Oh, I'm not. I'm not," said Winston, looking at the painting
again. "But I loved his fearlessness in the face of convention. No,
that's not right. Not his fearlessness - his eagerness. His
eagerness to defy convention and just be outrageous, even as he did
one of the most dangerous things a man can do in this society."

"Ingest vast quantities of drugs?" asked Chloe.

"No," Winston chided. "Speak truth to power."

"Oh yeah, that."

"It's a lesson we can all stand to learn again and again. An
example we can all follow."

Paul was surprised to find that Winston's elegy for Hunter S.
Thompson had touched him on some level. He'd always just loved the
sort of "wacky adventures" side of the gonzo journalist's work, but
Winston's description of him gave Paul a new perspective to mull
over. They arrived at Chloe's scooter and all looked at the
painting for a silent moment.

"Ok, did you guys have some bags or something?" asked Chloe.
"The place is just a short walk away, but we could get a cab if…
"

"Pardon me, Chloe, but can you tell me where the La Concha hotel
is?" asked Winston.

"What?" she said. "Why?"

"We have a meeting there, and I'm afraid we're already a little
late."

"You have a meeting at the La Concha?" asked Chloe.

"Atop the La Concha actually," he said. "Apparently, what that
means will become obvious to me once I get there."

"Yeah, sure," said Chloe. "Ok. It's hard to miss." The La Concha
loomed over the city on Duval Street and was also the tallest
building in Key West. It had a bar and observation deck on its top
floor that gave views of the entire island.

"Would the two of you mind escorting me there?"

"No prob," said Chloe.

Winston handed the painting to Lily saying, "Can you get us set
up in the house Chloe's provided for us? I'll go ahead to see
Isaiah."

"Of course," said Lily. Chloe handed her a key to the house
they'd just cleaned and gave Lily directions. She offered the use
of her scooter as well, but Lily declined. Paul wasn't sure how
she'd have driven it with the painting anyway. She struck off to
the north on her own while Winston, Chloe, and Paul headed for
Duval, leaving the scooter locked up where they'd parked it.

Underground etiquette forbade them from asking Winston what the
meeting was about or who this Isaiah was, but Paul could tell that
Chloe was as eager to know what was going on as he was. Winston
didn't make them wait any longer.

"How far to this hotel?" Winston asked.

"Four or five blocks," Chloe replied.

"What if we take a slightly less crowded route?"

"If we avoid Duval until the end, then it'll only add a block or
two."

"Good, that should be enough time to fill you in on what's going
on."

Chloe just nodded, but Paul said, "Great, I'm all ears."

They turned up Simonton, which runs parallel to Duval but tends
to be less thronged with foot traffic. Winston maneuvered between
Chloe and Paul, putting an arm around each and drawing them close
as he talked in a low voice.

"The first thing you both need to know is that, as of right now,
yours is not the only Crew operating in Key West. And I'm not just
talking about me and Lily. There are others who've come to town as
well, or who will be arriving soon."

"Why here?" asked Chloe, concern in her voice.

"Because I suggested it," replied Winston. Chloe started to say
something, but Winston talked over her. "Let me explain everything
first, then I promise I'll answer all your questions." He took a
quick glance up and down the street. "As you heard, we're meeting
with a man named Isaiah. He heads a Crew - a very large and
experienced Crew - out of New York. He is, without a doubt, one of
the more interesting and inventive men I've ever met, which is no
faint praise. He's also very ambitious, albeit not in the
traditional American sense of the word.

"Isaiah's Crew has been active since the '80s. I don't know much
about their early history or about Isaiah's background. As you both
know, the secret to a long and happy life in our world is knowing
how to keep your secrets. Isaiah has been more careful than most.
While his own Crew has grown and prospered, he's kept apart from
the larger underground society. I only got in contact with him
recently, which should tell you something, no?"

Paul thought about the implications of that statement. Winston
had contacts all over the country - probably all over the world.
That another large Crew could operate in his underground world for
any length of time without Winston becoming aware of them was
definitely an accomplishment. Winston seemed to know everyone,
which was impressive in its own right, but what really impressed
Paul most about Winston's network of contacts was that, according
to Chloe, Winston kept all of the details and contact data in his
head - he didn't trust computers and he never wrote anything
down.

"Are you sure he's one of us then?" asked Chloe. "Not mob or
some other gang?" What exactly constituted "one of us" was open to
interpretation, but generally it meant someone who lived a secret
life, as outside the scrutiny of government and corporate power
structures as possible. People who weren't afraid to break a law or
three to live free, but at the same time weren't traditional,
bloodthirsty gangsters either. Like art or pornography, it was
something you knew when you saw it (although opinions varied
depending on the viewer).

"He is one of us, yes," said Winston. "Indeed, his motives seem
more pure than most of us. He was the one who first contacted me,
and since then his and mine have cooperated on two separate
projects and have exchanged useful information on several other
occasions."

"You've been feeling each other out," said Chloe.

"Exactly. And so far, nothing has raised any alarm bells."

"That's cool and all," said Paul. "But why is he here in Key
West?" He was worried about having two such powerhouse
organizations in his little slice of paradise. He and Chloe and Bee
had just about got things running the way he wanted, and the
thought of someone disrupting his life made him anxious.

"Don't worry, Paul," said Winston. "It's just temporary, I
assure you. I suggested to Isaiah that we meet here. And I did that
because you two are here, and there's no one I'm closer to in this
part of the country. Six days ago Isaiah contacted me, wanting a
meeting in the Southeast US somewhere, and he suggested Miami. I've
had some bad times in that city and wanted friends on the ground. I
countered with Key West and he agreed."

"Does he know about us?" asked Chloe. "Are we invited to the
meeting?"

"He knows I have a friendly Crew here. I didn't tell him
anything about you, but I have no way of knowing what he's managed
to learn on his own. He and his crew are all computer experts and I
urge you not to underestimate them on any front."

"Great," said Paul.

"As for the meeting," Winston continued. "Yes, you are invited.
At least to meet with Isaiah. There is a certain etiquette to these
types of things. We live in a world without rules, but it's only
polite to introduce yourself when you knowingly visit another
Crew's turf. Especially if you're there to do business. So Isaiah
has said he wants to meet you."

"Which means he gets to learn what we look like, try and put a
tail on us, and learn all kinds of things that he might or might
not have known before," said Chloe.

"The choice is yours of course," Winston said. "You don't have
to meet him, although I'd be surprised if you didn't. I think
you'll like him. Besides, I know you're too curious to stay away."
He paused and looked meaningfully at Paul. "Of course, I encourage
you not to play all your cards at once. It never hurts to hold some
options in reserve."

"Oh no," said Paul. "I'm not skipping this meeting. I've never
been to a gang summit before. Besides, we've got our other aces
hidden in their respective holes." He looked to Chloe, and she
nodded in agreement.

"Fine, fine," said Winston. "I'm sure you'll both find the whole
thing very interesting. As I said, Isaiah wants to be as polite as
possible, but etiquette runs both ways. He'll expect some
politeness from you in return."

"Meaning it would be rude to spy on him while he's here," said
Chloe.

"Yes, well, you do have to admit. It would be rude," agreed
Winston. "As would tapping his phones, hacking his computers,
following him around or otherwise interfering in his business."

"He has diplomatic immunity," said Paul.

"Only as long as he doesn't fuck with us first," said Chloe.

"Of course," Winston said.

Chloe thought this over for a moment and looked to Paul. He
nodded his assent. He was more curious about Isaiah than he was
nervous - but just barely. "All right," she said. "Sounds like a
plan. What's this meeting about anyway?"

Winston didn't answer right away, seeming to mull over his
response. "I'm not entirely sure" he finally said. "Isaiah's been
reticent to share any substantial details with me. But he has a
proposition of some sort for me."

"Some sort of con he wants help on?" asked Chloe.

"No, no. Nothing that simple. Like I said earlier, Isaiah is an
ambitious man. A dreamer. And whatever his plan is, I can promise
you, it's no con. Or at least not just a con."

"Didn't he give you some kind of hint?" asked Paul.

"He did," said Winston. "He said he wants a revolution."










Chapter 5

 


KEY WEST, with its scattering of 19th-century wooden homes, is
one of the few places in Florida where an 80-year-old building
isn't far and away the most ancient manmade structure in town. Even
so, the La Concha Hotel, built in 1925, is certainly the largest
historical building on the island that's still being used for its
original purpose. At all of seven stories, it would scarcely
qualify as a boutique hotel in a big city, but for this island it
served as a skyscraper.

The three of them walked into the marble-floored lobby,
instantly chilled by the hotel's powerful air-conditioning (one of
many post-1920s updates in the building, along with the computer
reservation system and the Starbucks franchise). Winston peered
around the crowded room, focusing in particular on a tall, gaunt
man wearing a black suit and top hat and carrying a gnarled wooden
cane. The dark stranger was ushering a gaggle of camera-wielding
tourists out the side door and into the hotel's driveway.

"Ghost Tour," Paul explained to Winston. "They walk around town,
and the guide tells tales. It's fun."

"It does sound interesting," said Winston, chuckling.

"We've been trying to get a piece of that," said Chloe, "But the
owners are pretty stubborn. It would be a nice compliment to Paul's
fake séance racket."

"You perform fake séances?" Winston asked Paul.

"Not unless I have to, no. But I… what's the word… oversee a
couple who do. Sometimes I step in and lend a hand if one of them
is sick." In fact, Paul had written the original scripts and come
up with the gags and tricks the performers used to put on their
little show. Once he'd perfected it, he'd recruited two actors to
do the nightly ritual and handle all the details. It provided a
small but steady revenue stream for the Crew, and their hidden
cameras sometimes picked up other useful information as well.

"It's pretty cool," Chloe told Winston. "We do two shows a night
in a little storefront up on White Street that we filled with
scavenged Victorian knock-off furniture and all this occult stuff
like skulls and candles and shit. Bee came up with some little
remote-controlled gadgets and tricks and fireworks so we can really
scare the piss out of the customers. They know it's all fake, of
course, but they scream like it was real. You should check it
out."

"I will," said Winston.

They had made their way down a short corridor behind the bar and
waited in front of an out-of-the-way elevator door. Despite the
observation deck's popularity, it was surprisingly difficult to
find your way up there. The first two times Paul had come into the
hotel, he hadn't been able to locate it. They made way for an older
couple who were exiting the elevator, and then the three of them
stepped inside. Winston glanced around meaningfully at the corners
of the stuffy metal box, his eyes warning Chloe and Paul that there
might be hidden bugs or cameras. The elevators hadn't been
renovated as recently as the central air-conditioning or the
Starbucks, and the seven-story journey was hot, stuffy, and
involved more rattling and shaking than most people liked in their
vertical travels.

They stepped out into a small lobby area. Straight ahead was a
glass door that led out onto the wrap-around balcony and
observation platform that was the main attraction. To their left
was the bar itself, which had a few customers perched on stools,
chatting quietly under the cover of innocuous soft jazz from the
stereo system. Beyond the bar was a glass wall that separated the
bar from the small ballroom beyond. Normally you could see right
in, but tonight heavy red drapes hid the room's contents. A sign by
the door to the ballroom said "THOMAS TEW CONSULTING, ANNUAL
MEETING."

"An odd time and place for an annual meeting," said Paul,
pointing to the sign.

"Hmm," was all Winston had to say, frowning.

"What is it?" asked Chloe.

"Wait here for a moment," the old man said, walking toward the
door to the ballroom. The bar patron closest to the door - a thin,
African- American man in a white dress shirt and khaki pants -
casually stood up as Winston approached. He leaned forward, shook
Winston's hand and whispered in his ear. The stranger, or guard as
Paul now thought of him, opened the door just wide enough for
Winston to slip inside, and then closed it behind them. He never
even looked at Chloe and Paul.

Chloe turned her back on the guard and the bar, screening Paul
from view. "Let's step outside for a sec," she said. As they walked
out into the night air, she leaned in close and whispered, "Can you
get on your phone and have Sandee get over to the house and then
back here right away? I'm going to call Bee and have her throw
together a quick surveillance kit. We should have a camera on that
elevator - it's the only way up or down that doesn't involve
setting off a fire alarm. I want pics of everyone who comes and
goes from this place for the next twelve hours."

Paul pulled out his phone and started dialing Sandee's number.
"What about the whole ‘don't spy on friendly visitors,' etiquette
thing that Win was talking about?" he asked.

"Screw that," said Chloe. "This is just taking reasonable
precautions." Paul couldn't have agreed more. He didn't like all
these strangers in town and he really didn't like not knowing what
they were up to.

Sandee picked up after the fifth ring. Paul could hear music in
the background. "Hey hot stuff," Sandee said over the noise.

"Hey, San. Listen, can you do me a favor? I'm starving and I'm
just craving a pizza from Slice O' Love. Can you pick one up for
me?" This was a code phrase for something that was urgent but not a
life-or-death emergency. Slice ‘O Love was open 24 hours, so it was
always a good cover.

"Sure," said Sandee. "But I'm a little short on cash." This was
code too - Sandee's way of asking where to meet Paul.

"Just have them put it on my tab. They know who I am," replied
Paul. The final piece of code, it indicated that Sandee should go
back to the house and that Bee or Chloe would explain what was
up.

"Glad to help, sweetie," said Sandee. "See you in two
shakes."

Paul hung up and slipped his phone into his pocket. He saw that
Chloe had finished sending a text message to Bee and had received a
confirmation in return. They both glanced inside at the guard on
the door, but he was busy chatting with the bartender and
pretending not to watch them. They stepped back inside and resumed
their former places, waiting for Winston - or someone - to come out
and acknowledge their presence.

After five minutes of standing in place and receiving curious
looks from the bartender, they decided to take a seat at the bar.
The only open pair of adjacent seats were near the guard. He nodded
to them as they sat down, but said nothing. Paul and Chloe both
ordered beers and sat in silence, waiting for something to happen.
Paul tried his best not to steal glances at the guard, but when he
finally did, he was embarrassed to find the young man looking back
at him with a grin.

Then, apparently responding to some unseen signal, the guard
broke the silence. He tapped Paul on the shoulder and said, "You
two can go on inside if you want."

"Oh," said Paul. "Thanks."

Chloe was already on her feet and headed toward the door. The
guard had to break his nonchalant pose to hurry to the door in time
to open it for her. Paul followed close on her heels. And then they
were inside.

THE "ballroom" wasn't much more than a thousand square feet,
about the size of a dining room in a medium to small-sized
restaurant. Large picture windows looked out to the west and north,
although more red curtains shut out the outside world. To Paul's
left was a lavish buffet table, laid out with shrimp, sushi,
mini-quiches, various fruits and cheeses, and even crab legs on
ice. Three elegantly appointed round tables clustered in the room's
center, draped in crisp white tablecloths and sporting orchid
centerpieces. In the far corner was a serve-yourself bar, lined
with wine bottles, top shelf liquors, and a bottle of Veuve Cliquot
in a bucket of ice. Paul felt like he'd stumbled into a cozy,
classy wedding reception instead of a meeting of outlaws and
would-be revolutionaries.

In the room's center stood a handsome, 40-something African-
American man in an ivory linen suit and burgundy silk shirt. He was
of medium build, maybe an inch shorter than Paul, and stood with a
slight forward hunch to his posture - a common affliction for
anyone who'd spent their formative decades crouched in front of a
computer. The man, who Paul assumed was Isaiah, stood next to
Winston, talking quietly to the old hippie, who was listening with
a smile. They both turned to Chloe and Paul as they came through
the door.

"Chloe, Paul," said Winston, waving them over. "Please, come
meet my friend Isaiah."

Isaiah held out his hand to Chloe and the Paul, looking them
each in the eye as he shook their hands. "Nice to meet you," he
said, his voice deep and soothing. "Winston was just giving me the
low down on both of you. Key West is your town?"

"It is these days," said Chloe.

"Nice," said Isaiah. "It's an interesting place. Unusual, from
what I've seen. Eccentric might be the right word."

"I'd say the word is wacky," she said. "Wackier still since we
arrived. When did you guys get in?"

"Not too long ago," Isaiah said, "Haven't had a chance to
sightsee too much."

"Just let us know if you need a local guide," Paul said. "We'll
show you a good time."

"That's very kind," said Isaiah. "We'll see how business
goes."

"Speaking of which… " Chloe said.

"You're wondering why I'm here," he said.

"I did give them some tantalizing hints," Winston interjected.
"But I don't know enough about it to really explain your plan."

"Well," said Isaiah. "We're still waiting for two more
interested parties to make an appearance. One of them called and
said they're running late. The other should be here any minute.
I'll wait and explain it to you all at once. I hate to duplicate
effort."

"Sure, sure, no problem," said Chloe.

Isaiah motioned toward the buffet table and the bar. "They've
laid out quite a spread. Go ahead and help yourself to anything you
want." With that, he turned his attention back to Winston, ushering
him away from Chloe and Paul so they could continue their
conversation out of earshot.

"Thanks," said Chloe to Isaiah's receding back. Then she
whispered to Paul, "This is really not what I expected."

"No, it's really not," Paul said in a quiet voice. "That shrimp
looks good though."

They made their way to the buffet. As they took their time
loading up plates with food, Paul whispered into Chloe's ear. "At
least the delay gives Bee and San plenty of time to get everything
set up downstairs. We might even catch these other people as they
come in."

Chloe nodded. "Yeah, but what's with all the fancy food and
shit?" she said. "And this place? It's so public."

"He's making a statement."

"Yeah, but what's he stating?"

"That's he's not worried about being seen?" suggested Paul.

"Or that he's not going to say anything real important tonight."
She looked around the room. "I certainly wouldn't. We have no way
of knowing who's just outside on the balcony, maybe listening
in."

"I'll bet the guard at the door has a friend or two out on
there."

"Yeah, probably," agreed Chloe. "Still, it's really fucking
weird."

Their plates full, they sat down at one of the tables and
started to nibble at their food. Isaiah and Winston still stood
sequestered in the corner. From afar they looked to be having a
quiet, amiable chat. But Paul knew that, assuming Isaiah was as
experienced as Win, the two men could be exchanging death threats
and an onlooker across the room would never suspect a thing.

They sat there a lot longer than Paul would have imagined,
waiting for something, anything to happen. He tried not to just
stare at the two men talking in the corner, but they were the only
thing even vaguely interesting going on. He wished he smoked, so
he'd have an excuse to step out onto the observation deck and see
if he could pick out Isaiah's other Crewmembers. Finally, Winston
and Isaiah shook hands as if they'd agreed upon something, and then
the two of them came over to sit down at Paul and Chloe's
table.

"I'm going to have to reschedule the meeting," said Isaiah. "It
doesn't look like we'll have a quorum tonight."

"Who're we missing?" asked Chloe.

"Two other interested parties, like I said."

"Didn't you say one of them was late but hadn't called in? Are
you sure they're coming?"

"I'm… " Isaiah started to say, but then seemed to change
thoughts mid-sentence. "There must have been some mix-up. Maybe a
miscommunication."

"Although it really isn't like her to be late like this,"
Winston interjected. "Not if she's as interested as you say she
is."

Isaiah glanced at Winston, although Paul couldn't ascribe any
particular meaning to his look. "No, that's true. It's not like
her."

"Who're we talking about?" asked Chloe.

"A woman named Raquel," Winston said before Isaiah could get a
word out. If he'd wanted Winston to keep this fact a secret, he hid
his annoyance well.

"She's rather important to my presentation," Isaiah said. "But
I'm sure she just got held up somewhere. Maybe lost track of time.
She's kind of a party girl."

"Well," said Paul, "This is more than kind of a party town. I
know from personal experience how easy it is to forget oneself in
some of these bars."

"He's not kidding," teased Chloe. "Trust me. If he didn't keep
his comic books at the house, I'd never get him to come home."

"Maybe we could help you find her," suggested Paul. "We know a
lot or people - especially bartenders and club owners."

"I don't know if that's necessary," said Winston. "No need to
put yourselves out."

"Winston's right," said Isaiah. "We don't want to crowd Raquel's
style. She'll show up when she shows up."

"Sure, sure," said Chloe, "I understand. When do you want to
meet… "

"But what if something's happened to her?" asked Paul. The other
three all looked at him, curious.

"What do you mean?" Isaiah asked.

Paul waved his arm around the room, "You obviously went to a lot
of effort to set all this up. And I know Winston wouldn't have come
all the way to the East Coast if this meeting weren't about
something important, right? And you said that, that… what's her
name? Raquel? That Raquel was excited or interested in what you've
got going on. Now I haven't been doing this as long as any of you,
but I do know that precision and timing are vitally important in
our line of… work."

Everyone nodded in agreement. Before Paul could continue, Isaiah
said, "You're right, Paul. No point in taking needless chances.
Something bad might've happened to her, and if it did, we better
find out right now. And if she's just late, well… " he glanced at
Winston. "That tells us something about her too."

"Exactly," said Paul.

"It's your town," Isaiah replied.

"Do you have anything more for us besides a name?" asked Chloe.
"A pic, a description?"

"Give me a secure e-mail address and I can send you everything
you'll need," said Isaiah.

"Are you certain that's wise?" asked Winston. "When Raquel finds
out you're sending her picture all over town, she won't be
pleased."

"Then she shouldn't have been late," Isaiah replied. "In any
case, I'm sure Chloe and Paul will be discreet in their
search."

"Of course we will," said Chloe. "Always."

"Let's get started then," he said, standing up from the
table.

"One more thing," said Paul. "What do you want us to do if we
find her?"

"If she's fine, ask her to come here ASAP," Isaiah replied. "If
she's in trouble, help her. Either way, your first call is to
me."










Chapter 6

 


CHLOE didn't like being told what to do. Especially in her
town.

Most especially by a complete stranger. "That Isaiah," she said
to Paul as they exited the elevator back on the ground floor. "He's
not afraid to give fucking orders, is he?"

"No," laughed Paul. "Not at all."

She glanced over and saw Sandee sitting at the hotel bar,
sipping on something that could have been a vodka tonic, but was
probably just a tonic and lime. She gave Sandee the slightest of
nods and motioned with her eyes to meet them outside. Given how
prepared Isaiah had been upstairs, Chloe would have been very
surprised if he and his Crew didn't have someone (or some camera)
surveiling the lobby. She and Paul made straight for the front door
and stepped out onto the street.

They headed west down Duval and turned left at the first cross
street. As soon as they were out of sight from the La Concha they
both pulled out their cell phones and started dialing.

"Wait," said Chloe. "Who're you calling?"

"I was calling Bee," said Paul.

"I was going to call Bee," she said.

"Oh, ok. Then I'll call San."

"No, you call Bee, I'll call San."

"What're you going to call me?" said a voice from behind them.
They both turned around to see Sandee standing there, still
stunning in tight dress and dagger heels.

"Ok, you call Bee, I'll talk to San," said Chloe. Paul nodded
and resumed dialing. None of the Crew had any numbers or
information of any kind stored in their phones. Likewise, Bee had
modified them all to erase their outgoing and incoming call
histories after every call. You never knew when you might lose a
phone, and you certainly never knew who might find it. Or steal
it.

"I put two of Bee's little watchers in the lobby," said Sandee.
"One's in a plant, looking down the hallway to the elevator. The
other's in a plant in the bar where it can cover both main
doors."

"See anything unusual?" Chloe asked.

"Besides my presence in the bar at La Concha? This will do no
good for my reputation, you know. No, nothing unusual."

"Ok, well, now we're looking for a woman."

"Who isn't?"

"We're looking for a specific woman. Name's Raquel, although
she's probably going by some other name."

"A wise choice. Raquel is very '70s, isn't it?"

"More than Sandee, certainly," said Chloe.

"That's Persephone Petals to you!" insisted Sandee, referring to
the stage name often found on the marquee at various clubs around
town.

"Sorry, Persephone. Anyway, we should be getting a pic of this
Raquel chick any minute. Bee will forward it to your phone. Can you
ask around at your usual haunts and see if she's been in? Be
discreet, of course."

"Of course," Sandee said. "I'm the soul of discretion."

"That's what your mom said."

"Well, mother is most definitely not in the slightest bit
discreet," said Sandee with a wink. "Toodles, chica. I'll check in
if I find your woman." Sandee started to turn and walk away but
stopped as Chloe gently touched a bare shoulder.

"Check in even if you don't, ok?" said Chloe. "There's a lot of
strangers in town tonight."

"I know," said Sandee, giving Chloe a kiss on the cheek. "I'm
one of them."

Chloe watched Sandee sashay up the block, back toward Duval. She
reflected for a moment on how lucky they were to have found San for
the Crew. Without the help of a Key West native - or conch as they
preferred to be called - she and Paul might never have cracked this
town. Now they practically had the whole island in their grasp.
Assuming this Isaiah fucker didn't screw everything up with
whatever he was up to.

"Bee just got the pic," said Paul, breaking her out of her
reverie. "Should be on your phone any minute."

"Ok," said Chloe. "Where do you want to cover?"

"I was planning on hitting the mega-bars and tourist traps
tonight anyway to recruit for the party, might as well make my
rounds as planned."

"But maybe no party recruiting, right?" chided Chloe. She
immediately regretted her tone as soon as she saw annoyance flash
across Paul's face. He hated being reminded of the obvious. "As you
already no doubt knew… "

"Right," said Paul. He didn't seem angry, but then, just one of
the things she loved about him was that he was good at letting
little things like that go. "But I need to pass out new addresses
to a few bartenders and waiters tonight. So I figured I'd show
Raquel's pic around at the same time."

"Sounds like a plan," said Chloe. "San has central Duval
covered. I'll hop on my scooter and tour the periphery."

"And when and if we find her, I assume our first call is most
definitely not to Isaiah," said Paul.

"Of course not. Let's hear her side of the story first. She no
doubt knows more about Isaiah and whatever the fuck he's up to than
we do."

"She would have to - we don't know anything."

"Not yet," Chloe said. "But the night is young."

"I put Bee on Isaiah as well," said Paul. "She's digging around
looking for anything she can find on him and where he might be
staying."

"I hope she's careful," said Chloe. Bee was an amazing engineer
and the best with gadgets, but she was no hacker. She knew her way
around a computer, but from what Winston had said, Isaiah was a
primo, oldschool hacker. He'd sniff Bee's digital scent a mile away
if she got close to anything sensitive.

"She'll be fine," Paul assured her. Chloe wasn't as confident,
and decided to give Bee a warning call once she was alone.

"You're probably right," she said, pulling him close for a kiss.
"Now let's get on this thing. And remember, Raquel's probably not
at the Pirate's Den."

Paul laughed. Chloe teasing him about the strippers at the
Pirate's Den was now an old joke between them even though, truth be
told, Chloe usually had more fun in the Den than Paul did. "You can
never be too thorough in these matters," he said. "I'll leave no
stone unturned."

Then they both checked their e-mail on their phones, downloading
Raquel's picture onto their screens. She was a pretty, if severe,
looking woman. Latin features and coloring, short, black hair. The
pic looked like it came off a security camera - she certainly
didn't seem aware that her picture was being taken. Still, it was a
good, clear shot, and if the woman still looked the same, anyone
who'd seen her recently shouldn't have any problem recognizing
her.

Chloe watched Paul as he followed Sandee, heading back toward
Duval. She took off at a jog, headed back to Artist's Alley where
she'd left her scooter. Considering the Vespa's security system and
the thumbprint recognition device in the left handlebar, it should
still be there. At her current pace, she would be in the seat and
motoring in less than five minutes.

Since the weather had finally, finally, finally turned from
unbearably hot to pleasantly warm, Chloe had been jogging a lot
lately, usually covering six or seven miles as she zigzagged
through Old Town's streets or covered the island's perimeter. She
memorized street names and house numbers and explored alleyways as
she ran. Although she was somewhat frustrated by Key West's small
size, she did feel like she was getting to know every little nook
and cranny of its streets, which gave her a certain sureness of
place she'd never quite felt in the vast sprawl of Silicon
Valley.

Chloe turned left on Simonton, retracing the path she and Paul
had walked earlier with Winston. With fewer people on the sidewalk
she increased her pace, running west to her Vespa. She got a few
stares from drivers passing by, but she decided that time was more
important than avoiding attention. Right now all she wanted was to
find Raquel before Isaiah's Crew tracked her down. At the very
least it would be a sign that she really did have some pull in this
city and might therefore strengthen her position. If she was lucky,
she could make some deal with Raquel or learn something that she
and Paul could use to their advantage going into this negotiation
or revolution or whatever it was.

Closing in on her destination, Chloe slowed her pace to a trot
and then a quick walk as she turned onto the more populated streets
by the marina and saw a pair of cops standing not fifteen feet
away. Nothing attracted police attention like someone running. They
were right between her and where she needed to be, but she wasn't
worried. Key West cops kept the drunks in line and harassed street
dealers and street walkers. They had no idea about the Crew or any
of the crazy shit she and Paul were up to. She saw that the two
officers, dressed in white shirts marked "Police," shorts and heavy
black belts weighed down with pistol, nightstick and radio, were
doing one of their other favorite duties - harassing the
homeless.

In this case though, Chloe recognized the young woman they were
questioning so intently. And at that moment the young woman noticed
and recognized her as well. She was small, with pixie-like features
and long, stringy brown hair. She wore a pair of dirty, gray men's
suit pants that she'd slit up the sides to her thighs and tied at
the ankles and around the waist with rope salvaged from some dock.
Her worn, faded blue spandex halter top looked like it came from
the same dumpster as the pants. As usual, she wore a pair of
chipped but serviceable roller blades in place of shoes.

"Hey, hey!" said the woman, pointing at Chloe. "She can tell
you! You can tell them, right?"

Outwardly, Chloe flashed the cops a pleasant smile, but inside
she was groaning. "Hey Cassie," she said. "What's up?" Both cops
turned to look at her. Chloe recognized them as officers Hurley and
Gutierrez. She'd taken the time a few months ago to memorize the
names, faces and, where possible, the records of every officer on
the Key West police force. They, on the other hand, didn't seem to
recognize her at all, which was good.

"You need to tell them," Cassie said. "Tell them it's ok."

"You know this woman?" Officer Gutierrez said to Chloe, his eyes
suspicious in that bored cop way.

"Sure, sure," said Chloe. "Why? What's up?"

"They wanna shut me down, man!" Cassie interjected. "They want
me to stop… stop… "

"Stop what?" Chloe asked.

"Stop… " Cassie said, calming down as she tried to remember what
was going on.

"Stop her from making a nuisance of herself," Officer Hurley
offered.

"I wasn't… "

"You weren't skating into pedestrians on the street?" Gutierrez
said.

"No… " Cassie mumbled into her chest.

"Cassie," the cop continued, his voice level and calm. "We saw
you. You skated right by us and nearly knocked that woman
over."

"Oh," said Cassie. "Really?"

"Now, take off the skates and we'll have a patrol car come pick
you up," said Hurley. Cassie's eyes widened at this and she tried
to back away, but Gutierrez grabbed her. Chloe absolutely didn't
have time to get involved in this shit right now, but she didn't
want to leave Cassie hanging like that. She knew that the homeless
girl had a pathological fear of being held in custody.

"Can I just take her home?" Chloe asked, not believing it even
as she said it.

"Excuse me, ma'am?" asked Hurley. He knew as well as she did
that Cassie didn't have a home and he no doubt wondered why Chloe
was sticking up for her.

"I could, you know, just take her home. Let her chill out a
little. Sleep it off, you know?"

"This woman lives with you?"

"She stays over sometimes. It's no big deal. I just thought
maybe… "

"Please!" said Cassie. "I'll be good and quiet and sleep like a
bug in a rug and not run into anybody, I promise. Promise, promise,
promise."

The cops gave each other a look. Chloe hoped that they were now
tired of the entire encounter and willing to turn responsibility
over to her so they could get on with their evening. They weren't
quite there yet.

"If that woman decides she wants to press charges… " Gutierrez
said. Chloe knew this was bullshit of course. If the woman wanted
to press charges they would've had Cassie in handcuffs already.
They just wanted to extort some sort of penalty from Cassie in
order to make it worth their time.

"You could take her skates," Chloe suggested. "She doesn't go
anywhere without them. I'll bring her by tomorrow to pick them up
and you can question her then if you still need to."

"And until then she'll be staying with you?" Hurley asked.

"Yes," said Chloe. She pulled out her wallet and handed the
officer a driver's license with the name Jennifer Kimball and the
address of an apartment in New Town. The cop copied down the info
and asked for a phone number. Chloe gave him one for a throw away
cellular she kept back at the house. Meanwhile, Cassie was
stripping off her skates, and suddenly the whole area around her
smelled like feet.

"You know what," said Hurley, leaning back away from the stink.
"Why don't you keep those."

"Are you sure?" asked Cassie.

"Yes, go on and keep those on," agreed Gutierrez. "But you head
right back home with Ms. Kimball here. We won't see you again
tonight, right?"

"Right," said Cassie.

"Absolutely right," agreed Chloe.

"All right then," said Hurley. "You folks have a good
night."

"You too, officers," said Chloe.

"Yeah, you too!" Cassie chimed in.

The cops had made their deal and seemed happy with it. As long
as they didn't see Cassie bothering anybody for the rest of the
night, they were willing to let things go. Cassie and Chloe stood
and watched them saunter back up the street toward the main tourist
areas.

"So we're going to your house?" asked Cassie once they were out
of earshot, her voice full of hope.

"No. You're going to go somewhere out of sight for the night.
I'm going to go back to doing what I was doing."

"Oh," said Cassie, disappointed. Chloe felt a pang of guilt -
Cassie sticking up for me though."

"I'll have you over some other time, Cassie, ok?" said Chloe.
"It's just really crazy right now."

"That's me," she said. "Crazy. Crazy Cassie they call me. I
know."

"Yeah," said Chloe. They did in fact call her Crazy Cassie.
Everybody did. "But you know… "

"Ok, thanks. Bye-bye," the homeless woman said as she strapped
her skates back on. "Thanks, thanks." She gave Chloe a big hug and
then pushed off into the street, skating north into the shadowy
streets of Old Town before Chloe could get in another word.

Christ, Chloe thought, she was such a fucking softie. Time to
get back to work. She found her scooter a couple of minutes later,
right where she'd left it. She disengaged the security system with
a fob on her keychain and thumbed the ID pad. The engine started
right up and she zipped away, heading toward the beach hotels along
Atlantic Boulevard.










Chapter 7

 


CHLOE moved as fast as she could through the chain hotels. Her
Crew didn't have anywhere near the contacts in these corporateowned
places that they did in the scores of guest houses and small inns
that blanketed Old Town. She started her search at a small motel
down the street from the Southernmost Point marker; a massive,
brightly colored concrete tourist magnet that marked the beginning
(or end) of the highway that ran from Miami down through the keys.
As you drove that stretch (which she'd done many times now) the
miles counted down to zero until you ended up here, with no road
left to travel. Mile zero was the end of the line, and more and
more she was worried that it was a dead end for her and Paul and
the crew as well.

She showed Raquel's picture around, pretending that she was
looking for her sister-in-law, whom she was trying to surprise.
Most of the hotel clerks seemed to buy this story, especially when
she slipped them a $20 bill for their help. Unfortunately, there
was no hint of recognition in any of their faces, and when they
checked their reservation computers they didn't find any Raquels.
Chloe would've been surprised to find her at any of these places,
but you had to be thorough.

A little over an hour after she'd started, Chloe got a reprieve
from her fruitless search when Paul called. "I think I've found
her," he said, breathless. "Or at least where's she's staying."

"Where?" asked Chloe.

"The Weaver House."

"Off Grinnell Street?"

"Yep."

Chloe knew the place. Off the main roads, small, quiet, cheap. A
good place to lie low, although a little ratty. If she were Raquel
she might've picked a place much like it. "Are you there?" she
asked Paul.

"Down the street. The day desk clerk's name is Carlos. He's
dating Kyle, who's on our housing plan right now."

"Do we know the night clerk?" asked Chloe.

"No. She's new. Even Carlos doesn't know her."

"Fuck. Ok, well, I'll be there in a few. If you could scope the
place out… "

"Already done. Just the one entrance in front. A little pool
area along the side where there's a gate to the alley behind, but
it's locked."

"Fuck again. Ok. I'll be there in a minute."

Chloe mulled over plans in her head. The sister-in-law line
might or might not work, depending on this new clerk. Anyone
working a nightclerk job at a small guest house in Key West
obviously needed money, so maybe they could just bribe her,
although she'd definitely remember that if it happened, and Chloe
didn't like being memorable in that way. It was possible the place
had its computer reservation system online, but Chloe doubted it,
and without a skilled hacker, they didn't have time to break into
the system anyway.

She found Paul standing on the corner, talking on his cell
phone. She pulled up next to him and said, "How much for a
quickie?"

He smiled and hung up the phone. "$15 around the world."

"Damn, you're cheap!" Chloe said, climbing off the Vespa.

"My pimp believes in volume discounts. She's weird that way," he
said, giving her a kiss.

"Yeah, she must be. Who were you talking to? Has Bee or San
scared up anything new?"

"I wasn't talking to anyone, but I thought it looked better if I
had a reason to be standing around on the corner. In case you're
wondering, the time is now 10:47, and the temperature is a balmy 70
degrees."

Chloe was pleased with Paul's improvisation. He'd come a long
way in their year together, and thinking like a paranoid was now
second nature for him. For a moment she considered the possibility
that this transformation was not actually a cause for celebration,
but she pushed such doubts aside. There was work to do.

"So," she said. "How're we getting in? Do you have any angles on
this night-clerk woman?"

"I thought we'd just get a room," said Paul. "They're only
half-full, so we should have our pick."

"Well sure," said Chloe, mentally kicking herself for not
thinking of the obvious. "If you wanna do things the simple
way."

"Sometimes, simple is best. This hot chick I know told me that
once."

She took his arm in hers and they started down the quiet street
to the guest house's front entrance. "Come on lover, let's get a
room for the night."

"I thought you'd never ask," said Paul.

The Weaver House was like most of the guest houses in Key West -
a converted old Key West house that had been added onto, subdivided
and re-subdivided over the past five to ten decades. It was
independently owned and operated, and odds were that the
proprietors lived in the building or next door. The small front
porch had two comfortable looking bench seats and a rocking chair.
Inside, the small foyerturned-lobby had just enough room for the
receptionist's desk and the door leading into the interior rooms.
Behind the desk sat a thin, middle-aged woman with reading glasses
who looked up from her crossword puzzle as Paul and Chloe
entered.

"Hi!" said Chloe. "Can we get a room?"

"Oh… yes, of course," the woman said with a distinct French
accent. "For how many nights?"

"Just the night," said Paul.

"Maybe only a few hours," Chloe added, giggling. They didn't
have luggage and it was almost 11:00 p.m. The only legitimate
excuse they had for getting a room was to fuck, or do something
unusual. Chloe wanted to leave no doubt in the French woman's mind
that they were here for the fucking.

The receptionist, wanting to be professional, tried to stop
herself from smiling but failed. "Of course," she said. We have one
room left with a king-size bed," she said, looking over the
register in front of her. Apparently the place didn't even have a
computer for registrations, so hacking wouldn't have been an option
anyway.

"Actually," said Paul, "the bed doesn't matter so much." He
seemed embarrassed. Paul leaned over and looked down at the
register himself. "We might be better off with a room that was
sorta private. I mean away from… "

"Of course," the woman said with a knowing nod. Together she and
Paul looked down at the list. "Why don't we put you in room
11?"

"Sounds perfect!" said Chloe, running a hand through Paul's
hair. "The sooner the better."

"Will that be cash or charge?" the receptionist asked with a
wink.

THE second floor room was small - a single bed and a small
dresser. But they weren't staying long. Chloe peered through the
door she'd opened just a crack, watching as the French woman headed
back down the stairs to her crossword puzzle.

"There weren't any Raquel's on the register," said Paul. "But
there were only two single occupancy rooms, so we should probably
start with those. Room 9 two doors down is one, and then room 5,
which is somewhere downstairs."

"We'll start with 9," said Chloe, opening their own room door
and examining the lock mechanism. Not hotel grade at all - just the
kind of lock you'd have on a bedroom door inside a house. She could
pop it with a credit card. "The lock's no problem," she told Paul.
"Let's go."

They listened close at room 9's door and heard nothing. Chloe
popped the lock as quietly as possible, but the hinges squeaked as
she pushed it open a few inches. She winced, but a quick glance
inside told her that the room - a mirror image to their own tiny
room - was empty. They both ducked inside. A quick look at the XXL
T-shirts in the dresser and the men's shoes by the bed and Chloe
knew this was the wrong room. They slipped back out into the
hall.

The only danger was that the receptionist would notice them
coming down the stairs. Fortunately there was a door between the
stairwell and the front desk, and the steps didn't creak too loudly
as they crept down. Room 5 lay at the back of the guest house. The
lock opened just as easily as the first one, and at least this one
didn't squeak as she pushed it open a few inches to peer
inside.

Oh shit! There was someone lying in the bed.

The room was much bigger than theirs, with a queen sized bed, a
large armoire, and a table and chairs. Someone lay prone on the
bed, face down. A woman, Chloe thought, judging from the smooth,
shapely legs. But this was Key West. Plenty of men had smooth
shapely legs as well. Could that be Raquel? Could she have just
overslept?

Chloe withdrew, but left the door open for Paul to take a look.
"I think that's her," he whispered to Chloe. "Don't you?"

Chloe just nodded. Should they wake her up? She might not
appreciate two strangers breaking into her hotel room to rouse her
from a deep sleep just because Isaiah wanted to see her. Chloe knew
that she wouldn't want to be woken under those circumstances.

Paul closed the door again and they both stepped back a few
feet. "What do you think?" she asked him in a low voice.

"I think we should wake her up," he said.

"Me too."

Chloe walked back to the door and knocked lightly. She waited
and knocked again, louder this time. Still nothing. She looked at
Paul, and he shrugged and motioned for her to open the door.

She knocked again as she swung the door open, calling into the
room. "Hello?" she said, "Raquel, is that you?"

It was Raquel, but she was in no condition to answer. She was
dead.

IT only took Paul a few minutes to get back to the La Concha
on

Chloe's scooter. Paul had noticed the odd look the receptionist
had shot them as he and Chloe left again so quickly after checking
in. She must think I'm pretty quick on the draw, he thought. "We'll
be back," he'd assured her, and he didn't think she even tried to
hide her smirk this time. Chloe had called Bee while he mounted her
scooter to head back to Winston and Isaiah.

On the drive over to the hotel, Paul had called Sandee. "We
found her," he'd said. "You can call off your hunt."

"Thank God," Sandee had said. "I'm not cut out for this gumshoe
gig. I'm much too delicate for this kind of work." Paul had
laughed, knowing that San was anything but delicate, not when it
mattered.

"Don't go thanking me so quick; I might need you to go watch
another place for us."

"I was thanking God, not you," Sandee joked. "You've never
answered any of my prayers."

"Who brought you those two sailor boys for your birthday?" Paul
asked.

"Mmm, sailor boys. Ok, that one… "

"Please San, this is getting pretty serious," Paul said.
"Chloe's on her way back to the house. I just want to make sure you
stay by your phone and are ready when we need you."

"Serious, huh? Ok, honey," Sandee said. "I'm all over it like
brown on rice."

"Thanks, I'll make it up to you, I promise."

"No worries, sweetie. Anything for you."

Paul hung up, and a minute later he parked the Vespa beside the
side entrance to La Concha and paid a bellboy to ignore the fact
that it was illegally parked. He headed for the elevators and the
mysterious conspirators waiting for him on the top floor, nervous
as hell about having to face them alone with the news he was
bringing. But he and Chloe had decided that one of them needed to
take care of the Raquel situation right away, before the others got
involved, and Paul had volunteered to be the bearer of bad news
while Chloe went to get Bee to help her.

Little had changed in the rooftop bar over the past two hours.
Isaiah's guard still sat at his seat by the door to the ballroom.
Some of the other customers were still there as well, along with
several new faces. Paul noticed more people outside on the
observation deck as well. He headed straight for the guard, who
just nodded at him and motioned toward the door with his eyes.

Inside he found Winston and Isaiah, still sitting and engaged in
deep conversation. They'd been joined by a woman in her mid-40s,
with light brown skin and striking features that Paul had a hard
time ascribing to any particular ethnicity. She sat next to Isaiah
and had a small laptop open in front of her, its screen hidden from
Winston's line of sight. All three of them looked up expectantly at
Paul.

"You have news," Isaiah intoned.

"Not good news," said Paul. He looked directly at the new woman,
stepping forward to offer his hand. "Hi. I'm Paul."

The woman stood up to shake hands, introducing herself,
"Amelia." Her voice had a slight accent to it. Possibly Caribbean,
maybe African.

Apparently tired of common courtesy, Isaiah interrupted. "What
do you know?"

"Raquel's dead," said Paul.

None of them looked surprised at the news, but Paul chalked this
up to years of living the dissembling life. Isaiah and Winston
certainly weren't the kind of people to show any emotion they
didn't want the world to see, and apparently neither was
Amelia.

"Go on," said Isaiah.

Paul glanced to Winston for some guidance and he gave a slight
nod. "We found where she was staying, got into her room and found
her lying dead in bed."

"Do you know how she died? Are you even sure she's dead?" asked
Winston.

"She's definitely dead," he said. Paul shuddered inside as he
remembered the staring dead eyes and the cold skin. "As for how, I
have no idea. There wasn't any blood, but her face was covered in
bruises. We didn't stay around to figure out more than that."

"How did you find her?" asked Isaiah.

"It doesn't matter," said Paul. "What's important is that she's
dead, right?"

"Exactly," agreed Winston. "We have to assume she suffered a
violent death, and furthermore, we need to assume that whoever
killed her did so because of something to do with this meeting of
ours."

"That's a lot to assume," said Amelia. "Raquel had many enemies
in this world. And she liked to take a lot of risks. We have no
idea what happened to her. And until we do, we can't make an
informed decision on what to do next, so finding out what happened
to her must be our top priority."

"I agree," said Isaiah, surprising Paul by showing a bit of
tenderness for the first time as he gave Amelia a supportive pat on
the knee. Paul had assumed Amelia was the other missing attendee
besides Raquel. But now, looking at their body language and the way
she sat with her computer screen exposed to Isaiah, he suspected
they were partners, if not more.

"Which hotel was she at?" Isaiah asked.

Paul paused before answering. Her location was their one ace,
and he didn't want to reveal it yet. "Excuse me," said Paul,
looking at Winston. "But I'm still a little in the dark over here.
Why would you suspect that someone would kill Raquel because of
this meeting? What the hell are we meeting about that would get a
woman murdered?"

Amelia and Isaiah exchanged a look. Although Paul couldn't read
its meaning, he was now sure they part of the same Crew. He'd had
equally communicative glances with Chloe often enough to recognize
them in others. But it was Winston who spoke next.

"Do you want to explain, Isaiah. If you don't tell him, I will,"
the old veteran said. "They're in it now."

"I suppose so," said Isaiah. "I can at least give you a broad
overview of what we've got planned, and knowing the background
could prove vital in discovering what happened to Raquel."

"Great," said Paul, taking a seat at their table and resting his
hand on his pocket. Under the table, out of sight, he snuck his
cell phone out and thumbed a switch on the side, activating a
special digital audio recorder Bee had installed. If they were
going to reveal big secrets, Paul wanted to catch every word.

"First of all, a little history on Raquel," Isaiah began. "No
reason you shouldn't have all the background data the rest of us
have."

Amelia, who'd been looking at her laptop screen, interrupted him
before he could continue. "Could you turn off any phones or
electronic devices you have operating right now?" she asked.

Isaiah looked expectantly at Paul and he tried to hide his
surprise as he took out his phone and plopped it down on the table.
Amelia looked up from her screen. The laptop probably had some sort
of RF detection built into, and the whole room might've been wired
to detect electronics for all Paul knew. These people definitely
came prepared. "Thank you," she said in her lilting voice.

Isaiah didn't seem mad, continuing as if the interruption hadn't
happened. "Unlike the rest of us here, Raquel is not part of any
Crew. She is - sorry, was - a strictly solo operator. She'd been in
this game for fifteen years and she was very good at it. In this
particular case, I'd approached her about consulting for us on some
law enforcement issues… "

Winston interjected at this point, "What you have to know about
Raquel is that she was a bon vivant. She loved to party, have a
good time and to scam her way through life. And she was amazingly
good at it. She didn't work for Crews. Crews worked for her, but
only when she allowed it or when the score was too big for her to
handle alone. She was like the James Bond of grifters - all charm
and confidence and chutzpah."

"What Winston says is true," said Isaiah. "But what made her so
effective is that she had the smarts and did the homework necessary
to back her brashness up. She was particularly adept at
infiltrating, manipulating, and taking advantage of bureaucracies
of any kind. Particularly law enforcement agencies."

"Most of us, wisely I think, keep as much distance between
ourselves and the police as possible. Not Raquel," Isaiah
continued, admiration and respect creeping into his voice. "She
cultivated cops and special agents as contacts. While the rest of
us ducked for cover in the post 9-11 security crackdown, Raquel
rode the institutional paranoia and limitless homeland security
spending like a wave."

Paul listened in wonder and creeping panic as Isaiah praised
Raquel's skills. All this was way, way, way beyond his league.
Cultivating cops? Homeland Security money? What the fuck was Isaiah
drawing them into?

"Raquel had invited my Crew to work with her on several
occasions," Isaiah said. "And I believe you had worked with her
too, right Winston?"

"Indeed," he said. "It was always interesting."

"So I asked Raquel to use some of her contacts… "

"Her law enforcement contacts," Winston interjected.

"Yes," said Isaiah. "Her law enforcement contacts. I asked her
to do some background checking and look into a few things for
us."

"What kind of things?" asked Paul.

Isaiah paused, searching for words. "It's complicated," he said.
"Let's just say that… "

"Ok, hold on," said Paul. He'd had enough of this cryptic
bullshit. He just wanted to know what the fuck was going on. "Can
you please, dear God, please, just tell me what the fuck is going
on?" he asked Isaiah.

"That's what I was trying to do," Isaiah replied, his voice
cold.

"I know, I know. I'm sorry," said Paul. "But can you give me the
onesentence synopsis, just so I can get my bearings."

Isaiah stared at Paul for a long, uncomfortable moment. Paul met
his gaze at first, but then broke eye contact, looking down at the
table, then over to Winston for support. The old man just nodded,
which could've meant anything.

Paul started to say something, but Isaiah held up a hand. "Give
me a second," he said.

It took more than a few more seconds, but finally Isaiah started
to explain himself. When he did, Paul could scarcely believe what
he was hearing.

"As the man said, I have a dream," Isaiah began. "It started out
as a very personal dream - just a bunch of things I wanted for me
and my family. This was when I was in my teens, hacking with the
school computers and on a cobbled-together machine my uncle had in
the back of his shop. I grew up. So did the damn dream. After, it
was just me; it was just me and a few friends. Kids who didn't like
playing the street gang game any more than I did. We were made our
own gang - The Kobra Kommandos, if you can believe that G.I.
Joe-inspired shit. Just a bunch of black and latino hackers trying
to stay out of the drug life but still wanting a taste of the thug
life. We wanted cash to buy shit. We wanted to see cool shows and
wear expensive clothes and drive fast cars just like everyone else
we knew, but we didn't want to have to fuck with gangbangers or
cops or any of that bullshit.

"But really there was always just one dream - to be left the
hell alone by everyone else. The cops. The gangs. The school
teachers. Our parents. Why the hell wouldn't they just let us do
our thing? That's what we were always asking ourselves. Now I'll be
the first to admit I've never had a real job. I grew up in this
life, and I've never known anything else. And I love this life.
When I was18, I disappeared. Whoever I was before then vanished -
dead or never existed, depending on who you asked. And ever since,
I've lived without leaving a trace, even as I live a great
life."

Isaiah turned to Amelia at this point, smiling as he put a hand
on her shoulder. "I found a beautiful wife. I've got two great
kids." This last revelation shocked Paul. The idea that someone
could raise children living the way he and Chloe did astonished
him. "But it's getting harder," Isaiah continued. "Even with a Crew
that's like family and that, in all modesty, is as kick-ass a group
of Net-thugs you're ever gonna meet, it's getting harder. And this
world of ours? It's sure as hell getting meaner.

"I've come to realize that, in these days when every flavor of
organized crime is getting into our cyber-business and when
paranoid government bastards are letting loose their own viruses to
get in everyone else's shit, that a small Crew like mine - or like
any of yours - we can't survive. We'll get swallowed up. That's why
we have to evolve. Evolve or die." Isaiah paused for a moment to
catch his breath. He'd been talking fast toward the end there,
excited by his own rhetoric.

Paul was intrigued to be sure, swept up in Isaiah's story. But
so far it was just words and concerns, not a plan. "Evolve into
what?" Paul asked.

Isaiah looked at him and for the first time since Paul met him,
he smiled a broad, wolfish grin. "Into something that's too big and
tough for anyone to swallow."

"You want to organize the Crews?" asked Paul. "Form one big
Crew?"

"In a way… " Isaiah began.

"That's just asking for trouble, isn't it?" Paul asked. "They
have a name for that kind of thing - organized crime. And organized
crime has FBI task forces assigned to fight it and gets involved in
mob wars with other outfits. Not the best way to be left alone if
you ask me."

"You're absolutely right," agreed Isaiah. "And that's not what
I'm talking about. Besides, ain't none of us the kind of folk who
like to take orders from others, right?" Paul nodded in absolute
agreement. Out of the corner of his eye Paul saw that Winston was
watching him closely. What did Winston think of this plan, he
wondered.

"Capos and mob bosses and all that Sicilian bullshit is most
definitely not the way to go," said Isaiah. "Evolving into
something like them would be like evolving into dinosaurs - a big
step backwards. We're already smaller, and smarter, and freer than
the Mafia. I don't want to give that up any more than the rest of
you.

"But for all our freedom, we're not the freest people in the
world. We still operate in one country or another. We still have to
play by their rules to a certain extent. But the nation-state is
dying, my friends. It feels power and control slipping from its
grasp, and in its death throes it's tightening its grip. Rather
than get crushed in that grip, I propose joining the ranks of those
that are killing it. I'm talking, of course, about the rise of the
stateless transnational corporation."

"You want to incorporate?" asked Paul, somewhat disappointed.
Winston had said something about revolution. What was revolutionary
about a corporation?

"To start with," said Isaiah. "But that's only the
beginning."

"What good does that do us?" asked Paul. "Other than create a
paper trail that could lead some IRS investigator right to our
front door."

"Well to start with, the company won't be anywhere that the IRS
can investigate it. The company won't be anywhere at all but in a
series of post-office boxes in the Caymans or Belize and secure
servers hidden away in secret data havens. Look at Enron… "

"Here we go," Winston interrupted. Paul got the impression that
Isaiah and Winston had already debated this example a fair amount.
"Why not model ourselves after the paragon of right-wing capitalist
greed and exploitation?"

"Why not, indeed?" Isaiah countered.

"Because they got caught?" Paul suggested.

"They got caught because they were tied into real world
enterprises and stock markets. Because there were people, the SEC
could make arrests and parade them in front of the TV cameras. But
if you look at what they were doing - which is the same thing a
thousand other corporations are still doing today - they had
hundreds of fronts and holding companies and shell corporations,
each nothing more than an account number and a file somewhere. They
moved money and assets and God knows what else without anyone ever
noticing what was going on. Sound familiar? It should. It's what
all of us do all the time.

"I'm not talking about going public and selling stock. I'm
talking about a privately held, foreign-based holding corporation
that can let us pool our resources, launder money, provide
ready-made cover, establish untraceable lines of credit, even buy
and sell real estate and big ticket property. Hell, even provide
health insurance. All without any of it being traceable past the
corporate façade."

"You're asking us to give up and join the enemy," said Winston.
"To become part of the establishment that we devote our time to
subverting."

"What better way to subvert than from within?" asked Isaiah. "I
use the best, I use the rest. I use the enemy."

"I use Anarchy," said Paul, completing Isaiah's quote from the
Sex Pistols.

"And make no mistake. This is classic anarchy I'm talking about.
No government control, the workers - us - controlling everything
from the ground up. No one telling us what to do. Better than that
- no one even knowing what's happening."

"Corporations are the traditional tools of Fascism," Winston
intoned. "How can forming a corporation be a tool of Anarchy?"

"Don't get caught up in the labels," Amelia chimed in from
beside Isaiah. "When he first told me about this plan, I was as
skeptical as you. But look at the reality, the essence of what's
being proposed. A modern-day corporation has all the rights but few
of the responsibilities that a person has. And a transnational
corporation is a person without any steady lord or master. A person
who can travel anywhere in the world in search of opportunity."

"Or prey," said Winston.

"Or prey," agreed Amelia. "That's exactly right. And what does
that sound like? Who else in history have enjoyed such
freedoms?"

"Pirates," said Paul, understanding dawning on him. "You're
saying corporations are the modern pirates."

"Exactly!" said Isaiah, pointing at Paul. "That's it exactly.
We've modeled our crews after the Pirate Crews of old - democratic,
beholden to no one, taking what we need and living free. But it's
time to evolve. Time to become the true pirates of our age."

"The corporation isn't what we are," said Paul. "It's just a new
ship for us to sail in." He'd been entranced with the pirate mythos
the Crews wrapped themselves in ever since he first met Chloe. The
comparison added a veneer of romance and daring that helped mask
the sometimes brutal and tough parts of living underground. But he
knew that Winston had never liked the metaphor, and looking at him
now, Paul didn't see anything in the old man's stern visage to make
him think he'd changed his mind.

"That's it," said Isaiah. "I'd never thought of it that way, but
you're exactly right, Paul. It's just another kind of ship. A ship
that's just as quick and dangerous, but with bigger guns and better
armor that can slip in and out of any port in the world without
being noticed."

"Ok, ok, I get it now," said Paul. "But before we get pulled
into a big philosophical debate, let's get back to the real point
here. How did this plan of yours get Raquel killed?"

Everyone stopped and stared at him. It was almost as if they'd
all but forgotten about the dead woman in the guest house less than
ten blocks away, or at least stopped worrying about her. He
certainly hadn't, and of course they probably hadn't either. Paul
found it more than a little disquieting that they could all talk
business and theory with such ease after hearing about Raquel's
murder.

"We don't know that it did," said Isaiah.

"But it seems rather likely, doesn't it," said Winston.

"Yes, I admit that it does," Isaiah conceded.

"Well, the first thing we need to do then is figure out what
happened to her," said Paul.

"I didn't tell anyone she was coming," said Isaiah. "Not even
Winston."

"I had no idea she was involved in this scheme until Isaiah told
me earlier this evening," Winston added.

"And of course we didn't know," said Paul. "What about this
other Crew that called in late?"

"I didn't tell them either. And as far as I know, Raquel never
had any contact with them. But of course I have no idea who Raquel
has worked with. They may be the best of friends or the worst of
enemies for all I know. I mentioned them to Raquel, and she claimed
not to have heard of them."

"You told Raquel about them?" asked Paul. "Did you tell her
about us too?"

"I did," said Isaiah. "And about Winston. Part of what I wanted
her to do was check up on all of you, to make sure that none of you
had any law enforcement heat on you."

Paul didn't like that he'd been secretly investigated. In fact,
he did have some legal heat on him, although he didn't think there
were any active investigations going on. "What did she find?" he
asked.

"I don't know," said Isaiah. "She was supposed to give me a
report tonight."

"So, basically we don't know anything about who or what she
knew," said Paul. "Other than the fact that she was digging around
into other Crews, getting in touch with her law enforcement
contacts and generally sticking her nose where it wasn't wanted.
But since we don't know what she found, we don't know who she
might've pissed off enough for them to murder her in her hotel
room."

"That seems to sum it up," said Isaiah.

"What a fucking mess. Before we do anything else, I want to
figure out what happened to her," said Paul.

"We'll help you… ." Isaiah started to say.

"No, that's ok," Paul said. "We'll handle it to start with. It's
our town, our responsibility. Chloe's already working on it. If we
end up needing help, you can be sure I'll let you know."

Isaiah was about to say something, but Amelia tapped her laptop
screen, stealing his attention. He glanced at the display and
narrowed his eyes slightly, then nodded. Amelia typed into the
keyboard for a few seconds.

Looking up from the screen, Isaiah said, "Well, it appears our
fourth and final potential partner has arrived."

"I thought they sa