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Chapter 1

Paul Reynolds crisscrossed his sketchbook with furious strokes, filling
the pages with images of the vengeance he would take on his former
coworkers at Fearand Loading Games.He'd founded the company three
years back and, just a few hours ago, his partners and erstwhile friends
had fired him without cause or warning. He concentrated hard as his
pen brought to life demonic figures from one of the best-selling comics
he'd created, scythe wielding cyber-men called Myrmidons who tore into
surprised computer programmers with fangs and claws. Elsewhere on
the page, computers assembled themselves into 21st century Golems,
rising up against traitorous CEO's and producers to crush them to
bloody pulp asthey cowered beneath their desks. Sitting at the bar in
Se—or Goldstein's Mexican Restaurantin SanJose,California, Paul's own
artwork engaged him for the first time in months, maybe years. Under
other circumstances, that would have made him happy. But today's cir-
cumstancesallowed only two emotions: despair and a burning desire for
revenge. Not wanting to succumb to the former, and not quite wanting
to find a gun and go back to the office, he instead drew.

He had turned to a fresh page and begun to sketch his most elaborate
revenge-schemeyet when a woman walked into his line of vision. There
were four or five other women in the restaurant already (most of them
employees), but this one stood out. This one would've stood out any-
where. Her hair, cut short and spiky, was dyed a magenta so bright it
nearly glowed. She wore a tight black t-shirt, baggy olive drab shorts
that hung on shapely hips, and heavy black boots with two inch thick
soles. She had a faded black messengerbag slung across her chest, the
strap pressing between her breasts. If Paul had to guess, she wasn't
wearing a bra. She definitely wasn't your average Silicon Valley techie on
an early lunch break, and certainly not a restaurant employee.

Grateful for the distraction, Paul focused on the newcomer, chilling his
anger for a moment with a swift sip of margarita and melted ice. He ran
a hand through his fine brown hair, brushed a few wrinkles out of his
Green Lantern t-shirt, and sucked in his bit of beer belly before he turned




back to the sketchbook and kept drawing. He didn't care what his pen
pushed onto the page aslong as he looked busy. As far as Paul was con-
cerned, a sad man sitting at a bar before noon was not someone that
striking young women with ruby hair engagedin random conversation.
However, as past experience in many a coffee house and dive bar had
taught him, a scruffy artist sketching away when normal folks should be
working often attracted all kinds of interesting attention. And so, he
sketched.

“I'm here to speak with the manager,” the woman said to the
bartender.

"Yeah, he's here." the bartender replied and skulked off to find the
boss.

The girl leaned forward onto the bar, drumming arandom beaton the
wood with her knuckles while shelooked around the room. Paul, who'd
beenwatching out of the corner of his eye, took the noise as an excuseto
glance over at her. She was looking right back at him, smiling.

"Hey," she said.

"Hey," he replied. He gave a smile, but inside he was suddenly embar-
rassed by the attention. He didn't want to hit on girls. He wanted to get
drunk and figure out if there was any way he could avoid his looming
fate. But he hadn't dated anyone in over a year, and some urges - and
some women - refused to be ignored.

"What're you working on there?" she asked.

"Oh, just doodling you know," he said as he looked down at the page.
He'd sketched the outline of a hydra-like monster with five heads and
ten tentacles. Four of the heads were laughing as the tentacles strangled
the fifth. "I'm aE I'm a comic book artist."

Was that true? Was he no longer a videogame designer then, just like
that?

"Really? Very cool."

“Thanks"

"But tell me something," she said asshe cameover and claimed the bar
stool next to his. She smelled like soap and shampoo, clean and fresh.
"Are you really a comic book artist or are you, like, a comic book artist in
waiting?"

"What?"

"You know, you meet guys all the time in bars or Starbucks or
wherever who carry around their notebooks and sketchpads and say
they're writers or artists. But really they're waiters or clerks or
something." She paused to put a reassuring hand on his forearm. Her



touch was warm and the feel of her flesh gave him a little internal twitch
of arousal. "Not that there's anything wrong with that or anything. I'm
all kinds of things in my head that I'm not actually in real life."

“No, no, I'm the real deal. I'm even published. Hell, | used to even get
paid decent money for doing it."

"But not anymore?"

"Well no. I've moved up in the world, or at least my paycheck has."

"Sold out huh?"

"Sold out, yeah. | left comics a few years ago and helped start a com-
puter game company. I've beenthe lead designer on a game called Met-
ropolis2.0." He rubbed the tattoo on his arm, the company logo as he had
designed it. Back in his apartment, Paul still had that first sketchbook
from five years back when he'd scribbled those early doodles. Doodles
that grew into the forthcoming online computer game that PC Gamer
magazine had hailed as "the most anticipated release of next year." By
contrast, his personal anticipation for the game had taken a precipitous
nosedive in the last few hours.

She nodded in approval. "Very cool. Is it out yet?"

"Not yet. Comes out in August.”

"Sotell me something elseE ," she started to say, but just then the bar-
tender returned, interrupting her thought.

“I'm sorry, the manager's at the bank or something" the bartender said.
"Do you want to leave a message?"

The pink haired woman eyed the bartender for a moment and then
looked back at Paul and winked. "How long do you think he'll be?"

"I dunno, fifteen minutes maybe? He should be back before the lunch
rush."

"Ok, I'll wait for him." The bartender nodded and started to turn away,
but shereachedacrossthe bar and tugged on his sleeve."While I'm wait-
ing, can | have a shot of Sauza and another margarita for my friend
here?" She eyed Paul once more. Again, the wink. "Make that two mar-
garitas and two shots. I've got to catch up."”

"Sure thing."

Now she turned back to Paul, who had to admit that an already
bizarre day had suddenly taken a strange new twist - but at least it was
finally turning in the right direction. "Ok, so what were we talking
about?" she asked.

"You wanted me to tell you something."

"Oh yeah! Right. | got it now. So,"she said again, "Tell me something.
Why did you say you're a comic book artist when you're a computer



game designer? | mean, these days that's just as cool as being an artist,
maybe cooler ‘causeit meansyou probably actually make a decentliving
and can buy a girl a drink."

Paul looked down at his hydra hydra sketch, a monster attacking it-
self. "Well, | guess because I've just been told I'm going to be fired
tomorrow."

"Oh, yeah, well, that sucks. Good thing I'm buying this round of
drinks then, huh? Even a better thing that | ordered those shots." She
reached into her shorts' pocket and pulled out a weather-beaten black
leather wallet. Paul caught a glimpse of red panties as the weight of her
hand in her pocket pushed her shorts off their perch on her hip.
"Speaking of which, here's my man now."

The bartender had arrived with the drinks. He spread them out before
Paul and his new friend - a shot and a margarita each, saying "Sixteen
dollars even." She pulled out a twenty and handed it to him and then
picked up both shot glasses, giving one to Paul.

"Here's to getting fired and fuck the fucks who swung the axe."

“I'l' drink to that," said Paul, and he did in one fiery gulp. He surprised
himself by not coughing and sputtering as the liquor burned its way
down his throat. He chasedit with a sip of his margarita and then said,
"But enough about that shit,” anger and sadnessblooming again, despite
the pretty girl. Time to changethe subject."What're you here for, looking
for a job?"

She made an utterly dismissive noise in the back of her throat.
"Hardly. No, I'm here to make a deal." She opened up her shoulder bag
and drew out a pair of small plastic figurines. They were little Mariachi
performers, with guitars. "Novelty salt and pepper shakers," she said.
“They're all the rage with the jet set this season."

"You sell those?" Paul asked, surprised.

"Something like that," shereplied with a smirk and took another sip of
her drink. Shequickly wiped her hand off on her shorts and then held it
out to Paul. "Hi, by the way, I'm Chloe."

"Paul," he said, shaking her hand and looking her in the eyesfor the
first time. Deep green. Shesmiled back at him, full of enthusiasm. "Nice
to meet you."

“Nice to meet you too, Paul. Go ahead and keep the little guys." She
gestured to the figurines. "Think of them as my gift to you. May they
keep you company in whatever your new endeavor might be." She
raised a toast and they clinked glasses and drank.



Paul smiled - his first genuine smile all day if memory served. "I'm
honored. Thanks." The two of them took the awkward moment of silence
that followed to continue sipping. "So," he finally said, "What're you and
your micro-mariachis doing here?"

Chloe put her drink down and said, "Oh, we're just out for a stroll, tak-
ing in the sights. No, actually I'm hoping the restaurant will let me put
‘em on the tables for a day. I'm doing market researchfor the company
that makes them. See if people think they're cute or annoying."

"How're they doing so far?"

"So far so good actually." Something over Paul's shoulder caught her
attention as she spoke and her gaze drifted towards the front door. "This
Is my last stop before | take a break for lunch. And if I'm not mistaken,
the guy | need to speakwith just walked in the door. Will you excuseme
a minute?"

"Sure."

"Watch my drink. Actually, order us another round." Chloe stalked
acrossthe restaurant to intercept the manager. Paul's gaze followed her
as she walked and he decided pretty much right then and there that he
was smitten. She seemed perfect, and he couldn't wait to find out how,
aswould undoubtedly be the case,she wasn't actually perfect at all. For
now though, Paul ordered another round of drinks and watched her chat
with the manager. He seemeddubious at first, in a hurry to get ready for
the noonday rush. But she charmed him over quick, and then handed
him a pair of shakersto look at. He smiled a few times and laughed loud
enough for Paul to hear from acrossthe room when she pointed to some
apparently funny idiosyncrasy about the pepper Mariachi. They chatted
a few more minutes before shaking hands and parting ways with a
smile.

She stopped midway between the manager and the bar and pulled a
cell phone from her pocket. Shemoved it about the room trying to get a
signal and then dialed it. She talked for a few minutes and shut the
phone before coming back over to Paul, dusting her hands in the univer-
sal sign of accomplishment. "Done and done."

"Good work. He seemed to go for it pretty quick," said Paul.

"Oh, the guys are always easy, especially restaurant managers. They
usually don't give a damn. As long as he's not a slave to some corporate
overlord who decides dZcor or some crazy shit like that, then it's usually
cool." She sat back down next to him again and downed the last of her
drink just as the next round arrived. "Actually, he claimed to have



remembered me from somewhere - although he didn't know where.
Whatever. He said yes, and that's all the matters."

"You are pretty memorable."

"You think so? | dunno, maybe you're right."

“Trust me, you definitely make a memorable first impression."

Sheraised her glassto toast him. "Yep, that's what your mom said last
night anyway."

"Really," Paul said, feigning indignity, "Wow, | can't believe my mom
said that." He paused for dramatic effect. "After all, shewas sotired after
working your mom over, she said she fell right asleep when she got
home."

Chloe laughed, more because Paul had played back at her than be-
cause what he said was funny. She adopted a British accent for a mo-
ment. "Well played old chap, well played." Then, voice back to normal,
"You're all right Paul. Most people wouldn't pull the Mom card that fast.
Especially if they knew me and knew my mom died of breast cancerlast
year."

Paul was horror stricken. Was she serious? She couldn't be serious
right? He started to apologize. "Oh, that'sE I'm sorry. IE "

“I'm just fuckin' with you, kiddo," she said, laughing. "No worries.
Mom's fine and livin' large in the suburbs."

Paul laughed along with her, although his had a tinge of nervousness
that he tried to conceal. Who the hell was this woman? Still, he'd decided
he officially had a crush on her now, and he wasn't about to let a bizarre
senseof humor dissuade him from a much-needed distraction. Sowhat if
she made jokes about her mom dying of cancer?At least she was making
them to him.

"You know, Chloe, you've got a pretty fucked up senseof humor,"
Paul said. "l like that in a woman."

"Hold your horsesthere, sport. Let's not get into what you like inside
women yet - we just met after all." This sudden sexual spin on his com-
ment conjured up a couple of graphic images he couldn't have ignored
even if he'd wanted to, which he didn't.

Chloe stared at Paul for along moment with something he hoped was
attraction, or at least interest. Then her phone buzzed and she looked
briefly at the display screenbefore turning her gaze back on him. "Paul,
have you had lunch yet?" she asked.

“No, not yet," he said, liking the direction things were headed now.

"Well, | skipped breakfast and, quite frankly, I'm feelin' a bit more
buzz from these drinks than I'd expected. | need to get some food in me."



"You want to get a table?" Paul asked, motioning towards the restaur-
ant section.

Chloe dropped a wad of bills on the bar as she stood up. "This place?
No fucking way. It's over priced, under spiced slop." She walked right
past Paul towards the door and he struggled to sweep up his sketchbook
and belongings as he followed her.

"We're going to my place."
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Chapter 2

Chloe's house reminded Paul of a cross between a used bookstore, a
computer repair shop, and a college dorm. A wall of bookcasesdomin-
ated the living room, eachshelf crammed with two, sometimes three lay-
ers of books, videotapes, CD's and DVD's. More stacks of books and
magazines stood in every corner. Paul was certain they would have
taken over all the other flat spacesas well, were it not for the half-as-
sembled computers and three dusty old monitors occupying the coffee
table, end tables, and everything in between. The only semi-open spaces
were the two couchesthat faced eachother from acrossthe room. A large
red and black checkered blanket covered one of them, while the other
was cracked but still serviceable brown leather. Thrift store purchases
both, Paul thought.

“The computer stuff belongs to one of my roommates,” Chloe said.
"She's always fiddling with those things to get better performance or
whatever. The books are mostly mine or my other roommate, Kurt's.
Come on into the kitchen and we'll rustle up a sandwich."

Paul followed her back into the open kitchen area, which (given that
he was ostensibly here to have lunch) he was relieved to seewas clean.
There was clutter in there certainly, but no dirty dishes or leftover food-
stuffs appeared in evidence. Along the left wall was a cheap, plastic
patio table with long wooden bencheson each side and miss-matched
chairs at either end. Newspapers, books, and a laptop occupied most of
its surface area, but the end closestto Paul seemed clear enough to see
actual use as a place for dining.

"Is peanut butter ok?" she asked, motioning him towards one of the
chairs.

"Sure," he said and sat down at the table. As she started to prepare a
couple of peanut butter sandwiches on white bread she said, "So, tell me
Paul, why are you getting fired tomorrow?"

“I'm not really entirely sure,” he said, although this was a stalling tac-
tic. He knew pretty well why he was getting fired; he just didn't quite
know how to put it into words. It'd only beena couple of hours since his
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high school friend and CEO had told him what was happening. "I mean,
they gave me reasons,but they're not really reasons.They're not things |
did wrong."

"What does that mean? They didn't like your looks?"

"Yeah, basically," said Paul. "More to the point, they didn't like the
look of how | was doing things. What | mean s, I'm not a tech guy right?
I'm an artist and a writer. I'm used to working at home and scribbling
away and meeting my deadlines. Sowhen | helped start this company, |
figured it would be mostly the same.| figured I'd sit in my office and do
my work and hit my deadlines and go to my meetings and all that."

"But you didn't do that?" asked Chloe as she placed a plate with a
sandwich in front of him and went back to the refrigerator.

“No, that's exactly what | did, which was part of the problem."

"Do you want a beer or a coke or something?" she asked.

"Coke's fine."

Chloe brought back two cokesand setthem down on the table before
taking a seat next to Paul. "So, wait. How was doing your job a
problem?"

"I don't work like a programmer,"” he said. "l don't sit and draw or
write for twelve or fourteen hours at a stretch like they program. | can't
do it. My brain is done long before then. Four hours of writing in a day
and | don't have anything left to say. There'snothing there. Alternately, |
can draw for about twice that long. Sure, | can do more - a lot more if
there's a deadline or it really needsto be done, but then I'm wiped. I'm
no good for anything for the next few days."

"And your buddies at work thought you were slacking off becauseyou
weren't putting in the same kinds of hours," she said. "Basically, they
fired you for being a lazy clock-watcher. That's the only reason?"

"Well, that, and the fact that | probably pissed a whole bunch of them
off even though | didn't mean to."

"Yeah, well, that'd do it. What were you doing to make everyone hate
you?"

"l don't think it was everyone - just some of them. To be honest, | don't
have a reputation for listening to other people's ideas." Paul stopped her
before she could comment, "And yeah, yeah, that would be bad if it were
true, but really it's not. | do listen to other people'sideas. | like to listen to
them. But if the ideas aren't good, I'm not going to use them just to make
people feel good."

"Besides,"he continued, anger creeping into his voice. "They hired me
for my ideas. The game itself was my idea, based on my comic book.
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And of course | listened to other people's thoughts. But | had the vision
and, | cantell you this for sure, no one elsethere had anything remotely
resembling a vision."

She'd nodded, her expression sympathetic. "Ok, Paul, | think | get the
overall picture. In a nutshell, they fucked you over."

"Yeah," he said. Saying it all out loud to her made had him angry
again. Angry at what they'd done to him. Angry and betrayed andE

"I do have one question though," Chloe said, interrupting his angry
reverie.

"Shoot," he said.

"You're talking in the past tense, like you've been fired already, but
earlier you said you're getting fired tomorrow. What's up with that?
Most people | know who get fired are shown the door right away. Why
wait twenty-four hours?"

"Oh, I thought | explained that," said Paul. "They can't fire me. | mean,
they can't just walk in and tell me to leave. I'm one of the founders. | own
nine percent of the company and I'm on the Board of Directors. They
have to actually vote me out."

"Really?" said Chloe, a spark of renewed interest in her voice.

"Yep. Like | said, this whole project - the whole reason for this com-
pany - was my idea."

"So the vote hasn't happened yet right?" she asked. "How do you know
you're going to get voted out?"

"Well, there are only five of us on the board and the others all told me
today how they'd vote. They wanted to have a meeting right then and do
it, but I'm entitled to twenty-four hour's notice and | said | wanted it."

"Why?"

"I dunno really. | was just so shocked. | had no idea they were even
thinking about doing something like this. Really. No idea at all. And I'm
sort of prone to doing rash things - you know, getting angry and stuff. |
knew if | went into a meeting right then I'd blow up. | might hurt some-
body or get in more trouble. Some part of me was smart enough to say
'hey, just get out of here.' So that's what | did."

"That makes sense,"she said. "I'd for sure have yelled and screamed
and broke something. Or someone."

"Those feelings came later - once | was in my car." Paul looked down
at his sandwich. This job, this company, had been his big break, his
chanceto do something that tons of people would seeand enjoy. He was
supposed to come out of this a millionaire. He'd never have to work
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again if he didn't want to. But they'd kicked him out - some of them
good friends of his. They'd stolen his idea and kicked him out.

That morning, as he'd sat there in his car outside the office, he'd con-
templated just throwing it in gear and driving straight through the plate
glassdoor at the front of the office, just flooring it and putting his trust in
the airbags to save him. Or not. Whatever. Paul didn't think he could
have done it, but he really wished he had. He wished he had it in him to
be so grief stricken that he didn't care what the consequencesfor his re-
venge were. But he did care. He was worried about his future. And for
that he felt like a coward.

"And then you did the only logical thing under the circumstances,
Chloe said. "You went and got a drink."

“Yes | did."

"But are you sure they're going to vote you out tomorrow?"

"Oh yeah, they made that real clear. They already offered me two
month's severance, which is more than they have to. Plus | still own
whatever stock I've vested."

“That sucks" Chloe sympathized. "But that last part's good though,
right? You still own part of the company, so if the game takes off, you
should make some money."

"Yeah," said Paul, but he didn't sound convinced.

Neither, it turns out, was Chloe. "Of course there's probably a bunch of
different ways they can screw you on that right? Like in the movie busi-
ness where people get a percentage of the profits but no movie ever
really makes any profits becauseof accounting tricks and whatever. I'm
sure game companies do the same shit."

"Yeah," Paul hadn't had this particular depressing thought until now.
"I doubt they'll pay out dividends or anything aslong asI'm sitting on
nine percent of the stock."

"You know what Paul? They've got you bent over good. They're giving
it to you in the assand all that's left to negotiate is who's going to do the
moving back and forth."

"I hadn't thought of it that way. Thanks for the image."

"Have you ever been fucked in the ass Paul?" she asked, her voice
dead serious.

"You mean before today?" he asked, not sure what she was driving at.

“No, | mean actually fucked in your actual ass."

"l can't say | have no," he laughed. Ok, this is weird, he thought.

"I didn't think so." Sheleaned closer in, her face just a foot or so away
from his now. "And would you like to be fucked in the ass?"
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"UmE no. It's not on my list of things | want to experience."

"You have a list? What's on the list?"

"Well, I, ummmE "

"We'll come back to the list. You're wondering what the hell my point
IS right?"

"Um, yeah. Definitely."

"Here's the deal Paul." She put her hands over his where they rested
on the kitchen table. Again, the touch of her skin on made him squirm on
the inside - squirm in a good way. "You've just beenfucked over so bad
you wanna scream. Hell, you probably already did scream.But now it's
time pick yourself up and move on. Either that, or get used to being the
bitch, right?"

"Ok, sure," said Paul. No matter how in lust with her he was with her
right now, he sure as hell wasn't about to let her do anything to or put
anything in his ass. Well, probably not. But he didn't think that things
were heading that direction.

"You don't sound convinced," she said.

"Well, I'm new to this." He smiled. "Be gentle, it's my first time."

"Don't worry, you'll learn fast." Shetook her hands off his, making him
immediately miss her touch, but she needed them to slice through the air
and emphasize her final point. "You know what's better Paul? Better
than lying there and taking it like a bitch? I'll tell you. It's much better to
be the one who doesthe fucking. Which is why I'm gonna help you Paul.
I'm gonna help you fuck those bastards 'til they can't walk straight for a
year."

"Sounds good," Paul agreed. "But how can you help me?"

"What kind of help do you need?"shereplied. "I've got a lot of hidden
talents, but | can't come up with the solution for you. You have to know
what to ask for."

"l think | need a lawyer more than anything."

"Ok, say I'm a lawyer. What then?"

"You're a lawyer?"

"We'll pretend I'm a lawyer. What would a lawyer do for you?"

Paul thought about this. What would a lawyer do for him? In his ex-
perience, not much. Real life lawyers tended to hem and haw and beat
around the bush. They seldom gave straight answers and they were nev-
er the go-for-the-throat sharks you seein the movies. "Actually, what |
really need is someone like a TV lawyer," he said. "Someoneto go in
there and threaten the whole lot of them into giving me what | want.
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Make them afraid of being in court for the next decade. But that sounds
like it would cost a lot of money and probably wouldn't actually work."

"And what is it you want, Paul?" asked Chloe. "Do you want your job
back?"

"No, not anymore. I'm pissed at being fired, but | could never work
with them again. No, | want what I'm due. I've got my stock, but that
won't be worth anything for years, if ever. I'd really prefer to just have
that money now and leave those fuckers behind forever."

"Hmmmm," mused Chloe.

"Hmmmm?" asked Paul.

“I'm beginning to seeaplan. A brilliant plan." Shesmiled wide. "Abso-
fucking-lutely brilliant. A way to make them pay you every last cent
you're owed and make them do it tomorrow. Truth is, it's really your
plan. And believe me, it's a very, very good one. At least it will be once
we finish coming up with it. But first | have to ask you some questions."

Paul had a skeptical look on his face."Okaaay," he said. "What do you
need to know?"

"Do you still have a key to the office and the security codes and all
that?"

"Yes," said Paul.

"Great," she said asshe pulled her cell phone from her pocket and star-
ted dialing. "What time does everyone go home?"

“It's hard to say," said Paul. "Most of the people leave around seven or
eight, but a couple of the programmers stay until midnight or later." He
watched as she held the phone to her ear, "Who're you calling?"

“I'm getting the gang together. We can't do this on our own. Gotta
have the whole crew."

Then she was talking into the phone, leaving a messagefor someone
named Raff. After that she made four or five other calls while Paul just
sat there. He wondered who these people were and if one of them was
Chloe's boyfriend (or girlfriend for that matter). If she had a boy/ girl-
friend at all. She never told any of the people what was going on - just
that they neededto get over to the house by six and that they had ajob to
do tonight.

"One more thing Paul," said Chloe when she hung up on the last mem-
ber of this mysterious gang. "I need you to tell me everything you can
about your company's lawyers and your partners' legal experience."
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Chapter

Paul knew that the plan was insane and probably illegal. Certainly the
stuff he'd been helping Chloe and her gang of followers do for the last
few hours was technically illegal. He'd asked them why they were help-
ing him, what did they hope to gain? They'd told him that this is what
they did for fun. Chloe assured him that they "lived for this kinda shit."
Ok, fine. He could sort of seethat. Once he was there, helping them come
up with the plan and then actually carrying it out, it sure as hell was ex-
citing - probably the most exciting thing he'd ever done.

Now that he was home and alone with his misgivings and paranoia, it
all seemedlike a really stupid idea. If it weren't for Chloe and her mes-
merizing enthusiasm, there's no doubt that he wouldn't be doing this at
all. But it was too late now. Or was it?

It was five in the morning when Paul got back to his apartment. He'd
told Chloe that he wanted to get a few hours sleep before the big meet-
ing, but he now realized that there was no way he was going to be able
to relax. When he'd stepped out the door twenty-two hours earlier he'd
still had his job and was looking forward to a showing the rest of the art
team his new designs for some of the higher-level monsters he wanted to
add to the game. Screw that, he thought, they're my monsters now. ['ll
use them somewhere else.

It could never work. How could it? Right then and there Paul decided
that he was going to call the whole thing off. It wasn't too late. They
hadn't done anything yet that wasn't reversible. No one had been hurt.
No money had changed hands. No one had beenlied to. If he called it off
right now he could just move on and try and put the whole, sorry state
of affairs behind him.

He sat down on the couch, the sole piece of furniture in his living
room aside from the TV, and started to dial Chloe's number. Then he
stopped. No, he thought. Not yet. Think about this for a minute. It might
work. And if it does work you're set. Everything you want out of this
shitty situation.
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Paul decided to make himself a pot of coffee and take a nice long, hot
shower. He was supposed to meet Chloe at the office at 9:00AM sharp. If
he called her at home in a few hours he could talk things through with
her again and, if he wanted to call them off, he could.

As he stood in the shower he wondered again why they were helping
him. They were thrill seekerssure. But this wasn't skydiving or even
graffiti. It was, in away, theft or extortion, or possibly fraud There might
be serious jail time on the line. But Chloe, with her uncanny confidence,
had assured him they'd be fine. That it wasn't nearly as bad as it soun-
ded. Not nearly asagainst the law as Paul thought it probably should be.
She'd called some lawyer friend (did she say former-lawyer or former
friend?) and run some of the stuff by him. Be cool she'd said. Everything
would work itself out. He almost believed her.

He decided to dress professionally for this final confrontation and
would've put on a suit, but he didn't own one. He didn't even have a tie.
In fact, he wasn't entirely sure he'd still remember how to tie one if he
did. It'd beenten years since he worked at Barnesand Noble and had to
wear ties. They didn't even make the clerks do that anymore he'd no-
ticed. He had a white button down shirt that had been hanging in his
closet since before his friend Matt's wedding. He'd had it cleaned for the
occasionand then forgotten to pack it. He found arelatively clean pair of
khakis to go with it - his dress blacks were balled up in the corner and
covered in carpet lint.

By 6:30in the morning he was dressed and ready, his squeaky leather
dress shoes pinching his toes. Looking in the mirror, he decided that he
had beenright about dressing for the occasion.He wanted to face his ac-
cuserswith dignity and professionalism, evenif he did decide to call the
plan off. Which was something he was now having second thoughts
about. He'd go over it again with Chloe, let her convince him or not.
Then he'd decide. But when he called her he only got voice mail. He left
a messageasking her to call him back, but somehow he didn't expectto
hear from her. Maybe she was the one who'd gotten cold feet.

Not wanting to sit still and not wanting to eat, Paul just got in his car
and drove the freeways for an hour, listening to Air America, but not
really paying any attention. The liberal radio network usually got him
good and fired up with leftist indignation, brought on by the right
wing's latest outrages, but today it flowed right over him. It had a calm-
ing effect nonetheless, keeping his thoughts from obsessingon what he
was apparently about to do.

18



He arrived on the street where his office sat at 8:30, but pulled into a
parking lot halfway up the block. From there he could see the office
parking lot, and he could tell that Chloe wasn't there yet. But Greg, his
friend and CEO (Former friend? Former CEO?) was there, and so was
Jerry, the game's Producer. Frank, the lead programmer wasn't there yet,
but Paul would've been surprised if he was. Frank seldom came in be-
fore 11:.000n a normal day (and Paul knew he hadn't left last night until
close to midnight), so making a 9:00AM meeting was always tough for
him. Also M.l.LA. was Evan, the Art Director. There was one other car in
the lot, which Paul recognized as belonging to the company's lawyer.

He satand watched and listened, waiting for the rest of them to arrive.
Evan sped into the parking lot about five minutes later and Paul watched
him go inside. Paul had ducked down when he saw Evan pull onto the
street, though if Evan had bothered to glance over he might have recog-
nized Paul's car. Oh well, he thought, it won't really make much differ-
ence.By 8:55there was still no sign of Frank. More alarming, there was
no sign of Chloe. He checked his voicemail, but no one had called.

Shit! He thought. What the hell is this about? He couldn't believe she
was late. For a fraction of a moment he wondered if maybe he'd ima-
gined the whole thing. Maybe there was no Chloe. Maybe he was having
a breakdown and had dreamed up the woman, the gang, the plan -
everything. But no, that didn't seem too plausible. Odds were she'd
probably just chickened out. Or maybe she'd been playing him all along.
Either of those would make more sensethan her actually going through
with the plan they'd come up with together.

Paul started his car and drove the two hundred feet to his soon to be
former office. Justas he was getting out, he heard screechingtires from
the street behind him. Chloe? No, it was Frank's red Miata. Oh well. Paul
and the lead programmer saw each other, but both decided it would be
more comfortable to pretend they hadn't. He went on inside and avoided
any awkward parking lot confrontations.

The conferenceroom was back and to the right, in a corner of the office
hardly ever visited. Paul's stomach fluttered and bile crept up into his
throat. He felt sweat trickle down the small of his back even though the
office was refrigerator cold. This was going to suck, he realized. At least
Chloe had given him one thing - he'd spent the last twenty hours plan-
ning his revenge and flirting with a pretty girl instead of obsessingabout
his fate. He was somehow grateful that he'd only have a few minutes of
feeling this shitty anticipation before the axe fell.
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Everyone but Frank and Paul already had seatsat the makeshift con-
ferencetable (really four smaller tables pushed together to form one big
surface). The company's mousy lawyer, Marie Woods, sat in the seat
Paul usually took for himself at these meetings. That's a sign if ever there
was one, he thought.

"Hey Paul," said Greg. He'd also dressed up for the occasion, wearing
a yellow tie and too-large blue blazer over his plump frame.

"Hey," said Paul. He realized he'd forgotten his notebook and wanted
to go back into the car and get it. But it was too late; no turning back
now. "Hey Evan, Jerry." The two other men nodded to him. Evan said
something inaudible into his thick beard that might have been hello.
Paul thought that Frank should have been inside by now. The meeting
should be getting started, but Paul guessedthat the fucker had stopped
to check his e-mail first, as always.

Jerry, dressed in khakis and a polo shirt with the company logo on it,
tried to lighten the mood. "Your Buccaneersare shaping up pretty well,
huh?" Paul's hometown team had traded for a star running back over the
weekend. "This could be their year."

"Yep," said Paul. What the hell was he talking about? The two of them
had always talked sports - it was their only real common bond but really,
was this the time? Justtrying to kill the silence Paul supposed. Fuck that.
He took a seatand stared down at his hands, wishing again for his note-
book so he could at least pretend to be busy.

Finally, Frank came in, thin, short, and wiry with a shaven head and
an unkempt goatee. He brushed past where Paul sat without saying a
word and took his place at the table. "Hey," he said to Greg, who just
nodded at him.

"Are you ready Paul?" asked Greg. "Yesterday you said something
about getting a lawyer?"

"Um," said Paul. "I guessI'm ready. Whatever." He didn't evenlook up
from his hands as he talked. "Let's just get on with it."

"Ok," said Greg, his voice sad, although Paul wasn't sure why. If he
was sad, he shouldn't have fired him. "We all know why we're here, but
we have to do this the right way to make it official. I'm going to ask Mar-
ie to run the meeting so we can make sure we cover all the legal bases."

He stopped and looked up from his notes. There was a knocking
sound coming from somewhere. It had to be the front door, which
locked automatically.

20



"All right, first, for the record we need to make a note of who's hereE
" said the lawyer, but the knocking had become pounding and Paul in-
terrupted her.

"l think there's someone at the door," said Paul.

"Whoever it is can wait,” Chimed in Evan, speaking for the first time.
Paul knew Evan hated confrontation - all four of them did. They pre-
ferred to whisper and complain in private rather than actually telling
someone they had a problem with them. Evan no doubt wanted this to
be over as quickly as possible.

Marie was about to continue but Paul stopped her. "l should check. It
might beE umE it might be my representative." Part of the plan was
that he wasn't supposed to actually call her his lawyer. Was it Chloe? No
FedEx guy would pound that long and hard.

"l thought you said you didn't have representation," said Greg, looking
both confused and a little worried.

"Well, | wasn't sure she'dE " the pounding grew even louder. They
could hear the glass door shaking in its frame.

“I'l let him in," said Frank, springing up from his seatand heading out
the conferenceroom door. A few secondslater they heard muffled voices
and then Frank came scurrying back into the room, a startled look on his
face.

Chloe came in a moment later, although Paul hardly recognized her.

"Sorry I'm late," she said, slamming her leather briefcase down on the
table next to Paul. "You haven't fired him yet have you?"
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4

Chapter

For a moment, Paul wasn't even sure who had walked into the room.
Chloe had totally transformed herself since he'd last seenher. Shewore a
wig for starters, and a very good one. It was light brown and shoulder
length. It looked so natural that if he didn't know she had much shorter
hair, he would have guessedthat she had dyed it. But it was the outfit
that made the change. Shewore a well-tailored, very professional, gray
woman's skirt/ blazer combo with ayellow silk blouse. Her wrist sported
what looked to Paul's uneducated eye like an expensive and fashionable
gold lady's watch from which he thought he detected a glint of diamond.
In short, shelooked just like the high priced lawyer she was supposed to
be. She was certainly the best-dressed person in the room.

Chloe reached across the table to shake Greg's hand, stretching for-
ward as she did so. Paul watched Greg glance down at her cleavage
while he shook her hand. "I'm Rachel Roth, here on behalf of Mr. Paul
Reynolds."

"Hi," said Greg. "I'm Greg Driscol, and this isE "

"l know the rogues gallery here," said Chloe cutting Greg off and look-
ing around at the assembledboard members. "I've learned all about you
gentlemen."

Marie stood up and shook Chloe's hand. "Marie Cooper, from Johnson,
Myers, and Wick," she said.

“Nice to meet you," she said. "Ok, we've got the intros down, shall we
get on with the dirty business?"

"Um, sure,"” Greg said as he sat back down. "I was just about to turn
things over to Marie."

The plan was now in action, and so far so good. But Paul knew that
this was a crucial moment. Chloe didn't really know the law - just a few
points that her friend had helped her out with. Shecouldn't let the real
lawyer take over the meeting. Her dramatic, unexpected entrance had
them off guard, and Paul hoped she seized the moment and pressed on.

Chloe stepped up to the plate right on cue."Yeah, you know what? Be-
fore | let Marie here get going, there are some things | need to go over
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with you. | think they might have areal bearing on how matters proceed
from this point on."

"OkaaaayE " said Greg. "l suppose that's fine." Paul had heard Greg
say a hundred times that he never liked to go into a meeting he didn't
already know the outcome of. He was going to hate this one. The CEO
looked to Marie for support and shejust kind of shrugged, whatever that
meant.

"First things first, | want to let you know that Paul here is more than
willing to resign his seaton the board. We realize this situation just isn't
working out the way we'd hoped, and so it's time for the two parties to
go their separate ways." That seemed to comfort them.

"So,all we have to do now is figure out what Paul gets out of the deal,"
she continued. "I mean, this whole project was his idea and he does own
a sizable chunk of stock. Hell, you guys wouldn't even be here if it
weren't for him, right?" No one said anything. "So we figure he's owed
something for his time and trouble."”

Greg didn't seemto like where this was going. "We've offered Paul
two months' severanceand, of course, he gets to keep all the stock he's
vested."

"Huh," scoffed Chloe. "Yeah, asyou say, of course he gets to keep the
stock he's vested. He already owns that. Not much you can do there, so
that's not really a concession.Now giving him the rest of the stock he
was supposed to vest if he'd stayed on. That would be a concession."

“I'm afraid that's not on the table," said Greg.

"Yeah, no way," interjected Frank. Paul wasn't surprised to hear this.
They'd never gotten along very well, and Frank was always worried
about the bottom line (something Paul had kind of admired until right
now).

“That's fine, that's fine," she continued. "Don't get your panties in a
bunch, boys. We just want what's ours." She fished around in her
briefcase for something and then looked up. "No, that's not even right.
Paul wants out. He wants to go bye-bye and leave you behind him like a
bad dream. Thus, he's willing to sell what's his to you."

"You want us to buy out his stock?" asked Greg.

"Yep."

"Why would we do that? It's not worth anything yet," said Greg.

"Is that what you tell your investors, Greg?" asked Chloe.

"l tell them that it's not worth anything yet It has potential value."
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"But you sure paid alot for it, didn't you Greg?"said Chloe, looking at
the piece of paper she'd fished out. "You paid two and a half mil for your
shares."

"That's becausel'm an investor and | believe in this game," he said.
Greg had made money - a lot of money, selling his first startup to a much
bigger conglomerate. He and Paul had been friends in high school and,
when Greg said he was interested in maybe getting into computer
games, Paul suggested doing one based on his comic book series. Thus,
the company had been born.

"You're not the only one," said Chloe. "Didn't PC Gamer rate it the
most anticipated online game of next year?"

"Yes, one of the most anticipated. | think we were number three."

"And didn't GameSpot.comjust last week do a glowing, four part pre-
view of the game, calling it the most innovative game world to come
along in years?"

"Yes," agreed Greg.

"What's your point with all this?" said Frank.

"Just that the game is looking like it could be a big hit,” said Chloe,
"Which in large part because of Paul's ideas. So, the way we see itE "

“Listen." Now it was Greg's turn to interrupt. "None of this is why
we're here today. There'sno way we're going to buy Paul out. We've got
no reasonto. We've made a fair offer, and if the company ever does get
sold, then Paul will probably do very well for himself."

"Yes," said Chloe. "In the long run that may be true, but who the hell
cares about that? We're talking the short run here. We're talking about
Paul getting fired for no real reason at all."

"We don't need a reason," said Frank, which was true, and the smart
thing to say. Chloe had hoped to get them to say something - anything
she could use against them to show discrimination or lack of cause.But
they didn't need a reason and they were smart enough not to give one.

"Yeah, you just don't like him. Fine, we can handle that. Paul doesn't
like you much either, but that doesn't matter. The truth is, if the game
does well, or even just ok, there are going to be bonuses and raises
around here, right? Probably tens, maybe hundreds of thousands of dol-
lars each. But bonuses only go to those of you still drawing paychecks.
You could pay out all the profits like that and Paul would never seea
dime. His stock would be worthless to him."

"There are limits too how muchE " said Marie, finally trying to getin
on the conversation.
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"I know, | know. There are limits. But we both know that good lawyers
and CPA's or whatever canfind loopholes and shit." Chloe went back in-
to her briefcase for another document. "You guys don't like Paul. You
probably like him even lessnow that you've met me. SolI'm betting that
if you get a chance, you'll screw him."

She tossed a stack of stapled documents out onto the table.

"What's this?" asked Greg, picking up one of the packets of papers.

"It's our proposal." Chloe just stood and watched as the four board
members and their lawyer took a moment to read it over.

"No fucking way," said Frank. "You want us to pay him $850,0007?
Even if we had that kind of money - which we don't - there's no fucking
way we'd give it to him." He turned to talk directly to Paul. "What do
you think you've done to deserve this, huh? You go home at five - or
earlier - every day. You don't have any technical skills. You don't have
any experience. You're a pain in the assg "

"C'mon Frank," said Greg. "Calm down a second." Then he turned
back to Chloe, shaking his head. "As | said, Paul's gotten plenty out of
his time here andE "

"No Greg," Chloe insisted. "We don't think he has gotten plenty. We
think he's short about $850,000."

“This is silly," said Greg. "We really don't have that kind of money to
spend on this nonsense.As Paul knows, we've got a little over a half a
million in the bank and we need every penny of it to pay salaries until
we ship this game."

"You've got the money Greg." Chloe smiled, reading from the paper
she'd just taken from her briefcase."According to your tax records, you
should have something like seventeenmillion in the bank. Plus the two
houses and the condo in Florida."

"Even if that's true,” said Greg, who Paul knew never liked to talk
about how much money he had. "Why would | want to buy out Paul for
that much? | already own thirty-percent of this company, that's more
than enough.”

"Don't you have confidence in your little game here?" asked Chloe.

"It doesn't matter. As you pointed out, I've got a lot of money. | don't
really need more, and me giving Paul $850,000isn't going to make the
game any better or help business. There's no up side for me." Greg shif-
ted his gaze to Paul. "I'm sorry, man, but I'm not giving you any more
money." Paul just stared back at him, trying to not smile or sneer. Greg
had no idea what was coming.
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"See,Greg, that's where you're wrong," Chloe said. She had a stack of
four folders in her hand, and she pointed at Greg with them to emphas-
ize her point. "In fact, it's very much in your company's best interest to
make Paul happy right now. Becauseif Paul's happy, then he and | are
just gonna go away. You'll never hear from us again."

"You're going to sue us?" said Frank, quick to pick up the subtext.
"You've got no standing. We don't need a reason to fire you." Frank
turned to the company, Marie, for confirmation. "Isn't that right?"

“That's correct. The company does not have to show causefor termina-
tion," the lawyer said.

Chloe hadn't looked at either of them during the exchange;she'd kept
her entire attention focused on Greg. "I'm not prepared to say whether or
not | agreewith that," she said, "But I'm sure Marie here can also tell you
that just becauseyou don't think we have standing, that doesn't mean we
can't sue you. We will, sure as fuck, sue the hell out of you."

Marie kind of shrugged again; at leastthat's what Paul thought of it as.
It was as noncommittal a motion as he could imagine. As he'd told
Chloe, Marie was a contract lawyer, not a trial lawyer. Shewas solid on
the details but not very good with the confrontation thing. Plus, she had
the annoying lawyerly habit of never saying anything was one hundred
percent sure. She always hedged her bets and gave caveats on her ad-
vice. "It's possible,” she said to Greg. "They can certainly bring suit, al-
though it's unlikely they'll get very far with it."

"But hey," said Chloe, "It's all billable hours for your firm right? What
do you guys charge?$300an hour for something like this?" Marie didn't
deign to answer.

"You won't win," said Greg. "I've been down this road before, this ex-
act sameroad with my first company. You'll costus some money, but it'll
cost Paul money too. After all, he's paying you right?"

"What?" said Chloe, sounding distracted. She'd started reading
something from inside one of her files.

"l just pointed out that Paul's got to pay you too. He'll lose this case
and it will cost him a lot of money and, | happen to know, Paul doesn't
have a lot in the way of savings, does he?"

"Nope," said Chloe. "He seems pretty stupid about money, you're
right. But that's ok; I'm not charging him anything for this. This is a
freebie."

"Are you a friend of his uncle or something?" asked Greg, a little con-
fused now.
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"Oh no, nothing like that. Never met the man. No, you see,Paul here
gives great head. | mean GREAT head. He goesdown like nobody's busi-
ness. Better even than most women | know. Sol figured | owed him.
Plus, | wanna keep him around, and if he doesn't get his much deserved
pay off, he might leave and move back to Florida." Even Paul was
shocked when she said this. The rest of them were knocked back on their
heels.

Greg had the presence of mind to close his mouth after his jaw had
dropped. Marie blushed and looked down at her notes and the other
three followed suit. Chloe continued before they could regroup from that
particular set of visuals she'd conjured up for them.

"And I've got plenty of time and energy to spend on you guys. There
will be a wrongful termination lawsuit, | can promise you that, but it's
only the beginning, just the tip of the iceberg. Becauseyou see, Paul
here's a major stockholder in this company. He's vested 8.5%of it, which
certainly gives him standing to protest any kind of financial mismanage-
ment. And from what Paul tells me, there's a fair amount of that going
on around here."

Chloe paused to deal her files out around the table. There was one for
eachof the other four founders and one for her. Marie didn't receive any-
thing. "Plus there are issuesof corporate money spent on personal perks
and sexist and homophobic language creating a hostile work environ-
ment. Is it really appropriate to use bandwidth and disk drive spaceto
download pornography? Samefor illegally downloaded songs,in viola-
tion of various copyright laws and exposing the company to a massive
lawsuit by the Recording Industry of America."”

All of them but Frank were now looking in the files Chloe had passed
out. He didn't even bother to touch his. "You really might want to look in
there," said Chloe. "It's got nothing to do with all those songsyou down-
load." Frank smiled without humor and opened the file.

As they read what was in the files, Jerry and Evan began to visibly
blanche. Frank's smirk disappeared, replaced with concentration and an-
ger. Chloe continued, "We all know that there's a lot going on here that
shouldn't be. And we all know that there's some things that are better
kept quiet."

Marie, who hadn't seenthe materials in any of the folders, spoke up. "I
think we need to wrap this meeting up. I'd like to talk with my clients
and we all need a chance to cool down."

"l think your clients would like to continue this meeting right here and
now," said Chloe. "Get this whole thing sorted out as quickly aspossible.
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That way we can all get on with our quirky, secretive,sometimes perver-
ted little lives."

The four other board members were all ashenfaced. Evan just kind of
nodded. Frank was on the verge of exploding in anger, but he was prob-
ably afraid that it would only make things worse for him. Jerry had
stood up and was now whispering in Greg's ear. Jerry always knew
when the ship was sinking, thought Paul. He was the first to give in.

"Marie," said Greg after listening to Jerry for aminute. "Could you step
out for a minute?"

The lawyer was shocked. This had to be way beyond weird for her,
and unlike any meeting she'd ever beento. "I don't think that's a good
idea, Greg. You should stop now and give me a chanceto look into this.
Find out some more about what's really going on here."

"Yeah," said Chloe, "Let's give everybody a chanceto find out a little
more about what's really going on here." She smiled cheerfully.

"Please,Marie, | can handle it from here," said Greg, looking down at
the table in front of him. He was angry too, which surprised Paul. He'd
seenGreg frustrated and annoyed, but now the first-time CEO seemedto
actually seethewith rage. It was kind of scary, but also sort of funny. He
was the wild card, though. Greg had enough "fuck you"™ money to call
their bluff. He would only give in under pressure from the other three.

Marie started to protest but then seemed to realize that there was
something going on in the room that she was missing. She gathered her
briefcaseand laptop and walked out the door. Jerry was still next to Greg
and they were whispering back and forth. Once the door had closed be-
hind Marie, Chloe started up again.

"As you guys can see,l've got the goods on all of you. There's stuff in
those files you probably don't know about eachother. Fuck, in your case,
Jerry, there's stuff in there your wife probably doesn't even want to
know, isn't there?" Jerry didn't respond. He was still whispering in
Greg's ear. "So, let's get this over with, shall we? I'm here to give you aE

"How did you get this?" snapped Frank. "You couldn't have gotten
what's in this file legally. There's no way."

"It doesn't matter," said Chloe.

"It matters," insisted Frank, "Because you can't use it in court."

"Who said anything about using it in court? | have plenty of things to
use in court, as| already said." Chloe sat down in her seatnext to Paul
for the first time, propping her feet up on the table as sheleaned back in
her chair. She smelled really good, thought Paul. Not perfume, but
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something else. Something subtle. "To be honest Greg, your file there is
the least interesting. Sure you've spent some money on some question-
able things like call girls and weird sextoys, but that's not really such a
big deal. | can assure you though, there's stuff in those other files that
makes for much, much juicier reading. Just ask Jerry there."

“This is bullshit," said Frank. He stood up and pounded on the table.
"It's fucking bullshit!"

"Yeah, well, we're playing hardball now, sport,” Chloe mocked. "And
you're losing big time. You guys got nothin'. You already fired Paul and
he's got nothing left to lose. He doesn't have families and marriages he
wants to preserve like Jerry or Evan. And he doesn't have a legal skelet-
on in his closet like you do Frank. A skeleton that might just come with
some serious jail time."

Frank started to say something, but then thought better of it and sat
down. None of them knew what to do or what to say. They all snuck
furtive glances at one another, trying to sussout the other guys' secrets
while hiding their own.

Chloe's friends - her crew as she called them - had had a busy night.
They'd gone through everything in the company's computers, including
all the e-mail and, almost as importantly, all of the Web traffic for the
four founders. They had social security numbers, bank account info, e-
mail messages,porn site accounts, travel information, credit card state-
ments, phone records, and more. They'd taken it all in under an hour
and then used some blackmail-grade searchtool Kurt and Raff had de-
signed to weed through the mountains of data looking for the good stuff.

At 4:00that morning Raff had come into Chloe's living room with the
good news. Everyone had secrets,and Raff had found somereal doozies.
It helped that Paul already had his own suspicions about each of them
that had allowed Chloe's crew to focus their search parameters.

Jerry's marriage was, at best, strained. Paul had always suspectedJerry
was up to something - too many unexplained weekends away and mys-
terious phone calls to "no one important." Raff had announced that he
was now about 99% sure that Jerry was cheating on his wife, judging by
the flights, the calls, the hotel rooms, and the steamy e-mails Jerry had
been sending to a woman named Carla in Portland. All of which was in-
formation Jerry's wife would go ballistic about. The phone calls alone
probably would have been enough for her to file divorce papers. And
that would mean Jerry would lose half of everything, including his stock.

Evan's was even more interesting than that, although Paul felt more
than alittle bad about using such secretsagainst the man. But then Chloe
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had reminded him that it was better to fuck than be fucked and besides,
did he want the money or not? Evan had a reputation for being into the
S&M sceneand all that, which in this day and agewasn't so bad. But this
was the surprisingly homophobic world of computer game program-
mers, and even though Evan might not be gay, he apparently did like to
dressup in women's clothing. His wife knew all about it (she apparently
helped pick out the dresses),but Evan was a very private person and he
would have a hard time commanding respectfrom his bigoted employ-
eesif they knew the truth. Actually, they probably would teasehim for a
week and forget about it, but Paul knew that Evan didn't think that - he
would do whatever he could to keep his secret.

Frank's was the worst of them all - although it was also the one they
had the least proof about. It appeared that one of Frank's coworkers from
a former job was sending rather angry e-mails accusing Frank of stealing
his code. Indeed, this code apparently comprised the core for the graph-
ics engine that made their current project possible. Of course the angry
former coworker didn't have any proof. But now Chloe and Paul did,
thanks to Raff. They found encrypted e-mails from Frank discussing the
problem with one of the other programmers. They'd also found the ori-
ginal code - which was line for line what the angry coworker had said it
would be. This wasn't quite proof, but if the info Raff had dug up found
its way into the right person's hands, Frank could be in some serious
shit.

"What do you want?" asked Greg.

Paul wanted to say something, but Chloe, sensing this, put a hand on
his knee to stop him. She answered Greg. "Like | said before, we want
Paul's fair share. Simple as that. You personally buy Paul's stock at $1
per share, right here, right now. Otherwise, Jerry's wife finds out he's
cheating on her, everyone finds out Evan's a transvestite, and several
other lawyers find out all about how Frank stole code."”

Now everyone was looking down at the table except Chloe and Jerry.
Chloe was staring straight up at Greg, watching Jerry whisper in his ear
once more. A moment later Frank got up and started whispering in
Greg's other ear, which looked almost ridiculous enough to make Paul
laugh out loud. The three of them retreated to the far corner of the room
to converse with a little more privacy. Chloe took out a cell phone and
started dialing.

"Gentlemen," said Chloe, causing all three conspirators in the corner to
turn back towards the table. "I'm not full of patience at this point, so I'm
calling one of my assistants.He's going to start e-mailing the contents of
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those files. | think we'll start withE Evan. Company wide, with pics.
Also, he'll CC all the computer gaming press."Now it was Evan'sturn to
get up and join in on the whispering, but Greg cut him off before he
could plead his case.

"You know this meanswe're through, don't you Paul?" said Greg. "l've
done a hell of alot for you. Spenta lot of money on this game of yours. It
didn't work out and I'm sorry for that, but we could still be friends. Call
this off now and you and | can work something out. Maybe start a new
project together, something more suited to your temperament.”

Paul was tempted. Why burn bridges? Why cast aside a fifteen-year
friendship? Tears started to well up in his eyes. Justas he started to say
something, Chloe leaned over and put a hand on his upper thigh asshe
whispered in his ear. "He's playing you," she said. "l didn't want to show
you last night, but Raff got some e-mails he wrote about you. If you read
them you'll know how full of shit he is. Don't fall for it. We've already
won."

Paul closed his eyesand wiped away an errant tear. He knew she was
right. They'd already won and, quite frankly, the friendship was finished
anyway. He turned to Chloe and nodded.

"Enough bullshit, kids," said Chloe. "Game's over. Either you pay
money now or you all pay in different ways later today." Chloe grinned
at Greg. "Besides,Greg, if the game does aswell once Paul's gone asyou
said it will in your e-mail, then you'll make your money back several
times over. Just write the fucking check and we're gone."

"l don't have that kind of money in my checking account,” said Greg.

"Yes you do," replied Chloe smugly.

"What?"

"Yesyou do, Greg. You've got 1.2 million dollars in your checking ac-
count becauseyou're buying a house for your mom and stepfather. You
sent out the check yesterday but it hasn't cleared yet because the
closing's not until 3:00 this afternoon."

"How do youE ?"

"Write the fucking check, call your bank, and cancel your mom's
money. Or wire more money into your account. Either way, you can
write the damned check and you cando it right now." Chloe reached in-
to her briefcase and slid a stack of papers acrossthe table to Greg. "Then
we'll sign these papers transferring the shares over to you and wham,
bam, thank you ma'am, this is all over and you can get on with your
day."
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Everyone in the room was now looking at Greg. Jerry, Evan, and
Frank were all standing behind him. The CEO and was looking down at
the papers on the desk. There was a long silence as Greg thumbed
through the pages, although Paul doubted that he was actually reading
them. He was thinking.

Greg didn't say anything for a long time. Everyone just watched and
waited, holding their breaths. Finally he gave in. "Fine. Whatever. That's
all 1 ever do around here anyway isn't it?" said Greg. "l sign checks."
Then he looked at the three men standing forlornly behind him. "But this
Is it. I'm in charge now. You three owe me big and | don't want anymore
guestioning what | say or complaining about the rules | make. This is it. |
own you."

"Ok, Greg. You've got it," said Jerry. Frank and Evan just nodded. Paul
knew that Frank disliked Greg almost as much as he disliked Paul and
that bowing down to him like this was painful. That made the moment
just a little bit sweeter than it already was.

"Stay here while | go get my check book."

Fifteen minutes later it was over. Greg wrote the check and signed the
papers Chloe had typed up transferring ownership of the stock. The six
of them probably didn't exchange more than ten words. On their way
out Chloe and Paul passed Marie sitting in the lobby talking on her cell
phone. The company's lawyer was not pleased with whatever was hap-
pening. Then they were out the door and on their way.

"l took a cab," said Chloe. "You'll have to drive us to the bank."

Paul's heart raced. He was rich. He was free. He'd just stabbed his best
friend in the back and extorted almost a million dollars from him. He
threw up all over the parking lot near Frank's car.

Chloe handed him a bottle of water from her briefcase."Come on Paul,
we're almost through this."

"OKE I'm ok."

"Good. Now drive to Bank of America asfast asyou can and let's cash
this fucker before they change their minds and cancel the check.”

Paul took a swig of water to wash his mouth out and then spit it back
towards the office building.

"Absolutely," he said.
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Chapter

As it turned out, Greg would have had a hard time canceling the check,
even if he'd changed his mind. Chloe's crew had already sprung into ac-
tion assoon asthey left the building. The company used a computer con-
trolled switchboard to route phone calls and this immediately went
down, same for their Internet access.Meanwhile, a crude but effective
denial of service attack was launched against their company Web site. If
Greg decided to use his cell phone there wasn't much they could do, but
the hope was that he'd be so tied up with all this other crap that he
wouldn't have time to think of that.

Paul didn't think any of that was necessary.Greg had given in and he
wasn't going to call and cancelthe check now. He'd agreed for a reason,
and once Greg had a reason for making a decision it was usually im-
possible to change his mind. And it didn't make senseanyway. All he
would have done is buy himself a little more time. Chloe and Paul
would just march right back in and start all over again - probably after
sending out pics of Evan in drag to all the employees. From his point of
view, there was no reason for Greg to do that.

Of course, it was still a huge risk for Chloe and Paul. If Greg just
wanted a delay to get the lawyers involved, then they were in trouble.
Chloe and he had broken afist full of laws in the past twelve hours. They
needed to cash that check and disappear as soon as they could.

The bank put up a bit of a fuss about the check, which was one more
reason Paul hated Bank of Fucking America. They always had some rule
to screw a customer. But Chloe made a bunch of noise and actually
jumped up and down at one point and eventually they walked out of the
bank with a cashier's check. Then it was off to another, locally owned
bank where Chloe had a contact who worked as an assistant manager.
She'd called ahead to let her know that they were coming in with a big
check that they wanted cashedright away. All the paperwork was wait-
ing for Paul to sign and twenty minutes later he'd opened a new account
and deposited the check. Chloe's friend made sure it went through and
had already placed an order for cash, since the bank didn't have
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anywhere near that kind of money on hand. She'd put a rush on it and
said they could pick up the money at 4:30 that afternoon. It was now
11:00.

Paul and Chloe went back to his apartment where they met two guys
named Filo and Max who had a van. The four of them descended on
Paul's home and started packing up everything he cared about. That ac-
tually didn't take very long, since Paul didn't have much in the way of
furniture. His artwork, comics, computer, TV, Tivo, Cd's, books, video
games, and clothes went into an ever-growing pile of boxes. The boxes
went into the van, and when that was full they went into his car. When
that was full, a bag of clothes and a box of books went into the dumpster.

"Fuck 'em," said Paul. "I'm rich now, right? | should buy a whole new
wardrobe anyway." He added another box of clothes to the dumpster.
Then they were off, although Paul noticed Filo's van went the opposite
direction. "Where are they going with my stuff?" asked Paul.

"Storage locker on the other side of town. | know the owner and got
you a deal."

"Won't | need my stuff?" asked Paul.

"l thought you were buying new stuff?"

"Well, yeah, but that doesn't mean | don't need some of that. My
sketchbooks and the finished art from all my old comics are in there."
Paul didn't really much care about anything else, but those originals
were literally priceless to him and represented eleven years of hard
work.

"Don't worry, the stuff will be there when you need it." Shedug a key
with a tag out of her pocket and handed it to Paul. "Here's the key. The
address and number are on the tag."

"Ok."

"Besides, there's not enough room for all that junk at my place."

"Your place?" asked Paul. "l thought | was going to stay with Raff."

"I thought better of it," she said. "I want to keep an eye on you.
Besides,after the party we're gonna throw tonight, you won't be in any
condition to leave for a week or two anyway."

Paul drove over to the rental agency that owned his apartment, and
passedover his keys. He signed a couple of papers while the guy behind
the counter blathered on about breaking leasesand forfeiting security
deposits, but Paul scarcely listened. He gave a PO Box address to for-
ward his mail to and left. Next he cancelled the cell phone service. Then
he closed all his old bank accounts.
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The night before, he and Chloe had had along talk about what would
happen after they pulled off their little con. Shehad warned him that he
might want to make it hard for his ex-partners to find him and cause
trouble, either legally or physically.

"You're going to make a lot of enemiesin that room today," she had
said.

"l think they were already my enemies."

"Nope. Before they just didn't like you very much. Before you prob-
ably never had a real enemy in your life. Now you're gonna have three
or four of them."

"l think you should define your terms here," he had said.

"People who wouldn't hesitate to do you bodily harm if they could get
away with it. Peoplewho curse your name on a daily basisand wish you
no end of ill will. I'm talking people who actively want to seeyou dead.
You know, enemies."

"You're right, | don't think I've ever had one of those," he'd said.

"Well, judging from what I've seenof these guys, and based on how
totally we're going to fuck them over tomorrow morning, you're gonna
have some soon."

"Ok."

"Which means,"she'd said, "You don't want to be anywhere were they
can find you. You don't want them to have any opening to strike back.
Especially in the first twenty-four hours or so, when they're still soangry
it's like a physical pain in their side. That's when they'll pull the crazy
shit. That's when they'll come shoot your tires out or throw bricks
through your window. That's why you have to be nowhere in sight. You
shouldn't go home for at least three days. Maybe a week."

Paul thought about this for a few long minutes. Why leave his crappy
apartment for just a week? Why not leave it altogether? The thought of
just cutting every link to his old life grabbed hold of Paul's imagination
and wouldn't let go. The sheer freedom that came with such a decision
offered an array of intoxicating possibilities. Paul had decided then and
there to abandon his apartment completely. He'd only rented the place
becauseit was close to the office. He had no happy memories there, no
ties to the place at all. Why not just move out completely and make it im-
possible for Greg or anyone elseto find him? Chloe seemedsurprised at
Paul's decision, but also pleased. She had arranged for the Crew to help
him evacuate as fast as possible. From there he'd planned to just sort of
play it by ear.

35



And now, apparently, the plan was for him to stay with Chloe. All in
all, that sounded like a pretty appealing plan. Paul had no idea what she
wanted from him or evenwhy shewas doing this, but he was assuming/
hoping that she was as attracted to him and he was to her. Hopefully
he'd find out tonight at this mother-of-all-parties she was planning.

They quickly unloaded the carinto Chloe's living room. "We'll get you
sorted out later. Right now I'm starving, let's go get some lunch."

Lunch was at a hole in the wall Thai place not too far from Chloe's
house. The owners seemedto know her and brought her and Paul Thai
iced teas without asking. Chloe had Pad Thai and Paul ordered the spe-
cial - something involving shrimp - and then, for the first time in hours,
he had a chance to catch his breath.

"Wow," he said. "It's been quite a freaking crazy ass day."

“I'l' bet," she replied. "Beatsdrowning your sorrows in cheap margar-
itas though, doesn't it?"

"Definitely, assuming we don't all go to jail."

"No one's going to jail. | ain't never been caught yet."

"Do you do this kind of thing often then?" asked Paul.

"Well, not this exactkind of thing, no. But I've beenin some shit way
worse than this." She reached across and put her hands over his and
looked him right in the eye."Don't worry about it, Paul. Everything's go-
ing to be fine. | promise, Ok?" And he believed her. He wasn't sure why,
but he believed her. "So, what're you going to do with all that money?"

"I don't know," said Paul. "Probably move back to Florida. Buy a
house. Invest the rest | guess.”

"What's in Florida?" she asked.

"My family, most of my friends. Greg and | are both from there origin-
ally, but he moved out here years ago to start his first company. | only
came out to start the game company. Now there's no real reason to stay."

"You don't like it out here?"

"Oh, it's fine," he said. "It's actually pretty cool. But it's expensive. And
| think my $850,000will go a hell of alot further back there than it will
out here. | could by a condo like the one | was living in for lessthan a
hundred K. back home. Here it'd cost me two or three times as much."

"Yeah," said Chloe. "I grew up here so | guessI'm used to the crazy
prices and stuff. | certainly understand your wanting to go home
though."

Then the food arrived and they dug right in. It was good. Damn good
for five bucks, and Paul said so to Chloe.
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"You see,"she said. "Not everything out here is expensive. You just
need a local guide to show you the ropes."

"Maybe you're right,” said Paul. "To be honest, I've been here almost
three years and | don't really know the areavery well at all. Most of my
time's been either at work or at home or hanging out with people from
work at somebody's house."

"Sounds like you need to get out more and seesome of our local sights
before you head back east."

“That's a pretty good idea." There was certainly no hurry to go any-
where, he thought. There damn sure wasn't anyone like Chloe waiting
for him back home. Not even close.

Chloe and Paul eachtook a moment to dig into their food. It was spicy
enough to make his eyeswater, which was just the way Paul liked it, and
he was pleasedto seeChloe heaping even more chili sauceonto her own
dish. On some level Paul thought anyone who didn't like spicy food was
awimp, and it was becoming more obvious with each passing hour that
there was nothing at all wimpy about Chloe.

"But back to my question," she said after a few minutes. "What're you
gonna do with all that money?"

"l told you," he said "Buy a house, live off the interest."”

"Yeah, sure, but what are you going to actually do? How are you going
to spend your time?"

"Oh, well, I'm not sure. | could start up a new comic book | suppose.
Maybe something based on what's happened to me here."

"Do you miss making comics?" she asked.

"A ton. | really miss just being my own master and not having to sit
through endless design meetings where | have to justify every decision
to everyone in the company."

"You like being master of your own destiny,"” said Chloe. "I'm exactly
the sameway. | can't even hold down a straight job anymore. | just get
too pissed off at dumb people telling me what to do."

"What do you do for aliving then?" asked Paul, although as he asked
the question he realized that he was a little scared to hear the answer.

"Oh you know, this and that. | just try to have fun." She paused and
cocked her head to the side. "Come to think of it, | don't really know how
| make money. Something always seemsto come up though. Life's funny
that way." Paul took this to mean that it was none of his business.

"But come on Paul, answer the question,” she pressed. "What're you
going to do with $850,000?"

“I'm pretty sure | answered that," said Paul.
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"You only sort of answered it."

"What do you mean?"

"I mean," said Chloe, leaning back in her chair and pushing her empty
plate away. "That your answer sucks, and I'm going to keep asking until
you come up with a better one."

"What?" said Paul, "You want me to give some of it to you?"

Shelaughed. "No, you big goofball. | don't need your money. But this
IS a once in a lifetime opportunity for you. You could do something
really exciting with this money. You could do almost anything, at least
for atime."

"And then I'd be out of money and back where | started," he said.

"Or maybe you'd be out of money and somewhere millions of miles
away from where you started,” she said. "Maybe you'd do something
that would change your life forever and you'd never be able to go back.
Never want to."

"Haven't | committed enough felonies for one day?" he asked, jokingly.

"Shush, you!" She chided. "There's never such a thing as too many
felonies - as long as they're the right felonies."

"Speaking of which," said Paul as he looked at his watch. "I think it's
about time to make a withdrawal."

"Ok, pal, let's go get your booty," said Chloe, as she stood up.

"Booty?" asked Paul, his mind turning towards another kind of booty
as he stood up as well.

"You know! You're ill-gotten gains. Your filthy lucre." She suddenly
leapt towards him, jumping into his arms. He caught her - just barely -
with an audible ooof. "C'mon! Don't you know your pirate slang, rich
boy?"

He smiled widely even as he strained to hold her whole weight. Their
faceswere very closenow - just inches apart. "OhhhhhE Booty!" he said.
"l thought we were going to a strip club or something."

"Yeah, you wish, cowboy." Her facewas very close now and they were
looking straight into eachother's eyes.Paul decided to go in for the kiss.
She turned her head just enough so that his lips pressed against her
cheekinstead of her lips, but he played it cool like he'd always planned it
that way. He made a loud fake kissing noise as he pulled away.

"All right then," said Chloe, disentangling herself and finding her feet
again. "Let's finish this up and get you paid.” Shetossed a twenty-dollar
bill on the table and turned towards the door. Paul watched her walk off
and caught his breath. Suddenly he felt sick again. What was he doing?
What had he done? Who was this person? Then she turned and looked
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over her shoulder at him, smiling. "Come on, pirate-boy. Your booty
awaits." Paul couldn't have stopped himself from staring at her asseven
if he'd wanted to.

"Right behind ya," he said, and went to go get his money.

Forty-five minutes later they were fighting their way through rush
hour traffic. However, the gym bag full of money in the trunk made it
easy for Paul to tolerate the crowds of cars.

Everyone at the little bank had watched them the entire time they'd
been in there. It wasn't often that someone took out $850,000in cash.
Chloe had put her wig and sunglassesback on, just in case,and Paul
wished he'd had a disguise of his own. As they drove away, Paul
watched Chloe out of the corner of his eye as sheremoved the wig. She'd
worn it becauseshe didn't want to be recognized on the videotape. She
didn't want to be recognized becausewhat they'd done was probably il-
legal. She didn't want to be recognized because she was a thief.

Paul stopped the car, pulling into a McDonald's parking lot.

"You're hungry again?" said Chloe in surprise. "There's going to be
food at the party you know."

His throat was dry and his stomach roiling. But he had to do this; it
was the only thing that made sense."Can | meet you at your house
later?" he asked. "For the party."

"What do you mean?"she said, looking at him intensely. "Paul, what's
wrong?"

"Can you get a ride from here?" He asked.

"From hereE | don'tE "

"l just," Paul said. "I just need to be alone for a little while. Do some
things. Some private things."

Chloe stared at him hard. Then she leaned forward and kissed him on
the forehead and then opened her door. "Ok," she said sweetly. "I under-
stand. You're still coming to the party though, right?"

He smiled unconvincingly. "Of course," he said. "I'll bring some cham-
pagne to celebrate with."
"Great," said Chloe. "I'll seeyou in afew hours then?" He just nodded

and she closed the door. He pulled immediately back into traffic, head-
ing for the freeway.

He hid the money. Made sure it was safe. Even if Chloe and her
friends did turn out to be heartlessthieves they wouldn't be able to steal
from him. He took out $10,000,which seemed a ridiculous amount of
money to carry around, and stashed the rest away in a safe place he
knew. After that he drove around for a while, debating back and forth
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whether to go to the party or just disappear. Or maybe even give the
money back to Greg. Or maybeE No. They'd done nothing but help him.
He owed them some thanks at the very least. And he wanted to find out.
To find out about Chloe and see what it was that she really wanted.

He decided to stop by the house, just for a few minutes anyway. Just
to say thanks.
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Chapter 6

Paul was late for the victory party. When he finally arrived back at
Chloe's house he found her driveway and neighborhood so crowded
with cars that he had to park on the next street over. He was ever so
slightly worried about leaving his car out of sight in this neighborhood,
but really it was his nervousnessabout the party that tied his stomach in
knots. A $120bottle of champagne under his arm, Paul walked bravely
up to the front door, which opened from within before he could touch
the doorbell.

"8:17!"shouted Chloe as sheflung the door wide, a wristwatch held in
her hand. "Who bet closestto 8:17?"Chloe wore a green and blue sari
wrapped low around her waist and a white t-shirt on which someone
had used a sharpie to write "HOOK-HER" on the front.

A young, stocky Asian American woman named Beestepped forward.
Sheheld a little piece of paper in her hand, which she shoved playfully
in front of Chloe's face. "8:15! | had 8:15!"

Behind the two women atall, rail-thin man appeared, wearing a faded
blue polo shirt with the Microsoft logo on it and a pair of khakis. Paul re-
cognized him as Raff, whom he'd met the night before. "Justbarely beat
my 8:00."He said. Raff was the computer guy - the lead hacker in the
group who'd beenresponsible for sorting through the reams of electronic
data they'd stolen and finding the juicy bits. He'd also masterminded the
attack on the company Web site and some of the other problems that had
tied his former partners up in the hours after Paul had gotten the check.
"l wanted to bet 'never' but Chloe had already taken that one."

"Don't listen to him, Paul,” said Chloe. "I just bet never becausel knew
everyone elsewould want it and | alone had faith in your return. But the
others decided to have a little betting pool about when you'd finally
show up after you pulled your little disappearing act earlier." Chloe
waggled her finger at him in mock scolding. "You're a naughty little boy,
giving me the slip like that."

Paul had been expecting this chastisement, although he'd feared that
Chloe would be much more serious about it. He had, after all, pretty
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much dumped her at the side of the road with nothing but cab fare.
"Yeah, I'm really sorry about that. | want to explainkE "

Chloe grabbed him by the arm and pulled him into the house. "Forget
about it. | completely understand. You had something you needed to do
alone. All that matters is that you're here now and it's time to have some
fun!”

The house was full to capacity, a feat that wasn't too hard given that
there really wasn't much room for humans in the crowded house to be-
gin with. The number of computers in the living room had tripled over
the course of their little "operation" and now they served as makeshift
tables for cups of beer, ashtrays, and plates of food. Paul recognized
most of the people from the night before, although there were plenty of
new facesaswell. He wondered what the protocol was in a situation like
this. Did all these strangers know about his crimes and the con they'd
pulled earlier that day? Should he even mention it?

"Chloe, can | ask you a question?"

"Sure, Paul. The beer'sin the kitchen." Shepointed towards the back of
the house. "You can put your champagne in the fridge if you want. We
should saveit for later I think. Justhelp yourself to anything that looks
good."

"Actually, | had another question."

She smiled at him and put an arm around his shoulders. "Whatcha
need, babe?"

"How do IE " he stammered. She felt warm and inviting and, once
again, smelled so good. "What should IE What should | say to people?
About what happened today | mean?"

"Whatever you want. Everyone here'sin the know. Hell, almost every-
one here had a hand in making it happen. So, | guessthe first thing I'd
say is 'thanks' and then go from there. No worries though, we're all fam-
ily here. This is my Crew - you can trust them."

"Oh," said Paul. "Ok, that's great then." All these people? All of them
knew? There had to be fifteen strangers in this house, and they'd all
helped him extort a ton of cash from his best friend. He was starting to
think that maybe he had made the right decision about coming late and
taking care of his little errand first.

"Cool," she said. "Right now | gotta pee. Go get yourself a beer." With
that Chloe disappeared down the hall, and Paul was left to his own
devices, although not for very long. It was as if Chloe's stepping away
had been a sign for the others at the party to descend on him. Raff was
the first, holding out his long-fingered hand in congratulations.
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“That was a great score today, man," said the tall hacker. He had to be
6'5" at least, mostly skin and bones and brain. Raff however, didn't have
the physical insecurity that Paul associatedwith the computer program-
mers he'd worked with. This hacker radiated confidence and even a cer-
tain amount of grace.More like a star basketball player than an awkward
desk jockey. "We were listening to the whole thing through the mic in
Chloe's briefcase. She really went to town on those guys, huh?"

"Yeah," said Paul, "She's pretty amazing. She was pretty amazing |
mean. They didn't know what hit them."

“They never do with Chloe," Raff said. "That's why she's the man."

"Right," said Paul. "Anyway, Raff right? | just want to say thank you
for helping me out. | really appreciate it."

“"No problem, man! It was a real kick. | live for this shit. Listen, can |
get you a beer or something? Newcastle? Guinness?"

"A Newcastle'd be great, thanks," said Paul. "But I'll get it - you've
done plenty for me already." Paul sidled by Raff and into the kitchen,
where he saw Bee and another woman already standing in front of the
open door to the refrigerator.

Beewas maybe five feet tall and had a stocky build that would never
be thin, even if she lost some of the extra weight she was carrying
around. Chloe had said that she was a very talented electrical engineer
and would have beenin charge of wiring up the hidden camerasif the
Crew had chosena different plan last night instead of the one they ended
up going with. Beehad already pulled a bottle of Newcastle out and was
handing it to Paul.

"Thanks," he said.

“There's a bottle opener on the counter there," said Bee, her attention
now focused on the refrigerator's contents, which Paul saw consisted al-
most entirely of a brown rainbow of different beers."Let's see.Let's see.
What looks yummy for my tummy?"

"What do you care?You don't even like beer," said the woman stand-
ing next to her, who'd pulled out a Newcastle for herself. She then
turned her attention to Paul, leaving Beeto make her choice on her own.
She held out her beer to Paul, who had just finished opening his own
after putting the bottle of champagne down on the counter. "Could you
do me as well?"

"Sure thing," he said. Paul took her beer and opened it. Returning it to
her he said, "I'm Paul by the way."

"Of course you are," she said. "You're the only stranger here, so you'd
have to be, wouldn't you?" She was an attractive young woman, with
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dark brown hair that fell in loose curls to her shoulders. Shewore jeans
and a black t-shirt with a steel-studded leather belt. Shewiped her hand
on her pants before extending it back towards Paul, who promptly shook
it. "I'm Popper."

“Nice to meet you, Popper."

"S0," she said, stepping close to Paul and leaning against the kitchen
counter. "You satisfied with how things went today?"

"Yeah, definitely. | mean - wow. It's pretty impressive."

“I'll say. We haven't been part of a score like that in months."

"Four months, at least," chimed in Bee,who was still trying to pick a
beer.

"I don't know what's more impressive," said Paul. "The fact that you
guys helped me pull this off today or the fact that you've done
something just as crazy before."

"Ha!" said Popper. "This was nothing, sweet cheeks. This was a short
job for us. | mean, Chloe happened to find you in the right spaceat the
right time and sowe did it. It was a lark, you know what | mean?No real
risk for us on this deal. Justa little fun yanking around the gamer geeks,
which is always a blast."

"Well, thanks again. What did you - you know, do? | hope that's not
rude of me to askE "

“No, no problem at all. It was your score,right? Who're you gonna rat
us out to?" Shetook a swig of beer. "Actually, | was pretty light on this
one. | culled through some e-mails from your old producer pal. There
was some juicy stuff in there between him and that piece on the side he's
keeping. | picked out the best bits for Chloe to use in her blackmail files.
Then | did somedriving and was waiting around the corner asbackup in
case things went sour."

"What do you mean by 'sour?" asked Paul.

"You know, if they'd called the cops or if someone got violent or if
maybe you had freaked out or something."

"What would you have done then?"

She took another drink of beer and eyed Paul for a moment, her ex-
pression saying that she wondered if he was clueless or just dim. He
couldn't tell which option shedecided on. "l can't say. Not exactly. It de-
pends what went wrong, doesn't it? I'd have done what needed to be
done to get Chloe clear of any trouble."

"Just Chloe?" Paul asked.

"Well, if you were the one who went sour, then hell yeah, of course
just Chloe."

44



"Makes sense,"said Paul. "To be honest, I'm still not really sure why
you guys helped me in the first place.| mean, what's in it for you?" This
was of course the big question he'd been asking himself over and over
again for the past twenty-four hours.

Shelooked a little surprised and was about to say something when Bee
cut her off and announced that she had decided she didn't want a beer
after all. "I want champagne!" she said, "Paul? Can we open that?" Bee
pointed at the warm bottle he'd brought in with him. "I like the bubbles."
Paul wondered if she was changing the subject on purpose.

“There are bubbles in beertoo," Popper pointed out, having gotten the
message to not answer Paul's question.

"Yeah," said Bee, "But | don't like beer, remember?"

"Sure," said Paul as he handed the bottle to Bee."But you should prob-
ably stick it in the freezer for a bit first. It's not cold at all."

"Nope," she said, "I've got a much quicker way." Sheput the bottle on
the counter and started digging around in the cabinet underneath the
sink. "Ah-ha!" exclaimed Bee.She had a fire extinguisher in her hands.
"Paul, canyou do me afavor and open the back door for me?"shesaid as
she pulled out a large cooking pot as well.

"Ok," said Paul. "SureE "

The house had a surprisingly big back yard, with trees and a ham-
mock and a large grill on the cement patio. Three people Paul didn't re-
cognize were hunched over the grill and cooking hot dogs while they
passed a joint around. Bee placed the large pot on the patio floor and
then put the champagne bottle in it.

"Ok, stand back!" she said. The guys by the grill looked over and
laughed. Popper grasped Paul's hand and drew him back a few steps.
Beereleased the safety pin and pointed the fire extinguisher down into
the pot. Shelet it rip and a cloud of white vapor soon enveloped the pot
and her legs. Shekept firing bursts for the next couple minutes, until the
extinguisher was empty.

After the fire retardant fog had cleared, she reachedin and pulled out
the frosty bottle. "All set she said," bringing it over to Paul. The bottle
was ice cold.

"l didn't know that really worked," he said in amazement.

"CO2 under pressure,"said Bee."Better than a salt water ice bath." She
took the bottle and unwrapped the top. A second later and the cork went
flying through the air.

"You guys sure have an interesting way of having a good time," said
Paul.
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"You ain't seennothing yet, cowboy," said Popper. Shetook the bottle
from Beeand drank down a swig before handing it to Paul. Then she
and Bee each took him by an arm and started to lead him inside.

"Come on," said Bee. "Let's go into the living room. It's story time!"
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Chapter 7

Story time, it turned out, was just that - a time to recount to the whole
group what had happened that morning. The whole Crew, which
numbered eighteen people, crowded into the living room, occupying
every empty bit of couch and floor space.Paul somehow ended up with
Beeon his lap, which, while not doing anything to relieve the heat of the
crowded, smoke-filled room, had a certain pleasantnessto it. Sheheld a
pot laden pipe to his lips for him to take hits off each time it passed
around the circle. Paul was no connoisseur, but he'd seldom had pot go
straight to his head as quickly as this did.

Chloe presided over events as the master of ceremonies, telling the
story with some incredibly funny (if inaccurate) impersonations of Greg
and the rest of Paul's partners. Former partners. She also played a few
choice clips from the audio recording she'd secretly made with the mi-
crophone hidden in her briefcase. Beelaughed the hardest and loudest,
repeatedly lamenting that she hadn't had a chanceto put in the cameras
so they could watch it all on video. Paul laughed as hard as anyone, and
took some good-natured ribbing for his own meek part in the affair.

When she finished her performance, Chloe took a bow as the whole
room applauded, whooped and hollered. Shetook a second,deeper bow
and then popped the CD from the player she'd been using during her
story. She held it up along with two other unmarked discs.

"What say you cool cats?Have we well and truly triumphed?" shouted
Chloe.

"WE HAVE!!" the whole room (except Paul) responded. Paul realized
that this must be some sort of ritual they'd performed before.

"And have all records beenwell and truly erasedbeyond any hope of
recovery?" she shouted again.

"“THEY HAVE!!!" the room replied.

Chloe singled out Raff, who was standing against the back wall of the
room, smiling drunkenly. "What say you Mr. Raff? Are your decks and
disks clear?"
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“They are!" he shouted. "Clear and ready for new action!" Everyone
cheered at this as well, and Raff took a deep draught of his beer in
acknowledgement.

Chloe now turned to Bee,who squirmed in Paul's lap. "What say you
Ms. Bee? Are your tapes erased and your cameras clean?"

"They are!" Bee shouted. "I never even got to use the cameras. Next
timeE " The others jeered, pelting her and Paul with popcorn as she
giggled uncontrollably. They'd all heard enough about not using the
cameras.

Chloe let the impromptu food fight die down before she continued.
“Then |, as El Capitan Du Jour, officially certify this latest sortie a suc-
cess!" Everyone really cheered at this announcement, throwing more
popcorn every which way, but mostly at Chloe. Shethen held the three
CD's aloft once more. "And | do further certify that these represent the
only remaining record of our adventures."

With that, she snapped the disks in two, one at a time. Paul had never
seen anyone do this - it seemed dangerous to him, but no one else
seemedscaredof the sharp shards of plastic that went flying through the
room with each break. Snap! The room cheered. Snap! More drunken
revelry. Snap! The biggest cheer of all. Chloe let the silver piecesfall to
her feet.

"What do we always say?" she shouted. "If they're ain't no recordkg "

"NO ONE KNOWS WHAT HAPPENED!" the room roared in reply.

Paul realized that something bound these people together besides
technical ability and miscreant natures. They had done this before, as
they freely admitted, and asbestas Paul could gather, they had done it a
lot. This ritual was old hat to them, as precise and maybe even as mean-
ingful asa Catholic mass.Paul was the outsider here and, although there
was a pretty girl in his lap and a beerin his hand, he suddenly felt more
like a fish among sharks than a guest at a party. These were criminals.
They weren't would-be Robin Hoods or merry pranksters. Maybe it
wasn't always about the money, but whatever they did, it was probably
very seldom within the confines of the law.

Ok, he thought, time to make my getaway. He was glad - so very, very
glad that he'd decided at the last moment to hide his money from Chloe
and the rest. He wasn't sure he'd have gotten out of the house with it if
he'd brought it back with him. As the ritual wound down around him,
he started thinking of excusesto get up and leave. But then Chloe
singled him out.
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"Now," she said, coming over to stand in front of Paul and Bee."Let's
hear from the man of the hour himself. Come on Paul! Stand up and give
us a toast!" Beesomehow managed to find enough room on the couch to
squirm off Paul's lap and into the seat beside him so that now she
pushed him from behind as Chloe pulled at his arms from the front.
"Come on, big boy! It's your turn," chided Chloe.

Paul was a little embarrassed and nervous. He still wanted to get out
of there, but the pot had mellowed him out enough that he wasn't too
worried about it. There was plenty of time. After all, the money was safe
and he'd always enjoyed public speaking. The crowd clapped as he
stepped into the center of the room. Chloe took his place on the couch,
this time sitting on Bee's lap.

"Ok, ok," he said. "First of all, | have to say thanks. Thanks to all of you
for helping me out today." He paused to let them clap and cheer for a
moment - although it was certainly nothing like the applause Chloe had
gotten. "Yesterday was just about the worst day of my life. | saw
everything I'd worked for taken from me. Everything was turning to
shit. And then this girl," he pointed to Chloe. "This girl right here came
out of nowhere and, well, said the craziest shit I'd ever heard. | mean,
just the absolute craziest shit | ever head." Everyone laughed and Chloe
buried her face in Bee's shoulder, laughing with embarrassment that
might or might not have been real.

"But anyway, | just have to say, that you guys have done more for me
here than | can ever thank you for. It's really amazing. | mean, the risks
you guys took for a complete stranger. It boggles the mind. Maybe it's
just the really good drugs you guys have here, but wow. You guysE you
guys really fucking rock! If there's anything | can ever do for you - any-
thing at all, just ask."

"Give us sharesof the money!" shouted someonefrom the back of the
room. Everyone laughed at this. Paul tried to smile. Was this the mo-
ment? Was it time to pay the price for what he'd done? What they'd done
for him.

"Well, IE uh,” Paul was thinking fast. "I mean sure. You know." He
was grateful to them. Well, part of him was anyway. He wouldn't have
the money now if Chloe hadn't seduced him into this crazy scam. But at
the sametime, looking back on it, he was starting to think that maybe it
had been a big mistake. Yeah, he'd cashedout. But if he'd held onto that
stock it probably would be worth something someday, maybe even a lot
more than what he'd extorted out of Greg. But he'd beenrash - and that
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was their fault. In a way, they might have cost him money in the long
run. Not that he was about to tell them that.

Fortunately, Chloe saved him. "He's just fucking with you Paul. We all
know this was a freebie." Everyone laughed, apparently agreeing with
her. They'd enjoyed his moment of discomfort, but that was all. "You
can, though, if you want, pay for the beer!" Chloe yelled.

"You got yourself a deal!" said Paul, genuinely smiling now that he'd
found this out. "Beer for everyone!" They definitely cheered at that - the
biggest response he'd gotten so far. He thought that would be it and so
he took a step towards the kitchen, inching gingerly through the crowd.
But he wasn't quite safe yet. Someonewas yelling from the back of the
room. Apparently they wanted one more thing from him before he could
go.
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Chapter

"Plots and Plans!" shouted Raff from his perch at the back of the room.
Paul looked back at him. What had he said? Pots and pans? "Let's let
Paul do Plots and Plans!" People started clapping and whistling. They
seemedto like the idea of Paul doing the dishes. What were they talking
about?

"What?" said Paul.

Chloe stood up now, thankfully coming to Paul's aid. "C'mon Raff, you
know he's not a Crewmember. He doesn't have to do Plots and Plans."

“I'm not saying he has to," replied Raff. "I'm saying let him. It'll be fun."

"What's he talking about?" asked Paul.

“It's just a little ritual we have," she said. "Every time we take down a
big score- like we did for you today - we have alittle sessioncalled Plots
and Plans. Basically, whoever we judge benefited the most but did the
least on the last score hasto come up with the next one. Now, obviously
this rule doesn't apply to you, since you're not a part of our Crew. But if
you wanna play, that'd be cool. It is a lot of fun."

"How doesit work?" Everyone was watching them now, waiting to see
if Paul would play along or chicken out.

“There's not much to it, really. No rules or anything like that. You just
come up with an idea of what to do next. Don't worry if none of the
ideas are any good. It's really just a fun game. We hardly do half the
things we come up with."

"C'mon Paul,” said Popper, from the floor near Paul's feet. "It's fun!
Justthink of a scam.Someway to make money or have fun without, you
know, really working for it."

"Ok, ok, I'll play,” said Paul. It did sound sort of intriguing. "Can I
have a minute to think of something?"

"Sure, if you want," said Chloe. "But part of the fun of the game is just
thinking off the top of your head. We're not looking for a carefully
thought out schemeplanned down to every last detail. It's all about com-
ing up with ideas. You know, brainstorming."

"UmE ok. How do | start?"
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"We'll help you out - that's the fun part for the rest of us." She gave
him a quick peck on the cheekand then satback down on the couch next
to Bee."Just throw out the first idea that comesto you." The first idea
that cameto him was grabbing Chloe and kissing her, but he didn't sup-
pose that would go over very well.

"We couldE " Paul was thinking fast. How to steal money? He
searched his brain's rather comprehensive movie catalog - Heat, The St-
ing, Ocean's11,Hudson HawkE "We could rob a bank." This suggestion
produced a chorus of good-natured boos.

"We're looking for something a little more original than that," said
Raff.

"And a lot less dangerous," added Chloe. "Try and be more creative."

"How about counterfeiting?" Paul ventured. More boos. What the hell
did they want from him? They were the criminals, not him.

"C'mon Paul," This time it was Popper chiming in. "We like 'em quick
and dirty like today. Nothing too fancy or that'll take a bunch of time
and equipment.”

“Let me think here," said Paul. To his surprise, this was turning out to
be a kind of exciting challenge, even though he wasn't very good at it.
"S0, something more in the line of a con right?"

"Exactly!" said Bee.

"And the best cons are the ones where the person never even knows
they were conned, like in The Sting, right?" said Paul. "We need to come
up with something that the victims never even know about."

"Well, it's not a necessity," said Chloe. "They just need to not know
about it long enough for us to get away with it!" The Crew laughed in
appreciation.

"So not counterfeiting money," said Paul. He was on a roll now. An
idea was coming to him. "But counterfeiting something that's, you know,
easier to fake."

"Like what?" asked Raff, still leaning against the back wall.

"Ok, | have this friend who collects wine. He buys thesereal expensive
bottles of Bordeaux and whatever and then he just holds onto them for
years and years. It's supposed to take like ten or twenty years before
some of these wines are ready to drink." Paul didn't actually have a
friend like that; he'd just read about this kind of thing in an in-flight
magazine once. But he thought that would've sounded lame. "So we
could make fake bottles of wine. You know, buy cheap wine and use
Photoshop to make expensive labels for them."

“Not bad," said Chloe. "That's a good start."
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"Who would we sell them to?" said Raff. "Who's going to buy $500
bottles of wine from people they don't know?"

"l don't know," said Paul. "Don't they sell wine on eBay?"

"l didn't think you were allowed to do that," said Bee."We'd have to
check."

But Paul was still rolling. The answer was in eBay."Not wine!" he said.
"Comic books. We could sell counterfeit comics online!" They laughed.
This was a crazy, silly idea, but the Crew seemedto like it. "Hear me out
now, hear me out. | know comics. | published my own for sevenyears."
It was all coming together in Paul's head - a ridiculous plan to be sure,
but he was certain it met all of the criteria for successin this game of
theirs.

"You all know that comic book collectors can be pretty rabid about the
quality of their books and what-not, right? You know, mint, near-mint,
and whatever. Well, there's this company now called the Comics Rating
Group. They've basically totally taken over the comics grading business.
How it works is this, you send them a comic book that you think is
maybe worth some money now or might be worth more money down
the line. They have these professional graders who look at the comic and
then give it a scoreon a scaleof one to ten." Paul had their attention now,
although some of them looked unsure asto where he was going with all
this.

"Of course, that scorewouldn't do you any good unless you could as-
sure a potential buyer that it was still in the same condition that it was
when the graders looked at it. So here's the cool thing. The CRG guys
then sealthe comic book in a clear, stiff, plastic envelope thingy with the
score sealedin there with it. Now, aslong asthat seal'snot broken, then
anyone who buys the comic is guaranteed to know that the comic inside
Is in the condition that they say it is. People pay like thirty bucks for
this."

"You're making this up," called one of the Crew, a guy named Chris, if
Paul remembered correctly. "If it's sealedin plastic, then you can't even
read it!"

"Exactly!" said Paul. "That's the beauty of it! As long as it's in the
plastic, collectors know exactly how much it's worth. If they take it out to
read it, then they've wasted their money on getting it graded and sealed
in the first place. Plus, since most comic books get reprinted in book col-
lections thesedays, they canread it that way. This sealing in plastic thing
is only for the hard core collectors."
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"So let me get this straight,” said Chloe, leaning forward in her seat.
"People buy these graded comics that're sealed in fucking plastic and
never open them?"

"Exactly."

"Which means that, they have no idea what's actually inside of those
plastic cases," she continued.

"Exactly. Except the front and back cover, which of course they can
see."

"Which means, if we canfigure out away to fake our own plastic seal-
ing thingamajigs, we can sell 'graded' comics to folks and they'd never
know the difference," said Chloe, making air quotes around graded.

"Exactly!" said Paul. "How would they ever know? They wouldn't
want to check, and if we only did comics that'd been collected in another
form, they wouldn't even be tempted to read them since they could read
them without breaking the seal some other way."

"l have to say," said Chloe, smiling broadly. "That's not a bad little plot
for a swabbie like you, Paul." Paul swelled with pride. He was having a
blast, especially now that he'd earned Chloe's approval. But there was
only one problem with his plan, and fool that he was, he couldn't stop
himself from mentioning it.

“There's only one problem," Paul said. "l don't have any idea how they
seal these things up. And they're pretty tight-lipped about the process."
He hoped that this omission wouldn't sour their good impression of him.

Chloe stood up and came and stood beside Paul, slipping her arm
around his waist. "Don't sweat the details right now. Plots and Plans is
all about coming up with crazy ideas. You can always worry about the
how-to shit later. I, for one, think you've come up with a swell idea - cer-
tainly swell enough for a first try." She kissed him on the cheek once
more and then turned to the rest of the Crew. "What say you?" she
shouted. "Is this a Worthy Plan?"

The assembled crew cheered and most of them rose to their feet. Bee
hoisted her glass of champagne and said in a loud voice, "You bet his
sweet ass it is!" The rest of the Crew joined in the toast.

And just like that, story time was over and the assembly spun apart in-
to a half-dozen different cliques and conversations. Paul had passed
whatever test they'd just thrown at him, a fact that pleased him much
more than he'd thought it would. Chloe kissed him athird time, a quick
peck on the lips, and said, "Good job, Paul.”

"Thanks," he said, his heart pounding in his chest. "l have to admit,
that was kind of cool."
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Chloe slid her arm around Paul's waist and gave his butt a little
squeeze.He jumped a little at her touch. "l told you we'd show you a
good time, cowboy! We'll make a Crewman out of you yet."

The rest of the night quickly melted into a blur of the sensesfor Paul.
Several hours and many drinks later, he found himself sitting on the
floor between Chloe and Beewhile the three of them, along with Kurt,
tried to blow each other away on a first person shooter that was being
projected onto a big white sheetthey'd hung in front of the book cases.
According to the rules, every time you died you either had to drink or
take a hit off one of the three or four joints being passed around the
room. He held his own for a while until Chloe and Bee started jostling
him every time he lined up a kill in his sites.

When he was too drunk to shoot straight, he resorted to grabbing
Chloe's controller from her. She jumped on top of him, smothering his
face between her breastsas she tried to wrestle it back out of his hands.
He enjoyed that quite a bit, at least until he couldn't breathe anymore.
Then he rolled over so now he was on top of her, the lower halves of
their bodies pressed together. His erection was strong enough to hurt as
it strained through his pants against her hip. She smiled knowingly at
him and winked, but before he could be embarrassedBeegrabbed his leg
and started chortling madly as she yanked him off Chloe.

At that point Raff and Popper stepped in with two others and claimed
the game for themselves, banishing Bee,Paul and Chloe to the couchin a
giggling heap. Kurt, who'd never stopped playing the game for a mo-
ment suddenly threw up his arms in victory and shouted "Yes! | win!"
He couldn't quite figure out why everyone started laughing at him.

Chloe took a joint asit was passedaround and announced loudly that
she was claiming it for the People's Republic of the Couch. Shetook a
long toke and passedit to Paul. He was getting really, really fucked up.
Really too fucked up to even think straight, which was fine asfar as he
was concerned. Except maybe in so far asit might negatively impact his
plan to seduce Chloe later.

Right this moment everything was totally, absolutely fine. He
sprawled across the crouch and Chloe sprawled across him as they
watched the other guys play video games. He idly stroked her arm and
this seemedfine, although the one time his hand brushed the tip of her
breast, she shifted position to make sure it wouldn't happen again. He
took the hint. For her part, Bee had curled up at the other end of the
couch and fallen asleep.
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He couldn't remember the last time he'd been to a party like this, a
party this fun. Most of the social life he'd had revolved around friends
from work. Conversation at such events inevitably focused on work as
well. But these people, Chloe and her friends, they were totally free,
totally in the moment. They didn't even talk about what they'd done for
him earlier that day. No work talk hereE

Chloe shifted atop him, snuggling her head into his shoulder. He
smelled her hair, which despite its bubblegum tint, gave off the faintest
scent of fresh apples. A wave of guilt passeddown through him, as he
remembered how he'd kicked her out of his car earlier that day. He
didn't understand why they hadn't asked for any of his money, and he
knew that it didn't make sense.But these people weren't like anyone else
he'd ever met before in his life. They had welcomed him into their home
and helped him in his time of need. As he drifted to sleep, Chloe snoring
lightly in his lap, he sighed. This is all right, he thought. | could learn to
live like this.

But that might've just been the pot talking.
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Chapter 9

Paul heard thumping. Not the regular thumping of music. Not even the
regular thumping of a hammer. This was occasional thumping. There
would be nothing for a while and then a muffled thump. Something
heavy being dropped onto a carpeted floor. Thump. He squeezed his
eyes as if he could close them more than they already were, and then
tried to bury his head in the couch to make the thumping stop. The
couch. Ok, he was on a couch. Chloe's couch. His head hurt. Maybe the
thumping was all in his head?

No. There it was again. THUMP. This time it was close enough to
where he lay that he felt the vibrations. Some damn fool was dropping
heavy things on the floor. Bowling balls maybe?He didn't want to know.
He heard a door open. Traffic noises from outside. People talking in
whispers. Why would they whisper and yet not seem at all bothered
about making those horrible thumping noises?!?IFootstepson carpet? Or
was he imagining - THUMP - no, there it was again.

He obviously wasn't going to be allowed to go back to sleep. He let
himself become more aware of his situation. He was on the couch in
Chloe's house. Ok. He'd beenhere with Chloe who asfar ashe could tell,
was gone. Yes.He remembered her leaving. A quick kiss on his forehead
as he drifted off to sleep. Someone had put a blanket over him, which
was good, becausehe just realized he wasn't wearing any pants. He still
had his shirt and socks on, but damned if he new where his pants and
underwear went to. There was a dim image of being half asleepand very
drunk and complaining loudly about being hot or uncomfortable.
Something.

He felt around with his foot and found what he thought might be
jeans, bunched up and stuffed in between the couch cushions. That's
good. Assuming they're not Chloe's. No. She'd taken her clothes. She'd
been wearing her clothes even. She'd been wearing her clothes and her
clothes were a skirt. They were probably his. Good. THUMP. Ok, they're
not done dropping bowling balls yet. Why would they need so many
goddamned bowling balls?!?!Fuck! Of course, they might be something
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besides bowling balls. He'd have to open his eyes to know for sure.
THUMP. Ok, ok, he got the point.

Paul squinted against the light as he opened his eyes. His contacts felt
sticky. He usually took them out before he went to sleep. He had to
gingerly rub his eyesfor a moment before anything would actually come
into focus. He made the waking man's moan as he stretched and rubbed,
letting the whole world know he was awake and not necessarily pleased
about it. Someone was walking over towards him. It was Chloe.

He looked up at her and smiled sheepishly. "I must've passedout," he
said. "Sorry."

"No worries. You're welcome to the couch anytime." Shewas wearing
black cutoffs and a white tank top with a black bra. He felt a familiar stir-
ring down below. Crap! Not what he needed right now. What he needed
was his pants on.

"What's going on?" Paul asked. "What time is it?"

“It's about one in the afternoon,” she said. "As for what's going on, well
- it's your plan in action!" Shegestured to the boxesthat now littered the
room. Boxes.Not bowling balls at all. That made more sense.And they
weren't just any kind of boxes. They were long, rectangular boxes de-
signed specifically to hold comic books. There were at leasta dozen com-
ics boxes stacked willy-nilly around the room.

"Are those comics?" he asked.

"Yep."

"Whose? Are those mine?"

"Nope, | guessthey're mine," she said. "Or rather ours. The crew's. We
bought them today."

"What?"

"We bought them today so we could carry out your plot."

Paul sat up, clutching the blanket around his waist. Chloe was talking
about the fake comic book schemehe'd dreamed up last night. Were they
crazy? "Are you crazy?" he asked. "That plan was idiotic. | should know,
| came up with it."

"I guessyou don't realize your own genius then. We all thought it was
a pretty good plan ourselves. Sowe started looking into it. Then Raff and
| went out and got a bunch of quarter and dime comics from some local
comic shops, which is what you seehere before you." Paul just looked at
the assembled boxes in confusion. Were they serious?

"Come on," said Chloe. "Put your pants on and get up. I'll fix you a
sandwich and fill you in on your part." Paul blushed as he realized that
there hadn't been a blanket last night when he'd passed out. Someone
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had no doubt brought one out to cover him up and that someone was
probably Chloe. Thankfully, Chloe has gone into the kitchen already,
either tactful or disinterested enough to give him a moment to put his
clothes on in privacy. He pulled his pants from between the cushions. He
still didn't seehis underwear, but he pulled the pants on without them.
Then he went into the kitchen to find Chloe making peanut butter sand-
wiches again.

"Did you sleep ok?" she asked.

"I must have," said Paul. "l haven't slept past noon in years."

"Well, you had a busy day."

"Yeah," he said, sitting down at the kitchen table. "So, what's with all
the comics?"

"l told you," she replied. "We're following up on your plan."”

"But why do you need all these old, crappy comics?"

"l thought about it some, and we can probably pull off counterfeits of
the covers and what not, but | didn't seewhy we should bother going
through all the trouble of counterfeiting the whole thing. Sowe're going
to take the covers off of these here and put our fake ones on them. We
just bought up all the cheap ones we could find so we'd have plenty to
choose from when it came to matching size and age and condition or
whatever." This line of reasoning made alot of senseto Paul, although he
still didn't really believe they were going to go through with it.

“The first thing we need from you," she continued, "Is to have you pick
out some choice candidates for counterfeiting. The way | figure it, we
don't want to do anything too famous or high profile, like Superman
number one or whatever. Anything really well known like that and it's
going to attract a lot of unwanted attention. Instead, I'm counting on you
to pick out comic books that're worth, you know, between $100and $300
each. | bet there's a ton of those out there, right?"

"Sure," he said. "A ton. It shouldn't be that much of a problem. | just
need a price guide and | can go through and pick out however many of
those you need." Already he was agreeing to help! Last night he'd
wanted to leave, but now he felt guilty. He felt like he'd somehow be-
trayed Chloe by kicking her out of his car, which made no senseat all,
since it was probably the only smart thing he'd done yesterday. Plus,
Chloe seemedtotally cool about it. Or maybe she was just playing it cool
and inside she was really pissed or disgusted or annoyed. Paul didn't
know, but he did know that, for whatever reason, he didn't want to let
her down. Shewas counting on him. "lI've got some good candidates in
mind already," he assured her.
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She'd finished the sandwiches and brought them over to the table
along with a glass of water and two aspirin for Paul. "Thanks," he said.
He swallowed the two pills with a gulp of water. He wasn't really
hungry though, so he let the sandwich be for the moment. "But how are
you going to fake the plastic seals the grading company uses?"

“That, my friend, is the hard part. We're still working on that angle.
Raff's out doing some researchon these Comics Rating Group guys. Ap-
parently they're basedout of LA, sowe might have to take a drive down
there tomorrow and check them out. Have you ever had any contact
with them before?"

"No," said Paul. "I was never much of a collector. | just like to read and
draw them, so | never felt the need to sealanything up. Besides,| mostly
read indie press comics that aren't worth much. Not to a collector
anyway."

"Ok," she said. "Well, Raff'll turn up some good solid info. He always
does. When he gets back we can plan our next move from there. Hey, are
you going to eat that?" Shenodded towards the sandwich. He shook his
head and she took half for herself. He scarcely noticed; his thoughts had
already turned to choosing comics.

After lunch Paul helped Chloe sort through the boxesof comics, just to
make sure there weren't any hidden gems in there that were actually
worth money already. There weren't - it was pretty rare for a store to
make that kind of mistake these days. Paul suggestedthey might try gar-
age salesthis weekend - they don't often have comics for sale, but when
they do, you can occasionally find some goodies. He pulled out some of
the better-preserved issues, especially if they were from the seventies or
early eighties, figuring that this would be the period where most of their
counterfeits would come from. After a few hours, Paul had collected a
good pile of about fifty issues ready to donate their insides to fraud.

Raff showed up around seven, and he had a bucket of fried chicken
with him. "Chow time!" he said, as he came through the door. Bee sud-
denly appeared from one of the back rooms, much to Paul's surprise. He
hadn't even known she was in the house. She must have been hidden
away in one of the bedrooms, no doubt engrossedin some technical pro-
ject or on the computer doing something. The four of them sat down to
dinner with chicken and beer. Raff tucked a paper towel into the neck of
his black polo shirt, covering up the Cisco logo, and then filled them in
on what he'd found.

"Ok, here'sthe deal with the Comics Rating Group." Raff said between
bites of chicken. "They're based down in San-something or another, one
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of those suburbs in the LA area. Normally they don't take submissions
directly, you have to give your comics to a normal comic book store and
then they send them on to CRG to be graded and sealed. But, they do
make exceptions for big-time clients. If you've got a huge collection of
valuable comics that you want graded, they'll let you come in person.
Justlike any business,the big whales get special treatment. Most people
are only having one or two books graded at a time - remember is costs
$30 per book. But someone comes in and says they've got 500 or 1000
rare comics they want rated and sealed, well, now we're talking real
money. So | think that's got to be our in."

"Makes sense,"said Chloe. "We sendin afaceto play the big shot. That
gets us in the door and into their system."

"Ok," said Paul, "But why do you want to get in the door? Can't you
hack their computers from the outside?"

"Well," replied Chloe, "We want to figure out how they do the sealing
processso we can fake it ourselves. And yes,we do want to get into their
network, but that's a lot easier to do if we can get into the building."

“It's important that we make sure the finished product looks just like
the real thing," Raff chimed in. "Soideally we'll order our supplies from
the same place they do and have their every move down exactly."

"You guys are really going to do this, aren't you?" asked Paul. Raff
gave him a look that was somewhere between annoyed and surprised.
Having Raff and Beearound had at least partially broken the spell he'd
been under when it was just him and Chloe. He liked Beeand Raff well
enough, but as a group it all seemed much more sordid. The past six
hours had beena fun diversion. He'd spent the afternoon in a room full
of comic books and a beautiful woman - every geek'sdream. But now he
was starting to wake up.

"Hey Paul, listen a minute,"” said Chloe. "We're not asking you to do
anything illegal here. We're really not. This is just what we do for fun,
ok? I'd like you to help us out with some of the prep-work because,well,
we don't know anything about comics. Your idea sounded good, but we
don't have an expert like you. Sure,| mean, we've all read aton of comics
and stuff, but you were actually in the business. You know that side of
things. If you can help us get through this, I'd really appreciate it."

Paul wasn't sure what to do. He did owe them. Certainly from their
perspective he owed them. He bluffed for time. "I'm just surprised is all. |
mean, is there really that much money in this? Why go to all this effort?"

"Honestly Paul, it's just to seeif we can," Chloe said. "Like yesterday,
when we helped you out. We'd never done that before. Never pulled a
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score with so little prep and never played it so fast and loose. | have to
tell you, | haven't had that much fun in years! It's a real high, you know?
Sticking it to those assholesthat fucked you over. | love fucking with real
bastardslike that. It's kind of what we live for. Do you seewhat | mean?"
Raff and Beewere grinning as Chloe talked, watching her. They seemed
to feel the same way she did.

Paul nodded. He did seewhat she meant. In all honesty, getting even
with his "partners" was far and away the most dangerous, thrilling thing
he'd ever done in his life. And while he had some regrets now, he still
relished the shocked looks on their faceswhen Chloe had laid into them.
She'd been brilliant - the whole Crew had been. And now he was more
than a little flattered that they actually thought his schemeworth pursu-
ing. It made him feel like one of them. Maybe it would be a bit of a lark
to do this comics scam.

"Besides,"said Raff, pulling another drumstick from the bucket, "This
Is practically a victimless score.| mean, like you say, no one's going to
ever open these sealed books right? Soreally, we're just making wealth
for people. Buying one of our fakes will be like buying the real thing.
They'll probably turn around and sell it themselves in a few years and
make a profit."

“That's something that really appealed to me personally about this
thing," said Chloe. "It's kind of the exact opposite of what we pulled off
yesterday. That was high wire, in your face,smashand grab stuff. This is
so subtle no one will ever know they've beentaken. That's the challenge
here - do it just right, and no one ever knows."

Paul knew that this was all bullshit of course. But somehow it was
enough. Enough for him to keep playing along, at least, and seewhere
things led from here. "Ok, guys, no worries. I'mE like | said; I'm sur-
prised is all. Flattered really. I'll help you out. I've already got some good
ideas for books you can fake."

"You don't have to do anything you're not comfortable with Paul," said
Chloe, putting her hand on his to comfort him. "But any help is good."

"Speaking of whichE " said Raff.

"Right." Chloe cut him off. "I almost forgot. Paul, do you have any
comics in your collection that would be worth getting rated and sealed?"

"A couple maybe. A full run of Miracleman.Those are pretty hard to
come by. Why?"

"Well, we might need some honest to God valuable comics to bring in-
to the CRG offices when our face man goes in to scout the offices."
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"I have those and a couple of other things, but nothing worth over a
$100.1f you want someoneto pose as a real big time collector you'll need
something more impressive."

"Well then," said Chloe. "I guesstomorrow you and | are going shop-
ping for bait."

"They do kind of know me at most of the storesin town here," said
Paul, suddenly wary about visiting any of his old familiar haunts for fear
of running into one of his former co-workers. "I'd probably be
recognized."

"We'll go up to San Franciscothen," she said. "We'll make a day of it.
Maybe buy you some new clothes too."

The prospect of spending another day with just Chloe brightened
Paul's whole outlook. "Sounds like a plan,” he said. "What time should |
come by?"

"What do you mean?" she asked.

"“Tomorrow. What time should | come by so we can go up to the city?"

"Are you going somewhere?"

"l thought | should get a hotel room or something," said Paul. He'd as-
sumed that was what he was going to do.

"Don't be silly. Someone could trace your credit card and you don't
need any unwanted attention right now. You should stay here, with me."

That sounded perfect to Paul. "Ok, thanks. | really appreciate it." For a
brief moment he wondered idly what bed he might get to sleep in.

“That couch actually does fold out into a bed," she said, crushing his
dreams. "lt's really pretty comfortable." She picked up her chicken,
which she hadn't even started on and turned her attention to Bee."Now,
Bee baby, what're you going to need to get this all setup the way you
want it?" They beganto discussthe dirty details of all the prep they were
going to need to do and Paul's thoughts wandered. He hoped the fold
out bed really was as comfortable as she said it was. It looked like he
might be crashing there for some time.
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Chapter 1 O

It didn't take them long to finalize their plans. Beeand Raff had their to-
do lists and Paul had thumbed through a price guide they'd picked up
and chosen about fifty promising comics to make fakes of. To finish off
their plan they'd need high-resolution images of the front and back cov-
ers of each of these,which is part of what he and Chloe would work on
the next day. The rest of the evening was pretty laid back, which was
fine with Paul since his headache had never really gone away.

He did get a full tour of Chloe's house, which consisted of three bed-
rooms, two baths, the kitchen, and the living room, which had aden area
off of it that could be closed off with sliding doors. This den was offi-
cially known as The Server Room. As far as Paul was concerned, it
looked like a cave.It had its own window AC unit to keep it icebox cold,
and cheap folding tables covered with computers lined every wall.
Heavy curtains covered the single tiny window and he never saw them
opened. Paul would come to learn that the Server Room was open to all
members of the Crew at all hours, and that people came and went as if
they were visiting another building. They'd walk in the front door, go
right into the Server Room and never even say "hi." There was an under-
standing that this one room was somehow different from the rest of the
house, which was definitely Chloe's domain.

Beelived in one of the two smaller bedrooms. Sheproudly showed off
her collection of Simpson's action figures, still in their packaging, which
covered one entire wall, floor to ceiling. Other than that, the room con-
sisted mainly of piles of clothing under which a bed hid somewhere and
shelves lined with sci-fi and engineering books. Chloe was a fanatic
about not leaving dishes around; otherwise Paul guessed there would
have beendirty cups and plates everywhere. Beeprobably would've left
little bits of electrical engineering tools and piecesall over the place too,
if she hadn't already taken over the garage.

The garage was Bee'sworkshop. Aside from a heavyweight punching
bag and a set of rusty barbells in one corner, workbenches and electron-
ics tools took up every bit of spacein the room. Bee spent most of her
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time in here, taking apart and putting computers back together, fiddling

with tiny cameras, and hacking together her own inventions. Other
members of the Crew used the workshop aswell, but they always made
sure to ask Beefirst. Unlike the server room, this spacewas definitely not
open to all, and even though it looked like a mess,Beeclaimed to know
exactly where everything was.

The second small bedroom seemedto have a kind of rotating occu-
pant. Right now it was Kurt, who was off doing something else that
night, but whom the others assured Paul would be back tomorrow. Since
he wasn't home, Paul's tour didn't include this room, although he snuck
in later that night on his way back from the hall bathroom and was dis-
appointed to find it pretty Spartan - just a futon, a dresser and some
clothes. Kurt hadn't done much to make it his own, but maybe he hadn't
been there long enough.

Chloe's room was at the end of the hall and qualified as the master
suite. It was the only room in the house that felt like it had been decor-
ated. There was a kind of sparse,Asian or maybe Scandinavian feel to it -
lots of simple lines and blonde wood furniture. One wall had several dif-
ferent Kabuki style masks placed in careful arrangements on it, while the
other had two large, painted fans tacked elegantly to the wall. Hers was
the only made bed in the house. Paul glimpsed the glint of a chain,
which was attached to one of double bed's feet, most of its length hidden
beneath the bed.

Shewas especially proud of her closet, which took up one whole wall
of the room. It was the closest Chloe came to being disorganized, and
one only got that impression becausethere was so much stuff in there
that she was running out of space. It contained such a wild variety of
outfits that Paul believed that maybe shereally did have an outfit for any
occasion. Dresses,jeans, suits, blouses, t-shirts, and even uniforms hung
from wooden hangars. Chloe pointed out a row of boxes along the top
shelf, "Wigs," she said, "I've got like a dozen of them. This bubblegum
pink hair of mine tends to attract attention." Theseweren't just clothes of
course. They were costumes. Like the lawyer outfit she'd worn the previ-
ous day, they were tools of the trade.

Late the next morning, Paul and Chloe climbed into his car and
headed north up the 101towards SanFrancisco.Paul had put together a
list of several comic storesin the City that they should visit before cross-
ing the Bay Bridge over into Berkley and the really good store over by
the University. By the time they got back to San Jose, they'd have
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circumnavigated San Francisco Bay and hit half a dozen shops. Paul
figured that would be enough to find everything they needed.

"You know," said Chloe as she pawed thumbed through his iPod's
menus, "Your selection of music is kinda limited here, sport-0."

"I'm more of a talk radio kind of guy really."

"I guessedfrom all the Al Franken podcasts, but you know, sometimes
you need a great driving song. And sometimes that great driving song
wasn't written by Madonna or the Barenaked Ladies, which seemto be
the only two choices you've got in here."

"l like what | like. | have trouble picking out new bands, a fact | blame
not on my own limited knowledge of music but rather on the fact that
there's so much crap out there. Have you seen MTV lately?"

"Of coursel haven't seenMTV lately. All the music's crap. | should say
all their music's fucking crap. In the entire world of all music there's tons
- literally tons - of great shit. You just need an expert guide is all.”

"See,that's the problem with music,” said Paul. "You need an expert
guide to find the good stuff. It should just float right to the top and be
self-evident."

"And | suppose video-games and comics are different?" she asked.

"Hell no. Comics are even worse. Well, not worse, but certainly just as
bad as music. Or movies. It's all about the hype and advertising and,
well, tradition. X-Men's always going to sell, no matter if it's really good
or really bad. Video gamesare maybe a little different. Unlike the others,
you have to actually sit down and interact with the game. You can't say
‘oh, everyone says this is good and | suppose it's not actively offensive,
so I'll pretend | really like it." With a video game you actually have to
play the thing, and if it's a bad game, there's no hiding the fact that
you're having a shitty time."

"Makes sensel guess. Which do you prefer working on, comics or
video games?"

"Oh comics for sure. Definitely. | have a lot more fun just concentrat-
ing on telling a story. With avideo game you have to worry about mak-
ing sure all the stuff you want to do is technically possible, plus you
have to make sure it's fun and it takes dozens of people to make it hap-
pen. | can do a comic myself and all | have to do is tell a good story."

"Which isn't always easy."

“"Nope. But at least it's something within my control. | hope so
anyway."

Chloe had finally picked out a song. "Hah! Here's something with a
little more bite to it. Violent Femmes!Old school 80'sfun.” Shepresseda
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button and the two of them immediately started singing along cacophon-
ously to the brilliance that is "Blister in the Sun." Paul kept sneaking
glances at her as she bobbed her head back and forth and hammed each
line as she sang it. Damn she was sexy.

"What about you?" he asked, after the song was finished. "What do
you like most about what you do?"

"What is it that you think | do Paul?"

"You know, steal from people.”

"Apparently that's what you do now too," shereplied with just a hint
of tartness.

“No, | only steal from my former best friends."

"So far."

“I'm not planning on making a habit of it. Besides,I'm running out of
friends fast."

"But you're making new ones all the time." She patted him on his
shoulder. "You'd be very good at it, | think. You came up with this com-
ics con."

"Comics con. That's funny."

"What do you mean?" she asked. "l really do think it's a good idea."

"l meant the phrase 'comics con,' asin comics convention. They call the
big comic book convention down in San Diego 'Comic Con,' and that's
what we're doing. A comic con."

Chloe laughed at this. "You're right, it is pretty funny. Maybe some
day we can pull a score at the real thing - do an honest to God Comic
Con comic con. You should start thinking about that."

"Yeah, you know. I'm really not all that interested in making this a full-
time thing you know? I'm only helping out on this one becausel feel like
| owe you guys for all the help you gave me."

“That's cool," she said. "No pressure. We'll just see how things go."

They drove on in relative silence for a while, listening to music. Paul
wondered what she was thinking. If they'd been dating he would have
just asked her. He had the habit of asking his girlfriends ‘what are you
thinking?' every time they got a pensive look on their face. Someof them
found it pretty damn annoying and hadn't been shy about telling him
that fact. He didn't think Chloe would appreciate it any more than they
did. Probably less. After a while he couldn't handle the silence.

"How much do you think you'll make with this deal?" he asked.

“I'm not sure. Raff ran some numbers and thinks we can clear fifty
grand gross without too much trouble. That about makes it worth it,
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although | don't want to spend more than a week on it. We've got too
much else going on."

"Can | ask you something?" said Paul, slightly nervous now.

"Sure."

"What the hell are you guys?"

"We're a crew."

"You mean a gang."

"Samesort of principal | guess,exceptwe're acrew. Not a gang. | don't
really know how gangs work these days, but from what I've seenin
movies they've got bossesand soldiers and everybody does what they're
told. We're not like that."

"Aren't you the boss? Or is Raff?"

"Ha! He wishes. If we had an official leader | suppose it would be me.
I'd be the captain of this crew. We're actually modeled on how pirate
crews used to work, although we rotate the "captain" responsibilities on
each score, depending on whose idea it is and who has the best plan.”

"Pirates. As in 'yo ho ho and a bottle of rum'? You don't even have a
ship." Paul paused. "You don't have a ship do you? Do you have can-
nons? Or parrots?"

"l think Filo has a parrot, or maybe a cockatiel. | don't really know the
difference. No ship or cannons though - although not for lack of trying."

"But | thought pirates had captains who ran the ship. Like Blackbeard
or Captain Hook."

"Sure, they did, and some of them were certainly pretty fucking au-
thoritarian, but not all of them. In fact, lots of pirate crews were about
the most democratic institutions you were likely to find anywhere in the
world back then. In a lot of ways they worked like kind of floating com-
munes. They voted about where to go and what kind of prizes to take.
And when they took down some booty, everyone got a pretty much
equal share. The captain got maybe like a share and a half or something.
It was really quite egalitarian, which only made sense,since they were
all in it together - outlaws with no one to count on but each other."

“Is that how you guys see yourselves? A band of outsiders?"

"l suppose so. But without the scurvy."

"How did you find all theseguys anyway? Did you pick all of them up
in Mexican restaurants on the day they were fired?"

"You might be surprised how often that works," she said with a smile.
"But no, most of them have a little more criminal experience than you."
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"Sodid you, like, go to the local thief's market and start recruiting? Or
Is there a chat room or something where you all hang out and sharpen
your digital knives?"

"l think you're great and all Paul. Don't get me wrong. But if the others
heard you asking too many questions like this, they might take it the
wrong way. You're still an unknown quantity to them and they - well,
me too | guess - we're all kind of guarded about our own history."

"Oh man," said Paul. "I'm sorry. | should've realized. It's just, well, this
Is all so weird for me."

"Chill. It's cool. I'm not mad or anything. I'm just giving you a little ad-
vice by way of preface for what I'm about to tell you. And just to let you
know, I'm not going to tell you anything about any of the others. About
how they got into the Crew or where they came from. But I'll give you
the abridged version of my story. Keep in mind though that the names
have been changed to protect the innocent and that I'm probably making
the whole thing up."”

"Ok. I like a good story, fact or fiction."

"Good, because mine's got a little bit of both."

Chloe's Tale

“Like all great stories, mine begins at the tender age of fourteen, which
Is the first time | ever saw a live theater production that involved real
actors and setsinstead of middle school kids in homemade costumes. It
was a school trip to seeatouring production of Macbeth, and man was it
cool. | mean, the actors and stuff were probably fine, | don't really re-
member, but it was the costumes and the setsthat blew me away. Their
set designer was a miracle worker. They'd gone all out for realism - not
something you see much anymore with these wacky modern dress
Shakespeareproductions - and they'd turned that stage into a fucking
castle. It was brilliant. | just assumed it was real stone they'd used, it
looked so good. But afterwards we got a backstagetour ‘causeour teach-
er knew the stage manager or something. Anyway, | saw those stone
walls up close and they were Styrofoam. It blew my little teenage mind."

“That's when | decided theater was my new obsession. I've always
been an obsessionprone kinda girl. Not so much about guys or bands or
any of that bullshit, but more about hobbies. Before theater it had been
rock climbing and before that it had beenrollerblading and before that it
had been gymnastics. Always something. And | wouldn't just do
whatever it was; I'd also learn everything there was to know about it. I'd
read every book the library and the local bookstores had about mountain
climbing. I'd planned out all these elaborate trips | was going to take
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some summer - all this even though I'd never climbed arock outside of a
climbing wall in a gym."

"But the theater thing was different. My high school had something
approaching a decentdrama club, and | joined the day after we got back
from the play. There weren't aton of us in the club, so everyone got to do
a little bit of everything. | acted some, made costumes,learned to run the
lame ass lighting system we had. And by lighting system | mean a
couple spots and not much else. But mostly | was all about working on
the sets.| read everything | could find and talked my way back stageand
into the prop shops of every major and minor theater company here in
the Bay Area. Our little school plays got to lookin' pretty damn cool by
the end of my run in high school."

“In college | was still all about the theater. | thought maybe I'd get into
making setsfor movies or something like that, so | stuck with it. | never
did finish that degree - | ended up getting distracted. This was back in
the early nineties you know? And the Internet was just coming on
strong. BBS'sand newsgroups were the shit back then, and there were
even a couple devoted to theater and prop making and stuff like that. |
was so hungry for any little piece of knowledge | was posting on all of
these all the time. | became addicted."”

“Then camethat fateful day. Someguy posted a thing on atheater BBS
about trying to duplicate a fancy corporate office. He said it was for a
movie or a documentary or something like that that he was making and
that he needed it to be exactly like the real thing, but he only had a lim-
ited budget - like maybe a thousand bucks. The real tough part was that
he wanted to recreatethe view out the window of this office, which was
twenty stories high and in Manhattan somewhere. | had some ideas on
the problem and we got to going back and forth online and through e-
mail about it."

"He was real cagey about who he was and what this movie was about,
but he seemed pretty smart. We even talked on the phone a couple of
times. Finally he invited me to come on down to LA (it turned out he
was in LA, not New York at all as he'd said in his posts) and help him
build the thing. | was a nineteen year old college girl whose parents paid
for her gas. Of course | went."

"Without going into details that, while I'm sure you'd love to hear
them, I'm not ready to tell you, the whole thing was a con. Luckily, |
wasn't the one being conned. But | could also tell fairly quickly that these
clowns weren't making any movie or anything like that. They were actu-
ally working out of arundown warehouse that they were squatting in. |
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only ever met them there. Eachnight they disappeared to wherever their
homes were and | sure as hell wasn't invited to come along. | ended up
sleeping in my car. But they never would've pulled it off without my
help, | can guarantee you that. They had pictures from a magazine and
from some shitty videotape that they'd shot in the office (which turned
out to be in LA, too, not New York). They'd scored some professional
grade lighting and shit, but the hardest part was getting that backdrop to
look real. We finally figured it out, though."

"One of them went away for a day and then came back. He had us
make a bunch of different small changesto the office set up we'd built.
We changed the calendar on the desk and added a new set of pens that
he'd bought somewhere. Small shit like that. They were going to cut me
loose then and promised to send me my money in a week (they'd prom-
ised me a couple hundred bucks). | was like, 'Fuck the money, | wanna
help on the shoot." This didn't go over real well at first, but | held my
ground. | hinted that | knew they were up to something hinky here and |
wanted to be in on it. That went over even less well."

"Now Paul, here'sallittle tip for you. What | did back then was wicked
fucking stupid. | mean, just dumb, dumb, dumb. First of all, the golden
rule - never let 'em know what you know. Second,| didn't know these
guys. In retrospect they were pretty tight but kinda taking a risk bring-
ing me in on the set-up. A good risk, as odds are | was gonna be some
ditsy theater chick. Turned out they were wrong. If they'd been a differ-
ent, harder core crew, they probably would've disappeared me right
then and there. | could tell one of them was maybe thinking that very
thought. But | was lucky. They let me stay and help with the shoot before
sending me on my merry way. They even let me do the make-up. Al-
though, for the record, | never did get my money, the fuckers."

"This other guy camein. Someonel'd never met before. He didn't seem
at all curious to seeme - treated me like a flunky on a film set. To this
day I'm pretty sure he was some wanna-be actor that they'd conned into
thinking he was playing a part in an indie movie. Hell, they might've
even paid him. | did his make-up for him and then we lit the setand put
him to work. He was wearing some kind of little domino mask and a
suit. He looked like the Green Hornet or the Spirit or one of those old
pulp heroes. It was kind of silly | thought."

“They shot the thing on SVHS and had a boom mic on the guy to pick
up every word. He gave this weird speech about how he'd obviously
compromised their state of the art security system and could do so at any
time. Then he said that whoever was going to seethis tape should give in
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to his demands or face serious, serious consequences.Next time they
wouldn't be shooting a videotape. Next time they'd be planting a bomb.
The actor guy actually sold it pretty well. | felt chills going up my spine.
| knew then for sure that I'd beenright, and that thesefuckers were up to
no good."

"We did a few takes and then let the guy go. We broke down the
whole setin lessthan an hour, piling everything into a couple of vans
and combing the warehouse for any last piece of evidence that we'd ever
beenthere. | was scared shitless by this point. | thought about making a
run for it but | realized that one of the vans had blocked my car in. I'd
never get away from them. As it turned out, once we'd finished cleaning
up, they piled into their vehicles and took off. They said they'd call me in
a week. | never heard from them again."

"l had to know what the fuck these guys had beenup to. In fact - that
became my new hobby obsession.| needed to find out what I'd beena
part of. | knew a few things - that the office was in LA and even gener-
ally what part of town it was in (basedon the backdrop we'd created. It
could still be one of a dozen different buildings at least, and then any of
hundreds of different offices. | also knew it had been photographed pro-
fessionally for some magazine since they had cut out pictures to use asa
model. | blew off school and spent the next week at the public library in
LA, going through every damned home and garden and local magazine
they had on file and pouring over the daily papers for any signs of some
kind of story related to any of the businessesin any of the buildings I'd
identified as possibles.”

"Eventually, | did find the office. It had been featured in some local
magazine like three years earlier. It was the offices of a pretty well
known lawyer who specialized in medical malpractice cases.| looked
him up and he actually had a pretty darn good record on such things -
not the kind of guy who makes lots of baselesslawsuits or whatever. |
couldn't find anything about him in the news. | even went down to the
Clerk of Court and read the files on all his recent cases,but | didn't see
any names| recognized or make any connections to any of the people I'd
worked with. | eventually came back up here and somehow managed to
pull out barely passing grades despite the three and a half weeks of
school I'd missed. | used the old dead grandmother routine."

"l kept tabs on the lawyer asbest| could, and | learned that about six
months later he retired early at the tender age of forty-two. Said he
wanted to get back in touch with his roots and that he was moving to
Portugal of all places. | gotta think that had something to do with
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whatever con those guys were pulling, but of coursel have no idea. They
didn't leave a single trace that | could find."

"And so, just like that, conning people became my new obsession.
Well, not just like that. | had a little guidance from an old friend, but
that's another story," concluded Chloe.

Paul had listened with rapt attention as she spun this tale. It hadn't
been what he expected.

“Is that really true?" he asked.

"Yep," she said. Then she winked at him. "As far as you know
anyway."

"And how long ago was this? The early nineties right? How old are
you anyway?"

"A lady never tells. Let's just say | look good for my age."

"l think you look good for any age."

"You charmer, you. I'm still not telling you how old | am." Shestarted
rooting through the camerabag she'd brought with her, and pulled out a
very expensive looking digital camera."Do you know how to use one of
these?"

"Sure," said Paul. "I mean, I've never used one that nice before, but
yeah, | know the gist of it. Why?"

“That's your job for the day - you're the photographer."

"And what are you?"

“I'm the reporter, silly! What else?" She pulled out a business card
identifying her as RachelMoore, alifestyle reporter for the SanFrancisco
Chronicle. "We're on assignment.”

The plan went delightfully well. Chloe and Paul went into every comic
book store in the Bay Area over the next eight hours. Sheposed as a re-
porter doing a story about collecting comics. The new Spider-man movie
was due out next month, and so the Chronicle was allegedly preparing
to do a companion piece about comics. In return for promising to men-
tion the storesin the article, the owners were more than happy to let Paul
snap away.

With the camera set at a resolution approaching that of 35mm film,
Paul took careful pictures of every valuable comic he could find.
Whenever possible he tried to convince the owners to let him take the
books out of their plastic sleeves.This was impossible to do with those
that had beengraded and sealed, but he got some good shots of those as
well. They'd all need some fairly substantial touching up in Photoshop
before they'd be ready for "press" but the high-quality cameragave him a
solid base from which to build their fakes.
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Paul was constantly impressed by what a charmer Chloe could be. She
had the owners eating out of her hand - and not just becauseshe was an
attractive blonde (thanks to awig) - but becauseshe knew how to engage
them on their level, whatever it was. For the guys who were real fans of
the genre and comics in general she talked to them about their favorite
characters and storylines. For the ones who were all about the bottom
line she emphasized how the article could help bring in new businessfor
them. And for those who just didn't care, she knew when to leave them
alone.

By the day's end Paul had collected good shots of about a hundred
likely suspects,both front and back covers. He was already going over in
his head what he'd have to do in Photoshop to make them picture perfect
for their scam. It was going to be pretty simple, he thought, but he'd
have to do some test runs to make sure it came out looking convincing
enough. As long asthey figured out how to fake the hard plastic casefor
the sealedand graded comics, he thought they had a pretty good chance
of pulling this con off.

When they got back to Chloe's house, they found it crowded with
about a half dozen Crew members. They'd set up the big bed sheet
screenagain and were all ready to run alittle first person shooter tourna-
ment. Paul had played in plenty of such events while at the Fear and
Loading, and in many ways coming home to something like this made it
all seema little more normal. Besides,he was eagerto show off his skills
while he wasn't drunk and high. He took a seatand dove right in, blast-
ing away at his new friends for the next four or five hours until finally
the Red Bull wore off and he crashed on the couch once again.
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Chapter 1 1

The next few days flew by for Paul. He enjoyed the hell out of his time in
the house. It was not unlike being back in college - everyone around him
was smart and ready to do something fun at a moment's notice. There
was always plenty to drink and good pot to smoke if you wanted it.
They all worked hard, Paul himself working more than he ever had at
his own company, but computer game marathons and spontaneous
parties frequently punctuated the work. Chloe was particularly fond of
old school Street Fighter style fighting games, and she routinely chal-
lenged all comersto bouts on the Playstation. Paul took her on again and
again, but never came close to beating her.

He spent most of the time in the Server Room, working in Photoshop
on one of the computers. Kurt had finally shown up again, and he'd
brought a professional quality color laser printer with him. Apparently
he had a friend who had a friend in the printing business, or something
like that. Kurt stayed only a single night, most of which he spent doing
laundry and eating noodles in his room. Then he was gone again the
next morning, leaving the printer still in its box for Paul to try and figure
out how to set it up. Bee offered to help.

"What's the deal with Kurt?" asked Paul, as the two of them finagled
the bulky printer from the Styrofoam padding.

"What do you mean?" she replied.

"He's not around much, huh?"

“No, not lately. Sometimes. It just depends."

"Depends on what?"

"What he's doing," said Bee."This comic con isn't the only thing going
on right now. Kurt's in charge of another whole deal that some of the
guys are working on."

"l had no idea," said Paul. Except for the night of the first party he'd
never seenthe whole group together in one place. He'd just assumed
they were off living their own lives or holding down jobs or something.
There'd been no hint of another con going on.
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"Well, why would you?" asked Beewith surprise. "You're not really in-
volved in it. Well, come to think of, actually you are a little bit."

"Huh?" asked Paul, confused.

"Well not really involved, but you know, you saw the opening move,"
Bee said.

"When was this?"

"The day you met Chloe. In that Mexican restaurant where she was ar-
ranging for the little mariachi salt shakers to be put on the tables."

"Oh yeahE " Paul said. He'd forgotten about Chloe's original excuse
for being in the restaurant. She'd claimed to be doing market research,
but in retrospect that had to have been a lie. "What were those things
anyway?"

“They were bugs," Bee said. "The target eats there all the time or
something and Kurt wanted to listen in on his table talk. Sowe had to
figure a way to bug every table. | made them myself."

"Wow," said Paul, seeing new depths to this crew and the lengths to
which they'd go. "Did you make the mariachi men too?"

Beelaughed, "No, Kurt found those. He's actually pretty amazing that
way. It's kind of what he does."

"What do you mean?"

"Kurt's a scrounger, you know? His whole deal is he knows how to
find stuff. But he keeps his methods to himself. It's always a friend of a
friend or something like that, but we never know for certain. Personally,
| wouldn't be surprised if he's just stealing the stuff.”

"Really?"

"It could be. | don't have any reasonto believe it, but come on. A guy
that quiet? He can't have THAT many friends! He can almost always
find any piece of equipment we need and he rarely takes more than a
few days to get it."

"Huh. Interesting." They started uncoiling wires and digging around
behind one of the computers, trying to find the right port. "I'm surprised
you didn't have a high quality printer like this before. Seemslike it
would come in handy."

“Not as much asyou'd think," said Bee."We don't do much that's on
paper, you know? The more digital it is the better, as far as we're con-
cerned. It's much easier to cover your tracks that way, assuming you
know what you're doing. Paper can theoretically be traced, or you might
leave a fingerprint on it or whatever."

"Fingerprints. | hadn't even thought of that. We should probably wear
gloves whenever we're handling these fake comics, huh?"
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"That's a good point," agreed Bee."I'm sure Chloe thought of that - she
always thinks of everything, which is part of why she rocks. But make
sure you mention it to her. At the very leastit'll make you look smart."
She gave him a reassuring pat on the shoulder. "Chloe always falls for
the smart guys."

"Thanks," said Paul, surprised but pleased with this piece of romantic
advice. "l will."

After they spent a few hours trying to find the right drivers to install
on the machine, they hooked the printer up and it worked like a dream.
Paul made a few test runs and they came out great. It occurred to him
then that they should have a burn bag for everything they didn't use or
that was left over - shredded papers could still be reassembled. Not so
much with ashes.He'd mention that to Chloe as well. He wanted to
show her he could hold his own. After all, this whole thing was his idea.

All the Crewmembers working on this job met the next day, even the
elusive Kurt, who was pulling double duty. Paul had his samples with
him. They crammed into Chloe's living room once again, and she
presided over the assembly wearing a tight-fiting Supergirl t-shirt in
honor of the occasion.

"Ok, kids, the game's afoot. We're about to spring into action here and
| want to make sure everyone knows what's what." Sheturned her atten-
tion to Paul for a moment. "Just so you know, Paul, we always try and
keep everyone in the Crew in the loop asmuch aspossible. While every-
one might not have much of arole in this one, they're all part of the team
so they all have a right to know." This insight drove home the fact for
Paul that he wasn't really a part of the group, otherwise they'd have told
him what Kurt was up to. At least for the moment, he was still an
outsider.

"We're about ready to go green on this comic counterfeiting thing,"
Chloe continued. "But there are a few things we've got to decide. It's a
little more complicated than | thought at first, but that's ok. Still nothing
we can't handle.”

"We've got three main teams working this. I'll give the bad news first.
Most of you guys are going to be e-slavesfor this one." There was a chor-
us of groans from the group. Chloe had already explained this term to
Paul. "E-slaves"were the oneswho would spend hours and hours selling
all the forged comics on e-Bay. It was a thankless but definitely necessary
job and since they wanted to pull their plan off quickly, they'd need as
many people focused on selling as possible. "I know, | know, it sucks.
But you get the same share as everyone else."
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“Team two is going to be net-heads. There is, it turns out, a computer
security aspectto this caper. I've beenpoking around on the Comics Rat-
ing Group's Web site and they have a databaseup there that lists every
single comic book they've ever graded. So,every time they grade Punish-
er #1 or whatever, they add it to the database.That way, collectors know
how many of every issue there are out there. It's a way to discourage,
you know, people like us." This got a laugh.

"We're going to need to get into that database and be able to make
some changesat will. Getting into it shouldn't be much problem. | know
you guys could probably hack it clean right now if you wanted to, but
we're going to get inside the door, so you might aswell wait until that's
set up. Once we're up and running in their system, Paul will let you
know what books we're forging and you can eke up the database num-
bers gradually, soasnot to tip anybody off. We're also going to need you
to fiddle with some numbers in their inventory system as well, but Il
get to that later."

"And that leaves our main team. We get to go on a road trip. The
company's offices are down in L.A. and we need to get a good look
around at how they do things. We've taken apart a bunch of these sealed
and graded books and it's afairly specialized process.It'd cost more than
it's worth for us to set up our own facility to seal these things up the
right way, sol think we're going to have to use the machinesin the actu-
al company, which should be fun."

"The road team will be me, Raff, Bee,and Filo. Paul will be coming
along as well. We're heading out tomorrow - as soon as these fakes get
printed." Shetook Paul's samples from him and passedthem out to the
crowd. "Everyone take a look at these and seeif you can find any faults
or flaws. The more eyes on this, the better. They look great to me, but
what the fuck do | know?" The group looked at the fake covers, most of
them pretty carefully, some of them only cursorily.

"As of now, we're full sail ahead, so everyone needsto actaccordingly.
No leaks. No chit-chat with outsiders. Everyone focus on your jobs and
we can make a nice little score. Capisce?"Everyone nodded. "Ok, kid-
dies, break up into groups. Kurt, pick yourself four hackers. After we get
inside their offices and plant the Trojan Horse you need to start poking
around anything and everything related to this CRG - but keep a low
profile! Popper, babe,you get the e-slaves.Sorry girl, you had all the fun
on that hotel job last month. Take everyone who's left, pour a round of
shots, and start setting up those false fronts for the e-Bay accounts, malil
forwarders, too, ok?"
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"And Paul? Put your latex gloves on and get ready to have some fun.
You and me are making sweet, sweet counterfeit comics for the rest of
the night." She grabbed him by the hands and yanked him up off the
couch and into her arms. "Come on, big boy, Bee'sgonna give us a
hand."

They spent the rest of the evening and most of the next day making
their fakes, as promised. Paul had gotten the processdown to a science
while making his test runs, so the work went pretty fast. The resulting
fake coversthen got cut down to size and stapled onto the comics insides
that Paul had selected from the boxes and boxesthe Crew had brought
him. They had particular fun mixing classic X-Men covers with worth-
less Archie interiors and plastering Batman's visage over Richie Rich.
“They're both spoiled trust fund babies," Chloe had pointed out.

Paul had gone to the trouble of washing out the covers on some of
them in Photoshop, making them appear faded by the sun and time. Not
so much that it would seriously compromise the value, but enough to
make them more believable. Bee spent her time with some small tools
and a cup of tea. Shewas adding other signs of aging to the "older" com-
ics - staining some with the tea. Using the tools, she made small stress
fractures and folds. Bee loved detail work like this, and Chloe had to
keep pushing her to make just a few changes and then keep going.

They put the new fakes into plastic sleevesfor safe keeping, and over
the course of the next sixteen hours or so they filled out three long boxes
of comics, eachholding over a hundred forgeries. An hour later, Raff and
Filo pulled up with an extended cab van they'd gotten from somewhere.
They loaded the comics up, along with some electronics gear, sleeping
bags, and a cooler full of food. Then they were on the road, Raff and Filo
up front, driving them south to LA while Chloe, Paul, and Beecrashedin
the back. One thing for sure, thought Paul, Chloe and her friends seldom
wasted much time.

That night they setup shop in a pair of motel rooms located about a
mile from the Comics Rating Group's headquarters. They were all in one
room going over the plan for the next day. An arsenal of electronics lay
spread out on the bedspread, as Raff and Bee explained how each piece
worked. But Paul wasn't really listening. He was thinking about his role
in the plan and the fact that it wasn't as significant as he wanted. To be
honest, he wasn't even sure why they'd brought him along. This was his
plan after all and he wanted a more central part.
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"Can | make a suggestion?" asked Paul, interrupting Raff, who shot
him a surprised look. "Why is Raff going inside posing as the collector?
No offense man, but you don't know anything about comics."

"That's why you're here, Paul, to help me out."

"Why don't | just go in instead?" said Paul, his stomach suddenly
swirling. Is this what he wanted? Apparently so.

"You want to go in?" asked Chloe. "Why?"

"Well, | just think it makes more sense.|l speak their language, you
know what | mean? Besides,from what you've said, there's not much to
it. 1 basically go in and be myself, they show me around and stuff. | just
think there's less of a chance of me rousing suspicions or whatever."

"You've never done anything like this, have you Paul?"asked Raff. "It's
great that you're helping us and all, but what if you get nervous? What if
you suddenly realize that you're about to commit fraud and you chicken
out? We're not going to have a secondshot at this - not without REALLY
arousing some suspicions."

"I hear what you're saying, but I'm telling you guys, | can do this."
Paul turned his attention to Chloe. "l can do this. I'm the best man for
this job."

Chloe laughed and reached over and tousled his hair. "Ok, champ, you
got it. We'll let you go in. That meanswe gotta get your asschecked out
on some of this equipment here. Raff, this is cool with you right?"

"As long as he doesn't fuck up it's cool with me, yeah," said Raff, smil-
ing as well. "If it means | don't have to spend an hour babbling with
some comics geek, that's great."

"Ok then," said Chloe. "Let's start again from the top, this time we've
got Paul as the face."

"You mean like on the A-Team?" said Paul, remembering the character
of "Face" from the old 80's action/adventure show. "l loved that show."

"Yep," said Chloe. "Except we're not blowing anything up. At least not
this time."

80



Chapter 1 2

The Comics Rating Group's offices sat in the front corner of the Redfield
Industrial Park, just one of many identical buildings in the area. The
door had an electronic lock that employees put their pass cards up
against to gain access.Since he didn't have such a card (yet), Paul had to
tap lightly on the glassin order to catch the receptionist's attention. She
politely buzzed him in from her desk. He had an appointment to meet
with the head grader, who would be out in just a minute.

The man's name was Kevin Carrey, a well fed fellow in a blue polo
shirt with the company logo on it and khaki pants. He shook Paul's hand
warmly while Paul glanced briefly at the security card hanging from his
belt.

"Welcome to CRG, Mr. Feldman. I'm Kevin Carrey, Vice-President of
Customer Relations."

"Pete Feldman. It's nice to meet you," said Paul. "I appreciate you let-
ting me stop by in person. | know that's a little unusual.”

"We try to be asaccommodating aswe can, especially for new clients.
Would you like the grand tour?"

“That'd be great.”

The main grading rooms were divided into three different sections.
The largest contained five graders who worked on comics published
since the 1980's,the lion's share of the company's business. The two
smaller sectionsdealt with silver age (60'sand 70's)and golden age (30's
to 50's) comics respectively. Carrey also pointed out a restoration room
where damaged comics could be brought back to their former glory. The
office had an informal feel, with music blaring from stereos and walls
covered with comics related posters. Probably a fun place to work if you
like comics, thought Paul.

But the tour's highlight - indeed one of his main goalsin coming inside
in the first place - was the sealing room. Here they took the graded com-
ics and sealedthem in two layers of plastic. First a flexible plastic sleeve
that fit snuggly around the comic. Then a hard plastic outer casethat in-
cluded a hologram and the comic's title with the grade printed directly
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onto the plastic. They used heatto melt the plastic and make the seals,so
there was no way to open the final product without breaking the seal
and thus eliminating the veracity of the grade.

Paul took a long, good look all around this room, including up at the
security cameras mounted high on the wall. The digital video camera
hidden inside the thick, black glasseshe wore transmitted everything he
saw to the rest of the Crew, who were in a van around the corner. Paul
insisted on watching the entire sealing process from beginning to end
twice, which his guide found alittle boring, but he accommodated Paul's
request.

"Very cool," said Paul. "You've got a pretty neat set-up here. How
many of these do you do a day?"

"We average around a thousand a day. We're actually still a little un-
derstaffed - we get more books in per day than we grade out, but we can
push favored customersto the front of the line, especially if they do a lot
of business with us."

"Speaking of which, shall we talk about my little collection?"

"Certainly. Come on back to my office and we can talk there."

Paul suddenly put his hand on his pants pocket where there was the
unmistakable bulge of a cell phone. "Oh shoot, I've got a call. Do you
mind?"

“No, please, go ahead."

Paul pulled the phone out and turned it on, pretending to talk to
someoneabout a real estatedeal as he turned his back on Carrey. In fact,
the phone wasn't a phone at all. It was a little device that Beehad cooked
up and then put inside a cell phone shell. Paul made a good show of
wandering about the room, talking angrily with his realtor. Mr. Carrey
stood by silently, pretending not to eavesdrop.

“Listen. I'm in a meeting," said Paul. "I have to go. I'll call you back.
Just get it done ok? Just. Get. It. Done."

Paul hit the button to end the call, in fact activating Bee'sdevice. He
strode over to Carrey, the phone in his hand still.

“I'm sorry about that. Let's get going." As Paul stepped closeto Carrey
he let his arm carrying the cell phone swing forward until it almost
touched the security card hanging from the vice-president's belt.

The fake cell phone worked very much like the electronic security card
scanner on the company's front door. Like the door scanners, all it
needed was to be within aninch or two of a security card to read the sig-
nal of the card's microchip. Bee'sinvention recorded this signal automat-
ically, and would allow them to make a duplicate card later. Paul looked
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down at the phone's digital display as he followed Carrey back towards
his office. It said "Call Complete," signifying that the card capture had
worked. Two jobs down, one to go.

They satdown in Carrey's spacious office. It lacked the color and char-
acter of the rest of the facility, but had five very valuable, sealed and
graded comics hanging tastefully on the wall. Paul wasn't acting when a
whistle appreciatively at the copy of Amazing Fantasy 15, which was the
first appearance of Spider-man and worth several hundred thousand
dollars.

"Wow. How cool is that?" said Paul, pointing to the image of the web-
slinger on the wall.

"Yeah, isn't that great? That's the first thing | bought once the company
was up and moving. It's only graded a 5.4,but it's still awesometo have,
you know?"

"Definitely. | don't have that in my collection, but I've got some keep-
ers, that's for sure." Paul contorted himself awkwardly in his chair in or-
der to remove a CD in a paper sleevefrom his other pocket. He pointed
at the computer on Carrey's desk. "Does that thing have Excel on it?"

"Of course," said Carrey, taking the disk and putting it in his com-
puter. "You have your whole collection on this?"

"Yep, | actually don't know much about computers, but | hired some
college kids to inventory my whole collection and record it all in a big
databasethingy. It took them all summer. They also weighed my comics
- turns out | have a literal ton of comics. Over 2000 pounds."

“That's pretty impressive. I've culled my own collection down in the
past few years, just a couple thousand that | really want to hang on to."

“I'm planning on doing the samething, but first | wanted to get four or
five hundred of them graded and sealedby you guys, just the most valu-
able onesyou understand.” At $30a pop for grading and sealing comics,
Paul had just offered the man $15,000worth of business. It wouldn't
make him their largest customer, but it was enough to command some
respect. "That disk is just a list of the books | think would be the most
likely candidates for grading. If you could look it over and get back to
me with your suggestions, I'd really appreciate it."

In fact, the list was just a fiction Paul had whipped up over the course
of afew hours. He'd been careful to make sure that only a handful of the
books actually overlapped with the onesthey'd counterfeited. No sense
leaving a list of their forgeries around, even if no one would ever be the
wiser assuming the scam went off as planned. The disk had no doubt
already accomplished its true purpose. When Carrey had opened the
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database,he'd also releaseda Trojan Horse into the company's network.
The small program was now hidden away in the system, and would
leave it wide open to the hacker team. Goal three accomplished. Time to
get a move on.

“I'd love to go over that list with you myself," said Paul. "But | really
have to get going. My real estate agent seemsbound and determined to
screw this deal up, and | need to make sure it goes as planned." He
pulled out his wallet and handed Mr. Carrey a fake business card. "Just
give me a call or drop me an e-mail when you've had a chanceto go over
that."

"Sure thing Mr. Feldman. We're happy to help you out with your col-
lection. Justglancing at it, it sure looks like you've got some impressive
books here."

“Thanks," said Paul, turning to leave. "Oh, just one more thing actu-
ally. Can you just save that file to your computer and give me the disk
back?| don't have a copy on my laptop back at the hotel and I'd like to
look it over myself a little more."

"Of course. Just hold on a second." Carrey saved off the file and
popped the CD back out, handing it to Paul. "There you go, you're all
set.”

"Cool," said Paul. "All right, | gotta run. Thanks again."

“Let me show you out," said Carrey.

Two minutes later Paul was climbing back into the van. As soon as he
closed the door behind him he whooped with glee. "Whoo hooooo!" he
shouted. "That was awesome."

He'd beencalm during his whole visit, but as soon as he'd walked out
the door his heart had started racing. It was an exhilarating feeling, trick-
ing someone so thoroughly like that. Pretending to do one thing but
secretly doing something much sneakier.

Chloe gave him a big hug and a quick kiss on the lips, which was all
he thought about for the next few moments as he slapped hands and ex-
changed congratulations with the other Crew members.

"Great job, Paul," said Chloe. "You played him like a pro."

"l almost forgot to get the disk back," he said, handing both it and the
cell phone/card scanner over to Bee.

Raff was already driving the van back towards the motel. "You
covered well though."

"Thanks," said Paul.
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"Hell, | didn't even realize you'd forgotten it," said Chloe. "I thought
you were playing it real cool in there. Pulling a Columbo on him. 'Just
one more thing, sir."

"l don't think he suspecteda thing," said Paul, almost panting with ex-
citement and pride.

"Why would he? Who the fuck would do something this silly but us?"

Back at the motel they planned for the actual dangerous part. Or, if not
dangerous, then at least the part where getting caught was hardest to ex-
plain. Bee made a duplicate security card that would get them in the
front door. Meanwhile, the hacker team back in SanJosetore through the
CRG system, looking for anything and everything that might be helpful.
With the Trojan Horse in place, they had free reign over the company's
internal network and its Web site. They began to inch up the database
figures for the comics they planned to forge. A searchthrough employee
e-mails turned up a current alarm code that someone had foolishly sent
to another employee. They also had everyone' schedules. It was Friday
night, and no one was expected to come in on Saturday, so they should
be safe, but they wanted to be out before dawn just in case.

This next part of the operation belonged to Filo. He was a pretty cool
guy, Paul had decided. He hadn't spent much time with him before the
trip down to LA, but he'd grown to like the tattooed, shaven headed
Crew member. Filo's main skill set was in sculpture and metal fabrica-
tion. He was also a gear head, fixing (and maybe stealing) cars in his
spare time. He'd spent a good chunk of time examining how the plastic
caseswent together and watching the video Paul had taken inside the fa-
cility, and seemed confidant that he could duplicate the process pretty
easily.

They went back at 11:00PM, a half hour after the maid service's sched-
uled clean up was finished. Everything looked clear, so they pulled the
van around behind the building and unloaded the boxes of fake comics.
Then Chloe came around front and used Bee'snew security card to open
the door. The alarm code worked, and they were in. She opened the
loading door out back and Raff and Filo started carrying boxes back to-
wards the sealing room.

Paul had wanted to go with them into the building to help put the
fakes together, but both Chloe and Raff had vetoed this plan. He'd done
well earlier, definitely, but this was precision breaking and entering
work they were doing now. They couldn't afford any screw-ups. Besides,
they needed a lookout, and that meant Paul. He drove the van to the
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other side of the street where he could seeanyone approaching and be-
grudgingly stood watch.

In his head he imagined what was going on inside. They'd have made
their way into the sealing room by now. The room had no windows that
faced the street, so he couldn't tell if they were setup and running or not.
The CRG guy had told him that they locked up the valuable comics in
safeseach night, so there wasn't much chancethat they'd be tempted to
steal anything. Not that he thought they would. This whole plan
centered on the idea that no one would ever realize that a crime had
been committed. The hacker team had already gone in and changed the
inventory numbers in CRG's computer to account for the missing plastic
casesand sleeves.They'd even accounted for the ink the Crew would be
using to print their forged rating inserts and the holograms that marked
them as official CRG graded books.

Paul had Chloe's cell phone on speed dial, ready to make the call as
soon asanything happened that looked like it might blow their cover. He
had a moment of panic three hours into the operation when an old-
school Camero he'd seenon his earlier visit pulled into the parking lot.
He was about to make the call when he saw the driver go into the office
next door. He called Chloe anyway, just to let her know.

"Go," she said as she answered the call.

"You don't need to get out or anything, but | thought you should know
that there's somebody at work in the office next door. | don't know what
he's doing in there, but make sure you keep quiet or whatever."

"Thanks. Make sure you let me know if he's still there when we're
ready to leave."

"How's everything going in there?"

"Good. Gotta go." And she hung up. Definitely all business when it
came to pulling these jobs.

Paul waited for several uneventful hours, sitting in the van and trying
to stay awake. He must have drifted off to sleep at least once becausehe
woke with a start to the sound of the Camero's throaty engine firing to
life around 2:30in the morning. The excitement of the entire venture had
begun to wear off by this point and he was just feeling totally exhausted.
He was tired of sleeping on couchesand in the backsof vans. He'd never
tried a waterbed before and wondered for a sleepy while what that
might be like.

In order to stay awake he turned on the map light and started thumb-
ing idly through a copy of Wizard Magazine he'd brought along. De-
voted to comics news and collecting, the magazine also contained a price
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guide in the back of every issue. He flipped to the section on indie pub-
lishers and found the entry for the comic-book that had defined his ca-
reer - Metropolis2.0. Issue 1 in top condition was going for $12.Up afew
dollars since the videogame had been announced. Paul sighed and
turned off the light, realizing that with it on, he could be seenfrom the
street.

He'd beenworking asa freelance artist in the comic book industry for
just shy of three years when he had the idea for Metropolis2.0. Inspired
by the Fritz Lang movie rather than Superman's fictional home, the com-
ic told the story of alienated robotic workers fighting against a tyrannical
utopian system in their quest to gain equal rights. This quest involved a
great number of epic, robot vs. cyborg battles, elaborate twists and turns,
and as much dark humor as Paul could reasonably cram into each
twenty-two page issue. But since he could only work on it in his spare
time, he was having trouble just finishing that first issue.

Paul had built up his portfolio working for various second and third
tier publishing companies. He'd drawn a lot of comics based on movies
and TV shows and even some video-game tie-in work. After thus estab-
lishing himself, both of the big two comic book companies, Marvel and
DC, expressedan interest in hiring him, a break that was almost every
penciler's dream. But Paul had become obsessedwith seeing Metropolis
2.0in print, and so he pitched the book to the two comics companies.
Both publishers turned him down, and in the processhe managedto lose
his chance to work for them as well. They wanted eager young artists
whose sole ambition was drawing the X-Men or Batman, not a
headstrong would-be auteur who just wanted to work on his own
projects.

Frustrated, Paul did the only thing he could to get the damn comic
printed - he applied for as many credit cards as he could, dropped his
other freelance gigs, and threw everything he had into publishing his
comic book on his own. After a year of eating Ramen noodles and oat-
meal every day, no one was more surprised than Paul when his comic
becamea hit. It never did X-Men numbers of course, but he got a lot of
good buzz as he went out on the convention circuit to pimp his comic.
He was soon selling closeto 15,000copies a month - a huge number for
an independent book. He'd becomethe new golden boy of underground
comics and had never been happier in his life.

After sixteen months, the monthly grind started to wear him down.
Writing and illustrating twenty-two pagesis a huge amount of effort and
the grueling labor took its toll. While the comic was doing better than
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ever, Paul just wanted a break. At the sametime, he didn't want to hire
on another artist becausehe didn't trust anyone with his baby. And that's
when he and Greg had had their fateful conversation. They both agreed
that Metropolis2.0would make the perfect setting for an online computer
game. Together with the other partners, they formed Fear and Loading.
Greg invested the money, and Paul invested his ideas, turning over own-
ership of the Metropolis intellectual property and copyrights to the new
company. Obviously that hadn't worked out as planned, and now he
didn't even own his own creation. But at least he'd made them pay
dearly for taking it away from him.

The phone buzzed on the dashboard, startling him out of his half-con-
scious reverie. It was Chloe. He concentrated hard so he didn't sound as
sleepy as he really was.

"Go," he said, mimicking Chloe's response from earlier.

"We're ready. Is it all clear?"

"Yeah, Camero-guy's gone." It was now pushing 5:00 AM. "Should |
pull the van around?"

"Yep. Come on back." She clicked off.

They loaded the boxes into the van. Paul got out to help and noticed
that there were more boxes coming into the van than they'd taken out
originally. "What's with the extra boxes?"

“It's always the little things that get ya," said Chloe. "We didn't calcu-
late right on how bulky thesethings would be once we'd sealedthem in
these hard plastic sleeves. We couldn't fit them all into the boxes we
brought, so we had to snag a few from their warehouse here."

Paul was surprised at how anxious this made him feel. Everything had
gone so perfectly; even this small mistake suddenly filled him with
nervousness. "What if someone notices?"

"Hopefully they won't - it's just boxes after all. Not much we can do
about it now." Sheand Raff loaded the last box into the van. "I'll reactiv-
ate the alarm and then meet you out front. Call the hacker team and have
them do what they can about resetting the entrance and exit logs for the
door and the security system. No one ever checks those things, but |
want it done before they open up again, just in case."

A minute later and they were on the road, headed back north towards
SanJose.They were all too tired for much celebrating, and the van was
now overflowing with boxes and technical equipment. Within twenty
minutes of hitting the highway, the whole Crew had passedout, leaving
Paul to fight off sleepashe drove up the I-10. He was kind of exhilarated
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and relieved that it was over. Soon the excitement faded and he was
starting to yawn. Soon he felt more like a delivery driver than a thief.

By the time they got back to SanJose,everyone in the van had perked
up quite a bit. They stopped for coffee just outside of town and called to
let the rest of the crew know that they were on their way backin. Evenin
his sleep deprived state, Paul found the excitement in the van conta-
gious. Like the rest of them, he was in the mood to brag and crow a bit
and, thanks to his role asthe face-man, he figured the group might start
accepting him as one of their own.

Once they'd loaded the boxes into the house they started unpacking
them. A few of the hackers and the e-Slaveswere already in the Server
Room, so the triumphant road team had a ready-made audience for their
stories. Things got especially fun when Chloe pulled out a comic book
price guide and started verbally calculating their potential profits.

"Here we have Ultimate Spider-man, graded a 9.6 - a little generous |
think. I'd give it a 9.2 myself, but you guys should be able to sell it for
$180.00at least. Don't accepta penny less." Shetossed the sealed comic
acrossthe room to one of the waiting e-Slavesand pulled another from
the box.

"Ooooh, here'sarare but very cool book, one of my personal favorites,
Tales to Astonish 46. Currently going for somewhere in the neighbor-
hood of what? What would you say, Paul?"

"Oh, about $150.00, at least."

Chloe tossed it to another e-Slave team member. "There you go.
$150.00.Paul and | will go through the price guide and eBay and put
post-its on all of these. Then it's up to you guys. Remember, don't flood
the market all at once, but don't take too long either. Raff's got another
play in the works, so we should try and wrap this up within a week,
maybe two."

"Sure thing," said Popper, leader of the e-Slavesteam. "We've got the
accountssetup and ready to go. I've scouted out the most popular comic
book forums and messageboards too, and we've all established multiple
ID's on those, so we can talk up our offering there some. A little free
advertising."

"Great thinking," said Chloe. "This is right up our alley now, kids. No
different than when we sold 'vintage' clothes or rare Magic cards, so no
excuses."

"What's the count looking to be?"asked Popper. This was obviously a
guestion on everyone's mind, asthe whole room turned its undivided at-
tention to Chloe.
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"Well, the way | seeit, we're looking at something in the neighborhood
of $40,000to $65,000.Maybe 85k if you work the auctions right. You
think you guys can hit that? Can you make $85,0000ut of $50 worth of
crappy old comics?" She was practically shouting by the end, riling up
excitement amongst the e-Slaves.

"$85,000?'said Popper. "Hell, girl, we cando that in our sleep.We'll do
100k by the time we're done. You just wait and see!" The other e-Slaves
greeted this with enthusiastic support and a chorus of "Fuck yeah's."

"Ok, ok, we'll see.That'll be great if you can pull it off. If anyone can,
you can. Just remember, this is a carry-over con. We're not looking for
the hugest score in the world, not if it attracts attention we don't want."

"Right, right, we know the drill. Don't sweat it, Chloe, we've got this
covered. You guys should get some rest."

"Thanks Pops. This is in your hands now. Paul and I'll price these
books and then get out of your hair."

Paul and Chloe sat down on the couch with a price guide and started
sticking post-its on the forgeries with suggested starting bids.

"Man," said Paul, as he stuck a "$110"post-it note on one of the plastic
cases. "l need a vacation. This con-man shit is real work."

"Oh, come one, you know you love it," Chloe replied.

"Yeah, maybe | do. But that doesn't mean | don't want a vacation. We
should go somewhere."

"We just got back from LA."

"l meant somewhere fun."

Chloe smiled at him. "Maybe you're right. But first things first, let's fin-
ish pricing these puppies.”

"Yes ma'am, captain ma'am," he said, but he only remembered getting
through about twenty more of them before passing out from sheer ex-
haustion, his head in Chloe's lap. She carefully pulled away the price
guide from his hands and went into the kitchen to finish up, leaving Paul
snoring blissfully away in the living room.
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Chapter 1 3

"You were right, Paul. Let's go on a trip,” said Chloe, standing over him
ashe lay on the couch, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes.Shewore anoth-
er in a never-ending seriesof tight fitting t-shirts, this one with a picture
of a gorilla dressed in army fatigues throwing a Molotov cocktail.

"What?" he asked, blearily.

“Let's go on that vacation you wanted. The operation's in the hands of
the e-Slavesnow. They sure as fuck don't need us here. Let's go to the
beach."

"Great! But it's your turn to drive."

"Of course. Packa bag - three or four days clothes and I'll try and find
a sleeping bag around here for you. We'll take off as soon as you're up
and ready to go."

"Sleeping bag? What beach are we going to?" Paul's clothes were still
stuffed in the suitcaseshe'd thrown them into when he abandoned his
apartment. Packing should be easy.

"Up the coasta bit. Somefriends are letting me use their beachhouse."
She started yanking on his arm, pulling him off the couch. "Come on,
lazy bones! There's coffee in the kitchen and a sexy con artist wants to go
on a road trip with you! What more can you ask from life?"

"Not much, | guess."Paul rose to his feet, cracking his neck and back.
A sleeping bag probably wouldn't be any worse than this old couch.

An hour later and they were on the road, this time with Chloe driving
a car Paul had never seenbefore: a red Saturn SUV that looked brand
new. Shesaid it was a friend's car, which Paul was starting to figure out
was Crew-code for "don't ask where it came from, just be happy it's
here."

It was a Sunday morning and the usually jam-packed 880 was
relatively car-free, allowing them to make good time through Oakland
and Berkley before veering off into wine country. Paul, wanting to catch
up on the news he'd missed in his five day forgery fugue, tried to con-
vince Chloe to turn on Air America, but she refused to put up with
something as boring as politics on such a beautiful day. Shesether iPod
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to shuffle and they listened in comfortable quiet to a successionof punk
and Ska bands Paul had never heard of. They made their way past
wineries big and small, headed towards a small beach community near
where they'd filmed Alfred Hitchcock's movie The Birds

"You know, I've never been up here," said Paul.

"Really? | thought you liked wine."

"l do, but | never made it up here. Never had anyone who wanted to
go with me. It was so easy to get wrapped up in work, | hardly ever
made it out of San Jose."

"Which is a shame," said Chloe, "Because San Jose is a hole."

“It's kind of like one big strip mall, gone bad," agreed Paul. "But if you
hate it too, why're you here? Couldn't you guys do your stuff, whatever
it is, pretty much anywhere?"

"Yeah, we could. But this is where the action is. We're a tech-heavy
group of geeksfor the most part. I'm more the exception than the rule. |
know the face-to-face cons, but most of my Crew are tech-headsto the
core. And there's no better place for that than here."

"l would've thought most of your hacking and what have you could be
done from anywhere. Isn't that the point?"

"Sure, that's one way of doing things. It's even one of the ways we do
things, but it's not the only way. You can sometimes hack a system from
the outside and get accessand maybe even make some money using that
access,but not always. Like the play we just made with the comic book
stuff. We couldn't have done all that digitally - or at least it wouldn't
have been so cheap and quick."

"Being in Silicon Valley lets me use my skills and those of people like
Filo and Beemuch more effectively. It gives us a lot more options. If we
left it to just Raff and Kurt and the other hacker kids, we'd have a limited
number of moves in any situation. And variety isn't just the spice of life;
it also keeps you out of jail. Sincewe can play things so many different
directions, we don't have any easily discernible patterns. And no pattern
means it's hard for the police to home in on us. Plus, it's a hell of a lot
m