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Prologue	(consider	dropping	this.	)	
Billy Chownyk logs into a secured private app at precisely 3:15 am CST to have an overdue 
conversation with a fellow hacker by the name of Toucht. They briefly update each other on 
working with their mutual employer and friend, Moonwalk, then get down to business.  
“You know what went down with my father, or I assume you know,” Billy says. 

“Moon filled me in. He took off with your money. Dirt thing to do, man. How can I help?” 
“I need to find him. I’ll give you a cut if you help take him down. His full name is Mikhailo 
Vilém Chownyk. People call him Halo. Age 57. I’m uploading a photo for you now. Last known 
employment was Defense Corp., Bloomington, MN. Used to bang everything with a skirt, 
especially his secretary. I think her name was Marilyn, Mary Lyn, something like that, but he’s 
probably traveling with Monique Marchand. People call her Mona. She owned a phone sex 
business called ML Enterprises. She had employees with aliases of Chrystal and Foxy. Long 
shot, but they may be in contact.” 

“Vices? Gambling? Strip clubs? What are his vulnerabilities?”  
“Women for sure. He hit a lot of salsa bars when he was younger, so he could be in Miami, but I 
think he would have gone to Europe. He has sketchy connections in Czechoslovakia,” Billy says. 
“Interesting. How much did he take?” 
“He’s off of his meds, or maybe he wouldn’t have gone that far. We had $22 million when he 
left, said he would turn that into something bigger. No clue what. He owes 15 of that to me and 
my guys though, so yeah. I’ll give you 15% of my cut if we get the money back.” 
“15 percent of five million? How about 10 percent of the whole 15 million if I do it all on my 
own? 1.5 million and you don’t have to lift a finger.” 
Billy loves Toucht’s confidence and realizes that a man with his skills needs massive incentive. 
“Double what I was thinking, but cool We have a deal. Keep me informed.” 
“I’m on it.” 

Chapter	1	
Digital security at NuBank Chicago is the proverbial soft-boiled egg—a thin hardened firewall 
enveloping a yoke of inattention and nonchalance. The bank has CIS graduates, certified 
technologists, and sophisticated algorithms scanning for irregularities. They review policies and 
procedures on a timely basis. They are competent and outnumber qualified malicious hackers, 
but few are loyal to the bank itself. Their concern is limited to resume generating events.  
Just the same, breached security can be exciting. It arrests boredom. Finger-pointing, media 
involvement, and rolling heads follow a breach, but as it's happening, juices flow. When the 
excitement is over, pain ensues. Sony, Adobe, Target, Equifax, Marriott, and Yahoo are well 
acquainted with world-class PR firms charging millions for brand repair. The CIO at NuBank 
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fears hurting the brand more than losing money. At the slightest sign of trouble, he blames those 
under him for being lax, then turns to IT staffing companies for new Security Analysts, Cyber 
Security Specialists, Data Loss Prevention Managers, Information Security Managers (ISM), 
Information Systems Security Professionals (ISSP), and Auditors. New names and promises are 
marched, in person, to the CEO’s office and presented as solutions. It’s never his fault. The 
marketing team is the problem. They demand an overly simplified user experience.  
He’s got a point. Contactors like Billy and Moonwalk prey on corporate security problems. 
Today, they are delivering on a contract with NuBank to conduct an in-depth security audit of of 
the bank, focused on C-Level. The audit includes penetration testing, PEN testing for short. Their 
mission, breach NuBank digital firewalls and probe for internal weaknesses. The CIO, CFO, and 
CEO all signed off on the test, vowing not to forewarn anyone in the front office, which includes 
customer relations, business intelligence analysts, and sales personnel. 
Ethical hackers are typically highly skilled hackers in themselves, but bonded. Moonwalk’s team 
is unique. They are capable of ripping holes in the digital hull of a corporation. Her customers 
believe Moonwalk, who they know as Briana Lester employs only vetted professionals, 
contractually committed to doing no harm. Billy is one of those experts. He enjoys the feel of a 
wide-brimmed white hat now and again, but he’s not that guy. Hackingh gets his digits flowing 
and offers a chance to feel good about what he does. Even while cleaning stolen laptops and 
processing stolen credit card numbers months earlier, he thought of himself as a good person 
temporarily doing bad things, and today he feels good about attacking NuBank. 
Billy studies the lovely distracted face of his new boss as they sit across from each other at a 
Starbucks near NuBank’s corporate headquarters. Moonwalk has a white-almond mocha in one 
hand and a breakfast sandwich in the other. Her pitch black thick hair stands nearly two inches 
straight up on top of her head, but is cropped very close to the scalp below. It’s not colored 
yellow, or pink, or blue today, as it was when they first met. He studies how she bites into a 
toasted English muffin without dragging her painted lips over the surface. Deep red stains show 
how impossible that is do with a coffee mug, seductive lips darkening the rim of the cup with 
each sip. 

“What?” Moonwalk asks. 
“Why can’t I just call you Moon. You have all these aliases,” Billy says, smiling. She hates it 
when he calls her Moon, so he tries to do it at least once a week. 
They sit close to a large plate-glass window with a view of the bank. A few of the guests in the 
counter queue are probably employees of NuBank, there for a quick dose of caffeine before 
slogging into the maze of cubicles and small offices. It’s half-past eight in the morning. People 
buying coffee at this hour don’t work at C-Level. They are mid-level employees, grunts, the tired 
but smiling face of the business. Their phone personas are cheery to a fault. The best of them can 
take abuse on a call for twenty minutes without firing back. The best of them become middle 
management and learn to take abuse from customers and employees alike, especially from ladder 
climbing staff above them, and in this case, above means the 23rd floor where VPs and their 
assistants, a phalanx of analysts and account managers that oversee millions of transactions every 
day, are already working. Hitting it early is a ritual aspiring professionals master on their way to 
the top. Arrive early. Be seen. Send email to those above you before they arrive, so they know 
you are a hustler. Then, coffee in hand, jump into the spreadsheets, reports, meeting agendas, and 
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notes so you’re ready for meetings. A half-hour into the day, focus solely on things that benefit 
your position, ensure loyalty above and compliance below. 
Moonwalk, AKA Briana Lester, AKA Kim Simmons, AKA Jennifer Harris, AKA whatever fits, 
presses her red lips once again to the rim of her mocha, and takes a final delicate sip. Unlike 
prim and proper corporate types, she never lifts her little finger.  
Billy once made the mistake of asking if those lips were augmented by collagen, as if her 
considerable beauty was somehow dependent on a dermal filler. He’d been frustrated with her at 
the time and knew better, but frustrated or not, it seemed to him a reasonable question. 
Moonwalk has a dark side.  
“Even my friends don’t all me Moon,” she says dismissively. 

“What if I call you M? Never mind. Where are you going to be?” Billy asks.  
Moonwalks dismissive response is to ask what is taking his man so long. She drops her sandwich 
as if suddenly rancid. M gets anxious like this sometimes and Billy is quickly learning to roll 
with the mood shifts, let things go, manage her attention and wait for the darkness to dissipate. It 
always has, so far. He makes a big deal about checking the time as he says, “Name’s Edwardo. 
Old school Nicaraguan. I’m pretty sure he’s done time and I wouldn’t say he’s my man, exactly. 
E is just someone I was able to turn. See how I did that? E, like M?” 
“How old is E?” 
“We’re ageists’ now? Edwardo’s face screams sixty, but he moves like an octogenarian. 
Probably arthritis. He’ll be along. All he has to do is throw a damn switch for us. Actually, if he 
doesn’t show it’s no big deal. The failing power thing is just misdirection. Where will you be?” 
Moonwalk lifts her black leather Coach bag to the table and says, “When you’re done, return to 
lobby. We’ll go up together.” 
Ridge Security Analyst Group, one of Moonwalk’s daylight companies, lists a dozen services 
associated with cybersecurity testing and hardening of networks. She caters to individuals within 
each enterprise that have aggressive personal aspirations. She’s picky that way, always finding 
greed to feed. Greed doesn’t bend for ethics. Half the things her clients do would offend the 
common man if they were exposed. Moonwalk conducts most of her meetings with these clients 
in bars and expensive restaurants, sometimes over the dark web, and if Billy’s suspicions are 
correct, in hotel rooms. She excels at social engineering, which is a fancy term for hacking 
people to get otherwise confidential and protected information.  
To an accomplished digital hacker, software platforms and operating systems don’t much matter. 
The most skillful of these malicious experts know things about each other. To a person, they can 
manipulate hardware and assembly languages better than most people handle television remotes. 
When they meet in person, their conversations start with common banter about the weather, their 
favorite music, places they vacationed, or even stocks they own, but invariably the subject 
changes to whether their lab is currently configured on x86, ARM, or 6800 CPUs, and what 
operating systems turn their gears. Hackers are often cocky and argumentative. They get into 
bitching matches about who hacked what first, or how this one is just piggybacking on that one’s 
kits. They tend to disclose nothing of true value to each other unless they badly want something 
in return. Another reason they connect, is money.  
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Moonwalk, Billy, and Toucht especially, the core talent of Ridge Security, have all run hardened 
private digital labs for years. They are cybersecurity experts in an elite league. The contract 
Ridge Security works today at NuBank, came about after Billy serendipitously hacked the CFO’s 
Virtual Private Network connecting his high-rise condominium to the bank. 
Saints and sinners, protectors and marauders, Moonwalk once told Billy how she came up with 
the name, Ridge Security. She said people that live in valleys can’t see what is happening on the 
other side of the ridgeline. They don’t have the view someone on top of the ridge commands. 
That’s how she operates, from a point of view that penetrates light and dark, the ethical and the 
malicious. Ridge is miles ahead of other boutique security agencies simply because of her 
uncanny ability to secure the best talent required for wealthy customers. She is a finely honed 
and dangerous tool available for the right price. 
Billy has learned from Moonwalk that the most useful approach often doesn’t come in the form 
of an exploit kit. Misdirection, a gorgeous smile and two fists full of cash, go just as far. The 
Russians call it Kompramat. Compromise someone into a corner, offer carrots or sticks, and she 
usually gets what she wants. That is especially true when what she wants sounds so innocent., 
like tripping a circuit breaker for a couple minutes to help the CIO. A single Benjamin, a 
hundred-dollar bill slipped into the hands of a disgruntled employee, is often all it takes. 
Edwardo likes cigarettes. Edwardo likes Benjamins. In Billy’s estimation, Edwardo will do 
whatever it takes to fund the coming weekend. 
Moonwalk pulls a small stack of business cards from her bag, and hands them to Billy. He 
laughs. “You used my real name!” The cards read, Vilém Chownyk, Information 
Assurance/Security Specialist, Ridge Security Analyst Group. The name and title are printed in a 
staid serif font across the front of a very thick embossed card. “If you’re not using your real 
name, why should I?” 
“Who says Brianna isn’t my real name?” She says through a deliciously mischievous smile. She 
then produces a second stack of cards, this time for Carlito Guillermo Jesus Montoya from 
Panama, an alias she had Billy use months earlier. The mark was guy named Anthony Dirk, real 
estate, property management, a big shot in the corporate world. She often called him Dirk or  
Tony. Fawned over the guy. Together, they managed to separate him from his phone and clone 
it. “You’ll need those cards next week. What do you know about poker?” 

“Poker? You sit at a table for hours hoping for a hand. Why? It’s frigging boring.” 
“We’ll talk about it later. How did you pick the guy you’re using today?” 
The thought of playing Carlito again excites Billy. Carlito has crazy money. Carlito is a 
flirtatious lady’s man. Being Carlito is fun. “If I’m Carlito, who are you, Briana again?” 
The persona of Briana Lester, the woman Moonwalk is today, is CEO of Ridge Securities. 
Briana is a widower who moved to Chicago from the Beaufort area of North Carolina. She was 
married to a trophy husband multi-millionaire lawyer who specialized in corporate IP and 
International arbitration. Poor bastard supposedly died in a sailing accident, leaving her a dozen 
blocks of stock, two homes, a sailboat, and a nest egg of offshore accounts plump with cash. 
Whatever her real name, Brianna, Kim, Jennie, or something else, Billy knows Moonwalk to 
have wealth. He almost buys the story of the dead trophy husband, but she is shrewd, young, 
gorgeous, and the toughest business woman he’s ever met. Everything about her is masked. She 
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wields assets with the precision and confidence of a surgeon, so there is no doubt that she could 
have acquired her money solely through determination and skill.  
“I know Briana is not your real name. You called yourself Jennie or something when we first 
met.” 

“Jennifer.” 
“Whatever. Which is it?” Billy and Moonwalk play the name game whenever there’s dead air. 
He really doesn’t care, and understands it’s better not to know, but it’s fun to push her buttons. 
He learned from his father that everyone has a jelly spot. One day she’ll slip. Maybe she already 
has. The only Briana Lester he could find online living near Jacksonville, North Carolina passed 
away eight years earlier. No. Her birth certificate, if one even exists any longer, did not read 
Briana Lester. 
Billy sees Edwardo approaching on the block across the street and alerts Moonwalk with a nod. 
He lowers his voice. “You asked how I decided on this guy. The technique came from my 
cousin, Zip. There’s a smoking area next to the loading dock and dumpsters behind the bank. I 
showed up with a few packs of Camel cigarettes and a box of donuts.” 
“You don’t smoke.” 
“I don’t do donuts either, cigars sometimes, but it’s a bonding thing. Smoking is outcast shit and 
outcasts bond. I offer donuts, tell a few jokes, like what do geese smoke?” 

“What?” 
“Quack cocaine. Inevitably, someone needs a light or a friend. I offer a smoke, time passes, and 
bingo—we land Edwardo. An outcast, like I said. He comes out of the bank and sits at the far 
end of the bench, head down, faded tats protruding from his sleeves. I think, the dude’s done 
time, so I light up. A minute later, I flick the cigarette away in disgust and slide over to him. I 
say how I really should quit and ask if he wants the rest of the pack. I’m just going to throw it 
otherwise, I tell him. Twenty minutes and a hundred dollars later, he’s our guy. He’s totally on 
board because it’s a sanctioned deal. He thinks it’s sanctioned, just helping me run the pen test. 
Actually, I don’t think Edwardo fully bought the story. He just wants the money.” 
“I don’t want you anywhere near your cousin. Zip is it? How is he recovering by the way?” 
“He’s out of the hospital at least. Rehab and PT. He’s pissed as hell at the rival gang for getting 
stabbed so many times, but don’t worry. I broke it off, well sort of. He still thinks I own him.” 

“I would be pissed too. He was in a coma or something? How many times?” 
“Eight. He and his boys will get revenge for sure, but I’m talking about me, Moon. He’s pissed at 
me. In his twisted little gangsta mind, I still owe him big time. He doesn’t believe how my old 
man screwed us. In his thinking I made a shitload of money and own him a cut. See how I did 
that? Moon?” 
“You’re such a child sometimes. How much do we owe?” 

“Whatever, but we? There’s no we. Zip is my problem, not yours. I’ll deal with him.” 
“Oh my God, get over yourself. How much?” 

“In a minute,” Billy says. He stands and faces the entrance, waving for Edwardo to join them. 
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Moonwalk stands too, and smiles broadly. As the janitor joins them, Billy says, “Thanks for 
coming, brother. Meet the boss, Briana, Ridge Security, Alexandria, Virginia. Want a coffee? 
Need a sandwich? Anything you want. I’m buying.” 
 
A single line of code, replicated into three-dozen emails, waits on a server in Eastern Europe. 
Toucht uploaded the code earlier in the day, and within a few hours, it will be embedded and 
untraceable on NuBank servers. Toucht doesn’t have a business card for Ridge Security or 
anywhere else. His place of residence has long ago been subsumed in the endless stream of ones 
and zeros that move information from one slice of globe to another. The man’s fingers dance 
nimbly across a stage of networks, worldwide. Toucht is among the most accomplished rats in 
the digital maze, a hacker’s hacker hunted by some of the best agencies in the world. In 
underworld parlance, Toucht is untouchable, and as far as Billy knows, has as many personas as 
Moonwalk, maybe more. In that regard, not due to natural ability but age, Billy lags. 
Brianna is the face of the company, Billy and Toucht the digital muscle. In their wake, innocuous 
bits of code get buried like seeds in fertile ground, each sprout the object of future exploits. 
Ridge Security acquires, analyzes, and then discretely disseminates proprietary business 
intelligence. Information is a commodity rising in value at twice the rate of the NYSE, even in 
bull years, and Ridge has a lot of it. In the way that Edgar Hoover is said to have collected 
damaging information on statesmen across the nation in his time, Moonwalk has the dirt and 
secret plans of a dozen or more major corporations in the palm of her hand, literally. The phone 
she carries can call up, and forward, details about mergers, acquisitions, who has a lover on the 
side and where the next dozen box stores for major chains will be located at any given time. She 
knows who has big money to lend, and who needs it most.  
Today, the client is NuBank. Next week, Ridge may work for a commodity broker in Atlanta, an 
automobile manufacturer in Detroit, or a government procurement officer in Washington DC. 
The intelligence gathered in every instance flows into a hardened server farm somewhere in 
Eastern Europe, where it is categorized, aggregated, analyzed, and repurposed. Moonwalk 
complains that she alone should have access, but knows that Toucht owns her, a hacking phrase 
that describes control of someone’s digital infrastructure. Ridge customers always believe their 
data to be confidential and secure. Billy knows differently. The hacker community knows 
differently. The information Moonwalk has gathered in the past decade alone is worth many 
millions of dollars to her clients and has elevated their status in the corporate community to 
ridiculous heights. She’s lives on main street but dances with Wall Street, and Billy is now along 
for the ride.  
When Billy found himself in trouble, she bought him. She was devious and patient in her 
approach. He’s under her wing now, an asset with which she can do what she wants. Had it been 
her plan all along? He thinks so. He’d been led to believe he discovered her, and for a while, she 
worked for him stripping computers, punk work, but the inverse is true now. She’d cleverly 
recruited him, and now owns his talent, time, and future. 
They leave Starbucks and walk side-by-side toward the bank. Moonwalk says, “You look sharp 
today, Billy. Respect.”  
Billy ignores the mollifying compliment. It’s her way of encouraging him, he thinks, a move 
designed to build confidence and endear him to her. “What’s this about Poker?” he asks.  



High-Rise Crew: Financial Insiders, by Tim Brost 
 

8 

 

“Later.”  
Billy and Moonwalk separate in the bank’s lobby, her taking a seat against a back wall as Billy 
logs in at the front desk. The guard hands over a guest pass attached to a lanyard. Billy slings it 
around his neck, signs the visitor log book, then coolly walks to an array of elevators. As he rides 
upward toward the 23rd floor, he switches the guest badge for that of an IT technician. The badge 
looks real enough hanging from the lanyard, picture embedded on the face above IT, and 
Authorized. It’s a perfect replica of the plastic worn by authorized contractors. What does it 
matter that the magnetic strip on the back is useless? The suit alone implies credibility. In the 
corporate world a badge and title are factual artifacts. Moreover, C-level assistants at NuBank 
are distracted, overworked, and naïve. Someone else takes care of security. Unauthorized persons 
are not allowed into the building, and new faces appear on a regular basis, technical contractors 
especially. Employees on the 23rd floor don’t have the time nor inclination to challenge 
credentials. 
Billy arrives at C-level and takes a seat in the lobby. Every floor from here up is occupied by big 
shots. No one asks what he’s doing there. There is no receptionist to question his presence. He’s 
just the help. They see this all the time, some tech or another sitting momentarily before being 
escorted to a problem printer or whatever. If he’d tried this a year earlier he’d be sweating and 
nauseous, his mind replaying every possible way his attack could fail, but not today. Today he is 
calm, even brazen. He has an out. Ridge Security is PEN testing the network and there are very 
few rules governing how he can go about the process. 
An elevator door opens to Billy’s right. Edwardo ambles through the lobby wearing an idle 
vacuum cleaner backpack. As he passes, Billy opens his phone and hits send. Emails race from 
Europe through fiber optic channels and a dozen connections to NuBank's firewall where the 
exploit finds the first error in the firewall. Nanoseconds later, these messages reach inboxes 
across the floor. At first glance, the messages received are from internal sources. The CIO, 
Sherman Hill, asks that staff read his technical alert on PTO policy updates.  
Billy studies reactions. The executive assistants remain buried in spreadsheets, pivot tables, 
CRM software, or possibly Facebook, but then it happens. A young man three cubicles to Billy’s 
right appears at first to be curious, then concerned. He looks up for something or someone, 
unsure of what to do, only that he must do something.  
Before he can react in any meaningful way, power on the floor fails. Lights go out. Printers go 
silent and now the room is lit only by the ambient light streaming from street-side windows, and 
the bluish hue of monitors now powered by uninterrupted power supplies. A murmur flutters 
across the floor as people stand and look to each other for information.  
Edwardo has done his job as expected. Billy shoves his phone into a pocket and slowly walks 
between cubicles. As he passes, the young man sees Billy’s badge. He says, “Hey. What’s going 
on?” 
“Power issue I guess. Generators will kick on in a minute,” Billy says, and acts disinterested. He 
takes another step. 
“No. The emails. I’m like getting bombed with crazy emails.” 
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Billy’s brow curls as he steps into the cubicle. “Show me,” he says. Standing over the man’s 
shoulder the employee discards an alert saying he should consider powering down. He shows 
Billy the email.  
The message looks familiar at first glance, but upon examination what follows the @ symbol is 
incorrect. These messages do not come from the NuBank.com domain. They are from 
@NvBank.com. “Crap,” Billy says. “Did you open any of them?”  

“No. Maybe. I don’t think so.” 
“Whatever,” Billy says, his tone sharp, an edge in his voice designed to render the young man 
compliant. “Find Marlene for me,” he says urgently, referring to the CIO’s secretary. Billy 
motions for the young man to leave and takes his chair. Everyone on the floor knows who 
Marlene is. The young man obediently leaves, computer unguarded, workstation logged into the 
network, a master hacker in his chair. 
When gone, Billy uses the man’s browser to open a website with a URL similar to that of the 
City of Chicago’s website. He downloads a file with a .docx extension. He changes the extension 
to .exe and clicks the icon. Upon launching the file, multiple programs quickly boot, splay across 
the screen, then just as quickly disappear. The only visible result of Billy’s attack is an alert 
message which reads, ‘You have been breached. Contact the CIOs office immediately at 
extension 2304.’ 
By the time the young administrator returns to his workstation with Marlene, Billy is gone and 
power has returned to the floor. The alert message however, remains on the young man’s screen. 
As Marlene turns back toward her desk to leave, others call her name.  

Chapter	2	
Billy joins Moonwalk in NuBank’s lobby. They ride the elevator triumphantly back to the 23rd 
floor, no badge, no pretense, no waiting in the lobby. They walk straight to the CIOs office 
where Marlene asks them to wait, saying they have a situation. She’s still unaware of their role 
and Moonwalk doesn’t have time for it. She brushes past Marlene, knocks on the CIO’s door, 
and opens it without waiting. When she and Billy enter, the man is on his phone. He looks up, 
tells whoever is on the other line that he’ll call back in a minute or two and not to worry. As this 
happens, Marlene chases them but is dismissed by Sherman. 
“Before you say anything,” Moonwalk says to the flummoxed executive. “It’s all in our report, 
and we’ve dropped that report into the risk management folder of your shared drive. By the way, 
I’ll grant access to the man who breached your systems for one hour, beginning now. Meet 
William. He’ll be in conference room A4. Meanwhile, let’s talk.” 
“Goddamnit,” the CIO mumbles, but he also smiles and then laughs.  
“If the hack isn’t embarrassing enough, we booked the conference room using your credentials,” 
Moonwalk says. She nods her head toward Billy and adds, “Tick Toc.” 

 
Billy sets his clock app for one hour as soon as he enters the conference room. He is alone there 
for five anxious minutes, seated at first, standing, and then pacing. Two Lead Systems Engineers 
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and an Information Security Analyst arrive. Minutes into a question and answer session, the 
Operational Risk Manager also arrives. What none of the security team know, nor does Billy 
admit, is that he and Toucht have been inside their firewall for a month. Their findings are 
presented in an abridged report, as if everything took place in a 48-hour window.  
Billy’s phone rests on the table in front of him throughout their meeting. At quarter hour 
intervals he informs his counterparts of the remaining time. Questions come much more rapidly 
near the end of the verbal review, but as instructed, when the timer sounds, Billy ends the 
conversation abruptly, thanks everyone, and leaves. The security analyst follows with 
unanswered questions into the elevator and down to the ground floor. Billy remains cordial but 
evasive as they descend. When they reach the lobby, Moonwalk intervenes saying time is up, 
that the analyst should talk to the CIO if they need more.  
They leave NuBank and take an Uber to Moonwalk’s high-rise condominium off of Ontario 
Street. Reserved parking here costs more than many Chicagoans make in a year. One day living 
in a high-rise has been in Billy’s mantra from the moment he stepped into her condominium, and 
he vowed then that one day he would own a place like this, live the good life, enjoy early 
retirement. The thought makes him smile as Moonwalk turns the key to her condo again, and 
they enter. He laughs to himself. Retire from what? I’m having fun. 
Moonwalk nods toward her marble-topped bar and suggests he make drinks. She has a few 
things to take care of, she says, and heads down her hallway. As she leaves, he comments on the 
room. “You’ve changed things up a bit. Looks nice.” The collection of expensive furniture, 
sculptures, and paintings in her living room have been relocated since the last time he was 
invited. There had been a 16’ kayak hanging from the ceiling above the bar. It is gone now, 
replaced by a massive carved and delicately painted Chinese dragon. 
Billy pours beer from her draft line for himself, and makes a Vodka Martini for his host. He uses 
the time alone to call Doug Macken, a key figure in his former crew. When the man’s deep gruff 
voice answers, Billy says, “How the hell are you? Going to be around later tonight? It’s frigging 
pay day.” 
“Interesting. You found the old man?” 

“No, but there’s a lot going on. I need to stop by this afternoon.” 
“Pay day, huh. What are we looking at?” 

“A few grand at least. I’m not sure, but I’ll have a check in a few minutes.” 
“Every little bit, right? Want me to call the guys?” 

“Maybe. Is Yuri still pissed?” 
Billy interrupts Mack’s long silence. “Dumb question. See you later.” 

 
Moonwalk joins Billy, compliments him on remembering her drink, and leads him onto the 
balcony. There’s a cooling comfortable breeze today, sun on the back side of the building, the 
endless stream of city traffic below, and the lovely vision doesn’t end there. Moonwalk has 
changed into a very loose cotton pullover and black leotards that appear to have been painted 
onto her exquisite legs.  
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“That went well,” Moonwalk says, lifting her glass to his in a toast. She swirls speared olives in 
her drink and takes a sip. “While you were entertaining the techs, I landed a follow-up 
engagement. Good job.” 
“Nice to hear.” 
“As agreed,” Moonwalk says, pulling a checkbook from somewhere on her person. “Fifteen 
percent of the take is yours.” 

“I appreciate it.” 
“You did most of the work, so thank you. How much to get your cousin off our backs?” 
The question surprises Billy. “Our backs? It’s complicated. He’s getting pressure from the east 
coast. They want me back. Us I should say. They want us back.” 

“Fuck that.” Moonwalk tears a check from the book and slides it across the glass table to him. 
“This is more than I expected,” Billy says, reading the number. 
“The bid was fifty for the attempt, double if we breached their firewall. Like I said, you do good 
work. How much for your cousin?” 
Billy’s cousin is a tenacious hustler and hardened gang banger. You don’t lead a pack like his 
without being a sociopath. When money or respect are involved, he’s dangerous. Billy stands to 
pace.  
“Why is this such a big deal? Jesus. It’s just money,” Moonwalk says, sipping her Crystal Head 
Vodka.  
“They made a lot money off of me, off of us, and then there’s the job. I never should have 
involved him.” 
“How much, I mean, WTF?” 
“You know I suck at negotiation. It’s frigging ridiculous. I was going to give him like half a 
million out of the five I was due. He would have been good with that I think, but now he says I 
fucked him. It’s become personal. Maybe double?” Billy shudders at the thought and turns away, 
hands in his pockets, a panic attack knocking at the door in his chest. He is a kid again, caught 
stealing cash from his mother’s purse. 
“One million. Are you sure? We need to wrap this up and move on.” 
“I’ll pay you back. You know I will,” Billy says, relieved that she doesn’t baulk, knowing that he 
has no way to pay her back other than with his services. 

“You’ve got that right, but one thing at time.” 
Moonwalk studies Billy’s face for the longest awkward moment until he has to ask. “What do 
you want for the million?” 
“I want you all-in for a year and we’ll call it good. If I want you in Miami, you go to Miami. 
Whatever needs to be done, you do it. Agreed? Next week you’re going to Vegas as Carlito. 
Later we’re going to be in San Francisco, maybe Houston. This thing in Vegas is critical so you 
have to be on you’re a-game.” 
“The poker thing?” 
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“Part of it. The con starts in Vegas and ends in San Francisco or Texas two months later. Things 
could get hairy, so I want you to be clear about this. Agree and you can pay off your man this 
afternoon. Who would you rather owe? Your cousin or me?” 
“You,” 
“Good choice. We never discuss your cousin again. We move on. I find out you’re still working 
with him on the side, I’ll make your life fucking miserable. Understood?” 
“Understood,” Billy says as months of debilitating anxiety turn to jubilation. “I could hug you 
right now.” 
“You wish. I’ll be right back.” Moonwalk leaves the balcony. Billy watches her open the glass 
sliding doors, cross the living room floor and disappear down a hallway that leads to her server 
room. She returns carrying a fat duffle bag in less than three minutes. 
“Cash? You keep this kind of money in the … like, what the fuck, M?” Billy says, shocked now. 
“I’m sure as hell not trusting a bank with guys like you around. Besides, banks ask too many 
questions. Can you get your cousin paid today or should we hold off until we are done in Vegas? 
You have to pack tonight.” 
“Oh snap. That soon? Doesn’t matter. If I tell Zip I have money for him, he’ll become available.” 
“This next job is steps above anything you’ve ever done. Use the card I gave you, Carlito’s card, 
and check into the Aria by noon tomorrow. I have calls to make and you have people to pay so 
drink up and hit the road.” 
Billy swallows the rest of his beer and promptly stands. Moonwalk stands, too. She says, “Get 
your mind straight, Billy. Study poker on the plane.” 

Chapter	3	
Billy doesn’t own an automobile. The last car he drove was Moonwalk’s luxurious Maserati. 
Before that a rented Suburban. As he rides the elevator to street-level, he wishes he’d asked to 
borrow one of Moonwalk’s automobiles, maybe not the Maserati. Her Jeep would have been just 
fine. He’d feel safer carrying a million plus in cash if he were in his own vehicle, but he has no 
choice now.  
His Uber app already has this destination in memory. Within twenty minutes he arrives at 
Mackentronics. As usual, the store front is unoccupied. A buzzer sounds when he enters, but he 
saves Mack the trouble of walking to him by yelling that it is just him and he’s on his way back.  
Walking into Mack’s electronics store with a bag of cash brings memories of imprinting 
thousands of fake credit cards here for his cousin. He and his crew made a lot of money doing 
that. The amounts of cash Billy carries now, top anything he carried back then. They’d put 
themselves in danger on a weekly basis working so closely with Zip’s gang, but now Billy 
believes he can put all that danger behind them.  
He pushes a curtain to one side at the back of the storefront and walks through a storage area into 
Mack’s workshop. As he walks, he mentally prepares. Mack has a heart condition. He may look 
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disheveled now, older and sallow. He believes his friend to be depressed and lethargic in the 
wake of their financial loss and his heart attack, but Billy is pleasantly surprised.  
“I’ll be damned,” Billy says loudly when he enters the workshop and sees Evgeny sitting with 
Mack. The picnic table where he and his crew often ate pizza, cheese, and sausages is still there. 
Mack’s inventions, ideas in progress as he calls them, are still piled high on drafting tables 
scattered across the shop floor. A dozen or more electronics projects in various states of 
incompletion rest on folding tables. The place smells like sweeping compound, though today 
there is also a hint of strawberry incense? 
Mack stands to greet Billy. He’s lost a lot of weight. Mack weighed over 330 pounds when they 
first met, and he gained after that to a point where walking up slight inclines bothered him. 
Getting up and down the stairs to his living quarters took his breath and hurt his knees.  
Billy says, “Damn! Look at you, man!” 

“I lost weight.” 
“Hells yeah, you did. Under 300?” 

Evgeny calls out from his seat at the table. “Is a chick magnet. Wingman is 267 pounds.” 
Billy laughs, approaches his friends, and the three of them greet each other with handshakes 
before taking seats around the table. Evgeny still has his sausage and cheese cubes, but there are 
vegetables on the table now; carrot sticks, celery, and apple slices.  

“Where’s the dog?” Mack refers to Billy’s Border Collie, Rusty.  
“I took him to my mom’s place for a while, at least until I get things straightened out.” 

“Yeah? I called Ev. What you got for us?” 
“I need you to call Yuri over too, if he’s available. It’s payday.” Billy unloads stacks of hundred-
dollar bills onto the table and arranges them into three separate stacks as he talks. Mack and 
Evgeny laugh like kids on Christmas morning. Before he closes the duffle, he’s removed 45 
stacks, 15 each for Mack, Evgeny, and Yuri. They tap knuckles more than once as Mack and 
Evgeny each fan through stacks of bills. 

“The old man finally came through,” Mack says.  
“I wish, but no. Moonwalk fronted the cash. I’ll get more someday, but first I have to pay off the 
gang.” 
Mack rests his massive paw on Billy’s shoulder, no words, just a gesture saying how pleased he 
is. Rubbing his palms together Mack asks if Billy wants a beer or something. “I got ginger 
kombucha in the fridge, sparkling water, Perrier.” 
“No time. Kombucha? This from a guy that thinks pepperoni is a vegetable?. I’d love to hang 
and catch up, but I have to be in Vegas tomorrow. Can you get Yuri over here? I’d like him 
along when I pay Zip.” 
Mack nods to Evgeny, who makes the call. When Yuri answers, their conversation is in Russian. 
Evgeny gives Billy and Mack a thumbs up, acknowledging that Yuri will be there shortly. 
Thirty minutes pass by before Yuri arrives, and Billy says goodbye to Mack. He rides through 
the streets of Chicago sitting shotgun in Yuri’s open-top Jeep. The Russian talks loudly above 
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the noise of his engine, the wind, and din of rush hour traffic. Billy can’t hear most of what Yuri 
says, but he definitely catches the big question. “When we get the rest?”  
Billy yells over the noise. “I have people hunting for Halo, but it will take time.” He only ever 
refers to his father by his nickname now, minimizing the relationship, pushing the blame for his 
father’s deceit as far away from himself as possible. He’s come through periods of depression 
and rage about what happened, how Halo guided a con from start to finish, brought in millions, 
and then in a stroke of pure greed, disappeared with the cash leaving his own son and their crew 
hanging.  
Yuri doesn’t accept Billy’s story. He hasn’t from the start. The menacing twist of his face 
reiterates Yuri’s belief that Halo and Billy conspired together against the rest of the crew. They 
stole everything for themselves. Yuri smiles. “I am having connections. We can skim cards for 
ourselves, now. I have connections for …” Yuri would go on but Billy cuts him off. 
“Seriously? No. No cards. Not going to happen, Yuri. Be happy that I got anything at all. I’ll be 
working for fucking years just to pay off what I gave you guys today.” Billy swears more often 
in the presence of hard men. It’s a trait he wants to stop, but the words just flow, as if words 
elevate a man’s status. He knows better.  
Yuri accelerates and drives without speaking as Billy barks directions from GPS. The tension 
between them mounts for a mile or two, then dissipates.  
They park in front of what appears to be an abandoned warehouse in a dying industrial park. 
Billy knows better. He’s been here a dozen times, dropping off fake credit cards, picking up data 
for new orders. Gang graffiti competes for attention on every square inch of the building, from 
the foundation to the rooftop. Two bangers sit idly on barrels in front of a massive sliding door. 
The tattooed young men undoubtedly knew Yuri’s Jeep was coming two or three minutes earlier, 
because a similar pair of sentries’ rest in shade on a hill overlooking the entrance to the industrial 
park.  
Before they get out of the Jeep, Yuri extends his hand to Billy and says, “Is good start.” Billy 
takes this as his ex-special forces Russian friend’s way of saying thank you, and they shake 
hands. 
“When I get more, you get more. Stay close. I don’t know how these guys are going to handle 
what I have to say.” 
Billy grabs the duffle and steps out of the Jeep as Yuri opens the glove box and retrieves a 
Glock. “Equalizer,” Yuri mumbles as he tucks the piece into his belt. 

 “They won’t let us in with that,” Billy says. 
Yuri studies the two sentries, hesitates, then returns the semi-automatic pistol. He locks the glove 
box and steps out of the Jeep.  
Yuri and Billy walk to the two gang members. Billy says, “Here to see Zip. He’s expecting me.”  
“Who?” the oldest of the two replies. He’s not very good at pretending he doesn’t know 
precisely what Billy is talking about, but Billy humors him just the same. He replies calmly in 
English at first, but becomes louder and more agitated as he speaks, finishing in Spanish. “He’s 
my cousin and he’ll cut your fucking throats if you don’t let me in. Si no me dejas entrar con 
esto!” He holds up the duffle showing that he has something very special to bring to Zip. 



High-Rise Crew: Financial Insiders, by Tim Brost 
 

15 

 

One of the bangers pulls a walkie from his back pocket, presses a button and talks. Two minutes 
later Zip comes out of the building, thinner than he was, limping slightly. “What you got, Cuz?” 

“Can we talk?” Billy asks. 
Zip looks at the bag then at Yuri. “The fuck is this clown?” 
“Friend of mine. I wanted some protection driving around with this,” Billy says, lifting his 
duffle.  
Zip studies Yuri for a moment, has one of his men pat Yuri down, then nods. They enter the 
warehouse.  
Inside, Billy sees five or six modified automobiles and hundreds of boxes, presumably loaded 
with stolen merchandise. “What you got?” Zip says, pointing to a table.  

“First we talk. Are you feeling all right? You got cut bad.” 
“Is what it is, brah. Glad you’re back. We got a lot of work for you.” 
“About that, I can’t. But I brought cash to make things right.” Billy opens the duffle and pours 
bundles of hundreds onto the table, a half-million dollars in all. Gang members glance in their 
direction and turn away, as if seeing a pile of cash is commonplace.  
“Dang, brah,” Zip says, but doesn’t seem all that impressed. 
“Thanks for helping us. We helped each other I guess. There would be more but Halo split town 
with everything. He’s in frigging Europe or somewhere. This here? This cash was loaned to me. 
I took the loan to square things with you and me. It’s going to take years to work it off, but it will 
be worth it to square things. We good? I’m out.”  

“You’re out when I say you’re out, brah, but damn.” 
“We’re even, Zip. Has to be that way. I’m straight up corporate now, fulltime. Sorry, but that’s 
just how it is.” 
“You can help on the side, Cuz. Flexible. You know how I roll.” 

“I can’t. I’ll be out of town most of the year doing consulting work.” 
“Computers?” 

“Computers, networks, we good?” 
Zip looks at Yuri again. He is agitated, teeth grinding, pupils slightly dilated. “You a fucking 
Russian?” 
Yuri doesn’t flinch, isn’t intimidated in the least, doesn’t reply. 

Zip turns to Billy. Unruffled he says, “Can’t trust Russians, brah.” 
“It’s not what you think. I’m working for an American doing corporate shit.” 
Zip sighs, and Billy thinks maybe now he’s gotten through. Touching the mound of cash, Zip 
says. “That’s a lot of flow.” 

“Tell Lizard and everyone else. I need this, Zip. Seriously. It’s the only move I have.” 
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Zip rests his hand on the money for a long moment. Billy had been the hub of multiple lucrative 
nefarious activities the gang participated in and knows it will be difficult, if not impossible, to 
replace him. The gang had paid well, but right from the start he’d wanted a way out. 
His cousin looks up, smiling. “You need anything? Take the Nova. It’s fucking loaded. Good 
paper.” 
“Not interested, Zip. I appreciate everything you did for me but I’m out. We good?” 

“That’s all you got in the con, five mill?” 
Zip has obviously made a quick calculation. Ten percent on the table implies Billy’s crew took 
down five million. Billy may have let it slip that he expected double that. He can’t remember 
what all was said at the time. “Like I said, my old man took off with the money. This is out of 
my pocket, Zip. I’m telling the truth.” 
Zip studies his cousin’s face for a moment then smiles in the sinister way he does when not 
convinced. Billy saw Zip punch a guy flat in the nose without warning one day, same face. 
“Another half mill and we call it good. Feel me?” 
Billy’s hope sinks. He’d envisioned Zip being happy with this payoff, that he could leave his 
cousin and the gang behind for good without worry. “You know I don’t have that kind of money, 
Zip.” 
“You came up with half in what? A few months? I’m patient, brah. We’re family. If it takes a 
few more months that’s okay with me. I’m flexible like that for family.” 
“I don’t have it, Zip. It is going to take me a year at least to pay back what I just gave you.” 
“No problem. One year three months, one year six months, I’m flexible,” Zip says and turns 
away, end of discussion. Three of his crew rapidly approach and Billy knows there is no 
advantage in arguing. It’s over. His father screwed him and now his cousin has turned his back in 
disrespect.  
As he and Yuri exit the parking lot, Billy sinks his face into his hands, elbows on knees, 
distraught. 
“You are having big problems, Billy boy,” Yuri says, and hits the throttle hard. Billy takes it as a 
sign that the mere $150 K he got from Billy’s payout doesn’t sit well with him. It was a 
miscalculation letting Yuri see a half-million dollars dumped onto a gangbanger’s table when he 
only got a buck fifty. It wasn’t smart at all. The only thing he feels good about is that he’s kept 
$50,000 for himself. If people can’t accept that he’s taken on debt for them, well screw them. 
Billy vows to pay himself first from now on and let chips fall where they fall. 

Chapter	4	
Billy packs a bag in the evening and carefully folds his only suit, the one Moonwalk bought for 
him the last time he was Carlito, into a carrying case. He books a flight on UAL—destination 
Las Vegas, arrival time, 11:00 am the following day, and spends his night on YouTube 
reviewing poker techniques. 
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In the morning he takes the L into the bowls of O’Hare then drags luggage to terminal B. His 
mind spins faster than the wheels on his luggage. He’s tired of being in this situation, in a pattern 
that lands him in debt, time committed, depressed. The decisions he’s made in the past two years 
have all led to more trouble, not less, and events have once again turned against him. He has to 
bear down now, trust Moonwalk, and earn enough money to leave it all behind.  
And yet, “I am Fucking Carlito!” he laughs to himself. He loves the role of Carlito. 
“!Hagámoslo, Carlito! ¡Hagámoslo!” he says to no one there. Let’s do it! 
In Las Vegas, he rides the extraordinarily long escalator from the terminal level down to the 
ground floor, and heads toward rideshare. A tall graceful woman with long black hair, wearing a 
dark suit, surprises him. She holds an iPad with the name, Carlito Montoya emblazoned across 
its display.  
His driver gives instructions as she escorts him into the parking ramp, opens the door of a black 
limo, and points to a leather briefcase. He feels silly now, carrying his suit. She has a new one 
spread out for him to change into, complete with an expensive new pair of Salvatore Ferragamo 
dress shoes. “You’re supposed to change before we get there. Don’t worry, the windows are 
blacked out.” 
“I’m not worried,” Billy says. He strips to his boxers and slides into a sharp summer suit as she 
drives. The new shirt and shoes especially, very nice threads, transform his body and mind into 
Carlito Montoya, the wealthy son of an even wealthier Latin American businessman supposedly 
from Panama. “Good to be back,” he says to himself.  

“You come to Vegas often?” The driver asks.  
“Sorry. I was just talking to myself.” He opens the briefcase.  
“Your luggage is in the trunk. Someone will get it for you. You’re supposed to carry that case 
into the casino.” 
“To my room? Fuck that,” he says laughing. A grid of bundled hundred-dollar bills rests in the 
case with a note. By his quick estimation there has to be at least $250K. 

Vika will meet you at the door and tell you what to do, the note says.  
“Who’s Vika?” Billy asks the driver. 
“Don’t know, honey. I’ll tell them we are on the way.” The driver turns off of Tropicana onto 
Las Vegas Boulevard and picks up her phone. The MGM is on their right, a replica of the Statue 
of Liberty rises from the corner of New York New York on their left.  
Billy hasn’t been in Vegas for years. He last visited a hacker convention here with his father, and 
it was in that context that he first met Toucht. It had been a wild week of pranks up and down the 
strip. Invite a few thousand hackers into the city and things get interesting. Last year he wanted 
to attend World Crypto Con here, incidentally also at Aria, but his schedule and income didn’t 
fit. 
Why do people go to Vegas, he wonders? Food and shows? Gambling is not his thing. Mack and 
Yuri took him to Harrah’s off of Cline in Gary Indiana a year earlier. It’s a twenty-minute hop 
from downtown Chicago, but he played a few hands of blackjack, tried the slot machines with 
Mack, and sat at a Roulette wheel watching his money disappear. He’d spent the rest of the night 
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sipping beer, waiting for his crew to lose their money, and that ended his interest in gambling. 
He’d rather spend a few hours at Arlington to watch the horses. In his opinion, the casinos 
should just put a deposit box at the door and have people drop cash into it. He’d been to the track 
at Canterbury Park back in Minnesota as a kid, him and his father on Thursdays sometimes in the 
summer. At least that was cheap. 
But this trip will be completely different, he reminds himself. This time he is in Vegas as Carlito 
Montoya, a man of means who isn’t afraid to drop cash. The last time he was Carlito, he and 
Moonwalk lavished thousands on their mark for dinner and drinks. He has the same credit card 
in his wallet right now, and a quarter million in a briefcase. Somehow, he doesn’t feel bad any 
longer, accepting the million from Moonwalk.  
The Vegas strip, south-end at least, is a cluster of tightly spaced hotels, casinos, and restaurants. 
On one side of the strip are M-Life casinos like Mandalay Bay, Luxor, Excalibur, New York 
New York, Aria, and Bellagio. MGM Grand and Park MGM anchor that group. Farther north is 
Caesers, the anchor for Paris, Harrah’s, and Planet Hollywood. Replicas of world-renowned 
structures are common in Vegas. Paris features a smaller version of the Eiffel tower. Vdara 
didn’t exist the last time he was in town, and what’s this? Until today, Cosmopolitan was for 
Billy, a magazine. 
The memo in his briefcase says to hang onto $10k and bring the rest to the Cashier’s cage. He 
grabs a stack and slides it into his inner suitcoat pocket. His excitement builds, but that word 
poker? Not so much. He doesn’t know the game, has to concentrate just to remember which 
hands beat which, and yet it appears from Moonwalk’s intimation that he will play. He’s seen 
WSOP on television, and watched a dozen tutorials on Texas Hold’em. How hard can it be, he 
wonders, but knows better. High-stakes poker is a game of skill laced with insider terms 
unfamiliar to him, terms like position, blinds, bad beat stories and the river. Poker is math, odds, 
bluffing, forcing opponents into difficult decisions. It takes years to build intuition in the game 
and learn to read players at a table. 
As they turn into the front entrance of Aria Resort and Casino he whispers to himself. “Moon is 
out of her frigging mind.” 
Another surprise waits at the entrance. The limo glides to a full stop and the driver pops the 
trunk. She races around the back of the car to open his door as a woman with Chinese features 
comes out of the hotel to greet him. She wears a bright red suit and crisp white blouse. The 
woman he believes to be Vika, is flanked by linemen for the Chicago Bears, or so it seems—
towering heavyweights with rough hands and resolute faces nearly as intimidating as the bronze 
Kirin statues that guard the entry. Billy wonders how that much muscle fits into a sport coat. 
Then he wonders if he isn’t in over his head. 
The driver opens his door. Billy steps out with his briefcase in one hand and a laptop draped over 
his shoulder. The suited woman bows ever so slightly, then extends her hand. The total stranger 
says, “So nice to see you again, Carlito. This way, please.” 
Billy is led through Aria’s lobby, past towering sculptures and other works of art, to the casino 
floor. As they walk, his greeter gently guides him by the arm. She leans into him, hands him her 
business card, and whispers. “She is waiting. Stay focused.” 
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The card identifies the woman as Vika Lieuen, an Independent Executive Host. Moonwalk has 
gone all out this time, he thinks. Carlito is a whale, a term for people of wealth who come to 
Vegas to gamble big, purchase outrageously expensive clothing, watches, and jewelry from 
exclusive shops, and dine at restaurants that charge up to a thousand dollars per plate—if they 
can get a reservation. Everyone who works in Vegas loves whales. Whales feed casinos and are, 
in local parlance, very George, meaning they tip well—some of them at least tip well—not all. 
Billy overcomes another rush of excitement wondering what a whale like Carlito would do. 
Casino guests notice his entourage. It’s hard not to watch a man with a briefcase escorted by a 
pair of gargantuan body guards, led by such an exquisite host. They possibly wonder if they are 
looking at a celebrity or just another of the many wealthy young men who come to Vegas for 
thrills and to challenge luck. Carlito would stand tall, Billy tells himself. He would laugh and 
make jokes, enjoy every moment. That is what Billy does. He flirts and jokes with Vika, a 
quarter-million dollars in hand, an exciting weekend ahead, no idea what he will be asked to do 
nor how the con will proceed, but it doesn’t matter. The experience will carry him forward. This 
is his world now, he tells himself, and finds ease. 
“Carlito?” A familiar voice calls to him as they approach the cashiers cage.  
Billy turns. He sees Moonwalk at a roulette table with Anthony Dirk, and knows now which alias 
she is using. “Kimberly?” he asks. Dirk is the wealthy man from St. Louis who he’d met in 
Chicago when he was Carlito the first time. He also happens to be a board member for Mexhalon 
Corporation. Clearly, Dirk is still the mark and this weekend will somehow advance the con. 

“What are you doing here? Restaurant shopping?” she asks. 
Not knowing for sure what to say, Billy just laughs and says, “To have fun!” 

Dirk arrives. “You remember Tony, don’t you?” 
“Chicago! Of course. A pleasure to see you again,” Billy says, deliberately returning to his best 
version of a Panamanian accent.  
“Tony is in town for the fights. T-Mobile Arena right, Tony? Maybe you can join us.” 

Vika interrupts, speaking to Billy directly. “Should I change your schedule?” 
Glancing at Moonwalk, but getting no signal, Billy says he’ll have to think about that.  
Dirk says. “You should join us. A group of my friends from our days at UofM get together every 
year for a long weekend. We fly in Friday night, have breakfast, and play golf Saturday 
afternoon. Saturday night is always special.” 
“University of Minnesota? Missouri?” Billy asks, covering for a mistake.  
“Michigan. U of Michigan. We rented an event suite for the fights, just a place to hang out 
before things get started. I think our block of tickets is spoken for, but you can have few 
beverages, meet some of the guys, it will be a good time. A few of my guys have done very well 
for themselves. Better than mem actually. They might want to invest in your properties, joint 
venture kind of thing.” 
“Better than you? You’re too modest,” Moonwalk says. 
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“No, really. Big money. I’ve purchased properties for some of them and sit on a board with a 
couple of the guys. Natural gas developer, appliance manufacturer, import and export, we even 
have a hedge fund manager in the group. Knock on wood, we’ve all done pretty well.”   
Billy feigns interest. “I’ll think about it. Walk with me so these guys can relax,” he says, then 
touches one of the body guards on the arm. They leave for the cashier’s cage.  
As they walk Billy fabricates a story. “Eight years ago, they outlawed bullfights in my country. 
Those were the days, my friends—festivals, dancing and drinking, the threat of violence, the 
spectacle of death! Imagine the brave matador kneeling in front of the bull’s gate, porta gayola 
you know, arms stretched wide without fear, and boom! The gate bursts open. A massive beast 
with horns charges into the arena. Now that! That was something to see, but it is gone now 
because it was too violent. What replaces this? Humans in a cage.” Billy theatrically spins 
toward the cashier’s cage using his briefcase as a stand-in for the matador’s cape. Vika laughs 
and directs him to a special window. 
“I take it you’re not an MMA fan?” Dirk says. 
“Oh. No, no, no! This is not true! I am very much liking to watch mixed martial arts. There 
aren’t yet many ranked of these fighters from Panama, but in Florida? MMA is big in Florida,” 
Billy says, totally winging it. Since first becoming Carlito Montoya he’s spent hours studying the 
areas of the world where he supposedly lived, and lives now. Being Carlito feels good to him. 
He’s considered purchasing false identification, a passport and other materials, and as he’s done 
with other identities, he’s begun loading content to Facebook, building back stories, and 
hardening the persona. A Panamanian newspaper has a digital fence so weak that he was able to 
own the network and manipulate news articles as far back as the sixties to create glimpses of 
parents he never had, and evidence of investments his faux family purportedly made.  
Billy and Dirk talk as the cashier is joined by a supervisor. They quickly process Billy’s mound 
of cash. Vika oversees the transaction. “Who is fighting?” Billy asks Dirk. 
“Does it matter?” Moonwalk interrupts. 
Billy laughs and shrugs. Okay, he thinks, Moonwalk wants me to go to the fights. He says, “You 
are right. It will be good no matter what. Let me move some plans around. The fights sound 
interesting to me. Very interesting.”  
The cashier hands Vika a NOIR players card, a slip of paper, and returns Billy’s now empty 
briefcase. Vika slides the paper into Billy’s hand, hands the briefcase to a bodyguard, and takes 
Billy’s arm. A gentle pinch and tug tells him it is time to move on. “Very well, my friends. Good 
to see you but I just arrived. Drinks later? Where are you staying?” Billy asks, as he 
unceremoniously pulls a wad of cash from his inside pocket and hands each of the bodyguards a 
hundred-dollar bill—distracted, casual, very George, no big deal.  
“Here at Aria,” Moonwalk says. “Tony is at the MGM. If you want, we can have that drink now? 
We’re headed for the lounge, right Tony?” she says and takes Dirks arm. 
“Twenty minutes. Do I need to check in?” Billy asks Vika. 

“I took care of it,” she says. Taking his arm she turns him toward the bank of elevators. 
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Billy is led to a Deluxe room in City View Tower. He’s never stayed in a suite with a living 
room, dining room, bedroom, and extra seating areas. He sets his laptop on the desk and walks to 
the window.  
The bodyguards roll luggage into his room and Vika dismisses them. Here, away from the view 
of guests, they are gentle approachable men with playful broad grins. They thank him profusely 
for their tips. When they’ve gone, Billy turns to Vika, “How do you know Kim?” 

“Moonwalk and I go way back. Is there anything else you need from me?” 
“Other than information? What in the hell I’m doing here?” It’s a rhetorical question of course. 
He knows he’s playing a role and participating in some kind of con, but it is also a fact that 
Moonwalk has told him very little.  
Vika laughs. “All I know so far, is that we are setting up a private game. High-stakes Hold’em, I 
believe. Moonwalk wants Mr. Dirk to play, but we’ve run into complications.” 

“His schedule? His friends? What do you do, Vika? What’s an executive host?” 
“Hosts plan, provide escorts, book shows, take care of accommodations, whatever is needed. I 
am not an escort in that sense of the word, not me personally, but I have people and connections. 
If you want to see a show, go back stage to meet an act, need dinner reservations, anything at all, 
that is my role. I arrange things for a price and do this for a living.” 
“How much? I take that back. How do you get paid? It can’t be cheap.” 
“I owe Moonwalk big time, so this weekend costs her nothing. My fees are reasonable. Clients 
pay for shows, dinners, and entertainment on their own. I arrange things and manage schedules. 
By the way, the cashier downstairs is a friend of mine. I vouched for you. Don’t lose your 
marker and hang onto your player’s card. Hand the card to any pit boss or cashier, tell them how 
much you want to play with, and that’s it.” 
“Huh. So, this is how the other half lives.” 

“Not the other half. The few percent, and they have problems, too.” 
“If you say so. Are you going to join us at the bar?”  
“That would be a good idea. You have my services until end-of-day Monday. Somewhere 
between now and then you might lend my staff to Anthony and his friends. We want to stay 
connected with them. I recommend you dine at Jean Georges Steakhouse tonight. I can get the 
chef to come out and meet you. That’s always a nice touch.” 
Billy glances toward the bar, which is unlike anything he’s ever seen in a hotel. Full bottles of 
expensive liquors rest amid expensive glassware. “Is it obvious I don’t have a clue how to act 
rich?”  
Vika laughs. “Some tips are in order. Wealthy clients never ask about cost. Cost doesn’t matter. 
Beyond that, just do what you did downstairs. Be bold. Be happy. There is one challenge, 
though. Moonwalk says you don’t know poker? I’ve arranged for a tutor. His name is TC. He 
will be at meeting. You can talk then.” 
“Meeting?” 

“Wherever you are at five this afternoon, return to this room. The team will meet here.” 
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“The team?” 
Vika smiles curiously, making Billy feel a bit foolish. He really doesn’t have a clue. She says, 
“You are one of the best. Be that man. If unsure, take my arm and kiss my neck. Whisper the 
question. Together we can know what to do.” 

Chapter	5	
There are outstanding lounges at Aria. Billy rummages through the luggage carried in for him 
and changes into casual clothing. He spends ten minutes mentally preparing for the Lobby Bar, 
where he is to join Moonwalk and Dirk. As he and Vika leave the room and enter the elevator, 
Billy says, “I dated an escort once. Well, not an escort exactly, a prostitute to be precise,” he says 
thinking of Nikki, a woman in Zip’s gang who was assigned to him by his cousin. As soon as he 
says it he blushes.  
Vika doesn’t acknowledge his musing. 

 
“Hola de nuevo,” Dirk says when Billy arrives. 
“You are speaking Spanish? Good for you,” Billy says. “Lo estoy haciendo muy bien, ahora que 
estoy en Las Vegas.” 
Dirk laughs and holds up his hands in surrender. “I don’t have a clue what you said. Other than 
que pasa. That’s the only other phrase I know. Good to see you again. How are you?” 
“Very well. Thank you for asking. What are we drinking?” Billy asks as the bartender 
approaches. 

“Kim has a vodka. I have Scotch. What is your pleasure?” 
“My pleasure is to get some party started! Dirk is in town for fights. What brings the pretty lady? 
Ravishing as usual,” he says, kissing her hand then turning to the approaching bar tender and 
saying he will have what Dirk is having. 
Moonwalk laughs in a giddy way, as a teen might upon being complimented by her favorite rock 
star. Billy knows better, but damn he thinks, she’s good at this. In a coy voice, she says, 
“Wouldn’t you like to know. Actually, one of my clients is here for a conference. We have a 
meeting later this afternoon and again on Sunday. What is on your schedule?” 
Billy practically barks his answer. “Make money! I am in San Francisco on Monday but how can 
I enjoy the weekend? Vegas, baby. I love this place. Pleasure before business.” He laughs at the 
twisted saying and raises his glass.  
“To Vegas!” Moonwalk says and the three of them toast with clinking glasses.  

“What can I get for you?” Billy says to Vika. 
“I am good for now, thank you,” she says modestly.  

“Come on! Join us,” he insists.  
“It will be a long night. I stay sharp,” Vika says. 



High-Rise Crew: Financial Insiders, by Tim Brost 
 

23 

 

“Whatever,” Billy says and motions to the bartender for a second round for he, Dirk, and 
Moonwalk. He leans into Vika, kisses her neck, and whispers to later remind him of wanting to 
play poker. 
“You’re silly,” Vika says shyly, and turns away laughing, fingers over her mouth. 
“Look at her. Have you ever seen such beauty? Kim being the exception,” Billy says, as if trying 
to flatter his way into bed with Vika, Moonwalk, or both. Dirk and Moonwalk smile, but neither 
comment on his unwanted advances. Apparently failing to impress his host, Billy scans the bar 
for females, comments on a redhaired woman in a black dress, and they continue talking. 
A few minutes later, Vika checks her watch. “Do you want me to make the call? I can get you 
into a game anytime you want.” 

“In a minute,” Billy says. Turning to Dirk he adds, “Do you play poker or just watch fights?” 
“Oh my God. Be careful. Dirk is practically a pro,” Moonwalk says, grabbing Dirk’s arm. 
“Well then we have to play sometime. Maybe this afternoon. Join me?” Billy has no intention of 
playing, but as designed, the offer opens a door.  

“Maybe. Do you play often?” 
“Not as often as I like. Hold’em, Omaha, stud? What’s your game?” 

“Hold’em mostly. I have a game this weekend. You should join us for that, too,” Dirk says. 
“Buy-in?” Billy asks, a term he’s picked up watching tutorials. 

“Undecided, but I’m sure you can afford it. You should come. It will be fun.” 
“No limit, pot limit?” Billy asks, terms Vika fed him in his room.  

“Depends on who shows up. Usually pot limit to start.” 
“Maybe. Let’s see what the action is down the hall. Grab your drinks,” Billy says, stands, turns, 
and having gotten information from Vika, heads toward the Lift Bar, the Cashier cage, Radiance 
and the High Limit Lounge. A few steps away, he turns back to where Dirk and Moonwalk are 
conferring on his offer. “Coming?” 
Dirk shrugs, says something else to Moonwalk, and they follow. As planned, Vika steps to one 
side and calls ahead as they walk. She catches up to the trio and takes Billy’s arm as they enter 
the poker lounge.  
A few dozen players crowd around red felt-topped tables, each of them fully absorbed in their 
games. The brush sees the group enter and approaches as chip runners and cocktail waitresses 
move this way and that at the behest of dealers and players. The floor manager intercepts the 
brush and approaches the group first. “Carlito! Welcome back sir,” the thick-boned man says. 
Dirk seems surprised. “What’s the action like,” Billy asks, and listens without a clue as the man 
points to this table and that, describing the play. “I can get you on a 10-20 table now if you want. 
There should be an opening for higher stakes in a few minutes. Have a drink in the lounge and 
I’ll send someone for you.” 



High-Rise Crew: Financial Insiders, by Tim Brost 
 

24 

 

“A drink for sure,” Billy says, and motions for Dirk and Moonwalk to accompany him. As they 
walk, he whispers to Vika to have the bartender bring him coke, no alcohol, no matter what he 
asks for. She goes on ahead saying she will arrange for a table.  
“What are you looking at in San Fran?” Dirk asks as they walk. Billy glances at Dirk for a 
second and returns his gaze to the tables. Dirk has no clue about what is going to happen to him. 
Neither does Billy for that matter, but he knows it won’t be good. He feels sorry for the guy, and 
guilty, but he pushes those feelings aside. 
“Properties in Castro, Nob Hill, and Jackson Square. Do you know the neighborhoods?” 
“Sure,” Dirk says. Billy has overplayed his hand. He’d looked up a few restaurants on his phone 
before coming down from the room, but like Panama and Miami, he’s never been to San 
Francisco. 
“Where do you spend time?” 
“That depends, I suppose. If you’re thinking Italian, avoid Jackson Square. There isn’t much 
traffic in Nob Hill, either, though there are a few good eateries. If I were you I’d look at North 
Beach. What kind of restaurant are you thinking about?” 
“Cuban is big in Miami. We want to try it in the Northwest— Palomilla steaks, Cubanos, crispy 
plantains—really exceptional food. Thanks for the advice. That’s right! You manage properties. 
Forgive me not paying enough attention the last time we met.” 

“I do. We should talk,” Dirk says, and hands Billy a business card. 
“We will one day,” Billy suggests.  
Vika returns to say she has a table for them, leather chairs and very comfortable, but the trio 
takes seats at the bar and Billy orders their third round of drinks. They engage in trivial 
conversations about everything and nothing. Twenty minutes later a vested young man 
approaches Billy to say they have an open table.  

Billy turns to Dirk. “What do you think?” 
“When a man drinks too much he makes bad decisions,” Dirk says, and Billy laughs in 
agreement. It’s the decision he was hoping to hear.  
“I think I’ve had a bit much, too. Let’s walk it off,” Moonwalk suggests, and they leave for the 
casino.  
After strolling past table games, Billy declares Moonwalk to be a lucky charm, and hands her a 
few hundred dollars. He evokes Saint Cajetan, patron saint of gamblers, and begs her to sit at a 
Dancing Drums slot machine. She protests. He insists then loads his card and slides five 
hundred-dollar bills into the machine, laughing and encouraging her all the while. “What are you 
afraid of? It’s just money,” he insists, throwing her words back at her. Though laughing, playing 
a part, he catches a look that says this is not how she intended he spend, but she takes a seat in 
front of the machine. 
Moonwalk taps a four-dollar button and spins the reels. “No no! What are you doing? All in. 
Like this,” he says, nearly crushing the $8.80 button with the fist of his right hand. “Go again,” 
he says loudly, she giggles then hits spin. Nothing. Billy bangs the button again then tells Dirk to 
give it a try. In rotation, even Vika takes a few spins and they build their credit to $960. 
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Moonwalk says they should walk but Billy slams the button again, hits four dancing drums and 
the graphics go wild, running their take to $3,360. In addition, they now have free games. They 
select three free games at the highest win value, get extra spins twice, and on the final spin 
Moonwalk fills 13 of 15 reel spaces with money tree icons. The score drives their win to over ten 
grand. They can’t collect because of the amount, and have to wait for an attendant.  
Billy doesn’t want to wait. Carlito wouldn’t wait. “Take care of this for us, please,” he says to 
Vika and brings up evening plans. As he speaks he pulls a few grand from his pocket, counts out 
a thousand dollars, and offers it to Moonwalk. She declines but he insists. “You are the lucky 
charm. We won together. It’s only fair,” he insists, and tries to hand over another grand to Dirk. 
Dirk holds firm. He’ll not accept the cash.  

Billy checks the time. “I have something to do, but Dinner and drinks are on me.” 

Chapter	6	
Vika escorts Billy to the elevators and says she has a few things to attend to before the meeting. 
She leaves. Beautiful as it is, once in the room again, he feels trapped. He wishes he could walk 
the strip and disappear into the anonymity of crowds, but he can’t. He opens his laptop and 
spends a few minutes with poker videos, but it is futile. There is simply too much to remember, 
and dozens of variables.  
At 5:20, Moonwalk arrives, upset. “What’s the matter?” Billy asks. He worries that she’s still 
angry with him playing slots, but that’s not the problem. 
“He has his own fucking game? What the hell. Want a coffee?” she says angrily and rips open a 
bag of fresh grounds. 
Billy knows to wait out her storm. “Sure. Coffee.” 

“I need the game here, upstairs. My guys are setting it up right now.” 
“Maybe we adapt, play over there,” Billy says, realizing that he should have kept his mouth shut. 

Moonwalk waves him off. “Let me think,” she says. 
“Whatever,” Billy mumbles to himself, and steps to the window again. He can easily see two 
thousand people, and hundreds of cars from here, bodies crammed shoulder to shoulder on the 
sidewalks across the boulevard. He knows that even in the middle of the night the streets are 
crowded, everyone either heading toward a casino with hope, or walking out with stories of how 
close they came to doing well. Some of the visitors still wear masks, the new normal. There 
aren’t any banks here, nowhere for people to make a deposit, and you don’t see clocks on the 
walls of a casino. It’s a timeless trundle of loud music, bright lights, and perpetual motion.  
Moonwalk spins away from the coffee maker and interrupts his musing. “Two games! You work 
your way into his, drop a lot of cash, and lure him to ours. It could work. Vika can make it 
work.” 
“I don’t see it. The fights last untill when? Eleven at least. We play at the MGM for a couple of 
hours and then what? Everyone is just supposed to pick up and come over here?” 
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“Absolutely, and I’ll tell you why. I’ll make the offer more to their liking than anything Dirk can 
pull together. I’m telling you, this will work. May work even better. We get them when they’re 
loose.” 
“And this is the con? Take their money?” 
“Everyone but Dirk, sure. I’m not sure about him yet. I initially wanted him to be a winner. We 
have to play it by ear, see how he’s reacting.” 

“You act like it’s a done deal.” 
“Trust me. I have the right people.” 
As if on call, a knock comes to the door. Vika has come to say they are ready. Ready for what, 
Billy isn’t sure, but they head for the elevator.  
Minutes later, they use a keycard to enter one of the upper floor penthouse suites. Billy thought 
his room was luxurious. This is luxury on steroids. Two men tack felt onto a poker table as three 
gorgeous women lounge on the enormous balcony. A scruffy looking gentleman rises from a 
couch to greet them. Vika makes introductions. “Carlito, this is TC, your poker tutor. After the 
meeting he’ll take you through the basics. Our dealer Stephanie will arrive in the morning.” 
Moonwalk is upset once again. Vika says, “Sorry. She’s working Atlantic City tonight.” 

“No. I need her here sooner.” 
“This the Stephanie I’m thinking of?” TC asks. He wears a Bakewell baseball cap that may have 
soaked for a month in brine and been left on a dock to bleach. The hat is as crusty as TC’s sun-
damaged skin. His cheeks and neck are craggy with wear, giving a patina to the man typical of a 
sailor. There’s booze on his breath, but green piercing eyes say he is alert and not to be trifled 
with. His handshake is old school, vice grip, a test Billy feels he’s failed. 
“Carlito is it? Good to meet you. Remind me of a dude I knew in the seventies, math guy. He 
was into game theory long before all this online shit. Maybe you heard of him. Sklansky? Dave 
Sklansky. You remind me of the guy. What do you know about cards?” TC’s speech comes at 
Billy rapid-fire, as if the man is drinking Red Bull, smoking crack, or snorting cocaine, but Billy 
suspects this is just who he is, intense. 
“Yes, Carlito, and no, I don’t know much about cards,” Billy answers. TC didn’t use the name, 
Billy. Until he knows better, he decides to remain Carlito.  
“You play Hold’em, stud, seven card? You got to know something.” 

“Not really.” 
“Euchre, Slapjack, Crazy Eights?” 
“I’ve watched poker on television a couple of times. I have a friend that tried to teach me, but I 
found it boring. Not my thing.” 
TC says, folding his arms, a nasty grin crosses of his weathered face. “Go Fish? Every played 
Fish, Battle Ship, Yahtzee?”  

Moonwalk interrupts. “Cut him some slack, T. He’s a quick learner.”  
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TC’s expression shifts into that of a hard-ass drill Sargent, hard-edged WTF expression, but he 
doesn’t press. “I need a drink,” is all he says, and heads for the bar.  

“That went well. How do we know this guy?” Billy asks. 
Moonwalk explains. “He’s been away from Vegas for a while, right V? Plays down in Sonoma 
or somewhere, but he’s the real deal. High-stakes poker is one of Vika’s specialties, and she 
thinks he is the best chance of bringing you up to speed quickly. Let’s get the meeting started.” 
Moonwalk nods toward the balcony. Vika leaves to fetch the beauties. In spite of himself, Billy 
has a difficult time keeping his eyes off of them. TC has no such compunction and immediately 
returns from the bar to introduce himself by wrapping arms around the waists of two women, a 
man possibly thirty years their senior, big smile followed by a heaping stream of long-practiced 
hyperbole.  
“Can I have a minute?” Billy asks Moonwalk, and she motions for him to follow her into the 
hallway.  
Out of eyesight they face each other and Billy continues. “What’s the plan? I’m somehow 
supposed to win at cards, drain this guy’s accounts at a frigging poker table? Hell, you’re 
spending more on flights and accommodations than we can win from any game. I don’t see the 
payoff.” 
“Poker is just a pretense to get him into our arena, but who knows. If we play our cards right, we 
can recover expenses from his friends. Like how I did that?” 
“Play our cards right. Nice, but what’s the play you don’t want me to screw up?” 
“We hacked his phone in Chicago, and we will do it again here, but like I said, I’m on a deadline. 
He’s too ethical and well off for bribery, so we have to go deep, get to him in other ways.” 
“No clue what you’re saying, but it doesn’t sound good for Dirk. You know my rule about 
hurting people. I’m good with corporations, institutions, maybe even governments, but we don’t 
target individuals.” It tore Billy up how Zip ruined a man’s life in Oklahoma, how he set him up 
as a pedophile to get him fired.  

“You work for me now. Dirk is a pawn on the board, not a target. Do you understand? 
Billy does understand, but doesn’t like what he is hearing. “What’s going to happen to him?” 
Moonwalk loses patience. “If we are lucky, he goes full tilt and loses a shitload of money. When 
he does, he’ll borrow from one of our people and maybe that’s how we get him. The other way is 
that he gets laid. Don’t ask why that matters. Whatever it takes, I’ll own Anthony Dirk by 
Monday, and next month he’ll do whatever I ask him to do. Got it? We’re done. I need to use the 
bathroom. Have V pull everyone into the main room.” 

Chapter	7	
TC cavorts unashamedly on a couch between two of three scantily clad escorts. He excels at BS. 
They excel at fawning over the aging poker player, as if he were listed in Forbes, as if he were 
the mark. Billy decides not to say a thing. He rather like the guy’s energy and doesn’t want to 
piss off his trainer.  
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The unoccupied woman studies Billy from a large arm chair. He can feel her eyes on him, sizing 
him up, and in his peripheral vision knows her to have crossed bare legs, blond hair spilling 
across one side of her chest and a proclivity to play with strands of it. In the brief moment their 
eyes inevitably meet, she winks. I love being, Carlito. Carlito does Carlito and winks back. He 
unconsciously taps the breast pocket of his jacket, realizing he has pocket charm, but even 
Carlito apparently can become anxious and apprehensive knowing that these women are not 
there for him, either. He looks away. 
The two poker table installers apply finishing touches to a massive ten-seat table. The siderails 
have leather padding and individual cup holders. One of the installers works on the dealer’s chip 
tray as the other carefully brushes the nap of the felt. And Billy sees that his two bodyguards 
have returned to gorge themselves on sandwiches and pastries in the kitchen. In another part of 
the room, Moonwalk has a phone to her ear and a scowl on her face—storm clouds again. She 
curses into the phone, and punches the display harder than necessary to end a call. Five steps 
later, Billy is grabbed by the arm and nearly dragged into the hallway as Vika and the 
bodyguards slide chairs from the dining area into a circle in the living room.  
“What? I was only looking,” Billy says, afraid that he has somehow screwed up again, or worse, 
that his weekend as Carlito is over.  
It’s not about his ogling. “What do you know about miniature surveillance equipment?” 
Moonwalk asks. 
“I’ve worked with it on a few jobs. I actually have a guy that knows it cold. What’s up?” 

“My solution is a no-show and I can’t turn to Vika for this one.” 
“Just give me the word,” Billy says, reaching for his phone. 

“Can your guy, you know, can he keep his mouth shut?” 
Billy laughs. “Steel trap. He modified all my skimming equipment, so yeah. What exactly do you 
need?” 
“We’re going to wire this room and monitor activities from the bedroom. Miniature cameras, 
audio, and I’m talking really small gear, like smart phone camera small. Could he handle 
something like that?” 
“In his sleep. He plays poker, too. He’s the guy tried to teach me the game. Him and our Russian 
friends all play.” 
Moonwalk gets that look. Her eyes turn upward in thought as if seeing a strategy unfold on the 
ceiling. “Might he pass as our whale?” 
“Possibly. He’s a big guy, older, deep voice, stories to tell. He can go all night talking about 
patents, so there’s that. Could be the angle, but he’d need a makeover,” Billy adds smiling.  

Moonwalk folds her arms. “Talk to me.”  
Laughing, Billy says, “Bib overalls making a comeback on the fashion scene? Just kidding, but 
he’s lost weight recently. He won’t have a suit that fits. Even if he did, it probably comes from 
the Salvation Army or Goodwill. The guy is about 6’3”, 265 or so, down from 350. Like I said, 
he’ll need a makeover.” 
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“Jesus. How old?” 
“Old enough to be wealthy,” Billy says, hoping now that he gets to bring Mack into the con.  
“Well, get him here for the electronics at least. We’ll see about the other later. He can sleep in 
your room.” 

Billy launches his airline app to check flights. 
“You really think he could be our whale? Vika can do the makeover. He’ll need a bodyguard and 
backstory. Maybe I can—” 
“I have that guy, too. Former Russian special forces. I’ve worked with both of them. And who is 
going to sit at the monitoring station?” Billy asks as his fingers land on a probable open flight. 
Bringing his crew in on the project could go a long way toward finally convincing them that he 
really is doing his best to get them paid. 
A flash of recognition crosses Moonwalk’s face. “Your crew? Why not. Get them all here, but 
hurry.” 
Billy changes the number of passengers to three but doesn’t hit send until he has Mack on the 
phone and steps away. 
“Hey Mack. Guess what? You’re coming to Vegas. How soon can you pull together discreet 
surveillance gear and make it to the airport? I’m booking flights now for you, Yuri, and 
Evgeny.” 

“This the thing you talked about with the broad?” 
Billy laughs. Mack will never change. “Jesus, you’re old school. Woman. They’re called women 
now. You’re going to wire a couple rooms for video and send the signal to a separate room. Has 
to be super miniature, smallest cameras you have. There’s a flight leaves at eight tonight. Can 
you make that? I’ll have a limo waiting for you around 10.” 
“Hot damn, kid. What if the guys can’t make it.” 

“Then you come alone, but Mack?” 
“Yeah?” 
“It’s next level. Tell Yuri he can make good money, but no BS on this one. We cool? I’ll fill you 
in when you get here.” 

 
Moonwalk points a questioning glance at Billy when he returns with a thumb’s up. She smiles 
and turns to Vika. “We need a driver. When Carlito?” 
“Ten tonight, three people, Terminal 3. Use the name Doug Macken.” 

Moonwalk twists her face into a question. “Three? Whatever. Let’s get started. 
People take their chairs, Moonwalk claps her hands together to gain their attention, and begins. 
“Vika and I are hosting a high-stakes poker game here tomorrow night. Carlito has invested a lot 
in making this event a success, so please, everyone, do your part to make that happen. Games 
like this have been known to run for 24 hours or longer, and ours doesn’t even start until late. If 
you need a little something to stay alert, Vika will make it happen. Be discreet. Your role, ladies, 
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is to make guests comfortable during the game. We want players to stay engaged as long as they 
have cash to spend. 
“Bodyguards are here for Carlito, to watch out for the ladies, and in general act as Vika’s muscle 
for the game. There will be a lot of cash in the room. Anyone gets out of hand, it’s their job to 
deal with it. Stand back and let them do their thing.” 
The bigger of the two giants asks if they work for Vika or Carlito. “You work for Vika to protect 
Carlito. Make sense? He’s the one that pays for Vika. Vika also brought in a tutor for Carlito. 
TC, you have the toughest job of all. Carlito, why in heaven’s name would you set up a private 
high-stakes game? As I understand it, you don’t have all that much experience?” 
Moonwalk has caught Billy off guard again, something she likes to do. He laughs as he quickly 
considers what to say. “My father plays high-stakes, but in Panama. His English is not good so 
he doesn’t come to Vegas, but he wants to. For me, I know I will lose money, but it takes money 
to attract players. I have some of them coming here tomorrow. Vika and Kim have also talked to 
gamblers. I don’t know if they will all come, but maybe.” 
Moonwalk laughs. “There’s a fine line between crazy and cojones, but it’s your money. I know 
you’re a quick learner, but I think you’re nuts. You and TC should go somewhere and get 
acquainted while V and I meet with the ladies one-on-one. Okay, that’s it for now. Get plenty of 
sleep tonight. You’re going to need it.” 

Chapter	8	
It is just after 6 pm Pacific time, but to Billy it feels like midnight. He arranges to meet TC in the 
poker lounge, then goes to his room to splash cool water on his face. The move temporarily 
refreshes him, but as he rides the elevator to the casino floor he knows he needs caffeine. 
Billy joins TC at a table in the back corner of the bar adjacent to the poker room. As soon as he 
sits down, he calls loudly for service.  

“You’ve been playing a long time. How did you get started?” Billy asks. 
TC leans into the question with rapid speech. “I been hitting Vegas since ‘68. I used to play at 
the Dunes, here and there, work the tourists. I played big games when I was younger. Not so 
much these days, but I been there and done that. You don’t know Hold’em from fold-em, right?” 

“Can’t be that hard,” Billy says with unearned bravado. 
“Yeah, good luck with that. What she said up there, you paying for all this? You could get out 
now, call it off and save a hell of a lot of money. What’s the buyin?” 
“Fifty thousand.” 
“Fuck up much?” TC asks and laughs. He presents as an old salt on speed. He has eyes that burn 
holes in Billy every time they connect.  

“I don’t expect to win, I just need to hold my own,” Billy says. 
“And you don’t play. Well fuck. I guess we have a shitload on our plate. Here’s the deal. I’m not 
going to waste our fucking time with rules of the game. Shit, you can learn all that crap from 
Googletweet in ten minutes. Where do we start? Let’s start with Jacks.  
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“Myth is, Jacks or better. I call bullshit. Jacks is the worst pocket pair you can fucking have. 
Limp in, sure, but when an ace or king comes on the flop what do you do? Jacks is good in heads 
up, but play a full table and someone is going to flop a better pair and you’re already behind. 
Even if you make fourth street, you’ll drown in the fucking river.” 

“The river?” 
“Oh my god. Yes. The river. Used to be the last card turned up was called fifth street ‘cause the 
dealer shows five common cards. The river is all that new shit. In the seventies, I played with the 
guys you still hear about sometimes on TV—Doyle Brunson, Chip Reese, Mike Sexton. Stu 
Unger won the big show three times but who even talks about him anymore except old fucks like 
me. They’re all gone now, but yeah. We played. Fifth street is the river card. I’ve been flushed 
down the river more times than I count, so keep it in mind when you pull jacks. 
“In ’74 I got into this pot limit game with Sklansky. Best fucking player in the world. He’s better 
than all those guys, just doesn’t do tournaments, right? Doesn’t do the big shows. 
“I was sitting at a table with these legends. Sexton has that world poker thing with VanPatten, 
and Reese was the number one stud guy in the world at the time, and I’m there, pot limit, 26 
years old. I buy in for $1,200. If you don’t know, with pot limit you can protect your hand a little 
bit, but these guys all have eight-ten grand and they look over at you. And we’re playing and 
they look at your chips and say, ‘What do you have there, son?’ What the hell are you going to 
do? You can’t run to the fucking ATM, right? You can’t write a damn check or call your fucking 
mommy for a loan. Hey! You’re going home. So, it makes you realize, how good do you think 
you fucking are? Really. How good? 
“I hung with them for about an hour and a half. I flop a set of jacks, Sklansky has an open-ended 
straight is my guess, and I snap it up. I played it right. Thought I was on top of the world, but the 
thing about pot limit is you can’t run rip-sawed on somebody. You can’t lose it all either, unless 
you are on a short stack. All you can lay down is what’s in the pot. But when you have the nut 
hand and you don’t want anyone to see how good it is, you can’t put them up against the rail, 
either. Know what I mean?” 
Billy catches about half of what is being said but nods, yes. He smiles and does his best to keep 
up with the information. Unfortunately, he’s more interested in the story than the lesson. 
“You wish it was no limit when you have the nuts. When you don’t, you’re glad there is a max 
you can lose. I never forgot it. He says to me, you think you’re good? I’m going to tell you right 
now, best tip you can get. You get yourself a little calendar book and you keep it in your ass 
pocket. Every day you play, whether five days a week or six days a month, you write that shit 
down. Plus 800, minus 800, plus 1,200, minus six hundred, whatever you win or lose, track it, 
and then at the end of the month, do the math. Go back and look at the numbers. I’m telling you, 
we remember wins and forget losses. You’ll be amazed, the guy says. It will put you in fucking 
check to how good you think you are because that is what the mind does. Poker is a mental game 
You think you are good, but are you? 
“The other thing, he says. I’m going to give you a million-dollar tip right now. Anyone just call 
you Carl instead of Carlito? Doesn’t matter. You should pay me a hundred grand for this one. 
The guy says, do not. I repeat. Do not chase them straights and flushes because you’ll go fucking 
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broke. And you know the guy was stone cold right on the money, like what’s his name was on 
climate change, ahh, what’s his name?” 

“Gore?” 
“Gore. And the other thing he says, he says you gotta learn to muck aces sometimes because 
when the guy that’s playing tight, folding all night raises you? You are motherfucking beat. 
Amateurs get pot committed. It’s hard to throw a hand when you have a couple grand in the pot, 
but you don’t have to win every hand. Worse fucking thing is go all in and finish second. There’s 
only one winner in a hand. Worse feeling ever is bet aces and get stone cold beat. You’re sitting 
on a 5% out and you don’t even fucking know it. The guy says, they will catch your ass on fifth 
street. I had a night …” 

“Should I record this?” Billy asks.  
TC shakes his head no, points at his temple and says, “You’re already recording it up here. Your 
wheels is spinning just fine. We’re playing no limit and I flop a nut flush. I’ve got the Ace and 
ten of hearts in my hand and up comes eight, three, queen of hearts. This guy raises. He’s 
chasing a straight or a lower flush and thinks he’s got me beat, so I slow play, no raise, just call 
to see if I can get value out of him.  
“Jack of hearts comes on fourth street. Even better. Now he’s chasing a flush for sure, maybe a 
straight, but who would chase a straight against four hearts, and he may have the flush, but I hold 
the ace of hearts, best card to have in a flush.  
“Fuck if he doesn’t raise again on the turn. I hit him hard. He has to know he’s beat, but he raises 
and I go all in. and we turn up our cards. He’s sitting on a pair of queens, has a set going, but a 
set is not going to cut it.” 

“A fourth queen?” 
“Well wouldn’t that be the shits. No. Just as bad for me, though. Fifth street comes up eight of 
spades. He lands a full fucking house on the river. And then I committed the ultimate poker sin.” 
“What’s that?” 
“Fucking hit the ATM and come back. Two hands later, same guy catches his straight on the 
river. Same fucking guy. Two times? Okay I get that. Luck’s a fickle bitch, but an hour later he 
hits again. Time to go fucking home. 
“If you are flopping great cards and getting beat. It’s time to go. Another thing. Good cards don’t 
mean good hands. You’re dealt the Ace Queen, Ace Ace, King King, whatever. Don’t bet out of 
position. I’ve had my ass kicked plenty of times sitting on a high pair. Some bastard hits a set of 
threes, they hit a straight, flush, you never know for sure what some idiot will call preflop. 
Headsup? Sure. Strike with a high pair and a daggar, but be careful at a full table. Seven eight 
players? Someone has the nuts. That’s the gospel. You can still have yourself a run or two, but 
know when it’s not your night. Admit it. These guys will go to the ATM. Fuck it. Poker room is 
still there tomorrow. Know what I’m saying, Day after that and and the next day. Guys get pissed 
and play catchup. Ketchup is for burgers and fries, not for poker. 
“I come into a casino last week, $200 in a 1-2 game, just killing time. There are three guys at the 
table each with over $1,200. It’s way harder to run $200 to a thousand at a 1-2 table than it is to 
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run $300 to $1,500 at a 3-6 game. You may not believe, but when I sit at the poker table I don’t 
say a motherfucking word. I just watch.” 

Billy laughs. 
“Hey! Fuck you. She’s paying me by the hour. I’m giving her money’s worth.  
“Anyway, you gotta recognize your rush, and when you get that rush, you run a hundred to eight 
or nine then get the fuck up. Walk. Take a 45-minute break, have a frigging Cuban cigar or 
whatever floats your boat. If you still want to play, come back with a hundred. If you hang with 
the hundred, fine. If not, go the fuck home. Why? Everyone at the table is going to get a rush 
during the night. And if you get caught …” 
A waitress comes by and Billy orders another Coke for himself and bourbon for TC. When she’s 
gone, TC starts again. “Back in the day, 10-20 games were a big deal. They let us have two or 
three grand in hundreds under our chips. I flopped four tens. I’m winning 5-10 and 10-20 games 
in Tahoe, come to Vegas thinking I’m hot shit, and I’m in town maybe three days, holding my 
own and I flop four tens. I played it perfect, $4,800 in the pot. $4,800 in the pot and I’m sitting 
on quad tens. There’s two jacks on the table. Odds of being dealt four of a kind is somewhere 
between 3 and 10 in a million. Last card is dealt and I turn over my tens. I’m laughing, right? I’m 
reaching for the pot and the guy turns over two jacks. I’ve never been snapped on quads before 
that in my life. 
“I’ll never forget it. The guy says, welcome to Vegas. Five of nine at the table that night play for 
a living. The level is fucking insane. You’re used to taking down tourists on Friday or Saturday 
and to them, you’re a fucking tourist. There are guys, and women in Vegas too, make ten twelve 
grand a week at the tables. These people come into town and they’re going to drop two or three 
grand anyway. They get fucked up at the table on fancy drinks. They come up from LA or 
wherever, and there are six or seven of them at the table, and you come in and make a living, but 
you have to know your cards. You have to read people. 
“So many whack motherfers chase the rush, the feeling of the win, they’ll stay on a shit hand at a 
textured board all the way to the river. They throw down just to see the next card and the next. 
Dude, it’s endorphins. Poker is a damn drug. Some of these rich guys, no offense, don’t know 
what the fuck they’re doing.” 
“I read somewhere that Brunson played the people, not the cards,” Billy says. 
“Hey. World series of poker, ’74, Amarillo Slim, he’s got a cowboy hat with a rattlesnake band? 
Open mouth rattlesnake on his hat. He’s got $5,000 boots with flushes on the side and he’s 
playing a 5-10 game.” 
“Sorry, what does that mean exactly?” 
“Jesus! Ever heard the term, fish? 5-10 is $5 small blind, $10 large blind. Anyway, world series 
is starting the next day, and Amarillo comes around and says, $100 after the flop, I’ll tell 
everyone of you what your hand is. Everybody is saying fuck you, but every single one of them 
in town for the tournament takes his bet. He tells every single one of them exactly what they had. 
Not literally, but you know, suited undercards, two face cards, a pair, a higher pair, flush draw, 
and like that. This is their world, man. If you run into someone like that tomorrow, just bend over 
or go the fuck home. Leave. I don’t care if you paid for the night. I’m telling you.” 
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TCs phone rings. “Hold on. I gotta take this.” 
Billy hears TC talk to his lawyer, something about his son totaled his car into a store front and 
the aftermath. He uses the break to digest what he’s been told, but it’s impossible. Interesting to 
be sure, but the questions he needs answered are rudimentary—what is the big blind, what is 
position, if a pair of jacks is shit, and he can get snapped sixty percent of the time with pocket 
aces, why would anyone ever bet? There is too much to learn in too little time.  

TC ends the call, but before he can resume, Billy interjects. “I’m going to look like a moron.” 
TC smiles. “Not if you bowl with rails. I’ve got you. Rule one, anyone can get beat. Anyone. If 
you have a big chip stack, play patiently. You get to the game, you watch, you smile, you study. 
Anyone can get beat if they bet. In the beginning, play tight. Play tight in the beginning so you 
can play loose when everyone is burned the fuck out. Rule two, ninety percent of the time a fold 
is your best move. Fold is your friend, remember that. Tattoo that on the inside of your eyelids. 
You’ll want to bet your king queen, but for the first two or three blinds, don’t fucking do it. 
Worse thing you can do is get mad cause you folded cards that end up winners. Fold and watch. 
Ninety percent of the time an ace shows up and then what? Someone has aces over your king or 
queen, but you’re safe because you folded. Rule three, protect the chip stack. Fold all fucking 
night if you have to. Don’t let people give you shit either. Tell them you’ll play your game, they 
should play theirs. Stand your ground. Be confident and don’t say a motherfucking word unless 
you have to. 
“Five days ago, I take this guy for about $1,500. Three days ago, I go back to the casino and play 
all night, something I haven’t done in years. I give back eight of the fifteen. Haven’t felt that beat 
in years, but I just couldn’t pull cards – 7/3, 8/6, 3/9 – all night long. I’m mucking hand after 
hand. Your first thought should be to muck cards. Muck means fold. Because even with pocket 
aces it’s a crap shoot. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve had aces snapped off.  
“Here’s another thing, pre-flop frenzies. You’ll see it two or three times a night where all these 
guys raise each other round the table and they haven’t even seen the flop? They can’t all be 
sitting on a high pair, well maybe, but you know what I mean. Anything can win. You gotta be 
patient. There’s an old adage, man. You cannot beat stone cold luck. When you’re up against 
luck, you flop a queen, the guy will flop a king. The same guy that one night, three nut flushes? 
Time to go. Played my hands perfect, ran my game by the book and went home broke as a rusty 
pump. Against luck, you’re fucked.” 
“If someone comes to Vegas often to play, where would he go?” 
“With your kind of money? Aria, Wynn, Bellagio, Venetian. That guy Kim talked about, plays at 
MGM. They’re all good spots, but I don’t have your bankroll. I grind some days, get in on low-
stakes at Excalibur. I got one for you. The Orleans. Big ass prime rib over there when you need a 
break. Downtown, I’d probably hit Binion's. You go to the Orleans or any of these other casinos 
and you’ll find grinders. 
“Grinders are retired guys, been playing for years, all their lives some of them. I’ve been playing 
45 years. Some of these guys 60. They’re grinders, and they’re good at it, patient, nothing else to 
do but sit there and wait for you to fuck the cow. You come up against a grinder, be patient. Let 
some other tourist make the mistakes. Most guys biggest problem is they don’t know when to 
walk. Gambling is heroine, man. It can get really bad.” 
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Billy likes the stories, but he needs a break. “Let’s walk for a minute,” he says, and leads TC out 
of the lounge and onto the casino floor.  
TC continues talking as they slowly walk the floor, looking at slot players. “These damn 
machines generate more revenue per square foot than anything in the casino. You see these old 
couples, players card dangling around their necks, four or five hundred in their pockets, they 
have these fanny packs hanging over their crotch going from machine to machine. They make 
these fucking games like you are traveling in first class, and these retired couples go through 
their savings and second mortgages because they are bored. They don’t fuck anymore. They’ve 
been married fifty years and the casino sends them invitations for a free room and a fucking 
afternoon in the spa. They get comped to a buffet or whatever and life is good, for a few days, 
but they go through five or ten grand.  
“You know the only bet in Vegas in your favor? A pass line wager on the come-out roll in craps. 
Seven or 11 are the most likely numbers on a pair of dice. That one first roll is in your favor, but 
every roll after that, like every other bet in here, favors the casino.” 

“That’s why you only play poker?” 
TC ignores the question. “Odds on these machines is what, 80-20? Something like that. They say 
98 but you bet $4 and hit for a buck, that’s a payout. Understand? They say they are supposed to 
be 30-73, but my buddy says 80-20. It’s beyond an insult to your intelligence.” 

“So, you never play the machines, never blackjack or craps, none of that.” 
“Well, Fuck. I do stupid shit. I’m an addict. Can you get me into the game? You hungry? I could 
eat.” 
“It’s not up to me. Here.” Billy counts out five Benjamins and hands them to TC. “Get yourself a 
steak. Run this $500 up to a grand at a poker table and I’ll see if I can get you a seat.” 
“Shit, dude. You sure?” To Billy, TC looks as if he’s just been handed ten grand, not $500. 
Billy laughs, taps knuckles with TC, and says, “The five is yours to keep, win or lose, but I get 
half of what you win. Like Brunson said, play the man, not the cards. I’m betting you can make 
me some money. We good?” 

Chapter	9	
Evening dinner with Moonwalk, Dirk, Billy, and Vika is sometimes loud, often hilarious, and 
entirely enjoyable for everyone involved, especially the servers. Fully invested in his role, 
Carlito is gregarious, amorously charming, flirtatious, and as the night wears on, more interested 
in neighboring tables then in his own. Between courses, he moves through the restaurant buying 
glasses of wine for young women if they can only tell him happy birthday in Spanish. It’s not 
Billy’s actual birthday, he confides to his table, but a tested line to meet beautiful women. Vika 
laughs at his antics, hand in front of her open mouth, eyes on her wrist watch. When she cannot 
apparently stop laughing, he gestures, chalking up the win on an imaginary blackboard.  
As dinner is served, everyone in the room is treated to a visit by the chef, who in a rich tenor 
voice, sings Feliz cumpleaños a ti, feliz cumpleaños mi querido Carlito, an unexpected rendition 
of Happy Birthday. 
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Appetizers of Crusted Tuna, Dungeness Crab Crostini, and Chicken Samosas are lavished on the 
group before enjoying a dinner of Wagyu Filet Mignons and a magnum sized bottle of red wine 
comped by the chef. Dirk is interrupted numerous times while they eat, by friends texting how 
this one or that has just arrived in Las Vegas and is headed to the hotel. The pleas for him to join 
them come more frequently. With each message, Dirk describes the sender’s personality, how he 
behaved during college, what he has accomplished in life, and what he is like today.  
Before anyone even considers dessert, Carlito waves for their waiter, pays the tab and claims it is 
time for a cigar. He pulls a Davidoff from his sport coat pocket, stands, and motions toward the 
casino floor. The move gives Dirk an out and they quickly discuss possibilities for the following 
day before parting company.  

 
Mack, Yuri, and Evgeny are driven from McCarran to Aria by the same woman that met Billy 
earlier in the day. She gives them Billy’s room number and ten minutes later, the crew is back 
together. 
“Damn, kid. Nice digs,” Mack says. Evgeny explores the kitchen while Yuri plunders the in-
room bar.  
Billy says, “Go easy on that stuff, dude. The boss will be here to meet you all in a few, name’s 
Kim, President of Ridge Security. Stay sharp and just listen.” 
Billy hands out business cards showing his persona as Carlito. “Anybody asks, that’s who I am, 
son of a rich bastard out of Panama. Carlito is a restaurateur, crazy rich playboy type. As to the 
rest of you, Mack is going to wire a suite upstairs. I’ve also recommended he play the part of a 
whale in town for the high-stakes poker game we’re trying to set up tomorrow night. Private 
game. If that happens, Yuri will play Mack’s bodyguard. Everyone good so far?” 
“Big time,” Evgeny calls from the kitchen, a joke, but even he returns with focus.  
“Yeah, big time, I guess. Anyway, we have this executive host at our disposal. Mix of Chinese 
and Ukrainian, I believe. Name’s Vika. She’ll get a room for you, Ev. As far as I know, you can 
just enjoy the town, see a show or whatever you want, but there’s a chance you will sit at a 
computer during the game.  
Billy turns his attention to Mack and Yuri. “As for you two, you’ll stay here tonight and maybe 
in the penthouse tomorrow. I think Kim will bring us up there in about twenty minutes so Mack 
can wire the room. There aren’t any electronics stores open at this hour. Need anything? I 
suppose we have the morning to improvise.” 
Mack taps his luggage. “Had a hell of a time with TSA, but no. I have it all. Told them I was 
heading to an electronics convention.” 
“Frigging brilliant. Use your real first names, not your last. Mack is not Mack. Too informal. Use 
Douglas. Pick any last name you want, but stick to it.” 

“Rockefeller,” Mack laughs.  
“Wiseass is more like it, Douglas Wiseass. Just kidding. Whatever the name, you’re an inventor 
and rich as hell. You hold a couple dozen patent and are worth maybe ten mill? Screw that, thirty 
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or forty million. You’re retired and live off of investments and royalties. You still work on a few 
new ideas when you get the urge.  
“Yuri, you don’t talk much. Strong silent type, retired military. You’re a personal protection 
contractor hired for the trip and that’s it. That way you won’t have to get your stories straight. 
All you know about Douglas is that he pays.” 
“I need a piece,” Yuri says. 

“Fuck that. No guns. Are you licensed to carry in Nevada?” 
“Anywhere,” Yuri says. 
“Well, no gun anyway. There are a couple of other bodyguards, big guys, Vika’s people. They 
carry, but not you. Vika says the casino might post security outside the door during the game. 
“Another thing. The mark is in town with a group of friends from his college days. They’re 
going to watch the fights at T-Mobile Arena tomorrow night, then play poker at MGM, fun-
loving high-rollers. She’s working on getting them into our game, and I’m telling you now, the 
game will be rigged. The only problem is, how we get the mark’s friends from MGM to here. 
Escorts will be involved. I met three of them. They’re hot as pistons on a summer’s day, but off 
limits.” 

“This is big problem. Women are finding me irresistible,” Yuri says  
Billy laughs. “True, but keep your distance.”  

“You forgetting something, kid?” 
“What?” 
“What do we get for our troubles? How much are we in for? Flat fee or a cut?” If nothing else, 
Mack is consistent. 
Billy knew this was coming, and is prepared. “Wiring is a flat fee, but if I can get you in the 
action who knows. A cut for sure, but I don’t yet know how much. Kim has projects all around 
the country. Play our cards right and maybe we get steady work. I’m in for a year, at least. It 
would be nice for all of us to get a taste.” 

“That’s cool, but we’ve been here before, kid. We have to get paid,” Mack says. 
“Jesus. Okay, twenty K out of my pocket. We good? Split it however you want.” 
Mack looks at Yuri. Yuri looks at Evgeny. They nod their approval. “Half up front,” Mack says. 
It’s an insult but Billy understands.  

“I’ll see what I can do,” Billy says.  
“Hot damn, boys. We’re back in the game,” Mack says. 

Chapter	10	
Twenty minutes later, Moonwalk, in the persona of Kim, escorts Billy’s crew to the penthouse 
suite and walks Mack from room to room discussing where devices should be placed—a video 
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camera here, audio there, and how the equipment has to feed a control panel in one of the 
bedroom closets. When she’s finished with her instructions, she leads the team to the poker table. 
“This looks like a simple table, but it is actually an expensive piece of equipment.” She walks 
around the table, dropping cards face down onto the felt. Bending, she points to four thick ornate 
wooden legs, two on each end, and to thinner legs supporting the center of the table. She points 
to indentations in the carved legs. I need you to embed your video cameras in the hollows and 
point them toward the most likely location for cards. Ten players plus the dealer. Take a look.” 
Mack glances down at the legs, a confused look on his face. “What am I looking for? Cards 
never leave the table.” 
“Look. Get down and look up at the playing surface,” Moonwalk insists. 
Mack lowers his considerable weight onto one knee and looks at the table legs. When he turns 
his gaze upward, he says, “Holy shit.” Immediately Billy and the two Russians do the same.  
Moonwalk says, “Translucent felt. Expensive as hell, all custom, but as you can see, your 
cameras will capture every card of every hand, even discards from the dealer. The felt is tacked 
to a thick clear acrylic surface, not wood.” 
Mack struggles to get upright, hand on a chair for support, but when he’s standing he smiles and 
says, “Piece of cake.”  
“Good. I’d like all of this ready for a dry run by say, two in the morning? It’s best if we stay up 
late tonight and sleep in tomorrow. The game will likely run from late Saturday to Sunday at 
dawn. Drink coffee, take pills, whatever it takes to stay sharp, but not tonight. Tonight, we work 
and sleep.”  
Moonwalk turns away from the crew, takes a few steps and makes a phone call.  

“Slick. Big league stuff,” Mack whispers to Billy. 
When Moonwalk returns, she says, “Vika will get you set up in the morning. You need a 
makeover, Doug. You too, Yuri. I can’t have a whale and his bodyguard at the table dressed like 
poppers, no offense.  

“None taken,” Mack says.  
“What about this guy, Evgeny is it? I can’t be in two places at once. Are you willing to help in 
the control room?” 
“At your service, pretty lady,” Evgeny says. His response brings smiles to Moonwalk and the 
crew. 
“Okay, you’re manning monitors. Dress rehearsal at two in the morning. No one knows about the 
table except for us. Is that clear?”  
“And what we talked about?” Billy says.  
Moonwalk shrugs at Billy. Billy rubs fingers together, the universal sign for cash. She shakes her 
head tthen walks to the kitchen. She pulls a stack of Benjamin’s from a drawer, fans through the 
cash and reluctantly hands it over. “I’ll make the exception this one time because things are 
moving fast, but just so you know, vendors get paid at the end of a job, not before. Understood?” 

Mack smiles. “Understood.” 
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“And just so I am clear, these guys are not just vendors to me. This is my crew,” Billy says. 
Maybe being Carlito has emboldened him a bit too much. 
Moonwalk becomes visibly upset. She presses the index finger of her right hand into his chest 
and says, “This from a man taken for millions by his own father.”  

Chapter	11	
Two AM. “Where the hell have you been? I called you multiple times,” Moonwalk says angrily 
when Billy knocks on the penthouse door.  
Billy is surprised. He brings up his phone and acknowledges the calls with an apology. “I had my 
phone off silenced. You can’t use a phone at a poker table. I need experience so I played for a 
while at Excalibur.” 
“Whatever. How did that go?” Moonwalk says as they walk across the penthouse floor toward 
the poker table.  
“I didn’t lose much if that’s what you’re asking. TC was there and is still playing as far as I 
know. You know how he talks a mile-a-minute? Not at the table. He barely says anything, keeps 
his head tilted down, open hands on the table rail. That nasty ball cap mostly covers his eyes, but 
then, for no apparent reason, he’ll change things up and be animated as a meth head. When he’s 
active, he has like half a dozen badass things he does with chips, rolling them through his 
fingers, shuffling them with one hand. It’s intimidating as hell, and he has this smooth move for 
checking his cards. He wants to play in the game tomorrow.” 
“Does he have money?” 

“Not that I know of.” 
“Well, that’s a problem then, isn’t it? Whatever. He’s a bit of a legend around here with the older 
dealers. Maybe we can use that. Ready for the dry run?” 
“Sure.” 
Moonwalk steps into the hallway and calls for Doug and Yuri, who have apparently completed 
their work and are resting. Billy grabs a water from the kitchen and sits at the table. Translucent 
felt is unnerving. Even if a player stacks one card on top of the other, which players tend to do, 
there will be those few seconds during the deal when the cards are separated. A quick rewind 
could reveal the full story.   
When Mack and Yuri join them, Moonwalk begins. “Everyone on the same page? It’s Doug’s 
penthouse, Doug’s game. He’s the whale. Vika has guests coming, and so do I. Yuri is Doug’s 
body guard. It’s not so much about physical threats as protecting his cash. When guests arrive, 
Yuri opens the door. He’ll stay near the entrance until things get started. After, he has the option 
of taking a stool in the kitchen. Yuri and I also talked. If anyone gets heated, starts yelling or 
whatever happens, Yuri is to intervene and not back down unless Doug tells him to back off. 
There won’t be any trouble from my guy Dirk, but I don’t know his friends.” 
“What happens if someone drops something, a card or a set of keys. They could easily see the 
translucent felt,” Billy says.  
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“Hopefully that won’t happen. The rules say no one picks anything off of the floor. Are we 
clear? Doug ran tests. We adjusted the lighting down a notch above the table, and increased 
contrast in the bedroom monitors.” 
Mack smiles broadly. “Take a look now,” he says, interrupting. 
Billy takes a knee and sees that in fact it is much more difficult to see through the felt. If he’d not 
been looking for it, he probably wouldn’t have noticed anything at all. He returns to his seat. 
“Better,” he says.  
Mack is given a seat across from Billy. Moonwalk places Yuri where the dealer will be sitting 
then hands Billy and Mack small earpieces. She talks to Billy. “Our dealer, Doug, and you, will 
all have these. Your man Evgeny and I, sometimes me at least, will watch monitors and feed you 
information. Before every message you’ll hear a low beep. You’ll hear what others have if we 
want you to make a particular move. Unless things change during the night, Dirk will be the big 
winner.” 
“That’s no fun,” Mack says feigning disappointed.  
Maybe Moonwalk is just tired, but she is short with him. “The only thing you will ever hear 
through that earpiece is whether to fold, call, or raise. If Dirk loses or wins too much, he might 
leave.” 
“Stupid question, but does Vika know about the table? I assume she …”  
Moonwalk cuts Billy off in mid-sentence. “She’d never have gone along. Her reputation is on the 
line. TC doesn’t know, the bodyguards and escorts are in the dark, it’s only the four of us and 
Evgeny.” 
“And the techs,” Billy adds. 
“And the techs that set up the table, sure, but they’re my people and I’ve already put them on a 
plane.” 

“I’m still not sure how we get Dirk and his guys over here. What’s that plan?” Billy asks.  
“Later. Right now, let’s play. I’m sitting where Dirk will be. Yuri, you’re the dealer, deal.” 
Yuri opens a fresh deck of cards, discards the jokers and does a reasonable job of shuffling 
before sending cards around the table. Billy peeks at his cards, practicing the reveal techniques 
he picked up at Excalibur, cards one on top of the other, the top sliding forward as he tips them 
up between his palms. He’s been dealt the three of clubs and jack of hearts. As he allows them to 
fall flat, he hears the low beep Moonwalk predicted, then recognizes Evgeny’s voice say, queen 
of clubs, seven diamond, revealing what Dirk would have been dealt. Even with access to every 
hand, it takes over an hour of dealing and conferring before the group finds flow.  

Chapter	12	
Billy worried this would happen. He wakes up at 7:15 am and can’t fall back to sleep. He lays in 
bed happy to be in Vegas, and luxuriates between crisp sheets on one of the best mattresses he’s 
ever slept on, but it’s no use. He rises, showers, and pads quietly into the kitchen.  
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Mack is in the second bedroom snoring so loudly he can be heard through a closed door down 
the hallway. Yuri sleeps, legs and arms sprawled across the sofa, an empty bottle of Scotch 
resting on the coffee table in front of him. 
Billy taps a text message to TC, inviting him to breakfast later, and is surprised by an immediate 
reply. His phone rings. “How did it go?” Billy asks.  
“Hell of a run. Get down here,” TC says.  

“What’s your room number?” 
“What room? Downstairs, man. Good timing, though. I need a plate of something before I 
crash.” 
Billy disconnects from the call, laughing. He decides not to wait for coffee to brew. Instead, he 
grabs a granola bar, his room key, and scratches a note for Mack. As he waits for the elevator, he 
calls Moonwalk but she doesn’t answer—probably still sleeping. He leaves a message for her to 
call when she’s available, then steps into the elevator. A couple from Australia is on their way 
down, luggage on wheels, tired looking. He hates that feeling, the feeling they look like they 
have right now, having to go home. For reasons beyond his comprehension, he says, “Sorry.” 
It’s early in the morning, but slot machines are spinning. When he returned to Aria the night 
before, the casino was hopping with men in suits or expensive casual wear and women dressed in 
ways they wouldn’t dare at home. He’s never seen so many short dresses and high heels in one 
place. Part of him wishes he could stay Carlito forever, no financial cares, free to hit Vegas or 
any other city when he wants, desired by strange attractive women and envied by the men around 
him. Maybe, he thinks to himself, maybe in time.  
TC sits exactly where he said he’d be, one of eight tired men leaning on a poker table. From a 
distance there is a pathetic quality to the scene. From the window of his deluxe room, he’d 
earlier watched joggers on the boulevard below, some of them moving at a quick pace. It looked 
like fun and inspired him to be more physical in the future, to work out some, maybe join a gym. 
But these guys, the poker players, are sedate and far too serious.  
Sedate or not, TC sits in front of an impressive stack of chips. Billy places his hand on TC’s 
shoulder. “How is it going?” he asks.  
TC twists his head, leans back some so Billy can better see his winnings, and says. “I was up six 
before that last hand. Stan the man there trashed my ace king. He nods toward one of the players, 
who raises his hand, scratches his nose with a middle finger, and laughs.  
“Breakfast?” Billy asks.  

“Hell of an idea.” TC calls for a chip tray.  
“You did all that starting with what I gave you?” Billy asks. 
TC leans into him and nearly whispers. “I haven’t had a motherfucking run like that since I was 
thirty fucking years old. We both came out good.” 
Billy laughs and steps away as TC cashes in close to $5,000. He comes away from the window 
waving bills and counts out Billy’s share as they head for the restaurant.  
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“Got a minute?” TC says. His expression has shifted from glee to something more serious, as if 
he’s got questions. 

“What’s up?” 
The two of them walk to a Starbucks, stand in line forever, pick up coffee and sandwiches, and 
take a seat. TC takes a sip of his coffee, a bite of sandwich, wipes his mouth with a napkin and 
says, “What’s your real name? Who the fuck are you, really?” 
“My full name? Carlito Guillermo Jesus Montoya. Guillermo was my mother’s father’s name 
and Jesus, I don’t know for sure. Maybe my father’s way of telling me to pray. Why do you 
ask?” 
TC diverts his eyes, lifts his sandwich but puts it right down again. Returning his gaze to Billy he 
says, “Everyone has these fucking turning points, you know what I’m saying? Moments of 
deflection that change the course of their fucking life. Most of these guys don’t even know it’s 
happening.” 
“What are you trying to say?” Billy asks, feeling his face redden. He wonders if Moonwalk read 
TC into the con, or if Mack or Yuri slipped up. He doesn’t know how to react, so he waits for 
more from this barroom, poker playing streetwise philosopher.  
TC shakes his head as if disappointed, and launches into another of his stories. “I was on a sail 
one time, Garrison Bight, Key West to Matanzas. That’s Cuba if you don’t know. I was young 
and stupid. We’d made that run maybe a dozen times with the same sloop, 34-footer, Irwin 
design, hell of a sailboat. You sail?” 

“No.” 
“Fucking missing out. Anyway, the max draft on her was about five feet, but what we were 
doing, what I did, was smuggle cigars. My partner’s connections. We made that run maybe a 
dozen times, offload in the Keys and truck a few hundred boxes across the country to Frisco. 
We’d get a box of cigars for maybe $25, $30 bucks and sell them for hundreds to these rich fucks 
in Pacific Heights and the Financial District.  
“That run we got greedy. Thought we were world-class mariners. Thought we could handle any 
kind of seas so this one time, the last run, we knew better but ramped up and left the Keys with a 
big fucking squall over Puerto Rico. Thought we could make the run and get back in time, and it 
would have worked but our Cuban guy fucked up and we sat in Matanzas with thumbs up our ass 
for 30 hours. By then, the shit was pounding Haiti and Southern Cuba. Like I said, we got 
greedy. 
“You wouldn’t think cigars weigh that much, but we filled her hull to maybe two feet of draft? 
I’m telling you, Carlito, or whatever the hell your name is, anyone with the brains of a turtle 
would have hunkered down in Cuba, ride it out, but we were young. Thought we could handle 
anything. 
“I never forgot. We headed out in a soft rain, good wind, reasonable seas. You figure 85 nautical 
miles at eight, nine knots or better.” 

“How fast is that in miles?” 
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“Hell, maybe nine or ten? On land you can ride a bicycle faster. We figured ten hours or less to 
the Keys. Kept ramping each other up, chain smoking Cubans, saying how the storm was slower 
than we were, but we were wrong. Shit were we ever wrong, and when you’re hauling 
contraband like that you’re not going to call the Coast Guard no matter what. 
“We did okay for about six hours and then we’re in gusts toping fifty, swells ten and fifteen feet 
high, choppy as hell, seas over the bow, following seas, a real shit storm.” 

TC stares into the near distance as if recalling in vivid detail how dangerous his situation was.  
“We’re running full out under power, sails down, and we’re low on gas. Didn’t think we’d ever 
need it, and gas is weight. The cigars are in plastic so we weren’t all that worried about the 
cargo, but we’re taking on water. 
“That was it, my turning point, a point of deflection. You think, fuck man. I’m done. I’m gone. 
The sea is no joke. She doesn’t give a damn who you are or what you’re made of, and I knew she 
was taking me. I just knew it, and my partner knew it, so I’m hauling boxes of goddamn cigars 
out of the galley, out of the birth, and flinging them at her. You know what I’m saying? She 
kicked our ass and took our cigars.” 
TC stops talking then, as if his story is over, and Billy is unsure how it all fits. “Obviously you 
didn’t die, though. What is the takeaway?” 
“Takeaway? Fuck if I know. Fuck if I even knew then, but that shitstorm changed things. You 
think you’re top of the totem, king of the hill, and bang. You’re nothing but in over your head. 
Understand?” 

“Not really.” 
“I’m trying to tell you something, dumbass. I’m saying that it’s all good in the beginning, but 
choices have consequence. This shit you’re into with Kim and what’s her name, the China doll? 
None of my business, but it’s something. Something. No offense, but you’re not ready for a big 
game. They’re dragging you under.” 
Billy is shaken at the directness of TC’s comments. Shifting the conversation, he says, “You said 
you want in. Is that still true?” 
Now it is TC who seems surprised. He doesn’t respond for a long moment, as if calculating what 
to say. “The game or something else?” 
Billy laughs nervously. “I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about but if you want, I’ll talk to 
Kim and try to get you a seat at the table.” 
“Answer my question.” 

“What gives you the idea I’m not Carlito? I don’t get it,” Billy says. 
“Forget it, man. My bad. If you can get me into the game I’d love a shot, but all I got is what I 
won. Ever work with a woman so gorgeous you’d do anything just to hang? You’d do anything 
she’d ask of you, even when you know you’ll never get laid?” 

“If you’re talking about Kim, I …” 
“Hell of a woman.” 

“We’re just friends.” 
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“A woman like that will take you for whatever she wants, all the while you think maybe. Maybe 
never comes. You’re chasing a fucking flush thinking everything is going your way. You’re on 
top of the world and bam. She dumps you in the river.” 
“I’ll keep that in mind,” Billy says, upset now that TC is getting personal. He guesses it shows 
on his face. 
“Sorry. Last thing, I promise. When you’re on a run, don’t leave. You’re on a run with that broad 
and things are going smooth, but there’s that other thing we talked about. You have to know 
when to walk. I ran up nine fucking grand, man, and I could have had ten but I got greedy and 
stayed too long. Tell me about Panama. Took a trip through the locks one time. Beautiful 
country.” 
“I spend most of my time in Florida these days,” Billy says, anxious that TC will ask him 
questions he’s not prepared to answer, but he doesn’t. 

“You don’t stay in Florida much either. If you did you wouldn’t be so pale.” 
“Sun block.” 
“Fuck you say. Anyway, what do I care? Let’s talk about the game. I watched you close last 
night. You did good for a novice, but you need to lighten up. You get that deer in the headlights 
shit sometimes. Sharks see you get nervous like that, it’s blood in the water. They’ll swarm, sure 
as shit. Play tight like you di,d but remember to smile, like you’re having the time of your life. 
That’s a good fucking look on you. Don’t show fear and you’ll be just fine.” 
“Thanks for the feedback. How long did it take to do all those tricks with the chips, shuffle them 
and whatever. It’s bad ass.” 
“Fuck if I know, boredom mostly. This one guy could roll chips through every finger, even 
round the little pinky, both hands at the same time. Guy could fire a fist of chips into the pot 
about as fast as you can pull the trigger on a revolver, like they was flying from the barrel of a 
zip gun, bang, bang, bang. You ever had soft eggs on asparagus? You sprinkle a little parmesan 
cheese on there, bacon on the side …” 

Billy’s phone alert interrupts. “Hold that thought. I have to take this,” he says, and steps away.  
“Why are you up so early?” Moonwalk asks when he answers. 
“Couldn’t sleep. I’m downstairs with TC. Did anyone tell him my real name? Does he know you 
aren’t actually Kim?” 

“No, why?” 
“Vika wouldn’t have said, would she?” 

“I’ll talk to her, but no. She wouldn’t. What’s going on?” 
“The guy has like, ESP or something. Anyway, he wants into the game but he’s on a short 
stack.” 
“I haven’t decided yet. There has to be an angle or it’s just lost money.” 
“He could be useful, add a sense of legitimacy to the high-roller big Vegas feel. Come down and 
let’s talk with him.” 
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“Dirk called drunk late last night. He wanted to get together.” 
“Did you?” Billy asks, cutting her off before she could finish, causing her to pause for a beat. 
“Wouldn’t that be special. No. We talked for a long time, though. He’s got whales of his own, 
big-time gamblers coming to his game. Dirk says a couple of them would have no problem 
buying in, or even rebuying, at $50 K.”  
“What if they turn out to be card sharks? We could reduce the buy-in and play pot limit, I 
suppose.” 
“No, you idiot. Nothing changes. We just modify the setup a little and take them down. Your guy 
Doug has to step up his game, though. After last night, I’m nervous.” 
“How so?” Billy asks, knowing full well. Mack is salt of the earth, common, prone to poor 
grammar and off-the-cuff comments that place him squarely in the ranks of the working poor. 
“You know exactly what I’m talking about.” 

“I’ll talk to him. Vika is still taking him out for that makeover, right? That will help.” 
“Noonish, maybe one, but it’s lipstick on a hog.” 
Billy laughs. “He’ll clean up well enough and when I see Dirk next I’ll paint a picture—brilliant 
inventor, never even went to school, a savant type. If Doug has more money than God no one 
will care if he talks like a logger.” 
“He dozed off setting up the equipment. Ever take Adderall?” 

“Don’t you dare. His heart can’t handle it.” 
“What are you not telling me?” 
“Nothing. He’s old and overweight. He’ll be fine. Let’s change the subject. I handed TC $500 
last night and he ran it up to six grand and split the winnings with me. Hell of a run. The other 
thing though, he knows who Stephanie is. He knows she has skills so there is that premonition 
we are up to something.” 
“And he still wants in. Interesting. We can use that. Ok, set it up. I’ll cover his buy-in but he 
splits anything he makes 60/40. Tell him if his stack shrinks by half he has to call it a night.” 
Billy glances over his shoulder at TC, smiles broadly, and gives a thumbs up to indicate that his 
conversation is going well.  
Moonwalk finishes the conversation saying how their dealer Stephanie will be in the penthouse 
around noon, and she wants Billy to sit and learn from her a while. 

Chapter	13	
Dawn in Vegas is all about the working man. Thousands of janitors, housekeepers, cooks, 
cocktail waitresses, and hospitality personnel that work the strip mingle on the boulevard with 
visiting secretaries, factory workers, cubical jockeys, husbands and wives, husbands and 
mistresses. Tourists gaze at massive video marquees and each other. They shuffle like grazing 
cattle into and out of city busses. Restaurants stretch from one end of the strip to the other, some 
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this morning serving breakfast two and three stories above the fray. There are over 150,000 hotel 
rooms in this desert city, a city where planners fret over water.  
At night, pretty people dressed to kill hit the streets, bars, restaurants, and casino floors with 
wads of cash. Money flows. Shifts change. The backbone of the city drifts back to homes and 
apartments spare the glitz, glamor, and fantasy. Ask almost anyone that works Vegas and they’ll 
say they don’t gamble. Within a block of the strip, the homeless and downtrodden huddle in the 
dark spaces between desolate streetlights, avoiding the police. It’s against the law to be homeless 
in Clark County, which is a thriving income-tax free metropolis. That’s the life above ground.  
Below ground, miles of tunnels house a shadow in this city, a stain on serenity. Casinos never 
close. If you have enough money to sit at a slot machine, you can get free booze 24/7. With 
money, prostitution, a cornucopia of drugs, just about any form of debauchery your little heart 
desires, and desire is the root cause of a little heart. Fulfilling desires is the mission in Sin City, 
which makes it an easy place to lose everything, including your dignity. Many do.  
Billy listens attentively to poker stories during breakfast. He follows TC through the casino 
where, contrary to his better angles, TC loses three hundred on slots. When they finally arrive 
TCs room, the poker legend with green eyes, is spent. Billy assumes his mentor will barely make 
the sheets before sleep takes him. 
Before leaving, Billy lays out a few ground rules for TC. “Rule one, don’t use your own money. 
Leave it in your room or stash it with the cashier. Rule two, don’t lose more than 25 grand of 
Kim’s stake. Rule three, you owe her 60 percent of any win. Final rule, when it’s time to go, you 
go. Kim puts her hand on your shoulder, you get two more hands. We good?” 
“I keep 40 percent of the win?” 

“Sure. But fall behind, you keep nothing. Still want in?” 
TC shrugs. Yeah. He wants in. 

 
By the time Billy returns to his room, Yuri has already showered. His wet hair is slicked back 
and he is on his second mug of coffee laced with something. He stands at the window looking at 
the Strip.  

“Hungover?” Billy asks. The empty bottle by the sofa is gone.  
“My man!” 
“You fight mixed martial arts, right? You came into Mack’s that time with stitches, called it 
street fighting, like the movie Fight Club. Ever fight in a cage?” 

“Only as punching bag.” 
Billy laughs. “You mean, you use punching bags.” 
“As punching bag. There is good cash in rolling with the guys for training. They are liking some 
submissions from Samozashchita Bez Oruzhiya, Sambo.” 

“You spar with these guys?” 
“Easy money.” 
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“Back in Chicago. Like for real?” 
Yuri ignores the question. He pulls a wad of cash from his pocket and waves it in the air. 
“Feeling lucky! Craps. Let’s go.” 
“Not me. You have to be back here by eleven thirty. Vika is taking the two of you to a shop 
somewhere for new clothes, probably a haircut for Mack. Don’t be late.” 
Yuri shirks off Billy’s hesitance and heads for the door. Billy calls to him. “There’s an MMA 
fight tonight at the arena. I’ll have Vika get seats for you and Mack.” 
Yuri turns. “Who is paying?” 
“I’ve got you covered. I’d like this guy Dirk to see the two of you there. It will make things 
easier.” 

“Sounds good. Mack can find me in casino. Craps table.” 
 
Billy lets Mack sleep. Resting in a chair near the window, he nods off. Vika arrives early and has 
to wait while Mack goes through his laborious morning rituals.  
“How long have you known Moonwalk?” Billy asks. He and Vika lounge comfortably in the 
living room, news on the television, a plate of muffins that Vika brought with her also displays 
cheese and fruit. It rests on the table between them. 
“Moon got me started in business years ago.” 

“She lets you call her that, Moon?” 
“Doesn’t everyone? I was a broker and wealth manager for young Chinese immigrants. I was her 
financial advisor until recently. I still help with stock purchases. It was her suggestion that I shift 
from wealth management to lifestyle. I owe for all the clients she’s brought me.” 

“You left a brokerage for this? There must be good money in it.” 
Vika just smiles, and Billy changes the subject. “My guy Yuri was special forces. He spars with 
MMA fighters in Chicago. I was thinking it would be good to have Dirk see Doug and he at the 
fights. Can you get seats near the cage, somewhere they will be seen?” 
Vika checks the time. She says, “Hurry him along? I can look into seating. A few blocks are 
always reserved for celebrities staying at the Mansions.” 

“Oh. Sorry. Sure,” Billy says, but before he stands, Mack comes into the room, ready to go.  
 
Billy accompanies Mack and Vika to the casino floor and helps locate Yuri, who is in fact at the 
craps table giving high-fives to the men around him. Someone has just hit their number. 
“It’s time,” Billy says to him. Yuri stuffs chips into his pocket and swears to the dealers he will 
be back. One of them says, thanks for the warning, but smiles.  
Vika leads his friends away and Billy spends the next forty minutes watching poker players, 
thinking ahead, mentally recording as much of the atmosphere as he can manage until it is time 
to retreat to the penthouse for his meeting with Stephanie.  



High-Rise Crew: Financial Insiders, by Tim Brost 
 

48 

 

At the penthouse door, he knocks and waits. It takes the longest time for Moonwalk to come to 
the door, time enough for him to wonder if she is even there. Inside, tension between Stephanie 
and Moonwalk is palpable. Stephanie has tightly cropped dark hair and delicate features. She 
doesn’t wear much makeup, if any. Like Moonwalk, she doesn’t need it. Tall, elegant and 
composed, Stephanie seems distant and Billy thinks he knows why, the felt. A dealer with 
Stephanie’s reputation can’t be caught rigging a game.  
Moonwalk says, “I want the two of you to review protocols before the game. If you don’t know 
how things work, you’ll not come off as a player, and Carlito, you are a player.” 
“Pleased to meet you,” Billy says, shaking hands with Stephanie. Whatever the dealer doesn’t 
like about the setup, is felt in her weak handshake and flat expression.  

“Shall we?” Stephanie says as she gestures toward the table.  
They sit. Moonwalk joins them to observe.  
A leather pouch rests on the felt next to a large aluminum case. Stephanie empties the pouch to 
expose a solid metal disk she calls the button. She also opens the aluminum case of multi-colored 
chips. The chips represent amounts from one hundred dollars to ten-thousand. The case also 
contains a dozen unopened boxes of playing cards. She sets one of the decks on the table in front 
of her, removes the case and pouch from the surface, and peels cellophane from the card deck. 
She says, “When your guests arrive they will typically spend a few minutes just hanging around. 
They might have a drink or two to steady their nerves. Before they can sit, they must purchase 
chips from the host. In this case, Vika will have her people manage the money and count out the 
chips. Vika will handle all transactions. 
“People are assigned seats and play begins. I’ll walk you through what dealers do to get ready. 
You don’t need to know any of this to be a player, but anyone who has played in private games 
at this level will be familiar. Watch. You can ask questions later.”  
Stephanie pulls cards from the package, removes the jokers, and smoothly spreads the cards face 
down in a z pattern in front of her. She mashes them together with sweeping chaotic circles. 
“This is called the wash. A good wash brings the face of each card into contact with the table at 
least once. When the wash is complete, I collect and square them. See how I hold the cards? 
They face away from the dealer. This allows the players to see them as they are squared. If your 
dealer turns the cards toward herself, she can more easily manipulate the deck. Watch for that. 
It’s a tell.” 
She deftly separates the squared deck in two. “This next move is called the ripple.” Her 
manipulation of cards is effortless, quiet, barely bending the cards at all with her fingers and 
raised thumbs, a move he always just called shuffling. In her case, the cards seem to fall into 
place on their own. She squares the deck again, ripples it again, and slides about a quarter of the 
deck off of the top of the deck. “This is called the box. The dealer moves sections of the deck 
from the top of the leaving deck, to the top of the receiving deck, until the cards are reunited and 
squared again. Before I deal, I give the cards one more ripple and discard the top card. 
“The rest of this is more for my benefit than the player. I keep my elbows at my sides like this, 
just allowing my arms to rest comfortably. You’d be surprised at how difficult it can be to deal 
cards for hours on end. The deck is always face down and parallel to the table so no one has even 
the slightest chance of seeing the bottom card.” As she begins to deal, first to her left then around 
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the table, she holds the deck in her left hand. Billy notices that is seems to be on a hinge at the 
bottom of her palm, with the deck fanning out perfectly at the top. This allows her to push each 
next card from its top position into the thumb and index finger of her right hand. As if by magic, 
her left hand rests calmly on the table as cards fly through the air and land with absolute 
precision around the table. 
“How do you do that?” Billy asks, amused by the efficiency.  
Stephanie tilts her hands upward to show the technique. “Grab the card and flick it with the 
middle finger. It takes time to master, but this saves a lot of movement. Every little bit helps. It’s 
called the Pitch. Dealers pitch cards with the flick of a finger. Want to try it?” 
Billy gestures no. “I know the dealer controls the game, but I played for a couple hours last night 
at Excalibur and had to be corrected like three times.” 
Moonwalk stands and asks if they need anything. They do not, and she excuses herself. As she 
leaves the table and enters the hallway, Stephanie rubs her hand across the felt and lowers her 
voice. “Are you okay with this?” 

Billy’s expression twists and he says, “It’s complicated. How about you?” 
Stephanie just shakes her head. She says, “I’ve dealt nasty hands for nasty people, but I’ve never 
participated in anything like this. It is what it is, I guess. Anyway, about protocol. You’re right. 
There are things players need to know.  
“Players are guests of the host. If the host says leave, you leave. I’ve seen some horrifying things 
when somebody gets drunk, loses big, and thinks he’s been cheated. That’s why there are 
bodyguards. Other than that, you never remove your chips from the table, nor do you add chips. 
The stack you buy in with is the stack you play with.  
“Also, you never push chips into the pot and pull them back. You can’t change your mind. You 
can, however, tell the dealer you’re going to call and raise, giving you time to figure out how 
many chips you want to add. You are fine if clear about intent.  
“If you need a break, tell me. You can take a break at any time, but you can’t use that to avoid 
blinds. Play continues while you are away and the dealer will put your chips into the pot for you. 
There are exceptions. For example, if you are going to be away for a longer period, to have 
dinner or a nap let’s say, you need to get permission from the other players. Tonight, that will 
mean placing your remaining chips in a tray at your place on the table. If you don’t know 
whether you are returning or not, you have to cash in and cannot return to the game without 
another buy-in. 
“Cash is not allowed on the table. If someone puts you all in and you are short, some players will 
allow a second buy-in, but you can’t just pull cash from your pocket to make up the difference. 
Cash games are still played, but not here.” 
“If someone runs out of chips, and I want to give them some, what then?” 
“Why would you do that? Anyway, I suppose that could happen, but I don’t recommend it. 
Avoid anything that looks like you are playing in tandem. Players watch for signs, the tilt of a 
finger, a glance, anything that might signal intention between two players. There have been 
instances where players work together. When it happens, when they are found out, it’s a big 
problem. Don’t do it.” 
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“Good to know. Have you agreed to wear the earpiece?” 
Stephanie rests her face in the palm of her hands for a long time before speaking. “I know why 
I’m here. I’m being paid a lot of money to do what I do and I’m not ashamed of it. People who 
play cards for this kind of money usually can afford to lose, and they do, all the time, so I agreed 
to two things. I’ll deal in favor all night, but only wear the earpiece after the first break. If I see 
someone getting hurt bad, for example we find out one of the players has stupidly taken a second 
mortgage to play, I won’t go along with that. That person will get the cards they are dealt and 
that’s it. I’ve seen too much of that crap to participate.  

“Other than that, if everyone seems to be having a good time, oh well.” 
“What do you mean by favor a player? I know what you’re saying, but how does that even work, 
the sleight of hand stuff?” 
Stephanie smiles. “Trade secrets. Sorry. But I can show you what it feels like if you want? 
Hopefully you will never see how it works exactly, not from me anyway.” 
“Cool.” 
With Billy’s help, Stephanie retrieves cards, gives them another shuffle, then deals to six 
positions on the table. “In Texas Hold’em, there are 1,326 possible two-card combinations. Only 
six of those combinations pair up, which means you have a 1 in 221 chance of being dealt pocket 
queens, pocket kings, pocket aces. A high pair is a pre-flop advantage. Turn over all the cards 
except for yours.” 
Billy does as he’s asked, exposing mostly weak hands except for on player. That player has 
pocket kings.  
Stephanie discards one card then flops the first three community cards. The flop comes up seven 
of clubs, seven of spades and king of hearts. As TC would say, the player to Billy’s right has the 
nuts. His pocket kings, combined with two sevens on the table, give him a full house. “How in 
the hell do you control so many cards?” Billy asks.  
“I only control some of them. Remember, I am blind to the hands, just like you. The only cards I 
know for sure are the ones in your hand. I also have a degree of control over what comes next. 
“Not looking good for me so far.” 
“Maybe not. If the next card is a king, we have trouble, but the odds of being dealt four of a kind 
is something like three in one million.” Stephanie deals the fourth community card and it turns 
up three of diamonds, no help to any of the players cards. She says, “The player with the king-
high full house feels invincible. But, let’s look at your cards.” 
Billy turns over pocket aces and laughs. “There could be a set of sevens out there I suppose, but 
I’d probably call, hoping for another seven or an ace. I might even fold if someone bets big.” 

“Why? Remember. I am favoring you.” 
“But, look what’s out there, a set of sevens and a full house.” 
Stephanie discards the top card of the deck and slides the final card, face down onto the table in 
front of her. “Depending upon how players react to this next card dictates what comes next. The 
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only sure way to win is if I do this,” Stephanie says, and reveals that the river card is an Ace, 
giving him the Ace-high full house. 

“That’s way suspicious, but holy crap it’s impressive,” Billy says. 
“Exactly my point, too dramatic. A hand like that, especially on top of the king-high full house, 
puts players on edge. But a few well-placed cards at random intervals throughout the night is 
nearly impossible to detect. It just looks like someone is lucky.” 

Chapter	14	
Vegas has long been a prime venue for pugilism. Prizefighting is written into the DNA of Vegas 
and every year millions of dollars are bet on the endless stream of slugfests.  
Boxing first went big in New York at venues like Madison Square Garden and Eastern Parkway 
Arena. But in the mid ‘50s, promoters like "Doc" Kearns staged televised fights at Cashman 
Field in Las Vegas. The outdoor venues didn’t work all that well, especially near dusk when the 
sun would glare into the lens of cameras, but Vegas didn’t give up. Fights were moved indoors. 
The Convention Center saw big names enter the ring in the early ‘60s, and within a decade, the 
MGM Grand Garden Arena became a world destination on Saturday nights. Some of the biggest 
fights in boxing history took place at the MGM and Caesars, where fighters were treated like 
Gods. George Forman, Thomas Hitman Hearns, the first boxer to win world titles in four 
different divisions, and Sugar Ray were household names back in the day. Frazer, Holmes, and 
Ali all made their mark in Las Vegas.  
The UFC mixed martial arts fights started in ’93 and arrived at Mandalay Bay Events Center in 
2001. Fights and big shows became so popular in the 2000s that bigger venues were needed. T-
Mobile Arena opened in 2016. It is home for many of the biggest MMA contests to date. On any 
given fight night, legends are in the arena to fight or cheer on their friends. Champions like 
Randy Couture, Chuck Liddell, Tito Ortiz, Ken and Frank Shamrock, Cain Velasquez, and 
Junior dos Santos are often present, sitting next to celebrities from the movies and other world-
class athletes. Whales are there, too. They are comped seats near the cage in hopes they will drop 
a hundred grand during the weekend. If you are a big name, a renowned celebrity or just plain 
rich, Vegas delivers anything you want. 
It’s late afternoon on Saturday, and Billy stands in front of his bathroom mirror practicing what 
he thinks is a poker face. This is not what Carlito would do, he reminds himself, and calls TC. 
His poker mentor doesn’t answer so he leaves a message and dials Moonwalk.  
“What’s up? I haven’t seen Vika or my guys since they left. Are we on for the fights?” 
Five minutes later, Billy rejoins Moonwalk in the penthouse for a briefing. She’s dressed in a 
loose-fitting backless minidress with slits exposing bare thighs and hips nearly to the belt line. A 
pair of stilettos wait for her next to the door. Half-a-dozen bracelets grace her wrists and a gold 
necklace crosses the ridge of her breastbone on its descent into significant cleavage. “Jesus,” 
Billy says quietly. 
“I heard that. You don’t look bad yourself,” she says, and uncharacteristically traces his jawline 
with the palm of her right hand. “Ready?” 
“We should probably disrobe first,” he says through a wry smile. 
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“Dumbass. The fights. Poker. Are you rested and ready?” 
“Sure, but my guys should be back by now.” 
“Vika called. She says your man cleaned up really well. They’re not here because V is tutoring 
him on the traits of high-wealth individuals,” Moonwalk says. 
Moonwalk pads to the poker table and pulls an earpiece from a small pouch. “Keep this with 
you,” she says. He stuffs it into his breast pocket, then starts to laugh. 

“What?” 
“Mack in a suit. He’s like the poster boy for destitution—unkempt, receding hairline, broken 
shoestrings, crusty T-shirts. I’d like to see him.” 
“Not until the fights. By the way, wealthy guests typically don’t show up until the main card is 
underway so be patient. I revised the storyline a bit. Doug is a long-time acquaintance of your 
father’s. The two of you met in Miami one time but you’ve never really played against him. You 
only know what your father has said, and he says the man doesn’t care how much he loses. Drop 
that hint on Dirk and his guys. Tell them you heard a poker legend might be joining, but not to 
worry. He’s been on full tilt for the past few years, down on his luck.  
“The girls will naturally flirt with Doug as often as they can to validate wealth. If they get the 
idea any of Dirk’s guys are wealthy, they may also get attention. We’ll know Dirk is hooked if 
he and his friends invite Doug and his entourage of babes to their game. Try to make that 
happen,” Moonwalk says. 
“And if they don’t?” 

“I am only worried we get Dirk to the penthouse. One way or another, I’ll make it happen.” 
Billy studies Moonwalk’s face for the longest time.  

“You really do need to lighten up. What now?” she says, exasperated by his questioning gaze.  
“You’ve got what, half a million invested in this game? You act like the only important thing is 
getting Dirk into the room.” 
“The game is only a tactic—plan A. If it fails, we have plans B and C. You should know that by 
now. We’re on a long con, Billy. If we can take their money, great, but that’s not the main goal,” 
Moonwalk says. 
“So, the girls are going to do what? Dirk is a family man—suburban home, riding lawn mower, 
his kids play soccer …” Billy’s premonition over what might be on Moonwalk’s agenda forces 
him to turn away.  
“Don’t call me Moon.” 

“Vika does.” 
“Vika is a friend. I’m not her boss. Stick with the program.” 

“Whatever. You’re going to front TC, right?” 
“Yes, but only for thirty. By the time Dirk and his people show up he will supposedly have lost 
twenty. Make sense? I like the poker legend angle. Some of Dirk’s guys might like the challenge. 
Vika says it’s a common macho thing. Help sell it.” 
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“He’s supposed to walk at 15, then, right? Can we adjust that? And, how does Carlito know 
TC?” 
“You don’t know him, but you’ve heard of him through your father. He sails in the Keys. TC 
knows sailing better than cards, or so I’m told. Vika bought him a set of clothes but he won’t 
play without his lucky hat. The more character the better, I say.” 
“There are ten seats at a poker table.” 
“Vika will fill seats with her people as we need them, but I can’t make money if we don’t get 
Dirk’s friends to the table. Are you ready? They’re expecting us.”   

Chapter	15	
Billy spots Vika waiting for them near the front entrance of the arena. She leads them through a 
VIP entrance and warns Moonwalk that a few in Dirk’s group are inebriated and might be 
aggressive. She says there are two open seats in her block for the fight in case she and Dirk want 
a better view, but Moonwalk asks her not to suggest it. She wants to stay with Dirk and his 
friends to bond as much as possible.  
As predicted, hoots and inappropriate comments greet Moonwalk as she enters Dirk’s event 
suite.  She smartly walks directly to Dirk, arms raised in the air lifting her short dress even 
further, and gives the mark a hug and kiss on the cheek. Billy shakes hands with Dirk as 
Moonwalk says, “Thanks for inviting us, big guy. Introduce your friends.”  
Dirk introduces Kim and Carlito, one by one, to his gawking former college buddies. Many of 
the men respond with vaguely inappropriate comments when introduced, but nothing phases 
Moonwalk. She gives as good as she gets.  
A big man named Wallace has the audacity to say he’s never met one of the Kardashian sisters in 
person. “Nice ass,” he says, and his comment draws laughter from about half of the others.  
“And I’ve never met a plumber with such a small wrench,” she says, eliciting uproarious praise.  
“Knock it off, you animals. Kim’s a business associate. Treat her nice,” Dirk says. He then offers 
Moonwalk and Carlito beer, wine, or Scotch, adding that if they are hungry there’s plenty to eat. 
For the next hour, Dirk and Moonwalk move from guest to guest talking about nothing of 
consequence, but about Dirk’s friend’s businesses in general. Billy sells the persona of Carlito. 
Acting as if he’s had ten more drinks than he’s actually consumed, he draws three of Dirk’s 
friends into a wager. He bets any takers $500 that somebody gets knocked out in the first round 
of the first fight. The hedge fund manager is all over that bet, and within a few minutes another 
four bets are made—someone will get submitted in the second round of the second fight, the 
Brazilian will beat the Englishman in the fourth preliminary bout, and everyone wants in on one 
side or the other for the main event of the evening. So many wagers are made that eventually 
bets have to be recorded. Even Dirk gets in on the action, suggesting finally that Moonwalk hold 
the betting records and cash. 
As she tucks wagers into her small bag, one of Dirk’s friends says the first fight is about to start 
and heads for the door. Cheering themselves on, the group follows him to third-row seats in 
section F, seating that cost each of them close to one thousand dollars.  
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The preliminary fights have few spectators, but the crowd grows as each fight ends and the next 
begins. Billy is wrong about the first contest. No one gets knocked out and the bout ends in a 
decision. The Brazilian loses to the Englishman, but Bily gets lucky in the fifth fight. As 
predicted, it is won by submission. Billy knows almost nothing about MMA. He loses three of 
four wager but it doesn’t matter. 
Moonwalk sits cross-legged between Billy and Dirk, the stiletto on the foot of her upper leg is 
off, save for her toes. As the main card begins, she nudges Billy and nods toward the front row of 
seats across from them. Billy doesn’t know what she’s calling out for the longest time until he 
finally recognizes Yuri on the other side of the octagon. Mack is transformed. His hair and beard 
are trim and neat. He’s dressed in a black suit and wears half-rim glasses on a chain around his 
neck. He sits erect, like royalty, hands resting on a black cane with beautiful women doting over 
him. 
“Hey,” Billy says, leaning forward to talk past Moonwalk. Pointing he says, “Hey Dirk. See the 
old guy over there? Black suit?” 

“Where?” 
“There. Front row. White hair, black suit.” 

Dirk stands for a second and shields his eyes. “What about him?” 
“That’s my guy! That’s the guy invited me to play poker tonight. The dude has more money than 
the Federal Reserve. We should say hello between the fights. Maybe I can get you in.” 
“We already have a game,” Dirk counters. 
“Then get him into your game. I’m telling you. He plays loose. It will be worth it. My father has 
seen him go through stacks of cash without blinking an eye. I’m telling you, man. This guy 
doesn’t know when to quit.” 
Dirk smiles, but doesn’t say one way or the other whether he wants to pursue the idea. 
The fights continue. At the first break in the action, Billy insists they go say hello. Moonwalk 
stands to follow, which brings Dirk to his feet. As they approach Mack, Billy calls out the name, 
Douglas. Mack turns his head as Yuri stands defiantly to intercept the trio. Mack waves Yuri off 
and using his cane as support, rises to his feet.  
Looking like old money, Mack says, “You should have told me you liked fights, Carlito. I’d have 
gotten you a seat. Here.” Mack motions with the wave of a hand for the women to make way. 
“That’s all right. Next time. I want you to meet some friends of mine. Doug, this is Kim and 
Anthony. What time are we playing?” 
“I told everyone 11:30, maybe sooner if the fights are short. Victor has maintenance issues or 
something with their jet. No hurry.” 
“Later actually works better. I’m going to sit a few hands with Tony and is friends.” Turning to 
Dirk he asks, “Room for one more? Maybe Doug could join us since his game is starting late.” 
As they talk, one of the trainers on the cage apron recognizes Yuri. He calls the Russian over to 
him, big smile, two old friends rejoined in surprise. It’s a nice touch, Billy thinks, something that 
Vika undoubtedly arranged.  
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“Your friend a fighter?” Dirk asks Mack. 
“Hell if I know. Russian special forces, Sambo Mambo or something like that. The agency sent 
him. So, what’s the deal? Room for one more? What’s the ante?” 
“We play 10-20 pot limit to start. That gives some of our guys with smaller bank rolls a chance 
to play. They are usually ether broke, or too drunk to continue, within an hour. After that, the 
real game begins. You’re welcome to stop in if you want, but I can’t guarantee a seat until things 
thin out. What are the stakes in your game, if you don’t mind me asking?” 
Mack smiles curiously. “Maybe we’re a little rich for your blood.” 

“Like what?” 
Billy answers the question for Mack. “Fifty to get in, one and two thousand-dollar blinds. 
Depending upon who shows up stakes can rise from there.” 
“The stakes definitely rise,” Mack says, laughing. He plays the role of a whale perfectly, 
implying that this guy Dirk would be out of his league. 
Dirk looks over his shoulder at a few in his group before responding. “We might be interested. I 
take it you have open seats?” 
“Whoever gets there first,” Mack says, then looking at the women he adds, “If you’re lucky 
you’ll have to wait a few minutes.” As he says this, he winks and Billy laughs. 
“Interesting. A few of my guys may want in,” Dirk says.  
“If they have the dough they are welcome, but I’ll pass on the first game. The girls are hungry 
and I need to close my eyes for a minute. Carlito knows where the game is.” 

“I don’t suppose you take checks,” Dirk says. 
Mack’s face says emphatically that this is the stupidest question he’s ever heard, but he is polite. 
“That’s what the cashier’s cage is for. Enjoy your evening. Girls, I’d like you to meet the son of 
a friend of mine. Say hello to Carlito.” 
Two of the three women practically leap at the opportunity to give Carlito a seductive hug. One 
of them whispers in his ear that she hopes to see him later, a whisper just loud enough for Dirk to 
overhear. 
“It’s on,” Billy says, motioning toward the cage. The trainer gives Yuri a high five and he returns 
to his seat. Before he sits, Mack calls out to him. “What was that about?” 
“He’s wanting me to roll with his new fighters,” Yuri says matter-of-factly. As he returns to his 
seat another of the celebrity fighters nods in Yuri’s direction and Billy realizes that this chance 
meeting may be for real. Yuri has often been in fights for extra cash. Now he wants to know 
where and with whom.  

Chapter	16	
The fights are over.  
Texas Hold’em is played in casinos, poker lounges, man caves, and at kitchen tables across the 
U.S. and around the world. Most people play for fun. If your IP address can be verified in 
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Nevada or New Jersey, playing online with real money is legal. In Las Vegas, anything goes, and 
tonight a private game takes place with Dirk and his friends in one of the high-roller rooms at 
MGM. 
Billy and Moonwalk chat with a few of Dirk’s friends as they watch ten of his group indulge in 
poker, snacks, and drinks. In Billy’s opinion, it’s not a serious game. Players are more interested 
in the social aspects of the game than winning, and it doesn’t take long for a seat to be vacated. 
Billy buys into the fray. He spends the time often folding his hands, telling jokes about friends 
he’s never actually had, making recommendations for dining in cities he’s never visited, at least 
in person.  
An hour into play, Yuri and two of the escorts show up and hand Billy a stack of envelopes. 
“What’s this?” 
“Invitations from the old guy,” Yuri says. Billy dismissively hands the envelopes to Dirk, who 
opens one of them and reads it silently. Dirk passes invitations to a select group of his friends.  
“Who all showed up?” Billy asks Yuri. 
Yuri shrugs. “Some guys are playing and some other guys are not there yet. A jet is late, maybe 
not coming. Someone named TC is playing.” 
“Thanks,” Billy says to Yuri, then mumbles to himself as he pushes back from the table. He says, 
“Esto será interesante.” 
“You heading out?” Dirk asks. He also nudges his chair back, preparing to stand. What Billy 
doesn’t know is if Dirk is preparing to say goodbye, or join him. 
“For sure, but I need to think about this one. You know him, TC I mean? I guess the guy is a 
legend around here.” Billy scratches his head if thinking deeply about the situation.  

“He really that good?” Dirk asks. 
“Hell if I know. He’s a hell of a sailor. Doug claims he’s lost his edge at cards, though. He says 
TC has been on full tilt for a year, going through his nest egg like a banshee. He wouldn’t be 
invited if he was still on his game.” 

Dirk smiles. “This guy Doug thinks you and I are weak, too. Am I right?” 
Billy laughs, raises his hand and offers a high-five to Dirk. “That is our edge. I’ve never played 
against a pro, but I can’t wait. The point for me is Douglas. He has more money than all of us put 
together and he’s terrible. By the time we get there he’ll have had a few too many drinks. 
Somewhere after midnight he’ll be going all in preflop on anything. As for TC? Anyone can be 
beat. Anyone, and I want that notch on my belt. Even if I lose a few hands, I’ll have great stories 
to tell. You in?” 
“Does this Doug guy play like you?” Wallace asks, prompting some of Dirk’s friends to laugh. 
Billy has been playing poorly, sometimes on purpose, and for good reason. Loss is part of the 
con.  

“Just getting warmed up,” Billy says defensively, but laughs. Dirk’s friends laugh with him.  
“I’m in if you are,” Wallace says to Dirk, a nod of recognition passing between them. Two more 
of Dirk’s friends, men who have not been able to keep their eyes off of the escorts that travel 
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with Yuri, indicate interest. All of them have read the invitation, which clearly states a fifty-
thousand-dollar buy-in.  
Dirk addresses Yuri. “Please tell Douglas that four of us from my group will stop in, but we need 
maybe twenty minutes to wrap things up here.” 
Billy gather’s his chips, hands them to Dirk, stands, and asks Moonwalk if she wants to walk 
over with him or stick with Tony. To Dirk he says, “If you don’t mind, cash me in and just bring 
the balance with you.” 
“I’ll stay with my guy,” Moonwalk says, resting her hand on Dirk’s shoulder.   

 
Billy leaves MGM with Yuri and the two escorts. They cross the boulevard to New York New 
York and flow with boisterous Vegas visitors past an open-air band, the arena entrance which is 
now nearly abandoned, MGM Park, and back to Aria. As they walk, the women have discreet 
things to say between themselves, and Billy follows up with questions for Yuri. “That thing at 
the ring, the trainer. Vika set that up?” It was a nice touch he thinks, something he’d like to tip 
her for later.   
Yuri appears offended by the comment. “I’m rolling with these guys three months last year in 
Chicago. They want another contract, but the pay?” Yuri turns a thumb down then pulls a cheap 
cigar from his suitcoat pocket. He taps his pockets looking for a lighter. 
“Respect. You’re fucking legit,” he says. He hands over a Davidoff cigar, cutter, and torch and 
says to try this cigar instead.  

 
When they arrive at the penthouse, Mack greets them. Billy scans the room. TC, two unfamiliar 
gentlemen, and a stately looking woman Billy guesses to be in her early forties, all rise from 
seats at the poker table to greet them. Stephanie only glances up from the dealer’s chair before 
fanning a deck of cards into an arc across the felt.  
Vika hands a small black case to Billy, and Mack says loudly, “Carlito! Glad you could make it. 
Good fights, huh? Your friends coming?” 
“Dirk and three of his buddies say they’re in. Banks are closed, though. I don’t know how they 
get their hands on the buy-in.”  
“It’s Vegas,” Vika says flatly, as if a man of means should know how things work. 
“Whatever,” Billy says, not convinced. He’s heard Mack call him Carlito but it doesn’t register 
what that means for a long moment. “There’s enough in the cage to front them if …” Vika cuts 
him off mid-sentence, finger to her lips, and he realizes that the three new players may not be in 
on the con.  
Mack offers introductions. “Francine, James, meet Carlito. I play with his old man in the 
Bahamas sometimes. Kid can’t play worth a damn but he’s fun,” he says laughing, winking at a 
solid looking gentleman in his late forties, goatee and big smile. Francine has dark hair, wears a 
tight blouse and has rings on nearly every finger. A serpentine dragon tattoo is visible on the 
inside forearm of her right arm as she extends her hand to greet him. “Nice suit,” she says in a 
seductive tone. Billy responds by lifting her hand slowly to his face and turning her hand 
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upward. He kisses her palm. It’s an unmistakably sexual gesture he picked up from an 
Argentinian movie he’d watched as a teen, the prelude to a tango scene that entranced his young 
mind.  
Mack introduces the third man as Loren, but Loren corrects Mack. “Lorenzo Carletti,” he says 
and extends a rough hand exposing a large-link gold chain around his wrist. It’s paired with the 
thinner gold chain around his neck, one that is held away from the skin by thick black hair. Billy 
recognizes Lorenzo from somewhere. The sensation of déjà vu carries with it a feeling of dread. 
Rose colored glasses grip the bridge of his pitted, acne scarred nose. One of his ears is larger 
than the other, or damaged. Lorenzo smiles broadly, exposing capped teeth with black lines 
between the pearly white caps and dark gums. His grip is too firm, the handshake of a man who 
seeks to dominate everything between himself and the horizon.  
“My pleasure,” Billy says. 
“I heard you talking about money? If you need something, Douglas says you’re good for it. No 
problem. I got you covered, even give you a discount.” 

Lifting his black case, Billy says to Lorenzo, “I’m good.” 
“Some of my guys are delayed, jet trouble or some shit. Shall we?” Mack says, gesturing toward 
the poker table where Stephanie is now dealing solitaire. Billy wonders if she cheats. It would 
probably be great practice.  
As the group moves to the table, Billy excuses himself saying he needs to use the restroom 
before they begin. He hands his case to Vika and asks her to put him in for fifty.  
Down the hall, he taps on the bedroom door, enters, and sees Evgeny sound asleep on the bed. 
He whispers loudly. “Dude! Get up. Ev. It’s time.” 

Evgeny slowly rolls to his back, opens his tired eyes, rubs his face, and rises.  
“You awake? Everything ready? It’s time,” Billy says as he slides the tiny earpiece into place.  
The Russian stands, opens the closet door and gestures toward three monitors, a headset, bottles 
of water, and a chair dragged in from the other room. 

“Your friend is coming?” he asks, referring to either Moonwalk or the mark.  
“Yeah. Be here in a few. Who are the new guys?” 
Evgeny shrugs. “Your friend invited this Lorenzo. The Chinese woman is bringing other peoples. 
Are they here?” 

“Vika. Her name is Vika.” 
“What kind of name is Vika for Asian?” 
“Doesn’t matter. You awake? Good to go? Moonwalk will give you a break sometimes if you get 
tired.” 
Evgeny takes his chair and lifts a plastic bucket from the floor to show Billy three Red Bull cans 
on ice. Billy laughs, but shakes his head. “Go easy on that shit. I’m sorry this is your roll. If I had 
my way you’d be playing,” he says, and pats Evgeny on the shoulder. “ 
“This is better. Kusok piroga, piece of cake.” 
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Billy heads into the bathroom, splashes cool water on his face, stares in the mirror for a long 
moment, then returns to the poker table carrying a small white hand towel. He takes the seat 
across from Mack in the center of three empty chairs to the dealer’s right, and Stephanie slides a 
stack of poker chips across the felt to him. As she does, he dramatically tosses the towel back 
over his shoulder and says, “Let’s play!” 
“TC, right?” Billy says as he arranges his chips, tucking them tightly against the rail. “Vika says 
you’re a legend around here. Go easy on us.” 

Lorenzo smirks, head down. He acts like he knows better. 
TC says, “I’ve played a few hands here and there but that legend crap is BS.” As they talk, 
Stephanie fans the cards into a Z pattern and starts the wash.  
“That’s not what I’ve heard. I hear you played in some of the biggest games on the strip back in 
the day.” 
“He’s a legend in Atlantic City, too. Legendary loser. This is the one you have to worry about,” 
Lorenzo says, nodding toward Francine.  
“That was rude. Show some respect,” Francine says as Stephanie ripples the cards.  
“Keep it civil, shall we?” Stephanie says, interrupting the contentious banter. She burns a card 
then slides the button in front of TC before reshuffling. She reminds Billy that he is on the big 
blind before deftly dealing the first hand of cards.  
The group plays five hands. In that short period of time, the table settles into a rhythm, chip 
stacks rising and falling as the game progresses. As Stephanie deals the sixth hand, a knock 
comes to the door and Vika rises from her chair in the living room. Play continues as Yuri opens 
the door for Moonwalk, Dirk and two of Dirk’s friends.  
The escorts immediately get up from chairs and the sofa where they have been watching an 
episode of Law and Order. Billy folds his hand, rises from the table and greets Moonwalk and 
Dirk. “How’s it going?” Dirk asks quietly as they shake hands.  
“I’m up a few grand.” Leaning into Dirk Billy whispers that the guy in the ball cap is TC, that 
Francine knows her shit, and says Douglas has dropped about fifteen large since he arrived. “If 
you want to jump in there are empty seats. If you want to wait Doug has refreshments in the 
kitchen. Where’s the third guy?” 
Dirk shrugs his shoulders and recalls how the man got sucked into a round of drinks with other 
friends. 
“Do you mind taking over?” Vika says to Moonwalk, pointing to a large cash box on the kitchen 
counter. Billy looks too, and sees one of the large bodyguards he met earlier is talking quietly 
with an overly heavy man he has not met. He assumes this hulk to be with Lorenzo. 
“What do you think, guys?” Dirk says to his friends.  
“We came to play. Let’s play,” one of the men says, and the group follows Moonwalk to the cash 
box where each of them pull stacks of money from their pockets.  
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When the current hand is completed, Dirk and his friends take seats and introductions are made. 
Stephanie receives slips of paper from Moonwalk, opens the chip case at her feet and counts out 
chips.  
Before play resumes, Stephanie lays out a few ground rules for the new players. She says, “Chips 
stay on the table at all times, no beverages allowed on the felt, if anyone drops anything to the 
floor, Vika will get it for you.” When she’s finished with her brief instructions, the button is 
offered to Dirk, who declines paying for it, and play resumes.  
During their rehearsal the day before, it was agreed to allow play to advance for the first hour 
without interference. Billy plays tight, folding on every hand lower than a pair of nines or the ace 
with a strong kicker. In all that time he’s only played blinds, and one ace queen, the net result 
being a loss of around six thousand dollars. He’s studied the play of Francine, Dirk, Lorenzo, and 
TC most often, realizing that each of them have differing styles. Francine and TC also play tight, 
but Dirk, Lorenzo, and Dirk’s friends are loose. They call and raise nearly every hand, often 
trying to out bluff each other all the way to the river card. The result is that the more experienced 
players sit on nearly unchanged chip stacks, while Dirk’s friends have lost thousands to Mack 
and Lorenzo. It’s not the game Billy expected.  
Lorenzo is an ass, and Billy can tell that his constant banter is under the skin of more than a few 
players. It’s a style TC talked about at length with him, how he’ll encounter players that degrade 
their opponents at every opportunity, trying to break their concentration. “It usually fails in the 
long run,” TC had said, and Billy hopes that is true here, because the endless interruptions and 
banter is enervating in the extreme. Lorenzo has something rude to say during every hand, 
barking at players for no apparent reason because they placed a bet, because they did not bet, for 
not folding a pair of nines, and even having the tenacity to ask TC if he’s ever actually played the 
game of poker, rattling on to him how two pair beats a pair, three of a kind beats two pair and so 
on, all of it over the cautions of the dealer to mind his manners. 
Then, as play continues, he becomes increasingly vocal about Billy’s play. Billy does his best to 
ignore the bully but to the other players delight, eventually trades insults with the loudmouth 
asking where he got his 1960s glasses and asking if Lorenzo gets a discount on clothing during 
senior day at Goodwill. Billy’s wit is too much for Lorenzo, but even being bested in verbal 
combat, becoming the rat skewered at the tip of Billy’s saber, doesn’t completely shut him down.  

 
The dealer eventually calls for a break and everyone steps away from exhausted. Billy heads 
toward the kitchen but Moonwalk takes his arm and pulls him aside. “Change of plan,” she 
whispers. “I’m going to cut things short. We’re taking Dirk’s friends for everything we can get, 
as soon as possible, and let’s get them out of here so I can focus on Dirk.” 
“Something go wrong?” 
Moonwalk doesn’t answer the question directly. She says, “The game will be over in an hour or 
less. Francine is going to flirt with you. Play along. Understand?” 

“Whatever,” Billy says, distracted.  
Moonwalk apparently sees Billy’s jaws tighten as Lorenzo corners Mack across the room. “He’s 
gotten to you! Good. Don’t take any shit off of him. Push back. It’s all part of the plan. Oh. I 



High-Rise Crew: Financial Insiders, by Tim Brost 
 

61 

 

apologize for what’s going to happen, but you’ll be fine. I need to pour a drink for Dirk. Good 
luck.” She kisses Billy on the cheek and leaves. 

Dumbfounded by the statement and the kiss, Billy thinks to himself, Now What?” 

Chapter	17	
Before play resumes, Francine calls to Billy from the bar where she and TC are freshening their 
drinks. “Need anything?” 
“Whatever you’re having,” Billy says as he joins them. In rhythmic staccato TC hustles Francine 
with yet another story from a poker table in Sonoma, then sails without a breath into a game that 
that took place in Philadelphia years earlier. Midsentence, Francine dismissively turns away from 
TC, caresses Billy’s face with the back of her hand and asks if all Latin men have such beautiful 
skin. 
“Oh. It’s like that. Okay,” TC says, more to himself than anyone, smiling as he surrenders his 
advances. He taps Billy on the arm and walks away, tossing his arms in the air as he leaves.  
Francine laughs. “I take it Kim talked with you,” Billy says flatly. 

“About what?” 
 
Twenty minutes into the second round of play, the dealer flops two kings and a jack. Billy has 
two jacks as hold cards, a circumstance that would be a great start on a textured flop, but facing 
two kings undercuts his confidence. Lorenzo is first to bet. The vile player smiles broadly, once 
again exposing capped teeth, and makes a big deal of playing with his chip stack as if debating a 
monumental decision. “What to do, what to do,” he muses aloud, then continues to fuss with his 
chips for far too long.  
“Bet or fold,” Stephanie says. It’s the dealer’s responsibility to keep things moving, but even 
though warned by the dealer, Lorenzo takes his time. In a show of defiance, he tells the dealer he 
wants a rum and coke. Stephanie nods toward Vika who dutifully heads to the bar.  
Mack loses patience. “Hey! Play the damn cards or take a hike.” 

Billy calls out to Vika that Lorenzo doesn’t need rum, he needs Red Bull.  
Lorenzo stares blankly at Billy then pushes half of his tall stack of chips into the pot with 
defiance. “What can I say? I’ve got the nuts.” 
“Peanuts?” Francine asks, eyebrows raised, her pursed lips adding coy cynicism. Everyone 
laughs. As Billy offers her thumbs up, Lorenzo dramatically flips the bird at everyone. He 
mumbles something unintelligible, but play continues.  
Dirk calls Lorenzo’s bet and adds an additional five thousand to the pot, signaling that he either 
has another king or possibly an ace and queen hoping for a straight.  
One of Dirk’s friends raises by twenty thousand without comment. The man deflects his eyes 
downward, expressionless, but his action brings a rush of excitement to the table. TC lifts his 
head for the first time in the night, looks Lorenzo directly in the eyes and say, “Oops.” 
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A beep comes into Billy’s earpiece as the table luxuriates in the comment at Lorenzo’s expense. 
Evgeny says that Dirk and his friend each have kings, which gives them each a set of three kings. 
Billy assumes Evgeny is warning him to fold his jacks. The decision made for him, tension 
released, he sits back waiting for his turn to bet or fold.  
Francine, TC, Mack, and Dirk’s other friend all fold. Billy is about to do that as well, the natural 
play, when Evgeny says to call the bet. Instantly the tension returns to Billy’s mind, this time 
mixed with confusion. Moonwalk has left the room. He glances momentarily at the dealer to find 
her gazing back at him and others without emotion. Whatever, Billy thinks to himself, then 
matches the call prompting a few of the players to lean forward in their seats with anticipation. 
Four players remain, Lorenzo, Dirk, one of Dirk’s friends, and Billy.  
The dealer turns up the nine of clubs next, giving no apparent help to anyone, except that now 
Lorenzo laughs and slaps the table as if he’s hit his card. He says, Yes!” Lorenzo pushes all his 
remaining chips to the center of the table. It’s possible, Billy thinks, that he has a pair of nines? 
That would give him a full house and should lead to another warning from Evgeny, but nothing. 
Silence.  
“Lorenzo is all in,” Stephanie announces blandly. It’s a long-standing tradition that dealers make 
such pronouncements so that everyone at the table knows when a player can no longer add to the 
pot.  
Dirk calls Billy’s bet, a show of strength, but his friend raises again, signaling a set of kings or 
better. Billy hears TC mumble the word, wow. It’s on Billy now and he’s sure his set of Jacks 
will lose, but Evgyne speaks into his ear again, telling him to call. He’s staring at two kings, 
knowing that two players each have a set at least, and that Lorenzo may have a full house. TC’s 
words come back to him, how a man needs to know when he’s beat and act accordingly, but then 
there is the ultimate variable, Stephanie. He sees Moonwalk return to the room. In the instant he 
glances in her direction, she nods. Billy calls the highest bet, leaving him with very few chips in 
his stack to continue play should he lose, but he doesn’t. 

Stephanie turns up the river card and it comes up Jack of hearts. Billy sits on quads.  
“Holy shit,” Mack says impulsively, staring at two kings and two jacks on the table, knowing 
that a full house of kings over jacks is inevitable. 
Dirk is next to wager. “What’s the count he asks the dealer. Stephanie dutifully counts through 
the chip stack in the pot, arranging chips in even stacks, then announces that the pot contains 
one-hundred and thirty-five thousand. “What the hell,” he says, then goes all in.   

Dirk’s wealthy friend doesn’t hesitate. He also goes all in telling his friend that he is sorry.  
Under any other circumstance, Billy might raise, or as cautioned by TC, even fold his quads 
worried that he could get snapped off by a pair of kings in someone’s hand. But he’s been given 
the green light by Moonwalk. “It’s getting late. What the hell. It’s just money,” Billy sayw. Like 
the players before him, he also goes all in, sliding his remaining chips toward the center of the 
table.  
Stephanie looks at Billy for a long moment until he emerges from a mental rush and follows 
protocol. “Oh,” he says. He’s the last to call so protocol dictates that he show his cards first. He 
does. 
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“One hell of a hand, kid,” Mack says, breaking the shock and silence at the table. Billy wonders 
if Mack momentarily forgot to regard him as Carlito, but no one seems to notice. 
Dirk and his friend look utterly defeated. “Sorry, guys. A bad beat,” Billy says as Stephanie 
pushes thousands in chips across the felt toward Billy.  

“Lucky fucks!” Lorenzo barks angrily as he rips in half the cards in his bluffing hand.  
“Heah!” Mack yells, without effect. Lorenzo violently plows an open palm into the stack of 
chips, flinging them in all directions. Then, like a man crazed on drugs, he begins screaming at 
the players on his left and right, throwing punches now. Billy rushes forward. He catches a blow 
to the side of his head. The punch surprises more than hurts, but he springs forward again 
unleashing a torrent of vitriolic language in Spanish. “Vamos viejo mierda. Bring it!” he yells, 
daring Lorenzo to try that again, but within seconds Yuri has raced across the room. He grabs 
Lorenzo by the hair and neck then violently yanks him away from the table eliminating any 
possibility of Lorenzo hurting others. One of the escorts runs hysterically down the hall to safety. 
Vika yells that the jerk has to go, something Yuri has no problem doing. Lorenzo is marched 
floundering like a ragdoll to the exit as massive bodyguards spring from the kitchen. They gab 
Lorenzo’s assistant, and join Yuri in ridding the game of these undesirables.  
Dirk and Billy have each taken blows. Francine rushes to Billy’s side as Moonwalk takes Dirks 
face in her hands and dabs at the blood now oozing from his nose.  
“Holy shit!” Billy barks loudly as he turns away from the group to hide and control his rage. 
Francine follows, wanting him to stand still so she can look at his bruise and check his eyes, but 
he brushes her off saying he’s fine, just fine. 
Dirk, on the other hand may not be fine. “Vika?” Moonwalk calls out, waving for assistance. 
Together they lead Dirk to a sofa as others in the room begin to count and organize the chips. 
“You sit, too,” Vika says to Billy. He responds that he is okay, but she insists then heads to the 
kitchen to settle finances with those that folded.  
One by one, the players who were not knocked out of the game cash in and are handed 
envelopes. One of the beautiful escorts clings to the arm of Dirk’s friend as he asks Dirk if he’s 
okay. 
“I’ve got this,” Moonwalk says to him, one hand on Dirk’s arm, the other softly smoothing the 
hair on his head. 
“You sure, big guy?” the man asks and Dirk says sure. Dirk glances at the escort, laughs and 
says, “Don’t do anything your mama wouldn’t do. See you in the morning.” 
Mack cashes in and heads to the sofa. He too asks if everyone is okay, adding that he’s going to 
turn in but that anyone who needs to stick around is welcome. There are extra bedrooms, the sofa 
folds out into a bed, and there’s plenty of food in the kitchen.  
TC is the last player to cash in. Before leaving he goes to Billy, leans into him and whispers. 
“Yeah. She’s that fucking good.” 
Thanks to a wicked hand, and Lorenzo’s insanity, the game is over. Yuri and the bodyguards 
return to the room retelling how they dragged Lorenzo to the casino floor and how they don’t 
think he will be a problem. Vika pays them, they leave, and she asks Moonwalk if she needs 
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anything else. Dirk starts to stand but Moonwalk holds him down. Vika also puts a hand on his 
shoulder and he gives in, sitting heavily. Vika says, “Keep them both here for at least thirty 
minutes. It’s best to make sure nothing is broken and no concussions. Call if they need medical 
attention.” 
Dirk protests, but not vigorously. His speech is slightly slurred, eyes looking very tired and 
compliant. “Thank you, Vika. For everything,” Moonwalk says.  
Billy stands, Francine with him. “I should be going, too,” he says. He wonders if Francine will 
accompany him or just disappear the moment he is out the door. He imagines taking her to his 
room, or maybe them going to hers, but he is not allowed to leave? 
Moonwalk insists. “Stay. Please? Like Vika says, you got clocked pretty good. I want you to 
stay.” He knows the request has nothing to do with being hit by Lorenzo.  
“Sure,” Billy says, and sits. He experiences a sense of déjà vu reminiscent of his early college 
days, two couples in a strange room together at three in the morning, him not knowing if it will 
all end in weary talk or turn into something more intimate. He wishes it was Moonwalk touching 
his scalp, and Francine sitting with Dirk, but he has to play along. 
“That was one hell of a win,” Francine says, and the conversation returns to the evening, to the 
MMA fights, to that nasty piece of work Lorenzo, to how efficiently Yuri handled his business. 
As they talk, Dirk’s eyes often close. He slumps continually, his head nodding off, springing 
back and nodding off again. Finally, he is asleep with his head resting on Moonwalk’s shoulder. 
“Could be a concussion. We should call someone,” Billy says, but Moonwalk surprises him with 
a curious smile. She throws a telling glance at Dirk’s now empty drink and says, “Give me a 
hand with him.” 

Chapter	18	
Dirk is dead weight coming off of the sofa. It takes Moonwalk under one arm, and Billy the 
other, to half drag and half carry him down the hallway to a bedroom. The whole while, 
Moonwalk is talking to Dirk, saying things like, come on baby. You’re ok.  
Francine goes ahead of them to open the door. To Billy’s surprise, the other escort is there with 
Evgeny. Moonwalk tells him Dirk has had a few too many, thanks him, and Ev can leave. She 
asks Francine and the escort to remove the covers and they drop Dirk heavily onto the bed.  
“Make the call,” Moonwalk says to Francine, and Francine follows Evgeny down the hallway to 
the living room. As they leave, the escort standing over Dirk begins to disrobe. 
“What’s going on?” Billy asks. He’s alarmed seeing a video camera and tripod leaning against a 
wall in the corner of the room. 
“Give it a rest,” Moonwalk says to him sharply. Dirk moans and attempts to sit up. She quickly 
goes to him and plants a kiss on his forehead, calling him baby, leaning into him for the brief 
second or two, his face cupped between her palms. His eyes are open. She kisses him on the 
mouth and giggles like a school girl. Not knowing what to do, Billy steps out of the room into 
the hallway and watches. When Dirk is again unconscious and lying flat on his back, one knee 
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flopped off the edge of the bed, the other sprawled at an odd angle across the bedsheet, she joins 
him and shuts the door behind her. 

It’s a rhetorical question now but Billy asks anyway. “A video? Really? The guy has a family.” 
Moonwalk coldly reminds him of the million-dollar commitment he’s made just a couple days 
ago in her condo. Billy crosses his arms and looks away. “You don’t need me for this shit,” he 
says and turns to leave, but Moonwalk stops him. 
 “I don’t like it either, but this is frigging happening. We’re going to video you, too. Just go 
along,” Moonwalk says emphatically. 

“Me? Why me? This is crazy,” Billy says. 
“Shut it. Please just make sure your friend Doug doesn’t interfere. My team will be here in a few 
minutes.” 
“Mack could sleep through a hail storm on a park bench. Why me?” 

Moonwalk doesn’t answer. Instead, she tells him to wait in the living room until it’s time. 
“He’s got kids, you know,” Billy says over his shoulder as he reluctantly leaves as instructed. 
In the living room, Billy realizes how much he’s had to drink, and how incredibly tired he is. All 
he wants to do now is sleep, but instead he toasts a bagel. Half way through the second slice, 
Moonwalk comes to the living room and opens the door. Two tatty women and a pale male 
teenager enter. They are followed by Lorenzo and somehow the evening, with all of its chaos, 
begins to make sense. Even the fight was a setup.  
Lorenzo approaches Billy, raises his shoulders in a gesture of contrition and says, “Sorry about 
that. You okay?” 
Billy nods that he is. They shake hands and Lorenzo asks where the video is going to be made. 
Billy points to Moonwalk emerging from the hallway. As the group heads toward the bedroom, 
Moonwalk points to Billy and says to sit tight.  
Twenty minutes later, Moonwalk comes to him. “We’re almost ready,” she says and motions for 
him to follow.  
The room is warm from video lights. It smells of sweat and sex. Dirk is sprawled naked in the 
center of the bed. Francine and Lorenzo are behind the camera directing the escort, two women, 
and the young boy, all of them also naked, to move this way and that. Dirk’s golfer’s tan of dark 
arms, face and neck doesn’t match the black hair and white skin on his torso. He is exposed and 
incredibly vulnerable, drifting in and out of consciousness. Billy watches as Dirk smiles. He 
opens his eyes only to question what he sees. One of the women whispers in his ear and he lapses 
again into unconsciousness.  
“He’s gone limp again,” Lorenzo says, and immediately Lorenzo’s women apply a vibrator, 
caress his scrotum and inevitably bringing him back into excitement.  
Moonwalk says something to Francine and she adjusts the camera. One of Dirks credit cards 
rests on a mirror. It was apparently used to separate a mound of white powder into multiple thin 
rails for snorting. A rolled one-hundred-dollar bill and Dirk’s wallet sit nearby, as does a mound 
of cash. If anyone cares to notice, his wedding ring has been temporarily removed. Various fetish 
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implements are in use. Fur-lined handcuffs, dildos, and a vibrator are visible. A paddle rests in 
Dirk’s left hand and one of the models has applied makeup to her buttock making it appear as if 
she’s been paddles for an hour. 
The women moan with excitement taking turns with Dirk. As the video progresses, Moonwalk 
comes to Billy and whispers that he needs to undress. 
“No way.” 

“It’s in the plan. I’ll make it worth your while.” 
“Jesus,” Billy says, arms folded even tighter across his chest, shaking his head now, but he 
knows it is useless.  
“We’ve got it,” Francine says, and immediately the sexual action stops. Moonwalk reviews 
footage with Francine and Lorenzo, who is apparently Francine’s father. 
“This is crazy,” Billy protests and impulsively leaves the room. Moonwalk follows, accompanied 
by the nude escort.  
In the hallway, Billy sees that the two large bodyguards have returned. “Ready?” one of them 
asks.  
“In a minute,” Moonwalk says to them then turns to Billy. “I know, baby. Crazy town. I’ll 
explain everything later but as soon as Dirk is out of here, I need you on video.” Moonwalk turns 
to the escort. Before Billy can protest again she says, “You’re on. Do what you do.”  
“It will be okay, baby. We’ll have fun,” The escort says, and pulls him deeper into the dark 
hallway, rests her back against the wall, pulls him close to her and describes the things she is 
going to do to him. She assures him over and again that it will all be ok, that all he has to do is 
close his eyes and let her do the rest. Moments later, the two body guards haul a now clothed 
Anthony Dirk from the bedroom. Moonwalk follows them whispering further instructions, then 
returns to the bedroom.  
The escort kisses Billy’s neck. He protests at first but she rubs her body against his groin. 
Moonwalk sticks her head out of the bedroom. “We’re ready.” 
Billy reluctantly follows the escort into the bedroom. “Well?” Moonwalk says. It’s her way of 
saying disrobe. 
“I’ll do it. He’s shy,” the escort says, and begins to slowly unbutton Billy’s shirt, open his belt 
and unzip his pants.  
“We need him hard,” Francine says, in the way a waiter might call for steak over easy. In the 
strangest way, her mindless direction soothes him, as if she’s seen and done this a million times. 
No big deal.  
The escort kisses Billy’s neck whispering again that it will be fun. Says she’s been looking 
forward to this all day. Says she studies nursing during the day as she slides her hands down his 
torso and across his back. She removes his boxers and is on her knees in front of him before he 
can protest. Billy’s eyes meet with Moonwalks. He shakes his head in feigned disgust, glances at 
everyone else in the room then following the escort’s advice, closes his eyes. The resistance 
Billy feels goes silent in the rhythmic sensation of her practiced affection and soon he is on his 
back, lost in bizarre surreal pleasure. 
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The scenes take only ten minutes to record. During this time, Billy is on top, then the escort, then 
two women are all over Billy. There was no happy ending for Mr. Anthony Dirk. For Billy, 
however, one of his recurring youthful fantasies comes about. Francine, Moonwalk, and Lorenzo 
review the recording as Billy waits to see if more is needed. As he waits, he has a pillow 
covering his crotch. Unlike the scenes with Dirk, that went silent between takes, the escort 
continues to kiss his neck and moan in his ear.   
“That’s a wrap,” Francine says and begins hauling equipment out of the room. Billy is about to 
dress as well when Moonwalk says, “Where do you think you are going? He’s all your, ladies.” 
She winks at Billy and leaves.  
Unbridled sexual activity continues in the nearly dark bedroom until a knock is heard at the door. 
The two women that came with Lorenzo leave, but the escort stays. 

Chapter	19	
Late in the morning, Billy awakens with a throbbing headache. The headache is from drinking, 
but for a minute he thinks maybe from getting punched? Probably not. He turns, expecting to see 
the escort sleeping next to him, but she’s gone. Glancing at the clock on the nightstand, he sees it 
is nearly 9 am. The night’s evens rush into memory. There had been the MMA fights, poker, a 
fist fight, a hand of four jacks, and then the unworldly bedroom scenes. “Poor bastard didn’t see 
it coming,” he says aloud. 
The bedroom has its own bathroom. He checks, but there are no messages from Moonwalk, 
Vika, nor anyone else on his phone. Billy shaves, showers, and heads toward the kitchen 
thinking he’ll find Mack or someone, but he is alone. He drops a coffee pod into the Keurig, 
checks for messages again and checks the bedrooms. No one. He’s in the penthouse suite all by 
himself. Returning to the kitchen, he sends a text to Moonwalk before grabbing a day-old ham 
and cheese sandwich from the refrigerator. He nearly consumes the sandwich and coffee before 
Moonwalk replies.  
Her text reads, You’re up. Good. I need a Bloody Mary. On my way. 
Billy is reserved and patient with her when she arrives. They make small talk about events 
leading up to the moment, how she decided it best to move Mack, Yuri, and Evgeny to a 
different local hotel to avoid the possibility of them running into Dirk or his friends. They recall 
the poker game and how she made enough to cover most expenses for the trip. Billy admonishes 
her for having to get naked in front of people, but admits with a reluctant smile that yes, he 
enjoyed what took place after she’d left. 

“Why did we do all this? What’s the play?” Billy finally asks.  
“Isn’t it obvious? Maybe not. We own his hardware, but we need absolute control. It’s not the 
approach I prefer, but I need leverage at the ready in case we need it.” 
“So you’re going to blackmail the fucker with videos. I don’t like it, but whatever. Why me 
though?” 
“You’re both victims, right? You can confide in each other. If we play it right, you’ll influence 
how he responds to the situation. Guide him. Assure him that this will all go away if you both do 
as you are asked.” 
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“And who is doing the asking? You? He’s not going to buy any BS like that, you compromising 
both of us.” 
“Of course not. Someone anonymous, maybe Lorenzo and his guys. What happens next is that 
you call him, distraught. You’ll ask if he’s okay and say how you can barely remember anything 
except when Lorenzo and his guys grabbed you in the hallway. He wanted his money back and 
threatened to hurt your father.” 

“Could work, but it’s a stretch.” 
“He’ll buy it if you do. We slipped him enough Rohypnol to where he won’t remember a thing. 
He may not even remember playing poker. If he’s in jail, I’ll bail him out. We don’t think he is 
but …” 

“What the fuck? Jail? Jesus.” 
“It had to be convincing. We kept his boxers and wallet. Lorenzo spattered Dirk’s sleeve and 
shirttails with blood and the bodyguards hauled his ass up the boulevard to a secluded table near 
the arena. He has a gram of cocaine in his pants pocket next to his wedding ring.” 

“You just left him for the cops?” 
“Of course not. They used his phone to text his friends and then stayed out of sight until they 
arrived. He’s fine.” 
Billy is speechless. He rolls his eyes in disgust and stares blankly at the floor. He signed on to 
computer hacks and maybe social engineering of corporations. This was as bad, or worse, then 
the things his cousin did. 
“It’s Vegas, right? What happens here and all of that. The point is, he’ll have a massive 
hangover. He’ll be confused and filled with remorse. He’ll wonder how the hell this happened, 
and turn to you for answers.” 
Billy can’t face Moonwalk. He turns. 
“Hey! Look at me. I don’t like it either, but it’s done. I’ve been working on this one for over a 
year and time has run out. No one needs to know what happened here if he does what is asked of 
him. Okay? Put your big boy pants on and make the call.” 
 

Chapter	20	
Dirk answers the third ring of Billy’s call. He’s groggy and sounds disoriented, thinking at first 
that Billy is one of his college friends. Billy’s phone is in speaker mode so Moonwalk can also 
hear Dirk struggle for clarity. 

“No. It’s me! Carlito. What the hell, man? Are you okay?” 
“Carlito?” 
“Yes. Where are you?” The length of the pause has Billy wondering if Dirk surrendered to sleep, 
but he mumbles that he is in Las Vegas. 
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“Yes, Vegas. I’m asking if you are safe. If you made it to your hotel. I think something bad 
happened. We need to talk. I think we got drugged, man. Something. I was with you and those 
women but that’s all I remember until I woke up in a doorway like some homeless estúpido! I 
haven’t done that since college, man What happened?” 

“Women?” 
“You don’t remember? You were with Kim. I had the tall blond, the one from Arizona? Come on 
man, think. Something happened.” 
“Kim? I don’t feel so well,” Dirk says.  

“Maybe she knows something. I’ll call her. Are you in your hotel room?” 
“I. I think so. Yeah.” 
“Then, I’m on my way. Meet me in the lobby and don’t fall to sleep.” Billy ends the call and 
stares at Moonwalk in silence for a long moment. Her eyes say she is nearly as uncomfortable as 
he is about the situation.  
“You know this ain’t right,” Billy says. 

“Vika doesn’t know what we did. Let’s keep her out of this,” Moonwalk says, and stands.  
 
As they walk toward Dirk’s hotel Moonwalk reveals more of why she’s done what she’s done, 
and what she wants Billy to do. The original plan failed, she says. The play was for her to seduce 
Dirk and get the information she wanted through that connection, but he was too loyal to his wife 
and kids. She’d planned that he win big at poker and get swept up in the moment, spend the night 
with her and they would go from there. Lorenzo and the compromising video was plan B. 
“All this for information? Really? What could possibly …” Billy asks, but his thought is cut 
short. 
“In good time,” Moonwalk says abruptly. She checks messages on her phone.  
“I feel like crap and I didn’t even have that, whatever, the date rape drug. I can’t imagine what 
Dirk is going through.” 
“Probably not pleasant. You know what to do, right? Say you got a call from me and I don’t 
sound very happy. That will work better. Tell him you think I know what happened and get him 
over here. I’ll take care of the rest,” she says dismissively. As they near the Starbucks in front of 
New York New York. Moonwalk slows then stops. She touches his shoulder and sends him on 
his way. 
 
Billy phones Dirk as he travels the MGM casino floor, and then waits impatiently until Dirk 
eventually joins him. “I can’t find my wallet,” Dirk says. He is still disoriented. The blow he 
received from Lorenzo the night before has swollen his eye. The bruise is already showing hues 
of green amid the blacks and blues.  

“I think they got mine, too. Come on. Kim is having a coffee across the street.” 
“What happened? We get mugged?” 
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“I don’t know, but I’m sure we can figure this out together. Kim probably knows something. Can 
you make it?” 
On the way to meet Moonwalk, Dirk recalls for Billy everything he can remember about the 
night before. He’d played poker with his friends and then again in a Penthouse? He recalls 
Lorenzo being an ass and snippets of the fight. With prompting, he somewhat recalls having 
drinks after the game, but that’s it. His world goes dark from then until Billy’s phone call got 
him out of bed. 
The two men approach Moonwalk who is sitting at a wire-grate table in the shade on the public 
veranda in front of Starbucks. She stands and smiles, but she’s clearly not the unceasingly 
gregarious and cheerful self that Billy and Dirk know. Normally, Kim would have greeted Dirk 
with a hug, maybe even a kiss on the cheek and something funny to say. Not this morning, and 
Dirk seems cognizant of the shift in mood.  

“We have questions,” Billy says.  
“I’m sure you do,” Moonwalk replies flatly. She asks if either of them wants coffee.  
Dirk shakes his head, no. Billy says maybe later and they sit. “You look beautiful as always,” 
Billy says.  
“Not this morning, Carlito. You said your wallets are missing? It wasn’t me that hit you, Dirk. 
You look awful.” 

“I don’t know what happened,” Dirks says.  
“Well, for starters, there is no need to apologize. You were hammered. We all were,” Moonwalk 
says, glancing quickly at Billy but locking eyes with Dirk.  
“What do you mean, apologize?” Billy asks. Even he doesn’t know what they are to apologize 
for.  
“You really don’t remember a thing, do you. Oh my God. Jekyll and Hyde much? Anyway, 
forgive the pun, but forget it.” 
“No. What happened? What did we do? We need to know everything,” Billy says.  
Moonwalk’s brow curls inquisitively. “Do you at least remember having drinks in the penthouse 
after the game?” 
Dirk looks on blankly as Billy shrugs his shoulders, laughs awkwardly and says, “A little of that. 
Maybe.” 
“Well, nail in the coffin I guess. I suspected you were both blacked out even then. Anyway, the 
three of us left to walk Dirk back to his hotel, but when we reached the street Carlito turned left 
instead of right and dragged the two of us toward the Bellagio.” 
“I did?” Billy asks. 
“You wanted to play more poker, supposedly. Dirk? You sat down on the sidewalk twice and we 
had to pick you up. The second time … It doesn’t matter. Point is, you were hammered.” 

“The second time, what?” Dirk asks.  
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Moonwalk hesitates, then clutches her dress at the cleavage. “The second time you grabbed my 
dress and tried to pull me on top of you, but let’s not go there. All is forgiven. I am the one that 
should apologize to you.” 
“I’m so sorry. That’s not like me,” Dirk says and reaches for her hand. 
“Why should you apologize?” Billy says, as Moonwalk lightly touches Dirk’s hand then picks up 
her coffee. 
“We had words about it. You broke the strap on my dress for Pete’s sake. I liked that dress, but 
anyway, we had words and I stormed off. I thought better of it and returned in jeans and a top to 
make sure you two sloppy drunks were okay, but by then you’d crossed the street and hooked up 
with those women. Seeing that I’d had enough.” 

“Women?” Billy says, tapping Dirk on the shoulder like a school boy. 
“Where did we go after that?” Dirk asks. 

“How should I know. Hookers? Really? I hope you had condoms,” Moonwalk says.  
Dirk is stunned. He leans back, closes his eyes and rubs his scalp with both palms, mumbling to 
himself. 
“A tall blond?” Billy asks. 

“You’re incorrigible. You know that?” Moonwalk says and smiles briefly. 
“Cheer up, man. At least we had some fun, right? Cancel the credit cards and move on. No big 
deal.” 
Dirk is not amused. “I’ve never,” he says, and drops the sentence. 
As they consider what to do about Dirk no longer having ID, and how he could possibly have his 
wife send photos of his passport and other forms of identifications so he can get through TSA 
and go home, Billy gets a text message that brings him to his feet. When he’s finished watching, 
he drops his hands to his sides, turns back to the table laughing and says, “They want money or 
they’ll show my wife. Stupid people, right? They think a little sex video threatens me? I don’t 
even have a wife.” 

“Maybe we can track the sender. Let me see the message,” Moonwalk says.  
As Carlito, Billy has no inhibitions about being naked nor even being recorded. On the contrary, 
he seems to like the video and quickly shows a segment to Dirk before handing it to Moonwalk. 
“See? A tall blonde. I wish I could remember more because it looks like I was having a good 
time.”   
Meanwhile, Dirk has opened a message he receives and looks on in horror.   

“Are you okay?” Moonwalk asks.  
Billy ignores Dirk and instead grabs his phone back from Moonwalk to type a reply. He speaks 
the words he thumbs aloud. “Thanks for the video. May I post this?” He raises his hands 
triumphantly as if victorious at some sporting event. 

Moonwalk laughs at Carlito’s antics until noticing Dirk’s reaction to the message he received.  
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“Did you get one, too? Let me see,” Billy says, holding his hand out to Dirk, wanting to see the 
video, but Dirk doesn’t respond. He’s crippled in panic, shame, and fear.  
Billy and Moonwalk let Dirk languish in his thoughts for a moment before Moonwalk intercedes. 
“Dirk. Give me the phone. Give me the damn phone. I can help,” Moonwalk says, but he still 
doesn’t comply. As she begs him to at least say something, He receives a second video and 
another message. The combination has a profound effect on Dirk, to the point where Billy 
becomes concerned. His eyes show absolute fear, he becomes short of breath, and clutches the 
front of his shirt.  
“You all right, Tony?” Billy asks and rests a hand on Dirks shoulder. The stricken man nods yes 
and begins to put the phone in his pocket, but Moonwalk will have none of it.  
“Nope! No. Give me that. I see what you’re doing. Give us the phone. You’re not going there. 
Don’t internalize this crap. Trust me.” Moonwalk insists and Billy snatches it from Dirk. 
Moonwalk takes the phone from Billy and comes around the table.   
This second video is far more explicit. The camera angle pans from the sheet between Dirk’s 
legs, across a woman giving him oral sex to a shot of his face, eyes open, smiling in delight, 
looking directly into the camera. The video is followed by a screen shot of the front of his office 
building, clearly taken from the internet. Moonwalk reads the accompanying message aloud. 
“Sixty thousand or your business contacts and wife see this video.” 
“They think you’re a rich guy. For me it was only ten thousand. Screw them, right? Ridiculous. 
It’s Vegas, baby. Don’t pay,” Billy says. 
“I am so screwed,” Dirk says. That his plight is shared, out in the open to his acquaintances, 
seems to calm him, and Moonwalk’s reply calms him even more.  
“Maybe not. Billy is right. All they have is a video showing consenting sex. You have leverage. 
You have them attempting blackmail. These are street hustlers after easy marks. If we track them 
down and get up in their business, that should be enough to make them move on.” 
“Let’s do it! You have technical people, I have Panama muscle. Hell yes,” Billy says.  

Dirk takes a deep breath. “Maybe I just pay them,” Dirk says.  
“Hell no! You pay and they will ask for more. Don’t be a fool. My father knows how to deal 
with assholes like this.” 
“Eventually they will send a message for how you are to pay and we’ll have them. Let us take 
care of this for you,” Moonwalk says, and once again places her hand on Dirk’s shoulder. “Don’t 
forget, we also have Vika’s connections. There are cameras everywhere in Vegas. She’ll help us 
figure out where the videos were taken, and who took them. Between that and what I can get off 
of your phone, we’ll get them. This can work.” 

“You find them and I’ll take care of the rest,” Billy adds emphatically.  
“You really think so?”  
“I do. Here’s what to do. Freeze your credit cards while I call Vika. Call your wife to say that 
you were mugged and have her send images of your passport. Give the mugging story to your 
friends and say cops will look into it for you.  
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“When you’ve got all that taken care of, I need your phones for at least an hour. With your 
permission, I will clone the devices so I can begin my investigation. Dirk, let me respond to any 
additional messages. Trust me on this. We need to buy a little time and keep them thinking their 
plan is going to work. When it’s all over we can remove the cloning software or you can simply 
reset.” 
“I like it,” Billy says. He gives Moonwalk an emphatic high five and hands over his phone. 
Moonwalk looks at Dirk until he nods his consent. She says, “Okay then. Coffee isn’t cutting it. 
Since you’ve both lost your cards, how about breakfast and a Bloody Mary on me? Hair of the 
dog and all that.” 

Chapter	21	
During breakfast, Dirk cancels his credit cards and phones his wife about the mugging. From 
what Billy overhears she isn’t all that sympathetic, but promises to send the images to the desk at 
MGM. Moonwalk has already cloned his phone remotely, but makes a big deal about running his 
sim card through a reader and explaining briefly what that gives her.  
Breakfast is interrupted more than once by messages and calls from Dirk’s friends, most of 
whom are checking out of the hotel. One of the calls is from the two men that came to his aid. He 
is given more information about where and in what condition they found him. Dirk says he is 
having breakfast and will join them momentarily. 
“All good? Do you need any cash? I know Carlito has plenty,” Moonwalk says coyly, referring 
to his big win the night before.  
Dirk says no as Billy checks his watch. He apologizes saying he has to check out and leave for a 
flight. They stand, shake hands goodbye, Moonwalk promising to stay in touch and encouraging 
Dirk not to worry. 
  

“You did good,” Moonwalk says as she and Billy walk together back to their hotel.  
“If you say so. Just assure me that Dirk’s family will never see that video.” 
“Why should they? Of course not. In ten days, I’ll let Dirk know that we’ve solved all his 
problems and the grifters will never bother him again.” 
“Ten days, huh. That’s a rather specific timeframe. Did my guys get paid? Where are they by the 
way?” 
“Actually, I think they are waiting for you to join them. I sent your crew to a local hotel away 
from the strip. Oh. Last night I said I’d take care of you,” Moonwalk says. She reaches into her 
purse and withdraws an envelope.  
“I thought you meant something else. Am I needed in Chicago right away? I might like to hang 
in Vegas for a minute.” 
Moonwalk laughs. Making quote marks in the air she says, “You thought the something else was 
the extra hour? Funny. No, that was just a perk. I want you to talk to your guy Doug about 
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somehow getting listening equipment into a secure room. I have a few ideas, but he’s clearly 
better equipped for the challenge. I’ll cover time and expense.” 

“What kind of room?” 
“A corporate boardroom. Participants are even required to leave their phones at the door, so it’s 
not a cake walk.” 
“Where is the boardroom?” 
“Frisco. I’ll be in Houston for a week-long series of meetings. Meanwhile, Toucht is doing his 
thing. You’re off the hook until a week from tomorrow. We’ll meet up in San Fran when I’m 
done in Texas. Please bring your guy.” 
“And this is connected to Dirk? The thing you’ve been working on for a year?” 

“It is.” 
“Cool. And now you’re going to tell me why we want to wire a boardroom.” 
Moonwalk shakes her head no, and Billy laughs. They enter the hotel lobby and walk toward the 
bank of elevators. “I kind of like being Carlito. I’m going to miss him. By the way, Doug doesn’t 
work alone. I’ll need everyone.”  
“Thought you’d say that. They’ve proven themselves useful so it’s fine. As to Carlito, he’ll 
definitely have to stick around. And by the way, from what I saw in the video, he’s a gifted 
actor,” Moonwalk says, glancing at Billy’s thighs.  

Billy tries to reply without laughing, but cannot. “That’s what she said.” 
After packing, Billy and Moonwalk exit the elevator and head toward the Uber pickup area. “We 
had a few obstacles to overcome, but we accomplished what we set out to do. Do you agree?" 
Moonwalk says, less of a question and more of a statement. 
Billy wants to say that their behavior was a disaster. Compromising Dirk was possibly a grave 
mistake. Guys like him don’t take well to being manipulated, but that's not what he says. "You 
definitely have hooks into the mark. So, yes. We were successful." 
“Admit it. You enjoyed the experience.” 
Billy smiles involuntarily. "Carlito sure as hell did. I'm going to miss being him and probably 
even miss Vegas. Yeah, I enjoyed myself. I wish I didn't have to go back to Chicago." 
Moonwalk slows to a stop and checks her phone. As she taps a few digits on her keypad, she 
says, “Is there a compelling reason to be back right now? I've been thinking about how much 
work we are going to do here in the Pacific Time zone. If you are serious about Vegas, maybe 
we should look for a condo. I wouldn't mind being a Snowbird myself sometimes.” 

 
It’s a moment of catharsis. Billy realizes again how wealth gives people options that he can only 
imagine. She purchased his time for a year with a bag full of cash and didn’t bat an eye when she 
paid off his debt with Zip. She had the resources and connections to set up the elaborate con with 
Dirk and his friends, and now she is suggesting they purchase a condo in the Vegas area. To her, 
it’s no big deal, an impulse, like picking up an extra television at Best Buy just because it is on 
sale. "We could do that?" 
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Moonwalk taps a few keys and slides her phone back into a pocket. She turns to Billy. "I don't 
see the downside. Do you? We're both traveling a lot through the end of the year. I'm thinking 
now that Carlito could be here to stay. He's been very useful in dealing with Dirk, and Dirk is a 
gateway to a number of enterprises. Nearly everything we do together can be communicated 
electronically so, yeah. If this is something you actually want to do, to work out of Vegas, why 
not?  Stick around for a week and find something appropriate. I'm not saying move into a 
penthouse, but something up scale." 
“If we do this, Carlito’s name should be on the mortgage. I've built up his social presence, you 
know what I'm saying." 
“Let me worry about that. His father can own the property. It’ll be easier. What do you think?” 

"The mortgage gets added to my debt?" 
Moonwalk laughs. “No. I will own the property. I’ll cover the down payment and deduct rent 
from your cut. Whatever the monthly is on a 30-year mortgage, that’s your cost.” 
Billy smiles and nods his agreement. He was paying for an apartment in Chicago, but feels no 
attachment. He would miss Mack, Yuri, and Evgeny, but his friends have recently been talking 
about moving to Florida anyway. “I’ll start looking for a condominium tomorrow.” 
“That or a house. Whatever you decide is fine with me. Oh. And wherever you end up, get 
known by the locals as Carlito. I’ll have Toucht expand your paper trail so you can be Carlito 
full-time in Nevada.” 
Moonwalk’s Uber driver arrives first. As the driver loads her bags, she says, “How about a hug?” 
“Where is this coming from?” Billy asks. Moonwalker has always been friendly, but she’s not 
that touchy-feely kind of person. The gesture surprises him. She leans into Billy, whispering in 
his ear as she does. “I apologize for how things went down here. Dirk is basically a good guy.” 
“It is what it is,” Billy says. He watches Moonwalk climb into her ride and leave for McCarran 
airport. Minutes later, he also leaves the Strip. 
 
Billy stays Carlito from the Strip to Green Valley Ranch Resort Spa and Casino in Henderson. 
He even checks into the hotel as Carlito. What would Carlito do? He’d book a luxurious room. 
Knowing he’s on his own dime now, Billy compromises. He books a less expensive luxury suite 
with a private patio, and pays in advance for the week with cash. Carlito’s credit card is given for 
any additional expenses, but he knows those too will be covered with cash at checkout.  
“I could get used to this,” Billy says to himself when he enters the lobby of his suite. To his right 
is the sitting area, wet bar, and a grand living room. To his left is the bathroom and a king-sized 
bed in the bedroom, but the main attraction is the patio.  
Billy unpacks. Settling in for another exciting week in Nevada, he mixes a gin and tonic then 
takes a seat on the patio. “How’s it going, Carlito? Happy?” he whispers to himself. 
Of all the things that could and should have raced to mind, one thought lands with a cathartic 
thump. His eyes moisten. He misses his border collie, Rusty. He and his dog had been 
inseparable for years.  
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Before calling Mack, Billy dials his mother. “Well this is a surprise,” his mother says. 
“How are you doing, ma. Rusty behaving?” 

“He misses you. I can tell, but yes. He’s wonderful. A great companion. Are you coming over?” 
“I would but I’m in Nevada on work. That’s what I wanted to talk with you about. I might be 
moving here. My boss is buying a condo and I’m invited to live in it. I guess we’re doing a lot in 
this part of the country so, yeah. When I get settled in I’ll fly you out for a week. It’ll be fun.” 
There’s an awkward silence before Billy’s mother speaks. “I heard from your father. Not 
directly, but from his lawyer.” 

“I see. What’s the prick want now?” 
“He’s still your father, Billy.” 

“Still a prick, too. Divorce?” 
“I’m good with it. Things hadn’t been good for a long time.” 
“If you need to lawyer up, I’ll support you. Take him for everything you can get. I mean it. 
What’s his lawyer’s name and address?” 
“What are you going to do with that? And by the way, when are you moving? Will I see you 
before you go?” 
“This week I’m in Nevada. Next week, San Francisco. Hopefully after that I’ll fly in for a few 
days, close the apartment and ship a few things. We’ll get together then. You sure you’re ok?” 

“I have my sister and her kids. I have Rusty. I’ve made a few new friends in the neighborhood.” 
“You sound good, ma. Send that lawyer info if you don’t mind. See you in a couple of weeks?” 

“Planning on it.” 
Billy finishes his drink and checks email. His mother has sent the lawyer’s information. He 
copies that into a secured document and replies with a selfie of himself on the patio. When he’s 
hit send, he forwards the information about his father’s lawyer via a secured VPN to Toucht, and 
calls Mack. A few minutes after that he joins his crew in the Backyard at Sunset lounge. 
“I thought you’d sworn off of the hard stuff,” Billy says, chiding Mack about the mixed drink 
locked in his fat paws.  
“Is non-alcoholic,” Evgeny says, nodding his head like an authority on such things.  

“Can’t hardly tell. Pretty good. You should try one,” Mack adds. 
“Not right now. Everyone get paid? Yuri? Evgeny?”  

Mack smiles broadly. “And then some. Show him the wad. Yuri nearly doubled on craps.” 
“Good money,” Evgeny says, referring to the cut he got from Moonwalk. 

“Don’t gamble it all away, guys,” Billy says.  
Mack grinds his thick fingers into a napkin and brushes the sides of his moustache with the back 
of his hand. “The poker thing was slick, kid. We been thinking. You and Mooncakes probably 
took down three or four-hundred grand. Sound about right?” Mack says. The way Mack 
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assassinates Moonwalk’s name is typical of his friend. Around wealthy and sophisticated people, 
he slowly becomes defensive. 
Billy laughs at the suggestion. “I counted 250 give or take, but she won’t break even. Just so you 
know, tables don’t deal cards. It was the dealer made the hands, and the dealer cost more than 
two tables. Add the fight seats, hotels, food, limo—forget about poker. We’re going to make our 
money from supporting her cons, so we need to show Moonwalk some respect. Anyway, this is 
what I earned playing Carlito. There’s twenty large here. We can split four ways but you have to 
take $5k off of my IOUs.” Billy hands out stacks of the money.  

“Interest,” Yuri says flatly. 
“No. It comes off of the principal.” 

Yuri laughs. “Okay, is principal.” 
“What’s the deal with Moonrock, anyway?” Mack asks.  
Billy quickly flips Mack the bird and smiles. “Seriously, Mackinator. Anyway, she says you 
guys did a great job here in Vegas. So good, that we’re in on another one in San Francisco. The 
crew is back together, gentlemen. Steady money.” 
“Sure it’s not Moonrack?” Mack says, chuckling now. 

“Moon and walk. Moonwalk, like the dance move. Knock it off.” 
“Popping,” Yuri says without looking up from his counting. 

“Popping is dance,” Evgyne explains and moves his hands erratically. 
“You call that dancing? You look like spastic,” Mack says, and tries to imitate. 
“Popping. You don’t know popping?” Yuri says, and places a palm on his stack of cash. Finished 
counting apparently, he stands. Within seconds he is doing some of the most radical dance 
moves Billy has ever seen. It is as if Yuri glides on the floor suspended by wire. He floats 
sideways between their table and a table of women nearby. All the while, his arms and neck 
perform what Billy can only describe as robotic movement. The women, and a few of the other 
customers, applaud. 

“Damn, man. Respect! Can you teach me that stuff?” 
“I am learning this way back, but you can go to YouTube. Is also on TikTok.” 
Billy tries momentarily to mimic the moves but gives up. “Anyway, we’re going to surveil a 
corporate board room. The corporation has extreme physical and digital security protocols in 
place so it’s going to be tough. We’ll need to get creative.  
Mack asks a dozen questions about the room, procedures, and participants, none of which Billy 
can yet answer, but he takes note. “Stop. Just give me a list and I’ll try to get answers,” Billy 
says. 
Dragging a napkin across his face one more time, Mack stands. “If you’re not eating nothing, 
let’s play.”  
“In a minute. You guys still thinking about a move to Florida? It’s a long flight coast-to-coast. In 
a few days we have to be in Frisco. Week after that who knows, but it will probably be here in 
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the southwest. We’re a crew. Moonwalk moves quickly, sometimes telling me in the evening 
that I have to be somewhere a thousand miles away the next day. That’s why she’s buying a 
condo here in Vegas, that and whatever she has in mind for Carlito,” Billy says. 
“Carlito lives!” Mack replies, laughing.  
“That’s what she said. On paper, the condo will belong to Carlito’s family. I’m supposed to live 
there as Carlito, get to know the neighbors, create checking accounts, maybe get a driver license 
and all that. Build background. What I’m suggesting is that we find an apartment or two for all of 
us, be comfortable between jobs. I know how much you love to fly, Mack, compression socks 
and all. Having a place here just seems practical, at least for now.” 
Mack appears dumbfounded. He glances toward Evgeny and Yuri. They just shrug their 
shoulders in answer to the unspoken question. “You mean stay in Vegas?” 
“For now. It’s your decision. You could probably cover a year’s rent with what you’re going to 
lose gambling.” 
“Not lose, win! Let’s win some fucking apartments,” Yuri says, giving Evgeny a knuckle bump.  
“We have to be in San Francisco next week, right?” Mack asks. His brow is curled and he smiles 
mischievously.  
“Frisco next week for however long, probably four or five days. Week after that who knows. 
You can still get a place in Florida, but for now the action is here. Florida is a long-ass 
commute.” 
“Fishing,” Evgeny says. He’s almost apologetic.  

“They got them big Silver Bass on Lake Mead we read about,” Mack says. 
Unable to resist the opening, Billy says, “If you researched fishing nearby, you must be hooked 
on the idea. Get it?” 
Looking at Evgeny in particular, Mack says, “We’ll have to think on it.” 
Billy smiles at his old friend and slaps him on the shoulder. “Makes sense. We can talk later. 
Let’s play.” 

Chapter	22	
Billy joins Mack at a blackjack table and wants to carry on their conversations, to dig into the 
past, but he’s already warned his friends that from lunch forward they need to think of him as 
Carlito. After sitting incommunicado for a few hands, Billy turns to Mack and says, “Excuse me 
mister, but you look familiar. I am having déjà vu that we’ve been at a table together before. Do 
you happen to live in Gary, Indiana, Chicago maybe?” 
Mack studies Billy for a moment, signals the dealer to hit his Ace six and says, “Chicago. I was 
thinking the same thing. Harrah’s maybe in Gary. It’s off Cline road. You’re the restaurant guy 
or something. You was looking at property?” 
“I’ll be damn. Yes. That’s it! Carlito. I forget your name.” 
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“Doug. People call me Mack,” Mack says and they shake hands, laughing at the supposed 
coincidence. From then on, for nearly an hour, they engage in small talk, Mack mostly winning 
while Billy mostly loses. On occasion, they each refer off-handedly to places and things that 
evoke memories. It’s a game within a game for them to mention Mack’s Russian friends, Billy’s 
one-night relationship with Nikki, or as Mack called her, the woman with all them tattoos that 
he’d left with. 
When the fourth dealer cools the table with five winning hands in a row, Billy’s had enough. He 
hands Mack one of his extra room keys under the table and says it would be fun to maybe 
connect for dinner and give craps a run. As he leaves, he tells Mack he needs to make a few calls 
and rest for a bit but to give him a call.  
When Billy leaves, he finds the concierge and approaches with two hundred-dollar bills folded 
tightly into his right fist. He shakes the man’s hand, discreetly delivering the tip, and says “I need 
assistance. I’d like a rental car delivered to me first thing in the morning. You can put the bill on 
my account and I’ll sign for it when delivered. I also need your best recommendation on a 
reputable realtor. I’m looking for either a condo or house in a nice neighborhood.” 
The man shakes Billy’s hand and slips the gratuity into his pocket. “Absolutely. Yes sir. I can 
help with that. Any preference on make or model?” 
“Doesn’t matter. Just something comfortable and impressive. The Realtor?” 
“I have a friend that knows every corner of Clark County. Her name is Khloe. I can arrange a 
meeting here if you like,” he says and opens his phone to scan contacts. Within seconds Billy 
receives the realtor’s information and the concierge books a table for a breakfast meeting. 
Billy returns to his room and contacts Moonwalk for a secure chat. She says Toucht will add his 
formal name to a bank account and get access information to him within the hour. She then turns 
to their San Francisco project. “I’m sending an outline. Review it and come back with ideas for 
each of the points. Talk with your guys and get back with me.” 
“How soon?” 
“You have more pressing things to do? End of day tomorrow, latest. Open an account in 
Carlito’s name and transfer whatever you need for the property.” 

“I’m on it. Thanks, by the way. I’ll send videos of properties. I meet a realtor in the morning.” 
“Go for it. I trust you.” 
It takes just minutes for Toucht to forward banking information. To verify credentials, he logs 
into the account while he and Toucht are still connected. The account has two names, Kimberly 
Neumann, one of Moonwalk’s business aliases, and Carlito Guillermo Jesus Montoya.  
“I’m in,” Billy says, and spends a few minutes browsing the account. For a woman who claims 
not to use banks, it’s a surprise. The credit card he walks around with as Carlito is anchored here, 
along with two others he’s seen Moonwalk use. The checking balance is $645,093.21. A cool 
$500 k is in regular savings and a money-market account is attached for any overdrafts. Billy 
laughs. Moonwalk probably has ten times this amount in cryptocurrency, maybe more. For all he 
knows, she has equal amounts in duffle bags locked in her server room.  
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Billy closes the bank’s website, mixes a stiff drink, and moves to the balcony of his room. He 
calls Mack. “You broke yet?” 
As Billy waits for Mack to cash in his chips, find the right elevator, and join him in the room, 
Billy calls up the outline Moonwalk sent and reads her notes. 

Mack let’s himself in and finds Billy on the balcony. “Living large!” Mack says.  
“Got that right. Grab something to drink. We need to discuss San Francisco. How’d you end 
up?” 
“Win some, lose some,” Mack says. The words don’t fit the sour look on his friend’s face, but 
Billy doesn’t press. 
“Better luck next time. I’m meeting with a realtor tomorrow morning. Have you thought about 
an apartment?” 
“Me and the boys was talking about that when you called. Any chance we can just stay at your 
place? If you’re buying …” 
“That’s not an option.” 
Mack laughs as he pulls a thick wad of cash from his pocket and drops it on the table. “Working 
with that Moonpie has stiffened your back some. Taking charge looks good on you, kid. 
Anyway, me and the Ruskies put in five each and figured if you can come up with five we’re 
sitting on twenty grand. What do you think?” 

“Let’s see what we can find for fifteen. If it takes a bit more maybe. Deal?” 
“Poker at your place?” 
Billy shakes his head and laughs. “Her name is Moonwalk. Our next job, or maybe jobs I 
suppose, we grab intel from a series of high-level meetings, beginning in San Francisco. All I 
have so far for Frisco is the attendee’s list, timing of the meetings, maybe the location, and we 
may be given hotels where these big shot board members stay. We’re going to hack these guys 
before, during, and after their meetings. That means lobby chats, maybe surveil the limos, record 
sidebar conversations and hallway chatter, the works.” 
“They got security in them board rooms for corporate stuff,” Mack says, as if he’s the only one 
that knows this. 
“For sure they’ll check phones at the door. Only a note taker and maybe some of the presenters 
will be allowed laptops. Most slide decks and documents will be sent in advance. If I ran 
security, I’d also wand everyone, but who knows. The meeting will be on an upper floor of a 
corporate office building, which means we need info on neighboring buildings. If they have big 
windows maybe we can use laser mics or something, pick up conversation tha tway. What’s that 
called again?” 
“Interferometry. Pricy shit, kid, maybe three or four-grand. The ones the spooks use is hard to 
get. Maybe we bug their AV systems beforehand?” Mack says.   
“We’ll sure try. Anyway, we have another challenge. Anthony Dirk is one of the board members. 
Whatever plans we come up with, he can’t know we are involved.” 

“He’s pissed about the poker thing, right? Don’t blame him.” 
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“Among other things. I can tell you stories, but I won’t. Anyway, as soon my property is squared 
away I’ll fly up to the bay area and check things out. I’d like you to come along,” Billy says. 

“We got budget? You want laser mics and all that special equipment, we need cash.” 
“We got budget up the ass. She paid for a see-through poker table and all that on the strip. Yeah. 
I think we have budget.” 
“Let’s get the guys up here and run some ideas,” Mack says as he stands to head for another 
soda. 
“I don’t see them contributing much at this stage,” Billy says 
Mack calls back from the small refrigerator. “We a crew or not? More eyes on the prize. Besides, 
we leave Yuri in the casino too long he’ll want his five-grand back. Know what I’m saying?” 
Billy laughs. “Whatever. Get them up here if you can. We can work for a while and I’ll buy 
dinner.” 

 
 

Chapter	23	
When Mack leaves Billy’s room to find the Russians that don’t answer their phones, he sends 
text to Moonwalk and asks her to join him on a separate secure connection.  
“Well aren’t you the chatty one. What’s up?” Moonwalk says. 
“Just had a long convo with Doug and he has questions I can’t answer. I’m planning to focus on 
Dirk from the second his plane lands until he leaves the bay area, but I need backstory. What’s 
his role in the meeting?” 
“This is need-to-know info, not for your guys. Understood? Anthony’s into commercial real 
estate. His company controls hundreds of properties, including industrial parks and tech centers. 
His role on the board is research and advice. He’s developing proposals and bids for 
manufacturing and office space. Major government contracts will be discussed at the meeting. 
The properties they are looking at are for design and manufacture of electronics, aeronautics, and 
related tech. Our client is also bidding. Good enough?” 
“Corporate espionage.” 
“We don’t use that phrase. We’re simply doing what every other corporation does, only better. 
We steal the competitor’s information and keep them from stealing ours. What have you got so 
far?” 
“I’ve divided the hacks into pre-meeting opportunities, during the meeting itself, and post-
meeting actions. The points of vulnerability before their meeting are access to presentation 
materials and possibly conversation intercepts. Some of the ideas are grabbing their slide decks, 
intercepting uploads to the AV system, capturing run-throughs, compromising laptops in transit, 
any of that. I’m working on ideas to grab intelligence before the meeting even starts. Failing that, 
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we need to understand the digital and physical meeting security, maybe get inside the board 
room in advance and compromise the electronics. 
“Our best chance may be when security thinks it’s all over. I’m working on ideas to grab meeting 
notes, intercept conversations, maybe run forensics on the AV systems in play. Ask Toucht to 
identify the limo companies under contract. Corporate types can’t go twenty minutes without 
their phones and laptops.” 

“I like it. Limos, WiFi, what else?” 
“They’ll get their phones back after the meeting, right? Where are those phones during the 
meeting? What bars might they sit in and with whom? If we can compromise their phones we 
can track locations after the meeting. We have a dozen potential exploits, but it all takes time and 
research. We just have to be ready when the opportunities present. It would help to have more 
people available before and after to keep surveillance gear in range.” 

“I’ll see what we can do. What about gear? Did Toucht set you up at the bank?” 
“He did. Thank you. Mack is working on the gear. He’s preparing for audio, video if possible, 
tracking devices, spoofed WiFi, the works. Won’t be cheap.” 
“No paper between the two of you, but tell him to keep receipts. Use cash wherever possible.” 

“As in, take it back when we’re done receipts?” 
“Why not? Also, try to find or modify simple over-the-counter solutions.  Sometimes just 
looking into purchasing surveillance gear raises questions.” 
“Got it. By the way, I meet with a realtor in the morning. Last chance to change your mind.” 

“Don’t drain my account, but go for it. When will you be flying? You have a lot to figure out.” 
“Day after tomorrow.” 
The call ends and Billy takes a deep breath. He sits motionless for a long moment, letting his 
divergent thoughts coalesce. Not only is he learning to become a different person, but Carlito is 
also involved in things Billy could never have imagined just months earlier. “Frigging wild,” he 
whispers as he hears his hotel room door open.  
“Vegas baby!” Yuri barks as he, Mack, and Evgeny enter Billy’s hotel suite. He waves a wad of 
bills in Billy’s direction but heads straight for wet bar. 

“I take it you won?” Billy says, moving now to drag chairs onto the balcony. 
“Craps,” is all that Yuri yells back. 
Evgeny touches Billy’s arm and whispers his assessment of Yuri’s gambling. “Is betting big to 
win big. Next, is losing big.” 
Yuri drags a fourth chair to the balcony and takes a seat with two open bottles of beer gripped by 
the necks. Mack and Evgeny arrive with mineral water and Billy begins the session. “This 
shouldn’t take long. As I said, we’re going to San Francisco. I fly up day after tomorrow. You all 
need to be there the day after that. I’ll have rooms ready when you get there.  
“Here’s the challenge. We need to capture what happens in a board meeting ten days from now. 
We’re up against corporate level physical and digital security, so we have to think outside of the 
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box. I intende to surveil participants before, during, and after the meeting. It’s a tough 
assignment, but if we pull it off there’s a nice bonus.” 
“You know they’re going to wand the guests. No devices will be allowed in the room,” Mack 
says, more to Evgeny and Yuri than to Billy.  
“Yeah. It doesn’t mean there aren’t vulnerabilities. Trying to bring gear into the boardroom itself 
is probably a waste of time. What I really want, is access to board room electronics. If they have 
an AV room, and most board rooms do, that’s our primary target.” 
“Glass walls?” Mack asks. 
“Maybe. I’ll know in a couple of days. Even if that’s the case, they are 16 floors in the air. I 
checked online. I believe there is some through-the-wall gear out there? Look into that. Pull 
together a list of what you know for sure we need, then we can discuss what might be nice to 
have. Our boss says to keep frigging receipts, if that means anything. We don’t have much time 
to plan this one, so any ideas are good until they are not. Ev? Yuri?” 
“How much is bonus?” Yuri asks. 
“If we get it all, I’m sure we’ll be taken care of, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I need 
ideas.” 
“Easiest way is take these laptops after meeting. Meeting is over, we take these laptops, and you 
hack information. Problem solved,” Evgeny says, prompting Yuri to give him a high five.  
“If it comes to that be ready, but no. Our goal is to get the intel without them knowing. If they 
even think they were compromised, they could change plans. Anything else?” Billy asks. He 
imagines Yuri bludgeoning some poor bastard in a parking ramp.  
“What AV equipment they got?” Mack asks.  

“If and when I know, you’ll know.” 
“What do they do when shit break? They probably roll in a smartboard or something, and who do 
they call for support? If they have hot spares in the building, we can compromise those and see if 
we can break what’s installed,” Mack says.  

“Dude! That’s actually brilliant. I’ll look into it. Anything else?” 
“These guys are using wand to start meeting. Maybe someone is taking a piss and they don’t 
wand coming back,” Yuri says. Billy immediately thinks of Dirk, that maybe Moonwalk could 
force him into complying. The guy has already been compromised so maybe, but they’d need to 
test what happens if someone leaves the room. It has possibilities, but some or much of the 
meeting would be missed if that were their only plan. 
“You’re right. Our best bet is access to the AV equipment. I think we have to focus on that,” 
Mack says. 
“Agreed. Anything else? These guys practice their pitch in advance. Help me think of ways to 
tap into that,” Billy says, and the conversation continues for a while without much merit. When 
Billy believes talks are going nowhere, he suggests they break for dinner.  
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Chapter	24	
“Khloe?” Billy asks. He’s returned to the hotel lobby the following morning, after receiving his 
rental car. This realtor wears a blue skirt and matching blazer, as she mentioned the night before. 
Her dark hair is perfectly coifed in a tight bun, red-framed glasses, apparent pride in ample 
cleavage and perfumed to the max. Billy doesn’t mention that her bright red lipstick has partially 
transfered to her front teeth. 
“Mr. Montoya? A pleasure. Your looks match that beautiful voice I heard on the phone last 
night. Have you eaten breakfast? Lucky Penny makes the most delicious Ricotta Pancakes. 
They’re to die for,” she says. She firmly takes his extended hand into hers and pulls him slightly 
closer, perhaps a sales technique. 

“Call me Carlito. If you don’t mind, I’m short on time.” 
“Absolutely! We can start close by here in Green Valley and move to Anthem Drive later. Shall 
we?” she says, taking Billy’s arm momentarily and turning them toward an exit. As they walk, 
she describes multiple properties. Based upon her quick descriptions he dismisses one of the 
condominiums out of hand. What Billy doesn’t say is that he could care less where she takes 
him. The price of all these properties imply a standard of living well above what he’s 
accustomed to enduring. 
The first condo is less than a mile from the hotel. Like all the properties he will see today, it is 
located in a gated community. Automobiles in parking areas nearby are all late-models and 
impeccably clean for a city that works hard to preserve water. The 2,000 square foot 
condominium has a deck large enough for a table and four chairs, which Billy likes very much. It 
features two bedrooms and two baths with walk-in showers, contemporary appliances in the 
kitchen, and is perfectly staged in the style of Southwest living. The asking price is $350,000 but 
Khloe says there are already two offers pushing the ask to around $380,000. If he wants this 
property he would have to put in an offer quickly. 
Billy doesn’t want to discuss money. Carlito would be focused on other things. “I mentioned 
having a view.” 
“Yes. Of course. There are two breathtaking properties on Lake Las Vegas. It’s a drive from here 
but so worth it. Ready?” 
Twenty minutes, and Khloe’s life story later, they arrive at another gated community. Billy has 
never lived in a desert. It all seems foreign and lifeless, but this golfing community has foliage 
and majestic views of mountains, the valley, and a small lake. He imagines wealthy people 
congregate here in a country club on the south shore to relive stories about where they lived and 
how they made their millions. The idea of living in such a place bothers him to the point of 
calling it all off, until Khloe pulls into the drive of a building unlike anything he has ever seen.  
Billy uses his phone to video their tour of the property. The condo is a sprawling 2,800 square 
foot two-story V-shaped design. Unlike the earlier tour, he wants to see every square inch of the 
home. There are four bedrooms, five bathrooms, a recreation room with a sauna and steam room, 
two utility rooms, and comfortably nestled beneath a sprawling balcony in the back yard, Khloe 
presents a magnificent hot tub. The tour snakes through a three-car garage with epoxy coated 
floor, then into the massive kitchen. They end by walking up a back stairwell to a hallway that 
separates the master bedroom from a sitting area. When they step onto a House-wide balcony 
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with overhang that faces a golf course below and mountain vistas in the distance, he’s sold. He 
knows immediately that Carlito would want to live and entertain here, but how much? 
“It just came on the market for $500,000. There’s another property nearby listed at $399,000 if 
price is an issue,” Khloe says, and goes on to describe amenities that come with ownership—
access to the lake, golf, the clubhouse, jogging and cycling paths. “The HOA keeps everything in 
perfect working order” she says, and begins to describe the kind of people he would have as 
neighbors. Billy cuts her descriptions short.  
“Excuse me for a minute. I need to make a phone call.” 
Billy leaves the realtor waiting at one end of the balcony and walks to the other as he calls 
Moonwalk. “I’m sending pics to you, now. Let me know when you have them,” he says. 

“That was quick. A Condo? Does it fit Carlito’s lifestyle?” 
“It’s a house, actually, and yeah. Well, I guess it is technically a condo, but it stands alone. The 
lot is part of this upscale golf and boating community. Crazy, right? Desert and all. Get the 
pictures?” 

“Looking at them now. Nice. How much? Looks expensive.” 
“It is expensive, like half a mill, but to Carlito…” 
“That’s all? This is what you do. Offer $450,000 cash. Tell them you want it today and get the 
paperwork done even if you have to go the full five. I need you in San Francisco as soon as 
possible.” 
“I’ve been developing ideas with the guys. Any new developments?” 
“I finally have the attendee list, but we have bad news. One of the board members wants to move 
the venue to the Transamerica Pyramid.” 

“Why is that bad news?” 
“The board room is on the top floor. Completely isolated.” 

“I see. If they don’t move it, does the board room at Data Corp have glass walls or windows?” 
“I’ve never been. Figure it out. I do know where Dirk will be staying. You should avoid the 
Palace Hotel in the financial district, ” Moonwalk says. 
“What do I say if I run into him? I’ll be spending time in that area. Do we have his arrival time?” 
“We think he won’t fly in until the day before. Toucht has his calendar. If you run into him just 
say you’re looking at property and buy him a drink. You both have those images in common. 
Work that.” 
“Makes sense. You’re good with this property? I could look for something less expensive.” 
“Why? You like it. I like it. Even if we turn it in a year we’ll come out okay. Insure the hell out 
of the condo and get to San Francisco.” 
Billy ends the call, walks to Khloe and makes his offer with one condition. “I need to leave town 
in the morning. If you can make this happen right away, I’m all in. Also, can you recommend 
some decent apartments near the casino? I have business associates moving into the area. Oh. All 
the furniture and stuff in the building, that’s just staging, right?” 
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“It looks great, doesn’t it? You can keep it for a price.” 
“How much for everything?” 

“I’d have to check and make an offer.” 
“Doesn’t everything? Anyway, I need the bed in the master bedroom, the sofas and chairs in the 
living room, and I really like the table and chairs on the balcony. Appliances come with the 
property, right? If I can get it as is for 20 grand, do that. If not, just focus on the items I 
mentioned.” 
The realtor makes calls while driving Billy back to the hotel. With minor haggling, an offer of 
$465,000 cash is accepted for the property. The furniture items are extra so he stops with the 
bedroom set, appliances, and patio furniture. Khloe promises to have paperwork ready by end of 
day, and they part company with another business style handshake. 
 
“I bought a place. If you’re done with ogling and coconut butter, let’s go find an apartment for 
you,” Billy says when he finally catches up with Mack. The big man lounges poolside in a 
swimsuit he must have purchased at the hotel. It’s the most bizarre thing Billy has ever seen his 
friend do, except maybe walk around his shop in Chicago wearing button butt long johns, but 
Mack has no inhibitions about weight or anything else.  
“I wondered where you was at. Found something nice?” Mack rises with grunts and effort from 
the lounge chair, wraps a towel around his considerable girth, and slips into purple flip flops. As 
they walk he changes subjects. “Somebody needs to talk with Yuri. I think Ev is on it.” 

“Why? He losing?” 
Mack gives Billy a look. “Hell if I know. Last Ev saw he was three sheets to the wind and 
lighting cigars with hundred-dollar bills. He seen that slot machine with the Monopoly guy. You 
know that one?” 

“No.” 
“You sure? He seen that machine and—guess it don’t matter if you don’t know the machine. It’s 
got a wheel spins on top? No? Point is, Yuri is being Yuri so I don’t want him hunting 
apartments with us. Me and Ev can do it. It wasn’t until years later that he discovered how old 
dad always had a mistress along.”  

Chapter	25	
Billy has never been to San Francisco. In his teens, his father often suggested that he accompany 
him on business trips. San Francisco was among the destinations, but at the last minute his father 
always found a way to renege. 
The flight from McCarren in Las Vegas to SFO is longer than Billy imagined it would be. After 
deplaning, he follows terminal signs to the BART, which offers above and below ground rail 
transit through the bay area. Like systems he is familiar with in Minneapolis and Chicago, the 
rhythm of the rails and passing in and out of darkness reassures him until someone riding next to 
him points out that they are currently under the bay. The thought of earthquakes focuses his 
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attention, but soon the BART delivers him to the Powell station where he takes a cable car uphill 
to California Street, then walks to the Fairmont Hotel. The Financial District, where the world-
famous Transamerica Pyramid and Data Corp Headquarters buildings are located, is downhill 
from there along California Street. He plans to make that trek later in the day, despite the steep 
incline. Thankfully, cable cars are available for the return. 
Carlito checks into a hotel rich in history and old-world luxury. It sits high on a hilltop claiming 
the most spectacular views in San Francisco, something Carlito would want to enjoy. 
Anticipating the arrival of Mack and crew he asks for adjoining rooms with a view of the 
Transamerica Pyramid building in the Financial District. He initially selects connected double 
queen accommodations, but after discussing options with the woman at the front desk, he 
upgrades to the Tower Suite. It also has adjoining views available and the rooms are booked for 
his timeframe. And yes, he wants a rollaway bed added to the second room as well as a 
refrigerator and microwave.  
The flight into the city wasn’t all that strenuous, but he feels tired just the same. His plan to 
check out the Data Corp building as soon as possible is set aside when he enters the suite and 
stands in front of floor-to-ceiling glass, facing the San Francisco skyline. He spends a few 
minutes with the telescope, hangs clothes in the bedroom closet, and opens his laptop in the 
living area. He makes a coffee, then spends an hour researching audio visual companies serving 
corporations in the Bay area. Often, a Boolean search reveals which clientele companies serve, 
but not this time.  
Billy checks emails and follows up on the aliases he’s embedded into various social media apps 
and a few gaming destinations. He trades messages with hackers he's met and has worked with 
over the years, then downloads a copy of Wireshark and other code he’s developed to boost WiFi 
signals. When he's caught up with associates, and has his laptop and phone configured, he 
dresses in his vanilla summer suit and takes a cab to a restaurant with a view of the Data Corp 
headquarters building. As he has done a hundred times before, he opens a spoofed WiFi network 
and scans nearby networks for vulnerabilities. Data Corp seems impenetrable, but Billy knows 
better. Every network in the world has vulnerabilities somewhere. It's his job to figure out where 
they are. 
After consuming a BLT, Billy slips his laptop into a bag and slings it over his shoulder. He opens 
an app on his phone and goes to the visitor’s desk in the Data Corp lobby. The huge man at the 
desk greets him and asks if he has an appointment. The badge on the man’s lapel says Lionel and 
the disinterest on Lionel’s face says he isn’t paid enough. 
“I’m a few days early for a board meeting next week. I’d like to get the tech review before I have 
to make my presentation.” 
“Annual meet up?” The guard asks, and now seems to be more responsive. “Sign in and I’ll have 
someone show you around.” 
“Great. Board room and AV equipment.” 
Billy grabs the pen, looks at the sign-in sheet prepared to sign in as Carlito, but at the last second 
uses the name, Anthony Dirk. Dirk would get more information as he’s on the presenter’s list. 
He signs the register and hands one of Dirks business cards over as he does. Ten minutes later, a 
young gregarious woman from public relations introduces herself to him as Vivian. She escorts 
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Billy to the 16th floor, all the while describing the types of equipment and support options 
available for presentations. Billy answers questions as if he were Dirk, so when she asks about 
his business, he says, “Yeah. We're looking at properties in Texas and Arizona. Should be a good 
meeting. I’m really looking forward to it. By the way, what’s the WiFi here? I assume we won’t 
be using guest.” 
Billy holds his phone up to Vivian and she identifies the secured corporate address he will be 
using during the presentation. Surprising him, she gives him a password as she literally walks 
Billy into the board room.  
Billy comments on the massive boat-shaped table with integrated recessed viewports. One of the 
exterior walls is floor-to-ceiling glass with retractable blinds. There is a podium to the right of a 
large presentation area. Billy recognizes that at one time a screen could be lowered for 
projectors, but that has been replaced by a massive video monitor. “I take it we’ll have tech guys 
here to assist? Do you know what aspect ratios work best on the screen there?” Billy asks. 
“Now you’re above my pay grade,” Vivian says apologetically and chuckles. “Follow me.”  
Billy follows this dedicated and well-meaning official out of the board room and around a corner 
to an open door leading up narrow stairs into a small AV area at the back of the boardroom. The 
design is rarely used any longer, but when this building was configured it allowed a tech to sit 
above the room and view activities through a foot-high slot just below the ceiling. A young 
technician is in the room now, reviewing a slide deck he may have just uploaded to his system. 
Vivian apologizes to the tech for the intrusion.  
As Billy is introduced he scans the room. Much of the equipment is old and probably no longer 
used, but it’s common that some techs cling to legacy systems with a just-in-case mentality. This 
tech’s boss, for example, knows that someone may one day hand him content in a legacy format 
ten minutes before a presentation and expect it to run. 
There’s an open-frame four-post server rack next to an ethernet patch panel against the far wall 
of the small room. The keyboard tray is open and the monitor mounted above it shows the slides 
the young man is reviewing. The rack shelves are jammed with various equipment. AV switchers 
with numerous input/output capabilities for radio jacks, RCA connectors, HDMI, and other 
cables sit on those shelves. One of the lower shelves actually has an old VHS/DVD player. The 
age of the equipment, and sloppy cable management, tell Billy that managing AV may be the 
height of this technician’s capability. 
“Mr. Dirk has a question about, what was it? Aspect ratios?” 
Billy shakes the young tech’s hand. “We’ll be presenting next week. I’ve got some widescreen 
video and a 4:3 slide deck. I’m just wondering if I need to rebuild the deck to 16:9. I hope not, 
but we want to do it right,” Billy says, all the while knowing it doesn’t really matter.” 
The tech points to a laminated document pinned to the wall just inside the door above the light 
switch. Billy studies it for only a few seconds. “I won’t remember all of this. Mind if I take a 
picture for my tech guys?” 

“Go ahead,” the tech says, and returns to his keyboard. 
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Billy opens the camera on his phone and focuses the lens onto the sheet of paper. He takes a 
couple of shots then feigns seeing if the image is clear as he switches to video. He makes a quick 
discrete pass of the control room. “This is impressive. Thank you.” 
“Our pleasure,” Vivian says, smiling. 
Before Billy turns to leave he spots a point of vulnerability he’d never have expected in a 
corporation known nationwide for big data. “Yeah. Really impressive setup. What’s that piece of 
equipment?” Billy asks, pointing to a data switch on the rack at the back of the room. As both the 
tech and Vivian turn in the direction where he points, Billy snaps a quick photo of a dusty white 
WiFi extender plugged into an outlet near the baseboard of the wall facing the board room. As 
the tech turns to explain that it is a simple data switch, Billy slides his phone into a pocket. 
Billy thanks the tech again for his time and follows Vivian down the stairs and across the 16th 
floor lobby toward the bank of elevators. As they walk, Vivian gets a phone call. She lifts the 
phone to her ear as she raises an index finger interrupting their banter. Two steps into the call she 
stops momentarily and turns her head away. Billy doesn’t mind waiting. He quickly checks his 
laptop to see that Wireshark has finished its scan. He closes the app and waits.  
Billy is elated. Older model WiFi extenders are known to have design and implementation flaws. 
Like many IoT devices, he could hit the device with a simple HTTP request and trigger a shell 
command. With a little finesse he’d have root-level access. Once owned, he can send bots into 
the Data Corp network to create his own network and harvest credentials, discover leaks, or even 
gain direct access to the computer the young tech is using in the AV room right now.  
Vivian ends her call and they continue to the elevator. Her demeanor has changed. “Everything 
okay?” Billy asks, noticing that she punches the ground floor lobby button with a shaking hand. 

“Oh. Sorry. Yes, everything is fine.” 
As Billy and Vivian exit the elevator she briskly walks away. Billy glances at the exit and sees 
two suited guards staring back at him. The guard that signed him in earlier has stepped around 
the desk and is walking in his direction.  
Billy pulls his phone and takes a few steps away to buy time. Now all three guards are walking 
toward him and their intent is obvious. Billy quickly sends a message to Moonwalk saying, 911. 
He has time to send another to Mack saying, 911 – Sit Tight, before the guards are on him. His 
final act is to open a custom app he created for his phone. Surrounded now, he launches the app 
and returns the phone to his pocket. 
“You’re coming with us,” Lionel says. His face still says he isn’t paid enough, but he smiles. 

 

Chapter	26	
Billy is flanked by the two guards that blocked his exit. Up close, they look more like body 
builders and Billy has no intention of resisting.  

Lionel returns to the front desk without a word as the big man to his right says, “This way.” 
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Billy is led without objection from the lobby through a side door behind the front desk into a 
hallway. He’s led past a room filled with video monitors and racks of equipment. A young man 
in there, reviews footage of him in the elevator with Vivian. The tech looks up momentarily, 
smiles, and shakes his head. 
The doorway to the next room is open. A strong hand on Billy’s back introduces him to the 
room. “Wait here,” the guard says gruffly, and Billy complies without comment. He feels 
defeated, weak, and frightened. Uniformed officers will probably arrive soon to ask why he’s 
come into Data Corp pretending to be Anthony Dirk. He tells himself he hasn’t violated any 
laws, or maybe he has? As he tries to come up with some kind of explanation he imagines hours 
of questioning and a night without sleep. More problematic, what will Moonwalk say? What 
happens if Dirk is informed and Billy’s picture is sent to him in the process, all very possible.  
The room is bare, sterile, and windowless. The door may even be locked behind him, but he isn’t 
sure. An overhead florescent light buzzes loudly, as if the ballast is fried. He sits at one of the 
two chairs separated by a Formica-topped table. The guards make a mistake. They leave him 
alone in a windowless room.  
Billy quickly opens his laptop and downloads a file from Wireshark, then sends it. When sent, he 
closes and deletes the app then slides the laptop into his bag. From then on, he breathes easier, 
but paces and leans against a wall alternatively, racking his brain for what he’ll say to authorities 
when they arrive. Obviously, they know he is not Anthony Dirk.  
Deep in thought, Billy is startled as a solid, square jawed man in his fifties throws open the door 
and enters the room. This guy’s badge says Lovelace and Lovelace demands that Billy empty his 
pockets into a tray he’s brought with him. “Why am I being held?” Billy asks. He knows it to be 
a foolish question, but why not try.  
“Everything. Wallet, keys, phone, everything you have,” Lovelace says without blinking. 
“I don’t understand,” Billy says, but does what he’s been asked to do. Maybe he should ask for a 
lawyer like they do on television, but he hasn’t even been accused of anything.  
When he’s emptied everything into the tray he turns out his pockets and Lovelace leaves with the 
tray and his laptop bag. Ten minutes go by, or maybe it is twenty minutes Billy thinks. Surely, 
the police are in the video room reviewing the guard’s claims, his signature, photos of the actual 
Anthony Dirk. Maybe they are talking with someone about what charges to bring, or they’re 
running facial recognition software, scanning for finger prints, who knows. Billy is quite sure 
he’s not in their systems and doesn’t want to be. For all they know, he’s Carlito, and maybe, 
fingers crossed Billy thinks, the persona will hold up long enough for him to get away. The 
house he signed for the day before won’t be easy to find yet, so unless they hold him for a long 
while, they will be hunting in Florida and Panama for background. “Good luck with that,” he 
says to himself. 
Instead of figuring out what he will say to the police, he turns his focus to getting details to 
Moonwalk. She probably wouldn’t do it, but she has leverage on Dirk. If Dirk had sent Billy 
using his name to do some simple advance work on presentation equipment? But how does he 
pull that off without bringing her into his troubles. And why in hell would Carlito be calling 
Moonwalk? The dilemma he’s put himself into this time causes anxiety to punch at his chest. He 
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sits, slides the chair up to the table, and rests his head on folded arms. As he rests, something that 
Yuri once said to him returns. Never make it easy for the bastards to take you down. 
An hour or more passes. Now Billy wants to use a restroom. Furthermore, he’s agitated. He tries 
to open the door, but it is locked. He bangs on the door and calls out.  
One of the body-builder guards opens the door and leads Billy to a restroom, waits for him, then 
brings him back along the hallway to his room. This time, Lovelace is in the room waiting. He 
points to the open chair. Billy sits as Lovelace studies him for the longest time. It’s an awkward 
feeling, him locked in wordless conflict with the older tougher man. Billy knows that if this guy 
yells or gets physical, he’ll fold like a napkin, but that doesn’t happen.  
“If it were up to me you’d be in custody by now,” Lovelace says. “You’d spend the night in jail 
with hardened criminals waiting for a hearing. That can still be arranged, but it’s not up to me. 
Sit tight. Someone wants to meet you.” 
Lovelace steps out of the room but leaves the door open. He hears the man talking with someone. 
There’s a woman’s voice in the hallway. When Lovelace returns, he is accompanied by a 
startlingly attractive blond with short perfectly trimmed hair. “He doesn’t look so tough to me,” 
she says, and then asks Lovelace if the room is secure.  

Lovelace nods yes, and leaves, closing the door behind him.  
The woman motions for Billy to sit. She carries a file folder with her and lays it on the table. 
After scanning through a few of the documents she looks up and smiles. “My name is Victoria. 
You can call me Vic. I don’t work directly for Data Corp. I work for LDT, and we have the 
security contract for this corporation. What’s your name?” 
“Carlito,” Billy says.  

Victoria laughs. “That’s funny. Tell me, Carlito. Do you prefer Vilém, William, or Bill?” 
Billy is shocked that in such a short period of time they have blasted through his false identity 
and arrived at his birth name. “How about, Billy,” he says. He’s blown. His mind races through 
layers of consequence, losing his relationship with Moonwalk, losing that beautiful house and all 
that comes with it, the probability that all of this will lead back to his crew and his mother. It’s 
one thing to imitate Dirk to get a tour, quite another to carry fake ID for Carlito. 

“Billy it is.” 
Victoria opens her folder and reads. “Vilém Chownyk, son of Mikhailo and Elaina Chownyk, is 
that right?” 
Billy doesn’t answer. If he’d known that LDT was running security he wouldn’t have entered the 
building in the first place. He curses Moonwalk for not knowing, or not telling him, that this 
cybersecurity megalith was on site. LDT has been all the buzz in security trade journals for the 
last year or more. Their world headquarters is in Berlin and they are credited with being the 
fastest growing cybersecurity firm in Europe. If he wasn’t tied to Moonwalk he’d have applied 
with them without hesitation. Frustrated with his situation, he goes on the offensive. “What do 
you do for LDT?” 
“I’ll take that as a yes. Actually, I’m VP of sales for North America. What are you doing, 
pretending to be Mr. Dirk? It seems beneath you.” 
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“He’s a friend of mine. I was just checking out the board room, hoping to help him with an 
upcoming meeting.” 
Victoria smiles. “Checking out the board room. Sounds innocent enough, but I have to ask. Who 
is Carlito?” 
The woman playing with him is slick, incredibly attractive, probably in her mid-thirties. She’s 
clearly intelligent and has an ageless cosmopolitan quality about her. Wanting to play as well, 
Billy answers her question in Spanish, saying that he’s a guy LDT should have hired. 
Surprising him, Victoria answers in Spanish, saying she might want to take him up on that idea. 
Switching back to English, she says, “James tells me you’ve been a bad boy.” 
“Lovelace?” Billy asks.  
“Yes. James Lovelace. He’s one of ours.” Her tone is pleasant, nearly seductive. There are sexual 
tones in her demeanor, notes he doesn’t know how to handle. 

“What does that mean, exactly. One of ours?” he asks.  
Victoria casually pulls a large manila envelope from her bag and dumps Billy’s phone and other 
belongings onto the table. “How’d you do that?” She asks. 
“Do what?” 

“Wipe the phone so quickly?” 
“It came that way. I just bought it,” Billy says. If this woman wanted to turn him over to the 
authorities, she’d already have police in the room. Something else is afoot. She wants something 
and because of that, she has his full attention. 
Victoria crosses her arms. Her posture is impeccable. “I have a proposition. Not much of a 
choice if you ask me, but here it is. From now on you work for me. It’s either that or James turns 
you over to the feds and you’ll spend all of your youth, and much of mid-life, behind bars—
corporate espionage and so on.” 

“I’m in a contract with a company. I can’t break that contract even if I wanted to do so.” 
“Brianna Lester, Ridge Security Analyst Group, we know all about that. You’ve done some 
impressive work and are getting quite a name for yourselves.” 
Billy is startled again, but also amused and intrigued. Clearly, LDT didn’t put this all together in 
the past hour. His credentials as Carlito have fooled casinos, bankers, even the DMV in Florida. 
He’d purchased a condo in Nevada as Carlito, though perhaps some of that paperwork may not 
have been thoroughly checked. They know far too much, but not everything. If they had it all 
they would not have stopped at Brianna. They would have found other aliases like Kimberly, 
Jennifer, or even Moonwalk. “I can’t be in two places at once.” 
Victoria leans forward. The tip of her tongue pleats her lips momentarily. “I understand that. I’m 
not asking you to leave Ridge. I’m suggesting that if you help me, I will help you. Tell me. Why 
are you are so interested in that meeting?” 

“I can’t say.” 
“And if I promised to help you get what you need? What then? Let me guess. Your boss wants a 
recording of the presentations. We’ve followed your work long enough to know you are after 
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something big. We want to know what that is. And by the way, you will continue working for 
Ridge as if nothing has happened. You’ll just have to keep me informed.” 

“I don’t know if I can do that.” 
“You can, and you will.” 
“No. I mean I can’t tell you exactly why we want the hack. It’s all need to know, and I don’t 
know.” 
Victoria laughs. There is an innocent quality to her face and voice when she does. “Fair enough.  
Eventually you will know, and when you do, you’ll tell me all about it. You know something 
already. What?” 
“Why are you doing this?” Billy asks.  
“It’s not what you think. We’re not interested in stealing clients from Ridge or exposing your 
exploits. Quite the opposite. I think there is a role for you at LDT. There may also be a place for 
Brianna, but I need to know if you can play ball at another level. If we are right about you and 
your company, we may acquire Ridge Security. Some of my colleagues are already talking about 
acquisition. LDT has bought the best and brightest in Europe. Now we are in the States. I can 
explain over dinner. Do we have a deal or do I talk to James?” 
Billy slides his phone into a pocket. She’s right. He has little choice but to play along. He says, 
“Since you put it that way, I could at least use a drink.” 

Chapter	27	
Victoria suggests dining at Acquerello and raves about the cuisine as if none of what just 
happened at Data Corp is of any consequence. It’s as if they’ve just met through a dating app and 
she wants to be liked. But the whole dinner thing is just too much. Billy insists again that he’s 
not hungry. All he can think about is taking the jacket off of his phone, checking for a wire, and 
restoring functionality. As soon as he can do that, he plans to disappear into a Scotch or three.  

“I know just the place! This way,” Victoria says and takes Billy’s arm.  
“Let me guess. You were a model. You probably worked in New York and Europe. You know 
how to handle men so that makes you the perfect saleswoman.” It’s a bizarre sensation to be 
walking with one of the most beautiful women he’s ever encountered, along the streets in San 
Francisco, a city he’s never visited before. Is he Billy, Carlito, or soon to be a number in prison? 
Victoria appears to be flattered, as if being labeled beautiful for the very first time. “Yes, I was a 
model. I worked for an agency, more in Europe than here. And yes, it helps with sales to have 
been on magazine covers. Businessmen still think with their dicks half the time.” 
Billy laughs. This woman scared the hell out of him just minutes earlier, all that talk about the 
feds, life behind bars, but on the street, she isn’t threatening in the least. “You said to call you 
Vic?” 
“Here we are,” Victoria says, ignoring the question. She nods across the street toward the 
Wayfair Tavern. 
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They take seats at a small table street-side. Hoping to reassemble shreds of torn ego, Billy once 
again assumes the persona of Carlito. When waited upon, however, Victoria speaks without 
needing to see a menu. “I’d like the Turkey Club Wrap. It’s marvelous, but please put the 
dressing on the side. I’ll also have a glass of Pinot Noir and a Bently Reserve for my friend.” 

“A preference for your wine?” the waiter asks. 
“Let’s start with the Auteur. Actually, anything from Sonoma will do. Whatever is open. Thank 
you,” Victoria says, dismissing the waiter before he can even set a menu on the table. 
“What’s a Bently whatever? I usually just go with Scotch on the rocks. And by the way, I need to 
use the restroom.” 
“Do that and I’ll explain,” Victoria says as Billy stands to leave.  
In the restroom, Billy disassembles his phone and checks for inappropriate inclusions. Finding 
none, he reassembles and downloads an app that regenerates function and data from a secure 
location in the cloud. The thought of running comes and goes. 
“Sorry about that,” Billy says when he returns.  
“You could have worked on your phone right here. Never mind. Basically, the Bently cocktail is 
rye and an assortment of bitters. You’ll love it. What’s the big deal with the board meeting? Why 
would you show up as Anthony Dirk and think you could get away with that?” 
Billy smirks and shrugs his shoulders. “I got cocky. It won’t happen again. Since you know Dirk, 
you know he’s hunting for property. The property, I figure, is one small part of a massive bid.” 
“And Ridge works for a competitor.” 
“I don’t know who, but sure.” Talking about Moonwalk isn’t right. She’s bailed him out on 
multiple occasions. They share history. Even though he only says what is obvious, he feels 
guilty. 
“It has to be uncomfortable. You’re loyal to Brianna, but look at it this way. If she is all we think 
she is, we’re going to do business together. You’re actually paving the way for that to happen, 
and it won’t take long.” 
“I won’t help to bring her down. I’ll do prison time before I’d do that,” Billy says as the waiter 
approaches.  

“Understood. Oh good, our drinks! Let me know what you think of the cocktail,” Victoria says. 
Billy takes a sip of his drink while she and the waiter watch expectantly. He places the drink on 
the table and says, “I’d also like a double Scotch on the rocks, please.” 
Victoria laughs. Billy smiles, but is not in the mood for small talk. “Why would LDT even 
consider helping me access critical information? You have a reputation to protect,” Billy says.  
“We signed contracts two weeks ago and started our comprehensive audit last week. They’ll 
never know about our arrangement. Actually, I’ll tell them you are part of a penetration test or 
something. They’ll buy it and even feel good that they caught you. You show us the vulnerability 
you discovered after the meeting is over and everyone goes home a hero. It’s worth it to us to get 
you onboard.” 

“Who says I found a vulnerability?” 
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Victoria laughs. “You’re too good not to have found something. What’s a data switch? Get real.” 
“I’ll give you what you want when I get what I want, and what I want is a live stream of the 
meeting. Without that I’ll have no choice but to conduct a separate hack. One way or the other, I 
will get that meeting information. You can trust me on that one.” 
Victoria smiles. “I already said I’ll give it to you. When the meeting is over you’ll have what you 
need. What did you find?” 
Billy takes a swill of his drink. The vulnerability he found is like a pinhole in a fortress. Hours of 
effort lie ahead of him to expand that pinhole into a viable exploit, but Victoria doesn’t know 
that. She’s probing. “This is actually not a bad cocktail, Vic. I tell you what. I’ll document the 
vulnerability and have it ready to turn over the second I have what I need, but we have a 
problem. You clearly have access to the information I need, but what guarantees do I have you’ll 
turn it over? Trust works both ways.” 

For the first time since they met, Victoria seems perplexed. “Where are you staying?” 
“You already know that. The Fairmont,” Billy says. 
“Then that is where we will watch the meeting. We’ll do it together, just you and I. Is anyone 
else involved?” 

“Not relevant. Usually, I work alone for this kind of thing.” 
“Then we’re all set. By the way, Brianna can’t know anything about our agreement. If you do 
that, or run, we’ll find you.” 
“All I want is the recording and to learn more about LDT. What do you mean we might work 
together, LDT and Ridge Security? Briana won’t just turn over her clients. She’s worked for too 
long and too hard.” 
“Cute. If LDT wanted your clients we would just take them. Like you, I’m on a need-to-know 
footing. I’m authorized to do whatever it takes to steal you away. If acquisition of Ridge Security 
is what that takes, that or a merger, I’m ready to negotiate. That’s all I can say.” 
The waiter returns with Billy’s Scotch and he nearly consumes the entire drink before speaking. 
“Turning me over to the feds is a pretty big stick. Is there a carrot in this somewhere? Are you at 
least paying for my drink?” 
Victoria laughs then leans forward. “Drinks, cash, but why stop there? I will consider whatever it 
takes to get you on board.” 

Chapter	28	
“Discard previous. Riddle solved. Meet me on the beach,” Billy types. He hits send, logs into a 
private room of a gaming site, and waits. Ten minutes later, he is talking with Moonwalk in a 
chat room. 

Moonwalk leads with the obvious question. “What the hell happened?” 
“Just chill. It was a false alarm. I got eyes on the AV room and found a path to getting 
everything. As I was leaving the building two guards came running out of one of the elevators 
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headed right for me. I panicked, sent that message, and purged my phone. Thing is, they ran right 
past me. I nearly shit myself.” 

“Scared me, too. Are you sure they didn’t make you? We can’t fail with this one.” 
“I’ll work up plan B, but I’m feeling confident. Sorry to have scared you. You’re still planning to 
be here the day before, right? I need you.” 
“You have an in?” 
“I’ll run tests to be sure, but we’re good. I might even own their boardroom network if we get 
lucky.” 
Billy ends the conversation feeling dirty. The guilt of working with Victoria behind Moonwalk’s 
back doesn’t sit well with him, but he makes another call.  

“Hey, Mack? Sorry for the crazy message. It turned out to be a false alarm. Where are you?” 
“Scared us, kid. We’re sitting in the new apartment watching these guys haul furniture. Nice 
spread. We still on for Frisco?” 
“It’s complicated, but yes. Remember the list we talked about? Whatever has to be shipped, send 
it to my attention at Fairmont hotel here in Frisco, and by my attention I mean Carlito Montoya.” 
“Yeah, I was wondering about that.” 

“Yuri behaving?” 
“Want to talk to him? Here.” 

Before Billy can say no, Mack hands his phone to the wild Russian. “My man Billy! What’s up?  
“I hear you’ve been lucky.” 

“Winning at craps, blackjack, and there’s many nice women here. Loving Las Vegas.”  
“Glad to hear it. Do you have connections in San Francisco? Maybe someone in a limo service?” 

“I am having some friends from the old days. Maybe drivers, maybe not. I can call.” 
“We might need a few corporate types, ladies, anyone that can keep their mouth shut. Don’t 
promise anything until we have a plan. Let me speak to Mack again.” 
When Mack returns to the call, Billy says, “How soon can you be here?” 

“All of us?” 
“I’d rather you rent a car and drive up if you don’t mind. I’ll have a room waiting.” 

“Gear first, though. Right?” 
“Yes. Think micro. We need stuff we can plant on someone’s person, maybe place in a car, you 
know what I’m saying.” 
Billy ends his call feeling positive again. At Data Corp he thought he was done, then Victoria 
gave him an out. If she can be believed, LDT wants him, but can she be believed? The sensation 
of vulnerability returns and he heads for the street. He wants to walk the hills of San Francisco 
until his legs can’t take another step. Anything to stave off the fear and uncertainty that haunts 
him sounds like a good idea.  
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Chinatown is downhill from the Fairmont. He takes his time getting there and spends even more 
time slipping in and out of shops. He has no interest in buying anything but bathes in the 
anonymity of crowded streets and the distraction of being in an unfamiliar city.  
From glittering shops filled with ginseng, silk, ornaments, and Peking duck, he walks to North 
Beach. The aroma of Italian cooking seduces him. Nightlife activities are picking up now, 
couples heading into and out of restaurants, groups of young men in their finest walk the streets 
hoping to meet women. What would Carlito do if he were here?  
Dance music echoing off of storefronts on Folsom Street answers his question. Carlito would 
live large. Carlito would find that music. He’d take a walk on the wild side, and that is what Billy 
decides to do.  
F8 bar is packed. Billy forces his way into the crowded entrance and pushes through happy and 
somewhat inebriated guests until he finds a space at the lengthy bar next to a couple that grope 
each other. The room is narrow but long. A bartender approaches. Barking over the noise of 
guests and a DJ spinning vinyl at the far end of the room, he says, “Double Scotch on the rocks 
for me and whatever these two are drinking.” 
The bartender brings drinks. The couple next to Billy break from kissing long enough to thank 
him, then after twenty minutes of buying drinks for other guests, Carlito is once again the center 
of attention telling and hearing stories, toasting whatever his new friends have in mind.  
Five shots into the evening, Billy opens his phone and places a call to the most recent number 
added to his contacts. Victoria answers. “Did you mean it?” Billy asks. 

“Mean what? Where are you?” 
“You said, why stop there. Did you mean it?” 
There is a moment of silence while Billy assumes Victoria calculates how to respond. “That 
depends. What do you have in mind?” she finally asks. 

“Dancing. Can you dance? I need a partner.” 
Victoria laughs. “You nasty little boy. Clubbing are we? Are you drunk? If you’re drunk you are 
on your own.” 
“Not yet. F8 on Folsom. If you don’t show up in the next half hour I’ll assume you can’t dance.” 

Victoria laughs again and says, “I have a few moves. Okay, I’ll see you in twenty.” 
Billy ends the call, slides his phone into his pocket and says aloud, “I just did that.” 
“What?” the man sitting next to him asks. The gentleman has more hardware and tattoos on his 
body than anyone Billy has ever met. Nose, ears, lips, tongue, even eyebrows feature studs and 
rings. His ears are stretched into loops the size of golf balls.  
Billy lays a fifty-dollar bill on the bar. “My friend is coming. Drinks are on me until she arrives 
and this fifty is yours if you give her that seat.” 
The man smiles and signals the bartender that he’s ready for another round. 
When Victoria finally arrives, the sea of drunks divides. Heads turn. Even the couple sitting to 
Billy’s left stop what they are doing long enough to comment. A few of the men in the bar 
attempt to speak to Victoria as she makes her way through the crowd, but she ignores them. 
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Instead, she walks directly to Billy and wraps her arms around his torso before planting a kiss on 
the side of his cheek.  
Billy inches the fifty along the bar and the man to his right offers Victoria his seat. “Thank you,” 
she says to him, and sits. 

Victoria leans into Billy. “Where is this coming from?” 
“If we’re going to do business, we should know more about each other. I’m Carlito,” Billy says. 

Victoria smiles. “Nice to meet you, Carlito. My name is Vic.” 
Two drinks later they dance erotically, abandoned in music and the pulsating movement of the 
guests that surround and often rub against them. Another drink to cool off and they leave the bar 
laughing, arms wrapped around each other as if they have been intimately involved for years. 
One block up on 8th street Billy summons an Uber driver. “I can drop you wherever you want. 
Thanks for coming out tonight. I needed to get out of my head.” 
“Actually, I think we need to go in there,” Victoria says, pointing to a Unimart convenience store 
across the intersection. Billy follows.  
In the store, Victoria grabs a pint of Jack Daniels and leads Billy through aisles until she finds 
the condom display. She slides her hand across the small of Billy’s back and suggests he select a 
durable three-pack. “With the stress we’re both under, we may need more than one.” 
The Uber driver delivers them to the Fairmont hotel. Victoria has her arm around Billy’s waist, 
and his arm is around hers as they cross the lobby. She kisses his neck in front of the bellman, 
her tongue driving sensations through his frame. 
As they enter the elevator, the back of her hand brushes his groin. In the hallway on Billy’s floor, 
she unbuckles his belt. As Billy swipes his keycard against the room lock, the straps on 
Victoria’s dress slide down her arms.  
The door closes behind them and Victoria twists the dead bolt shut. Billy’s hand reaches for the 
light switch but she slaps it away. “Undress,” she whispers. She disappears into the dim light of 
the living area and stands between him and the large glass view of the city. Victoria moves 
sensually in silhouette, as if performing for him, or the whole city beyond. Billy is speechless. 
She turns toward him, swaying, her hands moving slowly from her thighs, across her torso and 
upward, folding momentarily and then reaching high into the air, intertwined. She moans softly. 
Her hips undulate, knees and thighs pressed together. Billy watches the seductive twist and sway 
of her body, entranced. His heart races. His breathing becomes more rapid and shallow as he 
inevitably becomes aroused. He slowly unbuttons his shirt.  
Victoria’s dress falls to the carpet, exposing garter belts and long sheer stockings. The nylons 
glisten in the dim light. As she lowers her arms to remove a garter, Billy says, “Not yet. I love 
how you move.” 
Arms above her head again, hands clasped palm to palm, she moans. “Like this? You like it like 
this?” 
Victoria dances slowly, Billy sometimes joining her. Eventually she removes those glistening 
nylon stockings. In time she releases her bra, but lets it hang suggestively on bare shoulders as 
she sways, dances, and turns toward the window. Her form is exquisite. The curves of her body 
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seductive. Her seduction practiced, intense, and now etched into his mind forever as she places 
her palms on the glass, and moves for him, and perhaps for her own pleasure.  
Billy’s lips trace the lines of her neck and descend. She moans softly as they sway together in the 
dim light, her turning into him now, back pressed against the glass, arms outstretched. Does she 
care for him? He knows better. Her desire for wonderful oblivion is no different than his own, 
and oblivion carries them from the living area to the bedroom and nearly into morning. 
Lying on their backs, bare shoulders touching, exhausted and covered in part by a single 
bedsheet, Billy is the first to return their attention to other matters. “How do you plan to capture 
the meeting information? What feeds will we have access to?” 
“I take it we’re done? Want me to dance again?” Victoria says, a quick chuckle turning that 
question into a joke. They are both spent from sometimes soft, and often fierce love making. 
Stressful lives seek robust outlets. 
“Save one for another day?” Billy asks. It’s what he would say as Carlito, or perhaps Billy is 
becoming emboldened on his own.  
“We have people. I’m told there will be two video feeds. One is a static view with audio of the 
presenter and any AV materials. The other camera takes in the whole room. Every seat at the 
table has a microphone. You’ll have access to every presentation loaded into the system.” 
“What about printouts? Is everyone on your team onboard?” 
“Are you kidding? No. All my team knows is that we want everything recorded for posterity. As 
far as they know, it will all go directly into Data Corp archives. But our head of security is an 
experienced tech like you. He’s not onboard, but he thinks I need to review the meeting for other 
reasons. All the feeds will go to an intermediary system to be packaged. As to hard copy, I 
suppose if someone carries printed material into the room that could be an issue. Ideas?” 
“Shredders,” Billy says, prompting Victoria to rise to one elbow. 
“Shredders. Brilliant! Board members will get all the relevant information sent to them later in 
digital briefings. There’s no reason any attendee should carry actual paper out of the room. We 
collect it for security purposes, but actually shred something else. I’ll see to it,” Victoria says. 
She softly punches Billy in the shoulder. “See there? That’s the brain LDT wants. Brilliant.” 

“Let’s rest for a while. I think they start room service for breakfast at six.” 
Victoria touches Billy’s face then kisses his lips. “It’s been great. Really great, and yes. Let’s 
save one for another time, but I have to go. Three big meetings in the morning,” she says and 
stands. She throws her arms overhead and gives him one last view of her proclivity for 
exhibitionism before snatching clothing from every corner of the room and disappearing into the 
bathroom.  

Billy closes his eyes and sinks deep into his pillow, mouthing the words, “Oh my God!” 

Chapter	29	
Billy is startled awake by a phone call at seven in the morning. He fights for consciousness while 
looking at caller ID, and then accepts Moonwalk’s call. “What’s up?” 
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“Will we see the meeting in real time?” 
A rush of anxiety forces Billy to his feet. Pacing the room in his boxers he says, “Too risky. 
Besides, our audio and video feeds are separate. I’ll sync everything when the meeting is over 
and get content to you late, or in the morning. I hope that is good enough.” 

“That sucks, but I understand. Are you sure we don’t need Dirk?” 
“I don’t think so. No.” 

“This has to work, Billy. No screwups. By the way, payment went through on the condo.” 
“Cool. I have papers to sign when I get back, but thanks. You’re going to love the place,” Billy 
says. His pacing slows.  
“I have another job. It involves your guys, Yuri especially.” 

“Why him? We need to get physical?” 
“Hopefully not, but it’s a possibility. We can talk later. What’s on your agenda today?” 
“Code, coffee, and more code. Someone has to take notes, right? We get that we have 
everything.” 

“I’m counting on you. Stay on top of things.” 
When the call ends, Billy slumps onto the side of his bed. He heads out of the bedroom into the 
living area and laughs. Victoria left her thong draped over the edge of a lamp shade. “Hell of a 
calling card,” he says with an image of her in his mind. He grabs bottled water and returns to 
bed. 
Billy wakes again two hours later and muddles through his morning routine. Dancing, and all 
that followed with Victoria the night before, cycles in his memory. He reminds himself that their 
night was nothing—raw emotional sex is all. It’s just Victoria’s approach to business. Men are 
easy, she’d said at the Tavern. They think with their dicks. 
Even knowing how Victoria operates doesn’t change Billy’s belief that she will deliver on her 
promise. She will get him that live feed to the board room. Unfortunately, Billy can’t just trust 
that outcome. He never relies on a single option to solve a problem, and through research he now 
has at least two. 
Billy downloads and studies the images and video he took in the Data Corp AV room. He is 
especially interested in two things, the laminated sheet of information pinned to the AV control 
room wall, and the WiFi extender plugged into an outlet. Enlarging the photo of instructions 
confirms the value of the find. Fine print on that document includes login information for 
BRNet, which can only stand for boardroom network.  
Miscellaneous information like aspect ratios, a checklist of procedures, and support numbers for 
various equipment are all typed up and laminated there as well, but separate from that generic 
information, in pencil on a piece of tape below the laminated sheet, he finds login information 
for the network. That too, is common for AV techs that rely upon the physical security of a 
locked door. For less secure meetings, guests need access. He imagines that every project 
manager in the building uses this board room at one time or another, and all know which WiFi 
network to use when they do, they just don’t carry login information in their heads. 
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For big meetings, like the board meeting that is coming, security is tight. If Moonwalk is correct, 
phones and other devices will not be allowed into the room. Security personnel will literally 
wand board members to ensure the policy is enforced. The WiFi extender implies that at one 
time or another the router’s signal was not strong enough to support users in the room and the 
conference room lobby.  
Billy identifies the extender manufacturer and model online. The laminated sheet verifies that the 
Service Set Identifier is unique to the board room and this bit of information makes him smile. 
Knowing the manufacturer of the extender gives him the first three characters of the device’s 
MAC address. With this information in hand, Billy plots his hack.  
The next challenge is access to the network during meetings. The range of this network is likely 
between 60 and 120 feet, depending upon obstructions. Line of site would give him plenty of 
room to access the board room network from the street, but the 16th floor is at minimum 160 feet 
above street level. Plus, the signal would travel through all those floors. Even with a signal 
booster, reliable street-level access is doubtful. 
A cable car carries Billy back to the Financial District. He’s a known entity at Data Corp now, so 
entering the lobby is out of the question, but gaining direct access may be unnecessary. Billy 
recalls that the Data Corporation headquarters building stands next to another taller building. As 
he exits the cable car and begins his walk up Sansome Street his recollection is verified. He 
crosses the street counting steps and calculates the distance between buildings to be 60 feet if 
that. If he can get to the sixteenth floor of that other building, part of the exploit puzzle will fall 
into place.  
Billy enters the facing building and scans the tenant list. An insurance company occupies the 
entire 16th floor. He uses his phone to scan WiFi signals then ascends. Exiting the elevator, he 
encounters a reception desk. To the right and left of a small room behind that desk, he sees 
waiting areas and a glass wall. Standing in the lobby as if completing a text message, he searches 
available WiFi networks and finds BRNet. He enters login information obtained the day before, 
and he’s now logged into the Data Corp boardroom network. 
“Good morning,” the receptionist calls to him. 

 Billy looks up, slides his phone into a pocket and walks to her. Smiling, he says, “Yes it is.”  

Chapter	30	
Knowing he has direct access to Data Corp’s AV board room network, Billy spends a day 
researching and probing. He’s penetrated networks through social engineering, ADFSpoof, and 
brute force attacks using tools like Medusa, RainbowCrack, and WFizz, but this is different. This 
time he wants to take control through an IoT device.  
His first step is to identify the full MAC address of the WiFi extender and spoof its address. 
Once achieved, he thinks of ideas to trigger user interaction to send data packets, but abandons 
that idea as being too suspicious, even for a young tech. After contacting various friends and 
trading hacks with them online, he injects an EAPoL frame, flags aggregation to suit his 
purposes, and injects a command that sets all packets leaving the fragmentation cache as being 
too large to send. The system then resends packets in smaller fragments, but this time to two 
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destinations, the boardroom’s WiFi extender, and an IP address for a server he controls. Billy 
knows his solution is not elegant, but the approach works.  
The next challenge is to hack microphones imbedded in the board room table. He uses a port-
based network access control to connect with other resources. When complete, he turns his 
attention to plan C, and calls Mack. 
“Where you at? We’re checked in. Nice digs,” Mack says when Billy calls.  
Billy says he’s on his way and asks that everyone stay there until he arrives. A cable car carries 
him to within a block of the hotel. He unlocks and opens the door separating the suites and greets 
his friends. As always, Yuri is loud, Evgeny silent, and Mack wears the look he gets when he has 
something interesting to say.  
“I probably have the meeting covered so let’s focus on the before and after. Yuri, have you found 
any drivers?” 

“One drives limo but company is in Oakland. Three Uber drivers, two taxi, and one for Lyft.” 
“That might help. Are they willing to record conversations?” 

“Everyone is working for a price,” Evgeny says. 
“I like the idea of Uber and Lyft drivers, but these are all big shots. Data Corp will probably 
contract with a limousine company. Assuming I can figure out who has that contract, how do we 
bug the fleet? What do you think, Mack. Do we have all the equipment we need?” 
“I got some in my luggage. I got tracking numbers on the rest. We should have it all in the 
morning,” Mack says with confidence. 

“Go for ride in limo,” Yuri says 
Billy smiles. It makes sense. Limo fleets take all the business they can get, and most of them 
operate 24/7. “I like it. We hit them with business the night before. We’ll need people for that. 
Can you deliver?” 

“People are not a problem,” Yuri says 
“Nice. We could probably use four or five trustworthy helpers, the more charming they are the 
better. Let’s work on that one. What else?” 
“They take phones away during the meeting. Where they keep them?” Mack says with a smile. 
“Wouldn’t that be cool. Turn their phones into listening devices. Problem is, security isn’t going 
to just leave them lying around,” Billy says.  

“Put wire in elevators. Simple idea but maybe we catch big ideas,” Evgeny says. 
“That has possibilities. Easy to do. What else?” 
“Hell, let’s bug C-Level. You know damn well these guys talk. Do it during the meeting and 
they’ll all be away,” Mack says. 
“High risk, but we can explore the idea. I thought about wiring hotel rooms, too, but that has its 
own set of challenges.  

“Good looking women? No problem,” Yuri says, prompting Mack to laugh.  
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“They need to be dressed professionally. We want lawyers, executive types, you know what I’m 
saying. I don’t need escorts, but they should be able to handle themselves. They are your 
contacts, so you are in charge of that one. Have them here this time tomorrow. I’ll rent a couple 
of cheap double occupancy rooms if needed. You and Mack can work with them there on what to 
do and how to handle equipment.  
“Evgeny, do you have your lock picks and all that? This is what the lock looks like on the AV 
control room,” Billy says. He swipes through images on his phone until he finds the picture he 
took. 

“This lock is not a problem,” Evgeny says.  
“It’s a problem getting you to that door, but I’ve spoofed janitorial services a few times in the 
past. Mack will give you equipment and I’ll show you what to do if we can gain access. It will 
probably be like three in the morning if we go for this one. I need Yuri to case the service 
entrances to see when the cleaning staff takes breaks.” 
“What you got me doing?” Mack asks. 

“You, sir, are going to apply for insurance. Did you bring microcontrollers like I asked?” 
“Raspberry units. The Pi 4 B is what we want. I got extra USBs, WiFi dongles with antennas, 
and extra power supplies,” Mack says.  
“You didn’t like the Arduinos? Never mind. You know electronics better than I do. 
“One more thing, and it's a big one. There's another player in the game. I won’t go into details 
right now, but I was approached by LDT. That stands for Landros Daten Technik. They’re 
headquartered in Berlin, Germany. They are one of the fastest growing cybersecurity firms in 
Europe, and now they're in the U.S. As it turns out, LDT landed the security contract for Data 
Corp a week or two ago. My contact is this former model, Victoria Sedrick. If you see me with a 
tall gorgeous blonde get lost. I don't want her to know about you guys.” 

“Good looking?” Mack says. 
“That’s what gorgeous means, so yeah. She’s fine, but that's not the point. This is serious shit, 
guys. Victoria has promised to give us data feeds from the boardroom meeting. That goes against 
everything I know about security and definitely doesn’t fit with their reputation.” 

“Why she is doing this?” Yuri asks.  
“Good question. She claims she wants me and Moonwalk to join their organization, but before 
that happens they want me spying on Moonwalk. See the dilemma? They give me a direct feed to 
the board room, and I’m supposed to give them the vulnerabilities I find trying to hack in, that 
and to be an informant against the boss. We are supposed to watch the boardroom right here in 
this room.” 

“This is messed up, kid. You trust her?” 
“In the short run, maybe. She has something on me that could be really bad. Her team caught me 
in the corporate headquarters and within an hour had everything about me and Carlito. I still 
don’t know how she did that. If they wanted to put me away they could have done it right then.” 
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“Jesus. That’s the 911 message you sent?” Mack says, folding his arms. Both the Russians look 
away.  
“Guys, you have to trust me on this one. They don’t know about you yet and probably never will. 
I have to play along for now. Anyway, we’re going ahead with our own plans as if they didn’t 
make the offer. Mack, I want this room wired to the max. They have leverage on me, I want 
leverage on them. Understood?" 

Billy's friends looked dumbfounded. "How the hell?” Mack manages to ask.  
“It’s a long story. I’ll fill you in on all of this after we leave San Francisco. For now, just 
remember. It’s a touchy situation. Moonwalk can't know about Victoria. Victoria can't know 
about you all. If things spiral out of control I’ll somehow get a message out. Make sure your 
phones are with you at all times. That’s the best I can do. We good?” 
None of the men acknowledge his question, but their silence says they understand. “Sorry for the 
shit show, but I need to make a few calls. Let’s meet in the lobby around four and we’ll head to 
the Financial District. That whole area becomes a virtual ghost town at night but we may see 
opportunities as staff leave the building and cleaners show up to do their thing.” 
Billy returns to his suite and calls Moonwalk. “How are you coming on those lists, the hotels and 
transportation specifically?” 
“I have both, though many of the guests have booked their own rooms. I also now know that 
lunch will be served in the boardroom. They are short on time so no one leaves until they’ve 
finished. When they do, BB limos will be waiting to take them wherever they need to go. Does 
that help?” 
“Yeah. Helps a lot. Where do you plan to be while this all goes down?” 

“I’ll be with you. Why?” 
“I need you downtown with Doug. I’ll explain later.” 

 

Chapter	31	
Moonwalk arrives at the Fairmont Hotel at 10 pm the night before the big meeting. She takes an 
elevator to Billy’s suite, knocks, then joins Billy’s crew for the final briefing on Billy’s plans. 
Billy leads the discussion. “We all play critical roles. Yuri and his friends have already planted 
devices in the limousines, most of them anyway. We have two more rides scheduled. The audio 
is a bit tentative because our wires are tucked under seats, but I’ve verified transmission.  
“I’ve also verified access to documents already loaded into the AV system. Most Date Corp 
materials are loaded. More is probably coming overnight. I suspect some material will be loaded 
from presenter’s thumb drives and laptops tomorrow. There’s no way yet to test our audio feeds, 
but they should be OK. 
“The next big step is getting into the AV room. Feeling confident?” 

“Piece of cake,” Evgeny says raising a thumb to underscore his confidence. 
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“If things don’t look right, abort. We can’t risk tipping them off.” 
“Are you saying we might not get good audio?” Moonwalk asks. The disappointment on her face 
borders on anger. 
“We’re working on contingencies. 
“Let’s talk about tomorrow. I’ll be in this room monitoring feeds, and collecting information. 
Moonwalk and Mack need to do their thing as soon as they can get into the insurance company 
lobby. The appointment is all set, right?” 
“They don’t open until nine, but yes. We’re all set,” Moonwalk says. 
“Yeah, I know. Timing sucks, but it’s the best we can do. The board meeting starts at 8 sharp, so 
we’ll lose an hour on that feed, but what we have in place should suffice. Hacking from across 
the street is backup. Get set up early if you can. After that meeting, I need you and Mack to 
spend time nearby. There’s a place called the Wayfair Tavern. Doesn’t really matter where you 
spend time, actually. I just need you nearby in case we need to make adjustments.” 
“You’re kidding, right? We’re just supposed to hang out all day? I’d rather sit here with you,” 
Moonwalk says. 
“I need you near the building. If systems fail you’ll have to get Dirk out of that meeting and have 
him carry one of these back in with him,” Billy says. He hands her a small listening device. 
“They wand the guests,” Moonwalk protests.  
“At the beginning of the meeting, yes, but if his wife shows up and they pull him out for a 
minute, maybe not as he returns. Hopefully, it won’t come to that, but if it does, you’ll find a 
way.” 
“It’s not active until he turns it on,” Mack says, handing her what appears to be a blood oxygen 
finger oximeter. “Say his doctor ordered him to use it when under stress.” 
Billy laughs. “Told you he was good, Moon. All right. Any other questions? If not, I think we all 
need to get some rest.” 
 
At two am in the morning, Evgeny waits patiently, hidden in shadows near a service entrance at 
the back of the Data Corp headquarters building. He has been there for fifteen minutes, wearing 
the same dark blue utility clothing the contracted janitorial staff wears. He also wears dark-
rimmed glasses and a grey wig beneath a San Francisco Giants ball cap. A small area on the side 
of his right cheek is stained dark purple as if he has a birthmark.  
The night before, Yuri installed one of Mack’s miniature cameras across the alleyway. It is 
focused on a smoking area with two benches separated by a freestanding ashtray that sits 30 feet 
from the doorway. A large rock rests next to the entrance. The night before, Yuri took 
photographs, which is why Evgeny is disguised as he is. 
At 2:10 am, the service door opens. As predicted from the night before, two men exit the 
building laughing. They use the rock to prop open the door and take seats on the benches. They 
fire up their cigarettes and engage in small talk. A few minutes later, a third man joins them. He 
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has longish grey hair and wears a ball cap. They know from Yuri’s photographs that he has a 
birthmark.  
As the men comfortably smoke and joke with each other, two young women turn a corner up the 
alleyway and walk in their direction. One of them calls out to the janitors as they approach, 
asking for a spare cigarette. A janitor gladly replies in the affirmative and the ladies join these 
men laughing as if they’ve had a great night on the town. The distraction gives Evgeny the 
opportunity to slip through the door. 
Once inside, Evgeny grabs a utility cart and rolls it to the service elevator. He punches the 16th 
floor button and rides nervously, head down, to his destination. He exits the elevator then calmly 
rolls his cart to the boardroom lobby. He waits and listens. Hearing nothing and seeing no one, 
he rolls the cart across the lobby and around a corner to the AV room door. Being an experienced 
locksmith by trade, he easily opens the door, pulls the cart in with him, and closes it. Five 
minutes later he exits the AV room. Still hearing no one he rolls the cart to the elevator and 
returns to the ground floor. The cart is placed in the spot where he found it. Evgeny then looks 
into the alley through the open space created by the rock in the doorframe. It takes less than a 
minute to get Yuri’s signal. The quick flash of light across the alley means the janitors are 
engrossed in happy seductive conversation, with their heads turned away from the door. He slips 
out of the building and disappears into the shadows. 

 
Billy is awake and checking systems early. His phone rings. He stares at the interface for a long 
minute before answering. “Good morning,” he says. 
“The meeting starts in an hour. Would you like breakfast first?” Victoria says.  
“I’ll take a raincheck on that one. I have things to take care of on my end. What time are you 
planning to be here?” 

“7:45ish. I can bring breakfast if you want, maybe a coffee and croissants?” 
“Sure. Actually, if you’re hungry I’ll order room service.” As he says this, his phone lights up 
with an incoming call. It’s from Moonwalk. His fingers hover over the reject button. 
“Sounds marvelous. See you soon, and Billy? Don’t forget our arrangement. You need to 
provide information.” 
“Understood,” Billy says. He hits the end-and-accept button.  

“Hey,” Billy says. 
“Was your guy successful last night?” 

“He was. We have audio.” 
“Excellent. I’m proud of you. I should have counted on you from the start. We could have saved 
a lot of money wrapping up Dirk.” 
“He may still be in play, if not during the meeting, maybe after. Stay near him until this is all 
over. We cool?” 
“I get it. Keep me informed throughout the day, though. You know I get nervous left in the dark. 
We still have time before Doug and I leave. I’ll bring a coffee.” 
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Billy panics. The last thing he wants is for Victoria and Moonwalk to discover each other in his 
room. “That sounds good, but no. I’d rather you took Doug downtown early. Be at the insurance 
agency at 8 to see if you can get into the room. They don’t formally open until 9 but there are 
going to be people coming and going early, you know, ladder climbers. If anyone can find a way 
in, you can. Where are you right now?” 
“I’m in the lobby. You don’t want a coffee? I’m almost through the line.” 
“All good. Doug will join you in a few minutes. Grab one for him, black, and get him in the right 
frame of mind. Are you nervous?” 

“Should I be?” 
“No. But I know how important this is to you.” 

“It’s important to both of us. Okay, send him down and keep me informed. Please.” 
“Will do.” 
Billy phones Mack and uses the next half hour to double check the views he has of the board 
room. Watching video feeds in the room, he sees the young AV tech adjust audio and video 
settings at seats round the board room table. Everything shown members at their seats will also 
appear on a large wall-mounted monitor. Billy laughs. As the tech checks audio at the podium 
microphone, he inadvertently facilitates a sound-check for Billy.  
At ten minutes to eight, Victoria knocks on Billy’s hotel room door. He quickly minimizes his 
applications, closes the laptop lid, slips it under the bed in the next room, and opens the door.  
“It’s going to be a long day,” Victoria says as she glides into the living area and gives Billy a 
perfunctory hug. She then steps to his desk and pulls an iPad Air from her large bag. She opens 
the case, turns it on, and props it up for viewing.  
As she attaches a charging cable Billy nods toward the sofa. “You forgot something the other 
night.” 
Victoria laughs at how he’s draped her thong there. “I wondered where those were,” she says, 
but makes no move to reclaim the sheer undergarment. 

“I take it we’re all set?” Billy asks. 
Victoria selects an icon on the iPad’s display. Within seconds, an image of the board room 
appears. Billy recognizes the location of the camera as being mounted in the AV room viewing 
slot near the ceiling. Unfortunately, from that vantage point, only about half of the board room 
table is visible, and audio is being recorded in the camera itself, not through the microphone 
system as Billy has done. “I’ve done my part. Now it’s your turn,” Victoria says.  
“You’re amazing. Will I actually see and hear everything in the board room? You still want 
breakfast?” Billy asks. Without waiting for an answer, he reaches for a guest information folder 
and room service menu. 
“In a minute. You can watch all of the meeting with me, but I’m not going to turn over any 
recordings until I’m sure you have something worth bartering for. Do we understand each 
other?” Victoria asks firmly.  
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“Sounds complicated, but I’m sure can work things out. Remember, I want hard copy of any 
handouts as well.” 
Victoria opens her bag again and presents a stack of paper held together by a black binder clip. 
She waves it in front of Billy, but as he reaches for it, she returns it to her bag. “All in good 
time,” Victoria says, and wraps her arms around Billy, kissing him softly on the lips. 
It’s the way she moans, Billy thinks, that he will miss most.   
Moonwalk and Mack exit the elevator on the 16th floor of the office building directly across from 
Data Corp headquarters. Moonwalk carries a purse, and supports Mack’s free arm as they slowly 
approach the receptionist. Mack walks with a cane and limp. He focuses on each step as if unsure 
of his footing. He wears a fanny pack with the bag facing to his front.  
When they reach the receptionist Moonwalk says, “Hello. I’m Brianna Lester. My father and I 
have an appointment, but if you don’t mind, dad is feeling a bit weary. Can he just sit over there 
by the window while I talk with the agent?”  
Turning to Mack, and pointing to a sofa and chairs, she asks her supposed father if he would like 
that. Mack nods yes and she accompanies him until he is seated. As she returns to the desk and 
talks with the receptionist, Mack takes a package from his pouch, flips a switch, and lowers it out 
of sight, behind the sofa. 
 
The day begins. Victoria and Billy awkwardly watch mind-numbing board presentations as they 
drink coffee and eat breakfast. Presentations touch on manufacturing trends, international sales, 
and market opportunities. At 9:45 Billy excuses himself to use the restroom but actually takes the 
opportunity to retrieve his laptop and check feeds from his exploits. Everything he set up is 
streaming effortlessly from the AV control room. He now also has a feed relayed through the 
Raspberry PI across the street. That his plans have worked so well emboldens him.  

“I need to make a call pretty soon,” Billy says when he returns. 
“To Brianna? Are you going to let her know you have what she needs?” 

“Something like that. You’re not going to screw me, are you? Wait. That didn’t come out right.” 
Victoria chuckles at the innuendo. “We make a good team, don’t you think? I help you. You help 
me. I thoroughly enjoyed our night together.” 
“You’re a hell of a saleswoman. Let me make that call and we’ll talk more,” Billy says. He goes 
into the bedroom and closes the door behind him.  
 
He dials Mack. “Hell if you didn’t nailed it with the insurance company. Great work. Is 
Moonwalk with you? Let me talk to her,” Billy says. 

“Good connection, right? Here she is,” Mack says.  
“I take it we’re doing well?” Moonwalk says when she takes the phone. 
“So far. The board is on a short break. Food comes at 12:30. I think it might be a good time to 
call your guy Dirk around then. If he admits to being in San Fran drop the hint that Carlito is in 
town looking a property in the Nob Hill area.” 
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“What’s the point in that if we’re getting everything?” 
“When we’ve proven we have it all, we should let him off the hook. He has to wonder if we were 
complicit in Vegas. I can tell him we caught the bastard that framed us and it will be over.” 
There’s a long pause before Moonwalk answers. “I still need that leverage.” 

“Even when the meeting is over?” 
“The meeting is just one more step.” 
“Whatever. We good? Unless you need me elsewhere, I’m heading back to Nevada tomorrow to 
sign more paperwork.” 
“You’re not going anywhere until I have the recordings. Anyway, you have a couple of days and 
then I need you and your guys in Southern California. It’s close enough that you can drive from 
Vegas. You’re doing a good job, Billy. I won’t forget that.” 
“Where in California?” 

“You don’t need to know that right now.” 
The call ends. Billy reenters the living area he finds Victoria engaged in a phone conversation of 
her own. She turns, sees that Billy has returned, and ends her call.  
“All good?” Billy asks. 
“Yes. The first of the recordings, everything up until the break, have been copied to an FTP site 
outside of the firewall. It’s time to start trading.” 

Chapter	32	
Just before the Data Corp board meeting is scheduled to end, Billy considers trading on bits of 
information. Victoria doesn’t yet know that she is on video delivering a live stream of sensitive 
corporate information to a competitor, and he is on that same recording solely as a recipient. He 
hasn’t given her anything of substance, yet. She also doesn’t know he is successful in hacking 
the information he seeks on his own. The two bits of information provide leverage, and Billy 
intends to use that leverage. “This is kind of boring. Let’s take a walk,” Billy says. 
“I thought you needed to see all of this?” Victoria says, looking at the ongoing video of the 
meeting.  
“You’re going to give me a recording anyway, right? You’ve already sent some of the footage 
through the firewall. Let’s grab a quick drink downstairs.” 
Victoria seems amused at the suggestion and soon they are in the hallway on their way to the 
lobby. It’s not entirely without strategy. On the off chance that Victoria is wired, Billy activates a 
short-range WiFi and radio wave jammer in his pocket. When active, he says, “I like your idea of 
depicting my hacks as pen testing. It would be better if you don’t use names, agreed?” 
“Agreed.” 
“Okay. Let me lay this out for you. The first point of vulnerability was easy. The guard accepted 
me as being a board member. He checked the name Anthony Dirk against his records, saw a 
business card, and gave me a pass.  
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“That failure set up the second, where PR escorted me to the 16th floor. I was walked into the 
boardroom. I then tricked her into bringing me to the AV control room.” 

“What was the ruse?” 
“It will all be in the writeup, but all I had to do was ask a technical question she couldn’t answer. 
Things really went to hell when the young tech up there couldn’t be bothered with answering 
questions. He pointed to critical information in printed form, pinned to the wall. Neither he nor 
Vivian protested when I asked if I could snap a photo. Not only did I take a photo of their spec 
sheet, with login information by the way, I also managed a video of their equipment. That gave 
me a pathway that should never have been there, an older model WiFi extender. All of the 
boardroom resources run on the BRNet network and that extender is part of the network.” 
“Interesting. You were able to hack into the network because you saw that laminated sheet. 
Impressive.” 
“Seeing that sheet was only the start. I’ll go on but first I need something from you. I get that you 
know I’m not Anthony Dirk, and because you grabbed my wallet you know me as Carlito, but 
where did you get Billy? How did you know I work for Brianna? There was nothing on my 
person to link us.” 

Victoria laughs for a moment, but doesn’t reply just yet. “The bar is right over here. Scotch?” 
They sit, order, and then Victoria continues. “LDT has been following your career for quite a 
while. Maybe in time I’ll know why, but that’s not something I was told. I have a dossier on your 
history—University of Minnesota, time in Chicago, your work with Ridge Security and Brianna. 
We even have a couple of your aliases on file. You’re not the only hacker on the dark web, you 
know. They’ve done their research. Besides, the dossier has photos.” 

“Knowing all that, LDT still wants me?” 
“Maybe because of all that. Your turn.” 

“I’m going to get those printouts, right?” 
“Absolutely.” 
“Okay. The next huge point of vulnerability is the cleaning staff. Every night around 2 am they 
go on break. There are three of them I know of, exit a service door at the back of the building for 
a smoke. When they do, they prop the door open with a rock. Last night, I sent a friend into the 
building.” 

“No way!” Victoria says with surprise, laughing at the brazenness of Billy’s approach. 
“Why not? Anyway, he pushed a cart to the 16th floor, picked the AV control room door and 
planted a device. When this is all over you can find it on the data switch at the bottom right side 
of the rack. You will also find a WiFi keylogger plugged into the keyboard on the rack. If you 
want his credentials I can give them to you.” 
“Oh my God! We’re down here having a drink because you actually don’t need my recording. 
You have it all?” 
“Maybe. There’s more to my hack. Your turn,” Billy says calmly. 

“What do you want to know?” 
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“It’s more like what do I need. I can’t leave Brianna for a year without consequences. If LDT 
wants me, they have to take us both,” 
“But you’re going to help me. Don’t forget, I have leverage. One of these days soon Brianna will 
make a mistake and we are going to use that, you and I, to free you of the contract,” Victoria 
says. 
“So that’s the plan? Offer me money but force me to do what, trap Brianna if you don’t get what 
you want? Won’t work that way. Brianna fights back, and so do I. I wired my hotel room this 
morning. You’re on video sharing confidential Data Corp intel. You hurt me, I hurt you right 
back.” 
Victoria chokes on her drink, as if she’s taken alcohol into her lungs. Her eyes water as she 
struggles for breath and then coughs weakly numerous times. 
“You okay?” Billy asks. She is so distressed, that for a moment he considers the Heimlich 
maneuver, but she recovers enough to take a breath. Through a drowning voice, she manages to 
say, “They told me you were sneaky.” 

“Who is they?” 
Victoria waves him off with an open palm, and coughs again. When nearly fully recovered, and 
after dabbing at her eyes with a napkin, Victoria says,  “You’ve got me wrong, but thanks for the 
warning. Didn’t see it coming.” 

“If you don’t turn on me, I won’t turn on you.” 
“Truce.” Victoria says, clearing her throat again. She holds out a fist to Billy and they tap 
knuckles.  
“More like détente, but sure, and don’t worry, Vic. I’m still interested in LDT. What’s in it for 
me if I help you bring Brianna onboard?” Billy says as he finishes his drink. 
Victoria is clearly surprised, and seems pleased. “Smeared my makeup?” she asks, inviting Billy 
to inspect her eyes, leaning into him now. She has indeed smudged her eyeliner, but there is 
something else. A vision of vulnerability. Her plan to corner Billy failed. She fears reporting that 
failure and is trapped in her own game. Victoria, is in over her head. 
Billy picks up a napkin and carefully glides it below Victoria’s eyes as he talks. “I’m not going 
to hurt you, Vic. No one has to know we both messed up. You give me the recording and I’ll 
give you a formal penetration test. You look good, by the way. Let’s head back.”  
As they walk toward the elevator, Billy continues disclosing his hacks. “I told you there was 
more. The boardroom WiFi network has a limited range, which was possibly one of the 
strategies during implementation. The designers did that to avoid access from the street. The 
workaround was to use a microcontroller with a WiFi dangle in the building across the way. By 
the time you look, it will be gone, but that gave me a way to send information from the board 
room to the microcontroller and then relay it to the cloud. There’s more but I don’t think I need 
to go on. Do I pass the test? This was some kind of test, wasn’t it? If I passed, I’d like to hear 
more about acquisitions and all that.” 
They enter the elevator. “It wasn’t a test, but you passed anyway. I was just taking advantage of 
your mistake, Dirk and all. You’re all they say you are, and not bad in bed, either.” Victoria says. 
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Another rider, befuddled that he’s apparently lost his internet connection, turns his head slightly 
in Victoria’s direction and Billy laughs. 
They exit the elevator and Billy stops in the hallway to make another point. “I’d like access to 
that recoding as soon as we get back, and then I need to take care of a few thing and get started 
on your document. Where do we go from here, Vic?  
“You can start the download whenever you want. I’ll give you the FTP address. When do I get 
the pen test documentation?”  
“You’ll have it before dawn, I promise,” Billy says.  
“You’re not going to screw me, are you,” Victoria asks, throwing Billy’s words back at him with 
a smile. 
As they walk up the hall, Billy turns off his WiFi jammer and when they are in the room Victoria 
opens an FTP site. Billy takes a photo of her display as she gives him login information. Billy 
verifies credentials by accessing the site on his phone. When he has access he launches a multi-
cloud app and starts the long process of moving files from one server to another via FTP. 
“As for my document, after midnight, message this person on Facebook, he says, jotting the 
name CarlTheMagnificent on a hotel notepad. Just ask how I’ve been doing or whatever. 
Something innocuous. I’ll reply with a link. Use V as the ID. Use this password,” he says jotting 
V&BRG00d2Ge*her. 
Victoria laughs about the password as she slides the note into her bag. “What will it take to close 
a deal with Brianna?” 

“Lots of money, preferably in cash. Brianna isn’t a lightweight so think big.” 
“For you, I mean. What would it take to buy out your contract?” 
Billy shuts down Victoria’s iPad for her as he answers. “What can I say? I’m a loyal kind of guy. 
You want me, you take us both. Either that or you wait. Oh, and if LDT comes after her clients, 
we will come after yours. I don’t need to steal them away, just make them miserable. Do we 
understand each other?” 
Victoria stiffens, a gesture that says she understands perfectly what he’s saying. “Understood. 
You’ll hear from me within a week.” 
“Thank you. I’m sorry to play hardball like this, but I really do need you to take off. I’ll log into 
FB as soon as I’ve finished your document. Are we good?” 

“I’m good if you are, and thanks,” Victoria whispers. 
“Thanks for what?” 

“The recordings, all if it. I’ll be in touch.” 
Victoria kisses Billy with feigned affection and leaves the room. As she does, Billy opens his 
door to the adjoining suite and asks Yuri and Evgeny to make sure the blond headed toward the 
elevator doesn’t linger in the hallway or lobby to get eyes on Moonwalk and Mack. 
Billy uses his laptop to verify the FTP site is still processing and begins inspecting his own files 
in preparation for Moonwalk’s arrival. With Victoria’s in-room recording, his audio files, and 
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direct access to presentation documents, Billy has a record of everything that happened in the 
board room, and he’s not finished. 
The most revealing information about future Data Corp planning comes after a meeting like this 
takes place. The board members all leave with a handful of action items, and he finds those items 
in notes dutifully collected by the board secretary during the meeting. In addition, he opens 
multiple feeds from limousines and begins playback. Sounds are muffled in some instances, but 
he strikes gold while listening to Dirk discuss properties with another rider. As Moonwalk 
predicted, Dirk is central to many of the corporation’s plans. He is to put in offers on three 
properties, one in Houston, another in Dallas, and a third in of all places, Frisco, Colorado.  
The man Dirk rides with is charged with an RFP process detailing equipment bids. They discuss 
why Dallas is a bad move, and how Frisco makes sense since it’s near Cheyenne Mountain Air 
Force Station and Peterson AFB. Furthermore, the building is vacant. They could move in at a 
moment’s notice. Dirk promises to forward floorplans to the other rider. 
It all makes sense to Billy now. Data Corp, along with its partners, hope to manufacture logistics 
equipment for the Department of Defense. Billions of dollars are at stake.  
Billy suspends review of the limo tapes and organizes his materials into a single screen of 
hyperlinks. He finishes just in time to answer the knock at his door.  
“We good,” Moonwalk asks when she enters. Mack enters with her. 
“Yes, we’re good,” Billy says. The three of them talk for a quick minute. Mack hands Billy the 
package he and Moonwalk used in the insurance company across the street from Data Corp, and 
Billy nods for Mack to take off.  
“Let me show you what we have,” Billy says to Moonwalk as they step to his laptop. 

Chapter	33	
“This here isn’t a condo, kid. What you got is a five-star resort. Moon lady sprung for all this?” 
Mack says. He and the Russians have arrived at the condo on Billy’s promise of payment for San 
Francisco. 
“It’s Moonwalk, and yeah. Let me show you around,” Billy says. He begins a tour that ends with 
the four of them sitting on the second-floor balcony sipping ICE beverages. In Yuri’s case, beer. 
It’s hot in the desert, but just before his guests arrived, Billy figured out how to turn on the 
misting device embedded in the ceilings of the balcony.  

“I’d offer something to eat, but I haven’t had time to hit a grocery store.” 
“She got everything she was looking for?” Mack asks, probably hoping for a bonus.  
Billy Holds up an index finger gesturing to wait, and takes a round trip into another room. He 
returns with three labeled envelops and drops them onto the table. The men open then and count 
cash as he looks on. “There’s another job she wants us to do later this week. I guess we drive to 
Moreno Valley in California. I’ll know more tomorrow.” 

“Another meeting? How long will this one take?” Mack asks.  
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“I don’t think so. It should be an in and out kind of thing. She wants Yuri so I’m guessing it 
could get physical.” 

“Possibly needing gigolo,” Evgeny says.  
Yuri drops his forearm hard on the table. “Pipe fitter. Big Russian pant snake.” 

“Yeah, right,” Billy says as his friends laugh. 
“What do you mean, physical. We need to ice some poor bastard?” Mack asks, and for a quick 
second Billy doesn’t respond. 
“Doubtful. If that’s expected, we’re out. We’ll know more tomorrow. Today, though, I need help 
getting equipment. I’ll give you each a few hundred bucks if you can lend a hand.” 
The men look at each other and nod their approval.  
Mack and Evgeny leave the condo on a buying mission. They rent a van and go to a Best Buy 
store with fistfuls of cash. Billy’s shopping list includes a large uninterrupted power supply unit 
capable of conditioning electric current, six computers, two server class machines, an air purifier, 
a portable air conditioner, four external hard drives, various fans, a spool of category five 
ethernet cable, four monitors, data switches, and an assortment of cables and peripherals. Billy 
wants two enclosed Sonax component stands, but only one is available at that location. After 
reporting this to Billy, they leave the store with two additional open-frame racks. From there, 
they go to a Home Depot nearby and purchased a gas-powered generator and various home 
wiring tools and supplies.   
Billy has a smaller server farm configured in a former bank vault in Minneapolis, but this 
configuration is for a different purpose. Like the systems he and his father constructed in the 
basement of their home in Minneapolis when he was a teen, and the one he later built out in 
Chicago while working with his cousin Zip and the crew, this one is a lab.  
While Mack and Evgeny were away, Billy and Yuri cleaned out one of the rooms and waited for 
COX installers to arrive. Money no longer being an issue, he ordered their Gigablast option 
which claimed a 940 Mbps download speed and 35 Mbps uploads. The installers have just left 
the condo when Mack and Evgeny return.  
It takes twenty minutes for the four of them to haul equipment into the building, and another 
hour to unbox and mount everything on his new server racks. When finished, Billy pays his 
friends and sends Yuri and Evgeny away. From then on, for nearly three hours, Billy loads 
operating systems and software into various machines while Mack rewires the room with 
additional outlets and an independent thermostat. The final act is ensuring that the USP device 
and generator kick in when power is down. 
“What you gonna do with all this shit?” Mack asks when they’re done with power-outage tests. 
“I appreciate all your help today, Mack, but it’s better if you don’t know. Let’s take a break and 
I’ll give you a lift.” 
Sitting on the balcony, feeling tired but cooling off now in the chilling mist, Billy and Mack 
reminisce. They laugh about the night they stole credit card processing equipment and recall 
printing skimmed cards for his cousin Zip, the big con they’d pulled off with Billy’s father Halo, 
and other nefarious adventures they’ve engaged in as a crew. “The thing in Vegas with the card 
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table? Taking money from those big wigs? That’s one we should do on our own. We get us a 
table like that we could make a hell of a lot of cash,” Mack says. 
“Not going to happen. Think bigger. We have this opportunity now, with Moonwalk and maybe 
others. We don’t want to blow it.” 

“Who else?” 
“Just talk, but we work good together. If we can hang together for another year I think we’ll all 
have enough cash to get out of the game, do some fishing or whatever, maybe get that place in 
Florida.” 
“San Francisco was heavy shit, and you say we have another one in a few days? What’s the 
payout on that one?” 

“I don’t know, but whatever we make, it will be worth it,” Billy says as he checks the time. 
“You got something you need to do?” 

“I do. I’m going to work with this dude online in about an hour and I need to prepare.” 
Billy gives Mack a ride to his apartment, stops at a grocery store on his way home, then settles 
into his new computer room before logging into Facebook and posting a message. Ten minutes 
later, he receives a notification on his phone and logs into a heavily encrypted virtual private 
network. When he is connected, he turns up the volume on a set of speakers and says hello. 
“Ready for me?” Toucht asks. Billy has only worked directly with Toucht two other times, and 
he knows the man to be abrupt and unforgiving, a cactus of a personality.  
“I literally just finished configuring servers and work stations, so things might be sketchy, but 
sure. What have you got?” Billy asks. 
“Sending now. While you’re waiting, I have a lead on your old man. 9o percent it’s legit, but I 
need a few days. We’re going to make you whole, brother. Minus my cut of course.” 
“Of course. That’s huge, T. Need help?” Billy asks, excited by what getting his millions back 
could mean. 
“Get the package?” 

“Downloading three .zip files. I’ve only got Linux and OpenStack configured.”  
“That’s all we need, brother. I appreciate the sandbox.” 
“You said the target is a hybrid of lightweight OS with software-defined cloud services. I assume 
you’re sending the OS files and all.” 
“Files one and two. That third one contains my own dope WaterBear variation. I’ve been on it 
for six frigging months. The bitch kept me up nights but it was worth it,” Toucht says.  

“I think you mean, BendyBear.” 
“BendyBear is a variant of WaterBear. The bear has been around since ’09. Those wonton fucks 
at BlackTech launched it. You need to keep up on the journals, man. They got like 25 hours of 
airtime on CNN. I’m going for 50.” 

“The best code doesn’t get discovered.” 
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“Whatever. Anyway, my code builds on their shit—multi-faceted, evades detection better than a 
frigging New York house mouse. She might leave droppings on a disk but the bitch lives, 
mutates, and replicates in memory every few second. You’ll never find it.” 
“What are the capabilities?” 
“Anything you want, dude—send and receive, launch and delete, botnet. I traded nearly my 
whole library for an old version of the source code, but it was worth it. Dude, I spent months 
refining. It’s a fucking masterpiece of upgrades. My version of Clampi grabs financial accounts. 
I upgraded dropper to spoof antivirus and I added a nastyass RAT.” 
“That’s all you had to say. Remote Access Trojans give total control over a machine. How do 
you fight it?” 
“Yeah, total control but like you said, they know you’re there. I’m not going to say how to defeat 
it. That’s your job in this exercise, but I’ll give you a hint. Grab a hammer, blow torch or 
firehose. Once I’m in you can use any common tool out there for surveillance and forensics. It’s 
like hunting an intermittent short in a frigging Audi. You detect MailFinder, but as you’re 
working on that issue, Ted takes a nap or throws Clampi at you.” 
“Ted an acronym?” 

“Had to call it something. It’s short for TeddyBear. Like it?” 
“Funny. The files are here,” Billy says.  
For the next three hours, Billy and Toucht configure servers and workstations for a 
comprehensive malware test. Billy wonders what corporation the exploits will be directed 
against this time, probably Data Corp, but Toucht doesn’t say. Whoever it is, he has details about 
the target systems that could only have come from being inside for a long while. Toucht walks 
Billy through precise network settings and sends additional files so Billy can install and 
implement specific network surveillance systems. Nearing dawn, Billy says, “I’m fried.” 

“Take a frigging pill, pussy. We’re almost there.” 
As it turns out, they are not almost there. Two hours, three cups of coffee, and a massive growing 
checklist later, Toucht finally agrees that they have successfully replicated the target system. 
Billy opens the .zip file on an isolated computer configured as a simple web server. The exploit 
calls for a network user to open an email. Billy sends one into the replicated network. “Check 
anti-virus. Should still be clean,” Toucht says.  
Billy inspects event logs and double checks anti-virus. Nothing has been flagged. There are no 
anomalies. “We’re good. Want me to open it? Do you care what browser?” 

“It doesn’t matter. Open, check systems, and then close it.” 
Billy does as he’s asked. There are no flags. It’s just an innocuous message as far as surveillance 
systems are concerned. He says, “Opened and closed.” 
“Hey, man. Check this out. Close and reopen your email client.” 
Billy does as he is asked, and when it reopens, that message he read is gone. “You’re a frigging 
master. What’s next?” 
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“Next, we get some sleep. When you have time scan the systems and try to find what I did. 
You’ll get an event where someone got an email and deleted it, but that’s it. If you find anything 
else let me know. Actually, type something.” 
“Like what? An email?” 

“Anywhere. Doesn’t matter.” 
Wanting to evade detection and thoroughly befuddle by Tocuht’s bravado, Billy opens a text 
editor and types, I’m frigging stoked. 
“Done,” he says. 

“Give me a sec,” Toucht says, but his second turns into minutes. 
When Toucht finishes whatever he is doing, he says, “You made me hunt, fucker. Anyway, 
we’re both frigging stoked. Get some sleep, brother, and keep that .zip file handy. You’re going 
to need it in a day or two.” 

“Wait. What for?” 
“RTFM, dude. It’s all in the .zip file. How are you getting on with Moonwalk?” 

“Fine I guess. Why ask?” 
“Just wondering. I think you and I could do a few things together. You down?” 

“Money in it?” 
Toucht laughs. “Fuck yeah. Get some sleep. We’ll talk later.” 

Chapter	34	
“Why did she want Yuri if it’s just a computer thing? What’s that about?” Mack asks. He and 
Billy wait in an apartment complex parking lot in Moreno Valley, California. It’s 3:15 in the 
morning. 
“All she said was how things could get physical. She talked with Yuri independently, but he’s 
not saying what she wants. Probably doesn’t think I can kick ass.” 

“You can’t,” Mack says and laughs.  
“Whatever. See them yet?” Billy asks. They sit in the front seat of a rented Altima, California 
plates. It had been Yuri’s idea to snatch plates from a vehicle parked behind an outlet mall across 
from Whiskey Pete’s near the Nevada and California border. Now, they wait for Yuri and 
Evgeny to gain entrance to their target’s apartment. The parking lot has been quiet for nearly an 
hour. 
“Witching hour,” Yuri had said out of the blue just before he and Evgeny slipped on black 
neoprene gloves and left the vehicle. Yuri carries a backpack with gear he’d collected for the 
trip, saying it was nothing, just tools. 
“Maybe these guys ain’t even home. Could be they work a night shift,” Mack says calmly just 
before his phone chimes. He looks at a text message and slips on gloves.  
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They exit the car, quietly close the doors, and Billy nervously touches his left pants pocket to be 
sure he has car keys. He hits lock, and they cross the parking lot. They climb exterior stairs to 
find Evgeny and Yuri huddled in a doorway waiting for them. When they arrive, Yuri whispers 
for Billy to grab the back of his jacket and not let go. Yuri and Billy enter first, followed by 
Mack and Evgeny. 
The door opens into a living room. Straight ahead is the kitchen. To their left, a hallway. Billy 
hears a deadbolt close behind them. A faint light from the oven clock illuminates the upper edges 
of furniture and creates an eerie effect on the faces of his companions. Yuri waits for a moment, 
perhaps listening for movement, maybe just to allow their eyes to adjust. As they move forward, 
Billy sees a computer desk in a corner of the living room and taps Yuri on the shoulder. 
Yuri gently pushes Billy toward the computer and heads into the dark hallway, backpack over his 
shoulder. Mack starts to follow, but Evgeny stops him. Even in the dim light, Billy sees Evgeny 
shake his head, no.  
Billy turns on the small flashlight Yuri gave him. The lens is covered with red film. He 
disconnects a speaker from the system and boots the computer. He doesn’t like what he sees 
when the display brightens. Moonwalk earlier sent login credentials for two machines. He 
assumed they were hacking another corporation, but the owner of this computer is not a simple 
corporate office worker. He is connected with an Air Force reserves network. 
Billy doesn’t want Mack or Evgeny to see the military interface as he decides what to do, so he 
turns off the display. His gut says to leave now, abort, but his mind rationalizes that this is just 
part of the bidding war hack, and Moonwalk is only trying to access competing bids. He knows 
what Toucht’s malicious code can do, but decides to trust in Moonwalk. 
Billy motions for Mack and Evgeny to wait, then inches through the hallway until he finds Yuri. 
He tugs on the Russian’s sleeve. 
Yuri gently shoves Billy back toward the living room. When they are far enough from the 
bedroom, Billy describes a problem. “They use multi-factor authentication,” he says. Yuri nods, 
and before Billy can peotest, he disappears back down the hallway. Tense minutes pass by before 
Yuri returns to the living room carrying a wallet and a mobile phone that has already passed 
authentication.  
Billy tries the first set of credentials. Nothing. He tries the other set and a six-digit code appears 
on the man’s phone. Once in, he opens an email account and scans sent messages for a frequent 
recipient on the same domain. He reads a few messages they’d exchanged and picks up on one of 
the latest threads. He basically repeats a message about softball. The body of his message says, 
Not sure I sent this earlier. Yes. I’m available Thursday night. Let’s kick butt. 
He loads malicious code into memory, hits send, plugs the speaker back into the system and 
shuts down the computer. He deletes the authentication notice on the man’s phone and hands the 
wallet and phone back to Yuri.  
 
“That’s how you do it! Ev picks the lock, Yuri does his ninja thing, the Kid hacks into their 
corporate network or whatever, and we get out without anyone being the wiser,” Mack says as 
they exit the apartment parking lot. 
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Billy chuckles with Mack, but feels crippled inside. Mack was a Navy seaman through and 
through. He has Navy photos and memorabilia all over his walls back in Chicago. There’s a full 
set of signal flags in his workshop, probably worth over a grand, but he’ll never part with them. 
Mack would probably steal a necklace from his grandmother’s neck if there was enough money 
in it, but if Mack knew what he’d just done in that apartment, even if his scumbag father knew 
what he’d just done, they would probably never speak to him again, or worse. Definitely worse.  
Yuri surprises Billy just before they cross the border back into Nevada. He pulls off the road, 
swaps the license plates, and overriding protests from Mack and Billy, returns them to the 
owner’s car. When he returns to the car and they leave, he says, “Is employee parking. No 
problems.” 

As they return to the highway, Billy says, “Yuri. How’d you get that guy’s phone open?” 
“Trade secret. A little gas and this guy is sleeping like baby even through facial recognition.” 
“Are you kidding? Are you frigging kidding me right now? That’s amazing,” Billy says. Mack 
echoes the sentiment. 

“Yuri is like boy scout. Always prepared,” Evgeny says. 
The crew spends a few minutes at Billy’s condo making eggs with hash browns, bacon, and 
toast. Both Mack and Billy press Yuri for what he carries in that backpack, but he doesn’t budge. 
They are all exhausted, especially Mack. The second Billy’s friends leave, he checks the time, 
and places a call to Moonwalk. She answers with the obvious question. “Everything go as 
planned?” 
“You should have told me. WTF, Moon. The Air Force?” Billy is angry and doesn’t care if that 
comes through his tone of voice. 
“Then what? You say no? You’re on a contract, remember. I think your exact words were, all in. 
I take it things got physical. Anyone get hurt?” 
“Nothing like that. In and out, but that’s not the point. This is like, over the top. Can we trust 
Toucht?” 

“Why not? I trust you. And don’t use that tone of voice with me.” 
“My bad, but Jesus.” 
“We can talk about that later. Don’t say on the phone, but I’d like to know how you pulled it 
off.” 

“Whatever. Anyway, it’s done. Nobody got hurt.” 
“I’m sorry you’re freaked out but we’re moving forward. Understood?” 

“I know. I know all that.” 
“Anything else? We good?” Moonwalk says.  

“You already know, but the lab is done.” 
“Yeah. I’m working through the information you delivered. My client wants us to look into a 
manufacturer, a city municipality, and a corporation at the top of our competitor’s list. You have 
a few days before I need you, so take Carlito out for a night on the town. By the way, T says you 
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do good work. He may have a personal project for you. It’s all right with me if it doesn’t detract 
from our work. Talk to you later?” 

“When are you coming out here?” 
“Too much on my plate for that right now. I’ve got to go.” 
“Hey, Moonwalk. There was that moment back in Vegas after the bedroom thing. Remember 
what you said?” 

“Refresh my memory.” 
“You called me a gifted actor, remember?” 

“We’re going to talk about your junk now?” 
“No. I just. Might there ever come a time when we can be, you know, more?” 
Moonwalk’s hesitation to answer seems clear enough, but she adds, “We’ve talked about this, 
Billy. You’re a cool guy. I’d be honored to see if there’s anything there, but right now, we’re 
business partners. Intimacy and business don’t mix.” 

Chapter	35	
For the first time since arriving in Nevada, Billy is not on anyone’s schedule. He rises early, 
makes breakfast, and lounges on his condo balcony sipping coffee while logging into and out of 
various spoofed accounts. When he logs into CarlTheMagnificent, he is surprised to see that 
Victoria has reached out to him again, and he sends a text from a Techwalla account. Within 
seconds, Victoria replies and they connect on What’sApp. “This is a surprise,” Billy says. 
“You’re a constant surprise. Crazy Facebook accounts, strange numbers, what must your world 
look like?” 
“Just trying to protect your anonymity, and mine. What’s up?” Billy says. 

“I’ve talked with our CEO and we want to make an offer to Brianna. I need your help.” 
“It would be better if LDT approached her directly. If you involve me I can’t be a CI any longer. 
Get my drift.” 
“Good point. You still want this, though, right?” 
 “We haven’t talked about compensation yet, but absolutely. When are you going to make the 
pitch? She’s a busy woman.” 
“Aren’t we all. I’ll place a call later today. I see you downloaded the video. Did you even use it? 
From what I found in your pen test documents, you had everything anyway. ” 

“Data Corp happy?” Billy asks. 
“Humbled, is more like it. They fired their CIO on the spot and signed additional contracts, 
which brings me to the next question. I have a project coming up next month that I’d like you to 
lead. It’s another security audit. We could use your firm as a subcontractor. You’re our guy, but 
we could work through Ridge.” 
“Talk with Brianna. We have a lot going on in the next month or two.” 
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“Is she in Arlington today?” 
“I think Chicago. Why?” 
“I have the jet today. If she’s willing, I’ll make the offer in person. If not, where are you? I’d like 
to see you.” 
Billy is shocked at the suggestion, and laughs. Maybe she does actually want more than a 
manipulative relationship. “Today, I’m Carlito, and I’m in Vegas looking at properties. If you’re 
serious, I can pick you up at McCarran and we can have dinner or something.” 
“I like the sound of or something. Let me call Brianna. If she’s not available, I can pick you up 
this afternoon. Can you give me a day or two? I’d like to show you something.” 
“What? You jet around the country making house calls?” 

“This is LDT, Billy. Are we on?” 
Billy thinks for a bit, takes another sip of coffee, and says, “Sure. I’ve always wanted a ride in a 
private jet.” 
The conversation ends and he thinks about calling Moonwalk anyway, telling her that she’s 
going to be contacted and should take the call seriously, but he doesn’t do that. Instead, he opens 
his laptop and returns to the LDT website.  

An hour later, Billy gets another WhatsApp notification. “What’d she say?” he asks.  
“We’re on for this afternoon. I’d still like to fly to Vegas. We can stay there tonight and fly early 
tomorrow. Does that work?” 
“Works for me. I have a room. When you know your schedule, I’ll pick you up.” 
“Holy crap,” Billy says when he ends the call. He stands and imitates what Victoria did in the 
room in San Francisco, arms intertwined above his head, laughing. His giddy mood carries him 
through the morning and deep into the afternoon. He packs a bag and reconfigures his laptop in 
preparation.  
At 4 pm, he gets a call from Moonwalk. “What’s going on?” he asks, believing he knows full 
well.  

“You’ll never guess who just contacted me,” Moonwalk says. 
“I give. President of the United States?” 

“I wish. No. Landros Daten Technik. LDT. Do you know them?” 
“Cybersecurity. They have the Data Corp contract. Are we okay?” 

“Nothing like that. They want to buy me out.” 
Billy waits an appropriate amount of time. “What does that even mean? What about my 
contract?” 
“All that would stay the same. I’ve been thinking about selling Ridge anyway when this big 
project is over. Ridge is just one of a few businesses. It’s the largest, but never mind that. If I 
sell, they want to split your time. What do you think?” 
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Billy waits again. “I don’t know what that means, either. We have a good thing going. Working 
for two companies hardly ever works. Between you and LDT, I’d be run into the ground. You 
know what I’m saying.” 
“Won’t happen. I’ll make sure of that, and besides. I said you’d require a signing bonus. It’s a 
good deal for both of us. What do you think?” 
“What I think doesn’t matter. You’re the boss.” 
“So as an employee, you’re good with whatever I do, right? You’d be willing to split your time 
with LDT? It’s the same kind of work, just different clients. You’d be running audits. Maybe we 
both would for a while.” 
“When does this all take place?” 
“I asked for a day or two to think it over. They want to see the books and all that, so I need to get 
the CPAs involved, but I’m thinking I want to do this.” 
“How does this work, the splitting thing. Do I work for both companies and get separate checks, 
or will billings still go through Ridge?” 
“Does it matter? They have deep pockets. The point is, when I retire you have options. You can 
retire, too, or stay on with them.” 
Billy stands and silently pumps his fist. Waiting for just a moment before replying, he says, 
“Whatever you decide is good with me. Keep me informed.” 
Nearly as soon as his call ends with Moonwalk, he gets an update on itinerary from Victoria. A 
text message says to be at Henderson Executive Airport to board the LDT jet. ETA 7:30 am, and 
Victoria adds that she has interesting news. 

Chapter	36	
Excited about the pending trip with Victoria, and perhaps a little full of himself, Billy decides it 
is time to own a car. While at college he drove his parent’s cars, and living in Chicago he used 
public transportation. As Carlito, especially with an expensive condo, he knows whatever he 
drives has to look expensive, so he drives his rental to BMW Las Vegas and walks into the 
showroom ready to act the part. 
What he wants is to drive a sportscar. He is immediately drawn to a Z4 and imagines himself  
seeing what it feels like to reach 150 MPH on some desolate wilderness highway. Carlito would 
do that, but Carlito doesn’t have a 265-pound friend named, Mack.  

“Nice ride,” a salesman says. 
Billy turns and smiles. I wish, he says than points at an 8 Series sedan. “Actually, I need 
something more like that.” 
The salesman rattles off details and specifications on the luxurious 8, as Billy opens the door and 
takes a seat. He is so taken with the comfort and details in the cockpit that he barely hears the 
man speak. Cutting him off in mid-sentence, he wants to know if it’s fast and what a 24-month 
lease would cost him. As the man extols the power of the vehicle, careful to delay price, Billy 
cuts him off again. He says, “I need ready to go by 3 or 3:30 latest?” 
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“That shouldn’t be a problem. Follow me,” the man says. 
Billy pays $9,500 front using his Carlito Montoya Amex card. Without hesitation, the dealership 
agrees to return Billy’s rental for him at no extra charge, and he motors out of the lot at 2:30 with 
a full tank of gas. Twenty minutes later, he’s booking a room at the Cosmopolitan on the strip. 
An hour after that he waits under the portico at Henderson Executive Airport for Victoria to join 
him. As she exits the small building, he opens the trunk and slides her roll-on into the spacious 
luggage area and receives a quick hug. “Rental?” Victoria asks. 
“You like it?” Billy asks, avoiding the answer. He’s already told her he was just visiting the area.  
While they drive to the hotel, Victoria fills Billy in on her discussions with Moonwalk. “I think 
Brianna’s on board. I told her we’ve followed your career for a while and want to split your time. 
She seemed amenable to the idea.” 
“Did she sign?” 

“Not yet, but she will.” 
“Interesting. What do you want to show me?” 
“We’ll have plenty of time during the flight tomorrow to talk business. I’m taking you to 
Florida.” 

“You’re kidding. What’s in Florida?” 
“You’ll see soon enough,” Victoria says as she lowers the visor in front of her and positions a 
twig of hair with her middle finger.  
The Cosmopolitan, like the hotels in its proximity on this side of the strip, are all luxurious 
places to stay, at least on the upper floors. Billy booked a suite when he was in San Francisco 
and decided to do the same thing, for his overnight with Victoria. He leaves his car with the 
Valet and leads Victoria to a Terraced Studio so she can park her luggage. The room has one 
king-sized bed, but Billy decided early that if things didn’t go as expected, she could take the bed 
and he would sleep on a sofa. “Are you hungry? Want a drink?” Billy asks. 
“Drinks for sure. There’s this quirky little bar downstairs that I like,” Victoria says. And of 
course, this woman would know her way around the strip. Soon, they sip exotic cocktails at the 
Clique. 
They enjoy drinks and follow them up with dinner at China Poblano. Chef Andrés was 
mentioned as being in town when he’d made the reservation, and Billy tipped one of the waiters 
into having him visit their table if available. When the chef arrives, they speak in Spanish, 
Victoria and Billy both contributing to the conversation about world hunger and the amazing 
cuisine they have been served. During their encounter, Billy asks if the chef to be invited to any 
fundraisers he may be considering. He has memories of discussions he had with other hackers to 
play Robin Hood. 
For entertainment, he and Victoria play blackjack after dinner, and have some minor successes 
slot machines, before retiring to their room. The view from the terrace is magnificent at night, 
and as hoped, Billy does not sleep on the sofa. Instead, he learns more about Victoria’s penchant 
for exhibitionism. They have sex on the terrace, and again later on the bed in front of open glass 
terrace doors.  
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They rise early and grab a quick bite at Eggslut before returning to the airport. “This is a 
Gulfstream, right?” Billy says as they wheel luggage across the tarmac to the jet.  
“A 550. When your sales territory stretches from New York to LA, you need speed,” Victoria 
says. She greets the pilot and they buckle into plush leather seats across a table from one another.  

“Where in Florida?” 
“Sarasota. I want you to see our training facility. If Brianna signs, actually, when she signs, I’ll 
fly you there for a quick orientation. We have one stop to make in St. Louis to pick up an 
associate, but we should touch down in time for a quick tour and a nightcap. The training center 
is just a few blocks from Marina Jack and the harbor.” 
As the jet taxis to the runway and lifts sharply into the air, Billy says, “I got a call. Brianna 
sounds very interested.” 
“It’s a good offer. What else did she say?” 

“Split time, security audits, general stuff. I’m still curious why LDT wants me so badly.” 
“All in good time. The work you did in San Francisco should give you a pretty good idea.” 
Billy feels g-force unlike any commercial jet he’s ever flown in. He enjoys the power that 
presses him into his seat and inspires him to look out of the window. As the jet climbs, he 
realizes how much he dreads the idea of more illicit work coming his way. He always knew that 
his skills would one day make money. His father Halo had drummed that into him from an early 
age. What he didn’t anticipate is how much more money he would be offered to do the wring 
things than good, nor how entrenched and compromised his life would become once he crossed 
that line.  
“Do you need anything? A beverage, something to eat?” Victoria asks. 
“I’m good, thank you. I might close my eyes for a minute. Do you mind? You wore me out last 
night.” 
Victoria laughs. “Likewise. You can stretch out in the back. I’ve done it many times. Very 
comfortable.” 
Billy says he’d like that and unbuckles. A few minutes later, lying on his back, Victoria surprises 
him with a pillow, a blanket, and a kiss on his forehead.  
When Billy wakes up, he discovers Victoria sleeping. The model’s mouth is slightly open, but 
even vulnerable like that, she remains a lovely site. He thinks of how quickly things have 
changed. Two weeks earlier, the only love interest in his life was Moonwalk. Not just because of 
her amazing beauty, but because they have come through so much together. Yet earlier today, 
she talked about retiring. Here plans clearly don’t include him, nor did she seem inclined to lead 
him on any longer. She would retire and likely disappear. In her vision of the future, he would 
move on to LDT and they would live happily ever after, in different worlds.  
Billy spends the next half hour watching the ground far below, and sometimes Victoria. The 
cockpit door is open. He checks out the pilots before returning to Victoria’s side. When he does, 
he touches her shoulder. “Hey. Pilot says we are beginning our descent into St. Louis.” 

Victoria rubs her neck and sits up. “You slept,” she says. 
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“You, too.” 
Victoria pulls her phone from a bag, scrolls to a number, and calls. Billy hears one side of a 
conversation. “Nick. It’s Victoria. Are you at the airport? Good, we’re about to land. I have 
someone onboard I want to you meet. No need to change, he’s not a client. Of course. Okay, see 
you in a few.” 
Turning to Billy, she says, “That was Nicholas. He’s the head of digital security for LDT here in 
the States. We loan him to clients sometimes. If all this works out, you’ll get to know each other 
quite well.” 

“Sounds like an interesting guy.” 
“Actually, not interesting at all, unless you get off on talking about data diddling, smurf attacks 
or ACLs. Half the time I don’t know what Nick is talking about, but I’m told he’s one of the 
best.” 
Billy almost defines diddling for Victoria but thinks better of it. “What do I need to know before 
we meet?” 
“Nick is strictly corporate. Don’t discuss what you did in San Francisco. If he asks, and he 
probably will, you do Pen testing for Ridge and I’m trying to recruit you. He’s a good employee, 
but you’ll be working in a special division.” 
“What do you mean, a special division?” Billy asks. 

“Lster. Just don’t talk about anything nefarious with Nick.” 
Forty minutes later, they are wheels-up again, heading for Florida. Nick rattles on with Victoria 
about their St. Louis client, how some of the idiots on staff misconfigured a NAS unit leaving the 
client vulnerable. Other than a perfunctory hello, Nick doesn’t speak to Billy for the first hour 
and twenty minutes of their two-hour flight. When he does change seats, Nick’s demeanor is 
more of an inquisitor than fellow technologist. He wants to know where Billy went to school and 
what degrees he has. UofM is a respected school, but not to Nick. He asks about certifications, 
like CIPM, CIPP, or CIPT, whether Billy is bonded, what kind of experience he has with various 
operating systems and even has the audacity to ask if Billy can write code in PERL or other shell 
scripting languages. 
More than once, Billy glances at Victoria with questioning gestures, but she won’t rescue him. 
She hides her laughter and disappears into spreadsheets for minutes at a time.  
Eventually, Billy has had enough and goes on the offensive. From Nick's prattling, he believes 
that cryptography is the man’s jelly spot. He’s been lost in the nuts and bolts of network security 
from the start, but never once mentioned the theory behind his information. To push back, Billy 
engages in a series of brisk monologues on Euclidean algorithms, primality testing, and Asian 
remainder theorem. He asks if Nick prefers conventional or symmetric cryptography and 
whether he is comfortable with quantum cryptography. In short, Billy hacks Nick’s brain into 
surrender, then silence. 
“That was hilarious. I’ve never seen Nick backed down like that,” Victoria says as they drag 
luggage toward a waiting Uber driver. 
“He knows what he’s talking about, but God. He just doesn’t shut up.” 
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Chapter	37	
Victoria makes two phone calls as they ride to the Ritz-Carlton in Sarasota. The first is to book 
an extra room for Billy, the second call is to LDT’s training center. The call is apparently 
disappointing. She explains. “The bad new, most of the people I want to introduce are in sessions 
or have gone home for the day. The good news, we have the evening to ourselves, beginning 
with dinner. We’ll do the center in the morning and I’ll have you back in Nevada before 
nightfall.” 
Dinner at Marina Jack starts with jumbo prawns on their special cocktail sauce, and ends with 
stuffed Maine lobster and an after-dinner wine. They dine outdoors. The evening is pleasant, so 
they walk the harbor for a while, looking at boats and a few yachts. “I could get used to this,” 
Billy says.  
“Tell me something. Have you and Brianna ever, you know. Is there something between you? 
She’s incredibly attractive.” 
“Apparently, I’m not her type. There are moments when I wish, but no. It’s not like that. Brianna 
is all business. She was married at one time, I believe. I think the guy died? I never really asked. 
Honestly, I don’t know if she’s seeing anyone or not.” 
“His name was Christopher. They started Ridge together but he went out in some kind of boating 
accident.” 
When Billy heard that story, he thinks her husband had a different name. “News to me. If she 
signs with LDT, what’s the timing?” 
“Things will move quickly. We have two projects behind schedule already, and I have meetings 
tomorrow in Atlanta that could bring in another firm. Where do you actually live? As Billy, I 
mean.” 
Billy laughs. “To be honest, I’m not sure. I just gave up a place in Chicago. I’m hunting for a 
condo in the Vegas area. That’s one option. I also have friends that want me to move here, not 
here exactly, the Saint Petersburg area up the coast. Does it matter? How about you?” 
“As long as you get to each next job, no. It doesn’t matter. I have property in Berlin, but I’m 
never there. LDT has me constantly flying. I’m a hotel vagabond.” 
“I take it you joined LDT in Berlin?  I’ve been to France and Czechoslovakia, but never 
Germany. What’s it like?” 

“I’ll show you, maybe sooner than you think. There are people at HQ anxious to meet you.” 
The statement surprises Billy, and for the first time in their short relationship raises suspicion. 
“They want to meet me?” 
“Why not? They’ve followed your career for a while. You’ll like Berlin. There are dozens of 
great night clubs and beer gardens to visit. In the spring it’s beautiful, even in the eastern part of 
the city. Want to go?” 
Billy doesn’t answer directly. Lost in a maelstrom of thought, he says, “Maybe we should head 
back.” 
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“Okay. When the deal goes through with Ridge, let’s go to Berlin. Meanwhile, there’s this quaint 
little Tiki bar oceanside at our hotel. Shall we turn in for the night?” 
After a couple more cocktails, Billy and Victoria retreat to her room for higher views of the Gulf, 
and the inevitable intimacy he’s come to want with her. She’s purchased a room for him to stay 
in, but he doesn’t arrive there until one in the morning. Exhausted, and perhaps overwhelmed by 
the shifting sands in his life, Billy collapses into bed. The whole, let’s go to Berlin thing doesn’t 
sit right with him. He’s more than flattered that LDT wants him, curious as hell about the whole 
special division thing, but now suspicious and nervous that he’s been on their radar for so long. 
Since college? Since studying like any other CIS student in Minnesota? Something doesn’t fit.  
When Billy finally does fall asleep, the rest is cut short by his alarm. He’s barely had time to 
shown when Victoria calls. It’s seven in the morning. 
Sarasota’s downtown is a clean. Everything he has encountered is smallish, more like an upscale 
neighborhood than a city center. The buildings are well kept. It’s easy to see why someone 
would want to anchor part of their business here.  
“This is us,” Victoria says as their driver pulls to a stop. Billy can’t tell which building she is 
referring to. He expected some kind of majestic corporate structure, but what he sees are retail 
shops, a small park with shade trees and open benches, and a greenish six story building with 
ground-floor retail shops and a restaurant. Balconies wrap around the second through top floors. 
It looks more like a condo complex than an office building, but that is where Victoria points 
them.  
An expensive looking women’s apparel shop is to the left of the main entrance. It features 
brightly clad thin manakins. To their right as they enter the small lobby is a small restaurant. 
Billy imagines employees grab lunch here. What surprises Billy most is the lack of signage. 
There are no logos emblazoned on the building. Without a very small tenant listing next to the 
single elevator, he’d never know this was an LDT training facility, but there it is pressed into 
black and under glass. LDT occupies the top three floors of the building. The take the elevator. 
“Billy, I’d like you to meet Jagtar, head of Human Resources for North America,” Victoria says 
when they arrive on the fourth floor and follow a hallway to the back of the building. 
“Pleased to meet you,” Billy says to a man gifted with dark skin, a brilliant smile, and a New 
Delhi accent. A tour begins. During the tour, Billy learns that LDT purchased a large 
cybersecurity firm in New York the year before. Their North American headquarters is now in 
that NY facility. The owner also had property in Sarasota and wintered here. For this reason, 
he’d positioned his training facility in Sarasota, and LDT simply the tradition forward. 
Billy sees inviting tables and chairs on the balcony. Administrators, or maybe technicians, are 
out there tapping away at their laptops. He’s given a tour of four classrooms, and three offices in 
the perimeter of the space. The LDT online support teams house the center of the floor. “We 
have bronze, silver, and gold teams running managed services out of this building. The gold team 
oversees silver, silver trains bronze, and all three teams participate in training new hires. We 
conduct red, white, and blue security exercises from this facility, and Europe. When we’ve 
finished swarming a client’s infrastructure there is little chance anything is missed,” Victoria 
says as they finish their tour.  
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The third floor has more meeting rooms and a hall of office spaces. A large lounge and 
conferencing area used to entertain prospects takes up the central area. Victoria explains. “This 
was also the New Yorker’s idea. To be honest, the guy didn’t know much about technology at 
all, but he knew people, and he was very well connected. He flew prospects here on weekends to 
play a little golf or lounge on his yacht. By the time he brought them up here for drinks they 
were licking the palm of his hand. I don’t tend to sell in that way. I’d rather meet with prospects 
on their turf, but it’s an option. 
“The team is scheduled to join us in half an hour. Let’s sit in the lounge and talk business.” 
“Like the old CEO, right? Court the prospect in the field and bring him here?” Billy says, 
pointing out that she’d made love to him and flew him here in a G5. 
Laughing with surprise, Victoria says, “I hadn’t thought of it that way, but no. Well, maybe. Our 
situation is different.” 
Victoria steps behind the empty bar of the lounge and asks Billy if he wants a Scotch. “It’s too 
early. Juice maybe.” 
They sip cranberry juice as Victoria begins. “I have two offers for you. The first depends on 
whether Brianna signs. I think she will, so I’ll lay it out for you as if. There’s a group within 
LDT. Let’s call this the elite group. We want you on this team. The thing is, we blend in with 
everyone else and never let them know who we are, how we function, what our mission in life is 
all about. I called Nick a straight corporate guy. He is. If he knew there was this other team, let’s 
call it a covert team, he’d want in. He’d be jealous from the start because what he gets paid, and 
what you will be paid, are worlds apart. Do you understand?” 
“The idea begs questions, but sure. I’ll keep quiet about pay.” 
“I should probably come up with some kind of name for this team. It would make things easier, 
but this inner group currently has a dozen people. Nine of them are in Europe. When we bring 
you in, four will live and work here in the U.S. The offer is this. You will get a substantial 
signing bonus. Members normally go through a kind of test period. What you pulled off in San 
Francisco bypasses that test. That really was a piece of work. 
“Following that, we set aside a pool of money for each new client we want to acquire. The 
budget is determined by how much money we think that client is worth. A fortune 500 company, 
with fifty locations and a few hundred thousand seats, is a huge deal. Spending a few million to 
land a company like that is nothing. Are you with me?” 
“So, in an instance like Data Corp, this inner team is going to what? Make sure the prospect feels 
the pain before you make the pitch?” 
Victoria laughs. “See? I’m beating around the bush and you cut right to the chase. I would never 
put it quite so bluntly, but there’s some truth in that. What we do is a pre-audit. No one 
authorizes us to probe, but we do it anyway. It’s better to go in armed then blind. Do you agree?” 
“I do, and a few things make sense to me, now. It’s easier to grab a contract if their infrastructure 
is crumbling. Brianna and I do something similar. What kind of signing bonus are we talking 
about?” 
“By the way, we never had this conversation. If you spread information about how we work, 
we’ll come down hard on you. I’ve seen it happen. Not pretty.” 



High-Rise Crew: Financial Insiders, by Tim Brost 
 

129 

 

“My lips are sealed.” 
“Okay, here we go. Ready? $250, 000 to sign, and a guarantee of at least two million per year, 
possibly more. Your cut is baked into my sales budget.” 
So, half of that because my time is split?” Billy asks, as his mind spins. Fuck me. A quarter 
million dollars up front. “That’s a lot of money. What do I have to do for it?” 
“In short, work your ass off. I need to land at least a dozen new clients in the coming 12 months. 
I’ll pitch twice that many, and not all need probing. As our reputation grows, so does the list of 
warm leads. Plan on roughly 18 unauthorized audits, basically 1.5 per month. From what I saw in 
Frisco, you could easily do one a week. Something like that. The rest of the time you can work 
for Brianna or sit on a beach for all I care. And you won’t work alone. I have three other people. 
They may not be as skilled as you are, but they can hack. You will lead the team.” 
“Different jobs require differing skill sets. I have a few people on my own that I trust.” 
“Expenses. I get that, and won’t interfere with how you work unless it’s excessive. As long as 
you deliver, I don’t even want to know, but hold that thought. The people I want you to meet just 
got off the elevator. Corporate to a person, if you know what I mean.” 
Victoria’s sales personal springs to life, gregarious, welcoming, effusive in her excitement to 
welcome these coworkers. She ushers Billy and five techs into one of the smaller conference 
rooms, where they dutifully take seats. “Welcome! Everyone, I’d like you to meet William 
Chownyk. He’s an extraordinary cybersecurity maven we’re bringing into LDT.” 
Billy is introduced to a DBA, a Control-Flow Integrity engineer that specializes in incident 
response and computer forensics., a software engineer who for a time worked at MIT, and an 
older gentleman dedicated to auditing for Governance, Risk Management, and Compliance. Billy 
is most interested in a SPLUNK expert touting many years of experience in indexing, searching, 
analyzing, and generating reports on networks. He doesn’t mention how many times he’s hacked 
into these centralized data pools to extract business intelligence. Nor does Billy use any of the 
risk management jokes he’s found floating on the dark net.  
If Victoria’s purpose in bringing him to Florida is to make an impression, it works. Billy can 
learn a lot from these guys, and probably from a dozen or more holding positions on the silver 
and gold teams he met earlier. After a lengthy discussion, he finds respect to be reciprocal. Billy 
asks and is asked questions for nearly an hour. It soon becomes clear that his skills focus on 
breaking firewalls, where these techs fortify them. Things get interesting when Billy hints at 
vulnerabilities not widely documented, if at all. In return, the forensics expert discloses newer 
techniques used in trapping bad actors. 
The meeting ends cordially. “You say none of those guys are on the inner team?” 
“These guys? Not a chance,” Victoria says as she hits the first-floor button in the elevator and 
taps a number into her phone. 
The elevator stops on the ground floor and Victoria says she needs a minute. Billy follows her 
into the dress shop where she strikes up a quick conversation with the owner. The two are clearly 
well acquainted, as the owner immediately says, “Vic! I expected you yesterday. Three new 
outfits, dear. They’re ready for you. Do you want to try them on?” 

“No time today. I’ll try them on the jet,” Victoria says and drops an Amex card on the counter.  
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Standing in the airconditioned lobby, Victoria taps keys on her phone, then makes another call. 
“Is the refrigerator stocked? Oh, thank you. Excellent. Wheels up in 30,” she says, apparently to 
her pilot.  
Victoria and Billy talk about their recent meeting as they wait for another Uber. “Do you need 
anything before we leave? A quick shot perhaps?” Victoria says while laughing.  
“I’m good. What’s in Atlanta?” 

“You’re welcome to stay if you want. It could be fun.” 
“I need to get back, but thanks.” 
“If you know the right people, Atlanta has money. Serious money. There used to be this 
marvelous restaurant there, the Abbey? For whatever reason, the building is now a church or 
something. Have you ever heard of Bacchanalia? To die for. You really do have to join me there 
one of these days.” 

“Is there any city you don’t know?” 
“What can I say? I travel,” Victoria says, and rests her hand on Billy’s thigh as they ride.  

“You’re taking the jet to Atlanta. What about me? Commercial flight?” 
“Heavens no. My pilot will take you back to McCarren so you can continue looking for property, 
if that’s what you want to do.” 
“I appreciate it. How much does all this cost you, jetting around, hotels, fine dining?” 
“Don’t forget the clothes. Actually, I rarely think about. As long I keep delivering new clients, 
LDT covers receipts. You’ll get used to that in time,” Victoria says as the Uber driver delivers 
them to the airstrip. 
This time, when they’ve taken off and are climbing to 45,000 feet, Billy accepts Victoria’s offer 
for a drink. She produces a bottle of aged Scotch and two glasses with ice. “I’ll join you,” she 
says, and pours a stiff drink for each of them. Minutes later, she unbuckles and opens her 
dresses.  
“So, what do you do, like just buy new instead of using a dry cleaner?” Billy asks. To him it’s a 
dig, a snide comment on her lifestyle. To her, it’s just an amusing question.  
Victoria doesn’t laugh, implying that that is precisely what she does. All she says before standing 
and stripping to her undergarments is, “They take good care of me.” 
While trying on her third dress, Victoria asks if Billy is a member. 

“Of what?” 
“The mile-high club,” Victoria says, and slides onto his lap.  
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Chapter	38	
When they’ve finished making love and laughing about it, Billy wonders aloud if the pilots don’t 
have a view of the cabin. Victoria laughs and shrugs her shoulders. “Perks of the job, I suppose. 
As she says this her phone rings.  
“Brianna! How nice of you to call. Great. I’m so excited,” she says and smiles at Billy. She talks 
with Moonwalk for a few minutes and ends with, “When will I meet him, Billy I mean? Great.” 

“She signed?” Billy asks when Victoria tucks her phone into a large Gucci bag. 
“She did. Unless our lawyers kick back her modified proposal, and they won’t, we have a deal.” 

“Merger or acquisition?” 
“Acquisition. She has promised to stay on for 12 months. We’re going to split your time equally. 
Are you excited?” 
“You know I am. If you don’t mind my asking…” 
“When do you get that signing bonus, right? I’ll push it through as soon as we have paper—
maybe four or five days. You’ll get a call from our offices sometime tomorrow. You sure you 
don’t want to hang in Atlanta? Good times.” 
Billy smiles and kisses Victoria on the cheek, but no. “If I know Brianna, she’ll be on the phone 
with me within the hour. I really need to get home.” 
“Makes sense,” Victoria says, and she lays out projects she wants him to be involved with in 
Boston and Kansas City. When the plane lands in Atlanta, she gives Billy a hug, points to the 
bottle of Scotch telling him to take it with him.  
The pilot emerges from the cockpit to wish Victoria well and asks Billy if he still wants to return 
to Vegas. Billy nods yes, and buckles in.  
Mid-flight, Moonwalk calls Billy. For ten minutes she describes her agreement with LDT, never 
once mentioning the sales figure. Most of what she says, Billy already knows, but he feigns 
surprise. The call ends with an actual surprise, when she says, “I’m flying out tomorrow to see 
the condo and go over some things. Make sure I have a bed and clean sheets. I know how guys 
tend to live.” 
“I’m sleeping on a king. Will that do?” Billy says. It’s just another of his provocative go-
nowhere remarks, but during a few seconds of silence, he wonders if she’s actually considering 
it.  

“I’m not going to pay half a mill on a condo then sleep in a hotel. Get a bed,” Moonwalk says. 
“I’m kidding, boss. You know that. Shoot me your itinerary and list anything else you might 
need, food, anything at all. I’ll meet you at the airport.” 
The rest of the flight is uneventful, with one exception. He receives a call from accounting at 
LDT. “Mr. Chownyk? Victoria asked me call. We have a rather large sum of money to move. Do 
you have a minute?” 

“Sure.” 
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Five minutes later, Billy is on the phone with a representative from his bank, and a few minutes 
after that he gives his banker’s contact information to the LDT accountant so they can coordinate 
a Fedwire transfer. When the jet lands in Nevada, and taxies to the departure area, he gets an 
email saying that a transfer order has been initiated for $250,000 and that he will be notified 
when complete. Billy shakes his head in amazement, grabs his luggage, deplanes, and heads for 
his new BMW. It’s 6 pm, plenty of time to hit a furniture store. RC Willey is the first one he 
finds between him and the condo.  
Billy buys furniture with abandon. Because his order is large, the dealer agrees to have 
everything delivered at 8 am the following morning. He calls Mack and hears the tumult of slot 
machines in the background. “Just checking in. I was going to have you haul some furniture, but 
I guess they’re going to deliver. Moonwalk is coming in tomorrow,” Billy says. 
“What?” 
“Where are you?” Billy nearly yells, frustrated. He’s using the speaker system in his car so he 
cranks up the volume. 
“We come out to this new place but we can’t hit nothing. Yuri wants to go back to Green 
Gulch.” 
“Green Valley. I’ll meet you there,” Billy says. What he really wants to do is return to the condo 
and sit on the balcony as the sun sets. Maybe he still can. 

 
“I’m Carlito,” Billy repeats to himself as he walks across the parking lot into the casino. It takes 
nearly 20 minutes of texting and walking from place to place before he finally sees Evgeny 
sitting at a bar playing video poker. “Ev. Where are the guys?” 
Evgeny turns slightly in his chair and points to Yuri at a craps table. He turns the other way and 
says, “Mack is somewhere over there. I’ll come with you. Is better hunting with two.” 
Evgeny cashes out his machine, grabs his drink, and joins Billy. It takes a few minutes to find 
Mack sitting in front of a slot machine. “How’s it going?” Billy asks. He sees that Mack is 
playing at the lowest price per spin, and has $218 dollars in credits.  
“If you hit this one, that dragon roars like a mother. It’s pretty slick,” Mack says, and spins 
again. 
“Here. Add this. I’ll be right back,” Billy says, pulling a couple hundred dollars from his wallet. 
He leaves Mack and Evgeny for a quick visit with Yuri.  
“Billy boy! Hot table!” Yuri says, rubbing his hands together.  

“What’s a good bet?” 
“Big money on hard ways, but is risky.” 

Billy hands him two hundred-dollar bills. “Make that bet for me.” 
Yuri takes the cash, drops it on the table and quickly snatches up a stack of $25 chips. “Hard 
ways,” he says, dropping them where the croupier can easily take over. A bald enthusiastic man 
at the far end of the table rolls the dice and hits a hard four. 
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“Fucking amazing. See what I am saying? Hot table,” Yuri says as the dealer slides a tall stack of 
chips his way.  

“Keep it. You did good work in Frisco. I appreciate it,” Billy says, and walks away. 
When he returns to Mack and Evgeny, their machine has launched gigantic animations and Mack 
is leaning into the experience, animated, calling for the dragon to hit him hard, “Come on baby,” 
and other things. Evgeny calmly sips his cocktail.  

“Doing good?” Billy asks. 
“I ain’t won all night then you come along and check this out. Still got five spins coming. It’s 
your lucky day, kid.” 
“You don’t know the half of it. Yuri just hit a good one, too. I’m going to be in that bar over 
there. I just need a few minutes.” 
“Business? I thought you was here to play?” 

“Not tonight. You can play all you want after we talk,” Billy says. 
“Want I should get Yuri?” Evgeny asks. 
“He thinks he’s on a hot table. You can fill him in later,” Billy says, and Evgeny accompanies 
him to the bar. This time Billy takes drinks to a table. 
“Gambling doesn’t excite you much,” Billy says, looking at the massive crowd of people playing 
slot machines. From where they sit he can also see craps and one of the roulette tables. 

“A few dollars here and there and I am good,” Evgeny says. 
“You’re really a solid guy, Ev. Not sure I ever said how much I enjoy knowing you.” 
“Everyone is in everyone’s life. You are good friend for Yuri, too. He was not trusting so much 
but this is no longer problem. We talked.” 
“Yeah, about that. I hired this guy to hunt for my father. We might have found him. I’ll know in 
a week or two. If he still has our money, or at least some of it, we’ll find a way to get it back. I 
promise.” 
In his cryptic way, Evgeny says, “Missed opportunities.” 

“What do you mean? The money?” 
“Is smart guy. We could have worked together more.” 
The statement exposes something in Billy’s psyche that he hadn’t had words for until now. 
“You’re right. Even with all that crazy shit he did to us, I still miss him. Before he took off he 
wanted us to roll into something bigger. I should have listened, but you know how he was.” As 
he says it, he feels his eyes moisten.  
“Evgeny studies Billy for a long moment and Billy turns away. “I think I get Yuri,” he says, and 
leaves Billy to wrestle with his father’s betrayal in private. 
First Yuri and Evgeny return, then Mack. He retells his story from the top, about being caught in 
San Francisco by LDT, Victoria, love making, trading information, the G5 jet and his trip to 
Sarasota. He ends with how Moonwalk is selling her company. “It means we’re all going to get 
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work from both companies for a while, jobs like what we did in San Fran. We’ll be on the road 
every two week for the next year, maybe longer. This is big-time shit, guys, and dangerous 
behavior, so I’m asking you straight up. You want in or out?” 
“Hacking corporations? I’m in,” Mack says without hesitation. 
“There’s something you need to know. That California job? We went there to hack a company, 
but when I got into it, we hacked techs with the Air Force Reserve. I think contractors, not 
military, but you know what I’m saying. It’s another angle Moonwalk took in the bidding war 
hack. I don’t like it and I’m sure you don’t like it, Mack. But you have to know.” 

Mack folds his arms as flashes of red darken his face. “That ain’t cool, kid,” he says. 
“I know. I bitched about it on the phone and I’ll do it again in person, tomorrow. She says it’s 
only to evaluate competitive bids for her client. I have to trust her.” 
Mack looks at Evgeny and Yuri for a long minute. Evgeny speaks first, “I am trusting Billy.” 

 

Chapter	39	
Billy leaves the casino in plenty of time to do additional shopping and still see the sunset. By the 
time he gets home, however, he’s nearly filled his trunk and back seat with items from Williams-
Sonoma, Total Wine, and Albertson’s grocery. He hauls in groceries and pulls the fifth of Scotch 
he got from the jet out of his luggage. He retires to the balcony for a few rays of setting sun and 
relaxation. “Some big shot. Scotch and a TV dinner,” he says to himself laughing.  
The following day, his morning alarm sounds too early. He hits snooze, then snooze again before 
dragging himself into the shower. He manages to drink juice and coffee before the doorbell rings 
and a team of laborers begin hauling a dozen pieces of furniture into the building. The money 
he’d spent with the realtor didn’t go as far as he’d hoped. The entire bedroom set in the master 
bedroom, along with the patio furniture stayed, but everything else except the kitchen applances 
went away while he was in Florida. The crew hauling furniture into the condo now, position a 
rolling bar, sofas, end tables, a coffee table, and an entire bedroom set for Moonwalk to use. 
He’d picked out a few ornaments and kitchen stools for the marble kitchen woodblock and 
storage island that now rests in the center of the kitchen below a stainless steel and copper 
hanging shelf was left behind. It probably remained bcause it was bolted to the ceiling. Outfitting 
the entire building will probably cost an additional 50 grand or more, something he wasn’t likely 
to do for a long time, if ever. But the signing bonus changed all that. If Moonwalk wants more, 
she’ll either have to send items from her Chicago high-rise, or come up with more cash.  
As the haulers bring in furniture, Billy unloads his car and begins arranging things to his liking. 
The process quickly devours two hours. For an additional hundred dollars each, the men make 
the guest bed, hang shower curtains, and help arrange furniture to his liking. One of the men 
unpacks glassware and kitchen items. When they are done, they agree to load all of the extra 
packing materials and boxes scattered throughout the house into their truck. He sends them on 
their way just in time to make a sandwich and leave for the airport.  
“You’re looking sharp. Nice car, too. A rental?” Moonwalk says as she rolls her luggage to a 
stop in the passenger pickup area of Terminal 3.  
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“Sort of. I leased it. Carlito wouldn’t be running around in a rental if he owned a condo. Good 
flight?” 
Moonwalk gives Billy a hug as he opens the passenger door for her. “Such a gentleman. Carlito 
needs to teach Billy a thing or two.” 
“You’re going to like the condo. There’s a balcony we can sit at for a while and talk. The view is 
spectacular. Did you get everything you needed out of Data Corp?” 

“And then some. Two more pieces of the puzzle and we’re done. The California job was gold.” 
“About that. That frigging code will spread like wildfire.” 

“It already has, or at least it’s gone far enough to see competitive bids. It’s working great.” 
Billy is shocked with her lack of concern, or perhaps inattentiveness. “You’re missing my point. 
That code will dig into anything and everything. AeroS probably has classified material, or at 
least plans for classified equipment.” 

“All I want are bids and specifications.” 
Billy accelerates onto 215 and sees he is cruising at 90 miles per hour in a way that feels like 40. 
He slows his ride as he moves to a new subject. “What’s going to happen after you sell to LDT 
and put in your year? There’s bound to be a non-compete. You going to retire?” 
“Maybe. My retirement plan came faster than I thought it would. I’ll miss the action. Then again, 
it would be nice not to take risks for a while.” 

“What was the plan?” Billy asks, thinking that he needs to begin planning ahead himself. 
“It sounds so materialistic when I say it aloud, but my financial advisor says I should set aside a 
quarter million per year until the age of 95. I’m almost there.” 
Billy laughs. “I don’t know. It’ going to be tight trying to get by on a measly $250k. Vika come 
up with that plan?” 
“You should talk to her someday. I need to make a few calls,” Moonwalk says. From then to the 
condo, Moonwalk assumes the personalities of Kimberly, and then Brianna, in a series of phone 
calls announcing that she is folding her company into LDT, and how great this is for her clients. 
Between calls she says how Victoria offered her a 5% two-year referral bonus for every 
customer she successfully brings to the table. She’s lined up six meetings thus far and believes 
she can get at least that many more, including Dirk’s company. 
 
“Oh my god! I love it.” Moonwalk says when Billy pulls into the drive of the condominium and 
taps the garage door opener. They exit the vehicle and Billy hauls her luggage into the building, 
rolling it to the master bedroom. He’d purchased an entire bedroom set for one of the other 
bedrooms, all the while thinking she would be sleeping there, but why? It was her money that 
bought the place. Before picking her up, he moved all his things into the other bedroom. 
“Still needs a lot of stuff. The rec room is bare. There’s a fourth bedroom. Let me show you the 
lab,” Billy says, and leads her to the servers and other equipment. 
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Twenty minutes later, they sit on the balcony sipping cranberry juice, each with an open laptop. 
Billy is deep in his routine of checking factious accounts for activity when his phone rings. It’s 
Victoria, so he kills the call and switches to texting a message. Will call in 20. 
“Who was that?” 

“Just Mack. I’ll call him in a bit.” 
Moonwalk spins her laptop to show images of the country club associated with the golf course. 
“Have you been here yet? Carlito would have been there first thing. It’s a PGA level golf course. 
Attracts a lot of corporate members.” 

“Jeez. Give me a break. I just arrived. How much is that going to cost us, anyway?” 
“You’re looking at it all wrong. How much is that going to make us. I say we dress to impress 
and check it out this evening at dusk. The players will be off the course and thinking about 
dinner. Maybe we get lucky.” 

“If you say so. What do we need to discuss?” 
“Two jobs. The first is in Frisco, Colorado, the other is in Houston, Texas. The CFO pulling 
numbers together for the competition works at the competitor’s HQ in Houston, but spends a lot 
of time flying back and forth to Colorado Springs. He holds meetings at a resort there. His pride 
and joy is the place the family built an hour plus out of Denver in Frisco. His daughter spends 
summers there and Toucht intercepted an invitation to hold a final planning session in that cabin. 
That takes place on the 15th.” I need your guys to wire the building before that meeting. 
“That’s in like ten days.” 

“Is that a problem?” 
“No. Just saying. What’s about Houston?” 
“Houston will be tricky. If anyone can do it, you can, but there are over a dozen aerospace 
companies headquartered there, most of which work with NASA in one way or another, all of 
them are possible candidates for inclusion in the bidding cycle. We are partnered with one of the 
firms and thanks to your handiwork in San Fran, we now know who the competition is working 
with. I need you to find out whatever you can about their plans, including cost, blueprints if 
available, patents they’re considering, that kind of thing. I know it’s a crap shoot, but get what 
you can.” 
“Tall order. When do we need that?” 

“End of the month, latest. We turn in our bid twenty days from tomorrow.” 
Billy closes his laptop and studies Moonwalk for mood. “Need much?” he asks.  
“Toucht is already in. Your role is mostly surveillance. Apparently, trucks roll in and out all the 
time. You’d be surprised what my clients pick up from a simple photograph, even when 
equipment is wrapped. The trucks themselves are a point of vulnerability. Look for the usual, 
vulnerable lab techs—big debts, personal problems, anything they may want to hide from their 
employer. If there’s a way to get info, you’ll find it.” 
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“They’ve had government contracts for decades. The consequences for even stumbling onto that 
stuff are huge. What are we doing, boss?” Billy says. He’s never been more serious with 
Moonwalk. 
“You’re not listening. Keep your distance. Toucht has already done the heavy lifting.” 
Billy shakes his head, but changes the subject. “Have you worked out my schedule with 
Victoria?” 

“She has one job for you at the end of my engagement. We’ll find a way.” 
“If you say so. I’m going to call Mack and see if he’s willing to help. If not, I’ll just have him 
furnish equipment and run the job on my own.” 
“Why wouldn’t he? It’s good money?” 
“He’s a Navy vet through and through. That thing we did in California didn’t sit well with him. 
To be honest, it doesn’t work for me, either. Let me make the call and we’ll talk,” Billy says and 
leaves for the tech room.  
When away, the first call he makes is to Victoria, not Mack. “Sorry about that.  Brianna 
surprised me. She’s in Vegas and we’ve been talking for the past hour or so. What’s up?” 
“She flew to Vegas? You have clients there?” 
“Prospects for LDT I believe. She’s like you, always on the move, always entertaining or 
pitching someone. I bought a place out here, Vic,” Billy says, trying so steer the conversation. 

“You found property that quickly? Good for you. I take it you’re staying in Vegas?” 
“Gotta live somewhere. It’s Henderson, actually. About 15 minutes from the airport and Strip. 
You should visit.” 
“You know I will. Brianna and I are getting together day after tomorrow. She has two prospects 
in Chicago she wants me to meet.” 
“NuBank one of them?” 
“Yes, and a title company. The reason I called, I need you in St. Louis on the 28th or thereabouts. 
Details will hit your inbox next week. What can you tell me about working with Bri?” 
“You’re both strong women. No need to bullshit each other. Be straight forward and you’ll do 
fine.” 

“Personal habits? Is she a foodie? What are her interests?” 
Billy laughs. “She’s not that kind of woman. All business. Focus on her numbers. The big 
players at NuBank, on the other hand, like a good steak. Brianna can fill you in on the rest.” 
“Fair enough. Atlanta went well. You should have stayed. It was a good time.” 

“What am I doing in St. Louis?” 
“Nicholas screwed up.” 

“The guy I met on your jet? Let me guess. He couldn’t shut his mouth.” 
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“Probably. I had the CEO on board for a two-year contract. All Nike had to do was meet with 
their internal team and iron out the technical aspects of the transition. Long story short, the CIO 
convinced the big guy that their firewall is bulletproof. It’s all about job security with these guys. 
I need you to prove them wrong. If their lead tech ends up with egg on his face I wouldn’t be 
upset. Oh. I need you to get a professional photo taken.” 
“No photos. If I’m covertly hacking systems, a pic is not a good idea.” 
“Good point. Anyway, details are on their way, soon. I have to run. Congrats on your new 
home.” 

“Hey, Vic. She doesn’t know we spent time together. I’d like to keep it that way.” 
“Not a problem. That works best for me, too. We’ll talk later.” 

The call ends. Billy quickly dials Mack. “Hell of a night,” Mack says when he answers. 
“I don’t have a lot of time. Moonwalk wants us to do a job in Colorado and one in Houston. Just 
so you know, we have to look into an aerospace company as part of her bidding process. They 
probably work with the government. Are you willing to participate? I understand if you want to 
stand down, but I’ll need equipment. Lots of it. The Colorado thing is somebody’s house. I guess 
a big shot holds meetings there. What do you think?” 

“Aerospace, huh. What’s that about? Satellites?” 
“I guess. They’re a competing manufacturer.” 

“What kind of equipment? When can we talk?” 
“As soon as she leaves. Probably tomorrow afternoon or night. You in?” 

“I’ll probably tag along,” Mack says.  
“Thanks, Mack. I’ve got to go.” 

Billy returns to the balcony. “More juice?” he asks.  
Moonwalk says no. As Billy takes his seat she asks if Mack is on board. 
“He’ll definitely provide equipment. We are going to talk again tomorrow night. My guess, he’ll 
come to both sites. Also, I just talked with Victoria. I told her you were in Vegas hunting 
prospects for LDT. I hope you don’t mind. You’re getting together?” 
“It’s to be expected. What can you tell me about her?” 
“We’ve never met, but I grabbed background online. Joined LDT in Europe. Former model. 
She’s pretty hot actually.” 
“Sorry to disappoint, Don Juan, but you’ve got the wrong hardware, if you know what I mean,” 
Moonwalk says, closing her laptop. 

“She’s gay?” 
“That’s the vibe I get. We’re going to meet in Chicago. I asked if she knows the town and three 
out of five nightclubs she mentioned lean that way. Are you ready to hit that country club? I have 
a good feeling about this one.” 
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Chapter	40	
“You should wear that dress you wore at Aria?” Billy says as they head for their respective 
bedrooms.  
“Gee. I wonder why. You’ve got a one-track mind, you know that?” 

“Why not?” 
“Working a country club is all about being achievable. Cute, yes. Slut, no.” 

“If you say so.” 
Billy pulls on a manila summer suit, white shirt, no tie. He slides cash and cigars into his inner 
breast pocket, combs his hair, and runs a quick dry razor over his face. A touch of cologne later, 
he waits for Moonwalk in the kitchen. Not long later, she comes down the stairway wearing a 
calf-length cami-style dress with a split thigh. It’s high-waisted and sleeveless except for 
spaghetti straps over her bare shoulders. The way her incredible body moves beneath the satin 
makes Billy look away to keep from gawking, whisper to himself. Oh my God. “You ready?” 
“In a minute. Let’s talk strategy. We want a membership, but how does that work exactly? It will 
be Carlito’s membership. What if I’m your fiancé?” 
“How is that being achievable. I think we keep things as they are. You’re Brianna Lester and I’m 
an associate in your company. Just play it straight.” 
“I suppose so. I kind of like the idea of being your fiancé. What? You don’t love me anymore?” 
“That’s practically mean. You shouldn’t tease the help. Let’s go,” Billy says, and Moonwalk 
laughs.  
Billy backs his BMW out of the garage and drives to the country club. They park in a guest area 
and enter. It takes a minute to locate the office, and a minute longer to find someone willing to 
discuss membership. “I just bought into the community and we’d like to discuss joining,” Billy 
says.  
“Oh. You’re a resident! Welcome,” the woman says. “Let me show you around, meet a few 
guests, and we can talk.” 
Their presence turns heads, especially among the middle-aged male members, as they tour the 
facility. Families, and groups of three and four suntanned golfers, lounge at tables and sit at the 
bar. They are introduced to a few of the long-standing members and shown the tennis court, 
gym, locker rooms, and other amenities. “Shall we?” the guide says as they return to the lobby, 
and her office. Once there, she hands them a folder of options.  
“Rates are commensurate with your station in life. You’re both under 40, I take it. Do you golf?” 
“Not yet. A little tennis. Brianna is an avid golfer,” Billy says, having no clue if she ever played 
the game. 
“We have full membership options, golf and tennis alone, or you can even buy a social 
membership which gives you access to the clubhouse, dining, that sort of thing.” 
“How much for the full Monty?” Moonwalk asks, cutting to the chase. She’s using her cutesy 
voice, Billy thinks, the voice she uses with some of her clients. 
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The woman smiles at the turn of phrase. “As a resident of the community you get a discount, let 
me see,” she says, and logs into her computer.  
“I love the place,” Moonwalk says, filling silence. Billy rolls his eyes and she kicks him in the 
shine. 
“The full membership is $35,000 for the first year, and $25,000 thereafter. Some of the services 
have an additional cost, trainers and that kind of thing. Unfortunately, we have a waiting list. I 
can get you a social membership alone, or a sporting membership alone. Combined they are a bit 
higher. The social membership is $15,000 and the sporting membership for community members 
is $20,000.” 
“I’m not following. The full membership is $35,000 and you just said that combining social and 
sports is also $35,000?”  
“Yes, but those memberships don’t renew at a lesser rate. There are also a few perks for full 
members. They have access to a special locker room, invitations to tournaments, that kind of 
thing. We ask for half of the annual cost up front, but you can arrange for monthly electronic 
transfers on the balance. It makes things more convenient for our members.” 
“Can we talk for a minute?” Billy says to Moonwalk, and stands. She reluctantly follows him out 
of the room. 
“What now!” Moonwalk says win a forced emphatic whisper.  

“This is bull shit. Do you even lay golf?” 
“I played in college. I come from a family that had a place in Hilton Head—tennis camps, golf 
lessons. Just because you’re not athletic doesn’t mean I’m not. It’s a PGA level course. Do you 
know how may deals are cut on a golf course?” 
Hands in the air, surrendering as usual to his high-power boss, Billy backs down. The line about 
not being an athlete, stings. “Sorry. What do you want me to do?” 
“I want a full membership. I want you to buy whatever it takes for now, and get us to the top of 
that damn list. Bribe her ass if needed, but I want us in those private locker rooms.” 

“It’s your money,” Billy says and spins on his heels back to the negotiation.  
Billy marches into the room, Moonwalk close behind. He motions for Moonwalk to sit, but he 
stands. “I’ve made a decision. We want the full membership with all the amenities. He produces 
an American Express card and drops it on the desktop. 

The woman looks flummoxed. “I wasn’t clear? We have a waiting list.” 
“I don’t need to officially be on that list, but I want all the same benefits. How you work that out 
is up to you. Is the president here? Anyone from the board?” 
The woman doesn’t know what do apparently. “$40,000, paid in full, right now,” Billy says. In 
year two we pay $25,000 like everyone else. If the extra $5,000 isn’t enough, get someone in 
here that can make that decision.” 

“I really do love the place,” Moonwalk says, coyly.  
“I’m ah. Let me see what I can do. Would the two of you like a beverage perhaps? It may take a 
while.” 
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“Lovely,” Moonwalk says, and Billy picks up his credit card before following the woman to the 
bar.  
“Give these two lovely people a beverage on me, she says to a young woman in a blue golf shirt 
and black slacks. I’ll be back as soon as I can,” she says, and leavers for the dining hall.  

“Where did that come from?” Moonwalk asks as they take seats and order drinks.  
“You wanted me to take charge, I guess. Frustration? This is crazy,” Billy whispers and then 
thanks the young bartender.  
“You don’t come from money, so you don’t know, but it’s places like this where all the power 
lives. Not as much any longer, but this is the kind of place where big money hides. Look over 
there,” Moonwalk says, nodding toward a group of four overweight men in their fifties and 
sixties.  
Billy only sees fat and sun-damaged skin.  
“I an guarantee you that between the four of them we’re looking at maybe a hundred million in 
net worth? They come out here from all over the country for their week or two of living large. 
They have wives and grown children somewhere, maybe out at the pool or back at home. The 
point is, they don’t pull out spreadsheets in places like this, but they cut deals. That one in the 
green hat. My guess is he’s the CEO of some corporation, and the guy in the blue hat works for 
him, probably a CPA, CFO, something like that. The other two are clients.” 

“And you can tell all that just by looking.” 
“Billy, you need to learn this stuff. Come with me,” She says and carries her drink away from the 
bar, headed toward the table of golfers. 
Billy reluctantly follows. As they approach, she says, “Gentlemen! How did we hit them today? 
Long and straight, I hope. May we join you?” 
The men look up surprised, but as Billy knows, delighted. “And you are?” the man in the green 
cap asks. 
Brianna. Brianna Lester, and this is Carlito Guillermo Jesus Montoya from Panama. He’s just 
moved into the neighborhood and doesn’t know all that many people. May we sit?” 
“Of course,” the man says and together they all move chairs. 
“I so appreciate it. We’re trying to buy a membership here but the office says there’s a waiting 
list? We can buy both a social and sports membership but not together. Isn’t that silly? We 
offered her an extra few thousand but who knows. I guess she’s looking for someone that can 
make a damn decision. Where are you’ll from?” 
Introductions are made, each one telling her what corporations and companies they come from. 
When they’ve all had their turn, Brianna says, I work in cybersecurity. Just sold one of my 
companies to LDT, ever heard of them? Fantastic company. Fastest growing security firm in the 
world as of last month. Did really well so now, you know, I just want a place I can get away to in 
the winters, play a little golf. What’s your average?” she asks to the man she properly identified 
as a CEO. He owns a chain of printing concerns. 

“The guy’s a monster. Damn near scratch golfer,” the black hat says.  
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“Well that’s admirable. We should play sometime. Never hurts to have a +1 woman on the team 
in a tournament.” 

“Damn,” the CEO says.  
“Yeah. I played in college. Anyway, if you can put in a good word for my fiancé here, Carlito 
and I would really appreciate it.” 
“And what do you do, Carlito?” the CEO asks.  
“My father and I invest in property, Latin America, San Francisco, Miami, Chicago, all over the 
states. Hospitality, mostly. If you ever need something, or want to invest, let me know.” 
“Well, welcome to the neighborhood, senior,” the CEO says and they shake hands. As they do, 
the office worker returns to the bar and notices them. 

“Any progress?” Moonwalk asks, without getting up from her seat. 
“I do apologize. Without a sponsor, my hands are tied. We can proceed with the individual social 
and sports membership if you like. Follow me,” she says, but Moonwalk doesn’t budge. 
“Nonsense. I’ll vouge for the young lady and Carlito is it? There must be something you can do,” 
the CEO says. 
“I didn’t realize you were friends,” the office worker says. 

“We are now,” the CEO says and all of his friends laugh. 
Billy hands over his credit card and turns to the table. “What are you guys drinking? This round 
is on me.” 
 
Two hours later, and far too much talking for Billy to enjoy, he and Moonwalk say goodbye to 
their new friends and return to the parking lot. In the short period of time that Moonwalk worked 
the CEO, she managed to get his business card and pitch him on meeting with her dear friend, 
Victoria, about having LDT do a security audit of his firm. “You’re going to be amazed by what 
a great tech firm can do for your bottom line,” she’d said, but that wasn’t the thing that grabbed 
his interest. What he wanted, more than anything, was to play a round of golf with this vivacious, 
intelligent, sometimes nasty female millionaire.  
“Did you learn anything?” Moonwalk asks when they return to the condo. It feels like a 
rhetorical question, even patronizing.  
“I learned that rich people pay way too much for steak. Is that what you mean? Sorry. I don’t 
mean to be rude like that. I get your point about the country club scene. It’s just foreign to me. 
How hard is it to learn golf?” Billy says. 

“A hell of a lot harder than poker. Can we use the hot tub?” 
“Whatever you want. The place is yours,” Billy says. 

“I said, we. Where are the towels?” 
“Bathroom. I haven’t used the tub so there aren’t any down there.” 

“Okay, grab a few and meet me,” Moonwalk says, and disappears. 
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Billy climbs stairs and takes the only towels he has, aside from the ones in the master bedroom, 
out to the hot tub. When he arrives, he finds Moonwalk immersed in jets of water, totally nude.” 

“That’s just mean,” he says to her. 
“The water is perfect. Hop in,” she says. 
Billy reluctantly removes his clothes and slides into the water. He punches buttons on his side of 
the tub increasing the water jets and closes his eyes, head resting backward on the rim.  
“You’re not getting any, are you. You need to date,” Moonwalk says, and the dismissive tone 
bothers him. 

Billy looks up and past her. “It’s a beautiful view, don’t you think?” 
Moonwalk turn her head and joins him on his side of the tub. “It is. I’m glad for you, glad for 
me, too. This deal with LDT is good for both of us. I meet with Victoria tomorrow. Did I tell 
you? She’s sending a jet. I can’t wait.” 
Billy glances at Moonwalk and can’t help but momentarily see her breasts. He wants her and 
wishes things had turned out differently between them. If she didn’t want at least some of what 
he wants, why are they in this tub? He feels himself becoming aroused. “Do you think she would 
offer me that same 5% deal if I found customers?” 
“You should ask,” Moonwalk says, looking straight ahead, waving her arms under the water. She 
pushes off from the tub wall and glides to the far side, resting her arms on the rim, gazing at the 
valley below. Billy stares at the small of her back and contemplates moving to her, rubbing her 
shoulders, but he resists. She’s a tease, he reminds himself. If he touched her she’s as likely to 
turn and slap his face as anything. 
Moonwalk turns her head back toward him. “You play tennis? You said you did back at the 
club.” 
Billy glides to her side. “My did and I played for a while when I was young. I probably suck, but 
it was fun at the time. My mother plays.” 
“Any other sports?” Moonwalk asks, her hip now touching his.  
Billy lowers his face into his arms and rests for the longest time. When he looks up, his face 
within inches of Moonwalks, he says, “What’s going on here? Really. Why do you play with me 
like this?” 
“Like what. The hot tub? Nudity? If it makes you nervous, we can go in, have a drink and get 
some sleep. I have an early flight, anyway.” 
Billy glides back across the tub and climbs out. “Your towels are right here,” he says. Wrapping 
one around his body he picks up his clothes and heads for the guest room bathroom to change. 
Moonwalk stays in the tub. Billy pours a tall Scotch for himself, turns on the mist machine, lights 
a candle, and takes a seat on the balcony. For the first few minutes he listens to the water jets 
below, and then it is silent. He faintly hears Moonwalk exit the tub.  
Ten minutes later, Billy is surprised by a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry. You all right?” 
Moonwalk says. 
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Billy turns his head and looks up at Moonwalk as she takes a seat opposite him. She’s grabbed a 
small bottle of wine for herself, no glass. She takes a sip. 

“You know how I feel about you. It’s just tough sometimes is all,” Billy says. 
Moonwalk doesn’t reply. She takes another sip of her wine and asks if he wants an egg 
sandwich. He nods and she leaves. She returns a few minutes later with sandwiches and chips. 
“That really bothered you, didn’t it? The tub.” 

“Jesus. It’s not the tub, the nudity or any of that. It’s the distance.” 
Moonwalk takes a bit of sandwich, eats a chip, and sips wine. “It’s beautiful here. I’m really glad 
you bought the place. After all this shit with the bidding hack is over, and after I collect from 
LDT, would you mind if I spent time here with you? I can teach you golf, maybe play tennis. We 
can unwind a minute.” 
“You’d do that?” 
“If you can handle it, sure. And by handle it—anyway there’s something we should talk about. 
You have your big boy pants on?” 

Billy comically stands and checks what pants he’s wearing.  
“Sit down, dumbass. Do you know what being pansexual means? That’s me. I’m not 
monogamous. I like men and women, but mostly I like community. I don’t care what I find under 
the sheets as long as I feel in touch with the person I’m with. Since my husband died I’ve been 
resistant to anything that feels like relationship. I can’t see myself settling into that kind of 
routine, you know what I’m saying? Where’s the excitement? Where’s the action?” Moonwalk 
says. 
Billy sits quietly trying to understand. “Okay, so you’re Bisexual. I didn’t know, but so what? It 
doesn’t change how I feel about you. We’ve been through a lot together is all. Sometimes I wish 
we were closer,” Billy says. 
“So do I, but you are that guy. It’s written into your DNA. We could have sex someday, I’d like 
that, but then what?” 
“I don’t know. We have a cigar? It’s not just the sex,” Billy says, and wants to say more but feels 
choked up. He clears his throat and goes silent.  
“Moonwalk comes around the table, and from behind his chair, drapes her arms around him and 
rests the side of her head against his. “You’re such a sweet man. A good and innocent man,” she 
says. Billy brings his hands to her forearms and they hold each other for a long moment. When 
she releases him, she pulls at his shoulder and he stands. “Hold me,” she says, and he does. 
“When all this work is behind us, and we have time to spend here together, we can revisit this 
conversation. Until then, I just want you to know that I do care for you, Billy. You’re brilliant, 
kind, your head is still in the right place, and my God. You really do need to get laid, but that’s 
not me, not at this point in time. We need to focus. Do you understand?” 
Billy kisses Moonwalk on the forehead. “You’re the boss,” he says. Never wanting to let go of 
her scent, he takes his seat.  

“You get your signing bonus yet? How much did they offer?” 
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“It’s on the way. Enough to get my attention,” he says. 
“Good. I want you to be happy. Hang tough for a little longer. More is on the way,” Moonwalk 
says. 

Chapter	41	
 
LDT’s Gulfstream jet nearly dives onto the airfield and taxies to the Henderson Executive 
Airport terminal. The pilot is behind schedule and pleased that Moonwalk, traveling as Brianna, 
is ready and waiting. As she boards, the pilot promises to get her to Chicago in time for her 
appointment. Moonwalk settles into a seat, buckles up, and checks the time. They make the flight 
in just over 3 hours, nearly a half-hour faster than if she’d traveled commercial. For a few years, 
Moonwalk carried a NetJets card and decides it is time to get another. They land at Atlantic’s 
charter terminal, Midway, where Victoria awaits her arrival with a ready limousine.  

“Brianna? Hi, Victoria. How are we on time?” 
“We’re fine. If we’re a few minutes late Sherm will just suck down another bourbon. Nice to 
finally meet you in person, Victoria. Love the outfit,” Moonwalk says. Both women are 
immaculately dressed in power suits, each with their individual sexy flair. Moonwalk is traveling 
as Brianna and has come back to Chicago to introduce Victoria to Sherman Hill, CIO at NuBank. 
Before the end of the day, she hopes to introduce two other customers as well.  
When the women enter the limousine Victoria arranged for them, Moonwalk rattles off a street 
address for one of the Smith and Wollensky steak houses. The driver knows the location. 
Victoria returns the compliment on her clothing and goes on to say, “There’s a remarkably astute 
little dress shop on the ground floor of our training facility in Sarasota. When you tour the 
facility, I’ll introduce you. What can you tell me about this prospect?”  
“NuBank has a regional footprint, they’re growing, reasonably savvy tech. Billy suggested them 
a while back. We conducted an audit, found issues, and landed a contract. We have another 
engagement on the books for a few months from now. That can be part of the transition if it 
makes sense. Either way, it might be smart to engage Billy.” 
“No doubt. And what can you tell me about the CIO?” 

“He’s a dick,” Moonwalk says, smiling. 
“I know the type. Putty in your hands, right? You’re gorgeous, Brianna.” 
“So are you. Sherm won’t know what to do. I’m telling you. Not to be crass, but I arranged for a 
booth when I made the reservation. I’ll sit across from Sherm, and you sit next to him. Touch his 
thigh and I can guarantee an LDT contract.” 
Both women laugh, and that strikes up conversations about other sales techniques and war stories 
about clients across the nation.  
Sherman has ordered a second drink by the time the limo arrives. “Sherm. It’s so good to see 
you,” Moonwalk says as Sherman slides from the booth and stands for a greeting. Moonwalk 
hugs him and Sherm shakes hands with Victoria as they are introduced. The man blushes and 
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gushes at the site of her, and gladly slides into the booth, Victoria after him. Two additional 
bourbons, a thick steak and baked potato later, Sherman Hill signs on with LDT. The women 
spend an additional hour at NuBank headquarters where Sherman introduces Victoria to his 
security team, the CFO, and CEO. Moonwalk laughs under her breath seeing how easily Victoria 
works the group. She’s Sherm’s trophy, evidence of his business acumen, a lovely edition to 
their team. 
When they leave, Sherman literally follows the women out of the building all the way to their 
waiting limousine, where he gets warm hugs from both of them. “Thigh?” Moonwalk asks as 
they close the door and pull away from the curb. 
“High thigh,” Victoria answers and they laugh.  
Moonwalk gives the driver another address, this time a location on Ontario. “Our next 
appointment isn’t until evening. If you don’t mind, let’s spend the time at my place. I have a few 
things to take care of, and we can talk business. Agreed?” 
“I’m on your clock,” Victoria answers, and in a few minutes, they ride the elevator of 
Moonwalk’s condominium building.  
“Very nice!” Victoria says when they enter. Both women roll luggage and carry bags.  
“Thank you. Get comfortable. I’ve been traveling, forever. I need to air things out a bit. Care to 
sit on the terrace, maybe a drink?” 

“Gin and tonic if available. How long have you lived here? It’s marvelous. What a great view!” 
“A few years. Where are you staying? If you want, you can stay here tonight. I have plenty of 
room.” 
“I might take you up on that. I’m booked at the Palmer house but I’m tempted to cancel the 
reservation. This is amazing. You collect art, too. I swear I’m a hoarder. If you saw my place in 
Berlin you’d question my sanity. It’s a good investment if you have the right agency.” 

Moonwalk agrees. “Do it. Cancel. Let me show you your room.”  
When Victoria is settled, clothing hung and a few items tucked into an empty dresser drawer, she 
joins Moonwalk on the terrace. “Thanks for the drink and the accommodations,” she says. 
“My pleasure. I’ve lined up six additional prospects. Three here in Chicago and a few out west. 
We’re going to be busy.” 
“Billy will be for sure. I’d like to meet him,” Victoria says, and they touch glasses. 
“That can be arranged. He bought a place in Nevada. It’s really nice. We pitched prospects at a 
country club there last night. One of my prospects owns a string of printing companies.” 

“Thigh?” Victoria say, smiling. 
“Sister, we make a great team,” Moonwalk says as they succumb once again to laughter.  

 
“Got everything?” Billy asks as he and his crew pack a rental for the trip to Colorado. 

“Everything from San Fran, and I bought extra cameras,” Mack answers. 
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“Drive safe. I’ll meet you there tomorrow morning,” Billy says, and his friends leave for the long 
ride to Frisco, Colorado.  
Billy goes to his tech room and spends the next four hours writing code and configuring servers 
for coming exploits. When he’s ready, he connects with Toucht. “I pulled together code for 
Houston and Colorado. Anything else I need from you?” 
“I’m sending an update with a few small modifications. When are you leaving?” 
“I fly to Colorado in the morning. We’ll be there for a day or two to wire the building and we 
drive from there to Houston. M says she got the bids she wanted, and you might have a side job? 
What’s up?” 
Toucht laughs. “Find my TeddyBear yet?” 
“I went through everything like three or four times. No trace except that you keep messing with 
email and everything else. No clue how to defeat it. Frigging amazing. We need to keep this off 
the market.” 
“Fuck that. I already put the word out. I’ll give you a taste for helping.” 

“This shit is like wicked havoc. In the wrong hands—” 
“Right? These dumb fucks at DoD need to get their act together. If they don’t, classified files 
will turn into classified ads. You get the file?” Toucht says, laughing at his joke, completely 
missing Billy’s intent. Billy acknowledges receipt of an updated .zip and wants to discuss the 
ramifications of unleashing Toucht’s code in the wild, but he can’t get Toucht’s attention. 
“Yeah. I even built in a limit on installations. I figure, sell this shit ten times and I can 
disappear.” 
“Please don’t. I need you to listen.” Billy says, unsure how to proceed. 
“If you’re worried about a cut, I got you covered, but dude. This is end-game shit. Three or four 
sales and I can disappear. Ten sales and I can live like a God. By the way, good luck in Houston. 
I gotta run,” Toucht says, and ends the call before Billy can get in another word. Billy drops his 
side of the connection with a numb feeling.  

 
While trying desperately again to defeat to the TeddyBear code, Billy dials Moonwalk. She is 
short with him. “Bad timing. I’m at my condo with Victoria. She wants to meet you,” Moonwalk 
says, and he hears Victoria in the background saying hello.  

“Okay, but we need to talk. Can you step away? It’s serious.” 
“Can it wait?” 

“No. Please. I need to talk with you about T. Meet me on the beach.” 
“Hold on,” Moonwalk says. There is a break in the conversation while Billy imagines her 
moving into her server room to log in. “I’m back. What’s so important?” 
“You know the code T built for California? He’s putting it on the market. We can’t let this 
happen.” 
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“It won’t. I paid for the development. The source code is mine. He wouldn’t dare, not without 
negotiating a deal anyway.” 
“No. No deals. It’s not just about money. He’s approaching governments. Governments 
overseas.” 

“When did you talk?” 
“An hour ago? Something like that. Tell him it’s not cool.” 
“I’ll talk to him. By the way, we landed NuBank. You have to meet Victoria. She had Sherman 
wrapped around her little finger in seconds. We landed the title company too, and there’s one 
more pitch in the morning.” 
“Cool, but you’re not listening. He’s developed a wicked BendyBear variant. We introduced it 
into my lab days ago and I still can’t find a way to stop it. He literally mentioned the DoD. This 
is life sentence level shit, Moon, not to mention the damage it could do to the country.” 

“Did he remove it from the servers in California? He agreed to do that.” 
“I don’t think you really know this guy. He’ll use access at AeroS as proof of concept. I‘m 
working on countermeasures, but this is wicked. I take it Victoria is at your place?” 
“I invited her. We have a lot to discuss. I’ll get Toucht to back down. Talk to you later?” 

“I hope so. With serious money at stake, he’s not going to let go.” 
“I’ll talk to him and get back.” 

“Do it now, please. He already has buyers.” 
“I’ll try, but it’s late. I’ve got to go, Billy.” 
Billy waits for Moonwalk to return a call until he’s just too tired to continue. In the morning he 
calls Moonwalk from the airport, but the call goes straight to voicemail.  

Chapter	42	
Billy again rides the friendly skies, this morning to Denver, Colorado, where Mack and Evgeny 
pick him up at the airport and head out for the 90-minute driver to Frisco. “Crazy world. We’re 
in Frisco, California one week and Frisco, Colorado the next,” Mack says as they get underway. 
Billy thinks he’s been planning to use that line for hours. 
The drive is scenic yet uneventful. Billy spends some of the time on his phone, talking to Yuri, 
who has found a vantage point where he can observe the CFO’s cabin. “It’s a two story wood 
frame, big porch, two car garage, big windows facing a valley. Two out buildings and a satellite 
dish are present. The nearest house is visible through brush. WiFi on phone shows five options.” 
“Anyone in the building?” 

“Jeep in drive so I’m thinking daughter.” 
“Okay, Mack says we’re a half hour out. How do we connect with you?” 
“Mack knows. One quarter mile up road is fire lane. We can meet there.” Yuri says, and they end 
the call.  
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A half hour later, Mack slows the rental car as they pass the target’s driveway. The home is set 
back from the main road, and uphill. He gets a glimpse of the red Jeep Yuri mentioned earlier, 
and they continue on to the fire lane. “What’s the plan,” Billy asks. 
“Last night she is going into town with boyfriend. Maybe tonight the same,” Yuri says into his 
phone when Billy calls. 
“Get us a room, Mack? Two nights?” Billy asks.  
“All set,” Mack says. Parked on the fire lane, Billy, Mack, and Evgeny wait for Yuri to join 
them. When he does, the two Russians offload additional surveillance gear and a soft-side cooler 
with food and beverages. Mack stays with the rental car as the rest of the crew disappear into the 
underbrush.  
Yuri leads the way. They avoid the neighbor’s home and approach the CFO’s property. They 
wait until the Jeep leaves then cross the back yard. Billy points to an alarm circuit in a window. 
He wishes Mack were there, but a photo and phone call tells him how to handle the situation. 
They check windows until they can see the alarm’s keypad and model.  
Evgeny picks the lock on the back door and Billy works quickly, tools in hand, to disable the 
alarm. The woman has left her television running, which means it is logged into the network. As 
Yuri and Evgeny wire the room they believe will be used for the upcoming meeting, Billy runs 
Airgeddon and two other apps until he has access to the network. As the Russians finish planting 
devices, he installs the same microcontroller they used at the insurance company in San 
Francisco into a hidden area above the rafters in the garage. Using alligator clips and a small 
transformer, he’s able to send power to the unit in perpetuity. 
Billy verifies transmission of all devices and does a manual check of hidden devices to ensure 
nothing is obvious. When satisfied, they reactivate the alarm system and head back to Mack. 
“It’s nice up here,” Mack says as they drive toward their hotel.  

“Is ski town. Not good for old guys,” Evgeny says, always practical.  
Billy checks his phone. “I hate to say this, guys. I think we should get on the road. It’s a long-ass 
drive to Houston, something like 16 hours without a stop. I’d like to cut that in half tonight and 
get into the city early afternoon tomorrow.” 

“I got them rooms for two nights,” Mack says. His disappointment is unmistakable. 
“I’ll drive,” Billy says, and that’s the end of the conversation. They stop at the motel, pick up a 
few things at a nearby box store, and hit the road. Tired, they pull into a Baymont hotel in 
Amarillo, Texas, grab a couple of pizzas, and retire.  
In the morning, Mack takes the wheel of their rental, and Billy spends much of the remaining 8 
hours reviewing annual reports and everything else he can find on AeroS, one of the largest and 
most accomplished aerospace technology firms in the world. Billy laughs. If moonwalk thinks 
her team is going to beat this corporation on tech, they are dreaming. They have offices in 
multiple states and have been partners in the US space program for decades. 
When they pull over for gas and a sandwich in Fort Worth, Billy steps aside and calls 
Moonwalk. “Colorado is all set. I have questions about Houston, though. They do a hell of a lot 
of stuff in more than one location. We’re talking everything from launch and guidance systems, 
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GPS, space suits, they’re even building prototypes for intergalactic space flight. We need to 
narrow the search. WTF, M? They have a project to build an orbiting space station that will 
circle the moon, and they’re going to frigging mars. What specifically are you bidding on? Can’t 
be everything.” 
Moonwalk laughs. “Focus on anti-jamming technology. Anything to do with GPS. You won’t 
find this in their literature, but they are also working on high-powered lasers. Anything like that 
will be gold. They have a system named Jetison. Oh. Points of vulnerability I was given. They 
have numerous connections with universities. There might be something there. Like I said, it’s a 
crap shoot.” 
“You want a decade’s worth of research in like two minutes. Can’t be done.” 

“And yet, this is what we do. Focus on GPS.” 
“What do you mean, anti-jamming tech? For space?” 
“Yeah. If my guys could win that one contract alone, I think they’d be overjoyed. Anything 
else?” 

“You say T is inside. Has he mentioned Ted?” 
“Who is Ted? Another player?” 
“Forget it. When I get to Houston, I need you to set up a call with the three of us. I’ll stay up late 
if needed, or we can talk in the morning.” 

“Where are you right now?” 
“Fort Worth I think. We’re driving, and don’t ask. I could have flown but we needed time to talk 
through a few things.” 
When the crew finally arrives in Houston, Billy enters three addresses into GPS. As they drive 
by each one, they take videos. “She’s out of her mind, kid?” Mack says. And as Billy sees what 
they all see, he may be right. Corporations like AeroS are nearly as secure as military bases. 
With the exception of an office building downtown, the research and manufacturing facilities 
near George Bush Intercontinental Airport are virtually physical fortresses. They are surrounded 
by concrete vehicle barriers and fencing. Access is only possible through guard stations. 
Cameras hang on light poles and are mounted on the rooftops of the buildings. 

“No rock by door,” Evgeny says. 
“I heard that. Screw it. Let’s get a hotel and make another run in the morning,” Billy says. 
They get adjoining rooms at Home2 Suites on the Beltway and settle in. Billy waits for a return 
call from Moonwalk, but again, it doesn’t happen. As he waits, he reviews video of the buildings 
and facing properties.  
In the morning, Billy, Yuri, and Evgeny grab a bite to eat, but let Mack sleep in. He talks with 
the Russians about his plans. “Let’s at least get eyes on the facilities. There are four spots across 
the street from their R&D facility where we can probably hide cameras. Who knows. We might 
get lucky and see one of those delivery trucks.” 
When his crew has gone, Billy tests a theory. Using the credentials Toucht provided during their 
lab experiment, and knowing the spoofed addresses used during server configuration, he attempts 
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to locate the backdoor at AeroS. As he expected and feared, he is into their network within an 
hour and can explore files on dozens of servers. Toucht has already connected many of them into 
his own botnet. “Oh my God,” Billy whispers to himself. 
Billy sends an urgent text message to Moonwalk. Within a few minutes she logs into a private 
conversation and says she will add Toucht to the call. 
There is just enough time to make bad coffee before Moonwalk and Toucht are online. Toucht 
begins. “This is too easy, man. I’ve got CAD drawings, spreadsheets, project charters, I’ve got a 
full set of plans for this frigging satellite. It’s crazy—a terabyte of specs. Whatever you need, 
Moon. The doctor is open for business.” 
“You’re the man, Toucht,” Moonwalk says. She’s almost giddy.  

“Hold up. You’re not bidding on satellites. What are we doing?” 
“Fuck that. No one says we have to use it, but shit, man. As long as we’re in we take all we can. 
Shit like this is worth millions,” Toucht says. 
“I paid for development, Toucht. It’s my decision when and where we sell,” Moonwalk says. 
The tone in her voice is emphatic, even if her motives are unclear. 
The casual way Toucht talks about selling secrets, possibly military secrets, is deplorable. “Think 
it through, dude. The government will eventually find out what happened. We’re looking at 
another China hack type thing. None of us want that kind of heat.” 

“Hey, man. You want out, go on. More money for Moon and me.” 
“Billy is right. My client doesn’t build satellites. I sent you areas of focus.” 
“You going to wuss out too, Moon. If you are, then fuck you both. I’ll hold off until we’re done 
with the RFP, but after that this shit is going to the highest bidders, and we’re talking millions, 
enough to disappear.” 
“Think. Your code is sweet, but we need to be strategic. Grabbing classified material isn’t good,” 
Moonwalk says.  
“Not good for who? You both have your heads up your ass. I’m not young like you two. I need a 
big sale. No way anyone can connect you guys. I’ll do all the heavy lifting, make the sale and 
fork over 20 percent.” 

“What about ethics?” Billy says, knowing it won’t matter to Toucht. He’s a brilliant sociopath. 
“Fuck ethics. This is about money,” Toucht says, and leaves the call. 

“Why did you say that?” Moonwalk says. 
“Because it’s true. Who else is going to purchase what’s he’s stolen. It has to be foreign actors. 
Fuck! Corporate greed is one thing. Undermining our military is something different.” 
“I don’t think he’d do that. He wouldn’t go that far.” 
“Think again, because that’s exactly what he’s going to do, and he’s blinded by greed. Greedy 
people make mistakes.” 
There’s a pause in the conversation before Moonwalk speaks. “Can you access his code? Can we 
get the information we need and then somehow disable it?” 
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“I can get the intel, but getting out is the issue? His shit spreads like wildfire. It’s virtually locked 
into memory.” 

“Then get what we need for now and we’ll work on the other later. We good?” 
“Not really, but I understand. Give me a few days and we’ll talk.” 

Chapter	43	
Billy’s crew returns from positioning five cameras late in the evening. They have stories to tell. 
Billy laughs with them about near calls, but all the while his mind is still inside the AeroS 
network where he spent most of the afternoon. In a few hours he’s downloads more information 
than he could have accessed in months on his own, if at all. Everything on Moonwalk’s checklist 
is accounted for. Toucht had said it was too easy, and that’s his experience as well, but there is 
always that one big thing a hacker misses, and Billy’s stress over what that one thing might be is 
nearly debilitating.  
In an abundance of caution, he changes the origin of his attack every half hour. Billy controls 
dozens of home computers he’s hacked over the years, and uses them as platforms for each new 
attack. The process allows him to return to the AeroS backdoor without interruption. 
When laughter about placing cameras subsides, Billy says, “Unfortunately, now you have to 
watch the frigging buildings. It’s not exciting, but at least we’re avoiding risk. Mack, I’d like you 
to work out a schedule. I’ll be tied up on my laptop and my work has to take place at night, so I 
can’t help.” 
“You’re the boss,” Mack says, and the three of them huddle to work out a schedule. 
That they have video from across the street, gives Billy another idea. He scans the AeroS 
network and finds workstations housing their CCTV feeds. Like data files, they keep backups. 
Billy explores those recordings, along with backups of their CAD drawings during the night 
when workers have gone home. His exploits during the night prove invaluable, and on the fourth 
day he decides they’ve gotten enough information. He’s been sending files to Moonwalk all 
along, but now he invites her into a secure conversation. “We’ve got more than you need, and we 
still have that Colorado feed in play in a couple of days. If your guys can’t win the bid with all 
we’ve delivered, they don’t deserve it. I’m going home,” he says. 

“I never thought I’d say this, but I agree.” 
“You never thought you’d agree with me, or you agree we have enough?” 

“Funny. We have enough. My contacts are blown away.” 
“I know what I sent overlaps with what Toucht found. What are we going to do about him? His 
code could do serious damage in the wild.” 
“What he sent doesn’t amount to much. He’s either holding back or he backed out of their 
network like we asked. Hopefully that’s what happened. He’s gone dark and won’t return my 
calls.” 
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Billy considers his words carefully. “He never backs down. If Touch sells the source code, we’re 
screwed. Look what BendyBear did, the damage and shitstorm it caused, and his code is better. 
Untraceable.” 
“I seriously doubt he’d turn over keys to the kingdom. He might sell access to a few networks, 
but he’s too smart for that. What do you suggest?” 
“I think he can’t be trusted, is what I think. If I can’t figure out how to erase his code on my own, 
we need to find help. Let me know when you get paid. Your client isn’t going to be too happy if 
it’s discovered. They’ll be top of the suspect list and you know that shit will filter back to you 
and me.” 
“He’s still inside of AeroS?” 

“For sure.” 
Moonwalk mumbles obscenities for a minute and goes silent. Billy waits. “I hear Victoria wants 
you in St. Louis in a few days. You should probably get some rest,” she says and ends the call.  

Chapter	44	
Billy calls his crew together. They haven’t discovered anything of real value through their video 
feeds, though they did identify numerous suppliers. “I have an option for you. Driving back to 
Vegas is probably a two-day affair, and you’d have to turn right around and head for Missouri. 
On the other hand, the drive from here to St. Louis is only about 12 hours. You can either drive 
there or I can fly you, but if you fly it comes off of your pay. What do you think?” 
“Road trip!” Yuri says, immediately. 
“I got shotgun,” Mack says, and it’s settled. During the night, Yuri and Evgeny retrieve the video 
cameras. In the morning they drop Billy off at the airport and head for St. Louis.  
When Billy arrives at his condominium, he takes a shower and sits in his hot tub. He calls 
Victoria. “Have a minute? I finished my work for Brianna early. I’m ready for St. Louis.” 
“Fly commercial this time. Work your magic and I’ll meet you there in a couple days. There’s a 
nice little club called Jazz St. Louis. I think you’ll like it.” 

“Sounds good. They have a dance floor?” 
“You’re funny. See you soon.” 
When done with the hot tub, Billy dresses, grabs his laptop, and heads for the Country Club. He 
orders a Scotch, jokes with the young woman serving, and downloads Victoria’s brief. Victoria 
wrote, Carlson’s is a brick and mortar big-box grocery and home-goods chain. They have 14 
locations, all of which are doing well. They’ve also entered the digital stream. During COVID 
their online business quadrupled, and they’ve since spun up two additional trial boutiques to 
chase Wayfair. They were hit with a ransomware attack that shook the crap out of them, but now 
they think they are bulletproof. We fixed one problem and they want us out the door. Not going 
to happen. Your job is to find vulnerabilities I can use with them first of the month. This is the 
one Nick screwed up for me. Remember our discussion? Work your magic. 
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Billy reads the rest of the document and decides he has the perfect opportunity to get help 
defeating Toucht’s malicious code. Initially, he’ll help Victoria land the contract by loading 
Teddybear into the Carlson’s network, but when the contract is signed, he’ll magically find the 
code, and LDT will be on the hook to solve the problem. They’ll have no choice but to bring 
their considerable roster of security experts and software engineers into the fix. Hopefully, by 
working together, they can find a way to eradicate the problem and put an end to Toucht’s big 
plans. The approach makes him laugh.  
“Something funny?” the young woman serving him drinks asks.  

“Always,” Billy answers.  
 
In the morning, Billy catches his flight to St. Louis. Mack and crew drove through the night and, 
as instructed, purchased three hotel rooms for four nights. Like Houston, Billy doesn’t believe he 
will need them, but there are a few options to keep his crew busy and earn their cut. 
Option one, is to send his guys out shopping. He wants photos of their coolers and cold chain 
display cases. If they can pull it off, he wants photos of the interior of their walk-in coolers and 
freezers. He instructs them not to take chances, but in many stores, racks are rolled up to aisle 
doors. As product is depleted, there are views into the coolers. Finally, he says to identify 
equipment used in their customer service areas.  
The following day, when they are away, Billy uses information in Victoria’s brief to introduce 
malicious code into their network. As with AeroS, it takes just minutes to gain access to various 
machines, and before the day is over, he’s created a botnet that links all of their stores together. 
Still amazed at the fluidity of Toucht’s attack, he begins slowly to adjust balances, delete vendor 
records, and bring cooler temperatures more in line with that of freezers. He studies reactions. 
An hour after adjusting temperature, a manager readjusts. Billy waits for a while and reverses the 
man’s adjustment. His goal is not to destroy food, only trust in the controls the managers rely 
upon. “Enough for today,” Billy says to himself, and calls Victoria.  

“How far do you want me to take this?” he asks.  
“Where are you? In St. Louis?” 
“Yup. I’m in. Today they lost a few records, struggled to balance, and had to adjust cooler 
temperature more than once.” 

“You’re kidding.” 
“Serious as a heart attack. When is your meeting?” 
“Three days. If you go too far they’ll be suspicious, but what I’d really like to do is embarrass 
their lead tech. He’s the one that convinced managers we’re not needed. If you can do that, 
there’s a bonus in it for you.” 
“Consider it, done. When are you here? That jazz club sounds interesting.” 
“I thought you’d need more time. I’ll call and see if we can’t move the meeting up a day. You 
can sit in if you want.” 

“Not much for meetings. The fewer people who know about me the better.” 
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“You’re a force of nature, you know that? I’ll fly in tomorrow night.” 
Billy ends the call with a smile. The following day he repeats his reprehensible activities and 
spends time getting into the lead security tech’s computer. He watches keystrokes and harvests 
login credentials. The man seems perplexed and alert after receiving messages from accounting. 
During the night, he uses the man’s email account to contact the CEO, saying how he thinks 
accounting may be embezzling funds. When the message is sent, he deletes if from the tech’s 
sent box. 
At 6 pm, Billy gets a call from Victoria. She’s landed and is on her way to Element, her hotel. 
She invites him to join her there for a drink and dinner. She also says she’ll book a room for him. 
Billy accepts the invitation, dresses appropriately, packs, and takes Uber to meet her. They rejoin 
in the lobby. “I changed my mind and booked their suite. I like having a kitchen,” she says and 
escorts him to a Studio Commons room. Billy rolls is luggage into one of the rooms, but doesn’t 
unpack.  
“Ready for that drink? Let’s hit the UpBar.” 
Victoria and Billy grab stools at a lengthy bar facing huge plate-glass windows. As usual, Billy 
orders Scotch, but Victoria wants a Manhattan. “You actually messed with their coolers? We’re 
not going to make anyone sick, are we?” 
“Hell no. They might have frost on pies and donuts, Frozen deli food doesn’t sell well, but no. 
It’s more of an inconvenience. I’d tell you all the other things I did but it’s better you don’t 
know. Their lead tech will have some explaining to do.” 
Victoria laughs, and they toast one another. “I can’t wait. He’s really a smug little fuck. I wish 
you could be there.” 
“Yeah. I was thinking about that. What I could do is be in the building and create some havoc 
during your meeting. Just a thought?” 

“Like what?” 
“Not sure yet, but it might be interesting if their customer service centers called in because their 
systems went off line.” 
“You could do that?” 

“If you think it would help, sure. Think about what would make sense and let me know.” 
“I will. Care for a walk? There’s a steak house next to the Jazz club. It’s a bit of a dive, but the 
food is great and we don’t have a lot of time.” 
The walk is farther than Victoria remembered, but they walk up Grand Boulevard for fifteen 
minutes, and shortly after, are both enjoying ribeye steaks with fries. Billy finishes his, but 
Victoria barely eats anything, claiming it’s too much food.  
Victoria has reserved seats at the Jazz club. Nicole Henry is the main performer, a singer with 
roots in Miami Beach. Billy loves her voice and more than once feels that she is singing directly 
for him. Songs like The Nearness of You, Teach Me Tonight,  and So Good, So Right make him 
think he needs a sound system at the condo in Henderson. Victoria seems to enjoy the evening 
enormously. It’s a different side of her, something Billy didn’t expect.  
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They stop at Narwhal's for a hot cocktail before returning to the hotel. “That singer was great. 
Thank you,” Billy says. 
Victoria hums a few bars of Embraceable and wraps her arms around Billy. They kiss. “I need to 
tell you something. It’s been bothering me,” she says.  

“What’s that? Trouble at LDT?” Billy asks. 
“Nothing like that. I spent the night at Brianna’s in Chicago. Really nice high-rise.” 

“And?” 
Victoria twists her mouth into a curious smile.” 

“You didn’t. Now I’m frigging jealous.” 
“It just sort of happened. I hope you’re not upset.” 
“I’m upset I don’t get the same opportunity, but no. She confided in me that she goes both ways. 
I didn’t know that about you, but it’s fine. Seriously. What are you saying? Can we still, you 
know.” 
“Victoria kisses Billy again with passion and begins to unbutton his shirt. She says, “The suite 
has four bedrooms. Where do you want to start?” 
 

Chapter	45	
Billy’s bags are packed, and he’s sent his crew home to Henderson. He wasn’t ready to pay for 
first class tickets, but thinking about Mack’s size, he purchased business class flights. Now he 
sits in NuBar waiting to hear the results of Victoria’s meeting. In order for his plan to work, she 
has to land the contract, so early in the morning, he attacked Carlon’s again, this time sending 
seven meeting invitations from the tech’s account. He staggered the invitations to create 
numerous interruptions. As before, he deleted the invitations as soon as they were sent. It’s a 
silly thing to do on many levels, but the CEO may not see it that way. He’ll see the tech as trying 
to take over the meeting with people who will stick up for him, awkward for sure, especially 
when the tech will deny having invited anyone.  
Two drinks and a grilled cheese sandwich into the afternoon, Victoria arrives. She apparently 
can’t wait to tell Billy all about her experience, beginning with, “Done! Sold it. I wish you could 
have been there.” 
“Cool. What are you having?” 
Turning to the approaching bartender, Victoria orders a gin and tonic. “I don’t know if you had 
anything to do with it, but people kept showing up for the meeting unannounced. They all 
claimed their tech invited them. It was hilarious. He stayed flustered and defensive the whole 
time. The Big guy asked him to explain. He was clueless and trapped. Either he invited everyone, 
or he’d lost control of his own email account. Brilliant! You did that?” 
“Maybe. When do you begin the formal audit? I might like to participate.” 
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“The tech thinks there’s something going on so they want to begin right away. I’d send Nick in 
but he already messed up. What do you think? Hang around for a day or two and take a look?” 
“Good idea. When I was probing their systems, I saw a few things that didn’t sit right. They may 
actually be in trouble.” 

Victoria’s jubilation sours. “That’s not good. Can you give me an example?” 
“I can try. Are you familiar with VMware, virtual machines and how they are addressed on a 
network?” 
“Not entirely,” Victoria says. Billy explains, knowing that she doesn’t understand what he’s 
talking about, even after the explanation. 
“You’re familiar with the SolarWinds attack, corrupt patches and all that?” 

“You don’t suspect something on that scale, do you?” 
“Don’t know, but it’s possible. Bad actors have been probing infrastructure in the U.S for a 
while. Why not the food chain? As I was looking around, various systems just vanished. That 
shouldn’t happen,” Billy says, cutting her off. 
“That’s all I need. Yes. For sure I need you in there. I’ll set it up right now,” Victoria says, and 
pulls out her phone. Twenty minutes later she gets a return call from the CEO and arranges for 
Billy to begin working with them in the morning.  
When she’s done with her call, she says, “Keep me informed. If there really is something there, I 
need to know right away and escalate.” 
“You can count on it.” Billy pulls his phone now and calls Elements hotel. Winking at Victoria 
he says into the phone, “Yes. My name is Carlito Montoya. I need a room for a couple of 
nights.” 
“You’re the most mysterious man I’ve ever met, and I’ve met a lot of men,” Victoria says as she 
checks the time. 

“When’s your flight?” 
“I should probably get going. Keep your receipts, and Billy, or Carlito, whatever you’re calling 
yourself today, thank you. I couldn’t have landed Carlson’s without your help.” 
“I think you would have won the contract anyway, but you’re welcome. I’ll call you after I take a 
look.” 
Billy checks back into the hotel, hangs his clothes, and goes online to see what mischief he might 
get into. There’s an evening ball game. He hasn’t been to an MLB game since watching the 
Twins with his father years earlier. Billy changes clothes and calls for an Uber. 

 
In the morning, Billy eats a hearty breakfast and heads to the Carlson’s headquarters. They are 
located in one of the flagship stores, second floor. He’s introduced to the lead tech and asks for 
an empty office. Once there, the tech wants to explain things to him, more out of bravado than 
necessity, but Billy says no. “It’s better if I don’t know anything about your systems or network. 
It won’t be a true pen test if I have all of that. Just a quiet place to work. In fact, I think there is 
an eatery on the main floor. I’ll sit down there and grab a coffee or something,” Billy says 
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The tech reluctantly follows Billy down the stairwell and points. “If you need anything, just 
come up and ask,” he says.  
Billy orders a coffee and pastries, then takes a seat in the corner of the room. Thanks to Toucht’s 
code, he is already into the systems, but knows he has to go slow. It would be impossible to 
discover an instance of WaterBear in minutes, so he sets a timer on his phone and decides that 
four hours would be about right. Billy uses the time to check Facebook and other accounts for 
messages.  
Two hours into his supposed pen test, he grabs another sandwich and enters Carlson’s network 
through his back door. He sends remnants of a line of code into memory, but uses a syntax found 
in registries. When ready, he calls the tech. “Have a minute? I’d like you to join me. There’s 
something you need to see.” 
The tech shows up ten minutes later and Billy describes an exploit that got him into their 
systems. From there, he shows the scrap of code. “See this line? Someone deleted most of the 
code, but it was used to alter your registry. I’ve only seen this one other time, when I was 
working a government contract. Are you familiar with the SolarWinds attack?” 
The tech nearly freezes in place. Billy continues. “Have you installed any patches in the past few 
months? It’s probably nothing, but I need to ask.” 
Billy knows for sure that they have. The event logs tell the story.  

“Firmware and other updates. What are you saying?” 
“I’m saying, there’s a possibility we have bigger problems than we thought. Let me try 
something, Billy says. Actually, let’s try this on one of your systems.” 
Billy follows the tech up the stairs and into his office. “What do you need,” he asks.  
“There’s a known hack NSA rolled out to a few of us. If you’re really dealing with a WaterBear 
variant, they’ll have a back door. Try this,” Billy says, and has the tech enter the same 
credentials he’s used to penetrate their system. The second he does, a whole new world opens up, 
and the tech slumps forward saying, “We’re toast.” 

“Not good. I need to call this in and get a team on it.” 
“Do you think we should call the feds?” 
“Not unless you want this in the newspaper tomorrow. If it comes to that we’ll let you know. I’ll 
get my guys on it. Hopefully, we’ll have an answer by this time tomorrow. Meanwhile, I suggest 
you keep an eye on funds. Anything spurious in the recent past?” 
“They had trouble balancing yesterday.” 
“Well. Keep watch. I need to make a call. Maybe we can go to a backup, something before the 
attack.” Billy pulls his phone. “Vic? We have a problem. Yeah, at Carlson’s. I’ve discovered 
something here that we’re all going to need to work on. Yeah. Yeah. WaterBear, BendyBear, 
something like that. I need to talk with Nick or someone on the gold team. Can you set up a 
conference call? Thanks.” 
“What did they say,” the tech asks.  

“I’ll need a room. You can join me on the call if you want.” 
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It seems like half an hour goes by before Billy gets the call, but when he happens, Nick is not 
alone. He’s been joined by three other techs. Billy walks them all through the same procedure he 
used with Carlson’s tech, and soon he hears rapid discussion. “Guys,” Billy says, interrupting. “I 
need ideas. How do we stop this thing?” 
Nike says they need a minute. Billy and the tech wait. When Nike comes back online he offers 
suggestions that may block the access channel the hacker is using, but he says it won’t get rid of 
the trojans. It’s a temporary block, something they can use short-term until they find a permanent 
solution.  
For the next half hour, Billy, the Carlson’s tech, and the gold team in Sarasota, alter server 
setting and finally block access. Attempting to log into the back door fails, and everyone breaths 
easier. 
“Hey, guys. Thanks. I mean it. If you don’t mind, I’d like to be on the team that works for a 
solution. I have a lab at my place we can use if that’s helpful.” 
They agree. More help the better. After all, it was Billy that discovered the issue in the first 
place.  
Billy assures the tech that they will find a solution, and encourages him to try the credentials 
every so often to be sure attackers can’t get through. Billy heads for the door. “This is all new. I 
don’t think anyone really has a handle on it, so stay vigilant. I’ll keep you informed.” 

Chapter	46	
Having returned to his condo in Henderson, Nevada, Billy works deep into the morning 
attempting to unravel the TeddyBear mysteries. He feels utterly useless and gives in to self-
loathing every hour he struggles. Had he started with a copy of the original WaterBear or 
BendyBear code, he’d undoubtedly own the code by now, but very few people on the planet 
travel in those circles. How Toucht got his copy surprises him. Maybe it shouldn’t. Toucht has 
hard-won prizes in his trading arsenal.  
Billy easily replicated isolating the path into his lab, severing communication between a hacker 
and the malicious code. He could have done that I St. Louis if he’d wanted to. All it takes is 
knowledge and server-level access. But temporarily delaying access to the code is not enough. 
With further testing, Billy verifies that any one of a dozen events initiated by the hacker can 
awaken the code again, and send it rushing to find and open ports. To be honest, he’s not sure 
that hasn’t already happened as a timed event. If initiated, the backdoor opens in a different 
location and the hacker regains control.  
Billy checks the time. It’s six in Nevada, 9 am in Sarasota. He places a call. “I need to speak with 
Nicholas,” Billy says to the receptionist. 

“Is this Billy Chownyk?” A receptionist he’s never met says, “Nick is expecting you. Hold on.” 
“Hey, Billy. We’ve made some progress, but we have a lot on our plates here today. We need 
help. There’s going to be a conference call at 10 if you want to join us.” 
“Who’s on the call?” 
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“HQ. We’ve got some pretty bright people in Berlin. If they can’t figure it out, maybe no one 
can. I think they’ve wrestled with an earlier variation of this before.” 

“You should have gotten in touch with them right away. Whey wait?” 
“This isn’t the only brushfire. I mean, shit. We’re talking about a damn grocery store, not the 
Pentagon. I’ll send you a meeting invite. We’re using Teams.” 
“Thanks.” Billy says, and they end the call.  
While waiting, he splashes cold water in his face, brushes his teeth, and decides not to drink 
more coffee. After so much caffeine, all he feels is jitters, but leaving the chill of his server 
room, and sitting on the balcony with an early morning breeze helps bring about a second wind. 
He open his phone. When he calls to early, and wakes Moonwalk, she can sometimes rip his 
head off. He dials anyway. “Good morning,” she answers, and he smiles.  
“Maybe for you. I haven’t been to bed yet. I’m calling to fill you in on a few things. Don’t freak, 
but I’ve got LDT working on Toucht’s code. They don’t have a clue about our work, but I 
remembered having a compressed copy on my servers, the code T sent for his tests. I used that in 
St. Louis so they think they’re working on something that’s in the wild. One of their customers.” 
“That’s actually smart. Good idea, as long as they can’t trace it back. Make it their problem.” 
“That’s the idea. There’s a conference call in a few minutes between LDT Europe and their U.S. 
team. I’ll be in that meeting.” 

“You can probably figure it out as fast as anyone.” 
“Maybe. I haven’t done so thus far. Anyway, I wanted to tell you in case you talk with Victoria. I 
don’t want you to be caught off guard.” 
“How’d it go with her?” 

“She landed the account. I couldn’t get them involved until they were committed contractually.” 
“You engineered all of this from the start.” 

“Hey Moonwalk? She told me about you and her.” 
“Why would she do that?” 

“She told me for a reason. Wanted to keep things open between us.” 
“What do you mean, open. Oh my god. You too?” 

“Yeah. Did she do that little dance thing?” 
“You little bastard. I told you to get laid and you did it. The thing with her arms? Yeah.” 
“Pretty hot. You don’t mind, do you? Pantie sexual and all,” Billy says, trying not to laugh at his 
own joke.  

“You think your funny, but actually. Pretty good. I’ll have to remember that one. What’s next?” 
“The conference call. If that doesn’t work maybe we inform the feds? Anonymously of course.” 

“You really are an innocent. Do you really think it’s that dangerous?” 
“Brilliant for sure. If I could control it I’d keep going, but shit.” 
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“It’s that good.” 
“Yeah. It’s that good.” 

“And what about Victoria? You should have someone in your life.” 
Billy laughs. “My mamá said to share toys. Vic is amazing, but that’s what ‘s up. No attachment 
for either of us.” 
Billy and Moonwalk end the call laughing. Billy checks the time and opens his laptop. He slides 
earbuds into place and logs into Teams. A few seconds later, he’s admitted into the conference. 
Introductions are made and one of the lead cyberespionage experts in Berlin leads the meeting. 
He asks Billy to give background and Billy retells his story about finding the backdoor at 
Carlson’s.  
“The code is loaded into isolated systems in Sarasota and we are definitely agreeing this is a 
WaterBear variant,” the tech says with a pronounced German accent.  

“Nike says you’ve dealt with something like this before?” Billy asks. 
“We have, but there is no solution handy for this new variant. I’ve contacted our CEO and he’s 
working on solutions with our contacts in Asia. He’ll be flying back tomorrow to lead the team. 
Asians are on the front lines with these attacks, as is your NSA, but it’s a big problem. My 
recommendation for Carlson’s is that they disconnect and reboot from scratch. It’s a horrible 
situation, but either they have been infected through a vendor, or they will infect other vendors, 
possibly even customers using WiFi at their locations. Some of the employees have probably 
carried the problem home with them already. Nike, that’s your job. Have Victoria make the call 
and you can describe the situation.” 
“We’re really busy here, too. Maybe William should do it. He’s the one who discovered the 
attack.” 
The lead in Berlin says, “That’s not his role. Talk to Victoria. Actually, I’d like to have William 
here to help work on this. I’ve already approved the flight. Victoria says if we can’t figure it out 
in the next 24 hours, we need to rally in Berlin and possibly inform authorities.” 
“I thought about doing that here,” Billy says. It’s not what he wants, but to deflect suspicion it 
seems the right thing to say. 
“There are public relations issues to consider. The press plays tough with companies that fail to 
protect their clients. We’ll have to talk about that when you get here. It’s not my call to make, 
nor is it yours. We’ll talk with PR and have an answer when you arrive.” 
“Understood,” Billy says, and the conference call continues for nearly an hour, Nike and his 
team saying what they know, Billy filling in blanks without saying too much. 
When the call ends, Billy decides he needs sleep, but before he makes it to his bedroom, his 
phone rings. “This is a surprise.” 
“Nike said the call went well, and I’m told you’re wanted in Berlin,” Victoria says. 

“You have anything to do with that?” 
Victoria laughs. I told you there were people that wanted to meet you, but no. It was all their 
idea. When can you be ready? I’ll Brianna and clear your time if that’s an issue.” 
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“I’m good for a week or more. Can I have a day to rest? I’ve been on the run for a long time.” 
“You can sleep on the jet. I’ll have my guys pick you up in the morning,” Victoria says.  

Chapter	47	
The LDT G550 carries Billy and Victoria over the Atlantic in comfort. During the flight, Billy is 
in contact with one of the lead European techs, Lance. He and Lance discuss multiple approaches 
to solving the TeddyBear attack, though Billy never uses that name. As they approach land, Billy 
ends the conversation and reengages with Victoria. “I told her about us,” he says. 
“Brianna? What was her reaction?” 

“She’s cool. Actually, I think she was surprised and a little bit proud of me.” 
“Proud?” 
“That might not be the right word. Surprised and encouraging. I told her that what you and I do 
is more to enjoy the moment. That’s correct, isn’t it?” 

“If you say so, yes. More to enjoy the moment, but I have to say. Good times.” 
“Tell me about your place. Am I staying with you or at a hotel. I don’t want to compromise your 
position.” 
“That’s up to you. I booked a room for you. That’s mostly following protocol. The hotel is just a 
short ride from my condo. Let’s just see how the day progresses. I hear the techs are anxious for 
you to arrive. The CEO, too.” 

“Anton?” 
“Anton Novotný. Anton has connections all through Europe and Southeast Asia, Thailand in 
particular. When he hit the scene here he had an endless bankroll. We literally bought up five 
firms in the first year. That’s where he’s been for the past two weeks, Thailand. He goes every 
few months for meetings with investors.” 
“And he wants to meet me? That’s crazy. He’s got all this talent in the building and I’m a 
frigging nobody.” 
“I never question Anton. He’s the brightest man I’ve ever met, except for you, of course.” 

“Of course.” 
“Seriously. You sell yourself short.” 

“Are you two, you know.” 
“Do we fuck? He tried. Anton has an endless appetite, but no. We live by the same rules. No 
relationships on the job.” 
“Where does that leave you and I?” 
Victoria laughs. “There’s a difference. We dated before you started work. Besides, no one needs 
to know. Do you agree?” 

“Dating? I wouldn’t have called it that, but sure. We date.” 
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The Gulfstream lands at Berlin Schönefeld and they exit through GlobeGround to a waiting 
Limousine. Victoria gets Billy checked into the Melia Berlin, a luxurious riverfront hotel near 
Friedrichstadt-Palast. Billy changes clothes but doesn’t’ take his luggage with him when he and 
Victoria leave for her condominium. She lives in a grey-front building reminiscent of buildings 
in the Swiss Alps. There’s a park across the street and a majestic cathedral nearby.  
Inside, Billy is amazed at how much Victoria’s sensibilities mirror those of Moonwalk. She too 
has dozens of paintings on the walls, and even more resting in corners. The bay window in her 
living area faces trees and the park. “Care for a drink? We have time for a quick one before I 
throw you to the lions.” 
“You’ve read my mind,” Billy says, and they rest for a while sipping cocktails and talking about 
the neighborhood, what it was like working for the modeling agency, and what Billy can expect 
when he meets the team and CEO.  
When they’ve finished their drinks, they take public transportation to an eight-story building in 
Potsdamer Platz. Victoria calls an elevator and they exit on the fifth floor. The receptionist 
immediately recognizes Victoria and brightens. She says, “Willkommen zuhause. Der Chef ist 
zurück.” 
Victoria replies in German, and as they leave the lobby, Billy asks what was said. “She says the 
boss is back. I’ll arrange for you to meet when I see his schedule. First though, let’s see what 
Lance is doing.” 
A few minutes later, Billy is in a computer lab where four techs, working the TeddyBear 
problem. “We meet in person,” Lance says when introduced. Additional introductions are made 
and Lance describes what the team has been working on. It’s a process of elimination, and both 
Billy and Lance see progress.  
A woman taps on the door. Victoria turns, they speak in German for a quick moment. She turns 
to Billy. “That was quick. He’s available.” 
Victoria tells the techs that Billy has a meeting with Anton and they leave. “They sound positive. 
What’s your take?” 
“Nearly everything they’ve tried I’ve already checked off my list, but they’re proceeding 
methodically. It’s just a matter of time.” 

“Let’s hope so. Carlson’s is beside themselves being offline.” 
Victoria nods to the CEO’s administrative assistant, gets waved through, and knocks on the 
CEO’s door. “Come in,” the CEO barks.” 
When Billy enters the room, he’s speechless. Victoria makes introductions. “Anton, this is Billy 
Chownyk, Billy, meet Anton Novotný. 
The CEO laughs and approaches. “Can you give us a minute, Victoria?” 

“Certainly,” she says, and leaves. 
Billy stares into the face of the CEO and until he finds words. “Still off your meds?” 

His father embraces Billy, but Billy does not hug back. “Happy to see you, too, Halo says.  



High-Rise Crew: Financial Insiders, by Tim Brost 
 

164 

 

“You’re fucking kidding me,” Billy says, the history of Victoria in San Francisco, all of that his 
father’s twisted plan to get him involved with LDT. 

“How did you do it?” Halo asks, and his demeanor triggers unextinguished anger. 
“Do what? You leave me hanging and now you’re Anton something, CEO of LDT? This is next 
level bull shit.” 
“What did I say back then?” 

“Fuck you.” 
“Hey. Come on now. What’d I say? I said, we should leverage the money. I’m trying to bring 
you in and you steal from me? I don’t blame you, but how? You at least owe me that much.” 
“I owe you?” 

“Bad choice of words,” Halo says, but smiles. 
“Jesus Christ. I didn’t steal from you, you stole from me! Take a damn pill for God’s sake. 
You’re still mental. Frigging paranoid,” Billy says as he glares. The impulse in his fist waits for 
another wrong word, but it doesn’t come. 
“Exactly $22 million? That’s not a coincidence. I said I’d bring you in when the time was right. 
The time is right and here you are. You should have fucking waited, though. I had this whole 
thing planned, lure you here, drop fifteen mill on you, make things right back home. Surprise!” 
Halo says cynically, hands waving in the air. 

In a flash Billy knows. “When? When did the money go missing?” 
“Don’t play games.” 

“Shut up and listen. When. Last week? A month ago?” 
“You know damn well. Last week. We almost called Interpol.” 

“Disconnect.” 
“Fuck are you talking about?” 

“LDT. Take everything off line. Do it.” 
Halo appears stunned. Recognition first shows in his eyes. “You didn’t. It wasn’t you.” 

“It wasn’t, but I know who did it. Pops. Disconnect. Do it now!” 
Halo mutters as he opens his mobile, and places a call. He paces as he talks. “Lance? Anton. 
Take everything offline. Everything. Do it immediately then bring the team into our conference 
room. Yes! Everything means everything! Just do it. I’ll explain.” 
Halo appears shaken, which tells Billy that he really is on medication. The Father he knew 
during his bi-polar swings would have trashed his office by now, maybe worse. There were 
moments toward the end of their relations in Minnesota where Halo was literally at Billy’s 
throat. “There goes another ten mill down the shitter. Probably lose our managed services 
accounts before the end of day. Don’t be fucking with me, Billy. I mean it. This is bigger than 
what’s between us.” 

“I’m actually saving you. Where’s your conference room?” 
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As they walk, Billy reminds his father of meeting Toucht in Vegas when he was young. “Yeah. I 
heard from him a couple weeks ago. He’s behind this?” 

“How did he get in touch?” 
“Goddamn it. I’m the gateway, aren’t I. He forwarded this email about a cybersecurity 
convention in Belgium. Said he’d be there. I thought it strange he would contact me directly, but 
we scan everything.” 

“And?” 
“That’s how he got me. I accepted cookies and the site froze. What did that bastard throw at us?” 

“I won’t tell if you don’t, but it’s bad. A WaterBear variation.” 
“You sure?” 

“It’s his variant, and it’s wicked. I’ve seen it in action.” 
“Let’s get to the conference room. I need to make a call.” When they step out of the closed 
office, Victoria is there waiting. The CEO thanks her and says he will take things from there. 
Victoria seems disappointed, but she smiles and asks Billy to call when he’s done for the day. 
She’ll arrange transportation to his hotel. 
“Vic, call the PR guys. Spin up some reason we have to take systems offline.” 

“What’s going on?” 
“Best you don’t know. Make up some crap. Managed services are going to shut down, too.” 

“The Carlson’s virus?” 
“Not a word about viruses or anything of the kind, Vic. Maybe it’s a broken fiber channel, a 
fucking flooded building, whatever they decide, but it’s not our fault. Got it?” 
Father and son talk in the conference room until technicians arrive. The team is justifiably 
distraught, but the gravitas of the moment renders them mute. When assembled, Halo begins. “I 
fucking hate drama, but we’re in it I suppose. Shit up to our eyeballs. Everyone here?” 
The CEO turns to Billy, and in Czech, asks if it’s okay he say they are related. Laughing, Billy 
replies in Czech, saying, “To je jedno. Whatever.” 
Halo continues. “Some of you met Billy. What you didn’t know is that Billy is my son and he’s 
possibly the brightest guy in the room.” 
There is a visible reaction among the techs. Some laugh awkwardly, different last names. Anton 
Novotný has a son? Others succumb to confusion. “I’ll have Billy explain what we’re up 
against.” 
“Most of you are in on solving the Carlson’s issue. Unfortunately, the package has made its way 
into LDT. If I’m right, it’s already spread through the network. Assume all managed services 
clients are already infected, or at risk. If so, and if we can’t solve this in the next few hours, LDT 
will be on worldwide news. We can’t let that happen.” 
One of the techs shakes his head. “We’ve isolated it at Carlson’s.” 
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Halo nearly barks. “Then why are we missing a shitload of cash? Billy thinks they got our 
credentials through Qakbot and maybe a Wacatac. Where are we so far?” 
Lance answers. “It’s definitely hiding in memory. We get glimmers, but probing causes 
mutations, or it hides all together. We could wipe everything and reboot, but we don’t learn 
anything.” 
Halo rests his knuckles on the conference table, bows his head momentarily to sigh, then looks 
up with fire in his eyes. “We sure as hell aren’t going to do that across all of our clients. Nobody 
goes home until we have an answer.”  

“We’re sure it’s inside? Our customers are already uptight,” Lance says. 
“There’s a quick way to find out. If this is the same package we found at Carlson’s, it will have 
the same back door,” Billy says. 
“Run all the tests you want, just keep me informed,” Halo says. The group stands to leave, Billy 
with them. 
“Not you. We have things to work out,” Halo says to Billy. They return to Halo’s office and shut 
the door. 
“Why engage Toucht to hunt for me?” 
“You pissed me off. Mack and the guys think we worked together. And remember that thing Zip 
did in Oklahoma? He says I owe him another half million. By the time I make that kind of 
money, he’ll say it’s more. I’m lucky not to have a slug in the guts.” 
“You didn’t take off with the money, I did.” 
“Gee, pops. Maybe send him flowers and say sorry. Just so you know, Toucht was only supposed 
to find you,” Billy says as he uses his phone to tap into one of his social sites and send a message 
to Toucht. He also sends a txt to Moonwalk asking if she’s heard anything. 
“How did you know about the meds?” 

“Really? First clue, full bottles in your basement drawer.” 
“You don’t know what the meds do to me. I needed to get things done.” 

“Mission accomplished,” Billy says, a smile pursing his lips, followed by chuckle they share.  
“It comes with a heavy price, though. I’m in deep. I missed you, Billy. I’m sorry.” 

“You and mom got divorced.” 
“She’s better off. Things weren’t good for a long time. I hear a lot about you and Ridge. That 
was the Moonwalk chick, right? Vic says you bought a place in Vegas? You have to be doing 
well to pull off something like that.” 
“It’s not mine. Moon bought it and I make the payments. We should do this some other time. 
Let’s focus on code.” 

Halo raises his hands in surrender. “You’re right. Dinner?” 
“I think Victoria has plans, but inner may have to wait for all of us. No one goes home and all 
that, remember?” 
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“Makes sense. I have a few calls to make and I’ll meet you in the lab. By the way, Carlito. No 
one needs to know my real name,” Halo says, smiling. 

“How did you come up with Anton Novotný, anyway? It’s frigging weird.” 
Halo laughs. “Anton gave me my first cigarette. I think we were in the first grade.” 
Billy joins Lance and the others in the lab. The team is in the process of reinstalling and 
configuring. Lance says he used a pacman command and is regenerating GRUB files. 

“Any other progress?” 
“Getting closer. So far, no magic bullet,” Lance says. 
“In sketchy English, one of the techs asks if Billy is actually Anton’s son. “Long story,” Billy 
says, and changes the subject.  
“We’re working with 80 x 86 microprocessors, correct? And our applications are split into data 
areas and subroutines I assume. Segmentation or paging for physically addressing process 
spaces?” 
“Paging,” Lance says. 
“RISC architecture? That might be to our advantage. Segmentation is limited.” As Billy 
questions the architecture, he gets a call from his father. 
“Your friend Toucht just cost me another half-million, but I think we have something. I need you 
and Lance in my office.” 
Billy taps Lance on the shoulder and they leave. When they get to Halo’s office where Billy 
finds his father in a conversation with someone speaking Czechoslovakian. Halo looks up and 
motions for Lance and Billy to join him. His phone is in speaker mode and he props it on the 
table so all three of them can speak and hear. In Czech, Halo tells his contact that technicians are 
the room. The contact translates for Halo. The men on the call speak Russian. “The process takes 
a while, Russian being translated to Czech, Czech being translated to German. Lance suggests 
that Halo translate to English so Billy will understand but Billy waves him off. “Mluvím česky. I 
speak Czech,” Billy says. 
Nearly forty minutes pass where Billy and Lance describe everything they know about 
TeddyBear, including symptoms, attacks perpetrated, their ability to find and penetrate a back 
door. There are two periods of roughly five minutes each where conversation stops and all that is 
heard is rapid Russian debating in the background. Billy knows that his father speaks Russian 
passably, and the expressions on his face tell a story. Halo mutes his phone. “They have an 
answer for us. What’s happening now is—” 
Halo stops mid-sentence when the interpreter comes back to the call. “Yes. We’re still here,” 
Halo says.  

“Some debate is going on as to price and territory.” 
“What do you mean territory?” 
“These guys are making a lots of monies in Russia, using similar code. They want to keep 
making money so that is a problem. They have two methods, one with full controls of network, 
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the other just to introduce antidote into system through back door, but they don’t want this to be 
public knowing. Understand?” 
“We understand. We are, however, going to protect our clients no matter what, and we have 
clients in Europe and the USA.” 
The Russians spend the next few minutes debating again and return to the call. “They will send 
you the first solution for what you offered to pay. The backdoor solution will cost more. This is 
insurance so you don’t sell. Also, the Ukraine. No work in Ukraine. The wanted all of Comecon, 
but I explained why that is no. They make money there so the price has gone up.” 

“How much?” 
“An extra half.” 

“Another half million? No way,” Halo says.  
“No. Another half of a half. Two-hundred Fifty thousands. Seven-fifty total.” 
Billy gives an enthusiastic thumbs up and taps the mute button. “Take it. I can get someone else 
to pay for the extra. We need it.” 

“How can we make this work? I need to know the solution is valid,” Halo says. 
“Crypto currency. You send one third now, we send full network control version. You test. Send 
one third more and we send backdoor upgrade and you send final payment.” 
“I need it right now,” Halo says. He rubs his forehead as he speaks, eyes downcast, stress clearly 
building.  
More conversation, more waiting. As they wait, Halo sends Lance to grab their accountant. 
When the call continues, the Russians have agreed to the terms and information is exchanged. 
Money is sent. A file is received and Lance dashes off to the lab. “We’re good,” Lance says 
when he returns.  
In twenty minutes later, another payment is sent and soon they have a set of instructions and an 
effective kill switch. 

Chapter	48	
As Lance and his team reboot their servers, and introduce the kill switch into client machines, 
including Carlson’s, Billy and Halo step out of the building for a drink. “Did that asshole get 
back in touch?” Halo asks.  
Billy checks his listening post and says no. “I expect he will disappear. He’s probably already 
sold his code to more than one buyer. With the money he took from you, and with what he’s 
going to make on the sales, he’s gone to ground.” 
Halo downs the remainder of his drink and orders another round. “The hunter becomes the 
hunted,” he says. 

“To the hunt,” Billy says, and they click glasses.  
“How’s Mack doing?” 
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“He had a heart attack, but he’s doing fine now. Lost a lot of weight. You should see him eating 
carrot sticks and drinking Kombucha.” 

“No kidding.” 
“Listen. I need to get him some money, all three of them. I borrowed over a million from 
Moonwalk so I’m on the hook with her, too.” 
“Vic said something about that. I’m sorry things went this way, but we’ll work it out. That’s an 
on-my-meds promise. Swear to god.” 
“You’re a frigging atheist.” 
Halo laughs. “You get the point. God, I’ve missed you. I wish you could have been here in the 
beginning. We were on top of the world, buying up talent like everything, closing deals, building 
a damn empire.” 
“You did it. Why say we were on top of the world? You still are.” 
Halo puts his drink on the bar and swirls ice. “Here’s the thing. All that money came out of Asia. 
The silent partners are applying leverage. Do you know what I’m saying?” 

“Not really, and I don’t want to know. What are you going to do?” 
“Nothing much I can do. I have to play ball. You’re right, though. Not your problem, but I need 
you to help Victoria. If we can land enough of the right clients we have an out. Can you do that?” 
“I’ve already said I would.” 

“Good. That’s all I needed to hear. Let’s get back and see if the shitstorm has subsided.” 
Billy spends the rest of the afternoon assisting Lance and the European team shore up their 
network and bring systems back online. Meanwhile, Halo and Victoria spend hours on the phone 
calming client nerves and assuring customers that a huge threat has been thwarted. During a 
break, Billy calls Moonwalk to let her know they have a solution. He sends the kill switch to her 
with instructions to introduce it into AeroS. As he and Victoria are leaving for dinner, he gets a 
reply saying she was successful.  
“Is Anton coming? I still don’t know why he didn’t tell me you were related. How does that 
work? Are you a step son, as second marriage?” 
“If you don’t mind, I’d rather not say, and yes. He said to give him a call when we’ve decided 
where to eat.” 
“Are you sure? He hasn’t seen you for a long time. Shouldn’t you—” 
“Shouldn’t we what? Hang out, get caught up? Like I said, I don’t want to talk about it. He left 
my mother and I in a bad situation. Maybe we’ll work things out, and maybe not. It’s up to him, 
but right now, not so much.”  
“Sorry to hear it. What can I do to help?” 

“Right now? Scotch on the rocks and a hand on my thigh under the table.” 
“We can do that,” Victoria says, taking Billy’s arm. Twenty minutes later, a taxi pours them out 
at Amrit on Oranienburger Straße, a local favorite for exotic cocktails. It’s warm. They take seats 
beneath the sprawling yellow awning and order drinks.  
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“Do you come here often?” Billy asks.  
“Once upon a time. We actually did a shoot here once, across the street there at Studio Canal.” 
Billy turns to see the stone building with far too many signs in shops on the street level.” 
“You miss Berlin?” 
“Of course, but enough small talk. What’s going on between you and your father? I’m not sure 
what to make of it.” 

“Nothing has changed. He asked me today if I was on board helping you. I said yes.” 
“But there’s the other thing.” 

“What, dating the boss’s son?” Billy says, and laughs. 
“It’s not funny,” Victoria says, but she smiles. 

“Let me put it this way. He owes me over twenty million, US. How’s that for leverage. 
Victoria is thrown off her game, and Billy knows it. All this time she’s been attempting to recruit 
a young talented programmer, luring him with sexuality and the promise of real money. 
Watching her struggle for what to say amuses him. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything. It’s 
just that much of the money he used in the beginning to get this company going, came from me 
and my friends.” 
Victoria holds up a hand to bring the waiter over. She orders another round. “Should I ask for a 
full bottle?” she asks. 

“Tempting. I’m in a mood, but no. I need a clear head. Can I ask for a favor?” 
“Anything.” 
“We’ll have dinner with Anton if that’s what he wants, but I don’t want to be alone with him. 
Understand?” 

“He is my boss. If he says get lost, I won’t have a choice.” 
“If he says get lost, I’ll go with you.” 

Chapter	49	
Victoria makes dinner arrangements and Halo joins them at Weinbar Rutz. They sip wine and 
Halo talks business as they wait for service. “Vic says we’re pitching four and five companies a 
month in the States. Our conversion rates are still a bit off, but she’s already filled me in on her 
team. You’ll make a great addition.” 
Billy says, “We’ll make it work. I still need to know how we make Mack whole.” Openly talking 
about their past brings a stain of angry red to Halo’s face.  
“Can you give us a minute,” he says to Victoria.  

“I want her to stay,” Billy says defiantly, as he locks eyes with his father.  
Halo doesn’t answer for a while. He sips his wine and sits back. “Okay. Victoria can stay. How’s 
rusty?” 
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“He’s doing well. He lives with Mom now. I’ve been too busy traveling for Ridge, and now for 
LDT.” 

“You say Mack had a heart attack. Going to make it?” 
“What’s the plan to make things right with him? Given his age, I’d say he has to come first.” 

“You know the total was never 22 million, more like 15 after my cut.” 
“Understood.” 

“What have we promised Billy?” Halo asks Victoria.  
“The signing bonus of a quarter million, and a guarantee of two million per year.” 

“I don’t work to earn what I already have coming,” Billy says. 
Halo rubs his neck and forehead, clearly wishing he could speak openly. Billy knows that would 
be more like a shouting match. He says, “Finances will be stretched thin until we get North 
America up and running. What do you have in mind?” 
“I’ll make it easy on you. Five million per year for three years. To show good faith, you make 
the first payment now. You can deduct my signing bonus.” 
Halo ruffles, and speaks through a forceful whisper. “Jesus Christ! I just lost 22 and spent even 
more on the code.” 

“I’ll help you hunt. It will be like old times, ” Billy says. 
Looking at Victoria like she’s an leper at the dinner table, Halo reaches a hand across the table 
and they agree with a handshake. “You know that money your man lifted was supposed to go to 
you. If he turns it over, we’re square. Understood?” 

“Absolutely.” 

Epilogue	
It’s fall in Nevada, a time of year when every golfer in the Midwest wishes they could get away 
to Arizona, Florida, New Mexico, or Vegas. Billy wears a pink moisture wicking polo shirt and 
white slacks. Moonwalk is dressed in a tan JoJo skirt and wears what she calls her Goddess Hat, 
appropriately named for how she looks. “The whole point of golf it is to have fun,” she says as 
they climb into their golf cart and accelerate toward the first hole. 
“I thought it was to make business deals.” 

“You should hit the club circuit, you’re so funny,” Moonwalk says satirically.  
They’d gotten up early, had breakfast, and sat on the condo balcony for an hour before heading 
for the course. The night before, they met with the printing company CEO and set a meeting with 
Victoria from LDT. Two more meetings were scheduled earlier in the month, and one of those 
ended in a 5% referral bonus for Billy. “Where are you going next week?” Moonwalk asks. 
“Tucson. You said your guys in Texas landed part of their bid against AeroS? Sorry they didn’t 
get it all.” 
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“There was never a chance for that. They’re thrilled with the GPS contract. You ready? Just relax 
and swing through the ball like I showed you.” 
Billy climbs nervously out of the cart and pulls a driver from his bag. He’s approaching the tee 
box when his phone rings.” 

Moonwalk checks caller ID. She says, “You should take this one. It’s Berlin.” 
“Every frigging time,” Billy says. He returns to the cart. Tapping accept he says, “Yup. This is 
Billy.” 
“We have a problem,” his father says. Since their meeting in Berlin, they’ve talked nearly every 
day. 
“What’s that?” 
“Lance. The idiot sent that back door kill switch to Interpol. Said he thought it was the right 
thing to do.” 

“What the fuck?” 
“Doesn’t matter now, but you need to know. He used your name.” 

“Fucker. All right. I appreciate the heads up. Stupid bastard.” 
“Yeah. What are you up to these days? I hear good things from Victoria.” 

“Let me ask you something. Ever play golf?” 
“A few rounds. Why? You take up the game?” 

“I suck at it so far, but Moonwalk says I show promise. If you have free time, come to Vegas.” 
“I’d like that. Tell you what. Break 100 and I’ll be there the following week. Take care.” 
Billy ends the call and exchanges a few words with Moonwalk about what Lance did. For the 
next four holes they talk about the Interpol situation and what it could mean to them, if anything. 
As they make the turn after nine brutal holes, Moonwalk heads in for a sandwich and drinks. He 
adds their scores. She’s not even trying and shot a 38, while he finds pride in a score of 48. 
Before she returns, Billy opens a secure app that he and Toucht developed, and places a critical 
call to Toucht. 
“T? Yeah. Glad I caught you. Thanks again for the crypto, man. I appreciate everything you did 
for me and my guys. The old man is still suspicious, but in time he’ll blame the Chines or 
whatever. I’ll see to it that happens. Meanwhile, there’s more. You need to fully empty the trash 
and clean up your side of the street. Interpol knows about Ted, which means the feds are on their 
way. It’s been a good run though, man. Our last little side project worked like a charm. I’m glad 
you have enough capital to retire being T, but you know what I’m saying. Enjoy payday, make it 
last, and take care. I’m sure I’ll see you down the line.” 
 

 


