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Chapter 1
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The Miami light forces its way in, spreading uneven stripes over Ray's cramped apartment. The cheap blinds rattle in the wind, the walls too close, the air stale with desperation. He stares at the cracked mirror, a fist clenched tight around his failures. Empty key rings. Overdue notices. A collection of broken promises to himself. Ray paces, crumpling a glossy brochure. His phone rings once, twice, until he picks it up and breaks the silence. 

The echo of Ray’s footsteps adds rhythm to the clutter. He glances at the remnants of his car business, scattered across the floor. The vibrant yellows and reds of the brochures mock him. "LUXURY, UNMATCHED" they proclaim in bold letters above pictures of exotic cars he'll never own. He swipes a hand through his hair, fixing its shape. The cracked mirror shows a man not quite broken. Not yet. Just behind his reflection, a notice reads, "FINAL WARNING" in harsh, black type.

Ray stares into his own eyes, finding something there. Or pretending to. The apartment might be small, but his dreams are big. Too big to fail. He watches himself crush the past-due notice, letting it join the mess on the floor. Then, the pacing again. Back and forth, six steps each way. It feels like a cage, this room. He can barely move without bumping into his own failures. 

A quick swipe across his shirt smooths it down. He adjusts the cuffs, sighs, and takes a deep breath. Then, snatches his phone from the table.

"Sorbet," he says when the call connects. He throws an edge of disbelief into his voice. "You busy making millions without me?"

There's a pause. "Ray," Sorbet finally replies, slow and measured. "Thought you were six feet under."

"Six feet under a goldmine," Ray counters. "Got something big, man. Huge."

Another pause. Ray imagines Sorbet's smile, the way he loves the idea of easy cash. "Talk."

"Not over the phone." Ray paces again, the words growing stronger, faster. "This one, it'll make the car business look like a lemonade stand."

Sorbet laughs. Ray joins in, eyes on his reflection. "You sure about that?" Sorbet asks.

"Meet me at Café Cubano," Ray says. "One hour."

"You better not be wasting my time, Ray." 

"I'll make you a rich man, Sorbet. A very rich man."

Ray hangs up, the rush of adrenaline pushing a grin onto his face. For a moment, he believes in the confidence he hears in his own voice. Then, the room’s silence presses back down on him. 

He scrolls for Farkas's number. Pauses. Hesitates. Farkas won't be as easy. But Ray knows how to handle him. He always does. 

The phone rings once, twice, a third time. Ray's fingers tighten around it. Finally, a hesitant voice.

"Ray? Why—why are you calling me?"

Ray softens his tone. Measured, reassuring. "Got something that'll knock your socks off."

"After what happened last time?" Farkas sounds wary, on edge. Ray hears the mistrust, the need to feel in control.

"This one's different. Believe me."

Farkas mutters something about past ventures. Words like 'debacle' and 'catastrophe' float back to Ray.

"Technical elegance," Ray says, shifting his tactic. "Think of the challenge. Something this big? I wouldn't call if it wasn't worth your while."

There's silence on the line. Ray imagines Farkas adjusting his glasses, deep in thought. He gives him space to consider, to imagine.

"Can you—can you meet in an hour?" Farkas finally asks, almost reluctant.

Ray smiles. "Café Cubano. Just like old times."

Hanging up, Ray lets the phone fall onto the couch. He looks at the mirror again, at the grin that's half real now. "This one's different," he tells himself, repeating the words like a mantra. 

He surveys the apartment, a kingdom of empty promises. There’s a lot at stake, but Ray loves the gamble. It’s in his blood. The need to be bigger, to be more. He snatches a suit jacket from a chair, brushes it off. Checks his hair, his teeth, his smile. Adjusts the cuffs one more time. The air feels lighter, almost, but it’s still thick with urgency. With desperation. 

He grabs his most expensive watch, snaps it onto his wrist. The final touch. Everything riding on this. Everything. The smooth sweep of second-hand calms him. It says: time to go. 

Ray heads for the door. Pauses with his hand on the knob. Glances back at the empty key rings, the wild claims of the brochures, the angry demands of the notices. He closes his eyes. Leaves them behind. At least for now. 

The lock clicks shut behind him. 

* * *
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The clamor of Café Cubano wraps around Ray as he steps inside. Morning energy hits him—patrons debating politics, waiters barking orders, espresso machines screaming. He scans the crowd and spots Sorbet's imposing figure, a calm center in the storm. 

Ray weaves through the chaos, dodging people and the smell of fresh coffee. Sorbet lounges in a corner booth, arms spread wide, confidence as big as the room. Farkas hunches next to him, fingers tapping, his gaze darting from the screen to the exit. 

"Look who's back from the dead," Sorbet says, a grin spreading across his face.

Ray slides into the booth, breathless from the noise, the excitement. "You thought I'd let you have all the fun?" 

"Never," Sorbet replies. He nods at a passing waiter, points to Ray. "And he’s paying."

"Coffee for everyone," Ray says, his voice rising over the din. He leans in, conspiratorial. "This place hasn't changed."

The café buzzes around them, each table alive with movement and chatter. Sorbet sits like he owns the joint, every inch the businessman in a designer jacket and blinding watch. Farkas is out of place, adjusting his glasses, muttering specs under his breath.

Ray takes a sip, lets the bitter coffee steady him. "We were close with the car business," he says, opening the conversation like an old wound. "So close."

"Close to bankrupting us," Sorbet shoots back, eyes narrow. "We had nothing, Ray."

Farkas nods, a quick, nervous movement. "I've still got creditors—" he starts.

Ray raises a hand, cuts him off. "I know. Believe me, I know." His voice smooths, ready for the pitch. "But here's the thing. We were thinking too small."

He lets it hang in the air, watches Sorbet and Farkas process. Watches Sorbet roll his eyes.

"Let me guess," Sorbet says, voice thick with skepticism. "You want us to throw in on another half-baked scheme?"

Ray grins, a flash of white teeth. "I'm talking millions this time. Not thousands."

The words land like a shot. Sorbet pauses, then leans back, feigning disinterest. But Ray catches the glint in his eyes.

"We'd have to change our approach," Ray continues, his own excitement building. "Be smarter. Bigger."

Farkas stares, fingers stilled. "What kind of—what's the exact technical implementation?" he asks, the words cautious, searching for flaws.

Ray spreads his hands wide, full of promise and potential. "We're still defining it. That's why I need you, Farkas. No one can build a convincing front like you."

The café swells with noise, but inside the booth, it feels charged, the air thick with possibility. Ray's pitch gains momentum, fast, intense. He knows how to play them, knows how to play himself. He lets his words ignite, working them both in different ways.

"You said that before," Sorbet says, his voice holding onto the doubt. But there's less weight to it now.

Ray shrugs, a casual gesture that masks his desperation. "And I'm saying it again. This is different."

He pauses, measuring their interest. They're hooked, but they don't know it yet. Not completely.

"Think about it, Sorbet," he says, shifting the focus. "What's the one thing you've always wanted?"

Sorbet’s eyes flicker. "I don't know. To actually make money with you?"

Ray laughs, drawing him in. "Exactly. Real money. A real payday."

Sorbet snorts, but Ray sees the change. The spark. He turns to Farkas, who is watching with nervous attention.

"You're the key," Ray says, pointing at him. "I need your genius. Your technical brilliance."

Farkas pushes his glasses up his nose, hedging. "It needs to be—convincing."

Ray leans forward, lowering his voice. The café noise blurs into the background, all his focus on the two of them. "It will be. I swear."

"What's the plan?" Sorbet asks, words sharp but full of curiosity. 

Ray sits back, his confidence sweeping the table. "It's revolutionary. It's like nothing you've ever seen."

He gives them space to wonder, to imagine. In the crowded café, time seems to stop, hanging on his next words. On his next promise.

"This changes everything for us," Ray says, his voice a mix of belief and need.

They stare at him. The silence stretches, then breaks with a rush of sound and life. The café clatter fills the space, but Ray is louder.

"You in?" he asks, a final challenge. 

Sorbet's grin returns, wide and reckless. "You better not screw us, Ray."

Farkas glances at Sorbet, then back to Ray. His mouth opens, closes. Then he nods, almost imperceptible. But it's enough. 

Ray's eyes blaze, the light of the café reflecting in them. "We’ll all be millionaires," he says, sealing the promise with his words, his presence. With everything he has left.
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Chapter 2
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The clamor of Café Cubano wraps around Ray as he steps inside. Morning energy hits him—patrons debating politics, waiters barking orders, espresso machines screaming. He scans the crowd and spots Sorbet's imposing figure, a calm center in the storm. Ray weaves through the chaos, dodging people and the smell of fresh coffee. Sorbet lounges in a corner booth, arms spread wide, confidence as big as the room. Farkas hunches next to him, fingers tapping, his gaze darting from the screen to the exit. 

"Look who's back from the dead," Sorbet says, a grin spreading across his face.

Ray slides into the booth, breathless from the noise, the excitement. "You thought I'd let you have all the fun?" 

"Never," Sorbet replies. He nods at a passing waiter, points to Ray. "And he’s paying."

"Coffee for everyone," Ray says, his voice rising over the din. He leans in, conspiratorial. "This place hasn't changed."

The café buzzes around them, each table alive with movement and chatter. Sorbet sits like he owns the joint, every inch the businessman in a designer jacket and blinding watch. Farkas is out of place, adjusting his glasses, muttering specs under his breath.

Ray takes a sip, lets the bitter coffee steady him. "We were close with the car business," he says, opening the conversation like an old wound. "So close."

"Close to bankrupting us," Sorbet shoots back, eyes narrow. "We had nothing, Ray."

Farkas nods, a quick, nervous movement. "I've still got creditors—" he starts.

Ray raises a hand, cuts him off. "I know. Believe me, I know." His voice smooths, ready for the pitch. "But here's the thing. We were thinking too small."

He lets it hang in the air, watches Sorbet and Farkas process. Watches Sorbet roll his eyes.

"Let me guess," Sorbet says, voice thick with skepticism. "You want us to throw in on another half-baked scheme?"

Ray grins, a flash of white teeth. "I'm talking millions this time. Not thousands."

The words land like a shot. Sorbet pauses, then leans back, feigning disinterest. But Ray catches the glint in his eyes.

"We'd have to change our approach," Ray continues, his own excitement building. "Be smarter. Bigger."

Farkas stares, fingers stilled. "What kind of—what's the exact technical implementation?" he asks, the words cautious, searching for flaws.

Ray spreads his hands wide, full of promise and potential. "We're still defining it. That's why I need you, Farkas. No one can build a convincing front like you."

The café swells with noise, but inside the booth, it feels charged, the air thick with possibility. Ray's pitch gains momentum, fast, intense. He knows how to play them, knows how to play himself. He lets his words ignite, working them both in different ways.

"You said that before," Sorbet says, his voice holding onto the doubt. But there's less weight to it now.

Ray shrugs, a casual gesture that masks his desperation. "And I'm saying it again. This is different."

He pauses, measuring their interest. They're hooked, but they don't know it yet. Not completely.

"Think about it, Sorbet," he says, shifting the focus. "What's the one thing you've always wanted?"

Sorbet’s eyes flicker. "I don't know. To actually make money with you?"

Ray laughs, drawing him in. "Exactly. Real money. A real payday."

Sorbet snorts, but Ray sees the change. The spark. He turns to Farkas, who is watching with nervous attention.

"You're the key," Ray says, pointing at him. "I need your genius. Your technical brilliance."

Farkas pushes his glasses up his nose, hedging. "It needs to be—convincing."

Ray leans forward, lowering his voice. The café noise blurs into the background, all his focus on the two of them. "It will be. I swear."

"What's the plan?" Sorbet asks, words sharp but full of curiosity. 

Ray sits back, his confidence sweeping the table. "It's revolutionary. It's like nothing you've ever seen."

He gives them space to wonder, to imagine. In the crowded café, time seems to stop, hanging on his next words. On his next promise.

"This changes everything for us," Ray says, his voice a mix of belief and need.

They stare at him. The silence stretches, then breaks with a rush of sound and life. The café clatter fills the space, but Ray is louder.

"You in?" he asks, a final challenge. 

Sorbet's grin returns, wide and reckless. "You better not screw us, Ray."

Farkas glances at Sorbet, then back to Ray. His mouth opens, closes. Then he nods, almost imperceptible. But it's enough. 

Ray's eyes blaze, the light of the café reflecting in them. "We’ll all be millionaires," he says, sealing the promise with his words, his presence. With everything he has left.

* * *
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The pitch rolls off Sorbet's tongue, smooth and reckless. "Instant. No confirmation codes. No delays." Ray feels the words hit, a perfect strike. Farkas shifts nervously, opens a dozen tabs on his laptop. "Impossible," he mutters, and the denial only feeds Ray's grin. 

"Let’s hear it, Sorbet," Ray says, leaning forward. "Tell me more."

Farkas watches in disbelief as Sorbet unfolds the fantasy, his charisma infectious. "Picture this: you’re at a store, buying whatever you want, and bam! Instantly paid. Crypto from the sky!"

Ray’s eyes light up. He feels the possibilities spinning out, wild and dangerous. "This is the idea," he says, conviction building.

"It's impossible," Farkas insists, the word sharp, panicked. "Verification times alone—" He breaks off, adjusts his glasses. "Do you even understand how blockchain works?"

Ray shrugs, unconcerned. "Do investors care?"

Farkas is almost breathless with disbelief. "Yes! The ones who actually have money!"

"Every new idea sounds impossible," Ray replies, voice smooth, dismissive. He throws Sorbet a look, feeds on the confidence in his grin. "Especially the ones that make us rich."

Farkas’s fingers tremble as he types, opening more tabs, piling on more technical data. "There are security protocols, transaction costs," he continues. "It’s not as simple as just saying it exists!"

"Exactly," Ray says, pouncing on the word. "Which is why no one’s done it yet. Which is why we need to do it first."

Farkas is relentless, throwing a storm of tech at Ray and Sorbet. The longer he speaks, the more certain Ray becomes. "Verification times, even at their best, are ten minutes!" Farkas says, exasperated. "This isn’t—this isn’t even theoretical!"

Ray watches him, arms crossed, calm. "And you’re saying we can’t do it?"

"I’m saying it’s a scam, Ray."

Ray lets the word hang, then drops his voice low, a conspiratorial whisper. "Not if they don’t know."

The line stuns Farkas. Sorbet throws his head back, laughing. He drums his fingers on the table, anticipation in every tap. "All the money, none of the work."

Farkas looks at them, incredulous. "That’s... that’s criminal!"

Ray sits back, spreading his hands. "Or just smart. Depends on who you ask."

Farkas hesitates, the hesitation running through his body, to his fingertips. "You think—?"

"I know," Ray says. His tone is the perfect mix of confidence and desperation. He can see Farkas wavering. "We make them think we’ve solved it. Website. Fake CEO. Just like before, only bigger."

"We'd need—" Farkas starts, then stops himself. He looks down, the words uncertain, seductive. "We’d need to create technical documentation. Something that looks credible."

"And we’d need you," Ray says, seizing the moment. "You’re the only one who can pull it off."

Farkas glances at Sorbet, who’s still grinning like the Cheshire Cat. Then back to Ray. "It can’t be traced back to us. This has to be airtight."

"Leave that to me," Ray promises. His assurance fills the space between them. "Just tell me what you need."

Sorbet laughs again, loud and full. "I need another coffee, and I need to be rich."

Ray takes a napkin and starts sketching, his focus intense, laser-sharp. "Centratech," he says, scrawling the name in big letters. Sorbet nods, catching on fast, faster than Ray expected. "The new frontier in crypto," Ray continues. "Imagine the hype."

Farkas shifts in his seat, opens his mouth, closes it. He’s thinking fast, letting the excitement wrestle with his better judgment. "If I build a site," he says, testing the words. "If we have technical white papers, a mailing list—" 

Ray leans across the table, urgent. "It’ll be like printing money, Farkas."

The café noise swells and fades, the world shrinking down to just the three of them. Sorbet peppers Farkas with questions. How do they make the documents look real? How long will it take to build a believable façade?

Farkas’s initial reluctance melts under the barrage of excitement. His eyes flicker with reluctant fascination. "I’ll need a few days. Nothing functional, just convincing."

"That’s all it takes," Ray says, his excitement feeding off their energy. He lowers his voice, the urgency barely contained. "The crypto market is exploding. Everyone’s looking for the next big thing."

Sorbet clinks his cup against Ray’s. "To Centratech, gentlemen."

Ray watches Farkas intently, sees the final glimmer of doubt fade. "This time next year," Ray says, the promise swelling around him. "We’ll be buying this place just for fun."

Farkas nods, slow, then faster, catching up to the idea. The tension in him gives way to exhilaration. "I’ll start tonight," he says. 

Ray slaps the table, a loud, triumphant gesture that draws eyes from nearby customers. They lean in close, all thoughts of legality gone, all thoughts of possibility racing ahead. Ray outlines next steps, his voice a rapid-fire whisper. 

The noise of the café becomes distant, everything outside their scheme an afterthought. Ray’s words become the rhythm of the place, driving forward, promising. Sorbet catches his eye, nodding in agreement. They’ve won, and the fight hasn’t even started. 

Farkas looks at the logo Ray drew, at the Centratech promise. His lips curl into a smile. "We’ll be millionaires," he says, this time without the question. 

"We will," Ray replies. It sounds like the truth, and it sounds like all he needs.

* * *
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Sorbet lifts his coffee, makes a toast to their big score. "To Centratech, gentlemen," he says. Ray watches Farkas, hanging on his decision. Farkas's laptop closes with a decisive click. He nods once, and it's all Ray needs to see. 

"I'll need a week," Farkas says. His face is a mixture of resignation and excitement. "Just enough jargon to fool investors."

Ray grins, slapping the table hard enough to make nearby customers jump. "That's the spirit."

The table buzzes with energy. Ray sees other patrons noticing their excitement, but he doesn’t care. It’s like a drug, this feeling. He lowers his voice, keeps the conversation close. "We start with a framework. Fake CEO, flashy documents. Sorbet will hype it up. Investors will eat it."

Farkas shifts, unsure. "I'll need more than a week," he says. The anticipation in his tone betrays his hesitance. "It's got to look real, or they'll know."

"We just need a head start," Ray replies. "By the time anyone catches on, we're long gone."

Farkas is still struggling. Ray and Sorbet can see it, watch him talk his way through it. "You’ll create urgency," he says, meeting Ray's eyes. "Limited time, maximum payout."

"Right out of your playbook, Farkas," Sorbet says, a teasing edge to his voice. "What are you worried about?"

"Prison," Farkas snaps. The word hangs over them, unexpected, like a punch. "It happened before."

"We learned a lot," Ray says, dismissing the fear. "This time's different."

Farkas closes his eyes, fights with the idea. Ray and Sorbet exchange a glance. They can feel him slipping, but they’re not letting go. Ray gestures for Farkas to continue, an impatient, demanding wave of the hand. "Go on," Ray says. 

"The tech papers have to sound advanced," Farkas starts. "Too complex to question. I can—I can start with that."

Ray nods. He sits back, confident, watches the energy build. "This is the perfect plan," he says, claiming the conversation again. He drinks it all in, the electric mood, the certainty. The room spins with sound, noise, life.

Farkas looks skeptical, but Ray sees through it. Farkas wants to believe. He just doesn’t know it yet. 

"And no one knows what we’re doing?" Farkas asks. "We keep our names out of it this time?"

Ray nods, eager. "Everything's buried," he says. "Just do what you do best. It'll be airtight."

Sorbet slaps him on the shoulder. "Relax, Farkas. The money's practically ours."

Farkas looks like he wants to believe. He almost does, but not quite. "I'm not taking any risks this time." His voice is strong. "None."

Ray looks between Farkas and Sorbet. He's losing them, feels the momentum slowing. "We'll be millionaires," he says, but the conviction is gone.

"I was already supposed to be a millionaire," Farkas replies. The old bitterness is back.

Ray watches his words sink in, sees Sorbet fold his arms, lean back. For a moment, they're silent. It drags, stretches, until even the café noise can't fill it.

"It has to be safe," Farkas says again. Ray looks at him, then at Sorbet, and he knows he's about to lose them both.

"You two can’t be serious," Sorbet says. Ray watches, breathless, as Sorbet stands, starts to slide out of the booth. "We can’t let the tech run the show," Sorbet says. His voice picks up momentum. "That's why it failed last time."

Ray seizes the moment. "We let Farkas’s fear control it. This time we’re in charge." The enthusiasm rushes back. "Think about it, Farkas. Safe means smaller."

"It means a guarantee," Farkas says, less certain.

"Get the materials started," Ray replies. "The white papers, the site. No one traces it back. If it’s not what we want in a month, we kill it. What do you lose?"

Farkas taps his fingers on the table, each strike faster than the last. He looks from Ray to Sorbet, then back. "Maybe we just—try it." He leans forward, his own excitement pulling him in. "If I make the initial docs look good, it'll buy us time to adjust."

"Time to win," Ray says. He’s grinning, impossibly confident. He looks at Sorbet, sees his smile coming back. The relief floods in. 

They talk over each other, the table a mass of energy, urgency, a thousand plans. Ray shouts over the chaos, lays out the immediate steps. Sorbet leans in, listening, adding, drinking it all in. Farkas scribbles on the napkin, capturing their ideas.

"We set up offshore," Ray says. "The laws work for us there. We’re unstoppable."

"We hype the scarcity," Farkas adds, the hesitance gone. "A week before launch, we’re full up. The investors will scramble."

The pace is feverish. Ray throws a triumphant look at Sorbet, at Farkas, watches as they fall in sync. "We're making this happen," he says, the words almost a challenge.

The booth is electric. Outside, Miami’s skyline looms, their impossible ambition taking form. It’s raw, it's reckless, it's all theirs. The din of the café fades to nothing. Only Ray's voice is left. "This time, gentlemen, the stakes are ours."
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Chapter 3
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They breeze into the co-working space, three conmen in business casual. Ray sets the pace, weaving through clusters of caffeine-fueled entrepreneurs. They claim a corner with three desks, hidden enough to run their scheme, public enough to appear legitimate. Sorbet adjusts the cuffs of his expensive suit, out of place among the hoodies and t-shirts. Farkas lags behind, pulling the company name from the directory. He is uneasy, slow to catch up. 

"We could call this place Centratech HQ," Sorbet says. He surveys the space with a touch of humor, the old college athlete in him sizing up the competition. 

Farkas adjusts his glasses, missing the joke. "We get a mailing address here," he says, his voice full of nervous excitement. "This could actually work."

"It will," Ray replies. He spreads his arms, owning the place. "We’ve got to set up fast. Need this live by tonight."

The room buzzes around them, all youthful energy and ambition. Phones ring, keyboards click, wannabe billionaires throw out ideas. It’s the perfect cover, the perfect place. They settle in like they belong, opening their laptops, charging their phones. Ray’s eyes dart from Sorbet to Farkas, measuring their readiness. 

"You do your magic on the site," he tells Farkas. "Sorbet, get me a backstory for our guy." His tone is pure confidence, with an edge of urgency. "I'll handle the visuals."

Farkas looks up, unsure. "You think—tonight?"

"Absolutely." Ray nods. "Before anyone can check our references."

Farkas taps his fingers, restless. "I need to create code that—"

"Just make it look good," Ray cuts in. "No one verifies anything in crypto. They just want to believe." He laughs, pulling Farkas along for the ride.

Sorbet joins in, typing already. "Tell me something I don’t know, Ray."

Farkas opens and closes his mouth. Ray is two steps ahead, like always. Farkas has his doubts, but they're being buried under Ray's excitement. He pulls out a notebook, makes a list. His handwriting is a tangle of specs and deadlines.

"Shouldn’t we set up off-shore first?" he asks. "Like last time?"

"Slows us down." Ray dismisses the thought, waves it away. "We need to be first."

"Let’s not get too hasty," Sorbet says, raising an eyebrow. "We remember what happened."

Ray grins, throws him a look. "We remember we got screwed," he says, but there’s no anger in his voice. "This time, we do it right."

They unpack their gear, the table a mess of tangled cables and open folders. The energy around them is infectious, fueling their own reckless excitement. Ray checks his watch, snaps it onto his wrist. Everything has to come together in a matter of hours.

"This crowd has no idea what’s about to hit them," Sorbet says, his fingers flying over the keys.

"We have to set up emails," Farkas says, trying to keep up with his own thoughts. "Corporate structure, at least on paper."

"Ray’s good at that," Sorbet says with a smirk. "Paper millionaires."

"Paper or real, it’s still money." Ray keeps his focus sharp, his mind racing through possibilities. "This time tomorrow, investors will be lining up."

Farkas shifts in his seat. He is wary, uncertain, but Ray knows he can push through. They have momentum, they just need to keep it going. He taps his fingers on the table, matching the rhythm of his thoughts. Fast, faster.

"We’ve got to hit the ground running," Ray insists. "It’s a sprint."

Farkas glances around, the doubt still there. He adjusts his glasses, opens his laptop. "And it’s a marathon," he mutters.

Ray’s nervous energy fills the space, driving them forward. They lose track of time, their plans unfolding, the conversation as quick as their typing.

"Our story has to be good," Sorbet says. "Better than last time. Who is this guy, Dr. Morton?"

Ray leans back, thinking fast. "Old school," he says. "From way back in the game. He’s credible, and he’s unavailable."

"Maybe," Sorbet says. "The right story, and he doesn’t even need a website."

Ray checks his watch again. He’s anxious, a coiled spring. "Not good enough," he says. "Not this time."

Farkas looks up, concern in his eyes. "How do we keep it from unraveling? There are too many variables."

"We control them," Ray says. "Every single one."

He senses their hesitance. It’s familiar, and so is his determination. He knows how to play this, knows how to pull them in. The plan is reckless and ambitious, but it’s their best shot.

"This is different," Ray says, the words full of promise. "We run this right, and no one’s ever going to know."

Sorbet laughs, the sound carefree. "We’ve heard that before."

"And you’re hearing it again." Ray is sure of himself, sure of the plan. "Everything stays tight. We make it all look perfect. We sell it."

They work in silence for a moment, the tension like a taut wire. Farkas watches Ray, sees the old confidence, the old need to win.

"We sell it fast," Farkas says, finally, the old doubt replaced with a hint of belief.

Ray smiles, the uncertainty melting away. He gestures to the laptops, a conductor for their little symphony of deception. "Get to work, boys. We’re going live."

Their fingers fly over the keyboards, a blur of speed and adrenaline. The energy of the room is on them, in them, making them feel invincible. Around them, the start-up crowd buzzes, unaware of the game that's afoot. 

* * *
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The afternoon light is harsh, relentless. It pours through high windows, casting deep shadows, striping the walls and floors like prison bars. They stay in their corner of the co-working space, captives of their scheme. Ray, Sorbet, and Farkas work like machines, never pausing, driven by desperation and caffeine.

Farkas hunches over his laptop, producing page after page of hollow promises. Centratech fills his screen, convincing at first glance but empty beneath the surface. He mutters about content, about function, but his fingers keep typing.

"We need more than this," he says, a plea in his voice.

"Just make it look real," Ray insists. He’s scrolling through stock images, rapid-fire clicks, dissatisfied with everything he sees.

Across the table, Sorbet types a different kind of lie. "Listen to this," he says, his voice full of confidence. "Dr. Morton revolutionized digital payment systems at age 24."

Ray looks up, his attention split in a dozen directions. "Make it 22," he says, quick to critique. "The younger, the better."

Sorbet smirks, amends his work. "MIT or Stanford?"

"Both." Ray returns to his own task, scanning photo after photo. They all look too familiar, too generic.

"Double threat," Sorbet laughs. "This guy’s a genius."

Farkas mutters again, the code absorbing his doubt, his disbelief. "This has to look legitimate," he says. "What about security details?"

Ray waves the concern away, never breaking his pace. "No one reads that far. Just make it sound complex."

His fingers tap impatiently, restlessly, clicking through endless folders of images. Sorbet throws him a glance, the epitome of calm.

"We need the right story," Sorbet says, "or the rest doesn’t matter."

Ray knows he’s right but doesn’t admit it. He pulls up an image, a middle-aged man with distinguished gray hair. "What do you think?" he asks. 

"Looks like half the guys in here," Sorbet says, nodding toward the bustling co-working space. 
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