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Prologue

An article written in 2018 explained that researchers had analyzed 1700 stories, and determined that there are only six types of plots. The challenge for the author is to take one of those plots and add colorful language to give you, the reader, an exciting if not unforgettable experience. There are all sorts of rules and guides that help authors accomplish this goal.

“Show, don’t tell” is a major rule that is preached to anew authors from one section of the world to another. This story is going to violate that rule, and many others, in the most hideous way imaginable. This story is about four friends, and how their quest for revenge brought them into the dangerous world of espionage. Their names, the locations they were in, and other identifying factors will not be mentioned.

Our story begins at the kitchen table in an old home located in a bad neighborhood, somewhere in the general location of North America. Our hero, Random, so called because of the random facts he’s known to mention, is but a young boy at this time. He’s about to learn a very important lesson in life.



















The First

♣

Card


Rules of the Game

“Have you heard of Three-Card Monte?” Random’s uncle inquired. “Some people call it ‘Find the Queen’ or some other name. We call it Three-Card Monte around here.”

Random shook his head and watched with rapt attention as his uncle set up a deceptively simple game. He carefully watched the three cards his uncle had placed before him on the table. He never took his eyes off the queen as his uncle moved the cards around with lightning speed.

His uncle stopped shuffling the cards. “Do you know where the queen is?” Random’s uncle inquired with a sinister chuckle.

Random nodded and pointed to the card he knew had to be the queen of hearts.

Random’s uncle laughed as he turned the chosen card over. It was the ace of spades.

“I was watching you the whole time!” Random protested. He flipped over the rest of the cards. The queen was nowhere to be seen. “But I saw it!”

“You did see it,” his uncle replied. “You saw exactly what I wanted you to see. I used your beliefs to my benefit. That’s how a con works. If you look at everything like it’s a con game, you’ll be alright.”

“What?” Random didn’t understand why his uncle wanted him to see everything as a con. He had been taught to be fair and honest at all times because good always triumphed over evil.

“There are two types of people in this world,” his uncle said as he picked the cards up. “Those that know how the game is played, and the suckas who think they know how the game is played.”

Random’s uncle showed him how Three-Card Monte worked, and that lesson stayed with him for the rest of his life. He never used the knowledge of how to con people to make his living. Instead, he took the path his mother wanted him to take, the honest one. He graduated high school, but couldn’t afford college. He worked various part-time jobs before he found full-time work at a big-box store. He performed various duties there and always came to work with a smile on his face. He tried his best to avoid trouble even though trouble always seemed to find him.

“I’m going to have to let you go,” Mr. Boss Man said. “Your sales aren’t on par with the company’s new direction.”

Random chuckled to himself. “I wasn’t aware that people who unload trucks, stock shelves, and occasionally run a cash register, are required to maintain sales.”

“It’s not my call,” the man replied. “The policy is clear in this matter.”

Random fought back the snide remarks that were on the tip of his tongue. “Whatever,” Random said as he stood up to remove the store’s cheap vest. “It’s always something with you people.”

Mr. Boss Man shrugged. “You are more than welcome to contact HR about the matter if you feel that you have been discriminated against.”

Random simply looked at the man and said nothing. He quietly left the small office and vowed to never return to that store again.

He hopped into his late model car, drove across town, and got something to eat at one of his favorite places. He enjoyed a good meal, but it wasn’t enough to soothe the anger he had. He wanted to get revenge, but logic helped him realize there was no point in trying.

“Pray to God,” his mother would tell him. “Put your trust in him and he will guide you through this.”

Random didn’t see God’s hand in that office, he didn’t see a window opening, or another door opening, or any kind of opening for that matter. He was frustrated, angry, and he didn’t feel like hearing a sermon from his mother. He decided to consult with his friends, Doer and Thinker, to see what they thought about the situation.

♣

“We gotta do something,” Doer said.

Random rolled his eyes. Doer enjoyed doing anything with little to no thought about the repercussions. Once he committed to something – he was fully committed.

“Don’t look at me like that man,” Doer replied. “I know what you’re about to say, so save your breath. But you know I’m right.”

Thinker, unlike his brother Doer, was slow to act because he took his time to formulate some outstanding plans. He said nothing the entire time Random went into the details about his termination at the big-box store.

“Perhaps there is something we can do,” Thinker finally replied. “It’s not illegal, it won’t implicate us, and it will put that man in some hot water.”

Doer jumped up. “Where we going? Let’s do this.”

“You don’t even know what the plan is my brotha,” Thinker said.

“You said it would work.” Doer pointed to Random. “Didn’t he just say whatever his plan is would work?”

Random nodded.

“Why burn time explaining the finer points of the plan?” Doer gestured toward the parking lot. “You can talk while we drive brotha.”

Thinker couldn’t argue with that logic. He explained the plan as everyone hopped into Random’s car. His plan would require the aid from a friend of his named Hacker. The big-box company would have Mr. Boss Man fired if all went well.

“I feel bad about costing a man his job,” Random said. “Not him exactly, but he has a family to support.”

“He will be fired for this eventually,” Thinker replied. “We’re just rushing the process.”


Hacker

Hacker was a brilliant software developer that never went to college. A lack of a degree is something that caused many employers in the tech industry to ignore him; however, this did not stop him from working as a freelancer. He has been known to hack into a few systems here and there, either for fun or for legitimate business. He even did some freelance work for the FBI on a few rare occasions.

“When you said that you had something sinister in mind, I thought you were talking about hacking into the dude’s bank account or something,” Hacker said. “What is trashing his rep on social media going to do?”

“It will hurt him and the company,” Thinker replied. “Think about it man. If you create a lot of bots, with female profiles, that say they were sexually harassed by that guy at the big-box store.” Hacker snapped his fingers. “Social media will light them up! People will act the fool, his wife will dump him, and the company will terminate him as part of their damage control efforts.”

“And no one will ever know it was us,” Random said.

“If we do it right,” Hacker said.

“Exactly,” Thinker replied. “Which is where Doer will come in.”

Doer nodded. “What’s my part in this again?”

“Recon, my brotha,” Random whispered.

“Oh, that’s right,” Doer said. “Yeah, yeah, yeah uh, I got to go to the store and get video of the dude. While the dude is doing his thing.”

Hacker tossed Doer a burner phone. “Use this to communicate with us and to record your video. Leave your other phone here.”

“You got it,” Doer said. “I’m on it!”

♣

It took Hacker a month to set up things on the social media front. Each bot looked like a legit user. A few of his bots quickly gained attention because they were nothing more than AI generated aviators that had a lot of sex appeal. Some tantalizing photos and a few flirtatious words went a long way.

Doer had successfully captured footage of Mr. Boss Man being flirtatious or in the heat of the moment with some of the female clerks at the big-box store. Hacker took audio of their target and used some AI speech generation to create fake phone calls each of the bots would use as evidence that would really help sell the con.

Random couldn’t believe what had been accomplished. A varying array of emotions surged throughout his entire body. Did he want revenge bad enough to destroy people’s lives? What if the plan fails and they get caught?

“We’re not doing anything illegal,” Thinker’s tone was reassuring. “It won’t be our fault if people believe what they want to believe.”

Random thought about it and realized Thinker had a point. The majority cared about the sensationalism.  Very few people cared about the facts. “Alright, do it.”

Hacker released the fake story and social media ran with it. Amateurs and professionals scrutinized the audio and video. Most people on social media passionately expressed their doubts. News services quickly picked up the story and just about every social media platform exploded into a furious brawl just hours after the post had been made.

Doubters had released their report that exposed a few of the fake accounts; however, just as their story had started to gain some traction, something unexpected happened. Women who used to work at that big box store found the courage to come forward with their stories of harassment. Current female employees, customers, you name it, they came out in force to validate Hacker’s post.

Their timing couldn’t have been better either. It was election season and presidential hopefuls used the situation to further their own political interests as an outraged public started to boycott the store. The store’s investors bailed out as fast as they could which in turn caused the company’s stocks to plunge.

“Man, I wish I had some money,” Thinker said. “I could buy those stocks when they get really cheap. Then make a nice profit once they return to their normal value.”

“I can get you some money,” Doer said.

Random shook his head. “Slow down, Doer. Thinker is just thinking aloud. Besides, we can’t get enough money to buy shares on the stock market anyway.”

“Not with that kind of attitude.” Doer muttered.

Random shrugged. “Even if we could, it would still be a long wait for the stock prices to go back up.”

Doer rolled his eyes. “What will happen if we make a stock popular? Could we make money that way too?”

Doer’s question hung in the air as everyone realized he may have a good point. If they could destroy a reputation, they could certainly build up a reputation. They still had one major obstacle to overcome.

“I’ll say this slowly,” Doer said. “I can get the money. I know where to go.”

“And I know where we’ll end up!” Thinker said as he mimicked being handcuffed.

Doer shook his head. “We’ll get away clean. Just watch me work. Come on, Random, let’s go.”


Start Up Capital

Doer and Random went to a rough area in another town. The neighborhood was stricken with poverty and violence. And wearing the wrong colors in that area will get you shot. If the police were called, they may take up to several hours to arrive – if they showed up at all.

Doer had an amazing ability to be able to fit in anywhere. He had a sense for danger, kept a low profile, and gave people the respect they deserved. He just happened to know all the right people too. People such as a wannabe magnate nick named Mr. Tycoon. A nondescript individual who dabbled in a number of “completely legitimate” enterprises. His primary service was offering alternative ways to acquire happiness, go on vacations, or relieve stress. The rolls of cash he kept in his pockets were the indication of how well his business was doing.

“Everybody out here warring, man,” Mr. Tycoon said. “My little operation is starting to grow because all the greats have fallen.”

Random didn’t want to stand near Mr. Tycoon should some of his competitors decided to do a hostile takeover of his operations.

Mr. Tycoon chuckled. “I got everything you need, and just about anything you want.”

“And that’s why I came to you, Mr. Tycoon,” Doer said. “I’m wondering if you could help procure something.”

Random jumped when he heard a car backfire as they exited the establishment owned by a nondescript proprietor.

“Why your boy so jumpy?” Mr. Tycoon chuckled at Random.

“That’s just how Random is,” Doer shrugged. “This boy is paranoid about everything.”

“Well, he needs to relax. He’s starting to make me nervous.”

Doer smiled. “I don’t even think the dude knows how to relax.”

Mr. Tycoon gestured toward some women standing near the street corner. “They can show him how for the right price.”

Doer shook his head. “Random is a church boy. He believes in waiting for it until marriage.”

Mr. Tycoon laughed. “You’re a virgin? I don’t do business with kids. You have to become a man first.”

Random looked to Doer for guidance. Doer shrugged his shoulders and said, “It’s up to you.”

Random couldn’t believe he was about to solicit the services of a prostitute. He should have let Doer handle this mess by himself. He looked over his shoulder and saw Mr. Tycoon smiling as he watched him.

“How you doing sugar?” the tallest of the two women asked.

Random swallowed hard and took out his cellphone. “Can I take pictures of you nude?”

The women looked at each other. The shortest one shook her head and nervously chuckled. “I think you’re out of your league,” the tall one said. “We want to party with real men. A little boy like you needs to go home.”

Random nodded his thanks to the ladies. He looked down at the ground, smiled to himself, and quickly walked back to Mr. Tycoon.

Doer burst out laughing the moment Random got back. “I always knew you had no game.” He held his stomach because he was laughing so hard. “I didn’t know it was this bad.”

Mr. Tycoon shook his head. “How can you call yourself a man?”

Random stuttered and stammered to find the right words, but Mr. Tycoon held up his hands to silence him.

“Let me show you how it’s done.” Mr. Tycoon said he was going to get those women to work for him so he could diversify his portfolio.

Random watched Mr. Tycoon approach the two women. “How much money does this dude have?”

“A lot,” Doer replied. “Why?”

“Can you break into his place and make it look like a random robbery?”

Doer chuckled. “Random you stupid. You know he’s going to take those females back to his place.”

Random smiled. “Fun fact: it’s not a crime to take pictures of naked women. Cops can’t arrest you for that.”

Doer shrugged. “So?”

Random grinned deviously. “I asked those women if I could take nude pictures of them. What prostitute, do you know of, will turn down somebody just wanting to take a picture of their body?”

Doer’s eyes widened. “Are you telling me them women over there are undercover cops?”

An array of sirens answered that question.

♣

“I can’t believe y’all robbed that man!” Thinker buried his face in his hands. “That dude will come looking for us because of you idiots!”

Doer laughed like the maniac he was. “His place is about to get set on fire anyway.”

Thinker’s mouth gaped open. “Tell me you had nothing to do with this!”

“You know I’m not connected to it,” Doer shot back. “I just happened to be in the right place at the right time. I overheard someone talking about a few gangs that wanted to burn his place down.”

“Why would they want to do that?” inquired Hacker. He searched his databases for any information about arson cases in the particular area Doer and Random had just left.

“Think about it,” Doer said. “All those rival gangs going to war with each other and Mr. Tycoon is the only one making money? They’re going to shut him down too.”

“Is he going to think we had something to do with it?” Thinker asked. “I mean the dude, for whatever reason, gets picked up on solicitation. He’s going to get out soon.”

“He’s got bigger problems to deal with than us,” Hacker said.

Hacker found out that Mr. Tycoon wasn’t going to be much of a problem for them anymore. The U.S Marshals had orders to place him in WITSEC. It turned out that Mr. Tycoon snitched on a few big fish, and they found out it was him. Hence the reason someone made plans to burn his place down.

“Alright, fine!” Thinker gestured for everyone to be quiet. “Now that we confirmed Mr. Tycoon won’t be a problem. How are we going to justify having all this money?”

“Guess who got a new job.” Doer pointed to Random.


Black Highlighters

Doer’s idea worked well for a cover story to tell people. As long as everyone lived within their means, they wouldn’t draw too much attention to themselves. Thinker was still concerned about how things would look in the end. Someone in some sort of organization would eventually figure out what they were doing to influence the stock market.
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