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CHAPTER ONE
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You don’t want Emily Swenson, Lawyer with Money, to confront you at a breakfast bar. Honestly, you don’t want her to confront you anywhere, because Emily, despite her peach silk blouses and Vogue-layout makeup choices, is an awfully scary lady. But a breakfast bar such as the one I was at, with its all-you-can-eat waffles and syrup packets that you had to individually unwrap, was not the natural habitat of such a person. One doesn’t bump into Emily Swenson in a place that sells an omelet called “The Heart Attack.” If you encounter her there, it means that she was looking for you.


I might have had a head wound, but I could at least put that together. Also, she had slid over a note that said: “Would you like to become an industrial spy?”


So there’s that.
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My name is Dahlia Moss. I’m twenty-six years old, burdened with college debt, and I am not a detective. Previously, I would have led off with “not a detective,” and also I would have written it in all caps. Maybe underlined it.


But now I’ve successfully solved two cases. Yes, they were solved somewhat violently and very chaotically, but murderers were caught and deaths were avenged. Maybe I should stop saying that I’m not a detective altogether, but it still feels true.


We’ll get to Emily’s note in a second, but we also need to talk about my head wound, because you and I need to get on the same page.


As you may or may not know, I was a bit concussed at the end of my last adventure. It’s unseemly for me to be going on about it now, a full story later, because Sam Spade gets concussed three or four times a book, and after about three paragraphs he never mentions it again. There are rules about that sort of thing, which is that detectives aren’t supposed to complain about minor injuries from previous books.


Forget that, says I. And who knows, maybe Sam Spade couldn’t remember the earlier concussions. Maybe he had some memory-loss issues. This can happen, or at least, that’s what I’ve read on WebMD.


Anyway, my head smarted, and while I had felt worlds better after getting a nice night of sleep, I’m not going to pretend I wasn’t thinking about my vaguely blurry vision for the sake of your narrative smoothness. The head injury was a thing, and it’s going to stay a thing for the rest of this story. So get used to it.


That clear? Now let’s talk about the note.


“Would you like to become an industrial spy?”


First, who walks around with notes like that? Emily Swenson, obviously. Maybe she had them for every occasion, and if she had reached in the wrong pocket I would have gotten a note that said: “Up for some arson?” or “I need a man killed.”


To be fair to Emily, it wasn’t like this was printed on a custom-made card. She had jotted it down on the back of a napkin. Presumably because she didn’t want everyone else at the table to hear her probably illegal, certainly unethical offer.


I had been having breakfast with Charice and Daniel, who were being more lovey in public than should be allowed before ten in the morning. I’m not entirely against public forms of affection, but in broad daylight?


Charice pretended not to notice my surprise at the note as I excused myself from the table.


“Oh, Emily,” I said. “You are here to return that library book I loaned you?”


“Sure,” said Emily. “That’s why I’m here. You want to step out with me for a second?”


I would say that my roommate, Charice, pretended not to be interested, but I’m not sure she was pretending at all because she was basically wearing Daniel on her face. From the looks of it, Emily Swenson could have opened a suitcase full of money and said, “I need you to turn this into cocaine,” and Charice still wouldn’t have been interested.


We stepped out to Emily’s car, which was precisely the sort of luxury car that a super-rich person who doesn’t care about cars would purchase. It was simultaneously silver and nondescript and yet paradoxically made of money. It smelled like lemon verbena on the inside, and the leather seats were already warm.


“So,” I said, “how have you been?”


Emily smirked, amused by my need to make small talk.


“Let’s talk about the job I have in mind for you.”


This was probably for the best, because I couldn’t tell you the first personal detail about Emily Swenson, which made shooting the breeze somewhat challenging. Sometimes you encounter people in life who are nothing but surface. Beautiful polished people with nothing underneath. Emily Swenson wasn’t that exactly—there was plenty going on in there, but hell if I had any clue what it was.


“Sure,” I said. “You want me to be an industrial spy? Is this what you do, incidentally? Just go around giving people odd requests?”


“Not everyone,” said Emily. “Just people with talent and no criminal records.”


I preened at the talent line more than I should. But, like they say, flattery gets you everywhere. And not having a criminal record is almost always a boon.


“What are you looking for?” I asked.


“It’s not what I’m looking for, Dahlia. It’s never about what I’m looking for. It’s about what the client is looking for.”


“Who’s the client?”


“Some general advice—that’s rarely a question that you should ask when someone approaches you with a task they’ve surreptitiously written on a napkin.”


“I like to know who I’m working for.”


“You’re working for me,” said Emily simply.


“And you’re working for?”


“Someone who wishes to remain nameless.”


“Is it Satan?” I asked.


“Please,” said Emily, “you think Satan doesn’t already have people?”


“Well, what’s this about, then?”


“There’s a small game-development company here in St. Louis called Cahaba Apps. Ever hear of it?”


I hadn’t actually, but I didn’t pay much attention to local stuff, which was mostly racist and depressing in equal parts.


“Not at all,” I said.


“You haven’t heard of a game called Ruby Rails? I thought you might have played it.”


I knew that Emily Swenson wasn’t trying to start something, but telling someone that “you thought they might have played Ruby Rails” was effectively just spitting in their face and calling them a filthy casual. Ruby Rails was the sort of game that your grandma would play, assuming she could figure out her phone.


I had played it, actually. Honestly, everyone sort of had. It was the new Bejeweled. Not a match-three game, but the same kind of idea. It was only halfway a game—it was mostly kind of a Zen-like activity.


In the game, you’re running a train system, and you’re delivering gems—in games like these it’s always either gems or candy—from mines to towns. And you’re delivering people to mines. And you build houses and hotels, kind of like Monopoly. Actually describing it makes the game seem complicated—because you need more gems to build more track, that’s important—but in practice it’s incredibly straightforward and relaxing. It’s like it had been developed by Enya.


It’s the sort of game you play while waiting in line at the DMV is what I’m saying.


“Yes, Emily,” I told her. “I am familiar with Ruby Rails.”


“See,” said Emily. “I knew you would be perfect for this.”


“What is this?”


“The company that developed the game is based here in St. Louis, and they’ve been purchased by a larger developer, who had a plan for the IP. They’re developing a new game together, and there appears to be some holdups.”


“Holdups like?”


“The new game is significantly behind schedule, and I’ve heard that the company is entirely dysfunctional. I’d like you to go in there and let me know what’s happening.”


This didn’t sound so undoable. It’s not like I would be breaking into a safe and stealing company secrets. Although, the whole thing was still a lot to take before waffles.


“Okay,” I said. “First of all, I don’t know what you know about the gaming industry, but under what possible auspices could I possibly be there? I can’t code; I’m not an artist; I can’t play a musical instrument, much less compose.”


“I’ve never understood,” said Emily, addressing me with those engulfing green eyes of hers, “why you also so strongly point out all the things you cannot do. If you outlined the things you could do with half the enthusiasm of your failings, you wouldn’t need my little job.”


As insights went, this was both depressingly accurate and yet entirely off the mark. Accurate because Emily was certainly right—it was easy to get me going on all the things I’ve failed at. But off the mark because I wasn’t at all disappointed about Emily’s job. I was excited.


“I just want to make sure I have a good cover story,” I said. “What will I be doing?”


“You’ll be a secretary,” said Emily. “Receptionist, actually. And just as a temp, for a few days.”


Excellent. Answering phones is definitely something I was qualified for.


“And what am I looking for?”


“On day one? Just get the lay of the land.”


Before I could ask any more questions, Emily Swenson gave me a check. I’m not going to put the amount here, because (1) I’m starting to worry that the IRS might be reading these things and (2) it was not lay-of-the-land money. From the amount of money, arson was, to my mind, still on the menu.


“What do you want on day two?” I asked. “Me to kill a guy?”


“The client would like some code,” said Emily. “And by some code, I mean all the code. As much code as you can get.”


Okay, so maybe I would be breaking into a safe and stealing secrets.


“You want me to steal the code of an upcoming game? That’s … incredibly illegal. It’s probably two or three felonies.”


“No one is going to use the code that’s stolen,” said Emily. “It’s not as if the client is going to publish it or steal from it or leak it onto the Internet. They just want to take a peek, to see if they can figure out what keeps delaying the game.”


Despite Emily’s suggestion that I didn’t need to worry about the identity of the client, I couldn’t help but wonder: Who else but the parent company would care why the game was being delayed in the first place?


Emily could read my mind, as ever.


“I can’t give you details,” said Emily. “But our client is not so external a party as you might imagine. The developers are being very cagey about the code, and there’s an idea that perhaps someone is sabotaging the game from the inside.”


“You want me to become an industrial spy to catch an industrial spy?”


“You fight fire with fire,” said Emily crisply.















CHAPTER TWO
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You fight fire with water, incidentally. People who are fond of fighting fire with fire just like to watch things burn.


But I took the job because I wanted the money, and maybe I like watching things burn myself.
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I slept the way someone recovering from a concussion slept, which is very, very deeply. I didn’t do a lot of research for my role as receptionist, because this was exactly the kind of job I had been applying to for ages. I used to dream about getting a job like this. Admittedly, that was after I had given up any hope of getting a job that was actually desirable, but still. This was the part I was born to play.


I tried to do a little research into Cahaba Apps (I said, “Siri, tell me about Cahaba Apps”) but I was tired and I had gotten the impression that Emily wanted me to go in blind. Cloak-and-dagger or no, Emily could have given me specific ideas about what I was trying to observe, and she didn’t. Emily was no fool, and if she wanted me to go in without a lot of presupposed notions, maybe that was for the best.


The sleep was amazing. I almost recommend getting a concussion just so you can experience it. Keyword “almost.”
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I’d always had this dream about getting hired for this sort of job. In the dream I would always show up with a bagful of pastries. People love pastries. You can screw up a lot of things on your first day, but if you brought in a cinnamon stick and a couple of crullers you’re a folk hero. Yes, it comes off as trying a little too hard, but what did I care? This receptionist thing was a ruse, and so I could try as hard as I wanted.


I stopped by La Patisserie Chouquette and picked up a grab bag of delectables that I thought would get me out of any situation. I actually wore the silver metallic houndstooth blouse that Jonah Long, Murdered Victim, had gotten me way back when. I had never really liked the blouse—it was chichi, sure, but not really my style, which is why I had to load up on things I did like. So: black khakis, silver blouse, and a gray toile scarf that I’m inclined to tell people I wear ironically, although really I have a serious thing for toile. Frankly, I thought I looked pretty good. Not Peggy Olson “Deal With It” good, but close. I was honestly thinking of taking a selfie; that’s how pleased I was.


Also, I was wearing makeup.


The people at Cahaba were going to be blown the fuck away.
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The people at Cahaba were not blown the fuck away. In fact, I would say that they did not even blow lightly in the breeze.


Cahaba was on the second floor of an office building tucked off Gravois; it was a generic uninspiring space—the ground floor was a dog-grooming service—hardly the cultural hotbed of the city, but I was excited. This was a job. Yes, I had acquired it sort of unethically, but I was a working girl. I was doubly a working girl. Dahlia Moss, jobless no more!


I had gotten there a half hour early, and while I suppose I should have been nervous ascending the stairway up to Cahaba Apps, I was positively buoyant.


I really had no idea what to expect. Getting there so early, in fact, I wasn’t entirely sure I could even get in. Maybe I would be the first person there? I would have to wait for another employee to show up. How impressed everyone would be! What a studious new employee we have, they would say.


But the door was open.


There was an empty Herman Miller corner cubicle that someone had sort of shoved in front of the door that, I supposed, was meant to create a reception desk, and so I went there and sat down in front of it.


And then nothing happened. I had imagined that there would be a surge of interest in my arrival, but this did not prove to be the case. Not only was there no interest, but also there was no anything. No one.


I was wearing makeup and a scarf, however, and I was not about to let this all go to waste. I ventured deeper into the offices and found, at another Herman Miller cubicle creation, a guy in a white dress shirt fast asleep.


“Hello?” I said.


“I’m awake!” said the man, his head shooting up with such a start that he could possibly get whiplash. Although, keep in mind, this is concussed Dahlia here, so head injury is on my brain.


“Hi there,” I said. “I’m Dahlia Moss—the new receptionist.”


He just looked me. He was black, bald—with a good head for it—and wearing round gold-rimmed Harry Potter glasses. Those, eventually, would suit him too, but at the moment they had left little marks on his skin where his face had been pressed against his desk.


“Who are you?” he asked, despite the fact we had just gone over this.


“Dahlia Moss,” I told him. “I’m the new receptionist.”


“What happened to Cynthia?”


“I have no idea,” I said, and handed him a cinnamon stick. “Can I get you some coffee?”


To be clear, I don’t think it’s the receptionist’s job to go around fetching people coffee, but if there ever was a guy who needed coffee, this was it.


“Oh my God, yes,” said the guy. “Please.”


He still hadn’t introduced himself, which was fine. We’d come to it.


“Where’s the coffee maker?”


“The back left corner,” he said, rubbing his eyes.


I slipped back there and observed, along the way, that there was another cubicle that adjoined his, where there was another man, also sleeping. It was hard to tell much about this sleeper except that he was white, with ginger hair and either a large beard or a very disgusting pillow. I didn’t wake him up and made my way to the coffee maker.


They were out of coffee, which I could see would be a problem. I searched through the shelves until I found some candy-cane-flavored coffee from Archer Farms that had probably been sitting there since last Christmas. I was betting there was a coffee mother lode somewhere, but I wasn’t going to wake up anyone to find it, and so candy-cane coffee it was. I didn’t know how Harry Potter took his coffee, and so I made it the way I would drink it, with lots of cream and no sugar.


“Coffee, good sir,” I said. “I’m Dahlia Moss. I’m not sure you caught that the first time.”


“Dahlia,” he said, putting the coffee to his mouth the way a lamprey would ingest blood. “Thank you. Fuck, is there peppermint in this?”


“Flavored coffee was the best I could find. You’re not allergic to peppermint, are you?”


“It just brings up bad memories,” said the guy. “I’m sorry, I’m Quintrell King. Nice to meet you.”


I really wanted to ask about the bad peppermint memories, which I would generally attribute to an office Christmas party gone horribly wrong, but I decided that was a little too personal. Besides which, the guy had just woken up.


“Dahlia Moss,” I said, for like the fourteenth time now. “Why is everyone asleep?”


“Most people stayed here overnight,” said Quintrell. “We’re a little under the eight ball here. Do you have my clothes?”


“I’m sorry, what?”


“My clothes. You’re filling in for Cynthia, right?”


“I guess so, yes,” I said, feeling less certain than when I came in. “She’s the receptionist, right?”


“Yep. So you should have my clothes. Maybe check under her desk.”


This invited a number of follow-up questions, such as why would Cynthia have Black Harry Potter’s clothes under her desk (was Cynthia Ginny?), but I did not feel that it was my place to ask them.


I made my way back to the Herman Miller cubicle station that was the receptionist’s desk and found an enormous clear bag filled with clothing. The bag looked like it had been professionally cleaned—everything had been carefully and fastidiously folded. It resembled my clean laundry in the same way that Metropolis resembles Gotham City. One of these things is perfect, and the other a nightmarish dystopia. At any rate, if they expected me to fold laundry this well, the folks at Cahaba were about to be grievously disappointed.


I brought the bag over to Quintrell, still not quite able to work out what was going on, precisely. There was also a teal ikat-patterned dress in the bag, and so I figured that this was probably more than just his laundry. That or Harry Potter had a kinky side.


“Mine is a gray dress shirt,” said Quintrell. “Looks just like this,” he said, pointing to the dress shirt he was wearing, before adding: “but gray.”


Quintrell King apparently expected that I was going to go through all of this laundry to pick out his shirt.


He was wrong.


“You can find it,” I said, going for a kindly, helpful tone while simultaneously dumping the bag on the table.


The ginger-bearded dude suddenly popped up. He really did have a long pointed beard and looked like a really haggard Christmas elf. He was older than Quintrell, probably in his midforties, although his lack of sleep couldn’t be doing him any favors.


“How long was I out for?” said the ugliest elf.


“Two hours,” said Quintrell.


Elf guy looked around wildly and seemed surprised, and maybe even a little frightened, to find me standing there.


“Who’s the scarf?” he asked.


I was feeling a little overdressed now. Receptionists were supposed to look nice, I thought. I mean, that’s one of the whole goals of the job, right? Best face forward and all of that. But I was starting to feel a little bit foolish compared to these guys, who were dressed like badly rumpled clowns. Well, they had dress shirts, but they were definitely clowns. No question.


The toile scarf was overselling it.


“I am Dahlia Moss,” I told the elf. “Who’s the rumpled pants?”


Christmas Elf seemed to recognize that I did not appreciate his attempt at metonymy, and answered: “My name’s Gary. I shouldn’t have called you a scarf, I’m sorry. I’m tired.”


Maybe I should have been more irritated, but Gary and Quintrell really did look like they had been through a sleep-deprived hell, and so I asked:


“Did you guys both just sleep here?”


“Yes,” said Gary.


“That’s why we need clothes,” said Quintrell.


“Are you both homeless?” I asked.


“We might as well be. No one here ever leaves.”


“This is the doomed Flying Dutchman of software development,” said Gary. Then he started singing. “Keep the boys spinning in their only little world, Whoa-oh-whoa! Whoa-oh-whoa!”


Usually when people break into song, it’s out of a sort of musical optimism. But Gary managed to approach the task with equal parts of depression and delirium.


Quintrell actually looked like he was crying a little. Not sadness crying, just eye-pain crying. “I’m so tired,” he said softly.


Gary continued to sing. “Tie them up, so they won’t say a word. Whoa-oh-whoa. Whoa!”


Quintrell dug through the bag and found his shirt, which was indeed exactly like his other shirt. He also found a pair of khakis, a pair of orange Hawaiian-print boxers, and some brown dress socks. Then he took the pile of clothes and headed into a bathroom.


“What fresh hell awaits today?” said Quintrell.


Gary also looked like he might be close to crying and seemed to be having a lot more trouble with the bag.


“I don’t even remember what clothes are mine anymore. Cynthia would label them for us.”


“Well, I’m not Cynthia,” I told him. This sounded a little harsher than I wanted, and so I handed him a sticky bun. “And I can’t label anything because I don’t even know who works here.”


“Where is Cynthia?” asked Gary. “We can’t go on without her, you know. She’s the figurehead that holds this whole thing together.”


“I don’t know where Cynthia is,” I told him. Although, if she had any sense, I would have guessed very, very far from here.


“Figurehead like on a pirate ship,” said Gary. “Like a mermaid.”


“Uh-huh,” I said.


“I’m just continuing to develop my ‘doomed ghost ship’ metaphor.”


“Well, I’m your new mermaid,” I told him. “Although, I think of myself as more of a hydra.”


“Cynthia was just here last night,” said Gary. “It’s very strange.”


“I don’t know,” I said, and I wasn’t about to dispute the strangeness with him. This place was strange. Strangeness was seeping from the walls, like blood in a haunted mansion.


Gary went through the bag and eventually came up with an ensemble of what he hoped were his clothes.


“As Quintrell is monopolizing the men’s room, and I have no intention of using the ladies’, I plan to change right here. I would suggest leaving my cubicle, for fear of seeing my sad, tired, sagging, and pale body.”


I did not think that this plan of his was ethical (hello, Human Resources!) or for that matter, sanitary, but I don’t fight every battle. At worst, these were plans to be dealt with after I had been given some sort of orientation.
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I went back to my desk and searched to see if there was perhaps some sort of documentation that Cynthia, errant mermaid, had left for me. I couldn’t find anything, and I even searched on the computer, like a real goddamned secretary. There was nothing, not even a welcome and good luck. And more curiously, there were signs that Cynthia hadn’t planned on leaving at all. There was a half can of Diet Sprite on the desk, for example. A cartoonishly floral gauze scarf. And there was a signed picture of Mark Harmon in her work space. None of it was stuff that I would value, but they were probably all things that Cynthia would want back, give or take the Sprite.


I shouldn’t go out seeking mysteries at every turn, especially since they seemed to be good at finding me regardless, but I couldn’t help but wonder: Why wasn’t Cynthia here? Had Emily bribed her into leaving to make a spot for me?


She could be on vacation, perhaps, but Gary didn’t seem to expect that she was leaving.


And people didn’t usually take vacations on the Flying Dutchman.


They walked the plank.
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I hadn’t worked up much more of a theory than that when a small, catlike woman came up behind me and said, “You must be Cynthia Two.”


She was very small—just over five feet—and black, with an extremely short and chic Afro. She was definitely more assembled than the men had been—she was wearing a jade top with navy pants—and even had on some makeup, but she definitely still looked rumpled and tired.


“How much sleep did you get?” I asked her.


“I don’t like to count,” said the woman. “It just upsets me. Vanetta Jones,” she said, not bothering to extend a hand to me. “I run all of this.”


Vanetta made a grand gesture toward the sad nexus of cubicles, and from the back I heard Gary fall over, apparently tripping as he got into his pants. I didn’t know her well enough to tell if this gesture was meant to be ironic or if she was actually proud. Or delusional, which is certainly a possibility at low levels of sleep. So I answered very cautiously:


“Software development must be very exciting.”


I had described Vanettta Jones as catlike, but I want to make clear that I don’t mean a little tabby with a name like “Gumpkin” or “Miss Onyx.” I’m thinking of a puma, with a name like “what the fuck do you care you’re about to be clawed by a puma.” Because she sort of growled her answer at me.


“You have No. Idea.”


And this sounded extremely ominous.


“So,” I said, “what exactly should I be doing right now?”


Vanetta looked at me, and I have to stop with the cat metaphor, but I do think that she was considering eating me.


“I was told you wouldn’t need any training.”


“Well,” I said, feeling like I was in junior high, “obviously I don’t need training. I mean, I know how to secretary.”


Vanetta narrowed her eyes at me.


“Good,” she said.


“Yes, good,” I told her. “Very good. Here, have a sticky bun.”


I took a sticky bun out of my basket of pastries, and Vanetta looked at it. Then she looked at me. I had expected, given this reception, that she would reject my goodwill offering. She sort of did, actually, but that was only because she took the entire basket of baked goods and left me holding the bun.


She tore into an éclair.


“Right,” I said, still holding the bun. “So, keeping in mind that I don’t need training, what is it that you would like for me to do? Precisely. Right now.”


The éclair actually seemed to do a lot of good toward Vanetta’s mood, because her face relaxed. “Food is good,” said Vanetta. “Food. Good.”


“It’s been popular in Europe for years,” I told her.


“Answer the phones. Get everyone clean clothes. Food is good. Maybe some pizza. The most important thing is probably to keep up morale.”


“Keep up morale,” I repeated dumbly. I put down the sticky bun next to Mark Harmon. “How is morale?” I asked.


“Morale is low,” said Vanetta. “Very, very low,” she said, shoving more éclair into her than was probably wise. “Keeping it up isn’t even the right word. It’s not up to keep. You’re trying to stop the last drops of morale from seeping away.”


“I see,” I said.


“You might have to actually plunge the morale up.”


“You should get some more sleep,” I told Vanetta.


“Can’t sleep,” she said. “There’s too much work to be done. But thanks for the éclair. And let everyone know there’s a staff meeting in a half hour. You’ll probably have to rouse Archie yourself.”


Vanetta then took her clothes—the ikat dress and more navy slacks—and walked, with a surprising amount of dignity for someone wearing no shoes, toward the bathroom.


And it struck me that it was not going to take a first-class industrial spy to suss out the secrets of Cahaba Apps. It was going to be hemorrhaging its secrets without me doing much at all.















CHAPTER THREE
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In lieu of any proper orientation, I thought maybe I would sort through these clothes. Now that I understood that this wasn’t some sort of “she has girl parts, let’s make her do our laundry” situation, I figured what the heck. Besides which, I wasn’t even sure how many people worked here, and sorting through the clothes would give me an idea.


There were only two things left in the bag, and it was exceptionally easy to figure out which garments matched each other.


First off, there was a floral dashiki. Everyone else’s clothing had been business professional, but here we were with a floral dashiki. It was somewhat subdued, as much as a floral dashiki can be, with slate-blue flowers on indigo—and it was decidedly masculine. But certainly more outré than everyone else’s clothes. Clearly, this went with the yellow, vinyl parachute pants, because once you’ve decided you’re wearing a dashiki to work, why bother with professional pants?


The only remaining outfit was a suit with matching dress pants. Blue plaid, zingy as hell, from Burberry. The people these outfits went to were both stylish, that was clear. But one of them was also rich, and it was certainly not parachute man.


It got trickier when it came to the unmentionables, which I will naturally mention. The socks were easy, because one pair looked very expensive, and one pair was ratty. But the underwear was tricky, because there was only one pair. I was inclined to guess that dashiki dude was the most likely to go commando, given his relative laxness in attire, but there was something about the banana-print briefs that just seemed to fit into the whole aesthetic.


I took the clothes, briefs and all, and brought them to Quintrell.


“Who wears a blue dashiki?”


“Archie Bakis,” said Quintrell. “He’s our art director.”


“And his office is where?”


Quintrell looked frozen, as if he had been trapped in a lie.


“What’s wrong?” I asked.


“Nothing’s wrong,” said Quintrell, sounding like something was wrong.


“So where is Archie’s office again?”


“It’s around the corner,” said Quintrell. “Over on the south side of the building, but you probably won’t find him there.”


I had mountains upon mountains of sleep compared to these goons, but I still didn’t have endless patience.


“Okay,” I said. “So tell me where he is.”


“I don’t want to,” said Quintrell. He sounded more frightened than belligerent, and so I said:


“You have nothing to fear from me. I just want to get these clothes taken care of.”


Quintrell answered slowly and cautiously, like a gerbil surrounded by a wall of cats.


“You might check the floor in Vanetta’s office.”


“Why would he be on the floor in Vanetta’s office?”


“I don’t ask.”
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It was clear, however, what Archie Bakis was doing on the floor in Vanetta’s office. He was sleeping, with three sofa cushions pushed against the wall, with curtains draped only somewhat over his nether regions.


He was shirtless and drooling, and this is rarely a look that I would describe as sexy—spit pooling on the pillow in front of you, but, Jesus, was Archie Bakis a fine-looking man. He looked like the sleeping, drooling star of a telenovela, his curly black hair the sort of thing that you just wanted to go over and ruffle.


“Sticky bun?” I asked him.


Sexy or not, Archie continued to sleep. He rolled over, though, and I saw the full brunt of his abs, which was something.


I jabbed his face with the sticky bun.


“Hey, buddy,” I said.


He opened his eyes at me slowly, dreamily, and said, “Who is this strange woman in my bed?”


“I’m Nu-Cynthia,” I told him. “Get up. There’s a staff meeting.”


I wasn’t sure what was going on under those curtains, and it would have been very unprofessional of me to check. But the question was moot, because Archie Bakis just lay in bed and smiled at me.


“What happened to the old Cynthia? I want Cynthia Prime.”


“I don’t know,” I told him. “People keep asking me that.”


“Isn’t the first question you always ask in a job interview ‘what happened to the person I’m replacing?’” asked Archie, who, God help me, was stretching now, which caused his pecs to swell to the size of eggplants.


“I, uh…” I didn’t know what Archie was talking about, because eggplant pecs, and so I threw the clothes at him and said, “Get dressed. Also—is this underwear yours, or?”


“It is now,” said Archie.


[image: ]


I got out of there, because I had no business hanging about with shirtless dreamy boys, because my romantic situation is jacked up enough as it is. I’m not really involved in a love triangle so much as I’m involved in a “like triangle.” Which is sort of like a love triangle, but without people being idiots. And besides which, unless someone involved here is bisexual, it’s never really a triangle anyway, is it? It’s a love V. It’s not like I’m worried that Nathan Willing, sexy biologist, and Anson Shuler, inexplicably sort-of-alluring police detective were going to run off together.


But I digress. I had one suit left, and so I went prowling around the remaining offices looking for the dapper Dan that matched up to it.


As I combed my way through the rest of the offices, which weren’t large, I kept thinking of Gary’s Flying Dutchman metaphor. Because there were a lot of empty and abandoned workstations, and I wondered what that meant.


Quintrell had run at the sight of me this time—who knows where suit guy was sleeping—and God knows what had happened to Christmas Elf Gary—and so I just combed through the place on my own. I felt pretty sure I had found the office of suit guy—there was an honest-to-gosh gold nameplate on the door that said “Lawrence Ussary, President.” And inside there was an absurdly lux-looking mahogany desk, a plush red chair with gold button ornamentation, and a very large glass statue of what was a very impressionistic take on a melting naked woman. But cool. The statue was modern and classy. This looked like the office of someone who would wear a suit from Burberry.


“Hello,” I said, checking the floor behind the desk, to see if Lawrence Ussary might have been asleep behind it. Who knew how many more naked sleeping men I could rouse in a day? No dice. So I left the suit in the closet and went back to my desk.


Quintrell and Gary were waiting there for me.


“We have a staff meeting,” said Gary.


“Yeah, okay,” I told them, forgetting momentarily that I, too, was staff.


“You go in first,” said Quintrell. “Make sure Archie is dressed.”


Usually I don’t go in for these sorts of “you go first” situations, but “see if Archie is dressed” is just the sort of risk I can endure. Even so, I asked:


“Why can’t you check yourself?”


“We’re not supposed to know that he sleeps in there,” said Quintrell.


Offices were weird.


I came in to find him dressed, dashiki and parachute pants and all, and standing on a table to get the curtains hung back up.


“All clear,” I said, and Gary and Quintrell filed in behind me. Vanetta, who I hadn’t realized was in the room, bobbed up from her desk, apparently taking the thirty seconds of downtime as a moment to rest.


“All right, gang,” said Vanetta. “Everyone sit down. We’ve got a lot of news to cover.”


“Where’s Cynthia?” asked Archie.


“Cynthia has been fired,” said Vanetta.


“Oh no,” said Gary. “Everybody loves Cynthia. We need Cynthia.”


“It was Lawrence, wasn’t it?” said Quintrell paling. “Lawrence has fired another one.”


“It wasn’t Lawrence,” said Vanetta simply. “I fired her.”


This created a lot of shock in a room so small. Gary sat down on the sofa across from Vanetta’s desk—covered with the cushions that Archie had been sleeping on earlier. Quintrell pulled up a chair. Even Archie Bakis got a little upright, leaning against the wall for support.


“Why would you fire Cynthia?” he asked.


“I can’t say,” said Vanetta. “But I promise you that it wasn’t done lightly.”


“We’re all going to be fired,” said Quintrell. “Every last one of us. Ever since Digital Endeavors bought us out, we’re just living on borrowed time.”


“Oh, buck up,” said Vanetta. “That’s not even the bombshell. If you can’t handle that, you have no hope of surviving the hard part of this.”


“Hope,” said Gary, “is the worst of all evils because it prolongs the torments of man.”


“We haven’t had the hard part yet?” asked Quintrell,


“Nietzsche,” said Gary, who couldn’t let a quote go unattributed.


“Thank you for sharing the useful teachings of Friedrich Nietzsche with us at this time,” said Vanetta. “And nope, we haven’t hit the worst of it, Quint, because I’ve got some more bad news.”


“This game is too far behind schedule,” said Gary. “We can’t handle any bombshells. We’re stressed out and running on fumes as it is, Vanetta.”


Vanetta, who had been projecting an air of calculated serenity to this point, suddenly looked tired and exhausted herself. “You think I don’t know that, Gary? You think I’m not dead inside, too? You think I’m getting more sleep than you?”


“I don’t know what you do in this room when you close the doors,” said Gary. “I don’t know.”


“We’re all doomed,” said Quintrell, to no one at all, really. He was just speaking quietly to himself. “Peppermint Planes is never going to be complete and we’re all going to be fired.”


“Buck up, Quintrell,” said Archie this time, and I got the impression that this was something that was said a lot. “That’s just your sleeplessness talking.”


Everyone seemed to be getting ever more irritated, and ever more charged. I felt like I should have defused the situation, but I was out of baked goods, and I could barely follow along as it was.


“Has the meeting started yet?” I asked. “Do you guys want to wait for Lawrence Ussary? I was never able to find him.”


I had inadvertently stumbled upon the right thing to say, because this provoked paroxysms of laughter from the Cahaba crowd.


“No,” said Vanetta. “We’re not going to wait on Lawrence.” She was wiping tears from her eyes. They all were. I understood that they were all dangerously tired, but even so, I didn’t get the joke.


“Why not?” I asked. “What’s the matter with Lawrence? Is he … dead?”


“He’s not dead,” said Gary. “What the hell’s the matter with you?”


What was the matter with me was that I have participated in one murder mystery too many. When people this sleep deprived start questioning you, it’s time to check yourself.


“Right, sorry,” I said. “So why isn’t Lawrence here?”


“Lawrence is never here,” said Archie evenly. Archie definitely seemed like the most emotionally stable of this lot, and I don’t think that I’m grading him on a curve because of his dreaminess. “We do the work. Lawrence just comes and goes.”


“We don’t have time to wait for him. I have some very alarming news,” Vanetta said, passing out sheets of paper to all of us. “Over the weekend—late Saturday night, in fact—the spouse of an employee here at Digital Endeavors posted this blog post to the Internet. Read it and weep.”


[image: ]


Digital Endeavors Is Eating Its Employees Alive




I am the spouse of an employee of Digital Endeavors—husband, wife, girlfriend, boyfriend—I’d rather not say, because I know how much blowback I should expect for whistle-blowing on the company. But I wanted to share our family’s experiences with Digital Endeavors, which, even in an industry known for mistreating its employees, is shocking.


My partner was hired by Digital Endeavors some time ago, when the company he/she worked for was purchased by DE. At the time we had thought this was a godsend. The studio we had worked for before was hardscrabble—good people with great ideas—just not much in the way of resources. The insurance was garbage, the dental plan the sort of thing that would make a hygienist sigh. And while the working environment was amazing, with so few staff and games in production, everyone’s job perpetually hung in the balance. If the next game, the next app failed—or even didn’t meet expectations—jobs were at risk.


We didn’t resent anyone for this. The software world is scary—no one promises you a rose garden when you go into it—and this was just how it was.


But then we had success after success and along came DE, who bought the company out.


And the dental plan got awesome.


After the novocaine wore off, however, we started to realize that the DE takeover was not such a great thing after all. All the people were the same, we were grateful for that, but the projects began to change. Our next app, which was supposed to be a simple and relatively straightforward update of an existing project, became ever more complicated with the company’s guidance. We were told to chase trends and pursue synergies. I could give you specific examples that are so ridiculous you’d laugh—and maybe call me a liar, or both—but I won’t because I want to keep my anonymity.


As our game got ever more complicated—ever more on trend—and less and less recognizable from what it was supposed to be—the time needed to complete the project ballooned and ballooned. More coding, more music, more art assets, more development. And the number of staff working on the project stayed the same. Or shrunk.


People were let go, or transferred away to work on other doomed projects by other companies DE had bought out, and our hardscrabble little company footed the bill. Forty-hour weeks became sixty-hour weeks. More people were let go, and then they became seventy-hour weeks. People complained and DE’s response was to actually add more edicts into the app.


My spouse is now regularly pulling a ninety-hour workweek. We’re not being compensated; we’re not even being afforded comp time. We’re just being told “this is how it is.”


Our lives are in total disarray. I’ve never seen my husband/wife like this. And from what I’m hearing, the game is getting further and further behind because exhausted programmers are making mistakes, introducing more bugs into the code even as they try to solve problems.


And the worst of it is: I don’t think our story is unique. From what I’ve heard, it’s happening everywhere. Company wide. Digital Endeavors is destroying its human capital even as it brings home 3.6 billion dollars a year in profit.


$3,600,000,000. Look at all those zeroes. We’re not working for a hardscrabble mom-and-pop software anymore. We’re cogs in a wheel, working for an enormous corporation. And we’re being treated worse than ever before.


No dental plan is worth that.







DE must be stopped. Whatever the cost.




















CHAPTER FOUR
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Quintrell, whom I was beginning to associate with overreaction, punctuated my reading of this document many times with statements like: “Oh shit,” and “This is not good,” and even “Hell’s bells,” which was not a thing that I thought people actually said.


I’m a quick reader, and tried to use my free moments to study everyone’s reactions. Quintrell, true to his interjections, looked alarmed, as though he expected this document to challenge the ground beneath us. Gary was serene, looking like a doomsayer whose predictions had finally been vindicated. Archie was just dreamy; that’s probably bad detective work, because surely something was going on behind those brown eyes of his, but my read was mostly “dreamy.”


Vanetta, on the other hand, was doing the same exercise I was. She wasn’t just passing along this memo; she was checking for a reaction. Was this why Cynthia was fired? Probably not a question that a receptionist should ask.


“Has it really been this bad?” I asked.


Which was also probably a question that a receptionist shouldn’t ask.


“It’s not been bad here at all,” said Quintrell anxiously. “It’s been a privilege to work here. Every day is a joy.”


“It’s been hell,” said Gary.


“Who posted this?” I asked. “Do we know that it came from here?”


Vanetta looked surprised by this question, and I couldn’t tell if I had said something incredibly stupid or incredibly canny. But clearly I had hit one of the margins.


“That’s an excellent question,” mused Vanetta. “Why is it that the temp secretary is asking the most salient question here?”


“I’m in shock,” said Quintrell.


“It’s probably because she’s slept a little,” said Gary.


Vanetta ignored this crack. “We don’t know where it came from, who posted it. But I’ll tell you where my bosses at DE think it came from. They think it came from here.”


“Why do they think that?” I asked.


“It does sound like us,” said Quintrell. “Wonderful people!”


“It sounds pretty vague to me,” said Archie. “It could be lots of places. Digital Endeavors does this to everybody. That’s their modus operandi.”


“Where’d you hear that?” asked Gary.


“Lots of people,” said Archie. “Don’t you ask around?”


“When,” said Gary, “would I have had time to ask around?”


“When would any of us have had time to write a letter this cogent?” asked Archie.


“Not you,” said Vanetta. “Spouses. Significant others. Gary, you have a wife. Archie, you have, well, various situations going.”


“It’s not my wife,” said Gary. “Honey Badger don’t care. She didn’t even get angry that time Lawrence ‘accidentally’ drugged me.”


“You call your wife Honey Badger?” I asked.


“Sometimes,” said Gary a bit sheepishly. “And she calls me Cobra. It’s our thing.”


“I’m in the clear,” said Quintrell. “No love for me. Hell, at this point, if I were to take a girl to bed, I’d dump the girl and just take the bed.”


“Don’t talk about beds,” said Gary. “Just don’t. I can’t handle it.”


“It could be your mom or someone,” said Vanetta.


“You don’t have to be insulting about it,” said Quintrell. “I’ve had girlfriends. Lots of girlfriends. I just don’t have one now because I never leave this building. I mean, going outside is a key component of meeting people.”


“Not for Vanetta,” said Archie.


“Listen,” snapped Vanetta. “I don’t want to pry into your personal lives, and I’m not going to speculate about what kinds of girlfriends or boyfriends or what you’ve got going on there—”


“Girlfriends,” said the guys.


“Why would you even say boyfriends?” asked Archie.


“Solidly girlfriends,” said Gary.


“Hey, I don’t know,” said Quintrell. “Describe the bed of this hypothetical dude.”


“High-thread-count sheets and ergonomic pillows,” said Archie.


This conversation was getting off track, I thought, although it struck me that any extended conversation with these three was eventually going to turn into a conversation about sleeping. I was about to try to refocus them, but Vanetta, who must have been used to this sort of work, had already spoken up.


“I’m sorry I need to bring it up. I get that it’s intrusive. I’m just saying that DE thinks it’s us. I don’t know if they’re right; but they might be right. It could be us. Look into it, gentlemen. Ask your wives and girlfriends. Ask ex-girlfriends. Ask your family. Ask your pastor. Check with any stalkers you have. Just because you don’t think you had anything to do with this, don’t take that for granted.”


“And if we do have something to do with it?” asked Quintrell. Everyone’s eyes darted toward him angrily. “I mean, I’m just asking because as the lone singleton here, I thought I could pose the question.”


This answer did not seem to mollify Vanetta.


“Stop it immediately. Because if the brass figures it out, heads will roll. Yours, and possibly mine as well.”


I had a question, and after having fortified so many people with baked goods, I felt I had earned the goodwill to ask it.


“Even assuming that it was someone from Cahaba who posted this,” I asked, “how do you know that it’s not someone who left already? Somebody who got fired might be more motivated to whistle-blow.”


There was no reason to take the letter at face value. Just because someone said they were a spouse, it didn’t actually mean that they were. It could be a parent, roommate, brother, sister, anyone. “You’re Working My Husband to Death” sounds much more compelling than “I Feel Bad for My Roommate.”


It could also be written by the employee themselves. You write about your own conditions, and it sounds self-serving. But throw in an imaginary wife, and suddenly everyone feels sorry for you.


“You could be right,” said Vanetta. “It could have been someone already dismissed. I don’t know. Let’s hope so.”


“Or Lawrence,” I said, still thinking aloud. “It could be Lawrence.”


“Lawrence would not give a fuck,” said Vanetta quite simply. “He’s the only person around here who I can say, quite definitively, did not send this letter.”
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