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  Alligator Blood




  ‘Describes a player whose play is bold and aggressive’




  (The Poker Encyclopaedia)
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  Prologue




  Las Vegas, USA, April 2010




  Just one year after losing close to $500 million Daniel Tzvetkoff was back at the scene of the crime. Las Vegas. Sin City. And this time he was

  feeling lucky.




  In the shadow of the glowing amber tombstone that was the Encore Hotel, the baby-faced twenty-six-year-old sat in a private outdoor cabana in the luxurious XS nightclub. Above him a fan whirred

  relentlessly, engaged in a fruitless battle against the arid desert heat. On the glass table to his left was a flute of chilled Cristal. His favourite. In his mouth hung a Cuban cigar. And on his

  wrist, a gold Rolex, whose diamond-encrusted dial told him that it was coming up to midnight. The night was still young.




  Picking up his glass of champagne, the stocky Australian briefly left the sanctuary of the cabana to make his way to the edge of the first-floor balcony. By now his friend, Michael Kollosche,

  Gold Coast real estate agent to the super rich, had been gone for well over half an hour. It was typical Kollosche. The sociable millionaire couldn’t help but talk to anyone who crossed his

  path, especially when he’d had a few drinks.




  Peering below, hoping to catch a glimpse of his party-loving friend, Daniel saw several nubile young girls liberally casting aside their short skirts, high heels and boob tubes to dive into the

  azure pool. Their boyfriends cast a blind eye. Otherwise indisposed, they were either drunkenly playing Blackjack on the outdoor tables or eyeing up the scantily clad dancers who gyrated to

  R’n’B music on poles adjacent to the pool.




  Casting his eyes around the chaotic scene, Daniel noticed several king-sized beds dotted around the venue, all occupied by frisky ‘couples’. Skirts were being hitched up, zips pulled

  down. Strangers fully acquainted. These weren’t the last days of Rome. This was slap bang in the middle of the Las Vegas boom. Debauchery was everywhere. From the bar in the middle of the

  pool, where patrons downed shots until they puked, to the sweaty, indoor dancefloor, where packs of guys and girls went hunting for prey. But among the spiralling depravity Daniel failed to spot

  Kollosche. He was M.I.A.




  Returning to the privacy of his lavish VIP cabana, Daniel stood under the fan, trying in vain to cool down. As he did so a soft voice suddenly purred behind him, ‘Got room for one more in

  here?’




  Turning around, Daniel was confronted by Las Vegas perfection. Long, blonde hair extensions, which flowed to the bottom of an impossibly tiny waist. Fake tits, with nipples protruding through a

  short white dress which was hitched so high it revealed a tantalising glimpse of pert tanned bum cheeks. Lean long legs, which arched from black high heels all the way to the bow tattoo that

  wrapped itself around thick toned thighs. And inviting pneumatically enhanced lips that looked ripe, soft and moist. But Daniel had been in Vegas too many times not to know one thing: the vision

  before him was a hooker. And he looked like a lonely young kid with money to burn. In other words, easy pickings.




  By the time Daniel had gathered his thoughts, the blonde had already invited herself inside. Sat on the mauve sofa she slowly crossed her legs and introduced herself. ‘I’m

  Whitney,’ she said, holding out her manicured hand for Daniel to shake. As Daniel reciprocated, Whitney’s eyes darted to the ice bucket on the table next to her, where a half-drunk

  bottle of Cristal protruded from the top. ‘It’s hot tonight,’ she smiled, lifting the bottle from the ice. ‘Mind if I have a glass to cool off?’




  ‘Be my guest,’ Daniel replied, wrapping his lips around his Cuban cigar and then blowing a plume of smoke skywards.




  Watching on as Whitney poured herself a drink, he remembered the promise he had made to his heavily pregnant fiancée, Nicole, before he had boarded the plane: no girls would be involved,

  not under any circumstances. This trip was strictly business. That was all. But those words were now in danger of being washed away by a tidal wave of cheap perfume, fake tan and bright cherry-red

  lipstick.




  ‘So where are you from sweetheart?’ Whitney enquired, the champagne glass lingering in front of her lips.




  Entranced, Daniel leant back against the bar, trying to play it cool. ‘Australia. Brisbane, actually.’




  ‘And what do you do with yourself in Brisbane?’




  ‘I own a high-risk payment processing company,’ Daniel proudly announced, not expecting her to have a clue what he was talking about. To be fair, not many people did.




  But Whitney was a professional. It didn’t matter to her what Daniel did. What mattered was whether or not it was a lucrative profession. ‘Is there a lot of money in that game?’

  she enquired in her sultry voice, leaning forward, her breasts in danger of falling out of her dress.




  ‘Sure,’ Daniel smiled. ‘If you know what you’re doing.’




  ‘And do you know what you’re doing?’ she asked, her eyes shimmering with a naughty glint.




  ‘Sure,’ Daniel replied. A turnover of close to $1 billion in just eighteen months had been proof of that. As had been the purchase of one of Australia’s most expensive homes, a

  yacht, private jet, a nightclub and countless luxury cars. If only it wasn’t all gone . . .




  Whitney flashed a smile and broke Daniel’s trailing thoughts. ‘So what are you doing tonight?’




  Sipping some of his champagne, Daniel placed the glass down next to him before saying, ‘I’ve been to the ETA conference at the Mandalay Bay.’




  ‘And what do you want to do for the rest of the night?’ she asked, cutting right to the chase, softly biting her lower lip seductively as she did so.




  Ninety-nine per cent of the time, Whitney’s targets would have expressed an interest in spending it with her, whatever the price. Daniel Tzvetkoff’s answer, however, fell in the one

  per cent bracket.




  Snapping out of the sexually charged moment, he replied, ‘I’m going to go straight to bed to call my fiancée and my three-year-old son.’




  To Whitney’s shock, Daniel strolled out of the cabana and left her where she was sitting without another word being spoken. He had had enough. It was time to cash in. In another life, he

  had bled Vegas dry: nightclubs, strippers, parties with Mike Tyson. The lot. That was then, this was now. The last twelve months had certainly matured him. He now had no desire to spend the night

  talking to a hooker when he could just return to his room and speak to the most important people in his world: Nicole, and his son, Hugo.




  He had argued fiercely with Nicole before coming to Vegas. She thought there was too much to risk. He thought there was everything to gain. This was the trip that was going to signal his

  triumphant comeback after a year of unadulterated shit. He couldn’t wait to tell her the evening had gone better than he would have hoped.




  Meandering through the pulsating poolside area, Daniel entered the opulent indoor club to try to find the exit. Trying his best to avoid bumping into the drunkenly swaying partygoers on the

  dance floor, he looked up at the VIP area where girls danced in their high heels on the marble tables. Sat below them, wannabe playboys drank champagne straight from the bottle. For a night they

  were the centre of attention, but by Monday they would all be back at work trying to figure out how they were going to pay off their Visa bill.




  Having been there and done it, Daniel shook his head and grinned. They had been great days, there was no doubting that. But now he realised that nothing beat the feeling of walking along the

  beach with his fiancée and son. This time tomorrow he would be back home with them on the Gold Coast, telling them of his new plans for the future. It seemed everything was going to be all

  right after all.




  Slipping the doorman twenty bucks as he lifted the red velvet rope for Daniel to leave the venue, he walked up the extravagantly decorated, cream marble, corridor towards the lobby. From all

  directions he could hear the cacophony of slot machines chiming, dealers shuffling, chips clicking and punters shouting in despair or victory. It was just another regular night in Las Vegas, where

  fortunes were won or lost in seconds.




  Looking towards the action he noticed a pot-bellied redneck curse his luck at the low-limit Blackjack table; Daniel remembered that feeling all too well. That punch in the gut when you lose more

  than you can afford: nausea, frustration, regret. However, he hadn’t lost his fortune at the tables. No. While he had also lost his fortune in Las Vegas, his had been lost in circumstances

  more painful than he would care to remember.




  Trying to shake that depressing thought from his head, he instead focused on the joy he was going to feel when he spoke to his young son once he had returned to his room. That was who he worked

  for now. Not for Gulfstream jets, yachts, luxury cars or VIP nightclubs, but to see the smile on the face of little Hugo, his pride and joy.




  Clicking the button for the lift, Daniel put his hands in his pockets as he waited impatiently for it to arrive in the lobby. Soon he would be back in his suite on the 53rd floor, overlooking

  the neon-splattered mayhem of The Strip, enjoying a quiet drink from the minibar while everyone else succumbed to the charms of Sin City down below. However, as he day-dreamed away, he failed to

  spot the murky reflection in the gold elevator door of a large, dark-suited man appearing behind him. Suddenly there was a click next to his ear. A feeling of cold metal being placed against his

  head.




  ‘Don’t fucking move,’ the New Jersey accent ordered. ‘Stay right where you are.’




  Daniel stood frozen to the spot: a gun was being pointed to his head. By whom he didn’t know. But in that moment he knew there were only two organisations it could possibly be – the

  FBI or The Mob. Either way, as the barrel of the gun continued to bore into his temple, he knew one thing: the comeback was over. A jail cell or a hole in the desert awaited him. And at that moment

  he wasn’t sure what was worse.
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  Las Vegas, USA, July 2012




  What do a National Hockey League strike, the inventor of Transformers, a struggling accountant and ‘Jesus’ all have to do with

  kickstarting the poker boom? And how did Daniel Tzvetkoff tie in with all of this? These are questions that my host, Nolan Dalla, Media Director of the World Series of Poker, had promised to answer

  upon my arrival in Las Vegas.




  Despite suffering from jet lag, and general weariness following three weeks of travelling, it was hard not to feel excited when I awoke in my hotel room at The Flamingo. It was the first day of

  the Main Event of the World Series of Poker. Vegas was buzzing. It seemed everyone was in town either to play in the tournament or to watch. And the great thing was, for the sum of $10,000, anyone

  could enter. It’s the only tournament in the world where an abject amateur can go head-to-head with legends of the game and have a shot, no matter how small, of being crowned a world

  champion. It’s the equivalent of a fan paying to take part in the Super Bowl.




  Waking bright and early, I wolfed down a hearty stack of blueberry pancakes at the Paradise Garden Buffet, before hailing a cab.




  ‘Where you wanna go?’ the surly driver asked.




  ‘The Rio,’ I answered.




  ‘Oh, the Rio,’ he replied, this time more cheerfully, looking at me enviously in his mirror. ‘You playing at the World Series?’




  Having told him I was there just to observe, he proceeded to spend the ten minutes it took to travel to the Rio, which is located half a mile off The Strip, telling me about the time he made a

  run at the World Series himself, but he just didn’t get any cards. It was a familiar Las Vegas story. Bad beats. It’s weird but everyone, apart from the very best players, seems to

  consistently get them.




  Finally, after waiting behind a snaking queue of taxis, all shepherding players and the world’s media into the towering purple Rio, which overlooks the desert on one side, and Interstate

  15 on the other, I made my way through the bustling casino. It was only 9.30am yet the place was jumping: the tables were full, the bar was packed and the air was crackling with excitement.




  I didn’t have a clue where I was going, but I reckoned that following the crowd was probably my best bet. Blending in with the eclectic mix of players, who all seemed to be leaving the

  casino area, I followed them down a long corridor which had ‘World Series of Poker 2012’ banners emblazoned across the walls. Either side of me were a number of stalls selling assorted

  World Series merchandise, from hoodies, caps, cards and poker strategy books to sunglasses. I certainly seemed to be in the right place. Poker central.




  Such is the sheer size of the Rio that it took me almost ten minutes to navigate my way to my destination, the media room. Once inside, I joined a queue of fellow journalists in order to pick up

  my press pass. With the pass hanging from my neck, I then joined the mad rush to the Brasilia Room, where the tournament’s oldest competitor, ninety-two-year-old Ellen Deeb, officially got

  the tournament started by saying: ‘I just want you all to know you’re playing for second place. Shuffle up and deal.’ And as soon as she said those words, the race to be crowned

  2012 World Series of Poker Main Event champion was underway.




  Since the event first started in 1970, at Binion’s Horseshoe (now known simply as Binion’s Hotel and Casino), where only seven players entered, the tournament’s growth has been

  astonishing. So much so that in 2005 it finally had to leave its spiritual home, and relocate to the much larger Rio in order to accommodate the thousands of players wanting to take part. Unlike

  other American sporting events that call themselves the ‘World Series’, such as baseball, this truly is an international competition. Over 6,500 competitors, male and female, old and

  young, professional and amateur, had travelled across the globe to take part.




  But despite being one of the world’s most popular tournaments, it wasn’t until 2003 when things really went into overdrive. I found the man who I was hoping would explain why,

  waiting for me when I returned to the media room.




  Nolan Dalla is one of poker’s true aficionados. He has probably forgotten more about poker than most people know. Not only has he worked as the Media Director for the World Series since

  2002 but he has also co-authored a terrific book, One of a Kind, the riveting biography of poker legend, Stu ‘The Kid’ Ungar, as well as having written thousands of articles on

  the game for countless poker publications. Whenever I asked who would be the most appropriate person I should speak to about the background to the poker boom, it was Nolan’s name that kept

  cropping up.




  With a well-trimmed grey beard, short, blondish-grey hair, and dressed in a black double-breasted Italian suit, the dapper Nolan greeted me warmly. He was genial, bubbly and unfailingly polite.

  And for the next three days he had agreed to be my guide, to give me the inside track into how and why poker became one of the world’s most popular games at the turn of the millennium.




  Our first port of call on my journey of discovery was the Amazon Room. Not quite as vast as the other tournament rooms, the Brasilia or the Pavilion Room, the Amazon was dimly lit, with lights

  hanging over the hundred or so green felt tables where the players were hard at work, each one grinding away for dear life. As we entered the darkened room, all I could hear was the constant

  clicking of chips, something which resembled the buzzing of thousands of crickets. Occasionally the buzzing was interrupted by a loud roar – a sign of victory, or of defeat. More bad beats

  for someone, usually.




  Leading me to the back of the room, Nolan pointed to ESPN’s high-tech poker table, which would serve as the centrepiece for all of the TV highlights of the tournament. Surrounded by tiered

  spectator seating, with sponsors’ logos all around it, such as Jack Link’s Beef Jerky, Southern Comfort, Bicycle Playing Cards and Miller Light, the raised table was illuminated by

  spotlights from every angle. For now it was empty, but later in the day this would be the epicentre of the poker world. Poker’s version of the Roman Coliseum.




  ‘What you are looking at was revolutionary just a few years ago. It’s one of the major reasons for poker’s popularity,’ Nolan told me, as we walked towards the table, and

  he pointed to the small cameras, barely visible, tucked inside the rail. ‘Do you remember Transformers?’




  ‘Sure,’ I replied, wondering what the success of poker had to do with my love for Optimus Prime.




  ‘Henry Orenstein, the visionary who invented Transformers, also patented these small cameras, which are known as hole-cams,’ Nolan explained, tapping his fingers under the table.

  ‘You see, before these cameras were introduced to the poker scene, you hardly ever saw poker on television. Why not? Because viewers didn’t know what in hell was going on. They

  couldn’t see the players’ hole cards. But when Orenstein created the hole-cam concept, viewers could see everything for the first time. It introduced a much-needed moment of drama to

  the game.’




  Nolan went on to tell me that when the Travel Channel aired the World Poker Tour in 2003, using hole-cams for the very first time, they were shocked when overnight it became their highest rated

  programme. ESPN, the self-described ‘Leader in Sports Television’, picked up on this apparent new-found appetite for televised poker and subsequently used the hole-cam for their

  coverage of the 2003 World Series of Poker. A year earlier, their viewing figures for the 2002 tournament had been a modest 408,000. Now, with the use of the hole-cam, those figures rocketed to an

  impressive 1,248,000.




  Yet while the hole-cam led to increased viewing figures it was also fortunate that this revolution met headfirst with one of the most romantic and dramatic poker stories of all time. Something

  which Nolan told me about on day two of the tournament, when he led me into the cavernous Pavilion Room to see a player appropriately named Chris Moneymaker.




  Plump, slightly dishevelled, and wearing shorts and T-shirt, it was hard to imagine that this was the guy who Nolan, and many others, credited with really igniting the poker boom. He looked like

  an ‘everyman’, a regular Joe Bloggs. And that was no doubt part of his appeal. As we watched him play, Nolan told me that back in 2003 Moneymaker was a run-of-the-mill accountant

  struggling to get by. Yet, after winning a satellite tournament on PokerStars, an online poker card room, he won a seat at the World Series of Poker Main Event. However, he actually cursed his

  luck, wishing he had instead finished in second place, as at least then he would have won a much-needed cash prize rather than entry into a tournament he thought he had no chance of winning.




  A complete unknown, Moneymaker rocked up to the tournament and had just one goal: not to humiliate himself. Yet, to his dismay, he found that he could not just fade into obscurity, as his table

  was chosen to be featured on ESPN. What’s more, one of his competitors would also be two-time former World Series champion, Johnny Chan. Humiliation beckoned.




  Despite being up against overwhelming odds, the completely unheralded Moneymaker went on the rampage as he played the best cards of his life. Eliminating Chan in a shocking course of events, he

  proceeded to knock out more of the game’s legends, such as Phil Ivey, before winding up in the final where he faced off against eight grizzled veterans of the green felt. With TV cameras

  capturing his every move, aided by the hole-cam, the audience became immersed in this rags-to-riches, underdog story. And a legend was born when Moneymaker emerged victorious, hitting a full house,

  seeing him crowned 2003 world champion, as well as receiving $2.5 million in prize money.




  ‘You know,’ Nolan said, as we sat on the rail, watching Moneymaker engage his opponents in some light-hearted banter. ‘Chris may very well be the most important person in poker

  history. I know that’s a big statement, but Chris helped the game go mainstream like no other. He was on prime-time TV shows like David Letterman and everyone loved him. Plus he had the

  perfect name as well, “Moneymaker”. Everyone just saw this completely normal guy come out of absolutely nowhere and become a millionaire overnight. Millions of Americans, and later

  people all over the world, suddenly thought, if he can do it so can I.’




  While the hole-cam, and Moneymaker’s epic win, led to increased publicity, an NHL lockout for the 2004–05 season would also contribute to poker’s burgeoning popularity.

  ‘Suddenly, major television networks were facing gaping voids in their programming schedules,’ Nolan recalled, as we walked among the tables, passing movie star Kevin Pollak on one side

  and UFC fighter Georges St-Pierre, on the other. ‘And due to the success of the hole-cam, and Moneymaker’s storybook win the previous year, ESPN in particular decided to fill the void

  by devoting more coverage to the 2004 World Series of Poker, which now had more than two thousand five hundred entrants, more than three times the number of the previous year. Then lightning struck

  the same place twice. We had another winner who was an everyman figure who had also won his seat from a PokerStars satellite tournament, a patent attorney called Greg Raymer.’




  As Nolan explained to me how the World Series benefited from such coverage, seeing it attract major sponsors such as Miller, Hershey’s, Planter’s, Hertz and Corum watches, he also

  pointed to a row of giant banners, which were hung on the wall. Each banner contained a picture of a former World Series champion. Hanging before us was the banner of the 2000 winner, Chris

  Ferguson, who was nicknamed ‘Jesus’ due to his long brown hair and goatee. And Ferguson was yet another person who had played his part in the poker boom.




  Heading into the millennium, playing poker on the internet had largely been an anonymous and sometimes arduous task. While a number of poker sites, both free and real money, had emerged since

  the early nineties, such as Internet Relay Chat Poker, EA World Play Poker, Planet Poker and Paradise Poker, most suffered from software issues, slow internet bandwidth or had problems repaying

  their customers on time. Unsurprisingly, online play didn’t really take off.




  However, the new millennium heralded the dawn of a new age for online poker. Broadband internet was starting to get rolled out, which improved the experience dramatically. What’s more, new

  sites, such as PartyPoker and PokerStars, arrived on the scene with slick software and reliable payout methods.




  All of a sudden there was a perfect storm. There was increased coverage on TV, with at least nine poker shows on eight major networks, and an underdog icon in Chris Moneymaker. This was all

  coupled with a vast improvement in the experience of playing online, with players now being able to play 24/7, not having to leave the comfort of their home, as well as being able to play up to 300

  hands an hour, compared to just fifty in a casino.




  As a result of all of this, online poker took off. Revenues for sites surged from $82.7 million in 2001 to $2.4 billion in 2005, while some operators, such as PartyGaming, the parent company of

  PartyPoker, floated on the London Stock Exchange for £1 billion, with the company valued at £4.6 billion.




  An ocean of money was now up for grabs. It was almost like the great gold rush at the end of the nineteenth century. Everyone wanted a piece of the action. Thanks to the rake, which saw poker

  sites make their money by taking a cut of every hand that was played on their site, they couldn’t lose. They weren’t playing against their customers, but simply providing a place to let

  them play. PokerStars was said to be making $1 million in profit a day, while PartyPoker experienced an annual growth rate of 206 per cent. Eager to stake a claim, other online poker sites, such as

  Absolute Poker and Ultimate Bet, entered the market, as did Chris Ferguson’s Full Tilt Poker.




  Chris Ferguson was not just a poker champion. He had also spent eighteen years at UCLA studying maths and computer science. Combining all of these skills, he set about designing the ultimate

  online poker experience. Putting his friend and trading company boss Ray Bitar in charge of his new site, he also recruited fellow poker professional Howard Lederer to the board. Together, they

  proceeded to sponsor a number of high-profile poker players, such as Phil Ivey, to help market their site, and advertised themselves as the site where players could ‘Come And Play With The

  Pros’.




  With an eye-catching marketing strategy, as well as state-of-the-art software, including clever niche ideas, such as players’ avatars having emotions, Full Tilt soon became one of the big

  boys. Other poker sites started to follow Full Tilt’s lead, particularly in sponsoring players. Soon live tournaments were full of players emblazoned in Full Tilt, PokerStars, PartyPoker,

  Absolute Poker or Ultimate Bet baseball caps and/or jerseys. It was as if they were sports stars playing for a team. And many of them were treated in just that manner. Now the top poker players in

  the world, such as Phil Ivey, Chris Moneymaker, Doyle Brunson, Phil Hellmuth and Johnny Chan, were treated like major celebrities. They were on TV shows, recognised in the street, and signed up for

  major endorsements.




  ‘Most of the online companies were raking in huge amounts of money,’ Nolan told me, while we sat comfortably at a bar in the Rio where many of the poker players hung out.

  ‘PartyPoker was at one stage registering eighty-two thousand new players a month! Over $125 million a day was being wagered on that site, a remarkable sum. Not even land-based casinos were

  putting up those numbers. Americans really went for it. By 2005 the United States accounted for fifty-one per cent of global online revenue. It was just insane. Out of absolutely nowhere online

  poker became one of the fastest growing businesses in the world.’




  Yet it wasn’t just the online sites that benefited. In 2005 casinos in Nevada and New Jersey reported revenues up by thirty-seven per cent compared to the previous year. At the start of

  the 1990s the casinos had shunned poker, with most shutting down their poker rooms. Now they raced to make them bigger and better than ever to capitalise on the boom. Indeed, in 2003 just 839

  players entered the World Series Main Event, but by 2006 that figure had jumped to 8,773.




  ‘So what do you make of Daniel Tzvetkoff’s role in all of this?’ I asked.




  ‘I would whisper that name quietly around here,’ Nolan replied, raising his eyebrows, lowering the tone of his voice as he did so. ‘He’s the guy many think almost brought

  all of this to an end.’




  And while that was certainly the perception of many who I spoke to at the World Series, I had already found that the truth was far more complicated, and far more dramatic, than most could have

  ever imagined.
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  Brisbane, Australia, June 2002




  It had all started with porn . . . and pizza.




  Scrubbing his hands furiously together under the oversized kitchen sink, Daniel stared at the mirror on the white-tiled wall in front of him in a daze. He looked like shit. He had dark bags

  under his eyes, his face was unshaven, his skin was grey, and his short, black hair was sticking out at all angles – all evidence he had hardly slept or seen the sun in days. Vampires got

  more daylight than he did.




  The clock on the wall to his right told him it was 11.35pm. He had been working since just before midday; no wonder he felt like death. Thankfully his shift was over, but the next one would

  begin in just a few hours. It was relentless. Making pizza for a living sucked. Saying his goodbyes to some of his colleagues, who had opted to stay behind to enjoy one of the few perks of working

  in Pizza Hut – free pizza – Daniel took off his hair net and walked towards the back entrance.




  ‘Hey, Dan,’ his manager, Robbie, shouted. ‘Don’t forget to take out the rubbish.’




  Can I take you with it? Daniel felt like saying. Instead he bit his tongue: ‘Sure thing, Rob.’ Doubling back, he grabbed the bin bag, tossed it over his shoulder, and walked outside,

  towards the dumpsters at the back of the building. However, despite living in the so-called ‘Sunshine State’ of Queensland, the weather in Brisbane had taken a turn for the worse. It

  was pouring down. After tossing the rubbish into the dumpster, he quickly put his black hood up over his head to shelter himself from the downpour. He was thoroughly fed up. At least the bus was

  due in ten minutes. All being well he would soon be back home.




  Sloshing through the puddles as he walked towards the bus stop, he kept to the far side of the pavement to avoid the steady stream of traffic splashing him. The Brisbane Lions AFL game at the

  nearby Gabba had finished over an hour ago, but it seemed the roads were still full of fans. Looking at the happy faces of those in the cars, it appeared that the Lions had won. Again. They were on

  a roll. Not that Daniel cared. Unless it was motor racing, sport wasn’t really his thing.




  These days even motor racing wasn’t getting his blood pumping as it used to. Trivial things that had once occupied his young mind had been replaced by ambition, money and dreams. Plenty of

  them. Daniel’s brain constantly hummed with ideas. The problem was he had too many. By the time he had devoted some of his time to one of them, another would pop up. Teachers, classmates,

  friends and work colleagues had all told him, at one time or another, he was a daydreamer, a waste of time in some of their eyes, destined never to accomplish anything. But the last few months he

  had knuckled down. Things were about to change.




  However, as these thoughts raced through his head, Daniel saw his bus pull up to the stop in the distance. It was early. Racing towards it, he was suddenly hit by an almighty wall of water. The

  onrushing traffic had crashed a huge puddle into him. Squinting his eyes together, holding out his dripping wet arms in exasperation, he saw the bus pull away. ‘Ah c’mon!’ he

  cried out loud to no one but himself. That was the last one. He’d have to walk home.




  Thirty minutes later, sodden, cold, and thoroughly fed up, Daniel finally arrived at his family home in the middle-class district of Camp Hill. Quietly putting his key into the lock he tiptoed

  into the small house, conscious of the fact that his parents, Kim and Julie, and his younger sister, Jessie, would now be fast asleep. Meandering through the dark corridor, he turned left into the

  small kitchen and opened the fridge where an ice-cold bottle of beer was calling his name. That would take the edge off the day.




  Biting off the cap with his teeth he went to his bedroom, shut the door behind him, and changed out of his soaking wet, pizza smelling, clothes into grey tracksuit bottoms and a hoodie. Finally

  at his desk, by a condensation-stained window, which reverberated with the sound of the beating rain, he got down to work. His shift at Pizza Hut may have been over, but his shift for his IT

  company, BT Projects, had only just begun.




  The company had only been in existence for a few months. Having left school, Villanova College, as soon as he could, he had dreamed of making his mark in the world of business, yet he was too

  scatterbrained. Nothing had really paid off. In the end he had to make do working all hours making pizza. And despite seeming to be constantly working, he had nothing to show for it: no car, no

  house, no girlfriend. He knew there had to be more to life than this.




  While he slaved away, some of his closest friends were doing very well for themselves. Dave, in particular, an old schoolmate, who had shared Daniel’s enthusiasm for technology, had

  started some programming work for the so-called ‘Porn Mafia’, a media term used to describe a group of young guys from Brisbane who had set up some of the world’s first porn

  websites in the early 1990s and were now making some serious coin. Some said as much as $3 million a month. Not really that surprising when you consider that at one stage their websites accounted

  for almost seventy-five per cent of the world’s online porn.




  Daniel Hicks, John Johnson and other young adult website entrepreneurs were now legends in Brisbane. They had the best cars, biggest houses and hottest girls – basically anything a young

  guy could want. Daniel looked up to them in awe. They were proof that with a good idea you could make it to the top, no matter your age. And that’s exactly what he wanted for himself: to

  reach the top, the sooner the better. He had an overwhelming urge to prove to everyone, and to himself, that he wasn’t a nobody. And a quote from the Scarface poster he had

  emblazoned above his bed told him exactly what he needed to do to make it, ‘In this country, you gotta make the money first. Then when you get the money, you get the power. Then when you get

  the power, then you get the women.’ Wise words.




  So, with this in mind, Daniel had put an end to his day-dreaming. Every spare minute that he had, he scoured the internet for the latest technology news. He taught himself basic programming,

  search engine optimisation, website design as well as anything else connected to computers. In his eyes, this was the future. If he could grasp basic technology then an opportunity would soon

  present itself in this ever-evolving field which could make him his fortune. Until that day came, and it would eventually, he knew he could do very nicely offering various IT services.




  Lately, things had been picking up. A prominent law firm had been so taken with his apparent expertise in search engine optimisation (the ability to engineer websites to the top of a specific

  Google search) that they had flown him to Sydney to give a presentation. Moreover, he had also helped to set up an eBay style website for the market stalls of Brisbane, where his father worked as a

  coordinator. This had been very popular, although to date not profitable. Yet slowly but surely he was putting his name on the map.




  However, the real feather in his cap had been getting in with the porn boys. Now he was working with his idols, helping them to drive traffic to their sites. He was given a fifty per cent share

  of the proceeds from every new subscriber they picked up because of him. It was still early days, but Daniel estimated that by the end of the month he could be in for a payday of at least $20,000.

  Then he could finally kiss Pizza Hut goodbye and work on this full time. Hopefully he might also be able to move out and finally get his own place. Living at home was killing his chances of getting

  a girlfriend.




  Daniel’s fingers tapped furiously away as he busily installed meta-tags into one of his client’s websites. In other words, writing invisible key search words, such as

  ‘sex’, into the fabric of the website so that Google’s ‘spiders’ would pick them up. It wasn’t exactly a thrilling task but it certainly worked. All he had to do

  was get in the zone, bombard the site with as many key words as he could think of, and then sit back and let the money roll in. That was the plan anyway.




  After close to an hour of relentless typing, Daniel’s hands started to cramp up. Shaking them vigorously, he arched his back and stretched. It was almost 2am. He still had at least another

  two hours of work left ahead of him before he would have to get up at eight to prepare for the early pizza shift. Banishing that depressing thought from his head, Daniel decided it was time to mix

  some work with pleasure.




  Typing www.pinkbits.com into his web browser, the site he had just been working on, a picture of a naked young blonde slowly downloaded onto his computer. But just as the picture resolution was

  about to become completely clear, Daniel jumped as he heard a bang against his window. Leaning over, and peering between his blinds, he could make out a thick, curly mop of black hair and a pair of

  steamy square glasses below. It was Dave.




  ‘I’ve been trying to ring you!’ his friend shouted, trying to be heard above the crashing of the rain.




  ‘Shhhhh . . .,’ Daniel replied, placing his fingers to his lips. Dave was going to wake the whole neighbourhood, not to mention his own family if he carried on. ‘I’m

  working. My phone is on silent.’




  ‘Open the bloody door and let me in!’ Dave yelled, holding his jacket above his head. ‘It’s pissing down.’




  Turning off his monitor, Daniel quickly walked towards the front door and delicately undid the latch, letting Dave dive inside. ‘For fuck’s sake, mate,’ he cursed, shaking his

  head like a wet dog. ‘I’ve been trying to call you.’




  Once again placing his fingers to his lips, Daniel gestured for Dave to follow him to his room if he wanted to speak. Yet before he did so, Dave took a diversion into the kitchen. Opening the

  refrigerator, he scoured away, looking for something to take his fancy. Finally he spotted a chicken drumstick hidden under some foil. Ripping chunks of flesh off the bone like a hungry barbarian,

  he made himself at home on Daniel’s bed, disregarding the fact he was dripping wet.




  Glancing around at the posters of The Sopranos and ‘Playboy Playmates’ that plastered the walls, Dave smiled as he chewed hungrily. ‘Jesus mate. You need to move

  out.’




  ‘What do you want?’ Daniel snapped, finally losing his patience.




  ‘Have you heard from John?’




  ‘No. Why?’




  ‘Some shit has gone down. One of the processors called and said the bank in St Kitts has frozen a big chunk of funds.’




  Daniel shot upright in his chair. This was serious. It was an occupational hazard that he had heard about but had not yet experienced. Visa and MasterCard were not big fans of the porn industry.

  As such they did everything in their power to stop transactions linked to porn, as well as a host of other ‘high risk’ online industries, such as pharmaceuticals, gaming, travel and

  dating.




  To get around this inconvenience, a number of middlemen had emerged in recent years. They had ways and means to get around these obstacles. Whenever a customer wanted to buy a product, or

  subscribe to something online, the middleman utilised whatever means necessary to take the payment from the customer’s bank account/credit card on the merchant’s behalf. More often than

  not they would then filter that money to offshore banks, in the likes of St Kitts or the Philippines, before eventually paying the clean money onto the merchant, taking a percentage for their

  troubles along the way. Usually these methods left the credit card companies and banks, none the wiser. These middlemen were known in the trade as high-risk payment processors. However, sometimes

  even their techniques failed. And when they did, the credit card companies froze the offending bank account and usually seized the monies held within it.




  Trying to digest Dave’s bombshell news, Daniel looked up at the ceiling and slowly closed his eyes. After a moment of silence he finally uttered: ‘So what’s the deal? How much

  is gone?’




  ‘It’s a big one,’ came Dave’s solemn reply. ‘Four million dollars.’




  ‘FUCK!’




  Better get used to making pizza for a while yet. All of Daniel’s hard work looked to be completely down the drain.




  Caught up in his thoughts, his heart skipped a beat as the door suddenly opened. ‘Daniel! It’s two o’clock in the bloody morning. I’ve got to be in school for six,’

  his bleary-eyed mother scolded. ‘What on earth are you doing?’




  ‘Hi, Mrs Tzvetkoff,’ Dave waved from the bed, his mouth half-full of chicken.




  ‘David! What are you doing here?’




  Dave shrugged. ‘I was hungry.’




  ‘Sorry, Mum,’ Daniel apologised, stepping in. ‘We’ll keep it down.’




  ‘Make sure that you do.’




  As his mother shut the door behind her, Daniel knew more than ever that it was time to move out. His parents had been nothing but supportive. They didn’t pretend to understand what he did,

  but they had still helped him to buy equipment and encouraged him at every turn. But trying to run a business while having your mother tell you off was not the professional image Daniel was trying

  to project. Once he had been paid for his work, he would rent an apartment somewhere. But then a horrible thought struck him: if the bank had gone down would that mean the money he was owed was

  gone?




  ‘We’re still going to get paid, though?’ Daniel hopefully asked Dave. ‘Right? I mean it’s not our fault.’




  Sat on the side of the bed, Dave didn’t need to answer. His laughter told its own story.




  Daniel couldn’t believe it. ‘So that’s it? We’re not getting a penny?’




  ‘Nothing, mate,’ Dave answered unhelpfully. ‘That’s it. Everyone is fucked.’




  ‘What the hell happened?’




  ‘Chargebacks apparently,’ Dave tried to explain. ‘Either too many fuckwits using stolen credit cards to subscribe to porn or too many idiots not realising that the fake

  descriptor on their statement, like i-billing, was for their yearly subscription to teen gang bangs. These morons call up the credit card company and charge it back. If the processor has a certain

  amount of chargebacks then the bank pulls the plug. They take all the money in the account, slam you with a huge fine, and wash their hands of you. Game over. See ya later.’




  ‘That’s it?’




  ‘Yup!’




  Wow. When there was so much money at stake, it defied belief that no processor had thought to put procedures in place to double-check all purchases were legitimate before the

  information was passed on to the banks or to inform customers of the fake descriptor that would be used on their statement. It would hardly be rocket science. All of a sudden, Daniel felt a

  familiar feeling within his head. The gears were whirring together and a jolt of energy slowly pulsed through his body. He was onto something.




  ‘The processors,’ he began, as he tried to untangle his thoughts, ‘those guys don’t do any checks on the cards they process, you know, to see if they’re

  stolen?’




  ‘Doesn’t look like it,’ Dave sighed. ‘If they do, they’re not doing them properly. This happens all the time. Since I’ve been working with the boys I reckon

  they’ve lost at least twelve million dollars because of this. They just say it’s the way it is. Suck it up.’




  Maybe they didn’t have to suck it up though, Daniel thought, with a smile creeping across his face. Maybe he had the idea he had been searching for. And maybe it could even be his ticket

  out of Pizza Hut . . .




  But while Daniel’s mind exploded with possibilities, he forgot to consider one very important thing; there was a very good reason the industry was called ‘high risk’. Soon he

  would find out why.
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  Brisbane, Australia, February 2006




  Four years had passed in a flash. And things looked to have changed. Big time.




  Stood at the end of the large, oak boardroom table, a suited and booted Daniel offered his guests from Japan a seat. He looked the business. This had been the dream when he had been working at

  Pizza Hut: big office, fancy suit, international clients. To all intents and purposes, it looked like he had made it. But things weren’t quite as they seemed. He may have looked the epitome

  of an international jetsetter but the truth wasn’t quite so glamorous.




  For a start, the office wasn’t his. Situated in downtown Brisbane, it was the property of Sciacca’s, a law firm where his lawyer, Sam Sciacca, was a partner. Daniel’s own

  offices, in the gritty Fortitude Valley, were nowhere near as prestigious. Thankfully, the bald and bespectacled Sam, who was sat next to him, had allowed him to use the office in order to impress

  his visitors from the Far East.




  While he gave off the impression of a Silicon Valley whiz-kid, and seemed to have a revolutionary product, Daniel had found making real money a lot harder than he had first thought. Long since

  leaving the world of Pizza Hut behind, he had thrown himself into learning everything there was to know about the high-risk payment processing world. He already had something unique he could add to

  the mix and now he just needed to know the basics. As a result, despite being just twenty-two years old, the young gun now knew better than most how to go about getting credit card companies to

  process transactions on behalf of porn websites. But in the world of business that wasn’t enough. What use is there in having the best product if no one knows about it? Consequently business

  was sluggish.




  However, Daniel looked to have finally caught himself a whale. Apparently the two Japanese men at the end of the table owned one of the biggest online providers of geisha girls in Asia. It was

  big money, but also the type of money that wasn’t easy to get out of a customer’s credit card and then transfer into a merchant’s bank account. The men needed the services of a

  middleman who knew how to get around the system. And Daniel had told them he was just that man. Now they had travelled to Brisbane to see if he was as good as his word.




  Feeling hot and flustered, with his white shirt sticking to his back, Daniel took off his jacket and undid the top button on his collar, loosening his grey tie as he did so. Through the

  boardroom window he could see Sam’s assistant, Nicole, sat at her desk. She was still hard at work. Sam had told him that he had hired the pretty brunette on the recommendation of a friend

  when she was just sixteen and, despite her age, she had proven over the past few years that she was more than capable. So capable in fact that she had quickly graduated from the role of simple

  secretary to performing tasks that even some of Sam’s junior lawyers found beyond them.




  While he was meant to be concentrating on the meeting, Daniel just couldn’t avert his gaze from her. He thought she always looked hot, but today she appeared especially stunning in her

  black high heels, black skirt and tight-fitting blouse. If only he could build up the courage to ask her out. He knew she liked him, so why did he find it so damn difficult to do it? Catching her

  glance towards him, as she pretended to work, he flashed her a quick smile before he addressed the geisha girl kings.




  ‘As I was saying, gentlemen,’ he continued, while pointing to a graph that was being shown on the overhead projector screen, ‘my company Merchant Solutions uses open-source

  coding for my gateway, which allows me to take payments from your customer’s credit card before then filtering that money through to one of my offshore bank accounts.’




  As Daniel continued with his spiel, Sam tapped his feet impatiently to the side of him. From an Italian–Sicilian background, thirty-six year old Sam had been Daniel’s legal

  representative for the past year. During that time he had worked on a variety of things for him, from tidying up contracts to gaining an injunction against an adult entertainment forum for

  spreading malicious rumours that had connected Merchant Solutions to a scam. Sam liked Daniel. He saw some serious potential in the kid. And while he liked to help him in any way that he could,

  such as letting him use his office to impress clients, Sam had told him that on this occasion he needed to be quick. He had a dinner date with his ever patient wife, childhood sweetheart Jo-Anne,

  and friends he needed to keep.




  Yet as Daniel continued to discuss his software, Sam grew increasingly restless. He had sat through this presentation many times before. At the end of the day, he knew it all came down to one

  thing: Merchant Solutions’ unique selling point, fraud control. With Daniel dramatically failing to get this point across it seemed the two prospective clients, who spoke only limited

  English, were in danger of slipping into a coma. Satono, the younger of the two, who was dressed like a flash Yakuza gangster, was fiddling with an oversized gold Breitling watch on his wrist,

  while his middle-aged boss, who looked like a regular Japanese businessman, was just about keeping his eyes open.




  ‘Daniel,’ Sam interrupted, unable to bite his tongue any longer, as his client was going off on a tangent trying to explain the intricacies of his software. ‘Perhaps I should

  outline to our guests just how you keep the chargebacks down?’




  ‘Uh, yeah, sure,’ Daniel answered, taking a seat, not quite sure where his lawyer was going with this, but trusting him nevertheless.




  ‘Gentlemen,’ Sam said, standing up from his chair and making sure he projected his voice loudly and clearly. ‘Merchant Solutions does something that virtually no other

  processor in this industry does. It has a comprehensive fraud control system.’




  Over the course of the next ten minutes, Sam explained simply why it was that fraud control was so vital. Daniel had grasped that if you did your due diligence you cut down on your chargebacks.

  And if you cut down on your chargebacks, then banks were less likely to blow up. Ultimately this meant one very important thing: if you could keep the banks happy then merchants were far more

  likely to get their money. As one of the few in the processing world who had grasped this, the self-taught technology prodigy had added a host of applications to his processing gateway. These

  included:




   




  

    

      

	    

        1. Carrying out due diligence on a client to ensure they weren’t engaged in anything illegal, such as drugs or child porn, a sure-fire way to get your bank account

        frozen or seized.




        2. Emailing a customer to confirm they had actually made the transaction and that it wasn’t a stolen credit card.




        3. Informing the customer of the descriptor that would be on their bank statement.




        4. Using geotechnology which showed whether the computer terminal where the purchase was made was in close proximity to the customer’s registered address for their

        credit card.




        5. Taking a ‘fingerprint’ of a consumer’s computer and limiting that computer to one purchase per day to cut down on someone using a load of stolen

        credit cards in one go.


		


      


    


  




  It was all relatively simple stuff. Daniel certainly hadn’t been the first to invent the technology. But he was one of the first in the high-risk payment processing

  industry to put it all together, and utilise it effectively. As Sam told the now enraptured prospective clients, this all meant one thing: Merchant Solutions could reduce the chances of banks

  freezing or seizing your money better than anyone else in the game.




  Nodding their heads to Sam’s every word, Daniel looked around the table in amazement. His lawyer was killing it. He knew you had to be a good public speaker to be a lawyer, but this was

  something else. Incredibly, within fifteen minutes of Sam speaking, Satono and his boss were signing on the dotted line. In fact, Sam had been so keen to get it all tied up he had virtually grabbed

  Satono’s hand and scribbled his signature himself. Daniel was blown away.




  Following the signing, Sam had foregone the pleasantries and made his excuses. Grabbing his suitcase he had virtually run out of the room, despite protestations that he should join the happy

  threesome for a celebratory drink. There was no chance of that. It was already 6.45pm. His wife Jo-Anne had already sent him two texts asking when he would be home, seeing as he had promised her

  6.00pm, no later. The boys would just have to do without him.




  Close to midnight in the Sciacca household, Sam was spread on the bed, next to his sleeping wife, trying desperately to get some sleep. It had been a long day and the alarm was already set for

  the crack of dawn so he could take his sons to play rugby. It was non-stop. But just as he finally drifted into a deep sleep the shrill sound of his mobile phone ringing woke him. Wearily reaching

  over in the darkness to the bedside table, he looked at the illuminated screen. It was Daniel.
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