CHAPTER 1


The worst thing about being dead is missing your own legend.
By the time the Niskayuna Gazette ran the headline "MYSTERIOUS SARATOGA JACKPOT REMAINS UNCLAIMED!" the four masterminds behind the greatest racetrack heist in history were already six feet under. Their untouched fortune—$1.2 million and counting—sat gathering interest in a mysterious bank account that nobody could access.
But I'm getting ahead of myself.
Let me take you back to the summer of 1989. July 26th. The day was so hot that the Niskayuna High School mascot—a guy in a beaver costume—passed out at the mall opening and had to be revived with six Orange Juliuses. Yes, he shit his pants.
Four teenagers in a cabin on Lake George.
The structure swayed dangerously each time Mike shifted his weight, which was often, because Mike Niskayuna never stopped moving.
"I'm telling you," Mike insisted, jabbing his screwdriver at the air for emphasis, "Megadeth would absolutely destroy Metallica in a real fight. Dave Mustaine has crazy eyes. Crazy eyes always win."
"Irrelevant," Goldie Harper declared from her perch on the only semi-stable chair, filing her black nails into perfect points. "Neither could take down Debbie Harry. She'd gut them with her cheekbones and not even smudge her lipstick."
Harold Wong didn't look up from the blinking green screen of his Commodore 64. "Actually, studies show that in physical confrontations, weight class is the primary—"
"Shut up, Harold," the other three said in perfect unison.
Harold's fingers never paused on the keyboard. "Shutting up."
Adam Turner was the only one actually working, meticulously highlighting horse statistics in the racing form spread across his lap. His uncle's gold watch glinted on his wrist as he circled numbers with frightening intensity. At seventeen, Adam had already perfected the furrowed brow that would someday give him premature wrinkles and the respect of venture capitalists.
"If you three are done choreographing fantasy deathmatches," Adam said without looking up, "we need a horse with at least 70-to-1 odds to hit our target number."
Mike spun his screwdriver like a tiny baton. "We need to not get arrested before senior year, Professor. My old man's parole officer still gives me the stink eye from the water balloon incident."
"Nobody's getting arrested," Adam replied with the confidence of someone who'd never been caught doing anything wrong in his life.
The cabin walls were covered with an alarming collection of racing forms, hastily drawn diagrams, and a poster of Molly Ringwald that Mike had stolen from the video store. A single electric cable snaked up from the generator to power a box fan, a small TV, and Harold's precious computer. The rope ladder could be pulled up when they needed privacy, which was always.
Harold's screen suddenly emitted a series of beeps that sounded suspiciously like the theme from "Knight Rider."
"BROTHER's got something," he announced, pushing his glasses up his nose. They immediately slid back down in the heat.
The others crowded around, momentarily forgetting the suffocating temperature. On screen, green text scrolled rapidly:
PROBABILITY MATRIX COMPLETE
STATISTICAL ANOMALY DETECTED
TRACK: SARATOGA
RACE: 7
HORSE: BISCUIT EATER
CURRENT ODDS: 82:1
ACTUAL WIN PROBABILITY: 17%
"Holy shit," Mike whispered. "It worked."
"Language," Adam muttered automatically.
"Holy excrement," Mike amended. "Is that for real, Harold?"
Harold nodded, a rare smile cracking his serious face. "BROTHER thinks the track's oddsmaker is undervaluing this horse by a significant margin. If we bet—"
"We could clean up," Goldie finished, eyes gleaming. "Like, majorly clean up."
BROTHER—Basic Racing Outcome Technical Heuristic Equine Response—was the program they'd built from the bones of Adam's uncle's old gambling algorithm. What had started as a summer project to fight boredom had evolved into something far more interesting. And possibly illegal.
Adam studied the screen, chewing his lower lip. "We'd need to test it first. Small stakes."
"The Niskayuna Farmers' Day race is this Saturday," Goldie offered. "Nothing major, but real money, real horses."
"I could have the interface ready by then," Mike said, holding up a tangle of wires and circuit boards that looked more like a science fair explosion than cutting-edge technology. "This baby will let us place bets without leaving a trail."
"Electronic breadcrumbs," Harold corrected. "Everything leaves a trace. We just make ours look like random noise in the system."
The fan oscillated, blowing hot air across their faces in regular intervals. Outside, cicadas screamed their summer song. Inside, four teenagers plotted larceny with the seriousness usually reserved for nuclear launch codes.
The moment was interrupted by the sound of someone struggling up the rope ladder—a series of grunts and curses followed by the red-faced appearance of Timmy Turner, Adam's eleven-year-old brother.
"Mom says," he wheezed, hauling himself through the opening with all the grace of a sea lion on roller skates, "dinner in twenty... minutes." He collapsed dramatically onto the floor. "I think I have heatstroke. I see a bright light."
"That's the sun, dipwad," Mike said. "We're not in your bedroom dungeon."
Timmy's eyes narrowed as he surveyed the group. "What are you guys doing up here anyway? Planning a bank heist or something?"
The four exchanged quick glances.
"Stamp collecting," Adam said flatly.
"Fantasy football league," Goldie offered simultaneously.
"Nuclear physics," was Harold's contribution.
"Satanic ritual," Mike added cheerfully. "We've already sacrificed three sixth-graders this week, but we could use a fourth."
Timmy's attention drifted to the computer screen, but Harold had already cleared it. Then his gaze settled on Goldie, and his prepubescent crush manifested as an immediate crimson flush from neck to hairline.
"Mom didn't mention you," he managed, his voice cracking on 'you' like a piccolo hitting a wrong note.
"She never does," Goldie replied with a wink that made poor Timmy look like he might spontaneously combust. Mrs. Turner remained deeply suspicious of any female who voluntarily spent time with her son and his weird friends, especially one who wore torn jeans and called adults by their first names.
"Beat it, squirt," Adam said. "Tell Mom we'll be down in five."
As Timmy disappeared down the ladder with a series of thuds and one distant "Ow!", Mike reached into his pocket and produced a worn baseball—their signal to close the meeting. The ritual was simple: Mike to Harold to Goldie to Adam and back to Mike. The ball completed its circuit in silence.
"Tomorrow," Adam said. "Same time. Goldie, racing forms for Niskayuna."
"On it," she nodded, sliding her notebook into a backpack covered with band logos and feminist slogans.
"Mike, get that interface working."
"Aye aye, Professor," Mike saluted with his screwdriver.
"Harold, fine-tune BROTHER's Niskayuna predictions."
Harold nodded, already back to typing. "I'll need to account for the track differences and jockey statistics."
They made their way down the ladder one by one. At the bottom, Adam paused, watching his friends head through the woods toward his house—Mike shoving Harold playfully, Goldie walking backward in front of them, laughing as she flipped Mike off for something he'd said.
For a second, just a flash, Adam had a strange feeling like he needed to memorize this moment. Like it mattered more than he could possibly understand.
Then Mike called back, "Move it, Turner! Your mom's making lasagna and I'm about to eat Harold if I don't get real food!"
The feeling passed, and Adam jogged to catch up, unaware that in exactly thirty-one days, he, Harold Wong, Goldie Harper, and Mike Niskayuna would all be dead.
But their legend? That was just getting started.
And the greatest heist in the history of Saratoga Race Course would go off without a hitch.
Without the ones who planned it ever seeing a penny.
Life's funny that way. And by funny, I mean brutal.
Trust me. I should know.
CHAPTER 2


Harold Wong was hiding from the sun.
While the rest of Niskayuna baked like ants under a magnifying glass, Harold had claimed prime real estate beneath an ancient oak at the quarry's edge. His back pressed against rough bark, he balanced a paperback copy of "Neuromancer" on his knees, occasionally glancing up to monitor his friends.
Despite the nuclear-level heat, Harold wore a button-up shirt with the sleeves carefully rolled to the elbows. His father had opinions about "proper presentation" that didn't take summer vacations.
"Wong! Incoming!"
Harold's head snapped up just in time to see a silver missile hurtling toward his face. His hand shot up—more self-defense than coordination—and miraculously caught the ice-cold can of Coke before it reconfigured his facial features. Mike stood twenty feet away, grinning like an idiot.
"Your reflexes are improving, Brainiac!" Mike called, jogging over. "Last summer you would've worn that soda."
Harold popped the tab and took a grateful sip. "Positive reinforcement through potential pain. Very scientific."
"I'm all about education," Mike said, dropping down beside him. "How's BROTHER coming along? Any skynet warnings yet?"
Harold lowered his voice, eyeing a group of giggling freshmen girls nearby. "Made a breakthrough last night. Got him to recognize jockey patterns. If a jockey holds back until the final stretch, BROTHER factors that in now."
"Holy shit," Mike whispered, eyes widening. "That's like... actual AI stuff."
"Yeah, well," Harold shrugged, watching the girls over the rim of his Coke can. "Nobody's offering scholarships for 'Best Illegal Betting Algorithm.'"
Before Mike could respond, a commotion erupted at the floating platform. Adam and Goldie were facing off against three larger figures—the unmistakable silhouette of Tommy Blanchard and his football drones had arrived.
"Fantastic," Mike muttered, already on his feet. "Neanderthals in the wild."
The water was shockingly cold after the heat of the day. Harold waded in cautiously, each step taking him deeper until he was chest-deep, toes barely touching the silty bottom. Mike powered ahead with confident strokes.
Blanchard's voice carried across the water, loud and sneering. "Public place, Harper. You can't claim the platform."
"We were here first, Tommy," Goldie shot back, her voice sharp enough to cut glass.
"In my experience," Mike said, pulling himself onto the platform with one smooth motion, "guys who need to throw their weight around are usually compensating for something." He paused dramatically. "Something... disappointing."
One of Blanchard's friends actually snickered before catching himself. Blanchard's face darkened to roughly the shade of Hawaiian Punch.
"You got a big mouth for such a little punk," he spat.
Mike's smile didn't falter, but his eyes went cold. "And you've got a small vocabulary for such a big asshole. But I guess that's what happens when your brain's stuck in your jockstrap."
Blanchard lunged forward, but Adam smoothly stepped between them, hands raised. "Not here, Tommy. Coach Myers would bench you for fighting. Two months before football season? How's that scholarship looking?"
The mention of the coach seemed to penetrate Blanchard's steroid-addled brain. He hesitated.
"Besides," Goldie added sweetly, "there are witnesses." She nodded toward the shore, where a group of younger kids had stopped to watch the confrontation.
"Whatever," Blanchard finally said. "Platform's boring anyway." He turned and dove cleanly into the water, his friends following seconds later.
Harold was still in the water, gripping the edge of the platform, not quite ready to try pulling himself up. Adam noticed and extended a hand. Harold took it gratefully, allowing himself to be hauled up with as much dignity as a drowned cat.
"The four of us against the world, right?" Adam said.
"Always," Harold said quietly.
Meanwhile, back at the platform, Tommy Blanchard found something peculiar floating in the water—a small black electronic device with an antenna and a blinking red light.
"What the hell is this?" he muttered, turning it over in his hands.
He had no way of knowing he was holding a critical piece of the most brilliant heist Saratoga would never know had happened.
He also had no way of knowing that pushing the small red button on its side was about to make his day considerably worse.

Tommy examined the device with his typical brilliance – which is to say, with all the scientific curiosity of a golden retriever finding a calculator. The sophomore who'd trailed him to the quarry – hoping that proximity to varsity football would somehow make him less of a loser – sloshed closer.
"Whatcha got, Tommy?"
"Some kinda gadget," Tommy grunted, holding it up. "Probably belongs to those nerds."
"Looks expensive," the sophomore said, eternally playing the role of Helpful Sidekick to a guy who would definitely stuff him in a locker the moment it became entertaining.
The device was sleek black plastic with a single red button. The button was tempting. Buttons exist to be pushed. That's science.
Tommy's thumb hovered over it as he surveyed the quarry. Most of the kids had gathered at the concession stand where they sold those ice cream sandwiches that tasted like cardboard dipped in chemicals. Perfect.
A cluster of junior girls had gathered near the floating dock, including Melissa Peterson – whose sweater had been the highlight of Tommy's Biology class daydreams for the past semester. She was wearing a yellow bikini that should have been illegal in at least forty-seven states.
Tommy grinned. "Hey! Everyone watch this!"
He held the device high, making sure Melissa and her friends were looking. They were. Success. Tommy Blanchard, master of attracting female attention.
"I'm about to launch the space shuttle!" he announced, because in Tommy's mind, NASA regularly left their equipment at the Niskayuna Quarry.
He pressed the button with dramatic flair, expecting... well, who knew? Lights? Sounds? A tiny explosion?
Nothing happened.
Tommy's face fell. The sophomore looked disappointed on his behalf.
"Maybe it's broken?" the kid offered.
Tommy was about to throw the useless gadget when the water around him began to bubble. Not like a hot tub – more like someone had dropped an Alka-Seltzer the size of a Volkswagen into the quarry.
"What the—"
That's when Tommy noticed something else. An odd sensation in his swim trunks. A gentle tugging that quickly became less gentle.
"Oh shit," he whispered as realization dawned.
The device wasn't just any electronic gadget. It was a remote control. And what it controlled was now abundantly clear – a small but powerful pump attached to the drawstring of Tommy Blanchard's swim trunks.
The tug became a violent yank. Tommy grabbed desperately at his waistband, but he was fighting technology – and technology was winning. His trunks shot downward with the force of a NASA rocket launch, tangling briefly around his ankles before being sucked away by the underwater pump.
Tommy Blanchard stood frozen in waist-deep water, completely naked from the waist down, as thirty-seven quarry patrons (he counted later, in therapy) stared in his direction.
For one eternal second, there was silence – that special kind of silence that exists only in nightmares and public humiliation scenarios.
Then the laughter began. Not chuckles. Not giggles. The kind of full-body, oxygen-depriving hysterics that separate true comedic moments from mere funny incidents.
Melissa Peterson's mouth formed a perfect O of shock before she dissolved into laughter so intense she had to sit down.
"BLANCHARD'S GOT NO BALLS!" someone shouted, which wasn't anatomically accurate but felt emotionally true to Tommy in that moment.
His sophomore sidekick, displaying a survival instinct previously undetected, was already swimming away at Olympic qualifying speeds.
In the distance, standing on the shore with ice cream cones, four teenagers watched with expressions of pure innocence. Harold's face buried in a book that happened to be upside-down. Goldie examining her nails with scientific precision. Adam suddenly fascinated by cloud formations. Only Mike met Tommy's furious gaze, offering a small salute with his ice cream cone before taking a deliberate lick.
The message was clear: Don't mess with the brotherhood.
Tommy Blanchard, future recipient of the nickname "No-Pants Tommy" (which would follow him well into his thirties), lunged for deeper water to hide his shame – only to realize this meant swimming toward his audience.
He froze again, caught in the ultimate teenage dilemma: retreating meant exposing his bare ass; advancing meant exposing everything else.
And that's when the lifeguard's whistle blew.
CHAPTER 3


The shoebox hit Adam's bedroom floor with the finality of a coffin dropping into a grave.
"Your uncle's things," his mother said, hovering in the doorway like she couldn't decide whether to stay or flee. "It's been two years, Adam." Her voice caught on the number. "The garage needs... organizing."
"Sure, Mom," Adam replied, not looking up from his algebra homework. Polynomial equations were safer territory than the emotions written across his mother's face.
Two years since Uncle Jack's heart had short-circuited at forty-three. Two years since Adam had stood in his only suit---already too small at the shoulders---while his mother dissolved beside him at the graveside.
"You can keep whatever..." she began, then stopped. "I'll call you for dinner."
The door clicked shut, leaving Adam alone with the box and the suffocating heat of his attic bedroom. The ancient fan in the window made valiant chopping motions at the July air without actually cooling anything. Adam stared at the box for three full minutes before setting aside his textbook.
Inside the box lay the scattered artifacts of a life cut short. Dog-eared sci-fi paperbacks. Vinyl records with handwritten notes about tempo variations. A worn deck of cards that had taught Adam probability before his classmates could spell the word.
At the bottom, nestled in a padded envelope, Adam found them---five floppy disks labeled in his uncle's precise handwriting, including one that bore three simple words that made Adam's throat tighten: "JMTK Code."
Jack Matthew Turner's Key.
A sharp knock jolted Adam back to the present. "Yo, Professor! You dead in there?"
Mike. Adam hastily shoved the disks back into their envelope. "It's open!"
The door swung wide to reveal Mike Niskayuna balancing a six-pack of Cokes on one palm like a waiter. "Special delivery," he announced, tossing one to Adam, who caught it one-handed. "Your mom let me up. I told her we're studying for the PSATs."
"In July?" Adam raised an eyebrow.
"That's what makes it believable. Only a psycho like you would study for the PSATs in July." Mike flopped onto Adam's bed without invitation, then immediately sat up when he spotted the box. "What's all this crap?"
"My uncle's stuff," Adam said quietly.
"Oh." Mike's usual smartass expression softened. "The gambling uncle?"
Adam nodded, popping the tab on his Coke. The cold aluminum hissed in the hot room.
"You okay?" Mike asked, scratching awkwardly at a scab on his elbow.
"Yeah," Adam said, surprised to find it wasn't entirely a lie. "Just weird seeing his things again."
Mike reached for a small trophy from a mathematics competition. "Your uncle was some kind of Stephen Hawking meets Rain Man, right?"
"Something like that," Adam said. He hesitated, then pulled out the envelope of floppy disks. "Found these at the bottom."
Mike set aside his soda to examine the disks. His perpetually grease-stained fingers traced the labels. "JMTK? Sounds like a radio station."
"Jack Matthew Turner's Key," Adam explained. "It's what he called his system for picking winners at the track."
Mike's eyes widened. "For real? Like a secret formula that actually works?"
Adam nodded. "He showed me parts of it once. Said it was like finding the key to a lock everyone else didn't even know existed."
A slow grin spread across Mike's face---the same grin he'd worn before convincing them all to steal Principal Warner's toupee last year. "Can you still read these?"
"Harold has that ancient Commodore setup in his basement."
"What are we waiting for? This is better than Playboy!"
Adam raised an eyebrow. "It's computer code, Mike. Not exactly centerfolds."
"No, but it's potentially cash," Mike countered. "Which leads to many, many centerfolds. And cars. And freedom from this shithole town." He paused. "Unless you don't want to. If it feels wrong or whatever."
"Uncle Jack always said I had the right kind of mind for his work."
"So maybe this is him still teaching you," Mike suggested. "One last lesson."
Before Adam could respond, another voice called from the hallway. "Are you losers having a private circle jerk, or can anyone join?"
The door pushed open to reveal Goldie, wearing cutoff shorts and a tank top that read "THE FUTURE IS FEMALE" in peeling iron-on letters. Her blonde hair was piled in a messy bun with that electric blue streak she'd added last weekend.
"Jesus, Goldie," Adam hissed. "My mom's downstairs."
"Relax, Professor. I told her I'm helping you with a paper on influential women in science." She plopped down on the bed next to Mike. "By which I mean we're dissecting Mike's love life---shortest science experiment ever."
"Bite me, Harper," Mike said without heat.
"You wish, Niskayuna," she fired back, her eyes already focusing on the floppy disks. "What'd you find? Porn stash? Secret government files? Your personality?"
"My uncle's system," Adam said. "His algorithm for picking winners at the track."
Goldie's eyebrows shot up. "No shit?"
"Very much shit," Mike confirmed. "We were just about to take them to Harold's."
"I'm coming," Goldie announced, as if there had been any doubt.

Mrs. Wong answered the door with the pinched expression of someone who'd just tasted something suspicious but was too polite to spit it out.
"Adam, Michael, Margaret," she said with a curt nod. She always used Goldie's real name, a subtle power move that everyone recognized but no one acknowledged.
"Good afternoon, Mrs. Wong," Adam said with the polite smile that had gotten him out of detention three times last year. "We have a study group with Harold today."
"In summer?" Her perfectly plucked eyebrows arched toward her equally perfect hairline.
"AP Calculus prep," Adam explained smoothly. "Colleges look for that kind of initiative."
The magic word---"colleges"---dissolved her suspicion like sugar in hot tea.
"Harold is in the basement," she said, stepping aside. "I'll bring down some snacks later. Healthy snacks," she added, eyeing Mike's faded AC/DC shirt with naked disapproval.
"That would be lovely, thank you," Goldie said in her best Margaret voice, the one she reserved for parent interactions and court appearances.
They removed their shoes and headed for the basement door, maintaining their best behavior until they were safely out of earshot.
"AP Calculus prep," Mike mimicked once they hit the stairs. "Christ, she probably creamed her mom-jeans. You could sell ice to Eskimos, Turner."
"That's racist," Harold's voice floated up from below. "The proper term is Inuit, and they would actually have practical uses for manufactured ice."
Harold's basement was like no other in Niskayuna. While most housed moldy furniture and Christmas decorations, the Wongs had allowed Harold to transform theirs into what he called his "lab." One half contained a meticulously organized workbench with tools arranged by size and function. The other featured a desk with three computer setups of varying antiquity.
Harold was hunched over the newest one, typing rapidly, headphones clamped over his ears. He didn't notice them until Goldie snapped her fingers in front of his face, causing him to startle.
"Jesus tap-dancing Christ," he yelped, yanking off his headphones. "Make some noise next time! I nearly coded myself into an early grave."
"We did," Mike said, dropping onto the ancient couch. "You were in the zone again. That, or writing 8008 with a calculator and giggling like a spaz."
"It's called debugging, Neanderthal," Harold muttered. "What's the emergency this time? Niskayuna's supply of hair gel running low?"
"We found something," Adam said, unzipping his backpack to reveal the envelope of floppy disks. "Uncle Jack's betting system."
Harold's eyes widened behind his glasses. "5.25-inch floppies? Those are practically antiques."
"Can you read them?" Adam asked.
"With the Commodore? Sure," Harold said, taking the envelope with reverence. "Where'd you get these relics?"
"They were my uncle's," Adam explained. "The one who was good with numbers."
"The gambler uncle?" Harold clarified, already moving to the oldest computer setup in the corner.
Harold carefully inserted the disk labeled "JMTK Code" into the drive. The Commodore whirred to life, the green cursor blinking on the black screen like a heartbeat.
After a few minutes of navigating through the file structure, Harold let out a low whistle.
"Holy shit," he breathed, pushing his glasses up. "This code is... it's beautiful."
"You would find code beautiful," Mike snorted. "The rest of us save that word for actual humans."
"Says the guy who called Jessica Conley's left boob 'perfection incarnate,'" Goldie retorted.
"Both boobs," Mike corrected seriously. "I would never discriminate between twins."
Adam ignored them, leaning over Harold's shoulder. "Can you tell what it does?"
"It's analyzing patterns," Harold said, his voice rising with excitement. "Your uncle basically created an AI before AI was cool. This thing doesn't just predict outcomes—it learns from its mistakes."
"Like that computer that plays chess?" Adam asked.
"More like that computer that plays chess and gets better every time it loses," Harold replied. "For 1987, this is like... Einstein-level stuff."
"But does it actually work?" Mike asked, voicing the question they were all thinking.
Harold shrugged. "We'd need to test it."
"I can get racing forms," Goldie offered. "Dad subscribes to every racing publication. He only looks at them when he's drunk, which is... breakfast through dinner."
"And I've got cash saved from fixing Mrs. Calloway's crappy Taurus," Mike added. "We could place a small bet, see if it actually works."
Adam hesitated, feeling a strange mix of excitement and dread. "This was Uncle Jack's life's work. It feels wrong to just... use it."
"Or it's exactly what he'd want," Goldie countered. "You said he was teaching you. Consider this the final exam."
The four friends fell silent, the Commodore's fan humming in the background. Finally, Harold spoke.
"I could adapt this to run on my newer setup. If—and this is a big if—we wanted to try it out."
"Just as an experiment," Adam said. "Small stakes."
"For science," Mike added with a growing grin.
"And if it happens to make us a little cash on the side..." Goldie trailed off, her smile matching Mike's.
Adam looked at his friends—Harold's analytical curiosity, Mike's reckless enthusiasm, Goldie's ambitious spark. Then he looked at the screen, at his uncle's code glowing green in the dim basement.
"Let's do it," he said finally. "But we need rules. Limits."
"Of course, Professor," Mike said, clapping him on the shoulder. "We'll be totally responsible with our illegal gambling operation."
"We need a name," Goldie said. "Something cool."
Harold was already typing, making notes about the code structure. "How about BROTHER?" he suggested absently. "Basic Racing Outcome Technical Heuristic Equine Response."
The others stared at him.
"What?" he said, looking up. "It works."
"And it's not obvious at all," Mike said, rolling his eyes. "Why not just call it 'ILLEGAL GAMBLING MACHINE' and be done with it?"
"I like it," Adam said. "BROTHER. Like the four of us."
"Brotherhood," Goldie corrected, pointing at herself. "Still a girl here."
"Brotherhood and Sisterhood is too long," Mike countered. "Besides, you're one of us. Honorary brother."
"Fine," Goldie said, "but I get to be the cool brother who actually gets laid."
They all laughed, the sound echoing in the basement that would become their headquarters for the weeks to come. None of them noticed Mrs. Wong pausing at the top of the stairs, snacks in hand, listening to their laughter with a small smile before descending.
"Studying hard?" she asked, setting down a tray of cut vegetables and rice crackers.
Harold minimized the code window with lightning speed. "Just getting started, Mom. Thanks."
She nodded, glancing at the old Commodore. "That old computer? For calculus?"
"Retro computing unit," Adam explained smoothly. "Learning the fundamentals."
She seemed satisfied with this and headed back upstairs after reminding them not to stay up too late.
"So, what's our first step?" Adam asked.
"We start small," he insisted. "One minor race, minimal bet. Just to test BROTHER's capabilities."
The others nodded in agreement, but Adam could see the gleam in their eyes, the same excitement bubbling in his own chest. This wasn't just about money, though that was certainly part of it. It was about the four of them creating something bigger than themselves. Something that could change everything.
Outside, the summer day was fading into evening, golden light filtering through the basement's small windows. In the Wong's well-manicured backyard, crickets began their nightly chorus, a soundtrack to the beginning of what would become their greatest adventure.
And their last.
But they didn't know that yet. All they knew was the electricity of possibility, the intoxicating freedom of having stumbled upon a secret key to a door they'd never even noticed before. In that moment, in that basement, with the green glow of the monitor illuminating their faces, they might as well have been gods.
Four teenage gods with acne medication and hormone-fueled dreams, but gods nonetheless.
The digital clock on Harold's desk silently ticked forward, counting down days they thought stretched endlessly ahead of them. Thirty-one days to be exact.
But who's counting?
Oh, right.
Me.
CHAPTER 4


The Niskayuna Farmers' Day Race was not exactly Saratoga. It was more like someone had asked a five-year-old to draw a racetrack, then built it with whatever materials were on clearance at the hardware store.
The track was a patched-together oval behind the county fairgrounds, more dirt than actual racing surface. The grandstand consisted of three rows of bleachers that creaked like they were auditioning for a horror movie soundtrack. The betting windows were folding tables staffed by Lion's Club volunteers who looked like they'd rather be anywhere else—preferably near the beer tent, where most of them had clearly spent the morning.
"This place is a fucking joke," Goldie muttered, watching a heavyset man in overalls puke behind a port-a-potty while his friends cheered him on. "It's like the evolutionary chart, but everyone stopped halfway."
"It's perfect," Mike countered, eyes gleaming as he surveyed the chaos. "Look at these people! They're all three sheets to the wind at noon on a Saturday. It's beautiful."
He wasn't wrong. The "crowd" had the collective sobriety of a frat house on pledge night. A group of farmers in identical John Deere caps were passing around a jar of something that definitely wasn't water. Two elderly women who looked like they'd been smoking since birth were sharing what appeared to be a joint disguised as a hand-rolled cigarette. The guy selling cotton candy was taking swigs from a flask between customers.
And in the corner by the hot dog stand, looking completely out of place and utterly confused, was none other than Ozzy Osbourne.
"Holy shit," Mike hissed, grabbing Adam's arm hard enough to cut off circulation. "Is that...?"
"No way," Adam said, but it undeniably was. The Prince of Darkness himself, decked out in his trademark black clothes and purple sunglasses, squinting at a racing form like it was written in ancient Sanskrit.
"What's Ozzy fucking Osbourne doing at the Niskayuna Farmers' Day Race?" Goldie whispered.
"Tour bus probably broke down," Mike suggested. "Or he thought he was somewhere else entirely. Isn't he permanently confused?"
As if to confirm this theory, they watched as Ozzy approached the betting window, pointed randomly at his racing form, and shouted something unintelligible that caused Earl to lean back so far he nearly fell off his chair.
"Focus," Adam said, though he couldn't stop staring himself. "BROTHER's pick is horse number four, 'My Wife's Meatloaf.'"
They all turned to study the horse in question—a mangey-looking bay with the enthusiasm of a death row inmate on execution day.
"That thing?" Mike snorted. "It looks like it's contemplating suicide."
"Current odds are 15-1," Harold said, adjusting his glasses. "BROTHER calculates a 40% win probability, creating a significant value gap."
"In English?" Goldie prompted.
"The horse is way better than these drunk rubes think," Adam translated. "If BROTHER is right."
"And these yokels are too hammered to notice," Mike added, watching a man try three times to sit on a bleacher before giving up and just standing.
Adam pulled out the twenty-dollar bill they'd pooled together—five bucks each, their agreed-upon test amount. Not enough to change their lives if they won, not enough to devastate them if they lost.
"Who's placing the bet?" Adam asked.
"Not Harold," Mike said immediately. "He looks twelve and would get carded for a Happy Meal."
"Not you," Adam countered. "You have 'future prisoner' tattooed on your forehead."
"I'll do it," Goldie volunteered, adjusting her ridiculous floppy hat. "I've been practicing my 'bored rich lady slumming it with the peasants' impression."
Before anyone could object, she snatched the twenty and sashayed toward the betting tables, adding an exaggerated hip swing that made Mike's eyes bug out.
"Dude," Adam said, elbowing him.
"What? I contain multitudes," Mike replied, not looking away. "I can respect women and also appreciate an ass that defies the laws of physics."
"That's our friend you're objectifying," Harold pointed out.
"And she'd kick your ass if she heard you," Adam added.
Mike grinned. "Why do you think I waited until she was out of earshot? I may be horny, but I'm not stupid."
They watched as Goldie leaned over the betting table, laughing at something the middle-aged man behind it said. The guy was so distracted by Goldie's strategic lean that he nearly knocked over his thermos, which, judging by his flushed face, contained something stronger than coffee.
Across the way, Ozzy was now being helped by a harried-looking man in a black t-shirt who was clearly part of his entourage. The rock star was gesturing wildly at his racing form and saying something that required his assistant to lean in and nod repeatedly before taking cash to place a bet.
"Mission accomplished," Goldie reported when she returned, sliding a betting slip into Adam's hand. "Also, his name is Earl, he's been divorced three times, and he thinks I'm visiting my aunt from Connecticut. I'm pretty sure he would've given me his kidney if I'd asked nicely."
"Your talents are wasted in Niskayuna," Mike said admiringly. "Oh, and Ozzy fucking Osbourne just bet on the same horse we did."
"What?" Adam's head whipped around.
"Yeah, I was watching while Goldie worked her magic. His handler had to translate, but he definitely put money on My Wife's Meatloaf. Said something about it reminding him of home."
The loudspeaker crackled to life with a sound like Satan gargling razor blades. "LADIES AND GENTLEMEN," boomed a voice that suggested its owner had been smoking since kindergarten, "RACE NUMBER THREE WILL BEGIN IN FIVE MINUTES. PLACE YOUR BETS OR FOREVER HOLD YOUR POVERTY."
Harold's knee was bouncing like a jackhammer. Adam felt his own heart racing. This was it—the moment of truth. Either BROTHER worked or it didn't. Either Uncle Jack's algorithm was genius or it was just the deluded dream of a man who died broke.
"Anybody else feel like they're gonna puke?" Mike asked conversationally. "Just me?"
"Probability of success is approximately 40%," Harold offered. "So statistically speaking—"
"If you quote one more statistic, I'll drown you in the horse trough," Mike threatened. "And judging by the color, it's at least 30% urine."
The horses were being loaded into the starting gates—a process that resembled trying to parallel park a shopping cart with a bad wheel. My Wife's Meatloaf looked particularly unimpressed with the whole situation, whinnying in protest as the handler tried to guide her in.
"Maybe this was a mistake," Adam muttered.
"Too late now," Goldie said, reaching over to squeeze his hand briefly. "Besides, it's twenty bucks. Not exactly breaking the bank."
"AAAAND THEY'RE OFF!" screamed the announcer, who seemed to be compensating for the event's lack of prestige with excessive volume.
Six horses burst from the gates with varying degrees of enthusiasm. The favorite, Racing for Jesus, took an early lead while My Wife's Meatloaf lagged in fifth place.
"We're screwed," Mike groaned.
"Wait," Harold said, eyes glued to the track. "That jockey is holding back. Look at how he's positioned."
Adam squinted at their horse. The jockey did seem to be restraining the animal, keeping to the outside as they rounded the first turn.
"First lap is positioning," Adam said, remembering Uncle Jack's lessons. "Real racing happens in the homestretch."
As if hearing him, My Wife's Meatloaf began making a move on the back straightaway, picking off horses as they entered the final turn. By the time they hit the homestretch, she was in third and accelerating.
"Holy shit," Mike breathed. "Is this actually happening?"
The sparse crowd came to life as the horse that nobody had bet on surged forward. My Wife's Meatloaf drew even with Racing for Jesus, then inched ahead in the final fifty yards.
"GO GO GO!" Goldie screamed, all pretense of wealthy Connecticut visitor abandoned as she jumped up and down, nearly decapitating Harold with her hat.
From somewhere to their right came another cheer—more of a confused, garbled roar that sounded like "SHAAAAAAAROOOOOOOON!" followed by manic laughter. Ozzy was on his feet, apparently thrilled that his random pick was winning.
The finish was close—close enough that Adam couldn't be sure. The four friends froze, staring at the board, waiting for the official results.
"THE WINNER IS," the announcer paused for dramatic effect, or possibly a stroke, "NUMBER FOUR, MY WIFE'S MEATLOAF!"
The board flashed the official results, confirming what seemed impossible just minutes ago.
They had won.
"BROTHER got it right," Harold whispered, a rare smile breaking across his face. "It actually worked!"
"We just turned twenty bucks into three hundred!" Mike did the quick math on their 15-1 odds.
"We won seventy-five dollars each," Goldie corrected, bouncing on her toes. "That's like a week's worth of pizza!"
Adam felt a strange mix of emotions—elation at winning, but also a deeper sense of connection to his uncle. This was Jack's system, his legacy, and it worked. It actually worked.
The celebration was short-lived when a heavy hand landed on Adam's shoulder. He turned to find himself face-to-face with a paunchy man in mirrored sunglasses and a security T-shirt that was fighting a losing battle with his gut. His breath smelled like he'd been gargling with Jack Daniel's since breakfast.
"You kids old enough to be betting?" he asked, voice gravelly from decades of cigarettes.
Adam's mouth went dry. Beside him, Mike tensed like a spring.
"Of course they are," Goldie stepped forward, her rich-girl persona snapping back into place. "My cousin Adam here is twenty-two, and these are his friends from SUNY Binghamton. We're just here for the"—she wrinkled her nose distastefully—"local color."
The security guard studied them skeptically through bloodshot eyes. "ID?"
"In the car," Adam said, finding his voice. "We didn't realize we'd need it for a farmers' race."
The guy frowned, hand still heavy on Adam's shoulder. "Maybe I should escort you all to the office while we sort this out."
"Is there a problem here, Stan?"
The new voice belonged to Earl from the betting window, who'd materialized beside them with an official-looking clipboard and breath that could strip paint.
"Just checking IDs," Stan grunted. "These kids look about twelve."
"I already carded them," Earl lied smoothly, winking at Goldie. "The blonde one's my niece's friend from Connecticut. Visiting for the weekend. She brought her college buddies."
Stan looked unconvinced but removed his hand from Adam's shoulder. "Fine. But no drinking, you hear? This ain't that kind of event."
Mike glanced pointedly at the man's beer belly. "Wouldn't dream of it," he said with a straight face that deserved an Oscar.
As Stan lumbered away, nearly tripping over his own feet, the four exhaled in unison.
"Thanks, Earl," Goldie said with a smile that had probably contributed to his three divorces.
"No problem, sweetheart. Nice pick on My Wife's Meatloaf. Not many people saw that one coming—except that crazy British rock star over there. He's collecting a pretty penny right now." Earl nodded toward the betting window, where Ozzy was receiving what looked like a substantial payout, giggling maniacally and trying to stuff cash into pockets that his assistant kept having to help him find. "You kids enjoy the rest of the races, but maybe keep a lower profile, yeah? And if you're looking for a little more excitement after this is over..." He let the suggestion hang in the air.
"I think we'll pass," Goldie said, her smile never wavering. "But thanks for the offer."
After he walked away, Mike let out a low whistle. "That was close. And gross. Simultaneously."
"Too close," Adam agreed. "We need to be more careful."
"Or," Goldie said, fanning herself with the cash-filled envelope, "we need to look older."
"Or," Harold countered, "we need to place our bets electronically so we don't have to be physically present among these evolutionary dead-ends."
Adam nodded slowly. "Harold's right. We need to minimize our exposure."
"But that was just the warmup," Mike said, eyes gleaming. "BROTHER works, man! We just proved it!"
"Exactly," Adam replied. "Which means we need to be smart about what comes next. If it worked on this bush-league race—"
"It'll work at Saratoga," Goldie finished, a slow smile spreading across her face.
"Theoretically," Harold cautioned. "The sample size is still extremely limited."
"Then we need more tests," Adam decided. "Smaller tracks, different conditions. We build up data, refine the system, and then..."
"We go for the big score," Mike said.
The four friends looked at each other, the same thought reflected in each face: This could actually work. This could change everything.

Their victory lap through the fairgrounds was like walking through a living museum dedicated to bad decisions. The midway was packed with carnival games rigged tighter than a nun's corset. The rides looked like they'd been assembled by blind engineers with a grudge against safety regulations. Every ten feet, someone was either throwing up, making out, or doing both simultaneously.
"Wait, stop," Mike said suddenly, grabbing Adam's arm. "We have to do this."
"Do what?" Adam followed Mike's gaze to a ring toss booth where a bored teenager was guarding a display of the saddest stuffed animals Adam had ever seen. They looked less like prizes and more like evidence in a crime scene.
"Win a prize," Mike declared. "With our winnings. It's like, symbolic or something."
"That's the stupidest—" Harold began.
"I'm in," Goldie interrupted. "I want that hideous purple elephant. It speaks to me on a spiritual level."
The carny's eyes lit up as they approached—fresh meat for the slaughter. "Step right up, gentlemen and the lovely lady! Three rings for a dollar, five rings for two! Land a ring on a bottle, win a prize! Simple as that!"
"Simple as that," Mike mimicked under his breath. "Except the rings are the size of my asshole and the bottles are packed tighter than Harold's schedule."
"Charming analogy," Harold muttered.
Adam started to protest—they should be leaving, not drawing more attention to themselves—but Mike was already slapping a five on the counter.
"Fifteen rings," he announced. "And we're not leaving without that elephant."
The carny's smile widened. "Step right up, young man! Show your friends what you're made of!"
What Mike was made of, apparently, was pure, unfiltered failure. Fifteen rings later, not a single one had landed on a bottle. Most hadn't even made it to the display.
"This is rigged," Mike declared, slapping down another five. "Again."
Thirty rings later, they were twenty dollars poorer and no closer to the elephant.
"Let me try," Harold said unexpectedly, adjusting his glasses. Everyone stared at him. Harold didn't do carnival games. Harold didn't do anything that involved physical skill or public embarrassment.
"You sure, Wong?" Mike asked. "I've seen you try to throw paper into a trash can from two feet away."
"It's physics," Harold replied with quiet confidence. "The variables are predictable once you understand the equations."
He handed the carny a dollar. "Three rings, please."
The carny smirked, clearly seeing Harold as even easier prey. "Good luck, professor."
Harold took a deep breath, weighing the first ring in his hand. He closed one eye, calculating angles and trajectories in his head. Then, with a smooth, precise motion that none of them knew he possessed, he tossed the ring.
It landed perfectly around a bottle's neck.
The carny's jaw dropped. "Beginner's luck," he muttered.
Harold repeated the process with the second ring. Another perfect landing.
The third ring followed suit.
"Holy shit," Mike whispered.
"Language," Adam said automatically, but his eyes were wide with amazement.
"SHARON! LOOK AT THE LITTLE CHINESE BOY!" came a slurred, British-accented shout from behind them. They turned to find Ozzy Osbourne, now wearing a pink cotton candy cone as a hat, pointing excitedly at Harold. "HE'S A BLOODY GENIUS! GET HIM FOR MY TOUR!"
The carny looked like he'd just witnessed a unicorn giving birth to a mermaid. "That's... that's impossible."
"No," Harold replied calmly, though his ears had turned crimson at Ozzy's attention. "Just mathematically improbable. We'll take the elephant, please."
As they walked away, Goldie clutching her hideous purple prize, Mike couldn't stop staring at Harold. "How the actual fuck did you do that?"
Harold shrugged, a small smile playing at the corners of his mouth. "BROTHER isn't the only algorithm I've been working on."
They howled with laughter, drawing curious glances from the fairgoers around them. In that moment, they weren't four teenagers running an illegal gambling operation. They were just kids at a fair, celebrating a victory, united against a world that consistently underestimated them.
Behind them, Ozzy was being gently guided away by his increasingly harried-looking assistant, the cotton candy hat now dripping pink strands down his face as he shouted something about bats and how they'd never believe what he just saw at a bloody farming race in the middle of nowhere.
And it felt damn good.
That feeling lasted exactly four minutes and twenty-seven seconds, right until they rounded the corner of the cotton candy stand and came face-to-face with the last person they wanted to see.
Principal Warner, Niskayuna High's answer to a human hemorrhoid, stood before them in all his polyester-suited glory. Even on a Saturday, even at a fairground, the man had managed to dress like he was attending a budget funeral. His perpetually disappointed eyes narrowed as he recognized them.
"Turner. Wong. Niskayuna. Harper." He nodded at each of them in turn, his gaze lingering suspiciously on the cash-stuffed envelope peeking out of Adam's pocket. "Enjoying the festivities?"
Adam felt like someone had replaced his blood with liquid nitrogen. "Yes, sir. Just, uh, taking in the local culture."
"Local culture," Warner repeated, as if Adam had suggested they were studying quantum physics with the carnival folk. "And that wouldn't happen to include gambling, would it? I couldn't help but notice you near the race track earlier."
"Just watching the horses, sir," Harold said, his voice an octave higher than normal. "For science."
"Right," Warner's eyebrow arched so high it nearly disappeared into his receding hairline. "Science. And would science also explain why you're carrying what appears to be several hundred dollars in cash?"
Adam swallowed hard. "That's actually—"
"My allowance," Goldie interrupted smoothly. "My Pops gave me spending money for the fair. I'm treating everyone to rides and games." She batted her eyelashes in a way that would have looked ridiculous on anyone else but somehow worked for her. "Would you like to join us, Principal Warner? The Tilt-A-Whirl is simply divine after a few corn dogs."
Warner looked like he'd rather gargle thumbtacks. "No, thank you, Miss Harper. I merely stopped by to judge the pie contest." He nodded toward a nearby tent where several middle-aged women were arranging desserts with the intensity of nuclear scientists assembling warheads. "Professional obligation."
"Of course," Goldie nodded sympathetically. "Such a burden. Well, don't let us keep you from your... duties."
Warner gave them one last suspicious glance before heading toward the pie tent, his posture so rigid it looked like he'd swallowed a broomstick.
"Holy shit," Mike whispered once Warner was out of earshot. "That was close."
"Too close," Adam agreed. "We need to get out of here before anyone else from school spots us."
They made their way through the crowded fairgrounds, ducking behind booths whenever they spotted anyone who might recognize them. The paranoia was real, but so was the exhilaration. They had just pulled off their first successful betting operation. They had won. BROTHER had worked.
And somewhere, Adam liked to think, Uncle Jack was smiling.
CHAPTER 5


"Gentlemen," Mike announced, raising a glass bottle of off-brand cola, "and lady," he nodded to Goldie, "we are officially the greatest criminal masterminds in Niskayuna history."
"We're not criminals," Adam corrected automatically.
"Yet," Harold added, neatly arranging his french fries in perfectly parallel lines.
They were crowded into a booth at Fisher's Pizza, the greasiest establishment in three counties and therefore the pinnacle of teenage fine dining. The vinyl seats were patched with duct tape, the jukebox played only hits from 1974, and the health department rating was an optimistic C-minus. But the pizza was legendary, and more importantly, nobody cared if four teenagers lingered for hours over a large pepperoni and a pitcher of flat soda.
It was their traditional victory spot—though previously, "victory" had meant beating Western Niskayuna in basketball or Harold winning yet another science fair. Today felt different. Today, they'd beaten the system.
"Three hundred dollars," Mike said, awed. "From one dinky race at Farmer's Day."
"Seventy-five each," Goldie corrected, dabbing at the grease on her pizza with a napkin—a habit that made Mike roll his eyes every time.
"Keep your voice down," Adam cautioned, glancing around. The only other customers were a middle-aged couple arguing quietly by the window and Old Man Perkins, who was mostly deaf and entirely focused on his daily crossword.
"Nobody's listening, Professor," Mike said, leaning back in the booth. "Besides, we're just kids eating pizza. Who's gonna suspect us of running a sophisticated gambling operation?"
"It was one bet," Harold said, finally satisfied with his french fry arrangement. "Hardly an operation."
"Yet," Mike replied with a grin. "Give it time, Wong. Next week, we'll be lighting cigars with twenty-dollar bills."
"Revolting," Goldie said, but she was smiling.
Adam watched his friends celebrate, feeling a strange mix of pride and anxiety. BROTHER had worked. Uncle Jack's system was legitimate. It wasn't just the ramblings of a gambling addict—it was mathematical genius. But now that they had proof, the possibilities seemed both thrilling and terrifying.
"We need to be smart about this," he said, lowering his voice. "Start small, build slowly."
"The Manovich Method," Mike nodded sagely.
"The what?" Harold asked.
"The Manovich Method. From 'Cavallo Fever.' Greatest gambling movie ever made." At their blank stares, Mike continued, "Italian film from the 70s? These guys develop a betting system and make a fortune? Bruno Manovich learns to control his gambling fever and walks away rich?" More blank stares. "Are you people culturally illiterate? My uncle Salvatore watches it every Christmas!"
"Your uncle Salvatore also thinks Frank Sinatra is secretly running the country from a bunker in Vegas," Goldie pointed out.
"And the relevance is...?" Adam prompted.
"The point is," Mike said, "we need a system. Rules. Like Bruno teaches his protégé Paolo. You never bet more than you can afford to lose. You never let the fever take over."
"For once, Mike makes sense," Harold said, lifting a single perfect french fry. "We need protocols."
"Protocols?" Goldie snorted. "You make it sound like we're launching nukes."
"In a way, we are," Adam said quietly. "If this works at Saratoga—real money, real races—we could be talking serious cash."
A silence fell over the table as they contemplated this.
"How serious?" Mike finally asked.
Harold dabbed his mouth with a napkin. "Based on BROTHER's accuracy and the odds structure at major tracks, plus typical prize pools... a single well-placed bet on a longshot could potentially return fifty thousand dollars."
Goldie choked on her soda. "Fifty THOUSAND?"
"Assuming optimal conditions," Harold clarified. "A significant longshot identified by BROTHER, substantial betting pool, precise timing—"
"Holy shit," Mike whispered. "That's... that's college tuition. That's a car. That's—"
"Freedom," Adam finished.
Another silence, heavier this time.
"We'd need to be extremely careful," Harold said. "Electronic betting only. Distributed through multiple accounts to avoid detection."
"We'd need a bulletproof identity verification workaround," Goldie added. "I mean, they check ID for big payouts."
"Leave the tech to me and Harold," Mike said. "Between his brains and my... creative interpretations of the law, we'll figure it out."
Adam watched his friends plotting, their faces animated in the fluorescent light of Fisher's. He could almost see the future stretching out before them—success, wealth, escape from Niskayuna and all its limitations. It was intoxicating.
"What about that security guard?" Goldie asked. "Stan? What if he recognized us?"
"At Farmers' Day?" Mike scoffed. "That guy couldn't recognize his own mother without a nametag. Besides, we're switching to electronic betting. No more track appearances."
"Except for reconnaissance," Harold noted. "We'll need eyes on the horses, track conditions."
"I can handle that," Goldie volunteered. "My dad's dragged me to Saratoga every summer since I was six. I know the layout blindfolded."
Mike leaned forward, eyes sparkling with mischief. "This calls for a celebration. A real one."
"This isn't?" Adam gestured to their pizza.
Mike shook his head. "This is Tuesday at Fisher's. I'm talking about a proper criminal mastermind celebration."
"Again, not criminals," Adam sighed.
"Yet," Harold and Goldie said in unison, then grinned at each other.
"I'm thinking," Mike continued, undeterred, "we recreate the victory scene from 'Cavallo Fever.' Bruno and Paolo stroll along the Seine in Paris, tossing hundred-franc notes to street musicians—"
"We're not in Paris," Harold interrupted. "We're in Niskayuna. The closest we have to the Seine is the drainage ditch behind the mini-golf."
"And we have seventy-five dollars each, not hundreds of francs," Goldie added.
"Details," Mike waved dismissively. "The point is, we need a moment. Something worthy of what we've accomplished."
Adam was about to object when a new song crackled to life on the ancient jukebox—Sinatra's "Luck Be a Lady." Mike's face lit up like someone had told him Christmas was coming twice this year.
"Perfect!" he exclaimed, sliding out of the booth and extending a hand to Goldie. "Madame, may I have this dance?"
"You're insane," she said, but took his hand anyway.
Mike pulled her to the empty space near the jukebox and spun her dramatically, then launched into an exaggerated tango that bore no resemblance to the actual dance but made up for it in enthusiasm. Goldie, never one to be outdone, matched his ridiculous moves, adding a flamenco flourish that nearly knocked over the napkin dispenser.
"Come on, you two!" Mike called. "All of us!"
Harold looked like he'd rather drink motor oil, but Adam grabbed his arm and hauled him out of the booth. "When in Rome," he said with a shrug.
"We're not in Rome either," Harold muttered, but allowed himself to be dragged into the impromptu dance party.
The middle-aged couple stared. Old Man Perkins glanced up from his crossword, adjusted his glasses, and went back to puzzling over seven across. Behind the counter, Dino himself—a perpetually sweaty man with forearms like Christmas hams—watched with the resigned expression of someone who'd seen far stranger things in thirty years of pizza-making.
The four friends danced like idiots, spinning and dipping and laughing until they were breathless. For those few minutes, they weren't worried about security guards or electronic betting systems or the moral implications of their newfound enterprise. They were just teenagers celebrating a victory, as if they had all the time in the world.
When the song ended, they collapsed back into the booth, faces flushed, still giggling.
"Now THAT," Mike declared, "is a proper celebration."
"I think I pulled something," Harold complained, rubbing his lower back.
"Worth it," Goldie said, her blue streak damp with sweat against her forehead. "We should do that every time we win."
"We'd be hospitalized within a week," Adam laughed.
Mike's expression suddenly turned serious. "I know we're joking around, but... this is big, isn't it? What we've done? What we're going to do?"
The others sobered immediately.
"Yeah," Adam said softly. "It's big."
"Life-changing big," Goldie added.
"Potentially illegal big," Harold felt compelled to point out.
"But we're in it together, right?" Mike pressed. "All of us? No matter what happens?"
"Brotherhood," Adam said firmly, placing his hand in the center of the table.
"Brotherhood," the others echoed, placing their hands on top of his.
"And if we make a million dollars?" Mike asked, only half-joking.
"We stick to the plan," Adam replied. "College for me. House repairs for you. Culinary school for Harold. Paris for Goldie."
"Then what?" Harold asked.
Adam hadn't thought that far ahead. None of them had. What came after their dreams came true?
"Then we figure it out together," he said finally. "One race at a time."

Dee Dee Patel was never supposed to be part of the plan.
Adam had been nursing a hopeless crush on her since freshman year, but she existed in a different social stratosphere—the kind of girl who was friendly to everyone but actually friends with maybe three people, all of whom were equally perfect. Beautiful, smart, kind, and completely unattainable.
Which is why Adam nearly swallowed his tongue when she sat down next to him in the library on Thursday afternoon.
"Hey," she said casually, as if this were a normal occurrence and not a cosmic aberration. "Working on that agricultural project?"
Adam stared at her like she'd just spoken in Klingon. His brain frantically replayed their brief conversation at Fisher's, trying to remember what lie he'd told. Right—statistical analysis of agricultural patterns. A forecasting model for crop yields.
"Uh, yeah," he managed. "Just, you know, crunching numbers. Analyzing... crops. And their... yields."
Smooth, Turner. Real smooth.
"Can I see?" she asked, leaning closer. Her hair smelled like coconut. Adam's brain short-circuited.
"It's, um, pretty boring," he hedged, angling his notebook away from her. The page was covered with racing statistics, odds calculations, and a crude diagram of BROTHER's prediction matrix. Nothing about crops whatsoever. "Just preliminary stuff. Not ready to share yet."
Dee Dee nodded, not seeming offended by his secrecy. "Well, I think it's cool. Most guys our age are just obsessed with video games and getting laid."
Adam choked on nothing.
"Not that there's anything wrong with either of those things," Dee Dee continued, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth, "but it's nice to meet someone with actual intellectual interests."
"Thanks," Adam said, feeling his ears burn. "I mean, I like video games too. And, um, the other thing. In theory. But yeah, this project is important to me."
Could he sound like a bigger virgin? Probably not.
"My cousin at Cornell says agricultural tech is going to be huge in the next decade," Dee Dee said. "Especially with climate change affecting crop viability."
"Totally," Adam agreed, nodding vigorously. "That's exactly why we're doing this. Climate change. Crops. Viability. All those things."
Dee Dee tilted her head slightly, studying him. "You know, there's a lecture at the community college Saturday about sustainable farming practices. My dad's making me go because he knows the professor, but it might actually be interesting. If you wanted to come too, I mean. For your research."
Was Dee Dee Patel asking him out? No, that couldn't be right. This had to be a hallucination brought on by too many late nights working on BROTHER. Or maybe he'd died at the fair and this was some bizarre afterlife where gorgeous, unattainable girls invited you to agricultural lectures.
"I'd love to," he heard himself say. "That would be great."
"Cool," Dee Dee smiled. "It's at two. I could pick you up around 1:30? I just got my license last week."
"Perfect," Adam managed. "I'll text you my address."
It wasn't until she'd walked away that Adam realized two critical flaws in his plan: one, he didn't have Dee Dee's number, and two, the lecture coincided exactly with their planned test run at Rockingham Park.
His three best friends were going to kill him.

"You're ditching us for Dee Dee Patel?" Mike's face was a perfect blend of disbelief and betrayal. "Dee Dee 'I'm too perfect to exist in the real world' Patel?"
They were in Harold's basement again, huddled around the Commodore as BROTHER crunched the numbers for their Rockingham strategy. Adam had just dropped his bombshell, and it wasn't going over well.
"It's not ditching," Adam protested weakly. "It's just... schedule management."
"Schedule management," Goldie repeated flatly. "Interesting way to say 'thinking with your dick.'"
"That's not fair," Adam said, feeling his face heat up. "This could be important for our cover. If people think I'm really working on an agricultural project—"
"Oh please," Mike scoffed. "The only thing you want to plow is Dee Dee Patel."
"MIKE!" Adam, Harold, and Goldie shouted in unison.
"What? We're all thinking it."
"Look," Adam tried again, "I know the timing sucks. But we don't all need to be at Rockingham, right? BROTHER can make the prediction, you guys can place the bet, and I can meet you afterward. It's not like I'm abandoning the operation."
Harold sighed, removing his glasses to rub the bridge of his nose. "Technically, having four people at the track does increase our exposure risk. From a purely operational standpoint, your absence could actually be beneficial."
"See?" Adam seized on this lifeline. "Harold gets it."
"Harold's trying to make you feel better," Goldie corrected. "I know a betrayal when I see one."
"Says the girl who missed our entire planning session because she was in Israel," Mike pointed out.
"That was family! This is a date!"
"It's not a date," Adam insisted. "It's a lecture about sustainable farming practices."
Mike stared at him. "And that's supposed to make it better? You're ditching us for the world's most boring lecture?"
"He's ditching us for Dee Dee Patel," Goldie clarified. "The lecture is just the venue."
"Can we please focus?" Adam pleaded. "I'll still be part of everything. I'll help plan, I'll analyze the results, I'll even put in extra money to cover my absence. This is a one-time thing."
His friends exchanged glances, having one of those silent communications that only comes from years of friendship.
"Fine," Mike eventually said. "But you owe us. And if Midnight Caller 2: Electric Boogaloo loses because you weren't there with your lucky Uncle Jack watch, we're holding you personally responsible."
"The horse is actually called Silent Witness," Harold corrected, gesturing to his screen. "BROTHER has identified it as our optimal bet for Rockingham. Current odds 22-to-1."
"My point stands," Mike said. "And for the record, Silent Witness is a terrible name for a racehorse. Sounds like a Lifetime movie about a scared housewife."
"Actually, silent witnesses are crucial in many criminal investigations," Harold began, then caught himself. "Not that we would know anything about criminal activity."
"Still not criminals," Adam reminded them.
"Yet," the other three chorused.

Mike's sister's boyfriend's car turned out to be a 1982 Chevy Nova with mismatched doors and a questionable odor that suggested someone had once transported either a large amount of marijuana or a very sick skunk. Possibly both.
"Jesus, Mike," Goldie complained as they piled in. "This thing smells like Willie Nelson's tour bus."
"Beggars can't be choosers," Mike replied, turning the key. The engine coughed to life with a sound like an asthmatic dinosaur. "Besides, nobody's going to look twice at this beauty. Perfect for our undercover operation."
"Speaking of undercover," Harold said from the backseat, where he was hunched over his portable computer setup, "I've been thinking about our electronic betting strategy."
"Can't we go ten minutes without talking about BROTHER?" Goldie asked. "We have a forty-minute drive ahead of us, and this car doesn't even have a working radio."
"It has a tape deck," Mike defended. "Not my fault you guys don't appreciate the classics." He gestured to a shoebox of cassettes between the seats, most with hand-written labels like "Mike's Awesome Mix" and "Headbanger's Ball '87."
"I am not listening to Slayer for forty minutes," Goldie declared.
"Fine, we'll talk about BROTHER," Mike conceded. "Hit us with your nerd wisdom, Wong."
Harold pushed his glasses up his nose. "I've been researching electronic betting protocols, and I think I've found a weakness we can exploit. Most systems were designed before modern encryption. If we can intercept the data packets—"
"English, please," Goldie interrupted.
"We can hack into the betting system," Harold simplified. "Place bets remotely without being physically present at the track."
Mike's eyes widened. "Like WarGames? 'Shall we play a game?' That kind of thing?"
"Less dramatic, but essentially yes."
"That's..." Adam would have been impressed if he wasn't so concerned about the rapidly escalating illegality of their operation. "That's definitely crossing a line, Harold."
"Is it, though?" Harold countered. "We're not stealing money. We're not manipulating the races. We're just placing bets based on superior information through a non-traditional channel."
"'Non-traditional channel' is a funny way to say 'felony computer crime,'" Adam said.
"Only if we get caught," Mike pointed out cheerfully.
"Which we won't," Harold assured them. "I'm designing a buffer system that will make the bets appear to come from legitimate sources. Multiple proxy servers, randomized transmission patterns. It'll be untraceable."
"I can't believe I'm the voice of reason here," Adam muttered. "Shouldn't you be on a date with Perfect Patel?" Mike asked. "Why are you even on the phone with us?"
"She's picking me up in an hour," Adam replied. "I just wanted to check in before you guys place the bet."
"Everything's under control," Goldie assured him. "BROTHER's prediction is solid, Harold's got the betting system figured out, and Mike's actual driving is only moderately terrifying."
"Hey!"
"Just be careful," Adam said. "And call me as soon as the race is over."
"Yes, Mom," Mike said. "Now go get ready for your hot date. And remember—"
"No discussing BROTHER," Adam finished. "I know."
He hung up, feeling a strange mix of guilt and excitement. His friends were on their way to place a potentially life-changing bet, and he was getting ready to attend a lecture on sustainable farming practices with the girl of his dreams.
What a weird fucking summer this was turning out to be.

Rockingham Park looked like Saratoga's poor, distant cousin—the kind no one talks about at family reunions. The grandstand was shabby, the track itself more dirt than turf, and the general atmosphere one of faded glory and desperation.
"Reminds me of my uncle Frank's divorce party," Mike observed as they found seats in the nearly empty stands. "Same vibe of poor life choices and broken dreams."
Harold was hunched over his laptop, oblivious to the surroundings as he put the finishing touches on his electronic betting interface. His fingers flew across the keyboard with the practiced precision of someone who spent more time with computers than people.
"We're good to go," he announced finally. "BROTHER's locked onto Silent Witness in the fourth race. Current odds holding at 22-to-1."
"How much are we betting?" Goldie asked.
"I've set it up for five hundred," Harold replied. "That's one-twenty-five each."
"One-sixty-six if you count Adam's share," Mike corrected.
Goldie rolled her eyes. "He already put in his money, Mike. Let it go."
"I'm just saying, loyalty should mean something."
"Says the guy who abandoned Harold at Tommy Blanchard's party last year to make out with Jessica Conley."
"That was different! That was Jessica Conley."
"And this is Dee Dee Patel," Goldie countered. "Even you have to admit she's out of Adam's league."
"No one's out of anyone's league," Harold said unexpectedly. "Social stratification is an artificial construct designed to maintain existing power structures."
Mike stared at him. "Since when are you a communist?"
"Since I realized the arbitrary nature of social hierarchies at summer camp in seventh grade," Harold replied without looking up from his screen. "Also, the bet is placed. BROTHER is officially in play."
That shut them up. The enormity of what they were doing—five hundred dollars, enough to buy a decent used stereo system or a truly epic quantity of pizza—suddenly felt very real.
"This is going to work, right?" Mike asked, a rare note of uncertainty in his voice.
"The probability of success is approximately 43.7%," Harold replied. "Which is—"
"Really good for a horse race," Goldie finished for him. "We've got this."
They watched as the horses were led to the starting gates for the fourth race. Silent Witness was a gray mare with a dignified bearing that seemed out of place at this second-rate track. Her jockey wore blue and gold silks that had seen better days.
"BROTHER picked that?" Mike asked skeptically. "She looks like she's contemplating retirement."
"Appearances can be deceiving," Harold replied. "BROTHER analyzes performance metrics, not aesthetics."
The gates opened, and they were off. Silent Witness started strong, maintaining third position through the first turn. The favorite, Captain Danger, took an early lead, with Money Talks close behind.
"She's holding back," Goldie observed, echoing Adam's analysis from their first race. "Look at how the jockey's positioned."
As they rounded the final turn, Silent Witness began to make her move. The jockey guided her to the outside, finding a clear path, and suddenly the aging gray mare was flying. She blew past Money Talks, then gained on Captain Danger with every stride.
"Holy shit," Mike breathed. "It's happening again."
Silent Witness crossed the finish line a full length ahead of Captain Danger. The sparse crowd barely reacted—just another race, just another day at Rockingham. But for three teenagers from Niskayuna, it was confirmation of something miraculous.
BROTHER worked. Not just once, not just at a farmers' race, but at a real track with real competition. Their algorithm could see patterns nobody else could see, predict outcomes nobody else could predict.
"We just won eleven thousand dollars," Harold announced, staring at his laptop screen. "The electronic bet was accepted and processed. Payout is already pending in our account."
"Eleven thousand dollars," Mike repeated, the words sounding strange in his mouth. "That's like... that's real money."
"Two thousand seven hundred fifty each," Goldie calculated. "Or three thousand six hundred sixty-six if you don't count Adam's share."
"Oh, he's getting his share," Mike said, grinning. "But he's also buying pizza for a month."
They didn't dance this time. The victory felt different—bigger, more serious. This wasn't a fluke anymore. This was a system. A working, proven system that could change everything.
As they walked back to the car, Harold's laptop secure in his backpack with their virtual fortune, Goldie suddenly stopped short.
"Guys," she said quietly. "Don't look now, but I think we're being watched."
Mike immediately turned to look. "Where?"
"I said don't look, you idiot!" Goldie hissed. "Black Camaro, far end of the parking lot. Guy with sunglasses has been sitting there since we arrived."
Harold's eyes widened. "You think he's following us? Because of BROTHER?"
"Or it's just some random guy waiting for someone," Mike suggested. "Not everything is a conspiracy, Goldie."
"Better safe than sorry," she replied. "Let's take a different route back, just in case."
Mike shrugged but complied, leading them around the far side of the parking lot, away from the black Camaro and its mysterious occupant. As they reached their borrowed Nova, Goldie glanced back one last time.
The Camaro was gone.
"See?" Mike said. "Just some random dude."
"Yeah," Goldie said, but she didn't sound convinced. "Just some random dude."
What none of them noticed was the same black Camaro pulling out onto the main road a few minutes after they did, maintaining a discreet distance as it followed them all the way back to Niskayuna.
CHAPTER 6


"We need disguises," Mike announced, dumping a shopping bag onto Harold's basement floor. "I've got it all figured out."
Three days before their planned Saratoga operation, and Mike had apparently decided they needed to look like extras from Miami Vice. The bag contained an assortment of cheap sunglasses, fake mustaches, and the kind of hats only tourists would wear unironically.
"No," Adam said immediately.
"Come on! We need to be incognito. Professional."
"We need to blend in," Goldie corrected, examining a particularly hideous straw hat with what appeared to be plastic fruit attached to the brim. "This would make us look like we're in the witness protection program. For clowns."
"Disguises only work in movies," Harold didn't even look up from his computer. "Facial recognition is primarily based on bone structure and the distance between key features. Accessories merely draw more attention."
"You guys have no vision," Mike complained, flopping onto the couch. "This is why we'll never make it as international criminals."
"We're not trying to be international criminals," Adam reminded him.
"Yet," Mike and Goldie said in unison, then grinned at each other.
Adam sighed and turned to Harold. "How are we looking?"
"Preparations are complete," Harold replied, spinning his chair to face them. "BROTHER has identified our optimal bet for Saratoga. Current odds 32-to-1."
"Which horse?" Goldie asked.
"Thighs of Honor."
A silence fell over the basement.
"That's... weirdly on the nose," Mike finally said.
"It's just a name," Adam countered, though he felt a strange chill run down his spine.
"A statistically improbable coincidence," Harold agreed. "But BROTHER's analysis is clear. This horse shows classic signs of being held back in previous races to improve the odds. Its training times suggest it's significantly faster than its race record indicates."
"How much are we betting?" Mike asked.
"Based on our current capital and BROTHER's confidence rating, I recommend twenty thousand."
"Twenty thousand dollars?" Adam's voice rose despite himself. "That's almost everything we have."
"Go big or go home," Mike grinned. "This is Saratoga, baby! The big leagues!"
"If Thighs of Honor wins at current odds, we'd net six hundred and forty thousand dollars," Harold said calmly, as if discussing lunch money.
"Six hundred—" Adam couldn't even finish the sentence. The number was too big, too life-changing to process.
"One hundred and sixty thousand each," Goldie calculated. "Enough to actually do everything we've talked about. College. House repairs. Culinary school. Paris."
They all felt it—that electric possibility humming in the air. This wasn't just about money anymore. It was about freedom. Options. The future they'd always wanted but never quite believed they could have.
"How are we placing the bet?" Adam asked, practicality reasserting itself.
Harold held up a small black device that looked like a TV remote with extra buttons. "I've modified this to access the track's electronic betting system. We'll place multiple smaller bets through different accounts, all timed to execute simultaneously at precisely 4:42 PM—three minutes before the Stakes race."
"And no one can trace it back to us?"
"Theoretically possible but statistically unlikely," Harold replied. "I've implemented multiple security layers using—"
"English," Mike interrupted.
"We're good," Harold simplified. "Unless the NSA gets involved, which seems improbable for a horse race."
"So we're really doing this," Adam said, not quite a question.
"We're really doing this," Goldie confirmed.
Mike pulled four miniature bottles of vodka from his backpack. "I propose a toast. To BROTHER. To brotherhood. To becoming disgustingly rich teenagers."
"Where did you get those?" Harold asked suspiciously.
"My uncle's liquor cabinet. He won't miss them."
"I don't drink," Harold said primly.
"Tonight you do," Mike declared, distributing the tiny bottles. "One ceremonial shot. For luck."
Adam hesitated, turning his bottle in his hand. "Are we sure about this? If something goes wrong..."
"Nothing's going to go wrong," Mike insisted. "We've done the research. We've tested BROTHER. The system works."
"Sometimes the hardest part of having a system is knowing when to walk away from it," Adam said, remembering Lucky Lou's words.
"We will walk away," Goldie assured him. "After Saratoga. One big score, then done."
Adam looked at his friends—Mike with his reckless enthusiasm, Harold with his technical genius, Goldie with her fierce determination. They had come this far together. One more step.
"To brotherhood," he said, raising his tiny bottle.
"To brotherhood," they echoed, clinking the bottles together before downing the contents.
Mike and Goldie tossed theirs back like pros. Adam managed not to cough, barely. Harold took one sip, made a face like he'd swallowed battery acid, and discreetly set his bottle aside when he thought no one was looking.
"Three days," Mike said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. "Three days until we're rich."
Three days until everything changed. For better or worse.

The night before Saratoga found Adam alone in his room, staring at Uncle Jack's watch. He should have been sleeping—they had an early start tomorrow—but his mind wouldn't shut down.
His phone rang. Dee Dee.
"Hey," he answered, surprised. They never talked this late.
"Did I wake you?" she asked.
"No, just... thinking."
"About what?"
About how I might be a millionaire tomorrow. About how I'm risking everything on a horse race. About how I'm lying to literally everyone in my life.
"Just stuff," he said lamely. "What's up?"
"Nothing really," she replied. "I just... I had a good time at Tyler's party. Even if your friend Mike did throw up in the koi pond."
Adam smiled despite himself. "In his defense, he thought it was a really fancy toilet."
Dee Dee laughed, the sound making something warm bloom in Adam's chest. "Anyway, I was wondering if you wanted to go to the movies on Sunday? There's a new John Hughes film coming out."
Sunday. After Saratoga. After everything changed.
"I'd love to," he heard himself say. "Sunday works great."
They talked for another twenty minutes about nothing important—summer reading assignments, Tyler's awful DJ skills, the weird science teacher who allegedly lived in his classroom. Normal teenage stuff that felt increasingly distant from Adam's reality.
After they hung up, Adam stared at the ceiling, feeling like he was living two separate lives—the one with Dee Dee and school and normal teenage concerns, and the one with BROTHER and betting systems and offshore accounts.
Tomorrow, those lives would collide at Saratoga Race Course. And Adam had no idea which one would survive the impact.

Saratoga Race Course on Stakes Day was everything Adam had imagined and everything he'd feared.
The historic grandstand gleamed white against the summer sky, flags snapping in the August breeze. Crowds of spectators—a sea of pastel dresses and seersucker suits—mingled with hardened gamblers whose weathered faces had seen a thousand races and ten thousand broken dreams. The air thrummed with anticipation, money, and privilege.
Adam leaned against a rail near the paddock, projecting casual interest while his heart hammered against his ribs. He was dressed in his father's best blazer and a borrowed tie, trying to blend in with the weekend aristocracy who came to Saratoga for sport rather than desperation.
"Orange hat, two o'clock," crackled Goldie's voice through the tiny earpiece they'd all purchased for race day. "Possible security. Moving along the south entrance."
Adam resisted the urge to turn and look. Instead, he pretended to check his program, using the movement to scan the crowd in the indicated direction.
"Noted," he murmured, the hidden microphone taped to his collar picking up his voice despite the ambient noise. "Harold, status?"
"BROTHER is online," Harold's voice replied, slightly distorted by distance and encryption. "No anomalies in the preliminary races. Thighs of Honor is holding steady at 32-to-1."
"Mike?"
"In position near the electronic betting hub," Mike confirmed. "No sign of heightened security. We're good to go."
Their plan was unfolding as designed. They had arrived separately, maintaining minimal contact while operating as a coordinated unit through their rudimentary comms system. Harold was stationed in a rented van in the parking lot, running BROTHER on a laptop powered by a car battery. Mike was positioned to monitor the electronic betting area, ready to intervene if necessary. Goldie was conducting surveillance, her Israeli training proving unexpectedly valuable in spotting potential threats.
And Adam was the nerve center, positioned where he could observe the paddock, the track, and most of the grandstand. From here, he could coordinate their operation while maintaining situational awareness.
It should have felt triumphant—the culmination of their summer's work, BROTHER's ultimate test, their chance for the big score they'd dreamed of. Instead, Adam felt only a growing sense of dread. Something was wrong. Not wrong in a specific, identifiable way, but wrong in a deeper, more fundamental sense—like the quiet before a storm, the stillness before an earthquake.
"Thighs of Honor spotted," Goldie's voice broke into his thoughts. "Being led to the paddock now."
Adam turned, watching as the horses for the Stakes race were paraded before the crowd. Thighs of Honor was magnificent—a gleaming black stallion with a single white sock, his coat catching the late afternoon sun like polished onyx.
"Beautiful animal," said a voice beside him, startling Adam out of his thoughts.
He turned to find himself face-to-face with the last person he expected to see at Saratoga Race Course.
Principal Warner.
Adam's blood turned to ice water in his veins. "Mr. Warner," he managed. "What a surprise."
"Indeed," Warner agreed, his perpetually disappointed expression somehow more pronounced in his weekend attire—a seersucker suit at least twenty years out of style. "I wouldn't have pegged you for a racing enthusiast, Turner."
"My uncle was into it," Adam said, which wasn't even a lie. "I'm just carrying on the tradition."
Warner made a noncommittal sound, his gaze drifting to the paddock where Thighs of Honor was being saddled. "Planning to place a bet?"
"Just watching," Adam lied. "I'm not really into gambling."
"Wise choice," Warner nodded. "The odds are never in your favor. Statistics don't lie."
"No, sir," Adam agreed, feeling sweat trickle down his back despite the pleasant temperature. "Statistics don't lie."
In his ear, Harold's panicked voice: "Adam, we have a problem. Someone's trying to hack into BROTHER's system. I'm under attack!"
Adam kept his expression neutral with an effort that deserved an Oscar. "Well, it was nice seeing you, Mr. Warner. I should really—"
"While I have you," Warner interrupted, "I've been meaning to ask about this agricultural project you've been working on. Ms. Patel speaks very highly of it."
"Harold, what's happening?" Adam murmured, hoping Warner wouldn't notice him talking apparently to himself.
"Firewall breach!" Harold's voice was tight with stress. "They're trying to access BROTHER's core programming. I'm implementing countermeasures, but—"
"Mr. Turner?" Warner was staring at him oddly. "Is something wrong?"
"No! Sorry, just... thinking about the project," Adam improvised. "It's coming along well. Still in the research phase."
"Perhaps you could present your findings at the science fair this year," Warner suggested. "Show the younger students what proper academic initiative looks like."
"That would be great," Adam said distractedly. "Excuse me, sir, I just remembered I need to meet someone."
Before Warner could respond, Adam was moving through the crowd, heart pounding. "Harold, talk to me. What's happening?"
"Someone's good," Harold replied, his voice strained. "Really good. Professional-level good. They've already penetrated two security layers."
"Can you stop them?"
"I'm trying! But if they breach the core system before we place the bet—"
"How long do you need?"
"Five minutes. Maybe less. I need to reroute through backup servers."
Adam checked his watch. Twenty minutes until the Stakes race. Eighteen minutes until BROTHER was programmed to execute their bet.
"Mike, Goldie," he said urgently. "Change of plans. We need to move now. Manual override."
"What?" Mike's voice crackled with confusion. "We can't place the bet manually. We don't have the money on us."
"Not the bet," Adam clarified. "Harold's system. Someone's hacking in. We need to protect BROTHER."
"On my way," Goldie responded immediately.
"What about Warner?" Mike asked.
"He's just here for the races," Adam assured him. "Weird coincidence, but not related to our problem."
Or so he thought, until he spotted a familiar black Camaro parked near Harold's van as he approached the lot. The same Camaro that had followed them from Rockingham. The same Camaro that had been watching them for weeks.
This was no coincidence. This was a trap.
And they had walked right into it.
CHAPTER 7


"We need to go. NOW."
Adam's voice crackled through the comms with an urgency that made Harold's fingers freeze over his keyboard. For a split second, he considered arguing—explaining that abandoning BROTHER mid-hack was like performing open-heart surgery then walking out for a smoke break.
But something in Adam's tone stopped him. The calm, analytical "Professor" never panicked. Never.
"On it," Harold replied, typing frantically. "Initiating emergency protocols."
The van's side door slid open with a screech that seemed to echo across the entire parking lot. Goldie appeared, her blonde hair wild, eyes darting in all directions.
"Company," she hissed. "Black Camaro at your six."
Harold nodded, barely looking up as his fingers danced across the keyboard. The amber monitor cast an eerie glow across his face, making him look like a teenage Max Headroom having a seizure.
"What's happening?" Goldie asked, climbing in.
"Someone's trying to hack BROTHER," Harold explained, sweat beading on his forehead despite the van's ancient air conditioning wheezing at full blast. "Professional-grade attack. Multiple intrusion vectors. They've penetrated two security layers already."
"Can you stop them?"
Harold's laugh was more like a nervous hiccup. "Can Ferris Bueller talk his way out of detention? Of course I can stop them." His confidence lasted exactly 2.3 seconds before a series of bright red ERROR messages flashed across his screen. "Oh shit."
"What?"
"They just bypassed my third-level encryption." Harold stared at the screen in disbelief. "That's... that's impossible. No one could crack my Gandalf Firewall that fast."
"Your what?"
"Named after the 'You shall not pass' scene in—never mind." Harold's fingers moved with renewed urgency. "Whoever this is, they're good. Really good."
The van's rear doors flew open. Mike dove in headfirst like he was sliding into home plate, sprawling across the carpet in a tangle of limbs.
"Go go go!" he shouted.
"Go where?" Harold demanded. "I'm trying to save BROTHER!"
"Anywhere! Black Camaro guy is coming this way. And he's got friends."
Goldie peered through the tinted windows. "Two men in suits. Very large suits. Either they shop at Big & Tall or they're concealing weapons." She grimaced. "Probably both."
"What about Adam?" Harold asked, still typing frantically.
"He's creating a diversion," Mike said, crawling into the passenger seat. "Said to meet at the fallback location."
"Lake George? That's thirty miles from here!"
"Just drive, Wong!" Mike snapped, fumbling with the keys. "Unless you want to explain to those guys why we're running an illegal betting operation out of a van that smells like Hot Pockets and desperation."
The ancient van's engine coughed, sputtered, then reluctantly grumbled to life just as one of the suited men spotted them and broke into a run.
"Incoming!" Goldie shouted.
Mike slammed the accelerator. The van lurched forward with all the grace of a wounded rhinoceros, throwing Harold backward into his equipment. His precious laptop teetered dangerously on its makeshift desk before Goldie lunged to save it.
"My system!" Harold yelped.
"Your system is the least of our problems," Goldie said, peering through the rear windows. "They're getting in their car."
The black Camaro's engine roared to life. Unlike their wheezing van, it sounded like a predator—sleek, powerful, hungry.
"Get on the main road," Goldie directed. "We'll have better chances losing them in traffic."
"In this thing?" Mike gestured at the dashboard, where the speedometer was struggling to reach 40 mph. "We couldn't outrun my grandmother, and she's been dead for three years."
Harold hunched over his laptop, ignoring the chaos. "I need three minutes to complete the emergency backup protocol," he announced. "Just keep us on the road that long."
"Three minutes might as well be three years," Mike muttered, jerking the wheel to avoid a startled pedestrian. The van's tires squealed in protest as they fishtailed onto the main road. "We're driving a toaster on wheels against what appears to be KITT from Knight Rider."
"Who?" Harold asked, not looking up from his screen.
"Jesus, Wong. Knight Rider? David Hasselhoff? The talking car with the red light that goes whoosh-whoosh?"
"Oh, the show with the statistically implausible artificial intelligence implementation."
"Why do I even try?" Mike sighed.
The Camaro was gaining on them, its sleek black hood reflecting the late afternoon sun like a shark's fin cutting through water.
"Two minutes," Harold reported, face illuminated by the ghostly amber glow of his screen.
"We don't have two minutes!" Mike shouted, checking the side mirror. "They're right on our ass!"
As if on cue, the van shuddered as something hit their rear bumper.
"They're ramming us!" Goldie braced herself against the wall.
"ONE MINUTE!" Harold was practically screaming now, fingers flying across the keyboard in a blur. "Dumping memory cache... rerouting primary protocols... bypassing security redundancies..."
"English, Harold!" Mike yelled, wrestling with the steering wheel as the van lurched forward from another hit.
"HE'S COPYING THE IMPORTANT STUFF!" Goldie translated, grabbing Harold's shoulder to steady him as the van swerved violently.
"THIRTY SECONDS!"
Mike suddenly spun the wheel hard to the right, sending the van careening down a narrow side street that emerged between two storefronts.
"What are you doing?" Goldie demanded.
"Creating chaos!" Mike grinned manically. "Chaos is our friend today!"
The van bounced over a curb, sending Harold's equipment flying. Only Goldie's quick reflexes saved the laptop from becoming very expensive shrapnel.
"FIFTEEN SECONDS!"
The alley opened onto a service road that ran behind the shops. Mike accelerated, the van protesting with a series of mechanical sounds that definitely weren't in the owner's manual.
"TEN!" Harold shouted.
The Camaro appeared at the alley entrance, hesitated, then followed.
"FIVE!"
Mike spotted a loading dock ahead. Without warning, he jerked the wheel again, sending them bouncing over a concrete ramp and behind a massive delivery truck.
"TWO!"
The van skidded to a stop. Harold's head nearly smashed into the monitor.
"ONE! DONE!"
Harold triumphantly hit the final key, then yanked a 5.25" floppy disk from the drive and shoved it into his pocket. His face was flushed, eyes wild behind his glasses.
"I saved the core algorithm," he gasped. "Everything else is toast. I triggered the self-destruct protocol."
"You what?" Mike's eyes widened.
"It's not actually going to explode," Harold rolled his eyes. "What do you think this is, 'WarGames'? It's just corrupting all the data so they can't recover anything usable."
"Actually," Mike grinned, "when you say 'self-destruct protocol' in that voice, it's kind of badass. Like you're hacking the Pentagon."
"I programmed it to say 'Hasta la vista, baby' during deletion," Harold admitted with unexpected pride.
"Seriously?"
"No, not seriously! This is a Commodore 64, not a T-1000!"
"Where's the Camaro?" Goldie asked, scanning the service road.
As if answering her question, the sleek black car appeared at the far end of the loading area. It paused, engine purring, like a predator scenting its prey.
"We're trapped," Mike muttered. The loading area was a dead end, with the delivery truck blocking their only exit besides the way they'd come in.
"Not necessarily," Harold said, a strange calm settling over him. He pointed to the narrow gap between the truck and the warehouse wall. "That's gotta be what, three feet?"
Mike stared at him. "You want me to thread this behemoth through a space narrower than Principal Warner's mind?"
"Unless you'd prefer having a personal chat with our friends in the Camaro."
"You're insane," Mike said, but he was already putting the van in gear. "This is never going to work."
"Just go slow," Harold instructed. "Goldie, get out and guide him."
Goldie slipped out the side door, positioning herself where Mike could see her in the side mirror. Harold collected his most crucial equipment in a backpack, preparing for a rapid evacuation if the van became immobilized.
"Little to the left," Goldie called, arms waving in exaggerated motions. "Now straighten out... SLOWLY!"
The van's side mirror scraped against the warehouse wall with a sound that made them all wince. Behind them, a car door slammed. One of the suited men from the Camaro was approaching on foot.
"We have company," Harold warned.
Mike's knuckles were white on the steering wheel. "Tell me something I don't know."
"The average human blinks approximately 4,200,000 times per year."
"Not helpful, Harold!"
"The complete works of Shakespeare contain 884,647 words."
"STILL NOT HELPFUL, HAROLD!"
The gap was narrowing. Paint scraped off the van's side as it inched forward. The approaching footsteps grew louder.
"Almost there," Goldie called. "Just another foot!"
The front bumper cleared the truck. Then the passenger door. Then—
"STOP!" Goldie suddenly yelled.
Mike slammed on the brakes. The van jerked to a halt with a sound like a dying whale.
"We're stuck," she announced, peering at where the van's widest point was firmly wedged between truck and wall.
"Fantastic," Mike muttered. "Harold, pack up. We're going on foot."
Harold nodded, shoving his remaining equipment into his backpack. Mike grabbed the baseball from the dashboard—their brotherhood totem—and stuffed it into his pocket.
"I hope Adam made it out," Harold said quietly.
"The Professor always has a plan," Mike replied, but his voice betrayed his uncertainty.
They slipped out the passenger side, Goldie already waiting for them. The suited man was just rounding the truck when they took off running toward the adjacent parking lot.
"Where exactly are we going?" Harold panted, already wheezing after twenty yards.
"Away from the guys who want to kill us seemed like a good start," Mike replied. "After that, I'm open to suggestions."
"They don't want to kill us," Goldie corrected. "If they wanted us dead, we'd be dead already. They want BROTHER."
"Well they can't have him," Harold clutched his backpack protectively. "I've got the core algorithm right here, and the rest is currently being digitally shredded."
They ducked behind a row of dumpsters, pausing to catch their breath. The sound of pursuit had faded, but none of them were naive enough to think they'd lost their tail completely.
"The fallback location is still the plan?" Goldie confirmed.
Mike nodded. "But we can't just walk out the main entrance. This place will be crawling with Camaro Guy's friends."
"We need a diversion," Harold suggested.
Mike's face lit up with the special brand of manic glee that always preceded his worst ideas. "I know just the thing."
"Whatever you're thinking, stop thinking it," Goldie warned.
"Too late!" Mike was already digging through his pockets. "I came prepared for scenarios just like this."
"You came prepared for being chased by mysterious men in black after a failed electronic horse-betting operation?" Harold asked skeptically.
"I came prepared for creating chaos," Mike clarified, producing a handful of firecrackers and a lighter. "And chaos, my friends, is about to be served."
"Oh god," Harold groaned.
"You two head for the east exit," Mike instructed. "Count to thirty, then run like hell. I'll meet you at the bus stop on Union Street."
"And if you don't show?" Goldie asked.
Mike's usual joking demeanor slipped for just a moment, revealing something more serious beneath. "Then take care of Harold. And find Adam." He tossed the baseball to Goldie. "Keep this safe."
"Dude, you're setting off firecrackers, not storming Normandy," Goldie said, but her voice had softened.
"In the immortal words of Rambo," Mike stood up, firecrackers in hand, "I am not expendable. And I'm not stupid."
"That's... not actually what Rambo said," Harold pointed out.
"Whatever, nerd. Start counting."
Before either could object, Mike darted away, firecrackers clutched in his fist like the world's smallest arsenal.
Thirty seconds later, a series of loud pops and bangs erupted from the opposite side of the parking lot, followed by screams and shouts of confusion. Then a car alarm joined in. Then another. And another.
"That's our cue," Goldie said, grabbing Harold's arm.
They ran, keeping low between the rows of parked cars. Harold's breathing was labored, his face flushed with exertion. For once, he wasn't complaining about the physical activity, too focused on the escape to dwell on his discomfort.
The east exit was blissfully unguarded. They slipped through, emerging onto a side street lined with upscale boutiques catering to the Saratoga racing crowd.
"We need to blend in," Goldie said, eyeing Harold's technical gear and her own casual clothes. They stood out like sore thumbs among the well-dressed racing patrons.
"How?" Harold asked. "We look like exactly what we are—teenagers fleeing a crime scene."
"Just act natural," Goldie advised, linking her arm through his. "Pretend we're just another couple enjoying the day."
Harold's face turned an even deeper shade of red. "Couple?"
"Just play along, you enormous dork."
They strolled as casually as possible toward Union Street, Harold clutching his backpack like it contained the nuclear launch codes, which in a way, it did. Their nuclear launch codes, anyway.
The bus stop was mercifully empty when they arrived. No Mike yet.
"He'll be here," Goldie said, answering Harold's unspoken worry.
"What if they caught him? What if they're torturing him right now for information about BROTHER?" Harold's anxiety was spiraling. "What if—"
"What if we all died in a freak meteor strike five minutes ago and this is just the afterlife?" Goldie interrupted. "We can play 'what if' all day, Harold. Doesn't help anything."
Harold took a deep breath, trying to steady his nerves. "I just hope Adam made it out too."
"Adam always has a plan," Goldie repeated Mike's earlier assertion, with slightly more conviction.
The minutes ticked by. No Mike. No bus either.
"Maybe we should call a cab," Harold suggested.
"With what money? We left everything in the van."
Harold patted his pockets, finding only the precious floppy disk and some loose change. "Seventy-three cents won't get us far."
"Just be patient. Mike will come through. He always does."
But as the sun began to sink lower in the sky, even Goldie's confidence was wavering. They were stranded, possibly being hunted, with no transportation, no money, and no way to contact their friends.
Just as Harold was about to suggest they start walking the thirty miles back to Niskayuna, a horrible sound screeched to a halt in front of them. It was technically a car, though the term "vehicle" might have been more accurate—a 1971 Pontiac GTO with mismatched doors, a primer-gray hood, and more rust than paint. The passenger window rolled down to reveal Mike's grinning face.
"The Goat rides again!" he announced proudly. "Need a lift?"
"Where did you get this... vehicle?" Goldie demanded as they climbed in.
"Let's just say I made a new friend who's very interested in my entrepreneurial spirit and unique problem-solving abilities."
"You stole it," Harold translated.
"I borrowed it," Mike corrected. "There's a subtle but important legal distinction there."
"There really isn't," Harold muttered, eyeing the interior skeptically. The seats were held together with duct tape, and the dashboard had more cracks than an Arizona highway. "Does it actually run?"
"Define 'run'," Mike replied, turning the key. The engine made a sound like a velociraptor being strangled. "She's got personality."
"She's got tetanus," Goldie corrected.
"Don't listen to her, baby," Mike patted the dashboard affectionately. "She doesn't understand our connection."
With a final shudder, the GTO lurched forward, belching a cloud of black smoke that probably violated several EPA regulations.
"Any word from Adam?" Mike asked, wrestling with a steering wheel that seemed to have only a casual relationship with the front wheels.
Goldie shook her head. "Nothing yet."
Mike's expression darkened. "He'll be okay. The Professor always has a backup plan."
But as they pulled away from the curb, none of them felt particularly convinced. The day that had started with such promise—their big score, their ticket to freedom—had devolved into disaster. BROTHER was compromised, they were being pursued by unknown forces, and Adam was missing in action.
"What now?" Harold asked softly.
Mike's grip tightened on the steering wheel. "Now we head to the fishing cabin. It's remote, off the grid. Perfect place to lay low."
"And then what?" Harold gestured to his backpack. "All we have is a partial copy of BROTHER and about seventy-three cents between us."
"We have each other," Goldie said firmly, retrieving the baseball from her pocket. "Brotherhood, remember?"
The familiar ritual—passing the ball from hand to hand—felt different this time. Heavier. Like they were passing not just a baseball but a promise. A vow to find Adam. To stick together. To see this through, whatever "this" had become.
They drove in silence for a while, each lost in their own thoughts. The countryside rolled by, peaceful and oblivious to their crisis. It seemed impossible that just hours ago they had been on the verge of becoming rich beyond their wildest dreams.
"I'm still trying to figure out how they knew about BROTHER," Harold said finally. "How they found us. How they knew exactly when and where to strike."
"Someone must have tipped them off," Goldie suggested.
"Or they've been watching us all along," Mike added grimly. "Ever since Rockingham."
Harold's eyes widened as a horrifying thought struck him. "Oh god. What if—" He began frantically patting down his equipment, checking connections, examining circuit boards.
"What?" Goldie asked, alarmed by his sudden panic.
"There!" Harold held up a tiny black device, no bigger than his thumbnail. "This shouldn't be here. This is... this is professional-grade stuff." His face had gone pale. "Someone put a transmitter in my equipment."
Mike nearly drove off the road. "Are you saying we've been bugged this whole time?"
"Not just bugged," Harold whispered. "They've probably been monitoring everything. All our plans, all our research, all of BROTHER's operations."
"But who could have—" Goldie stopped mid-sentence. "No one outside our group has access to your equipment."
Harold nodded grimly. "That's what I thought too."
A heavy silence fell over the car.
"What are you saying, Harold?" Mike asked finally.
"I'm saying either one of us is a traitor," Harold met their eyes steadily, "or someone very, very good breached my security without leaving a trace."
The temperature in the car seemed to drop ten degrees.
"There's no traitor," Goldie said firmly. "Not possible."
"Agreed," Mike nodded. "This is outside interference. Has to be."
Harold didn't look convinced. "I hope you're right."
The GTO coughed and spluttered as they made their way north toward Lake George. With each mile, they seemed to leave civilization further behind, which suited their purposes perfectly. The fewer people who saw them, the better.
"At least we still have BROTHER's core algorithm," Harold said, patting his pocket where the floppy disk rested. "I can rebuild the system from scratch if I have to."
"With what equipment?" Mike asked. "Your computer's still stuck in the van."
Harold's face fell. "Right. Forgot about that."
"We'll figure something out," Goldie reassured him. "We always do."
As they approached a crossroads, Harold suddenly sat up straighter. "Wait, stop!"
Mike hit the brakes, sending them all lurching forward. "What? What is it?"
Harold pointed to a roadside bar with a flickering neon sign that read "THE RUSTY NAIL." "That's Adam's uncle's favorite bar. The one he used to talk about all the time."
Mike's eyes narrowed. "You think Adam would go there?"
"It's where Jack went whenever he needed to clear his head. Adam told me once."
They exchanged glances, silently debating the risk. On one hand, it was a deviation from their agreed fallback plan. On the other, if Adam was trying to contact them without using their compromised systems…
"Five minutes," Mike decided. "Quick check, then we're out."
The parking lot of The Rusty Nail was half-empty, populated mostly by pickup trucks and a few motorcycles. The GTO fit right in with the aesthetic of vehicles that had seen better decades.
"I'll go," Goldie volunteered. "I'm the least conspicuous."
"How do you figure that?" Mike challenged.
"Because I don't look like I just robbed a Radio Shack," she nodded at Harold's tech-filled backpack, "or like I'm auditioning for a low-budget Fast Times at Ridgemont High sequel," she added, eyeing Mike's now-disheveled appearance.
"She's got a point," Harold conceded.
"Fine," Mike agreed reluctantly. "Five minutes. If you're not back, we're coming in."
"And causing what scene, exactly?" Goldie raised an eyebrow.
"A very intimidating one," Mike insisted. "I can be scary when I want to be."
Goldie patted his cheek. "Sure you can, tiger."
She slipped out of the car and headed inside, adopting the confident walk of someone who definitely belonged in a dive bar at sunset.
"She's going to get carded," Harold predicted.
"Nah, Goldie can talk her way into anywhere," Mike replied. "Remember when she convinced that bouncer she was Madonna's cousin?"
They waited, watches ticking painfully slowly. After exactly four minutes and thirty-eight seconds, Goldie emerged from the bar. She wasn't alone.
"Holy shit," Mike breathed. "She found him."
Adam Turner looked like he'd been through a war. His clothes were torn and dirty, his face scratched and bruised. But he was alive, and he was walking under his own power, which was more than either of them had dared hope for.
"Professor!" Mike called as they slid into the back seat. "You look like Spielberg rejected you from an Indiana Jones audition!"
"Nice to see you too, Mike," Adam replied with a weary smile.
"What happened?" Harold demanded, already examining Adam's injuries with concerned eyes. "We thought they got you!"
"They almost did," Adam confirmed. "Had to go out through the service tunnels. Then caught a ride with one of the jockeys—long story—and made my way here."
"Classic Turner luck," Mike snorted, starting the engine. "The rest of us get chased by suits with guns, you get a private limo service."
"It wasn't exactly glamorous," Adam winced, touching a fresh bruise on his jaw. "Let's just say not all jockeys appreciate being mistaken for children."
"Did you find out who was after us?" Harold asked.
Adam's expression darkened. "Yeah. I did." He took a deep breath. "His name is Ace Stefanberg. He was my uncle's partner."
The name hung in the air like a bad smell.
"Partner?" Mike repeated. "Like, business partner?"
"Like everything partner," Adam clarified. "They developed BROTHER together, originally. Until something went wrong."
"What went wrong?" Goldie asked.
"I don't know all the details yet. But the guy I talked to—one of the stable hands who's been at Saratoga forever—said they had a falling out. Something about Uncle Jack wanting to use BROTHER for good, and Ace—"
"Wanting to use it to get filthy rich," Mike finished for him.
"Basically," Adam nodded. "And now Ace wants BROTHER back. He thinks it belongs to him."
"Well, he can't have it," Harold declared with uncharacteristic firmness, patting his pocket. "We saved the core algorithm."
"You did?" Adam's face lit up. "Harold, you're a genius!"
"I have been saying this for years," Harold sniffed.
"Don't let it go to your head, Wong," Mike advised, turning the GTO north again. "We're still in deep shit. Ace has resources, we have a stolen car and seventy-three cents."
"We have more than that," Adam said quietly. "We have each other."
The baseball appeared again, making its ritual circuit despite the cramped confines of the car. Adam to Harold to Goldie to Mike and back to Adam.
"So what's the plan, Professor?" Mike asked once the ball had completed its journey.
"We go to ground," Adam replied. "Regroup. Figure out exactly what Ace wants and why. Then we decide our next move."
"And Warner?" Harold asked. "He was at Saratoga too. I saw him."
"Another complication," Adam admitted. "But one problem at a time. First, we need to get somewhere safe."
The fishing cabin loomed in their future, a temporary haven in a storm that had blown their lives completely off course. None of them had any illusions about the dangers ahead. Ace Stefanberg wasn't going to give up. Principal Warner wasn't going to stop asking questions.
And the clock was ticking.
Thirty-one days from the beginning of summer, the narrator had said.
The days were running out.
CHAPTER 8


Saratoga smelled like money, sweat, and terrible decisions.
"Dude, that guy just snorted something off his racing form," Mike whispered, eyes wide behind sunglasses that made him look like a teenage Tom Cruise with an eating disorder.
"Focus," Adam hissed, scanning the crowd for suits that cost more than his house.
Two weeks. Fourteen days since they'd barely escaped with BROTHER and their lives. Now they were back—four teenagers against an empire of professional gambling degenerates, armed with nothing but Harold's Frankenstein'd tech, Mike's ridiculous mustache, and the unearned confidence of youth.
"I think I'm going to throw up," Harold announced, clutching his fanny pack like it contained his actual spleen.
"Save it for after we're rich," Goldie replied, adjusting her sunglasses. She'd transformed herself with a sundress stolen from Mike's mother's closet and a blonde wig that looked alarmingly realistic. "Where'd you get that thing anyway?"
"Drama department," she shrugged. "Gave Todd Peterson a hand job for it."
"You WHAT?" the boys choked in unison.
"Kidding," she smirked. "I stole it during Oklahoma rehearsal."
"Jesus Christ," Harold wheezed.
They pushed through the churning mass of humanity—rich blue-bloods mixing with degenerate gamblers, trophy wives arm-in-arm with men who looked one race away from a heart attack, college kids burning through daddy's money.
"BROTHER's ready," Harold murmured, patting his neon fanny pack. Inside lurked their salvation: a Frankenstein'd mess of circuitry that looked like a Nintendo and a calculator had gotten drunk and made questionable life choices together.
"Night Terror, race four," Adam confirmed. "Thirty-to-one."
"One thousand dollars into thirty thousand," Mike whispered, a manic gleam in his eyes. "I'm getting so many Metallica t-shirts they'll make me an honorary band member."
"You're getting exactly one-fourth," Adam reminded him. "And we agreed—half goes back into the operation."
Mike rolled his eyes. "Yes, Dad."
"Check out Grandstand B," Goldie nudged Adam, nodding toward a cluster of well-dressed men. "Three o'clock."
Adam's blood froze. There he was—Ace Stefanberg in a cream-colored suit that probably cost more than Adam's college fund, dark hair slicked back, gold pinky ring catching the sun like a tiny spotlight. He was laughing with a group of men who screamed "old money" from their boat shoes to their receding hairlines.
"That's him," Adam whispered.
"How can you tell?" Harold squinted.
"Because he looks exactly like what would happen if a GQ magazine had sex with a shark."
"We should abort," Harold's voice jumped an octave. "If he sees us—"
"He's not looking for four teenagers," Adam cut him off. "He's looking for professional competition. We're invisible as long as we stick to the plan."
The plan was beautiful in its simplicity: place the bet electronically through Harold's rigged system, watch the race from different locations, rendezvous at Mike's uncle's car only after collecting the winnings through their untraceable offshore account.
"Betting window's clear," Goldie reported. "I'll place the physical backup bet while Harold does the electronic one."
"Be casual," Adam reminded her.
"Please," she scoffed. "I was born casual."
As Goldie sashayed toward the betting window with the confidence of someone who definitely belonged there, Harold hunched over his device, fingers flying across the tiny keypad.
"Accessing network," he muttered. "Bypassing security protocols... establishing remote connection..."
"In English?" Mike prompted.
"I'm hacking their shit, give me a minute."
Adam couldn't stop watching Ace. There was something magnetic about him, the way he commanded attention without seeming to try. The way people orbited around him like he had his own gravitational pull.
"Bet placed," Harold announced. "One thousand on Night Terror to win, race four."
"Goldie's clear too," Mike confirmed as their fourth rejoined them.
"The old guy at the window literally called me 'sugar' and asked what I was doing later," Goldie reported. "I told him I had to wash my grandfather's feet."
"That'll do it," Mike nodded appreciatively.
They separated, drifting to predetermined observation points around the track. Adam found himself near the paddock, studying Night Terror as the horse was being prepared for the race.
The animal looked like it would rather be literally anywhere else. Ears pinned back, eyes rolling, hooves stamping impatiently on the ground.
"Not exactly inspiring confidence, is he?" came a voice from beside him.
Adam nearly jumped out of his skin. DeeDee Patel stood next to him, looking like she'd stepped out of a Ralph Lauren ad in a simple white sundress that somehow made everyone else seem overdressed.
"DeeDee!" he choked. "What are you—I mean, hi! What a surprise!"
Smooth, Turner. Real smooth.
"My dad's on some historical preservation committee," she explained, nodding toward a group of older men across the paddock. "I got bored listening to them debate the architectural significance of the water fountains."
"That does sound... riveting."
"Exactly," she rolled her eyes. "So I escaped. What's your excuse for being here? I wouldn't have pegged you for the racetrack type."
Adam's brain short-circuited. All their careful planning hadn't included a contingency for running into his crush in the middle of their illegal gambling operation.
"My uncle was into racing," he heard himself say. "I'm kind of... carrying on the tradition."
"That's sweet," DeeDee smiled. "Are you any good at picking winners?"
"Sometimes," Adam hedged. "It's mostly luck."
"So who do you like in the next race?"
Every alarm bell in Adam's head started ringing simultaneously.
"Uh, probably Blue Skies," he lied, naming the favorite. "Good track record."
DeeDee made a face. "Boring. The favorite? Where's the fun in that?"
"Low risk, low reward," Adam shrugged, desperately wishing for Mike, Harold, or Goldie to materialize and save him.
"What about that one?" DeeDee nodded toward Night Terror, who chose that exact moment to try and bite his handler. "Night Terror. Thirty-to-one odds. Much more interesting."
Adam's stomach dropped through the floor and kept going. "That one looks... unstable."
"Sometimes unstable is exciting," DeeDee replied, something in her tone making Adam's ears burn. "My dad gave me twenty dollars to bet. Said I should 'participate in the tradition.' I think I'll put it on Night Terror."
"I wouldn't—" Adam started, then caught himself. "I mean, it's your money."
"Come with me," DeeDee grabbed his hand. "For luck."
Adam found himself dragged toward the betting window, mind racing faster than any thoroughbred. This was bad. This was catastrophically bad. If Night Terror won and DeeDee realized Adam knew it would win—
"Twenty dollars on Night Terror to win," DeeDee told the teller, sliding her money across the counter with the confidence of someone who'd done this a thousand times.
"Yes, ma'am," the man replied, printing her ticket. "Good luck. You'll need it."
"That's what makes it fun," DeeDee grinned, taking her ticket and turning back to Adam. "So where are the best seats?"
"I usually watch from the rail," Adam said, resigning himself to his fate. Maybe this was actually good. A perfect cover. No one would suspect him of running an elaborate betting scheme while awkwardly trying not to stare at DeeDee Patel's legs.
"Lead the way, Turner."
As they walked toward the rail, Adam caught sight of Goldie across the track, eyes wide behind her sunglasses as she took in the situation. He gave a tiny shrug. What was he supposed to do?
"LADIES AND GENTLEMEN," the announcer's voice boomed. "HORSES ARE AT THE POST FOR THE FOURTH RACE."
The energy of the crowd shifted instantly. Casual conversations died mid-sentence as everyone's attention focused on the track. Program sheets rustled. Last-minute bettors rushed to windows. Thousands of people collectively holding their breath.
"This is exciting," DeeDee whispered, standing close enough that Adam could smell her perfume—something expensive and subtle that made his teenage brain short-circuit.
"Mmhmm," Adam managed, trying to focus on anything except how close she was standing.
The starting gates opened with a metallic crash. Eight horses exploded forward like they'd been fired from cannons.
"AND THEY'RE OFF!"
Night Terror broke dead last. Of course he did.
"Come on, come on," DeeDee chanted, clutching her ticket.
"You really want to win, huh?" Adam asked, attempting casual while his own heart hammered against his ribs.
"It's not about the money," she replied, eyes fixed on the track. "It's about being right when everyone else thinks you're wrong."
Something in her words resonated deep within Adam. Wasn't that exactly what they were doing with BROTHER? Proving they could beat a system designed to be unbeatable?
The horses thundered around the first turn, Night Terror still bringing up the rear. The favorite, Blue Skies, had taken an early lead, with the second choice, Daddy's Money, close behind.
"Your horse isn't looking too good," Adam observed, playing his part.
"It's a long race," DeeDee replied confidently.
As they hit the backstretch, something changed. Night Terror began to make his move, picking off competitors one by one as his jockey guided him to the outside. By the time they reached the final turn, he'd moved up to fourth place.
"See?" DeeDee squealed, grabbing Adam's arm. "He's coming!"
The crowd was on its feet now, roaring as the horses thundered down the stretch. Blue Skies still led, but Night Terror was flying on the outside, gaining with every stride.
"GO! GO! GO!" DeeDee was jumping up and down now, all traces of private school decorum abandoned.
Adam couldn't breathe. Thirty thousand dollars hung in the balance—their future, BROTHER's vindication, everything.
Night Terror drew even with Blue Skies with a sixteenth of a mile to go.
The two horses battled head-to-head for three strides.
Then Night Terror found another gear and surged ahead, crossing the finish line a length in front.
The crowd erupted—some in cheers, others in groans of despair. DeeDee was screaming, jumping up and down like she'd just won the lottery.
"WE WON! WE WON!" she shrieked, throwing her arms around Adam's neck.
"You won," Adam corrected, trying to keep his own euphoria contained. "Congratulations."
"Six hundred dollars from twenty!" DeeDee's eyes were bright with victory. "That's insane!"
"Pretty good return on investment," Adam agreed, scanning the crowd for his friends. He caught sight of Harold by the tote board, giving him a subtle thumbs-up. The electronic bet had gone through. Thirty thousand dollars was headed to their offshore account.
"I need to collect my winnings," DeeDee said, still grinning ear to ear. "Come with me?"
"I, uh—I need to find my friends," Adam hedged. "We're supposed to meet up after the race."
"After I collect, then," DeeDee persisted. "I'm buying you a celebratory hot dog. I insist."
Adam hesitated. The plan was to leave immediately after the race. No lingering, no drawing attention to themselves.
But DeeDee was looking at him with those eyes, and his brain was short-circuiting again.
"One hot dog," he heard himself agree. "Then I really have to go."
"Deal," she beamed, taking his hand again as they made their way toward the payout window.
As they passed the paddock, Adam froze. Ace Stefanberg was standing directly in their path, talking to a jockey. There was no way around him without being obvious.
"What's wrong?" DeeDee asked, feeling his hesitation.
"Nothing," Adam said quickly. "Just... thought I saw someone I knew."
Ace looked up at that exact moment, his eyes scanning the crowd and landing directly on Adam. For a heart-stopping second, their gazes locked.
Then Ace smiled—a small, knowing smile that sent ice water down Adam's spine—and raised his drink slightly, as if in toast.
He knows, Adam thought with a certainty that terrified him. Somehow, he knows.
"Adam?" DeeDee's voice seemed to come from very far away. "Are you okay? You look like you've seen a ghost."
"Fine," Adam managed, tearing his eyes away from Ace. "Just excited about the win."
"Me too," DeeDee squeezed his hand. "Best day ever, right?"
As she pulled him toward the payout window, Adam couldn't shake the feeling that they'd just entered a new phase of the game—one where Ace Stefanberg wasn't just watching.
He was playing.
And the stakes had just gotten higher than thirty thousand dollars could ever cover.
CHAPTER 9


"Thirty thousand dollars," Mike whispered, staring at the balance on Harold's monitor like it might vanish if he blinked. "Thirty thousand actual American dollars."
They were crowded into Harold's basement, the day after their Saratoga triumph, still riding the high of pulling off the impossible. The ancient Commodore 64's amber screen displayed their offshore account balance with all the fanfare of a grocery receipt, but to four teenagers from Niskayuna, it might as well have been the Holy Grail.
"To be precise, twenty-nine thousand, four hundred and twelve dollars," Harold corrected, adjusting his glasses. "After fees and the automatic transfer to our operational fund."
"That's still over seven thousand each," Goldie calculated, perched on the edge of Harold's desk. "More money than I've seen in my entire life."
"We should celebrate," Mike declared, spinning in Harold's desk chair until the springs threatened legal action. "Epic style."
"Define 'epic,'" Adam said cautiously.
Mike's grin was the facial equivalent of a bomb about to detonate. "Remember that magazine we found under your brother's bed last year?"
"Which one?" Adam asked, then caught himself. "I mean—"
"The one with the phone numbers in the back," Mike waggled his eyebrows suggestively. "The ones that cost, like, two dollars a minute?"
"No," Adam said immediately. "Absolutely not."
"Come on!" Mike protested. "We're rich! This is what rich people do!"
"Rich people call phone sex lines?" Harold asked skeptically.
"Rich teenage boys with no actual game?" Mike countered. "Hell yes they do."
Goldie rolled her eyes. "This is what you want to spend your newfound wealth on? Heavy breathing from some forty-year-old woman named 'Destiny' who's probably folding laundry while she talks to you?"
"Don't kink-shame me, Harper," Mike sniffed with mock indignation.
"It's not happening," Adam insisted. "We need to be smart about the money."
Ten minutes later, they were huddled around the phone in Mike's bedroom, the magazine open to a full-page ad featuring a blonde in a bikini promising "THE HOTTEST TALK IN TOWN!"
"I can't believe we're doing this," Harold muttered, his face already the color of a fire truck.
"Consider it an educational expense," Mike replied, dialing with theatrical deliberation. "Expanding our cultural horizons."
"My mom will murder me when she sees the phone bill," Adam groaned.
"Relax," Mike waved dismissively. "We'll pay it with our winnings. What's a hundred bucks when we're sitting on thirty grand?"
He put the call on speakerphone, and they all leaned in as it rang.
"Hello, big boy," purred a voice that sounded like it had been marinated in whiskey and cigarettes. "This is Candy. What's your fantasy today?"
Mike froze, his cocky demeanor evaporating instantly. "Uh... hi? I'm—we're—"
"We?" The voice suddenly sharpened. "You got friends listening in, sugar?"
"No! I mean, maybe? I'm—"
"That'll be extra, honey. Group rate is double."
"Group rate?" Harold squeaked.
"That you, sweetie? You sound young. You boys all eighteen?"
"Yes ma'am," Mike recovered, deepening his voice to Barry White levels. "Definitely eighteen. All of us. Super eighteen."
"Jesus Christ," Goldie muttered under her breath.
"I heard a girl!" Candy suddenly exclaimed. "Is that your girlfriend?"
"No!" all three boys yelped simultaneously.
"I'm just observing this trainwreck," Goldie clarified loudly.
"Well, honey, if you want to join in, that's our specialty package. Triple rate."
"This is the worst financial decision we've ever made," Adam decided, reaching for the phone. "Sorry for the confusion, ma'am, we're going to hang up now."
"Wait!" Mike slapped his hand away. "We haven't gotten our money's worth yet!"
"We've spent eight dollars to achieve unprecedented levels of awkwardness," Harold pointed out. "Mission accomplished."
"Uh, boys?" Candy interrupted. "The meter's running. That's sixteen dollars so far."
"Sixteen dollars?" Mike yelped. "For what?"
"For my sparkling personality, sugar. Did you think this was a charity hotline?"
"Tell us something sexy first!" Mike demanded desperately.
There was a pause, then: "I'm hanging up the lacy black bra that barely contains my heaving—"
Adam slammed the phone down, his face burning.
"Dude!" Mike protested. "It was just getting good!"
"Six hundred dollars," Harold announced, calculator in hand. "That's how much a three-hour call would cost."
"For that money, we could go to Albany and actually talk to real girls," Goldie pointed out.
Mike flopped backward onto his bed with a dramatic sigh. "This wealth is wasted on you people."
"No, it's just that some of us have standards that exceed 'heavy breathing from a stranger,'" Goldie replied.
"You know what," Adam said, a new determination in his voice. "We should celebrate. For real. We've earned it."
"Now you're talking!" Mike sat up, instantly recovered from his disappointment. "What did you have in mind?"
"We start with the mall," Adam decided. "Then Lake George. Go all out. One day of being stupidly, irresponsibly rich."
"Like what rich kids do in the movies?" Harold asked.
"Exactly like that," Adam nodded. "A proper spending spree."
"I am one hundred percent on board with this plan," Mike declared, leaping to his feet. "Let's go be disgustingly wealthy teenagers!"
The Crossgates Mall never knew what hit it.
"These are the most beautiful things I've ever seen," Mike whispered reverently, cradling the orange and white Reebok Pumps like he'd just been handed the nuclear launch codes. "I need them more than oxygen."
"They're $170," the salesman pointed out nervously, clearly not used to teenagers actually being able to afford the shoes they drooled over.
"We'll take four pairs," Mike announced grandly.
"Four?" The man blinked.
"My friends have feet too," Mike explained, gesturing to where Adam, Harold, and Goldie were already trying on their own Pumps. "It's a package deal."
Fifteen minutes and $680 later, they strutted out of the store in their pristine new kicks, the old sneakers unceremoniously dumped in a trash can.
"I feel like I'm walking on clouds," Harold marveled, pressing the pump button on his shoes for the dozenth time. "Inflatable clouds."
"Stop pumping them, you're going to over-inflate," Goldie warned, though she'd already given her own Pumps a few strategic squeezes.
"Not possible," Mike declared, stomping around like he was testing shock absorbers. "These babies are engineered for maximum pumpability."
"That's not a word," Harold noted.
"It is when you're rich," Mike grinned. "Rich people make up words all the time. It's called vocabulary entrepreneurship."
"Also not a thing," Adam laughed.
"Says you, Professor Buzzkill."
The rest of the mall fell like dominoes to their newfound purchasing power.
Sam Goody's: $412 in cassettes and CDs.
Chess King: $293 in acid-wash jeans and neon tank tops that made them look like extras from a Duran Duran video.
Spencer Gifts: $178 in black light posters, lava lamps, and a plastic statue of a hand giving the middle finger that Mike claimed was "basically fine art."
Radio Shack: $245 in electronic components that Harold insisted were "critical upgrades" for BROTHER.
Waldenbooks: $134 in Stephen King novels, computer magazines, and one copy of "Investing for Dummies" that Adam deemed "prudent research."
By the time they hit the food court, they'd dropped nearly two thousand dollars and acquired enough bags to require Mike's uncle's Oldsmobile to be summoned for transportation.
"I think I'm having a sugar-induced hallucination," Harold announced, staring at his triple-chocolate shake with the intensity of a man who'd seen God in a Dairy Queen.
"That's the taste of freedom," Mike corrected, unwrapping his third cheeseburger. "Sweet, capitalist freedom."
"It's the taste of seven hundred and thirty-two calories," Goldie noted, stealing one of his fries. "And possibly early-onset heart disease."
"Worth it," Mike decided, taking another enormous bite.
Adam was quieter, methodically working through his own meal while mentally calculating how much they'd spent. It wasn't that he wasn't enjoying himself – the new Nikes were genuinely the most comfortable shoes he'd ever owned – but some part of him couldn't fully let go.
"Hey," Goldie nudged him. "You're thinking so loud I can practically hear it. Relax. We earned this."
"I know," Adam nodded. "It's just... weird. This morning we were just normal kids. Now we're..."
"Slightly richer normal kids," Goldie finished for him. "With better shoes."
"And better prospects," Harold added, pushing up his glasses. "My parents won't have to stress about early decision application fees. I won't have to get a scholarship to Cornell."
"And my mom's car will finally get that transmission she can't afford," Mike said, suddenly serious. "That's worth a few cheeseburgers and Pumps."
Adam smiled, feeling the tension ease. "Yeah. You're right."
"So," Mike clapped his hands, instantly back to his manic self. "Phase two? Lake George?"
"Lake George," Adam confirmed. "Go big or go home, right?"
"That's what I'm talking about!" Mike crowed, high-fiving Harold with enough force to make the smaller boy wince. "Let's go be tacky tourists with actual spending money!"
Lake George Village in August was neon capitalism at its finest – a gauntlet of t-shirt shops, souvenir stands, and pizza joints designed to separate tourists from their money with maximum efficiency.
They dove in headfirst.
"This," Mike declared, emerging from Ye Olde Smoke Shoppe with a three-foot-tall acrylic bong shaped like the Loch Ness Monster, "is an investment piece."
"In what, future felony possession charges?" Adam asked.
"It's for tobacco use only," Mike adopted an innocent expression that fooled absolutely no one. "Says so right on the sign."
"Your mom is going to murder you," Harold pointed out.
"That's why it's living at your house," Mike replied cheerfully, shoving the monstrosity into Harold's arms. "Consider it BROTHER's new roommate."
Across the street, Goldie emerged from Northern Exposure T-Shirts with a stack of custom-made shirts.
"Check it," she grinned, holding one up. Black with neon lettering that read: BROTHER KNOWS BEST.
"You didn't," Adam groaned. "That's like wearing a sign that says 'Hello, I'm committing crimes, please arrest me.'"
"Relax," Goldie rolled her eyes. "They're just shirts. Plus, they're ironic. No one will get it except us."
"I want seven," Mike decided.
"I got us each two," Goldie replied, distributing them. "Regular and tie-dye."
"You're a visionary, Harper," Mike said with genuine admiration.
The spending continued unabated. Arcade tokens by the pound. Custom airbrushed hats. A caricature of all four of them that made Harold look like a constipated Einstein. A genuine katana that Mike swore was "museum quality" but was likely manufactured in a New Jersey basement.
"I think we're doing this wrong," Adam observed as they lugged their purchases back to the car. "Actual rich people probably don't buy this much... stuff."
"Actual rich people don't suddenly come into money after being broke their whole lives," Goldie countered. "This is like a pressure release valve. We get it out of our system, then we can be responsible."
"Speaking of which," Mike interjected, "we need dinner. Someplace fancy. Someplace that says 'We have arrived, peasants.'"
"The Sagamore," Harold suggested immediately.
The others stared at him.
"What?" he shrugged. "My mom has a Conde Nast subscription. It's supposed to be the nicest restaurant in Lake George."
"Can we even get in?" Goldie asked doubtfully. "Don't you need a reservation? And, like, sportcoats?"
Mike snorted. "We have Reebok Pumps and thirty grand. We can get in anywhere."
The Sagamore Resort stood like a white colonial palace on the shores of Lake George, radiating old money and quiet judgment. The valet looked at Mike's uncle's Oldsmobile like someone had driven a garbage truck to a debutante ball.
"Just park it somewhere no one important will see it," Mike instructed, flipping the startled man a twenty. "We won't be long."
Dressed in their brand-new Chess King finery – which suddenly seemed a lot less impressive against the yacht club attire of the actual guests – they strode through the lobby with the forced confidence of teenagers who had no business being there.
"Table for four," Mike announced to the maître d', a perfectly groomed man who looked like he'd been born in a tuxedo.
"Do you have a reservation?" the man asked, not bothering to check his book.
"We do not," Mike replied breezily. "But we're very hungry and very willing to compensate for the inconvenience." He slipped what he thought was a discreet fifty across the podium.
The man glanced at the bill, then back at Mike with an expression that could have flash-frozen lava. "I'm afraid we're fully committed this evening."
"Check again," Mike insisted, sliding another fifty forward. "Party of Turner."
The maître d's eyebrow arched so high it nearly left his face entirely. "Sir, this is not—"
"Is there a problem, Phillip?" A new voice interrupted – an older man in an immaculate suit with the air of someone who never had to raise his voice to be obeyed.
"No problem, Mr. Carmichael," Phillip replied smoothly. "I was just explaining to these... young people that we're fully booked."
Mr. Carmichael studied the four teenagers with the practiced eye of someone who'd spent a lifetime evaluating people's net worth at a glance.
"Turner, was it?" he asked, his gaze settling on Adam.
Adam froze. "Yes, sir. Adam Turner."
"Any relation to Jack Turner?"
The blood drained from Adam's face. "He was my uncle."
Something shifted in Carmichael's expression. "I see. Your uncle was a... frequent guest here. Phillip, please find Mr. Turner and his friends a table. The lakeside terrace would be appropriate, I think."
"But sir, the Davidson party—"
"Can wait ten minutes," Carmichael finished firmly. "This way, please."
Stunned into silence, the four followed as Phillip led them through the dining room – past tables of wealthy couples who didn't bother to hide their stares – and out onto a terrace overlooking the lake.
"Your server will be with you momentarily," Phillip informed them frostily before gliding away.
"What just happened?" Goldie whispered once he was out of earshot.
"I have no idea," Adam admitted, his mind racing. "I didn't know Uncle Jack came here."
"Apparently he was a 'frequent guest,'" Harold noted. "And important enough that dropping his name gets preferential treatment."
"Plot twist," Mike grinned, examining the wine list with comical seriousness. "Uncle Jack was secretly James Bond."
Before Adam could respond, a waiter materialized beside their table. "Good evening. May I start you with some sparkling water?"
"We'll take champagne," Mike replied without looking up from the menu. "Your finest."
"Very good, sir," the waiter replied with admirable restraint. "May I see some identification?"
Mike's confident façade cracked slightly. "Uh..."
"Sparkling water will be fine," Adam cut in smoothly. "Thank you."
The waiter nodded and departed, leaving them to contemplate menus with prices that made Harold's eyes bulge.
"Thirty-eight dollars for chicken?" he whispered, horrified. "Just chicken?"
"It's free-range, organically raised by Buddhist monks who sang to it daily," Mike intoned solemnly.
"Stop making things up," Goldie kicked him under the table. "So what are we getting?"
"Everything," Mike decided. "One of each appetizer. All the entrées. Every dessert. Go big or go home."
"That would be about seven hundred dollars," Harold calculated quickly.
"So? We have thirty thousand."
"Twenty-seven thousand now," Adam corrected. "After today's spree."
"Still enough to buy this whole restaurant and turn it into a laser tag arena," Mike pointed out.
Their deliberations were interrupted by the waiter's return with sparkling water and bread that was almost certainly baked by angels.
"Are you ready to order?" he asked.
Mike opened his mouth, but Adam cut in before he could order half the menu. "We'll start with the calamari and the cheese plate. And we need a few more minutes for entrées."
"Very good, sir."
As the waiter departed, Adam leaned in. "Guys, we need to be careful. Something weird is going on. How did that Carmichael guy know Uncle Jack?"
"Maybe your uncle really was rich at some point," Goldie suggested. "Before he... you know."
Before he died broke and alone, Adam mentally finished. It was possible. Uncle Jack had always been vague about his past, his finances, his whole life really.
"Whoever he was," Mike raised his water glass, "he had excellent taste in restaurants. To Uncle Jack, who's still hooking us up from beyond the grave!"
"To Uncle Jack," the others echoed, clinking glasses.
The appetizers arrived – calamari so tender it practically dissolved and a cheese plate that made Harold moan in a way that attracted concerned glances from nearby tables.
"We've been eating garbage our whole lives," Mike declared, stuffing another piece of aged gouda into his mouth. "This is actual food. I'm never going back to cafeteria pizza."
Entrées followed – filet mignon for Mike ("Cooked by God himself!"), herb-crusted salmon for Goldie ("I can taste the herbs' self-esteem!"), the infamous thirty-eight-dollar chicken for Harold ("Worth every penny of someone else's money!"), and duck confit for Adam, who was too preoccupied with the Uncle Jack mystery to fully appreciate it.
"Problem, Mr. Turner?" It was Carmichael again, appearing beside their table with the silent grace of a casino pit boss.
"No, sir," Adam replied quickly. "Everything's excellent. Thank you for the table."
"My pleasure," Carmichael smiled thinly. "Your uncle was... memorable. Not many people beat the house as consistently as Jack Turner did."
A chill ran down Adam's spine. "The house?"
"Figure of speech," Carmichael waved dismissively. "Your uncle had a certain way with numbers. A talent the rest of us could only envy." His gaze swept across the four teenagers. "I see that talent runs in the family."
"Thank you?" Adam managed, feeling increasingly like he was having a conversation in code he didn't understand.
"Enjoy your dinner," Carmichael nodded. "The chocolate soufflé is exceptional. Jack's favorite."
As he walked away, the four exchanged alarmed glances.
"Did he just—" Harold began.
"Yep," Goldie confirmed.
"He knows," Mike whispered. "Somehow, he knows about BROTHER."
"That's impossible," Adam insisted. "Unless..."
"Unless Uncle Jack used his algorithm here," Harold finished. "At whatever game Carmichael's talking about."
Adam's mind raced. Uncle Jack's algorithm had always been presented as a horse racing system. But what if it had started as something else? Something to beat casino games?
"We need to leave," Adam decided. "Now."
"But dessert—" Mike protested.
"Now," Adam repeated firmly.
They signaled for the check, which arrived with devastating efficiency. Three hundred and forty-two dollars, not including tip.
"Holy shit," Goldie breathed.
"Worth it," Mike declared, though with less conviction than before. He slapped his brand-new credit card on the leather folder. A credit card linked to their offshore account. A credit card that could be traced.
"Wait," Adam grabbed his wrist. "Use cash."
"But the points—"
"Cash," Adam insisted. "Trust me."
Mike reluctantly produced a wad of bills, and they left a generous tip that still didn't quite erase the judgment in their server's eyes.
As they wound their way back through the dining room, Adam spotted Carmichael watching them from the bar, that same enigmatic half-smile on his face. He raised his glass slightly, an echo of the gesture Ace had made at the track.
Once safely back in the car, Harold was the first to speak. "That was—"
"Creepy as hell," Goldie finished.
"Educational," Adam corrected. "We just learned that Uncle Jack's past is a lot more complicated than I thought. And that BROTHER might have started as something very different from a horse racing system."
"And that rich people food is worth going broke for," Mike added, patting his stomach contentedly.
"We're not broke yet," Adam reminded him. "But we need to be more careful. Carmichael, Ace, whoever else knew Uncle Jack – they're all connected somehow."
"Connected how?" Harold asked.
"I don't know. But I'm going to find out." Adam checked his uncle's watch. "Let's head back to Niskayuna. I've had enough of Lake George for one day."
"But what about the party?" Mike protested. "Tommy Blanchard's parents are out of town, remember? Everyone's going to be there."
Adam had completely forgotten about the party. After the encounter with Carmichael, it seemed trivial, dangerous even. But they needed to maintain appearances. Going to a normal high school party was exactly what unsuspecting teenagers would do.
"We'll go," Adam decided. "For an hour. Then we regroup and figure out what to do about Carmichael and the Uncle Jack connection."
"And DeeDee's going to be there," Goldie added with a knowing smirk.
"That has nothing to do with my decision," Adam lied.
"Sure it doesn't, Romeo," Goldie laughed.
As they pulled away from The Sagamore, Adam glanced back just in time to see Carmichael watching them from the terrace, phone pressed to his ear.
He was calling someone.
And Adam had a sinking feeling he knew exactly who was on the other end of that line.
CHAPTER 10


Tommy Blanchard's house was less of a house and more of a "my parents definitely commit tax fraud" mansion, perched at the edge of Niskayuna like a middle finger to the concept of modest living.
"Holy shit," Mike whispered as they trudged up the long driveway. "This place has columns. Actual fucking columns."
"Tommy's dad does taxes for half the drug dealers in Albany," Harold explained, compulsively adjusting his new shirt. "Plus he's got some kind of operation selling fake Rolexes."
"Like father, like douche," Goldie muttered.
The bass from inside hit them like a physical wall. The front door hung open, spilling light and teenagers onto the perfectly manicured lawn. Adam could already see kids hurling themselves into the pool, their screams mixing with Guns N' Roses blasting at jet-engine volume.
"Remember, one hour," Adam shouted over the noise. "Then we bail and figure out the Carmichael situation."
"What?" Mike cupped his ear.
"ONE HOUR!" Adam repeated.
"ONE FLOWER? WHAT ARE YOU TALKING ABOUT?" Mike yelled back.
"FORGET IT!" Adam gave up as Mike was already body-surfing into the crowd, drawn to the chaos like a moth to a flamethrower.
Inside was pure teenage apocalypse. The living room furniture had been pushed against the walls to create a dance floor where sweaty bodies mashed together in what looked more like a rugby scrum than dancing. Someone had installed a strobe light, transforming the space into a jerky stop-motion nightmare.
"WONG! MY MAN!" Tommy Blanchard appeared out of nowhere, clearly several beers deep, arm slung around Harold's shoulders like they were lifelong friends. "HEARD YOU MADE BANK AT THE TRACK!"
Harold froze. "What?"
"DEEEDEE TOLD ME!" Tommy shouted directly into Harold's ear. "THIRTY-TO-ONE LONGSHOT! FUCKING LEGEND!"
Adam felt his blood pressure spike. DeeDee was talking about their bet? To Tommy Blanchard of all people?
"It was just a lucky guess!" Adam cut in, pulling Harold away from Tommy's grip. "Beginner's luck!"
"WHATEVER, MAN! DRINKS ARE IN THE KITCHEN! MI CASA AND ALL THAT SHIT!"
Tommy disappeared back into the crowd, leaving Harold looking shell-shocked.
"DeeDee's telling people about our bet?" Harold hissed.
"About HER bet," Adam corrected. "Remember, she just happened to pick the same horse. She doesn't know about BROTHER."
"Still, we should be careful," Harold warned. "The less attention, the better."
But attention seemed to be exactly what they were getting. As they pushed through to the kitchen, Adam noticed people pointing, whispering. The word "Saratoga" floated through the air more than once.
The kitchen had been transformed into an amateur mixology lab. The island counter was covered with bottles of various liquors — most half-empty — alongside two-liters of soda and juice. A blue cooler overflowed with ice and cans of Pabst Blue Ribbon. A smaller cooler was dedicated to wine coolers, the neon colors of Bartles & Jaymes standing out like toxic warning signs.
"What's your poison?" Goldie asked, surveying the options.
"Whatever doesn't make me go blind," Harold replied, eyeing a suspiciously unmarked bottle of clear liquid.
"PUSSY!" someone shouted from across the kitchen. A football player Adam vaguely recognized was mixing something in a blender. "REAL MEN DRINK THIS!"
He held up a concoction that looked like something you'd use to strip paint.
"What's in it?" Adam asked warily.
"EVERYTHING!" the guy roared triumphantly. "I CALL IT 'DEATH BY EVERYTHING!'"
"I'll pass," Adam decided, grabbing a PBR from the cooler.
"Your funeral," the guy shrugged, chugging his creation and immediately turning the color of spoiled milk.
Harold settled on a strawberry wine cooler, sipping it with the caution of someone disarming a bomb. Goldie went straight for the harder stuff, pouring herself a red Solo cup of something she called "fiscal responsibility on the rocks."
"Has anyone seen DeeDee?" Adam asked, trying to sound casual.
"Smooth," Goldie rolled her eyes. "Check the dance floor, Romeo. That's where all the pretty people congregate."
Adam wound his way back to the living room, feeling the beer already hitting his system. The room seemed to tilt slightly, the strobe making everything jump like a scratched DVD. He spotted DeeDee in the center of the dance floor, moving with the kind of confidence that came from years of thinking everyone was watching you. Because they were.
She saw him at the same moment, her face lighting up.
"TURNER!" she called, waving him over. "YOU CAME!"
Adam felt his heart do something anatomically improbable as she grabbed his hand and pulled him into the mass of dancing teenagers.
"I WASN'T SURE YOU'D SHOW!" she shouted over Bon Jovi screaming about living on prayers.
"WOULDN'T MISS IT!" Adam shouted back, trying to move his body in a way that didn't resemble a malfunctioning robot. Dancing had never been his strong suit.
"YOU WERE AMAZING TODAY!" DeeDee's face was inches from his. "AT THE TRACK! HOW DID YOU KNOW?"
"JUST A HUNCH!" Adam lied, panic rising. "LUCKY GUESS!"
"LUCKIEST GUESS EVER! I BOUGHT THIS WITH MY WINNINGS!" She twisted her wrist, showing off a silver charm bracelet with tiny horses dangling from it. "MY LUCKY HORSES!"
Adam nodded, guilt churning in his stomach. She thought it was a magical shared moment, not the calculated result of a secret algorithm designed to beat the system. Not the latest in a series of increasingly dangerous bets that had attracted the attention of people like Ace and Carmichael.
"WANT ANOTHER DRINK?" he asked, desperate to change the subject.
"RACE YOU TO THE KITCHEN!" DeeDee grabbed his hand again and pulled him through the crowd.
Meanwhile, in the backyard, Mike had established himself as the party's official Lord of Chaos. Stripped down to his boxers and wearing a plastic Viking helmet of uncertain origin, he balanced precariously on the diving board above the pool.
"BEHOLD!" he bellowed, raising a PBR can like Thor's hammer. "I AM MIKE THE MAGNIFICENT, DESTROYER OF ODDS! MASTER OF DESTINY!"
The crowd roared its approval, chanting his name while he chugged the beer and prepared for his dive.
"Ten bucks says he bellyflops!" someone shouted.
"Twenty says he pukes mid-air!" countered another.
Mike took a running start and launched himself off the diving board, tucking into a cannonball that sent water splashing over half the spectators. He surfaced with a triumphant roar, Viking helmet somehow still attached.
"THE WATER IS MY DOMAIN!" he proclaimed. "WHO DARES CHALLENGE ME?"
To everyone's shock, Harold stepped forward.
Harold, who brought his own pencils to exams in case the school-provided ones had germs. Harold, who once created a twenty-seven-slide PowerPoint on the dangers of public pools. Harold, now removing his shirt while chugging the remains of his third wine cooler.
"WONG! WONG! WONG!" The chant started slow, then built into a roar.
Harold stood on the diving board, swaying slightly, glasses fogged with pool vapor. He raised his arms dramatically, and the crowd fell silent in anticipation.
With a surprisingly graceful leap, Harold executed a perfect dive that barely disturbed the water's surface. For a moment, nothing happened. Then he surfaced to a explosion of cheers and applause.
"THE VIKING KING ACKNOWLEDGES YOUR SKILLS!" Mike declared, slapping Harold's back hard enough to nearly drown him again.
Back in the kitchen, Adam and DeeDee were doing shots of something called "Purple Nurple" when Tommy's older brother appeared, a mischievous gleam in his eye.
"WOODS PARTY!" he announced to the room at large. "BONFIRE! BOOZE! POTENTIAL ARREST FOR TRESPASSING!"
The kitchen erupted in cheers. The prospect of getting even drunker in an even more dangerous location was apparently the height of teenage entertainment.
"WE SHOULD GO!" DeeDee shouted, eyes bright with excitement.
Adam hesitated. The rational part of his brain—what little remained functioning—tried to sound an alarm. They needed to find Harold and Mike, needed to leave, needed to figure out the Carmichael situation.
But the beer part of his brain—the increasingly dominant part—really liked the way DeeDee was looking at him.
"LEAD THE WAY!" he heard himself say.
The exodus to the woods resembled a drunk zombie migration. Flashlight beams bounced wildly through the trees as teenagers stumbled along a barely-visible path, carrying coolers, speakers, and in one case, an entire lawn chair with someone passed out in it.
The woods behind the Blanchard mansion opened onto a small clearing where someone had already started stacking wood for a fire. Tommy's brother produced a can of lighter fluid with a maniacal grin.
"STAND BACK, CHILDREN! DADDY'S MAKING MAGIC!"
He doused the wood and threw a match. The resulting whoosh of flames was impressive enough to singe the eyebrows of anyone standing too close. The bonfire roared to life, casting flickering shadows across the clearing as teenagers arranged themselves in the haphazard social hierarchy of high school.
Adam lost DeeDee somewhere in the migration but spotted Goldie sitting on a log near the fire, deep in conversation with a senior girl who kept falling off her seat.
"HAVING FUN YET?" Goldie shouted when she saw Adam.
"SEEN DEEDEE?" Adam asked, the world tilting pleasantly around him.
"LAST I SAW SHE WAS GETTING BEERS!" Goldie pointed vaguely toward a pile of coolers at the edge of the clearing.
Adam made his way through the crowd, high-fiving people he barely recognized. The strange social alchemy of alcohol had transformed him from "that quiet smart kid" to "the dude who won big at Saratoga" in the span of a few hours.
A familiar laugh caught his attention—distinctive and musical. DeeDee's laugh.
Adam moved toward the sound, squinting through the smoky darkness. Just beyond the firelight, he could make out two figures sitting on a fallen log. As his eyes adjusted, details came into focus.
DeeDee, illuminated in moonlight, leaning toward the second figure with rapt attention.
"THAT'S AMAZING!" she was saying, her voice carrying through the night air. "I HAD NO IDEA COMPUTERS COULD DO THAT!"
"MOST PEOPLE DON'T!" replied the second figure—unmistakably Harold, animated in a way Adam rarely saw outside of discussions about coding. "IT'S LIKE PAINTING WITH NUMBERS!"
Adam froze, his beer-soaked brain struggling to process the scene. Harold and DeeDee? In the woods? Together?
"YOU'RE SO PASSIONATE ABOUT IT!" DeeDee said, placing a hand on Harold's arm. "MOST GUYS JUST PRETEND TO BE INTERESTED IN WHATEVER THEY THINK WILL IMPRESS ME. YOU ACTUALLY CARE ABOUT SOMETHING REAL."
Harold turned red, visible even in the moonlight. "I'M JUST A NERD WHO—"
"YOU'RE NOT JUST ANYTHING," DeeDee interrupted. "YOU SELL YOURSELF SHORT, HAROLD."
And then, with the casual confidence of someone who knew exactly what she wanted, DeeDee leaned forward and kissed Harold Wong.
Not a quick peck. Not a friendly kiss. A serious, hands-in-his-hair kiss that seemed to stop time itself.
Adam's beer can crumpled in his fist. A choked sound escaped his throat.
They broke apart, looking toward the noise.
"ADAM?" Harold's voice cracked with guilt.
"TURNER?" DeeDee squinted into the darkness.
Adam opened his mouth, but no words came out. His best friend. His BEST FRIEND. And DeeDee. After everything they'd shared that day. After the dancing, the flirting, the hand-holding. After three years of pathetic pining.
"SORRY TO INTERRUPT!" he finally managed, his voice strange to his own ears. "CARRY ON!"
He turned and stormed back toward the fire, the world now spinning for reasons that had nothing to do with alcohol. Behind him, he could hear DeeDee and Harold calling his name, but he didn't stop.
He found Mike by the fire, now wearing someone's varsity jacket over his wet boxers, chugging beer straight from a pitcher while a circle of admirers chanted "CHUG! CHUG! CHUG!"
"WE'RE LEAVING!" Adam grabbed Mike's arm. "NOW!"
Mike lowered the pitcher, beer dribbling down his chin. "WHAT? WHY? I'M JUST GETTING STARTED!"
"HAROLD AND DEEDEE," Adam spat. "THEY'RE TOGETHER."
"TOGETHER LIKE TOGETHER-TOGETHER?" Mike's eyes widened comically. "NO FUCKING WAY!"
"YES FUCKING WAY! I JUST SAW THEM MAKING OUT!"
"THAT TRAITOR!" Mike bellowed, instantly outraged on Adam's behalf. "BROS BEFORE—WELL, YOU KNOW! THAT'S THE CODE!"
"EXACTLY!" Adam nodded vigorously. "THE CODE!"
"WE GOTTA CONFRONT HIM!" Mike declared, slamming down his pitcher with enough force to splash beer on several bystanders. "WHERE IS HE?"
"NO CONFRONTATION! WE'RE JUST LEAVING! GET GOLDIE!"
Mike looked like he wanted to argue but wobbled off to find Goldie, leaving Adam seething by the fire. The alcohol in his system had amplified his anger to nuclear levels. He wasn't just mad—he was BETRAYED. Capital letters, underlined, in flashing neon.
Goldie appeared at his side, considerably more steady than either of the boys. "WHAT'S HAPPENING? MIKE'S BABBLING ABOUT HAROLD BEING A TRAITOR?"
"HE'S MAKING OUT WITH DEEDEE!" Adam practically spat the words.
"OH SHIT," Goldie's eyes widened. "PLOT TWIST."
"WE'RE LEAVING! NOW!"
"WHAT ABOUT HAROLD?"
"HE CAN WALK HOME! OR DEEDEE CAN DRIVE HIM! I DON'T CARE!"
Before Goldie could respond, a new sound cut through the party noise—a deep, rumbling growl that definitely didn't come from a drunk teenager.
Everyone froze.
The growl came again, louder, closer.
"WHAT THE FUCK WAS THAT?" someone whispered.
The clearing went silent except for the crackle of the fire. Even the boom box was muted as everyone strained to listen.
"Probably just a dog," Tommy's brother said, not sounding convinced.
A massive shadow moved at the edge of the clearing.
"THAT'S NOT A DOG!" a girl screamed. "THAT'S A FUCKING BEAR!"
Chaos erupted instantly. What had been an orderly division of social strata became a panicked stampede as fifty drunk teenagers simultaneously realized they were in the woods, at night, with a wild animal.
"RUN!" someone shouted unnecessarily, as everyone was already running in every possible direction.
Adam grabbed Goldie's arm and pulled her toward the path back to the house. Mike was somewhere ahead of them, moving with surprising speed for someone who could barely stand minutes earlier.
"WHAT ABOUT HAROLD?" Goldie shouted as they ran.
"HE'LL FIGURE IT OUT!" Adam yelled back, focused solely on escape.
The path back to the house was a gauntlet of fallen teenagers, dropped beer cans, and abandoned shoes. Adam's lungs burned as they sprinted through the trees, the sounds of panic all around them.
They burst from the woods onto the Blanchard's back lawn, joining the flood of teenagers streaming toward the house. Mike was waiting for them by the pool, still in his borrowed jacket and boxers, face flushed with exertion and alcohol.
"DUDE!" he wheezed. "A BEAR! A ACTUAL BEAR!"
"WE NEED TO GO!" Adam insisted, scanning the crowd for any sign of Harold. Despite his anger, he couldn't just leave his friend to be eaten by wildlife.
"THERE!" Goldie pointed toward the woods.
Harold and DeeDee emerged from the trees, running hand-in-hand, both looking disheveled and terrified. They spotted Adam by the pool and changed direction, heading toward him.
"ADAM!" Harold called out. "WAIT!"
"CAR! NOW!" Adam turned away, heading for the front yard where Mike's uncle's Oldsmobile waited.
"WHAT ABOUT MY CLOTHES?" Mike protested, gesturing to his near-nakedness.
"WEAR THAT JACKET AND YOUR SHAME!" Adam replied, not slowing down.
They reached the car just as more screams erupted from the backyard. Apparently, the bear had decided to investigate the abandoned party.
"Get in!" Adam unlocked the doors and slid behind the wheel. Mike took shotgun while Goldie climbed in back.
"We can't just leave Harold," Goldie said, suddenly sober-sounding in the relative quiet of the car.
"Watch me," Adam replied, starting the engine.
Through the windshield, he could see Harold and DeeDee running toward them across the front lawn. Harold was waving frantically, calling Adam's name.
"Adam! Wait! Please!"
Adam deliberately looked away and threw the car into drive, hitting the gas harder than necessary. The Oldsmobile lurched forward, tires spinning on gravel.
"Ice cold, Professor," Mike whispered, eyeing Adam with newfound respect or fear—hard to tell which.
In the rearview mirror, Harold grew smaller and smaller, still standing in the driveway with DeeDee at his side. Adam kept his eyes on the road ahead, even as his knuckles turned white on the steering wheel.
The car was silent except for Mike's labored breathing and the occasional squeak of vinyl as Goldie shifted in the back seat.
"Anybody else feeling like that bear was the universe's way of telling us something?" Mike finally asked, staring out the window at the passing landscape.
"Like what?" Adam snapped.
"I dunno. Maybe 'stop being stupid teenagers for five minutes'?"
"Says the guy in wet boxers and a stolen letter jacket."
"Details."
They lapsed back into silence, the events of the night settling over them like a scratchy blanket. The alcohol was wearing off, leaving behind headaches and clarity nobody wanted.
"For what it's worth," Goldie said quietly from the back seat, "I think Harold's gonna regret it tomorrow. The kiss. Not the bear. Though probably that too."
"I don't care," Adam lied. "He can do whatever he wants. We have bigger problems."
"Like Ace and Carmichael," Mike nodded seriously, then ruined it by hiccupping.
"Like Ace and Carmichael," Adam confirmed. "And the whole BROTHER operation."
"And the fact that you just left your best friend at a bear attack," Goldie added.
"The bear was heading for the pool, not the driveway," Adam pointed out. "Harold's fine. DeeDee's fine. Everyone's fine."
"Except you," Goldie observed.
Adam didn't answer. The Oldsmobile ate up the dark road, carrying them back toward Niskayuna and responsibilities they weren't ready for. Behind them, a party descended into legend—the night Tommy Blanchard's woods rager was crashed by a literal bear.
And somewhere in the darkness ahead, Ace Stefanberg was waiting, infinitely more dangerous than any wild animal.
CHAPTER 11


The fishing cabin sat silent under the midday sun, innocent and unaware it was about to host a standoff worthy of Sergio Leone.
Adam rolled up on his bike first, dust kicking behind his rear tire. He dismounted with deliberate slowness, squinting at the cabin like he half-expected snipers on the roof. His head throbbed with the special kind of pain reserved for teenagers who discovered alcohol's dark side the hard way.
He was halfway to the porch when another figure appeared from the opposite direction.
Harold.
They stopped, twenty paces apart, the sun beating down between them. Neither spoke. Birds chirped awkwardly in the surrounding trees, sensing the dramatic tension.
Harold's ten-speed lay discarded behind him like a loyal steed. His backpack hung heavily from one shoulder – probably stuffed with printouts and floppy disks. The tools of his trade.
For a long, ridiculous moment, they just stared at each other.
"You gonna stand there all day, or you coming inside?" Mike called from the porch, ruining the moment completely. He sat in a sagging lawn chair, drinking something that looked suspiciously like a beer despite the ungodly hour. "Because this showdown is super entertaining, but I'm getting sunburned watching it."
The spell broken, Adam and Harold approached the cabin from their respective angles, still not speaking, still maintaining maximum distance until the last possible moment.
The cabin's interior was exactly as depressing as Adam remembered – peeling wallpaper, ancient furniture, and the lingering scent of whatever had died in the walls during the Ford administration. Mike had colonized the kitchen table with an impressive spread of junk food and printouts.
"So," Mike said, looking between them with undisguised glee. "Who shoots first? Han or Greedo?"
"Shut up, Mike," they replied in perfect unison, then glanced at each other in surprise.
"Can we just get to the point?" Adam sighed, dropping into a chair that protested his weight with an ominous creak. "Harold said this was about BROTHER."
"It is," Harold confirmed, setting his backpack down carefully. "But first, we should probably address the elephant doing the macarena in the middle of the room."
"Nice metaphor mixing," Mike snorted.
"DeeDee," Harold said, ignoring him. "Look, Adam, I—"
"Save it," Adam interrupted. "She chose you. End of story."
"It's not that simple and you know it," Harold insisted. "You've liked her for three years. I've been your friend for ten. There's a code."
"The code didn't stop you in the woods," Adam shot back.
"She kissed me," Harold pointed out. "What was I supposed to do? Lecture her on bro ethics?"
"You could have stopped it!"
"Would you have?"
Another painful silence descended, broken only by Mike loudly crunching Doritos.
"This is better than cable," he observed to no one in particular.
"She likes me," Harold said quietly. "Me. Not Adam Turner's weird friend who's good with computers. Just me."
Something in Harold's voice – a raw vulnerability rarely displayed – penetrated Adam's anger.
"You left me stranded," Harold continued. "With a bear in the vicinity."
"The bear was heading for the pool," Adam muttered. "You were fine."
"Not the point."
"So what is the point, Harold? That I'm supposed to be happy my best friend is dating the girl I've been obsessing over since freshman year?"
"No," Harold removed his glasses, cleaning them meticulously with the hem of his shirt. "You're supposed to understand that for once in my life, I'm not living in your shadow. Do you know what that feels like? To always be the sidekick? The guy people tolerate because he's friends with Adam Turner?"
Adam stared at him, genuinely surprised. He'd never thought of their friendship that way – never considered how it looked from Harold's perspective.
"DeeDee sees me," Harold said. "Not as your friend. Not as a brain to copy homework from. Just... me."
The raw honesty hung in the air between them. Mike had stopped crunching chips, watching them with uncharacteristic seriousness.
"She's with me now," Harold continued. "And if that's going to be a problem for the brotherhood—"
"It's not," Adam interrupted, surprising himself with the words. "She's a good person. Smart. You could do a lot worse."
Harold blinked, clearly not expecting capitulation. "Really?"
"Really," Adam confirmed, extending his hand across the table. "But you're still a longshot with her, Wong."
The tension cracked as Harold grinned, accepting the handshake. "Statistically speaking, perhaps. But as we've recently proven, longshots can pay off."
"Longshots," Adam repeated, something clicking in his brain. "That's it."
"What's it?" Mike asked through a mouthful of chips.
"Thighs of Honor," Adam said, excitement building. "Ace's horse. It's a longshot that keeps winning when it shouldn't. If we look into its history, its racing patterns..."
Harold's eyes widened. "You're right. If someone's manipulating its performance..."
"We could prove it," Adam finished. "And maybe figure out what Ace is really after."
"Now that you two have made up and had your eureka moment," Mike interjected, "can we talk about the fact that I'm still traumatized by the BEAR that almost ATE US?"
"No one almost got eaten," Harold rolled his eyes. "Black bears rarely attack humans unless provoked."
"It was HUGE!" Mike insisted. "With teeth and claws and bear things!"
"It was probably after the food and alcohol, not drunk teenagers," Adam pointed out. "Though you might have been slow enough to catch if we'd stayed."
"I'll have you know I set a personal land-speed record getting back to the house," Mike said with dignity. "I was like the Jesse Owens of bear evasion."
While they bickered, Harold had pulled out his laptop and was typing furiously.
"I've been compiling data on Thighs of Honor," he explained, turning the screen so the others could see. "Race history, performance patterns, ownership records. Look at this."
The screen showed a spreadsheet with meticulous detail – dates, tracks, distances, jockeys, odds, finishing positions. All color-coded with Harold's trademark organization.
"According to these records," he continued, "Thighs of Honor has raced twelve times in the past two years. Won five, all major stakes with significant purses. The other seven races? Didn't even place."
"That's suspicious as hell," Mike noted.
"Exactly. And look at the odds patterns," Harold pointed to a chart he'd created. "The winning races? All long odds, ranging from 20-1 to 45-1. The losing races? Usually goes off as favorite or second choice."
"So Ace is manipulating the odds," Adam said. "Making the horse lose enough to drive up the odds, then making sure it wins when the payoff is biggest."
"But how?" Mike wondered. "It's not like you can just tell a horse to run slower."
"Drugs," Adam guessed. "Performance enhancers for the wins, tranquilizers for the losses."
"Or jockey manipulation," Harold added. "Pay the rider to hold the horse back."
"We need evidence," Adam decided. "Pictures, video, something concrete."
Mike perked up. "Saratoga has morning workouts that are open to the public. We could observe Thighs of Honor directly."
"That's... actually not a terrible idea," Harold admitted.
"Don't sound so surprised," Mike replied. "I contain multitudes."
"Saratoga workouts start at 5:30 AM," Harold said, already checking his watch. "If we leave now, we can be there when the afternoon sessions begin."
"Road trip!" Mike exclaimed. "I'll get the car."
Their planning session stretched into early afternoon. Mike volunteered his uncle's car, prompting a brief but intense debate about whether he was sober enough to retrieve it.
"I had ONE beer," he insisted. "Hours ago!"
"One beer the size of your head," Harold muttered.
"I'll drive," Adam resolved the issue. "You navigate."
As Harold packed up his research materials, Adam pulled him aside.
"We good?" he asked quietly.
Harold hesitated, then nodded. "Yeah. We're good."
"Good," Adam clapped him on the shoulder. "Because if I have to choose between you and a girl, I'm picking you. Even if you are a backstabbing nerd with no concept of loyalty."
"And I'd pick you over anyone," Harold replied. "Even if you are a self-centered jerk who left me to die by bear mauling."
They grinned at each other, the brotherhood damaged but intact.
The Saratoga afternoon workout sessions were less crowded than the morning ones—mostly serious gamblers and industry insiders, with a few tourists mixed in for flavor. The backstretch area was a different world from the public-facing track—working-class, utilitarian, with none of the pretension of the grandstand.
"According to the workout schedule," Harold whispered, consulting a photocopied sheet he'd obtained through means best left unexplained, "Thighs of Honor should be coming out around four. Barn 17."
They positioned themselves near the rail, trying to look like they belonged. Mike had transformed himself with a Racing Form and binoculars borrowed from his uncle, looking convincingly like a degenerate gambler in training. Harold clutched a stopwatch and notebook, the perfect racing nerd.
Adam scanned the backstretch area, alert for any sign of Ace. Instead, he spotted a familiar figure emerging from Barn 17—not Ace, but unmistakably one of his men. The same muscular guy who'd chased them at their first Saratoga visit.
"Russo," Adam muttered, ducking his head. "Three o'clock. Coming out of the stable."
The others adjusted their positions subtly, keeping their faces turned away.
"This is definitely the right place," Mike murmured. "Question is, where's Ace?"
They got their answer moments later when a sleek black Jaguar pulled up to the stable area with a screech of tires. The car nearly jumped the curb before coming to a stop at an angle that suggested either extreme urgency or extreme intoxication.
Ace Stefanberg exploded from the driver's seat, moving with a manic energy that seemed completely at odds with his usual controlled demeanor. He was wearing his signature cream suit, but the jacket was unbuttoned and his silk tie hung loose around his neck. As he approached Russo, his gestures were wild, exaggerated, almost cartoon-like.
"Holy shit," Mike whispered. "Ace is fucked up."
"Shh," Adam hissed. "I'm trying to hear."
They couldn't make out words, but Ace's tone carried across the stable area—rapid-fire, intense, punctuated by bursts of inappropriate laughter. Russo looked deeply uncomfortable, throwing nervous glances at the other stable hands as if worried they were witnessing something they shouldn't.
"What is he on?" Mike wondered.
"Angel dust, if I had to guess," Adam replied. "My cousin did security at the Metallica concert last year. Said that's exactly how the guys on PCP acted—hyper, aggressive, completely disconnected from reality."
"That's Ace?" Harold looked shocked. "The smooth criminal mastermind?"
"Everybody has their vices," Adam said. "Even criminal masterminds, apparently."
Russo finally managed to steer Ace toward Barn 17, ushering him inside with the delicate care of someone handling nitroglycerine. The stable hands exchanged knowing looks, suggesting this wasn't the first time they'd witnessed an Ace Stefanberg chemical episode.
"Now what?" Harold asked.
"We wait," Adam decided. "They'll bring the horse out eventually."
Ten minutes later, a magnificent black stallion emerged from the barn. Thighs of Honor was even more impressive up close—powerful, gleaming, with an arrogant stride that suggested he knew exactly how valuable he was.
Ace appeared behind the horse, now wearing sunglasses despite the cloudy afternoon. His movements were still frenetic, bouncing on the balls of his feet as he spoke rapidly to the trainer. He approached the horse and ran his hands over its flanks with the obsessive attention of someone who could suddenly feel every hair, every muscle.
"He's admiring his own work," Adam observed quietly.
Harold discreetly took photos with a small camera he'd borrowed from the school newspaper, while Mike made notes about the horse's appearance and behavior.
"Something's off," Adam murmured. "Look at his eyes."
He pointed to Thighs of Honor, not Ace. The stallion's eyes had a strange, glassy quality. The pupils were dilated unnaturally wide, giving the animal a slightly manic appearance that seemed to mirror its owner's current state.
"He's on something too," Mike realized. "They're drugging the horse."
"And not being subtle about it," Adam agreed. "Look at Ace. He's too high to care who sees."
As they watched, Ace approached the horse again, pressing his face against its neck in a bizarrely intimate gesture. He seemed to be whispering something to the animal, who stood unnaturally still despite what had to be extremely uncomfortable human contact.
"This is getting creepy," Harold muttered.
"But it's exactly what we needed to see," Adam replied. "Clear evidence of tampering. Ace is manipulating the horse's performance."
Thighs of Honor was led onto the track by an exercise rider who looked like he'd rather be anywhere else. The workout was bizarre—incredible bursts of speed interspersed with moments where the horse seemed almost to stagger sideways. The jockey fought for control, clearly struggling with an animal operating on a chemical cocktail rather than natural instincts.
"He's prepping him for a win," Adam deduced. "Pumping him full of stimulants."
"But why does Ace need to be high to do it?" Mike wondered.
"Maybe he doesn't trust anyone else to get the dosage right," Harold suggested. "Or maybe he's just a garden-variety addict who happens to also be a criminal mastermind."
They continued observing as Ace paced along the rail, alternately shouting encouragement and bursting into manic laughter. Russo remained close by, clearly torn between managing his boss and keeping the increasingly curious onlookers at bay.
"We should go," Adam finally decided. "We've seen enough, and I don't want to be around when Ace crashes from whatever he's on."
"But—" Mike began to protest.
"No buts," Adam cut him off. "We got what we came for. Evidence of tampering."
They began to drift casually toward the exit, trying not to move too quickly. Adam risked one last glance back and felt his heart skip a beat.
Despite the sunglasses, despite the chemical haze, Ace was staring directly at them. His body had gone completely still, a stark contrast to his earlier mania. Slowly, deliberately, he raised his coffee cup in a mock toast, a gesture identical to the one he'd made at their previous encounter.
"He recognizes us," Adam hissed. "Move. Now."
They quickened their pace, no longer concerned with appearing casual. Behind them, Adam could hear Ace's voice rising, the words indistinct but the tone unmistakably angry. Russo was already in motion, following at a distance just short of an outright pursuit.
"Do not look back," Adam instructed as they reached the parking area. "Get in the car. Act normal."
They piled into Mike's uncle's Oldsmobile, Adam fumbling with the keys as Russo emerged from the main entrance, scanning the parking lot.
"Duck!" Harold hissed, and they all slid down in their seats as Russo's gaze swept over their vehicle.
After what felt like an eternity, Russo turned and headed back inside. Adam cautiously raised his head, checking to make sure the coast was clear before starting the engine.
"That was close," Mike exhaled as they pulled onto the main road. "Too close."
"But educational," Harold noted, reviewing the photos on his camera. "We have solid evidence now. Clear shots of Ace with the horse, the horse's unnatural appearance, the whole scene."
"Evidence of what, exactly?" Mike asked. "That Ace is a drug addict who likes to get high with his horse? Not exactly a criminal mastermind revelation."
"Evidence of race manipulation," Adam corrected. "Which might be enough to get him investigated by the racing commission. At minimum, it gives us leverage."
"Leverage for what?" Harold looked alarmed. "Please tell me you're not thinking of blackmailing a PCP-addicted criminal."
"No," Adam shook his head. "But if Ace knows we have this evidence, it might create an opening. A way to negotiate."
"Negotiate what?" Mike demanded. "Our continued existence? Because I'm pretty sure that's not on the table once he knows we've been spying on him."
Adam didn't have a good answer for that. The truth was, he wasn't entirely sure what their next move should be. They had evidence of Ace's illegal activities, but using it meant exposing themselves. And after seeing Ace's drug-fueled state, Adam was less confident than ever in their ability to predict or control the situation.
"We need backup," he decided. "We need Goldie."
"She's still in Israel," Harold reminded him.
"Her flight gets in tonight," Adam said. "I say we wait till she's back, show her what we've found, then decide our next step."
"I'm good with waiting," Mike agreed readily. "Especially if it involves not confronting Crazy Ace anytime soon."
But their plans for a strategic pause were interrupted by the sight of a familiar black Jaguar appearing in the rearview mirror, closing the distance between them with alarming speed.
"Shit," Adam growled, pressing the accelerator. "Ace is following us."
The Oldsmobile, while charmingly vintage, was no match for a Jaguar in terms of speed or handling. Within minutes, the black car was right on their tail.
"What do we do?" Harold asked, panic evident in his voice.
"We can't outrun him," Adam calculated grimly. "And we can't lead him back to Niskayuna."
"So we... what? Pull over and die?" Mike suggested hysterically.
The Jaguar swerved suddenly into the oncoming lane, accelerating to pull alongside them. Ace was driving, one hand on the wheel, the other gesturing wildly for them to pull over. His face was twisted in a manic grin that made Adam's blood run cold.
"I think we're about to find out what Ace wants," Adam said quietly. "Whether we like it or not."
The Jaguar swerved sharply, clipping their front bumper. The Oldsmobile shuddered, tires squealing as Adam fought to maintain control.
"He's trying to run us off the road!" Harold shouted.
"No shit, Sherlock!" Mike replied, bracing himself against the dashboard.
Adam gripped the wheel with white knuckles, trying to remember everything his father had taught him about defensive driving. The Jaguar swung in for another hit, this one harder than the first. The Oldsmobile fishtailed dramatically, nearly spinning out before Adam managed to straighten it.
"There's a turnout ahead," Adam said through gritted teeth. "Half a mile. I'm going to pull over before he kills us all."
"Are you insane?" Harold demanded. "He's clearly—"
"We don't have a choice!" Adam cut him off. "Look at him! He's completely unhinged!"
Through the window, they could see Ace grinning maniacally, head bobbing to some rhythm only he could hear. This wasn't the calculating criminal mastermind they'd encountered before. This was a man in the grip of a powerful drug, unpredictable and dangerous.
"If we don't stop willingly, he's going to force us off the road," Adam reasoned. "At least this way we choose where it happens."
Neither Harold nor Mike had any counter-argument to that grim logic.
The turnout appeared ahead—a small gravel area overlooking a scenic view of the Hudson River. Adam signaled (absurdly, given the circumstances) and guided the Oldsmobile onto the gravel, bringing it to a stop as far from the road as possible.
The Jaguar screeched to a halt behind them, blocking their exit path.
"If we die, I'm haunting you both," Mike declared, his attempt at humor falling flat as Ace emerged from his car.
Gone was any trace of the smooth, controlled criminal they'd met before. This Ace moved like a marionette with half its strings cut—jerky, unpredictable, barely contained energy radiating from every movement. His eyes were hidden behind mirrored sunglasses, but the rest of his face told the story—jaw clenched, nostrils flared, a sheen of sweat despite the cool afternoon.
"Adam Turner!" he called, his voice too loud, too bright. "And friends! What a delightful coincidence!"
"Stay in the car," Adam instructed quietly. "I'll talk to him."
"Are you nuts?" Mike hissed. "He's higher than the space shuttle!"
"Exactly. Which means we need to keep him calm. One person talking, not three."
Before either could object further, Adam opened his door and stepped out, keeping the car between himself and Ace. Behind the Jaguar, he could see Russo emerging more cautiously, his expression a mix of embarrassment and tension.
"Mr. Stefanberg," Adam greeted, trying to keep his voice steady. "Quite a driving technique you've got there."
Ace laughed, the sound brittle and artificial. "Racing blood! It's in the veins! In the genes! Speaking of racing—" he took a lurching step forward, "—you boys seem awfully interested in my horse."
"Just admiring a champion," Adam replied carefully. "Thighs of Honor is impressive."
"Impressive!" Ace repeated, nodding vigorously. "Yes! YES! Impressive! A machine! A MACHINE!" He was practically vibrating with intensity. "But you didn't come to Saratoga for a casual view, did you, Adam Turner? No no no. You're your uncle's nephew, aren't you? Always looking for an edge. Always trying to BEAT THE SYSTEM!"
The last three words were shouted with such force that Adam took an involuntary step back.
"We're just racing fans," he tried, knowing how pathetic the lie sounded.
"FANS!" Ace exploded into laughter. "FANS! Oh, that's rich! That's DIAMOND rich!" He spun in a circle, arms outstretched. "You hear that, Russo? They're FANS! Just like Uncle Jack was a FAN!"
At the mention of Uncle Jack, Adam felt a surge of anger cut through his fear. "Don't talk about my uncle."
"Why not?" Ace stopped spinning, his head tilting at an unnatural angle. "I knew him better than you did. MUCH better. We were PARTNERS. BROTHERS. Until he BETRAYED ME!"
"He didn't betray anyone," Adam shot back before he could stop himself.
"NO?" Ace took three quick steps forward, putting him directly in front of Adam. Up close, the chemical stink of his sweat was overwhelming. "Then why did he take BROTHER? Why did he DISAPPEAR? Why did he tell everyone that HE created it? That it was HIS genius, HIS algorithm, HIS LEGACY?"
Adam had no answer. The truth was, he didn't know what had happened between Uncle Jack and Ace—didn't know the real story behind BROTHER's creation or the falling out that had apparently ended their partnership.
"That's what I thought," Ace nodded, as if Adam had confirmed something important. "You don't know. You're playing with FIRE, Adam Turner. Playing with something you don't understand."
Despite the drug-induced mania, there was something surprisingly coherent about Ace's assessment. They were playing with fire. They didn't understand the full story.
"Then help me understand," Adam said, the words emerging before he'd fully formed the thought. "Tell me what really happened with Uncle Jack."
Ace stared at him for a long moment, his manic energy seemingly paused by the unexpected request. Then he threw back his head and laughed, the sound echoing off the surrounding trees.
"UNDERSTAND?" he wheezed between bursts of laughter. "You want to UNDERSTAND? Oh, that's RICH! That's PERFECT! Jack's nephew wants to UNDERSTAND!"
Russo stepped forward cautiously. "Boss, maybe we should—"
"QUIET!" Ace snapped, his mood shifting with frightening speed. "I'm talking to Jack's nephew! We're having a MOMENT here!"
Russo retreated, shooting Adam an apologetic look that seemed to say, "What can you do? He's the boss."
Ace turned back to Adam, his manic grin returning. "You want to understand? Fine. FINE! I'll SHOW you. Come to Albany tonight. The King's Court. Ten o'clock. I'll SHOW you everything!"
"The King's Court?" Adam repeated, confused by the sudden invitation.
"My establishment," Ace explained with exaggerated dignity. "Very exclusive. VERY. But for Jack's nephew? Special exception!" He reached into his pocket and produced a business card, offering it to Adam with a flourish. "Bring your friends! Bring EVERYONE! The more the MERRIER!"
Adam hesitated, then took the card. Embossed black text on cream cardstock: THE KING'S COURT. MEMBERS ONLY. An address in Albany.
"Why would you invite us into your territory?" Adam asked warily.
"Because Jack would have wanted you to UNDERSTAND," Ace replied, suddenly serious. "And because I'm curious. VERY curious. To see if you're smarter than he was." He leaned in close, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper that was still far too loud. "Between us? I don't think you are."
With that parting shot, Ace spun on his heel and strutted back to his Jaguar, moving with the exaggerated care of someone trying desperately to appear sober. Russo followed, shooting one last apologetic glance at Adam before sliding into the passenger seat.
The Jaguar's engine roared to life, and Ace executed a gravel-spraying U-turn that narrowly missed the Oldsmobile before speeding back onto the main road.
Adam stood frozen, the business card still in his hand, as the dust settled around him.
"Holy shit," Mike breathed as Adam climbed back into the car. "What the actual fuck was that?"
"That," Adam replied, "was Ace Stefanberg on PCP inviting us to his private club in Albany."
"And we're obviously not going," Harold stated firmly. "Right?"
Adam stared at the business card, turning it over in his hands. "I don't know. This might be our best chance to learn the truth about Uncle Jack. About BROTHER's origins."
"You can't be serious," Harold gaped at him. "You want to walk into the lion's den because a drug-addled gangster invited us?"
"He seemed genuine," Adam said slowly. "In a completely unhinged way."
"That's an oxymoron," Harold pointed out.
"Look, we don't have to decide right now," Adam started the car, pulling carefully back onto the road. "Let's get home, regroup, wait for Goldie. Then make a decision."
But as they drove back to Niskayuna, Adam couldn't shake the feeling that they'd crossed some invisible line—that their research expedition had escalated into something far more dangerous than they'd anticipated.
And beneath that worry lay a deeper curiosity, a burning need to understand the truth about Uncle Jack and the algorithm that had started all of this. Ace had dangled that truth like bait, knowing exactly what would tempt Jack Turner's nephew.
The question was, would Adam take the bait? And what would be waiting if he did?
CHAPTER 12


"We are not—I repeat, NOT—going to an underground casino run by a PCP-addicted gangster," Harold declared, pacing Mike's basement with the nervous energy of someone expecting SWAT teams to crash through the windows at any moment.
"I hear you," Adam nodded, "But I'm not sure we have a choice."
It was 9:15 PM, nearly five hours since their encounter with Ace on the highway. Five hours of increasingly tense debate about what to do next. Five hours of Harold pointing out all the ways they could end up dead, Mike alternating between terror and morbid curiosity, and Adam trying to make sense of Ace's drug-fueled invitation.
"Not have a choice?" Harold's voice rose an octave. "We absolutely have a choice! We choose LIFE! We choose NOT getting dismembered in an Albany basement!"
"He knows who we are," Adam reasoned. "He knows where we go to school. If he wants to find us, he will."
"So your solution is to voluntarily walk into his lair?" Harold threw up his hands. "Brilliant strategy, Professor! I can't believe I ever questioned your leadership!"
"Would you both calm down?" Mike interjected from his position sprawled across the couch. "You're giving me anxiety hives."
"YOU'RE getting anxiety hives?" Harold rounded on him. "I'm having a full cardiac event over here!"
The basement door creaked open, and all three boys froze. Mrs. Niskayuna's voice floated down the stairs.
"Michael? Phone call. Someone named Goldie?"
Mike leapt to his feet. "Got it, Mom!"
He bounded up the stairs, leaving Adam and Harold in momentary silence.
"He's right, you know," Harold said more quietly. "This is insane. Ace was so high he could barely stand. For all we know, he's forgotten the entire invitation."
"Maybe," Adam acknowledged. "But I don't think so. He might be an addict, but he's not stupid. And he specifically mentioned Uncle Jack. Said he'd tell me what really happened."
"And you believe him? A drug-addled criminal?"
"I believe he knows more about Uncle Jack than I do," Adam replied. "More than anyone does. And I need to understand what happened."
Harold studied him, the anger in his face softening to concern. "This isn't just about BROTHER anymore, is it? This is personal for you."
Before Adam could respond, Mike thundered back down the stairs, his face split with a grin that suggested either great news or serious head trauma.
"Goldie's back!" he announced. "Her flight got in early. She's at her house now, unpacking."
"Did you tell her what happened?" Adam asked.
"Cliff Notes version," Mike confirmed. "She says we're idiots, but she's on her way over. Said, and I quote, 'Don't do anything monumentally stupid until I get there.'"
"Too late," Harold muttered.
"She also said she learned some badass self-defense moves from her cousin in Israel," Mike added. "In case, you know, we need to disable anyone with her thumbs."
Adam checked his watch—9:27 PM. "Even if she gets here in the next ten minutes, that doesn't give us much time to get to Albany by ten."
"So we're late," Harold shrugged. "Or better yet, we don't go at all! Problem solved!"
"Not going isn't an option," Adam insisted. "But we wait for Goldie. I want her take on this."
The next fifteen minutes passed in tense silence, broken only by Harold's agitated muttering as he paced the basement. When the door finally creaked open again, all three looked up expectantly.
Goldie Harper stood at the top of the stairs, backlit like an avenging angel in a leather jacket that definitely hadn't been part of her wardrobe two weeks ago. Her blonde hair was shorter, cut in an angular bob that made her cheekbones look sharp enough to cut glass. But it was her eyes that had changed the most—harder, more focused, like she'd seen things in Israel that had permanently altered her worldview.
"Two weeks," she announced, descending into the basement. "I'm gone for TWO WEEKS, and you morons nearly get yourselves killed. Twice."
"Welcome back," Mike grinned. "Nice haircut."
"Tel Aviv," she shrugged, running a hand through the severe bob. "What happens in Israel stays in Israel."
"Goldie," Adam stepped forward. "We need your opinion on something."
"Let me guess," she dropped her backpack on the floor and crossed her arms. "Whether or not to accept an invitation from a drug-addled gangster to visit his underground casino. The one who just ran you off the road after you spied on him at the track."
"How did you—"
"Mike talks fast, but I listen faster," she replied. "And unlike you three, I actually have functioning self-preservation instincts."
"So you agree it's suicide," Harold gestured triumphantly. "Thank you! Voice of reason!"
"I didn't say that," Goldie corrected. "I said I have self-preservation instincts. I also have context you don't."
"What context?" Adam asked.
"The King's Court isn't what you're thinking," Goldie explained. "It's not some Hollywood mob hideout with guys getting whacked in the back room. It's a social club in the South End. Dominoes, backgammon, cards. My dad used to play there sometimes."
"Your dad?" Adam asked, surprised.
"Before he went full degenerate," Goldie nodded. "Said it was the only place he could get a decent game of bones."
"Bones?" Mike repeated.
"Dominoes," Goldie explained. "The King's Court is famous for high-stakes domino games."
"So it's... safe?" Harold asked hopefully.
"I didn't say that either," Goldie's expression hardened. "It's still controlled by people who operate outside the law. But it's a public place. Sort of. There'd be witnesses."
"Unless Ace owns everyone there," Harold muttered.
"Look, we don't have much choice," Adam said. "Ace saw us. He knows what we were doing at the track. And he specifically mentioned Uncle Jack. Said he'd tell me what really happened."
Goldie studied him carefully. "This is about more than just Ace catching you, isn't it? This is about your uncle."
Adam nodded reluctantly. "I need to know."
Goldie glanced at her watch. "It's 9:45. Even if we left right now, we'd never make it to Albany by ten."
"So we're late," Mike shrugged. "Fashionably late."
"You don't show up late to a meeting with someone like Ace Stefanberg," Goldie corrected. "Not if you want to maintain any kind of negotiating position."
"So what do we do?" Adam asked.
Before Goldie could answer, the basement window exploded inward in a shower of glass. All four teenagers hit the floor instinctively, covering their heads as shards rained down around them.
"WHAT THE FUCK?" Mike yelped.
A small metallic object bounced across the concrete floor—not a grenade, as Adam's panicked brain initially registered, but a soda can. A dented Sprite can with a piece of paper wrapped around it, secured with a rubber band.
"Is that... a message?" Harold asked incredulously.
"Old school," Goldie muttered, reaching for the can.
"Careful!" Adam warned. "It could be a trap."
"A trap disguised as a Sprite can?" Goldie raised an eyebrow. "If they wanted us dead, they'd have used an actual grenade."
She unwrapped the paper, scanning the message written in block letters.
"'WAITING OUTSIDE. GET IN THE CAR OR THE NEXT ONE WON'T BE SODA.'" Goldie read aloud. "Charming invitation technique."
"I think our decision just got made for us," Adam said grimly.
They peered cautiously out the broken window. A massive pink Cadillac idled in the street, chrome gleaming under the streetlights, bass thumping from speakers powerful enough to vibrate the pavement. Even from a distance, they could see it was packed with people.
"That's... not what I expected," Harold admitted.
"Let's go," Adam decided. "All of us. We stay together, watch each other's backs."
"And if they shoot us all together, we die together," Harold muttered. "Beautiful symmetry."
"Nobody's shooting anyone," Adam insisted, though with less conviction than he would have liked. "We're just going to talk. Hear what Ace has to say about Uncle Jack. Then leave."
"Famous last words," Harold sighed, but he followed as they headed upstairs.
Mike's mother was thankfully occupied in the kitchen, allowing them to slip out the front door unnoticed. The pink Cadillac looked even more ridiculous up close—a monument to excess from an earlier era, with fins sharp enough to qualify as weapons. The windows were tinted dark, but they could hear laughter and music from within.
"I feel like I'm about to get into the murder car from an 80s horror movie," Harold whispered as they approached.
The back door swung open, revealing Russo in the driver's seat. Unlike his boss, the enforcer looked stone-cold sober and deeply unhappy with his current assignment.
"Get in," he ordered. "Boss is waiting."
They piled into the back, finding themselves squeezed in among a collection of women in various states of intoxication and undress. The interior smelled like a potent combination of perfume, alcohol, and recreational pharmaceuticals. Sprawled across what could only be described as a throne-like seat at the very back was Ace, still wearing his sunglasses despite the late hour, still vibrating with that barely-contained energy.
"ADAM TURNER!" he bellowed as they settled in. "AND FRIENDS! You came! EXCELLENT! FANTASTIC! ABSOLUTELY FUCKING PHENOMENAL!"
"You didn't give us much choice," Adam replied, trying to keep his voice steady. "Nice invitation technique."
Ace's laugh was too loud, too sharp. "DRAMATIC! I like DRAMATIC! Sets the TONE!"
"Are those women kidnapped?" Goldie asked bluntly, eyeing the barely-conscious blonde draped across Ace's lap.
"KIDNAPPED? No no no!" Ace looked genuinely offended. "These are EMPLOYEES! VERY well-compensated EMPLOYEES! Right, Cinnamon?"
The blonde mumbled something unintelligible and giggled.
"See? HAPPY!" Ace declared. "EVERYONE'S HAPPY!"
"Where are we going?" Adam asked as Russo pulled away from the curb, the Cadillac's massive engine growling beneath them.
"I TOLD you!" Ace seemed surprised by the question. "The KING'S COURT! MY establishment! VERY exclusive! But for Jack's nephew? SPECIAL exception!"
"And after we see this place?" Harold ventured. "We're free to go?"
Ace stared at him for a long moment, then burst into another round of manic laughter. "FREE TO GO! That's FUNNY! You're FUNNY, glasses boy! I LIKE you!"
Harold shot Adam a panicked look that clearly said, "We're all going to die."
The drive to Albany felt simultaneously too short and interminably long. Ace alternated between manic monologues about racing, barely coherent reminiscences about the 70s club scene, and intense silent staring at Adam that made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. The women drifted in and out of consciousness, occasionally offering drinks from a seemingly endless supply of champagne bottles.
Mike, predictably, was the only one who seemed to be enjoying himself, accepting both champagne and the attentions of a redhead who kept calling him "college boy."
"I've actually got PLANS for you, Adam Turner," Ace announced suddenly, breaking a silence that had stretched for several uncomfortable minutes. "BIG plans! I hear you're the BEST dealer upstate! THE BEST!"
"Dealer?" Adam repeated, confused. "I don't deal."
"DON'T be modest!" Ace waved dismissively. "Word GETS around! Best dealer north of the CITY! That's what they SAY! And I BELIEVE them!"
Adam exchanged baffled looks with Harold. "I think there's been a misunderstanding. I don't deal cards."
"CARDS?" Ace looked genuinely confused. "Who said anything about CARDS?"
Before Adam could respond, the Cadillac pulled to a stop in front of a nondescript brick building in Albany's South End. No flashy sign, no line of people waiting to get in. Just a simple brass plaque beside a heavy wooden door that read "THE KING'S COURT."
"We're HERE!" Ace announced, suddenly all business. "EVERYBODY out! SHOWTIME!"
"I have a really bad feeling about this," Harold muttered as they extricated themselves from the tangle of champagne-soaked limbs.
"Just stay close," Adam replied quietly. "And follow my lead."
The interior of The King's Court was nothing like Adam had imagined. No smoky backroom den of iniquity, but rather a well-appointed social club with dark wood paneling, comfortable leather chairs, and soft jazz playing from hidden speakers. Well-dressed men gathered around tables, engrossed in various games. The clientele was predominantly Black, with a few white faces scattered throughout.
Ace strutted through the main room like a peacock, greeting patrons with exaggerated enthusiasm. Most responded with respectful nods, but Adam noted the wariness in their eyes. Clearly, this version of Ace—the manic, chemically-enhanced version—was not unfamiliar to the regulars.
"Through here! Through HERE!" Ace gestured toward a private alcove separated from the main room by velvet curtains. "The INNER sanctum! VERY exclusive!"
The alcove contained several gaming tables and a small private bar staffed by an elderly man with the dignified bearing of someone who'd seen it all twice and remained unimpressed. A group of men were clustered around the largest table, engaged in what appeared to be a dominoes game.
"GENTLEMEN!" Ace announced. "Special GUESTS tonight! VERY special! Jack Turner's NEPHEW! And FRIENDS!"
The men looked up, their expressions ranging from curiosity to outright suspicion. Adam recognized different varieties of power around the table—old money, street money, political influence. These weren't just random players. They were men of significance in their respective worlds.
"Turner, huh?" One of them, a heavyset man with salt-and-pepper hair, studied Adam appraisingly. "Jack's boy? Didn't know he had kids."
"Nephew," Adam corrected.
"Family resemblance," the man nodded. "He was a crafty one, your uncle. Could run numbers in his head like a damn computer."
"And these young people are joining us?" asked another player, a thin man with elegant hands adorned with gold rings.
"ABSOLUTELY!" Ace declared. "Adam here is going to DEAL for us! Best dealer in upstate! THAT'S what they say!"
"Deal?" Adam repeated. "I told you, I don't—"
"Don't be MODEST!" Ace clapped him on the shoulder hard enough to make his knees buckle. "Marcus, Richard, Simmons—make ROOM! This is going to be SPECTACULAR!"
The men at the table rearranged themselves, creating space for Ace and his unexpected guests. Adam found himself guided firmly into a chair at the head of the table, dominoes being swept up and collected before him.
"I don't know how to deal dominoes," he hissed urgently to Goldie, who had been positioned to his right.
"Nobody 'deals' dominoes," she whispered back. "They're not cards. You shuffle and distribute."
"I don't know how to do that either!"
"Shuffle the tiles face down, then each player draws seven," she explained quickly. "But Adam, that's not the issue here. The issue is that you're being set up to host a high-stakes game with people who take this very seriously."
"Why would Ace think I know how to deal?" Adam wondered desperately.
"He's high as a kite," Goldie reminded him. "Logic isn't his strong suit right now."
"ANYTIME, Mr. Turner!" Ace called from the opposite end of the table. "We're all EAGERLY awaiting your FAMOUS dealing technique!"
Adam looked down at the dominoes in front of him—small rectangular tiles with dots representing numbers. The weight of expectation around the table was palpable. These men had clearly been brought together for this game, perhaps at Ace's specific invitation. To admit complete ignorance now would be more than embarrassing—it could be dangerous.
"I can't," he admitted, looking directly at Ace. "I don't know how to deal dominoes."
A silence fell over the table. Ace's manic smile froze, then slowly transformed into something harder, more dangerous.
"Don't KNOW how?" he repeated, his voice dropping to a near-whisper that was somehow more frightening than his earlier shouting. "The BEST dealer upstate doesn't KNOW how?"
"I never claimed to be any kind of dealer," Adam said firmly. "You assumed that."
"ASSUMED?" Ace's voice rose again. "I don't ASSUME, Adam Turner! I was TOLD! I was INFORMED! I arranged this GAME specifically because—"
"I can deal," Goldie interrupted, sliding smoothly into the space beside Adam. "If that's acceptable to everyone."
All eyes turned to her, surprise evident on most faces.
"YOU?" Ace narrowed his eyes behind his sunglasses. "Since when does a LITTLE GIRL know bones?"
"Since my father taught me," Goldie replied coolly. "Robert Harper. He used to play here."
Recognition flickered across several faces around the table.
"Bobby Harper's kid?" The heavy-set man—Marcus—looked impressed. "Hell, girl, why didn't you say so? Bobby could play some serious bones."
"I know," Goldie said simply. "He taught me everything."
She took control of the dominoes with confidence, expertly shuffling the tiles face down on the table, her movements quick and precise. The men watched with newfound respect as she distributed seven tiles to each player.
"Standard rules," she announced. "Double-six opens. Highest double if no one has the six. Scoring by fives and threes. Play to 250."
"Girl knows her stuff," Marcus nodded approvingly.
"FINE!" Ace declared, his mood shifting yet again. "The GIRL deals! But I still want to know why I was TOLD that Adam Turner was the best dealer upstate! WHY would someone TELL me that?"
"Maybe they were talking about a different kind of dealer," Mike suggested innocently.
Harold kicked him under the table.
"DIFFERENT kind?" Ace tilted his head. "What DIFFERENT kind?"
"Like... a car dealer?" Mike improvised poorly. "Or... a baseball card dealer?"
"A HIGH-STAKES DOMINO GAME with CAR DEALERS?" Ace looked genuinely confused, his drug-addled brain struggling to process the inconsistency.
"It doesn't matter," the thin man—Richard—cut in smoothly. "We have a dealer now. Let's play."
The game commenced, with Goldie managing the proceedings with surprising authority. Adam, Harold, and Mike huddled together as spectators, trying to look like they belonged while internally panicking about their situation.
"What's the play here?" Harold whispered. "Wait for an opening and run?"
"We can't just bolt," Adam replied quietly. "Ace would track us down in a heartbeat. We need to see this through, whatever 'this' is."
"And what exactly is 'this'?" Mike hissed. "Being hostages at a domino game?"
"I'm beginning to think it's a test," Adam murmured, watching as Ace slammed down tiles with unnecessary force, his manic energy focused entirely on the game. "He wanted to see how we'd handle pressure. How we'd adapt."
"Well, thank god for Goldie then," Harold muttered. "Because you were about to fail spectacularly."
The game progressed with increasing intensity. Money appeared on the table—serious money, hundreds and thousands changing hands with each round. Goldie maintained her composure throughout, enforcing rules with quiet authority, earning grudging respect from even the most skeptical players.
As the second hour began, Adam noticed Ace's energy starting to flag. The manic peaks were less frequent, the crashes between them longer and deeper. The drugs were wearing off, leaving behind a man who looked increasingly tired and irritable.
"ANOTHER round!" Ace demanded after a particularly bad loss. "DOUBLE stakes!"
"Perhaps a break first," suggested Richard mildly. "Some refreshments?"
"NO BREAKS!" Ace slammed his fist on the table. "We play until I SAY we stop!"
The atmosphere tensed perceptibly. Adam caught Marcus and Richard exchanging significant looks. This wasn't the first time they'd dealt with Ace in this state, and they clearly had a protocol for managing him.
"Actually," Marcus said carefully, "I could use a drink. And I believe you have other business with young Mr. Turner here. The matter of his uncle?"
Ace stared at him for a long moment, then abruptly switched tracks. "YES! The UNCLE! Jack Turner! We have MUCH to discuss!"
He rose unsteadily from the table, gesturing for Adam to follow. "PRIVATE conversation! JUST the two of us!"
Adam hesitated, looking at his friends. The idea of being alone with an increasingly erratic Ace didn't appeal.
"We'll be fine," Goldie assured him, though her eyes conveyed a different message: Be careful.
Ace led Adam to a small office at the back of the club. Unlike the tasteful opulence of the main room, this space was utilitarian—a desk, a few chairs, a safe in the corner. Ace collapsed into the chair behind the desk, removing his sunglasses to reveal bloodshot eyes with pupils still dilated from chemical enhancement.
"So," he said, his voice suddenly quieter, more controlled. "Jack Turner's nephew. Following in the family footsteps."
"I'm not following in anyone's footsteps," Adam replied. "I found Uncle Jack's algorithm by accident."
"Nothing about BROTHER is accidental," Ace countered. "That system was DESIGNED. PERFECTED. REVOLUTIONARY."
"By you and Uncle Jack together?" Adam asked directly.
Ace's expression shifted, something like melancholy briefly replacing the mania. "We were partners. Brothers, in a way. Had a good thing going, too. Until Jack got greedy."
"Greedy how?"
"He wanted it all," Ace said simply. "The glory. The recognition. The profits. Convinced himself he was the real genius behind the system. That I was just the money man." He laughed bitterly. "As if either part could exist without the other."
"So what happened?" Adam pressed.
"What happens to all partnerships eventually," Ace shrugged. "They end. Sometimes amicably. Sometimes... less so."
"You had a falling out."
"Jack took BROTHER and disappeared," Ace confirmed. "Went underground. Started working the algorithm solo. Small tracks at first, building his bankroll. Then bigger venues. Always careful, always mobile. But I found him, eventually."
"And?" Adam prompted when Ace fell silent.
"And by then, it was too late," Ace said quietly. "He'd burned through everything. Betting bigger and bigger, trying to recoup losses when things went south. Classic gambler's downfall."
"You didn't... hurt him, did you?" Adam asked, voicing the fear that had haunted him since they'd first encountered Ace.
Ace looked genuinely offended. "Hurt Jack? Never. He was like a brother to me. But I couldn't save him either. By the time I tracked him down, he was already on the slide. Too far gone."
The story matched what Adam knew about Uncle Jack's final years—the increasing desperation, the failed schemes, the mounting debts. But there was still something missing.
"So why are you after BROTHER now?" he asked. "Why chase a bunch of teenagers over an algorithm you helped create years ago?"
"Because it was MINE!" Ace snapped, some of the mania returning. "MINE as much as Jack's! And because you punks have been using it at MY tracks, betting on MY horses! That's not just theft, it's DISRESPECT!"
"We didn't know," Adam said honestly. "We had no idea the connection to you. We were just trying to make some money."
Ace studied him for a long moment. "You really are like him, you know. Same eyes. Same way of calculating odds even while you're talking. Same belief that you're the smartest person in any room."
"I don't think that," Adam protested.
"You do," Ace corrected without heat. "And usually, you are. Just like Jack was. But being smart isn't enough in this world, Adam Turner. You need allies. Partners. People who complement your strengths and shore up your weaknesses."
"Like you and Uncle Jack."
"Exactly," Ace nodded. "I had the connections, the business acumen, the infrastructure. He had the mathematical genius, the vision for what the algorithm could be. Together, we were unstoppable. Apart..." he trailed off, gesturing vaguely at himself, his current state a testament to how far he'd fallen.
"Is that why you brought us here?" Adam asked. "To propose a partnership?"
Ace's smile returned, sly and knowing. "Smart boy. Yes, that's exactly why. You have the new version of BROTHER—BROTHER 2.0, I believe you call it. I have the resources to maximize its potential. Together, we could make serious money."
"And if we refuse?"
"Then things get... complicated," Ace said simply. "For everyone involved."
Before Adam could respond, a commotion erupted from the main room. Raised voices, the sound of furniture being overturned.
"What now?" Ace groaned, pushing himself up from the desk.
They rushed back to the main room to find utter chaos. Dominoes and cards were scattered across the floor. Marcus was restraining Richard, who was red-faced with fury. Mike and Harold stood frozen in the center of the scene, looking terrified.
And towering over everyone was an enormous man—at least six foot five, built like a linebacker, with a shaved head and arms thick as tree trunks. He had Mike by the collar, lifting him until only his toes touched the ground.
"What the HELL is going on?" Ace demanded.
"This punk was cheating," the giant announced, shaking Mike like a rag doll.
"I wasn't! I swear!" Mike squeaked. "I don't even know how to play!"
"Tiny caught him signaling to his friend," Richard spat, still struggling against Marcus's restraining grip. "Tapping patterns on the table. Morse code or some shit."
"It wasn't Morse code!" Harold protested. "It was 'Shave and a Haircut'! He always does that when he's nervous!"
"Nervous about CHEATING!" Richard accused.
"ENOUGH!" Ace roared, his voice cutting through the chaos. "Put the boy DOWN, Tiny! NOW!"
The giant—Tiny, apparently—reluctantly lowered Mike back to the floor.
"We don't CHEAT at The King's Court," Ace declared. "This is a RESPECTABLE establishment. If these boys were signaling, it was because they're AMATEURS! CHILDREN! They don't know any better!"
"We weren't even playing," Harold pointed out, his voice cracking. "We were just watching."
"Where's Goldie?" Adam asked suddenly, noticing her absence.
"Your little dealer friend?" Marcus shrugged. "Stepped out when the trouble started. Smart girl."
Great. Their one competent member had abandoned ship.
"I think it's time we left," Adam said firmly to Ace. "We've seen your club. We've heard your partnership offer. We need time to consider."
"Consider?" Ace's manic grin returned. "There's nothing to CONSIDER! You're IN or you're OUT! Simple as THAT!"
"And if we're out?" Adam challenged.
"Then pray we never cross paths again," Ace replied, his voice dropping to that dangerous quiet register. "Because next time won't be an invitation. It'll be a—"
The front door of the club burst open with a bang that silenced everyone. Framed in the doorway, backlit by streetlights, stood Goldie—and behind her, at least a dozen uniformed police officers.
"POLICE!" shouted the lead officer. "EVERYBODY FREEZE!"
The room erupted into renewed chaos. Men scattered in all directions, looking for exits. Tiny released Mike entirely, backing away with his hands raised. Ace stood frozen, staring at Goldie with an expression of utter betrayal.
"YOU!" he spat. "YOU called the COPS?"
"Actually, I did," came a new voice—a tall man in a rumpled suit pushing through the crowd of officers. "Detective Rowland, Albany PD. We've been watching this establishment for months. But Ms. Harper's call certainly helped with timing."
"You set me UP!" Ace lunged toward Goldie, only to be intercepted by two officers who pinned his arms behind his back. "AFTER I INVITED YOU INTO MY HOME!"
"You didn't invite us," Goldie corrected calmly. "You forced us. There's a difference."
"Everyone against the wall!" Detective Rowland ordered. "We're checking IDs and running backgrounds. Nobody leaves until we're satisfied."
"Detective," Adam stepped forward cautiously. "We're just high school students. We were brought here against our will."
Rowland studied him skeptically. "High schoolers hanging out at an illegal gambling den?"
"Ask Ace," Goldie suggested. "Though I'd wait until he comes down from whatever he's on. It's a complicated story."
Rowland looked between the teenagers and the obviously intoxicated Ace, who was now alternating between threats and incoherent muttering as officers restrained him.
"You four, over there," Rowland directed them to a corner. "We'll sort this out once we secure the scene."
They huddled together, watching as officers methodically moved through the club, checking IDs and collecting evidence.
"How did you know to call the cops?" Adam asked Goldie in an undertone.
"I didn't," she admitted. "I called for a cab. The dispatcher heard 'King's Court' and said they'd send police too. Apparently this place has a reputation."
"Lucky break," Mike exhaled heavily. "I thought I was about to become Tiny's new stress ball."
"You and your nervous tapping," Harold groaned. "Nearly got us killed."
"Says the guy who hid under the table when the shouting started," Mike retorted.
"Guys," Adam interrupted. "Focus. We're not out of this yet."
They watched as Ace was escorted outside, still ranting about betrayal and revenge. His gaze locked on Adam as he passed, and the message was clear: This isn't over.
"What did he tell you?" Harold asked once Ace was gone. "About your uncle?"
"That they were partners," Adam replied quietly. "That Uncle Jack took BROTHER and went solo. That they both fell apart without each other."
"And he wanted to offer us a partnership," Goldie guessed.
Adam nodded. "Said we had BROTHER 2.0, he had the resources to maximize its potential."
"Were you considering it?" Harold asked, looking horrified.
"No," Adam assured him. "But I wanted to understand. About Uncle Jack. About what went wrong."
"And do you?" Goldie asked gently.
Adam thought about Ace—brilliant but deeply flawed, caught in a spiral of self-destruction he couldn't escape. Had Uncle Jack been the same? Two geniuses who created something revolutionary, then tore themselves apart fighting over it?
"I think so," he said finally. "I think Uncle Jack and Ace were both right, and both wrong. The algorithm belonged to both of them. But neither could handle sharing it."
"Almost like a cautionary tale," Harold observed. "For us."
The implications weren't lost on any of them. Four teenagers with a powerful algorithm, already showing signs of strain in their brotherhood. How easy would it be to follow the same destructive path?
"We're not them," Adam said firmly. "We're different."
"Are we?" Harold challenged. "We've already had our first major fight. Over DeeDee. Over loyalty. Over who deserves what."
"That's different," Adam insisted. "We worked through it."
"This time," Harold acknowledged. "But what about next time? What happens when the stakes get higher? When it's not just a girl, but millions of dollars? Power? Freedom?"
None of them had an answer for that.
Detective Rowland approached, cutting short their philosophical moment. "Your story checks out," he informed them. "Ace Stefanberg has quite the record, and several witnesses confirmed you were brought here under duress."
"So we can go?" Mike asked hopefully.
"After you give statements," Rowland nodded. "And I've called your parents."
"Our parents?" Harold squeaked.
CHAPTER 13


Detective Rowland's unmarked police car smelled like stale coffee and broken dreams. Goldie sat in the passenger seat, trying to craft a story that wouldn't result in them all going to juvenile detention while simultaneously explaining why four teenagers were at an illegal casino run by a PCP-addicted crime boss.
"So you're saying," Rowland summarized, his bullshit detector practically visible above his head like a cartoon thought bubble, "that you and your friends were kidnapped by Ace Stefanberg to... teach him dominoes?"
"Not exactly," Goldie hedged. "More like we were forcibly invited to observe a cultural tradition."
"Cultural tradition," Rowland repeated flatly. "Of illegal gambling."
"Dominos is a game of skill," Goldie countered. "The gambling aspect is... incidental."
Rowland pinched the bridge of his nose. "Ms. Harper, I've been tracking Ace Stefanberg for eight months. I know what goes on in The King's Court. What I don't know is why he'd bring a bunch of high school kids there."
"It's complicated," Goldie admitted. "It involves Adam's uncle, a horse racing algorithm, and—"
She was interrupted by a commotion from the direction of the club. Through the windshield, they watched as a group of short, wiry men—unmistakably jockeys by their build—piled out of two cars that had screeched to a halt in front of The King's Court.
"Oh hell," Rowland muttered. "Davison's crew."
"You know them?" Goldie asked.
"Every cop in Albany knows Ace's jockeys," Rowland confirmed grimly. "It's payday. That's why we raided tonight."
The jockeys, clearly not registering the presence of police vehicles parked discreetly down the block, stormed into the club with the confidence of men who expected money, not handcuffs.
"This should be interesting," Rowland started to open his door.
Before he could exit, another vehicle pulled up—a station wagon that practically screamed "suburban parent." Out stepped a short, immaculately dressed Asian woman in her mid-forties, scanning the street with the laser-focused intensity of a predator drone.
"Oh god," Goldie sank lower in her seat. "That's Mrs. Wong."
Harold's mother marched toward the club entrance, her sensible heels clicking an ominous rhythm on the pavement. She was followed almost immediately by the arrival of a rusted Buick that disgorged Mike's mother—a woman who somehow managed to look both completely exhausted and ready to fight everyone simultaneously.
"How did they even know?" Goldie wondered aloud.
"First call we make is to parents," Rowland explained. "Department policy for minors."
"You've just created the perfect storm," Goldie informed him. "Jockeys, gangsters, cops, and angry mothers in the same room. It's like the setup for a terrible joke."
"Stay here," Rowland instructed, reaching for his radio. "I need to coordinate with the team inside before—"
He never finished the sentence. A crash from inside the club was followed by shouting, then the distinctive sound of furniture being overturned.
"Shit," Rowland was out of the car in an instant, leaving Goldie alone.
She sat for approximately three seconds before making her decision. There was no way she was missing whatever chaos was unfolding inside. With the practiced stealth her cousin Moshe had taught her, she slipped out of the car and approached the club entrance.
Inside, The King's Court had transformed from an upscale social club into a scene from a particularly unhinged wrestling match. Officers were attempting to separate various combatants while simultaneously trying to maintain control of their suspects. At the center of the chaos stood Harold, backed against the dominoes table, clutching his precious backpack to his chest while his mother berated him in rapid-fire Mandarin.
"—DISGRACE TO FAMILY NAME!" Mrs. Wong was shouting, somehow managing to simultaneously lecture her son and fend off a jockey who had made the critical error of trying to push past her. "GAMBLING DEN? WITH CRIMINALS?"
"Mom, I can explain—" Harold began, then ducked as a chair sailed over his head.
The chair's trajectory ended at the bar, where Mike was attempting to reason with his mother while discreetly pocketing handfuls of casino chips.
"It's a sociological study!" he was insisting. "For extra credit in, uh, Urban Anthropology!"
"You're taking Home Economics and Shop," Mrs. Niskayuna replied, unimpressed. "And you're failing both."
"Details, Mom! The important thing is—DUCK!"
Mrs. Niskayuna had already dropped to a crouch before Mike's warning, years of single motherhood having honed her survival instincts to a razor's edge. The bottle that had been aimed at her head shattered against the wall instead.
The bottle-thrower—a jockey in a green silk shirt—found himself immediately tackled by two officers, but not before bumping into Mrs. Wong, who had been making her way toward Harold with single-minded determination.
What happened next defied all logical explanation.
Mrs. Wong, five-foot-nothing in her sensible pumps, executed a move that could only be described as "Matrix meets martial arts master." She pivoted, bent backwards at a physically improbable angle, then straightened with a fluid grace that seemed to defy several laws of physics.
The jockey, meanwhile, found himself suddenly airborne, describing a perfect arc through space before crashing into a display case of dominoes trophies.
"Holy shit," Mike breathed. "Harold's mom knows kung fu."
"Wing Chun," Harold corrected automatically. "She was regional champion in 1972."
A stunned silence fell over the room as everyone processed what they'd just witnessed. The silence was broken by slow, sarcastic applause from the doorway.
"Bravo, Mrs. Wong," came a new voice—cultured, smooth, and carrying an undercurrent of barely suppressed rage. "Excellent form."
Adam's mother stood in the entrance, looking like she'd aged ten years in the past hour. Behind her, Adam was attempting to become one with the wallpaper, clearly wishing for either invisibility or a quick death.
"Jessica," Mrs. Wong acknowledged with a regal nod. "Your son has led mine astray. Again."
"Astray?" Mrs. Turner's laugh held no humor. "I think we're well beyond 'astray' at this point, May. We're firmly in 'following in Jack's footsteps' territory."
At the mention of Uncle Jack, Adam flinched. His mother noticed and turned on him with the special fury reserved for parents who see their worst fears realized.
"This is exactly—EXACTLY—how it started with Jack!" she hissed. "The gambling, the schemes, the 'system' that was going to make him rich! And look how that ended!"
"Mom, it's not the same," Adam protested weakly.
"No?" she challenged. "Then explain to me why I was called by the Albany police to come collect my son from an illegal casino! Explain to me why there are JOCKEYS here! Explain to me—"
Her tirade was cut short as one of said jockeys, having regained his footing, pointed an accusatory finger at the four teenagers.
"It's them!" he shouted. "The kids from the track! The ones who were watchin' Thighs of Honor!"
"You were what?" Mrs. Turner rounded on Adam, her voice dropping to a dangerous whisper.
"Spying on Ace's horse," supplied another jockey helpfully. "Boss was real worked up about it."
"Oh my god," Mrs. Turner closed her eyes briefly, as if praying for strength. "You're not just gambling. You're mixed up with Ace Stefanberg's race fixing operation."
"We're not mixed up with it," Adam corrected quickly. "We were investigating it. Totally different."
"Wait," the first jockey's eyes narrowed. "You're Turner? Jack Turner's kid?"
"Nephew," Adam corrected automatically.
"Well I'll be damned," the jockey let out a low whistle. "The apple didn't fall far from the tree, did it? Your uncle cost me three months' pay back in '85 with that 'system' of his. Before Ace straightened him out."
"Straightened him out?" Adam stepped forward. "What do you mean?"
Detective Rowland chose that moment to reassert control. "ENOUGH!" he bellowed, his voice cutting through the chaos. "Everyone against the wall! NOW!"
No one moved.
"I SAID—" Rowland began again.
"Oh shut up, Brian," Mrs. Niskayuna cut him off with the weary authority that comes from having dated the man for six months in high school. "You're only making things worse."
Rowland blinked, momentarily derailed. "Kathy? What are you—"
"Later," she waved dismissively. "Right now, I'm taking my son and his idiot friends home before this turns into even more of a shitshow."
"I can't just let them leave," Rowland protested. "This is a crime scene. They're witnesses. Possibly suspects."
"Suspects?" Mrs. Wong's voice could have frozen lava. "My son is not a criminal."
"With all due respect, ma'am, I found him in an illegal casino run by one of Albany's most notorious gamblers."
"I think," came a new voice from the back of the room, "that we can clear this up."
All eyes turned to the speaker—a short, balding man in an expensive suit who had somehow escaped notice until now. He approached with the confident stride of someone used to commanding attention in any room.
"Judge Matthews," Rowland acknowledged, his tone shifting from authoritative to cautiously respectful. "I wasn't aware you were... present tonight."
"Just enjoying a friendly game of dominoes," the judge replied smoothly. "Nothing illegal about that."
"Sir, we have evidence of gambling activities—"
"What you have, Detective, is a social club where adults engage in games of skill," the judge corrected. "As for these young people, I can personally verify they were brought here under duress. By Ace Stefanberg, who is clearly—" he gestured toward where Ace was still ranting incoherently in handcuffs, "—not in his right mind."
"That doesn't change the fact—"
"What it changes, Detective, is your case," the judge interrupted. "Unless you wish to explain to a jury why you're harassing minors who were victims of temporary abduction, while ignoring the actual criminal in your custody?"
Rowland's jaw worked silently, clearly recognizing when he was outmatched.
"Fine," he finally conceded. "The kids can go. But I'll need statements. Tomorrow. My office. Nine AM sharp."
"Seven PM," countered Mrs. Wong. "After school. Academics take priority."
"Four PM," Rowland compromised. "And they'd better have a damn good explanation."
"Oh, they will," Mrs. Turner assured him, fixing Adam with a look that promised a reckoning of biblical proportions once they were home.
As the adults negotiated the terms of their surrender, Mike sidled up to Goldie.
"We need to bail," he murmured. "Like, now."
"How? They're watching us like hawks."
"Not all of us," Mike nodded toward where the jockeys were being interviewed by officers, their attention momentarily diverted. "Back door. Three minutes. Pass it on."
Goldie caught Adam's eye and jerked her head meaningfully toward the rear of the club. He gave an almost imperceptible nod, then casually backed toward Harold, whispering something in his ear.
The next few minutes unfolded with the precision of a heist movie montage. One by one, the four teenagers drifted toward the back of the club, using the ongoing chaos as cover. Harold's mother was engaged in a spirited debate with Rowland about proper police procedure. Mike's mom was flirting with one of the officers, a strategic distraction she'd employed in countless parent-teacher conferences. Mrs. Turner was on the phone with what sounded like her lawyer, voice tight with controlled fury.
The service entrance was unguarded, the officers focused on securing the main room and processing the more obvious suspects. They slipped out into the alley behind the club, the cool night air a blessed relief after the stuffiness inside.
"Holy shit," Mike exhaled, grinning manically. "We actually pulled it off!"
"Don't celebrate yet," Adam warned. "We still need to get out of Albany without being spotted."
"And our parents are going to notice we're gone in about thirty seconds," Harold added grimly.
"Then we'd better move fast," Goldie said. "Mike, hotwire that."
She pointed to a battered delivery van parked at the end of the alley, its windows dark, clearly abandoned for the night.
"You want me to steal a van?" Mike looked scandalized. "That's grand theft auto! A felony! That's—"
"That's necessary if you don't want to spend the night explaining to Detective Rowland exactly what BROTHER is," Goldie cut him off.
Mike considered for approximately half a second before nodding. "Fair point. Give me two minutes."
True to his word, Mike had the van running in under two minutes, a skill they collectively decided not to question the origin of. They piled in, Harold and Goldie in the back, Adam riding shotgun as Mike navigated the unfamiliar streets of Albany.
"Where to?" Mike asked, hands white-knuckled on the steering wheel.
"Lake George," Adam decided. "The fishing cabin. It's the only place they won't look right away."
"What about our gear? Our clothes? BROTHER's backup data?" Harold fretted.
"One problem at a time," Adam replied. "Right now, we need to disappear until we figure out what to do next."
The drive to Lake George passed in tense silence, each lost in their own thoughts. The implications of what had happened—not just tonight, but over the past weeks—were sinking in. They weren't just teenagers playing at beating the system anymore. They were mixed up with real criminals, real police, real consequences.
"What did that jockey mean?" Harold finally asked the question they'd all been avoiding. "About your uncle and Ace 'straightening him out'?"
Adam stared out the window at the dark landscape rushing past. "I don't know. But I think it's connected to why Ace wants BROTHER so badly."
"Maybe he didn't just want it," Goldie suggested quietly. "Maybe he thinks he owns it. That it was stolen from him."
"That's ridiculous," Harold scoffed. "It was on Uncle Jack's disks, in his house."
"Partners have disputes," Goldie shrugged. "Things get... complicated."
"Complicated enough for Jack to end up broke and alone while Ace runs a criminal empire?" Mike wondered.
No one had an answer for that.
The fishing cabin was dark when they arrived, the surrounding woods eerily silent except for the occasional rustle of nocturnal wildlife. Mike parked the stolen van well off the access road, concealing it as best he could behind a stand of pines.
"Home crappy home," he announced as they approached the cabin. "At least until our parents murder us."
"They'll have to find us first," Goldie pointed out.
"They will," Harold said grimly. "My mother once tracked me to a science competition three states away because she sensed I was 'consorting with public school students.' She's like the Terminator, but with more disapproval."
Adam, who'd been oddly silent during the last leg of their journey, suddenly stopped short. "There's someone in the cabin."
The others froze, following his gaze. Sure enough, a faint light flickered behind the grimy windows—not electric, but the warm glow of an oil lamp or candle.
"Maybe it's a squatter?" Harold suggested hopefully. "Or a very ambitious raccoon?"
"Only one way to find out," Goldie said, reaching into her boot and producing a wicked-looking knife that none of them had realized she possessed. "Stay behind me."
"Where did you get that?" Mike hissed. "And what exactly did you learn in Israel?"
"Family heirloom. And don't ask questions you don't want answers to," Goldie replied, approaching the cabin with a stealth that seemed decidedly un-Goldie-like.
They crept onto the porch, wincing at every creak of the weathered boards. Adam positioned himself beside Goldie, with Mike and Harold hanging back at a distance that would facilitate rapid retreat if necessary.
Goldie tested the door. Unlocked. She exchanged a glance with Adam, who nodded once. In a single fluid motion, she pushed the door open and lunged inside, knife at the ready.
"DON'T MOVE!" she commanded.
A startled shriek answered her, followed by the crash of something dropping to the floor. The oil lamp on the table flickered, illuminating the intruder's face.
"DeeDee?" Harold pushed past Goldie, shock evident in his voice. "What are you doing here?"
DeeDee Patel stood by the kitchen table, clutching a cloth bag to her chest, her normally perfect composure completely shattered. Her eyes were red-rimmed from crying, her hair disheveled.
"Harold!" she gasped. "You scared me half to death! I've been trying to reach you for hours!"
"My phone's—" Harold began, then realized the absurdity of explaining the absence of his cell phone when there were so many more pressing questions. "How did you even know about this place? How did you get here?"
"Mike told me about it," DeeDee explained, glancing at the others. "At the party. Before the... bear incident."
"Dude!" Harold rounded on Mike. "You told her about our secret hideout while you were wasted?"
"In my defense," Mike raised his hands, "she's really easy to talk to. And I was trying to impress her before you swooped in with your big brain energy."
"It doesn't matter," DeeDee cut in. "I needed to find you. All of you, actually." She looked at Adam, her expression uncharacteristically vulnerable. "I need your help."
"Our help?" Adam repeated, still processing the bizarre tableau before him. "With what?"
DeeDee took a deep breath, visibly steeling herself. "It's my dad. He's in trouble. Big trouble."
"What kind of trouble?" Harold moved to her side, concern replacing his initial shock.
"Gambling debts," DeeDee said, her voice small. "He bet everything on the Yankees. Everything. Our house, his business, my college fund. And they lost. They always lose, but he keeps betting on them, and now—" her voice broke, "—now we have nothing. We're being evicted on Friday."
"The Yankees?" Mike's outrage temporarily overwhelmed his tact. "Why would anyone bet on the Yankees? They haven't won anything since '81! At least if you're gonna lose your shirt, lose it on the Mets! They're lovable underdogs!"
"Mike," Adam's quiet voice carried a warning. "Not helping."
"Sorry," Mike deflated. "It's just... the Yankees. Gross."
"How much does your dad owe?" Harold asked gently.
"Eighty-seven thousand dollars," DeeDee replied, fresh tears spilling. "To someone named Vinny the Chin. He came to our house today with two guys built like refrigerators. Said they'd be back Friday for the money or... equivalents."
The four friends exchanged grim looks. They knew enough about gambling culture to understand the implied threat.
"We have to help her," Harold said, his expression resolute. "We can use BROTHER. Make enough to cover her dad's debts."
"Harold," Adam began cautiously, "after everything that just happened—"
"I know it's risky," Harold interrupted. "I know it's crazy. But DeeDee needs us. Her family needs us."
"There's got to be another way," Adam argued. "Legal channels, bankruptcy protection, something—"
"Bankruptcy doesn't help with guys named Vinny the Chin," Goldie pointed out pragmatically. "Trust me on this one."
"We have BROTHER," Harold insisted. "We've already proven it works. One more big score, that's all we need."
"One more big score," Adam repeated, the familiar refrain hitting him like a physical blow. How many times had Uncle Jack said those exact words? How many "last" schemes had he attempted before the end?
"We have to be careful," he said finally. "This isn't just about money anymore. This is dangerous."
"I know," Harold acknowledged. "But we can't just abandon DeeDee."
Adam looked at DeeDee—really looked at her for the first time since she'd rejected him for Harold. Beyond the perfect grades and the flawless appearance, she was just a scared kid. Like them. In over her head. Like them.
"We'll help," he decided. "But we do it smart. No shortcuts. No unnecessary risks."
"Unnecessary risks like stealing a van and hiding from the police?" Mike asked with raised eyebrows.
"That's different. That was... improvisation."
"So what's the play?" Goldie asked, practicality reasserting itself. "BROTHER's core algorithm is safe, but we're missing most of the support systems. The interface, the security protocols, the data acquisition modules—we'd need to rebuild a lot in a very short time."
"And we'd need a new target," Adam added. "Saratoga's too hot after tonight. Ace will have his people watching for us."
"What about Belmont?" DeeDee suggested. "It's far enough from Saratoga to be under different management, but close enough we could get there easily."
They all turned to stare at her.
"What?" she shrugged. "My dad's a gambling addict. I know every track within a hundred miles."
"Belmont could work," Adam said slowly. "It's bigger than Saratoga. Easier to blend in. And they're running the Spring Meet right now, which means larger purses, higher odds."
"And we'd need to bet big," Harold added. "Really big. All our remaining cash, plus whatever we can scrape together."
"I have some savings," DeeDee offered. "It's not much, but—"
"No," Adam shook his head firmly. "We don't touch your money. This is on us."
"But—"
"He's right," Harold squeezed her hand. "You have enough to worry about. Let us handle this part."
"So we're really doing this," Mike summarized. "One last job. The big score. For DeeDee's dad."
"For DeeDee," Harold corrected.
"For all of us," Adam amended. "One last chance to prove we're smarter than the system. That we won't make the same mistakes Uncle Jack did."
"Because we're a brotherhood," Goldie added. "And brotherhood means having each other's backs, no matter what."
DeeDee looked around at the four friends, her expression a mix of gratitude and awe. "Thank you. All of you. I don't know what to say."
"Say you'll help me rebuild BROTHER's interface," Harold replied pragmatically. "Your coding skills are almost as good as mine, and we've got less than three days to make this work."
"I can do that," DeeDee nodded, wiping away the last of her tears.
"Great," Mike clapped his hands together. "So we've got a plan. Save DeeDee's family, outsmart the gambling system one last time, and somehow survive our parents' wrath. What could possibly go wrong?"
As if on cue, headlights swept across the cabin windows, illuminating the interior with harsh white light. The sound of car doors slamming, followed by determined footsteps on the porch, confirmed their worst fears.
"YOU HAVE EXACTLY TEN SECONDS TO OPEN THIS DOOR," Mrs. Wong's voice carried through the thin walls with terrifying clarity. "BEFORE I BREAK IT DOWN."
Mike sighed heavily. "I just had to ask, didn't I?"
CHAPTER 14


"If I have to listen to one more lecture about 'dishonoring the family legacy,' I'm going to throw myself into the quarry," Harold announced, slumping onto Mike's basement couch like a marionette with cut strings.
Three days had passed since The King's Court disaster. Three days of parental lectures that redefined the concept of psychological torture. Three days of being grounded with the intensity normally reserved for maximum security prisoners. Three days of planning their final, desperate attempt to save DeeDee's family from Vinny the Chin.
"Your mom still on the warpath?" Mike asked, not looking up from the Nintendo Entertainment System he was systematically dismantling.
"She's moved beyond warpath into something transcendent," Harold replied. "This morning she showed me the Princeton application she's already filled out in my name. Said it was 'my last chance at redemption.'"
"Harsh," Goldie acknowledged from her position cross-legged on the floor, where she was soldering wires with surprising expertise. "But at least she's still speaking to you. My dad high-fived me when I told him I was at a casino."
"Your dad doesn't count," Adam said, poring over racing forms spread across a card table. "He once bet his kidney on a three-legged horse."
"It was a very determined horse," Goldie defended. "And technically it was only his partial kidney ownership he wagered. My mother still had custody of the other half."
Harold sighed, eyeing the technological Frankenstein's monster taking shape on the basement floor. After their parents had—against all odds—agreed to let them out of house arrest for "study group," they'd gathered at Mike's to rebuild BROTHER from the salvaged core algorithm. The results were, at best, dubiously functional.
"This is never going to work," Harold muttered, gesturing at their makeshift setup. "We're trying to run a sophisticated algorithm on hardware I wouldn't trust to calculate a tip at Denny's."
"It'll work," Mike insisted, extracting a microchip from the Nintendo with surgical precision. "My uncle says these Japanese processors are basically military-grade. The government just doesn't want us to know."
"Your uncle also thinks Elvis faked the moon landing," Harold pointed out.
"That doesn't mean he's wrong about Nintendo," Mike replied with unassailable logic.
The basement door creaked open, and Mrs. Niskayuna's voice floated down. "Michael? Phone! It's Goldie's mother. Says it's important."
Goldie frowned. "My mother? She's in Philadelphia at a dental hygienists convention."
"Maybe she found out about the casino?" Adam suggested.
"She'd send a telegram. Possibly a singing one. She's dramatic that way." Nevertheless, Goldie headed upstairs, leaving the boys to continue their technological Frankenstein experiment.
"How's DeeDee holding up?" Adam asked once Goldie was gone, his tone carefully neutral.
Harold glanced up, searching for any trace of lingering resentment, but Adam's expression seemed genuinely concerned.
"Not great," Harold admitted. "Her dad's completely shut down. Just sits in front of the TV watching Yankees games and drinking. They've already packed most of their stuff."
"We're going to fix this," Adam promised. "BROTHER's never failed us before."
"Except for the times it nearly got us killed, arrested, or disowned," Harold amended.
"Details," Mike waved dismissively. "The point is, we've got the algorithm, we've got a plan, and we've got" —he checked his watch— "sixty-two hours until Vinny the Chin comes collecting. Plenty of time."
As if to punctuate his optimism, a small puff of smoke erupted from the circuit board he was working on.
"That's normal," Mike assured them unconvincingly, frantically waving away the acrid cloud. "It means the power flow is... establishing its dominance."
"That's not a thing," Harold groaned. "You just fried a critical voltage regulator."
"I'll just use this instead," Mike produced a calculator from his backpack, already reaching for the screwdriver. "Texas Instruments made the chips for the space shuttle, right?"
"Different division, different decade, completely different technology," Harold corrected, but Mike was already dismantling the calculator with the focus of a bomb technician.
"Speaking of space," Adam said suddenly, "I've been wondering about something Ace said. About Uncle Jack being escorted out of NASA."
"Your uncle worked for NASA?" Mike looked up, momentarily distracted from his demolition project.
"Briefly, in the early 80s," Adam nodded. "Mom never talks about it. Says it's 'water under a very troubled bridge.'"
"What did he do there?" Harold asked.
"Something with computers and trajectories, I think. It ended badly—that much I know. But I've never heard the full story."
"We could find out," Mike suggested. "Your mom keeps all of Jack's old stuff in the attic, right? There's probably something about NASA up there."
Adam looked tempted, then shook his head. "Mom would notice if I went digging through those boxes. She's been watching me like a hawk since Albany."
"So we'll do it while she's at yoga," Mike declared, setting down his screwdriver. "Tonight. She still goes to Transcendental Terror with Mrs. Abernathy on Thursdays, right?"
"Transcendental Wellness," Adam corrected. "And yes, but—"
"No buts," Mike cut him off. "If we're staking everything on BROTHER, we should know everything about its creator. Uncle Jack's NASA past could be important."
"Mike's right," Harold agreed, surprising everyone including himself. "The more we understand about Uncle Jack, the better our chances of avoiding his mistakes."
Adam hesitated, then nodded slowly. "Fine. Mom leaves at seven. The boxes are in the far corner of the attic, under the old Christmas decorations."
"Perfect," Mike grinned. "Archeological expedition to the Turner family attic. Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of Nerdy Uncles."
Goldie returned before Adam could retort, her expression unreadable.
"Everything okay?" Harold asked.
"Peachy," she replied with clearly artificial brightness. "Mom just wanted to remind me about my cousin Moshe visiting next week."
"The Israeli military one who taught you to kill with your thumbs?" Mike asked.
"He's more versatile than that," Goldie said defensively. "He can kill with most of his appendages."
"You know, I've never heard you mention this cousin before Israel," Adam observed.
"That's because certain skills and connections are better left unspoken until needed," Goldie replied cryptically. "Like his training in the Mossad's elite reconnaissance unit."
"I thought he was in the regular army," Harold frowned.
"That was his cover," Goldie explained with the patience of someone dealing with particularly slow children. "His actual training involved three years in a secret facility beneath the Negev Desert, learning seventeen ways to disable a man with a paperclip."
The boys exchanged skeptical glances.
"Right," Adam said finally. "Well, while Cousin Rambo is en route, we have work to do. Mike and I are going to search Uncle Jack's NASA files tonight. Harold, you and Goldie keep working on BROTHER."
"Actually," Harold cleared his throat nervously, "I was thinking I might go check on DeeDee. Make sure she's okay."
"Aren't her parents home?" Goldie asked.
"Her mom's pulling a double shift at the hospital. And her dad..." Harold trailed off.
"Is catatonic in front of Yankee reruns," Mike finished. "Got it."
"I should be there for her," Harold insisted. "This is harder on her than any of us."
Adam studied him for a moment, then nodded. "Go. We've got this covered."
"Really?" Harold looked surprised by the easy acquiescence.
"Really," Adam confirmed. "She needs you right now. Just be back tomorrow morning to help with the final assembly."
Harold's relief was palpable. "Thanks. I'll be here first thing, I promise."
As the afternoon wore on, progress on BROTHER 2.0 continued in fits and starts. Mike's Nintendo-calculator hybrid showed promising signs of life, then promptly melted a critical connector. Goldie's soldering work proved surprisingly effective, though her explanation that she'd "learned circuit design from Bedouin tech smugglers in the Golan Heights" strained credulity.
By six-thirty, they'd reached a natural stopping point. Adam and Mike prepared for their attic expedition, gathering flashlights and making sure Mrs. Turner was indeed planning her usual Thursday yoga excursion.
"See you guys tomorrow," Harold said, gathering his jacket. "Early, I promise."
"Don't do anything I wouldn't do," Mike called after him with a suggestive eyebrow waggle.
"That leaves him a distressingly wide range of activities," Goldie observed dryly.
Harold's cheeks flushed. "It's not like that. She's upset. She needs emotional support."
"Uh-huh," Mike nodded solemnly. "Emotional support. Is that what the kids are calling it these days?"
"Ignore him," Adam advised. "Just be careful, okay? We're on thin ice with all our parents right now."
"I will," Harold promised. "Strictly PG-rated emotional support."
Mike snorted. "Sure, Wong. Whatever helps you sleep at night."
The Patel house was a modest colonial in one of Niskayuna's newer developments—the kind of home that screamed "successful professional with 2.5 children and a golden retriever." Tonight, though, it looked forlorn, several windows dark, the front lawn showing signs of neglect.
Harold rang the doorbell, shifting nervously from foot to foot. When DeeDee opened the door, the contrast with her usual appearance was jarring. Gone was the perfectly put-together honors student, replaced by a girl in baggy sweatpants and an oversized NYU t-shirt, her hair pulled back in a messy ponytail.
"Harold," she sounded surprised. "I wasn't expecting you."
"I wanted to check on you," he explained, suddenly unsure if his presence was welcome. "Make sure you're okay."
Her smile was tired but genuine. "That's sweet. Come in."
The interior of the house was in disarray, with stacked boxes and empty spaces where furniture had once stood. Through an archway, Harold could see Mr. Patel slumped in a recliner, television flickering blue light across his slack features, an empty glass dangling from his fingers.
"Dad's been like that since Tuesday," DeeDee said quietly, leading Harold upstairs. "Mom's been working double shifts to avoid dealing with it."
"I'm sorry," Harold replied inadequately. "We're doing everything we can. BROTHER's almost rebuilt. The algorithm's stronger than ever."
They entered DeeDee's room—a space that, despite the chaos elsewhere, remained an island of order. Only a few packed boxes in the corner hinted at the impending upheaval.
"It's not just about the money," DeeDee said, sitting on the edge of her bed. "Even if you guys pull off a miracle, my dad's still got a problem. This will just happen again."
Harold sat beside her, unsure what to say. Computational problems he could solve. Human ones were messier, less predictable.
"My uncle had the same problem," he offered finally. "Gambling addiction. Lost everything, including his marriage. It took hitting rock bottom for him to get help."
"Is that supposed to be comforting?" DeeDee asked, though without heat.
"No," Harold admitted. "Just... contextual. Sometimes people need to lose everything before they can rebuild."
"Very philosophical," DeeDee observed. "But philosophy doesn't pay Vinny the Chin."
"BROTHER will," Harold insisted. "We just need to fix a few technical issues."
DeeDee studied him, her expression softening. "You're really stressed about this, aren't you?"
Harold ran a hand through his perpetually disheveled hair. "Of course I am. If we fail, your family loses everything. If we succeed, we're still breaking about a dozen laws. If we get caught—"
"Harold," DeeDee interrupted, placing a hand on his arm. "Breathe."
He tried, but his lungs seemed to have forgotten their primary function. The pressure was overwhelming—BROTHER's technical challenges, DeeDee's family situation, his parents' expectations, the constantly escalating stakes of what had started as a simple summer project.
"You need to relax," DeeDee decided. "You're too tightly wound to think clearly."
"That's my natural state," Harold pointed out.
"It doesn't have to be," she countered. "My mom's big on meditation. Says it's the only thing that keeps her from strangling pharmaceutical reps."
"Meditation?" Harold looked skeptical. "You want me to chant 'om' while your family faces financial ruin?"
"I want you to be functional," DeeDee corrected. "You're no good to anyone if you're having a nervous breakdown."
She had a point. Harold's anxiety had been steadily climbing since the Albany fiasco, approaching levels that made coherent thought increasingly difficult.
"Fine," he conceded. "How does this work?"
"Sit on the floor," DeeDee instructed, sliding off the bed. "Cross-legged. Back straight."
Harold complied, feeling ridiculous.
"Now close your eyes. Focus on your breathing. In through the nose, out through the mouth."
"This seems—"
"Shh," she pressed a finger to his lips. "No talking. Just breathing."
Harold tried. He really did. But the moment his eyes closed, his brain launched into a comprehensive inventory of everything that could go wrong with BROTHER 2.0, followed by a detailed analysis of the statistical probability of them all ending up in juvenile detention.
"You're thinking too much," DeeDee observed after a minute of watching his face contort through various expressions of internal panic. "I can practically hear the gears grinding."
"I can't turn it off," Harold admitted, opening his eyes. "My brain doesn't have an idle mode."
DeeDee considered this problem with the same focused attention she brought to advanced calculus. "We need a different approach."
"Like what? Sensory deprivation? Hypnosis? A medically inadvisable quantity of NyQuil?"
"Like this," DeeDee said, and kissed him.
Harold's brain, for perhaps the first time in his life, went completely, gloriously silent.
When they separated, DeeDee was smiling. "Better?"
"I, uh, yes," Harold managed eloquently. "That's... very effective meditation technique."
"It's a specialized practice," she agreed solemnly. "Requires careful application."
"I might need more instruction," Harold suggested, his usual awkwardness momentarily overshadowed by a surge of boldness. "To really master the technique."
DeeDee's smile turned mischievous. "I think that can be arranged."
What happened next seemed to unfold in a series of impressions rather than a linear sequence. DeeDee guiding him back to the bed. The softness of her lips. The unexpected confidence in her touch. The realization that, for all his theoretical knowledge, Harold was entering entirely uncharted territory.
"Is this okay?" DeeDee whispered at one point, her hand resting at the waistband of his jeans.
Harold, beyond the capacity for coherent speech, simply nodded.
What followed was Harold Wong's first direct experience with the concept that some problems could, indeed, be solved without algorithms, statistical models, or complex computational analysis. Some solutions were far simpler, far more primal, far more effective than anything his considerable intellect could devise.
For thirty blessed minutes, BROTHER, Vinny the Chin, and the impending financial catastrophe ceased to exist. There was only DeeDee, her remarkable technical expertise in domains Harold had only theorized about, and the profound realization that his friend Mike might actually have been right about something for once.
Afterward, lying on DeeDee's bed in a state of stunned disbelief, Harold experienced a clarity of thought that had eluded him for days.
"I think I've been overthinking BROTHER's interface," he announced to the ceiling.
DeeDee, propped on one elbow beside him, raised an eyebrow. "That's your post-coital observation? Technical specifications?"
"No, I mean—" Harold rolled to face her. "We've been trying to rebuild the whole system, but we don't need to. The core algorithm is what matters. Everything else is just... interface. We can simplify."
"You had an epiphany," DeeDee translated, an amused smile playing at her lips.
"I had several," Harold replied with uncharacteristic confidence. "But yes, the BROTHER one is probably most relevant to our current crisis."
DeeDee laughed, a sound so carefree it momentarily belied the gravity of their situation. "Glad I could help clear your mind."
"You definitely—" Harold began, but was interrupted by the buzz of his pager.
"Seriously?" DeeDee frowned. "Who's paging you?"
Harold checked the device. "Adam. 911. I need to call him."
"Phone's in the hall," DeeDee sighed, sitting up. "Duty calls."
Harold kissed her quickly before scrambling to reassemble his dignity and his clothing. Five minutes later, he was on the Patels' hallway phone, listening to Adam's breathless account of their attic expedition.
"You found what?" Harold asked, not sure he'd heard correctly.
"NASA termination papers," Adam repeated. "From 1982. They kicked Uncle Jack out for 'erratic behavior, paranoid ideation, and unsanctioned use of government computing resources for gambling algorithms.' There's a whole psychological evaluation. They diagnosed him with something called 'hypomania with delusional features.'"
"That doesn't sound good," Harold observed.
"It gets worse. There's a letter from his supervisor saying Jack became convinced he'd discovered a 'mathematical framework for predicting inherently chaotic systems.' Said he was staying at the office for days straight, babbling about 'cracking the universe's source code.'"
A chill ran down Harold's spine. "That sounds an awful lot like..."
"BROTHER," Adam confirmed grimly. "They fired him because he was using NASA supercomputers to develop the first version of BROTHER. And because they thought he was losing his mind."
"Was he?" Harold asked quietly.
"I don't know," Adam admitted. "The report mentions 'periodic episodes of extreme clarity alternating with delusional grandiosity.' Could be bipolar disorder, could be something else. But Harold..."
"What?"
"What if BROTHER doesn't actually work?" Adam voiced the terrible thought. "What if it's just the product of my uncle's mental illness? What if we've just been incredibly lucky so far?"
Harold thought of the meticulously architected algorithm, its elegant handling of variables, its consistently accurate predictions.
"It works," he said with certainty. "I've studied every line of that code. It's not delusion, it's genius. Maybe Jack did have mental health issues, but BROTHER is real."
Adam was silent for a long moment. "I hope you're right. Because we're betting everything on it. Again."
"I'm right," Harold insisted. "And I think I've figured out how to fix our hardware problem. Tell Mike to stop cannibalizing Nintendo systems. I have a better idea."
"What kind of idea?"
"A much simpler one," Harold replied, glancing back toward DeeDee's room with a small smile. "Sometimes the most elegant solutions are the least complicated."
After hanging up, Harold returned to DeeDee, who had used the interruption to change into pajamas and begin work on her calculus homework. Some things remained constant, even in crisis.
"Everything okay?" she asked, looking up from her textbook.
"Not really," Harold admitted. "But I think I know how to fix BROTHER. And we need to talk about your dad."
"What about him?"
"After this is over, he needs help. Real help. Not just money."
DeeDee's expression softened. "I know. Mom's already looking into treatment programs. If you guys can handle Vinny the Chin, we'll take care of the rest."
Harold nodded, a plan crystallizing in his mind. "I should go. Early start tomorrow. But DeeDee..."
"Yeah?"
"Thank you. For, um..." he gestured vaguely, cheeks flushing again.
"The meditation?" she suggested innocently.
"The meditation," Harold agreed with a smile. "Very effective technique. Highly recommended for stress reduction."
"Any time," DeeDee promised. "And Harold? Please be careful. All of you."
The gravity of her words sobered him. "We will. One last job, then we're done. BROTHER gets retired for good."
As he biked home through the quiet streets of Niskayuna, Harold felt a curious mix of emotions. Terror about the task ahead. Lingering euphoria from what had transpired in DeeDee's bedroom. Concern about Uncle Jack's mental health history and its implications for BROTHER.
But beneath it all was a strange new confidence. For years, Harold Wong had defined himself by his intellect—his ability to understand complex systems, to predict outcomes, to solve problems with pure brainpower. Tonight, he'd discovered other aspects of himself. Other ways of connecting. Other forms of problem-solving.
Maybe BROTHER wasn't the only one evolving.
When his pager buzzed again, he expected another message from Adam. Instead, he found a numeric code that translated, in their private system, to a simple message from Goldie: DID YOU GET LUCKY?
Harold grinned into the darkness. For once, the answer was unequivocally yes.
CHAPTER 15


"I look like someone glued pubes to my face," Harold complained, adjusting the enormous fake mustache that Mike had enthusiastically attached to his upper lip.
"You look badass," Mike countered, admiring his own disguise in the rearview mirror – mirrored aviators and enough hair gel to violate fire codes. "Like a young Magnum P.I. with the brain of Stephen Hawking."
"You both look ridiculous," Adam sighed from the back seat. His fishing hat screamed "divorced dad with a boat he can't afford."
Goldie's frizzy auburn wig added six inches to her height. "If we get arrested, I'm telling the cops I don't know any of you."
The Saratoga parking lot stretched before them. They'd pooled every cent for today's bet—five thousand dollars toward what BROTHER promised would be their biggest score yet.
"Everyone has their assignments?" Adam asked.
They'd split the complex betting structure between them to avoid suspicion, creating a web of wagers that would be nearly impossible to trace.
"We've gone over it seventeen times," Goldie rolled her eyes. "Any more and Harold's mustache might fall off from stress."
"It's already hanging on by hope and spirit gum," Harold muttered.
"Just don't screw up," Adam warned as they climbed out of the car. "This is our shot at helping DeeDee's family."
"When have I ever screwed up?" Mike asked innocently.
The others just stared at him.
"Fine," he conceded. "But today's different. Today's the big one."
They split up, disappearing into the crowd. Adam approached his assigned betting window, sliding five hundred dollars across the counter.
"Trifecta box, race three. Numbers two, five, and nine."
The teller—who looked like she'd been absorbing disappointment for forty years—barely glanced up. "Sure thing, honey. Got any special system?"
"Just a feeling," Adam replied, his stomach doing backflips.
By the time he'd placed his second bet, the track was filling with the Saratoga crowd—rich socialites, degenerate gamblers, college kids burning daddy's money. Adam spotted Harold across the concourse, his mustache now hanging completely askew as he nervously placed his bet.
"Stop staring," Goldie appeared beside him. "You look like a narc. My portion's placed. Mike's finishing his now."
They watched as Mike, deep in his fictional character, dramatically recounted what appeared to be a tragic life story to the bemused betting teller.
"—and that's why I can never eat clams on a Tuesday," he was saying. "Anyway, put it all on number seven."
"Jesus Christ," Goldie muttered, dragging him away. "Your adoring public will have to wait."
The four regrouped at their meeting spot with good sightlines to all the action. Harold checked BROTHER's display obsessively.
"I think I'm gonna puke," he announced, looking distinctly green around his fake mustache.
"Not on the mustache," Mike advised. "That thing's held together by prayers and wishful thinking."
The horses for race three emerged from the paddock. Adam's eyes locked on numbers two, five, and nine—unremarkable horses that BROTHER had somehow identified as the winning combination.
"Here we go," Adam murmured as the gates opened.
For the first half of the race, their picks struggled in the middle of the pack. Harold's knuckles turned white around BROTHER's case. Goldie chewed her nail polish clean off.
Then, at the far turn, number five made his move, surging on the outside. Number two found an opening on the rail. Number nine, after a terrible start, was now flying on the extreme outside.
"Holy shit," Mike breathed. "It's happening."
The final furlong became a three-way battle between their picks. They crossed the line in perfect order—five, two, nine.
"YES!" Harold pumped his fist so hard the mustache finally surrendered, fluttering to the ground. "BROTHER nailed it!"
The pattern repeated through races four and five. Each time, BROTHER's impossible predictions hit perfectly. By the sixth race, they'd drawn attention—track officials conferring, occasionally glancing their way.
"We're on their radar," Adam murmured.
"One more race," Harold replied, checking BROTHER. "Then we collect and disappear."
As they waited for the seventh race, Adam spotted a familiar figure—Russo, Ace's enforcer, moving purposefully through the crowd. Following his gaze, Adam saw why: Ace himself had arrived in his cream-colored suit.
"Shit," Adam hissed. "Ace is here."
"Do they see us?" Harold squeaked.
"Don't think so. But we need to be ready to move fast after this race."
"About that," Mike said casually. "I may have prepared a contingency plan."
Three heads swiveled toward him.
"What did you do?" Adam demanded.
Mike's grin was both sheepish and proud. "You know that ridiculous pink Cadillac in the VIP lot? The one Ace always leaves his keys in because nobody would dare touch it?"
"You didn't," Goldie breathed.
"I didn't," Mike agreed. "But I did move them to a very convenient location under the front tire. You know, just in case."
Adam closed his eyes briefly. "Mike, we are not stealing Ace Stefanberg's Cadillac."
"Not stealing," Mike corrected. "Borrowing with extreme prejudice."
The trumpet sounded for the seventh race. Their conversation cut short as the horses emerged from the paddock.
"This is it," Harold whispered. "The big one."
Their pick—a chestnut gelding named "Morning Divorce"—had gone off at 40-to-1. Nothing about the horse suggested it would even finish, let alone win.
The gates opened. Morning Divorce broke poorly, stumbling out of the gate and falling to dead last.
"It's over," Harold moaned.
"Wait," Adam said, pointing. "Look."
On the backstretch, Morning Divorce found his stride. While the favorites battled each other, wearing themselves out, the chestnut methodically picked off the trailing horses.
By the final turn, he'd moved to fifth. Then fourth. Then, with a burst of speed from nowhere, he swung outside and began closing on the leaders.
"Go, you magnificent bastard!" Mike screamed. "Run like you caught your wife in bed with your best friend!"
Morning Divorce thundered down the stretch with a determination that left the favorites floundering. He crossed the finish line a full length ahead.
The grandstand erupted—mostly in disbelief. A 40-to-1 longshot had just won. But in their corner, four teenagers were experiencing something close to religious ecstasy.
"We did it," Harold whispered. "All seven hits. BROTHER was perfect."
"One hundred and twenty-two thousand dollars," Goldie calculated. "Holy shit."
"Enough for DeeDee's family with plenty left over," Adam nodded.
"Speaking of left over," Mike cut in, suddenly tense. "We've got company."
Two security officers were making their way through the crowd, moving with purpose in their direction. Behind them, Russo had spotted them as well, his massive frame pushing through spectators.
"Time to go," Adam decided. "Now."
They moved quickly, keeping their heads down as they navigated through the crowd. Adam led them on a circuitous route, deliberately passing through the densest clusters of people.
"They're still coming," Harold reported, glancing back. "And they've got friends."
The security team had grown to four, and Russo had been joined by two of Ace's jockeys. The pincer movement was closing.
"We'll never make it to the parking lot," Goldie realized. "They've got the main exits covered."
Mike's eyes gleamed with that special light that always preceded his worst ideas. "I know a shortcut. Through the VIP lot."
Adam knew immediately what he was suggesting. "Absolutely not."
"You got a better idea?" Mike challenged. "Because I count six guys who want to separate us from our winnings and our kneecaps."
A quick check confirmed Mike's assessment. They were being herded, the exits ahead now blocked by more security.
"Fine," Adam conceded reluctantly. "But I'm driving."
"Like hell you are," Mike retorted. "This is my contingency plan."
"Ladies, ladies," Goldie interrupted. "You're both pretty. But Mike drives. Adam navigates. Harold handles BROTHER and the betting slips. I watch for pursuit. Now move before we're explaining our investment strategy to Ace in a dark room."
They slipped through a service entrance into the VIP parking area. The pink Cadillac sat in a prime spot, ostentatious as a flamingo at a funeral.
"Please tell me you actually know how to hot-wire a car," Adam muttered.
"Please," Mike scoffed. He reached under the front tire, retrieved the keys with a flourish, and unlocked the door. "But sometimes the universe provides."
They piled in, Mike behind the wheel, Adam riding shotgun, Harold and Goldie in a backseat upholstered in what appeared to be zebra print.
"Is that..." Harold began.
"Just be glad it's not wet," Goldie replied. "Now go!"
Mike turned the key. The Cadillac's engine roared to life with a sound like Satan's motorcycle. He threw it into reverse just as Russo emerged, his face contorting with disbelief as he spotted them.
"Hold onto your mustaches!" Mike yelled, stomping the accelerator.
The Cadillac shot backward, tires squealing, before Mike executed a J-turn that sent Harold's glasses flying. They fishtailed toward the exit, narrowly missing an Aston Martin.
"They're following!" Goldie reported. A Lincoln Continental had peeled away from the VIP lot, Russo's massive frame visible behind the wheel.
"No problem," Mike assured them, flooring the accelerator. The Cadillac responded with a burst of power that pressed them all back into the zebra-print upholstery.
"Check the glove compartment," Mike instructed Adam. "Rich guys always keep good stuff in there."
Adam obliged, finding a half-empty box of expensive cigars, a gold-plated lighter, and—
"Is that cocaine?" he asked, staring at a small plastic bag of white powder.
"Probably," Mike replied without taking his eyes off the road. "Ace does have a certain reputation."
Deeper exploration revealed a cassette tape labeled simply "JAMS." Adam inserted it, and the car's speakers immediately erupted with Poison's "Every Rose Has Its Thorn" at an eardrum-shattering volume.
"Are you fucking kidding me?" Goldie shouted over the music. "Ace Stefanberg listens to Poison?"
"Everyone has their shameful secrets!" Mike yelled back, taking another corner sharply. "Even sociopathic criminals!"
The Lincoln was still behind them, Russo's driving methodical and professional—a stark contrast to Mike's "inspired by Grand Theft Auto" approach.
"We need to lose them," Adam said. "Take the next right. It leads to the back roads."
Mike complied, sending the Cadillac into a power slide that would have impressed stunt drivers. The back roads were narrower, twistier, and perfect for shaking a tail—or for ending up wrapped around a tree.
"I think I'm gonna be sick," Harold announced, his face the color of spoiled milk.
"Not on the zebra print!" Mike warned. "That's probably endangered!"
Bret Michaels continued to wail about thorns and roses as they careened down country roads, the Lincoln stubbornly staying on their tail despite Mike's increasingly creative driving.
"We need a new plan," Adam decided. "At this rate, they'll follow us until we run out of gas or crash."
Suddenly, the Cadillac's engine made a sound like a dying rhino. The acceleration faltered, then died completely.
"What's happening?" Adam demanded as they began to slow.
Mike frantically pumped the gas pedal. "I don't know! It's just... dying!"
The Cadillac rolled to a stop in the middle of the road, the engine sputtering into silence. Behind them, the Lincoln's headlights grew larger as it closed the distance.
"Out! Now!" Adam ordered, throwing open his door. "Into the woods!"
They scrambled from the car, Harold clutching the betting slips, Goldie grabbing BROTHER's case. They plunged into the dense forest alongside the road just as the Lincoln screeched to a halt behind the abandoned Cadillac.
Crouching in the underbrush, they watched as Russo emerged from the Lincoln, gun in hand. He approached the Cadillac cautiously, checking the interior before cursing loudly.
"What now?" Harold whispered, trembling.
Adam looked at his friends—Harold mustache-less and terrified, Goldie's wig snagged on a branch, Mike still somehow grinning despite everything. They were in the middle of nowhere, pursued by armed criminals, with $122,000 in winning tickets and no transportation.
CHAPTER 16


Dawn broke over Niskayuna with suspicious cheerfulness, as if the universe hadn't gotten the memo about four teenagers nearly getting murdered in the woods the night before. Birds chirped, sprinklers hissed to life, and Mrs. Abernathy's cat took its customary dump in Adam's mom's azaleas.
Meanwhile, in Harold's basement, the brotherhood was counting their winnings for the third time.
"One hundred and twenty-two thousand, four hundred and seventy-five dollars," Harold announced, setting down the final stack of bills with the reverence usually reserved for religious artifacts or limited-edition Star Wars figures. "Give or take a few cents."
They'd managed to cash the betting slips through one of Mike's uncle's "associates"—a chain-smoking man named Louie who operated out of the back room of a dry cleaner's and took only a 2% cut "because youse are just kids." The resulting cash now filled four JanSport backpacks with intimidating fullness.
"I've never seen so much money in my life," Goldie said, zipping her portion closed. "It smells like cigarettes and bad decisions."
"That's the smell of freedom," Mike corrected, lovingly stroking his own backpack like it was a faithful pet. "Sweet, beautiful freedom."
Adam was oddly quiet, staring at the purple JanSport that held DeeDee's family's salvation. Eight-seven thousand dollars to cover Mr. Patel's debt to Vinny the Chin, with plenty left over. The problem that had kickstarted their most intense adventure was about to be solved.
"So," he finally spoke. "We're really doing this? Just... walking up to the Patels' door with a backpack full of cash?"
"As opposed to what?" Harold asked. "Sending a check with a note saying 'Sorry your dad's a degenerate gambler, hope this helps'?"
"I just mean... it's a lot of cash. Maybe we should be more careful."
"After last night, I'm all cautioned out," Mike declared. "We survived Russo, we can handle the suburbs."
The plan was simple: deliver the money to DeeDee, explain that it came from BROTHER (minus the details about stealing Ace's Cadillac and fleeing through the woods), and absolve her family's debt. Then, with their remaining funds, they could... well, that part was still fuzzy. But they'd have options.
"Let's do it," Adam decided, hoisting the purple backpack. "Operation Save-DeeDee's-Ass is a go."
"We're not calling it that," Harold sighed.
"Operation Cash Delivery?" Mike suggested.
"No."
"Operation Money Shot?"
"ABSOLUTELY not."
"Focus," Goldie interrupted. "DeeDee's expecting us at ten. It's nine-forty now."
They'd called DeeDee that morning with the good news, though they'd been deliberately vague about specifics. Just that they had "a solution" to her family's problem and would be over soon. Her shocked silence had eventually given way to cautious hope.
The Patel house looked different in daylight—less forlorn, more like any other suburban home with carefully maintained flower beds and a two-car garage. The only hints of trouble were the FOR SALE sign in the front yard and the absence of newspapers that would normally have cluttered the driveway of a family not facing financial ruin.
As they approached the front door, a muffled shouting became audible from inside. Angry voices, then a crash of something breaking.
"Shit," Adam froze. "Is that—"
"Vinny the Chin?" Harold squeaked, clutching his backpack protectively. "Did we miss the deadline?"
Another crash, followed by what sounded suspiciously like a slap and a man's yelp of pain.
"We have to help," Mike decided, reaching for the doorknob. "They could be killing DeeDee's dad in there!"
Before anyone could stop him, Mike burst through the door, the others reluctantly following.
"STOP RIGHT THERE, YOU LOAN SHARK PIECE OF—" Mike began, then froze mid-sentence.
In the Patels' living room, Mr. Patel cowered on the couch while a petite Indian woman in hospital scrubs—presumably Mrs. Patel—brandished a wooden spoon with lethal intent. DeeDee stood off to the side, looking simultaneously mortified and relieved by their arrival.
"...shit," Mike finished lamely. "Uh, hello, Mrs. Patel. Lovely day."
An awkward silence fell over the room, broken only by Mr. Patel's quiet whimpering.
"Harold's friends," Mrs. Patel finally said, lowering the spoon slightly. "You're early."
"We heard shouting," Adam explained weakly. "We thought maybe... loan sharks?"
"No loan sharks here," Mrs. Patel replied with terrifying calm. "Just a husband who needs to be reminded what happens when you lose another fifty thousand dollars ON CREDIT!" The last words were accompanied by a renewed brandishing of the spoon, causing Mr. Patel to shrink further into the couch cushions.
"Another fifty thousand?" Harold repeated, his voice climbing to a register normally accessible only to dogs. "On top of the eighty-seven?"
"Tell them, Vikram," Mrs. Patel ordered. "Tell these children what you did after I worked a double shift to save our family."
Mr. Patel looked physically pained. "I... may have placed another bet. Just a small one. To win back what I lost."
"A 'small' fifty-thousand-dollar bet," his wife clarified.
"On what?" Mike couldn't help asking.
"Yankees-Red Sox," Mr. Patel admitted miserably. "Yankees were a sure thing."
"The Yankees haven't been a 'sure thing' since the Reagan administration!" Mike exclaimed, then caught himself. "Sorry, not helping."
Mrs. Patel sighed deeply, the kind of sigh that suggested this was merely the latest in a long series of disappointments. "So now we owe not just Vinny, but also Tony the Hammer. And our house is gone either way."
The brotherhood exchanged panicked glances. This was not the triumphant rescue mission they'd envisioned.
"Um," Adam said, unsure how to proceed. "We... we have the money for Vinny the Chin." He gestured awkwardly to the purple backpack. "Eighty-seven thousand."
DeeDee's eyes widened. "You actually did it? How?"
"BROTHER came through," Harold explained, deliberately vague. "Big time."
"But it's not enough now," Goldie stated the obvious. "Not with another fifty grand on top."
Another uncomfortable silence fell as the reality of their situation sank in. They'd pulled off the impossible, won more money than they'd ever seen, and it still wasn't enough.
Mrs. Patel finally set down the wooden spoon, her anger giving way to resignation. "Thank you for trying to help. You're good friends to DeeDee. But this is our problem to solve."
"But we—" Adam began.
"No," she cut him off firmly. "I won't take money from children to fix my husband's mistakes. We'll figure something out."
"What about Vinny the Chin?" Harold asked. "And, uh, Tony the Hammer?" The mere mention of the second loan shark made his voice crack slightly.
"I've spoken with Vinny," Mrs. Patel said, with the confident tone of someone who had successfully negotiated with terrorists. "He's agreed to a payment plan, starting with the sale of our house. Tony's terms are... still being discussed."
The way she said "discussed" suggested that Tony the Hammer might soon find himself facing a wooden spoon of his own.
"So you don't need our money?" Mike asked, sounding almost disappointed that their rescue mission was being declined.
"What we need," Mrs. Patel replied pointedly, "is for my husband to get help. Professional help. Which is happening, starting this afternoon." She glared at Mr. Patel, who nodded miserably. "The Clark Center has a bed waiting for him."
"Rehab," DeeDee explained quietly. "Thirty days minimum."
Another silence fell as they all absorbed this information. Their grand heroic gesture had been rendered pointless, not by failure but by the sobering reality of addiction's complexity. Money couldn't fix this problem—at least, not in the simple way they'd imagined.
"We should go," Adam finally said. "Give you guys some space."
DeeDee walked them to the door, her expression a mix of gratitude and embarrassment. "I'm sorry you went to all that trouble," she said once they were on the porch.
"Don't be," Harold replied, taking her hand. "We wanted to help."
"You did help," she insisted. "Just knowing you guys cared enough to try... it means a lot."
She hugged each of them, saving Harold for last and holding him a few seconds longer. When she pulled away, her eyes were damp but determined.
"So what are you going to do with all that money now?" she asked.
It was the question none of them had been prepared to answer. Walking down the Patels' driveway with four backpacks still stuffed with cash, they found themselves in the surreal position of being teenage millionaires without a mission.
"Well, that was a bust," Mike finally broke the silence as they reached the sidewalk. "Anyone for ice cream?"
Twenty minutes later, they were piled into Mike's uncle's Oldsmobile (mercifully returned the previous night with only minimal questions about their whereabouts), heading toward Lake George with no clear plan beyond "get ice cream" and "figure out what to do with a small fortune."
"We could still give DeeDee's family some money," Harold suggested. "Just because Mrs. Patel said no doesn't mean we can't help somehow."
"Did you see her face when she refused?" Goldie countered. "That woman would rather eat glass than take our money. Trust me, I recognize the look. My mom makes the same one whenever my dad offers to 'fix' something around the house."
"So what then?" Adam asked. "We just keep it all?"
"Why not?" Mike shrugged. "We earned it. Sort of. In a morally ambiguous way that probably violates several state and federal laws."
"But it feels wrong now," Adam admitted. "Like we all geared up to be heroes, and now we're just... rich."
"Being rich is pretty heroic," Mike argued. "Ask Batman."
"Batman uses his money to fight crime," Harold pointed out. "We used ours to nearly get killed stealing a pink Cadillac."
"Details, details," Mike waved dismissively.
Lake George's main strip was packed with tourists, even for a weekday. Families hauling beach gear, couples wandering between souvenir shops, frustrated parents dragging sugar-amped kids away from overpriced attractions—the full summer spectacle was on display.
They found a parking spot three blocks from their favorite ice cream shop, Scoops 'n Smiles, where the portions were excessive and the flavors bordered on the criminally experimental. The walk took them past a gauntlet of tourist traps and local characters, including Old Pete, who sat on the same bench every day with his battered saxophone case open for donations.
"Hey, Old Pete," Mike greeted as they passed. The old man nodded without pausing his mournful rendition of "St. James Infirmary."
Scoops 'n Smiles was blissfully air-conditioned, a welcome reprieve from the July heat. They ordered their usual excessive concoctions—Mike's "Chocolate Explosion" with five kinds of chocolate add-ins, Harold's meticulously constructed "Perfect Ratio" of vanilla and strawberry, Goldie's "Rainbow Nightmare" that contained colors not found in nature, and Adam's simple-but-enormous cookies and cream.
They claimed a table by the window, backpacks carefully positioned between their feet. For a few minutes, they ate in contemplative silence, watching tourists drift past on the sidewalk outside.
"You know what's messed up?" Goldie finally said, swirling her spoon through the psychedelic colors of her ice cream. "Mr. Patel lost everything because he couldn't stop gambling. And we're sitting here with a fortune because we basically did the same thing."
"It's different," Mike protested. "We had BROTHER. It wasn't just luck."
"Wasn't it, though?" Adam asked quietly. "We got lucky finding Uncle Jack's algorithm. Lucky that Harold could rebuild it. Lucky that we didn't get caught by Ace or the track security."
"Lucky that Mike didn't get us all killed stealing a Cadillac," Harold added.
"Hey, that was skill, not luck," Mike countered, though without his usual conviction.
They lapsed back into silence, each wrestling with the uncomfortable parallels Goldie had highlighted. Outside, Old Pete had switched to "Amazing Grace," the notes drifting through the open door of the shop.
"Remember what you said last night?" Adam asked Mike suddenly. "In Dexter's truck?"
"I said a lot of things," Mike replied through a mouthful of chocolate. "Most of them brilliant."
"About doing something good with the money," Adam reminded him. "Something charitable."
"Oh yeah," Mike nodded. "The camp for poor kids."
"Phillips' Camp," Harold confirmed. "Fifteen thousand to keep it running another year."
Adam stared out the window, watching as a harried young mother tried to calm a crying toddler outside a souvenir shop. The woman looked exhausted, her clothes worn but clean, her patience clearly at its breaking point.
Without consciously deciding to, Adam stood up.
"Where are you going?" Goldie asked.
"Just... give me a second," Adam replied, unzipping his backpack and extracting a stack of bills.
He walked outside, approaching the woman hesitantly. "Excuse me, ma'am?"
She looked up, instantly wary of a strange teenage boy approaching her. "Yes?"
"I, uh..." Adam faltered, then simply held out the money—five thousand dollars in neat hundreds. "I think you dropped this."
Her eyes widened in confusion, darting between the cash and Adam's face. "That's not mine. I've never had that much money in my life."
"I'm pretty sure it is," Adam insisted gently. "Please. Take it."
The woman stared at him, suspicion warring with desperate hope. "Is this some kind of joke? Or a scam?"
"No joke," Adam promised. "No scam. Just... a good day to share some luck."
Something in his expression must have convinced her. With trembling hands, she accepted the cash, tears welling in her eyes. "I don't understand, but... thank you. Thank you so much."
The toddler, sensing the emotional shift, stopped crying to stare curiously at his mother. She knelt down, whispering something in his ear that made his small face light up with joy.
Adam returned to the ice cream shop to find his friends watching through the window, expressions ranging from shock (Harold) to dawning understanding (Goldie) to manic glee (Mike).
"That," Mike announced as Adam sat back down, "was fucking awesome."
"Language," Adam said automatically, but he was smiling.
"So we're just giving it away now?" Harold asked, though without judgment.
"Not all of it," Adam clarified. "But maybe... some of it? To people who need it?"
They considered this for a moment, watching as the young mother outside hurried away, clutching both her toddler and the unexpected windfall.
"I'm in," Goldie decided, reaching for her backpack. "But I want to find that animal shelter we passed. The one with the three-legged dog in the window."
"Phillips' Camp," Mike nodded. "And maybe that afterschool program DeeDee's always volunteering at?"
"The library could use new computers," Harold added thoughtfully. "Their system is running DOS from, like, the Paleolithic era."
And just like that, a new mission was born.
The rest of the day passed in a blur of spontaneous generosity. They moved through Lake George like secret philanthropists, leaving financial miracles in their wake.
Five thousand to Old Pete, who stared at the cash for a full minute before playing the most joyful version of "When the Saints Go Marching In" the strip had ever heard.
Ten thousand to the animal shelter, delivered by Goldie with specific instructions that half be used for the three-legged dog's care. "His name is Champion now," she announced, returning to the group. "And he's getting one of those dog wheelchair things."
Fifteen thousand to Phillips' Camp, handed directly to Old Man Phillips himself, who cried openly on the steps of his office. "You kids," he kept saying, shaking his head in disbelief. "You damn kids."
Eight thousand to the library building fund, which Harold insisted on delivering anonymously through the book return slot. "So they'll find it when they empty the bin," he explained. "Like a literary miracle."
By late afternoon, they'd given away nearly half their winnings and felt lighter than they had in weeks. The burdening weight of unexpected wealth had transformed into something purer—the simple joy of helping others.
"This is better than spending it on ourselves," Adam realized as they walked back to the car. "Way better."
"Speak for yourself," Mike replied, but his smile betrayed him. "I still want a car that doesn't smell like my uncle's poor life choices."
"We've still got plenty," Goldie confirmed, hefting her now-lighter backpack. "About seventy thousand between us."
"Enough for one more big score," Harold suggested tentatively. "At the Travers Stakes next weekend."
They all stopped walking, considering the implication. The Travers was Saratoga's biggest race of the summer. The purses were enormous, the betting pools deeper than the ocean. And if BROTHER could work its magic one more time...
"Let me guess," Mike grinned. "BROTHER's already analyzing it?"
Harold nodded, patting his pocket where the device rested. "Been running calculations since this morning. It's... excited about a horse called Thighs of Honor."
"Ace's horse?" Adam asked, surprised. "The one we saw him doping?"
"That's the one," Harold confirmed. "BROTHER gives it a 94% probability of winning the Travers. Those are the highest odds it's ever calculated."
They exchanged glances, the familiar electricity of possibility crackling between them.
"One last job," Goldie said, testing the words.
"The big one," Mike nodded, already warming to the idea.
"For brotherhood," Harold added.
Adam considered their journey so far—the highs and lows, the near-disasters and unexpected triumphs. From Uncle Jack's algorithm to Ace's pink Cadillac to today's impromptu charity spree. It had been the summer of their lives.
One more race. One more chance to beat the system. One more moment as a united front against a world that consistently underestimated them.
"For brotherhood," he agreed, feeling the rightness of it settle in his chest. "The Travers it is."
What none of them could have known, as they piled back into the Oldsmobile with their remaining cash and renewed sense of purpose, was that their final victory would come at a price none of them were prepared to pay.
But that's the thing about brotherhood—it survives even when the brothers don't.
CHAPTER 17


Harold's basement had transformed into something between a war room and a teenage version of NASA mission control. Racing forms plastered the walls. Computer printouts spilled from every surface. A giant calendar marked "TRAVERS STAKES - AUGUST 23" dominated one wall, the date circled in red marker so aggressively the paper had torn.
"Day five of Operation Final Victory," Mike announced, dropping a stack of betting sheets onto Harold's already overcrowded desk. "And I still say we should call it Operation Thighs of Glory."
"We are not naming our final mission after Ace's horse's thighs," Adam sighed, not looking up from the Saratoga statistics he was analyzing. "That's weird even for you."
"Operation Brotherhood, then," Harold suggested, his fingers flying across his keyboard with machine-gun rapidity. BROTHER's interface glowed on the monitor, numbers scrolling faster than human eyes could track.
"Operation Brotherhood works," Goldie agreed, entering the basement with four cans of Jolt Cola balanced precariously in her arms. "Though personally, I would've gone with Operation Don't Fuck This Up."
"Language," Adam muttered automatically.
"Look who went to church once and thinks he's the Pope," Goldie rolled her eyes, distributing the caffeinated weapons of mass destruction. "We're five days from betting our remaining seventy grand on a horse named after someone's sexy legs. I think 'fuck' is the mildest appropriate word."
Five days until the Travers Stakes. Five days until they put everything on the line one last time. After their charitable spree in Lake George, they'd committed to making the Travers their final mission—the perfect bookend to a summer that had changed everything.
BROTHER had been running continuous calculations on Thighs of Honor, Ace's prize thoroughbred. The algorithm's confidence remained unwavering: 94% probability of victory. In BROTHER terms, that was practically a guarantee.
"How's the interface holding up?" Adam asked Harold, who'd been modifying BROTHER's hardware for the third time that week.
"Better," Harold replied, though the dark circles under his eyes suggested the improvements had come at a cost. "I've reprogrammed the predictive matrix to account for historical Travers data going back to 1950. Plus I added a stability protocol that should prevent any system crashes during the race itself."
"English, please," Mike requested around a mouthful of Cheetos.
"It works good now," Harold translated with exaggerated patience. "Horse run fast. BROTHER say bet money. We get rich."
"That's more like it," Mike nodded approvingly. "Though you could've thrown in some grunts for authenticity."
Their preparation had taken on the intensity of Olympic athletes training for gold. Each had their assigned roles, refined through weeks of experience and near-disasters:
Harold handled the technical side—maintaining BROTHER, analyzing statistical anomalies, and scanning racing publications for any information that might affect their predictions.
Goldie managed logistics—creating disguises, planning escape routes, and developing contingency plans for every scenario from "minor success" to "Ace spots us and releases the hounds."
Mike was their field operative—gathering intelligence at the track, spreading misinformation about which horses looked promising, and maintaining their legend as "just some kids who got lucky" rather than algorithmic masterminds.
And Adam coordinated it all, making sure BROTHER's insights translated into actionable betting strategies while keeping everyone focused on the ultimate goal: one perfect bet, one massive payout, then retirement.
"Any sign of Ace?" Adam asked, glancing at Mike.
"None," Mike reported. "Word is he's been 'indisposed' since someone stole his Cadillac. Russo's been running things at the track."
They'd all been maintaining a careful distance from Saratoga since the pink Cadillac incident, gathering intelligence through proxies and scanner radios. Adam had modified an old police scanner to monitor track security channels—another skill inherited from Uncle Jack.
"Police report?" Adam prompted.
"Filed and forgotten," Goldie confirmed. "They found the Cadillac where we left it. Wiped clean of prints. As far as anyone knows, it was just joy-riding teenagers with no connection to us."
"And the betting slip audit?"
"Nothing," Harold shook his head. "Our cover story held. As far as the track officials are concerned, we were just incredibly lucky with that seven-race parlay. Some rich kid's birthday bringing good fortune."
"So we're clear," Adam summarized. "No active pursuit, no suspicion beyond 'those lucky kids,' and no connection to BROTHER or Uncle Jack."
"Clear as my aunt Sylvia's conscience after her third husband's mysterious boating accident," Mike confirmed, which earned him three identically disturbed looks. "What? She sends really nice birthday cards."
The basement door creaked open and Mrs. Wong's voice floated down the stairs. "Harold? Are your friends staying for dinner? I'm making pot stickers."
Harold blanched. "We're fine, Mom! Just studying!"
"Studying in August?" her voice carried equal measures of disbelief and maternal pride. "That's my boy. I'll bring down snacks later."
As her footsteps retreated, Harold collapsed into his chair. "My mom's getting suspicious. She keeps talking about 'productive summer activities' and 'college applications.' I think she's worried we're actually having fun."
"Little does she know we're committing felonies," Mike nodded sagely. "That's way more productive than summer school."
"We're not committing felonies," Adam corrected automatically. "Just... minor regulatory infractions."
"Tell that to the judge when they find Ace's cocaine residue in our fingerprints," Goldie muttered.
"Focus," Adam urged. "We've got five days to perfect our system. The Travers is the biggest race of the summer. Security will be tighter, the crowds larger, and the stakes higher. We need to be flawless."
Harold spun in his chair, grabbing a stack of printouts. "I've mapped the entire track security system," he announced, spreading blueprints across the one clear space on the floor. "Cameras, guard posts, exit routes—everything. I've identified six blind spots we can use if things go sideways."
"How did you get these?" Adam asked, impressed despite his misgivings.
"Let's just say the Saratoga Race Course's network security is about as robust as my grandma's AOL password," Harold replied with uncharacteristic smugness. "Which, for the record, is 'password1988.'"
"Our little hacker is growing up," Mike pretended to wipe away a tear. "Next he'll be stealing nuclear launch codes and asking girls to prom."
"Already handled one of those," Harold pointed out, his cheeks reddening slightly at the mention of DeeDee.
"Speaking of DeeDee," Goldie interjected, "how's her dad doing in rehab?"
"Better," Harold nodded. "She visited yesterday. Said he's actually participating in group sessions now instead of just staring at the wall. They're working on a payment plan for Tony the Hammer."
"Good," Adam said sincerely. "That's good."
A moment of comfortable silence fell as they each returned to their tasks. The steady click of Harold's keyboard, the rustle of Adam's racing forms, the scratch of Goldie's pencil on her logistics diagrams, and the rhythmic crunch of Mike demolishing another bag of Cheetos created a symphony of focused determination.
This was it. The culmination of everything they'd built together. The final test of BROTHER and the brotherhood itself.
"You know what we need?" Mike announced suddenly, sitting upright with Cheeto dust cascading from his shirt like orange dandruff. "A training montage."
Three blank stares met his declaration.
"You know," he insisted, "like in Rocky IV when he's training in Siberia? Or in Karate Kid when Daniel-san is waxing all those cars? We need music, sweat, and dramatic camera angles showing our progress!"
"This isn't a movie, Mike," Adam pointed out.
"Not with that attitude," Mike countered. "Come on! We've got the perfect setup! The big race is coming, we're the underdogs, and we need to prepare for the fight of our lives! If that's not montage material, I don't know what is."
Goldie glanced up from her logistics chart, a gleam of amusement in her eyes. "What song would you use?"
"'Eye of the Tiger,' obviously," Mike replied without hesitation.
"Too obvious," she shook her head. "'You're the Best Around' from Karate Kid."
"Too cheesy," Harold joined in, surprising everyone. "'Push It to the Limit' from Scarface."
Now they all stared at him.
"What?" he shrugged. "My cousin has the soundtrack."
"Your cousin has the Scarface soundtrack?" Mike's voice rose an octave. "Harold 'I-Alphabetize-My-Underwear' Wong listens to the music from the most violent movie of the decade?"
"I contain multitudes," Harold replied with dignity.
"Clearly," Goldie snickered.
"Fine," Mike stood up, determination etched across his features. "If you won't create the montage, I'll bring the montage to you."
Before anyone could stop him, he bounded up the stairs, returning moments later with Harold's mom's boombox and a cassette tape.
"Michael," Harold warned, "whatever you're planning—"
Too late. The opening synthesizer notes of Survivor's "Eye of the Tiger" blasted through the basement at a volume that threatened structural damage. Mrs. Wong's muffled voice called something from upstairs, but it was lost beneath the anthemic rock.
"TRAINING MONTAGE BEGINS NOW!" Mike shouted over the music, dropping to the floor to perform what could generously be called push-ups if one's standards were criminally low.
"Mike, turn it—" Adam began, but stopped when Goldie unexpectedly joined in, grabbing two racing forms and holding them like training weights, doing exaggerated bicep curls in perfect rhythm with the music.
"What are you doing?" Adam hissed.
"Embracing the absurdity," she replied, not breaking her curl form. "Come on, Professor. Live a little."
The chorus kicked in, and something shifted in the basement's atmosphere. Harold, after a moment's hesitation, spun in his desk chair, typing with exaggerated intensity, occasionally throwing in dramatic head bobs on the drum beats.
"You're all insane," Adam declared.
"Probably," Mike agreed, now attempting what appeared to be kung-fu moves with Cheeto hands. "But we're your insane friends. Now get montaging, Turner!"
Perhaps it was the caffeine from the Jolt Cola. Perhaps it was the infectious enthusiasm of Mike's ridiculous idea. Or perhaps it was the simple recognition that these moments—these perfect, absurd moments of friendship—were precious and fleeting.
Whatever the reason, Adam found himself joining in, grabbing a stack of racing forms and throwing them in the air like Rocky triumphantly tossing playing cards in his mansion.
For three minutes and forty-nine seconds, the brotherhood abandoned their meticulous planning and precise calculations. They air-guitared. They shadow-boxed. They created an impromptu relay race passing BROTHER's case between them. Mike attempted a standing backflip and nearly concussed himself on Harold's desk. Goldie performed a disturbingly accurate impersonation of Ace Stefanberg, complete with wild eyes and manic energy. Harold revealed unexpected rhythm, proving that even the most serious minds contained hidden talents.
And Adam, always the responsible one, always the voice of reason, surrendered completely to the ridiculousness, climbing atop Harold's desk for a triumphant final pose as the song reached its conclusion.
The music ended. Their laughter didn't.
"Feel better?" Mike asked, sprawled on the floor, breathing hard but grinning.
"Actually, yes," Adam admitted, climbing down from the desk.
"See? Montages work," Mike nodded sagely. "It's science."
"It's not science," Harold began, then stopped himself. "But it was kind of awesome."
The basement door flew open, Mrs. Wong's concerned face appearing at the top of the stairs. "What is happening down here? Are you children having a seizure?"
"Just stretching, Mrs. Wong," Mike called up with angelic innocence. "Studying makes us stiff."
"Studying does not sound like a herd of elephants performing Swan Lake," she replied skeptically. "Keep it down or take your 'stretching' outside."
The door closed with a finality that suggested further noise would have consequences.
"Your mom is terrifying," Mike whispered to Harold.
"You have no idea," Harold agreed solemnly.
They returned to their work, but something had changed. The tension had broken. The pressure of the upcoming race, the anxiety about what came after—it had all been released in those few minutes of choreographed absurdity.
"You know," Goldie said after a while, "Lisa Mitchell's having that end-of-summer party at her parents' lake house on Saturday night. After the Travers. We should go."
"A party?" Harold looked alarmed. "With other teenagers? Voluntarily?"
"Yes, Harold," Goldie rolled her eyes. "That's generally the definition of a party. Besides, it would be a good cover. No one would expect master criminals to attend a high school keg party after pulling off the biggest betting score of the summer."
"She's right," Mike nodded enthusiastically. "Plus, Jessica Conley will be there, and rumor has it she broke up with Todd last week. My time has come."
"Jessica Conley would sooner date her biology textbook than you," Goldie informed him. "But dream big."
"What do you think, Professor?" Mike turned to Adam. "One last hurrah before we ride off into the sunset with our ill-gotten gains?"
Adam considered it. A normal teenage experience after months of decidedly abnormal ones. A chance to be just kids again, if only for one night. It was tempting.
"Sure," he decided. "Assuming we're not in jail or on the run from Ace's goons. A party sounds perfect."
"Speaking of Ace," Harold interrupted, his expression suddenly serious as he stared at his computer screen. "We might have a problem."
The lighthearted atmosphere evaporated instantly.
"What kind of problem?" Adam asked, moving to look over Harold's shoulder.
"The Racing Commission just announced a last-minute jockey change for Thighs of Honor," Harold explained, pointing at the screen. "Ace has brought in Guillermo Suarez."
"Who?" Mike asked.
"Only the best jockey on the East Coast," Goldie replied, her face grim. "Ten Grade I stakes wins this year alone. They call him 'The Surgeon' because of how precisely he handles a horse."
"Why would Ace switch jockeys days before the biggest race of the summer?" Adam wondered.
"Because he's serious about winning," Harold said quietly. "BROTHER's predictions were based on the previous jockey's statistics. This changes everything."
A tense silence fell over the basement.
"Run it again," Adam instructed. "Full analysis with the new jockey's data."
Harold nodded, fingers once again flying across the keyboard. The others watched anxiously as BROTHER crunched the new numbers, the screen flickering with calculations.
"This could take a while," Harold warned. "Suarez has over two hundred races in his history."
"How long?" Adam asked.
"A couple of hours at least."
Adam checked his watch, then looked at each of his friends. "Then we wait. Together."
They settled in for the long haul, each finding ways to occupy themselves while BROTHER worked its magic. Mike practiced shuffling cards, occasionally attempting to throw them into Harold's trash can. Goldie returned to her contingency planning, adding new diagrams for potential scenarios. Harold monitored BROTHER's progress, making tiny adjustments to speed the process.
And Adam watched them all, these friends who had become his family over the summer. Whatever BROTHER predicted, whatever happened at the Travers, this brotherhood was the real victory. The one thing Uncle Jack's algorithm could never have calculated.
Two hours later, BROTHER's analysis was complete. The room fell silent as Harold studied the results, his expression unreadable.
"Well?" Mike finally demanded. "Are we rich or screwed?"
Harold looked up, his face breaking into a grin.
"Neither," he announced. "We're about to become legends."
On the screen, BROTHER's final prediction glowed with unwavering confidence:
THIGHS OF HONOR
TRAVERS STAKES
WINNING PROBABILITY: 97%
"Holy shit," Goldie breathed.
"The highest confidence rating BROTHER's ever given," Harold confirmed. "This isn't just a win. It's a guaranteed slaughter."
"Seventy thousand dollars," Mike calculated, eyes wide. "At current odds, that's over a million in payout."
"One million, two hundred and sixty thousand," Harold corrected. "Give or take."
They stared at the screen, the enormity of what lay ahead settling over them like a physical weight.
"One race," Adam said softly. "One horse. One final chance."
"For brotherhood," Goldie added.
"For fucking brotherhood," Mike agreed solemnly.
As if on cue, Mrs. Wong's voice floated down again. "Language, Michael! And pot stickers in five minutes!"
Even BROTHER couldn't have predicted how quickly four hardened teenage criminals could transform into innocent, hungry children at the promise of homemade Chinese food.
But then again, some things transcend even the most sophisticated algorithms.
Like friendship. Like family.
Like brotherhood.
CHAPTER 18


"My parents will literally murder me," Harold announced, staring at the beer keg Mike had somehow materialized in his immaculately clean living room. "Not figuratively. Literally. With my mother's special cleaver that she only uses for New Year's duck."
"Relax," Mike waved dismissively, adjusting the tap with the expertise of someone who'd attended far more parties than his academic record should allow. "They're in Albany until Sunday for that dental conference. By the time they get back, this place will be so clean they could perform surgery on your kitchen counter."
"That's what they already do," Harold moaned. "My mother sanitizes this house like it's an operating room."
The Wong residence—normally a shrine to tidiness and academic achievement—was undergoing a transformation that could only be described as sacrilegious. Furniture had been pushed against walls. Stereo speakers the size of small refrigerators dominated one corner. Red plastic cups formed a pyramid on the dining room table that would have impressed Egyptian architects.
"I still can't believe you agreed to this," Adam said, helping Goldie hang Christmas lights across the living room ceiling in August. "You, Harold Wong, voluntarily hosting a party."
"Temporary insanity," Harold muttered, adjusting his glasses nervously. "Brought on by extreme stress and Mike's psychological warfare."
"I simply pointed out," Mike called from across the room, "that if we're going to make over a million dollars tomorrow at the Travers, we should probably celebrate properly tonight. And since Harold's house is the only one without parents this weekend..."
"And somehow that logical fallacy convinced me," Harold sighed. "I blame BROTHER's influence. I've spent so long with probabilities that I've lost touch with common sense."
It had been Mike's idea, naturally. After their montage-inspired revelation that they needed one last normal teenage experience before the Travers, the concept had evolved from "attending Lisa Mitchell's party" to "throwing their own epic rager." Harold's house had been volunteered without Harold's enthusiastic consent.
"Look on the bright side," Goldie said, descending the ladder with Christmas light residue on her hands. "If we all die in a tragic horse-trampling accident tomorrow, at least you'll have lived a little first."
"That's your bright side?" Harold squeaked. "Death by trampling after my mother kills me for destroying her house?"
"You always were an optimist, Goldie," Adam chuckled, moving to help Mike with the sound system.
The plan was simple: one last night of normal teenage idiocy before they risked everything at the Travers. They'd invited basically everyone from school who wasn't actively trying to kill them, which still left a surprisingly large guest list given Mike's talent for antagonizing people.
"How many are we expecting?" Adam asked, untangling speaker wire with the focus he usually reserved for racing forms.
"I told people to bring friends," Mike shrugged. "So, you know, exponential growth."
"That's not an answer," Harold pointed out. "That's a mathematical nightmare."
"Thirty to fifty," Goldie translated, having appointed herself the voice of reason in party planning. "Enough to qualify as legendary, not enough to require riot police."
Harold's hand drifted unconsciously to the wallpaper, smoothing an invisible wrinkle. "My mother can detect a fingerprint from across the room. She's going to notice if fifty teenagers demolish her house."
"That's what Sunday is for," Mike assured him, slinging an arm around Harold's shoulders. "Clean-up day. Trust me, I've got a system."
"Your system for your room is to close the door and pretend it doesn't exist," Harold replied flatly.
"And it works beautifully!"
The doorbell rang, causing Harold to jump like he'd been electrocuted.
"It's just Dexter with the ice," Goldie said, heading for the door. "Breathe, Harold. Oxygen is your friend."
Dexter Calloway—unexpected hero of their Saratoga escape and apparently now their party supplier—lugged in three massive coolers with the ease of someone who'd spent decades lifting things that weren't technically his.
"Where you want these, kids?" he asked, surveying the transformation with approving eyes.
"Back porch," Mike directed. "Next to the inflatable pool."
"Inflatable pool?" Harold repeated weakly. "Since when do we have an inflatable pool?"
"Since I borrowed it from Tommy Blanchard's backyard while he was busy tonguing Jessica Conley at the mall," Mike explained. "Don't worry, it's just for keeping the drinks cold. Mostly."
Harold closed his eyes, visibly counting to ten. "I'm going to check on BROTHER. If I'm not back in five minutes, I've either jumped out my bedroom window or entered a stress-induced coma."
As Harold disappeared upstairs, Dexter finished arranging the coolers and straightened up with a groan.
"You kids ready for tomorrow?" he asked, his weathered face unusually serious.
They exchanged glances. Dexter knew enough about their operation to be dangerous—he'd given them a ride after the Cadillac incident, after all—but they'd never explicitly confirmed their betting activities.
"Ready as we'll ever be," Adam replied carefully.
Dexter nodded, understanding the deliberate vagueness. "Well, I got fifty riding on that horse of yours. Figure if you kids are willing to risk everything, it must be a sure thing."
"Nothing's sure until it crosses the finish line," Goldie said, channeling Adam's usual caution.
"Smart girl," Dexter approved. "That's why I only bet what I can afford to lose. Unlike some folks." He gave them a meaningful look. "You kids be careful tomorrow. Saratoga on Travers day ain't no joke."
"We will," Adam promised.
With a final nod, Dexter departed, leaving them to their preparations.
"Sometimes I think he knows more than he lets on," Mike mused, watching through the window as Dexter's truck pulled away.
"Everyone in this town knows more than they let on," Goldie replied. "That's why we're getting out after tomorrow."
The reminder of their plans—of everything riding on the Travers—cast a momentary shadow over the gathering excitement. After tomorrow, everything would change. College funds secured. DeeDee's family debt manageable. Future paths diverging as they each pursued their dreams. The brotherhood would survive, but it would never be quite the same.
"Well, this got fucking depressing fast," Mike declared, clapping his hands together. "I refuse to be melancholy before I've even had a beer. Where's Harold with that playlist?"
As if summoned by the question, Harold reappeared, clutching a carefully labeled cassette. "Curated party music," he announced with the gravity of someone delivering nuclear launch codes. "Statistically optimal for maintaining positive social dynamics while avoiding the dreaded 'dead zone' that occurs approximately ninety minutes into most gatherings."
Mike stared at him. "You researched party music?"
"I created an algorithm," Harold corrected, sliding the tape into the massive stereo system. "Based on beats per minute, lyrical content, and danceability factors."
"Of course you did," Mike shook his head fondly. "Never change, Wong."
The music started—Madonna's "Like a Prayer" at a volume that threatened to dislodge the carefully hung Christmas lights.
"Really?" Adam raised an eyebrow. "This is your party starter?"
"Phase one," Harold explained, raising his voice over the music. "Familiar pop songs that create a sense of comfort and accessibility. Phase two introduces more dance-oriented tracks to elevate energy. Phase three provides nostalgic selections for the inevitable drunk-emotional period around midnight."
"You've thought of everything," Goldie remarked, genuinely impressed.
"Except how to explain to my mother why her antique vase smells like beer," Harold replied grimly.
The doorbell rang again, this time announcing the first actual guests—a group of juniors from the track team, already half-buzzed and carrying suspicious backpacks.
"Let the destruction begin," Harold muttered, but moved to welcome them with the determined smile of someone facing a firing squad with dignity.
The party grew with the organic inevitability of a particularly aggressive mold culture. By nine o'clock, the Wong residence had transformed from pristine suburban dream home to something resembling a John Hughes movie set. Every available surface held red cups. Harold's carefully curated music competed with the constant buzz of teenage conversation. The Christmas lights cast everything in a dreamlike glow that softened edges and made even the most awkward interactions seem somehow cinematic.
Adam found himself on the back porch, watching as Mike's "inflatable pool for drinks" had indeed become a makeshift hot tub for four giggling sophomores despite the complete absence of heat or jets.
"Your plan to console Harold when his mother murders him?" Goldie asked, appearing beside him with two cups of something that smelled flammable.
"I'm thinking we flee the country," Adam replied, accepting the drink. "Start new lives as sheep farmers in New Zealand."
"Harold would make a terrible sheep farmer," Goldie observed. "He'd try to alphabetize them."
They watched as the party flowed around them. Tommy Blanchard was attempting to drink upside down from the keg, supported by two football players with the collective IQ of a turnip. Jessica Conley held court on the sofa, surrounded by admirers despite the recent breakup Mike had mentioned. And Harold himself darted from room to room like a nervous hummingbird, simultaneously hosting and documenting damages for insurance purposes.
"We did good this summer," Adam said suddenly. "With BROTHER. With everything."
Goldie studied him, her expression softening. "Yeah, we did. Even with the near-death experiences and grand theft auto."
"Especially with those," Adam grinned. "Not many rising high school seniors can put 'outran a vengeful bookie' on their college applications."
"Special skills: algorithm development, complex betting strategies, and evading criminal charges," Goldie nodded solemnly. "MIT would love it."
A crash from inside announced the first major casualty of the evening—from the sound of it, something glass and probably irreplaceable.
"And there goes Harold's sanity," Adam winced.
Indeed, Harold emerged onto the porch moments later, face pale, glasses askew. "Someone just knocked over my mother's crystal butterfly collection," he reported, voice eerily calm. "Fourteen hand-blown glass specimens, each named after a member of our extended family."
"Insurance," Adam reminded him. "We'll replace them."
"With what? These were from Prague. In 1954. Before Prague existed. When it was just an empty field with a glass-blowing shed."
"That's not how geography works," Goldie pointed out.
"Tell that to my mother when she's using my spine as a coat rack."
A new song started inside—Harold's algorithm apparently shifting to "Phase two" as the bass-heavy beat of "Push It" by Salt-N-Pepa transformed the living room into an impromptu dance floor.
"Your playlist's a hit," Adam observed, watching as kids who normally wouldn't speak to each other in the hallway began dancing with unexpected enthusiasm.
"Small comfort when I'm living in a cardboard box after my mother disowns me," Harold muttered, but a hint of pride crept into his voice.
Mike burst through the back door, face flushed with excitement or beer or both. "Wong! Your party is actually good! Like, legitimately enjoyable! It's a statistical miracle!"
"Thanks," Harold replied dryly. "I'll be sure to mention your endorsement at my funeral."
"Stop being so dramatic," Mike dismissed. "This place will clean up fine. And speaking of fine..." He gestured inside, where DeeDee had just arrived, scanning the crowd with obvious uncertainty.
Harold's entire demeanor transformed instantly. "DeeDee's here? She came? But her dad's therapy visit is tonight. She said she couldn't—"
"Apparently she could," Mike interrupted. "Now go greet your lady before someone else does. Tommy's already giving her the eyeball."
Harold needed no further encouragement, straightening his glasses and smoothing his shirt before hurrying inside with newfound purpose.
"That was surprisingly decent of you," Goldie observed.
"I contain multitudes," Mike shrugged. "Also, I may have called DeeDee earlier and told her Harold was having an emotional crisis about her absence. Might have mentioned tears."
"And there it is," Adam laughed.
"What? They're good together. Even if Harold has the romantic instincts of a calculator."
The party continued to evolve as the night progressed. Harold's algorithm proved eerily accurate—energy built through the dance phase, reaching a peak around eleven when someone discovered the karaoke machine in the Wong family rec room (a misguided birthday gift from Harold's tone-deaf uncle).
Through it all, the brotherhood maintained a careful awareness of tomorrow's mission. They nursed drinks, kept their wits sharp, and periodically checked on BROTHER's status through Harold's backup system upstairs. The final race of their summer adventure loomed large, even in the midst of teenage revelry.
Around midnight, true to Harold's prediction, the mood shifted as his carefully selected "Phase three" music took over. REO Speedwagon's "Can't Fight This Feeling" transformed the energy from frenetic to contemplative. Couples paired off in corners. Friend groups clustered on couches, sharing the deep, meaningful conversations that only seem profound after multiple beers.
Adam found Mike sitting alone on the roof outside Harold's bedroom window, legs dangling over the edge, staring up at stars partially obscured by suburban light pollution.
"Planning your escape route?" Adam asked, climbing carefully out to join him.
"Planning my future," Mike replied with unusual solemnity. "After tomorrow, everything changes."
Adam settled beside him, the roof tiles still warm from the August sun. "Scared?"
"Terrified," Mike admitted. "I mean, not about the race. BROTHER's got that covered. But after? When we're actual rich people with college funds and responsibilities? That's some heavy shit."
"Language," Adam said automatically, but without conviction.
"See, that right there!" Mike pointed accusingly. "In a year, you'll be at Cornell or wherever, becoming even more of a responsible adult. Harold will be building killer robots at MIT. Goldie will be terrifying Europe. And I'll be..."
"Still setting off fireworks in public fountains," Adam suggested. "Just with better quality fireworks."
Mike laughed, but it faded quickly. "I don't want it to end," he said finally. "This summer. Us. Everything."
"It doesn't have to," Adam replied. "The brotherhood survives geography."
"Says the guy who'll be riding high in the Ivy League."
"Says the guy who knows what matters," Adam corrected. "And it's not college or money or even BROTHER. It's this. Us. Four idiots who somehow haven't gotten themselves killed yet."
Mike considered this, then nodded slowly. "When did you get so wise, Turner?"
"Around the same time you stole a pink Cadillac and nearly got us all murdered."
"Fair point."
They sat in companionable silence, watching the party continue below them through the windows. Harold was slow-dancing with DeeDee in the living room, their foreheads touching as they swayed to Journey's "Faithfully." Several party guests had discovered Mrs. Wong's extensive collection of bubble bath and were creating a foam situation in the downstairs bathroom that would require professional remediation.
"For what it's worth," Adam said after a while, "I think you're going to surprise everyone. Including yourself."
"Yeah?"
"Yeah. You're not just the crazy ideas guy, Mike. You're the one who makes things happen. Who takes chances. The rest of us would still be staring at BROTHER's predictions if you hadn't pushed us to actually use them."
Mike absorbed this, a slow smile spreading across his face. "Damn right. I'm the action hero of this operation. You're the brains, Harold's the nerd, Goldie's the wild card, and I'm Bruce fucking Willis."
"I don't think Bruce Willis would have screamed like a girl when that raccoon jumped out at us in the woods last night."
"It was a battle cry," Mike insisted. "Very manly and intimidating."
"The raccoon looked embarrassed for you."
A new voice interrupted their banter. "There you are." Goldie appeared at the window, silhouetted against the light from Harold's room. "I've been looking everywhere."
"Secret rooftop conference," Mike explained. "Very exclusive. Password required."
"Is the password 'two idiots hiding from party cleanup'?" Goldie asked, climbing out to join them with considerably more grace than either boy had managed.
"Close enough," Adam conceded, making room for her between them.
The three sat in silence for a moment, watching the night sky and listening to the muffled sounds of the party below.
"Harold's freaking out about the dining room chandelier," Goldie reported. "Apparently someone's hanging from it."
"Five bucks says it's Tommy," Mike offered.
"No bet," Adam and Goldie replied in unison.
Another comfortable silence fell. Below them, the party continued its inevitable arc toward chaos and regret. Above, the stars maintained their ancient indifference to teenage drama.
"We're actually doing this tomorrow," Goldie said finally. "Betting everything on one horse."
"Scared?" Mike asked, echoing Adam's earlier question to him.
"Cautiously optimistic," she replied. "BROTHER's been right too many times to doubt now."
"But?"
"But nothing's certain. Not even algorithms."
Adam understood her concern. It was the same one that had been gnawing at him since they'd committed to the Travers. One race. One horse. One final wager that would either cement their legend or end it completely.
"Together," he said simply. "Whatever happens, we face it together."
"Brotherhood," Mike agreed solemnly.
"And sisterhood," Goldie added. "Since I'm still the only one with actual ovaries."
"Technically, men have vestigial—" Adam began.
"Finish that sentence and I'm pushing you off this roof," Goldie warned.
Adam wisely closed his mouth.
The moment stretched between them, comfortable yet charged with something unspoken. Tomorrow loomed large in all their minds—not just the race, but what came after. The inevitable separation as they followed their individual paths.
"I'm not going to Paris," Goldie announced suddenly.
Both boys turned to stare at her.
"What happened to 'fashion school in the most romantic city on earth'?" Mike asked.
"Changed my mind," she shrugged, trying for nonchalance but not quite achieving it. "Decided I'd rather stay closer to home. NYU has a good program."
"NYU?" Adam repeated, surprised. "Since when are you interested in staying in New York?"
"Since..." Goldie hesitated, her gaze flickering briefly toward Mike before returning to the stars. "Since I realized I might have reasons to stick around."
Mike, normally quick with a comeback for everything, seemed to have lost his voice. He stared at Goldie with an expression Adam had never seen before—something between hope and terror.
"I'm going to check on Harold," Adam decided, recognizing a cue to leave when he saw one. "Make sure Tommy hasn't destroyed any more family heirlooms."
Neither of them acknowledged his departure, still caught in whatever moment was unfolding between them. As Adam climbed back through the window, he glanced back to see Goldie's hand moving tentatively toward Mike's on the roof tiles between them.
Some algorithms, it seemed, were beyond even BROTHER's predictive capabilities.
Back in the heart of the party, Adam found Harold in the kitchen, meticulously documenting a new series of catastrophes while DeeDee attempted to salvage what appeared to be the remains of a very expensive flower arrangement.
"Status report?" Adam asked.
"We're at DEFCON 2," Harold replied grimly. "Tommy Blanchard is swinging from my mother's Czechoslovakian crystal chandelier. Someone's using her antique silver tea service for Jägermeister shots. And I'm pretty sure there are people having sex in my parents' bedroom."
"So overall, a successful high school party," Adam translated.
"If success is measured by my imminent disownment, then yes, wildly successful."
DeeDee placed a comforting hand on Harold's arm. "It'll clean up. And if not, I know a great adoption agency."
Despite his obvious distress, Harold leaned into her touch, finding comfort where he could. Adam watched them with a bittersweet realization—they'd all found something this summer beyond money and adventure. Harold had DeeDee. Mike and Goldie had whatever was happening on the roof right now. And Adam had...
Well, Adam had the brotherhood. And Uncle Jack's legacy. And the dawning understanding that some treasures couldn't be calculated in odds or measured in dollars.
A crash from the living room, followed by a cheer, suggested that Tommy's chandelier adventure had reached its inevitable conclusion.
"I should probably—" Harold began, moving toward the sound.
"I've got it," Adam assured him. "Take five minutes. Breathe. Maybe hide the family silver before someone melts it down for beer money."
Navigating through the crowded house, Adam found the living room in a state best described as "post-apocalyptic frat house." The chandelier hung at a precarious angle, several crystals scattered across the floor like expensive confetti. Tommy was being helped up by his football buddies, looking dazed but triumphant. And in the center of it all, someone had started an impromptu limbo contest using what appeared to be Mrs. Wong's prized antique curtain rod.
It was chaos. It was destruction. It was exactly what they needed.
One last night of normal teenage idiocy before they risked everything.
As Adam moved to intervene in the curtain rod situation, he caught sight of Mike and Goldie slipping back in through the front door, hand in hand, wearing matching expressions of stunned happiness. On the sofa, Harold and DeeDee had found a quiet corner, her head on his shoulder as they talked in low voices, ignoring the destruction around them.
For a brief, perfect moment, Adam saw them all as they were—not master gamblers or algorithmic geniuses or future college students, but just kids. His friends. His family. His brotherhood.
Tomorrow would bring the Travers, with all its promise and peril. BROTHER would face its ultimate test. They would either walk away millionaires or lose everything they'd built.
But tonight? Tonight was theirs.
Adam grabbed a red cup from a nearby table and raised it high. "To brotherhood!" he shouted over the music.
Across the room, Mike spotted him and raised his own cup. "To fucking brotherhood!"
"Language!" Harold called automatically, but he was smiling as he lifted his drink.
Goldie's cup joined the toast. "To whatever comes next!"
As if the universe itself wanted to punctuate the moment, the music shifted to Phil Collins' "In the Air Tonight," Harold's algorithm once again proving eerily prescient. The famous drum break hit just as Tommy Blanchard, recovered from his chandelier adventure, attempted a running slide across the hardwood floor—directly into Mrs. Wong's priceless Chinese vase.
The crash was spectacular. The silence that followed was even more so.
Harold's face drained of all color. "That's been in my family for twelve generations," he whispered. "It survived the Cultural Revolution, three relocations, and my cousin Peter's juggling phase."
"But not Tommy Blanchard's sock-slide," Mike observed.
"My mother is going to kill me," Harold stated with the calm certainty of someone who has accepted their fate. "Then resurrect me. Then kill me again."
"We'll get a replacement," Adam assured him. "I know a guy in Albany who specializes in Ming dynasty replicas."
"That wasn't Ming. That was Qing. Completely different dynasty! The glaze alone—"
"Look on the bright side," Goldie interrupted what promised to be a detailed ceramics history lesson. "After tomorrow, you can buy her an entire museum of vases."
The reminder of tomorrow's stakes settled over them again, momentarily dampening even Tommy's enthusiastic apologies (which primarily consisted of "THAT WAS AWESOME!" repeated at increasing volumes).
"One more day," Adam said quietly, just for the brotherhood to hear. "One more race."
"One more chance," Harold added.
"One last score," Goldie nodded.
"One epic conclusion to the greatest summer of our lives," Mike finished with characteristic flourish.
The party raged on around them, oblivious to the weight of tomorrow's mission. The brotherhood stood together in the eye of the storm, united in purpose and friendship as Phil Collins sang about waiting for this moment all their lives.
None of them noticed Principal Warner watching through the front window, his expression unreadable as he observed the chaos within. None of them saw him make a brief note in a small black book before walking back to his car, where a man in an expensive cream-colored suit waited patiently in the passenger seat.
And none of them could have known that the greatest test of their brotherhood was not the Travers Stakes, but what would come after—when the real price of their summer adventure would finally come due.
But that was tomorrow's problem.
Tonight belonged to them.
CHAPTER 19


The morning of the Travers Stakes dawned with the cruel perfection of a postcard. Pristine blue sky. Temperature hovering at ideal summer levels. Even the birds seemed to be chirping with extra enthusiasm, as if Mother Nature herself had decided to provide the perfect backdrop for their potential destruction.
"This feels like a setup," Mike observed, peering suspiciously at the cloudless sky as they loaded gear into the Oldsmobile. "Like the universe is lulling us into a false sense of security before it completely fucks us."
"Language," Adam muttered automatically, though his heart wasn't in it. He was too busy running contingency plans in his head, checking and rechecking that nothing had been forgotten.
The aftermath of Harold's party had been as catastrophic as predicted. The Wong residence now resembled a low-budget disaster movie set—furniture askew, mysterious stains mapping new constellations across the carpet, and the distinct smell of teenage poor decisions lingering in every room. Harold himself had barely spoken all morning, his thousand-yard stare suggesting his soul had temporarily left his body to avoid processing the destruction.
"Harold," Adam said, snapping his fingers in front of his friend's blank face. "Earth to Harold. You with us?"
"I calculated the exact cost of replacing everything," Harold replied in a hollow voice. "Adjusting for inflation and the black market value of my mother's irreplaceable family heirlooms, I'll need to win approximately nine million dollars today just to break even."
"That's the spirit," Goldie rolled her eyes, emerging from the house with BROTHER's case tucked securely under her arm. "Nothing says 'confident betting' like the crushing weight of maternal disappointment."
"Mrs. Wong won't be back until tomorrow night," Mike reminded him, loading the last of their equipment into the trunk. "That's plenty of time to replace a few vases and scrape Tommy Blanchard's DNA off the chandelier."
"The vase was Qing dynasty," Harold said for the dozenth time. "It witnessed the Boxer Rebellion. It was older than this entire country."
"And now it's witnessed Tommy Blanchard's sock-slide," Mike shrugged. "Still making history."
Adam checked his watch—a nervous habit he'd developed over the summer. "We need to move. Traffic's going to be brutal."
Travers day at Saratoga was no ordinary race day. It was the crown jewel of the summer season, drawing crowds that transformed the sleepy track into a seething mass of humanity, money, and thoroughbreds worth more than most suburban neighborhoods. Security would be tight. Eyes would be everywhere. And somewhere in that chaos, they needed to place the bet that would either make or break them.
One last job. One final score.
The drive to Saratoga passed in tense silence, each lost in their own thoughts. Harold meticulously checked and rechecked BROTHER's systems, muttering equations and probabilities like prayers. Mike fidgeted with nervous energy, unable to stay still for more than thirty seconds at a time. Goldie stared out the window, her usual sharp commentary replaced by quiet focus.
And Adam drove, knuckles white on the steering wheel, trying to project a confidence he didn't entirely feel.
Their plan was simple in theory: get in, place their bets on Thighs of Honor through different windows to avoid suspicion, watch the race, collect their winnings, and disappear into legend.
In practice, they all knew it would be anything but simple.
The first sign of trouble appeared as they approached the Saratoga exit. Traffic had slowed to a crawl, red brake lights stretching ahead like a crimson warning.
"This is bad," Adam muttered, tapping the steering wheel nervously. "Really bad."
"Relax," Mike leaned forward from the back seat. "We've got plenty of time. Race isn't for hours."
"We needed those hours for setup," Adam countered. "For reconnaissance. For—"
"For your control-freak planning," Goldie finished. "We'll adapt, Professor. We always do."
But adaptation became increasingly necessary as they finally reached the track. The parking lots were already filling, forcing them to the far overflow section that seemed approximately the distance of a marathon from the actual entrance. Security checkpoints had been established at every gate, officers scanning bags and checking identification with thoroughness that bordered on the obsessive.
"That's new," Harold observed nervously as they approached the main entrance, BROTHER's case clutched protectively against his chest. "They've never checked bags before."
"Probably because of that bomb threat last week," Mike suggested casually.
Three heads whipped toward him.
"What bomb threat?" Adam demanded.
"The one I might have called in anonymously to the track security office," Mike admitted. "Just a small one. To test their response protocols."
"You WHAT?" Harold's voice climbed to a register usually reserved for dog whistles.
"I needed to know their security patterns!" Mike defended. "How else was I going to figure out which entrance had the least thorough bag checks?"
"I don't know, Mike," Adam replied through gritted teeth. "Maybe by NOT calling in a FAKE BOMB THREAT that would put the entire track on HIGH ALERT?"
"Details, details," Mike waved dismissively. "The point is, the northwest service entrance by the employee parking has the laziest security guard. Guy was literally eating a sandwich during the evacuation drill."
"So we're completely screwed at the main entrance," Goldie summarized, eyeing the checkpoints with increasing concern.
"Pretty much," Mike confirmed cheerfully. "But I have a plan."
"Your plans are why we need plans in the first place," Harold muttered, but they were already following Mike as he led them away from the main gates, circling toward the northwest corner of the track complex.
Mike's intelligence proved accurate—the service entrance was manned by a single security guard who looked like he'd much rather be anywhere else. Unfortunately, he was also checking IDs with the grudging thoroughness of someone who'd recently been reprimanded for negligence.
"Employee entrance only," he drawled as they approached. "IDs required."
"No problem," Mike replied smoothly, producing what appeared to be a Saratoga staff badge. "New tech support team. Called in for the tote board glitch."
The guard squinted suspiciously. "Ain't heard about no tote board glitch."
"That's why they don't tell you guys anything," Mike sighed sympathetically. "Management, am I right? They expect us to fix the odds display before the feature race, but nobody bothers to inform security. Typical corporate nonsense."
The guard's expression shifted from suspicion to the immediate solidarity of the perpetually underappreciated working man. "Tell me about it. They got us doing double shifts because some punk called in a bomb threat, and they're still paying us the same garbage wages."
"Criminally underpaid," Mike agreed solemnly. "You should unionize."
"Trying to," the guard confided. "But Jenkins in payroll is a company man."
"Jenkins," Mike shook his head as if personally familiar with this betrayal. "No backbone."
This budding friendship might have continued indefinitely if Harold hadn't let out a small, strangled sound of panic. Adam glanced over to see beads of sweat forming on his forehead, his complexion approaching the color of uncooked pasta.
"You okay, kid?" the guard asked, noticing Harold's distress.
"Food poisoning," Goldie explained quickly. "Bad shellfish. He'll be fine once he gets to a bathroom."
"There's facilities just inside to the left," the guard directed, stepping aside with surprising speed. No minimum-wage job was worth being in splash radius of gastrointestinal distress.
"Appreciate it," Mike nodded, ushering Harold through the gate. "Jenkins is still a tool," he added as a parting gift.
"Total tool," the guard agreed, already turning his attention elsewhere.
Once safely inside and out of earshot, Adam rounded on Harold. "What was that about? You nearly blew our cover!"
"BROTHER's running hot," Harold explained, opening the case to reveal the device's temperature gauge flashing an ominous red. "The primary cooling system just failed."
"Can you fix it?" Goldie asked, peering over his shoulder at the blinking lights and exposed circuitry.
"Not here," Harold shook his head. "I need tools. A workbench. Preferably an ice bath and a miracle."
"How long before complete failure?" Adam demanded.
Harold's expression was grim. "Twenty minutes. Maybe less."
"The race is in three hours!"
"I am aware of the temporal considerations," Harold snapped, uncharacteristically sharp. "But thermodynamics doesn't care about our schedule. If BROTHER overheats, the core algorithm corrupts, and then we're just four idiots with seventy thousand dollars on a horse with no actual reason to bet on it."
The stakes of their situation settled over them like a physical weight. Without BROTHER, they were flying blind. Without BROTHER, Thighs of Honor was just another longshot in a field of better pedigreed thoroughbreds.
"We need a workshop," Adam decided. "Somewhere private. With tools."
"Maintenance shed," Mike suggested immediately. "Behind the stables. They repair starting gates there."
Once again, Mike's mysterious knowledge of track infrastructure proved invaluable as he led them through a maze of service corridors and restricted areas with the confidence of someone who'd studied the blueprints extensively. Which, knowing Mike, he probably had.
The maintenance shed was mercifully empty, its regular occupants presumably busy with pre-race preparations elsewhere. Harold immediately commandeered a workbench, unpacking BROTHER's components with the careful precision of a bomb disposal expert.
"I need a precision screwdriver set, thermal paste if they have it, and something cold," he instructed, not looking up from his work.
Mike rummaged through the shed's tools while Goldie located a small refrigerator in the corner. "There's beer," she reported. "And ice packs for the horses."
"Ice packs," Harold nodded. "As many as you can find."
Adam watched nervously as Harold disassembled BROTHER, exposing the intricate inner workings of their meal ticket. The main processor—salvaged from Harold's home computer—was running hot enough that heat waves visibly distorted the air above it.
"Can you save it?" he asked quietly.
"Maybe," Harold replied, voice tight with concentration. "If the core algorithm hasn't been corrupted by the thermal expansion of the silicon substrate."
"English, please."
"If the brains haven't been cooked," Harold translated grimly. "Now let me work."
For the next thirty minutes, they watched in tense silence as Harold performed mechanical surgery, applying ice packs, rewiring cooling systems, and occasionally muttering curses that would have shocked his mother into early retirement. Mike paced nervously, unable to stand still. Goldie kept watch at the door, alert for any sign of interruption.
And Adam felt the weight of leadership more heavily than ever, aware that their entire operation hung on Harold's ability to resurrect their technological advantage.
"There," Harold finally announced, closing BROTHER's case with trembling hands. "It's stabilized. For now."
"Will it last through the race?" Adam asked.
"Should," Harold nodded, though without complete conviction. "I've rerouted the cooling system and applied enough thermal paste to rebuild the Hoover Dam. But we need to be careful. No unnecessary calculations. No last-minute changes to parameters. We run exactly what we've already programmed."
"Good enough," Adam decided. "Now we place our bets and—"
"Shit," Goldie interrupted, peering through the small window in the shed door. "We've got company. Security sweep heading this way."
"How many?" Adam asked, immediately shifting to evacuation mode.
"Three. In uniforms. They're checking all the outbuildings."
"Back door?" Mike suggested, already moving toward the rear of the shed.
"Padlocked from the outside," Goldie reported after a quick check. "We're boxed in."
Adam scanned the shed desperately, looking for any escape route. The windows were too small for anyone larger than a jockey to squeeze through. The only entrance was the door Goldie was watching, where security guards were methodically working their way down the row of maintenance buildings.
"Hide," he decided. "Under the workbenches. Behind equipment. Wherever you can fit."
It wasn't a great plan, but it was the only one available. They scattered, finding concealment wherever possible. Mike wedged himself behind a stack of equipment crates. Goldie somehow folded her body into a cabinet that shouldn't logically have held anything larger than a raccoon. Harold slid under a workbench, BROTHER clutched protectively against his chest.
Adam had just managed to conceal himself behind a large tool chest when the door swung open.
"This one next," a gruff voice instructed. "Standard sweep. Check everything."
Through a small gap, Adam could see three security personnel entering the shed. They moved with the practiced efficiency of people who'd done this exact task many times before, checking behind doors, opening cabinets, examining anything large enough to hide contraband or unauthorized persons.
Which, unfortunately, included everything they were currently hiding in or behind.
Adam held his breath as heavy footsteps approached his position. A flashlight beam swept across the floor inches from his feet. One more step, one more sweep of that light, and he'd be discovered.
From across the shed came a sudden, violent retching sound.
"What the hell?" one guard exclaimed.
The footsteps diverted, moving away from Adam toward the source of the disturbance. Through his gap, Adam could now see Mike, who had somehow extracted himself from his hiding place and was now dramatically vomiting into a trash can.
"Sorry," Mike gasped between heaves. "So sorry. Food poisoning. Needed a bathroom. Found shed. Can't stop... oh god." Another impressive round of retching followed this explanation.
"Jesus Christ," the lead guard took an instinctive step back. "You can't be in here, kid. This is a restricted area."
"I know," Mike moaned pitifully. "But the regular bathrooms were so far... and I couldn't hold it... oh no, here comes more!"
The security team's professional training apparently didn't cover projectile vomiting scenarios. They backed away collectively as Mike produced sound effects that would have impressed a Hollywood foley artist.
"Alright, alright," the lead guard capitulated. "Let's get you to medical. Can you walk?"
"I think so," Mike replied weakly, allowing himself to be supported by one guard while continuing to make alarming digestive noises. "But I might not make it far before... you know."
"Just try to aim away from the uniforms," the guard pleaded. "These are dry-clean only."
As they guided Mike toward the door, he managed to make eye contact with Adam through the gap, offering the briefest wink before returning to his Oscar-worthy performance of a teenager with catastrophic digestive distress.
The door closed behind them, leaving the shed in silence.
"Clear?" Adam whispered after a moment.
"Clear," Goldie confirmed, extricating herself from the cabinet with considerably more grace than should have been possible. "Remind me to kill Mike for making those sounds. I'll be hearing them in my nightmares."
"He saved us," Harold pointed out, crawling out from under the workbench. "Though I could have done without the sound effects myself."
"He'll find us when he can," Adam decided, checking his watch. "We've lost time. The first race has already started, which means the betting windows are open. We need to move."
With BROTHER temporarily stabilized and security distracted by Mike's gastrointestinal theater, they slipped back into the growing crowd. The track was filling quickly, Travers day bringing out both the regular degenerates and the socialite crowd in their summer finery. Perfect camouflage for three teenagers with seventy thousand dollars and a questionable electronic device.
"I'll set up at the predetermined location," Harold said, clutching BROTHER's case protectively. "Northeast corner of the grandstand. Good sightlines to the track and the tote board."
"I'll place the first batch of bets," Goldie volunteered. "West side windows are always less crowded."
"I'll handle the high-roller windows," Adam nodded. "We'll draw less attention if we spread the larger bets across multiple locations."
They separated, each moving with purpose through the growing crowd. Adam kept his head down, avoiding eye contact with track regulars who might recognize him from previous visits. The high-roller betting area was in a separate section, catering to the kind of people who considered hundred-dollar bets to be small change. People with tailored suits and cold eyes. People like Ace Stefanberg.
Speaking of whom...
Adam froze mid-step as he spotted a familiar cream-colored suit in the VIP section. Ace was holding court among what appeared to be fellow owners and investors, gesticulating wildly as he spoke. Even from a distance, something seemed off about him—his movements too jerky, his laughter too loud, his energy practically vibrating off him in visible waves.
Ace was high. Very high. On his signature Angel Dust, presumably.
This complicated things. An Ace in full control of his faculties was dangerous enough. An Ace on PCP was unpredictable in ways that algorithms couldn't calculate.
Adam changed course, finding a less direct route to the betting windows that wouldn't take him past Ace's line of sight. As he wove through the crowd, he spotted Russo near the paddock, supervising preparations for Thighs of Honor's grand entrance. The massive enforcer looked even more intimidating in formal attire, his suit stretched across his frame like upholstery over a tank.
The betting lines moved with agonizing slowness. Adam checked his watch repeatedly, acutely aware of every passing minute. They needed to get all their bets placed before the odds shifted significantly. Already, the morning line on Thighs of Honor had dropped from 18-1 to 15-1 as money started flowing in.
When he finally reached the window, Adam maintained a carefully casual demeanor as he placed the first of his assigned bets.
"Ten thousand on Thighs of Honor to win the Travers," he said, sliding the cash across the counter.
The teller—a middle-aged woman who'd clearly seen it all—barely blinked at the amount. "Bold choice, honey. Any particular reason, or just feeling lucky?"
"Family tradition," Adam replied with a half-truth. "My uncle always bet the longshots."
"Hope he had better luck than most," she said, processing the bet with practiced efficiency. "Ticket stub's your receipt. Good luck."
One down, two more to go. Adam moved to the next high-roller window, repeating the process with another ten thousand. The second teller was less chatty, more suspicious, but ultimately took his money without comment. The third teller, however, gave him a long, evaluating look that made the hair on the back of his neck stand up.
"You're betting a lot on this horse, kid," he observed, making no move to process the final ten-thousand-dollar bet. "You know something I don't?"
"Just a feeling," Adam replied, trying to project casual confidence rather than the screaming panic building in his chest.
"Uh-huh," the teller clearly wasn't buying it. "You know, we monitor unusual betting patterns. Track policy."
"Is there a problem with my money?" Adam asked, trying a different approach.
"No problem with the money," the teller replied. "Just curious why someone your age is throwing thirty grand at a longshot. Makes a man wonder."
Before Adam could formulate a response that wouldn't sound like an admission of guilt, a commotion erupted from the paddock area. Shouts and screams rose above the general murmur of the crowd. The teller's attention shifted, professional wariness temporarily overridden by basic human curiosity.
"Hold that thought," he said, stepping away from the window to get a better view of whatever was happening.
Adam seized the opportunity, abandoning the final bet and melting back into the crowd. Sometimes thirty thousand was better than nothing, especially when the alternative was scrutiny he couldn't afford.
The source of the commotion became clear as he approached the paddock. A magnificent black thoroughbred—Thighs of Honor himself—was rearing and bucking, eyes wild, nostrils flaring as handlers struggled to control him. Ace was there too, his cream suit now stained with dirt as he shouted instructions that no one seemed able to follow.
"What happened?" Adam asked a nearby spectator.
"Horse went crazy," the man replied, not taking his eyes off the spectacle. "Just started bucking and kicking like he'd seen a ghost. Nearly took his trainer's head off."
This was bad. If Thighs of Honor injured himself before the race, all their bets would be worthless. Adam scanned the chaos, trying to make sense of the situation, when his gaze landed on a familiar blonde head moving purposefully away from the scene.
Goldie.
She caught his eye across the crowd and gave the smallest of nods, patting her pocket significantly before disappearing toward their predetermined rendezvous point.
What had she done?
Adam found out fifteen minutes later when they regrouped at Harold's monitoring station in the northeast corner of the grandstand.
"You did WHAT?" he hissed, keeping his voice low despite his shock.
"Ace was passed out in his private box," Goldie explained, maddeningly calm. "Completely wasted on his own supply. The Angel Dust was just sitting there in his jacket pocket. So I borrowed some."
"And gave it to the horse?" Harold's voice climbed an octave. "Are you insane?"
"Strategically aggressive," Goldie corrected. "Thighs of Honor was looking lethargic during the paddock examination. All the signs of being drugged to lose. Ace was setting up another fix."
"So you counter-drugged a drugged horse?" Adam couldn't believe what he was hearing. "With PCP?"
"Just a tiny amount," Goldie assured them. "Mixed into a sugar cube. Enough to counteract whatever Ace gave him to throw the race."
"You're certifiable," Harold declared. "Completely detached from reality. We've bet thirty thousand dollars on a horse that's now high on Angel Dust."
"Thirty thousand?" Goldie frowned. "That's not the plan. We agreed on seventy."
"There was a complication," Adam admitted. "The third teller got suspicious. I only managed to place thirty before I had to bail."
This unwelcome news was compounded by Mike's arrival, looking pale and disheveled after his encounter with security.
"Did I miss anything?" he asked, dropping into a seat beside them. "Besides the obvious mental breakdown you all seem to be having."
"Goldie drugged the horse with PCP, Adam only placed thirty thousand instead of seventy, and BROTHER's cooling system is making noises like a dying washing machine," Harold summarized grimly.
Mike absorbed this. "So, Tuesday, basically."
"This isn't funny," Adam snapped. "We're betting on a horse that's now on Angel Dust, with less than half our planned amount, using technology that's literally falling apart as we speak."
"When you put it that way, it sounds pretty grim," Mike acknowledged. "But consider the alternative: we could be in study hall right now, learning about the Louisiana Purchase."
Despite everything—the stress, the fear, the absolute certainty that they were careening toward disaster—Adam found himself laughing. It was the kind of laugh that bordered on hysteria, but it released something tight in his chest.
"We're so screwed," he managed between gasps.
"Spectacularly," Harold agreed, but he was smiling too.
"Magnificently," Goldie added.
"But together," Mike finished. "Brotherhood to the bitter end."
The PA system crackled to life, announcing thirty minutes until the Travers Stakes. Around them, the crowd was swelling, energy building as the feature race approached. Women in elaborate summer hats air-kissed acquaintances. Men in pastel blazers discussed bloodlines and betting odds with the solemnity of nuclear strategists. Regular track denizens eyed the socialites with a mixture of disdain and envy, united only by their common pursuit of that perfect bet.
"I need to check BROTHER one more time," Harold announced, opening the case with careful precision. "Make sure it's still—oh no."
The word "oh no" from Harold was never a good sign. Adam leaned in to see smoke—actual smoke—rising from BROTHER's main circuit board.
"That's not supposed to happen, is it?" Mike asked unnecessarily.
"Only if you're attempting to create a small fire rather than process algorithms," Harold replied, frantically disconnecting components. "The cooling system's completely failed. The overheating has fused the main processing unit."
"English," Adam requested, though he already knew it was bad.
"BROTHER's dead," Harold said simply. "Completely fried. We've got nothing."
The implications hit them all simultaneously. Without BROTHER, their bet on Thighs of Honor was just another longshot wager. Without BROTHER, they were flying completely blind.
"So we're betting thirty thousand dollars on a PCP-addled horse based on... nothing?" Mike summarized.
"Not nothing," Goldie insisted. "Based on all the previous analysis BROTHER already did. The 97% probability calculation still stands."
"Unless it was wrong to begin with," Harold pointed out. "Without running final checks, we can't be sure."
Adam stared at the smoking remains of their technological advantage, feeling the weight of leadership more heavily than ever. This was the moment that would define everything—push forward or pull back, double down or walk away.
"We've come too far to quit now," he decided finally. "BROTHER got us here for a reason. We trust the algorithm, even if the hardware failed."
The others looked at him, seeking the confidence they all needed in this moment.
"Thighs of Honor is our horse," Adam continued, finding certainty in the very act of declaring it. "Angel Dust or not. Thirty thousand or seventy. We ride this bet to the end."
"For brotherhood," Harold nodded, despite his obvious reservations.
"For fucking brotherhood," Mike agreed solemnly.
"Language," Adam and Harold said in unison, and just like that, the tension broke. They were just teenagers again, embarking on one last crazy adventure together.
The remaining time before the Travers passed in a blur of anticipation and dread. Harold attempted to salvage components from BROTHER's wreckage, more as a distraction than from any real hope of resurrection. Mike scouted the potential escape routes in case things went sideways post-race. Goldie monitored the tote board, where Thighs of Honor's odds had drifted up to 21-1 as other horses attracted more betting interest.
And Adam watched the paddock, where Ace's prized thoroughbred was still causing handlers significant difficulties. The horse's eyes rolled wildly. Foam flecked his muzzle. His muscles rippled with barely contained energy. Every few minutes, he would rear up suddenly, as if startled by something only he could see.
"That horse is higher than Willie Nelson at a Cheech and Chong convention," Mike observed, returning from his reconnaissance. "You sure that was a 'tiny amount' of Angel Dust, Goldie?"
"Enough to counteract the sedatives," she replied defensively. "How was I supposed to know he'd react like that?"
"Because it's PCP," Harold hissed. "It's not exactly known for its calming properties."
"At least he won't be sluggish," Goldie pointed out, ever the optimist.
"No, he'll just think the starting gate is a fire-breathing dragon and refuse to enter it," Mike countered.
Their bickering was interrupted by the horses beginning their procession to the starting gates. The Travers Stakes was minutes away from beginning. Thighs of Honor pranced rather than walked, tossing his head dramatically, his black coat gleaming in the afternoon sun. Compared to the other thoroughbreds moving with stately grace, he looked like he was auditioning for an equine production of "Riverdance."
"This is it," Adam said quietly as the horses loaded into the gates. "No turning back now."
Against all odds, Thighs of Honor allowed himself to be guided into position, though his handler practically dove to safety the moment the gate closed behind him. In the owner's box, Ace watched with an expression that suggested he was as high as his horse, grinning manically as he clutched the railing.
The crowd hushed as the final horses were loaded. The starter raised his hand. The moment stretched, taut with anticipation.
And then they were off.
The gates crashed open and fourteen thoroughbreds exploded onto the track. Except for Thighs of Honor, who seemed momentarily confused by the sudden freedom, hesitating a crucial half-second before launching into a run that seemed fueled by pure chemical energy.
"He's already behind," Harold groaned, covering his eyes then immediately peeking through his fingers. "We're done."
"Wait," Adam said, instincts from summers spent watching races with Uncle Jack kicking in. "Look at his stride."
Indeed, there was something different about Thighs of Honor's running style compared to previous races. Where before he had been methodical, controlled, now he was pure unleashed power. His hooves barely seemed to touch the ground as he accelerated, rapidly closing the gap created by his delayed start.
The announcer's voice rose with excitement: "AND THIGHS OF HONOR IS MAKING AN EARLY MOVE, CHARGING UP ON THE OUTSIDE FROM DEAD LAST! THIS IS UNPRECEDENTED SPEED FROM ACE STEFANBERG'S COLT!"
By the first turn, Thighs of Honor had somehow moved up to eighth position, threading between other horses with a recklessness that had other jockeys shouting in alarm. His jockey seemed less to be guiding him than simply holding on for dear life as the drug-fueled thoroughbred created his own path through the field.
"Holy shit," Mike breathed. "He's actually doing it."
"He's running like he's being chased by the devil himself," Goldie observed.
"Or like he thinks he IS the devil," Harold added nervously.
As they hit the backstretch, Thighs of Honor continued his improbable charge, picking off competitors one by one with a single-minded determination that suggested he'd forgotten this was merely a race rather than a life-or-death pursuit. The favorite, Morning Glory, still led by two lengths, running a textbook perfect race.
But perfection was no match for pharmaceutical enhancement and sheer animal chaos.
Thighs of Honor caught Morning Glory at the final turn, the two horses thundering neck-and-neck into the stretch. The crowd was on its feet now, sensing they were witnessing something extraordinary, even if they didn't know exactly what.
In the owner's box, Ace was screaming incoherently, his cream-colored suit soaked with sweat, his face contorted in equal parts disbelief and ecstasy. The brotherhood found themselves shouting too, all pretense of cool detachment abandoned as thirty thousand dollars and the culmination of their summer hung in the balance.
Ten strides from the finish line, Morning Glory still maintained the narrowest of leads. Thighs of Honor seemed to be tiring, the insane early pace finally taking its toll.
And then something happened that would enter into racing legend—a moment so bizarre that witnesses would still be debating it years later.
Thighs of Honor, perhaps seeing something in his drug-addled equine mind that wasn't actually there, suddenly leapt forward as if jumping an invisible obstacle. This unorthodox maneuver, completely against all racing norms, somehow propelled him past Morning Glory in a final surge of pharmaceutical-enhanced athleticism.
He crossed the finish line a neck in front, front hooves still elevated as if clearing a hurdle that existed only in his PCP-influenced reality.
The crowd exploded. The announcer lost all professional restraint: "AND IT'S THIGHS OF HONOR BY A NECK IN THE MOST EXTRAORDINARY FINISH I'VE EVER WITNESSED! STEFANBERG'S COLT LITERALLY JUMPED ACROSS THE LINE!"
The brotherhood stared at each other in stunned silence for approximately half a second before erupting into their own celebration. Harold actually climbed onto his seat, scientific dignity forgotten as he punched the air repeatedly. Mike was performing what appeared to be a rain dance combined with the Macarena. Goldie simply stood, arms crossed, wearing the satisfied smile of someone whose insane gamble had somehow paid off spectacularly.
And Adam felt something his Uncle Jack had described but he'd never truly understood until this moment—the pure, electric thrill of the perfect bet. The one that defies logic, laughs at odds, and transforms the ordinary into the extraordinary.
"We did it," he whispered, then louder: "We actually did it!"
"Six hundred and thirty thousand dollars," Harold calculated automatically, his brain's default setting reasserting itself even in victory. "At 21-to-1 odds on thirty thousand."
"Holy shit," Mike kept repeating. "Holy actual shit."
Their celebration was short-lived, however, as reality rapidly reasserted itself. All around them, track officials were moving with purpose. Judges were reviewing the race footage with uncommon intensity. And in the winner's circle, Thighs of Honor was still prancing erratically, eyes wild, refusing to stand still for the traditional photograph.
"We need to move," Adam decided, suddenly aware of their vulnerability. "Now, before they start asking questions about unusual betting patterns."
"Or before they drug test that horse and find enough dope to supply a Grateful Dead reunion tour," Mike added.
They gathered their belongings—including BROTHER's smoking remains, which Harold refused to abandon—and began making their way toward the exit. The plan had always been to collect their winnings through Mike's uncle's "associate" Louie, bypassing the track's official payout system entirely.
But plans, as they'd learned repeatedly throughout the summer, rarely survived contact with reality.
"Adam Turner," a voice called from behind them. "I believe we need to have a conversation."
They turned to find Principal Warner standing directly behind them, arms crossed, expression unreadable behind mirrored sunglasses that reflected their own panicked faces back at them.
"Principal Warner," Adam managed, his voice impressively steady considering his heart was trying to escape through his throat. "Enjoying the races?"
"Immensely," Warner replied, his tone suggesting the exact opposite. "Particularly that extraordinary performance by Thighs of Honor. Quite the longshot bet. Which, coincidentally, I understand you and your friends placed rather substantial wagers on."
"Lucky guess?" Mike offered weakly.
Warner's mouth twitched in what might have been a smile on someone capable of human emotion. "Indeed. Along with all your other 'lucky guesses' this summer. You four have developed quite the reputation at the track."
"We're just enthusiastic about the sport," Adam tried, already calculating escape routes. Warner was directly blocking their path to the main exit, but the service corridors Mike had identified earlier might still be viable.
"So enthusiastic that you've been manipulating betting odds, engaging in electronic fraud, and apparently—" Warner nodded toward the winner's circle, where Thighs of Honor was still acting like he was at an equine rave, "—drugging racehorses."
"That's a pretty serious accusation," Goldie countered, her face a mask of innocent outrage. "We're just high school students who got lucky."
"Very lucky," Warner agreed. "With the assistance of that smoking device Mr. Wong is clutching so protectively. The one that appears remarkably similar to an illegal electronic betting aid."
Harold instinctively tightened his grip on BROTHER's case. "It's a science project. For the upcoming fair. On, uh, thermal dynamics."
"Is that so?" Warner didn't sound convinced. "Then you won't mind coming with me to discuss this science project with track security. They're very interested in new technological developments."
The situation was deteriorating rapidly. Around them, the post-race crowd surged as people moved to collect winnings or drown sorrows. Security personnel were visibly coordinating near the main exits, their attention focused on scanning the departing spectators.
"With all due respect, sir," Adam began, falling back on his most polite, responsible-student voice, "we really need to—"
He was interrupted by a commotion from the winner's circle. Thighs of Honor, apparently deciding he'd had enough of post-race ceremonies, had broken free from his handlers and was now galloping uncontrolled through the paddock area, sending spectators diving for cover.
In the ensuing chaos, Ace Stefanberg could be seen chasing after his prize thoroughbred, cream suit now streaked with dirt, screaming incoherently about destiny and "the perfect chemical balance."
Warner's head turned instinctively toward the disturbance, offering the briefest window of opportunity.
"Run," Adam hissed, and just like that, the brotherhood scattered.
Mike went right, using his football-dodging skills to weave through the startled crowd. Goldie went left, somehow becoming two inches shorter and brunette by simply changing her posture and removing her hat. Harold went straight back, ducking under a refreshment table and commando-crawling his way toward the nearest exit.
And Adam went forward, directly past the momentarily distracted Warner, moving with the purposeful stride of someone who definitely wasn't fleeing from authority figures.
For about ten glorious seconds, it seemed to be working. The crowd, already disordered by the escaped horse situation, provided perfect cover for their getaway. Adam had nearly reached the service corridor that would lead to their predetermined escape route when a firm hand clamped down on his shoulder.
"Not so fast, Mr. Turner," Warner's voice came from directly behind him. "We haven't finished our conversation."
Adam turned, prepared to face the music alone, to take the fall so his friends could escape. But what he saw over Warner's shoulder changed everything.
Thighs of Honor, still high as a satellite and evidently seeking freedom beyond the track confines, was charging directly toward them, eyes wild, nostrils flaring, 1,200 pounds of PCP-powered muscle moving with terrifying purpose.
"Actually, sir," Adam said, ducking smoothly out of Warner's grip, "I think we'll have to continue this another time."
"What—" Warner began, then heard the thundering hooves and turned just in time to see the equine missile bearing down on him.
Adam didn't stay to watch what happened next. He was already running flat-out toward the service corridor, heart pounding, lungs burning. Behind him, the sounds of chaos intensified—screams, shouts, and what might have been Principal Warner discovering exactly how fast he could move when motivated by a drug-crazed thoroughbred.
The service corridor was blissfully empty as Adam sprinted its length, following the escape route they'd memorized during planning. Left at the first junction, right at the second, through the maintenance door, across the employee parking lot, and finally to the predetermined meeting point—a decrepit bus stop half a mile from the track property.
Mike was already there, doubled over and gasping for breath, but wearing the manic grin of someone who'd just experienced the greatest adrenaline rush of his life.
"Did you see that?" he wheezed as Adam approached. "The horse! Warner's face! It was beautiful!"
"Where are the others?" Adam asked, scanning the area anxiously.
"Goldie texted from the burner phone," Mike reported, holding up a basic Nokia. "She's clear, taking the long route to avoid surveillance. Harold's with her. They've got the backup tickets for Louie."
Adam felt a wave of relief wash over him. They'd made it. Against all odds, against security and Warner and the universe itself, they'd pulled off the impossible.
"So what now?" Mike asked once he'd caught his breath.
"Now we get as far from Saratoga as possible," Adam decided. "Meet Louie tomorrow to collect our winnings. And figure out what to do with six hundred and thirty thousand dollars."
"Besides replace Harold's mom's priceless Chinese vase?"
"Besides that."
They began walking toward the bus stop that would take them back to where they'd parked the Oldsmobile—miles away from the track as a precaution against exactly this scenario. The summer sun was beginning its descent, casting long shadows across the road ahead.
"You realize what we did, right?" Mike said after they'd walked in silence for a while. "We actually pulled it off. Everything. BROTHER worked. We beat the system."
"BROTHER died," Adam pointed out. "We drugged a racehorse with PCP. We nearly got caught by Warner. And we had to abandon most of our equipment."
"But we won," Mike insisted. "That's the point. We beat the odds. The algorithm worked, even if the hardware didn't. Uncle Jack was right."
Uncle Jack. Adam hadn't allowed himself to think about his uncle during the race itself, too focused on immediate survival. But now, with the danger temporarily behind them, he felt a connection to the man he'd never fully understood in life.
Jack Turner had chased this exact feeling—the perfect algorithm, the perfect bet, the perfect win against a system designed to ensure he'd lose. He'd found it, lost it, and spent years trying to recapture it. And in the end, it had destroyed him.
Would it destroy them too?
"Penny for your thoughts," Mike prompted, nudging him out of his reflection.
"Just thinking about Uncle Jack," Adam admitted. "About how this all started. About whether we're making the same mistakes he did."
"No way," Mike shook his head firmly. "We're different. We have each other. The brotherhood. Jack was alone at the end."
"I guess," Adam wasn't entirely convinced. "But the rush of it, Mike. That feeling when Thighs of Honor crossed the line... I get it now. I get why he couldn't stop."
"So what are you saying? You want to keep going? One more score after this one?"
Adam considered the question seriously. The temptation was there, no question. BROTHER could be rebuilt. The system refined. The algorithm protected. They could do this again and again, building their fortune, beating the unbeatable.
"No," he decided finally. "This was it. The last job. We got what we needed. We help DeeDee's family, set ourselves up for college, and walk away."
"While we're still ahead," Mike nodded approvingly. "Smart move, Professor."
The bus arrived, nearly empty at this hour, the driver barely glancing at them as they boarded. As they settled into seats, Adam's phone buzzed with a text from Goldie.
CLEAR. MEETING L TOMORROW 10AM. BRINGING CELEBRATORY BAGELS.
"They made it," Adam reported, showing Mike the text.
"Never doubted it," Mike grinned. "Goldie's probably already planning how to spend her share. And Harold's no doubt calculating the tax implications despite the fact that illegal gambling winnings aren't exactly reportable income."
They lapsed into comfortable silence as the bus wound its way through the outskirts of Saratoga, putting blessed distance between them and the chaos they'd left behind. Through the window, Adam watched the golden late-afternoon light transform ordinary suburban streets into something almost magical.
"We did it," he said quietly, more to himself than to Mike.
"Damn right we did," Mike agreed, slouching down in his seat with the satisfied air of someone who'd earned his rest. "All hail BROTHER. May he rest in electronic peace."
Adam smiled, allowing himself to finally relax as the reality of their victory settled over him. They'd faced every possible obstacle—technical failures, security threats, drug-addled horses, Warner himself—and somehow emerged not just intact but triumphant.
One million, two hundred sixty thousand dollars. Split four ways. Their future secured with a single, perfect bet.
Uncle Jack would have been proud.
As the bus continued its journey, carrying them back toward the Oldsmobile and eventually home, Adam found himself already looking forward to tomorrow. Not just because of the money, but because they'd still be together. The brotherhood intact. The summer's adventure concluded exactly as they'd planned.
What they couldn't have known—what none of them could have possibly anticipated—was that tomorrow would bring challenges that no algorithm could predict and no amount of money could solve.
But that was tomorrow's problem.
Today, they had won.
CHAPTER 20


"The problem with stealing—borrowing—one million, two hundred and sixty thousand dollars through questionable algorithmic means is the complete absence of an instruction manual for what comes next," Harold announced, hunched over his third backup laptop in the fishing cabin. The screen's blue glow cast his face in ghostly light as endless lines of code scrolled past.
"I'm pretty sure there's no instruction manual for most felonies," Mike replied, sprawled on the sagging couch with an arm flung dramatically over his eyes. "That's kind of the point."
The aftermath of their Travers Stakes victory had been considerably less glamorous than movies had led them to believe. No champagne showers. No supermodels appearing out of thin air. Not even a moment to properly celebrate before paranoia and exhaustion had sent them scurrying to the cabin like fugitives—which, technically, they probably were.
"Would both of you shut up?" Goldie snapped from her position by the window, where she'd been maintaining a vigilant watch for the past three hours despite overwhelming evidence that nobody was pursuing them. "Howard's trying to concentrate."
"Harold," Harold corrected automatically.
"Whatever, Howie," Goldie replied without turning from the window.
Harold opened his mouth to protest the nickname, thought better of it, and returned to his coding. The secure offshore account transfer was proving more complicated than expected, especially with BROTHER now reduced to a charred memorial to teenage ambition.
Adam watched them all from his perch on the rickety kitchen chair, feeling a strange mixture of triumph and anticlimax. They'd done it. Actually done it. The impossible bet. The perfect score. Uncle Jack's algorithm vindicated beyond all doubt.
So why did victory taste like stale Doritos and warm Capri Sun?
"Transfer complete," Harold announced finally, hitting the enter key with a flourish that seemed at odds with the gravity of the action. "One million, two hundred sixty thousand dollars successfully moved to four separate accounts in the Cayman Islands. Untraceable, untaxable, and most importantly, unreachable by anyone who might question its origins."
"Including us, if you forget the passwords," Mike pointed out.
"I've memorized them," Harold replied with dignity. "And created three physical backups stored in separate, secure locations."
"Your sock drawer, your Star Wars lunchbox, and under your mattress?" Goldie guessed.
Harold's outraged expression confirmed her accuracy. "Those are temporary locations pending more permanent arrangements!"
"Guys," Adam interrupted what promised to be another round of cabin-fever bickering. "Can we just take a minute to acknowledge what we've done? We actually pulled it off. All of it."
The reminder seemed to break through their collective exhaustion. For a moment, the weight of what they'd accomplished settled over the cabin like a physical presence.
"Holy shit," Mike said softly. "We're actually rich."
"Language," Adam corrected, but his heart wasn't in it.
"Three hundred and fifteen thousand each," Harold calculated for perhaps the twentieth time that evening. "After accounting for the money we set aside for DeeDee's family."
"Enough for college tuition," Adam nodded.
"Enough for a car that doesn't sound like it's digesting a lawn mower," Mike added.
"Enough to finally tell my dad I'm not going to be a dental hygienist," Goldie said with quiet satisfaction.
"And enough to replace my mother's Qing dynasty vase," Harold finished. "Theoretically. If such things were available on the open market. Which they aren't. So I'm still dead."
They lapsed into tired silence, the enormity of their accomplishment both exhilarating and exhausting. The cabin creaked around them, summer insects singing their endless chorus outside the screened windows. In the distance, the lake gleamed silver under the rising moon.
"We should have a proper toast," Adam decided, digging through his backpack to produce four slightly squashed Capri Sun pouches—the only refreshments they'd remembered to bring in their hasty retreat from civilization.
"To BROTHER," he said, raising his pouch once they'd all struggled with the microscopic straws.
"To BROTHER," they echoed, plastic pouches meeting with decidedly un-cinematic crinkles.
"And to Uncle Jack," Adam added more quietly. "Wherever he is."
"To Uncle Jack," Harold nodded solemnly. "Mathematical genius and questionable role model."
"Hear, hear," Mike agreed, then drained his Capri Sun with the enthusiasm usually reserved for championship champagne.
The moment was almost perfect—four friends celebrating the culmination of a summer's worth of impossible schemes and narrow escapes. Almost perfect, except for the unmistakable sound of tires on gravel outside.
"Someone's here," Goldie hissed, instantly alert at the window. "Car. Headlights off. Moving slowly."
"Cops?" Mike suggested, already shoving incriminating evidence—mostly empty chip bags and stolen track programs—under the couch.
"Why would cops drive without headlights?" Harold pointed out. "That's literally the opposite of their whole visual aesthetic."
"Warner?" Adam suggested, a chill running down his spine at the memory of their last encounter.
"Worse," Goldie reported grimly. "It's Tommy Blanchard's piece-of-shit Camaro."
A collective groan rose from the brotherhood. Of all the potential threats they'd anticipated, Tommy Blanchard was somehow both the least dangerous and most annoying.
"How did he even know we were here?" Harold asked.
"Probably followed us," Adam sighed. "He's been weirdly obsessed with what we're doing ever since the quarry incident."
"You mean since Mike programmed his swim trunks to self-destruct?" Goldie clarified.
"A scientific experiment that yielded fascinating results," Mike defended himself. "And provided valuable data on hydraulic propulsion systems."
"It provided the entire quarry with a view of Tommy's shortcomings," Harold muttered. "So to speak."
Before the conversation could devolve further, the cabin door burst open with the dramatic flair only a teenager with absolutely no sense of boundaries could achieve.
"What up, losers!" Tommy announced, arms spread wide as if expecting applause for his entrance. "Heard you guys got paid at the track today! Thought I'd swing by and see if you wanted to celebrate with the Tomminator!"
He was clearly already several beers into his own celebration, swaying slightly as he surveyed the cabin and its less-than-enthusiastic occupants.
"How did you find us?" Adam asked, already calculating how much of their operation Tommy might have pieced together.
"Followed you from Harold's house," Tommy replied with a shrug, confirming Adam's suspicion. "You guys have been acting weird all summer. Secret meetings. Whispering in the hallways. Then suddenly Wong's throwing ragers and you're all flush with cash? Doesn't take a genius."
"Evidently," Harold muttered.
Tommy either missed or ignored the insult, already moving toward their food stash like a heat-seeking missile. "So what's the deal? You dealing or something? Because my cousin knows guys in Albany who wouldn't appreciate the competition."
"We're not dealing drugs, Tommy," Adam sighed. "We just had a good day at the track."
"Uh-huh," Tommy clearly didn't believe this explanation, but seemed more interested in the remaining Doritos than in pressing the issue. "Whatever you say, Turner. Your secret's safe with the Tomminator."
"That's... reassuring," Goldie replied, in a tone suggesting it was anything but.
"So what's the celebration?" Tommy asked, mouth already full of stolen chips. "You guys just sitting around in the dark drinking juice boxes? Lame. I've got a cooler in the car if you want to do this properly."
The thought of spending their victory night with Tommy Blanchard was enough to make Adam consider whether jail might be the preferable option after all. But before he could formulate a polite rejection, another sound from outside caught their attention.
"Another car," Goldie reported, peering through the window. "This one's... pink."
"Pink?" Harold repeated, a note of panic entering his voice. "Like, Pepto-Bismol pink or more of a salmon color?"
"Like someone murdered a flamingo and used its blood to paint a Cadillac," Goldie clarified grimly.
The bottom dropped out of Adam's stomach. "Ace."
"ACE STEFANBERG?" Tommy squeaked, Doritos forgotten as his face drained of color. "THE Ace Stefanberg? Here? Why is Ace Stefanberg coming to a fishing cabin in the middle of nowhere?"
"Probably to murder us for stealing his car and drugging his horse," Mike suggested helpfully. "Or maybe he's just very lost."
Tommy was already backing toward the door, previous bravado evaporating like morning dew. "You guys stole Ace Stefanberg's car? Are you INSANE?"
"Borrowed," Mike corrected. "Temporarily."
"Holy shit," Tommy breathed, genuine awe momentarily overriding his fear. "You guys are dead. So, so dead. Like, closed-casket dead."
"Thank you for that assessment," Harold replied dryly. "Your confidence in our survival is truly heartwarming."
Outside, car doors slammed. Heavy footsteps approached the cabin.
"I'm out," Tommy decided, already halfway to the exit. "I was never here. I never saw you. I don't even know what a cabin is."
"Tommy, wait—" Adam began, but it was too late. Tommy had unlocked the door and pulled it open.
Revealing Ace Stefanberg, fist raised to knock, his massive cream-suited frame filling the doorway completely.
Tommy made a sound like a deflating balloon and froze, caught in the headlights of imminent destruction.
"Evening," Ace said pleasantly. Too pleasantly. The kind of pleasant that suggested underlying homicidal tendencies barely restrained by social convention. "Hope I'm not... interrupting."
"Nope! Just leaving! Wasn't even here!" Tommy babbled, attempting to slip past Ace's considerable bulk like a mouse evading a particularly well-dressed cat.
Ace's hand shot out with surprising speed, clamping down on Tommy's shoulder with what appeared to be bone-crushing force. "Stay," he suggested in a tone that made it clear this was not a request. "I think this conversation might be... educational for you."
Tommy whimpered but allowed himself to be guided back into the cabin, where he immediately put as much distance between himself and Ace as the small space would allow.
The brotherhood exchanged glances, a silent communication perfected over years of friendship and recent months of borderline criminal activity. Adam gave the smallest nod, and they shifted subtly, positioning themselves to protect each other if necessary.
"What are we going to do?" Harold whispered urgently. "He's going to kill us and use our intestines as racing silks!"
"I've got this," Goldie replied with unexpected confidence. "My cousin Moshe taught me Krav Maga. I know fourteen ways to disable a man using just my thumbs."
She stepped forward, adopting what was presumably meant to be a fearsome combat stance but looked more like someone experiencing severe gastrointestinal distress.
"Listen, Stefanberg," she began, voice firm despite the slight tremor in her hands. "We know why you're here, but you should know that I'm trained in—WHOA!"
Her threat was cut short as she attempted some kind of spinning maneuver that immediately went wrong, sending her crashing into the coffee table in a tangle of limbs and bruised dignity.
"That was supposed to be a diversionary tactic," she explained from the floor, already trying to salvage her reputation. "Lulling you into a false sense of security before I strike!"
"Impressive," Ace commented mildly. "Your cousin Moshe teach you that one too?"
"He's very avant-garde in his approach to combat," Goldie muttered, accepting Mike's hand to help her up.
Ace surveyed the cabin and its occupants with the calm assessment of a predator deciding which prey to consume first. His gaze finally settled on Adam, recognition and something else—something almost like amusement—flickering in his eyes.
"Jack Turner's nephew," he said, and there was an unexpected gentleness in his tone. "We meet again, under slightly less chaotic circumstances."
"Mr. Stefanberg," Adam acknowledged, bracing for whatever came next—threats, demands, violence.
What he wasn't prepared for was Ace's next words:
"Your uncle would have been proud." The crime boss moved further into the cabin, taking a seat on the sagging couch with the casual confidence of someone who owned everything he touched. "That was some play today. Drugging my horse. Manipulating the odds. Running the perfect algorithmic bet. Pure Jack Turner."
The brotherhood exchanged confused glances. This wasn't the murderous revenge scenario they'd anticipated.
"You're... not mad about the Cadillac?" Mike ventured cautiously.
"Or the horse?" Harold added. "The extremely expensive racehorse that we may have slightly enhanced with pharmaceutical supplements?"
"Mad?" Ace seemed to consider the question seriously. "No, not mad. Impressed. Few people have the stones to steal Ace Stefanberg's car. Even fewer would dare to drug my prize thoroughbred with my own Angel Dust."
"It was just a tiny amount," Goldie felt compelled to clarify. "For competitive balance."
"And it worked beautifully," Ace nodded, a strange smile playing at the corners of his mouth. "Thighs of Honor is now the talk of the racing world. Articles being written. Documentaries being planned. The mysterious jumping finish that defied all conventions. That horse is worth ten times what he was yesterday."
"So... you're welcome?" Mike suggested with characteristic recklessness.
To everyone's shock, Ace actually laughed—a genuine, full-bodied laugh that seemed at odds with his otherwise intimidating presence.
"Your uncle," he said to Adam once his laughter had subsided, "had that same unique perspective. That ability to see opportunity where others saw disaster. It's why we worked so well together, back in the day."
"You really knew him?" Adam asked, unable to hide his curiosity despite the potential danger of their situation. "Not just as competitors?"
"Knew him?" Ace's expression softened with what appeared to be genuine nostalgia. "Jack Turner was like a brother to me. The brains to my hustle. The algorithm to my action. Together, we were unstoppable."
"Until you weren't," Adam prompted.
Ace nodded, something like regret flickering across his features. "Until we weren't. Success changes people, kid. Makes them forget what matters."
"Money," Tommy suggested from his corner, then immediately looked like he regretted speaking when Ace's gaze swiveled toward him.
"No, Blanchard offspring," Ace corrected mildly. "Not money. Never money. Money's just a tool. What matters is loyalty. Family. The people who have your back when the world shows its teeth."
"Brotherhood," Adam said quietly.
"Exactly," Ace pointed a finger at him. "Your uncle forgot that. Got lost in his own genius. Started believing he was bigger than the foundation we built together."
The cabin fell silent as they absorbed this unexpected perspective on Uncle Jack—not just the brilliant but troubled gambler from Adam's memories, but a man whose ambition had fractured a partnership that mattered.
"Is that why you've been after BROTHER all summer?" Harold asked. "Because Uncle Jack took it when your partnership ended?"
"After it?" Ace seemed genuinely surprised by the question. "Kid, if I'd been seriously 'after' that algorithm, you four wouldn't have made it past June. I was curious. Watching. Seeing if Jack's legacy had found worthy inheritors."
"And had it?" Adam couldn't help asking.
Ace studied him for a long moment, his expression unreadable. "You tell me, Turner. One-point-two million off a thirty-thousand-dollar bet, with a busted system and a PCP-enhanced longshot? While evading track security and that human colonoscopy Warner? What do you think?"
"I think we got lucky," Adam admitted.
"No such thing as luck," Ace shook his head. "Not in this game. What you got was what Jack never managed to hold onto—people who kept you grounded. Who brought different skills to the table. Who balanced that algorithm with actual human judgment."
He gestured around the cabin, encompassing all of them. "This. This right here. The brotherhood. That's what Jack lost sight of. What I tried to remind him of, right up until the end."
"You were with him?" Adam asked, a lump forming in his throat. "When he died?"
"Found him," Ace corrected, his voice gentler than seemed possible for a man of his reputation. "In that motel room in Albany. Called the ambulance, but it was already too late. Heart gave out, just like the doctors had been warning him it would for years. Stubborn bastard never listened to medical advice."
Adam had never known the exact circumstances of his uncle's death. His mother rarely spoke of it, the pain still too raw even years later. To hear it now, from the most unexpected source, felt like closing a circuit that had been open too long.
"Why are you telling us this?" he asked. "Why come here tonight?"
"Because this chapter's closing," Ace replied simply. "My time in Saratoga's done. The local business environment has become... unfavorable to my continued presence."
"You're being run out of town," Goldie translated.
"I prefer 'strategically relocating to more accommodating markets,'" Ace corrected with a hint of his former manic energy. "The West Coast. Specifically, the boulevard of broken dreams itself."
"Hollywood?" Mike asked incredulously.
"Entertainment's the future, kid. Horses are yesterday's action. I've got connections at Paramount. Guy who owes me from a thing in '85. Talking about producer credits, development deals. The whole legitimate businessman package."
The image of Ace Stefanberg, crime boss and Angel Dust enthusiast, reinventing himself as a Hollywood player was both absurd and somehow perfectly fitting.
"So this is... what? A goodbye visit?" Harold asked, still clearly suspicious of Ace's motives.
"A recognition," Ace corrected. "Of worthy successors. And a warning."
"Warning?" Adam tensed again.
"Algorithms are like bitches in heat," Ace said, switching unexpectedly to what appeared to be pimp metaphors. "Tempting. Alluring. Promising the world. But they'll drain a man dry if he lets them become his only squeeze."
Tommy made a small, confused noise from his corner. Ace ignored him.
"BROTHER worked because you four made it work," he continued. "Because you brought balance to Jack's equations. Don't forget that balance. Don't let the algorithm become the pimp instead of the ho."
"I... don't think that metaphor quite works," Harold said before he could stop himself.
"Perspective, glasses," Ace waved dismissively. "The point remains. Know when to walk away. When the juice ain't worth the squeeze. When it's time to find new action."
"Is that what Uncle Jack couldn't do?" Adam asked. "Walk away?"
"Jack Turner was the smartest man I ever knew," Ace replied. "And the dumbest. Couldn't see the forest for the algorithm. Kept chasing the perfect equation long after it had cost him everything that mattered."
He leveled a serious look at Adam. "Don't make his mistake, Turner. This win? This score? This is where your story with BROTHER ends. Before it becomes an obsession instead of a tool."
The warning hit with unexpected force. Adam had already been considering exactly that—walking away while they were ahead. But hearing it from Ace, from someone who had witnessed Uncle Jack's descent firsthand, gave the decision new weight.
"We're done," Adam confirmed. "After today, BROTHER is retired."
"Good man," Ace nodded approvingly. "Your uncle would be proud. Not of the score—though that was magnificent—but of knowing when to fold."
He stood, adjusting his cream-colored suit with the casual elegance of someone who'd been born in formal wear. "Well, this has been... illuminating. But I've got a red-eye to catch. Hollywood waits for no man, not even Ace Stefanberg."
"You're really leaving? Just like that?" Mike asked, voicing the disbelief they all felt. "No threats? No demands for a cut of our winnings?"
"Kid, I made more on Thighs of Honor's win today than your little algorithm brought in," Ace replied with a dismissive wave. "The betting was just a side hustle. The real money's in the horse himself. That 'miraculous' finish just tripled his stud fees. You did me a favor."
He moved toward the door, then paused to look back at them. "But if you're ever in LA and need a friendly face... don't call me. Seriously. New identity, new life, new everything. Ace Stefanberg is retiring with this sunrise."
"What should we call you then?" Goldie asked. "If we hypothetically ran into you in Hollywood."
Ace considered this for a moment. "AJ Fuerza. Producer, entrepreneur, legitimate businessman." He winked. "Look for me in the credits."
With that peculiar farewell, he was gone, the door swinging shut behind him with surprising gentleness. Through the window, they watched as he climbed into the pink Cadillac—somehow even more ostentatious in the moonlight—and drove away, headlights finally illuminating as he reached the main road.
For a long moment, no one spoke. The cabin seemed suddenly larger without Ace's presence, the air lighter.
"So that happened," Mike finally broke the silence. "Ace Stefanberg just gave us life advice using pimp metaphors, then announced he's becoming a movie producer."
"Hollywood's weird enough already without adding him to the mix," Goldie observed.
"I don't know," Harold mused. "I'd watch an Ace Stefanberg production. It would definitely have interesting pharmaceutical elements."
They all turned as a small, strangled sound came from the corner—Tommy Blanchard, who appeared to have been holding his breath for the entire encounter, finally remembered that oxygen was a requirement for continued existence.
"What. The. ACTUAL. FUCK," he gasped, eyes wide with a mixture of terror and awe. "Was that real? Did Ace Stefanberg really just leave without murdering any of you? After you stole his car AND his horse?"
"Borrowed," Mike corrected again. "Temporarily. And technically, we borrowed the car but enhanced the horse. Different legal statutes entirely."
Tommy stared at them like they'd all grown second heads. "Who ARE you people? First the party at Wong's, now this? You've been running some kind of... operation all summer, haven't you? With that smoking box thing?"
He gestured toward BROTHER's charred remains, still visible in the open case on the table.
"It's a science project," Harold said automatically. "For the upcoming fair. On thermal dynamics."
"Bullshit," Tommy shook his head. "That's how you knew which horses would win. How you've been flush with cash all summer. You've got some kind of system!"
The brotherhood exchanged glances, silently debating how to handle this unexpected security breach. Tommy wasn't the brightest bulb in the chandelier he'd destroyed, but even he could connect these particular dots.
"Tommy," Adam said carefully, "what you saw tonight—"
"Was the coolest thing ever!" Tommy interrupted, his fear apparently forgotten in the face of his newfound admiration. "You guys scammed the tracks, made a fortune, and somehow got Ace Stefanberg to respect you instead of feeding you to whatever exotic animals he definitely keeps in his basement!"
"That's... one interpretation," Harold acknowledged cautiously.
"Can I just say," Tommy continued, now practically bouncing with excitement, "that I have never been more honored to have destroyed your mom's priceless Chinese vase, Wong. I mean, if that's what it takes to be adjacent to this level of legendary status, I would break a thousand vases!"
"Please don't," Harold winced.
"So what's next?" Tommy asked eagerly. "What's the next score? The next track? I want in! I can be useful! I'm strong! I can carry things! I can be a lookout! I can—"
"There is no next score, Tommy," Adam interrupted firmly. "This was it. The last job. We're done."
Tommy's face fell like a child who'd just been told Christmas was canceled. "Done? But you can't be done! You've got a system that works! You've got Ace Stefanberg's blessing! You've got—"
"Lives," Goldie cut in. "We've got lives. And they're heading in different directions now."
"Different directions?"
"I'm going to MIT in the fall," Harold explained. "Early decision."
"Army for me," Goldie added. "Leaving for basic training in October."
"Community college," Mike shrugged. "Probably. If I get around to sending in the application."
"Cornell," Adam finished. "Assuming my essay on 'How Summer Employment Shaped My Perspective' passes muster."
Tommy looked between them, genuine confusion on his face. "But... the brotherhood. The operation. All of it. It's just... over?"
There was something unexpectedly poignant in his bewilderment, as if Tommy had stumbled upon the most exciting story of his life just as the final chapter was being written.
"Not over," Adam corrected gently. "Just changing. That's what Ace was trying to tell us. Knowing when to fold. When to find new action."
Tommy absorbed this with surprising thoughtfulness. "Well, shit," he finally said. "That's actually kind of deep."
"Language," Adam and Harold said in unison.
Tommy stared at them for a moment, then burst into laughter—genuine, unrestrained laughter that proved contagious. Soon all five of them were laughing, the absurdity of the entire summer finally hitting them at once.
When the laughter finally subsided, Tommy wiped his eyes and straightened up with newfound determination. "Well, if this is really the end, you can't just sit around drinking juice boxes. Come on. My car. Now. I've got a cooler of actual beer and there's one last party at the quarry. Send your legend off properly."
The brotherhood exchanged glances, a silent conversation passing between them.
"We should celebrate," Mike agreed.
"Properly," Goldie nodded.
"With slightly more adult beverages than Capri Sun," Harold conceded.
Adam considered the offer. A proper send-off. One last night of teenage normalcy before they each went their separate ways. Before BROTHER and algorithms and betting systems became just stories they'd tell at reunions.
"Alright," he decided. "But there's something we need to do first."
"What's that?" Tommy asked, already halfway to the door in his excitement.
Adam looked at his friends—his real friends, not Tommy—and saw they already understood.
"We need to say goodbye," he said quietly. "To Thighs of Honor."
Harold nodded solemnly. "One last visit. To thank him properly."
"For carrying our asses across that finish line," Mike agreed.
"For being the perfect chemical balance," Goldie added with a small smile.
Tommy looked between them, clearly not understanding the significance but sensing it was important. "The horse? Ace's horse? You want to visit a horse before partying?"
"He's not just a horse," Adam explained, though he knew Tommy couldn't possibly understand what Thighs of Honor represented—the culmination of their summer, the physical embodiment of BROTHER's final prediction, the living link between Uncle Jack's legacy and their own futures.
"He's family," Mike said simply.
And with that, they gathered their things—the remains of BROTHER, the empty Capri Suns, the charred betting slips that had changed everything—and headed for the door. One final mission. One last moment together before their paths diverged.
What none of them could have known, as they piled into Tommy's Camaro with the innocent enthusiasm of teenagers celebrating the last gasp of summer, was that their story was racing toward a conclusion neither BROTHER nor Uncle Jack could have predicted.
A conclusion waiting for them in a stable at Saratoga Race Course, where a drug-addled thoroughbred and a long-simmering revenge plot were about to collide with devastating consequences.
CHAPTER 21


Dawn broke over Saratoga with deceptive gentleness, the kind of perfect summer morning that suggests nothing could possibly go wrong in such beautiful weather. Birds chirped. Sprinklers hissed across manicured lawns. And four teenagers with a remarkable resistance to hangovers crouched behind the hedge bordering Saratoga Race Course's stable area.
"This is a terrible idea," Harold whispered for approximately the seventeenth time since they'd parked Tommy's Camaro three blocks away. "We're returning to the scene of the crime less than 24 hours after committing it."
"It's not a crime scene if no one knows a crime was committed," Mike countered with the confident logic of someone who'd never actually studied law. "Besides, security will be minimal the morning after Travers. Everyone's nursing hangovers or counting money."
"I still don't understand why we couldn't just send a thank-you card," Harold muttered. "Hallmark probably has something appropriate. 'Thanks for being high on PCP and winning us a fortune.' It would be in the Equine Gratitude section."
"We owe him this," Adam said firmly. "A proper goodbye."
The "him" in question was, of course, Thighs of Honor—the drug-enhanced thoroughbred who had carried them to victory and financial freedom through what could only be described as the most improbable finish in racing history.
"I just hope he's come down from his trip," Goldie said. "I've heard Angel Dust can last for days in humans. I have no idea what the half-life is in horses."
"How much did you give him again?" Harold asked.
"Just a tiny bit," Goldie insisted. "Like, barely enough to counteract whatever sedatives Ace had already pumped into him."
"Enough to make him jump an invisible hurdle at the finish line," Mike reminded her. "Which was, admittedly, both terrifying and awesome."
"Focus," Adam interrupted. "Stable security does rounds every fifteen minutes. We've got a window coming up. Everyone remember the plan?"
The plan, such as it was, involved a remarkably straightforward approach to horse-visiting: wait for the security guard to pass, dash across to Barn 14 where Thighs of Honor was stabled, spend a few minutes saying their goodbyes, then disappear before the next patrol.
Simple. Direct. Almost elegant in its lack of complexity.
Which meant, of course, that it was doomed to fail spectacularly.
"Guard's passing now," Goldie reported, peering through a gap in the hedge. "Looks half-asleep. Probably wondering why he drew the short straw for morning-after duty."
They waited until the guard had rounded the corner of the farthest barn, then moved with surprising coordination across the open ground toward Barn 14. After a summer of increasingly elaborate schemes, this simple infiltration felt almost disappointingly easy.
The stable was dim and cool inside, the sweet smell of hay mingling with the earthier scents of horse and leather. Most of the stalls were empty, their occupants already departed for other tracks or home farms now that the Travers was over. But in the largest stall at the end, a familiar black head poked over the half-door, ears pricked forward with interest at their approach.
Thighs of Honor. The million-dollar miracle. The pharmacologically enhanced champion.
"He looks... surprisingly normal," Harold observed cautiously.
Indeed, the horse showed none of the manic energy he'd displayed during yesterday's race. His eyes were clear, his stance relaxed. If not for the plaque on his stall declaring his name and impressive lineage, he might have been any well-bred thoroughbred enjoying a quiet morning.
"Hey there, big guy," Adam said softly, approaching with his hand extended palm-up. "Remember us?"
Thighs of Honor regarded them with the inscrutable expression unique to horses—a blend of nobility and profound stupidity that somehow combines to suggest hidden wisdom. He sniffed Adam's hand, then nudged it gently with his velvet muzzle.
"I think he does," Mike grinned. "Probably remembers us as the ones who took him on the best trip of his life."
"He's beautiful," Goldie said, reaching up to stroke the horse's sleek neck. "I mean, I was too busy drugging him yesterday to really appreciate it, but... he's magnificent."
He was, too. Even to their untrained eyes, Thighs of Honor was clearly something special. Powerful muscles rippled beneath his glossy black coat. His proportions were perfect, his presence commanding. He stood with the natural confidence of an athlete at the peak of his powers.
"It's weird," Adam said after a moment. "In all of this—BROTHER, the betting, the algorithms—I never really thought about the horses themselves. They were just variables in an equation. Numbers to be calculated."
"That's what Uncle Jack forgot," Harold nodded. "The variables are real. The numbers mean something."
For a few minutes, they simply stood in quiet communion with the animal who had, unwittingly, changed their lives forever. Adam found himself thinking about variables and constants—how horses and algorithms and teenage dreams could collide in ways no one could predict. How a summer that began with finding Uncle Jack's disks had led them here, to this moment of connection with a creature who would never understand his role in their story.
"We should say something," Mike suggested. "Like a formal goodbye. A ceremony."
"What, like a prayer?" Harold asked skeptically.
"More like a toast," Mike clarified. "To brotherhood. To BROTHER. To this magnificent bastard right here."
The horse nickered softly, as if appreciating the sentiment if not the language.
"I'll start," Mike decided, placing his hand solemnly on Thighs of Honor's neck. "To unexpected alliances between teenagers and horses. May your stud fees be enormous and your PCP flashbacks minimal."
"To algorithms and variables," Harold added, joining his hand to Mike's. "To the unpredictable beauty of mathematics made flesh."
"To risks worth taking," Goldie continued, her hand joining the others. "And to Israeli cousins who teach questionable skills that come in handy at the most unexpected times."
"To Uncle Jack," Adam finished, completing the circle. "And to brotherhood. The one algorithm that always works."
The moment held, perfect in its sincerity despite the absurdity of the setting. Four friends, one horse, and a summer of impossible adventures drawing to its close.
The peaceful moment shattered as the stable door banged open, flooding the dim interior with harsh morning sunlight and framing a silhouette that Mike recognized first.
"Oh shit," he breathed. "It's Pedro."
"Who?" Harold squeaked.
"Pedro," Mike repeated urgently. "The jockey from the King's Court. The one I accidentally spilled a drink on. Who then tried to stab me with a swizzle stick."
"That Pedro," Goldie nodded grimly, already shifting her stance to what she presumably thought was a combat-ready position. "The one who swore a blood vendetta against all of us."
"I thought that was Roberto," Harold frowned.
"Roberto was the one who threatened to feed us our own fingernails," Adam clarified. "Pedro was the one who promised more creative forms of disembowelment."
"Hard to keep track of all the people who want us dead," Mike acknowledged.
Pedro—for it was indeed him—had not come alone. Three other diminutive figures flanked him, each wearing the distinctive silk shirts and tight pants of their profession.
"You," Pedro hissed, pointing a dramatically accusatory finger in their direction. "The children who disrespect the bones. Who drug the horses. Who make Pedro look like a fool!"
"To be fair," Mike couldn't help pointing out, "you were already wearing that shirt when we met you. The looking-like-a-fool ship had kind of sailed."
"Mike," Adam warned, "maybe don't antagonize the angry jockey and his vengeance posse."
"Did he just refer to himself in the third person?" Harold whispered.
"Pedro prefers to speak of Pedro as Pedro would be spoken of," the jockey declared with surprising dignity for someone brandishing what appeared to be a curry comb as a weapon. "And Pedro has not forgotten the insults of the domino night!"
"Look," Adam tried, adopting his most reasonable tone, "that was all a misunderstanding. We have no quarrel with you or your... friends."
"No quarrel?" Pedro's voice rose indignantly. "You shame Pedro at the King's Court! You steal Ace's pink car! You drug his horse!" He gestured emphatically toward Thighs of Honor, who was watching the proceedings with mild equine interest. "And now you return to the scene of your crimes like common street rats!"
"I object to 'common,'" Mike muttered. "We're clearly exceptional street rats."
"We were just saying goodbye," Goldie explained, her hands raised in what she hoped was a universal gesture of harmlessness. "We're literally leaving now. Right guys?"
"Absolutely," Harold nodded so vigorously his glasses threatened to fly off. "Leaving. Immediately. Never to return."
"Too late for leaving," Pedro declared ominously. "Pedro and his associates have sworn vengeance for the dignity of the jockey guild!"
"There's a guild?" Mike asked, momentarily distracted. "With like dues and membership cards and everything?"
"Mike," Adam hissed, "focus on the imminent peril, not the organizational structure!"
The four jockeys were spreading out now, blocking the stable's main exit and brandishing an assortment of stable implements that suddenly looked considerably more threatening than their intended purposes suggested.
"We should run," Harold suggested, eyeing the pitchfork one particularly grim-looking jockey was hefting.
"Agreed," Adam nodded. "Back door. On three."
"One," Goldie began.
"THREE!" Mike shouted, already bolting toward the rear of the stable.
The others followed instantly, years of friendship having taught them that sometimes Mike's impulsivity was actually the correct response to danger. The jockeys reacted with surprising speed for men who made their living perched atop thousand-pound animals, darting after them with the efficiency of predators who had evolved specifically to chase fleeing teenagers.
"They're faster than they look!" Harold gasped as they burst through the back door into the morning sunshine.
"They're professional athletes!" Goldie reminded him. "What did you expect?"
"Less murderous intent!" Harold replied, dodging around a water trough. "More sportsmanship!"
The chase took on the quality of a demented Benny Hill sequence—four teenagers of average athleticism pursued by four professionally fit but extremely short men across the grounds of one of America's most prestigious racetracks. They ducked between barns, vaulted hay bales, and at one point executed a perfect three-point split that would have impressed an NFL coach, sending the pursuing jockeys scrambling to recalibrate.
"We need a diversion!" Adam called as they regrouped behind the training ring.
"On it!" Mike replied with alarming confidence, and before anyone could stop him, he was darting toward the nearest stable.
"That's not the kind of diversion we need!" Harold shouted after him, but Mike was already disappearing into the barn.
"What's he doing?" Goldie asked, peering around the corner to track the approaching jockeys.
"Something stupid, brave, or both," Adam replied, having learned long ago that predicting Mike's specific actions was less important than understanding his general operating principles. "We need to be ready to move when whatever it is happens."
They didn't have to wait long. With a theatrical crash, Mike burst from the stable he'd entered, waving his arms wildly and making a sound that approximately mimicked a fire alarm having a seizure.
"What is he—" Harold began, then stopped as he registered what was happening behind Mike.
Horses. At least a dozen of them, released from their stalls and now cantering in confused circles, effectively blocking the jockeys' pursuit path.
"That works," Goldie conceded, impressed despite herself.
"Now we just need to circle back to the parking lot," Adam decided. "While they're distracted."
But Pedro and his posse were not so easily deterred. With the practiced ease of men who worked with horses daily, they were already bringing order to the chaotic equine situation, redirecting the loose animals toward the open training paddock while maintaining pursuit of their teenage quarry.
"Plan B?" Harold squeaked as they found themselves trapped between the jockeys and a tall fence.
"Working on it," Adam muttered, scanning their surroundings for any advantage.
Inspiration struck just as Pedro's triumphant "AHA!" announced that they'd been spotted.
"The race gate," Adam pointed to where the starting gate for training sessions stood at the edge of the track. "Through there!"
They sprinted for the narrow structure, squeezing through the metal gates one by one just as the jockeys closed the distance. Pedro reached the gate first, his face contorted with righteous fury as he tried to force his compact body through the same opening.
"You cannot escape Pedro's vengeance!" he declared, wiggling through the gate with the determination of a cat pursuing a particularly offensive laser pointer. "Pedro will have satisfaction!"
"Is that a euphemism?" Mike called back. "Because if so, gross."
"Mike," Adam admonished. "Are you physically incapable of not antagonizing people who are actively trying to kill us?"
"It's a gift," Mike shrugged.
They found themselves on the main track, the vast oval stretching around them like a moat of perfectly groomed dirt. The jockeys were fully through the gate now, closing the distance with the relentless efficiency of men who made their living through a combination of light weight and pure spite.
"Split up!" Adam decided. "We'll meet at the car!"
It was a tactical error. What Adam failed to consider was that four jockeys could split just as effectively as four teenagers, and that years of racing strategy had trained them specifically for pursuit scenarios.
Pedro broke left after Goldie. Two of his associates pursued Harold and Mike. And the fourth, a particularly grim-looking man with a scar bisecting one eyebrow, stayed locked on Adam like a heat-seeking missile.
"You insulted the bones," Scarface informed Adam as they raced down the backstretch. "Nobody insults the bones and walks away."
"It was a misunderstanding!" Adam protested, lungs burning from the extended sprint. "We meant no disrespect to the sacred traditions of dominoes!"
"Lies!" Scarface spat, somehow gaining ground despite his diminutive stature. "You and your friends made a mockery of the game! And worse, you did not pay proper tribute to the kings of the table!"
Apparently, the domino players at the King's Court took their recreational activities very seriously.
Adam risked a glance over his shoulder and immediately wished he hadn't. The other three jockeys had somehow corralled his friends into a converging path, herding them like particularly uncooperative sheep back toward where Adam was running.
"Tactical retreat!" Mike shouted as they closed distance. "They're unnaturally quick for having such tiny legs!"
"What's the plan?" Harold gasped, his glasses hanging precariously from one ear.
"Working on it!" Adam replied, scanning the track for any advantage.
It was Goldie who spotted their potential salvation—or doom.
"The stables!" she pointed to where Mike's earlier equine jailbreak had expanded. More horses had gotten loose in the commotion, and a group of confused thoroughbreds was now milling near the track entrance, held back only by a simple gate. "If we can get through them, the jockeys will have to slow down!"
"Or we'll be trampled to death," Harold pointed out.
"Option A seems preferable to whatever Pedro has planned for us," Mike countered, already changing direction toward the gathered horses.
As one, the brotherhood made for the equine obstacle course, the pursuing jockeys now close enough that Adam could hear their labored breathing and creative multilingual cursing.
What happened next would be debated by Saratoga staff for years to come. The official investigation would conclude that a "perfect storm of unlikely events" had contributed to the tragedy. Insurance adjusters would label it an "act of God" to avoid the astronomical payout that "gross negligence" would have required.
The truth was both simpler and more absurd: four teenagers, four vengeful jockeys, and approximately twenty high-strung thoroughbreds converged at precisely the wrong moment in precisely the wrong configuration.
Mike reached the gate first, throwing it open without considering that the horses beyond might interpret this as an invitation to freedom. Harold, close behind, realized the mistake too late to stop momentum from carrying him directly into the path of the newly liberated equines. Goldie, attempting to adjust course, collided with Pedro, sending both sprawling directly under thundering hooves. And Adam, trying desperately to avoid the chaos, found himself face-to-face with Thighs of Honor himself, the black stallion somehow having joined the escaping herd.
Time seemed to slow. For a perfect, crystalline moment, Adam locked eyes with the horse who had changed everything. There was recognition there—or perhaps just the projection of recognition by a human brain desperate to find meaning in chaos. Regardless, in that fraction of a second, Adam felt a connection that transcended their bizarre shared history.
Then physics reasserted its dominance over sentiment.
One thousand pounds of thoroughbred moving at thirty miles per hour meets 145 pounds of teenager moving in the opposite direction. The result is precisely what Newton would have predicted, if Newton had ever contemplated this particular scenario in between inventing calculus and being hit by apples.
In the official report, the technical term was "catastrophic impact trauma."
In reality, it was the sound of summer ending with devastating finality.

The Niskayuna Gazette ran the headline three days later, after dental records had confirmed what the mangled remains at Saratoga Race Course had suggested: "LOCAL TEENS KILLED IN TRAGIC TRACK ACCIDENT."
The article was factually accurate but emotionally sterile. Four teenagers—Adam Turner, Harold Wong, Margaret "Goldie" Harper, and Michael Niskayuna—had been at the track for "unclear reasons" and had somehow triggered a "stampede situation" that resulted in their deaths along with those of four professional jockeys.
It noted their respective academic achievements, Harold's early acceptance to MIT, Goldie's planned military service, Adam's Cornell aspirations. It mentioned that Mike had been "active in the community," which was the journalist's polite way of acknowledging that finding positive accomplishments for Mike had been challenging.
What the article didn't mention—couldn't mention, as the information wasn't public—was the discovery made two weeks later when bank officials attempted to contact next of kin regarding certain offshore accounts.
"MYSTERIOUS SARATOGA JACKPOT REMAINS UNCLAIMED!" screamed the headline on that story. $1.2 million in winnings, legitimately earned through a series of incredibly sophisticated bets, sitting in accounts that required retinal scans and voice authorization from owners who were now permanently unavailable to provide either.
The money would remain in limbo, gathering interest and dust, a monument to teenage ambition cut tragically short.
Four funerals were held in Niskayuna that week. Four sets of parents tried to make sense of the senseless. Four empty bedrooms remained frozen in time, shrines to lives barely begun before they ended.
At Harold's, Mrs. Wong carefully dusted the remains of BROTHER, now safely stored in a glass case alongside Harold's science fair trophies and MIT acceptance letter. She didn't understand what the device had been for, but she recognized her son's handiwork in its intricate circuitry.
At Goldie's, Mr. Harper found a notebook filled with detailed plans for Paris, sketches of designs she'd hoped to create, and a single pressed flower with "M+G" written beneath it. He added it to the memorial table at the funeral without comment.
At Mike's, his mother discovered a series of envelopes in his dresser drawer, each addressed to a different local charity and containing cashier's checks for exactly $5,000 each. She mailed them all, not bothering to wipe away the tears that smudged the addresses.
And at Adam's, Mrs. Turner finally opened the box of Uncle Jack's things that had started everything. Among the disks and papers, she found a handwritten note from her brother to her son, never delivered:
"Adam—algorithms are powerful, but brotherhood is everything. Never forget the difference. —Uncle Jack"
She placed it in Adam's coffin before they closed it for the final time.
The strangest reaction came from an unexpected source. Principal Warner, upon hearing of the tragedy, locked himself in his office for an entire day. When he emerged, he announced his immediate retirement, citing "personal reasons." Three days later, he sold his house and moved to Florida, where rumors suggested he'd had some kind of religious conversion.
The truth, which Warner would take to his grave many years later, was considerably more complicated. He had recognized BROTHER for what it was the moment he saw the smoking device in Harold's hands. He had intended to confront them, to confiscate the algorithm, perhaps even to use it himself.
Because twenty years earlier, Warner had been the third partner in Jack Turner and Ace Stefanberg's original operation. The one who had walked away when things got too intense. The one who had chosen respectable obscurity over the brilliant flame of their shared ambition.
Seeing those four teenagers—seeing the brotherhood recreated in a new generation—had triggered something in Warner he'd thought long buried. And their deaths, random and meaningless as they might appear to others, felt to him like the universe passing judgment on all of them—past and present—who had tried to beat a system designed to be unbeatable.
Life went on in Niskayuna. Summer faded into fall. The story of four teenagers killed by horses became just another tragic footnote in local history. Tommy Blanchard, the only one who knew any part of the truth, tried once to tell the story at a party but found that even he didn't believe it anymore. It sounded too fantastic, too absurd. So he stopped trying, and eventually, he stopped remembering.
But the legend persisted in whispers and rumors. Strange stories about teenagers who could predict the future. About millions of dollars unclaimed. About a summer when the impossible became possible, if only briefly.
And at Saratoga Race Course, a black stallion named Thighs of Honor went on to become one of the most successful sires in racing history, his offspring dominating tracks across the country for the next decade.
Almost as if some residual calculation, some perfect algorithm, lived on in his bloodline.
Almost as if BROTHER had found a way to survive after all.
CHAPTER 22


Legends grow like weeds in small towns—unstoppable, resilient, and often bearing only a passing resemblance to reality. The story of the four teenagers and their miraculous algorithm was no exception.
"I heard they hacked into NASA," Lisa Mitchell told anyone who would listen at Niskayuna High's ten-year reunion. "That's how they did it. Government-grade prediction software. My cousin worked security at Saratoga that summer, swears he saw them disappear into thin air when the feds came for them."
"Bullshit," Tommy Blanchard would counter, nursing his third beer and the lingering sense that he'd once brushed against something extraordinary. "It was the mob. I was there. Saw it with my own eyes. Ace Stefanberg himself came to their secret hideout. Talked in code about his 'organization.' They were laundering money through the tracks, got caught in a turf war with the jockeys. That's why they died—classic mob hit disguised as a freak accident."
"You were not there, Tommy," his wife would sigh, having heard this story enough times to recite it verbatim. "You were passed out in your dad's car after puking on Jessica Conley's shoes."
"I was there in spirit," Tommy would insist, and in a way, perhaps he was.
Principal Warner, sipping umbrella drinks on his Florida lanai, told a different version to his retirement community neighbors. "Brilliant kids," he'd say, staring into the middle distance. "Could have changed the world if they'd applied themselves to legitimate pursuits. Their algorithm had applications beyond gambling—weather prediction, stock markets, chaos theory. I tried to guide them, of course, but youth rarely heeds wisdom."
His neighbors would nod sympathetically, unaware that Warner's monthly income included royalties from a "financial forecasting system" sold to Wall Street firms that bore a suspicious resemblance to certain principles scavenged from Harold Wong's charred device.
Even Dexter Calloway got in on the mythmaking. "Saved my ass, those kids did," he'd tell wide-eyed teenagers loitering outside his convenience store. "Tipped me off to a sure thing at Saratoga. Paid for my kidney transplant, my daughter's college, and this store. Smartest damn kids I ever met. Shame about the aliens."
"Aliens?" the teenagers would inevitably ask.
"Why else would the government cover up what really happened?" Dexter would reply with the perfect circular logic of conspiracy theorists everywhere. "Think about it."
The versions multiplied and mutated, each teller adding their own flourishes. The algorithm became a supercomputer became alien technology became a pact with supernatural forces. The modest winnings grew to tens of millions. The horse stampede transformed into an elaborate government cover-up.
But perhaps the strangest version came from an unexpected source six years after the tragedy.
"They were visionaries," declared AJ Fuerza, Hollywood producer and self-described "entertainment mogul," during a particularly cocaine-fueled interview with Variety. "These kids saw possibilities others couldn't comprehend. Their algorithm? Pure genius. I know because I witnessed it firsthand. In fact, my upcoming film 'Algorithmic Summer' is inspired by their story."
The interviewer, understandably confused by this abrupt tangent from what was supposed to be a discussion of Fuerza's latest action blockbuster, asked for clarification.
"Four teenagers beat the system," Fuerza continued, his cream-colored suit somehow immaculate despite the visible sweat beading on his forehead. "They created something beautiful, something perfect, then had it all snatched away. Classic American tragedy. Like Romeo and Juliet but with more horses and gambling."
The film was never made. AJ Fuerza's promising Hollywood career imploded spectacularly six months later when he was arrested for attempting to train dolphins to smuggle cocaine across the Mexican border—a scheme he reportedly described to arresting officers as "foolproof, because who's going to frisk a dolphin?"
Some stories, it seems, are too strange even for Hollywood.
Through it all, through every wildly divergent version, one detail remained consistent: the money. $1.2 million in legitimate winnings, sitting unclaimed in accounts that would never be accessed. It became Niskayuna's own Oak Island treasure, inspiring generations of teenage hackers to attempt what adults insisted was impossible.
None succeeded. Whatever Harold Wong had programmed into those offshore accounts, it remained impenetrable—a digital Fort Knox guarded by the ghosts of its creators.
And what of BROTHER itself? The algorithm that started everything? Rumors persisted. Racing touts claimed to have fragments of the code, selling "guaranteed systems" to gullible gamblers. Computer science students at MIT whispered about the "Wong Protocol," an apocryphal programming technique that supposedly allowed prediction of inherently random events.
Most persistent was the theory that Harold had somehow uploaded BROTHER to a primitive internet before his death, that the algorithm lived on in the digital ether, occasionally manifesting in statistically impossible betting patterns or stock market anomalies.
A comforting thought, perhaps. The idea that something survived. That their creation outlived its creators.
But the truth about BROTHER's fate was both simpler and stranger, known only to a single person who had never spoken it aloud.
Me.
I found it three days after the funeral, carefully hidden in a hollowed-out calculus textbook in Harold's bedroom. Not the full system—that was truly gone, destroyed in the Saratoga fire—but the core algorithm. The mathematical heart of BROTHER, preserved on a single floppy disk with my name written on the label in Harold's precise handwriting.
I never used it. Never even tried to rebuild it. That wasn't what Harold wanted when he left it for me. It wasn't insurance or a legacy or even a gift. It was trust. A final act of faith from a boy who had finally learned that some systems can't be quantified or predicted.
So I kept it, this artifact of their extraordinary summer. Through college at FIT, through my first design job in Manhattan, through marriage and children and a life that Harold never got to see. I kept it as a reminder of what they'd discovered that summer—not the algorithm or the money or the perfect bet, but something far more valuable.
For years, I wondered why Harold had chosen me as the keeper of their story. I wasn't part of their inner circle, wasn't privy to their secrets until the very end. But as time passed, I understood: I was the bridge. The one who loved them but could see them clearly. The one who could separate the legend from the reality.
The one who could tell their story as it actually happened, not as others needed it to be.
So that's what I've done here. The true story of Adam Turner, Harold Wong, Mike Niskayuna, and Goldie Harper. Of BROTHER and Uncle Jack and Ace Stefanberg. Of a summer when four teenagers discovered an algorithm for beating the system, only to learn that the most important calculations can't be programmed.
They weren't perfect. God knows they weren't always smart. But they were brave and loyal and true to each other until the very end. And in a world where those qualities seem increasingly rare, their story deserves to be remembered accurately.
Even the embarrassing parts. Especially the embarrassing parts.
Harold would want me to end with something profound—some elegant equation that captures the meaning of it all. Adam would prefer something responsible, a moral lesson for future generations. Mike would demand a joke, preferably one involving bodily functions. And Goldie would just roll her eyes and tell me to get on with it already.
So in honor of all of them, I'll simply say this: brotherhood isn't an algorithm. It can't be calculated or predicted or optimized. It's messy and imperfect and occasionally involves stealing pink Cadillacs or drugging racehorses or running for your life from homicidal jockeys.
But when it works—when it really works—it's the only bet worth making.
As for the money? It's still out there, gathering interest, waiting for someone smart enough to crack Harold's security protocols. Over $3 million now, by my calculation. A testament to teenage ingenuity and the enduring legacy of BROTHER.
But no one will find it. Harold was too thorough, too cautious, too Harold.
Which is probably for the best. Some legends should remain just that—legends. Stories we tell ourselves about possibilities and potential, about beating unbeatable systems, about summers that change everything.
About four kids who, for one golden season, wrote their own rules.
And who, despite what Tommy Blanchard would tell you after his sixth beer, definitely did not ascend to a higher plane of existence via UFO during a horse stampede. That part's just ridiculous.
Though Mike would have loved it.
— DeeDee Patel New York, 2025
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