SOME WANT PLUG PULLED ON DOT-COM DEATHWATCH 
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IF you work in high tech, odds are you've played the most popular game in Silicon Valley. 

The game lives on a Web site whose name and design parody Fast Company magazine, but the first word isn't ''fast,'' it's unprintable. 


Like a number of Web sites that have sprung up since the Nasdaq went south this spring, this one bills itself as a deathwatch for dot-coms: which ones are running out of money and how long they've got before shutting their doors. 

What sets this particular site apart from others like dotcomfailures.com and SandHillToad.com is that visitors to the site actually compete to predict which dot-com will next plunge into oblivion. 

Call it ''Survivor'' for the wired set. 

There's no money at stake, but the jockeying for bragging rights gets hot and heavy, with a leaderboard tracking the top 100 scorers. 

''Everyone I know was playing on it,'' says Auren Hoffman, president of San Francisco-based recruiting firm Bridgepath. 

But not everyone is playing fair. Executives at some firms on the deathwatch complain that in their zeal to pick the next turkey, some users are spreading disinformation about listed companies. 

Like short-sellers driving down a stock price, these users anonymously pass around tidbits asserting that Company X just laid off half its workforce orcouldn't close its funding round -- whether or not it's true. Under the rules of the game, players aren't penalized if rumors don't pan out, and they get extra points for fingering a troubled company before anyone else. 

The misinformation can hurt employee morale, says Duffy Jennings, vice president of corporate communications at Fogdog Sports. Visitors to the deathwatch site have recently targeted the Redwood City-based e-retailer, trumpeting last week's departure of President Tim Joyce as a sign the company was on death's door -- much to the frustration of Jennings, who insists his firm has enough cash in hand to see it through next year. 

Fogdog's dilemma brings up a compelling question: How can companies in the game's gunsights defend themselves against the anonymous attacks? 

A vice president at one business-to-business Web site that recently made it onto the site's wall of shame says he got on the horn to complain when the site carried a rumor that a major layoff was in the works. The site's operators obliged by removing the offending information, he says. 

Philip Kaplan, the Web site's 24-year-old founder, tells me he's gotten about five such complaints since June, when he launched the site to drum up interest in his New York Web design firm. In each case, he says, he's changed erroneous items that ran in the site's ''headlines'' section -- though he doesn't retract anything posted on the ''rumors'' bulletin board. 

A company hoping to force Kaplan to yank an item would face an uphill legal battle, says Alan Melnicoe, who heads the technology practice group at San Jose law firm Hoge Fenton Jones & Appel. 

''If your site posts information that's incorrect, you're supposed to correct it,'' he says. ''Generally, Web sites don't want to get involved in litigation and they'll take it down.'' 

But if a Web site operator refuses, the victim would have to seek an injunction in court, a lengthy process Melnicoe calls ''a big hassle.'' 

Melnicoe also notes that reports of a dot-com's demise can become a self-fulfilling prophecy, if funders grow loath to invest in a company that's rumored to be having financial trouble. ''The damage is done by the time you get to court,'' he says. 

Of course, many of the companies on the Web site's list really do face legitimate questions about their future. But here's the insult on top of the injury: according to Kaplan, some of the most damning information about a given company may be coming courtesy of insiders. 

Writing under his nom-de-plume ''Pud,'' he recently admonished users to stop slamming their own companies ''just to get points on this stupid site.'' 

''On second thought,'' he added, ''that's pretty cool -- keep it up.'' 


Welcome back, Reback: 

Attorney Gary Reback turned heads in May when he walked away from Wilson, Sonsini, Goodrich & Rosati. 

The man who, while representing Netscape Communications Corp. first sicced the Justice Department on Microsoft Corp., resurfaced last week at a dinner for journalists at San Francisco's Maya restaurant. Ostensibly, the reason was for Reback to talk about his new company, a start-up called Voxeo. 

But the 51-year-old Reback and his 28-year-old co-founder, Jonathan Taylor, spent much of the dinner coyly deflecting questions about the company. People on hand seemed to think the aim was about creating buzz as much as anything. 

What little did slip out was that Voxeo will attempt to play in the telecom space, creating a link between a user's computer, telephone and wireless devices. For instance, a user might use Voxeo's technology to have his pager go off when someone tops his bid for a used lava lamp on eBay. 

Reback and Taylor have picked up an interesting secondhand item of their own: the former Scotts Valley headquarters of Borland International (now known as Inprise Corp.). Reback is enjoying the luxurious view from the CEO's suite that Philippe Kahn inhabited until 1994. (Ironically, the building was bought early this year by a group of Wilson Sonsini partners). 

In the early 1990s, Reback spent four years defending Borland in a landmark copyright lawsuit, followed by five more years tackling Microsoft. He admits that, at the end of all that, he was ''a little bored'' and casting around for a new gig. 

The rush of launching a new firm with a gang of twentysomethings has been just the tonic, he reports. 

''I'd been getting several business plans each week, a lot of start-ups asking me to run their companies.'' Last October, while still at Wilson Sonsini, Reback had settled on launching a business-to-business exchange and tapped a co-worker, Clegg Ivey, for help finding ''a first-class technologist.'' 

Ivey introduced his boss to Taylor, a high school friend who had developed an early technology for Internet messaging. Taylor flew in from Orlando, Fla., and was cool to the B2B idea, but he and Reback began talking telecom and sparks flew. 

''It was four months before I even let him go home,'' Reback says with a laugh. ''I was buying him shirts and pants.'' 

Since then, Reback has tapped his muscular network of tech CEOs and investors to rustle up $5 million in seed money. Voxeo's early backers include AboveNet Communications CEO Sherman Tuan, Novell CEO Eric Schmidt and former Nortel Networks CEO Paul Stern. 

The company is now hunting for venture capital, with the aim of doubling its payroll of 40 (including a customer service center in Orlando) by the end of the year. Reback, who's worked with most of the valley's VC heavyweights, should have his pick. In a twist, he's hoping to convince two big venture firms to share top billing in a funding round, something that's anathema on competition-driven Sand Hill Road. 

Then again, as Bill Gates will attest, Reback can be persuasive. 

