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Mary Ellen LaFlame, once a respected marketing consultant for a large commercial dispensary, loathed that the first thing people now saw was a meme. It wasn’t her resume or her clients but just ten blurry seconds of rage that had gone viral. In the clip, she berated two young Asian-American girls for selling cookies and lemonade without a permit. It had erupted on a YouTuber’s “Karen” channel, igniting a firestorm of outrage and leading to her job loss. Since then, she felt the ominous weight of public scorn crushing her. Even her inbox overflowed with hate.

Can’t she let kids make pocket change without flipping out?

Racist Karen, it’s that simple.

She’d read them all. She wasn’t sure which had stung worse—the insults or the silence from people she once considered friends.

Now, stepping out of the Uber about three blocks from her house in San Francisco’s Sunset District, she cinched her coat tighter. A chilling unease compounded by the damp, clammy fog cloaked the shadowy street ahead.

She dreaded revealing her actual address to anyone, not out of humility but fear. “Those little bitches had it coming,” she fumed, her anger igniting, a mixture of defiance and fear swirling in her chest.

She moved quickly, her boots soft on the sidewalk, skimming past puddles and fallen leaves. Her mind looped the same thoughts, like an algorithm she couldn’t escape.

Sure, the outraged snowflakes are celebrating my firing. They don’t know about the contract I signed to provide marketing services for the dispensary’s parent company. She thought. Between my fees and the stock options, I’m better off now than I was then.

Amidst her tumultuous thoughts, she paused to inhale deeply, ensnared by the crisp, ocean-kissed scent of the fog, which momentarily soothed her nerves even as a pang of anxiety gnawed at her chest. The fog carried a tantalizing hint of salt; she could almost taste the mix of salty seawater and pungent kelp.

Yes, let the snowflakes have their moment. Let them cancel me. She suppressed a giggle. I won’t be selling cookies on the street anytime soon. Waves of euphoria washed over her as the two edible sour delta-8 gummies she had taken before ordering her Uber began to take effect. She continued strolling briskly up the street, her mind racing.

Her thoughts turned syrupy, and a flicker of unease crept in. She observed her quiet corner of the city, the low, rumbling hum of urban life feeling more like a distant, mocking drone than comfort. The fog thickened, swirling around her with unnatural slowness, almost as if it sensed her vulnerability. Her thoughts spiraled into paranoia—what if the city itself was alive, bending to some unseen, malevolent force? The fog shifted, twisting in ways that made her irrational fears seep in—seeking to swallow her whole, hiding something she wasn’t meant to see. The comforting illusion dissolved, replaced by a growing sense that something sinister lurked within the mist, watching her every move. Even her neighborhood looked alien tonight.

As she passed a construction dumpster in a driveway three or four doors from her little house, she noticed that between the fog and what appeared to be a burnt-out streetlight, she was traversing an unusually dark section of the street. Her next step sent a chilling crunch of glass beneath her leather boots, amplifying her growing dread. She flinched and looked up at the streetlight; it was shattered. A jagged shell of metal and exposed wires hung where the bulb should have been. Her heart pounded as she took a deep breath, forcing a slow exhale.

It's just a broken light and fog.

She kept moving forward with that thought. She didn’t hear or see the man in the dark hoodie step quickly from behind the dumpster.

She didn’t see the garrote until it looped around her throat—and jerked her backward into the shadows.

Her boots skidded, toes dragging against the pavement. Her breath caught in a high-pitched gasp. She clawed at her neck, nails ripping at gloved fingers. The fog muffled her strangled cries, swallowing the tiny sounds. But the assassin kept dragging her to a spot he’d prepared between the dumpster and the garage door.

Is this it?

Is it someone from the internet?

Maybe the guy who wrote: Someone should teach you a real lesson.

Her elbow struck another dumpster, producing a hollow metallic thud, but it barely became audible. The fog swallowed the sound whole. The taste of sour gummies churned in her gut. She tasted lemon along with fear.

I should’ve walked past; I should’ve kept my mouth shut. But no, they don’t have any right to do this. Her brain spiraled between guilt and justification.

“D...don’t,” she whispered. “P...please,” her voice breaking.

But the man behind her said nothing. As he tightened his grip, he felt her struggle gradually wane, her pulse fluttering weaker, until it finally quit altogether.

The rough texture of the wire in his gloved hand felt cold and gritty, a stark contrast to the once warm pulse of the woman beneath him.

He spent another two minutes exerting maximum pressure on the wire around Mary Ellen’s neck. Bodies lie; they twitch, they breathe in reflex. It takes a few minutes for the brain to realize it’s done pretending to be alive. Another twenty seconds were spent positioning her head on the front page of a local newspaper, inch by inch, like a lover putting someone to bed. The alley was silent, and the fog was the veil. He snapped two quick, chilling pictures with his cheap burner cell phone, capturing her lifeless face and the date on the newspaper.

Ritual complete and evidence secured.

In another twelve minutes, he briskly walked several blocks, cutting through a parking structure where he shed his dark hoodie, leaving a light-colored Warriors jersey. He pulled a bright orange Giants knit cap over his head, covering his dark reddish hair.

Six minutes later, he sipped mocha at a terminal in an internet café. Coffee calmed his breath. He loved the aroma, the warmth, and the way the bitterness of the coffee mixed with the sweetness of the chocolate. The flickering monitor gave off the only light he needed. He inserted a thumb drive and, in short order, emailed the two photos to an account he’d set up earlier in the day. He ran the protocols to pull up his anonymous VPN account and launched the encrypted browser. And then there it was.

KillStarter.

The logo on the screen pulsed at the top of the dark interface stack against black. It looked clean and cold—a place where rage was currency, and death was deliverable.

Then he clicked into the accepted contracts tab. The screen displayed the Mary Ellen LaFlame line. He hit complete and uploaded the two photos of her bloated face. Based on the current Bitcoin to dollar conversion rate, he expected just over $15,000 to be credited to his account.

After a moment, the screen blinked—Confirmation Received and payment processing. And after another, the screen blinked—Payment credited—0.2653 BTC. He watched the transaction clear. The transactions were always smooth; after all, KillStarter had a reputation to sustain.

Not bad for a couple of hours of work, he thought. In truth, it had taken three days of tracking the target, noting the turns she took, forming a plan, and thinking through the details several times. It was his third successful KillStarter job, and no one had doubted him once. He leaned back slightly as he took a whiff from his coffee mug. In the past three months, he’d earned about $65,000 in contract fees, eliminating disgusting pieces of human refuse from the living. That was the beauty of KillStarter—no middlemen, no need to meet the clients in secrecy, just a contract, a photo, and a code.

He felt a grim satisfaction, a sense that he was doing more than just taking lives—he was righting wrongs, executing a form of vigilantism that society was too timid to acknowledge. With each contract, he felt a surge of righteousness, a belief that he was contributing to a greater good, however dark and unconventional the method might be. These weren’t just jobs; they were missions, a way to cleanse the world of its filth, one target at a time.

Before logging out, he checked the open contracts tab and took a quick look. He’d been keeping an eye on a particularly difficult opportunity targeting a government official. He was a high-profile politician accused of fabricating his entire professional resume to mislead the public and enhance his own wealth. Below, the comment thread was already a storm of digital outrage. But he didn’t click accept, not yet. He closed out the session, ran a simple overwrite program that not only erased the computer’s history data but replaced it with a similar set he’d recorded one afternoon in a public library. He substituted it with archived browser data of product ratings for mid-price dishwashers while running mock drafts on a widely used fantasy football site.

As he stepped outside, he swiftly removed the SIM card from the burner phone. A sense of relief washed over him as he carefully discarded the device along with the thumb drive into a series of sewer drain openings. Every step felt tense yet purposeful, a small victory in the careful dance of evasion. As he hurried to his parked vehicle, a fleeting sense of calm seeped in—soon, he’d be crossing the bridge, leaving the suffocating city behind for the quiet solitude of his cabin in the foothills.

And with this thought, he slid into the driver’s seat, the engine humming beneath him, fingers tapping lightly on the steering wheel.

“Hey, Siri—play track four,” he muttered.

“Okay, William James. Playing track four—The Man You Were.”
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Chapter 2
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Lee Mann rode north out of Monterey on Highway 1. Dressed in faded black jeans, black boots, and a black leather jacket emblazoned with the colors of the Monterey County Motorcycle Club, MC2, he looked every bit the hardened biker that the average citizen would take pains to avoid. It had been too long since he had ridden, so he savored the wind in his face and the powerful rumble of the engine beneath him. He loved catching glimpses of the sparkling Pacific nestled between tall evergreens swaying in the breeze, like old memories peeking through the tree gaps. Eventually, he veered right and climbed into the hills separating Santa Cruz from San Jose and the Silicon Valley.

His mind drifted briefly to another high-stakes moment. A time when the stakes had been just as high—measuring a tense negotiation that had spiraled dangerously out of control, leaving him battered but wiser. It reminded him how unpredictable these moments could be, how easily the line between control and chaos blurred. Now, facing a similar uncertainty, he knew this operation demanded every ounce of his focus and restraint. Could he walk that line again without losing part of himself?

Eventually, he pulled into the gravel parking lot of a weathered biker bar called Teddy’s. It had a solid reputation in the biker community for two reasons: the best chili for miles and its status as neutral ground among outlaws. Hector Perez, the gentle giant of a proprietor, served the best bowl of chili anywhere within a day’s ride. He was affectionately known as Osito or Teddy Bear, a nickname earned less for his imposing size than for his placid demeanor. A more accurate nickname might have been “granite block.”

The second reason for Teddy’s fame was that bikers could wear their respective colors—the patches on their leather or denim jackets that identified which club or gang they belonged to—into Teddy’s freely without fear of conflict. It was a rare haven where club leaders could meet, discuss mutual opportunities, and negotiate club-related differences without violence.

Lee stepped inside, pushed his sunglasses up into his salt-and-pepper hair, and waited for his eyes to adjust. The spicy aroma of Teddy’s chili made his stomach growl. Hector used rich chorizo sausage as the savory base, dishing out steaming bowls that wafted through the bar like a warm embrace. “Oz,” he said, nodding at Hector.

Following Hector’s gaze, Lee spotted the only booth in the bar, a four-person semi-circle in the corner. A couple sat there, looking wildly out of place. They were dressed as if for a hike in the redwoods, fidgeting nervously, clearly uncomfortable. Their dark denim and bright wool plaids clashed hard with the gritty biker vibe.

“Bring me a small bowl with light cheese, please,” Lee said. “And Oz, we’ll need the wand.”

Hector nodded and reached under the bar, pulling out a metal detection wand stored alongside a battered aluminum bat he used to settle most bar disturbances. And the Remington 870 tactical shotgun for when the bat wasn’t enough.

He followed Lee to the booth. Lee spread his arms. Oz carefully ran the wand over Lee’s body, the metal beeping sharply as it approached the sheath at his belt. A sound sliced through the hushed anticipation in the bar, making every patron lean slightly closer to the unfolding drama. Lee removed the survival knife from the sheath and set it on the table. Oz ran the wand over Lee’s hip a second time, and it was a clean pass.

Lee leaned in slightly, his voice steady but measured. “Who’s next?” he asked, scanning the couple. They both seemed tense, their breaths shallow, eyes jittery with worry. The man hesitated, hands trembling just enough to betray him, while the woman’s knuckles turned white as she pushed her jacket sleeve up. Her face was pale, eyes darting around as if she expected the walls to close in. Their nerves were raw, but Lee’s calm and assured tone cut through their anxiety like a scalpel. He understood the weight of his role—trusting in his training, resilience, and discipline. The couple, on the other hand, looked trapped, their confidence drained by fear. Lee silently labeled their uncertainty—a reminder that even the most desperate acts echoed with desperation and regret.

“Can’t be too careful,” Lee said coolly, letting the weight of his words hang for a beat. “We probably don’t want this chat ending up in an evidence room.”

He continued, placing both hands on the table, steady and deliberate. “I understand you need a couple of packages delivered.”

“We do,” said the man, his voice tight and trembling just beneath the surface.

Lee cocked an eyebrow, eyes narrowing slightly as he shifted in his seat. “Let’s have the first one.” The man slid a manila envelope across the table with shaky hands. The woman’s trembling hands pushed her jacket sleeve higher, her knuckles still white and visibly strained as she fought to remain calm.

“What’s in this one?” Lee inquired after savoring a few spoons of the warm, spicy chili, his tone calm, yet edged with an unspoken challenge.

“The name and address of a certain person, along with his license plate number and other details,” the man replied, his voice strained.

Lee’s gaze shifted to the woman, unwavering and steady as stone. “Your husband?” he said softly, wiping his mouth with a napkin. The woman looked down, her face pale, eyes darting to the side as if the walls might close in. She didn’t answer, just pushed her chili aside, her stomach twisting.

“Doesn’t matter,” the man interrupted quickly, his voice cracking.

“Hmm,” Lee nodded and took another spoonful, then looked back at them. “And the second?” he asked, his voice unnervingly calm.

The woman hesitated a heartbeat too long before producing a shoebox tightly bound with packing tape and sliding it across the table. Her hands trembled visibly, as if her nerves might shatter.

“What’s in here?” Lee asked, his voice sharp as if demanding the truth directly.

“Fifty thousand dollars. Cash,” the man said, swallowing hard, his voice barely steady.

Lee scraped the last of his chili onto a final spoonful, savoring it slowly, and finally reached for the box.

“Here’s what happens next,” he said. “I’m going to ride these packages into the hills and leave them under a certain rock. Then I’ll make a call—let it ring three times, hang up. That’s the signal. Do you understand what happens after?”

“We do, yeah,” the man said quickly, eyes fixed on the table, hands clenched.

“And that is?” Lee pressed, his voice low and steady.

“A fatal accident will befall the person we’ve named. An accident that doesn’t prevent his life insurance from paying out the accidental death benefit.”

Lee’s gaze landed directly on the woman, studying her tense posture and darting eyes. “You’re both okay with this?”

“Yes,” she muttered, voice trembling as she tried to maintain her composure. “Yes. For god’s sake, yes.” Her face was flushed, cheeks taut, her eyes pleading—barely holding it together as she avoided Lee’s gaze. “Can’t we finish this up?”

Lee nodded once, slowly. Then he gathered the shoebox, the envelope, and the metal detection wand. Without another word, he stood, turned sharply, leaving behind the thick tension in the air. He looked back at them one last time. “One piece of advice: when the shit hits the fan in about ten seconds, stay seated and keep your hands in plain view on the table.”

As Lee turned to leave, the woman spoke. She was no longer fidgeting but still pale, her voice trembling on the edge of disbelief.

“Wait,” she said. “Who...who are you exactly?”

“Deputy Sheriff Lee Mann of the Monterey County Sheriff’s Department,” he said evenly, the words landing like a blade.

“You set us up,” the man said, barely above a whisper. Lee offered a blunt, unsympathetic smile. “No, you set yourselves up.”

And then, right on cue, six uniformed officers from the City of Santa Cruz Police Department and the Santa Cruz County Sheriff’s Department entered the bar. They clustered around the quickly deflating couple. As the couple sagged under the weight of realization, the sting of betrayal settled in as the officers moved in to cuff them and read them their rights. Lee watched everything unfold and stepped close to Oz, giving him a one-armed hug.

“I don’t know exactly where we stand in terms of who owes whom, but I owe you double for this one,” Lee expressed to Hector. “If anyone you know is ever jammed up, you know I’ll do everything I can to get them un-jammed.”

“We’re good, my friend,” said Hector. “We’re always good.”

Lee left Teddy’s and stopped briefly to hand over the envelope, the shoebox, and the wand to a couple of plainclothes detectives from the SCPD.

“Did you get everything?”

“Yeah,” said one of the detectives. “They never think there might be a transmitter in the wand. We’ll split them up, and they’ll both be blaming the other in minutes.”

The other detective nodded and turned to face Lee. “Thanks for playing your role. The guy works for the planning department at City Hall, and we were concerned he might recognize one of our local folks.”

“Glad to help,” Lee replied, then added with a grin, “Felt good to get a ride in and have an hour or so to myself on the road. Also, it’s always a bit of fun to go undercover. Looks like my ride’s here.”

He scurried forward. “I have to run; Niki has a volleyball match tonight. It’s her first varsity match, and I can’t miss it.” He tossed the keys to the motorcycle to the other detective.

“Can you make sure the bike gets back to impound?”

With that, he climbed into the patrol car, heading down the winding road to Monterey. His job was done, his promise kept, and a different kind of mission awaited him on the volleyball court.
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Chapter 3
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The architect of KillStarter, a website buried in the shadowy recesses of the dark web and accessible only through the TOR network, settled into his first-class seat as the plane leveled off. A quiet, predatory calm replaced the chaos of his recent days. Despite owning two private jets, he preferred the anonymity of a commercial flight—less conspicuous, more discreet. He leased his jets to small and mid-sized firms, content to thrive in the shadows while remaining behind the curtain. Through the tinted window, he watched the world blur into insignificance, a flicker of satisfaction crossing his face. His rise had come not from fame but from meticulous, calculated moves—crafting novel data solutions, then quietly selling them, always behind the scenes, always watching. Power, as he believed, resided not in visibility but in silence. Public accolades bored him; privacy thrilled him.

His dark, shoulder-length hair was pulled into a loose ponytail that swung with his motion, a few strands purposefully left astray. A subtle reminder of how much he kept under control—of everything. His fingers, long and precise, danced over his MacBook Air while his eyes flicked between the window and the screen as he logged into the network of encrypted sites. The dark web’s depths were his domain; he navigated them with an almost casual menace. On his screen, a series of letters and digits materialized—a string of seemingly random numbers, but to him, they were the blueprint of power. He copied the data, pasted it into his Excel macro, and watched as the report formed—rows labeled with commodities he neither owned nor cared for, columns obscuring the activity he truly monitored: the mentions, the chatter, the footprints of KillStarter.

And the true pulse ran beneath the surface—KillStarter was gaining traction. He was always seeking a bigger picture, a deeper game. The reports confirmed his suspicion—mentions on dark web forums multiplied, law enforcement forums awakening. A smirk played at the corner of his mouth.

This is just the beginning, he thought with quiet intensity, a cold thrill racing through him. He didn’t merely run KillStarter; he engineered it. With each line of code, with every calculated move, he reminded himself that he was threading an unpredictable needle—a master of control and chaos, all wrapped in an eerie calm that bordered on unsettling.

His past scars fueled his obsession; he turned vulnerability into a weapon, invisibly pulling the strings while the world believed it was in control.

For him, KillStarter wasn’t just a platform; it was a vessel. A movement designed to dismantle the power hierarchy and ignite a collective uprising. He was the architect of chaos, and as he watched the increasing mentions and growing scrutiny, his mind swam with possibilities. He had already plotted the next move—silent, relentless, surgical in its precision. The idea wasn’t just to kill; it was to let the people choose. And they were choosing, faster than he’d expected. This was his domain, and in it, he was king.

* * *
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FBI SPECIAL AGENT MIRANDA Walker leaned back in her seat, fingers pausing on the keyboard as her eyes flickered between notes and crime scene images on her laptop. Her role in the recent prosecution of a habitual sex offender had earned a hard-fought victory, but there was no time to savor it; justice never rested. The glow from the screen highlighted the faint smudge of fatigue under her eyes. Each case pushed her to the edge—each victim a reminder of what was at stake. Her unwavering principles of justice and protecting the innocent drove her forward. She had spent countless hours infiltrating online predators’ hideouts, carefully extracting the truth without crossing the line, knowing that every move could be the difference between saving a child or losing them forever.

She glanced beside her and noticed the wristwatch she had placed on the table. Quietly, she clasped it back on her wrist. The familiar click echoed her nightly ritual. Time didn’t matter once she was in focus mode.

Tonight, her relentless drive brought her to her first FBI plane. The hum of the jet and the faint vibration of the engines starkly contrasted with the quiet intensity swirling inside her. She grasped her notes; this wasn’t her first time in a room full of cops, but this was different. This time, her notes acted as a war map, and she was ready to share what she’d uncovered, knowing the stakes were higher than ever.

She had spent most of the night feverishly working on her presentation. She’d never flown on a Bureau jet before, let alone one tasked specifically for her. Over the past three years in the cyber-crime division, she had started in the bait seat—chatting up predators online, hanging out in chatrooms, engaging with mostly men, and occasionally a woman interested in moving from racy chat with a “thirteen-year-old” girl to arranging a meetup.

She had quickly assumed management responsibility for the team and had a long string of successful prosecutions to show for their efforts. Miranda had a remarkable ability to engage potential predators, skillfully extracting self-incriminating messages without crossing the line into entrapment. They called her style “Mirandizing,” a nod to a famous legal case that underscored her understanding of the thin line they navigated.

Miranda had spent the past few days immersed in the dark web, tracking online predators and analyzing threads linked to child exploitation. Her focus sharpened when her supervisor—Special Agent in Charge of the Cyber-Crimes division out of the Saint Louis field office—called her into an unscheduled meeting.

“Five victims in six months, all in Northern California,” he said, rubbing his temple. “We don’t know if it’s five different killers or one moving fast. And we’ve got nothing meaningful linking them except wild chatter. KillStarter might be more than a myth now.”

A flicker ignited in Miranda’s eyes. She’d wanted a deeper look into KillStarter ever since the name started surfacing, but there had always been another predator, another emergency. But now she could finally do it.

For the next few hours, she immersed herself in researching KillStarter. After a quick nap, a shower, and a change of clothes, she grabbed her go-bag, her laptop, and was in the air, on her way to San Francisco. She spent most of the flight finishing her presentation.

Upon arrival, she was greeted by two local agents who escorted her to her hotel after she politely declined their kind invitation to stop for drinks. By the time she settled into her room, it was nearly midnight in San Francisco, and the time change had left her feeling off-balance. With jet lag taking over, she pushed through the exhaustion, ready to face the challenge that lay ahead.

Earlier, she had reviewed a dark web map of KillStarter’s digital activity, her brows furrowed. This wasn’t some fringe platform; it was a forum linking fantasy to real-world violence. Her supervisor’s voice echoed in her mind.

“I need someone to walk the local teams through it. Not just a surface sweep, but give them the full scope. How the dark web operates, what KillStarter actually is, how these pledges work. Start to finish, soup to nuts.”

She exhaled slowly, deciding to take a few minutes for herself as she applied her favorite moisturizer. As she inhaled the soothing lavender fragrance, a wave of calm washed over her, momentarily easing her worries.

Despite the day’s impending pressures, she felt a steely resolve enveloping her as she drifted into a troubled sleep.
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Chapter 4
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The post-game pizza party was winding down. The scent of melted cheese lingered in the air, and laughter faded into screen taps and muted side chats. The girls, who just an hour earlier had erupted into a boisterous mix of laughter, hand slapping, and victory whoops, now settled into silence, hunched over their phones, signaling that it was time to move on. Parents stood by the door, coats in hand, casting nervous glances at one another, reluctant to be the first to end the celebration.

“Okay, girls, let’s box up the leftovers,” said Lee Mann. Ten large pizzas had proven to be overkill for fifteen volleyball players. With roughly half remaining, he planned drop it at a local homeless shelter.

He made the rounds, shaking hands and exchanging hugs with parents, bumping fists with the girls. Before long, it was just him and his daughter, Niki.

“I’m so proud of you, kiddo,” he said, looking her in the eye. “Really proud.”

She gave a small nod but didn’t meet his gaze. Although she felt the warmth in his voice, it did little to ease the ache of her mother’s absence, especially keen tonight.

Niki’s fingers trembled slightly as she fiddled with her mother’s ring, which she wore on a chain around her neck. Her thumb rubbed over the smooth, cold metal in circles. Her gaze was unfocused, fixed on the distant glow of the streetlights beyond the window, but her eyes saw nothing. The weight of unspoken sorrow settled over her like a heavy cloak. Lee noticed the tremble in her fingers; his throat tightened, but he said nothing.

Tears welled in Niki’s eyes as she said, “I wish Mom could have seen the game.” Her voice sounded uneven. “She spent a million hours in cold gyms watching me practice and play on my age-group teams.”

“She was watching, Niki-chan,” Lee assured her. He wanted to say more, needed to, but the words caught in his throat, and all he managed was, “We both know she was watching,” while tears glistened in his steel-blue eyes.

Nicole Mann, or Niki, was a sixteen-year-old high school sophomore, and tonight marked her first varsity volleyball game as a starter. While she wasn’t the team’s star, it was clear her skills were on par with the more experienced players, and her role would continue to grow.

It had been a little more than three years since Umi’s death from a particularly invasive breast cancer, which had progressed rapidly from an initial Stage I diagnosis to Stage IV. In less than seven months, Umi had transformed from a vibrant mother, shepherding her daughter to volleyball practices and aikido sessions, to a frail shadow, struggling even to sip water from a paper cup.

Lee had told himself it was better that way. A blessing really. He felt it was a quick mercy that Umi’s suffering was not unduly prolonged and a blessing that Niki’s was not either. Still, losing a mother at thirteen had been challenging, to say the least. Niki threw herself into school, sports, and volunteering to help injured sea otters at a local shelter. No father could be prouder of his daughter.

But watching Niki now, still rubbing the ring as if it could summon her mother back, he wasn’t so sure.

“I still don’t get it,” Niki muttered. “Of all things—breast cancer? Mom barely had a chest. And me?” She let out a bitter laugh. “The mean girls say I’m Nicole Mann ‘cause I’ve got nothing. Thanks, Mom—wherever you are.”

Lee exhaled slowly. “I’m not going to be baited into a conversation about your anatomy, but for the record, I loved every inch of your mother,” he emphasized. “She was beautiful inside and out, just like you, Niki-chan. Now, let’s get out of here.”

They carried their pizza boxes to Lee’s SUV. As they loaded the boxes, his phone buzzed sharply with three short, three long, and three short staccato bursts. The Morse code for SOS was the ringtone he had selected for a text message from his boss, the Monterey County Sheriff himself. Stowing the pizza, he removed his phone and read:

We’ve been summoned to a multi-jurisdictional clusterfuck, I mean meeting, at FBI Headquarters up in the city. Something to do with cyber-crime. Be ready to roll by 8:45. Bring the nerdette.

Hmm? thought Lee. The last time they’d been summoned to the FBI’s San Francisco field office, it was to discuss security measures with the Secret Service surrounding a series of campaign stops by the incumbent president. He sent a quick text to his “nerdette,” Moss Pendleton, who served as his administrative assistant, researcher, and IT specialist:

Need you ready to roll by 7:30 SHARP. Heading to SF with the boss. That’s AM. Dress PROFESSIONALLY.

With Moss, that last part mattered. Time was a fairly nebulous construct to her—as was fashion.

Lee slid the phone into his pocket and glanced over at Niki, who was now sitting in the passenger seat, arms folded across her chest, her face angled toward the night. He watched her for a moment, then started the engine and pulled out of the parking lot, already thinking about what the FBI might want and how to shield Niki from whatever lay ahead.
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Chapter 5
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Bob's living room hung thick with smoke. The bong rested in his lap like a relic, its glass smudged and still warm from the last hit. Bob Twain exhaled slowly, a practiced motion, letting the THC ease the grip of his thoughts. The screen before him flickered with KillStarter’s homepage, an unnerving mix of brutal democracy and digital anonymity. He took another drag, feeling the familiar wave of euphoria wash over him, and began pacing as he considered the confluence of events that had led him here.

Before California embraced medicinal marijuana and dispensaries sprouted in strip malls, before pot had become outright legal, Bob and his co-writers had grown tired of scoring their stash from street dealers. Relying on dealers was cumbersome; they had to gather cash, arrange meetings, and worry about being busted or ripped off. Consequently, he and several members of the writing team had investigated buying in bulk. Everything changed when they discovered a pot cooperative in Humboldt County, allowing them to bypass the risks associated with conventional dealers and ensure a reliable supply. It was a smarter way to stay high. For years, they had anonymously purchased online cryptocurrency, similar to Bitcoin, and exchanged it for shipments of weed. Even now, with pot legal, Bob lingered in the shadows, part habit, part curiosity. He’d begun navigating political forums, watching both sides twist themselves into soundbites. Somewhere along that rabbit hole, he stumbled upon KillStarter.

A month ago, he received a text from one of the co-writers:

Check out a site called KillStarter on the #DW #holyfuck

Just like that, Bob was hooked. The concept chilled him. A platform where users could crowdfund the execution of reprehensible individuals? It struck a dark nerve, forcing him to confront his own morals. Anonymously, Bob found himself both captivated and repulsed by the implications of such a venture. He wished he’d conceived the idea, sensing it could lead to a lucrative seven-figure script deal.

From the moment he discovered the site, he was ensnared. A tangled fascination took hold, as if the digital shadows had woven a trap from which escape was impossible. Each nomination felt like a step deeper into a clandestine universe where morality blurred. He checked in regularly to monitor nominations, funding progress, and contract statuses. A mix of curiosity and anxiety kept him returning.

Eventually, Bob contributed a few hundred dollars in cryptocurrency to two of the listings. He would never forget the day one of the contracts he’d backed was accepted. The initial rush of excitement far exceeded the thrill of voting for a reality show contestant in a singing competition. Yet beneath the thrill boiled an undercurrent of unease, a whisper of doubt about the humanity obscured by the site’s brutal logic. He’d smoked more weed than usual that day.

The aftermath haunted him more than he expected. The day the contract was marked complete was far more unsettling than he would have predicted. He faced the reality that he’d helped facilitate the murder of another person. Granted, one who deserved it for his reprehensible behavior targeting peaceful Native American protesters at an oil pipeline construction site. Still, it rattled him. While it made him feel strangely powerful, it also left him uneasy, deep in his soul. Over time, Bob began rationalizing the KillStarter mission as justice. He believed that purging society of hate-filled individuals was necessary, convinced that society’s failures allowed monsters to escape justice. This was his way of taking matters into his own hands—an act of ultimate correction to a broken system.

After several nights of torturous contemplation, he was ready for the next step. Today, he planned to exchange one thousand dollars in cryptocurrency for the right to nominate a target on the KillStarter site. Staring at the screen, his finger hovered above the trackpad. He was targeting an infamous Hollywood producer, the same one embroiled in accusations from actresses who catalyzed the #MeToo movement.

This time, it was personal. The producer had crossed paths with a young actress just beginning to gain traction, Bob’s little sister, Maggie. Her tragic story of exploitation still haunted him. She’d had a few small parts and roles in commercials, and was just starting to catch the attention of casting directors. The damage caused by that brief yet brutal interaction was incalculable. Her life spiraled quickly out of control. Whether intentional suicide or accidental overdose, she was gone just a few months later. Bob suspected something darker. He noticed the silence, the pills, her withdrawals. It was ruled an overdose, but he assumed a form of sexual assault had led to her tragic end. The pieces never fit quite right, but other women’s stories filled in the gaps. Following the KillStarter protocols, he paused briefly, contemplating the gravity of his final mouse click.

Yes, he thought, today the chickens come home to roost.

He thought about his sister’s lovely smile, her innocent disposition, and how those memories collided with the grim reality of his intended actions against the man who wronged her. With trembling hands, he raised his finger and clicked the mouse, fully aware that he was not just making a choice but irrevocably altering the fabric of his destiny. He was also changing the trajectory of someone else’s life. As he stepped away from his workstation, he noticed an extremely unpleasant odor. Pulling back his collar, he confirmed the source of the distasteful smell was himself. He sat back down and Googled “stress sweat.” Sure enough, many sites explained how the release of hormones like adrenaline alters body odor, in this case, for the worse.

As he hurried off for a shower, he muttered, “Maybe there’s a stress sweat joke I can use in the show somewhere.”

* * *
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AFTER A LONG DAY TENDING to his business pursuits, the KillStarter architect was alone in his study, a second glass of red wine close at hand. The screen glowed as site metrics climbed steadily. Despite the steady traffic, he exuded overconfidence—convinced that his creation was operating under his control, immune to scrutiny. Contributions trickled in slowly, and so far, no contracts had been accepted.

He verified that payment to the LaFlame contractor had been received, marking the twenty-fourth confirmed kill since the site’s inception over a year ago. As he wrapped up, closing various tools and pages, executing his routine cleanup, he was alerted by a distinctive ringtone—an email notification. It was from the account he used to send automated status updates from KillStarter. This one indicated a new nomination: someone had paid the fee to designate a potential target, initiating the crowdfunding process that might or might not result in an accepted contract. He sighed, pouring himself a third glass of wine. As he swirled the rich, vanilla-laced bouquet from the aging oak cask, he began retracing the steps to regain secure access to the site. Navigating to the admin page and the nomination awaiting approval, his eyes widened slightly as the name of the newest nomination appeared. The name surprised him, but he leaned back, a smug smile creeping across his face as he considered this development.

Before making a decision, he glanced at the site’s Terms of Use, now glowing faintly in the corner of the admin dashboard, reminders he'd written himself.

No personal vendettas.

No spouses, exes, or suspected affairs.

No political retaliation.

No celebrities just because you hate their face.

No referees for missed calls.

Nominations must show public harm.

Petty grudges will be filtered.

KillStarter is not your weapon—it’s society’s.

They had started as guidelines, but over time, he’d come to think of them as scripture—his scripture. A design of justice stripped of courts and clutter. His focus was ethical rot—racist, sexist, or xenophobic behavior thriving in viral videos posted online. The viral clips and social outrage played into his vision: forcing society to confront these moral failings. This case fell into a gray area. The accused producer hadn’t been charged, but the whispers were deafening. Headlines, hashtags, and public fury were the evidence. He tapped the keys, weighing the implications.

Circumstantial, but powerful, a confident smirk crossed the architect’s face. After some deliberation, he decided to trust the community’s judgment and let them be both judge and jury. If the bounty was funded and an executioner was willing to accept the contract, so be it. With a final glance at the screen, he approved the nomination and began the process of securely exiting the KillStarter site, confident that he was in control—that he always had the upper hand.

In his world, justice didn’t need a courtroom. Just nominations and clicks.
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Chapter 6
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In the quiet solitude of his cabin in the foothills southeast of Stockton, William James found a rare moment of calm amid his digital pursuits. The wood stove hissed softly as he lifted his mug—dark, robust coffee infused with cloves, an old family secret that made each sip a spicy warmth. This simple pleasure grounded him, offering a brief escape from his cyber grind. He thought about the targets—those whose actions left scars on society, the corrupt and ruthless. In his own way, he felt a grim justice in removing them, convinced some lives needed to be snuffed out before they could do more harm. It gave his dark deeds purpose, even as they cast shadows on his conscience.

Today, his gaze flicked across the KillStarter website, where open contracts flickered like distant stars—each one a promising chance to boost his modest crypto wallet. His thoughts drifted between the possibilities and the tangible comfort of his steaming drink. The platform’s rules mandated a ten percent deposit for acceptance, serving as a barrier for amateurs, yet also limiting those like him who sought quick, manageable jobs rather than arduous, high-stakes missions. With his earnings growing steadily over time, he felt a quiet pride, though the cap on contract size prevented him from pursuing larger, more profitable gigs. As he sipped and scrolled, William pondered his next move. A contract that promised swift completion requiring minimal fuss sounded ideal today—a straightforward job to notch into his cyber wallet without risking much. The digital landscape was a chessboard, each move calculated, each contract a potential pawn en route to his ultimate goal: steady, reliable growth. The warm glow from his fireplace cast flickering shadows over his plans, blending the comfort of his cabin with the vast horizon of cyberspace’s opportunities, where a small, steady step could cascade into something much greater.

Most KillStarter nominations stalled at low contribution levels, lacking sufficient activity to produce workable contracts. Ten thousand dollars in cryptocurrency seemed to be the magic number for easy jobs. If he waited for the contributions to increase, someone else would inevitably jump in and take the contract.

As he sifted through the list of nominations, he noticed a new entry since his last login. Someone had nominated Dennis Wrector for animal cruelty. Security footage captured Dennis stopping his sleek Audi on the roadside, dragging a whimpering dog from the back seat by a rope cruelly looped around its neck, then carelessly driving off and leaving the poor animal with the rope trailing behind. The person who nominated Dennis had supplied a link to the video, which included a close-up screenshot of the Audi's license plate and one of Dennis’s face.

Reviewing the account history, he noted that the initial contributions trickled in as small amounts, typically between ten and twenty dollars. But within the past twenty-four hours, someone had made a substantial contribution of over seven thousand dollars. The total still fell well below the ten-thousand-dollar threshold that usually piqued the interest of contractors. Still...

Determined to act quickly now that he had a lead on Dennis, he accessed the white-pages database he subscribed to and swiftly retrieved Mr. Wrector’s address and contact information. Scrolling through Facebook, he discovered Dennis was an enthusiastic poster, sharing vibrant snapshots of sumptuous meals and sunlit golf outings that screamed normalcy. The apparent joy in each post stood in stark contrast to the chilling reality of his recent crime. Dennis seemed to play golf regularly, two or three times a week. A post from a few days ago showed him, his pear-shaped body draped in a sweat-stained golf shirt and droopy shorts, celebrating a made putt.

After locating the golf course on Google Maps and examining the details in satellite view, William devised a plan to erase that disgusting piece of human refuse from the face of the earth. He would observe his next round, finalize his strategy, and make his move.

He opened the dark web browser, logged into the KillStarter page, and accepted the contract based on the recent contributions. His account was charged roughly eight hundred twenty dollars in cryptocurrency, bringing the grand total to eight thousand two hundred.

“The job is worth the time and effort,” he murmured, taking a sip of his coffee. Then, he quickly closed the browser and shut down his computer, his mind racing with plans.

Now, the main work began. He envisioned the poetic justice of driving him to a deserted location. “What about somewhere between Reno and Vegas?” he mused.

I’d drag him out of the car by a rope around his neck and just drive off. But that’d take time and gas money.

“Hmm.” His thoughts wandered again, this time shaping a simpler plan, meticulously attending to each detail. Over and over, he imagined what could go wrong, where vulnerabilities lay, and how to navigate potential troubles.

“Clock’s ticking, Dennis,” he reminded himself. “Better live it up while you can.”

* * *
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LEE MANN ARRIVED AT headquarters shortly after 7:00 AM. He had risen early enough to take a swim in the bay, enjoying a leisurely twenty minutes out followed by a more vigorous fifteen back. After his shower, he tackled the stack of paperwork that had piled up on his desk. He wore his de facto uniform: black Levi’s, a white oxford button-down, and a navy-blue blazer. While cleaning out his inbox, he also reviewed status reports from his detectives and juggled numbers in preparation for the upcoming budget meetings.

“These never seem to end,” he muttered.

Meanwhile, Moss arrived around 7:55, breathless, balancing a large coffee cup topped with foam, a small box of pastries, a laptop case, and a purse the size of an overnight bag. On any other day, she would have been dressed in a riotous mix of scarves, bandanas, leg warmers, wool socks, and tapestry skirts. Today, since he had asked her to dress professionally, she wore a colorfully mismatched ensemble of her best scarves, bandanas, and leg warmers, paired with one of her best tapestry skirts, wool socks, and Birkenstock sandals. “Sorry I’m late,” said Moss, catching her breath. She had given birth to her first child, a little boy named Jack, eighteen months ago and was still carrying some of the extra weight.

“All is forgiven if there’s a chocolate croissant with my name on it,” Lee replied. “The Sheriff is running late, too. Our new ETD is 8:45.”

He didn’t feel bad for misleading her. If she had been late for the actual departure, the Sheriff’s reaction would not have been pretty.

Moss exhaled a sigh of relief as she secured her frizzy red hair into a knot with a scrunchie and a couple of enameled chopsticks.

Moss Pendleton was one of Lee’s reclamation projects—once a fierce gamer with a sharp mind for strategy and a passion for virtual battles. Early in his career as a Deputy in the Investigations Division, essentially a detective, he observed that many individuals involved in criminal activity were not particularly "bad," but rather ordinary people swept into illegal situations beyond their control. He discovered that many of these individuals could become productive members of society with just a gentle nudge in a different direction.

During her teenage years, Moss found solace and a sense of community in immersive online gaming worlds. Despite her remarkable intelligence, she struggled with social interactions and preferred retreating into virtual environments rather than navigating the complexities of high school. Excelling in strategic and tactical thinking, she joined a group of like-minded gamers, unaware that their craving for challenge and excitement would eventually lead them down a risky path.

As the gaming group matured, some members became involved in computer hacking. Moss and a few others discovered the thrill of slipping undetected through cracks in network security systems, essentially exploring and slipping back out, a form of virtual trespassing. Eventually, in pursuit of better computer hardware, they began selling their services to privileged kids willing to pay for altered grades. The operation became surprisingly successful; they compromised school district systems without alerting administrators. Their downfall, however, was mundane: it all ended when a grateful parent sent a thank-you note to their child’s calculus teacher, expressing gratitude for helping her child raise his grade to an A. The trail led straight back to the gamers.

It didn’t take long for a sting operation to unravel the group. When the arrest came, the members pointed fingers at one another, scrambling in unity—except for Moss. Unlike the others, she politely refused to answer any questions and requested a lawyer. A public defender was assigned and soon negotiated a deal where Moss pled no contest, turned over every name involved, and agreed to a hundred hours of community service. She served her hours at a crisis hotline center. Instead of taking calls, she leveraged her technical skills to help the administrators rework their hardware and software configuration, resulting in nearly zero calls on hold. After her hundred hours were up, she continued to volunteer at the hotline, her knack for technical problem-solving making her invaluable behind the scenes.

Lee soon recognized the uniqueness of Moss’s skills and arranged contract work for her with a small company specializing in firewall software. Her insights proved invaluable, uncovering security vulnerabilities that could have been catastrophic. This led not only to a successful and secure rollout of the highly anticipated security product but also to a substantial bonus.
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