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      Smart lights in Evan’s bedroom faded into amber. He rolled over, checking his vitals on the smartwatch that clung to his wrist. Resting heart rate, 58 beats per minute, respirations average 13.5, 51 minutes of deep sleep and 90 minutes of REM, all in a mere six and a half hours. His blood O2 saturation was at 98%, temperature: 96.9, normal for him. He lived by data, not just about his health, but everything. His life boiled down to a series of ones and zeros, the code running smoothly most of the time.

      He put his watch on the charger, where it would remain while he completed his morning routine, and grabbed his phone.

      In the kitchen, his coffee maker hissed to life, triggered by his presence in the room, or rather his phone’s presence. Everything he could automate, he did. It would brew precisely four cups, the exact amount of coffee he allowed himself each morning.

      The news murmured from his smart speaker, a rotation of headlines he listened to with half an ear. Politics bored him, and unless a story had something to do with IT or cybersecurity, essentially something he could make money on or that cost him money, he didn’t care.

      He pulled his coffee cup from the cupboard, filled it, took a sip, and scrolled through his phone, checking the system logs of his and his clients’ websites and servers for issues that might have arisen overnight. None. Good.

      He closed the cupboard with the three identical cups remaining inside. Two more were already in the dishwasher. Every fifth day, it ran a cycle automatically whether or not it was full. Belonging to a man of routine who lived alone, it was rarely full.

      Routine defined Evan. Well, ever since…

      He wouldn’t think about that. Not right now.

      He ate a breakfast of avocado toast and egg whites, a banana, and drank a glass of Emergen-C, which he used to swallow a handful of supplements. He then showered, retrieved his watch, and left for work precisely on time.

      Dressed in a gray zip-up and joggers that did nothing for his lanky frame, he walked into the garage, admiring his nearly new BMW convertible parked next to a five-year-old Triumph motorcycle.

      Today, a few wisps of clouds and a 30% chance of afternoon showers meant taking the BMW. He arrived at work at precisely 8:58, making the usual trek from his home in Meridian to the parking garage connected to the Obscurasec building in downtown Boise, which housed his cybersecurity firm.

      He’d worked for others before, but that never worked out. The only way he could stay in this field was if he controlled everything. That meant owning the company.

      His corner office was a beacon of blandness and neutrality, minus the windows that looked out over the City of Trees. Evan began his morning like a clean running script. He checked on employee projects, sending alerts to those who were behind, but those were needed infrequently. He approved a new employee's access to the server, and scoured Google alerts on all of his employees, along with checking their social media threads for weekend slipups. Most had learned to keep anything remotely controversial off of social media, and most of the coders didn’t spend time there, anyway.

      They knew the risks better than most.

      Evan’s account was a ghost, and he kept it that way. A VPN masked his location, and he changed his username on a regular basis. He had four accounts, all under aliases, and now and then one of them would get shut down for inactivity or because he used them so infrequently. When needed, he’d create another one.

      Every time he logged in under a fake name, his gut tightened a little and his heart rate went up. Today, he noticed a new friend request. Tessa Rowe. His cursor hovered over the Accept button, trembled, and then he hit decline.

      Had she found him again?

      By lunch, his stomach was in knots, and the salad he grabbed sat half-finished on his desk next to a single Coke Zero, his daily indulgence in caffeine.

      "Bet your battery never dips below ninety," James, a new software tester, said, interrupting his thoughts. “I don’t know how you do it.”

      Evan smiled. Only the new ones ever made small talk. The rest had been warned or learned better over time. “James, is it?”

      “Yes. I just started last week.”

      “I know. That meme you posted on Saturday, the Star Trek one?”

      James grinned. “The Captain’s Log? An oldie but goodie, right?”

      Evan stared at him, silent and unblinking. The new hire’s laughter trailed off, and he looked around the lunchroom.

      The few people there stared at their feet, and two of them left the room quickly.

      “It’s stupid. Inappropriate for someone who works here. Take it down, and watch what you post, James. I will be.”

      Evan didn’t wait for a response, but spun on his heel and left.

      It wasn’t that he didn’t want friends. But having them never worked out in his favor.

      Even if he did think the meme was funny.

      Onde back at his desk, he opened his computer, and browsed industry updates while streaming low-volume ambient music through his AirPods. Then, a notification let him know about a new video on YouTube that had just dropped.

      “Is Digital Blood Still Blood? Raw with Rowe,” read the title.

      His breath caught. Tessa Rowe. They’d gone to school together, and she had her own true crime YouTube channel. Her long, wavy auburn hair and dark, steady eyes had always intrigued him. There was a constant, quiet confidence reflected in her posture. She’d run the school paper and become a reporter. Or rather, a certain part of his past. Once upon a time, he’d tried to monitor her web searches by putting spyware on her computer.

      She looked for him, or rather, the old him, his old name, often. Sure, she searched for others who had been in their school at the time, but she found them easily. None of them had changed their names. She might not know him by sight anymore, although even with the changes he’d made to his appearance, he might still seem familiar. But if she learned who he really was? It might be all over for him.

      She’d found the software though, done an entire series of shows on cybersecurity, and even called his company for a comment.

      He answered the query personally through email, but declined her offer for an on-air interview.

      Evan had a crush on her in school. Maybe he still did. She was smart and beautiful then, and she’d only gotten prettier.

      Her voice filled his AirPods, but he minimized the window and didn’t look at the screen, leaving the audio playing. Seeing her face was too distracting. He had things to do.

      “Cyberbullying isn't new,” she said. “But it's getting smarter. More anonymous. And sometimes, the ghosts behind the screen wear masks they think are invisible. But at other times, victims find a way to retaliate. In a recent case, students fought back. Hackers emptied lunch accounts and even changed student grades by accessing the school district database.”

      Evan stopped. Cyberbullying. Fighting back. He turned to watch the screen. She was going to go there.

      “In one local case—seventeen years ago—several students became ill and one, Phillip Gray, even died. The common thread? They were all harassing fellow students online. After testing them, doctors found that someone had poisoned them. They never caught the perpetrator. Some students even called him or her a hero for fighting back.” Evan's fingers tightened around his coffee mug. The boy’s name wasn't said. But he knew it. Leo. And the very thought of it disrupted his routine like a tripwire strung across the years.

      “The pattern in these cases is familiar,” she continued. “But with a more modern twist. I only wish every story had a happier ending. For both sides.”

      Evan couldn’t agree more with that sentiment.

      “To give us some context on both cases, we have with us John Beltran, senior detective for the Meridian Police Department.” Evan brought the screen back up when he heard the name. The detective appeared in a separate window, splitting the screen. His heart stopped. The man looked older, dark hair graying at the temples, lines decorating a thin, but handsome face, its only flaw an overly large nose.

      “Now, John, you worked on the older case I mentioned as well as these most recent ones, didn’t you?”

      “Yes, Tessa, I did. It still bothers me that we did not find Phillip Gray’s killer, but that case, as you know, has long gone cold. The newer one, where students hacked the school system, is the same story with a modern twist, just no one died.”

      As she listened to his response, Tessa grabbed an energy drink, one produced by a local company and one of her show sponsors. She spun the plastic cap off and took a sip.

      “I don’t know how you drink those things,” the detective said, his made for radio baritone filling Evan’s ears.

      “Hey, I’d drink these even if they weren’t a sponsor. You should try one. So the cyberbullying itself, is that a crime?”

      “I like my coffee black and bitter, like my soul,” he said with a smile. Evan had heard it before. “Cyberbullying is a crime now, but it wasn’t always. There are federal and state laws in place, and generally it is a Class B Misdemeanor. If bullying includes physical threats or what one could consider child pornography, like inappropriate pictures of the victims, prosecutors can file even more severe charges.”

      “But what about the crimes of revenge on the part of victims?”

      “Those are crimes as well, and just as serious. For example, with the person who killed Phillip Gray, there is no statute of limitations, although there might be complications in the prosecution of whoever killed him seventeen years ago. Although likely not intentional, manslaughter would not be out of the question. If caught, that person could well have ruined their life, or at least affected their future in a big way.”

      “You’re right, John, but as much as we might root for the underdog, what is being done to catch the hackers in this case?”

      “Well, unfortunately, with AI added to hacker tool kits and schools with aging cybersecurity, they are easy targets. We’re employing the help of a local firm to investigate number one, and then the school district has agreed to make some changes right away to protect student and faculty information, and secure their systems.”

      “And what company are they going with?”

      Evan’s intercom on his desk buzzed just as the detective said what he suspected he was going to say.

      “We’ve hired Obscurasec.”
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