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The Boy Who Flexed His Muscles

The blue light from multiple screens painted shadows across ZK's face as he slouched in his chair, mindlessly scrolling through video after video. Fail compilations, cat videos, people doing stupid things—the usual mind-numbing content that helped him decompress after long nights of coding.

Another day wasted in the digital void. But what's the alternative? Sleep? Actual human interaction? Please.

ZK's fingers danced across the keyboard with practiced precision, leaving digital fingerprints only the most sophisticated systems could detect. This wasn't his first infiltration of the city's outdated security networks, and it certainly wouldn't be his last. He lived for these moments—the thrill of slipping through digital defenses like a ghost through walls. Earlier that day, he'd bypassed three government firewalls just to prove he could. He carefully covering his tracks before withdrawing.

Like taking a stroll through someone else's house while they're sleeping. They'll never know you were there if you don't touch anything. Except I always leave the digital equivalent of muddy footprints, don't I? That's the real thrill—knowing you could get caught but making sure you don't.

Another day in the digital underworld, he thought, adjusting his position in the worn gaming chair that had seen better days. The fan in his custom-built rig hummed steadily, a familiar companion in his small bedroom in the older part of the city, where the neon signs from the street below leaked through his window blinds.

Outside, Al-Asima's distinctive copper-domed skyline gleamed in the afternoon sun, the ancient architectural style contrasting sharply with the digital billboards and holographic advertisements that covered nearly every vertical surface. From his window, ZK could see the divide between the old city with its winding alleys and spice markets, and the gleaming tech district where international corporations had planted their flags in glass and steel. Al-Asima was a city caught between centuries—ancient mosques stood shoulder-to-shoulder with blockchain startups, and traditional street vendors sold their wares beneath quantum computing advertisements.

Two worlds existing in the same space. Kind of like me—living in the physical world but only truly alive in the digital one. Wonder if the old pearl merchants feel the same disconnect, watching crypto exchanges pop up where camel caravans once stopped.

His real name was Zaid Al-Khaldoon, but he preferred ZK—a deliberate choice that made him smile whenever someone asked about it. In cryptocurrency circles, ZK stood for "Zero Knowledge," a complex cryptographic concept where you could prove something was true without revealing any information about it. It felt fitting for someone who preferred to remain in the shadows of the digital world.

Zero Knowledge—proving you know a secret without revealing what the secret is. Perfect metaphor for my entire existence. I know things, I do things, but nobody sees the real me. Nobody needs to.

He glanced at the framed photo of his mother on his desk, her smile frozen in time before illness took her away three years ago. Next to it sat an empty cup where his father had brought him tea hours earlier, a silent gesture of care from a man who struggled to express his feelings since becoming a widower. Their relationship had grown distant but not cold—two people orbiting each other in the same small apartment, connected by loss but separated by their different ways of coping with it.

Dad still thinks I'm going to follow him into engineering. Conventional job, conventional life. If he knew what I was really doing... No, best not to think about that. He's got enough to worry about.

The local news channel's YouTube feed caught his attention—not for its production value (which was terrible) but for its content. The anchor, trying too hard to look serious, was reporting on a sophisticated scam that had been bleeding the city's residents dry.

Another day, another scam, ZK thought, about to scroll past. But something made him pause. Wait. This one's different.

The story detailed a criminal operation that had mastered the art of digital deception. The scammers posed as police officers, conducting video calls while wearing authentic-looking uniforms complete with shoulder ranks and stars. Behind them, perfectly framed, hung a portrait of the Minister of Interior—a detail that had convinced many victims of their legitimacy.

Pretty clever setup. Most people see the uniform and the portrait, and their critical thinking shuts down. Authority bias in action—we're all wired to comply with official-looking people.

"These criminals have stolen millions," the reporter continued, her voice carrying that familiar mix of concern and excitement that came with any juicy story. "They threaten their victims with jail time and asset seizure unless immediate payment is made for supposed fines."

ZK leaned forward, his tired eyes suddenly sharp with interest. The news channel played a clip from one victim who had managed to record their interaction with the scammer. Most people would see just another grainy video call, but ZK saw something else.

There's always a tell. Always a thread to pull. These guys think they're clever, but they're playing in my world now.

He downloaded the news segment, his fingers dancing across the keyboard with practiced precision. The video quality was awful—probably recorded on a cheap phone pointed at another screen. But that wouldn't stop him. Not when he was in the zone.

Let's see what stories you're really telling, Mr. Fake Officer.

ZK's eyes locked onto the Minister's portrait in the video—or more specifically, what it revealed. Most people would see a standard-issue government photo, the kind that hangs in every police station and government office. But ZK saw something else: a reflection. A ghost of data hiding in plain sight, captured in the gleam of the glass covering the portrait, hinting at secrets that lay just beneath the surface.

Reflections. Always check the reflections. Basic OSINT, but people forget. They focus on faces, badges, uniforms—never the background. Amateur hour.

He leaned closer to his monitors, the blue light casting sharp shadows across his face. The video quality was awful—compressed, re-compressed, probably recorded on a phone pointed at another screen. But that didn't matter. He'd seen worse.

If I can just isolate that frame... There's always a way. Always a thread to pull.

He began by isolating key frames where the reflection was most visible, his mind racing through the possibilities. In that reflection was a window, and through that window was a street view. If he could enhance it enough, extract the details from those few pixels, he might find something that would identify the location. But standard image enhancement tools wouldn't cut it. He needed something more powerful, something that could reconstruct data from almost nothing.

Wait, the government has that image processing system everyone whispers about. What's it called? Cyclops. That's it.

Cyclops. The digital holy grail. The thing that shouldn't exist but does. The tool that turns pixels into intel, noise into clarity.

He'd heard about it in the darker corners of hacker forums, in encrypted chats where people spoke in code about things that weren't supposed to exist. A government-developed image processing system with specific, quantifiable capabilities: it could reconstruct high-resolution images from as few as 200 viable pixels, extract facial features from reflective surfaces at distances up to 50 meters, and penetrate visual interference that would render normal systems useless. What made Cyclops truly dangerous wasn't magic—it was mathematics, specifically its quantum-based pattern recognition algorithms that could extract signal from what any other system would see as pure noise.

I need access to Cyclops. But breaking into a government system like that? That's not just illegal, that's career-suicide, jail-time illegal. There has to be a smarter way.

ZK sat in his dimly lit room, the glow of multiple monitors casting a blue haze across his face. He knew what he needed—access to Cyclops. But breaking into a government-grade image processing system? That would be suicide.

Direct attack equals instant detection. Instant detection equals game over. Think smarter, not harder.

Then it hit him. A classic technique that hackers have been using since before the internet existed: social engineering. Why try to break down a wall when you could simply convince someone to open the door?

The laziest solutions are often the best ones, he muttered to himself, cracking his knuckles as he began setting up his plan.

First, he needed to make his email look legitimate. Email spoofing—making an email appear to come from someone else—was surprisingly simple. Email protocols were designed in a more trusting era, when no one imagined they'd be used for deception.

Like leaving your front door key under the mat. Everyone knows it's there, but people still do it.

He opened his terminal and began crafting the email headers. The 'From' field in an email was like a return address on an envelope—easy to fake if you knew how. He chose a military base email domain, something that would look natural to an intelligence analyst.

@mil.gov - official enough to command attention, not important enough to trigger immediate verification.

Next came the video preparation. He couldn't just send the raw footage—that would be too obvious. He needed to make it interesting enough that someone would want to run it through Cyclops.

Time for some digital makeup, he murmured, pulling up his video editing software. He added a specific type of noise to the video—the kind that looked like intentional interference rather than poor quality. The sort of thing that would make an analyst think, Someone's trying to hide something here.

Just enough static to intrigue, not enough to obscure. Like waving a red flag in front of a bull.

He crafted the email body next, keeping it brief and official-sounding:


PRIORITY LEVEL: MEDIUM

SUBJECT: Possible security concern - Analysis required




Attached footage shows suspicious activity near sensitive location. Standard enhancement tools insufficient. Request Cyclops analysis for possible identification of subjects and location.




//CPT. Mohammed Al-Rashid

Internal Security Division


Simple. Professional. Urgent but not panicky. Perfect bait.

ZK took a deep breath and hit send. Now came the hardest part—waiting. He watched his secure email inbox, trying not to refresh it every thirty seconds.

This is the part they never show in hacker movies. The waiting. The stomach-churning anxiety that maybe you've done something stupid, something traceable.

One hour. That's all it took.

The response arrived with a ping that made his heart jump. Opening it revealed exactly what he'd hoped for—crystal clear enhanced images from his video, processed through Cyclops. The reflection in the minister's portrait was now as clear as a professional photograph.

They took the bait. Hook, line, and sinker. Sometimes the old tricks really are the best ones.

Looking at the enhanced image, he could see every detail through the chiffon curtain—the street signs, the buildings, even the distinctive graffiti on the wall opposite. He recognized that view instantly—it was from the older part of Al-Asima, where the rent was cheap and questions were expensive.

Got you, Mr. Fake Officer. Right where you live.

But as he saved the images, a nagging thought crept in. That was too easy. Since when does government tech work this smoothly?

He pushed the thought aside. He had what he needed—time to put it to use.

Using Google Street View and some basic trigonometry, ZK pinpointed the building. It was in one of those neighborhoods where the old city met the new—where crumbling apartment blocks stood in the shadow of half-finished skyscrapers.

He composed his anonymous tip to the news channel, signing it simply as "ZK." A small vanity, perhaps, but he couldn't resist leaving his mark.

Pride. My father always said it would be my downfall. But what's the point of being good at something if nobody knows?

In the days following his triumph, ZK floated through life on clouds of newfound confidence. The news channels had run with his tip, and the scammers had been arrested in a raid that made the evening broadcasts. The world seemed smaller somehow, more malleable to his whims—a digital kingdom where he alone wore the crown.

"I could hack the Pentagon if I wanted to," he muttered to himself, fingers dancing across his keyboard late into the night, the blue glow of his monitor painting his features in ethereal light. "Nothing's untouchable now."

Dangerous thoughts. But then again, danger is the point, isn't it? The thrill of doing what others can't even imagine.

ZK's favorite haunt was Deepak's Computer Shop—a peculiar establishment that defied the basic laws of retail economics. From the outside, it appeared to be commerce's forgotten child: a dusty storefront wedged between a thriving coffee shop and a boutique fitness center, both of which had lines out the door while Deepak's remained conspicuously customer-free.

Like walking into a wizard's cave. Except instead of potions and spellbooks, it's circuit boards and forgotten hardware.

The shop itself was a technological graveyard. Beige towers from the early 2000s stood like tombstones on particle-board shelves. Floppy disks and CRT monitors gathered dust in corners, and a sign reading "Old Computers for Sale" buzzed erratically overhead, its neon glow occasionally surrendering to darkness before sputtering back to life.

Yet despite all appearances of a failing business—the perpetual emptiness, the outdated inventory, the layer of dust that seemed to cover everything except for Deepak's immaculate workstation—the rent was always paid. The lights stayed on. And most curiously, the mysterious back room remained perpetually locked, its contents the subject of ZK's endless speculation.

No visible customers, no sales, yet the place never closes. Either Deepak's sitting on a fortune, or there's something else paying the bills. Something invisible. Just like me online.

No security cameras watched the aisles. No modern inventory system tracked the ancient wares. To the casual observer, the shop was nothing more than a stubborn anachronism, clinging to existence through some inexplicable miracle of economics. But ZK knew better. Or, at least, he thought he did.

"You should have seen me, Deepak," ZK proclaimed, sprawled in a threadbare office chair that had been relegated to the 'clearance' section years ago. "I was in and out of Cyclops like a ghost. They never even knew I was there."

He spun in circles, arms outstretched in victory, while Deepak tinkered with the innards of a laptop so old it might have run Windows Vista when new.

"The code execution was flawless," ZK continued, riding his wave of triumph. "I calculated the buffer overflow to the exact byte."

"Very impressive," Deepak nodded, his hands moving with surprising surgical precision for someone who claimed to be a simple shop owner. For a brief moment as Deepak explained the inner workings of the modified router, his Indian accent seemed to thin, revealing crisp, precise syllables beneath. But before ZK could process this oddity, the familiar cadence returned, slightly more pronounced than before. "But careful, my young friend. Pride comes before the digital fall, yes?"

Did his accent just... change? No, I must be imagining things. Too many hours staring at screens, not enough sleep.

"Their security—pfft!" ZK made an explosion gesture with his hands. "Amateur hour. And now I've got access to—"

The sudden clang of Deepak's screwdriver hitting the floor cut through ZK's boasting. The older man's face had drained of color, his usually steady hands trembling slightly as he bent to retrieve his tool.

"Keep your voice down," Deepak whispered, his eyes darting to the windows as though expecting figures in black suits to materialize at any moment. He forced a smile that didn't reach his eyes. "That's... impressive, but you need to be careful, my friend."

ZK rolled his eyes. "Come on, you should be congratulating me! Do you know how many hackers have tried to crack Cyclops?"

Why isn't he impressed? This is literally the hack of the year, and he's acting like I stole candy from a convenience store.

Deepak wiped his hands on his faded jeans and leaned in close. "Listen to me, ZK. You got lucky—incredibly lucky. That software isn't just protected by firewalls and encryption. It's protected by people. Dangerous people."

"Sounds like you've been watching too many spy movies," ZK laughed, though something in Deepak's tone made his stomach tighten.

"This isn't fiction," Deepak insisted, his voice barely above a whisper now. "Top-level intelligence software isn't just off-limits—it's invisible. And the moment you make it visible, you become visible too. A security threat
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