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Chapter One
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THE COCKROACH scuttled silently along the baseboard and up to the sink. It cautiously explored the toothbrush with its undulating feelers. Satisfied with its destination, it lay a sticky, viscous transparent egg-like mass within the bristles.

After finishing its task, the critter crawled back down the sink and disappeared behind the baseboard. Within the walls, hidden away from prying eyes, the cockroach convulsed and rolled on its back, legs up. A tiny plume of smoke emerged from its thorax as an enzyme pouch erupted from within. In mere moments, the cockroach body disintegrated into a desiccated exoskeleton.

<<<>>>

The alarm went off at the usual time of 4:30 AM. Before the second alarm cycle had a chance to sound off, a hand slapped down on the bedside clock, thus ending its morning rant.

The man made a slight groan before sitting up and rubbing his face to clear his eyes. Sliding into his slippers, he stood and shuffled into the bathroom. The face looking back from the mirror showed lines of weariness, cut deep from too many difficult decisions made over the years.

Turning on the faucet and applying some toothpaste, he brushed his teeth as he had done so many mornings before. Except that this time, something was different. A sharp pain emanated from the left side of his chest. The intense pain exploded unnaturally fast. He stumbled to the floor and was dead before his head hit the porcelain rim of the toilet.
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Chapter Two
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Tyler Wilkens had just settled into his window seat on a full flight. He was flying on the shuttle to make it home in time to attend his daughter’s recital. Since being released from prison, he was determined to become more involved in her life. And that included participating in her extracurricular activities.

His daughter, Sterling, showed exceptional promise with the viola and she was so excited when Wilkens told her on the video call that he was attending her performance. But something nagged at Wilkens from within his core. His unhindered freedom seemed too good to be true, and he tried to force it from his mind before it became a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Although he had succeeded in eradicating the virus from the World Government’s computer system, the win had come too late and at great cost. The World Government missed a crucial debt payment to OmniClon Universal (OCU) and now had to face substantial penalties. The specter of Clarence’s death also weighed heavily on his shoulders. Clarence Rainer, the Systems Supervisor, was an administrator, not a fighter. The government bureaucrats had insisted that Clarence accompany Wilkens on his mission despite the risks.

None of those things was Wilkens’ fault, but the ominous feeling he was experiencing came to a head. Three black sedans, with lights flashing and sirens blaring, rushed onto the tarmac and blocked the plane from approaching the runway.

After what seemed like hours, four agents, dressed in black suits and sunglasses, boarded the plane. The lead agent spoke to one of the flight attendants. She pointed down the aisle, and all eyes fell on Wilkens.

Here we go again. Wilkens slumped down in his seat, trying to look small. The disappointed look on his daughter’s face flashed through his mind, and it broke his heart. He hoped she would forgive him. He knew what was coming next.

<<<>>>

Felix Switzer, the Assistant Attorney General, sat across the table from Wilkens, who had remained chained to it for the past hour. They stared at each other for some time before Switzer spoke.

“You’re in deep shit.”

“Don’t tell me. Let me guess. You’re blaming me for the failings of the World Government’s effort to make the last payment,” said Wilkens with a sigh and a smirk.

“You think this is a joke? You’ll get life for Clarence’s death. Second-degree murder. Even if it gets reduced to criminal negligence, treason will get you the chair for sure,” said Switzer. “And I’ll be there to flip the switch.”

“I suppose it doesn’t matter one bit that I risked my own life for the government. Clarence’s death is on you. The risk was part of the job, and you know it.” Wilkens’ eyes were wide as he looked at Switzer incredulously.

Switzer stared at him for a moment and just shook his head. Then he stood up, nodding at the guard by the door.

“Lock this scum up.”
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Chapter Three
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The World Government President, Horace Gilani, convened an emergency meeting of his cabinet. He was about to issue an executive order, something that he’d never had to do during his time in office.

All the cabinet officials appeared in the online video monitors.

“I’ve called this meeting today to discuss our next steps for ensuring this administration’s survival. The government needs to deal with the debt payment fiasco and take care of the OCU problem once and for all,” said the President.

One of the cabinet ministers, Chalmers, spoke up. “We should have never agreed to such steep concessions for accepting funds from OCU. The terms were ridiculous, and now we have a financial crisis.”

“We’re past the point of laying blame. You all had a hand in getting us here. I never heard a word of complaint from anyone when you benefited from the extra services and perks the credits bought. Even you, Chalmers. Griping about the situation after agreeing to the conditions in principle doesn’t make you a visionary,” said President Gilani. “You’re as guilty as the rest of us.”

“How do you suggest we handle it?” asked Sturgess, another cabinet minister.

“I propose an executive order to halt the concessions to OCU. That should buy us the time necessary to get this written into law. It shouldn’t be hard to convince the Senate and the House to agree.” Gilani made sure he looked each cabinet minister in the eye to ensure compliance with his wishes. “It’s time to vote now. No debate or delays.”

Before the votes could be tallied and announced, there was a tussle at the door. The cabinet officials reacted to similar disturbances in their respective offices. Then the video feeds cut out, and the screens went blank.

A contingent of OCU agents entered and surrounded the President.

“What’s the meaning of this intrusion?” Gilani asked.

“Sir, I apologize for the interruption. I am Agent Larsen. We are placing you under arrest for the illegal act of subverting Protocol Nine.” Larsen held up a tablet and replayed a recording of President Gilani proposing the executive order.

“Place your hands behind your back, please,” ordered the agent.

“Do you know who you’re addressing?” asked the President. “I’ll have you in a cell so small, it’ll be standing room only.”

Agent Larsen decked the President and pinned him to the table. Another agent yanked his hands behind his back and slapped on a pair of handcuffs.

<<<>>>

Monica Franchette, the MF Overlord, sat fixated on her computer monitor, uttering a gasp every so often. News on the coup d’état unfolded over the day. The live streaming events were fed continuously from the many government cameras placed throughout the buildings.

The mainframe room where she holed up was insulated from the chaos. The bank of black mainframe computers hummed along quietly in the cool climate-controlled environment as if the world remained in stasis. They gave
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