PROLOGUE
In a dim and dusty maintenance room, Stuart Young reclined at a scarred metal desk, watching a grimy little tv with a hanger for the antenna. The fluorescent lights above him flickered and buzzed like a dying insect. The dirty coveralls he wore bore the name “TODD” on the patch above his heart. He lit another cigarette.
“Tonight, the six Republican front-runners face off in what promises to be a decisive debate,” a severe-looking anchorman announced.
Stuart leaned forward and stabbed the channel button with his index finger. Static hissed before resolving into the bright, manic energy of a red carpet.
“It’s Hollywood’s biggest night, and the stars are out! The Oscars are about to begin!” a perky presenter squealed, clutching a microphone.
Stuart leaned back and dragged deep on his cigarette. It wasn’t long ago that he had walked that carpet, a respected character actor with a distinguished résumé. That was before the flood of allegations of sexual misconduct came pouring out from every young actress he had ever worked with. Making matters worse, he subsequently spiraled into a haze of pills and alcohol. The media had feasted on his breakdown—his drunken rants about "Hollywood Jews" and "liberal agendas" played on a perpetual loop across the social media landscape until he was a national punchline. His publicist asked the public for mercy and had him checked into Roger Biggerstaff’s new Human Adjustment & Treatment facility (or HAT for short) —many saw this newly formed rehab option as a cross between Alcoholics Anonymous and Scientology.
A heavy chain-link partition gate rattled open. A young man in stained coveralls with a name tag that read “CHUCK” shuffled in, pushing a dolly loaded with a large wooden crate. He had dark circles under his eyes suggesting he hadn’t slept in days.
“Put it over there and open it up.” Stuart pointed to a dark corner where two men were bound and gagged, stripped down to their t-shirts and boxers. Stuart had almost forgot about them. And then he wondered briefly when the last time he had actually slept was.
Chuck moved with the slow, robotic precision of the heavily medicated, prying the crate open with a crowbar. He was one of Roger’s "success stories"—a devoted foot soldier in the new conservative empire they were building. Stuart was to be the face; Roger was the brain.
Stuart turned his attention back to the TV. He couldn't stomach the self-congratulatory parade of the Oscars any longer. He flipped back to the news.
“…President Warren Thomas is holding a campaign rally tonight in his hometown of Chicago,” a reporter shouted over the roar of a crowd. “But first, breaking news from the scientific community.” The camera cuts to the studio, the anchorman introduces his guest. “We are joined by Arthur Davis, CEO of REM Prospects, an astro-mining corporation. Arthur, you have an announcement?”
The man was practically vibrating with excitement. “Yes. One of our deep-dive probes looking for rare earth minerals on Europa—Jupiter’s icy moon—transmitted footage forty-eight hours ago that defied analysis. Until now.”
Stuart watched, half-interested, as the screen shifted to grainy, high-contrast footage. A probe descended into a pitch-black crevice. Depth markers ticked up rapidly. Then, a faint violet bio-luminescent glow appeared. Suddenly, a shape streaked across the lens.
“We slowed it down,” Davis narrated, his voice cracking. The footage froze on a distinct, multi-limbed silhouette. “It appears to be a some sort of cephalopod. An octopus, or something like it. Definitive proof of complex life beyond Earth!”
“Wow! That’s incredible!” The anchorman exclaimed. “Have you found more?”
“No. But we are redirecting every asset we have to the site.” This normally sedate CEO couldn’t contain himself. “This changes everything!”
A loud clang snapped Stuart’s attention back to the room. Chuck had dropped the pry-bar.
“It’s ready,” the young man mumbled, drool pooling at the corner of his mouth.
The object revealed was a cylinder the size of an industrial water heater, innocuous and painted a dull grey, save for a modern touchscreen panel embedded in its side. Stuart walked over, the smoke from his cigarette trailing behind him. He keyed in a PIN. The screen flared to life, displaying a red digital clock: 00:00:00.
He pulled out his phone and typed a single word to Roger: Ready.
It had happened so fast. The meetings with the donors, the late-night strategy sessions, the realization that Stuart Young could be more than a washed-up actor. He could be a martyr. A symbol. He would burn the liberal mob that destroyed him, and out of the ashes, Roger’s empire would rise.
The phone buzzed. Proceed.
Stuart typed 00:10:00 into the console. The countdown began immediately. 00:09:59.
Chuck stood motionless, as if mesmerized by the countdown of numbers. Stuart looked at him for a moment—a casualty of war—then turned and walked out the partition gate.
He ascended a concrete ramp that seemed to spiral upward forever, the air growing colder and fresher with every step. The subterranean hum of the building was gradually replaced by a rhythmic, thundering roar.
Stuart emerged into the biting wind of the upper stadium decks. The scene was electric. Tens of thousands of people filled the seats, a sea of red, white, and blue under the blinding stadium floodlights. They chanted in unison, a deafening mantra of "FOUR MORE YEARS!" directed at the small figure on the distant stage.
Stuart found an empty seat in the nosebleeds, isolated from the fervor. Above him, security drones buzzed like angry wasps, their cameras scanning the crowd for threats, running facial recognition software a thousand times a second.
If I can no longer be famous I'll be infamous he thought to himself. He reached into his jacket and withdrew a small, antique Derringer pistol—a theatrical prop, identical to the one Booth used to kill Lincoln.￼[image: openart-image_oR-m6yRQ_1770675237896_raw.jpg]
Almost instantly, a drone broke formation and swooped down, hovering at eye level, its lens fixated on the weapon. Red LEDs blinked rapidly. Threat detected.
Stuart checked his watch. 00:00:42.
Stuart smiled at the machine. He could almost feel the eyes of the Secret Service, the police, and the millions watching the live feeds. He was back on camera. He was the lead again. He placed a fresh cigarette between his lips, raised the pistol, and pulled the trigger.
There was no bullet. Just a soft click, and a small, steady flame erupted from the barrel.
He lit the cigarette, inhaled deeply, and blew a cloud of grey smoke directly into the drone’s camera lens.
“This,” he whispered to the watching world, “will change everything.”
Chapter 1
Myke was walking along the edge of the giant lake. The mid-day sun hung in the saturated blue sky, so blue it hurt to look at. The beach felt infinite, a vast stretch of fine gravel and crushed shell that crunched softly under his bare feet. To the right, water broke peacefully against the sand; to the left, land stretched out wild and empty, with only the faint jagged silhouette of a city on the far horizon.
Myke approached a solitary lifeguard chair. It was painted white, but the paint was peeling away, slowly decaying. He stopped, sensing a presence at his feet. A starfish was washing up against his foot with the gentle lap of the tide.
Then, the sun went out.
A massive shadow swept over him. He looked up to see a commercial airliner dropping from the sky, its nose pitched down, wings swept back, like it was performing a grand swan dive. On the horizon, the city silhouette vanished, replaced instantly by a blinding dome of expanding white light. A split second later, the shockwave hit, lifting him off the sand.
As he flew backward, he watched the plane slide into the lake. It didn't break apart—it punched through the surface like a torpedo, vanishing into the black depths. Life rafts burst from the water, bobbing violently in the chop, but they were empty.
Then he felt something brush against his foot again. He looked down, expecting the starfish. Instead, a hand clawed its way out of the wet gravel. His mother’s hand. She gripped his ankle, her nails digging in. She shot a look up at him. 
“Wake up!” she hissed.
Myke’s eyes snapped open.
“Wake up. I need to check in with you now.”
The voice cut through the fog. Myke blinked, scrubbing the sleep from his face. The blinding blue sky was gone, replaced by the gray interior of a hoverbus. He was gliding toward the Civic Center, the ride so smooth—courtesy of magnetic levitation—that it was impossible to feel the road. Outside, it was mid-January, but the cabin was kept at a humid, recycled seventy degrees. Between the warmth and the magnetic hum of the ride, falling asleep on the way to the Civic Center was an occupational hazard.
“Hey, you awake yet? I texted you earlier. Guess you were out cold.”
Tyrell Harris, Myke’s state-assigned Social Media Worker (SMW), tapped his foot impatiently. He was wearing his MARBLE™ Augmented Reality visor, his fingers twitching in the air as he swiped through a digital world only he could see. To an observer, he looked like he was swatting away gnats. To him, he was likely surfing a universe of data, news, and entertainment.￼[image: openart-image_xlu5TLpQ_1770583827705_raw.jpg] 
After the Bombing in Chicago and the 4 years of the 2nd Civil War, the U.S. was divided into several zones, Myke lived in the Residential Zone, or ’The Rez’ as the locals called it. Here everyone was a ward of the state and assigned a case worker to help keep their lives on a healthy trajectory. True Citizens lived in the Red and Blue zones of their choosing, but they had their own obligations and expectations.
Myke sat up straight, trying to shake off the image of the burning city. Tyrell sighed, swept his hands wide to minimize his windows, and slid the visor up onto his forehead.
“So,” he said, his voice dropping into professional cheeriness. “How are you doing today?”
“Good,” Myke said, as he started issuing his standard responses.
“Have you been using, or had any thoughts about using?”
“No.”
“Have you engaged in any dangerous or illegal activities?”
“No.”
“Have you completed your goals for this week?” Ty glanced at his phone, scrolling through my file. “Which was… ah, talking to your neighbors more.”
“Uh, yeah,” Myke lied, studying a stain on the ceiling.
Tyrell paused, leaving the silence open just in case he wanted to confess anything. When Myke didn't, he nodded. “Okay. What are your goals for this week?”
“Um… talk to my stepmother. Try to strengthen the relationship.”
“Oh, really?” Tyrell raised an eyebrow, pleased. “That sounds productive.”
“Yeah. I’m headed out there later today.”
“Great.” Tyrell tapped his screen. “Okay, let’s take a selfie.”
Tyrell held up his phone, angling it so they were both in the frame. "Smile."
CLICK.
He critiqued the photo for a split second, then flicked his wrist. Myke’s phone vibrated in his pocket.
“Upload that to TOTALR™ before you deboard. I’ll see you next week.” Tyrell yanked the stop cord and stood up, sliding his visor back over his eyes before he even hit the aisle. He was already onto his next case.
Myke fished his phone out. The photo was classic Tyrell: he looked like a catalogue model, staring intensely into the lens. While Myke was mid-blink, mouth slightly open, looking like a heavily medicated patient.
He opened the TOTALR™ app. It wasn't really a choice anymore; the platform had swallowed every other network to become a pseudo-governmental necessity. In this post-2CW world, It was believed that being an engaged member of society was key, and TOTLR™ played a major role in that idea. Residents were expected to engage and uplift one another. If you weren't posting, you were hiding. If you were hiding, you were a threat.
He uploaded the unflattering photo. Caption: Hello world.
It was his little rebellion—doing the absolute bare minimum required to remain a "functioning resident.”
Almost instantly, a notification popped up. 007DOUG liked your photo.
“Nice Pic ; )”
Myke sighed. Doug was either a bot or the loneliest man in the hemisphere, forever the first to validate any sign of life in the feed.
He switched apps and sent Vicky a quick text reminding her that he was coming by later to pick something up. The message just sat there, ‘Delivered’ but unread. She was always like that—slow to reply, drifting in her own orbit.
Outside the hover-bus passed by the massive “Hive” complex in the far distance of the neighboring zone. Behind the walls was an endless hexagon of prisons within prisons. The deeper you found yourself the worse it got. It was truly like Dante’s levels of hell. Myke shuddered at the thought of ever finding himself there.
The hoverbus slowed, the magnetic hum dropping in pitch. A short, sharp alarm blared through the cabin—the "Wake Up" tone for the commuters dozing in the back. A few bodies jerked awake, stretching limbs stiff from the smooth ride.
“Last stop—Civic Center,” the automated voice announced. “All passengers must deboard.”
Chapter 2
The Civic Center was the beating heart of the Residential Zone, the government had consolidated its "benevolent" services here—hospitals, schools, administration—all technically free, provided you had the patience to endure the waitlists that stretched out for months.
It was also the only part of the city that felt truly sanitized. Cleaning crews in bright orange jumpsuits were everywhere, sweeping, mowing, and emptying half-full trash bins. The department was so absurdly overstaffed that the workers moved in slow motion, stretching ten minutes of work into an hour. With their vacant stares and dragging feet, they looked less like custodians and more like a synchronized army of the walking dead.
Myke walked past the art museum, a relic from a time when people still made things with their hands. His father had been an artist—well-known in the circles that mattered before the collapse—and he felt a vague, hereditary obligation to pay his respects. Myke stopped at the display in the front window. A landscape painting of a lush forest and a silver stream sat on an easel. In the corner of the canvas sat a rabbit, painted with unnerving realism. Its beady eyes were centered perfectly, staring out of the frame as if it were watching the viewer rather than existing in the scene.￼[image: openart-image_gpzk__ew_1770675458390_raw.jpg]
Myke turned away, unsettled, and continued toward his destination. Across the street, beneath the flickering neon sign of the “Rapid Clinic,” a doctor stood leaning against the brickwork. He wore pristine white scrubs and dark circular glasses that completely obscured his eyes. He was smoking a cigarette with a casual, almost arrogant air.
Myke kept walking, picking up the pace, but he
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