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Chapter 1 – “Sting Operation”
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Welvin’s Town Council chamber always smelled faintly of carpet mildew, expired toner, and broken promises. But on that Thursday morning, it reeked of something worse: candor.

Councilwoman Dottie Knickmeyer stood up mid-meeting and shouted, “I did fake my injury to get out of Fourth of July duty last year — I wasn’t stung by a wasp, I was drunk and fell on a mozzarella stick!”

A gasp swept the room. Then Councilman Larry Winkleson, voice trembling, added: “I use my library card to rent VHS tapes from my own house. I’ve been falsifying circulation metrics for eight years!”

Silence fell. And then the youngest council member, a precocious 14-year-old homeschooler named Gideon, stood up and declared, “I’ve never believed in civic engagement. I just come for the donuts. I’m sorry.”

Mayor Beatrace blinked once, twice. “Okay,” she said slowly. “Well, that concludes our open forum.”

No one noticed the teacups trembling slightly. Or the barely visible shimmer in the honey-glazed sunlight beaming through the stained-glass window. But Frank Peniston noticed. He was watching the livestream from home, surrounded by parts of a disassembled kitchen chair and the inner workings of a retired Roomba named Gerald.

Frank was wearing a single sock, two mismatched knee braces, and a bandolier full of sugar-free cough drops. The glow of the council meeting flickered on his cracked TV, propped on a pile of obsolete surveillance equipment and one mostly-dead cactus.

He leaned closer, squinting at the tea tray being quietly wheeled out of frame.

“Zoom in,” he told the remote. It did not obey.

Behind him, Fitch the angelfish drifted aimlessly in his algae-lined bowl, the picture of silent judgment.

Frank rubbed the stubble on his jaw, then stuck a screwdriver into Gerald’s motherboard and twisted until it clicked.

The motor whirred. The foot twitched.

Progress.

But his focus returned to the tea. The honey. The confessions.

Something about it all felt wrong. Not criminal. Not even unethical. Worse than that.

Too sweet to trust.



That night, the air outside Frank’s house began to pulse — not with sound, but with rhythm. A vibration, like a subwoofer made entirely of wingbeats and suspicion.
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