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  Prologue

  
  




Before you is the true and accurate report of one of humanity’s greatest disasters. 


The sequence of these chapters will be made manifest in the reading of them. All needless matters have been eliminated…so that a history may stand forth as simple fact…There is no statement of past events wherein memory may err, for all the records chosen are exactly contemporary, given from the standpoints and within the range of knowledge of those who made them. *




Any omission of facts or events is purely accidental and of no intent of the author. 




-V.B.R.








  
  
  Introduction

  
  




In the mid-1950s, the Nation was ravaged by years of civil war and in the midst of reconstruction. Each of its citizens was searching for hope and a reason for perseverance in a time where there seemingly was none. The Nation’s newly installed authoritarian government was eager to provide that hope and used all its available resources to find it. They even went so far as to start preparations for manufacturing it. 

After years of intense search across the ravaged continent, corporate-sponsored government scientists found that hope deep in the Nation’s Northern Shore—in the form of Element J-m/C. Almost discovered by accident, J-m/C was a plasma substance nestled deep within the rocks of the ocean floor. It was capable of powering combustible engines at the same level as oil without emitting any toxic emissions. It was the Earth’s answer to climate-friendly fossil fuels, and there was seemingly nothing this element couldn’t do! 

The government scrutinized J-m/C for over a decade, not wanting to risk the people—or its own legitimacy—on an undiscovered mistake. It was learned that J-m/C was in fact radioactive, but unlike the currently known substances at the time, such as uranium, this new element’s half-life was only a few weeks, and after which no trace of fallout remained. It was also uncovered that J-m/C was the world’s most powerful natural explosive, providing immense potential to the defense and weapons sectors. Another discovery was that it was a super-powerful fertilizer, capable of turning arid environments into fertile farming grounds within a matter of years. Element J-m/C could actually do no wrong!

Having been fully satisfied, the government lifted the production moratorium in 1960 and unleashed J-m/C to the world. Since it was only available in a small area within the Northern Shore, the government awarded the exclusive mining and processing rights to a handful of companies. Not only did this boost the Nation’s fledging free market, it allowed the government to keep some control of this dangerous substance, while offering that elusive hope the Nation so desperately needed. 

While the Nation was officially embarking on the Path to Prosperity (as the Leadership declared the name of this new era), the companies that mined J-m/C were bleeding money and could not make a profit on the Home Market alone, even though it was declared an essential substance. The corporate sector lobbied heavily with the rest of the world’s controlling bodies to accept exports of the element, which would more than eliminate the profit deficit.

Even though the world was quite attracted to J-m/C, the threat to the currently oil-dominated economy was too heavy to overlook. For years, the Nation fought against the idea that it would use its leverage over the element to strengthen its global influence, but all of its overtures were unfortunately lacking in the eyes of its counterparts. Rather than continue negotiations, the world’s powers engaged in a severe arms and technology race to “level the playing field” as one Western leader stated. 

Despite the many breakthroughs that were made during this time, the J-m/C stalemate continued. Some say the resignation of the Nation’s First Leader and the assassination of American President John F. Kennedy were in part due to the stalemate. Finally, in 1967, the United Nations, OPEC, and the Nation signed the Cold War Concordance which officially banned the exportation and restricted the use of the element solely to the Nation. In return, the Nation pledged a strict isolationist policy. “This is for everyone’s benefit,” the Third Leader declared, who Himself was more than happy to add this to His legacy. 

One corporation, Astor-Correen, possessed the plot with the richest deposit of J-m/C, and because of that quickly rose to the top of the sector’s corporate food chain. It was able to invest in the most state-of-the-art equipment and built the largest and deepest mining drills. But its founders hedged most of the company’s fortunes on the export effort, and was the biggest sufferer when the Concordance went into effect. 

Having all that state-of-the-art equipment was expensive, and Astor-Correen’s competitors learned to work on leaner and more nimble budgets. Over the decades, this discrepancy in style eventually resulted in Astor-Correen becoming complacent and unable to appropriately invest in research and development, while its competitors had no choice but to invest in research and development for the sake of their own survival. 

Now, on the eve of the end of the twentieth century, Astor-Correen is no longer considered the gold-standard and relies on its military contract with the Nation’s Home Fleet in order to survive. But even with such a lucrative contract, the company’s reputation has only continued to worsen, and the Nation’s Fifth Leader has politely “suggested” that the other companies explore merger options. 

Fending off a hostile takeover, Astor-Corren has doubled-down on what has worked previously and constructed a new mining drill over a newly found deposit. When completed, the Branagh Drill will be the world’s largest and deepest J-m/C Miner, capable of providing triple the company’s current output, and triple its fortunes…








  
  
  I

  
  




Bosley dropped the butt of his dead cigarette on the floor, mindlessly stomping it in an automatic motion. He mechanically lit another, taking a deep drag before letting it cloud his face. The cigarette’s flavor entered his mouth, but he didn’t pay any attention to it. In fact, for the last few hours he hadn’t been paying too much attention to much at all, and only lit another cigarette when he didn’t have anything to put into his mouth. 

For a few seconds he struggled to ignite his lighter, which temporarily took his mind off of his current problems. He was then quickly distracted by the shape of a prancing dog in the smoke cloud, but it was only just. His mind was a complete wreck, darting from thought to thought without taking the time to properly process them all the way through. But all of his thoughts were related to the same, doomful subject, and there was no way to escape it.

An odd reflection caught his attention in the mirror finish of the silver cigarette case, and Bosley noticed a fat tear trickle down his cheek. His dark brown eye was red with fear. This increased his anxiety, which only made him angrier. Within a few seconds he was already a quarter of the way done with his cigarette, yet his nerves weren’t getting any better.

Fed up, Bosley jumped out of his chair, which despite the advertisements and heavy price tag did not offer him the “dreamlike comfort” it so promised. In fact, nothing within Bosley’s opulent office, designed only with functional comfort in mind, was offering anything that it promised. The shiny, nickel-plated furniture that glistened like diamonds against the tastefully placed decorative mirrors surrounding the three walls only reflected to Bosley the sad reality of his present, showing him an increasingly tired and cranky 35-year-old man who was hunched over with the stress of his job. His expensively tailored suit and crocodile boots covered a body that was still quite handsome, yet increasingly dependent on cocaine and alcohol just to get up in the morning, and was so stressed that it couldn’t hold down a meal bigger than a cup of soup. 

Bosley tried as much as he could to avoid looking at his reflection—which he was increasingly growing sicker of by the day—but it was unavoidable by his own design, because once upon a time he was beautiful. He was always the center of his world, and once he made it to the executive level, he could finally afford to reflect that in his possessions. After all, the rich and powerful were self-obsessed and still not considered vain, so why shouldn’t he indulge as well? 

While Bosley was tempted by the glitz and power of his position, he did not foresee the price he would have to pay for such responsibility. Even though he was an executive, he was the junior most level of vice-president, making him responsible for getting the work done. 

And that was why he was in the state of mind that he was in. While his objective was quite simple—get the work done—that was only getting increasingly more difficult. He was now at the point where he needed to ask for help, which he hated to do because it made him look weak, and the people available to help him were anything but helpful, which only added to his workload.

Bosley looked at his fancy, diamond-encrusted watch, which told him the current person he was waiting for to help him, Lowry, was quite late. On the one hand that was acceptable because Bosley still wasn’t sure what he was going to ask of Lowry, let alone if he could be of any help at all. But on the other hand, that only made his situation that much more difficult. 

Getting fed up with seeing his pitiful self only grow more pitiful, Bosley gazed out the large picture window behind his desk, hoping nature would offer some type of distraction. Outside, there was the industrial labyrinth that was Astor-Correen. Smokestacks and material silos reached into the air, spewing the pungent smells of sweet, sweet profit. His office was low enough that he could see the individual workers travelling betwixt the various buildings, going about their mundane but extremely important work days. Trucks and trains carting crates and shipping containers darted all across the complex, while an endless stream of cargo submarines travelled back and forth between here and the source of the company’s flame deep on the ocean floor. 

A flame that was quicky extinguishing. 

Bosley took a deep drag from his cigarette and once again noticed his reflection in the window. His tired eyes were unmistakable even in this poor lighting, and despite his best efforts he couldn’t look away. 

The company’s extinguishing flame, and how to deal with it, was the reason Bosley needed to talk with Lowry. The poor and pathetic man was at his wits end with this latest game of public relations, and he just couldn’t see a way to make his old tricks work. Lowry was especially adept at finding solutions to sticky situations such as this, and in fact played an instrumental part in Bosley getting this particular project in the first place. 

A loud boom shook the complex and stole Bosley’s attention. One of the smokestacks in the distance quit billowing clean white smoke and instead erupted dark, sooty fire. A trail of flashing lights shot from the other side of the complex and travelled to the fiery building—emergency vehicles. 

Bosley’s stomach churned, as this meant more paperwork and more meetings and press conferences that he needed to plan. He took one final drag from his cigarette and turned away, choosing to focus only on this current problem before he needed to think about the upcoming one. He strolled over to his desk and eyed the advertising proof atop it. As he pulled the cigarette out from his mouth, the ash flicked off the end and flew onto the one of the papers, replicating the burning scene he just saw out of the window. 

Rushing as fast as he could, Bosley wiped the ash off the papers. The smell of burning paper filled the room and his nostrils, offering a momentary reprieve from thinking about his current issue. But it was short-lived as he examined a hole burned into the press release. A passage caught his eye, one he’s read a thousand times and the one that caused him the most angst: 


The new Branagh Drill will be the world’s largest J-m/C Miner, capable of operating at depths greater than 10,000 feet from the ocean floor. The Branagh will triple Astor-Correen’s current material output, providing enough J-m/C to power the entire Home Fleet and half of the Nation’s households. 

Of course, an increase of this magnitude will also result in an increase in operating profit margins, which is estimated to be at least a 31% increase over the previous 12 quarters…




“Why are you grimacing?”

Bosley jumped, startled at the sudden appearance of an unexpected voice. Before him stood his complete opposite; a tall, relaxed man with perfectly feathered hair and a face that didn’t have a real worry in the world. The brilliant blue eyes were only made more magnificent by the man’s deep bronze tan, which made Lowry more suitable for hosting a television game show than being a junior executive at an energy company. Perfectly manicured hands reached into the light-colored suit and extracted an expensive gold cigarette case, monogramed with the owner’s initials in obnoxious curly font. Carefully, as if choreographed, Lowry extracted a filter-less cigarette and lit it, blowing out perfect halos of smoke. A light smile landed on his face, as though this was a pleasure he didn’t much get to partake. 

The smile was quickly replaced by a grimace similar to Bosley’s. He then took a deep sniffle. “Ah, I smell it now. What are you burning?” A wry expression curled his lips. “Don’t tell me Little B is learning how to ‘clean’ the company records?” He used air quotes over the word “clean,” and was quite amused with himself. 

Bosley’s embarrassment was quickly overshadowed by irritation. He absolutely abhorred that nickname. Lowry only used it when he thought Bosley was doing something stupid, and its use was growing more frequent lately. This was an indication that Lowry was going to be just as helpful as usual, which is not what Bosley was in the mood for right now. His already worn-out patience was wearing even thinner, but he kept his cool. For now. 

“No. I got some ash on these papers here and didn’t want to start a fire. Then I got distracted with a passage on the press release.”

Lowry suckled his cigarette and sauntered to the desk. He snatched the paper quickly out of Bosley’s hand and made a show of focusing his eyes. He then found a speck on one little corner and blew it off. “See there, good as new!” That pleased-with-himself look returned.

Bosley gently took back the paper with a very unamused expression on his face. He gave a half-smile and a light “thank you” before replacing it on his desk. He went to light another cigarette, but his hands shook so much that he dropped the lighter to the floor. His face flashed with intense frustration. 

For the first time the smug look disappeared off of Lowry’s face and was replaced with one of concern, at least for the immediate moment. 

“Hey Boz, buddy. Are you okay?” 

He made a beeline to get behind Bosley and started to massage his shoulders. “What’s going on, honey? The stress becoming a bit much?”

The two were on occasion bedmates, with Bosley reading more into the relationship and calling them “together.” Lowry maintained they were only friends with benefits, and tried to keep up a strong boundary as such, but every so often that love that he swore wasn’t there made itself apparent. 

It was an open secret that they both used each other for their own individual advantages. Bosley used Lowry’s connections to earn his promotion, and Lowry used his friend’s new clout to earn his. They both owed their respective offices to each other, and they both knew—but neither wanted to admit—that they needed each other. 

Bosley’s hands were still shaking, now from embarrassment for having betrayed his vulnerabilities to Lowry. The massage only made his discomfort worse. While he wanted to tell Lowry the actual reason he wasn’t alright, he still couldn’t find the courage. Instead, he told a half-truth.

“Something—some explosion—just happened on the dock. Not even five minutes before you came in. No doubt there’s going to be a temporary outage. Actually, I’m surprised my phone has not already started ringing off the hook.”

Talking through that little bit calmed him some, enough that Bosley was able to successfully light his cigarette and take a long, deep drag. 

Behind him, Lowry rolled his eyes in annoyance but quickly placed a thousand-watt smile in his voice. “Aww, c’mon Little B. That’s nothing to get your nerves all worked up for. So what? There’ll be a slight delay in production, but that’ll pass. So what, there might be an inquiry? All that really means is more paperwork for everybody and less time for us to fuck. It’s okay though, we’ll get through it like we always do.”

Bosley’s slowly growing feeling of calm was suddenly interrupted. “What the hell? Less time to fuck? You mean we’ll have even less time than the zero time we have now?” His voice was rising and he turned away from the massage. For once his eyes were blazing with life—furious and irritated life.

Lowry was at first shocked at this sudden outburst, but then realized this was familiar territory and rolled his eyes once again and crossed his arms. “Listen, if you just called me up here to have a fight that we’ve already had multiple times now, I’m just going to—”

Bosley grabbed Lowry’s shoulders as he rushed to leave, embracing him in a back hug. His attitude turned a complete one hundred eighty degrees. “No, no, no, no. I’m sorry. It’s…no it’s not that. I didn’t call you just to rehash a fight. There’s just been a shit-ton on my mind lately and that just sent me over the edge.”

“Ah,” Lowry hummed. “So that’s why you called me. Well damn, Little B, why didn’t you say so?” He turned around and started to undo Bosley’s tie. 

While the familiar feelings of comfort built up within him, Bosley knew this wasn’t the time and shrugged off Lowry. They were not bedmates right now; they were just strictly colleagues. 

“Stop! No! It’s not that either.” Bosley lightly shoved Lowry’s hands away. He struggled to make his tired-out brain articulate what he needed to say without sounding like a weak bitch, but at this point he just came out with it. “It’s the press release that—”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake! Again!” Lowry pulled off Bosley’s tie and threw it to the floor. He then strutted to a chair and unceremoniously dropped in, its white leather didn’t make a sound. Lowry tapped some of his ash on the floor and wore a pout on his face. “We’ve already been over this, and over this, at least one hundred times. There is nothing more to fix and there can’t be any more revisions or additions. The damn thing is fucking ready to go, Boz! It’s ready to go!” He took a drag and let the smoke spear out of his mouth. “You just can’t help but make the perfect the enemy of the good.”

Now it was Bosley’s turn to roll his eyes. “Dammit, stop repeating yourself!”

“No, you stop repeating yourself,” Lowry jabbed his finger across the desk. 

Bosley snatched the press release from his desk and held it up to eye level. “This is the latest revision from advertising. Have you read it, because I doubt you have. These numbers in here are—”

“Factual,” Lowry snapped. 

“No! They fucking are not! Whose idea was it to put those in—”

“Sonofabitch, you know those are just a fucking marketing gimmick! Janek probably thought it was a great idea to add those after doing a shit-load of blow. You know those fucking idiots can’t do anything without chemical help.”

Resigned, Bosley closed his eyes and sighed. “Lowry.”

“Bosley. It’s time to leave this alone. Frankly we don’t have time to keep fucking around with this anymore. We have to get it released, and I have a tee time in half an hour so I have to go.” He let out another great spew of smoke, punctuating his exasperation. “So, are we done here?”

Bosley picked up one of the other pieces of paper on his desk and shoved it towards Lowry. He was struggling to contain his anger and tried not to yell. “Have you seen these numbers! We’re supposed to triple our capacity in five years…? That’s how long the Branagh is expected to last! We can’t leave this alone!”

A silence hung in the air, filled with tension and conflict. Lowry was unphased by Bosley’s argument and outburst, in fact he was growing quite bored. He feigned a yawn and took a drag from his cigarette. Slowly he reached for the paper and squinted at it, again making a show with focusing his eyes. He expelled the smoke which built a dividing wall between him and Bosley. 

After several more seconds of silence, Lowry finally spoke. “I don’t see what the problem is. It’s not entirely factual, but that’s what’s called advertising. You have to tell the buyers what they want to hear, Little B. Car ads don’t remind you that you have to maintain the fucking thing, do they?”

Bosley’s anger only grew at an exponential rate. His blood was racing through his veins, fuming with an impatience that was quickly overshadowing his attraction to the man. “Advertising is fudging the truth, yes. But this is straight up lying!” 

Lowry rolled his eyes and flicked his cigarette ash on the paper that he was previously studying. “Now Little B, why would we tell anyone outside of these walls that the company’s new toy is built on a small deposit? That would be ‘counterproductive to our current objectives,’” he mocked the language from the official directives. “The point of the Branagh is to save Astor-Correen, not kill it.” 

Bosley was in the midst of placing his cigarette in his mouth, but he was too compelled to let his mouth take a break from arguing. “For the same reason we tell people to wear protective gear when they handle the stuff, because killing them will kill us too!”

Lowry stood, flicking his ash once again on the floor. His bored look was still present, but it was cracking slowly with a look of disdain. “Okay, listen. I’m not going to sit here and let you fucking lecture me on morals, because we both know how fluid and wishy-washy yours are. You are fucking guilty of the same shit that you’re fussing over right now.”

Another heavy silence hung between them for a moment. He raised his eyebrows, and the corners of his mouth curled into a wry smile. Bosley’s face was taken aback, somewhat shocked but mostly irritated that his feelings were suddenly hurt. 

While yes, it was true that Bosley’s path to this office was helped by his enhancement of certain facts in the reports he oversaw, that was true of literally every single person in this company. No one was in a position strictly because of their merit alone, that was practically unheard of, especially here in 1992. It was an old-fashioned notion that was only present in new employees, but it died once people realized there was only one way to get anywhere in this place.

Fudging facts was virtually encouraged, but lying was only tolerated if you didn’t get caught. And getting caught was the only thing anyone could guarantee. 

“Don’t you understand that once the shareholders find out that their returns are going to shrink decades before they’re supposed to—”

Lowry interrupted Bosley by rapping his knuckle on the desk. “Buddy, that’s the nature of investments. Your really have got to get a—”

“We can’t hide the lack of resources! Even for a little—”

Now it was Lowry’s turn to lose his temper. He dramatically swiped his arms across the desk, knocking over all the papers and a few of the expensive tchotchkes onto the ground. “Oh, for fuck’s sake! What does it matter if they fucking find out,” he yelled at the top of his lungs. “Who gives a shit if there’s not enough bloody material?” He picked up the crystal ashtray and threw it over his shoulder. “All of this is just a means to a fucking end! The Branagh, Astor-Correen…it’s all a just-for-fucking-now until the damn company gets bought out or folded. No one is willing to tell us piss-ons that there’s not enough beer left in the glass, we’re just expected to keep the party rolling and the drinks coming. The second you stop resisting that and just go along for the ride is when you finally start feeling better and things start getting easier. 

“Why would anyone bat an eye if the material forecasts prove inaccurate?” he continued, slamming his fists down on the desk to punctuate his every point. “Why would anyone bat an eye about the Branagh not lasting as long as initially predicted? Would anyone be really that surprised if we eventually fail an inspection? Or lose the Home Fleet contract? All that matters is the Branagh going online.” He took a breath and lowered his voice. “Once that happens, we won’t need to worry about anything.” He tried to smile, but even his face wasn’t having it. 

Bosley leaned stiffly against his desk, listening and not believing anything he was hearing. He understood Lowry’s point, their objective was solely to get Branagh operational, but that didn’t grant them leave to lie their way there. “Do you realize that the government has started planting moles throughout the place to watch our every move? The fact that they aren’t bothering to be too secretive about it says a lot. Clearly you haven’t been—”

“No, clearly you haven’t been paying attention.” Lowry’s voice was resuming its previous volume. “The company’s contract renewal depends on the Branagh going online. Which means that our jobs are dependent on the Branagh going online. Period, end of story. That is all the contract stipulates. Nowhere does it say that we have to promise longevity or even reliability. The company hasn’t been doing that since before you and I were fucking born. Once the damn drill gets started, our asses are saved and it’s ka-ching, ka-ching! Everything that comes after that is for the next batch of VPs to deal with. All you and I are in charge of is turning the goddamn thing on.”

Bosley’s anger-fueled confidence dimmed significantly, and fear suddenly ran through him. His temper momentarily retreated and he urged Lowry to lower his voice. Any mention or reference to anything seemingly religious or sacrilegious was expressly prohibited in the Nation. While the current Leader offered to make the security state less proactive, there were still Listeners everywhere and certain things would never be accepted or allowed. 

He moved from behind the desk to get closer to Lowry and lowered his voice to a stage whisper. “But Lowry, I’m not interested in quitting my job. Voluntarily or otherwise.”

“But Boz, honey, you won’t have to. After Branagh goes live, the stock price will rise and A/C will start turning a profit again, if only for a moment. That means we’ll be more desirable to LaMere and the other companies—”

“The old woman isn’t selling, Lowry. You know she’ll die before that happens.”

Lowry grabbed Bosley’s shoulders and embraced him warmly. Gone was his previous anger and in its place was the air of a friend helping another understand a difficult concept. “Little B, you know she doesn’t have a choice anymore. The only thing she can really do is choose whom to sell to. She won’t sell to Acme Speer because their offer is an honest appraisal of our value. But LaMere isn’t our mortal enemy, rather just our biggest competitor.”

“Right,” Bosley said, “I understand that. I also understand that we’ll be even more in debt once the Branagh’s bills come due. We’ll be worth even less when the sale actually goes through.”

“But not on paper! It’s like buying a house,” Lowry gently led Bosley to a seat. “You don’t own it yet because it’s not paid off, but you can claim it’s worth as a part of your total worth, which is more than what you owe.”

Bosley plopped into the other guest chair, wearing a confused look. He was following, but barely. 

“So actually, when the time for selling arrives, Astor-Correen will be worth more than Acme is willing to pay,” Lowry let the sentence hang for a few beats, hoping his colleague would catch up.

“And that’ll make the sale to LaMere more palatable to her, because she’ll feel like she won against Acme.” Bosley could see the dots connect in front of his eyes. It was finally starting to come together, and even started to make sense. 

“See, you’re getting it! Then, when the sale goes through and everything get restructured, you and I will either get a well-deserved demotion or a nice severance package. Now do you see how this will eventually be LaMere’s problem to fucking solve?”

Bosley took a few moments to let it all sink in. He slowly replayed everything Lowry said multiple times, and each time his stomach churned a little more. 

“That is your plan,” he stood up incredulously. “And you say I have nothing to fucking worry about?” He wasn’t whispering anymore and in fact had returned to yelling. “That requires so many separate pieces to align perfectly—”

Lowry interrupted. “Yeah, and so does falling in love, yet it happens to everyone every flipping day!”

“But Lowry, this is straight up lying.”

“So is marriage,” Lowry spat back.

“Goddammit listen to me!” Bosley slammed his hand on the desk, cracking the glass. “We can’t go around telling everyone we have champagne when we all that we barely have is fucking tap water! Even if everything works out as you want, we can still end up getting in fucking trouble! 

“Selling to LaMere or anyone fucking else just changes the names on the arrest warrants. It doesn’t hide anything. The military doesn’t like it when you fuck with their fighter planes and battleships, especially when you pump the fuel that makes them run! Is cutting corners and lying just to make money worth getting interrogated by the Hyde? I’d rather be in a mining accident, because at least you’re certain to die.”

It was the warning of being contacted by the Nation’s intelligence service that finally made Lowry realize the risk of his plan. For the first time since he entered the office, he was at a loss for words, but covered it by feigning an intense focus on lighting a new cigarette. He took a few moments to take a couple puffs but inadvertently stomped it out when he tried to flick off the ash. He brushed his fingers through his hair and lit another cigarette. He then sauntered to the window and took in the view. After a few seconds he turned around with that familiar smug smile. 

“Little B, the beauty of being a lowly worker like me, is that I’m not responsible for making decisions or formulating policy, I’m just the asshole who’s forced to enforce them on everyone. All I get to do is sign papers and go to the meetings. It’s lackeys up here in the C-Suite that have to make all the decisions and answer for them.” He checked his watch, realized what time it was and walked over to the mirror over the bar and straightened his tie. “Now I really have to go.”

Bosley could sense the fear in his bedmate’s voice and knew that this was a ploy to look strong. He walked behind Lowry and gave him a back hug. The old connection, however frayed and strained, was still there, as Lowry instantly collapsed fully into the hug. He tried to sound as comforting as he could.

“And which names do you think the real C-Suiters are going to say did it all?” The two stared into each other’s eyes through the mirror. Bosley continued, “I’ll be on the chopping block for sure as I’m too new up here. Shit only falls downhill, buddy.” 

The silence hung amongst them for several moments as the weight of the situation finally sunk in. The two’s hands intertwined with each other, and for just a few seconds there was nothing between the two of them but pure love. 

“Didn’t you always want to live in New Zealand?” Lowry asked wearing a warm smile.

“And farm sheep to make our own wool blankets and slippers,” Bosley smiled. “And you wanted to be Crocodile Dundee.”

Lowry smiled and snorted. These were the things they talked about after they got too drunk and had sex, when there was nothing to worry about except what to do with the future. He turned around and wrapped his arms around Bosley’s neck. “That’s only because you talked me out of recreating Mad Max!” They laughed cheerily and wiggled their noses. Bosley tried to kiss Lowry, but he pulled away to arm’s length.

“Boz, the only way we can even come close to what we want is by just going with the flow. There is nothing you can do about it at this point, as you just pointed out. Damned if you do and damned if you don’t. Fighting things you know are wrong only gets you behind and in trouble. It’s the right thing to do, but not the smartest. Now c’mon,” Lowry released Bosley’s arms.

“Send out the press release so we can all get what the fuck we want and then can move on with our lives.” Lowry looked at his watch again, then proudly displayed it to Bosley to show it off with a cheeky smile. “Fuck, I’m going to be late. Now I’ll owe him a gin and tonic.”

Lowry patted Bosley’s chest and rushed out without a second thought, the smoke cloud separating in his wake.

Bosley was torn. He had tried everything he could, but in the end was all by himself on his island of righteousness. As much as he hated to admit it, he knew Lowry was right. There was no decision that he could make that would be the “right thing to do;” Bosley was only able to do what he was expected to do. By design, the whole situation was wrong, but he knew that if he played his cards right, he’d come out in the end, hopefully alive. 

But despite Lowry’s repeated assurances that everyone would get their cut, Bosley knew that no matter what happened, either way, he would not get everything that he wanted. 

He looked into the mirror, remembering the feel of Lowry’s skin on his, and a tear slowly trinkled down his sunken cheek. 
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Published: 9 March 1992 8:50 a.m.

Astor-Correen’s massive new J-m/C Extractor, the Branagh, has finally completed construction and is set to go online within a matter of days. The expensive, ten-year long project is expected to dramatically increase the amount of available J-m/C to the Nation, as well as provide a much-needed antidote to the company’s woes.

Company executives released a statement indicating how proud they are of the project’s completion and expressed excitement and hope for the upcoming results the new piece of equipment is expected to bring. 

“The Branagh is the largest investment Astor-Correen has ever undertaken,” the official press release states, “and it represents a turning point in the storied history of this great company. We are proud of the crew’s hard work in making this project happen and look forward to expanding our contribution to Society.”

The Branagh Drill is the first J-m/C extractor completed within the last twenty-five years from any of the three material corporations, which includes LaMere Industries and the Acme Speer Corporation—dubbed the Three Sisters—and is officially the largest ever constructed. Weighing a combined six thousand tons and reaching depths of eighty thousand-feet beneath the ocean floor, the Branagh stands up there with the Nation’s largest engineering projects, and is one of the largest construction projects ever completed underwater.

The project has not come without its share of controversy. At the project’s announcement, several environmental groups mounted protests against the company, citing the massive depletion of the underlying J-m/C reserves and the need to search for alternative energy sources. Some of the protests grew violent and even temporarily disrupted construction. 

While the original opening date was three years ago, construction itself has been delayed several times due to multiple severe accidents. In one instance, two cargo submarines ferrying supplies to the ocean-floor construction site suffered mechanical difficulties that resulted in their destructive implosions, the causes of which are still unknown. Additionally, over a dozen divers have mysteriously died over the course of construction, with the company’s response being criticized as underwhelming and borderline inconsiderate. 

The Leadership has personally ordered an investigation into the continuous delays and accidents surrounding the project, which is still ongoing. 

Astor-Correen has defended its handling over the myriad of issues, stating their restricted monetary resources due to the project construction and continuous material production has played a large role. They’ve also referenced the current price drop of J-m/C and the ongoing Insurgency as other reasons for delays. 

For their part, shareholders have not been satisfied with the company’s pace, dumping billions of shares over the course of the Branagh’s construction and lowering the company’s stock price by nearly twenty percent. The government’s regulatory agencies have taken note of these latest misfortunes and have mandated the other companies explore “takeover options,” which have further driven shareholders away from Astor-Correen. The company has deleted its dividend and initiated share buybacks, but the results haven’t materialized. 

For its part, Astor-Correen’s internal research indicates that once fully operational, the Branagh will triple annual J-m/C output and stabilize material prices, even going so far as to say it will help with the recession recovery. 

The Home Fleet has even been promised that all of its fuel resources will be provided by the Branagh alone, and the company has assured the government that the wells won’t dry up for generations. 

The company has issued billions in debt to fund the Branagh’s construction, and has required direct investment from the National Treasury just to complete daily operations. But company executives swear that all the borrowing with pay off, and quickly at that. 

But skeptics abound, as official reports from the government and the company’s rivals indicate the J-m/C deposit nestled ten miles off the Northern Shore—the only source of the material in the world—is quickly depleting and will not last longer than ten to fifteen years. Astor-Correen’s own documents indicate the deposit the Branagh was constructed over won’t last longer than eight years. 

Rumors even abound that the Hyde intelligence agency is investigating the company in addition to the Branagh construction inquiry, and reporting back directly to the Leadership. 

The company refused to comment on the matter and only referred to the released official statements. 

When asked if the government was going to restart global export talks with the expected increase in material supply, both company executives and representatives of the High Court of the Seven—the Nation’s ultimate policy maker—expressly denied such talks were taking place.

The drill still must undergo the requisite quality and safety tests, but is expected to officially start mining on Wednesday afternoon. Needless to say, everyone from Astor-Correen’s rivals, to the military, to the general public, to the world are interested in the Branagh’s eventual outcome. 

But only time will tell…

Reporting by: V. B. Rickman, Contract Staff Writer
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Ten miles off the coast of the Northern Shores is nestled a large metal structure, undulating with the waves. It was so large that it could be seen for twenty miles in all directions, and at night could be seen from space. Looking at it from directly above, the structure resembled a large metallic asterisk in the middle of the ocean, with numerous ships and submarines ferrying freight and workers docking into and disembarking from it. Rising from the undulating sea were five structures reaching several dozen stories into the air, all resting on a platform covered with thousands of miles of snaking pipes and exhaust ports. 

Within those structures and pipes flowed millions of gallons of mined and unprocessed J-m/C, the most valuable and destructive material known to man, and this area’s lifeblood. The Kuiper Ring, as the behemoth platform was called, was Astor-Correen’s link to the mining drills resting on the ocean floor ten miles beneath it. Daily, millions of gallons flow from the bottom of the sea to the Kuiper, where hundreds of transport ships and cargo submarines trek between it and the factories on the shore, where the precious material gets refined and processed to its final state. This intricately choreographed assembly line is timed to the second, and any interruption, however minute, can cause the most devastating of delays. 

The Kuiper is joined by both LaMere’s and Acme Speer’s mining facilities, together contributing to the name Tri-Corp Bay. But the Kuiper is the largest and most visible of the three. When it was originally constructed in 1965, the Kuiper was the most advanced of the three facilities, operating the three largest drills over the most prevalent of the J-m/C deposits. After the discovery that the deposit vein stretches further along the bay, the companies were forced to come up with creative ways to access them. The other companies invested in advancing submarine technology, and were able to devise a way to access the material directly from the drills themselves rather than a surface derrick like the Kuiper. 

LaMere and Acme Speer saved billions in construction costs with their new submarines, but Astor-Correen took the approach of expanding their drilling capacity at the Kuiper, rather than construct any newer-style drills, bringing the Kuiper to its current massive size. 

Amongst the massive metallic castle in the ocean was a boat traffic command center, a small dormitory for crew members en route to the surface or the abyss, multiple warehouses and storage silos, and massive loading docks. Linked to the ocean floor ten miles below was a central shaft that housed the transport piping and conveyance lifts which brought the material and personnel to and from the surface. The central shaft was surrounded by the conveyance lifts on four sides, three of which exclusively carried material while the fourth one hauled personnel. They were large boxes resembling cargo ship containers and travelled up and down the ten-mile shaft nearly fifty times a day. 

Currently the personnel conveyance was descending at a rate that would reach the ocean floor in just over an hour. The ride was rickety, not pleasant, and very uncomfortable. The spartan interior was bare bones metal, with the few offerings of comfort having disappeared or broken years ago. The elevator was well-used and not very well cared for, with deep stains and scuff marks ingrained in the worn-out metal. Dials and readouts—only which half-worked—covered the narrow wall which also housed the communications and control console. The conveyance was automated, but manual control could be taken if necessary. The other narrow end housed the pressure chamber, where the occupants could dress into a diving suit and evacuate the conveyance if the situation so required. The rest of the space was decorated with years of worker graffiti and pasted pictures, ranging from offering sexual services to complaining about various people or procedures. The fluorescent light bars were spotty and flickered with every shudder of the conveyance, making the entire atmosphere look dead and gloomy. 

Leaning against the wall with his arms crossed and eyes closed was Decker, a tall, dark-haired thirty-year-old who possessed the tired eyes and hardened body of a man whose worked the mines for twelve years too long. He had started when he was sixteen as a pipe-carrying grunt and worked his way slowly up to team lead, having spent his entire adult life at the bottom of the ocean. It had been years since he’d last seen a clear sunny day, as the few weeks he got to spend topside were during the winter when the sky was always overcast.

To Decker, the numerous artificial halo lights dotting the facility’s grounds at the bottom of the ocean were the closest thing to sunlight he ever got, and probably all he would get until he retired. He wasn’t bitter, at least about that, mainly because he was always just too bloody busy with work. 

His mining crew was a skeleton of itself right now as the company devoted all its resources to building the Branagh, which meant Decker’s life was full of eighteen-hour work days for seven days a week for the last two years. The pay was great, but what good was making all that money if he never got the chance to spend it? 

It was the day he walked into his boss’s office to tender his resignation when he was offered the foreman position of the Branagh. It was supposed to be an honor, as he would virtually be the captain of the drill and the youngest one in the company at that, but really all the effect it had on Decker was to cut his vacation short. It wasn’t even a vacation, as all he did was get a medical check. He had just cleared decompression and gotten new glasses when he received the call to come back down. The safety and functionality tests had been moved forward a few weeks, and the launch date was now in less than twenty-four hours. 

The conveyance shuddered, knocking Decker’s head against the cold and hard metal wall. He was desperately trying to catch the last vestiges of sleep he could, but he was fighting a losing battle.

The flickering lights cut out for several seconds, leaving everything in pitch darkness before coming back on. The conveyance was the original that was installed back in 1965, and the interior and exterior walls were dotted with so many patches that covered several re-wirings and patch jobs that it was a miracle the damn thing still worked. Then again, that’s who Decker and his team were—Miracle Workers.  

Joining him in the conveyance were the eight Miracle Workers he personally chose to be on his new crew. He had worked with most of them for several years and could personally vouch for each one of their skills. They were the best this piece of shit company had to offer, and working with them was the only reason he accepted the foreman position. Each of them had the experience required to inaugurate a new drill and frankly they were the only ones that were willing to do it for the pitiful raise they were offered. 

Riggs sat against the wall and was busy chewing on his cigar while reading a book. He had joined around the same time Decker did, and had spent the most time working with him. The two were the same age, but Riggs possessed a sizeable belly and a face that wore the stress of a man that looked ten years older. He was the company’s best drill head driver—the one actually directing the thing where and how fast to go—yet he was also famous for biting people’s heads off when they didn’t listen to his directions. He was recently diagnosed with high blood pressure and an ulcer, and for that he was nose deep in a stress-relief book. He regularly tried to remember to take his medication and was, for the most part, trying to heed his doctor’s advice. 

Stretched out on the other side of the wall was Thatz, who’s large six and a half-foot tall muscular frame could reach the other wall with no effort. He wore a sleeveless denim shirt, where his dark-skinned sweaty arms glistened underneath the lights. His hair was braided and reached his waist, and in his beard was cut out the ancient symbols from the native tribe he heralded from. Despite being the “different” one, he was the company’s youngest full-barred mechanic and wiser than his years. He was relatively mild mannered and calm, yet was always ready and never afraid to throw the first—and strongest—punch. He picked his teeth with a fine screwdriver while smoking a drug-laced joint. 

Coughing and then snatching the joint out of Thatz’s mouth was Farroh, the team’s medic. She took a long drag of the joint, claiming it as hers. Even though she was the only woman on the team, she was one of its toughest members. She ran away from home and was drafted into the military, where she was dishonorably discharged. The company has a constant shortage of medical personnel and hired her in spite of her record, and for that she has a strong sense of loyalty to Astor-Correen, despite its practices. While Farroh possesses a distant and borderline cold demeanor, she also possesses the warmest bedside manner. 

Niles sat on the floor in the corner, dropping his nude magazine as he drifted within the currents of deep sleep. The svelte man on the centerfold wore nothing more than a construction helmet and humped an open pipe end. The owner of the magazine was fully clothed, but his large muscles pressed against the fabric, making his shirt look painted on. His scruffy face was covered with a mop of unkempt blond hair. One of his eye teeth was crooked, forever lending him a boyish look. But he was the most capable electrician Decker had ever worked with, if a bit wild and intense. 

Sitting on an overturned bucket next to Niles was Bannock, the drill’s chemist, who’s face on top of his thin seven-foot-tall frame wore a look of befuddlement as he examined the picture. He scoffed and rolled his eyes, thinking what would the company’s publications team come up with next. Heaven forbid we be allowed to buy actual porn, like anything that’s available on the surface, he thought. Instead, we have to suffer from poor-ass company knock-offs. He flicked his dead cigarette at the magazine and lit another. He was focusing on which bunk he was going to pick in the Branagh, and didn’t notice the end of the cigarette burn through the picture’s dick. 

Near the door to the pressure chamber, Channing was silently doing pull ups on one of the cargo racks while his partner, Hadley, performed curls with two heavy J-m/C cans. They were the drill’s two spot divers, whose job was to swim outside the drill head and pull out large rocks and debris. They spent a majority of their eighteen-hour workday in pressure suits, and were always dancing within an inch from death. Hardly ever were they seen away from each other, and it was an open secret they were bedmates. 

Shuffling through a stack of schematics sat Sikes, the team’s geologist. He was responsible for determining the makeup of the soil and informing the team how to adjust and proceed under the current conditions—essentially the drill’s navigator and map reader, even though there wasn’t a map to read. If a drill head broke because of his miscalculations, or if the crew had to pause operations, Sikes was the first to get in trouble. He took off his monocle and rubbed his non-blind eye. He was only a few months from retiring, and boy was he looking forward to it. 

The only member of the team Decker had never worked with before, and the one who was the most nervous, was Dallows. He was the team’s newest employee—if not one of the company’s newest employees—and making his very first descent. His eyes nervously darted around the cramped metal box, looking at the dilapidated state of things as well as taking in the various personalities of the people amongst him. His ears were clogging and he kept opening his mouth to crack his jaw. He kept looking at his watch, hoping that would offer some sense of comfort to him—it did not. 

Dallows was the only member of the team not personally chosen by Decker, in fact he had barely said more than two words to the man. Management assigned him to the team just yesterday, as Decker’s first choice was in a surface hospital suffering from the bends. 

The lights flickered off again, this time for several seconds longer than before. During the darkness, the elevator shuddered violently, compelling many grumbles and grunts from the nine occupants. When the lights returned again, everyone was awakened and in a new position. Channing fell to the ground in mid-pull-up and Bannock had fallen from his seat. 

“Fuck! That hurt!” Niles exclaimed as he checked his head for blood. While examining his fingers he didn’t see blood, but did notice the burn mark on his magazine. Niles then jumped to his feet, his eyes blazing with energy and his fists out in front of him. His hair made him resemble an angry terrier. “Alright! Which one of you bastards ruined my book. C’mon goddammit, which one of you fuckers was it?” His voice got louder with each word he spoke, reverberating off the metallic walls and making a very uncomfortable echo. 

While sacrilegious language was expressly prohibited in the Nation, down below the surface the rules were more relaxed. As long as you made your shift on time, mined your quota, and didn’t cause a production disruption, no one gave a shit what you said or did.

The others in the room were completely unmoved, minus Dallows who was too nervous to say anything and tried not to make eye contact. No one responded and everyone remained silent. Those who knew Niles gave him a bored and unamused look. 

“Christ man, cool it,” Hadley said, resuming his arm curls. “We can fucking hear you.” 

“Man, fuck you!” Niles said, moving towards him. “It was you, wasn’t it!” 

Hadley just rolled his eyes and focused on his exercise.

“He can’t cool it,” Farroh said in a relaxed voice. She was on her back and trying to fall asleep. “That’s the closest thing to a boyfriend he’s ever going to have. Give him a break.”

Laughter erupted in the cramped space, even Dallows felt compelled to join. Niles, however, was not amused and rushed over to Farroh and slapped the joint out of her mouth. Her eyes flashed open as he sneered, “That’s more than you can say, faggot.”

Farroh responded by turning over and looking away from Niles, while Thatz rushed to pick up the joint. He then lightly punched Niles on the shoulder. “The fuck man, this is mine.”

Niles responded to Thatz with a forceful shove against the wall. “And that book was mine you piece of shit!”

Riggs looked up from his book, his brilliant green eyes smiling over his reading glasses. “Buddy, this is a book. See how it has more words than pictures?” He held it open in a mocking display. “What you have there is a porn magazine, and a decaf one at that since it’s from the goddamn company and no one’s showing anything.” 

More laughter rang throughout the conveyance. Niles was only getting angrier and left Thatz to send his fury to Riggs. Bannock saw the look on Niles’ face and jumped up to hold him back just before he punched Riggs in the face, instead deflecting the punch to the metal wall. The flames of anger were barely kept at bay.

The metal rattled and reverberated through the small space, filling everyone’s ears with a ringing pain. 

“Hey, cool it!” Decker yelled. His eyes were still closed and he hadn’t been paying close attention. He knew his team and knew that this was not a serious fight, but merely a means to how they worked off the pressure and boredom from the long decent. “I’ll get you a new one when we reach the bottom and order supplies. That is if you’ll finally shut the goddamn fuck up!”

Decker didn’t have to look to see if Niles complied, for he knew that everyone here respected him and each other enough. That was why he chose this team, because despite their varying differences they all had a strong mutual respect for each other—and even liked each other, notwithstanding loving to beat the shit out each other too. 

However, that didn’t mean Niles was necessarily happy. He sneered his eyes at everyone and expelled a low growl. He then snatched his magazine and returned to the floor, gently caressing the burn mark as though the person in the picture actually felt the pain. 

For several minutes afterwards the group was silent, the only sounds emanating from the old lumbering conveyance. Loose metal pieces rattled from various places and the whole cramped box creaked precariously every few seconds or so. The depth gauge clicked regularly, like a metronome keeping time. 

Channing stopped his pull ups and made a dramatic finishing leap to the ground, holding his arms up like a gymnast. He wiped the sweat off his brow and took a sip from his flask, smacking his lips loudly. It was obvious he was growing uncomfortable with the continuing silence.

Finally, he uttered the first words after several minutes. “Hey, I got a good one. What river is always crying because it’s always dry?” He waited a few beats for someone to take a guess. He always came up with these jokes when the room needed a mood-lightener, and while he was not good at making jokes, he was quite adept at identifying the right moments for one. 

When no one proffered an answer, he exclaimed excitedly, “The Nile!” Channing started chuckling, genuinely cracking himself up. But he was the only one amused. 

This was the typical response to ninety-nine percent of his jokes. 

Several beats passed with only Channing’s chuckles filling the silence. Then Niles had had enough and threw his magazine at Channing as hard as he could. “Fuck you, man!”

Channing easily ducked out of the magazine’s way and stuck his tongue out at Niles. “Anytime, anywhere, man!” he taunted. Everyone in the cramped conveyance started laughing at that. The comedy came from Niles’ and Channing’s interactions with each other, which was lovingly antagonistic yet quite bumbling. The two men were the brother’s neither of them had growing up. 

Niles lunged at Channing, but the lights cut out and plunged everything into total darkness. Suddenly the conveyance shuddered slowly to a halt. The lights flickered back on, illuminating a tableau of all ten people standing absolutely still, wearing extremely nervous expressions on their faces, and being too afraid to breathe. After several seconds the elevator slowly resumed
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