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  Chapter I

  
  




The wind howled across the beach, forcing anything to bow before it or get swept away in the menacing updraft. The black sand, always practically invisible even underneath the floodlights, danced around with the whirling wind like an amorous partner. Even the water on the normally placid lake didn’t want to miss out on the fun, churning violently in its terrestrial bowl and desperately wanting to go head-to-head with the pounding rain. As the relentless beads fell and antagonized the water, waves towering forty feet reached up in retaliation, creating a steady, rhythmic beat. The crashing spears of water reached a crescendo each time they touched the beach, daring the clouds to respond, which they did with a titanic crash of thunder. This atmospheric symphony was spiritedly conducted by the full moon, which was determined to shine through the thick curtain of clouds. The forces of nature, out in their best form, were truly something to behold. 

The poetry of the storm, however, was lost on its current audience. Below the dueling waters and amongst the dancing sand, the poor, unfortunate souls continued carrying out the business at hand. The whirling sand slammed into their unprotected eyes, while the relentless rain soaked straight through their raingear. The strenuous work was made even more difficult due to the cold, slippery water coating every surface. 

The workers were no stranger to misery though, for even without the rain the sand would still be swirling along the beach, making its way into every little nook and crevice. But with the unpredictable waves crashing against the beach, the unforgiving became unbearable, and the workers were walking piles of discomfort. 

A huge wave slammed into the beach, knocking some of the workers off their feet, and even threatening to take some back into the depths.

While naturally the workers were expendable, the delicate equipment they were handling was not. It was a well-known fact that one was better off dying in a workplace accident than damaging anything. Even in perfect weather, the job was extremely difficult, yet it still needed to be completed. Tonight, Mother Nature was practically begging someone to make the wrong adjustment. 

The hundred poor, wretched workers moved frantically around the area, working in chaotic yet perfect harmony amongst each other and the raging tempest. The dozen squat buildings surrounding them did little to buffer the effects of the storm, even though they were some distance away from the edge of the lake. Each worker tightened, adjusted, and heaved their equipment with uninterrupted efficiency despite the torrent.

One of those poor souls was Beryl, one of the especially unlucky pee-ons on sentry duty, resolutely holding one of the pylons that lit the path from the preparation facility to the launch tower and getting pummeled by the relentless storm. His hood was suffocating, and was better at channeling the rain drops into his hair rather than repelling them. He could feel bruises form as the heavy drops punched his face. His cheeks burned with near-frostbite, and he was itching uncontrollably due to the sweat buildup underneath his pathetic rain slick. He felt like a wet towel left in the laundry hamper, and could swear mushrooms were growing on his skin.

No matter which direction he turned, all he could see—more accurately feel—were the heavy dollops of rain. This was ironic, considering his main responsibility was to monitor the Asset’s travel up to his location, and he was specifically positioned at that spot to have an unobstructed view of the entire pathway to the launch tower. Two hundred yards above him sat the preparation facility, where dozens of his fellow, yellow-clad workers surrounded the Asset, currently strapped to the transport rig. The two mammoth vehicles moved towards Beryl, cautiously creeping down the steep hill towards the lakeshore. 

In all actuality, Beryl’s role was yet to begin, yet to say he was exhausted was an understatement. Not only was he sore from the pounding rain and chilling wind tearing right through his clothing, his body ached for remaining upright against the fierce wind. His back, knees, and ankles screamed in pain, draining away his already scarce energy. Try as he might, he couldn’t lift his feet out of the black sand to reposition himself, for the rain turned it into a cement-like, black porridge. Nothing he could do could protect himself from the pounding water, yet his eyes were bone dry from the howling wind and he struggled to keep them open. 

He was absolutely miserable. 

A violent sneeze escaped Beryl’s nose, shaking every brittle bone in his body and sending a fresh burst of pain through his nerves. The collected water on his hood slid down his forehead and tickled his nose, driving him to a new level of crazy. Desperately, he wiggled his nose to relieve the itch, impersonating a witch he remembered from television, but this only made things worse. He then tried to touch his nose with his tongue, but that only gave him a mouthful of sand.

Beryl didn’t want to move his hands out of their hiding place underneath his sleeves to scratch his nose, because they had only just dried. But things weren’t improving, and he concluded he couldn’t get any wetter, so he breathed a heavy sigh and went for it. His nose sang in relief, accompanying the cracking joints of his six-foot, four-inch frame. 

After scratching his nose, he took a moment to stretch out his limbs. He was so focused on standing upright and staying warm that he didn’t realize how stiff his muscles grew. His sore joints and muscles audibly exclaimed their uncomfortable relief. He tried to lift his legs, but the black sand held a firm grip on both his feet. He felt his foot make some purchase, but then felt water dripping on his previously dry sock.

Begrudgingly, Beryl kept his feet planted in the ground, his sore joints protested painfully. The fifty-seven year-old laborer, who had survived both the Great and Second Insurgencies, Zebulon’s Great Mistake, and the Chancellor’s Transfer of Power was no stranger to pain or discomfort. He learned to thrive in it, and to revel in the small victories, because there is no guarantee there would be another.

Within seconds his misery was replaced with gratitude, and everything felt like it was improving. 

Suddenly a massive wall of water cascaded onto the beach, reaching with its foamy fingers to within inches of Beryl’s feet. For a few seconds, the black ground disappeared underneath a blanket of white. 

Startled he might drown, Beryl reflexively jumped back. His boots refused to comply and remained in their original spot, but his stocking feet and the rest of his body landed with a crash on the soaking ground. A crescendo of pain radiated through Beryl’s tailbone and lower back, and he was now wrist-deep in sand. His socks were immediately soaked through. 

“Son of a bitch,” his deep, gravelly voice spat. All of his created optimism disappeared at once. 

Returning to his feet proved quite the chore, not only due to his arthritis but also the condition of the thick sand. It took several seconds to stand, and even then he could barely hold himself up because of his new, heavy, caked-on armor. Luckily, the rain pounded as hard as a power hose, and within moments the brilliant yellow of his uniform shimmered in the pitch blackness. 

His dark eyes looked towards the shore, where the heavily lit launch tower steadfastly stood its own against the elements. The bright floodlights resembled meager candles amidst the swirling sand, yet Beryl was still able to make out his poor coworkers desperately keeping the pace. Frantically, they repaired and recalibrated all the delicate equipment on the launch pad, while the main towers swayed with the wind. 

The tower was known locally as the Jungle Gym, for its many levels of twisted metal resembled a playground. Beryl never liked the name, because it implied it was built for pleasure. He told this to one of his coworkers, who argued that it was indeed built for pleasure, albeit not theirs, to which they both shared a hearty laugh.

With that in mind, Beryl’s frustration evaporated as he watched the chaos play out before him. “At least I’m over here, where it’s drier.” He took a moment to look up at the sky and utter a quiet, thank you. He knew better than to make any semblance of a religious gesture because he would instantly be imprisoned, however Beryl couldn’t help it when he clearly witnessed a pure miracle, and this was one of them. 

He was also reminded that he wasn’t alone in this miserable place. Over five hundred people were on the launch crew, divided into two divisions; ground crew and tower control. The control tower was staffed with one hundred, while the rest of the ground crew was divided into teams. To distinguish between the teams, each was assigned a different uniform color. Beryl belonged to Maintenance and Transport, however his yellow jacket was once again covered in splotches of black mud. The soaking workers recalibrating the launch pad were the Launch team and wore blue. Integrated Systems wore orange and handled the center’s software, while the Security team wore red. 

A tremendous crash of thunder rumbled the world, threatening to once again send Beryl to the ground. The battle between the lake’s waves and the rain intensified, with both sides summoning their reinforcements. Spears of water landed on the beach, threatening to take it back beneath the depths. The rain fell harder, leaving small craters in the sand, while the clouds threatened to completely shield the moon. The swirling sand made the faint light from Beryl’s pylon even fainter.

Just then, the transport rig reached Beryl’s position. A dozen people walked along and behind the rig, holding firm the straps that kept the Asset secured. The terrain was so steep and uneven that without the escort team, the Asset would tumble into the lake. The escort team was also responsible for keeping the transport rig moving, as it frequently would get stuck in the loose sand, especially in the current weather. Even though the path was a few hundred yards, the journey took three hours.

Beryl’s thoughts raced with all the calculations he was making as the transport rig crept closer. He was about to perform a delicate maneuver, where he was supposed to not let go of too much tension as he took control of the strap from his colleague. Like an expert, Beryl made the handoff and proceeded down the path toward the shore, his sore muscles encountering a new kind of pain as he carried his share of the tremendous weight of the evening’s star, the Atreon. 

The ship was a two hundred foot-long winged cylinder made of state of the art materials that made it light for its size, however it also made it difficult to keep stable on the transport rig. It desperately wanted to catch the air and fly off into the wind. One slip up from any of the dozen escorts and the Atreon would careen down the mountain, mangling its eight humans inside it. 

Beryl thought about them as he slowly made his way towards the Jungle Gym. Even though he had made this trip many times, he couldn’t help but think of the Atreon as a giant amusement park ride. In a way it was. The people about to be launched from that thing were going on a ride…to where he didn’t know. He simultaneously pitied and envied them, because on the one hand they would forever be gone from this horrible place, yet on the other their destination was completely unfamiliar, with those few who have previously made the journey never returning. Those in the Atreon were a special breed, one Beryl was proud to not be a part of.

Out of nowhere, a spear of water crashed into the shore, stifling Beryl’s chuckle and submerging him and his colleagues. He struggled to hold onto the Atreon’s load strap, for the ship swayed and pitched in all directions. All of his muscles screamed in pain, threatening to tear away from his bones. A few of his colleagues lost their footing, yet still held onto their ropes. After a few minutes’ pause, the rig resumed its journey.

Them working in this weather, Beryl pondered, and the fact that the launch was still to take place, was the joke of the evening. 

His focus on his physical pain was replaced with fury as he recalled the conversation he overheard earlier that evening, before the Atreon was released to the tower. It was obvious even then that this storm was going to be a mother, and the higher-ups argued amongst themselves over whether to wait it out or to postpone. The center’s director, Ridley, who was aloof about everything that wasn’t about him, continued to argue that the weather was nothing to worry about and to proceed as planned. 

Beryl distinctly remembered the artificial cheerfulness of that idiot’s voice. “There is simply too much work for us to just stop and wait for the damn weather to clear. C’mon, are we men or are we made of sugar?”

“But sir,” Beryl’s supervisor pleaded, “the beach is already turned to sludge, and we haven’t completely repaired the structural compromises from the last launch. This storm is set to be a full-fledged hurricane. I cannot risk the safety of my men—”

“Then perhaps you can leave this facility and find some other employment at the village pub,” Ridley spat, “since that’s where you spend all of your fucking time. The launch will go ahead, and since there is so much work, we’ll prepare for a second launch immediately after.”

As usual, that moron turned out to be wrong, Beryl concluded. In fact, the only reason there was so much of a backlog was because of Ridley’s abhorrent leadership. Instead of doing his job, he spent his time holed away in his office, doing who knows what, and he only had something to say when he was pissed off and complaining. Aside from coffee and curse words, Ridley’s favorite thing was to berate and abuse. Beryl had absolutely nothing nice to say about the man, and frankly wanted him to rot in the deepest circle of hell. 

Suddenly, the transport rig listed to the front, and each of the escorts struggled with all their strength to keep the Atreon from sliding into the ground. The front tires of the rig were stuck in the mud. The eight tires were five feet in diameter, yet still were no match for the sand beneath them. Immediately the relief team rushed to the scene with their shovels and pickaxes, and started digging them out.

The pounding rain pelted off the Atreon’s hull, cascading directly onto Beryl’s head. The chain and straps held in his hands were frozen and completely soaked through. A thin layer of ice formed on the chain, compelling his hands to burn. He looked up at the large ship, and couldn’t help but be taken in awe of its majesty. 

This must be what it feels like to hook a whale, he thought with pride. 

One side of the rig’s tires had been freed, and the relief team moved to the other side. Beryl’s wait had so far already exceeded twenty minutes. He wondered why they had to go through all this trouble in the first place. All of this intense preparation and struggle had to be for something more than only in the name of science. Certainly there was a more efficient, and economical, way for the Nation to get what it was looking for that didn’t involve standing out in the rain. 

But then again, Beryl considered, it was the optics that were more important to the Nation, not necessarily the results, let alone the tribulations to get the results. And the optics of this entire production were intended to do only one thing: teach a lesson. It was a privilege to get a ride on the Jungle Gym, and the eight humans in the Atreon were, in many ways, a lesson on how to properly conform to Society. Unfortunately, the optics were lost on the public at large, whose memories lasted almost as long as a flash of lightning, moving on to the next fad of the moment. 

And that is exactly what Beryl did. He cast that train of thought out of his mind, rolled his neck, and moved on to the next thought. After all, to him it was just another day’s work. 

A loud scream caught his attention. One member of the relief team was pinned underneath one of the rig’s tires, and the rig slowly pressed more weight on the poor man’s chest. Everyone who could dropped what they were holding to help, but it was too late. The rig was so heavy that within seconds, it crushed the man. An eerie silence befell the crew. 

The relief’s team mission changed from rescue to body recovery, which proved more difficult than freeing the stuck tire, as the body was practically buried. 

The team lead barked, “No sense in digging him out just to bury him again. Let’s keep going. We’re already behind schedule.” The rig rolled on a few moments later, entombing the poor man in his sandy, unmarked grave. 

The remainder of the journey felt like a lifetime, but an hour later the rig arrived at the launch tower. The best feeling in the world was when Beryl released his security straps; his aching back and arms nearly sang. He looked at his hands, which developed terrible blisters and a mild case of frostbite. But at least he was still alive, and he looked up and winked at the rainy sky, offering a silent thank you. 

Another wall of water slammed into the Jungle Gym. The Atreon wobbled precariously back and forth, threatening to tumble right off the rig and onto the launch pad. The blue jacketed workers rushed to recalibrate their instruments, while Beryl and the rest of the yellow jackets hurried to steady the Atreon. This was not the moment for anyone to let their guards down. 

“God-fucking-dammit! Can we hurry up and get this bitch hitched up already? For fuck’s sake!” 

Twenty stories above the launch pad, with a dry, unexposed view of the aquatic chaos below, Crane Operator Merle watched on, munching on his gummy bears. The young man was perched in his glass-walled control cage, waiting to lift the Atreon off the transport rig and into launch position. Waiting was the one thing he hated the most, even going so far as thinking instant gratification was too slow, yet that was one of the biggest components of his job. 

Furiously, he grabbed the radio and buzzed the deck crew. “What the hell is taking so long? We gotta get this thing moving. Control is up my ass here!”

The response was garbled by another cascade of tumbling water crashing into the tower. Even Merle’s cage was touched, causing him to jump back in fright. He asked the crew to repeat, but another cascade interrupted that answer as well.

Merle threw the radio down in disgust. “To hell with it. Control, the ground crew, the fucking lake…everyone can just kiss my ass!”

The radio crackled to life, this time with the voice from Control asking for another status update. 

“Look out the fucking window yourselves! There’s your bloody report!” He left their repeated calls unanswered. 

Control was always bugging him to get to work, or to work faster, but the calls continued to go unheeded. Really the only thing he liked about this job was pissing people off, and he made it his goal to piss off as many as possible. His dad was the maintenance foreman, so Merle was virtually guaranteed his job, just as long as he didn’t screw up too much. All he had to do was the bare minimum and he would be fine. 

He looked down and saw the ground crew hurriedly rush about the launch pad, calibrating connections and completing their final inspections. Merle could do nothing but wait.

Control buzzed him on the radio again, the voice filled with fury. “Dammit to hell, why aren’t you moving?” 

“Yeah, yeah.” He didn’t understand why Control wanted him to rush at all, since his job required the most precision. As far as Merle was concerned, he had the most stressful job at the Jungle Gym, because if he was off by even a fraction of a millimeter the Atreon would be damaged, as well as the other delicate equipment surrounding it. 

Another wave launched from the depths and crashed against the small glass box. Merle was so startled he spilled the rest of his gummy bears on the floor. 

“Son of a bitch!” He moved to salvage what he could, as he hadn’t eaten in hours, yet the cramped space made that quite difficult. 

“Goddammit! What the hell are you waiting for? Another minute goes by and the ship will be thrown into the fucking sea,” the angry voice crackled over the radio. “We’re already late enough as it fucking already is.” 

Merle reached for the radio, taking a few moments to compose himself in an attempt to refrain from giving Control a real piece of his mind. “The waves are still crashing against the rig like a mother. Just waiting for them to give me a window, sir,” he responded in his most polite voice. And he told the truth, mostly; he was also waiting for the moment when he actually could give a sparkling fuck. 

Clearly that was not enough to satisfy Control. “Listen you piece of shit, if you don’t get your act together, soon you’re going to kiss your ass goodbye. No matter who your fucking uncle is. The waves are already giving you a break. Fucking take it!” 

Merle dutifully acknowledged the order, and after disconnecting the radio he gave it the finger and blew a raspberry. Who did that bastard think he was, threatening him like that? He couldn’t take away this job—Merle would gladly give it to him. 

The young crane operator took his time to situate himself, and then brought the crane to life. With expert precision he manipulated the controls to bring the loading harnesses twenty stories down to the Atreon, mere inches from their final resting place.

Beryl shouted with relief as he saw the harness descend. It was about time that lazy shithead up there got to work, he thought. His arms were ready to detach from his body. Once the harness arrived, he and the other yellow jackets attached their chains and straps to the harness’ loading points and quickly rushed off the launch pad. He stayed behind to verify each connection was secure, meticulously circumventing the whole ship.

Satisfied with everything, Beryl gave the crane operator the go signal—two middle fingers. 

A disappointed grimace befell Merle’s face. “What a fucking shit! But at least I’m up here and dry. ” He returned the signal, but by then the launch pad was vacant. 

The Atreon slowly climbed into the air, resembling a bullet flying in slow motion. Beryl looked triumphantly at another job well-done. Regardless of all the physical torture he’d been through the past few hours, it was always a good feeling to see the fruits of your labor. His heart felt light and for a moment he forgot all his pain. It almost made his job—and the paycheck—worth it. 

Merle swung the precious cargo into the air, just barely not colliding with the launch tower by mere inches. Once he got the Atreon in the final position, he began the painstakingly slow process of lowering it into the propulsion deck. 

Suddenly, the largest wave yet struck the launch tower, with the crane taking the blunt of the blow. Merle’s cage shuddered violently, slamming him into the glass. He thought this must be how being inside a soccer ball felt. 

The Atreon undulated erratically, alternating between crashing into the side of the Jungle Gym and striking the base of the crane. 

Shouts immediately erupted through the radio. Control was not pleased. “For fuck’s sakes? Watch what the fuck you’re doing. You have one fucking job and you can’t even fucking do that! Filthy waste of space.” 

Merle scrambled to find his end of the radio. “A wave the size of a bloody mountain crashed into the fucking crane. There was nothing I could do, it came out of damn nowhere. I’m doing the best I can, dammit! You pathetic piece of shit. Come out here and do it yourself.” He threw down the radio which splattered into pieces. He no longer cared about what he said, or to whom. 

Nestled into the side of the mountain, the newly constructed control tower was far away from the shore, as well as the turbulent waters. The one hundred technicians inside were spared having to experience the cascading water, with their view of the Jungle Gym provided by dozens of cameras, and a large picture window, all of which were currently obscured with the thick rain. The only feedback anyone in the tower received was from their litany of computers, monitoring every inch of the launch tower and the Atreon. 

Pacing behind one row of computer terminals was Ridley, the chief executive responsible for all of the center’s activities—and failures. His face was contorted in various expressions of anger and frustration as he listened to the cacophonous noises from his headset. He had an extreme temper, and was best known for ripping people’s throats apart to get results. But he would describe his style as easygoing, with his temper coming out only in the face of failure. No one at the center, not even his superiors, liked him at all, but he was kept around for one reason: he got the results they wanted in the time they wanted it. 

Ridley spat out his coffee and threw the mug on the floor after Merle called him a piece of shit.“Now you listen here, fuck shit. If you’ve so much as scratch the paint on anything, anything at all, and I’ll show you a new meaning of the word pain!”

The unfortunate fact was that Merle wouldn’t be the only one to get in trouble. If the ship was actually damaged, the launch would have to be postponed, which would inevitably launch an Inquiry. Ridley’s bosses at the Hyde, would then send a team down for inspection, where they would uncover all those pesky details Ridley was great at hiding. 

What could he say, every genius has their quirks. While Ridley was brilliant at garnering the desired results, his leadership style allowed for a few elements of the job to go…unattended; the infamous backlog being one of them. It was truly the only glaring issue at the center, and in all actuality it wasn’t that bad, but it was attracting attention. Things that attract attention lead to “anonymous” reports getting filed, accusing him of dereliction of duty. Ridley planned on addressing it soon, before it really grew out of hand. 

Right now, however, was when Ridley needed to do what he did best. A damaged ship would lead to another branch of troubles that he neither had the energy nor the resources to handle. As the seconds ticked by, the odds of him successfully avoiding the issue quickly dissipated. But then again, Ridley’s odds were never good. 

“Ok Merle, now tell it to me straight. Can you see any damage on the Atreon? And for shit’s sake actually look, huh.” 

Back in his glass box, Merle looked down at the ship. Something on its exterior caught his attention. His pulse quickened and sweat poured down his face. It was most likely just a smudge on the window—he hoped. He rubbed his eyes and wiped off the glass as best he could, but he still saw it—a twenty-foot long gash in the upper right wing of the Atreon.

“Fuck!” he screamed in his mind. Intense panic filled every cell of his being, and he scrambled for a solution. The silence on the line continued for several seconds, prompting Ridley to scream Merle’s name.

Up there, in his glass box, there was nothing Merle could do. Telling the truth would trigger an irreversible chain reaction, disrupting everyone’s peaceful routine and eventually costing Merle his job. Lying was his go-to response, yet if the buffoon in the control tower was actually serious about cleaning up his backlog, then the truth would be discovered eventually. 

Either way, Merle was screwed. 

Without thinking, Merle responded, the words coming out of his mouth all on their own. “No damage, Control. All clear. Concluding the loading sequence now.” 

Armed with a fresh mug of coffee, Ridley marched to the viewing window, where the ship, crane, and launch tower sat peacefully amongst the turmoil. The window panes were only slightly clouded with rain and sand, giving an unobstructed view of the lake. An observant eye would be able to see the dots of workers moving about the site, as well as the beginnings of the Atreon’s new scar. 

But Ridley was anything but observant. He spilled coffee on his tie and feebly scratched at it, hoping it would magically come out of the fabric. After several seconds, Ridley gave up and finally looked out the window, right at the same time another wall of water crashed into the launch tower. 

Not noticing anything out of the ordinary, he nodded his approval. “Docking sequence complete, begin the launch timer.”

A siren blared through the control room, sending the cacophony of people moving about in a thousand directions. A mechanical voice counted down the minutes until launch. “T-minus two minutes.” 

One of the technicians’ consoles provided a prime view of the Atreon’s scar. At first, when he glanced at it, he didn’t notice what he was looking at, but the more he studied it, the more apparent the scar grew. 

He removed his headset and jumped to his feet. “Sir, if I could direct you to Atreon’s wing—”

“Shouldn’t you be monitoring your screen rather than daydreaming out the window?” was Ridley’s bored response. He was too busy measuring the right amount of creamer to add to his new mug of coffee.

The technician’s continued protests were drowned by the mechanical message: “T-minus sixty seconds.”

Merle took a big sigh of relief as he descended the stairs from the crane box. They wouldn’t proceed with the launch unless they were certain everything was perfect, he concluded. He fell into a fit of nervous laughter that continued all the way down the stairs. Against the longest odds, he came out ahead once again!

Back in the control tower, Ridley took note of the daydreaming technician’s name—Ira. The little shit was certain to become trouble later on, and Ridley wanted to keep him on a short leash. “How’s the cargo doing?” 

The technician’s screen was blinking with eight red, pulsating images, representing the humans contained within the Atreon. The color indicated everyone was healthy and doing perfectly well in cryogenic sleep. The red signified their vital signs, while the pulses represented their heartbeat. Various other dials and readouts on the screen provided a complete picture of the entire crew’s health. 

“They’re all sleeping peacefully like babies, sir. Everything is reading perfect and normal.” 

“T-minus thirty seconds,” the voice intoned. 

Ridley nodded in approval, but he wasn’t at all paying attention to Ira. Instead he was enjoying his first sip of coffee. Aside from screaming at people, coffee was his favorite thing. 

“Fifteen seconds.” 

On the launch pad, Beryl and his teammates hurried to move the rig out of the blast radius, which had once again gotten stuck in the black sand. He just happened to look up while brushing sweat off his brow when a piercing dread overcame him. Even through the swirling sand and thick rain, Beryl could see the long gash in the Atreon’s right wing. The exposed superstructure sparkled with every bolt of lightning, practically begging someone to notice it. 

“Fuck! We didn’t do that! That wasn’t us. Where the fuck did that come from?” Beryl was completely beside himself. His thoughts went directly to the doom and gloom, for that’s all he’d known. “They’re going to blame us for this! There goes my job, there goes my pension. Fucking shit, man!” Tears burst through his eyes, burning them with an intense fury. He struggled to not collapse in a heap. 

“T-minus ten…nine…eight…” the calm computer intoned through the loudspeaker. 

With seconds to spare, the transport team got the rig unstuck, and Beryl and the crew rushed off to the maintenance area for their next assignment. 

Merle’s laughing fit finally ceased as he got to the blast bunker at the bottom of the stairs. He looked at the ship; he had the perfect view of the launch. That was the best part about his shitty job. 

Ridley raised the steaming cup to his lips right as the countdown struck zero and the Atreon launched away. The entire control tower shook with the strength of an earthquake, forcing Ridley to spill the coffee and burn his chin and chest. He cursed in pain, lost his footing and fell to the floor. 

Ira witnessed his supervisor take a spill and quickly looked away to hide his intense laughter. The pitiful waste deserved it, and frankly much worse. Even from here, as the Atreon sped towards its destination, Ira could clearly see the hull’s wound. 

Anger rose within him, not only just at Ridley and his mismanagement but at everyone else who was in charge. No one could call anyone out when they made a mistake, and no one wanted to take responsibility when a mistake was caught. His fellow employees weren’t absolved from his wrath, for he knew for a fact that he was not the only one who noticed, yet he was the only one who said something. Ira was sick of always being the one to make the first move, but since that was his role in life he would make the most drastic move he could. 

As the Atreon cleared the launch tower, everyone in the control room stood for applause, congratulating each other on another job well done. Ira rose from his terminal and left the room, pulling out his cell phone. He reached the hallway and was all by himself. 

Ira dialed the number to the Hyde’s tip line, which any employee can call to report any suspicious activity or wrongdoing. 

Victory of the successful launch of the Atreon would not be tonight’s only celebration.








  
  
  Chapter II

  
  




“Guilty.” 

The words echoed through the dark chamber, touching each corner of the room and penetrating every cell within his body. His muscles were completely frozen, unable to even shiver. 

Moving only his eyes, he scanned the ornate, haunting chamber for a small glimmer of hope. He was met with nothing but the glaring flashbulbs of numerous cameras taking his picture with such aggressiveness, as though he might disappear any second. Which was true, from a certain point of view. 

His existence was quickly melting away under the intensity of the spotlight, which he supposed was the intent of the whole thing. 

He, Dantam Rachemichael, was the spectacle, the topic de jure, the man of the hour. All eyes were on him, every mouth uttered his name, and each ear had heard all they needed to about him. Within minutes he had become a household name and was placed in the center of everyone’s attention. 

Today was the beginning—of the healing process, of the return to normalcy, of the end to the tyranny. The world can now resume business as usual. For Dantam, however, today was the beginning of nothing he wanted to start. 

A heavy ringing bell broke through the sounds of the camera shutters, introducing the new hour. Dantam couldn’t see it, but it felt so close that it could burst his ears.

Through the incessant clicking of the camera shutters came the sound of a heavy bell, tolling off the seconds, at first quiet but growling louder and louder. He couldn’t distinguish its origin, but soon it made his ears hurt. 

He closed his eyes to avoid the poisonous lights, but the flashbulbs’ beams penetrated through his eyelids and denied him even the slightest reprieve. He turned his head and looked upon the angry visage of the black-robed man towering stories above him. A pair of cold, unblinking eyes bored into Dantam’s wilting soul. 

A pounding gavel joined the symphony of noise, each strike reverberated throughout his brittle bones. 

Dantam was quickly succumbing to the fear he promised he would never acknowledge, and tried desperately not to betray it on his face. Someone who’s done what he has did not bend over easily to fear. He had stared Death in the face more times than he could count, and that had been exhilarating, yet this time he was certain he wouldn’t escape with just a few broken bones, and that was downright terrifying. 

He was especially afraid of what would happen next. Of course he’d heard the stories about what religion thought would happen, but the fact that no one knew for certain angered him to tears. Should he look forward to a warm, comforting golden light, or the burning cold grasp of all his past demons? His heart desperately wanted to believe the first, but his instincts knew better to expect the latter. 

The pounding gavel was replaced with the booming voice once again. “Death.” The loud bell punctuated the proclamation.

Dantam’s fragile resolve finally dissolved and his consciousness broke in half. Tears gently poured from his eyes, burning scars down his face. For the first time since he was a child, he wanted to go home to Grandma. His head collapsed in his hands and he burst into a full crying fit. A maniacal laughter filled his ears, flooding out all the other sounds. 

He suddenly found it difficult to breathe, and a weird itch engulfed his neck. His breathing grew more labored with each second, and the itching became worse. Panic filled Dantam when he realized a noose was tightening around his throat. Slowly, he was pulled upwards out of his seat, the floor quickly fell away beneath his feet. It was cruel irony, because he had no doubt that this would be the last time he’d be travelling upwards. 

The cameras’ incessant flashing continued burning his skin. The shutter sounds resembled a flock of bats swarming in for the kill. The still-tolling bell matched the beat of his heart, growing faster and faster. 

Loud explosions of popping and crackling erupted in his ears, drowning out the suite of other noises. Dantam’s throat screamed in pain. He attempted to pull at the noose but his wrists were chained to his waist. All he could do was helplessly wiggle his legs, which provided no relief. 

Soon, he was eye level with the judge, who was still laughing. Dantam attempted to scream, but all that came out of his mouth were silent wisps of air. Suddenly, an extreme stabbing pain shot from the middle of his chest, providing his tortured mind a new focus point. 

An explosive cacophony of shattering glass followed the sharp pain in Dantam’s chest. He could feel his throat muscles stretch as the noose pulled him higher into the air. A beautiful mosaic of reds and purples filled his vision. He was gradually sliding out of consciousness. 

A sudden breeze of heat engulfed his body, followed by a titanic gale of cold wind. His body shivered intensely, which only made the pain in his neck worse. 

Everything faded to black, but the intense laughter refused to fully disappear into the background. 

Through the fog of unconsciousness, Dantam could barely hear muffled voices. Suddenly every joint in his body felt that it was being crushed by an elephant’s foot. The strong shivers returned, making his bones scream. An intense fever engulfed him, but it still wasn’t enough to overcome the shivers. He felt heavier than a mountain, yet he couldn’t shake the sensation that he was floating in water. 

The voices grew louder, yet he was still unable to make out what they were speaking. A strange vibration shook every cell of his existence, instantly giving him a massive headache. The increasing pain steadily chipped away at the unconsciousness.

The vibrating was accompanied by a high-pitch buzz that shook Dantam’s teeth fillings. Try as he might to
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