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			Prologue

			Gravity is not a force in the traditional sense. Instead, it is the emergent effect of two objects existing in close proximity to one another. As such, the very greatest minds humanity has ever produced have always struggled to explain why gravity is so weak in comparison to other forces that are present in our reality.

			A poetic interpretation. The constant expansion of our universe cannot be contained by gravity. Instead, the ways in which suns ensnare planets, planets ensnare moons and so on remains one of temporary capture, occurring only by proximity. Gradually, all such bonds between objects will decay, the light of the universe will go out, and all that will remain will be cold matter drifting further and further away into the void.

			A second poetic interpretation. We might think of gravity as a tragic defeat. The reaction to that massive discharge of energy that occurred at the beginning of the universe, the Big Bang. Gravity is trying to gather everything together, to return it all to the point of origin, but continually failing, continually unable to restore the stasis that existed before all things existed.

			A third poetic interpretation. The moment where all things began, the touch of the creator upon the great egg, shattering it, flinging minute fragments and shards into infinity for infinity. The being who caused this catastrophic event desperate to undo such an incident, marshalling all of their energies to restore what was, but ultimately unable to return things to where they were. That same creator seeing how their action has caused untold beauty and the miracle of life. Now, choosing not to unmake what has been done, but trying to preserve it through the imperfect application of gravity.

			These descriptions are helpful in visualising reality, but remain fundamentally flawed. They depict gravity as an active agent, attempting to counteract the velocities of creation. Whereas our understanding suggests it is part of the way in which matter affects space-time. Gravity occurs because large objects create distortions in the locations in which they exist. This might be why gravity is a comparably weak force when compared with others.

			Whatever the explanation, it is this weakness that we seek to exploit.

			Doctor Marius Elstein.

		

	
		
			Chapter One: Travers

			This is not my desk.

			I mean, it is my desk, but…I don’t want it to be.

			It’s been eighteen months since I got back to Earth. That doesn’t mean it’s where I want to be. 

			I’m staring at the objects on the desk. These now constitute the activities of my life as a professional officer in Fleet. The portable screen, the digital authorisation stylus, the terminal with flip-out facing screen. The chair, the name plaque: Major Bill Travers. A promotion. Yeah, who gives a shit.

			There’s a knock at my door. I press the release and the panel slides back. “Major Travers?”

			I stand up. The young ensign at the door looks nervous. I don’t know him. “What is it?”

			“Colonel Burston would like to see you in his office. If you have time?”

			I look at my desk again. There’s nothing keeping me here. “All right,” I say. “Let’s go.”

			* * * 

			They think I’m a hero.

			I was evacuated from Gallowglass and sent home on Seraphiel with the first batch of survivors. My injuries meant that I spent much of the trip in a cryopod, but I was awake when we made the final approach to Earth.

			We arrived to find a world much changed. The circumstances of what happened around Mars has caused those who believed they were in power to become paranoid and short-sighted. Instead of looking outwards towards a grand vision they are hesitating and reflecting on the cost. 

			Myself, Major Angel Le Garre and Quartermaster Sam Chase from the Khidr all came back. Captain Ellisa Shann, Lieutenant Avril Johansson and Ensign Beihe Xiu, generally known to us all as Chiu, remained with the rest in Mars orbit. We had a discussion before we left. Fleet were leaning pretty hard on Shann to be in the first crew, but she wanted to stay.

			We all talked about what we’d say, how we’d answer the debriefing questions and all the intelligence officers who would be wanting to know what happened. Certain details were agreed on. Other parts were to be omitted. I signed up for that. So did everyone else. 

			We got here and lied.

			As soon as I arrived, I was given a medical assessment. A lot of my injuries had healed on the transit back, but that brought with it a whole set of new complications, namely the issues around zero gravity’s effect on the human body’s ability to repair itself. The Earth doctors didn’t agree with Emerson Drake’s opinion that I could return to duties in space. Apparently, I have permanent lung damage from the fractured ribs and a weakness  where my skull healed. The latter they can do something about. I’m on a list for specialist haptic surgery in a month or so. 

			But the upshot is, I’m not going back into space. Ever.

			After the assessment, the questions started. They claim that they went easy on me because of my injuries, but I didn’t see any evidence of it. I must have written six full reports and gone through every activity step by step fifteen times or more, all for different sets of name badges from different subsidiary organisations. At one point they had me ‘co-operating’ for twelve hours straight. Bureaucracy is its own kind of torture.

			We’re a wolf pack. We stick together. I told the story I agreed to tell. I protected my captain, and I don’t regret it.

			After that, I was promoted two ranks, given the Fleet Valor award and shuffled out here. Liaison to Fleet’s international partners. One of eighteen or so, I think. I’m now based here in Vancouver in this old concrete administration building. There was a big reception when I was introduced. After that, people quietly forgot about me as I became just another cog in the paperwork train.

			Until today.

			Burston’s office is two floors up from mine. He’s deputy director of the department, the person who does all the real work. He’s also typical British – tall and apologetic. Most of them are. He seems to have no career aspirations as far as I can tell. That suits me fine. At the moment, my plan is to work hard and get his stamp on some transfer orders after six months. If I can’t get back into space on my own, I’ll at least get myself a little closer to someone who can get me back into space. 

			The ensign is two steps ahead of me on the stairs. He reaches the top and turns left. I follow.

			I’ve not been to the colonel’s office before. He gave me a warm enough handshake and ‘anything you need’ when I first got here, but after that, he left me well enough alone.

			The ensign reaches the door and touches the plate. The panel slides back, and we both enter.

			Inside, I’m surrounded by books. It’s quite a sight. Wood or wood-effect shelves line every wall and old paper volumes line every shelf. I’ve never seen anything like it, not even at Presidential Museum in Washington State. This is quite a private collection.

			“Travers? Thanks for being prompt.”

			Burston is out of his seat and walking towards me with a hand outstretched. I take it, still a little distracted by the library around me. “A pleasure to come up here,” I say. “I didn’t realise I was missing out on all this.”

			Burston smiles. Hollow face, uneven teeth, a little yellowed. The kind of thing you can get corrected easily enough these days, but clearly, he doesn’t want to. “Oh yes, the books. I tend to forget about them once I have them. Bad habit really. I always focus on the next addition. I’m a bit of a hunter rather than a collector I guess.”

			“You wanted to see me?” I ask.

			“Yes, sorry. We’ve an unusual request. The Chinese delegation have asked for you personally. They’ve requested a private session. I’ll need you to accompany me.”

			I nod. “Any idea what it’s about?”

			“Not yet.”

			Burston moves towards the door. The ensign deftly manoeuvres around him to ensure he is on hand to press the button and allow us to exit. 

			Burston is a fast walker, I’m hurrying to keep up as he strides down the corridor. A door at the end opens as we approach, and I find myself in a room with a series of projectors along the walls and ceiling. There are two chairs and a table on the nearside. The far side is an empty space with bare white walls. 

			“Get yourself settled, Major,” Burston says. “They’ll be here in five minutes or so.”

			I take the chair to the right and sit down. I’m trying to recall what I know about Fleet’s relationship with China. In economic terms, after the collapse of the United States, the People’s Republic was left without a target to aim at, but its trade policies and strategy of military expansion in the Pacific continued. Space colonisation efforts were also intensified, with a strong presence established on the Moon.

			It was after this that the new organisation, the United Fleet Consortium, now known as Fleet, approached the Chinese to arrange a partnership.

			The arrangement between the two is mutually beneficial. Western nations had long since learned that attempting to impose their own cultural values on the Beijing administration was a road to disaster, but that didn’t stop them trying, again and again. Their short-term democratic administrations could not compete with the more thoughtful deliberation of the technocratic dictatorships. The economic balance of the world has long since shifted away from trying to export voter rights and freedoms. Now, democracies continue to exist and thrive, but the major decisions are made in partnership with private companies.

			Fleet is one of those partnerships. One of the biggest. After all the old NASA hardware and research had been acquired, it made sense for China to become a partner, not a rival. That way, places like Forestal on the Moon stayed active and the Mars project could continue.

			I’ve done my research on the current situation. Dealing with the Chinese isn’t like dealing with the members of NATS or one of the European groups. This will be more like a meeting of equals.

			“Ready?” Burston asks.

			I nod.

			There is a low hum as the projectors activate. The blank half of the room disappears, replaced by a digital reconstruction of another space, somewhere in Chengdu, I believe. 

			Three individuals are sitting on chairs: two men and a woman. They are all sitting up, attentive, formal. Our image is being projected to them in much the same way as we are receiving theirs.

			“Colonel Ben,” the woman says. “Good to see you.” Her gaze strays towards me. “And of course, I know your companion by reputation.”

			“Doctor Zhào Chun,” Burston says, bowing his head slightly. “My understanding is that you have only recently returned from Chang City.”

			“Yes, last week,” Chun replies. “I had thought I would be on vacation by now, but this matter has proved to be urgent. The administration decided that I would be the best person to liaise with you and brief you on what has happened.”

			“Let us know how we can assist,” Burston says.

			Chun’s gaze strays towards me. “I rather think it will be your colleague whose insight will be of most value,” she says. “You are familiar with the work of Doctor Marius Elstein, I believe?”

			Elstein? “I remember him,” I say. “He was one of the scientists on the asteroid.” I glance at Burston, looking for guidance as to how forthcoming we should be at this stage. His half smile gives away nothing, so I decide to be cautious. “We returned to Earth together on Seraphiel, but I was unconscious for most of the trip.”

			“But you are familiar with his work?” Chun asks.

			“Personally familiar?” I’m being careful about what I say. Out there in space, Shann told me Marius had told her he had been the one to create the Rocher clones. I don’t think we’ve shared that information with the Chinese. “Do you mean the gravity manipulation devices? They retro engineered them from alien technology. I’ve no idea how it all worked, but it meant we had gravity environment out there on that rock several kilometres below the surface.”

			One of the two men seated on the couch coughs. An effective gesture. I look at Burston again. He raises a hand in a placatory gesture. “We all know there are protocols involved in what was discovered out there,” he says. “It is my understanding that Doctor Elstein and his family accepted an offer to settle in Macau shortly after he returned to Earth?” 

			“He did,” Chun says. “But he never arrived.” She stands up and moves towards the display screen in the corner of the projection. “Then, two days ago, this happened.” 

			A three-dimensional vector graphic appears in the centre of the room. As I look at it, I note that it seems that the projectors from our transmission and the Chinese transmission are working together, creating something that exists as a bridge between our realities. The metaphor is not lost on me. After all, this is the matter we are here to discuss.

			A three-dimensional sphere is rendered in the centre of a dark space. Above it, there are a series of constructed objects. I recognise these as satellites. The projection plots out their orbital paths, and I can see that they are moving, just as the sphere beneath them is rotating.

			“This is a computer model of one of our communications clusters, forty-eight hours ago,” Chun explains. “The three vehicles that you can see are part of a much larger data network presence at this altitude. For the purposes of this briefing, all irrelevant traffic has been removed.”

			I smile. That’s a tacit admission that classified military assets are or were operating in this orbital path. I edge forwards, getting a little closer to the projection. I can see a series of numbers attached to each satellite. Positional data, velocity, mass, battery charge, manoeuvring fuel. All of this information crucial to maintaining a functioning highway, miles above the ground.

			Time moves forwards. A new object appears, operating at a lower altitude, but seemingly in sync with the trajectories of the satellites. Chun freezes the projection.

			“This vehicle was detected by our ground tracking network. It is operating at a little under 20,000 metres above sea level.” She smiles at Burston. “That would be 60,000 feet.”

			Burston frowns; he too is studying the image intently. “That would be a highly specialised piece of military hardware,” he says. “I can liaise with Fleet Earth Defence and see if there was anything—” 

			Chun holds up a hand. “It wasn’t one of yours, Colonel,” she says. “Just watch.”

			The projection advances. The new object positions itself directly beneath the three satellites. Then, it disappears, and the image freezes again.

			“Did you lose it?” I asked.

			“No,” Chun says. “Something else.”

			Again, the image advances. The intruder reappears at a new altitude, only metres above the three satellites. Seconds later, all three of them disappear.

			Again, Chun freezes the image. “We lost contact with our assets at this point. Data forensics have subsequently determined that our equipment was functioning perfectly well. All other plotting in the area remained consistent throughout this period. All subsequent attempts to contact the three satellites have been unsuccessful. We have also tracked debris making landfall in the old Republic of Congo and two splashdown events in the Indian Ocean.”

			The scene continues. The intruder disappears again, reappearing once more at 60,000 feet. Then, it starts to descend and vanishes from the image.

			“We lost contact with the vehicle as it dropped below 50,000 feet, exceeding Mach 3,” Chun says. “Our radar should have been capable of tracking it. Indeed, we have been surprised that other organisations have not come forwards having observed this operation. Does Fleet have any record of it?”

			“I can check,” Burston says. “I am unaware of anything.”

			Chun nods. “We have no explanation for the altitude change that you have seen. Our data analysts assure us that all of the tracking information we have recorded and analysed is accurate. This is why we believe the incident may be connected to Doctor Marius Elstein.” She looks at me again. “We need to find him.”

			“You mentioned his family,” I say. “What about speaking with his wife?”

			“Doctor Elaine Elstein is unaware of the current location of her husband,” Chun says. “They were scheduled to board a connecting flight from Dubai together, after he attended a conference. He spoke with her from a car, en route to the airport, but they never showed up. She assumed that he had been delayed and would follow on later, but he never arrived in Macau.”

			“And what makes you think I will have any better luck in finding him?” I ask.

			Chun glances at her colleagues. They return her gaze, but do not take the opportunity to speak. She turns to me once more, the image of her from the projection wavers for a second, then stabilises. “We believe you are a resourceful man, Major Travers,” she says. “The administration has not taken advantage of the arrangement between our space programme and the Global Fleet Consortium. Now, with substantial assistance being provided by us to you in the repair and redevelopment of Mars, it seems that we have a reason to ask for your assistance. If this goes well, it is my hope that we will have more opportunities to work together.”

			I nod. “We’ll need access to all the data that you have compiled on this incident,” I say.

			“Of course,” Chun says. “It will be provided.”

			“And I want to be able to contact you,” I say. “Will you be available for direct—”

			“Please present your findings to this meeting,” one of the men says, finally electing to speak. “We will reconvene here in seventy-two hours.”

			Abruptly, the image of them all disappears, and the projectors turn off, leaving Burston and me alone in the darkness.
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