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	The rain has left an acidic taste in the back of her throat. Though the night is bitter, it has been a long time since she has felt the cold. Above New York City, the sky is stained with a pale pea green tinge. The lights of the city twinkle. Up on the rooftops, there is a calming silence.

	A scar forms a crater in her cheek, it is one of countless many wounds that she has collected in her long years of service. Her hood flaps in the wind. Through the scope of her rife she watches the silhouetted figure in the hotel room across the road.

	“Do you see him?” asked Wolf in her ear.

	Magpie lets the trigger go and presses the communication piece closer to her ear.

	“Affirmative, awaiting further orders,” she replied, her French accent makes such a cold response seem somehow poetic.

	Under the rain mac she hides her identity. On her chest, an emblem with the letters S.E.L. Few people have ever heard of the division. Even fewer know it’s purpose.

	“What is he doing?” asked Wolf.

	Magpie watches the man through the scope carefully. Mesmerised, she follows the figure as he paces up and down the room.

	In the wind, she is sure she can hear strings of an ancient musical instrument being plucked. Each note played sounds as it were fighting against a typhoon just to be heard. She beings to fill lightheaded. Her finger returns to the trigger.

	Thoughts rush through her mind, it would take nothing more than a second of defiance and she could end it all here and now. Visions blind her slight. Images so lucid they seem more than mere imagination or dream. Red and gold liquids unveil a past yet unlived.

	A man stands naked surrounded by flames. Crawling along his skin is a dragon. The breath of fire from the creature scorches the man’s face, obscuring his beauty. As he burns away, all that remains are three stars slowly colliding with one another, tearing each other apart from the strength of their gravitational pull. The destruction of the stars stokes the fire. Shapes flicker in the flames, as if ghosts were devouring spiders and snakes. From the ashes of the man, twin dragons arise, intertwined with one another, they grasp at the suns as they ascend. The chaos is held in the palm of a hooded girl. She closes her fist and the smell of cinders fills Magpie’s nostrils. 

	“Do you read me?” asked Wolf again.

	“Nothing,” Magpie snapped.

	“Stand down. Operation Ba’al is a no go. A helicopter has been sent to pick you up.”

	“Understood.”

	A second of defiance, for a future of security. Terror to prevent terror. Committed to the contradiction. The words of S.E.L. Tactics used to end the war twenty-seven years ago. Ideals used to prevent further unrest. Actions lost because of cowardly governments. 

	 

	Charles Jung

	 

	The audience whispers while the show is off air for yet another round of commercial breaks. Spotlights shine down on the centre stage, hiding the rest of the studio. Only gloomy figures can be made out in the background by the people watching at home. It feels as if it is a modern-day colosseum.

	Makeup are touching up the host, a pale woman with beautiful western features. Once a small-time news reporter that used to do the fluff stories, now a major chat show host. She is playing very little mind to Charles who sits patiently for this all to be over.

	Charles straightens his thick rimmed glasses and lets out a deep sigh.

	Charles could be described as an unassuming man to those who don’t know him. His blonde slicked back hair gives him a serious and yet unthreatening appearance. Due to his mother’s influence, he is always dressed impeccably. Clean shaven and flawless skin, Charles’ European heritage gives him defined handsome features.

	All the chatter ends abruptly. The makeup artist quickly scurries off and around the studio camera men perk up. The hostess flicks her hair over her shoulders and sits back in the chair. Over the ear piece the producers give them the green light.

	“Welcome back to all of you at home. Our next guest on the show is Dr Charles Jung. He is one of the greatest scientific minds of the century having solved the problem of terraforming at the age of twenty-one. I don’t know about you guys, but I was up to all sorts of no good at twenty-one, not solving scientific quandaries. It is a pleasure to have you on the show. So, Charles, explain to the viewers at home a little bit about the history of terraforming and the myth of the ‘Mars Question’,” asked the hostess after an enthusiastic introduction.

	Charles’ eyes light up and in a perfectly composed temperament he begins to explain.

	“Fifty years before the war, humankind was exploring the farthest reaches of our solar system. With major advancements made in space travel, for the first time in our history we could send manned voyages to study the most distant planets in our system. Our knowledge and understanding flourished, answering and opening questions about the mysteries of the universe. Once we reached the edge of our sun’s immediate gravitational influence, scientists and pioneers began look to the stars beyond. That’s when we began to experiment with Electromagnetic Relays, or EMRs if you will. Using electromagnetic technology to accelerate projectiles to enormous speeds, this allows for great distances between our solar system and other systems to be traversed within minimal time.”

	“So, light speed?” the hostess interrupted.

	“Something like that,” chuckled Charles. “The problem then arose; how do we stop the projectile once it reaches its destination? That’s where Electromagnetic Nets come in, otherwise known as EMNs. These series of nets would gradually slow down the projectile until the final net which would bring the projectile to its original speed when entering the EMR. This allows travel between systems to happen with relative ease. These journeys between systems were dubbed ‘trajectory shots’, pilots would have to be constantly vigilant long the predicted line of trajectory, adjusting the craft mere points of degrees so not to miss the EMN target.”

	‘’So, what has this got to do with terraforming?” interrupted the hostess again.

	“The original mission was to scout twenty planets that existed within the inhabitable zone with the aim to mediate their atmospheres so that we could eventually colonize them. This was based on numerous expert’s research of Mars. Mars once had an atmosphere and with the confirmation that there was frozen water beneath the planet’s surface and even the discovery of fungi, many then considered Mars a potentially viable planet. Attempts to jumpstart the planet’s atmosphere was underway, however, limited success was ever made with Mars. That was until Professor Neil Harrison.

	“Harrison took the lead in the field of terraforming and his research on Mars was deemed highly promising. Despite never succeeding in terraforming our neighbour, his research was duplicated on each of the twenty planets. Nine of which were successful. These planets became known as the ‘First Nine’. The atmospheres were unstable and change was slow and arduous. Regardless, after the war the USA government insisted in colonizing the planets, endangering all those lives who were sent out there.

	“During this time, I was a student at Oxford, my professor, none other than Harrison himself. He was a boastful man, littering his lectures with personal anecdotes of his time on Mars. What never sat well with me was that he was enjoying the riches of his research in a lecture hall down here on Earth, while his research and engineering teams where off planet trying to keep afloat a sinking ship.”

	“I sense some bad blood here Dr Jung,” the hostess perked up, leading forward in her chair. “Please, do go on.”

	“As a student of his, I had direct access to his research. Very quickly I began to unravel its flaws. Ultimately, it was nonsense to assume terraforming would lead to homogenised environments and the fact that Mars was a failure meant his whole premise was fundamentally wrong. My behaviour as his student became increasingly hostile and more and more of my fellow cohort began questioning his research. Before I could submit my thesis, Harrison had arranged my expulsion from the university.”

	“If I am not mistaken, you also met your wife, Zhang Li, at university as well. Your wife is an interesting person, is she not?”

	“By that you mean my wife is Chinese, yes,” Charles said bluntly.

	The audience murmur disapprovingly.

	“A month after my expulsion a planet dubbed Delta Nine was experiencing catastrophic disasters,” continued Charles, ignoring their prejudice. “Many of the scientists likened the red planet of Delta Nine to that of Mars, as it too is believed to have once supported its own atmosphere. However, it was always one of the more volatile planets colonised. The planet was rejecting the terraformed atmosphere. Hundreds died as result. Delta Nine was proof pre-existing ideas of terraforming were wrong and Harrison had no answers as to why it was happening. Bypassing the University, myself and my team travelled to the States to submit my thesis on terraforming to the American government itself. Within a week, we found ourselves on a ship travelling to Delta Nine with an expert team of engineers and generous funding.”

	“Why did you go out there too? Wasn’t it dangerous?”

	“Yes, but I insisted that I was to oversee every aspect of the construction. Besides, we did not have time to brief anyone on the ins and outs of the design. Once we got to Delta Nine, it was worse than any of us had expected. The colonists were suffering radiation poisoning and the acid rain had begun to eat away at the colony. It was the longest sixteen months of my life. People falling sick every day; food supplies spoiling; accidents because of sleep deprivation; and equipment degenerating due to the harsh conditions. Pockets of air low in oxygen would make the hard labour even more dangerous. The thunder at night would shake the very ground. Winds reaching up to a hundred miles per hour, destroying our previous day’s work.

	“I knew my Terraforming Plant would be violent in the first stage, so when we finally flipped the switch, for three months we were stationed underground. The only indication of what was happening outside were the sounds. Any monitoring equipment we had brought along was destroyed in the first few days. Because our bunker was attached to the Terraforming Plant, or the TFP, the structure would rattle and creek under the pressure of the forming atmosphere. But through the hardship, we became a sort of family. Putting on shows for one another, drinking and laughing. There wasn’t really much else we could do at that stage,” he said.

	“So how did you know it was finally accomplished?” asked the hostess.

	“The noises stopped one day and I took a walk outside,” Charles smiled.

	“Just like that?”

	“Just like that.”

	“But that’s not the end of the story, is it? It’s no big secret that you are being summoned to the CERE tomorrow. Tell us what happened next Dr Jung,” said the hostess.

	“Certainly. The USA government was reluctant to recolonise Delta Nine after all that had happened. Which I suppose was understandable. I protested it was safe and managed to secure legal rights to Delta Nine’s Terraforming Conditioning and Security, imposing certain sanctions and regulations that would ensure my TFP to only ever be intervened with direct permission from myself. Further it meant I held the rights to regulate the rate of colonisation and the fundamental technology and infrastructure of such colonies to ensure no strain would be placed on the environment. I secured those rights with support of the American government,” explained Charles.

	“This is where your wife’s connections to the Independent Republic of Shanxi in China enabled you to colonise Delta Nine, was it not?”

	“My wife is the daughter of Chairman Zhang Guozhi. During the war her father sheltered Chinese pacifists in a small community amongst the mountains of Shanxi. After the nuclear attacks that ended the war, this small community then declared independence from the remaining militant city states of Beijing and Shanghai. The community grew, with a focus on pre-Republic of China traditions and philosophies. They lived more earthly lives, providing for one another. But as it grew, more and more strain was put on them.

	“I met my wife while at university. She had lived in Britain ever since she was a young girl, Chairman Zhang knew her life in China would be a harsh and brutal one. The next time she met her father, since the age of eight, was with me during our second year at Oxford. I’d paid for us to go out there. When we arrived in China, it was…desolate.

	“I’ve been to the West Coast and seen what has become of LA, but it is not on the same scale as China. Men, women and children starving; the soil contaminated with radiation, unable to grow crops; most of the cattle are eaten or rotting out in the fields; buildings eroded away. The last remaining city states are at war with their own people, raping and pillaging. Slaughtering the weak and indoctrinating the strong. China may have launched the missiles first, but the total devastation that the US left the country in is unforgivable and so very unrecognised.

	“I wanted to give these people a fresh chance. A new home. If the USA were unwilling to colonise Delta Nine with American colonists, they might approve the Chinese, and they did. Chairman Zhang lead a peaceful community looking to survive, so the USA appointed him as the head of the colony’s assembly and the colony prospered despite the conditions on Delta Nine. A new city was erected in the place of the old one and because of the wealth of natural resources, individuals became affluent, enabling further construction and development of the colony. In honour of Chairman Zhang, the Council of the Elected Representatives of Earth renamed Delta Nine to Neo-Shanxi.”

	“There is no doubt that Neo-Shanxi has been a success and by the sounds of it has been largely commissioned by the CERE itself, but your influence doesn’t stop there,” said the hostess

	A map of the Charted Systems is brought up in the glass floor below their feet. On people’s television screens at home, it looks as if Charles and the hostess are celestial beings sitting above a galactic empire. The planet to be highlighted first is Earth, then Neo-Shanxi many systems away, then the remaining First Nine, and finally several new planets are highlighted. Each system is connected by their EMR lines of trajectory.

	“So, we just saw the First Nine and here are the planets terraformed and colonised since. In the ten years since your success on Delta Nine, you were commissioned to terraform the other eight planets and managed to successfully terraform others, imposing your conditions and sanctions, which in turn allowed you to populate each of these colonies with large populations of Chinese and Asian colonists,” she explained.

	“All sanctioned by the American government and the CERE,” interrupted Charles.

	“Now you want to build a Terraforming Plant on Earth,” said the hostess accusingly.

	The audience gasps in disbelief.

	“Is this true? And if so why?” she pressed.

	Charles reaches over to the glass of water and takes small sips. His palms have become clammy and his tie feels tight around his neck, he is not sure if it is because of the heat from the lighting, the audience’s glares or the nature of the questions. Slowly and gently he places his glass of water back down.

	“Earth is dying…” Charles began.

	The audience goes into a frenzy. Staff attempt to silence them, but the more the they are hushed, the louder they become. Charles plays chess often enough to realise he’s been set up. The hostess was unknowing, her career isn’t well enough established to have a man such as him on the show. He sits there disappointed; his optimism having been sorely misplaced.

	The show cuts to another commercial break. Before anyone has given Charles the OK, he has removed his ear piece and is darting for the exit. Behind him the hostess fans herself, complaining to the producers about the heat.

	One of the assistants is waiting for Charles at the exit with his coat. He throws it on and continues marching through the backstage.

	The long-fitted black coat falls to just below his knees and the collar is high, reaching just above his nose. A thick lining is made to withstand the cold, radiation and acid rain. In built gloves and a hood are made of the same material. It was the same coat he wore twelve years ago when stepping out onto the surface of Delta Nine. A memento from his crowning achievement. The one material possession he has any love or true sentiment for. Designed by himself, the coat is one of many given to the rest of his team. If Charles learnt anything from his mother, image is everything and if anything is worth doing, it’s worth doing in style.

	Charles steps out of the studio and into the rain. While doing up his coat he looks across the street and attempts to read the worn-down billboard:

	 

	If you can read this, it means acid rain.

	Stay indoors.

	 

	New York City, a mess of different skyscrapers from across the last few centuries, one of the most overcrowded cities in America, and far away from the West Coast and the nuclear fallout zones. The people here have no sense of community and are greedy and desperate. Some have lost their sense of humanity.

	“Dr Jung,” a voice called out.

	Charles looks down the road to find an old man dress in an expensive Chinese suit holding an umbrella. The suit has beautiful embroidery, over his left chest the embroidery meets to form the shape of a dragon’s head. The dragon of the Neo-Shanxi Assembly.

	“Chairman, what are you doing on Earth?” Charles called back as he walks to meet him.

	Without saying anything, the Chairman wraps his arms around Charles and embraces him, making sure to keep the umbrella over his head. He pulls away and holds Charles in place.

	“You look like you could do with a drink. Come, there is a local bar that allow Chinese,” said Chairman Zhang sympathetically.

	The bar is high-class, dimly lit, but most importantly tolerant of Chinese customers. The seats are red velvet and the fixtures and fittings are a dark rosewood. The lamp shades match the seats and have golden tassels. Behind the bar are spirits that date back before the war, a rarity in these times.

	The men and women of the bar are finely dressed, many are western businessmen with Asian mistresses. Seeing the Chairman and Charles walk in, every Asian customer brightens up. A waitress directs them to the best table in the bar overlooking a small lake. She explains that anything they order is on the house.

	“Thank you my dear. Xifeng for us,” said Chairman Zhang in Chinese, slipping a generous tip into her hand.

	The waitress acknowledges the gesture and shoots a look up at the CCTV camera. The red light, that indicates it is recording, switches off and the scientist and the politician can speak freely.

	Zhang waits for the waitress to wander off back to the bar. “I saw your interview…”

	“I do not want to talk about it,” dismissed Charles quickly, also in Chinese.

	“Very well,” said Zhang while watching the rain fall over the lake. “You know what is going to happen to you tomorrow, they will take everything from you.”

	“I do not get what it is they want to take from me. I made those planets viable, they commissioned all my regulations. They even were willing to gamble with the lives of thousands of Chinese.”

	“It was fine all the time they were unsure whether the terraforming would be successful or not, but now each colony is flourishing, new companies are finding traction and with the unlimited resources out there, day by day they are starting to rival even the most profitable conglomerates here on Earth. This planet is not only dying on an environmental level, but on an economic one too. Your regulations mean that powers here on Earth cannot establish themselves on the planets out there and therefore cannot compete. More people are signing up to colonisation programs every day. As more people leave Earth, the larger the colonies grow, the more they demand self-government. Neo-Shanxi is a shining example of stable and peaceful living. True democracy, something Earth gave up on before the war,” explained the Chairman.

	“I just wanted to make things better for people,” said Charles sincerely.

	“Excuse me,” the waitress intruded.

	She places down a flask and two cups. After bowing she leaves the men in peace once again.

	“What you did for us was an act of kindness and compassion. You gave many innocent victims of war a second chance,” said Zhang, pouring them both a drink. “That is why you are dangerous.”

	“Kindness and compassion, dangerous?” reiterated Charles, slipping back into his native tongue.

	“After tomorrow, Earth will no longer be a safe place for you. If you lose they will want to apprehend your life’s work, ensuring there is no piece of the puzzle that they do not own. With your research, they will not need you any longer. You will become nothing more than a voice they need to silence. If somehow you win the case, then within a month some accident will happen, there are dangerous divisions to Earth’s governments that the public have no clue even exist,” warned Zhang.

	They both sip their drinks.

	The rain was only the beginnings of a storm. The glass windows rattles, water collects in the road outside forming a stream and rubbish is blown into the air. Lightning strikes, illuminating the city. Thunder that follows causes the surface of their drinks to ripple.

	Zhang points out to the lake over the road. “You know New York never used to have a lake. It was formed because a bomb was dropped on the city during the war…”

	“And once the war ended and the sky was scorched, the hole began to fill with acid rain. The water seeped into the soil and destroyed the greenery of Central Park. Over the years, the rain eroded the ground. Some of New York’s oldest buildings began to collapse. People became homeless. Hundreds of people died of exposure,” Charles finished the story.

	“No one was willing to house them, give them refuge.”

	They fall silent and sip their drinks again.

	“What do you suggest then?” asked Charles, aware of the implications tomorrow’s hearing may have.

	“Come with me to Neo-Shanxi,” offered Zhang.

	Charles laughs, choking on his drink.

	“Charles I am serious. My daughter, my grandchild, my future grandchild. I will not sit by and see them in any form of danger. I have sacrificed too much in my life to ensure Li lives a good and safe life,” said Zhang.

	“Move to Shanxi, where rain eats through the metal frame of umbrellas, heat that melts the rubber of your boots and sandstorms that can last months. You think Shanxi will provide a safer existence for my wife and children than Earth?” chuckled Charles.

	“You have not been there in years. Things are better now than they have ever been. We are growing cherry blossoms in the soil. The canyon is filling with water which we are purifying. Last winter we saw snow fall on the tops of the mountains. The Red Colony is now the crown jewel of the First Nine. Life on Shanxi would not be so bad for you. The people of Neo-Shanxi love you. For the rest of your life you would want for nothing. Your family would be treated with the respect and gratitude that they deserve. You would have a home in the Imperial Gardens. Young Alistair would have a good education, free from the prejudice my daughter had to endure. Charles, you could establish your own labs away from the restrictions of Earth. These people do not appreciate your genius. If they will not let you save Earth, help build Shanxi,” said Zhang keeping eye contact with Charles all the while.

	Charles looks out of the window across the street, the stream flooding over the sidewalk looks more like a river now, beyond the lake and at the city. The storm rages on and sirens can be heard in the distance.

	“It is a generous offer, but Earth is my home. Despite how broken it may currently seem,” he replied.

	Zhang sighs, then finishes off his glass in one. He pours them both out another round from the flask.

	“Sleep on it, the offer is always on the table. Come, let us drink. We should prepare for the hearing tomorrow. I hear that you are representing yourself. What madness drove you to such measures?”

	Charles leans in and joked, “Not madness, just sense on everyone else’s behalf. No decent Western lawyer wanted to come near my case.”

	 

	Michael Hastings

	 

	“Hello Charles. Not that I don’t love hearing from you, but you do realise it is three in the morning here in London? Hey, hey. Slow down…what is it you want me to do?” asked Michael, listening to a distressed and inebriated friend over the phone. “OK, so you want me to secure your research. Don’t worry, I’ll head right over.”

	Michael puts the phone down, rubs his eyes and lays there confused as he tries to figure out why Charles sounded so worried.

	Waving his hand in front of the lamp, a dim light gently brightens the room. He sits up on the edge of the bed and begins to get dressed in the clothes he’d discarded onto to the floor only a few hours ago.

	From the wardrobe, he finds his coat, identical to Charles’, and straightens out the high collar as he marches through the hallway, grabbing his keys on the way out.

	London is a silent and dark city at night. Frequent power outages keep the city on edge.

	During the war, Britain’s conglomerate government held off the advancement of the Russian Army from entering Western Europe. The government has secretly funded coups in the Middle East and Africa. Despite its influence and presence during the war, in the time of peace that followed the country could not sustain itself. Business thrived on the war economy and since plunging into austerity, the government’s actions have become shady and steeped in conspiracy.

	Armed police patrol the streets, ensuring anarchy does not erupt. Through fear and force, the country has remained stable. Worker’s unions being disbanded and harsh curfews imposed on the population.

	However, London, along with several other European cities, is recognised world over as one of the last beautiful cities on Earth.

	When Michael arrives at the lobby of Charles’ London apartment, neither the door man or night porter are there to greet him. He approaches the desk and looks over the counter to see a smashed coffee mug. Michael searches around again to see if anyone is there. No one in sight, he proceeds to the elevator.

	Approaching the apartment door, he notices that the lock has been busted. Quietly he peers through the crack and finds at least five armed soldiers searching the place.

	They’re uniform does not belong to any country or mercenary group he knows of. The under layer is a black lightweight, skin-tight body suit. The midnight blue body armour strapped to the soldiers is enough to protect them, but allows for maximum movement. Each of them wear a tactical gas mask, the lenses are unusually large and have been blacked out. The soldiers resemble bugs more than they do humans. Most of the back of their heads are covered by the body suit, there is only one of the soldier’s whose hair is on show. Written in sliver are the letters ‘S.E.L.’ and each soldier has a fabric band around their left arm, each with a different animal insignia. The man with his hair on display has the most ambiguous insignia. It looks as if it were a mound of worms.

	Michael clocks their guns, lightweight assault rifles equipped with a scope and silencer. An unfamiliar weapon. 

	“Sir, nothing to report,” informed Worms to the person on the other end of his ear piece. He waits for a response. “Six rooms, Sir.”

	Michael perks up. Six rooms, it means they haven’t found Charles’ study.

	Charles became paranoid after their success on Delta Nine when the US government persisted in buying his research from him. When Charles brought his London apartment, he alone redesigned the layout so that he could conceal his private study room.

	Michael looks down the hall to a window. A lump in the back of his throat leaves him unable to breathe. His mind races as he tries to envision if the building has any form of ledge he might be able to shimmy along, while also calculating the probability of success and the dangers it could entail.

	Silently and slowly he takes cautious steps towards the window. He lifts the latch and opens it, careful not to make a sound. His memory had not failed him and as he looks down, he finds a ledge that runs along the outside of the building.

	“Fuck,” Michael muttered under his breath.

	This would not be the first-time Michael had to climb at a considerable height. Whilst working on the TFP on Delta Nine, him and Charles would have to scale the tower to make repairs or supervise construction.

	Hanging half out of the window, Michael lowers one foot, probing about to find the ledge. As he lowers himself, he keeps his back straight and reaches his arm out across the wall to keep his balance. Prudently he begins to shimmy along.

	With his back turned to the window, the soldier with the worms insignia is preoccupied with photos of Charles and Li. Michael decides now is as good of a moment to move than any other.

	Making a brake for it, Worms catches Michael’s reflection in the glass of the frame. Without hesitation, the soldier drops the photo, clutches his rifle, swings around and fires a round at the figure at the window.

	Shock grips Michael as the bullet pierces his shoulder and shoots out the other side. He makes a reactionary decision and throws his body over, clearing the window. Facing the wall, he attempts to dig his fingers into the gaps between the brick.

	Michael rests against the wall for a moment, his body feels as if it is swaying back and forth.

	With no time to lose, he shakes his head and picks up the pace making his way to the study window.

	“Keep searching,” a soldier ordered from the apartment.

	The window opens and Michael looks to see Worms peering out at him. Moving quicker towards the edge of the building Michael glances back again. This time Worms is perched on the ledge, hanging from the window. Though his face is hidden behind the mask, Michael senses the soldier grinning at him.

	“It’s a beautiful night,” called Worms, his Australian accent penetrating through the muffling of the mask. “Ever since the war, you can’t get nights like these back in Melbourne.”

	There is a pause as Worms appreciates the night sky. Through his mask, he takes a deep breath.

	“Say, what ya doing all the way out there. Come back inside, maybe we could talk. Get that wound sorted out?”

	Michael doesn’t respond.

	Worms gazes back out onto the city and Michael decides he should move. As he takes the next step, a shot is fired near his feet. Panicked, he scrambles farther along the ledge. Before he gets too far another shot is fired. This time bringing Michael to a stop. He looks back at Worms to see him with his rifle aimed right at him.

	“I don’t want this to get messy. I shoot you now, your body will fall to the ground below. We’re up at a considerable distance, your body would just go splat. We’d wake up the whole dammed neighbourhood. Let’s just keep it between you and me,” said Worms.

	“Well you know the strange thing is, I just live right around the corner,” Michael mockingly joked with a croak in his voice.

	Worms laughs at the foolhardiness of the remark. “Now don’t go anywhere. I’ll be back in a second.”

	He swings back indoors, calling out orders to his squad who are still searching the apartment. Michael decides this his opportunity to go for it.

	Outside of Charles’ study he searches about the inside of his coat sleeve to find the gloves hidden inside. The coat was made to withstand the toughest of environments, it was made to withstand the manual labour of working on the TFP. He puts his hand in the glove and punches through the glass.

	“Hear that ladies. We seem to have a pest problem,” Worms called through the wall of the study.

	Michael brushes himself off and switches the old-fashioned lamp on by the electric plug socket. Charles always did have a taste for turn of the twenty first century appliances, a guilty pleasure despite the environmental cost.

	The lamp reveals a finely decorated study, complete with books on physics, chemistry, environmental science, astronomy and engineering. Scattered across his desk are papers with equations and designs drawn on them, the likes even Michael hasn’t ever seen. Chalk boards and pin boards detail more projects and theories. Charles is considered archaic in how he works, refusing to store much of his works digitally. He has a humble belief that honest work must be done with the hand. Personality defines science, both in its flaws and perfection.

	Michael scans the room bemused, knowing what he is searching for, but unsure of where to find it.

	Loud knocking startles Michael, as Worms begins to test the strength of the partition. It appears the soldier is not too concerned about finding the hidden entrance to the room. The knocking begins to interchange with bangs and thuds. Then singing.

	 

	“Up jumped the swagman and sprang into the billabong,

	‘You’ll never catch me alive!’ said he,

	And his ghost may be heard as you pass by that billabong:

	‘You’ll come a-waltzing Matilda, with me.”

	 

	From outside the room, Michael can hear steps skipping away from the wall. He stands there frozen, waiting for what is going to happen next.

	Then the voice begins again.

	 

	“Waltzing Matilda, waltzing Matilda,”

	 

	Worms charges. A foot slams against the wall.

	 

	“You’ll come a-waltzing Matilda, with me,”

	 

	Another thud. Dust flies off the wall.

	 

	“And he sang as he watched and waited till his billy boiled:

	‘You’ll come a-waltzing Matilda, with me.’”

	 

	Bullets are fired, penetrating the partition. Papers, books and ornaments begin to fly about the room as they are hit by indiscriminate bullets. Michael drops to the floor, holding his hands above his head.

	After a minute of a continuous barrage of bullets, the room begins to settle. Michael pulls himself together again and hastily rummages through Charles’s draws. By chance he finds a false bottom and within he finds a memory stick wrapped in masking tape marked ‘Taiyi Shengshui’. 

	Worm peers through the holes in the wall, watching Michael’s every move.

	“I see you.”

	Worms backs up and begins to kick again. Each blow weakens what separates Michael from them. Chunks of the wall begin to dislodge. It would only be a matter of seconds before the whole thing gives in.

	Michael places the memory stick into his pocket, ensuring its safety. With nowhere else to escape, he returns to the window. Directly below is an overflowing bin to break his fall. Trying not to over think it, Michael climbs out and dangles himself from the ledge.

	A loud crash startles Michael as the study wall is finally kicked in. Dust fills the room and the members of S.E.L. clamber through the hole. Worms quickly scans the room before looking out of the open window. Down below there is no sign of the man, having vanished into the darkness of London’s streets.

	 

	Charles Jung

	

	Dripping wet, Charles searches for his keys. The alcohol has gone to his head, but despite his condition, Charles remains considerate and tries his best not to wake Li or Alistair. He unlocks the apartment door and stumbles in.

	The lights are dimmed and the TV still on. On the sofa lays Li, unstirred by his entrance. It is closing the door that wakes up his wife.

	In her delirious state, she looks at her husband, then at the analogue clock hung on the wall, another remnant from an age long since passed.

	“It’s really late. And your soaking wet,” said Li worried.

	Charles hangs up his coat and joins Li on the sofa. He moves her hair out of her face. 

	“I’m sorry about that. Your father is on Earth.”

	“My father is on Earth? Why?” Li asked, the news shaking her out of her dream like state.

	“I guess news travels far. The Chairman wanted to help with my case tomorrow. He offered a good Chinese lawyer,” said Charles.

	“Please tell me you refused.”

	“Of course. But he did offer us something different as well,” continued Charles, cleaning his glasses. “He said that there is a home waiting for us on Shanxi. The arrangements have been made. We would have a home in the Imperial Gardens. Our own labs.”

	Charles stops there and looks off into the distance, as if he were contemplating the proposal. Li sighs and pulls her husband in, kissing him firmly on the lips.

	“Gardens on Shanxi?” she said amused and they both laugh at the absurdity. “The Chinese have no home. It is one thing for them to seek peace elsewhere, but we have Earth. Things aren’t perfect, but if we left now, what good would it do?”

	“I know, but…Neo-Shanxi began with us. If your father isn’t exaggerating, then we could help it prosper and grow. Maybe we could still do some good, help the people who want it. Our children’s lives would be better. For both Alistair and Oscar,” Charles proposed to Li as he places his hand on her bump.

	“Mmmmm…” deliberated Li out loud.

	Slowly she sits up, using the arm of the sofa for support. Without looking, she waves the palm of her hand towards the TV screen and it switches off. She begins to unbutton Charles’ waist coat.

	“We should head to bed. We only have,” she said, rolling up his sleeve to look at his watch, “five hours until you have to be up for the hearing.”

	Li’s face changes as exhaustion settles in. Charles ignores her concern and leans in closer for another kiss.

	 

	*

	 

	Charles looks out the bedroom window onto the city while he does up his shirt buttons, estimating the damage last night’s storm caused New York. Drops of rain, infused with a greenish tinge, run down the glass.

	Li appears from behind, handing him a freshly made coffee. Wrapping her arms around his body, they watch the view together.

	“I gave them the stars,” Charles uttered, hoping Li couldn’t hear his remark.

	He takes a sip of the coffee to hide his embarrassment. Li tightens her arms around him.

	“It’s not what you gave them. It’s what they do with that gift that matters. Have faith, they are not all blinded by profit. They will want to keep you around, as an adviser. They have no idea how the technology works. Turn around,” Li instructed, measuring him up and ensures his collar is straight.

	“I know. But I won’t give it to them. I won’t be second to him,” said Charles.

	Li tugs on his collar, shaking him out of his own head. She brings him in for a long kiss. As they break away he looks at her almost annoyed.

	“Be flexible,” she said, leaving him with a seductive smile as she goes to fetch a tie.

	Charles returns to the view. “Not that tie. The next one to the right.”

	“Do you not trust me?”

	“Not when it comes to fashion. I don’t trust any woman other than my mother when it comes to what to wear,” joked Charles.

	Li picks out her choice regardless. She walks over to him, throws the tie over his head and begins to fix him up.

	“You’re such a mummy’s boy. Trust me on this one,” she jabbed.

	The tie that she chose is the tie her father had made specially for Charles, on the day he set out for the journey to Delta Nine along with the first of the Chinese colonists. It is black with red embroidery that forms Shenlong. Perhaps a precursor to the dragon of the Neo-Shanxi Assembly. He had never worn the tie, considering his ethnic background to be disingenuous to the cultural significance of the design. Charles does not protest though, knowing the importance of him wearing it today.

	“How are you getting to court?” asked Li. 

	Charles smiles unintentionally. “Your father actually.”

	“I have a feeling my father came here for you more that he came here for me.”

	“I’m sure he’ll come and visit after the trial,” reassured Charles.

	Li looks back at him and they exchange a glance of understanding. Before either of them can reconcile the moment, Alistair begins to cry from the other room. She moans and heads towards the door.

	“I haven’t heard from Michael yet,” he said to himself.

	“Should you have?”

	“Should have done,” Charles whispered.

	Down at the entrance of the building, Chairman Zhang is waiting for his son-in-law. Besides him stands a young muscular Chinese man holding an umbrella over both of their heads. Charles steps out from the building and another young man gets out from the car and rushes over to Charles with an umbrella. He silently thanks the young man and walks towards the Chairman. Neither of them say anything to one another, they just give one another a simple nod.

	Charles climbs into the car.

	“You over there. You, come. Stay here. Look after my daughter,” ordered Zhang to several of his men.

	The car door opens and Zhang awkwardly climbs in, inelegantly enough to show his age. He takes his place next to Charles and indicates to the driver to go. The car pulls away and they sit in silence for the next few blocks.

	“I am sorry to tell you Charles, this car runs off petroleum,” said Zhang, looking to break the tension.

	Charles looks at him as seriously as he can, then they break out in laughter.

	Zhang pulls out a small photo from his inside pocket. He holds it in front of him for a while, long enough for Charles’ interest to peek. The Chairman notices him staring and with a groan passes it over.

	The photo is old and has rough edges, a sign of over handling and poor preservation. It is also slightly over exposed, washing the picture of its vibrancy. In the photo is a young Zhang, almost unrecognisable if it wasn’t for the smile. Next to him is young woman that looks the splitting image of Li. Charles very quickly deduces who the young woman is. Behind them in the distance stands Edinburgh Castle.

	Charles knows little about his father-in-law’s life before the war. Li knows even less. Between them, neither could work out if he was once a business man, explaining his connection with the conglomerate governments of Britain; or a soldier, having fought in the conflicts of South Asia, a precursor to the war that would follow. Charles is too afraid to ask. All that matters, is who he is now.

	Charles returns the photo and doesn’t say anything at first. Then just as he finds the right words.

	“She died during child birth. There were no doctors. No clean facilities. I did not know what I was doing. I had never delivered a baby. I had no idea about children,” said Zhang. “I still do not.”

	“I…I’m so sorry,” said Charles, not knowing what to say.

	“Do not be, daft fool. I was sorry for years. It did not bring me anything. But I never hated Li for it. Not ever. The moment she was born, I saw her mother in her. It broke my heart when I sent her off to England. I did not know that she would make it across China, let alone Russia to England. The pain that I carry, is the pain that I could not be her father any longer. I would not get to see her grow into the woman she is today.”

	Charles faces forward, his eyes looking passed the driver and out onto the road ahead of them. He is cynical about his father-in-law’s sentiment. Then a profound realisation hits him; softly, but deeply.

	“You understand what it is that I am saying?” asked Zhang.

	Before Charles can answer, they are interrupted by sudden ringing.

	He pulls his phone out from his jacket pocket. It’s Michael. Looking back and forth between Zhang and his phone, Charles struggles with his sense of decorum. The Chairman nods, as if to give his blessing to interrupt the conversation.

	“Michael, do you have it?”

	Zhang sits back quietly, pretending not to listen in. Quickly it becomes apparent that something is wrong. Reaching for his own phone, the Chairman begins typing away. Messaging his contacts in London.

	“Fuck,” Charles exclaimed.

	“Tell him to meet my men on Fleet Street. They will get him to New York by tonight,” instructed the Chairman.

	Charles relays the message and hangs up.

	He slumps his body forward, plunging his head into his hands. Distraught, Charles thanks the Chairman under his breath. Zhang places a hand on his back.

	The car turns the block and the court is insight.

	“Be strong. We are arriving,” said Zhang.

	The press swarm them as they pull up to the court. Police rush over to hold back the mob. Zhang’s men step out to help secure the area. The rabble push and shove trying to get the first shot. Their yells are indiscriminate noise.

	When the car door opens, flashing light blinds them both. Following the Chairman, Charles steps out into crowd. Taking deep breaths, he begins to make his way through the narrow clearing that the police have carved. A helicopter flies over head. But to Charles’ surprise, it does not stay to observe the spectacle.

	Heading straight for the hearing, Charles takes his place alone before the council. Laying out his paper work, he contemplates the futility of doing so.

	In the gallery sits powerful individuals of the political and business worlds. All with their own vested interest. Zhang sits surrounded by his men. Out of place, but not out of sorts.

	“All rise,” a voice boomed.

	Charles watches as the aged men and women of the CERE walk into the room, sitting in front of their respective flags; United States of America, Britain, the European Union, India, Japan, Australia, Israel, Egypt, South Africa and the Middle Eastern Pact. All of which fought against China during the war.

	Amongst the representatives is Professor Harrison. Older and frailer than Charles ever remembered his lecturer being.

	 

	Li Jung

	 

	Marking the latest batch of papers from the third-year undergrads, Li monotonously flicks though yet another average submission on Nuclei. Wine used to make the task bearable, but such a remedy is problematic in her current situation.

	Their association with the university began as a means to scout for the gifted and talented. But as the years have gone by, few students have ever shown much promise.

	Refusing to ever publish their research, both Li and Charles are content in their roles. Each preferring the practical application of science than the qualifications that come with academia. Since Alistair, neither of them have had much time to visit the university. Gradually commitments are broken and hobbies are being lost, despite her best efforts.

	Outside the wind howls, distracting her from the papers. The violence of the weather is reminiscent of when they landed on Delta Nine. She remembers gazing upon the oncoming sandstorm as they stepped off the boat. A sea of red approaching at such speed, they all had to run back in.

	For a moment, she loses herself in the world she once inhabited. Then Alistair from down the hall begins to cry again. Li checks the time and concludes he must be hungry.

	While walking down the hall, Alistair’s cries begin to subside. Unsettled by the sudden silence, Li paces to the living room. Expecting to find her son in his playpen, she shaken at what she discovers.

	“What a beautiful child,” said the soldier in a French accent.

	Her stunning auburn hair flows over a black military body suit and midnight blue armour. A cloth armband has an insignia of a magpie.

	“I always like half breeds. They make the cutest babies.”

	Li watches the woman as she cradles her child. Maternal instinct takes over rational thought and Li attempts to move closer. Casually the soldier reaches for her pistol and places the barrel of the gun against Alistair’s forehead. Li stops immediately.

	“You know, I’ll never be able to have children,” said Magpie emotionlessly. “I think if I did have a child, I would want a boy. I would not want to name him anything fancy. I would want him to live an ordinary life, with a painfully ordinary name. Sounds funny, no?”

	Li stands perfectly still, unable to move. Unable to respond.

	Magpie walks towards the playpen and places Alistair back in. Her aim moves from the child to Li. The soldier scans the room, tilting her head at a slight angle. Mannerisms that don’t seem completely human.

	“I couldn’t raise a child in New York though. Too much crime,” Magpie said mockingly, beginning to meander around the room, inspecting random objects. “Wonder where you keep it?”

	“Keep what?” Li foolishly asked.

	“Taiyi Shengshui. I hope I didn’t butcher the name. My Chinese is pretty poor,” explained Magpie.

	“It is not here.”

	A lengthy silence follows.

	The soldier walks over to the window and stares at her own reflection. Her body suit seems to absorb the little sunlight shining through. A dark arura surrounds the woman.

	Coming back from the errands Li had sent them on, her father’s men meet at the bottom of the apartment building’s stairs, both carrying a box of the same needless items. They remark on their frustration as they head up.

	Magpie's ears twitch. Their conversation impossibly heard by the soldier. She moves over towards the front door. Li watches her confused, oblivious of what has put her so on edge.

	“Do not move,” threated Magpie.

	The two of them wait. Gradually it becomes clear to Li as two voices speaking Chinese get closer and closer.

	Magpie places her back against the wall, gripping her pistol with two hands. As the doorknob turns, the soldier raises her weapon.

	Her father’s men open the door wide and are just about to tell Li that she can’t send them both on anymore errands, when they catch the look in her eyes. Before either of them can fully comprehend what is happening the door is slammed in their faces.

	Forcing the door closed with her foot, Magpie begins to fire through the wood. Each shot is not as nearly as loud as Li had imagined, though each round is nerve rattling.

	Several bullets find their way directly into one of the guard’s chest. Blood spurts out, spraying the apartment. Retaliating, the other guard pulls out his gun and returns fire.

	Gracefully, Magpie rolls out from behind the door, landing in a low stance. Ready to pounce. Her smile leaves him cold.

	The force of her charge sends them flying out into the corridor.

	Wrestling on the floor, Magpie overpowers him with ease. Pistol in hand, she begins to smash his face in. The first blow breaks his nose. The second loosens his teeth. The third almost blinds him.

	Satisfied that he is spitting blood, she climbs to her feet and walks back into the apartment. Li watches the soldier’s manic body language.

	Her approach is cut short at the sound of gun fire. They both look down at the smoking hole in Magpie’s abdomen.

	Running on adrenaline, Magpie breaks for the stairs. Regaining his strength, her father’s man picks himself up and gives chase. For every step he takes, she seems to have moved at least double.

	Knowing he is be unable to catch her, he fires off a few rounds, nowhere close to hitting her. She leans over the banister laughing. Frustrated he continues the chase.

	Proceeding cautiously, he sweeps the rooftop. At the edge of the building a black helicopter waits for Magpie. Placing pressure on her wound, she jumps on board. All he can do is watch as the helicopter begins to fly away. Magpie hangs herself out of the aircraft, casually saluting him as she escapes.

	 

	Charles Jung

	 

	Waiting out in the empty hall, Charles sits with his head in his hands. The first half of the hearing was tough. Much of it had seemed like mere formalities. He’d done the best he could to put across his case, though it felt like it mattered very little. The CERE have their own agenda, twisting every argument back towards Charles and his monopoly of control. For what he sees as prevention, the CERE see as an inherent threat. It is the first time he has begun to question the sanctions and regulations he imposed on the colonies.

	Loud echoing footsteps approach Charles. Bring with him the smell of good coffee, the Chairman takes a seat on the bench. Charles sits up and takes the cup. They both take long sips.

	“You did well in there. I am impressed. Perhaps there is a politician in you yet Charles,” Zhang said in Chinese, hoping that it would make it harder for people to eavesdrop.

	They both allow themselves to chuckle at the joke.

	“Do not begin to question all the good that you have done for people.”

	Charles simply nods. The Chairman is left unsure if his words managed to reach him. But it does not matter, as Zhang has more important news to break to his son-in-law.

	“There is something you need to know.”

	“Have your men manged to get to Michael?” Charles asked.

	“Yes. But it is about Li,” said the Chairman.

	He lets Charles place his coffee down before continuing.

	“She is fine. Both Li and Alistair are being moved to a secure location by my men as we speak.”

	“Tell me what happened.”

	“Li was attacked by a soldier looking for your research. It sounds as though it was the same group who were searching your apartment in London. One of my men was killed. Another brutally beaten. But they are safe and being taken to a safe place,” he explained.

	“Fuck,” Charles exclaimed, unsure whether to scream or to cry. His leg taps involuntary.

	“If they cannot get it through legal means, they will obtain it through violence. That is what they do. That is what they know.”

	The Chairman gives him a single but firm pat on the shoulder. Taking a loud sip of his coffee, he lets out a satisfied groan. The action seems to have distracted them both from their own thoughts.

	Standing up, he waits for Charles to join him. “Are you ready to finish this?”

	Zhang does not get a response.

	“You are not a weak man. Do not behave as such now,” he scolded.

	Charles wipes away the tears gathering along the bottom of his eyelids and gets up. He fixes his glasses, then straightens his jacket. The Chairman proudly nods. From the other side of the hall a heavy door creeks open and a woman summons Charles back in.

	“Please all be seated,” the representative of the USA instructed the court. “Dr Charles Jung, thank you for your attendance today. We, the Council of the Elected Representatives of Earth, wanted to just commemorate you on your bravery today. Representing one’s self is not a particularly easy task. You have done so with such earnest conviction. Before we continue, is there anything you would like to add?”

	Charles stands, knowing whatever he says cannot change the outcome of the day. Glancing around the room, he quickly clears his throat. The press watch in anticipation. Chairman Zhang sits with his head held up high, meeting Charles’ glaze with a reassuring smile.

	Facing the CERE, Charles begins softly.

	“We have forgotten basic truths about ourselves. Humanity is fragile. We exist by fortunate coincidence. Having evolved on a planet where the prefect conditions for life forever hang in the balance. At any time, those conditions could be snuffed out. By some cosmic coincidence. A global catastrophe. Or our own carelessness. Life on Earth has been erased many times over. The planet creating its own tabula rasa for new organisms to thrive. We have forgotten that accidents cost us so much. All that we do, all that I do, is only mere perversion if it were not for the betterment of humanity. Science knows no boarders. It does not differentiate between race.

	“I arrived here today knowing that there could be no immediate resolution to our differences. Regardless, I know I have sown the seeds for change. Maybe not for my children, but perhaps for their children, or their children’s children. As the most distant colonies acclimatise to life away from Earth, they will prosper. Eventually that prosperity will force Earth to adapt. Perhaps then we can have a more measured conversation. One that does not involve a backdrop of flags. Sensationalised media. Or the hatred borne of the past. When we can finally accept that we are one.”

	“Well said,” the USA representative agreed. “Sentiments which I’m sure all of us here can relate to and hope for. As you yourself have just expressed, we seek further collaboration with you in the future. But that collaboration cannot be dictated by a single individual. We would all welcome your expertise as a key figure in the Ministry of Terraforming and Colonisation under Professor Neil Harrison. You would be given funding and an opportunity to share and develop your research.

	“All previous regulations and sanctions on colonised planets will be lifted and will be henceforth monitored by the CERE. Already existing Assemblies will undergo evaluation and those remaining will be accountable to the CERE. Industries established on colonies will continue to be regulated to guarantee the stability of forming environments. Any corporation wanting to expand their business onto the colonies will be individually assessed and will have to compile with CERE regulations that shall be drawn up in negations with the Ministry of Terraforming and Colonisation. All pre-existing colonists will be given permanent citizenship and a constitution will be drawn up protecting their human rights.”

	With that the American slams the gavel down.

	“All stand,” called the bailiff in a loud authoritative voice.

	The CERE and Harrison walk off. Charles has little care for his loss, all that he can think about is getting to Li and Alistair. Preoccupied by his own thoughts, he does not notice the volume erupting in the room. He is startled when a hand is placed on his back.

	“We should leave,” advised the Chairman.

	Charles nods.

	Exiting the courtroom, they are joined by several Chinese men in suits. They form a protective circle around Charles and Zhang. Pushing the press out of their way, they walk down through the hall towards the exit.

	A plethora of questions bombard Charles. The camera lights blinding him. Microphone are invasively shoved in his face. Outside wait even more journalists.

	Charles is unable to differentiate sound and visuals. All the voices meld into one. Faces dizzily race by.

	The car door slams behind him. Lounging back into the seat, Charles is hit with fatigue. Not even having to be asked, the Chairman passes him a dose of aspirin and a glass bottle of water. Once he swallows the pills, Zhang give his driver the signal and they speed off down the street.

	Before the Chairman can say anything to ease his pain, Charles interrupted, “Just take me to my wife and child.”

	 

	*

	 

	“Finger print,” the security officer demanded.

	“Sure,” replied the Chairman, placing his index finger on the scanner.

	It takes a second for the system to load his data. The officer inspects the information thoroughly before giving him the all clear. Zhang walks through the gates to the airfield.

	“Finger print.”

	Charles does as he is told.

	“Why are you travelling with that chink? He your friend or something?” asked the officer quietly.

	“Father-in-law actually,” replied Charles.

	The officer looks at him disgustedly before finally allowing him through. Re-joining the Chairman, they make their way to the two dual crafts waiting for them.

	The matte grey boats, dubbed the Grey Heron, have been designed to traverse short distances through space and to fly in the atmosphere of a planet. They look ugly, but designed perfectly for both environments. Thrusters are not just located at the back; the front ones are used to decelerate and on either side, are rotational thrusters for adjusting navigation. Efficient is how the Grey Heron could best be described.

	Standing around the boats are more of the Chairman’s men, one with bloodstained clothes and a beaten face, Michael, and Li holding their child. The second they are in sight, Charles rushes over to embrace his wife.

	Feeling an overwhelming sense of relief to see her husband safe, Li loses her strength. Alistair becomes heavy in her arms. Catching her, Charles holds them both tightly. Holding back her tears, she tries to explain what happened.

	Charles glances over to Michael to find him with his arm in a sling.

	“We are not safe here,” said Charles. “Go with your father. I’ll be along in a minute.”

	The Chairman offers to hold Alistair as they board the Grey Heron. Handing him over, Li steals a kiss from Charles before making her way to the boat.

	The two friends are left to watch as the final preparations are made. Neither of them say anything for a long time.

	Michael remembers the memory stick in his coat pocket. Holding it out in front of him, he is amused at how much trouble something so small could cause. Happy to rid himself of the danger, he places the stick into Charles’ hand.

	“You’re not coming?”

	“No,” chuckled Michael.

	“I will be back to settle things,” reassured Charles. “I’m not just about to abandon everything we have here for Shanxi.”

	Michael dismisses the remark. “You have a family. People who depend on you. That is more important than anything left for you here. Focus on them first, I’ll look after things here.”

	Charles places a hand over Michaels and holds it tight. No further words are shared between them. Neither of them want to bid farewell.

	Walking to the Grey Heron, he passes the injured guard. Too horrified to make eye contact, Charles offers a nod of appreciation. From the boat appears the Chairman. He stands atop the stairs, beckoning Charles to join them.

	Charles comes to a sudden stop. His legs unwilling to carry him any farther. Turning to face New York City, he stares out at a beautify chaotic sight. As the night descends, the pea green sky violently twists as another storm brews.

	A black and white bird flies overhead distracting him from his thoughts.

	“We had better get a move on if we want to avoid delays,” called the Chairman.

	“Right.”

	Everyone in their seats, the co-pilot goes around ensuring they are fastened in securely. He provides Li with ear muffs for Alistair to reduce the discomfort of climbing altitudes.

	With the checks complete, he returns to his seat up front. The pilots both begin to flick switches and read meters. A button is pressed and the main lights inside the boat are replaced by a dim red glow. Loud clicks echo inside the hull. The two pilots begin to call out codes to one another.

	Gradually the Grey Heron begins to tilt backwards. Ahead of the boat is a long track elevating them to a seventy-degree angle towards the sky. The electromagnetic rail sparks as it charges up.

	There is no countdown. The only indication they are about to be launched at a high velocity into space is a buzzing.

	Alistair erupts into screams that gargle in the back of his throat as the force of the acceleration bares down on them. The few teeth Charles has with fillings begin to feel like they could explode. All their ears pop at the same time.

	It is only a matter of seconds for the green night sky to fade into blackness. The force that was baring down on them lifts, replaced by the sensation of falling.

	Charles unbuckles his seatbelt. Already the Chairman is floating playfully around the boat. He grins joyfully like a child, summersaulting with no fear of injury.

	Inviting Charles to join him in the cockpit, Zhang navigates the hull with no problems. Lifting himself from the seat, Charles bounces off the interior towards the front of the craft. He can’t help but find delight in falling in zero gravity.

	“Come, watch that spot,” said the Chairman.

	Charles uses the pilot’s seat to steady himself. For a long time, it seems that they are staring at nothingness. Then a spec begins to take shape and that shape begins to increase in grandeur.

	“There. The pride of Neo-Shanxi engineering.”

	“What is it?” Charles asked.

	“The future of space travel. The largest carrier ship ever to be constructed. Too large to enter the atmosphere of a planet. Running on Laser Inertial Fusion Energy we can generate more power than any current ship. This not only allows prolonged periods out in space, perhaps indefinitely, but means it is the fastest ship known to human kind. In eight months, we will be home on Neo-Shanxi,” Zhang said excitedly.

	The carrier ship is unlike anything Charles has ever seen. The main body is short. On each side are huge wings, that look more like shields, pointing diagonally outwards. Thrusters, that would dwarf their boat, are concealed in the wings. Though he body is small, it is the most elegantly deigned section of the ship. Charles is amazed by the sceptical. Such a feat of ingenuity is merely theoretical on Earth.

	Feeling a tap on his ankle, he pulls Li towards the front of the boat. The moment she lays her eyes on the ship, she is lost for words. Both completely stunned.

	“Only eight months? What do you call her?” Charles asked in disbelief.

	The Chairman beams. “The Cyclothone.”
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