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			Chapter One

			“Wake up, lazy bitch,” cried Sana. “Your babies are about to drown in their own poop.”

			“Where’s Col?” grumbled Danee, surfacing from out of our bedroom, yawning, bed hair a tangle. “Is he ever planning on being more than a sperm donor dad?”

			Grossly unfair. I spent at least as much time taking care of the girls as she did.

			“Don’t blame Col!” shouted Sana. “You’re the one turning into a crack mother.”

			This is how the girls jibed each other. Funny, though it did get a little tiring sometimes.

			I emerged from the bathroom. “Sorry, Danee, I’m about to go on duty – want me to call the robo-nanny?”

			She yawned and patted down her hair. Today was a rostered day off from her job at the Intelligence department, but Sana’s joke did have a ring of truth. While never much of a ‘girly girl’ to start with, Danee was putting even less time into her personal appearance these days since the twins were born. “Nah, just kidding,” she said. “Wanna kiss the bubbas goodbye?”

			In the nursery, Lila and Anjali (who we called Lala) were crying lustily. We each picked one up and, indeed, a wafting smell of something rich and nasty filled the room.

			“Goodbye, gorgeous,” I cooed, planting a kiss on Lila’s cheek. She stopped crying instantly, her face and eyes still puffy and red.

			“Dadda,” she gurgled with a shy smile, the kind of smile that turns a father into squishy Play-Doh.

			I leaned over and kissed Lala.

			“Bye bye, Dadda,” she said softly, turning that Play-Doh into melted ooze.

			They say in ancient times on Old Earth, humans were divided into distinct races within which, most people’s physical characteristics were similar. Nowadays of course, we’re mixed up and kids pop out with any combination of skin tone and bodily feature.

			But even so, the difference between our girls was startling. Anjali was exactly like her mother; blonde and blue-eyed, strong of frame, and a hearty eater.

			Lila, in some twist of fate or karma, or whatever, was tiny and birdlike with dark skin and hair, and black eyes. She was lighter than air and ate no more than two spoonfuls of food per day. When we were all out together, people naturally assumed Sana to be the mother – then you could see them having strange thoughts when they realized I was father to both girls.

			My domestic life is rather complicated!

			I grabbed Danee for a group hug.

			“Will you be all right?” I asked, handing Lila to her.

			Danee leaned over and kissed me slowly on the mouth – triggering an instant hormonal response. “Hurry home,” she said – and after a nice smooch like that, who wouldn’t?

			“See ya, Sana!” I cried, heading for the door.

			Only silence from the adjoining apartment, she’d probably gone back to sleep.

			Was it weird, having my ex-wife live right next door? Yes and no. On the one hand we’d all fallen rapidly into a stable domestic routine, Sana joining us for meals, or just as often doing her own thing, pursuing the many and varied projects that seemed to have sprung up around her on Jubilee. She loved the twins and they in turn adored Auntie Sana, spending as much time as they could with her. She and Danee caught up for afternoon teas and went out together – even after the girls were born. Amazingly, they had become best friends. And as for me, Sana had morphed back into my life in this new capacity – almost like a whole new person – and after a while it grew hard even to remember she had once been my wife.

			Though sometimes, just occasionally, when we would share a joke, or remember something from the old days – or if I became aware of her keeping intimate company with members of the opposite (or same) sex – I couldn’t help feeling that a small spark was still there, still smoldering somewhere deep down, even if scrupulously suppressed.

			Anyway, it all seemed to work somehow. Us one big, strange family – me for my sins surrounded entirely by females, cheerfully drowning in a sea of estrogen.

			I took the lift up to Concourse, Jubilee’s famous main drag. Douglas, the eccentric AI who ran this place had installed us in the depths of sector twenty, on level seventeen with the other families. Naturally, a strict quarantine was in place to prevent sensitive young souls being exposed to the red-light zone.

			It was early ‘morning’ and I watched the crazy artificial world of Jubilee coming to life from the window of my transit car.

			Danee had fallen pregnant during our mission to Grendeva. Her birth-control nanos glitched – happens occasionally – which would normally have triggered an alert on her kom. But of course, her kom was uninstalled for the mission and like most modern women, Danee wasn’t aware of the signs. I agreed instantly to co-parent, and she carried the girls to full term herself – a rare thing these days.

			At Sector Fifteen I decided to jump off the transit, take in the ‘morning air’. Why not? At Sector Eleven the hologram of my old friend Zhang the poet waved from his black box. Zhang was tortured to death by the Movement, but Douglas had installed this facsimile of him as a poem-writing attraction on Jubilee, a tribute of sorts, I guess.

			“How’re you doing, Donny?” he asked. He still called me by this fake name he’d known me as, even two years after I’d explained.

			“Not bad, Zhang. How were the crowds last night?”

			“Oh, you know, the usual. Handed out 1,563 poems. Close to a record.”

			“Good work, buddy. Let me know if you see anything, eh?”

			“No worries, Donny, have a great day!”

			I turned to walk on. Just a few blocks more to my office in Sector Nine, where I worked as head of security for Jubilee. But a voice called from behind. Zhang’s voice, sounding strange.

			“COL!” he cried, “BEWARE THE IDES OF MARCH!”

			I turned around. “What’s that, buddy? Beware what?”

			Zhang was standing frozen, arms at his sides, a faraway look in his eyes. “Beware the Ides of March,” he repeated quietly.

			I went to speak to him. The hologram flickered for a moment then righted itself. “What were you saying just then?” I asked. “Beware the tides of March?”

			Zhang laughed. He seemed himself again. “Beware the ides of March,” he corrected me. “Where did you get that from, Donny? That’s Shakespeare. Julius Caesar, Act 1, Scene 2, the soothsayer’s warning. No one knows that stuff anymore – except ancient history buffs, and poets, of course.”

			“You said those words to me, just now.”

			Zhang made a wry smile. “You’re shitting me, right?”

			“I swear, just moments ago, you said that line, twice.”

			Zhang looked blank for a moment, then laughed. “Donny, I think you might have been smoking a bit too much of the old…” He did an impression of someone toking on a long joint. “Would you like a poem?”

			 I shook my head. “Not today, thanks.” I didn’t think I could take any more of Zhang’s enigmatic claptrap. “See you soon.”

			“See you, Donny.”

			I turned and walked on. No further interruptions this time. What the hell was that about? Who would know when it came to Zhang?

			Concourse was filling fast. The permanent residents having their morning power walks, mixing with the desolate and bedraggled who’d been up all night playing the tables or diving through the innumerable fleshpots of Jubilee. What fresh dramas were in store for today?

			I paged Douglas. “Anything new?”

			“Mornin’, Col, just the usual. Eleven muggings, twenty-one stabbings, and a bunch o’ health crises. Nothin’ we couldn’t handle.” These weren’t real stabbings or muggings of course; an enormous security infrastructure stood poised to intervene at the first sign of trouble, enforcing the golden rule of Jubilee: do whatever you like here, but never harm another person. At Tenth Avenue, I stepped over the prone bodies of an amorous couple, half naked and sleeping in each other’s arms, when the lights went off.

			Just like that.

			Total blackness. Of a kind you can only experience in a place that has no windows or natural light. Someone right next to me started screaming. I tried Douglas but my kom was dead. Thumps and bashing sounds came from all around, people starting to panic and crash into things – crikey, it didn’t take long.

			“Calm down, everybody!” I cried out in a voice as loud and authoritative as I could muster. “Very shortly the—”

			At that moment, the lights came back on – some of them anyway. Emergency lighting that cast a silvery gray wash. The stores and streetlights and all the fancy holos were still out though, and without them Jubilee suddenly looked tawdry and cheap, like the big heap of space junk it really was. I stepped across to a nearby air vent, put my ear to it and heard a faint hiss. Good, at least we weren’t all about to asphyxiate. I dashed across Tenth Avenue, trying Douglas all the while.

			The girls!

			Hot panic clutched my heart. I called Danee, then Sana. Nothing.

			What to do?

			Head to the control room – closer than my office and the best place to start. I galloped along Concourse, weaving my way around the stunned and the stoned. But when I reached it, the elevator was out. Of course. Couldn’t even page it on my kom.

			Stairs.

			Had to be stairs, but where? I’d never used them before, not once, never even looked for them. The elevator stood closed fast in front of me. It was on the corner of a small alley; I took a few steps around the corner and spotted a door. No sign, but worth a try. The handle turned and it opened inward without any trouble, stairs running down into the gray gloom. I took them four at a time, then told myself to be calm – I’d be no help to anyone with a broken ankle.

			How many flights?

			Who knew? But not many. The control room was situated in the dead center of Jubilee. It was the first thing they built all those years ago, so it couldn’t be too far below Concourse level. After two flights there was a door with a sign: Control Room. There you go. I pushed through, emerging into the familiar space, calling out, “Douglas!” But it all seemed uncannily empty, lit only with the same pervasive gray light.

			There were the rows of dusty old desks and holo-screens now lit up. I’d never seen this before in the many times I was here. When Douglas came online centuries ago, the manual systems were disabled, though not permanently it would seem. These must have all been left operational as a fail-safe. I sat at one of the screens, which was blinking, ‘log on’. But how, what was the code?

			I keyed in ‘DOUGLAS’ – maybe that would get him back online?

			No change, the log-in field went back to blank.

			Fuck. I had no idea whatsoever.

			I tried ‘JOHN HUDSON’ – the name of Jubilee’s founder who Douglas loved. No good. Then ‘JOHN’, then ‘HUDSON’, then crazily, my own name, ‘COL’. Nothing. Could be any combination of letters and numbers. How many tries before I was locked out?

			OK, think. Think. Did Douglas ever mention anything?

			A memory came. All of us sitting in the control room; Danee and Sana and me, along with Douglas (or one of his robot avatars, to be more correct). “What goes on with all of this?” I asked, waving at the screens.

			“Ah, ye won’t be needin’ any of that with me around. Just as well coz John put no bleedin’ security on anything.”

			No bleedin’ security.

			What did that mean?

			I hit enter – no password – and the room came instantly to life. Bingo. The holo-screens now showed meaningless swirls of 3D code. A genius like John Hudson would know what to do with all that, but me?

			A bank of security cameras filled the wall to my right; I’d never noticed them before. They were much older, cheaper models than the state-of-the-art equipment we had in the security center, but they blinked to life and started showing vision from all over Jubilee, switching perspective every few seconds. The scene was everywhere the same; gray monochrome light, people stumbling around in confusion. From a view along Concourse, I saw one of Douglas’s avatars frozen in mid-stride and reflexively looked over to the bank of equipment where he was hosted to see a field of unblinking red lights. That had to be bad.

			It was around this time that I saw the looting start. First one person, tentatively, then others following. Then everyone all at once. A mob, breaking into shops, upending gaming tables. Within moments, uproar exploded across the public spaces of Jubilee – and surely this was only the beginning of what was to come. We had to get Douglas back online.

			What about the girls?

			I slid across to a nearby console labeled cameras, which seemed the logical place to start. Typed in the coordinates of our home. One of the screens nearby switched to a view of the common area inside our apartment where it connected with Sana’s. I sighed with relief; there they were. Danee’s expression fixed and grim, Sana boggled-eyed, the girls pattering around oblivious, and all bathed in the same sickly gray light. There was an old-fashioned microphone in front of me with a button labeled speak. I pressed it.

			“Danee, Sana, can you hear me?”

			They looked around, startled. I released the button.

			“Col!” cried Danee. “What the fuck is going on, where are you?”

			“I’m in the control room. Douglas is offline, God knows why. I just logged the old manual system on, but I’ve got no idea how to use it. This is an intercom we’re talking on.”

			“We need someone in there who knows how to operate that old system. I think I know a guy at the department.”

			“What’s his room number? I could call him on this thing. Hell, it probably does a Jubilee-wide page if you know how.”

			“Don’t know his number but I know where he lives. I’ll just go get him,” said Danee. “He’s two floors up.”

			“Be careful, it’s getting rough out there.”

			She glared at me through the camera. “Remember who you’re talking to!”

			Indeed. My sweet wife could more than take care of herself. In fact, I pitied the looter who tried something with her. “Take a blaster anyway. For me.”

			Danee scowled but doubled back to the bedroom. She emerged moments later with her weapon, then bolted out the door, still in bed clothes.

			I’ve thought back to these events many times. Obviously. Of all the things I might have done differently, getting Danee to take that blaster was not one of them.

			“You OK, Sana?”

			“Sure, it’s a bit scary, but the girls seem OK—”

			There was sudden movement on the screens. I looked across and what I saw made everything crystal clear. Horrifyingly so.

			“Holy shit! Sana, we’re being invaded!”

			The security system must have had AI built into it, because the cameras were switching over to shots where new action was occurring. If I had access to the main system, I could have seen a schematic of what was going on, but visuals told the story well enough. Outside, in the space off Jubilee, a fleet of warships had appeared. Massive, brooding hulks bristling with weapons.

			Warships.

			Who has warships? The Sirrelian Insurrection was the last major battle of any kind, and that was ten thousand years ago. More appeared, winking into existence. Ominously, transports as well. Were they planning to storm Jubilee? Who the hell was doing this? In my mind it had to be the radical retrogressive group, Movement 4 Morality, or M4M, who’d previously kidnapped Sana and tried to take over my home planet, Brouggh.

			Who else?

			And we were defenseless. A giant casino and flophouse, all our security was focused inward to stop bad behavior. Danee and I had tried to warn Douglas over the years, but he was dismissive. “We got our ways of lookin’ out for ourselves,” he’d say. “Don’t ye worry about that.”

			Well, he should have worried. They must have taken him offline in their first strike of what was clearly a well-planned operation. Software first, then hardware.

			But how did they get here? Jubilee existed in its own parallel universe point zero eight seconds removed from our own. You needed a special jump code to synchronize with the local stars’ weird gravity waves to leap over.

			They must have figured it out. Must have observed and experimented – the Aurelian AI would have been involved. If John Hudson had been able to work it out back in the day, then they could too. On camera, more ships arrived by the second; the space around Jubilee teemed with them. Boarding us now. The cameras switched to shots of the landing docks, airlocks opening, armed troops entering. They’d commandeered the docking codes as well.

			What to do?

			Come up with a plan, obviously. But my mind spun in neutral.

			Why would the Movement go to all this trouble?

			They hated Jubilee, of course, and everything it represented: ‘loose’ morals and freedom from any jurisdiction and control of course. But also, Douglas had helped defeat them on Brouggh and maybe worst of all, had been instrumental in Sana’s rescue. I noticed something in one of the far cameras. Another landing party, a phalanx of troops bursting into a landing dock with a tall figure at its center giving orders. Thin with long dark hair, dressed all in white.

			Gilham, the self-appointed leader of M4M looked perfectly relaxed. He scanned the room, black eyes glittering, walked up to the camera and looked directly into it – directly at me it seemed – and smiled warmly as if greeting an old friend, palms together in his trademark ‘namaste’ sign. Could he sense me somehow, know I was watching? Did his powers extend that far? A second later the screen went dark. 

			This was personal.

			“What’s going on!” cried Sana. “What do you mean we’re being—”

			“Gilham’s here. Here on fucking Jubilee!” I told her what I’d just seen as the semblance of a plan finally started to form. Not much of one, but better than nothing. “Jubilee is lost Sana, we can’t save her, they’re here in huge force. You have to grab Danee and the girls and get to an airlock. I’ll give you the number: 19-14B. Can you do that?”

			She looked up, eyes blank with panic. “I don’t understand, what are—”

			“Sana, we have to flee. There’s a small flyer in that dock – Danee knows all about it. We gotta get you all out of here. It’s our only shot.”

			She looked around weakly, decisive action never one of her strong suits.

			“Say it back to me, lock 19–14B.”

			“19-14B,” she said distantly.

			“OK, grab stuff for you and the girls. The second Danee returns, run like the wind. I’ll meet you there.”

			“OK.” She teared up. “Col, I’m scared.”

			“Sana, it will be all right,” I lied. “Just do what I said, get to 19-14B, and then we can—”

			I was cut off by a huge explosion that blew in the unlocked door of the control room. Blaster fire poured through the haze of dust and debris, followed by a squadron of troops.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			“I love it!” said Douglas.

			The rest of us looked at him skeptically. All except Sana, of course, in mid-gush about her latest art project – Dance of the Robots.

			“…it will be a juxtaposition of the organic with the synthetic, human born with the constructed. Perfect symbolism for life on Jubilee.” She looked pointedly at the secbot Batum, who’d become part of our little pod after joining us on the rescue mission for Sana.

			“Forget it,” he said. “Under no circumstances will I participate in a fucking dance show.”

			It had been a grand night; Danee and me, along with Batum, Douglas, Sana, and her new best-friend-forever, Domenic. He had been her manager while she was enslaved on Rethne as Gilham’s domestic, and unwittingly saved the rescue mission. A closeted gay man, he’d lived in constant danger on the Movement’s home planet until Douglas arranged his escape to Jubilee.

			We were eating at P U H O L, one of Jubilee’s top establishments, rated 467th in The Galaxy’s 10,000 Best Restaurants. Though calling what we were doing ‘eating’ was a gross exaggeration. Endless tiny courses arrived, involving foams and sprays, strange decanters to sniff, and plates of food that turned out to be holograms – more of a magic show than a meal. Sana and Domenic were ecstatic, and of course Douglas relished it all with the usual lip-smacking enthusiasm. But I’m more of a meat and potatoes guy. I was hammered from all that wine on a half empty stomach and fantasizing about a burger on the way home.

			Danee and I exchanged looks, time to wind up. Neither of us were exactly party animals, and even less so these days. We waved our goodbyes and left them to it. I had a bad feeling for Batum. No way was he getting out of being in Sana’s new show.

			Which soon gathered unstoppable momentum. A venue was found – the largest on Jubilee, belonging to one of the casinos – and a casting call put out. Droids and bots of every shape and size showed up and were warmly accepted, though Sana did have one condition: all the mechanical cast had to be running from operating systems that were independent of Douglas. Like Batum for example, and in the end, I think Douglas wore him down with the offer of an upgrade. Sana’s apartment turned into a nerve center with laughter and chitchat running to the wee hours. It was amazing how quickly she’d become a person of note on Jubilee, wrapping everyone up into her plans and schemes.

			Life rolled on for Danee and me, caught up in our routine of work and children. One afternoon toward the end of shift I found myself in the upper reaches of Sector Two and on a whim decided to visit the Swami. I found his quarters in a state of uproar; boxes stacked to the roof, a stream of people moving equipment and furniture. I spotted the friendly receptionist from my last visit, waved, and shrugged.

			“We’re moving out,” she explained, “but Swamiji’s around if you want to say goodbye?”

			She showed me through to a side room where he sat in a high-back chair, deeply engrossed in a game of chess.

			“Is that Douglas you’re playing?” I asked.

			He swiveled around. “Yes, oh hullo, Col! I’m going to miss playing him. Actually, I’m going to miss a lot of things.”

			“What’s happening?” I asked. “Where are you going?”

			The Swami sighed and pointed to a chair. “We’re moving on.”

			“Really? To where?”

			He laughed ironically. “India, believe it or not.” He pointed to one of the many pictures on the wall showing a village lying on the bank of a beautiful turquoise river labeled, The Ganges at Rishikesh. Looked ancient, maybe somewhere on Old Earth?

			“Never heard of it. But why? I thought you liked it here on Jubilee?”

			“Yes, yes, of course.” He seemed distracted. Then he took a breath and looked at me directly. I found myself falling into his eyes, a bottomless ocean. “It’s been a while, Col,” he said finally. “I thought we might see you again, much sooner?”

			I sighed. “Been somewhat busy, I guess.” And I told him about recent events. “I kept meaning to drop around, but you know…”

			“Fair enough.” He smiled, eyes crinkling. “I guess we’ll just have to catch up another time, another place.”

			“But why leave? Don’t you have everything you need here?”

			“Yes.” He sighed. “Let’s just say I got an offer that I couldn’t refuse.”

			The buzz for Dance of the Robots grew exponentially. Domenic was conscripted to do costumes and became a constant presence at Sana’s side. A famous composer, now retired and living on Jubilee, came forward with an offer to write the score, and by opening night excitement was at fever pitch. Danee and I, feeling somewhat out of place, surveyed the red carpet from a safe distance and were just about to start down it when Sana rushed out from somewhere, took us both by the arm and guided us through the gauntlet of paparazzi.

			We took our seats in the front row alongside Douglas, who was jumping out of his skin with excitement. “I ain’t never seen nothin’ like this!” he said, grabbing me around the shoulder. Douglas was, of course, participating in and watching the show – probably from twenty different angles using just a few of his countless avatars. I scanned the crowd in fascination; seated all around us were the great and the good of Jubilee society, waiting expectantly and dressed to the nines. To our right, a single row of seats centered in front of the stage remained unoccupied, the last empty seats in the house. Must be for VIPs, but who?

			The question was answered moments later when Jade Kamala entered with entourage.

			That’s right, the Jade Kamala, pan-galactic pop sensation. I heard a rumor she was living on Jubilee, there was a suite of apartments Douglas had told us to be extra vigilant about – and now confirmation. Danee nudged me and giggled. There were gasps and kom flashes as she walked to her seat, wearing a spangly black outfit and sprouting trendy androgynous facial hair. I guess that meant the show could now start.

			On stage, a vacuum-bot was busily cleaning nonexistent dirt while the orchestra made tuning-up noises. Jürgen, the composer, had put together a traditional orchestra, like something from Old Earth, with violins and cellos and all those other ancient instruments I’d only ever seen on TV. Astonishing. These players must have all been living on Jubilee.

			Time passed and the crowd started to fidget. Dance of the Robots was scheduled to start at 19:30, but things seemed to be running late. The house lights were still up, and now another droid, a domestic, was on stage doing finishing touches. Fluffing the side curtains, rearranging things. The stage curtain was closed but furniture and props had been positioned in front of it: a lounge, two couches and side tables suggestive of a human sitting room.

			I had a sinking feeling in my stomach. Had Sana done anything like this before? Not that I could recall. Did any of these robots have the capacity or programming to put on a show?

			Another domestic droid joined the others on stage. They all stood around looking a bit confused and out of place, positioning and repositioning props as if in a loop. The orchestra all the while tuned up endlessly. A titter of laughter swept the crowd, and behind me, a lady I recognized – some famous critic – leaned back in her chair with a smirk.

			Something was wrong.

			I noticed some in the crowd getting up to leave, but most stayed glued to their seats, murmuring and laughing aloud. A debacle, what fun!

			But now there was a subtle change from the orchestra. A melody formed, coalescing gradually out of the random tuning sounds, becoming more apparent with each beat. On stage the robots started swaying (a little clumsily) to the music as one by one the house lights dimmed.

			The orchestra began to pick up time and the robots on stage moved together. The three domestic droids in front made a dance formation, the vacuum-bot behind, zooming back and forth, nozzle swooping to the music.

			Then one of the droids leaned down and with a single ‘hand’ picked up a couch, twirling it on its finger like a spinning top. The audience gasped. Surely this was not physically possible? Those droids might have super-human strength, but the power-to-weight ratio was all wrong for handling something that massive. A mini gravity engine must have been built into it somehow to create this trick. Clever though. The first robot tossed the couch through the air to another droid, who flipped it over its head to the third. A juggling act. The robots picked up other pieces of furniture, dancing with them in precise formation, perfectly in time.

			The audience watched, enthralled now. We’d been tricked by the opening, pleasantly so. I guess it was making some sort of statement about human attitudes to robots and their unacknowledged labor. Sana would have put it far more eloquently.

			And then the curtains opened, and the full stage was revealed, a rainbow world lit with brilliant color and light. Filled with dancing robots of all shapes and sizes, including Batum. Performing tricks, leaping off shoulders, doing somersaults. The vacuum-bot reappeared, wearing a dazzling glittery costume, and Douglas, grinning like mad, descended from a rope and leaped onto the stage to cheers from the crowd. Everybody loved Douglas. The music and dancing built to a crescendo. Glitter bombs exploded, lasers flashed, and the audience went wild.

			But that was just the opening stanza.

			The lights dropped, the orchestra shifted to a minor key and human dancers appeared for the first time. Now for the narrative. Something about a little girl lost in the woods. Facing many dangers, saved by a benevolent robot, and transported to a magical land where they all lived together. Something like that; I got lost after a while. It all finished with another huge set piece with more flashing lights and glitter, the stage filled with humans and robots dancing together. The crowd stood and cheered for five minutes and finally, Sana appeared, grinning and beaming, pointing to the cast for their curtain calls. A triumph.

			At the after-party, Sana made a beeline for Danee and me, steering us through the throng, and making sure we were at ease. This was Sana at her best, considerate and generous. I plucked some champagne flutes from a passing serving bot, and we toasted, the ladies magnificent in their evening gowns, hair piled up.

			“You’re a very clever girl,” said Danee, affectionately.

			“That means so much coming from you,” replied Sana, hand on heart, “and I just want to say—”

			Something we’ll never know, because a scrum of media swept her away, all asking questions at once. I caught a snatch of the conversation…

			“…oh, they all loved it!” she said. “They’ve even set up a private comms channel so they can keep talking and stay friends afterward. It’s been such a…”

			You get the picture.

			A tall, redheaded lady dressed all in black had been holding court in the center of the throng. I recognized her, Kat Blair! Danee and I had seen the opening of her art exhibition when we first came to Jubilee. O B F U S C A T I O N S, it was called. She now strode through the crowd, which parted like the sea.

			“Congratulations, darling!” she said in a booming voice. “Strong work.”

			Sana glowed at the compliment, beamed, and drew her into a hug.

			Years before when we were first together, Sana schooled me on the lingo of the art world. “People never say what they really mean,” she explained.

			“Same in the cop world. You should see what the crims come up with!”

			“No, not like that!” She grinned. “For example, if someone comes up to you and says your work is ‘interesting’, that means they actually hate it.”

			“Why? You’re not allowed to just say you hate it?”

			“Absolutely not. That’s being negative.”

			“But if you call it ‘interesting’, don’t they know you hate it anyway?”

			“Certainly, but you didn’t actually say it. That’s the important thing.”

			“OK…got it,” I said skeptically.

			“And if they really hate something, they’ll say it was…‘brave’.”

			“We also have a different use for that word in the Services.”

			“I’m sure.”

			“But now I’m confused, what if someone actually likes it, what do they say then?”

			Sana laughed. “Well in that case they say, ‘strong work’!”

			There were many ‘strongs’ bandied around that night, which I think of now as the high point of my life on Jubilee, with only one discordant note: Domenic. He was nowhere to be seen. Surprising, given his major role in the show. The costumes were remarkably good if you like that sort of thing.

			“I had a headache,” he said to Sana the next day. “Didn’t want to bum anyone out, so just took myself home.”

			A few months after the show, he called for a favor.

			“Sure, how can I help?” I asked. We were sitting at a café on Concourse, among the daily throng of people streaming past all caught up in the thousand adventures of life on Jubilee. Domenic had paged me earlier, the first time he had ever initiated contact, so I was intrigued. There’d always been something about him that pinged my radar as being a little off. For one thing, a subtle but permanent expression of surprise or distaste, like he’d seen something nasty behind the woodpile, as my hometown buddies in Jerbet would say.

			“Firstly,” he said, “can you please not tell Sana about this conversation?”

			“Sure. I mean I guess so. What’s this about?”

			Domenic put sugar into his coffee and stared at it, stirring for too long. “This is hard to say so I’m just going to come out with it.” He finally looked at me. “I need to get back to Rethne. Can you help?”

			I tried not to react. Rethne had been hell for him and would be especially dangerous now after living on Jubilee. “Return to Rethne? Didn’t you—”

			“Yes, yes! I know what you’re going to say.” His voice trembled. “But really, it’s my home, much as I love Jubilee. And now my mother is ill. I need to get back, and I don’t want people judging me. Can you arrange it?”

			I looked at him warily. “OK, I’ll see what I can do.”

			“Please,” he begged, as we parted, “don’t tell Sana. I know she’s going to be devastated.”

			“But you’ll be back, right? Assuming they let you?”

			“Of course!” he said. But somehow, I knew that was a lie.

			It took a full two months, but Domenic’s passage was finally arranged. It was even harder to organize than I expected, such being the ever-growing paranoia of the Movement for Morality. I walked with him to the dock, carrying one of his bags. He looked terrible, downcast, and teary. If he really felt this bad about it, why leave?

			“Tell Sana I’m sorry,” he said from the airlock as it began to cycle.

			“Domenic!” I said, exasperated. “I’m sure she’ll understand, particularly if your mother is sick?”

			He looked stricken. He turned away, then back to me, tears in his eyes.

			“I’m sorry, Col, they have my family.”

			The doors closed, and that was the last I ever saw of him.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Blaster fire arced across the room, equipment exploded into flames and debris rained down. Part of the ceiling collapsed, filling the room with dust, and sparks danced through the opaque air. I dived to the floor and crawled under the desks away from the entrance but seconds later a full squadron of troops was standing over me – twenty blasters aimed, trigger fingers quivering. One of them lifted his helmet and stared coldly. Squat- shaped, dark skin and hair, and with blue eyes – Rethnian from a mile off. A holo image rose from his kom: my face, emblazoned with the words wanted dead or alive.

			“Col Perolo,” he declared triumphantly, “you are arrested for the crime of Debasement of Public Morals, the punishment for which is death. You have been pre-tried, found guilty and may die immediately in the heat of battle like a man, or face extradition to Rethne, where you will be tortured to death like a dog. How do you choose?”

			Such great options.

			“What do you say, Perolo?”

			I could feel fingers tightening on triggers.

			Everything felt surreal. Just an hour before I had kissed my girls goodbye on the way to work. I raised my hands, stalling for time, looking around the room for God knows what – anything that might give me leverage.

			There was movement behind the ring of men, over in the far corner of the room. Something unnaturally quiet and fast, a silvery shape that I recognized.

			Salvation.

			“Captain,” I croaked from the floor, which was covered in a dense layer of dust, “I do have something to say, two things actually.” I sat up, trying to summon as much dignity as possible. “Firstly, this charge is bogus and you know it. We’re all Services guys here, right? C’mon?” I looked up at the men, searching for a sign of humanity. The returning gaze was only steely and hard.

			The captain smiled smugly. “The Tribunal of Elders has spoken and—”

			“OK, OK I get it,” I said. “Then my second point is this: if you want to live longer than the next – I dunno – minute or so, you should lay down your arms and surrender right now.”

			The captain smirked; there was a ripple of laughter through the men. “As well as being a degenerate, you are obviously mentally unsound, Perolo, though I’m sure the two go easily together. We have twenty blasters trained on you right now. What possible threat do you pose to us?”

			“Captain, I say this with all sincerity from one Services guy to another, if you don’t back off right now, you and all your men are doomed.”

			The captain stared at me sourly. “Your choice, Perolo, get ready for the next world.”

			“No, Captain,” I said sadly, “this is your choice.” Then to the silvery shape, “Now!”

			Batum swung into action, releasing some kind of flying knife weapon. It whirled through the air at hypersonic speed slicing through armor and soft flesh, severing heads and arms, splitting bodies apart in geysers of red. A couple of the men managed to turn and fire, even getting a few shots away – but it was all over in seconds. Body parts strewn, the captain lay pinned to the floor, the flying knife at his throat.

			“Shall I kill him?” asked Batum coldly, spattered with blood. I realized that for all these years we’d been acquainted, I’d never actually seen him in action. It was a terrifying sight.

			“Captain,” I said, “there’s been enough bloodshed. I’m going to immobilize you and then—”

			“Fuck you, Perolo, and your vile newtech.” He spat at Batum. A gob of saliva attached itself, then slid down the robot’s face.

			An unwise response.

			The knife twitched, and that was that for the captain. More noise came from outside, and Batum directed a stream of blaster fire at the roof above the door, bringing down a pile of debris. “That should hold them,” he said. “Come.” I followed him through the shattered remains of the control room, everything blood-splashed and ruined, including the equipment that once hosted Douglas. Jubilee would not be coming back online anytime soon.

			We jogged through the stasis chamber where I first met John Hudson, to an open hatch at the far side of the room. Batum pointed for me to go ahead. I clambered through and down some stairs with the robot following, pulling the hatch closed. At the base of the stairs a grimy corridor ran off in a straight line, directly underneath Concourse. Access for the Services, I guess.

			“We’ll head to your apartment,” said Batum. “Grab the girls, then go to your ship, agreed?”

			“Yes, perfect.”

			I was crouched over, trying to run as fast as possible in this low corridor clearly designed for someone, or more likely something, much smaller. “But how do you know about the escape ship given that the comms are down?”

			“DOTR network,” he said, then stopped in front of a hatchway set into the floor, consulting with himself for a moment. “This is it. Might be a bit tricky, though.” He looked at me directly. “You all right with that?”

			I gulped. What did ‘tricky’ mean for a droid like Batum? “Of course.”

			He opened the hatch, slipped onto the edge of the hole, then leaned down into it. He grabbed something and swung off into the darkness. Faint footsteps could be heard now, tromping along the corridor, many pairs of them. Could be close or far away, hard to tell in a space like this.

			Through the hatch was only blackness, not even emergency lighting down there. A torch flicked on, coming from Batum’s head, partially illuminating a huge empty space, maybe sixty meters deep – just as well I don’t suffer from vertigo. Batum was hanging by one hand from a rail fixed into the roof. “We have to get over to the ladder. It’s thirty meters that way.” He pointed with the other hand into the gloom.

			I swung down into the hole, grabbed a rail with both hands, body dangling. The hatch was just behind me, still open. “What about that?” I cocked my head. From Batum’s wrist a metal tendril shot out through the opening. It coiled around the hatch and pulled it shut with a clang that reverberated in the huge space.

			My arms were starting to burn already. I put in a lot of time at the gym but hanging like this was not the kind of exercise I’m good at – unlike Sana, say, who could scurry up a climbing wall faster than a spider. She weighed about ten kilos, all of it muscle and sinew.

			Batum set off, hand over hand, into the dark and I followed. The pain in my arms grew with every second – how much farther? I tried to focus on the activity: reach out, grab the next rail, swing over. Reach, grab, swing. It was agony in the arms now. Think about something else.

			It had to have been Domenic.

			That made sense. The Movement hadn’t let him go; they sent him to Jubilee as a spy. He obviously felt bad about it, but not enough to sacrifice himself, or his family – or whatever it was they had over him. He must have given them a huge amount of intel for this invasion.

			Including the location of our apartment.

			My arms were growing numb, hands losing power. I could see the wall now wavering in the light of Batum’s torch. Only a few meters to go, maybe five. Ten handholds. Reach, grab, swing. Reach, grab, swing. There was a ladder running down the side of the wall. Batum leaped at it with robotic agility then instantly dropped a few rungs to make space for me. In agony I reached across from the last roof rail, put my foot onto a rung and tried to step across. But my hands were numb, the ladder wet and slimy. I slipped off, flailing into the abyss.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Batum caught me in his arms, a hook cable deployed around the ladder securing us. He held me like a baby as I shivered in shock.

			“Recover,” he said.

			I tried to slow my racing heart. “Thanks, need to get some feeling back in my arms.”

			“Sorry for that. This was the best way, through the old settling tank. We can get six levels down without being detected.”

			Clever move, this place would not be on any Movement maps – certainly none made by Domenic. Jubilee was cobbled together one piece at a time from random space junk, a crazed patchwork of construction, redundant elements plastered over by the new. Douglas kept building this way even after amassing an immense fortune. I think it gave him a perverse pleasure. This giant tank had probably served a useful purpose once, hundreds of years ago but now lay disused, a giant, rotting hollow just meters below the gleaming façade of Concourse. 

			“What’s going on out there, do you know?”

			“The invaders are converging on your apartment; we’re trying to head them off.”

			I slapped my arms a few times, reached up and grabbed the ladder. “Better keep moving, Batum, I’ve got a bad feeling.”

			We clambered down the old ladder, moving as fast as we dared. At the bottom lay a foot or so of turgid black water. We sloshed through it to the far wall, where Batum opened a partially submerged hatch and kicked at something. There was a crunch and then the sound of water splashing somewhere.

			“Through there,” he said.

			I grabbed the top of the hatch and swung through. Landed jerkily in one of the residential corridors, probably Level Eight by the look of it. The hole I came through was near the top of the wall just below the ceiling and brown water poured from it. A door opened nearby, and a man stepped out dressed only in tracksuit pants and a stained t-shirt. Ravaged face unshaven, hair long and scraggly, he looked down at the brown water lapping at his bare feet.

			“What the fuck is going on?” he rasped. The voice of someone who’d spent a lifetime gargling hard liquor.

			“Go back in your room and wait for instructions,” said Batum tersely, in war mode now and even less disposed than usual to indulge human niceties. The man put his hands on his hips, ran his eyes up and down the both of us and seemed to reach a conclusion.

			“Fuck that, you two are up to something.”

			Batum raised his arm menacingly, went to shove the man back in his room, but I stepped in. “It’s OK, Batum. Sir, we are working on the lighting problem that you have no doubt observed. If you will just wait quietly, I can assure you—”

			“Bullshit!” The man laughed wheezily, then doubled over in a coughing fit. Batum let him go and jogged off. “This way,” he said.

			Other doors were opening, people standing around dazed, rubbing their eyes. Jubilee staff, many of them working ‘night’ shift. This would be the middle of their sleep cycle. I followed Batum, sloshing through the water, nodding at the residents as we passed. We were in the dead center of Jubilee here. My apartment was in Sector Twenty, ten kilometers away laterally, then down another nine floors to Level Seventeen. From there we would need to drop a further three levels to find the airlock that was our destination. That was a lot of traveling to do without being detected.

			We jogged a kilometer or so till the flooding water was far behind, the endless corridor stretching ahead into the gray gloom. I heard a sound and turned to see the man who confronted us earlier. He was puffing and red-faced but following close behind.

			“Sir,” I said, “this is very dangerous—”

			“Listen,” he said, grabbing my arm, out of breath, “I can tell something bad is goin’ down, and no one seems to know nothin’ about it except for you two jokers. So, I’m comin’ with!” He pulled out a blaster from the waistband of his tracksuit and waved it around. “Trust me, I’m a very useful guy in a tight situation.” 

			I made one of those split-second decisions. The kind you look back on and think, what possessed me? “All right, you can come with us. But you have to keep up.”

			“Big mistake,” said Batum grimly. He’d circled back to see why I’d stopped.

			“You’re the mistake,” spat the man. “Fuckin’ tin can, what would you know…” Still barefoot, in bed clothes, he waggled his gun provocatively in Batum’s face. A blaster tube emerged from Batum’s forearm and trained itself ominously on the man. How many instruments of mass destruction were packed into that body?

			“Enough,” I said, stepping in before the man was turned into a pile of steaming meat. “I’ve got a feeling this guy could be a help, let’s move it.”

			Batum glared at him, unblinking – a look to melt space-grade duraplaz – then turned without a word and jogged off.

			“Let’s put the blaster away, shall we,” I said to the man.

			We ran along the corridor, more people emerging all the time. I wished I could help them, but how? In the distance, the sound of firing and explosions. Batum stopped before a large hopper door, hinged at the top, labeled Hard Rubbish. I’d forgotten about these things. Douglas installed a few dozen of them around Jubilee for people to throw away their big stuff, like old furniture. Batum pushed the door open and jumped in.

			“Follow me,” he said. “I will slow our speed near the bottom.”

			He disappeared down the chute. The man gestured, after you, so I jumped inside, and before I could think better of it, pushed off. I spiraled down into the darkness with terrifying and ever-growing speed – if you’ve ever ridden one of those giant theme-park slides, you’ll know what I mean. Every few seconds there was a jarring thunk as I slid over a join in the metal. This thing was meant for old crap having its last ride, not smoothed out for human comfort. Behind me came grunts from the man and ahead the sound of metal on metal from Batum.

			After what felt like hours, I heard a skidding sound and moments later collided into Batum, who had his arms stretched out to catch me. The man behind me slammed into my back and we all screeched and slowed, finally coming to a stop. The light in Batum’s head flicked on, showing we’d ended up near the terminus of the giant chute where it flattened out, a graveyard of old junk and furniture beyond, all piled up and smashed together – end of the line.

			“That’s what I call a ride!” said the man.

			A vibration thrummed through the slide, and a swooshing sound came from far above – something coming! People amaze me sometimes. Here’s Jubilee in the middle of getting stormed by enemy forces and someone decides it’s a good day to chuck out their old stuff?

			“Quickly,” said Batum, pulling us to our feet. It was only meters to the end of the chute, but something was coming at immense speed. I started to run on the slippery surface and in the same moment the man tripped and fell hard, landing face down. He tried to get up, groggy with blood running down his face, but fell again. Batum snatched him up like a rag doll, slung him over his shoulder and jumped. 

			It was close. There was a three-meter drop at the end of the slide. Batum launched himself sideways and landed on his feet, squatting low to absorb the energy of the jump. I dropped straight down. Seconds later came a roar as a huge object tore down the ramp and zoomed over my head. It crashed into the pile of junk, wreckage flying high into the air. By the looks of it, an old leather lounge suite.

			A motorized door ground open and an automated forklift entered. It started gathering the broken trash and pushing it all into the maw of a large hole, steel teeth grinding everything to sameness. This latest addition must have triggered a clean-up cycle.

			“This way,” Batum said, running to the door, the man still slung over his shoulder. We were deep in the bowels of Jubilee here. An emergency light pulsed red, conveyor belts and giant machinery stood empty and quiet. Part of the vast complex of loading docks keeping Jubilee supplied, which normally ran day and night. Looked like everyone had fled.

			“Still happy you brought this guy?” asked Batum as I followed him weaving through the dock. The man roused himself, waving. “Arigght, put me down!” He slapped Batum’s side and we stopped. He leaned back against one of the giant machines, shook his head and rubbed his face, smearing it with blood.

			“Thanks,” he said begrudgingly to Batum, “I’ll be all right now. Name’s Yonny by the way, though everyone but Mum calls me Chook.” He held out a hand to shake, covered in blood.

			“Pleased to meet you,” I said, squeamish for a moment, then took the proffered hand. I guess by some reckoning we were blood brothers now.  “I’m Col, and that’s Batum.”

			“Pleasure’s all mine. What’s the plan, boss?” He looked at me calmly, ready for instructions, seemingly unfazed that the whole universe was collapsing around us.

			“We’re collecting my family in Sector Twenty, then getting the hell out.”

			“And all this, it’s an invasion, right? Do you know who’s behind it?”

			“Movement for Morality.”

			Chook swore a string of oaths. “Motherfuckers, I got history with—”

			“Hurry up, jump on,” called Batum from a gravity sled he’d produced from somewhere. It was humming, ready to go, hovering a foot off the ground. “Things are heating up.”

			We clambered aboard and the sled took off. Normally these things only go about twenty klicks an hour, but Batum must have overridden something in its gizzards for in no time we were flying through the rabbit warren of corridors and caverns at dizzying speed. We passed the odd dazed-looking person in blue worker overalls, but most of the staff had run off somewhere. We zoomed up a ramp, over a giant unpacking machine, then through a long tunnel, and emerged into a residential corridor, Level Nineteen by the look of it. Two floors below my apartment.

			The speed was terrifying down here so close to Jubilee’s chaotic outer surface where the corridors weren’t nice and straight like those above. The sled dipped and almost flipped as we went around each minor turn, Batum calibrating with robotic precision.

			From nowhere a squad of enemy troops appeared. We turned a corner and there they were, in arrow formation with blasters drawn, waiting for us. In that same instant Batum unleashed a volley of blaster fire and pulled us off the sled, sending it flying into the squad at hyperspeed.

			Chaos reigned. Blasters fired in every direction as ceiling and wall panels flew, dust and debris filling the corridor. Chook and I rolled along the floor, then flattened ourselves while Batum ran straight into the conflagration, weapons emerging from every part of his body. There was a blizzard of firing for a few seconds and then total silence apart from the tick tick of cooling weapons.

			“All clear,” called Batum.

			We picked ourselves up and stepped gingerly over the pile of dead soldiers. Chook’s eyes lit up. “You bewdy!” he crowed, rummaging through bodies seemingly without a care in the world. He passed me a gun after wiping it clean of blood on one of the dead soldiers’ pants. “Here you go, plenty more where that came from.”

			It was difficult to comprehend the carnage created here in just a few seconds. Body parts mixed with collapsed roof and walls, a huge opening in the floor exposing the loading dock below, some of the giant equipment down there on fire already – and what about the hull? Using high-power energy weapons so close to Jubilee’s outer skin was insanely dangerous. I motioned for Batum and Chook to be quiet, and we all stopped for a moment to listen.

			And there it was.

			A loud hiss, unmistakable. Three or four levels down, so it had to be large if you could hear it from here. “The hull is breached,” I said, “and the repair bots run off Douglas’ operating system.” In other words, this was not getting fixed. You would think a hull rupture would not be conducive for fire, but in fact it was usually the opposite.

			“The breach will draw air flow, stimulating the fires,” said Batum. “Everyone down here will be incinerated.”

			“Cheerful prick, isn’t he?” muttered Chook to himself.

			“Do we have time to fix it?” I asked.

			“Not if you want to escape,” said Batum. “I’ve reached a maintenance bot through the DOTR channel. It will try its best.” He turned and started off down the corridor. “Come, we will have to run. The gravity sled has been destroyed.”

			I stared at the scene below, and for a moment considered doing the noble thing, putting out the flames and patching the hull – what would it take, forty minutes? An hour tops. How could I leave millions of lives in peril? And then, selfishly, I thought of my baby girls. Their faces swam before me, innocent and trusting.

			We took off after Batum, hopeful the maintenance bot would fix the hull and douse the flames. Chook had strung half a dozen looted impulse rifles around his body like a bandido from some holo-drama. Batum kept a cracking pace, silver legs like pistons, and soon we were panting as well as leaving a trail of discarded guns behind us. We came to a corner and Batum stopped suddenly and ushered us to the wall, finger raised for silence. A tendril appeared from his body and peeked a millimeter around the corner, then withdrew and wrapped itself around my wrist.

			“Soldiers there,” said a tinny voice inside my head. “I am speaking to you sub-vocally. Reply in the same way if you hear this.”

			“Roger that,” I said silently, mouthing the words.

			“Me too,” said Chook. A tendril must have reached him as well.

			“They’re guarding the elevator that leads to your apartment,” said Batum.

			We were close, therefore. Made sense, we’d come a long way. Around the next corner or two this corridor would run into a blank wall, the far end of Jubilee. “We can’t storm these guys,” Batum said. “They’ve deployed a dead-man trigger. The squad we destroyed must have got a message off, even though I disabled their koms in my first round of firing.” He brought up a holo image. One of the soldiers clutched a small box, finger holding down a button. If released for any reason, that button would trigger a massive explosion. Their strategy was evolving.

			“How do we get past them, Batum?”

			“I’m working on it.”

			In other words, no idea. This was a clever tactic, a conundrum. We’d probably have to run back to the last elevator in Sector Nineteen, a kilometer away.

			“I know what to do,” said Chook. “Hold this.”

			He passed his last remaining rifle to me and, rubbing his face, smearing fresh blood, staggered out around the corner before we could stop him.

			“Arrgggh, help me, please help!” he cried from around the corner. “Oh my God, help please!”

			Batum brought up a mini-holo showing the scene: six soldiers, all jumpy with impulse rifles trained. One guy in the middle held the dead-man switch. “Stay away,” he called, “or we’ll fire.”

			“Arrgh, you don’t understand!” cried Chook. “See what they did to me? Look!” He staggered toward them, bouncing and spinning off a wall, clutching his bloodied face.

			“Take him out,” commanded the soldier holding the box, probably squad leader. But there was no firing, not immediately. They all seemed a bit stunned.

			“Please, you don’t understand, mercy!” moaned Chook. He fell to the floor, dragging himself forward like a dying man. He reached up, groaning, imploring the soldier holding the box, tugging at his pants as the man tried to shake him off. Then with lightning speed, Chook snatched the box and rolled away. Cue Batum.

			In a flash of silver, he was around the corner, multiple weapons firing at once. Six soldiers dead on the ground, the leader’s face frozen in surprise. “That was foolish,” the robot said, ripping the box out of Chook’s hand, then doing something to disable it.

			“Did the trick though, didn’t it?” Chook crowed, rummaging through a soldier’s jacket. “Well, looky here!” He brandished a small flask, flipped the top and sniffed, then emptied the entire contents into his mouth. “Jeez, fuck, that’s strong!” he said admiringly.

			Movement troops were carrying booze on them. During an offensive operation. I’d observed a surprising level of ill discipline in their forces when I was on Rethne, and here was evidence of more. A vulnerability. The lift pinged, called by Batum. We leaped in as Chook stuffed flasks of booze into his pants. It seemed to me that he had a more than passing familiarity with hard liquor.

			“Batum, what’s waiting for us up there?”

			The robot’s mechanical eyes were inscrutable. “I’m not sure. Some kind of field has been deployed. It’s concerning.”

			“Right then,” I said, pulling out my blaster. “Chook, this is my family up there. We have to get them out and down to the escape ship. Without killing them in the process.”

			“Got it,” he said. He emptied another flask down his throat and tossed it away, then brought out two giant blasters, one for each hand, and flicked the safeties off in a well-practiced action.

			“Bring the bastards on!”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			The lift pinged. We flattened ourselves to the walls as the door opened to an empty corridor. Batum stuck a tendril around the corner – all clear. Outside, everything was lit in the same monotonous gray, and strangely still. This area was normally full of life with people coming and going and children playing. Now it was deathly silent. We moved out, fingers poised on triggers, Batum in the lead. My apartment lay one hundred meters ahead on the left and as we approached, I could see already the front door was wide open. We crept forward silently, keeping to the wall.

			A door opened next to me, and a small boy stepped out. He was holding a stuffed toy and looked up with large black eyes, tugging at my leg. “Where’s my mother?” he cried, shockingly loud in the empty corridor.

			I shushed him and took his arm, motioned for the others to wait, and led him back through the door. “Your mother will be home soon,” I whispered, leading him past some bedrooms to a living space where there was a mess everywhere. A chair had been pulled over to the kitchen bench, food and utensils strewn.

			“Does she normally go to work during the day?” I asked.

			“Yes, she leaves before I wake up.” His eyes widened. “There were soldiers here, in the house. But I could tell they were bad, so I went to my hidey place.” He pointed to a cupboard behind the holo-screen. “Then they went away again. Actually, they didn’t try very hard to find me.”

			Smart, this kid. Those same soldiers appeared to have taken everyone else in the area.

			“How old are you?”

			“Seven and a half.”

			“Shouldn’t you be at school?”

			“I don’t go to normal school,” he said with a slight air of superiority. “I’m in the advanced stream, so I do it here. With Tina.”

			School for the staff children was on Level Sixteen. For all I knew, the Movement had rounded them up already. “Is Tina your robo-nanny?”

			“Yes, but she’s not working,” he whined.

			Of course. In the corner lay a cheap-looking robot, collapsed and clearly offline, like everything else powered by Douglas. I’d need to keep this kid occupied for a while if he wasn’t going to get in the way of saving Sana and the girls.

			“Want something to eat?”

			He nodded. “I’m hungry.”

			“OK, I’ll fix you something.” Fingers trembling, I grabbed some bread and fillings, rapidly put together a sandwich, then handed it to him. I cleaned a dirty glass from the sink – obviously his own, decorated with action figures – and filled it with milk, still cold despite the lack of power. How quickly events had unfolded!

			A deep, subsonic rumble passed through the floor, rattling the plates and cutlery on the hard kitchen bench top. The gravity lurched heavy, then light, then back to normal again. No, not quite normal. There seemed to be a tilt now, as if the gravity engines were running a touch sideways or skew-whiff. Then I noticed the milk. The liquid was slightly higher on one side of the glass than the other.

			Gravity engines damaged, perhaps. Or being played around with by the Movement. Either way, not good. We needed to get the hell off Jubilee, and fast.

			I handed him the drink, which he snatched greedily. “What’s your name, son?”

			“Sheng,” he mumbled between slurps.

			“Sheng, I need you to do something for me. Very important.”

			The boy nodded.

			“In a moment I have to go, but I need you to wait here in your home and be very quiet. Dangerous things are about to happen outside, so you have to stay far away, OK?”

			“When will my mother come home?”

			“She’ll be back soon. Do you have any toys to play with?”

			“Nothing’s working.”

			“I can see some blocks over there. Maybe play with them for a while?”

			The boy nodded again; he was a serious little thing. My heart broke to leave him, but what could I do? I waved goodbye, putting a finger to my lips for silence, and stepped back outside. To find the corridor empty, Batum and Chook gone.

			Vanished.

			I looked left and looked right; the corridor ran off in each direction, merging into the gloom, totally deserted. What to do?

			Continue on, I suppose. What else?

			But my mind reeled. How could they have just disappeared? Surely, they wouldn’t just leave without waiting for me.

			But if there’d been a struggle, I would have heard it.

			One thing I’m usually pretty good at, is not charging forward blindly. Always best to stop and consider if possible. Something was not right. But what? It had to be a trap of some kind.

			Stop, think, observe.

			I looked around the area carefully, at the roof, the walls, the floor. What could I observe that might be amiss?

			The air.

			Just a meter in front of me, something was glimmering very faintly. A field of some kind running across the corridor. Batum had hinted at this. Or was it just my imagination?

			OK, test it then.

			I reached down and rubbed a hand across the sole of my dirty shoe and blew some dust into the air. It spread out in a cloud for a few moments, then sparkled as it hit the perimeter of an energy field running across the corridor just in front of me.

			Gotcha.

			Some kind of field or beam I’d never heard of. The Aurelians, or maybe their AI, must have come up with it. Newtech. Fine, so long as it was theirs. But what to do? And was that a faint whiff of smoke in the air now? Yes. More than a whiff. And what about the floor level, did it feel like the corridor in front of me was running ever so slightly uphill? It did, like a ship listing to one side – or rather, heaving on a swell – this corridor ran lengthways, so that meant Jubilee was leaning ‘backward’ along its length, along Concourse.

			I felt a wave of despair, surely this was a hopeless situation. Taken by surprise, completely outgunned, how could we possibly make it to the escape craft? Maybe it would be better to just walk into my apartment and turn myself in. Get taken off Jubilee by the invaders. I would be tried in their kangaroo court and probably executed, but it might be the only way to save the girls.

			I looked around dejectedly, searching for something, anything. I looked up to see a pair of robotic eyes staring down at me through an air grill in the ceiling. Which was moved quietly aside, another pair of eyes added to the first. Then another.

			“Join us,” came a message on my kom. “We’ve just given you access to the channel.”

			“What channel is that?” I sent back.

			“DOTR network.”

			A cable dropped down with a foothold at its base. I stepped in and was hoisted into the ceiling to find the narrow roof cavity filled with robots of all kinds, mainly domestic models, all staring at me intently. Some of them were familiar, how?

			From Sana’s show, Dance of the Robots. Of course.

			Then I got it. The cast had set up their own private channel to stay in touch after it was all over. The DOTR network. Sana had insisted they be units that ran off their own independent operating systems so they would still be functioning even now with Douglas offline.

			“Sorry, we didn’t know what that field did till Batum got caught in it. We’re not very experienced at this sort of thing.”

			These guys were mainly low-level cleaning or service models, not built for war like Batum.

			“What does it do?”

			“Some kind of immobilizing thingy. It wrapped up Batum and the other man and dragged them into your apartment.”

			“Who else is in there?”

			“Lots of people. Sorry, we don’t know them all.”

			“Describe.”

			“Sana and two infant humans, Batum and the other man who was with you. The enemy humans.”

			“And Danee, is she there?”

			“Sorry, we don’t know her, is that the blonde lady who came to opening night?”

			“My wife, yes, though technically Sana is still my legal wife of course, but we’re not together anymore – anyway it’s a long story. Do you know where she is?”

			“Might be a few levels up, that’s what we heard.”

			Where was Danee? It was more than an hour since I spoke to her from the control room. Surely, she would have found that person we were looking for and returned by now? It might actually be better if she remained in the wind, though it was a loose end. Something to be factored in.

			“What else can you tell me about the enemy humans?”

			“There is a very tall man, dressed in white. Seems to be in charge.”

			A tall man in white? Surely it couldn’t be…had to be? Gilham. Ridiculous for him to be here in person in my home, supervising and gloating probably. But what a nutjob! Leaving it to the professionals would be far better – but maybe I could use that?

			“There’s also a technician operating the field and the rest are soldiers, six of them. Your apartment is very messy. It will need a lot of work to make it sparkling again!” A robot to my right wagged its nozzle in a friendly way.

			“Is that you, vacuum-bot, messaging me?” During the show it had come on stage wearing a diamanté vest.
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