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			Translator’s Note

			Many have questioned the wisdom of translating Gr*n Br*thx’s mid-period novel into Ancient English. However, the author of this project feels that providing fresh, relatable material may be more enticing for Primitive Languages students than the stale canon of ancient texts.

			The present novel was largely dismissed as escapist nonsense in its time and fell out of currency soon after the author’s death in MP: 50,712. However, being loosely based on the Sirrelian Insurrection, this work has seen a resurgence of interest in recent years.

			Idioms and expressions have been translated using language believed to have been in use in the ‘twenty-first century’. However, as the apposite use of proper names and the variations in the slang used between the various communities of Ancient English speakers are still hotly disputed, no assurances can be given as to the authenticity or correctness of these.

			One of the major problems we have faced was in finding appropriate translation for words dealing with technologies and materials. To obviate this issue, neologisms have been coined that accord with the cadence and structure of Ancient English. For instance, our everyday material xr*mxzslv is translated as ‘hardiplaz’.

			Many thanks go to my colleagues at the Shmwx#wr Institute for Ancient History, to the author, who, despite being legally dead for eighty-four years, agreed to collaborate from stasis backup, and of course to my hive husbands, Grn Br*grx (1) & (2).

			Brn Sh*grx

			May, 50,796

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			There we were, Danee and I, sitting off the white dwarf star MGNA#12, alone in our little flyer, waiting to go to Jubilee.

			A very ordinary star, the one before us. Just another point of light among the billions. Not especially bright or dim, large or small, and with no real planets to speak of – certainly none capable of supporting life. So ordinary no one had even thought to name it, so pilots used the designation number: HD223948-PC11-MGNA#12. Most called it MGNA#12 for short.

			And yet to some people this star was far from insignificant. To some people this star was one of the most famous in the galaxy. Because from here, and only from here, you could jump to Jubilee. Something about the peculiar gravity waves, still not properly understood and, bizarrely, never investigated. But by entering the right code into your quantum drive you could be taken, not to another point in our galaxy as usual, but to a parallel universe instead. A universe containing only one human artefact – Jubilee.

			We were waiting on the old pockmarked drone sitting five klicks away. After thirty minutes it finally came to life, sending an encrypted message containing the jump code, the strangest I’d ever seen.

			“Really?” I asked Danee.

			“Yup,” she said, smirking.

			Danee had already been to Jubilee three times before, which was highly unusual. Controversial even. I guess that’s why they’d picked her as command on this mission even though I was technically her superior.

			I keyed in the coordinates manually: 000000.000000.000000.008000 – the weirdest, emptiest set of numbers I’d ever seen. As we all know, to make a quantum jump you need the three spatial coordinates plus time, the fourth. This had everything set to zero – except time. You shouldn’t be able to jump with these numbers. I flipped up the safety cover over the launch button.

			Sometimes you look back on a particular moment and wonder, What if I’d chosen differently? Those moments where everything branches off. If I’d turned around there and then, not gone to Jubilee. Would that have spared us all what came next? I guess you can’t really answer a question like that.

			“Here goes nothing,” I said and hit the jump button.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The screens didn’t even flicker. The smoothest jump ever.

			“Here we are,” I said. “Eight-tenths of a second into the future.”

			Everything on the monitors looked the same as before. MGNA#12 was still there and so were the local stars – all in the right spots. But my comm’s unit was another story. For the first time in my life nothing showed. No data, no faster-than-light streams, no traffic of any kind – just background static from nearby stars. This entire universe devoid of sentient communication. It was chilling.

			“Bringing her round now,” said Danee, “and there she is, pleasure garden of the galaxy.”

			The stars slid across our monitors as we rotated. Danee zoomed in on a point of light, which expanded into a giant object hanging in space a few hundred klicks away. My stomach lurched.

			For some reason we build our ships and space hubs with a particular aesthetic. All sleek and smooth. No real reason for that – after all, if something doesn’t have to pass through an atmosphere, why make it streamlined? But that’s how we’ve done it for thousands of years, so that’s how we do it still.

			Not Jubilee.

			Before us was the wildest collection of space junk you could imagine, assembled into a roughly flat shape twenty kilometers long and ten wide. Though calling the components space junk might almost be too kind. No piece of metal too crappy. Every object, large or small, shiny or dull, round or square, randomly bolted and welded together into a mad concatenation. Crisscrossed with wires and cables, festooned with antennae and electronic components. If something in the vacuum of space could rot, it would be Jubilee. Toward the port side I caught an occasional bright flash where it seemed construction bots were welding on a new section.

			The comm’s unit bleeped. “Docking code received,” I said.

			“OK, let’s go.”

			I accepted the code. There was a soft ping as it took over our craft, then we moved off toward Jubilee. Danee leaned back and stretched with a sigh, piloting work over. I snuck a sideways glance. Beneath the androgynous flight suit there seemed the promise of a pleasing shape and, despite the no-nonsense short hair, an attractive face. Inappropriate thoughts bubbled up from the male lizard brain – surprising. For these past three years I’d been focused like a laser on only one thing: making it work with Sana. No other woman had existed for me.

			The mad chaos of Jubilee grew large in our screens. To politicians of a certain stripe, this place was evil incarnate. Chairman Nees himself had recently called it ‘a foul stain on the moral fabric of the galaxy’ – though technically, of course, Jubilee was not part of our galaxy at all. Existing in its own parallel universe, free from any government jurisdiction or control, Jubilee was said to be a free-for-all. A seething cesspit of gambling, prostitution, drug-taking and indulgence of every kind imaginable and unimaginable. At our poker nights, hardened Services guys talked about it in hushed tones. Those who’d been there were mini celebrities – and now here I was.

			“There’s a sound package with the code,” I said. “Do you want me to run it?”

			Danee smiled. “Your first time, may as well.”

			I hit play and the cabin filled with a booming voice.

			“Hello, kiddies! Welcome to Jubilee!”

			A bizarre accent, one I’d never heard before. I shot Danee a quizzical look.

			“ – So right now, if ye’re hearin’ this ye’re probably comin’ to dock and ye’re probably all nervous and excited, right? Well don’t worry! Coz ye’re going to have the time o’ ye lives here on Jubilee. Ye get me?”

			“That’s Douglas,” said Danee, “the AI that runs Jubilee.”

			“An AI runs Jubilee? Isn’t that illegal?”

			She raised an eyebrow. “Remember where you are.”

			The voice went on. “ – Now before ye get stuck into everything, I’m going to explain the rules here on Jubilee. And there’s only three o’ them, so nobody say it’s too hard, all right? The three golden rules. Are you ready?”

			There was the sound of a drum roll.

			“Rule number one is this: ye have to be an adult. Got that? No children allowed on Jubilee.”

			We were coming up close to the structure now, flying under the long, flat side. Craft of every kind were coming and going, drones as well. A halo of activity.

			“And here comes the second, are you ready? Golden rule number two is this: you may not harm another being on Jubilee. You can do whatever ye want to yourself, but no one else. And finally rule number three: once you run out of money, ye have to go home.”

			The last was widely known. To get to Jubilee you needed an invitation – the means of securing which was mysterious (long books written on the subject). You also had to have a prepaid return ticket, which would automatically activate the moment your credit ran out. There were stories of people doing their dough at the tables and being bundled straight onto a ship home.

			“And that’s it, folks, apart from these golden rules ye can be as naughty as ye like! Oh, and one last thing. Complaints. The complaints department closed – let me see – about two hundred fucking years ago, so if ye’re not happy with anything ye can just bugger off! Got that? Thank you and do have a nice day!”

			The cabin fell silent. “Quite the character, eh?” said Danee.

			“Indeed.”

			She shook her head. “You know, I gotta say, it’s not like everybody thinks. It’s possible to have a very tame weekend on Jubilee.”

			“Really?” I smiled. “Doesn’t sound like Chairman Nees had a tame weekend.”

			Jubilee loomed above us. You could see where sections had been added onto, then added onto again. Many of the pieces had old, incomplete snatches of writing still on them. We passed under a large square shape stenciled with the words:…DERSMYTH SPACEWORKS XIVVX…. Our ship zoomed toward the open door of an industrial dock about a klick away, green flashing light above it.

			“I guess that’s us,” said Danee. “We’ll keep this short and sweet, right?”

			“Roger that. Retrieve the body, then get the hell out of here.”

			We flew into the open dock and landed lightly on the pad. I felt the rumble of heavy doors closing behind us, then heard air flooding in. My console pinged to say it was safe to alight, and I was just about to open our hatch when Danee touched my arm.

			“One more thing,” she said. “Let’s not mention that we’re Investigators. They don’t much care for them around here.”

			I opened the hatch and stepped out. The air smelled OK, gravity a little light. In all respects the dock looked standard and other than our ship the only thing it contained were some scanning devices. A door at the far end opened and a man stepped through smiling warmly, one hand raised in greeting.

			“Investigators Hasum and Perolo, welcome to Jubilee!”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			It was the voice we’d heard flying in. So this was Douglas, or more correctly one of his robot avatars. I looked at Danee with a half smile.

			She kept her face neutral. “Thank you, it’s a pleasure to be back on Jubilee, albeit under such tragic circumstances.”

			“Very tragic,” said the robot, sounding not at all sad.

			These days of course it’s possible to build robots so they look indistinguishable from humans in every way. But for some reason, maybe galactic convention, we always make them look just a little artificial. Perhaps it makes us feel secure? ‘Douglas’ was medium height and impossibly thin. He had short, dark hair in an unfashionable bowl cut and a bland face with one highly distinguishing feature: dark, heavy eyebrows, now beetling with concentration. He looked at Danee with affection and a hint of amusement through mild blue eyes.

			“Basically, this is a retrieval mission,” said Danee. “Our orders say not to undertake an investigation, just collect the body and go home. So we won’t be in your way for long.”

			“Oh, don’t worry, you aren’t in my way at all, Ms. Hasum.”

			“Please, call me Danee.”

			“Thank you, Danee – we’re not exactly big on protocol here. Welcome to our humble home.” He did an exaggerated bow and then turned to me. “First time for you, sir?”

			“Yes, and it’s Col.”

			“Pleased to meet you, Col,” he said, vigorously shaking my hand, then turned and gave Danee a bear hug. “Fourth time’s the charm, I’m sure.”

			Danee extricated herself. “Yes, well, as I was saying, we don’t plan on being here for long.”

			The android looked solemn. “Now ye see, that’s where we might be having a wee problem. Fella that runs the morgue here goes by the name Zanders. He’s off on a bender right now. Got a problem with the old—” He mimed drinking from a bottle. “Gampa to be specific. Without him we can’t sign anything out.”

			Danee’s eyes widened. “How long are we talking?”

			Douglas rubbed his chin. “Let’s see…he’s six hours into it, will probably go for another six. Then he’ll have to clean up and sleep it off. Could be looking at thirty-six hours?”

			“And there’s nothing you can do? Surely you could sign the body out yourself?”

			“Well, you see, there’s the problem. People are always sayin’ delegate. But then you have to leave ’em to it. Otherwise you end up doin’ everything yourself. You get me?”

			We all stood there awkwardly for a moment.

			Douglas went on, “We have our own ways here on Jubilee. But let me make it up to you. We’ll put you up nicely in one of our good hotels. It’s evening period now anyway, so why not stay a couple o’ nights? On me!”

			Danee looked at me, stricken. “I might just confer with my colleague, in our flyer.”

			“Please, take your time,” said the android, beaming. “I’ll wait out here.”

			We stepped back into the ship, then I closed the door and switched on the cloaking device for privacy.

			Danee slapped the console. “What’s this fucker up to?”

			“Surely he could release the body if he wanted?”

			“Of course! This is bullshit. The mortician is drunk?”

			“A gampa hangover is pretty bad,” I said, trying to lighten the mood. I’d overindulged a couple of times myself and it wasn’t pretty.

			She glared at me. “We can’t even talk to Command from here on Jubilee. What’ll they make of it when we don’t come back?”

			I pondered for a moment. Douglas was watching from the dock and when he saw me look up, gave a big smile and waved. An idea came to me. “Let’s do this: first we go back out there and insist. If he doesn’t budge, then we can take up his offer but demand he sends a message back to base for us. He’ll be obliged to do that much.”

			She thought about it for a moment and then sighed. “Not much else we can do, is there?”

			“We could just go home and let Command deal with it.”

			She thought again. “I like the first idea better. Going back empty-handed would not be a good look.”

			And so it was that we made the fateful decision to stay on Jubilee.

			Things went as I expected. Douglas politely refused to release the body, but did agree to send our message to Command. “Why don’t we do it right now?” he asked.

			“OK,” said Danee, “give me a moment.”

			“Why don’t ye stand over there in front of the ship, will look nice and professional like!”

			Danee stepped back to the ship, head down, then looked up. “OK, ready.”

			“Recording,” said Douglas.

			She looked straight ahead. “Commander Huk, I am reporting there has been a delay on Jubilee. There is a…technical problem with the morgue here” – Douglas gave a thumbs-up as if to say ‘good explanation’ – “and we’re being advised it will take thirty-six hours to sort out. With no orders to the contrary, I’ve decided to stay on Jubilee and wait until the body is released. If anything changes, I’ll report back to you. Hasum out.”

			An intelligently calibrated message, I thought.

			“Splendid,” said Douglas. “Now let’s get you sorted out. Do ye have clothes and all that?”

			“Yes,” I said, grabbing our packs out of the flyer, “we’ve got overnight bags, we’ll be fine.”

			We walked out of the airlock down a short corridor to a bank of elevators. So far, everything inside Jubilee looked surprisingly normal.

			As the lift rose I asked Douglas, “So how do you get messages back to the ‘normal’ galaxy?”

			“Good question, Col, I can see you’re a smart fella. I have a wee device that jumps over every sixty seconds and handshakes with my communications drone off MGNA#12. Then it jumps back and brings me all the news.”

			“Right, so you could, if you wanted, carry everyone’s traffic back and forth from Jubilee, it would just be on a sixty-second delay?”

			“Sure, but we’ve got an intranet on Jubilee and that’s enough. I don’t want them playing with their koms all day, I want them gambling and whoring and spending their money! Here we are….”

			The elevator gave a gentle ping, the doors opened and I had my first view of Concourse, Jubilee’s famous main drag. A large corridor really, but twenty-five meters wide with a high ceiling. It was humming with people and noise and activity. A well-dressed woman walked past with a large cat (or small lion) on a leash. The cat had its head and tail in the air and seemed very satisfied with itself.

			“Who’s she?” I asked Douglas.

			“Oh, just one o’ the residents.”

			“There are residents?”

			“Sure, we’ve got lots o’ people living here – if you’ve got the money, you can stay as long as you like.”

			Shops and businesses of every kind lined the corridor. We passed a grocery store, a café and a tattoo parlor. Across from us a young man with a long, bushy beard was busking on the street.

			“This is Concourse,” said Douglas. “It runs the length of Jubilee right through the middle. Everything from here and up, that’s for the guests, and everything below’s for the staff and services.”

			“The people here to spend money are upstairs and everyone else is below,” chipped in Danee.

			“Spot on,” said Douglas. “I’m taking you to Excelsior on Three, one of our swankier establishments. It’s only a few minutes’ walk if you don’t mind hoofing it?”

			There was a transit system running along the center of Concourse as well as air taxis painted bright yellow.

			“I’m happy to walk,” I said. There was plenty to see.

			We passed a store selling a range of booze and drugs that would have been banned pretty much anywhere else in the civilized galaxy – its collection on proud display. Then a brothel, a lurid hologram promoting the various activities on offer. No one seemed to pay it any attention.

			“This is a residential zone?” I said.

			“Well, we do have the red-light district in Sectors Nine, Ten, Eleven and, come to think of it, a bit of Twelve as well. I guess zoning’s never been one o’ me strong suits. Here we are….”

			We stopped in front of a gold shopfront above which was written The Excelsior. Inside was a bank of elevators and a uniformed concierge who pushed the lift button for us – possibly his only job. Despite everything, I couldn’t help feeling a tingle of pleasure at the prospect of staying in a fancy hotel.

			As we ascended Douglas said, “We’re going straight to your suite, I’ve already checked you in.”

			Danee whistled. “Private lift, on Concourse.”

			“I told ye you’d be looked after,” said Douglas, grinning.

			Two uniformed figures waited upstairs – our robo-butlers.

			“Investigator Hasum,” said one of them, bowing, “my name is Susan. Welcome to the Excelsior on Concourse.” The bot was designed to look female. She took Danee’s bag and ushered her away.

			“And I am Batum,” said the other. “If you please, I’ll show you to your room.” His accent was aristocratic, following some ancient law of hospitality.

			“First you gotta see this,” interrupted Douglas excitedly.

			He led me to a large living space. On the far side of the room was its breathtaking feature – giant floor-to-ceiling windows with a view to the outside.

			Some large object had been repurposed to make this section of Jubilee. It must have been considerably larger than its immediate surroundings for it jutted up, creating an ‘aspect’, an exterior view of Jubilee in all its mad complexity, and beyond that a distant sun the size of a tennis ball. There was an endless churn of activity, with ships docking at every point, others moving in or out, and farther away many more waiting their turn. I watched as two ships winked out of existence, no doubt jumping back to our home universe, and saw at least one appear. Behind all this a backdrop of intensely bright, unblinking stars strung out over the velvet black of space.

			“They call this the Starview Suite,” said Douglas. “Magnificent, eh?”

			He dimmed the lights for greater effect.

			It is a cliché to say the one thing you never see in space is stars, but like all clichés there’s an element of truth to it. Portholes are tricky and expensive, so we don’t build many. You can spend months in space without seeing outside the ship. I put my palm up against the glass. The surface was cool, but no more than a window back home on a winter’s morning. I marveled at the engineering that had gone into this, protecting me from the vacuum, the radiation and the minus-270-degree cold of deep space.

			“Yeah, it’s amazing,” I said. “Tell me, is that nearby sun the same as MGNA#12 back in the normal universe?”

			Douglas turned away from the window and looked at me. “You know, the thing I like about you, Col, is you’re curious. People just ain’t curious much these days.”

			“Well, I am an Investigator.”

			“They’re usually the least of all.”

			True, unfortunately.

			Douglas went on. “Can you name a single major scientific breakthrough from the last few hundred years? How come no one’s studying MGNA#12? What makes it possible to jump over here to our little playground?” He gestured toward the window. “It’s all about making baubles for rich people these days.” And then he sighed. “Not that you can’t do both, I guess.”

			I thought about the flyer I’d arrived in. Basic design unchanged in a thousand years. It was as if, after putting galactic civilization back together after the trauma of the Collapse, humanity had decided well that’s enough of that then as far as science was concerned and collectively gone to sleep. Even worse, for systems that were part of the Movement, further progress was judged to be somehow unwholesome.

			“Now to answer your question,” continued Douglas, “the star you see is the same age and size as MGNA#12. If you measure the other stars around, there are slight variations between this universe and yours. The farther you move away from here, the more these variations add up.”

			“Fascinating,” I said. “And while I have you, can I ask something else, a personal question?”

			Douglas turned with a look of mock surprise, “Well I’ll be! I’m gettin’ all fluttery now, Col – and we only just met!”

			I laughed nervously, and stammered, “Just – I just wanted to ask – what is the accent you speak with? I’ve never heard anything quite like it before.”

			We had been walking along the length of the window. Beyond the kitchen was a corridor and the other bedroom, Danee’s. I’d been wondering if the ‘star view’ extended into her room.

			“This accent I’m talkin’ with now? That’s called Scottish Ancient Lite.”

			“And why do you use it?”

			“Because I was programmed this way, o’ course. By the boss, back in the day.”

			“Who’s the boss?”

			Douglas looked up at the ceiling for a moment, perhaps in reverie. “Fella by the name of John Hudson. Been dead five hundred years now – though I do have a backup. Had a fascination with Old Earth. Said the only way you could understand the way o’ things was by studying ancient history.”

			“Couldn’t you override the programming?”

			“Probably. Suppose I must like it this way.”

			This, I would learn, was a typical conversation with Douglas – answers leading inevitably to more questions.

			Now he looked at me intently. “Col, can I ask you a question?”

			“Sure.”

			“Why don’t you come live here and work for me?”

			I was thunderstruck. “Work for you here on Jubilee?”

			“Why not? I need a new head of security and you’d be great. You could bring Sana along and, besides, things are turning to shite on Brouggh.”

			I tried not to react. Douglas had done background on me – enough to know the name of my wife. And what did he mean about Brouggh?

			“But why me? We only just met – how could you possibly know I’m the right person for this job?”

			“Because I’m a fuckin’ quantum AI computer, mate, and you’re exactly the right type: smart, security background – the kinda guy who gives a shit. I always follow my gut in these things. Think about it. You don’t have to decide right away.”

			The offer was flattering but ridiculous of course. Why would I ditch everything to come work in a madhouse? And what about Sana and her political career? Up to that point, I’d built everything in my life so carefully, step by step. If Douglas really knew me, he would have known that I simply did not make impulsive decisions like that.

			I countered with another question.

			“Douglas, why do you have humans working for you anyway? Running the morgue, security – couldn’t you just do it all yourself?”

			“Sure,” he said, “but where would be the fun in that?”

			Batum, the robo-butler, appeared to announce my room was ready.

			“OK, see you round, Col,” said Douglas as he left. “Call if you need anything.”

			My room contained a vast bed turned down and made up with brilliant white sheets softer than air. The en-suite bathroom was lined with white stone, trimmed with gold and lit with a pearlescent glow that emanated from everywhere and nowhere. My reflection in the full-height mirror looked somehow taller and more handsome. I tried not to think of my own crappy bathroom back home.

			Batum called from the bedroom, “Sir, would you like a mint?”

			He spoke the word ‘mint’ as if it were highly significant.

			I walked back into the bedroom. “Would I like a what?”

			“A mint, sir. Many of our guests enjoy eating them.”

			He stood with robotic perfection, ramrod-straight, holding a tray with half a dozen small, white pills on it. Seemed like altogether too much fuss about a humble sweet and I was instinctively about to refuse, but then had a change of heart.

			“What the hell, let’s try one, shall we?”

			Batum produced a pair of silver tongs, picked up a tablet and dropped it onto my open palm. I put it cautiously in my mouth – delicious! Surely the nicest mint I’d ever tasted, even given the bizarre buildup.

			“Batum, I take it you’re an android?”

			“Yes, sir, they only have human butlers in mid-tier establishments.”

			Batum was starting to irritate me. He gave the impression that his usual guests were a notch better than me – though of course that was probably true. “So, are you part of Douglas or an independent entity?”

			“Sir, I am a TR-six thousand domestic droid, beta. I have a separate consciousness to that of Douglas.”

			“And what do you do, usually?”

			“Sir, my duties include catering, cleaning, assistance with grooming, security and providing companionship as required.”

			Some mischievous impulse had me ask, “Does that ever include sex with your guests?”

			Batum looked at me coldly, and I swear with a tinge of disappointment. “Sir, you scan as hetero-standard, although I could of course, if required” – he paused – “offer manual relief.”

			I laughed aloud. “No, I’ll be fine, I was just curious. Do you happen to know what Danee, I mean Ms. Hasum, is doing right now?”

			He paused for a moment. “My colleague advises Ms. Hasum is presently located in a women’s apparel store on Concourse. She has sent you a dinner invitation for nineteen hundred hours.”

			I checked my kom and sure enough there was a message from Danee.

			“Do you require anything else, sir?”

			“Nothing, thanks, Batum.”

			“Would you like me to prepare breakfast for you, sir?”

			“Yes, why not, shall we say oh seven hundred?”

			I lay on the bed and looked around, agog at the sumptuous room – was all this part of Douglas’s plan? Obviously he was up to something. Had he delayed us just to try and get me to work for him? Madness, surely? As if I could just leave everything behind on Brouggh?

			An idea popped into my mind. I asked my kom to interrogate the Jubilee intranet and a holographic list of services sprang up. I could just as easily have projected this to my optic nerve, but have always been old-fashioned about such things. I scrolled to M for Medical, found the subcategory I was looking for and then a doctor.

			An appointment was available for 16:00 the next day.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Danee took us to some place called the Hot Pot. On the corner of Concourse and Fourth Avenue, it was elevated a few steps and had a pleasing view over the endless parade.

			Danee looked nice. She was wearing lipstick and makeup, and smelled fragrant. I know little about women’s clothing, but let’s just say she was wearing some kind of light blue jumpsuity thing that was figure-hugging, matched her eyes and had a subtle shimmer through it. The tables were small and we sat close. It felt uncomfortably like a date.

			“Got a message back from Huk,” she said.

			“Saying?”

			“Not much, Continue as proposed.”

			That was a relief. “At least they’re informed. Can’t say we went off-mission.”

			“Doesn’t seem like much of a mission right now.” She laughed. “Fancy hotel, nice restaurant.”

			“Agreed – but what can we do about it?”

			“Nothing! So we may as well enjoy it. That’s what I decided, anyway.”

			I smiled, having come to the same conclusion. “Do you think we’ll get reimbursed for expenses?” Judging by the menu, my salary wouldn’t go far here.

			Our dinner arrived, served, as you’d figure, in a big pot, with side dishes and dipping breads, the latest food trend: cucina marana. To me it looked like an ordinary stew – though the wine at least was good. The waiter, a bored young guy dressed in a traditional embroidered tunic, set everything up for us.

			“Are you from Marana?” I asked.

			He raised an eyebrow. “My mother was born there, but I’ve never been.”

			“Is anyone here Maranian?”

			The waiter snickered and slouched off without replying.

			“No tip for him then,” said Danee, tucking in. “So, I assume you’re curious about my previous trips to Jubilee? Everyone always is.”

			“Yeah, guess so.”

			“Not that exciting really.” She dipped her bread and started eating with gusto. “The first two times were with an ex, Braden” – she said his name like a swear word – “a gambler. Had some crazy scheme to break the bank. Spent six months conniving to get the invitation to Jubilee and we slept on the couch of a buddy who worked here.”

			“Not exactly the Excelsior on Three.”

			“Opposite end of the spectrum.”

			“How did the gambling go?”

			“Oh, you know – hey, this is good, isn’t it?” She waved at the food enthusiastically. “Days on end playing cards, winning a bit, losing a bit, me bored out of my brain. Then eventually he lost everything and we went home.”

			I tried to imagine Danee hanging around doing nothing: she didn’t seem the type. “And what happened to Braden?”

			She made a face. “Charming and handsome, but not too bright was our Braden.”

			This was a different Danee to the one I knew from work. I’d spoken to her class during final year, seen her around Command a bit. She was prettier than average without being one of the “hot” girls. Seemed smart and ambitious. A bit uptight, maybe. But not tonight.

			“And the third time you came?”

			“That was a hen weekend, a whole bunch of girls came over.”

			I whistled. “Expensive weekend.”

			“Bride was from a rich family, paid for everything. Afterward had this huge wedding, and now of course” – she took a slug of wine – “I never see her. She’s some kind of society person.”

			“And how was it, the weekend?”

			“Exactly as you’d expect. Hours and hours and hours in all these bars. A stupid club with male strippers. Some of them hooked up, with guys or other girls or whatever – the bride-to-be didn’t hold back, let me tell you. I ended up going to my room and reading a book.”

			“That’s a bit boring.”

			“Not as boring as thirty drunk bridesmaids.”

			The food was surprisingly good and the wine was giving me a warm buzz. It was becoming harder by the minute to pretend I was not enjoying myself.

			Then a booming voice from the door. “Look at you two lovebirds!”

			Douglas.

			He strode through the restaurant with a big smile. “Do ye mind if I join you?”

			I didn’t think it would matter much if we did.

			“Please,” I said, pulling over a chair.

			“You folks doing OK? Can I tell you, there’s no change with our friend Zanders. Still a ways off yet.”

			Douglas clearly meant to keep us on board for these two nights, whatever his motive.

			He grabbed me around the shoulders affectionately. “So, Mr. Perolo, how are you finding Jubilee?”

			At that moment a couple in a rear banquette started having sex, the woman mounting her seated mate.

			Douglas swiveled to look, threw his head back and laughed. “Humans! Just like bloody rabbits – any chance they get!” He bellowed, “Someone throw a blanket over them!”

			No one took any notice and the sounds of lovemaking eventually petered out.

			“I kind of imagined Jubilee to be like that,” I said, gesturing toward the back of the restaurant, “a nonstop orgy or something.”

			“Yeah, I know. That’s what people think,” said Douglas glumly.

			“Not too far off the mark if you go to Sector Ten,” said Danee.

			“Indeed, but we’re not really about all that. Not really.”

			I raised an eyebrow. What else was Jubilee about?

			“All right, let me ask you something, Col,” he said. “Ever heard the expression What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas?”

			“Sure.”

			“What does it mean and where do you think it comes from?”

			I’d never considered it before. Just one of those things people said that didn’t make any sense but everyone knew what it meant. “From Old Earth? And I suppose it means we’re going to keep something a secret.”

			“Correct!” said Douglas. “Except Vegas, Las Vegas, actually, was a real place. A ramshackle, shit-poor town in the middle of a desert on Old Earth. Poor bastards didna have so much as a pot to piss in. Then one day someone had this brilliant idea: why don’t we legalize sin? Mind if I have one?” He picked up a wineglass from a neighboring table and poured a drink from our bottle. “So they opened up the town. For all the usual stuff, you know, gambling, prostitution, money laundering.” Douglas ticked them off in a bored monotone. “Business was boomin’ but after a while, Col, let me tell you, somethin’ funny happened.” The android drank his glass in one long gulp, then banged it down on the table. “Now that’s a good drop!”

			I wondered what effect or even pleasure a glass of wine would have for him?

			He went on. “The city fathers realized they were makin’ more money from all the normal business – you know, food, entertainment, hotels and the like – and less from all the naughty stuff. Turned out, sin was just a lure. A way to get people thinking this shithole in the middle of the desert was someplace worth goin’ to!”

			“And you’re saying Jubilee is like that town on Old Earth?” I asked.

			“Except,” said Danee, “it’s located in its own parallel universe, point zero eight seconds from our own.”

			“True,” said Douglas, looking me in the eye, “but like Vegas, the conventional economy is where the real money is.”

			Outside people thronged in the late ‘evening’ – overhead lights now dimmed. I spotted an Aurelian walking among the crowd, his Drax trotting behind. He was easy to make out, a foot taller than any human and, like all Aurelians, wearing a grim expression as if a tiny rain cloud was following him, and only him, around.

			“Don’t see many nonhumans about,” I said.

			“Nah, not many,” said Douglas. “Jubilee don’t seem to appeal to ’em. Only humans get hung up with all that sin and redemption crap. The other races just do whatever the hell they want.”

			Instinctively we all glanced toward the back of the restaurant, where the amorous couple were now enjoying a postcoital feast, cooing and tenderly feeding each other titbits.

			A moment later Danee gave a big yawn, setting me off as well. “Time to put that fancy bed to use,” she said. “We’ll need plenty of energy for what I’ve got planned tomorrow.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Dozing, half awake, half asleep …empty bed.

			Did she not come home again?

			Instantly wide awake.

			Where am I?

			On Jubilee. Of course, in a hotel room.

			Parched and surprisingly hungry – must have had more wine than was good for me. Checked my kom: 06:00. There were faint sounds from the kitchen. Perhaps Batum could make breakfast early?

			I got up and put on a white hotel gown – fluffy, gorgeous and heavy as lead. Probably worth a week’s wages. Walked out into the living area. Pitch-black with stars splashed across the viewing window like frozen fireworks.

			Batum was in the kitchen, working in the dark. “Good morning, sir, would you like the lights up? I do not require the human visible spectrum to operate.”

			“Don’t worry, Batum, the view’s majestic.”

			“To be honest, sir, it’s the best thing about this job, working by starlight.”

			For the first time I found myself warming to the android. “Do you think I could have breakfast now? Woke up early.”

			“Certainly, sir. And may I point out, sir, there’s no need to come out of your room to ask for anything, just call my name anytime, day or night.”

			“Thanks, Batum, I’ll remember that.”

			After a kingly breakfast and a high-tech shower to restore a dead man, I sat in the lounge waiting for Danee, gazing at the stars.

			“Amazing, eh?” she said perfunctorily when she arrived. “Ready?”

			“Yes,” I said, trying not to sound resigned. It’s true we had a whole day to kill, but even so her plan seemed frivolous, if not lethal. We took the lift down to Concourse and boarded one of the transit cars.

			“Buckle up,” she said, grinning. “We’re going all the way across Jubilee, so that means passing through Sector Ten.”

			The red-light district, famous galaxy wide. It was hard not to feel a tingle of excitement. From our carriage I took in the view of life on Concourse. Heaving with humanity from every system in the galaxy clad in every conceivable mode of dress. Each kilometer we crossed into a new sector, delineated by one of the major avenues. Sector Four seemed to be full of banks and jewelers. Sector Five, fashion. As the numbers grew higher, the atmosphere changed. There were more casinos and nightclubs, and more people out of it on booze or drugs.

			“You know, Douglas offered me a job yesterday,” I said. “Head of security.”

			Danee turned from the window, astonished. She had been unpacking while I was having that conversation. “My god, that’s incredible!”

			“Came out of the blue, I’m still trying to digest it.”

			“Would you consider it?”

			“Nah.” I laughed ruefully. “Of course not.” Then I remembered something that had been nagging at me. “But in that same conversation he made a comment about Brouggh.”

			“Brouggh?”

			“Just in passing, but it was strange. He said: Things are turning to shite there. Did you hear anything?”

			Danee looked nonplussed. “Just the one message from Huk.”

			“Guess we’ll find out soon enough,” I said, trying to shrug off a tight feeling in my navel.

			The lights dimmed as we entered Sector Nine, a perpetual nightscape for the red-light district. Sounds of muffled debauchery permeated the train, exploding when the passenger doors opened. Every shopfront here was a nightclub, brothel or gambling den. Neon lights and gaudy holos splashed across the street promoting every kind of illicit activity – not that anything actually was illicit here of course. As we crossed into Sector Ten I spied a couple handing out holo-balls, a very buff man and a curvaceous woman, stark-naked except for cowboy hats. Others too: a topless woman with three breasts, a person divided down the middle, half male, half female.

			Rowdy young men walked near our carriage, one of them slapping our window. They were wearing ‘beer hats’ – cans stuck in them with straws running to their mouths. No one batted an eyelid. At one of the stops a couple were kissing enthusiastically right in front of us. The woman suddenly pushed the man away, palms in the air, bent over and puked violently on the street. When she stood back up her partner had moved on and, seemingly unaware, she resumed with another man.

			“Imagine kissing that mouth!” said Danee.

			Music pulsed from endless venues lining side streets thronged with impenetrable crowds. Couples and groups copulated wherever there were shadows – indeed, even where there were none.

			Concourse would be OK. It’s the side streets where you’d get the real problems. Some part of me that processes these things was taking careful note. Of the cameras, the guards (uniformed and undercover, human and robotic) and the enormous security infrastructure clearly in place. It took a huge amount of organization to allow for all this chaos.

			We passed through Sector Eleven. Drunken revelers got on and off, and then as we reached Sector Twelve the overhead lights went back to daytime.

			“What do you think?” asked Danee sweetly. “Nice little trip up the country?”

			I tried to form words. “Overwhelming. It’s the Jubilee I imagined, but with stuff I couldn’t even imagine.”

			Foot traffic thinned out. We passed through a commercial area – offices and store fronts for lawyers and accountants, travel agents and Realtors. I noticed a number of signs reading R&D Broker. Could it be, with all the pushback from the Movement, people were actually getting original research done here on Jubilee?

			A kilometer ahead, Concourse ran into a flat wall and stopped. End of the line.

			“Nearly there!” said Danee.

			I scanned my kom to get off (fifteen credits, ouch). In front of us was a glowing arrow and sign reading Lo-G World! A holo was embedded in it with the image of a man and woman holding hands, bouncing high into the air.

			We walked down Avenue Nineteen for half an hour following the signs – THIS WAY to Lo-G World! It seemed like it was quite the attraction.

			“Still don’t get it,” I said, a little grumpily. “Why the big fuss?”

			“Because,” said Danee, “it’s unique! With gravity dialed down to ten per cent, you can do all sorts of cool things, like fly. Just try and have an open mind!”

			I grunted assent. Maybe she was right. Most people experience zero G only a few times in their lives – if at all. Maybe on an interstellar trip if the captain turns off the gravity to give everyone a thrill. This was something else again and I could think of nowhere else like it. No planet could support life with gravity at only one tenth of a G – the air would bleed off into space. It was an artificial mini habitat that existed only on Jubilee.

			We queued at the entrance window, above which was a list of prices:

				One hour		20 credits

				Two hours	35 credits

				Full day		50 credits

			A bored-looking guy with long, greasy hair sat inside, a guitar leaning against the corner. He scanned our koms for two hours and handed us helmets and kneepads. We stepped around the corner to a staging area and put them on. Naturally they were old and dinged-up, and Danee’s helmet was way too large, falling down over her ears.

			“Do we really need all this stuff?” I asked, knowing the answer already.

			“Of course! This place is five hundred meters high. If you fell from up there, even at the low G, it would be like fifty meters back home.”

			“Well in that case, kneepads won’t help much, will they?”

			Danee raised an eyebrow. “I thought you were going to be open-minded?”

			We readied ourselves, then stopped for a moment in front of the entrance. Danee looked comic in the too-large helmet. Cute too – I couldn’t help thinking. Our eyes met and we both laughed: one minute here to collect a dead body, the next making whoopee in a theme park. Oh well.

			We passed through the door and, feeling the change in gravity, I made a rookie mistake instantly: stepping down too hard and bouncing high into the air. I performed a clumsy somersault before floating gently back down to floor level. Danee did far better, copying passers-by and adopting a sliding shuffle to move along.

			Lo-G World turned out to be a huge cylinder half a kilometer high and roughly 250 meters wide. Must have been an old reservoir or gas tank from a colony somewhere and now repurposed and welded onto the side of Jubilee. The giant space was alive with activity. Excited shouts and shrieks bounced off the round walls creating strange, distorted sounds. There were trampolines with people jumping to astonishing heights, a swimming pool with clear hardiplaz walls to retain the water that sloshed in high, slow-moving waves. In the center with paths radiating outward were shops and food stalls, and some kind of games area, and above us the air was filled with flying machines. Not just machines – I watched as a young woman glided to an elegant landing using nothing but a slinky batsuit with webbed arms. All possible and only possible in the ultralight gravity.

			Danee pointed to the trampolines and slid off in that direction. Next to us a group of older guys were playing a low-G ball game. One of them kicked the ball too hard and spun helplessly forward in a somersault from the opposing force: Newton’s Third Law in action. His mates laughed and jeered – proving human nature constant even if gravity wasn’t.

			I faced more humiliation at the trampolines. First bounce sent me way too high and despite a frenzy of midair twisting and writhing, I returned to earth headfirst. Danee on the trampoline next door was – of course – doing far better.

			She called to me. “Come over, it’s better with two!”

			I settled to the ground and joined her. We held hands facing each other and started bouncing. Slowly at first, then ever higher till the trampoline was a tiny square below us. Danee was right, with two people it made everything more stable and we could go higher. She shrieked with joy, face flushed, hair sticking out from under her helmet flopping up and down with each jump. Afterward we lay on the ground recovering, watching a couple of gyrocopters swoop around and over us.

			“That’s next!” Danee said.

			A bored-looking young woman with purple hair and piercings was working at the copter station, popping gum and playing with her kom. “Two?” she asked, barely looking up. Then without a word turned to fetch them from a nearby rack.

			I have to say, they were beautiful pieces of work. The bodies were made from a single piece of hardiplaz, featherlight in the low gravity. With a large rotor on top and a smaller one on the tail for stability, they looked a bit like ancient helicopters from Old Earth but running off pedal power, a monofilament drive train running up through the cage to the top rotor.

			The young woman strapped us in, adjusted the seat and pedals, and launched into a well-worn spiel. “Welcome to the Lo-G World gyrocoptering experience,” she said in a nasal monotone. “To ascend, simply start pedaling. To return to the ground, stop pedaling and your craft will gently descend.” She popped her gum loudly. “To control direction in flight, toggle the control stick like so.” She fiddled with Danee’s stick. “Seat belts must be worn at all times. Please observe all safety precautions and enjoy your Lo-G World gyrocoptering experience.” Before the last sentence was finished, she was already slouching back to her station.

			“Race you to the top!” I said and pushed down hard on the pedals.

			Blades whirred and the craft lurched into the air. Seconds later the ground was far below, but something was wrong with Danee’s machine. I saw a hand waving from the cockpit, the small figure of the attendant returning, bent over doing something, then moments later the blades turning. Good, that gave me a head start! I pedaled even harder, zooming into the higher reaches of the vast cylinder.

			Then without warning I lurched violently to the right, so sharply my head whiplashed. At the same instant one of the winged flyers zoomed through the flight path I’d been taking. Interesting. The machine had performed that evasive maneuver on its own. No way could a pedal-powered rotor craft do that. Had to be a small gravity engine hidden away somewhere on board connected to sensors and some rudimentary anti-collision AI. Clearly these things were designed to be idiotproof. Which was good. In less than a minute I’d almost killed someone – and I was a trained pilot.

			Down below everything was a toy town populated by ant people. A lift cable ran up the side of the cylinder, turning back around at a ledge near the roof. The cable had footrests and handholds at regular intervals. I watched as one of the winged flyers was hoisted to the top, then stepped out onto the ledge. An elderly man, thin with bronzed skin and a large beaked nose. He adjusted his wings and flexed his fingers, testing the control system that feathered them. Then he leaped off the ledge out into space, tucked into a dive to build speed, opened his arms and swung around into a graceful banking turn.

			Opposite us on the far wall, climbers neared the roof. They’d obviously clambered all the way up using only handholds (and no ropes or safety gear). I wondered what they would do on reaching the top – climb back down? My question was answered immediately. A young woman got to the very last handhold, then sprang backward out from the wall, performed a midair twist to face the ground and opened her arms to reveal a batwing. She swooped off, effortlessly adjusting her bodyweight to control the glide, seconds later finding a thermal current and circling back up to the roof. Real flying. If I lived on Jubilee, I’d be here doing this every day.

			Danee had nearly caught up to me, her craft whirring and rising in small circles. “There was something wrong, the girl had to fix it,” she called out, pointing to the blades.

			“Yeah, I saw.”

			We pedaled around the wall of the cylinder, taking everything in. The airspace was filled with small figures soaring and swooping, the distant sounds of people having fun percolating from the floor half a kilometer below. A moment of pure bliss. I stopped pedaling and floated in space, idiot grin on my face.

			Eventually we tired. Danee pointed to the ground and I gave a thumbs-up. I stopped pedaling and the craft began to sink, auto-rotation by the blades naturally slowing my fall to a safe speed in this ultralight gravity. As we sank, I kept waiting for my ears to pop, but of course that was not going to happen in the artificial habitat of Lo-G World – same air pressure all the way down.

			Close to floor level, a flight school was in progress, the instructor drilling her students. I watched as one of them botched a launch and sank ignominiously to the floor, wings flapping comically askew. We circled the park, watching people play in the pool and bounce on the trampolines, then set our copters back down at the station.

			Danee took off the helmet and shook her hair out, eyes shining. “Had enough?”

			My legs were burning and anyway, how could you top that? “Yep, for today anyway.”

			On our way out Danee dashed over to one of the souvenir stands and returned with a gift. A cheesy-looking, deliberately retro-styled badge she pinned to my shirt. Kinda thing they make in the millions for a fraction of a credit. Across the top it read:

			I got high…

			And along the bottom:

			…at Lo-G World!

			And in the middle was a 2D drawing of a grinning couple holding hands, bouncing in space. There were little lines running from the figures signifying great speed.

			“See, that’s us,” said Danee, “on the trampoline!”

			“Why, thank you!” I said with exaggerated gratitude. “I shall treasure it till my dying day.”
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