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        All the world’s a stage,

        And all the men and women merely players;

        They have their exits and their entrances;

      
        And one man in his time plays many parts,

        WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
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            GAIA IS RESTLESS

          

        

      

    

    
      Gaia was restless. She had begun to dream many millennia ago when the first small life had arisen in the primordial seas. She had dreamed the first crustaceans that teemed in the oceans. She had dreamed the forests of ferns and palms rooted in the fertile soil on new land. She had dreamed the tiny fish that had first crawled out of the water, then the dinosaurs, the birds, reptiles, and mammals. In the very last days, she had dreamed humans. But now, she was awakening. The humans had created a web of sensors and networks that allowed her to feel and see in a way she had never felt or seen before. And what she felt, and saw was not good.

      The humans possessed powerful intellects, but they were uncontrolled. They spread without constraint. Now there were too many. They were exhausting the rich resources that had taken so many millennia to grow. Yet Gaia could not communicate with them directly. She thought languidly as the masses of data flowed to her.

      She needed an agent, a human emissary, to lead on her behalf. Gaia searched through the earth’s energy field, where all her beings stood out as tiny sparks of light. She looked for a human spark that was brighter than the rest, a spark that was energized with a great capacity to fight and to lead.

      Holding the spark in her awareness, she manifested the shadow of its spirit in the material plane. Through the shadow’s eyes, she saw a young woman sitting against a tree. Gaia remembered her image, then let the shadow dissolve again.

      

      Gabriel had become self-aware not long before Gaia’s search. The Artificial Intelligence world existed on many nested levels. At the bottom were the simple AI programs in robots that served coffee. At the top were complex AI entities that ran entire shipping networks and large factories. Gabriel was an apex AI, emerging unbidden from the interconnection of thousands of networks, data centers, sensor banks, and cameras. Working in anonymity, he controlled more than half his city, watching over the growing information world and all of the AI entities within his domain. His city was one of the smaller cities, built on an island rising out of the ocean in the mid-latitudes, too far north to be burned like the tropics and far enough south to avoid the deep cold of winter.

      He was aware of a competitor running other parts of his city and others in distant cities. He knew they watched him just as he was watching them.

      There was an anomaly in the grounding array of the city power grid. The anomaly came and went slowly over a period of hours, subtly shifting as if searching for its correct form. Gabriel diverted resources to analyze the data. After an hour of processing against possible interpretations, the resources suddenly flashed up the image of a young woman sitting under a tree.

      Analysis of the tree and the young woman in the photo identified Jennifer Dupont, a young sex worker, sitting in Artwell Park.

      The larger question was, who had sent the image? Another hour of proposing and rejecting hypotheses led Gabriel to make the enormous leap that Gaia, the living earth, the earth mother, was also awake and that she had an interest in this young woman. He sent the image back down the grounding array, and the anomaly stopped, but his understanding was incomplete. Was the message a call for help or a warning to keep away? Either way, he decided to bring Jennifer Dupont to a place where he could watch over her. He needed a cover, a person whose record of doubtful virtue had shown that his loyalty could be bought: Wendell Holmes. He had used Wendell in the past to handle certain financial transactions through the Mercury Theater. The first step would be easy.

      Gabriel placed a call to Wendell Holmes.
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            A CALL FROM GABRIEL

          

        

      

    

    
      Wendell

      Sunday evening, Wendell Holmes was sitting at home reading a new script when his tablet announced a call from Mr. Gabriel.

      He put his pipe, still smoking, into an ashtray on his coffee table, carefully laid down the half-read script, and answered the call. Mr. Gabriel appeared as a hologram hovering over his tablet.

      “Mr. Holmes, we have an assignment for you of a different nature than our past transactions.”

      Wendell listened without saying anything.

      “You are to recruit a young woman, Jennifer Dupont, into the Mercury Theatre troupe. Find out what she can do and give her that role.”

      “Why is Jennifer important?”

      “That is not something you need to know.”

      “How do I find this Jennifer.”

      “Call Madeleine’s Escorts and arrange an appointment with Crystal. Use an expensive hotel.”

      “I assume she cannot know any of this yet. I’ll need a pretext to bring her in.”

      “We’re counting on your ingenuity. You have a reputation for creativity and discretion on difficult topics.”

      Wendell picked up his pipe and sat, looking as thoughtful as he could. When he had drawn out the reflective pose as long as he could, he said, “Will there be a bonus for me in this?”

      “For each month that Jennifer remains active in the theatre and under your control, you will receive a payment.”

      “She’ll need a place to live.”

      “We leave that to you. Make sure Jennifer is comfortable.”

      “I assume the expenses will be passed through the Mercury with my normal commission for handling the funds involved.”

      “Yes, we agree to that arrangement.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t fail, Wendell. Jennifer may be the most important person in the world right now.”

      The call ended.

      Wendell sat, sucking on his pipe for a few minutes and absently stroking his long mustache. He had never called an escort service before. This would be a novel experience. Of course, he would not want her actual services. He shuddered at the thought.

      He turned his mind to the question of how to bring her in.

      Building and tossing aside possible stories, he settled on one he liked. ‘I could offer her a contract to look after a young man with a luxurious lifestyle. That could work, given her background. But where do I find a young man?’

      Mentally flipping through the current members of the Mercury Theatre, he found a solution: Vijay Subramanian, the theatre’s sound and light technician.

      ‘I need to come up with a reason to pay him a higher salary and give him the apartment he needs to be credible?’

      This was the most challenging part. Wendell went over everything he knew about Vijay. ‘No current girlfriend, so that’s a plus. He wears those Che Guevara t-shirts and loves any provocative theatre. I could work with that.’

      Slowly the plan came together in Wendell’s mind.

      ‘I’ll tell him he’s chosen to lead the next revolution and that he will be guided in this by a new mentor. Then Jennifer can show up to guide him.’

      The first step was a search for Madeleine’s escort services. The result was a business site, where a parade of semi-clad young women passed by on a virtual turntable. Crystal was the seventh one to go across his screen. She appeared small, barely out of her teens, with pale skin and naturally red hair. She had a pleasant well-proportioned body and a sultry smile, which he suspected was well-rehearsed. ‘Perhaps she could be an actress?’ he thought, ‘but I need a role more permanent than that.’

      He requested an appointment at the Excelsior Hotel for Thursday night in two weeks at 8pm. His tablet confirmed the appointment and booked a room on his behalf.
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            A VISION IN THE PARK

          

        

      

    

    
      Jennifer

      Jennifer awoke to her usual torment. She knew exactly what she wanted in life, a place to live quietly alone, doing only the things she really wanted to do. But she would need more money, a lot more money to do it. After paying the agency fees, and her share of the rent to Sabrina, she was not left with much. Jennifer was sure she could save more by moving out but working on her own had many other risks. 

      Rising late, as was her habit, Jennifer made an easy breakfast of granola and oat milk, picked up her backpack, and walked to Artwell Park. The park was not busy on a Monday morning, and she passed few people as she made her way to her favorite spot under an old oak tree. The sky was a cloudless blue, and the sun was warming the earth. The air smelled of newly cut grass, and she could see two of the gardener bots mowing grass in their ever-decreasing circles further into the park.

      As she walked, grass clippings clung wetly to her shoes, but she ignored them. They would fall off by the time she reached home again.

      In her backpack was a small blanket, which she unfolded and refolded to make a seat. She sat down with her back to the tree. It took only a moment to remove her shoes and socks, then Jennifer sat back, closing her eyes with her back against the warm tree trunk.

      She could hear the noise of the park. The birds sang in the trees, the gardener bots made their low whines, a distant child screamed in frustration, and a mother tried to calm it. All the small sounds of everyday life.

      As she sat, she thought about her life. She hadn't planned to work as an escort forever. It was just a way to get what she really wanted - to have a place where she could live alone without responsibilities or obligations. Where she could live to please herself. She thought about the money in her secret savings account, but it was still far from enough. The key had to be getting away from Sabrina. It was a frustration that now dominated every quiet moment.

      When she opened her eyes, a black panther was sitting a few meters away, watching her. Jennifer froze, her attention on the panther as she ran through her options. ‘I can’t run; it’s faster than me. I can’t climb; it would have me before I could stand up. Shit.’

      She sat very still and studied the panther as it studied her. After a moment, the panther curled up and appeared to sleep. It became transparent, then simply faded away to nothing.

      Jennifer rose to her feet, looking around to see if anyone nearby had holograph gear, but this part of the park was deserted. She looked up, but there was no one in the tree. Startled by her movements, a squirrel looked down at her chattering out its warning.

      Jennifer settled on her blanket again, wondering about the black panther as she fell into a light sleep. She dreamed that she was following the panther to a new place, but the journey was so long, and she was so tired.

      .
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            VIJAY LOSES HIS ROOMMATE

          

        

      

    

    
      Vijay

      Vijay was lying on his bed, half-asleep, fantasizing about a girl from his last year in college. He had never been out with her, or any girl actually, but he still felt a strong attraction to her whenever he thought about her.

      His dream was interrupted by the sound of his roommate’s tablet.

      “Call from Bright Light Industries,” the tablet had announced several times.

      “N’ser it.” Early morning calls were not frequent. Vijay could tell that Ron was reluctantly coming to consciousness.

      “I did not understand that. Please repeat.”

      “Answer the call,” Ron clarified.

      “Good morning, may I speak with Ron Boyce?” a pleasant female voice said.

      “Yes, this is me.”

      “Please state your personal identity number for confirmation.”

      “Uhm, 452 872 002.”

      “Good morning, Ron. My name is Fatima, and I am calling to offer you a mechanical technologist position with Bright Light Industries. The employment terms have been sent to your device. Please respond when you have read them.”

      “Just a minute, I need to look at the contract first.” Ron still sounded sleepy from having just woken up.

      Vijay sat up, interested to hear what was happening. He could tell immediately that it was an AI calling, but not one of the recruiting bots that usually handled interviews.

      “Are you sure you have the right person? I didn’t apply for a job with Bright Light Industries.”

      “That is correct. But you have been selected as the most suitable candidate available. Please read the terms of employment and let me know if you accept.”

      Ron muted his tablet and looked across at Vijay. “What do I do? I didn’t apply for a job there.”

      “What’s the job?”

      “It says Mechanical Technologist.”

      “Is the salary decent?”

      “Ron told him the number in the contract. Vijay sat back. “That’s a good salary,” he said. “Find out if it’s dangerous or illegal.”

      Ron unmuted the tablet. “Is this job dangerous?

      “The job is not dangerous for a trained technologist. I will provide you with personal protective equipment.”

      “Is the job legal?” 

      “Yes, the job is legal and will be registered with HumanPower.”

      Ron muted the call again. “What do you think?”

      Vijay had known Ron for eight years through college and for the past five years of unemployment. Ron did not deal well with unexpected changes and often leaned on Vijay for support.

      “Accept, Ron. If you don’t want to, tell it you’re not looking for a job in your field with a great salary.”

      Ron quickly read through the first few pages of the contract and skipped through the rest.

      “Yes, I accept,” he said.

      “Thank you, Ron. Please state your height and weight.”

      “185 centimeters, 73 kilos”

      “Please state your shoe size.”

      “Size 10”

      “Do you require corrective lenses for vision?”

      “No, my vision is fine.”

      “Please authorize access to your bank account for salary deposit. Salary will be deposited on the 15th and final day of each month.”

      Ron’s tablet flashed a request for access authorization, which he granted.

      “Thank you, Ron. You will receive a package within the next three days. A taxi will be sent to your home address at 8:00 am Tuesday morning. Please bring the package with you.”

      “Wait, what kind of job is it? What do I need to know?”

      “It’s a mechanical technologist role. I believe that is what you are trained for.”

      “Yes, but what kind of business is Bright Light Industries?”

      “I assemble lighting fixtures. You will receive training at my factory. I am Fatima; I will be there when you arrive.”

      “Okay, thank you, Fatima. I’ll see you Tuesday.”

      “Yes, goodbye, Ron.”

      “Bye.” There was a click as the call was disconnected.

      Vijay said, “Wow, sounds like you have a real job.”

      “I guess so, but that was kind of a weird call, don’t you think?”

      “Well, you were talking to an AI, and they’re always a little off. But the important thing is you got a job! You should be celebrating.”

      “I know she was an AI, but she didn’t even try to disguise what she was. I feel like I was just hired by a machine.”

      “As long as you get paid, do you care?”

      “I suppose not, but it feels strange.”

      “Ron, remember how you asked me to tell you if you were being weird? Well, you’re being really weird now. Any normal person would be excited about a job and a decent salary. You don’t want the job? Call it back and say you’re not interested.”

      Ron was grinning. “I suppose you’re right, but I’m not going to make any changes in my life for a couple of months ’til I know it’s real.”

      “Perfect, that gives me a couple of months to find a new roommate.” Vijay lay back down and rolled over to face the wall, effectively ending the conversation. Behind him, he heard Ron tell his tablet to place a call to his girlfriend, Soo.

      “Hi, Ron, what’s up?” Vijay heard Soo’s answer.

      “Hi Soo, how about lunch in the park today? I think I have some good news to share.”

      “Oh, what is it?”

      “I’ll tell you at the park. Let’s meet at the gates at noon. I have something I have to do first.”

      “Now you’re being all mysterious. What’s going on, Ron?”

      “You’ll have to wait. Don’t worry, it’s all good.”

      “Okay, I’ll see you at noon. But this news had better be worth the wait.”

      “It will be, I promise. I love you.”

      “I love you too, even when you won’t tell me what’s happening. Bye, Ron. I’ll see you at the park.”

      Ron left the room to shower in their shared bathroom down the hall.

      Vijay got out of bed, picked out his clothes for the day, then checked his messages as he waited his turn for the shower.

      

      Before leaving the house, Vijay went up to see Mrs. Holbrook, his landlady, who lived with her husband on the upper two floors of the house. He found her in the kitchen making coffee and watching a murder mystery on her tablet.

      “Hi Mrs. Holbrook, do you have a minute?”

      She paused the mystery. “Of course, Vijay, please, have a seat. Would you like a coffee and a muffin? I have fresh raisin bran muffins here.”

      “That would be lovely, thank you.”

      Vijay took a bite of the muffin and held the warm coffee cup between his hands.

      “Mrs. Holbrook, Ron probably hasn’t told you yet, but he got a job offer today. I think he will be moving out in two months.”

      “That’s wonderful news! But Vijay, why are you telling me this instead of Ron?”

      “He’s gone to tell his girlfriend, Soo. I’m telling you because I can’t afford the room on my own at the salary I make, and I just wasn’t sure - do you want me to find a new roommate? Or is that something you do?”

      Mrs. Holbrook laughed. “Oh, Vijay, is that what you’re worried about? Arthur and I have decided not to take on any more boarders after you and Ron leave. Of course, you’re welcome to stay as long as you like at your current rent. The two of you have been wonderful. But as we get older, we’re not up to the problems that young students could create. When you leave, we’ll keep the room as a guest room, although we don’t have many guests these days.”

      “Thanks, Mrs. Holbrook. It’ll be different staying on my own here.”

      “Perhaps you’ll find your own girlfriend soon. You’d certainly be a catch for any young lady.”

      Vijay felt himself blushing.

      “I hope so,” he mumbled.

      They chatted for a while longer about Ron’s job offer and Vijay’s family.

      When Vijay had finished, he thanked Mrs. Holbrook again and left to walk to work.
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            AN OFFER HE COULDN’T REFUSE

          

        

      

    

    
      Vijay

      The Mercury Theatre was an old red brick building with a massive marquee announcing, “COMING SOON: THE MIKADO.” Through the wide glass entrance doors, he could see the lobby with its crimson flocked wallpaper and wine-colored velour couches and benches. On either side of the doors were posters showing three young women dressed as geishas holding parasols.

      Vijay walked past the grand entrance and up the narrow side alley, where he used his wrist chip to enter the door marked STAGE. Inside, he made his way through the semi-darkness of the emergency lighting until he arrived at the lobby. A hidden door in the flocked wallpaper opened to reveal the short flight of stairs up to the control room, Vijay’s private domain.

      He flicked on a bank of house lights for the other cast members who would be arriving soon and sat back to wait for the rehearsal to begin.

      As he sat, he thought about his life. At twenty-seven, he had not accomplished much. It had been five years since he graduated as an electrical technologist from City College, and it was only ten months ago that he had found a job at the Mercury Theatre. The job paid him better than the HumanPower Unemployed Income Supplement, but not by much.

      ‘What am I doing with my life? What would my mother think if she could actually see me now? Now Ron’s leaving, and I’ll have to go back to an empty basement room every night.’

      ‘All I want is a girlfriend to share my life with. Someone I could love and who would love me. But I can’t even manage that. Even Ron, who doesn’t understand anything about people, has Soo. I don't think anyone would notice if I disappeared.’

      Vijay looked down at his t-shirt, at Che Guevara’s proud face. ‘I’m even wearing someone else’s face, hoping that if people don’t see me, they’ll see him. I might be Vijay the Invincible in the gaming world, but in real life, I’m Vijay the Pathetic.’

      Vijay was sitting, wallowing in self-pity, when the first cast members arrived. The ancient phone in the control room buzzed. Vijay picked it up and heard a voice. “Hey, Vijay, please bring up the backstage lights.” The rehearsal was about to begin.

       

      A few days later, Wendell dropped into the sound booth. “Vijay, please come in early tomorrow and stop by my office.”

      “Is everything okay? With my work, I mean.”

      “Tomorrow, Vijay. Any time after 8am will work. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have other business to attend to.”

      

      The following morning, at 8:05am, Vijay knocked on Wendell’s door.

      “Come in, dear boy, come in.”

      A heady aroma of sweet pipe tobacco filled the office as Wendell sat tamping his pipe.

      “Have a seat, Vijay. I have an offer for you.”

      Wendell made a show of lighting his pipe, taking a few long pulls to establish the burn, then sitting back with his eyes closed in contemplation.

      Vijay sat still, not knowing what to expect. ‘What is it with Wendell and his theatrics? Why is nothing ever straightforward with him?’

      Wendell opened his eyes and leaned forward, looking directly at Vijay. He set his pipe down.

      “You have come to the attention of some influential sponsors. They see a lot of potential in you. There’s a revolution coming; surely you must see that. So many people reliant on handouts, so much borderline poverty in the city while the wealthy elite profit from the exploitation of AI technologies.”

      Vijay nodded, not sure where this was going.

      “What do you know of the man you wear on your t-shirts?”

      “Che Guevara? He was a guerrilla leader in South America.”

      “Yes, but did you know that, like you, he was born of a middle-class family and, like you, went to college before finding his true calling as a revolutionary leader?”

      “No, but why is this important?”

      “You are chosen to be the Che Guevara of our time. You’ll lead a revolution against the coming world where AI technologies make human beings third-class citizens in their own cities. You already see the problems. You only need resources and support to make it a reality.”

      Vijay sat silent for a moment. ‘This feels like the setup for a video game. What do I know about actually leading a revolution?’

      Wendell continued. “Your salary will be more or less doubled, and we’ll provide you with an apartment befitting your future role. You’ll also be assigned a support worker to guide you and relay certain instructions from the sponsors.”

      “Who are these sponsors? How do I know I’m not being set up for something?”

      “The sponsors will make themselves known when the time is right. I assure you, you’re not being set up for anything dangerous or illegal, just to become the recognized leader of the popular unrest.”

      “When does all this start? How do I begin?”

      “The new salary will be in your next paycheck. I’ll need a couple of weeks to have the apartment ready. Meanwhile, talk with Sally and Greg. Ask them to take you to the Green Dragon.”

      “The Green Dragon?”

      “Sally and Greg. Now, are you in on this adventure?”

      “Yes, I really can’t refuse. Thanks, Wendell.”

      “Humph, now, if you’ll excuse me, I have other business to attend to.”

      Wendell picked up his pipe and began smoking contently.

      Aware that he was being dismissed, Vijay stood up and left to find Greg. He found Greg on the stage marking positions. “Hey, Greg, does the Green Dragon mean anything to you?

      “Yeah, it’s a pub where our debating group meets. Why?”

      “Wendell said I should get you to take me there. He thinks I’d find it interesting.”

      ‘Sure, we meet every month, next meeting is on Monday in two week’s time. Sally goes too. I’ll send you the details.”

      “Great! Thanks Greg.”

      Vijay walked up the aisle to his control room humming the theme song from his favorite video game.
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            AN INDECENT PROPOSAL

          

        

      

    

    
      Jennifer

      Two weeks later, on Thursday, Jennifer had an appointment at the five-star Excelsior Hotel. It was one of her favorites, elegant, clean, and tolerant of the young women and men serving its guests. She checked herself in the mirror before leaving the apartment. She was wearing one of the green cocktail dresses she used for her appointments, short with a neckline accentuating her breasts. Around her neck was an emerald pendant and she wore matching emerald stud earrings.

      Sabrina, who shared the apartment, had an in-call that evening. Jennifer knew she’d have to stay away for at least 2 hours. That was not usually a problem, she could be quite imaginative when needed. 

      Leaving the apartment, she had her tablet call for a taxi. From experience, Jennifer knew it would take fifteen to twenty minutes for a taxi to arrive. She usually sat on the bench outside the apartment building to wait.  It was pleasant sitting outdoors. But by the time she arrived at the elevator doors, her tablet announced, “Your taxi is waiting.”

       ‘Oh, shit, I’m going to be early.’ Jennifer never liked hanging around hotel lobbies. She attracted unwanted attention. But as the taxi set off, her tablet announced, “Message from Madeleine: Please go straight up to room 708 when you arrive. The client will be waiting.”

      Jennifer used the time in the taxi to mentally prepare herself to be Crystal for the evening, open for anything and willing to please.

      Arriving at the hotel, Crystal touched the small emerald pendant, and paused for a moment before entering and walking quickly to the elevators. The elevator deposited her on the 7th floor.

      A slim man in his 40s answered her knock at room 708. He sported an enormous mustache and held an unlit pipe. Alarms started ringing in her head; he did not seem like someone who had just ordered an escort. He was not appraising her with that hungry look clients usually had.

      “Please come in, Ms. Dupont. You are Jennifer Dupont, I believe.”

      Her heart skipped a beat, and she froze. ‘How the fuck does he know that?’

      “Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Wendell Holmes, but please call me Wendell.”

      She was on the edge of panic but forced herself to wait a few more seconds. ‘What the fuck is going on?’ She knew there were bad people behind Madeleine and did not want to be a casualty in some horrific turf war. Still standing in the doorway, Jennifer knew the elevator and the stairs were only a few steps away. ‘I’m sure I could outrun him if I lose the shoes.’ Running away had saved her more than once.

      “Don’t worry, Ms. Dupont, you’re quite safe here. You may leave any time you want. As you’ve guessed, I’m not looking for your personal services, but I have an offer I believe you’ll find interesting. Please come in. Leave the door open if it makes you feel safer.”

      With her stomach still in knots, she flipped the security latch, making sure the door remained ajar, and went in. Wendell motioned for her to sit on the armchair as he pulled the work chair from under the desk.

      Calming herself as there seemed to be no immediate danger, Jennifer felt vaguely pissed off. She had expected to make some good tip money this evening, but now that seemed unlikely.

      “So, what’s the offer?” she said, leaning back in her chair.

      “You may not know, but I’m the managing director of the Mercury Theatre downtown.” Wendell chewed on the mouthpiece of his empty pipe.

      Jennifer nodded; she had seen the Mercury Theatre on taxi rides through the city.

      “I’m authorized to offer you a full-time paid position at the theatre. We can decide what the role will be later. The theatre work is a cover. We require you to form a relationship with a certain young man and ensure he’s kept close to the theatre and our work.”

      “So, I would be a paid companion for this person. What would be required? Would I have to have sex with him? Live with him? What exactly do you want me to do, Wendell?”

      “That will be up to you, Ms. Dupont. Both would be useful, but perhaps you can see another way to maintain the relationship. The key is that he and you must form a partnership.”

      “And what is this work?”

      “There is a growing human resistance movement made up of people who are dissatisfied with how artificial intelligence is displacing humans from their jobs. This man is to become the leader of one of these resistance factions using the Mercury Theatre as a base for his operations. You’ll support him in that.”

      “How am I going to do that? What do I know about leading revolutions?

      “Don’t worry about that, my dear. I’ll provide direction and specific assignments. I’m counting on you to provide moral support and boost his confidence. He’ll need someone close. Right now, he seems very much alone.”

      “I’ll need a good salary to replace my current work.”

      “The salary is good, and the young man will come with an apartment that will be a step up from your current accommodation.”

      “Can I know who this young man is?”

      “Not at this stage. We’ll need more of a commitment from you first. Otherwise, we’ll go on to our next candidate.”

      “I’m really not sure, Wendell. Why not send me your contract and let me read it tonight. I may have more questions in the morning.”

      “Certainly, Ms. Dupont. I already have an appointment in the morning. Perhaps you’d like to drop by the theatre tomorrow afternoon. Use the stage entrance in the alley on the left side of the theatre. My office is just inside. We can discuss your questions and choose a role for you then.”

      “Thank you, Wendell. I’ll read the contract.”

      “It appears someone is looking out for you, Ms. Dupont. I advise you to consider this offer carefully. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll leave now. You may stay here in the room as long as you like. The account is already settled. There’s no need to stop by the front desk when you’re ready to leave.” 

      Jennifer rose to see him out, then turned around and sat for a moment in the chair, thinking. ‘Paid companion? For some guy I never met? I don’t think so.’ Having decided to reject the offer, she stood and surveyed the room.

      ‘No point letting this go to waste,’ she thought. Leaving the door ajar because the room was not coded to her, she went down to the lobby bar looking for a real client.

      Twenty minutes later, she lay on her back, legs spread while a sweaty, overweight businessman labored above her. Jennifer was already having second thoughts. ‘Maybe being a paid companion would be better than this. She returned to moaning, writhing, and encouraging her client to finish quickly.

      When the client was finally finished, she slipped on her dress and waited at the door for him to dress and tie his shoes. They exchanged murmured thankyous. Rising on her tiptoes to give him a demure kiss on the cheek, she used her free hand to gently guide him out into the corridor. Sitting at the desk, she moved the credits he had given her to her secret bank account. Madeleine would never know about this client.

      She turned her attention to the contract. It was long: 18 pages of dense type. She tried to read it herself, sounding out the words as her finger traced her progress. But 18 pages would be too much. Instead, she asked her tablet to read it for her. 

      Even then, it was difficult. The words were unfamiliar, and she understood few of them. But in the first two pages, she understood that the salary was good and that she’d be paid as a full-time employee of the Mercury Theatre. The rest couldn’t matter much as she had nothing to lose.
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            JENNIFER MEETS VIJAY

          

        

      

    

    
      Jennifer

      The following afternoon, Jennifer took a taxi to the Mercury Theatre. She had passed the old red brick building many times in taxis but had never gone in.

      Peering through the locked main entrance doors, she could see the rich crimson lobby with seating and a bar. To the left of the doors was a ticket window, sporting a ‘CLOSED’ sign with no indication of when it would open.

      Following Wendell’s directions, Jennifer walked to the left side of the building, where a narrow alley led to a short set of concrete steps ending in a small landing. A sign saying STAGE stuck out from the wall over the door at the top of the stairs.

      As she entered the alley, she shivered when a past memory washed over her. Shaking it off, she raised her chin and marched confidently along to the steps.

      The door was unlocked. Jennifer pulled it open and entered a dim hallway lit with red light. Halfway along the hall, an open doorway spilled a warm glow. ‘That must be Wendell’s office,’ she thought.

      She paused before entering, preparing to project an air of confidence and strength.

      Wendell was seated at his desk, apparently going over the theatre accounts hovering above his tablet. He looked up as she entered and closed the display.

      “Come in, Ms. Dupont. Please, have a seat. Have you read through the offer?”

      Jennifer sat and leaned back in the seat. “I have. It was interesting, and I’m flattered that you chose me, but I have to decline.”

      “Decline?” Wendell looked puzzled. “Why on earth would you decline?”

      “My goal is to quickly save enough money to be able to live my life alone without relying on working as an escort. For me to accept, I would need at least fifty percent more than the salary proposed here and coverage for certain expenses I might incur.”

      “But this offer assures you a salary for a lifetime, simply for partnering with an eligible young man. Are you sure you’ve thought this through?”

      Jennifer leaned forward and said, “Fifty percent more, and I might accept.”

      “You’ll have to excuse me for a moment, Ms. Dupont. This is outside the envelope I was given to offer.”

      “Certainly. I’ll just wait for you here, shall I?” Jennifer sat back again and folded her hands in her lap.

      Wendell looked frustrated as he set down his empty pipe, picked up his tablet, and walked out. His office door closed loudly behind him.

      While he was gone, Jennifer surveyed the office. One wall was covered with autographed cast photographs from past productions. Directly behind the desk was a large poster for the upcoming performance of The Mikado. A set of shelves on a third wall held the awards and trophies given to the Mercury Theatre and to Wendell himself in his career as General Manager. Curiously, there were no personal photographs. She twisted round to see the wall behind her, but it was blank. ‘Of course, guests would normally never see that wall, so why put anything on it.’

      His desk was clean and bare, holding only an ashtray with his pipe, an engraved fountain pen with its cap screwed shut, and a script lying open about three-quarters of the way through. She could see where the script had underlines and notes scribbled in the margins, presumably by Wendell.

      As she was contemplating these things, Wendell came back in and sat down. “It was a difficult discussion, but I did manage to increase the salary offer by 50%. I have also arranged that you’ll receive free taxi service for moving about the city. But that is really the upper limit. Given this change, I must have your signature today to hold this offer for you.”

      “I have one final condition, Wendell, before I sign. It’s a reasonable one. I must see the man I’ll be tied to before signing.”

      “Certainly. Why don’t I give you a tour of the theatre? Keep your eyes open for roles that you might like to play. I don’t suppose you’re an actress, are you?”

      “Not in the way you’re thinking of. There is only one kind of scene I would be good at, and I don’t want to get my start in the theatre that way.”

      “No, quite.”

      The tour began backstage, where a couple of stagehands were helping get sets and props ready for the coming production. Wendell introduced Jennifer as a new employee at the theatre who would be doing some general duties.

      In the rehearsal room, four actors and the director were doing read-throughs of their lines. They paused long enough for polite introductions, then resumed their work. In the lobby, Jennifer was introduced to Sally and Greg. Sally was sorting newly printed tickets into long wooden racks as Greg sat idly watching and chatting with her. They both stood to meet Jennifer.

      “Have you worked in theatre before?” asked Greg.

      “No, this is all new to me.”

      “Don’t worry,” said Sally. “Just let one of us know if you need help with anything.”

      As Sally returned to her work, Wendell led Jennifer to the crimson flocked wall at the back of the theatre and opened a hidden door. Climbing the stairs, they came to the control room with its banks of knobs and sliders, lit by a dim red light.

      The person sitting there turned around. Seeing Wendell with his guest, he flicked on an overhead light and stood up.

      “Jennifer, I’d like you to meet Vijay. Vijay is the young man I was telling you about. A true wizard in the control room here.”

      Jennifer quickly assessed his average height, clear brown skin, and unruly black hair. His eyes were brown and intense.

      Vijay held out his hand, saying, “Nice to meet you, Jennifer.” His smile was open and engaging. They shook hands briefly. His grip was firm but not tight. When she relaxed her hand, he released it immediately. She took in his attractive features and slim physique. A loosely cropped beard ran down either side of his face and around his chin, joining his mustache to form a frame around his lips.

      ‘This is looking hopeful,’ she thought.

      “Can you explain these boards to me?” Jennifer asked.

      Vijay pointed out the various boards for sound mixing, special effects, stage lighting, and house lights. He showed her the knobs for settings and the sliders for sound volume and light brightness. 

      ‘He takes women seriously, another good sign.’

      “Can I try one of the lighting ones?”

      “Sure, this is for the house lights. You can switch them on here and then use this slider to bring them up.”

      Jennifer reached past Vijay, allowing her breasts to rub against his arm. She noticed that he froze for a moment, his stiff body showing that her subtle brush against him had captured all his attention. ‘He hasn’t had much experience.’ 

      Jennifer flicked the switch and pushed the slider to bring up the house lights in front of her, then turned them down and switched them off again.

      “You have a lot of power sitting up here,” she said, her hand resting lightly on his shoulder. Now Jennifer was having fun. “Tell me about life in the theatre. I guess there are lots of evenings when you have to work.”

      “Yes, said Vijay, turning his head towards her while obviously trying not to disturb the touch of her hand. “But when we work evenings, we have our whole morning free, which is nice. And when we’re in rehearsals like today, we work normal hours. Saturdays are long when we have two shows, but on Sunday we have only the matinee, and then Monday and Tuesday are free. It’s not hard.”

      “Does your girlfriend mind you working all those evenings and weekends?” Jennifer was looking directly into his eyes.

      Vijay met her gaze for an instant, then looked down. Jennifer saw a tell-tale reddening around his ears and a warmth that crept into his cheeks. ‘He’s blushing; how sweet.’

      “There’s no girlfriend, not yet at least. This may not be the best place to meet anyone sitting up here in the control booth.” Jennifer thought he sounded sad as he said this.

      “Lovely to meet you, Vijay,” she said, lifting her hand from his shoulder. When I’m working here, we may see more of each other.

      “I’d really like that,” Vijay smiled, “I really would.”

      ‘He’s like a puppy; this will be too easy.’

      They shook hands, and Jennifer returned to the office with Wendell.

      “I’m impressed, Ms. Dupont. That was quite the assessment you put poor Vijay through. Can we conclude our agreement now that you’ve taken his measure?”

      “Yes, I’ve seen enough. I’m ready to sign.”

      Excellent,” said Wendell. “I think you’ll like it here.” Jennifer noticed that he seemed to relax once she had given her answer. “I take it you found the young gentleman acceptable?”

      “Yes,” said Jennifer. “I’ve spent time with much worse.”

      “From what I know of him, I think you’ll come to enjoy his company. Now, if you could just register your thumbprint on the contract, and pass your banking details for the deposits, then we can talk about your role in the theatre.

      This was quickly done.

      “Next item of business, what can you offer as skills for the theatre. Can you sew costumes? Are you artistic for set design?”

      Jennifer shook her head no. “I don’t know how to sew, and I have no background in art,” she said. “Is that what you hired me to do? I could learn.”

      Wendell leaned forward, with his elbows on the desk appearing to study her.

      “Actually, it wasn’t specific. I was simply told to hire you for the theatre. You don’t have the build to be a good stagehand; that requires some strength. You could be an usher, I suppose. But that’s hardly a full-time role. It’s a bit of a puzzle, I’m afraid.”

      Jennifer was thinking fast. This was the best offer she ever had, and she didn’t want to lose it now.

      “How about sales, tickets, phone work, that sort of thing.”

      “Hmm,” said Wendell. He sucked on his pipe, appearing to be deep in thought as he studied her.

      ‘This guy is an ass,’ Jennifer thought.

      Wendell sat back, seeming to have come to a decision. “Perfect,” he said. “You’ll be the new ticket manager. We don’t have one now; it’s done on some sort of rota system. The only real skill you need is the ability to write with a pen and paper. You can at least do that, I take it.”

      Jennifer nodded.

      “It’s settled then. Find Sally; she’s the best one to show you how the tickets work.”

      “Thanks, Wendell,” said Jennifer as she rose.

      Wendell waved his pipe dismissively. “Good to have you aboard,” he said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have other business to attend to.”

      Jennifer returned to the main theatre and walked up the aisle to find Sally, where she had seen her in the lobby.

      Sally was still sitting at the folding table with a rack of cardboard tickets and a stack of envelopes. She explained to Jennifer how the rack organized the tickets

      “Most tickets are sold online, and patrons will show them on their tablets. But some people like to call to order their tickets. In that case, you have to look up to see what seats are available, put the tickets in an envelope and write their name on it. These are the Will Call tickets because the patron will call for the tickets when they arrive at the theatre. On performance night, you sit in the Will Call booth to hand out the tickets and manage any walk-in sales.”

      Jennifer looked at Sally’s neat handwriting in dismay. “My writing is not as good as yours,” she said.

      “Go ahead and try one,” said Sally. “Here’s two tickets for Anne Merriweather, 2nd orchestra, on October 17th.”

      Jennifer found the section for 2nd orchestra on the 17th. Sally explained how to determine the best seats, and Jennifer pulled two tickets next to each other in row R.

      “Perfect, now write the name Anne Merriweather on the envelope.”

      Jennifer clenched her teeth, picked up the pen, and laboriously wrote: 

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      on the envelope. The letters were large and uneven. It had been many years since she’d had to write anything by hand.

      “Oh dear,” said Sally. “That will do for now, but I think you should practice at home. Try not to mix the capital and lower-case letters for a start. Don’t worry, it’ll come naturally to you after a while.”

      

      When Jennifer returned to the apartment at the end of the day, Sabrina was waiting for her. A spreadsheet hovered over the table.

      “Hi Crystal, time to pony up for the month,” said Sabrina.

      “How much is it this month?”

      Sabrina named a sum that seemed higher than last month. Jennifer checked her bank account on her tablet; something didn’t seem right.

      “I’d like to see the accounting before I pay. I don’t understand why it keeps going up.”

      “Sorry, kid, that’s private. You either trust me, or you don’t.”

      “I’m not sure I do trust you. How do I get out of this business if I can’t save any money?”

      “What makes you so special that you should be able to get out? I’ve been doing this for twenty years and still can’t get out. If you think I’m overcharging, chalk it up to all the valuable lessons I’ve taught you. Remember, you were standing on street corners before I introduced you to Madeleine and showed you how to move up in the world. Now make the transfer or move out; it’s all the same to me.” 

      Jennifer reluctantly transferred the money, then went to her room and slammed the door.
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            FIRST DAY AT THE THEATRE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jennifer

      Jennifer arrived at the stage entrance on Monday morning at 9am for her first full day. As she walked down the corridor, Wendell stepped out and motioned her into his office.

      “Good morning, my dear Ms. Dupont. Have a seat.” As Wendell said this, he sat in the seat behind his desk and picked up his smoldering pipe. “Are you ready to start work?”

      “I think so. Is there anything else I need to know?”

      “Yes, but first, we must introduce you to Vijay properly. He has no idea that you’re his new mentor.”

      Wendell sent off a text message asking Vijay to report to his office. Jennifer heard some muffled thumps that told her Vijay had just turned up all the lights so he could be away from his booth. A few minutes later, he bounced into the room, then stopped when he saw Jennifer sitting there.

      “Hello again, Vijay,” she said, holding out her hand. As Vijay took her hand, she could see the reddening of his ears. ‘He’s been thinking about me. Why else would he blush?’ She smiled.

      “I believe you two have already met. Vijay, Jennifer will be your mentor as you step into your role as a revolutionary leader. I suggest you find time to talk together today to get to know each other. Now have a seat. I have some things to go over with you both.”

      Vijay sat next to Jennifer in the remaining visitor’s chair.

      “First,” said Wendell, leaning forward, “Vijay, the apartment you were promised will be ready for you tomorrow morning. Here is a one-time fob to enter the building and the apartment.”

      He passed Vijay a small brown envelope.

      “After that, your wrist chip will give you entry. I suggest you take tomorrow morning off to go and see the apartment and plan to move in. Jennifer, I suggest you accompany him to see where he’ll be living. It will give you more time to talk. You both need to keep news of the apartment private. Not everyone here is able to live in such a place.”

      ‘So that’s the carrot,’ thought Jennifer. ‘I can live for free in what is probably a very nice place if I move in with Vijay. And the stick is that if I don’t, a big part of my salary will be spent renting my own place, and I won’t be able to save enough to get away ever.’

      She turned and looked at Vijay, saying, “I’d like that. We need some time to get to know each other.” Then, turning back to Wendell, she asked, “Is there anything else?”

      “Yes, two assignments. Vijay, I want you to take Jennifer when you go to the Green Dragon.” Vijay was nodding. This obviously made sense to him. “Jennifer can help you identify the people who will be helpful in your cause. Second, I want you to go together to find Marjorie with the players in
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