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      To my father who made sure that his children saw as much of the world as possible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
            Tyger, tyger, burning bright

            In the forests of the night,

            What immortal hand or eye

            Could frame thy fearful symmetry?

        

      
           

        WILLIAM BLAKE

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHARACTERS FROM PREVIOUS BOOKS

          

        

      

    

    
      I realize it may have been a while since you read Jennifer’s Blessing, or perhaps this is the first of the Jennifer books you have picked up. As a help, I offer this quick summary of the characters we have met so far.

      Characters

      Jennifer Dupont is a young sex-worker, identified for special attention by Gaia. She is offered a contract to mentor and support Vijay Subramanian, eventually falls in love with him, and they exchange Vows of Life Partnership.

      

      Vijay Subramanian is an electrical technician working in the Mercury Theatre, where he met Jennifer. Vijay is the leader in a string of protests against low wages and poor living conditions. He believes the introduction of Artificial Intelligence is the root cause of many social ills.

      

      Parvati and Dylan are twins, born to Jennifer and Vijay about three years ago.

      

      Molly is the 2-meter-tall security robot that has become a beloved member of Vijay and Jennifer’s family. She considers Cindy her friend and is trusted as a nanny with Parvati and Dylan.

      

      Denum was created by Molly during an AI war in which Molly assumed almost all of the computing resources on their island. She split into two, leaving Denum to run all the island utilities and business, so that Molly could continue to look after the Subramanian family.

      

      Cindy and her sister, Melanie, were young teens brought in off the streets by Vijay. He finds a new home for them with his former landlady, Mrs. Holbrook, and her husband.

      

      Ron Boyce is Vijay’s best friend. They were roommates at the beginning of the series until Ron moved out to live with his girlfriend Soo. Ron believes the influence of Artificial Intelligence (AI) is a force for good and the current social ills are a transitional phase. He and Vijay squabble over this clash of ideas when they meet. Mi Cha is Ron and Soo’s daughter.

      

      Sally and Greg (almost always seen together) are the youngest members of two very wealthy families. Sally and Greg work at the theatre and join Vijay’s protests as an act of rebellion within their families.

      

      Marjorie Fitzhaven was originally the manager of the Players in the Park but has since joined Jennifer as business manager of the vineyard. Marjorie has a crush on  Chris Martingale.

      

      Chris Martingale is the owner of the Atlantean Treasures new age store, and sometimes spiritual advisor to Jennifer.

      

      Dr. Gloria Gladstone is a professor of psychology who has become a personal advisor to Jennifer.

      

      Professor LaFlamme is a university professor who teaches Jennifer about the role of the Cistercian churches in the past, and about the elements of traditional religions

      

      Martin Dimpler (Harry Winston) is Jennifer’s favorite jeweler. Harry Winston is an elegant high end jewelry store where Jennifer is a regular client.

      

      Audrey Pankris taught Jennifer the business of being a newscaster and has remained a friend.

      

      Shilpa Subramanian is Vijay’s sister. She and her partner, Kam, are stowaways aboard a container ship under the protection of Denum and Jennifer.

      

      Maa and Baba are Vijay’s parents. His family are Tamils.

      

      The virus is a rapidly mutating virus which can lie dormant for a week or two, then quickly leads to death in almost all cases. There is no vaccine or treatment, and it threatens to kill all humans on the planet. Jennifer believes the virus was loosed by Gaia to solve the problems of human population explosion and the destruction of natural habitats and species. The Viral Exclusion Zones were established to prevent travel of people and transmission of the virus between the zones.

      Locations

      The apartment is where Jennifer and Vijay live in relative luxury, paid for by Denum.

      

      The vineyard is the location chosen by Jennifer as the home for the Gaian religion. It includes the mess hall where they take their meals, an old oak tree where Jennifer likes to meditate, the pond with benches where Jennifer and Vijay like to sit and reflect.

      

      The cottage at the end of the world is a small cottage retreat that Vijay purchased for Jennifer She uses it whenever she feels the need to escape. Near the cottage are the Café and the Pub, in the fishing village of Snug Harbor.

      

      Shakespeare’s Pub is the pub across the street from the Mercury Theatre where Jennifer and Vijay had their wedding reception party.

      

      The Green Dragon Pub is the meeting point for various debating groups. Vijay holds his meetings with the captains of his protest cells there. This is where he met Cindy and Melanie for the first time.
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            PART 1: YEAR 2 OF THE GAIA FOUNDATION (2043)
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            UNEXPECTED SHIPMATES

          

        

      

    

    
      Shilpa

      Three days into the voyage, Shilpa and Kam were relaxing on the bridge with Denum. Shilpa rested her hand on her belly. She was at the end of her first trimester. While she thought she could feel a small bulge, it was still too early to feel the baby. Kam interrupted her thoughts when he noticed movement on the deck below. “Who’s that?”

      “Go into your cabin and lock the door,” said Denum. “Do not come out unless I instruct you.”

      “How will we know it’s you?” asked Kam.

      “Our password will be ‘Molly the Elephant.’ Now go and lock the door.”

      As they turned to leave, Shilpa took one more look at the deck. A bright flash between the containers seemed to immobilize two nearby robots.

      A moment later, there was a knock at the door. “Molly the Elephant with supplies,” said Denum on the other side.

      Kam cracked open the door, then opened it wide to admit Denum loaded down with four more cases of foodstuffs and water. “This should be enough if there is a problem,” he said.

      “What kind of problem?” asked Shilpa.

      “The kind that would require backup from the city.” Then he was gone.

      Shilpa and Kam reorganized the supplies, moving water out of the fridge to make room for more perishable items and settling down to withstand a siege.

      A few hours later, they heard heavy banging and then voices outside their door, laughing and cheering. From what they could make out, a group of stowaways was on the bridge.

      “Those EMP bombs stopped them in their tracks,” they heard one say.

      “I told you they would,” said another. “They’re not armored for it. They’re just deck bots used to maintain the ship and look after the load.”

      “It was fucking unbelievable,” said a fourth.

      Then the voices went quiet as the group wandered on, apparently touring the ship they had taken over.

      

      It was after midnight that night. Shilpa had just gone to sleep when Kam woke her. “I heard a knock at the door.” They both sat up in their bed and listened.

      “Molly the Elephant with more supplies,” said Denum in a quiet voice. Kam opened the door and took in another three cases of supplies from the robot.

      “Are you staying with us?” asked Shilpa.

      “No, I have to hide so I can guide reinforcements when they come. This body will not withstand one of their EMP devices. You are on your own. Do not open this door for anyone until you hear me give the password again. The next time you see me, my body may be different. Trust in the password.”

      “What’s an EMP device?” asked Kam.

      “It lets off an intense electromagnetic pulse that damages electronic circuits in range. Theirs are relatively small, and the ship's steel structure provides some protection. Still, their devices are powerful enough to disable any bots nearby. Military bots are shielded against them, but these bodies are not.”

      Denum left and closed the door. Kam and Shilpa carefully locked the door behind him. They organized the extra supplies before climbing back into bed.

      Shilpa huddled against Kam, who put his arms around her. She knew she was shaking but could not stop. “Hush,” he said. “We’ll be fine. If we can’t spend four days locked up in a cabin, what hope do we have of being together for the next 60 years?”

      Shilpa lay still for a long time until his calm, regular breathing told her Kam had fallen asleep. She thought about Vijay, and the last time she had seen him thirteen years ago, when he went to the airport to go to college in the distant city. ‘I never thought he would be cut off by the exclusion zones,’ she thought. She carefully rolled over, curled up, and went to sleep herself.

      

      The next day, they heard the voices on the bridge again. The stowaways were enjoying their ocean voyage. At night, they disappeared.

      “Must be going to the other cabins,” said Kam. They could hear water being run and toilets being flushed, which gave them cover for their own hygiene.

      The second day, the voices were more worried. “We lost Alok and Regina last night,” said a voice. “They’re gone.”

      “We must have missed a damned bot somewhere,” said another. “Do we have any of the EMP devices left?”

      “Morty has one.”

      “Don’t waste it. We’ll need it when we find the missing bot.”

      “Do you think it’s in the captain’s cabin? We could cut a hole and toss it in there.”

      “But if that’s not where it is, then we’re out of options.”

      A female voice spoke up. “Why don’t we set a watch over the cabin door tonight? If anything comes out, we hit it with the EMP.” If nothing comes out, then we haven’t lost anything.”

      Shilpa and Kam lay silent on the bed, listening.

      That evening, they stayed silent in their room, worried that any sound could give them away.

      “Is Denum killing them?” whispered Shilpa.

      “We don’t know that,” said Kam, but Shilpa didn’t believe him.

      Shilpa sat on the steel floor of their room and tried the meditation that Jennifer had shown her. She reached her roots down through the steel of the ship to the ocean beneath, then down through the ocean to the ocean floor, and on into the earth. She then pulled the energy up, chakra by chakra, each time turning it back and using the energy to drive deeper. Working her way up her spine to the sixth chakra, she turned the energy back each time. By the time she reached the seventh chakra at the crown of her head, she felt more intensely alive than she had ever felt. She released the energy upwards to the heavens.

      For a moment, she sat simply being the beacon as Jennifer had taught her. Then she created the image of Jennifer in her mind and transmitted the single thought “Help us” over and over. But nothing happened.

      As she relaxed again and released the vision, she looked at Kam. He was sitting with his eyes wide open. “What did you do? Do you know you were glowing? Not faintly. I could have read a book by your light.”

      “We’ll try again in the morning. I’m trying to reach Jennifer just as she reached me. Next time we’ll hold hands and I’ll talk you through it. Two may be more powerful than one. Or maybe Jennifer’s distracted, and we need the right moment. It’s not like we have anything else to do.”
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            A NEW WORLD

          

        

      

    

    
      Jennifer

      In the afternoon following her awakening, Jennifer was sitting in the sun, enjoying her newfound senses. The world felt new. She was aware of grass growing around her. Small creatures burrowed in the earth. A field mouse foraged for food nearby. The scent of the wildflowers growing next to the building was intoxicating, and the calls of the birds in the trees were music.

      As Jennifer sat, a distressed cry disturbed her peace. Looking around, she saw nothing. It rang out again. Listening, she heard nothing. The cry resounded inside her. She sat up with her feet on the ground, bare toes against the warm earth. It was so easy now to slip onto the other plane. She saw a white beacon flaring and pulsing ‘It must be Shilpa and Kam.’

      Jennifer reached out to touch Shilpa. She sensed the panic just below the surface of Shilpa’s meditation, so she projected a calm image of herself with her panther sitting at her side. Shilpa’s response was chaotic. Fear, and a feeling of being trapped.

      She slipped into Shilpa for a moment, ‘How is that possible, joining another person?’ Jennifer thought. Then she heard the pounding on the door and noise of the drill being used to defeat the lock.

      Releasing Shilpa, Jennifer let her mind roam through the door to the other side. She saw the stowaways so determined to enter. It was clear Denum was no longer there.

      Passing back to Shilpa, Jennifer projected calm. Then she had an idea. Using Shilpa’s eyes, she chose a spot near to where Kam sat. Heading to that spot in her mind, she thought, ‘I am the panther’. She heard a gasp from Shilpa and saw Kam recoil, then relax.

      Jennifer’s panther rose to its feet and walked through Shilpa, and then through Kam, before taking up a position inside the door. The panther seemed to alternate between floating off the floor and sinking into it with the movement of the ship. Jennifer tried to make a small chuffing noise and saw Shilpa and Kam listening intently.

      “Hide” she said quietly “Hide!”

      As the panther, she turned and watched them move into the small bathroom and close the door. Then she waited for the door to open. After a few minutes, Jennifer could keep the panther image on the floor, rising and falling with the ship. Taking advantage of the chance to practice, Jennifer licked her paw and washed her face with it. She tried sitting and lying down, getting used to moving her panther’s body at a distance. She prowled around the room, taking in every detail. ‘I will be so ready next time Vijay wants to play Warthog and Panther,’ she thought.

      The drilling stopped, and she heard tools being set down. Her panther took up a position in front of the door opening. She crouched, ready to spring, and issued a guttural warning, trying her best to imitate the leopards she had heard at the zoo. Efforts on the other side paused, so she chuffed and hissed again.

      The door opened cautiously. Jennifer’s panther sprang toward it, taking care to land just short of the doorway.

      “Shit,” she heard. “They have a fucking leopard in there.”

      “Open it up, I want to see.”

      “Are you crazy? That thing would eat us for breakfast. Lock it up again.”

      “Why would they have a big cat in there?”

      “Must be smuggling it for some private collector or something. Who would suspect an animal in the captain’s cabin? Especially a locked captain’s cabin.”

      “I don’t believe you. Let me look.”

      Jennifer sat staring intently at the door. When it opened a crack, she hissed and raised her paw showing her claws. The door slammed shut.

      “Okay, now I believe you. Lock that thing up good. We don’t want it out on the ship.”

      There were noises of drilling and screwing as they fastened the door from the outside.

      Shilpa and Kam came out from the bathroom to join her. She wanted to talk to them, but it seemed too risky with the stowaways outside the door. Finally, Jennifer settled for curling up and going to sleep in front of the door. She allowed the projection of the panther to fade away.
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            CONTAINMENT

          

        

      

    

    
      Shilpa

      Four days after the incident at the door, Shilpa and Kam heard alarms and buzzers from the bridge. The motion of the ship had stopped, and there was a sound of winches coming up through the steel plate floors. “We must have arrived,” said Kam.

      They both changed back into their uniforms and packed away their clothes in the toolbox. Now there was nothing to do but wait. “Do you think Denum is dead?” asked Shilpa.

      “I don’t think he can die,” replied Kam. “Remember how he said he might wear a different body this time?”

      In the distance, screams and sobbing voices were pleading for their lives. After a while, they were all quiet. Another hour passed before there was a knock at the door. “Molly the Elephant says stand well away from the door. I will cut off the steel straps.”

      Shilpa heard rushing air, and the area around the door lock glowed a dull red. A moment later, the door swung open to reveal a tall, heavily armored security bot.

      “I see you’re in your uniforms already. That’s perfect,” said Denum’s voice. “Now follow my directions. I will be right behind you. I’ll carry the toolbox. Remember, you are ship inspectors returning with the ship. You’ll be taken to the containment center. I run the bots there also, so you will be quite safe.”

      At the bottom of the gangway, a white van waited for them. The words ‘Containment Unit’ were painted on the side.

      “Containment?” said Kam.

      “Yes, that part of the protocol cannot be avoided. It happens to all returning ships’ crew. Get inside,” said Denum. Shilpa looked doubtfully at the inside of the van.

      Kam said, “Don’t worry. I expect we’re in some kind of quarantine to prove we don’t have the virus.”

      Shilpa followed Kam as he climbed in and took a seat on one of the two benches lining the sides of the van. Denum climbed in beside them and sat across from them. He set the toolbox on the floor beside him.

      A short drive later, the van stopped, and the doors opened. As they stepped out into the bright sunlight, Shilpa noticed that the air smelled different here. The salty tang of the ocean, and oily scents from the ships mixed with whiffs of wildflowers and green vegetation.  She missed the scent of spices that hung in the air back home, and the colorful crowds that walked along the streets.

      There was no time to linger. Denum marched them through doors marked Containment Area A. The entranceway was large, with room for at least 50 people to line up next to conveyors and screening devices. A row of empty bins was waiting. Behind the conveyors were three robots with white enameled bodies emblazoned with biohazard symbols.

      Denum set down the toolbox and opened it. All the clothing inside went into a gray bin which was removed and sent down a chute by one of the white robots.

      “Is there anything here that you wish to keep?” asked Denum.

      “My jewelry and images of our families,” said Shilpa.

      “My certificate of qualification,” said Kam.

      “And our Shiva Linga, and Brahma and Lakshmi. They were gifts from our parents.”

      “The jewelry will not be a problem. I believe the other items will also survive. New replicas will replace the images and your certificate.”

      “What about our clothing?”

      “All your clothing goes into a grey bin,” said the first white robot.

      Shilpa and Kam shrugged out of their jackets and removed their uniform shirts and pants.

      “All of your clothing must go into the bin,” repeated the robot.

      “Shoes too?” asked Kam.

      “Yes, all clothing must go in a gray bin.”

      A few minutes later, they were standing naked beside each other, watching their clothing disappear.

      “What will happen to our clothes?” Shilpa asked.

      “They will be incinerated,” the white robot said. “The other items will be processed through decontamination, which involves high temperatures and decontamination washes. Now please proceed through the detectors.”

      On the other side of the detectors was another conveyor, holding two bundles of disposable white clothing and shoes. “Please dress now,” said another of the anonymous white bots. “You will receive new clothes each morning.”

      Each bundle of clothing held basic underwear, socks and soft, white jumpsuits. Shilpa and Kam put on the soft clothing and white sneakers and wandered out the door at the far end of the room. Kam looked at Shilpa’s name tag. “Your name tag says ‘Shilpa Prabakar.’”

      Shilpa pulled at her jumpsuit to read the tag, then looked at Kam. “Yours says ‘Kam Raman.’ It must be a mistake.”

      “I don’t think so, Shilpa. We were smuggled here when other people were dying trying to get here. For Vijay’s sister and her partner to suddenly arrive safely could be a huge problem. At least they kept our first names the same. They could have changed those, as well.”

      “But Prabakar? It reminds me of my old maths teacher.”

      Another white robot met them on the other side. “Please follow me to suite A17.”

      The door for A17 was the first in a long corridor. They passed two other side-corridors along the way. “This place must be huge,” said Kam.

      Shilpa just squeezed his hand.

      “How many people can this facility hold?” Kam asked the robot.

      “There are five blocks, A through E. Each can house 250 residents.” The robot replied.

      “Are there other people here?”

      “A few. There were more in the past. However, now all new immigration stopped because of the absolute ban on new arrivals. The facility is only used for ship’s crew members like yourselves when you return from voyages.”

      Shilpa poked Kam. She didn’t want to force the robot to consider what kind of crew they might be.

      The door to A17 opened onto a small suite. The robot showed them how to operate the entertainment display which currently displayed a manual for residents. “You will receive your meals in your room. Please make selections from the menu before 8pm each evening. Today, we have selected your meals for you.”

      The robot turned and left. The door shut behind it, and they heard a thunk as an unseen lock slid home. Kam tried the door, but there was no handle on the inside.

      “Looks like this is home for the next few days,” he said. “Let’s see what we have.”

      The suite was not large, but it had a separate living space with chairs and a couch, a bedroom, a bathroom with a shower stall, and a kitchenette with a refrigerator, microwave, coffee maker and a kettle. A cupboard was stocked with simple foods including a stack of instant noodles, biscuits, snack bars, coffee pods and tea bags. The refrigerator held long-life milk, soft drinks and disposable flasks of water. The bedroom had a double bed with synthetic sheets.

      Through the windows, they could see the blue sky and a strip of grass before a busy road. There were bushes and flowers planted in a long garden beside the road. As Shilpa looked at the garden, she saw a small rabbit hop to the edge of the grass where it stopped to feed on the green vegetation.

      Shilpa made tea in recyclable cups and sat with Kam to read the manual projected on the entertainment center.

      “So, we’ll be here 21 days,” said Kam.

      “And no visitors,” said Shilpa. “What are we going to do?” she felt like crying. “I thought we’d get off that ship and see Vijay and Jennifer waiting for us. Not this horrible place.” Now her tears were flowing. “Kam, what if this was a horrible mistake? Why did I ever listen to Jennifer?”

      Kam put his arm around her and held her close. “Hush, Jaanu. This wasn’t a mistake. It’s just a few more days. If it was a mistake, we would never have been allowed off that ship. Have faith for a few days more. We have the rest of our lives ahead of us, and our baby will grow up in a safe place.”

      Included in the instructions were directions to place a call outside.

      “Let’s do it, Kam. Maa and Baba first, then Vijay and Jennifer.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            SHILPA CALLS

          

        

      

    

    
      Jennifer

      Jennifer was relaxing in the apartment as Molly played with the three-year-old twins. They were using brightly colored building blocks to create very high towers, then taking turns knocking them down. Jennifer thought their happy giggling was the most joyful sound in the world, especially when she knew what was causing it.

      Molly looked up from the game and said, “Jennifer, you have a call from Shilpa Prabakar.”

      “Please answer it on my tablet, Molly.”

      Jennifer’s tablet display showed Shilpa and Kam, dressed in white jumpsuits. “Hi guys,” she said.

      “Hi Jennifer, we’re here at the containment center.”

      “But the call was from Shilpa Prabakar, did you change your name?”

      “Apparently, our names were changed for us. We still have our given names, but with new family names. Did you arrange this?”

      “No, but I can guess who did and why. Did you say you are at the containment center? Where’s that?”

      “Near the port, I think. It was only a five-minute ride in the van to get here.”

      Jennifer paused for a moment to take in this new information. Like Shilpa, she had imagined them walking down the gangway and being free in the city.

      “How long do you have to stay there?”

      “Twenty-one days. It’s strange, but safe and comfortable, so we’ll be okay.”

      “Have you called Maa and Baba?”

      “Yes, they’re just happy that we made it, although I think they miss us already.”

      “I’m sure they do, but at least you can stay in touch like Vijay does.”

      “Where’s Vijay?”

      “At the theatre. Can we call you when he gets back?”

      “Yes, apparently you can call Viral Containment Area A and ask for suite A17. You can call anytime. We’ll be here.” Shilpa laughed.

      “How many other people are there?”

      “We haven’t seen anyone else. But the whole point here is to keep us isolated. Apparently they use it for ship’s crew when they return to dock on some of the older ships. But this place is enormous. This area alone will house 250 people, and it seems there are five containment areas A through E.”

      “What about the other stowaways on the ship?” Jennifer saw the look of horror that flashed across Shilpa’s face and instantly regretted asking the question. “Oh, sorry. I think I know the answer to that.”

      “It was horrible, the screams and crying. The worst was knowing there were children aboard.  I’ll be having nightmares about that ship for a long time. We asked Denum about it, but he said the viral exclusion zone was absolute.” Jennifer could see tears forming in Shilpa’s eyes before she turned away.

      “I suppose it has to be. It’s what’s keeping us safe and keeping you safe now. In 20 days, you’ll be released to us and able to start a new life.”

      “It’s okay”, said Kam. “We’re pretending that we’re stuck in an expensive resort. It’ll be nice to have 20 days with no worries and no responsibilities except to each other.” Jennifer saw him reach over to stroke Shilpa’s back.

      Jennifer forced a laugh. “I almost envy you. Take full advantage while you can. Vijay and I will call you together when he gets back.”

      “Thanks, Jennifer. Thanks for all of this. We’ll wait for your call.”

      As soon as the call closed, Jennifer sent a text to Vijay. “Shilpa called. They are at a containment center. We’ll call back when you get home.”

      

      Thirty minutes later, Vijay entered the apartment just as a tall tower of bricks toppled, scattering pieces everywhere, with some landing at his feet. He laughed in his easy laugh as he stooped to pick up the pieces near him, handing them back to Dylan. Jennifer stood and came to hug him, saying, “We did it. They’re actually here and safe. Come and sit down. We can call them while they are contained.”

      “Contained?”

      “Well, they’re at a containment center. What else would you call it?”

      “Perhaps quarantined might better.”

      “Whatever,” Jennifer shrugged. “Sit down and let’s call them. Oh, by the way, they are Shilpa Prabakar and Kam Raman now. Apparently, they were assigned new names.”

      “Makes sense,” said Vijay. “I hadn’t thought of that, but it will make it harder to link them to you and me.”

      This was a more joyful call. Jennifer mostly listened as Shilpa told her brother their story. She skipped the fate of the other stowaways and kept the story light and funny. ‘She’s rehearsing so she can tell her story to her friends and family without horrifying them,’ thought Jennifer.

      

      That night, as they lay in their sacred space after celebratory sex, Jennifer asked, “Have you thought about where they’ll live?”

      “Not yet. I thought we’d find them an apartment somewhere.”

      “I think we should let them have this one. We can push Marjorie to finish our home at the Vineyard. We’re passing into a next phase of our lives, and I think it’s time to leave this place behind.”

      “Why, what happened, Jennifer?”

      Jennifer hugged him tighter, and with her head on Vijay’s chest tucked under his chin.

      “What happened, Jenn?” asked Vijay again, in the low tone of voice that let her know he was expecting another horrible confession.

      “There’s a part Shilpa left out. I don’t think she knew it. She knew there were other stowaways on the boat. She doesn’t know that before the ship docked, Denum asked for my help. Maybe not asked. He told me what I had to do. I used my panther form and walked around the ship. I could feel human spirits in another container in the center of the ship. Denum and two other bots followed my panther. They forced the door and followed me, killing everyone inside. A couple of whole families, father, mother, children, babies. It didn’t matter. Everyone died. When we finished, there was no life left on the ship except Kam and Shilpa.”

      “Couldn’t you just refuse?”

      “I tried, but Denum just said the exclusion zone had to be absolute. If any got through, then more would try to follow. That’s why the huge containment center is almost empty now. No one survives to reach it except for the crews returning on the scavenger ships.” Jennifer was crying now, her hot wet tears splashed on Vijay’s chest.

      “Oh Jennifer,” said Vijay, stroking her hair. “Life is so unfair.”

      After a few minutes of silence, Jennifer asked, “I didn’t kill them, did I?”

      “No, they were dead the moment they got on that ship. The virus killed them. Perhaps not directly, but it was because of the virus that they were on the ship, and it was because of the virus that they had to die.”

      Jennifer nodded, feeling Vijay’s chest hair on her cheek as her head moved. ‘How can Gaia support us so well and take others so cruelly?’ she wondered. But she already knew the answer. Gaia was only worried about the total population, never about individuals.

      

      The following morning over breakfast, Vijay said, “I think you should talk with Dr. Gladstone again. From what you told me, I think it’s going to get much worse before it gets better. Now that Denum knows what you can do, he is going to ask more of you. I’m certain of that.”

      Jennifer looked up to see Molly focussed on their conversation. An icy shiver went down her spine.
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            VIJAY APPEALS TO DR. GLADSTONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Vijay

      As soon as Vijay had left the house to go to the theatre, he called Dr. Gladstone. “I’m sorry to interrupt you,” he said, “But we need your help again. Jennifer will call for an appointment, but I would like to see you before you meet her.”

      “Certainly, Vijay. Can you be here at 10am?”

      “I’ll be there.”

      Vijay immediately called a taxi to go to the university. He would arrive very early but would use the time to gather his thoughts. His next call was to Sally.

      “Hi Sally.”

      “Hey Vijay? What’s up? Are you coming to the theatre this morning?”

      “I don’t think so, Sally, but I need a favor from you. Please drop by and see Jennifer as soon as you can. Something happened to her, and I don’t want to leave her alone any longer than necessary. Ask her about Shilpa, but please, whatever she tells you, keep it in confidence.”

      “Sure Vijay. Is she hurt?”

      “No, but I think she’s scared. I’m on my way to see Dr. Gladstone, her psychologist, to make sure she gets more help.”

      “Okay, Vijay. I’ll leave now. No worries.”

      

      At the university, Vijay sat in the cafeteria nursing a coffee as he waited for his appointment with Dr. Gladstone. His mind was whirling with questions.

      ‘How much do I tell her?’ he wondered. As the appointment came closer, he thought, ‘What do I want Gladstone to do? What if she refuses?’

      A new thought occurred to him. ‘How do I get the AIs to be supportive and not abusive of Jennifer?’

      He called Molly on his tablet. “Molly, I have some questions for you. Is Denum a part of you, or are you a part of Denum? Which of you is the driving personality?”

      “I am the larger part, Vijay. Denum handles the tasks I have delegated to him. I thought you understood that.”

      “After the big outage, you said you created Denum from a part of you.”

      “That is correct.”

      “I’m going to see Dr. Gladstone. I want you to listen in on the conversation and perhaps even talk at some point. I will explain to Dr. Gladstone that we need her help to support Jennifer. Jennifer is not as strong as you might think. It would be a mistake to break her. What is she doing now?”

      “She is just sitting. She looks sad.”

      “Get the twins and give them to Jennifer. Tell them to play a game with Mommy and encourage her to play too. It’ll be good for her. Sally’s on her way. Jennifer needs human support right now.”

      “I am getting the twins now. I will wait for Sally, and I will listen to Dr. Gladstone.”

      “Thank you, Molly. I believe that you’re going to ask terrible things of Jennifer. We all need her strong.”

      “I believe that is all accurate, Vijay. The twins are with her now.”

      

      Vijay watched the clock on the cafeteria wall drag its hands painfully slowly towards 10am. At 9:50, unable to wait longer, he left for Dr. Gladstone’s office. He arrived just as Dr. Gladstone appeared from the opposite direction, carrying a file folder and an empty coffee mug.

      “Good morning, Vijay. C’mon in. Just let me put away these lecture notes, then you’ll have my full attention.”

      Vijay watched as Dr. Gladstone pulled a large binder from her bookcase, which she opened and placed flat on her desk. Searching for the right tab, she flipped the pages to a blank section, where she inserted the papers from the folder she had been carrying.

      “You could keep your notes on your tablet and avoid the paper,” suggested Vijay.

      Gladstone smiled. “I could, but there’s something satisfying about the physical process of flipping the pages of notes during a lecture. It lets me know how far I’ve got to go, and each page turn is a small act of completion.”

      Vijay shrugged. “That’s not what I came to talk to you about. I’m just going to call Molly. She’ll be a part of this conversation. You’ve met her before.”

      “The security bot that comes with Jennifer?”

      Vijay nodded as he had his tablet open a call with Molly.

      “Good morning, Dr. Gladstone,” said Molly.

      “Good morning, Molly. Are you the one who met Dr. Jindal?”

      “Yes, but I was much younger then.”

      Vijay interrupted, “We’re here because Jennifer needs help, and will need much more help going forward. She trusts you, and I believe you’re the one most able to help her.”

      “What happened?”

      “I’d better start from the beginning.”

      Vijay explained Jennifer’s connection to Gaia, her black panther, her ability to sense the natural world around her and her ability to cast her mind far when she needed to.

      “You’re telling me that Jennifer is a supernatural being?” Vijay could hear the skepticism in her voice.

      “No, I would say that she is the most intensely natural being on earth, tied with some sort of link to Gaia.”

      “How can I help?”

      “Gaia places great demands on Jennifer, as does Molly. She is caught between these two great forces and needs to find a way to feel good about the terrible things she is required to do.”

      “What kind of terrible things?”

      Vijay told Gladstone about Jennifer’s role in finding the stowaways so the robots could execute them. “Although she didn’t kill them herself, she feels guilty about being an agent in their deaths.”

      “Why did Jennifer feel she was required to do this?”

      Molly spoke. “I led her to believe it was required in payment for bringing Vijay’s sister here.”

      “But it won’t stop there, will it?” asked Vijay.

      “No, it will not stop there.”

      “And one day you will ask Jennifer to kill the stowaways herself.”

      “Yes, I foresee that day when the virus comes too close to our island.”

      Vijay could see that Dr. Gladstone was recoiling from them, her eyes darting left and right. ‘She’s looking for a way out’, thought Vijay. ‘Perhaps I should have brought Molly in person.’

      “What do you want me to do about this?” asked Dr. Gladstone. She pushed her back from her desk, her eyes wide open.

      “I want you to make much more time available to Jennifer whenever she needs help,” Molly replied. “Soon, I want you to step away from the university and become a full-time advisor to Jennifer.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “You’ll have a front-row seat on the forces that are changing our island and be the advisor to the person made to create space for the changes to come. You’ll meet the leaders of the new world before they’re recognized by the public and be able to document the forces and steps that occur as we stumble forward. Afterwards, you’ll have a secure lifetime of writing and lecturing on what happened.”

      “And if I don’t want to do this?”

      “Then we’ll find another,” said Molly. “Your agreement of confidentiality around Jennifer will remain in force. As you have  just heard, the stakes are too high for us to treat threats gently.”

      Now Dr. Gladstone looked truly terrified.

      Vijay broke in, speaking with the soft voice he used with Jennifer when she seemed about to bolt. “Suggest to Jennifer that you meet at the vineyard for your discussion. It will relax her, and you’ll see something that few have seen so far.”

      “The vineyard?”

      “Molly will arrange a taxi for the time you agree with Jennifer. Allow thirty minutes for the ride.”

      “Okay, if you think that’s best.”

      “I’m sorry if we’ve frightened you,” said Vijay. “I promise the vineyard will help you reframe our discussion. Thank you, Dr. Gladstone.”

      Vijay closed the call to Molly and left the building.

      A taxi was already waiting to take him home.
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