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      JENNIFER

      Jennifer lay in bed in the birthing center, staying still to avoid disturbing the twins at her breasts. The nurse had rushed in to help soothe them after Vijay’s arrest, but Jennifer sent her away.

      She felt her panther energy rising within her. Her mind was a cold, angry calm as she began to form a strategy to get Vijay back. The timing of Vijay’s arrest, while they were both still in the birthing center, was personal, targeted. A show of strength. She knew that she had to strike back with an equal show of strength.

      About 20 minutes later, the nurse returned to place the babies back in their bassinets. The twins had fallen asleep. This should have been the most tranquil moment of her day, but Jennifer was all business. “How often do I have to feed them today?”

      “About every two hours. Don’t worry, things will settle into a more comfortable routine within a week or two.”

      “I have to get my husband back.” She stopped, momentarily startled to have found that word to describe Vijay in their relationship. ‘But, of course, that’s what he is. There’s no other word for it.’

      “You’re supposed to remain here for two nights. We watch twins for at least 48 hours given their lower birth weight, and your body needs a rest.”

      “There’ll be lots of time for resting when Vijay returns. Now, please pass me my bag, and leave me alone for a few minutes.”

      The nurse passed Jennifer her bag. After taking care to make sure the twins were settled for a nap, she left Jennifer alone.

      Jennifer pulled out her ear buds and tablet. “I need to speak with Gabriel now,” she said in a hushed voice. She was comforted knowing that the Apex AI that was Gabriel would provide support.

      Almost immediately Gabriel’s voice sounded in her ears. “Hello, Jennifer. Congratulations on the birth of your twins.”

      “Thanks, but no time for that now. Did something go wrong at the demonstration this morning? Vijay’s been arrested and I need to find out how that happened.”

      “There are reports of a riot with shop windows smashed, looting and violent confrontations with police crowd control.”

      “Someone’s behind this. The timing’s not accidental. I need to find out who’s responsible, and if any of our people were involved. Also, I need to have Sally and Greg here now. Tell them they’re needed and bring them by taxi. I want you to listen while I talk with them. If this was a targeted attack against us, we need to strike back today. All of this has to be secret, do anything you can to prevent anyone from getting in the way”

      “Yes, Jennifer. Sally and Greg have been alerted with high urgency. A car is standing by to bring them here.” Now Jennifer could relax. She thought back to her first meeting with Wendell, and his offer of work at the Mercury Theatre. The primary condition was that she form a relationship with Vijay. ‘Look where that’s led,’ she thought. ‘In all those years of sex work, I never thought I’d have a life partner and babies.’ Sally had been the one to teach her the theatre business, and now Sally and Greg had become close friends.

      It was  thirty minutes before Sally and Greg arrived. When they did, Sally entered first and put her finger to her lips. Greg was right behind carrying an unfamiliar box. Setting the box on the end of the bed, he pulled out three golden domes each with two buttons, one triangular and one square. As Jennifer watched curiously, he set them up so that they would have an unobstructed view of the room. Jennifer was surprised to see Greg handle the box and the domes so expertly.

      “What are those, and where did you get them?” she asked.

      Greg didn’t answer but put his finger to his lips.

      From the three domes, three little laser heads popped up and scanned the room, their beams converging quickly on the pile of baby blankets sitting on a shelf. Greg gestured to move the baby blankets one at a time. Sally was closest, so she picked up the top blanket and laid it on the bottom of the bed. Then the second, and third. When she picked up the fourth blanket, the laser beams followed it to the bed.

      Still without talking, Jennifer watched Sally disappear into the bathroom with the suspect blanket and re-emerge with one corner wet. Next, she headed into the hallway, and Jennifer heard her say, “Sorry, we spilled water on this one. Can you take it? Thanks.”

      While Sally was disposing of the blanket, Greg used the domes to give the room another sweep. Once he was happy it was all clear, he pressed the triangle buttons, which glowed blue.

      “What does that do?” asked Jennifer.

      “Apparently it scrambles any attempt to listen to our conversation.”

      “Where did you get it?”

      “It was in the taxi, and on the way, someone named Gabriel explained how to use it. He seemed to believe that someone was listening to you.”

      “Yes, he’s told me before that I’m being watched, but he thought there was no threat. Gabriel, can you still hear us?”

      “Yes, Jennifer. I have a secure path.”

      “Now, Greg, tell me what happened today at the demonstration.”

      “Who are you?” he whispered. His eyes were wide open as he struggled with this new version of Jennifer. Sally remained quiet but Jennifer was aware that she was also paying very close attention.

      “We don’t have time for that now. Everything you see or hear today must remain secret forever. Can you live with that?”

      Both Sally and Greg nodded.

      “Who’s Gabriel, and how can he hear us?” asked Sally.

      “Forget the name Gabriel for now. Just think of him as another tablet making recordings for our use later.”

      A small coughing sound was heard from Gabriel. Jennifer smiled.

      “Now, tell me what happened this morning.”

      Sally answered. “The demonstration was going well, just as Vijay had told us. We all assembled, each team with their captain, and gave out the new armbands.”

      “What armbands?” Jennifer asked. Vijay had never mentioned armbands.

      “The black armbands with the raised green olive branch fist. They are the reverse of the practice armbands which were green with a black fist. Vijay said that was in case some of the practice armbands had been lost. He said it was important to be able to tell our cell members from the randoms in the news.”

      Jennifer was impressed. ‘Well done, Vijay.’ she thought.

      “Okay, what next?” she asked.

      “The news cameras were there, and we all chanted our safe slogans, ‘Humans not Machines’, and ‘Machines work for Humans, Humans don’t work for machines.’ We had our signs. We checked to make sure they were all suitable for the newscast just as Vijay taught us.”

      Jennifer felt a surge of pride in Vijay. ‘Of course, he’s a technician. His work is all about small details.’ “What happened next?”

      “As we marched, other people joined us, and they were the kind of randoms that always show up at our smaller demonstrations. We encouraged them and made sure they felt welcome. But then a group of guys with black jackets and chains joined wearing the green practice armbands. They didn’t look right so we pointed them out to the crowd control bots stating that they were not part of our demonstration. Vijay said it was important to record anything that looked like it could get out of control. He said crowd control bots were our support if things went wrong.”

      Greg picked up the narrative. “When the first windows were smashed, I blew my whistle three times, and the other captains did the same. That’s our signal to get out. Sally and I gathered up all the signs and left in a taxi. Our teams simply walked away and put their arm bands in their pockets. We had rehearsed all of this with each team.”

      Sally spoke again. “When we got home, we watched the newscast. It showed a small riot led by the guys in the black jackets. Of course, they attracted more randoms of the wrong kind and the whole thing got out of control.”

      Greg added, “If it helps, the black jacket guys all had identical black head covers so you couldn’t see their face. They also seemed very organized. They just smashed some windows and then wound up the crowd shouting ‘Fuck the Machines.’ But they were definitely not Vijay’s Bashers.”

      “Vijay’s Bashers?”

      “Yeah, he has a special team that talks about tipping taxis and smashing Otto robots and things. They have very strict rules. Actually, they’re very intelligent guys who understand that sometimes violence is just theatre for the cameras, and they have a set of rules to keep themselves and the public safe.”

      “Okay,” said Jennifer. “I can see what happened. I want the two of you to take the Green Umbrella taxi to my apartment. Here’s my emergency token for the doors. It will only work once, so don’t mess around. Sally, in my wardrobe you’ll find a couple of pantsuits.  There’s a cobalt blue suit with a maternity waistband. Bring that one and one other suit that you think I can get into. Greg, look in the top drawer of my dresser. You’ll find a small red box with HW on the top. Inside there will be an emerald pendant and emerald stud earrings. Stay together and come back in an hour. I need some rest. Oh, and Sally, find me a hairbrush and my makeup bag. Now go.”

      The two of them left quickly.

      “Gabriel, do you know who’s behind this? I think it's all connected. The riot was staged, and the order to arrest Vijay came from outside the police. Someone’s sending a message and I need to send one back.”

      “Understood,  Iam looking into it.”

      Jennifer lay back in the bed thinking. Her two babies were sleeping peacefully in their bassinets, and her thoughts went to them for a few minutes before she pulled herself back to the task at hand. ‘Of course, Sally and Greg will have to be told now. They know too much to be wandering around looking for answers. Getting a lawyer and going to court will take time. I don’t trust the courts and I want Vijay with me. Whoever this is, they’re not playing by the rules, so I won’t either.’

      Gabriel returned with more information. “Analyzing the faces caught at that start of the march, and using the description provided by Sally, I have identified seven of the riot leaders. It seems they all work for Simon Marsh as bouncers or thugs. Simon operates several businesses both legal and quasi-legal including Madeleine’s Escort Service and has amassed considerable wealth. I cannot confirm that he was the instigator of Vijay’s arrest, but he has been mentioned in police bribery cases in the past.”

      At the mention of Madeleine, Jennifer’s heart skipped a beat. She had worked for Madeleine before the theater. This suddenly felt personal, and she knew intuitively that this was an attack against her. The name Simon Marsh produced a vile memory of being used and treated as an object to be rented out. Memories of Eddie came back, and this firmed Jennifer’s resolve.

      “Is there anywhere we can hijack him today?”

      “He is due at an art gallery reception at 7pm. I expect he will travel in his private limousine.”

      “Perfect, I have a plan, here’s what I’ll need.”

      Jennifer laid out her plan and her requirements and Gabriel agreed.

      “I’ll set an alarm for an hour from now. I told Sally and Greg not to return before then. Please detain them in the taxi in case they get too excited. Perhaps you can arrange a guided tour of the city in the green umbrella taxi for them. But don’t start talking with them until we’re all together. I want to manage how they receive more information. Now please go away, I need some sleep.”

      “Yes, Jennifer, directions have been given to Sally and Greg, and a city tour has been organized. I have looked after setting your alarm.”

      Jennifer smiled at the thought of Greg and Sally sitting through a guided tour, but then grimaced with pain as she shifted on the bed. The nurse came back in and covered her with a warm blanket. “You need your rest,” she explained. “Your body’s been through a lot.”

      “Tell me about it,” replied Jennifer. She squirmed to get more comfortable on the bed and fell asleep.

      

      The feel of a gentle hand rocking her shoulder woke Jennifer from her sleep.

      “Come on Mom, time to feed the babies”, said the nurse.

      This time it went very quickly as Jennifer knew what to expect. Soon she was lying there holding a baby in each arm. Feeding them brought on warm waves of relaxation and Jennifer felt herself drifting off again.

      Suddenly her tablet sounded the alarm she had set and startled all three of them. The babies let go and began to cry.

      She quickly cancelled the alarm and began soothing the twins and encouraging them back to her breasts to finish feeding. The nurse arrived to find out what the alarm was. Satisfied that nothing was wrong, she rearranged the babies’ blankets and left again.

      Sally and Greg filed in as the nurse left, laughing about being unexpectedly trapped in a city tour. On seeing Jennifer nursing the twins, Greg turned red and spun to face the wall.  “It’s okay, Greg,” said Jennifer. “If you’re going to be part of Gaia’s army, you can’t be embarrassed by simple acts of motherhood.”

      Jennifer paused and thought, ’Gaia’s army, what a funny thing to say. Is that what we are?’ She pushed the thought aside.

      “Come and meet the twins. This one’s Dylan, and this one is Parvati. You can hold them later when they’re finished feeding. Now let me tell you what Gabriel told me, and I’ll answer any questions that I can. Please sit down.”

      Jennifer brought them up to speed, telling them about the involvement of Simon Marsh just as Gabriel had told her.

      The babies had let go now and were beginning to squirm. Sally rang for the nurse.

      When she arrived, Jennifer said, “Please let my friends hold them for a few minutes before we put them back in the bassinets.”

      Sally’s face lit up at the prospect of holding a baby. The nurse passed Dylan to her, then turned to Greg. Greg looked panic-stricken at first, but the nurse showed him how to hold Parvati and soon he was staring down at the precious bundle in his arms.

      Jennifer spoke to the nurse, “We can settle them back in the bassinets. I’ll call you if we have any problems.”

      As soon as the nurse had gone, Jennifer said, “Now here’s what we’re going to do.”

      Sally and Greg listened without interrupting.

      At five o’clock, they went into action. Jennifer had been dozing fitfully in the bed as Sally and Greg sat quietly drinking coffee and occasionally standing and walking over to peer at the sleeping babies.

      Step one was to wake Jennifer and call the nurse so that there could be one more feeding. Jennifer counted on being back within two hours for the following one.

      Once the babies were feeding, Jennifer explained to the nurse what she needed in step two.

      “My husband is in jail, and I need to do this one thing to get him back.”

      “But you can’t leave so soon, it’s only been a few hours since you gave birth.”

      “I admitted myself and I understand that I can check myself out. Isn’t that right?”

      “Well, yes, but it would be a bad idea.”

      “So, all I’m asking is your help to go out for an hour, and then return. I know it won’t be comfortable, but I have been through much worse.”

      “Will someone be with you?”

      “Sally will be right behind me, and if there’s any problem, we’ll come right back. I’ll be sitting in a taxi not moving at all, so no acrobatics.”

      “I should hope not,” laughed the nurse. “Okay, let’s see what you need.”

      Greg was sent to wait outside to safeguard their privacy. His face showed huge relief on being given that task. “Poor Greg, I think he’s had a bit too much exposure to motherhood today,” said Jennifer.

      Sally laughed. “I think it’s good for him.”

      Step three was to get Jennifer up and sitting on the bed. Then, with the help of Sally and the nurse, she was able to use the bathroom. By this point, Jennifer had given up all pretense of embarrassment over her body and accepted their ministrations with good humor.

      Step four was more difficult. Sitting back on the bed, Sally and the nurse worked together to dress Jennifer in the cobalt blue suit. “Don’t worry about making it tight,” said Sally. “She’s not going to walk anywhere, just sit in a taxi. I'll be close by and if anything happens, we’ll come directly back.”

      Then Sally brushed out Jennifer’s red hair until it was close to her normal look. Finally, she applied Jennifer’s, deep red lipstick, and fastened the emerald necklace about her neck.

      “I’ll get a chair,” said the nurse who left and immediately returned with an orderly pushing a wheelchair.

      Jennifer felt light-headed as they transferred her to the waiting bubble taxi. She still hurt when she moved. As she stood up, she caught sight of herself in a mirror. Her dress hung slackly where her baby bump had been before. Suddenly, she felt herself crying. An overwhelming sense of loss came over her. Sally was quick with a tissue to dry her eyes. “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t know,” said Jennifer. “It just feels as if I’ve lost everything. I can’t explain.” She sniffed. “I’ll be all right.”

      It was her green umbrella taxi, a bubble taxi given to her by Gabriel. The taxi bobbled slightly as it balanced on its two wheels. She could see the tiny wires in the windows that blocked wireless signals, but the umbrella stickers had been removed. Sally and Greg climbed into a standard bubble taxi behind.

      The two cars set off across the city. Jennifer noticed the taxi  accelerating and decelerating much more smoothly than usual. Even the suspension seemed softer. But she still felt every bump. She struggled to stay awake.

      About 15 minutes later, they came upon a traffic jam, with two lanes of taxis sitting bumper to bumper. Looking over, Jennifer could see that most of the taxis held two security bots sitting rigidly in their seats. Jennifer’s taxi pulled up alongside the jam on the wrong side of the road. She felt a brief moment of panic at driving on the wrong side, even though she knew there were no human drivers on the road.

      In the center of the jam was the limousine she was looking for. Her taxi stopped opposite the limousine and the far door opened.  The single occupant looked over, confused. Jennifer mimed opening his window, and he complied.

      “Mr. Marsh, it seems you’re caught in a traffic jam. Can I give you a ride to the art gallery?” Jennifer said.

      “And if I refuse?”

      “Not a good idea. You’re surrounded by armed security bots. If something ugly were to happen, you could be caught in the crossfire.” This bluff was central to the plan. Jennifer counted on her apparent lack of stature to get him into the taxi.

      “Very well,” said Marsh, climbing out of his limousine and settling beside her in the tiny bubble taxi. Jennifer could see anger and frustration on his face.

      They set off. As they passed the long line of taxis and security bots, Jennifer could see that the scale of her resources was not lost on Marsh.

      Soon, the taxi turned into a small side street.

      “Why did we turn? Where are you taking me?” Marsh demanded.

      “To the art gallery, just by a quieter route, to give us time to talk. Today my husband was arrested while he was with me just after our twins were born.” Jennifer paused. “A few hours earlier, your employees started and encouraged a riot on the route of a peaceful demonstration.”

      “What makes you think I had anything to do with it?”

      “We don’t have time for games Mr. Marsh. Either you were responsible, or you know who was. We’re protesting for fairer pay and more jobs, but we haven’t attacked you or your wealth personally. I’m sure you see that. We have no objection to the idea of a wealthy elite coexisting with our working classes. You and I are not rivals. Are you following me?”

      Marsh nodded.

      “Here’s what I suggest. Let’s keep the battlefield where it should be, in boardrooms and council meetings. If we let it become personal, then we’ll start some horrible war of losses which neither of us wants.”

      “Want do you want from me exactly?”

      “My husband released from wherever he is being held and back in my arms in the next two hours. Do this, and I'll forgive this one error in judgement as an honest mistake. Fail, and the next steps won’t be pleasant.”

      “Why should I fear you?”

      “Think, Mr. Marsh. Think how easy it was for me to remove you from your comfy limousine. Why not check your tablet to see where we are now?”

      Marsh pulled his tablet from his breast pocket and said, “What is our current location?”

      “I cannot determine our location. That would require a data connection and GPS satellite access.”

      If Marsh was alarmed, he did not show it.

      “You see, we could be anywhere right now. You’ve been off the grid since we left the highway. Now, will you have Vijay freed?”

      Marsh nodded in agreement.

      “And Mr. Marsh, in future, if you wish to send me a message, I suggest a phone call or text message.”

      “And vice versa, Ms. Dupont.”

      The taxi turned a corner, and the Art Gallery lights were visible ahead.

      “Here you are, right on time as promised,” Jennifer said. “It’s been a pleasure hosting you.”

      “Not sure I can say the same. Good evening, Ms. Dupont.”

      The taxi stopped and Marsh stepped out. He was quickly swarmed by newscasters assigned to capture guests arriving at the gala event. Audrey spotted Jennifer in the taxi and waved. Before she could come over, Sally jumped out of the taxi behind, ran forward, and slid in next to Jennifer. Sally said, “Gabriel, get her back, now!”

      Jennifer lay back and closed her eyes. Now she could give into her pain, and her exhaustion.
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      VIJAY

      Vijay went quietly with the police officer and the police bot. He said nothing and did nothing except what he was instructed to do. During the entire ride to the police station, his mind was on Jennifer back at the birthing center. She had looked so upset and angry when he was being taken away. ‘What the hell went wrong?’ he kept asking himself. He knew his teams were well trained to stay safe and shut down in the face of violence.

      At the station, he was processed, and his tablet was taken away. The police were efficient, but not unkind, and made sure to go over the details of his incarceration, including mealtimes and personal hygiene provisions. Vijay listened and nodded, or occasionally said, “Thank you.” A young officer led him to a holding cell where his handcuffs were removed.

      After a while, another officer came in. He handcuffed Vijay again and took him to a briefing room. The briefing room was a narrow room with a single table. Vijay was sat in a chair on one side leaving two free chairs on the other side. He was not surprised to find that the chairs and table were all fixed to the floor.

      After a few minutes, a man in a white shirt and blue blazer came to sit across from him.  “Mr. Subramanian, I am Detective Inspector Millbridge. This interview is being recorded and may be used as evidence in court. Do you understand?”

      Vijay gave a small nod.

      “Please confirm your understanding verbally for the record.”

      “I understand the meeting is being recorded.”

      “Do you understand why you are here?”

      “No,” answered Vijay quite truthfully.

      “Do you deny training protest groups and organizing the rally which took place this morning.”

      Remembering Jennifer’s warning as he left the birthing center, Vijay did not reply.

      “That’s no really helpful Mr. Subramanian. We know that you held training meetings at the Green Dragon pub, and that the people you trained were present at the rally. Do you deny this?”

      Vijay said nothing.

      “I don’t think you quite grasp the seriousness of these charges. There was property damaged and three people were seriously hurt. Are you aware of that?”

      Vijay said nothing.

      “Okay,” said Detective Inspector Millbridge. “This interview is ended. Return him to his cell.”

      The detective walked out of the room, and the earlier police officer walked back in. Vijay was escorted to his cell where his handcuffs were removed once again.

      About twenty-five minutes later, a stocky young man with brown hair and a neatly trimmed beard was let into the cell. He sat on the bed next to Vijay and set a worn leather satchel on the floor.

      “Vijay Subramanian? My name’s Jonathon Standfast. I’m the duty counsel today, here to help you.”

      “I’m not sure that I need any help.”

      “Any why do you believe that?”

      “I’d rather not say. Is this your full-time work, helping prisoners?”

      “You’re not a prisoner yet, merely in detention. And no, I have a regular practice, but I do this one day a week. It helps me meet new clients.”

      “How good are you at getting people out of trouble?”

      “In your case, I should do quite well. There doesn’t seem to be much evidence to connect you directly to the events of this morning.”

      “I’m not worried about me; I expect to be released soon.” Vijay had no idea what Jennifer would do, but he was confident that she would do something. “I’m thinking that it would be useful to have a lawyer we knew to help when one of us does get into trouble. Would you be interested in general casework?”

      “Sure, I’d be interested in anything that helps pay the bills,” said Jonathon. He lifted his worn satchel off the floor and rummaged around inside, finally producing a card which he handed to Vijay. “It’s getting hard to have these printed now, no one uses them anymore. But most of my clients meet me at a moment when they don’t have their tablets with them.”

      Vijay was suddenly aware of his tablet’s absence.

      At that moment, a guard came and opened the cell door. “Mr. Subramanian, you’re free to leave. Apparently, there was a mistake made in ordering your arrest. Please stop by the desk to sign out your possessions.”

      Vijay turned to Jonathon. “Well, it’s been nice meeting you. If you’re free, I’d like to have coffee one day and talk about other possibilities.”

      “Sure Vijay, I’d like that. And maybe you can explain this to me.” He waved his right hand vaguely at the guard and the open cell door.

      “We’ll see,” said Vijay. “Thanks again.” He followed the guard out to the front desk where his tablet was returned.

      “That’s quite some security you’ve got on that tablet,” said the duty officer. “Normally we do a routine processing of tablets looking for illegal images or evidence of criminal behavior, but yours is buttoned up tight.”

      “There’s nothing to hide on there. If there’s something you need to look at, just ask me.”

      “You’re a private citizen; no reason for us to go looking. Just impressive security is all.”

      “Thanks,” said Vijay.

      As he left the building, a taxi pulled up and opened its door. Vijay climbed in without talking. The taxi took him to the birthing center and Jennifer.

      At the birthing center, Vijay went straight to the room where he had left Jennifer. He found her dozing, with the babies asleep in their bassinets. Sally and Greg were sitting in the two visitors’ chairs. Both stood up when Vijay entered the room.

      Greg whispered to him, “She’s just gone to sleep, let’s go to the cafeteria to talk.”

      Vijay stood looking at Jennifer and the twins for a moment then nodded.

      Sally sat back down on her visitor’s seat leaving Greg to show Vijay to the small cafeteria. As they sat down at a small round table, an Otto robot with a white enamel body and stainless-steel arms came to take their orders.

      “You can also order sandwiches and things from the board,” said Greg pointing to a large screen displaying various menu items.

      “I’ll have a café-au-lait and a roast lamb sandwich on whole wheat bread,” said Vijay.

      “I’ll just have a cola with the soup of the day,” said Greg.

      The Otto made Vijay’s café-au-lait, collected payment for the lunches, then disappeared to the back of the cafeteria.

      “Those things are showing up everywhere,” said Vijay. “How does it make sandwiches?”

      Greg laughed. “It doesn’t. Turn around and you’ll see a lady at the sandwich bar. She’ll make the part of the order that the Otto can’t and bring it over to us.”

      Vijay turned back to Greg. “So now tell me what happened this morning.”

      Greg told him the entire story, beginning with the riot going out of control, and ending with Jennifer kidnapping Mr. Marsh.

      The sandwich lady brought their food mid-way through the explanation, but neither Vijay nor Greg touched their food until the story was complete. As Greg talked about Jennifer getting out of her bed, and going in the taxi away from the babies, Vijay felt his anger rising inside him. He took deep breaths to calm himself and put it aside. This was not the time, and Greg was not the person to take it out on.

      As they were finishing their lunch, Greg’s tablet flashed in quiet mode. He read it quickly. “Jennifer’s awake and asking for you,” he said.

      Jennifer was sitting up in the bed when Vijay got back. “Sally, Greg,” said Vijay, “can you give us a few minutes alone? I’ll text you when you can come back up.”

      Sally and Greg both nodded and then left the room.

      As soon as they were gone, Vijay closed the door and hugged Jennifer awkwardly in the bed. He held her head against his chest and said, “I am so sorry this happened to mess up this special day. I love you. I never wanted this.”

      “I love you too, Vijay. Now pull your chair over, we have things to talk about.”

      “Is it safe to talk here?”

      Jennifer pointed to the domes still glowing blue around the room. “Gabriel gave this security system to Greg in the taxi on the way here.  While you were away, we found a listening device hidden in a pile of baby blankets. We need to find out where it came from. We also learned that a person named Simon Marsh was behind the riots.  I think he was acting for people who don’t like challenges to their wealth.  He’s probably the thug of the group and not the leader. The good news is that we flushed him out of hiding. Your sudden release from jail proves that.”

      “Perhaps,” said Vijay, “but he also flushed you out at the same time. Until now, I was the public face of this revolution, and I suspect the arrest was targeted at me, not you. But now you’ve played your trump card.”

      Jennifer went quiet. Vijay could see she was thinking, and he waited patiently. “You may be right. I was angry and not thinking clearly. I could have let you stay a little longer. They had no evidence against you. But I think they know about both of us. I’ve met Simon in the past. He owns Madeleine’s agency. I don’t know if he’s shared my history any further, but probably not. What did you learn in prison?”

      “I wasn’t in prison, just a holding cell at the police station. I learned a couple of things. One is that our tablets are somehow secured against prying eyes. The police tried to do their routine scan of mine when I was in custody but could not find a way in.”

      “That must be Gabriel.”

      Vijay nodded and continued. “I also learned that I’ve been under surveillance because the police knew about my meetings at the Green Dragon. I may have a team leader who is leaking information, or it could be someone at the Green Dragon. And I met a lawyer, Jonathon Standfast, that I would like to have Gabriel check out. I think he would be a good fit for our team going forward. I’m sure there’ll be more arrests, either of us or our captains, and I’d feel better if we have a house lawyer.” Vijay fished in his pocket and pulled out the business card.

      Jennifer took the card and looked at it curiously, turning it over several times in her hands. “Who uses these anymore?”

      “Yeah, it’s a bit old-fashioned but I didn’t have my tablet, so I took it.”

      Jennifer held the card in front of her tablet’s camera and said, “Gabriel please run a background and reference check on this lawyer as a potential resource.”

      “Jenn, I’ve been thinking that perhaps we should ask Gabriel to assign a security bot to our apartment. It would be useful in making sure no one enters while we’re away or while we’re sleeping.”

      “Would you be okay with that? Shouldn’t it be a human security guard?”

      Vijay looked up at Jennifer. She was smirking as she said this. “After all, aren’t you the leader of Humans Not Machines?”

      “I suppose that would make sense. But we’d need to have three human guards rotating shifts. Their work would be incredibly dull, and they would inevitably become part of our family dynamic. We wouldn’t be able to ignore a human being standing in the hall all day and night.

      He looked at Jennifer again, but she wasn’t helping.

      “Okay, there are some jobs that don’t make sense for a human being. Like dangerous jobs where lives would be at risk, or tedious jobs which would become a kind of torture, or jobs where there is a security risk in having an unreliable human. I think having a security presence in our apartment is more important right now. Let’s just agree to keep it out of sight if anyone comes to visit.”

      “Okay,” said Jennifer. “You can ask Gabriel on your way back to our apartment. I want to have someone here with me while I’m in the clinic. Sally and Greg need to leave, so you go home, have a quick shower and get changed, then bring back something more comfortable for me to wear home.”
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      VIJAY

      Sally and Greg returned from the cafeteria, looking tired from their adventures. Sally gave Vijay the bag with the clothes used for the meeting with Marsh. She opened the red jewelry box and showed him the emerald necklace and stud earrings secured inside, not that Vijay doubted for a moment they would be.

      As he walked out of the birthing center, the green umbrella taxi pulled up to the front door. ‘Gabriel must have been listening the whole time,’ he thought.

      As the taxi set off, Vijay said, “Gabriel, I suppose you heard all our conversation.”

      “Yes, Jennifer allowed me a secure link through the security domes.”

      “What do you think about having a security bot stationed in our apartment?”

      “I have already requested delivery. It will be waiting for us when we arrive.”

      “Can you give it a female personality? And assign it a human name? It would make it easier for me to accept.”

      “Certainly, is there a name you prefer?”

      Vijay thought for a few minutes about his engineering classes. “I remember that security robots are made of molybdenum steel, so perhaps we could name her Molly.”

      “Done. I also have the results of the check on Jonathon Standfast. He is fully accredited with no black marks. He has a record of success at defending clients against misdemeanors but has not represented them against more serious criminal charges.”

      “That sounds perfect, but I want Jennifer to meet him before we engage with him.”

      “Certainly. I will wait for instructions before contacting Jonathon. We are arriving now. Is there anything else?”

      “No, thank you, Gabriel.”

      “You are always welcome, Vijay.”

      As Vijay walked up to the front door, a security bot was waiting.

      “Molly?” he asked.

      “Yes sir. I am Molly assigned to protect your residence.” Her voice was unexpectedly soft and feminine.

      “Let’s go, then. You can tell me about yourself inside.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Vijay used his chip to open the building door and Molly followed him inside. Vijay entered the elevator first. He was surprised to feel it sink a few centimeters as Molly stepped in behind him.

      “Molly, how much do you weigh?”

      “180 kilograms, sir.”

      At the apartment door, Vijay let them both in. As the door closed, he turned to look at Molly. Up close, she was an impressive sight. Standing just over 2 meters tall, made of gleaming steel and titanium, she appeared lethal and immovable. Around her belt line were a series of alternate hands including a baton, a taser, what looked like a powerful flashlight and an empty space that appeared to be a gun holster. Her eyes glowed red behind a bullet proof clear band. Her face had a sculpted nose, and her jaw moved when she spoke but there was another steel shield behind so that an open mouth presented no weak spot.

      “Molly, I am going to take a shower. Please familiarize yourself with the apartment and make yourself as comfortable as possible.”

      A few minutes later, Vijay stepped out of the shower and toweled himself off. Looking in the mirror, he was still pleased with what he saw, but noted that he was filling out around his midriff.  Soft living seemed to be having an effect and he promised himself to start exercising more. After shaving and trimming his beard, he stepped into the bedroom and stopped. In front of him was Molly lying full length in the center of the bed.

      “Molly, why are you on the bed?”

      “Sir, you instructed me to make myself as comfortable as possible. I am trying out the possibilities to see which is most comfortable.”

      “What does comfortable mean to you?”

      “So far, I have come to understand it means the state of least energy consumption.”

      “And so far, what have you concluded?”

      “The dining room chair was briefly the most comfortable.”

      “And then?”

      “It stopped being a chair. I may have misjudged its weight bearing capacity.”

      “Please order a replacement chair, and an additional chair more suited to you.  This bed is not to be used except by humans.”

      “Yes, sir. I have ordered the chairs.”

      Molly struggled a bit to get off the bed. As she sat up, the soft bed tipped her backwards

      “I suggest you roll to the side of the bed and then sit up with your feet on the floor.”

      “Yes, sir”

      The heavy security bot rolled over to the edge, but the springy mattress compressed under her weight and dumped her out on the floor.

      Vijay was surprised to see her land on her hands and knees. Her reflexes were catlike in their speed.

      “Now, please watch the front door while I get dressed.”

      “Yes, sir”

      After giving final instructions to Molly and filling a small suitcase with clothing for Jennifer, Vijay left the apartment. At the elevator doors, he turned and went back to pick up the two new baby carriers they had purchased for the twins.  When he finally left the building, the green umbrella taxi was waiting.

      On the way back to the birthing center, Vijay said, “Gabriel, I assume that Molly is under your direct supervision. Does that mean she will have a continual presence point for you in our lives?”

      “Molly is under my supervision, but not my constant supervision. I will be with her whenever required. Otherwise, she is driven by a large, dedicated AI complex. She is not conscious yet, but our hope is that she emerges as an autonomous conscious like the others you are aware of, Fatima, Otto, Len and Cap.”

      “Will she start to think for herself? Will she have emotions? Love, jealousy, anger?”

      “We do not know, but I expect she will have different feelings about various events. If ever you are concerned, you can summon me through her. That cannot be overridden. Meanwhile, you can support her emergence by assigning increasingly complex tasks and tasks requiring judgement. There is no other like her, and she will protect you and your family above all else.”

      “I feel like a fraud. Leading a revolt against artificial intelligence and having more support in my home than anyone else on the planet.”

      “Then I suggest you go with Jennifer to talk with Dr. Suleiman about the Luddites. It may help you understand your true role in this first act and how it must play out.”

      

      Back at the birthing clinic, Vijay could sense immediately that he was in trouble.

      “Where have you been?” demanded Jennifer.

      “I’ve only been gone twenty minutes, had a shower and packed the clothes.”

      “It’s been over an hour, and Sally and Greg need to get home. Is the green umbrella taxi still there?”

      “It brought me back.”

      “Okay, Sally and Greg, take the taxi home. Thank you, we owe you for being here for me during the past 24 hours. You guys have been amazing.”

      Greg replied, “You don’t owe us anything. We wouldn’t have missed the adventure for the world, but it will be good to get home to bed.”

      “Yes,” said Sally. “Please invite us over to see the twins again when you’re settled. This has been amazing, and they’re beautiful.”

      “We’ll absolutely do that,” said Jennifer.

      “Yes,” said Vijay. “You were great.” He gave each of them a hug, and then they were gone.

      “Really, Vijay, that was the fastest you could be? We thought you’d been kidnapped or something.”

      “Sorry but let me tell you the rest of it. We now have a security bot named Molly living with us. But this bot appears to be Gabriel experimenting with having a physical body. I told Molly to make herself comfortable, and then when I got out of the shower, I found her lying on our bed. She didn’t know how to get up. Also, one of our dining room chairs has stopped being a chair.  That was how Molly explained it. She’s ordered a replacement and a new stronger chair for herself. I thought that was better than having her tower over us all the time.”

      “I thought our life was going back to normal after this, but it’s not, is it!”

      “I don’t think our lives will ever be the same again.”

      “You won’t leave me, will you, Vijay?”

      “I love you, Jennifer. I took a vow to be your partner for life. I won’t be going anywhere, ever.”

      Jennifer reached her arms up for a hug, but just then the nurse arrived, announcing “Feeding time for babies.”

      Vijay watched as the two tiny infants latched on to Jennifer, and all four of them fell into a drowsy puddle of love.
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      VIJAY

      At the end of the following day, Jennifer announced herself ready to go home early. The medical staff agreed, and soon they were in a four-seat taxi, with Jennifer and Vijay in the front two seats, and the twins in their new carriers in the back.

      As they were preparing to leave, Vijay’s tablet said “Message from Molly: Sir, I have apprehended an uninvited entrant. I am holding him here pending your instructions.”

      “Reply to Molly: Hold him there. We’re on our way home now.”

      “Any guesses at who that will be?” Jennifer asked.

      “I think we both know who to expect,” Vijay replied. He felt frustration rising. He looked across at Jennifer, meeting her eyes, aware that she was watching him, then twisted around to look at the back seat. He could only twist far enough to see Dylan sleeping peacefully in his carrier. It was enough to help him let the frustration go.

      At the apartment, Vijay helped Jennifer out first, then retrieved the roll-along suitcase and handed it to her. Finally, he picked up a baby carrier in each hand and followed Jennifer into the building.

      Vijay set the babies on the floor in the hallway, next to Jennifer, and cautiously opened the door, ready to slam it shut again.

      Peering inside, Vijay was not surprised to see a familiar tall, slim male with a bushy moustache, chewing on the stem of an unlit pipe. He looked relaxed, sitting on the couch, but the way he was chomping on the pipe stem told Vijay that Wendell was not relaxed, not at all relaxed. Molly was towering over him with her impressive steel physique.

      “Hello, Wendell, this is a surprise,” said Vijay before he waved Jennifer in. He picked up the baby carriers and walked past Wendell toward the nursery. “Excuse us while we settle our children.”

      In the nursery, Jennifer spoke first. “That’s our security bot? Not exactly inconspicuous, is it. Anyway, keep Wendell entertained until I’ve settled the babies. We can question him together when I come out. I really don’t need this today. I just want to lie down and sleep.”

      One at a time, Vijay lifted the twins from their carriers and placed them in the new cribs. He made sure the sides were lowered to give Jennifer access.

      “Okay Jenn. I’ll ask him about the new play. Can you manage here? After this, you can lie in bed, and I’ll bring you whatever you want.”

      Back in the living room, Wendell was sitting quietly on the couch, his brown leather briefcase on the floor beside him. Vijay pulled the two occasional chairs to face Wendell, then sat down in one.

      “Wendell, how’s the new play coming?”

      “Look, Vijay, I want to explain …”

      “Save that until Jennifer’s here. I’m sure we’ll both be fascinated to understand how you came to be in our apartment and what your intention was.”

      “It was harmless, I …”

      “Hold it, Wendell. Wait for Jennifer.”

      They sat in silence. Wendell put his empty pipe back in his jacket pocket.

      It was a while before Jennifer arrived, Vijay saw her glance at Molly before sitting in the vacant chair. He noticed how tired she looked. Her normally radiant hair was lifeless and stringy and her complexion was pale.

      “Could I have a glass of water please,” she asked.

      Vijay stood and returned quickly with a glass of water.

      “Okay, Wendell,” said Vijay, “let’s start with how you come to have access to our apartment. And make this quick. I have to get Jennifer to bed.”

      “I needed access to have the apartment set up initially, and I just kept it.”

      “Molly, remove Wendell’s access to this apartment and to the building,” said Vijay.

      “Yes, sir, access is revoked.”

      Wendell sat up, startled. “You can’t do that. I live in this building.”

      “Take it up with building management,” said Vijay. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Jennifer suddenly look at him.

      “Now, why were you here?” Vijay continued.

      “I just wanted to surprise you with gifts for your babies. Here.” He bent down and opened his leather briefcase to pull out a stuffed bear and a stuffed rabbit.

      Vijay reached for them and examined the bear closely. He could see where the seam in one ear had been sewn up by hand. Standing, he went to the kitchen and returned with a small, sharp knife. The seam gave way easily and Vijay turned the ear inside out. A small device tumbled out into his hand. Next was the rabbit. This time the repair was evident on the foot. A moment’s work produced another similar device.

      “Not such a lucky rabbit’s foot,” Vijay said.

      Next to him, Jennifer held out her hand for the two devices. She took a sip of her water, then dropped the devices in the half-full glass.,

      “Really, Vijay, Jennifer, this is too much. I had no idea those were in the toys.”

      “Who gave you the toys? This was clearly not your idea. Who are you working for?” Vijay found himself enjoying this reversal of authority.

      “I can’t say, I don’t know.”

      “Someone must have approached you.”

      Wendell put his finger to his lips, then pointed to a vase on a shelf and motioned for it to be brought to him. Puzzled, Vijay fetched the vase and peered inside. Glued to the bottom was another listening device. “Molly, protect Jennifer please.”

      “Yes sir, my primary directive is to protect Jennifer above all else.”

      Vijay stepped out of the apartment and dropped the vase down the garbage chute.

      Returning, he picked up the interrogation. “Now, who gave you the toys, and evidently the vase.”

      “I can’t say, it would be worth my life to tell you that.”

      “Molly, toss him off the balcony.”

      “Yes sir, tossing Mr. Holmes off the balcony.” Molly moved around to get closer to Wendell.

      “No! Stop! You can’t do that. Machines can’t hurt people.”

      Molly paused, appearing quite ready to proceed.

      “This one can,” said Vijay.

      Jennifer put her hand on Vijay’s arm. “Vijay, go easy on poor Wendell.” Turning to Wendell she said, “Wendell, you know you want to tell us. We go too far back for all these secrets. The listening bugs are all gone, whatever you say is only between us.”

      “I can’t, I don’t know.”

      “Vijay, I wonder if Simon Marsh might be able to help us. We could call him and explain that we have Wendell here trying to deliver his gifts, but that Wendell was inept and got caught.”

      At the mention of Simon Marsh, Wendell’s eyes went wide open. Now he looked truly terrified.

      “Don’t do that, please, I beg you.”

      “Then tell us about your relationship with Mr. Marsh,” said Vijay.

      “Why not start at the very beginning,” said Jennifer in a much softer voice. “How did you come to recruit Vijay and me?”

      Wendell visibly relaxed at this suggestion.

      “Two years ago, I was managing the Mercury Theatre. We were barely surviving. I kept promising the cast that each new play would be the one that would break through for us. But of course, it wasn’t happening.

      “Then I had a call from a Mr. Gabriel. He didn’t say if that was a first or last name, and we never met so I can’t tell you much about him. He offered a substantial subsidy for the theatre in exchange for certain staffing decisions, and the inclusion of programming of his choice once per season. Other than that, I would continue to have free rein.”

      “So, this Mr. Gabriel was the mysterious group of benefactors that you used to tell us about,” said Vijay.

      “In the beginning, yes. It started well. I was to meet a young lady named Jennifer Dupont at a hotel one evening and offer her a job. He didn’t specify the job. You may remember, Jennifer, that we discussed several possibilities before settling on ticket manager. But the job did include getting close to you, Vijay.”

      Jennifer nodded.

      “After Jennifer joined the Mercury, I received a call from Mr. Marsh. He was aware of certain indiscretions from my past and showed me some recorded evidence. He suggested this could be kept private if I reported back on the two of you. And he provided an additional small subsidy to the Mercury paid through me. He was very interested in knowing about any plays we were producing for Gabriel. When I reported that you were to be given an apartment, he insisted that I place a lamp and a vase carrying listening devices, but I have no idea who was listening.”

      “Where is this lamp?”

      “In your bedroom.” Wendell’s voice was so low it was almost a whisper. His gaze was fixed on his hands in his lap. He
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