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    Greg stared at the videophone, demanding a response with that annoying buzz. 
 
    The code showed it was a call from Utopia, but who was it calling? Rebecca? Nicole? Or Dale’s sister, Stephanie? 
 
    It had been a month since he escaped from Utopia, and life was looking good. With what he had saved, and the initial payment from the drug company, he was now better off than he could ever have dreamed of, in those desperate days in Utopia. 
 
    His one regret was leaving Rebecca behind. He loved her more than anyone before her, even Nicole, her mother. 
 
    He clicked to answer, and the screen flickered to life to reveal Rebecca. As pretty as ever, even as she was, hair short-cropped and with no makeup. Not that she needed makeup. A youthful complexion and such kissable lips. 
 
    “Hello, Greg, I’ve missed you.” 
 
    Greg hesitated before continuing. He missed her too. But why had she tracked him down? And what motivated her call? Just to be able to see him again? Unlikely. 
 
    “I’ve missed you too, Rebecca. I’m sorry I had to leave like that, but it was the only way. You were never going to take me back here.” 
 
    She pouted. “I was terribly upset when you left me. I thought you loved me.” 
 
    “I do love you, but I told you over and over that I couldn’t stay in Utopia. My home is here in Cassini, and it always will be.” 
 
    “But you had all you needed here. We had a better standard of living than most people, and a loving relationship. Not to mention our sex life. What’s better than that in Cassini? What’s so special that you’d give up on our life together?” 
 
    “It’s special here because I can do what I want, without permission from you, or your mother, or anyone. And as for a standard of living, what I have now is pretty good anyway.” 
 
    “But what about your work? Are you still having to crawl inside those horrible, dusty air conditioners?” 
 
    Greg laughed. “It’s not that bad a job, but in any case, I’ve just started up a business, and I’ll be employing others to do the really dirty work.” 
 
    Rebecca frowned. 
 
    “And where did you get the money to do that? 
 
    “I had savings.” 
 
    It was her turn to laugh. 
 
    “Maybe you did have savings, but I know you’ve got more money now than you had before. I know the area you’re living in, and you could never have afforded an apartment there before. Was it something to do with Joe’s death?” 
 
    Greg tensed up. So she knew about his death, and Greg’s own connection with Joe. 
 
    “Joe was a good friend. He was desperate to leave too, and I promised to help him find work here. But he had no money.” 
 
    “Well, I know you got money from somewhere, even if it wasn’t from Joe. One day, I’ll find out.” 
 
    It was annoying, the way the conversation had moved, and he was nervous of accidentally revealing something under her questioning. His finger hovered over the button to end the call. 
 
    He said, “Is that all you want to talk about? Is that why you called?” 
 
    “I called because I’m fond of you, that’s all. I wanted to see you again, and I was even hoping I might tempt you into coming back.” 
 
    “What? And live with that psycho Stephanie in the apartment?” 
 
    “She’s not psychotic.” She laughed. “Was she too rough with you?” 
 
    “Yes, and way beyond anything you’ve done. She’s obsessed about her brother’s disappearance, and blames me, however much I deny it. I wouldn’t feel safe to be alone with her again.” 
 
    “But there are so many questions about what happened to Dale. And you’re the only person that might be able to give answers. You can’t blame her for wanting to question you.” 
 
    “Questions are fine, and I’ve answered what I can, but I know that’s never going to satisfy her. She thinks I killed Dale and nothing I say makes any difference. I couldn’t ever feel safe with her around.” 
 
    Rebecca looked thoughtful for a moment, and then her frown disappeared. 
 
    “If you come back to me, I promise that I’ll have her leave. So if that’s all that’s stopping you, then why not come back to me?” 
 
    “It’s not just about Stephanie. I’m beginning to settle into a new life here, and hoping to build my business.” 
 
    “You can set up a business here as easily as in Cassini. You can transfer your money across, and I’ve got money too, and all the contacts you need to help you along. But the key thing is that we’d have a life together again, just you and me.” 
 
    “We could have that life here in Cassini. With your experience, and knowledge of Utopia, you’d walk straight into a senior role in government.” 
 
    Rebecca shook her head. 
 
    “It could never compare to what I have here. It’s not just my current job, it’s the prospects of advancing to higher and higher levels. That wouldn’t happen over there.” 
 
    “So it’s a stalemate. You won’t come back here, and I can’t face living in Utopia again. It’s sad, but it’s reality.” 
 
    “But you do still love me, don’t you?” 
 
    “More than anything.” 
 
    Her eyes were glistening with a hint of tears. 
 
    Greg said, “Do you want to keep in touch, or do we say it ends here?” 
 
    “I want you, Greg, and maybe one day, I’ll find a way to bring us together. So yes, I’d like to keep in touch. If that suits you?” 
 
    “Of course it does. Goodbye then for now, my darling.” 
 
    “Goodbye.” 
 
      
 
    As the screen cleared, Greg stood up and breathed deeply. Rebecca had found out about his money, probably from someone over here, but fortunately she had no idea where it came from. 
 
    If she did ever find out, it could make things very difficult. 
 
    And with Stephanie involved, it could even be dangerous. 
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    Back at the apartment, Rebecca held back for a while, until they had both eaten. Then she couldn’t wait any longer. She sent Brad off to his room, waiting until she heard his door close. 
 
    “Stephanie, I’ve done it. I phoned Greg in Cassini.” 
 
    Stephanie's eyes widened. 
 
    “And what happened? Did you talk to him? Did you ask about Dale? Come on, tell me what happened.” 
 
    “Yes, I spoke to him. I asked about his money, and I asked about Dale.” 
 
    “And did he admit anything?” 
 
    “No, I’m afraid he didn’t. Not about Dale, or the money.” 
 
    “I suppose I could have guessed that he’d say nothing new. He’ll feel safer over there, but he’d still not want to give anything away. Did you believe him?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t, but you can judge for yourself. I made a recording, and if you give me a moment, I’ll set it to play.” 
 
    Rebecca copied the video to the television, and set it running. 
 
    Just after Greg’s image appeared, Stephanie paused it. 
 
    “Doesn’t he look strange? Short hair, and not a trace of moisturizer or lip balm.” 
 
    “Do you think he looks better like that?” 
 
    “Heavens no. I want a man to look like a man, and not like he’s impersonating a woman. If he tried that over here, he’d be arrested in no time.” 
 
    Rebecca laughed. “Well, you’d better not go to Cassini then. All the men look like that.” 
 
    She clicked it to resume, and then they sat watching it, in silence, as the conversation unfolded. 
 
    When it ended, Stephanie turned to Rebecca. 
 
    “I believe he's lying about Dale. When you asked the question, did you see the way he responded? His facial expression, his eyes, and the tone of his voice … they all tell me he was lying.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but what else can we do? There’s no point asking the same questions about Dale. We’d just get the same answers. And then there’s the matter of the money. He would have had some savings there already, but not on the scale he has now. A big bank balance, an expensive apartment, and enough money to start a business. He's got the money from somewhere, and I’d love to know from whom, and what he’s done to get it, in just a month.” 
 
    “Maybe from friends?” 
 
    “He's got no friends with that sort of money, or at least any that would be willing to hand that much over to him. Of course, it could be something to do with that man Joe, that he went with on the train.” 
 
    “That was awful being frozen to death … But he can’t have had any significant money. No man here has money like that.” 
 
    Rebecca was quiet for a moment. 
 
    “One day I'll find out, but for now, I think it's a matter of waiting to see if anything develops, either there or at this end. Secrets have a habit of becoming public knowledge after a while. Maybe someone that knows about Dale, or the money, develops a grudge, or falls out with Greg.” 
 
    “You still love Greg, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, but does that matter?” 
 
    “I do wonder if one day you’ll be tempted to join him in Cassini. He’s an attractive man, and he’s already inviting you to go there. And you did tell him you’d drop me if he came to Utopia.” 
 
    “But I said no to Cassini, and I mean it. I’ll never go back there, whether to Greg or to anyone else. My home now is here in Utopia, and you’re a part of that home. You’re a part of my life. I wouldn’t want anything different from that. I love you too, you know. And forget what I said to Greg about having you leave. That was my little lie.” 
 
    “Rebecca, I know you love me and you love Greg, but which one of us do you love the most?” 
 
    “That’s a silly question. I don’t love one of you more than the other. I love you both, but just in different ways.” 
 
    “But surely you must have stronger feelings for one of us?” 
 
    “No, I don’t feel stronger one way or the other. It’s like loving your mother and father. You love them both, and not necessarily one more than another. Anyway, let me ask you a question. Do you love Dale?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “Then who do you love the most? Me or Dale?” 
 
    “I suppose I see what you mean now. You’re both quite different, and we share different experiences.” 
 
    “But you have sexual experiences with me. Doesn’t that put me in the lead?” 
 
    Stephanie blushed. “I think we’ve talked enough about this sort of thing. I wish I hadn’t brought up the subject.” 
 
    “Now you’re being evasive. I’ve been honest with you, but you don’t want to talk when it’s your turn.” 
 
    “There are things in my past that I’d rather you didn’t know. I’m sorry, but that’s how I feel.” 
 
    “Oh, all right then. But on another matter altogether, have you thought more about coming to work for me?” 
 
    “It sounds a good idea, and I’m sure I’d make a good assistant, but couldn’t you get tired of seeing me in the day and at home?” 
 
    “Not at all. We wouldn’t be sharing an office, and you’ll be doing jobs that take you into the different sections that I’m responsible for. So apart from my morning staff meeting, we actually wouldn’t have much contact during the day. I think it could work out very well.” 
 
    “But what if you get that job of Deputy to the Director? I’d end up working for someone else, wouldn’t I?” 
 
    “No, I’d be able to take you with me. But anyway, the chances of getting the promotion are pretty low.” 
 
    “Then why apply?” 
 
    “It’s not just about being a deputy. It puts me on the Trade Task Force, and that’s a pretty elite group, and even opens up the chance to go to Cassini for negotiations.” 
 
    “And that means you could see Greg and question him?” 
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    Rebecca shivered slightly. The room wasn’t cold, but she’d never felt so uneasy. It was a big promotion to Deputy, and so soon after her last upgrade, that it seemed almost impossible that she’d get the job ahead of the other candidates. 
 
    Yet having got this far in the selection process, she must have a strong chance. After all, the Director wouldn’t want to waste time on someone unsuitable. 
 
    The speaker crackled slightly, and then the voice that she both dreaded and welcomed. It was her turn. 
 
    The room was square, with a large circular table in the center. 
 
    The Director was seated on the far side, and there were two others each side, with no vacant chair for her. So she approached the table and stood waiting. 
 
    The Director spoke first. 
 
    “Well, Rebecca, everyone says you’re a star performer. Is that how you view yourself?” 
 
    Rebecca had no idea how others would have reacted to that, but she’d anticipated interview questions like this one, and had rehearsed her responses over and over. If this was the level of questioning, then there was nothing to worry about. 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Rebecca felt drained of life, but kept a positive and confident attitude for the interrogators. The questions had kept coming, one immediately after the other, and soon had progressed from standard questioning. There were tricky questions about Greg and even of Stephanie, and how and why she had contacted a private investigator in Cassini. 
 
    Then the questioning about why she wanted to join the Trade Task Force, and participate in the negotiations with Cassini. And it then became clear. They were nervous about her loyalty to Utopia. 
 
    At the end, the Director said, “That’s all the questions we have. Do you want to add anything before we finish the interview? Is there a question you wish we had asked?” 
 
    Rebecca almost smiled. This was the opportunity she needed. 
 
    “Yes, there is a question you may already have in your minds, about my loyalty to Utopia. Well, let me reassure you that Utopia is my home and will forever have my loyalty. If I join the negotiating team, I’ll drive as hard a deal as anyone else here, and my experience of life in Cassini makes me uniquely able to understand their mindset. Give me the chance and I’ll surpass any expectations you may have of me or anyone else on the team. Look at my track record, and you’ll see that I’m a person that delivers results, whatever the challenge.” 
 
    Rebecca stood waiting for a response, or for some further interrogation, but then the Director stood up. 
 
    “Well, thank you for that, Rebecca. Now I think that’s all. We’ll be making our decision later on, and you’ll know one way or another by the end of day. But one thing for sure that I’ve also told the other candidates, is that even if you aren’t offered the Deputy position, having got this far is an achievement in itself, and demonstrates our belief in your potential. 
 
      
 
    The others in her office had gone home, and it was an hour later before she was called to the Director’s office. 
 
    The meeting was short and to the point. 
 
    She’d succeeded in the promotion. From the following week she would be one of the Director’s deputies. And she’d also be enrolled on the Trade Task Force. 
 
    Rebecca said, “Does that mean going to Cassini?” 
 
    “Not necessarily. The Task Force is quite sizable, and deals with trade with both Cassini and Olympus as well as many issues within Utopia. But the negotiating team for Cassini will be small, maybe only three or four people. Still, with your unique background, it is quite possible.” 
 
      
 
    Back at the apartment, Stephanie was standing hand in hand with Brad, both looking expectantly at Rebecca. 
 
    Stephanie said, “So? Were you successful?” 
 
    Rebecca took hold of Stephanie, and kissed her, and then kissed Brad. 
 
    “We’re going to celebrate. I’ve got the job!” 
 
    Brad said, “Oh, that’s wonderful. Does that mean you get more money?” 
 
    “Quite a lot, but it means more power too, to get things done. And I’ve been added to the Trade Task Force. No guarantees, but it’s a step closer to going to Cassini on that negotiating team.” 
 
    Stephanie’s eyes went wide. “Then you can get to Greg and question him properly. That’s the best news yet. So how will we celebrate?” 
 
    “We’re all going out to dinner, and then we’re coming back here, and we’ll have some fun together.” 
 
      
 
    They were back at the apartment just after midnight. 
 
    Rebecca said, “Well, I’m ready to play now. What about you two?” 
 
    Brad laughed, “I’d like to, but I’m really tired. If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather go and get some sleep.” 
 
    “I thought you were beginning to look weary at the restaurant. But I like it when it’s three of us. Let’s all fool around a little, and then you can go to bed.” 
 
    Rebecca turned to Stephanie. “And what about you? Are you tired too?” 
 
    “Not in the slightest.” 
 
    “All right then, we’ll go to our room and get undressed, and Brad, give us ten minutes, then you come and join us.” 
 
    In the bedroom, Rebecca and Stephanie undressed, exchanged a kiss, and then lay on the bed, waiting. 
 
    Brad appeared in the doorway, naked. 
 
    Rebecca said, “Turn the lights down, and then come over here and stand at the bottom of the bed.” 
 
    He did as he was told, and stood waiting. Rebecca knew that any man that wasn’t a eunuch would by now have an erection, but Brad’s penis hung limp and small. He was just about able to have sex these days, even with the spray. She would have to think of something else. 
 
    “Brad, get onto the bed, and kneel between us. Then put your hands down below, and give us one of your gentle massages.” 
 
    He crawled onto the bed, and got into position, and then Rebecca felt his fingers on her. It was quite a beautiful feeling as they moved around, sometimes pressing and sometimes stroking, but never too much, always gentle. 
 
    Minutes passed, and his finger movements became ever more magical. It was almost as good as sex, at least sex with Brad. Stephanie’s breathing had become more intense too, and Rebecca knew it was time to move on. 
 
    “Okay, Brad, you’ve done well. Now you can go to your room.” 
 
    He crawled off the bed, and then he was gone. 
 
    Rebecca turned to Stephanie, and kissed her. 
 
    Then she slid on top of her, and kissed her again, slipping her tongue against Stephanie’s teeth. Rebecca could feel the orgasm coming, and under her, Stephanie was beginning to tremble. Rebecca moved her hand down, between them, just pressing her fingertips slightly. That was the trigger for Stephanie to do the same with Rebecca.  
 
    Rebecca locked her lips onto Stephanie’s, just as their bodies climaxed. 
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    When the videophone buzzed, Greg recognized the number. 
 
    This time no hesitation. 
 
    He clicked to accept the call, and waited a second for Rebecca to appear on screen. 
 
    “Hi Rebecca, lovely to see you again. It’s been a while, and a lot’s happened here.” 
 
    “Same here, Greg, and I’ve got some exciting news for you.” 
 
    “Go on then, what’s the news?” 
 
    “You first. What have you been up to?” 
 
    “Well, the business has got going faster than I expected. My first job was a small one, and I did it on my own with one man that I took on. We obviously did a good job, as they called me in to see if I could do some more jobs for them. Of course I said yes. Had to lie a little about what staffing I had. You’d have been proud of me!” 
 
    “So how are you going to handle more work?” 
 
    “I already took on four more employees, and that’s enough for now, but I’ve got a couple of others ready to come and join me when I get more work. And I’m getting a reputation, so it shouldn’t be long before I get new contracts.” 
 
    “That’s marvelous. I’m so glad things are working out for you Of course, I’d much rather you were here building your business.” 
 
    “And what’s the exciting news for you?” 
 
    Rebecca leaned towards the camera. 
 
    “I’ve been promoted. I’m now a Deputy Director of Operations. I’ve a department of over a hundred women and a dozen or so men. And the money and benefits are fantastic.” 
 
    “Gosh, that’s amazing. Doesn’t that make you young for that position?” 
 
    “Very young. I’m five years younger than any other deputy in the whole of the government organization. Not just Operations. But that’s why I like it here. I’ve worked hard and performed well, and I’ve been rewarded.” 
 
    “Well, I’m proud of you, and that is exciting news.” 
 
    Rebecca smiled, and paused a moment. 
 
    “But there’s more to it. I’m now a member of the Trade Task Force. That means there’s every chance I might be selected to join the negotiating team coming to Cassini. That means I’d be able to meet with you again.” 
 
    Greg smiled, but inwardly felt suddenly unsure. It was one thing to love Rebecca at a distance, but another to have her here in Cassini. Sex would be great, but she’s inquisitive enough to ask more questions about his money. And if she’s in a senior position, who knows what favors she could extract from Cassini government people. And she’d use every resource she had to get those favors. Sex included. 
 
    He’d paused too long, and Rebecca frowned. 
 
    “Aren’t you happy that I could come to you? 
 
    “Of course I am. It just took me by surprise. I’d never dreamed you’d be able to come here like that. So, when would you know if you’re on the team?” 
 
    “That’s a problem. I have no idea, and I’m up against many others. I’ve knowledge of Cassini, which will help me, but there are others who’ve already carried out negotiations. But still, we can be hopeful, can’t we?” 
 
    Greg relaxed a little. 
 
    “Yes, let’s hope things work out the way you want it.” 
 
    “And if I come there, I’m sure I’ll convince you to come back with me. Now I’m a deputy, I’ve got high-level contacts everywhere, and you’ll be able to build a business faster than you even can there. There are government contracts too, and I can keep you in the running for those. You could end up with hundreds of employees, not just a handful.” 
 
    “But I’ve told you before, it’s also about independence, and not forever being under control.” 
 
    “With the money you’ll make, you’ll be rich, and if you ever want to split up, you’ll have all the resources you need to live well. And the money will make you very attractive to a lot of women.” 
 
    “Look, Rebecca, I do love you, and I accept that you’d support me there, but I value my independence above everything. I’ll not be coming back to Utopia, whatever the inducement.” 
 
    Her face flushed with anger. 
 
    “I’ve tried my best to show you how I can help you come back and make a fortune, and you just dismiss it out of hand. Well, Greg, if that’s your decision, it’s fine by me, but I think you’re making a big mistake. One day, I know you’ll regret your decision.” 
 
    The screen went blank. 
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    The last time that Rebecca met with her mother was just after Greg went missing, and that was Rebecca’s idea rather than Nicole’s, suspicious that Greg may have gone back to her, in spite of the way she treated him when they were married. 
 
    That meeting had ended acrimoniously, with accusations both ways. 
 
    So now it was a surprise to have Nicole phone her, in a fairly chatty mood, to invite her to dinner. After last time, Rebecca thought it best not to question her mother’s motives over the phone. No doubt that would become clear at dinner. 
 
    The taxi dropped her off at Nicole’s and at the door, Rebecca’s brother Tim invited her in, and gave her a hug. 
 
    “Oh, it’s so lovely to see you again, Rebecca. I’ve really missed you. You were my best friend.” 
 
    “But you have lots of friends now at school, don’t you?” 
 
    “Oh yes, lots.” 
 
    His hair was shoulder-length now, and he fondled it playfully as he talked. 
 
    “And Rebecca, we had a competition as to who was the prettiest boy in the class, and I ended up in the final three.” 
 
    “You didn’t win, then?” 
 
    “No, but I don’t mind. My friend is so lovely and pretty, I would have been surprised if he hadn’t won. And I can’t feel bad, because he’s my best friend. But let me take you through.” 
 
    Rebecca followed, thinking back to the day that he’d come back after castration. Such a change for the better. It’s important to have men for breeding, but boys and men like Tim, would always be better off as eunuchs. 
 
    In the living room, it was a hug and kiss from her mother, as if they’d never fallen out about anything, not least Rebecca taking Greg away from her. 
 
    They went through to the dining area, and two others were already there. One she recognized as Kelly, Nicole’s manager, but the other was a stranger. 
 
    The mystery woman smiled and came over. 
 
    “Hi, Rebecca, I’m Isabel. Nice to meet you finally. Your Mom’s told me a lot about you. She’s very proud of what you’ve achieved.” 
 
    Nicole said, “Isabel’s a senior executive at the drug company. She’s a good friend, and she’s got something of interest for you. But let’s eat first and then we can talk about all that.” 
 
      
 
    Dinner was taking longer than Rebecca wanted. She never liked to waste time, and knowing that Isabel had something interesting to say made every bit of chit-chat an irritation rather than a pleasure. Then just as Nicole poured after-dinner drinks, she took Rebecca by surprise. 
 
    “Oh, by the way, Rebecca, I’ve no particular secrets from Isabel and Kelly. They know all about Greg and me, and of course Greg and you.” 
 
    Rebecca was momentarily stuck for words, looking alternately from Kelly to Isabel. 
 
    Kelly laughed, “Nothing too confidential, of course. But when Joe was found dead in Cassini, Nicole was quite comforting, and we both swapped little secrets. Then when we heard about Greg’s disappearance, it all became a bit of a mystery. It was not long after that, that Isabel contacted me.” 
 
    Isabel looked at Rebecca. “The thing is, we’re all intrigued by the coincidence. But do you know any more about what happened to Greg?” 
 
    Rebecca put her drink down. 
 
    “The dinner was lovely, and it was nice to meet you, Isabel, but I’m not really interested in talking about Greg. He’s out of my life, and that’s it. But did Nicole say you had something of interest for me?” 
 
    “Very much of interest. It’s partly got some personal relevance, and it’s also a commercial matter, that in your position as Operations Deputy, you’ll possibly want to take further.” 
 
    Rebecca sat back. “You’ve already got my interest. Carry on.” 
 
    “Do you know what Joe’s work involved?” 
 
    “He was one of your technicians. I suppose he was doing tests and that sort of thing.” 
 
    “Exactly. But actually he was in quite a responsible position for a man, and designed tests as well as carrying them out. That means he had access to much of our design and manufacturing processes. So when he disappeared, alarm bells rang in that division. And when we got the news that he’d been found dead in Cassini, we didn’t know what to think.” 
 
    “But something new has happened?” 
 
    “True. There’s a large drug company in Cassini that for years has produced low-level products, but just recently has started making a drug that’s very similar to one of our own drugs. Their product isn’t as effective as ours, but their pricing means they are seriously undercutting what we supply from Utopia.” 
 
    “And you think Joe’s travel to Cassini was somehow connected?” 
 
    “Exactly. Joe had access to a lot of confidential material on that drug. We think that somehow he was able to copy that material and take it from the premises. How he could do that is a mystery, as he had no facility to copy or download the information. But we still think that’s what he did.” 
 
    “That seems a lot of trouble over one drug.” 
 
    “It may only be one drug, but it represents about ten per cent of all our company sales to Cassini. Now the reason I’m telling you all this is that, with Kelly’s help, we’ve been investigating Joe’s connections. Everything’s pointing to involvement by Greg.” 
 
    Rebecca had to smile. So that’s where his money came from. But should she cooperate with Isabel? Would it harm Greg? But so what if it did? Maybe if life was less comfortable over there, he’d be more amenable to coming back. 
 
    She said, “So that’s why you’re asking about him?” 
 
    “True. And you may not want to help just from a personal viewpoint, but that loss of income for our company, means a loss for the Utopia economy. Your department is surely concerned about that.” 
 
     Rebecca picked up her drink and took a sip, savoring the moment. 
 
    “Actually, I know quite a lot about what happened to Greg, and you’re right. Personally, I hate the thought that he might feel I’ve betrayed him, but we have to give priority to the city’s interests.” 
 
    Isabel took out her tablet. “Do you mind if I take notes?” 
 
    “Not at all. The first thing you should know is that Greg is in Cassini.” 
 
    Isabel smiled. “I knew it! Go on, tell me more.” 
 
    “He’s already started a company and he’s living well in an upscale apartment. He had savings, but not enough for what he’s done so far. I asked him where his extra money came from and he refused to tell me. Now, from what you’ve just told me, it’s clear that it’s connected with Joe and that drug.” 
 
    Kelly said, “If Joe was dying of cold, I know he’d have passed the information to Greg. He really admired Greg and I think he would have done anything for him.” 
 
    Isabel put away her tablet. “That’s taking me a lot further than I expected. We can move on now.” 
 
    Rebecca said, “Will you need my help?” 
 
    “Not for now, other than your contact details for him. Our next step is to find out more about what he’s doing, and see if we can track down a connection to the Cassini drug company. Then we’ll be thinking of what we can do in law, within our city’s agreements with Cassini. It might be a long process, but now Greg is in my sights, I feel more confident we’ll be able to stop them producing that copy of our drug.” 
 
    “What about Greg? Would that mean we could force him to come back here to answer charges?” 
 
    Isabel hesitated. “I’m not sure. We do have an extradition treaty, but neither city likes to use it. Still, anything’s possible.” 
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    Rebecca got back late to the apartment, expecting Stephanie to have gone to bed already, but she was very much awake. 
 
    “I’ve got you a drink ready, Rebecca. I thought you might need it. Another argument with her?” 
 
    “No, in fact we got on reasonably well. And it was the best possible outcome you can imagine. I found out more about Greg and his money.” 
 
    “From Nicole?” 
 
    “No. She had her friend Kelly there, and also a woman called Isabel, who works at the drug company where Kelly’s husband worked.” 
 
    “Is he the one that froze to death?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s the one. Well, what this woman told me was that Joe must have obtained some company data, and passed it on to Greg, and that he must have done a deal with a drug company in Cassini. Basically, they’ve copied a Utopia drug and are undercutting the sales from here.” 
 
    “And that’s how Greg’s made his money?” 
 
    “Almost certainly. And after what I told her, there are bound to be developments with Greg. Serve him right for running out on me.” 
 
    “Will they sue him?” 
 
    “I’ve no idea, but that woman Isabel was talking about legal action, and she seems a tenacious type. I think Greg will be in court before long, at least as a witness against the drug company.” 
 
    Stephanie smiled. “If he needs your help, then you know what to ask for in return, don’t you? The truth about Dale.” 
 
      
 
    In bed, with the lights out, Stephanie giggled. 
 
    “You know when I pretended to be Dale?” 
 
    “Yes, what about it?” 
 
    “Would you like me to be Dale again? I can make it extra special tonight.” 
 
    “With your pink lip balm on?” 
 
    “Of course, but something better than that.” 
 
    Rebecca turned the light on very low. Just enough light to make out Stephanie’s outline as she went to the dressing table to put on the lip balm. Then Rebecca got out of bed, waiting until Stephanie was lying there. 
 
    Rebecca went to stand at the bottom of the bed, and put her hands on Stephanie’s feet. Then gradually she slid her hands up Stephanie’s legs until a surprise. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “It’s a strap-on penis, to make me more like Dale. I thought you might like it. And it’s deep inside me too.” 
 
    “You’re quite wicked, Stephanie. But I can be just as wicked.” 
 
    Rebecca moved up until the penis was touching her, and then she moved it into position, and pushed gently down. It was a strange feeling, with Stephanie under her like this. It really was more like when she had sex with Dale. And she could feel Stephanie trembling in anticipation, just as Dale used to. Inside her, the thing was throbbing, and she could guess that it was doing the same to Stephanie. 
 
    Rebecca leaned down and kissed those lips, and then pushed her hips downward. Stephanie gasped, and it gave Rebecca an idea. 
 
    “You’re a man, and I’m going to fuck you, for as long as I like. But who are you?” 
 
    “I’m Dale.” 
 
    “And how do you feel about me, Dale?” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “Now tell me who you are and what you want me to do to you.” 
 
    Stephanie did as she was told. “I’m Dale, and I want you to fuck me.” 
 
    Stephanie started shaking, and then Rebecca gave one last push, and felt the thrill again of having sex with a real man. 
 
      
 
    Lying there afterwards, Rebecca couldn’t stop smiling. 
 
    This kind of sex was never going to be as good as Greg, but it was at least as good as having Brad. Maybe better. 
 
    So maybe she didn’t need Greg for sex if Stephanie liked playing this game. 
 
    But there was a lot about Greg that she missed. Not just the sex. 
 
    Rebecca said, “Where did you get that thing?” 
 
    “A sex shop, and I had to pay with a cash card. It was quite expensive, but the woman said it was their best model.” 
 
    “It was perfect. Did you enjoy being Dale?” 
 
    “Yes, I was almost believing it myself. But was sex with me as good as sex with him?” 
 
    “To be honest, it wasn’t quite the same, so hard to compare. But it was pretty good having what felt like a real man under me. I bet you’re missing that too aren’t you?” 
 
    “I suppose I am. I do love you, but there are times when I’d like a man to make love to. Not just Brad.” 
 
    “Then next time, I’ll be the man. Would you like that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It wouldn’t feel right being on top of you.” 
 
    “But it won’t be me, will it?” 
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    Rebecca kept the morning staff meeting short. She’d been summoned by the Director, and she wanted to calm herself a little beforehand. What it was about, she had no idea. Her department was keeping up with targets, and costs were coming within budget, so it couldn’t be that. And although she’d perhaps been a little too demanding of her managers, the Director would hardly be concerned with that. 
 
    At the appointed time, she was shown into the office, and waved to sit opposite the Director. 
 
    “Rebecca, I’m afraid I have a bit of bad news for you, and I thought it only fair to tell you in person.” 
 
    Rebecca did her best to look calm in spite of the nervousness she was feeling. 
 
    “Bad news?” 
 
    “I know you were keen to be on the Cassini negotiating team, but the team has been formed, and I’m afraid you weren’t selected.” 
 
    “Am I to know why?” 
 
    “Decisions like this are made in private, so the answer in formal terms is no. What I can tell you is that you were close to being selected, not least because of your knowledge of Cassini, but there were other candidates with longer track records to support their application.” 
 
    “They were older?” 
 
    “Yes, but it wasn’t about age. It was about evidence of performance over a longer period than you’ve been able to yet demonstrate. So don’t feel too bad about it all. You were very close indeed, even though you’ve been with us for a relatively short time.” 
 
      
 
    Back home, Rebecca told Stephanie the news. 
 
    “Oh, Rebecca, I was counting on you getting to Cassini. Now we’ve no way to get to Greg for questioning. Are you really disappointed?” 
 
    “When I got the news, I was almost sick inside. I had no idea their selection had been taking place, and to hear that I was rejected wasn’t exactly something I’m used to. But after a while, I calmed down, and I’m certainly disappointed, but I’m not getting emotional about it. And I don’t think it’s done me any harm making an application. It’s got my name more widely known in Operations, and that’s got to be an advantage for the future.” 
 
    “So would you like some good news?” 
 
    “I’d love it.” 
 
    “I’ve decided to take that job as your assistant after all.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s wonderful. Absolutely wonderful.” 
 
    Rebecca took hold of Stephanie and hugged her. 
 
    “What made you decide?” 
 
    “I don’t know, really. My current job is fine, but part of me wanted a change, and of course, I’d like to work with you and help you. I’ll not disappoint you, Rebecca.” 
 
    “I know you won’t. So let’s celebrate. Open the wine, and we’ll have dinner, and then we can watch a movie together.” 
 
      
 
    In bed, Stephanie dimmed the lights, and cuddled up to Rebecca. 
 
    “What would you like to do, tonight?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I think I’ve had too much wine to do anything energetic. I’m almost sleepy.” 
 
    “Well, I’m a little bit drunk too, but I’ve still plenty of energy.” 
 
    Rebecca was silent for a moment, then, “Where’s that strap-on thing?” 
 
    Stephanie leaned over to her bedside cupboard and produced it. 
 
    “Do you want me to put it on again?” 
 
    “No. As you’ve got all this energy, I’ll be the man tonight, lying under you, and with you making love to me.” 
 
    Stephanie giggled. “And are you going to say things like I did?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Rebecca got out of bed and fitted it, inserting her part into her vagina, and tightening the thin silky straps. A strange feeling. As soon as it was inside her, it expanded, and started throbbing slightly.  
 
    She lay down on the bed, with the penis standing upright. 
 
    Rebecca said, "Forget who I really am, Stephanie, and show me what you can do with a man." 
 
    Stephanie moved to position herself, and let the penis slide in. 
 
    Rebecca said, “Now it’s my turn to keep saying things.” 
 
    “And when you do, I’ll fuck you harder.” 
 
    Rebecca whispered, “I'm a man, Stephanie, and I love you.” 
 
    Stephanie pushed her hips down, and felt a wave of pleasure as the penis went deeper into them both. 
 
    Rebecca said, “I’m a man, and you’re fucking me, and I like it.” 
 
    Then the rhythm started, with Stephanie pushing down and then easing off, with Rebecca repeating, "I'm a man …” 
 
    Every time Stephanie pushed, Rebecca could feel the thing inside her responding to the pressure, vibrating and throbbing. It was intense enough for her, and she knew it would the same for Stephanie. But it was having a greater effect. Stephanie was getting wilder and wilder, gripping Rebecca’s body until it almost was painful.  
 
    As they both climaxed, Rebecca realized that, in the excitement, she’d changed her phrase to "I'm Dale …” 
 
    In that final moment, Stephanie gasped, “I love you, Dale … I love you…” 
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    Rebecca opened the door to admit Isabel. A quick hug, and they went through to the living room. 
 
    “Stephanie, this is Isabel, the executive at the drug company. And Isabel, this is Stephanie. She shares the apartment, and is also my assistant at work, so I have no secrets from her. She knows the background to all this.” 
 
    “Good, then shall we get down to business? Thanks to your input, we’ve done some thorough research on Greg and on the activities of the company there that’s selling the copied drug.” 
 
    “And it’s confirmed your suspicions?” 
 
    “Completely. We also got samples of their product, for analysis, and that’s reinforced our view that it was based on our designs and processes. We also examined Joe’s access to the databases, and that made it even more certain that it was Joe who obtained the information.” 
 
    Stephanie said, “But surely Joe was entitled to look at the data as part of his job?” 
 
    “True, but it was the pattern of use that got our attention. He was often looking at documents that weren’t related to what he was working on that day.” 
 
    Rebecca said, “And what now then? Do you sue the other company in the Cassini courts?” 
 
    “It’s not that simple. With what we have, we may not be able to convince a judge there, and the other company will have all their local resources to influence the proceedings. And of course, the pathway of the technical data from our company to theirs involved Greg. If he denies that he had the data, or refuses to make a statement, then our case is not as strong as we’d want.” 
 
    “Then what next? You’re presumably not giving up?” 
 
    Isabel smiled. “I’m not one to give up, unless I’ve explored every possibility. And that’s why I need your help.” 
 
    “Oh, yes? What sort of help?” 
 
    “In your position in government, your opinion would count for a lot. I propose to use our information to get an extradition warrant issued, to bring Greg back to Utopia. With his evidence, we can serve an injunction on the company over there, to destroy their information on the drug, and cease production. So it’s one step at a time. It would be difficult to challenge the Cassini company with the evidence we have, but in Greg’s case, we’re not trying for a conviction, just temporary extradition to interview him.” 
 
    “And my role?” 
 
    “I’m confident, but if there is any doubt in the judge’s mind, I’m sure your support would help her lean towards our case.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Much as I’d like to help, I’m not sure about doing something like that. It might be construed that I was using my official position for what is partly a private matter.” 
 
    Stephanie said, “But Rebecca, you told me this copying of the drug was important for the city’s economy, so that’s surely justification for your position? And we both want Greg back here, don’t we?” 
 
    Tears were forming. “And it’s my only chance to find out the truth.”  
 
    “Of course we want him back, but I really don’t dare to compromise my position in Operations. I’ve a lot to lose.” 
 
    Stephanie stood up. “Then you must do what you have to.” 
 
    She left the room, and then the sound of the bedroom door slamming. 
 
    Isabel said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t intend to cause any friction between you. What did she mean by the truth?” 
 
    “Oh, it doesn’t matter. She’ll calm down later. So will you go ahead without me?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I’d like to, but I have to convince my superiors, and you were my insurance against any doubts.” 
 
    “Well, I really would like to help, but you can see my position, can’t you?” 
 
    Isabel was silent for a moment. 
 
    “I’ve an idea. Why not go to the Director, and ask for her advice. Tell her that it’s in the interests of my company but also of the city, but that you’re worried that it might be seen as using the position for your own purposes. If you get her approval, then you’ve nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “I suppose I could do that, but I’ll have to think about it. And it’ll be a few days before I get the opportunity anyway. But I’ll let you know as soon as I make my decision. Now would you like a glass of wine?” 
 
    “I’d love one. Do you want Stephanie back to join us?” 
 
    “No, not right now.” 
 
    Rebecca called out, “Brad, come here.” 
 
    Footsteps in the corridor, and Brad appeared at the doorway. 
 
    “Some wine for us, Brad, please.” 
 
    He rushed off to the kitchen, and was back with two glasses of wine. Then, as quickly, he disappeared off again. 
 
    Isabel said, “He’s nice. Is he your husband?” 
 
    “No, Greg’s still my husband. Brad’s a eunuch and much more reliable.” 
 
    They both laughed as they sipped the wine. 
 
    Rebecca said, “Have you a husband?” 
 
    “I’ve got two, but neither looks as handsome as Brad. You’ll have to let me borrow him sometime … Although I suppose he’s not much good at, well, you know.” 
 
    “He’s as good as a eunuch can be, and for now that’s good enough for me and Stephanie to share. So yes, you can borrow him, if I can borrow one of your men.” 
 
    Isabel laughed. “If we get a warrant issued, you can borrow both of them.” 
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    Rebecca said, “I’ve got some good news about the warrant, Stephanie. It’s gone through its final approval, and been sent to Cassini.” 
 
    “At last. I don’t see why it’s taken so long. All we want is for him to come and answer questions. ” 
 
    “The judge was very cautious about issuing the warrant. It’s quite a rare thing, after all, and she had to refer it to her legal team several times to check our inter-city agreements, as to what she can and can’t do.” 
 
    “But now it’s agreed, how long before they bring him back?” 
 
    “Quite a while yet, I’m told. The warrant goes to the courts in Cassini now, and they have to decide if they want to execute it. No doubt they’ll want to be ultra-careful too about legality, so it could be many more weeks before we get their ruling.” 
 
    Stephanie shrugged. “I suppose I should have expected it. But at least when we get Greg here, we can properly question him. That’s worth waiting for.” 
 
    “True, but don’t forget there’s no guarantee they’ll agree with it. In legal terms, there’s no reason for them to refuse it, but there’s always a possibility that our people have missed something in the agreements.” 
 
    “Well, assuming he is brought back, do you think we can get him arrested when he’s here for questioning about Dale?” 
 
    “Not a chance. If he is brought back, he’ll be under some sort of diplomatic protection, and probably immune from arrest or prosecution. He’s every right to stay in the transit hotel at the station, and not venture out.” 
 
    “So if we want to question him, we’ll have to go to the hotel?” 
 
    “Correct. That’s assuming he’ll agree to us going to see him.” 
 
    “Damn. That’s another obstacle to getting the truth about my poor Dale. It’s just one thing after another.” 
 
    Rebecca put her hands on Stephanie’s waist, and pulled her a little closer. 
 
    “Don’t look at it that way. The positive thing is that we’ve got past one obstacle, in getting the warrant, so why shouldn’t we be able to deal with other obstacles? I’m actually quite hopeful of getting to see him.” 
 
    “But he won’t want to see me, will he?” 
 
    Rebecca laughed. “Maybe not. I think he’s scared of you. But he’ll feel safe at the hotel, so he may not mind you coming with me. No chance of getting physical, of course, but he may be more ready to talk about things, knowing he can’t be taken from there.” 
 
    “Unless we can entice him out?” 
 
    “With sex, Stephanie?” 
 
    “Of course. If we do get to see him at the hotel, I can tell him I’ve moved on, regarding Dale, and I’ve missed Greg as much as you have.” 
 
    “I’m not sure he’ll believe that.” 
 
    “If he lets me kiss him, I’ll make sure he believes it. And it won’t be that hard, you know. Strangely enough, I do miss him.” 
 
    “Well, you can get some kissing practice tonight.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Rebecca said, “It’s a little promise that Isabel and I made to each other. I’m sending Brad over to her place for the night, and she’s sending over her two husbands.” 
 
    “Two? So one each?” 
 
    “Eventually, yes, but I’ve an idea for a little fun before that.” 
 
      
 
    In the bedroom, the two men were standing naked, and looking nervous. 
 
    Rebecca and Stephanie stood by the bed, also naked, hand in hand. 
 
    Rebecca said, “Do you two husbands get on together?” 
 
    One answered, “Yes, of course. Isabel expects that.” 
 
    “Oh, good, then you can show me. Get onto the bed. And then I’d like you to embrace and kiss a little.” 
 
    They looked at each other and shrugged, and then got on the bed, taking hold of each other and kissing. 
 
    “That’s lovely. Now Stephanie and I want to be sure you’ll be nice to fuck, so lie side by side, and let’s see those penises. 
 
    The men did as they were told. 
 
    “What do you think, Stephanie?” 
 
    “I think they could do with being a little bit more erect. So, boys, stroke each other’s penis, and see if you can make it a bit stronger.” 
 
    The men looked at each other, and Rebecca thought for a moment that they might try to resist. But Isabel had them well trained. She watched as the fingers rested on the penises, and started stroking, both smiling. 
 
    Rebecca said, “That’s good. Now you’re nice and ready for us to fuck you.” 
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    Greg had had a great day. A contract completed, and money already in the bank. It still surprised him how easy it was to make money this way, as an employer, rather than an employee. Not that he didn’t mind helping on the jobs himself. It was all down to reputation. He had some contacts from the time before he went to Utopia, and some sympathy from them about what had happened to him. And then completing a couple of high-visibility contracts on time got the word going, and he was already having to be selective about what he could take on. 
 
    At the apartment, he logged onto his personal account, but then paused for a moment, staring at the message. 
 
    A warrant had been issued in Utopia for him to be brought back there for questioning about disclosure of proprietary information relating to the drugs industry. And this was the notification from his own city government, giving him the opportunity to challenge the warrant. 
 
    There was only one thing to do. He picked up the phone. 
 
      
 
    At his lawyer’s office, they went through the detail of the warrant. 
 
    Greg said, “So what’s the situation? How do we block it?” 
 
    “I’m not sure we can. As far as my knowledge goes of the inter-city agreement, they are following it to the letter, and that makes it perfectly legal. I’m not saying we can’t challenge it, but the odds are not good. But why so concerned? They only want to question you.” 
 
    “You don’t know those women. They’re not like women here. And my wife is in a pretty powerful position. I’d put nothing past them.” 
 
    “You’d be safe enough in the transit hotel. No one can touch you there. If they did, it would mean no one here would take the risk, and that would put most of our trade on hold for months. They’d never want that.” 
 
    “You don’t know Rebecca. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s involved in this, and she’s capable of anything. I just wouldn’t feel safe.” 
 
    The lawyer sat back and sighed. 
 
    “Okay, then. Let’s think it over. You told me that you got the drug data from Joe, and then sold it to the drug company. If you get to the point where you think you’re at real risk, then you must confess everything straight away to the authorities there. If you do that, they’ve no reason to hold you any longer, and under the agreement, they would be compelled to put you on the next train back here.” 
 
    “And they can’t prosecute me for that?” 
 
    “Legally, you’ll have diplomatic status, and they can’t prosecute. But in any case, your story is that Joe gave it you, and you believed it was his own researches, and not proprietary to the company. If you keep to that, there are no grounds to detain you at all.” 
 
    “I see what you’re saying. And anyway, I presume it’s not me that they want to prosecute, it’s the drug company.” 
 
    The lawyer smiled. 
 
    “That’s a very good point. You know, I think we ought to bring the company into this. They’re as much at risk as you, and they have powerful connections politically.” 
 
      
 
    The meeting at the drug company involved more people than Greg expected. He sat with his lawyer at one side of the square table, and the other places were filled with five executives and a secretary. 
 
    The lead executive introduced himself as Edison, but didn’t name the others. 
 
    “We’ve agreed to this meeting purely as a courtesy. Please don’t make any assumptions about our willingness to be involved.” 
 
     Greg’s lawyer said, “We understand that. But please don’t jump to any conclusions until you understand the problem your company might have with this warrant.” 
 
    “That’s fair enough. So fire away.” 
 
    “As you might guess, my client has no wish to be extradited to Utopia, but as things stand, there’s every likelihood that the courts here will accept the warrant, and enforce it. And so Greg will be taken back there. My fear is that he will be subjected to duress, and will be forced to confess all.” 
 
    “What do you mean by ‘all’?” 
 
    “First, that he knew the data was stolen, and second, that your company was fully aware of the source when it acquired the data.” 
 
    Edison said, “Greg signed a non-disclosure agreement with us. He isn’t permitted to disclose anything about our discussions.” 
 
    “And Greg will do anything he can to observe that agreement, but we must accept that under extreme duress, people can be forced to reveal anything. Just to give you a flavor of what things are like there, I’d like Greg to tell you about the chastiser.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    Greg laughed. “It’s called a chastiser. On contact, it delivers an electric shock, and it can be adjusted from a mild shock to one that can cripple you for days. It’s similar to what the police use to stun criminals.” 
 
    “And who uses the chastisers?” 
 
    “You may find it hard to believe, but at marriage, the woman is issued with one, and it’s to use on her husband, any time she wants to. If a man steps out of line, or says the wrong thing, he’ll be chastised. The lowest setting is painful enough, but when my first wife gave it me on maximum, I collapsed to the floor, and couldn’t get up. I was pretty well paralyzed, and in a world of pain. The smell of my skin burning still lives with me. That’s the way they treat men, and that’s what we mean by duress.” 
 
    The executives were silent. 
 
    The lawyer said, “So, can we count on your support in blocking the warrant? Or do you want to risk that Greg might be forced into giving evidence against you?” 
 
    Edison shrugged. 
 
    “If you gave evidence under duress, then it would have no legality here. I’m afraid this is your problem, not ours. And whatever you say about the drug data, we can deny its existence.” 
 
    Silence again. 
 
    Edison said, “I think this meeting is over. Sorry we can’t help, Greg. But the best of luck.” 
 
    They stood, ready to leave the room. 
 
    But Greg remained seated. 
 
    “One thing … I made a copy of the data. Suppose I were to give it to them? What do you think they could do with it?” 
 
    Edison stared at Greg. 
 
    “You’d be a fool. It would incriminate you.” 
 
    “So what. It’ll save me from any forceful interrogation, and I’ll be immune from prosecution while I’m there. And when I’m back here, I’ll be safe again. Then you’ll have the problem, not me.” 
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    Edison entered the darkened room in the government offices, not for the first time. No cameras, no microphones, and screened against electronic surveillance. 
 
    There were two of them to deal with, both of whom he’d met before. The key to this negotiation, as always, was to have a figure in mind, but be ready to be flexible. 
 
    Edison sat down facing them, and smiled. 
 
    “Great to meet you both again. I’m hoping this won’t take too much of your time.” 
 
    The lead manager smiled back. 
 
    “I think that would suit us all. So what’s the story? Why should the warrant be blocked?” 
 
    “The warrant is completely unjustified, and it’s more about Utopia taking revenge for a man to escape without female authority. I think you’re both well aware of the situation there?” 
 
    “Of course, but between us, confidentially, is Greg guilty of what they accuse him of, stealing secrets?” 
 
    “Not at all. It all started when he escaped from Utopia, along with an employee of their drug company called Joe. It was an arduous rail journey, as you can imagine, in a baggage car, and in the end, Joe died of hypothermia. But as he was dying, he passed a memory card to Greg. He said there was design information on it for a drug, and that Greg might be able to sell it. Joe made clear that although he worked in a drug company in Utopia, the data was all his own work and ideas, done privately outside the company.” 
 
    “And how did your company get involved?” 
 
    “Greg approached us shortly after he arrived, told us the background, and offered it for sale. Our scientists looked at what was there, and concluded it would be of value in their own researches. Nothing particularly new, but some ideas that could speed up the existing development of a new drug. We were a few months from going into production, and this extra source of information meant we could finalize the design and almost immediately start producing. On that basis, the company acquired the data.” 
 
    “So Greg was definitely given that data, and accepted that it was the man’s own work, not company secrets.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    The two men whispered together. 
 
    Edison knew that the story was weak, and lacking evidence. He also knew that the people he was dealing with would privately view it that way. But the story was plausible enough for them to feel safe from any future action. 
 
    The lead manager scribbled something on a tiny scrap of paper, and passed it across the table. 
 
    Edison almost laughed. These guys were so predictable. The figure was way too high for this favor. But the good news was that they were willing to deal, and on past experience there’d be a compromise somewhere. There always was, when both sides had something to gain. 
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    Stephanie sipped her coffee, and looked across the dining table at Rebecca. 
 
    “You said you had something to tell me. So, will you tell me now?” 
 
    “Yes, but you won’t like it. It’s about the warrant.” 
 
    “What? You mean something’s gone wrong?” 
 
    Rebecca stood up and took Stephanie by the hand, leading her to the living area. 
 
    “The warrant was received by the authorities in Cassini, and checked for legality, and then Greg was given a chance to appeal against extradition. Of course he lied, in making a declaration that he knew nothing of any theft. He gave them no other information.” 
 
    “Didn’t they question him for more detail?” 
 
    “They did, but his lawyer answered ‘No comment’ to every question. I’d heard all this a week or so ago, and I became more and more sure that the warrant would be enforced. But I was wrong. The court there has just rejected the warrant, without giving any explanation.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. I thought there were agreements between the cities for this sort of thing.” 
 
    “True, but warrants don’t happen very often. No city wants to release a citizen to another jurisdiction, without strong evidence.” 
 
    Stephanie said, “But I thought there was enough evidence on Greg. At least to bring him for questioning.” 
 
    “In my opinion, there was enough, so I’ve got to assume that influence was brought to bear. My Director told me that she’d heard that the Cassini drug company put pressure on, regarding the value to the Cassini economy, but I think it could be more than that. Those government people aren’t like here. Money can influence all sorts of decisions.” 
 
    “What do we do now? Is there no hope of getting Greg back here?” 
 
    Rebecca pulled Stephanie close and hugged her. 
 
    “There’s always hope.” 
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    Rebecca sat down, facing the Director. 
 
    She had no idea why she’d been summoned, and was ready for a defense if it was anything to do with that warrant. But the Director was smiling. 
 
    “I’ve got you here, Rebecca, to discuss a possible assignment for you, as a negotiator.” 
 
    “With Cassini?” 
 
    “No, this mission is to finalize a trade deal with Olympus.” 
 
    Rebecca paused to think. She knew little about the third city. 
 
    “That sounds interesting. What sort of trade deal?” 
 
    “They’ve been experiencing a widespread epidemic from a mutated virus, and they’re pretty desperate to get more specialized drugs from here. In return, they’re willing to release to us some significant quantities of rare metals that they’ve mined.” 
 
    “Do we need the metals?” 
 
    “It would be of great value for us to increase our reserves for the future, but we don’t need more metals currently, and that’s all that Olympus knows.” 
 
    “Then we’re in a strong position for negotiation?” 
 
    “True, and we’ve shaped a good deal in principle, in negotiations so far.” 
 
    “And what would my role be?” 
 
    “The people in Olympus won’t finalize the deal without meeting face to face in their city. So I want you to lead the team to go and conclude the details of the trade. So what do you say? Do you want to take this assignment?” 
 
    Rebecca knew that offers like this didn’t come too often, and turning one down might mean there would be no more. But it was a big step, not just to be on the team, but leading it.” 
 
    “Can I have a day to think about it? I’d like to do a little research first before I commit.” 
 
      
 
    For the rest of the day, Rebecca studied what information there was about Olympus. On the face of it, it was similar to Cassini, although there seemed to be a thread of crime and corruption in every aspect of life there. And it was a male-dominated society, with women delegated to second-class roles. In all the details of senior executives and politicians, there was not a single woman named. 
 
    Then she dug out records of previous negotiations, and alarm bells rang in her head. In all past dealings, there were comments in the records about the aggressive attitude, and threatening behavior of the Olympus men. In the last negotiation, two years ago, the negotiators had even felt frightened, so had conceded some key aspects, so as to conclude negotiations and get back to Utopia. There was tension between the cities for over a month after their return, with Utopia refusing to accept some of the concessions as binding. 
 
    Rebecca made a call. 
 
      
 
    The negotiator put down her coffee. 
 
    “What is it you want to know?” 
 
    Rebecca leaned across the table. 
 
    “I want to know what wasn’t in the official report.” 
 
    “And what makes you think there’s anything to tell?” 
 
    Rebecca smiled. “I know you a little personally, and also I know of your reputation, so I would guess that you’re not easily intimidated. I also know that you refused to go on this new negotiation team. That’s why I know there’s more to the story than I’ve read.” 
 
    “You’re very perceptive. And it’s true that there’s more to it than you read. The report’s truthful enough, but it’s not exactly the whole truth.” 
 
    “About the intimidation?” 
 
    “It was more than intimidation. The tone of the discussions became more and more stressful as the hours progressed, and those men became very aggressive. Our team was holding firm on some issues, but the whole process was weakening our resolve. Privately, at the end of the first day, we talked it over, and that was a big help, to be mentally prepared for the second day.” 
 
    “But you got the same treatment?” 
 
    “It was worse. They brought in three more men to stand behind them, whose job I think was purely to stare at us and unnerve us. And they were doing a pretty good job. I’m sure we conceded more than we should that day, but we held firm on what we viewed as the most critical issues. That evening, we were in private conversation again, when the three men pushed their way into our room. They said that we were all under arrest. They handcuffed us, and refused to answer why we were being arrested. I tried to resist, and one of them punched me, making me fall back against the wall. Then they pushed us all to lie on the floor, and started shouting obscenities at us. My colleague shouted back, and that made things worse.” 
 
    “How could it be any worse?” 
 
    “The man nearest to her kicked her so hard that she screamed out. Then he started feeling her body. He said, ‘I’ve never raped a woman from Utopia, but I’ve always wanted to.” 
 
    The other men started laughing and talking to each other while they watched him stroking her. I heard the word ‘rape’ and then the work ‘kill’. I was never so scared in my life.” 
 
    “That sounds horrendous. How did you get away from them?” 
 
    “We didn’t. A few minutes later, we were told to lie still and not move, as they removed the handcuffs. As they were leaving, one of them said that if we carried on being difficult, we could expect a lot worse the next day, and would never see our home again.” 
 
    “Good heavens, no wonder you had to concede. You must have been so relieved to leave that city. And I can see why you wouldn’t want to go back there. It makes me think seriously of turning the job down.” 
 
    “Well, officially I can’t say I recommend going or not. Someone has to go, for the benefit of Utopia, and I gather you’re as well suited as anyone for the mission. But privately, you’re a lovely young woman, and I’d hate to have you go through the same experience as we had. I told the Director that I wouldn’t go unless I had at least four bodyguards with me all the time. She agreed to two bodyguards, but that’s all. It seems that any more than that would cause diplomatic friction. The others who are going on the next mission seem satisfied with that, and maybe you should be too. But I’m conditioned by my bad experience, and that’s why I’m not going.” 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Rebecca was back with the Director. 
 
    “Well, Rebecca, have you reached a decision?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. The more I’ve read about Olympus, the less I like, and those previous negotiators had a terrible time there, dealing with the aggression and threats.” 
 
    “But you’re not like them. I chose you as the lead because you’ve more experience of this kind of man, than anyone else here has, and I’m confident you can face off any aggressive behavior. I think you’d make a good negotiator.” 
 
    “I’m still not sure. I’ll bet that I’m superior to any man on their side intellectually, and in that sense I’m confident about negotiation. But if the aggression becomes extreme, and there’s the threat of violence, I really don’t think I could handle it any more than the last team.” 
 
    “You’ll have two others with you. You won’t be alone. And bodyguards too. Although they won’t be allowed into the negotiation room with weapons, they will be with you, all the time.” 
 
    Rebecca laughed. “If there are threats like last time, a couple of bodyguards aren’t going to reassure me. I’ll end up conceding when I shouldn’t.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’re turning down the assignment?” 
 
    “I think I have to. And I’m sorry. I accept that I may be well suited for the job, but I’m really nervous about going there, and then not coping with their threats.” 
 
    “Well, just in case you change your mind, I’ll hold the offer open for a few days. No doubt I’ll find someone willing to go as lead, but I’d much rather it was you. Please give it a little more thought.” 
 
    “All right, I will, but I really don’t think I’ll change my mind.” 
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    “Do you think I’m right to turn it down, Stephanie?” 
 
    “Absolutely. I don’t want you taking risks like that. It sounds a terrible place.” 
 
    “The Director has come back to me now, and tried reassuring me, and is offering a bonus if I go. A very large bonus. So it does make me hesitate about refusing. They’re desperate to have me go.” 
 
    “But is the money enough for you to take the risks? There’s no saying what might happen to you.” 
 
    “There might be aggression at the negotiation, but I’m sure there’s be no physical threats there. And outside the meetings, I’d have the bodyguards armed, so the odds are against actual violence … Although anything is possible, of course. They could easily outnumber us. And then I’d be no better than the previous team at coping with it all. The thing is, Stephanie, the men here aren’t at all aggressive, and so it’s not something we’re used to.” 
 
    “But you’re different. You’ve experienced men in Cassini.” 
 
    “True, but in the circles I was in, there was never any aggression towards me. Of course, Greg had a different background in the work he was doing. He was well used to it, and could deliver back as good as he got.” 
 
    Stephanie clapped her hands with pleasure. 
 
    “Than that’s the answer. Tell the Director that if she arranges for Greg to go there too, as an assistant, then you’ll go.” 
 
    “Why are you suggesting that?” 
 
    “Because it gives you reassurance when you’re faced with aggression, and also you’ll be able to question him about Dale. Don’t you see what a great opportunity it is?” 
 
    “The Director would never agree to it, and even if she did, why would Greg agree to go there?” 
 
    Stephanie frowned. “Well, I think it’s worth a try. Won’t you at least consider it, just for me?” 
 
      
 
    The Director shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t have the authority for that kind of thing, getting someone from Cassini onto a Utopia negotiating team. But you have a point about the psychology of a man facing off another man. It just might deter them from being too aggressive. Is there anyone in your department who might be willing to go with you?” 
 
    “Not really. The men all have different personalities, but I can’t think of anyone who would be capable of dealing with hostility. They’re all too nice.” 
 
    “Well, I could canvas the other deputies, to see if they’ve anyone suitable.” 
 
    “You could try, but I doubt they’re any different from my men. The person has to be credible to the Olympus men, as an opponent, and I doubt we’ve anyone that would be suitable. It would be pointless taking along a man that’s less credible as an opponent than me and the other negotiators. That’s why Greg is who I need. He'll match any man there in terms of aggression, and they’ll sense that straight away.” 
 
    “And how would we convince him to help us? He won’t have forgotten the attempt to extradite him.” 
 
    “We’ve nothing to offer him but money, but knowing Greg, that will work so long as the amount tempts him.” 
 
    “I’ve no problem with spending money to get the deal. There’s a lot at stake in getting this right. But I’m not enthusiastic about bringing in an outsider. However, I will consult with others before I make the decision. And if it can be arranged, then I take it you’ll accept the assignment?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
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    Greg clicked to answer the videophone. 
 
    He recognized the number, of course. 
 
    “Hi, Rebecca. Good to see you again. How’s things with you?” 
 
    “Oh, really good. The work is demanding, but that’s how I like it. And how are you? How’s the new business?” 
 
    Greg hesitated. No need to tell her too much. 
 
    “I’m fine, and the company’s doing great. I’ve got ten employees now, and got all the contracts I can manage.” 
 
    The truth was that there were too many contracts. His accountant had advised against expanding too fast, but what successful businessman hasn’t taken risks? 
 
    Rebecca smiled. 
 
    “That’s good to hear. But I’m a bit sad, as it sounds like you don’t have the time to take a break away from it all.” 
 
    “A break? What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, Greg, the reason I called is to ask if you’d like to take a trip away from Cassini.” 
 
    “To Utopia? You must be kidding.” 
 
    “No, I’m talking about Olympus. I’ve to go there for some negotiations, and my Director says I should take a man along for credibility with the men I’ll be dealing with.” 
 
    “Why me? There are plenty of men in Utopia.” 
 
    “True, but do you know anything about Olympus?” 
 
    “Not much. What’s so special?” 
 
    “It’s their attitude to women, viewing them as inferior. That makes it extremely difficult for me and my team when we’re negotiating. The idea of taking a man along is to head off any attempt to intimidate us. And I thought it would be a great opportunity for us to meet again.” 
 
    “What would be in in for me?” 
 
    “You’d be paid a substantial sum for the trip, half when you arrive in Olympus, and the rest when you return to Cassini.” 
 
    “I don’t know … It’s not easy to take a break right now.” 
 
    “And you’d be seeing me. We could stay together, and have some fun in the evenings …, and at night.” 
 
    “I’m tempted, but how much money are we talking about?” 
 
    Rebecca held up a document to the camera. It was an agreement between Greg and the Utopia government. And the sum of money was way beyond what he expected. Even half of it would solve all his cash flow problems. 
 
    But could he trust Rebecca? 
 
    “It sounds interesting, but one thing I’m not happy about is the timing of the first payment. Once I’m on my way, how can I be sure the money will be transferred?” 
 
    “You’ll have an agreement with my government. You can’t get any better assurance than that. But I have to go now. Let me know your decision in the next two days, will you? If you don’t want to go, I’ll have to use a Utopia man, and that would be a shame. Not just for the negotiation. I really would like to spend a few days with you, Greg.” 
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    As the train approached the mining camp, Rebecca and Stephanie packed away their things, and got ready with the others to disembark. 
 
    It was an exciting moment for Rebecca, knowing that Greg was already here, and that soon she’d be meeting him again. 
 
    And she’d got Stephanie properly prepared. Friendliness to Greg, with no arguments or hostility. No mention of Dale, and no questioning, unless Rebecca gave approval. 
 
    They went in through what served as a station, and then to the hotel, where they were to wait for the overland transport. 
 
    In the lobby, Greg was waiting for her. They approached each other, and paused. Rebecca was suddenly nervous, and sensed that Greg was too. 
 
    Greg smiled. “I never expected to see you again, face to face.” 
 
    They embraced, and kissed. 
 
    Greg looked around, and the smile disappeared. 
 
    “What’s she doing here?” 
 
    “Stephanie’s my assistant. She had to come. Does it matter?” 
 
    “I suppose not, so long as I have nothing to do with her.” 
 
    Rebecca beckoned for Stephanie to come to them. 
 
    Stephanie smiled. “Hello, Greg. I don’t suppose you expected to see me, did you?” 
 
    “No I didn’t, and to be honest, it’s not something I welcome, the way you treated me.” 
 
    She frowned. “I suppose you’re right. I was really unpleasant … But at the time I was overloaded with emotion about Dale. You must understand that.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “I’ve moved on. My job with Rebecca has changed my perspective on everything. It’s a new me, and I’m happier than ever.” 
 
    “And what about Dale?” 
 
    “I’m still sad that he’s gone, but I’m not blaming you or anyone else. I’ve accepted that I’ll never really know what happened to him, and it’s now a part of my past, not my present.” 
 
    Rebecca could see that Greg’s expression had softened. 
 
    “Come on, Greg, let’s all have a drink together, before they call us for the transporter. You can meet the other team members and our bodyguards.” 
 
    “Bodyguards? Armed?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Rebecca chuckled and whispered, “They have disabling sprays, and a gadget that’s a lot more powerful than a chastiser. So you just be careful with them!” 
 
      
 
    Rebecca had never been on an overland transporter before, and it wasn’t something she’d ever want to do again out of choice. 
 
    Twenty passengers jammed into the main compartment, with reclining seats rather than beds for the night. And just one foul-smelling toilet. But worst of all was the violent movement and shaking of the vehicle as it went over gullies and rocks. 
 
    With Greg next to her, she spent the rest of the day going through what the negotiations were about, and in particular the issues that would potentially cause friction, and where Greg should step in if things got too confrontational. 
 
      
 
     The lights dimmed for the night. In the train, it had been easy to sleep, but there was no way she’d sleep properly in this vehicle. 
 
    Most annoying of all, was that Greg seemed to have no trouble at all. 
 
      
 
    Rebecca woke up with a start, when the lights came back full on. Everyone stretching, and already a line of people waiting for the bathroom. A steward brought them some breakfast, which was just about edible, and Rebecca settled back to read her notes. 
 
    Then a disturbance. Rebecca looked towards the back. Stephanie was in the line, and arguing with some bearded man, no doubt from Olympus. Greg turned to watch also. 
 
    The argument got louder and this man started pushing at Stephanie. Rebecca was about to get up to intervene, but then Greg leaped out of his seat and went back to them. 
 
    The result was a confrontation between the two men, and then the bearded guy took a swing at Greg. In seconds, they were on the floor and punching each other. It might have gone on for while, as they were evenly matched, when one of Rebecca’s bodyguards decided to intervene. She calmly walked over and zapped the guy. He screamed out, and fell away from Greg, unconscious. 
 
    Greg stood up, looking dazed. 
 
    Stephanie ran to him and kissed him. 
 
    “Thank you, Greg. He was really unpleasant, but he’s learned his lesson now, thanks to you.” 
 
    Greg returned to Rebecca. 
 
    He said, “Hell, that’s some weapon. I hope I never get a blast of that.” 
 
    “There’s no reason you should. She’s here to protect us all.” 
 
    Greg laughed. “Well, she made her point. I don’t think anyone’s going to mess with Stephanie again.” 
 
    Rebecca smiled. “That was very gallant of you to go and help her.” 
 
    “Well, someone had to. I didn’t know your bodyguard was ready to pounce.” 
 
    “I think you’ve warmed a little to her, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Maybe a little.” 
 
    “If you did come back to Utopia, you could spend a little sleep time with her if you want. I know she’d like that, and no rough stuff this time.” 
 
    “And you wouldn’t mind?” 
 
    “Not at all. I think it would be quite nice for me and her to both have a relationship with you. It makes living together that much more pleasant. And I know you well enough. Two women would be better than one, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    Greg smiled. “I guess so.” 
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    The station at Olympus was quiet when they arrived, so they were quickly through immigration controls, and then to the hotel. 
 
    An evening meal, and then Rebecca went to her room to prepare for the next day. 
 
    Greg unpacked in his room, and then spent an hour getting authorization for the phone call. 
 
    His accountant answered. 
 
    “Hi Greg, how was the trip?” 
 
    “Not great, but I’m here now and the hotel’s fine.” 
 
    “I suppose you want to know about the payment?” 
 
    “You bet I do.” 
 
    “It came into your account a couple of hours ago. I’ve used some to boost your company bank balance, and secured the rest by moving it to your other accounts, so it’s all safely yours now.” 
 
    “That’s a relief. Not that I didn’t trust Rebecca, but their bureaucracy is something else. And now I suppose I’d better deliver. I want to be sure I get the final payment too.” 
 
    “When do things kick off?” 
 
    “Tomorrow morning. Anyway, thanks for the update. That’s all for now.” 
 
      
 
    There was a tap on the door, and Rebecca came in. 
 
    “Hi Greg, settled in?” 
 
    “Just about. Is there anything you want me to do?” 
 
    “Well, we could go over the negotiation again?” 
 
    “No thanks. I feel confident enough already.” 
 
    “Then are you ready for me to make love to you tonight? Or would you prefer Stephanie?” 
 
    “Maybe I’d like you both.” 
 
    “Don’t be greedy. You can sleep with me tonight.” 
 
    “With you on top?” 
 
    “Of course. So give me ten minutes to get ready, and then come along. And we’ll have a lovely night together.”  
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    The conference room at the hotel was drab, and looked neglected. Much the same as the bedrooms and the communal areas. 
 
    Rebecca had her tablet ready for note taking, and with her list of issues to be resolved. 
 
    On her right, Stephanie tidied the sheaf of papers that was their backup if the electronics failed. 
 
    On her left, Greg had his tablet too, with the list of issues, and pointers as to when he might have to intervene. 
 
    Beyond Greg and Stephanie were the two negotiators, ready to provide support, and behind them all stood their bodyguards, unfortunately compelled to be unarmed in these sessions. 
 
    Facing them all was the lead negotiator, Lucas. An unpleasant looking man, with scars on his face. Next to him, two others each side, all of whom looked just as unpleasant. Behind them, seated, was a kindly-looking older man. Not a bodyguard, so his presence was a bit of a mystery. In the introductions, Lucas didn’t name him, and just said he was here as an observer. 
 
      
 
    Then the negotiation started. And Rebecca was soon immersed in the detail, presenting the Utopia demands, and then arguing with Lucas to get agreement. After agreeing three of the fifteen issues, Rebecca felt drained. But at least it was progress, and so far she’d given little away. 
 
    On the fourth issue, regarding quality ratings of the metals being sent to Utopia, the mood changed. Lucas was unwilling to concede anything other than trivial aspects, and as the discussion continued, he became more and more agitated. 
 
    Finally he stood up and started shouting obscenities at her. She waited until the tirade subsided and was ready to respond, when Greg stepped in. 
 
    He stood up also, facing across to Lucas, and let out a matching stream of obscenities at Lucas. 
 
    Lucas’s expression changed from hostility to astonishment. Rebecca had to stop herself smiling at the reaction. With one last curse, Lucas sat back down. 
 
    Greg stayed standing, and moved to the back, behind Rebecca. She knew he’d be staring at Lucas. 
 
    She’d have handled it differently, but it did no harm to have Greg explode into action. The opposition had looked complacent until then, but now there were frowns, and aside from Lucas, they were avoiding eye contact with Greg. 
 
    Rebecca said, “I think now’s a good time to take a lunch break. Agreed?” 
 
      
 
    At lunch, away from the Olympus people, it was a chance to relax and review where they’d got to. Greg was happier than she ever remembered, laughing about Lucas. It was with some confidence that they returned to the negotiation. Greg chose to stay standing, facing Lucas. 
 
    The fourth issue was agreed after some continuation of the previous arguments, and by the end of the day, they’d now covered nearly half of the negotiation agenda. 
 
     As they dispersed, Rebecca smiled at Greg. They could have managed without him, but it clearly was affecting Lucas’s bravado to have Greg staring at him, giving her more confidence and making the whole process go more smoothly. She was confident that they’d got the better of the deal so far. 
 
    As they were leaving the room, the older man, who’d been supposedly there as an observer, took Greg aside. After a brief muted discussion, Greg came over to Rebecca. 
 
    “He’s invited me to dinner. Should I go?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not. But don’t let him soften you up. I need you in good form again tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    Rebecca had dinner with the others and then went to her room with Stephanie. 
 
    “Well, Stephanie, what do you think of Greg’s contribution?” 
 
    “Quite useful. Of course, I wanted him here anyway, but I was skeptical about whether he’d be of any value.” 
 
    “Well, I think he’s earning his money. I just hope that man’s not getting him to calm down. We need him just the way he was today.” 
 
    Stephanie frowned. “But when can we question him about Dale?” 
 
    “We could try it here, but there’s very little time, and not much chance of getting him to talk. So  I’m going to try again to get him to come back with us. Then we’ll have all the time we need to question him.” 
 
    “But he’s been clear about staying in Cassini. How on earth would you get him to change his mind?” 
 
    “I'm working on him, and I know he's softening. But you've a part to play too. He’s nervous about how you might treat him if he’s back in Utopia, so you’ve got to do everything you can to convince him otherwise.” 
 
    “Would he really believe me?” 
 
    “Look at the way he defended you on the transporter. He obviously has feelings for you. All you need to do is reinforce that, and show that you have feelings for him too. Loving feelings. And you do have some affection for him, don’t you?” 
 
    “I like him as a person … If only I didn’t have my suspicions about Dale. Anyway, I’ll do what I can.” 
 
    The phone buzzed. 
 
    Rebecca picked it up, and put it on speaker. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “This is Lucas. I’ve some bad news, I’m afraid. Greg has been arrested.” 
 
    “What? On what charge?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Rebecca, but right now I don’t know. My colleague is responsible, the man who’s acting as observer. You’ll have to ask him tomorrow.” 
 
    “What is this man? Is he in the police?” 
 
    “I can’t discuss anything about him. I don’t even know his name. You’ll have to hold your questions until tomorrow.” 
 
    The phone went dead. 
 
    Rebecca slammed the phone down. 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. What on earth could Greg have done to be arrested?” 
 
    Stephanie came over and hugged her. 
 
    “It’s a false charge. I’m sure of it. It’s to keep Greg out of the way. And that man that took him away must be in the police.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure. He didn’t seem like police to me. More like a government official.” 
 
    Stephanie wiped away a tear from Rebecca’s cheek, and kissed her on the lips. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be on your own tonight. I’m staying with you.” 
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    The observer had led Greg to the elevator, and whisked him up to the top floor, where there was the most luxurious private suite that Greg had ever seen in Cassini. A stark contrast to the shabby decor in the rest of the hotel. From what he knew of Olympus, only the politically powerful would have this kind of luxury. 
 
    So who then was this man he was dealing with? And what was the purpose of this meeting. Clearly not just to be sociable. 
 
    Over drinks and dinner, it was just the two of them, with food and drink being brought in by two nervous-looking women. Greg tried to make eye contact, but both of them avoided it. 
 
    The man asked about Greg and his business, but it was clear he already knew much. And when Greg asked him about his own job, all he got were dismissive phrases about office work. 
 
    After the meal, coffee was brought, and then at last the man got onto the serious matter. 
 
    “Greg, we know a lot about you, and we respect that you were able to escape from Utopia with their secrets. It was —” 
 
    Greg interrupted, “Nothing was proven about that.” 
 
    The man smiled. “True, and that’s all the more admirable. I like a man who’s driven by money. After all, that’s why you’re here isn’t it? You could care less about Utopia getting a good deal.” 
 
    Although there was some truth in this, Greg shook his head. 
 
    “Money’s important, but I wouldn’t say I was driven by it.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s a pity. I was planning to make you an offer, with a considerable payment involved. But maybe you’re not interested.” 
 
    Greg paused. “What sort of offer?” 
 
    “We’re finding that having you at the negotiations, with that aggressive attitude, is hampering our ability to be rational. We need you to back down.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have been aggressive if that bastard Lucas hadn’t started it off.” 
 
    “That may be the case, but the situation has moved on from that, and even Lucas is finding it hard to concentrate. We need you to calm down and keep quiet for the rest of our meetings.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not interested. I’m being paid well by Utopia, and I’m not going to let them down.” 
 
    “Aren’t you interested in what we can offer you? We know what was paid into your bank from Utopia. I can arrange for a payment five times that to go in tomorrow, if you agree to my offer.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you offer. They paid me enough for my involvement, and I’m honoring my commitment. So if there’s nothing else to discuss, I’ll head back to my room.” 
 
    The man leaned back and sighed. 
 
    “That’s a pity. I’d really been counting on your cooperation. That means I have to resort to plan B. Funnily enough, Lucas said that’s what would have to happen. He’s a good judge of character.” 
 
    “What’s plan B?” 
 
    The observer stood up, and called out, “Guards!” 
 
    Two men came in, in police uniforms, both holding tasers. 
 
    Greg jumped to his feet, just as one of them fired. 
 
    A sudden shock, and then he fell to the floor, paralyzed. He was dimly aware of seeing a hypodermic and feeling a slight pain as it was injected. 
 
      
 
    Greg woke in a dimly lit room, with bare walls, and complete silence. 
 
    The only items in there were the bed he was lying on, a sink, and a toilet. 
 
    It was in effect a prison cell. 
 
    Was he still in the hotel, maybe in the basement? So this was plan B. They were going to forcefully keep him from the negotiations. 
 
    But then what? Were they going to let him go back to Cassini? 
 
    An hour or more later, the observer came with a guard. 
 
    “Greg, I’m sorry we had to do this, but we couldn’t continue with you at the meetings. You really should have accepted our offer." 
 
    “And what happens after the negotiations?” 
 
    “We’ll make sure the Utopia bitches are on their train back home, and then we’ll put you on the transporter to go back to Cassini. You won’t have to see them again.” 
 
    “So I’ll be here a few days?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so. We’ll get you a television and a tablet with some reading matter, so the time should soon pass. Anything else we can do for you?” 
 
    “No, I guess not.” 
 
    After the door closed, Greg lay back down. 
 
    He was a fool. He should have taken the offer. 
 
    And can the man be trusted? Once Rebecca has gone back to Utopia, what reason would they have to keep him alive, and able to tell her what had happened to him. Back in Utopia, that might trigger the government there to say the deal was invalid. 
 
    If only he’d taken the offer … 
 
    But if he had, how would he be sure they’d not have arrested him afterwards to stop him talking? 
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    Everyone was seated for the negotiation, with Lucas’s observer behind him. 
 
    Lucas said, “Shall we begin?” 
 
    Rebecca shook her head. 
 
    “First I want to know what’s happened to Greg.” 
 
    Lucas turned to the observer, who didn’t seem so genial today. 
 
    “He’s been arrested, and police investigations are ongoing, so I can’t say much more.” 
 
    “But what’s the charge?” 
 
    “He’s been charged with espionage.” 
 
    “What? That’s ridiculous. He’s been with us all the time, and can’t have done anything wrong.” 
 
    “You may be right, and I sincerely hope you are. In which case he’ll be released immediately. But it’s for the investigators to make that judgment.” 
 
    “And what was he supposed to be spying on?” 
 
    “I can’t say any more. I’ve probably already told you more than I should. It’s a very serious matter.” 
 
    Rebecca sat back, and sighed. 
 
    “Well, I want some update by lunchtime, otherwise I don’t know if we would be willing to continue.” 
 
    A silence, then Lucas clicked his tablet. 
 
    “Let’s get on with it. Next is the issue of copyright and intellectual property.” 
 
    His voice had hardened, and it was clear he felt more confident with Greg absent. 
 
      
 
    Through the morning, the negotiations proceeded. Lucas not as aggressive as he had been before, but still intimidating when he stared at Rebecca. She got much of what she wanted, although perhaps not quite as much as if she’d had Greg’s support. 
 
    Finally they broke for a quick lunch. 
 
    Rebecca sat down with Stephanie. 
 
    “What should we do about Greg?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s a ridiculous charge, but would you really stop the negotiation?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can. These matters have to be closed off before we go back, otherwise there’d have to be another team come back here. That won’t make us look very competent.” 
 
    “But the Director would understand your motives if you stopped.” 
 
    “True, but she wouldn’t care about Greg, and she’d expect me to put the mission ahead of any concerns about him. He is just a man, after all.” 
 
      
 
    In the meeting room, Lucas was already seated, with his entourage, when Rebecca and Stephanie entered, with the two bodyguards. 
 
    Rebecca walked up to the table, and stood in silence. 
 
    Lucas looked up. 
 
    “Where’s the rest of your team?” 
 
    “They’ve gone to their rooms, and they’ll stay there until they’re needed.” 
 
    Lucas turned to look at the observer, then turned back to Rebecca. 
 
    “Well, they’re needed now, if we want to get matters resolved.” 
 
    “My team is not complete without Greg, so unless he’s released and the ridiculous charges are dropped, we’re unable to proceed.” 
 
    “That’s absurd. You can’t —” 
 
    The observer intervened. 
 
    “Rebecca, as far as I can see, you’re perfectly capable of continuing without him. Be assured that I will request the police to expedite matters with Greg, but you should not allow that situation to hamper these negotiations. They are far too important for both out cities.” 
 
    “Is that all you have to say?” 
 
    The observer was silent. 
 
    Rebecca turned and led the others out. 
 
      
 
    At dinner with Stephanie, Rebecca got a message. 
 
    She had to smile. 
 
    “They’re releasing him.” 
 
    “Oh, what a relief! Will he be coming back here now?” 
 
    “He’s on the way. And it certainly is one hell of a relief for me. I’ve been worrying all afternoon about what I should do next, and I’d decided that I’d have to continue in the morning, even without Greg.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad he’s going to be back for the negotiation, but of course I’m even more glad that we still have a chance to take him back, and find out more about Dale. Are you still hopeful he’ll come back with us?” 
 
    “I’d say eighty per cent. The biggest problem is that he’s still nervous about you.” 
 
    “But I’ve not been threatening at all. And he did intervene for me in that transporter.” 
 
    “I think you need to do more to reassure him. When he’s back here, make a fuss of him, and show a lot of affection. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Of course I can. I do still like the man, in spite of my suspicions. In fact —” 
 
    Greg appeared at the doorway of the dining room. He came over to them, and they both stood and hugged him. 
 
    Rebecca said, “We were both so worried about you. But tell us what happened.” 
 
    Greg laughed. 
 
    “It started so well. Dinner and drinks with that so-called observer.” 
 
    “What do mean by so-called?” 
 
    “He was ordering the others around, and quite frankly the police looked scared of him. I think he’s part of some sort of elite police unit. Anyway, after drinks, when they’d softened me up, I was offered a bribe to keep quiet and do nothing while you negotiate.” 
 
    “I hope you turned it down.” 
 
    Greg hesitated a little too long. 
 
    “Of course I turned it down. Next thing I knew was that two police officers came in, and tasered me. Then they injected me with something, and that was it. I woke up in a prison cell.” 
 
    Stephanie said, “That’s awful. And did they tell you why they arrested you?” 
 
    “The observer said it was to keep me out of the way until the negotiations were over.” 
 
    Stephanie said, “Oh, Greg, I guessed you must have been in distress, and all I could think of was how nasty I’ve been to you.” 
 
    She took hold of him, and kissed him. 
 
    “Please forgive me.” 
 
    Greg smiled. “I still can’t forget how you treated me in Utopia, but I suppose I can understand the pressure you were under. So yes, I forgive you.” 
 
    She kissed him again, and Rebecca noticed that this time, Greg was responding a little bit more than he had before. 
 
    Rebecca said, “I know how you two can make up.” 
 
    They both turned to her. 
 
    She smiled. “You should sleep together tonight, and Stephanie, you must let Greg decide what you do.” 
 
    Stephanie said, “That would be wonderful.” 
 
    Greg looked from one to the other, and smiled. 
 
    “That’s a great idea, but …” 
 
    Stephanie whispered, just loud enough for Rebecca to hear. 
 
    “I promise that you’ll enjoy every moment, Greg. I’ll make it a night to remember.” 
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    When Stephanie came back to Rebecca’s room in the morning, there was a slight frown. 
 
    Rebecca said, “How did it go? You don’t look too happy.” 
 
    “Oh, it went well, in fact I rather enjoyed it, even though it’s a bit weird doing it the Cassini way.” 
 
    Rebecca laughed. “For them it’s just normal, and they certainly don’t see it as weird. I suppose it reflects their view of women.” 
 
    “As inferior?” 
 
    “No, not that. It’s just a different view. But anyway, the key thing is whether he enjoyed it, and whether he trusts you now.” 
 
    Now it was Stephanie’s turn to laugh. 
 
    “Oh, he enjoyed it alright. He started off a bit cautiously, but then he really got going. And an hour later he wanted it again. But whether he really trusts me is an open question. I don’t think he’s nervous about me any more, but I can’t be sure.” 
 
    Rebecca gave her a kiss. 
 
    “I think you’ve done very well. I feel more and more sure he’ll come back with us, especially after last night.” 
 
    “Well, I hope you’re right. We really do need to ask those questions about Dale, and it’s no good trying to here.” 
 
      
 
    After the negotiations were concluded, Rebecca met up with Stephanie and Greg for dinner. 
 
    “Well, you two, what do you think of how we did today?” 
 
    Stephanie said, “I thought it went very well. And with Greg there keeping his eye on them, we had none of that unpleasantness.” 
 
    “And what do you think, Greg?” 
 
    “I thought it went well, too. Whether it was the best deal possible, I don’t know. They are a pretty crafty lot. I’ve dealt with some people in Cassini that are known for their bargaining skills, and these people can match anything I’ve seen before.” 
 
    “You’re probably right about it maybe not the best deal possible. With hindsight, I think I gave away a little too much on a couple of things, especially the tariff structure, but I don’t think anyone else in Utopia could have done better. And we’ve got more favorable terms than the Director was expecting, so we’ll come out of it looking pretty good.” 
 
    Greg said, “So, mission accomplished. What time does the transporter leave tomorrow?” 
 
    “Mid-morning, so we’ll have a chance to eat another of their breakfasts first.” She laughed. “Something to look forward to.” 
 
      
 
    After dinner, Stephanie left them alone, as planned. 
 
    Rebecca said, “And what next for you, Greg? When we get to the mining camp, are you coming back with us to Utopia, or going back to your tedious existence in Cassini.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I just don’t know. It’s a big decision.” 
 
    “Well, you have to make that decision sometime. When my train leaves the mining camp, there’ll be no time left to change your mind.” 
 
    “I know that, and you know I love you, but you’re asking me to give up my freedom.” 
 
     “And I love you too. And as for freedom, you'll have as much freedom as you want.” 
 
    “As much as a man can have, you mean.” 
 
    Rebecca shrugged. 
 
    “You’re making too much of that. With my backing, you can do anything you want that’s legal. And you can have whatever you want. I’ll sometimes let you have sex your way too, if that’s what you want. So what else is worrying you?” 
 
    Greg hesitated. “There’s the matter of Stephanie of course.” 
 
    “Why’s that a problem. She’s always found you desirable, and it’s only because she became paranoid about Dale that she gave you trouble. That’s all over now. Heavens, don’t you know that already. She told me that it was great sex you had, and she didn’t say a word about Dale. So do come with me, Greg. You can have Stephanie any time you want, and I won’t mind, so long as I’m always the most important for you.” 
 
    Greg smiled. 
 
    “You really wouldn’t mind?” 
 
    “Not at all. But tonight, it’s my turn. Okay?” 
 
    “And we can do it my way?” 
 
    Rebecca smiled. 
 
    It’s not the best sex having a man on top, but it was always good with Greg anyway. 
 
    “When we’re in Utopia, we can alternate. But tonight, we’ll do it any way you want.” 
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    The hotel at the mining camp was old and dirty, but it was a pleasure to be there after the overland journey. And thankfully she wouldn’t be staying overnight. 
 
    Stephanie said, “What time’s the train departing for Utopia?” 
 
    “I’m not sure of the exact time, but it should be early evening.” 
 
    “And do you know yet whether Greg will be coming with us?” 
 
    “I’m almost certain he will, but I’ll be spending the afternoon working on him to make sure.” 
 
    “Is there anything you want me to do?” 
 
    Rebecca paused, not sure how much to tell her. 
 
    “If all goes well, then there’ll be nothing needed from you, but if there’s a problem, I’ll definitely need your help.” 
 
    “You mean if he doesn’t want to come with us? What difference would it make whether I help or not?” 
 
    “Do you still want him back in Utopia?” 
 
    “You know I do.” 
 
    “Then just be ready to help when the time comes, and no questions. Okay?” 
 
    Stephanie smiled. “I’ll be ready.” 
 
      
 
    A hour later, in Greg’s room, Rebecca came out of the shower, with just a towel around her waist. 
 
    “Thanks for the use of your room, Greg. I needed that after the overland trip.” 
 
    Greg looked her over and smiled. “My pleasure. But they should have lent you a room, even if you’re not staying.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but I’ve a feeling they don’t like cooperating with Utopia women. Not that I care. I don’t suppose I’ll ever be coming back here.” 
 
    She went over to him. As they kissed, she felt his hands smoothing down her back. 
 
    “Oh, Greg, I do love you. Please tell me you’re coming back with me.” 
 
    He pulled away. 
 
    “I’ve made a decision, and you’re not going to like it. I’m going back to Cassini.” 
 
    “I thought you’d already made your mind up to come with us.” 
 
    “I did, but I’ve been giving it all more consideration. I do love you, and what you’re offering with Stephanie makes it all the more tempting. But I’ve just got started back in Cassini, and prospects are looking good. I just don’t feel so sure about life in Utopia, whatever you promise. I’ll always be second class there, and that doesn’t suit me at all. So sorry, but that’s it. You’ll leave here today, and my train’s tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’m very disappointed, of course. Is your decision absolutely final?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    Rebecca sat down on the bed. 
 
    “Okay, if that’s what you want … But let’s at least have a little fun this afternoon. Something for us both to remember.” 
 
    “What do you have in mind? 
 
    “Let’s have some wine, and toast to the memories we have, and then we’ll have some really good sex.” 
 
    Greg smiled. “Sounds perfect. While you’re arranging for the drinks, I’ll have a shower.” 
 
      
 
    When Greg came back into the room, naked, Rebecca was in her nightgown, pouring the wine. She handed him his glass. 
 
    “A toast, Greg, to the good times we’ve had together.” 
 
    As she sipped her wine, she watched Greg drain every drop from the glass. Then he sat back on the bed. 
 
    “Take off your nightgown, very, very slowly, and then I’ll be ready to give you your last sex, Cassini-style.” 
 
    “That’ll be lovely. Just relax and watch me.” 
 
    She walked around the room, and then over to him, and slowly, very slowly, started easing it off. 
 
    Greg was smiling, but his eyes were closing, and she could see he was making an effort to keep them open. Finally he slumped back on the bed. She pulled the nightgown back on, and kissed his cheek. 
 
    “You’re mine now, Greg.” 
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    Rebecca knew this next bit might be tricky. She’d told the negotiators and bodyguards to go on ahead and board, and she’d follow shortly. They all realized it was best not to ask why. 
 
    She and Stephanie led Greg into the station lobby. She left him with Stephanie, and went to the booking office, putting Greg’s ticket on the counter. 
 
    “My friend has a ticket to Cassini, but he wants to change it to go with me to Utopia. Can you do that?” 
 
    “No, that’s impossible. It’s too late to make changes like that.” 
 
    “So he’ll have to buy a new ticket?” 
 
    The clerk checked something on his system. 
 
    “Yes, but it’s not that simple. Any journey has to be authorized, and he only has approval to go to Cassini.” 
 
    “And how do we get the approval?” 
 
    “You can make the submission here with me, but it’ll be at least two days to get approval.” 
 
    “And there’s no way to speed it up?” 
 
    “No, sorry.” 
 
    Rebecca looked back at Greg. He looked like he was starting to recover, so any delay would be bad news. But she knew enough about this city to know that there was always another way. 
 
    “Then I need to speak with the manager.” 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, Rebecca was back with the others, holding Greg’s new ticket. It had cost her dearly to have the authorization modified, but it would still be worth it if she could get Greg back. 
 
    On the platform, they found their carriage, and were ready to board, when an official approached them. 
 
    “Pardon me, but is your friend ill?” 
 
    Stephanie laughed. 
 
    “If you could call a hangover being ill, then yes. We had quite a party last night.” 
 
    She turned to Greg, hugged him, and kissed him. 
 
    “You won’t want to drink that much again any time soon, will you darling?” 
 
    Greg looked as if he was trying to say something to the official, and for a moment Rebecca thought all was lost. Greg was evidently beginning to understand what was happening. But nothing sensible came from his lips but the word “drink”. 
 
    The official winked at him and gave him a knowing smile. 
 
    “She’s right. It’s no fun traveling after a load of booze. Hope you learned your lesson.” 
 
    Then he helped them on with their baggage and was gone. 
 
    Rebecca had reserved Greg a cabin with a connecting door to the bodyguards’ cabin, and a small bribe made sure his outer door was locked. 
 
    Then she was able to breathe freely. 
 
    As the train started on its journey, she went to the cabin she’d be sharing with Stephanie. 
 
    “Well, Stephanie, we’ve done it. Greg’s going to be back with us in Utopia. Are you pleased?” 
 
    “Of course, but I’m still feeling tense. That was the most exciting and dangerous thing I’ve ever experienced. I was dreading what might happen if they realized what we were doing.” 
 
    “Technically, it would be kidnapping. In Olympus, you’re supposed to be able to buy your way out of anything. But kidnapping? Who knows?” 
 
     Stephanie smiled. “Well, I’m glad it’s over, so I can relax now.” 
 
    “Then let’s go to dinner, and then we’ll bring our drinks back here, and have a little celebration.” 
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    Greg was dimly aware of motion as he woke. He checked his watch. 
 
    It was morning and he was on a train. 
 
    But how? 
 
    He tried to think back. 
 
    Rebecca in his hotel room … drinks … sex … or did they have sex? Did they even have drinks? Or was it a dream? 
 
    And after that? 
 
    A vague memory of being in the station and boarding the train. 
 
    He stood up and stretched, and looked in the mirror. He was wearing a pink coverall. Looking around, there were no other clothes. His case was there, and he checked inside. No clothes there. 
 
    He tried the door, but it wouldn’t open. Maybe it needed some force. 
 
    He slammed the handle down as he pushed. But there was no movement. 
 
    Then a surprise. An adjoining door opened. 
 
    The bodyguard was looking at him sympathetically, but in her hand was a chastiser. 
 
    “Greg, you must to stop that noise, or I’ll have to use this on you. Now can I get you some breakfast?” 
 
    Greg knew the answer before he asked. 
 
    “Are we on the way to Utopia?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “Can I see Rebecca?” 
 
    “Not until we’re in Utopia. Until then, Greg, I’m afraid you’ll have to stay in your cabin. Now do you want some breakfast?” 
 
    Greg sat down on the bed. 
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
    The adjoining door closed, and Greg was left alone. 
 
    Rebecca had made him so many promises about how it might be for him in Utopia, and maybe she meant it. But what she’d done was a criminal act, and even the female courts of Utopia would recognize that an injustice had been done, and let him go back to Cassini. 
 
    If they didn’t prosecute her there, then he’d take it to the courts in Olympus. That chief negotiator of theirs could be an ally. He’d be itching to get revenge. 
 
    She’s going to regret doing this to him. 
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    At the station, one of the bodyguards escorted Greg out of the train, and through to the concourse. Rebecca and Stephanie were waiting. 
 
    The bodyguard smiled. 
 
    “Over to you now. He’s not been any trouble.” 
 
    The bodyguard left, and Greg turned to Rebecca. 
 
    “Why did you do it? You know I wanted to go back to Cassini.” 
 
    “I did it because I had to. I never wanted it this way, but you forced me to do it. I wanted you back here in Utopia, and you should have respected that and come willingly. I’d made all sorts of preparations for you, and I was sure it was enough. But then you changed your mind, as if it meant nothing to me. I was very disappointed.” 
 
    “Disappointed? How do you think I feel now after being abducted.” 
 
    “However you feel now, you’ll soon get over it. And I don’t like you using the word ‘abducted’. As far as my staff are concerned, you came willingly.” 
 
    “So why was I locked up in my cabin?” 
 
    “You could have left your cabin any time. My bodyguards will swear to that. Now I’ve got a taxi waiting for us. So let’s go home.” 
 
    Rebecca and Stephanie started to walk, but Greg stayed where he was. If Rebecca had made sure they were all going to lie about the abduction, then he’d get nowhere with the courts. So nothing left but to put pressure on her. 
 
    “I’m not moving until you promise to let me go back.” 
 
    Rebecca smiled. “I don’t think you’ll want to go back when you see what I’ve arranged for you. But stay here in the station if you want. When it gets late and you’re hungry and without money, you’ll have to call me anyway. So, come on, darling, come with us.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Greg turned to walk with them. 
 
      
 
    At the apartment, Greg followed them in. Rebecca gave Stephanie a hug.  
 
    “It’s nice to be back, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Absolutely. I really didn’t like Olympus, or the people there. The men were so arrogant, as if they were superior to the women. I found it so distasteful.” 
 
    Stephanie turned to Greg. 
 
    “But the big bonus is having you back here, Greg. Maybe we can continue where we left off in discussing Dale.” 
 
    So Stephanie wasn’t quite as friendly now as in Olympus. She hadn’t reverted to being hostile, but her suggestion of further discussion was unsettling. 
 
    “I think I’ve told you everything I know. But if I can remember anything else, I’ll certainly tell you.” 
 
    Then he turned to Rebecca. 
 
    “What you did was wrong, but I’ll make my best of the situation for now. But one condition. If I really can’t cope with it all, then promise me you’ll let me go back to Cassini. The last thing you want is having me argumentative and miserable.” 
 
    “I don’t think you understand. You belong to me, Greg, and I’ll do whatever takes my mind. But one thing for sure is that you’ll never go back to Cassini. I love you and I want you here, and that’s enough. If you choose to be awkward, I’ll let it go so far, but there’s a point where I’ll have to chastise you.” 
 
    “You bitch …” 
 
    “No need for that, Greg. Maybe I have been a little bit naughty, but we need to put all this behind us. Now go to the kitchen and help Brad prepare the meal. He’s really looking forward to seeing you again.” 
 
    “So that’s my role now, is it? Cooking for you and Stephanie.” 
 
    “Not at all. That’s Brad’s job, but why not help him? And by the way, you start your new job in a couple of days. You’ll be designing and installing new air conditioner systems. No more maintenance work on those filthy old systems. And mostly office hours. Does that sound good to you?” 
 
    “I suppose so.” 
 
    “Good. Then tomorrow, we’ll sort out your hair extensions, and you can try on your new clothing and jewelry. You’ll be the most gorgeous man in the office.” 
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    Stephanie had been waiting for this opportunity for nearly a month since Greg arrived. 
 
    Rebecca was finally away on one of her overnight business meetings, and it would be just her and Greg, and of course Brad. 
 
    She’d been pleasant enough with Greg, and had some good sex with him, but so far that hadn’t softened him up enough to add more detail about Dale. 
 
    But tonight would be different. 
 
    After dinner, she sent Brad off to his room. 
 
    “Now Greg, can we talk about Dale a little more?” 
 
    “Listen, Stephanie, I have feelings towards you that are almost as strong as for Rebecca. If I knew anything more, I would tell you. But I’ve already told you everything I know.” 
 
    “Well, just to please me, just go through it one more time, starting with the last time you saw Dale.” 
 
    She sat quietly as Greg ran through the details of that evening, and then Dale’s absence the next morning. 
 
    He seemed to have it word perfect from last time, and she could almost recite it herself. But now it was time to challenge him with her evidence. Rebecca had wanted to ask him soon after he arrived, but Stephanie argued to delay it, in case new information came out first. That hope had been not been fulfilled. 
 
    “Greg, when you drove Rebecca’s car to the cafe that evening, did you go straight there?” 
 
    “Yes, as far as I recall. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Well, there is something that Rebecca and I discovered that seemed confusing. Do you recall I was getting CCTV footage?” 
 
    Greg suddenly looked pale, even under his tinted moisturizer. 
 
    “Yes … I think so.” 
 
    “What’s odd is that her car was recorded by a traffic camera, a long way from the route to the cafe. How do you explain that?” 
 
    Greg stuttered, “Maybe I took a longer route than normal. I can’t remember.” 
 
    “But it was nowhere near a route to the cafe. You’d have doubled the distance.” 
 
    Greg shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “Then I’m sorry, but I’ve no idea. I was controlling the car manually, so I guess I took a wrong turn. I’d had a couple of drinks before I left, and maybe I wasn’t concentrating.” 
 
    Stephanie smiled. 
 
    “I suppose that’s it. There’s always an explanation, however odd things seem. And talking of drinks, how about we have a couple more and head for the bedroom. Let’s have some fun, with Rebecca away.” 
 
    Greg brightened. “Sound good to me. I’ll get the drinks, and see you there.” 
 
      
 
    In bed, Stephanie kissed Greg. He’d made an effort with freshening his lip balm, and she loved that slightly sticky feeling when they kissed. 
 
    She turned the lights off, and in the dark, mounted him, and just kept far enough away for his penis to touch, but not enter. 
 
    She reached to the side of bed, and lifted the moistened pad, and then in a swift movement, she put it flat over his nose and mouth. 
 
    Underneath her, he squirmed for a few seconds, and then was still. 
 
    With lights back on, she turned him over to be face down, tying his hands to the top of the bed, and his feet to the corners of the base, with his legs held apart. 
 
    Then she sat and sipped her wine. 
 
    Gradually he recovered consciousness. Then he pulled at his bonds, and turned his head towards her. 
 
    “What are you doing, Stephanie?” 
 
    “I think you know. I’m going to ask you some questions again, and this time, my little friend is going to help me.” 
 
    She held up the chastiser. 
 
    “But I can’t give you any more answers than I have. I’m telling the truth.” 
 
    “Did you kill Dale?” 
 
    “No, I swear I didn’t.” 
 
    She set it to low power, and put the contacts on his thigh and pressed the button. 
 
    Greg let out a squeal of pain. 
 
    Stephanie said, “I didn’t think you’d say yes, but I did need to convince you that I’m serious. Now to the fundamental question. Why was the car detected so far from the route to the cafe?” 
 
    “I told you. I don’t know. I probably lost my way, that’s all. It means nothing.” 
 
    Stephanie clicked it up almost to danger level, and put it against his back. 
 
    “This is your last chance, so tell me something new.” 
 
    Greg shook his head. 
 
    “There’s nothing else to tell you.” 
 
    She pressed the button, and Greg let out a scream, as his body jerked like a puppet. 
 
    Then he started crying. 
 
    “Please, Stephanie, don’t do any more. I really have nothing else to tell you.” 
 
    Stephanie sat back down. 
 
    Was he telling the truth? She’d always had her doubts, but after what she’d just done, surely anyone would have confessed. 
 
    She went over to the bed, and undid the restraints on his feet and then his hands. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Greg, but I had to know if you were lying. I couldn’t see any other way of doing it.” 
 
    He turned over, and sat up on the bed. 
 
    “Then will you promise me you won’t ever do that again?” 
 
    She sat next to him, and kissed him. 
 
    “I promise. It was stupid of me not to believe you. Will you forgive me?” 
 
    Greg frowned. 
 
    “Alright, I forgive you.” 
 
    Stephanie hugged him. 
 
    “I’ll never be cruel to you again, and I promise I’ll make it up to you. I’ll be as good a lover for you as Rebecca. I’ll even let you do it Cassini-style sometimes. Would you like that?” 
 
    Greg smiled. 
 
    “I’d like it very much.” 
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    Greg looked across the table at Brad. 
 
    “Do you know where they’ve gone this evening?” 
 
    “No, but it’s an hour away. I heard them say that.” 
 
    “So they won’t be back until morning, I suppose.” 
 
    Brad said, “Do you feel jealous that they’re seeing other men?” 
 
    “A little, I suppose, when I know they’ll be having sex.” 
 
    Brad laughed. “Well, you’re probably happy enough not to have Stephanie around, especially after what she did to you.” 
 
    “Do you know what she did?” 
 
    “I can guess. It must have been horrible … When I heard you scream, I had to bury my head under the bedclothes.” 
 
    “Well, it’s over now, apart from the burn she gave me, and she promised never to do it again.” 
 
    “Does it still hurt?” 
 
    “You bet it does. I can’t even touch it.” 
 
    “Have you put emollient on it?” 
 
    Greg shook his head. 
 
    “It’s on my back. I can’t get to it easily.” 
 
    “Then let me do it.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I want it anyway. I used that stuff once before and it hurt almost as bad as the original wound. And I know it has to be rubbed in to get the benefit.” 
 
    “But it’ll only hurt for a minute or two, and I’ve got painkillers that will ease it. And you know, you really should put the emollient on if you want it to heal more quickly.” 
 
      
 
    In the bedroom, Greg stripped down to his underwear. 
 
    “Give me two of those painkiller pills.” 
 
    “One’s enough, Greg. They’re very strong, and quick acting. Any more than one will make you drowsy.” 
 
    “Never mind all that, I want two. I don’t want to feel anything at all when you put that stuff on.” 
 
    Brad shrugged, and gave him two. Then they both sat quietly, waiting for the pills to take effect. 
 
    Greg said, “I think I’m ready.” 
 
    He lay on the bed, face down, while Brad got the emollient. 
 
    Greg could feel it going on, with no pain at all. Then Brad’s fingers, massaging it into the wound. 
 
    Finally Brad said, “That’s all done.” 
 
    Greg got up and sat on the bed, next to Brad, but nearly fell over. 
 
    Brad laughed. “I told you it would make you drowsy. You really need to lie down now, and get a little sleep.” 
 
    Greg said, “You sound like my mother. Bossing me around. But thanks for doing that. You’re a good friend.” 
 
    Brad put his arm around Greg, and kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    Greg was confused. Had he given Brad the wrong idea about how he felt? He made a feeble attempt to pull away, but Brad held him firm, and the pills had sapped any strength to do more. 
 
    Brad said, “Don't you like people showing concern for you?” 
 
    “I like the concern, but I don't want too much affection from another man.” 
 
    “Okay, but can I just kiss you one more time? A little reward for helping you?” 
 
    “No, I just want to lie down again.” 
 
    “So no reward for helping you? I thought we were friends.” 
 
    Greg saw the sad expression on Brad’s face. 
 
    “Okay, Brad, just one kiss, but let me lie down first.” 
 
    He lay back on the bed, and let his eyes close. 
 
    He was almost into a dreamlike state, as Brad leaned over him. 
 
    Then he felt the kiss on the lips. 
 
    Brad said, “They shouldn't have kidnapped you in Olympus, but can I tell you something? I'm really glad you're here.” 
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    At the hotel, Rebecca and Stephanie said goodbye to the men, and then relaxed over an early-morning coffee. 
 
    Stephanie said, “What was yours like?” 
 
    “Oh, not too bad. But he did tire easily. Nowhere near as energetic as Greg. What about yours?” 
 
    “Pretty good, actually. I got worn out before he did. But I agree about Greg. He’s got a lot more passion than these men. Of course, he’ll be a bit hesitant with me now, after what I did to him.” 
 
    Rebecca said, “And even after all that, you learned nothing new?” 
 
    “Nothing at all. And now I’m really sorry for hurting him. After all, I do like him as a man.” 
 
    “I know Dale was very dear to you, and you became quite obsessive after he went missing. But now I’ve noticed that obsession coming back again, and it’s not doing you any good. Don’t you think it’s time to put all this behind you.” 
 
    “I wish I could, but Dale was very close to me …” 
 
    Rebecca drew her breath, and whispered, “Were you lovers?” 
 
    Stephanie’s face flushed, and she paused before speaking. 
 
    “Whatever Greg says, I think he’s either hiding something important or else he’s forgotten. If only he had an answer as to that image of the car, so far from where it should have been. I’ve gone through those recordings again, but got nowhere, and it’s so frustrating. All the same, I’m going to go through them one last time before I give up.” 
 
    Rebecca nodded, and then brightened. 
 
    “There is another option. The police have got some new AI systems, for traffic control. Supposedly it’s much better now at vehicle recognition. Do you think it’s worth a try?” 
 
    “Can you get access to the system?” 
 
    “No, but if I copy the recordings over to them, I have contacts in the police who would run them for me, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Oh, that would be wonderful.” 
 
    “But promise me that if we do that, and nothing arises, then you’ll stop worrying about Dale, so we can move on with our lives.” 
 
    Stephanie frowned. 
 
    “Alright, Rebecca, I give you my word. Now when can you get this done?” 
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    Rebecca pointed at the screen. 
 
    “What do you see, Stephanie?” 
 
    Stephanie looked at the image, but shook her head. 
 
    “Sorry, but I can’t see your car, however hard I look.” 
 
    “Well, it’s the same for me, but see what the AI system did when it integrated several images from the camera, and then used software to tighten the edges.” 
 
    She flicked to the composite image. 
 
    “Now can you see?” 
 
    “You mean the back of that car?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “But that could be any car. There are no distinguishing marks. At least not that I can make out.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong. Do you see that faint gray area? That’s a mark on my car from when I had a little accident with it. I’d given them photos of the car, and they found this section of footage. I’ve been told that it’s ninety per cent certain that it’s my car.” 
 
    “And where was the camera?” 
 
    “That’s the most interesting bit, and makes me a hundred per cent sure. It was near the rail station. And that’s where Greg used to work.” 
 
    “Gosh, that’s amazing. So we can place him by the station, the very night that Dale went missing. How are we going to approach it, Rebecca? Do we show it to him?” 
 
    “No, I’m not going to do that. He’ll only try to argue out of it if he sees the blurry image. I’ve got a better way to get him to talk.” 
 
      
 
    When Greg got home, Rebecca kissed him, and the evening passed as usual. 
 
    After Brad left them, Greg said, “Well, I’m ready for bed too, Rebecca.” 
 
    “Perhaps you are, but before that, Stephanie and I have something to tell you.” 
 
    Greg frowned, as if he could sense trouble. 
 
    “Oh, yes? What’s that?” 
 
    “Well, do you recall that Stephanie spent time looking through the CCTV recordings, to see where my car was that evening.” 
 
    “Yes, and I still can’t explain why the car was where it was. It’s a mystery to me as much as to you.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll let Stephanie explain what new information we have, and perhaps that might trigger your memory.” 
 
    Stephanie moved to sit opposite Greg. 
 
    “Do you know about artificial intelligence?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. That’s built into nearly everything.” 
 
    “The police use it too, and lately they’ve improved their systems for car recognition. Improved them considerably. Can you see where I’m heading with this?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” 
 
    “Rebecca’s got some useful contacts in the police, and they agreed to use their AI system to scan my CCTV recordings, and guess what they found?” 
 
    Greg had gone pale. “I’ve no idea.” 
 
    “The software detected another sighting of the car, and this time it was near the rail station. I never spotted it myself, but once it was pointed out, I could see quite clearly it was Rebecca’s car. So that’s another location you were at. Have you any memory of being near the station?” 
 
    Greg glanced at Rebecca and then back at Stephanie. 
 
    “That whole evening’s a blur. I’m sorry, but I can’t remember anything about that journey.” 
 
    Rebecca said, “I thought that’s how you might answer, but it really is too much to believe that you don’t recall anything. It’s time to tell us the truth about that evening.” 
 
    “I have told the truth. I really have no recollection of being in either of those places.” 
 
    “Don’t you think it’s odd that you should happen to be close to where you were working? That seems more than a coincidence.” 
 
    “Well, that’s what it is … nothing more.” 
 
    Stephanie stood up and moved towards him. 
 
    Looking down, she said calmly, “What happened to Dale that evening, Greg?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve told you everything.” 
 
    “I was beginning to believe you, but then this information has blown all my trust away. I know something happened to Dale, and I know that you’re hiding something.” 
 
    Greg sat in silence. 
 
    Rebecca left the room, and came back with the chastiser. 
 
    “I think this will get you to talk.” 
 
    Greg’s forehead was showing beads of sweat. 
 
    “You can use that all you want, but it won’t change anything.” 
 
    “Strip off, Greg.” 
 
    His eyes on the chastiser, he stood up and took off his clothes, down to his briefs. 
 
    Rebecca stroked the contacts of the chastiser across his chest. 
 
    Greg said, “Do what you have to. If you want me to suffer for nothing, then so be it.” 
 
    Rebecca kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    I’m not going to do anything. You’re going with Stephanie, and she’ll have the chastiser. And I can assure you that she’ll have no qualms about causing you pain.” 
 
    Greg looked nervously at Stephanie, then back at Rebecca. 
 
    “Please don’t let her do it. She’s got a fixation that I hurt Dale, and whatever I do or say, she’ll take it out on me.” 
 
    Stephanie took hold of the chastiser. 
 
    “This is finally the time I’m going to get the truth out of you. The truth about my lovely Dale. You’re mine now, and we’ve got all night together for questions and answers. All night until you tell me something I believe. Now come this way, Greg.” 
 
    She put the chastiser against him, and started to push him towards the door. 
 
    After a couple of steps, Greg halted and turned back to Rebecca. 
 
    “Alright, I was at the station.” 
 
    Rebecca nodded for them to come back. 
 
    “Let’s all sit down, and then Greg, you must tell us everything that happened that evening. And if I think you’re leaving something out, then you’ll be back with Stephanie, and no reprieve next time.” 
 
    When seated, Greg took a sip of water. 
 
    “I’d been planning to escape, and I thought I’d kept everything secret, but then Dale discovered something of my plans, and threatened to tell you. That’s how it all started. Basically Dale decided to blackmail me.” 
 
    Rebecca said, “For money?” 
 
    Greg hesitated. “No, for sex. I don’t need to get into details, as you can guess well enough. It was bad enough, and then that evening he wanted it even more intense. He wanted me to force myself on him Cassini-style, as if he was a woman. It made me sick thinking about it, so I decided to take some of your mood pills to take my mind off it all.” 
 
    “How many did you take?” 
 
    “Four.” 
 
    “My God, I’m surprised you could do anything after that.” 
 
    “It was very dreamlike, but I did what Dale made me do, without thinking too much. When it was over, I went to the bathroom to shower. 
 
    As I stood with the water cascading down me, I began sobering up, trying to recall what had happened, with a feeling that the sex had become passionate and almost violent. 
 
     When I went back into the bedroom, I saw Dale still on the floor. I went over and checked his pulse, and checked it again over and over. I knew he was dead, but he looked so perfect it was hard to believe it. I don’t know for sure, but I guessed it must have been something to do with the sex. Maybe he had a heart attack, or maybe I’d suffocated him without realizing. I had no idea.” 
 
    Stephanie was in tears. 
 
    “You murdered my lovely Dale.” 
 
    “It wasn’t murder, it was an accident. Can’t you see that?” 
 
    Rebecca said, “So you were in the apartment and Dale was dead. How did the car come into it?” 
 
    “I was scared. The ways the laws are here, I wasn’t sure I’d get a sympathetic hearing. So I took his body to the car, and drove to the station, and that’s where I hid it, way back in the engineering area where no one would ever find it.” 
 
    Stephanie said, “You mean he’s still there?” 
 
    “I’m sure he is. That area is just piping, and it never wears or breaks, so no one ever goes there. It won’t ever be discovered, well, not in our lifetimes anyway.” 
 
    “Well, he at least deserves a decent cremation. We’ll have to inform the police. It’s the —” 
 
    Rebecca interrupted, “Greg, go to Brad’s room. You’re staying there tonight. And not a word to him.” 
 
    After Greg had left them, Rebecca said, “If we tell the police, they’ll arrest him, and he’s right. There’ll be no sympathy or consideration of the circumstances. He’ll get years in jail, or even the death penalty. Is that what you want?” 
 
    “I want Dale to get some sort of justice, and I want him to have the dignity of a cremation. Not rotting away in some horrible place.” 
 
    “And you’re willing to sacrifice Greg for that?” 
 
    “What are the options? I’ve always felt affection for Greg, in spite of everything, and I don’t want him to die too. But he surely should face justice like anyone else would. And how else can Dale’s body be recovered?” 
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    Rebecca arrived home late to find Stephanie in tears. 
 
    “What on earth’s the matter?” 
 
    Stephanie looked up, hesitating before she spoke. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I’m really sorry … I told the police about Greg, and they’ve taken him away.” 
 
    Rebecca sat down, and took a couple of deep breaths. 
 
    “What exactly happened?” 
 
    “I phoned the police, and said I have information about a murder. The operator put me through to an officer, and I said that Greg was responsible for Dale’s murder, and the body is hidden at the back of the rail station.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “There was a silence and I think she was talking to someone else. Then she asked if I had any evidence. I said no, but Greg admitted it under questioning. Then another silence and she said they would investigate.” 
 
    “And what happened about Greg?” 
 
    “I’d just got home, and said hello to Brad and Greg, when the door buzzed. It was two officers in uniform, and they’d come to take him away.” 
 
    “Have they charged him?” 
 
    Stephanie frowned. “I don’t think so. The words they used were ‘suspicion of an offense’.” 
 
    “And did they tell you what was going to happen next?” 
 
    “No, nothing like that. I don’t think they knew any more than to arrest him. But they did give me this contact information.” 
 
    Rebecca snatched the card, and dialed the number and then the reference code. 
 
    But all she got was a recorded message saying that inquiries were under way, and no information was yet available. 
 
      
 
    A week later, Rebecca got the call she’d been dreading. 
 
    “Rebecca, I’m the officer coordinating the investigation regarding Dale’s disappearance, and I have an update for you.” 
 
    “Is it bad news?” 
 
    “Yes, it is. I’m afraid your husband has been charged with murder.” 
 
    “All this is because of my friend’s speculation. Does it mean you’ve real evidence to support it?” 
 
    “We found the body where she told us it would be, at the station, albeit after a very extensive search. It was well hidden, and we’d almost given up. As Greg had access to the engineering areas, it was obvious that he could be connected to the man’s death, and we’ve confirmed it by his DNA traces on the wrapping of the corpse.” 
 
    “And you’re sure the body is of Dale?” 
 
    “Absolutely. The body was decomposed, but his identity chip was still intact. So there’s no doubt it was him, and no doubt that Greg disposed of the body. Given your friend’s statement, it’s clear that it was Greg who killed him.” 
 
    “So what happens now? A trial?” 
 
    “He’ll go to trial as soon as we find a slot in the court calendar. Probably very soon, but hard to tell exactly.” 
 
    “In days or weeks?” 
 
    The officer laughed. 
 
    “It’ll be just days away. The case won’t take much court time, so it’ll be easier than usual to find a slot. And there’s not much doubt about the result, or indeed the sentence.” 
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    Greg was led into the courtroom, and told where to sit. Already there, and facing him, were three middle-aged women, busying themselves with whatever was on their screens. Behind him stood the two officers who’d brought him in. 
 
    After maybe two minutes, the woman in the middle looked up, and spoke to him. 
 
    “Greg, you’ve been given full details of the charge against you, of murder, and you’ve had access to the evidence that the police have gathered. How do you plead?” 
 
    “Not guilty.” 
 
    The woman drew a deep breath, probably of frustration. But hell, why should he make it easy for them? 
 
    The woman to her right said, “Your DNA was found on the wrapping of the corpse. If you are not guilty, please explain.” 
 
    “It’s true that I hid the body there, but I did not murder him. He died in a sexual struggle that he initiated, and I had at no time any intention to kill him, or any wish that he should die.” 
 
    “And when he died, why did you not inform the authorities straight away? If you were innocent, why did you hide the body?” 
 
    “I panicked. I’m still not used to the ways of Utopia, and I had no idea what would happen. So I decided to hide him, and hope the problem would go away for ever.” 
 
    The three women whispered together, and then the woman in the center spoke again. 
 
    “After careful consideration, we do not accept your plea of innocence. Accordingly the verdict of this court is that you are guilty of murder, and the punishment is death. Have you anything further to say?” 
 
    “Can I appeal?” 
 
    “No. There are no obvious grounds for an appeal. Anything else?” 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    The officers pulled him to his feet and led him back towards the cells. At a bend in the corridor, a nervous little man was standing, accompanied by two more officers. 
 
    Greg paused. “Good luck, friend. You’ll need it.” 
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    Stephanie was in tears. 
 
    “I’m so, so sorry, Rebecca. If I’d thought more about what was going to happen, I’d have never made that call. I expected him to be punished, but not as far as a death sentence” 
 
    “Well, I wish you hadn’t made the call, but that’s history now, so there’s no point in you staying miserable.” 
 
    “Do you forgive me?” 
 
    “I understand the feelings you must have had, so it’s hard to blame you for what you did. So I have to forgive you.” 
 
    “Is there any way we can appeal?” 
 
    “It won’t be easy. But the judge did note that there were no obvious grounds for appeal, and that leaves a loophole. If we can say something wasn’t obvious, we may be able to do something. I’ve got one of my staff working on it, and looking for precedents.” 
 
    “And has she found anything?” 
 
    “Nothing so far that might change the verdict, but there have been cases where the sentence was reduced on appeal. We’ll just have to see if we can make a case like this for Greg.” 
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    Greg sat patiently in the meeting room. 
 
    He’d not been allowed visitors until now, so something must have happened, and it could hardly be any worse news. 
 
    He smiled as Rebecca came in, and sat opposite him at the table. 
 
    Greg leaned forward. 
 
    “I hope you’ve some good news for me?” 
 
    “I have. Stephanie and I have been working on an appeal, and this morning we got a decision.” 
 
    “So they finally decided it wasn’t murder?” 
 
    “We didn’t appeal that. There was nothing we could find to get them to reconsider, but we did get your sentence reduced. It’s no longer the death sentence. Our justification was that you were continually provoked to anger, and so although you may still be considered guilty of murder, it’s a lesser crime.” 
 
    “So what’s the punishment? A jail term?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. A five-year sentence.” 
 
    “Five years? Not what I want, but a lot better than the alternative.” 
 
    He laughed. “And the jails here are a hell of a lot more pleasant than those in Cassini. So I guess that’s as good as I can get.” 
 
    Rebecca smiled. “We’re so happy to get the death sentence removed, but we were hoping against hope that it might only be a year or two. Five years is a long time to be without you.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’ll be looking for someone else to move in?” 
 
    “Would you blame me?” 
 
    “No, I suppose not. But there’s not much I can do about it, is there?” 
 
    Rebecca paused. 
 
    “Actually, there is an alternative to the jail sentence, that would get you home sooner.” 
 
    “What sort of alternative?” 
 
    “I know you won’t like the idea, and you won’t be quite the same afterwards, but …” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    She leaned forward, and looked him in the eyes. 
 
    “The alternative is to be castrated.” 
 
    Greg laughed. “That’s no alternative. I’d rather do twenty years in jail.” 
 
    “But think, Greg, it means you’ll be back with us within a few weeks, and we can carry on our wonderful life together.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. It won’t be wonderful for me with my balls missing. No, I’ll do my five years, and if you don’t want me back after that, I’ll take my chances.” 
 
    Rebecca frowned. 
 
    “And what about me? Don’t you care that I’ll be losing you for all that time. I thought you loved me so much, that you’d do anything for me.” 
 
    “I’d do anything within reason for you, but becoming a eunuch like Brad is out of the question.” 
 
    “Brad’s happy enough, so why shouldn’t you be happy too?” 
 
    Greg stood up. 
 
    “I appreciate what you and Stephanie have done to get me off death row. It’s a great relief, and not at all what I expected. And I’m ready to serve my five years. So I’d like to go back to my cell now, and relax a little, to take all this in.” 
 
    The officer escorted Greg away, leaving Rebecca sitting at the table, staring at him as he left. 
 
    She was obviously furious with him, but that was her problem, not his. 
 
    And she’d have five years to get over it. 
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    Greg tried to move on the bed, but nothing came of it. He could hardly move even his fingers. 
 
    The last thing he remembered was a guard coming to the cell, and pressing something against his arm. A sharp sensation and then nothing. 
 
    Where was he now? A hospital? 
 
    He tried again to move, but his muscles didn’t respond. No restraints, so it must be some drug they’d given him. But why? 
 
    The door opened, and a nurse showed Rebecca and Stephanie into the room. 
 
    They came over to stand by his bed. 
 
    “How are you feeling, Greg?” 
 
    “I can’t move. What have they done to me, Rebecca?” 
 
    “It’s just temporary. You’ll be fine afterwards.” 
 
    “After what?” 
 
    Rebecca glanced at Stephanie and drew a breath. 
 
    “After you’ve been castrated.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s for the best, Greg. I know you didn’t want it, but in the end, I’m responsible for you. I made my decision in what I consider is in the best interests of us all.” 
 
    “But shouldn’t it be my decision? Can’t you stop them now?” 
 
    “No, the appeal court’s decision is final. The punishment has been decided, and now it has to be carried out. But castration isn’t a bad thing. You’ll be the same Greg in many ways, but gentler and perhaps more submissive. I think I’ll like that.” 
 
    Stephanie said, “In any case, you should count yourself lucky. You nearly had the death sentence for killing my lovely Dale.” 
 
    “For God’s sake, won’t you ever forgive me for what happened? I didn’t want him to die.” 
 
    “I do understand, and I do forgive you, but it’s hard to forget you were involved, even if it was an accident.” 
 
    Rebecca said, “Stephanie, we’ve all got to move on. Once Greg becomes a eunuch, it’ll be like having another Brad, but much better.” 
 
    Stephanie shrugged. “I suppose you’re right. He will be different.” 
 
    She leaned over the bed and kissed him on the lips. 
 
    “Something to thing about while you’re recovering.” 
 
    The door opened and the nurse stood in the doorway. 
 
    “You’ll have to leave now. They’re just about ready.”  
 
    Rebecca kissed Greg on the cheek. 
 
    Rebecca said, “They’ll give you aftercare for a month, and then we’ll come for the new Greg and take you home. And then we can make a new start. We’ll have a lot of fun together, my darling. You, me and Stephanie.” 
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    Greg’s first reaction on awakening was confusion. 
 
    He was in a pleasant room with all the appearance of it being a luxury hotel, rather than a hospital. But why was he here? 
 
    He tried sitting up, but felt dizzy, and had to relax back down again. 
 
    His movement must have triggered something, as a young man in a white uniform came into the room and over to his bed. He had to be a nurse, as all the doctors would be female. 
 
    “Good morning, Greg. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “All right, but a bit confused. Can you help me sit up?” 
 
    “Of course, and don’t worry about feeling confused. It’ll be the after-effect of the anesthetic. It’ll soon wear off.” 
 
    The nurse picked up a control unit, and gradually raised the top part of the bed. 
 
    “Do tell me if it hurts, won’t you?” 
 
    Greg smiled. “I’m fine. Just needed the assistance.” 
 
    Finally, with his upper body almost upright, Greg surveyed the room. A large television. Some printed matter by the bedside. Even a basket of flowers. 
 
    “Am I still in the hospital?” 
 
    The nurse chuckled. 
 
    “Heavens, no. The hospital doesn’t have rooms like this. You’re in a private facility, and you’re booked in here for a month of recovery.” 
 
    “Is that usual?” 
 
    “Not at all. Your wife must be very influential, or else quite wealthy. You should be very grateful.” 
 
    Now it was Greg’s turn to laugh. 
 
    “Grateful? That she’s had me castrated?” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure she had good reason. But anyway, we’ll make your stay here as pleasant and comfortable as possible. I’ll leave you now, but just press the button if you want me for anything. And when you’re ready to eat, just use the television to place your order.” 
 
    With that, the nurse swiveled daintily, and left. 
 
      
 
    Greg tried the remote, and adjusted the bed a little, then flicked around the TV channels. But he was only postponing what he really wanted to do. 
 
    He carefully folded back the bedclothes, and pulled up his nightgown. His penis looked the same as ever, but the scrotum was half-shriveled, without the testicles to fill them. He pulled the gown back down, and sat for a while staring at the blank screen. 
 
    So Rebecca had let them do it. And now he was a eunuch, no better than Brad. And there was nothing he could do about it. 
 
      
 
    After his meal, Greg got carefully off the bed. Where they’d made the incision was tender, and it was slightly painful when he moved, so he was taking no chances. 
 
    Walking around the room, he gained in confidence. The cupboards contained new clothes, all effeminate as usual. 
 
    Standing before the wall mirror, he took off the nightgown, and stood facing the mirror. The first impression was that he looked the same as ever, except that behind his penis, there was just a loose bit of skin. 
 
    He noticed a small wound on his left arm. Not much, but larger than he’d have got from a cannula. He stroked it and could feel a slight stiffness under the skin. 
 
    Then Brad realized that in the background, the nurse was standing by the door. Brad should have felt embarrassed with this guy looking at his naked backside, but he was a nurse after all. 
 
    Greg turned to face him. 
 
    “What’s this wound on my arm?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s for the hormones.” 
 
    “What hormones?” 
 
    “They’ll have given you an implant, that’s all. It’s to release hormones bit by bit over a period. Weren’t you expecting that?” 
 
    Greg wanted to curse, but what was the point. This nurse wasn’t the person responsible. 
 
    “Tell me exactly. What sort of hormones, and why I’m having them.” 
 
    “They’re female hormones, and they’re to help you adjust to your new life. And confidentially, these implants are quite expensive. Your wife must want the very best for you.” He giggled. “And I can see why.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, I know you’re a bit too tall for some women, but you really have a lovely body. And your penis is a perfect shape.” 
 
    Greg laughed. “Not that it’ll be much use to me now.” 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t say that. I’ve a friend who was castrated a couple of years ago, and he’s never had problems. Of course, it’s different, but it can be just as much fun. Now do you need anything before bedtime?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    With a smile, the nurse did his neat little turn, and left the room. 
 
    Greg looked at himself again in the mirror, and it was true. He did look as good as ever. But the wound on his arm was a worry. The hormones can’t be strong enough to give him breasts, as that would go against the Utopia separation of sexes. So, what would the hormones do to him? 
 
    Couldn’t Rebecca just have stuck with castration? 
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    At the desk, Rebecca signed the release document, and then Greg was brought to her in the waiting room. 
 
    “Hi Greg. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “You’ve had me castrated. How do you think I feel?” 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry I asked. I was only being polite. But has the wound healed okay?” 
 
    “Yes, don’t worry, it’s all neat now without my balls there.” 
 
    Rebecca nearly giggled, but controlled herself. 
 
    “It had to be done, Greg. That was the court’s decision.” 
 
    “And what about the hormone implant? That was nothing to do with the court.” 
 
    “I took medical advice. The doctor said it will ease your tension, after the operation. This first month was a high dose, so that you would be feeling more relaxed about your new life.” 
 
    “I don’t want to feel relaxed. Can it be removed?” 
 
    “It’s not just about you, Greg. It 's good for you, but it’s also good for me and Stephanie. The last thing we want is you moping around the apartment. And look how happy Tim became after his operation.” 
 
    “Well, I hope you’re happy with me now, after all this. And that you’re not going to see me as just another Brad.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly. I loved you the way you were, and I’ll love you the way you are now. Maybe even more.” 
 
    “Why more?” 
 
    “I was terribly upset when you deserted me and went back to Cassini. I know you’d talked of going back, but I never dreamed it would happen. Then, when we had you back here, I started worrying. I couldn’t be sure that one day you might leave me again like you did before. But now you’ve been castrated, I know you’ll never want to leave me.” 
 
    “You can’t be sure of that.” 
 
    “Yes I can. I’ve been assured that as time goes by, you’ll become more and more contented with what you have. You’ll find you need me more than ever.” 
 
    “So I’m to become completely submissive to you?” 
 
    Rebecca smiled. “Yes, of course. And to Stephanie. That’s the way it should always have been.” 
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    Back at the apartment, Greg was aware of a faint aroma of some sort. 
 
    “Have you been painting?” 
 
    “We took the opportunity to redecorate your room while you were away. I hope you’ll like it.” 
 
    Rebecca led him to his room. It was familiar but different. And it was an improvement. The walls were now a pale pastel blue. 
 
    “Why blue?” 
 
    “It was Brad’s idea. His room is pink, and he thought you’d like something different. Do you like what we’ve done?” 
 
    “I suppose so. Better than pink, that’s for sure. But I’d rather have the bookshelf where it was.” 
 
    “Well, let’s get something to eat, and then you can unpack your case, and get the room as you want it.” 
 
      
 
    Greg was sitting on his own, reading, when Brad got back from work. He came to Greg, pulled him to his feet, and hugged him. 
 
    “How are you feeling? Not too sore?” 
 
    “I’m okay in that sense, Brad, but that doesn’t make me happy about what’s been done to me.” 
 
    “Oh, I do understand. But at least you’re back here, and with us again. I was devastated when they passed the death sentence, and then so elated when they changed their mind. You must feel so lucky.” 
 
    Greg laughed. “Lucky? That’s not exactly how I feel right now. But anyway, thanks for the welcome back.” 
 
    “You don’t need to thank me. I’m just so relieved —” 
 
    The sound of the front door interrupted him. Both turned as Stephanie came into the room. 
 
    “Hello, Greg. So you’re back.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m back. Well, most of me.” 
 
    She turned to Brad. “Leave us, please.” 
 
    Brad almost ran to the door and closed it behind him. 
 
    Stephanie said, “I can never forget what you did, and forgiving was hard, even though I accept that it wasn’t intentional. But I’ve promised Rebecca to put this aside, and be willing to accept that you’re a new man. So do you feel any different, Greg?” 
 
    “Not really, but they say it’ll take a few months for my body to settle down, and for the hormones to take full effect. So we’ll have to see what happens.” 
 
    She came up to him and kissed him. 
 
    “Yes, it could take time, but I really do hope it works in the end.” 
 
    “So do I, Stephanie. I can’t wind back the clock, so I have to make the best of my situation now. Not that I’ll be much use sexually.” 
 
    Stephanie smiled. “That’s for Rebecca and me to judge. Tonight you’re sleeping with her, and tomorrow with me.” 
 
    “Sleeping’s fine, but sex? I don’t know if I can still get an erection.” 
 
    “Of course you can. Brad manages all right, after all. And with the spray, it’s guaranteed. The big question though is how you’ll feel. Will you be passionate? And how intent will you be on giving us pleasure? Personally, I’m quite hopeful.” 
 
    She left Greg to go to her room, and Greg sat back down and looked around the room. Maybe it won’t be so bad here, but it would still be better if he could get back to Cassini again. But how? 
 
    No chance of hiding away on the train like last time. They’ll have surely sealed those doors to the track. In any case, he’d need to be working there to get access, and Rebecca wouldn’t be stupid enough to allow that. 
 
    Rebecca wouldn’t take him with her if she visits Cassini, but what if she has to go to Olympus again? She might still want male company when she’s facing off the opposition. 
 
    He picked up the tablet to go back to the book. 
 
    He didn’t usually bother with romances, but when he’d clicked around, this one caught his eye. And it was surprisingly gripping. 
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    Greg was sitting on his bed, naked, filing the edge of his fingernail, but paused to reflect on events over the last few months since the operation. 
 
    It definitely hadn’t been as bad as he’d feared. Still able to perform, at least with the spray, and so far Rebecca had only had reason to chastise him once. 
 
    He looked up to see Brad in the doorway, in his nightgown. 
 
    Brad said, “You look serious. Is everything all right?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Just checking my nails. They'll need some attention tomorrow. Did they say what time they'll be back?” 
 
    “Stephanie said it’s a big party for someone they know. So they’re not going to be back until the early hours.” 
 
    “I suppose they'll be having sex, won't they?” 
 
    Brad nodded. “I imagine so. Does that bother you?” 
 
    “Not, really, so long as it’s casual. I don’t want Rebecca getting into a new relationship, and shutting me out.” 
 
    “I don't think that will happen. It's been quite a while since you had the operation, and they're both happy with you and the way things are now. And I know Stephanie has completely forgiven you, as if you are a different and better person. But do you feel different yourself?” 
 
    “I'm still the same person inside, but I know I’m behaving and thinking differently.” 
 
    “For the better?” 
 
    Greg frowned. “I'm not sure. I didn’t want to be castrated, but now it's happened and is over with, it's not as bad as I feared. And I'm still having fun with both of them, as are you. Although they are a little rough sometimes.” 
 
    “And have you learned to accept that they’re in charge? I'd hate them to use the chastiser on you again.” 
 
    “That was ages ago, and it was my own fault. Rebecca's always interested in my opinion, but she won't stand for argument. I won't make that mistake again. She’s usually right, anyway.” 
 
    “You were in tears, and I felt awful for you. I didn't know what to do.” 
 
    “Is that why you embraced me and kissed me?” 
 
    “It was just instinctive.” He laughed. “But it took your mind off the chastiser, didn't it?” 
 
    Brad came over to stand in front of Greg. 
 
    “I’m very fond of you, you know. I dread the thought that you might leave us again and go back to Cassini.” 
 
    “Oh, don't worry about that. This is my city now, and I can't think of a better place to be than with Rebecca and Stephanie, and of course you.” 
 
    Brad said, “Then can I kiss you again like last time?” 
 
    Greg frowned. “I don’t know …” 
 
    Brad slipped off his nightgown, and pulled Greg to his feet. 
 
    When Brad embraced him, and kissed him, it seemed so natural to close his eyes, and to respond. And the feel of Brad’s body against his own made the experience so erotic.  
 
    Brad came away from the kiss. 
 
    “We really are lucky, aren't we?” 
 
    Greg smiled. 
 
    “Yes I suppose we are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
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    Millionaire Dream House 
 
    Where women take control, and men have to seek new pleasures 
 
    Jack and Paul are dominant and aggressive in their marriages, until their wives Lisa and Vicky talk them into luxurious communal living with multi-millionaire Troy. 
 
      
 
    Lisa and Vicky develop a sexual relationship with Troy, and persuade him to use violence to force their husbands into being more respectful and even submissive. 
 
    In a moment of weakness, Jack and Paul agree to dress as women, to be judged by Troy. But then they find that their wives become obsessed with making them more feminine and ever more submissive to them and to Troy. 
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    From Submission to Dominance 
 
    A journey of obsession and sexual deviation 
 
    We follow the increasingly bizarre relationship and role-reversal of Grant, proud of his physique and his strength, with April, seemingly a delicate, submissive young woman. 
 
    A chance meeting on vacation leads to marriage, but Grant soon realizes that April is not what she seemed, as she becomes increasingly dominant in taking control of their lives, and their sexual relationships. 
 
    And then he has her family to contend with. A domineering and mysterious mother, a sister who desires him for herself, and a brother, who seems strangely protective of April. 
 
    When April is openly unfaithful, Grant drifts into affairs of his own, not least with April’s sister. But what he doesn’t realize is that the sisters have bizarre plans for each other, and even more so for their husbands. 
 
    Against this background, Grant becomes confused about his own sexuality, not realizing that the two sisters are taking pleasure in manipulating him. 
 
    But then he shows an interest in the family background, and it starts off a chain of events, leading to questions about the past, involving April’s father, and which ultimately put Grant’s life in peril … 
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    With a Lesbian Detective Agency 
 
      
 
    Ellen knew that when Donna invited her to join the agency, she might want more than a business relationship. And Ellen decided to take a chance, anyway. 
 
    After all, she’d had enough disappointment with men. 
 
      
 
    In working together, sometimes on dangerous assignments, they become close, but Donna seems to want no more than the occasional kiss. 
 
      
 
    As Ellen’s feelings for Donna grow stronger, she realizes that she wants more than this. 
 
    A lot more … 
 
      
 
    Read it now at Amazon.com or Amazon.co.uk 
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    A Woman’s Journey through Eroticism and Bisexuality 
 
      
 
    In her 40’s, with romance all but gone from her marriage, Holly dreams of finding a new and passionate romance, on an exotic Caribbean island. 
 
      
 
    On the island, she finds herself in a world of corruption, vice and even voodoo, that threatens to weaken her resolve. 
 
    But she’s determined to pursue her dream of a new life, and finds romance and sexual excitement, with three very different men. But none of them offer her the long-term loving relationship she dreamed of. 
 
      
 
    Then unexpectedly, there’s the possibility of a different kind of romance, uncovering totally new emotions. It’s a relationship that she couldn’t have anticipated, and it’s certainly not what she dreamed of … 
 
      
 
    Read it now at Amazon.com or Amazon.co.uk 
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    A collection of erotic short stories. 
 
      
 
    “He Dared to Trick me” tells the story of a desperate housewife in despair of her husband’s lack of libido. She agrees to a sex game in return for a promise of playing her own game next time. But afterwards, he only wants more of the same, and reveals that his promise meant nothing. 
 
    She’s bitter about being tricked, but she took pleasure from the game too, … so she agrees to continue. 
 
    But little does he realize how far she plans to take this little game … and get her revenge. 
 
      
 
    “The Prostitute” asks the question: When does friendship become an affair? 
 
    Louise struggles to develop a more intense relationship with a man who says his principles and his marriage prevent him going further. 
 
    But these principles don't apparently preclude using prostitutes … 
 
    Louise takes the only step she can see to take the relationship forward. 
 
    But is it a step that she'll regret? 
 
      
 
    In “Becoming a Woman: The Secret Male Desire” an advert suggests more than the usual transvestite experience, with a suggestion of something more complex and intriguing, … 
 
    It promises a long weekend where a man could not only be made to look like a woman, but would feel like one, and behave like one. 
 
    It’s a promise he can’t resist. 
 
    But does he really understand what he’s committing to? 
 
      
 
    In “Seducing Susan: For Love and Money”, can the opportunity to seduce be sometimes too good to be true? 
 
    Russell has lusted after Susan ever since he moved into the street. But Susan is married to Kevin, and is seemingly faithful to him. 
 
    And then a bizarre situation presents itself. Finally, there’s an opportunity to seduce her, and even to make money at the same time. 
 
    But is everything as it seems …? 
 
      
 
    Read it now at Amazon.com or Amazon.co.uk 
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