
Jess backed out of the driveway and drove towards the centre of the city.

“Why did you come with us, Liz? We’re outlaws, now!”

“Are you kidding me? This is going to be fun!”

Jess started to cry, which didn’t improve her driving in the least.

“Pull over!” said Liz. “Let’s talk!”

They pulled to a stop in a safe place.

“OK, tell me exactly what happened.”

“We were walking, in the park, when this mugger jumped me. Pet was a pace or two behind. She
knocked me down and Pet picked up a stick and hit her. She was knocked out, and I grabbed Pet 
and we ran.”

Liz nodded.

“Pet hit her? Wow! So, she might not have seen Pet?”

Jess turned to Liz.

“No, she might not have done. Oh, I’ve been stupid!”

Liz thought.

“No, a bit hasty, maybe. She was a criminal, a mugger. She’s unlikely to report an assault to the 
police. You were in the park, you say? There’re cameras there. Hmm, they would have seen the 
incident. How badly injured was the mugger?”

“I don’t know. She groaned as we left. Not too bad, I think.”

Liz thought a bit.

“Hmm. I’ll take you to meet a friend of mine. Ruby. She’ll put us up for a day or two. Until we 
see how this is going to pan out. I’ll drive.”

***
Ruby was a full-bodied female, with long dark hair. She wore a tight-fitting low cut dress, and her 
hands were covered in rings. She had greeted Liz with a hug, and had shaken Jess’ hand. She had 
smiled at Pet.

It was unlike any other club that Jess had been in. The biggest difference was that there were 
men, here and there, with their wives, something that Jess had never seen in a club before. A 
discreet sign said “Giving alcohol to men will result in immediate expulsion. No exceptions.” One 
wife was dancing with her husband on the dance floor and Jess was surprised at how good he was. 
She wondered if she should teach Pet how to dance.

“Ruby, we have a problem. Pet here hit a mugger with a branch. We don’t know yet if the 
authorities know about it, but Jess wanted to get out of there, and I came along for the ride. Can you
put us up for a day or two until we see how the land lies?”

“How did you get here? By car? Chloe! Chloe, I’ve got a driving job for you. Give Chloe your 
keys, Jess. Right, Chloe, take the car to my place and unload their gear. Then drive it to… What’s 
your address, Jess? …and leave it there.”



She turned to Jess and Liz.

“We don’t want your car to be found round here, do we? Look, have a drink, and I’ll make some 
enquiries. See if anyone noticed your little incident. OK?”

Ruby waved a waitress over to take their order and disappeared. While they were waiting for 
their drinks, a woman slid into the seat that Ruby had vacated.

“How much…” she started.

“Back off!” said Liz immediately.

“Sorry!” said the girl, raising her hands, defensively. “Wow!”

Liz said “Sorry! You weren’t to know. Please excuse me. Over-reaction.”

“That’s OK. I’ll let others know not to… If you like. Pity. He’s cute.”

She smiled at Pet, who smiled back, and she left. It dawned on Jess exactly what sort of club she 
was sitting in.

“Do women really come here to rent out their husbands?” She was shocked. “What sort of 
woman would do that?”

“Oh, those who are short of money? Those who can’t keep up with their husband’s needs but 
don’t want their husband’s implant tuned until he is a zombie? And what about the women who pay 
for someone’s husband? Women who have a high-flying career and can’t look after a husband full 
time? Women whose husbands have died, but still want sex? Even women who want a baby but 
can’t pay the high fees that the state charges.”

Jess looked at Pet. “Oh, I see. I’d never loan Pet out, but I can see that there might be reasons 
that some people might hire out their husbands.”

She put her hand on his thigh and smiled at him. He covered her hand with his and smiled back.

“If it makes you feel better, the lads seem to enjoy it!” said Liz.

She leaned forward.

“Erm, Jess, that’s not the only thing that goes on around here, my naive young friend.”

Jess knew that Liz was only a few months older than her, so she knew that the ‘young friend’ 
thing was a tease.

“What do you mean, Liz? Drugs?”

“No, not drugs. Ruby’s totally against that sort of thing. The only drug she trades in is little blue 
pills. She won’t even allow men any alcohol.”

“What, then?”

“Well, there are girls who prefer girls, guys who prefer guys,”

Jess nodded. She was aware of this, even though she’d not really come across it much.

“And there are girls who prefer neuts and boys who prefer them too, for that matter.”

“What?!” Jess gasped. “But neuts can’t… Can they?”



“Yes, we are totally robots, unfeeling machines,” laughed Liz.

“I didn’t mean… Oh, Liz, I don’t what I mean!”

Liz put her hand on Jess’ hand. Pet put his on top of Liz’s and Liz and Jess laughed. He’d played 
this game before!

“Jess, I love a good massage. I love a good massage by a good friend. And if I massage a good 
friend, well, I don’t mind if they get much more out of it than I ever could. Ruby’s that sort of good 
friend. Neuts need love and affection as much as the rest of you. Cuddles and kisses.”

“Yes, of course. I am naive. You’re right. I’m glad for you.”

***
Ruby came back with news. When she sat down, Liz gave her a kiss on the cheek, and Ruby’s eyes 
flicked to Jess, who smiled at her. Ruby’s eyes flicked back to Liz, and then she kissed her.

“Well, according to what I’ve heard from a journalist friend, a jogger was taken to hospital with 
a cut head and bruising. Police are ‘pursuing enquiries’, but there was nothing about a mugging, and
they are currently not looking for anyone. My guess is that your mugger is known to the police, and 
they suspect that it is more than a simple mugging. Maybe they found stolen stuff on her, or 
something. It gives us a bit of time. They’ll get around to the cameras sooner or later though. But 
even then, it will be difficult for them to find you.”

Ruby looked at Jess and Liz. “Do you want to give up, surrender to the police, guys? No? Are 
you sure? OK, then we will have to make you disappear. We’ll get someone to go in and clear out 
your flat tomorrow and take the contents to a safe place. You can get whatever you want from there 
and we can sell the rest. You can tell your landlady a story, I guess. You’ll have to sell the car, but 
we can do that discreetly. If you like, we can talk to my accountant, and we’ll see if we can safely 
get any of your savings out of your bank accounts.”

“You’ve done this before, Ruby,” said Liz. “Thanks for all the help.”

“Ah, well, you’re welcome. You’re a pal, and I don’t like that law. Pet here isn’t violent! Anyone 
can see that.”

She patted his hand, and he said “Ruby.”

“That’s a rare honour, Ruby! He can only say my name and Liz’s name, and a few other words.”

They all laughed.

“I wonder sometimes how much they can really understand.”

***
Ruby took Jess and Pet to her flat. She and Liz would be working at the club until late, so she 
showed Jess and Pet where the spare bedroom was and left them to it.

“Make yourselves at home,” she said as she left.

Jess took their bags into the spare room and looked through the contents for Pet’s pyjamas. She 
came across the bottle of blue pills and considered. She got them ready for bed, then gave him a 
little blue pill and some milk. He looked a bit puzzled, as she usually gave him the blue pill earlier, 
but they got into bed together.



They cuddled and kissed, She ran her hands over his body and he shivered with delight, and 
stroked and kissed her. She thought for a moment that she had timed it wrong as he quietly cuddled 
her. He seemed drowsy, but then started to kiss her more purposefully.

She undid his pyjamas and slid them off. This too was unusual, but he seemed to like it, Then she
tried to get him to help her off with her clothes, but it didn’t really work and she slid them off.

“Oh, Pet, I so love you, my darling.”

“Jess,” he said, but his tone of voice said volumes.

As she did a hundred times a day, Jess wondered exactly how much he understood. They made 
love and it was a little more intense than usual, and then they fell asleep in each others arms. As she 
was falling asleep Jess wondered why she had not slept in a bed with Pet before. 

A little later, Jess heard Ruby and Liz come home. She was feeling relaxed and content, and felt 
happy for her friend, and for Ruby too. She drifted back to sleep, encircling her husband with her 
arms.

***
Jess helped out at the club. It was the least that she could do, she thought. She sat Pet down in a 
booth and gave him a colouring book and some pencils. She was really proud of his colouring as it 
was something that few males could master. Pet, for his part, loved to show his drawings to anyone, 
and quickly became well liked at the club.

Jess had just popped out to the back to get a new bottle of spirits for an optic, and came back in 
just in time.

“Jess! Jess!” called Pet.

He was being led off to the back by an older woman. Jess got between him and the woman, who 
was an inch of two taller than her.

“Back off!” she said, shoving the woman in the chest. 

“Says who?”

“Me!”

Jess pushed her in the chest again.

“That’s enough!” said Ruby, coming up behind Jess. “You’re banned, Greta. For a month. And if 
you try something like that again, you’ll be out for good.”

After Greta left, Jess broke down and sobbed.

“Thanks, Ruby,” she said.

“No problem, pal. She wasn’t going to get away with that in my club! Erm, you might want to 
take him to one of the rooms out the back. I think she slipped him a blue pill.”

“Oh! OK. Thanks.”

They made love twice. The first time it felt a bit off-key, and neither of them really enjoyed it 
much. But after that they had a kiss and a cuddle, and the second time more than made up for it.

***



“This is Dana, guys, my reporter friend.”

Ruby had warned them that she was bringing her friend in.

“She’s a pal of mine, but be careful what you say to her. She’s got her job to do, but she hates the
castration law,” Ruby had said.

“So, you’re interested in this mugging case,” said Dana. “Can I ask why?”

“Erm, it happened just after we visited a friend down there,” lied Jess. “We had no idea that the 
area was dangerous!”

Dana looked at her suspiciously. “Hmm, well, it isn’t actually. Anyway, the police are being 
cagey about this case for some reason. Part of it is because the injured person is a known criminal, I 
think. Been done for mugging before, and she had some stolen stuff on her at the time. Wallets, I 
heard, but not officially. So, did the mugger get mugged, or, as is more likely, did the mugger pick 
the wrong victim?”

“Do you know what the mugger told the police?”

“Yeah, absolutely nothing! Her lawyer got her out within an hour or two. Though strangely the 
police don’t seem too concerned. They’ve got her on the stolen stuff, and my friend in the police 
force thought that it could it be just a bit of biffo over territory between two criminals. Or she had 
been crowned by someone who had seen the mugging, and come to help the victim. They’ll know 
more when they view the camera footage.”

“There’re cameras?”

“Yeah, in the park. Of course it happened at night, so there won’t be much detail in the pictures.”

“What do you think, Dana?”

“What do I think? Let’s see. Suppose someone was walking in the park with her husband, and 
let’s say they were a little way apart, perhaps because a bird started singing. And suppose that the 
mugger jumped her, not noticing her husband. And the husband picked up a stick and whacked the 
mugger with it. So the girl quickly drags her husband off, because she knows the consequences.”

“Birds don’t sing at night.”

“Owls do. So the police are going to check the camera footage, probably tomorrow. My guess is 
that they will see two figures. The mugger’s victim will look like a normal girl. Something like you,
Jess. The second person will look lighter, with a slimmer build. A younger girl? A neut? Eventually 
they will figure it out. They’re not stupid, but they can be a bit slow, the cops. They have to be 
sure.”

She paused to stroke Pet’s hand, and Pet smiled at her.

“He’s a nice boy, isn’t he?” she said. “Well, I’d better go.”

She stood up.

“Good luck, folks,” she said. “You know something? If I happened to be involved in this 
incident, I would try to leave the city for a while, and I’d do it soon.”

“The Wild?” asked Ruby.



“The Wild,” nodded Dana, and left.

“So, how do you three fancy becoming Gypsies?”

“But aren’t they all fugitives fleeing the law?” asked Jess.

“Well, that’s not actually true. But aren’t you fugitives fleeing the law?”

Jess turned to Liz.

“What about you, Liz? You can still back out.”

“Nah, Jess. I’m still in. Sorry Ruby. I’ve always wanted to run away and join the Gypsies!”

***
The city that Jess, Liz and Pet had lived in all their lives was called Baklaw City. Strictly speaking it
was a confederation of cities, and not a single city. There was Pickering in the north, Hounds Edge 
to the east, and three other smaller cities, Hurston, South Flickerton, and Scavage, scattered around 
to the west and south. Between the cities were areas of suburbs and between the suburbs stretched 
strips of woodlands and open areas, which were mostly allowed to grow free of human interference.

An area of farming land which surrounded the city provided much of their food. Surrounding the
farms and orchards was a wide swathe of land which the city dwellers called “The Wild”. The Wild 
separated Baklaw City and its environs from the other cities in the region.

The Wild was not truly wild. Roads ran through it, and an occasional village or town was to be 
found in it. Theoretically the authority of the cities covered all the Wild, but in practice their sway 
only extended to the edges of the farmlands and a little further.

The only real authorities in the Wild were the truckers. They provided the only reliable way to 
transfer goods between the cities and the cities therefore overlooked many of their unconventional 
ways. The truckers were known colloquially as Gypsies.

***
Chloe drove them down to the Gypsy Camp and dropped them there. She would pick Ruby up later.
As they drew up at the entrance to the Camp, a girl appeared at the driver’s side.

“Look after your car for you?” she asked, grinning at them.

“No, I’m not stopping,” Chloe replied, giving the girl a small value dollar bill.

Jess was shocked. The girl was maybe ten years of age. Why wasn’t she in school? She looked a 
little grubby, and her clothes were less than new.

They got out of the car and Chloe drove off. It was rumoured that it wasn’t safe to wait around.

“Come to see the Chief, have you?” asked the girl. “I know where she is.”

She held out her hand and Ruby dropped a few coins in it.

“I bet you’re on the run. I’m on the run,” said the girl, looking to see what effect her 
announcement would have.

It had none, so she led them through the Camp. A swarm of kids just a bit younger than their 
guide swept past. There were boys in the group! Boys, girls, and neuts all playing together! Jess’ 
world shifted on its axis and she felt a little sick. What sort of lawless place was this?



A maze of huge trucks soon surrounded them. Jess was lost, but their guide led through to a 
small building, an office, in the midst of the immense machines. Through the door they went and 
down a small corridor.

Their guide stuck her head through a doorway.

“A bunch of townies to see you, Chief.”

“Don’t be vulgar, Steph,” said the Chief. “Come on in folks. Please sit down. How can I help 
you?”

***


