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      SLUDGE-GREEN WATERS lapped the sides of the boat. Horace’s arms ached. He heaved back on the oars, hoping to reach land soon. Seven weeks since the wave had come. Seven weeks since he’d lost everything—his wife and two sons. His home.

      Stanley sat hunched in the stern, wrapped in moth-eaten blankets. He breathed deep through his nostrils, his throat crackling, and shot Horace a faint smile.

      Horace’s chest warmed. It consoled him to have Stanley along with him. He had suffered the same losses. He recalled the day after the wave, the water rising and his family gone. Stanley, his next door neighbour, had rocked up in his sailing boat, called to him while he’d been perched on the roof, weeping. They had cried together, shared their pain, then taken action. And here they were. The sail was long gone, though, of course.

      Stanley pointed over Horace’s shoulder. “Land.”

      The top of a dark building rose out of the waves, rectangular, curving out near the top. Its windows reflected the dim sunlight. Horace drew in the oars and rested them across his lap. “Skyscraper. That’s just the top. Gotta be hundreds of metres tall.”

      Stanley broke into a coughing fit and doubled over. Specs of black blood splattered the wooden planks of the boat.

      Horace checked his watch. Six hours since Stanley’s last dose. He knelt down and unclasped the freezer box. He reached in and produced a fresh syringe and vial. His hands shook. Even after weeks of injecting his friend, the procedure still made him squirm. He inched over to Stanley, pulled back the blanket and his sleeve. “Hold still, Stan.”

      Stanley’s whole face paled.

      Horace administered the dose and sank back on his haunches. “That’ll do you for a bit. Try to sleep.”

      Stanley’s eyelids drooped and he rocked back.

      The medical supplies would last another day, at best. If Horace had known Stanley would fall ill, he would’ve raided more from the pharmacy. He hoped the skyscraper would have fresh stores. He dropped the needle and vial over the side, then, cursing the lost sail for the hundredth time that day, resumed rowing.

      Drizzle spat in Horace’s face and wind whipped the boat, sending it swirling. A storm brewing. Horace gripped the oars and drove back against the growing waves, aiming for the building over his shoulder.

      After hours of rowing, Horace got them close enough to throw the anchor. He stood in the middle of the boat, swung the anchor round his head and released. Glass smashed and the anchor caught on an iron window frame. A large wave caught the boat, smashing the prow into the side of the building. Horace caught his balance and tightened the anchor rope, drawing them closer.

      He bent down and helped Stanley to his feet. They stumbled the length of the boat, to the window of the skyscraper. Horace gave Stanley a leg up to the ledge, where he crawled inside. Horace cast a final look over the churning sea. He snatched up the freezer box and leapt after him into the building.
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      RAIN CHANNELLED DOWN the transparent roof, dripping down the windows and into the sea. This had once been the observation deck, where people would gather to look out over the city. But now there was only water to see.

      Horace’s attention switched to Stanley, who lay in a heap in the centre of the room. He rushed up to him, cracked open the freezer box and gave him another dose. He draped the blanket over him before venturing into the building in search of medical supplies.

      Five doors down, he came across a room of vending machines. All of the machines’ windows were smashed, their contents emptied. He paced the room. When he reached the end of the row, he noticed a leftover chocolate bar, squished into a slot at the back. His stomach rumbled and his mouth watered.

      Something hissed and crackled in the distance. A radio? Odds were some techno junk had survived the end of the world. Batteries lasted months. He would check it out when he’d eaten.

      He wormed his hand through the hole in the vending machine window and forked out the bar. He slit its wrapper with his thumbnail and shoved it into his mouth. His whole body seemed to glow. Finished eating, he crumpled up the wrapper and dropped it on the carpet. He trudged back into the corridor, wanting to check out the radio.

      Bang.

      His blood chilled. A gunshot. He flattened his back against the wall and peered up the corridor, back to the observation deck. He bit his lower lip, ran up the corridor and flattened himself against the wall, looking around the corner into the observation deck.

      A skinny young woman crouched over Stanley. Her jeans were covered in dark patches, like they hadn’t been washed for weeks. She wore a radio clipped to her back pocket.

      He had no weapon, but Stanley was his friend. Horace’s palms sweated. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, then rushed from cover and jumped the woman.

      They tumbled over. Horace pinned her, facedown, then looked over to Stanley. Blood oozed from Stanley’s head onto the carpet, leaving a black smudge. His chest remained motionless. Dead. Horace’s breath hitched in his throat.

      The woman jerked under Horace’s hold and her elbow flew upward into his jaw.

      A sharp pain shot through his skull. He opened his eyes just in time to see the woman’s fist smash into his nose, sending red stars dancing across his vision and his mind swimming.
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      WHEN HORACE CAME AROUND, he had a splitting headache. Moonlight streamed in through the glass roof. He turned over. Stanley was gone. A damp, dark spot dampened the carpet where the woman had shot him. He noticed the door was closed. He approached it and tried the handle.

      Locked.

      He yanked the handle and kicked the door, but it remained unmoved.

      Heat rose in his cheeks and tears pricked his eyes. He dropped to the floor and put his head in his hands, sobbing. She had killed Stanley, broken off Horace’s last connection to the old world. Thoughts of their first days on the boat streamed past his mind’s eye—laughing, joking, about the hopelessness of the situation, sharing their grief. They had been in it together. When Stanley had got ill, Horace had kept him alive. Why had the woman spared him?

      A horrible realisation dawned over Horace. Perhaps she was coming back. He had to hide. Looking around the observation deck, he picked two possible doors. One led to the roof, and the storm, while the second led somewhere else. He chose the second and found it unlocked.

      Inside he found a mop, bucket and several bottles of cleaning fluid. A maintenance cupboard. He stepped inside and pulled the door shut, plunging his surroundings into darkness.

      His heartbeat drummed in his ears. He kept alert, straining to hear any sound: an opening door, footsteps. In the absence of a lock on the door, he reached out and held the handle tight. He passed the night in that way, his thoughts on Stanley and the woman who had killed him.
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      SUNLIGHT LICKED the base of the maintenance cupboard door. In the distance Horace heard a sound—chopping and uneven. He stretched his neck from side to side, his muscles crackling as they released tension. The sound continued, louder now.

      Chock. Chock. Chock.

      His heart sank. A helicopter. More people. He considered the woman. He and Stanley had floated for weeks, and the first person they’d met had attacked them. Meeting her had meant Stanley had died. He resisted the urge to cry, digging his fingernails into his palms.

      The helicopter also meant rescue. Why else hadn’t he given in yet, killed himself? If he didn’t go check, he might as well have never left his roof—waited for the rising waters to swallow him up, as it had his family. His resolve was all he had. Staying here, hiding like a child, he would be betraying not just his family’s memory, but Stanley’s.

      He ground his teeth, slipped out of the maintenance cupboard and shoved open the door which led to the roof.

      The fresh ocean breeze blew back his hair and a helicopter approached from across the water. Then he noticed the woman. She sat with her back to him, dangling her feet over the edge. One push would send her tumbling over the edge. He edged toward her, keeping one eye on the helicopter.

      The woman turned. She explored him with her eyes, which shone like beads of blood, then she looked away. No gun.

      His throat felt hot and slimy. He tried to keep his voice straight. “Why did you kill him?”

      She remained still, staring at a point on the horizon.

      He repeated the question.

      No response.

      The helicopter paused overhead. Its rotors beat back and forth, while Horace clung to a rail on the edge of the roof and the woman clung to the platform.

      The helicopter landed with a slight hop, its undercarriage buckling and flexing like knee joints. A pair of men dressed in military uniforms emerged. One had greying hair and wore a burgundy beret, which he held flat against his head. The other, a subordinate, wore a helmet and was much younger, perhaps just a teenager. He held a black bin liner. The older man got within a hair’s breadth of Horace’s face. “You holding up all right, boy?”

      “Who the hell are you?”

      “Name’s Jackson. Nice to meet you.” Jackson rested his hand around Horace’s shoulders. “Come on, we’ll get you to safety.”

      “She killed my friend.”

      The man nodded. “I know. I’m sorry. Now get moving.”

      Horace shrugged off the older man’s hold. “Aren’t you gonna arrest her or something?”

      Jackson shook his head and attempted to push Horace toward the helicopter.

      Horace stood his ground. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      Jackson sighed and produced a pistol, which he held to Horace’s head. “You’ve got two options. I shoot you dead right here, or you come along with us.”

      A chill ran through Horace’s bones. He took a step back. “Where’re we going?”

      Creases wrinkled the area around the man’s eyes. “Up in the mountains, putting together a new community. Got everything: food, fresh water, enough fuel to last ten generations.”

      Horace looked back to the woman. “What about her?”

      “Her? Oh”—he cast a glance over Horace’s shoulder—“she’ll be fine. Now, get yourself up in the heli and we’ll be out of here.” He jerked the gun, motioning for Horace to board.

      With a final look at the woman, Horace plodded across the roof and stepped up into the helicopter. Another uniformed man helped him inside and did up his harness. Horace looked out the window.

      The younger man laid the bin liner beside the woman. He caught sight of food packages inside. The younger man and Jackson returned to the helicopter, taking up a seat either side of Horace. Jackson gave the order to lift off.

      The helicopter vibrated around Horace. He gripped the sides of his seat, as if the floor might disappear and he would fall into the sea. Jackson tapped Horace’s shoulder, handed him a headset then spoke through it. “You doing all right?”

      “Well, that woman killed my only friend, and you held a gun to my head. Not the best day of my life.”

      Jackson chuckled. “How did you get here?”

      Horace felt like crying. “In a boat. How d’you think?”

      Jackson smiled and nodded. “Not much choice when the world’s water.”

      Horace looked back over to the vanishing skyscraper. The woman’s figure silhouetted against the morning sun. “Who is she?”

      “Her name’s Mary.”

      “She killed my best friend.”

      Jackson pressed his lips together and grunted. “That’s just the way things are.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Since the water rose, skyscrapers and hills are the tallest point for hundreds of miles. Survivors see it and come. That’s the theory, anyway, you’re only the second we’ve picked up from this point, but we’ve got other places.

      “She’s got that radio and she calls us up when anyone comes along. Like the rest of them, she’s under orders to take out the sickly, bring in the strong. We need healthy people on our colony. Good men like you.”

      A lump formed in Horace’s throat. He swallowed. “Stanley was a good man.”

      Jackson patted Horace’s knee. “I’m sure he was, son. But he wasn’t healthy. We have very few doctors and medical supplies, and we need those to maintain the strong.” He looked Horace in the eye. “Look, I really am sorry about it, but things have changed. This is survival. We can’t take on burdens. Do you understand?”

      Horace bit his tongue and lost himself in the sparkling waters below.

      Jackson tightened his grip on Horace’s knee. “Understood?”

      There wasn’t anything to say. On one hand, he supposed, he was glad he had survived, had found a new community, but on the other he would never forget Stanley, everything they’d been through. It was like someone had ripped out a chunk of his heart. But he steeled himself, met Jackson’s eye and nodded.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOREDOM ESCAPES

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        1

      

      

      ALANE STORCHESS flexed his fingers and listened for the crack of his knuckles. He gazed about his desk in the Boredom Escapes head office and thought that the world, things in general, were just pretty damn good. Here he was, head sales representative at Boredom, just having used his expanded credit to take out a loan on a trip to the colonies for his good lady wife, while also paying the first instalment for his daughter Lucy’s university course at Truehampton U. Yes indeed, life was looking pretty bright for Alane. And look here, another couple, one a leggy blonde, the other a slick-haired, suited businessman. And so, pinning on that winning smile that had got him so far in life already, Alane rounded his desk and went to meet them.

      The door had hardly slid back into place before Alane was grasping the gentleman’s hand, squeezing rather tightly—taking into account the thin level of grease, a little sweating there, and absorbing the man’s musky aftershave, the sort that smelled of a combination of motor oil and some kind of flower that Alane couldn’t name.

      Still, it smelled sweet.

      The lady was just as charming, just as much a go-getter as her husband, it seemed. She wore a flower-printed dress, the hem of which rode just up above the knee—sexy and yet still classy, or so Alane thought. And when he leaned forward to plant a pair of kisses on either of her cheeks, he took in her own perfume, more flowers, spring breezes and the type. Her skin too, was that spectacular, freshly-oiled smooth, and it was a bit of a challenge for Alane to extricated himself before he found his cheek glued to hers. Not a moment too soon, he managed to peel his skin away.

      Both of them, the man and the woman, were smiling. Broadly and without any sense of subtlety. Alane, being the quick and efficient professional that he was, swallowed his gum quickly, getting a final taste of its strong mintiness, and brought the two of them over to his desk, seating each of them in one of the chairs facing. He eyed the two of them, still grinning that professional grin, over the tops of his steepled fingers. “Pleased to meet you,” he said. “The name’s Alane Storchess, but please call me Alane.”

      This prompted an exchange of glances between the couple, who then settled in to listen to what it was that Alane had to say.

      “I’m sure you’ve heard all about Boredom Escapes, so needless to say I’m not going to bore you with all the details”—he paused a moment, expecting a laugh, but only getting a pair of wry grins . . . good enough—“except to say that our duty to you—the customer—is that you have the greatest experience that money can buy, that we give you exactly what it is you’re after.” He tapped a few buttons on his desk and, before them, a holoscreen featuring the various programmes offered by Boredom Escapes flickered into being. He pointed out the various options, illustrated by pictures. “Now,” he said, “for first timers like yourselves I would recommend the Basic Plan, this involves—as it sounds—a simple introduction to how Boredom Escapes works and is designed to start you off, as we like to say, in the shallow end.”

      The couple tittered a laugh between them.

      “Yes,” Alane said, grinning along, as if they were all old friends here and they were merely ‘catching up.’ “And so, what do you say, folks?”

      The gentleman glanced at his wife and then back to Alane. “Sounds great to me, how do we sign up?”

      Alane flipped through the holoscreen, bringing up the customer registration protocol, which he then passed over to the gentleman. “Right here, sir. Then we’re all ready to go.”

      The gentleman did just as Alane indicated and, once he’d inputted his and his wife’s details, Alane led them from their seats and toward the back door of the office, which led into the Boredom Escapes trademarked rooms.

      Alane stood by, holding the door open for the couple. As they passed by the gentleman’s suit brushed his arm—that rough fabric sending a little shudder up his spine. He hated to touch other people unnecessarily, especially strangers, just something . . . horribly odd about it. He hadn’t always been that way but now he was.

      They . . . they had come from outside.

      Still, though, like the professional he was, he kept up that grin, unable to prevent himself from breathing in the lady’s perfume for a second time and then brought the door shut with a click and led them through the back passages of Boredom Escapes.

      They passed the dozens of capsule-like constructions, all of them painted a laboratory white, all of them emitting a low and consistent hum. Alane hated being back here, in the ‘engine room’ as it was bandied about in the office, the smell drove him nuts—what was it? Like a bleach mixed with floor polish. It made his nose twitch just thinking about it. His tongue felt dried, shrivelled up in his mouth, and he regretted having swallowed his gum, at least that might’ve kept his mouth moist—the saliva flowing.

      He touched one of the designated capsules, feeling that sleek surface beneath his fingertips, and feeling that gentle thrum pass through him. He cast his eyes over the couple and brandished his smile once again. “Right,” he said. “Sir, you’re assigned to this one, and madam”—he indicated the capsule opposite—“if you’d be so kind as to step inside that one.”

      He watched on as the couple, first the man, and then the woman, turned the handle to their respective capsules and then clambered in. As they always did—the customers—they hesitated a moment before shutting the door. Alane empathised with that. The first time anyone stepped into a Boredom Escapes chamber, there was that tension, that feeling like you were stepping into some sort of an electric coffin.

      With both customers sealed inside their respective chambers, he strutted up to the holopanel which had materialised on the wall and he dialled up a few things. He wasn’t much of a technician, didn’t really know much about what to do with these capsules, so he just used the default settings—leaving these people in their chambers for one week, as defined by the Basic package.

      And then, quite simply, he left them be. That was it. He would come back in a week’s time to let them back out again. There was nothing in the chambers, just a bright white room, a single fluorescent light flickering above . . . after the introductory holovideo had played out, that was. And, just like the name Boredom Escapes suggested, they would sit there, thoroughly bored before being taken out. No communicators, no reading material, no nothing.

      A clean break from the world, was the Boredom Escapes pitch.
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      AROUND MIDDAY, or it might’ve been later seeing as, like always, Alane was having his sandwich at his desk—seeing to the almost minutely communications and customers arriving in person—he received a call from his wife. He swallowed his mouthful, taking a second just to savour that mature after taste of cheese, and then answered.

      There was a low buzz on the line—and Alane guessed there must’ve been a wire crossed somewhere, those kinds of details always bothered him. He answered the phone just as he did whenever anyone rang, as if he hadn’t seen his wife’s name and photograph on the Caller ID. “Alane Storchess here, Boredom Escapes, how may I help?”

      There was the sound of heavy breathing on the other end.

      Alane felt his hand grow a touch slippery with sweat as he held the handset to his ear, and when he spoke it was in a lower register, not quite a whisper but quiet enough so that anyone else in the office listening in wouldn’t overhear him. “Look,” he said. “I’ve told you before that you’re not to call me while I’m working, it . . . it . . . it just doesn’t look good, okay? Doesn’t quite fit with the professional image I’m trying to project.”

      More heavy breathing, and that annoying buzz on the line continued unabated.

      “What’s the matter?” Alane said, glancing around the office, afraid that someone might look in his direction.

      Another long moment and then Alane’s wife spoke. “Alane,” she said. “When are you coming home?”

      “Home?” Alane said, feeling his swiftly swallowed sandwich churn a little in his stomach. “I really have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “You’ve been away for weeks. What have you been doing? Is it another woman? If it’s another woman you can tell me, okay? I just want to know.” A muted sob sounded on the line and then, “I love you, Alane.”

      Alane’s hand got a little slicker with sweat and he tasted blood in his mouth, that sensation that always struck him whenever he thought of his family. “But I’m doing so well,” he said. “I can’t possibly come home. Didn’t you get my message about being promoted to”—he glanced about the office subtly and lowered his tone a fraction more—“head sales representative?”

      “Yes, Alane, I heard about it, but . . . please, Alane, we just want you to come home. Can’t you come home?”

      Alane’s ears pricked up and he had the sensation of a thousand needles all dancing across his skin. He looked up and saw that his boss, Henry Murphy, was standing right over at the coffee machine, staring out through the shop window into the street.

      Was he listening in to any of this conversation?

      Alane had made such a good job of stressing that he was available whenever he was required—Henry’s go-to man for absolutely anything. If his wife interrupted him it might be the end. That would be a family issue getting in the way of the day job. He had heard that the previous head sales representative had been fired for much less . . . that he had merely been caught asking a secretary drone to take down a note to his wife during working hours.

      And here was Alane on the phone to his wife!

      Alane switched back to salesman mode, in case Henry was indeed listening. “I . . . I think you’ve got the wrong number,” he said, his voice shaking, and then he hung up.

      He returned to his holoscreen, scanning the thirty-four new communications that had come in while he’d wasted time answering the phone, and he set about answering them, only pausing briefly to peer over his screen to see whether Henry might’ve noticed his weakness.

      Henry, though, continued to stare out the window.
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      THE MOMENT which Alane had dreaded came to him that afternoon when he was summoned into Henry Murphy’s office by a secretary drone. He glanced about his desk, trying to take a mental picture of how it looked: the flexible chair which had formed itself to the shape of his spine, the sturdy ersatz wood desk—the one that people often told him looked just like the real thing—and then the holoscreen, God how many hours had he spent staring at that thing, firing off communications, selling to customers?

      Had it all been in vain?

      He passed several GM plants on the way toward his boss’s office. They had all been engineered to produce hybrid smells, among others he caught fresh oranges and cream, strawberry cake and chocolate, vanilla ice cream. Those smells, he recalled, had once made him feel so zesty and alive. But now they just seemed sickly sweet and they stuck an invisible knife right into his gut and twisted.

      He could hear Henry’s baritone voice even through his sealed door—it was distinctive, husky and yet clear, the kind of voice that carried experience, that encouraged trust. And yet, at the same time, shouted, ‘Do what I say or else!’

      Alane rapped his knuckles against the door, feeling the—somehow more substantial—ersatz wood of Henry’s office door against his skin, and wondering whether this might be the penultimate opportunity he would have to touch it.

      He would have one more chance on the way out.

      On his way to clear his desk.

      There was a murmur from within and Alane took this as he cue to go in. He glanced once more up the corridor to the storefront, where he saw a fresh couple linger at the window, perusing the Boredom Escapes options, and then come in.

      Henry was a thick man with a comb-over. He wore suits a couple of sizes too big as if to make his already large frame appear even bulkier, to hide those rolls of flab Alane was sure nestled beneath.

      The air smelled lightly of walnuts, no that wasn’t their name—hazelnuts, that was it. Alane scolded himself mentally, already having made that mistake a couple of times before. He didn’t want to come across as ignorant in Henry’s presence.

      Henry flipped through a few options on the holoscreen, which Alane saw as a mirror image from where he stood—a list of communications about as interesting as his own communications list.

      Henry cleared his throat, shut down his holoscreen and then gestured at one of the pair of leather-upholstered chairs before him.

      Alane sat, feeling the wood dig into his back, make him squirm. Not many customers came in here. These chairs were designed for dressing down employees.

      Henry blinked to himself a few times, surely unintentionally making himself seem like a boy, much younger than he actually was. And in that moment Alane saw a glimpse of human weakness.

      Seeing it from his boss he really had no idea how he felt about it.

      “Storchess,” Henry said, with that husky lilting tone, as if tasting Alane’s very surname, “You’re a good man—done well so far.” He flexed a grin. “I’m impressed.”

      Despite these assuring words, Alane was still tense—sure that he was on the point of losing everything he had strived for, that all the sacrifices he’d made would be in vain. He found his eyes slipping in and out of focus, but he managed a grin.

      “Yes,” Henry continued, “I’ve been watching for some time, your conduct with clients is exemplary, warm without crossing the line, insistent without being pushy—you make sales, anyone can see that.” He paused, holding his fist up to his lips in thought, and then said, “There is just one thing, Storchess, one thing that’s been nagging away at me—bothering me, rather.”

      “Right, sir?” Alane said, feeling a squeak enter his voice.

      Henry pressed his lips together so that his face got squigglier, more bulbous. “When was the last time you went home, Storchess?”

      “Home, sir?”

      “Yes, to the wife . . . uh, have you got children?”

      Alane felt a twitch of warmth pass through his chest. “A daughter, sir, just started at Truehampton U.”

      “Oh, is that right? Both my boys went through Truehampton.” He brought his fingers up to his forehead and waggled them in imitation of the stag—the university mascot—then chuckled to himself.

      Alane tried to chuckle along but his own felt hollow, lacked any substance, didn’t open out into the gut as Henry’s did.

      Henry reeled himself in and then brought his neatly manicured hand down on his well-polished walnut-coloured desk and drummed his fingernails. “You’re just like me,” Henry said. “The two of us, we’re dedicated, see? We have what it takes to reach the top. We’re prepared to make the sacrifices in our personal lives so that we can have all we’ve ever wanted. Working men, the two of us, eh?”

      An itchy sensation broke out on Alane’s upper thigh, but he dared not scratch, not while he tasted that thick blood in his mouth, was sure he could smell his own sour sweat in his nostrils, and was worried that Henry might be picking up on these same animal traces.

      “I’ve a proposition for you, Storchess” Henry continued. “You see, I just got off the phone from Hendrix Jones—you know Jones, don’t you?”

      A vague memory flickered in Alane’s mind. Had he come here a couple of times to visit? If pushed he wasn’t sure he would have been able to recall his face or describe him generally. Was this a test, was Henry going to catch him out after all this time?

      “Jones, it seems, has decided to step aside from his post—apparently he’s got an extremely attractive offer from somewhere off in the colonies.”

      “Space?” Alane said, already feeling like a giddy schoolgirl for interrupting his boss.

      Henry eyed him, his eyeballs glassy and calculating. “Yes,” he said. “But, really, it was a good offer, there’s no doubt about that.”

      Alane knew what they said about those who headed to the colonies, took the ships up into space. They said that it was the weakest, those who just couldn’t hack it back here, down on Earth anymore. And in this case Alane supposed Jones had grown weary of not seeing his family, that no longer could he put his career before his life.

      Weakling, that was what Alane thought.

      Not that he would ever have said so much out loud, but he supposed that it was a long-held prejudice and he had no intention of letting it go so easily.

      Blasting off into the stars was for the weak, end of.

      He watched Henry’s jowls jiggle as he spoke on, only then growing aware that he had missed the beginning of what it was his boss was saying. “. . . And they thought it right to offer Jones’s post to me, which I immediately accepted—of course— but that does mean that it leaves my job”—he jerked his thumbs down to indicate his very seat—“this job, open for the right man.” He gave Alane that famous steel glare, that glare which showed a touch of weariness, and several sleepless nights, but it also showed the never-ending determination—a rugged old bear who would never be broken. “What do you say, Storchess?”

      Alane turned the proposal over in his mind. This was everything he’d wanted, all that he’d strived for, and to think that he, Alane Storchess, might be sitting in that chair, head of a whole branch of Boredom Escapes.

      It was almost too much to take in. He glanced around, taking in the office, sizing it up, almost, the chair he sat on no longer felt rigid, hard, now it felt impossibly comfortable. He might well get very used to this. He certainly could.

      “Well?” Henry said, arching an eyebrow. “Shall I take that as a yes?”
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