
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Harry Fejoa answered an ad offering the adventure of a lifetime. He decided he’d have to be nuts to sign up but did it anyway. Living in a sim for a year and pioneering stasis-tanks for a voyage to the stars kept him busy. So did Rachel—the love of his life.

	 

	 

	Rachel and Harry are planning for the adventure of a lifetime. They are young and in love, and one day they’ll be part of the greatest journey ever undertaken. Until then, they’re busy with all the preparations, tests and technicalities necessary before they go on board the starship Elysian Dawn.

	Seventeen elite adventurers, as their employers dub them, enter the simulation. Harry finds them a mixed bunch indeed. He is a physician, but the others range from a teenage acrobat and a midwife to a geologist, and from a vet and a game developer to an expert in ancient history. The one who intrigues Harry is Rachel Traveller, a nutritionist with a peculiar ability she calls clearsight.

	As the group work through the challenges of simulation, isolation, and spending time in a stasis-tank, their numbers dwindle until just two of them are left. Now Harry and Rachel prepare for the final challenge, after which they’ll be ready to board the starship.

	Meanwhile, the Outward Bound company faces changing times and goalpost challenges, and some of these might have alarming consequences for Harry and his plans.
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	For everyone who has suffered from shifting goalposts

	 


 

	 

	Author’s Note

	 

	 

	When the starship Elysian Dawn crash-landed eighteen years into its journey, a rescue mission was mounted. One of the rescue team was Doctor Harry Fejoa, a specialist in exotic diseases and mental health. Harry’s story was at least as strange as Marianne Arcadia’s, which is told in Elysian Dawn, The Silvering, and New Dreams, though for very different reasons.

	Rachel Outward Bound begins in 2232, forty years before the crash. This story takes place mostly on Terra and introduces younger versions of familiar characters including Harry Fejoa, Landon Chavez, Cornelia Conti, Samantha Woo, Tomas Ash, and Harley Neal.

	 


Chapter One: Potentiality, Greater Southern: 2232

	 

	 

	Name: Harry Fejoa

	DOB: 25-11-2207

	POB: Greater Southern

	Ethnicity: Euro-Greater Southern 60%

	Qualifications: Physician: specialising in exotic diseases and counselling

	N.O.K.: Flavia Neal

	 

	After those common-or-garden questions came the rabble. Height-weight-religion-orientation-personality-type

	Harry filled them in with his hand on autopilot. His mind was busy asking itself why it had to be done by hand. Had these people never heard of voca-forms? They’d been around for long enough to lose their capital letter and become a generic noun.

	Most of what he wrote was true—the checkable stuff, anyway. His qualifications were a matter of record, and the so-called status quo factors were encoded in the chip in his wrist. Anyone could check his veracity on those with a handshake—or a high-five—or even an avuncular pat on the wrist.

	Flav might be astonished to find herself tagged as his next-of-kin, but she wouldn’t object. They were third cousins, he thought, and she was the kindest person he knew. She was fifteen years older than Harry, but she had always made time for him when he needed a friend, advice, or anything she could offer, really. She’d been his graduation date, beaming with genuine pride that wee Hazzy—the name she had chosen when he was fourteen and she thought he needed taking down a few pegs—was now Doctor Harry Fejoa. In turn, he was godfather to her only child. He had closer blood-ties than Flav and Harley, but none he cared to acknowledge.

	He slid the datasheet into the slot provided and touched his wrist to the screen to verify his identity.

	You’ve got an identity-screener. Where’s the voca-form?

	After that, he waited.

	The room he was in was really more of a cubical. It had a water spigot, a toilet closet, and a small food dispensary. It had nothing for entertainment unless he took up toilet-paper origami.

	Harry supposed that was deliberate. He had no doubt someone, whether human or AI or somewhere in between, was monitoring him. That was just mean.

	There was no clock and he hadn’t been allowed to bring in any personal electronics, books, paper or writing implements. They’d confiscated his knitting. Fair enough, Harry thought. He’d been pulling their chains on that one.

	The stylus would write only on the datasheet, which was now out of reach.

	Harry, after an unimpressed once-over of the cubical, put himself into a light trance. Time passed, giving the impression of a time-lapse animation. He watched imaginary clouds speeding through sunsets.

	The door opened and a man came in. He had a high-bridged nose, dark eyes, and a mulish mouth. He looked to be at least forty-five, but Harry thought he was almost certainly younger. Some people, in his experience, aged unexpectedly, either looking youthful well into middle age or scowling their way to maturity and beyond when still in their twenties.

	Harry didn’t like the anomaly, but he brought himself to full consciousness in less than the snap of his fingers. It wasn’t necessarily the man’s fault he was out of chronological step with himself.

	The man sat down on an armed chair facing Harry and looked at him.

	Harry looked back.

	“So,” the man said, “why would someone like you want to work for Outward Bound?”

	Harry said, in italics and with false enthusiasm, “Are you ready for the adventure of a lifetime?” He did jazz hands a couple of times for emphasis and rolled his eyes for effect before his eyebrows went into manic overdrive.

	“Ah, so you saw one of our ad-banners.”

	“I assumed they were meant to be seen,” Harry said cordially.

	“Ye-es.”

	“You sound uncertain.”

	“Fewer than a quarter of a percent of people have seen one. Most of those who do don’t act on what they see.”

	“Subliminal advertising?” Harry suggested.

	The man smiled scornfully. “That theory was disproved a long time ago.”

	“That doesn’t mean it doesn’t work.”

	“It wasn’t subliminal advertising.”

	“What, then?”

	The man leaned forward, his large, bumpy-knuckled hands clasping the arms of the chair. A sewn badge rippled under the strip lighting and his name briefly flashed to visibility. L. Chavez. “It’s called potentiality. I don’t know the details, but I’m told it’s based on coded patterns that the brains of certain people can unscramble.”

	“So, you were looking for someone who could read those words.”

	“Not those words. No. Not those particular words. With potentiality, people see—if they see anything—something their brains configure. In short, they see the message they expect—or fear, or want—to see.”

	“Expect, in my case,” Harry said.

	“Ah?”

	“I expected to see a banal baited hook. I didn’t want to and I’m not afraid of anything.”

	Chavez looked sceptical. “That’s a rash statement.”

	“No, why? Fear is a human response intended to keep us safe. Fear keeps us from jumping off Great Southern Bridge. I’m not afraid because I’m not suicidal. Fear of what I might do means not trusting myself. Fear of what others might do is immaterial. I can’t foresee or control it, so it serves no useful purpose.”

	“An interesting point of view.”

	“Logical, I’d say. Fear is useful only in as much as it allows us to avoid danger. Mostly, when a man walks into danger it’s due to something he can’t expect or else his own stupidity.”

	Chavez leaned forward a bit more. “What did you want to see, Doctor Fejoa?”

	“Something interesting.”

	Chavez nodded. “I repeat, why would someone like you want to work for Outward Bound?”

	“I want to travel, but not without purpose and meaning. I trained as a doctor of the body and mind. I am interested in how human bodies and minds respond to the challenge of the unexpected and the unknowable.” He paused for a beat, and added, “And what do you mean by a person like me?”

	“I meant you have an entrepreneurial personality type. You’re a decider. A leader. That means you should want to establish yourself in your own canoe, not paddle in someone else’s.”

	“One might suppose so,” Harry said.

	“So why don’t you?”

	“I don’t have the financial freedom to build my own canoe.”

	“You’re intelligent enough to subvert the system.”

	“Unfortunately, I also have ethics.”

	“I see. What do you know about Outward Bound?”

	“About as much as most people. It’s a company that looks out and up rather than back and inward. You’re building a starship.”

	Chavez held up one hand. “A colony ship.”

	“A colony ship going to the stars.”

	Chavez touched a button in the arm of his chair. A holographic screen sprang out, showing the blueprints of a spaceship. It wasn’t immediately prepossessing, lacking tapers, sleek lines, and graceful proportions.

	Harry felt a second of regret for the lost beauty of the past. San Felipe of 1690. Golden Hind of 1570. Endeavour of 1774.

	“This is Elysian Dawn,” Chavez said. He waited a beat and added, “I should say, this will be Elysian Dawn. Once built, she will carry a payload of colonists-elect to Magellan Sixteen.”

	Harry felt his brows go up in surprise. “That far!”

	“What did you expect?”

	“The closer extra-Sol planets first.”

	“None is particularly suited to our needs. Terraforming is expensive and may fail. Magellan Sixteen is a planet in the Goldilocks Zone, very like Terra.”

	Harry said, “I didn’t know scouts had gone out that far.”

	“They haven’t.”

	“So, launch is a long way in the future.”

	“We are looking at twenty years maximum,” Chavez said. “That gives us time to perfect the FeTtL drive which is in the late testing phase, to build the ship, and to select colonists elect. It also allows the current Outward Bound board to oversee the project from blueprint to launch—barring accidents.”

	“I’ll be forty-five in twenty years. Will that be a problem?”

	A strange expression crossed Chavez’s face.

	Ah, you’ll be older still, Harry thought. Or maybe you lack the drive to travel on your huge canoe. He said, abruptly, “How long will the trip be? Assuming it’s one-way?”

	“Why do you ask?”

	“I’m trying to work out the logistics of having a trained crew who will be young enough to—but of course, you can’t, can you? Going that far, even with FeTtL drive, it’s going to take decades to get out to Magellan.”

	“Centuries,” Chavez said. “If you look at it one way.”

	Harry waited.

	Chavez said, “Have you heard of the stasis-tank system?”

	“Yes.”

	“That does surprise me.”

	“It shouldn’t. It’s used for trauma victims, and there’s also considerable interest in employing it for cure-coasting. Not that anyone’s tried so far. Not successfully.”

	“And why’s that?” Chavez sounded no more than mildly interested.

	Harry wanted to frown. He disliked being played, and he was certain Chavez was a player. Still, he answered equably.

	“The trauma tanks work for subjects by taking the onus off their bodies and minds. Floating in bio-equality-stasis-sustainability-environmental-fluid allows bodies to heal, and the sensory deprivation calms the brain waves. However, participants remain in a hypnotic state where they are aware—distantly—of their surroundings. Cure-coasting—waiting in quasi-status until a cure can be developed or a genetic match found—would by definition mean an extended period and too long in the hypno-state—” He broke off. “You already know all this.”

	“I know that’s the current belief,” Chavez said. He sounded distant, amused—and smug.

	Harry liked him less.

	“What would you say if I suggested a new generation stasis-tank system has the potential to keep humans—any life form, for that matter—in stas for a century or more?”

	“I’d ask who fed you that twaddle.”

	“It’s true.”

	“Stas isn’t suspended animation,” Harry snapped.

	“No, but the bio-fluid can be altered to slow its guests—”

	“Guests?”

	“It acts as a host, so why not? The guest is not in suspension, but slowed enormously, so it ages approximately one day for every year. At least, that’s the theory.”

	Harry let that simmer for half a second. Then he said, “You’re planning to tank your colonists.”

	“Obviously,” Chavez said. “How else could they survive to reach Magellan Sixteen?”

	How else indeed.

	Harry riposted, “I doubt you’ll find many colonists-elect willing to sleep in a tank for centuries with no guarantee of waking safely—or at all.”

	A vaguely shark-like smile spread over Chavez’ face for a blink before it was gone. “That, Doctor Fejoa, is why we are running tank tests now. If we can demonstrate the viability of the tank system over several years, that will negate—”

	Harry snorted.

	 “Of course there is some risk for our volunteers,” Chavez continued. “That’s why we offer financial enticements—among other things—to early-uptake participants.”

	Harry gave the man a mental slow handclap. “Oh, very good,” he said warmly. “I doubt if a financial enticement is much use to someone who is asleep with no guarantee of waking. As a matter of interest, how does that work? Do you offer the enticement to be enjoyed for—say—ten years before stuffing your victim in the tank?”

	“No. There’s a good chance the participant would renege. We offer shares in Outward Bound, a guaranteed place in Elysian Dawn if the participant chooses to take it, and a large stipend which, should things go wrong, will still be paid to the participant’s designated heir.”

	Flavia’s face flashed through Harry’s mind. Flav was a nice woman. She was kind and helpful. She worked hard and yet—she was unlucky. People said money didn’t bring happiness, but Harry knew from observation that lack of it did bring unhappiness. Little Harley was the light of Flav’s life, and he knew how much it hurt her that Harley would lack the chances life offered to the golden spoons of society.

	He was too newly qualified to have made any dent in his huge education debt, but he’d always promised himself he’d help Flav if he were ever in the position to do so.

	“How much are we talking?” he asked.

	“In dollar terms, it’s a meaningless concept. There’s no use for money in space. However, it’s enough to set the participant up for life if she or he remains on Terra.”

	“And if she or he chooses to go outward bound? Or dies? Or is refused travel? What happens to the generous stipend then?”

	“Then the funds will go to the nominated heir. So, Doctor Fejoa. Are you interested?”

	“Interested, yes. Committed, no. How many people do you have signed up so far?”

	“None as yet. As I said, few see the banner-ad and fewer still act on it. Only a tiny percentage of those who do will be selected.”

	“And what’s the plan? Will you be fielding hundreds or thousands and training them? You’d need a huge pool of applicants.”

	“Initially, we mean to choose twenty participants. The schedule is as follows.”

	Chavez dismissed the blueprint and brought up a timeline. “As you see, the first twenty will enter a simulation habitat where they will spend a year studying, working, and experiencing isolation from normal social parameters. At the end of the sim, there will be a review and debriefing. Anyone who is deemed unfit for long-haul space travel and dislocation from Terran life will be paid off. The remainder will enter the stas-tanks for a period of five hours. Again there will be a review and debriefing. The next round will be a few days in the tanks, then a month. After that—”

	“The lucky few survivors get their wings?”

	Chavez shook his head. “After that, we will call for volunteers to put in an extended period in stas.”

	“Two months?”

	“Five years.”

	Harry whistled. “What’s next—ten years?”

	“No. Five seems a fair enough test. By then, Elysian Dawn may be nearing completion and intensive training can begin.”

	“If you start with twenty and end up with... oh, six or so... that will not be a viable sample.”

	Chavez sighed. “During the test period of the early-adopters, we will be choosing and training the rest of the colonists-elect from a much wider pool. They will be ready for when the elite adventurers wake from the five-year stas.”

	“If they wake.”

	“We have no reason to believe they won’t. A few hours, a few days... the process is much the same.”

	“Tell that to frozen beans.” Harry rose to his feet. “Thank you for this most enlightening discussion, Mister Chavez. I wish you and your company well.”

	He had the pleasure of seeing a disconcerted expression slide over the man’s arrogant features.

	“You’re leaving?”

	“Mister Chavez, anyone who signed up for this exercise in craziness would be certifiably nuts and probably suicidal. The type of person who plays chicken with the super-trains and wears boots with anti-fric heels.”

	“And that’s your professional opinion.”

	“It is,” Harry said cordially. “How does one get out of this place?”

	For a wild moment he wondered what he would do if Chavez did a certifiably nuts cackle and said, You don’t.

	Instead, the man rose and held out a stiff hand. “Through that door. Someone will show you out. Thank you for your time, Doctor Fejoa.”

	Harry sighed and sat down. “So, maybe I am certifiably nuts though not suicidal. Where’s this simulation?”

	 


Chapter Two: Dice, 2233

	 

	 

	While Harry waited for the simulation to come online, he worked for Outward Bound.

	Chavez employed him as a recruiter, having him run silent psyche tests on the subjects who came to apply, to query, or just to satisfy their curiosity. When Harry questioned the ethics of this, Chavez said the subjects’ presence at Outward Bound’s recruitment office could be taken as tacit agreement to any screening process the board deemed necessary.

	“If it makes you feel better, we can add that to the application form, along with the normal NDA,” he said.

	“Do that, or I walk.” Harry wondered what else Chavez thought was tacitly agreed. “I suppose you’re aware I haven’t signed an NDA myself,” he added in a mild tone that might be construed as a threat if Chavez chose.

	“Then you’ll do it now.” Chavez clicked up one of his holograms and posted an agreement.

	Harry read it through at an unnecessarily slow speed, as proof he intended to understand what he was signing. I agree not to speak of, write, disclose, or otherwise dissemble anything I shall learn while employed by Outward Bound.

	He blew out his cheeks in a silent and private sigh of relief. The modal verb made all the difference. He couldn’t speak of anything new he learned, but he reckoned he was ethically free to mention anything he’d learned or surmised already. They should have written it as “anything I have learned, surmised or been told, and anything I shall learn surmise or be told in future.” And there should have been a rider to add “either during my employment or at any later date.”

	Whoever had written the thing didn’t understand the power of words.

	He signed, using his wrist chip.

	 

	*

	 

	Working for Outward Bound proved mostly interesting, sometimes tedious, and rather claustrophobic. Harry wasn’t obliged to stay at the facility full time, but he was on call, a euphemism and an excuse to track his movements.

	He had no strong objection to this. He understood Outward Bound needed its subjects and employees to be committed. Besides, he wasn’t going anywhere to trouble them.

	He made the occasional visit to Flavia and Harley Neal as he always had, work and study permitting. Harley was too young to ask questions, and he told Flavia only that he had picked up full-time though not permanent work for a company who wanted to psych-screen applicants for positions.

	It was true enough.

	He didn’t tell Flavia he had made her his heir. That would have prompted questions and troubled her.

	Months later, he took his usual seat at the one-way window into the cubicle where one of Chavez’s colleagues, Cataleya Conti, patiently interviewed a subject. Conti was a middle-aged woman of startling ordinariness. Harry thought that unfortunate. Someone named Cataleya Conti should be exotic and probably equipped with camellias or castanets. This one was sallow, with long mousy hair in a bun and insignificant hips and breasts. She had nice eyes, but otherwise she was so determinedly plain and unremarkable he was sure she was doing it on purpose. Now—why? He’d pondered this off and on since their first encounter and hadn’t come to any clear conclusion. He was tempted to invite her to dinner to find out. He was sure she wouldn’t take it for anything other than the fishing trip it was. She was older than Flav and much more forgettable.

	He pried his attention loose from Conti and her possible motives and applied it to her interviewee instead. He sat silently observing until the subject was thanked and sent to the company canteen for refreshments “while I run the algorithms.”

	When the door closed behind the subject, Conti looked straight at the window and cocked her head.

	That was Harry’s cue. He let himself into the cubicle.

	Conti gave him her quick on-off smile. “What do you think, Doctor Algorithm?”

	“That one’s running,” he said.

	“Damn.”

	“Sorry.” He grimaced. “You know, you could do worse than to take some runners. It would be charitable.”

	She gave a tiny headshake. “I see your point—no, I do, truly—but victims are victims, on this world or any other. Victims have no chance out in the wild.”

	“You can’t blame victims for the bullies of this world.”

	“I don’t. But we all have bullies, Doctor Fejoa. All of us. It’s how we deal with them that forms our destiny. Some run, some fight, some sidestep, and some just get on with life by ignoring the provocation.”

	“It’s not as simple as that.”

	“It has to be—otherwise we’d have a payload of inadequate people, and we can’t.”

	“You don’t mince your words.”

	She lifted her chin. He was reminded of a sparrow squaring up to a hawk.

	Maybe he would ask her to dinner. He couldn’t afford to take her out formally, but walking by the river was free, and a French stick, cheese, and grapes could pass for intentionally quaint. His pay for the psych work was reasonable, but most of it went on his riverside apartment. After a day in the confines of the cubby, he needed space and peace to air out his mind.

	“You wouldn’t want to share a new world with inadequate people,” he agreed. He added, “but look on the brighter side. As a member of the selection committee, you can choose at least some people you find compatible.”

	“Compatible with whom?”

	“With yourself.”

	“But I never do find people compatible. I prefer spaniels. They’re demanding but congenial.”

	“I wonder if there will be spaniels on Magellan Sixteen.” He knew they were taking goats and ducks and possibly horses.

	“It won’t concern me. I’ll be long gone before Elysian Dawn is even halfway there.”

	“You’re not travelling?” He had assumed she would.

	“Of course not.” She met his gaze. “Why would you think I’d be selected? I’m much too old. Besides, I’m at least as inadequate as the people I’m turning down.”

	“You’re not a runner,” he said. “I can’t imagine you running from anyone or anything.”

	“I don’t run away from life, but I don’t run to it, either. I just keep my head down and paddle like mad in the status quo. Thanks for the reading.” She looked above his head. “There’s the ping. The next bunny’s waiting.”

	Harry had intended to continue the conversation, but he found himself returning to his cubbyhole. He wondered who Conti was really, and whether her subdued clothing, unbecoming hairstyle, and understated manner were disguise or armour or neither. Possibly, they were camouflage.

	He suddenly looked forward to finding out, but the next day Bindilina Ash was the interviewer, then Bao Woo, with his serene smile and square cut black hair, and after that it was Chavez again. Others of the company took their turns, but these were the four he saw most often. He knew they were all board-members, and he’d noted that Chavez, although probably the youngest, acted as a functional leader, though he doubted if that was officially sanctioned.

	“A word,” Chavez said at the end of one especially long day.

	Harry waited to be castigated for shaking his head over nineteen of the twenty applicants of the day. He had his reasons ready. Many of them were runners. He sympathised with them, but Conti was right. If they couldn’t live bravely and capably on Terra they would be just as dysfunctional on a starship. Could one be dysfunctional while sleeping in a tank? They’d be dysfunctional on Magellan Sixteen, he amended.

	Of those who weren’t running from their lives, some were motivated by greed—not for wealth but for position. These saw themselves as colony leaders and lawgivers, never as worker ants. Then there were the hopeless, those who knew, or believed, they could never get anywhere in their current lives. They wanted a way out, and shipping out in a tank was slightly less final than suicide.

	We need the capable. The can-do. The innovators. Failing that, we need people who could be all of the above if they had a fighting chance.

	He had these reasons on his tongue, but Chavez said abruptly, “The sim’s ready. You and the other elites enter it tomorrow morning.”

	Harry prided himself on not being easily surprised, but this news shook him.

	“I thought that was still six months away.”

	“Tomorrow.” Chavez gave him a slanting glance. “I hope that gives you enough notice to arrange your affairs.”

	Harry divined the man hoped and expected it wouldn’t, so he nodded phlegmatically. “Oh yes. And I trust the sim funds will be in my nominated account before I enter.”

	“Yes.”

	“So I can draw some out to prepay my rent.”

	“They will be in the holding account,” Chavez corrected. “They will be released to you after the trials if you elect not to ship out or to your heir should things not go to plan.”

	“If I die in the sim.”

	“There’s no reason to think you will die in the sim. Safest place in the world.”

	“I’m sure it is. Until it isn’t.” Harry nodded. “But that’s not good enough, Chavez. I want some of those funds released to my heir immediately. She will pay my rent and such.”

	“The agreement—”

	“Damn the agreement.” Harry tossed his dice. “All being well, I might live another seventy years. I’m spending the next several years at your beck and call and after we enter stas on the ship, I will have no use for money. I want one seventieth of those funds released now, for my heir to use on my behalf while I’m in the sim.” He held the other man’s gaze, betting that his proven usefulness so far would make Chavez reluctant to lose him.

	Chavez nodded. “Done. It will be in your nominated account as soon as you enter the sim. But you should terminate your apartment. There’s no point keeping it empty for a year, and after that year, if you make the cut, you’ll remain at the sim campus for the tank tests.”

	“There will be time between those.”

	“You will be working on the Elysian Dawn project and your day-to-day life on Terra will no longer exist.”

	“I see.” Harry gave Chavez an insincere smile. “Then I’d better go and sort out my apartment. And for that, I need those funds. There will be a cash-out penalty. If you had given me a month’s notice, that wouldn’t have been the case.”

	“The funds will be released immediately.”

	Harry nodded and walked out.

	As he made the half-hour journey to his riverside apartment, he wondered how angry he should be and whether Chavez was to be trusted. He’d given in suspiciously easily.

	Mind games. Or maybe it’s another personality test. Counsellor, counsel thyself.

	You signed up for this, he reminded himself.

	About to enter his domain and work out what he needed to store for a year and where to store it, he abruptly changed his mind and caught the zip into the city instead. He had no need to store anything. Whatever happened his general life was over. Chavez was right about that. If he survived the sim—and again Chavez was right to say it wasn’t dangerous unless one was overly extrovert or claustrophobic—and the tank tests, which were much riskier, then he’d eventually be leaving old Terra forever. Dead or among the stars. What a choice.

	 


Chapter Three: Flavia, 2233

	 

	 

	The Pleasant View Estate was a lie thrice over. It wasn’t pleasant, there was no view, and it wasn’t an estate. It was a vast apartment complex built to a plan that packed more people per square kilometre than had ever been possible before. Walls were thin, ceilings were low, and doors were flimsy.

	They wouldn’t stop a determined ten-year-old, but then, as the inhabitants sometimes quipped, no one who lived behind them had anything worth stealing.

	Harry navigated through the narrow passageways of the grid until he came to Apt.19-4-H.

	He touched his wrist chip to the grid on the door.

	A few seconds later, the door buzzed and opened.

	Harry walked in, ducking through the inadequate space.

	“Hazzy!” Harley, clad in a turquoise shirt over brief pants, grabbed him around the knees. He staggered, then bent to lift the child into his arms.

	“Boo!”

	Harley squealed and hugged him.

	“Ugh, you’re sticky,” Harry said, looking down into her smiling eyes, confusingly, of different colours. One was dark, sapphire blue like her mother’s. The other was green hazel on one side and paler blue on the other.

	“She’s always sticky,” Flavia said, coming through from the second room. “How are you, Harry?”

	“Better than you I expect,” he said.

	Flavia was forty-one, but she looked older, tired, and defeated.

	“I’m fine.”

	“You don’t look it.”

	“Harry, you’re a counsellor. You’re supposed to reassure your clients not to
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