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Preface

When you hear the word Antwood, what does it call to mind? For me it’s a fallen log, hollow and rife with insect-bored holes. The log is not dead—it is, in fact, anything but. Covered in moss and mycelial nets, the log is the home of a vast (albeit hidden) world in and of itself. And while Antwood exists in a state in a country on a continent on the planet Earth, it is run by its own bizarre set of rules and physics unknown to most of its inhabitants. Things are mostly normal in Antwood (except when they are not), and what happens in Antwood stays in Antwood (except when it does not).

The Smith is the first work set in the City of Antwood, and boy is it a doozy. We meet many of the players known throughout the “underworld,” not the least of these being the infamous Sanders, and of course the Librarians Guild. More than a city and more than a simple setting, Antwood is first and foremost a home—a home for mystery and for adventure and for the exploration of myriad concepts. Antwood might be bizarre and in possession of some rather dark places if one doesn't know where to walk, but underneath all of that, it has a good heart—I think. At any rate, it’s certainly a good place to spend some time.



Part 1: Moral Obligation
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​1. The Mugging
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It was Harlan’s third morning with a headache. The last of it, he thought. The result of a decade-and-a-half-long caffeine bender. This morning, like the two before it, was foggy and grey both inside Harlan’s head and outside the window, but they say that liberating one’s self from the chains of percolated pleasure gives the world a whole new light, and Harlan needed a change.

Breakfast was a poppy seed bagel, half a grapefruit, and hot water fresh from his electric kettle. Having something (anything) hot to drink in the morning made all the difference, and if it could be anything, then why not water? It was easy. It was cheap. It wasn’t doing a gosh-darn thing for his splitting headache.

Harlan eyed the bottle of aspirin and poured himself another cup of hot water. Today should be the final day of this, he told himself. I can do it sober. And then—what would he find at the end of this self-inflicted misery? He wanted to know. His curiosity was the one thing keeping him going. He brushed his teeth and left for work.

Already the world was starting to take on new hues. Even through the fog, the lines of trees standing sentinel along the sidewalks looked greener, the passing postboxes bluer. Even the birdsong sounded clearer. Or maybe it was all in Harlan’s head.

The route to work was a fifteen-minute walk north to the rail and then due west for eight stops or about twenty-eight minutes. He could walk it in a little under an hour but not with the current state of his head. The clouds did not appear to be in allegiance today either, not with the way they hung low and menacing over the city.

Harlan wore his typical getup, a thin canvas trench coat over an argyle sweater-vest and a matching beige fedora (none of these items, to which he was completely oblivious, were in style); he carried no umbrella—a rather risky decision at this time of year in Antwood, especially with how the sky looked. The hand that was not empty carried a brown leather briefcase.

“Hey pal, got a light?” The voice was in his ear, rancid breath hot against his shaved cheek and reeking like day-old gas station mud.

“No, I don’t sm—”

“What about the time?”

“Yeah, it’s—”

Something hard pressed against the small of Harlan’s back as a hand—knuckles covered in black, mold-like hairs—gripped his arm. Harlan didn’t even have time to check his watch.

“Right this way, sir, ‘n I don’t inject four inches of steel into your kidneys.”

“Wh-wha? I—”

The morning was no longer foggy. Lampposts, signs, tree trunks and fire escapes—everything was sharpened with adrenaline. Everything save cars, people, or any other signs of life, of which there were (inconveniently) none around. Harlan wanted to scream, wanted to holler for his life, but there might have been a golf ball lodged in his throat.

“You open your mouth again and you’ll be bleeding out on the city floor, bub.” Whatever was being jabbed against Harlan’s back punctuated the threat.

Harlan’s feet acted of their own accord, going wherever they were being directed—off the sidewalk and between some towering brickwork palaces. An inconspicuous back alley.

“Drop the case.”

Harlan’s fingers opened on command.

“Got a wallet? Let’s see it.”

Harlan’s response was automatic but his hands were shaking so badly it took him a couple of tries to unbutton his jacket far enough to get at the inner breast pocket. His faux-leather trifold fled into a hairy claw and disappeared.

The mugger forced him to his knees behind a green dumpster. Harlan’s kneecaps cracked hard on the asphalt, but the pain was distant, overshadowed by fear.

“Your phone, bub. Your watch. You know the drill—ain’t got all day.”

The guy didn’t even look at the screen, just stomped it into the ground. The watch :.Fossil, stainless.: slid into the pocket of a puffy black coat. Just when Harlan found the courage to power his voice, he was thrown forehead-first into the corner of the dumpster. He didn’t hear the clang of the metal resounding like a gong.

†​
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Harlan’s headache was so loud he could hear it roaring in his ears. Overtaking the pain was nausea. He vomited poppy-seed bagel onto the asphalt before he even opened his eyes. When he did open his eyes, everything was blurry and he was struck by the sudden fear that he’d overslept his alarm (he never overslept and hadn’t, in fact, used an alarm for the better part of a decade) and that he’d have to call into work on account of food poisoning. Harlan had never called into work before, not once, and the thought of it made him nauseous all over again. This morning’s grapefruit joined the partially-digested bagel on the ground. The acid lingering in his throat burned.

Harlan found his glasses (thick, horn-rimmed tortoise-shell things—also terribly out of style) and put them on. They sat askew on his face but were otherwise, remarkably, in one piece. Everything was still blurry. It was probably safe to assume he had a concussion. However long he had been out wasn’t long enough for the sticky smear on his forehead to dry, but it still meant he was going to be late to work. He thought that should probably give them a call.

What had happened felt like a dream. He would have believed it a dream too, if the indisputable facts surrounding his present condition didn’t add up. He’d lost his wallet: plastic, cash, ID, rail pass, the picture of the idol girl he liked :.Elena Parker.: whom he could pretend was his girlfriend when no one was looking, a book of stamps. His phone was a carcass. He wouldn’t have bothered pocketing it if not for the SD card in there somewhere, perhaps still salvageable. His wrist was too light to tell time. His head freaking hurt—a hurt no amount of caffeine would mend.

Beside the carcass of his phone was a wooden dowel. Right this way ‘n I don’t inject four inches of steel into your kidneys. Harlan would have looked embarrassed if his face could get any redder. It’d all been a bluff and he fell for it. He could have fought, could have yelled for help, could have... something. Anything. But that was hindsight—clear as crystal.

Harlan emerged stumbling from the alley and flagged down the first pedestrian he saw. “Excuse me—sir—I’ve just been mugged! Could you tell me—” Tell him what, exactly? The time? The way to the nearest police box? How to get his dignity back?

The other gave him a wide berth and eyed him suspiciously.

“Could I borrow your phone?”

The man, hatless and balding in a brown jacket, frowned. “Wish I could, but I don’t lend out my phone.”

“How about a call?” said Harlan, desperate. “Could you make a call for me?”

“No, no—you see, I’ve got a policy,” the man stated factually and walked away, leaving Harlan standing there, mouth agape.

Would Harlan have lent his phone out to a weirdo who’d just emerged bloodied from out behind a dumpster? Probably not. He pointed himself toward the rail and, remembering that he lacked both pass and the means to obtain one, adjusted west-northwest and took off to the hammering in his head. Well, Harlan thought, things could always be worse. Then it started to rain.
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​2. The Termination
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Jules & Carte was situated in a nondescript six-story building in a nondescript wedge of town. The rain did not make it any less flattering or any more grey.

On paper, J & C was an information broker slash data security firm. Funny how two seemingly antipodal services could operate under one roof. As the story went, once upon a time, “J” specialized in one and “C” specialized in the other. A clash of horns, a few handshakes, and a merger later, they were thick as thieves. Some clients stored their bits in J & C’s shielded vaults. Others paid to find, sell, or trade similar bits roaming free in the clouds or in possession of other firms. It was all a very complicated process, the legality of which was as grey as, well, let’s just say that J & C had excellent legal counsel.

The operational details of J & C were lost on Harlan. He was in the Order and Manipulation Department up on the fourth floor. His job consisted of shoveling numbers and alphanumeric strings around spreadsheets, ordering, labeling, and filing away otherwise anonymous bits. If someone was to ask Harlan what J & C did with these bits beyond the vague mission statement on their homepage (As one of the world’s leading information liaisons specializing in a plethora of vaulted, cloud-based, and off-planet solutions, Jules & Carte will ensure your bits are safe, secure, and get where they need to go), he wouldn’t have an answer. All that mattered to him was making sure that all of his assigned ducks were in a row. Anything that passed over or through his desk he handled with utmost precision. Harlan dotted the j’s and crossed the f’s. He did an outstanding job—and he was proud of it.

The redhead at the reception desk gave Harlan a double-take. Her name was Beverly and she was beautiful.

“Harlan! What on earth happened to you?”

“Mugged, Beverly. I got mugged. Lost everything. What time is it?”

“Just after ten. Are you OK?”

“Tell Mr. Brigham I’ll be right up. As soon as I... clean up.” There was defeat in Harlan’s voice, every sentence a diminuendo. The snake plants :.Sansevieria trifasciata.: flanking the lobby restrooms seemed to droop their necks in sorrow as he passed.

Harlan splashed water on his face and watched the sink run pink. He was no longer bleeding, but there was a swollen gash on his forehead and his pupils were staring off in different directions. Trying to get his face in focus was a wicked game of cat-and-mouse. Definitely a concussion. He fixed his bent glasses’ frames the best he could and gave his reflection one last check. Terrible. He looked terrible. But it could have been worse.

Things could always be worse.

†​
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Bo Brigham was the fourth-floor section chief. He was tall and liked to make others feel small. For this end he always went out of his way to greet people up close with a big handshake and an even bigger grin. Whatever his salary was, it could afford him a new Lexus, hair plugs, and capped teeth. He should have been on TV.

“Smitster! Glad you could make it in today.”

There were four Smiths on the fourth floor and Mr. Brigham insisted on calling them all by self-appointed nicknames: Smitster, Smitsman, Smitty, and Smits. Harlan hated “Smitster,” but at least he wasn’t a “Smittington.”

“Take a seat,” Harlan’s boss continued.

The visitor chair was lower than the chief’s, for those rare times he sat in the presence of company. He did not do so now.

“Sorry I’m late, Mr. Brigham. I would have called, but they broke my phone! Can you believe it? I was mugged!”

“You sure look like it.” Mr. Brigham took a loud sip from his mug—white with the words Big Chief printed in bold—and turned his broad back to the office, looking out through his executive window. “Call the cops yet?”

“I came straight up,” said Harlan. He was still wearing his jacket, but his hat had found its way to his knee. It wasn’t polite to wear a hat when sitting down. He smoothed a wild and wet lock of hair.

“Feel free to use the office phone.”

“Thank you—”

“Actually, Smitst—excuse me, Karl, right?” The Big Chief turned into his underling, looming tall over his polished walnut desk.

“Harlan, sir.”

“Pardon. This might come as a bit of a shock, Karlan, especially in light of your recent... experience.”

Harlan sat on the edge of the seat, back straight, knees parted, and completely unprepared for what was going to happen next.

“We’ve noticed that your work performance has been—how do I say this—slipping lately.”

“Sir?” He must have heard the chief wrong. This wasn’t going to be one of those “Exemplary Standards” speeches, it couldn’t be—Harlan was the definition of Exemplary Standard. Besides, it was he who came to see Mr. Brigham, not the other way around.

“Your work performance, Karlan. It has been less than Exemplary.”

Harlan could hear the capital E even through the haze of his concussed brain. “Mr. Brigham, I know that I was late today—inexcusably so, you might say—but I have had perfect attendance for all my ten years of—”

Bo Brigham stopped Harlan’s spiel with a wide palm. Harlan’s head was still splitting and it took all his effort to keep focused on his superior’s reservedly solemn face (complete with forehead crease).

“Beyond perfect. Exemplary attendance. The best in the house. That’s not what this is about.”

“Then what is this about, Mr. Brigham?”

“Karlan, my man. You know that we at Jules and Carte hold all our employees to an Exemplary Standard of—”

“With all due respect, I think I’m doing a pretty darn good job here. I dot my j’s and cross my f’s, sir.”

“Be that as it may,” continued the Big Chief, “the times are a-changing, Karl, and in this business if you don’t move fast, you get surpassed.”

“I know our systems, Mr. Brigham—my sheets are flawless, timely—”

“I know, I know. And no one’s saying they aren’t.” Bo Brigham’s reservedly solemn face faded to a shade of compulsory regret. “The truth of the matter is that we’re cleaning house. Downsizing.”

“I was mugged!”

“A most unfortunate occurrence. I feel for you—really, I do. But it’s already been decided. It’s out of my hands. This came from upstairs, you know. If I could change it, I would. Karlan Smith—we’re going to have to let you go.”

†​
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When Harlan had entered Bo Brigham’s office, he’d still been reeling from obvious head trauma. That never dissipated. But when he left, he felt like he’d just been punched in the gut, too. He walked shamefully through a blur of cubicles, trying to keep his heavy head high and failing, trying to keep the tears (from an overload of truth, change, and tumult more than abject sorrow) at bay and succeeding only just.

Coworkers (former coworkers, rather) peered at him from over tops of cubicles and dipped their heads back down, pretending to look busy. They couldn’t possibly have known that he’d been fired just then, and yet somehow it seemed as though they did. Was it so obvious in Harlan’s gait? Or had the burrs of the rumor mill been busy? The latter. It had to be the latter. Bo Brigham was known for many things but not for the tightness of his lips. If Harlan had had anything left in his stomach he would have vomited it into the ficus :.Ficus benjamina.: just outside his cubicle. He didn’t, however, so he didn’t.

The cardboard box that was Harlan’s cubicle had eaten thirty-five hours a week (lunch breaks omitted) of his life for the past ten years. Harlan could do the math in his head: it amounted to 18,200 hours or 760 days or (roughly) two whole years of time. And what did he have to show for it? A worsening case of carpal-tunnel, a “straight neck,” a bank account that never seemed to get any deeper? He’d been treading water all this time, hoping that someday the fruits of all his labor would be bestowed upon him. He’d been patient; he’d been content.

The plaque on the wall reading Harlan Smith Employee of the Quarter (Q3) seemed to mock him. He’d been all smiles at the office banquet, standing before his coworkers to receive the award, and only later found out that the polished labels were of laser-printed plastic and the plaque itself fake wood. He couldn’t even burn it to keep himself warm at night. All the wood in the budget, it seemed, had been allotted for Bo Brigham’s desk.

The grey CRT monitor was powered down and Harlan had to stop himself from obeying the muscle memory of powering on the box as he plopped down into his chair one last time. There was a calendar on the wall opposite the plaque: Olde Maps of the World. Each month featured a different ancient interpretation of the continents and this month’s was a rusty brown Mercator projection from the 17th century. Greenland wasn’t even in the right place. It almost made him smile.

The desk hefted a phone, a jar of pens he’d never used, a pad of paper, and a ten-year-old crater where Harlan’s coffee mug used to sit. The only “color” came from the potted cactus poking out from behind his computer peripherals.

Feel free to use the office phone, echoed the Big Bo Brigham in Harlan’s head. Believe it or not, he’d almost forgotten about his being mugged. Almost. He rocked forward in his old office chair with a wretched squeak and made the call.

“Antwood PD,” growled the operator, sounding like she inhaled cigarettes by the fistful. “How may I direct your call?”

“Y-yes. This is Harlan Smith. I’d like to report a mugging—”

There wasn’t even an attempt at pity in the operator’s voice. Amusement, maybe, in the driest sense: “Are you calling as a witness or a victim, sir?”

Harlan paused. Was this a trick question? Leave it to the police to make you feel guilty just making the call. “Both!”

“Just a minute, sir, while I connect you to our ‘Small Claims’ division.”

“What? Small claims? I was assaulted! I lost my—” It took Harlan a couple of sentences to realize he was speaking to the syncopated beeps of “Home on the Range.” Just as the song was starting its third rendition, a man in a thick southern accent picked up.

“Yeeaah, this is Awficer Dean in Small Claims.” The way he spoke made his division sound even less impressive than the title proclaimed.

“I was mugged this morning!” Harlan blurted, unaware of the sea of balding heads around him with their ears pricking up. Beans for the rumor mill.

“Sorry to hear that, sir. Could I get yuh name for the rackered?”

“Record. Right. Harlan Smith. That’s H-A-R-L-A-N Smith.”

“And whereabouts did the said incident occur?”

“Must’ve been around Fourth and Cedar. Guy pulled me into the—”

“And the time, sir?”

“Eight fifteen, maybe? I lost my watch.” After every answer came the clack of an ancient keyboard with decades-old buckling springs.

“Sure took yuh dandy time calling, eh?”

“Excuse me?”

“It’s nothing. What else would yuh like to report stolen, sir?”

“My wallet. ID. Plastic. Maybe fifty dollars in cash. Stamps.” A priceless Elena Parker idol card. “And my briefcase.”

“Anything of value in the briefcase?”

“Just some work documents. Nothing... sensitive.”

“Of course, yuh gonna want to contact yuh bank and credit card company.”

“Of course.”

“Anything yuh can tell us about the perp?”

“Hairy knuckles. Dark. Breath like scorched medium-roast.”

“That’s coffee, sir?”

“Yes.”

“Aight. Can I get a contact for yuh?”

Harlan stopped himself three digits into his cell number and restarted with that of his landline.

“Here’s yuh case number,” said Officer Dean. “Got a pen handy?”

Harlan had several, but the ink wouldn’t run on a single one. He settled for etching the number into the meat of the notepad with the nose of a defunct Paper Mate.

“Tell it to me plain, Officer Dean. What are the odds of this being resolved?”

“Hard to say. If this is a one-off ‘n he doesn’t try yuh plastic?” A grim pause. “But don’t yuh worry, Mistah Smith. Perps like this? They’re always pushing their luck. Think they’re invisible.”

Harlan could read between the lines. What Officer Dean meant was good luck.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​3. Down & Out
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Despite warming this cubicle for the past ten years, Harlan had surprisingly few possessions to take with him. He carried the cactus. Everything else fit into a plastic grocery bag.

No one said goodbye as he left and he didn’t have anyone to say goodbye to upstairs. Beverly caught his eye and a solemn wave on his way through the lobby, but her phone was pressed into her shoulder and she was furiously writing something down. Was that a smile? Directed at me? Harlan assumed not—it was safer for his feelings that way. He knew that he’d never see her again. He waited until waiting any longer would appear creepy and left through the glass doors.

It had stopped raining. That was something. But even as he exited Jules & Carte, he realized that he wasn’t sure where to go. The obvious answer was home: Go straight home, do not pass Go, do not collect two-hundred dollars. Stopping by the bank wasn’t the worst idea, actually, but good luck trying to get any money out without the proper plastic. Mr. Brigham had assured him that his final check would be in the mail. Apparently direct deposits were no bueno for the final payout. Administrative bull-honky, yes, but a thin silver lining if he could figure out how to cash it.

A tumult of questions roiled around his mind. Who was he without J & C? Who was he with it? What was he going to do?

Now was not the time to get philosophical. Thinking hurt. Like how banging your forehead against the scoop of a front-end loader and trying to get it to roll backwards up a hill hurt. He ended up at the diner down the street, having scraped enough change out of his desk to afford a decaf. He wasn’t hungry.

The waitress was your typical curly-haired fifty-something with a veteran’s smile and the right amount of sass. She showed Harlan to a seat and took his order without too many questions. Her badge read “Sue.” Harlan always read people’s badges and remembered them. People tended to smile when greeted by name and not role, and he liked to brighten their days. He emptied a packet of creamer into his decaf, taking refuge in the smell of coffee. It made things only the slightest bit better.​

Harlan sat watching Sue bus tables and trade banter for tips. It wasn’t like the place was busy—it was too late for breakfast, too early for lunch, and too weekday for brunch. He must have been the only customer in the building under seventy. He shivered. His trencher had been soaked through in the morning’s rain, his sweater vest and khakis damp, his bones chilled. He coughed painfully into a fist and hoped he wasn’t coming down with something. If stress had any negative impact on the immune system, sickness was all too likely. Harlan swirled his mug and swallowed the dregs of his decaf and slapped a bill-and-a-half of loose change on the table.

Just as Harlan was about to hit the road, another customer the table over cleared his throat and said: “Looks like you’ve been through the wringer.”

Harlan’s first inclination was to nod his departure. One thing he’d tempered over his thirty-six years of life was an innate distrust of strangers. But today, maybe as a result of recent head trauma or a god’s pluck of some fatalistic string :.smile.:, he decided to sit tight.

“It could always be worse,” Harlan said, those five words quickly becoming a self-apologetic mantra. It was still true; he’d keep saying it until it was no longer the case.

“Nah,” said the stranger. “You got it all wrong. Keep looking at things like that and you’ll only end up falling further down.”

The man the table over wore a lime-green suit over a white button-up and a tie so densely checkered an optical illusion might materialize at any moment. He resembled an out-of-work game show host. Harlan never noticed his arrival. He must have been more concussed than he thought, to miss a man like that showing up.

“You look like you’re doing just fine,” said Harlan. Too fine, he thought, in a tacky suit that smells oddly of root vegetables.

“Ups and downs, my man. Ups and downs. Just happen to be on an up-streak.” The man slid over to Harlan’s table, eel-like, and extended a hand. “Sanders.” The handshake accompanied a flash of gold teeth.

“Harlan,” said Harlan, blotting out the alarm bells blaring in his head, “Smith. Are you trying to sell me something?”

“No, no, not at all.” Open hands, easy smile.

“Good thing, because I was mugged this morning and I’ve got twenty-three cents to my name.”

“And no one to go home to, am-I-right?”

“Pardon?”

“Just an observation. A sad ‘n sorry-looking fellow like you would run right home if there was someone waitin’, I reckon. Not to some seedy diner”—Sanders addressed a glare from Sue with a big smile; the man didn’t miss a step— “in the D-block.”

It took Harlan a lot of effort to push himself up from the table and meet the man’s eyes.

“I don’t have to listen to this, sir.” He made to leave, grabbing his grocery bag of personal effects and his cactus and pricking himself on the latter.

“You sure don’t,” said Sanders, “but you’re gonna.” That smile again. Open, disarming hands. A gaudy gold Casio adorned one wrist; no rings graced his greasy fingers.

Harlan sat down automatically, like he wasn’t even in control of himself, and sucked a pebble of blood from his index finger.

“What’cha drinking? Coffee?” Sanders snapped his fingers. It was unexpectedly loud in the lifeless diner and Sue, by the look of it, was unamused.

“Decaf,” said Harlan.

“Two coffees, Sue, strong and black as you got and thank’ya dear,” said Sanders and turned back toward his interlocutor. “Let me apologize to ya, Smith. I think we got off on the wrong footing back there.”

Smith, thought Harlan. Better than Smitster.

“When I said decaf, I meant decaf. I’m on a bit of a caffeine hiatus.”

“No you’re not. Listen, Smith—now is not the time to throttle back with your head down.”

“No? I’ve just lost everything. I’ll need a bit of time to—”

“Crazy talk. You’re fine, man. Thank’ya Sue—best coffee on the block!” (Sue’s Diner was the only coffee in a three-block radius.)

“Look at me, Sanders!”

The man in the lime-green suit gave him an appraising look, clapped his hands onto Harlan’s shoulders, and shook him once. “I’ve been and seen far worse. You’re fine, man. Bit of dust on the shoulder pads is all.”

Harlan shook his head. “Excuse me, but what the heck are you selling, sir?”

The smell wafting up from the fresh mugs of brew on the table steamed its way into Harlan’s nostrils, turning cogs the thin decaf couldn’t budge. Sanders picked up his mug, the black sloshing over the rim out onto the table. He didn’t seem to notice.

“I’m gonna tell it to ya plain, Smith,” Sanders said, clinking Harlan’s mug. “I’m sellin’ you your freedom.”

A shudder passed through Harlan as the piping hot brew burned his tongue and throat, sparking a hearth that had lain cold for :.two days or so.: too long. It hurt so good. He might have ascended to the clouds just then. Sanders had to wave a hand in front of Harlan’s face to bring him back to reality.

“You can’t do that,” said Harlan.

“How’s that?”

“You can’t sell what you don’t own.”

“Way to ruin a dramatic moment,” said Sanders. “The next best thing, then. I’ll sell ya that.”

The caffeine was already working. It wasn’t doing a darn thing about Harlan’s splitting headache, but the world inside the diner was starting to look sharper. He could see now the crow’s-feet at the corners of Sue’s eyes. Heck, he could count the number of stools at the bar—eleven—two of which were occupied by old men reading different sections of what appeared to be the same newspaper, The Antwood Angle. Why was it he’d decided to give up caffeine again?

“And that is?”

“The illusion of your freedom. Buh-dum-tish!” Sanders slapped a knee and drank thirstily from his mug, wiping his mouth on the back of his hand. “No, but seriously, Smith—have I got the offer for you.”

Harlan could see now too a sprinkle of dandruff on the other man’s shoulder and a tinge of yellow on his shirt collar. Sanders’ tie, however, remained as deep and mesmerizing as ever. He tried not to look at it. “You’re paying for this brew?”

That smile, those open hands, the crease of a brow.

“Then you’ve got my ear until it’s empty,” Harlan submitted.

“Grrreat! Now listen here...”
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Meanwhile, back at the office, Bo Brigham turned toward the office phone and pushed the blinking red button without setting down his mug.

“Yeah, Boss?”

The voice on the other end of the line filled the room like a bad smell. “Is it done?”

“It’s done.”

“USBs, files, outstanding requests?”

“All surrendered. He left lean.”

“Does he, in your opinion, have any inkling as to what he actually did here?”

Bo Brigham took the time to conjure the clueless oaf’s face and scour it for any sign of “meta” cognizance. He had to stymie a chuckle. “Not in the slightest, Boss.”

“Good.”
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​4. Caution: Merge Right
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A rift of blue sky loomed overhead between walls of hoary clouds. Outside Sue’s Diner, Harlan turned the business card over in his hands:

Sanders

Reclamation Services, LLC

The word that came to mind was “sparse.” There was a number but no email address. The back of the card featured the simple icon of a shovel in a white circle, apparently the company’s logo.

Harlan was hardly sixteen steps from the entrance of the diner when he was accosted by a tall slender shadow. At first he nearly jumped out of his skin into oncoming traffic, but once his delayed reactions triggered, he decidedly brandished his cactus and faced the stranger. He didn’t think someone would be so gutsy to try something in the middle of the day, and besides, Harlan had nothing left to have stolen from him.

“You best stay clear o’ dat bad cat,” said the shadow. “He’s nuffin’ but trouble. A whole canoe’s worth.” The woman spoke from within Harlan’s personal bubble. Taller. Slimmer. Much, much blacker. She wore hoop earrings, a loose jean coat, and hair like a big puff of popcorn.

Harlan had to do a double-take. “I’m sorry?”

“Don’t you play stupid wit’ me, boy. X-ray vision.” As she said this, she pointed at her eyes. She wasn’t wearing glasses.

“What—you mean that man, Sanders?”

The woman crossed her arms, pursed her lips, and nodded.

“Not that it’s any of your business, but I wasn’t going to take him up on his offer anyway. I need time to—hey, why am I telling you this?”

The woman shrugged. “Runnin’ wit’ dat cat’s a good way to end up wit’out a paddle, if ya dig. What, you gonna poke me?”

Harlan was still brandishing his cactus. He lowered his arm. “Sorry. I’ve had one heck of a day. And you are?”

“Merge,” she said. She did not offer a handshake.

Harlan, thinking he misheard her, repeated, “Marge?”

“Merge,” she emphasized. “Short for Merge’rin, don’tcha know nuffin’? Name’s ain’t short for no bread spread.”

“Sorry. I’m Harlan—Harlan Smith.” He shuffled the cactus into the crook of his arm and offered a hand. Merge’rin left him hanging.

“Cactus allergy,” she said. “And yes, of course you’re Harlan Smith. You’re the talk of the town.”

“What—really?”

“No, dipshit. But I’m serious about that Sanders cat. Real bad news. So when you’re sittin’ alone in your flat ‘n twirlin’ that card in your hands, just think back on what slim Merge done tol’ja. Fact, I can take that paper off ya right now if you’re keen.”

“I’ll dispose of it myself, thank you,” said Harlan, stuffing the business card into his pocket.

“Suit yourself. Anywho, see you round the block sometime. Or not.” The shadow slinked around the corner and was gone.

“That was weird,” Harlan muttered to himself.

Things would only get weirder for Harlan Smith. A weirdness he couldn’t possibly fathom.
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Merge’rin was right. Evening found Harlan halfway through his TV dinner, looking over Sanders’ card to the backdrop of a Jeopardy! rerun. His apartment key might have been the only thing the mugger hadn’t taken from him.

Reclamation Services, LLC.

An online search hadn’t pulled up anything relevant, just a slew of generic “reclamation services” claiming to specialize in reclaiming various things—old buildings, works of art, ex-spouses’ assets. Harlan, scratching his head, had then seen the search engine prompt: Including results for restoration services. That explained it. Page 4 had linked to a Gregslist ad for a guy who reclaims stolen possessions—a bit of irony Harlan couldn’t fully appreciate but prompted a chuckle nonetheless.

Harlan finished dinner before Final Jeopardy and retreated to his study where maps coated everything from ceiling to floor like wallpaper. The ceiling was one big astronomical chart, the walls Mercator projections dating back to the 1600s. The wall behind his desk was reserved for a local piece—an intricate map of an elusive Antwood neighborhood called “the Cauldron” in which boiled the vexing streets of Vlad’s Addition. Harlan was quite proud of this map. And why shouldn’t he be? He made it.

Granted, he had to use all sorts of preexisting data. It wasn’t anything he thought he could sell, but all existing city maps seemed to lack a detailed composition of this labyrinthine sector east of the Oldsdale Bridge and west of the neighborhood with the big Christmas setup every December. He must have walked the streets a hundred times over the course of the years it took him to accomplish what he considered his magnum opus of mapmaking to date.

He had an idea just then: maybe he could find work with a surveying team or geographical society! Was the Cartographers Guild hiring? Heh. Cartographers Guild. Was there even such a thing? It sounded real enough, but he didn’t think so. And besides, this was just a silly hobby of his—or at least that’s what others always told him—that wouldn’t amount to anything, let alone a career. Lacking any formal training in the field, yeah, they were probably right.

His headache had by now, miraculously, started to abate. Maybe it did have something to do with caffeine. At any rate, it was decided—he was officially off the wagon. There would be fresh joe to be had in the morning, and that was something to look forward to—certainly not the slog of job hunting or of getting his plastics reissued. But that could all wait. He could give himself a week to collect his thoughts and make a plan for—

Knock knock.

The oppressive sound of knuckles on his front door shook Harlan out of his thoughts. At first he thought he’d made it up, but then it came again: knock knock. Business-like. Rehearsed. The police come to deliver him his stolen goods? No. He checked his watch that wasn’t there and guessed at the time—seven o’clock on a Thursday. (Those bastards at Jules & Carte couldn’t have even waited to let him go on a Friday.) Who the heck calls at seven o’clock on a Thursday? Harlan held his breath and hoped the knock would just go away. Two more whaps of knuckles suggested that it wouldn’t, which meant that he’d have to deal with it—before they broke his door down.

Harlan considered not dealing with it. Maybe he could just hide in the well of his desk and rock back and forth on his haunches and will himself invisible. They—whoever they were—couldn’t possibly know that anyone was home. It wasn’t like—

—commercials blared in his living room. Don’t have renter’s insurance? Be scared—be very, very scared when Mayhem comes a-knocking!

It wouldn’t do, hiding here.

Harlan looked up from his shaking hands and down the dim hallway that led to his living room and the front door. I’ve done nothing wrong, he reminded himself, and got up from his desk and walked it down.

There’s no one home, willed Harlan, teetering on the edge of his entryway. He was leaning forward, trying to squint through the door. His door did not possess a peephole and he, unlike Merge’rin, did not possess “X-ray vision.” His headache was coming back. Screw it, he thought, and yanked the door open with unexpected strength.

On the other side of the door, staring him down, stood a big and burly no one.

Nothing.

No one was there.

Still, Harlan’s heart ratcheted, ready to bounce right out of its cage. Too much fried chicken and buttered-up mashed potatoes and TV-dinner brownie bowls. He leaned out onto the porch and panned left and right. Sodium-vapor lamps threw light on the silhouettes of trees; the sidewalk gleamed like bone; a lone car chased its headlights up the road perpendicular to Harlan’s and out of sight. The night was otherwise still, quiet, heavy.

Harlan felt cold and exposed, standing there with his apartment door wide open, and then embarrassed when he realized that he was spilling the evening news out into the streets. Why was his TV on so loud? He shut the door, locked it, and on second thought threw the deadbolt, too. One could never be too safe.

“Safe—from what?” he asked aloud.

He was sweating. He needed a shower.
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Harlan wasn’t sure why he hadn’t taken a shower earlier. It made all the difference, like he was cleansing away the grit of an awful day—which was, in a literal sense, true. The TV blabbered on. It was the first thing he heard after he shut the water off and stepped into a towel. For the first time ever in his roommate-free, happy-bachelor life, he was terrified of being alone. Music wouldn’t do. Music was scary. But so long as the chatter of human voices filled his apartment, he felt he could do this. Though what “this” was, he didn’t know. Keep on? Keep on trucking?

He wiped away the fog on the mirror. His forehead didn’t look as bad as he thought. A swollen red lump, no longer bleeding, projected like a clipped horn—an egg, the kids would call it back in the day. His brownish hair was growing a little long over the ears and receding up his forehead, and as for his face, well, he couldn’t grow a beard if he was a castaway on an estranged island. It just wasn’t in the genes.

Harlan brushed his teeth and plopped down, spent, on his sofa in a pair of pajamas with flying sheep on them. Now on TV was a documentary about the history of golf. Sleep found him. It wasn’t even eight o’clock.

In his dreams, Harlan walked an endless corridor of doors. He glanced anxiously from left to right. He tried no handles, terrified of what he might find on the other side. He heard voices on repeat, twisting together into an indecipherable cacophony.

Bo Brigham: Sorry, Smitster. Guess J and C just wasn’t in the cards for ya.

Sanders: Have I got an offer for you, man. Another coffee? Strong Sue, strong!

Merge’rin: Don’t say slim Merge didn’t warn ya, dipshit!

The final door stretched vertically twice Harlan’s height. He couldn’t reach the doorknob if he jumped. He didn’t have a chance to try before a phantom clamped a hairy arm across his chest and jammed something into the small of his back.

The Mugger: Just come with me, sir, right this way ‘n you won’t be leaking out your kidneys.

This time Harlan had empirical knowledge on his side. He knew the hairy-knuckled man was bluffing. Harlan turned to face his assailant, but before he could glimpse his face the something pressing into him clicked and Harlan shot awake to the vertical bars of the television test pattern and its accompanying drone, starved for breath.

The wall clock read quarter to four in the morning, the time when even the television algorithm needs a break from infomercials and old westerns.

Harlan paced into the kitchen in his sweat-drenched sheep slippers and drank deeply from a glass of tap water. He thought only of doors. So many doors—so many choices. And yet there was nowhere :.no where.: to go.
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​5. Delivery
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Harlan willed himself to sleep in. He never slept in. It was after eight o’clock when he finally kicked out of the bed covers and squinted against the light bleeding through the curtains. His head still hurt. Day four of his—Nope, I’m off the wagon, he reminded himself, and put on a fresh pot.

Coffee brewed fast. Outside, birds were chirping, the sun shining brightly through his living room curtains. It was going to be a beautiful day. Harlan didn’t care. He was an unemployed, out of shape caffeine fiend who was—

Knock knock.

—starting to cultivate an irrational fear of doors.

“Yes?” Harlan called through the door, setting down his coffee. It was a bright, cheerful morning. Nothing so terrible could come a-knocking in such conditions, he was sure of it.

“Antwood Post!” identified the caller in an upbeat, go-lucky voice.

Harlan opened the door, thinking he would really have to consider having the landlord install a peephole for him. Those things should come standard these days.

The lanky kid in loose postal-blue dubs, a tall cap, and acne-speckled peach fuzz fit the voice. A pair of dog tags dangled from a chain around his neck, something Harlan noted as a rather odd accessory for a postal worker, but hey—postal workers were human too.

“Yes?” repeated Harlan. He was not expecting any deliveries.

“Is this the...”—the kid looked down at a notepad—“Harlan Smith Residence?”

“Yes?” said Harlan for the third time.

“I’ve got a...”—the kid looked at his notepad again—“mail you’ve got to sign for.”

“Really?” Harlan considered the mug of coffee rapidly cooling on the kitchen counter. Better make this quick, buddy.

The postman :.postboy.: proffered a thin white envelope with Harlan’s name written out in weedy cursive. In the sender’s window was an elaborate S.

Nope, thought Harlan with lucid, coffee-honed perception. Nope, nope, nope.

“Thanks but no thanks,” said Harlan and closed the door.

Knock knock.

“Excuse me, uh, sir?” The kid’s voice sounded muffled through one and three-eighths inches of wood.

Harlan opened the door again. “I said ‘no,’ thank you.”

“Umm...” The kid consulted the pad in his hand once more, turning it over. It was by all appearances blank. “But it’s for you, sir.”

“Nope.”

“It’s your mail, sir!”

“I don’t want it.”

“Umm...” The kid pushed his hat up a sweat-wet forehead, opened his mouth like he was about to say something, and paused. His eyes narrowed. “Are you in some sort of legal kerfuffle, sir?”

“Not at all,” said Harlan.

“Because I’m not a process server, you know. I’m not trying to serve you a legal summons or anything.”

“I just don’t want what you’re peddling, is all.”

“I’m not peddling anything! I’m just trying to do an honest day’s work and deliver people’s mail here.”

“Deliver people’s mail?” It was Harlan’s turn to narrow his eyes. “Where’s your mailbag?”

“My mailbag?”

“Yes, your mailbag.”

“It’s in the truck,” said the kid.

Harlan leaned around the twig of a boy and looked up and down the street. The big-bellied neighbor, Mr. Gregory, was getting ready to mow the lawn—just as soon as he downed the can in his hand and found the strength to rise from his lawn chair. A pair of yuppies cruised past on road bikes.

“I don’t see your truck,” Harlan stated.

“I parked around the corner.”

“Right.”

“Listen, Mr...”—the kid glanced down again—“Smith. Let me level with ya. I just need you to take the mail, sir. It’s my first day on the job and it’s not gonna look too good if I’m already failing in my deliveries. Can you just do me one, as a fellow Homo sapiens, and take your mail?”

This kid! thought Harlan. Determined little bugger. He thought, then, of coffee, already lukewarm and not even three sips down. A shame. A darn shame!

“Fine,” said Harlan. “You win! My coffee’s getting cold.”

“Very sorry about that, sir,” said the postboy with all the confidence of being back on script. “If I could just get your John Hancock on the line, here—thank you. Have a good day, sir!” He tipped his hat and trotted down the stairs.

“Enjoy the sunshine,” said Harlan, but the kid was already out of earshot, no doubt off to his next delivery.​

Harlan stood there in the entryway for what felt like several minutes, staring at the white envelope. He forgot about his coffee. He didn’t like the look of it—the envelope, not the coffee. To be fair, the envelope looked fine, but it smelled like a root cellar. He shook it. Papers rattled around. It was a trap. He wouldn’t let Sanders win. He might’ve accepted the mail, but he’d be damned and destitute before he opened it.

Harlan slapped it down on the coffee table near a stack of magazines and turned in pursuit of his coffee.

He knew it. Lukewarm.
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There was nothing good on TV. A consumerist game show, morning soaps. Nothing a working-age man should have to suffer. Harlan found himself paging through the latest edition of Catered Cartography. Globes were on sale through the end of the month. This one projected a star map in a 360-degree arc. Who was he kidding? He couldn’t afford his fancies anymore. Is this how he was going to spend his days now, turning listlessly through magazines, looking at things he couldn’t buy?

It was day one of unemployment and he already had no idea what to do with himself.

What if it was a Saturday? How would he be spending his time?

The TV programs would be different, for one. He’d be on his third cup of coffee and a slice of cake, watching Antique Hustlers, the reality TV show about the owners of a curio store deep in the heart of old town America and the treasures (and junk, plenty of that) that came through there. There was none of that on a Friday.

It was a beautiful day, though. He supposed he could go for a walk down to the bank (or, heaven forbid, the DMV) and try to get his identity back in order. But that just seemed like an exercise in frustration, and he’d hate to aggravate his lingering headache.

He could just walk.

That was something.

He liked walking. Particularly when he had nowhere to go and nowhere to be.

Then he remembered the alley. The hairy black knuckles. His introduction to the corner of a dumpster. It was suddenly no longer the same city he tempered his adulthood in, the city he knew. Nowhere was safe anymore. It was an oppressing place. A scary place. He was weak—and without Jules & Carte, Harlan had nothing to belong to.

Not even the two-by-two-inch portrait of Elena Parker could have offered him any solace.

He was, he reminded himself for the umpteenth time, alone.
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Harlan nearly managed to make it to lunchtime before he got the itch. The white itch. The white, legal-sized, old-onions-and-spongy-beets itch. And he hated himself for deciding to scratch it.

Maybe he would have already “bit” if it wasn’t for the words of caution from that slim, popcorn-haired dame, Merge’rin. But who was she to tell him who he should and should not do business with? He was a grown man perfectly capable of making his own mistakes. And what if she was the one to be wary of? She was, in Harlan’s honest opinion, just as shady as this Sanders. More so, probably, with her blatant eavesdropping. Her reconnoitering.

And so Harlan succumbed to the itch, perhaps just as much to spite slim Merge’rin as to sate his own curiosity. He did it right there in the living room—slit open the side of the envelope with a steak knife and shook the contents out onto the coffee table: $2000 in crisp, onion-smelling hundreds and a terse letter written in a weedy hand:


Dear Mr. Smith,

Thank you for signing on with Reclamation Services, LLC. Enclosed is your advance-payment for services-to-be-rendered. It should be noted that the opening of this envelope will confirm your acceptance of the advance-payment and your (if not strictly legal) moral obligation to honor the Contract signed.

If you have any questions, concerns, or complaints, please do not hesitate to swallow them. Or else you can call us at our usual number.

Best regards,

Sanders

President, Reclamation Services, LLC.



A voice echoed through Harlan’s head: Don’t say slim Merge didn’t warn ya, dipshit!

No, thought Harlan. No. He crumpled up the letter and threw it across the room where it bounced off the glass face of his curio and onto the worn carpet. He looked down at the spread of cash on the table. Black-money. Sanders money. He didn’t want it. Didn’t want anything to do with this Sanders. (And yet—you opened the envelope! said a voice inside him. Surely you wanted something to do with him!) No. He didn’t need the money. (Though aren’t you unemployed? Mugged? Nearly out of fresh coffee grounds?) No!

Things had gone much too far. He’d let things ride much too long. Harlan’s sheepishness, his victimized mentality, was finally starting to harden around him into a carapace of anger. Things could always be worse, some far-off part of himself chided. Yeah—I could have three thousand dollars of black-money to deal with. Argh!

Harlan stormed up the hall to his office and stormed back with Sanders’ business card, fat-fingering the digits into his cordless phone.

The phone rang too many times before someone answered:

“You’ve reached the front desk of Reclamation Services, LLC. How may I direct your inquiry?”

“Sanders! Is that you?” Harlan had never yelled before in his life, and here he was belting fire into the receiver.

“Sanders is out on a call right now. What would be the nature of your inquiry today, sir?”

“Are you joking? Sanders, it’s clearly you on the line.” After a long, awkward pause, Harlan fired off, “Complaint! I’d like to file a complaint!”

“I’m terribly sorry to hear that, sir. Please wait while I transfer you to our Complaints Department.”

Before he could launch another word, the phone cut off and Harlan was assailed by the gentle eight-bit tones of Careless Whisper. This won’t do! he thought, seeing red. This won’t do at all!

“Reclamation Services, Complaints Department. This is Kyle speaking.” The voice was no different than before.

“Sanders!”

“I’m sorry, sir? This is Kyle. Kyle Hodges. Employee number 067238—”

“Fine, Kyle. This is Harlan Smith—”

“Do you spell that with an ‘H,’ sir?”

“I didn’t sign any contract and I refuse your black-money!”

“Just one moment, sir. My apologies, but I’ll have to put you on hold for just a moment.” The line clicked on to a chiptune rendition of a song it took Harlan too long to identify as Rick Astley’s Never Gonna—

“Sir? Are you still there?”

“Sanders. I don’t want any part of your—”

“Shucks. Our focus group found that seven out of eight upset clients would cool down after listening to some popular tunes. Guess you’re the one.”

“This is insane!” said Harlan, holding the handset out in front of him. Spit was collecting on the screen.

“Oh! Good news, sir. It appears that Sanders has just come back from his errand. Shall I go ahead and connect you?”

Harlan, at this point, could only grunt his assent. He got another short dose of Rick before Sanders finally surrendered himself.

“Hey, Smith! Just got the news. Glad to have you on board!”

“No!” said Harlan. He was starting to lose his voice. “I didn’t sign your stupid contract. I don’t want your dirty money. I just want—”

“Funny you should say that, Smith, because I just so happen to have your signed contract right here.” Sanders cleared his throat. “I, Harlan P. Smith, hereby consent to enter into employment with Reclamation Services, LLC, and dutifully carry out all assigned tasks until the mutual dissolution of this binding contract.”

“I never signed that!” said Harlan, and then he remembered. He did. He did sign it. Albeit unwittingly. “You tricked me! You dirty, rotten—”

“What’s done is done,” said Sanders.

“Well the joke’s on you, Sanders—my middle initial isn’t a P! Hah!”

“Minor details. Nothing a prick of white-out can’t resolve.”

Harlan felt the shrug on the other end of the line.

“At any rate, the money’s good, Smith.”

“I don’t want it.”

“You’ve already got it.”

“I won’t use it.”

“Suit yourself.”

Silence seeped into the line static. Harlan could feel the vein throbbing in his forehead. He was losing. Lost. Giving up.

“Aren’t you going to ask what your first assignment is?”

“No.”

“Aren’t you the least bit curious?”

“No,” Harlan lied.

And Sanders knew it.

Harlan peeked through his living room window. Mr. Gregory had found it within himself to get the push-mower going. He could almost smell the freshly cut grass through the glass.

Back in the diner, Sanders had been exceptionally vague in explaining Reclamation Services, LLC. What they did. Who they served. Oh, the man talked and talked and talked, but by the end of it, Harlan knew even less than when the conversation began. Sanders might as well have been a chimney spewing an endless stream of smoke. Whatever he was burning down there, no one knew.

“I’m not doing this,” said Harlan. This situation was nothing but red flags. It was too convenient. Too good to be true. The whole ordeal stank of old carrots and mushy potatoes.

“Where’s the Smith I met in the diner yesterday?”

“He’s right h—”

“The woefully-resigned, come-whatever-may, roll-with-the-river, things-could-always-be-worse Smith?”

Harlan wasn’t sure if he should be offended by the man’s shameless judgment or not. It was all remarkably accurate. “He’s right here, Sanders. And he’s not doing this.”

Sanders let the words hang for a minute.

“Why?” Sanders asked him. “Can you gimme just one good why? Maybe I’ll nullify the contract you signed.”

“I didn’t si—” Harlan stopped himself. His face was red and he was on the cusp of hyperventilating. Deep breaths, he thought. Deep breaths. “Because the whole affair stinks to high heaven, Sanders. Two thousand dollars in an envelope? What am I supposed to make of that? When I left the diner yesterday, this Merge lady said—”

“Wait wait wait wait wait wait wait,” said Sanders. “Wait. Merge’rin? You spoke to Merge’rin?”

“More like she spoke to me. But yes. She said—”

“She’s bad news, Smith. B-A-D bad news.”

“Funny,” said Harlan. “She said the same thing about you.”

“Of course she would. She’s—”

“She’s what?” Harlan finally relented, the other’s ceaseless battering ram having at last succeeded in denting in his door something fierce.

“She’s the competition.”
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​6. Welcome Aboard
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After Harlan dropped the Merge bomb, Sanders ended the call in a hurry. Said it wasn’t safe and that he’d be in touch. Harlan didn’t want to be in touch, but he was starting to think that that wouldn’t be an option anymore. He hated this.

Harlan’s stomach rumbled. It was already past noon and he was all out of sandwich fixings. He took one long look at the stack of hundreds on the table and stuffed them into a lime-green tissue box. The coincidence was not lost on him.

It took him a lot longer to drop the hammer on his porcelain sheep bank. He knew why they made them (at least the genuine ones) without a stopper in the bottom—you were supposed to feel remorse for digging into your savings like this—but knowing didn’t make the process any less medieval.

In the end it was gravity that did the work; it was over in a second. A hundred-odd bucks in bills and change emerged from the heap of cracked porcelain. Harlan choked down a tear as he stuffed a handful of paper into his khakis and swept the shards into the wastebasket before grabbing his fedora off the coatrack and heading out. He hoped for an uneventful afternoon.

The only thing Harlan liked nearly as much as maps (besides coffee and maybe sandwiches) was walking. The City of Antwood—as far as his feet were concerned—was his oyster. Walking might have been the only thing keeping him even remotely in shape. It didn’t do a whole lot for cardio, but at least it exercised his legs. He could walk for hours.

Downtown was a mile or so west of Harlan’s apartment and across any one of three bridges: the Salisburn, the Oldsdale, or the Steel Quincy. There were eight bridges in total spanning the Shellborn River, with the Salisburn and its accompanying street serving as the division between Antwood North and Antwood South. Anything east of the river was considered Antwood East; anything west was Antwood West. The bridge furthest south—perhaps Harlan’s favorite bridge—was technically a pair of bridges collectively called The Stretch, crossing a verdant island known as The Rock in two segments. The sandwich shop Harlan had a hankering for was on the other side of the Steel Quincy, however, so his feet took him thataway.

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d gone for a leisure walk on a weekday. Certainly not since his employment at J & C; that made it at least ten years. The bustle, the hubbub, and the destinations of the cars and street-goers :.the ambiance.: were all different. Time was still money on a Friday afternoon; people moved accordingly.

Not Harlan.

Harlan strolled. And as he strolled, beneath overhanging plum trees in green residential blocks, his mind wandered. He needed to work on his résumé. He’d been an exemplary employee at J & C for ten years. In that time, he’d achieved... one Employee of the Quarter award, three (quite unsubstantial) wage increases, and zero promotions. In fact, he’d never even inquired about moving up. He was good at what he did. He enjoyed what he did. What was it he did, again?

Right—spreadsheets. Yes, he manipulated the number sequences on spreadsheets, aligning them so that they made sense. It was therapeutic, like fitting a puzzle together. Every morning he’d get a jumble of numbers to shift around like a two-dimensional Rubik’s Cube until everything was in order. Sometimes the puzzles had pieces missing (like that Japanese number game, sudoku).

Harlan prided himself on his way with numbers. But what other line of work would utilize these faculties of his? Accounting? Bleh. Duller than haystacks and not nearly challenging enough. And most places required a certification. He’d graduated from university magna cum laude with a degree in Leisure Studies. It wasn’t difficult—all he had to do was do what his professors told him. Harlan was adept at following directions.

It wasn’t until after he graduated that he came to realize the pittance of occupations available with his degree. The adviser at the Career Resources Center pulled up things like “Sandwich Artist” and “Bean Dealer,” but as much as he enjoyed his sandwiches and coffee, he just couldn’t imagine himself in such lines of work.

J & C was something special. It was a miracle that he’d found it—a tiny ad in the corner of the classifieds he had responded to without much hope. Thinking about it—not just the work, but the small things he’d come to depend on for his enjoyment, like his midmorning cup of joe, seeing Beverly for those sixteen seconds on his way in and out of the building, or sometimes how he’d catch her in the cafeteria sitting alone with a soup or Caesar salad—caused a knot to form in his guts. Hindsight. Regret. He’d never reached out to her. Maybe he should have.

He walked through the east commercial district now, making his way down the hill toward the Steel Quincy spread before him, an architectural marvel in weatherbeaten silver: two trussed towers extended toward the sky like gathered wings above two decks of bridge. The upper deck connected seamlessly with the city streets on either side of the river; the lower deck, not thirty feet off the surface of the Shellborn, was used exclusively for pedestrians and cyclists. The counterweights in the bridge’s wings could be lowered to lift the center section and let large boats and river traffic through. The engineering behind it never ceased to instill awe.

Lower-deck traffic was thin today, and at this distance the size of mice. Soon, Harlan would be among them.

†​
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Harlan failed to account for the Friday lunch rush in his calculations, not to mention the popularity of Wicked Wiches Sandwich Shoppe. He felt like one in a jar of pickles. He’d thought the place a hidden gem few knew about, but apparently, he’d never been there at half past one on a Friday. Fortunately, most people seemed to be going for takeout. Harlan took the hint and ordered a Philly cheese to go from the hipster in the man-bun and waited.

It couldn’t just be the time. How come sandwiches were so popular right now? Harlan hadn’t stood in such a packed space since the Radiohead concert at The Repeater back in his university days. The tide of customers surged and swelled as people crashed against the counter, grabbed their orders, and left; others filled the open places almost instantly. This was crazy.

Harlan occupied his mind by reading everything he could see and voicing it under his breath. No one could hear him in the cacophony. He began with the chalkboard over the counter: “Philly cheese, Reuben, ham and cheese, patty melt, BLT, pepper steak, BLTA, BLTB(leu), tuna melt...”

Something was off about the sequence of words. It wasn’t alphabetical, nor was it arranged by meat type or price. And it was certainly different than it had been the last time he was here.

“Veggie wrap, chicken Parm, meatball sub, chicken Caesar...”

It was unordered—like the menu had just been thrown up there with neither rhyme nor reason. But what was the correct order? Why did it bother him so much? And how could he set it right?

“Grilled cheese, po’boy, salmon roll...”

The haphazard arrangement made his skin itch. He couldn’t stand it. Before he knew it, he was repeating the sandwiches again, only in another sequence—the correct sequence. It came so naturally to him that he didn’t even think about it. He inhaled the chaos of the shop and exhaled an intense calm. His skin tingled.

There was a show on TV many years ago about a military outlet that had control of an ancient alien technology—a “stargate”—that served as a portal through wormholes leading to all corners of the universe. There was a wreath of symbols around the stargate—“chevrons,” they called them—that had to be selected in a specific sequence to direct the portal to a specific place. As silly as it sounded, the act of righting the sandwich board felt rather like that. But more significantly, it felt to Harlan routine, natural, like establishing the sequence was his job—to put the City of Antwood in order, one scrambled list at a time.

Harlan wasn’t thinking about this, however. Wasn’t thinking about anything, really. His mind totally spaced as he shuffled around the checkerboard floor with the tide of bodies inhabiting Wicked Wiches Sandwich Shoppe. Somebody stepped on his shoelace and Harlan nearly stepped out of his shoe. The sandwich jockey in the man-bun and overalls was calling his number.

He edged up to the counter with his ticket raised, sliding his loose shoe along the floor as not to lose it. His foot kicked something into the base of the counter and when he looked down to see what it was he found himself, four years younger, just as baby-faced and wearing an awkward smile. He scraped his ID off the floor and an image of Hairy Knuckles fumbling through his pilfered wallet at the counter flashed through his mind.

“Curious,” said Harlan, dripping not a little bit of venom. “So you’re a sandwich man, too.”

“Huh?” asked the sandwich jockey, pushing his thick frames up his nose with a tattooed forearm.

“Nothing. Thanks,” said Harlan and pushed, slid, and levered his way back out of the shop. Another body slipped into his vacated space like he’d left it a vacuum.
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Harlan plopped down on an open park bench overlooking the river. Gulls rode the airwaves on white crescents of wing. A container boat chugged along against the current. If Harlan was lucky, he’d get to watch the raising of the Steel Quincy off to his left. Front-row seating.

He was two bites into his cheese steak when a skinny silhouette cast a shadow over his much-earned lunch. Harlan had had it with interruptions. Couldn’t a jobless man enjoy a sandwich in peace?

“Excuse me, Mr. Smith, sir—”

High pitched and borderline whiny, Harlan knew who the voice belonged to even before the pimple-speckled visage materialized before him. Messy, straw-yellow hair poked out from the blue postal cap pushed now even higher up the kid’s forehead. An untimely breeze would surely carry it off into the river. After the trick he pulled earlier, Harlan hoped for a gust.

Aside from the cool, moisture-laden air wafting up from below, however, the day remained stark still.

“You again? Listen here, bucko—” Harlan set his sandwich down so that he could use his finger for effect. What the heck am I saying? I’ve never used the word “bucko” before a day in my life. “After that stunt you pulled last time, I’m not signing for anything. So you can just take your cap and your union-blue uniform and skedaddle!”

“Wasn’t my idea, sir, honest. B’sides, I won’t be needin’ your signature anymore. I’ve just got another—” The mail-kid produced another white envelope.

“No!” Harlan’s index finger danced an inch from the kid’s nose. “Sanders”—realizing he’d been shouting, Harlan lowered his voice—“Sanders has been nothing but trouble since he crept into my life. I never asked for this. I never—”

“Sanders says that you are morally obliged to—”

“No!”

The kid, much like the last time, was taken aback. His eyes popped wide as he rocked back on his heels. Harlan thought he was going to fall over the railing into the river. Dredging up some resilience from deep inside him, the kid set his jaw and leaned back in to the conflict.

“I’m very sorry to hear that, sir. I’ll just leave this here on the bench next to you, if you don’t mind, and—”

“Mind!” said Harlan, snatching up the envelope and thrusting it toward the kid. “I certainly mind!”

But the kid was already edging away along the railing.

“With all due respect, sir,” he said, “you touched it last.” The kid threw up his hands and darted away—surprisingly swift for such a long and awkward body—clamping one hand down on his cap to keep it from flying away.

When Harlan jumped to his feet—for what end? To enter pursuit? To shout him down?—the sandwich tumbled out of his lap and into the grass. His fists hung tightly at his sides.

Harlan was starting to think that things couldn’t actually get much worse.
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Across the river, buildings stood tall and square on Antwood’s east side, hollow glass things with concrete parapets and walkable roofs. Cheap, utilitarian office space for start-ups that couldn’t afford the downtown overhead but needed to be close to the action.

A thirty-minute walk north of these buildings would find the city’s lone indoor stadium, the SolarPlex, named after its (ultimately rather feeble) attempt to negate its energy footprint by making use of a high-tech solar-paneled roof. Antwood wasn’t known for its year-round sun and, as the engineers had tried to point out, stadium lighting was rather heavy on the power draw.

To the south, another two bridges down, was Antwood’s limited industrial sector. “Limited” in the sense that everything had to be “clean.” As any of the live music venues would attest, the only pollution allowed in Antwood was that of noise. Wood shops, textile mills, breweries, coffee roasters, and printing presses were the variety of industry here. Clean, Green, Creative—a City of Wonder was Antwood’s motto. Yeah—it made Harlan cringe too.

Downtown Antwood—to the back of Harlan, sitting on his bench, feeding pigeons the unsalvageable crumbs from his fallen sandwich and trying his best to ignore the envelope he was destined to open—was characterized by its eclectic architecture and aversion to skyscrapers. Actually, there was a citywide ordinance in place forbidding constructions over thirty stories, and buildings were forbidden to cast a shadow on adjacent parks between the hours of nine a.m. and three p.m. for four months out of the year.

All out of bread crumbs, Harlan turned toward the thing he’d been trying to avoid. Held out before him and blocking out his view of the river was the white legal envelope with another stylized S in the return address corner.

“Sanders,” he cursed, and popped the shovel seal open with a fingernail.


Smith,

I would apologize for keeping Bailey on you so tight if there was a way around it. Our employees’ safety is our utmost concern here at Reclamation Services, LLC. And I should thank you for reading this, but there was no doubt you would. As much as you kid yourself, you are a curious man, Smith. But I digress.

On to business. You are familiar with the Cradle of Sky Cemetery. Your first task as a new-hire is to record the dates of every Vernon, Willis, and Bixby therein. Accuracy is imperative. But you are a man who dots his j’s and slashes his zeroes, am I right? Go now.

Sanders

p.s. Don’t delay.

p.p.s. Why are you still reading this?

p.p.p.s. Time is of the essence, man!

p.p.p.p.s. Go, damn you, go!



Harlan had no particular reason to mind the man. He had, after all, been conned into his current predicament. And yet he found himself pulled to his feet by an almost magnetic :.morally obligatory.: force. In fact, he had to keep himself from hustling south across the park grass. He almost tripped. He did trip, narrowly missing a fresh squirt of dog-do.

One of the reasons why Harlan enjoyed walking was because it gave him a chance to exercise his mind. He would often think on a current mapping project of his, or a particularly obscure crossword question, or his latest work assignment; when he was feeling exceptionally daring (after, say, drinking too many shots of espresso or blowing himself “chai high” with his bimonthly Indian food ritual), Beverly. As it stood, Harlan had no outstanding projects, no job, no chance to ever see Beverly again, and he hadn’t even considered digging the crossword out of the newspaper this morning. That left one rather large elephant in the circus that his life was quickly turning into: yesterday.

And he was doing his darnedest to avoid it.

Only... he found his ID in Wicked Wiches Sandwich Shoppe! Just sitting there on the crowded floor! Was... was Hairy Knuckles there? If Harlan had emerged from his over-revved sense of awareness and opened his eyes, would he have been able to pick his assailant out of the crowd? (I’d recognize those knuckles anywhere.) Was the mugger a ham and cheese man? (Almost definitely. Nasty bugger.) Would he have been able to swing the long arm of justice around on him? (Unlikely. Too much collateral in the joint.)

The Harlan-of-the-moment swore he would have jumped on Hairy Knuckles and crammed his ham and cheese down his throat until he choked. The Harlan-of-the-moment also knew that the Harlan-at-the-time would have backed away sheepishly and maybe tried to inform the sandwich jockey behind the counter of the thief in their midst, and the perpetrator would have gotten away unscathed.

At once, the park grass gave way to a gravel yard full of canvas and compacted tent skeletons. People were setting up early for the Saturday Market where they’d sell everything from organic honey to indigenous beadwork. Harlan kept his head down, hoping no one would call him out. He’d probably missed a Staff Only sign back there somewhere. At any rate, it was too late to turn back; he had no choice but to follow the channel of waist-high fences going up around him.

It must have been an event company setting up the tents because all the workers were wearing the same grey caps and coveralls. Harlan couldn’t make out the name of their company with his furtive glances, but there were a lot of them and they were big, moving boxes under the shadows of their bills. He got the feeling that he was outnumbered and more than once he wanted to hop a fence and make a break for it. Instead, he held himself together and before he knew it, he was out, back onto the park green beside a busy pedestrian and bicycle path.

The world felt a great deal brighter out here. He breathed deep and pointed his feet toward the Oldsdale. He’d take that back east toward Cradle of Sky, scribble down Sanders’ requests and then he’d be done. Done! Done with this (moral obligation)!

Repeating this to himself almost made it sound true.
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​7. Cradle of Sky
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Eff you, Sanders,” swore Harlan. He never swore. “Eff you!” It didn’t matter if he screamed it—he was the only living soul here. It was already getting dark and he hadn’t yet made it halfway through the cemetery. He’d greatly underestimated the number of dead buried here. The popularity of cremation seemed to be on the wane.

Harlan had this half-masted idea that maybe yelling over top of the stonework that kept the dead from bobbing up and out of the earth would alleviate the anger coursing through him. It didn’t. Nor did it make it any less his (moral obligation) mistake for going into this thinking it was remotely doable.

Cradle of Sky Cemetery was a grassy, three-tiered ziggurat-like enclosure that occupied an entire city block. Lacking any sort of registry, Harlan started at the bottom and worked his way up in concentric squares. That was three hours ago. Things went pretty quickly when he could read the tombstones, but most of the buried appeared to lack living relations who cared enough to scrape the years of dirt, moss, and pine needles from their plaques. Also, there turned out to be a great deal more “Vernons,” “Willises,” and “Bixbys” than he had expected.
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