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Archipelago Lost is a companion book to the novel “the Consulate Archipelago”, though these books are in a parallel series. 

“The Consulate Archipelago” is used as a guide in this novel. It is not necessary for the reader to have read “the Consulate Archipelago” since the main character will have read the book and relate the relevant information to the reader. 

I hope you enjoy this book.

And for those interested, “The Consulate Archipelago” is also available for those who want to read it. 
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The characters, organizations and situations presented in this novel are fictitious. Any resemblance between any person, living or dead, is coincidental. 
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CHAPTER 1: AWKWARD CONFERENCE
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“And what do you think?” 

The question caught Matthew off-guard. Not that he was bored or not paying attention, it was just that he wasn’t an active member of this meeting. He was only supposed to observe how things were done. 

They were using the only working meeting room in the building; all the others had not been unpacked yet. Even this room wasn’t fully ready, with a large window that looked directly out on the office and had no blinds for privacy. Matthew found his attention drifting to the window and whatever was happening in the waiting room. Kind of like where his attention was a few seconds ago. 

Matthew turned his attention back to the man at the far end of the table, staring intently at him. This man, their client, had thick glasses, which seemed to amplify his gaze. The man didn’t appear to be angry or frustrated, but rather curious. 

“Well,” the client repeated. “What do you think?”

Matthew squirmed in his seat. He didn’t look around, but he could feel the gazes of the four legitimate team members. They did not seem comfortable, and Matthew could tell by the way their gaze bored into him. After all, they had to spend a lot of time and energy coming up with this strategy, whereas the management had only asked Matthew to sit in this meeting and observe the process.  

“I was only recently added to the team,” Matthew said mildly. “So, I don’t know all the issues or planning and development that went on prior to my arrival. My opinion wouldn’t really make any difference.”

Now he felt the gaze of those other four people start to soften and lift. He was out of their crosshairs and made it out of that trap. 

“That’s right,” added the leader of the project. “He’s not involved. He was only supposed to sit in the background and observe.”

“But he must have an opinion,” stated the client. “Everyone has an opinion, whether or not they understand all the issues. As someone who is uninvolved in this project, I wanted to know if he thinks this is fair.” 

What is fair is not being placed in this situation, Matthew thought. 

The death gazes had returned, boring into the side of his head. Well, if their gazes didn’t kill first, then this meeting would likely kill his chances of getting this job! Maybe Matthew should just book his flight home now. 

“Well,” said the project team leader in a tone that indicated the reverse. “We’re all interested in what your opinion is, Mr. Boxelder? “

Matthew could feel all the moisture in his throat evaporate. He wasn’t given any water; nobody expected him to speak. Instead, he’d have to force his saliva to do the job. 

Then he took a breath. 

“Okay, so here’s what I heard,” said Matthew slowly. “You are trying to set up a second store and you’re choosing between three locations, in three different areas.”

The man at the other end of the table nodded. 

“You wanted to make it identical to the first store, which has the same inventory, the same transportation system, the same decorations, everything,” continued Matthew. “But you are not a franchise. The other people probably haven’t been to the first store. Would they even come and shop at that store if you built it?”

The client was nodding with enthusiasm while the other members at the table barely hid their disdain. 

“Now,” continued Matthew, “if you knew what those other local businesses were, you could get your supplies directly from the area and not have huge transportation costs. Plus, more people are going to go there, especially if they know they are buying things made by their friends and neighbors, not a faceless company.”

Matthew could now see the scowls of the people on the team he was observing. The client was shaking his head enthusiastically. 

“Well,” said Matthew meekly. “At least, that’s what I think.”

“Do you have that?” Asked the Client. 

“What?” asked the Project Manager. 

“All of that,” said the Client. “Information about the businesses in the area, the people, costs and what people grow and make in those three places. All the stuff that he said.”

Now, the project manager tried to clear his throat.

“We’re in the process of getting that information,” said the Project Manager. “Why don’t we take a break for lunch? Then, after, we’ll go through the information we already have.”

Matthew could tell that the four people doing that report weren’t too happy with his suggestion. 

“Good enough,” said the Client.  

At that moment, the other people at the table expressed their agreement as well. 

Matthew breathed again. It was over, at least for the time being. 

There was a knock at the door. 

One of the members of the group got to his feet and opened the door. 

There was a man standing in the doorway. It was Merrick, the interviewer at Matthew’s online interview. 

“I hope I’m not disturbing you,” said Merrick, looking around the room. “I wanted to talk to Matthew when you are finished.”

“We’re breaking for lunch,” said the project leader, who then nodded over to Matthew. “He’s all yours.”

With that, the other members of the group gathered their things and headed out of the door. Merrick came into the office. 

Merrick was of medium height and wore a suit that tried to project authority. He was balding but seemed friendly, a contrast with his attire. There was a manner of respect that others had given him, and he possessed a great deal of knowledge and understanding of the company. 

Though there was also an awkwardness, as though he was trying to fulfill a role he didn’t seem suitable for. Merrick had been his contact with this company and his guide on what was coming next. 

Matthew picked up all of his things and walked to the door of the meeting room. 

“Should I assume that didn’t go stellarly?” Merrick asked. 

“Well,” said Matthew, “the client liked me.”

“See,” said Merrick. “That’s a good thing. I’ll talk with the group later, but I wouldn’t worry about anything that happened. Besides, you won’t be returning to them this afternoon. We have something else for you to do.”

“Another group?” Matthew asked. 

“The address is in my office, so we’ll have to stop by there and get it.”

The meeting room wasn’t that far from Merrick’s office. In fact, they had to walk less than ten steps before they were standing in front of it. The office was also close to the waiting room and the main hall for the employees. 

The door to Merrick’s office was open, and there were windows, which looked out into the waiting room. His office looked a little better than the rest of the complex, but not by much. 

Matthew could see his desk, which seemed organized with a laptop computer and a phone charger on it. 

On the right-hand side of the room was a half-filled bookcase. There was also a chair near the bookcase with a box of books on the seat. This was probably his latest personal project. Around the chair and the bookcase were a series of empty boxes. 

In another corner of the room was a filing cabinet with a box of files on the floor beside it. 

Directly in front of the desk were a couple of chairs with their backs against the window. Matthew also noticed that both of them had boxes as well, though both were taped shut. 

Merrick had darted into the office and grabbed a folded sheet of paper from his desk. Then, he turned around, turned off the light and closed the office. 

Merrick then turned and handed the paper to Matthew. 

“Be there at 2 pm,” said Merrick. “And enjoy your lunch.”

With that, Merrick turned around and left the office. 

Then Matthew opened the paper that he had been given. It read:

––––––––
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The MacHavee Towers, 356 Bank Street.  2:00 pm

––––––––
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With that, he went to lunch. 
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CHAPTER 2: JOB INTERVIEW
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Matthew spent his lunch alone and went through everything in his head. This was definitely not what he had signed up for. In fact, the questions Merrick had asked him at his job interview earlier that week were quite different....

*  *  *
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Matthew sat down nervously. He had just cleaned up the area around the computer and checked that there was nothing distracting in the background. There was a glass of water beside the computer.

The computer had been running for a good hour before he must have checked his camera and mic about a dozen times. It didn’t matter how many times he did job interviews; he was always nervous. 

He glanced at the time on the computer screen. 

It was time to log in to the website. 

He quickly typed his name and the password into the profile he created for this website and clicked on the link, sweat threatening to disrupt the keyboard. 

This made him sweat, of all things. 

A large screen opened, and he stared at a dark screen with the phrase “Please wait as the host lets you into the room”. 

Matthew made a few quick adjustments to his clothes as he waited, glancing at the image of him in the top left corner of the computer. 

And then the screen changed again. 

The screen displayed an office. In the foreground was Merrick. He was in a blue suit with a matching tie. Matthew could also see some empty boxes in the corner. 

Merrick leaned back in his chair and looked at Matthew on his screen. 

“You must be Matthew Boxelder,” said Merrick. “I’m so glad we could arrange this meeting.”

“Me too,” Matthew said nervously. “I’ve been really curious about this. How did you find me?” 

“We’ve been using a special service for our ideal candidates,” explained Merrick. “It screened both job seekers and those who hadn’t applied, and then we reached out to them. This is especially important considering we’re looking for someone with a specific skill set.”

“I’m sure that’s a challenge.”

“I’d like to ask you some questions now, if that won’t be a problem.”

“No problem at all.”

“That’s great,” said Merrick as he appeared to be shuffling some papers off-screen. Then he looked directly at the screen. “We’ve noticed that you have taken many short-term projects and a few mid-length projects, but nothing long term.”

“Some of those projects overlapped,” said Matthew. “I’ve just finished one major project a couple of days ago, so I can give it my complete attention.”

Merrick looked excited. 

“That’s good news,” said Merrick. “Now, according to your resume, you spent some time as a search and rescue volunteer. Could you tell me a bit about that?”

That wasn’t one of his most recent experiences, but it was probably one of the most interesting. 

“Well,” Matthew began, “I volunteered for several years as a member of a search and rescue team. There was an area we were responsible for, and generally you would go out whenever there was a call.”

“So, it was a large, well-structured group, then.”

“There was a large group of volunteers, and a subset of those people would show up for the searches. The other people might have work or family-related issues that would prevent them from showing up. This was a voluntary role after all.”

“And what kind of terrain did you cover?” 

“Most of what we covered was forest, though we would have to be ready to go out at any time day or night. We would be looking for lost hikers. Sometimes people would just wander off and get lost; other times someone would be hurt. Sometimes it would be part of a missing person’s case.”

Merrick seemed to make notes on the other side of the computer screen. Matthew wondered why this was interesting, at least to require notes. Then Merrick looked up at the screen. 

“And it says here that you were a volunteer for five years and a team leader for two?” Asked Merrick. “Is that correct?”

“Well, probably more than that,” clarified Matthew. “There was a formal training course I took, which accounts for those two years. Many times, prior to that when I showed up, I was among the people with the most experience. So, they gave me a team, gave me an area and off we went.”

“And how many people did you supervise on your team?”

“Anywhere from ten to twenty people, depending on how many were there.” 

“Interesting,” said Merrick, and he began to make notes off-screen. 

Matthew waited patiently for more questions about his volunteer work, but none came up. Instead, Merrick continued writing notes off-screen. 

After a minute, Merrick looked back at the computer camera. 

“But you’re not now?” Asked Merrick. 

The question caught Matthew by surprise. 

“I’m sorry?” Merrick said. “Can you repeat the question?”

“Search and Rescue? You’re not a member now?” Merrick clarified.

“No,” he answered. “I haven’t been involved in search and rescue for about five years.”

“Okay,” he replied, and then looked at the papers. Then Merrick looked back at the screen. “It also says here that you were joint owners of a business with Vivian Boxelder?”

“Yes,” Matthew replied. “We developed a business assisting seniors living in their homes.”

“That’s quite a switch,” commented Merrick. “How did you get involved in that?”

“Well, we had a neighbor who often needed help around his home. His family didn’t live nearby, and there was a long waiting list for Senior Services. He didn’t want to move either, so my wife, Vivian, and I started helping whenever we could. Then we noticed how many other people needed help, and that’s when we got the idea.”

“And you had certification to do all this?”

“I had some from my work in search and rescue. My partner was more connected to this field than I was. I made a lot of the initial contact with clients, did some of the purchasing and helped to set up the organization. My partner runs the organization now.”

Merrick nodded and then scribbled down some more notes on his paper. 

“Can you tell me a bit about what you did there?” Merrick asked. 

“Well, initially, we were going to go door to door to see if any seniors needed support,” explained Matthew. “Some of the people we talked with were on waiting lists, but they needed help immediately, so we tried to bridge the gap between now and the time they had professional help. Eventually, we paired up with the local community center and acted as a stopgap until more support came along.”

“That shows a lot of initiative,” Merrick commented. “It also says that you became a supplier?”

“Well, once we connected with the community center,” explained Matthew, “and the number of people we were helping grew, we needed more support. So, we found other people in the community who could help. So, my job changed to coordination. I also took on a role as a supplier, traveling to different medical stores to see if we could arrange things like walkers and wheelchairs. This was especially important for people who did not have family to help them.”

Merrick was looking up occasionally while he was making notes. 

“And what was the toughest part of that role?” asked Merrick. 

Matthew thought about that for a moment. 

“Helping the people who needed it wasn’t the problem,” said Matthew thoughtfully. “It was getting the funding we needed for both the staff and the equipment, which was the biggest challenge. That caused me more sleepless nights than any other issue we faced. And it wasn’t just that we had to get funding once; we needed to keep funding it periodically. It still gives me nightmares.”

“That is very interesting,” said Merrick as he looked up from his notes to the camera. His gaze seemed to come through the screen and focus on Matthew. “I have a few quick questions to ask you. These will be really rapid-fire type questions, and you don’t need to elaborate much on your answer. Okay?” 

Matthew took a deep breath. 

“Okay,” Matthew replied. “I’m ready.”

“Have you done any traveling?” 

“You mean within the country?”

“No, internationally.”

Matthew thought about that for a minute. 

“A few vacations within North America,” replied Matthew. “But nothing outside of the continent.”

“Would your family be concerned if you spent some time in another country?” asked Merrick. “Outside of North America. For a short period, of course.”

Matthew paused for a moment before answering. 

“Well, my wife and I often live apart for varying lengths of time,” replied Matthew. “If it’s not for a long period, I’m sure it would be alright. Obviously, I’d have to talk to her before I can give you a firm commitment.”

“I understand,” replied Merrick, who then made some more notes. “And don’t forget, you don’t need to go into a lot of detail. These are just short-answer questions.”

Matthew made a mental note: short-answer questions, check. 

“It says here one of your interests is swimming?” Asked Merrick. 

“Yes,” replied Matthew. “I went for lessons when I was a kid.”

“Was that part of your search and rescue experience?”

“No, I do that mostly for exercise and stress relief. I got my lifeguard badge, but I haven’t gone swimming in a while.”

Merrick had been writing some notes and then put his pen to the side. 

“Okay, that looks like all the things we wanted to clarify,” said Merrick. Then, he leaned forward and looked directly into the camera, which Matthew felt was like he was looking directly at him. 

“Do you have any questions for me?” Merrick asked. 

“Can you give me some more details about this particular job?” Matthew asked. “I barely know anything about it.”

“I’m afraid I can’t tell you the specifics,” replied Merrick. “That is what Cynthia wants to discuss. I can describe it as some off-site consulting work. We’d like you to come to our office for a few days and do some observations. Of course, we’ll pay you for your time. Then we’ll have a meeting with Cynthia and talk about the project we want you to do for us.” Merrick gave me a reassuring smile. “That meeting will intrigue you; I guarantee that!”

Matthew looked at Merrick and nodded. That sounded reasonable. It was only a few days anyway. 

There was a sudden beeping noise coming from Matthew’s phone. 

*  *  *
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The beeping sound brought Matthew back to the present. It was the alarm on his cell phone. His lunch break was over. 

With that, Matthew had to go to his appointment at McHavee Towers. 
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CHAPTER 3: THE PICK-UP
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After lunch, Matthew drove down to Bank Street. He found a parking spot just a couple of blocks away from MacHavee Towers and parked the car. 

Then, he walked towards the building. 

Matthew’s mind was racing as he was trying to figure out what to expect. That is exactly what he is going to do - not say a thing and just watch. 

Matthew entered a revolving door and exited into the large foyer of the building. There was a green carpet on the floor, and everything looked tastefully decorated. 

He picked a spot that gave him a good view of the foyer. There were a few people entering and leaving the building. None of them seemed to wait for people. Everyone was focused on getting to their destination. 

He quickly reviewed the information he had been given. This was the right place at the right time. So, he was at the spot he needed to be. He had a pen and paper with him so he could unobtrusively take notes. He was ready. 

Matthew scanned the hall once more. 

He had never met this person before and wouldn’t know who he was looking for. Still, Merrick had said to be here, and so here he was. 

A few more people walked into the building and continued on without stopping. 

Maybe he was being too unobtrusive? Is it possible that the person didn’t notice him? He didn’t see anyone come in and scan the room. Everyone just left. 

Then, he saw another person walk out and head over to the concierge station. 

Could that be him?

The man talked with the people at the concierge station for a few moments and then turned in Matthew’s direction. 

Matthew walked towards him, but there was no recognition on the man’s face. 

Instead, the man turned to the revolving door and walked out of the building. 

Matthew was stunned for a moment. He was sure someone would be here to meet him.

At that moment, his cell phone rang. He answered it. 

“Hello,” answered Matthew. 

“Hello Mr. Boxelder,” replied the caller. “My name is Anthony. I’m the person you are here to see this afternoon.”

“Oh, I’m here.” Said Matthew excitedly. “I’m in the lobby.”

“That is great. This makes things easier.” Matthew seemed momentarily confused. “There was an issue that came up, so I’ve had to cancel the meeting both with the client and with you.”

Matthew started fidgeting. 

“I was at the building a while ago,” Anthony continued. “But I had forgotten an important sample box in one of the meeting rooms.”

“I don’t think I can get it,” interrupted Matthew. “The concierge is checking IDs, and I don’t work here.”

“You won’t have to. I called ahead, told them what had happened and asked them to pick up the case. They are holding it for you. You just need to go there, show some ID, and pick it up.”

Matthew felt a little easier. He was glad he didn’t have to search the building for this item.

“When you have the case,” continued Anthony, “drive back to the main office and deliver it to Merrick. He’s expecting it.”

Matthew nodded, though he knew Anthony didn’t know that. 

“This is really important,” Anthony quietly said. “I’d be really grateful if you could do this for me.” 

“Okay,” Matthew replied. “I’ll pick up the sample case.”

“Thanks. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

With that, Anthony hung up the phone. 

Matthew turned off his cell phone and walked over to the concierge desk.

––––––––
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The man working at the desk looked at Matthew. This man was wearing a concierge uniform, and his whole appearance looked immaculate. 

“May I help you?” Asked the concierge. 

“You’re holding something for me,” said Matthew as he held up his driver’s license. 

The concierge looked at the license and then back at Matthew. 

“Yes, I have something for you,” said the concierge as he reached down and pulled out a large black box from a concealed part of the desk. The concierge handed the box to Matthew. 

“Thanks,” said Matthew, grabbing the box and carrying it carefully. 

He wasn’t sure what this thing was, but it required both hands to carry. Still, this was better than doing an observation. At least no one can surprise you with questions. 

With that, Matthew walked out of the lobby and headed back to his car. He’d have to return to the office with this package.
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CHAPTER 4: HOME
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Matthew drove back to the office with the black box. Getting a better look at it, the box had a small combination lock on it. 

He did not know what they wanted him to do next or what job he would eventually end up doing. Still, being a courier wasn’t as bad as what had happened that morning. 

When he reached the company, he rushed up to drop off the sample box at Merrick’s office. Merrick had told him they were still figuring out a schedule for him, and he didn’t need to be here for the rest of the day.

So tomorrow he was going to get a tour and some product instruction, but it was okay to go home early. But he needed to be here all the earlier in the morning. 

And with that, Matthew left the office and headed home. 

*  *  *
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Matthew unlocked and opened the door to his apartment. This place was a temporary situation, and he would not be living here forever. Fortunately, reminding himself of this was enough to keep away the negativity. 

The apartment itself was a small one-bedroom. There was a kitchen and an eating area right beside it. The apartment also had living room space, which also functioned as his office. That was the actual space where he answered the questions for the interview. 

The truth was that he was lucky to find this place, and it was so much less expensive than staying in a hotel. 

The things that brightened the whole place up were the pictures of Vivian, his wife. Those photos kept him distracted, reminding him that this wasn’t his whole existence, and he was out here doing this to help her. Well, to help both of them, really. 

One picture was really special. It was a digital silver picture frame Vivian had bought online. The frame had a special port that allowed you to load up to a dozen photos into the picture frame. The picture frame would alternate those photos over a period of time. Vivian had bought it when they were first living apart and uploaded only pictures of herself in different poses. 

That was the gift that Matthew took anywhere he went, and he also kept it in a place of honor.  

Now she was living in her family’s cottage. Vivian had started her own business and wanted to remain there, providing support for people who were living on their own. The business was doing well, actually. He needed to check in with her later. 

At the moment, he just walked over to the recliner and crashed into for a few moments. The recliner was comfortable, and there was real danger he would fall asleep. Some of the furniture he bought here, while the rest came from home. This was one of his old friends. 

He sent out a quick text to see how she was doing. 

There was an automated text reply:

––––––––
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Thank you for reaching out. I will be unavailable today, but you can contact the office at 7387287267 and leave a message, and we’ll get back to you ASAP. 

––––––––
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Well, maybe he’ll try the office later. Closing his eyes for a few minutes doesn’t sound like a bad idea...

*  *  *
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Matthew had awakened with a start. It took a moment for him to get his bearings of where he was, not that he didn’t recognize the living room. 

He grabbed his phone and flipped it on. First of all, he had only been asleep for twenty minutes. That was a good power nap. The second thing was that he hadn’t received any calls or text messages. 

Vivian was working in another time zone. She might still be at the office. Maybe he could catch her there. 

In front of his chair was an older laptop that he used for video chats and meetings. He turned on the computer and adjusted some of the settings. This system was always a bit wonky. After fiddling with the camera, he signed into his video chat app. There were a couple of rings before it picked up on the other side. 

“Vivacious Senior Support, this is Chloe,” said a woman on the other side of the screen. Vivian has such a creative streak in her. They had a digital reception area, since many of the people who worked there traveled a lot. 

Maybe that should be a model for the job he was working on now. Again, he’s not being paid for suggestions, at least not yet. Why give someone else a promotion when you’ve barely started? 

“Hey Chloe,” Matthew greeted. “I just wanted to know if Vivian was in.”

Chloe had been with the organization since the beginning. She was a great asset since she could do all the scheduling for the employees, run the website, and handle all the communications. Some of their clients weren’t as tech savvy as others, so they needed everything.  

“Oh, hi Mr. Boxelder,” she said excitedly. “I’ll just check.” Chloe started looking at something on her computer. Then, she turned back and looked at Matthew. “She’s marked herself out all day. I know she has a few appointments today, so she’ll mostly be traveling to different clients.”

Though the business covered some of the local residents, some of the clients lived further away. There was some travel time involved, especially if you didn’t have your own transportation. 

“Do you want me to make a note on her calendar for her to call you?” Chloe asked. 

“No,” Matthew said. “No, I already sent her a text. I just figured I’d try the office on the off chance she was around.” Chloe nodded. “I’m guessing things are pretty busy.”

“It’s been crazy! There’s a lot going on, but I think she wanted to tell you herself. How are things over there? Are you bored yet and want to come back?”

A not-so-subtle jab at him, leaving everything for Vivian. Although they came up with the idea together.

“Actually, I’m starting a new contract,” Matthew explained. “I don’t know exactly what we’re doing just yet, but the interview raised some interesting possibilities.”

“Very cool. I hope it works out.”

“Thanks.”

“Just remember, you’ll always have a job here,” Chloe said. 

There was a momentary flicker of doubt that crossed Matthew’s mind. What was he doing there? Why didn’t he go back to his wife and the company they originally built? Why was he staying here? Maybe once he knew more about this contract, they had for him, he’d have a better understanding of the situation. 

“Thanks again.” 

“Well, I have to update a few schedules soon.” Chloe blurted. “It was great talking with you. I’ll let Vivian know you called.”

“You don’t have to. She’s really busy, and I can wait until our usual time. Besides, I sent her a text already.”

“Okay, bye.”

“Bye,” said Matthew, and he shut off the app. 

He had mixed feelings about being here. Matthew and Vivian had talked about this when Matthew’s job offer came up. They had agreed that they could handle the challenge of two distant job locations and still make the marriage work. 

And they did, at least mostly. At least that’s what Matthew kept telling himself. Though there were times he had doubts sneaking in. 

Still, he had made a promise to Merrick, and after it was all done, he would take his wife on a second honeymoon somewhere. With that happy thought, he got ready for the next day. 
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CHAPTER 5: ORIENTATION
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The next day, Matthew arrived at the office before most people got there. He was still trying to get used to the new building. On the last few trips, he kept getting lost, and it took him longer to get there. The staff seemed alright with that, considering how chaotic everything seemed. 

Today, he left earlier and figured out the right route. There were very few cars in the parking lot. That was when Matthew saw the truck and trailer. 

The truck was parked in the loading area near the employee entrance. The trailer was large. It was white with the emblem of the new company on it. They were bringing in some supplies from the new company. A few people were already unloading the truck and placing the boxes in different groups. 

It looked like another day of dodging clutter. 

Matthew left his car and went into the employee entrance. 

He climbed a flight of stairs that led to the second floor. The company had bought this entire building, though he still didn’t know where everything was. 

Matthew had to walk down the hall to get to the main consultant room. He had to pass several rooms, which were still locked. Some of them had been converted into conference rooms, others were computer labs, and some he didn’t know. Some rooms had windows in them that looked out into the hall, while a few of them didn’t.

The halls were big enough to accommodate many people walking on either side, though they weren’t as large as a school or shopping mall. He could also see problems with people waiting in these halls for one of the doors to be opened. Though honestly, how long would that happen?

There were a couple of sets of side corridors, which also broke off from the main hall. Down these corridors were computer labs, smaller meeting rooms and utility rooms, which were used to store supplies. 

Matthew had seen one of these utility rooms, and it was filled with unopened boxes. He had only hoped that they were labeled because he noticed that the boxes coming from the main company often weren’t. Still, this wasn’t something he had to worry about. 

One side corridor had a large freight elevator at the end. Obviously, this was how they were getting the furniture to the rooms, but some of them required both disassembly and reassembly to get them into the rooms. Matthew had seen a few people trying to get a large desk together. 

At the very end of the hall were three areas: the main entrance for the customers, the main room for the consultants, which was to the right of the customer entrance, and Cynthia’s office, which was directly across from the consultants’ room. 

The customer entrance was a small space with a set of stairs across from an elevator. This place was still being decorated, though there were a few potted plants spread about the entrance area. A couple of benches were also set up near the stairs and the elevator. 

A couple of signs informed the visitors to register in the consultants’ room, which was on the customer’s left when they entered the hall. 

As Matthew approached the end of the hall, he stared at the third area: Cynthia’s office. The office seemed to be pushed back a bit from the entrance, giving more space for people to come into the building. The door had been locked since he had arrived, and he had never seen it open. 

Matthew just stared at the door a little longer and then turned to the consultant’s side and entered that area. 

––––––––
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After entering the waiting room, he passed Merrick’s office and the meeting room, where he had his disastrous conversation. Glancing at the meeting room, Matthew noticed someone had installed retractable blinds over the windows. How wonderful that they did it now!

Of course, there were boxes everywhere, but these were still unopened. The unpacking hadn’t even started yet. 

After passing through those areas, he wandered in the back to see the primary area for the other consultants. 

This space still wasn’t ready. There was a large open space that could hold thirty portioned areas but now held only ten. Some of them were just empty work desks with nothing around them. The ten desks were divided into two rows of five, and there were a few people putting their belongings on them. 

Everyone else had to wait for their desks to arrive and be brought up. Matthew wondered if that was what the truck carried today or if it would come in later. 

At either end of the room were stacks of chairs, which had apparently arrived before the desks. At both ends of the room were rows of cubicles spaced against the wall. Around the cubicles were boxes filled with a worker’s personal possessions. Each box had a name and number marked on it. 

Matthew just stared at this contradiction of space and clutter. 

“I thought I’d find you here,” said Anthony from behind him. 

Matthew turned around and saw Anthony. 

Physically, Anthony wasn’t very tall or big, but he just radiated confidence. Every move had a purpose, and he wanted you to know it. He wore a casual sweater and slacks, but everything looked immaculate. 

“Okay, so what are we doing today?” Matthew asked. 

“Today, I’m going to take you on a tour through this building,” said Anthony. “Then, I am going to familiarize you with some of our products and services. In other words, I’m going to teach you what you need to know to be an outstanding employee!” 

Matthew nodded, mentally noting that Anthony had forgotten to add “like me” at the end of his sentence. Probably his attempt at being humble. 

“Where do you want to start first?” Matthew asked. 

“Well, you’ve seen a lot of the upper floor and some of our services already. What you haven't seen yet is the ground floor and some of our product lines.” Matthew nodded as he spoke. “So, let’s go to the ground floor.”

*  *  *
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The morning began with a tour the building, starting on the lower level. 

Matthew and Anthony walked down the stairs, the back stairs, to the entrance of the storeroom. Before entering the storeroom, Anthony looked at Matthew. 

“We’ll be going into the temporary warehouse,” said Anthony. “This is where we are keeping things before we move them to the real warehouse, which is under construction. We’re not stopping to look around but walking through it to go to the showroom. Got it?” 

Matthew nodded. 

Now, he was a little intrigued since they weren’t stopping to check things out. 

With that, Anthony opened the door, and they walked into the temporary warehouse. 

Almost immediately, Matthew could hear some noise as machinery - he assumed forklifts - were moving boxes around. At that moment, he wished he had brought some earphones. 

On the left-hand side, there were about a hundred construction road barricades neatly stacked together. All of them were a standard orange color with a flashing yellow light. Matthew wasn’t sure why they needed so many but gave it a shrug and looked at the next section. 

In one area, there were many empty boxes and a couple of people putting together some of the furniture for the office. Also, there was a small section of partially completed desks, which were going to be carried upstairs. 

They moved from this section to the main part of the warehouse. 

Throughout the warehouse, there were large shelves that stretched to the ceiling. Some of these had been packed with different-sized boxes; others were in the process of being assembled. Everything seemed to have a put-together-at-the-last-minute feel to it. 

There was a large assortment of boxes, separated by the size of the product inside (or at least by the size of the box being used). There didn’t seem to be any known signs of what was inside, however. All the similar-sized boxes were just pushed together. This place had the same feeling as the offices upstairs, and Matthew just wondered how many of those boxes were actually empty. 

The size of this warehouse really impressed Matthew. Most of the ground floor was actually geared towards storage. He also noticed that within this space were some stairs, which led to the basement. Beside those stairs was a large stack of boxes, waiting to go there. He was glad he didn’t have to move all those boxes. 

Anthony moved with a purpose, trying to stay on the track to get to the showroom. His brisk pace implied that he didn’t want to be here. Maybe Anthony was worried that if he didn’t make through the warehouse, someone would come over and conscript them into moving some boxes. 

As they moved past some of the different items, Matthew recognized a group of boxes on the floor. These boxes were neatly organized by different sizes. All of them had the label “Acrolyte Generators” on them. It was a brand name Matthew was familiar with. 

He walked over to them for a few moments. When he was doing rescues, he kept one of their portable generators in his truck, in case he needed to charge up phones or his flashlight. It was a really great brand. 

Yet what were those generators doing here? Some of these boxes were of the portable variety, but there were bigger ones meant for homes and small businesses. Obviously, they were brought in by the forklift. And there was a large space beside the small business generators. Maybe they were waiting for more boxes. 

“You have a lot of generators,” commented Matthew. 

“You won’t need to worry about that now,” said Anthony. “This is just the tour.” 

Matthew left the generators and did a quick jog to catch up with Anthony. Then, they fell in step together and continued to the exit. 

Of course, there were many boxes clustered together. Matthew did not know what was in any of these boxes or how heavy they were. Yet they were all the same size, and they were stacked together. 

Eventually, they made it to the door of the showroom without being asked to move any of the boxes. They opened the door and walked out into a short, narrow hall, which cut down the noises coming from the main building. 

The first floor was large but not nearly big enough to house a showroom and a temporary warehouse. Instead, they brought in a separate building to be a temporary showroom and kept it separate from the temporary warehouse. Of course, whether they kept the showroom after their actual warehouse was built and everything was moved out of the building was up for debate.

Anthony opened the door to the showroom, and both of them walked inside. 

From the moment Matthew had entered the showroom, he had felt cramped. The room was a large rectangular building with several display cases and tables set up in the back half of the room. Theoretically, the front half of the showroom should have a large open space, but that was currently occupied by both packed and unpacked boxes. 

Currently, there were four people in the room, hurriedly setting everything up. 

Anthony walked to the center of the room and started doing a quick inspection. Nobody really paid any attention to him as they had more important things to worry about.  

Matthew noticed one of the boxes he had seen a few minutes ago. It was open and lay next to a table. The box was filled with packing foam and carried many bottles. A woman was taking them out of the box and putting them in an open case behind her. 

Matthew reached out and picked up the bottle, looking at it. It was a bottle of organic vitamin pills. A moment later, the woman took the bottle out of his hand and glared at him. She had too much to do to worry about visitors. 

Matthew stepped back and looked at the contents of that display case. They didn’t have just organic vitamins, but there was cold medicine, headache medicine, and other kinds of over-the-counter health and beauty products.  

Matthew stepped back and looked at some of the other tables. A couple of them were empty and didn’t even have boxes near them. 

Another table had a tablecloth thrown over it. On the table was a neatly folded shirt, which seemed to have some kind of circular design in the middle. On either side of the shirt was a gauntlet for a particular hand. This looked like some kind of gaming gear, though Matthew didn’t understand what it really was. 

Glancing near the table, he saw several unopened boxes clustered together. There was the black box he had carried, pushed over to the side. Was this the thing that was so important to them? 

Anthony was talking to the man who was setting up that particular table.  

Then, in the far corner of the room, Matthew caught sight of something on the floor. There were a couple of portable generators on the floor beside the table. 

Matthew wandered over to get a better look at them. One of them reminded him of the one that went with him on emergency searches. He used to keep it in the back of his pickup truck. 

He recognized the types of generators, too. One of them was gas-powered, and the other was electric-powered. He’d have to check the brochures to see how long both of them would last. 

“Well, this is our showroom,” Anthony said as he approached Matthew. “You really don’t get an idea of the range of products, but I have brochures and papers to make up for that. So why don’t we leave them to set up, and we can talk about all this!” Anthony made a sweeping gesture to the room around them. 

Matthew nodded, and with a goodbye to the workers, they left the showroom.

*  *  *
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Matthew and Anthony left the ground floor and found a smaller meeting room where they could go through the products. 

The first part of the day had Anthony giving out the product specs and information. Then, Matthew and Anthony would go through the information together, talking about the important points. Anthony also gave him some pointers and tricks to help him with the sale of the products. 

Matthew would take notes, marking what he should and should not do when selling each product.

After a short break, Matthew was left to go through the material alone. 

Matthew was just overwhelmed. It wasn’t just that there was a lot of information to go through, but that he had a hard time making sense of the different product lines. There didn’t seem to be any coordinating elements between them. There was no connection, which made it more difficult to understand the company. 

Again, he didn’t know what they wanted him to do at this company. Anthony’s notes were all geared toward sales, but he had no sales experience. He could talk knowledgeably about the generators, since that came from personal experience. He had very little experience talking about those vitamins or health and beauty products. 

Still, he pushed himself forward and kept on studying those papers. Eventually, all of those numbers and product features blurred together. And he needed a break!

Then, Matthew left the meeting room and wandered over for a coffee. 

*  *  *
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The main staff had one of the smaller conference rooms converted into a “Break Room”. This had a small kitchenette set up with a fridge and a coffee machine. Some people had brought their real cups with them, but there was also a package of disposable cups. 

In the middle of the room was a large lunchtime table, but no one was using it. In fact, there was only Anthony here and a couple of the other employees. 

One of them was a woman, who was shorter with long dark hair. She had an energetic look and was changing her purpose from one person to another.  

The other one was a man who was tall and lanky. He seemed to tower over both of his companions, yet he was dominated by Anthony’s glow. 

The three of them were leaning against the table or the fridge. They were talking and laughing when he came into the room. Matthew heard their conversation. 

“Did they give you the Pheonix Training Contract?” Asked the woman of the other man. Both she and Anthony were focused on the other man. 

“Yeah, I start next week,” said the other man. “It’s a two-week intensive. It’s been so long, I have to review it.”

The woman shrugged. 

“You’ve given it enough times,” she said. “You’ll be fine.”

Anthony looked over and made eye contact with Matthew 

“Speaking of training courses,” said Anthony and gestured for Matthew to come over to the group. Matthew nodded. Then he walked over, grabbed a disposable cup and poured some coffee. “So, know everything yet?”

“I needed a break,” said Matthew

Matthew walked over with his cup of coffee to the group. 

“So, how’s the studying?” the woman asked. 

“My brain is turning to mush,” replied Matthew. “I keep mixing up the features of the different products.”

“If you want to succeed, you’ve gotta focus,” said Anthony. “Just stick with it for the long term! Don’t stop partway or hand it off to someone else so they can finish it! Just keep going, no matter what. That’s how I ended up here.” 

Matthew rolled his eyes. That works so well when you are divided into departments! 

“Don’t listen to him,” said the woman. “It takes time to get everything together. We’re also having to learn that new product line or at least be aware of it.”

“So, this is happening to everyone?” asked Matthew. 

“Well, not everyone,” said Anthony with an annoying smile. “Some people are just quick studies!” 

The other two rolled their eyes at Anthony and turned back to Matthew. 

“Relax,” said the other man. “You’re in good company. Most of us are trying to familiarize ourselves with the new products.”

“I’m more interested in their new line of products,” said the woman. “It might be called Super Health Support or something like that.”
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