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​Chapter 1: The Routine Trip
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Chicago Union Station was built for titans, but it housed cattle. Every weekday morning at 6:37 sharp, the place heaved with the collective self-loathing of corporate America, and Connor Walsh belonged to it more than he’d ever admit. He slipped through the stone archway at Madison and Canal, right arm braced against the flow of lesser suits, eyes glued to the glowing rectangle in his left palm.

“Move, you fucking mannequins,” he muttered, the phrase half a threat, half a prayer, swallowed by the ambient churn of footfalls and over-caffeinated voices.

The main concourse radiated sickly fluorescent light, bouncing off marble and commuters' faces with equal cruelty. He could feel it leeching vitamin D straight from his bloodstream. Even now, Connor’s phone vibrated with a notification storm—emails, Slacks, two new voicemails from people who thought "urgent" meant "drop your pants and answer immediately." He ignored them for the next twelve steps, counting the distance to the ticket barrier like a nervous tic.

He sidestepped an elderly lady in a Cubs windbreaker and nearly collided with a Starbucks runner balancing a dozen cardboard trays. The air reeked of burnt espresso and hand sanitizer, with top notes of hot breath and city funk, even at this hour. At the far side of the hall, a PA system warbled the announcement for his 7:01 express: “Platform 18 now boarding for... St. Louis. Please have your tickets ready.” The message repeated, as if to remind them all that time was just a line to be crossed, over and over, until the day you missed your train for good.

Connor thumbed through his calendar, eyes tracking the motion of a flock of finance bros in identically bad checkered ties. His own suit was Italian, charcoal, knife-creased; a fuck-you purchase from a closing sale in River North. The tie he’d picked for today was navy silk, a subtle “go to hell” in a world that wanted you in stripes.

He barely looked up as he reached the ticket barrier. The agent, a human relic who’d worked this post since the city still had actual winters, didn’t even slow him down. Connor held out his phone with the QR code at precisely the right angle, flashed a micro-nod, and passed through. On autopilot, he fished for the last drag of his travel mug—cold coffee, tongue-numbingly bitter—and moved on.

Two stories below, the Great Hall was an ocean of humanity: exhausted mothers corralling toddler escape artists, hungover grad students propping their skulls up with McDonald’s hash browns, and the unsleeping mob of office drones who thought showing up early would put them a rung higher on the ladder. No one made eye contact. Even the panhandlers gave up after a glance.

Connor’s phone vibrated again. He didn’t need to check the screen to know it was his boss, Landis, already shitting gold bricks about some deliverable due “by close of business.” Connor was three-quarters certain Landis had never known a moment’s pleasure in his entire life.

As he queued up for the escalator, Connor’s gaze flicked briefly to the glass dome overhead. It should have been inspiring, the architectural majesty, the brute optimism of American engineering. Instead it was like a crystal coffin, holding all of them inside and letting God watch as they ground themselves down. A low whistle from the train yard seeped in. Connor let it guide his breathing, slower, deliberate, while he faked interest in a breaking news alert about a tech IPO he was two years too late to profit from.

At the bottom of the escalator, the crowd compressed into a writhing tube, propelled forward by existential dread and the promise of overtime pay. The boarding platforms stank of ozone and piss. Connor felt a drop of something splash onto his shoe, which was annoying, because they were new, and he hadn’t even gotten them broken in yet.

He checked his watch. 6:48. Twelve minutes until departure. He had enough time to respond to three emails and block at least one calendar invite before reaching his seat. He did both, cursing softly at the little ping every time the reply came back faster than the last.

The intercom buzzed. “All aboard for St. Louis. Final call.”

Connor’s lips curled in a half-grin. “Yeah, yeah, keep your pants on,” he said to no one, and stepped out onto the platform, the familiar judder of his pulse smoothing out as he found his stride.

The train sat idling like a beast under a butcher’s knife, slick and silver, its insides already aglow with the light of a hundred laptops. Connor shouldered past a pair of salespeople comparing mutual funds, eyes narrowed as if their existence cost him money. The conductor was a dead ringer for Captain Kangaroo and seemed equally delighted to punch Connor’s e-ticket.

“Welcome aboard, Mr. Walsh,” the man said, in a tone that landed somewhere between sarcasm and genuine hospitality.

Connor rewarded him with the rarest of gestures: a look up, full eye contact. “Thank you. Don’t crash.”

The guy snorted. “We’ll try not to.”

The ritual complete, Connor climbed the steps, ducked through the sliding doors, and exhaled—out of habit, like a diver surfacing for air.

If he had to do this every morning (and he did), he’d at least perfected the routine: shave in the shower, teeth brushed with one hand while checking Bloomberg headlines on his phone with the other, suit tailored and shirts dry-cleaned on a rotation so strict you could plot it on a Gantt chart. He liked to think he was more predator than prey, but days like today, he wondered if the two ever meant anything different.

Inside the train car, the seats were plush but unforgiving, all blue leather and fake chrome accents. Connor clocked the faces around him: the sleep-deprived junior analyst, two rows up, already drooling onto her legal pad; the hipster in tortoiseshell glasses, scrolling Twitter while pretending to work on his novel; the sleep apnea guy in the next car, who’d snored so loudly last week that the conductor almost threw him off at Joliet.

Connor staked out a window seat, dropped his bag into the overhead, and checked his phone again. Forty-seven unread messages. One from his mother (which he skipped), two from Landis (which he couldn’t), and a half-dozen from coworkers all elbowing each other for credit or cover. He’d once considered getting off social media altogether, but the thought of missing something—some critical detail, some opportunity—made his skin itch.

He settled in, elbows out just enough to claim his territory, and popped open the MacBook. The train wasn’t even moving yet, but he was already chasing down the day’s fires, triaging deliverables, flagging the ones he could ignore until lunchtime.

Connor Walsh, corporate warhound, commuter, prisoner of routine. For a moment, he looked up from his inbox and watched the world blur past the window, the city’s glass and stone bleeding together as the train lurched to life. He sipped his coffee, grimaced, and got back to work.

Tomorrow would be exactly the same.

Connor loved the silence before a train’s true momentum, the sticky tension of a hundred lives in hold mode before acceleration sorted the haves from the hungover. He powered down the aisle, long strides dodging knees and carry-ons, side-eyeing anyone dumb enough to sit in his way. The new cars were supposed to be an improvement—wide aisles, zero-g cushions, wireless charging pads built right into the armrests—but the designers had never once ridden with a full compliment of Monday-morning assholes.

He scanned the placards above each seat. 12B. Business class. Window, minimal foot traffic, maximum plausible deniability for ignoring the rest of humanity.

His seatmate was already there: mid-thirties, mouse-brown hair pulled into a clinical ponytail, pantsuit so conservative it was probably on the ballot in November. She didn’t look up from her phone even as Connor flung his bag into the overhead, then yanked it out, rotated it, and jammed it back in. He admired her focus for all of two seconds before crowding her elbow and sitting down hard enough to rattle the tray table.

She flinched. “Excuse you,” she said, not looking up.

“Sorry,” Connor grunted. He wasn’t. He hit the window button, adjusted his own air vent, and started excavating his mobile office.

He worked the zipper on his laptop sleeve, extracting his MacBook with surgeon precision. Charger coil, dongle, backup battery—all set out on the tray like weapons at a strip-search. With his index finger, he tapped the keys three times to bring it to life. If you didn’t show the tech who was boss, it walked all over you.

Next to him, Ponytail started composing a message, fingers hammering the touchscreen in rapid bursts. She glanced sideways, checking his progress. “Early start?”

Connor grunted again, which was more than the situation required. “Markets open early.”

“Not on a holiday.” She didn’t specify which one. He ignored her.

He logged in, running through the two-factor like a SWAT breach. In the background, the train speakers murmured the standard boilerplate: “Please stow all personal belongings, fasten your seatbelts, and prepare for a swift departure.” He found this both condescending and comforting. There was something to be said for a ritual, especially when you knew it better than the script.

The seat was real leather—sweaty in the summer, arctic in winter. He adjusted his collar so it wouldn’t stick. Out came the phone, now vibrating so hard it practically hovered off the table. He set it to Do Not Disturb, which lasted until Landis’s “VIP” contact override forced its way through.

“Goddammit,” he muttered, then forced a smile as he answered. “Morning, boss.”

Ponytail tuned in for a second, then lost interest when she realized it was the world’s dullest pissing match. Connor made the call as brief as humanly possible:

“Connor, did you see the email—”

“Read it. The deck’s up to date.”

“I’m told the numbers don’t add up for—”

“They do, if you check the right tab. Look again.”

A huff, then a pause. “Fix it before the client call.”

“Already did.”

He hung up and flinched at the low battery warning on his screen. “Jesus, already?” He dug into his bag for the cord, elbowing Ponytail’s arm in the process. “Sorry,” he repeated, zero sincerity.

She finally looked up, met his eye, then looked away, satisfied she was dealing with a garden-variety alpha douche and not something more threatening.

Connor checked his watch—6:59. He watched the second hand crawl toward the hour, tick-tock, tick-tock, life dripping away in microdoses. He slugged the last half-ounce of coffee from his battered thermos, cringing at the oily aftertaste. There was no caffeine in the world strong enough to make him give a shit about this deck, but he was being paid to pretend, and Connor was a professional.

Outside the window, the city blurred into a smear of brick and glass. At exactly 7:01, the train shuddered, coughed, then rolled. Connor felt the subtle change in pressure as if his own circulatory system was pulling forward, uncoiling down the rails.

He heard the familiar snick of a snack cart making its way up the aisle. The attendant—a college kid with piercings and a soul-crushing sense of defeat—stopped just long enough to make eye contact.

“Breakfast?”

“Black coffee. Large,” Connor replied. He watched the kid mark it down, then remembered to say “Please.” Old habits.

“Anything for your friend?” the attendant asked, head angled at Ponytail.

“She’s not my friend,” Connor said.

“I’ll take a bagel. Toasted, if possible.” The woman didn’t look up from her phone.

“Coming up.”

Connor opened the deck and pretended to proofread while he scanned the car for interesting faces. There weren’t any. The suits all looked alike, their personalities sanded down by years of HR-mandated training and motivational quotes on Slack. Even the kids in economy had an air of slow suffocation, like they were being fossilized in real time.

He typed a note into his phone: "Pitch client on creative numbers, push back if Landis starts in. No eye contact." He copied it to his Evernote, then closed the app with more force than necessary.

Across the aisle, a red-faced guy in a golf shirt tried to cram a gym bag under the seat with his foot. Connor watched as the man kicked it, then shoved it harder, then finally got on his knees and rammed it like a rugby scrum. The gym bag did not win. Connor snorted in satisfaction.

The snack cart returned, coffee sloshing in a tall paper cup, bagel wrapped in cellophane and condensation.

“Enjoy,” the attendant said, then moved on.

Ponytail grabbed her bagel, inspected it, then peeled back the plastic and inhaled it in three tidy bites.

Connor sipped his coffee. Better than the station’s sludge, though not by much. He checked his watch again: 7:08. The car’s silence was now absolute, the only sounds the muted clack of keys and the occasional throat clear.

He looked out the window. The last of Chicago was receding, concrete giving way to trees, train yards and the blank promise of middle America.

A second later, he was back at the laptop. The numbers weren’t adding up. He massaged the data, ran macros, and cursed every decision that led to him giving a damn about other people’s profits.

Train still rolling. Time still passing. Connor’s mind barely registered the transition from city to country, the way the world outside went from brutalist gray to the early green of April. He was already three meetings deep in his head, already strategizing how to put Landis in his place before the first client call.

The train hit its stride, tracks humming like a heartbeat under the seat. Connor didn’t notice. He was too busy making the day his bitch.

By 7:18, Connor had joined the swarm of weekday commuters locked in a silent arms race. Every laptop screen in his sightline glowed with spreadsheets, chat bubbles, or news feeds, all of it urgent, none of it meaningful. Someone in the row ahead of him had a Bluetooth headset with an LED that blinked every three seconds, like a death-row clock for whatever sad client was on the other end.

He double-checked his calendar: Four meetings, three deadlines, and a “mandatory fun” virtual happy hour that would be neither. Connor lived and died by the color blocks in his iPhone’s calendar app. He scheduled even his bathroom breaks, back-to-back, as if his bladder were an external stakeholder.

A ping. Then another. Landis, again. The guy could find new ways to repeat himself all day.

Connor dialed in to the team call, voice set to monotone with just enough edge to telegraph that he was not fucking around.

“Morning, Connor. I see the numbers—”

“They’re fixed. Check the doc.”

“Client still wants the deck by ten.”

“Client can want in one hand, shit in the other.”

A brief, awkward silence. Someone else snickered—probably Ayesha, the only analyst in the org with a sense of humor. Landis, undeterred, started assigning action items with the subtlety of a firing squad.

Connor split his screen, watched the numbers crawl on one side while a fantasy baseball update ran on the other. He pretended to listen. Landis wrapped up with, “Don’t forget the TPS report by end of day,” and Connor found his hand moving almost involuntarily to the mute button.

He hissed: “Jesus Christ, another TPS report? What, are we auditing Hell now?”

Ponytail next to him grinned without looking up. “I hear the Devil’s big on quarterly reviews.”

Connor liked her better already.

He ended the call and dove back into his deck. The rhythm of the rails was background noise now, a staccato that kept his heart in lockstep with his email. He responded to seven, deleted nine, flagged one “high priority” for later because he needed to save some suffering for the ride home.

The conductor came through, punching tickets with a holstered scanner. This time, it was a woman: late fifties, gold tooth, eyes like she’d seen every flavor of commuter burnout and survived them all. She didn’t even ask for the ticket—just nodded and moved on.

Connor felt a brief spike of admiration. The real professionals never wasted motion.

The intercom blared again: “Ladies and gentlemen, next stop Joliet. Dining car now open for breakfast.” Connor didn’t need breakfast but he did need a reason to move, so he stood, wedged his laptop under his arm, and shuffled past Ponytail without saying a word. He made his way through the connecting corridor, the world shifting underfoot as the train curved around some nameless bend in the track.

The dining car was deserted except for one kid wearing Beats headphones and another man slumped over a tablet, drooling. Connor ordered a blueberry muffin (worst on the menu, but good enough to justify the trip), then perched at a table near the window.

He checked his reflection. Bloodshot eyes, jaw set in permanent clench, hair that looked expensive but never felt right. He sipped the dregs of his second coffee, waiting for the muffin, letting himself almost feel tired. A ping: his mom, again, this time with a photo of her cat in a tiny Cubs jersey.

Connor allowed himself half a smile before deleting the message. Love was a luxury, and he had work to do.

He spent ten minutes in the dining car, counting every click of the tracks, before returning to his seat. The air had changed—a low hum of activity, less tension now, as if everyone on board had surrendered to the rhythm.

He dropped into his chair, immediately pulled up his task list, and realized he’d completed three of the five things scheduled before 9 a.m. He let his head drop back against the leather and closed his eyes for the first time since leaving his condo. For a single moment, he let the world run without him, the sound of the train peeling away the layers of urgency until there was nothing left but pure momentum.

He stretched his neck, cracked his knuckles, and exhaled—long, slow, and almost human. He opened his eyes and watched the world fly by, not caring what he missed. Whatever came next, he’d deal with it.

For now, the train just kept going.
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​Chapter 2: Arrival in the Old West


[image: ]


The train stopped like someone had yanked the emergency brake with a gun to their head. No gentle deceleration, no PA warning. Just a titanic screech that vibrated straight through Connor’s bones, snapping his gaze up from the phone in his lap.

For half a second, the world outside was motionless, like time had burped and forgotten to hit play again. Then came the hiss, a wet animal exhale that steamed the windows and fogged every neuron in Connor’s skull.

He blinked. Looked again. No banks of fluorescent lighting, no echoing announcements, no armies of suits jostling for the escalator. He should have been at Grand Central, some cavernous cathedral of corporate transit, but instead—

Instead he was looking at the most depressingly sun-bleached wooden platform he’d ever seen. It was barely wider than the train car itself, splintered boards nailed together by someone with either zero architectural training or a deep-rooted hatred for human ankles. A sign hung askew at the end of the platform: “SILVERDALE.” Painted by hand, in letters that couldn’t agree on their own font.

He tried to stand, only to be jostled by a passing grandmother in a gingham dress straight out of a Halloween store. She moved fast for her age, using a parasol to bludgeon her way through the jammed aisle. Connor caught a mouthful of her perfume—lilac and mothballs—and lost track of her as she barrelled toward the door.

“Jesus,” he muttered, realizing his heart was hammering. He was supposed to have twenty more minutes before the transfer at Joliet.

He looked around for someone, anyone, who looked as confused as he felt, but the rest of the car was already emptying like someone had screamed “fire.” Ponytail, his former seatmate, was gone. So was every other familiar face.

He stepped into the aisle and tried his best to project confidence, but the platform outside radiated the kind of hospitality normally reserved for leper colonies. He could hear heat—the high-pitched whine of sun baking through glass, every molecule of air flexing to squeeze one more calorie from his suit. Even inside the train, sweat beaded along his collar.

He gathered his bag, took one last glance at his phone (no new notifications, signal: zero bars), and walked to the exit.

The metal steps clanged underfoot, echoing into the dry air. He hesitated, almost expecting someone to shout, “Just kidding! Back on the train!” But there was only the slow creak of the doors, then the slap of unconditioned air across his face.

He hit the platform and immediately regretted wearing Ferragamo loafers. The dust leapt onto them, embedding itself in the Italian leather like a vendetta. He picked his way toward the station building—if you could call it that—a shack with a single ticket window and a roof that drooped in the middle like it had survived a bar fight.

The platform itself seemed less a structure and more a suggestion, warped boards groaning as Connor shifted his weight. The wood, once white, had gone gray and brittle. He stumbled, caught himself on a support post, and felt the bark of splinters dig into his palm.

“What the fuck?” he said, to no one. Out loud. It helped.

From somewhere behind him, the conductor appeared. Gone was Captain Kangaroo; in his place was a weathered scare

crow from an illustrated children’s book. Hat too small, skin like beef jerky, a gaze that’d survived at least four wars and a midlife divorce. The name stitched onto his faded lapel was “Shep,” but the way he moved said “I bury strangers for fun.”

Shep squinted at Connor like he’d never seen a tie before. “Yer ticket, son?”

Connor handed it over, waiting for the scanner, but the old man just pinched it between thumb and forefinger. He turned the slip over a few times, then pocketed it. “That’ll do,” Shep grunted, then hawked a glob of spit onto the platform, narrowly missing Connor’s loafers.

He had the urge to demand his ticket back—company policy and all—but something in Shep’s eyes told him that would go about as well as a vegan at a rib joint.

He looked around for a sign of life—security cameras, a Starbucks, anything to indicate a century after 1950—but there was nothing. Just dry air, the whicker of horse harnesses, and the heavy snap of a flag somewhere up the street. Even the windows in the station building were blacked out with paper or dust.

He scrolled his phone. Still zero bars. The icons looked faded, as if the battery itself had given up. He held it high, waved it a little, hoping for the magic LTE handshake, but no dice. He tried a soft reset. Nothing. Just his own face reflected in the screen, growing sweatier by the second.

Connor stepped onto the main drag, shoes making little puffs of disappointment with each step. The town—Silverdale, if the sign was honest—was a bad stereotype of itself. Storefronts with wavy glass, signs painted by children or the functionally illiterate, every color already bleached two shades lighter by the sun. The road wasn’t a road; it was a suggestion, baked clay scored by wagon ruts and boot heels. Horses shat with impunity. People followed suit, at least as far as their clothing was concerned.

Connor made it halfway down the block before the weight of his laptop bag started to matter. It hung off his shoulder like a dead limb, the nylon sticky with grime and existential dread. He set it down on a bench and used the sleeve of his suit to mop his forehead. The sweat was immediate and relentless, pooling in places that didn’t even have nerve endings.

A bell rang somewhere nearby, shrill and irregular. It could’ve been a fire alarm, or maybe just someone bored enough to invent their own emergencies. Connor ignored it and took a seat, figuring he could pass for a tourist if he just looked bored and not actively terrified.

The bench groaned under his weight, splinters working through his pants. He checked his phone again, hoping the microchips had resolved their existential crisis. Still nothing. Out of habit, he tried to open the laptop.

It chirped its startup sound—faint, tinny, and somehow already out of place. He connected to the “Amtrak_Guest” wifi, but the network didn’t exist. No Bluetooth, no cellular, not even the empty promise of a captive portal. The machine might as well have been a desk ornament.

He tried to spot the Starbucks. There was none. Instead, he counted three saloons and a general store with a hitching post out front. There were people—men in suspenders, women in prairie dresses, children with faces too dirty to reveal gender—but they all looked like they’d been scraped off the set of a spaghetti western and resuscitated with bad liquor.

A man in a brown suit—well, brown by birth and not by tailoring—ambled over, stopping just shy of Connor’s personal space. The man’s mustache was epic, a single chunk of facial hair that had its own gravity. He spat on the ground, missing Connor’s foot by an inch.

“You from the bank?” he asked.

Connor blinked. “Excuse me?”

The man squinted. “Ain’t seen you before. You from the bank?”

“No. I—” He almost said “consultant,” but the word would’ve triggered a brawl in this crowd. “I work in, uh, logistics.”

The man grunted. “Well, you’d best get moving, city slicker. Sheriff don’t much care for strangers just sitting.”

“I’m waiting for a cab,” Connor said, because hope springs eternal.

The mustache twitched. “Don’t know what that is, but you wait too long, the sun’ll kill ya. Or the kids will. They got mean hands.”

With that, the man turned and shuffled away, his boots chewing up the dirt behind him. Connor looked at the main drag again and realized: there were no cars. Not one. Not even the rusty carcass of a Model T.

He scanned the horizon for towers, lines, anything—no cell, no power, no signage. Just old, crusty nothing.

A kid ran by and stopped in front of Connor, eyes round and unblinking. The boy wore a cap two sizes too small, and he chewed on a stick like it owed him money.

“What’s that?” the kid asked, pointing at the phone.

Connor held it up. “It’s a phone.”

The kid poked it, recoiling when the dead screen stayed dark. “Looks broke.”

“It is.”

The kid shrugged, then ran off, whistling the world’s worst approximation of Yankee Doodle.

Connor’s mind pinballed: hallucination? elaborate prank? He ran through every rational option and found none. The evidence was stacking up: The town was an antique. The people belonged in black and white. He was the only one with a dry-cleaned collar and a dental plan.

Panic started small, a mosquito whine in his chest. He tried to crush it with logic. Trains don’t time travel, he told himself. Someone will pull up in a Ford and start laughing. You’ll be on TikTok tomorrow. But there were no Fords, and the only thing laughing was a drunk at the end of the block, sitting on a barrel and talking to himself.

Connor stood up, realized he was still clutching the laptop like it was a bomb vest, and forced himself to walk. His mouth was dry; he tried to swallow and failed. There had to be a way out. There was always a way out.

He set his sights on the general store—maybe someone inside could point him to a bus stop, a payphone, hell, even a bar with WiFi. The bell over the door jingled when he pushed inside, but not like a retail bell. More like the warning on a bear trap.

The interior was...primitive. Wooden floors, bins of grain, walls lined with tools that would give OSHA a collective aneurysm. There was a counter, and behind it stood a woman in a dress with ruffles big enough to swallow a small child. She looked at Connor with suspicion and a hint of pity.

“You here to buy or just stare?” she asked.

He opened his mouth, realized “Do you take Apple Pay?” was not going to work, and closed it again.

“Buy,” he said finally. “What do you have that’s cold?”

She reached into a barrel and pulled out a bottle of sarsaparilla. The label was hand-stamped, ink bleeding into the paper. Connor took it and checked the seal—real cork, no twist-off.

He fished in his pocket for cash and came up empty. Credit card was next. He slid it across the counter, sheepish. “Do you take—”

She stared at the card like it was a rattlesnake. “Nope.”

He tried to recover. “Do you have an ATM?”

She rolled her eyes. “Go talk to the bank if you want to trade paper for something. Or work off what you owe.”

He considered just running out, but her look said she’d seen worse men than him try, and she could bury the body where nobody would ask.

“I’ll, uh, come back,” he said, setting the bottle down. He tried to back out with dignity, nearly tripped over the lintel, and stepped into the daylight once more.

The sun was lower now, or maybe time just worked different here. The shadows stretched long across the street, like someone was reminding Connor how alone he was.

He heard the music then—a broken piano, somewhere up the block, playing a tune that had been old when dirt was new. He followed the sound because it was either that or lie down in the street and let the universe erase him for good.

He stopped, took stock: Shoes ruined. Suit sticky with sweat. Phone and laptop both dumb as rocks. He didn’t know where he was, but he knew the only person getting him out of this was himself.

Connor Walsh, lone survivor of the American future, marched down the street toward the piano. He had no idea what he’d find, but he knew the first rule of business: When you don’t know the playbook, make it up.

The dust rose around his feet, the sky went orange, and somewhere behind him, Shep the conductor laughed—soft and mean, like the world’s oldest joke.

Tomorrow would be exactly the same, except now he didn’t even know what year it was.

Silverdale at noon made hell look air-conditioned. The heat had weight, an oppression that flattened everything from the paint on the buildings to Connor’s remaining sense of irony. He stalked down Main Street in his gray Armani, the only storm cloud for five miles, and the locals stared like he was an escaped mental patient.

At the corner, two children—dirt-streaked, genderless, straight out of a Charles Dickens fever dream—tracked his movement. When he made eye contact, they froze, then bolted into the shade, whispering with the glee of future serial killers. A teenager on a painted horse gawked from the livery stable, chewing a blade of grass with practiced contempt. Every head on the block tilted in his direction, then jerked away as if afraid he’d make eye contact and curse them with software updates.

The saloon—of course there was a fucking saloon—was the only thing on the street that didn’t look close to collapse. He hesitated at the swinging doors. The sign above promised “WET GOODS & OYSTERS,” neither of which inspired confidence, but his options were: a) die of thirst, or b) die of embarrassment. Connor ducked inside.

He was hit with a tripwire of temperature, noise, and smell. Souring beer, unwashed flesh, tobacco so thick it stung the eyes. The clientele ran the spectrum from cowboy to corpse. A few glanced up, did the double take, and then took him in all over again, eyes mapping every inch of his suit, his watch, his patent-leather soul.

He sidled up to the bar, which was sticky even by pre-Prohibition standards. The bartender was a muscle slab in a dirty apron, arms covered in tattoos so old they were practically archaeology. He poured a shot of something brown and slid it Connor’s way before Connor even spoke.

“On the house,” said the bartender, voice gravelly enough to sand a deck. “First one’s for the spectacle.”

Connor nodded, downed it, and tried not to choke. It tasted like paint thinner and regret. “Another,” he croaked.

“You got coin?” the bartender said, pointing at a blackboard behind the bar. “No tabs, no credit. Cash or trade, or I water the street with you.”

Connor opened his wallet. Nothing but a corporate Amex, a driver’s license, and an expired CTA card. He pulled out the Amex, praying for a miracle.

The bartender looked at it the way a dog looks at a Rubik’s Cube. “You offering me a bookmark, or you gonna pay?”

“It’s a card,” Connor said, fighting to keep his voice steady. “Credit card?”

Blank stare. Then a long, slow laugh, like a barn collapsing.

Connor set the card on the bar, but the bartender just left it there and walked away to serve a man with one eyebrow and a silver tooth.

He tried again with the driver’s license, showing it to a cluster of guys at the end of the bar. They looked at the plastic, then at each other, then at Connor, like they’d just discovered a new species.

One finally spoke up. “You a lawman, then?”

“No, I—”

“Badge says State of Illinois,” the man read, squinting. “You here to collect taxes, or just take pictures?”

Connor pulled the card back, feeling his self-worth circling the drain. “I just want a drink. Or a phone, if you have one.”

A long pause. The men digested this, then erupted into laughter so violent it nearly dislodged their teeth.

“A phone?” one said, slapping the bar. “You hear that, Dutch? Fella wants a phone.”

Dutch, the bartender, grinned with all the warmth of a head injury. “There’s a phone down at the jail, stranger. You’ll get a call when the sheriff says you can.”

Connor gave up and tried to blend into the wallpaper, but it was too late. Every eye in the place was on him now, and he could feel a second wave of heat rising from his collar, sweat beading under the armpits of his two-thousand-dollar jacket.

He made a move to leave, but a hand landed on his shoulder. Big hand, veined like a roadmap, fingers that could probably snap a femur.

“Sit,” said the owner of the hand. He didn’t so much speak as let the word fall out of his mouth, heavy and final. The man wore a shirt that had never been white, suspenders, and a face that belonged on a bottle of poison.

Connor sat.

The table was full of rough men—farmers, drovers, one guy who looked like he dug graves recreationally. They didn’t offer names. Instead, they stared at Connor’s watch, then his laptop bag, then his shoes, as if playing some internal game of “which would fence for more.”

One finally said, “What’s in the bag?”

“Computer,” Connor replied, too tired to lie.

“Let’s see it,” said another, leaning forward with hands splayed wide.

Connor considered saying no, but the look in the man’s eyes suggested it would be like denying the tides. He unzipped the bag, pulled out the laptop, and laid it on the table.

The men gathered, poked at the device, turning it over like a particularly ugly fish. “Ain’t never seen silver like that,” said one.

“It’s not silver,” Connor muttered. “It’s aluminum. And it’s dead.”

“Worth something, though,” said the first man, licking his lips.

Connor braced himself. “Not to you. Doesn’t work out here.”

The man shrugged, then reached for the watch on Connor’s wrist. “This, then.”

Connor jerked his hand away. “It’s not for sale.”

The hand landed on his wrist, steel trap. “It is if we say it is.”

The bartender watched with idle interest. The rest of the bar pretended not to care, but every face was angled to catch the show.

Connor forced himself to meet the man’s eyes, leaning in so close he could smell the rot in his teeth. “Let’s not do this,” he whispered.

The man smiled, but it was an ugly, lazy thing. “You think you scare me, city man?”

“No. But I know how to make a deal.”

That got a laugh, though it was more derisive than friendly. “You want a deal? Here’s a deal. You leave the watch, and we let you walk out upright.”

Connor thought about refusing, but the math was ugly: four to one, plus the bartender, plus everyone else. He unclasped the watch and slid it across the table, feeling a chunk of his ego leave with it.

The men inspected it, muttering. “Shit, it’s like glass,” said one. “No gears, no nothin’.”

“It’s a quartz movement,” Connor said. “Runs on batteries.”

Blank looks.

He tried to rally. “You can’t even open it without the right tools. Try to pawn it, you’ll get nothing.”

The men glared at him, silent now.

“You trying to cheat us?” said the hand guy.

“No,” Connor said, measured. “I’m saying I’ll trade it. For information. Or a drink.”

The hand guy liked that. He grinned, then waved Dutch over. “Get the stranger a drink. And tell him what he wants to know.”

Dutch poured a double, slid it over. Connor drank, half-expecting it to be laced with bleach, but it was just terrible whiskey.

“So,” said the hand guy. “What’s your story?”

“I got off at the wrong stop,” Connor said. “I need to get back east. New York.”

This provoked open laughter from the whole table, then the bar at large.

“You ain’t going nowhere ‘til the train comes back,” said a grave digger in the corner.

“When’s that?” Connor asked.

“Could be tomorrow,” said Dutch. “Could be never.”

Connor considered this, weighed his options, and realized he was running out of them.

He tried to be logical. “Where can I get food?”

“Here. Or down at the cookhouse. Neither takes cards.”

“Where can I get money?”

The table snorted. “You gotta earn it, like anyone else.”

“And where, exactly, does a guy like me earn a dollar in this town?”

The hand guy thought it over. “Shit-shoveling’s always open. Or you can go see the Doc, maybe he’ll use you for an experiment.”

Connor stood, gathering what little dignity he had left. “Thanks,” he said, pocketing the dead phone and his pride.

He left the watch.

Back on the street, the light had changed. The sun was angry orange, the air so hot it made his skin prickle. He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, and it came away streaked with grime. He’d never felt less at home, and he’d moved through enough mergers to know true discomfort.

He looked around, realized the kids were gone, the horses silent, and the street even more deserted than before. Somewhere up the block, the bell rang again. He followed it, not because he wanted to, but because he was running on animal instinct now.

The general store was still open. He ducked inside, bracing for round two.

The same woman was there, hands on hips. “Back again?” she said, as if he’d been gone ten years.

“I need water,” Connor said. “And food. But I have no cash.”

She studied him, then produced a brown-papered sandwich and a jug of well water. “Work it off tomorrow,” she said. “Or run. Either way, I got nothing to lose.”

He took the food, nodding. “Thank you.”

She shook her head. “Ain’t nothing to thank me for. Town’s got a taste for blood. Strangers don’t last.”

Connor left the store, found a stoop, and wolfed the sandwich in six bites. The water was warm and tasted of minerals, but it was the best thing he’d ever had.

As the sun set, he watched the street turn to shadow. He was bone tired, his head buzzing with caffeine withdrawal and fear. For the first time in his life, he envied the people around him—their simple contempt, their unity, the fact that none of them needed a Wi-Fi signal to know who they were.

He took out his phone, stared at the dead screen, and almost threw it away. Instead, he shoved it deep in his pocket.

“Perfect,” he said, to no one. “My day just evolved from hell to prehistoric.”

The town bell kept ringing, far off and relentless. Connor hunkered down and waited for the future to come back, but it never did.

The air outside town cooled just enough to remind Connor that misery had a spectrum. He found himself at the edge of Silverdale proper, straddling a fence that had lost the battle with weather decades ago. The mountains in the west were jagged, a parody of postcard grandeur, their snowcaps glowing pink against a sky that looked Photoshopped for maximum emotional damage.

Connor loosened his tie for the third time that hour, finally giving in to the reality that nobody was watching—at least, nobody who’d rat him out to HR. The shirt was a disaster: wrinkled, stained in all the worst places, and starting to stiffen with sweat. He could feel stubble on his jaw, an itch he’d
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