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​Chapter 1: An Ordinary Life Disrupted

​
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Three forty-five on a Tuesday that might as well be a Wednesday for all the difference it makes. Mark Williams stares at the same row of numbers he's been staring at for the past seventeen minutes, willing them to magically align themselves into something that doesn't make him want to jam his mechanical pencil into his eye socket.

"Williams."

Or his ear canal. Either would be an improvement over the sound of his last name barked across the open floor plan of Meridian Financial's accounting department.

He looks up, pasting on the professional smile that's been slowly eroding the muscles in his cheeks for the past three years. "Yes, Mr. Peterson?"

His boss hovers at the edge of Mark's cubicle, one hand braced on the too-thin partition as if he needs the support to keep from toppling over from the weight of his own importance. The man's tie is a shade of blue so deep it's almost black, probably costs more than Mark's entire outfit, shoes included.

"Those Q3 reconciliations for Abernathy Corp." Peterson doesn't phrase it as a question, which is good because Mark's not sure if it would require an answer. "I need them before you leave today."

Mark's cursor hovers over the time in the corner of his screen: 3:46 PM. He has fourteen minutes until the official end of his day, which Peterson knows because he's the one who signs off on the department's timesheets.

"They're about eighty percent done," Mark says, which is a generous assessment of the forty percent that's actually complete. "I can—"

"Not 'about' done. Done." Peterson's smile is the particular one that doesn't reach his eyes, the one that says I'm being reasonable while asking the impossible. "Client meeting first thing tomorrow, and Briggs wants everything buttoned up tight."

Briggs, as in Thomas Briggs, CFO, as in the man whose name only appears in all-hands emails and whose face Mark has seen exactly twice in three years of employment. The implication that this is for Briggs and not just Peterson's own last-minute panic is, of course, deliberate.

"No problem," Mark says, because what the fuck else is he supposed to say? Actually, I have a date with a microwave dinner and three episodes of a show I'm only half-watching? "I'll get them in before I leave."

Peterson nods like he's bestowing a great honor rather than stealing another hour of Mark's rapidly dwindling youth. "Good man." He taps the edge of the cubicle twice and moves on, his attention already sliding to the next victim three partitions down.

Mark waits until his boss is safely out of sight before allowing himself the luxury of a full-body eye roll. He minimizes the spreadsheet he's been working on and pulls up the Abernathy file instead, a fresh wave of despair washing over him as he scans the seventeen different tabs of data he's going to have to reconcile.

"Looks like someone's working late again," says a voice from his left.

Jenna from Payroll leans against the neighboring cubicle wall, coffee in hand despite the late hour. Her mascara's starting to smudge a little at the corners, which means she's been here almost as long as he has.

"Just the usual 'first thing tomorrow' that actually means 'before you go home tonight,'" Mark says, clicking through to the first tab. "You?"

She lifts her coffee in a mock toast. "Quarter-end close waits for no woman. Or man." She nods toward Peterson's retreating back. "He catch you with the Briggs name-drop?"

"Is there any other way to ensure instant compliance?" He types his password into the server to pull up the most recent transaction files, watching the little loading wheel spin. Fourteen minutes to official quitting time, and he's just starting a project that will take at least an hour. Perfect.

His phone buzzes in his pocket - a text from his roommate about the broken garbage disposal. Another problem he can't solve until he gets home, which is looking increasingly like never.

The fluorescent light directly above his desk chooses that moment to start its distinctive death rattle, a high-pitched buzz that cuts through the general office hum like a dentist's drill. He's put in three separate maintenance requests about it, each one more desperate than the last, but apparently a flickering light doesn't rate as highly as the men's room on the fourth floor running out of paper towels again.

Four o'clock comes and goes. Around him, the lucky bastards with normal jobs start packing up - keyboards clicking into lock position, chairs wheeling back, the subtle rustle of coats being retrieved from the backs of chairs. No one looks directly at him, which is its own form of torture. Either they're avoiding the secondhand embarrassment of watching someone who has to stay late, or they're afraid of catching whatever responsibility has him chained to his desk.

His phone buzzes again. His mother, asking if he's coming for dinner on Sunday. He thumbs back a quick "yes" without looking up from the spreadsheet where he's hunting down a seventeen-cent discrepancy that's going to be the death of him.

Five o'clock rolls around, and the office transforms. The overhead lights in the main walkway click off, leaving just the emergency fluorescents and the blue glow of computer monitors. Someone in Marketing laughs too loud on a phone call, the sound echoing in the suddenly quiet space. Mark's stomach growls, reminding him that the protein bar he had at three is not, in fact, a substitute for dinner.

Six o'clock, and he's finally, finally emailing the finished files to Peterson with a message so professionally upbeat it makes his teeth hurt to type it. He forces himself to wait three full minutes after hitting send before starting his shutdown routine - you never want to be too eager to leave after turning something in, or they'll assume you could have done it faster.

The El ride home is its own special hell. He wedges himself between a woman who smells like hospital disinfectant and a teenager whose backpack keeps knocking into his kidneys every time the train lurches. His phone battery hovers at twelve percent, not enough to risk pulling it out for entertainment but just enough to make him anxious about missing an important work email. Not that he'd answer it if he did, but the knowledge that Peterson might be trying to reach him with some new emergency sits like a stone in his gut.

He transfers to the Red Line at Lake, watching through the smudged window as the city lights blink on one by one. Four more stops to his apartment, which means approximately twelve minutes of standing with his face pressed uncomfortably close to a stranger's winter coat. He counts them down in his head, a private game where the prize is not having to be polite to anyone for at least twelve hours.

His building is exactly as he left it this morning - the same flickering lobby light, the same stack of unclaimed packages by the mailboxes, the same faint smell of someone's too-garlicky dinner seeping under the crack of the first-floor apartment. He fumbles with his keys, nearly dropping them twice before managing to fit the right one into the stubborn lock. One more day down. Only about fifteen thousand more to go before retirement.

​

Home. The word doesn't fit the space anymore, if it ever did. Mark shoulders his way through the door, dumping his messenger bag on the floor where it immediately becomes a tripping hazard for Future Mark to deal with. Three years in this apartment and he still hasn't bothered to buy a hook for the wall.

"Hello, beautiful," he mutters to no one, because his roommate is either at his girlfriend's or dead in a ditch, and either way, Mark's not cleaning up the mess.

The kitchen light buzzes when he flicks it on - a high, persistent whine that the super has been "getting to" for approximately eleven months now. Mark's learned to tune it out, same as he's learned to ignore the way the refrigerator groans like a dying animal every twelve minutes when the compressor kicks on.

Leftovers. The thought of cooking anything that requires more than pressing a single button makes his already-tired brain want to curl up and die, so he pulls out the half-eaten container of General Tso's chicken. Three days old, which is pushing the boundaries of food safety but not quite crossing into "call for stomach pump" territory. He peels back the lid, gives it a suspicious sniff, and decides hunger outweighs potential food poisoning.

Three minutes in the microwave. He leans against the counter, thumbing through his phone while he waits. Twelve new emails, all of which can absolutely wait until tomorrow. A text from his mom asking if he remembered to take the chicken out of the freezer this morning (he did not). Three dating app notifications that he immediately swipes away without checking - whatever fleeting ego boost they might provide isn't worth the inevitable disappointment when they turn out to be bots or people looking for Instagram followers.

The microwave beeps, three short, shrill blasts that make him wince. He stirs the now-soggy breading, watching a cloud of steam rise to fog his glasses. Perfect. Nothing like burning the roof of your mouth to really cap off a stellar Tuesday.

He carries his sad dinner to the living room and drops onto the couch, which immediately emits a protesting creak. One of these days, that middle support is going to give way entirely and send him crashing through to the floor below, but until then, it's just another background worry to add to the pile.

Netflix asks if he's still watching. He is, technically, though he'd be hard-pressed to explain the plot of whatever procedural crime drama is currently playing. Some dead body, some detectives with personal problems that somehow never interfere with their ability to solve cases. He mutes the commercial and goes back to his phone, opening the dating app he swore he'd delete last week.

Swipe left. Too many gym selfies.

Swipe left. "Looking for someone who doesn't take themselves too seriously" which always means "looking for someone who will laugh at my jokes but not have any needs of their own."

Swipe right, then immediately regret it when he sees the next photo is of her and what must be her ex, his face crudely edited out but the outline of his arm still visible around her waist.

Swipe left. Swipe left. Swipe left.

He pauses on a guy with a genuine smile, no duck face or mysterious half-lip-bite in sight. Cute, in a "probably has his life more together than I do" kind of way. Mark's thumb hovers over the right swipe, then he chickens out and closes the app entirely instead. His chicken is cold again anyway.

The mail he brought up sits unopened on the coffee table - three bills and a Bed Bath & Beyond coupon he'll never use because the nearest store is forty minutes away and honestly, does anyone actually need twenty percent off a shower curtain enough to make that drive? He flips through them without opening, mentally adding the amounts to the rent due next week. Not quite enough to trigger a full-blown anxiety spiral, but enough to make him eye the half-finished beer in the fridge with a little more longing.

By nine-thirty, he's changed into sweatpants and a t-shirt with a faded band logo, brushed his teeth while watching a YouTube video about why movie pirates are actually heroes, and is standing in front of the sink wondering if he has the energy to wash the single plate and fork he used. The answer, as always, is "tomorrow morning when I'm already running late."

His bed calls to him - a siren song of flannel sheets and the promise of unconsciousness. Eight hours of not thinking about spreadsheets or his credit card balance or whether the weird clicking noise the radiator's making is a prelude to it exploding and flooding the entire apartment. Eight blessed hours of nothing.

He pauses at his bedroom window, as he does most nights. Three floors up gives him just enough elevation to see over the building across the street to the distant glow of the city beyond. Somewhere out there, people are having interesting Tuesdays - at concerts or late-night dinners or in other people's beds. Not him, though. Tomorrow is Wednesday, which is basically Tuesday's uglier, more demanding cousin.

"Would it kill you to throw me a bone, universe?" he says to the glass, watching his breath fog a small circle on the cold pane. "Literally anything interesting. I'm not picky. Swarm of locusts, winning lottery ticket, alien abduction - I'll take whatever's on special tonight."

He waits a beat, as if the universe might actually answer, then snorts at his own foolishness. Time for bed, before he starts expecting talking animals or fairy godmothers next.

​

Midnight finds Mark wide awake, staring at the water stain on his ceiling that's shaped vaguely like Australia. Or maybe Texas. Depends on how squinty he lets his eyes get. Three hours of tossing and turning has left his sheets in a tangled mess around his legs, and the distant wail of a police siren has been looping through the same eight-block radius for what feels like an eternity.

"Just fucking go already," he mutters at the ceiling, as if the first responders might hear him and take the hint. His phone says 12:03, which means he has exactly five hours and twenty-seven minutes until his alarm will blast him out of whatever fitful sleep he finally manages to drift into.

He flips his pillow to the cool side for the seventeenth time and thumps it into a more supportive shape. The radiator across the room ticks as it cycles off, the sudden silence almost louder than the constant low hum had been. Three more sirens join the first, which means either a very exciting Tuesday night elsewhere in the city or his building is about to be evacuated. Either way, sleep is clearly not happening.

He's just about to give up and grab his phone for a doomscroll session when he sees it - a faint shimmer in the far corner of the room, near where his laundry hamper perpetually overflows with clothes that are "too clean to wash but too dirty to put away." At first, he thinks it's just headlights reflecting off the window, but no - it's too steady, too... intentional somehow. A pinprick of silvery-blue light, no bigger than the head of a pin, but growing as he watches.

"What the..." He squints, pushing himself up on one elbow. Probably just a reflection from a car's high beams, or maybe his neighbor's weird color-changing light bulb finally shorting out. Except it's moving, crawling along the wall like... not like anything he's ever seen before. Not quite liquid, but definitely flowing, leaving a trail of that same impossible blue-silver shimmer behind it.

Mark's skin prickles, the hair on his arms standing up as if the room's suddenly charged with static electricity. The air around the light seems to waver, like heat rising off summer asphalt, but it's the middle of winter and his ancient radiator barely keeps the room above "uncomfortably chilly."

"Hello?" he says, then immediately feels stupid. As if some... whatever this is... is going to answer. The shimmer pauses, as if it heard him, then suddenly expands - shooting across the ceiling in a swift, deliberate arc that no natural light could possibly follow.

"Holy shit!" He scrambles backward, nearly falling off the narrow bed as he fumbles for the lamp switch. His fingers hit the cord instead, sending the whole thing crashing to the floor with a thud that would definitely wake his downstairs neighbor if the growing hum in the air wasn't already drowning out every other sound.

The shimmer isn't just on the ceiling now - it's everywhere, flowing down the walls in rivulets of impossible light, swirling around the room in patterns that make no sense. It's not like any light he's ever seen - too bright to look at directly but somehow not illuminating anything, as if it exists entirely separate from the normal physics of reflection and shadow.

"Hey, cut it out!" he says, as if whatever this is might be persuaded by a firm talking-to. He reaches for his phone, thinking to record this... hallucination? Seizure? But as his fingers close around the device, the light suddenly coalesces above his bed, swirling into a tight, spinning vortex of blues and purples and colors he doesn't have names for.

The hair on his arms stands straight up, and a tingling, itching sensation starts at his fingertips and races up his arms. It's not painful exactly, but wrong - like the feeling of a limb waking up from being asleep, but everywhere at once. The vortex above him pulses, growing larger with each rotation until it's nearly touching the ceiling.

"Fuck this," he decides, and makes a desperate lunge for the edge of the bed, intending to bolt for the door. But as he moves, the swirling mass of light descends, enveloping him in a rush of cold-fire sensation that tears the breath from his lungs. His scream is cut short as the room around him seems to... not disappear exactly, but stretch, as if he's suddenly seeing it through a fisheye lens that's rapidly distorting. The sensation of being simultaneously compressed and expanded hits him like a physical blow, and his last coherent thought is a panicked:

"Please don't let this be how I die, with three days of unwashed dishes in the sink—"

And then there's nothing but swirling color and the sensation of falling forever.

​

Cold. The first thing Mark registers is the cold beneath his cheek - not the rough, dirty concrete of an alleyway where he might have been dumped after being roofied, but something smooth and hard. Marble, his confused brain supplies, though that doesn't make any sense because who the fuck puts marble in a place where passed-out drunk guys might land on it?

His head throbs, a steady drumbeat of pain that pulses in time with his racing heart. He pushes himself up on trembling arms, and the movement sends a fresh wave of nausea rolling through his stomach. Four breaths in through his nose, out through his mouth, just like his high school health teacher demonstrated for dealing with anxiety attacks. It doesn't help.

The second thing he notices, once he manages to get his eyes to focus, is that the light is wrong. It's too... even. No shadows, as if the entire room is lit from everywhere at once. He's on his hands and knees on a vast expanse of white and blue-veined marble, inlaid with intricate patterns of gold that seem to shift when he's not looking directly at them. Above him, the ceiling soars so high he can barely make out the details of the painted figures that stare down at him - winged people and strange, multi-limbed creatures locked in some eternal battle or dance.

"Hello?" he calls, and then nearly jumps out of his skin at the sound of his own voice echoing back to him. The word bounces off unseen walls, returning as a distorted "hello-ello-ello" that makes the hair on the back of his neck stand up.

He forces himself to his feet, though his legs feel like they're made of jelly. The room he's in is enormous - a circular space with no visible doors, just a series of massive arched openings that lead... somewhere. He takes an experimental step toward the nearest one and nearly falls as his weight comes down too hard - the gravity here is wrong, just slightly lighter than it should be. Or maybe he's just dizzy from whatever drugs someone slipped him.

Except... he was in his bed. He remembers the strange shimmering light, the sensation of being... what? Pulled? He touches his face, half-expecting to find blood or some sign of injury, but there's nothing except the stubble he should have shaved yesterday morning.

A distant sound of voices makes him freeze. Someone's coming - multiple someones, from the sound of it. He frantically scans the room for somewhere to hide, but there's nothing but smooth marble walls and those impossible high ceilings. No convenient tapestries to duck behind, no furniture to crouch behind. Just him, standing in the middle of this vast, impossible room like the world's most conspicuous idiot.

They enter from one of the far archways - three figures in flowing robes of deep blue and silver. They're... human? Almost. As they step fully into the light, Mark sees that their ears are pointed, just slightly, and their skin has a subtle golden undertone that no human tan could replicate. They're carrying... is that a mop? And buckets? The one in the lead stops dead when he sees Mark, his eyes - which are a shade of amber that definitely isn't a contact lens - widening in shock.

All three freeze, then begin speaking rapidly to each other in a language that sounds like... no, that can't be right. It sounds like they're speaking English, but with an accent he can't quite place, and every few words there's a syllable that twists in a way no human mouth should be able to manage. But somehow, impossibly, he understands scraps of what they're saying:

"...not possible, the wards would have..."

"...unauthorized summoning? But the patterns..."

"...must inform the Chamberlain before..."

Mark's mouth works, trying to form words, but his tongue feels too thick, his throat too dry. The servant in the lead takes a cautious step forward, raising one hand in what might be a placating gesture.

"S-sorry," Mark finally manages to choke out. "Where the hell am I?"

The words that come out of his mouth aren't English - or at least, they're not only English. There's a strange, musical lilt to the end of "sorry" and "hell" comes out with a clicking sound his tongue definitely didn't make. But the effect on the servants is immediate and electric - all three recoil as if he'd shouted, and the one in the lead actually drops his mop with a clatter that echoes painfully in the vast space.

"He speaks!" one of them gasps, and Mark understands every syllable even as part of his brain screams that this is impossible, he doesn't know this language, he's never heard these sounds before in his life.

"Please," he says again, the word stretching into two syllables without his intention. "I need help."

They stare at him like he's grown a second head, which, given the impossible room he's standing in and the fact that he can somehow understand their not-English, might as well be true. The lead servant recovers first, straightening his robes with visibly trembling hands.

"Stay," he says, the word clear despite the fear written across his face. Then, to Mark's utter confusion, he adds, "Don't move from this circle," before all three of them back quickly away and disappear through one of the archways, moving faster than should be possible for people wearing such elaborate garments.

Mark looks down. He's standing in the center of an intricate inlaid pattern of the marble floor - a series of concentric circles with strange, angular symbols between them. A circle. He's not supposed to move from the circle.

As if he has anywhere to go, with no idea where he is or how he got here. Or, more pressingly, how the hell he's understanding a language he's never heard before.
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Mark Williams, CPA, hunches into his chair like a rat scurrying under broken glass. He’s been here for seven years—give or take two months spent on short-term disability when his pancreas tried to break up with the rest of his organs—and can still feel the actual, physical toll of every second. His ass fits this chair so perfectly it’s like his body’s own sadistic party trick, even as the fake leather flakes off onto his khakis and stains his shirts in delicate constellations of black.

It’s 8:07 AM on a Thursday and already the office is doing its best impression of a decaying space station. Fluorescent lights buzz with the unholy zeal of drunk hornets, flickering spasmodically overhead. The air smells like burned toner and the unclaimed trauma of five hundred microwaved lunches. The carpet—gray, low-pile, installed before the Bush administration—has never once been cleaned, and Mark suspects its color is less a design choice and more a practical concession to the reality of spilled coffee and foot traffic.

He logs in, stabbing his password with one finger at a time (the rest reserved for flipping off the universe in his mind), and opens the first of seventeen spreadsheet emails flagged URGENT!!!! by his boss, who is already orbiting the open floor like an alcoholic hawk.

“Morning, Mark!” chirps the boss, Lori Schaefer, forty-something, suit-jacket over track pants, teeth like fresh copy paper. She looms over his shoulder with a travel mug clutched like a hand grenade.

Mark attempts an upward facial movement, not quite a smile. “Hey, Lori.”

She taps the screen with a fingernail painted “corporate red.” “Can we get the Tabernathy numbers balanced by, say, noon? They’re going to shit their pants on this.”

Mark knows for a fact Tabernathy & Sons are illiterate in Excel and their definition of “balanced” involves a literal stack of checks held together with a rubber band, but he nods anyway.

“Absolutely,” he says, voice pitch-perfect obsequious. He is an artisan of defeat.

“Great attitude! Love the energy!” Lori says, already moving on, waving at cubicle after cubicle. Everyone hates her, which means everyone is afraid of her, and the only thing Mark respects about her is that she knows it.

The moment her shadow disappears, he sighs out half his lung capacity, types: “Absolutely. Love the energy.” Then deletes it. The only hobby that keeps him sane is typing out the things he’d like to say to Lori and then never sending them.

By 9:00, the bullpen has achieved maximum entropy. A chorus of over-caffeinated thirty-somethings shuffle around the kitchenette, “accidentally” running into each other to score a minute of gossip, all while pretending not to see each other’s slowly eroding humanity. Mark can see their faces in the reflective glass over the break room’s dishwasher, and every one looks like an AI attempt at “Generic Office Worker,” slightly askew at the mouth and dull at the eye. All except Barb from payroll, who is either a robot or heavily medicated; he hopes for the latter.

The printer screeches to life, spewing out reams of paper like a furious mechanical goose. Somebody’s kid is selling cookies for some disease, and there’s already a Post-it war on the fridge. Mark reads one: “If you take the last soda, REPLACE IT. This means YOU, Cheryl.” Underneath, someone has written “Cheryl was framed. #FreeCheryl.” It’s the first thing all day that makes Mark feel alive.

His phone rings. The display shows the number for Axton, Deluca, and Smere. He swears under his breath and braces himself.

“Good morning, this is Mark Williams with CGS Accounting, how can I help you?” The voice he uses is two octaves higher than his regular one and infused with a synthetic, game show host optimism that only makes him hate himself more.

“Mark? Is this Mark? I need the 1099s for last year—yesterday—and if you don’t get them over to me in the next half hour, I’ll call Lori directly.” It’s Joe Deluca, the sort of man who puts his cell number on his LinkedIn profile and CC’s the Pope on every email thread.

“Yes, sir, I have them right here,” Mark says. He does not have them, not even close, but he can feel the thick, tar-black center of his soul growing stronger with every lie.

Joe launches into a fifteen-minute monologue about the stupidity of taxes, the incompetence of everyone under forty, and the sexual prowess of his latest girlfriend (“You wouldn’t believe, Mark, she does this thing—"). Mark holds the phone away from his ear, then sticks his tongue out at the screen, then gives his computer the finger, then mimes shooting himself. When it’s over, he says, “You’re a pleasure, Joe, I’ll send those right over,” and hangs up.

He clacks the phone down so hard it nearly bounces, and immediately hears the telltale squeak of Lori’s Keds on the carpet.

She pokes her head in: “Everything okay with Axton? They sounded pretty heated.”

Mark plasters on the customer service face. “All good. Joe’s just passionate.”

“That’s what I like about you, Mark. Resilience.” She gives him finger guns and leaves.

Mark wonders, as he does at least four times a week, whether anyone would notice if he replaced himself with a Roomba and set it loose in the cubicle. Probably not, he decides, unless the Roomba tried to unionize.

Time moves with the grace of cold molasses. Noon is marked by the symphony of everyone heating up food at once. Today it’s an all-star lineup: fish, curry, something Mark suspects is raw broccoli, and the overwhelming scent of burnt popcorn. He abandons his own lunch—frozen enchiladas, left in the break room fridge so long the box is sweating—and opts for a walk around the block instead.

Outside, the Chicago wind has teeth and lungs. It slices through Mark’s shirt like he’s being licked by a Yeti with halitosis, and immediately numbs his face. He walks three blocks to the Walgreens and back, buying a $2 bottle of soda he doesn’t want just to have something to do with his hands. He takes a shortcut through the loading dock, where he passes the janitor having a cigarette and reading The Art of War on his phone.

“Living the dream?” Mark says.

Janitor grunts, “Somebody’s dream. Not mine.”

Amen, Mark thinks, but says nothing.

Back upstairs, Lori has left him a stack of paper with notes in the margin: “Rework,” “Explain?” and the especially galling “Are you sure?” He wishes she would just staple his eyelids together and be done with it. He sifts through the notes, mentally drafting a will in which he leaves all his unfinished spreadsheets to his worst enemy (currently Dave from HR).

The rest of the afternoon is an endless loop of: adjust numbers, update spreadsheet, answer phone, smile, suppress primal scream, repeat. By five-thirty, Mark’s monitor is the only one left on his floor, casting his cubicle in a blue glow that makes him look both spectral and already dead.

He powers down, slings his messenger bag over his shoulder, and leaves. The hallway echoes with the emptiness of unspoken grievances. In the elevator, he shares the ride with a guy from legal whose name he’s never known. They both avoid eye contact, staring at the glowing red numbers, silently daring the other to say something.

Out on the street, Chicago is a frigid, metallic hellscape. The wind comes at you from three directions at once, howling between glass-and-concrete towers that look like they were designed by sadists for the express purpose of trapping cold air. Mark blends in with the foot traffic—another middle-aged, slightly overweight guy in a blue parka, fighting to keep his head down.

At the crosswalk, some asshole in a BMW honks at pedestrians for the crime of existing. Mark flips him the bird behind his glove. The guy doesn’t see it, but it feels good anyway.

He trudges north, weaving past vape stores, payday loan offices, and the abandoned Blockbuster that nobody has had the heart to bulldoze. It’s only six, but the city is already fading to bruise-purple and neon. He passes a corner bar—Higgins’—where the regulars are already deep into happy hour, laughing at nothing. For a second he contemplates going in, but then remembers he’s got nothing left in his checking account and probably less in his liver. Onward.

His apartment is a three-story walkup that looks like it was constructed using the leftover parts of other, better buildings. The stairs creak. The hallway always smells like Lysol and failure. Mark fumbles for his keys, drops them, and bends over to pick them up, only to hear something rip at the ass seam of his pants. Why not, he thinks. Why fucking not.

He unlocks the door to Unit 3B and lets himself in.

The thermostat, true to tradition, does not respond to touch. The room temperature is only slightly warmer than a meat locker. Mark sheds his coat and stands there, letting the day exhale out of him.

It’s only Thursday.
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The apartment is about the size of a prison cell, but less optimistic. Mark’s entire existence fits into 450 square feet: one futon, one half-broken Ikea shelf (holding equal amounts of finance books and expired ramen packets), a secondhand TV propped on cardboard, and a fridge that could serve as a torture device at Guantanamo, based solely on the noise it makes every seven minutes.

He kicks off his shoes at the threshold, where the floor transitions from “renter’s carpet” to sticky, slanting linoleum. As always, the first thing he sees is the mountain of mail teetering on the edge of the kitchenette counter: bills, coupons, one cheerful envelope stamped “JURY DUTY.” He swipes it into the trash, adding to the paper drift of failed adulthood, then yanks open the fridge.

The smell is less “spoiled” than “feral.” There’s a Tupperware of orange chicken from three nights ago—technically edible, if you squint. He sniffs it. It sniffs back. Mark shrugs and shovels a mound onto a chipped plate. He gives it two minutes in the microwave, using the time to change into sweatpants and a t-shirt that used to say “Just Do It” but now reads “Jus o I.” He likes it better that way.

While the microwave groans and rotates, Mark slaps his phone onto the table and opens up Tinder. Chicago, Thursday, 7:02 p.m., population: three million, and not one of them wants anything to do with him. He swipes left on a parade of blondes at Wrigleyville bars, left on a woman whose bio is just a link to her Etsy, left on a polycule, left on a girl with three dogs and one eyebrow piercing.

The microwave beeps. He stabs the orange chicken with a fork and takes a bite. It’s rubbery, sinister, weirdly cold in the center. He eats it anyway.

Back to Tinder. He slows down at “Sarah, 34.” Brown eyes, artsy scarf, in front of the Bean. She has kind smile, but also a visible ex-boyfriend’s arm on her shoulder. No thanks, Sarah. He gives her the left, then spends a full minute staring at his own profile. It’s an old photo, before he let his hair go and before the slow accretion of existential belly, but he leaves it. No one likes being catfished, but no one likes being alone, either.

Bumble, then. More of the same, except now it’s a dozen women “living their best life” at bottomless mimosa brunches. Mark tries to picture himself at a brunch, then immediately stops. He’s more of a bottomless coffee and repressed rage kind of guy.

Halfway through the plate, his stomach waves a white flag. He drops the fork, leaves the rest, and carries the phone to the living room, which is to say: four feet to the futon. It squeaks under his weight. He flips on the TV, and the blue screen punches him in the eyes. He lets it drone, some true crime special about an actuary who vanished in Cincinnati. Mark wonders if actuaries ever just walk into Lake Michigan, then thinks about how much work it would be to get all the way to the lake.

He taps open his banking app, checks the balance, and lets out a soft, involuntary snort. Enough for rent, barely enough for groceries, definitely not enough for the mechanic’s bill he’s been ignoring since September. He scrolls to the news, which is just as bleak: layoffs, disease, politicians leering out of the void.

It’s only eight but he feels ninety. He sits in the dark for a while, phone face-down, TV talking to itself, fridge rumbling with vague menace. He stares at the popcorn ceiling and imagines, for a second, what would happen if it caved in. Would the landlord care? Would Lori? Would Barb from payroll come to his funeral, or just send a card?

“Jesus,” he says to nobody, “this is bleak.”

The futon sags extra deep when he lies back, and the springs press into his ribcage like a cheap massage. His head spins a little, probably from inhaling too much microwave plastic. The city outside is a mess of sodium lights, brown smog, and a high-pitched wail from distant CTA trains. Someone in the building above drops a bottle, or a child, or possibly both.

Mark peels himself up, staggers to the window. His breath makes a smudge on the cold glass. The skyline is jagged and mean, just like always. He gives the city the finger.

“I wish something would just happen,” he says, voice muffled by the pane. “Literally anything. Aliens. Rapture. World’s most boring tornado. Just get me out of this loop.”

A pair of headlights swing by on the street below, then vanish. The sky is black and dead, no stars.

Mark lets the curtain fall back into place. He wanders into the bathroom, brushes his teeth without looking in the mirror, then shuffles back and forth between bed and living room, too tired to sleep, too wired to sit still. He checks his phone. No new matches. Of course.

He spends the last hour of the night watching YouTube videos of people who gave up their entire lives to move to Bali or hike the Pacific Crest Trail or become a professional cave diver. He thinks: maybe next life.

At exactly midnight, Mark turns off the lights, climbs into his bed, and closes his eyes. He counts every second. At second number forty-three, the fridge kicks on. He falls asleep to the sound of it trying, and failing, to keep itself alive.
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Mark’s sleep is an Olympic-level competition of tossing and turning. The futon creaks with each orbit, the springs popping like tiny knuckles. He dreams in low resolution—spreadsheet cells stretching out forever, Lori’s face superimposed on the Statue of Liberty, Barb from payroll counting beans like rosary beads. Occasionally, his brain splices in a Tinder swipe gone wrong: him, married to Cheryl from the Post-it notes, forced to live in the break room, their love child a giant printer that eats people.

At some point after midnight, the refrigerator’s dying gasp overlaps with another, fainter sound. Less a noise, more a vibration. It worms its way into Mark’s head, a low hum he first mistakes for a neighbor’s subwoofer or a train in the distance. But it grows, folding in on itself, pulsing with a rhythm that makes his teeth hurt.

He flips over, buries his face in the pillow, and prays for unconsciousness. Instead: the hum becomes a buzz, the buzz a crackle, until the whole room feels like it’s full of mosquitoes armed with tasers.

That’s when Mark notices the light.

It’s subtle at first—a pinprick at the corner of the ceiling, right where the wall meets the closet. The kind of flaw a landlord would ignore, the kind a tenant stares at while regretting their life choices. The pinprick smolders, then grows, shedding a silver-gray shine that runs down the wall like mercury in zero G.

Mark doesn’t fully wake. Not yet. His brain registers the anomaly, logs it, then tucks it away as “dream shit.” But the light keeps bleeding, growing, not in intensity but in presence, crawling along the baseboard, climbing over the radiator, licking the contours of the room.

There’s a taste in his mouth now—metal, static, pennies dissolved in seven-up. The hair on his arms prickles. His lungs constrict, like the air is going carbonated.

A wet slap of color ripples through the silver. The spectrum gets creative: not just purple and blue, but weird, mathematically impossible in-betweens that look like mistakes on a corrupted file. The hum pitches higher, almost a song, almost words, if you could speak in wires and voltage.

Mark stirs. Half-awake, he blinks at the wall, confused at first by the dancing colors, then by the fact that he’s now sitting up. His breath fogs in front of his face, even though the thermostat still pretends it’s 63.

He blinks again. The wall is gone.

Instead, his whole bedroom is encased in a swirling tunnel of light and static, the futon vibrating beneath him, the city lights outside blacked out as if erased by a cosmic dry-erase marker. The tunnel pulses—inhales, exhales—then contracts around the bed, the sensation of being inside an MRI with all the settings cranked to “death ray.”

“Wha—” Mark starts, but the word gets chewed up by the buzz. He tries to move, finds his hands glued to the futon, sweat pouring out of every gland.

There’s a tingle at his toes, crawling up his shins, like a thousand ants pouring hot sauce down his nerves. The colors snap brighter, the song gets louder, and suddenly Mark’s ears are full of voices, hundreds, thousands, singing to him in every language he’s never learned.

The pressure grows. His skin stretches. His bones feel both heavier and lighter, compressed at the chest, expanded at the skull, like God is trying to make balloon animals out of him. He tries to scream, but only a hiss escapes, swallowed by the roar of energy circling the bed.

The world outside is gone. He’s falling, spinning, accelerating and decelerating at the same time. The tunnel stretches him into spaghetti, then folds him into a cube, then maybe nothing at all.

The last thing Mark sees is his own body disassembling, pixel by pixel, his consciousness scattering into the static.

Then there’s nothing.
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The first thing Mark notices is that his face is cold. Not “left-the-window-open” cold, but “slept-in-a-fucking-morgue” cold. His eyelids scrape open, dragging sandpaper over a pair of bloodshot corneas, and he’s immediately blinded by something underneath him. Light, pure white, like standing on a snowfield at noon. But he’s not outside; the air is still, thick with a weird floral scent, and whatever he’s face-planted on is hard and smooth as glass.

He rolls his head sideways, cheek pressed to the surface. It’s not glass. It’s marble, except the white isn’t paint or polish—it glows from within, shot through with veins of blue and silver that move, actually move, like veins on a body. The patterns pulse under his skin, making his whole face tingle.

“Urgh,” he manages, and tries to sit up.

It takes two attempts. His head throbs as if he’s just lost a drinking contest to a linebacker, but that’s the least of it. The entire world feels off by ten degrees. For one, gravity isn’t doing its job right: Mark’s limbs lift as if he’s made of paper, and for a moment he floats, an inch or two above the floor, before slamming back down. For another, the light isn’t coming from any single source. The whole damn room is lit up like a spaceship, and the corners aren’t even the same shape from one blink to the next.

Mark pushes to his knees, then stands. The motion is floaty, dreamlike, and if he had any dinner left inside him it would be on the floor right now.

He looks around, expecting to see some kind of hospital, maybe an insane asylum. Instead, he gets architecture that makes no sense to anyone who passed high school geometry. The marble floor stretches on forever, or until it drops off a cliff into a haze of turquoise mist. Staircases wind up and down, sideways and diagonally, connecting landings that appear and vanish at random. Arches spiral around columns that bend away from you when you look at them directly. The ceiling is a riot of glass domes and silver tiles, stretching so high it’s more of a sky than a roof.

There are windows—massive, floor-to-ceiling windows—every few dozen feet. Mark stumbles toward one, almost tripping over his own shadow, and gawks at the view.

He’s not in Chicago. Hell, he’s not on Earth.

The city outside is a physics major’s fever dream: towers stacked on platforms, floating bridges strung like cobwebs, everything bathed in a bluish daylight that makes your eyes water. There’s no sun, but up in the sky, bold as a billboard, hang two moons. Both are huge, pale blue and striped with white, orbiting so close together they almost touch.

“Holy shit,” Mark mutters, because no other phrase comes close.

He steps back from the window, wobbling a little, and runs both hands over his face. Still real. Still him. His sweatshirt smells like stale sweat and orange chicken, and he can feel the torn seam at the butt of his pants. At least that made the trip.

He’s so busy gawking that he doesn’t notice the crowd until one of them coughs, delicately, into a sleeve. Mark turns, and there’s a gaggle of... people? He squints. Humanoid, definitely, but stretched and refined: taller, sharper cheekbones, eyes a bit too large. Pointed ears poke out from under a series of hoods and caps and beaded bands. They’re all wearing long, flowing robes or tunics in colors that have never appeared in a JCPenney catalogue—electric oranges, sickly green, eye-scalding yellows. Patterns dart across the fabric, shapes that look alive and squirmy. The nearest one holds a kind of notepad, covered in glowing glyphs.

For a full ten seconds, nobody moves.

Mark clears his throat. “Hi,” he says, which comes out as a weak croak.

The crowd stirs. Their eyes go wider, but none run away. Instead, the notepad guy (person? elf?) jots something with a stylus, and a couple others lean in to whisper. Mark feels the universal sensation of being Judged by Strangers, amplified by the fact that they all look like runway models who have never had a pimple in their lives.

He tries again: “I, uh. Can anyone tell me what the hell just happened?”

One of the group—the shortest, with gray streaks in their hair and what looks like half a chandelier hanging from each ear—steps forward. Their robe is metallic blue, patterned with spirals and what might be stylized fish. Their lips move, but the words that come out are pure gibberish: “Hesh saruin matka se, parvor. Tarat diven?”

Mark blinks. “What?”

Another, taller, gives it a shot: “Ostai memaaru det, menchi. Lo hazmin...”

The language is a wall of sound, vowels and sibilants flowing together, but as he listens, something flicks on in Mark’s brain. He gets little whiffs of meaning: Welcome, Visitor. Are you able to process...? Do you have your faculties? He realizes he’s being treated the way you treat a drunk tourist or a lost child.

One of them produces a mug—actual mug, with steam rising from it—and offers it with both hands. “Shetu,” they say. “Kaltor shetu.” Their eyes go wide with earnest expectation.

Mark takes the mug, on autopilot. The heat radiates through his palm, and the smell is not coffee but something sharp, citrusy, maybe halfway between lemon peel and burning sage. He sips. It burns, then numbs, then leaves a pleasant aftertaste like ginger and clean water.

“Thanks,” he says, automatically, but then he realizes he’s starting to understand the sounds around him. Like a bad dub, their language syncs in with his brain and each phrase is echoed in a flavor of English.

“Are you ill?” the blue-robe asks. “Is your shape correct? Do you require guidance?”

Mark stares into the mug. He wonders if this is the world’s most expensive ketamine trip, if he died and got kicked up into corporate heaven, if this is the singularity and God is a glow-in-the-dark elf. He tries to answer, but the best he can do is:

“Where the hell am I?”

The crowd recoils. There’s a chorus of gasps. The blue-robe leans in, eyes enormous, mouth hanging open. The mug nearly slips from Mark’s fingers. He can’t tell if he’s said something obscene, or if “hell” is a local cuss word, or if nobody’s ever spoken out loud before.

The silence lingers, stretching out, filling every cranny of the room.

Mark coughs, tries to make it better: “I mean, what is this place? Where... who are you?” He stares down at the marble, half-expecting it to open up and swallow him.

The crowd shuffles, now whispering in earnest. The blue-robe recovers first, bowing their head just a little. “You are in the Palace of Forms. This is Arinam. You arrived in the manner of an anomaly, and you possess the mark of the Question.”

There are murmurs, nods, a couple of nervous glances at Mark’s hair, his hands, his face. One kid in the back, with lavender skin and actual fucking feathers for hair, points at him and whispers: “He said it in the old tongue.”

The blue-robe bows again. “We... we apologize. We did not know you spoke the true language.”

Mark’s knees nearly buckle. He sets down the mug, holding up both hands. “Look, I’m just a guy from Chicago. I’m not... I don’t even have a passport.” His laugh comes out high and wild. “Can I go home now?”

The crowd’s mood swings from awe to nervousness to sympathy, all in the space of a breath.

The blue-robe says, gently, “It is... unlikely. The anomaly is rare. You are here because the world requires it.”

Mark feels the world begin to tilt. He clings to the window frame for balance, breathing in the sharp, clean, impossibly blue air. The moons outside seem to stare back at him, silent and judging.

He wants to ask: what world? What requirement? But all that comes out is a laugh that cracks in the middle, like a cheap plate in a sink.

The elves—he can’t stop calling them elves—are now circling him, still talking, still observing. One offers a cloak to drape over his hoodie. Another waves a wand (yes, an actual wand) that gives off a puff of sweet-smelling smoke and makes his headache fade. The gray-streaked blue-robe keeps a respectful distance, eyes fixed on him with a mix of terror and wonder.

Mark watches them, equal parts horrified and amazed, and for the first time since grade school he has absolutely no idea what is coming next.

“Great,” he says to the void. “Just fucking great.”

The window flickers, the moons pulse. Somewhere behind him, the servants murmur the new name for their visitor.

And that’s how Mark Williams starts his first day in the Palace of Forms.
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​Chapter 2: The Queen's Choice

​
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Mark can’t remember the last time he wore real pants, let alone attended a royal function. Which makes the guards hauling him—barefoot and still in his faded NASA t-shirt—through this alien marble hellscape doubly embarrassing. Cold stone bites into his soles with every unsteady step, somehow managing to burn and chill at once. The hallways themselves seem designed to maximize his confusion: ceilings like dripped candle wax, arches that turn ninety degrees just because they fucking feel like it, and no fewer than four varieties of bird-headed statues eyeballing him with either lechery or pity.

He tries to shake off the hands gripping his arms, but the guards’ uniforms, stitched from what looks like living moss and insect wing, don’t even shift against his effort. One of them, the burlier of the two, snaps at him in a tongue that should be total gibberish, yet the meaning slides into Mark’s head like an unwelcome commercial jingle: “Keep up, Human. Queen waits.”

Human. Right. Because all the others have pointy ears, cheekbones sharp enough to slice bologna, and teeth like perfect tiny gravestones. Mark has seen enough elf porn on the internet to clock the basic vibe, but none of those models wore half a beetle for a helmet or looked like they’d sooner gut him than share a cozy woodland picnic.

At the next corner, a stooped figure intercepts them. He’s old the way petrified trees are old—skin creased with runes of age, hair a weeping willowy mane, and a pair of glasses forever slipping down his aquiline nose. The glasses appear ornamental; the elf’s milky pupils have probably seen dimensions Mark can’t even spell. “Release him,” the old elf commands, but the guards just loosen their grip and hold Mark steady.

“You,” says the elf, voice a chorus of dry autumn leaves. “Mark Neuman.” Not a question. More of a cosmic indictment.

“That’s...me?” Mark offers, half-sure this is a prank or an especially dedicated cult recruitment.

“Of course it is. You dropped in at the correct coordinates, if not the optimal time.” The elf pulls a pocket watch from the air, checks it, and tuts. “Queen’s been waiting twenty-seven minutes. Which, in Lunarian protocol, is a capital offense. Though I assure you, we’re more lenient for extradimensional accidents.”

Mark tries to rub the sleep from his eyes and only succeeds in poking himself. “Look, I don’t know what the hell is happening, but I’m pretty sure this is a mistake. I was at work, taking a leak, and then—“

“Classic transitional buffer,” the elf interrupts, almost bored. “You’re experiencing displacement lag. Quite standard. If you vomit, avoid the blue tiles. They’re expensive to clean.”

Mark glances down. The floor mosaic has a pleasing pattern, one that subtly rearranges itself when he blinks. This does not help his nausea.

“I’m Theomin, Head Chamberlain,” says the old elf, sticking out a hand. Mark, on pure Midwestern autopilot, shakes it.

Theomin’s fingers are longer than should be legal, knotted at every joint, and faintly luminescent. His grip could snap pencils. “We foresaw your arrival, Neuman. Our augurs haven’t shut up about it in six cycles.”

“So you’re saying...you wanted me here?” Mark’s voice bounces off the curving corridor, swallowed by velvet tapestries depicting various untranslatable atrocities.

“Need, not want,” Theomin says. “And the Queen, she is nothing if not...assertive.”

Mark squints, tries to process any of this, and instead gets distracted by a window framing the impossible: two full moons, one periwinkle, one a red-velvet cake disaster, orbiting a sky so blue it looks computer generated. There’s also a sun. It is, in no uncertain terms, a triptych of celestial show-offery.

“Your planet has moons,” Theomin says, catching Mark’s stare. “Ours simply does them better.”

“Yeah, well, we have pizza delivery,” Mark shoots back, but the moment lands with a wet thud.

Theomin merely gestures down the corridor. “Onward.”

The parade continues, Mark shuffling at Theomin’s elbow, guards forming a V behind them. Other palace staff cross their path—a pair of lithe women in moss-green smocks carrying something that smells like aftershave and death; a child-sized imp in a tunic, trailing a floating orb that pulses in time with Mark’s own nervous heartbeat. Everyone stares at him, and not the way a crowd stares at a celebrity. It’s more like how you’d watch a raccoon trying to hot-wire your Prius.

They finally reach a set of doors. Not just any doors—these are monsters. Twenty feet tall, banded with gold and a silvery metal that’s almost liquid, etched with glyphs that make Mark’s frontal lobe spasm. The guards let go and stand at attention.

Theomin turns to him, lowering his voice. “First impression means everything. Don’t bow too deep. If you say ‘Your Highness’ instead of ‘Your Radiance,’ she might turn you into a wasp.”

“I’m allergic to wasps,” Mark mutters.

“Noted. Shall we?”

With a levered gesture from Theomin, the doors part. A blast of cold, perfumed air hits Mark’s face; he instantly regrets every deodorant decision he’s made since puberty.

Inside is a space that can’t make up its mind between cathedral and discotheque. A runway of glass panels cuts the chamber, lined on either side by benches crowded with courtiers in every flavor of impractical clothing. Robes so wide they require traffic control. Bodysuits sprayed with crystal dust, reflecting tiny rainbows across the faces of their neighbors. Hair colors and shapes Mark didn’t know existed outside of Nickelodeon game shows.

Every set of eyes locks on him at once. The silence is violent.

Mark considers fleeing, but Theomin’s hand lands on his shoulder like a vise. “Proceed,” the chamberlain hisses through his teeth.

So Mark proceeds. Down the glass causeway, steps echoing like pistol shots. He realizes his
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