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​Chapter 1: The Great American Road Trip
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The inside of the SUV looked like the final resting place of a junkyard crow with a hoarding problem. Styrofoam coffee cups jockeyed for territory with half-shredded road maps, and the backseat wore a layered mulch of fast food wrappers like a proud, crinkly carapace. The only thing holding together the patchwork of trash and souvenirs—souvenirs which were mostly pilfered from gas station bathrooms—was the latent stickiness of three weeks’ worth of spilled soda. The air inside hovered just below the point of oxygen deprivation, somewhere between french fry farts and that industrial “new car smell” they spritzed onto rental interiors to mask the previous customer’s poor choices.

The front seats were thrones of crumbling civilization. Leon had the wheel, one hand lazily cradling a cup branded with a cartoon beaver who looked like he’d seen things. His sunglasses had slipped down his nose, exposing dark circles that made his eyeballs look like they’d been cut-and-pasted from a raccoon. Next to him, Darla rode shotgun, legs pretzeled up on the dash, chipped nail polish catching the light as she drummed a frantic, Morse code message of agony against the glove box. If you believed the acoustic version of “Closing Time” currently leaking from the car speakers, the world was gentle and full of bittersweet farewells. Reality, in this car, was less indie soft rock and more hardcore bladder punk.

“If we don’t stop soon,” Darla hissed, “I’m going to piss in your glove compartment.”

Leon, never one to yield to a threat that weak, flicked his eyes from the immaculate street to the wildly gesticulating hand at his periphery. “Could you at least pop it open first? It’s where I keep my dignity.”

“Oh, is that what’s making the weird scratching noise in there?”

He gave her a sideways grin, a snarl more than a smile. “You can’t even spell dignity, Darla.”

“I spell it ‘G-E-T-T-H-E-F-U-C-K-T-O-A-B-A-T-H-R-O-O-M.’” Darla accentuated each letter by stabbing the dash, which was already bruised from her earlier protests. The glove compartment let out a sympathetic rattle.

They’d left the desert a day ago and now the world was nothing but suburb. The roads grew smoother with every mile, lawns sharper-edged and shinier than real grass, houses so fresh they probably still outgassed a subtle note of formaldehyde. The sky was an anemic blue, the kind of washed-out hue that got used as the paint chip for “Baby’s First Lie.”

Darla’s leg juddered so hard the whole dashboard vibrated, making Leon’s phone do a little dance in its vent mount. “Jesus,” he said. “There’s probably a Panera in, like, three minutes. Hold it together.”

“‘Together’ left me when you made us stop at the meteor crater last night and I had to use that bug genocide chamber they called a porta-potty,” Darla spat. “My ass is still haunted.”

Leon didn’t answer, mostly because he was too busy watching the approaching intersection, where a three-story wall of glass and steel had been dropped like an alien artifact onto the flat sprawl. At the top, in a font so shiny it reflected the neighbor’s perfectly symmetrical topiary, the sign read: PROVISIONS & BEYOND.

Beneath it, a row of balloons limped in the breeze, a crooked banner stuttering between “Grand Opening” and “nd Openi” as if the fabric itself had already given up. The lot was ringed with freshly planted trees, their trunks still bound to stakes like little prisoners of war.

Leon steered into the lot, which was empty except for a single Tesla and a golf cart branded with the logo of a local security company. Darla blinked. “You sure this isn’t one of those rich people places where they only let you in if you buy their $40 water?”

He shrugged. “Only one way to find out. Also, I’m legally obligated to not get piss on the seats.”

Darla popped the passenger door like she was escaping a sinking ship and landed with a soft thud in a parking space that probably cost more than her monthly rent. She shook out her legs, nearly crumpling at the knees, but powered through by the pure, redlining force of her urgency. Leon took his time, slipping sunglasses back into place, and peered at the storefront. The glass reflected their battered SUV perfectly, as if to highlight just how much they did not belong.

They converged at the curb, Leon making the final few steps in a lazy zigzag, Darla hunching forward like an Olympic walker who’d just realized the finish line was made of clean toilets.

“This place,” Leon said, scanning the lot, “is so fucking empty. It’s giving me haunted mall energy.”

“Better than haunted bladder energy,” Darla shot back, bolting toward the doors before he could fire off a retort.

A whoosh, high-pitched and theatrical, announced their arrival to no one. The sliding doors parted just a moment before Darla could ram them with her forehead, an automated mercy that probably saved her from a concussion.

They stood on the precipice, looking into a store that gleamed with sterile, not-from-this-planet lighting, the air inside sharp and lemony with “all-natural” cleaning products. Shelves stretched out in geometric perfection. The aisles weren’t just tidy—they were clinical. Even the floor glimmered, reflecting the LED panels above like the world’s least romantic funhouse.

Leon whistled low. “Do you think they clean the customers too, or is that a premium thing?”

“I swear to god, if there isn’t a bathroom in the first fifty feet, I’m going full feral.”

He grinned at her retreating form as she rocketed toward the nearest sign, which depicted a coffee cup and—praise be—a cartoon toilet. “Godspeed,” he murmured, then followed, hands in pockets, humming a bastardized version of the “Closing Time” chorus.

As the doors hissed shut behind them, the outside world felt instantly distant, like they’d slipped into the climate-controlled heart of a spaceship. The store was eerily silent, save for the faint, uncanny muzak that seemed to pipe from everywhere and nowhere at once.

“Leon,” Darla called over her shoulder, “if I get murdered by a toilet robot, avenge me.”

He gave a two-finger salute. “Only if you haunt me in the process.”

She flipped him off, not bothering to turn around, and disappeared behind a row of “imported alkaline water” bottles that probably cost as much as her first car.

Leon took in the empty aisles, the blank-faced registers, the distant glimmer of a coffee bar that looked like it’d been designed by someone who hated coffee but loved marble. “This place,” he said to himself, “is gonna be weird.”

And with that, he ambled off to see what other small miracles or corporate nightmares waited in Provisions & Beyond, while somewhere in the bowels of the building, Darla negotiated with destiny for the right to pee in peace.

​

If the outside of Provisions & Beyond looked like the world’s most expensive Apple Store for groceries, the inside was Silicon Valley’s wet dream with a twist of post-apocalyptic ghost town. The overheads burned so bright Darla had to squint, and Leon’s first three blinks took a full second to process. Every surface was a brutalist sheen: white, grey, and chrome polished into infinity, broken up only by a few creeping green walls of “oxygenating” moss.

The air was cold and aggressively lemony, promising that if you dropped dead here your corpse would be mummified by Pine-Sol before it ever had a chance to stink.

Two paces in, and they both stopped, frozen by the thing that slalomed up to them from aisle three. At first glance, it looked like a shopping cart. On closer inspection, it was a shopping cart that had decided to unionize with a Roomba. The basket bristled with blinking sensors, little arms perched along the rim, and it greeted them by flashing an LED display that read: “Welcome, Shoppers!”

It sang the greeting, too. “Well-coooome, shop-puhhhh,” trilled the speakers, autotuned into the uncanny valley and back out again. The cart nudged itself up to Leon’s hip with the affable determination of a golden retriever angling for a treat.

Darla cackled, then almost peed herself for real. “Look, it’s your soulmate,” she wheezed. “Finally someone who’ll follow you around and never complain.”

Leon made a face, but couldn’t resist giving the thing a gentle push. It rolled obediently, sensors steering it into perfect lockstep with his pace. “Darla,” he deadpanned, “we’re adopting this cart. Call it Jeremy.”

“If Jeremy can find me a bathroom, I’ll buy it a fucking college fund,” she shot back, legs jostling as she scanned the overhead signs.

The emptiness of the place was unsettling. Not just empty, but deserted—like a simulation running with all the non-player characters set to “off.” Even the ambient muzak seemed apologetic, piped in at a whisper so as not to disturb the robots. The only life came from the soft-shoed ballet of automata: a cylinder-shaped cleaner ghosted along the baseboards, leaving behind a faint streak of citrus; robotic arms, affixed to rails above the aisles, zipped in smooth arcs, scanning barcodes or restocking gluten-free seaweed chips with the delicate touch of an expensive mistress.

Darla broke left toward the “Grab & Go” section, stalking an illuminated “Restrooms” arrow with such single-minded purpose it could’ve been a talisman. Leon and Jeremy the Cart drifted toward a holographic endcap display, where dozens of beef jerky packs floated and rotated midair, each with a shimmering, rotating price tag.

Leon reached out to poke one, half-expecting his finger to get zapped, but the jerky dissolved into a cascade of digital confetti and popped up a nutrition facts panel instead.

“This place is straight out of fucking Star Trek,” he called over his shoulder, watching as the panel offered a “Try Before You Buy” button that blinked suggestively.

Darla’s answer came floating from somewhere near the smoothies: “I don’t care if they’ve got transporters to beam the shit directly out of me, I just need a bathroom now.” The last word came out strangled, like she was gripping her kidneys with both hands.

Leon grinned, fingers dancing across the next display. “Look at this,” he muttered, mostly to Jeremy. “The protein content is wrong. That’s got to be a typo. No way jerky has more protein than a ribeye.”

Jeremy beeped once, as if to acknowledge his skepticism, then zipped off a few inches to keep up as Leon wandered. He couldn’t get over the silence—the cavernous space, the pristine shelves, the lack of even a single human employee. There was a faint hum that came and went, like an air conditioning unit with performance anxiety.

He peered down an aisle lined with “Ancient Grains.” The stock robot—just a faceless chrome rectangle with arms—was shuffling quinoa into place at a mathematically regular rhythm. It noticed Leon watching and froze, as if waiting for input.

Leon gave it a little wave. “Hey, dude.”

It responded by dispensing a sample packet of something labeled “Heritage Superfood Popcorn” into a tray at his hip height.

Leon stared. “That is both amazing and completely unnecessary,” he said, tearing the packet open and popping a kernel into his mouth. It was crunchy, a little sweet, mostly air, and instantly stuck in his molar like an unwanted party guest.

He chewed thoughtfully and continued down the row, Jeremy humming along, until he caught sight of Darla’s hair over by the “wellness beverage” case. She’d located the restroom sign—a gleaming, brushed-aluminum plaque with illuminated icons and a subtext that read “Zero-Contact Hygiene Guaranteed.” Even from twenty yards away, Leon could see her do the pee-dance shuffle, hopping from foot to foot while glaring at the stainless-steel doors.

He caught up in time to watch her punch the “Vacant/Occupied” button like she was entering a nuclear launch code.

“May the force be with you,” he said solemnly.

She barked a laugh, half-wild and half-grateful. “If I die in there, avenge me.”

“Only if I can have your share of the jerky.”

She hit him with her best death glare, then bolted into the restroom as soon as the door whooshed open.

Left alone with Jeremy, Leon turned his attention to the coffee bar. It looked like the love child of a Japanese tea house and a Tesla showroom: all marble, black glass, and intimidatingly expensive espresso machines. A ring of tables sat empty, each with its own tablet for touchless ordering. Behind the counter, a pair of robot baristas polished steel milk pitchers with unsettling intensity.

Leon sidled up to one of the terminals, half expecting a retinal scan. Instead, it offered a full-color menu of drinks, most of them more complicated than anything Starbucks had ever dreamed up. Leon scrolled through the “Signature Lattes,” reading the ingredients with growing disbelief.

“You ever heard of a ‘Quantum Mocha’?” he asked Jeremy, who sat patient at his elbow, basket empty, blinking its blue “Ready to Serve” light.

Jeremy beeped, displaying the coffee bar’s slogan: “Perfection In Every Pour.”

Leon cracked his knuckles, then ordered a Quantum Mocha just to see what would happen.

The terminal responded, “Order received! Please stand by,” and the barista-bot sprang to life, arms orchestrating a ballet of beans, water, and steam. It frothed, it tamped, it poured. It did a little flourish at the end with a shake of something dusted over the foam, then rotated the cup on the counter so the label faced Leon: “Quantum Mocha, For Leon.”

He lifted it. “You know, it’s really the little things.”

He glanced over his shoulder, half-expecting to see Darla emerge at warp speed from the bathroom corridor, but she was nowhere in sight. A thought wormed its way in—maybe she’d gotten lost, or abducted by a malfunctioning janitor-bot—but he shook it off and took a cautious sip.

It was... incredible. Bitter, complex, a tiny jolt of citrus hiding in the chocolate.

“Holy shit,” Leon said, “maybe the robots really are going to replace us.”

Jeremy beeped a proud affirmative.

As he nursed the drink, Leon made a slow circuit of the surrounding aisles, marveling at how perfect everything was. He considered the eerie emptiness, how even the shelves full of food looked untouched, as if the store itself was just a mock-up for a catalog shoot.

He reached a self-checkout stand, which greeted him with a holographic “Happy Shopping!” and then projected a 3D scan of his own face, pulled from god knows where. Leon jumped back, almost dropping the coffee.

“Goddamn,” he muttered, “big data’s really out here stalking us now.”

The display smiled—seriously, it replicated his own smile back at him—and then began pitching him items. “Hungry for more? Our fresh cheese selection is rated 4.9 stars by shoppers just like you!”

“Get out of my head,” Leon whispered.

The store’s automation seemed to have keyed in on him, because every step drew a new “personalized” ad: a cooler full of kombucha shimmied a display that read “Try Our Fave Flavors,” and a cold case full of steaks flashed “Perfect Grill Marks Every Time.” Leon wasn’t sure whether to feel complimented or stalked.

He made a beeline back toward the restrooms, hoping to catch Darla before she wandered off, and found her leaning against a wall by the water fountain, eyes closed in the purest relief.

“You alive?” he asked.

She grinned, loose and satisfied, like a prizefighter who’d just knocked out her own demon. “Never been better. They have heated toilet seats and those little Japanese butt showers.”

Leon raised the Quantum Mocha in salute. “They have robot baristas. You want anything?”

Darla’s eyes opened, fixed on the cup. “What the hell is that? It’s glowing.”

“It’s a Quantum Mocha. Supposed to optimize caffeine absorption or something. Also, it’s blue.”

“Fuck it, give me one. I want to see if it makes my piss light up.”

Leon flagged the nearest terminal. “Can you use your bathroom experiences to rate the establishment?” the screen asked.

Darla laughed. “Sure. Five stars. Add a sixth if they throw in an exorcist for the next stall over.”

The order came up fast, and soon she was nursing a cup identical to Leon’s. She took a sip, lips pursed. “Whoa. That’s... terrifyingly good. Did you see the robots restocking the sushi? One had a little beret. Like it was trying to unionize.”

“I think my shopping cart is plotting to replace me. It’s definitely got an AI,” Leon said.

“Do you think they’re trying to trap us here?” Darla stage-whispered, glancing around theatrically. “Like, maybe this is a test run for when robots take over?”

Leon squinted at the coffee bar. “If that’s the plan, they could at least charge us rent.”

Darla snorted, finishing off her Quantum Mocha with a dramatic chug.

“Where to next?” Leon asked.

“Let’s take a lap,” Darla said, stretching like she was prepping for a marathon. “I want to see if they sell human organs or if that’s a back room thing.”

They started off down the aisles, side by side, Leon with his hand on Jeremy’s handlebar, Darla peering at the endless sea of perfectly arrayed groceries. As they walked, the hum of automation kept pace with them, a soft, omnipresent undertone like a thousand servers running just out of sight.

At the end of the main aisle, a weird little mannequin display caught Leon’s eye. It was “Smart Clothes”—t-shirts and shorts that, according to the holographic pitch, could “monitor your bio-rhythms and alert you to impending hangriness.” Darla snorted. “Just what I want, a shirt that tells me I’m cranky.”

“Yours would just explode,” Leon said.

Darla elbowed him, nearly tripping him up. “Careful, Jeremy’ll call Child Protective Services.”

“Jeremy knows where my loyalties lie.”

The robot cart beeped in a language Leon pretended to understand.

They drifted back toward the entrance, finishing their drinks, and eyed the checkout area. Still not a single human in sight.

“I dare you to try stealing something,” Darla said, voice low.

“I double-dare you to run naked down aisle seven and see what the security robots do.”

Darla considered. “Would they tackle me or just livestream it to the internet?”

They both cracked up.

“Alright, I’m good,” Darla said. “Meet you by the car?”

“Yeah, give me a minute. I want to see if Jeremy will follow me outside.”

“Don’t name your children after it,” she said, heading for the doors.

Leon hung back, scanning the shelves one more time, drinking in the weirdness, wondering just how empty this place was supposed to be. Was this a soft launch? Or something weirder?

He let the question rattle around in his head as he drifted toward the exit, followed closely by Jeremy and the soundless expectation of an audience just out of view.

​

The restroom corridor branched off like the arm of a spaceship, each door a slab of brushed chrome set into snow-white tile. The signs above each read “Vacant” or “Occupied” in unfriendly sans-serif, and the tiny LCD next to Darla’s door flashed a personal greeting as she approached:

“Welcome, Darla! Enjoy your stay.”

She almost tripped. “Great, even the toilets are stalking me.”

She glanced down the hall at Leon, who stood transfixed by a cleaning drone polishing the drinking fountain. Its movements were hypnotic: forward, polish, reverse, polish. If he’d looked any harder, his eyes would have sandblasted the drone clean themselves.

Darla pressed her palm against the scanner and the door blinked open. She expected some boutique-level powder room, maybe a little cologne, a helpful hand-dryer. What she got was a space shuttle command module, if the astronauts’ mission was to take the most dignified shit of their lives.

The walls shone with the aggressive purity of brand new laboratory glass. The lights reacted to her presence, blooming from cold blue to a warm glow as she entered. Each stall was its own airtight pod, sliding door and all, the interior a cocoon of stainless steel, deodorized air, and seat-warming technology. There was no graffiti, no sticky floor, not even a whiff of missed aim. Just a panel above each toilet seat that offered a choice of temperature, bidet strength, and “refresh cycle.”

Above the sinks, another screen woke to her presence, displaying a digital version of herself: slightly taller, better skin, and with an aura of “ready to seize the day.” It grinned at her and piped up in a clear, not-quite-human voice:

“Hi Darla, your optimal hand-washing time is twenty seconds. Shall we begin?”

Darla stuck her tongue out at the reflection, then spun into the nearest stall and locked it down. The experience was almost unnerving in its seamlessness—seat warmed just so, a gentle puff of air, the kind of privacy only astronauts or the dead usually get.

She let herself relax for the first time since the gas station back in Utah, and nearly cried with relief. The panel in front of her flashed up ads: “While you’re here, try our Immune-Boost Probiotic Yogurt!” She scowled at the camera. “Do you think I’m eating yogurt on a toilet, you perverts?”

The toilet answered with a pleasant chime and a pop-up: “We value your feedback!”

She closed her eyes and focused on the rare pleasure of a flush that sounded like it could suck a raccoon straight to the moon. The screen on the way out even gave her a little badge: “Excellent Hygiene! Five Stars.”

She washed her hands at the motion-activated faucet, let the air-dryer blast her skin red, and stepped out into the corridor. She felt reborn—still pissed at the universe, but with a bladder like a cloudless sky.

Down the hall, Leon finally peeled away from the robot janitor and strolled to the men’s room. He braced for weirdness but was still taken aback. The urinals were private little booths, each with a built-in air freshener that spritzed after every use. The sinks came on without a touch, and above them, a mirror flickered to life, displaying a rolling ticker of weather, sports, and stock market news, tailored to whatever IP address the system had mined from Leon’s phone.

He watched himself for a second: sunburned nose, crooked grin, three days of beard. He leaned closer. The screen helpfully highlighted areas he’d “missed” while shaving, with gentle dotted lines in neon blue.

“Go to hell,” Leon muttered, which the mirror’s AI interpreted as a request for bathroom humor.

It switched to a “fun fact” panel: “Did you know? The average person spends 92 days of their life on the toilet!” A pixelated poop emoji gave him a thumbs-up.

He handled business in a stall so sterile it felt like committing a crime. On the inside of the door, there was a news crawl about local property taxes and a soft-glow ad for hair-thickening supplements.

“Get bent,” he said, louder this time.

As he washed his hands, the faucet congratulated him: “Great technique!” It then played a thirty-second ad for a beard trimmer.

He exited, hands still wet, and met Darla by the water fountain.

“Do we even want to know what the family bathroom is like?” she asked, eyeing the oversized door at the end of the row.

“Probably a sensory deprivation tank and a nanny drone,” Leon said. “Or, like, it raises your child for you in fifteen minutes.”

They stood there a second, trying to get their bearings. The hallway had warped their sense of direction, but a lighted arrow pulsed “← MAIN STORE” to the left.

Darla led the way, flipping the finger at a nearby camera just in case. “You think anyone actually works here?” she said. “Like, a human person?”

“They’d have to wear sunglasses all day or they’d go mad,” Leon replied, remembering the holographic jerky display and the surly stock robot. “It’s like Willy Wonka’s Chocolate Factory if you took out all the Oompa Loompas and replaced them with tech bros.”

They followed the arrows back to the coffee bar. Darla shot Leon a look that said, “We’re not paying for this, right?” and he answered with a shrug. The barista bots regarded them impassively. Leon considered placing the most complicated order possible—partly to break the system, partly to see if the robot would sass him back.

“I’ll have a triple-cortado, decaf, one pump hazelnut, oat milk, extra foam, topped with exactly seven coffee beans,” he declared to the tablet.

“Order received!” chirped the bot, and within thirty seconds a perfect cup materialized, the requested number of beans arranged like a mandala. Darla’s order—a black coffee, “leave the pot”—arrived even faster.

She sipped, made a face, and then laughed. “I was kidding, but this is the best cup I’ve had since Colorado.”

They took seats at the bar, both watching the empty store as if waiting for the next test of the simulation. At first there was nothing. Then a little drama: Jeremy the Cart rolled by with a different family in tow, their little girl shouting “Faster!” as the cart zipped up the cereal aisle.

Leon watched the family, then looked at Darla. “Do you get the feeling we’re not supposed to be here?”

“Absolutely,” she said. “But they’re not stopping us. So maybe we’re the test.”

They sipped in silence, the whirr of the barista bots the only noise. Darla considered the last thirty minutes, the eerie precision of everything, and the unblinking eye of the store’s automation.

She leaned toward Leon, voice low. “Bet you fifty bucks the cameras in the restrooms saw me flip them off.”

He grinned. “And logged your optimal bowel movement time.”

Darla cackled, spraying a fine mist of Quantum Mocha onto the pristine countertop.

After a second, she sobered. “Let’s get out of here before Jeremy and his robot army unionize.”

Leon nodded, both amused and just a little unsettled. He scanned the horizon of the store, expecting some final act—maybe a hidden speaker would demand payment, or a curtain would lift to reveal a cabal of tech billionaires rating their performance.

But nothing happened. No alarms, no surprise endings. Just a clean, bright, too-empty store and the whiff of lemon-scented air.

They walked out together, their boots echoing off the polished floor, Darla waving at the camera one last time for posterity.

As they passed through the glass doors and into the blinding, real world, Leon looked at her and said, “We’re not stopping at another one of these, right?”

“Only if you want a robot to babysit your ego,” Darla said. “Now, get me something greasy and a bathroom with graffiti in it. I want to be reminded that humanity still exists.”

Leon raised a hand to block the sunlight, and the two of them headed for the battered SUV, already plotting their next terrible meal. Behind them, Provisions & Beyond cycled its doors closed, as if nothing out of the ordinary had ever happened.
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​Chapter 2: Verdantia Calls
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Darla yanked open the bathroom door expecting to step into the hermetically sealed, lemon-scented void of Provisions & Beyond. Instead, she walked face-first into a wall of living color so aggressive it felt like an act of violence.

The door clapped shut behind her. When she whipped around, it was gone—no brushed steel, no restroom icon, not even a hairline seam in the bark. Just wood. Trees, stacked on trees, roots so thick they bulged up out of the dirt like the knuckles of a buried giant. Her hand grazed the air where the handle should have been, and came away with a splinter.

She froze, caught between the logic bomb detonating in her frontal lobe and the sick thump of her heart jamming up the works. No. Fucking. Way.

She clawed at the bark, palms burning, hunting for even a hint of the restroom, a sticker, a screw, a break in the texture—nothing. She beat her fists against it until her knuckles went bloodless. The bathroom wasn’t hiding. It had never existed.

She inhaled, then screamed for Leon with all the force her gut could muster. “LEON!”

Silence, except for the wind howling through the leaves, a sound so high-pitched it made her molars buzz.

“LEONARD!” Her voice cracked. “THIS ISN’T FUNNY!”

Her words hung there, flinching under the weight of their own pointlessness. Darla shivered. Her skin prickled. Not from the temperature, but the uncanny sense that something was watching from the undergrowth.

She spun, assessing. The forest had a logic she couldn’t parse, its geometry all wrong. The trees soared up, not just tall but arrogant, shooting straight as arrows into a sky the color of terminal cancer. Electric blue bled into violet. Leaves refracted light in a spectrum she’d only ever seen in a bug zapper. No sun. Just that grim, jaundiced haze filtering down and painting the dirt a bruised, radioactive shade of taupe.

She could see farther than she should have—a trick of the trees, maybe, or her own brain in meltdown. There was no path, no clearing, just a slow convergence of trunks like the columns in a cathedral built by someone with a deep grudge against right angles. Every few paces the ground gave way to sudden outcroppings of moss that throbbed with faint bioluminescence. Even the air smelled off, a cross between ozone, wet dog, and those mystery bags of “dehydrated beef sticks” you found at rural gas stations.

Darla’s next breath rattled, the panic now a living animal clawing her insides. She barked out another “LEON!”—as if this time he might materialize, sarcastic and sunburned, making some joke about artisanal woodsy bullshit.

She did a lap around the nearest tree, then another, every step accompanied by the sticky sound of her own anxiety. Her shoes—beat-to-shit Converse, now peeling at the seams—caught on something wriggly and damp. She yanked her foot away. The ground writhed with earthworms as thick as Slim Jims, every one of them a color the human body shouldn’t have to process.

She would have bailed, but there was nowhere to go.

Her backpack was gone, left at the table next to Leon’s. The only thing she’d carried into the bathroom was herself and a phone that probably wouldn’t work in another zip code, let alone a space-time fuckup.

She checked, because of course she did. The screen blinked, then blue-screened, then showed her a map of “Location Unknown” with a big, cartoonish question mark right over her GPS. The WiFi listed a single network: “GO BACK, MORON.”

She threw the phone. It bounced once, then settled in a patch of glowing fungus.

Her chest was so tight she nearly dry-heaved. “This isn’t real. This isn’t real.” She tried to slow her breathing, counting backwards like some therapist on YouTube had once suggested. No dice. The wild world just kept getting wilder.

A flicker in the corner of her eye—a ripple of motion, bright as a dying sun. She snapped her head around. Nothing. But the shadows had changed, subtly; the dark inched closer.

She felt her hands again: shaking, clammy. The sweat ran cold down her sides, collecting at the waistband of her discount jeans.

“Get it together,” she muttered. “You survived two years with Dad’s psycho bird. You can survive a fucking acid forest.”

A lie, probably. But it bought her a second to think.

With nothing else to do, she walked. The ground sloped downward, roots clutching at her ankles, bark scraping her skin as she squeezed through the tightest gaps. Every few meters, a patch of fluorescent lichen kicked on, lighting her way with a glow so ugly it felt almost sarcastic.

“Who decorates this place?” she snapped at the darkness. “Tim Burton’s corpse?”

No one answered.

She stomped, louder, just to hear her own footfalls. The adrenaline finally wore off, leaving behind a pit of exhaustion deep enough to drown in. She stopped, hands on knees, and gagged again. Nothing came up.

She wiped her mouth. Looked up.

In the new darkness, the forest transformed itself. Not just bigger, but alive in a way that cities never were: every trunk pulsed faintly, every leaf jittered as if in anticipation. The undergrowth was a mess of flowers with teeth, some snapping shut as she passed. And there, above it all, a line of mushrooms traced a trail through the woods—a guiding light for idiots who didn’t know they were prey.

Darla stared at the path, then back at the blank, traitorous bark where the bathroom door had been. She imagined the universe laughing its ass off at her, then forced herself upright.

She started walking again, following the mushrooms.

Each step made the lights flare and dim, like she was on some deranged airport runway. As she went, the forest thickened, trunks twisting closer, leaves brushing her face with a static charge that made her hair stand up. More than once, a branch snagged at her, tugging at her shirt like a pervert at prom.

“Fuck off,” she said, wrenching herself free.

She tried to keep count—of steps, of breaths, of heartbeats—but the woods didn’t care about numbers. Time oozed around her, all the cues wrong. She had no idea how far she’d gone, or if she’d been walking in circles the entire time.

Eventually, the trail widened. The trees leaned away, grudgingly, as if convinced by some unseen authority. At the center of a small clearing, the mushrooms converged in a ring around an ancient stump, gnarled and rotten, the top hollowed out like a cup.

Darla hesitated, eyes narrowed. “What now? Sacrifice a goat? Piss on it for good luck?”

She looked up, half-expecting a drone to descend and offer up a Starbucks gift card for the best Instagram post. But nothing came.

She circled the stump, every step deliberate, fists clenched. She listened for anything—birds, wind, even the whisper of another human. Silence, thick enough to chew.

After a minute, she plopped down onto the stump, legs spread wide, elbows on knees. If she was going to lose her mind, she’d do it sitting.

She tried one last time. “LEON! IF YOU CAN HEAR ME, GET YOUR LAZY ASS OUT HERE!”

The sound rolled through the trees, bounced off bark, came back smaller, sadder.

“Goddamnit,” she muttered. “I should have just pissed behind the gas station.”

She kicked at the ground, hitting a root so hard her foot throbbed. She bared her teeth at the woods, daring them to make a move.

Instead, the mushrooms answered. They pulsed once—harder, faster—then split open, shedding clouds of silver spores that hovered in the air like static. The clearing filled with light, and the shadows peeled away.

Darla felt something loosen in her chest. Maybe this was all a bad trip, but at least it was a colorful one.

She rubbed her temples. “Fuck you, fancy toilets,” she said. “Fuck you, and fuck this entire day.”

The lights danced around her, every pulse mocking, every flicker daring her to go further.

Darla stood, cracked her neck, and shoved her hands into her pockets. She had nothing, not even a phone, but if this forest wanted a fight it would get one.

She spat into the glowing dirt, and kept walking, swearing under her breath the entire way.
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Darla stomped through the electric dark, following the line of pulsing fungus as it flicked deeper into the woods. The bioluminescent breadcrumbs were better than nothing, but every twenty feet she lost sight of the glow and had to squint through a wall of shadow to get her bearings again. Her throat burned from shouting, her calves from tromping. She felt the forest thinning her out, bleeding off layers of annoyance and bravado until all that was left was raw, caffeinated terror.

Something was following her. She didn’t know how she knew, only that every few steps she felt a different set of eyes crawling up her spine: sometimes cold and calculating, sometimes bored, sometimes the kind of curiosity reserved for car accidents and highway pileups. She kept moving, refusing to give the woods the satisfaction.

After the fourth mushroom ring, the path veered hard left. Darla’s foot caught on a root, and she tumbled chin-first into a patch of neon blue moss that felt suspiciously like packing peanuts. She spat dirt, rolled over, and locked eyes with a fox.

At least, she thought it was a fox. It was too big, too clean, coat glossy in the bad light. Its tail flicked like a warning flag, the color of fresh blood and orange soda. The eyes were smart. Too smart.

Darla scrambled to her feet and bared her teeth. “You bite, I bite back. I swear to god.”

The fox just sat. Its jaw unhinged in a grin that looked stolen from someone else’s face.

Behind the fox, the underbrush parted with the resigned sigh of something too old to care. A badger hauled itself up onto a rotten log and glared at her with piggy red eyes. Its fur was streaked with a winter’s worth of gray, and the claws looked like they could do open-heart surgery without anesthesia.

Above them, a sparrow fluttered down from the canopy, talons digging into a twig so hard the bark split. Her feathers were dull, but her eyes cut through the gloom like broken glass.

They didn’t say anything. Just stared. Like they were waiting for her to introduce herself or, failing that, combust on the spot.

“Let’s get this over with,” Darla snapped. “You’re gonna turn into a witch and curse me, right? Or maybe it’s a riddle situation?”

The fox snorted. Literally. “Humans always assume it’s about them,” it said. “So... human.”

Darla’s mouth fell open. Not because the animal was talking—she’d already used up all her surprise points for the day—but because it sounded exactly like her uncle Cal when he’d been hitting the boxed wine. Sly, impatient, faintly amused at how stupid everyone else was.

“Did you just—”

“Speak? Yes.” The fox glanced at its companions. “Should we try mime instead?”

The badger snorted. “She wouldn’t understand it. She’s barely coherent in her own tongue.”

Darla stuck out her jaw. “I’m right here, dirt-weasel.”

“Charming,” said the sparrow, voice as sharp as a new razor blade. “She’ll last an hour, tops.”

Darla pointed at the fox. “What’s your name? Mr. Burns?”

The fox’s tongue lolled. “You can call me Thimbletail. That’s Oakroot, and the bird’s Whisperwing. And you?”

Darla hesitated. Something about the fox’s gaze demanded an answer. “Darla.”

“Darla.” Thimbletail rolled the name around like he was trying to crack the password. “Not the most inspiring, but it will do.”

She took a step back, hands balled. “So you all just... hang out here? Wait for random women to fall through bathrooms and then roast them?”

Whisperwing cackled. “If we’d wanted you dead, you wouldn’t have seen us coming.”

“Is this—” Darla gestured at the impossible flora, the haunted woods, the talking woodland mafia. “—the afterlife, or am I in a coma in a Salt Lake City ER?”

Oakroot gave a ponderous shrug, claws scraping deep gouges in the log. “This is the Kingdom of Verdantia. You’re a long way from your ugly world.”

Darla snorted. “Kingdom of Verdantia? Did a LARP convention throw up out here?”

Oakroot growled low. “You don’t have to believe it for it to be real. Trust me, no one here is as thrilled about this arrangement as you are.”

She ignored the existential part. “I need to get back. There’s a guy—Leon—and he’s probably freaking out. Or making bad puns about the afterlife. Either way, I have to find him. So, how do I leave?”

Thimbletail’s tail went still. “Most who arrive want to leave. Few ever manage it.”

“Wow,” said Darla, “great customer service. Do you offer a loyalty program, or is it just existential dread all the way down?”

Whisperwing angled her head. “The human is defective. I like her.”

Oakroot grumbled, “You would.”

Darla tried to calm herself, to bring the world back into some alignment that made sense. She closed her eyes, tried to picture the sterile, citrus-smelling safety of the grocery store bathroom. Nothing. When she opened them, the forest was even brighter, every color dialed up to eleven.

“Okay, so I’m in Narnia’s methhead cousin. What, do I have to quest for the Holy Grail to get out? Find a wardrobe? Crawl up a unicorn’s ass?”

Thimbletail’s ears flicked back. “Sometimes there are doors. Portals. Sometimes the forest takes pity, or gets bored, and spits you out where you belong.”

Darla chewed on that, thinking of every time the universe had given her the middle finger. “So you’re saying I’m at the mercy of a magical mood ring.”

“Essentially,” said Whisperwing.

Oakroot’s face twisted, and he jabbed a claw in her direction. “You came through a door, yes?”

Darla nodded. “Bathroom stall. Classiest I’ve ever seen. Heated seats, air freshener, the works. I walked out, and the door was gone.”

Thimbletail bared his teeth in something like sympathy. “Doors are tricksy. Sometimes they take more than they let through.”

“I’m supposed to be with Leon,” Darla insisted, fists trembling. “I don’t do solo. I barely do group work, but solo’s worse.”

“Was he with you in the other world?” asked Whisperwing, preening a feather.

“Outside,” Darla said. “He was waiting.” Her mouth twisted. “If he went through, he’d be here. Right?”

The three animals shared a glance. It lasted a little too long.

“What?” Darla demanded.

Thimbletail paced a slow circle around her. “Sometimes, arrivals don’t line up. Sometimes the forest plays favorites. Or plays at all.”

“Are you saying he might not even be here?” Darla felt a rock settle in her gut.

Oakroot’s claws curled. “We’re saying if he’s here, he’s lost. If he’s not, he’s food for the trees by now.”

Whisperwing fluttered off her twig, landed just a foot from Darla’s boot. “Time runs sideways here, and night isn’t kind. Even to foxes. Especially not to humans.”

Darla’s brain started cataloging her inventory: zero weapons, zero food, and the phone was as useful as a brick. The only thing she had in spades was attitude, and even that was flagging. She set her jaw.

“Fine,” she said. “You’re clearly the welcoming committee. Are you going to help, or just keep dunking on me until something eats us?”

Thimbletail sat and scratched behind an ear. “It would amuse me more to watch you blunder, but Oakroot’s got a conscience.”

Oakroot made a choking sound.

Whisperwing sighed. “There is a legend. Human shows up, causes trouble, brings calamity or salvation. Usually the former. Always a story worth watching.”

Darla rolled her eyes. “What, am I supposed to be the chosen one? Please. I failed the sixth grade twice.”

Whisperwing tilted her head, genuinely curious. “On purpose?”

Darla smiled, dark. “Nope. I’m just that good.”

The forest exhaled, the wind lashing at her ears. It carried with it a low, hollow sound—like a bottle rocket taking off in slow motion.

“What was that?” Darla asked, voice half a whisper.

Oakroot’s hackles stood up. “It’s almost nightfall. Things wake up after dark. Unpleasant things.”

Darla remembered the way the shadows had flexed as she’d come through, the way her every sense had screamed run without telling her why.

“So... safety in numbers?” she said, eyeing the animals.

Thimbletail grinned. “If you can keep up.”

Darla glanced at her Converse, the left one already losing its sole. “I’m not built for forest sprints.”

“Neither are the monsters,” said Whisperwing. “Just don’t trip.”

Thimbletail loped off without warning, and Darla had no choice but to follow, crashing through thickets and leaping fallen logs as if she’d grown up in the woods. Oakroot brought up the rear, occasionally pausing to scan the perimeter with a surly air of menace. Whisperwing darted overhead, a streak of brown and grey against the deepening dark.

They moved fast, but the forest moved faster. Behind them, something slithered, then crawled, then howled—a sound so low it made Darla’s teeth ache.

She shouted, “LEON!” one last time, the word knifing through the trees and bouncing back at her, smaller and sadder each time.

“Keep moving,” growled Oakroot.

They crested a ridge, the trees thinning out. Darla’s breath came in ragged, wheezing gasps, but she didn’t slow. She’d be damned if she’d let a talking badger see her break.

Down in the gully below, the trees split apart, revealing an ancient stone well. The air around it buzzed with an energy she didn’t want to name. The mushrooms circled the mouth like a neon barricade.

Thimbletail stopped short and sat, waiting for the rest.

Darla skidded to a halt, bent over, and fought to keep her lunch where it belonged. She stared at the well, then at the animals, then back at the well.

“So, what, I’m supposed to jump?”

“Not unless you want to come out inside a tree trunk,” said Thimbletail. “That’s just one of the rumored doors. Most are dormant. But sometimes, with the right push...”

He looked her over, eyes critical. “You might be the right push.”

Oakroot huffed. “She’s not even the right species.”

“Doesn’t always matter,” said Whisperwing, eyeing Darla like a scientist inspecting an ugly new bug. “Doors want to open. Sometimes all it takes is a will and a wrongness.”

Darla laughed, a bark of pure desperation. “I’ve got enough wrongness for a whole Walmart.”

The animals settled in, watching. Whisperwing landed on the stone, claws scraping a rhythm.

Darla approached the well, felt the hum under her hands. She braced herself, peered into the void. The darkness inside was complete.

She called, “Leon?”

The darkness didn’t answer.

She spat in it anyway, just on principle.

“I hate this place,” she muttered, more to herself than the wildlife.

“You could wait,” suggested Oakroot, “for daylight. It’s safer then.”

Thimbletail smirked. “Or braver to go now.”

Whisperwing cackled. “Or dumber.”

Darla weighed her options: death by boredom, death by monster, or possibly death by well.

She shrugged. “Never let it be said I didn’t take a leap.”

She hoisted herself onto the stone lip, swung her legs over. The animals leaned in, waiting. She glared at them.

“If I die,” she said, “don’t write a poem about me. Just set the forest on fire and call it a tribute.”

With that, she slid into the well, middle finger raised as the last of the world winked out above her.

The animals watched a moment longer, tails and wings flicking, then vanished into the oncoming night.
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​Chapter 3: The Wastelands of Zarthon
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Leon shouldered open the restroom door expecting that cold, lemony cloud, maybe a whiff of that bleachy anxiety that lived in every American franchise. Instead, he was punched in the face by something hotter and meaner than anything he’d felt outside a blast furnace.

He recoiled. Not metaphorically—he actually staggered, eyes watering as daylight melted his retinas into soup. He flailed an arm to shield his face, but the sun came in sideways and scraped him raw.

This wasn’t the strip mall parking lot. This wasn’t the store. This wasn’t even Earth. Unless the city had decided to resurface the lot with powdered Chernobyl and let it simmer on broil.

Leon squinted into the blast. Sand—waves of it, the kind that filled your shoes with hatred and gave you road rash just for existing—rippled as far as he could see. Every inch radiated a white-yellow heat that baked the world into a single, infinite migraine. Ruins littered the horizon: broken columns, the ribcages of old buildings half-buried in drifts, stones chewed to nothing by wind and maybe time itself. There was no road. No cars. No sign of Provisions & Beyond, or its cartoon beaver mascot, or the neat grid of houses they’d passed through for days.

He looked over his shoulder, expecting to see the bathroom or the store, but there was only rock—sandstone sheared flat, pockmarked like the moon, no hint of a door, not even a crack. He knocked his knuckle against the wall, half sure he’d find the seam if he stared long enough. Nothing. The rock was warm and uncaring. He could almost hear the lemon-scented air freshener laughing its ass off from across the multiverse.

He patted his chest. Still there: sunglasses, phone, keys, half-empty water bottle from the drive, a sleeve of beef jerky so old it tasted like regret. He did a quick inventory of his brain and found it fifty percent adrenaline, fifty percent screaming.

“Darla?” he shouted. The wind rolled his voice right over, flinging it back in his face. He tried again: “DARLA!” Then softer, but somehow more desperate: “Darla, where the fuck are you?”

The sand responded with a gritty silence.

He tried to retrace his steps. One: exit the coffee bar. Two: hit the men’s room. Three: step out, into—this. Which meant Darla had either gone in before him and bailed, or she was trapped on the other side of whatever hellhole had vacuumed up the grocery store.

He wasn’t buying it. Not yet.

He squatted in the shadow of the ruined wall and thumbed his phone awake. Zero bars, like always, but the home screen looked normal. GPS refused to update, spinning a cartoon satellite until it gave up and flashed the nuclear option: “Location Error: Out of Range.” The only WiFi network was called “EXILE-SCORN,” and it had one bar of signal, which just felt like a prank.

Leon sucked down the last of his water, almost choked, and let the bottle fall into the sand. “Shit,” he muttered, then pressed the bottle into the ground and watched it tip, roll, then melt halfway through the surface. He wiped sweat off his brow, smeared it right back with sand, and started walking toward the nearest ruin.

For the first half mile, he tried to convince himself this was a heatstroke hallucination, or maybe a VR demo gone feral. The world was so big, so empty, it couldn’t be real. The horizon shimmied with fake water, and every step felt like walking on the inside of a tanning bed set to “atomic.”

But the ruins didn’t vanish. The closer he got, the more real they became: blocks of stone carved with symbols that looked like they belonged on a mummified Indiana Jones villain, columns split by quakes or war or maybe just spite. Everything here had the look of something old and important that got abandoned on purpose.

He picked a column and leaned against it, the stone warm as a sleeping dog. He wiped his mouth, licked the sweat off his upper lip, and tried again. “Darla! If you’re in this funhouse, say something!”

Still nothing. Just wind, the gentle hiss of sand trying to erase his footprints.

He circled the ruin, looking for shade, a secret door, a clue. He found only carvings, mostly worn smooth. There was a circle, some stick figures with too many arms, and a series of X’s that looked like a game of tic-tac-toe gone demonic. He took a picture, then remembered his battery was already at 10%, then remembered that nothing mattered because nobody was ever going to see it.

He checked his phone again. The screen wouldn’t unlock. Instead, it pulsed a soft blue and displayed a single word in block letters: “STAY.”

“Yeah, fuck you too,” Leon grunted, and lobbed the phone at the sand. He watched as it bounced, caught a thermal, and spun to a stop beside his water bottle.

He tried not to panic, but panic was a thing that never listened to instructions. His thoughts spun out, touching everything he’d ever read or watched about deserts: SERE training, Mad Max, Dune, the time he almost died of dehydration at Coachella. None of them involved being teleported via bathroom stall to a prehistoric wasteland with no rescue and a twenty-four hour head start on dying of exposure.

He started walking again. The sun was higher now, hotter if possible, and his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. The sand shifted under his feet, every step dragging him back, like the world was trying to keep him in place. He found a rocky outcrop, maybe the ruins of a wall, and huddled beneath its pitiful shadow.

He pulled out the jerky, gnawed at it. It tasted like bandages. He almost laughed. “Great vacation spot, Leon. Really nailed the itinerary this time.”

He tried to remember what Darla would do. Probably punch a coyote and drink its blood, or at least flip off the universe until it caved. He tried to channel that energy. “Alright, you shithole, you want me to beg? Fine. Please, can I get a sign? Any sign at all?”

There was no answer. Only the lazy wind, and the slow, patient movement of the sun toward whatever horizon would eventually kill him.

He checked the time, even though it was meaningless. An hour had passed. Then two. He kept walking, zigzagging between ruins and picking up whatever small bits of shade he could steal.

By the third hour, the landscape blurred and he started seeing mirages of strip malls and fast food signs, all shimmering like lost loves. He called Darla’s name until his throat was shredded, and sometimes, he imagined he heard her voice echoing from behind him.

He never turned around fast enough to catch it.

By late afternoon, Leon’s skin was pink and flaking, his lips the texture of raw hamburger. The only thing that kept him moving was the knowledge that stopping meant the end. So he kept up a slow, looping walk, sticking to the shadows of the bigger ruins, and pausing to curse the world every time his phone vibrated in his pocket with another “STAY” notification.

At sunset, the temperature dropped twenty degrees in a heartbeat. The light went from blinding to a weird, nuclear twilight that made the shadows stretch like taffy
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