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The forest looked exactly as it always had: wet, old, and rude, with fat slugs humping each other on rotting stumps and every inch of air thick with stuff that gave Leon’s nose hell. But the world didn’t give a damn how he felt, so he walked, bootlaces clogged with mud, trailing Darla’s pink-ponytail bob like a dog on parole.

Their “trail”—really just the strip of least resistance between two walls of violence—had narrowed since the rain. Each step was a marriage of physics and loathing. The mud came up to claim you, and the brambles reached out to stroke your ass. Nature’s consent was never in question; she’d signed the prenup and wanted your blood.

“You know what’s better than this?” Darla didn’t bother looking back, just shouted over her shoulder while navigating another bend. “Everything. Literally every other activity.”

Leon snorted. “Says the woman who once tried to bone a mushroom wizard. Not even one of the sexy kinds. The kind with a vestigial cap and a limp.”

She spun, walking backward with the expert grace of someone who’d been doing this since childhood—or had very little regard for ligaments. “Don’t kink-shame. At least I had a sense of adventure. When’s the last time you did anything other than whine and grow fungus on your feet?”

“I do not have fungus on my feet.”

Darla stopped, plucked a glop of something from a root, and lobbed it at him. “That’s a lie and you know it.”

The glob smacked his jacket. Leon peeled it off, squinting. It glowed, just faintly, in the filtered daylight. “What the hell is this?”

“Miracle of science,” Darla said, the grin audible in her words. “Or, possibly, bioluminescent dog piss. I don’t know, I just report what I see.”

He flicked the stuff off and took a moment to study her. They were in their thirties now—old enough that “childhood friends” sounded patronizing but not so old that “tragic adulthood” had fully metastasized. Darla looked exactly the way she always had: lean, practical, forever on the edge of a smile that could turn into a sneer at any second. Her cargo pants were so stained they’d circled back to clean. She’d taped a D20 to her water bottle in case of emergencies. Classic Darla.

“Keep up,” she called, moving again. “I want to reach the split log before I need a hip replacement.”

“Only if we don’t die of exposure first.” Leon muttered, but not so softly she couldn’t hear. It was their script: she played reckless optimist, he played doomsday prophet, and in the end they both agreed the world was shit but at least it had snacks.

They reached the split log ten minutes later. It looked exactly as it always had: ancient, half hollow, colonized by every species of moss and worm the eastern seaboard could barf up. Darla gave it a tap with her stick, checking for snakes or weasels. Leon rolled his eyes but said nothing.

“Not everything in the woods wants to kill you, you know,” she said, squeezing herself up onto the log.

“That is objectively false,” Leon said, thinking of ticks and wild boar and the one time a raccoon ate his wallet.

They sat. The woods went silent for a moment—real silent, the kind that made your ears ring. Darla pulled out a thermos and poured herself a slug of coffee that had probably been brewed during the Clinton administration.

“Verdontia was warmer,” she said out of nowhere.

He let out a dry laugh. “Verdontia also had mosquitoes the size of canned hams.”

“Yeah, but none of this wet-ass mud.” She dug a heel into the ground and a circle of soupy earth fanned out. “I miss the color, y’know? This place is all beige and brown. I want, like, fuchsia trees. Dayglo dirt. Shit that hurts your eyes.”

Leon considered this. “You could just buy acid at the gas station, you know.”

“Not the same.”

She was right. It was never the same. They’d been to Verdontia, and Zarthon, and the forty-seventh Parallel, and maybe five other worlds Leon refused to name out loud. And every time they came back to this, the Regular, it was like seeing your childhood home after an apocalypse. Nothing fit, and everything had a smell.

“Do you ever think about...?” Darla trailed off, watching a squirrel disembowel a pinecone.

He shrugged. “Nope.”

“Liar.” But she smiled when she said it, and poured a second slug of coffee for him. He took it, because if there was one thing Leon respected it was free caffeine.

It was Darla who noticed the oak tree. She never missed anything, that was her problem. She would have made a great cryptid. Or a sniper.

“Hold up,” she said, sliding off the log and splashing through the muck toward a knotty old brute of a tree.

Leon followed, already composing a eulogy for his socks.

The oak was massive. As in, “hike for two hours and it’s still the biggest thing you see” massive. At first glance, nothing was off. Then you saw the marks—deep gouges, like somebody had gotten real personal with a multitool.

“Local kids?” Leon guessed, but he knew the answer. No teenager took this much pride in their work.

“No, look. They’re... patterned.” Darla traced a finger along a whorl of runes, the skin of the tree warped around each one like a scar. The cuts were deliberate. Elegant, even, if you squinted.

“What, you think it’s, like, elven?”

She flicked him in the forehead. “Elves don’t do symbols. Elves just passive-aggressively plant more trees until you get the message.”

The symbols weren’t familiar. Not exactly. But they had the greasy, deja-vu flavor of something you’d seen in a nightmare and then again on the cover of a garage band album. They wrapped around the trunk, no repeats, and shimmered slightly even in the shitty forest light.

Leon leaned closer. “You think this is a gate?”

Darla snorted. “A gate to where? Shitty-tree dimension?”

He ignored her. There was a thickness to the air now. The kind of thing you feel in your bones a half-second before the lightning hits. “Remember what happened in Zarthon?”

Darla’s mouth went flat. “You said we weren’t talking about Zarthon.”

“I never agreed to that. Also, we agreed never to talk about Greasy Gary, and yet you—”

The rune Darla was tracing flared. Just a blip, but it left a smear of afterimage like a camera flash. She jerked her hand away.

“Okay, what the fuck,” she said, but there was awe under the swearing.

Leon did not touch the tree. He’d seen enough. “We should leave.”

Darla ignored him, as always. She pressed her palm against the deepest symbol—a swirl with a sharp fang at one end. This time, the light pulsed. Not once, but in a steady, almost... breathing rhythm.

“Oh, that’s bad,” Leon said, as Darla’s hair took on an electrostatic float.

“Why is it bad?” she said, though it sounded like “fuck yes” to anyone who knew her. “What if it’s just... cool?”

“Because,” he said, voice flat, “it’s doing the thing again.”

He remembered, all at once: the color tunnels in Verdontia, the time the ceiling fell in Zarthon and left them both concussed and emotionally constipated for six months. He remembered losing a week to the green glow in the parking lot behind the Home Depot.

Darla turned. Her eyes reflected the blue-green light, making her look like an avatar for “What Could Go Wrong?” She wiggled her fingers. “It tingles.”

“Congratulations, you’re irradiated.” Leon crossed his arms, but his feet planted deeper in the mud.

The tree started to hum. Soft at first, like distant traffic, then deeper. Lower. The kind of frequency you only feel in the fillings of your teeth. Darla laughed, but it was one of those manic laughs that meant she was already halfway gone.

“You don’t have to touch it,” Leon tried.

“Yeah, but why wouldn’t I?” she said, and then there was a sound like wet fabric tearing.

The runes all snapped on, blue and then green and then something between. Darla’s outline shimmered. Leon staggered, eyes wide, involuntarily stepping back—except he didn’t get anywhere, because his boots had suctioned to the ground. Roots wrapped around his ankles, not tight, just firm enough to say “you’re next, asshole.”

Darla looked over her shoulder, smile gone feral. “Hey Leon? You ever just get the feeling—”

The bark exploded with light.

For a moment, all he saw was Darla’s hand, outlined in negative, then the world dropped out from under him. He felt every atom in his body twist. It was the worst kind of vertigo, the kind you got from dreams where you remembered dying.

Then it stopped. There was nothing but the afterimage of runes burned into his eyelids.

He let out a breath he didn’t know he was holding. The hum faded. The mud, the trees, the cold: all of it exactly as before, except Darla was already scraping the next rune with her thumbnail.

“You okay?” she asked, like she’d just shocked him with a doorknob.

“Fine,” he lied.

The old script. She poked, he played possum, and neither of them said what they wanted: that the universe was a bastard and wouldn’t let them rest. Or that it was about to get worse.

He wiped his palms on his jeans and wondered what the hell would happen if she pressed the rest of the runes.

He already knew.

The world was about to go sideways, and he was going with it.

​

Darla never could leave well enough alone, even when well enough glowed like a bug zapper and hummed at frequencies you could feel in your fillings. She’d barely finished scraping the bark when the runes went full nuclear, sending up a thin, insistent wail. If trees could shriek, this one was putting in an Oscar-worthy audition.

Leon flinched away, but the tree had other plans. The air near the trunk was thick now, almost soupy, and every time Darla pressed her palm into the whorls, the symbols burned hotter, outlining the bones beneath her skin. “Fuck me,” she whispered, but grinned so wide it nearly cracked her face.

“Seriously, we are not doing this again,” Leon said, stepping back. The roots wouldn’t release his boots, but he tried anyway, wrenching his ankles and waving his arms in some ancient instinct for balance. “Last time you got handsy with an alien artifact, we spent a month pissing blood.”

“Speak for yourself,” Darla said. She flexed her fingers. Light jumped between them like static, but didn’t burn. She turned, hand still pressed to the trunk, and raised a single eyebrow at Leon. “Admit it. You missed this.”

“No,” he lied, louder this time. “No, no, no. You are not getting me sucked into whatever the hell—”

The trunk convulsed. There was no other word for it. The runes folded inward, bark and wood slurping into negative space. For a second it looked like the world’s nastiest sphincter. Then the tree burped a line of neon and the hole widened. On the other side was—nothing. An absence shaped like a door, edges slicked with blue-green fire.

“Run,” Leon said to his legs, which refused to comply.

“Leon,” Darla said, still way too calm, “I think it wants us to go through.”

“I think it wants to digest us and spit out the bones,” he replied. “We don’t even know what’s on the other side. Could be a woodchipper, could be a plague pit, could be the inside of a frog’s ass. Just once, can we not—”

He stopped. The light ramped up, blinding now. Darla turned to look at him, her pupils gone wide, black holes rimmed with aquamarine.

“Hey,” she said, quietly. “What if this is the only shot? What if we miss it and it never comes back?”

He hated how much that sounded like her. He hated how much it sounded like him, five or ten or a hundred years ago, before they’d ruined the best parts of themselves in places like this.

The tree pulsed. The opening was big enough to fit them both now. Beyond the threshold, reality wobbled—a churning soup of colors and shapes and sharp edges.

“Let’s just... wait a minute,” he said, feeling the panic hit the back of his teeth. “We don’t have to go now, right?”

Darla snorted. “You don’t have to go at all. I’ll see you on the other side.”

And just like that, she stepped in.

For a second she hung there, silhouette thrumming with weird light, then she vanished. Just—gone. The tree wailed louder, hungry now. It was pulling air, leaves, the occasional suicidal moth.

Leon stared at the hole. He could almost hear her voice on the other side, cussing him out for being a coward. But maybe that was just his own voice, trained by a thousand identical disasters.

He took a step forward, and the mud let him. The roots released him at the last second, as if they’d only wanted to slow him down, not stop him completely.

He reached out to the tree. The heat off the bark made his skin prickle. For one wild moment, he wanted to run—but he knew how this script ended. It always, always ended the same.

He braced himself, muttered “Hell is other people’s portals,” and stepped in.

Crossing the threshold felt like being turned inside out by a toddler. Every hair on his body stood up, then reversed direction. The pressure popped his ears, then filled his skull with static. There was a split second of total blindness, total silence—then all the color in the universe poured in through his tear ducts and eardrums.

He hit the ground hard, rolling sideways onto something wet and cold that smelled like bleach and petrichor.

Darla was already on her feet, shaking off the nausea and grinning like a war criminal. She grabbed Leon’s arm and yanked him upright.

“See?” she said. “Fucking told you.”

He coughed, spat out something that fizzed, and took in his first lungful of alien air.

The world tilted.

And everything changed.

​

It took a solid minute for Leon’s brain to accept the input. He blinked and blinked, but the world just wouldn’t shut up: colors turned all the way to eleven, light that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere, a wet slap of ozone and tropical fruit that hit the back of your throat like a dare.

Verdontia. Darla was right; it had missed them.

They stood on a ledge above a ravine that wasn’t there a second ago. It was less a canyon and more a suggestion—cliffs formed out of shifting fractals, polygons with more edges than sense, every surface crawling with vegetation that glowed as if it were trying to get you high just by looking. The sky was a rolling smear of orange and pink and blue, shot through with floating islands the size of city blocks. These islands drifted like fat, lazy goldfish, dripping what looked like rainbow-colored waterfalls that arced upward, fountaining into mist, and then zipped off at right angles to gravity’s best efforts.

Leon’s knees gave out, and he fell onto his ass. The ledge beneath him rippled like memory foam. He grabbed for a rock to steady himself, but the rock was soft as peach skin and thrummed under his fingers like a cat purring in Morse code. It almost—almost—felt like a greeting.

Darla was already on her feet, spinning, arms wide, face lit with a joy he hadn’t seen since before everything went pear-shaped on the forty-seventh Parallel. She breathed deep, and the colors seemed to pulse in time with her lungs.

“Holy shit,” she said, and it was neither a curse nor a prayer, just pure observation. “They fixed it. The world. The last time we came through, the place was practically dead.”

Leon rubbed his eyes. “Maybe we killed it. Remember the slug riot?”

Darla grinned, teeth catching sunlight. “They started it.”

He squinted up at the floating islands. “Those waterfalls aren’t supposed to do that, right?” Even as he asked, one of the rainbow streams kinked in midair and squirted off toward a horizon that curved just a little too much.

Darla shrugged. “Normal’s a setting on a hairdryer, not a universe.”

Leon let the words land. He still wasn’t convinced the air wasn’t laced with something, or that this wasn’t all just some postmortem synaptic blowout. The memory of the tree, the blue-green runes, the tunnel—none of it felt realer than this.

He dug his fingers into the ledge. The moss beneath the top layer was warm, almost blood-warm. Tiny bugs—pink, with see-through carapaces—crawled up his wrist and vanished in the hollow of his sleeve. He slapped them off, muttering, but one left behind a faint metallic sheen that made the skin tingle.

He hated how much he was starting to like it here.

Darla stalked to the edge, peered down into the canyon. “Look,” she said. “No bottom. Literally no bottom.”

Leon joined her, peering over the drop. The ravine descended forever, or until the world ran out of colors. Shapes writhed down there—some looked like vines, others like shadows with intent.

“You think the physics are... normal?” he asked.

Darla shook her head. “Normal’s dead. This place was barely hanging on last time, but now? They’ve gone full-blown paradise. Or hell, I guess, depending on your kinks.”

He glanced up again. The floating islands cast shadows that should have been impossible. Some of the shadows looked alive. One, definitely, moved against the light—like a fish in a tank that didn’t know about glass.

Leon’s survival instincts were slamming every panic button, but he couldn’t bring himself to argue. Not with Darla’s face doing that thing it only did in other worlds.

She spun, caught his eye. “Don’t you feel it?” she asked. “Like we could do anything?”

“Or get eaten by the first thing that wants to wear our skins as hats.”

She laughed. “Same old Leon.” She glanced at the humming rock by his leg and gave it a pat. “What’s this one saying?”

He listened. The rock’s hum was a pattern—maybe a song, maybe a code. Or maybe he was already getting Stockholm syndromed by a geode.

“Sounds like a warning,” he said, mostly for effect.

“Perfect. Let’s do the opposite.”

A breeze picked up, making the grass around their ankles shimmer with purple static. Darla plucked one of the grass blades, watched as it dissolved into motes that orbited her fingers before blinking out. “Last time, we went west,” she said, scanning the landscape. “We should go up this time.”

Leon grunted. “Because floating islands never have anything dangerous on them.”

She started walking. The path in front of her laid itself down, as if the world was improvising the route one footstep at a time.

He jogged to catch up, less out of enthusiasm than out of the raw terror of being left behind.

“Hey Darla?”

She glanced back, half-laughing, half-waiting for him to keep up.

“Yeah?”

He tried to find the words. There were none. So he just said: “Don’t die.”

She rolled her eyes, but this time her smile was pure. “Same to you.”

They walked, and the world spun around them, ready to show them exactly how little they’d learned the first time.

The ledge curved upward, becoming a ramp of glowing quartz. At the top, a field of flowers stretched to the sky. The flowers opened and closed in waves, like the breathing of some sleeping monster. From somewhere above, liquid rainbows dripped onto petals, making them flicker and twist.

Darla moved ahead, arms wide, collecting the rain on her palms and laughing as the colors beaded and rolled like quicksilver.

Leon took a step, then another, each footfall a little easier, a little less like fear and a little more like curiosity.

They paused at the edge of the field. In the middle stood a tree—wrong shape, wrong color, wrong everything—but somehow familiar. Runes wrapped the trunk in an unbroken helix. It pulsed, waiting.

Darla stared, breathless. Leon stared, too, but with the resigned certainty that the next disaster was just a handshake away.

The air thrummed. The world leaned in. And together, like they always did, Darla and Leon stepped into whatever was waiting, just to see what happened next.
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​Whispers of Trouble
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The mushroom market was supposed to be a mad carnival at dawn: spores fogging the air like cheap incense, barker-molds hawking every color of poison, the chime of gnome cash registers warring with three different species of street musician. Instead, as Darla and Leon shouldered through the jelly-vine curtain at the entrance, it felt like stepping into a morgue designed by a raver.

Everything was quiet. Not silent, but a sticky, wet quiet—noise so thick with absence that the only sounds were the slow drip of dew from overhanging bracket fungi and the labored wheeze of Leon’s sinuses mounting their annual rebellion.

“What the fresh hell?” Darla said, voice ricocheting off abandoned toadstool booths. Even her echo sounded uncertain.

Leon stopped short, blinking. “This place was standing-room only last time. We had to crowd-surf over the mycelium throngs just to get a breakfast roll.”

Darla pointed to a fungal lamp, its tendrils limp and light dialed to a sad, anxious green. “Maybe the health inspector finally showed up?”

He almost laughed, then coughed instead—a deep, rattling spasm. “Fuck, that’s rank. These spores always hated me.” He reached into his jacket, fumbled for a tissue, and managed to expel a glob of something fluorescent and possibly sentient onto the moss-carpeted path.

They wandered deeper, feet leaving sinking impressions in the pulpy underlayer. Stalls were abandoned mid-sale; waxy fruits congealed on skewers, their vendors vanished, cash drawers hanging open and lonely. Up ahead, a spray of spores hung stagnant, frozen in a shaft of artificial sun like a cosmic warning sign.

“Maybe it’s a holiday?” Darla offered, but the joke hit the ground and bled out.

Leon wiped his eyes. “If it is, nobody told the corpse-flowers.” He jerked his chin at a trough lined with blue petals and literal teeth. “Those things eat best when it’s busy.”

A scraping noise, sudden and raw, made them both jump. Something small and frantic pelted around the corner, legs a blur. It was a gnome—three feet of pointy-eared panic with a mushroom cap slouched dangerously askew and a vest stuffed with more zippers than fabric.

“Don’t eat me!” the gnome yelled, before registering the lack of threat and skidding to a halt, gasping.

“Buddy,” Darla said, hands up in faux-surrender, “do I look like I have the energy to eat anything right now?”

The gnome ignored her, eyes flicking from side to side, fingers drumming a death march on his clipboard. Then his gaze snapped into focus, and recognition dawned. “You—humans!” He pointed. “From the... what was it, the slug riot? With the barbecue sauce and the badger?”

Leon winced. “That was years ago.”

“Time is a flat polyp here,” the gnome said, then he pressed in close, like a wartime informant, voice dropping to a whisper. “They’re gone.”

Darla scowled. “Who’s gone?”

The gnome made a helpless arc with both arms, nearly whacking himself in the face with his own clipboard. “Everyone! Customers, vendors, my fucking nephew—one minute we’re haggling over price, next second I’m talking to a handful of static and some stardust.”

Leon squinted. “You’re saying they vanished? Just like that?”

“Poof.” The gnome’s hands made a collapsing motion, mushroom cap bobbing like a conspiracy theorist’s tinfoil hat. “Not even a squeak. They leave this—” He fished into his vest, emerged with a pinch of glittering powder. It sparkled, even in the half-dead light. “Only thing left behind, every time.”

Darla peered at it, then at the gnome. “You try snorting that?”

“Lady, I’ve tried everything.” He eyed her, then Leon. “You want to buy some?”

“Give us a minute,” Leon said, edging Darla away from the gnome’s little bubble of desperation.

They huddled next to a squat tower of enoki stalks. Darla scratched her jaw. “Are we supposed to give a shit, or do we just wait for the market to reset itself?”

Leon glanced back at the gnome, whose attention had turned to feverishly counting his inventory, despite the clear lack of customers or, really, any point to commerce. “Last time a bunch of people went missing in Verdontia, we spent three weeks trapped in the thorax of a psychic mantis. I’d rather not make that mistake again.”

“You didn’t seem so invested when the world was threatening to vaporize us on Zarthon.”

He scowled, but not at her. “That was just Tuesday, compared to this.” He gestured at the powdery residue. “Stardust, Darla. People blink out and leave their souls, or whatever, in powdered form. That doesn’t end with us getting a medal and going home.”

She peered back down the rows of empty booths. “You think it’s contagious?”

“Anything’s contagious if you believe in yourself,” Leon muttered.

They returned to the gnome, who had started pacing, little legs churning like a wind-up toy from hell. “What’s your name?” Darla asked.

He hesitated. “Today? It’s Cormp.”

She smiled thinly. “Cormp, has anyone come looking for the missing? Like, authorities?”

Cormp shuddered. “I called the Home Tree. They said, and I quote, ‘try not to panic, this will all make sense soon, don’t go near the tall ones.’” His eyes darted up to Leon, then even further up to Darla. “Which, in my professional opinion, is horseshit.”

“Any suspects?” Leon said.

Cormp shrugged. “Could be anything: pixie debt collectors, rogue transplanters, that guy who sells bootleg glow-worms. Maybe it’s the spores. Maybe it’s the gods.”

Darla said, “If it’s the gods, they owe me an apology.”

She knelt, ran her fingers through a patch of sparkling powder on the moss. It clung to her fingertips, cold and dry. She flicked her hand, watched it drift and settle with an almost intentional grace. “We’ll look into it,” she told Cormp.

The gnome’s whole body drooped. “You will? Because I have a business to run and I can’t keep operating at negative—”

“Don’t worry,” Leon cut in. “First taste is free, right?” He reached over and, before Darla could object, pinched some of the stardust. It tingled, then dissolved on his palm, leaving a faint tattoo of blue light.

Cormp nodded gravely. “You two are the closest thing to experts we have. And if you fix it, I’ll cut you in on the profits.” He said it like a prayer, then darted off, leaving behind a perfect gnome-shaped divot in the moss.

They walked, slow, through the rest of the market. The sense of wrongness only grew. Even the air seemed tired; every step left their footprints filled with the glittering residue of people who no longer existed.

Darla tried to keep it light, but the set of her mouth told Leon she was thinking ahead: if this stuff was contagious, it wouldn’t stop at the market. It would roll downhill, gobbling everything that made this place weird and wonderful until only the Regular was left.

She said, “Maybe we should just burn it all down and let the spores sort it out.”

He laughed, once, then realized she wasn’t joking.

He didn’t want to look down at his hands and see that blue glow, but he couldn’t help it.

Leon flexed his fingers, feeling the tingle.

“Let’s get moving,” he said, and Darla nodded.

The last thing they heard before the path curved away was the gnome’s voice, echoing off the empty stalls:

“Don’t trust the tall ones!”

Leon looked at Darla, who shrugged.

They moved forward, stardust glimmering in their footprints.

​

Cormp’s shop looked like a wizard had snorted amphetamines and then barfed up a year’s worth of unsorted receipts. The shelves bulged under the weight of bottled clouds, fossilized screamers, and what Darla privately labeled “unicorn jizz.” There was no system, just piles—layers of attempted commerce and probable crime. Above, shroom chandeliers pulsed with hangover glow, occasionally raining small drops of mycelium goo onto the floor.

“I’ll say this for Verdontia,” Leon said, toeing a cluster of what might have been baby potatoes or miniature heads. “You can always count on bad taste.”

Darla fished a hand through a basket of pocket-sized wind storms. Each one buzzed, mini-tornadoes bottled and angry. “You’re one to talk. Didn’t you once pay forty bucks for a jar of haunted moths?”

He scowled. “They were limited edition.”

Behind the counter, Cormp stood on a stepstool, hands shaking as he counted and recounted his rapidly depreciating inventory. Every few seconds he glanced out the dirty window, as if expecting the void to come for him next.

“So what’s the protocol for a mass vanishing?” Darla said, voice pitched just enough to bounce off every nearby surface. “Hazmat? Full necromancer? Or do we just run until our lungs give up?”

Cormp snorted. “I’d say torch it all and move to the Outer Reaches, but the spores out there eat memories. You end up shitting out your own childhood.” He slammed a drawer shut and gave a world-weary shrug. “You’re welcome to poke around. Just don’t touch the—”

Leon immediately touched something. He reached for a shelf of glass vials, only to brush against a precariously balanced box. The entire shelf did a slow-motion suicide dive, shattering on the fungus-planked floor. For a second, the world went silent, as if even the air was waiting to see how they’d screw up next.

Then the potions mixed.

A sickly blue vapor hissed from the point of impact, rapidly billowing up and out. Darla held her breath, not that it would help; Leon just groaned and waved the fumes away like a guy trying to swat a ghost.

Something in the air shifted.

There was a pop, a crackle, and then every spoon in the shop grew legs and started marching out the door.

“Oh, shit,” said Leon, as a parade of cutlery stomped through a puddle of stardust and out into the market. Darla watched, equal parts delighted and resigned, as flowerpots sprouted tentacles and made a break for the gutter. Even the dustbin joined in, skittering crablike after the spoons.

“Why does this always happen to us?” Leon asked, eyes already searching for the next disaster.

“Some people are just born with the right kind of charisma,” Darla said, sidestepping a swarm of animate napkins.

Cormp watched his inventory flee, jaw dropping lower with each new escapee. “Do you have any idea what that stuff costs?”

Leon opened his mouth, then shut it. A mushroom, previously content to sit and rot in a display case, now started spinning in place, building up enough centrifugal force to pop the glass and roll onto the floor. It kept going, picking up speed, until it was a blur of fleshy white and gills.

Darla snorted. “At least it’s biodegradable.”

“Yeah, but is it bite-backable?” Leon said, dodging as the mushroom careened around the shop, ricocheted off the wall, and disappeared through the window with a crash.

“Are we... causing this?” Darla asked.

Leon shrugged. “Unlikely. But if we are, that’s on you. I’m just here to sneeze and make things worse.”

A shadow streaked past the window—fast, light, wings a smear of iridescent color.

“Did you see that?” Darla asked.

“Depends. Are you hallucinating fairies again?”

She flicked him, hard, in the ear. “No. There’s something out there.”

They stepped out, boots making sucking noises in the glittery moss. The parade of cutlery had made it halfway down the street, pursued by three cursing gnomes, one of whom tripped over a spoon and face-planted into the soft ground. But Darla’s attention was on the sky.

The fairy girl was impossible to miss. She zipped between the market arches, wings jittering, hair trailing behind her in a streak of orange and silver. She should have looked like a cartoon, a sugary child’s dream, but there was something frantic about her. Like a bug running from a torch.

She zipped once around the square, then doubled back toward them. As she got closer, Darla noticed the weird, stuttering quality of her movement: she flickered, not just in and out of shadow, but in and out of existence. She left afterimages, ghosted outlines, then snapped back to whole—a living skip in reality.

“Leon,” Darla said, not taking her eyes off the fairy. “Watch her wings.”

He did. The wings beat at impossible speed, but every third beat, they froze. Just for a millisecond, but enough to catch the light in a different direction. Leon saw the pattern immediately.

“She’s glitching,” he said. “Like a corrupted download.”

The fairy noticed them—maybe. She banked, zigged, zagged, then came to a dead stop right in front of Darla’s face.

“Help me,” she said. But it came out warped, like a cassette tape left in a sauna. “Help me—me—me—”

Her features shimmered, eyes dissolving into black motes, then re-forming.

“Are you okay?” Darla asked, resisting the urge to poke her. “Or are you just—”

The fairy spasmed, mid-air. Her hands clutched at her own chest, and her wings began to pixelate—first the tips, then the whole structure, losing detail, devolving into tiny, bright cubes of color. Her voice wavered, then collapsed into static.

“Glitch—glitch—run—” she said, but the words fell apart as her mouth lost shape. For a second, she flickered between present and not, present and not, like an old fluorescent bulb.

Then, with a sharp snap, she was gone.

Not just gone—erased. The air where she’d been hung empty, slowly filling with the telltale glitter. The only thing left was a soft rain of blue-green dust, which settled onto Darla’s outstretched palm.

She closed her fist around it, tight. “Shit,” she whispered.

Leon stood very still. He looked at his own hands. “That... that isn’t a disease.”

“Nope,” Darla said. She knelt, scooped up the dust, and funneled it into a vial she carried for emergencies or “weird shit,” which was the same thing, really.

She held up the vial, shaking it gently. “I’ve never seen a glitch hit this hard. Usually, they just reboot somewhere else. This is, like...” She trailed off, and for once, words failed her.

Leon took a step back from her, then another. “Do you think we’re safe? Like, are we next?”

“Statistically? Yeah.” Darla shrugged. “But we have a head start. Plus, we don’t glitch easy.”

Cormp the gnome peered out from behind a barrel, arms shielding his face as if waiting for shrapnel. “Is it over?”

Darla waved the vial. “You’re running a high-concentration anomaly, Cormp. Might want to stop breathing for a while.”

He made a choked sound and ran back into his shop, possibly to hide, possibly to asphyxiate himself.

Leon’s gaze followed the fairy dust as it swirled in the bottle, phosphorescent even in the daylight.

He muttered, “This is way bigger than a missing pixie or two.”

Darla nodded, silent for once, eyes fixed on the sparkle. Her mouth set in a line that meant she was already plotting, already connecting dots invisible to anyone else.

They stood together, surrounded by stardust, silence, and a growing, unnameable dread.

Above them, the sky trembled—not with the promise of storm, but with something more basic and terrifying: instability, eating its way into every atom.

Darla pocketed the vial. Leon checked his skin for any hint of blue.

They didn’t speak, but the decision was made.

If the universe was breaking, they’d better find the fracture point.

And they’d better find it before it found them.
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​Greeby's Warning
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Darla kicked the warped door hard enough that the hinges screamed and the wood splintered against the stone wall, flinging a spray of mold and flakes of old spell-seal into the corridor. Leon shuffled in behind her, still clutching his wet socks in one hand and the battered dignity of a man recently upstaged by self-marching cutlery in the other.

The interior of Greeby’s laboratory looked, for the first time in recorded history, like someone had tried to organize it—then lost a bet and left halfway through. Gone were the wild spirals of bottled gas, the floating teasers of bite-back fruit, the airborne terrariums full of competitive fungi. Every surface was covered in maps: layered, overlapping, pinned down with thumbtacks and ball bearings, some bleeding red where the pins went through. Even the ceiling had a scattershot of topography taped to it, islands of parchment adrift among the old drips and stains.

Greeby himself had deteriorated since their last visit, and that was saying something. He hunched over a clearing on his workbench, marker-stained fingers trembling as he pushed another red pin into a cluster of names near the market. His robe, normally an offense to both color theory and basic decency, was now faded, as if it had been repeatedly laundered in tears. The colors ran in sad rivulets, pooling dye around his shoes.

“Nice of you to finally drop in,” Greeby said, not looking up, voice hoarse as if he’d been shouting at the walls for days.

“Sorry, had to fight off a cutlery revolt,” Leon muttered, but Greeby ignored him, already scribbling another note on the map with a marker that squeaked like a dying animal.

Darla scanned the walls, taking in the spiderweb of strings, pins, and urgent annotations. “You’ve been busy,” she said.

“Busy? No, I’ve been desperate,” Greeby replied. He jammed the pin home and finally faced them, eyes bloodshot and swimming with equal parts caffeine and dread. “How’s the outside? Still hemorrhaging anomalies?”

“Out there, it’s bad,” Darla said. “But in here?” She glanced at the map. “That looks like panic prep.”

“Smart girl. Smartest thing to walk in here in weeks.” He pointed at a cluster of pins: each one marked a name, a date, and a rough sketch of what looked like an increasingly fucked-up reality.

Leon edged closer, caught by the insanity of it. “Why the maps? I thought you handled everything with, you know, fungus.”

“Fungus is for reproduction,” Greeby said. “Maps are for war. Or, at least, for not being utterly destroyed by a topological event horizon.”

That seemed ominous, even for this universe.

Darla produced the vial from her pocket. The blue-green dust shimmered in the light, filling the space with the cold certainty that whatever was happening, it didn’t care about the rules. She set it down on the workbench. “That’s all that’s left of a fairy, Greeby. She glitched right in front of us. Full-body pixelation, then nothing.”

Greeby froze, staring at the vial as if it were about to sprout arms and punch him. He reached for it, then stopped, wiped his hands on his robe, and then picked it up delicately, as if it was a dead animal or a family heirloom. He twisted the vial in the light, watching the particles catch the glow of the overhead lamps.

“This is worse than I thought,” he muttered, and the lack of rhyme in his voice meant it was very bad indeed.

Leon had no desire to touch the dust, but he couldn’t look away. “You know what it is?”

Greeby nodded. “Residual personhood. The stuff left behind when someone gets caught between domains—when the geometry of a universe breaks so fast, even the soul loses grip. This is the trail, not the corpse.”

“Why is it happening?” Darla demanded.

Greeby set the vial down gently, as if he feared bruising what little remained of the fairy. He didn’t speak for a moment, gathering the words, or maybe trying to shape them into something less insane.

“There’s always been traffic between here and the Regular,” he said. “Tiny leaks. Pockets of weirdness. It’s what gives us our flavor, and sometimes, what takes us out at the knees. But lately, it’s been accelerating. Like the boundaries themselves are... thinning.”

Leon raised a hand. “You’re telling us the world has a leak.”

Greeby looked at him like he’d just called a supernova “a bright light.” “Not a leak. A rupture. Something’s tearing holes straight through the interstices. Each time someone steps through, willingly or not, it leaves a scar. Those scars build up, and then...” He spread his arms, indicating the chaos of the map. “You get clusters. Then you get voids.”

Darla frowned, scanning the patterns. The red pins did not look random. They radiated from a few specific points—one of which was, conveniently, the Mushroom Market. “So someone—or something—is doing this deliberately?”

“That would be comforting,” Greeby said. “Because then we could punch them. But this feels more... viral. Or like a resonance cascade. Reality’s not just losing people. It’s starting to break up in places. We call it the Convergence.”

The word dropped into the air like a dead toad.

Leon didn’t like the sound of any of it. “What happens when the Convergence finishes converging?”

Greeby gave a helpless shrug. “Best case, the two worlds merge. Worst case, we get a patchwork of mutually incompatible rulesets and no survivors.”

Darla looked at the ceiling, maybe to avoid punching a wizard. “You have a plan?”

Greeby’s hand twitched toward the map. “A few ideas. Mostly bad ones.”

Something near the window hissed and spat sparks—a device made of crystal, copper, and what looked like stolen bicycle parts. The surface of the wall map directly behind it began to peel away at the edges, wrinkling and warping as if exposed to a heatless flame.

“Fuck,” Greeby said, lurching over to slap at the curling map. “It’s happening again.”

Darla sidled closer to Leon. “Define ‘happening.’”

Greeby scraped the charred edge of the map with a scalpel, revealing another, older map beneath, also pin-holed and annotated. “That’s a translocation event,” he said, voice shaky. “Each time it happens, a chunk of the world just... blinks. Takes anyone or anything nearby with it. Sometimes it spits them back. Sometimes it spits them somewhere else.”

Darla considered this, watching as Greeby frantically layered new pins onto the newly exposed surface. “And what about us?”

He laughed. “You’re both high-risk. Cross-world travel? Multiple exposure? You’ll be lucky if you don’t fragment in place.”

Leon started backing away. “Hard fucking pass on dying in another dimension, thanks. I’ve already had to replace all my vital fluids once.”

Darla caught his sleeve before he could bolt. “You owe me,” she hissed.

“For what?”

“For the time in Zarthon. And the Parhelion Incident. And because you’re the only person I trust to spot me when I do something stupid.”

Leon stopped pulling, but only because he knew she had him. She always had him. “You’re the worst.”

She smiled, all teeth. “And you love it.”

Greeby didn’t even look at them. He was already plotting out a path on the map, connecting the most recent cluster of pins. “If you want to help, you need to find the fracture point. The place where the boundary is weakest. If you can reinforce it—or at least, make it fail cleanly—we might buy enough time for the rest of us to get our shit together.”

Leon peered at the map, jaw clenching. “You want us to go into the epicenter of the world’s biggest cosmic root canal and... do what, exactly?”

Greeby’s eyes glimmered, madness or hope or both. “Improvise. Break something, or fix it. You’re both terrible at rules, so it should come naturally.”

Darla studied the map, the interlocking spiderweb of danger. Her finger hovered over the biggest, meanest-looking knot of pins. “Here?”

Greeby nodded. “That’s the source of the bleed. If you make it there before it dissolves completely, you might be able to—” he paused, considered them, then shrugged—“change the ending.”

Leon exhaled, long and slow. “Fine. But if I glitch out and end up a pile of fucking stardust, I’m haunting you.”

Greeby’s lips twitched. “You’d be the least annoying ghost in this tower.”

Darla pocketed the vial, nodded once to Greeby, then started for the door. “Let’s get this over with.”

Leon shuffled after her, eyes scanning the crumbling, spark-speckled lab. “You realize this is probably suicide.”

“Yeah,” Darla said, not breaking stride. “But at least it’s not boring.”

As they left, the sound of the warping maps behind them almost drowned out the shivering in Greeby’s hands.

The
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