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      Holly Hodges didn’t know what she was looking for, all she knew was that something was missing. She was 25 with two halfway decent jobs, jobs that she neither liked nor disliked, but she knew she couldn’t keep working at them for forever. Being a substitute teacher was fun, but she never wanted to teach full time. And being a bartender was a great gig, and she loved all the people that she had met along the way and how much fun she had experienced, but she couldn’t keep going on with bar tending forever. 

      Holly needed a path forward.

      For months, she had been talking to her friends about what she should do with her life. 

      “Why not college?” One friend had asked over drinks, “You liked it when we all went years ago.”

      “I don’t know,” Holly had replied, her finger rimming along the edge of her wineglass, “College was fun when we were all together, but I never could pick a major and I ended up failing out. I don’t think I would be any good at it if I wasn’t surrounded by friends.”

      “What about trade school?” another friend had asked over text, “John did it and makes tons of money.”

      Holly had just sighed and rolled her eyes at the idea. Nothing about a trade school sounded remotely interesting, especially when she thought about the type of work that would be available. 

      “You could always do teaching full time.”

      “Or what about owning a restaurant?”

      The suggestions that her friends spit out at her were good ones, but nothing hit her in the right way. Nothing sounded right for Holly, with her free spirit and love of nature. And the longer Holly pondered her direction in life, the more she felt as though life was nothing more than a stone around her neck, dragging her down.

      So, she did what she always did when she needed answers: she went to the forest.

      She needed to go on a hike.

      Holly Hodges slammed her car door behind her after climbing from her 4-door sedan. She took very little into the woods with her, just her car keys and her phone. Anything else would be a distraction. A walk among the trees was just what she needed, and when she found the trailhead of a new, easy hike, she could not help but smile.

      Just a brief walk to clear my head, she thought to herself as she took a deep inhale of the fresh, clean air around her. Before Holly started, she pulled an elastic from her wrist and tied back her long brown hair and took a moment to smooth out her outfit. She was wearing something simple for her hike: black and neon orange leggings and a sports bra to match, with black high-top sneakers. Easy, simple, and comfortable in the ever-warming afternoon.

      Holly walked, relishing in finding time alone for herself. Her feet pounded the well-worn trail, and she wondered why she saw no one else. It was an easy enough walk.

      The forest felt magical. She listened with sharp ears to the birds who sang in the trees above her. Along the sides of the trails, Holly could see tall trees with thin trunks and branches that scraped high into the sky. Her ears heard the soft footsteps of a small animal, and her mind immediately went to chipmunks or squirrels.

      But none of this was helping with her query. 

      What was she going to do with her life?

      “Maybe college isn’t a bad idea,” she said out loud to herself as she stopped to look over a rippling creek, “But what would I major in? And I’m already in debt over the last time...”

      Holly couldn’t help but shudder at the thought of her student loans. She sighed and kept on walking, turning a bend with her eyes on the ground in front of her.

      “Maybe I should start dating again,” she said as she hopped over a root that broke through the dirt trail, “Find a guy and start a life or a family or whatever.”

      But she couldn’t force that, no matter how much she may want it. There was always a little wave of jealousy that went through her when her friends would introduce guys who they had been dating for a long time. She had lost count of how many times she had helped someone move so they could live with their significant other, and she knew that it was only a matter of time before she was inundated with wedding invitations and baby announcements. 

      Holly kept on walking, and slowly, her worries and thoughts faded from her mind. She just turned her face up and let the sunshine warm it as she walked. Losing herself in the forest was an old favorite of hers, and just being out among the trees was enough to make her feel better. 

      “I ought to just move to the forest and be a hermit,” she said out loud to herself, chuckling as she spoke, “Make myself a little cabin and never come back to society.”

      Her laughter rang out loud and clear, but something out of the corner of her eye stopped her cold. Whatever she saw was small and white and glistening off in the distance. 

      “What in the world...”

      And Holly Hodges made her first mistake: she stepped off the trail. She knew better, and something in her brain nagged away that she needed to turn around and head right back to the trail, but her curiosity could not be sated until figured out what she saw. Slowly and carefully, she made her way through the forest, looping around trees and stepping over fallen logs, all while keeping her eyes on the strange white object in front of her.

      “What is that?” she whispered to herself as she got closer. She pondered on whether she was seeing a small animal, or maybe a shining stone. Or, it could even be trash left behind by some horrible human who traveled into the woods a long time ago.

      But when she drew near, she could see that it was a mushroom! It was easily the biggest mushroom that she had ever seen. It stood almost a foot tall, with a cap that was bigger than her hand, with her fingers spread wide. She stared at it and marveled at how perfectly white it was in the hot afternoon sun, and how the underside of the cap was a strange blue color.

      And when Holly looked up, she gasped! The mushroom was not alone! She counted the ones in the field and there were a dozen of them, all of them growing in a perfectly round circle in the middle of this strange clearing! 

      “What in the...” Her voice trailed off as she reached into her back pocket for her phone. She didn’t know what she was looking at, but she knew she wanted to get pictures. 

      She snapped a bunch, walking around the outside and trying to get the ring of toadstools from different angles. With every picture she took, her mind whirled with filters that she could place on them and captions that she could write. 

      “This is so cool!”

      And then an idea dawned on her: Selfies! 

      That was the moment that she made her second mistake.

      Holly stepped carefully over the toadstools and stood dead center in the middle of the ring. With her phone held high above her and her face turned up toward the sky, Holly grinned widely and snapped a pic, her fingers open in a peace sign.

      And just when the shutter sound rang in her ear, she felt the earth give way beneath her feet. Her phone flew out of her hand and landed somewhere in the forest, but her eyes were on the ground. 

      Holly screamed as a tunnel opened underneath her. The earth looked like someone had carved it to create this vast tunnel, this hole with no end in sight. She reached out for the walls, her hands clawing at the wet, loose earth, but she could not get a firm hold of anything. With desperation, she looked up and watched as the bright yellow sunlight that had once warmed her faded into a pinpoint of light. Her eyes went down and there was a strange blue glow that grew as she fell. Holly’s arms went up to her face and her eyes shut themselves tightly.

      When Holly landed with a thud, it shocked her to feel a carpet of soft grass beneath her. The air had stopped rushing past her, and it was almost as though she had just fallen over. Slowly, she pulled her arms back from her face and her eyes fluttered open. With a gasp, she took in the sights of the world around her, because she was no longer in her favorite forest.

      She was somewhere new.

      Holly slowly rose to her feet, and she looked around with wide, frightened eyes. The forest had transformed into something different and strange. The world was blue in hue, as though someone had cast a blue shadow over the sun. Holly’s eyes went upward, and she was shocked to see a blue sun in the sky, sending down cyan rays on the world. The trees here looked so strange. Trees in the old forest were tall with thick, sturdy trunks, and these blue ones were long and spindly, reaching up into the sky with branches that looked like noodles. The foliage on them was black, and Holly found it both shocking and beautiful. Around her, she could hear the sounds of songbirds, but their noise was not just tweets. No, these songbirds sang. Their melodies sounded like symphonies, and Holly could have closed her eyes and listened for hours.

      But another sound broke through the songs of the feathered friends. It was the sound of light footsteps, careful ones. Slowly, Holly turned on heel to face it.

      And she found herself staring at a pair of silver eyes flanked by a loaded crossbow.
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