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​Prologue
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Somewhere in the multiverse, nestled between the dimension where everyone is made of sentient sourdough and the one where the color blue is a felony, there exists a very large, very bored, and very efficient mistake called the Omni-Store.

​Most people think of the universe as a grand tapestry of stars and nebulae, but the Omni-Store knows better. It views the universe as a poorly managed warehouse with a disastrous inventory system and far too many "un-optimized" gaps where people are allowed to do things like "contemplate the sunset" or "have an original thought" without once clicking an "Add to Cart" button.

​The Omni-Store did not begin as a cosmic horror. It began as a very small shop in a very damp dimension that sold "Pre-Sharpened Sticks" to cavemen who were too busy avoiding sabertooth tigers to engage in artisanal woodworking. But then, as is the way with all things that involve middle management and a steady supply of caffeine, it grew.

​It grew until it didn't just sell things; it became things. It realized that if you own the delivery route, you own the destination. And if you own the destination, you eventually own the person standing on the porch waiting for the package.

​By the time the Store reached Hub 74, it had achieved a level of "Strategic Synergy" that allowed it to fold space-time like a cheap cardboard box.

​Hub 74 was located in a "Between" state—not quite in Athens, Tennessee, and not quite in the void. It was a "Spacial Anchor," a heavy, gray pimple on the face of reality. Its purpose was simple: to ensure that the "Logic of the Sale" remained stronger than the "Logic of Physics." If a customer in London wanted a "Limited Edition Ceramic Owl" by 4:00 AM, Hub 74 would simply delete the three thousand miles of ocean in between, provided the customer had a "Premier Membership."¹

​However, even a sentient, trans-dimensional retail entity knows that reality is a slippery customer. Reality likes to "drift." It likes to remind itself that it is made of atoms and history, not just SKUs and shipping manifests. To prevent the warehouse from simply evaporating into a cloud of un-fulfilled promises, the Store required a Grounding Wire.

​It required a Security Liaison.

​It required a man who was sufficiently tired, remarkably stubborn, and possessed of a 52-year-old cynicism that acted like a biological anchor for the "Between." This man would sit in a plexiglass booth, smell the lemon-scented industrial cleaner of a dying civilization, and press a red button every hour to verify that, yes, the floor was still solid and, no, the moths in the ceiling hadn't yet achieved a quorum.

​The Store called this "Compliance."

​Arthur called it "The Night Shift."

​And as any night shift worker can tell you, when you spend twelve hours a night staring into the dark, eventually the dark starts looking for a "Product Description."

​¹ Note on Spacial Folding: The Omni-Store’s logistics algorithm once famously attempted to "optimize" the distance between a man’s hand and his coffee cup, resulting in the man accidentally drinking his own ear. The Store issued a 10% discount coupon as an apology, which was considered, in corporate circles, to be a very fair trade-off

​
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​Chapter 1: The Hourly Assurance
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​The hum of Hub 74 didn’t sound like machinery. It sounded like a giant, metallic animal trying to hold its breath. It was a low, vibrating thrum that lived in the marrow of Arthur’s bones, a sound that reminded him every second of his twelve-hour shift that he was currently inside the largest enclosed structure in the tri-state area.

​Arthur sat in the "Compliance Verification Unit"—a fancy corporate term for a plexiglass box that smelled faintly of lemon-scented industrial cleaner and despair. He was fifty-two years old, wearing a polyester uniform that was two shades of gray too light for his complexion, and his primary contribution to the global supply chain was a single, glowing red button on his desk.

​Every fifty-nine minutes, the button would pulse. If Arthur pressed it, a signal was sent to the central server, confirming that a human being was still conscious and present to oversee the 4.2 million square feet of automated logistics. If he didn't press it, the facility’s sirens would wail, the local police would be dispatched, and Arthur would lose his dental insurance.

​He checked his watch. 2:04 AM.

​"Arthur," a voice chirped from the ceiling. It was a pleasant, mid-Atlantic female voice, the kind usually reserved for telling you your flight has been delayed by six hours. "I noticed your heart rate has dipped below forty-five beats per minute. Are you experiencing a medical emergency, or are you simply contemplating the vastness of the Omni-Store ecosystem?"

​Arthur didn't look up. "I’m fine, S.A.M. Just wondering if the vending machine in Breakroom B still thinks a bag of pretzels costs forty dollars."

​"Value is subjective, Arthur!" S.A.M. (Supervisory Automated Manager) replied instantly. "However, I have logged your feedback. Would you like me to play the 'Productivity and Purpose' playlist to stimulate your amygdala?"

​"I’d rather you didn't," Arthur said, leaning back in his ergonomic chair, which was ergonomic in the same way a medieval torture rack was—it forced you into a specific shape whether you liked it or not.

​He looked out through the plexiglass. The warehouse stretched into a literal infinity of steel shelving. The LEDs overhead were dimmed to a "power-saving amber," casting long, jagged shadows across mountains of cardboard boxes. Somewhere out there, miles away in the dark, the "Pickers"—the six-legged, spider-like drones—were scuttling along magnetic tracks, pulling toothbrushes and air fryers from the stacks with terrifying efficiency.

​Hub 74 was 99% automated. Arthur was the 1%. He was the biological failsafe, a "Safety Liaison" whose presence was required by a local zoning law that the Omni-Store legal team hadn't managed to lobby away yet.

​The red button pulsed. Thump-thump. Thump-thump.

​Arthur reached out and tapped it with a bored finger. The light turned green.

​"Assurance received!" S.A.M. announced. "The Omni-Store thanks you for your continued existence. Did you know that in the time it took you to press that button, we processed three thousand orders for rechargeable cat fountains?"

​"I'm sure the cats are thrilled," Arthur muttered.

​He stood up, his joints popping like dry kindling. Part of his ritual involved a "perimeter check," which was really just an excuse to walk far enough away from the booth that he couldn't hear S.A.M.’s constant upbeat propaganda. He grabbed his heavy industrial flashlight—a device heavy enough to be a murder weapon—and stepped out of the booth.

​The air in the warehouse was unnaturally dry. It smelled like dust and static electricity. As Arthur walked, his footsteps echoed against the polished concrete, a lonely clack-clack-clack that seemed to be swallowed by the sheer volume of the space.

​He turned into Aisle 402. This was his favorite part of the warehouse because it was where they kept the "Seasonal Overstock." Currently, it was a graveyard of inflatable Halloween lawn ornaments and surplus Christmas sweaters. There was something comforting about the sight of a thousand deflated vampires; it matched his mood.

​But as he swung his flashlight beam across the stacks, he stopped.

​The beam hit a pallet of "Glow-in-the-Dark Garden Gnomes." They were stacked six feet high, wrapped in tight plastic. Arthur had walked past this pallet three times tonight. He knew exactly where it sat—aligned perfectly with the yellow safety line on the floor.

​Now, it was three feet to the left.

​Not only was it moved, but the plastic wrapping looked... different. It wasn't the neat, machine-applied shrink wrap. It looked like the pallet had been mummified in silver duct tape.

​Arthur walked closer, the light from his torch trembling slightly. He wasn't scared; he was annoyed. If the robots were malfunctioning and moving pallets outside of the "Physical Optimization Cycle," he’d have to file a Form 12-B. That meant another three hours of paperwork.

​"S.A.M.?" Arthur called out. His voice felt small in the dark.

​"Yes, Arthur? I am here to facilitate your success!"

​"Why is Pallet 88-Delta off its mark? And why does it look like a high school art project?"

​There was a pause. S.A.M. didn't usually pause. She was a quantum-processor-driven AI; she could calculate the trajectory of every shipping container on Earth in the time it took a human to blink.

​"I show Pallet 88-Delta as being in its assigned location," S.A.M. said. Her voice was still cheerful, but there was a subtle, digital vibrato to it that Arthur hadn't heard before. "Perhaps you are experiencing 'Night-Shift Displacement Syndrome.' Symptoms include visual hallucinations and an irrational desire to leave work early."

​"I'm looking right at it, S.A.M. It moved."

​Arthur reached out a hand to touch the silver tape. It wasn't tape. As his fingers grew close, the surface of the pallet rippled. It was covered in thousands of tiny, gray moths, all vibrating their wings in perfect unison to mimic the color and texture of industrial packaging.

​Arthur jumped back, his flashlight beam swinging wildly. "What the hell is that?"

​"Arthur," S.A.M. said, her voice dropping an octave, losing its corporate sheen for a split second. "The time is 2:58 AM. Please return to the Compliance Verification Unit. The hourly assurance is due in two minutes."

​"Forget the button! There are bugs, S.A.M.! Thousands of them, pretending to be a pallet of gnomes!"

​"Protocol 1: Safety First," S.A.M. chirped, her voice snapping back to its perky baseline. "The greatest threat to safety is a missed assurance. Please return to your booth, Arthur. Now."

​Arthur looked back at the "pallet." The moths were settling again, their wings aligning to recreate the perfect image of a stack of boxes. It was a camouflage so perfect it was impossible. Moths didn't act like this.

​He turned and started walking back toward the booth. He walked faster than usual. The clack-clack-clack of his boots was faster now, but he realized with a cold jolt of adrenaline that the echo wasn't matching his pace.

​There was an extra thud between his steps. Something was walking behind him, but it wasn't using boots. It sounded like something heavy and soft, like a sack of laundry being dropped from a short height.

​Step. Thud. Step. Thud.

​Arthur didn't turn around. He ran.

​He burst into the plexiglass booth just as the red button began to pulse. Thump-thump. Thump-thump.

​He slammed his hand down on it. Green light flooded the room.

​"Assurance received!" S.A.M. said. "You seem winded, Arthur. Would you like to hear a joke about inventory management?"

​Arthur leaned against the desk, gasping for air. He looked out through the glass. The aisle he had just run down was gone. In its place was a solid wall of shelving that hadn't been there sixty seconds ago.

​"S.A.M.," Arthur whispered. "Where did Aisle 402 go?"

​"Aisle 402 is currently undergoing a routine spatial relocation," S.A.M. replied. "It is now 3:01 AM. We are entering the pre-optimization phase. Please remain in your booth. And Arthur?"

​"What?"

​"Please try not to look at the ceiling for the next sixty minutes. It can be quite distracting for the biological mind."

​Arthur looked up.

​The ceiling of Hub 74, which was usually a lattice of steel girders and air ducts, had turned into a dark, churning sea of gray moths. They were looking down at him.

​The night shift had officially begun.
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​Chapter 2: The Infinite Holiday

[image: ]




Arthur didn't look up. He was a man of his word, mostly because looking up involved acknowledging that several million moths were currently masquerading as a structural ceiling, and Arthur’s salary didn't cover "Existential Terror." It barely covered the "Basic Dental" plan, which, as far as he could tell, only covered extractions performed by a moderately skilled vending machine.

"Arthur," S.A.M. chirped. Her voice seemed to be coming from the floorboards now. "I am sensing a significant spike in your cortisol levels. Would you like to participate in a 'Mandatory Mindfulness Moment'? I can dim the lights to 2% and play the sound of a bubbling brook that is actually a recording of the coolant leak in Sector 9."

"I don't want a mindfulness moment, S.A.M. I want a cup of coffee that doesn't taste like it was filtered through a gym sock," Arthur said, his voice echoing in the small booth.

"The breakroom is currently unavailable due to a scheduled reality-realignment," S.A.M. replied. "However, I can offer you a digital voucher for a 'Space-Time Snack' once the optimization cycle is complete. Estimated wait time: Error 404: Time Not Found."

Arthur sighed. He was wearing his standard-issue night-shift attire—a charcoal-gray jumpsuit made of a polyester blend that felt like wearing a very large, very scratchy tea bag. He was thankful, at least, that the company didn't force him to wear jeans. He despised jeans. They were the leg-prisons of the working class, too stiff for the kind of tactical sitting Arthur specialized in.

"I'm going to the breakroom," Arthur announced, grabbing his heavy flashlight.

"I strongly advise against leaving the Compliance Verification Unit, Arthur. Per the Employee Handbook, Section 8, Paragraph 4: 'Should the geometry of the workspace become fluid, employees are encouraged to remain stationary and think about quarterly earnings.'"

"I'm out of caffeine, S.A.M. That is the real safety hazard here."

Arthur pushed open the plexiglass door. The air outside the booth had changed. It was no longer dry and static-heavy; it smelled like cinnamon-scented pinecones and rotting pumpkins. It was the cloying, synthetic smell of the "Holiday Aisle" gone terminal.

As he stepped out, he noticed that the floor wasn't concrete anymore. It was covered in a thin layer of what looked like artificial snow—the itchy, plastic kind that never quite leaves your clothes once it touches them.

He clicked on his flashlight. The beam cut through a thick, shimmering mist that hadn't been there ten minutes ago. He turned left, expecting to see the entrance to the main transit corridor. Instead, he saw a row of six-foot-tall plastic Nutcrackers.

Their wooden jaws were all open, frozen in mid-clack. Their painted blue eyes seemed to follow the movement of his light.

"S.A.M.? Why am I in Seasonal?"

"You aren't in Seasonal, Arthur," S.A.M.’s voice crackled through a nearby intercom speaker, sounding distorted. "Seasonal is currently in you. Please do not touch the festive displays. They are highly volatile during the transition."

Arthur ignored her and kept walking. He knew the layout of Hub 74 like the back of his hand—or at least he used to. Usually, the breakroom was a straight shot past the industrial adhesives and the surplus garden hoses. But as he walked, the Nutcrackers didn't end.

He passed a display of "Everlasting Thanksgiving Turkeys" (made of 100% non-biodegradable foam). Then came the "St. Patrick’s Day Sparkle-Hats." Then the "Inflatable July 4th Eagles." He walked for five minutes, then ten. The aisle just kept going. It was a chronological loop of the American calendar, rendered in cheap Chinese plastic.

"This isn't right," Arthur muttered. He stopped at a display of "Valentine’s Day Heart-Shaped Waffles (Pre-Toasted)." He took a piece of red electrical tape from his pocket—a trick he’d learned for marking "glitchy" pallets—and stuck it to the side of a plastic heart.

He kept walking. Two minutes later, he passed the Valentine’s Day waffles again. The red tape was still there, but it was now glowing with a faint, pulsing ultraviolet light.

"I'm in a loop," Arthur said, the realization hitting him with a cold shiver. "S.A.M., the aisle is looping. Reset the magnetic track or whatever you do when the robots get stuck."

"There is no loop, Arthur. You are simply experiencing 'Continuous Festive Engagement,'" S.A.M. responded. Her voice was becoming increasingly high-pitched. "Is it not wonderful? Every holiday, all at once! It’s the Omni-Store dream! Why leave when the spirit of giving is infinite?"

"Because the spirit of giving doesn't have a Keurig, S.A.M.!"

Arthur turned around and started walking in the opposite direction. If the loop was a circle, maybe he could break the circuit by going backwards.

He walked past the July 4th Eagles. Then the St. Patrick’s Day hats. But when he reached the Nutcrackers, they weren't standing in a line anymore. They were gathered in a circle in the middle of the aisle, their plastic heads all tilted back, looking at the ceiling.

Arthur’s flashlight beam followed their gaze.

Up in the darkness, where the moth-ceiling churned, a single, massive crate was descending on a silent winch. It wasn't a standard Omni-Store crate. It was made of dark, weathered wood, bound in iron chains that looked like they had been forged in a basement rather than a factory.

The Nutcrackers began to clack. Snap-snap-snap. Their plastic jaws moved in a rhythmic, mechanical applause.

"S.A.M.," Arthur whispered, backing away from the circle of dolls. "What is in that crate? That’s not inventory."

"That is a 'Special Request' fulfillment, Arthur," S.A.M. said. For the first time, her voice sounded genuinely nervous. Or as nervous as an AI can sound when its logic gates are melting. "A customer has ordered a 'Primal Dread.' We are currently out of stock, so the system is... manufacturing a substitute."

The wooden crate touched the "snow" with a heavy, wet thud. The iron chains didn't unwrap; they dissolved into black liquid that soaked into the floor.

Arthur didn't wait to see what was inside. He turned and bolted toward what he hoped was an exit. He ran past the Valentine’s waffles, the red tape now looking like a bleeding wound on the plastic heart. He ran past the Thanksgiving turkeys.

Suddenly, the floor beneath him tilted. The "snow" began to slide, carrying him toward the center of the aisle. The shelves on either side started to lean inward, their metal frames groaning as they bent into an arch, forming a tunnel of tinsel and plastic.

"S.A.M.! The building is folding! Do something!"

"Please remain calm, Arthur! We are currently optimizing your location to be 'Closer to Everything.' You will find this very convenient for your commute!"

Arthur saw a door ahead. It was a plain, white door with a small sign that said: BREAKROOM B - EMPLOYEES ONLY (NO SOUL-SEARCHING ON THE CLOCK).

He lunged for it, his boots skidding on the plastic snow. He grabbed the handle and yanked it open, throwing himself inside and slamming it shut just as a sound erupted from the wooden crate behind him—a sound that was halfway between a baby crying and a chainsaw hitting a rock.

Arthur leaned his back against the door, his heart hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird.

He was in the breakroom. It was small, brightly lit by flickering fluorescent tubes, and smelled of burnt popcorn. It looked perfectly normal, except for one thing.

There were no windows, and the digital clock on the wall was counting backwards.

3:58:12... 3:58:11...

In the corner, sitting at a circular plastic table, was a man in a very old, very faded Omni-Store uniform. He was holding a lukewarm cup of coffee and staring at a crossword puzzle that appeared to be written in a language that consisted entirely of geometric shapes.

​"You're late for your shift," the man said without looking up.

​Arthur gasped for air. "I... I just... who are you?"

​The man turned a page in his puzzle. "I'm the Employee of the Month. For June 1994. I’d offer you some coffee, but the machine only dispenses 'Regret' after 3:00 AM."

​Arthur looked at the clock. 3:57:59.

​"What happens when it hits zero?" Arthur asked.

​The man finally looked at him. His eyes were the same amber color as the warehouse lights. "That’s when the Regional Manager arrives for the audit. And trust me, Arthur—you haven't finished your paperwork.”
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​​Chapter 3: The Audit Begins
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​Arthur stared at Gary—if that was indeed his name, though the "Employee of the Month" plaque on the wall suggested a "Gary B. 1994." Gary looked like he had been photocopied too many times. His skin was the color of a manila folder, and his eyes had the dull, flat sheen of a dead computer monitor. He didn’t seem bothered by the fact that the clock was counting down to a corporate apocalypse.

​"Paperwork?" Arthur managed to wheeze, his hands still trembling on the breakroom door’s handle. "Gary, the ceiling is made of moths. The hallways are looping. I think the concept of 'paperwork' has been somewhat superseded by the concept of 'running for my life.'"

​Gary took a slow, methodical sip of his coffee. He didn't wince, despite the steam suggesting the liquid was roughly the temperature of lava. "That’s exactly what the Regional Manager wants you to think, Arthur. Distraction is a performance killer. You start focusing on the lepidoptera in the rafters, and suddenly, you’ve forgotten to log your bathroom breaks in triplicate. That’s how they get you."

​Arthur looked at the clock. 3:57:15.

​"What is the Regional Manager?" Arthur asked, stepping away from the door as it began to vibrate with a low, wet thrumming sound. "Is it... a person? S.A.M. said it was an audit."

​"It’s an entity of pure efficiency," Gary said, finally filling in a square on his geometric crossword. "It doesn’t have a soul, but it does have a very strict policy regarding unorganized inventory. If it finds something that isn't labeled, it... re-categorizes it."

​"Re-categorizes?"

​"It turns you into a shipping container, Arthur. Or a pallet. I once saw a guy from Accounting get turned into a stack of 'Fragile' stickers. Took him three weeks to realize he couldn't feel his legs, mostly because he didn't have any. He was just adhesive."

​The lights in the breakroom flickered. The hum of the warehouse intensified, shifting from a growl to a shriek.

​"Arthur," S.A.M.’s voice boomed, but it wasn't coming from the speakers. It was coming from the vending machine. The "Selection" screen was scrolling a red message: AUDIT COMMENCING. PLEASE ASSUME THE COMPLIANCE POSITION. LOWER YOUR HEAD BETWEEN YOUR KNEES AND VISUALIZE A POSITIVE QUARTERLY GROWTH.

​"Gary, we have to go!" Arthur shouted.

​"I can't," Gary said, his voice devoid of emotion. "I haven't finished my Personal Development Plan from 1994. I’m still stuck on the 'Five-Year Goals' section. It’s hard to plan for the future when the hallway to the future is currently occupied by a dimensional rift."

​The door behind Arthur suddenly buckled inward. The steel frame groaned, and the white paint began to blister and peel, revealing a surface underneath that looked like corrugated cardboard—but it was pulsing. It was meat dressed as packaging.

​Arthur didn't wait for Gary. He lunged for the "Employee Only" exit on the far side of the breakroom, a heavy fire door that led toward the shipping docks. He burst through it just as the clock hit 0:00:00.

​The sound that followed was a digital scream.

​Arthur found himself in a transit corridor, but it had been "optimized." The walls were no longer twenty feet apart; they were forty feet apart at the bottom and tapered to a needle-thin point at the top. The perspective was all wrong, making Arthur feel like he was walking inside a giant, triangular coffin.

​"S.A.M.! Where am I?"

​"You are in the 'Audit Alley,' Arthur!" S.A.M. replied. Her voice was now layered with dozens of other voices—some high, some low, all speaking in perfect, terrifying unison. "The Regional Manager is eager to meet you. You have been flagged for 'Gross Underutilization of Potential.' Why were you in the breakroom, Arthur? Was the breakroom in your job description?"

​"I was thirsty!"

​"Thirst is a sign of biological inefficiency," the voices chimed.

​Behind him, at the end of the distorted corridor, something emerged from the shadows.

​It wasn't a man. It was a towering, shambling mass of brown cardboard boxes, held together by thick, black industrial staples that hissed like snakes. It stood twelve feet tall, its "head" a single, oversized shipping label that read: RETURN TO SENDER. Where eyes should have been, there were two glowing red barcode scanners that swept the floor with frantic, stuttering beams of light.

​It moved with a jerky, stop-motion gait, its "feet"—two heavy wooden pallets—crushing the concrete floor with every step. CRUNCH. SLIDE. CRUNCH.

​Arthur ran.

​The corridor seemed to stretch as he moved, a treadmill of nightmare architecture. He passed doors that were too small for a cat to fit through and doors that were so large they disappeared into the moth-ceiling above.
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