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​Chapter 1 – The Wounded March
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Welvin's eastern woods weren’t marked on any maps. Not the real ones. Not the fake ones. Not even the ones Frank kept taped under his sock drawer, labeled “GOVERNMENT DENIAL ZONE” in permanent marker.

The trail ahead was a mess of briars, mosquito clouds, and damp smells that didn’t seem to belong to this century. Ronald swatted at the air like a man conducting an orchestra of invisible bees. Frank limped beside him, metal shovel-handle crutch screeching with every step.

His missing foot throbbed. Phantom pain, maybe. Or maybe guilt. Or maybe just the shrimp burrito he’d eaten from the gas station near the Welcome to Welvin sign.

“Shouldn’t we be, like, getting a second opinion from someone medical?” Ronald asked, ducking beneath a tree shaped like a hunched man whispering secrets.

Frank spat. “I trust medicine about as much as I trust your haircut.”

“My haircut’s fine.”

“Exactly.”

They kept walking.

Eventually the trees thinned, replaced by a clearing of drooping vines, moss-glazed stone, and the stench of cinnamon, sweat, and brimstone. In the center, surrounded by a circle of bones arranged in perfect Fibonacci sequence, stood a shack—part hut, part treehouse, part fever dream.

A windchime made entirely of baby doll legs tinkled in the breeze.

The door opened before they knocked.

She stood at the threshold in robes made of stitched-together cassette tapes, a staff topped with a turtle skull, and a look in her eyes like she’d watched too many men fail to take things seriously and regretted none of the consequences.

“You walk wrong,” she said, voice low and croaking like frogs in mourning.

Frank nodded once. “I walk wrong because I walk broken. Name’s Frank Peniston. This here’s Ronald. He doesn’t walk wrong, but he talks like he should.”

Mother Cleora looked at Ronald, then looked away.

“You come for regrowth. For healing. For vengeance upon the meat that betrayed your skeleton.”

Frank blinked. “...Yes.”

She hissed. “It can be done. But not without cost.”

She beckoned them inside. The walls pulsed slightly. The floorboards creaked out a rhythm that sounded eerily like the Seinfeld bassline. Ronald tried to sit. The chair bit him. He stood.
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