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“A bizarre and fiercely original splatterpunk phantasmagoria of queerness, Moonflow is like a gay Jodorowsky film from hell. Deranged and gleefully weird, this is an impressive debut from a singular literary talent”

Eric LaRocca, Bram Stoker Award–nominated author of Things Have Gotten Worse Since We Last Spoke

“Is it legal to have this much fun reading a book? I’m in awe of Karella’s incredible gift for creating biting satire. This is the queer splatterpunk salvation/dissolution comic relief narrative we need in these dark times. I had a f*cking blast”

Joe Koch, Shirley Jackson Award–nominated author of The Wingspan of Severed Hands

“Expert worldbuilding, genuinely creepy situations, and characters who are easy to root for. Unique, funny, and frighteningly real. This is what horror is all about”

Sam Rebelein, Bram Stoker Award–nominated author of Edenville

“Moonflow is a deranged, horny Day-Glo escapade that is so utterly queer to its core. I adored this weirdo book”

Jane Flett, author of Freakslaw

“Weird, wild, and oh‑so‑wretched, Moonflow is the trans botanical horror we need in the world right now. It will sink its tendrils into you and infect you with its spores . . . and you’ll enjoy it”

Drew Huff, author of The Divine Flesh

“Has the energy of a John Waters movie: crass, profane, packed with social commentary and bittersweet pathos—the type of art that is necessary for the current moment”

Briar Ripley Page, author of Corrupted Vessels

“A triumph of queer, horny, hippie horror that’ll make you cackle, gasp, and scream! With its cast of iconic characters, imaginative enchanted setting, gripping story, and mind‑bending horrific imagery, Bitter Karella’s Moonflow is a trip to die for”

Eve Harms, author of Transmuted

“Karella has crafted the queer shroom trip from hell you didn’t know you wanted. Moonflow’s dose of terror is potent and unlike anything you’ve ever seen”

Emmett Nahil, author of From the Belly

“Transgressive, menacing fun. Karella unfolds fungal revelations in newly discovered colors, coining a language’s worth of fresh and horrifying imagery”

Naben Ruthnum, author of Helpmeet

“Bitter Karella is a powerhouse of horror. Moonflow is equal parts ridiculous, revolting, and charming. It rockets into your psyche with drug‑fueled mommy‑milker cults at 200 mph, and I loved every second of it”

Lor Gislason, editor of Bound in Flesh

“The book that will have everyone asking, ‘Who let this woman cook?’ Horrific, horny, and hilarious; a cast at turns both freakish and endearing; destined to inspire cult adoration”

Aubrey Wood, author of Bang Bang Bodhisattva
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Content Warning

Please be aware that this book contains graphic violence, sexual assault, gore, vomit, murder, infanticide, violence against animals, and drug use.




0.

Under the trees and the earth, under the roots of the towering spruce and the mighty fir, under strata of rich black loam and rocky clay, under the carcasses of ancient sequoias and redwoods, and finally under the worms and the slugs and the crawling things that ate them all, the Lord of the Forest sleeps. His veins pulse and throb in the dark earth.

He does not like the men and the way they trample through his forest. He does not like when they pull his mushrooms from the earth and stupidly mash them between their useless flat teeth. When they come into his forest, he twists their necks and turns their feet so that they can never find their way again.

So he sleeps, but even deep in slumber, he fumes with hate.




ACT 1: INITIATION,

or The Way of What Is to Come




1.


Greetings, fellow mushroom enthusiast! If you’re reading these words, it’s because you too have decided to join the exciting and rewarding world of mushroom hunting. The Pamogo Forest is well known as home to a stunning variety of unusual species, some found nowhere else on Earth. Of course, harvesting Pamogo mushrooms is strictly prohibited by state and federal law, so this book should in no way be construed as an endorsement of illegal mushroom harvesting. On the following pages, you’ll find a wealth of information about some of the species that you might encounter in the Pamogo. Learn and enjoy!

—Field Guide to Common Mushrooms of the Pamogo Forest, T. F. Greengarb (1978)



Sarah never met Madeleine in the same location twice. Before they were scheduled to make an exchange, Madeleine would text Sarah—always from a different number—to tell her where they were going to meet. Sarah wasn’t entirely convinced that all the cloak-and-dagger theatrics were necessary. Her friend Damon insisted that the cops had once caught him with five grams of shrooms in his pockets, and they’d just laughed and sent him on his way. But Damon was a dude and cis and he worked a low-level office job in the financial district that required he always dress in a nice clean-cut suit and tie, so Sarah expected that the cops might not be as lenient if they caught her. She didn’t relish the idea of finding out, so she went along with Madeleine’s secret squirrel shenanigans.

This time, the address was an old Victorian in Alameda, spires already rattling with the bassy electronic beats of club music, revelers sprawling on the front steps and across the parched dirt of the desiccated yard. Sarah assumed that the house didn’t belong to Madeleine; she wasn’t sure how Madeleine always managed to find a new place for every party. She also assumed that the house definitely didn’t belong to the shirtless burnout who answered her knock. He grasped the stick of a half-chewed corn dog in his free hand, mustard smeared across his bare chest, and stared at her with unfocused eyes.

She had to yell to hear herself over the THUMP THUMP THUMP of the music. “Is Madeleine in? It’s Sarah. She knows me.”

The burnout furrowed his brow in concentration as he struggled to understand. “Sarah? Sarah’s not here, man.”

“Yeah, that’s funny. No, I’m Sarah. I’m here to see Madeleine. You know what, never mind—I’ll find her.”

He offered no resistance as she squeezed past him, her fingers brushing through his chest hair and coming away with a film of mustard. The burnout nodded stupidly and glared in confusion at the cat pack slung over her shoulder, but Herman, ever the little gentleman, didn’t even hiss.

The foyer, the dining room, the hallway—all were filled with writhing bodies, with the heat and funk of dancers in motion, a sweaty bubbling petri dish of COVID, plague, and who knew what worse diseases. The gushing sound of strenuous vomiting echoed from the upstairs bathroom and reverberated down the stairwell, where the more lethargic revelers sat, their arms entwined with balusters. A film projector in the den was showing an old silent stag reel against a shower curtain draped over a bookcase, and a half dozen viewers sat crouched in the darkness, sucking on joints, as they watched black-and-white footage of a chubby 1920s ingenue frolicking around a fountain. Sarah squeezed between the bodies, always a few steps ahead of the mustard bouncer trailing in her wake, who was still insisting, in a voice now lost among the noise, that “Sarah isn’t here, man.”

Madeleine was in the palatial kitchen, holding court in a rattan peacock-backed chair with a whole battalion of new friends crowded onto folding chairs and ratty couches, around a table loaded up with pills and poppers and nugs and baggies and grinders and spoons. These new friends were probably all eggs, since Madeleine, with her easy laugh and her ageless beauty and her propensity to say things like Sweetie, you might look nice if you grew your hair out—have you ever considered that, attracted a certain sort of guy who was “ just feeling some stuff out.” Prior to transition, Madeleine had abused her body in ways that hormones and makeup had completely erased: She had beautiful sleek alabaster skin and smooth hands, her mascara always flawless and her lips always a bright cherry red that contrasted with her pale skin but matched the bright cherry red of her double-breasted business jacket with the ridiculous shoulder pads. She smoked cigarettes through an old-fashioned cigarette holder, something that Sarah had only seen in cartoons. She looked like a vampire, and Sarah was never sure if she was deliberately cultivating the look or if she’d simply never realized that the ’80s were over.

“Madeleine, your man out front’s dribbling mustard all over.”

“Arnold, let Sarah through. And for God’s sake, put a shirt on!” gushed Madeleine, clutching at the arm of one of the new eggs. “The rest of you, shoo! Mama’s got business to discuss!” The crowd and the mustard guy dissipated, melting back into the party and leaving Madeleine with just her new favorite and Sarah. “Sarah, sweetie! So glad you could make it!” She leaned over to whisper loudly into the egg’s ear, “You have to see this. Sarah here is the best—she’s just got the most incredible green thumb.”

Sarah dumped her fat ass onto a now unoccupied couch and placed her cat pack in her lap. The party was in full swing out in the living room, louder than ever, and the throbbing strobe light threw the long shadows of dancers across the kitchen ceiling. Through the crack of an open door behind Madeleine, Sarah could see a bed set up in the laundry room and two anonymous shapes writhing under a sheet. Madeleine’s parties were always so sordid. Sarah didn’t know how Madeleine could get high in this kind of situation. Sarah preferred the safety of her own home, an ambient chillwave mix playing, her hand stroking Herman’s back. That was the way to do it. A much more spiritual high and all the better to avoid the paranoia and the bad thoughts. Sarah remembered the mustard on her hands and wiped them against her knees.

“Nice to meet you,” said the egg, who was tall and buff and sporting a bushy dysphoria beard. This egg might have fooled Sarah except that hanging around Madeleine was the biggest tell of all. Just like Madeleine seemed to have a new house every time that they met, she also seemed to always find a new egg to dote on her. Sarah knew from personal experience that eggs didn’t take long to crack around Madeleine.

“Sorry about Herman,” said Sarah, pointing to the cat. Herman howled pitifully. He hated being cooped up. He was convinced he would never be free again, as is the way of cats. “You mind if I let him out? He won’t be a problem. He loves people.” Sarah didn’t wait for an answer as she unlatched the pack and Herman waddled out. He was a beautiful fat black cat with big yellow eyes. He surveyed the party with interest, but he stayed close to Sarah, butting his head against her shin until she was forced to reach down and scratch his head. Herman always conducted himself like a little gentleman.

“You brought your cat?” said Madeleine.

“He doesn’t like to be alone.” That was all Madeleine needed to know. Sarah didn’t dare leave him at home, in case the landlord changed the lock while she was out. Herman wouldn’t survive that separation; he was a consummate bogmoggy—whenever Sarah closed the bathroom door, he would plant himself outside and cry until he could see her again. He loved his scritchies. “I can’t stay long, sorry. Let’s just do this, and I’ll get him out of your hair.”

Madeleine frowned but she didn’t object, so Sarah started pulling plastic bags from the side pouch of the cat bag. “You really called at the right time, Madeleine. I just had a great harvest of Fire Imps—take a look at these.”

She placed a plastic bag full of dried mushrooms onto the table. Madeleine pinched it between a thumb and a forefinger and held it up to the light, examining the contents with a critical eye, before passing it to the egg for approval. As if the egg would know anything about quality. Sarah was very proud of her Fire Imps (Agaricus infernus). Nobody grew them better than her. The deep blue color of the stems indicated a high psilocybin concentration. These were good. You could probably trip out on just one. Sarah watched, chewing her lip nervously. She really needed this sale to go well. She really needed the money.

Finally, Madeleine said, “Oh, sweetie, Fire Imps? You can’t be serious. No one is taking Fire Imps anymore.” She shoved the bag back toward Sarah. “They’re passé.”

Sarah felt her face drain. “Come on, Madeleine! You love Fire Imps.” She tapped a finger desperately against the fully packed plastic bag, pointing to the product. “Look at the color—you know these are high yield. No one else grows them this blue.”

Madeleine sucked on her cigarette thoughtfully and released a puff of smoke from her mouth. “I can’t serve Fire Imps to my guests. They will think I’m dreadfully gauche. Very last season. That just won’t do.”

Madeleine could afford to be picky. But Sarah had needs that Madeleine, with her endless supply of party houses, couldn’t fathom—like the need to pay the rent and the need to refill the fridge. She hadn’t worked in months, not since she lost that job at the coffee shop. The last harvest was wrecked by mold. Then there was Herman’s vet bill. And then Jade moved out, and suddenly rent got real expensive real fast. Damon kept saying that she should start an OnlyFans, hinting that there were lots of people who would pay good money for pictures of a naked fat girl, but Sarah knew from experience that porn wasn’t the instant money solution that Damon thought it was. Besides, she had enough experience fielding annoying chasers online just from posts of dinner selfies, so she didn’t relish the idea of opening those floodgates again. God, everything had been so much harder since Jade left. Sarah had sold everything that she could sell, everything except for Herman (she would never sell Herman) and the terrarium under the sink, and she kept that only in hopes that Madeleine would pay enough for the harvest to save her. But now what was she supposed to do?

Her empty stomach ached; she’d been living on instant ramen and ketchup packets for too long. And poor Herman got only the dry food now.

Sarah wasn’t too proud to beg. “Madeleine, please. I’m in a bad spot.”

Madeleine pushed the bag back across the table toward Sarah. “I’m sorry, Sarah, but of course I’ll help you. You know I wouldn’t leave my favorite girl in the lurch. You know I’ll always help you out. When haven’t I come through?”

“Thank you, Madeleine. I really mean it.”

“But I need you to do something for me. Have you heard of the King’s Breakfast?”

The egg shifted uncomfortably. In the other room, the figures under the sheet were reaching the crescendo of their thrusting.

“No.”

Madeleine reached under the table and produced, seemingly from nowhere, a ziplock bag full of dried mushrooms. They were not Fire Imps.

“I got this sample from a friend. You really need to try this. As a connoisseur, I want your opinion.”

Sarah did not like the idea that Madeleine had found another supplier. That did not bode well at all. Madeleine’s mushrooms were white tinged with yellow, the caps tight and rounded and oily, and the fruiting bodies so tightly packed in that they all looked like one single big lumpy shroom until Madeleine started to break them apart and hand them out—one to Sarah, one to the new egg, and one for herself. Sarah turned it around in her hand to inspect the delicate fluting of the gills and search the thick knobbly stem for evidence of blue stains.

“There’s no blue at all. Looks pretty weak.”

“Try it before you say anything.”

Sarah squirmed. “You know I don’t like to get high in crowds. I don’t do well.”

“Just try it. Trust me. I promise you can’t have a bad time on the King’s Breakfast.”

Madeleine and the egg popped their shrooms whole into their mouths, so Sarah sighed and, against her better judgment, followed suit. It was only one shroom, after all. The dried body was rubbery between her teeth, tasting of musk and dirt. Sarah knew it could take up to an hour to feel anything, but she was tripping minutes later.

The room was suddenly awash in colors, beautiful shades of purple and blue, like living at the bottom of an aquarium. Her whole body tingled with unexpected arousal. Oh my God, thought Sarah. BOOM BOOM BOOM, the beat of the music thundered louder and louder until it felt like the whole house must surely collapse. She leaned back into the chair, the exquisite softness of the cushions enveloping her, and stared at the ceiling.

Herman, grown to the size of a panther, regarded her with big yellow eyes.

“Heeeey, Herman,” said Sarah. “Who’s a good baby? Come sit next to Mama.”

Sarah patted the cushion next to her. The giant cat jumped up onto the couch, climbed nimbly onto her lap, and started to rumble softly. Sarah scratched him between his ears and ran her hand down his back, marveling at the incredible fractal patterns improbably forming in his black fur. He seemed way fuzzier than usual, as if he’d been run through a dryer and all his hair was standing on end from static cling. The idea struck her as hilarious, and she wanted to laugh.

I think I’m going insane, said Sarah telepathically.

Herman telepathically assured her that, no, she was not going insane and that, in fact, everything was great.

“Right on,” said Sarah. The couch cushions had never been so soft, so comfortable. She thought of the King’s Breakfast and the marvelous mellow high she was having, despite the chaos of the party swirling around her, and that pleasant thought caused rainbow-shimmering mushrooms to blossom from the floor, spreading their gills and unfolding up toward a beautiful yellow sky (oh, apparently they were all outside now—whatever, just go with it), bigger and bigger, until they were the size of trees and Sarah was lost in a beautiful fungal forest. She saw a flickering image of someone else crouched on the couch next to her, and she was too stoned to be anything but pleased when she realized it was another her. This other Sarah was curled into a little ball, naked, her knees pulled up to her chest, her arms wrapped around her shins. A carpet of green moss blanketed her shoulders, and a constant billow of brilliant, glittering spores rose off her and floated into the ether. The doppelgänger’s feet burrowed into the pillows of the couch, which were suddenly dirt, her toes turned to long stringy roots. A tangle of toadstools grew from each of her eye sockets, and a serene smile stretched across her placid face.

“Wow,” said Sarah. “That is crazy.”

She watched as her doppelgänger suddenly curled open like a chrysalis, something large and bright emerging, too beautiful to behold, although Sarah got the impression of a perfectly symmetrical pair of cantaloupe-sized breasts and two kindly outstretched hands. The goddess was reaching out to her and Sarah wished desperately, with the sudden onslaught of emotions that always accompanied a shroom trip, that she could reach back. In the corners of the room, friendly fuzzy things bounced and tumbled like raccoons at play, always darting away when she turned to look at them directly.

“Pretty intense, isn’t it?” said Madeleine, breaking the spell. “Are you getting visuals?”

“I am,” said Sarah, still staring at the blinding beauty of the emerging goddess and the full, ripe breasts upon her chest. They were huge and very distracting. “But never like this before.”

Madeleine and her friend, who were both staring into nothingness, eyes wide, smiles wider, swayed to music that only they could hear.

“Where did you get this?” asked Sarah, stroking Herman’s back until the cat purred so loud he rattled. The good feelings continued to swirl in her head.

Madeleine ignored the question, returning the bag to its place under the table. “Now that you’ve tried it, I think you’ll agree that the King’s Breakfast is definitely poised to be the next big thing. Someone who could grow this would really make a killing. In fact, if you were to turn your expertise to the King’s Breakfast, we could both make a killing.”

Back home, under the sink in the bathroom where Herman was forbidden to go, Sarah had a shotgun terrarium made out of an old plastic tub, filled with rice flour and vermiculite and little discs of white fuzzy mycelium carefully perched on squares of tinfoil, shoved next to a humidifier. She grew Fire Imps and Jupiter Scrotums (Lactarius jovus) and Pink Venom (Amanita rosacea), all fine cultivars and, when Sarah grew them, all very, very, very blue. Like Madeleine said, she just had a green thumb.

“Of course I could grow this. I’d just need to get some spores.” Sarah glanced back to the empty space next to her on the couch; there wasn’t even a depression in the cushions to reveal that the goddess had ever existed. But of course she never had. She was just a mushroom hallucination. Sarah could feel her sudden absence so acutely it hurt. She wished the goddess would come back.

“Oh, sweetie, that’s what I like to hear!” Madeleine coughed and wrung her hands, suddenly nervous, which was weird, because Madeleine was never caught without words. It must be the King’s Breakfast affecting my judgment, thought Sarah. That was the only possible explanation for that.

“It grows up north, in the Pamogo woods. I’d go myself, of course, but . . .” Again the hand-wringing, the sudden nervousness. “I don’t thrive in nature. You know how it is.”

Sarah narrowed her eyes. “What’s wrong with the Pamogo?”

“What? Nothing’s wrong.” Madeleine smiled. “It’s a perfectly ordinary forest.”

“Is it haunted or something?” Sarah had heard that name before, but she was still too dazed on the King’s Breakfast to recall any specifics. Herman trilled as she ran her hand down his back.

Madeleine laughed. “I’ve never known you to be scared of ghosts! Maybe it is true that sometimes hikers go missing in the Pamogo, maybe even a statistically significant number of hikers, but that’s just what happens when you go traipsing around in the woods without knowing what you’re doing. You, sweetie, will not have to worry about that, of course. I have a friend up in Las Brujas, a very old and dear and trusted friend, and he knows the Pamogo like the back of his hand. He’s already said he’s willing to be your guide. It would just be a couple days in the woods. You’d enjoy it. Think of it as camping. You’ll do this for me, won’t you, sweetie? Say you will.”

If Madeleine was willing to pay real money for the King’s Breakfast, Sarah was willing to do whatever she needed to do to grow it.

Sarah hefted Herman over her shoulder like a baby. The cat blinked in baffled confusion for a moment but quickly adapted to this new reality. “I’d need someone to watch Herman for me.”

Madeleine frowned at Herman, who had closed his eyes, his tongue blepping in idiot pleasure, as Sarah kneaded the top of his head. Madeleine was a known dog person. Sarah could see her doing the mental calculations about whether it would be worth it to put up with a cat for a few days to get access to a completely new drug.

“Fine,” she said finally. “I’ll watch your cat.”

“I’ll give you instructions.”

Madeleine threw up her hands. “I’ll even follow your instructions.”

Sarah was feeling way more hopeful when she took her leave. She even patted the egg tenderly on the shoulder as she passed. He looked like he was having major revelations under the King’s Breakfast, so Sarah just said “Good luck there, friend” as she took her leave. Madeleine could deal with the fallout.




2.


Sloane Mill State Historic Park is the crown jewel in Northern California’s crown of jewels! Visitors to this unique and unusual park will find adventures well worth exploring, from the innovative lumber operations of Lazarus Sloane to the unique flora and fauna of the Pamogo Forest.

—Sloane Mill State Historic Park informational brochure (circa 1995)



The blond girl emerged from the car, and after exchanging a few muffled words with the driver and watching him pull away and disappear up the road, she stood awkwardly on the boardwalk outside the Dank Hole. It was the only bar in Las Brujas, and a buzzing neon sign in the window indicated that it served not just beer, but ice-cold beer. Skillet and the Hell Slut stood in the shadows, sharing a joint and watching to see what the girl would do next.

“She ain’t gonna go into the Dank Hole,” said Skillet as she passed the joint up to her companion. “No way, no how! She’s too pure for that. Lookit her. An honest-to-Gord little angel. I bet she’s never even seen a dick in her life. Completely unsullied. My Gord. Just look at her.”

The Hell Slut took the roach and sucked on it. “Skillet, I love you, but you don’t know shit about the world. I can tell you her whole life story right now: Daddy issues, bad ones. Ran away from home at, say, fourteen. Shacked up with some smooth-talking baby face in LA or maybe San Francisco. He had her turning tricks in a week. This morning, she finally had enough. She woke up early, took all the cash from Benny’s wallet—after all, it’s her money; she earned it—and hitched her way up the PCH—”

“Benny, huh? Her pimp’s got a name already?”

“Shut up. She’s a frugal gal, gotta make that cash last, so she’s been trading blow jobs for rides whenever she can. Except this last ride—that was just a nice retired couple coming back from their Yosemite vacation. She offered cash, but they wouldn’t dream of charging such a nice young girl. The husband wanted to fuck her, though. And he would have, if he wasn’t riding with his wife. He’s gonna resent that wife all the way back to Oregon or wherever the fuck they’re from.”

“Shit. How do you come up with this shit?”

“I’m not done. Any second now, she’s gonna go inside. She’ll play it cool, sidle up to the bar all casual and order a beer. The bartender’s not even gonna check her ID; he’s gonna say We don’t get a lot of pretty ladies here in Las Brujas. She’s gonna look at him and wonder Does he want to fuck me or father me? Or both?

“I’m just passing through, she’ll say. I won’t be here long.

“Passing through to where? asks the bartender.

“The girl shrugs and drains her beer. Still trying to play it cool. Dunno. North.

“There’s nothing north of Las Brujas. Just the Pamogo.

“Then I guess I’m going to the Pamogo.”

“Ha ha, fuck you,” said Skillet. “You’re full of shit.”

The girl went into the bar.

“Ha ha, holy shit . . .” Skillet giggled. “Fuuuuck. I dunno how you do it.”

The Hell Slut passed the joint back down to Skillet. The Hell Slut was a big woman, tall enough that she had to duck to fit under the balcony and wide enough that she filled the whole boardwalk with her bulk. She was high in the temple hierarchy, second only to Mother Moonflow, and, as such, her rank came with certain privileges. She liked to take her bike down to Las Brujas on Saturday nights and throw back a few beers. Skillet came sometimes, clutching at the Hell Slut’s broad backside the whole ride and shrieking in giddy glee whenever the Hell Slut revved her engine.

Skillet loved when the Hell Slut brought her along. The Hell Slut always drank until her gut sloshed and then she’d get amorous, and then later Skillet would place her ear against the Hell Slut’s bloated belly and fall asleep listening to it gurgle softly. Fuck. Skillet was getting wet in her shorts just thinking about it, and she scratched at her crotch to adjust herself.

“Should we go in?” she asked impatiently.

“No. Give her a minute. She’s checking out the opportunities. She thinks she can play that dumb bartender; now she’s just waiting for him to offer something—advice or a place to crash or even a few bucks. He’s not getting involved, though. He’s not as dumb as he looks. Now she’s scoping out the other lowlifes in there—the drunk bikers, the punks around the pool table, the old geezers from the fucking Elks. She thinks she could work any of them if she had to. One of them would give her a lift or a crash pad or something, if she cared to put in the work for it. But she’s been working for it all day. She needs a moment. She needs to breathe. She’s gonna come out again.”

The girl came out of the bar again and sat down on the bench next to the door on the front porch and put her face in her hands. Skillet nearly lost her mind.

“Holy shit! How did you—”

“I been at this game a long fuckin’ time, Skillet.”

“I’m gonna ask her,” said Skillet.

“No. Not yet.”

“I’m gonna! I’m gonna do it!”

The girl was breathing deep and slow, her face buried in her hands. Now she seemed to notice that there were two other women out here with her, standing in the shadows. She could surely see the glowing red cherry of their smoke and could surely smell that they weren’t smoking tobacco. Skillet extinguished the light and emerged from the shadows to approach her.

“Hey, sister,” said Skillet. Skillet was a wispy girl with wide wet eyes, a shaved head, a skimpy crop top across her flat chest, and a pair of scandalously short denim shorts riding up her narrow ass. There was a splash of freckles across her cherubic face, and when she smiled, she revealed a massive gap between her front teeth. “You need a friend tonight? We’re from the Sisters of the Green Lady temple and we’re—”

“I’m not interested,” said the girl.

“All right, all right,” said Skillet, nodding. “Good vibes.” She returned to the shadows without another word.

The Hell Slut chuckled. “Bad opening, Skillet.”

“I had to try.”

“Just wait.”

Eventually, a young man—clean-cut, sandy blond hair, definitely fraternity material—came out of the bar.

“Hey, there!” He grinned at the girl.

The girl ignored him. Unlike Skillet, the young man didn’t take the hint.

He pouted and shrugged helplessly. “What, not even a smile? That’s cold.”

Now the girl looked at him, but she still refused to smile.

“Good,” whispered the Hell Slut. “Not tonight. Men always come stomping all over everything, always demanding all your fucking attention. Fuck them. Fuck this guy. Not tonight.”

“C’mon,” the man goaded. He stepped closer and now the girl was tensing up. “Just one smile. I gotta walk all the way back home, ya know—I need a little something to keep me warm all that way. You don’t want me to freeze to death, do ya?”

The girl remained stoic.

“Hey, sister, this guy bothering you?” Skillet and the Hell Slut stepped forward together, and the girl gasped now that she could see that the Hell Slut was big, built like a bear, wearing a fringed buckskin jacket, a ring of studs through each ear.

“We’re just having a conversation here,” said the young man. The fact that he was still talking indicated that he wasn’t a local; he didn’t know whom he was talking to. He didn’t know to shut up.

“We weren’t asking you,” said the Hell Slut.

The girl’s face twisted with indecision. Skillet could tell she was fighting the urge to say No, he’s not bothering me—everything is fine. That was what she was supposed to say, anyway. But the young man was too close, too cloying, and the girl was tired. It took so much to get away from Benny... Was she going to stop now?

So instead she said, “Yeah. Yeah, he’s bothering me.”

The Hell Slut grinned.

The young man’s demeanor immediately changed. “Fucking bitch,” he said. “You fucking whore, I just wanted to talk!”

“That’s enough,” said the Hell Slut. She crossed the distance to him in an instant and her arm shot out like a snake, her open hand against his face with the soft part of her palm shoved into his mouth. His eyes bulged in shock, but the Hell Slut squeezed and pushed his teeth up through his nose with a crunch. He shrieked as a cascade of blood emptied from his nostrils.

“Fucking men,” said the Hell Slut.

“Get his ass!” cried Skillet, hopping up and down like a Jack Russell terrier. “Fuck him up!”

“You okay?” asked the Hell Slut, ignoring Skillet and turning away from the shrieking, crumpled mess she’d made of the man’s face to look at the girl.

“Yes,” said the girl, too shocked to say anything else. The young man writhed and screamed, blood gushing down his front and staining his sweater.

“You might wanna get outta here,” said the Hell Slut. “There’s gonna be a commotion. You got somewhere to go?”

“No,” said the girl, and immediately burst into tears. The Hell Slut shifted from foot to foot awkwardly, but Skillet knew what to do. She dropped onto the bench next to the girl and threw her arms around her. The girl was too flustered to notice or object as Skillet wormed eager fingers into the soft flesh at her sides. She was a little thin for Skillet’s taste, but Skillet never missed an opportunity.

“It’s okay, let it out,” said Skillet. “You can come with us.” She looked up pleadingly at the Hell Slut and asked a question to which she already knew the answer. “She can come with us, right?”

“Of course she can. If she wants to.”

“Where are you going?” asked the girl. She sniffled, liquid snot dribbling from her nose.

“North,” said the Hell Slut.

“There’s nothing north but the Pamogo,” said the girl.

“Yeah,” said the Hell Slut, grinning. “We know.”




3.


The Cat’s Tongue (Pseudohydnum gelatinosum) is a jelly fungus, known for its gelatinous mouthfeel and barbed undersurface. It grows abundantly within the Pamogo Forest and can vary in color from white to light gray or tan. It is said to have a bland flavor.

—Field Guide to Common Mushrooms of the Pamogo Forest, T. F. Greengarb (1978)



This is so stupid, thought Sarah. I’m going to die up here.

Here’s what Sarah knew: Madeleine knew a guy. The guy’s name was Andy. Andy was, according to Madeleine, “cool.” Andy lived in the far north of the state, where the endless dry chaparral of California’s Central Valley gave way to the eternally moist rainforests of the Pacific Northwest, in a town called Las Brujas. Andy “liked to hike” in the Pamogo Forest, the great green expanse of alders and hemlocks and cedars that blanketed the foothills of the Cascades down to the coast. “Liked to hike,” Sarah assumed, meant that he had a secret little plot deep in the woods where he grew marijuana, because there was no reason for anyone to live in Las Brujas or to hike in the Pamogo Forest unless they were secretly growing marijuana there. But that wasn’t important. What was important was that Andy knew all the best mushroom spots in the Pamogo, where the constant rain made them flourish all year round in huge fungal blooms. Andy didn’t know anything about spores, but Madeleine assured Sarah that he would be happy to play guide if Sarah wanted to collect some herself. Andy wanted to meet in the parking lot of Sloane Mill State Historic Park in the far north of Las Brujas. Sarah was fine with that. It sounded like a good neutral place and was probably easy to find on the map.

But it was still a six-hour drive. The car had been running on fumes; she’d had to break down and ask Madeleine for gas money. But if this worked, she wouldn’t have to worry about that anymore. In the back seat, she had her backpack with granola bars, lots of plastic bags, and a dog-eared copy of T. F. Greengarb’s 1978 Field Guide to Common Mushrooms of the Pamogo Forest, which she’d found at a Berkeley bookshop for fifty cents. She had her sleeping bag too; Andy said it would be an overnight trip.

Now Sarah was driving the I-5 from Shasta Lake—already the very edge of civilization to her thinking—to the winding unnumbered road through the mountains to a Podunk shithole in the middle of yokel country to go on an illegal camping trip to poach mushrooms in the heart of an unmapped forest with a complete rando—all on Madeleine’s assurances that he was “cool.”

“Yeah, I’m pretty much gonna die, ha ha,” she said out loud. But she said it with a smile so that she didn’t feel so bad.

Sarah didn’t like the woods. It was cold and wet and there were bugs. Sarah had gone camping once as a child with her parents, and mostly she just remembered lying on the hard, lumpy ground and failing to sleep for eight hours. Oh well. At least slogging through the woods couldn’t be worse than when Jade made her hike the East Bay Hills, right?

Herman will be okay without me for a couple days, she told herself. If Sarah did get killed up here, Madeleine would adopt him. Probably. Sarah really didn’t want to think about Herman ever going back to the shelter.

Her ’87 Tercel didn’t have GPS, and phone reception had died two counties back. Her only hope of ever finding the mysterious Andy was the road map open on the shotgun seat next to her. She stole glances at it whenever the road cleared enough to risk it.

And it was raining. It rained incessantly up in the far North State, where the roads began to tilt up into the mountains. It was hard to believe that California was in the middle of a decadelong drought. Her wipers scraped across the windshield glass futilely, but the rain kept coming. The headlights of oncoming traffic blurred and smeared in the downpour, and Sarah kept adjusting her glasses in hopes that would help. It didn’t.

A roadside sign loomed out of the drizzle: NOW ENTERING LAS BRUJAS. GATEWAY TO THE PAMOGO FOREST. GAS. FOOD. SLOANE MILL STATE HISTORIC PARK. The sign also had three holes in it that looked suspiciously like bullet holes. Sarah’s hands clenched the wheel. This was redneck country. She hadn’t dared to stop the car since Shasta Lake, and she’d stopped there only because her overfull bladder had forced her to pull into a gas station where an elderly Sikh man sat behind the cash register. His presence was reassuring; at that point, she hadn’t yet crossed the border into the dark country of neo-Nazi militias and Jefferson freaks. Whatever else you could say about Shasta Lake, the weed shops and hippie gem stores brought in enough tourist traffic that it didn’t feel too far off the beaten path. Not like up here. The first yokel up here to clock her was probably going to blast her in the head with a shotgun.

“Ha ha,” she said again. “Gonna die up here.”
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Las Brujas was one of the innumerable ramshackle boomtowns that popped up all over Northern California during the gold rush, attracted prospectors from China and then prospectors from the eastern states who murdered the Chinese and burned down the Chinatown and whose descendants, a century later, added Chinese characters to the street signs in commemoration of the town’s rich history. The houses were old and made of worm-riddled lumber, connected by a common wooden boardwalk like a series of Old West saloons from the movies. She passed by a bar with a sign that she could barely read through the downpour: THE DANK HOLE. The boardwalk in front was stained with big splotches of red that Sarah hoped was spilled paint. A bald man in overalls sauntered out of the bar with a metal trash can in his arms and emptied it into the gutter. He looked up as Sarah’s car glided past, and for a moment, the two of them locked eyes. Sarah shivered.

A battered street sign indicated in both English and Chinese that Sloane Mill State Historic Park was ahead to the right. Sarah spun the wheel hard, hand over hand—the Tercel was old and cheap enough to predate power steering—and the car lurched down a narrow, sloping side street. The trees were thicker and the houses here set farther back from the road, so that all she could see were corrugated iron fences decorated with Gadsden flags. It was almost a relief when she finally passed into the woods and she didn’t see anything except trees and rain.

Another sign loomed out of the gloom: SLOANE MILL STATE HISTORIC PARK VISITOR CENTER. She pulled into the empty parking lot labeled SLOANE MILL SHP DAY USE VISITORS ONLY, next to a low squat building. The lot was abandoned other than a State Parks maintenance truck.

Sarah killed the engine and leaned into the back seat to grab her backpack.

Tap, tap, tap. A sudden knock at her window drew her attention.

She looked up to see a paunchy man with a respectable salt-and-pepper mustache in a beige uniform and a ranger hat, standing at the side of the car. He wore sunglasses despite the complete lack of sun. Shit. Sarah realized too late that the truck was no maintenance vehicle; it was a ranger truck. Shit! Now she regretted plastering her bumper with obnoxious stickers, but most of them, other than “Bernie 2020” and the cartoon opossum declaring “Trans rights or I bites,” were probably too esoteric to attract the wrong kind of attention. Oh well. Too late now.

She rolled down the window.

“This is Sloane Mill State Park parking only, ma’am,” said the ranger.

“Yes, I’m going to the park,” said Sarah. And then she added, because she remembered that rangers loved to have their asses kissed, “Sir?”

The ranger shook his head, but the “sir” seemed to please him, because he was smiling now. “I wouldn’t recommend going into the woods, ma’am. It’s not safe for a young woman alone.”

Sarah peered over her dashboard at the perimeter of the forest, blurred through the drizzle, only about a hundred yards away, beyond the edge of the parking lot. “Not safe?”

The ranger smiled and tipped his hat. “Nature is what it is. But I’d worry more about people. There’s a real problem with squatters out there. Vagrants, you know. We keep sweeping them out, but more just keep coming.”

“Uh-huh,” said Sarah. “Way out here?”

“It’s because of the bureaucrats down in Sacramento,” continued the ranger, crossing his arms and relaxing his bulk against the side of her car to indicate he was about to talk for a very long time. “They give them free bus tickets to come up here, just to get them out of the city. They give priority to illegals too—can you believe it? Illegal bums get the first free tickets, before our own homegrown American bums!” He chuckled as if he’d made a very good joke. “Some real dangerous sorts, if you’ll excuse me for saying so, ma’am, judging by the garbage they leave behind.”

Now Sarah was getting interested. “What do they leave behind?”

“Weird graffiti. Real Satanic stuff. A lot of these hippie sorts, you know, from Berkeley. They get into drugs and Satanism, and they end up out here in the woods, shooting up and worshipping the devil. Not safe for a young woman alone.”

This guy was so full of shit. Sarah had to work hard not to roll her eyes. It would not do to roll your eyes at a ranger.

“Yeah, gotta watch out for those Satanists,” she said. That sounded way more sarcastic than she had intended.

“Where they ought to be is in jail; that’s what’s good for them.” A slight note of irritation crept into the ranger’s voice, as if he thought Sarah was doubting him. He had apparently picked up on her sarcasm, and he did not like that response at all.

The ranger leaned in closer, his brows suddenly knitting above his sunglasses. He craned his neck, like he was trying to see past her into the car, like he was trying to find an excuse. “I’m gonna need to see your license and registration, ma’am.”

Sarah’s heart fell into her stomach. She had miscalculated with her sudden show of sympathy for squatting forest Satanists. Shit, shit, shit. She should have known better. She should have known you don’t just have a pleasant conversation with a cop. Now she was fucked. She carried shrooms in her car often enough that she’d memorized the legal advice from late-night TV lawyer ads just for this contingency, but now that she was faced with reality, all that knowledge suddenly evaporated from her head in a panic. Did you actually have to turn over your ID to a cop when he asked for it? Shit, shit, shit. Could he search the car? Was there anything incriminating in the car? Other than Greengarb’s book, she was in the clear, and you couldn’t be arrested for just carrying a book about mushrooms, right? The country hadn’t yet slid that deep into fascism, right?

Sarah laughed a desperately nonchalant laugh. “You don’t really, do you? You’re joking.”

The cold reflective gaze of the ranger’s sunglasses did not falter. “License and registration, ma’am.”

Even as her thoughts raced in circles, she watched her dumb, dumb fingers automatically pull her license from her wallet and hand it over. No, don’t do that. That’s bad. Or is it? Oh, fuck.

The cop looked at the license and then looked back at Sarah and then back at the license. His lips moved as he silently wrapped them around the syllables of Sarah’s dead name, and then a nasty smirk broke out across his rubbery ranger face. Sarah could imagine the evil glint of recognition switching on in those piggy ranger eyes behind his sunglasses.

“I’m going to need you to get out of the car,” said the ranger.

Oh no.

“Why?” said Sarah, her hands tensed on the wheel. Her heart thumped in her chest. The key was still in the ignition. If she flipped it right now and gunned the engine, she might just blast out of here before he could react. What a ludicrous idea. This was the twenty-first century. You didn’t start a high-speed chase with a cop unless you wanted to end up dead.

“I’m going to need you to get out of the car,” repeated the ranger.

Sarah opened the door and emerged from the car. Time passed with agonizing slowness.

“You got anything in that car I should know about?”

“No? There’s nothing.”

The ranger pretended to study her driver’s license as though it was going to tell him what to say next. “Like I said, we’ve had some trouble around here. Not local kids, of course. Good salt-of-the-earth kids, that’s what we got here in Las Brujas. But these vagrants, they’re outside agitators, you know. You know how it is.”

“Right, right, of course. Sir.”

“You’re not involved in that sort of thing, are you?”

“No, sir.”

“Good,” said the ranger. “Then you won’t mind if I search the car.”

“I do mind, sir.” Sarah’s mind returned to the Greengarb book in the back seat. Shit. Shit, shit, shit! “I don’t want you searching my car. I don’t consent.”

The ranger looked at her for a very long second. He flipped her driver’s license between his fingers, as if there was going to be some illuminating information on the back. Finally he said, “You a lawyer?”

“No, sir. I’m not a lawyer.”

“That sort of lawyer talk might work down in the city. But this is Las Brujas. This is a nice quiet community. We don’t like outside agitators here. Up here, people respect the badge. Do you follow me?”

“Yes, sir, I follow you perfectly. I don’t consent.”

The ranger’s smirk widened and he stepped closer to Sarah, close enough that she could smell sweat and aftershave. He was a finger joint taller than she was, but that finger joint made all the difference in the world right now.

“I can call up dispatch, get them to send a canine unit. Those dogs will tear up your car until they find what you’re hiding. Make no mistake—they will find it. You understand that?”

“Yes, sir,” said Sarah. She had no idea what to say next, but she’d already dug herself this deep into a hole—the only way out was through. “I still don’t consent.”

Ha ha, thought Sarah, I am going to die. I’m not even going to get to the forest before I die. What a world.

He moved closer to her. His mustache filled the entire world. “You look awful smug. Think you’re gonna take this to some bleeding-heart judge with a sob story about your rights getting violated? You’re not from around here. Las Brujas is our town. We got three of us for every civvy—”

“Heeeey, what’s up here?” A second figure popped out of the building, tall and spindly and hidden under a yellow rain slicker. Sarah could just make out a face in the gloom of the hood—a sharp nose, a scruffy little beard, and droopy eyes. “Sarah? Is that Sarah?” And then, directed to the ranger, he said, “Don’t worry about her, man—she’s with me!”

The ranger raised an eyebrow and turned to face this new arrival.

“Oh yeah, she made special reservations for a guided interpretive walk around the premises,” continued the new figure. He patted his pockets. “One sec, I got a parking permit here for her.”

There was a long pause as the ranger appeared to do the mental math, trying to figure out what he could get away with now that there was a witness. Sarah held her breath. For a very long moment, time stopped.

“You know this person?”

“Oh yeah,” said the new figure. “It’s a special interpretive hike. It’s all been prearranged. You know what we say in State Parks: all visitors welcome!”

“Fine,” said the ranger brusquely. He handed Sarah’s license back, shaking his head. His expression remained inscrutable for a flicker of an instant and then broke into a shit-eating grin.

No one will believe you, the shit-eating grin said.

“After all, all visitors welcome.” He touched the brim of his hat.

The words dripped with sarcasm, but the new figure didn’t seem to pick up on that.

“Yeah, yeah, totally, man!”

Sarah watched in stunned relief as the ranger ambled slowly back to his truck, climbed behind the wheel, and gunned the engine. He shot her a parting leer as he pulled out.

The new figure walked over to her, but Sarah kept watch on the receding red taillights of the ranger truck until they disappeared into the fog. Good fucking riddance! Only then did Sarah start breathing again. Goddamn.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Sarah muttered under her breath. Her heart was still thumping in her chest, so hard she thought she was going to die.

“Hey, sorry about that,” said the new arrival, obliviously. “You are Sarah, right?”

“Yeah. You must be Andy?”

He nodded, smiling. “That’s me. Welcome to sunny Las Brujas!”

He handed her a slip of paper that said “SLOANE MILL DAY PASS” on it. “Just stick that on your dashboard and come on inside. Some of the rangers are real hard-asses about parking.”

“That wasn’t about parking,” said Sarah.

“Naw, they’re just really up in arms about parking cuz we keep getting people using the lot after-hours. It’s a real problem.”

It wasn’t worth pursuing, so Sarah just slapped the paper onto her dashboard, shrugged herself into her coat, and followed Andy over to the visitor center, where he pulled a ring of keys out of his pocket and fumbled with the lock on the door. Sarah had assumed that the park was just a convenient meeting place, but it seemed like Andy actually worked here. Which meant that she was about to trespass on state park property with an actual state park guide. Maybe that made it legal? Or maybe that just made it worse . . .

“Do you actually work here? Wait, are you a ranger too?”

Andy pulled the door open and gestured for her to enter. “More like a caretaker. Actually, if you want to get technical, I’m what they call an interpretive specialist. Fancy way of saying that I teach tourists about the history of Lazarus Sloane and his lumber operations between 1860 and 1900. We get school groups too; every third-grade class in Las Brujas and San Bernardo comes through here for their spring field trip. There’s a whole hands-on program for kids—they get to play with authentic 1860s logging equipment! Steel wedges, misery whips . . .”

“Hmm.” Sarah wasn’t very good with kids, nor did she care about the history of Lazarus Sloane. Besides that, she was still thinking about that ranger.

“It really makes history come alive for them!” continued Andy, oblivious to Sarah’s polite disinterest. “The head interpreter retired about five years ago and they never replaced him, so I pretty much run the place. I have a little room in the back, kitchenette and everything.”

Andy slapped the light switch and the overhead lights flickered on, illuminating the front atrium of the visitor center and a few glass display cases. He gestured vaguely at the restrooms as he pushed back his rain hood to reveal shaggy, unkempt hair.

“Make yourself at home. As we say here at State Parks, all visitors welcome! There’s bathrooms over there and a kitchen in the back office. I’ll be back there when you’re ready.”

Sarah realized suddenly that she had to piss pretty badly. It had been a long drive since Shasta Lake.

After emerging from the bathroom, she took a brief glance at the glass display cases. One was full of Native baskets, woven from willow and redbud. Another held an oil painting of a stern-eyed man with a chinstrap beard and a peacoat; the plaque identified him as “Lazarus Sloane, circa 1849.” Yet another display held several yellowed animal skulls and a plaque that described common wildlife of the Pamogo woods: Mule Deer. Feral Pig. Raccoon. If State Parks knew about any psychedelic mushroom bounty it held in its own backyard, it was keeping characteristically mum about it.

There was a poster behind the front counter of a cartoon raccoon wearing a ranger hat and saying, “ALL VISITORS WELCOME!” Sarah wandered down a hallway behind the front counter where the cash register sat, past an office containing a desk and an ancient Wang VS desktop computer, to emerge in a kitchenette. Andy looked much more official now that she could see him without his rain slicker and in an official State Parks uniform; he was wearing khaki cargo pants and a beige work shirt with patches displaying the State Parks logo, a humpbacked bear against a yellow background, on the shoulders. He was microwaving a bowl of soup.

“There’s instant soup mixes in the cabinets,” he said. “Feel free to grab a bite—it’s gonna be a while before you get hot food again.”

“Thanks. I really appreciate you taking the trouble to do this.”

“Happy to help. How do you know Madeleine, anyway?”

“We were in a support group together. What about you?”

“College roommates. That was back when she was a boy, of course. Oh, can I say that? That’s not transphobic, is it?”

He looked at her with such an earnestly pained expression that she had to conclude he was being serious. “No, that’s fine.”

“Okay, good, good. Sorry, I like to think of myself as a queer ally, you know.”

Wow, thought Sarah, this guy is a doofus.

He shook his head. “I worry about her. I think she does way too many drugs. What’s she up to right now?”

“Hopefully not doing any drugs, because she’s supposed to be watching my cat.”

“Ooh, a cat! What’s his name?”

“Herman. He’s a black cat.” She pulled up a photo on her phone, because she could never pass up an opportunity, and passed it over to Andy.

“Ooh, a Halloween cat,” he said, nodding appreciatively. “I had cats growing up. They don’t let me keep pets in State Parks housing, but otherwise . . . man! I’d have a dozen.”

The microwave dinged, and Andy opened the oven to retrieve his bowl. He sipped his soup carefully. “So Madeleine says you’re some kind of mushroom expert?”

“I’ve studied mycology.” Now was not the time to mention that she’d only completed two years toward a mycology degree before depression and dysphoria derailed her life. But she still knew a little something about mushrooms. Sludge Caps (Agaricus ichorus) are plentiful in the springtime, less so later in the year. If you find Blue Longstocking (Psilocybe caeruleus) on the south side of a log, there will almost always be Red Garters (Psilocybe tenebrous) on the north side. The Father of Lies (Russula diabolus) prefers to grow in deciduous leaf litter. The Harlot’s Progress (Bovista meritrix) prefers to grow in fallen pine needles.

She knew enough.

“That’s cool. So you grow them or something? To study?”

Sarah was beginning to get a very strange vibe off this guy. He couldn’t actually be this ignorant about the true purpose of this trip, right?

“Madeleine told you what this is all about, right? Madeleine says that if we can get them to grow, there might be some money in this.”

Andy’s smile faded. “So you’re just gonna sell them? That’s the whole plan? Making money off of a free natural resource? Wow, capitalism much?”

Oh. So apparently that was his big objection. He wasn’t against drugs; he just didn’t think you should make money off them.

“Don’t say it like that. It’s not like I’m some evil capitalist. I really do need the money!”

“That’s what jobs are for. With your expertise, couldn’t you just work in a lab or something?”

“No, I couldn’t.” Of course not, thought Sarah. Fucking look at me. I’m a fat trans college dropout. There’s no work for me. What would Andy know about how things are for me? He’s got a cushy job where he gets to sit on his ass all day and tell stories to tourists and no one bothers him. What does he know about real work?

Besides, it isn’t entirely about money.
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