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A. J. REVEALS IN HIS palm a small packet brimming with pink leaves. "Hypnos," he says, fidgeting with a gummy eyeball in his mouth, "It's a psychedelic, but its effects only last thirty minutes—no more and no less. There's also no nausea, headache, or any discernible hangover."

"What are the effects?"

"Well . . . think of weed, coke, ecstasy, and DMT all mixed together. That's Hypnos."

I nod. 

This could be it, the Motherload: a fabled hallucinogen so potent that it forever changes the way humans approach their reality after they've used it.

Yesterday, A. J. told me about how he took a drag of Hypnos from his bong and within seconds found himself riding upon a golden chariot in Ancient Rome, beneath a sadistic sun and an empty blue sky, armed with a scimitar and being tailed by three ravenous lions. He described it as being so vivid, so all-encompassing that for a brief moment he forgot who he truly was, coming to his senses only four hours after the stuff wore off a half-hour later.

"I'll take some," I state plainly, ready to fork over any cash in my wallet and hand it to him.

A. J. notices this and stops me, saying, "It's free." He grins and pops the eyeball out of his mouth, balancing it on his tongue, toying with the collar of his baggy Death Classic T-shirt.

I know better than to press him on this, the stubborn bastard. . . .

The baggie crinkles when he sets it in my hand.

Thanking him for his generosity, we part ways. He wishes me good luck. 

Hopping on my scarlet bicycle, I pedal off westward toward my house, beyond the beige picket fence of which lies the combined Marine and Air Force base. Turn onto my street, with its onslaught of near-identical Queen Anne-style homes, and glare at the sky as a fighter jet lands on the sprawling base's spacious tarmac. Asshole's probably coming back from a drill or something.

I haven't interacted much with the soldiers here, but the couple of them that I have encountered were (for lack of a better term) far less than friendly, though they didn't seem outright malicious or anything.

My mother’s snores that can be heard from her room resemble a growling grizzly bear. Rummage through the fridge while taking conservative hits off of my THC vape pen. In my room upstairs, I sit down on my bed and lean against the lavender wall, cushioning myself with a plethora of pillows and stuffed animals, my head directly beneath the Pink Floyd poster. On the TV, I turn on an eleven-hour-long compilation of How It's Made. Plucking the glass Pickle Rick pipe (that I’ve tried time and time again to get rid of) from off of my nightstand along with the orange torch, my breath becomes slower and deeper as I prepare myself for thirty minutes of ecstatic escape.

Carefully packing the Hypnos leaves into the pipe's bowl, it dawns on me that I’ve neglected to turn on any music, promptly connecting my phone to the Amazon Alexa on the nightstand and turning on 'The Sailor Song' by Autoheart.

The fae, mournful piano melody kicks into gear as I close my eyes. The adrenaline-engorged drums and brooding bass keys march in like the humming of an enemy plane soaring above your encampment. My eyes open and I find myself running, in socks, down a stretch of sidewalk, my feet tender and aching, with a backpack on—my favorite book (Dracula), some water bottles, a few granola bars, and my 3DS stored inside. Tears are drying on my cheeks as the chilly blue of evening silently soothes me, the sky a thick duvet of clouds the color of faded gray denim. The streetlights're a nostalgic orange that calls to mind being dropped off early in the morning at elementary school on a winter day, quietly liminal. 

Fireflies surround me, dancing in the aether.

The narcotic chugging of a train somewhere close by. 

I had run away from my father's apartment after an argument about not being able to go somewhere the next day, leading to my mom coming to pick me up after I implored a nearby Walgreens employee to call her for me. My decision to do this was so out-of-character that for a time I believed I was possessed. Once I returned home and my mother went to sleep for the night, I wasted no time at all in letting flow my crimson milk, as payment. 

I used to punish myself after making what I felt (in the immediate aftermath of the incidents, at least) were poor decisions. My punishment of choice was cutting, especially on my thighs so my parents couldn't see the scars, but I no longer make any attempts to hide these pinkish worm-like corrugations on my skin. There is no need to. When puberty hit, my self-punishments began to grow more erotic. Nowadays, though, it’s gotten to the point where I only cut if it’s in a sexual context.

This memory had to be imagined by the drug but, no, living it out again, I can perfectly recall these exact moments, no matter how faraway they may be. 

The lukewarm wind gliding over my sweating flesh, listening to the swoop of passing cars a few paces beside me, and the diesel fumes congealing with the clear fresh air. The silhouettes of the high tree branches abundant with leaves against the light overcast sky.

The long sub-rural street dissolves into my bedroom. The digital alarm clock on my nightstand reads—9:44 PM. Like A. J. described, it's only been thirty minutes. In abject amazement, I gawk at the burnt leaves in the bowl of my pipe. 

Text A. J. and tell him about how the Hypnos unveiled these long-buried memories to me with such astonishing realism. Finding the half-empty silver packet on my dresser, I am pleased to find that there is plenty for at least one more bowl of the stuff. In Grand Theft Auto V, I spend some time shooting random civilians for an hour, to give my mind some time to recuperate before our next psychic excursion.

It is now 11:03 as I ignite and inhale the new batch of Hypnos into my lungs, holding it in for a few seconds before exhaling the curling floating helixes of smoke out into the firmament of my room. 

Leaning my head back, my eyes shut themselves once more.

​
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​CANTO I: The Priest's Lament
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SOMETHING UNKNOWN CRAWLS down from between the stars. The bloodred sky heralds the arrival, as does the abyssal sun with its writhing, zigzagging tendrils. Mountains sanguine as rubies stand unshakeable around the beach, the red shore lashed by vicious waves of water the color of a dead woman’s bruised throat.

Amidst this sacrosanct eternal night I stand atop a grand iridescent rock, telling my surrounding disciples not to fear, for there lie ahead only triumphs and fortune.

It walks upright like Man. 

It wears our skin, but it's only plastic.

Something is shifting behind the eyes.

My soul trembles as I bear witness. My brow is beading with steaming sweat and my gut grinds in nauseatic anticipation for whatever is to come. I want nothing more than to shriek and to weep, to break down and collapse to my knees on the ground, without an ounce of care for what anguish that would inspire in my friends, but I don’t—I cannot bring myself to let them know the truth of who had really been listening to our dire prayers.

We must finish what we started. Whether we like it or not.

All I can say now is: forgive me. . . .
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MY ROOM FADES BACK into view and I look at the alarm clock. 11:33 PM. There are two new text messages from A. J. on my phone.

The first one, in response to my earlier message, reads: "GAS!"

The most recent one says: "Wanna go to Ash's party?"

I text back: "Sure."

Get up and put the remaining Hypnos in my dresser drawer, beneath some clothes in case my mom goes through it (not that she would care that much, but it's respectful regardless). In the shower, I masturbate to fantasies of getting railed by some hung imaginary stepbrother while we lay in my mother's bedroom. After my shower, I work-out naked in the spare bedroom while listening to '80s New Wave before throwing on some threads: a white button-up shirt with a weird red blotch in the shape of a heart over my left breast (making it appear as though I've been shot), some denim pants, Vans sneakers, and a belt with the crucifix logo for the band Ghost emblazoned along its length. I put on a little makeup while I'm at it, but only enough to bring out my more feminine features.

With the remaining time before A. J. picks me up, I light a joint and watch the new Penguinz0 video on YouTube on my phone, lumbering into the kitchen for a snack. On the counter, beside the sink, lies a handwritten note from my mother that says: "Gone to Mexico! See you in two weeks! I love ya!"

I don't remember her ever telling me of this trip. Guess I could’ve forgotten.

A. J. comes by around midnight in his gray BMW, My Beautiful Dark Twisted Fantasy blasting from the car's speakers as I stand on the porch locking the door behind me. Getting in the passenger-side seat beside him, A. J. immediately bombards me with an offer of cocaine, the white powder sitting innocently on the hand mirror that he keeps in his glove compartment. I gladly do three lines with the metal straw.

Turning down the music a bit, he asks me, "How'd your trip go?"

I tell him that I actually had two trips, telling him in as much detail as possible about the second one.

"Holy shit, dude," he exclaims upon hearing my tale, "This is the Motherload!"

Missing a beat, I ask, “How’d that gig at Magic Stick go?”

A. J. waves his hand limply, "It wasn't that great. Still fun and all, but like these two older dudes kept grabbin' my ass and trying to get me to come back with them to their motel room, which kinda freaked me out, but. . . ." His voice tapers off.

All I can think to say is, "That really sucks," not missing a beat this time. 

Lean down, grab the hand mirror, and do another line.

We invade the town of Rockwood, where Ash lives in a commodious Mediterranean-style home with a white Hyundai SUV and a black Tesla in the curving driveway (which is currently occupied by at least eight different cars, with four more parked on the street).

A few moments after knocking, we are greeted at the door by Ash herself. She wears little to no makeup and her hair is styled in a boyish wolf-cut, clad in a white Chromakopia T-shirt and blue jeans with brown work boots. Despite its rudimentary simplicity, her outfit probably cost her at least a hundred-fifty dollars.

"Hey, glad you could make it," she says upon seeing us.

"How's it hangin'?" A. J. remarks, his voice like a cruel wind down an empty street.

"It's been a while," I say to her, giving her an inscrutable expression like Mona Lisa.

"Indeed it has," she says, briefly biting her lip.

The last time I saw Ash was last week when we slept together, where (after rapaciously sucking on my fingers and licking my armpits) she sliced me all over my body with razors as I whined with elation.

A. J. either doesn't notice or doesn't care about Ash and I's blatant chemistry together.

"Did you see the new Tesla my mom got me?" she asks, as she leads us into the foyer, with its faux stucco walls the color of faded lime and its high-beamed ceilings. The floors are a kind of maroon tiling meant to look like either clay or adobe. We leave our coats on the hangers. Ash takes us through the foyer and past the large spiral staircase and library to the left, the living room to our right. Through another hallway ahead, we walk past the dining room and by way of a door with big mullioned windows we find ourselves out in the courtyard, where the party proper is in full swing. Throngs of young people stand in the neatly primped grass of the courtyard, gyrating and chatting and chuckling, holding red Solo cups or joints or lemonades, dressed in an eclectic arrangement of contemporary (and retro) fashion styles, while a deejay toward the back of the courtyard plays 'It Was A Good Day' by Ice Cube. Plastic tables covered by autumn-themed tablecloths bear punch-bowls full of champagne or vodka, silver trays of hors d'oeuvres (crackers and cheese, grapes, devilled eggs, etc.), and particolored cans of pop.

I forget what Ash had asked, and neither her nor A. J. bring it up. "I'll call you later," she says, "Maddy needs help getting the spare rooms ready. No one here's gonna control themselves when it comes to getting fucked up." She places her hand on my thigh before swiftly taking it away, turning around, and heading back to the staircase.

"I think I see Jaylyn by the club sandwiches," A. J. says, patting me on the shoulder and leaving across the courtyard to talk to a girl who, I think, is either Kelly or Andrea—either way it's not Jaylyn.

Looking at the faces around me, that of my dealer (and Ash's brother) Blaise sticks out to me like a broken middle finger. He wears a gray jacket with a pink dress shirt tucked into ashen trousers at the trimmed end of which sprout white socks in black loafers. 

He sees me, grins, and daps me up.

"What's good, sugar?" he says.

"Not much, how 'bout you?"

"Well, I took a Xannie to help me shake this real shitty hangover so I'm feeling a lot looser than usual," Blaise laughs, smiling too hard. He bounces from one foot to the other.


"Sounds like fun."



"So, like, you need anything?" He doesn't stop smiling.


"Yeah, I'll take two grams."



Blaise's cynical grin shifts into a sincere satisfied smirk. "Sick. I'll find you after the party and we'll head to my car."

"Bet."

I remember something Ash told me the other day: "By the way, what happened with Robin? Everyone doing okay?"

"Oh, that," sighs Blaise, "I'm alright. I dunno about his parents, though. Robin was super fucked up for a while so we really weren't talking that much. A few months ago, though, he and I went to Hawaii. After that trip, Robin seemed a lot happier. I thought everything was going fine and then boom—he just vanished."

"No note or anything?"

"Nada, mi amor."

"I see."

Blaise turns his attention away from me and to the deejay who is now announcing that the next song was a request by someone named Lee, the first of the night. "I'll catch up with you later," says Blaise, laying his hand on my chest for a moment before walking past.

I amble over to the vodka bowl and grab the ladle, pouring some of the Russian delight into a Solo cup. Set the ladle back down in the vat of clear liquor, turn, and come face to face with David who fist-bumps me and asks if I've been travelling lately because apparently I have a 'wicked tan' or something.

"No, unfortunately," I say, "This is all natural."

David laughs. "I think I'm gonna take your advice and ditch Tom. I think he spiked my ket with something because my nose wouldn't stop bleeding for a few days straight. Had to go to the hospital for it. Think I'll see about going through Blaise for now."

I nod and say, "Sounds great. He's pure class."

David adjusts his horn-rimmed glasses. "Yeah. You wouldn't happen to know where he is around here, would ya?"

I tell him I have no idea.

He sighs. "Hm, well, thanks anyways," he says, leaving, "We should get lunch sometime." He faces me and shoots me with finger guns while walking backward, snickering, toward the door to the foyer.

My drink in hand, I'm then approached by Ash, who asks me to follow her somewhere. I humor her, finding that she's led me to some room upstairs, overlooking the courtyard. She locks the door behind us and closes the window's shutters, pushes me onto the bed, and begins unzipping my pants. She takes off her underwear and straddles me.

We fuck with the fury of seven suns, during which time I eat her out and, while doing so, hallucinate a piercing blue eyeball in her anus looking up at the ceiling with awe and veneration. Startled, I stop abruptly and Ash asks me what's wrong and I say that I saw a bug.

After we're finished, she and I take a shower and get dressed before heading back into the courtyard. Upon exiting the room, we realize that it's begun downpouring and everyone has retreated into the halls, kitchen, and living room seeking shelter. The deejay, whose equipment is protected by the large canopied podium on which he stands, keeps blasting music from outside—absorbed in a world entirely his own amidst the storm's chaos. He plays 'Heartbeat' by Childish Gambino, which we can hear clearly even through the shut courtyard doors. Ash looks at me and I look at her. The sensuous music combined with the vigorous rain has inspired something in her—no doubt reminding her of when, a few weeks ago, we fucked on the balcony of her room during a thunderstorm, letting the raindrops act as our lubricant. 

After that incident, she told me that she would never look at rainfall without getting horny ever again.

Ash and I have been friends-with-benefits for the past six months. Before that we only ever had relations with those of our same gender. After our first time together (during which she begged me to let her piss in my mouth, which I did greedily), we enjoyed it so much that we decided to make it a thing—so long as our feelings remained solely sexual, based in lust rather than in love. She's able to fuck girls whenever she wants and I can likewise bang dudes whenever I want to as well. However, as much as I love a cute boy, nothing compares to having sex with Ash. Nothing. But, I have not fallen in love with her, and I don't wish to marry her or have kids together. All I want from Ash is the ability to get out of my comfort zone a little and give in to my most base desires, no matter how strange or taboo. She likewise only wants the same from me. In essence, we want nothing more from one another than to see how far we can push things sexually before it all breaks—when it becomes too stale, repetitive, or boring and we break off this erotic liaison. This decay is natural, inevitable even. As someone now dead and gone once said, 'this is not a place of honor . . . no highly esteemed deed is commemorated here . . . and nothing valued is found here.’
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