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For Emer





The deep problem of acceleration is transcendental. It describes an absolute horizon – and one that is closing in. Thinking takes time, and accelerationism suggests we’re running out of time to think that through, if we haven’t already.

Nick Land






This novel is based mainly on real events, some of which have already happened, others that have yet to occur. But they all share one thing in common: they are already out of date.




Prologue

The Road from Mandalay

Las Vegas has a scent. It’s not unpleasant; some say it’s a little like popcorn. You get a faint whiff of it upon disembarking at the airport, then more prolifically in the hotel gambling dens on the infamous Strip. The general consensus is that it’s nothing more sinister than the cleaning agent in the carpets: Las Vegas is all about carpets. Molly Warburton saunters across a gaudy red-and-blue one, over the floor of the Mandalay Bay Hotel casino. A wiry, slender woman in her late fifties, with an off-center striking beauty, Molly has retained her youthful demeanor through careful and minimal cosmetic surgery, those judicious nips and tucks freshening up a naturally smooth, youthful skin. As an actress, she is aware that age perception is as much about movement as appearance, and her five-times-weekly regime involves yoga, Pilates, and strength and conditioning training. In a decent light, she can easily pass for two decades younger. The problem is that Vegas gaming houses operate on different standards of illumination. And Molly is not having a good time.

Unable to relate to the music at the Route 91 Harvest Festival, she had furthermore decided the site’s Porta-potties were inadequate for her specialist needs, leaving the gig to wander back to the adjoining hotel. On the final day of this event, even the climactic act of Jason Aldean holds little appeal. Molly considered crossing the Strip to the Luxor Hotel, spin out this break, but instead veered diagonally toward the Mandalay Bay resort, part of the glittery Las Vegas skyline, towering over twenty-two thousand revelers in the fifteen-acre concrete lot.

They are welcome to it: even the whirrs, beeps, and kitschy lighting of a Strip casino is more her speed. Making for one of the bars, Molly pulls her horn-rimmed glasses from her pocketbook, acknowledges the harsh overhead glow with a tight grimace, scrutinizing the laminate drinks menu. Orders a large gin and tonic, quickly setting to work on it. The real attraction is the plastic drinking vessel, which will assist with the perfunctory business in the most controversial aspect of her health program. Absentmindedly watching a poker game at a nearby table from her stance at the bar, a cadaverous man, bouffant gray pompadour, white jacket, is cleaning up. Molly thinks of her husband with mischievous satisfaction. Poor George, taking one for team Warburton, indulging the musical obsessions of their friends Theo and Caroline Leadbitter. He had sorted out the tickets to this “neon sleepover” through his industry contacts at Live Nation.

As Molly finishes her drink, heading through the lobby to the restroom, she is unaware that a window on a thirty-second-floor suite is being blown out from inside the hotel. Over the noise of the sound system, few people dancing at the festival below even notice.

Finding an empty toilet booth, Molly is able to use the plastic vessel to engage in her ministrations. These completed, the cup discarded in the trash, she heads outside.

Instantly feels a charge in the air.

Something has changed.

Excited gasps. Raised voices. Followed by urgent, incomprehensible screams of panic. Why are people charging around, fear etched onto their faces? Is the place on fire?

Chaos. Messages ping into cellphones. Panic and hysteria mounts. As signal bars fade, gaping mouths shout at staff for information they can’t provide. An incredulous declaration hangs: this can’t be about the festival. There are security guards all over the site. Fans are permitted beach chairs, binoculars, vapes, motorized scooters, and strollers. Stuffed animals, drones, and selfie sticks are verboten, as are weapons like box cutters, knives, and bats.

And guns too.

Nonetheless, Molly, like others, jostles for the exit. Finds nobody is allowed back onto the site, egress blocked by three burly, suited doormen. One barks into a walkie-talkie. Molly moves back toward the table, where the thin, white-suited man vainly appeals against the other players, eagerly throwing in their hands. An obese woman with greasy black hair in a blue T-shirt screeches,—My daughter! My daughter’s out there!

Molly’s one thought: George.

Just a few minutes earlier, at the concert grounds, a big, red-faced man in a green shirt had approached Molly’s husband with a declaration that brokered no dissent.—If it ain’t country, it ain’t shit, he grinned, obviously taking George, ponytailed with bald pate, for a member of his tribe. Like his wife, country music wasn’t his thing, but the man was friendly enough, and George acknowledged the fun, celebratory mood of the crowd. What made the event most difficult to bear were his new sneakers, the top of the right one pressing down angrily on his aching foot.

Then a ping on his face: like he’s been hit by a rubber band. A sharp burning sensation. George Warburton touches his cheek. Contemplates the blood on his hand. Dabs. Not a lot of it! George has been shot at before, in Vietnam as a GI, drafted while still a college undergraduate, but no shrapnel had ever breached him. Now, retired, in Las Vegas, at a country music concert with friends, screams of panicking crowds announce that this seems to have happened.

—Oh my God, a dark-haired woman in a white T-shirt in front of him gasps.

A second bullet rips through the cartilage just below his knee, shooting in evacuation from the back of his leg. The intense pain—sharp, dirty, nonnegotiable—feels how he imagines being pierced by a rusty sword might. George crumbles to the ground in stages, like the constituent parts of his body require sequential convincing about what is actually happening. On his way down, the man in the green shirt, a bemused expression on his face, breaks into a bizarre dance, as if his feet are on fire. Then a line of blood swishes out of his head and he falls.

George looks up at the woman, white T-shirt now stained with blood, her eyes bulging as she topples forward with a long gasp of breath, almost falling on top of him. Lying flat on the asphalt, hands now over his head, all George can think of is Molly. She’s gone to the bathroom. Is she safe?

More bodies fall close to him. He can’t look, can’t not look. The sniper shoots from an elevated position, one of the hotel windows, smashing the scattering, hysterical crowd with a volley of bullets from what seems to be a semiautomatic rifle. This is the insane America George had only seen in news broadcasts: from Columbine to Sandy Hook. A manmade hell courtesy of cynical profiteers and psychotic losers, the entitled and the embittered. Now this portal to Hades has swung wide open, sucking them all in. Where is Molly? Where are Theo and Caroline? Everything around him dwindles, murky and muted … another woman, blood in her thick red hair, on her hands and knees, screaming,—I can’t find my necklace …

… George is ebbing into darkness …

… into another reality, long repressed …

… a burning heat on his skin, stink of kerosene in his nostrils, swish of the chopper blades, sound of foliage cracking and earth flying, scraping the side of his face … the screams … the deafening blast of a much closer explosion in his ears … the tug on his arm …

… then another roar cutting through his dulled senses, and the mud rising over them …




Ten Years Later




Part One


Forget your schemes

you won’t find your dreams

here in Vegas

but bet you’ll find something or someone

to take them away

“Finite: A Vegas Requiem”— 
The Spotters
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Zoe Beaufort knows things are turning bad when Miles Latimer speaks. After all, this is something of a rare occurrence. But as lightning crackles and thunder rumbles in the sky above, and his new track, “Beat Heaven,” blasts out from the speakers of her Toyota Prius, Zoe’s passenger clears his throat, cranes his close-cropped head in her direction. The blond dye in Miles’s hair is a recent look, of which Zoe approves, but its stark contrast with his darker skin, backlit by the flashing magnesium light that surges into the car around them, only heightens the drama.—Maybe you shouldn’t have cut through here in this storm.

The words are innocuous, but Zoe grinds her teeth together, slams on the brakes. It is crazy outside. Miles’s intervention, after such a long silence, is unwelcome.—Take the wheel or shut the fuck up!

Miles reverts to his mute default setting. Considers what time of the month it might be. Hormonal shifts, like climate change, are a fact of life, and he was caught between both. At least women were fortunate enough to have their crazy signaled by rage and relieved by blood. As a man, he is aware that his own madness can strike at any time. But you put up a front of stoical silence and it didn’t happen. Nothing happened. He chose to express himself only through his music.

Zoe removes her glasses, polishing them on her tee, pushes back her spiky brunette hair, glancing at Miles’s profile. Her eyes soften. It seems she might say something profound, but she restarts the engine and presses on.

The wheezy old Toyota Prius’s wipers slosh valiantly but the sheer volume of water cascading down the windshield is wrecking visibility. The unease displayed by Miles is infectious; Zoe feels something rise in her, just seconds before she senses the stealthy, rumbling shift of some mass proximate to the vehicle. As she turns to the side window, her mouth widens in silent horror, on witnessing a solid brown wave looming over them. She hears Miles say something about his USB stick as the windows black out in a slap, and the car spins under the force of the mudslide, wrenching them first one way, then another, before it topples over.

The killer track wobbles and dies.
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Summerlin, a planned suburb on the northwest side of Las Vegas, wears its affluence with an insouciant air. Low-rise bespoke homes, often torn down and redesigned every few years, with multicar garages, and large pools, sprawl in bountiful landscaped gardens, denoting a place working to remain at least superficially at ease with itself in a testing world.

Even the raging storms are unable to cause too much direct concern. Inside one of the neighborhood’s most established and palatial dwellings, a couple lie on a grand sofa, watching a huge flatscreen TV, which competes with the lightning flashes outside as the room’s principal source of light. The rumble of thunder is silenced to a murmur by insulated walls and triplex glass.

In the Botox paralysis of her face, the only way the tinted-blonde TV presenter can convey the seriousness of the news item is to drop her voice an octave:


—A Southern California storm system is leaving its mark on Las Vegas. Heavy rains, remnants of Hurricane Hilda, triggered a flash-flood emergency in and around parts of the city, even wiping away entire sections of I-15. The Nevada Highway Patrol was forced to close multiple stretches of the freeway in what the National Weather Service is now describing as life-threatening flooding.



On the couch, watching WTN-VEGAS, Molly hears George dozing at her side. When did her husband become the old guy who slept in front of the TV? Five years ago? Ten? The change is imperceptible, but that gunman’s bullets at Mandalay Bay several years back and the lassitude of Covid and lockdown have taken a toll. George has recovered, but not fully. The first bullet should have done the damage, ricocheting off the asphalt, smashing his cheekbone, bouncing past his jaw, into his neck. It exited his body in a gnarling tear, missing his carotid artery by an inch. It’s the second that made the lasting impression. He still limps. His bones are as fatigued as desert dust. Most of all, Molly knows once-repressed memories of his own part in another carnage now haunt him acutely.

A wheezy gnaw, followed by spluttering, as George chokes himself awake.—Damn, he gasps, startled, before orienting to his familiar surroundings.

Keenly aware of the smell of urine in her nostrils, vaguely cognizant of George trying to suck rancidness from his own mouth, Molly remains focused on the giant screen. Since her husband’s shooting, news items heralding disasters strangely fascinate, rather than repel. Live scenes of cars on a freeway, in driving rain, plowing slowly through flooded stretches of road transfix her. It could be anywhere.

The voice drones on in saccharine concern. Molly considers the presenter: her blue dress, her thin gold necklace. Had she perhaps started out with actor’s dreams, before finding employment on the local news network? Did she live in fear of being replaced by a younger woman? Suddenly a job that seemed, in the accomplished thespian mindset, money for old rope, is repositioned in Molly’s psyche to something fraught and perilous, and she feels a stunning empathy for this woman. The ruthless market research tools tracking her favorability ratings across demographics; those would go south every year, sinking below a threshold, whereby she would be replaced. Or perhaps not. A few bucked the trend, became faces of reassurance. The presenter presses on in steely authority, aiming at a pitch sternly sexy to men, but non-threatening to other women:


—US Route 95 has been reopened near the California border, but a forty-mile stretch of the I-15 north of Las Vegas is expected to remain closed for three to four days.



Then the voice creeps up a level in its excitement:


—Yellow-and-black warning signs indicating flash-flood areas were seen everywhere. The heaviest rain fell at the Harry Reid International Airport, measuring three inches in one hour, the torrential downpours shutting down operations for forty-five minutes.



They cut back to the studio. The presenter, as if realizing she is now on-camera, seems to ditch near-histrionic drama for the realm of android sympathy.


—On one section of the Strip, tops of several cars barely poked out of the water.



Molly suddenly recalls this woman—Judy? Judith?—from her inspirational coverage of the Harvest shooting. The presenter had been at the country and western concert, off duty, with her husband, who was one of the wounded. She’d acted decisively, tending both to him and several others injured, before stepping in front of a camera. Unscripted, but showing passion and concern as well as nerve, Judy-Judith had spoken emotionally, yet remained in control, recounting how her partner had been wounded. Yes, she is the one bucking that downward ratings trend. Molly wonders about the presenter’s life, whether that lacquered hair remains so stiff when her husband—were they still together?—makes love to her.

Then Molly looks across at her beaker, sat next to George’s on the dark-wood Moroccan coffee table. Her piss is darker than his. There is always satisfaction to be gleaned from this rare state of affairs. Stretching over, Molly picks up her flask and takes back the still-warm elixir in one long, controlled swallow. The pungent aroma lacerates her sinuses and waters her eyes. Turning back to the flatscreen, she lets the satisfying ammonia burn scour her taste buds, before its twisting, fiery slide down her gullet, into her stomach.

George is stirred into action. Leans over his own girth, picks up his beaker.—Now and forever, baby!

Rubbing his lower back, Molly watches him sip at his pee. He looks unselfconsciously wolfish, like a bon vivant tippling in an exclusive cocktail bar. Turning back to the screen again, Molly has a delicious vision of WTN-VEGAS presenter Judy-Judith having urine poured over her luxuriant hair, perhaps by her husband, groaning in arousal as that spray-set mane buckled, plastering to her scalp.

Wouldn’t it be great if Judy-Judith then had to go on-camera!

—A slow night for Luke, George breaks Molly’s train of thought, then finishes his piss with a flourish. Lays the glass down. Fumbles on both sides of the couch, then around her legs, for the remote.

In weary compassion, Molly retrieves the device from a gap between the couch cushions, its hiding place after he’d set it down.—I hope he’s okay. I should call him.

—He’ll be fine, George contends, his grandson’s vitality triggering the sense of his own growing recumbence. During the daytime he can still feel robust, but in the evening gravitates to an almost horizontal position on the couch, like a tortoise turned on its back. Forever reluctant to self-describe as a hippy (George always thought he was a little too uptight), he chuckles to himself: maybe I’ve made it at last.

On the TV, Judy-Judith voices over more scenes of flooding:


—In neighborhoods, residents could only watch in dismay as the rising waters spilled into their homes.



There might be people in the suburbs of Las Vegas, perhaps even in this one, Molly considers, who believe that the WTN anchor really does care about their plight. And maybe she does, if only out of self-interest. For it is probable that the presenter, Judith Halsey—Molly suddenly recalls her name in giddy liberation—lives in Summerlin.

She feels George pushing the remote against her hand, forcing her to open her fingers to accept it, then his bulk rising slowly, as she simultaneously sinks a few inches into the couch. Molly looks at his wounded knee protruding from under the hem of his khaki shorts. Unlike the muted white scar tissue on his neck, this never lost its anger, a literal bullet-sized hole of indented red in fibrous gray skin.

On his feet in front of her, George stretches in lavish defiance through his body’s audible creaks. Picks up the empty beakers, heads to the kitchen, placing them in the dishwasher. Slides open the triple-glass door in the floor-to-ceiling windows, steps onto the back porch, blinking as the bleaching trip lights blaze into action, illuminating the extensive landscaped gardens beyond the patio, including a tennis court, swimming pool, and guesthouse. It’s stopped raining, the downpour taking the heat out of the air. The court has accumulated large puddles, but they will have dried out by the time the Leadbitters come over tomorrow.

In his departure, before they settle to watch their show, Molly takes the opportunity to text Luke. Channel-hopping, she notes Chinatown playing yet again. Admiring her theater and independent cinema work, director Mike Nichols had cast her alongside Jack Nicholson in Heartburn, as second female lead behind Meryl Streep. Then she’d broken her arm in a motoring accident, the part going to Stockard Channing, who looked nothing like her and was at least ten years older. It was an opportunity missed. Molly didn’t begrudge Channing, whom she liked as a person and an actress.

Her resentment is targeted closer to home. Considers the sixteen-year-old version of her daughter Gina, sullen eyes under long bangs, behind that Chevy Blazer’s wheel on the Santa Monica freeway …

… turning, so slowly, into an adjacent truck …

… Molly grabbing the wheel, screaming at her in disbelieving panic, before the slo-mo collision, spinning off the huge wheel, glass showering her as the passenger side window and door caved in …

… careening across freeway lanes, the crush barrier torn up like crepe paper …

Molly’s heartbeat skips; a suicide attempt, and one in which her own mother was mere collateral damage.

If it hadn’t been a big car … Two words people rarely think of in tandem, suicide-murder, as TV presenters call certain deaths …

Calms herself by considering Nicholson’s remuneration each time this movie is broadcast. George will probably know. Picks up her cell, sees her grandson’s screensaver image. Luke’s hair is dark and slightly wavy, a little longer than he currently keeps it. He wears a big open smile and blue plaid shirt with aplomb. Something deep in Molly shifts: a chemical reaction. Luke is her pride and joy, her Pilates partner in the basement gym, where she’d bought a second machine so they could work out together after he’d shown interest. This energetic connection had never been felt with her own daughter. Yet when Gina held her newly born son for Molly’s inspection, it surged through her. Presses his number. Gets only beeps. Sends him a text.

For the first time since lockdown, she calls Gina.

—Hello … Despite the caller ID, her daughter is obviously stunned.

—It’s Molly … she can’t bring herself to say “Mom.”—I’m trying to get hold of Luke, but I can’t get through … it’s this storm … have you heard anything?

—Why would I hear anything?

—You’re his mother, Molly bites back.

—You’re my mother, Gina scoffs in smug authority.—Case rested. I’ll text you if he gets in touch. Give my love to my dad. Goodnight, and she hangs up.

Molly looks at the phone.—Bitch, she hisses, adding,—Matricidal bitch, before Luke’s image appears again, forcing a smile to break from her.

Another flashbulb of lightning, through the margins of the blackout blinds, followed by a rumble of thunder, and Molly shudders.
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Rain bounces off sidewalks and gangways of downtown Vegas in bullet-like ferocity. Are nonearthly powers striving to clean up the sins of this city? From the enclosed bridge at the south side of Caesar’s Palace, Luke Ayrton, an angular six three, casts a hawkish scan over the Strip. One day there will be no such thing as outside; the overhead walkway construction will continue, until the boulevard below becomes a de facto tunnel, rendering the place a giant, sealed-off mall.

The Strip is almost devoid of human traffic. Even the canopied bridges and the concourse outside Caesar’s are sparsely populated, occasional groups and couples running for cover in the rain. Two whales—rich guys who buy tables in clubs, spending fortunes on bottle service to impress girls—emerge from a limo, shuffling a few short few steps to the shelter of the hotel’s awning. Hedonism’s uncomfortable trench soldiers.

Lightning snaps, briefly illuminating the murky sky above, as Luke Ayrton checks his cellphone. A message from his boss, Aussie Iain:


Best write this off and go home.



Luke opts to disregard this advice. He likes the Vegas Strip this way; empty, apocalyptic. The casinos and restaurants will be busier inside, but the town is struggling. The mass shooting at Mandalay Bay had no long-term impact. White Americans, at least on a conceptual level, didn’t mind being shot at by other white Americans; some even considered it their birthright. Things soon went back to business as usual. But lockdown hit hard, and the continuing massive redistribution of wealth to the superrich from everyone sealed the decline. The young crowd, only here for electronic dance music and unlike the boxing and variety-entertainment aficionados, had their resistance to the lure of the tables cemented by the gambling apps on their phones. They won’t succumb to an analog flutter. The superrich who own the casinos and hotels haven’t quite realized that they now have all the money, that there’s nobody left to give them anymore. It’s done. They should switch off the lights, Luke considers.


Going to hang out, check out some of the casinos for plankton.



The plankton—groups of girls on bachelorette parties—will be inside. Luke has two tables left to comp at the Wynn’s XS club for David Guetta, and three at the MGM’s Hakkasan for Calvin Harris. Caesar’s is disdainfully known in electronic dance music circles as the hangout of an older crowd, but due to its tourist métier it still draws visitors. There’s a chance some party heads will be wandering around there.

A text from his grandmother. He replies:


All good here. Going clubbing at the Hakkasan. Don’t wait up!



Snaking his way across a half-empty floor past the tables, Luke makes for the Gordon Ramsay steakhouse. Such outlets were—for now—more numerous in Vegas than McDonald’s. One young woman, if only in profile, reminds him of Zoe from the video store, the stern brunette he has become infatuated with. She stands out in the forest of silver and pink domes. He flits through aromas of perfumes and colognes, cigarette and cigar smoke, sucked relentlessly up into ceiling ducts. Spies more young women, dress and bearing designating them suburban middle-income, probably Midwest, possibly Southern. Classic plankton. In this game your sociology skills sharpened. Luke approaches them, chatting easily, when a dark-skinned server jumps in and says,—You can’t tout in here, Ayrton, gimme a break!

It’s Denisha Campbell, whom he briefly dated back in Silverado High.—Hey, Nisha, no commercial transaction, Luke explains,—I’m just offering comps: Guetta and Calvin Harris.

The Midwest girls peel off, standing down under Denisha’s unmalleable gaze, which then shifts pointedly toward Luke.—Calvin Harris …

Luke struggles to understand before her pearly smile sets off a familiar little light bulb in him.—Oh, so you want comped for Calvin Harris at the Hakkasan?

—Sharp, Ayrton. That schooling at Silvie High and a year of college obviously didn’t go to waste! I finish at ten. Meet me here and we’ll head together. Harris is a snack!

Luke tries to frame a response, but Denisha swivels to a table to take orders. She’s done catalog clothes modeling, so waitressing must be a comedown. There are loads of beautiful girls who photograph well. And Denisha is now twenty-two: a posse of eighteen-year-olds are ready to take her spot. But her smile and curves still hold appeal, so there seems little to do but comply. In the meantime, he pursues the holiday girls, catching them on their way down another corridor to the Palazzo resort mall and its fake skies, hanging above the Venetian canal. This is so much more beautiful that the real thing, he once recalled a girl, who sounded Italian, telling her friend as he’d vainly leafleted them. But these young women—he quickly learns they are from Cincinnati, Ohio—prove receptive. He fills all the tables.

When he heads back to Caesar’s, Denisha’s waiting for him, leaning against a pillar, her arms folded, her look sly and slightly accusatory.—I’m amped! So, Ayrton, are we going to party?

—Sure. Is it just the two of us?

—Bet. My friend Zoe might be along later. She’s managing this DJ guy, wants to get his demo to Calvin Harris’s people, and she gazes at Luke, aware that she has his full attention.—You know Zoe? From Silvie?

Luke is flummoxed. This can’t be the same Zoe from the video store!—Not sure, he coughs, as they step outside. The storm has eased, the rain all but stopped. Luke and Denisha head down the Strip, toward the MGM. It will take them under thirty minutes, wet sidewalks and zero money thinning the crowds.—Uh, this Zoe, is she the one that works at Horizon’s?

—Yeah. Super talented. Makes those dope little movies. She’ll be here tonight. Or not. Moves in mysterious ways, Denisha offers, before squealing, as a gust of wind shakes rainwater from the trees above, splattering it down on them.—Fuck. Climate. Change.

—How so? I mean Zoe, not climate change. Luke casts an eye over the barren Strip. Two fat boomers gape in disbelief, unable to comprehend its desolation.

—Well, I always have her back at air force bratsville, but we’ve never chilled at her crib, for real.

—Maybe her folks are like mine, Luke laughs.—Remember when you came round there?

—They weren’t exactly Klan, Denisha blows through pursed lips,—but fuck sake, they were giving cringe!

—And that’s why I live with my hippy grandparents. Luke watches two wealthy-looking whales take turns to pulverize a street guy whose business model is to get punched in the face for five bucks a time. They look at each other.

—No matter how many times I see that, it never falls short of being totally fucked up, Denisha says.

—Bet, Luke nods, as they head into the MGM, him wondering what the mysterious Zoe is up to tonight.
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One final creaking, agonizing overturn, and the car comes to rest. Adrenaline makes Zoe unclip her seat belt, without being fully braced for the fall to the roof—now the floor—yelping at her shoulder’s thudding contact with it.—Fuck!

Rubbing the source of pain with one hand, she repositions herself, using the other to pull aggressively at the car door handle.

—Don’t, Miles urges, still hanging upside down, drawing her hesitation,—we might be buried deep. Flooding the inside of the car with mud may not be a good idea, because we—

—Say less, Zoe spits.—Got it, as she burns beneath a compliant nod. This bastard is right again. Under her self-massage, the sharp throb slowly recedes to a dull ache. Then she unclips Miles, assisting him in breaking his fall, as he slides south into recumbence alongside her.

They take stock of the situation. In this chamber, illuminated only by meager auto lights, mud covers all the windows, so looking outside yields no lambency. It’s impossible to confirm whether the whole valley has collapsed, fatally entombing them, or if they’re blacked out by nothing more than a thick layer of silt. A total silence eerily indicates it’s closer to the former. The windshield has cracked, but like the others, thankfully remains intact, saving them from the potentially lethal intrusion.

Zoe grabs her phone from her bag. No signal bars come up.—Shit. This ain’t it.

—I’ve got a signal, Miles laconically drawls, calling 911. This time Zoe is too relieved to let the fleeting thought of course you do embed in hostility, conceding that Miles is good in an emergency. His near-autistic sense of disengagement becomes an asset, him clearly and calmly opting for the most sensible solution. That serene focus is something she admires when Miles makes music. Initially, she’d discerned little passion, just a robotic series of best choices, executed with economy. But the sizzling alchemy of his output indicates an artist’s fevered, potent mind, rather than the technician’s cold rationalizations. As he implacably gives the dispatcher the details of their location from his phone’s GPS, Zoe hears the tinny voice hiss in accusation. Then Miles’s cool reply,—I wasn’t driving.

The operator’s voice continues in the same tone for a bit, before the line goes dead.

—I guess they’re coming for us. We have to sit tight, Miles says.

—It’s not like we can do anything else, for real. Zoe then laments how she’d just spent cash she could ill-afford servicing the Toyota. If they got out of this, the vehicle would be a write-off, or worse, rendered even more of a money pit, the invariable fate of old cars.—If we survive this shit, I’m going to take loads of molly and dance till I drop. She shakes her head.

Miles nods through the darkness.—I think “Beat Heaven” needs a different string arrangement. I might get Cal in to—

—For frick’s sake, Miles, Zoe shouts out. Something catches in her chest and she feels the tears flow.

—What?

—Hold me!

—Right … Miles nervously places both arms around this white girl whom he barely knows but who heard his set in that crappy club a few weeks ago and announced she was managing him. And it had to be said that whether she was in ascendancy, or, as right now, rock bottom and scared, Zoe generally carried an overwhelming (though often false, as evidenced from her canyon shortcut decision) certainty about her.

—We’re gonna get through this, she states, burrowing her head into his chest, then looking up at him,—the world has to hear that gas song …

Miles starts to consider survival, and they pontificate about the air supply. This agitates them both, so he strokes her head, awkwardly at first, then finding a mutually reassuring rhythm that puts both of them into a trance.

Then Zoe sits up abruptly, almost hitting his chin.—You know DJ Feel-D-Foe? she asks in wild-eyed panic.

—Uh, yeah. Everybody knows him, Miles shrugs, but his voice cracks with anxiety.—He’s fire. The rising star of Vegas EDM …

—Promise you won’t be pissed at me!

Mounting unease winds through Miles like hemlock. He remains silent.

—I sent him the track, Zoe’s face screws up,—I thought he’d be able to do something with it, like get a label interested. My friend Nisha knows his girlfriend, Sonja. They’ve done some modeling together.

—Not cool, Miles responds stridently, fighting to contain himself.—Zoe, he’s an—

Suddenly, the car shakes, emitting a slow groan evoking a crippled animal. Mud whips from the windows and light pours in. Zoe hears a scream tear from her throat. A hooded figure clad in a yellow windbreaker stares at them.

—It’s okay. It’s the rescue, Miles says calmly.

—Oh, thank fuck!

—I’m holding you to the molly, Miles nods, wiping sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand.—And we really need to talk about Feel-D-Foe and that track.

—We’re finna at the Hakkasan tonight, Zoe declares, as the car door opens.—He’s one of the support acts.
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Side by side on the couch, feet up on the pouffe, Molly’s bunion-swollen right toe is bound to George’s similar left one. They’d hoped this might facilitate realignment in those crooked digits, and sometimes imagined they saw this slowly happening. But there was no basis in reality. She scowls at the unsightly protrusion: is it worth going under the knife then hobbling around on crutches for months to correct this?

George slaps his gut, frowning at the unrelenting swell spilling pugnaciously from him.—I used to weigh in at one hundred and fifty-five pounds, could carry eighty’s worth of combat gear. Can you imagine, Mol?

Her attention is ripped from the TV show.—Eighty pounds? Sounds a bit fisherman to me, Porgey.

—No, my darling, he explains,—the full Vietnam combat load: an M16 rifle complete with ammo, eight magazines, and sometimes another fourteen, a medical bag, two quarts of water, and, of course, the helmet. He taps his skull.—I weighed in at just under two hundred and thirty-six pounds with that shit attached to me. That is … he thwacks his wobbling girth again,—was, an eighty-pound difference. This preponderance makes George contemplate the gold he’s repeatedly bought since Covid, on recommendation of his financier friend, Al Davenport. It was a good call: the price passing $3,000 an ounce for the first time ever. How much of that shit do I have? Could I carry it?

—Hmmm … Molly tunes out, her tendency when men talk war or sport. She’s known Hollywood people who’ve undertaken a bunion-removal procedure, only for it to return. Perhaps just accept it. It wasn’t sore, and anyway, who even saw your feet? Who saw her anything, these days?

—Eighty to one hundred and ten pounds of kit, George rattles on,—in a place ninety degrees by noon, one hundred percent humidity.

A violent rumble of thunder from outside, as lightning flashes at the rims of the closed shutters.

—But for his heel spurs, our commander-in-chief might have been with you in the Mekong Delta, Molly laughs caustically.

—Ha! Imagine that spoiled, moaning baboon trudging through paddy fields carrying eighty pounds’ worth of kit!

Molly slips her toe out the mutual brace, rising.—Sly, posturing cowards aren’t much worse in the White House than cold technocrats. Obama and Biden: they could send drones to kill children and sleep soundly.

She heads to the kitchen.

George thinks about this. Everyone is dissatisfied. Democracy was over. A confused citizenry reduced to helping rich egomaniacs build fiefdoms, as if some piddling beneficence would be bestowed on them as reward for their compliance in this abject hideousness, probably culminating in mass slaughter.

Molly returns carrying two full beakers of piss. Yawns, hopes George will lose his Vietnam train of thought. He never talked like this before Harvest and lockdown.

—Your shoulders … they were sore quickly, he muses,—not that you had time to notice, out for days, running alongside an M113 assault vehicle, or wading soaked through rice fields, people trying to kill you …

Molly sits, slipping her malformity back in their fastening, handing a beaker to George. This might put his mind back on Everybody Loves Raymond. They’d decided to watch the show again in its entirety, had got to season seven.

George appraises his feet.—My biggest fear wasn’t even carrying the uniform and weaponry. He wiggles his toes, refusing diversion.—My boots were too tight. Almost immediately, I could feel a blister coming on. Vince Leyland, our outfit sarge, told us grunts straightaway: “Those bastards will do you more damage than the VC unless you break em in.” George points to his bunion, the big toe sprawling over the others.—Made in Vietnam!

Molly smiles thinly, encourages him to drink up. They drain their beakers’ acrid contents, watering eyes blinking, as they savor the trickling scorch through their bodies. Reminding him of the big tennis game in the morning, she suggests it might be bedtime. In agreement, George hits the remote, just as the long-suffering Debra prepares to give Raymond a piece of her mind over some domestic misdemeanor.

Almost as her head hits the pillow, Molly sinks below consciousness. George envies her. Everything in life—a Hollywood harassment case, Gina’s multitude of problems, the Harvest shootings—nothing kept her awake. Sleep is something she greedily craves, always feeling like she rarely gets enough. That when she does, she looks ten to fifteen years younger.

There is no such respite for George. The best he can achieve is to wander that ragged realm between thought and snooze, as images storm through his mind.

I took the bullet … I finally took it …

Convinced his wife is in deep slumber, beyond its intrusion, George switches on the reading lamp by his nightstand, illuminating a framed picture of his daughter as a prom queen. His knee throbs, and he pulls the comforter aside to examine it. That raw exit wound, like it just happened yesterday. George blinks: it’s probably just a trick of the light. Then a voice comes through the dark:—What is it, Porgey? Are you okay?

His wife wasn’t so deeply under.—Sorry, honey, these goddamn feet … this fucking knee …

—Well, I’m going to the spare room, Molly pulls herself upright,—I really need some quality shut-eye if we’re going to best Caroline and Theo tomorrow!

—Sure thing, Mol. George sighs in weary defeat. Tennis with that ultra-competitive Leadbitter couple; from somewhere in the depths of him, a protesting groan tears through his body.

And Molly departs, leaving him to the empty bed and crowded thoughts that ricochet around inside his skull.
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Climbing beneath cool sheets, Molly’s mind turns to the call with Gina. My own daughter tried to kill me. It was beyond forgiving and forgetting. Compounded by the playing of the mental health card in mitigation: a supposed confused, anxious, depressed hormonal teen. How fucking obnoxious. My own daughter always resented me. Even as a baby, I felt this from her. Plenty of teenagers are depressed and anxious. And a few try to take their own lives, and yes, it is tragic. But how many of them try to take their mothers with them?

Their conflict had festered for years. Molly knew how deeply it hurt George, resolving to end it each time he expressed his anguish. Then, in rancor, she’d think of Gina, the terror of that day in the Chevy Blazer. No, that bitch owes me contrition. But she’s heartless: she doesn’t even care about her own son! Throwing Luke out during lockdown, though even more unforgivable in Molly’s eyes, was also the best thing Gina had done—albeit unwittingly—for her and George.

Outside, the storm continues to rage. A text from Luke pops in, confirming his safety, sheltering in that club. In blessed relief, she lets sleep take her.
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The club is packed so tight that, under the brain-frying strobe lights and dry ice, you could have sex with somebody without either party consenting. Luke uses his tall, sharp frame to his advantage, weaving and slipping like a milk-bottle-white boxer, squeezing through implausible gaps in the dancing throngs.

He’s ripping it up with Denisha, who, in light blue dress, moves smoothly as hot chocolate sauce spilling across a plate. Even in such crushed circumstances, the burn in her gaze encourages space around her. Luke likes her, veritably beyond the slick euphoria engendered by the MDMA capsules they’ve taken, but senses this reprise is a diversion, that they’ve had their time. Wants to ask about Zoe, but it’s both shit manners and downright weird to be out with a girl while openly obsessing over her friend. Then, from the corner of his eye, he spies a chunky, sweating young guy who evokes something more ambiguous on his social radar.

Denisha’s eye follows Luke’s stare to the distraction, sees him shimmy toward the fat boy. The kid looks Mexican, but then Denisha thinks with a sudden awareness that she means this as a generic Western hemisphere term for brown, similar to how ‘African’ is for black. She corrects herself: he looks Latin. And she knows him; it’s Federico from high school, who works at Fresher Foods, where she has been promoting the cheeses. Those older white people, looking nervously as she presented a sweating tray of dairy offerings punctured with cocktail sticks. Nervously chewing, as if expecting razor blades inside, or at least exotic germs, flaking onto the produce from her skin, contaminating it. When time ground such citizens into dust, would racism similarly perish, or would white youth step up to the bigot plate?

Luke regards the euphorically dancing Federico Alvares, figures MDMA is responsible for his melting and swirling. Several weeks ago, he’d seen Federico at Town Square, that alt-Strip hangout for local Las Vegans. To his guilt and horror, the dude had been scared. This had caused Luke to reflect: was he really such a bully at high school? The shaming answer was, yes, he probably was. The petty cruelties he’d visited on other kids flooded back, as did those sad and frightened faces, like Federico’s. It had grown impossible to designate those activities as jocular fun. Luke came to realize that he’d put his own anger in all the wrong places. Home was an arena of powerlessness, his parents Gina and Don perpetually unraveling, yet, maddeningly, always sticking together. High school was for venting: to let out one big, long scream of rage. But this chubby kid, Federico Alvares, had got caught in the crossfire. It wasn’t right. This is the time to try and fix it, now that Federico has so obviously abandoned his fear and self-consciousness to the same chemical grace that Luke feels flowing through his own body and mind. He approaches his bygone prey, his brow furrowing in deep apology.—Hey, bro.

—Hey … Federico sings, the old terror Luke evokes airbrushed from his eyes and soul, nothing but a slightly ironic smile twisting up the corners of his lips.

—You having a good one, man?

—The best! I’m rolling … the music’s sending me …

Luke embraces Federico in a hug. Feels no tension in the other youth’s body. Coughs it out,—Aight, fam, my bad for being such a toxic tryhard back in the day at Silvie. You’re for real a W, Federico, no cap. My issues, my bullshit: that wasn’t it, fam.

—Wow … Federico breaks away, peering into Luke’s eyes, overwhelmed by the MDMA-activated rushes of serotonin in his brain,—that’s pretty intense … but welcome … I mean …

—Don’t wanna come over cheugy, but had to spill.

—It’s chill, bruh, we good. Federico looks around the crowded dance floor, taking in the rapture.—It’s all love here, right?

—Damn straight, brother, Luke agrees, putting an arm around the approaching Denisha’s thin, dark shoulders.—You know Nisha, right?

At Luke’s introduction Denisha steps forward and hugs Federico.—Didn’t clock you as a rave bae, for real!

Wasted on MDMA, the proximity of this long-adored-from-afar woman is like a win on the state lottery to Federico. Luke’s arm, now snaking around his back, enclosing him and Denisha, drawing them together as one implausible unit of love, feels way too good. This is so strange! Now he’s experiencing an overwhelming bond with that bully, he of that feared RSA (Romero, Sayles, and Ayrton) trio that had made his life so miserable at high school! Yes, the arrogant, entitled, vicious gringo prick was his brother! They had just misfired as kids, stuck in their own little nerd-jock worlds, rendered meaningless in this here and now, with the beat, lights, smoke, and, most of all, girls.

Luke cannot believe his eyes. There she is, sauntering toward him, through the crowd, the strobe lights hitting her like the attentions of a million paparazzi. His pulse thuds quicker than the bass line. It’s Zoe. She’s dancing with a thin, brown-skinned kid who has dyed blond hair, pointing at the label on her water bottle. To the euphoric Luke, she’s that girl from the video store; to a wary Federico, the bitch from the Fresher Foods checkout. The one who always films stuff on her video camera. She approaches the DJ booth and says something to a bouncer, who shakes his head in the negative, as a tall, angular black guy replaces a full-bodied white woman on the decks. Zoe turns away, makes for Denisha and they embrace.—Where have you guys even been? Denisha asks.

—You don’t wanna know, for real, for real. Let’s dance, and Zoe looks at Luke, her adamantine stare cleaving him inside.

Federico feels he should be embarrassed, but it just isn’t happening. Wishes he could live entirely rebooted on MDMA. Ignoring his normally clumsy footwork, he assertively pulls the dancing quartet together, forging a posse with the help of the molly, Denisha’s gleaming smile encouraging rather than reprimanding.

If Federico is excited by her presence, Luke experiences a similar reaction to the proximity of Zoe, even if her shoes seem freaky, like muddy. And now, it seems, the video store girl of his dreams also works at the supermarket chain with Federico, and with Denisha, on her cheese promo gig. How crazy it is that Zoe, dancing, but her attention focused on the DJ, Feel-D-Foe, doesn’t even know how much she inspires him! Those two versions of a project he’s working on, one a screenplay, the other a novel. Is it the time to say this, Luke ponders, on molly? No, maintaining silence is the best policy; let her slowly discover his weirdness, rather than lead with it. Besides, everybody is writing a screenplay or a novel. If not, they’re shooting a zero-budget digital video or messing around in a band making music in garages, to post online. He is just like the rest of them, the main difference being that he remains secretive about his artistic pursuits.

Luke embarked on his literary enterprise on the premise (propounded ubiquitously in the “how to …” books) of write what you know. On that basis, his screenplay-slash-novel featured a young protagonist, Leon, who worked the Strip, comping girls for clubs. In his thriller, Killer Whales, one girl, Zita, from a group which Leon sets up to visit a nightclub, ends up drugged, raped, and left for dead by two psycho whales. Leon discovers Zita beaten semiconscious and dumped in the desert. He revives her, taking her back to his place, looking after her until she’s strong enough to have hot sex with him.

He isn’t sure about this part. It might come across as sleazy. Zita would be too traumatized from her ordeal to be interested in sex. Maybe move that scene further down the story. Perhaps he’ll ask Molly’s advice on that. Luke worries he is too close to Leon, and Zita is Zoe, now dancing in his proximity, hands raised, boxer style, to her face. Or at least a representation of how he’d like them both to be. This troubles him. It goes against Molly’s anti-objectification lectures he’s been routinely subjected to for the last few years. His grandmother had become an unlikely guru. Do what’s right, not what personally benefits you. That one stuck in his mind.

Rescuing Zoe, and having hot sex with her, has fantasy appeal, but without her getting assaulted by whales first. He’s enthralled by her gyrations, as she swings her arms wildly, her eyes shut, before she opens them to casually push aside a drunken, predatory whale who tries to rub up against her on the break beat. Luke immediately resolves this incident must be recounted in the book or screenplay. It is the powerful indifference she exhibits that gets him—he decides he likes that phrase—and he feels a glow.

Is the story creepy, though? His positive MDMA frame of mind skips over caveats. Such desires are irrelevant as it’s fiction, and it’s not him, but Leon. Given that his comped whales raped Zita, Leon feels responsible for her plight. When Leon and Zita learn that the whales are rich and influential (one is a senator’s son) and the law will never deliver justice for her, they team up to take revenge on the abusers. Luke believes the premise of this dark thriller is strong. But he can’t progress. It isn’t writer’s block. You have to be a writer to have writer’s block, and deep in his core, Luke knows he isn’t one. It is both liberating and dismaying at the same time. Writing is a way of getting laid by interesting women. By seeming more interesting. Or doing something other than a shitty retail job or a debt-stoking crapshoot they call an internship. He regards them all under the dry ice and strobes: those college-educated retail workers of his generation.

This wouldn’t have bothered him a year ago, on dropping out of college, but Luke is now beset with the notion of charting some kind of a course in life. He’d thought that he might become a promoter, like Iain Jones, the Australian—or was it New Zealander?—who employed him, but working when others were having fun often dismayed him. But once all those comps are issued, it’s his time.

The positive vibe in the group dies a death with just one record. It’s dropped by the local warm-up act for Calvin Harris, DJ Feel-D-Foe, a stick-thin man with gold teeth, rings and chains glinting under spotlights. It’s not that the track is bad; in fact, it’s very good, bouncing, beat-heavy, catchy disco-house with rapid gunfire FX. The problem is Zoe and the brown-skinned blond companion’s reaction; totally agog, then mortified, they look disbelievingly at each other.

—THE FUCK! Zoe screams, storming through the crowd, into a wall of two steroid security bods, barring her way to the DJ box. Roaring and gesticulating at the artist, she appeals to the heads gathered at the front of the booth,—THAT’S “BEAT HEAVEN”! THAT’S MILES’S FUCKING TRACK!!

Denisha gasps as Zoe lunges forward, thwarted by a bouncer’s countermaneuver. The DJ plays on, grooving to himself, oblivious to her crazed attention-seeking. A girl in a tight white dress, Luke recognizes her as Sonja Fuentes, this hot clubby chick Feel-D-Foe is dating, angrily remonstrates with Denisha, who tries to calm her friend, as Miles grabs Zoe by the shoulder.—Take a seat, he urges, as bouncers advance.—Let’s work this out later!

—THAT ASSHOLE’S PLAYING OUR TRACK, PERIOD! Zoe protests, as Denisha and Miles usher her to the exit. Luke and Federico follow, symbiotically shrugging in wide-eyed confusion. Zoe’s intervention has ground the party to a halt, the energy and goodwill fizzling into mystified despondency, and they file outside. Attempting to rescue the night, Luke invites them back to his place, and they spill into two Ubers. In the first, Luke, Federico, and Denisha sit together in the back. The destination is his guesthouse, on his grandparents’ large, sprawling suburban estate.

—I have these. Federico, in the middle, holds up a bag of mushrooms, which precipitates hugs from both Luke and Denisha, the latter proclaiming,—W!

—Heavy shit, huh? Luke ventures, looking back, where Zoe and Miles follow in the other vehicle.

—Zoe reckons that Feel-D-Foe ripped off the Miles dude’s track, the one he was playing tonight, Denisha explains.

Luke’s place, across the yard from the biggest home in Summerlin, also accessed independently from a rear slip road, is a proper little house. It contains a battered couch and chairs, coffee table, big plasma TV, distressed unit that serves as a cocktail bar, a kitchen area with sink, stove, and refrigerator, and a wheezy, inefficient aluminum box of an air-conditioning unit. And a bed, partly partitioned off by screens. To the rear, a door leads to a bathroom, as Luke explains the toilet’s limitations.—It sounds cringe, but don’t flush, let me do it, he says, firing up the two CDJs sitting either side of the DJM mixer on a table, preparing to put on some sounds.

Miles is straight over, impressed by the two Bulit6 speakers, eyes popping, fingering the sleek, black molded cases.—Are those leveled-up versions of SDJ-60?

Luke smiles and nods, not really sure what he’s talking about.—Yeah … shit was swiped from a name DJ’s hotel room by a Vegas con man I know, he explains to Miles, noting he and Zoe are tense in each other’s proximity.—Bro needed clout, so I haggled it for comps.

Zoe watches Miles, who seems unperturbed about that Feel-D-Foe asshole’s blatant theft of his track, certainly compared to her personal reservoir of self-loathing. Why the fuck did I send him it? The tune Feel-D-Foe played was exactly the same bar some minor modifications and a changed vocal. Zoe sidles up to Miles.—I fumbled the bag. I thought he’d get us exposure. He’s stolen it!

—We don’t know that yet, Miles droopily shrugs.—He might just be testing it.

—He reworked it, Miles. Some other fucker is singing on it. He’s tweaking that shit like it’s his own!

—I don’t wanna spill tea on this while we’re high. Miles waves her down, pulling out a USB and turning back to Luke.—Can I play some shit?

—Sure, man. Show us your chops while I, uh, get hosting.

Miles gratefully plugs the stick into a deck, scrolls through his lists. Soon a blasting track swirls around the room.

At his kitchen area fixing drinks, Luke opens first a cabinet, then his refrigerator, as Denisha approvingly takes in the space.—A big change from that room at your mom and dad’s! She feels Federico’s big eyes on her, and smiles at him, nodding toward the busy Luke.—Never knew you guys were such amigos.

—We’re, uh, OG, Federico concedes, churlish about disclosing the past bully-and-victim nature of their relationship. Besides, Denisha probably knows it all, having dated Luke at Silverado High. She would likely be in his arms again soon, and he didn’t even seem excited. How do things come so easily to some people? Yet, the possibility of real friendship with Luke tantalizes him. Granted, the guy was an asshole at school, but he was also a pussy magnet.

This hadn’t been the case with Federico. He was a loner. But now he’s dancing with Denisha, all legs, arms and tumbling hair, with Zoe laconically regarding him, shouting,—I’ve never seen you like this.

Federico shrugs.—It ain’t gonna happen in the supermarket, not with Whigham, right?

Zoe and Denisha smile, denominating the complete insignificance of the supermarket manager and his ilk in this scene.

The drugs compel a devastating candor in Federico.—I came to the club alone. My homie Guillermo was supposed to join but he was working in Seattle and got delayed. I got some molly; I only hit it once before, but this stuff bussed. I just had to go out. My mom is kind of drinking a lot. I guess it upsets me.

Luke comes back from the kitchen area with a pot of tea and several cups.

—What the fuck is this? Zoe asks, talking directly to him for the first time.

—Mushroom tea, courtesy of my man Federico. Luke sets the tray down on the table and starts to pour the elixir into a series of drinking vessels. The others pick them up, sipping the acrid solution, made bearable by Luke through honey and sugar.

The shrooms kick in almost immediately. Luke feels the sickly, foody taste of them in his gut, experiencing a Mexican vibe both inside and outside his head. Phantom narcocorrido tunes sprout like flowers, spilling out the cracked spaces between Miles’s four/four beats. He can taste tequila in his throat, smell the enchiladas. The sun of Sonora scrapes his forehead.—These shrooms are goddamn Mexican! Yee ha! Luke exalts, punches Federico on the arm. His new best friend bursts into a glowing smile.—Federico, man, you look like Danny Trejo, or how I imagine he would look as a baby … He turns to Denisha in appeal as he dances back to the kitchen area, opening the refrigerator.

Zoe starts giggling. Levity really suits her, Luke considers. Her face is literally transformed by laughter. While she is a good-looking woman, it’s uninhibited guffawing rather than cool poise that elevates her into transcendental beauty. Soul floods from her gaze in a force Luke finds overwhelming: prolonged eye contact with her might stop his heart.

—Nice … says Denisha warily. She seldom does drugs other than MDMA or occasionally coke, and is the only one declining the mushroom tea.

—The club was bussin, Federico’s lips flutter,—but the ticket was a whole week’s paycheck, and I never got to see Calvin Harris!

—Dude, Luke, returning with a plate full of frozen melon slices, looks at bug-eyed Federico,—I would have totally comped you. Never pay for a ticket for XS or Surrender or the Hakkasan, or I’ll be seriously pissed. He sticks the tray under Federico’s nose.—There’s vodka in these, so go easy.

Federico raises a slice to his mouth and bites into it. The melon tastes like alcohol. It seems to reactivate the molly, even as Luke sits at the coffee table to cut out more lines of the powder.—You are the host with the most, man, Federico squeals.

—Dank shrooms. Luke gives him a thumbs up.

—Maybe, like, one drug at a time, Zoe says, but keeps her eye on the lines Luke puts out.

—I’m all about providing options, he quickly glances to her, pointing to the melon slices.—That shit helps to remove the bitter taste of the grains.

Federico is first down on the MDMA, dabbing his lines up on his finger.—I can’t snort that shit, man, he says. Within fifteen minutes the
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