
  
    


    Chapter One


    Draw an animal, any animal. Due tomorrow. He should’ve done it last weekend, when Mom promised him a slice of lemon loaf if he finished it. But he’d got a call from Andy, and ran out the door instead with his brand new Nerf gun that could blast ten foam bullets in one round.


He stared at the blank sheet, rubbing his head.


A rabbit. I could draw a rabbit. Biting his lower lip, he scribbled two big ears—


Tap-tap-tap.


What’s that stupid noise?


Tap-tap-tap.


Yeah—branches on the window. They were tapping away, that’s all, just like the sound effects in movies.


Brandon Chambers sat up with a start, his heart beating harder in his small chest.


There wasn’t a tree next to his bedroom.


The ten-year-old swiveled his brown-mopped head to face the window. On that chilly February day, the harsh sunlight illuminated the glass panes, which sparkled with frost.


Three more taps repeated exactly as the others.


Not a woodpecker. A squirrel? No. Those wooden window doors—lined shutters popped in his mind—banging against glass? But the house never had those either.


Besides, he heard no wind whooshing by.


Little sock-covered feet touching the cold linoleum, the boy walked from his desk to the window. He peered outside where the snow blanketed the ground and glistened. A brown, lean hare stared back at him as if it had been expecting him to show up. The hare sat in the crouching position, its head pulled back to get a good look at Brandon.


Whoa. Neat. A real bunny. That’s what it looked like.


But…


A frigid, invisible hand clutched his heart as he stepped back, gasping and clutching the collar of his shirt.


A gas mask on the hare’s face. Shrunk to rabbit-like proportions, not sized for a human. It fit on the hare’s face, just big enough to appear unwieldy. Its two glass eyepieces reflected the sunlight as the hare looked straight at Brandon.


The hare didn’t struggle. It didn’t desperately paw off the ominous gas mask; it didn’t butt its head into the ground. No. It just was. Calm, composed, and as still and unmoving as any rabbit would be when it’s been spotted by a human but is not yet in danger.


Wow. Brandon’s mind focused entirely on this, this tragic, yet stunning creature. No observing eyes could turn away.


Almost one minute later, the hare looked away. It moved slowly, painstakingly, as if the rabbit’s limbs were hampered by severe arthritis. It hobbled off through the blanket of snow. It labored across the snow, never faltering. It reached the hedge that surrounded the backyard, ready to be swallowed by a wall of bushy green.


It looked back at Brandon. And disappeared through the thick green.


“Breakfast now, come on down!” Mom.


That sure was weird. He rubbed his eyes and hopped down the stairs.


Breakfast. Mom and Dad rushed about the kitchen, scurrying so they could report to work at the army base. As he sat in the car with Mom, he said little. That weird rabbit. Where could it come from? And how did it get that tiny gas mask?


School began. He sat in the third row, glancing at two large chalked circles on the blackboard. Grey-haired Mrs. Fredenburgh, deft with a stick of chalk, quartered the two circles. In the first one, she splashed color within the circle, her hips wiggling as the chalk smeared the surface. For the next circle, she shaded a little less. Brandon watched her back, cross-eyed as his wandering brain assembled patterns from the herringbone patterns on her blue-and-green dress.


“Now,” she said, “we have three quarters here and one half over there. When you add them together, what do you get?”


Without waiting for an answer, Mrs. Fredenburgh wrote the equation on the board.


3/4 + 1/2 =


The numbers at the bottom hafta be equal. Two’s too small, gotta turn into a four. Multiply both the one and the two… oh, I got it!


He raised his hand high, like he wanted to touch the ceiling.


A teacherly glance turning toward him, nearly locking into his gaze.


She’s gonna pick me!


A click, and scrape to his left. Teacher’s eyes passed by, unseeing Brandon. The gaze rested on the door, where Mr. Roy’s bald dome and horn-rimmed spectacles poked through the gap. He extended a hand, its back was peppered with messy jet black strands, boosting its ‘yuk’ factor.


Grunting, Mrs. Fredenburgh walked over to meet him, her stocky frame carving out a path through the still classroom air. She vanished through the doorway.


I’ll answer later, I guess. Hey. He turned about to check on Andy and Scott, who sat in their usual positions behind his desk. Now we can chat!


“Wanna play manhunt this afternoon?” Brandon asked, his arms folded over the back of his chair.


“I can’t,” Andy moaned. “My mom says I have to get new shoes.”


The three friends jabbered about re-scheduling playdates, about the coolest video games, jumping with ease from one topic to the next.


Above the breezy din, the click of the door signaled the teacher’s return. The noise level in the room skydived, like the din of battle on Dungeon Doom once the winner grabbed victory.


Huh. She looks really sad. Her jowls drooped, her shoulders hunched.


Once more rooted in the teacher’s zone in front of the blackboard, Mrs. Fredenburgh cleared her throat. Heads rose.


“If I could have your attention, please,” she said, using her classroom voice. “There’s been an emergency in DuPont. We’re all going to the gym as soon as there’s an announcement on the PA.”


DuPont. That town next to the sea. His dad took him there to see some seals sunbathing on the rocks. He tried to remember his father’s drives as he sat behind Mom. Crossing a bridge, exiting Tacoma, then a lot more driving before they’d arrived.


“What’s going on?” asked a student as she raised her hand. Ponytail, the one who always brought apple juice pouches for lunch. He wasn’t sure, but he thought her name was Jasmine.


“You will find out in the gym. What we have to do it stay in our seats and wait.”


Students glanced at one another, all bearing frowns and clenched jaws.


The baritone voice—the principal’s, day in and day out—boomed over the intercom, clipped and calm. “Attention, staff, students, and visitors. The school is now a shelter in place. All students are to remain inside. Staff, please close your blinds and move students away from the window. We will be moving all classes to the gym. Please wait until I say the teacher’s name.”


After a pause matched by the kids, the booming voice returned, like an edict from the gods above. “Mr. Armstrong, take your class to the gym now please.”


The gym was down the hall, three doors away. Brandon cocked his head toward the wall bordering the hallway, waiting for the sounds of shuffling feet. None. Just the whistling of branches swaying in the wind. That rabbit last night. Did it curse this school? Would thunder and lightning hit next?


Again that crackling sound on the intercom. The exact same long emergency announcement, repeated so well it could’ve been a recording, except he knew it was live.


“Pulaski.” Who was that teacher? He headed a seventh or eighth grade class. His students were tall and lanky and they spoke in hushed tones in the hallways, like they always spoke in secrets.


And on and on it went. Ten minutes. Twenty minutes. Name after name. Most Brandon knew, including the class of his best friend Eric, regretting once again they didn’t share a class this year. He imagined Eric walking through the hall, his smile as big as ever.


“Fredenburgh.”


Finally. The legs of chairs scraped against the floor, backpacks rustled against fabric.


His heart beat faster. As he strolled down the corridor on the speckled polished cement floor, with his buddies Andy and Scott bookending him, he noticed the eerie silence—just the light patter of children’s footsteps. Like a mini-army, the classmates paraded to the gym, with no oncoming traffic. Moist heat, body odor cocooned him as soon as he entered the gym. Rows and rows of fidgeting kids, chunked off into classes, like it was photo day. Brow-furrowed teachers kept watch. Seeing his class file off to the left to a distant corner of the massive gym, he followed, seeing only Ponytail’s flowing hair and her oxfords directly ahead.


Seeing Ponytail stop like she just ran out of space, he halted too and turned about. He glanced from left to right, wishing for Andy and Scott to be by his side, but he couldn’t see them. There they were, two rows behind. He waved at them, but they didn’t see him.


Sweat beaded on his brow. It was too warm. Stinky, too. Did he shower last night? He wanted to sniff his armpits, but hundreds pairs of eyes would catch his private moment.


Then—nothing happened. Time stood still, oppressive and mocking. From time to time, the doors opened, and another fresh batch of backpack-toting recruits filed in. He willed the doors to just stop opening, and packing more warm people in this stale, moist gym. Mrs. Fredenburgh closed in, checking on him. He whispered, “What’s going on?”


She replied, matching his whisper, “Your mom will tell you.”


His spirits soared, forcing his eyes open wider. “She’s coming?”


“Yes, as soon as we get the all-clear.”


“All-clear for what?” But by then she had looked away, lurching to her right as she walked off. Brandon fretted. He turned to Ponytail, who met his glance with an equally puzzled one. He opened his mouth, but shut it and turned away. He glanced back at Andy and Scott, who chatted to each other. He badly wanted to walk over, but his feet froze. He glanced at the ivory white disk mounted flat against the wall inside a steel mesh cage.


Boredom set in. He shuffled his feet. He noticed the Pokemon key chain on Ponytail’s necklace. He smiled, remembered the name. Blitzle. Cool. He looked at the clock again. He craned his neck, checking the double steel doors for any sign of hope.


Sweat trickled down the back of his neck. He closed his eyes to imagine snow-capped mountain with a chill in the air. For a moment, he breathed in pristine, cool, pure oxygen.


The principal’s boomed yet once again, perhaps the hundredth time, an earworm that pounded his frazzled nerves. “Hello, everyone.” But the tone this time was unmistakable—cheery and lifting.


“Good news,” the crackling voice said. “We've been given the all-clear by the city.”


A raucous cheer erupted, followed by hand claps. “Parents or guardians have been notified. We’ve told them to come as soon as they hear the all-clear on the radio, so we can expect them shortly.”


Again, more cheers.


“You have demonstrated remarkable patience,” said the PA. “We will notify everyone if there will be school tomorrow, but it’s likely there won’t be.”


The loudest round of cheers yet.


During the next half hour, the gym oversaw an organized, yet fidgety exodus as mothers, fathers, grandmothers, aunts, and uncles picked up the kids, one by one. Brandon shrank back as several visitors wearing surgical masks hurried in. The kids, too, got their own masks, as they filed out. Two firemen arrived. Creepy rubber masks concealed their faces, and heavy oxygen tanks burdened their backs.


As soon as the firemen entered, tears formed on the faces of some of the younger kids. More than one wailed, “I want my mommy!” In response, teachers hugged the distraught youngsters.


Whoa, this is crazy. Is Mom safe? Dad? When he imagined Mandy lying on her back on the kitchen floor, all her four legs sticking up in the air, he stifled a sob.


A face hovered by his eyes, both a relief and a fright wrapped up as one. Mom! She’s here! But a dust mask covered her mouth and nose. His mind spun. The sight of his beloved mother concealing half her face repelled him, yet he wanted nothing more to do than hug her.


She tugged down her mask, revealing a big smile. Ah. More of the mom he knew.


Relief flooded in as she bent over, her warm arms hugging him.


“Brandon,” she said, her eyes searching, anxious, “are you feeling okay?”


“Yes,” he lied.


“We’re going home, okay?” she said, handing him a spare dust mask. “Just to be safe, can you please put this on?”


“Okay, Mom,” he said, and did as she asked.


Her mask back up, tugging away at Brandon’s hand, Jenna steered her son around the chaos of people leaving the school. Cars backed up in the bus lanes. Several cars honked their horns and drivers swore at one another.


Brandon looked up at the grey, cloudy sky. Imagining nothing other than an ominous cloud of death that threatened the entire city. They got in the car and, as Mom drove off, Brandon strapped on his seat belt.


“What’s going on, Mom?” Brandon asked, eyes wide. “Is Dad okay? Is Mandy okay?”


“Yes, Dad’s fine,” Jenna said, ending up with flattened lips as she pulled down her dust mask to her chin, her other hand still steady on the steering wheel. “Mandy should be fine too. The contaminants aren’t blowing toward our home.”


“What contaminants?” he asked.


“Chemicals. Dangerous chemicals,” she replied. “You know, like when Dad has paint thinner in the garage. Stuff that’s not safe for you to touch.”


“And that’s in the sky?” Brandon looked up at the gloomy clouds through the windshield.


“Yes, but only over a certain area. It’s not everywhere.”


“Where did they come from?”


“There was an explosion in DuPont.”


DuPont. DuPont. What the teacher said. But what explosion? What chemicals?


“Mom…” he began, tapping her on the right arm.


But she had turned on the radio, her eyes darting back and forth. Brandon could comprehend only some of the rapid-fire commentary streaming through the dashboard, sounding like people interrupting each other, their breaths short. Phrases like state of emergency, and curfew, and yes, and that word his mom had used—contaminants—popped up repeatedly from one report to the next. The traffic inched forward, and Brandon could see cars for miles and miles everywhere, even backed up on out-of-the-way residential streets. Mom swerved around two stalled cars on the road. Two drivers shouted at each other, arms thrashing, standing next to the crumpled hood of a car.


Stop. Stall. Drive ten feet. Stop. Stall. The drive should’ve taken ten minutes, but no. Did it take an hour? His toes tingled with sleep.


“When’s Dad coming home?” Brandon asked, when they finally pulled into their driveway.


“He’s not coming home tonight,” Mom said, using the grimace he’d seen at times when she forgot to pack his lunch for school. “He’ll be very busy, but he’ll call home and talk to you. Does that sound good?”


“Yeah.”


Brandon entered through the familiar white door. A joyous bark—and his heart leapt. Mandy! His chocolate Labrador. Once inside, Brandon laughed as Mandy jumped over him, licking his face like ice cream. Mom smiled, and hugged him again, spreading the glad.


She prepared him a bowl of his favorite cereal, Fruitos. She placed it on the living room coffee table, bringing a smile to his face. Usually a no-eating zone, but not today.


As he munched away, dabs of milk splattering the top glass surface, she sat on the sofa and clicked on the remote for the large screen television. No matter how many channels she flipped through, the yakking heads zeroed in on one thing—the ‘Cloud of Death” stalking the Seattle area, like in a horror movie. Mesmerized, his eyes up even as he ate, he saw clips of cars that had veered off the road, ending up in ditches. One had struck a telephone pole, so crumpled that the windshield rained glass all over the base of the pole. His stomach flipped. The clips that churned his stomach showed lifeless masses on gurneys, draped by white sheets. The Cloud, they said. Plus other hasty nicknames, like labeling nightmares to make them seem less scary. The Toxic Cloud, The Cloud of Death, or The Fallout. When he closed his eyes, he imagined an apparition with pointed teeth, gnarled fingers, and bony arms hovering in the air over their house, ready to attack.


One news anchor intoned, his eyes lifeless, “So far, reports estimate that the death toll is now fifty-five, but there may be more. Six soldiers were killed as a direct result of the explosion at Joint Base Lewis-McChord, and forty-nine civilians were in the immediate area where the toxic cloud struck. We’re still waiting for the head of the army to comment.”


The base, Dad’s place of work. Please don’t let anything happen to Daddy. Please. He turned to his mother. “They said the explosion was on the base. Was Dad there?”


Mom, her phone pressed against her ear, held up a finger. A few moments later, she whispered to him, “Oh yes! Dad’s fine, but I really have to take these calls. They deal with emergencies on the base.”


Brandon nodded, his stomach protesting against the mess of Fruitos and sweetened milk churning within. She’d been on her phone non-stop since they got home. Shaking her head all this time, too. Even swearing, which he pretended not to hear. He let Mandy inside from the yard and sat on the floor in front of the TV, petting her where she plopped in front of him on the rug. His fingers dug into her warm fur, making all the bad go away.


He shouldn’t listen in to his mom’s replies to her phone, but he couldn’t help it. “I’m very sorry for your loss,” Mom said, pouring in the empathy he remembered. “I’ll get Major Lewis to get back to you. Again, I am very, very sorry for what happened to Brett, he was an outstanding ranger.” Clicking off her phone, she looked at Brandon, her face ashen. “It’s complicated,” she told him before he could ask. “Dad was on the base, yes, but he wasn’t near the explosion. He was probably in the path of the cloud, but the army will test him and give him a full medical check.”


Whew. Daddy’s okay. He hoped those nasty chemicals didn’t touch him. His mind conjured up purple splotches on Dad’s face, even a few open pimples, but his mind airbrushed them right back out.


“But he’s fine, he’s doing his job right now,” Jenna said, getting up from the sofa to crouch down and hug Brandon, and kiss him on the cheek. “He’ll probably stay overnight at the base, since he has to manage the crisis.”


She glanced away quickly, her jaw clenched. Either she was hiding something, or she was simply confused. But Dad’s okay. He believed that, he really did.


“Do you have to go too?” Brandon asked, dreading her answer, as Mom also worked on the base. U.S. Army Major Jenna Chambers. Mom and Dad had met serving in the army. The wedding pictures mounted on the living room wall showed them, arms linked, in full military attire in front of the majestic stone building that served as the hub on the base.


“No, not today. I’m supposed to stay home,” she said, managing another weak smile. “I’ll do what I can on the phone.” She embraced him again, lingering.


“Get Daddy home,” Brandon said, his body slackening in her arms.





  


  
    


    Chapter Ten


    Six Months Later





He arrived, halting the car a bit early so he could compose his thoughts.


It was so long ago. Another world, another time. Did he really live that life?


Gavin and Emily—and Jackie, too—had celebrated his twentieth birthday just last week. Justin crashed the family party, giving Brandon his cousin’s old telescope that collected dust. Awesome, too, as there was a meteor shower that night. Like starstruck kids, they’d taken turns gazing at the bursts of light exploding across the night sky.


Did Brandon really turn twenty, outpacing his teenage years? He rubbed his chin, just to make sure he still existed.


He sat in his rented car just half a mile from the main gate. The simple, flat-roofed but spacious hut that employed two to three guards, mounted on cinder blocks. The engraved hewn-log sign, painted in timber brown, blaring white letters that read, JOINT BASE LEWIS-MCCHORD then HOME OF HQ / CORPS. Depressingly familiar. So much of his old life was forever linked to that army base which had earned an excruciating ache in the recesses of his mind, buried deep but not forgotten.


Where he lived in hell for four years. Those years gone, never to be taken back.


All of those people from his past were probably gone—Zaz, Mikey D, Stan, Travis. Even if their parents didn’t transfer to some war zone or posted assignment, those kids passed adolescence, too old to stay. Unless the dude joined the army. He shuddered. He didn’t want to think about bumping into any of his old friends. True, their friendship had enabled him to survive at a time when he craved acceptance. But in hindsight, they had embraced a brain-dead, sophomoric lifestyle. He wouldn’t be able to look at them in the eyes today.


Okay, enough. Drive up there, already. His base identity card had been long gone—he’d happily thrown it into the trash the day he arrived in Chicago for good—but today, he’d just improvise.


“Yes?” the soldier at the window asked. A fresh-faced youngster barely older than Brandon.


“I don’t have my ID on me,” he admitted, trying to conjure up an apologetic look yet with no remorse in his heart.


“Do you have someone here who can vouch for you?”


“No…listen,” Brandon said, fishing out his driver’s license from his wallet. The guard flinched when Brandon reached for his pocket. That hair-trigger hand moved quickly to the gun in the holster.


He held up his hands, his license tucked between two fingers. “I used to live here. My name’s Brandon Chambers.”


The guard’s eyes opened wide. He clearly recognized the name. “Your father was Matthew Chambers?”


“He was.”


“I understand,” said the guard, his eyes darting about. “Uh, but how do I know that you’re the son? I mean, there could be another Chambers.”


“There are probably a lot of people still on the base that I remember,” he said, his voice soft with the burden of memories. “Corporal Natasha Reinhart, Sergeant Adam Kessler, uh, Captain Harry Grunski…Uh, I can’t remember everybody. But that tells you I’ve been here. Right?”


The troop squinted. “Tell me something only someone on the inside would know.”


Brandon grinned. “The two port-a-potties beside the rifle range stink to high heaven, because no one cleans them.”


The guard didn’t laugh, but waved Brandon on. “Go.”


Brandon sighed. He could’ve called for Derek to come vouch for him, but no way. He drove on, knowing exactly where to go. Weird. He knew exactly where to go, like he’d never left.


The sky was bright, but Brandon saw only shadows and the weather-worn surfaces of the facilities. Nothing had changed. Depressing as hell. Maybe he should turn back and head straight to the airport. Aw c’mon, you know you want the answers.


Now to the neighborhoods. Rows and rows of townhouses and a few single detached homes. With each new view, his spirits sank.


There it was. Derek’s house. But maybe Derek was out somewhere. Even worse, maybe he’d moved to the next block. Or even been shipped off another army base. Stupid. One expensive flight already, and he had no idea if Derek was here.


Only one way to find out.


His throat tightening, Brandon parked the car by Derek’s lawn, and closed the car door so gently that it didn’t make any sound, except for the click of the lock. He walked up to the front door. The unsettling familiarity churned his stomach.


Brandon rang the doorbell. Footsteps. His heart raced.


The door opened, and Brandon froze. The craggy face all too familiar, yet that extra wrinkle there on the forehead. His crow’s feet had become more spidery. He couldn’t hide the creases in the once-sinewy neck. This guy was human, just like everyone else.


Shorter somehow, less imposing.


Derek still dressed military. He wore a short-sleeved shirt, the usual khaki slacks, and the jet-black, thick-soled, steel-toed military boots. His drowsy appearance gave away the slumber he must’ve had just a few moments ago.


“Brandon,” Derek murmured, the surprise fading from his face.


Brandon studied the man before him. Four years ago, he had chinned upward when facing him.


“Hi, Derek,” he said, his voice flat.


The sergeant opened the door wider. He turned and walked inside.


Brandon gulped as he surveyed the familiar interior. The patchy leather sofa replaced by a brand-new, green chesterfield. New hardwood floors graced the main floor, replacing the plywood hidden under beige shag carpet. In the kitchen, Derek sat down at his usual immoveable spot at the glass-top table where they had once observed hundreds of Siobhan’s dinners. Where was she? Was she out at her makeshift job, or… He dared to hope. Brandon sat opposite his former guardian, clasping his hands on top of the table.


Derek studied Brandon’s face, perhaps fascinated by grown-up features he’d not yet seen. “So…” the older man said slowly, “how are you?”


“I’m okay.”


“Well, good. Not in jail,” Derek said with a sneer. “Even better.”


Oh man. He was still the bastard Brandon remembered. He hadn’t changed. Couldn’t. Won’t.


“No, I’m a student at Northwestern.”


Derek held Brandon’s gaze, but said nothing. Brandon stared into the face of the man who destroyed his childhood, looking for the sinister man he remembered. Instead, he saw a tired, aged man, living in the shadow of the life he created for himself. He masked his cruelty under the guise of a military man, but where did it get him?


At least Brandon escaped.


“Where’s Siobhan?” he asked, looking around.


Derek didn’t flinch. He said, “Gone. Took off a few weeks after you did.”


He didn’t take off. He was rescued. There was a key difference. Maybe someone did the same for poor Siobhan.


“She was a drain. Just hanging on to suck off my pension. Well, when I told her that wasn’t gonna happen, she hauled her sorry ass off to live with her mother somewhere in East Bumfuck.”


Brandon didn’t respond. What a pathetic bastard. All alone. Siobhan shouldn’t have spent more than a minute with him, let alone marry him, but she’d salvaged her life. Thank God she’s okay. He hoped she was happy, wherever she was.


He looked into Derek’s eyes. “I’m twenty now, Derek. I want answers. I think I have a right to know what happened to my father. And my mother.”


“Yeah, well, I figured you didn’t come back for a big reunion.” He pushed back his chair, pulled a cigarette from the semi-crushed pack in his pocket, and lit it. “I took you in when the whole world hated you. You know how much grief I got for harboring a Chambers here?”


“I’m guessing the money you got for being my guardian helped you deal with the deep pain you suffered.”


The sergeant stiffened, skipping the next puff. “You’re still a thankless little smart-ass, Brandon. To think your father had such high hopes for you. Well, wherever he is, I bet he’s shaking his head at the person you’ve become.” Derek squinted at Brandon, as he inhaled long and slow off his cigarette. He leaned forward and blew a stream of acrid smoke in the young man’s face. Brandon raised an eyebrow. He wasn’t going to cough. He wouldn’t give the reaction this lout craved.


“Well, I guess ‘wherever he is’,” Brandon held up his hands and made air quotes, “he knows that the real disappointment was the shitty way you treated me.”


“You think the whole fucking world owes you something. Well, let me tell you, kid, your dad screwed up. He trusted the wrong people. He knew it wouldn’t end up good. Maybe he didn’t figure on that explosion, but he knew it was deep shit he was standing in.” Derek raised his hand, cigarette still wedged between his fingers, and pointed at Brandon. “He was a good soldier. He did what he signed up to do. He obeyed orders. Ain’t no good soldier gonna fault him for that.”


“They called him a traitor.”


Derek said nothing, his gaze down. He was hiding something. Come on, say it.


“JAG closed the file three years ago,” Derek said, his voice strengthening. “The official report is that there’s no answer. They’ve interviewed dozens of officers, and no one knew of an agenda against your parents.”


“Come on. Tell me the truth. Didn’t you hear anything on the inside? Anything at all?”


“You can be sure your father wouldn’t tell me anything. He wouldn’t put me in that position.”


“What about the bioweapons project? Did you know about it?”


A jolt. A second-long eye flash. He knows.


Derek took another second to compose himself. “I didn’t know it was bioweapons, but the commander told me that there was a top secret project going on. I knew Matt was assigned to it. He didn’t tell me that, but it was the timing. When suddenly he stopped talking about his work, I put two and two together.”


He was telling the truth. Brandon could tell. “Did anyone on the base express concerns? I mean, there was an explosion. Did anyone know it would be that dangerous?”


Derek shrugged. “I wouldn’t have told you this four years ago, but I can now, I guess. The Congress hearings are over, and the media has done as much as it can. Yeah. You’re right. We did hear rumors that it was highly experimental and dangerous. But that’s par for the course, I suppose. We’re always dealing with projects that are supposed to protect America’s national security. We’re dealing with terrorists. We can’t always be squeaky clean, right?”


“So you have nothing more to tell me?”


“Uh, wait. Remember just before you left, our Chief of Staff came to question you?”


Brandon’s turn to gasp. “Hycroft?” he whispered. That perpetually-flushed face, the limpid eyes, those doughy cheeks.


“Right, “ Derek confirmed, glancing to the side. “Uh, it was reported he died of a complex neurological disease that suddenly overtook him. But, the rumors are that…”


Brandon leaned in.


“Since it’s an open secret, it won’t hurt to tell you. There are rumors that he became insane and took his own life.”


“Because of Biogate?”


“Doubt it. He was fine until the last several months. We didn’t even suspect anything was wrong.”


“What disease was it?”


“I don’t know. Some complicated name. You could look it up.”


“Anything else?”


Derek hemmed and hawed, rocking back and forth in his chair. “There is one other thing. I didn’t want to tell you. Too upsetting.”


Brandon didn’t think once. He slid into the chair opposite Derek, squeezing in despite the small gap from the table. “Tell me.”


“Several months before he died, he asked me to tape him. It was, uh, some sort of video will. He was saying good things about you and all.”


A shot of adrenalin jolted Brandon, and he twitched. “A video? Of him?”


“Yeah. It was about five minutes. Not very long.”


“Where is it?”


“I have no idea. It was his camera. All I did was press the button. He checked it after, made sure I did it right, and that was it. He never told me what he did with it.”


Damn. “Do you know what he said on it?”


“Of course, duh, I was the one recording it.”


“No…” Brandon groaned, clenching one hand. “What I mean is, do you remember anything?”


“Oh.” Derek straightened up, his eyes momentarily lost in a sea of memories. “Not much. He just said how wonderful you were, blah blah blah.”


Disappointment sunk his stomach. “No confidential information or family secrets or anything like that?”


Derek slammed his palm on the table, holding back so that smack was barely heard. “Look, you’ve never been a father, right? What do all fathers say to their sons when they’re worried they’ll be called away overseas on combat duty and get shipped home in a body bag? That’s what he was thinking at the time, that’s why he did it.” Derek’s words wobbled in pitch and tone. Tenderness he’d never displayed.


“So he was saying how worried he was about me?”


“You were nine years old then. No, not like that. He was saying how much he loved you.”


Brandon relaxed, sitting back. “Thanks. Anything else?”


“That’s all I got.”


Brandon started to push himself away from the table. As he stood up, Derek held up his hand. “Wait.”


Brandon stopped.


“You may not realize it, but I loved your father like a brother. We served on the front lines in Turkmenistan. We barely made it out, but if we weren’t in it together, either one of us could have died. He was right by my side. You haven’t served, so you don’t know what it’s like. We’re brothers.”


“No, I don’t know.”


Brandon walked to the door without once looking back at the man who had, for the lack of a better word, chaperoned him for four of his crucial formative years. For better or for worse.


Back out in the sunlight, he got into his rented sedan, and did not let go of his breath until he had driven away from Derek’s house.


The moment you knew you would never see someone again. It passed, washed away in the eddy of time.





  
    


    Chapter Eleven


    Brandon retrieved two cold beers from the fridge and walked toward the living room, where Justin sat at one end the sofa, his right arm draped over the armrest. Funny, this guy usually sat in the middle, his legs out in every direction. But Brandon had told him he had something important to ask.


“Want one?” Brandon asked, holding out the two, long-necked beer bottles inserted between his middle three fingers.


“Sure.”


Brandon set both bottles on the worn coffee table, took one back, and popped open the metal cap. He handed the bottle to Justin, who sucked down half the contents with a few hearty gulps. A little nervous, he seemed. After plopping down at the other end of the couch, Brandon opened his own bottle and chugged.


Justin kept a steady gaze on Brandon, waiting.


“Ahh,” Brandon said. “Good, huh?”


A nod in reply.


“Okay. I just wanted to ask a favor.”


“Sure.”


He cleared his throat. “I have a bit of a problem. You may think I’m crazy. But hear me out.”


“Okay.” Whew. Justin looked up with his chin forward. Maybe this idea wouldn’t sound so crazy after all.


“Fact is, I’ve had hallucinations ever since I was a kid.” He measured Justin’s expression, expecting to see a reaction, but there was none. He continued, “Not very many. But about three a year ever since I was ten years old.”


“Mmm-hmm. Like the jackal when we were BMXing?”


Justin remembered that? Good on this guy. “Yes. You got it. One thing I didn’t mention is that I also saw a mystery man, all dressed in black.”


“Whoa. You didn’t say that.”


“I know. I didn’t want you to think I was crazy.”


Justin forced a chuckle. “Well, I dunno. I may have found it more scary than crazy. I would have wondered if we should have called the police if you had told me back then.”


“That’s part of the reason I’m taking psychology. I have to understand what’s happening.”


The flatmate leaned forward. “Have you had any new ones lately?”


“Yeah. Six months ago, when I thought you borrowed my comb. I found it on your bed.”


“That’s not a—”


“Wait, just wait. There’s more.”


“Just to let you know,” Justin interrupted, “I talked to Tania. She swears she didn’t take your comb.”


“Right. Anyway, sometimes I see people in front of me—people that shouldn’t be here.” A frown from Justin. “Like, I’m lying on the sofa in the living room, and there’s a total stranger right in my house. She was behind the curtains. Walking right by me.”


Justin sat upright. “Did she walk in your house? Just like that?”


“I don’t know. It might’ve been my imagination. My cousin was right in the kitchen where this woman passed on her way to the front door. She saw nothing.”


“Holy crap!”


“I know.” Brandon then recounted some of the other hallucinations he’d had.


“Wow,” said Justin, rubbing the back of his neck. “This is big. You seen a doctor about this?”


“Many times. And there’s nothing wrong with me. I mean, I’m not crazy.”


“Then how—?”


“I don’t know. But I have a feeling that someday, I’ll figure it out.” He definitely couldn’t bring up the jackal sighting feet away from where they sat, because the news would freak the other guy out.


Justin rubbed his chin and glanced at Brandon with hesitant eyes. “I’m no shrink, but maybe that Biogate thing’s harder on you than you thought.”


Brandon held back a groan. His sanity simply couldn’t be questioned, not by his best friend. “Hey,” he urged, “It’s not that. I think they’re clues, clue to something that’s been happening.”


Justin held up a hand. “Dude, no matter what you say, losing your parents is a big deal. I’ve tried to say nothing, but I can see it in you, the way you rush about things. It’s like, you do ten things a day, you’re trying so hard to bury it.”


He didn’t need to listen to this. Been there, done that. “Look,” he said, reaching out with five outstretched fingers. “Humor me. I need a favor.”


A sigh, but an indulgent one. “Sure, anything.”


“I’m going to experiment with psilocybin, and I need you to be there and watch me, to make sure I don’t hurt myself.”


“What’s that?”


“You know magic mushrooms?”


“You mean, like the hippies did…”


“Yes. They trigger pretty strong hallucinogenic effects.”


“But why? I thought you were trying to stop them!”


Brandon closed his eyes. “I think they’re trying to tell me something. I need to find out more about them. For once, I want to initiate them, so I can see what they’re really like. And then compare them to the ones that happen to me.” Justin opened his mouth; Brandon interrupted. “Look, they always appeared whenever they wanted. This time, I want to be the boss.”


Justin jumped to his feet, and started pacing the living room. “Okay, so let me figure this out. You want to do drugs right here? And you want me to watch you get high? Is that what you’re asking?”


“Yes.”


“Hmm. What do I have to do while you’re tripping?”


“It takes about two hours for the psilocybin to take effect, and then I’ll be tripping for a few hours after that. So you pick a day on a weekend when you have lots of time…I don’t know, like when you have to study or something…”


“Mmm-hmm.”


“You just come in to check on me. If you hear me shouting or screaming, you come in right away and make sure I’m okay.”


“Do you think it can be dangerous? What if you got a knife…”


“No, no, it’s not like that. Psilocybin doesn’t have that effect.” Another pause. “Perhaps bath salts, yes. But not magic mushrooms.”


“So you’re saying… you need me for five or six hours?”


“If necessary. Actually, yes.”


“You had that drug addiction. Did you ever take ecstasy? Because I hear it gives you pretty strong hallucinations too.”


“Nope. I stayed away from hallucinogens because of what happened to me.”


“And if things get out of hand, I can call the hospital, or whatever?”


“Yes. I’ll give you the phone number for the crisis hotline ahead of time. We’ll be ready.”


Eyebrows raised and arms out, Justin implored, “What’s the rush? Why not leave things alone? Maybe they’ll never come back.”


“I’m not asking for your opinion,” Brandon replied, arms crossed. “I’m asking for your help.”


Justin sighed and slumped into the sofa. He reached for his beer. After a sip, he held up the bottle like a salute, and grunted, “Okay. I’ll do it.”






  
    


    Chapter Twelve


Five days later. Justin gulped orange juice, his heaping bowl of oatmeal steaming on the table. As usual, the bits of red and blue brightened up the cereal; he did love dried cranberries and blueberries. What a health nut, but good on him. Good match for a kinesiology student. Brandon carried a plastic ziplock bag with dried chopped mushrooms.


Justin eyed the bag. “That it?”


“Yup,” he said, his voice on the cusp of brimming over. “I’ll have to brew this like tea.”


A hearty laugh, the kind that brightened his day. “Well, maybe I should make some coffee.”


“Suit yourself.” Brandon fetched a pot from a drawer and filled it with water. He turned the stove on, and dumped out half the magic mushrooms into the pot.


Justin pointed to the door that led to the living room. The coffee tabletop barely visible under the piles of books and papers. “I’ve planned for a long day.”


Brandon grinned back.


“I have a mid-term on Tuesday anyway, so your…ah…request is putting me in the mood to study.”


“And remember, you can’t tell anyone. Unless you have to call the hotline.”


“I know.”


“And only when things are really, really out of hand, but I doubt it.”


“No worries, bro. I’ve got your back.”


The pop-pop of boiling water tickled Brandon’s ears, and the waft of cooked mushrooms brushed by his nostrils. Smelled like mushroom soup. Justin nodded, his face still blank. He walked off to the other side of the kitchen to fill up his coffee maker, inserting a fresh batch of coffee grounds.


Satisfied, Brandon carefully picked up the pot, brought it over to a sink, and poured some into a coffee mug while Justin looked on. He let it cool, then took a sip. Ugh. Tasted like nothing, neither refreshing hot water nor rich, aromatic mushroom soup. In the squishy middle that satisfied no one. His mouth twisted with disgust.


“How’s it taste?” Yeah, this guy had to rub it in.


“Needs more flavor.” He threw a tea bag into the pot.


Justin had already left, sitting by the coffee table that yielded no space for his coffee.


Brandon took a sip of the now-cooled magic mushroom broth. Yuck, the tea tang fighting off the mushroom aroma, both losing badly.


“Still taste terrible?” Justin asked with mock cheer.


“A bit better. Some honey should help.” He helped himself and brought the coffee mug over, an elixir of murky brownish grey magic to force out the forbidden secrets of hallucinations.


“Here we go,” he said, taking a deep breath. He took four more gulps, trying not to crinkle his nose. Justin stared, but the edges of his mouth teased away from a boyish smile.


“Feel anything yet?”


“Nothing. Just about the worst crap I’d ever tasted.”


“You said about two hours before it kicks in, right?”


“Yup.”


“Whaddaya gonna do?”


“Sit down and relax, and watch absolutely nothing. Nothing to make me think.”


“That should be Star Blaster.”


That was a cheap shot. Grunting with disgust, Brandon walked over to Justin, playfully landing a jab on his shoulder. But Justin didn’t let go of his goofy smile.


Brandon sat down on the sofa and started clicking away at the plasma screen, commanding the very familiar show poster for Star Blaster to appear.


“I was right, wasn’t I?”


Justin flipped his pen between his fingers as he studied, visited the washroom, helped himself to a fresh brew of coffee and, once in a while, asked Brandon how he was feeling. Brandon lay on the sofa, his back propped against a threadbare throw pillow. He all but ignored his flatmate, but that was due to familiarity, not disinterest.


An hour passed, and the space opera ended. He clicked to start the next episode.


Ah, that theme song, comfort food for his ears. Hum hum hum…


The onscreen scar-faced Teeva shouted at the pulsating purple blob sphere hurtling toward the Crusader, “Captain, registering biomass with multiple identities. Presumed hostile approach.”


Brandon’s head spun; a sudden burst of vertigo grabbed him. As he tossed the remote onto the coffee table, he doubled over from his seat.


“You okay?”


“I feel dizzy.”


“Maybe lie down for a while.”


Brandon groaned, and sat up straight. He shook his head. “It’s gone.” He took back the remote, and restarted Star Blaster. Babble erupted from the screen, meaning nothing to him. Did the blob say why it crossed space? Focus, man, focus. I think I got it now. No, wait. Reeling once again, he switched off the television.


Brandon trudged from the comfy sofa and sunk into the soft, plush armchair he and Justin had bought at a garage sale for fifty dollars cash. Its dull, beige color and ripped microfiber exterior rendered it an eyesore. But damn, it was sure comfortable. Not only that, it had a handle on the side to enable it to recline. He’d fallen asleep on the recliner before—it was that cushy.


His thumb tapped all over his smartphone. His playlist, Claire de Lune.


Brandon closed his eyes, but they flickered right back open. The soothing music had transformed into a cacophony of jarring noises. Was the madness about to begin?


He cautiously opened his eyes and stared at the beige, shag carpet, letting his mind wander. The surface of banality transformed into one big blur. Cool!


His stomach churned fast, but not enough to puke. He drifted in and out of a hazy fog for the next twenty minutes. When he opened his eyes, he smiled.


Each fiber on the shag carpet started to move and form patterns. Glowing, purple hexagons marched in rows. The hexagons turned green, then blue, then red, and back to purple again. The imaginary patterns shifted across the carpet, flipping over, even creeping onto the furniture like a skin of slime.


“Justin!” he cried out.


Justin bolted upright. “What?”


“They’re starting!”


“Yeah, I could tell a while ago. What do you see?”


“The floor’s glowing. I see weird patterns too.”


“Cool.”


The carpet began moving in waves, like a pond windswept by a gentle breeze, undulating from the back of the room, and rolling ever so slowly toward him. Each wave was a different color—the first unbroken line was yellow, the next orange, the next red. The full spectrum exemplifying vibrant, exuberant color.


Let it go. Enjoy the ride.


A buzzing at the back of his head prompted him to turn and glance at the wall. Waves formed along the baby-blue sheen of the painted surface, like sheer curtains billowing in the wind. Bright colored, kaleidoscopic images—swirls, stars, polygons, and crescents—swirled across the wall. Wow, just wow. He chuckled, like a kid who’d inhaled too much powdered sugar from pixie sticks.


The room collapsed. He blinked. He blinked again, harder. He stood on a high cliff. The chill of the brine-infused, moist air whipped his hair. He tipped his head upward, welcoming the sunlight.


Until the harsh, warm light flooded in.


Brandon opened his eyes and looked down, staring into a funnel of pink cotton candy. Yeah! He reached down, moving only his arm, to touch the softness. Deep inside the funnel, rings of psychedelic orange pulsated up toward his fingertips. Brandon pulled back, but the rings throbbed like a beating heart. He knelt down and leaned forward, tumbling into the swirling mass.


“Yahh!” Brandon roared as he slid down the funnel, the neon-colored rings flashing by one by one. Despite its fluffy appearance, the surface turned out smooth and hard, letting him glide easily.


He landed, still on his feet like he expected it. A teleporter pad with built-in disks, channeling blinding beams of light straight up. Three of his favorite female characters from Star Blaster strutted forward and circled him. Teeva, Dr. Bolduc, and Lieutenant Poli—respectively the ensign, the ship’s doctor, and the chief engineer. Each wore a platinum-white bowl-shaped wig and a glistening purple bra with dangling fringes. Each woman rested her fists onto her hips.


Those colorful characters weren’t in typical starfleet uniform. It was his hallucination, just the way he wanted it. He laughed a bubbly, giggly guffaw.


A heavy mist of dry ice emerged from the teleporter floor, his eyes unable to penetrate the grey cloud. When the fog cleared, the voluptuous space vixens had vanished. Instead, he rode the undulating back of a giant caterpillar, its skin speckled with lime green, pinkish-purple, and bright orange. Dozens of car-sized caterpillars surrounded him, moving in tandem like an army. His thighs clutched as the giant creature’s muscles constricted and stretched, driving itself forward. The sensual rhythm lulled him into a trance, causing his eyes to glaze over.


The sunset lay ahead, mesmerizing with its purple and orange. As he squinted, expecting his stare to trigger a freak random act, the sky broke up into kaleidoscopic images. Swirls of black, violet, canary yellow, and hot pink hypnotized him as he rode closer and closer to the horizon. Each color broke off into its own three-dimensional geometric tile, flashing sharp, glass-like edges.


On and on, the psychedelic images lured him, relentlessly bombarding his senses. Wrapped securely, happily, in colors, in images, in patterns, and the wonderfully weird, the bizarre, and the meaningless…


Hours passed.


Brandon flickered open his eyelids. His head throbbed. Nausea threatened. Dry, parched throat …water, water…


He blinked again. He saw the edge of his armchair, the coffee table, and that dreary, beige carpet. He groaned.


“Hey, Brandon?” Justin’s voice, disembodied. Stabs of pain struck Brandon’s eyelids. He moaned and rubbed his forehead. His voice cracking, he muttered, “Yeah?”


Oh shit. His mouth tasted of spit and his stomach felt like a washing machine. This experiment sucked, because that wasn’t a real hallucination, it was an acid trip. Because he still had no clues what stalked him.


“Hey, man.” A fish-eye lens image of Justin’s grinning face hovered in his line of sight. “How was it?”


“Gimme a sec,” groaned Brandon. “I still feel sick.”


“Want to lie down? I can get you a blanket.”


“Yes, that quilt, please.” The hopelessly wholesome granny square blanket that Aunt Emily had crocheted when she was pregnant with Jackie. So seldom used that Brandon thought it was new when he moved in. She’d given it to him when he enrolled in college, since he liked it so much. Justin brought over the pumpkin orange, off-white, and chocolate brown quilt as Brandon lay on the couch, resting his head above the padded arm. Like a doting nurse, he tugged it from Brandon’s feet up to his shoulders, landing a joking slow pat on his shoulder.


“Thanks.”


“So. If you’re able, just tell me if you found the answers you were looking for.”


Brandon moaned. “First, did I act out funny while you were watching?”


“Oh yeah. You had a big smile on your face most of the time. You spouted babble, I couldn’t understand most of it. Honest? It went on so long, I lost interest after the first hour.”


Brandon wrinkled his nose. “Gee, thanks, pal.”


“Not a problem. Now, tell me.”


“Okay. Uh, the good thing was, it was a lot of fun. I even saw some of Star Blaster in the hallucination.”


Justin rolled his eyes and raised his hands high. “What did I tell you?”


“Then I—”


“Why don’t you start a fan club or something? Get it out of your system.”


“Har har. Okay, aside from an incredible trip, it didn’t feel like any of the hallucinations I’ve had. I knew I was in control. Totally fake. For the real ones I’ve had, I know it’s outside me.”


“So, you think it was worth it?”


“Definitely, but I wouldn’t do it again. I’ve learned what I needed to know.”


“Hate to say I told you so, but you gotta sit back and let things happen. You can’t rush this.”


He lay on his back, thinking over Justin’s advice, letting the words sift in his mind. After several seconds, he admitted, “Yeah, you’re right.”


“Anytime, pal. You know, I should be the therapist, not you.”


Brandon threw his decorative pillow at Justin’s head, but the Irish-American guy with the squeaky laugh had already ducked.





  
    


    Chapter Thirteen


    Blaring pop music greeted their arrival. Brandon, Justin, and a friend, Harj, entered the off-campus fraternity house. A huge rooming house fortified with imposing stone walls from the early twentieth century, it had long served as the site of college male rituals such as binge-drinking and hazing for generations of frat boys.


The stench of beer and sweat struck Brandon as he faced a large crowd of college students—in equal measure male and female. The hearty disciples stood shoulder to shoulder, chatting and flirting. They held up, like priceless vases, stark red, white-rimmed plastic cups brimming with beer, as well as mediocre cocktails designed only to help you get drunk faster.


“Whoa, bro,” said Justin out loud, glancing at the sweatfest.


“Just pick up someone, already,” Brandon shouted back. Justin and Tania were still an item, after all. Why did he keep saying that? Probably to catch him rolling his eyes—which he was doing now.


One of the frat residents, Harry, walked up to the three guys with a beer bottle in his hand. “Beer’s in the kitchen,” he yelled, pointing to the back.


“Got it, thanks,” Brandon said, smiling.


Looking around the massive living room, Brandon recognized some of his friends in a group over at the side, next to the faded, burgundy armchairs. Each huge armchair was occupied by a guy with a girl perched on his lap, wrapping her arms around him. Next to the armchairs was an imposing fireplace, above which was mounted an oil portrait of a stern-looking mustachioed businessman, clearly predating World War II. The founder of the fraternity, perhaps, an overseer of all the debauchery that took place every day—probably with repressed delight.


For the next fifty minutes, Brandon mingled, chatted, and flirted, making his rounds as he met old friends and made new ones. He was on his fourth beer, feeling a little light-headed. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead thanks to the tightly packed bodies and pheromones inside the frat house.


He let out a deep breath. He had to take a break, to leave the crowd for a moment. What was life like inside a fraternity? What if he lived here? Brandon made his way past the packed crowds, up the oak stairs, his fingers savoring the sculpted, wood grooves of the railing. Standing at the top landing, several wood-paneled doors and brass knobs, more than half open. Then his heart sank. Justin and Tania. All those single, unattached girls downstairs. Twenty years old, and he’d never had a steady date. He wanted a girl, someone to join him in forming a lasting couple who’d mutually cherish each other and celebrate seasons and holidays over and over as the years passed. They’d trade jokes and discuss the infantile politics in today’s news. Someone to lace into his hand walking on firm sand, leaving behind two sets of footprints. To cook and treat to a hearty breakfast as she awoke, tantalized by the smell of bacon and toast. Even to fake interest, a big smile creasing her face, as he explained the controversial theories of psychology, the good stuff that ended up in clever thrillers.


Why didn’t Lesley return his call? He’d held his breath upon their third date, not trusting himself. Played it safe, concealing his corny jokes lest they turn out to be bad luck trinkets. Still no breakthrough. She should be here with him, offering in private her keen insight on whomever they greeted. Someone to fill in the dead space in between greets. Most of all, someone to share the good times and bad times, as a twosome in one soul.


He hoped she would call him back, saying she’d been out visiting her family. Or maybe she was sick. But… if that was it, it was over, then… he didn’t know what to do. Take a break from girls for a while? Figure out what piece of him was missing? He could talk to Justin and ask him for his secret to a committed relationship.


He shook his head. Later. Too much to think about right now.


Brandon stopped at an open doorway farther down the hallway. He stuck out his head cautiously, making sure no one was in the room. So far, so good. Taking a deep breath, he walked inside, knowing he was likely treading on an alpha male’s territory. As frat rooms went, it was somewhat messy, with discarded clothes all over the floor and piles of paper and binders stacked up on the desk. The bed—which consisted of the typical, dark-stained headboard and footboard—was rumpled and unmade, with the blanket spilling over to the floor. He gazed around the room, hands on hips. Imagine living in this room. All his. All the frat members down the hall and downstairs as his second family. Posters of football heroes and skimpily-clad playgirls plastered the walls.


“Oops, sorry.”


He lurched with a slight start. A woman’s voice, here? He turned to the sound.


Her striking, juxtaposed looks misdirected. Japanese? But no. Beneath all the make-up and style—she was just as Caucasian as he was. She had him fooled, but just for a second. Her eyes eclipsed all else, coated with black eyeliner and mascara. Her hair, jet-black at the roots but otherwise dyed golden-brown, was parted in the middle, each side tied up into one “bunch.”


Brandon smiled back. Was she scouting around? Or was her intrusion an innocent mistake? “Taking a break, huh?”


She glanced around the room, much like he had seconds earlier. “Sorry,” she said, pointing with two hands in the direction of the hallway. “I’ll leave now.”


Brandon laughed and shook his head. “Oh, no, no. This isn’t my room. I’m just snooping around, just like you.”


Was her skin that pale? Or did she apply powder? She dressed well; a red-and-black plaid vest and short tie, on top of an ivory white blouse. A black-pleated skirt ended halfway down her thighs.


She dressed like a chic Japanese girl, but she wasn’t Japanese.


“Oh good,” she said, her eyes avoiding his. “Uh, I wasn’t sure if you were one of those types.”


“You don’t like fraternities?” Brandon asked in a joking tone.


“Well, they have dicks for brains, if you ask me.”


“What’s your name?”


“Suki.”


“Suki?” he echoed. Did he hear it right? “Brandon,” he said.


“What do you study?”


“Psychology. You?”


“Architecture, with a minor in history.”


“Hmm,” he said, looking around the room. “If you don’t like frats, why are you here?”


“My friend has been trying to get me out more. Says I don’t meet enough guys.”


“I guess you’ll meet plenty here.”


Suki chuckled. A movement in the corner of his eye, definitely someone entering. He turned. Justin at the doorway, his eyebrows rising. He held his hands up and started backing away. “Sorry, man.”


Brandon shrugged. “What’s up?”


“I dunno. Just wondering if you wanna go.”


“Actually, gimme a few more minutes.”


Justin smiled. He turned away and waved. “We’ll be downstairs.”


Brandon chatted with Suki for several more minutes, two ambitions battling it out big time. C’mon Brandon, Lesley’s probably awol, this girl could be the right one. No man, you got to take a break, figure out your shit first, she’ll just suffer. Hey, what are you waiting for, she’s right here! You may never see her again. No, no. Hold on. You seriously need to put first things first. You’ve got a degree to earn. Stop this right now and let her go.


The last sentiment won.


“Well, Suki, it’s been great chatting with you, but I’ll be going back.” His hand up in a half-raised position, formal yet friendly.


“Wait,” she said.


His heart beat a little faster, and his brain lurched back into yes-pick-her-up mode. “Yes?”


“If it’s okay, I would like to read your palm.”


“Huh?”


“You know, your palm? I read palms.”


“Sure, sure. Why not?”


She reached over to touch his left hand, and he brought it up. Applying a gentle pressure, she studied his palm closely. Ah, her touch. No surge of lustful electricity, but merely the ordinary, reassuring caress of someone who cared. He would let this moment last.


“Uh,” Brandon said, “I don’t know if it matters, but I’m actually right-handed.”


“For men, the left hand shows what you’re born with. Now, the right hand shows what you’ve experienced.”


Brandon raised his eyebrows. “You said men. You mean it’s different for women?”


“It’s the opposite.”


“Huh.”


He held his breath as she traced skin-deep lines across his left palm, patterns he’d never really noticed. “Okay,” she said, showing him the path of each line. “Your heart line shows you’re selfish when it comes to love.”


Brandon opened his eyes wide and chortled, but dared not tug away from her warm grasp. “No way!”


“This line shows you’re more of a physical guy than a thinker.”


“Hmm.” Everything she said so far seemed to ring true. But then again, anything could seem possible if it was vague enough?


“That you’re more of an adventure type, you take risks.”


“Well, I do motocross.”


“Ouch.”


“Yeah,” he said, laughing. “I’ve had a few bruises.”


Her gaze rested on another crease. “Here you have multiple life lines. This means extra vitality.” Brandon jokingly puffed out his chest.


“And now,” she said, “your fate line. What I see is that you’re deeply controlled by fate.” Brandon said nothing, but let his hand rest, cradled by hers.


Suki let go, and pointed towards Brandon’s right hand. He understood, and lifted his right hand, palm up. Her voice carried worry. “Here, you heart line indicates you’ve suffered emotional trauma.” She looked up.


He swallowed. “Uh huh.” Sadness descended, but he firmed up his blank expression.


She ran her finger down his palm. “A deep, long line. This shows your thinking is clear and focused.”


“Thought you said I wasn’t the thinking type?”


“Remember, this is the hand that shows how you’ve changed. Initially, you were more of a physical type, but now you’re changing.”


“Boy, this is deep, isn’t it?” No sarcasm here.


“It’s what you make of it. Nothing more, nothing less.” Her fingertip traced further, and she concluded, “Your life line. I see breaks, which means you’ve had a sudden change in your lifestyle.”


Brandon stiffened and let his arms slacken. Gazes locked, Suki said, “It’s true, isn’t it?”


“Let’s just say that’s an understatement.”


“Yeah. Now the fate line.” She ran her finger along another line on his right palm. “Again, quite a few breaks, which shows you’ve had sudden changes of fate. You’re subject to external forces that you don’t understand.”


“You can say that again.” He let his voice taper off.


“I know you have to go soon. We should talk about this some more. What do you say?” she asked, holding out her smartphone.


Brandon didn’t reply. He took her phone, typed rapid-fire with his thumbs, and handed it back.


For a while, they did not speak, but faced each other, waiting for the other to make the next move. A flaming-red-haired young woman halted in the doorway, giggling. “Who’s the new guy?” she asked, looking straight at Brandon.


“Oh, please, Amanda!” Suki muttered, a grimace creasing her jawline.


“Sorry,” said Amanda, a metal stud gleaming just below her lower lip. She wore faded, white fingerless gloves, and deep-purple, body-hugging, gothic-style blouse with the sleeves divided into laced and ruffled sections. She, too, had excessive mascara on, but unlike Suki’s, hers was purple.


Suki shook her head at Brandon. “Call me,” she whispered to him, touching him



























































































