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Chapter One

The Weekend Begins

––––––––
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MJ almost stayed home that night.

The thought crossed his mind as he sat in his aging silver Honda at a red light on Douglas Avenue, watching the last traces of sunlight disappear behind the Wichita skyline. His work shirt was still wrinkled from a ten-hour shift unloading freight, and a dull ache lingered in his shoulders. He could have gone home, taken a hot shower, eaten leftovers with his mother, and spent the rest of the evening stretched across the couch watching television. Instead, he found himself heading downtown toward a birthday party.

His phone buzzed inside the cup holder. Tyler's name flashed across the screen.

MJ tapped the speaker button. "Where you at?" Tyler asked, his voice partially drowned out by loud music in the background.

"Five minutes out."

"You better hurry. Devin already ate half the food."

MJ laughed. "That ain't surprising."

"I'm serious. Dude attacked them chicken wings like he ain't seen food in a month."

The two shared a laugh before hanging up. As the traffic light changed, MJ eased forward and continued toward the warehouse district where old brick buildings had been transformed into apartments, lofts, and trendy event spaces. The city felt alive on Friday nights. Restaurants spilled warm light onto crowded sidewalks, and groups of friends drifted between bars and clubs while music floated through open doorways.

For a moment, MJ considered turning around. It wasn't because he feared anything would happen. It was because life was finally beginning to make sense.

At twenty-one, he had spent enough time making bad decisions to recognize the value of good ones. Nothing in his past had completely derailed his future, but plenty of choices had delayed it. Things were different now. He had a steady job, money in savings, and plans to start classes at community college in the fall. His mother had noticed the change. His boss had noticed it too. More importantly, MJ noticed it every morning when he looked in the mirror. For the first time in years, tomorrow felt like something worth planning for.

His phone vibrated again as he parked near a renovated brick building downtown. A text message from his mother appeared on the screen.

Don't stay out too late. Love you.

A smile crossed his face. He quickly typed a response.

Love you too. I'll be home later.

Warm summer air greeted him as he stepped from the car. Somewhere nearby, bass-heavy music echoed between the buildings. He entered the lobby and rode the elevator to the fourth floor. As soon as the doors opened, laughter spilled into the hallway.

The loft occupied nearly the entire floor. Exposed brick walls stretched from one end of the room to the other, while strings of warm white lights hung from dark ceiling beams. A massive speaker near the windows filled the space with music, and the scent of barbecue and fried food drifted through the crowd.

"There he is," Tyler shouted as soon as he spotted him.

The two exchanged a handshake and shoulder bump.

"You made it."

"Barely."

Tyler pointed toward the kitchen area. "Go save yourself before Devin finishes everything."

MJ followed his gaze and laughed. Devin stood beside the food table balancing two overloaded plates stacked high with chicken wings.

"You see this?" Tyler asked. "He got enough food for a family reunion."

Devin glanced up and shrugged. "Mind your business."

The three burst into laughter.

For the next hour, everything felt normal. MJ moved through conversations with old classmates, coworkers, and familiar faces from around town. He laughed, told stories, and listened to plans people had for the summer. Through the loft's massive windows, the lights of Wichita sparkled against the darkness while traffic moved steadily through the streets below. Music pulsed through the floor beneath his feet, and everywhere he looked, people seemed happy.

Eventually, he noticed Kayla standing alone near one of the windows.

She was one of Tyler's closest friends and one of the few people MJ genuinely respected. Kayla possessed an unusual ability to notice details most people overlooked. While others rushed through conversations, she actually listened.

"You hiding?" MJ asked as he approached.

She smiled. "Just taking a break."

"From what?"

She gestured toward the crowded room. "All this."

MJ laughed. "Fair enough."

They stood quietly for a moment watching headlights stream through the streets below.

"You still starting school this fall?" she asked.

"Yeah."

"You excited?"

"Nervous."

"That's normal."

"What about you?"

Kayla shrugged. "Same old thing. Working too much."

"At least you're getting paid."

"Barely."

They laughed, and the conversation drifted naturally toward work, family, and future plans. For a while, MJ forgot about everything else.

Across the room, however, a small group had begun gathering around a table near the far wall. At first, MJ paid little attention. People appeared to be playing cards and joking around. More guests arrived, the music grew louder, and the room became noticeably warmer as midnight approached.

Around eleven o'clock, Tyler walked over carrying two bottled waters. He handed one to MJ before nodding toward the group.

"Looks like they brought party favors."

MJ glanced across the room. A few people appeared to be passing around small objects, though he couldn't make out exactly what they were.

"What's that?" he asked.

Tyler shrugged. "Who knows."

Neither seemed concerned. People experimented with all kinds of things these days. Energy supplements, prescription medication, and pills purchased from friends had become common enough that most people barely paid attention.

Across the room, Kayla noticed the same group and felt a flicker of unease. She couldn't explain why. Maybe it was the unfamiliar faces. Maybe it was the casual attitude surrounding whatever was being passed around. Whatever the reason, the feeling lingered.

An hour later, the atmosphere had shifted slightly. The music was louder, conversations overlapped, and the energy inside the loft had become more chaotic. MJ remained mostly on the edge of the crowd, enjoying himself without getting caught up in the madness.

That was when a young man he vaguely recognized approached him.

"You MJ, right?"

"Yeah."

The man extended his hand. "Chris."

After shaking it, Chris reached into his pocket and opened his palm. A small blue pill rested there.

"You want one?"

MJ frowned. "What is it?"

Chris shrugged casually. "Just something to help you relax."

The answer sounded so ordinary that it might as well have been an offer of chewing gum.

"I'm good," MJ replied.

"No pressure."

Chris smiled and disappeared back into the crowd.

MJ thought little of the interaction until Kayla approached him several minutes later.
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​The Collapse
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MJ stared at the small blue pill resting in his palm while the noise of the party swirled around him. Music pulsed from the speakers, conversations overlapped, and laughter echoed across the loft. For several seconds, he simply stood there weighing a decision that felt insignificant. Chris noticed his hesitation and smiled.

“You’re overthinking it,” he said. “It’s nothing.”

MJ looked up. “You sure?”

“Man, everybody’s acting like you’re signing a contract or something. You’re fine.”

Tyler, standing nearby, rolled his eyes. “Leave him alone.”

Chris laughed and raised both hands. “Hey, I’m just offering.”

MJ glanced around the room. People danced, talked, and laughed without a care in the world. Nobody appeared concerned, nervous, or afraid. Everything about the situation felt ordinary. Before he could reconsider, he placed the pill in his mouth and washed it down with a swallow of water.

“There you go,” Chris said with a nod before disappearing back into the crowd.

At first, nothing happened. MJ continued talking with Tyler while the party carried on around them. He laughed at one of Devin’s jokes, grabbed another bottle of water from the kitchen, and spent several minutes chatting with a group of former classmates. The loft remained filled with energy and movement, and for a while it seemed as though the moment had passed without consequence.

Across the room, however, Kayla continued watching him. The uneasy feeling that had bothered her all evening refused to disappear. She could not explain it. Perhaps she was simply being overly cautious, or perhaps she was tired after a long week at work. Whatever the reason, something about the entire situation felt wrong.

MJ leaned against the kitchen counter and checked his phone. A reminder from the community college about orientation next month sat at the top of his notifications. The message brought a smile to his face. Things were finally moving in the right direction. He had a steady job, money saved, and plans for the future. He slipped the phone back into his pocket and reached for his water.

Several minutes later, he noticed an unusual heaviness settling into his body. At first, he blamed it on exhaustion. The long shift at work had been demanding, and he had spent most of the evening on his feet. He rubbed his eyes and stretched his shoulders.

“You good?” Tyler asked.

“Yeah,” MJ replied. “Just tired.”

“That’s because you’re old.”

“Twenty-one ain’t old.”

“It is after midnight.”

MJ laughed, but even as he did, concentrating became strangely difficult. The room suddenly felt warmer than before, and the music sounded distant, as though it were playing through a wall rather than directly beside him. He blinked several times and tried to focus as a wave of dizziness swept through him.

“Maybe I should sit down,” he said.

Tyler shrugged. “Probably not a bad idea.”

MJ walked toward a couch positioned near the windows overlooking downtown Wichita. Beyond the glass, streams of headlights and taillights painted ribbons of white and red across the darkness. He lowered himself onto the cushions and leaned back. Almost immediately, another wave of fatigue rolled through him, stronger than the first. He closed his eyes for a moment and tried to gather himself.

From across the room, Kayla noticed. People sat down at parties all the time, but something about MJ looked different. He wasn’t the type to disappear quietly into a corner. Normally, he moved from conversation to conversation, joking with friends and staying engaged. Tonight, he seemed withdrawn. His posture looked heavier, and his movements seemed slower. Excusing herself from a conversation, she made her way across the loft.

By the time she reached him, MJ had reopened his eyes.

“You okay?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he replied.

His voice sounded sluggish.

“Just tired.”

“You don’t look tired.”

A weak smile crossed his face. “Thanks.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I’m fine.”

Kayla studied him for a moment. The words sounded normal enough, but something about the way he said them bothered her.

“You sure?”

MJ nodded slowly. “I think so.”

The answer did little to reassure her. After another moment, she returned to the group she had been speaking with, though she found herself glancing in his direction repeatedly.

As the night continued, the party became louder and more chaotic. More people crowded the loft, conversations blended together, and music shook the floor beneath their feet. Some guests danced while
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