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"The tightest grip is with an open hand."

―  J.l.d
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Masters Apprentices
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WOW. IT FEELS LIKE YESTERDAY. 

It was a blustery Tuesday, the wind whistling through the jacaranda leaves as whispery rain fell. I was eleven and wanted to be in love like everyone else. All my friends had girlfriends; well, at least what eleven-year-olds considered to be girlfriends. I'd spend every recess watching my pals smooch their girls behind the tennis courts, the sight of their burgeoning sexuality a truly sublime thing.

The Masters Apprentices's Because I Love You was the song of the time. I remember my dad playing it at home on the LP player every night, taking my mom by the hand and twirling her around the living room. I used to be embarrassed by this, especially when friends were over. Now, I can't think of anything more beautiful. Back then, I didn't take notice of the song's words – I mean, which eleven-year-old would? It was more the rhythm that got me. 

But anyway, back to that blustery Tuesday.

It was Valentine's Day. My friend Brendan (the class rebel at the time) was adamant that I join in on the kissing fun. He dragged me to the urine-soaked bathrooms and pulled a card out of his satchel.

"A Valentine's Card?" I shook my head. "But who am I supposed to give it to?"

"Any girl that might kiss you!"

"But... what if she thinks that I love her?"

"Then you kiss her, fool!"

We ran down a list of 'single' girls, and I chose Roslyn Smith, a tall, smart girl I'd spoken to twice over the six years we'd been at school together. Brendan urged me to write as grand a declaration of love as possible, it dripping with sweet words that'd paint the picture of an irrepressible union. He then delivered it and, following a heart-racing ten-minute wait, returned with news.

"She loves you too!" he smiled smugly.

I was left flummoxed: What to do next? 

Amidst many 'umms' and 'aahs,' Brendan took me by the arm and dragged me to the playground. Roslyn was there with two of her girlfriends, blushing and giggling.

"I'm so happy you two can share your love," Brendan announced before running away.

"We should leave too," Roslyn's friends walked off, leaving me to face the prospect of my first kiss.

"Hi," I whispered.

"Hi," Roslyn mirrored my discomfort.

I then realised I'd never really gotten a good look at her. Roslyn's eyes were enormous – like a bug's eyes – and emitted a curious sensitivity. Her other features sat snugly on her face, the composition framed by a tidy bob valuing function over form.

"Anything else you want to say?" Roslyn whispered.

I looked away to buy time, only for the lyrics of Because I Love You to rise from nothing.

"It's because I love you, not because we're far apart."

"Ex...cuse me?"

"It's because I love you, and because you're near my heart."

"Do... you really love me?" Roslyn blushed.

My collar grew tight, and sweat flushed across my brow.

"Do what you wanna do, be what you wanna be, yeah."

"Your words..." she smiled. "They're... so thoughtful."

I looked at Roslyn but didn't really see her. If anything, she'd become an animated mannequin.

"Thanks for the card," she nodded. "I always knew you kinda liked me."

In the distance, I saw Andrea Logan, the girl I'd loved for years. With her being the school football captain's girlfriend, though, she’d always remain an untenable dream.

"Yeah..." I sighed. "Love."

Taken with newfound enthusiasm, Roslyn sidled right up next to me.

"Do you want to kiss me?" her fishpaste breath hit me hard.

"Uh..." I rubbed my nose, "yeah."

We were interrupted by the school bell, which signalled that all students needed to assemble outside the main school building.

"We'll do it later," Roslyn smiled before walking away.

Minutes later, Brendon jostled through a mill of students to accost me.

"How'd it go?" he asked.  

"Nothing."

"Nothing!?" he shook his head. "What do you mean?"

I told him that I hadn't kissed her – how the school bell had ruined the pivotal moment.

"Are you crazy!?" Brendon's whole face contorted. "If you don't do it now, she'll change her mind!"

"She'll change her mind?"

"Davidson!" Brendan shook his head. "You know nothing about girls, do you?"

He was unequivocally correct.

"Seriously! It happened to George just yesterday. Was going to kiss Laura Wilde at recess, then got stuck in class for not finishing his work. Next thing, she was running with Malcolm Turner!"

"You're kidding!"

"Swear on my grandmother's life!" Brendan threw his hands up.

"Well, what must I do?"

"KISS HER! You guys can feign sickness, go meet somewhere."

Aww, man!

"Davidson!" Brendan shook me. "This is important! Far more important than Math or English or whatever! Tell you what – I'll organise something. You just follow my instructions, ok?"

I then remembered Roslyn’s next class would be at the library.

"You see, Davidson!" Brendan beamed. "The universe is working for you!"

His declaration left me dizzy, like I was stuck in an elevator.

"Ok, give me a second," Brendan grinned. "I'll tell her to meet you in one of the library's aisles. You guys can take it from there."

The school library was set in a graceful Cape Dutch-style building framed by enormous palm trees. Our class arrived first, and I spent the next few minutes dreading Roslyn's arrival. When she came, my throat clammed up, and my heart started beating at double speed. The librarian (who resembled a pygmy hippopotamus) took roll call, and upon hearing Roslyn's high-pitched 'Here!', I began resenting Brendon for creating this mess.

"Hey, Jeremy," one of Roslyn's girlfriends tapped my shoulder. "You guys are still on, right?"

Assuming she meant 'the kiss,' I nodded.

"Great!" she resembled Miss Piggy from The Muppets. "So, after ten minutes, you guys go meet in the second-to-last aisle from the back. Everyone knows to give you space, so don't feel nervous."

YOU MEAN EVERYONE KNOWS!

Miss Piggy grinned and bounced away, leaving me confused and fuming at this whole ordeal.

The library's lights had always been too bright, as if they'd been designed to fry all resident dust particles. We sat at our desks and listened to Pygmy Hippo drone on about taking out books. Hers must have been an awfully short memory because week in and week out she'd repeat the same droll speech. 

When Pygmy was done, we could take out books. I didn't need to recheck the time to know that fifteen minutes had passed, which meant Roslyn and I were already five minutes over the agreed-upon time.

"Hey!" Miss Piggy waved. "The aisle at the back is probably better. Roslyn will be there in three minutes, ok?"

I froze up.

"Jeremy?" she frowned. "You ok?"

"Yeah..." I faked a smile. "Three minutes."

I took up position in the rear aisle two minutes and forty-two seconds later. A solemn hush had descended, the absence of kid noises dressing the scene with an eerie sheen. My mind felt scrambled, and my thoughts were further compromised when Roslyn appeared from around a bookshelf.

"Hi," she waved lightly.

Roslyn appeared so delicate then, like a recently blossomed wildflower. I took a deep breath, knowing that my time had come.

"How should we do this?" Roslyn spoke first.

I shook my head.

"You do want to kiss me, right?"

I'd prefer to have kissed Andrea Logan, but she wasn't the one asking.  

"Yeah..." I nodded. "I do."

Roslyn took each of my hands in hers and leaned forward. When our lips met, a carnival of colours and sounds painted the world. We kissed for a veritable age, and upon pulling apart, I discovered that we were surrounded by a dozen smiling onlookers.

"You like that?" Roslyn was glowing.

"Yeah," I used a sleeve to wipe my mouth clean.

"You're sweet," she laughed lightly. "And a poet."

"A poet?"

"The words you said to me on the playground. You know Jeremy, you'll go far with words like that."

And so began my life as a Master's Apprentice.
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Doctor Zombie
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SEATTLE. A COFFEE SHOP. TWO WOMEN.

"You're kidding, right?" Margie leans in to ask Jen.

"No... Jason Lassiter was an ex of mine."

"The Jason Lassiter!?"

Jen nods solemnly.

"That's crazy!" Margie taps her chest. "Why'd you never tell me?"

In the ensuing silence, a boudoir man walks in.

"He's cute," Margie mentions, to which Jen doesn't respond. "So... Jason Lassiter. How long ago was this?"

"Five, six years ago."  

"This... was before?"

Jen nods.

"I... don't know what to say!"

"There's nothing to say."

"Ok, but please," Margie brings her hands together, "quench my curiosity! I mean, at least tell me what he was like!"

***
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CRISP AUTUMN LEAVES falling like paper planes in the fast-fading dream of a waking child. The world as fresh as gazing at a naked mountain peak. Jen Parkes walked across the dew-bitten lawns of her college, cursing the fact that her Classical Civilisations lecture began at such an early hour. The rest of her schedule was ideal: mid-morning starts, early afternoon finishes. 

But then came Wednesdays. 

Upon arriving at the Victorian-style lecture building, Jen noticed she was the first one there. Out of nowhere, a young man appeared.

"Hi!" his long, angular face was topped with curly black hair.

Cute! Jen thought.

"I've seen you around campus," the young man said.

"You have, huh?"

"It's not difficult to notice a beautiful woman."

Laughing, Jen asked, "Are you like this with all the girls?" 

"There's only one girl now."

"Oh, man!" Jen shook her head. "You stink of cheese!"

"Yeah, I’m cheesy and don’t deny it!" he smiled. "Hey, you like coffee?"

"Our lecture starts in ten minutes."

"It's just Classics! You're not majoring in it... are you?"

"No, I'm only doing it for extra credit."

"Same as me. Come..." the young man took Jen by the hand. "Let's not waste a beautiful morning!"

The strangers walked back across the dewy lawns toward the campus canteen. There were just a few people about, the scene dominated mostly by birdsong. Jen ordered a cappuccino, and the young man went with an Americano.

"You're quite direct," Jen sipped her drink.

"Looking at you, can you blame me?"

"I bet your charm doesn't always work."

"Only because I don't always try!"

Jen laughed out loud.

"What?" the young man shook his head. "Come on, give me a break! Everyone says the quickest way to a woman's heart is to make her laugh, right?"

Jen gazed at the man sitting opposite her.

"I'm Jason," he extended a hand.

"I'm Jen," she reciprocated, smiling. 

The pair spent the morning lost in conversation. Lunchtime came and went, and it was only when Jen got a call to meet her roommate at 4 p.m. that she stood to leave.

"Jason! It's four!"

"This makes up for missing Classics, right?"

"And all the others?"

"I guess I'll have to make them up to you."

A warm wind whistled between the pair.

"I want to see you again," Jason declared.

"I guess we have no choice!" Jen grinned.

Jen and Jason didn't go to any more Classical Civilisations classes that semester. In fact, they didn't go to half as many classes as they should have. This was because they were so often wrapped up in each other's beds that the outside world faded into obscurity. Being intelligent people, the couple still managed to fulfil all responsibilities, and after a few short months, the pair seemed destined for a long, prosperous union.

"You ready?" Jen ran a hand through Jason's hair on the penultimate day of the semester.

"It's just Chemistry," he smiled. "Easy as breathing."

Jen smiled as her man set out to sail through another of life's little distractions.

You see, life came easy to Jason. He was a genius, known campus-wide for his ability to outsmart everyone (including professors) on topics way beyond standard intellectual capacity. Jason finished top of his class by a country mile in his first two years, and his scholarship was renewed with a vision of the success he seemed destined for. Jen was in awe of Jason, but Jason was equally inspired by her. 

For those two years, everything was perfect.

At the start of their third year, Jason met Leroy Maximus. Leroy was an Ivorian exchange student and the son of a diplomat father. Hailing from a proud West African heritage steeped in decadent luxury, Leroy cut a charismatic figure, and his reputation as a fierce intellectual was matched only by his wardrobe, which appeared to have been cut from royal cloth. Jason deemed Leroy an 'equal,' a peer he could toe the line with on cognitive matters. Their friendship flourished from the outset, and soon, the pair seemed fast-tracked for greatness, such was the scale of their ambitions.

But then Ketamine entered the fold.

The first time Jason took Ketamine was in a place called The Piano Bar. Armed with Leroy's ample funds, the boys took a break from studying one night and hit the town. A few beers down, the enigmatic Ivorian offered Jason something different.

"Coke?" Jason frowned at the substance Leroy was handling.

"No, brother... this be ketamine."

"You mean horse anaesthetic?"

"If that's what you wanna call it."

Jason couldn't forget how his uncle had overdosed on cocaine a decade before. For whatever reason – be it the booze, the vibe, the craving for something new – the genius ignored good sense and put Leroy's offer up his nose.

The pair went out onto the balcony together. The Ketamine... stupendous! Think Toy Story meets a divine deity. While rooted to a plastic chair overlooking the street, Jason watched passersby grow and shrink like a Lewis Carroll daydream, only to subsequently join a hallucinogenic stream of consciousness he figured was cosmic dialogue. Jason felt a mild hangover the next day, but he considered this negligible compared to the thrill he had pumping through his veins. And so Jason took Ketamine again, and within a month, the boys were doing it three to four times a week.

Jen knew about this but didn't rein in her boyfriend. Jason was a genius and entitled to make and learn from his own mistakes. Well, perhaps he had been, but as his brain grew progressively addled, she couldn't tell anymore. The consequences of Jason's drug-binging began to show through his grades. Within three months, he fell from top-of-the-class to Average Joe. Faculty Heads were called in to discover what had happened to the school's prize pupil, but none succeeded.

At the end of the semester, Jason lost not only his scholarship, but he was also expelled from school after being caught vandalising school property one early Thursday morning. Loaded with the shame of flunking out (and an insatiable desire to get crazy), Jason and Leroy embarked on a legendary drug binge, taking whatever they could get their hands on.

Jen stuck with Jason through everything. She had to: he was brilliant, amazing – he was Jason Lassiter! But even she knew the writing was on the wall. As her boyfriend grew more distant (and increasingly lost in the grandiose plans he and Leroy were discussing), Jason put forward a proposal.

How dare he ask to turn my digs into a drug production den!? Jen rejected his proposal outright. She broke up with Jason immediately, but if his reaction was anything to go by, it was as if they'd shared nothing more than a cafeteria table once upon a time. Leroy subsequently rented a semi-furnished house on the city's outskirts, and it was here that the genius put his prodigious chemistry skills to work. In double-quick time, Jason cooked up a bevvy of pharmaceuticals, most of which found favour amongst the school's more eclectic crowd. Also, around this time, Leroy suggested that the pair enter the local party scene, which he believed was ripe for the monetary picking.

It didn't take a genius to see what each man was after: Leroy wanted power, and Jason wanted to get HIGH. Like a medieval alchemist, he'd work all day and night, producing all manner of specimens on his way to creating a narcotic equivalent of the Holy Grail. You see, Jason's ultimate goal was to synthesise the love of Ecstasy, the 'BOOM' of cocaine, and Ketamine's dissociative wonders into one pill. 

With Jason lost in this endeavour, Leroy used his increasing influence to muscle in on the club scene. Before long, Jason's creations were working their way through the bloodstreams of dusk-craving denizens each weekend, and the pair quickly became enormously wealthy.

But then something happened. Armed with significant resources and influence, the friends embarked on something not only ambitious but also daring. Together with an influential party promoter, the boys organised a massive two-week rave party off Africa's east coast. They recruited hundreds of international DJs, thousands of deckhands, and some of the world’s most amazing light and sound technology. Word of the party spread like wildfire, and all ten thousand tickets – valued at over three thousand dollars each – quickly sold out. Given the location's isolation, the drug trade at the event (which Jason and Leroy valued at double to triple the ticket sales revenue) was left to the boys' discretion. The 'perfect drug' Jason had been developing was slowly coming together, but with the party looming large and them needing to ship out a consignment that would arrive on time, he rushed out a batch which – by his own admission – was only '95 % perfect'.

The party. Thousands of revellers from across the world flew, sailed, hooked, or crooked their way to the palm-strewn speck of sand floating in the Indian Ocean. It was a mammoth affair, and all money spent had been well-utilised: the venue was perfect, the accommodation idyllic, the food and drinks were top-class, and the party was plain nuts. 

It was on the third day that most partygoers' drug stashes started to wither. With Jason's introductory pharmacopoeia having paved a gentle – yet still highly profitable – introduction to his wares, it wasn't surprising when revellers started queuing up for what had been touted as the 'ultimate high.' It was also ironic that night played host to a full moon, this suitably apt given what happened that fateful eve.   

The clock had just struck midnight when the horror began. It started with a young Croatian woman. Like everyone, she was lost in the music, only to abruptly stop dancing and run into the darkness. Her mile-high entourage thought nothing of this until she started screaming. Her boyfriend led the charge toward what quickly turned into mortifying howls. Upon reaching his girlfriend, he saw her teeth lodged in her arm, tearing it to shreds. She stopped upon noticing him and rerouted her attack. With primal viciousness, the young woman targeted her boyfriend's face, which she devoured in minutes. While this tragedy happened, similar instances befell other partygoers, and soon, the whole dance area had become a hellish theatre of people ripping each other apart. Those who hadn't taken Jason's 'perfect drug' ran for the nonexistent hills, but they too were inevitably consumed. 

Come sunrise the next day, more than six thousand mutilated bodies lay strewn across the two-square-mile island.

Jason survived, but Leroy didn't: his shredded carcass was pulled from the sea the next day. When the world's media caught wind of what'd happened on 'Zombie Island,' things went supernova. The uproar was deafening, and someone had to pay the price. 

Jason Michael Lassiter was the first to be thrown under the bus.

***
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"DO YOU MISS HIM," MARGIE wipes her eyes.

"I do," Jen sniffles and watches the rain. "He was a good man... so gentle. He got caught up in a cruel twist of fate."

"He was... executed, right?"

"Yeah..." Jen nods. "The U.S. government failed to get him released to stand trial here. The foreign government called the incident a breach of international security and dealt with it as swiftly as possible. I don't know how they did it, but I
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