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Halluceon

 


Fire seared through Simon’s veins. He
clutched the rim of the sink as he stared into the mirror, trying,
through clenched teeth, to breathe through the pain. Dr. Soa’s
blood was everywhere, soaking his shirt through to his chest and
dotting his face and the white of his standard-issue pajama pants
like spattered paint. Some of it had trickled into his mouth,
tasting like pennies and honey. He spat, almost vomiting, then
swiped his sleeve across his lips. He struggled out of his shirt,
dropping it into the garbage can and yanking a handful of paper
towels from the dispenser.

No matter how hard he scrubbed, the blood
wouldn’t come off. The paper towel burned his skin raw, ripping to
shreds. He twisted on the cold faucet and shoved his hands under
the nozzle, but it refused to produce any water. Same with the hot.
He glanced at the toilet. There was no other choice. He lifted the
seat and plunged his hands in, splashing his face and arms, red
water dripping back into the bowl, hiding the rust stains at the
bottom. The water felt cool against the heat still pulsing under
his skin.

When he finished, the others were just
staring at him—the blonde, the soldier, the kid—horror across their
faces. Horror at what had happened to Dr. Soa, or horror at the
sight of Simon kneeling over a toilet, he didn’t know—and didn’t
care.

He started to hyperventilate, suppressing the
urge to vomit yet again, then tried taking slow, controlled
breaths. It did little to help. His legs still burned, but the
worst of the Halluceon-induced pain was now over.

“This isn’t happening,” he said, then he shut
his eyes, wishing it all away.

The blonde’s hand caressed his cheek. Her
touch—it seemed...real. And when he reached up, he actually
touched her fingers. It wasn’t possible. She was a hallucination,
for goodness sake! She had to be. What else could she be? The whole
thing, all of it, one terrible hallucination.

He opened his eyes and stared into his hands,
still tinged red with Soa’s blood. He was responsible. Somehow, it
was all his fault. Or maybe—just maybe—it was the drug, the
Halluceon, transforming his hallucination into a nightmare.

He stood and turned to face Soa’s office. Dr.
Soa’s body was there, a gaping hole in the back of her head. The
sight made him double over, like someone was yanking his testicles
into his stomach. He couldn’t control it any longer, the nausea
churning in his belly. He backed away, covering his mouth, then
threw up all over himself.



Somewhere outside, police sirens sounded.

Here, the blonde said. Take
this.

She held out her hand, showing him the
syringe. He reached for it, then stopped, afraid to touch it—afraid
he could touch it. What would it mean if he could? What if
it was real, and not just another trick of his mind? The kid stood
next to her, impatiently grabbing the syringe and shoving it into
Simon’s pocket. Simon fled, out the door and toward the stairwell.
The soldier shoved past, bounding up the steps.

Come on, he yelled.

Shivers ran through Simon, the heat of the
Halluceon in his body replaced by chills. The soldier’s voice
reverberated in Simon’s gut. It had substance to it, like the
blonde’s touch. His hallucinations had never felt like that before.
So real.

The soldier was already halfway up the
stairs, climbing two steps at a time, the kid right behind.

It wasn’t your fault, the blonde said.
She wove her imaginary fingers through his, urging him on. Even she
was contaminated, her blonde hair streaked with red.

But she was right. It wasn’t his fault. It
couldn’t have been. Simon fixed his gaze on the soldier at the top
of the stairwell. “You shot her! I don’t know how, but somehow.
Why?”

A door slammed open from below. Voices
shouting, feet stomping closer.

It wasn’t me. I didn’t do it.

“Your gun is gone. Who else could have done
it?”

Footsteps pounded the stairs. They were
close.

The soldier patted for his missing handgun,
but found nothing. I’m telling you, it wasn’t me! Just, come
on!

Simon ran—up the last flight of stairs, out
the door and into the cold. The night air stung his damp, bare
chest. He heard the soldier barricading the door. Looking back, a
bar had been wedged between the door handle and the roof.

Impossible. All of it.

Simon fled to the edge of the roof.

Below, the lights of seven squad cars all
lined up at the entrance. Red, white, and blue flashed, like a
Fourth of July parade. But Simon wasn’t free. At least not yet. He
glanced to the ground below. Jump now and be done with it. It was
how things would eventually end, anyway—convicted of Soa’s murder
and sentenced to death by lethal injection.

Injection. He had almost forgotten. In the
cold, the syringe in his pocket now felt heavy against his thigh.
He pulled it out.

Halluceon.

He squeezed his fist around it. He needed to
be rid of it. This was what started it. What ultimately killed Dr.
Soa. What caused all this mess.

As he went to throw it, the blonde wrested
his wrist.

No. Don’t. The look in her eye was
desperate, as though life—her life—depended on it.

The door pounded. The metal flexed as
something heavy smashed into it. From below, a spotlight fixed
itself on his position. Just jump, he told himself. Be done with it
all. Just jump.

But he couldn’t. He wasn’t brave enough. Or
perhaps he wasn’t coward enough.

The soldier stood beside him. I spent
three years airborne. Did you know that?

“You aren’t real.”

Three years, Simon.

“Why are you telling me this?”

Jump.

“No.”

The blonde took his hand. I’ll do it with
you.

“No.”

You don’t have any choice, the soldier
said. Now, jump, or I’ll push you.

The roof door to the Soa Institute for Mental
Health banged open, three officers charging toward him.

Three years airborne.

Simon jumped.

 


* * *

 


Liza just stared at him. As he stood there
shivering on the stoop, his sister seemed on the verge of bounding
forward and embracing him. But she didn’t.

“What are you doing here?” she said. “What
happened to you?”

Simon looked down at himself. Goose bumps
covered his arms, blood covered his pants, and vomit covered his
shoes. “I need your help.”

A hand went over her mouth, holding back a
cry. He shouldn’t have come here; he realized that now. But he had
nowhere else to go. No one else to turn to.

She allowed him inside, ushered him to the
bathroom, giving him some of his old clothes. She hadn’t touched
his room. It was still just as messy as it had been when they took
him to the Institute, nearly a month ago. But in the living room
his music was gone, the black baby grand polished to a mirror
finish and left untouched. Not a single fingerprint.

He sat at the kitchen table drinking coffee.
Liza fidgeted with her own mug, never taking a sip, saying
nothing.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t stay.”

“No! Don’t go. It’s just...what am I gonna
tell Garret?”

Simon reached across the table and calmed his
sister’s hands. “I can’t stay, Liz. Something happened. Something I
don’t understand. Something I can’t even explain. The police will
be looking for me.”

“The police?” The sound of the washing
machine drew her gaze. “What’s going on, Simon? You have to tell
me. How did you get here?”

He shook his head. If he told her the truth,
she wouldn’t believe him. He wasn’t even sure he believed it. It
was impossible. But what lie could he say that she would
believe?

“Dr. Soa is dead,” he said, finally. “She was
shot and I ran.”

“The blood on your pants?”

He nodded, sipping from his mug. “I had to
get away. And the soldier...”

At the mention of his hallucination, she
deflated. She wouldn’t take anything else he said seriously. But he
had to say it.

“...The soldier brought me here. He...he’s a
helicopter pilot.”

“Oh, Simon. Please. Enough of this.”

The blonde whispered into his ear. She can
never love you the way I do. I always believe you.

But Simon had to convince his sister, had to
make her believe him. He needed to have someone believe him. Just
one person. One real person. “I’m insane, Liz. I get it. All
of this is insane. But...it really happened. I don’t know how, or
why. But I jumped, and then I imagined, or hallucinated this
helicopter. One moment I was falling, and the next, the soldier was
flying me home, to you.”

“I understand.” Liza stood. “And you’re
right. You can’t stay. You have to leave, before Garret comes
home.”

The blonde reached into Simon’s shirt, her
fingers inching downward. Me. Look at me, not at her. We don’t
need her.
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