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Forward

And so we come to the second collected volume of
Boy Scouts ¥ related works. With this, we delve into the
spin-offs!

The first of these is the Perspectives series, originally
known as Perspectives from the Food Court before
dropping the majority of that name for being something of
an artefact title.

Within this novel you will find the first ten Perspectives
stories, comprising three separate storylines: Byte |, Byte
Il, and an aborted Byte lll. Yes, that last one was aborted.
The man behind Perspectives, Jason Bertovich, decided
to reboot the series and after the tenth story actually went
back and made a completely new version of the first story.

| wish to be clear that despite this reboot, that does
not make his original works any less valid or worthy of
being read, and thus those original stories are the ones to
be found in this book. His reboot, as it is being written, can
easily be found on the Boy Scouts 2 website. And | am
sure that someday, alas probably not for at least a few
years, once his reboot has reached a sufficient length to
warrant it, you will be able to experience it in a collected
edition such as this, too. But for now, please enjoy the
original Perspectives. Jason may feel it has many warts,
but | think you will also find there is much to enjoy within
those pages.

The other major Boy Scouts * spin-off was Kenny's
Laboratory. This spin-off was one of my own creation,
although Jason dabbled a bit here as well. My personal
feelings on Kenny's Lab are that it started strong, had
some promise, but got lost a bit later on and ended up
having a rushed ending that could have been handled
better. Of course, authors can be their own worst critics,
and Jason has told me that he actually quite likes what |



did with Kenny’s Lab. So, who knows? | suppose it is up to
you, dear reader, to make your own judgement as well.

Finally, in this volume | am collecting the last few bits
of “Year One” Boy Scouts ' stories that for whatever
reason | left out of the first collected edition. First would be
the second of Mark Abert’s Troop 180 Chronicles stories. |
left it out of the first book so that that book could be a
more complete narrative, as the first Troop 180 Chronicles
story works well as a standalone piece where as the one
presented here ends on a cliff-hanger that, alas, has never
been resolved.

The other previous omission would be the three Boy
Scouts % related Anime Deathmatch stories. Anime
Deathmatch was a series created by Jason Bertovich
which he allowed me to play in by doing what | do best,
gratuitous self-insertion!

This is the first official PDF edition of this work. There
was a previous PDF version, but it was pretty much just
the hardcover edition of this book published as a PDF.
This new version, although it is based very much on the
newer paperback edition of the book, has had its formating
tweaked better suit this format.

You may have noticed two cover images at the start
of this book. The first is reproduced from the paperback
edition, and the second somes from the original hardcover
edition. The hardcover cover is okay, and will always be
nostalgic for me. But one of the nice things of the
paperback edition was making some new covers
incorporating character artwork | hadn't previously had
when first publishing this book.

Anyway, enjoy the book!

—Matt



Dedication

This book is dedicated to two people:

The first is Rachel Pike. Yeah, | know, | mentioned
her in the last volume’s dedication. But that was as a
charming young woman who | had been dating for a few
months, and who | was very hopeful about continuing a
relationship with. Well, this dedication is to the Rachel who
has been putting up with me for over three years at this
point, and seems to show no signs that she won'’t continue
to do so. Yay! | love you, Rachel.

The second... This dedication | am making on Jason’s
behalf. I'm hoping to keep the fact that | am working on
this second published volume a secret from Jason until the
day that a mysterious package arrives at his home and he
opens it up to find this book inside, so | cannot ask him his
preferences in dedication... but | have a decent idea who
someone he might wish to dedicate it to may be. And so
on his behalf | make a dedication to his lovely wife Sarah.
No, not Sarah Porter! Sarah Bertovich. (Well, Bua,
originally.)

But anyway, a few months ago Rachel and | had the
opportunity to visit the happy couple at their home. And
after finally meeting his wife, | must say, “Well done, my
friend.” They seem very happy together, and hopefully will
continue that way for many years... indeed, the remainder
of their lives.

Ah, hell. A third dedication. To Jason, himself. It is
always a pleasre collaborating with you, my friend.
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|: Perspectives From the Food Court

The sun had just peeked over the horizon and was
beginning to show it's intrusive rays in the outskirts of
Holyoke, a suburb of the city of Springfield, MA. However,
in one small apartment, the rays were not at all intrusive.
This was mainly because the blinds were closed as to not
let any of these offending rays in on this crisp morning.
Inside this cramped apartment, amiss in the sea of
clothing, CD's, video cassettes, and discarded take-out
containers sat a pile of blankets lumped on top of a
Japanese sleeping futon sitting on the floor. The blankets
twinged slightly and then were still again in its content
lump shape. Something was definitely alive in that pile.
What it was is unknown.

Now, since the sunlight was not playing any role in
being intrusive, something else had to pick up the slack.
That something was a cordless phone, which was now
loudly ringing under a pile of clothes. An arm slithered out
from the lump of blankets and grabbed the television
remote and dragged it back under the blanket cave. After
a moment, as the ringing continued, the blankets spat out
the remote and the arm slithered out again. This time it
succeeded in grabbing the offending object and dragging it
under the blankets. The ringing stopped.

"Mmph...hewo?" a muffled voice spewed from
underneath the Ilump. A inaudible garbling followed,
obviously from the phone.

"Is that um twick qwestun? No, | dun't wunna opon
toduh!" the voice garbled. More noise followed from the
receiver.

"Wuh? Becus Um Fuking TIRED!!!" the voice shouted
from underneath the lump, getting more clear. "Why am |
tired? Because | was out partying all night!" More garbling
came from the other end this time more frantic. "What do
you mean 'why was | out partying all night?!?' It was
because | wasn't supposed to work today and it was
Friday night and | figured that meant | could sleep in
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today!" Still more garble screaming from the other end,
this time in full blown panic.

"What do you mean, he's sick!!! This is the sixth time
in a month!!!" the voice screamed from under the blankets.
More garbled shouting. "OK, I'll open. You'll be in at Two,
right? And the part timer comes in at One right? You
promise? You PROMISE?!?! Two O'clock or | walk..." The
familiar beeping noise of a phone being shut off followed.
The lump of blankets spat out the phone. Then it was still
again. Three seconds later and the blankets flew off as
they were kicked off by the now enraged occupant.
"FUCK"

Outside, the young paperboy heard the loudest
expletive he had ever heard in his short life.

The young man who had just seconds ago kicked off
the blankets from his futon sat up and brushed his light
brown hair out of his face. He rubbed his chin and realized
that the scratchy texture of his face had to be remedied.
He sat up and grabbed a CD from the pile on the floor,
popped it in the Hi-Fi, and walked into the bathroom.

The music blared into the bathroom. The young man
was shaving away the previous night's dregs off his face.
He then started the shower spigot and turned it to the
hottest possible setting that one can achieve without
melting one's skin. The music continued to blare into the
bathroom. From the floor below someone was banging on
the young man's floor and their ceiling with a broom
handle. Inside the chamber of boiling water, the young
man continued to scrub himself and sing along...

"Give it to me baby (Uh huh, uh huh!)...Give it to me
baby (Uh huh, Uh huh!)... Give it to me baby (Uh huh, Uh
huh!)...and all the girlies say I'm pretty fly for a white guy."
The shower karaoke session turned to head banging.
"Unos, Duos, Tres, Quatro, Sinco, Sinco, Ses..." From
below the banging continued.

The young man, now wrapped in a towel, wiped the
mirror clean of the steam that had accumulated during his
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hot shower and looked deep into the mirror. He then let
out a disappointed sigh. "Well Jason, here we are again.
Covering for some asshole, another week in this town and
what do we have to show for it? A crummy apartment, the
same dead-end mall job, and another semester at the
same small college." He lowered his head and sighed
again. He rubbed his weary eyes and proceeded to
change into the uniform of mindless automaton.

He slipped on the red polo shirt and the black slacks;
he clipped on the name tag that identified that he in fact
was the person to annoy with stupid questions. Grabbing
his keys off the floor, his wallet off the TV set, and his
glasses off the stereo, he was out the door.

As the coup pulled into the still relatively empty
Holyoke Mall Parking Lot, Jason pulled into a space up
front. He turned off the ignition and looked at his watch.
He had a few minutes to spare. He leaned back in the seat
and closed his eyes.

In his mind's eye he sat in the cockpit of a B-52
bomber carrying the payload of death. A 30 Megaton
Nuclear device. He was currently flying over Holyoke. He
waited patiently and at the right moment he pulled the
level, humorously labeled "Bombs Away!" The bay doors
opened and the bomb dropped, turning the mall into a
mushroom cloud.

Jason opened his eyes and smiled. He then rubbed
his temples. "OK Jason, get into Work Mode," he said to
himself as he stepped out of his car and walked into the
Holyoke Mall.

Inside the mall, he unlocked the gate over the
Electronics Boutique entrance. Already waiting outside the
store were three pasty faced teens. Why are they here this
early? Jason thought to himself. He thought back a
moment and had a horrible realization. Today was the day
that the new wrestling game debuted. ECWCWWF
EXTREME THUNDROUS ATTITUDE Il. OH SHIT!!! |
cannot deal with this today!
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"Yo Salesguy, did the new game come in yet?" the
first pasty faced teen asked.

Jason kept his blood pressure in check. "The new
game won't be here until the shipment arrives, and that
doesn't arrive until One or Two o'clock." He replied calmly.

"No fuckin' way!" the first teen shouted.

"Bull-fucking-shit!" the second added.

"Sonuva-fucking-bitch!" the third added.

Such lovely language, Jason thought to himself. "Well
then let us in the store, we wanna look around," the first
spewed from his garbage mouth.

"Sorry guys, the store isn't opened for another half-
hour," Jason answered.

"No fuckin' way!" the first teen shouted.

"Bull-fucking-shit!" the second added.

"Sonuva-fucking-bitch!" the third added.

Jason sighed and proceeded to unlock the store gate.
The three teens walked away. He sighed again, this time
because he knew that they would be back. The half-hour
flew by and the opening actually went relatively smoothly.

He raised the gate and placed the cardboard
standees out and waited for the first person to piss him off
today. He didn't have to wait long. The guy walked in and
went straight to the counter. "Yo, | want that game!" he
gruffed.

"Which game?" Jason asked, adding inside his head,
Out of the fifty million available?

"The one for the 'Station," he answered.

"As | said, which game?" Jason asked, this time
adding in this head OH, that only narrowed it down to
about 25 million... very helpful.

"You know, the one on TV!" he answered.

"As | said before, WHICH GAME...?" Jason asked
again trying to keep his brains from exploding all over the
counter from an aneurysm this early in the day. He added
inside his head this time, You asshole! Do you know how

sign that says 'hi, I'm a mind-reader?!!?!?!!!"
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"Well, just tell me all the games you have," the guy
gruffed.

directory for him?!?! "Well, sir, our PlayStation section is
over there," Jason said pointing to the wall of empty
cases, "If you can't find a game over there then we don't
have it."

The guy walked over the PlayStation games and
mercifully left Jason alone. His peace was short lived
however, as he was bombarded with more pasty faced
teens all wanting the new wrestling game and each
holding up green slips indicating that they had had already
paid. Jason rubbed his temples and calmly let each know
that they would have to wait until the afternoon to
purchase their game. Instead of leaving however, they
decided to "browse" which meant playing the Nintendo
unit, reading the magazines, and basically being a
nuisance. Jason closed his eyes and began to fantasize
again...

This time all the customers were clad in spandex
tights and were posing with strobe-lights and fireworks
going off everywhere in the store. Then silence. Suddenly,
with the sound of glass shattering, out came Jason clad in
a black leather vest and an evil goatee. He then
proceeded to beat the living hell out of every customer in
the damn store. Standing on the counter with his middle
fingers raised high, customers gasped at him, "Why can't
we have that game yet?"

"You wanna know why the game isn't here yet?
Because the shipment won't be here until One to Two PM
and that's the bottom line...CUZ STONE COLD SAID SO!"
Then he gabbed a can of beer from out of the air and
guzzled it. Then leaping off the counter, he picked up a
customer and proceeded to beat down on him again. "OH
HEEEEEEEEELLLLLLLLLL YEAH!I"

The phone ringing snapped Jason out of his pleasant
fantasy. Picking up the phone, he said, "Hello, Electronics
Boutique, where you can...um..." Thinking of all the
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promotions he can added, "...get the hot new RPG, Final
Fantasy VII. Jason speaking, how can | help you?"
It turned out to be the distributor. He listened calmly,

SERIOUS?!?!" A pause followed and the customers
looked on in interest. "So there's nothing you can do?"
Another pause. "Monday. OK, if there's nothing else we
can do...thank you. Goodbye." Jason hung up the phone
and rubbed his temples again.

"This is not good...This is not good...This is not
good..." he began to repeat to himself. He then calmed
himself and turned his attention to the customers.

"OK, how many of you are here to pick up the new
wrestling game?" Every one of them raised their hands.
"OK, well unfortunately the game will not be coming in
today. The distributor just called and said that three of
their planes are having engine troubles, two of their planes
are covered in ice, and one is just missing a wing so they
can't ship the game today. They promise that the game
will be in on Monday."

The sea of bitching hit Jason in the face like a tidal
wave. People demanding their game, people demanding
their money back, people wanting to be assholes because
they can. However they grew bored and soon left and the
store was quiet again. Jason looked at his watch and saw
that is was 12:30. The store was now relatively empty,
except for the sparse browser who was looking over home
publishing software. Jason leaned against the entrance
and watched the mall life pass by.

He watched as a red head and a semi-blonde walked
by. The red head was holding a Victoria's Secret bag. The
semi-blonde caught Jason's eye. He crossed his arms and
watched them walk by. Then the silence was shattered as
he could hear someone scream from a slight distance,
"SO WHERE THE HELL AM | NOW!?!" This was shortly
followed by the same voice screaming, "SHISHI
HOKOUDAN!!!", and then a explosion.

The two girls looked in his direction. He shrugged his
shoulders. Like | would know. A moment later a charred
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and melted piece of plastic that slightly looked like the mall
directory landed behind the pair. They turned to him, this
time they shrugged their shoulders and walked on.

Jason walked back inside the store. He saw then a
Asian gentleman clad in yellow walking toward the store.
He looked angry. Probably a return. He began to rub his
temples again and spoke quietly to himself. "OK, Jason
get into customer service mode." He strode up toward the
Asian boy and spoke. "Hi, is there anything | can help you
find today?"

The Asian lad responded to the query by picking up
Jason by the collar and staring him straight in the eyes.
"Where is Furinkan High School?!?"

"What?!?" Jason shouted as cowardly as one could
when being hoisted by a gentleman obviously much
stronger than oneself.

shouted again.

"Furikan High School? Where is that?" Jason asked,
confused.

The Asian boy looked Jason in the eye, gritted his
teeth, and began to shake Jason very vigorously. "THAT'S
WHAT | WANT TO KNOW!!!!" he screamed back. At this
point Jason had succumbed to total fear and blindly
pointed to his left. The boy dropped him and ran off down
the direction he pointed and quickly disappeared.

Jason sat on the floor shaking. At that point the
mocha brown colored uniform clad security guard walked
by and tipped his hat. Jason narrowed his eyes.

"Hey Officer Mall Guard! Way to go protecting
democracy!" Jason shouted.

"Thanks." The mall guard replied and continued
walking obviously not understanding the concept of
sarcasm.

Jason cupped his face in his palms and was quite
ready to openly weep, except at this point a young man
also clad in a red polo shirt and black pants walked in the
store. His name tag read "Mark."

"Hey Jason, why are you on the floor?"
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"Long story. Just leave me be...I'll be off the floor in a
moment." He weakly smiled.

"Whatever..." Mark answered and rolled his eyes

upward.
Jason slowly rose and went behind the counter. "Only one
more hour to go...only one more hour to go..." he began
to softly chant to himself. He looked up in surprise at a
young man standing at the counter.

"WHAT?" The boy with the headphones shouted.

"Huh?" Jason asked as he looked up at the boy with
the headphones.

"WHAT?" headphone boy shouted back.

"Can | help you?" Jason asked.

"WHAT?" headphone boy shouted back.

"l said...can | help you find something today?" Jason
asked again.

"WHAT?" headphone boy shouted.

"Forget it...you're beyond help." Jason sighed and
walked into the back storeroom. I'll let Mark handle him...

"WHAT?" headphone Boy shouted after him.

Amazingly, the rest of the hour went relatively
smoothly and Jason threw off the name tag as soon as his
boss walked in the store. "Two O'clock, it's Miller
Time...later..." Jason said as he bolted for the exit.

"Um...Jason, don't forget to come in early tomorrow
so we can have the monthly meeting." The short woman
said. Jason stopped cold and sighed. He nodded and
trudged out of the store.

Store meeting on Sunday morning...can life get much
more annoying? At least this day was over. Jason felt his
stomach growl and he realized that it was time for food
and stimulating conversation. And Jason knew where he
could find both.

Down in the Holyoke Mall food court, three people sat
at a small table. The first was Jason. The second was a
young lady with the name tag that read "Fenny." The third
was another young man with a mass of black hair and a
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name tag that read "John." Jason took a sip of his Sprite
and then banged his hand on the table. "I hereby call this
meeting of the Holyoke Refugees of Employment Hell to
some sort of order."

"Here, here!" John applauded.

"Bravo," Fenny added.

"So let us report to what has happened to us since the
last..." Jason paused. His attention was diverted by the
same red head and the semi-blonde he had seen earlier.
The semi-blonde was still the same, but boy did the red
head change quite a bit. She was now clad in a tight black
dress.

"Hey Jay? You ok?" John asked while waving his
hand in front of Jason's face. John pointed John's
attention to the pair of women.

"Hmmph! It's amazing what grabs you guys' attention.
| bet they don't even bounce," Fenny added indignantly.

"Relax, Fenny, you know that you're the only girl for
us." John answered.

"l love you....I| would date with you." Jason added
melodramatically.

"Have to ham it up don't you? Where did you get that
line?" Fenny asked.

"You know what? | don't know...just kinda popped
inside my head." Jason shrugged.

"Weird. Anyway, you have to admit Fenny, those girls
are attractive... Especially the red head." John added as
he sipped his coke.

"l don't know. The semi-blonde seems kinda hot to
me." Jason sighed.

"That's good for you, Jason, and very bad for you,
John." Fenny smirked as she sipped her mochachino.

"Hmm?" John queried with an arched eyebrow.

"Well, | can't speak for the blonde, but the red head
seems a little...um..." She finished her sentence with a
tilted hand gesture.

"No way!" Jason smirked.

"My reaction exactly! That girl is not a lesbian!" John
shouted.
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Fenny just shrugged her shoulders.

"Anyway...how would you know?"

"Call it woman's intuition." Fenny smiled.

"Makes sense to me. Tough break John." Jason
chuckled.

"Of course that does mean..." Fenny began.

"Mean what?" Jason queried.

"Well the blonde could be her...er...lover." Fenny
smirked again. John did a spit take with his Coke and
laughed. Jason hung his head in sorrow.

"Alas, us males have lost two more," Jason moaned.
John patted Jason on the shoulders in consolation.

"Have you boys gotten it out of your system yet?"
Fenny asked looking at her watch. "I have to back at work
in twenty minutes."

"Give a moment to grieve." John sniped back as he
and Jason clapped their hands in mock prayer.

"Very cute." Fenny rolled her eyes.

"OK, now we've got the lesbian thing out of our
system... Anyway, shall we go over the hell that is our
lives?" John asked.

"Me first!" Jason jumped in his seat. "OK, so these
girls walked by the store. There was this huge
explosion..."

"l heard it too!" John interrupted.

"Yeah, me three. What was it?" Fenny asked.

"Mall directory." Jason answered to the blank
expressions of his friends. "Anyway after these girls leave
-- this was after the mall directory landed behind them --
this guy walks into the store. Asian Guy, looked real tough,
dressed like he was going on jungle safari or something.
He goes up to me. | say 'Hi, is there anything | can help ya
with today?' He then picks me up by the collar and
screams in my face, 'Tell me, where is Furikan High
School!™ Jason gestured wildly as he told his story.

"No way," John commented.

"Furikan what?" Fenny asked with her own raised
eyebrow.
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"That was my reaction. | go, 'Where is Furikan High
School?!!?" and he just looks at me and fumes and

guy drops me and runs off." Jason gestured.

"What about the mall security?" Fenny queried.

"Oh you mean officer mall guard? He didn't do a
damn thing!" Jason shouted.

"Figures," John added.

"And you wanna know what the biggest tragedy about
this is?" Jason asked his friends out loud. He then sighed
"The biggest tragedy is that I'm not even supposed to be
here today!"

"Alas, a life of tragedy," John mused.

"Maybe you killed someone in a past life," Fenny
reasoned.

"Har, har," Jason fumed. John raised his hand.

"Well, | can't say that | was mugged today. In fact, my
day was relatively normal. Hell, | even sold a pair of shoes
to our lovely lesbian couple over yonder. But | did have
one weird guy today..." John began to flashback.
(WARNING! FLASHBACK APPROACHING!!!)

John adjusted his nametag and looked around the
Shoe Dept. He was quite, quite bored to be perfectly
honest with everyone. Then a customer appeared.
Something seemed odd to John about this lad. Then it
struck him. He was clad in a full Boy Scout Uniform. Full
Sash of merit badges, medals of service, and a new, crisp
patch decreeing him as, "SENIOR PATROL LEADER."

Who the hell wears a boy scout uniform to the mall?!?
John thought to himself. The boy pseudo-coughed to
garner John's attention. John dared to break the silence
"Can | help you?"

"Why yes you can sales-peon! | need a pair of shoes
fit for a ruler!" the lad barked.

"OK..."John paused. Did he just call me ‘peon?’ he
thought to himself. "Can you be a little more specific?"
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"Well they need to look good while I'm stepping over
my underlings. They must look perfect when my subjects
are kissing my feet... even if they aren't even worthy of
doing that! BWA Ha ha ha ha ha ha hA HA HA HA HA HA
HA HA Ha ha ha ha HA HA HA HA HA!" The lad broke
into a hysterical laughter. "After all, this is only a small
step... first a group of Boy Scout peons... then... THE
WORLD! BWA HA HA HA HA HA Ha ha ha hh ah ah HA
HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA!"

John nodded dumbly at the boy and looked down at
his shoes. He was wearing a pair of brown loafers. John
looked over the men's shoes and handed him a pair of
brown loafers. "l think you'll find these suitable for a ruler
of your... stature."

The boy slipped off his shoes and slipped the new
ones on. "Hmmm..." He suinted at the shoes as he looked
them over in the mirror. "Yes... these are very nice... they
reflect my greatness very... um..." he struggled for a
synonym, "...nicely." He began to laugh again to fill dead
silence.

"Shall | ring them up?" John smirked.

"Yes, you should be adequate at that task sales-peon.
Do so immediately!" the lad barked. "In fact, throw these
shoes away...I'll wear these out," he shouted holding up
his old shoes, still oblivious to the fact that they were
exactly the same as his new shoes. The boy began to
walk out with a self satisfied grin.

"By the way, kid..." John began.

"You will address me as SPL or LORD GOD YUNG!"
the boy barked.

"Whatever. Are you doing some sort of charity drive or
something?" John asked, pointing to the uniform.

"Um...no. Why?" The boy asked perplexed by the
question.

"Never mind." John replied. (FLASHBACK ENDING...
3...2...1... NOW!)
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"What an asshole," Jason answered.

"Yep...but that's OK," John shrugged.

"Why is it OK?" Jason asked, arching his eyebrow.

"Because when I'm ruling the world... he will pay... oh
how he will pay... Bwa ha hA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA
HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA ha ha hA HA
HA HA HAI" John began to cackle psychotically.

Jason looked over to Fenny who simply rolled her
eyes in response. "OK Fenny, your turn," Jason directed
toward her as he sipped his Sprite again.

"No complaints." Fenny shrugged.

"LIAR! DECIEVER!" John shouted pointed to Fenny.

"No complaints at all?!?" Jason asked.

"Nope." Fenny smirked.

"And this is because...?" Jason began and paused.

"Why would | complain? I've got looks, poise and
grace, charm, and to top it off... | bounce! With all that,
who could ask for anything more?" Fenny beamed. John
face-faulted out of his chair. Jason lowered his head.

"l had to ask." Jason groaned.

Fenny looked at her watch and jumped up. "SHIT! My
break's over! I've gotta go!" Fenny shouted as she bolted
from the table.

"AUGH! Mine too! Later!" John followed.

"Viva the Revolution!" Jason shouted after John as he
made his way from the food court. John paused and
turned around to give a salute and then continued on his
way.
Jason looked around at the empty table and paused
for thought. Yes he wasn't even supposed to be there
today. Yes, he was tired. Yes, he was stuck in a dead end
job. And yes, he even had to work tomorrow after first a
morning meeting . But on the flip side he had good friends
in the Springfield area who actually understood him, and
he knew that they would be here again tomorrow.

Jason kicked his feet up on the table and took his
drink and raised it in the air to nobody. "Here's to
tomorrow." Jason took a sip and life continued in Holyoke
undaunted.
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[I: The Least You Could Do

Jason yawned loudly and draped his arms over the
counter of the Holyoke Mall Electronics Boutique. He
looked up and saw that he was still alone. That surprised
him little. After the early morning Sunday meeting,
everyone who wasn't working that day fled for the hills.
Obviously, Jason and his boss were the only ones who
were supposed to work this day. The manager, a short
dark-haired woman, was currently in the back storeroom
doing what managers do, which was something Jason had
no clue abouit...

He yawned again. He noticed two of people walk in
the store. First was a very large gentleman. His attire was
torn and tattered and his face was quite ungroomed. He
went straight for the Nintendo games and quickly tore
through the neatly organized section, unorganizing it in
seconds.

The second was quite different. The girl presently had
her back to Jason. She looked over the various business
software and quickly glanced over the financial packages,
then placing them back where she had found them. Jason
smiled at her courtesy, but was really curious about her as
he had yet to see her face. Though he wasn't certain, he
was pretty sure that the pair were not together.

Jason was about to leave the sanctum of behind the
counter to greet the two customers when a delivery man
wheeled a box into the store and asked Jason to sign for
it. Jason arched an eyebrow.

"Um...what's this?" Jason asked the UPS guy.

"Shipment," the UPS guy answered back.

"l can see that. What | mean is why are you delivering
today?" Jason asked. "We never get shipments on
Sunday."

"Well we're behind a day, so we had to work extra to
catch up," the UPS guy replied and again pushed the
clipboard in Jason's chest to emphasize that he wanted
Jason to sign it so he can leave.
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Jason scribble his name. "So does that mean that the
game we were supposed to get yesterday is in here?"

"Nope. That will be in tomorrow's shipment," the UPS
guy said as he left.

"Figures." Jason sighed. Well, at least he could put off
that hell for another day. Jason slashed the tape that
sealed the box with a pair of scissors and smiled. He
pulled out several videocassettes and laid them out on the
counter.

"Yes! I've been dying for us to get these Evangelion
tapes," Jason whispered to himself. Jason checked his
wallet and smiled again. He set the videos aside so he
could purchase them later. He then saw an empty video
game box thrown on the counter and looked up. His eyes
reluctantly beheld the large, ungroomed gentleman
sneering down on him.

"Hey! Why are these damn boxes empty?" he barked.

"Well, we empty all the boxes to prevent people from
simply removing the cartridges and stealing them," Jason
explained.

"Whatsamatta...you don't trust me?" He sneered at
Jason with the contempt one holds for gum at the bottom
of one's shoe.

"Well sir, it's simply a preventive measure," Jason
explained. Hoping to avoid a confrontation, he began to
remove the rest of the videos from the counter.

"Yeah whatever." He sneered as he pointed to the
empty game box, indicating that he wanted it. He then saw
the videocassettes and sneered at them contemptuously.
"What's this?"

"Um...well that's an Anime tape," Jason answered
while retrieving the game the man had indicated.

"Ani-what?" he murmured.

"Animation from Japan," Jason answered.

"Oh...you mean those damn porn cartoons." He
grimaced.

"Excuse me?" Jason asked.
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"Frick'n Japs. Fucking with our kids' heads. We
should've wasted em all in WWII'" he barked as he
slapped his money on the counter.

There were several things Jason could tolerate, but
racial slurs wasn't one of them. Unfortunately, store
protocol stated that one should avoid conflict with
customers at all cost. He rang up the purchase and
handed the game over. "Here you go sir have a nice
day..." Then he added under his breath, "Bakairou..."

Unfortunately, it wasn't quiet enough and the man
heard him. He whipped around. "What the hell did you just
say?!1?"

Jason was caught. "Well...um..." Jason stammered.

"He called you a bakairou. It means, "ldiot." And
judging by your appearance, grammar, and prejudice, |
would have to agree 100%."

Jason whipped his head toward the source of the
comment. It was the girl.

There she stood. Her skin was a pale cream color,
and her large, green eyes were mounted nicely on an
attractive, youthful face. Her hair was pale brown and on
the short side. Those eyes were more than just attractive.
They held a cold, calculating nature. They were very
intelligent. Her lips were forming a very tight smirk, proud
at her insult to the hulking giant in front of her.

"Why you little bitch!" he shouted and proceeded to
throw his open palm in her direction.

Jason immediately leapt over the counter and
caught the hand as it bore down on the girl who had yet to
even flinch. "l don't think it's proper to strike a young lady,"
Jason boldly remarked. Heh heh heh... just like the
movies.

The giant responded by smashing his fist into Jason's
nose. Jason spun around and fell face first onto the
carpet. A small pool of blood formed from around his now
bloodied nose.

"You're right. | much rather punch you asshole!" the
giant shouted as he stood over Jason, preparing to beat
the living bejuzus out of him.
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However, the giant suddenly went very still. His eyes
bulged slightly and he grabbed his crotch in agony. He
then fell into a fetal position and began to whimper. In his
rage he had failed to see the girl behind him who had
planted her foot into his genitals. She stood triumphantly
over the whimpering beast. Jason had gotten off the floor
and clutched his nose to stop the bleeding. He looked
down at the fallen beast.

"Yah, thaths righth! Yoo bedda nod twy dat agan!"
Jason shouted with his nose clogged full of blood.

"What happened?!?!" shouted someone. Jason and
the girl both turned around to see his manager staring
down at the fallen customer. She then looked at Jason's
bleeding face and gasped. "And what happened to
you?!?"

"Wall, yoo see, thisth guh ponchth muh!" Jason
garbled.

"Did you provoke him?" the manager asked now with
her arms crossed. She gave him a scrutinizing look.

"Wal, yoo see...um...." Jason stammered. He had
caused the whole thing. This was the end of his latest
career. He slightly sagged his head.

"l saw the whole thing," the girl interrupted.

"Hmm?" the manager queried.

"This guy made a racial slur. | stated my objection and
he took a swing at me and the young man here defended
me. The guy decided to punch him instead. That's about
sums it up." She shrugged.

"Jason, good job. Why don't you get cleaned up and
take the rest of the day off? | think you need to clear your
head." The manager smiled.

"Thunk yoo." Jason slurred. Jason ran in the back and
washed the blood off his face. He stuck several small
wads of paper up his nostrils to stop the bleeding which
was now down to a slight trickle.

He stepped back out into the still empty store.
Apparently, the giant had crawled away in humiliation. The
girl was also gone. The manager motioned for Jason to
come over before he left to tend his wounds better.
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"Good job!" the manager beamed.

"Huh?" Jason arched an eyebrow.

"That girl just purchased the most expensive financial
software from us! She said that if employees were willing
to take a beating for them then she was going to buy all
her software from us. Now Jason, that is customer service!
This will look very good on your next performance review!"
she chattered.

Jason nodded dumbly and calmly walked out of the
store. He touched his tender nose and winced.

"You owe me lunch." A voice came from behind him.
He turned to see the girl was following him and holding
bag from his store.

"Excuse me?" Jason asked.

"Lunch. Let's go to the food court." She smirked. She
grabbed his hand and he dumbly followed...

The pair sat a small table. She sipped on her drink.
She had already eaten a salad, some fries, and some ice
cream, all from several different food merchants. She was
now sipping a cappachino and looking across the table at
Jason.

"Satisfied yet?" Jason smirked.

"Well, lunch was the least you could do." She smirked
back.

"l do wanna thank you. You saved my ass from being
fired." Jason smiled.

"Think nothing of it. If you hadn't said something to
the jerk, | would have. How dare he say that about
anyone!?" the girl said, trying to not grimace.

"| take it that you know Japanese?" he asked.

"How could you tell?" she asked.

"Well, how else could you have known what | had said
under my breath," Jason explained.

"Actually, I'm one-quarter Japanese, from my
grandmother. | don't really know much of the language,
though. Just enough to hold my own. My sisters know the
language better. How about you?" she replied.
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"Me? Well, | know about twenty words and that's it.
Greetings, suffixes, and a few choice insults. That about
sums up my knowledge of the Japanese language."

"Ah...l see," she nodded.

"Actually, there's something | wanna know." He
paused. "l never got your name."

"It's Nicole. Nicole Porter," she answered as she held
her hand out.

Jason grasped it and shook it. "Nice to meet you
Nicole Nicole Porter." She grimaced at the worst, most
overused joke in existence, but he continued, "I'm Jason.
Jason Bertovich." Jason then motioned to the bag. "My
boss told me that you bought the most expensive financial
software we carried. Picking it up for someone?"

"Actually, it's for me," Nicole replied matter-of-factly.

"Oh?" Jason arched an eyebrow.

"l needed something to help me and my two sisters
keep track of our expenses," Nicole answered. "I'm the
only one that seems able to keep track of everything,
though my older sister is the chief breadwinner."

"You mean it's just the three of you?" Jason asked.

She went silent for a moment. "Our parents died a
long time ago. There was our grandmother, but she just
passed away." She frowned slightly.

"I'm very sorry," Jason said softly. He realized that he
choose the wrong topic. "It must be very sad."

"Life's only sad if you let it be. | don't mean to trouble
you with my life story." She had regained the smile.

"That's a very positive attitude," he responded, "and
it's no trouble."

"Thanks." Nicole smiled.

Someone tapped Nicole on her shoulder. Jason
looked up to see who it was. He then jerked back and
blinked. There stood an exact copy of Nicole, except for
slightly longer hair.

"Hey, Nicole, I've been looking for you! We've got to
get home and get ready for the guys," the Nicole clone
said.
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Nicole nodded and turned to look at Jason, who had a
deer-in-headlights look on his face. "Oh Jason! Let me
introduce you to my sister, Kirstin." The clone smiled and
nodded politely.

"I've got to go," Nicole continued. "We're having a sort
of get together tonight with some of my sisters friends."
She pulled out a scrap of paper and scribbled down
something. "Here's my number, maybe we can do lunch
again."

She got up and the twins walked away from the table.
Nicole whispered something in her sister's ear and began
to giggle. Kirstin in turn appeared to look embarrassed,
and shoved her twin in the shoulder. Soon the pair were
out of view.

Jason sat alone at the table. He looked at the phone
number and sighed. "I wonder how old she is?" He said to
himself out loud. He thought she might be a bit young, but
it still never hurt to look... and even if she was a tad
young, a date was fine as long as nothing happened
afterwords...

A cough interrupted his train of thought. He looked up
to see John, his friend from the Filene’s shoe department,
standing at the table.

"Hey John!" Jason motioned for him to have a seat.

John looked at Jason and arched an eyebrow.
"Jason...what happened to your face?"

Jason clutched the scrap of paper slightly.
"Something wonderful."

"Something wonderful has appeared to have broken
your nose." John replied.

"l got punched in the face." Jason answered.

"And  that's something  wonderful?!?"  John
stammered. "Are you a masochist now?"

"John my friend, pull up a chair and I'll tell you all
about it." Jason replied. He then proceeded to tell John all
about his shortened work day..."
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lll: The Bouncy Goddess Relief
Hot-Line Counselling Service

A cold chill blew across the suburb of Holyoke. Fall
was in full swing and the New England weather was
famous for it’s chilly nights. However the cold was having
little effect in some places.

Inside a small apartment in the darkness, Jason, the
semi-lonely electronics sales clerk transplant, lay face-up
on his sleeping futon which lay on the floor of his
apartment. He had kicked the sheets into a large pile and
appeared to be physically uncomfortable. Jason was in
fact physically sweating from some unknown source of
warmth.

He sat up and brushed the hair out of his eyes and
grabbed the digital alarm clock from off the floor. It blinked
back at him “2:30 AM.” He sighed. He was unable to
sleep...again.

Once again the late night insomnia made camp in
Jason’s apartment. Usually, it was because of an
important decision or a deadline, but tonight it was for a
different reason. It was because of her. The girl he had
met the previous morning. Jason touched his nose and
winced. It was still tender.

Jason laid back down and returned to his nocturnal
staring of his fascinating ceiling. Why was this girl, this
Nicole Porter, disturbing his sleep so? Maybe, she was
something that he had hoped to find ever since he moved
to this frozen wasteland. A girl with a sharp mind, beautiful
looks, and just a bit of an attitude. He may had just hit the
jackpot! He had her phone number! She appeared to
actually like him! What was the *&%$#ing problem then?!?

Jason sighed again. This is the part that had kept him
up. She had everything he could actually want in a girl, but
she appeared just slightly out of reach. Here he was, a 20
year old man, and there she was, a girl of no more than
16-17, still in high school no less. Now, Jason wasn’t one
to put a taboo on age. His own parents had a 5 year age
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difference. But while society didn’t bat an eye at a 30 year
old man dating a 26 year old woman, it tended to frown
upon a 20 year old man, or frankly any man over the age
of 18, dating a 16 year old girl. To be more exact, the LAW
tended to frown upon it.

Jason really wondered why this bothered him. It
wasn'’t like he was planning anything lewd or evil with this
girl. He was quite bothered by that kind of attitude in
dating. He really wondered if it was the age thing, or if it
was something else. Jason was feeling very tired. His
head hurt and he was losing sleep over something he
wasn’t sure he why he was losing sleep over it. He needed
to talk to someone.

Jason glanced at the clock again. He had a class in 6
hours. His only class for Mondays, History of World
Cultural Shown Through Literature Which in Turn is
Shown Through Film. A very dry subject. He could
probably grab a few winks during the weekly presentation.
He began to make plans for what to do afterwards. He
wanted to talk to someone about this, and there was only
one person he could think of that was qualified to deal with
his Neuroses, and he knew where to find her, the Holyoke
Mall.

Monday afternoons were notoriously slow. Filene’s, a
department store inside the Holyoke Mall, was as quiet as
a town in a western before the desperadoes arrived.
Fenny leaned against her department register and sighed
quietly to herself. She brushed her black hair out of her
eye and looked for something, anything of interest that
needed her attention.

Fenny began to organize the racks of dresses in order
of size and color and price and anything else she could
classify them by. She was quite bored.

“I wonder how John is doing in the Shoe Department?
It has to be a hell of a lot better there than it is here right
now,” Fenny thought out loud. Her only audience were a
pair of Mannequins locked in an eternal pose. Suddenly,
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Fenny's mind snapped to attention. Someone is coming.
Hmm...Aha! It's Jason! | was wondering if he would come
to me...I should believe my instincts more often... Fenny
gave a smirk at her thought. She sat on the register desk
and let her legs swing casually.

She saw Jason enter the department. Jason quickly
spotted her and made his approach. She jumped from her
seat on the desk and proceeded to bounce toward Jason.
“Jason honey!” Fenny shouted jubilantly.

‘Fenny!” Jason returned the enthusiasm. “Hey, | was
wondering...”

“You want my advice right?” Fenny interrupted.

Jason stepped back a moment. “Well...yeah. How did
you...?”

Fenny mentally kicked herself. Doh! You have to curb
this eagerness thing, you’re gonna give yourself away!
Bakabakabaka! “I...um...talked to...um...John. Yeah! |
talked to John and he said that you had something on your
mind.” She waited for a reaction.

Jason loosened. “Oh...ok. That makes sense. It was
just weird. For a second | though...maybe...just maybe,
you were some sort of psychic.”

Fenny mentally breathed a sigh of relief. “Nope. Not a
psychic.” Well, technically, I’'m not really a psychic.

“‘Damn. | was gonna ask for lotto picks.” Jason
smirked.

Fenny giggled a bit. “Step into my office.” She pointed
to the register desk. Fenny took a seat and let her legs
dangle and swing casually.

Jason stood there and wondered where to start.
“Well, you see Fenny. | kinda met this girl. Well, | met her
in an unusual way yesterday.” Jason started.

“Does that explain the nose?” Fenny asked pointing to
his still semi-swollen nasal instrument.

“Well, yeah it does. But, THAT’'S a different story and
one for the next meeting of the Holyoke Refugees of
Employment Hell. Anyway, | met this girl and I'm kinda
unsure what to do about it.”
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“‘Really? | would have figured that meeting a girl
would be an easy situation for you.”

“Well, You see, she’s kinda...well...she can’t be no
older than 16 or 17,” Jason explained.

“So?” Fenny shrugged her shoulders.

“Well...I'm 20,” Jason explained.

“So?” Fenny had a blank look on her face.

“Well...don’t you see?” Jason looked at her with a
pleading look in his eyes.

‘Well, to be quite honest with you, | don’t,” Fenny
answered Matter-of-factly. Fenny’s eyes suddenly shifted
to the dress rack behind Jason. Hmm...another
presence...Male...lovesick as a dog...I'll give my attention
to him in a moment. He doesn’t look like he’s going
anywhere soon. A slight movement from the rack
confirmed it.

Jason paused for a moment to collect his thoughts.
“Well, don’t you think that she’s too young for me?”

Fenny sighed. Mortal men! How do women put up
with them? For that matter, how the hell did civilization get
this far if men can’t make even simple decisions about
love? Oy! “Jason, I'm gonna ask you a simple question.
What do you think of this girl?”

“Well...,” Jason paused and collected his thoughts, “I
think she’s nice.”

“Do you enjoy her company?” Fenny interrogated.

“Well... yeah,” Jason answered.

“And when you are not in her company do you wish
that you were?” Fenny continued the question barrage.

Jason slightly sagged his shoulders. “Well...yeah.”

“Congrats Jason! You are experiencing the sensation
known as affection, and to a deeper extent... ‘Love.” Now
comes the tough question! Does the age difference bother
you?” Fenny smirked.

“Not... really.” Jason shrugged.

“And do you think it bothers her?”

“Probably not,” Jason answered.

“Then, is there really a problem?” Fenny asked non-
chalantly.
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“But won't people talk?” Jason asked concerned.

“What people? Are you suddenly going to prance
around town proclaiming that you are dating a girl a couple
of years younger than you?” Fenny sighed.

“Well... no. Of course not,” Jason said quietly.

“Then why would people talk? People, for the most
part tend to mind their own business and they only ‘talk’ if
you give them a reason to.” Fenny sighed again. This boy
is hopeless!

“OK. So, what do | do now?” Jason asked.

“What do you mean ‘What do | do now?!?’ You stop
asking me silly questions and you tell this girl your
intentions!” Fenny shouted exasperated.

“But, what if she doesn’t feel the same?” Jason
asked.

“Well then, she doesn'’t feel the same. And you know
what? You will move on. It's not like the world will end.
Keeping it to yourself won’t gain you anything! All that
does is make you miserable and it makes you keep asking
yourself ‘what if...?” You can either gain a valuable
treasure, or have a treasure slip away, but neither will
happen if you continue to stand here and ask the question
‘what if...?”” Fenny preached. Don’t worry Jas, if the
energy I'm feeling is right, and it usually is, then you’ve got
nothing to worry about...

Jason looked down at his shoes. “You know, | think |
knew this all along. | think | just wanted to here it from
someone else.” Jason lifted his head and smiled slightly.

“Don’t be too hard on yourself. You're a man, it
understandable.” Fenny smirked.

“Well, | guess I'm gonna go for broke and give her a
call.” Jason perked up a little.

“You better! | hate to think you talked to me for this
long and then wasted my time.” Fenny answered in a
pseudo-stern voice.

Jason gave a wave and left Fenny’s department in the
Filene’s Department Store. Fenny waited for Jason to be
out of sight. She then went to dress rack where she seen
the movement. She approached it nonchalantly. Mustn’t
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frighten him away... And in one single motion she pulled
the dress rack open. A surprised young man fell through
and landed face first on the floor. He stood up just as
quickly and turned his head in a surprised manner.

“Care to tell me why you were spying on me?” Fenny
asked the boy. She paused to get a better look at him. He
was sort of tall and pretty lanky. A rather unremarkable
young man, though what stood out about him was the one
leather glove-clad hand holding the tome of Shakespeare.

‘I wasn't spying on you!” The boy shouted
defensively.

“Oh really? Then | guess you find something
fascinating about these dresses?” Fenny asked matter-of-
factly.

“What?!?” The lanky boy shouted.

“Oh don’t worry. I'm totally cool with that sort of thing.
If you are into that kind of lifestyle, then who am | to
judge? So, do you know what size you wear or is this your
first time?” Fenny asked seriously, trying to keep a straight
face. It’s so fun to watch’em squirm...

“No! No! It’'s not like that!” The boy squirmed shaking
his head vehemently.

“So you weren’t spying on me...AND...you weren’t
interested in the dresses. Well, now I'm confused,” Fenny
said melodramatically. “I guess the only alternative is that
you are stalking the young man | was talking to earlier. Oh
dear...”

“No! No! NOOOooooooo00! It's not like that either!”
The boy finally sagged his shoulders in defeat. “OK,
maybe | was spying on you. But don’t get the wrong idea!
That guy seemed to really get a lot out of your advice. |
kinda have this problem with the girl | like.”

“Oh really?” Fenny asked. She concentrated. Hmm...
pure physical attraction... totally shallow... girl has
expressed no interest in him... wait a minute... the girl...
there is something really odd about her! | sensed it
earlier... hmm... I'll come back to that later. | better deal
with the situation at hand.
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“Well | was at camp this summer and | met this really
hot red-headed chick. The thing is that she’s like totally
shy,” the boy started.

“Totally shy? Hmm... did she say anything to you?”
Fenny asked, already knowing the answer.

“Well... only that she ‘has no interest in me
whatsoever.’ But a lot of chicks tell me that. They are just
hiding their true feelings. | got this killer new plan! Chicks
love this romantic crap right?”

“Romantic crap? Well, Women do tend to enjoy
romance a little,” Fenny answered.

“Right, well | heard chicks dig this Will Shakespeare
guy, so I'm gonna do the sensitive guy routine and then
she’ll be mine!” the lanky boy shouted triumphantly, proud
of his "plan."

Fenny simply rolled her eyes and realized that this
guy was a lost cause. “So you were spying on me...”

“I was Surveillancing you,” interrupted the boy.

“OK, so you were surveillancing me because you
though | could give you good advice. You still want it?”
Fenny asked very seriously.

“Hey, what better way to get a chick by asking
another chick.” The boy smirked.

Did he just call me a ‘chick?’ a lesser person would
probably incinerate him for that, but he’s young and
immature, so I'll cut him a break...this time. “It's true that
Shakespeare wrote a lot on romance. It's also true that a
lot of that material was in the form of tragedy.”

“So...what'’s your point?” The boy asked blankly.

“My point is that some romances are destined for
tragedy. | think you might wanna let this one go sport.”
Fenny replied very serious.

The boy became flustered. “Well...what....what do
you know?!?” the boy shouted and stomped off not liking
the advice he had sought.

“You'd be surprised by what | know,” Fenny said out
loud to herself.
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“Well, well, well...She wouldn’t be our sister if she
wasn’t meddling in the affairs of mortals,” a voice came
from behind Fenny.

“Yes, that's our Fenira, always the romantic at heart,”
another voice added.

Fenny turned around surprised. She then smiled.
Where the two mannequins had stood were two women
wearing the outfits the mannequins had been wearing.

“Sonyarina! Jordiko! My sisters! What are you doing
here?!?” Fenny asked surprised.

“Fenira,” Jordiko began sternly, “you know it's against
the rules to interfere with the lives of Mortals.”

“But Jordiko...” Fenny pouted. “It’'s not interfering, it's
intervening. These people need my help!”

“Fenira! Rules are rules!” Sonyarina reprimanded.

“Can’t you sense it?” Fenny asked.

“Sense what?” Sonyarina asked perplexed.

“The emotional love-energy in this place! It's off the
scale!” Fenny explained.

“What energy?” Jordiko asked confused.

“That's because you never spend time around the
mortals! Every person in this town, in this world, is emitting
a form of energy! | mean, this town alone! Everyone
seems to have some deep desire and | can feel them all
as clear as day...well, except for this one source of energy
that is really kinda foggy and almost seems to change, but
that’'s a mystery I'm personally studying. By studying their
energies, | can tell what gender they are and what they
desire. It's amazing! So much frustration pent-up inside
these people, if | can help relieve a little bit of that
frustration, | will’” Fenny explained.

“You know the agency will have your ass on a platter
if they found out about this.” Sonyarina took a grave tone.

‘Will someone tell them?” Fenny asked innocently
giving her sister a pair of very big, sad eyes.

“Oh Fenira, whenever you do that...” Sonyarina
sighed and rolled her eyes. “OK, you can stay. But please
don’t mess up these mortals’ lives too much. Otherwise,
we’re all going to have to hear about it.”
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“You know sis, it wouldn’t hurt a goddess like you to
hang around the mortals every once in awhile. It might
actually be good for you.” Fenny smiled.

“Really?” Jordiko asked.

“No thanks sis. I've got enough problems as it is with
the central agency. Come sister, we better go before
someone sees us.” Sonyarina half-smiled.

“Goodbye Fenira! Let us know how things turn out. Be
good!” Jordiko added.

“You know | will.” Fenny replied with her fingers
crossed. She watched her sisters vanish and the
mannequins return to their original positions.

“Really, those two have no faith in me whatsoever!”
Fenny added outloud.

“WHAT?” a boy with headphones shouted behind her.

“Augh!” Fenny jumped three feet in the air.

“ARE YOU TALKING TO THE MANNEQUINS?” the
boy with headphones asked.

“What?” Fenny asked confused.

“WHAT?” the boy with headphones replied.

“What?”

“WHAT?”

“Huh?”

“WHAT?”

“Is there something you need?” Fenny asked politely.

“WHAT?”

Hmmm... desires... desires... odd, it appears that his
only desire is to destroy his eardrums... Fenny thought to
herself.

Jason felt as if the whole world had been lifted from
his shoulders. In fact, he felt as if he might start skipping
like a schoolgirl if he felt any better. He quietly hummed a
little ditty to himself and he passed the various stores, and
in his blind bliss he successfully crashed into someone
leaving a store causing both of them to come down in a
pile.
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Jason shook his head and looked up. He then did a
double-take and scooted back a foot. As if the universe
had just said, “Screw probability.” He had just crashed into
Nicole Porter who lay on the floor shaking her head.

“Hey! Watch where the hell you're goi... WHA?!?”
Nicole shouted as she then realized who she had just ran
into. She really couldn’t see what had happened as she
was carrying several things and was unable to see directly
in front of her.

“Nicole?” was all Jason could dumbly say.

“Well, well, well what a surprise!” Nicole smirked.

“Is it a pleasant one?” Jason asked cautiously, testing
the conversational waters.

“Well, personally, | tend to find being knocked to the
floor to not be pleasant, but today it's not too bad.” Nicole
said seriously and then let out a small giggle.

Jason decided that the floor wasn'’t the best place for
a conversation. He stood up and held his hand out to
Nicole who accepted it. She stood up and looked at all the
bags that scattered to the floor when she fell. She bent
down to begin picking the up.

“Here, let me help you with that.” Jason kneeled down
and grabbed a couple bags.

“Thanks.” Nicole replied. Jason noticed for the first
time what was on the bags. Pet Supplies Plus. Jason
looked up and noticed that it was the store that she just in
fact walk out of.

“Hmmm... Litter box... food bowls... squeaky toys...”
Jason catalogued the purchases. “My sense of deduction
has told me that you just got a... hmmm... wait don’t tell
me... a... a... penguin!”

Nicole tried to keep a straight face. She wasn’t
succeeding. “Very funny. Do you do open mike nights?”

“Only on Wednesdays. Usually the crowd isn’t as
violent then,” Jason smirked.

The pair had gathered the bags and stood there. “Hey
Nicole, um do you need help getting these home?”

‘Well, My sister drove me here and we are supposed
to meet soon.” She noticed Jason’s shoulder sag slightly.
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“But | wouldn’t mind some help in carrying these to our car
so | don’t have to carry these things for another half an
hour.”

“Sure!” Jason perked up. Jason, you just sounded
way too enthusiastic.

The pair started toward the parking lot. Nicole was
trying to hide a grin, and she was hoping that it wasn'’t too
obvious. The pair continued to walk.

“Nicole...” Jason began.

“Yeah?” Nicole replied as they passed the food court.

“Can | ask you a question?” Jason asked in a serious
tone.

‘I don’t know? Is there a condition that prevents you
from doing that?” Nicole smirked.

“Yeah, | guess it is a silly way of putting it.” Jason
agreed. ‘| wanted to know if you would mind telling me
how old you are.”

‘I don’t see why | would mind doing that. I'm 16.”
Nicole answered. She then noticed that Jason hesitated
and then continued to walk. “Is there something wrong?”

Jason paused and seemed to collect his thoughts. I
was wondering on how you felt about older guys dating
younger women?”

‘Hmm...l don’t know. Do you know of some 40 year
old guy who wants to date me?” Nicole asked innocently.

“‘Well...no. | kinda meant...” Jason stammered.

“You? Is that a serious question? You’re no older than
what? 197 20?” Nicole answered sternly.

“Well...yeah. I'm 20” Jason answered.

“And you call that old? Please! You're not even able
to drink! It's not like some 102 year old billionaire marrying
some 18 year old super-model.” Nicole sighed. Men... so
hopeless.

Jason breathed a sigh of relief. “So the age thing
doesn’t bother you?”

“Why would it bother me? There’s only one issue that
society sees as wrong in that situation. And trust me... if
you even attempted something like that... well, you
remember our first meeting?” Nicole’s eyes narrowed.
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Jason thought back to the hulking giant who Nicole
had taken down. He felt a slight twinge in his testicles at
the thought of the prospect of her foot kicking him there. “|
see. Trust me, I'm not that kind of guy,” Jason answered
back very honestly.

“That’s good for you, because if your were that kind of
guy...I'd do something even worse.” Nicole answered with
a very dark and serious glint in her eyes.

“That is one thing that you won’t have to worry about.”
Jason answered just as seriously.

“Well then,” Nicole lightened, “is there anything else
you wanted to ask me?” The pair were now in the parking
lot. Nicole pointed to her car and the pair began to load
things into her trunk.

‘Well...yeah.” Jason paused and collected his
thoughts. “I really enjoy being in your company. | was
wondering if we could...maybe be in each others company
again...maybe for dinner?”

Nicole thought about it. “Do | get to pick the place?”

‘Well... yeah.” Jason stammered.

“You got my number. Call me Thursday night and 'l
tell you when to pick me up. Friday night's OK for you,
right?” Nicole answered.

Jason mentally thought to his work schedule. Friday...
Friday... nope, clear! “Yeah, Friday’s very good for me!”
Jason answered excitably.

“Well, then | guess I'll hear from you on Thursday
night. It will give me time to talk things out with my sister.”
Nicole looked at her watch. “In fact, she’s waiting for me in
the food court now!” Nicole broke into a sprint. “Talk to you
Thursday. Hate to leave so suddenly, but Neko-chan is
waiting for me to get home.”

“Neko-chan? ‘Little Cat?’ That’s an awfully strange
name for a pet penguin.” Jason added.

Nicole laughed very hard letting Jason see her nice
smile. She then continued into the mall, leaving Jason
standing in the parking lot.

Jason stood there for a moment and collected his
thoughts. He had a date. HE... HAD... A... DATE! He
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calmly composed himself and straightened himself
up...then he leapt in the air and clicked his heels while
shouting “whoo hoo!” After his little victory cry, he
composed himself again. He decided that he better head
home himself.

He walked in the parking lot searching for his car.
“Yessir! This is my day! Lucky lucky lucky!...” Jason
happily chattered to himself. “Yep, things are finally going
my way...” Jason said to himself as he put his key in the
car door.

“Well, well, well...” A voice gruffed behind him. Jason
stood very still. He recognized that voice. He knew exactly
where he had heard it before... Sunday Morning.

Jason turned around slowly. There standing behind
him was the same gentlemen who punched him on
Sunday. “Er... hi...” Jason stammered.

“I never figger | see you again. Guess it's my lucky
day.” The brute laughed as he cracked his knuckles. He
approached Jason menacingly. “Now, it's payback time.”

Jason wasn'’t one for street fights. He knew he was in
a very bad situation. He was outsized, outmuscled, and
when a second slobbish brute walked out from behind the
first guy, he knew he was outnumbered. “Now, guys...
can’t we talk this out?”

“Talk it out? | believe you’ll have a hard time talking,
cause we're gonna break that smart ass mouth of yours.”
The original brute gruffed.

This ain’t good! This is very VERY bad!!l Jason
thought in a panicked haze. The pair were both getting
closer. Guess | have no choice. Gonna have to use my
‘Special Attack.” As the first one descended on Jason,
Jason dropped to his knees and threw out a fast punch
right into the brutes testicles. Jason immediately winced
and pulled his hand back sharply. He had heard a
distinctive ‘snap’ which meant he had just broken a finger.
Meanwhile the brute hadn’t even winced. What the
*&%"*?1? Did this guy put Novocain in his pants?!?

“You think I'm gonna fall for that again?” The brute
smirked as he pulled out a protective cup from his pants.
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Jason couldn’t believe an idiot like this was smart enough
to even think of such an idea. That was the last coherent
thought Jason had as the pair came down on him...
hard...

“Hey! Buddy! Can you hear me?” A voice said out of a
foggy stupor.

Jason groaned. His eyes felt swollen and sticky. He
was having serious trouble trying to open them. His face
felt like it had the same consistency as saltwater taffy.

“Man, you had a number done on you.” The voice
came again. Jason tried to reach out to the voice, but a
hand stopped him. “I wouldn’t recommend moving until
someone gets a look at you.

“Wha... huppon’d?” Jason slurred.

“Looks like a pair of guys were beating down on you
something harsh. Lucky for you someone saw what was
happening and got security. As soon as they say the mall
cops come out, they bolted. The cops are gonna be here
soon. Called for an ambulance too.”

Jason coughed and spit a little blood onto his shirt.
Jason felt around his jaw and winced. If those bastards
knocked any of my teeth out, | swear to God, I'm gonna Kill
the sunuvabitch. Jason thought to himself.

“Man, you’re pretty lucky. Those guys looked like they
wanted to kill you.” The voice added.

‘Il um lukk-ee.” Jason slurred. Jason then heard the
distinctive sirens approach and a few minutes later he felt
himself being loaded onto a gurney which was being
loaded into the back of an ambulance. “She said ‘yes’...”
Jason said to no one in particular.

“Who said yes?” A new voice asked. Probably an
EMT. Jason felt himself go back into unconsciousness as
he was feeling quite tired.

“You think he’s gotten any broken ribs?” The one
EMT ask the other.
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“Dunno. We'll have to be careful with him. Damn,
whoever did this to him wasn’t screwing around. Hope he
can |.D. these two so the cops can get em.”

“Yeah. But what | wanna know is why does he keeps
smiling like that?” The first EMT said to the second
pointing to Jason’s bloody lips formed into a broad grin.

“Maybe he knows something we don’t?” The second
said to his coworker.

Nicole and Sarah exited the mall and entered the
parking lot. In the slight distance they heard an ambulance
siren. “Hey Nicole, look over there in the distance.” Sarah
pointed out over several sections over to a crowd that had
gathered.

‘Hmm... | wonder what’s going on,” Nicole answered
her sister. She began to walk toward the crowd.

The pair joined the mass of people trying to look over
each other. A few police officers appeared to be asking
questions. “Hey, what happened?” Nicole asked another
onlooker.

The onlooker turned and faced Nicole. “Apparently
this guy got jumped by two other guys in the lot about 40
minutes ago. They did a real job on him, they just took him
away in an ambulance.”

“Wow. | wonder if Jason saw anything. | left him in the
lot about that long ago,” Nicole wondered out loud.

“Did | just hear that we may have a witness?” one
police officer asked over the onlooking crowd. The
onlooker next to Nicole pointed to her.

The police officer took her to the front and pulled out a
notepad. Nicole began by shaking her head. “Well | didn’t
see anything, but | was in the lot about 40 minutes ago
with this guy | met named Jason. He may have seen
something. Maybe he was the one who alerted the
security guards,” Nicole explained. “Maybe he’s back
inside the mall.”

The officer pondered this and called the other officer
over. “Hey, we may have a witness in the mall. Go inside
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and see if see if we can get him over the public address
system.” He then paused and looked toward Nicole. “What
was his full name?”

“Jason Bertovich. He works at the Electronics
Boutique in this mall if that helps,” Nicole responded
politely.

“You get that?” the first officer asked the second. The
second nodded his head and then handed something to
the first.

“It's the victim’'s car keys. They were inside the car
door. It looks like a college card wallet. Probably a form of
ID,” the second explained and walked off to the mall.

The first opened the little wallet like keychain and
looked at it's contents. Nicole was beginning to turn away
and return to her sister. “Excuse me miss...” the officer
shouted out to Nicole as she turned around to walk
back. Nicole came back.

“Is there a problem?” Nicole asked seriously.

“What did you say the possible witness’s name was?”
the officer asked very seriously.

“Jason Bertovich.” Nicole answered. “Why?”

“‘Well... um... He’s definitely a witness.” the officer
answered.

“‘What do you mean?” Nicole asked now confused.
How could he have found out this quickly, when the
second officer hadn’t even returned yet?

The officer flipped open the ID wallet and let Nicole
see it’s insides. Inside were a college ID card and a social
security card.

Nicole took a look and gasped slightly. The picture on
the ID was Jason’s. “Oh no...”
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IV: Table for One, Tea for Four

Early Tuesday Morning...

John sat on the folding chair in the empty white room.
He folded his hands and waited for what was to come
next. He had been here enough times.

The first figure walked into the empty white room.
John looked up, but his hands remained folded. The figure
was the same height and build as John. He was dressed
in a dark blue suit with a red “power tie” His hair was
meticulously groomed and his shoes brightly polished. He
gave a smirk and looked straight at John.

“You there!” he barked as he sharply pointed to John.
“You’re in my chair!”

‘| was sitting here first. Get another chair,” John
answered back quietly.

“You dare to address me like that?!?!” the figure
shrieked. “How dare you! Do you have any idea who |
am?!?!”

“Someone who wants my chair,” John answered back
quietly.

The figure’s eyes began to twitch. His lips formed into
a dark smirk. He walked straight up to John and pushed
him off the chair. John tumbled to the floor. He simply sat
up, folded his legs and sat Indian-style on the floor.

“That’s right! Know your place! The floor is all that’s
good enough for you.” The figure began to cackle and
then sat on the chair with a self satisfied grin.

John waited in the empty white room. Another figure
soon walked in. This one was different from the first. His
height and build were still similar to John, but his dress
was quite unusual. A white suit, very militaristic in nature,
complete with shoulder decorations and a sword by his
side. His hair was long and also meticulously groomed. He
looked down contemptuously at John contently sitting on
the floor.

“Don’t you have any pride?” the new person asked.
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John pondered this for a moment. He simply
shrugged his shoulders.

The stranger sighed. “How do you expect people to
respect you when you settle for the floor?” The stranger
grabbed John by his collar and hoisted him up. “You
should be giving the orders, not following them! Take the
chair back!”

John looked at the first person sitting on the chair with
his sardonic grin. John straightened himself and prepared
to march over, when a new voice stopped him. “Why
bother? Even if you take the chair back, someone else will
take it.” John looked for the source of the commentary. In
the darkened corner of the unfurnished white room stood a
third person. Height and build similar to John, but he was
dressed very plain. Simple navy blue slacks, a white short
sleeved dress shirt with the top three buttons open and a
turquoise t-shirt underneath. His black hair obscured his
face because his head was bowed.

“Eh?” John queried the stranger.

“If you take the chair back, someone stronger will take
it from you. And if you take it back again, then someone
stronger than that will take it from you again.”

“Well, then should | do nothing?” John asked.

“If you do nothing, someone will tell you what to do.
And if you refuse, someone else will tell you to do
something else.”

“So am | damned if | do, Damned if | don’'t?” John
scratched his head.

“Exactly,” the third person said. He lifted his head and
looked straight at John with a pair of cold dark piercing
eyes. John looked straight into his face. It was exactly as
the first two, which was exactly like his. They all shared his
face. The third one smirked and outstretched his arms and
extended his hands toward John. “The solution to your
problem is simple. Non-existence. You can’t be bothered
by decisions if you’re not here.” He wrapped his hands
around John’s throat and began to squeeze.
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The first jumped from his chair. “Oh no you don’t! He’s
mine!” John felt the hands wrapped tighter and tighter. The
first folded the chair and charged the pair.

‘| tend to disagree as well. On both points. He'’s
mine!” The second added and drew his sword. He charged
the pair as well.

John stood there with a pair hands wrapped around
his throat throttling him, while a psychotic was about to
bash him with a chair and another was going to run him
through. The three converged on him....

John sat up gasping and clutching his chest. His eyes
bulged and he frenziedly looked around him.

He was in his apartment. His bedroom to be exact
The sheets of his bed had been kicked into a pile on the
floor. John felt a drop of perspiration fall from his forehead.
He brought his knees to his chest and wrapped his arms
around his knees. He closed his eyes and breathed in
deeply. Another night. Another night and the same dream.
How many more nights? How many more until they finally
succeed and kill me? Who will actually do the job? One?
Or all three?

John opened his eyes and looked to his clock. It
blinked back ‘5:30 AM." John knew that getting back to
sleep would be futile. Besides, he knew that they would be
waiting for him.

A light thump on his door drew his heightened
awareness. He realized that the paperboy must of
dropped on his paper in the hall. John threw on a robe and
walked out into the hall. He found his paper sitting next to
his door. He grabbed it and reentered his apartment. He
walked into his kitchen and threw a kettle on the stove to
heat the water he filled the kettle with.

He sat at his small table and unrolled the newspaper.
A shrill whistle sounded and he took the kettle from the
stove and poured some hot water into a tea cup. He
dipped in a teabag and let the leaves turn the hot water
into hot tea. He brought the cup back with him to the table
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and he sat down to read the paper and try to regain some
sense of normalcy.

John looked at the first headline. Something or other
about some political scandal or something. John didn't
even bother to skim anything that had the word scandal in
it. That meant it took him about 8 minutes to read the
entire paper.

On the bottom right corner on the front page however,
something did catch his eye. The headline read ‘Resident
Of Holyoke Attacked at Local Shopping Mall’ John didn’t
hear anything about an attack at the mall the day prior. He
began to read the article.

“Yesterday afternoon, Jason Bertovich, a resident of
the city of Holyoke, was attacked by two assailants. A
witness alerted police to the assault and the two suspects
fled when mall security personnel were alerted to the
incident. The police are currently looking for information
regarding a description of two suspects. (Continued on
Page B-4)”

John frantically pulled out the Local section of the
paper and flipped to the appropriate page. He scanned the
page for the continuation of the article.

“Resident Attacked (Cont. from page A-1) While
police do not have a description of the two suspects as of
this writing, they do have a description of the witness who
alerted the authorities to the attack (See Picture) If you
have any information regarding this person please contact
local authorities. The Victim, Bertovich, was taken to a
local medical facility for treatment.”

John looked further down for the picture. It was a
police composite sketch. John studied it for a moment. It
was a women with short red hair. He searched his
memory for a moment. Where had he seen that face
before? The it hit him. It was one of the maybe-lesbians
from Saturday afternoon. He had sold her a pair of shoes.
He looked at the caption below the picture: “Police
composite of witness to assault as given by security officer
who alerted police.”
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John sipped his hot tea. He couldn’t believe Jason
had been attacked at mall. He hadn’t been in this area
very long, but John never believed that there could be a
brutal crime in these calm parts.

John got up from the table. He had to make sure
Jason was ok, he was his friend. One of the few he had in
these parts. He walked into the bathroom and turned the
water spigot...

A few hours later in the morning in Springdfield, a
whispered swear crossed Matt Atanian’s lips. He was
reading the local paper and he continued to stare at the
picture on page B-4.

“Terrific. | do a good deed and | get a picture of my
female half plastered in the paper.”

Matt stirred his ice tea (Ice tea this early in the morn?
Why ask why?) and pondered the situation for a moment.
He thought back to the day prior and how he/she became
entangled in this mess...

Monday Afternoon...

Matt Atanian walked along the shops in the Holyoke
mall. He walked past the various clothing, record, and
other merchandise stores and walked right into the local
Waldenbooks.

Matt made his way to the counter and waited for
service. A short woman with glasses noticed him and
asked “Is there something | can help you with today?”

Matt scratched behind his head. “Um yeah, | was
wondering if you guys got in any Urusei Yatsura mangas
in?”

The women looked under the counter for a moment,
and then her head popped back into view. “Sorry, no. We
should be getting more items from the warehouse later
this week.”

“Oh, OK. Thanks,” Matt replied and turned to leave.
As he exited the store however, he was unfortunately
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sideswiped by three kids running like bats out of hell,
causing him to spin around and stumble blindly.
Fortunately, something broke his fall. Unfortunately, it was
a mall fountain.

After a moment of clumsy splashing, Matty felt a
hundred eyes all focused on her trench-coat clad body. A
hand reached out in front of her.

“Do you need a hand out miss?” The hand belonged
to a tall, scraggly haired teen. His dark blonde hair
extended over his eyes and the stubble was quite evident.
Matty took the hand and stepped out of the fountain. She
felt her hair and reached back into the fountain for her
fedora which was floating on the surface.

“Um...thanks,” Matty answered.

“No prob, ya gotta be careful.” He smiled at her. Matty
began to feel very uncomfortable. The way he was smiling
at her reminded her of someone else.

“Hey! Get your hands off her!” another voice shouted
from across the mall. Then Matty knew who that smile
reminded her of. He was currently exiting Filenes’s
Department Store very rapidly. Taylor Kuntz.

“Excuse me?” The blonde boy queried.

Taylor didn’t give much debate however as he tackled
the blonde and the pair both fell into the fountain. Matty
blinked a couple times as Taylor began to throw wild
punches and splash around with a complete stranger. She
then realized that the crowd had no longer placed their
attention on her, but rather on the pair now fighting in the
fountain. Matty quietly slipped out from the ruckus as mall
security came in to break it up.

Matty paced quickly to the nearest exit. She could
walk to the nearest bus stop and then get home to get
much needed hot water. The major downside of this curse
was that not only did you change with cold water, but you
became a natural magnet of cold water.

Matty stepped out into the parking lot. For a moment,
she thought she had seen someone familiar. Hey, wasn't
that Nicole Porter? Matty thought to herself. She shrugged
her shoulders as it wasn’'t very important. Then as she
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walked through the parking lot to get to the nearest bus
stop, something else caught her attention. She overheard
someone talking...

“Now, guys...can’t we talk this out?” the first voice
said nervously.

“Talk it out? | believe you’ll have a hard time talking,
cause we're gonna break that smart ass mouth of yours,”
the second, more angry, voice answered.

Matty turned her attention toward the conversation.
She saw two large gentlemen pounce on a much smaller
man. The first with a very unkempt beard and large hairy
arms, while the second with a receding hairline and a very
large squashed nose.

Matty realized that she was in no way able to take
these guys on, so she did the next best thing. She
ran....toward the mall.

Matty flew through the front entrance. Fortunately,
there was a security guard near the entrance. Matty ran up
to him and grabbed his arm.

“Excuse me miss! Is something wrong?” the security
guard asked.

Well duh, why else would | grab you? Matty thought
angrily. “You have to come quick, two guys are attacking
this other guy in the parking lot!”

“What?!?” the guard shouted. “Quick show me the
way!” the guard barked. After that, everything else
happened rather quickly. The security called for other
guards on the walkie-talkie and Matty managed to slip
away from the crowd that had gathered soon after. She
made it home and thought that everything had been
settled.

Matt realized that he was wrong. This was far from
settled. Now he pondered what to do next. He knew that
he had to do the right thing, if there was anything Scouts
had taught him, it was that. Matt grabbed a glass of cold
water and several paper towels and poured the contents
over him/her. Drying off with the towels, Matty grabbed her
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trench-coat and fedora and was out the door. Lucky that
Mom and Dad leave early, otherwise | would have a tough
time explaining this.

Matty knew where she needed to go. A half hour later,
Matty walked into the local police station. She walked up
to the clerk and knocked on the glass window.

“Can | help you?”

Matty swallowed. “Yes, | was a witness to a crime
yesterday, and | discovered that | was needed for
questioning.”

The clerk made a quick call...

Late Tuesday Morning...

“Hey kid, you're on next!” someone shouted in a dark
stupor.

“Wha...?” Jason opened his eyes and looked around
him. This place was not familiar at all, though it reminded
him of when he toured the backstage area of a concert.
Many people were hustling to attend to various duties.

“Ready to defend the title tonight?” a cute blonde with
wire frame glasses smirked. She was dressed in a
conservative dress, with matching heels, and her hair was
tied up in a neat bun.

“Title?” Jason queried.

“Well, you are the WDF Champion silly...did your last
match knock that out of your ears?” The blonde giggled.

Jason felt very confused. WDF? Champion? What the
hell was going on here? He turned and found himself
facing a mirror. He stepped back in startled surprise.

“Jumpy aren’t we? Puh-leeze, it's a simple handicap
match, no biggie for a guy like you,” the blonde chided.

“Oh right, the handicap match. Yeah, | guess I'm
being silly.” Jason feigned a smile. Just play along until
you figure out what the hell is going on. He returned his
attention to the mirror and studied himself with detailed
interest.

The outfit he had on seemed normal enough. Though
he did find it odd. Light blue denim jeans, white dress shirt
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with the sleeves rolled up, dark red dress vest, and red tie
to complete the ensemble. Wrapped around his waist was
a belt with a buckle that would put any southerner to
shame. A giant gold plate with a black leather strap, the
belt confirmed that he was in fact the “WDF Heavyweight
Champion” whatever the hell that meant in the grand
scheme of things.

“‘My what an ego we have. If you’re done adoring
yourself Narcissus, we have to get ready,” the blonde
chided again with a bemused smile.

Jason turned his attention from the mirror and nodded
in agreement, still not understanding what was going on.

“Three minutes till the main event!” a stagehand
shouted from somewhere. The blonde grabbed Jason’s
hand and dragged him to what seemed to be an entrance
of some kind with a curtain door. The blonde began to
straighten up her skirt and checked her hair.

“How do | look?” the blonde asked.

“Um...you look...nice.” Jason stammered.

‘Humph! Pretty open with the compliments aren’t
we?” the blonde pouted. “Well, keep an eye on the monitor
so we can get our cue.”

“Monitor?” Jason mumbled out loud.

“Are you sure you’re OK? The monitor right there,” the
blonde said while pointing to a small TV set.

“Um.. yeah, I'm fine. Just a little tired that’s all,” Jason
replied.

“Well, you better shake that off, cuz you need to be on
your toes.”

“Because I'm the WDF Champion?” Jason asked.

“Damn straight!” The blonde smirked.

Jason turned his attention to the small TV set. It was
currently playing a commercial, but it was ending.
However the next thing on the screen caught his attention
to the fullest.

“Hi there, fight fans! I'm Guy Makihashi!”

‘“And I'm Toro Watanabe! Welcome to another
installment of the WORLD DEATHMATCH
FEDERATION’S “MONDAY NIGHT MADNESS!”
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“And it sure does look to be one hell of a match
tonight,” the first man, identified as Makihashi said.

“You bet Guy, as our WDF Champion, The man who
has a Ph.D. on Pain and Punishment, the Professor
himself, Jason Robertson, will defend his title and his
record of an incredible 18 kills in a handicap match
tonight!” the second man, identified as Watanabe
answered.

Jason took a step back. DEATHMATCH?!?! WHAT
THE FUCK HAVE | GOTTON INTO?!? AND WHO IS
THIS “‘JASON ROBERTSON?!?” AM | SUPPOSED TO
BE HIM?!? Jason thought in a panic-stricken haze.

The TV continued unabated. “So Toro, Who's lined up
for Jason in this handicap match?” Guy asked his partner.

“Well, we searched long and hard for two opponents
tough enough and mean enough to offer up a challenge to
our champion. So tonight we have straight from the hills of
the Appalachian mountains, two of the meanest mountain-
folk we could find.” Toro answered.

“Do we have names?” Guy asked.

“Well actually, they wouldn’t give us their names, so
we just call them Bob and Bob #2,” Toro replied.

“Very original. Well, it's time to bring em out!” Guy
said enthusiastically.

“That’s the cue, get ready Jay.” The blonde grabbed
his arm and brought him to the curtain. Jason dared to
peek and saw past the curtain, a long ramp which led to a
standard size boxing ring. On the opposite side of the ring
was another ramp which led to another curtain entrance.
In the center of the ring stood a well groomed man in a
tuxedo.

“Here you go, can’t forget your lucky gloves. Give me
your hands,” the blonde commanded Jason. He
instinctively gave his hands over to her. She fitted and
strapped a pair of black fingerless fighting gloves. Jason
studied them for a moment and realized that they reeked
of a copper smell, just like blood.
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Jason, whatever the hell you've gotten yourself into,
let’s just hope we can live to tell about it. Jason began to
sweat nervously.

The man in the center of the ring grabbed a
microphone. “Ladies and gentlemen! Welcome to tonight’s
main event! It is scheduled for to the death, and it is for the
WDF  Heavyweight  championship! Ladies and
gentlemen...are you ready?” the man in the center asked.

The crowded roared in approval. TO THE DEATH?!?
OH "%#$%"$#%#%#!!!l Jason felt like he was ready to
pass out. He did not like the prospect of fighting two angry
mountain people, but to the death was even worse.

Meanwhile, the man continued. “l said...are you
rrrrrrready?” The crowd again roared, even louder than
before.

“Then ladies and gentlemen...for the thousands in
attendance, for the millions watching at home... Ladies
and gentlemen, Let's get ready to
rumbbbbbblllliilieeeceeeeeceeeeee!” The crowd exploded
into a fury of cheers and shouting while various
pyrotechnics exploded. The man in the center continued,
“Coming to the ring first, they hail from the deepest part of
the Appalachian Mountains, they weigh in at a combined
weight of 578 Ib. Let's give it up for Bob and...er...Bob
#211"

Jason gasped at the two brutes who entered the
arena from the other ramp. Jason couldn’t make out much
detail, but he could tell that they were huge. The blonde
excitedly grabbed Jason’s hands.

“We're up!” She smiled. Jason didn't feel very obliged
to return the smile.

The man in the center turned his attention to his
ramp. “And their opponent: He hails from the “School of
Hard Knocks” where he earned his Ph.D. in Punishment,
he weighs in at 187 Ib. And he is accompanied by his
manager Miss Manners, he is the current WDF Champion
of the World, this is Jason “The Professor” Robertson!”

The blonde grabbed his arm and pulled him with her
down the ramp. As he began walking down the ramp he
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noticed how the crowd noise grew even louder. He kinda
liked it. He couldn’t believe it, but he was actually
beginning to like the fact that the crowd was cheering for
him. Thought the reason why they were cheering for him
was slightly disturbing to him. Jason walked down the
ramp slowly and when he reach the bottom, he held the
ropes for the blonde to enter the ring, she slipped in and
he followed.

The pair of brutes were in the corner huddled
discussing something. A referee walked up to Jason and
pointed to his waist, Jason unfastened the oversize belt
and handed it over. The ref held the belt over his head
much to the approval of the crowd. The blonde exited the
ring and took her place in his corner. Jason breathed
deeply.

Finally the two opponents turned from their corner to
face him very slowly. Jason took a step back in horror. It
was them! Those bastards that almost killed him in the
parking lot yesterday. Then something in Jason’s mind
snapped.

“‘Wait a minute... wasn't | in an ambulance or
something a few hours ago? How the hell can | be here if |
was brutally attacked yesterday, this doesn’t make any
sense!” Jason shouted out loud.

A spectator stood up. “Yeah, that means that this
entire scene doesn’t make any sense at all'” The four men
sitting next to him all smacked him in the back of the head.

“SHUT UP BILL!” The four said in unison and
returned to their seats.

Jason smiled. He smiled a very EVIL smile. “I get it
now. This is just a dream.”

The two brutes returned the evil grin. “So what, we
can still pummel you here.”

“Oh, you could...if it wasn’t for the fact that I've
studied lucid sleep.” Jason smirked back.

The brutes furrowed their brows. “Lucid sleep?”

“To put it in plain terms for idiots like you, it means |
can control my dreams...” Jason raised his fist with the
index and middle fingers extended. “It means | can do
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whatever | want here...” Jason narrowed his eyes and a
spark of blue energy sizzled at the ends of his fingers.
‘LIKE THIS!!"” Jason screamed as he pointed his fingers
toward the giants. A flash of blue energy flew from his
hand and ignited the pair.

“‘FUCK!!!” They screamed as they were set ablaze.
The melted into a pile of bone and ash. Jason screamed in
primal triumph. Then someone tapped him on the
shoulder.

Jason turned around defensively, and took another
step back. Jason felt his jaw drop as he beheld the new
sight. He smiled very broadly. “Nicole!”

And it was Nicole, though she was quite different. She
screamed radiance. She wore a flowing white gown and
her green eyes sparkled beautifully. A pair of elegant
doves wings extended from her back. “You want someone
to take you away from here?” She smiled.

“You have no idea.” Jason smirked.

She extended her pale hand. Jason gladly accepted
it. She began to lift from the ground and Jason rose with
her. The pair glided up toward the open sky.

“Hey!” Screamed a man from the crowd. “How can
she carry a guy that’s almost 200 Ib. With only one hand?”

Jason smiled and simply shouted back “SHUT UP
BILLIY”

Jason turned his attention upward at Nicole smiling
back at him. Jason suddenly felt very groggy. He could
feel his grip loosen from Nicole’s hands. Everything began
to fade to a very bright light...

The white light faded to a beige light which in turn
faded to a blue light. The blue light eventually faded to a
face. A face that Jason was quite sure he didn’t recognize
but was certain that he seen it before. “I see that you
finally decided to wake up lazy,” the face said. The image
began to become a lot clearer. Is was definitely a woman'’s
face. She wore a pair of wire frame glasses and her hair
was blonde and tied in a neat bun.
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Jason gulped in fear. He thought he stopped
dreaming, but obviously this was still a dream otherwise
how else could this woman show up again?

Jason went to touch his face and immediately winced
in pain. “You might not want to do that, your face is pretty
bruised,” the blonde chided.

“If I ask where | am, will | regret it?” Jason ventured
out the question.

“‘Well, you’re in room 1042 of Baystate Medical
Center. Does that fill you with regret?” the blonde asked.

“‘Well | guess it makes sense with what | last
remember,” Jason answered. “Who are you?”

“‘Me? I'm a nurse here. My names is Angela Manors,”
the blonde answered while adjusting some dials on a
machine Jason had no idea what it did, but was sure that it
was important.

“Nice to meet you Ms. Manors,” Jason pause for a
moment after he said that. Now where have | heard that
before? Jason thought to himself, but he shrugged it off
and continued, “Pardon me for not extending a hand but
there appears to be tubes and wires coming from it.”

“Oh those will be removed pretty soon. And you can
just call me Angela,” the blonde said with a smile.

“So, how long have | been here?” Jason asked.

“Well, | can tell you that it's 11:30 AM now on
Tuesday,” Angela replied while continuing to fix things in
his little room.

“Tuesday Morning? Shit! I've been unconscious since
yesterday afternoon?!?” Jason shouted.

“Well it doesn’t surprise me, we put you on a IV of
some painkillers and one of the side effects is sleep, so it
shouldn't bother you so much,” Angela replied
reassuringly. With that said, Angela finished up the last of
whatever she had been doing. She turned to Jason and
gave a last smile and opened the door. “Well It was nice
meeting you Jason, but I've got other duties to attend to. A
doctor will be in shortly to talk to you. Oh, and before | go,
| have some good news.”

“Good news?” Jason asked.
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“You have visitors. Shall | see them in?” Angela
asked.

“By all means,” Jason replied eagerly.

Angela walked out the door and a few moments later
John walked in. “John!” Jason shouted.

“Jason, what the hell happened? And if you say
‘something wonderful’ again I'll make sure you stay here
longer for psychiatric help.”

“All these questions and you don’t even bring
flowers?” Jason said in a feigned hurt voice.
“‘Um...well...where to start?”

“Start with what put you in the hospital. With...” John
picked up his chart, “a mild concussion, three broken ribs,
a broken finger and multiple contusions,” John finished.

“You're not a doctor but you play one in America’s
hospitals?” Jason smirked. “Basically, it comes down to
the fact that women will lead you to nothing but trouble.”

“Women?” John had a perplexed look on his face.

“That was a joke John. Basically, remember how | told
you about Sunday?”

John nodded.

“Well, that guy who punched me on Sunday saw me
in the parking lot yesterday and decided to grab his friend
and beat the hell out of me.”

“Ahhhhhh.” John said nodding in understanding. “Still
surprises me though. | mean | haven’t been living here
that long, but | didn’t think the locals were that unfriendly.”

“‘Nah, I'm not gonna judge the whole population
because of this incident. I'm just gonna chalk it up to some
genetically challenged angry mountain people.” Jason
smiled.

“Genetically challenged?” John asked.

“Inbred.” Jason answered.

John nodded in understanding again.

“Though, if | ever see these genetically challenged
angry mountain people again, I'm gonna have to kill them,”
Jason said in a much more serious voice.

“Well, don’t stress yourself yet. The police seem to be
working on it,” John reassured.
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“Yeah | know, it still pisses me off though,” Jason
replied.

“Don’t blame ya, but try to chill a little.” John looked at
his watch. “I have to get to my shift, but are you gonna be
discharged today?”

“I hope so,” Jason answered.

“Then call me after the mall closes at home, ok?”
John asked.

“Sure. Will do, | don’t think I'll be running a marathon
or anything soon,” Jason smirked.

“Cool.” John walked to the door and opened it. “Hey
Jason, you appear to have a couple more visitors...a
couple of female visitors. Should | let them in?” John
asked.

“By all means!” Jason eagerly replied.

John gave a final wave and stepped out the door. A
few moment later, Nicole Porter and another women
walked in. The second women was slightly taller, looked
slightly older and had red hair. She carried a small vase of
flowers and placed them on the table near the window.

“Hi Nicole! Excuse me for not jumping in joy, but it
really hurts to move,” Jason said with a sly grin.

“Jason, I'm so sorry for what happened to you, | feel
this partly my fault,” Nicole said with a really anguished
expression.

“Nonsense! This is not your fault in any way possible!”
He reached for Nicole’s hand. He took her hand into his
bandaged one, “This was the fault of two inbred yahoos
who feel that violence can solve any situation. They are
the only people to blame and no one else, and | believe
that fate will find a way to punish them. OK?”

Nicole nodded her head and smiled a little which in
turn made Jason smile. She then raised her eyebrows “Oh
dear, | forgot to introduce you to my sister Sarah.” She
gestured toward the other girl who simply nodded. She
appeared to be giving Jason a scrutinizing look.

Jason gave a hacking cough. “Nicole, can you do me
a favor?”

“Hmmm?” Nicole answered with an arched eyebrow.
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‘“In my jeans pocket over there,” he pointed to his
clothes hanging over a chair, “there is some change. Can
you please get me a ginger ale or a Sprite or something?”

“Sure, it will be my treat.” She looked over to Sarah.
“Do you want anything?”

Sarah simply shook her head.

“Ok, then Ill be right back. Sarah, can you keep
Jason company?”

Sarah nodded. Nicole walked out of the room and the
door closed behind her. A few moments later Jason
decided to speak. “From the look on your face, | can tell
that you wanted to speak to me. Well, we’re alone now, do
you have something on your mind?”

The red-head narrowed her eyes. “You're very
perceptive.”

“| pride myself on it. Unfortunately it didn’t help keep
me out of here,” Jason replied.

“So you’re the guy my little sister is apparently very
keen on,” Sarah asked.

“Well, | wouldn’t know how ‘keen’ she is on me, but |
did ask her out if that's what you're asking,” Jason
answered.

“Well, | know you’re in college and that you have a job
at the mall,” Sarah stated.

“Correct on both accounts. You've been doing your
research.” Jason smirked.

“Not really, it's what my sister told me about you. You
do know that I'm my sisters’ legal guardian?” Sarah asked.

“She told me that you and her twin were the only
family she had, so | assumed as much,” Jason answered.

‘I want to protect my sister from things and people
that can hurt her.”

‘No doubt you do. | can see that you’re very
protective of your sisters,” Jason replied.

“Then you can understand why | don’t want you
seeing my sister on a personal basis,” Sarah said blankly.

“No, to be frank with you, | don’'t.” Jason answered
back.
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“She is a 16 year old girl. | don’t feel comfortable with
her seeing older boys yet. Maybe if you were still in high
school... but...”

“If I was still in high school, I'd be a hell of a lot more
immature. That's what | really like about your sister. She
has a maturity and a mind beyond her age of 16. | really
enjoy her company, it's been a rare thing since I've moved
here,” Jason stated.

“Oh? Is that so?” Sarah asked.

“Can | answer your question with a question?”

Sarah nodded.

“Do you trust your sister?”

"That is a strange question,” Sarah replied.

“All I'm saying is this: do you believe that you have
enough faith in your sisters’ decisions and choices? Do
you think that you've installed enough responsibility and
moral guidance to let Nicole make her own choices?”
Jason asked seriously.

“My grandmother and | raised Nicole with a deep
moral foundation,” Sarah answered just as seriously.

“Then have faith in Nicole’s choice. If she feels safe to
be in my company, then you should have the same belief.”

“But...” Sarah began.

‘I want to tell you something about myself. | was
raised a certain way and taught to believe certain things.
There are certain attitudes towards dating that | don'’t
believe in. | was honest with your sister when | told her
these things and I'm being honest with you. | enjoy her
company, and | hope she enjoys mine. | have enough
belief in Nicole that if she ever felt uncomfortable with
being in my company then she would tell me. She is very
outspoken and that is a wonderful thing you've instilled in
her. Finally, | am being very honest when | say this, | do
not wish to ever hurt your sister in any way.” Jason
finished and closed his eyes for moment then he reopened
them toward Sarah.

Sarah closed her mouth and placed her hand near
her chin and appeared to be in heavy thought. A moment
later Nicole came back into the room with a couple cans of

64



ginger ale. She cracked one of the cans open and poured
the contents into a plastic tumbler. She handed the cup
over to Jason who accepted it with a smile.

“So what have you two been talking about?” Nicole
asked.

“Oh this and that,” Sarah answered and she then
gave Jason a serious look.

“Nothing much, just general chit chat,” Jason agreed.

“Oh,” Nicole skeptically replied.

There was a knock on the door. A much older woman
in a white coat walked in. Her brown framed glasses slid a
littte ways down her nose, which she adjusted
immediately. She had a clipboard in her hand and directed
her gaze toward Jason.

“Mr. Bertovich?” The woman asked. Jason nodded.
“Hello, I'm Dr. Kim McGregor, but you can call me Dr. Kim
if you like. | tended to most of your wounds and came to
see how you'’re feeling.”

“Well, I'm a little sore, but otherwise | feel fine | guess.
A lot better than yesterday,” Jason answered.

“That’'s good. Well, | can see no reason to keep you
here much longer, you should be able to check out by this
afternoon,” the doctor said warmly.

“That’s great! But how long do | have to wear these?”
Jason asked indicating to the bandages wrapped around
his chest and finger and part of his hand.

“Well those will take a couple weeks to heal
completely, so no strenuous activity for the next 3-4
weeks. Keeping the bandages on when you're not bathing
will help tremendously. The bruises will start to go down in
a couple days. I'll prescribe you some healing salve to
help with that and some painkillers to help you with the
ribs,” the doctor answered.

“Thank you Doctor,” Jason said with a grateful smile.
“Now, the concussion you suffered is another story. Are
you feeling any headaches or dizziness?” the doctor
asked in a much more serious voice.

“No, | don’t think so,” Jason answered.
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“That’'s good, but | want you call if you start to.” the
doctor replied and handed him several prescription forms
and a piece of paper with a number on it. “This is my office
phone number, you should be able to reach me during
normal hours.”

“Thank you again.” Jason gave a slight head gesture
to indicate a bow.

“‘Now, onto some more serious business.”

“Eh?” Jason asked.

“There is a police officer outside who wish to ask you
a few questions about yesterday. Do you feel up to it
now?” the doctor asked.

“Sure, no better time than the present,” Jason
answered with a shrug.

“Fine, then I'll see him in. Be sure to talk to the
woman at the front desk before you leave,” the doctor
reminded.

“No problem. Thank you again Dr. McGregor,” Jason
replied.

The doctor smiled, then stepped out of the room. A
moment later a police officer in uniform walked in. He was
a tall young man with had dark hair that was styled
meticulously. He wore a leather police jacket with his
badge on the outside. He had a small notepad which he
flipped open. “Hello. I'm Officer Kelly. | just needed to ask
a few questions about yesterday’s attack. Shouldn’t take
very long.” He then directed his gaze toward the girls. “Are
you family?”

Nicole pointed to her chest. “Us? No, we're just
friends.”

“Then, | need you to leave the room for a few
moments while | talk to Mr. Bertovich,” Kelly stated
blankly.

“That’s fine, we need to be leaving anyway,” Sarah
replied.

“Goodbye Jason, feel better soon,” Nicole added.

“See you Friday?” Jason asked Nicole, but also
directed his gaze toward Sarah.
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Nicole turned to her sister with a hopeful gaze. Sarah
took a moment and after looking at her sister, rolled her
eyes upward. She let out a sigh. “You promise to have her
home by Midnight, understood?” Sarah told Nicole and
Jason.

“You have my word,” Jason answered.

Nicole smiled which filled Jason with a warm
sensation. “Call me tomorrow...if you feel up to it,” Nicole
smirked.

“Just try to keep me away from a phone,” Jason
smirked back. He gave a half wave to Nicole and Sarah.
The pair waved back and left the room. Jason let out a
relieved sigh. He then directed his full attention to the
neglected police officer.

“Sorry about that Officer Kelly,” Jason apologized.

“Heh. | was young once too. You can call me Stan if
you like,” Kelly replied.

“You're not that old Stan. I'd say you're about... um...
297" Jason guessed.

“Close. 31,” Kelly answered.

“Please, | hope they’re not calling me old when I'm
that age, otherwise it’'s all downhill then,” Jason smirked.
“‘Anyway, you had some questions to ask me?”

“Yes. Fortunately, the witness who alerted mall
security to your attack came forward this morning. We
have a pretty good description, but we wanted to see if
you could add any information that could help in the
capture of these two men. First, how do you know these
men?” Kelly asked and then clicked his ball-point pen to
begin writing on his notepad.

Jason gave the question some thought, then began.
“It all started Sunday morning. The first man had come
into the store to purchase a videogame...”

“The...” Kelly checked another page of notes,
“Electronics Boutique. Correct?”

“Yes, that's where | work. Anyway, this man had
made a racial slur,” Jason continued.

“What was the nature of the slur?” Kelly asked.
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“His exact words, if | remember correctly, were,
‘Friggin Japs, we should’'ve wasted them all in WWIL.””
Jason answered.

“And you took offense at this?” Kelly asked.

“| tend to take offense at all racial slurs. It's the way |
was brought up,” Jason answered.

“l find that admirable. Please continue,” Kelly added
then went back to his pad.

“Well, like you said, | took offense. | let my emotions
get the better of me and | told him my opinion of him. He
then became aggravated. When another customer added
her opinion of him, he turned to strike her. | guess | should
add that this customer was the shorter girl that was just
here,” Jason continued.

“OK. The police may want to talk to her then to get
her description of this assailant. You have her name and
phone number?” Kelly asked.

“Well, her name is Nicole Porter. As for her phone
number...um...” Jason paused to think, “Can you please
check my right front jeans pocket?” Jason asked the
officer.

Kelly got up from the chair he had been sitting in and
walked over to the stack of clothes on another chair. He
reached in the mentioned pocket and pulled out a scrap of
paper. “This?” Kelly asked holding up the scrap.

“Yeah, that’s it!” Jason answered. The officer then
copied the number off the scrap into his pad and then
placed the scrap back into the pocket.

“Please continue, Jason.”

“‘OK. So anyway, this man turned to slap Nicole. |
intervened to protect her. He in turn punched me in the
face.” Jason then pointed to his now re-swollen nose.
“Then Nicole...well...she...well, she kicked him in the
most sensitive spot on a man’s body.”

“Ouch.” Kelly winced at the thought.

“Exactly. He was down for the count and eventually
he scurried away before anything became resolved by
security. | thought | had seen the last of him,” Jason
continued.

68



“But then, there was yesterday,” Kelly added.

“Exactly. | was walking back to my car in the mall
parking lot after | had met some friends. As | went to
unlock my door, | found out that he was behind me. He
indicated that he didn’t appreciate what had happened to
him on Sunday. Then a friend of his came into view. | tried
to talk my way out of the situation, but | don’t think | did a
good job. Next thing | knew | was being loaded on a
gurney and driven here,” Jason finished.

“Sounds pretty close to what our witness told us.
Now, | just need to ask a few questions about these two
men and our business here should be finished. OK?” Kelly
asked.

“Shoot.” Jason replied.

“OK, just tell me what these guys looked like. Height,
weight, if you can estimate, physical description. We'll try
to see what matches up with our witness and hopefully we
can get a good description,” Kelly explained.

“Well, the first guy, the guy who originally punched me
on Sunday, I'd say he was...um...well, I'm 5 foot 7 inches
tall and | only came up to his neck.”

Kelly did some mental math. “OK, I'd say about 6 foot
2 possibly 6 foot 3.”

“OK, and he was pretty big. Much bigger than me and
| weigh about 190. So maybe about 260-300 Ib. And he
had a pretty bushy beard. His arms were hairy, but | could
see that he had tattoos,” Jason continued.

“Can you remember what any of the tattoos were?”
Kelly asked.

Jason closed his eyes and tried to focus on what he
saw, but it only came out blurry. He shook his head.
“Sorry, | didn’t get a very good look. | know that some of
them were writing, but that’s it. What else? Um...oh! His
teeth were pretty bad. Very poor condition and his clothes
were pretty ratty. Very dusty and dirty, like he’d been
doing heavy yard work or construction or something. |
really don’t know what his eye color is, but he had very
dark hair. That’s about all | can remember about him.”
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“OK, That's pretty good. You're pretty observant,”
Kelly added.

“Really?” Jason asked.

Kelly nodded and indicated for Jason to continue.
Jason thought back again and continued. “OK, the second
guy | would say he was about the same size and height as
his friend. His hair was lighter and he was going bald. His
teeth were also pretty bad and he his nosed was
kinda...well, it kinda had a squashed look to it. Like he had
been punched there quite a few times.” Jason paused and
his eyebrows lifted slightly. “Shit, | hope my nose doesn’t
end up like that.”

Stan could help but grin, but he composed himself.
“Were his clothes similar to the first man’s?”

“Yeah! They were also very dirty and slightly ragged.
Um...That’s all | can think of when it comes to him. I've
only met him once and | didn’t get a very good look before
he started using my ribcage to toughen his hands on.
Sorry,” Jason finished.

‘Well, you've given us a pretty good jump start.
Hopefully we can get this description out and we’ll be able
to bring them in. Then you have to identify them. After
that, we take this to trial where you'll have to testify,” Kelly
explained.

“Sounds good. So | guess it's ‘don’t call us, we'll call
you?”” Jason asked.

“Pretty much. It’'s all we can really do. | wish we could
do more, but rest assured, we are trying our best,” Kelly
answered.

“It's all | can ask you do. Oh, This witness that got the
security to help me, | would like to thank him.”

“Actually it's a she. A...um...” Stan checked another
page on his notepad, “A Ms. Matty Hayes. | have her
phone number if you wish to thank her.”

Jason nodded and Kelly scribbled a copy of the
number on a fresh sheet of paper, tore it out, folded it and
placed it next to his clothes.

“Thanks. Is there anything else you need from me
Stan?” Jason asked.
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Stan checked his notes and then shook his head.
“Looks like we’re all finished here, of course there may be
new questions in the future, so just be sure to make
yourself available.”

“No problem.” Jason nodded.

“Cool. Well, I'll be off. Take time to heal kid, you don’t
wanna be too crippled to take girls out now do you?” Kelly
smirked, then his eyebrows raised. “Oh, before | forget...”
Kelly reached into his pocket and pulled out Jason’s keys
and set then next to his closed. “You left these in your car
door. We already dusted them for prints and it came out
clean, so you can have these back. You might need them
for Friday.” Stan smirked again.

Jason cracked a smile and waved to Kelly as he
opened the door to walk out of the room. Kelly then
paused and turned to Jason, “Jason, there’'s another girl
out here to see you. Quite popular with the ladies aren'’t
we?” Kelly smirked.

Jason gave a puzzled look. Then the bouncy goddess
herself bounced into the room past the police officer and
gave a big wave to Jason. “Hiya street fightin® man!” She
grinned.

“‘FENNY!!!” Jason shouted happily.

Fenny ran over to hug Jason, but he put his hand out
to stop her. “Um...You might wanna wait to do that after |
heal.” Jason said blankly as he pointed to the bandages
wrapped around his ribs.

Fenny eeped and semiblushed. “Sorry. After | heard
what happened, | had to see if you were OK.”

“So many visitors. | feel so loved.” Jason grinned.

Fenny then noticed the vase and flowers near the
window. “Ah... So who are these other Vvisitors,
hmmmmm...?”

“Oh...just John and Nicole and Nicole’s sister Sarah,”
Jason answered.

Fenny could hardly contain herself. “And who is this
Nicole girl?” Fenny asked already knowing the answer
because of the energy Jason emitted whenever he said
her name.

71



“‘Well...um...remember our talk yesterday?” Jason
asked.

“‘Hmmm...let me think...” Fenny replied, feigning deep
thought. “Is this the conversation about you and a certain
young lady who you happen to enjoy the company of?”

“Well... Yeah.” Jason semiblushed.

“And how did it turn out?” Fenny asked, once again
already knowing the answer, but feigning ignorance.

“We’re going out Friday night.” Jason smiled.

“Way to go Ro-me-o0.”

Fenny applauded which caused Jason to grin again.
“Yep, just call me the crippled Casanova.” Jason then
stretched his arms out a little. “You know what, | think |
want out of here. The scenery is getting dull.”

‘Well, you've been in a bed or gurney since
yesterday, so I'm not surprised,” Fenny agreed.

“Hey Fenny, can you do me a favor?” Jason asked.

“Sure.” Fenny answered.

“Can you drive me to the mall? My car is still in the lot
and | need to get it home,” Jason explained.

“No prob. What are friends for?” Fenny beamed.

“Coolness. Well, then | guess | better get dressed.”
He threw the blankets aside and turned to get out of bed.
He then noticed Fenny grinning at his bare legs and his
hospital gown. “Um... do you mind, Fenny?”

“‘Nope, | don’t mind at all.” Fenny smirked back at him.
She then turned toward the door. “I'll be right outside Mr.
Bashful.”

“Thank you.” Jason said as Fenny left the room. He
then went and pushed the nurses call button to get some
help removing some tubes and wires...

A little while later Jason and Fenny were leaving the
hospital and were walking toward the Hospital parking lot,
blissfully unaware of the presence that enshrouded them.

Though a pair of high powered binoculars a sinister
looking man in a black trench-coat, black fedora and black
sunglasses spied on the pair from his perch in a tree from
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across the street. (No, It's not Matt people! He doesn'’t
have the look copyrighted you know.) He turned his mouth
to the inside of his coat collar.

“Old Mother Hubbard, this is Jack and Jill, repeat, this
is Jack and Jill. I've made visual confirmation. It looks like
we do have a rogue on our hands. Awaiting further
instructions. Over.”

A few moments passed and then a noise came into a
small ear-piece lodged in the sinister looking man’s ear.
“Roger, this is Old Mother Hubbard. Continue to keep tabs
on the rogue. Begin Operation: Little Bo Peep. When the
opportunity arises, approach the rogue. Give her the usual
ultimatum. Over.”

“Cease and desist or termination from the agency?”
The sinister looking man asked while he continued to keep
Jason and Fenny in his binoculars.

“No. Cease and desist or termination from existence.
The agency is now cracking down on this continued abuse
of our Immortal/Mortal involvement directive. We've
already reprimanded her ‘sisters.” They told us where she
was. Do you understand your orders Jack and Jill? Over,”
the voice continued.

The sinister looking man nodded to himself.
“Understood Old Mother Hubbard. This is Jack and Jill
signing off.” The sinister looking man spoke into his collar
while continuing to keep Jason and Fenny in his binocular
sights. He watched the pair get into Fenny's station
wagon. The sinister looking man smirked. “Oh please
Fenira, a station wagon? Where’s the ‘baby on board
bumper sticker?” He guffawed.

He continued to watch as the pair sped down the bust
street toward the mall. As soon as they drove from sight,
the sinister looking man adjusted his fedora and in an
instant he faded from view and disappeared.

John Hoelscher looked up and down the rows of
shoes in the Filenes’s shoe department. He looked at his
clipboard and then back at the rows of shoes. He looked
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back at his clipboard and placed a neat checkmark next to
a item on the paper attached to the clipboard. He then
returned to looking up and down the rows of shoes. He let
out a quiet sigh.

“Man oh man does inventory suck ass...” John spoke
to the empty store. He checked his watch. It stared back at
him with a digital ‘4:30 PM.” He sighed again. he worked
until close and that was still several hours away. He
looked at his clipboard again and counted the number of
items he still had to find. He stopped bothering to count
after 46 items. He sighed again.

John heard footsteps approach the little aisle he of
shoe racks he was in. He turned to see if it was customer
needing assistance. “Can | help...” John didn'’t finish the
sentence. He simply stood there and the deafening sound
of a clipboard hitting the carpeted floor filled the sudden
silence. John took a step back.

‘Why yes | do believe you can help me. Can you
show me in a size 8% which looks nice as | crush you
underneath my heels?” The figure gave a cackle. It was
the man in the blue suit who shared his face from his
dream. John took another step back. The figure
approached him. John took another step back. He
bumped into someone.

John turned around and gave a startled yelp as he
saw that it was the second man who shared his face. The
man in white. “Pardon me, but | do believe that we have
some unfinished business to attend to,” the man in white
enunciated.

“Back off pretty boy! He’s mine! I'm taking this body to
the top! Nothing can stop the almighty Lord God
Hoelscher!” He cackled again. John was trapped between
two figures whom he didn’t understand.

“You? You make me scoff. You have no poise or
charm. | should be running this body. Don’t you agree?”
He directed the last comment to John.

John didn’t know how to respond to the question.

“Please, what good is this body to anyone? It should
be destroyed. Good riddance,” a third voice which came

74



from above John said. John looked up and saw the third
man who shared his face. He sat on top of the racks of
shoes with his feet dangling. He jumped down and bent
over to face John who had bent down and tried to cover
his head with his arms. “Don’t you agree?”

“'m the righteous one! Agree with me!” the man in
white bellowed.

“No! I'm the one who is right! | order you to agree with
me!” the man in the blue suit screamed psychotically.

“You know I’'m the one who’s right. But what does that
matter, you’'ve always been wrong anyway...” the third
man in the simple clothes said in a low voice.

John continued to stay in his huddled position.
“Please...just...” he started, then he screamed, “JUST
LEAVE ME ALONE!!” John opened his eyes and he was
alone in the shoe racks.

Someone rushed to the small aisle. A older man with
a Filenes’s nametag. “John, are you ok?!? | heard you
yelling something...”

John looked at his hands which were perspiring He
felt the drops of perspiration roll down his face. “I'm
sorry...I must of...] must of passed out and fell asleep. |
haven’t been sleeping much lately and my friend is in the
hospital, and...” John stammered.

“John, why didn’t you say that you were ill? Maybe
you should leave early and get some sleep. | can close up.
You can finish the inventory tomorrow,” the older man said
to the still nervously shaking John.

John stood up on quaky legs. “Thanks...| think it's a
combination of insomnia and stress is taking it's toll. | think
| will go home. Sorry...”

“Nah, don’'t worry about it. You’re a good worker. |
don’t think you would fake something like this just to leave
early. Now you get home and try to rest a little, you hear.”
The older man patted John on the back.

John nodded and took his nametag off. He walked
straight for the exit and from there straight to his car. John
started the ignition and decided to drive away from there.
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John left the parking lot and paused at the small
intersection. Where to go? He knew where the last place
he wanted to go was home and to sleep. That is where all
his problems were.

On a impulse, John flicked his left turn signal and
decided to just drive. Drive and let the road take him away
from Holyoke. Maybe then he would find peace.

A few hours later, John found himself on a unfamiliar
highway. He saw a few billboards and a few houses, but
mostly just empty country. John hadn’t bothered to turn
the radio on. His heart pounding within his ribcage was the
only noise he could hear anyway. He continued to just
drive along the unfamiliar road until he felt like he should
stop.

From up ahead John say a small sign lit up. John
gave it further study. It was a Starbucks Coffee shop.
“Man, those things ARE Everywhere.” John commented to
himself, hoping to not get a reply. On a whim, John pulled
in and stopped his car. He stepped out and walked into
the small coffee shop.

Inside it was clean and it smelled of various
caffeinated beverages. It was also empty of any
customers. The only other person there was a young plain
faced girl wearing the traditional Starbucks uniform and
working the counter. She hardly acknowledged John. She
looked as bored as she probably was.

John decided to completely enter and the door finally
swung close behind him. He walked up to the counter and
looked up at the large menu. He cleared his throat.
“Um...excuse me...” John began.

“What do ya need?” The girl asked with disinterest,
though John could hardly blame her.

“Do you sell green tea?” John asked.

“Um...” She thought for a moment, turned to look at a
few containers.

“Yeah. Yeah we do. Is that what you want?”
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“Yes. I'd appreciate a medium green tea, not too hot
please,” he timidly asked the girl.

She simply took a styrofoam cup and filled it with hot
water and added a tea bag that turned the water greenish.
She pulled the bag from the cup, threw it into a small
wastebasket, placed a lid on the cup, and handed it over
to John.

“$2.50, sir,” she said blankly.

John reached into his pocket and pulled out three
wrinkled singles. He placed them on the counter. “Keep
the change.” He took the cup.

“Yay... now | can retire,” the girl said unenthused.

John took his cup of tea and walked to a small table in
the corner. He removed the lid and blew the hot steam
that rose from his tea off to help cool it. He took a sipped
and sighed. It seemed that problems were just a little
further away when you had a hot cup of green tea.

John sat at his small table sipping his tea. He closed
his eyes for a moment. However when he opened them
again John found himself surrounded by his stalkers once
again. John could feel a small stream of tea run down his
chin, down his neck, and into his shirt because his jaw had
dropped slightly at the sight of these nuisances.

Seated to his direct right was the man in the blue suit,
to his left was the man in white, and across from him was
the man in the simple clothes. Each had their own glass
filled with a greenish liquid. The man in the blue suit had a
golden chalice encrusted with gems. The man in white had
a crystal wine glass, while the man in the simple clothes
had a simple plain Japanese tea cup. Each took sips from
their respective beverage containers.

“So, you're here too,” John began.

“You can’t escape us,” the man in white said.

“The fact of the matter is...” the man in the blue suit
began.

“We never left you,” the man in the simple clothes
finished.

“We've been with you from the beginning,” the man in
white added.
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“We guide your life,” the man in the blue suit agreed.

“You've never made a decision without us,” the man
in the simple clothes added to the mix.

“‘May it be about career...” the man in the blue suit
began.

“...0r women...” the man in white added.

“...0r anything else. We've been by your side,” the
man in the simple clothes finished.

“You have?” John asked confused. The three all
nodded.

“Now the time has come,” the man in white stated.

“Eh?” John asked with an arched eyebrow.

“‘We can't live like this anymore! It's time to choose!”
the man in the blue suit cackled.

“Choose? | don’'t understand.” John scratched his
head.

“You've lived with conflicting personalities for too
long,” the man in the simple clothes stated.

“Now you must choose who will lead your life. Which
of us is the leading force in your life!” the man in white said
in a serious tone.

“Wha...?” John had a stunned expression on his face.

“Hey! Who says that he’s qualified to choose?” The
man in the blue suit shouted across the table.

“He’s usually wrong anyway,” The man in the simple
clothes added.

“Hmmm...what do you suggest then?” The man in
white asked his companions.

John continued to stare blankly and occasionally
blinked. The man in the blue suit slapped his fist into his
open palm. “l know!” he shouted triumphantly. The other
two gave him a queried look. The man in the blue suit put
his fist out over the table. The other two seemed to catch
the drift of his idea. John still felt in the dark.

The other two placed their fist out over the table. The
man in the blue suit spoke up “One go.”

“All or nothing,” the man in white agreed.

The man in simple clothes simply nodded.

The three shook their fist three times.
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“Jon!” the man in simple clothes stated as he threw is
open palm in the center of the table.

“Ken!” the man in white stated as he threw a pair of
fingers in a ‘v’ formation into the center of the table.

“Pon!” the man in the blue suit laughed as he threw
his closed fist in the center of the table.

A moment of silence. After a brief pause, all three
men shouted triumphantly, “I win!” then they all said
simultaneously, “What do you mean ‘1 win?!?’ | won!”
another moment of silence enveloped the table.

“My perfect scissors cut your weak paper! | win!” the
man in white said to the man in the simple clothes with a
grin.

“But my mighty rock crushed your perfect scissors! |
win!” the man in the blue suit shouted to the man in white.

“And my weak paper defeats your mighty rock. | win,”
the man in the simple clothes said before taking a sip of
his tea.

John blinked a couple of times. He couldn’t believe it.
They were playing Rock, Paper, Scissors with his life
being the wager. He felt very angry. He slammed his fist
on the table. “If you think I'm handing my life to any of you
bastards, you're in for another thing!” John shouted and he
stood from the table. “My life is my own!” John stated.

“Since when?” the man in the simple clothes asked,
then took another sip.

“Its always been ours,” the man in the blue suit
agreed.

“You've never made your own decisions,” the man in
white concurred.

“‘Well I'm making one now! I'm leaving you behind!”
John shouted as he walked out of the coffee shop.

“Weirdo...” the Starbucks employee commented to
herself as she continued to lean on the counter. She had
watched John scream at his empty table for the last
minute or two, not that she cared much. A moment later
she heard a car ignition start and the sound of rubber and
gravel spinning as John peeled out from the gravel lot.
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The three continued to sit at the table. The man in
white looked to the man in blue. “Should we go after him?”

“After we finish our tea,” the man in the blue suit
stated.

The man in the simple clothes nodded in agreement.

John wiped the sweat from his forehead as he
continued to drive blindly in the night. He didn’'t know
where he was going, but one thing he did know. He had to
get away from there.

“...Okay, | guess I'll see you at 6:00 Friday? Uh
huh...Great...Goodnight, Nicole.” Jason pushed the button
on his cordless phone. He then pushed it again and dialed
another number.

After a few moments he pushed the button again.
“Where is he? He told me to call after the mall closed, but
that was an hour ago and he’s still not home. | guess I'll try
to reach him tomorrow,” Jason said out loud.

He then pulled a small piece of paper out of his
pocket and began to dial the phone again. After a few
moments the other side picked up. A masculine voice
answered. “Hello?”

“Um, hello. Is...Matty Hayes there?” Jason asked.

The other side was quiet. “How did you get this
number?” the voice asked.

“Oh I'm sorry. She doesn’'t know me, but | was the
man attacked in the mall parking lot yesterday. | just
wanted to thank her for getting help so quickly and for
helping the police,” Jason explained.

A sigh of relief was heard through the phone.
“Oh...okay. Well, um...she’s not home right now. But Il
pass along the message,” the voice said.

“Oh...OK. Well, when you do, can you give her this
number and have her call me? | really wanted to thank her
personally,” Jason asked.

“I'll see what | can do,” the voice responded.
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After Jason gave his phone number to the man, he
hung up the phone. Jason stretched a little and decided
that he needed some much deserved sleep.

Matt Atanian placed his phone on the cradle. He
looked at the note in his hands and folded in and placed it
in his pocket. His mother ten walked into the kitchen. “Who
was on the phone, calling so late?” his mother asked.
“Oh...it was a wrong number,” Matt answered and then to
his room to retire for the evening.
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V: The Final Perspective

Act the First:
“The Fantastic Reality about the Goddess Fenira”

The room was dark. Very dark. And cold. It was very,
very cold. Fenira shivered slightly. The only small source
of light in this cold room was a small shaft focused on the
steel folding chair that Fenira was sitting on.

Fenira looked around to her surroundings. From the
little light she had, she could make out that the room
wasn'’t furnished and she looked to be the only one there.
At least she thought she was the only one there.

Comfortable?

Fenira jerked her head around at the intrusion. “Who
said that!?!”

1 did.

“Who's ‘I?” Fenira asked nervously.

I’'m the one who'’s asking you if you’re comfortable.

Fenira again looked around. She could not see
anyone else in the room with her. “Where are you? Are
you here?” Fenira asked growing more nervous of her
situation.

In a matter of speaking, yes. I'm sort of here. For all
purposes, you can think of me as being here.

Fenira began to dislike this situation even more.
Being here was bad enough, but being here with some
weird... Fenira stretched for a word to fit her concept...
this presence was even worse. “Why am | here?” Fenira
asked.

Well, where were you before you were here?

Fenira thought for a moment. “Well, | remember being
in another room with John and Jason...” Fenira paused.
“John and Jason! Where are they?!?” Fenira shouted.

Your friends are fine.

“But where are they?” Fenira insisted.

Is that really important?

“Yes! | think It's VERY important!” Fenira shouted.
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*sigh* They have their own sessions to deal with, as
you do here and now. Is that sufficient?

“Not really.” Fenira replied sarcastically.

Needless to say, you'll be reunited with them soon.
Your reunion will be quicker if we stop wasting time on
pointless matters.

“l don’t think it’s pointless.” Fenira shot back.

Can we please get on with this? | have things to do
too, ya know. Now, you were saying something about
being with John and Jason?

Fenira glared back at the darkness, but finally realized
that her question would not be answered and that she
would have to continue on. “l was in a room like this with
John and Jason. | remember... something...” Fenira
paused and struggled with the thought.

Yes...?

‘I remember... |...” Fenira furrowed her brow in
concentration. “Jason!” Fenira shouted suddenly.

What about Mr. Bertovich?

“His hands... his hands...” Fenira thought harder. “His
hands were...they were...BLOODY! That’s it! His hands
were covered in blood!” Fenira was then struck with a new
thought. “Why would his hands be covered in blood?!?”
The darkness was silent. Fenira looked around. “Hey! |
asked you a question! Why were Jason’s hands covered
in blood!”

The darkness was silent. A few moments passed.

Tell me about Mr. Hoelscher.

“Why didn’t you answer my question? | want to know!”
Fenira shot back.

Tell me about Mr. Hoelscher.

“Oh, so now you want to change the subject?!?
Dammit! | want an answer first!” Fenira shouted.

Tell me about Mr. Hoelscher.

Fenira sighed. This was getting her nowhere. She
began to calm herself. “John? Well, he was...” Fenira
thought back. “John didn't really do much of anything.
Neither did Jason for that matter. We just sat there.”

Oh...?
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“We just sat in a circle. Then...” Fenira thought hard
again. “Then...Then | was here. How did | get here?”

And before the three of you were together, how did
you get there?

Fenira was struck dumb by her question being
answered with another question. “How did | get there?
Well I...1...I don’t know. | remember Ty and then...” Fenira
paused and suddenly choked up. “Oh...God!...” Fenira felt
a stream of cold tears running down her face.

Hmmm...| see. Maybe we should start at the
beginning. That is the whole purpose of why | brought you
here.

“Wha...?” Fenira queried between sniffles.

| said we should start at the beginning. Now, | want
you to answer all my questions honestly and we’ll be done
with this in no time. Understand?

Fenira nodded and hoped that this ordeal would be
over and done with. “Okay...”

Ah...excellent. Where to start? | guess | should begin
with your name.

‘Fenny Lin.” Fenira answered. Immediately, pain
seared her tear stained face as an invisible hand had
seemingly “bitch-slapped” her.

Now, now. Tsk, tsk. What did | say about answering
the questions honestly?

Fenira was struck dumb again. The shock of the hit
had stunned her, but not because it hurt terribly, but it had
come from an invisible source.

“Fenira.” Fenira answered back nervously.

See? That wasn’t so hard, now was it? And where do
you work?

“Fil...” Fenira caught herself. “Goddess for The Divine
Agency.”

Oh? And what do you do there?

Fenira was silent. She looked down at her knees and
then clenched her hands in each other. A fresh tear rolled
down her face. Suddenly, she jerked in pain as she was
struck again by the invisible hand.
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| don't like doing that. Now, please answer the
question.

“l relieve suffering.” Fenira answered blankly. She
braced herself for another blow.

You relieve suffering? Hmmm...yes, | guess that is a
fair description of your occupation. You seem nervous. |
told you, you will only be punished if you are not honest.
Now, tell me, what do you recall of the events that led you
to be here tonight?

“Do | have to?” Fenira asked, but it sounded more like
a plea for mercy. Her answer came in the form of another
harsh blow to her cheek causing her to fall from her chair.
She broke into a fresh weeping spell.

Now, now, this will not do. We can’t have you lying
here crying. It will ruin your pretty face. Now, please sit
back down and tell me about you and Mr. Ty.

Fenira looked up from the floor. “How do you know
about Ty?”

Oh, | know many things. Many, many things. But
we’re not here to talk about me. Besides, I'm oh so dull.
It’s you I’'m more interested in. Now, please tell me about
the events of the last couple days. After that, you can join
your friends Jason and John. Would you like that?

Fenira nodded shakily and took her seat. She wiped
her eyes with her sleeve and looked up to the ceiling for
no reason. “It was such a crazy couple of days. The whole
universe seemed to have come undone at the seams. |
guess it was Thursday that it all began...”

Thursday...

Fenny Lin sat in her apartment reading a book. It was
one of those rare days off. She looked over her meager
belongings scattered over her place. As a Goddess she
could wish for anything she could ever want and live
anywhere she ever wanted. However, Fenny felt more
content now than she had felt in centuries.

What she had here in this single space apartment, as
meager and as little as it was, it was hers. She bought it
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with her money that she earned from her department store
job. She purchased these things and crammed them in her
little living space.

She was covered by an odd sense. She actually,
almost, maybe, felt Mortal. It was odd. Fenny wasn’t sure,
but she thought she liked it. She could see how Mortals
got some sort of satisfaction out of this meager existence.

Today, for example, was her day off. If she was still
hanging at the central office, she would lounge around,
like she did every day, and this day would add to nought.
But this day was to be savored and enjoyed. She looked
back at her book. Poetry by Keats and Blake. Fenny
smiled and returned to her book. “And they seemed like
such normal lads when | met then oh so long ago...
shame about that poor Keats boy...” Fenny mused to
herself and delved herself back into the literature.

A moment later, the tranquillity was broken by a
phone ringing. Fenny sighed and rolled her eyes. She
wiggled her fingers and the phone floated from its place on
her coffee table and into her hand. She may have felt
mortal, but there were still advantages to being a
goddess...

“Hello, The Bouncy One speaking.” Fenny spoke into
the receiver.

“Um...er....Hi, Fenny.” The voice replied.

“Jason honey! How ya been? The big date’s tomorrow
night right? Got anything special planned?”

‘Well....actually...er...no. | haven’t given it much
thought.” Jason answered.

“Well, | heard good things about this new Sushi Bar in
Northampton. Supposedly very authentic and they even
have the karaoke and everything.” Fenny chattered as she
looked back down at her book.

“Sushi bar? Actually, that might be perfect! She’s part
Japanese!” Jason exclaimed excitedly.

“Oh really?” Fenny asked. Of course this was not
really a coincidence. She knew all along about Jason’s
new love. But she played dumb.
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“This could be cool. Though...um...I've never had
sushi before...” Jason answered.

“It's pretty good. Personally, 'm more of a ramen
person myself, though. It sounds like you two will have a
good time. Glad | could be of some help, Romeo.”

‘Fenny wait! Don’'t hang up yet. There wasnt a
reason why | called!” Jason interrupted, thinking that
Fenny was about to hang up.

“Oh? This wasn’t about my famous romance advice?”
Fenny asked.

“Fenny,” Jason began, much more serious, “have you
heard from John these last few days?” Jason asked this
with a concerned tone.

“‘Um...no. | haven't actually.” Fenny answered.

“You haven’t seen him even at work?” Jason asked.

“No...I can’t recall seeing him there, but then again,
we work in different departments.”

“Damn.” Jason moaned silently.

“Whats’ wrong?” Fenny asked.

“Well, He said that he wanted to talk to me a couple of
days ago. But now | can’t find him. | stopped by his
apartment, and it looks like no one’s been home for a few
days. The newspapers have accumulated. I'm very
worried. No one seems to know where he is,” Jason
explained.

“That is weird. Tell you what, I'll keep an ear to the
ground. If he comes my way I'll let him know to let you
know that’s he’s fine.”

“I guess that'’s all | can do right now. I'd hate to think
that he was in trouble of any kind,” Jason agreed.

“Keep in touch and let me know if anything comes
up.”

“Will do. Wish me luck for tomorrow,” Jason
requested.

“Knock her socks off. Later,” Fenny obliged and then
pushed the off button. Fenny put the phone down and
looked down at her book. She placed a bookmark in her
place, something about a Grecian Urn, and closed it. She
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placed the book at the foot of the chair she was relaxing
in.

Fenny placed her hands to her temples and
concentrated. (Putting her hands to her temples was
purely non-effective, but it made her feel better as it was
traditional.) She began searching for John through his
emotions. She was having trouble pinning him down.

Finally, something faint came to her. Fenny was
immediately flooded by a tidal wave of emotion all at once.
Pain, Fear, Jealousy, Anger, but something even darker
loomed at the center of this tornado...The desire for
destruction. Fenny gasped as she broke herself away from
the flood. John was far away, wherever he was. He was
facing this alone and no one could help him. Help him
from himself.

“‘Oh John...” Fenny mentally took a step back, ‘I
never knew what you really had inside. Why didn’t | see it
before? Was this dark emotion so buried that it hid itself
even from me?” Fenny asked aloud. A moment later her
question and train of thought were answered and
interrupted by a knock on her apartment door.

Fenny walked over to the door and peeked through
the peep-hole. Through the tiny hole and saw a average
built gentleman wearing black sunglasses, a black
trenchcoat, complete with black gloves. He smirked at the
door as he stroked his goatee and brushed his gloved
hand through his scruffy hair. In his other hand was a
black fedora. He looked straight at the peephole and
grinned.

Fenny lurched back in shock and let out a small ‘eep.’
She slowly backed away from the door taking slow steps
backward. How did THEY find me?!? Did my sisters tell
them?!? No! They wouldn’t betray me like that to send one
of THOSE guys after me! | gotta think! Fenny thought
frantically.

Through the door a voice called out. “Fenira...” Fenny
let out another ‘eep.” The voice continued, “Fenira, would
you be so kind as to allow me in? | really must have a
word with you.”
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Fenny began to panic. I'm gonna have to buy some
time! “Um...There is no Fenira that lives here! Try another
apartment!” Fenny shouted back.

Outside in the hall, the stranger shook his head and
‘tsked’ to himself at the reply. “Fenira, Fenira,
Fenira...what am | gonna do with you?” He asked himself.

Inside the apartment Fenny scrambled madly. She
knew that all she bought was a minute at most as he was
gonna come in whether she let him in or not. She looked
over to the kitchen and inspiration struck. She moved her
hand toward the kitchen and a cabinet opened and a
metal cookie sheet flew across the room into her hands.
She smiled evilly. Come on in, you bastard...I got a
surprise for yal

A moment later, the stranger complied with her wish
as he began to walk through the door, or rather, he
phased himself through as one would walk through air. He
looked around the apartment for a moment and then saw
Fenny bring down the metal cookie sheet down on his
head.

The stranger stumbled back a moment as he dropped
his hat and He staggered a moment and looked at Fenny.
“‘What the...?” was all the stranger got out before Fenny
brought the cookie sheet down on him again and dented it
nicely. His sunglasses fell off and the stranger fell face
forward to her hardwood floor.

Fenny dropped the sheet and breathed a sigh of
relief. “Sweet dreams demon.” Fenny then grabbed his
arms and slowly dragged him from the floor to a chair...

An Hour later...

A “Wake up!” followed by a glass of ice cold water
brought the stranger out of his nap. He shook his head
and water sprayed like a dog shaking himself after a bath.
Fenny put the empty glass on the table and then sat down
on the edge of the same table and looked straight ahead
at the stranger. She finally got a good look at him without
his glasses. His eyes were yellow and slit like a cat’s. His
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mouth also had two small fangs peeking past his lips.
Another interesting detail was that under the coat it didn’t
really look like he was wearing much. He wasn’t naked,
but he wasn’t wearing pants and a shirt per se, but rather
it looked like a one piece black leotard that slightly
shimmered.

The stranger tried to get his bearings. He looked
down and then realized that he was tied to the chair. He
smirked. “Please Fenira,” he started sarcastically, “couldn’t
you have thought up something better than simply tying
me up? You know that physical objects offer no
boundaries to me.”

Fenny simply smirked back. “Oh really? Well, 'm not
stopping you. Try.”

“Eh?”

‘| said ‘try.” Go ahead. Escape. | can’t stop you,”
Fenny answered.

The stranger relaxed his body. A moment passed and
he opened his eyes. He smiled and looked down. Then he
frowned. He was still tied. He closed his eyes again and
relaxed his body. He opened his eyes and looked down.
He frowned even more. Fenny could see that he was
beginning to panic.

‘I don’t think you can, can you?” Fenny asked
seriously. “I know all about you demons and your
limitations. Yes, it's true that you simply pass through
physical objects with so much a thought, BUT... it doesn’t
work when you’ve worn yourself out, now does it?” Fenira
grinned.

The stranger could feel the perspiration form on his
brow. She was right. He had drained all his energy in
phasing through the door, and the two blows to the head
earlier didn’t help matters much either. “So... now what?”
Was all the stranger could think to say.

“Now? Now you tell me why you're here,” Fenny
answered in a serious tone.

“The Agency sent me,” the stranger answered back.
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“‘And why did the Agency find it necessary to send
one of its ‘search demons’ after little old me?” Fenny
asked.

The stranger grew a disgusted look on his face. “Oh
come off it with the coy routine! You know damn well why |
was sent!” the stranger angrily answered, “Unlike you, us
‘search demons’ actually do the job we’re supposed to
do!” he added.

“Oh! So you wanna invade my place and then give
me a superior attitude to boot!?!” Fenny shot back angrily.

“Oh! You'’re one to act all indignant about this! Don’t
forget that if you hadn’t gone against the rules, | wouldn’t
even be here! I'm not the one who'’s in the wrong here
Fenira! Don’t forget that little fact.”

“‘Oh, 'm WRONG am 1?!? Excuse me, but why am |
suddenly so perverse in the eyes of the agency?!?” Fenny
shouted.

“You want the list?!?” The stranger shouted back.

“LIST?1?”

“Well besides the basic crime of interfering with the
mortals, there’s also the matter of impersonating a love
goddess,” the stranger stated.

‘How dare you! IMPERSONATING?!? I'm the best
damn love goddess that this beleaguered little world has!
Love isn't something that you can have a detached
antiseptic approach to! It requires a watchful eye, and a
individual that cares,” Fenny responded to the charges.

‘I agree one hundred percent, except there’s one
problem.”

“What?!?” Fenny shouted.

“YOU'RE NOT A LOVE GODDESS!!!” the stranger
screamed back with a vicious venom in his voice.

Fenny paused for a moment and then took a deep
breath. “SO WHAT?!?” she screamed at the top of her
lungs.

“So what?!? So what?!? You have the gall to ask that
question out loud?!?” the stranger shouted incredulously.

“Yes, | have the gall to ask that question out loud!
Who cares if | wasn’t assigned to be a love goddess. So
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what?!? I'm doing the job now! That's all that should
matter now!” Fenny screamed.

The stranger tried to calm himself but felt his control
slipping. “Oh! That's all very nice and convenient for you
isn’'t it? Yes! Let's have the world revolve about what
Fenira wants! That’s all very grand!” The stranger shouted
with a bitter sarcasm, but he wasn’t finished. “Yes, it would
be very nice if the universe ran that way, but it don’t! While
you're off impersonating a love goddess. The job you're
supposed to be doing isn’t being done!” The stranger
noticed that Fenny's eyes shifted for a moment. “Oh!
That'’s right, you forgot about the old job, didn’t you? You
remember your old job don’t you? A God...”

“My old job was to relieve suffering! That's all | did!
Nothing wrong with that!” Fenny interrupted defensively.

“Oh! ‘to relieve suffering.’ Is that the self-delusion that
you’ve made for yourself?!? Such a nice little euphemism
for what you used to do!”

“Shut up!” Fenny shouted.

“You can't even face the fact of what you used to do,
can you? That's why you’'ve done this! You can’t admit
that you used to be a...”

“‘SHUT UP!!” Fenny screamed placing her hands
over her ears. “SHUT UP!I!”

“‘LOOK AT YOURSELF! YOU ARE AND ALWAY
WILL BE...” the stranger screamed.

“SHUT UP!!!” Fenny screamed desperately.

“...a Goddess of Death,” the stranger finished. He
then took a breath.

Fenny simply dropped to the floor on her knees and
shook her head. A fresh stream of tears was falling down
her face. Her dark hair fell in front of her face. A moment
later a soft sob was uttered past her lips.

The shouting match was now over. The stranger
sighed as he shifted in his chair. Fenny continued to stoop
over on the floor. “I didn’t like doing that Fenira.”

“Just leave me alone. Please.” was all Fenny could
squeak.
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“You know | can’t do that. | have to do my job.” The
stranger responded. “and so do you.”

Fenny suddenly got the angry, bitter look back on her
face as she looked over at the tied demon. “And what do
you know about my job?!? Do you really have any
FUCKING idea what my job is like?!? DO YOU?!?” Fenny
shouted as she knocked the glass off the table, causing it
to fall and smash into shards. Fenny stared at the stranger
with a cold harsh look. Her eyes grew gray and hollow as
she continued to stare, causing the stranger to shift
uncomfortably in his chair.

“You think it's all so easy, don’t you?” Fenny asked
rhetorically. “They tell you, ‘Oh, for the rest of eternity, you
do this.” And then you’re supposed to go around doing
your job with no emotion behind it.” Fenny looked up and
breathed deeply, “It ain’t that simple anymore. | couldn’t
stand it. Being a Goddess of Death isn’t so detached.”

“You relieve people’s suffering. There’s nothing wrong
with that. You said it yourself,” the stranger spoke out.

“That reasoning only takes you so far. Yes, | relieve
suffering. When an old man who clings to life begs to die,
I’'m a godsend. But what about everything else?!? What
about the atrocities of war and plague?!? Every time they
happen, | have to be there! | have had to watch millions of
normal people and children die in agony! I've been the one
they've cursed as an evil being! | couldn’t stand it! | can’t
stand it! | won’t stand it!!!” Fenny shouted in a fresh tirade
and tears.

“That's why you did it didn’t you? It wasn’t to be
insubordinate. It was to make amends to the universe for
your part in life’s cycle?”

“A goddess of death only brings pain and suffering
wherever she roams. A goddess of love brings about
happiness and joy...and yes, even the chance for new life.
Is that so wrong?!?” Fenny asked.

The stranger softened for a moment. “No. No, it's not
wrong at all. In fact, | actually understand.”

“You do?”
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“Don’t be surprised. We've all have our crosses to
bear. Being a goddess and being a demon isn’t so
different,” the stranger answered.

“How?” Fenny queried.

“It's all about following orders with complete
detachment. Sometimes, | just can't keep that
detachment. | always thought there was something wrong
with me. There are some things in this job that make my
blood run colder than it already is,” the stranger answered.

Fenny wiped the tears from her eyes and looked at
the stranger clearly. She saw that he was actually being
sincere, or doing a damn fine job faking it. “What kind of
things?”

The stranger’s eyes shifted. “I don'’t like talking about
it. A lot of my cohorts would love telling you, but I'm not
like that...”

Fenny looked hard and gave him a scrutinizing look. “I
actually believe you.” She motioned her arms and the
ropes disappeared. The stranger looked down in disbelief
and then stood up to stretch his arms.

“Why?” the stranger asked.

“Even if your eyes are yellow and cat-like, they can’t
hide emotion. You're being sincere, | feel it,” Fenny
pointed to her chest, “here.”

“Thank you,” the stranger replied and then rubbed his
head and winced. “Still wish you hadn’t hit me so hard.”

“Sorry, but | had to cover my bases. Nothing
personal,” Fenny apologized. Then she turned serious
again. “So now where do we stand?”

The stranger turned serious as well. “Well, | was
supposed to tell you that you must return to the agency.”

“Or what?” Fenny asked cautiously.

“Termination,” the stranger stated quietly.

‘From the agency?” Fenny queried, feeling a
nauseous feeling grow in the pit of her stomach.

“No,” the stranger answered giving her a look that told
her exactly what she already knew.

Fenny felt the strength give out in her legs again and
she shakily took a seat on the chair by the table. She
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placed her hand on her forehead. “Fuck,” was all she
could manage to mumble then she looked at the stranger
and mumbled out, “They’re really serious aren’t they?”

The stranger took the chair on the opposite side of the
table and sat down. He looked straight at Fenny and
nodded his head then he did something that surprised her.
He took her hand into his. “They’re very serious.”

Fenny deepened the frown on her face. She then
waived her arms and a bottle of scotch and two glasses
materialized on the table. She took the bottle and poured
two half glassed of scotch and took one. “Join me. | need
a drink and | don’t drink alone.”

The stranger complied and took a glass. Fenny held
her glass out and toasted, “Here’s to being fucked.” And
then guzzled the amber liquid. The stranger took a sip and
put down the glass.

“It doesn’t have to be this way,” the stranger spoke
while looking at Fenny.

Fenny refilled her glass and gulped down another.
“Huh?” she mumbled while refilling for a third glass.

“You do have a chance for escape. If you leave here
and go away, far away, and if you keep a low profile, the
agency may not find you. Of course by low profile, | mean
that you couldn’t use any of your powers,” the stranger
clarified.

“Yeah right,” Fenny shot back nonchalantly. “Like |
can suddenly disappear without a trace and the Agency
wouldn’t find me. What about you?”

“You can disappear, if | never found you in the first
place.” The stranger smirked.

Fenny did a spit-take with her fourth glass of scotch
when she heard this. “Excuse me?!?”

“I'll tell them that you left town before | could confront
you. I'll volunteer to search for you. After a few months, I'll
report that you've disappeared without a trace. You could
then lead a ‘normal’ life. Though you would really have to
live like a mortal, no powers whatsoever. No materializing
material goods. No scanning emotions. No nothing. The
first time you did that, they'd sense you in an instant. Your
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guard would always have to be up. You would probably
have to change your appearance as well,” the stranger
answered back in such a dead-seriousness that Fenny
could believe his sincerity.

“But why? Why help me escape the Agency?
Especially with such a high risk to yourself? If they
discovered your deception, then you’d be on their bad list
too,” Fenny asked, concerned.

The stranger shifted his eyes again and then closed
them. He rubbed his eyes and bridge of his nose with his
one hand and frowned slightly. He appeared to be thinking
hard about something. He then opened his eyes and
stared again at Fenny. “I have my own amends with the
universe | must make.” Then he picked up the glass and
gulped down the rest of his first glass. He then grabbed
the bottle and poured himself his second and Fenny’s fifth.
He then sipped it and continued, “Time is short. If this is to
work, there can be no delays.”

Fenny nodded in agreement and put down her
unfinished scotch. She got up from the table and stretched
her arms. “Thank you. You’re willing to do all this for me
and put yourself in such high risk and...” she paused, ‘I
don’t even know your name.”

“It's Ty.” The stranger answered.

“That’s an interesting name.” Fenny replied.

“Not really. They gave all us demons short names. It’'s
easier for them to remember us then.” Ty grinned
sardonically. Fenny grinned back.

“Well, Thank you, Ty.” Fenny said softly. She then
kissed him lightly on the cheek, causing the pale demon to
blush slightly.

Now seeing that this was an extremely interesting turn
of events and things are finally starting to make a turn for
the better, the universe decided that it was time for things
to turn for the worse. By ‘for the worse,” it means that at
that exact moment, the front door of Fenny’s apartment
collapsed as a large black trench-coat clad man kicked it
down. Behind him, four more people walked in. All
dressed in black, like Ty, there were four male demons of
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various height and weight, and one female demon with
long black hair tied in a single pig-tail. Their black designer
sunglasses might of concealed their eyes, but Fenny knew
that they were demons just like Ty.

Fenny turned angrily to Ty, “You bastard! You were
setting me up!!!”

Ty shook his head viciously, “I didn’t! | swear!”

The apparent leader, a tall lanky demon with short
hair and a thick five o’clock shadow stepped forward. “No,
No Fenira. He’s actually telling the truth. He didn’t even
know we were here.”

The female demon stepped forward. “You can
understand then, why we’re so disappointed in him.
Helping a fugitive is very serious business.”

The leader stuck his hand out to shush the female
demon. “Enough, Shil”

“Sorry, Gez,” the female demon named Shi said as
she did an apologetic bow and stepped back.

“Well, well, well, Ty. | must say that you surprise me.
You were willing to betray both the Agency and our honor
for a simple goddess. Tsk Tsk,” Gez started.

Ty stepped forward, “I didn’'t do it just for her. | did it
because it's time that someone stopped blindly following
orders and thought for themselves for a change! Just
because she did that, is that any reason to destroy her?!?”

Gez lightly clapped his hands and looked to the
others. They followed suit and they too began to quietly
clap. “Bravo, Ty. | always thought that you we’re an
impetuous, stupid fool. However, having heard you speak
so eloquently, | realize that | was right.”

Ty sneered at the comment as did Fenny. Ty then
straightened up and started to speak again. “I may be a
fool, but...”

However as he began to speak, Gez turned around,
smiled, and interrupted him. “As interesting as it is to listen
to you pontificate about the virtues of independent
thought, it matters not. You’re guilty of attempting to aid a
fugitive goddess. That is punishable by non-existence. As
for your goddess friend, she doesn’'t appear to have any
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intention of changing her mind.” He then looked to his
companions. “Kill them both.”

As he gave the order, from under their coats they
pulls out what looked like semi-automatic nine millimeter
handguns with laser-sights attached. Gez turned back to
Ty and Fenny. “Goodbye.”

Fenny thought that this would be a good moment to
speak out and buy some precious time, “Um excuse me?
But how can you kill a goddess? I'm immortal. Guns don’t
work.”

Gez smiled. “Oh these are special guns. Issued to us
by the agency for when these types of circumstances
arise.”

Fenny had a bad thought that bothered her. “The
Agency gave you weapons for killing an immortal?!?”

“Oh yes their R&D is quite effective in those matters.”
Gez replied.

“‘But...but...how? Why?” Fenny stammered while
thinking of what reason would the divine agency need
weapons.

“Oh, you'd be surprised what kind of technology
arises when one immortal being needs to kill another
immortal being.” Gez kept that same arrogant ‘Bond-
villain’ smile the whole conversation which was starting to
really bother Fenny. “Of course, | know exactly what
you're doing. You trying to stall us and are praying for
some miracle to save you. Very boring Fenira, even for
you.” He then pointed to the female demon Shi. “Shi, kill
her first.”

“Gladly,” Shi said with a happy grin, like a child asked
if they would like another piece of cake. She pointed the
gun at Fenny and a red laser dot appeared on her chest.

The world seemed to move in slow motion. Shi began
to slowly squeeze the trigger. Ty, even though he thought
it was a futile and incredibly stupid thing to do, charged at
Fenny and the pair stumbled toward a window. As the shot
went off, Ty felt a burning sensation dig it's way into the
back of his shoulder and exiting the front barely missing
Fenny's face by centimeters. Of course that was a minor
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detail as the pair was now crashing through a window of a
7th story apartment and they were speeding toward the
alley below.

Ty began to desperately hope that Fenny was
preparing herself for the crash because if she wasn't, then
this was going to hurt like hell.

Fenny had gotten over the initial shock of both Ty’s
stupid heroism and their flying out her apartment. She also
realized that in a moment she was going to slam into hard
pavement with Ty on top of her. She began to concentrate
and then looked at Ty. His eyes were closed hard and he
was squeezing tightly.

A moment passed and nothing. “Um, Ty?” Fenny
spoke. Ty continued to hug tightly and kept his eyes
closed. Fenny spoke again. “Um, Ty? You mind letting me
go?”

Ty opened his eyes and looked. The pair were now
floating a few inches above the pavement. Ty released his
grip and slipped the last few inches to the concrete. Fenny
corrected herself and looked around.

“You mind teling me when you're going to do
something that crazy ahead of time next time?” Fenny
asked.

“Sorry. | was kinda running on instincts there.” Ty
looked up and saw the shattered window. “You've got to
get out of here! Quick, teleport away and lay low, I'll delay
them!”

Ty began to push Fenny out of the alley. “Hey! I'm not
leaving you here like this! If you can’'t escape a rope,
there’s no way you can escape them!” Fenny shouted.

“There’s no time! I'm tying you down! Get out of here!”
Ty shouted back.

“Not without you! Come on!” Fenny shouted as she
grabbed Ty’s arm and pulled him down the alley. Ty
winced in pain as she yanked on his arm. He felt a warm
tingling sensation move all across his shoulder and arm.

In the apartment, Gez and Shi both blinked for a
moment. After that, they looked at each other, then to their
three companions. They all took turns looking at one
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another. After that, Gez decided to speak. “Get down there
and stop them from getting away!!!!”

The three other demons ran out of the apartment and
stomped down the hall and down the steps. Shi and Gez
ran to the window, only to see Fenny and Ty exit the alley.
Gez punched the wall in frustration and then he and Shi
ran out the door like the other three.

Fenny slammed the door of her station wagon. Ty slid
over to the passenger seat. Fenny then reached into her
pockets and suddenly got a panicked look. She had
forgotten her car keys in her apartment! “Oh... Screw it!”
Fenny shouted and pointed to the ignition. The car started
on its own and Fenny slammed the gas peddle and peeled
away from the apartment complex.

A moment later, her back window shattered as shots
rang out. Fenny ducked her head in hopes of avoiding the
projectiles. In her rearview mirror she saw both Shi and
Gez join their three companions. A moment later, she
turned the corner and they were out of sight. She hit the
gas harder and the car slowly accelerated faster. Fenny
turned onto the road that led straight out of town.

At the apartment, Gez stomped his foot down angrily.
“‘Dammit! We let them get away! If the Agency doesn'’t get
them, then they'll settle for my ass!!! FUCK!!!”

“Don’'t worry, Gez. We’'ll get them. They can’t go
forever, theyll have to stop running eventually,” Shi
consoled.

Gez gave her an incredulous look. But then he looked
down at her and saw her smile. He lightened a little. Then
he looked over to his cohorts and noticed that they were
grinning. “Hey! Do you think that you could be any
dumber?!? Theyre getting away! Get after them
Jackasses!” Gez shouted. The other three scrambled and
ran back into another alley. Gez looked at Shi. “So hard to
get good help these days.”

A few miles down the road. Fenny passed the sign
that alerted drivers that they were entering Holyoke. Fenny
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breathed a small sigh of relief. Though she wasn’t out of
danger just yet, she had managed to buy herself some
precious time. Time that she could use to make a plan and
escape. “That was a close one, but it will take them a few
minutes to even start to give chase, plus they don’'t know
where we’re going, so technically, the advantage is ours.”

‘Do even we know where we're going?” Ty asked
quietly.

“Well...Um...technically...no. BUT...At least we're still
alive, and that’s the important thing! Right?” Fenny asked
Ty. A moment passed and Ty was silent. “Right?” Still
silence. “Ty?” Fenny asked and looked over in his
direction. “Ty!”

Ty was a shade paler than before and his eyes were
starting to roll into the back of his head. He was gripping
his shoulder as a yellowish liquid ran over his black hand.
Fenny nearly swerved the car off the road before pulling
herself together. “Ty! You've been shot!”

Ty giggled and groaned at the comment. “I think |
already knew that Fenira, but thanks for informing me.”

“This is serious! You're...um...bleeding?” Fenny
stammered while Ty nodded at the assessment. “You're
bleeding and we can’t go into a hospital!”

“Told ya you should of left me behind,” Ty
reprimanded.

“‘Don’t talk like that! It isn’t doing anyone any good! |
just need to think, that's all.” Fenny reprimanded back.
She thought for a moment. Her eyes brightened and then
she pointed to her steering wheel and clicker her fingers.
The car began to steer itself down the road. Fenny then
turned her attention to the back and started rooting around
the back seat area. “Aha! | knew that this would be useful
one day!” Fenny shouted as she pulled from the back a
small first aid kit.

Fenny opened the kit and started by pulling out some
gauze pads. She then helped Ty take off the coat which
she threw in the back seat. Afterwards, she took a pair of
pads and placed them over the entrance and exit wounds.
Then she taped the pads in place. “Now keep applying
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pressure! It may not be much, but it will help stop the
bleeding for now!” Fenny instructed. Ty weakly nodded.
The car continued to roll down the highway.

As the evening approached and darkness settled,
Fenny looked down and groaned. Ty continued to look at
the scenery pass as the car went through the wooded
highway. Fenny shook him to grab his attention.
“‘Um...Ty? Problem. We’re almost out of gas.”

“Universe just won't cut us a break, huh?” Ty joked.
Fenny gave him a serious look informing him that she
wasn't in the mood. “Okay, okay, Let me think.” He paused
and furrowed his pale brow. “Okay, here’s what we do.
We're going to take the car off the road down the highway
and hide it. Then we’ll spend the night in the woods. If
we’re lucky, we’ll be safe and they won’t detect us.”

Fenny thought for a moment and then pulled the car
off the road. She then drove the car deeper into the woods
as the darkness increased around them. She stopped the
car and turned the engine off. “Okay, Let's get to work!”
Fenny stated.

The pair exited the car and began to pile fallen
branches and dead leaves over the station wagon so to
make it invisible to those looking at it far away. Then she
reached in her back seat and pulled a couple of blankets,
her first aid kit, and a flashlight from the glove
compartment. Ty grabbed his coat. The pair looked at the
car again and then set off into the woods as the sun
finished setting.

A little while later, the pair found a cave cropping out
from the side of a small hill. Fenny flashed her light inside
and checked it out. She then motioned for Ty to follow her
inside, which he did.

Fenny began by laying down the first blanket and then
motioned for Ty to sit by her. Ty crawled over and
slumped down on the first blanket. “Take off the coat.”
Fenny instructed. Ty complied and tossed the coat aside.
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Fenny looked him over and assessed the situation. “Okay.
Take off your shirt.”

Ty looked at Fenny for a moment. “It doesn’'t come
off.”

Fenny arched an eyebrow. “Are you telling me, that
shiny black get-up is your actual body?” Ty nodded at the
question.

“It's a type of ethereal thing. The blood, too. It helps
us manipulate matter and space.” Ty explained.

“That’'s useful, though pretty damn weird.” Fenny
replied.

“Well, we all can’'t be blessed with Goddess powers,
some of us have to get by with what we were given.” Ty
pouted.

Fenny giggled and then motioned for him to come to
her. She peeled the old bandages, which were soaked
with crusted yellow, and she began to prepare a new
dressing. She began by placing fresh pads on the wounds
and then by wrapping layer after layer of gauze to keep
pressure on the wound.

“How did you learn this?” Ty asked incredulously.

“A long while back, | posed as a WWII army field
nurse. Some of it has remained useful,” Fenny answered.
Ty nodded. Fenny finished the wrapping and Ty moved his
arm slowly to test out his range of motion, which wasn'’t
much.

The pair sat there in the cave wrapped in the other
blanket, with the flashlight being the only source of light
anywhere. As thus the evening crawled with the pair
twitching at every twig snapping and rustling of the leaves.
Fenny decided to speak as they looked at the partially
hidden moon out the entrance of the cave. “Wish I'd
brought the scotch.”

“As soon as everything cools down, I'll treat you at a
bar somewhere.” Ty answered.

“And how are you going to pay?” Fenny inquired.

“Somehow. It's a promise.” Was all he said in return.
Fenny let it go and that and thus nuzzled up against him to
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preserve the warmth, for even though he was a demon, he
was warm...

The Next Day, Friday...

“Wish we could’'ve taken the car,” Fenny whined as
she and Ty marched in the woods.

“Yeah, but without the keys we could only start it with
magic. If we would’ve done that, we would’'ve been caught
in ten seconds time. Besides, it was out of gas,” Ty
reasoned and he looked around the forest. “Besides, as
long as we’re off the main roads, we're safer.”

“Yeah, but we have no idea where we are. Or where
were going for that matter,” Fenny complained.

‘I know where we’re going,” Ty answered.

“‘Oh? Is that so?” Fenny asked, disbelieving.

Ty pointed to the small stream to their left. “We are
following downstream, right?” Fenny nodded. “Okay, so
what do we know about fresh water streams? They
inevitably lead to some sort of civilization. We’'ll follow it for
a while and eventually we'll come to a town or something.
We'll secure some transportation there and we’ll be off
again,” Ty explained.

“I think you’re making it up as you go,” Fenny ribbed.

“No doubt. But we're still alive and as long as we're
that, we're in good hands,” Ty joked back.

And thus the pair marched down the stream in the
woods. The day progressed from morning to noon, until
dusk. And as night began to fall, Fenny was beginning to
wonder if this stream was ever gonna lead to some sort of
civilization. She also began to realize that she really took
her goddess powers for granted. She looked over at Ty in
the darkness and smiled slightly. She had only knew him a
day, but she had already began to trust him
unconditionally. She couldn’'t quite explain it. Darkness
grew and soon it was night and the stars came out. Fenny
looked up.

“It's very pretty out here. In the city you can’t see the
stars very well,” Fenny said out loud.
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“I remember when mortals used to think that the stars
were deities,” Ty responded.

“I wouldn’t mind having my own star,” Fenny mused.

“You already are,” Ty answered.

“What?”

Ty turned to her as they walked. “Well, you're
bright...and warm,” Ty answered embarrassed.

Fenny giggled lightly. “Well, | guess there are worse
things.”

Ty looked up and noticed the crescent in the sky. “I'm
more like the moon. Cold and dead.”

Fenny looked up. “Oh, | wouldn’t say that. The moon
outshines all the stars in the sky. It's special in it's own
right,” Fenny turned to Ty and smiled.

Ty took the thought and processed it. A moment later
he nodded in approval. Then he took his arm and wrapped
it around Fenny’s shoulders.

The pair continued to walk in the woods at night.
Fenny felt the warmth from Ty’s arm and looked at his
face. He was half-smiling and half-frowning. Like he was
happy, but also felt guilty about his happiness.

“Ty...” Fenny began.

“‘Hey!!!” Ty shouted, thus interrupting Fenny. He
pointed out a slight light in the distance. A clearing in the
direction of the road. Ty started moving toward it. “Come
on! Maybe it’s a good sign!”

“l hope so,” Fenny answered as she picked up her
pace. It was a sign. A neon sign to be exact. A Starbuck’s
Coffee sign to be even more exact. Fenny looked at Ty. Ty
looked back. They shrugged their shoulders and walked
inside.

The clean establishment was empty of customers. Of
course, since there was a lack of customers, there was
only one employee. A young plain faced girl wearing the
traditional Starbuck’s uniform and working the counter. Ty
motioned to Fenny that he was going over to a table, and
he tried to hide his face and eyes from the counter girl, not
that she would pay him much mind.
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Fenny looked to the girl and smiled. She barely raised
an eyebrow in acknowledgment. “Can | help you?” she
asked, bored.

“Yes. Two mochachinos, extra sweet,” Fenny
answered. Then she glanced at the clock and saw that it
was 11:50 at night. They had been in the woods a lot
longer than she realized. “Wow, it’s late.”

‘Wow, you can tell time,” the girl replied
monotonously. “Four bucks even.”

Fenny dug out four crumpled bills from her jeans
pocket and laid them on the counter. She took her drinks
to the corner table where Ty was waiting with his back to
the counter.

“Nice girl,” Fenny said out loud.

“Well, if you had to work a Friday night in a
coffeehouse, wouldn’t you be pissed?” Ty asked.

“Point.” Fenny replied and took a sip of her coffee.
The hot creamy sweet liquid melted in her mouth and she
savored it. Especially after the last couple days, she had
she deserved this little pampering.

Ty drank his as well, though not as elaborately as
Fenny. He watched Fenny take another sip and then close
her eyes and savor the flavor. However, in the process
she had gotten some cream on her nose which caused Ty
to laugh out.

“‘What?” Fenny queried, wondering what was so
funny. “What?!?” she shouted annoyed. Ty continued to
laugh and pointed at his nose. Fenny grasped the idea
and wiped her nose. After a moment of silence, they both
began to laugh.

The tranquillity of the moment was ruined as at that
moment, five people walked into the shop and waked to
the counter. These five people caused Fenny to drop her
coffee to the floor.

No, they didn’t physically walk up to Fenny and knock
her drink to the ground, but they disturbed her so much
that she became paralyzed with fear. Ty, at that point, too
dropped his coffee. He grew a concerned look and turned
around.
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At the counter, the one called Shi spoke, “l can’'t
believe we’'ve been out all day and not a trace of them,
they couldn’t have gotten far. | mean...” Then she looked
over and saw them. She then muttered an expletive and
grabbed Gez's arm and turned him around.

Fenny and Ty stood up, not knowing what else to do.
The Starbuck’s girl mumbled something about all the
weirdos that come in on her shift. The five demons all
turned their attention to the two fugitives, not believing
their incredible luck. They reached inside their coats and
pulled out their guns, causing the Starbuck’s girl to scream
in terror and duck under the counter.

Ty saw them point in their general direction. Ty then
shoved Fenny to the ground hard as the hail of gunfire
ripped into him like a storm. Bullet after bullet slammed
into his body as yellow fluid began to ooze onto the floor.
Loud explosions racked inside Fenny's head as she
watched Ty convulse and writhe as the shots tore through
him. A moment later it was over.

In the silence, Fenny crawled over to the collapsed Ty
who lay on the floor oozing his lifeforce everywhere. The
other five dropped empty clips onto the stained floor and
reached into their pockets for fresh ones.

he continued to jerk on the floor. Fenny rolled him on his
back and laid his head in her lap. “Ty! You fool! Why do
you always have to play the hero! Didn’t you know it was
futile?!?” Fenny shouted with tears running down her face.

Ty turned his bloody face toward Fenny and began to
gasp. “Fenira...” he managed out. “I need to tell you
something...before | die...” he choked out.

Fenny tried to shush him but he shook his head and
continued to grimace in pain as he continued to speak.
“It's...about your...sisters...” he started.

“My sisters?” Fenny asked.

“They we’re reprimanded...by the Agency...” Ty
continued. “They were questioned... and tortured... until
they told where you were. That's... how | found you,” Ty
explained in agony.
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“Don’t think about that now! Please hang on to what
you have left!” Fenny cried.

“No! | must tell... you everything. They refused to tell
us where you were... at first... So... they executed
Jordiko...” Ty gasped.

“Jordiko...?!?” Fenny shouted.

“After that...Sonyarina gave in and told us where you
were...”

“And then what?!?” Fenny screamed.

“After that...they executed...her too. They shot them
both in the back of the head. | was there,” Ty confessed.

“You were?!?”

‘I saw...everything. And those five were there...too...
They shot them. | helped you...because | couldn’t live
with...what | done.” Ty grimaced in agony. Then he took
Fenny's hand into his yellow stained one. “Fenira...
please... forgive... me...”

Having said that, Ty rolled his eyes into the back of
his head and let the breath go out of his body. Fenny fell
silent and closed her eyes.

Shi looked around at the sudden silence. “Boy, he
sure hung in there didn’t he?” She smirked, causing the
others to laugh lightly.

“Well Doll, It's time to join your boyfriend,” Gez said
as he locked his clip in place.

Fenny stood up and stared straight ahead at the
quintet. “He wasn’t my boyfriend. He was someone who
saw my nature and understood who | was. There were
once two others who understood me, too. But now they're
gone, too. They're all dead. They're all dead. THEY'RE
ALL DEAD!!! YOU KILLED THEM!!!” Fenny screamed at
the top of her lungs.

Suddenly, the tables and chairs began to quake and
rumble by some unknown force. The five demons looked
around at the activity. Fenny stood there and stared at
them.

“You killed the few people who actually understood
me. You killed them without mercy and with no just
reason.” The rumbling continued and grew slightly more
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violent. “Now...you will receive no mercy. No Mercy from
the Goddess of DEATH!!” Fenny screamed as she
slammed her fist down on a pair of tables.

Suddenly all five of the demons flew back from a force
that knocked them off their feet and into the counter. They
scrambled to get to their feet and watched in awe as
something happened to the goddess.

Her skin grew pale. Beyond the normal pale however.
This was ashen white. And from her eyes flowed two small
streams of black tears that stained her face. Her hair
turned even blacker than before. So black that it seemed
to absorb light itself. Her clothes shredded themselves and
she stood with her ashen pale nude body exposed. A pair
of black raven wings extended from her back. A black and
silver robe began to wrap itself around her waist and torso
and breasts. And in her hands a sterling silver scythe
appeared. A cold light radiated from her.

“‘Angela Morritere.” Fenira shouted. “The Angel of
Death! The Reaper of lost souls. Now those who show no
mercy will receive NO MERCY!!!” She shouted as she
approached them.

The five demons looked at each other in frightened
haze. They really weren’t expecting this! They did the only
logical thing...They opened fire.

Bullet after bullet simply turned from her and
continued their journey as if deflected by an unseen
shield. The demons looked that their guns in shock.

“These things are supposed to kill GODS!!! What the
fuck?!?” The slightly chubby demon shouted. A moment
later he began to convulse and twitch. Fenira stood there
and motioned her hand and closed it into a fist. A moment
later the demon’s neck jerked violently and he collapsed to
the floor.

The others looked at each other in horror. Gez
continued to back away and Shi stood motionless. Fenira
smiled evilly. She waved both her hands in a mirror
fashion. The two unnamed demons started moving
involuntarily and they faced each other. They each lifted
their gun-hands toward each other. Fenira smiled even
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more. The two demons placed the barrels of their guns at
each others foreheads.

“Bang,” Fenira whispered, and at that instant the two
demons literally blew each others’ minds. Shi screamed in
terror which drew Fenira’s attention. Fenira turned toward
the quaking female demon. “I'm sorry, am | frightening
you? If | remember correctly, you were supposed to be the
funny one? Isn’t that right?” Fenira asked as she walked
up to the paralyzed demon-girl.

Fenira lifted her head up by pushing her finger on her
chin. “It's not very funny to laugh about killing someone.
Don't you have a heart?” Fenira asked. Shi simply
yammered in terror. “Why don’t we find out?” Fenira asked
coyly. She backed away and raised the scythe high. Shi
stood motionless and weeped like a infant. Fenira smiled
even more and brought the scythe down. Shi screamed,
but her scram was silenced a moment later when the
scythe buried itself in her chest.

Then she yanked the tool from the dead demon’s
body and turned to Gez who had resigned to cowering on
the floor. She walked over to him and raised the scythe.

“What are you?!?” Gez shouted.

“Don’t you know? I’'m now what you wanted me to be.
Aren’'t you glad?” Fenira asked and then brought the
scythe down burying it between his eyes. A small stream
of yellow began to flow from the wound and ran down his
shocked face.

The interview room...

So you then killed them all swiftly and without mercy?

Fenira felt the warm tears run down her face. “Yes,”
was all she muttered.

And how did that make you feel?

Fenira closed her eyes and the tears that flowed
down her face turned black. “It felt good,” she said quietly
and without emotion.

| see. Well what a most interesting story Fenira.
Thank you for your cooperation.
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Having ‘said’ that, Fenira disappeared from the room
and only the folding chair and shaft of light remained.
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Act the Second:
“Being John Hoelscher”
“When you’re talking to yourself,
And Nobody’s home.

You can't fool yourself,

You came into this world alone.
Alone.”

- Guns ‘n’ Roses ‘Estranged’

The room was dark. Very dark. And cold. It was very,
very cold. John Hoelscher shivered slightly. The only small
source of light in this cold room was a small shaft focused
on the steel folding chair that John was sitting on.

John looked around to his surroundings by moving his
eyes only. From the little light he had, he could make out
that the room wasn’t furnished and he looked to be the
only one there. At least he thought he was the only one
there.

Hello, Mr. Hoelscher.

John barely twitched a muscle. Instead he simply
focused his eyes his eyes forward and toward the
darkness of the room.

Are you comfortable?

John took the question in but continued to sit there.
Then from behind him a voice rang out. “Don’t answer
that!”

John knew who spoke. He had been listening to him
talk for a long time. His arrogant voice, full of self
confidence yet suave and compelling. He stepped out of
the shadows with his white uniform and long red hair. John
had simply begun to refer to him as “Touga-John” because
both his physical appearance and vocal distinctiveness
were like Touga Kiyrou from the anime series
Revolutionary Girl Utena.

“That’s right! I'll do all the speaking here!” another
voice shot out. From the shadows stepped the second
familiar figure. His voice was also arrogant and full of self-
confidence, but unlike the first it was more focused and
maybe even a little psychotic. Dressed in his blue suit with
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the matching red ‘power tie’, John had simply dubbed him
“Jinnai-John” because his physical appearance and vocal
distinctiveness were similar to Katsuhiko Jinnai from the
anime series El Hazard: The Magnificent World.

“Quiet, both of you,” came the third familiar quiet
voice. John closed his eyes again and opened them.,
When he reopened his eyes, the third figure sat on the
floor staring back at him. Almost smug in his navy slacks
and white short-sleeved dress shirt with the turquoise t-
shirt peeking underneath. John had dubbed him “Shinji-
John” because his physical and vocal presence were
extremely similar to Shinji lkari from Neon Genesis
Evangelion.

John finally decided to move his body and when he
did it was to place his face into his hands. “My god, my
sub-conscience is even more fucked than | thought,” he
muttered. He had formed three dysfunctional personalities
in his own head and worse than that, he based them off
anime’s he had watched. This was obviously a classic cry
for help.

Well, by judging you’re three friends, | would have to
agree.

John looked up at hearing the new voice again and
decided to give it some attention. “I'm sorry. I've been
ignoring you haven’t 1? So...which side of my personality
are you?” John asked the presence.

The presence actually chuckled at hearing this. I'm
not any Mr. Hoelscher. I'm a distinctive being of my own
accord.

“You dare to place HIM in the same category as
US!?!” Jinnai-John shouted.

Watch it, laughing-boy.

John grinned at the remark, he was beginning to like
this “person” even if he couldn’t see him. Actually, he was
more relieved that this one was simply just a voice. He
had had enough of voices becoming real after these last
few days.

You’re not perturbed by me are you? Fenira...I'm
sorry. Fenny was quite upset by me.
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“Really? Fenny?” John asked quizzically. He thought
back a moment. “I was just with Fenny and Jason wasn't
[?” John asked.

That’s right. Do you remember how you three came to
be together this evening?

John furrowed his brow and concentrated. “You know
what? | don't. Is that bad?” John asked. Touga-John rolled his
eyes, Jinnai-John groaned, and Shinji-John simply nodded.

No, it’s quite alright. Fenira had the same problem.
How about before? Do you remember what happened
before you were together?

John looked around at the three figures. “l was with them.”

Really? Where?

“In the White Room,” John answered.

What is this ‘White Room?’

“The White Room is very similar to this one. There’s a
chair in the middle. Though...It's much better lit.” John
looked down, “and it doesn’t have hardwood floors. It has
tile-work,” John answered.

| see. And before you were in the White Room, do
you remember where you were?

John thought for a second. “I remember...” John
paused and frowned. ‘| remember...”

Yes?

“I remember the truck coming at me very fast. And
then...” John thought back.

Yes?

‘Well...I remember the truck. | remember the White
Room. That’s all | can really recall.” John finished.

Interesting. And can you tell me what happened in the
White Room?

John thought a moment and seemed to ease himself.
“Oh that’s easy, | remember exactly what happened in the
White Room.”

What exactly happened?
John grinned a little, “I died.”
Oh?

“Yes. | died in the White Room. Then | was in a room
with Fenny and Jason. Then | was here.” John suddenly
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gave a thoughtful look, “Funny, | didn’t imagine the afterlife
being like this.”

That is most intriguing Mr. Hoelscher. However, aren’t
you at the least bit disturbed by the fact that you now are
dead?

“You would think that , wouldn’t you? But to be
honest, after the mess that the last few days have been, |
finally feel a sense of calm | haven't felt in a long time.
Ain’t that right guys?” John asked his three selves. Jinnai-
John hrumphed in bitterness. Touga-John looked
disgusted. Shinji-John cracked a broad smile and nodded
his head, like he was in on some great secret.

| see. Why don'’t you tell me about the last few days.

“‘Well, these last few days weren't really that
interesting,” John replied.

Okay, okay. Why don'’t do start with Friday afternoon?
Is that okay?

“Sure, no problem. Though, you’ll find it pretty dull.”
John shrugged.

Humor me.

“‘Okay. It's your time anyway. I've gotten nothing
better to do anyway. Okay... Friday... Friday... Hmmm...”
John paused for a moment and collected his thoughts.
“Well, | had been on the road since Tuesday night and...”

Friday Afternoon...

A large green metal sign posted by the roadside came
into view. It told of various cities and highway exits that
were coming up ahead somewhere in the future. John
looked at it with relative indifference, or at least he tried to
convince himself that it was with indifference. The sign
said the following:

Highway 12 - Exit 4: 34 Mi.
US Highway 40 - Exit 3: 57 Mi.
Cincinnati - Exit 2: 86 Mi.
Kettering - Exit 1: 110 Mi.
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“You know you’re not fooling anyone by acting
indifferent,” came Shinji-John’s voice from the back seat.
“We all know that it’s not really a coincidence that you're
going to Kettering.”

“Who says I'm going to Kettering? Maybe I'm waiting
34 miles and then I'll take Highway 12,” John shot back.

“Sure. You expect us to believe that? John...We know
everything about you. We are inside your head,” Touga-
John rebutted.

“Then why don’t you go back to being inside my head
and shut the hell up!” John shouted back. Having one
backseat driver was annoying, but having three at one
time who were also psychoanalyzing everything he did
was downright unbearable.

‘How dare you shout at your ruler!” Jinnai-John
shouted indignantly.

“If my feet weren’t needed on the peddles, | do a lot
more than just shout at you,” John growled. “I sense
hostility,” Touga-John mused.

“Gee, | wonder why?” John answered back
sarcastically. John thought back to when he finally couldn’t
outrun them anymore.

After Tuesday’s initial shock of seeing the figments of
his imagination coming to life and wanting to follow him,
he managed to keep ahead of them. He would blindly
travel in one direction then suddenly would pull off the
highway and then turn around.

He didn’t have a destination, he just knew that as long
as he was driving they couldn’t hound him. He was safe
with his solitude when he was driving. That was the only
piece of mind he had right now.

Unfortunately, that piece of mind wasn’t very long
lived. For whenever John would stop driving, they were
waiting for him. Pulling off to refill his gas tank. They would
be inside the convenience store. Stopping to eat at a small
off the highway diner. They would be at the next table.
And they would always comment on his running away to
him. John would quickly leave and get back on the road,
the highway his only solitude.
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And so it went on, until John, finally tired of not being
able to stop, pulled over to the side of the road and turned
off his engines. He stepped out of the car and sat on the
hood of his car and closed his eyes.

A moment later he opened them and saw them
standing there, almost looking chummy, staring back.

“You didn’t keep me waiting.” John started.

“No need to. You're finally ready to take us,” Touga-
John answered. Shinji-dohn appeared to give a
momentary sneer behind Touga-John’s back, but quickly
became stoic again.

“Maybe,” John replied.

“No maybes! You are taking us!” Barked Jinnai-John.

“Where to?” John asked.

“You know where,” Shinji-John answered back staring
straight into his eyes.

“I'm tired of traveling.” John sighed.

“Only a little further to go. If we start now and drive
straight, we should make it before Saturday,” Touga-John
commented while mentally doing some math.

“Oh? Is it that so?” John commented. “Is getting there
by Saturday important?”

“‘No! Of course not!” barked Jinnai-John. “We're
wasting time! Let’s go!”

John arched an eyebrow. He didn’t trust Jinnai-John.
In fact he didn’t trust any of them, but he couldn’t out run
them anymore. He was too tired to do that anymore. “Get
in,” John said. Touga-John and Jinnai-John entered in the
back seat.

Shinji-John hesitated for a moment and walked up to
John. He began to whisper in his ear. “You're safe until we
get there,” He said in a quiet harshness.

“Where exactly are we going?” John asked again.

“You know. The scene of your crime,” Shinji-John
whispered back.

“What crime?” John asked puzzled.

Shinji-John actually looked surprised. “You really
don’t understand do you? You don’t get what's going on
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around you, do you?” He quietly sighed. “It doesn’t matter,
you’ll find out when we get there.”

“But | still don’t know where we’re going. Really.” John
stated.

“Who really knows where they're going?” Shinji-John
asked philosophically.

“But how will | get there then?” John insisted.

“Just start driving. You'll take us straight there. Trust
me,” Shinji-dJohn answered. He then joined the others in
the back seat, who appeared to begin interrogating him
about the conversation. However, Shinji-John appeared to
be playing dumb.

“Trust you? Yeah, like that would be a good idea...”
John sighed. He shrugged his shoulders and entered the
drivers side and started the ignition. He pulled onto the
road and started heading south. At that point the three
immediately began their nagging.

Now in the late afternoon with the sun beginning to
set in the western horizon, John drove with three figments
of his imagination. The scenery was whizzing by as John
kept a steady foot on the accelerator. A brief silence
overcame the car as the exit for Highway 12 came and
went and they continued driving.

“Well, guess we’re not going that way,” Touga-John
said with a certain amount of coy smugness.

“Just shut up,” John muttered.

“Won't it be nice to see all the old sights again? The
high school? Hey! Maybe we can drop in on your parents
while we’re at it,” Touga-John stated with some
amusement.

“I rather not,” Shinji-John quietly replied.

“Baby,” Jinnai-John added.

“Why are we going to Kettering? There’s nothing
there!” John asked, annoyed.

“Oh really? Nothing? You're parents still live there.
Don’t you want to see them?” Touga-John asked.

“I thought you said you knew me? Why do you think |
live in Massachusetts?” John snapped back.
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“Oh please, that excuse worked on all your friends,
but not on us,” Touga-John smirked.

“l just want to get this over with,” Shinji-John said to
himself.

“Get what over with?” John asked while trying to keep
his attention on the road. “Does this have to do with my
‘crime?”

“Everything has to do with your crime John, didn’t you
know that?” Shinji-John answered and then went back to
staring out the window. The other two gave each other a
worried look.

John looked at the three in his rear view mirror. He
sighed again. He was being pushed around by his own
sub-conscience and he didn’'t even know why. Worse yet,
he was letting them do it to him. Why? That was the big
question John’s head. Why were they taking him back
home? His old home in Kettering, Ohio. Something about
a crime he committed. But what crime? He didn’t
remember committing one.

Then John was struck with a new thought. Why do
people usually bring someone back to the scene of a
crime? John thought about this for a moment. Then he
thought of an answer. To punish them. John thought for a
moment and realized that they intended to punish him for
some crime he had committed. That was their intention
from the beginning.

John felt angry. Not at the three figments of his
imagination, but rather at himself for blindly following their
orders like a sheep. He began to angrily grit his teeth.

“Oh, | see now. You're pretty damn clever,” John
sneered.

“Oh? What's this all about?” Touga-John asked.

“I figured it out. The reason why you were pulling me
along to come back home.” John immediately jerked the
wheel to his left and the car jerked violently to the left,
straight into the next lane of oncoming traffic.

“What the hell are you doing?!?” Jinnai-John shouted,
“I order you to stop!”
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“Or what? You'll punish me? Isn’t that what this was
all about to begin with? Isn’t that what the dreams really
were? Anyway, what difference does it make? But hell, if
I'm going out...I'm dragging you along!” John grinned with
a slightly crazed look.

“This is insane John, why would we want to hurt you?”
Touga-John asked.

“You're right, | am insane,” was John’s reply. Touga-
John and Jinnai-John looked at each other with very
worried expressions. Shinji-John scooted up and spoke
behind John’s ear with a small smile.

“You finally figured it out?” Shinji-John asked.

“Most of it,” John answered back as cars swerved to
the left and right to avoid the speeding car going the
wrong way.

“It won’t make a scrap of difference, ya know?” Shinji-
John remarked.

“Oh?” John queried.

‘I don’t need Kettering to punish you,” Shinji-John
answered and then leaned back in the back seat.

“What does that mean...?” John asked before noticing
the bright high-beams directly in his face as a semi-tractor
trailer came closer to John’s view. Suddenly, all he saw
was light. Almost a pure heavenly light as it were. It
certainly didn’t seem to belong to a truck.

The White Room...

You could imagine John’s surprise then, when the
light faded and he found himself where he had always
seemed to end up -- The White Room.

John saw the steel folding chair sitting in the center.
The soft light reflecting off the whitewash walls and white-
tiled floor. “How did | get here?” John asked out loud.

“Where did you expect to go?” Shinji-John asked in
the stillness.

John turned to face him. Shinji-dJohn stood there with
his arms crossed and with Touga-John and Jinnai-John
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standing behind him very still. He started to grin. “You
really thought you were gonna escape by killing yourself?”

John gulped. “Yes.”

Shinji-John walked straight up to him and bore his
stare straight into John. “You’re a fool. | told you that you
we're going to return to the scene of your crime. Don’t
think you’ll escape that. | won'’t allow that.”

“You won’'t? What about them?” John asked pointing
to the others.

Shinji-dJohn snapped his fingers and the pair
disappeared. “Oh them? They're unimportant, but they
were useful in bringing you here. Now that they served
their purpose, | can finally wash my hands of them.” Shinji-
John said angrily.

“It was you all along? You were behind this whole
thing?” John asked incredulously.

“You're surprised? | told you that | was bringing you
back to the scene of your crime,” Shinji-John muttered.

“But what crime?!? | don’t know what you’re talking
about!” John shot back defensively.

Shinji-John grew an angry look, but it soon melded
into a twisted smile. “Well, that's why we’re here aren’t
we? It's time for your punishment to begin.”

Holy Ghost Medical Center...

Dr. Joseph Brown ran down the corridor to the
entrance of the emergency room. As he flew past the ER
lobby, he noticed the rush and hustle of various members
of the ER staff who were attending other duties this Friday
night.

Brown, a proud looking African-American man was
the current chief resident at Holy Ghost. When word came
over to them that a massive collision had occurred near
the Highway 12 exit on Interstate 713, he knew that they
were in for a long night.

Apparently, someone swerved into oncoming traffic
and collided into a tractor-trailer which in turn caused
twelve others to collide with various other vehicles before
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the chaos had ended. Brown shook his head in disbelief at
hearing these reports. Unfortunately, he didn't have time
to think too much about them because ambulances were
pulling in to bring the first round of injured.

Through the sliding doors, two EMT’s wheeled in a
gurney, Brown immediately took charge and directed them
to follow him. EMT’s continued to pump oxygen into the
passenger of the gurney. His neck was held still in a
orange oversized brace, and blood soaked the gauze that
was wrapped places on his body.

“Okay, what we got?” Brown asked while directing the
gurney down the corridor into the room.

The first EMT spoke. “Twenty year old male, heavy
blood loss, possible neck trauma.”

“He has one of those Medi-alert pedants,” the second
EMT added and pulled it out of his pocket and tossed it
lightly to Brown. Brown in turn read the contents on the
back then turned to the nurse following him.

“Get me three units of B-negative.” Brown ordered.
The nurse nodded and ran down the corridor. A second
resident, Dr. John Sax, joined him as they wheeled him
into the room.

“‘Ugh! What the hell happened?” Sax commented on
seeing the passenger’'s mangled body.

“He’s the kid that collided with the semi.” the first EMT
commented.

“Crazy bastard. We running a toxicology?” Sax asked
Brown.

“Let’'s just concentrate on saving him first,” Brown
responded as the four of them hoisted him cautiously from
the gurney onto the table, careful to not cause any more
damage.

Brown took a good look at John’s bloody face and
torso and sighed. Then he went about his task...

* * *
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The White Room...

“Let’'s see now, where to begin? Yes, yes! | know!
Let's go to when you were 15, shall we?” Shinji-John
asked excitedly.

“Wha...? Why?”

“Oh, come now. It's just us two now. Let’'s not play
games. You remember what happened when you were 15
don’t you?” Shinji-John asked.

“We moved from Seattle to Kettering.” John answered
after a brief pause.

“Exactly. You moved from your home in Seattle to
Kettering, Ohio. You had to start a brand new school, a
brand new life. How did you feel?” Shinji-John asked.

“I felt fine. It was no big deal.” John replied.

“Oh really?” Shinji-John began, “Well, let's see for
ourselves shall we?” Having said that, Shinji-John waved
his arm and the white room began to change. John looked
around him and realized that he was now standing in the
hallway of his old high school.

The initial shock of being back in Kettering was
perturbing, but what was even more perturbing was the
fact that John saw himself at 15 walking the halls. John
took a step forward but Shinji-dJohn held him back. John
continued to watch as the 15 year old version of himself
walked down the rows of lockers while looking a scrap of
paper. He was dressed in navy slacks with a short sleeve
white dress shirt with a turquoise t-shirt peeking
underneath.

“So | used to dress like you, big deal.” John remarked
to the grinning Shinji-John.

15 year old John continued down the rows of lockers.
A moment later a small group of students walked by. One
paused and looked over to the confused 15 year old John.
“Hey, aren’t you that new kid?”

‘Um...yeah. I'm John,” 15 year old John answered
timidly.

A short brunette looked 15 year old John up and
down. “Who dressed you?” She then began to laugh which
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caused the others to laugh and they in turn walked away.
A minute later the halls were empty again and 15 year old
John punched a locker.

“Remember this?” Shinji-John asked.

‘I was new, it had to be expected,” John replied
defensively.

“Yeah, but it still bugged you, didn’t it?” Shinji-John
asked.

“Well, maybe | was a little shy,” John admitted.

“Shy? You were quiet. Timid. Introverted. And most of
all you were alone. Remember how you always used to sit
by yourself at lunch? But that all changed didn’t it? |
remember that day.” Shinji-John explained and with a
wave of his arm the scenery changed a little and a slightly
older version of John appeared there.

He looked about 16 now, and he was still alone. He
watched as groups of students walked by him without
even giving him a glimpse.

“Still alone. No one even knew who you were and you
had been there a full year,” Shinji-John mused.

16 year old John walked down the quiet halls alone
with his head sadly hung. He then paused and looked up
and saw something that changed his life. It was a small
poster. ‘Student Elections! Register now!" followed by
garbage about positions and requirements and what not.
16 year old John just looked up and stared at it for a long
while.

“That's where it all began to change wasn’t it?”
Shinji-John asked.

“That where | came along,” Jinnai-John spoke as he
reentered the scene.

“What are you talking about?” John asked.

Jinnai-John stepped forward and pointed to 16 year
old John. “No one was going to vote for that quiet nobody.
No, if you wanted to be known you had to make a splash.
That's where | came along. Someone to help you make
grandiose promises and who was willing to be cunning
and even devious,” Jinnai-John explained.
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“And it worked didn’t it? You won the student election.
Sure, you had to compromise your own morals and had to
sometimes be a royal jerk, but at least now people knew
who you were. It was worth it right?” Shinji-John
pontificated.

“Not quite,” answered Touga-John as he too
reappeared and Jinnai-John disappeared. “Being the
student president was fine because people weren'’t
ignoring you anymore. Unfortunately, it didn’t help your
social skills much.”

The scene around them slightly changed again as the
halls again aged a little and the decoration changed. Now,
17 year old John, just re-elected president of the student
council in a suspicious election, walked down the hall with
his head held high. Maybe a little too high.

“Okay, so maybe | let it go to my head a little,” John
admitted.

“Go to your head? You? Never!” Shinji-dJohn taunted.
Meanwhile, 17 Year Old John walked down the hall and
bumped into a smaller girl, also 17, whom John looked
long at hard before speaking.

“Hi Jen! I'm glad | bumped into you!” 17 Year old John
nervously chattered.

The girl looked at John and looked slightly hesitant.
“Um...Hi John,” she finally said.

‘I was wondering...Um...” He began to touch the tips
of his fingers together, “Maybe...you would accompany
me to the junior prom. As Student council president | can
secure us the best table and everything.” 17 year old John
asked trying to sound impressive, but sounding more
scared.

“Gee John,” The girl started before shifting her eyes,
‘I would love too, but you see...| already am going with
someone else. Whoa! Look what time it is, I'm late for
class! Bye John,” the girl yammered and then ran down
the hall leaving 17 year old John alone with his head once
again hung low.

“Even though they knew who you were, You still didn’t
have many friends did you?” Shinji-John asked.
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“Sure, with all your new power and social standing
and you couldn’t even talk to a girl without scaring her
away. Then | came along and helped you didn’t I? | helped
you act more socially acceptable. Suddenly you were in all
the best cliques and going to all the best parties,”
Touga-John answered.

“And so what if you had to go around pretending to be
something you weren’'t. You were popular! That's all that
really matters,” Shinji-John stated and Touga-John
disappeared.

“Well, What's wrong with that? At least | wasn’t alone
all the time!” John shouted back.

Shinji-dohn held up his finger, “Ah ha! And now we
come to what you did! Let's see the crime in action!”
Shinji-John stated and waved his arm again. This time the
scenery changed again and the hall was mixed with
decorations for the new fall semester. 18 year old and
three time student council president John walked down the
hall with his compliment of followers and ‘friends’ to either
of his sides or directly behind him.

A moment later a slightly younger boy entered the hall
looking at a small scrap of paper and then looking over the
lockers. The clique stopped for a moment and turned to
look at him. Billy, one of John’s ‘friends’ looked him over
and spoke. “Hey, aren’t you that new kid that transferred
from the private academy?” he asked.

“Um yeah. I'm Joe,” he responded timidly and then
looked over to John. John looked back and felt the junior's
stare burn into him. There thr junior stood with his navy
slacks and dress shirt and there John stood with his circle
of compatriots. John looked back one last time and then
turned to his friends.

“Come on guys, we don’t have time to waste on him.”
And then he continued down the hall. A moment later the
scene vanished and John was standing in the White Room
again.

“Well, I'll be! Did you actually hear the words that
came out of your mouth?” Shinji-John asked.
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John looked down for a moment and scuffled his feet
slightly. “Yes.”

“I'm sorry, | didn’t hear you.” Shinji-John mocked.

“I said YES!” John shouted back.

“And don’t you have anything to say in your defense?”
Shinji-John asked.

“No,” was all John managed.

“It was okay until that point. You see, because even
though you had compromised your morals and began to
pretend to be something you weren't really, you did it to
help yourself, never to hurt others. But then...BUT THEN!
You go and do this! Did you forget that you were exactly
like that boy?!?” Shinji-dJohn interrogated.

“If 1 said anything to him, they might have seen
through me.” John muttered. “No one ever came to me.”

“So it was okay to hurt someone else because you
had gone through it?” Shinji-John demanded.

“No. It's just...” John stammered.

“It's nothing! You are guilty! Guilty of attempted
murder!” Shinji-John shouted.

John stepped back in surprise. “Murder?!? Wait a
sec...”

“Yes, murder! You saw what you used to be and you
feared that it might come back to harm you! So you
decided to kill it by putting down what you used to be! |
would say that you most certainly are guilty. You tried to
take a quiet lad and slowly you allowed him to become
warped and compromised and finally you tried to rid
yourself of him! You tried to rid yourself...OF ME!!!” Shinji-
John shouted.

“You?!?” John stammered.

“The original John Hoelscher. The quiet lad who sat
alone at lunch and was ignored by everyone. At least |
was true to myself and | never kidded myself about where
| stood. But You had to go and corrupt that innocence.
And then! And then, you leave town for Massachusetts!
You told all your ‘friends’ that you didn't get along with
your parents, but the truth is that you wanted a clean start
so you could forget what you did! You didn’t want to admit
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that you sold yourself out for a few fleeting moments of
fake happiness,” Shinji-John ranted.

Shinji-John started walking toward John, who in turn
began to slowly back away. John put his hands out to
keep the other away. “Let’s be a little rational about this...”

Shinji-dohn stared straight into John’s eyes. “The
judgment has been made. The punishment will begin.”
And he wrapped his hands around John’s throat and
began to squeeze.

John felt the pressure on his neck as Shinji-John
began to squeeze even harder. “Please... Don'’t do this.”

“You expect me to let you live after you would have
gladly killed me?” Shinji-John asked and then paused the
throttling. He mused this for a moment and then squeezed
even harder. John felt the room began to grow darker and
the white light was becoming very blurry...

Holy Ghost Medical Center...

“He’s crashing!” Brown shouted to Sax as the
monitors all began to flatline on the EKG.

“What the hell just happened?!?” Sax asked in the
confusion.

“l don’t know, one minute we're giving him fresh blood
and suddenly he goes into cardiac arrest! Help me here!”
Brown shouted as pulled out a set of paddles and started
rubbing them together.

“Clear!” Sax shouted and Brown placed the paddles
on John’s chest. A brief spasm of the torso and then
stillness. The EKG was still flat.

“More!” Brown order and rubbed the paddles again.

“Clear!” Sax shouted and brown again placed the
paddles on John’s chest. Again there was a brief spasm
and then nothing.

“Again!” Brown shouted and repeated the process,
with still no results. “Again, Dammit!” Brown shouted and
proceeded to start the process again, but this time Sax
stopped him and shook his head.
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“He’s gone Joe.” Sax stated and took the defibulaters
out of his hands.

“‘Dammit!” Brown shouted and he slammed his hand
on a nearby instrument table. “Okay. Mark the time of
death at...” Brown looked up at the clock, “Friday, 11:59
PM.”

The Interview Room...

So you are dead?

John took the question just posed and mulled it
around in his head. “Yes.”

“Oh most definitely,” Jinnai-John agreed.

‘I concur,” Touga-John added while Shinji-John
simply nodded in self satisfaction at his doing.

Then how does that explain them still being here?

“Well...” John began and then paused and looked at
the three figures, “if modern beliefs hold up... then | would
guess this is... Hell?”

Hell? You think are still being punished?

“That would explain it, wouldn’t it?” John answered
and then was struck by a new thought. “Does that mean
that you’re the Devil?”

A moment later John, Shinji-John, Touga-John, and
Jinnai-John all vanished and all that was left was the chair
and the shaft of light.
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Act the Third:
“Crimes of the Heart”

The room was dark. Very dark. And cold. It was very,
very cold. Jason Bertovich shivered slightly. The only
small source of light in this cold room was a small shaft
focused on the steel folding chair that Jason was sitting
on.

Jason however had failed to really take any of this in
as he was currently rocking himself back and forth over
and over. His clothes were stained with bright red blood as
were his hands are arms. As he ran his fingers through his
hair, the brown hair became stained with the red ooze. He
continued to rock himself as if this would reassure him.

Mr. Bertovich?

Jason ignored it and continued to rock slightly and
then ran his fingers through his hair again.

Mr. Bertovich, | know you can hear me.

Jason stopped rocking and opened his eyes to focus
on the sound of the ‘voice.’

That’s better. Now, are you comfortable?

“No.” Jason answered.

| apologize then, we'll try to hurry this along then.

“No.” Jason responded.

No? What do you mean?

“No.” Jason mutter and then began to slightly rock
himself again.

Mr. Bertovich, this isn’t very helpful to anyone.

“No.” Jason muttered again while rocking himself.
“No. No. No. NO NO NO NO NO NO!M!" Jason began
shouting.

What is this all about?

“No, Nicole! Don’t do anything! No! Please don’t!”
Jason shouted out.

Ah...Ms. Porter. Is she involved in this as well?

“Don’t hurt her! Please!” Jason screamed out in the
darkness.

Was Ms. Porter in danger?
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“I'll kill you!!” Jason screamed in anger and then fell
off the chair and put himself in a fetal position. “I didn’t
mean to...”

Didn’t mean to what? Mr. Bertovich, what did you do?

‘I never meant to hurt anyone, Nicole. | just...No!
Don’t touch me!!!” Jason screamed out and closed his
eyes in his curled position.

Who did you hurt Mr. Bertovich? Was it Ms. Porter?

“Oh...God! I'm a killer! I'm a killer!” Jason began to
weep on the floor and then he finally looked up.
“Please...help me...” He pleaded.

| want to, Mr. Bertovich...Jason. But you must help
me. Tell me, what exactly happened to you?

“It was supposed to be so wonderful. Why God did
this happen?!?” Jason shouted from the floor.

Why don’t we start at the beginning?

Friday Evening...

The small cream-colored coupe pulled up along the
street. Jason turned the engine off and unfastened his
seat-belt. He then paused and adjusted the rearview
mirror. He positioned it so he could see himself in it. Then
he proceeded to brush the hair back with his hands and to
give himself one last look over. He then opened the driver
side door and stepped out into the street.

He looked around and examined the apartment
numbers on the buildings around him. He found the one
he was looking for and began his approach. Jason
climbed the steps and then noticed a bicycle parked next
to a phone pole. Jason went to the door and knocked.

“I'm coming!” came the voice on the other side, Jason
felt his heart jump a little, then the door opened and he felt
a little disappointed.

It wasn’t Nicole answering the door, it was the other
sister, Kirstin. She gave him a warm smile. “She’s just
finishing getting ready for you, she’ll be ready in a
moment, come on in!” Kirstin said. Jason had an odd
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sense of deja vu. Her demeanor reminded him incredibly
of his mother.

Jason stepped in and followed Kirstin into the
apartment. “Can | offer you anything to drink?” she asked.

“No thanks,” Jason answered and took in the scenery.
It was a rather cozy place in fact. Jason could easily see
three people living here comfortably. Kirstin guided him
into the living room where Sarah Porter, the older sister,
was sitting reading a small leatherbound book. She looked
up and sat up immediately. She straightened herself and
placed a bookmark in her tome and closed the book. She
gave a look to Kirstin who nodded and retreated to the
kitchen area where another young man was ssitting at the
table, which had cards scattered over it.

“Okay, Aaron, you were explaining that certain cards
can’t be used anymore,” she began to the boy.

“Well, you can still use them, but not in tournament
play,” he answered.

“Well, then why make them?” Kirstin asked confused.

“Well, they weren’t banned at first, but people found
all these tricks with them and it threw the game out of
balance and then...” The boy continued quietly droning
about the topic.

Jason turned his attention back to the girl in front of
him. Here eyes staring at him running up and down,
making Jason very uncomfortable.

“You look nice,” she said approvingly. “Most guys
don’t bother wear ties on dates anymore.”

Jason began to feel like he was being judged at a
cattle-raising competition. “Well, it goes with the jeans.” He
replied pointing to the blue denim.

“I want her back home around midnight. Is that clear?”
she asked in dead seriousness.

“I'll probably have her back before that. We're mainly
going to get a bite to eat and maybe a movie. Nothing
special. This is a ‘get to know you better’ kind of affair.”
Jason answered. Then he realized that the term ‘affair’
probably wasn’t the best choice of words though, Sarah
didn’t seem to notice.
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“So, how long have you been living in Holyoke?”
Sarah asked.

“About nine months. | moved there last winter in time
for the Spring semester. | got a job at the mall and
basically try to scrape out a living on what | earn and what
my parents send along to help out,” Jason answered,
looking around at the apartment. “Nice place you got here.
Two bedroom, bath, kitchen and living room?”

Sarah took in the answer and then the question. “Why
yes itis.”

“Lucky. I live in a tiny two room hovel. And one of the
rooms contains my shower,” Jason said as he examined a
few pictures hung on the wall.

“That’s sounds cramped,” Sarah contributed.

“‘May it ever be so humble, there’s no place like
home,” Jason agreed. “But it's just me, so it's not too
bad...if | had a roommate, then it be bad...”

Sarah grinned at the comment and nodded in
understanding, thinking that if she and her sisters shared
one room and how close they'd probably come to killing
each other over normal arguments. “You like living by
yourself?” she asked, interested.

‘I could do without certain things. Doing my own
laundry sucks, plus it's expensive and | can’t really boast
having a master chef’s kitchen, but | get by. It took a little
while, but I'm getting used to Holyoke and
Massachusetts.” Then he grinned and pointed to a
bandage on his face, “Now all we need is for
Massachusetts to get used to me.”

Sarah took the comment in and before she could
reply someone interrupted her. “Sarah! I'm ready, is Jason
here yet?” Nicole asked as she walked into the room and
then stopped and noticed him standing there. “Sarah, why
didn’t you tell me he was here? Have you been giving him
the third degree?” Nicole reprimanded.

“Nah, | just got here and me and her were just
discussing living here,” Jason spoke up.
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Nicole gave her sister a scrutinizing look but then
relented and lightened her mood. “So, you ready to go?”
she asked Jason.

“Well | am, and you appear to be,” Jason stated and
then turned to exit the apartment. Before he left the room
he turned to Sarah. “Don’t worry, I'll be good.” He grinned,
causing Sarah to crack a small smile. Jason and Nicole
turned to exit and bumped into Kirstin and her friend.
“Have a good time Nicole!” Kirstin said brightly.

“What about you two? Any plans?” Nicole asked her
twin.

“‘Me and Aaron are going to stay in tonight and watch
a couple movies. Sarah and Matty are going out on the
town,” Kirstin explained.

“Well, you two have fun,” Nicole replied.

“You too!” Kirstin beamed. Nicole and Jason turned to
exit the door when Jason turned to the pair.

“...and Kirstin, always keep two islands untapped to
keep him second-guessing,” Jason commented, which
caused a grin from the boy and a look of slight confusion
from Kirstin.

“You play?” he asked.

“They used to call me ‘The Blue and White Thunder of
D&L Cards,” Jason answered.

“We'll have to play sometime,” he commented.

“I'l have my cards mailed to me,” Jason stated and
then closed the door. Nicole turned to him and arched an
eyebrow.

“What was that all about?” she asked.

“Just a little card humor. He plays a game | used to
play,” Jason explained to which Nicole nodded. They then
turned to leave the porch and to walk down the steps.

However a noise interrupted them. “Meow?”

Nicole turned and noticed the little white and black cat
sitting on the corner of the porch mewing. “Neko-chan!”
Nicole shouted and walked over and picked the cat up and
hugged him tightly which caused the cat to purr. “You
naughty kitty! You’ve been gone two days and had me
worried sick!” she reprimanded.
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She put the cat down on the porch which caused the
cat to almost appear sorrowful.

“So this is the pet penguin?” Jason asked. Then he
paused for thought. “Two days? Isn’t that quite a long time
to be gone? Most cats tend to only leave home for a few
hours or so.”

“Neko-chan is always doing this. He runs off and
disappears for a period of time and always comes back
home, usually drenched for some reason...” Nicole
explained.

“‘Hmmm...that’s odd,” he mused.

“But he’s mine,” Nicole said proudly and picked him
up again and walked over to Jason. “Neko-chan, meet
Jason, my date for tonight.”

At that moment, you would swear that the cat actually
scowled at hearing the words ‘my date.” Jason held out his
hand to pet the top of Neko-chan’s head. Neko-chan took
it as an opportunity to sharpen his claws on his
competition and thus swiped his paws out at Jason’s
hand.

“Ouch!” Jason shouted as he pulled back his hand
and arm. On his arm above the bandage line was three
small red scratches. “That’s smarts.”

“‘Neko-chan! What's gotten into you!” she
reprimanded the cat, who you would swear was now
wearing a smug expression. “That’s not the way you act!”
The cat began to run his head up against her and purr
softly. “Are you okay?” Nicole asked Jason.

“'m fine, it’s just a small scratch. A little aggressive,
isn’'t he?” Jason asked.

“‘Normally, he’s so well behaved,” Nicole explained.

“Except for the disappearing spells,” Jason added.

“Well...yeah. Why? Do you know what’s up with him?”
Nicole asked.

Jason took the question and thought about it for a
minute. “Well, | used to have a male cat for a long time.
He used to be very aggressive and would disappear for
long periods of time.”

“So?” Nicole queried.
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“Well, the reason he disappeared was because he
was...um...oh...y'’know... ‘alleycatting’ around town,”
Jason explained with slight trepidation.

Nicole took it in and a moment later slightly blushed.
Neko-chan looked a little confused. “Oh,” she said with
slight embarrassment. “How did you fix the situation?”

“Well everything was fine after we had him neutered.
He wasn’t very hostile anymore,” Jason explained.

Upon hearing the word ‘neutered’ however, Neko-
chan’s eyes slightly bulged in fear and he began to hiss
and swipe at Jason again causing him to jump back a
little.

“Neko-chan! What’s gotten into you?” she asked
trying to hold the swiping cat still. She then opened the
front door and shoved the cat inside and closed it
“Naughty kitty!” she breathed as she closed the door, thus
putting Neko-chan back inside.

“‘Ready to go?” Jason asked.

“Let’s do it,” Nicole agreed and the pair walked down
the steps.

Inside the apartment, Aaron and Kirstin played Magic:
The Gathering. Aaron held his hand up and poked from
card to card, unsure which to play. On the other side of the
table, Kirstin had three cards in her hand...and two islands
untapped. “I'll get him for this.” He muttered under his
breath and then smiled at his opponent, the most beautiful
girl in the world. Well, to him, anyway.

Meanwhile, Neko-chan sat on the floor and stared at
the closed door. He mewed pathetically. He couldn’t
believe it. There was someone else! He narrowed his
eyes. Nicole was his first. Neko-chan made a quiet
resolution: The new guy must be destroyed!!!

Inside the car Nicole and Jason buckled themselves
in and Jason started the ignition. “I just wanted to say that
you look nice.” Jason said and then blushed slightly.
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Nicole was dressed in a dark blue sweater with a matching
floral print long skirt.

“Thank you,” Nicole accepted quietly.

“So what'’s the plan?” Jason asked.

‘Well, you said | could go anywhere and have
anything | wanted,” Nicole stated happily.

“Well...something like that. So what do you want?
What wish can | grant?” Jason said giving a small servant
bow.

‘What | want...Hmm...” Nicole began giving the
question some thought. “I want you to surprise me.” She
giggled and smiled.

“One surprise coming up,” Jason replied as he put the
car in drive and the two were off.

A while later, Jason held the door open as Nicole
walked through. An attractive blonde girl with her hair tied
in a bun, dressed in a kimono walked up to them.
“Greetings customer-san! Welcome to the Rising Sun
Sushi Bar. 'm...” The blonde paused for a moment and
looked like she was trying to remember something, “...I'm
Anako. Would you like Smoking or Non?”

Nicole looked at Jason and gave him a skeptical look.
Jason whispered in her ear, “I'm sure it's just for
ambiance.”

“I sure hope so.” Nicole whispered back.

“Sir? Smoking or Non?” The blonde asked which
caught Jason’s attention. Jason then got a good look at
the hostess. He could swear he’d seen her before...

“Angela?” He asked. The blonde immediately perked
up at hearing the name and pointed to herself.

‘Do | know you...?” She studied him for a moment.
“Wait a sec! Yeah! It was...um...Josh?” The blonde asked.

“Close. It's Jason.” He corrected.

“Do you two know each other?” Nicole asked, trying to
break into the conversation.

“Oh! Nicole, this is Angela.” He pointed to the blonde.
“She was a nurse at the hospital when | was attacked.”
Jason explained. “l never would guess that you would
work here too.” Nicole simply nodded in understanding.

137

»



“Well, unfortunately being a nurse doesn’t pay both
my rent and tuition. | want to be a doctor someday.”
Angela explained. “I wish | could talk, but | have to take
care of other customers or Mr. Segawa will get upset.
Besides, you look to be on a date.” Nicole and Jason both
slightly blushed and nodded.

“‘Non-smoking please.” Jason asked and Angela or
‘Anako’ as she was known to the customers showed them
to a table set around a large round stage in the center of
the restaurant. Jason and Nicole sat down and took the
two menus handed to them.

“So, have you ever had Japanese cuisine before?”
Nicole asked.

“Honestly? No.” Jason answered and then opened the
menu.

“Sushi is interesting. You have to get used to it
though. I think you'll like the Vinegar sugar rice that makes
Sushi.” Nicole explained.

“I thought Sushi was raw fish?” Jason asked.

“Actually, Sashimi is raw fish. Sushi are dishes served
with sashimi and the vinegar sugar rice.” Nicole explained.
Jason simply nodded his head. Nicole then took his menu
out of his hand and folded it on the tabled. “Here, I'll order
for both of us,” she stated simply and began to peruse her
own menu. Jason simply put his face on his hand and
sighed contently as Nicole had her vision obscured by the
menu.

A few moments later Angela walked up and pulled out
a small pad. “Are you ready to order?”

Nicole put the menu down and handed both to
Angela. “Two orders of ramen and the sushi platter for
two, and a pot of green tea,” she ordered. Angela nodded
and wrote it down.

“Anything else?” Angela inquired.

“That will be fine,” Nicole stated.

“Well, while you wait, do you want to look through the
song collection book for tonight's Karaoke competition?”
Angela asked.

“What kind of karaoke?” Jason asked.
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“Well we have both American and Japanese songs in
both Japanese or English lyrics,” Angela explained. Jason
looked at Nicole and she simply shrugged. Jason nodded
and a minute later Angela carried over a large tome of
music selections. Jason took it and began to flip through it
nodding and shaking his head as he went past pages.

Jason then began to nod happily and grin childishly.
He took a pen and wrote down the number and the song
and placed it in his pocket. Nicole arched an eyebrow.
“What did you pick?” she asked.

“‘Now,” he said, holding out his index finger and
wagging it, “that is a secret.” He grinned causing her to
gain a even more strange look. Jason then handed the
book over to Nicole who also looked through it and quickly
made a selection and also wrote it down and stuffed the
paper in her pocket.

“I take it, that you won't tell me yours?” Jason asked.

“A little mystery will keep you interested for a long
time,” she smiled thinking to all the mysteries that she
herself were trying to solve or had solved. Currently her
most perplexing was the enigma that was her sisters’
friend Matty Hayes and how she was connected to Matt
Atanian.

“Speaking of mysteries, | still don’t know a whole Iot
about you. | know that you have a cat, two sisters, are part
Japanese...” He then paused and smiled, “and are
brilliant, gorgeous and kind.”

“Well, the equals as much as what | know about you. |
know that you work at the Electronics Boutique, live by
yourself, have only been living here within a year...” and
then she paused and smiled, “and are handsome, decent,
and brave.”

Jason looked into her eyes. “Flattery will get you
everything.”

She looked back. “I always get what | want anyway.”

Suddenly there was an awkward silence and tension
that fell between them. Jason then let out a nervous
cough. “Well, who wants to start?”
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Nicole loosened up and spoke. “Let's hear more
about you.”

Jason took a sip of water and thought for a moment.
“Well, | originally come from a small backwater town called
Smithfield, Pennsylvania located deep in the backwoods
of Southwestern PA. My parents raised me and sent me to
private school where | was horribly scarred, then |
graduated and decided after a few years of school down
there that | needed a change of scene. So | picked up and
moved north, hoping that it would invigorate me.”

Nicole blinked a couple times. “My what an interesting
life you've led to be able to sum it up in a paragraph,” she
replied.

“What can | say, I'm a simple guy. Though, | do have
this fascination with Asian culture that has always stuck
with me,” Jason responded.

“Oh?” Nicole inquired. She then noticed that Jason
was sort of staring at her. “Stop picturing me in a formal
kimono with geisha make-up,” she stated blankly as she
sipped her water.

It was Jason’s turn to blink. “How did you know?”

“You're a guy.” She stated matter-of-factly. Then she
took her water and sipped it again. “And no sailor fuku
either.”

Jason blinked again in surprise as she had been
dead-on. Damn, this girl is amazing!

Soon Angela brought over a tray and started laying
dishes and bowls out on the table. She handed them each
a pair of chopsticks and then bowed and turned her
attention to other tables. Jason snapped the chopsticks in
two pieces and started by going after the ramen.

“You use chopsticks pretty well,” noticed Nicole as
she held a pink piece of sashimi in between her two sticks,
preparing to dip it in a brownish sauce. She then held the
sticks up. “Here, open up, this is good.”

Jason slurped the noodles already in his mouth and
swallowed. Then he opened his mouth and let Nicole feed
him the sashimi. He paused to think about what he was
eating. It had a slightly slick feel, but a rather nice light
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texture and interesting taste. Jason then picked up a piece
with his sticks and looked over the dipping sauces.

“Try the red one, it's pretty good,” Nicole
recommended. Jason did such and put the sashimi in
Nicole’s mouth. A moment later she frantically grabbed her
tea and gulped down a cup and the then let out a heavy
breath.

“That’s a bit spicier than | normally like it,” she said.
Jason began to giggle at her blushed face, which Nicole
soon joining in.

And the meal continued relatively quietly with Nicole
and Jason sharing stories over Sashimi and Tempura.
Nicole learned about Jason’s aspirations while Jason
learned the complex history that was the Porter family
tree. Since this story is not about the Porter family history,
we won't go into that today.

As the meal was approaching its completion, a small
Asian man walked up on the stage and pulled out a
microphone. Angela walked up on stage with him in her
wooden sandals. “Ah, Kobanwa ladies and gentlemen! I'm
am Mr. Segawa and welcome to The Rising Sun’s Friday
Night Karaoke contest!” The patrons politely clapped and
then he continued. “Anako-san will be going around every
table with a sign-up sheet. After we have filled up, then we
will start the contest.” More polite clapping followed. “And
tonight’s winner will receive this trophy that Anako-san is
holding.” Angela held up a large gold cup and the
audience clapped enthusiastically. “So good luck to
everyone!” Mr. Segawa proclaimed and then walked off
the stage. Anako took the clipboard and started walking
around the tables. Several minutes later she came up to
Jason and Nicole.

“You still entering?” Angela asked.

“Try to keep me away,” Jason stated as he looked at
the sign-up sheet. Then he frowned slightly. “We got a
decent wait,” he told Nicole.

Nicole signed her name too and shrugged. “l don’t
mind. It lets me scout the competition.” She smiled.
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“Yeah, but that won’t change the fact that I'm winning
tonight.” Jason challenged.

“Didn’t | just tell you that | always get what | want?”
Nicole challenged back and then stared into his eyes,
causing the uneasy tension to return.

And so the competition began. Some singers were
okay, some were not. Some were pretty decent singers in
either language and some were pretty much tone deaf.
Finally Mr. Segawa walked up the stage after a semi-
decent rendition of ‘Maybe I'm Amazed’ and announced,
“Our next competitor is Mr...Jason...Betrovich?” He
finished. Jason stood up and walked to the stage and took
the microphone.

“It's Bertovich actually, but everyone calls me Jason
or Jay.” Then he took the sheet music from Angela and
pointed for the music to begin playing. The stage was
quiet and Jason bowed his head for effect.

Then the rock blared across the speakers as five
notes blared over and Jason looked up to the crowd who
looked on. Jason began to sing...

Kimi no koto o suki datte
ano uwasa wa hontou sa
sou sa nete mo samete mo
sakeyou to shite mo DAME sonna fuu ni komaranai de

Hoka no koi o oidashite kimi no naka e irikomu
sore wa ikenai koto kai
yuugure ga chikazuite kodomo ga kaeru kai
kyoo no dekigoto wa “moeteru ai” seikaku ni tsutaerareru hazu

Juukyuu ji no NEWS!

(Juukyuu ji no NEWS aa nagareru)

Onegai, bokutachi no nako o
Ah! (ah!) semanai de shijitsu no KISS o
hi no nai kono machi koi shite kemuri o age you

(hi no nai kono machi koishite)

Ahl(ah!) ABOUT ni ikite wa ikenai

nai mo no nedari?
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The music faded and the crowd applauded loudly.
Jason took a bow and then handed the microphone back
to Mr. Segawa as he walked back on stage. The Asian
man turned to Jason and spoke quietly.

“Pretty good. Is there a young girl here who you were
singing about?” He asked with a nudge.

“‘Maybe,” was Jason’s wry response and then walked
back to his table. Nicole applauded again as he sat down.

“I'm impressed,” Nicole said with a smile.

“You're up. Knock em dead,” Jason encouraged. Mr.
Segawa looked around the stage then continued with the
show.

“Our next contestant is Nicole...Porter.” Nicole stood
and walked to the stage. “Boy she looks cute! I'll bet she’ll
knock our socks off!” Mr. Segawa joked as Nicole took the
Microphone. Nicole bowed lightly at the compliment and
took the lyrics sheet from Angela and looked to the crowd.
The stage grew quiet and Nicole pointed off the stage to
indicate that she wanted the music to start.

Slowly a pop tune came over the speakers with a light
gong in the background. Nicole took the microphone with
both hands, closed her eyes and began to sing lightly, yet
sensuously.

lya desu wa dame desu wa

anata to mo arou o-kata ga

BAKEMONO no yuuwaku ni
O-kokoro o midasareru nante

Daiji-na shimei o seotta o-kata
watakushi namida o shinonde
anata o kitae-naosu wa

Kakugo o nasaimase
ao no MUCHI de gozaimasu
sono tarunda o-kokoro o
chikara komete tataki naoshimasu
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ikemasen narimasen
ai wa kiyoku tadashii mono
ai shiau futari ni wa
chi no tsunagari ga ichiban desu

Jurai no mirai o mamoru tame desu
Jaaku-na oni ni chikazukeba
watakushi ga sabakimasu wa

gaman o nasaimase
hora mada mada tarimasen
sono mayoi ga kieru made
kono kusari de shibatte agemasu!

Then she began to sway to the music, innocently, yet
seductively. Jason was blown away, her singing voice was
so girlish and sweet, but it seemed to hide something.
Jason watched her dance to the bridge in the music while
she waited for her next part to come up. Then she laughed
wickedly and began to sing again...

hora hora ikemasen
kono itami ni tae nasai
hito muchi goto sakebi nasai
hizamazuite yurushi koinasai

mada mada narimasen

oojosama to oyobinasai

sugaritsuite o nakinasai
omoi no mama izimete agemasu

hora hora ikemasen
saa itami ni taenasai
sugaritsuite o nainasai
hazamazuite yurushi o koinasai

Wo ho ho ho!

Oujo-sama to oyobi!
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Oujo-sama to oyobil!!
Kono!

Wo ho ho ho!!!

Kono itami ni taeru no yo!
Wo ho ho ho!!!

Taete, taete, ureshinaki o shinasai!
Wo ho ho ho! Wo ho ho ho! Wo ho ho ho!...

Nicole continued to laugh wickedly as the music faded
out and when it did she simply handed the microphone
back to the smiling Angela and walked back to her table to
the deafening silence.

A moment later a single person began to clap, and
then a second followed , then more and more until the
whole restaurant was applauding loudly and cheering too.
Jason then took the initiative and stood up to clap which
more followed and Nicole soon changed what was an
ovation into a standing ovation!

Mr. Segawa nervously walked up to the stage. He
appeared flushed and was physically wiping the sweat off
his tan brow. He simply muttered one word into the
microphone and then went to sit back down... “Sugoi...”

Soon the commotion settled down and Angela
brought up the next contestant while Jason looked at
Nicole. “So what were you singing about that got Mr.
Segawa so...um...interested?” Jason asked.

Nicole closed her eyes and held out her index finger.
“‘Now...” She then broadened her smile, “that is a secret!”
Jason simply slumped face first on the table.

A few hours later as the evening was approaching
midnight, Jason and Nicole stepped out of the restaurant.
In Nicole’s hands was the ‘gold’ (actually it was brass) cup
trophy. She smiled smugly as Jason held the door for her.
The door closed behind and them and Jason jogged to
catch up.

“I still say the judge was biased,” Jason pouted.
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‘I have no idea what you're talking about,” Nicole
smirked, “but | also won a free dinner for two, so we can
come back sometime and you can ‘avenge your honor.”

“Guess | better start practicing now,” Jason remarked
then grinned, “Lovely Sakura.”

Nicole rolled her eyes and let out a heavy breath. “ |
knew it was a mistake to tell you my middle name!”

‘It was a joke,” he replied defensively. Then he
nodded his head. “I'm sorry.”

“It's okay, just call me Nicole, that’s all. When people
call me Sakura, it makes me feel like I'm a walking cultural
exhibit. I'd hate to think that you were dating because of
some simple fascination with Asia.” she said sadly.

Jason then turned her around and put both his hands
on her shoulders, “Don’t ever think that! I'm dating you
because you are an intelligent, decent, and beautiful
woman. | want to date you, not your heritage.”

Nicole looked up to him and smiled. “Thank you.”
Then she closed her eyes and waited. Jason felt a
hesitation set in, but he began to move his face clos*er
toward hers...

“‘“Awwwww.... Ain’t that fucking cute?” came a snide
gruff voice which interrupted the ensuing moment of
romance. “It's our little smart-ass and his Jap-loving
girlfriend.” From the darkness of the alley near the lot
came the brute who had made the racist comment on
Sunday and then almost killed him on Monday.

Jason pushed Nicole to behind him and then stepped
forward. “Stay behind me Nicole,” he ordered. Then he
stepped forward. “I'm surprised to see you in public.”

The brute grinned and showed that he lacked quite a
few teeth. “Well, | was just telling my friend the same
thing. We were out driving and then he points to me and
says ‘ain’t that the car of that prick who made it so we
can’'t go out in the daytimes in the lot of that Jap
restaurant?’ Then | says, ‘Why yes it is. Must be our lucky
day.” He spit a wad of phlegm on the blacktop lot.

“Your friend? But | don’t see anyone...?” Jason
thought out loud and then frantically turned around to see
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the second brute come up from behind Nicole, who let out
half a scream before she was muzzled by the brute’s
hand.

“Nicole!” Jason shouted out. Then he turned to the
first brute who was grinning evilly. “Please! Don’t hurt her!”

“Hurt her? We wouldn’t dream of it,” he said while still
grinning. The second brute pulled out a hunting knife and
held it to her face. Nicole went pale at seeing the blade
which reeked of a copper-smell. “That is, if she don’t do
anything foolish like scream.”

Jason felt a heat rush to his temples. He was gritting
his teeth and his fist were tightening up into a pair of fist.
He could feel his fingernails actually digging into his
palms.

“You see! We belief what the bible says about ‘eye for
an eye’ and all that shit. You're little friend here hurt my
balls real damn good. So it's only fitting that she make
them fell allllllll better,” the brute said with a sneer. The
second brute holding Nicole ran his free hand down to her
skirt waistband and slipped his finger s little under it,
causing Nicole to whimper in panic.

You son of a bitch!” Jason shouted. He could feel
warm drops of blood run down his hand as his fingernails
broke the skin.

The brute lost the grin and pulled out his own hunting
knife. “Of course, that will be after we kill you!” Then the
brute charge him. The brute stabbed his arm out in hopes
of catching him.

At that moment, Jason swerved to his left and the arm
flew past him. Jason then grabbed the arm and brought it
down against his knee with both his hands. There was a
snap and a crunch and then a sudden spray of wetness
followed by an inhuman scream of agony.

When Jason rubbed his eyes clear, he saw that he
had broken the brutes arm with the self-defense move he
learned while kickboxing in high school. It worked so well
that the bone had broken the skin and was jutting out at a
sickening angle. The knife lay on the ground where the
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brute had dropped it. Thank you Coach Pastuers, thought
Jason.

The brute shook his head in pain but decided to grab
the knife with his other hand and swiped again at Jason.
Jason ducked the swipe and again, remembering his old
self-defense moves, deflected his arm away from him.
Unfortunately, that meant that he deflected the knife away
from him but toward the brute who a second later
succeeded in jabbing it into his own neck. Suddenly there
was a gush of hot steaming blood that caught Jason in the
chest. The racist then fell back and kicked a few times
before going still.

“Billy!” the second brute shouted, throwing Nicole to
the blacktop hard, causing her to cry out in pain and grab
her shoulder. The brute ran over to his fallen compatriot.
“Billy! What he do to you?!?”

Jason didn’t hesitate however and while the second
brute’s guard was down, Jason tackled the brute from
behind his knees and thus put him down on the ground.
Jason immediately crawled over and rested his knees on
the brute’s upper arms so he could punch back. Then he
raised his closed fist.

Jason screamed out and brought the fist down on the
brute’s face. There was a ‘thud’ and a groan. He brought
up his other fist and brought it down as hard as he could.
Again there was a ‘thud’ and a groan. Then he did it again
and again there was a ‘thud.” He continued to do this with
all his power and anger behind it. Then suddenly there
was no ‘thud’ followed by his fist. Instead there was a
sickenly moist ‘crunch’ followed by another and then
another. The brute had stopped kicking and struggling to
get free. Jason looked down and saw that he had been
holding two rocks in his hands and he had successfully
caved in the second man’s face until it was no longer
recognizable as human. Jason dropped the rocks in
disbelief. He didn’t remember picking them up. In his
anger he must have just... grabbed them without
thinking...
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Jason stood up from the dead man and looked over to
his companion who still had the knife sticking out of his
throat. Jason saw Nicole standing there with a horrified
look on her face. She held her shoulder gingerly.

“Nicole! Are you alright?!?” Jason asked frantically
and he took a step toward her. Nicole quickly took a
frightened step back. Jason stopped in his tracks. He
looked at her as she shook in terror at his approaching.
Jason looked down and saw all the blood that soaked his
clothes and hands. Then he looked up to the quivering
Nicole and then again stepped toward her and she as
quickly took a step back.

“Nicole...” Jason stammered, “I'm not going to hurt
you. It's over now.” Nicole shook her head in fear and
Jason could see the tears roll down her face. “I didn’t
mean to do it, Nicole. It’s just...” He continued to stammer.
“l just didn’t want them to hurt you. | couldn'’t...bear the
thought of you being hurt.”

He took a step back and turned around and studied
the carnage around him, “l didn’t mean to... kill... them, |
just acted out.” Then the horrible realization dawned on
him and he fell to his knees. “Oh my GOD! | killed them! |
killed them! | didn’t want to...” Jason cried out.

He buried his head into his hands and began to weep
at what he had done. He had not simply killed them, but
he had killed them with the savagery of a animal. “I didn’t
mean to... | didn’t mean to...” he began to chant.

Nicole slowly walked up to him and cautiously put her
hand on his shoulder. He immediately batted it away and
screamed, “DON'T TOUCH ME!!!” which caused Nicole to
jerk back in fright. Jason then rolled up into a fetal position
and went into a catatonic state. Nicole ran toward the
restaurant leaving him with his victims and his guilt.

The Waiting Room...
Well, well, well. You've had quite a night haven’t you?
“I didn’t mean to do it,” Jason said from his curled up
position on the floor.
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Of course you did.

“Wha...?” Jason muttered. He then sat up and looked
into the darkness. “What’s that supposed to mean?” Jason
inquired wiping the tears from his face.

It was your intention to kill them all along. It was your
intention to kill them since Sunday.

“What are you talking about?!?” Jason shouted.

You were always going to kill them. That was the
whole intention.

Then from the darkness a figure walked out and
looked down at Jason and smirked. Jason rubbed his eyes
with this blood-stained hands and shook his head in
disbelief . “No... it can’t be...” Jason shouted to the figure.

The figure was him, Jason Bertovich, in the flesh
standing before himself wearing a smirk.

You did it because | made you do it.
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Act the Fourth:
“Perspectives, Reflections, and Conclusions”

“It’s the end of the World as we know it,
It’s the end of the World as we know it,
It’s the end of the World as we know it,
and | feel fine.”
- REM

Jason stood up in his bloody attire in shock and
looked at himself. “You’re me.”

Phbt! Not even close! I'm not you, the second Jason
replied. I'm something far, far greater than being just you.
I’'m you, I'm John, I'm Fenny, yes, I'm even Angela and the
two thugs. I'm all of them. | am the one known as The
Author. The second Jason smiled and snapped his
fingers. An instant later Fenny and John reappeared.

“‘What do you mean? ‘The Author?!?” Jason asked
confused.

Exactly what | just said. | am the Author. | created this
universe and | created you, The Author stated.

“It doesn’t make sense,” Jason said out loud.

Please! If it made sense, it wouldn’t be a very
interesting story, now would it? The Author responded.

“I don’t believe you.” Jason proclaimed.

Would you like a demonstration? Fine... The Author
pulled out a pen and a small notepad and scribbled
something down. There...that should suffice.

Jason looked around the still dark room and then to
Fenny and John who still looked confused and frightened
by their own ordeals. Jason then balled his fist and
slugged John square in the gut. John coughed and
doubled over in pain.

“Jason! What the hell do you think you're doing!”
Fenny shouted.

‘l don’t know what came over me,” Jason stated
blankly as he stared at his own fist in disbelief.
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Care to see the proof now? The Author asked. The
Author then handed his pen and pad over to Jason who
read it over and then gasped.

“‘What's it say?” John asked holding his stomach.
Jason flipped the pad over and showed them.

‘Jason looked around the still dark room and then to
Fenny and John who still looked confused and frightened
by their own ordeals. Jason then balled his fist and
slugged John square in the gut. John coughed and
doubled over in pain.’

“What the hell?!?” Fenny exclaimed.

You believe me now? Sorry John, but | couldn’t very
well have him punch Fenny. You understand don’t you?
The Author asked.

John nodded in understanding, though still hurting
from the punch. Fenny looked around in confusion,
expecting something else. Jason simply sat down on the
chair.

“It's true, isn’t it? We're not real. We're simply puppets
that you control,” Jason asked from his seat with a frown.

Oh, | wouldn’t say that you were ‘puppets.’ Yes, you
did what | wrote you to do, but you do have a life of your
own, The Author explained.

“‘What do you mean?” John asked then he let go of
his side. He looked down, “Hey! It doesn’t hurt anymore!”

Well, It's wouldn’t be fair to keep you in pain for this
conversation, especially after what you three have been
through, The Author said with a smile. Have a seat please,
and I'll explain the value of creation.

Fenny and John took a seat on the floor next to
Jason’s chair. The three looked at The Author as he put
his hands in his pockets.

Okay, who wants to tell me what they know about the
‘Holy Trinity?’

Jason raised his hand and then answered, “The Holy
Trinity consists of God the Father, God the Son, and God
the Holy Spirit. Three unique beings that make up one
divine whole. It’s the basis of Christianity.”
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Right. Now think of writing as another type holy trinity.
Except this time you have ‘God the Author,” ‘God the
Character,” and ‘God the Reader.” The Author took in the
blank expressions and continued, |/ see that you're
confused. Okay, I'll explain further. God the Father is the
Creator of the Universe. God the Son is a creation of God
the Father to spread his works on the Earth he created.
God the Holy Spirit then carries the works and word of
both God the Father and God the Son to others. They are
all unique, but they are all the same thing. That’s the exact
way the writer’s holy trinity works.

| am God the Author. | created this universe and |
created you. You are God the Character or Characters.
You spread my works by acting out my prose and
dialogue. The person reading this right now is God the
Reader. Like the Holy Spirit, he will read of your deeds in
my universe and spread it to others. Do you understand?

The trio nodded and then stood up. Then Fenny took
the initiative and spoke up, “So, you’re saying that
everything that has happened was because you wrote it
that way and right now, someone is reading about this?”

The Author took in the question, tilted his head from
side to side and then spoke, Well... yeah, for the most part
you could say that.

“What'’s that supposed to mean?” John asked.

Well, if you want to break that down, then it really will
be confusing. It's easeir to say that what Fenny just said is
essentially right.

“So it was because of you that I'm a cold blooded
killer?” Jason asked.

“And that I'm now dead?” John added.

“And everything I've ever cared about has been
destroyed including my desire to bring love into the
world?” Fenny contributed.

The Author simply nodded and then put his hands into
his pockets and then leaned against the wall.

Jason was the first to grow angry and walked over to
The Author. “Why?!? Why would you put your own
creation through such hell?!? You, of all people, know
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what we went through and how much it hurt each of us!”
Jason shouted, while Fenny and John nodded in
agreement.

The Author looked up and straight into Jason’s eyes.
You wanna know why? Jason nodded. The answer is
simple. “Why not?”

Jason took this in and examined it for a moment and
then grew purple in the face with rage. “What kind of
answer is THAT?11?7?1?”

The Author then put up his hands. Okay, okay, maybe
that wasn't the best answer. Okay, let me give you a better
one. | wanted to end the story.

“But why?” John asked.

Why end the story? Because | wanted to go onto
other things. Do you realize when | created your universe,
it was meant to be a one shot deal to put into words why |
hate my job? Unfortunately, then the whole thing
snowballed and | found myself devoting more and more
time to this world. | have other ambitions. | don’t want to
spend the rest of my life telling the further adventures of
Fenira the Goddess, John the schizophrenic shoe
salesman, and Jason the unluckiest bastard on earth.
Therefore, for me to finally break free of you all, | had to
end the story.

“But that doesn’t explain why you put us through all
those horrible things.” Jason responded.

Well, that was purely aesthetic, The Author stated.

“What's so aesthetic about it?” Fenny asked.

Well, think about it. | had you all end your tale at the
eleventh hour at the end of a 7 day cycle. Now that was
fitting. If the story had continued onto the next day, then
there was so much that could happen. These endings
were conclusive. They put a period at the end of the final
sentence. People pretty much know that there’s no more
story to tell. The Author then thought for a second and
looked to his three characters. Actually, the story is still
going on isn’t it? Oh dear, this will not do at all. | must find
a way to conclude this section and finish the whole damn
thing now.
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Jason, Fenny, and John all looked to each other
nervously. “Are you saying that we’re not completely done
yet?” Jason asked.

Well, not this second. But don’t worry, I'll end it soon
enough. The Author then pulled out his pad and pen and
started to scribble down something.

Fenny and John looked desperately to Jason as he
should do something. Jason sighed and nodded and then
looked to The Author. “Excuse me.”

The Author didn’t look up from his pad. Yeah? I'm
kinda busy this moment, hold on a few minutes and we’ll
wrap this up.

Jason then started to walk over to The Author and
spoke up. “So you're righting our ending are you?”

Yeah. Now, please let me finish, The Author
answered testily. Jason kept walking toward him however.

“The way | see it, there is one way we can keep the
story from ending,” Jason stated blankly.

Hmm? The Author looked up from his pad and
noticed how close Jason was standing to him. How’s that?

“‘Well...” He said and then stared straight into his
eyes, “l can kill you, then you can’t finish writing the
ending.” Then Jason placed his hands on The Author’s
throat.

Wait a sec! Are you sure you know what you’re
doing?!? The Author shouted as he dropped his pen and
pad to try to pry Jason’s hands from around his neck.

“Actually, you of all people should know what I'm
doing. You're the one who made me a cold-blooded killer.”
Jason blankly stated and then squeezed harder causing
The Author’s face to turn purple. Jason squeezed harder
and then released. The Author slumped down the wall and
fell face first on the floor dead.

Fenny and John walked over and examined the body.
John felt for a pause and then shook his head. Fenny put
her arms around Jason and he looked up in sorrow for
what he had to do.

“Well, Now what?” John asked as he stood up from
the The Author’s body.
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‘I don’t know. Maybe nothing. But at least we're still
here.” Jason sighed. The he turned his attention to the
body again. Suddenly, the floor began to tremble and the
walls of the room crumbled around them revealing a field
around them.

“What's going on?” Fenny asked, frightened.

‘Why does everyone assume that | know the
answers?” Jason shouted as he looked out over the
horizon of green plains. At that moment there was a slight
hum. Everyone turned their attention to the body and
noticed that it had begun to glow. Suddenly a brilliant
dome of light exploded out and expanded. It passed
through Jason, Fenny, and John and then continued on
extending in all directions.

“What's happening?!?” Jason shouted as Fenny clung
harder.

“When we killed The Author we triggered something!”
John shouted. Suddenly, he looked around him and his
eyes bulged out. “What do you guys want?” He shouted to
the air. “You want to take me somewhere? Where?” He
continued to talk to the air.

“John, what are you doing?” Jason asked. “There’s no
one there!”

“Why are you being nice to me now?” John asked
Shinji-John, Jinnai-John, and Tougu-John and they walked
around him patting him on the shoulder.

“Ty!” Fenny shouted as she let go of Jason and ran to
something that was obviously invisible to Jason. “You're
alive!”

“Fenny! Now you're doing it! What's going on?!?”
Jason cried out.

“I've made my amends. Now we can be together,” Ty
told Fenny as he embraced her. Fenny hugged him
tighter.

“Oh... Ty...” Fenny cried.

“Guys! There’s nothing there! What do you see?!?”
Jason shouted to his friends.

“Thank you guys.” John told his personalities.
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‘GUYSH!” Jason screamed. Then suddenly he
stepped back in horror as he watched Fenny and John
suddenly disintegrated and all that was left were their
clothes and two puddles of orange goo.

The Porter residence...

Aaron looked up from his cards and tapped three
lands and laid down his card. “Ha!” He smirked.

Kirstin then tapped two islands, laid down a
counterspell, and grinned. “Jason was right, that trick does
work.”

Aaron groaned and chucked his new card into the
graveyard. Suddenly the cards quaked slightly. Then the
whole table began to rumble. Then the cabinets and
cupboards began to shake. “Earthquake?” Aaron asked.

“In Massachusetts?” Kirstin stated nervously. Then
suddenly the apartment began to rip itself at the seams,
causing plates, glasses, and cookware to tumble out of the
cupboards. “Aaron!” Kirstin shouted as she grabbed onto
Aaron.

“Just hold on Kirstin, this will all blow over!
Hopefully...” Aaron answered back unsure. Then they
looked out the window and saw a wall of light scream
toward them...

A moment later the house was quiet as the quaking
stopped and the house was silent. Two sets of clothes lay
scattered over the table and chairs and puddles of
orangish slime oozed over the cards...

“Neko-chan!” Nicole shouted to her pet cat. Neko-
chan leapt up and purred as she snuggled him to her
bosom. A moment later a puddle of orange slime oozed
out from under the door to the porch of the Porter
residence....
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Matty and Sarah walked down the street. Suddenly
the Earth lurched from underneath them and threw them
to the hard concrete.

“Matty!” Sarah shouted as she lost her footing.

“Sarah! Are you okay?” Matty shouted as she
stumbled over to her friend. What the devil is going on?!?
Since when do WE have earthquakes?

“Matt, | just wanted to tell you how much | love you,”
Sarah said surreally to Matty, who blinked a couple times.

“Sarah?” Suddenly, both she and Sarah lost their
cohesiveness...

"Gillian Anderson?!? What are you doing in my
bedroom?!?" A boy in a red baseball cap asked his

Then the boy thought about what he just said. "What am |
saying?!? Let me help you!"

The boy jumped onto the bed in the blink of an eye.
He also turned into a puddle of orange goo a blink of an
eye later...

“My red haired sweet, you’ve come back!” a tall lanky
boy shouted as he embraced his goddess and she planted
a wet kiss on his mouth. A moment later, all that was left
was a orange puddle with a leather glove and a tome of
Shakespeare floating in it...

“Akane! I've found you at last! I'm finally home!” An
Asian boy shouted joyfully in the middle of a supermarket
before melting along with everyone else there...

Jason looked at the two puddles that used to be his
friends. He felt a solitary tear roll down his cheek. Then his
ears perked up as he heard a rumbling in the distance. He
turned toward the horizon and gasped as he saw a tidal
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wave of orange coming his way. “Oh... Shit...” He
muttered before being swept away...

Jason struggled to bring himself to surface in the thick
soupy liquid. He gasped as he tried to get air. For a
moment, he swore he could hear singing...

It all returns to nothing...
It all comes tumbl’n down, tumbl’n down, tumbl’n down!
It all returns to nothing...
| just keep lett’n me down, lett'n me down, lett’'n me down!

Was he hearing things? Was there really a gospel
choir singing as he was drowning in orange goo? Those
were the only questions he managed to ask himself before
he was pulled under and lost consciousness...

Jason awoke with a start as he could feel the scratchy
sand irritating his face. He sat up and looked around. He
was on a small island. He looked out and all he saw was a
sea of orange. He sat down and again and placed his
head in his hands.

“‘Now what?” He groaned. A moment later, another
groan came and Jason jerked toward the noise.

He quickly scampered toward the noise and saw it
was a person lying on the other side of the tiny island. He
looked down and gasped. “Nicole?!?”

She lay there, wrapped in gauze and a hospital gown,
a bandage over her one eye. She looked up to him. “You
sicken me,” she stated without any emotion and then
turned away from him and stared blankly to the sea.

‘NOOOOOOOOOOOO!M!!...” Jason screamed to the
heavens from his little island and then buried his hands in
his head to cry...
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Well? What do you think?

Jason lifted his head from his palms and noticed that
he was back in the room. With him was The Author, a
backwards hat upon his head, who smiled as he sat
backwards on the steel chair.

‘What the hell just happened?” Jason asked
confused.

Oh come on! If anyone would, | knew YOU would
appreciate the ‘End of Evangelion’ ending scenario the
most. | thought it was quite entertaining.

Jason stood up and walked up The Author. “You were
planning this the whole time?” he asked.

The Author nodded and grinned.

“You're sadistic,” Jason said with a sneer.

No, I'm creative. He replied with a smirk.

“You knew that | couldn’t hurt you, so you played
along and strung along the audience too,” Jason
confronted.

Well, it built up some nice suspense, didn’t it? The
Author then stood up. But seriously, | really must end this
story. So what do you think? | was thinking of having the
whole story be a dream sequence and then have you
wake up in bed back in Smithfield, PA and thus give the
audience an acceptable cop-out ending.

“Is it even worth fighting it anymore?” Jason asked
sheepishly.

Not with me it ain’t, The Author replied happily.

“Fine, let’s get on with it, make my whole existence a
meaningless memory.” Jason resigned sadly.

Oh, don’t sound so melodramatic about it. You’ll still
exist, you just won'’t be updated, The Author chided. Then
he pulled out his pen and pad and went to scribble
something.

“Wait!” came a voice from the darkness.

Huh? The Author muttered as he lifted his head.

From the darkness Nicole Porter stepped into the
light. Jason dropped his head back and let out a sarcastic
laugh.
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“Oh! | must give you credit! You had to throw one last
curveball at me before you finished me.” Jason said
bitterly.

“Actually, He didn’t send me, Jason,” Nicole stated.

“Oh really?” he replied. He then turned his attention to
The Author. “Do you really expect me to fall for this?”

Hey! I'm as confused as you are. | wasn’t planning on
writing her again, with the possible exception of a
collaborative side-story, The Author defended himself.

“Okay, If you're not from him, then how did you get
here?” Jason asked Nicole.

“Well, I'm not really Nicole. Well, at least the Nicole
that you know. I'm a representation and emissary to help
you,” Nicole answered.

You’re here to help him? Who sent you? The Author
asked.

“I think you already know who. Jason, there is a way
that the three of you can go on living your lives.” Nicole
announced.

“Oh? How?” Jason inquired.

“This guy wasn't telling you the complete truth. It is
true that he created the characters that you are today, but
he didn’t create this universe. Someone else did.” Nicole
explained.

“Who?” Jason asked.

“The Other Author. The original author. He created
me and my sisters and many others. Now, he can save
you,” Nicole answered.

Jason arched his eyebrow. “How?” He asked
suspiciously.

“You simply allow yourselves to become a part of our
universe. It is the same as this, but now your actions will
be dictated by a new author,” Nicole said with a smile.

“‘And what's so great about being under someone
else’s control?” Jason asked annoyed.

“Well, He hasn’t tried to kill any of his characters yet,
and He’'s had a stake in this universe a lot longer than
him,” Nicole said as she pointed to The Author.
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He can’t do this! This is my story dammit! The Author
shouted angrily.

‘I disagree.” Came another voice from the darkness. A
moment later, out stepped a young man in a black trench-
coat and a black fedora.

What? The Author asked the new person.

‘| said that | disagreed. Remember Jason...” Then he
stopped and looked at Jason. 1 meant him, not you.” he
said, pointing to The Author. ‘Remember Jason, | created
this universe. | have final decree over all things that
happen here. Because of what you’ve done, you've done
massive damage to my established time-line,” The Other
Author chided.

Oh yeah...Sorry, my bad, The Author apologized. So
what are you going to do? The Author asked.

‘I'm going to finish this story and return the universe to
some semblance of normality. You can take a rest from
this point on,” The Other Author proclaimed.

The Author grinned. Well, You've got your work cut
out for ya, but if you wanna finish it, be my guest. I'm
curious to see what you’'ll come up with. The Author
smiled and then got up from the chair and began to walk
away.

Well, Then I'll be going. Good luck to all of you. No
hard feelings? The Author asked Jason. Jason simply
hrumphed in anger. | deserved that. Well, later all.

‘Hey Jason!’ The Other Author shouted, and The
Author stopped. ‘We Still on to do that collaborative
project?

Yeah, E-mail me some time and we’ll discuss it again,
The Author answered as he walked into the darkness.
Soon the light echo of his footsteps stopped.

The Other Author looked to Nicole. ‘Thank you for
your help. Now, I'll return you to where you belong.” A
moment later, Nicole vanished and it was just Jason and
the The Other Author. The Other Author snapped his
fingers and instantly John and Fenny appeared.

‘Boy, you three have caused me no end of trouble.
Now | have to rework all the endings for both timeline
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purposes, general acceptability by the readers, and
keeping things you’ve learned in perspective.” The Other
Author rubbed his chin and thought hard.

The Other Author sat there for a moment and then
pointed to Fenny. ‘Okay, Fenny. Now we’ve got a pickle
with you. In order for the ending to be socially acceptable
by the reader we can’t have the death of your sisters.
That'll leave WAY too much emotional baggage on people
and you. However, if we change the timeline to not have
that happen, the likelyhood of you meeting Ty is now
jeopardized.” The Other author rubbed his chin and then
sat up. ‘Okay! | think I've got it! This won’t work out
perfect, but it leads to many good possibilities for the
future.” The Other Author pulled out a Laptop computer
and began typing. A moment later Fenny disappeared.

Then The Other Author turned to John. ‘You’re also
difficult to rewrite. By finally encountering your guilt about
your running away from yourself, it will make you a better
person for the future. You learned that you have to accept
yourself for who you are and that can be important to the
audience. So your ending also won'’t be perfect, but in the
end it will work out. I'll try to go easy on you.” The Other
Author began typing again and then John disappeared
leaving just Jason and Him alone.

‘Thank God he didn’t write you too far into a corner. |
have a decent fix for you. the audience will like it, and
finally you get a break. How’s that sound?’ The Other
Author asked Jason.

“It sounds great. Though | feel guilty that the others
have to suffer,” Jason explained.

‘Don’t worry. It will all work out in the end. Are you
ready to go?’ The Other Author asked.

“Let’s do it,” Jason responded confidently. The Other
Author began to type furiously and a few moments later,
Jason faded away and with him the room. The Other
Author looked around, hit enter and then vanished...

* * *
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The Divine Agency, Monday Afternoon...

Sonyarina walked around the Goddess lounge and
slumped down on the couch next to Jordiko. They had just
returned from talking to their ‘little sister’ Fenira about the
dangers of interfering with the mortals, but it didn’t do
much good.

“I think we’re getting old,” Jordiko complained.

“Nah. Fenira’s always been that way. She can take
care of herself,” Sonyarina consoled.

Suddenly, a black trench-coat clad man quickly
walked into the lounge, dropped an envelope on Jordiko’s
lap and quickly walked out of the other exit without saying
a word.

“Hey! You dropped something!” Jordiko shouted.

“‘Hey! Look at the envelope. It's addressed to us!”
Sonyarina exclaimed. “Open it.”

Jordiko did such and pulled out the white sheet of
paper and looked it over. She covered her mouth and then
let Sonyarina look at it as well, who in turn also gasped.

The letter read:

Sonyarina and Jordiko:

You don’t know who | am but, | know who you are. This
concerns your sister Fenira. She is in grave danger and
therefor you two are also in grave danger. You must seek
her after she arrives home on THURSDAY AFTERNOON.
That is very important and don’t forget that. Then all three of
you must go into hiding and take on new identities. This is
not a joke. The agency KNOWS about Fenira’s activities
and are prepared to punish you as well. Hopefully, you will
be safe and the Agency will not find you if | can help it. | will
try to help you in whatever way | can. After you go into
hiding, you must not contact anyone in the Agency or use
your powers. If you do so then you are putting yourself in
GRAVE danger. Maybe one day we will meet again. Maybe
one day | can join you. Tell Fenny, that this is all for her.

Signed,
A Friend
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Jordiko and Sonyarina read the letter again and
looked at each other. They then calmly nodded and
walked out of the room. They had much to do and little
time to do it.

Holy Ghost Medical Center, Friday Night...

Joeseph Brown slammed his fist on the table. He was
angry. A young man had just died on his table and he
couldn’t save him. He turned and looked at the boy. Only
twenty years old and in shambles. “Why did you do
something like this? You had everything to live for!” Brown
shouted to the body.

“Let it go Joe! Let the kid go,” Sax said reassuringly.

“WHY DID YOU GO AND DO THIS?!?” he shouted to
the heavens and slammed his fist down on the boy’'s body.

“Joe!” Sax shouted. Brown slammed his fist down
again as if it would make him feel better. It didn’t and he
turned away disgusted at himself.

Now, curiously, an amazing thing happened. Brown'’s
slamming on John'’s chest had begun pumping blood back
into the body. And repeated hits had began a pattern. This
was noticed when a tiny blip came to life on the EKG.

“Holy Shit! The kid’s alive!” Sax shouted.

“Hot Damn!” Brown shouted in disbelief, but
immediately grabbed a fresh pair of gloves. “Let’s not lose
him a second time!” Brown shouted to Sax who went to
work on the boy’s chest...

Northhampton, MA, Friday Night...

A late model Chevolet pick-up truck cruised down the
streets of Northhampton. It's occupants, two large
gentlemen. One had an ungroomed face and one had a
large squashed nose. Both were missing more than a few
teeth. Also, both were currently wanted by the law.

“God Dammit Billy! We can’t even go out in public!”
the one with the nose whined.
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“Shut yar damn yap Jim! I'm trying to think,” the
ungroomed one barked. The car was silent for a moment.
Then they drove past a restaurant.

“Hey Billy! Ain’t that the car that belongs to that guy
who made it so we can’t go out in public?” Jim asked.

The ungroomed one turned his head. “Why yes it is.
Must be our lucky day.” Billy grinned. “Well turn around on
the next street and come back. We’'ll show that sumbitch.”

The truck sped along the street. The two occupants
were laughing about their plans. So they were quite
unhappy to hear police sirens. “Dammit!” Billy shouted and
pulled the truck over.

Officer Stan Kelly had been parked at the corner of
Round House Plaza. He then saw a pick-up truck fly
through a intersection stop sign. He rolled his eyes, pulled
out, and activated his sirens. The truck pulled over and
Kelly stepped out and walked up to the driver-side
window.

“Is there a problem officer?” The ungroomed one
asked.

“License and registration, sir.” Kelly ordered. The
ungroomed man handed them over and Kelly took them
back the cruiser and starting entering information. Then he
thought about the two men he had just seen. Missing
teeth. Squashed nose. Ungroomed. Now where did | hear
that before? Kelly pulled out his notepad on a hunch and
smacked himself in the forehead. Of course!

Kelly unsnapped his holster and slowly walked to the
car. He handed the license back to the man.

“Is there a problem officer?” The man asked again.

“Well, you ran a stop sign. That’s one problem. Also,”
Kelly lifted his gun into view, “would you mind stepping out
of the car please?”
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Epilogue

It was mid-December in Holyoke and the ground was
covered with a dusting of snow that had fallen since the
last thaw. Jason ran out the door of his apartment building,
stopped and opened his mailbox, and then continued out.

Dammit! I'm gonna be late! | hope Nicole isn’t mad for
waiting... he thought to himself while walking down to the
lot where his car was parked. They had a lunch date.

As he walked down the sidewalk, he ran into a
familiar sight. John Hoelscher.

John was pushing himself up the sidewalk in his
wheelchair. Both his legs were still in casts and the
lacerations on his face were starting to fade. “Hey John!”
Jason shouted as he waved.

“Hey Jay. How’s it going?” John asked as he put the
brake on his chair.

“‘No complaints. On my way to a lunch date with
Nicole.” Jason answered.

“Sounds like you two have a good thing going. Don't
screw it up,” John remarked quietly.

“I don’t plan to. So, how much longer you going to be
in the chair?” Jason asked.

“Oh, a whiles still. The casts will come off soon, but
then | have to rehab and everything. The doctor said that it
was a miracle that I'm even alive, let alone having a good
prognosis to walk again. I'm counting my blessings. Well, |
won’t keep you,” John said quietly as he rolled on up the
street.

Jason simply nodded his head and watched him go.
Ever since the accident, John had changed. He was a lot
quieter that he had been before, but also he seemed to be
a lot more relaxed and at peace with himself. He'd never
told him what had happened in the accident in Ohio or why
he was in Ohio in the first place, but Jason knew that
when he was ready to tell someone, John would.

Jason turned and continued down the street. The wind
whipped a little and he pulled the zipper on his fleece pull-
over tighter. His hair was a little longer and a slight amount of
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stubble was growing on his chin. John wasn’t the only one
changed from this fall in Massachusetts. Jason was actually
content for the first time in a long time. He had a new job,
working for a small radio station on copy editing. His and
Nicole’s relationship was blossoming into something really
promising and he didn’t have to live in fear anymore.

He remembered when he got the call the morning after
his first date with Nicole on how they had two suspects for
his attack. He came in, and sure enough, it was them.

Jason let out a chuckle when thinking about it. This
was the amusing part. They were currently, both, serving
lengthy sentences. Not only for the attack, but also for all
of the other crimes they had committed that the police
hadn’t know about. As soon as they were brought in, they
tried to sell each other out and in turn incriminated each
other. The trial had to be one of the shortest in history as
Jaosn only came in for one day to testify, along with all the
other witnesses.

Jason walked up and unlocked his door. He sat in the
driver's seat and decided to briefly check his mail. There
were a few bills and a few cards. Jason looked at the first
postcard. There was no return address or postmark. Jason
decided to look it over...

Dear Jason,

| know that you’ve been worried since | disappeared
about two months ago. I'm sorry, but | can't tell you
anything about it. I'm currently living with ‘family’ and we
are all fine.

If anyone asks where | am, do NOT tell them anything
about this letter. I'm sorry, but if | get more specific then
you and everyone else would be in danger. Currently, | am
safe. My family and | are happy. Don’t worry about me.
Maybe one day I'll see you and John again. If not, have a
happy and good life. Don't let that girl go. Otherwise, I'll
come back there and make you regret it. » "

Your friend, The Bouncy One,
Fenny Lin
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Jason looked it over again. He breathed a sigh of
relieve. He had wondered what had happened all those
weeks ago. Both Fenny and John had vanished. John
came back in a wheelchair and Fenny vanished without a
trace. Now, at least he had word from Fenny that she was
alive.

Jason checked his watch again and swore. Nicole
had probably been waiting at the restaurant now for fifteen
minutes wondering where he was. Well, maybe she
decided to order for the two of them while she waited.
Jason and Nicole had come to frequent the Sushi place
Fenny recommended when she took him home from the
hospital all those weeks ago.

He decided to look at the other card and then be off.
This was a weird postcard. It too, had no return address or
postmark, or even a picture. It was simple white card. He
flipped it over and read the one sentence message:

Don’t you just love happy endings?
A

T.0.A? Jason thought to himself? He didn’t know any
T.0.A. “Weird.” He commented to himself. Then he started
the ignition and pulled out of the lot to meet Nicole.
Suddenly he had a weird feeling of déja vu.

Was there some really important meaning behind that
card? Jason then shook his head and laughed. “Nah...”
Then he continued down the road.

The End
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Of Possible Futures: The Tale

of Neko-chan and Bertovich
a minor story type thing
by William Hughes

The Goddess "sat" amongst the darkness of deep
space. "She" was currently waiting outside Sol IV, spying
on several of Her less evolved creations. A minor bit
of robotic technology rumbled about on the reddish planet,
while several of Her other creations, a passive race known
as the "Dark Rulers of the Universe," or "BOB" in their own
language, carried a large pasteboard drawing of some
barren landscape, the idea from which was borrowed from
the planet Alpha Centauri VII. The omnipotent non-entity
watched for a moment, before moving on to her
real target.

She passed Sol IV, and moved closer to the relatively
minor sun. She stopped at Sol lll, known as Earth to its
inhabitants and transmaterialized over the patch of Earth
known as "Massachusetts."

Below, a young female of the species known as
Homo Sapiens (a name which most of the galaxy decided
was disgustingly vain, and also quite wrong) was clutching
a small white coloured being of the species Felinus
Domesticus. Another young male of the Homo Sapiens
was talking to the female. The feline looked agitated.

Using Her omniscience, the Goddess determined that
the feline was actually a cursed Homo Sapiens, much to
its disadvantage. After all, all Deities know that Felines are
much more advanced than Humans are. The Goddess
strove to find more. She recognized the burning passion of
love that was built in both the feline-human and the slightly
evolved male simian. Both of them were striving after the
love of the young human female that stood before them.

The Goddess decided that, this being such an
unusual case, She would predetermine the events that
would shape the lives of all three of these young beings.
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The Goddess retreated to Sol LXVII; a planet as yet
unrecognized by the primitive humans. On this particular
planet, there was a large building that housed a number of
Elder Deities. This planet was the home of the Sunnyworld
Home for Aging Omnipotent Beings. It was famous for
housing such honoured beings as Zeus, Thor, Anubis, and
Elvis. The Goddess walked down a hall, then turned into
a room.

[Hello,] the room’s occupant "said," [Come to visit me
again, dear?]

[Hello, Mother,] the Goddess said, [| need your help.]

[Oh? What is it, Dear?]

[There are these three humans, you see...] the
Goddess went on to describe the problem.

[No problem at all, Dear. Just do as | direct...] The
elder Deity outlined a simple solution.

The Goddess was delighted. [Thank you, Mother!]
she said, [I'll come back soon, to tell you how it went.]

[I'll expect you in a decade or two?] the elder Deity
said.

[Oh, Mother,] the Goddess said, "giving" the elder a
light "kiss." [You know | can’t be back that soon. I've got a
universe to take care of. Don’t worry, | won’t be more than
a century.]

[Of course, dear,] the Elder said.

The Goddess retreated to Her home out beyond the
Galactic Ring. Using arcane gestures, mystical words and
a VWR (video world recorder), she came up with several
possible futures. Randomly picking one, she viewed it.

It was a comfortably run down little house that Jason
had bought for his newly wed wife, Nicole. He carried her
over the threshold, and she carried her cat. Neko-chan
snuggled against Nicole, glaring every moment or two at
Jason. The trio found themselves slowly moving towards
the kitchen.

Inside the kitchen, Aaron and Kirsten Abdelmaseh
waited, a delicious smelling turkey sitting on the table.
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There was a knock, and Jason hurried over to open
the door for his sister- and brother-in-law. Matt held
Sarah’s hand as they stepped over several boxes on
the way to the kitchen.

Later, after the dinner was over, the food cleaned up,
and the guests sent home, Jason and Nicole spent some
time watching TV, as Neko-chan slowly plotted the
downfall of the evil human...

The Goddess nodded at this one, and set it aside for
further perusal later. She couldn’t waste time watching
everything; after all, She only had eternity for this project.

Randomly grabbing another future, She popped it into
the VWR and "hit" "play."

Darth Bertovich brought his lightsabre to bear on
Neko Chanwalker. Nicole Organa stood upon a balcony
overlooking the futuristic looking scene.

"Neko," Darth Bertovich hissed, "I am your father."

"No!" Neko Chanwalker yelled, "Old Matt told me you
killed my father!"

"Obi-Matt Atanian didn’t tell you? | am your father,
Neko. Look to the Force, and you will see it is true."

Screaming a rage of terror mixed with a tablespoon of
surprise, a cup of anger and a dash of curiosity, Neko
Chanwalker swung his lightsabre around, destroying the
surrounding starship as he tried to get in a nice clean blow
to Darth Bertovich. The Dark Lord of the Mall calmly
deflected his blows, then used some unseen, omnipotent
force to cause a cup to move itself under a nearby sink
and fill up with cold water. Neko gasped, then used his
own abilities to grapple with the Darth Bertovich for control
of the debilitating glass of water. Neko may not have been
all together too terribly bright, but he did understand quite
well that turning into a cat would not be helpful.
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The battle raged on, while Nicole Organa calmly ran
through the Imperial Data Files. On a whim, she looked up
Darth Bertovich, and found the following entry:

"Darth Bertovich, Real Name: Jason Chanwalker.
Known progeny: Nicole Organa and Neko Chanwalker..."

Nicole decided that that wasn't a particularly
intelligent whim, and quickly turned off the computer.
Turning in her seat, she waved down a passing rogue by
the name of Mike Solo, and ran off with him and his co-
pilot, Chewbilly the Wookie...

The Goddess "ejected" the "tape" from the VWR and
calmly destroyed it. Some things were too weird even for
Her.

In went the next possibility...

On a field outside of a small church out in the
suburbs, Jason Bertovich and William Hughes stood,
sabres unsheathed and waiting. Nicole Porter sat on
the sidelines, a worried frown on her face.

"This duel is for the right to date and possibly marry
the beauty of the West, Nicole Porter," Hughes called
across the field.

Jason nodded. "Agreed."

The twain moved closer, brandishing the swords.
Jason swung the blade towards Hughes, who gave an
expert twist and sent Jason’s sword flying off
into nothingness.

Hughes frowned, then sighed. Setting the his own
sword point first into the ground, he crossed his arms and
said to Jason, "Go get it."

Jason gulped and rushed over to pick up his recently
air-borne weapon. Hughes pulled his own sword out of the
ground and set himself in an En Guarde position.

Jason struck again, aiming for Hughes’ feet. Hughes
leapt over the blade and thrust at Jason’s shoulder. Jason
threw himself to the side to avoid the blow, bringing his

173



own sword back in an effort to hamstring Hughes. Hughes
parried the blow, then swung inward, causing Jason to
jump back or be disemboweled.

The duelists took a quick step backward, then rushed
at each other, swords a-swinging. Hughes got in a lucky
blow, the sabre digging deep into Jason’s ribs. Jason
gasped, but managed to thrust his own sword into
Hughes’ liver.

Both fencers looked down, then up, and spoke their
thoughts together. "Oh, shit," they said, before collapsing,
to sleep the sleep without dreams.

Nicole gasped, rushed over to the fallen combatants
and began to go into hysterics. Reaching down, she
grabbed Hughes’ dagger, sticking out of a smaller sheath
that had twisted around his back.

Crying mightily, she stuck the blade into her heart,
and fell in a heap upon Hughes and Jason.

The Goddess looked at this possibility and set it
aside. It was actually quite good. Far off in the Old Deities
Home, the Muse of Tragedy suddenly felt better than she
had in centuries. In fact, she felt almost as well as she had
before that nice Shakespeare boy died.

The Goddess pulled out another possibility and stuck
it into her VWR. The tape began to roll...

It was blank. There was nothing. The world had
ended several years ago, and the matter of Nicole’s
personal affection was unresolved.

The Goddess set this one aside as well. Armageddon
scenarios were always fun. In went the next possibility...

The sun shined brightly down on a small house in the
outskirts of a small town in a small district of not so small
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Upstate New York. Hughes stepped out of the house,
dressed in a loose pair of corduroy jeans and a large
flannel shirt. Stretching rather like a feline, Hughes looked
sleepily up at the morning sun. Rubbing a hand across
what was rapidly becoming a beard, Hughes stepped
inside the house.

Inside, a shortish woman sat at a table, reading a
book. She smiled up at Hughes, who smiled back...

The Goddess frowned. That wasn'’t Nicole Porter. And
where was Jason Bertovich? Still frowning, the Goddess
"hit" a "button" on the "tape machine" searching for
the other two entities...

Jason Bertovich was  still living in Western
Massachusetts, and still working in an Electronic Boutique.
The Goddess followed him to his new house, closer to
work, and watched as he entered. He sat at the kitchen
table, and began to read the newspaper. Within a few
minutes, the door opened and-voila! -in walked Nicole...
except... That wasn’'t Nicole, even though she had a
remarkable resemblance.

The Goddess frowned again. She "pulled up" a
"document" on this new persona, and "read" it.

Julie Heinekens: Born (is being born, will be born)
year 48399290 (1979 sol standard). Died (is dying, will
die) year 48399364 (2063 sol standard). Possible
futures: May marry Jason Bertovich, may marry Frank
Canstonza, May become first dictator to rule entire world,
may have an unhappy childhood, may die in year 1998,
may have children. Predestined Futures: Will marry
someone, will enter politics, will be a Scorpio.

The Goddess nodded, then turned back to the "tape"
to look for the final persona of the triad, Nicole Porter...
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Nicole entered a large house, where she was met by
her personal maid, Yvette. She walked into a large
counting room, and placed a huge wad of hundred dollar
bills on a bench. She turned and called out something,
and a small black kitten leapt into her arms. She picked it
up, and gave it a huge hug.

The cat was only a year old. She had got it from the
local pound when she finally gave up on the search for her
old cat Neko-chan who, for some untold reason, her twin-
sister Kirsten had accidentally left in upstate New York.

The Goddess nodded to Herself, then placed that
particular possibility with the other hopefuls. She "reached
down" and grabbed another possibility from the group.
She began to view it...

Hughes was leading Nicole through a particularly
heavily wooded part of China, looking for the lost tour
group. They ran, literally, into a heavyset Chinese man,
who looked strangely familiar to Hughes.

"You!" Hughes said suddenly, "You're that guide who
led Matt, Aaron, Mike, Billy and | through China all those
years ago."

"Oh, sir," The Guide said in his heavy accent. "You
fall in Maoniichuan, | remember."

"Right," Hughes cut him off, nodding sharply, "But
right now, we need to get to the airport, ASAP."

"Yes, sir. You follow this way, yes?"

The Guide walked off, with Hughes and Nicole in his
wake. Within moments, they were in a remarkably familiar
area.

One that Hughes had hoped he would never see
again.

The Training Ground of Accursed Springs.

"What!" Hughes yelped, "Here, again?!"
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"Yes, sir! Is quickest way to airport."

Hughes sighed. "So long as we don’t go too close to
any springs."

"Yes, sir."

The Guide walked off, followed by Nicole and
Hughes. Hughes was very careful to keep both himself
and Nicole away from any of the springs.

"Oh," Nicole said, "Look at that!" She leaned over one
of the springs, pointing at something unseen by either of
the males.

"Please, sir," the Guide said to her, "You not know
Tragic Story." He looked critically over at Hughes, "Do
you?"

"No," Hughes growled. "Nicole, don’t fall in the pool..."
He was cut off as a tremendous gust of wind forced him
back a step, where he floundered into a spring. The Guide
held his footing, but Nicole was hit by a loose tree branch
and sent flying into the pool she had been examining.

The Guide sighed, then turned to look at Hughes, who
had resurfaced as a cat. "Oh, too bad. You, sir, fall in
Maoniichuan, again. You already know Tragic Story. Of
course, no big deal for you. You already cursed by that
one."

Hughes meowed angrily as he paddled towards shore.

The Guide turned toward Nicole and said...

There was a sudden knock on the door. The Goddess
looked up from Her possibility, then walked over to the
incessant tapping. She swung the door open, to great a
middle aged Deity who wore trousers, suspenders and a
white pinstripe shirt. She looked down at Herself, dressed
in an old chaos tee-shirt. (Hey, what are supreme
being gonna make their clothing outta, huh? Cotton?)

"Oh, dear," the Goddess sub-vocalized. "One life-
time," she said to the office-God.

She stepped around a corner, and waved Her hands
over Herself. Her clothing fuzzed and became an evening
dress. She shook Her head and tried again.
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After several billion attempts, She found something
She liked, the looked at Her watch. Over several dozen
Aeons had passed. "Oops," She said, "stepping" back
in time.

She beat Herself to the Door. She looked at Herself,
and said, "Why don’t you go get changed, dear?" She
nodded and stepped off to complete the cycle.

"Can | help you?" the Goddess said to the office-God.

"Uh, yes," the Deity said, "I'm the God of Copyright
Infringement. | was summoned here by Your wild use of
proven copyrights. While My clients are willing to forgive
You this time, they were wondering if You could please
stop?"

"Oh,"the Goddess said, startled, "Oh, | hadn'’t
realized. Quite sorry."

"Oh," the Copyright Infringement God said, "It's no
hassle. By the way, You've changed the plots sufficiently
to keep Your current possibilities, but please
stop Copyright Infringement. | hate My job." With that, the
stuffy Deity turned and walked away.

The Goddess sighed, turned back to the pile of
possibilities, and set the one she had been looking at
aside. She grabbed a new possibility to examine...

Life was good. Jim had a wife, Susan was president,
and Gary owned half of the western world’s companies.
Unfortunately, none of this had anything to do with Nicole,
Jason or Hughes.

Hughes was living on a large farm in upstate New
York. He had several horses, a few cows, a number of
chickens and many other farm essentials. In fact, aside
from the electricity and phone wires, Hughes was
completely self-sufficient. He lived alone, with nothing to
worry about. It was a carefree life, and he liked it.

Jasonwas recently promoted to President of
Electronic Boutique, and moved to their secret
headquarters deep in the Amazon Rainforest. He married
a nice local girl, learned to speak Portuguese, and was
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doing quite well. It was an exciting life, what with computer
crashes one minute, and employees getting attacked by
alligators the next, and he liked it.

Nicole had created a small business; it made,
packaged and sold business books, magazines and
software. She also got a degree in law, specializing in
what is commonly known as "Out of Court Settlement." It
was a fast paced life, and she liked it.

The Goddess considered this possibility. It did create
the optimal happiness desired for all parties included, but
Nicole’s love was still unresolved. It went into the junk pile.

The Goddess pulled another possibility out of her
pile.

Jason looked about, a crooked smile on his battle-
scarred face. He grinned at his companion, a tough
looking black-haired chap with a nasty looking scar down
his eye. "Ready, Nek?" Jason said.

"On your mark, Jase," Hughes said, loosening his
gun. No one really knew where he had received his
nickname, Nek, but just that he had arrived one day, toting
a rifle, a sword when bullets didn’t work, and an aversion
to rainstorms.

That was two years back, just after the War that had
destroyed most of America, and the rest of the world.
Now, bands like this one roamed the land, taking
what they could and fighting off other bands.

Currently, this band --they called themselves the
Tigers -- where stationed outside a large military complex.
It was rumored that inside a band of rogue marines had
taken several hostages, among them the beautiful Nicole
Porter and her sisters. How Nek had found this information
no one knew, but it was common gossip that the night
before he presented the info before the table, he had been
conversing with a dog and a duck. No one knew why.
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Now, Nek and Jason, complete with their squadron of
thirty men, prepared to storm the complex, and take it as
their own citadel. Jason raised his arm, and the
army tensed...

The Goddess nodded to Herself, she would have to
make sure one of them was mortally wounded in the
fighting, of course, but that would help to determine the
outcome of Nicole’s final pledge...

And so the Goddess went on, examining possibilities
in which Hughes married Nicole, or Jason married Nicole,
or when something disastrous happened to one or two
ofthem. It was a long complicated business, but
eventually the Goddess found a possibility that worked.
She nodded to Herself, then prepared to put the plan into
action. Looking at Her watch, She noticed that the three
parties involved were dead by over eight millennia. No
problem, the Goddess thought, She could just go back in
time a little and...

The universe then had Gib Gnab. The Goddess was
suddenly busy with creating a New World, and no longer
had anytime left to devote to her previous universe.

Smiling to Herself, she began to recreate worlds.

The End.
| just love cliff-hangers,
don’t you? He he...
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VI: A Christmas Perspective

Chapter One: A Fresh Perspective
6:42 p.m., 23 December 1997

A thin layer of snow had fallen that morning, covering
the Springfield area with a pristine white blanket an inch
and a half thick. It was only the second or third noticeable
snowfall since the year's unusually warm winter season
had begun. Of course, abnormal weather is considered
perfectly normal in New England.

Yet, as the sun began its slow journey back behind
the hills and dusk steadily approached, the small patches
of grass on the outskirts of the Holyoke Mall’s parking lot
stood triumphantly uncovered, displaying proof for all to
see that the meager snow that had fallen in morning was
no match for the warmth that had come with the afternoon.

Now, it was evening. John Hoelscher was at work. It
had been his first day back, actually. He didn’'t know what
he was thinking, having volunteered to return to work now,
when they would have surely let him stay off until the new
year! Normally he’d have thought he must be mad, but he
didn’t think that of himself anymore.

It was something of an irony, he thought, working in
the shoe department while confined to a wheelchair. He
smiled. Even being in a wheelchair, he was happy, truly at
peace, for the first time in quite a while. He had faced his
personal demons — literally faced them — and won. How
many people could say that?

He looked off in the direction of the Women'’s Clothing
department, and his smile faded. It wasn’t replaced with a
frown... but rather with a different kind of smile. A smile of
happy memories past, memories of break-times spent in
the food court with good friends.

Those days were past, and life goes on. Jason had a
new job, no longer at the mall. He still saw Jas often
enough, mind you. The two were still pretty close, after all.
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But he missed those daily meetings in the food court with
Jas and...

He turned away from the Women’s department, a look
of slight sadness on his face, now.

...and Fenny. Around the same time he had had his
trial with his inner demons, Fenny had vanished without a
trace. Jas didn’t know where she had gone, either, but had
assured him that wherever she was, she was safe, and
she wished the best for them. Jas had refused to tell John
how he knew this, however.

Yes, he certainly missed their daily meetings in the...

“So how'’s the first day back? | know | don’t miss it.”

John swiveled his chair at the sound of the voice.
“Jas!” he said, the smile returning. “How’s it going?”

Jason Bertovich stood there, and beside him stood
Nicole Porter. John didn’t know what to make of their
relationship. They seemed to see each other semi-
frequently, but hadn’t committed themselves to a formal
relationship. Despite this, John hadn’t heard of either of
them dating other people. Perhaps they were just taking
their time for the moment...

“So what brings you here?” John asked.

“Oh, you know, this and that,” Jason said. “Nicole and
| have a little last minute shopping to do, and so did her
sister and her friend...” (That was another pair that John
noted a definite lack of a formal relationship, not that he
knew them nearly as well as Jas and Nicole.) “...and |
figured, as long as | was here, | might take some time out
of my precious schedule and see how my buddy’s doing
on his first day back at the salt mines.”

“‘How magnanimous of you,” John said dryly. His
smile broadened in spite of himself.

“How are you feeling, John?” Nicole asked.

“Much better, actually. Finely out of those damn casts,
and | hope to even be able to give up the chair in a month
or two. It'll be a while before I'm fully recovered, though.”
John glanced at his watch. “You know, just happens to
be time for my break,” he said.

183



John banged his hand on the table, and proclaimed, “I
hereby call this meeting of the Holyoke Refugees of
Employment Hell to some sort of order."

"Here, here!" Jason applauded.

“As the only current member of the H.R.E.H.,” John
then continued, “I'd like to welcome one of our alumni, and
his lovely guest.”

Nicole giggled. “So how’s your new job, Jason?” John
asked.

“Pretty good,” Jason responded. “Nice people over at
the station, and it was certainly nice to get out of here
before the annual December chaos. There’s this one
lady in particular at the station that I've become pretty
good friends with. You should meet her, you'd probably
like her. Her name’s Lina.”

John spat out his Sprite. “You tell me her last name’s
‘Inverse’ and I'll have to have you committed, Jas.”

Jason laughed. “No, it’s Lina Wells.”

“Well, we should get together some time,” John said.
“Go bowling or something.” He laughed. “I doubt they
make bowling shoes for this thing, though,” he said, giving
the chair a little wiggle.

“Hey, | just remembered something,” Nicole said.

“Oh, what's that?” Jason asked her.

“The Boy Scout troop is having a Christmas Party
tomorrow night. The guys invited me and my sisters, and
they said we could bring friends if we wanted. Why don’t
you two come along, and bring your friend Lina, too?”

“Nicole, my dear,” Jason said, “that sounds like a
wonderful idea.”

Kirstin Porter emerged from the changing room.

"What do you think of this one?" she asked Aaron.

"Great," Aaron said, although he thought his words to
be the understatement of the year.

Kirstin smiled in reply and re-entered the changing
room.

Aaron stood in silent reflection as he waited for her.
After a few moments, a thought occurred to him. He
gathered himself together. "Hey Kirstin?" he called.
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"Yeah?" he heard her call back.

"You're not actually planning on, like, buying all of this
stuff, right?"

She laughed. "Good Lord, no! It's just fun to try it all
on!"

Aaron smiled and settled back in the padded chair by
the changing room door, joyfully fascinated by Kirstin
Porter. His fascination was interrupted, however, when
a voice from behind him, very similar to Kirstin's, but also
quite different, said, “Why should she plan on buying it?
That’s what guys are for.”

Aaron jumped slightly, startled. He turned. “Ah, um,
hi, Nicole. Hey, Jason.”

Kirstin re-emerged moments later, clad once more in
her own clothes. She smiled at the sight of her sister and
her friend. “Well, guys,” she said, | think I've had enough
for today. | should get home, anyway.”

As usual, Kirstin was concerned with her housework,
as if she felt that the Porter residence would fall apart if
she was not there to keep things in order.
Of course,Nicole thought, everything probably would fall
apart with out her.“Well, sis, I'm set if the guys are.”

Kirstin put away the sweater she had been trying on,
and turned back to the others. “Shall we go, then?” she
asked.

“Fine by me,” Jason responded.

“Actually,” Aaron said, suddenly, “lI just remembered
something. You guys go on, I'll catch up.”

“Okay,” Kirstin told him, “see you in a moment, then.”

As Jason, Nicole, and Kirstin walked out into the
parking lot, Nicole grinned and whispered quiet enough so
that her twin wouldn’t overhear, “Hope you liked
that sweater, sis.”

Jason Bertovich was dreaming.

At least, he was pretty sure he was. His mind was
muddled. It was like his thoughts were swimming
upstream, against the currents of his consciousness. He
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found it slightly hard to concentrate. Still, he could think
clearly enough to fixate on two aspects of his environment
that pointed towards the conclusion that he was dreaming.

The first was his present environment itself. It was
completely featureless. Jason looked around, taking in
everything, and all he saw was inky blackness.
Everywhere, just... nothing. He could feel stable ground
beneath his feet, but when he looked down, he looked
down into emptiness.

The second strange aspect of this experience was the
figure walking toward him out of the darkness. Well,
perhaps walking wasn't the right word. Jason couldn't
see any clear figure, only a shimmering outline that grew a
little bigger and a little more distinct over time, as if it were
traveling towards him.

After a few minutes, the figure became the sharp
image of a man in peak physical condition, wearing a
slightly shiny tuxedo with a thin bow tie. Another
figure “walked” besides him, also in a shiny tuxedo and
thin bow tie, but he was shorter and, while not out of
shape, a bit pudgier.

“Hi, there, folks!” the second man said, his voice that
of a trained announcer. “I'm Guy Makihashi!”

“And I'm Toro Watanabe!"the first added. “And this is
Jason Bertovich’s dream sequence!”

Jason thought these two looked familiar. He
remembered them from a weird dream he had once when
he had been in the hospital.

“So, um, what'’s going on here?” Jason asked them.

“You tell me, bud, it's your dream,” Guy responded.

“I thought you might be here with some inspirational
message or something about the meaning of Christmas,”
Jason told the pair.

“Inspirational message about Christmas? Us?” Toro
said. He laughed slightly. “Well, we could help spread
Christmas cheer the good old-fashioned WDF style!”

The two snapped their fingers in unison, and suddenly
Jason was standing in one corner of a ring. Guy and Toro
were off in the announcer’s booth.
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“Hi there Fight fans! I'm Guy Makihashi!”

“And 'm Toro Watanabe! Welcome to our annual
installment of the WORLD DEATHMATCH
FEDETATION'S ‘CHRUSHMAS BASH!”

“And tonight is certainly a special bought, as our WDF
Champion once again defends his title against a most
surprising opponent!”

The Champ, Jason thought. He smiled. That'd be me.

“Ready for the fight, Jas?” a woman said from behind
him.

He turned, and there was an attractive blond woman
wearing a formal kimono. On herfeet were wooden
sandals. Her blond hair was done up in a bun, upon which
sat a nurse’s cap. Jason smiled some more. Of course, he
thought. “Hello, Miss Manners,” he said.

“The name’s Anako,” she scolded him. “l thought you
weren’t supposed to be delirious until after the match.”

“Um, yeah...” Jason said, slightly confused.

The ring announcer stepped up to the microphone
hanging over the ring, gripped it, and spoke firmly into it.
“Ladies and gentlemen! Welcome to tonight’s main event!
It is scheduled for to the death, and it is for the WDF
Heavyweight championship! Ladies and gentlemen... are
you ready?” the man asked.

The crowded roared in approval, and the man
continued. ‘I said... are you rrrrrrready?”

The crowd again roared,