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Chapter One

My name is Barney Sheehan. I am currently in
my formative years. So I'm eighteen right now. But don't let my
youth fool ya'... I'm wise beyond my years. Maybe, well,
sometimes.

I live in Anno Luce, which is about thirty
miles southeast of San Diego. It's a trendy little city, but a bit
pretentious for my taste. I'm hoping to move out someday. Maybe to
Silverton, that's a cool place.

I work in telecommunications and marketing.
Which of course means that I'm a telemarketer. Yup'. I make the
calls, all day, the ones you lovely citizens like to terminate with
the speed of the dialing system we use. I don't get mad, really.
I'd do the same thing. But just do me a favor; if you get me on the
line, and you're not interested in a "free rate quote!" Just tell
me. Right away, I'm serious. I hate the script, and the fewer times
I have to go through it the better. So go tell me to fuck off;
that's cool. Just do it quickly.

Yeah, I know it's funny to screw with me,
frustrate me and keep me on the line as long as possible. But every
weekend I'm looking for new homes to leave flaming doggie-gifts in
front of. And if I'm rattling off your address over the phone to
confirm your “home’s value”, that means I have it. Word to the
wise.

I'm just kidding though. I'm a
professional. I save all my dog crap for my buddy Jonesy.
But I don't call it that in reference to him. I rather refer to it
as automotive air freshener. Oh yeah, Jonesy… I gotcha right
here, buddy. Puke on my hoopdee again; see what happens.

I'm not just a telemarketer, you see.
That's just my moonlighting. During the day I go to Anno Luce
Community College, a.k.a. ALCohol College.

Everybody drinks. Not just us kids. I mean
everybody. From the beers to the wines, straight up into the
spirits-world. Everybody's got half a face on at least one night
out of the week.

I'm what you call a sporadic
alcoholic. Sporadically I drink myself into toxicity and
deposit a full coating of the offending liquid on the
dance-floor.

So I try not to drink...

I'm a philosophy major. Yeah, I know, right?
A philosophy major.

Now I know what you're thinking, Barney, why
oh why would you waste your time on philosophy, when you can waste
your time on getting so rich you'll never spend all the cash?

Or maybe it's me who's thinkin' it, but
anyways...

Money can't buy me love. And neither can
philosophy. But philosophy is more interesting than money. Money's
paper; It just sits there. And no, I won't make as much money as a
lawyer, but I will make as much as the law student who flunked his
bar when he's working next to me at Masterburger.

So I'm goin' for the ideals, baby. The hidden
knowledges. I'll be the smartest guy at Masterburger, that's for
sure.

I don't know… I guess I'm just trying to see
the heart of the problems we face. I probably won't ever be a
philosopher, unless it's the philosophy of burger-burning. I'll
probably never leave Anno Luce.

But to tell you the truth, I don't care. I
got friends, wack-jobs that we are. And Anno Luce's a fun place.
It's rarely unseasonable. That's amazing, considering there's
desert past the city limits. There's a stretch along Jefferson
Highway that's green too, and it ends a few miles past Silverton.
It's a tech-city, so there's an incredible amount of ched' floating
through at all times. There's a lot going on, and I think we've
covered that Anno Luce knows how to party.

It's got its rough spots, too, like any city.
I wouldn't go driving around San Miguel ridge, ever. For the size,
and the wealth of it, Anno Luce has an abnormally high murder rate,
mostly in that area. San Miguel is bad news.

 


~@---@~

 


I have a cold today. A nasty one. Now you may
be asking how a fictional character can be sick when his creator
isn't. Well, that's the power of the creator. My creator. Liam. Who
I happened to piss off the other day. So now I have a cold.
Thanks bud'..

Oh well. It's not all bad. At least it's
never cold in Cali. And unlike Liam, I can drink cough syrup
with alcohol in it. And so that's just what I'm doing.

On a good tip, I met the most amazing woman I
have ever met. Her name's Anna. She's works with Cherise, who’s
Jonesy's girl. Jonesy said she's way out of my league. But I have
consistently dated girls who were out of my league. When they
realize this, they usually dump me. I'm sure Anna will be no
exception.

She's beautiful, amazing, with a warped sense
of sense of humor and a southern drawl. Love that. Blue
eyes; I think they're blue. They might be green, it was hard to
tell because I was in love and I don't remember all the details.
The fog of love.

So I'm gonna play it cool, get my poker-face
up, try and avoid shuffling my cards in my hands, and go hang at
Jonesy's next week. Despite him bein' such a prick, Cherise is
rootin' for me.

I live in a dorm right now. I know, weird for
a community college, but like I said, Anno Luce's got cheese. So we
get dorms.

The following story is disturbing. Mostly to
me, 'cause I had to witness this. The other day I walked into the
loo to administer to the morning drop-off, and I went to the last
stall near the window. I pick that stall because, number one, it's
the least used, and number two (no pun intended), it's near the
window, and I like to be close to the source of fresh air.

So I pop open the door, and there it is. The
biggest turd I've ever seen. I don't blame whoever it was for not
flushing; it would have been a scientific impossibility.

I do, however, blame the guilty person for
even taking that kind of dump. I mean, just because you pay
your college food bill in one shot, that doesn't mean you have to
expel it that way.

Man, I've never seen one come over the rim
like that.

Environmental services had to come in and
remove it. I'm not kidding. And when they saw it, they were
laughing just as hard as I was when I told them.

True story. So now I'm looking around the
dorm for someone who's ten foot-six inches tall. Or a guy who used
to be fat. Something. I don't know what I'm gonna say to him if I
find him. I might just shake his hand...

...well maybe not. :)

So Anno Luce's been pretty boring today. It's
the Tuesday Quiet. You know, like you have the Weekend
Drunk, the Monday Bitch, and now we're at the Tuesday
Quiet. Though I can't say it's been too quiet, with all the
construction going on. It's to be called the Paradigm building.

Synermedia is heading up the project. Beyond
that I don't know shit about it. Hopefully they put in a TV
station. I can get my mug on the tele, as a passer-by, probably, or
as a contestant in some funky game-show. I'll gladly take my
fifteen. Everyone else is just pissed that the noise is going to
interrupt their studies.

Not me. I don't study. Ever. So it won't be
much of a problem. Besides, I got a boomin' system. So I'll just
play classical louder than the jack-hammers, and watch my
popularity soar around exam time.

Or I'll wind up with the Super-Turd© sequel
on my door-step.

Only time will tell.

So I'm out like a cheap bottle of NyQuil©
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This is Barney Sheehan of the Federation of
Fictional Characters Union #1. (Because we're the
First!)

On behalf of the United Federation of
Fictional Characters Union, I move the ban to the use of bacterial
or viral infection to be bestowed by writers to their fictional
characters, for any transgression or minor slips of the tongue.

So ordered.

And with that business disposed of, I move on
to the secret buzz-word of the day; relationships. Not mine,
per se; I'm a perennial bachelor. But other people's
relationships; the ones that get tossed at my doorstep by my loving
friends.

Jeannie Dillon. She's my friend. And every
third day I see this girl, she's crying to me about how lousy this
guy is who she's with. How she does all this stuff for him,
how she stays at home while he goes out, how he never does anything
for her unless he wants something, blah, blah blah...

Ok, Jeannie, first, you're discussing this
with me, a guy who obviously can’t get a girl. Great counsel.

Second, you treat these guys better than you
treat yourself. So they take that to mean that they're more
important to the relationship than you are, and you find yourself
frequently employed as their doormat. Gee, how'd that happen?

I think I'm gonna change my major to
psychology. I'd make a fortune off this campus alone.

I don't mean to dish on Jeannie; she's a
friend. I'd date her, but she's cool, and I can't bring myself to
treat her the way I'd have to to get her wantin' me.

Jonesy's, this weekend, baby! That's where
the magic happens. I'm psyched, I hope Anna's still gonna show up.
I'm crashin' there, so who knows???

I'm kiddin'. Even in my unrealistic
dream-world I wouldn't think anything like that would
happen. So I'm purely exaggerating there..

I'm gonna miss the Anno Luce festival; Jonesy
lives in Silverton. I don't care, really. I don't get into it like
I did when I was a kid.

Anno Luce, in Latin, means
light-year, or conversely, year-of-light. That's how
it's used here.

Anno Luce is an old city, though it's not
until recently even been a city. It sprang from a small
town, which sprang from a settlement that sprang from a Spanish
settlement, which itself sprang from a Native American village. The
name of the tribe is lost, and it's the dirty little secret that
when the Spanish settled, they killed all of them and struck their
names from history, wiped out every artifact. Yeah, nobody really
talks about it.

Oddly enough, a festival that the Native
Americans performed was adopted by the Spanish, who gave it the
Latin name Anno Luce. Why Latin? Beats me.

Basically the Anno Luce festival is about
marking the number of light-years since the beginning of creation.
The Spanish festival onwards has been aligned to Christianity, so
it refers to the number of years since God Said, "Let There Be
Light". Currently it's marked as four thousand years plus today's
date.

But the festival, at least to the
festival-goers, is all about walking around with a band around
their bicep that has the Anno Luce date on it.

It's always a big party at the end, with no
rhyme or reason, and drunk girls put their phone numbers on their
bands (well, the nasty ones do), or people put "420" or "69",
whatever...

I've seen it enough, and it's gotten lame
lately. Guess I’m just growing up.

I'm lookin' forward to getting out of here
for the weekend. And so in the spirit of relationships, I'll leave
you with this:

Don't try to change the one you love. It is
merely an unconscious wish. You are really just trying to prove you
have the power to do it. If that wasn't the case, their
short-comings would have turned you off in the first place.
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After a long day of class, and a long evening
of work, I have to admit that I'm pretty pooped. So I'll be brief
tonight.

By the power invested in me by Castle
Grayskull, I hereby ban the use of:

LOL

OMG

LMAO

and WTF

..in any blog. Furthermore I ban blogs
altogether.

I've contacted the blogosphere about this,
and they've yet to respond, but give them time...

And so until a better name for this
word-space can be developed, I will be calling this an
anti-blog.

As far as class today, I was unusually
uplifted by my new friend Gabby. She has always been someone I
admired in a totally platonic sense. She talks back to our
professor, Prof' Nielsen. That's not why I admire her. I admire her
because she always happens to be right.

Prof' Nielsen is what we in the
pseudo-academic profession call a stuck-up pompous asshole.
He must have a built in response to independent-thinking students,
because as soon as someone questions his default authority, the
level of his vocabulary increases in direct proportion to the
perceived threat.

I can't say much. My vocabulary is rather
poor. That's why I borrow Liam's.  So when Liam's not around,
I try to stay out of the cross-fire.

Not Gabby. She matches the guy, and it's the
only time I ever see him flustered. What joy that produces in the
class. Palpable.

So I had a chance to talk to her, and she
invited me to an editorial meeting this weekend for the college
newspaper, the Anno Luce Chronograph. I had to refuse, of
course, 'cause I'm going to Jonesy's this weekend, but I assured
her that I would attend next weekend.

I like the Chron'…  There's a story to
that paper, recent news I'd say. The paper is home to the
illustrious Stephen Baker. Stephen, for those of you who don't
know, used to be the student-president of Anno Luce Community
College. But last year he was pissed about a decision the Board of
Trustees made to shut down the student-run dorm. He knew it was a
bullshit move, largely inspired by the refusal of the students
running it to allow one of the board members' daughters to move in.
She's a real bitch; I know her. And that's why they refused. So the
Board was having a meeting to have it shut down.

The board meets behind closed doors, and
minutes are seldom taken.  The only student allowed to attend
is the president of the student council. Stephen. And so Stephen
did what any self-respecting student president would do; he wore a
wire. And boy did he get an earful. Which of course went on the
college radio station the next day (a slightly censored
version).

The student-run dorm stayed open. Stephen
couldn't get in trouble, because it wasn't illegal to wear a wire
to a Board of Trustees meeting. But he's not president of the
student council this year. Go fig'...

Now he's the Senior Editor of the
Chronograph. He's a great writer, and from what I hear, he's much
more popular now.

Still looking forward to Jonesy's. I talked
to him today. He said he's working on some kind of laser thing. He
wants to use it. He wants to use it to disable radio towers.

Why? No clue.

Miraculously, Jonesy has a clean record. And
he did say Anna will be there. Aces.

So I'm gonna pack it in. Work was a bitch
tonight, and I have an aspirin commercial in the making behind my
left temporal lobe. Sayonara peeps'...
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Today was beautiful, even for Anno Luce.
Sunny but cool, crisp, and we actually had a breeze. Amazing. I
would've gone to class naked, seriously.

Tonight I leave for Silverton. Paradise is
driving me. My hoopdee is currently busted. I've tried to pin down
the problem, but I'm mechanically illiterate. So I have no clue. It
smokes, and not in a good way.

Paradise lives down the hall from me. And her
name is actually Paradise. Hilarious, right? I know, but I'd
never bust her chops about it. She's tough; I'm sure she'd kick my
ass.

She works at the Anarchy Collage, a store
down in Morea Circle. That's the "trendy" spot in Anno Luce, below
Sangria Ridge. It's kind of weird; the best and worst areas of Anno
Luce are ridges. San Miguel and Sangria occupy the two areas of
high ground in the city, and they are as different as night and
day.

But anyways, she works there. It's the "cool
store" in Anno Luce. You know that store; every city has one. They
sell the marajawana bowls (I'm sorry, smoking pipes),
obscene t-shirts, funky games involving sex and twenty-sided dice,
gag gifts, etc. I love that store, and no, Paradise won't
give me discounts.

That's okay, though. She's a business major.
She says she's going to open a strip-club in LA. Which makes it
even harder for me to keep from getting punched in the eye. So I
always just tell her that my jokes can be left unsaid.

I am PSYCHED! Anna's already at Jonesy's. So
now I get to go through my "preparations." You know, the fine art
of blending cheap cologne and body spray, making sure nothing
interacts in any unexpected fashion, making sure there aren't any
holes in the duds, no hidden boogies in the visible nostrils, and
of course, who could forget the obligatory "pimple patrol."

I have my finest garments laid out upon the
chair. I'm a college student, so the absence of holes is a big part
of the whole "finest" thing.

I got Mahavishnu playin', catchin' my groove.
Mahavishnu was a superband in the seventies, fronted by the
legendary John McLaughlin. What a team. It was as if the best
musicians in the world at that time got together in one band to set
the bar for all future superbands. And that's why I love 'em.

The jackhammers are still a'poundin’ over at
the nascent Paradigm building. At the ALCC commons, they have a
model of the building to be constructed on a table. Very
unimpressive. It just looks like any other building. If I was them,
I would've just drawn a picture and put it on the wall. The model
takes up space for no reason. But that's just my opinion.

There was a speaker the other night. He
talked about this "transformation" that Paradigm was going to bring
to the world, how it would "revolutionize the way we perceive."
Gabby was there, and she asked the big question, what the fuck
are you talking about? (she said it a bit more professionally
than that, but...) She didn't get an answer that could be
classified as anything but shitty philosophy. And I should know
about shitty philosophy.

So we're gettin' jackhammers for the chance
to "expand our conscious minds..." Great. I'm aiming my speakers
out the window. Maybe I can give the workers some good tunes.
Maybe, in gratitude, they'll tell me what the fuck the Paradigm
building is supposed to do to my mind-frame. So I'm gettin' in on
the ground floor. Or rather, I’m getting in with the people
building the ground floor.

And that's about it. I gotta go get ready for
the evening's festivities before everyone else in the dorm kills my
hot water. So peace, peeps...
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I have many pointless details to share with
you about my weekend trip to Jonesy's, and my newly-invigorated
love life, but first things first. I have to go to another class
soon, so I won't have time right now to pay the proper attention to
an issue as important as my love life.

So today, in a radical new turn from previous
anti-blog creations, today will have two anti-blogs, as
opposed to one anti-blog. So stay tuned tonight for the real
deal.

Earlier in philosophy class, we were given
our final project; to write a twenty page report on a philosophical
subject of our choosing. So I'm choosing relationships, since I'm
such an expert. At least I can give it to Jeannie the next
time she's crying on my shoulder, and she can STFU about it.
(STFU was not added to my list of banned acronyms for a
reason.)

The only problem is, I've already made my
case on paper, and it's only a paragraph. It needs be explained no
further. So I need about nineteen-and-a-half pages of filler. Oh
boy. With an inexhaustible supply of bullshit, I shouldn't have a
problem with it.

There was an incident on campus today; a
shooting. I'm not kidding. Police had the main grounds blocked off,
but I heard that one of our students was killed. I heard he was a
freshman; I didn't know him. No-one knows why he was killed. I'm
sure the rumors will be floating around Sunrise Cafe', ALCC's
hang-out. I haven't ventured there yet today, but I'll be sure to.
And of course I'll let you know.

And one final note: Liam is a prick. Now he
wants me to share the spotlight. He says he wants dialogue. So I
have to split my fifteen minutes of fame with some of the
supporting characters. Again, and I'll stress this, Liam is a
prick. I had to share that one more time.
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Well I got to Jonesy's and it was me, Anna,
Jonesy, Cherise, and their upstairs neighbors, a guy named
Alejandro and his girl Selena. They were all playing cards when I
got there.

Anna wasn't particularly dressed up, but she
was beautiful nonetheless. She doesn't have to dress up to be
captivating; that’s what I like about her. And her eyes were
green, by the way.

She had green streaks in her hair too. I was
diggin' that. She had metal bracelets on her wrists, and I'm sure
they each had a story. She had necklaces, but they weren't fancy.
Not ordinary, peculiar, each one reflecting an aspect of her
character. A being so complex wrapped in such quirky
simplicity.

So I sat there, No-one but me and her for a
while; Jonesy doin' this, Cherise doin' that. I love 'em, I do, but
they weren't at the forefront of my mind right then. Just me and
her in a quiet bubble, surroundings oblivious; fog of
love…

That night she stayed over too. We talked for
hours, about things complex and simple, profound and ordinary. And
we listened. And as we went to bed, her on the couch and me on
cushions on the floor (I'm such a gentleman), she kissed me. Out of
nowhere. And I kissed her back, though I can't say out of nowhere.
And then she went to sleep.

And I tried. Wasn't happenin'…
Insomnia. Couldn't sleep a wink. When I say I tried, I mean
everything. I had enough sheep counted to cover Antarctica with a
wool sweater. Nothin', nada, no enchilada for me. I was gettin'
bored even. And I couldn't get up and play videogames at four a.m.
with Anna sleeping there, how's that gonna look? So I went nuts
with boredom until 6 a.m., when Jonesy got up and we slammed down a
pot of coffee and bullshitted for a while.

It sucks when you don't get any sleep and you
have to spend the day driving. And that's just what I had to do.
Apparently I was deemed the most capable of the three to drive up
to the Precipice, which is a 300 foot cliff-like thing about fifty
miles east of Anno Luce.

And rather than tell Jonesy and Alejandro
(Cherise couldn't go, and Anna stayed with her.) that I was up all
night, I said. "Sure, fellas, let's cruise!"

Yup', I had to drive. Now I have had my share
of insomnia in the past, so no, I didn't veer off the road or
anything. But I was not prepared for what happened when we got
there.

When we got to the Precipice, Jonesy pulls
out his "laser device" to shoot at the radio towers. At least
that's what I thought he was talking about. But that's not
what it was.

It was a device, if such a description could
apply. It really looked like a big hairy mass of wires, with some
circuit board pieces and I think I saw a tube sticking out
somewhere. But attached to it were three headbands, like tennis
headbands. And these he expected me and Alejandro to put on our
heads as he cranked up that mini-Frankenstein he'd built.

"You gotta be fucking kidding me!" I
said.

"I'm with Barney on that, dog," Ale'
said.

"C'mon you pussies," Jonesy said, putting one
of the headbands on.

"What the hell's it do?" asked Ale'. And then
Jonesy went on to describe, in unnecessary detail, how using the
power of laser refraction and ambient radio frequencies and a
miracle, we could all get the biggest buzzes any human beings on
Earth have ever gotten.

"HAHAHAHAHAHA!!!!!" I couldn't help it. "You
dragged us all the way out to here, spent all that time building a
techno-jalopy, just to catch a big buzz?"

Alejandro was dyin'.

"Yo, how much did you spend buildin' that?"
Ale' asked Jonesy.

"Not much, it was like fifty bucks," replied
Jonesy, "But that's not the.."

"...three cases of Killians we coulda' bought
to catch a real buzz." Ale' finished. And then I was
dyin'.

So we put the things on. Jonesy was gettin'
frustrated, and we felt bad for him. We were brave. We had faith in
Jonesy not being competent enough to build a device that could kill
all three of us.

He turned it on, and it actually came on.
Surprising. But we didn't feel squat. Just our sweat in the bands.
And then it hit.

I don't remember anything of detail until
last night. I'm not even joking with you. We were awakened, rather
found by the California Highway Patrol. Cherise called them
when Jonesy didn't get back on time. He was supposed to come back
Monday morning. We got there at noon on Saturday.

I remember bits and pieces, but nothing that
even makes sense. I remember seeing an explosion, and just all
kinds of images and sounds, but they were never aligned, so nothing
coherent emerged. Sometimes it seemed like newscasts, sometimes
people's faces, bright lights flashing. I can't really describe it
in a way that would make sense to you.

I wouldn't call it a buzz, but I'd say it was
the biggest bad trip any human being has ever had. But I'm not mad
at Jonesy. If the thing was a flop, I would've been mad.

That was my weekend, and with a weekend like
that, today's news pales.
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Chapter Two

Vic chased his sandwich with vodka as he
looked out the window of the '77 Monte Carlo he'd "borrowed" for
the evening. He was pissed. He had a check for ten thousand dollars
searing the flesh beneath his pants pocket. And he couldn't get it
cashed. He got to the Spanish check-cashing place in Anno Luce a
few minutes late. He would have to wait 'til after the hit to blow
some dough.

Fisher gave him ten-K up front in the form
the check sittin' in his pocket. The other ten-K will be wired into
his bank account in LA when the hit was done. Vic didn't think he
got a check by accident. Fisher didn't want Vic to blow the cash on
getting too fucked up to do the hit.

Vic could've killed two men whilst sleeping.
No chemical could affect his inner killer. It was instinct. He was
a natural predator, a feral beast marking the concrete jungle with
blood. Victor would torture a man for insulting him so, except
anyone paying twenty grand a head.

So Vic sat there, waiting patiently. He was
in the faculty parking lot of the science building. He had
"acquired" a sticker for the window, and the car was identical to
the one of Professor Martin, who was right now screwing a
student-intern at the Red Phoenix Motel while his wife was home
cooking lasagna for the kids. Vic knew all of this.

Had he not been born directly into hell, Vic
could have been a doctor. He was meticulous in his reconnaissance,
surgical in his executions and obsessive in details. He was an
expert in the murder that was about to take place that night.

His target was studying in the library, which
was soon to close. He would exit the doors, turn left and walk
seventy-five feet before turning left again and walking fifteen
feet before being pierced with the lead from Victor's rifle. Would
it be quick? Would it painless? Vic' didn't care. As long as the
kid stopped breathin', he got paid.

Joey Nebbord. That was his name. Vic'
asked Fisher what the kid had done to cross him, but he didn't get
an answer. For twenty grand he didn't have to. Vic just wanted the
information so he could get off on the killing.

Vic looked on the back seat at his weapon of
choice; a .303 British sniper rifle. He was well acquainted with
it. His step-dad used to keep one around the house before Victor
sent him to hell. He had a special silencer, meticulously
hand-made, that would not put the bullet off-course enough to
matter, not at that distance anyway. He would fall in a spot that
wasn't very visible. Vic' would have an easy get-away.

His attention came back to the library as the
door swung open and Joey walked out, his arms full of books. He had
his hair swept to one side. He was wearing a grey wool sweater with
a button-up underneath it, brown corduroy slacks and worn-out,
ratty shoes.  Vic felt good knowin' he'd be taking the poor
fool out of his misery.

Vic silently grabbed the rifle and set it in
the position he'd worked out last night. Not a centimeter of the
barrel or silencer would be jutting out of the window. It was an
odd shot, but Vic' was a true marksman. If the shot was possible,
Vic' could make it. He turned on the ignition, and it purred to
life. He'd tested engine noise too last night; he wouldn't want to
startle the young chap.

He was parked so that he could pull out
without having to back up. He slumped in the drivers' seat, peering
into the sight and getting quickly acclimated to the crosshairs.
Then he opened his right eye to get a rough fix on Joey. When he
got it he trained the sight on it, and as Joey came into view he
closed the eye. From there he was in the zone.

Vic's adrenaline surged as his resolve
hardened, the muscles in his face becoming steel as he squinted his
field of vision to clear it. So powerful he felt; so magnificent,
this vile malice infecting him as he spreads its contagion to one
more victim. One more Vic'.

Joey turned the corner and Vic's ecstacy was
at hand. The kid twitched, clutching his books just a little bit
tighter. If the adrenaline wasn't making his senses so sharp, Vic
might not have noticed. He must feel it comin', Vic thought
as his finger brought its weight upon the trigger and he embraced
the cracking of gun-power with pure psychotic glee.
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Stephen flew down the New York State Thruway
with his forearm pressed against the wheel and his other hanging
out of the driver's side window, catching blasts of the November
chill like buck-shot. Tipped ever just so before the air stream, a
cigarette. Marlboro, Red. Instinctively he dipped his wrist to
clear the column of ash that would occasionally gather. He was
miles away from Anno Luce, and light-years away from reality.

Stephen was going to see his grandmother. It
was thanksgiving, and she was in a rehabilitation center. She had
just fractured her thigh. He loved her; that's why he was going.
But he wasn't looking forward to it.

Nothing to do with her, rather, where she
was; A rehabilitation center, or convalescent
home. A fancy term for a nursing home. Stephen knew them all by
one name; a suffering home.

He wasn't afraid of his grandmother dying. He
knew she wouldn't. She was strong, in the spiritual sense. Stephen
was good at knowing whether or not someone was near to death. He
had a Gift.

Or madness, or something as yet undefined.
Stephen felt things he could rarely describe to those around him.
What he referred to as the waters of the spirit. Not
energies of light but energies of life. He could detect
things that people only understood in abstract, like love and hope,
injustice and malice, good and evil. He could sense the strong, the
weak and the dying.

Beneath the carpets, cushioned chairs and
mauve bumper rails was suffering. There was death, sure. But death
left no imprint. Suffering did. He knew the whole time there
he'd be fidgeting to get out. He hoped he could control it. He
would be happy to see her nonetheless. Family was important to
Stephen, and he needed a break from his studies, He wasn't as
energetic as he'd been in times past.

Before Stephen decided to go to school in
Anno Luce he lived in Hoboken. He was far older than everyone at
the college; he was thirty-two. He'd already been to school once to
be a journalist. That was in the mid-to-late nineties. He went to
NYU, and graduated Magna Cum Laude. After five years of brush-offs
by just about everybody he came across, he landed a job with a
national publication called the Spectrum. He was a field
reporter for international stories. So he got paid to put himself
in places that the polished spokespeople on the evening news
wouldn't dare step foot.

Stephen was smart; he knew Arabic and twelve
other languages. His mother was Russian, and his father was born
and raised in France, near the German border. Stephen started with
four languages. And he began studying others when he was ten.

He did well in tense situations; he wasn't
afraid to tell people he was a scared journalist. He just made a
joke out of it usually, and he could get in with people. He found
that he was able to match the mood of a situation, to never seem
out of place. He got more stories than they'd ever let him
print.

But being around so much violence and pain
and suffering, upon walking into a blackened, smoke-charred shell
of a village, looking down at the road and seeing some little
vestige of a normal life that would just cry out to him amidst the
carnage all around, gave Stephen an abundant amount of fodder for
nightmares. In Somalia he saw an entire village wiped out, and he
saw a Barbie doll. The doll was in better shape then its owner, a
little girl whose body was lying just feet from it, burned beyond
recognition.

Stephen had been considering retirement by
the time Hurricane Katrina hit the Gulf Coast. In fact Stephen had
been eager to cover it because he knew it would be time off from
horrifying shit. Boy was he wrong.

Hurricane Katrina slammed into the Gulf Coast
just east of Louisiana with the force of God's Own power and
decimated everything before it, carving a new coastline as it came
aground. But it was looking to miss New Orleans, where Stephen was.
He was in the Superdome, where many of the people who hadn't
evacuated were waiting the storm out. It had a fair amount of
people, and when the storm hit everything was more or less calm.
When the storm passed, people had started to leave when, over the
course of a day, water had engulfed the city streets. And they were
stuck there.

Then more and more showed people showed up;
coming in with their kids, people with medical conditions, people
who’d been told it was safe haven. The situation worsened by that
night, and Stephen was getting nervous as his senses were becoming
overwhelmed.

The Superdome wasn't designed or equipped to
handle the thousands that were there, and thousands more showing
up. Anyone was coming in, saints and sinners, with only a small
contingent of the National Guard in charge.  Unrest was
forming; Stephen needed no Gift to feel that. He'd seen it
enough.

He was there to cover the story, and he could
clearly tell that no one important was at the wheel at the ship.
He’d heard that the Mayor was barricaded in the Hyatt Regency, with
little or no communication of what was happening in the Superdome.
He also knew that supplies would only last that day, assuming no
one else came in. That was unlikely, because new people were
continuously streaming in. The Superdome went from a fair amount to
an unfair amount pretty quickly.

He'd managed to get outside occasionally and
he'd see helicoptors flying overhead, news choppers and rescue
choppers. But none with food and water.  He was puzzled but he
didn't have time to think about it. His job wasn't to scratch his
chin and ponder.  He went inside and got back to work.

There were so many people in distress, and
when he saw someone who needed immediate help, he helped. He saw
some of the journalists avoiding that aspect of journalism,
ethics. They just ran around "lookin' busy". Gotta story
to get! was the wall they'd throw up if they were brought
face-to-face with the reality of the emergency. Stephen loathed
them.

But when things were under control, he knew
who to talk to. He'd find the people locally in this area or that
who were in charge. Not in any way official, but they were the
rallying points. He met an older man named Henry, a black man with
grey dreadlocks. Henry was a strong, spirited man, he could tell.
And Henry sounded like he'd been a political organizer before. Just
the way he talked; words he'd used. Stephen could pick 'em out.
Later Stephen would find out that Henry had been a
grassroots organizer before. 

People needed help. No one seemed to care
where it came from. People wanted to know where the Red Cross was,
where the government was, where the mayor was, anybody who
could bring in the food, water and medicine that could sustain
them.  And they wanted a way to get out of there.  People
with medical conditions were under high stress, and some of them
were starting to die. And at the fringes of the Superdome, crimes
were being committed of all manners by those who may never be
punished. Food was running out, and if not for the bond that New
Orleanians had with their communities, food would already have run
out.

Stephen didn't sleep Monday night. He went on
into Tuesday without feeling any tiredness. He was continually
reacting to one crisis after another. By Tuesday night he was
recognized as a "good" journalist, i.e. one who actually helped out
instead of being a pussy, and he knew all the leaders of the groups
inside.

Early Wednesday morning he slept for seven
hours and woke up to a different scene than he went to sleep to.
The intensity and the desperation in the structure were as thick as
the stench, which met his nostrils with the shriek that woke him
up.

It was a woman with epilepsy. Young, though.
She was having seizures, and when she calmed down, well, that's
just it, she couldn't calm down because of what was going on
and she'd have another seizure. There was a girl kneeling next to
her, shrieking for help, which by now was drowned out by the noise.
Stephen went over to try to help, if he could. He found a little
bit of water, after having to explain the situation, and he got it
to her. She was freaking out, but it was passing at times. So
Stephen just sat there with her, trying to calm her down. Then he
remembered something.

Stephen was taking medication for bipolar
disorder. He knew that they prescribed his pills for epilepsy too.
He'd brought four days supply, and he had them on him. In the
confusion he’d forgotten to take his last dose. So he gave her two
of them with the water.

He would never have done it. But in such dire
circumstances, he had to just hope it helped, and pray it didn't
wind up killing her. She was quiet for a few minutes. She was
shaking, but she had been the whole time. She was calmed down after
a few minutes; apparently it worked. She looked at Stephen
eventually and smiled. He found out her name was Thelma.

Stephen left Thelma with Stephanie (the girl
who was with her) and he went out to assess the situation. He made
his way to mid-field and he realized there were far too many people
for him to get an accurate assessment. He made his way slowly; he
just had to get away from all of it. He wanted to help, but he had
barely eaten, drank and slept for three days himself. He just
needed some space, so he ventured into the upper balconies of the
arena. He didn't care who was there lurking.

He looked out at the scene, and suddenly he
didn't feel very good. He was looking into the field. From where he
was standing he could see plainly a woman crying or two people
shouting at each other, as if his field of vision were moving
forward from his eyes into the heart of the Superdome, putting him
there.

He could see social situations; intentions,
motivations, as if they were superimposed on his visual sight of
the people who were causing them. He saw living light in the form
of sparks, made from an energy he could not name. And he saw pits
of dark energy traveling between the sparks, scurrying about the
room like roaches. Occasionally the dark energy would pool as a
fight broke out, but soon the light sparks would appear when the
fight was broken up.

Something; rather, someone caught
Stephen's gaze from out of nowhere. A man down around the home
end-zone was kneeling beside an elderly woman in bad shape. He
seemed to be a lightning-rod for the sparks of white light, and as
he moved, many smaller sparks flowed about him in near perfect
symmetry.

He had on a brown generic baseball cap that
said "Gone Fishin', dressed in a worn flannel shirt and a pair of
jeans, also worn. He looked to be in his late-thirties, and Stephen
couldn't tell his ethnicity. But as Stephen was trying to guess, he
suddenly saw the woman die.

She had just died. Stephen could feel it from
the balcony. The man was visibly shaken. And Stephen suddenly felt
the whole Superdome shake with him. The swarm of sparks about the
man grew hot with intensity, burning Stephen’s eyes as he
looked at them.

He looked away, down at his hands gripping
the railing. Sparks were coming from between his clenched fingers.
He looked at his palms and he saw energies. They seemed to possess
an intelligence not normally associated with energy. Complex
arrangements, as fascinating as they were shocking, performing as
they floated just millimeters above his palm.

Stephen looked out again, and he saw the man
heading in his direction. The man wasn't looking at him, but the
sparks were ferocious. As he walked through the crowd of people,
Stephen could see bright sparks appearing on the ones that were
suffering. One appeared on the leg of a screaming man and he
stopped screaming. The sparks became more intense, until it seemed
they would overtake the arena. And at that moment Stephen lost
consciousness.

He came to an hour later. He still felt
strange, but at least the sparks had calmed. He didn't want to
venture down into the field, but he needed to know who that man
was. He didn't know what he'd say to him, but he knew there'd be no
story he could tell even if he did find the man.

He searched the Superdome with his eyes as he
went down the stairway. By the time he got to the field he had seen
the man, tending to a sick baby. He saw sparks, but they weren't
the ferocious ones that the man had produced earlier. He must've
calmed down, Stephen thought as he made his way to the
man. 

The man's back was turned to him, but as
Stephen came within speaking distance the man turned around, as if
expecting him. He smiled at Stephen.

The man told him his name. It was Yashua.
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Barney here, yet again. Liam decided to gives
some other characters the floor, and I noticed that he gave them
much more floor than he usually gives me. Well allow
me to impart the Bird of Fiction to my creator.

He thinks he can treat me like crap, but I'm
cool. I know my role. Ya' see, every time Liam likes some
girl, and he finally draws up the courage to say something to her;
something so smooth, so romantic to just captivate her attention or
sweep her ever so gently off her feet...

I always put his foot in his mouth. That's
my role. It's a love-hate relationship we have. So there're
two dog houses I can be in at any one time these days.

But that's OK. He can't do Anna's
perspective, and he has to build her character through my
perspective until he grows a set and gets over himself. Which I'm
sure won't be any time soon.

So speaking of Anna, we had a lovely
thanksgiving at ma' and pa's. My parents loved her. They're cool; I
knew they would. My mom loved her outfit and asked her about all
her bracelets. She and Anna talked for a while as me and pops
talked politics. I'd be sure to find out much from ma; we’re close.
I'll find some heart-winning opportunities ahead of time. Thanks
ma.

We've already had a fight. I wish I could say
it was record time, but it didn't beat forty minutes, a record held
by a girl named Jen. Anyways we were arguing, and I said something,
and she went off on me. And now I'm in the dog-house.

Anna's sensitive about some things. She
didn't have an easy life, and she moved around a lot. I had a cake
life, and I've lived in Anno Luce for all of it.

So I'm a little stressed until I find out
what I did wrong. I gotta call her later. But thanksgiving was
great. What a feast. Turkey and gravy, butter-nut squash and yams,
clouds of mashed potatoes, butter steamin' up off 'em, it was
unforgettable.

We got in a food fight, me and Anna. Just a
skirmish, a couple shots across the border. Ma and pa laughed. I'm
really falling for her. She always has a way of seeing through the
bullshit that I try to throw at her, and she doesn't hate me for
it. She's cool with it. And I can tell she cares about me, and she
listens to my wild-and-crazy blatherings. So,...

However I'm at fault, I will say I'm sorry
and mean it.

So ordered.

I'm back in the dorm right now. It's cool.
Everyone's got a good Tryptophan buzz from the turkey, the "Black
Friday Ass-Drag." I'm chillin' in Trainwreck's room. He's got a
slammin' ass computer. Aaaaand... Photoshop™, hence the Bird of
Fiction..

"Trainwreck", a.k.a Rick Carras, is so titled
because, when he goes to parties, shit gets broke. Always
somethin', and always something cool. An alcohol-powered demolition
artist. But he's hilarious, and he gets invited to all the parties.
When he’s not The Hammered Hammer, Richard is a programming
major, and a smart motherfuker. One who just told me I gotta get
off his shit.

So G'night all, and until next time,

Apologize. Cause it can't hurt. Pride can
hurt, and is the number one cause of blueballs in the state of
California. I can't mention the other cause.

So just say you're sorry, and try to learn
something in preparation for the next time you get yourself in
trouble over the same damn thing.
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Gabby sat in the library on the third floor,
in a little alcove by the window. They had their own room, The
Chronograph, that is, but they seldom met there for editorial
meetings. It was small and cramped, and the library offered the
added advantage of enforcing the quiet rule, so keeping
order was a little easier.

She'd been on the Chronograph staff
for three years now, and she could remember the meetings that used
to be held in the Sunrise Cafe. As much fun as they all had, they
never got anything done. The library was a much better choice.
Stephen would be there soon. He got back from New York early that
morning.

They were only expecting a few others. They
had four reporters currently, only two of which would be there that
day, Mary Jones and Jimmy Barton. Barney Sheehan said he'd come,
but she didn't count on that. Barney was a great guy, but she
didn't sense him as being too reliable a person. Plus he worked a
night job. But he said he would, so Gabby'd just have to see.

She looked out the window at the clear blue
sky that formed a canopy over the well-placed palm trees lining the
Main Quad. She darted her gaze downward, to where Joey Nebbord's
body was found two stories below. Nothing remained, of course; it
had happened a week ago. But she knew him, and she was still in
shock.

Joey worked for the Chronograph. He
wasn't listed in the Staff section, but he was doing a contributing
segment on the Paradigm project. His first piece was going to
appear in the December issue. Gabby was looking forward to it until
Monday.

She didn't tell Stephen right away. He was in
New York, visiting family on Thanksgiving, and he was on a flight
back when it happened. But Stephen would've found out immediately.
Stephen was used to knowing what happened when it happened. She
just hoped he knew by the time he got to the library. She wouldn't
know what to say to him.

He was the reporter extraordinaire. She was
the photographer. Not to say that she wasn't an extraordinaire
herself. She had been taking pictures ever since she was six, when
her parents bought her a 35 mm camera for her birthday. Nothing
fancy, but it could take pictures. She used it as the talisman for
her daydreams when she was a kid, pretending she was always in the
middle of some big "scoop", snapping pictures of the neighborhood
dog, or local landmarks, or people just going about their daily
business.

She would have her parents take her to the
Pharmacy in Peoria, where she came from, to get them developed.
Then she would sit there in her room, surrounded by the sea of her
pictures, imagining this or that, telling stories frame by
frame.  She would win a Pulitzer one day, she was sure of it.
Well, she was back then.

Now a Pulitzer was far from her mind. Someone
she knew, someone she had talked to less than a week ago, was
assassinated, just feet from where she sat. She didn't know why,
though she couldn't help but think it had something to do with
Paradigm. And she feared that she may also be on that list.

Joey Nebbord was a hacker, pure and simple.
He was good, too. He didn't hack to put money in his bank account,
though he certainly could have. He'd probably be alive today if
that's what he limited himself to. But he called himself an
ethical hacker. So Joey would track the news, find some
corporate misdeeds floating about, and he would hack their system
to deliver some poetic justice.

Gabby had heard stories from him of things
he'd done that were legendary, like transferring the cash from
illegal slush-funds to charitable organizations that the companies
donated to (for PR's sake, of course), and issuing press releases,
perfect copies of the ones the companies used, announcing the
donations. Gabby didn't know whether or not they were true, but
she'd seen enough of his handiwork first person to assume it.

Joey had found a glitch in Synermedia's
computer system, and he was able to get into the root directory. He
basically had access to all of their internal data. And so Joey
approached The Chronograph with the offer of an exclusive.
Some editors would've passed him up, but not Stephen. Stephen had
been a real journalist for years before attending ALCC, and
he knew better.

Now there'd be no exclusive, and Joey
Nebbord was two days in the ground. Gabby sketched in her notebook
as the dead quiet of the library, the sound of turning pages
drowned in plush. She looked up at the clock. 2:25 p.m.
Stephen should be there in five minutes. But surprisingly, she saw
Barney enter the door below the clock.

Barney was dressed in a Hawaiian shirt, and
if anyone could pull it off, it was him. His messy, curly hair
peeked out from below his Dodgers cap, but Brooklyn Dodgers, not
L.A. She asked Barney about it, and he said it was his "sign of
defiance". Yup', that's Barney, she thought.

He saw Gabby and put up the peace sign as he
walked over.

"See, I told you I'd show," Barney
said, "And here I am!"

"I see that," replied Gabby, "and
thanks."

"And they say it only happens in the movies."
Barney said as he grabbed the seat next to her. Gabby laughed.

"Stephen should be here any minute." Gabby
said. "I told him about you."

"I love his writing." Barney said, "He's on
point."

"He read that sample you gave me." Gabby
said, "He said he'd be happy to have you write for us."

"Cool." replied Barney. He looked out the
window and said, "It's a shame what happened to that kid Joey,
Nebbord, was it?" Gabby looked away.

"I'm sorry, did you know him?" Barney asked,
noticing that he may have touched a nerve.

"Yeah," Gabby said, "We all did. He was
contributing. Stephen will have more to say about it. And don't
worry, it's just tough,"

Barney reached out and put his hand over
hers. "I understand." he said.

At about that time, Stephen walked in the
door. He looked like hell. Gabby knew he wasn't looking forward to
seeing his grandmother. Something about a suffering house,
he didn't explain beyond that. But she knew the real stress was
generated from Joey's murder. Stephen would take something like
this personally. She knew him well enough to know this.

She dated Stephen for a little while, shortly
after she met him. He was new to the school, and they met at the
Sunrise'. It didn't work out. He was older, but that wasn't the
problem. She was used to dating older guys. But Stephen was
haunted, and Gabby felt a wall there that at times seemed
impenetrable, and at other times only paper thin. If she didn't
have the pressures of college to contend with, she knew in her
heart that she would've tried to make it work. But she couldn't,
and Stephen understood. So they broke up amicably and went to being
best friends.

"Stephen," Gabby said as she got up to give
him a hug.

"Gabby," Stephen said, and Gabby could swear
the hug was just a little tighter than his normal hug. She could
feel the hurt in him.

Barney got up, and introduced himself.
Stephen shook his hand, and commented on his writing sample. Barney
beamed.

"I assume you've heard," Gabby said, "I
would've told you, but,"

"I know." Stephen said, putting his hand on
Gabby's shoulder. His other hand reached out to wipe the beginnings
of a tear that collected on Gabby's cheek. "We'll talk more about
it later," Stephen said, and then he looked at Barney.

"Joey was working for us," Stephen told
Barney, "I'll clue you in as much as I can, Barney, but there are
some parts I'd rather not get you involved in just yet."

"I understand," Barney said, "Need to
know."

"That, and the fact that they've yet to catch
the guy who did it." Stephen said.

He sat down, getting out the papers to start
the editorial meeting, a quiet infected all three of them. Mary and
Jimmy walked in five minutes late. Normally Stephen would have
something to say about it, but today he hardly noticed. They spent
the next hour trying to cob together a December issue. Joey's story
was meant to be the main piece, and now with Joey dead, they had
nothing. After some deliberation, Gabby convinced Stephen to put
one of his unpublished Katrina stories as a main piece. He had
about five Katrina stories that his old magazine refused to
publish. Stephen was reluctant to use them in the
Chronograph, but he was too worn down to fly into a
last-minute deadline from scratch. He gave in. Mary went over
layouts, and Jimmy went on to discuss the finer points of
increasing circulation.

As they were talking later, the Paradigm
project came up. Barney said that his dorm room had a clear
line-of-sight to the construction site of the building. And he had
a friend who could build him a rifle-mike that could pick up the
conversations of the people building it. Stephen seemed pretty
interested in the idea of recording them, and he arranged to meet
Barney at his room to see if they could set something up. They
ended the meeting at 3:30 without much fanfare. Stephen walked
Gabby home.

"Do you think they're after us too?" Gabby
asked.

"I doubt it," Stephen said, "Fisher is way
too smart to have more people killed than he needs to. Joey had him
over a barrel. We have nothing noteworthy, and I'm sure he knows
that."

"So you really think it goes all the way up
to Fisher?" Gabby asked.

"Oh yeah." Stephen said as they walked across
the quad, and Gabby had to wonder if they were taking the same
steps Joey took on the last day of his life,  "In his own
words, Fisher's the top of the food chain."
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They say that terrorism revolves around the
Koran,

but that's stupid, I'll show you why it's
totally wrong.

Cause if this country was invaded and
crumbled,

I'd turn Harlem into a Columbian
jungle...

Immortal Technique blared from the speakers
in Alejandro's ride as he cruised down Baker Street. Jonesy was in
the passenger seat, rattlin' off about the people they drove
by.

"Columbian jungle," Alejandro repeated as he
looked around.

"I bet ya' that dude's sellin' meth'," Jonesy
said about one guy slamming hands on the curb as they drove by, "I
can tell..."

"Dog, you can't tell that dude's sellin
meth'," Alejandro said, "What if he's sellin' crack?"

"Let's ask him." Jonesy said.

"Yeah, arright." Alejandro replied, "How bout
this. I'll drop you off, you ask him, and if he is, you can use it
to walk back to Silverton."

"Shit, I'll make it to L.A." Jonesy said as
they turned the corner on Cabrerra.

Alejandro looked out and saw some dudes
playin' dice on the corner of a bodega. Graffitti murals dotted
every wall and wire grating. Jonesy and Alejandro weren't looking
for meth' or crack. They were looking for weed
tonight.  Alejandro knew a dude that lived a few blocks down.
Three for sixteen; which the best deal they could find right then.
Good shit. Not the high-grade, but good mid-grades.

Jonesy and Ale' were both in the dog house.
They were all hanging out together, and oddly enough, a simple
argument found both of them vacationing on the couch. About a brand
of soda.

Alejandro held Jonesy personally responsible
for this argument, as he usually did when an argument started and
Jonesy was in the room. Jonesy was trying to make the case that
drinking a certain brand of soda was supporting terrorism. The
brand, of course, was Cherise's favorite. And so they got into it.
It got out of control, and Jonesy goaded Ale' into throwing in his
two cents. And that caused him to cross Selena, and it lost any
semblance of control after that.

So they were out getting weed, which they
were asked to do by Cherise and Selena, who smoked. Ale' didn't.
Jonesy did, but he'd never cruise the streets looking for it unless
sex was on the line. Which it was.

They pulled off on Cabrerra. They got out,
and the people on the street looked over. Not that Alejandro was
worried. He was a big guy, and he had that "dead-end stare" cold.
He lived in South Central as a kid. Nobody ever fucked with him.
Jonesy was too insane to fear any of the people he walked by.

They got to the house, and knocked on the
iron gate barring the door. Jonesy rang the bell, and Ale' looked
at him like, what the fuck are you doing? You could dress
Jonesy up, but you couldn't take him anywhere. He heard someone
coming to the door, and an old Hispanic man opened it a crack.
Alejandro asked him for Pedro (in Spanish) and the man smiled. He
shut the door. A minute later Pedro opened it and came out.

"Sup Ale'," Pedro said.

"Sup," Ale replied, "You good?"

"Yeah, I gots," Pedro said, "Sup,
Jonesy."

"What's up, P," Jonesy answered, and Pedro
looked around.

"Yo, we gotta hit this corner," Pedro said,
still looking around, "Cops been out today; they're goin' after
crack dealers, but they'll bust me if they pop us."

"I got warrants." He added.

He motioned them to the corner of Cabrerra
and a side street, more like a back-alley. He started over that
way, and Ale' and Jonesy followed him. Ale' and Pedro were talking
in Spanish, and Jonesy would ask what a particular word meant. He
must've felt left out.

They dipped behind a dumpster to make the
deal. Money magically turned to marijuana as the transaction
smoothly executed, done a million times before. The secret
handshake; complete with the snap, and as Pedro backed up from the
shake he damn near tripped over her.

A woman. Well, she was a woman. When
Pedro's heel hit her, the plastic that was covering her slid off,
and with horror Alejandro and Jonesy saw her face. What was left of
it.

She was mutilated. Alejandro only knew she
was a she by the long hair, blond with bloody highlights.
Her face was contorted, as if her killer had molded her features by
breaking facial bones.

That was all that Alejandro could take in
before he, Jonesy and Pedro shot out of the alleyway like cruise
missiles, freaking out, screaming. A couple dudes playin' dice
looked up as they ran past. They didn't stop runnin' until the 96
overpass. Then lack of breath forced them to take a pause.

"What the fuck was that, dog!?"
Alejandro said when he had enough breath to say it. Pedro didn't
answer; he was praying in Spanish.

"Dude, we gotta go to the cops!" Jonesy
said.

"Are you fuckin' crazy?!" Ale' exclaimed,
"Hell no!"

"Dude, our fingerprints are there," Jonesy
said, "They'll think we did it."

 "Jesus fucking CHRIST!" Alejandro
shouted. Jonesy just sat on the curb rubbing his arms.

"I can't, bro'," Pedro said, "I got
warrants..."

"Fuck your warrants," Ale' said, "You got
bigger problems if they find your prints there without an
explanation."

"Fuck" he said.

Alejandro just sat there, leaning on one of
the overpass supporting columns, his forehead in his palm,
promising himself that this would be the last time he ever
came into San Miguel ridge.
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"And if you give the local press or the
nationals any kind of exclusive on Nebbord, I swear you'll
be making donuts instead of eating 'em." J.D. Fisher said as
he ended his call with Anno Luce Police Sergeant Ted Fillmore. He
didn't need the press digging around in his business. Which was
exactly what Nebbord was; business.

Fisher swirled his drink in his hand and
nudged loose the ash on his fuming Cohiba. He himself was fuming.
Tanner was far harder to control than Angela. More effective, by
far, but he was a loose cannon. And Fisher liked all cannons firmly
under his control.

Nebbord was eliminated, and Victor didn't
fuck that one up, thank Greed. But Angela was another story.
Looking back, Fisher should've lumped both jobs into the same
check. But the elimination of Angela was a surprise assignment, to
both of them.

Angela was very useful to him. She was a
gorgeous young blond under the control of the Paradigm Project.
Fisher learned quickly that working with secret government projects
came with the benefit of access to the work of other secret
government projects. Like Project Alpha Shift.

Alpha Shift was mind control. MK Ultra was
just the logo, whereas Alpha Shift was the boardroom.  Angela
had been conditioned ever since she was a little girl, exposed to
traumas that Fisher didn't have any need to care about. All he
cared about was what she could do, which was anything he told her
to. Angela was his and his alone. She was quite useful.

When she came under his control, he wasn't at
the level in Synermedia that he should have been. He was the
Director of Marketing, in charge of marketing the Paradigm Project
to the government. His getting a slave, so-to-speak, came
more as a result of internal political matters.

General Richards, the military head of the
project, didn't like the CEO at the time, Jerry Heigel. Jerry had a
nasty little habit called a conscience. He kept going on about
risks and dangers. He failed to see the full potential of the work
being done. General Richards must've seen something in Fisher,
because Angela's cellphone showed up on Fisher's desk. Written
below were two words; use her.

Fisher did just that. She was beautiful; if
Fisher could understand love, he could have loved her. But for the
fact that he learned her past, he would've fucked her. But use her
he did, and to great effect. Rivals were easily eliminated when
pictures were flashed before their married eyes of them with
Angela, engaged in all beastly manners of sexual abandon. Fisher
rose that tide of embarrassment to the top. He went from Marketing
Director to Executive VP, to Senior Executive VP to CEO, all in
three years. Though not a record in the corporate world, it was
impressive.

Fisher scanned his office, a palace in the
Manhattan skyline. Huge tinted windows showed him the financial
center of the world unfolding in real time. He could see the stock
exchange from his window; he picked the office for that particular
reason. It looked so small from where he was. Just the way he liked
it. He looked at the wall in front of his desk. The floor plan of
the Paradigm building was tacked to it. Ordinarily he reserved his
wall for the impressive artwork that would be sure to intimidate
guests. Personally he didn't care for art. But the floor-plans in
front of him were his own little masterpiece. He hoped to
paint the whole world in its image.

Construction had begun in the spring. The
lower floors were framed quickly, though not entirely completed. A
full excavation would've drawn too much attention. He had decided
to Excavate roughly, leaving much of the dirt there. The lower
floors would be finished as the upper floors were being built.
Excavation would be gradual, one truck a night until it was fully
excavated.

The braces he had installed would support the
integrity of the upper floors until the concrete could be poured to
form the foundation.  Soon the view could be obscured with
blue tarps, and the rough structure would be completed by the next
spring.

He gazed at the floor-plan, marveling in its
flawless beauty. They had learned much since the SomaCom Building.
SomaCom wasn't designed to handle Essence. Kerns was a brilliant
theoretician, but his brilliance was unmatched by any equivalent
engineer. It only took a small amount of K-essence released to
engulf the entire office building in flames. 

The new Paradigm building was rebuilt on the
site of the old building, which Fisher had unceremoniously razed.
The old building only had three basement sub-levels, so an
additional four would have to be constructed, more or less
secretly. Which is why Nebbord had to go.

Fisher didn't want to have him killed. He saw
it as shitting in his own backwoods. But he never liked to
have people killed. It was messy, bothersome and there was always a
risk involved. So he determined each case on a cost-benefit basis,
and the benefit of Nebbord's removal outweighed the cost of having
him killed.

A cost that Fisher was sure Tanner spent on
alcohol, cocaine, heroin and hookers. Fisher knew he cashed the
check before he got Angela's assignment. His work on her was
sloppy, with more rage. He did Nebbord with a clean hit. Angela,
not so. He destroyed her body, mangling every part of her he could.
And Fisher was pissed. Who the fuck did Tanner think he was doing
that to his property?

He knew it would never get traced back to
him. As far as Tanner, Fisher knew him well enough to know that
he'd never allow anyone to share credit for his work. Snitching
would have forced him to do just that. And as far as the police,
Fisher owned the city of Anno Luce. Quite literally.

He bought it quietly; he doubted anyone knew
about it that didn't have an administrative reason to. The rich
congregated to it, as the tax burden was so light. Little did they
know Fisher was paying the difference.

The secretary buzzed in about a Board Meeting
he was due at. He thanked her, sat up in his chair and put out the
Cohiba. It was the same type of cigar they burned a silent Angela
with to show him the control they had over her. He was sad to put
her down, but not for any personal reason. He just hated to lose
such a good tool.

And with that thought, he gathered up his
attaché case and proceeded to the vulture-pit, where all the titled
vultures would be eager for the day's carrion.
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Paradise sat bored behind the counter of
Anarchy Collage. She never understood it. How she could get
so bored sitting in a place filled with fun shit to play
around with. Yet there it was, Sunday night, and there she sat,
bored silly. She picked up the farting lighter and began
clicking it, counting the number of times she could click it before
it ran out of fart.

Product testing, she told herself. The
store was always empty on Sunday nights; usually just the
occasional stoners stupid enough to ask for a "bowl". You weren't
supposed to call them that. They were supposed to call them
tobacco pipes. She couldn't sell 'em one if they called it a
"bowl". State law. And she wasn't losing her job for some
idiot.

Not that it wasn't a stupid law. They do the
same thing with it if they call it a bowl or a tobacco
pipe. They were gonna stuff it with green and torch it 'til it
turned black. So what was the big deal?

Paradise checked the clock. Damn, she
thought, Eight-thirty. I still got an hour before I can get
outta' here. She looked to the door as she suddenly heard the
chime declare the store's latest visitor.

Paradise sized him up, as she always did with
men. She wanted to know, right away, if she could take him
in a fight. The man was lanky, but muscular. He had large forearms;
and Paradise thought of a mechanic. He was wearing an orange rayon
shirt, and the top two buttons were undone. She thought of an old
70's playboy and a smile came to her face. The man smiled, and she
was unnerved at the way he did it. She couldn't place it, but she
was uneasy.

The feeling could only get worse as he went
directly to the sex toys. Paradise had worked at AC for two years
now; she knew the male behaviors, in all their forms, when they're
out shopping for sex toys. Gay, straight, black or white; it didn’t
matter. There were predictable types.

There were the ones who looked everywhere in
the store before making their way to the sex toy counter. There
were the guys that joked with her, and the guys that avoided eye
contact. And there were the guys who felt the need to go into much
more detail than Paradise herself needed to help them pick
something out. She understood; people were nervous about that sort
of thing.

The way this man walked directly to the sex
toys; it was as if he had no thought about it, just out buying
groceries. When she got behind that section of the counter, he
rattled off a list of things he needed, mostly bondage equipment.
But he looked Paradise directly in the eye as he said it, measuring
her reaction to each item he mentioned. He was very specific, and
he knew the names of things that Paradise found out only when she
started working there. Her freak meter was peaking, and it
threatened to spill out the top.

Normally she joked with guys who were
straight forward about these kinds of purchases, but she had no
intention of joking with this man. But she had every intention of
calling her brother to pick her up from work that night.

"That'll be..." Paradise said as she finished
ringing him up, "Four-hundred and seventy-three dollars and
ninety-eight cents."

The man smiled; must've been proud of
himself, she thought. He pulled out a wad of bills and handed
them to Paradise. As she took them she felt his finger stroke
across her palm, and she flinched back in response. The bills hit
the counter. She looked at him, and he smiled. She then quickly
gathered the cash and opened the register. He gave her four-hundred
and seventy-four dollars, as if he'd already set that amount
aside.

"Keep the change, darling." the man said as
he grabbed the bags and walked out.

When he left, Paradise waited for one minute
exactly. Then she locked the door, closed the store ten minutes
early, turned off the lights and called her brother. Then she
changed the tape in the security camera. If they find my ass
dead, they'll be able to catch that son-of-a-bitch, she thought
to herself. Then Paradise realized she was shaking.
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Chapter Three

Vic spit on the pavement as he walked out of
the sex-shop, after another successful bout of
tool-shopping. They had everything except for two devices;
he would wait until L.A. to get those. They were really specialty
devices.

That girl looked like she wanted to puke on
him. He was sure she'd get her boyfriend, or some brother or hell,
even the cops to come to pick her up that night. Not that he cared
much.

He didn't want her. He'd had his fill of the
locals. He was going back to L.A. for a more eager
clientele. High on dreams, low on street smarts. His kinda
vic's. That bitch in the store knew who he was; rather, she
knew what he was. A predator; a demon filling out flesh. He
could see it in her eyes. He couldn't kill people like her. Well he
could, but he couldn't get off on it.

Not like Angela. He got off on that one. She
had no clue, about anything.  She made him feel like an
artist. He even signed his work, certain to do it in a way
that the forensics team wouldn't catch. Then he got his ass chewed
out by J.D. Fisher, that rotten prick, about how he fucked up
the hit.

Fuck him, Vic thought as he pulled out
of the parking lot, cranking the radio with one hand, the other
lighting a cheap cigar from the car’s cigarette lighter. He
switched over to cigars; he used to smoke cigarettes, but cigars
made him feel like even more of a badass than he already was. So
cigars it was. He even inhaled them.

As he flew past the city limits, he spit out
the window, wiping the Anno Luce dirt from his tires with a burst
of acceleration. Onward to the redder pastures of L.A.
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Sir Barnabas here. Sorry I had to cut our
last little tryst short. "Trainwreck" gave me the Boot of
Fiction

[image: tmp_31cb3ea401a6f54f04d1186d318262d7_Kig4jT_html_0.gif]

Yeah, he booted me off his shit. But I'm
back, and he's tryin' to kick it with a fine young vixen who's
hangin' out with us tonight. And that boot hasn't left his mouth
since she showed up. So we're all good.

Anna and I made up. Just thought I'd give you
the update. And I now know how I pissed her off. Well, kinda'.

I was mad because she had a whole album
filled with pictures of a guy named John, her ex. A piece of shit
that used to beat her. And she always talks about him, I don't get
it. It's like, as much as she hates the guy, she's still in love
with him.

So I got mad, and I said something to piss
her off. That's the kinda' part. I don't remember exactly
what I said, and Anna didn't feel the need to enlighten me.

I'd really like to find out too, 'cause as we
all know, those who fail to learn from history are destined to
repeat it. So when I'm writing this out a week from now, after
having said the same damn thing, I'm gonna put it in bold
text so I remember it.

But man, what a ride that was. Almost
literally. We were over at Jonesy's, trying to iron out our
differences, and she takes off in her car, flyin' like a
banshee down the road. And I was supposed to hop in my car, flyin'
right on after her.

But no one told me about that part. So I
hopped in my car and drove home, bewildered as all hell. And I
walked right into a ringing telephone, and a pissed off Anna,
screamin' at me. An hour later though, through the magic of
honesty, we made up.

It's funny how fights happen. It's like we
all put so many layers between ourselves and the ones we love, and
every fight we have is a process of peeling these layers apart,
exposing the bare truth. Then and only then is it resolved. Well,
until those layers have a chance to wrap up again.

And so I drove back up to see her. Tired as
hell this mornin', I'll tell ya. And we made up. We sat there in
each others arms, her body enmeshed in mine as we talked, I could
smell the shampoo in her hair; not a name brand by the smell, but
it was simple. It was her. And it was then that I realized
her frailty. She comes across wild and tough, but deep down inside,
she's a girl who's been trodden upon by life, and she's just so
afraid to reach out to me, to bear her soul to someone who
might not crush it.

I always feel like she's testing me, and I,
being my usual self, fail every test. But that night, as I felt her
heart beating against mine, and her breath warming my neck as she
snuggled close, I thought about what she'd been through in her
life, what hellish circumstances she'd found herself in. And I knew
her fear. It's love she fears, and strangely enough, I saw in that
a reflection of my own fear. I only hope God gives me a chance to
calm both of our fears.

God, I love her...

But anyways, on to the other news of the day.
I got a call from Jonesy. Apparently, he and Alejandro found
themselves mixed up in a homicide scene. I asked, did you guys
kill her? Almost automatically (I don't pass up opportunities
like that.) After hearing Jonesy bitch about how that’s not
funny, dude! Not even in joke! (Which I took to mean
no), we got to the rest of the details.

Her name was Angela Rios. She was young, but
beyond that I don't know. Usually when someone is murdered in Anno
Luce, it makes the front page, even if in San Miguel R idge. But I
had to scan the paper to find something out about it. Page B8. And
about the only thing I got was the name and that police are
investigating. Odd, but happening so soon after the Nebbord
murder, it may have just happened in the wrong place at the wrong
time.

I got more of a scoop from Jonesy anyways. He
said she got fucked up. He went into detail (that's Jonesy) on how
she looked when they stumbled upon her. I asked him what they were
doing in San Miguel, but he just started bitchin' about Cherise and
Selena. And since I have my own relationship issues right now, I
decided to stay out of Jonesy's. So I don't know what they were
doing there.

Okay, Mr. Wreck is tellin' me I gotta boot.
He's doin' it with his eyes, 'cause if he did it with his words,
he'd blow his game. So I'm gonna take the hint. I don't want to get
blamed for this particular "trainwreck."
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J.D. Fisher cast his gaze across the vertical
horizon of the U.S. Bank Tower on West Fifth in L.A. It was noon,
and he was here to chew out his latest tool, a slimy
greaseball by the name of Vic. He cleared his throat of any
civility before he walked in the front doors.

The receptionist at the main desk smiled at
him as he walked by, giving him that extra pause in her eye-lock.
She wanted him; Fisher didn't even have to look at her to know
that. Every woman wanted him. Their choice in the matter was
Fisher's, wholly.

Working in his field had many side benefits.
Fisher was exposed to all manners of colognes, perfumes, types of
clothing and personal affects, all designed to produce a particular
psychological effect on people of either sex. Ten minutes every
morning, after showering, Fisher applied the proper mix of
colognes, clothing and accessories to generate love from women, and
fear from men. And Fisher became manipulation after the last
lace was tied.

Waiting in the elevator, he wondered if he'd
ever find a woman he couldn't control; one that he wouldn't also
fear. A monotone ding followed by a rush of wind brought
Fisher into the 75th floor. This was one of his seven offices
worldwide. Not one he particularly cared for.

"Hello Janine," He said to his rental
secretary, "is there a gentleman here to see me?"

"Um, yes Mr. Fisher sir," Janine said, "As
far as gentle, I don't know about that."

"Thanks Janine," Fisher said as he walked
away, "Please have Susan bring him to my office in five minutes."
Tanner must be enjoying himself, Fisher thought. Then he
made a mental note to fire Janine. Only Fisher was allowed to
insult his tools.

He sat in his office, waiting for Tanner to
arrive. Three-hundred grand.  That's what it cost him in
bribes to keep it hushed. The Angela mess. That meant, in
business terms, that he paid three-hundred and twenty thousand for
a hit that was only supposed to cost him twenty thousand. Fisher
could've given a shit about the money; his level of wealth turned
money into paper. But it was needless.

That fucker went off on his own little sick
tangent, and killed her in a way sure to draw attention;
just added expense, for nothing. At least Angela never added
any expense. Fisher wished he didn't have to put her on the shelf,
but a far more valuable asset was at stake. An asset by the name of
Tais Raiz. A psychic.

Fisher didn't believe in psychics. He
knew they were real. He worked with them before; rather,
he'd directed work on them before. Dr. Kerns had been funded
by Paradigm when Essence was discovered. In fact it was
Fisher’s office that caught fire when they realized Essence
had two phases. Thankfully for Fisher, he wasn't in it.

He'd seen the psychic testing that wasn't
available to even non-military scientists. He knew what psychic
power looked like on a PET-scan. So he didn't have to
believe. He knew.

Tais was admitted to the hospital suffering
delusions and agitation. She had no prior medical history, and a
PET-scan was performed, among others. In a stroke of almost pure
luck, she checked into Anno Luce General Hospital, owned by the
ClearHealth Group, which was itself owned by J.D. Fisher
Enterprises. Her scan raised flags that Fisher had built into all
the hospitals in his group. When he found out the next day, she was
marked with a micro-tag injected.

Fisher tracked Tais to San Miguel Ridge, or
as he called it, "Anno Luce's dumpster". Then he saw something that
disturbed him greatly. She knew Angela. She lived near her and was
trying to "help" her; to take her out of mind control. This
represented a grave threat to Fisher. Angela had to be eliminated
before Tais found out who owned her. Angela was a basic power-tool,
whereas Tais was a factory. And it seemed Vic was turning
out to be a dollar -store hammer. 

Without knocking, the hammer walked in and
plopped down in the seat in front of him, spreading his legs and
draping his arm across the chair-back.

"Just what the fuck was that?" Fisher asked
Vic, subtlety avoided.

Vic smiled proudly. "An excellent opportunity
to sharpen my skills, and I thank you." he said, chuckling at his
own wit.

"If I wanted you to fucking mutilate
her I would have specifically asked you to do that! Do you
understand how this works?" Fisher said as he felt the heat
building on the tip of his collar.

"Awww, J.D. you was sweet on her! I'm
sorry..." Vic started before Fisher had him suspended in the air by
his ratty shirt.

"You listen to me, you little greaseball, I
CALL THE SHOTS!!! You do what I TELL YOU to do and not a
thing more. What you do on your own is your business, but I won't
have you FUCKING UP HITS! That's NOT what I pay you for!"

Vic got free of Fisher's grip and pushed him
back; he was strong, but Fisher didn't fall. Vic looked at him, his
lips forming a sneer, anger causing a subtle tremor to travel down
his neck.

"Don't think I won't kill you, J.D. Fisher;
CEO of Fucking Whack Me Off." Vic said with ice in both irises,
"I'll slit yer throat right here before you have a chance ta' hit
that button ya' got under the desk. I don't think you know who yer
fuckin' with..."

"Did you enjoy the dope I gave you at that
party?" Fisher asked calmly.

"Yeah, what about it?" replied Vic.

"We have tracking chips smaller than one
grain of that shit you shoved in your arm. Soluble in water.
And guess where one of them went?"

"Bullshit!" Vic said, and Fisher noticed him
itch his arm. Control regained.

"Oh really?" said Fisher as he lifted a piece
of paper out of his attaché case, "At 8:10 you walked in the door
of the Anarchy Collage in Morea Circle, went to the sex toys
section, made your purchases and walked out the door at 8:20. You
then hopped into your car and proceeded to LA." He looked up from
the paper at Vic.

"You could've got that from video cameras."
Vic responded.

"When you pulled over at the rest stop on
I-8, you walked in and proceeded to use the third urinal. Then you
used the middle sink to wash your hands. That was at 9:15."

Vic was silent. It looked like he was trying
to remember. Then Fisher saw it; the look on Vic's face when he
realized how fucked he was.

"Are you ready to hear how this works
again?"

"Go ahead," Vic said impatiently, knowing he
had to.

"You do the hits I ask, and if I don't tell
you to do it, don't do it." Fisher said as he leaned forward
in his seat, "I asked for her to be done just like Nebbord.
You didn't mutilate Nebbord, did you?"

Not waiting for an answer, he continued, "And
in return for your services, I will allow you to continue your
off-time activities, and I'll ensure that  you get the
kind of media coverage you seem to want." he said, and then he
leaned close to Tanner and lowered his voice.

"If you fuck up on me again, I'll give the
cops your GPS location, and I'll make sure the word rapist
sits next to your name on the evening news." he finished with.

He felt the heat escaping from Tanner right
then, and he basked in it. He knew Tanner denied rape. He also knew
Tanner had committed his share, and rapes weren't his specialty.
Occasionally he left evidence.

He leaned back upright in his seat and he
looked down, throwing the paper back into his attaché case.

"You can go." he said without looking up.
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The man in front of Stephen was shouting out
numbers, "three-seven-one-four, 50/50, two-one-three 50 cents
straight, a quick pick on the Take Five" uttering forth from his
lips as he scratched off the ticket on the counter in front of him.
Had Stephen not been desperate for a pack of cigarettes, he'd have
walked out five numbers ago.

The woman behind the counter must've been
new, as she screwed up every third number. And the man spit venom
at her every time. Stephen hated people like him; an acidic
second-nature known only to New Yorkers.

Which was the last place he expected himself
to be so soon after going back home. But there he was. His latest
return began with an email he received two days ago. He was
expecting an email from Gabby, and when the icon popped up, he
assumed it was her. It wasn't.

It was Joey Nebbord. Which was absolutely
impossible, because Joey Nebbord was killed a week prior. Stephen
saw the paper, interviewed the police (or tried to), and he
felt it every time he walked by that side of the library.
But here it was; a message from Nebbord's email account. Stephen
was clueless as to who it really was, and it unnerved
him.

He opened it, and there was a short
message:

"Stephen,

If you're reading this, they got to me. Yeah,
as in I'm dead. I can't tell you any more, but all you need to know
is in this message. Do with it what you can. And what happened to
me, whatever happened, is not your fault.

Peace,

Joey"

That was it for the message. Attached was a
.zip folder named CASABAS. Stephen didn't even have to open it to
know what it was.

"I got Paradigm by the casabas!" Joey
told him that last time they spoke. Somewhere in that .zip folder
was the vise that Joey was squeezing them in. The one that cost him
his life. At 250 megabytes, it was a pretty big vice.

Stephen pulled out a 500 megabyte U3 drive he
had bought. He preferred to put sensitive information on flash
drives, and U3s allowed him to run programs directly from the
drive. He waited for it to load up, and then he cleared out enough
space to download Paradigm's casabas.

He went back into the mail program, and
clicked on the .zip folder. A small box popped up. There was just
one word, and a text box beneath that.

"Hasta" was the word.

Stephen thought for a second, and typed "la
pasta". It was a goofy thing Joey used to say. In fact that was his
standard good-bye. When he hit "enter", a download box
popped up. He chose the U3 directory, and hit "save". It took a few
minutes, but it concluded with the customary indicator.

He extracted the folder, though he knew he
wouldn't have time to examine the contents right then. He had to go
to class at two, and it was one-thirty. But he couldn't see himself
sitting through a three-hour lecture clueless as to information
just passed to him from beyond the grave. So he opened up the
extracted folder for a quick glance.

The scroll bar on the folder window was tiny.
There were a massive number of files, pictures, documents and
spreadsheets. There was also a video, a half-hour in length. He'd
have to watch that later. He looked at one of the pictures; it was
a shot of what must have been a brain-scan. Then he had to get
ready for class.

He barely remembered a word spoken at the
lecture. His mind was racing as he contemplated the number of
things he'd have to look at when he got back. He had a test coming
up Friday on the lecture, but he was well used to cramming. He'd
get by.

When he got to his apartment he went straight
for the computer. He opened the folder and began meticulously
scanning the items contained therein. Mostly Greek to him; all
medical stuff. Brain scans, blood sample results, patient surveys
and items that he knew nothing about. The video was what shocked
him.

The whole video was of a young woman strapped
into a hospital gurney, electrodes connected to her head, which had
patches shaved into it. She had a visor over her eyes, and there
seemed to be flashes of light going off inside it. It was dead calm
until 28:58 in the video, right near the end, and then suddenly he
could see the woman convulse. Sparks shot out from the electrodes,
and a stack of papers on the side desk ignited. Soon other things
in the room ignited, and Stephen saw flames appear that began to
engulf the wall, as if out of nowhere. Then the video ended.

Stephen didn't have the expertise to know
what any of the information he had in his possession truly
meant; he'd doubted if Joey even knew. But being a journalist for
so many years, he had his share of experts that he could turn to.
Like Juan Oceta.

Juan was a neurophysiologist with Mt. Sinai
Medical Center in New York. An expert in his field, he had
pioneered research on psycho-somatic illnesses. Stephen could've
just called him; they were friends. But there was no way on earth
he was going to send the materials he had just gotten to Juan over
the internet. He'd have to make a personal visit.

Stephen stared at the video as he played it
for the third time. Fuck the test, he thought. He picked up
his cellphone punched Juan's number by rote into the keypad to make
an appointment, chuckling to himself that he should've just
stayed in New York.
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He turned as gunfire erupted in the market,
shattering vegetables and sending a spray of maize kernels into the
air. A woman started screaming; her shrill cries a baritone to the
ringing in his ears. The wisps of smoke danced about, 'til being
swept away by the cloud of dirt kicked up by the gunmen's car as it
sped off.

Only one thought could run through his head
as he looked through the tunnel-vision. A name. ‘Berto. His
little brother Roberto was in the market. Their mom let them go to
buy vegetables for dinner. 'Berto was over at the fruit-stand when
the shots rang out. When he started running, he didn't realize that
he was already running, and he nearly fell.

He saw a lump on the ground ahead of him,
wrapped in 'Berto's clothing. Panic hijacked him; numb, he could
only see his own arms as they reached out, grabbing at fabric,
pulling back the weight and..."

Alejandro woke up screaming, crashing onto
the bed as he did. He woke up after his body had launched itself
six inches into the air.

He breathed heavily, and looked at the alarm
clock by his bed. 

7:30

Fuck. He thought, I ain't gettin' back to
sleep.

He went out into the kitchen to grab a glass
of water. He turned on the sink carefully. Selena was sleeping in
the living-room. He didn't want to wake her up. They were fighting;
aside from that, there was nothing she could do to help him. This
was his own demon, and she could never understand it well enough to
help him fight it.

It had been eight years since he lost 'Berto,
and still a day didn't go by when his brother didn't cross his
mind. 'Berto was only nine when that day happened. He was eleven.
And he and 'Berto were inseparable. Alejandro would never stop
blaming himself for what happened.

He was supposed to watch 'Berto. He should
have been with him. But Alejandro let him go to the stand. His back
was turned when the men pulled up. He could've saved ‘Berto.
He should have, but he failed. And he felt like he had just done it
again.

He shouldn't have gone to San Miguel ridge to
get drugs. He was against drugs. For 'Berto, he was against them.
The bastards that did that were the hit-men of the Cameron cartel
in Bogota. And so Alejandro promised 'Berto, promised
himself never to do drugs, or have anything to do with them.
And he found himself at a murder scene, buying drugs for a girl,
his girl, no less. He was ashamed of himself.

He was in the backyard, smoking a cigarette.
They left Bogota after that. They didn't come to the U.S. first;
his father was originally from Peru, so they moved there
first. But the cartels were there too. His father worked for a bank
in Lima, so he always felt he was in danger. They lived there for
three years. His father saved every penny, and their family
survived in poverty until he had enough money saved to get them all
to America. They moved to Los Angeles in '98. He was fourteen.

Alejandro was amazed that he'd only been in
America for eight years. He felt like he was born in
California.  His accent was Californian, not Colombian. He
clung to America and turned away from Colombia and Peru. He never
talked about them, and he never wanted to go back.

"Early rising fuck. What're you doin up?"
Jonesy said as he popped out of his back door and sat down,
grabbing one of Alejandro's cigarettes.

"Can't sleep, dog," Ale' said, and handed him
the lighter.

"Selena, or other shit?" he asked.

"Other shit," Alejandro said, "Selena's
pissed at me too, though."

"Yeah, Cherise is buggin' me." Jonesy said,
scratching the back of his neck. "Try to do something decent, and
ya' get a dead hooker and not one bit of appreciation from
either of them!"

"What if she wasn't a hooker?" Ale' said,
"How do you know she was a hooker?"

"C'mon dude," he said looking over, "You seen
the picture the cops flashed in front of us, when she was alive?
Dude, she was fuckin' hot!"

"Aww, man, yo,.. I don't wanna hear that
shit! She's dead!" Alejandro said, "Jonesy, I love ya' bro', but,
man! You gotta reign it in once and a while."

"She was a hooker, I'm tellin' ya." he
said.

"Let's not talk about this one, OK?"
Alejandro said. "We'll put this one on the shelf for a while."

"Alright, but I'm reserving the right to
bring it up again." he said.

"Arright, cool, whatever," replied Ale', "So
you ain't gettin' any neither?" Ale asked, changing the
subject.

"Nah man," Jonesy said, "Blue-Ball Express to
London, brother..." To that their fists connected. They smoked
their cigarettes in brief silence, interrupted by Ale'.

"I feel like I'm letting Berto' down."
Alejandro said.

"Ya' know what ya' need to do?" asked
Jonesy.

"What?" Ale' asked.

"Get the fuck over it." Jonesy replied. If it
had been anyone but Jonesy who'd said that, they wouldn't have been
conscious right then. But Alejandro just rolled his eyes up in his
head and let out a breath.

"Seriously, Ale', look," he said, "You let
him control your life. It's your life, and your
responsibility. You don't do drugs and it wasn't your idea
to go there. So don't worry about it. 'Berto wouldn't want to be
held responsible for you fuckin' up your life, so don't let him
be."

Alejandro sat silent, contemplating..

"So get the fuck over it, 'cause I'm tired of
you draggin' your brother outta heaven every time you do something
stupid."

Alejandro laughed. As big a dick as Jonesy
could be, he always had a point. They sat there smoking cigarettes,
crackin' on each other as the sun itself cracked on the
horizon.
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The nightlife gathered at the watering holes
downtown, grazing the lit street like sheep. A wolf by the name of
Victor sat patiently, reddened eyes picking through the crowd.
Selecting prey. His breath reeked of the fuel he'd consumed; Peach
Shnapps. Vic didn't normally drink the stuff; he'd laid down a
foundation of vodka already. Just workin' on his breath. This was a
Shnapps crowd, and when in Rome...

But Vic felt like he was just
goin'-through-the-motions. He could just have easily been in
the U.S. Bank Tower's parking lot, stalking the current source of
his rage. Fisher. The man who'd just hours ago told him he
owned him. The last man who did that was his step-monster,
Drunkened Tom. And the night he did that, Vic handed him a one-way
ticket to Satan's royal court. Fisher wouldn't be so easily
disposed, and that burned him deeply.

Fisher didn't threaten Vic with anything if
he got killed. He didn't have to; it was assumed. Fisher
didn't fuck around. He caught Vic nappin', and exploited his weak
point within their first meeting. Vic would've admired Fisher, if
he only could've stopped himself from plotting the man's death.

He scratched his arm again, as if the chip
hadn't already traveled through his bloodstream. He was a tracked
beast; Fisher was probably watching him on a screen somewhere.
Ripped apart was the beauty of anonymous killing, and it
pissed him off even more.

He just had to deal with it. Well, he knew
someone had to deal with it. And that's what Vic was doing
right then; picking somebody. Two bodies, in fact.

A couple caught his eye. The girl laughed
goofy as she clutched the guy's side. He nodded, and Vic could see
some corny joke come out of his mouth, causing the girl to clutch
even harder.

Bingo.

A double. But oh so much more than
that. A story. A tragic tale of love lost written in the elements
of death. Vic smiled. Bingo.

Fisher had to let him have his off-time
activities, which involved his unwanted owner doing "clean-up".
Vic wanted to make it real messy for him. Make him
earn the frustration he was causing.

He checked the rear-view mirror. He was
dressed for the part. In costume, even. His hair was fake. He'd
shaved; he cleaned up well when he was out for entertainment.
Impeccably dressed. He relaxed his facial features, rearranging
them to happy-go-lucky. He'd change them back to
demon by the end of the evening.

He got out of the car, shutting the door
easily, popping a Newport from a pack in his pants pocket with
ease, like a dance move in the cancer cha-cha-cha. He took a
deep drag slowly, methodically as he scanned the playing field. In
seconds he knew the side-alleys, get-away points, lighting
conditions, possible male threats, and police presence. Which was
none. He knew that.

He knew the police wouldn't be out on the
street right then. He knew both sets of times and routes the LAPD
had; the ones they were given, and the ones they actually used. Vic
knew they wouldn't be around 'til later. And it didn't matter.
Vic's story didn't start here. This was just reconnaissance. The
storyline would start when the main characters arrived home.

He approached Broadway and melded into the
crowd like an acid rain-drop striking the polluted river. He knew
how to blend in. He wasn't an obvious killer; they were
called spree killers. They were the type that gunned down a
classroom of wide-eyeds, mad and irrational; blown fuses that set
the whole house a'fire. Vic was a serial killer. He didn't
have to lose his mind for someone to lose their life.

He walked up to the back of a short line that
had gathered at Club Seven. He knew he could get in. He looked the
part, and he'd never been kicked out of the place. Two girls were
standing in front of him, dressed to fuck. He laughed to himself,
amateur practice dollies, he always called them. Too easy.
He preferred a challenge at this level of the art.

He didn't kill for sex. He raped for sex, but
he didn't kill for it. And he didn't consider what he did "rape";
it was, sex pending consent. He didn't have to rape; so many
girls like the ones in front of him were just giving it
away.

Vic got to the front of the line. The bouncer
was a big guy, arms like boulders. But he was weak. He couldn't
kill; Vic could tell. The bouncer looked at him and didn't want
any. With a nod, Vic passed through the door into the bright lights
and dim spaces of Club Seven.
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Stephen got off the #6 at 96th and Lexington,
and exited the subway station. As he reached top-side, he received
the anticipated breath of fresh air. Or what passed for it in the
city. He timidly stepped into the stream of pedestrians and began
his short trek to Mt. Sinai Hospital.

He never felt comfortable in crowds; he
understood the mob mentality, and he'd seen its dark side enough.
But the mob in the city wasn't dark; rather, it was that blank,
voided expression so perfected by the millions of tiny worms trying
to take their bite of the Big Apple every day.

He walked with his right hand shoved in his
pocket, Marlboro suspended in his left hand, eyes tilted at the
customary forty-five degrees south until he reached the corner of
Madison Avenue, where he turned right.

He saw an old-woman as he turned the corner,
waiting at the cross-walk for the light. He saw her, and her
shadow. Her death. It stood by her, trying to worm its way
into her center, dissolve her from the inside, suffocate her spirit
until it lost the breath that kept her alive.

Stephen never knew how such things would
happen; whether she'd die of a heart attack, or a stroke, or even
being hit by a bus. Predicting the future was not his Gift.
His was more about seeing the present. And presently death
loomed. Not just upon the old woman; upon many.

Stephen had gotten used to seeing death as it
groomed its future charges. As he looked up momentarily to scan his
surroundings, he saw death shadowing at least fifteen people. Two
of them were a young couple. He would've warned them if he knew
what to warn them about.

It wasn't just death. It was life he saw also
as he walked down Madison. He saw dreamers whose dreams clung to
them like coats of armor, lovers whose passion locked them tight
against each other, even when their bodies were separated. Young
children whose imaginations surrounded them with proto-worlds
pieced together by their own developing whim. Nothing new; these
were by now regular fixtures in Stephen's world-view.

He arrived at the hospital at two-thirty. His
appointment was at two forty-five. He had no intention of showing
up early. He hated hospitals more than he hated nursing homes. As
soon as he walked into the Central Tower of Mt. Sinai, he could
feel it; death, disease, contagion. Suffering.

The darkest energies he'd ever came across he
found in places like this. In the midst of a third-world anarchy
Stephen wouldn't find the imprint of suffering that he found in one
wing of one floor of a hospital like Mt. Sinai. It unnerved
him.

He got off the elevator at the seventh floor.
He made his way down the hall, past rooms that he dare not turn his
gaze towards. He hated seeing death take a person. He knew it would
happen, but he never wanted to see the exact moment. So he stared
straight ahead, focusing on the nurses' station. Juan's office was
on this floor; an odd place for it, but Juan wanted to have his
office next to the rooms his patients were in. He was just like
that.

Stephen made his way to the office without
seeing death take anyone. He was happy about that. The door was
slightly cracked open, and Stephen could hear Layla playing
on a cheap radio built into Juan's alarm clock. He slept there
sometimes too. A man dedicated to his work, Stephen thought
as he rapped his fingers across the door.

"Come in…" the voice inside said.

Stephen walked in and saw Juan with a stack
of papers on his desk. Sweat was putting a shine on his bald-spot,
and he had the top buttons of his shirt undone. Stephen was sure
the paperwork was at least a week old. Juan liked to procrastinate
when a life wasn't on the line. He looked up and smiled as he
shaped his fingers into a gun, pointing them at Stephen.

"Hey bud!" He said. "Long time, no see! How
have you been?"

"Not bad," Stephen said, "I see you’re still
saving it all for the last minute."

Juan looked at the stack. "Yeah," he said,
scratching the side of his head below the hairline, "It just piles
up. I mean, ya' know, we fill out all this paperwork, and end up
getting carpal tunnel, and then if we go screw up a surgery because
of it, we get more paperwork to fill out!"

Stephen laughed. "You always have such a rosy
way of putting things in perspective." he said, walking over to the
shelf where Juan kept his picture-framed credentials. He picked up
one of them and stared at it; for no particular reason, just
because it was there.

"So you said you had something for me to look
at?" asked Juan as he looked up from his pulp mountain.

"Oh yeah," replied Stephen, and he walked
over, pulling the U3 drive out from under his shirt. He
disconnected it from the lanyard and handed it to Juan, who
proceeded to pop it into his computer. He looked at the files, and
opened a few at random.

"Go all the way to the end of the folder,"
Stephen said over his shoulder, "There's a video."

Juan watched the video from twenty-eight
minutes, where Stephen told him to start. Stephen could see the
reaction in him when the room caught fire. After it was over, Juan
dug through the folder some more, inspecting a few of the
brain-scan pictures and test results more closely. Then he wiped a
fresh coat of sweat from his dome.

"Well?" Stephen asked Juan after he'd had a
few minutes to look over the collection.

"There seems to be high activity in the right
temporal lobe in most of these brain scans." he said, donning his
glasses, "Also, there's an abnormal rhythm in electrical activity
sweeping from the occipital all the way to the frontal lobes. That
appears to be what the scans are actually about."

"And the English translation would be..."
asked Stephen.

"Go like this" Juan said, and he clasped his
hands behind his head. Stephen did what he said.

"Now do this," Juan said as he shot his hands
across his head to his forehead, messing up what little hair he
had. Stephen followed suit.

Juan pulled up one of the brain-scans.
"That's what the electrical activity did in these people."

"Oh." said Stephen.

Juan then went to the file-cabinet and pulled
out a folder. He walked back to his desk and took out a real
brain-scan.

"Look at the activity on this one, and
compare it to the ones you see on the screen." he said.

Stephen looked at them. "They're the same."
He said.

Juan moved his grip on the scan. "Now look at
the name." he said. Stephen looked at it.

**Stephen M. Baker - 12/31/05**

"They're like you, Stephen." Juan said.
"Somehow or another, they have a Gift."

Stephen swayed back, suddenly overwhelmed by
something he barely understood. He cleared his throat, swallowing
down the lump that had developed there.

"So why would they do this?" Stephen
asked.

"You didn't get to that part," Juan replied,
"Who? Where did you get these from?"

Stephen explained to Juan about Paradigm and
Joey Nebbord. Juan hadn't heard of either before. They both sat
there for a moment, trying to think, put pieces together for a
rough fit that would tell them what was going on. Juan broke the
silence.

"I can't help you, Stephen." he said,
"You were out of my expertise when you came to Mt. Sinai,
and this is certainly out of my expertise. But I know of
someone that, maybe, can help." Juan started to scribble on
a scrap paper, and handed it to him. Stephen looked down at the
name; Dr. Zelma Deetz. Below that was Dr. Deetz's number; a
504 area code.

Stephen looked at Juan curiously. "504;
that's..."

"New Orleans" Juan said. "Sorry,
Stephen."
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Chapter Four

"AAHHHH!!!! You no-good, dirty FUCK!!" he
screamed as fragments of the device sprayed out from the impact of
his careening fist. "FUCK!!!" He repeated to no one. He sunk back
in his chair, rubbing the newly formed blood drops into the flat of
his action-hand.

So close. Mere millimeters from sweet
victory, and then the device he'd slaved over did what it's been
doing ever since last week, when he got it back from the cops.
JackShit™ He knew the cops fucked it up on him. He was
surprised he got it back.

The numbers worked. He had the numbers
all over the "laboratory" he got in return for Cherise's "craft
room". He had the proper amount of catalyst and substrate, and he
went and checked every oscillator in each trigger for
frequency. Three times. And he turned it on, and each time
it chewed air.

Jonesy walked into the kitchen to get himself
something cold to drink. He dug in the fridge and found a bottle of
vodka, chilled for just such a purpose. He chugged it down until
his gag reflex forced a pause. He grimaced to counteract the shiver
and then let out the exhaust breath before returning to his
laboratory.

It was a failure, in Jonesy's opinion. The
machine worked, if you asked Barney or Ale'. It put them all in
space for three days, but no one remembered any of it. The greatest
buzz on Earth would've been remembered.

"Yo, are you still down here fuckin' with
that thing?" said Alejandro as he entered the laboratory. He
grabbed the vodka from Jonesy and took a slug.

"Yeah," Jonesy said, "and thanks for
knockin'"

"I didn't know I had to knock."
Alejandro said, passing the bottle back.

"When you come down here next time while I'm
bangin' your mom, you'll know." Jonesy said.

"Oh, don't even go there," Ale' said, "You're
mom is waaaay hotter than my mom! If I ever come down here
and walk in on you bangin' my mom, you bes' believe I'm bangin'
your mom that night!

"She'd do ya." Jonesy said, and Alejandro
cracked up.

"I just don't get it." Jonesy said as he was
pouring the wreckage through his hands, "Dude, this thing should
work."

"Me and Barney have been trying to tell you
all week that it did work." Ale said as he stole a
smoke. "Bro, we got so high that we couldn't even remember
whether or not we got high."

"Nah, I mean," Jonesy leaned in towards
Alejandro, as if someone might be eavesdropping. "You can do shit
with it."

"With what?" asked Alejandro.

"With your buzz." he explained. "I mean,
like, you can say 'I wanna' be in a room with twenty supermodels'
and it happens."

Alejandro cracked up. "Dog, you're trippin'"
he said.

"But it works on paper!" Jonesy pleaded.

"Ya' know what else works on paper?"
Alejandro asked. "Acid. And I think you did some before I
came down."

"Fucker." Jonesy said.

"Motherfucker." Alejandro said back,
smiling.

Jonesy kicked his foot up on the table and
swept aside the wreckage.

"If you left now you could get there before
she goes to bed." he said.
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Tais stared at the screen. A frustrated
breath escaped her pursed lips as she held her head in her palm,
her fingers galloping across her cheek in repetition. The Anno Luce
municipal homepage stared back at her from the screen blankly. She
knew none of the links on it would get her where she wanted to go.
The homepage was little more than a storefront.

She clicked on Home, and her homepage
pulled up. She had it set to a research group, the
GlobalReachandResource.org website. GRR had the best "Links"
page she'd found, and many of the sites it referenced had
prodigious Links pages themselves. This was her search
engine of choice.

She grabbed her bottle of water, taking a
sip. She set it down and she clutched the mouse, swinging it around
in a circle as she watched the little white pointer copy the motion
across her screen. She concentrated on making the pointer travel in
a perfect circle, taking her mind away from her hand's movement.
When she had achieved the proper focus, she stopped the mouse and
instead focused on the page in front of her. She scanned the page,
scrolling all the way down. But she knew the Resources link
would be the brightest. And it was, so she clicked on it.

The Resources page pulled up, and she
quickly scrolled down, trying not to focus on the names of the
links. She wasn't looking, but feeling for brightness, for
heat. That's how she found relevant links. She stopped using search
engines when she realized she could do that.

Tais knew she had some kind of Gift.
Her friends always joked, calling her an internet psychic.
She never got viruses or spyware, and she always knew what was in
an email before she opened it, both content and intent. Tais
saw the information superhighway in a way no one else did, and when
she traversed it, she had an in-born sense of direction.

Today, nothing spectacular was catching her
attention. Most of the links were dim; a few were completely dark,
which was rare on GRR. The brightest ones had no clear winner; four
links that were equally bright, and none of them magnificent. She
knew right then that she would have to go on a fishing
expedition.

She clicked on the Mt. Sinai School of
Medicine link. She didn't know what it could possibly have to
do with Angela's murder, but it was the least bright of the four,
and she could get it out of the way first. The homepage popped up.
She swung the mouse again to refocus herself. Then she looked at
the screen, and Departments glowed brightly. She clicked it,
and scrolled down the department listing. Neuroscience
glowed even brighter. She was getting close.

She clicked on it, and scanned the page.
Faculty shined, and she clicked on it. She looked down the
list of faculty members, and she saw the link that told her she'd
found what she needed from this particular expedition. Juan
Oceta, Ph.D.; Associate Professor of Neuroscience, Molecular
Physiology and Biophysics.

Just one problem; it was his email
link that was glowing, not the link on his name. Damn, she
thought as she leaned back in her chair. That meant she needed to
get into his email account. That wasn't hard for her; she could
sense passwords too, so she only needed the email address or
username, and the login page. But she always had qualms about doing
it.

She needed to know what really happened to
Angela. It was worth the invasion. She went to the login page for
Mt. Sinai and typed in his email address. She clicked in the
password bar, and the cursor appeared there. She focused again, and
she could visualize the dots appear, five of them. Then she focused
a bit harder, and they revealed the characters they hid.

no829

She typed it in, and Dr. Oceta's mail account
pulled up. She scrolled down, careful not to look at any links she
didn't have to. Nothing stood out until the third page of messages.
Then she saw one; a message from Stephen M Baker. She opened
it. The message was short, and it read:

"Hey Juan,

I was just wondering if you could send me a
copy of my observation tape. I know I said I never wanted to see
it, but I think I'm ready.

My current address is:

1744 Tyre Street

Anno Luce, CA 91936

Thanks.

 


Stephen."

Tais looked at the address. Tyre Street was
Lower Valley, the student ghetto section of Anno Luce. He
lived about five minutes walking distance from her apartment. She
looked at the screen before taking another sip of juice. She went
to the Anno Luce City College homepage, hoping he went there. He
did, as the link for The Anno Luce Chronograph lit up like a
candle. She clicked on it, and met Senior Editor Stephen M.
Baker.
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Katherine frowned as she looked in the mirror
at the limp curls in her front bangs. Too limp. She looked
down at the curling iron she'd danced with for the past hour.
Accursed beast, she thought, wondering if it failed on
purpose. Payback for her past neglects.

She normally didn't go to such lengths to
look beautiful. She didn't have to; she was beautiful,
naturally so. She wasn't cocky about it, but she'd seen the
looks in enough men's eyes to know the effect she had on them. Her
daily game usually involved minimizing that effect, not
maximizing it. She always felt it to be isolating. It was
like a shiny ball that she found so many men chasing, not her. Yet,
though it often vexed her, at the proper times it was the perfect
distraction.

Katherine felt no remorse when using her
beauty to her advantage. She never did it to the poor fools, the
decent guys whose only fault was their ignorance in the department
of approaching women. She only took advantage of the guys that
looked at her like she was a piece of meat, or eye candy. Usually
the suit-and-tie types.

But Katherine had promised herself never to
use them for money or jewelry. She didn't give a shit about that.
But she was interested in the companies that would put
assholes like them into suits and ties. So she had, from time to
time, pumped them for information while they were distracted.

She had pages and pages of notes on corporate
misdeeds, from petty thefts to office affairs. When she came across
serious crimes, she found ways to get information to the
authorities anonymously. She was gathering information for her
first book; Snake-Pit: the Illusion of Corporate America. An
expose on everything she'd ever found out.

Which at this point wouldn't make sense even
to her. She had a pile of notes and a picture of the jacket cover
in her mind. And that was it. It had been a year since she decided
she was going to write a book. When she turned twenty, she had
decided it, and come hell or high water, she'd do it. She
did things when she said she would. It was a gauntlet
tossed, a bell ringing in the first round. Yet, for the past year
of trying to shadow-box inspiration, she felt herself tossed to the
mat daily.

So she was switching gears to poetry,
striking the stones 'til the fire caught and spread to non-fiction.
She always wrote; she had to. She could write in many different
ways; through poetry, fiction, non-fiction, political speeches or
philosophical treatises, you name it. And she never stopped
thinking; her computer functioned as her intellectual release
valve.

"Hurry the fuck up, Kat'!" one of her
roommates, Jaime said as she hammered on the door. "I gotta get
ready!"

"Hold on, Jaime," Katherine said, and she put
her lipstick on quickly. She gave herself one more glance before
she hopped out of the bathroom and made her way to the living room.
She checked herself in the long mirror on the back wall. She was
wearing a burgundy dress that hugged her figure like a lover. Small
strips slashed out across her side showing just the slightest
slivers of skin. Stunning. She smiled. Heartbreaker.
She giggled to herself.

She was slender, and she wished she could
gain a few extra pounds. But she was active, and she ate like a
pig. It just didn't stick. It didn't bother her much. She was
healthy, and she just thanked the Good Lord for that and let the
issue be.

She walked over to the hutch. It was covered
with red cloth, and sitting there on it was her poem. She walked
over to it and picked it up.

 


Forever into the darkness,

as I walk into flames. I

tremble as I feel my tears.

I fear nothing, except the

emptiness of life

For I am nothing without you.

 


She was proud of it, short though it was. She
could remember the days when she started writing poetry, when she
thought more of rhyme than rhythm. How far she'd
come.

She heard the buzzer go off. Dawn.
Dawn was the one who convinced her to go to the club that night.
She didn't hate clubs, but she didn't drink, so she found herself
frequently bored when she went to them. Guys would come up to her,
sure, but mostly they were the insincere fakes, dreaming about how
they'd look walking out of the bar with a hot blonde draped across
their arm. Not anyone she'd find a shred of interest in. Those guys
didn't go to the clubs.

But Dawn urged her to go. Katherine hadn't
been out of the dorm much since they got back from winter break,
and it was her 21st birthday on Tuesday. She had to admit to
herself that she needed club-time to celebrate her birthday.
So she agreed, and was exited to see Dawn when she walked in the
door.

"Damn, girl, you look hot!" Dawn said.

"Thanks," Katherine said, rubbing her hands
down the sides of her dress, "I love your dress, Dawn. Did you just
get that?"

"Yes," she beamed, spinning on her tip-toe,
"Only a hundred and fifty bucks," she said, "Sale."

"Excellent." Katherine said, "I want
one."

"Bernard's, just off campus." Dawn said,
"Local shop. Who knew?"

Dawn looked around the room, like she was
taking it all in. "You ready to go?"  She asked, "I got
Melissa, Carrie and Joan out in the car already."

"Hold on, let me grab my purse." Katherine
said, and she ran upstairs to her room. Her purse was on the bed.
She checked it for her license before slinging it across her
shoulder. She knew that Club Seven carded. Not that she'd be
drinking; she abstained totally. But a card was needed to
pass through those doors.

She looked at the rosary on her dresser, a
superstitious little neurosis she had whenever she left the room.
God, protect me as always, Katherine prayed, and she went
back downstairs. She then left the apartment with Dawn and they
hopped into her packed car, taking off to create Katherine's party
at Club Seven.

 


~@~@~

 


Liam: "What's up, Barney?"

"Sween, what the FUCK was THAT all
about?"

Liam: "What was what all about, pray
tell?"

"You trashed my shit, dude!"

Liam: "Oh, you mean that last post?"

"Of course I mean that last post! That was my
best work and you just fed it to the mangler!"

Liam: "Barney, it was an accident, dude,
seriously."

"That was no accident!"

Liam: "Yeah it was, dude. I went to edit it,
and I..."

"...chickened out 'cause I was talkin' about
my work, and you thought it was gonna get you in trouble at
your work!"

"Don't lie to me..."

Liam: "Barney, I went to edit it, and that
put it up top. It was out of sequence, and I thought it was a
duplicate post, so I removed it. Turned out it was the original.
And I apologize..."

"Apologize to yourself for bein' a
pussy..."

Liam: "Okay, that was uncalled for. I'm
telling the truth. And as far as the work thing goes, I'm basing
your current job on a telemarketing job I had for a week,
a long time ago."

"Besides that, nobody at my current
job is even reading this thing, and if they were, they would've
enjoyed your little yarn. So the whole "pussy" thing is way
outta' line."

"I ain't buyin' it... You're sellin' it, but
I ain't buyin' it."

Liam: "Barney, you don't understand how a
blog works..."

"Neither do you, apparently!"

Liam: "Will you listen?"

"Not at all."

Liam: "Alright. What do I have to do
to get you out of my ear?"

"Die."

"Nah, just kiddin'… But let me tell it
again."

Liam: "Okay, what do I have to do that
doesn't involve doing that?"

"Aw, Sween... C'mon!"

Liam: "Barney, it would be out of
sequence..."

"That's a pile of shit, too, cause it was
timeless, completely disconnected from the story. Like
I've been so far..."

Liam: "Is that what this is really
about?"

"What!?!"

"No! It's just that when you fuck up
Stephen's part, or you fuck up Alejandro's part you do it over
again. Even Tais, her first shot out, gets a do-over when
you fuck up."

"But not me, Ooooh no! Not your
bread-and-butter, faithful servant-dog Barney! Oh no! You fuck up
ole' Barney's shit, and he's supposed to just look at his empty
dish and dream..."

Liam: "Aw, Barney, jeez, it's not like that
dude.."

"But it is! Yer just in denial!"

Liam: "Barney. You're part in the story is
coming. It's all figured out. Trust me."

"I'd trust you a little more if you'd let me
tell my work story again."

Liam: "Ya' know what? Fuck it. I'll let
ya'."

"Will that get you to leave me alone?"

"Absolutely not. But I'll shut up about
this topic."

"Sorry, Sween; It is my duty to point
out your many flaws, and I do it not with a light heart."

Liam: "Barney, you do realize that
you're based off of me, right? I mean, if I'm so terrible,
what does that make you?"

"Your better half."

Liam: *sigh* "Fair enough."

"Oh, and uh, Barney..."

"What's up, Sween?"

Liam: "I have been rather hard on you at
times, ya' know, when you're pissing me off."

"And I'm not going to punish you for that
anymore."

"Really???"

Liam: "Really."

"I'm gonna' let Anna do it."

 


~@~@~

 


Barney here. I had once told you a story
about my job. A story that Liam "accidentally" trashed.
Oooookay.

But I laid a pretty good guilt trip on him,
and he has agreed to let me re-tell my story. And that's just what
I would like to do.

*ahem*

I would like to tell you a story today about
my work. By that I don't mean the work that will give me my future
Nobel Prizes; I mean my job. I work at the lovely Anno Luce
Mortgage Association, or ALMA, as expressed through the little
blue oceanic logo that sits emblazoned on our chests. Day in and
day out we perform our solemn duty; tossing lower-rate mortgages
out to those poor souls who are drowning in debt, so that they can
grab on and be saved!

Yeah. Anyways, they make up wear these
shirts. White polo shirts, with the seal thingies on the chest.
They're not uncomfortable or anything, but I just feel like a prep
the whole time I'm there. Jonesy always cracks on me when I go up
to his house after work, and I'm wearing it. I'll spare you the
examples.

Anyways, the people I work with are cool. We
all have fun with each other, and there's about thirty people who
work there. So that's saying something. And ya' know, it has its
drawbacks. Ya' gotta 'duck the fan' every once and a while, and
only occasionally have I not had the time to do so.

This is one of those times.

We use what's known as a predictive
dialer. It predicts the exact moment you're not
ready to take a call and connects you to a Mary or Paul, and on
occasion a Ketec, Zhou, or Akbahr. So I was sitting there, head-set
adorned, fiddlin' with the cable that sent me into the supper-times
of so many eligible homeowners, and a name popped up on a screen. A
name that had popped up seven times before:

Lenny Lemke

I loved Lenny. I didn't know him; I never
talked to him, not once did he ever pick up. But I loved him
nonetheless. I asked Liam to base a character off him, but he
won’t. 'Cause he's a, well, you know...

You see, being a telemarketer is especially
weird in my world. Because it's fiction-within-fiction. I'm
a fictional character, talking to fictional characters who think
they're real people. And I work with fictional characters who also
think they're real. Liam won't let me inform anyone in my
world of their fictional status.

Now I know that there's a "real, live human
being" at the other end, with a family and a job, maybe. But I
don't see that on my screen. I just see a name and an address,
that's it. So they could be anybody; an astronaut I never learned
about, a doctor or a lawyer, a country singer or even a secret
agent on the Do Not Call List. Ya never know.

And it works both ways. You're a work of
fiction to them too. Just a voice and a number on the call-ID. So
we're all characters. But Lenny wasn't just a character. He was a
main character. He had to get a second mortgage.

It connected and started ringing. I gave it
until the fifth ring, and was about to cut the call when it picked
up and a male voice answered.

"He-Hello?" said the voice.

"Lenny?" I asked, in shock that my moment had
arrived.

"Yes?" he replied, and just then a wild wind
picked up in the office; a mighty gale to which I will give the
name chatter.

Every office worker knows what chatter is.
Conversations whose A's and B's form bolas flying across the room,
destined to ensnare some inattentive caller and cause them to blow
their game on the phone. Chatter is the number one source of
dropped calls in ALMA.

I normally have a filter for chatter. It
tunes out all except C frequencies. I had Liam build it for me
custom. But he sucks as a technical writer, so my filter takes a
nap when 40 decibels are reached. Right then the room was spiking
55.
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