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PART ONE

“Computers aren’t smarter than man—never have
been. But, as an instrument in the hands of evil . . .
well they’re pretty cool.”

— Scott Nason
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Chapter One

INDICATIONS
-1-
Jack sat naked on the edge of the bed with his head cradled in his hands. Dizzy and

disoriented, the dried blood flaked and smeared as he ground the palms of his hands into
the sides of his head, rubbing slowly in tiny concentric circles from back to front. He
couldn’t think. Everything was blurry and he felt overwhelmed. A debilitating,
disorienting feeling that was so powerful it made him physically ill. Saliva gathered in
the front of his mouth and dripped from his lips as he forced air out slowly through his
mouth. He wretched twice and tasted bile in the back of his throat. Jack spit it onto the
floor and swallowed hard.

And so he sat, for a time, until the queasy feeling began to subside. Until the bitter
taste in his mouth softened. Sat, quietly rubbing his head with his hands until the nausea
ebbed and his thoughts began to clear.

Like the morning fog hanging gently over the surface of the water, Jack’s mind felt
obscured and cloudy. As if he could almost see something right where the water met the
fog, something just out of reach.

“Where the hell am 1?7

Jack wiped the sour sludge from his lips and tried desperately to remember how he’d
gotten there—or how long he’d even been there. Everything was out of focus and he felt,

somehow suspended. Stuck, in some way, between some indescribable before and after.

Traces Of Terror complete manuscript
http://www.nasonproductions.com/_sites/nasonanderson page 3 of 355




NasonAnderson Traces of Terror
s.nason@comcast.net; marie@thedorns.com PO Box 100007, Nashville, TN 37224

He knew that his name was Jack. Jack...Johnson, but that seemed to be all that he
could remember. A name that seemed so foreign and disconnected as to not be real at
all—an alias for a person with no tangible substance or existence. He had no idea what
had happened in the last five minutes, much less the last five days. It felt as though his
life had begun with the realization that he was sitting on this bed with a throbbing
headache and the very real feeling that he was going to puke his guts out any minute.

Being immersed in the inability to think or remember anything was unnerving
enough, but worse than that was the terrible feeling of disconnected emptiness. Jack was
filled with a barren, dry emptiness. He felt hollow like a huge drum. His own heartbeat
eched inside his ribcage with its lonesome thud-thud, seemingly only there to remind him
of how empty and lost he really was. Reminding him of how alone he was and that there
was nothing else out there.

But, as Jack sat on the side of that bed rubbing his head, he realized that there was
something else out there. Something small and elusive, but it was there all the same. And
as his thoughts began to clear, Jack could almost identify the feeling swelling inside of
him. He could almost get his arms around this—something—that seemed to lurk just out
of his reach and his ability to comprehend.

But it was there. And deep inside of his stomach there was a tiny glowing ember of
dread. A smoldering piece of caged fear that burned deep within the clutches of the
emptiness. Cut off from all other reality, radiating its ominous heat out through the

darkness, this menacing dread was growing and it felt as though it was closing in on all
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sides of him. As if there were something evil hanging in the air and lurking just around
the corner—or right behind him. As if a horrible something was getting ready to
happen...or maybe it already had happened. Had something just happened?

He tried desperately to remember something...anything besides his damn name.

Jack Johnson, Jack Johnson...and you are...?

He couldn’t figure out where he was or how he’d gotten there, but the fog seemed to
be clearing and, little by little from within the darkest corners of his mind, Jack Johnson
was becoming aware of his surroundings.

Next to his right leg he could see a digital clock sitting on a small end table next to a
garage-sale looking lamp with a dingy, off-white, tattered shade. From the burning bulb
within, an amber halo lit the splotchy, pale-green wall above the lamp and as Jack
followed the light up, he could see an oil painting of an old man and a small boy. They
were holding fishing poles and the boy was carrying a small tackle box and looking up at
the old man.

Still messaging his temples, Jack studied the picture. The old guy reminded him of the
man that used to sell him and brother Popsicles down at Thompson’s Market. On Sunday
afternoons, they’d collect their allowance and walk down to the corner together. The nice
old man behind the counter would ask what flavor and then he’d chop the Popsicle in half
with a huge knife so they could split one. The man in the picture was friendly and warm
like that and Jack could tell that he cared very deeply for the little boy. And he could see

that the little boy was very happy.
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“Happy boy,” Jack whispered at the picture as he turned to face the painting directly.
“I’m sorry | can’t remember your name.”

I can’t remember your name? What a strange thought. Jack turned to one side, eyes
still transfixed on those of the child’s. “Do | know you, little fella?”

With no answer from the picture, Jack coughed and spit some more sour tasting saliva
onto the floor before dropping his head into his palms again. A wave of sadness swept
over him like a cold dark shadow and the smoldering ember began to burn. Slowly at
first, and then faster as the flames began licking at the inside of his rib cage. This dark
feeling that was both inside of him and all around him was now growing. Jack clutched
his chest and tried to breathe. He could feel his heart pounding inside of his chest. With
eyes closed, Jack forced himself to take a long slow breath.

Then he sat straight up and shuddered as if he’d just received an electric shock. Frozen
like a statue, he realized that he was not alone. He wasn’t exactly sure how he knew, but
he could feel it. There was someone lying on the bed behind him. There was no sound, no
movement—he just knew that someone was there. Things were becoming clearer. The
room was coming into focus and Jack knew without looking, that there was someone on
the bed behind him. Without turning around and without a sound, he could feel that she
was there.

“Oh God,” Jack mumbled.

Not ready, or perhaps not willing to verify this feeling of a female presence, Jack

returned his head to his hands and waited, almost impatiently, for the nauseous feeling to

Traces Of Terror complete manuscript
http://www.nasonproductions.com/_sites/nasonanderson page 6 of 355




NasonAnderson Traces of Terror
s.nason@comcast.net; marie@thedorns.com PO Box 100007, Nashville, TN 37224

return in the hopes that it would offer a needed distraction from this new and unwanted
realization. But for now, the nausea was held at bay and Jack was left wondering who this
someone was.

“Please let me wake up. Please!” Jack was rolling his head in little circles against the
heels of his hands. His neck hurt. His head hurt. Hell, his whole body hurt.

Tell me this is a dream and then let me wake up, that’s all I ask.

Jack looked up and surveyed the room, half expecting it to have changed into his own
bedroom. Everything was blurry and looked like he was seeing it through the bottom of a
Coke bottle, but as far as he could tell, he was in a motel room. The washed out green
paint covering the walls felt cool and reminded him of the deep lake water in the spring.
And there was an odd, pungent odor in the air like the smell of turpentine and overly
bleached linens.

On a dresser at the end of the bed a television flashed images of a man in a cowboy hat
waving his arms in front of a row of shiny cars, but there was no sound. As the flickering
lights from the screen danced across the crumpled sheets at the foot of the bed, Jack
could just make out the outline of a pair of feet under the yellowing sheets. So, once
again, he forced himself not to look. Forced himself to do anything but look and he
turned away. He didn’t want to look. He didn’t want to know and by not finding out, he
was somehow insulating himself from the dread that was somehow buried there.

There was a drawer hanging loosely out the dresser, lilting to one side. Broken maybe?

Jack shook his head twice and tried to clear his vision. He hoped that this was some kind

Traces Of Terror complete manuscript
http://www.nasonproductions.com/_sites/nasonanderson page 7 of 355




NasonAnderson Traces of Terror
s.nason@comcast.net; marie@thedorns.com PO Box 100007, Nashville, TN 37224

of awful dream, but his biggest fear was that it was not.

Look behind you, the voice beckoned from within the deepest corners of Jack’s own
thoughts. Don’t you want to know what’s behind you? Know who’s behind you?

No. He just wasn’t ready to see what was on the bed behind him—yet. So he ignored
the voice and continued trying to focus his vision on the precariously hung drawer.

You can usually tell when you’re dreaming. Jack squinted through the shadows, trying
to see the objects in the room more clearly.

Look behind you.

Dreams have an unreal feel to them. In an alcove off to one side, he could just make
out the outline of a discolored white Formica countertop with a sink in the middle of it.

“But this doesn’t feel like a dream,” Jack said aloud as everything suddenly popped
into focus.

“Whooo.” Jack rubbed his eyes and pressed his them closed a couple of times, making
sure that the clarity in his vision remained. This was a motel room. He could see the
television and the dresser clearly now and over by the sink, he could see a door with a
toilet just beyond.

Look behind you, Jack, you know you want to.

I have to piss. The thought was more of an attempt to keep from thinking about who
was behind him than it was of any earthshaking revelation about having to go to the
bathroom.

“That’s it...I’m at home in bed and if I don’t wake up and get up right now and take a
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leak...1I’m just going to piss all over myself. Won’t that be the shits?”

Jack sighed and rolled his eyes at his childish attempt to explain away the situation.
Even if he really couldn’t wait to pee, the fact still remained that he was in a motel room
and there was somebody behind him on the bed. He didn’t know who she was or how
she’d gotten there. But this was not a dream. It was more like a nightmare.

The fog from just a few minutes ago had lifted and, although dimly lit, the whole room
was now in focus and visible. And now Jack could hear the television. He could hear the
whir and rattle of the fan running in the under-window heater unit. He heard the sound of
water dripping in the sink and the muffled sound of a television, or maybe a radio,
coming from the room next door. He could hear broken pieces of conversation from
behind the paper-thin walls too. Something almost like an argument, but he couldn’t
make out anything more than half broken sentences. From behind a closed curtain, he
heard the sounds of car horns and of the traffic out on the street. All of this where there
had been only silence just a second ago.

It was if he’d been in a deep, dark cave and had suddenly been shot out into the
daylight. All of Jack’s senses seemed to have been turned on at once, as if they’d been
controlled by a switch and kicked into overdrive.

Beneath his feet, Jack could now see the matted, mauve colored carpet. He could
clearly discern the lingering scent of perfume and the sour smell of day old sweat. The
strange combination of the two smells brought an almost imperceptible smile to the

corner of his mouth. And there was another more disturbing scent; a tantalizing and
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arousing smell that seemed just out of his reach.

I don’t think I’m a drug addict or an alcoholic, am 1?

But that would help explain this whole thing if he was. The awful sense of
disorientation and that almost painful nausea he’d felt earlier. The blurred vision and the
temporary amnesia. Weren’t those all part of the aftermath of massive chemical abuse?

“That must’ve been one hell of a party.” Jack rubbed the back of his neck and looked
around the room again, being careful not to turn too far behind him. Actually, he had
absolutely no memory of any party, but that had to be it. It must’ve been some kind of
drunken binge. What other explanation could there be?

Look behind you, Jack. You know she’s right behind you. Don’t you want to see her?
Don’t you want to touch her—again?

What was he so afraid of? Some woman who’s name he couldn’t remember? Was she
that ugly? So repulsive that his subconscious felt compelled to protect him from the very
sight of her?

Look, Jack. Look and see.

Because as hard as he tried to wish it to be, this was certainly not a dream. This was as
severe and as harsh as reality could get and Jack knew it. Jack knew that there was a
woman lying on the bed behind him. And Jack knew that, for some reason, he didn’t
want to know that. He didn’t want to think about who she was or in what hell-hole-in-the-
wall dive he’d picked her up. He just couldn’t bear to turn around and look at her.

Because when he allowed his thoughts to drift there, even for a second, the burning
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intensified. The ember of dread began to sparkle and to speak to him from deep within. It
licked at the inside of his ribcage and crawled up the sides of his throat.

But it seemed that if he wanted to...he could remember. In a way it seemed like it was
okay to remember. Almost as if something was urging him to remember. All he had to do
was reach down deep enough and take it. If he could do that, he could find all the answers
he wanted. But he couldn’t do that. He wasn’t ready to do that. He was too afraid to walk
down that road—yet. He just wanted to forget whatever it was that he couldn’t remember.
What he wanted more than anything else was to just forget everything and not to be there
anymore.

So he just sat. Sat and tried to feel nothing. Nothing but that damnable burning in his
gut. That feeling of uncontrollable dread. The fear that had become part of his stomach
lining and was threatening to expel itself violently at any moment. Jack tried to swallow
the burning lump in his throat and then blew hot air out through his mouth.

Look behind you. Don’t be afraid. Go ahead and take look.

Jack studied the room, trying to find something to help him remember. Some artifact
that would jog it all loose for him. That one item that people with amnesia or head trauma
need to bring everything rushing back to them. The room was now crystal clear, well lit
and in focus. Jack listened to the sound of the traffic outside and stared at the heavy, dark
curtains drawn over the window. Along the bottom edge, sunlight formed a luminous,
yellow-white strip along the frayed edge.

Daytime...
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His eyes widened and glazed over, taking in nothing and yet seeing everything. His
mind was hung in that hazy time between aware and unaware. In no hurry to—or maybe
afraid to—make his way through this boggling scene he remained there, wide-eyed and
thoughtless for several uncounted minutes. Momentarily enjoying the serenity that comes
from being lost inside of a completely thoughtless daydream.

“What time is it?” Jack asked the curtains as if half expecting them to answer. He
turned and grabbed the clock on the bedside table: 09:33 am.

It’s morning? Still dazed, Jack turned and allowed his eyes to drift back up to the oil
painting on the wall. Up to the happy boy and the kind and gentle old man. Looking at
the picture made him feel good. It helped hold down the burning inside and take his mind
off of—.

But what morning? Jack’s gaze was fixed on the happy child. I hope 1I’m not supposed
to be at work right now. Jack poured over the face of the painted child. The happy child.
The child frozen in time forever.

“No one will ever be able to hurt you little fella...”

The faint, repetitive, sound of dripping water drew Jack’s attention from the picture.
Now, as he looked more closely at the sink, he could see an almost empty bottle of Jim
Beam laying on its side and several plastic motel glasses scattered around. One of them
half filled with watered down bourbon. Across its top, a red smear graced its rim and the
site of it made Jack’s heart beat faster. The room was getting brighter and clearer with

each passing second and the persistent smell of the flowery perfume intensified. As Jack
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pulled it in through his nose, it felt familiar. It felt good and it felt exciting.

The rhythmic dripping sound was coming from a soaked hand towel draped over the
front of the sink. Blip, blip, blib, came its melodic song as it fed a growing puddle of
water on the tile floor beneath.

Over the sink a half visible handprint, fluid and graceful in its arc, was smeared
through heavy condensation on the mirror. It was familiar and echoed of some lost
memory. As if it was calling to him. Begging him to remember.

Coming from the open bathroom door, steam drifted gently through the air. Bitter
smelling steam. Steam mixed with something else...with smoke! Smoke was circling in
the air next to his head and Jack snapped back and forth, searching for the source until he
found a lit cigarette in an ashtray on the end table. Right next to him. It was burned
almost to the filter and the ash hung neatly undisturbed from the end.

How could I have missed that? Jack reached for the butt, knocked off the ash and then
drew on it hard, filling his lungs with bitter tasting smoke. He coughed as he blew out the
smoke and with shaky fingers, mashed it in with a pile of crumpled up filters already in
the ashtray. Jack studied the nightstand. For some reason he hadn’t noticed before, but
now he could see a crumpled pack of Camel Lights, a man’s Swiss Army watch and a
couple of ugly, green, snap-on earrings. They were the kind his mom used to wear.

I don’t smoke Camel Lights.

Or was it that he didn’t smoke at all? He couldn’t remember. He had felt like he

needed a drag when he’d picked up the cigarette, but now...well, it tasted nasty and
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foreign to him.

Don’t be afraid, Jack? Turn around and have a look. It’s okay.

Jack turned his gaze to the floor as a scattered montage of clothing caught his
attention. A pair of blue jeans, a sweat stained T-shirt and a pair of Fruit of the Loom
underwear.

Yes, they’re yours, Jack.

Jack kept looking at the floor. He was almost forced to look at the floor. As if an
invisible hand was holding his head down and making him look at it.

What’s on the floor?

Peeking out from under the jeans was a crisp, white, cotton sundress delicately laced
with tiny blue and gray flowers. Next to the dress, a black bra and a tiny pair of light blue
panties lay as if they’d dropped purposely on a course to the bed.

Remember the panties, Jack? The pretty blue panties?

Jack smiled. He had liked the light blue panties and again, found himself admiring the
sweet flowery smell that seemed to be getting stronger. In fact, it was exhilarating.

Her panties. Her. The one on the bed behind him. There wasn’t the tiniest bit of doubt
now. Again, without knowing why, Jack fought the urge to turn and look. Before he’d
seen the clothes on the floor, he was able to at least pretend that she wasn’t there. Pretend
that he was alone in the room. But now it was impossible to deny. And now he knew who
she was too. It was coming back to him. He didn’t like it, but everything was coming

back to him.
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And then it was there. Like an old friend standing on the doorstep; that welcome jolt
of adrenaline. That chemical rush that your body instinctively gives you when it’s time to
act. When it’s time to act decisively and quickly. Jack knew that he needed to run, to get
dressed and run as far away from this place as he could. Just go and don’t look back.

But as sure as he knew that there was a woman on the bed behind him, he knew that
running was not only unnecessary, it was impossible. There was nothing to run from, and
no place to run to. The futility in trying to escape was alarmingly familiar and Jack had
the unnerving feeling that this was not the first time that he’d been caught in this
predicament. He’d done this before. More than once. In fact, he’d done this many times
before.

Yes, that’s right, Jack. You remember. Good. Now turn around.

Jack leaned forward and put his head on his knees. He hugged his thighs and rocked
back and forth. The bed creaked gently underneath him as if playing an introduction to
the realizations that were now pouring in. Now Jack wished he could forget what he had
previously tried so hard to remember. He wished he could forget and never remember
anything ever again.

He knew exactly where he was and he knew why he was there. And now, he also
knew why he’d been so afraid. It was as if his brain had suddenly shifted gears and sped
forward to where all the answers were. White-hot panic blinded him and his heart
pumped with fury. His sanity was slipping, he felt the cogs in his mind catch and bind

and then grind to a screeching halt. The blackest fear he’d ever known engulfed him and
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he was sure that he was losing his mind.

With his cheek cradled against his knee, Jack clamped his eyes shut and hugged his
legs as tight as he could...until his foot felt something. Something warm and sticky.

Look at the floor, Jack.

No. Fuck you, no!

It’s okay...really. Everything’s going to be alright. Look at the goddamn floor!

Out some kind of undefined primal need, Jack cracked open one eye, slowly—
painfully, and looked down at his feet. Looked down at what he already knew was there
but didn’t want to see. It was blood. It was lots of blood. It was a pool of blood the size of
a big garbage bag and Jack’s bare foot was sitting right in the middle of it.

“Ohhh, shit! Fuck me!”

He’d known that it was there. Known all along that it was there. It’s the thing he’d
been so afraid to remember. It was the reason he was trying so hard not to remember.
Now his heart was pounding so furiously that he could taste each thunderous repetition in
the back of his throat. Pain shot through the sides of his head and the room began to spin.
Jack shuddered violently and then, to his horror and against his wishes, his eyes began to
follow the glistening trail of red liquid to the base of the bed. It was as if he needed to
follow it. As if every cell in his body was shouting out ‘Look jack, look at all that blood!’

A strip of cold flesh shot from his lower back to the base of his skull. He was shaking
now but he couldn’t stop looking at it. His eye’s moved inexorably on their own,

following the river of blood up the soaked sheet and onto the side of the bed. Large
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crimson drops were still dripping onto the carpet and Jack felt something stir in his groin.

Jack, it’s okay. You can turn around and look now.

With one explosive, muscular contraction, Jack shot to his feet and spun around on his
bloody foot. As his eyes hit the shape on the bed, vomit filled the back of his throat and
he was forced to clamp his eyes shut. With one arm wrapped around his belly, Jack
swallowed hard and sucked a sharp breath into his lungs, trying desperately to calm his
churning insides. The burning ember was now a raging inferno, out of control and
lapping at every inside corner of his being. Sweat burst into his eyes and Jack’s knees
buckled as he stood there with the vision of the mangled body burned into his brain.

With his hand cupped tightly over his mouth, he continued to draw wind between his
fingers. But he couldn’t keep his eyes closed and he stood, helplessly staring at the
mangled corpse that lay draped in the sheets, unable to look away. It was limp, torn and
lifeless. It was her. Eyes glassy and staring straight at him. It was her...

“Noooo!”

Jack reached out trying to keep his balance and knocked over the lamp as he backed
away from the bed. The room was spinning hard and Jack swung his arms around,
knocking into the painting on the wall. The glass cracked as the picture slid down the
wall and bounced once, lodging itself into the bloody pool on the floor.

Jack forced himself to look down at the picture. He tried to keep looking at it. Tried to
think about the man and the happy boy, but there was not more happy. And just like

before, his eyes returned to the horrific scene on the bed. This time the woman’s cold

Traces Of Terror complete manuscript
http://www.nasonproductions.com/_sites/nasonanderson page 17 of 355




NasonAnderson Traces of Terror
s.nason@comcast.net; marie@thedorns.com PO Box 100007, Nashville, TN 37224

lifeless eyes caught him and turned him inside out. This time he couldn’t stop the
convulsions and Jack leaned forward, spraying the entire contents of his stomach out
from behind his cupped hand—sour green vomit splattering across the wall and the end
table. Emotion and confusion overwhelmed him as the walls of his vision once again
darkened.

What the holly hell is going on here? | didn’t do this!

Jack knew that he wasn’t capable of such an atrocity, of killing and mutilating another
human being...but at the same time, he was sure that he had done this. As sure as he was
standing there, naked with puke and blood on his hands, he had murdered her. Brutally
tortured, cut her up, and murdered her. That he was sure of.

I didn’t do this. It was impossible. How could he have done this?

But it didn’t really matter how...Jack knew what he’d done. Like he knew that the sun
shines and that water is wet, Jack knew that he had killed her. There was no how and why
right now. The simple fact that it had been done and that he had done it seemed satisfying
enough at the moment.

Satisfying? What the fuck?

Jack wiped the bile from his face and continued he mindless stare at the lump of torn
flesh on the bed. He was incapable of taking his eyes from her.

Am | some kind of schizophrenic madman? A psychopathic killer? How could this be
satisfying?

But that’s exactly what it was. Without a doubt, it was definitely one of the most
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twisted emotions that he’d ever experienced.

“Satisfying,” Jack whispered quietly in disbelief and again became aware of the
sensation in his crotch. A throbbing, pounding need. A blinding desire with a mind of its
own.

Jack turned his back to the bed and leaned forward. With both hands on his knees, he
kept held his eyes shut and tried to breathe. There didn’t seem to be enough air in the
room to completely fill his lungs. He was panting, but not from sickness or revulsion.
Jack had become exhilarated to the point of weakness. And he liked the feeling. He liked
it a lot and to Jack’s horror, he was smiling. And worse than that, he had a rock hard
erection.

“God help me!” Jack stood and shouted at the ceiling before ramming his fist into the
soft sheet rock of the wall. He opened his eyes and stumbled toward the sink, doing
everything that he could to keep his eyes away from the bed.

Jack turned the handle and stuck his hands under the cold water. It felt clean and cool.
As he rubbed his fingers together dried blood melted into burgundy swirls, mixing with
the wet vomit as it disappeared down the drain. Jack splashed the cool water onto his face
and into his mouth.

His mind was racing out of control. Fear—exhilaration—excitement—anguish. Which
was it? He tried in vein to force the image of the mutilated woman from his mind, but it
was burned there in indelible detail. He could even see her with his eyes closed. Now the

fear was gone and it had been replaced by a strange calmness. Jack was no longer afraid.
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He raised his head slowly from the sink and looked at himself in the mirror. It was not
his face, but it was not altogether unfamiliar either. It was a face that was searching for
something. Hardened in a way and looking older than it probably really was.
Forty...forty-five. Maybe. He knew that he was looking at his own reflection, but it felt
like he was seeing someone else. Felt like he was looking at a stranger. Searching the
strangely common face for some connection, he looked deep into the dark green eyes of
this familiar stranger, wishing to find the tiniest glimmer of humanness. But it wasn’t
there. Behind those eyes—his eyes—he could find only deep, cold emptiness.

Jack studied the lines at the corners of his face and traced his jaw line with the tip of
his finger. It was a bony jaw covered with pale, pock marked skin. The day’s worth of
beard helping to hide the unevenness of his complexion. His nose, centered perfectly on
his face, was thin and triangular.

“Who are you?” Jack pulled at his chin and squinted at the foreign image in the mirror.

Stunned, Jack looked down to see himself rubbing his erection against the front of the
counter. He shook his head hard and tried to force his attention to the mirror. There was a
bruise flowering on his left cheek and as he stood upright, he could see deep scratches in
his chest. There were other welts and bruises and more scratches as he continued to take
inventory.

Must’ve been a rough night.

For the first time, he realized that he stung all over. He was in pain. His testicles

throbbed and pounded. The scratches in his chest burned, like lightning bolts striking in
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rhythmic bursts.

“What’s happening to me?” he screamed at the stranger in the mirror. “What the
goddamn hell is happening to me??” The fear was returning.

An image of a woman struggling for her life flashed in front of him. Jack stood,
riveted by the sensation of the memory. He could see her scratching at his chest,
swinging and clawing. Another flash—a blinding, white light...and again, the woman.
Jack felt the muscles in his abdomen pull tight right below his belly button. His eyes
rolled back into his head while the images continued.

Breathing frantically, Jack tried staring straight into the light over the mirror. Tried
blinding himself to stop the vision. But it only seemed to make them clearer—sharper
and more real.

He could see her trying in vain to get away and then he hit her, hard, in the face with a
closed fist. There was no way to escape the pictures flashing in his head. If he would’ve
gouged his own eyes out he could not have stopped them now.

She was still looking at him. He was on top of her, straddling her chest and pinning
her to the bed. She was so helpless, so fragile. So...in need. Staring straight into him with
wide, pleading eyes, whimpering like a mortally wounded animal about to die. Jack
clamped his eyes shut but it was no use—the burning white light reflected from the inside
out.

Jack leaned against the mirror sobbing. He opened his eyes in desperation and waited

for her to reappear. Instead, his reflection in the mirror was the only thing he saw. The
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stranger’s face was there and the girl was gone. Head still on the mirror, Jack breathed
slowly as the memory of the woman begging for her life faded. But there was something
attached to that fading memory and it was becoming clearer. Jack liked it. Jack liked it a
lot. He wanted it to go on. He wanted to do it again. He had enjoyed the things he had
done to this girl and now, Jack found that he was fondling himself.

As the events from the prior evening replayed in his head his emotions were
conflicting but at the time he was killing this girl, Jack remembered being filed with a
deep sense of contentment—of satisfaction.

Satisfaction? What the hell?

A wave of nausea and disgust swept over him, sending his mind into that dizzy, unreal
realm again. The room became fluid. It was squishy and ran as if he were looking at it
through Kayro syrup. Suddenly, he was covered in cold, sour sweat and his lungs seemed
to be cramping and seizing up. Jack leaned over the sink and heaved again but nothing
really came up.

He stood, teetered on his heels, and stumbled backward—catching himself in the
bathroom doorway. His head was spinning again and the edge of his vision was trimmed
with black. Little blips of red light danced in front of his eyes. He could feel his knees
begin to buckle as the room went gray and his head met the tile floor with a soft muffled

thud.

And then he was in the shower.
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With his right hand against the wall, Jack held his head under the water as a cloud of
steam filled the tiny bathroom. The water was hot, almost to the point of burning. It
seemed to melt everything away, cleansing him inside and out. He was lost in the white
mist and floating through its warm embrace.

Jack knew that he had done a hideous thing, he remembered doing it. Somewhere
inside of him was the answer to why, but he either wasn’t willing or wasn’t capable of
digging down that deep right now. Right now was for soaking and for healing. In the
mist, answers seemed less important than they had when he had first realized he was
sitting on the bed next to a bloody dismembered corpse. In fact, he didn’t need answers
any more. He didn’t need anything.

Although he was still a little afraid, there was an odd parity now. He couldn’t
completely comprehend it, but it made perfect sense. He felt no remorse. At least for the
moment, the horror of what he had done was masked. He understood its magnitude and
yet, he was unmoved by it. As if his emotions were controlled elsewhere. Jack smiled a
wry little smile and moved his head around under the stream of hot water and
masturbated. The shower made him feel better and before getting out, Jack masturbated
again, this time thinking about the fun that he’d had with the girl the night before.

Still drying his hair with a hand towel, Jack grabbed his clothes from the floor and
then just stood for moment, looking. On the bed in front of him, lay the tangled mess of
sheets and flesh. What had started out as bright happy shades against a white back drop

was now darker, thicker. Almost stiff looking. The beauty in this moment was already
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fading. Jack dressed himself in front of the mirror, combed his hair with his fingers and
began to whistle softly, “You Light up My Life.

While rubbing a hole in the condensation on the mirror he noticed it. Why hadn’t he
seen it before? There was writing on the mirror, right above the sink. In bright red letters,
diagonally across the mirror it read:

“let me help you™

When did | write that?

I didn’t write that?

Turning his attention to the countertop, he began searching for what he knew was
there. He pushed the glasses aside and moved the dripping hand towel, carefully looking
under it. Back and forth, scanning the surface of the counter.

It’s got to be here.

And it was. Jack picked up the tube of lipstick and uncapped it carefully in front of his
face. Watching the glistening tip in the mirror, he twisted it slowly and watched the
bright red shaft rise from within the gold sparkling sheath. Jack’s wide eyed stare fixated
on the object and a tiny little smile crept into the corner of his mouth. He watched as the
light caught the end of it—gleaming and shining as he rolled it back and forth between
his fingers. Again, Jack rubbed his pelvis against the edge of the counter as he moved the
lipstick up and down—in and out. Totally transfixed by its beauty. By its simplicity of
form and its remarkable ability to catch and reflect light.

Jack rubbed himself harder against the counter and continued to roll the lipstick,

Traces Of Terror complete manuscript
http://www.nasonproductions.com/_sites/nasonanderson page 24 of 355




NasonAnderson Traces of Terror
s.nason@comcast.net; marie@thedorns.com PO Box 100007, Nashville, TN 37224

slowly up and down. This was the most wonderful thing that he’d ever seen. Bright,
bright red. Smooth and so shiny. Glistening and sparkling. Perfect in its form and fluid
motion.

Jack brought the object up in front of his lips, following it closely with his eyes. As he
rolled the red shaft farther out of the shiny metal-flake case he touched it, ever so gently,
to the tip of his tongue. Jack closed his eyes and shuddered. Again, he could smell her
lingering sweetness. The scent of perfume and sweat and cheap liquor swirled through his
nostrils. It was utterly intoxicating and he felt weak and dizzy.

Then suddenly, Jack closed the lipstick and shoved it into his pants pocket.

“Time to go,” he said as he turned from the sink and caught the empty stare of the girl
on the bed.

“I’m sorry, lady luck.”

Jack grabbed his ski jacket from the arm-chair as he walked toward the door. Now he
was running on 100% instinct. He felt like he knew exactly what he was doing, and still
he had no idea what he was doing. Kind of like watching a movie and being in it all at the
same time. He reached for the doorknob and looked back at the room one more time.

That’s odd. The room was brighter now, lit up like a goddamn Broadway stage show.
Wasn’t it darker earlier? Now it was so brightly lit that he had to squint just to see an
outline of the room. The walls were bright white and shimmering with sparkling beads of
light. They looked like they were melting. It was too damn bright. Why?

Jack’s heart bounced off the inside of his ribcage when he saw the curtains. They were
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wide open and sunlight was streaming into the small room like the shower of water from
a fire hose. And to Jack’s horror, through the window was a clear view of the parking lot
and the street beyond. Which meant that from the parking lot, there was a clear view of
this room. A clear view of the bloody, hacked up body!

“Crap!”

Jack reacted with an explosion of energy. He ripped the door open and shot into the
hallway without even checking to see if anybody was out there. He wasn’t thinking about
getting caught or about the horror of what he’d done. He wasn’t thinking about anything.
He was just acting. All he knew was that he had to get away. Far away...and then
everything would be better. Everything would be okay if he could just get away from this
place.

He ran down the hallway and plowed into the first door with an exit sign over it. Out
into the daylight, the bright sunshine blinded him and the cold fall air bit at his ears. Jack
turned up the collar on his jacket and, holding his hand up to block the sun’s rays, he
made his way through the parked cars toward the street. Faster, faster. There were too
many people now. And too much light. Too bright. He couldn’t find his way. He bumped
into a young couple, holding hands.

“Hey...watch it asshole!”

Jack raised his eyes to the city skyline, puffy white clouds spun around him like a
chaotic carrousel. Jack squinted and stumbled and bumped into somebody else. So

dizzy...so bright. The buildings were everywhere...and growing. Rising up around him

Traces Of Terror complete manuscript
http://www.nasonproductions.com/_sites/nasonanderson page 26 of 355




NasonAnderson Traces of Terror
s.nason@comcast.net; marie@thedorns.com PO Box 100007, Nashville, TN 37224

like huge carnivorous dinosaurs. Closing in on him. Jack felt small. He couldn’t breathe.
He heard voices...all around him...and in the distance...indistinguishable from the roar
of the passing traffic. Cars whizzed by on the street next to him. Approaching like rockets
and then blurring in slow motion as they passed. The faces behind the windows glaring in
silent accusation. The empty faces. Cold and expressionless. Staring as if they knew.
Accusing him.

Flash. The bright light blurred his sight.

Please don’t hurt me...

Again, the vision of the woman appeared and again, he could not stop the memory.
Jack spun out of control, both mentally and physically. He fell awkwardly into the street
light before collapsing to his knees on the sidewalk.

Flash—again with the blinding light.

Please...oh God, no...

Jack was on top of her smashing her in the face—.

“Stop it Jack screamed in horror, clutching his head tightly with both hands as
people began to stop and stare.

Like snow in a glass globe, the leaves swirled in the wake of the passing cars and rose
from the curb in little dancing spirals. A crowd of people gathered around as Jack clung
to the light pole, kneeling and squinting up at them.

“Is he okay?” asked the man wearing a tattered jean jacket.

“I don’t know he just fell down...” the voices trailed off and then everything went
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white. And silent.

-2-
Randy’s eyes flinched as he looker over each screen carefully. The only light in the

tiny dark room was the royal blue haze radiating from the bank of computer screens.
There were a dozen or so, neatly lined up across the counter in front of him.

“Sure,” Randy said, looking at the monitor to the far left, “it’s not exactly what | went
to school for.”

His eyes scanned the monitors briefly and landed on a console that was scattered
haplessly with lighted controls and a small panel of colored buttons. In the blue haze that
filled the room, they looked like boat lights on the water at night, cutting their way
through the fog. He pressed three of the buttons in sequence and brought his gaze back to
one of the flickering computer screens.

“Nope, nope, nope.” Randy’s tone ascended as he teetered back in his swivel chair at
the center of the U shaped console. “Not what I paid for.”

In the background, the air was filled with hums and beeps and an occasional clicking
sound. The research control room looked liked something out of a NASA promotional
film. And he chuckled to himself every time he realized that, as a kid, he would have
thought this was “a Really cool and most excellent job . . . man.”

When he stood to stretch, he leaned on the flat surface in front of him, deliberately
cracking his knuckles with his weight. The clipboard that hung from the console by a

ratty piece of string, mocked him with meaningless tabulations of the last six hours. It
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eluded his grasp as he reached for it, swinging itself to and froe at the end of its rope.

Randy reached with both hands and finally caught it as it spun in the air. He felt
foolish. Foolish for chasing after the clipboard like Tim Conway in a Carol Burnette skit.
He felt foolish for feeling the need to actually record the meaningless readings from the
monitors spread across the room. And most of all he felt foolish for coming back to this
place day after day after disparaging day.

His thoughts trailed off as he tapped one of the computer screens with the pencil and
let the clipboard drop. It dangled back and forth on the string, turning from side to side
again, still mocking him but Randy wasn’t noticing it right now.

“I’m a trained mechanical engineer. This is just a temporary job . . . while | pursue a
career in the field of engineering.” Randy’s sarcasm filled the air like tire smoke.

Randy plopped himself back down into the swivel chair as if to punctuate his sarcastic
statement with melodrama. His seat let out an elongated creak and Randy sighed in
harmony with the chair. As his sigh trailed off into silence, he remembered his first day
here.

“Has it been four years?” Randy’s rhetorical disbelief filled the empty room. He had
just graduated from college with a BS in Mechanical Engineering not more than . . . four
and a half years ago. The clarity of how quickly one can waste four years stung him like
saltwater on a sunburn.

“I had to pay the rent.” He was defending himself to no one. “And that Linda woman

at the agency was so excited that she’d found this position for me.”
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Linda had described to Randy, what sounded like, a very progressive company. Her
pitch, that this company had been started fifteen years earlier by two brothers and not a
corporate board, was what peaked Randy’s interest. They started out writing software for
PCs, games, mostly. Eventually, the company branched out into hardware. Initially,
hardware that was intended to enhance the playability of the games they sold. As they
diversified, the company explored opportunities in high tech research.

“She and my stomach were the perfect team to sell me on this place too.” Randy
remembered how Linda’s eyes sparkled with, almost, genuine excitement during their
conversation.

“These people do business worldwide and have annual revenues in excess of eight
hundred million dollars. And their worldwide corporate headquarters is right here!”

Randy ran a quick balance sheet through his head; rent, heat, lights, food . . . beer . . .

“Tell me again what the job duties are.” Indecision forced him to clear his throat. It
was good timing because his coughing and clearing was loud enough to drowned out the
sound of his stomach growling.

“It’s an entry level position in one of their research facilities.” She ran through the
entry level part as fast as she could.

“Entry level means shit job . . . this isn’t like a janitor or something like that is it?”

“No, absolutely not,” Linda pulled both of her eyebrows down and scowled. “This is a
high tech career path opportunity with one of the leaders in the electronics industry

today.” Her voice trailed off into the corner of his mind.
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Randy leaned back in the swivel chair and kicked the clipboard lightly with the tip of
his boot.

“Four years,” he whispered to himself, staring past the swinging clipboard.

It turned out, that Linda had been right in more ways than she could have realized.
Randy now made double what even an experienced mechanical engineer could. The
company sponsored health and dental were exceptional and the stock, profit sharing and
pension plans were all excellent. Randy had gotten used to money in the bank, food on
the table and the security that making more than you need gives you. He had stopped
looking for other work a long time ago. Stopped dreaming, in the silent resignation that a
fat savings account and a Visa Platinum cultivates.

His ambition had been lulled. And he no longer cared that he had lost his edge. He was
as bujwa as they come and he, at this point, could care less.

Just as Randy opened his mouth to qualify his work to himself again, the door to the
small room opened and in walked the gray haired geezer, his favorite hunchback of an
old man in a lab coat. Well, the ONLY hunchback of an old man in a lab coat that he
knew, anyway.

“Any brains hittin’ the wall yet, Akerman?” his scratchy voice bristled with
enthusiasm.

“As interesting as fish tits, Pops.” Randy said taking one final look across the line of
monitors before stretching from the swivel chair and moving toward his coat that was

hung on the wall. He grabbed it and pulled it on with sluggish effort. He took one step
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toward the open door, then turned to face Pops. As a greenish spray of light erupted from
one of the computer screens, Randy could see Pops’ face clearly.

It was round like a dinner plate, with a huge red nose. The veins showing themselves
at the tip. His cheeks hung limp, draped in the loose skin of his face. Several layers lay
bunched up underneath each eye.

Randy turned toward the still open door and grabbed the knob.

“You don’t seem too excited about this one, kid.” Pops asked enthusiastically.

“Should I be?” Randy paused with his hand still on the open door.

“This one is big shit here, kid.” The old guy turned, rubbing his hands together. “I
wouldn’t miss this one for the world.”

Randy always thought Pops was a little off center. Funny, but off center. ‘How ya
doing?’, slapping you on the back, ferocious hand shakes . . . Randy didn’t really care for
any of it. But this was strange even for him.

“Pop’s, I’m hoping for the most UN-eventful test that we’ve ever had. | just want this
one to be over.” Exasperation was seeping into his tone.

Pops always seemed to feel some sort of zest for his work. But, in the case of this
particular test, it was more than just zest. This was something ... odd . . . bordering on
creepy. His eyes were filled with little flickering lights that seemed to illuminate his
entire face. Randy assured himself it was just a reflection from the consoles in his eyes
and that he, himself, was far too tired to be making intuitive assessments at this point.

“I’m tired . . . going home.” Randy turned toward the still open door and then back at
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Pops one more time.

“See ya in the morning kid,” the old man growled energetically as he plopped down
with Latin flamboyance in front of the console.

“Number four,” he looked straight at on of the monitors. “Phase two . . . and all | need
is a hot dog and some warm beer.” Pops snickered to himself with cherubic delight. He
appeared not to notice Randy’s lingering presence.

Randy sighed and nodded as he turned and slowly closed the door behind him.

“See ya in the morning Pops.”

-3-
Jack tried to open his eyes but everything appeared to be dissolved in a wash of

twirling translucent color. The world around him was faded and filled with blurred
images. He tried hard, but couldn’t bring anything into focus.

Jack wondered if he was unconscious; or dreaming again . . . he could feel himself
coming back from somewhere. Returning from some dark place. It was almost a painful
awakening.

Jack took a deep breath and let the air slowly leave his lungs. There was a strange
smell. A clean, almost antiseptic smell. Reassuring, yet somehow frightening. Jack took
another breath and it burned the inside of his nostrils.

He felt sluggish, groggy. His mouth was dry and his lips were chapped and cracked.
He could taste blood in the back of his mouth and he was sore all over. A dull, throbbing

kind of ache that seemed to emanate from the inside. There was a burning sensation in
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the pit of his stomach and his skin was clammy - almost to the point of being sweaty.

He wanted to rub his face, but he couldn’t lift his arms. He was too weak. In any case,
he blinked several times and squinted through the bright white light - trying to make
sense of where he was.

“Would you like something to drink, Mr. Johnson?” a silky voice floated down from
above.

“Yes,” Jack replied in a cracked, raspy voice before realizing that he was even
speaking. For some reason, Jack was not surprised to find out that he was not alone. Not
in the least. In fact, he had expected her to be here. But who was she?

Jack squinted harder and tried to lift his head a little. He could just make out the
gleaming silhouette of a woman standing over him as she gently touched his face. She
placed a small tube into his mouth and Jack could feel the coolness of the water rush into
his mouth. He savored the sensation of the liquid as it ran down the back of his throat. He
couldn’t remember ever tasting anything this wonderful.

Still unable to focus, Jack could tell that he was lying on his back. His head and
shoulders were elevated slightly and besides the overall achiness, there was a sharp pain
in his right forearm. Along with the antiseptic smell that permeated the room, he could
just make out the smell of, what he thought was, fresh linen. But crisp with the biting
aroma of bleach. Too much bleach.

“Where am 1?”” the words felt thick and airy as they passed over his lips. Because he

had expected her to be there, he felt comfortable asking the question — even though he
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couldn’t really see her.

“Don’t try to talk right now. Would you like some more water?”

If there were such things as angels, Jack felt that he must certainly be in the presence
of one since he had never before heard a woman’s voice that was so soothing and so
sensuous.

“Please,” he croaked as he again lifted his head and tried to focus on his surroundings.
This time, as she brought the tube to his parched lips, Jack could see the face of the
women standing over him. She was dressed in white. Standing with the light behind her,
golden tendrils fell around her face and produced an iridescent glow. She smiled sweetly

and stood back, holding a clear plastic squeeze bottle in her hands. Jack leaned a little
farther forward and blinked hard to clear the sludge from the back side of his eye lids. He
could read the little white name tag pinned to her chest. ‘Nancy’ it said in thin engraved
red letters.

Jack wanted to prop himself up on his elbows and look around, but he honestly
couldn’t move anything but his head. Turning slightly to one side, he could see the
outline of a pitcher of water, a glass and some small bottles — and behind that, some
square boxes that Jack just couldn’t make out.

Above his head, where two plastic bags filled with clear liquid. Tubes descended from
the bags to a crisscrossed arraignment of white tape on his right forearm.

Looking up at the women, Jack tried hard to speak. “Am I .. .” but his voice cracked

hard and then stopped working.
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The woman leaned forward and again, cold water flowed into his mouth. And again, it
quenched the dryness inside his mouth.

“Is there something wrong with me?”” Jack managed to get enough air across his vocal
cords to ask the question.

Seemingly ignoring the question, the women thumped one of the plastic tubes. “You
seem to be doing just fine, but don’t try to over do it. Can you tell me which hand I’m
holding up?”

Jack really didn’t understand the question. He squinted hard and tried to lift his head,
but all he could see was the smooth white silhouette of the salubrious angel - gleaming
beads of light streaming from her hair.

“Which hand . . . can you tell?” she repeated the question melodically.

“Your right . . . why am | here?” Jack’s voice was airy but insistent.

Even as he spoke, he was having trouble remaining coherent enough to carry on a
conversation. He was just too weak and he was drifting again. Falling into the white wash
and the haze. He could still hear the angel talking, but her words were thick and muffled
and hung from her lips like syrup.

“. .. it’s necessary. Can you tell me your name?” The women asked as she touched
Jack’s wrist gently.

“Nancy . . . that’s your name?” Jack fought hard against the darkness, but he could
feel its grasp tighten. He really needed to figure out where he was and what he was doing

here.
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“Yea, that’s my name. Do you know what yours is?”

Jack closed his eyes, clenched his jaw and fought as hard as he could against the haze.
But he couldn’t think any more. It was just too hard. Too hard to figure out anything, so
he just answered her question.

“Jack . ..”

“Good. Now we need a little . . .” her voice had slipped back into the murky depths.

Jack could feel himself sliding again. The angel’s thick slurred speech was now
unintelligible and Jack found himself retreating into the comfort of the darkness.
Occasionally making out a word or a phrase. And trying desperately to talk.

“Where am 1?7 . . .” Jack managed to eke out as his eyes rolled back into his head.

“l asked you what color this was,” Her demeanor was patronizing

“What color is what?” Jack thought to himself, but couldn’t answer.

“That’s right, it’s green,” she announced proudly. “. . . like you’re just fine . ..”

Jack’s head was spinning. He felt like she was having a conversation with herself. Or
maybe she was just humoring him.

But he just couldn’t get a hold of reality. Whatever that was. He tried once more to
pull himself out of the darkness, but its grasp was too powerful. For a brief moment, he
was frightened by its grip. Maybe it was nothing more than a strange hallucination - or a
weird dream caused by eating to much sugar before bedtime.

And then Jack could feel himself slipping back to wherever it was that he had just

come from. Only this time he embraced it. Jack wanted to go home. He wanted to sleep
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for a week and just be left alone. There was now comfort in the darkness. It became his

new friend and Jack released himself to its solace.

-4 -
Randy opened the door to the small control room and stood for a minute while his

eyes adjusted to the dim light. Buster Ungerman, the guy everyone called Pops, was
sitting in front of the computer consoles, mesmerized.

As far as Randy knew, Buster was the man’s real name, but for some reason, everyone
just called him Pops, probably because he looked like a Pops. It always seemed funny to
Randy to have a nickname for a real name that sounded like a nickname.

“What’s shaking Pops?” the enthusiasm in his voice was nonexistent.

“Number four,” the gray haired geezer whispered with that VVincent Price melodrama
that gave Randy the creeps. “He’s on a fuckin’ roller coaster, kid.” The old man giggled a
sinister little laugh and then rubbed his hands together as if they were cold.

“That’s just sick Pops.”

It was hard for Randy to muster any degree of excitement for this job. Much less the
volume or brand that Pops seemed to be able to.

“l just don’t get it. You should . . . well of all the tests we’ve run, this one . . . shit this
isn’t the one to be playing Frankenstein with . . . aw, hell.” Randy gave up. He was the
only one listening anyway.

“Why am | back here?” he whined at himself from somewhere behind his eyes.

He knew the answer though. He had found THE house and he was saving, hoarding,
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collecting money for a down payment before it sold. He would qualify right now, but he
wanted to have a house payment that he could afford if he ever got the courage to quit
this place. So he had graciously volunteered to fill in on the second shift while Pinky (it
seemed like almost everyone here had a ridiculous nickname) was out on medical leave.
Something about an operation on his shoulder, but he was going to be out for six weeks,
and that kind of overtime just doesn’t grow on trees, so Randy had jumped at the chance.
That was only three weeks ago, three weeks that now seemed like an eternity.

“You look ragged as hell, kid.” Pops stood from the swivel chair and squinted in
Randy’s direction. “You okay?”

“Yea, I’m fine Pops. Just a little tired, that’s all.”

“You take care of yourself, kid. This is no time to be getting sick.”

Pops walked up to Randy and leaned toward his face. Randy could feel the old man’s
hot breath across the side of his cheek as he wheezed and squinted in the younger man’s
direction.

“Kid . .,” the man cocked his head sideways to get a better look into Randy’s eyes, “if
you don’t take better care of yourself, you’re not gonna need a house.”

“Look, I’ve only got three more weeks and then . . .”

“All the overtime in the world won’t be able to buy your health back, kid.” Buster cut
in, shaking his finger as if he were trying to dislodge it.

Randy put his hand gently on the man’s shoulder. It seemed like this was more than

just idle meddling. The guy looked genuinely concerned about him.
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“Look, Pops . .. Buster . .. I’m fine.” Randy punctuated the sentence with a slight
nod.

Pops studied the young man’s face for a few more seconds, then snapped his head
back, pursed his lips and nodded in agreement. His concern had faded and the old man
turned to face the monitors with a graceful flourish.

“Man, kid . . . if | was your age, 1’d stay here all the time,” the old man coughed out
and smiled. And then came that evil looking grin that just drove Randy up the walls. He
looked just like the Grinch that Stole Christmas when he figured out what he was going
to do to all those people down in Whoville.

“God, this is good stuff! I’m serious kid, keep a close eye on number four.” Pops
laughed so hard he started coughing, again making the phlegm in his lungs rattle.

“What is he doing in there anyway?” Randy asked the old man.

Pops bent forward, still hacking, and held up his index finger signaling Randy to wait
just one minute for him to answer.

“Why? Why would he do this? Why would HE do this?” Randy wasn’t waiting for
Pops to answer, these were rhetorical questions. As a matter of fact, he really didn’t want
Pops to answer at all.

He didn’t want to discuss anything serious with the old man. Pop’s opinion on why
someone this important to the company felt the need to be involved at this level was not
only of no interest to Randy, he felt sure that it would only help him lose respect for the

old man.
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By now Pops had both hands on his knees and it sounded like he was about to bring up
a lung. Randy reached over and smacked him on the back. Pops hacked hard and it
seemed to clear his airway.

“Thanks, boy.” He grumbled and cleared his throat. “You take care now.” He
resurrected himself and turned to leave.

“I will, Pops,” Randy tried to muster just enough false sincerity to send Pops on his
merry way.

“All right then.” Pops smacked Randy on the side of his arm and disappeared out the
door.

In the darkness, Randy stood quietly and surveyed the screens on the wall. Beep . . .
humm. . . and then on the screen with the masking tape, hand labeled ‘# 4’, Randy stared
mesmerized for a long time watching the patterns draw geometric designs across the
glass.

“Number four,” Randy finally said to the monitor,” you are into some heavy shit
aren’t you?”

-5-
“Until we decide if we’re going ahead with this, we don’t need to speculate about the

impact it might have.” The tone in Jack’s voice was firm and confident as he waited for
his brother Todd’s reaction.
Todd’s refrained perspective on this was refreshing for a change. Usually it was Jack

that held tight to the reins of a new project. Jack was always the cautious one while Todd
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consistently threw caution to the wind. But today, the tables had turned.

Todd and Jack were on their way to lunch and heading for another debate as they
walked along the sidewalk, enjoying the crisp fall day.

“I don’t think it’s a question of if, Jack.” Todd spoke sharply as he walked beside his
younger brother. “But | do have some definite concerns.”

“Oh, I admire your sense of duty, Todd.” Jack raised one eyebrow and shot a
questioning look at his brother.

Jack could hold his end of a conversation with Todd better than most. He knew well
the things that would incite his brother and had learned to avoid them without knuckling
under. Todd had the reputation of being both hot headed and a fierce negotiator. But to
Jack, he was just his big brother, Todd.

“But it’s just a game, not brainwashing,” Jack’s tone was a calm and even.” When it’s
over . . . it’s over and everyone goes home to momma — case closed.” His steps slowed as
he passed a sporting goods store with a depth finder in the window.

Jack didn’t go in for overkill or theatrics when trying to get someone to listen to his
point of view. He had patience. He would state his case and then allow the other person
time to reflect. Jack never was a salesman. That was Todd’s job. Todd was always
selling. Always pushing. Always winning. He was the one that drove them both. Drove
their enormous success.

At another window, Todd turned and shoved his hands in his pockets then admired an

outrageously loud red tie hanging on a bright green mannequin. Then, without turning to
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face Jack, he spoke directly at the plate glass window.

“| just think that until we know what kind of liability we’re taking about . . .”

“I see,” Jack cut his brother off in mid sentence,” this discussion isn’t about a sense of
responsibility . . .” The expression on Jack’s face was as sarcastic as his tone. “It’s about
covering your ass.”

Jack returned to walking, shaking his head as he made his way toward the restaurant.
Todd followed, hands still buried in his pockets. He looked up at the sky and drew a deep
breath.

“If the liability is going to out weigh the profit,” Todd continued, trying to catch up
with his brother,” there’s no sense in wasting our time.”

Todd’s reply sounded almost apologetic. Jack maintained a two step lead just so Todd
couldn’t see the puzzled look on his face. Todd was going somewhere with this and Jack
couldn’t figure out where. As Jack replayed the conversation in his head, he could see
now that he’d been dominating it far too easily. Todd must’ve had an ace that he hadn’t
played yet - and that thought made Jack nervous.

“Besides, it won’t stay where it is now. It’s the next generation I’m worried about.”
Todd played his ace.

Jack stopped dead in his tracks but did not turn around. Todd walked up beside his
younger brother and looked at the side of his face for a response.

“How come | have no idea what you’re talking about,” Jack squinted as he stood

staring at the sidewalk,” but I’ve got a queasy feeling in the pit of my stomach?”
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Todd studied the side of Jack’s face for a moment and then spoke softly,” We’ve only
got a few simulations . . . and of, what 1’d call, average intensity . . .”

Jack turned and looked directly into Todd’s eye’s. He listened with intent because he
knew his big brother far too well not to recognize this . . . this preparation. Todd was
prepping him for something and he knew that he was probably not going to like it when
he found out what it was. So Jack held his questions and let his brother continue.

“. .. we’re not going to be able to hold the margins - especially when higher impact
data is available.”

“Higher impact data?” Jack asked, only partly confused.

“The natural progression is Bigger, Better, Faster, More.” The intensity in Todd’s
voice was now on the rise and the statement hung between them like a hammock filled
with rocks.

Jack recognized the look in Todd’s eyes, but he couldn’t figure out exactly where he
was heading with all this. What worried him was the passion in his brother’s voice. Todd
was up to something and now Jack didn’t want to know any more about it.

Of course that was not an option. They both knew that. This would have to be
discussed, but they didn’t have to do it right now. In fact, that was what lunch was for. So
Jack retreated gracefully under the pretence that they had both broken their solemn oath.
Their oath not to discuss business before lunch. So the two of them walked together and
reflected in silence.

The warm sun covered their faces as the two made their way up the sidewalk to the
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restaurant. They had lunch reservations to discuss the future of their new venture. This
time honored ritual was not new to them. Each time they left the office for their once-a-
week lunch appointment, they would vow not to start any work (or work related)
discussion until they were seated at a table. They would solemnly vow to enjoy the walk
and the weather and each other’s company. To discuss politics and the arts and how to
properly prepare fresh lake trout . . . anything but work.

And every time the discussion would begin before either of them had taken three steps
off the elevator. Sometimes it started before they had left the office, but without fail,
always before that third step.

As they topped the last step to the restaurant, the sound of a street musician strumming
a classical guitar floated up between the towering buildings. Jack loved the street
performers. They brought beauty to a not so beautiful city. This place where people put
on costumes and masqueraded as someone they were not was filled with ugliness and
neglect. The music helped Jack feel just a little bit more at home in a place he was not so
comfortable in. Todd hated street performers.

“I wish they would outlaw pan handling,” Todd grumbled.

Jack dropped a twenty into the guitar case as they walked past.

“l swear, Jack . . ,” Todd was now shaking his head disgustedly.

“Just get us a table.” Jack stood with his hands folded in front of him, smiling and not
knuckling under.

Inside, Jack was seated directly across from his older brother, at a corner table in this,
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their favorite restaurant. This had become their place. A place where they discussed the
Company’s most important projects and reminded themselves of each other’s importance.
They chose this place because it was the epitome of civility. Classical music whispered
its melody and the flame at the tip of each candle seemed to dance in harmony with it.

Lead crystal and hand polished silver flanked each place setting. Gilded gold molding
and carved cherry wood satiated the room. This civility was what eluded Jack and Todd
in their discussions of company matters.

Being here, they were both required to keep their composure. This atmosphere had
become a tool for them. Forcing its hand and having its way with their behavior.
Although dining here was terribly expensive, they considered it an investment.

Jack and Todd weren’t rich and pompous . . . just rich. They were co-owners of an
enormously successful, privately held firm called VTech Systems. VTech specialized in
the development and manufacture of super high tech video games - along with a dozen or
so other businesses. Electronics research, psycho-acoustics, even some hush-hush work
for the defense department.

They rarely displayed evidence of their wealth, but dining here, they both rationalized,
was clearly necessary to the well-being of the company. In fact, they were more
comfortable eating at Mack’s Diner than they were at a five star establishment like
Edward’s.

But comfort wasn’t what they were looking for right now. And Jack and Todd had

become good friends with Ed Holmes, the young entrepreneur that had hocked his house
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to buy the failing restaurant only two years earlier. Now he appeared in nationwide
articles and respected publications on everything from the best wine to new trends in
dining.

Preferring to associate with people that had come up the hard way, Jack and Todd took
an immediate liking to Ed. He had become successful through nothing more than hard
work and shear determination.

Jack especially enjoyed those kind of people. They had grit and substance, and they
deserved their successes. Todd, on the other hand, appreciated the stamina of those who
had come up the hard way, but his basic philosophy was different than Jack’s.

Affluence, whether received or attained, was of no consequence. It was what you did
with that affluence that counted. Ed, Edward when they were at the restaurant, had
impressed Todd with his business savvy. When he spoke of market trends and financial
options, Todd listened with intent. Ed was one of the few people that Todd had any true
admiration for.

Despite the few things they had in common, Jack and Todd were very different. Todd
was the aggressive one. He was the salesman, the deal maker. It was Todd’s intensity and
drive in the business community that was responsible for the high profile of their
business. He was dynamic and charismatic and seemed to fill a room by just walking into
it. He was disarmingly handsome in a slippery sort of way. His hair was a sandy blond
color and long enough to touch the collar of his shirt. At work, he wore it slicked back in

that GQ look, but in his leisure time, it was combed back fell wistfully around his face.
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The ends, always disobedient, flipped upwards toward the sky.

His eyes were like a grayish green fog, shifting from dense to transparent. They were
round in shape, like his brother’s but had become permanently narrowed by his
disbelieving nature. Todd had a “prove it to me’ attitude from the time he was born. This
attitude had manifested itself in that ever present squint that added to his charm.

His chiseled, Mediterranean look, along with the dimple in his chin, proved irresistible
to the ladies. He was, most always, overpowering — at work as well as in his personal life.

In business, his appetite for domination had become an asset. But even in his
recreation, Todd preferred the edge. He would much rather be skydiving than golfing.
Motor cross suited him more than fishing. And if he was on the water, it would be in the
loudest, fastest boat money could buy.

He was taller than Jack by almost two inches but they both had their dad’s broad
shoulders. He had a lean, muscular physique and carried himself almost arrogantly. He
was the dashing older brother.

Jack on the other hand was quiet and polite. Non-competitive and generally
unconcerned with his muscle to fat ratio. Although he was far from what would be
considered fat, he was capable of caring a little extra through the middle. For thirty-eight,
he figured he was in pretty good shape.

Standing a little under six feet tall, he was thicker and more muscled than his older
brother. Jack never went to a gym and was unimpressed with muscle definition. He was

more of the outdoorsman type. His hands were rough and burly from working on his land
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and chopping his own fire wood. He had collected every stone for the massive fireplace
in his house and the circumference of his forearms spoke of that effort.

For Jack, being physical and getting a workout wasn’t about looking good, it was
about feeling good. Feeling strong, to him, was feeling like a man. Jack was powerful.
And he had a presence. But it was a sturdy, constant influence, undemanding, and unlike
his brother. His face was tanned from hours spent on the lake and his features were less
chiseled than Todd’s. He had a more rugged, weathered look about him. And the lines at
the edge of his eyes made him more handsome, not less.

His hair was darker than Todd’s but it bleached easily in the sun. Jack somehow
managed to have highlights in his hair year round. When he smiled, his intensely sky blue
eyes and his shining white teeth seemed to battle for attention. Each feature as powerfully
brilliant as the other. And both were filled with an honesty and openness that made those
around him feel instantly at ease.

Jack would rather discuss than dictate. He was not the type to bark orders and for that
reason, Jack filled the role of General Manager, providing the common sense approach to
dealing with their almost three hundred employees. Employees that Todd was really
incapable of dealing with.

But Jack was the brains behind their success. He drove the internal engine of the
company. Jack had degrees in Electrical and Mechanical Engineering and a doctorate in
Physics. He had taught himself Japanese and German and preferred reading to almost any

other hobby - except for being on the lake. And sometimes he’d read out there.
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He was fascinated by the Japanese culture and had an extensive collection of rare
vases. His taste was eclectic and in his collection, every piece seemed to compliment its
surroundings.

Despite the outward appearance of complimenting each other, Todd and Jack
disagreed violently on things. They argued passionately over the things that Jack felt
strongly about. Because unlike Todd, if Jack didn’t feel strongly about it, he wouldn’t
argue. This was their strength. For in the end, they each provided the balance that the
other needed.

And so the weekly lunch tradition had evolved as a counterpoint for their unique
personalities. A civil means to sometimes uncivil ends. Yet always a tool for restoring
balance. And today’s lunch discussion was going to put the supreme test on that balance.

“Tell me about Bigger, Better, Faster, More.” Jack reluctantly returned to the
conversation started on the street.

“I’m just saying,” Todd spoke with a sickening cream in his voice,” that things are
naturally going to gravitate toward the absurd, you know that.”

Jack’s expression indicated the need for clarification.

“I mean . . . first it’s a bike ride and then it’s a roller coaster,” Todd sat up a little
straighter,” and then you jump out of a plane then you crash the plane,” Todd was leaning
into the front of the table now,” then you’re tied up in back of the plane while a crazy
lunatic crashes the plane but first kills everyone onboard right before your eyes . . .”

“Stop it!” Jack stared at his brother in complete astonishment. Jack was off balance
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and now Todd was in the drivers seat. So he seized the opportunity and drilled forward.

“. .. nothing’s ever enough. Consumers can’t stop . . . look, the public will ask for
more and then won’t be able to handle it . . . that’s all I’m saying. It’ll be too much. |
understand the way it works. They’ll demand a bigger thrill with each version. They
always do.”

Jack was confused and trying hard not to let it show. So he thought hard and then
leaned forward to look directly into Todd’s eyes when he spoke.

“I think I know what you just said, but what | can’t figure out is what it is you’re so
worried about. So it’s exciting. Big deal. It’s nothing more than a really good movie. You
watch it, it seems really real, you get a little head rush and then you go home. That’s it.
Case closed.” Jack sat up defiantly and opened the menu.

Todd looked straight into Jack’s eyes with a cold calculating stare that made Jack
shiver on the inside. Jack looked up briefly then pretended to read the menu.

“You mean you actually believe it wouldn’t have an effect on you?” Todd was
speaking a little too loudly for their surroundings. Again.

“l didn’t say it wouldn’t effect me,” Jack said calmly, still pretending to read the
menu. “But | do know that it’s not going to have any lasting effect. What? You think it’s
gonna be like a bad acid trip or something?”

Todd lifted his eyebrows and nodded slightly to indicate a positive response.

“Oh, come on,” Jack said looking up from the menu.

“I’m serious, Jack. | don’t think you understand what we’re dealing with here. About
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the problems associated with certain compulsive obsessive personalities.”

“You’re friggin’ crazy!” This time it was Jack that was a little too loud for their
surroundings. Jack glanced around the room and smiled curtly.

“This could change the way you think,” Todd continued,” maybe even affect your
beliefs . . . your moral outlook - hell . . . I don’t know what else! I’m really worried about
the potential for loss here.”

“l don’t care what you put on the thing” Jack huffed at his big brother,” when the
program’s done and the power’s cut off . . . it’s over. End of story. No lasting impact. No
emotional psycho-babble brain damage. No deep scarring of the inner-psyche. Nada -
zippo - zilch!”

“So you actually believe that it would have no lasting impact what so ever?”

“No,” Jack said softly - now less interested in the argument than simply the process of
baiting his big brother,” I believe it wouldn’t affect my most basic convictions.”

Jack was just fencing with Todd now and Todd seemed to be taking the bait.

“Oh, that’s a cute metaphysical distinction.” Todd snapped and then turned to see the
waiter standing behind him. Jack smiled, still pretending he was reading the menu.

“Would you like to hear about our specials today, gentlemen?” The waiter played the
‘I didn’t hear a thing’ routine perfectly.

Todd turned back toward Jack and flicked the menu over his shoulder in a motion of
dismissal. The waiter and Jack exchanged a glance that acknowledged how both of them

felt; “What an ass-hole”.
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Jack smiled and nodded politely to the waiter, indicating that they probably needed
just a few more minutes.

“There’s nothing metaphysical about it Todd. I’m just saying that if you trust . . .”

“If you trust shit.” Todd blurted out.

Jack was so pleased with himself that he almost let loose with a big smile. Getting
under Todd’s skin for a change was really a crowning achievement. Jack concentrated
hard on not smiling.

“ ... if you trust in what you believe,” Jack continued calmly,” then any outside
influence is going to have such a minimal effect that you probably couldn’t measure it.”

Todd was rolling his eyes and looking around the room and Jack was wallowing in his
reaction. But he couldn’t have pulled it off convincingly if he hadn’t genuinely believed
in what he was saying. No amount of external stimulation could change who you were or
what you believed in. That was just a constant. An unchangeable truth.

“Ahhhg!” Todd grunted in disgust and shoved the menu forward on the table. “It’s no
use trying to have an intelligent conversation with you,” Todd said and turned away from
his brother.

Jack looked the other way for a minute and thought about what it would take to
actually get through to his brother. He could usually find a way to wear him down. It just
took patience. Something Jack, unlike Todd, had plenty of.

“Todd,” Jack started slowly,” remember when we started this company?”

Todd continued to scowl in the other direction. Showing no signs that he was listening
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to his little brother’s prodding. He didn’t need Jack to remind him of how or why they
started this company.

He was in college, struggling through his third year as a business major, when Jack
called him. Jack had this great idea for a new video game.

“It’ll be more realistic than anything . . . real-time 3D render . . . blah, blah . . . texture
map something . . .” Todd remembered how Jack had bragged energetically.

And Todd remembered being so fed up and frustrated with school that even this
cockamamie scheme was a welcome diversion. He gladly quit school and went to work
pushing his brother’s idea. Whatever the hell it was. He literally shoved it down throat
after throat. And to his eventual surprise, his brother was right. It really was revolutionary
and unlike anything anyone had ever seen.

After a year of hitting the streets and working part time selling everything else he
could, from used cars to vacuum cleaners (he did pretty well with the vacuums), Todd
struck a cash deal with one of the big video giants. The up front cash and continuing
royalties put Todd and Jack on a collision course with success that was unstoppable.

Todd became more aggressive than ever and Jack, bless his heart, seemed to just have
one great idea after another. A new kind of interface, a new way of controlling the
characters, artificial intelligence - Todd was just amazed, he’d also gained a new respect
for his baby brother.

Jack seemed to stay so far ahead of the curve, that they could sell their technology to

other companies even after they had basically used it up. After they had moved on to the
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next level. They began concentrating on more and more research and development. They
landed a couple of military contracts. They worked with just about every major computer
company and in the end, they had more outstanding patents that Thomas Alva Edison.

As the memories flashed through Todd’s head, he sat in this retreat of civility -
surrounded by candles and china and music - staring intently into his brother’s eyes.
Studying their movement and depth. Fighting against his own frustration.

“Do you remember?” Jack repeated the question.

“Of course do.” Todd sighed heavily

“Do you remember when you thought | was wrong about the game even selling?” Jack
waited for Todd to nod.

“Well, you got behind me then. You trusted my judgment. What’s different now? Why
can’tyou...won’tyou. .. believe me now?”

“l didn’t trust you then,” Todd pursed his lips and studied his brother’s face. “I just
hated school . . .”

Todd sat quietly studying his little brother’s face. The guy was, after all, some kind of
a genius. Maybe it was worth a listen. But, Todd knew one thing — there was going to be
a winner and a loser out of this. That was for sure.

Then, Todd came back to life. And like a shark on the move, sat up and readjusted
quickly in his chair.

“Alright,” Todd said rubbing his chin with his index finger.” I’ll believe you . . .”

Jack really didn’t like the way that sentence just kind of hung in the air like that.
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Something else was coming. Todd had that damn look in his eyes again and Jack felt a
little funny.

“If you can prove it to me,” Todd’s jaw muscles clenched in defiance.

Jack’s funny feeling was turning into a sour stomach.

“What exactly do you mean by that?”

“You know, show me.” Todd pursed his lips and raised his hands on either side of his
shoulders. “Show me.”

Jack was painfully confused.

“I thought I was controlling this conversation quite nicely,” Jack thought to himself as
the sour feeling continued to grow in the bottom of his stomach. “How did it turn so
quickly?”

“Show me?” Jack repeated Todd’s statement as a question.

“Yea, prove it ... in the lab or whatever . . . prove it scientifically.”

Todd sat back in his chair and gazed around the room. Then he leaned forward,
placing both forearms on the table, his hands clenched into fists. Todd had that narrow
look in his eyes again as he stared into his brother’s face. That negotiator look. That
predator look.

“I’ll bet you a buck you’re wrong. That you can’t prove it to me.”

Jack studied his brother and thought about what he was proposing. You had to be
careful with Todd and his dollar bets.

Ever since they had become financially successful, money had lost its meaning — well,
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at least for betting purposes. So Todd started this dollar bet thing. It seemed to accentuate
the principal of what they were arguing about. Like it had more impact because there was
no great sum of money involved. Only the principal.

It was about someone being right and someone being wrong, a winner and a loser.
Todd liked making sure there was always a loser. If he got the big deal, someone else had
to lose it. If he went home with the most beautiful woman, someone else went home
alone. It was the law of the jungle. And it was Todd’s way.

“Okay.” Jack was sucked into Todd’s game without a clear understanding of what he
was actually agreeing to. For some reason, he was carried along by the momentum of the
moment and his mouth was open before he realized he was speaking. “Okay, I’ll bet you
a dollar I can prove it to you.”

It had an uncomfortably child-like resonance. Reminiscent of playing in the woods
when they where Kids.

“Oh, yea?”

“Yea.”

“Oh, yea?”

“Yea.”

The memory echoed through the back of Jack’s mind as he tried to figure out what the
hell he had just agreed to.

Todd smiled, picked up the menu and waved it in the air like he was hailing a cab.

“Waiter, we’d like to order now.” Todd slapped the menu down on the table and
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grinned incessantly at his brother.

Jack wasn’t hungry any more.

-6-
Jack opened 