The Face No. 9

There are times when one an feel totally at ease within oreself, enveloped in the
experience of quieting sedation that sooths abody’s wounds, and the feeling of
comfortableness asif in adeep relaxing state of sleep. However... when the time mmes
nigh, agush of wind can bring back memories of the recent past and afeding of regret
and remorse upon the victim’s part... somethingin which he wish he hadn’t dore, and
finally, this one returns to the profound redization of the redity that had befalen him.
Theredity of... pain...

Agony had seemingly ripped throughmy very bones as | lay awake, wide-eyed
and staring at the dark ceiling above me. Where was 1? What had happened? The rea
guestionwas... who was 1? Nothing in my mind led to pest remembrances of my life. |
had forgotten al... well, most of it. The only thing that | could remember was myself
being pummeled by avicious, violent young woman who had some sort of agenda
against me. Why she attadked me, | did na remember. The only thing | remembered was
being beden, battered, and thrown into what seemed to be awatery grave. Y et here, as
chance would haveit, | was dill alive. Was this for some sort of purpose? | did not know
the answer to that question either.

“Settle down, settle down,” A voicespoke, though | knew not from whom it came
from. “Let me aminister the morphine to you. It looks asiif it has worn off a bit.”

| tried to look around, but | could hardly move. Thoughl knew | wasn'tin a
hospitd. | looked to be in some sort of house.

“Careful, you're severely injured. If that woman hadn’t brought you to me, you
would have been sunken to the bottom of that river.”

“Woman?” | wondered in my head.

He flashed alight into my eye. “Now tell me, are you able to spegk?”

| tried to say something. The words wouldn’'t come, and my li ps wouldn’t move.

“Not much of ataker, are you? Ah well, | suppose | should dothe talking then.
I’'m Doctor Kerall. A home physician if you will. | would think that your rescuer sent you
here becaise she did not want to expaose your identity to the local hospita. Although | do
not recognize you myself.”

He walked over to atable in the room. “Ah yes, she dso brought some of your
things.” He picked upathin rubbery layer of make shift skin. “Or... what'sleft of it. This
isthe only thing you had left that was not in tatters. A mask | believe. Do you recognize
it? Ah, yes, you're unable to speak. Well, | do have your jacket, but it istorn to tatters,
and about as damp as a soaked sponge.”

“Wh...who... brought me here?” | struggled to ask.

“Ah, so you are able to speak. Very good then. She seemed to go by the name...
Lady Cancra. Do you know her?”

| tried to remember the name. | couldn't.

“No. I don't,” | replied.




“Hmm... predicament, | suppase. Now let’ssee.. doyou by any chance
remember anything at all 7’

| could remember nothing except for the incident that landed me herein the first
place.

“No,” | said.

“Predicament, indeed. Let us hope this memory loss is temporary. Excuse me
while | check on my supplies,” he said, walking out the doorway.

| lay in the bed, feelinglittle pain, in afar-from-sober state. | put my head down
torest in sleep orce more, but far too quickly, asound startled me. My eyes opened
slowly, and | looked toward the window that was across from me. It was opened, and
there was a strange, blurry figure standing in front of the breezing opening. His eyes were
narrow and he wore adark blue outfit.

“Lookat you... Look at what's happened to you.”

| blinked my eyes many times to confirm that this sght was not ahalucination a
some sort of dream. Soon the view of the figure began to focus.

“What... who... areyou?’

He stepped closer.

“Don’t remember, do you? Figures.”

| still didn’t understand.

“Even so, | still feel obliged to tell you this. You shouldn't have been out there.
Y ou and your journalistic investigative ways... you don’t know what kind of trouble
you're getting into. Precariously pouncing around like some sort of naive jackrabbit
beggingto be hunted by a coyote.”

“What are you talking about?’ | asked.

“What I'm sayingis... maybe thiswasn’t your fault, but what’s happened has
happened. But if you were more prepared for this event, maybe you wouldn't have turned
out thisway. What I'm saying is that you need to be prepared.”

“Alright then... I'll be prepared... for whatever comesup...” | played aong.

“You dan’t get it. Your mindisn't right. We'll have to makeit right. We'll have
to repair all the damage. But I’m not the one to do it. | know someone. The doctor will
understand. He would want you to go to him. He would support it.”

“Go to who?1 still don’t understand.”

“You will ... in time. The doctor will be informed.”

| rested my head onmy pillow once again to stare at the celing.

“You know, | don't think I'm redly up to travel right now... maybe sometime
tomorrow...”

But when | looked toward the window... the dark figure had vanished.

After aweek of recuperation, | wasfinally able to be released from the doctor’s
home. However, the pain was just beginning. The pain to have to go through to walk
again was far from over.

“Thank you for the meds, doctor. Redly appredated.”

The doctor nodded and sent me out the door into the world of light once again.

“Now | have arranged for you to be picked up ly cab to take you to your next
locaion. There you shall receive your help.”




| was keptical about leaving the doctor’s house. After all, | had nowhere dseto
go. But | didn’t want to continue taking refuge in someone dse’'s home. | had to venture
out into the sunlight again in order to redaim past memories.

Soonthe cd arrived by the house, and | picked up the bag full of suppliesin
which the doctor had |eft for me as well as acrutch in my right hand and entered the
vehicle.

“Good morning, sir,” the cabbie greeted. “We'll have you at your destinationin
no time.”

“May | ask where this cab will be taking me good sir?’ | asked.

The cabbie looked skepticd, but replied. “Uh, yedh, sure. It's 1 Mountain View
Drive.”

“Alright...” | said unsurely. The name was not recognizable to me.

It was avery long dive, and | had drifted off to sleep duringtheride. In totd, the
ride must have taken two hours. But when | awoke, my vision caught sight of a beautiful
prairie meadow filled with bustling plant life and nature abundant. The sky was clear
blue, with white-tailed clouds puffing through the sky, and the sun shone brightly with
rays shining upon the green grass as far as the eye muld see. The windows were roll ed
down to reved aperfed breeze that whistled throughout the cab and brushed against my
face. It was tranquil, despite the many discomforts | felt.

Soonwe cane to astop for some reason, in the middle of the dirt road we rode
upon. In front of the parked cab was a grandly large mountain with along, winding dirt
path leading al the way to the top. The grass upan the mountain was just as green as the
prairie’s, and the sun here shone just as bright.

“Herewe are,” the cdbie said.

The tranquility within me transformed into frightful anxiety.

“What? You can't be serious!”

“Thisiswhere | wastold to take you. No daubt about it. So either take it or leave
it, or I'm gonnacharge you for staying in my car too long.”

“Can’'t we discuss this?” | pleaded.

“Got any cash?” he asked.

| shook my head in utter disbelief.

“Then no ded.”

He reached into the bad seat, and took my briefcase to throw it upon the grass
near the foot of the mountain.

“I didn’'t know you were gonna drop me off at amountain!” | cried.

“1 Mountain View Drive. How blatantly obvious could it get?’ he argued. “Now
get out, and hit the road. | gottamake it to grandma’ s cookout.”

Reluctantly, | got out of the ca. | then angrily shookmy left fist at the cabbie for
bringing me toward such afate. | struggled to find a seat at the foot of the hilly mountain
to contemplate my situation.

| sighed. It was rather peaceful down here. Maybe | could stay awhile. But what
about food? | wasin arut. There was nowhere | could go... except up.

So | holbled dawn to the beginning of the winding dirt path to proceed up the
mountain... and face the most devastating climb | ever had to face.




Twenty minutes past, and at the rate | was going, hobbling on my crutch as| was,
| wasn't even halfway to the top yet. | trudged aong through what seemed many painful
hours until | reached a small shady oasis, where | could be protected from the sun. It had
seemed to be getting hotter now, and | was dampened die to dl the perspiration | had
been leaking from the excruciating climb.

“Man | should’ve brought water...” | said.

| looked in relief as the dirt path ended, and | finaly reached the top o the
mountain that | had so longed to be over with. My legs ached, and my injured ore even
more so, and my muscles were tired and ready to collapse. | amost felt like a dishrag.

However, as | looked up expeding to see the blue sky above me, | saw exadly
what | feaed | would see but | could na acknowledge the sight.

“Hey what’ s that cliff doing in the way?” | wondered to myself, looking upward
toward agigantic clump of dirt and rock that impeded my journey.

| collapsed to the ground in fainting.

A few hours passed, and virtualy al the muscles in my body were undeniably
sore. Still... | had much to do. It was night by now, the moon hed risen highin the sky,
and the temperature seemed to have dropped to frigid numbers. Winds blew furioudly as|
cringed in ashivering freeze. My teeth chattered momentously as my muscles begin to
contrad rapidly in order to maintain heat.

It was much too cold for me to sleep. | sat down and decided to wait for the sunto
rise.

However, bad luck and unfortunate dhance occurred when | heard the distinct
howling of wolvesin the distance. And soon thereafter... | began to hear the howling
winds transfer into my ears, and a so the ruffling of footsteps upon grass.

If 1 wasn't frozen then, | froze even more at the fright and caution | experienced
as the hairs on my bad began to straighten in arigid formation. | picked myself back up
with the help of my crutch and looked toward the top of the diff.

“It'snot that far...” | began to tell myself.

| heard another howl ... asilent whisper... and footsteps.

My heart began to race. Adrenaine began to muster. | quickly grabbed my
suitcase and hurled it to the top of the diff. In rapid motion, | did the same with my
crutch hurryingly trying to escape before the bloodhounds found me. | limped to the wall
of the mld, grassy cliff, and began to climb, feding gut-wrenching pain with each push.
Completely absorbed in though that | had to escape the wolves, | climbed asfast as|
could, asif they were one step behind me. | ignored the pain, and | continued with
nervous shock runningin my veins, until some time later, | reached the top.

| collapsed orto the ground, now remembering the pain that | had left behind,
which had caught up to me by then. | fell unconscious once more.

The next morning was not as bright and early as the one preceding it. The douds
had covered the blue-clea sky like agray sheet over that of a brightly colored bed.
Thunder roared throughthe skies, but lightning had yet to be shed upon the ground. The
green mountain had turned into agloomy, less lively color of mold-green, and the bright
dirt path had darkened to a shade of grainy brown substance. The entire atmosphere was
filed with gloom, which made me somehow sick to the stomadh, and the pain in my body
ache ever more.




But still | trudged on... uponthat one dirt path, until | reached the top o that
mountain; the mountain that had challenged me from the beginning. And the journey still
had na yet cometo aclose.

The storm was raging by now, thunder and lightning clattered against the
darkened meadow around me. But | had finaly readed the top. A small wooden cottage
lay at the end of the dirt road, and the path that | had taken seemed to be the longest
driveway | had ever seen in my entire life.

A strange figure sat in achair in front of the doorway ... asif he was expecting me
to be there at that very moment...

He was quite old from the looks of it. His hair seemed oddly toxic green in the
dark skies, with some strands of whiteness. He was dressed in a slightly dirty, dampened,
white robe with some sort of symbol on the front... Chinese | suppaose. His feet were
bare, and | noticed something else about him that | did not recognize before. He was
sittingin awheelchair.

“I expeded you to overcome the hill before the storm arrived...” he expected of
me.

| looked at him in puzzlement and disillusionment.

“In my condition!?” | asked forthrightly.

“It doesn’t matter your condition. It matters of your will. Now, will you or will
you na accept my challenge?’

“What challenge?’ | asked. “It was challenging enough to get up that mountain
you call ahill over there!” | roared, pointing to the dirt path behind me.

“My friend, thisis only the beginning of the long, arduous road ahead of you.”

“The road ahead? What are you talking about? There ae no more roads for me to
take! If you're forcing meto go, then I'll go!” | said, though ursure of where to go.

“And where will you go? Back down there?Y ou’re not ready for that yet. | don’t
know why you were sent to me. Y ou complain too much. First Lady Cancra saves you,
though | do not know why, and speaks good word of you. | believe she sees sosme sort of
‘fighting spirit’ in you. But you don't look the type. Then the Blue Panther asks me to
help youin your journey. Though | am reluctant, | canna back down from two requests.”

“I don’t know any of those people,” | said.

“Yes, you are apitiful case. Your mind has been warped. | was afraid of this.”

“So | don’'t remember who | am. 1t’ll come back. | know it. Who are you
anyway?’

“Well, if you must know, my nameis Kimo. And | will be responsible for shaping
you back to health and undoing the damages that Lady Cancra has done to you. But you
must redi ze, that this road will not be easy. Y ou will undergo intensive physical strains
that will test the very limits of your strength. Youwill not be able to return home for
many months... maybe even years. There is no going badk now. You wil | not survive if
you go badk out there like this. The only thing for you to do... is be trained.”

| pondered at what this old man wastellingme. | did not believe | was actually
considering this.

“You mean... I'm not goingto be able to ever see my home again until I've been
here for ayea... and I’'m going to receive training from... a aipple?’

He swiped his hand, releasingthe autch that | leaned upon from my grasp. | fell
to the grourd.




“l am not the aipple here,” he said. He took an axe. “Get up,” he cmmmanded.

| hesitantly obeyed. He threw the axe at me. Shocked, | was utterly relieved when
| successfully caught hold of the non-sharpened side.

“You had better get to work to be able to cook the food tonight...”

| couldn’t believeit.

“Chopwood? ' ve got abusted leg, an arm in bad shape, and | just climbed a
seriously overextended mountain to ahouse that | don’t even know... and you want me
to chop wood?’

He knocked the crutch out of my hand again with grea speed, which caught me
off guard orce again. This time, the axe dropped too, and kerely left its mark acoss my
left cheek.

“Just cheding...” | said, strugglingto my fed.

Months passed, and by then, | had lost dl sense of time. The training was
rigorous, as Master Kimo said. He wouldn't let me give up. In fad, he would threaten me
if | ever attempted to. Life with Kimo was not a pretty sight. It was enoughaggravation
for aman to lose dl his hairs. Each day was anew challenge, some being more difficult
than the rest. At timeswhen | felt | had to collapse onto the grass, Kimo kept pushing me
to my limits. There was nowhere to go. | had to endure it. | had to keep fighting. If nat,
who knows what would become of me. There were few times when | was bustling with
energy, like abarrowing ox plowing across the plains. But when the energy was gone, my
bones ached, my muscles ached; in the early mornings, | was pushed to so far that even
my stomacd acdhed, and everything that came out of it.

There were times when we sparred... and not just hand to hand combat. It was
more aong the lines of me being attacked. He daimed to be teading me many different
ways of the martial arts. He never did tell me what | was learning. | didn’'t even think |
was learning anything... just enduring. When he used weapons... pointy, sharpened,
wegponsthat pierced through olpects, he would at times dig the pointsinto my skin to
teach me resistance. If that weren’t enough some even contained small portions of
different types of venoms and toxins. | never liked needlesto say the least... but after the
many times he gouged me with those pointed weapons... it was enough for meto
overcome my fea. | had to have at least been stuck athousand times. There was even a
time when he had ripped horizontally acoss my abdomen. An organ hed to be removed
of infection, andit had to be re-stitched. It had turned out that the organ had aready been
suffering from my battle with Lady Cancra. At some points | would foolishly fal asleep
during the day, which were hard-learned lessons al their own. For as| lay asleep, he
would remove a hidden door to the roof, which let the burning sun high above in the sky
scar and char my skin. Each day my energy was gent, and the nights were short-lived. |
feltasif | could sleep al day at times. | was < tired that my whole body would just fall
unconscious onits own leaving my mind awake and alone, or my mind would shut down
in the middle of asprint, and | would tumble down alarge hill only to awaken with large
scars and bruises al over myself. But that... was how life was back then. It was a
reaurring cycle that challenged the notion d ‘every-day life' and molded it into ‘ every-
day suffering.” Yes, that was my life. But there was one thing to ook forward to through
itdl... the end.




The sun was bright again. It reminded me of the day when | first arrived before |
had reached the mountain. The bright light from outer spacewas glistening out upon the
mountaintop, and shedding its way across the many prairies below. The wind hed
returned; a springwind. It brushed against my face as | breathed in an invigorating breath
of fresh air.

“Now kick,” Kimo commanded.

Usingmy goad leg, | kicked against the wind, whirling in motion until my feet
cameto astop yoonthe ground. A fierce wind brushed by Kimo.

“Very good. Your form has improved. Now let us see your accuracy and speed.”

He had apile of stonesin hislap, as he sat upon hiswheelchair.

With accurate precision, he launched each stone, one by one toward me.

Using my heightened reflexes, | was able to deflect each stone with various, rapid
motions from my arms without defect. They waved about in rigid, but flowing
movements D that even | wasimpressed by them.

“You have mme very far from your impetuous, ill-mannered state in the
beginning.”

“I'd like to think so,” | replied.

“I commend you, my friend, for enduring the hardships of the rigorous grains of
Kimo. Now that you are ready, | have something to present to you.”

He went inside the small, brown cottage that | had seen far too many times now.

When he returned from the inside, he held abox in hislap. It was a white box,
and the writing upon it was addressed to me. | had remembered my name.

“Takethis... and goto your room. Gather your things. Your time hereis
finished.”

Surprised, | took the gift. “Thanks, Kimo. A present? For me? What isit?’

“That isnot for meto say. | was ordered to return it to you after your trainingwas
finished.”

| took the white box into the house and lay it upan the small cot that | had
struggled to gain rest on ead night. | grabbed my suitcase and put it aside. Then |
returned the box to reved its contents.

Inside the box were memories of adistant past that came rushing back into my
current future. Knowledge rose from the depths of the deep biue of my mind like the
rising of asunken ship that contained precious treasures from an ancient past. But there
was something different about. Y es, the wlor. However, | took the piece of paper and
read it fervently.

“Ah, at last you have endured your gredest test, and you have survived. | have
taken the liberty of remodeling your old suit and giving you a distinctly new one. After
all, that trench-coat did prove to be rather damp and tattered. But don’t worry, your face
will still be the same.”

| looked inside and picked up the brand new, smooth white fedorathat had been
included with the gift and fitted it upon my head. Then | returned to the box to view its
other contents: abrand new, white-suit jadket with stainless white pants, white gloves,
and abright red shirt with blad tie to go undrneah. And of course, | saw an dd friend
onceagain. | stared into the faceless mask that | hadn’'t touched in months, and replied,
“Face, it's nice to seeyou again.”




But aas, underneath, there was another gift. It was a silver necklace, and yponit
was ahanging cross. A small, attached post read, “ For your protedion and arenewal of
your past.”

More memories flooded my mind as | grasped the dhain in hand.

| looked up to the open roof of my room and into the sky to say, “ Thanks for
givingmelife again,” and | walked ou of the house and into my renewed life for the first
time.

But there were still things | had to take cae of. And ore of them met me just
outside the door.

“Blue Panther. Good to see you again,” | said.

“| see you'’ ve gotten your memory back.”

“All that, and more,” | said, flinging fist forward.

“It'sgoad to see your progress It’'ll be agood test for your first mission bad into
the red world.”

“A mission? Already? But I’'m not ready!” | protested.

“Don’t worry, you are. You've leaned alot even though you may not know it.”
He took out atranscript.

“Remember Rowlin Abbitt? He's the one who wanted you dead. Well, he's got
anther thing coming. | would’ ve gone after him myself, but | thought you deserved to
handle thisone.”

“Rowlin’sstill at it? What's his beef?”

“Hisbeef isexadly this... power... control... riches... corruption. After gaining
power throughthe mayor, he’ s been targeting other towns... and ore of them is neaby;
the place where he’s known to be handling his operations right now. Things... have been
said about him... unknown things.”

“What kind of things?’

“Dark things...”

“But with your attire, youlook like you can handle dark things...” he said, as he
viewed my newly received white suit. “Y our new outfit?’

“Yes, from afriend. | thought gray was abit gloomy.”

He handed the transcript to me.

“Thisisall you need to know about Rowlin Abbitt, and how to get to him. From
here on ou, you're all aone.”

| viewed the transcript carefully. But one thing | never did find out in my time
here was where exactly here was.

“Doyou...?" | asked, shifting my head upwvard only to view that onceagain, he
had vanished into thin air.

“I guess he realy meant what he said.”

And | headed down the dirt path that | had taken to arrive at the very placein
which | had begun.
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