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  Richard


  
     
  


  The dreams came unexpectedly.


  They were disengaging dreams, odd haphazard images having no discernible intent or direction. He remembered how they started, peculiar blotches of color shifting and floating into geometrical patterns, then ultimately bursting like colorful fireworks displays. At some point during these earliest dreams his ever-present conscience reminded him, You are Richard Sparke, and you are dreaming, but that had been a long time ago. Lucid dreaming, he later discovered through the counseling of Dr Marcus Delaney, was the correct terminology for this strange nocturnal awareness.


  Later his dreams became more vivid, blossoming into a blue light that metamorphosed into more distinguishable episodes, and he had seen in his mind’s eye entire scenes including the faces and bodies of people he knew, and many more individuals he recognized in mere passing during his awake state. That’s Dr Delaney, his conscience pointed out. And Pamela, your girlfriend. What a doll. She looks real good, even here in your dreams. And didn’t you see that tall dark man somewhere before? And look, there’s Tom…he’s your old boss, the principal from Michael P. Slater Elementary School where you once taught third grade.


  And with these impressive dreams came visions of sadness. Julia, his mother, visiting him in several episodes, standing alone in the room, away from the bed at some indiscriminate spot and begging for her only son’s comforting hand. And then, Debra. His daughter. She’d come to visit on a number of occasions too but had remained mostly silent, merely pouting and crying and twirling her blonde locks as though lost and unable to find her way home. They’re both dead, Richard reminded himself each time after waking. Passed on long before the dreams came.


  Richard opened his eyes. Saw nothing. Felt only the thin cool sheets of the bed and a sheen of sweat dampening his face and back. The darkness was complete around him. He peered about, eyes wide and struggling to distinguish if he were presently immersed in the landscape of a dream-world, or if the gloomy vista surrounding him was forged by the unilluminated walls of his bedroom in the waking world. He could sense the soft pressure of the mattress against his back, and when he dropped his hands from his waist he could feel the comforting texture of the sheets. He turned over onto his side with very little effort. This could be a dream, there is no paralysis. You feel weightless. Yet your mind functions with the confidence and authority of being awake. So which is it? Are you awake, Richard? Or sleeping? Which is it?


  He was unable to answer the question, for at this instant Richard Sparke’s current state of semi-awareness slipped away. Still, he somehow knew, that regardless if awake or dreaming, he still lay in bed. And that was a good thing.


  At some point thereafter, Richard became semi-conscious again, and beheld the blue light. It appeared as a solitary source, muted, as if cloaked behind a vapory cloud of fog. He wiggled a foot free of the sheets and held it up towards the hazy luster, stretching his toes out to see if he could touch it. He couldn’t. It was too far away.


  He could see that the blue light was acting differently--it was transmitting its radiance to levels much brighter than ever before, eating through the hazy occlusion like the sun burning away a thin layer of clouds following a thunderstorm. He put his hands up to shield his eyes, but could see only the near-black silhouette of his fingers. No details came into view other than the partially blinding circle of light itself. He looked away, closed his eyes, then pressed his fingers back down against the mattress. He made an attempt to prop himself up but could not muster the strength to move. That’s it then, you must be dreaming. Or, then again, are you? Could this be another episode of sleep paralysis? Is it possible that the man in black is coming back for you after all? My dear Richard, why is it so confusing for you to distinguish between the waking and sleeping state? His breathing moved quickly, the sound of it racing like wind through his inner ears. He could feel his heart rate performing at an increased level. As if coerced from the rapid pressure in his body, his mind became more alert, and his conscience reminded him of the sad events that took place before going to bed late last night. Pamela was here. The two of you argued. She said she needed a break, wanted time apart, time to herself. You cried, didn’t you? Begged her like an unfed dog for another chance. But she left without an answer for you. She was very confused and couldn’t make up her mind. She said she would see you in the morning.


  Is it morning yet?


  How long have you been sleeping, Richard?


  He heard a slight noise in the room, a knocking, soft and muffled like a hand against a pillow. It seemed to generate from within the shadowed walls. The blue light at the foot of the bed faded slightly and once again he was bathed in semi-darkness.


  “Richard?”


  At first the soft voice sounded as if it had emerged from his dream--a distant unseen echo filtering in from somewhere behind the scenes. But then he heard his name being repeated over and over again, “Richard...Richard...Richard...” and he came awake with a start, eyes fluttering in fearful expectation.


  Anxiety blooming, he writhed in bed, the sheets gathering about his waist and thighs. His heavy breathing seared his lungs. Perspiration doused his skin. A wave of apprehension raced through him like an injection of vaccine from a doctor’s needle; he couldn’t help but be terrified--yet strangely seduced--by the familiar voice sharing the room with him.


  The gentle beckon of his dead mother.


  


  Mother


  
     
  


  When he opened his eyes she was there, only inches from the edge of the bed, standing closer than ever before. She was wearing her favorite dress, the one she’d been buried in, the soft turquoise linen faded into drab gray threads, gauzy webs swathing her shoulders like a tattered shawl. Her skin was gaunt, carved with wrinkles, pasty lumps of age-old make-up caking her shrunken jowls.


  Richard took a slow deep breath--a weak yet serious attempt to quell his mounting panic. It didn’t work, and wouldn’t if he tried again, the harsh grinding of his heart keeping him well aware of that. Staring at Julia Sparke, his dear mother, his conscience reminded him, she’s never come so close, Richard. She looks so...so real.


  She reached out to him, hands withered to mere skin and bone.


  “Is it morning yet? Is it, Mother?” he whispered softly. If indeed it is morning, Richard’s conscience interjected, then you’re finally dead and Mother has come to take you away into the blue light, to the place she now stays. The miraculous place she hints to you about time and time again in these incredible dreams. About the place where you belong, Richard...


  Julia Sparke spoke, interrupting the voice of his conscience. Her voice was soft, floating like a thin wisp of smoke:


  “There is a place, Richard, a place where the grass is always green and the trees are full of color. Here in this place there is no pain, only the pleasures of life. I pray for you to come join me, my son, so that we can be together again just like we once were, so that we may partake together all the wonders and joys this world has to offer.”


  “Mother,” Richard asked the apparition, “is Debra in this place you speak of?”


  “Yes, she is here with me. She asks for you, for you, Richard. We want you.”


  “I want to come with you, Mother. I want to come with you, I want to come with you...” He reached out to take his mother’s hand. His body trembled, never having been so close to actually touching his dream-mother before. Rivulets of sweat poured down his back. His eyes locked with Julia’s gray irises.


  The tiny bit of luster in them faded sharply to a gray monotone, devoid of life, perhaps even sight. They rolled up into her sockets, revealing only bland whites. Her wrinkled lips spread open and from within a gargled shriek sputtered forth. Richard pulled his hand back as if suddenly shocked with electricity, watching with gross fascination as the blue light developed behind Julia, growing from a tiny pinpoint near her right ear to a full aura ensconcing her entire fragile body. A breeze sprung up, sending shivers across Richard’s spine, drying his dampened brow. A faint whistling noise filled the air.


  Then from within the cool blue brilliance dark blotches appeared at either sides of her. They danced, spread open, and from within these pulsating circles ghostly human hands emerged, carrying their own source of white luminescence as they entered Richard’s world. A total of four hands to the wrists, they flexed and wriggled their fingers, as though testing the air for oxygen, continuing for a few seconds until stopping all at once like a video in freeze-frame. Roughly, they grasped Julia’s body, by her arms, her legs, her neck, pulling her back into the blue light from which they--and she--first appeared. In an attempt to scream, her jaw fell open, hanging like a dresser drawer suddenly free from its tracks. Only silence spilled forth.


  This must be another vivid dream! This can’t be happening! He cowered against the headboard of the bed, bit his fist and squeezed his eyes, teeth clenching as he sucked in harsh breaths. He held his arms around his shoulders, bathing himself in the darkness of his closed eyelids until a normal state of indifference came back, his breathing somewhat regular, his blood once again flowing smoothly through his veins.


  Richard opened his eyes. Darkness met his trying gaze. Everything had vanished. The light, the hands, his mother. All was quiet, silence dominating the gloom as if nothing had ever occurred. He glanced nervously about the room, looking for his mother, for the hands, the light. Perhaps they’d moved someplace else? He shot glances about the dark room, into the hallway, the bathroom.


  Nothing.


  Everything was gone.


  


  Pamela


  
     
  


  He listened for noises. Anything at all. Voices in the room. Footsteps elsewhere in the condo.


  He heard nothing.


  Still, he listened attentively.


  “Richard?”


  He cried out in fearful response to the new voice sharing the room with him, clutched his racing heart, eyes darting crazily about, climbing the walls. A high-pitched yelp answered his shout--that of a woman caught in surprise.  He tried to take a deep breath but found it difficult to grasp any air.


  “Damn you, Richard!”


  He bolted upright in bed, sweat dousing his face. Strips of daylight filtered in through the blinds on the left window, thrusting thin white swords onto the damp sheets. He was confused, unable to locate the source of the voice--if it had indeed existed. Suspiciously, he peered around the room. His surroundings. The furniture. The unmoving ceiling fan. The whole scene, although daunting at the moment, was still a familiar one: a sudden and rather welcome reprieve to the darkness of the nightmare he hoped to have left behind.


  But Richard, how do you know if this is real, that you’re not dreaming?


  He slumped back down against the pillow, his breathing still strenuous, the fear still lingering. He closed his eyes, hugged himself and clenched his teeth--a customary anti-anxiety practice--determined not to faint. The voice, the woman’s cry he’d just heard, whether dreamed or not, seemed so real, and the unpleasant anxiety it raised propelled him to hold each shallow breath in his lungs for as long as possible, the very process of which helped to prevent an unmanageable wave of hyperventilation, and further discomfort.


  “Richard?”


  Heart hammering, he again startled upright. He twisted his neck to face the source of the nearby voice.


  A figure stood against the wall, alongside the bathroom door.


  He rubbed his eyes, shook his head. When the blur diminished and the sleep-induced flashes of light cleared from his sights, he saw Pamela staring back at him. She had one hand on her elbow; the other nervously gripped her cheek. Her face was pale, brows knitted into triangles of worry. Her grin was tight and mean.


  “Pam?” he coughed, wiping spittle from his mouth. He was shocked to see her, yet relieved in a sense that it was only her and not somebody dream-worldly. “What the hell are you doing here?” His voice was a dry crackle, mouth and throat on fire, tongue coated as if stuffed with cotton. Despite this unpleasant state and the scare of finding Pamela in his bedroom, he felt somewhat comforted to be finally awake and conscious of the second dream-invading voice.


  “I...I need something to drink,” he said.


  Pamela frowned, silent and ignoring of his request. She dropped into the chair cornering the room, the highback Richard used for his dirty clothes after the hamper took its fill. She wore jeans and a brown knit top that hugged her body and accentuated her cola-bottle figure. She crossed her legs and gently tossed her wavy brown hair just as a mild breeze entered through the screened window. The wind felt cool against Richard’s clammy skin.


  “It rained all night, Richard. You left the window open.” Usually her ice-blue eyes retained a cool comforting aspect; now they burned red hot.


  She was angry.


  Richard propped himself up, making a few awkward attempts to seek comfort against the soft pillow. His back ached: a burning sensation that ran up his spine and tightened the knots of tension in his neck. Tiny hammers beat their chaotic tune against his skull, sending jolts of pain through his trapezoid muscles. “I like the sound of the rain,” he lied. He peered at the nightstand. Drops of water coated the polished surface, as well as the clock-radio and the base of the ceramic lamp.


  She frowned. “You’re being childish, Richard.”


  He ran a hand through his mussed hair. “Pamela, please. I’m not in the mood for this.” He closed his eyes and tried to rub the sleep away, wondering how awful he must’ve looked to the woman he’d always tried to impress, to love, to be loved by. Pathetic, no doubt, a mentally frail man whose strong-willed efforts went mostly unrewarded, making him appear pitiable, aloof, and at many times cold and distant. When he opened his eyes, Pamela was temporarily lost behind dancing blotches of gray haze that dissipated just soon enough for him to indisputably conclude that this scene was no dreamscape--much to his disappointment now. As dreadful as many of his dreams were, the waking world could be just as painful, and Richard had to remind himself that at times it took a while to distinguish the two states of awareness. Dreams equal terror. Awake equals heartache. Here and now the emotional pain seemed too intense, too real to be part of a dream. Indeed, he was awake.


  But she doesn’t look like her normal self, his conscience noted. You’ve never seen that look in her eyes before. Even when angry she’s always showing some compassion. There’s nothing here but cold hard perceptions, filled with acid and irrationality. Yeah, she’s different alright.


  “I was upset about our argument. I must’ve forgotten about the window.”


  She shook her head, her face contorting even further into the land of the angry and annoyed. “I came to return your key,” she revealed, dangling it tauntingly by the chain. “I tried to call before coming but your line was busy. When I got here, I let myself in, and guess what? The phone in the living room was off the hook. Gee whiz Richard, I wonder why?”


  He shrugged his shoulders, uninspired to answer the sarcastic question she already knew the answer to. Bullets of painful tension raced from his traps into his brain. You know what she’s thinking, Richard. Damn basket case has been out for another midnight amble. Had himself an imaginary conversation with the dial tone, left the phone off the hook after all good-byes were said and done. God knows what else he’s got himself into. Digging through the fridge in search of gold?


  “You look like shit, Richard.”


  At first he didn’t want to respond, determined not to let her ruin the start of his day. But she was right, and he knew it. Without looking into the mirror he could tell that his brown eyes were glassy, the whites red and crusty, black circles floating on prominent bags beneath; his skin pale, looking jaundiced, having not been exposed to the sun for months. Yes, he did look like shit, felt like it too. Yet still, he felt a need to defend himself, to continue their circuitous conversation. Her unmoving gaze remained fixed on him--a last lick awaiting a challenge. He answered defeatedly, “Been a bitch of a night.”


  Tears filled her sharp blue eyes, an emotional response hardly a product of sadness, Richard knew, but a reaction brought on through resentment. He’d seen those tears many times before, had grown accustomed to the familiar sight when things didn’t turn out exactly the way she wanted them to.


  “Look Richard, I’m sorry if you’re--”


  “Don’t flatter yourself,” he interrupted, grabbing the bull by the horns. Her words took a side-route of pity, and he felt no desire to travel down that road. He wanted no continuation of last night’s affairs, the crying, the yelling, the name-calling. “I didn’t lose any sleep,” he said sarcastically. In truth, he never did, over Pam or anyone else, even though he sometimes wished and prayed that he could spend just one night tossing and turning with a harried mind, collecting images of the prior day’s ordinary events. But that never happened.


  Now, his expectations of losing Pam were finally turning into a reality, and it hurt deep down inside. She was the only person he ever trusted enough to share his secret world with. The one and only close acquaintance who was altogether willing to look past the chaos in his life in an effort to perpetuate a long-lasting relationship. She’d been incredibly understanding at first when he told her that she couldn’t sleep with him--as in spend the night sleeping. He knew her interpretation of this was more or less ‘an inherent attempt to commence their relationship the old fashion way.’ The sex had been quite good at first, each sharing a docile, reasonably trustworthy approach to lovemaking. But when the volume of sex they shared increased and their intimacies flourished to a point where their relationship should have held no secrets, Richard maintained his rather odd, belligerent demand with no rational explanation: that they never sleep together.


  Sleep, as in simply spending the night doing just that. Sleeping. For reasons unknown to Pam, this had been Richard’s source of tribulation, a rather perplex hang-up that placed an emotional burden on their relationship, making Richard Sparke one damn difficult person to be with.


   “Well, it looks as if you were awake all night. You could play outfield for the Yankees with those circles under your eyes.”


  “Please don’t play games with me. We’ve been through all this before.“ Up until last night, Pamela had never acted rudely, but Richard wasn’t entirely positive that this cutesy knock had intended to be cynical. She’d become so damn frustrated, and many times he’d considered giving in to her simply because he loved her. But he reminded himself time and time again that if he did succumb and give her what she truly wanted--allow her to spend the night--it would very much grant her full understanding of his impervious situation, something he absolutely, positively could not do. It would prove to be a fate worse than just the end of their relationship.


  And it was here, immediately after her snide remark, while she stood staring and thinking and waiting for some kind of cue, that Richard Sparke saw something truly foreign in Pamela Bergin’s magnificent blue eyes. A tiny spark notably distinct from the sweeping pain and sadness filling them last night. This observation shocked Richard, not unlike her cry that startled him awake. He’d never noticed anything quite like it before, in her or anyone else for that matter, and he immediately feared that something might be very wrong with her.


  Still sitting, she stared him down, the strain in her features--dilated pupils eating away the blue of her irises, flushed skin, veins bulging at her temples--was an irregularity he could only interpret as incalculable rage.


  Pamela Bergin, the woman he knew and loved and was about to lose, looked very different. All of a sudden, she was a different person.


  A monster.


  And damn, it scared Richard Sparke to death.


  


  Somnambulism


  
     
  


  Pamela Bergin had maintained the patience of a saint throughout their four month struggle to secure a relationship between them. Little did she know at the time that it would do her no good in the end.


  They’d met by accident after Richard decided on a whim to follow up a painful therapy session at Doctor Delaney’s office with a trip to the bookstore for some additional research into his ongoing problem. Stafford’s Coffee House had supplied not only a wide spectrum of books and magazines and music to suit nearly every cultural preference, but also offered a fair-sized eat-in cafe with an acoustic folk duo performing sixties covers, and of course, nearly twenty flavors of coffee. Not to mention the desserts, truly satisfying to a wide variety of palates. Richard had found a seat in the cafe, one at a fairly safe distance from the small crowd developing in front of the band, and started reading up on REM-related sleep disorders over a cinnamon scone and cafe mocha. The stimulating combination of caffeine and sugar had picked him up a bit, and the sounds of soft music distracted him from his real reasons for being there in the first place.


  Evidently the two female guitarists had earned a nice following, and although the cafe filled up rather quickly, Richard found the crowd to be generally passive, and unassuming. They were there to drink coffee and enjoy some smooth, gentle music. For the first time in months, Richard was enjoying himself.


  “Is someone sitting here?”


  The first thing he noticed were her eyes, crystal blue with flecks of red that divulged only the purest and most honest of personalities. Her wine colored lips screamed taste me, and the bronze tone in her skin told the story of European ancestry, something Richard bore a soft spot for.


  “Are you okay?” She squinted as if unsure of her decision to share a table with him.


  He shook away his reverie with an uncomfortable laugh. “No, I’m...yes. Of course I’m okay. I was just having some coffee.” A sneaking, sensory sluggishness and curtailment of decision-making abilities were two of the many ill effects Richard had come to associate with his sleeping problems. When he’d first met Samantha, he’d had no trouble performing the slyest of strategies courting her; here and now, when it fell into his lap like hungry cat sucking up to its owner at mealtime, he embarrassingly stumbled over his words, sounding much like an over-zealous second-grader revealing a truly special item during show-and-tell.


  She placed a hand on the back of the chair. No ring. “If you’d rather be alone...”


  “Yes, no, of course,” he interrupted. “Please sit down.”


  She nestled into the seat opposite him, placing a napkin and a cup of coffee on the table between them. She crossed her legs and Richard couldn’t help but check out the soft denim skirt riding high above the knee. When he peered back up, she gave him a delicate, near eye-contact smile. Caught with your hand in the cookie jar, eh, Richard? That assured his immobility for a while--he’d have to allow ‘things’ to settle back down before standing up.


  He pretended to go back to his perusal, fingering the pages in the book but not really reading the words. His mind had lost its initial focus, now settled on the beautiful woman only two feet away.


  He sipped some coffee; it was cold. Here and there he glanced at tan-blue-eyes-dark-hair, but she kept her attentions to the band. Richard turned in his seat to face the music, trying to appear interested. He didn’t possess a taste for folksy renditions; he liked his tunes with more of a progressive edge, singing Stratocasters with distortion and reverb and wah-wahs. The acoustic duet was nearly lost behind those seated in front. They were in the middle of a choicy version of Tom Petty’s ‘Free Falling’.


  “They’re pretty good, huh?” he asked, looking not in her eyes but somewhere between her lips and neck. Skin so smooth. Delicate.


  She smiled. “Yep, they always are.”


  From this straight-on, face to face angle her voice sounded a touch deeper. It had a DemiMoore raspiness to it, and he knew that if she ever whispered close in his ear he would damn near turn to jelly. “Do you know them?”


  She nodded. “One of the girls dated a friend of mine.”


  “Lucky guy,” Richard commented.


  “Girl, actually.”


  He buried his face in his hands, smiling. There’d be no hiding the red rush in his cheeks when he pulled them away. “Oops,” he said. When he faced her again, he added an ironic grin to compliment his embarrassment. She returned the flirtatious gesture with two rows of fine pearly whites, the positive response catching him with pleasant surprise. Not only was this woman beautiful, but in these few minutes he could tell that she knew all the angles and attitudes of perfect gracefulness.


  Richard hadn’t had much cause to smile in quite some time. Now he couldn’t wipe the moronic beam off his face. Failing to hide his enthusiasm, he said, “I didn’t even know they had bands here.”


  Head bobbing gently to the music, she said, “Well…it’s more of a duet, I’d say. No bass, no drums, doesn’t make much of a band.”


  Richard looked down at his hands, at once uncomfortable and tongue-tied. For him, it was very easy to dissect every word coming from a person’s mouth, and then create either a negative or positive interpretation. It all depended on how you looked at it, how much light you shed upon their words. Here, her statement could have been brusque; it might have been an attempt at humor. He couldn’t tell.


  Only one way to find out.


  He held out his right hand. “I’m Richard Sparke.”


  She smiled, warmly accepting his handshake. “Pamela Bergin.”


  “Are you here by yourself?”


  Her brow arched, and she pinned him with a semi-serious look. She latched on to her near-empty coffee cup with both hands, a gesture of security. Richard noticed her defensive reflex, realizing that his question could have been interpreted as a possible invasion of privacy.


  “I came to see my friends play,” she said.


  That answered his question in a roundabout sort of way, satisfying him enough to move forward with the conversation. “I just wanted to make sure I didn’t get in any kind of trouble if I offered to buy you another coffee.”


  Her smile returned, albeit thinner and slightly less welcoming than before. She loosened the bond with her coffee cup, perhaps a bit more comfortable. “Thanks. But I’ll be up all night.”


  “Decaf then?”


  She hesitated as if analyzing the solicitation. If she agreed, then it would be a commitment towards conversation for as long as it took her to finish the coffee. She nodded. “Sure. Thanks, Richard.” The sound of her voice saying his name sent shivers down his spine. He scooted up to the counter. Minutes later, he returned with two cups of decaf and placed them on the table.


  “Thanks.” She gently blew upon the steamy surface. “Are you a student?”


  “Do I look that young?”


  “You don’t have to be young to take college courses.” She ran her hand palm-down across the table, tapped the open textbook in front of him. “While you were getting the coffees I noticed you were reading a chapter on ‘The Psychology of Sleep Disorders’.”


  While at the counter Richard had promised himself not let any gush of enthusiasm creep into his voice, difficult as that might be given the level of attractiveness Pam possessed. It would more than likely ruin the air of confidence he’d hoped to manifest for a first-impression. Now that she directed the conversation toward the one thing he knew so much about, sleep disorders, it would be difficult not to appear overly impassioned.


  Take a deep breath, Richard. Just like Dr Delaney instructed you to do during those moments of distress. A long slow deep breath...


  “I’m not the best sleeper in the world,” he confessed, leaning back. His right elbow accidentally nudged the woman seated behind him. He received a slight twist of the head in retort, and returned a half-hearted apology in response.


  Pam cocked her head to one side and offered an apologetic grin. “I can relate, Richard. I haven’t had a good night’s sleep in over a year.”


  “Insomnia?”


  She nodded. “Been to a few doctors for it . They can’t seem to help me.”


  “Really? That bad, huh?”


  “Unfortunately.”


  “Did they prescribe any sleep aids? What about Ambien? I heard it works wonders.”


  She grinned, nodded. “Oh, I’m all too familiar with Ambien. But my problem isn’t falling asleep. It’s staying asleep. I wake up after an hour or so, and on bad nights I’ll be up until the morning.”


  “Takes a real toll on you, huh?”


  “Especially after taking a pill,” she said, sipping her coffee. Richard found something comforting in the way she performed the mundane action. The sound of her lips, gently sucking in, was like the gentle swish of ocean waves on a sandy beach. His conscience reminded him of something Dr Delaney had said once, the psychiatrist sitting back in his leather highback, double chin pressed against his collar, voice deep and resonating: inclinations like these are driven by deep-down sexual desires, Richard. Jesus. Did it really matter what Delaney thought anyway? As long as Pam was willing to talk, then he would go ahead and accept any positive intuitions with open arms. Sexual or simply ebullient. Didn’t matter, as long as it felt good.


  She sighed breathily, and he smelled the coffee on her breath. Warm and tasteful, no doubt. “I’m sure you understand all too well.”


  “Actually, insomnia’s not my problem. I’m a pretty heavy sleeper.”


  She gazed oddly at him, eyes wide and brows raised with speculation, as if she had a bit of trouble understanding his insinuation. Apparently Pam hadn’t realized that insomnia wasn’t the only sleep-related affliction people suffered from. “I thought you said you weren’t the greatest sleeper.”


  “Well, I said that I’m not a very good sleeper.”


  “So what’s the difference?”


  He blew out a deep nervous breath. Discussing the problem had always made him feel a bit uncomfortable, whether it was here and now with Pam, or with Doctor Delaney where moments of discomfort and duress were commonplace. Where snippets of an unpleasant dream would come back to haunt him and make him realize that some things were better off left in the locked rooms of his mind where they couldn’t hurt him or anyone else. Where--following the sessions and the tests and the treatments that never seemed to work very well--he’d begun to believe that no one out there would ever understand or make sense of what he was going through, even Dr. Delaney himself. Yes, perhaps some things were better off left unsaid.


  Group therapy had been a suggested alternative on the part of the psychiatrist, but Richard couldn’t accept placing himself amongst those others whom he generally classified as mentally delicate, regardless if they suffered from comparably disabling symptoms. Richard Sparke, only thirty-four years of age, felt strong, confident, smart. Not like those meek-minded individuals seeking counseling in group therapy. His problem,  he was convinced, had been prompted by outside forces. Not from a frenzied subconscious, as the doctor had led him to believe.


  His words came out slowly and stiffly, a safeguard against divulging any more details of his ‘illness’ than he really wanted to. “My problem isn’t sleeping...I can’t believe I’m telling you this. I don’t even know you...”


  Pamela placed a gentle hand on his, a gesture both friendly and sincere. Ripples of pleasure lanced down his back. “No, please. Go ahead. I’m very interested. Besides, if you’re willing to lend me an ear after you’re through, I’d be more than happy to get into how raggy I am on bad-sleep nights.”


  They both laughed. The mood between them lightened some, and he felt the sudden urge to tell Pamela everything about his nocturnal distress.


  Almost everything.


  The folk duet started strumming a gentle version of Pink Floyd’s Wish You Were Here. “To make a long story short...I suffer from somnambulism." Richard, trying to sound smart.


  "Somnambulism?"


  “Sleepwalking.”


  “Wow. That’s interesting.”


  “Yeah, well it might be interesting to someone on the outside, but it’s not much fun for the person who actually experiences it. It’s really scary. You’ll never really know what you’ve gotten yourself into until you wake up the next morning.”


  Pamela fingered her cup handle. “Can I ask a question?”


  “Sure.”


  “Have you ever woken up during a sleepwalk episode?”


  He smiled, nodded. The ardent look in her eyes and the intense tone of voice, not to mention her use of the word ‘episode’, fostered Richard’s trust for her and made him realize that she might even be sensibly fit to evaluate his problem on a more relative level, as opposed to Dr Delaney’s highly singular professional perspective. This was something he’d always craved, but never encountered. “I can’t honestly answer that. I always wake up in bed. Sometimes utterly exhausted because I might have been up and about for most of the night doing things.”


  She pinned him with serious, unflinching eyes. Delicious blue eyes. She looked genuinely interested. And beautiful. “Interesting. What kind of things do you do?”


  This was an area Richard decided not to explore. Not yet, anyway. “Menial things,” he lied. “Housecleaning...not very efficiently, I might add. Some other activities, ones that wouldn’t make much sense to the casual, awake observer. This morning, for instance, I found all the pillows from the house outside, piled up on the front lawn.”


  “Nothing personal,” she joked, adding some light laughter, “but that’s kind of strange.”


  If you were her boyfriend or husband, she’d probably have you committed. Isn’t that right, blue eyes? “It’s getting better though,” he lied again. “I used to sleepwalk every night. Now it’s only an occasional event.”


  “Do you know anything about insomnia?”


  Richard felt his heart pounding with excitement. This woman named Pamela Bergin really seemed interested in what he, Richard Sparke, had to say. And now she was seeking his advice. He could take this conversation anywhere. All he had to do was lie. Again. “Sure. You want some of my expertise?”


  She nodded. “Yes, I would like that very much.”


  Here goes nothing... “Over dinner?”


  She smiled. Damn well too. “Sure.”


  


  Fear


  
     
  


  “Pam?”


  “What, Richard?” She turned away, facing the wall. The sharp glow in her eyes that had insinuated fear now departed. He felt a twinge of relief at the reversion, but it had been short lived. When he rose from bed to approach her and she looked at him again, the panic shot back into her dilated pupils much like the shifting skin of an angry octopus--even brighter than before. Damn, something was definitely wrong with Pam.


  “Is everything all right, Pam?” On the mornings following those nights when the blue light materialized in Richard’s dreams, an intuitive awareness flourished in him, one that lingered for an hour or sometimes longer until it eventually tapered off into the familiar lethargy that dulled his senses and mired his speech for the remainder of the day. Here in this immediate waking hour, he could see—perceive--the fear she felt. Could virtually smell it. And he could tell that the anxiety she suffered hadn’t been triggered by a night of lost sleep--which she might have endured regardless of their rift--or the discomfort of having to keep her promise and officially end their relationship, once and for all. No, her anxiety was caused by something altogether different. Something induced through circumstances he had no awareness of. Yet.


  “Pamela,” he said, standing on weak, shaky legs. His heart pumped with nervous energy, more forcefully than it had last night when the two of them traded boisterous shouts and hot-tempered gestures.


  “Tell me, is something wrong?” Probably the correct thing would have been to ask if she were all right, as opposed to what’s wrong? Inadvertently he’d gone ahead and done exactly what Dr Delaney told him time and time again not to do when trying to bring some cheer into his life, his relationship. He dwelled on the negative--asked her if her glass were half empty as opposed to half full. So as expected, her response was indifferent, and she went into a silently defensive posture, cowering away from him with her pretty face pressed against the doorjamb.


  “Pam?” He took a step closer, then another, his bare feet creaking against the hardwood floors. “What’s the matter?” He placed a gentle hand on her shoulder.


  And that’s when she hit him. With all her strength and some additional combative expertise that Richard had never known about in their four-month relationship, Pamela Bergin spun her body away from the wall, exposed a demoniac face, and swung a swift right hand around, clocking him squarely in the jaw.


  Crunch was the sound inside his skull. White hot pain. He staggered back, groaning from the sting inside his mouth, tasting blood. A piercing flash of light blinded him for a few alarming seconds, just long enough for Pam to capitalize and take a second jab at him. Her fist made contact on his forehead just above the right eyebrow. Speechless, he put his arms up over his face, just in time to deflect another full blow, taking a glancing strike on the wrists instead. He shook his arms, fought with her, trying to get his hands on her without actually fighting back--he didn’t want to hurt her, as crazy as that fleeting thought seemed at the moment, given her clear desire to injure him. His instincts told him that something unexplainable had taken hold of her. He’d seen it in her eyes. It was controlling her, creating a vehemence within her and forcing her to act it out on the man she presumably loved.


  Richard was a man made of gentle parts. He could never find it within himself to strike another person, cause them harm, even in justifiable self defense. Especially a woman. Especially Pam. But wasn’t this an unusual circumstance? He knew there was nowhere to run. This was his home. Pam was, for all intents and purposes, an intruder. Attacking him. So didn’t he have the right to hit her?


  She swung at him again, her eyes wild, rolling. Saliva sprayed from her mouth.


  Richard reached up and grabbed hold of her forearm before the punch landed. She kicked at him, screaming. Her boot connected squarely with his shin. Pain lanced through his leg. “Pam! Damn you! What the hell are you doing?” He swung her thin body down, to the left. Her torso twisted in an awkward way, arms flailing like an ice-skater taking an ungraceful spill. She thudded to the floor, shaking the pictures on the wall. When her lightning-fast gaze caught his, he saw a new sharpness in her features, in her brow, cheekbones, and jaw. An instinctive determination evident in her squint, a flaring of the nostrils, lips pulled back in a humorless grin. She let out a pained wail then sprung over on her hands and knees with the hair-trigger reflexes of a cat righting itself and scampered out of the room, looking like a terrified lizard escaping the jaws of a hungry predator.


  Breathing heavily, Richard stood his ground, arms wide in question and at a severe loss for words. He sucked at his bottom lip, which had already begun to swell inside his mouth, thick and bitter with blood.


  “Pam!” he yelled.


  No response.


  He shook his head, trying to rid himself of the unwelcome and unbearable images of what just happened, but his mind remained clouded. In a few moments he realized that rejecting the truth would be impossible, that Pam was not going to waltz back in with a big smile and open arms filled with apologies.


  So he took a step forward, a terribly weak and wary attempt to chase after her. His head spun, nearly taking him to the ground. He stopped until he regained his balance. Blood trickled from his lips onto his tee-shirt. He raised his brow and could feel a lump beginning to rise at the spot where she slugged him. Finally, one hand on the wall, he stepped into the hall, again calling her name. He leaned for a moment, gathering strength, trying to clear his head.


  “Pam?”


  Into the living room he went, legs trembling. Sweating.


  Why in God’s name did she attack you, Richard?, his conscience asked. What the hell did you do?


  In the living room he noticed that the small reading table and lamp next to the recliner had been knocked over, the cloth lampshade shredded at the edges. He couldn’t be certain--and had no time to investigate, really--as to whether he’d bumped into the objects himself in his sleep last night (under normal circumstances he would have been alone in the condo and would have instantly written off the disarray as an exploit from a sleepwalking episode. But he couldn’t do that now; circumstances were far from normal this morning), or if the lamp and table had been knocked down by the frenzied Pam.


  There were three things he did know at the moment: he hadn’t heard the lamp crash, Pam wasn’t in the living room…and he, for damn sure, was in danger.


  


  Search


  
     
  


  He spun around, checking all four walls, thoughts muddied and swirling like mad. The woman that had been gentle and kind and caring to him for four months was now a madwoman out to physically harm him. She also seemed to have vanished. Adrenaline swelled in his blood in the form of anger, replacing some of his apprehension.


  “Pam! Where are you? Why the hell did you hit me?”


  Richard stood his ground, seething, a breakneck rage developing as the moments escalated--an unexpected emotion fueled by confusion and disappointment. Even last night when they argued, not once had the potential for violence between them existed. Voices had been raised, accusatory pointing resulted, but no tendency towards destructiveness had stemmed. She’d left cool-headed, on peaceful terms. He’d expected nothing different from her today .


  Now this? What had gotten into her? He’d seen the uncommon glare in her eyes, a forewarning that told she wasn’t entirely herself when she arrived this morning, that something had coerced her to take such extreme action. He had to find out what had gotten into her.


  He studied every angle of the living room, every corner, every pocket where furniture met wall. His eyes darted furtively about, fighting feelings of being stalked. He took a quick glance behind the levolor blinds. Nothing, the tiny snapping noise they made causing him to freeze. Through the front windows he saw a mother and child strolling by, sharing a big cookie. He glanced at the front door. Shut and locked. Didn’t Pam mention that she let herself in with a key? That she locked it behind her when she came in? No sign of her making her escape here.


  But she doesn’t have a key, Richard. You never gave her one. You and I both know that.


  He shook away the thought, concentrating only on the search. Not in the bedroom. Not in the bathroom. Not in the living room.


  Richard’s modernesque condo was charming but nominal, and although the thought had never crossed his mind before, it didn’t have too many places to hide. He never really took the time to study his own home in such a distinct light, and it made the whole scenario seem too surreal--like a scene from one of his dreams. The thought and confusion of standing in his living room on a rather defensive hunt for his nemesis girlfriend seemed way too weird to be real, and Richard had to convince himself that once again the ongoing events of this morning were actually happening.


  So if this is real and not some nutty messed-up dream, then where is she, Richard? Where is Pam?


  She could have sneaked down into the basement, but the immediate assumption of that happening seemed unlikely. While standing in the bedroom just moments earlier, after she’d fled on all fours, he would have heard the door opening, then closing behind her, right? Nervous, and unassuming of any unexceptional circumstance, he stepped over to investigate the basement door anyway, just in case his immediate premise was incorrect. Locked. From the outside. Meaning that even if she did decide to quietly hide down there, she would now be trapped in the unfinished, windowless cellar. With no means for escape.


  One last place to look.


  The condo boasted quite a kitchen, a full eat-in with a center island housing a gas stove, oven, and sink. Five floor-to-ceiling windows lined the back wall, looking out over a hundred yards of rolling hills edging the complex’s golf course. No enthusiast of the sport, Richard had never stepped foot on the nine-hole green.


  The wooden chimes hanging alongside the open center window vibrated gently, sending soft musical notes in the air. Holding his breath, Richard eyed the delicate fixture as he quietly approached the center island. He could hear the gusty breeze humming through the mesh screen, sighing across the tiny oak birds and hollowed-out cylinders, jostling them into song.


  Something moved, he thought, although he could not tell if he sensed it through hearing, or sight. He braced himself against the counter, again feeling as if he were being stalked like prey.


  He pulled his sights away from the chimes, glanced nervously through the windows at the sidewalk, and then further beyond across the finely manicured grounds.


  He saw something. Something definitely moving.


  Then, there was a not-quite-identifiable scraping noise. Close by.


  He peered not through the glass, but into it, catching the slightest reflection of the source of the movement: a ghostly figure, very much like a superimposed double-exposure in a photograph. There in a crouch-like position against the opposing face of the island. He could see her reflection in the window alongside the silk ficus tree.


  Pam. Hiding. Just inches away. Waiting. Stalking.


  Quietly, Richard inched along the edge of the island, his left hand outstretched in front of him, poised for defense, the other gently embracing the Formica countertop to help maintain balance. Sweat washed over his face. He tasted his own blood still seeping from the wound on his lip. The laminate flooring in the kitchen was cool beneath his bare feet, and much quieter than the wood floors throughout the rest of the condo. The wind calmed, freezing the chimes and deepening the silence. The sudden stillness was like a huge weight on Richard’s nervous system, a crescendo in a symphony, growing bigger and tenser and hurtling towards an explosive climax.


  C’mon, Pam... Richard’s conscience started, but he managed to block out any further internal discussion. She was the enemy now, as odd as that felt. A threat more intimidating than a growling dog or a mugger in an alley, because her motivation was unknown.


  With his adversary now in view, Richard’s defenses were suddenly heightened. He felt sharpened.


  He reached the corner of the island, was about to make a slinking turn when his hand knocked into the pine butcher block on the counter. It made a gentle scraping noise that seemed to echo throughout the kitchen. His mother had given him that butcher block long ago, during his early days of marriage to Samantha. It housed a chef’s collection of steak knives, and every now and then he’d use one for a meal, then wash it and place it back into its appropriate slot, where it would sit and look decorously attractive until he needed another.


  Now he gazed at the counterpiece, battling confusion and fear and having trouble trying to remember when he last used the big steak knife that usually occupied the upper left-hand position.


  


  Blood


  
     
  


  Shit!


  He heard her shriek a split second before she came charging around the center island, the steak knife raised high in her right hand and starting to come down. A wicked scowl contorted her face, mouth twisted into a half-laugh, half-scream, voice high-pitched and crazy like a ravenous hyena hazarding a pounce on a lion’s fresh meal.


  Richard reacted with quick instinct. He grabbed the wood block from the countertop, knives and all, and hurled it at Pam with all the strength he could muster.


  He connected with perfect accuracy. The counterpiece slammed directly into her face. She let out a horrible howl of pain--the ‘hyena’ having ventured a bit too close, finding its limb locked in the lion’s jaws. Richard staggered backwards, nauseous at the startling shock of blood bursting from her face. In the shock of the moment, time stood still and the butcher block appeared to cling to her face for an indefinite stretch of time. When it fell away it divulged a terrible mass of damage, a messy, gummy pulp where her nose used to be, a rich flow of crimson and bone-bits coating her mouth and neck--a sight only previously glimpsed in some of his worst nightmares. She attempted to scream--this time in agony--but emitted only a guttural, throaty gurgle. The steak knife fell from her grasp, skidded across the floor. With a soft clunk it came to rest next to the refrigerator.


  Richard stood trembling at the horror he had instantly created of her, staring with loathe and awe as Pamela’s body--the once beautiful and majestic Pamela--stiffened up, hands waving like two flags in the air, eyes fluttering as if struggling to keep free of the blood and mucous gushing from her nose. Again, she tried to scream, again a thick gurgling sound expelled from the blockage in her throat. She doubled over, gagging in violent fits. Stringy fluid spewed from her mouth, dousing the floor, spotting Richard’s bare feet.


  “Pam...I...” he tried to apologize, but the words recoiled in his mouth, like tiny fish too afraid to venture forth from the safety of their lair. The scene was damn hideous, and grew crazier, Pam gripping the counter (but remarkably not falling to her knees), coughing and spitting out thick strands of blood and snot that produced a small puddle on the floor in front of her. Jesus Christ, his conscience said, if you try to apologize, or simply open that damn mouth of yours, you’re going to start gagging yourself, maybe even vomit. Really, Richard, would she hear your forced regrets anyway? What to do, Richard, what to do? He took a step forward, gently approaching her, not really remembering that it was she who had initiated the attack, only feeling terrible for what he’d suddenly done to her.


  And what you did to Samantha.


  “Pam, are you o--”


  She screamed again, eyes rolling wildly. Richard put his hands up in defense, struggled to spit out a few words of reason, but found no chance against the primordial urges besting Pam. She lunged at him like some pugnacious vampire-beast in a late-night grade-B horror flick: teeth bared, face awash with blood.


  Her hands groped his neck. He shoved her away. “Pam! What the fuck! Pam!” Her feet went out from under her, slipping in her own blood. Her eyes widened in a quick shot of surprise as she reeled backwards. Her head collided with the wind chimes, sending them into tumultuous song. She landed flat on her ass in a solid thud that rattled the dishes in the cabinets. Richard stood stiff and intense, nearly hyperventilating, fists clenched as he watched her moan and writhe on the floor, fingers groping her tortured face as if digging for answers to this unbelievably erratic dilemma.


  That’s when Richard noticed the knives. Scattered on the floor all around her. Dear God, at any moment she could grab one, come at me again...


  She rocked back and forth in a sitting position, now crying, injured face buried in her hands.


  Richard could feel the air racing in and out of his lungs. His legs trembled, violently primed to pounce or run--he wasn’t sure what he’d do if she came at him again. She pulled her hands away from her face. With tear-filled eyes she looked at him, then struggled to her knees, spreading the bloody puddle across the laminate flooring in wayward streaks.


  Richard leaned back against the refrigerator, one eye on the steak knife at his feet, the other pinning Pam’s every gesture, every move. His heart slammed against his ribcage. A wave of dizziness beset him as the throb in his jaw intensified. Struggling for balance--and trying hard not to let her notice his lightheadedness--he gripped the handle of the refrigerator to keep from falling down. He closed his eyes, and in that moment a bright blue-tinted flash of light lit up the darkness beneath his lids.


  When he opened his eyes, Pam was looking up at him, head cocked, brow arched: an inquisitive, mixed-up look. The spark of insanity in her eyes that had commanded her bizarre actions since arriving this morning had cleared. Now, in its place, something else dominated. Something entirely different. Fear, perhaps, now devoid of violence, fusing uncertainty with utter confusion. She gazed at the mess surrounding her, at the spilled knives, at the blood. Head shaking, eyes doused with tears, she uttered, “Richard, I didn’t mean it. I am so sorry.”


  In embarrassment or fear or something else that Richard could never understand or explain in a million years, Pam remained in a kneeling position for another few seconds, then quickly clambered to her feet. She spun around and staggered to the back door, slid it open, and quickly fled the spectacle that had become of Richard Sparke’s home.


  Stunned, unmoving, Richard watched her from the windows as she careened across the grass and road, around the corner of the building. He remained silent and still with his back glued to the refrigerator, waiting, catching his breath and looking out the window until absolutely certain Pam wouldn’t be back to resume her attack.


  Five whole minutes passed before he tried to move. His knees were weak, muscles like wet strings, mind absorbed with shame for what he’d done to her, for what she’d done  to him. Soon the shock and fatigue from her attack overcame him. All he could do was drum up the tiniest spark of energy, a spiritless resilience enabling him to stare at the chaos in the kitchen and let the horrible truth of what just transpired set in.


  Once it did, he collapsed to the floor.


  And Richard Sparke’s world went black.


  


  Confusion


  
     
  


  Murky. Damp. Hot.


  When Richard came to, he thought for a moment that he might be in the midst of another terrible nightmare.


  Pain.


  A gray smokescreen, a warm metallic odor. A tackiness holding him in place.


  He opened his eyes and found himself in an uncomfortable position, tailbone against the refrigerator, face plastered to the floor. The first thing that came into focus was the blood. Not a lot of it, but enough to cause immediate alarm: splashes of red on the floor, on the center island cabinets, slow rivulets running the grooves of the laminate tiles. He peeled his face from the floor, then struggled to his knees and looked at his hands. Blood there too. On his shorts and tee, his bare feet.


  Is this a dream? No! Too real!


  The reality of the situation struck him like a force of energy. He started, yelled out as his chest tightened with feelings of dread, the essence of the scene too tangible, too real to be a circumstance manufactured from a wild dream.


  Dear God, what happened?


  Were you sleepwalking again, Richard?


  A chill ran through him. His hands started shaking, body trembling. Cold sweat trickled down his chest. Frightening images flew in and out of his mind like snippets of edited film. He closed his eyes and took a series of deep calculated breaths, in through the nose, out from the mouth. From the viewpoint of an outsider, he could clearly see himself having committed some heinous act, his eyes glassy as they swam in the waters of unpremeditated actions, his body helplessly mirroring the workings of the wicked deeds encompassing his dreams.


  Did Pamela spend the night?


  Think! Think! What did you dream?


  He ran a hand through his short black hair, visualizing the scene as it may have played out during the night. No, she wasn’t here, he tried to convince himself. Yet he remembered their argument, she leaving him but still promising to come back in the morning to officially end things on a good note. He struggled to recover fragments of his memory.


  Had he been sleepwalking when she returned?


  Think! Think!


  For a moment his mind wandered and he recalled the time when their relationship started souring. Their nights together, innocent, a couple months of dinners, laughs, hand-holding and caressing, evolving to kisses, foreplay, and sex. The intimacy between them had been electrifying, Richard experiencing pleasures never once imagined in the past.


  Now, seeing the chaos in the kitchen reminded Richard of his introspective problems and how they’d reached a profound level that became impossible to explain. On those nights when their energies ran dry and sleep threatened to whisk them away, Richard, without clear justification, begged for her to leave, eventually having to persist against her hesitation until she fled in tears, utterly frustrated. At the breaking point, she fully resisted his demands, and he became arrogant, leading her to break off their relationship without a satisfying explanation for his sleep-alone stipulations: why he wouldn’t let her sleep with him.


  Why? Because he was deathly afraid he might hurt her.


  Just like he did to Samantha.


  Now, it appeared he was too late.


  Using the refrigerator handle, he pulled himself up, careful not to fall. His head swam in nutty circles, wading through clouds of confusion. He took a faltering step forward and leaned with his palms against the center island. His feet skidded slightly, leaving smeared impressions in the gummy blood. Once stable, he did a cursory check on his body. Saw or felt no lacerations, although a burning throb stiffened his jaw, complementing the harsh headache in his frontal lobe.


  Pamela was here, all right, his conscience piped in. You remember? The two of you fought. Do you remember why? Maybe she came back in the middle of the night, crawled into bed with you? Did you do the same terrible things to her as you did to Samantha?


  “No.”


  So then...where is she?


  He looked to the floor, at the knives scattered about like child’s toys. None of the blades had blood on them, leading him to assume that they hadn’t been used to inflict, hadn’t been the cause for all the blood on the floor. The butcher block lay on its side by the windows, next to the silk ficus tree. It too had blood on it.


  “Pam?” His voice was weak and gravely, like pebbles on sandpaper. He trudged to the sink, ran the water and washed his face, drinking from trembling hands. In a few moments he turned and surveyed the chaos again.


  “Pam? You here?” Noresponse. His mind searched the fog for answers. None came. He debated his next move, contemplated calling the police--just as he did after the incident with Samantha.


  How could he possibly explain to the police what took place here when he didn’t even remember?


  Yeah, Richard, what will you tell them? ‘That’s correct officer, I woke up on the kitchen floor in a puddle of blood. Not my own blood, mind you, but someone else’s. Now my girlfriend who broke up with me last night is missing and I can’t remember what in God’s name happened here. Thanks, and have a nice day! Just call if I can be of any assistance.’ That ain’t gonna fly, my friend.


  He used a dishtowel to wipe the blood from his hands and feet, then looked at the clock. 11:43 AM. The sun filtered in through the kitchen windows, the blood on the floor reflecting its golden beams, an orange-yellow brilliance seemingly formed of melted sunflowers cascading across the kitchen. Tossing the dishtowel in the sink, he sidestepped the blood and went into the living room. He sat on the couch next to the phone.


  I called but your line’s been busy for hours. The phone in the living room was off the hook. You look like shit, Richard.


  The telephone handset sat snug in its cradle. Pam. He remembered her saying something about the phone being off the hook--this morning in fact.


  Damn. She was here. Wasn’t she?


  He picked up the phone, dialed 911 on the keypad. It rang in his ear. He quickly changed his mind and disconnected the line just as someone on the other end picked up. He punched in Pam’s number instead.


  A dozen rings. No answer. He hung up.


  He rubbed his temples, trying to coerce his mind for suggestions to the cause of the blood. Whose blood was it? Damn, he thought, what the hell difference does it make? Blood is blood. Is there any sense in trying to figure it all out?


  Well, yes, Richard, there is. Might be Pam’s blood, his conscience said. You might have hurt her just like you did  Samantha.


  One thing was certain: he couldn’t just leave the kitchen like this. There was no crime, nothing he committed anyway.


  Are you sure about that, Richard?


  Ignoring his conscience, he went back into the kitchen, opened the pantry closet and took out the mop. He filled the sink with ammonia and water, soaked the sponge end until it was fully saturated, then slapped the mop to the floor. It sliced though the crimson puddle as he pushed and pulled. Rising ammonia fumes assaulted his nostrils, eating at the coppery odor. His eyes burned, sprouting tears. He brought the mop back up into the sink, dipped it in. The water turned dirty brown. He squeezed the mop dry, soaked it again then slapped it back down on the tiles.


  A knock against the kitchen window startled him. He looked up.


  At once his body stiffened. He dropped the mop.


  The wind chimes tinkled, adding bitter-sweet music to a daunting scene.


  On the other side of the window stood two uniformed policemen, peering in at him.


  


  Cops


  
     
  


  “Don’t move!”


  The back door flew open, one cop pointing his gun at Richard, the other pulling a pair of handcuffs from his belt.


  Richard came to the immediate assumption that Pam must’ve gone to the police to tell a tale of violence, something he still couldn’t remember, even with his freedom now at stake. Hands high in the air, Richard felt a terrible rush of emotion racing through him: the trepidation of knowing that he might be accused of some hateful act, one he knew he didn’t willfully--or knowingly--commit.


  Trembling, he gazed at the poised cops, then down at the blood and knives littering the floor. And then, at the fallen mop.  He was caught red-handed, abetting an apparent cover-up. Just like the plausible circumstances he imagined upon awaking and how they could have appeared from an outsider’s eyes, the aftermath here was equally alarming, and condemning.


  Under the watchful guidance of the cop with the gun, the second officer commanded Richard into one of the three kitchen chairs at the dinette table flanking the far wall. Richard obeyed his demand, and the cop swiftly cuffed Richard’s arms behind his back.


  Richard closed his eyes. “Am I under arrest?” He tried not to show his panic, but failed miserably, his voice choppy and weak.


  The older of the two cops, a thick, ruddy man with a multi-colored moustache answered, “Sure looks like you’re guilty of something.” He replaced his gun, keeping a careful hand nearby.


  “I did nothing wrong.”


  The lead cop, whose badge read ‘Moldofsky’, pinned Richard with an unwavering stare--dark, tired eyes that more than likely had seen their share of crime scenes over the years, ones much bloodier than this little mop-up. He pulled the radio from his belt and put it to his mouth. “We have a possible 316, scene includes an irregular volume of blood. Subject appears uninjured, and at the moment cooperative. Will call for back-up if necessary. Out.”


  Moldofsky replaced his radio, stared at Richard. “Sparke, Richard. That you?”


  Richard nodded.


  “Been doing a little house cleaning?”


  Richard shrugged. How could he possibly explain what he’d been doing when he really didn’t know?


  Moldofsky continued, “We received two calls about thirty minutes ago. Your neighbors reported seeing a girl running from your home. They said she appeared injured, blood on her face. Soon thereafter a white Sentra was seen speeding through the complex. Damn near hit a couple of kids playing nearby. Tore through the security gate. Caused quite a bit of damage.”


  Pam…it’s starting to come back to me…


  “Oh, shit...” Richard bowed his head in shame. He wondered what  ‘quite a bit’ of damage really meant. After all, the ‘gate’ was no more than a manually operated security post not unlike the electronic ones used at train crossings.


  Pam…I remember now…she damn near lost her mind this morning...


  You do remember, don’t you, Richard? She came into the bedroom while you were sleeping. She woke you up...or did she really wake you after all? You fought...well, she attacked you, punched you. That explains the pain in your jaw, no? Yes, she damn near lost her mind. She tried to kill you. The knife, Richard! She took the big knife from the butcher block and attacked you with it. You had to defend yourself, so you picked up the butcher block and slammed it into her face. Hell, if you didn’t, then you’d be on the floor right now and there’d be a hell of a lot more blood and four times as many cops here and God knows who or what else...


  Shuddering, he twisted his head sideways and pretended to look about the kitchen in aimless thought but really checked out the big knife on the floor by the refrigerator, its blade partially hidden beneath the radiator grill like the razor-sharp tooth of a shark peeking out from an impressive jaw. He gazed back at the cops. Their hardened, accusatory glares scrutinized him to the bone.


  Although he could now recall bits and pieces of the alarming event, he still had no clue as to why it occurred. And the more he gave thought to it, the harder it became to figure out. The whole incident made little sense, the telling of the situation equally as difficult--and unwise he concluded--to fully relate right now, at least until he understood the entire picture: a reason for Pam’s offense. Regardless of motive, her actions were highly irrational in any book.


  Additional memories of when he first saw her this morning filtered back to him. He remembered how he could tell from the gleam in her eyes that something rotten had found its way into her. That her performance had been an absolutely, positively unnatural act executed through some deviant, outside force.


  Like your dreams, your sleepwalking.


  “She was pissed off at me.” It was all he could come up with.


  Now the hard part, following it up.


  “I’d say so, Mr Sparke. Looks like she popped you one on the lip.” Moldofsky’s eyes scanned the bloody floor, then narrowed with further mental accusations. Richard thought he looked more like a movie detective than some everyday beat cop. “What about your ex-wife Samantha? Was she pissed off too?”


  Oh no.


  Samantha...


  


  Samantha


  
     
  


  The mention of his ex-wife’s name sent hot flashes through his body.


  Richard and Samantha’s life was more textbook than storybook, their lives right out of a chapter on dysfunctional family contexts. Quite naive when they first met, they took in most of life’s guilty pleasures during the first few weeks they dated.  Two months later, after all the sex and fun and games, they discovered she was pregnant.


  They got married, essentially strangers and pretty much staying that way throughout the pregnancy because they hadn’t the time nor the enthusiasm to learn more about one another, not until after Samantha gave birth to Debra; little good it did them. Quickly their ‘love’ gave way to bitterness, their only common bond a devout dedication towards the baby. Unfortunately life had become too much of a chore, both of them working long days in order to keep a roof over their heads and food on the table. Through it all, they labored endlessly to simply get along with one another, a feat unsuccessfully performed.


  Debra died of SIDS, sudden infant death syndrome, at the age of six months.


  Soon thereafter, Richard’s dreams began. They seized control of his life, consumed him, tormented him, blinded him. Erased all hope of salvaging his crumbling relationship with Samantha.


  With their common bond now extinct, Samantha had the perfect excuse to rid herself of her problem. A week later she told Richard that she was leaving him.


  That night, he attacked her--very nearly killed her--in his sleep.


  


  Intruder


  
     
  


  Moldofsky remained silent. Waited for Richard to answer.


  Richard wanted to ask him how he knew about Samantha, but presumed the cop had done a quick homework job on him--more than likely on his way over to the condo.


  “One has nothing to do with the other,” was all he could come up with.


  But they do have much to do with one another, don’t they, Richard? In fact, the incidences are very much related. I think you know that.


  He’d hoped the events with Samantha would be long past him by now. He’d been cleared of all wrongdoing, thus enabling him to perpetuate the life he so badly desired: to function in society as a common man with simple aspirations. To succeed and be happy, just like everyone else.


  Still, somewhere deep inside he’d always feared that his actions would come back to haunt him.


  Richard and Samantha had argued for hours, Richard eventually losing his voice, Samantha running out of tears. Why had Samantha, who started the night on the couch, ended up next to him in bed after he’d fallen asleep? He had no answer for this. Perhaps it had been a last minute effort to salvage everything they were about to give up. Maybe it had been her way of saying good-bye for good. Nevertheless, it had been the ruination of them, and a grim supplement to the personal agony persecuting his waking and sleeping world.


  The night he attacked Samantha he dreamed of the blue light. It came into his world unexplainably, hovering at the foot of the bed like a flashlight’s beam. He tried to reach his foot out to touch it but could only partially block its brilliance from blinding him. And then, when the light began to fade, he dreamed of being attacked by a strange dark man who wore a black suit covering his body from head to toe, perfect circles at the eyes and mouth revealing only touches of an identity. The mysterious intruder had loomed over him as though magically floating above the bed, silently choking him. All of a sudden Richard found himself unable to breathe, the attacker’s long bony fingers grasping his neck, strong thumbs pressing violently against his throat. The dream-pain was excruciating. He couldn’t breathe, his fingers and toes tingling with numbness. He could do nothing but submit himself to the offensive approach of the attacker, and allow his windpipe to be crushed.


  Then, for the very first time, he saw her. She, standing in the corner of the room, not the helpless six month-old that died unexpectedly in her crib, but a child of maybe four with blonde shoulder-length curls resembling Samantha’s.


  Debra. He recognized her at once, as though somehow her matured image had been instinctually imprinted into his mind. He’d been able to identify some familiar features on her, her nose and eyes very much resembling his, her lips and cheeks quite convincing of Samantha’s. Here was a young girl, a stranger who should have been an integral part of his life, now a mere ghost-shadow wearing a darling blue dress with white lace around the collar.


  Now upon his world during a moment of severe panic and need.


  She spoke briefly, and in a near-whisper: “Help Daddy...”


  Richard couldn’t be certain as to whether she required help, or had somehow attempted to offer it. Nevertheless, it had been enough to motivate him, to foster the strength he needed to fend off the mysterious attacker. He managed to loosen a hand, swing it up and strike the man in the chest. Once, then repeatedly. In the sternum, shoulders, and face...


  Doctor Delaney says that all dreams are created solely through the workings of the subconscious mind. That all contexts can be altered once the dreamer realizes he or she is actually dreaming. Lucid dreams, Richard. They’re called lucid dreams. Fight back! You’re having one now!


  ...fending off the tight grasp from his neck until he could breathe once again. He garnered the strength from within, arching his hips repeatedly until the intruder lost balance and needed for the briefest moment to redirect his efforts toward defense.


  In the background, Debra’s image began to fade.


  Richard fought harder, wanting--desperately needing--to speak with her. To find out where she came from and why she sought him at this moment of duress. The man again forced his grip upon Richard, but Richard continued to strike out at him, hitting him hard on the wrists. Richard brought his fists together then pounded them against the man’s chest. The masked man cried out, and in his pain Richard heard something eerily familiar in the tone of his masculine voice. A slight resonance, deep and stern. Gently grating.


  He’d heard that voice before.


  The man ceased his attack, suddenly frozen like a mannequin in a department store window. The blue light grew behind him, faint at first, but expanding quickly. Richard peered around the intruder’s motionless body, and for the slightest moment Debra, who had nearly faded away, made a movement with her hand, a sweeping motion that  gestured a strategically pervading move at this unreachable distance: her fingers, slightly cupped in her right hand, touching just below the chin then coming up across her face through her hair.


  In his mind, he heard her voice.


  The mask, Daddy. The mask!


  And then he understood, and in as fleeting a moment as it took Debra to insinuate the move, Richard reached up beneath the chin of the immobile attacker, grabbed hold of the black ski-mask and ripped it free of his face, revealing his identity.


  They locked eyes.


  The blue light returned to full brilliance, originating just above the dresser where Samantha kept her clothes, nearly shrouding the entire wall opposite the bed. It spread out like a burst of fireworks, first blue then white, then blue again. It swallowed up the motionless attacker perched upon Richard, the burdening weight at once lifted from his body, allowing him to breathe again. A cool breeze swept across his face and body as the light zipped away into the wall, taking the dream-intruder with it.


   Debra had also vanished from his dream, but Richard hadn’t taken notice right away. He’d been too shocked at the identity of the person beneath the mask to think of anything else.


  It was him. Richard Sparke. An incontestable double of himself.


  


  Alibi


  
     
  


  “Hey...Sparke. You still with me?”


  He was startled from his reverie, the memories of that momentous night still very clear in his mind.


  “Yeah...I was just thinking...”


  Moldofsky stepped forward. The young cop, still standing behind his superior, had a pad and paper in his hands and was jotting notes. “About what?”


  He drew his thoughts to the fact that Moldofsky had mentioned his ex-wife’s name, evidently alluding to the situation occurring two years ago. Clearly the cop meant to correlate those events to what he believed took place here with Pamela. Richard needed to convince him otherwise. It’d be no easy feat.


  “Nothing happened,” he started, unsure of where his imagination would take the tale. “Pamela...my girlfriend...and I, we fought. She was terribly upset because I tried to break things off with her. Too possessive, you know? Anyway, she stormed away and...and slipped on the floor. Near the counter.” He motioned with his chin to the refrigerator. “The water dispenser on the fridge, it leaks. Every morning there’s a puddle on the floor. Gets real slippery on the laminate flooring. Anyway, she tried to grab the edge of the counter for support but caught hold of the butcher block instead and took it down with her. One of the knives cut her hand. The blood spurted out. I got panicky, asked her if she was all right. Tried to help. But she got heady with me, you know? Told me to go fuck myself. When she got up, her head butted me in the mouth. I yelled but she just upped and stormed out. Like a madwoman.”


  Silence. Then Moldofsky asked, “Where is she now?”


  “I don’t know. I just tried calling her apartment but there was no answer.”


  “So she just upped and left,” said Moldofsky, raising his voice. “Didn’t try calling you to tell you where she’d be?”


  “No...I mean, I yelled after her. Told her to wait. I’d wanted her to go to the emergency room. But she ignored me. She was really out of sorts. Crying hysterically. She really lost her mind. Sped away before I had a second chance.”


  “So why didn’t you follow her?”


  “I...I don’t drive.”


  Moldofsky took a giant step over the blood and sat in the chair opposite Richard. He leaned forward. Eyes narrowed, he said, “The neighbors said she had blood on her face. You just told me she cut her hand.”


  Richard felt his heart skip a beat at the slip up. He rolled his eyes and grinned in a quick effort to cover up any guilt. “She was crying, and had her hands over her face. That’s what they saw, no doubt.”


  Moldofsky brought a fist up to his mouth and coughed. The young cop, Hughes--Richard could see his badge now—was scribbling enthusiastically. When Moldofsky spoke again at this close proximity, Richard could smell coffee on his breath. “Mr Sparke, it’s no secret that you have a history. Let me refresh your memory. About two years ago your now ex-wife Samantha Sparke filed a report stating you assaulted her, for no good reason other than, as stated in the report, that you were unhappy with your marriage. So, as I’m sure you’ll understand, we can’t be blamed us for our hesitancy, and our suspicions, given the overt circumstances.”


  Richard hesitated, then replied, “No, I can’t blame you at all.”


  


  Circumstances


  
     
  


  The circumstances. He awoke that night, long after seeing his own angry face peering down at him; after the intruder in black had been sucked into the vortex that he came to know as ‘the blue light’; after he realized that the image of four year-old Debra had also vanished, leaving him gasping for air and trying to rationalize the reason for his subconscious mind in sending these images to haunt the landscape of his dream-world. He’d been surrounded by utter darkness--a familiar episode that would occur many times again in the future: he’d awake in the midst of a dream, finding his lungs heaving, his muscles weary and his mind at once searching latent memories for clues as to where he went and what he did during the night’s sleepwalking episode. His only clue here had been the rasping, pained wheeze of someone in pain. In the bed. Next to him.


  He whispered Samantha’s name. No response except for the same harsh breathing, and then the crippled whisper of a voice attempting to say his name, Rich-ah...Rich-ah. Richard turned over, faced the whisper.


  In a gentle, hesitant voice, he said her name again.


  “Samantha?”


  No answer. He leaned to the right, stretched his body across the pillow and turned on the bedside lamp. The room absorbed the pallid light.


  He turned back and looked at Samantha’s side of the bed.


  Saw the blood.


  The slightly fidgeting form of her body beneath the sheets.


  The sheets, whose soft pink tone had been marred with stark crimson blotches shaped like continents on an alien map.


  Trembling, sweating, nearly crying, he grasped the sodden end of the sheet, unsure as to how her profound injuries had been caused.


  Could it have been the man in black? The one donned in skin-tight clothing, whose demeanor and voice and hidden visage imitated none other than Richard Sparke?


  No, no, no! He shook his head as tears sprung from his burning eyes. Clenched his fists, pounded his thighs, in denial but knowing the brutal truth of the matter.


  The black-clad Richard Sparke was an intruder from your very own dream, his conscience said. Someone you created. He couldn’t have done this. The only Richard Sparke left is you. You did this to your wife, Richard. You did. While you were sleeping.


  When he pulled the sheet away, his blood froze, paralyzing his body. For utterly long, nerve-racking moments he could only remain dreadfully still and stare at the bloodied body that was his wife, her face swelled and bruised, chest sunken from broken ribs. Blood, matting her blonde hair, turning it a muddy shade of brown. Lips split and bleeding, tremoring, unsuccessful in their attempt to summon help.


  He cried her name, frantically wiping the blood from her eyes, uncovering only the hate-filled glare of an accuser pinning her attacker. Samantha gasped desperately for air, the shattered ribs in her heaving chest now poking shocking points into her skin--evidence of punctured lungs. He leaped from the bed in a dizzy fog, calling 911 for help, all the while suspecting the truth of what happened, yet still desperately seeking another more defensible answer from Samantha as to the cause of her afflictions.


  You did this, Richard. You did...


  They both kept silent until help arrived, paramedics frantically responding to her injuries until she found the might to point an accusatory finger at Richard.


  He did it.


  


  Charges


  
     
  


  “The charges were dropped,” Richard said. Moldofsky remained silent. He then added, “Still, I understand your concerns. But I assure you, nothing like that happened here--”


  “Mr Sparke,” Moldofsky interrupted, holding up a palm. “We’re not going to arrest you just yet. We can’t. Other than the blood on your kitchen floor and a lip that looks as though it’s taken quite a jab, there’s nothing else here that gives us just cause for your arrest. And no one’s pressing charges either. Yet.” He leaned forward, added, “Although I must admit it raised my dander seeing you mopping the place up.”


  Richard nodded. “I figured as much. Your guns were pointed at me.”


  Hughes replaced his pad and pen. Avoiding the blood, he stepped behind Richard to remove the cuffs.


  At the precise moment the locks on the cuffs went click, Richard closed his eyes in reaction to a lance of pain from the metal digging into his skin. Behind the thin skin of his lids he saw a brief flash of blue light--like he did earlier while facing Pam as she groveled on her knees. It was as if someone in the room had just taken a photograph. The cuffs came off and Richard looked around but didn’t see anything.


  “Just so you know, Mr Sparke, we plan on calling VAT and Fairview Hospital to see if Miss--”


  “Did you just see that?”


  Moldofsky cocked his head, peered at Hughes for a second, then back at Richard. “See what?”


  Richard shook his head. “I thought I saw something. A flash. Of light.”


  “I didn’t see anything. Did you, Kevin?” The young cop shook his head.


  Richard blew out a nervous gush of air. “I must be dreaming. I’m sorry. Forget it.” He ran a hand through his damp sweaty hair. “You were saying?”


  “Your girlfriend Pam. Her last name.”


  “Bergin. Pamela Bergin.”


  “Yes. We’d like to see if Miss Bergin decided to take your advice to check into an emergency room. And if you’ll be so cooperative to give me her home address, we’ll stop by her apartment to see if she corroborates your story. If she does, you’re off the hook. If not, we’ll be back to ask some more questions. Fair enough?”


  Richard glanced about the kitchen again in an ineffective effort to locate the source of the flash he’d just seen. Are you losing your mind, Richard, or did you just see a flash of light? Of blue light? It was nothing. Moldofsky and Hughes hadn’t seen the flash. But now they were curious, eyeing his skittish actions. He smiled uncomfortably and rubbed his eyes, writing the sighting off to his wearied imagination. He needed some time to think this whole mess through. Alone, with his conscience.


  Blue light...


  He nodded. “She lives at 338 Culver, the Presidential Studios. Washington building, apartment 5A.”


  Moldofsky stood, his large body nudging against the table. Hughes paced towards the door. “I’d appreciate if you could make yourself available for most of the day, in case we need to speak with you again.”


  Richard stayed seated, nodding. He felt like a criminal on the stand. “In other words, stay home, right?”


  “That would be helpful.” Moldofsky grinned. The two cops, careful not to get any blood on their shoes, turned and exited the condo without thanking Richard. Richard watched them as they paced across the street to an unmarked gray squad car. They conversed for a moment, then slowly drove away.


  A million thoughts ran through Richard’s head, first and foremost where Pam had gone, and whether or not he would be able to contact her before the police did.


  Given her wild behavior this morning, he wondered if he really wanted to.


  


  Cleanup


  
     
  


  Richard spent the remainder of the morning cleaning up the blood. The actual amount hadn’t been as abundant as it first seemed. Between his own feet and Pam’s shoes smudging a lot of it about, then some seeping across the flooring, it had spread enough to appear as if someone had been severely injured, when in fact only a small amount of blood been lost.


  More than enough, Richard.


  Yes, more than enough to make those meddling policemen raise their eyebrows and slap the cuffs on him (his wrists smarted pretty badly now, red and sore where the cuffs had dug in between the wristbone and phalanges), and enough to consider him a suspect for assault--especially if they succeeded in tracking down Pamela, and got her to press charges. Which wouldn’t be out of the question given the unpredictable nature of her actions, and the way the day seemed to be going.


  As Richard drained the sink and swabbed the floor one last time with a fresh douse of ammonia-water, he wondered if the cops had intentions of accusing him of something worse than just assault. Attempted murder, perhaps? After all, there was blood. There were knives. They more than likely had some level of probable cause to do just that. “No,” he said to himself, growing terrified of such a serious accusation. “They couldn’t.” A stab from a knife, he thought, would inflict a gaping wound that would produce a voluminous amount of blood, much more than what had stained the floor. And one of the knives would’ve had a fresh wet coating on its blade, the handle splattered and saturated. The more he tried to convince himself of his innocence, the easier it became for him to counter his irreproachable views with indications of guilt.


  The knife you used to stab Pamela, Mr Sparke. It may still be lodged inside her. Or is it hidden in your bedroom closet somewhere?


  “No...no...”


  Richard, what if Pamela doesn’t show up anywhere? What if she disappears? Then they’ll definitely come back here. They’ll take you in, ask more questions. A lot more questions. Give you the ‘guilty until proven innocent’ treatment until you convince them that you haven’t done anything wrong. And let me tell you, that ain’t no barrel of monkeys, my friend. You’re in deep shit.


  Shaking off the alarming thoughts, he filled the sink with fresh water and soapsuds. He used a clean sponge to wash the knives, each and every one of them, until not a spot of blood remained. Once polished and dried, he scrubbed the butcher’s block in the same meticulous fashion, using his right index fingernail to pick away at the stubborn areas. He then placed it in the drainboard, inserting each knife into its appropriate slot, one by one, until they all...


  One was missing. Just as it had been when he first knocked into it, when Pamela came charging around the island, knife raised and poised to slice his chest open.


  The big steak knife. The one she used to attack him; the one that had fallen from her hand when he so judgmentally slammed the pine butcher block into her face; the same one he saw with his very own--and lately unreliable--eyes skidding across the laminate floor. Coming to rest under the refrigerator grill with a soft clunk.


  Like a hawk, he’d kept his mind and sights on that big knife while confronting Pamela during her tirade, and then again while speaking with Moldofsky and Hughes. Yet while cleaning up, it hadn’t even crossed his blurred mind to retrieve it, wash it like the others and place it back into the butcher block. Perhaps he simply skipped over it, didn’t see it while picking up all the knives just moments earlier?


  He looked down; it wasn’t there. He fished around for it, on his hands and knees, reaching beneath the radiator grill as far back as he could.


  Nothing.


  In a new growth of panic (wasn’t it bad enough to be worried about murder accusations?) he unplugged the refrigerator and pulled it away from the wall, the metal feet scraping jagged lines into the laminate flooring. His muscles ached, his mind reeling as this unexplored territory in his kitchen revealed only circles of tacky dust, a few fugitive Cheerios, and an errant olive that had long lost the war to putrification.


  So where’s the knife?


  He glanced about the kitchen as if in search of an elusive cat. Under the kitchen table. Beneath the cabinets. In the pantry. Anxious nerves tickled his skin, not so much for the reason that the knife might be the only piece of the puzzle clearing him of the vicious act he could very well be accused of, but more so because he liked to think that he hadn’t lost his mind after all, that he really did see the knife on the floor with its handle hidden just beneath the refrigerator grill.


  That you really did see that tiny flash of light while talking with the cops...


  Halfheartedly, he rocked the fridge back against the wall then gave the kitchen a swift going-over, lifting the dinette chairs and even going as far as searching some cabinet drawers before resigning himself to the fact the knife was indeed missing. His chest tightened with frustration and toyed with his heart, tears of fatigue welling in his eyes as he stared at the butcher block, at the gaping slot in the upper left-hand corner where that big steak knife should be resting alongside its family members.


  Had the cops taken it? Possible, but Richard hadn’t noticed either of them near the refrigerator, much less one kneel down and covertly pocket the eight-inch piece. And if so, then why would they choose that particular knife? After all, the kitchen floor had been littered with them. It would have been much easier taking any one of the others if they felt the certain need to obtain--however wrongfully--some evidence. The only justification he could imagine was that the steak knife had been the biggest of all the knives. That it had been somewhat, well, hidden. A bit of a red flag for the inquisitive eye.


  Again he looked to the floor, found nothing new. He looked up at the refrigerator door. Held by magnets on the shiny appliance was a small white plastic writing tablet he used for jotting down items of importance. It had shifted slightly in the fray, and as Richard straightened it out he read the three lines making up the short list he scribbled yesterday using the blue magic marker clipped to the top:


  


  1) Visit Mom’s grave


  2) Call Samantha


  3) Dr Delaney, Thurs 1:00


  


  A tiny wave of panic sent a tingling sensation up and down his spine. The first two items could be put off for any other day. But Dr Delaney? He couldn’t miss that! Monday’s visit with the psychiatrist had shown brief snippets of success, and he looked forward to his next trip downtown with hope of shedding more light on his anxieties, his sleepwalking, his dreams. According to Dr Delaney, Richard had finally started showing progress, had begun coming to terms with the loss of Debra. And although the doctor didn’t yet see much improvement with Richard’s sleepwalking, he still wanted Richard to come in for a second visit this week, in an effort, as he explained, to ‘maintain the momentum of our success’. That coming to terms over the loss of his daughter may in fact trigger a healing of all additional woes.


  The appointment was for today, Thursday, 1:00. He looked at the kitchen clock. It was 12:45. Time to hit the road.


  I’d appreciate if you could make yourself available for most of the day, in case we need to speak with you again, Moldofsky had said.


  Was it a crime if he didn’t? Richard leaned on the counter, the magnitude of this morning’s events starting to hit him as a single enigma, an intimidating ordeal that would not be a cinch to deal with. It would encompass him, drive him back down into the weak individual that had been succumbing to his dreams for as long as he could remember. When he looked at the morning’s troublesome events this way, it seemed as if they’d been part of another frightening dream, its characters not unlike the people, both new and familiar, friendly and violent, that had visited him so many times during the night time and time again. The only discernible difference was the vista that was his home--slightly more tangible than the lasting environments of his dreamscapes.


  So what if he went out today? The cop Moldofsky hadn’t demanded he stay home, he simply said he would like it if Richard made himself available. Richard’s therapy, now that Pamela seemed to be history, would be his only means as an outlet for his frustrations. It had suddenly become all too important, regardless if the sessions had seemed so futile up until recently. They were the only true constant in his life. He had to go, no question. If the police found a need to speak with him, then they would have to wait until later. Besides, they might not even call.


  Richard had a strange feeling they would.


  


  Bus


  
     
  


  Richard dressed in a pair of jeans and a blue cotton golf shirt, then left through the front door, scooting from the condo with the apprehensiveness of a thief lamming the scene of burglary. He was certain some nosy neighbors--perhaps the ones that called the police--would be waiting impatiently behind the windows of their homes for him to emerge; he didn’t want to give them much to look at.


  The sky was cloudless, a bright burning sun igniting the manicured landscape with golden beams, magnifying the natural tones of the outdoors. The green grass glimmered, the perfectly paved asphalt roads swelling like charcoal veins, the retirees and mothers and children pacing lazily about, three generations of lifelines coursing through the calm environment, bringing vitality to their little world. As it turned out, nobody seemed to notice him, or care. They could very well have been ignoring him, the story of this morning’s disquieting event no doubt traveling fast and causing alarm and trepidation amongst the residents, but it didn’t seem that way. Indeed, on this beautiful day where spirits were high and dispositions mellow, no one even offered a casual glance or hello to Richard.


  Don’t be fooled, Richard. Your neighbors, they all know about you. The rumors are spreading.


  “They could just be going about their business,” he answered out loud. “They might not even know I’m here.”


  Two young mothers approached, walking in the opposite direction along the curb. One had an infant in a stroller, the other a three year-old in hand. The little girl, curly blonde hair and milky skin, looked up at Richard as he muttered to himself. The girl tugged on her mother’s arm, interrupting a conversation on dessert recipes. “Mommy, that man over there is talking to himself!”


  Both mothers glanced at Richard, one having a harder time hiding her apprehension than the other. The mother pulled her daughter close, smiled, mouthed I’m sorry, then picked up the pace and continued on their path away from Richard.


  Hope you got all that blood off your hands, Richard.


  Always one to listen to his conscience, he looked down at his hands. They looked clean. It was all gone.


  Are you sure it’s all gone?


  He turned left at a condo with a yellow Volkswagen parked in the driveway, an elderly man out front tending to a small garden below the dwelling’s front window. Walking past, Richard wondered if the cops were still around (perhaps that gardener is a cop in disguise, no?), watching him from some inconspicuous location, taking notes and researching deeper into his checkered past. Briskly he continued along the short curving roads of the complex, darting his sights back and forth in paranoid skirts, looking for any vehicle moving slowly after him, for middle-aged men lazing about with no direction in mind other than to keep their curious eyes him. But all he saw were the early afternoon activities of the residents enjoying a nice sunny day.


  Finally he approached the guard station. A repair crew of two grease-stained men were putting in a new gate. The ‘quite a bit of damage’ Moldofsky referred to as a result of Pamela’s reckless escape had already been cleared, the new gate looking less than twenty minutes from being completely installed. The guard, a stocky middle-aged man with brown-framed glasses, stood away from his post in an authoritative hands-on-hips posture, supervising the situation. He gave Richard a bitter yet hesitant gaze, pulling it away as soon as Richard locked eyes with him. Apparently the guard had been enlightened about ‘Mr Sparke’s’ girlfriend causing all this unnecessary damage.


  Ignoring the guard and the rest of the scene, Richard stepped up onto the curb and exited the complex. He paced down Alister Avenue to the corner of Caulfield, where he sat on the curb and waited for the bus to take him downtown. Every half hour,  a local Fairview Area Transport came by to ferry passengers from the neighborhoods into the village.


  1:00 approached, and so did the bus. He turned quickly to take one last view of the rather mundane action at the security post. Mr hands-on-hips had stepped out into the street and was staring at Richard from a safe distance. The bus pulled to a hissing stop, the doors opening to admit Richard. He boarded, seated himself, then cupped his hands against the window and looked outside. The guard was still staring.


  Only now he was speaking into a walkie-talkie.


  As the bus pulled away, a familiar-looking gray sedan pulled out of the complex entrance, blocking Richard’s view of the guard. Two figures were in the front seat. Richard twisted his body and watched as the car reached the corner of Alister and Caulfield, then turned left, heading in the opposite direction of the bus.


  Peeking back down Alister, he saw that the guard had vanished.


  You’re just being paranoid. Relax.


  “Voice of reason…right.”


  This little outburst earned him the gaze of a female passenger.


  Richard settled back in his seat, a total of four other riders mindfully going about their business with no worries in the world, it seemed.


  He blew out a slow deep breath. Delaney will have a field day with today’s events. Wonder what words of wisdom he’ll come up with next?


  


  Moldofsky


  
     
  


  Forty-seven year-old Leonard Moldofsky had never once questioned his decision to become a cop. His life’s career had provided a fairly smooth ride in Fairview where the biggest problems were petty crimes, teenagers scribbling graffiti on the high school’s walls, or random domestic disputes that either climaxed to a point of violence or ended up as a family counseling session that Moldofsky himself had to bequeath. Twenty-three years on the force. One murder, a fair share of bar fights (and of course those spousal brawls, sometimes ending up more bloody and violent than your average tavern dispute, thank you Mr Sparke for contributing), and countless fender-benders. Speeding tickets, parking tickets, parentless teenage get-togethers that got too loud and too messy, forcing the neighbors to summon the strong arm of Fairview’s law to cool the adolescent engines. Hundreds of common incidences--all adding up to quite a career in law enforcement for Len Moldofsky, earning him a lengthy resume perhaps not so rich in color but nonetheless rewarding and satisfying to a man who simply had to provide for his wife and teenage son.


  “Turn left here,” Kevin Hughes said, pointing. “It’s quicker.”


  Moldofsky shuddered. Kid means well, but you think he’d realize that I already know how to get downtown after living my entire life in this not-so-grand town. Moldofsky took a left on Indian Head Road, the unmarked sedan hugging the road like a lover.


  Hughes scratched his upper lip. “So...you believe him?”


  Fact was Leonard really didn’t know what to make of Richard Sparke. He seemed a bit too approachable, likable. A kindly cooperative man who didn’t seem all that capable of committing the rather violent crime he’d been accused of two years ago. He was soft spoken, and even today, while angered, his demeanor leaned towards an uninhibited attempt to create peace instead of war. The question remained: was he telling the God’s honest truth about what happened with Pamela Bergin inside his condo this morning?


  Leonard was more than confident that Sparke had left out some finer details.


  Which led to another interesting tidbit.  It wasn’t entirely impossible, but Leonard found it strange that Sparke hadn’t--or at least didn’t appear to remember--that it was he, Leonard Moldofsky, who had worked the domestic violence report Samantha Sparke filed two years ago.


  Moldofsky had recorded detailed conversations with both the Sparkes following the event, and even though Richard’s story had remained coolly consistent, Leonard’s instincts, even back then, had told him that Richard wasn’t telling him everything there was to know.


  So what Leonard had now were two reported incidences of violence, spread apart in time, the particulars lost beneath a thin layer of mystery, each running deeper than just the indisputable blood on the perpetrator’s hands.


  Leonard had always told himself that any hunch, however remote, was worth looking into, especially when there wasn’t much else going on. Clearly Richard Sparke had a private little something up his sleeve, and the intuitive detective in Leonard Moldofsky wanted to find out exactly what it was.


  Leonard blew out a deep breath. “I’m not sure what to believe, other than I feel we’re not getting the whole story.”


  “Well…I think I’m a pretty good read on people,” Hughes said. He sneezed at the end of his self-rewarding remark.


  Typical cop self-praise, Leonard thought. I know it well.


  Hughes opened the glove compartment, removed a tissue and wiped his nose. “Did you happen to notice if Sparke had a cat?”


  “No, didn’t notice.”


  Hughes sneezed again. “Ugh…I think I’m having an allergic reaction. I get this way around cats.” He blasted another, then blew his nose.


  “He could have had one, I suppose.”


  “Yeah. But if he did, then I would’ve started sneezing as soon as we got there.”


  Leonard laughed, made a left turn. “Don’t know what to tell you, kiddo. What difference does it make?”


  Hughes brushed what looked like a few strands of cat hair on his lap. “Damn, well someone has a cat.”


  “Maybe his girl has one, and left some dander behind?”


  Hughes nodded. “Maybe.”


  Moldofsky stopped at a red light. “So you were saying, about Sparke?”


  “Yeah...what I was saying is that my gut tells me he’s telling the truth.”


  Moldofsky nodded. “It did seem that way, didn’t it? But let’s not forget everything we know about him: two probable acts of violence...both against women he’s had relationships with. First his wife, and now his girlfriend. You know I...” He paused, suddenly uncomfortable with the conversation, yet feeling a need to get it off his shoulders.


  “What?”


  “The first incident two years ago, the one I told you about on the way to his place? I worked it.”


  “Really? The case with his wife?”


  He nodded. “Not a case. Just a report, as the charges were eventually dropped.” He paused, then said, “A real number was done on her. She was damn near paralyzed from her injuries.”


  Kevin Hughes looked at Leonard, grin thin and suddenly wet. “Len, you think this might all be about…rough sex?”


  The idea had crossed Moldofsky’s mind back when questioning Richard following Samantha’s charges, but it’d ended up as an improbable consideration --an unlikely scenario. For one, Richard had called the paramedics himself, and then the police. In most cases of spousal abuse, the aggressive husband would never turn himself in, much less show the genuine compassion he displayed following the episode. As well, there’d been too much blood present for it to be simple case of roughing it between the sheets. You didn’t ascend to this level unless you were into the ultra-kinky stuff: razors, whips, chains, and there’d been no evidence of such devices. It had become all too clear: Samantha’s broken bones and lacerations had showed full intent to harm.


  Over the years Leonard had encountered a few situations where the victimized woman had stepped forward to press charges against the husband or boyfriend for assault stemming from consensually rough sex. The results of their injuries amounted to mere bruising at the neck and chest along with a scattering of tell-tale scratches acquired in an attempt to end the session (Leonard could never understand the mystique of harmonizing orgasm with partial asphyxiation and pain). So, Moldofsky had become convinced that there hadn’t been consensual rough sex going on behind Richard Sparke’s closed doors, as there would not have been ample amounts of blood, and broken bones.


  The facts were apparent: the man had beat Samantha senseless, and had probably tried the same with Pam.


  “With both situations, it could’ve started out as sex,” Leonard answered, exploring all possibilities. “But then he might’ve sprung the aggressive part on them during lovemaking, catching them by surprise. The women might’ve freaked out and responded in self-defense, fending off his overly heated advances, and in turn totally pissed him off, making him even more rambunctious. I’d imagine things would get real ugly at that point, you know? His adrenaline surges, and he loses all rational thought, like an animal fending off a kill from hungry opponents.”


  Kevin rubbed his chin. Leonard made a left onto Foster Avenue, heading towards downtown Fairview. “So you think he’s really into beating his women for pleasure? He doesn’t strike me as the type, Len. No offense. Too wishy-washy.”


  Moldofsky shook his head. “Don’t let appearances fool you.” He turned right onto New Street. Parked cars packed the curbs, shoppers taking the sidewalks and store entrances with enthusiastic strides. Ahead Main Street was alive with its usual throng of daily activity. “But if I had to guess, I’d say he’s no whacko sex offender. I can’t remember him having any scratches on him after the incident with his wife.”


  “He had a nasty welt on his lip today.”


  “Yeah, no doubt he took a punch. But the blood was in the kitchen.”


  “Hmm…we didn’t check the bedroom.”


  “I peeked into the hallway. There was no trail of blood. Whatever happened occurred right there in the kitchen.” He paused, then added, “I think there’s more to this story than meets the eye, Kev. And I want to find out what it is.” Leonard turned left onto Main and pulled the sedan into a vacant spot behind a Toyota SUV. “Lucky. A perfect spot.”


  Hughes raised an inquisitive brow. “I thought we were gonna check out the hospital.”


  “Now why would I park here when the hospital is a mile away?”


  Kevin shifted in his seat, undid his seat belt. “Lunch?”


  “A good cop eats with his eyes, not with his stomach.”


  “What’s that mean?”


  “Look.” Leonard pointed. Kevin followed his cue. The Main Street bus pulled up next to a row of buildings, depositing three passengers. One of them was Richard Sparke. He paced the length of three storefronts, hesitated as he read a sign on a slate-colored professional facility, then went inside through a pair of glass doors.


  “Well, I’ll be a son of a gun. Didn’t you tell him to stay home where we could reach him?” Hughes’s sarcasm was obvious, the grin on his face wide.


  “Told you he wouldn’t--that’s why I had the guard cue us when he left. I just wanted to make sure he got on the Main Street bus before we came down here.”


  “All right, fess up. What clued you in?” Smiling, the young cop was clearly impressed with his senior’s intuition.


  “He had one of those little magic marker note pads on the fridge. Said ‘Dr Delaney, Thursday, 1:00’. That’s today. He wasn’t going to miss his appointment. Guarantee you that.” Moldofsky’s eyes were glued to the inactive doorway of the slate facility. “He’s been seeing Delaney--a shrink by the way--for a long time. Started right after the incident with his wife--mentioned it to me during an interview with him. He was having a lot of anxiety related B.S. that kept him from a good night’s sleep.”


  “So he’s still seeing the guy after two years?”


  “And I’ll bet you it’s not just for insomnia or night terrors.”


  Hughes smiled. “Not bad, partner. I’m impressed.”


  “You should be. So how about some lunch?”


  “I thought good cops eat with their eyes?”


  “Who said we’re good cops?”


  Kevin laughed. “Good. I’m starving.” The young cop launched himself from the passenger seat. He came around Moldofsky’s side and stood there waiting before asking, “You coming?”


  “Kevin,” he said, eyebrows raised, “I have to watch out for Sparke.”


  “I guess I’m buying then.”


  Leonard laughed. “They ought to promote you to detective.”


  


  Delaney


  
     
  


  Dr Marcus Delaney’s office sat in the middle of downtown Fairview, a quaint village that started out in the 1930’s as five stores lining Main Street, ultimately becoming a thriving college-like setting with over fifty businesses, including restaurants, bars, and a selective array of retail outlets.


  The practice was located in a three-story office building on Main Street , sandwiched between an educational toy store and a delicatessen that nourished many of the lunchtime employees from the area’s shops. For Richard it had been easily accessible, the downtown bus stopping at three points along the half mile stretch of establishments. The slate-front motif of the newer building seemed out of place amidst the old-fashioned shops connected to it. Lately, with Fairview growing and more and more businesses settling in, the town had become a melting pot of enterprises run by a new generation of residents looking to upgrade the community they grew up in.


  The building housed only professional offices, two medical doctors, an ophthalmologist, an obstetrician, and Delaney himself. Richard had a compulsive habit of reading the gold-colored engravings of all the specialist’s names etched into the brown plaque secured to the wall at the right of the entrance, just to make sure that Delaney hadn’t decided to move his practice without alerting him. He imagined himself as being one of his more troublesome patients; he hadn’t missed an appointment in two years, regardless of Delaney’s suggestion that a simple dose of medication would more than likely cure his ailments. It seemed irrational to think Delaney would move on without him, but then again, Richard’s mind didn’t drum up the most viable explanations to his fantastic problems.


  Inside, he took the elevator to the second floor and approached the main reception area where the clerksmiled, then nodded and pointed down the hall, giving Richard the thumbs up: Delaney had finished with his client and was now waiting for him. He paced to the first door on the right and entered the doctor’s office. Delaney was sitting at his desk, scribbling some notes in a legal pad.


  “Hiya, Doctor. Sorry I’m late.”


  “Richard, how are you feeling today?” He pinched his brow, eyes pointed to Richard’s wounds.


  Richard licked his swollen lip. “I’ve had better days.”


  “Looks it. Come.”


  As usual, Delaney’s office was spotless, the workings of an anal mind: the desk, not a piece of paper escaping the confines of the blotter, a computer monitor the only object resting upon the fine mahogany surface. Two walls bragged floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, hundreds of colorful texts validating the doctor’s educational credentials framed and displayed on the opposing wall.


  Delaney’s fixation with neatness carried over into his appearance. Short yet trim, perhaps fifty, facial features squared, hazel eyes clear and piercing. Although balding, what remained on his head was neat and trim, not a hair out of place. Pale, thin arms jutted from the crisply pressed sleeves of the plaid woven shirt he wore. Tightly honed creases ran the length of his brown pants with tailored accuracy, shiny from their last visit to the dry-cleaners.


  With the mini-blinds drawn on the room’s two windows, a small lamp on the coffee table centering the room provided the only illumination, a soft halo spread smoothly upon the leather couch that Richard had lain upon so many times in the past.


  “Is it something you want to talk about?”


  The throbbing in Richard’s jaw coerced his reply. “I suppose I should.”


  Like a cat nuzzling its owner’s leg, Richard nestled himself onto the couch. He located the small grease stain on the ceiling, a focal safe-point so many times serving as a security blanket in the otherwise sterile environment. Marcus Delaney took a seat in the small chair opposite the couch. He clipped a small reading light to a composition notepad, then pressed the ‘record’ button on the micro-cassette recorder sitting on the table between them.


  “Before we start Richard, can I offer you something to drink?” He stood up and walked to the cooler against the wall by his desk, pulled a paper cup and filled it.


  “No, no thank you.”


  Delaney gulped the water and sat back down. “There’s lots to discuss today, Richard. I hope you have the time. I’ve reserved two hours for us.”


  Thoughts of Officer Moldofsky crossed his mind, his conscience reminding him of what he’d said: You remember, don’t you? Let me refresh your memory. I’d appreciate if you could make yourself available for most of the day, in case we need to speak with you again.


  I’ll be home tonight, he answered in thought. If they need me then they can speak to me later. I’m not on any kind of curfew.


  “Richard? Is two hours okay?”


  Richard shook away the internal dialogue. “No problem, I’ve got all the time you need.”


  Delaney smiled. “Very well then. Let’s get started.”


  


  Therapy


  
     
  


  “I must admit that last week’s session was quite a success. Did you find some time to ponder our discussion?”


  Richard nodded. “Of course. Debra’s death...it hurts real bad just thinking about it. I mean, I’m still devastated. But I’m also starting to realize that I have much more life ahead of me. With or without her, I still exist, and I can’t let one mournful experience ruin my life, however painful it may be.”


  “That’s very smart thinking, Richard. And positive thinking is what recovery is all about. Enjoying life despite tragedy. I’m glad you’re starting to see through your adversity.”


  “The anxiety is still flourishing. It’s getting worse.”


  “What makes you say that?”


  Richard hesitated, then said, “The dreams...” He knew exactly the thoughts that would go through Delaney’s mind upon mentioning the dreams, and his suspicions proved correct judging by the gamesome smirk appearing on the doctor’s face. The issue sailed past the normal course of therapy for Delaney, Richard knew, the level of effort necessary increasing tenfold. Deep exploration needed to be performed in order to appease Richard’s frequent fears and obsessions, much less find answers to them, and Richard was thankful for the good doctor’s enthusiasm.


  “You must understand that the recurring dreams, along with the sleepwalking, have resulted from the anxiety associated with your daughter’s death. And the separation from Samantha. Perhaps your mother’s death plays a part in this as well. The adrenaline in your body has chosen to alert the fear-response center in your brain in such a way, albeit a very unique way, that affects your sleep mechanizations to a point where sensitization is so intense, hallucinations appear. In many cases, extreme anxiety sufferers exhibit commonplace symptoms equally as distressing, such as vertigo, the inability to swallow, or chronic hyperventilation. But remember, as we’ve discussed in the past, regardless of the symptoms, they’re all effected through different levels of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder.”


  Richard continued to stare at the grease stain in the ceiling. He sighed. He didn’t doubt the doctor’s theory--perhaps it held some truth. But he believed and worked damn hard to make the doctor realize that his physical ills were generated by something above and beyond a simple influx of adrenaline and sensitized nerves. In recent weeks, however, the doctor began recording their sessions, and was asking more and more about the dreams, the sleepwalking, the blue light, the man in black, plus the flow of other visitors haunting Richard’s dreams. Perhaps Delaney had been genuinely interested, maybe he was starting to believe. Regardless, Richard liked the fact that Delaney might be seeking other forms of therapy. All Richard had to do was say the magic words, and they could move on.


  “Haven’t we been through this before?”


  Hey Richard, you ever think that maybe the good doctor might be humoring you?


  No, he’s genuine. I trust him.


  “Yes, we have, Richard.”


  “So isn’t there anything new you’d like to discuss?”


  “Perhaps there is...but first I’d like to run through some other specifics. Is that okay with you?”


  Richard nodded. “Sorry.”


  Delaney took a sip of water. “Your injuries, they look fresh.”


  “They are. From this morning in fact.”


  “How did you obtain them?”


  “I’m not too sure, actually. You know my relationship with Pamela hasn’t been so good of late.”


  “Why?”


  Richard shuddered at the doctor’s meaningless query, the simplicity of the probe perplexing, frustrating. Was Delaney playing games? Surely he knew the answer to ‘why’ without having to ask again. “I’ve told you this before. Because I won’t let her sleep in bed with me.”


  “Because you think you might go on another sleepwalk, and hurt her. Is that correct?”


  “Yes.” Richard pulled his sights away from the grease stain and pinned Delaney. His eyes were starting to tear, and he had to blink a few times to clear them. “We fought last night. For hours.”


  “Fought?”


  “Yeah, we fought.”


  Richard, tell him everything you remember.


  Delaney nodded for him to continue.


  “She came over at seven, we had dinner. We argued for hours. It got heated. Again she insisted as to why I won’t let her sleep over. I refused to admit my reasons. The usual fare.”


  “So…why didn’t you just tell her?”


  “Are you kidding? Tell her that I nearly killed my ex-wife in my sleep? She’ll never speak to me again! Besides, outside of you, I’ve never told anyone the God’s-honest truth about what happened with Samantha.”


  “Two things you must realize,” Delaney said. “One, and I’ve told you this before, but…it might be better if you simply tell Pamela the truth. It sounds to me, based on the effort she’s putting in to make your relationship work, that she really does love you. With that in mind, I can understand her frustration with you for not being truthful with her. Secondly, and I’m sure you’ll understand me here, but by not telling her the truth of the matter, you end up with exactly what you fear as far as your relationship is concerned: rejection. She’s not speaking to you now, Richard. Perhaps if you had told her, she might’ve understood your reasons for not wanting her to sleep over, and would have offered compassion instead of a struggle. My guess is that she would have been understanding.”


  “Doc, there’s something else.”


  Delaney nodded, eyes pointing to Richard’s swelled lip. “Go ahead.”


  Richard felt his heartrate increase, a nerve-induced precursor to confession. “Pamela…she attacked me. But you have to believe me when I tell you that I really don’t remember all the details. It’s all very much a blur.” He didn’t wish to talk about Pam coming at him with the knife.


  Delaney’s eyes narrowed--an indication of intense interest. He remained silent, allowing Richard to continue.


  “All I can recall is waking up from another sleepwalking dream. I was in bed.  I heard her calling my name. At first I wasn’t sure if I was still dreaming. When I opened my eyes, Pam was in the room with me, standing by the bathroom door.  I answered her, and we began to talk.”


  “About what?”


  “I really don’t remember. Mostly about the night before, I guess.” He held up his hand, palm facing Delaney. “Wait a sec...I remember...we discussed how she got inside the condo.”


  “Okay...go on.”


  “I thought it strange that Pam would come unannounced. She said she tried to call but that my phone was off the hook. She then came over and let herself in with my key.”


  “Was it unlike her to arrive unexpectedly?”


  “Yeah, she never did that. She said she tried to call first, and I could have very well taken the phone off the hook while sleepwalking. I’ve done that before. But I really don’t remember ever giving her a key to my place. As far as I know, I only have one key.”


  “Do you suppose she lied about the key?”


  Richard shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. Either that, or she made a copy without me knowing.”


  Delaney checked the tape, then stopped it, turned it over, and re-pressed record. “What else? What happened after your conversation with her?”


  “Well...she kinda changed. That I remember. All of a sudden, she really didn’t look like Pam.”


  “How so?”


  “It was really weird. As far as I could tell she’d only been in my room for a few minutes. We were having as normal a conversation as possible, given the circumstances. She still seemed upset about our break up. And then her eyes, they got all funny. The blue of her eyes turned black. She started to cry a little and turned away from me. When I got out of bed and tried to comfort her, she just went ballistic. Turned around and punched me. Upped and socked me a good one right in the mouth.”


  “She punched you?”


  “Yeah.”


  Delaney scribbled furiously in his notebook. “Was anything said that would cause her to behave this irrationally?”


  “No, nothing.”


  “Did you hit her back?”


  “No! I mean...I don’t know…I can’t remember much after that,” he lied. He thought of the butcher block, cleaning it in the sink, the blood on its wooden surface…


  Delaney took a few moments to jot more notes, and Richard took this time to find a bit of comfort in the grease stain. “Richard, do you mind if I stray from the subject for a moment?”


  “No, of course not.”


  “I’d like to ask you a few questions. All I need you to do is answer them as truthfully as possible. Will you do that for me?”


  Richard nodded.


  Delaney again checked the tape recorder, then set it back down. “Okay Richard...what is your full name?”


  Richard looked at the doctor, grinning incredulously.


  “Just answer the question. I’ll explain later.”


  “Okay...Richard Sparke.”


  “Where do you live?”


  “46C Crowley Road, Fairview Commons.”


  “What do you do for a living?”


  “Uh--I’m on disability. I used to be a school teacher at Michael P. Slater Elementary School.”


  “So you derive your income solely from disability?”


  Richard paused, searching his mind for an answer. His conscience was silent, uncooperative. “Uh--I guess so.”


  Delaney scribbled as he asked the questions. “When were you born?”


  Richard hesitated, his mind a blank. Finally he answered, “I don’t know.”


  “You don’t know your own birthday?”


  “No. I...I can’t seem to remember.”


  “Where is your mother, Julia Sparke?”


  “She’s dead.”


  “When did she die?”


  After a few silent moments, he replied, “I don’t know.”


  Delaney nodded. “Who is Samantha?”


  That was twice today her name came up in conversation. It unnerved him.


  “Please, Richard,” Delaney added after a pause, “this is important.”


  “Samantha is my ex-wife.”


  “And Debra?”


  “Debra is the daughter I had with Samantha. She’s dead.”


  “Can you recall how she died?”


  “Sudden infant death syndrome.”


  “Where is she buried?”


  A pause. “I-I don’t know.”


  “How long were you married to Samantha?”


  “A year. We dated a bit before that--I remember that quite clearly.”


  Delaney placed the pen in the crook of the notebook, then closed it. “Would you like some water, Richard?” Richard nodded. Delaney rose and refilled his cup, then filled a new cup for Richard. He handed it to Richard then sat back down. “You mentioned you had another dream last night?”


  “Yeah, an intense one too.”


  “Do you remember much about it?”


  “Everything.”


  “I’m curious Richard, why is it that you have no difficulty recalling your dreams, yet you can’t seem to remember the simpler details of your waking life? For most of us it’s the other way around.”


  Richard looked at Delaney. The doctor’s eyes drilled him, freezing his tangled thoughts. Richard called for his conscience, but it had effectively hidden itself away--damn it for not stepping up to the plate when it was most needed! “Doctor, I have no answer. I really don’t know.”


  


  Lunch


  
     
  


  “How’s yours?”


  Leonard Moldofsky took another bite of his turkey hero. A bit of mayo jutted from the side and smeared on his fingers. “Not bad. Cookie’s makes a hell of a sandwich. You know, that stuff’ll give you a heart-attack,” he added, referring to Hughes’ Italian special--salami, prosciutto, pepperoni, and provolone.


  “My heart’s young. I can handle it.”


  The afternoon sun’s rays shifted around the village buildings, sending yellow light across the windshield of the sedan as the two cops ate. Slow-moving traffic provided all the scenery on the right, vehicles waiting in line at the Main Street/Park Avenue traffic light. To the left people marched to and from their lunchtime locales, their minds seemingly preoccupied with workday events. Leonard washed down the last bite of his hero with a sip of coffee, then put on a pair of sunglasses and watched the building. “What time you got?”


  “One-fifty. How long you think he’ll be in there for?”


  “He went in at one-fifteen. Assuming the doctor sees him right away, since he was fifteen minutes late, he’ll probably be out a little after two. Shrink sessions usually run forty-five minutes, give or take. Depends on how well things go, I suppose.”


  “Well, my guess is that he’ll be in there for a while, especially after whatever went down at his place this morning.”


  Leonard nodded. “You could be right there. Whatever it is, he’s fessing up to it right now.”


  “So what do we do after he comes out? Doctor ain’t gonna breach the patient’s privilege of confidentiality.”


  “Not unless we obtain a warrant. But we can do that later.”


  “So then what’s our next move?” Kevin crunched his sandwich wrapper into a ball and put it into the white paper bag it came in.


  “That all depends.”


  “On what?”


  Leonard pulled the cell phone from his belt, dialed information and got the number for Dr Marcus Delaney, Main Street, Fairview. He punched in the number. A receptionist answered.


  “Dr Delaney’s office.”


  “Yes, this is Leonard Moldofsky of the Fairview Police Department. May I speak with Dr Delaney?”


  “Is he expecting your call?”


  “No. I have something I’d like to ask him.”


  “Are you a client, sir?”


  Leonard smiled, rolled his eyes. ”No, I’m not a client.” That earned him a grin from Kevin.


  “I’m sorry sir, but Dr Delaney is with a client. Unless this is an emergency--”


  “No, that’s all right. No emergency. Tell me, when will the doctor be available to speak?”


  “Just a moment.” Leonard heard some papers being shuffled. “He will be free after his current appointment, around three or so. He has a half-hour break scheduled. He should be able to return your call at that time.”


  “That would be fine.” Leonard left his cell-phone number and disconnected. “Looks as if Sparke will be in there for at least another hour. Delaney must’ve scheduled him for two sessions.”


  “This Sparke’s a real basket case, huh?”


  Leonard laughed. “Yeah. I told you, he’s not all he appears to be.”


  “So it looks like we have some time to kill, then. What do we do?”


  Leonard pondered the situation for a moment. “I think it’s safe to say that Sparke won’t be going anywhere for at least another hour. I’d like to continue tailing him, see where he heads next.”


  “Sounds good. So...should we hit the Hospital?”


  Leonard nodded. “And his girl’s place.”


  Kevin took out the notepad he used to take information while at Richard’s condo. “Pamela Bergin. 338 Culver Place. Washington Building. Not too far from here.”


  Leonard radioed in their location, then started the car. He placed the portable dome-light on the dash. The red and white beacon alerted a wave of oncoming traffic. As he pulled out, the cars in front stopped to let the sedan through, much to the impatience of a few horn-honkers further back. “Let’s check out the hospital first. If she’s not there, we’ll hit her apartment.”


  


  Dreams


  
     
  


  “The dream you had last night, Richard. Tell me about it.”


  An odd feeling of depersonalization struck Richard at Delaney’s consent to discuss his more intimate fear, a free-floating anxiety that clouded his awareness, making everything seem as if he were experiencing the current session from beyond the confines of his own person. His head swam in eddies of dizziness, his body seeming to lift from the soft surface of the couch. He grasped the cushions, taking deep breaths in effort to control the mounting anticipation.


  Delaney, cocking his head, appeared to notice Richard’s agitation. “Is everything all right?”


  Richard, staring at the grease stain, defended his anxiety. “Yes, it is...for some reason the freedom to finally discuss last night’s dream has me all bundled up in nerves. I can’t explain it, it’s as if...as if something inside is trying to stop me from bringing it up with you.”


  Truthfully, on the inside, Richard had been quite anxious to discuss the dreams again, yet externally, had kept himself patient until the doctor was altogether ready. On numerous instances Delaney had mentioned that rushing things along would defeat the purpose of therapy, that finding an answer and solution to Richard’s problems would be quite impossible if the proper steps hadn’t been taken. So, respectfully, he’d allowed the doctor to move along at his own, practiced pace. Today’s session had been no exception. First, the generalized discussions. Then the odd questioning. Here and now the time had come at last to talk of last night’s visions. Perhaps Richard’s surmounting fear had been in view of his conscience’s decision to not sit in on the session. Acting alone would be difficult, but he had to be strong.


  “Try to relax,” Delaney said. “Take some deep breaths in through your nose, and release them from your mouth very slowly, as if your goal is to make a candle flicker.”


  Richard followed Delaney’s lead.


  “Are you relaxed?”


  “Not really, but I’m okay.”


  “Is it all right to begin?”


  “Yes. Please. Go ahead.”


  “Okay. Now, Richard. Did you have any visions again last night?”


  He nodded. “The blue light, it’s been getting brighter. Last night it filled the room. Then my mother appeared, beside the bed. We spoke of the place she stays.”


  “Do you know where this place is?”


  “No.”


  “Is this place heaven?”


  Richard shook his head. “No, definitely not. It’s someplace else. Another world perhaps , but not heaven.”


  “But your mother is dead.”


  “Yes, she is--”


  “Don’t dead people go to heaven?”


  “I don’t know where they go. But she’s not in heaven, I’ve asked her. She’s in what she calls ‘another place’. A place I can visit. She also told me that Debra is there too.”


  “Have you ever been there?”


  “No.”


  “But you want to go there.”


  “Very badly.”


  Delaney nodded, as if in understanding of Richard’s desire. “What else did she say last night?”


  “Nothing more than that, really. But something awful happened to her. I’d never seen anything like it before. The blue light, it...it moved. Actually, now that I think about it, it didn’t really move. It was as if there was a second blue light, a smaller one that suddenly appeared behind her. It grew, covered her entire body, tried to swallow her. She reached out to me--her face was in a terrible grimace. She was yelling, in pain, trying to get away from the light. But I was too scared to reach out to her. I pressed back against the bed and then all of a sudden these frightening hands came out of the blue light. They were milky white, with a terrible black glare around the wrists. They grabbed her, twisted her, and wrestled her back into the blue light. And then she, and the light, were gone.”


  “What happened next?”


  “I think that’s when I woke up. That was when I heard Pam’s voice, soon thereafter.”


  “Is that when the whole incident with Pam began?”


  He nodded. “I think so, yes.”


  “What about Debra? Was she there last night?”


  “No.”


  “How about the man in black?”


  “No, thankfully.”


  Delaney paused to write some notes. “Anyone else? Perhaps someone new that hadn’t been there before?”


  Richard scanned his memory, found nothing of significance. No images, no conscience. Nothing. “No, there was no one else.”


  The room fell in silence, not a tick nor a voice nor a creak interrupting the thirty seconds of motionlessness between them. Eventually Delaney scribbled something down, then placed the pen into the crook of the notebook and set it on the coffee table. He stood up, crossed the room and sat behind his desk. Opening the top left hand drawer, he pulled out another cassette tape. “It’s no mystery, Richard, that I’ve taken a good deal of interest in your case of late. The dreams, a likely side-effect of anxiety brought on by Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, have had me quite intrigued.”


  Richard straightened himself on the couch, placed one foot on the floor as a million questions rippled through his mind. Would he finally obtain some answers from the doctor? Or at the very least, an admission of curiosity, and perhaps concern? Was he about to receive his ticket to normalcy? A cure-all magic potion to exorcise the demons in his mind?


  “I say this,” Delaney continued, replacing the tape in the recorder, pressing ‘record’, then sitting back down, “because of the recurring characters. Two of whom you know, that being Julia Sparke, your mother, and Debra Sparke, your child. Both of whom are deceased. And then there’s this rather fierce ‘twin-nemesis’ as I like to say, whom you claim is actually yourself in guise.”


  “Yes, that is correct.”


  “Hmm. So, correct me if I’m wrong. Outside of the random appearance of an old boss, or your girlfriend, these three characters, so to speak, are the only ones that remain constants in, shall we say, the landscape of your dreams?”


  Richard nodded, understanding. “Yes, they’ve all been there since the beginning. Not always are all three present at the same exact time. For the most part they arrive periodically, either in individual dreams, or all at once in the same dream.”


  “When you say periodically, how often do you mean?”


  “Well, maybe I should’ve said ‘often’. All three show up at least once a week, and sometimes they’re there every night for a stretch of time, even for as much as a week.”


  “Do you ever go entire nights when they don’t come at all?”


  “Sure, but not very often. Maybe once or twice a week I’ll have a night of dreamless sleep.”


  “So you’re saying that when none of these three characters show up in your dreams, you don’t dream at all?”


  “That’s right. And on these nights there is never any sleepwalking.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  “On the nights that I dream, there is always something disrupted in the condo. Last night I dreamed of my mother. In the morning I found the phone off the hook in the living room. Also, a table and lamp had been toppled over. Three nights ago, when I dreamed of the man in black, I found the kitchen in disarray, the table and chairs knocked over, all the plastic tumblers spilled on the floor.”


  “Do you ever wake up in the middle of a ‘sleepwalking’ episode and find yourself performing the odd activities that would cause the minor disarray you speak of?”


  “You’ve asked me that before, and the answer is still no. I’ve never woken up anyplace else but in my bed.”


  “So what makes you think you are actually sleepwalking, then?”


  “Well...because...haven’t we discussed this all before, doc?”


  Delaney nodded, pointing to the tape recorder.


  “Oh...” Richard ran a hand through his hair, came down with a palm full of sweat. He wiped it on his jeans. “I can’t come up with any other explanation for the circumstances, really. I go to sleep, I have these intense dreams, and when I wake up the next morning I find things moved around the house. What else could it be then, really, other than sleepwalking?”


  “I ask this because many people suffering from somnambulistic activities from time to time wake up out of bed, confused and disoriented.”


  Richard shrugged his shoulders. “I wish I could say that’s the case. But it’s not. I never wake up anywhere but in my bed.”


  “Do you ever dream of doing these things?”


  “You mean dream about messing things up in the house?”


  “Yes, and then finding them as you dreamed them. For example, you dream of taking all your clothes out of the closet and throwing them on the floor, and then you wake up and find your clothes on the floor.”


  “I’ve done that, too.” Richard smiled. “Actually, no, I’ve never dreamed of the things I’ve done during sleepwalking, nothing that I can recall anyway. I’m always in bed, the dream visitors are always at the side or the front of the bed. Unless you’re the man in black, then you’re on the bed with me, trying to hurt me.”


  Delaney paused, thumb and index finger massaging his brow. He seemed to be gathering some thoughts. “Have you ever noticed a physical connection between your dreams, and the nocturnal disarray in your home?”


  Curious question, Richard thought. Suddenly, out of the blue, Richard’s conscience appeared. Yeah, I’m curious too. Now we’re getting somewhere!


  Nice of you to show up. Where the hell have you been?


  “What exactly do you mean?” he asked the doctor.


  “Well, I find it interesting that your mother visits you, and you find the phone off the hook. Perhaps this could be associated with a desire to be in contact with her again? Surely your dreams allude to that. And then the table and lamp being knocked over--could this be symbolic of her death? A ‘lights out’ metaphor?” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “And then, on a night when the man in black comes, and tries to hurt you, your kitchen is in utter disarray. It seems possible to me that this could be symbolic of you trying to defend yourself. What do you think?”


  Sounds like a load of horse shit.


  In partial agreement with his conscience, he said, “It sounds like a bit of a stretch, doc. Although, now that I think about it, things are usually a bit more messed up when the man in black comes.”


  Delaney nodded. “Well, it is a theory, and theories always seem far-fetched until proven valid.”


  “It certainly is an interesting idea, but one I’m not ready to buy into yet. I’m not too sure if it’d really stand up in court, if you get my drift.”


  “I understand your skepticism, and by all means it’s natural to feel that way. But if you’ll indulge me for a moment, I’d like for you to let me take you down an altogether different path, one we haven’t explored yet. It’s another theory, Richard. One that ties into the first. But let me tell you, right off the bat: it’s a long shot, and it might seem far-fetched, but it’s entirely possible, and truly exciting if proven correct--which in turn is in itself quite an even longer shot.”


  The doctor paused, seemingly waiting for Richard’s approval to continue. Richard stared at the grease spot. What do you think?


  I’m waiting with bated breath.


  Richard nodded. “Please, go ahead.”


  “Richard, the circumstances you’ve described are truly consistent with events that have dated back to the turn of the century, events that are still studied today, albeit on a less than consistent basis. Now I do not doubt the possibility or plausibility of the disarray in your home to be caused by somnambulism. Nor do I doubt the nocturnal reappearances of your departed family members to be produced by a hyperactive subconsciousness sparked through a potent case of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. More than likely we shall be correct to assume these postulations correct.”


  “Enough with the Freudian talk, doc. What are you driving at?”


  Delaney grinned. “Over the weeks I’ve held myself back from bending the proverbial rules, so to speak, to explore assumptions beyond the code of medical professionalism. But I find the possibility of such an explanation to your woes to be utterly intriguing, and stimulating.”


  “Doc, you’re leaping way over my head. What explanation are you talking about?”


  “Are you familiar with the term ‘paranormal activity’?”


  Richard felt his heart leap. His conscience ran circles around his head, hooting and hollering. Of course he’d considered the after-death appearances of Debra and his mother as ‘hauntings’, but never once expected Delaney to regard this as a possibility, and not once considered bringing the idea up, lest the doctor think he really flew the coop. So with the help of his conscience, Richard simply faulted their materializations as visions triggered entirely through the workings of his mind. His sick mind. An entirely reasonable explanation.


  So...perhaps he wasn’t sick at all?


  “You mean ghosts and stuff?”


  Delaney nodded. “Yes. More precisely, poltergeists.” Delaney leaned forward, pinning Richard with eagle-like eyes. “Let’s look at the details, in short. Dead relatives visit your dreams in the middle of the night. Resulting factors are objects being moved around on, as we can tell, their own volition. Again, I do not doubt your own deductions, or my very own initial ones, but I’d very much like to weigh the possibility of something paranormal taking place.”


  Richard was silent. So was his conscience.


  “All I need is your approval. And then we can begin immediately.”


  “Begin what?”


  “We begin to find out exactly what it is that’s going on with you, Richard.”


  “How exactly do we do that?”


  “We put you under hypnosis.”


  


  Hospital


  
     
  


  Fairview Hospital was located in an area easily accessible from any point within the village. Adjacent to the north side Hemmingway Park, Park Avenue ran like a vein directly to the hospital entrance, continuing on as it wrapped around three quarters of the brick structure then aimed away where a series of neighborhood streets branched off. The hospital sat on a hill, thin winding driveways leading up to its four parking lots. The largest of the four lots lay sprawled out in front, a circular driveway converging with five steps just outside the front doors, enabling patients and visitors to be easily dropped off or picked up.


  Once in the main lot, Leonard drove towards a smaller lot at the side of the hospital. The full-leaved branches of a large elm seated at the curb swallowed up the sun’s golden beams, painting over the harsh reflection on the car’s shiny hood. He pulled into one of maybe ten empty parking spots reserved for those in need of emergency medical assistance. “We’ll only be here for a minute,” he said, looking at the parking signs. “Looks like a slow day anyway.” Upon finishing his sentence he realized that, subconsciously, he’d just assumed that Pamela Bergin wouldn’t be here, and they’d soon be on their way to her apartment. Another hunch.


  Leonard removed his sunglasses, placed them on the seat between them. “Take your garbage with you and dump it in the trash can.” He aimed his chin to the sandwich bag on the floor by Kevin’s feet.


  Silently, Kevin gathered his trash and exited the car, grinning and shaking his head.


  Leonard peered into the rearview mirror, eyeing his age with disappointment. The lines around his eyes, the bags they carried, the thinning hair beneath his police hat. Why does life have to be so stressful? he wondered, straightening his hat, trying to wipe the exhaustion from his eyes. He tried to convince himself that he really didn’t know what real stress was all about, that people without families, those suffering from sickness and loss were the ones who could effortlessly reveal daunting tales of stress and anxiety. He loved being a police officer in Fairview. He loved his wife. He loved his son. So then why am I feeling so...so bored, so tired?


  By his own admission, Leonard had considered his recent ‘blues’ to be a mild case of clinical depression. Lately he’d been spending much of his free time by himself, tinkering with the only things that brought him joy: old movies, old books, both rich with content that intrigued the mind and sparked the imagination. Classic Science Fiction cinema like Forbidden Planet and Invasion of the Body Snatchers offered him as much escapism as classic novels by Arthur C. Clarke and HG Wells. More recently he moved on to audiobooks, falling asleep every night listening to James Mason reading from Jules Verne’s Journey To The Center Of The Earth. He was only happy when he escaped his home life, when he had something exciting to appreciate. And as he drifted further and further away from reality, his family’s devotion and adoration began to stray. Here, Leonard began having feelings of guilt.


  Janice Moldofsky urged him to seek professional help, explained to him that finding an objective listener could help him understand why he lost his drive to laugh, to sing, to partake in family activities. Not even sex interested him anymore. He’d explained to Janice that it wasn’t anything personal, that he still loved her and Greg with all his heart and worked every day in order to provide for them. That when he looked into Janice’s chocolate eyes he still saw the young Bette Davis look-alike that he fell in love with and married thirty-two years ago. He also made her understand that he knew, implicitly, that Janice still loved him and wanted only the best for him and their relationship.


  All he asked for was time. Time to figure out exactly what it was that bothered him, and how he could go about fixing it on his own. He hoped that she would be willing to give him as much time as he needed. To not speak bluntly of her feelings, to allow him to find progress in small, easy steps. He compared his personal healing to a budding relationship: it needed exploration from within, a savoring of each and every thread in the steadily strengthening bond between two people. We are those two people in need of obligation, and the assurance that we will work and grow together just as we did thirty-two years ago. Although Leonard’s own words made sense to himself, he wasn’t positive that Janice fully understood. Regardless, she smiled and hugged him and allowed him to work out his own personal demons, given he talk to her on a regular basis, update him on his soul-searching progress. He agreed, and did. So far, it hadn’t helped him toward any degree of success, but it appeased Janice for the time being.


  Leonard stepped from the car, shut the door behind him. He felt the warm speckled glow of the sun against the skin of his arms as it broke through the jostling leaves of the huge elm. It felt good, made his skin tingle. He stretched his body, arms over head, the bones in his back popping like snapping fingers. He let out a groan, and realized suddenly that for most of today an unfamiliar frame of mind toyed with his senses, bringing back memories of what it felt like to be excited. He sensed the beginnings of exhilaration, all because he had something to look forward to.


  Courtesy of Richard Sparke.


  “You coming, Len?”


  Leonard looked over at Kevin, nodded. Young. Good-looking guy. No wife, no kids. Spends his free time hanging out in bars hunting down dates for the weekend. Is that what I really want? He reminded himself that the grass is always greener on the other side, and that happiness is what you really make of it. So be happy with what you have. I am happy with everything I have, except my age, he thought, and realized with sadness that with retirement looming, he’d no longer have his career.


  He walked beside Kevin. “We’ll check out the emergency room first, then the front desk, just in case she admitted herself.”


  They entered the emergency room entrance through a motion-sensitive door that slid open nearly fifteen feet before they reached it. Leonard hadn’t realized it wasn’t them who’d set it off until an attractive tan-skinned woman with bleach-blonde hair made an exit, placing sunglasses on before walking past them. Kevin smiled in her direction, but she mostly ignored him, taking only his uniform into account. They both turned to gaze further, Kevin presumably to admire her backroad curves, Leonard because there was something vaguely familiar about her. Something he just couldn’t place.


  “Len...c’mon.”


  Leonard shook away the thoughts and entered the hospital. A broad pale gray corridor greeted them, a similarly-colored tile floor leading the way inside. Two doors had been propped open, allowing them entrance into a waiting room where a white-uniformed attendant sat at a desk in an alcove on the right. She was busily punching away at a computer keypad, eyes transfixed to a monitor on her left. They approached the alcove where the air smelled vaguely of antiseptics. To the left of the alcove a door led into the emergency area, where a small window allowed Leonard to see a few doctors and nurses slowly standing and moving and talking beneath the glare of a fluorescent light. Not too many emergencies in Fairview today, it seemed.


  “Can I help you?” The woman looked up, slightly embarrassed that two uniformed police officers had come into the waiting room, expecting her attention. Her curt tone changed--now light, fair, and apologetic. “Oh...what can I help you with?”


  The woman had a pleasing look, small boned, a complexion the shade of nutmeg whose dark eyes held traces of gold that seemed to glow as if tiny fires roared behind them. The pin she wore said ‘Dolly’, a name no less gentle than her appearance.


  “Hello, Dolly,” Leonard said. Kevin giggled but Leonard didn’t get it.


  “I get that all the time,” Dolly said. “Imagine what all us ‘Dollys’ in the world have to go through.”


  Leonard grinned, unamused. At that moment a nurse opened the door leading into the emergency area. She smiled at the cops, then nodded toward one of two men seated in the emergency waiting room. Wearing jeans and sneakers, a twenty-something man held the side of his head as if the mother of all migraines had paid him an unexpected visit. He and the nurse disappeared behind the door.


  Leonard looked back at Dolly. “We were wondering if a woman had come by today. Last name Bergin, first name Pamela.”


  Dolly went to her computer. She shook her head. “No...no one in emergency. Let me check surgery.”


  “She would have come in late this morning, about two hours ago.”


  “If that’s the case, then the name would be in my records, unless it was a life-threatening situation. A heart-attack, car accident. I haven’t seen anything like that in a few days though. No, nothing in surgery either. I’m afraid there’s no one here by that name.”


  Leonard’s hunch seemed correct. “Thank you for your help anyway. Much appreciated.”


  “Sorry.”


  Kevin tipped his hat as they walked away. Leonard stopped, thinking about...


  He turned and walked back to the desk. “Dolly?”


  “Yes?”


  “Who was that woman that walked out of here a few minutes ago? We passed her walking in.”


  Dolly creased her brows in thought.


  “Platinum blonde, sunglasses. Tan skin.”


  She shrugged her shoulders. “Well, she didn’t come through emergency--I think I would’ve remembered that look.” She smiled. “You can ask at the front desk for check-out information. There’ll be records. Unless she was a visitor, of course. Visitors don’t have to check in.”


  Leonard smiled. “Thank you for all your help.”


  Exiting the emergency room, Kevin gave Leonard a shit-eating grin. “Looking for a little spice in your life, partner?”


  “Stuff it, Kevin.”


  “C’mon, I saw the way you looked at her when we walked in. Your eyes were falling out of your head.”


  “Stop it, will you?”


  “You thought she was attractive, no?”


  “The blonde?”


  “Yes, the blonde. I mean, she was hot, but more my speed. Too young for you, old man. Nothing personal, of course.”


  “I’m married, Kevin. And I’m not interested in her. I just thought she looked familiar, that’s all.”


  “Okay, okay. No need to get so defensive.”


  “I’m not being defensive. I’m being serious. Doing my job.”


  They reached the car. The sun had shifted slightly in the sky, a few beams now escaping the edges of the elm’s canopy, illuminating the passenger door. “So that’s why you asked about her? Because you thought she looked familiar?”


  Leonard remained silent, thinking, thinking. Where have I seen that face before?


  They got in the car. He placed the keys in the ignition, but didn’t start it. “It’s strange, but her face...I saw it only for a second, but it’s sticking with me. She looked so damn familiar...”


  “If I’d ever crossed paths with a lady that looked like that, I’d remember her. Especially with that hair.”


  Leonard cleared his mind. “I have to agree with you on that, Kevin. I must be imagining things.” Yeah, especially with that hair...


  A few moments of silence passed, then Kevin said, “Ain’t getting much at home, eh partner?”


  “Shutup.” He started the car. That hair...


  Then, like a ton of bricks, it hit him.


  “Holy shit Kevin! That wasn’t her hair. That was a wig!”


  “How do you know that?”


  “Because that woman we passed was Samantha Sparke! Richard Sparke’s ex-wife!”


  


  Hypnosis


  
     
  


  As instructed, Richard lay on his back, the soft leather couch molding to the contours of his body. The dark brown upholstery squeaked slightly as he shifted into the most comfortable position possible. He gently relaxed himself, hands folded across his waist, belly-breathing, in...out...in...out...taking over the more tensed-up inhalation of his chest.


  “Are you ready, Richard?” Delaney turned off the solitary lamp in the office, using only his reading light as he sat crossed-legged in his chair. On his lap was a different notebook, a black ribbon bookmark dangling from the open sheaf like a pony tail. The tiny bulb from the reading light sent a pallid beam to the notebook page which reflected it into an aura-like glow that eerily lit up the doctor’s face like a mask. It looked as if a different man had taken over.


  Again Delaney changed the tape, sat back and instructed Richard to do the same. “Imagine yourself in a special place, Richard, a place that only you know about, a place where you can relax with no possibility of disturbance. Can you do that for me?”


  At once Richard tried to create thoughts of the place his mother told him about, where the grass is always green and the trees are full of color. Here in this place there is no pain, only the pleasures of life...


  In his mind he heard Julia Sparke’s voice telling him of this magical land. He tried to picture what it must be like but soon lost his inner sight and felt his mind going sluggish. Once he realized that picturing this place would be impossible since he’d never actually seen it before…


  Or have you Richard? You really don’t remember ever being there before?


  ...so he imagined himself on a lakeside beach, the same beach he and Samantha enjoyed on their honeymoon not too long ago. Only this time, he elected to be alone.


  “Are you there, Richard? Have you found your place?” Delaney’s voice was soft, and unobtrusive.


  Richard nodded.


  “Good. Now I’m going to ask you a series of questions. I would like you to answer ‘yes’ or ‘no’. Can you do that for me?”


  “Yes.” His lips had become very heavy, and he sensed a small pool of saliva forming in his mouth.


  “That’s great, Richard. Now, soon you will hear a tone. A soft, low resonating sound. I want you to focus on the tone, find the pulse within it, let it enter your mind and settle there. Can you do that for me?”


  “Yes.”


  Without any other noise accompanying it, Richard heard the tone emerge from the bookshelf behind the couch. Delaney must have a stereo there; he hadn’t noticed it in the past.


  “Can you hear the tone?”


  “Yes.”


  “Can you hear the pulse within it?”


  Indeed, as he concentrated on the tone, he was able to distinguish a distant thrump that grew louder and louder as he continued to listen. It sounded like a piece of heavy machinery pounding out its progress far off the shore of the beach he mentally fixed himself on.


  “Yes.”


  As the pulse grew more intense, Richard had an almost psychic awareness of wind leaping up from the gentle crash of the ocean waves, cascading across his slightly burned skin like soft, massaging fingers. And when it grew louder still, he felt as if he were suddenly ensconced amidst the cool chamber of a bubble suspended just beyond the reality of his waking world, floating lazily out to sea. He could see the waves below, dolphins crashing through the foamy surface, their noses gently prodding the skin of the bubble as if it were a beach ball, sending it higher and higher, further away from the beach, way above into the wispy white clouds.


  “Are you still with me, Richard?”


  Delaney’s voice sounded as if it came from the heavens, as if he were an omnipotent being watching over him. All his life, Richard could never remember feeling so relaxed. Perhaps this idea of hypnosis had other benefits other than trying to find out what’s wrong?


  “Do you still hear the tone?”


  “Yes.”


  “I want you to be fully aware of what’s happening, Richard. The tone, comprised of Theta waves, is massaging your cerebral cortex, the pleasure center in your brain. I’d imagine you’re feeling quite comfortable right now.


  “Yes.”


  “Good...and you’re still in your special place?”


  At first Richard wasn’t sure if he should mention to Delaney that he’d left his special place behind for a ride in the clear, floating bubble. He decided it wasn’t important. “Yes.”


  “That’s very good. We’re going to continue now. Now, I’d like for you isolate your thoughts, think only of falling asleep. It’s perfectly fine to remain in your place and feel all the textures and semblances of the environment you’ve chosen. But I want you to allow yourself to drift into a deep sleep. Imagine the climate around you and all its ambiences embracing your body, first your arms, then your legs, a warm feeling of goodness racing through your blood, into your head, your face, your chest. You’re breathing easily, calmly, you feel all the pressures of the day escaping your lungs in multitudes, cool clean relaxing breaths coming in to take their place. And as I count from ten to one, you will grow sleepy...ten...your lids are heavy, impossible to open, you’ve lost all ability to move...nine...and all you can do is relax, your fingers and toes are numb and fully relaxed...eight...your body, your chest, your back, your arms and legs, are loose and limp and lazy. Your mind is utterly devoid of all thoughts other than the effortless will to sleep...seven...and you see only darkness now, the special place you exist in carrying you towards the sympathetic embrace of darkness...six...your world of relaxation, that holds you in the darkness, has fallen asleep and you, Richard, follow suit...five...as your body and mind drifts deeper and deeper and deeper into the world of sleep...four...you will hear only the gentle beckon of my voice as it asks you questions...three...and you will answer those questions as truthfully and as honestly as you are able, as the ability to lie is not within you, only the power to reveal the truths that lay dormant in your mind...two...and as you fall asleep you will feel only calm pleasures and nothing more as you unearth the life that is you, Richard Sparke, and as I say the number ‘one’, you will be completely asleep... and...one.


  “Richard, you are now completely asleep.”


  


  Interview


  
     
  


  “I can’t believe how different she looks,” Leonard said. “Her hair used to be thin, almost brittle I’d say, probably from the stress. She’d had no make-up on, at least during the few times I’d seen her. Even the clothes she’d worn told the story of her personality. Simple, drab, featureless.” Leonard started the car and backed out of the hospital parking spot.


  Kevin cracked the passenger window, took a deep breath. The sounds of chirping birds filtered into the car. “She’s made some hefty changes, I’d say.”


  “Big time. The wig, her clothes, even her body looks different.”


  “Why do you suppose she was at the hospital?”


  “My guess is as good as yours. Any number of reasons, I suppose.”


  “Plastic surgery?” Kevin guessed.


  Leonard raised an eyebrow, nodded. “Quite possible.”


  “She might be trying to change her appearance for some reason. Of course we can easily assume that she’s making an attempt to start her life over again, a woman in her mid-thirties attempting to recapture her youth. But what if--now think about this for a second--what if she’s changing her look in an attempt to hide from someone. Because she doesn’t want to be recognized.”


  Under ordinary circumstances, Leonard would’ve assumed that Kevin had been watching too many late-night detective movies; it seemed a bit too far-fetched to think along those lines. Yet, still, since the very beginning, Richard Sparke’s life had been surrounded by an air of mystery that Leonard could never get a good read on.


  “Like crazy woman-beating Richard Sparke.”


  “Exactly.”


  “You know, Kevin, that might be worth checking into.”


  Kevin lowered the window of the sedan all the way. A breeze flew in, cool, fresh, and satisfying to the lungs. “When was the last time you saw her?”


  Leonard pulled out of the hospital parking lot, thoughts still focused on the woman with the bleach-blonde hair. Samantha Sparke, once an honest, plain-faced woman who trembled and cried and feared all the bad fortune inundating her life, now looking much like a lady with confidence, parading her new look replete with assurance and poise.


  “Haven’t seen or heard from her since she dropped the charges against him.”


  “Did she really drop the charges against her husband?”


  “You sound surprised.”


  “Well, it’s just that you never told me that part of the story.”


  Leonard made a left onto Crandon Avenue, entering the Cedar Crest portion of Fairview. Here, Fairview’s prideful trees were abundant, the town having planted them some thirty years ago when the development was first built. On this block, a procession of tall sycamores ran the length of both sidewalks, their branches stretching over, tips embracing, forming a dense canopy of leaves that shaded the street below. Squirrels frolicked up and down thick trunks, unseen birds singing amidst the static sway of green leaves. Small children played on front lawns under the watchful supervision of their mothers.  A young woman wearing spandex shorts and a tank top jogged up the sidewalk, smiling and waving to Kevin as they passed by. Hughes, red-faced, returned the gesture with a lively wink.


  “Looking for a little spice in your life, eh Kevin?”


  “Never enough spice for the sauce, partner.” Kevin tossed Leonard an exaggerated wink.


  Leonard smiled and groaned. Self-assured single bastard.


  Through the outside rearview mirror, Kevin caught a last second peek at the jogger, then continued the conversation. “Let’s get back to the story. What happened with Sparke and his wife?”


  “Okay...remember I told you that I’d interviewed them both after the battering incident? Well, when I first met with them, putting aside Samantha’s injuries, they appeared to be just another normal couple who’d experienced some tragic difficulties. Their infant daughter had passed away a week or two before, a casualty of sudden infant death syndrome. As you can imagine, that caused them both a great deal of grief, and as a result placed a tremendous amount of stress on their marriage. They’d only known each other a short time when they’d gotten married, and had done so only because Samantha was pregnant. So the loss of their child was a loss of their only true bond.”


   “But what about her injuries?”


   “That, obviously, painted a different picture altogether. It was remarkable looking at this woman, so thin and frail, who might have been attractive, but it was hard to tell, really, with all the bruises about her. Her face had swelled quite a bit, mostly at the cheeks. She had purple circles beneath both eyes. And to think she’d spent nearly six days in the hospital before I got a chance to speak with her. At first she refused to come forth to tell her side of the story. Then she agreed, but remarkably dismissed all wrongdoing on the part of her husband.”


  “Why?”


  “She wouldn’t explain herself. Just shook her head and said, ‘because it’s what I want to do’. To this day her reasons for doing this still elude me. Think about it, it makes no sense. Here’s a woman who, in a severely beaten state, manages to point the finger at her husband. Then later, upon questioning, drops all charges. I was dumbfounded. I tried to get her to change her mind, made three subsequent visits to her home, but it was no use. Eventually she stopped returning my calls altogether, and that was the end of the story. She never discussed her injuries, or how she believed to have gotten them, and Richard Sparke went on his merry way.”


  “Did they continue to live with one another?”


  “No. Sparke moved into the condo, and Samantha, as far as I know, still lives at the house they shared.”


  Kevin’s eyes searched the street ahead for an answer. “It really doesn’t make much sense, does it?”


  They reached the end of Crandon. Leonard made a left on Fuller Place. “No, at least it didn’t at that time. But then I did a bit of homework, and started noticing some inconsistencies in their story. Small circumstantial tidbits that appeared to point the finger away from Richard.”


  “Really? Like what?”


  “Well, for one, Sparke himself made the 911 calls, which, as you know, is unusual, given the circumstances. When we arrived at their home, he was visibly upset, kept pacing and crying and swearing that he didn’t know how it happened. That there must have been an intruder. The paramedics had arrived just prior to us getting there. Samantha Sparke had already been moved into the ambulance parked in front of the house, but two of the EMT workers told me that she’d pointed at her husband and yelled ‘he did it’ three times before passing out. When I questioned Sparke, he denied all offenses. Insisted he was asleep at the time of the attack. Of course, I found that to be odd, as apparently they were both sleeping in the same bed, and that Samantha was attacked in the bed.”


  “So basically his contention was that he slept throughout the entire attack.”


  “Pretty much. But then I noticed something else. As we scoured the room, I looked Sparke up and down for a good three or four minutes, and for the most part, the man was clean. No scratches on his hands, no blood beneath his nails, his face and arms untouched.”


  “That’s right...you mentioned that earlier.”


  “Also...he was wearing gray pajamas and had a bit of blood at his waist, but it was a smooth stain, not spattered, leading me to realize that it had seeped on him after Pamela was injured, not during. While he was lying still.”


  “Asleep.”


  “Exactly. The blood stain on the mattress was consistent in size and placement to the stain on his pajamas, just as if he’d been sleeping next to her. If he’d attacked her, he’d have haphazard spots of blood all over him. His hands would have been cut, his face too. And another thing, and this is the clincher I think, but before Samantha was admitted into Fairview hospital, detective Morris removed small shreds of flesh under her fingernails on both hands, meaning that she’d most definitely taken a few swipes at her attacker. Yet when I investigated Sparke, he had no visible wounds whatsoever.”


  “So there was another attacker?”


  “Sure seemed that way. But then again, there were no signs of forced entry into the house. So whoever attacked Samantha Sparke that night had either let themselves in--”


  “Or was let in by someone.”


  “Bingo. That’s what I was shooting for. But Sparke, he never changed his story. Simply insisted that he was sleeping when his wife acquired her injuries. Once Samantha dropped the charges against him, we had no choice but to let him go.”


  “What about the skin samples Morris took?”


  “I’m fairly certain tests were done. Sparke had volunteered his blood. That and the skin samples were sent to the City Crime Lab. But by that point it didn’t matter because Samantha refused to indict her husband.”


  “So you never saw the results of the tests?”


  Leonard turned right on Culver Place. “No.”


  “Weren’t you the least bit curious?”


  “Sure, but to be honest Kevin, I didn’t want to know. You see, it wasn’t going to make a difference. Regardless of the outcome, Sparke was off the hook.”


  Kevin shifted in his seat, faced Leonard. He seemed genuinely spirited with the story. “Len, it seems obvious to me. Someone else definitely attacked her.”


  “You may be right, Kev. But if we’d pursued the case at that point--against the will of the victim, no less--it would’ve made us look unprofessional, and like failures since we had nothing more to go on. All of our efforts would’ve gone to exonerating Sparke, and it didn’t matter at that point anyway.”


  Kevin blew out a deep breath, looking befuddled. “You’re right, Sparke does have quite a checkered past.”


  Leonard pulled up in front of a three-story brick-faced building and parallel parked between an SUV and a Buick. Four similar structures made up the Presidential Studio Apartment Complex, each edifice aptly named after former leaders of the United States. They waited in front of the Washington building, watching the entrance, a plain white door whose upper half consisted of rectangular cut-outs for windows. Azalea bushes ran along the face of the building, pink and white flowers wilting away from a recent full bloom. Above, rows of windows looked out over the street into the parking lot of a Rite-Way drugstore.


  “Yes, he does. And frankly, as honest as he appeared--still does appear--he can’t be trusted...not until we get to the bottom of what’s going on.”


  “And how do we do that?”


  “We start with Pamela Bergin.” Leonard looked at his watch. “We still have about forty minutes before Sparke’s session is up. Let’s see if his girlfriend’s at home. I’m real curious to see what she has to say about her visit with Sparke this morning.”


  


  Hypnotized


  
     
  


  Richard knew exactly what was happening: he lay fully clothed on a couch in the office of the man he had come to know quite well, the good psychologist Dr Marcus Delaney. He was in a condition deeper than sleep, deeper than coma, perhaps. At the mentioning of the number ‘one’, he could feel his heartbeat slowing, the very blood in his veins in no hurry to course back to its source of pulse. His breathing was shallow, intermittent, reduced to six long breaths per minute. He sensed that if he were to continue luxuriating in such a suspended phase, his heartbeat might stop completely, and then his being might float indefinitely in a state similar to being in suspended animation. And all the while, he somehow knew, his mental strength would renew itself, its cells gathering the energy to recall and remember his past, to enable him to press on in life with no worries other than to enjoy its modest offerings. Just as he always wanted.


  He felt as if some magic were taking over, allowing him to heal at quite a relaxed rate, as if hours and hours were passing and all he could do was remain in stasis and accept its approach with relaxation and compliance. He felt as if he could see his mind opening up, making room for the curative power that Delaney bequeathed from his cognizant hand of existence. Beneath the shadows of his mind’s wounds there grew a light, a healing white light that rose from the chemicals of his brain, the cool serotonin seeping forth and suppressing the evil adrenaline from staggering his thoughts, enabling him to think positively. There was no pain; yet, no pleasure. There was only a feeling of pressure in his head, a numbness surrounding his brain and scalp as if his nerve endings had been subjected to the prod and poke of a dentist’s Novocain-filled needle. He could sense his body somehow responding methodically to the unheard suggestions Delaney promptly imparted upon his listening subconscious. He could also feel his physical condition improving, his muscles growing stronger, his tendons tightening, his heart’s heavy-handed beating expanding in his chest. He thoroughly felt as if he might come out of hypnosis fully recovered, mentally healed and perhaps physically improved.


  The white light expanded, now raining down over his brain into his field of vision. He sought the comfort of his conscience, but was unable to fully communicate, its voice calling to Richard from a distant point beyond the scope of intercepting light.


  I am here, Richard. Are you aware of what’s happening?


  Richard wanted to answer, to say, No, I don’t completely understand exactly what’s happening to me, but it feels wonderful, and I want it to last, but he could not find the voice to channel at his conscience, his thoughts firing chaotically about his mind like frantic birds in a cage.


  There was a silence, then another distant shout of his conscience calling to him. This time he could not make out its message. He didn’t care. The light grew and grew, and he accepted its pleasurable radiance with open arms, regardless if it seemed to be piloting his thoughts.


  Here he realized how he’d been utterly misguided by his conscience all during his regularly conscious state, that his thoughts had run totally amok while awake, his responding actions following a truly foolish course of action. That even though his heart and blood and muscles had run their normal routine, his mental awareness had been seldom, if ever, attentive. That he’d been dismally functioning in a robot-like state, much of his perception stewed in phases of complete psychological disorder.


  He thought he heard a voice, not the chide of his conscience, but one of an unfamiliar tone. The white light flickered. Was this the voice of Delaney perhaps, digging into his deep level of consciousness? Then the voice faded, and the white light grew larger still, taking up nearly all of his hypnotic vista. What remained, the preceding blackness, turned to images. He saw snippets of himself in situations he could not recall, parts of many past-life experiences that until now had remained buried in the irrevocable blackness of his subconscious. He saw himself as a young man attending college, surrounded by his peers, accepting an award of scientific excellence. He saw himself driving a car, cruising the highways, something he retained no ability of. The next image showed him as a family man, Samantha, Debra, his mother, all of them alive and happy and sitting around a kitchen table, serving dinner as he returned from a hard day’s work. Next, as the third grade schoolteacher he vaguely recalled himself as, now seated before a classroom filled with children, presenting a lesson plan to weary faces and raised hands. Were these indeed memories from his past? The years of his life he could never remember, even when Delaney had tried to extract them from Richard’s restrained mind? Perhaps these visions were a sign of hypnotic success? Was Delaney finally getting through?


  Soon these images faded, and then he saw himself as a poor teenager, hiding in the back of a dark alley, sprawled alongside a dumpster amidst a sea of refuse. He was trembling, eyes wild, teeth clenched. He was desperate, strung out, the sharp point of a needle penetrating a vein bulging from the tight grasp of a thick rubber band at his pocked and bruised bicep.


  Richard’s heart began to pound. The memory scared him. He turned his head in attempt to flee from it, and the alarming image faded.


  He heard the voice again, foreign, fleeting, unintelligible.


  Next he saw himself in another unbelievable situation, and at once experienced a fear like never before, an inconceivable terror more intense than the dread he felt when the man in black entered his dream for the first time and tried to extinguish his life. Here, Richard Sparke had seemingly traded places with the dream-man in black. No...he had become the mysterious dream-intruder that was a perfect double of himself, committing the ultimate sin. He, Richard Sparke, was now killing another human being.


  It was a person he did not know, the fear-filled face of a stranger drowned in tears, pleading with him for mercy as he hovered over the victim, lost in shadows, knife in hand, raised high...then coming down...then up again...then down, repeatedly slashing the undulating throat of the target. Blood spraying everywhere, spouting from the exposed jugular, staining his hands, his shirt, warm droplets on his face. He slashed again, tearing flesh, waves of immense and indescribable pleasure speeding through his veins as he plunged the blade again and again into the stranger’s neck until the body slowed, trembled, fell limp to the floor, the handle of the knife sticking straight up from the throbbing wounds in the neck like a monument, blood spilling out onto the floor, a growing shadow of life meeting the dark soles of his feet. Richard, suddenly crying, hid his eyes, shrunk away from the horrendous memory, tried desperately to convince himself that it wasn’t a memory at all but just a wicked fantasy, another crazy dream that held no verity. Just a crazy, mixed-up dream. It had to be. Richard was wholly incapable of committing such a heinous act. Wasn’t he?


  And then like magic the dead body and the blood were gone, swallowed by the growing white light which now encompassed most of the world around him.


  Richard... The voice again. Definitely not that of his conscience. It was closer, vaguely familiar now...


  He swam away from it and in his free-floating hypnotic state closed his eyes in effort to concentrate. For a moment he escaped the fearful surreality encompassing him, and drummed up a sense of relative lucidity. Within the moment of calm he told himself that the illusions of his own self in other capacities resulted from overactive brainwave activity, misfiring synapses, electrical impulses going haywire within the suggestion-implanted portions of his mind, thank you, Dr Delaney. He also told himself that these images frightened him because, above all else, he knew that deep inside he was a smart man whose potential had been held back by an overactive mind constantly alerting the fear center in his brain, hence overstimulating his central nervous system. So then, he told himself, his mind would heal, that all dreadful illusions would be gone, and even though he had the right to be afraid of all the illusions, both past and present, they would soon dissipate and then disappear altogether, allowing him to continue life as if nothing out of the ordinary had ever happened. He called for his conscience, instead heard the strange voice again, but it was once again too far away for him to hear anything. He wondered for a moment if his sudden intellectual understanding of the situation was a direct result of the doctor’s infiltration of suggestion into his subconscious. It has to be. I’m not this smart...


  Yes, Richard. You’re not that smart. His conscience, barely a whisper. A pained whisper. Then it said, It still doesn’t change anything.


  Where have you been?


  Trying to get away...


  Away? From what?


  From...you...


  And then there was a scream inside his head, his conscience feeling all the collective pains of Richard’s life, including those  he did not remember. The cries of a man under the knife of a murderer, feeling his life slip away along with the screams that would not come as powerfully as they did just moments earlier, fading as the life quickly drained out.


  And then, as sudden as the screams came, the voice of his long time companion vanished.


  Conscience? Are you there? Are you?


  Richard called out for the comfort of the voice in his head. All he found was empty space and the ruling white light, now filling every inch of his hypnotic vista. The foreign voice from earlier had returned, now clear and close, a deep gentle laugh, a selfish revel of victory, a perfunctory exclamation: He’s gone, Richard. It’s just you and me now.


  Before Richard could find the strength within to respond, the all-encompassing white light began throbbing like a heart, slowly at first, then to a rate consistent with a strobe. It blinded Richard, and he cupped a palm around his brow to mask the painful glare. A high whistling noise ensued, radiating sharp tones deep inside his ear. He closed his eyes, pressed his hands against the sides of his head as if trying to keep the pain from imploding his skull. His skin stung. Every hair on his body stood on end, electrically charged. His nerves teased every pore on his skin. He lost all feeling in his legs, and he collapsed to the floor.


  Then something incredible happened.


  Like a flower opening, the white light split down the center, first a crack, then wider. From within, a blackness seeped out, swallowing the edges of the white, a sunburst in negative. It glimmered for a moment, then changed.


  Then, riding the cushion of black, he saw it. A stunning blue light, emerging from the white light.


  The blue light.


  It expanded rapidly, devouring the white light in mere seconds. Richard’s hypnotic vista glowed blue, and he lay back in a familiar position, as if lying in bed, waiting to see what--whom--it brought today. First, a tiny hand, then the pure golden curls of Debra, the four year-old daughter he never had the chance to know. Her skin was white and pure amidst the cobalt illumination, her eyes blue and glowing. Her brow was downcast, a frown pasted on her face.


  Richard reached out to her. Debra, honey...it’s me. Daddy.


  Tears filled her eyes. Not tears of sadness. Or happiness. But those unique tears that race down over suddenly flushed cheeks when a child is in pain.


  Honey...what’s wrong?


  And then a hand appeared, swathed in black. It came across in front of Debra, a glint of steel meeting Richard’s eye as it pressed a thick-bladed knife against her unblemished throat. A second gloved hand emerged from the light. It grabbed the child by the hair, twisting her head sideways so the knife pressed sharply against her jugular. Debra let out a cry as a thin point of blood appeared and trickled down her neck into her shirt.


  Richard wanted to scream no! but his consternation had his throat bundled up in nerves. Did it make sense to yell at an apparition anyway? He searched for his conscience, but as expected, it was gone. He peered back at his daughter, at the hands, and the trickle of red amidst all that was blue. He closed his eyes, wished it away as he did moments earlier when turning away from his visions of murder. Go away! Please, go away! When he opened his eyes, her crying face was still there. The hands. The knife.


  His face.


  The masked face of the man in black, two perfect circles at the mouth and eyes revealing the slightest hint of disclosure.


  It didn’t matter. Richard knew those eyes. Those lips. And when the masked man smiled and spoke, he knew those teeth, and that voice.


      “It’s showtime, Sparke.”


  


  Apartment


  
     
  


  Moldofsky entered the foyer first, Kevin Hughes immediately behind. The small vestibule was a mere five by five-foot square, one-inch black and white tiles checkerboarding the entire floor. Brown vertical paneling covered the walls except for six small glass-fronted mailboxes to the right, tiny locks at the bottom of each one allowing access to those holding a key. Moldofsky eyed the tenants’ names printed below the locks, noting only one: apartment 5A, Pamela Bergin. There was no mail in her box, at least none that he could see without crouching.


  The smell of chicken soup invaded their nostrils as Leonard pulled open the inner doorway leading into the hallway of the Washington Building. The Presidential Studios had been built years ago, the absence of a security entry system an obvious drawback to living here. Likewise, the decor, which left much to be desired, clearly lent itself to the ages. Crooked wall sconces coated in dust, rusty vents, warped crown moldings. The hallway, lined with what could have been turn-of-the-century wallpaper, boasted brown snowflake patterns on a tan background that nearly dizzied Leonard as he eyed the brown steel doors and their tarnished brass numbers. Apartment 5A was three doors down on the right.


  “Smells pretty good,” Leonard said.


  “Chicken soup?”


  “Someone’s cooking up a storm.”


  “Just like Mom used to make.”


  Leonard smiled and knocked on the door. He heard footsteps approaching, then stop. The pinpoint of light in the peephole disappeared, signifying that 5A’s occupant was looking out at them. He knocked again, and the light returned. “Ms Bergin?”


  No answer.


  He drew out a long, impatient breath. They had another twenty minutes before Sparke’s session ended, five of those minutes needed to get back to Delaney’s office on Main Street.  “Ms Bergin, this is Officer Moldofsky of the Fairview Police Department. I was hoping you’d be so kind to allow me a few moments of your time.”


  More footsteps. Hurried footsteps. Then, a woman’s voice. “I’ll be right with you.”


  Leonard stepped back, eyebrows raised. Kevin returned the inquisitive gesture then shrugged his shoulders, clearly unsure and perhaps anxious of what to expect when Pamela opened the door. Although Leonard rarely assumed anything uncustomary when conducting routine situations such as this--questioning the populace usually ended uneventfully--today’s circumstances seemed to be nudging them toward an occurrence worthy of their precautions. Or so his intuitions led him to believe. And that placed him in agreement with Kevin. That something curious might happen.


  More footsteps. A lock clicked, a security-chain was unhooked, and the door opened.


  A very attractive woman appeared in the doorway, shoulder-length chestnut hair framing a dark complexion that housed crystal blue eyes perfectly capable of hypnotizing any man that got in their way. The sudden smile on Kevin’s face attested to this, and Leonard made sure he’d get Kevin back for his earlier ribbing about Samantha Sparke.


  “Ms. Bergin?”


  She smiled, pure pearls for teeth. “Yes?”


  “We’d like to ask you a few questions about a call we received earlier today.”


  Pam nodded. “Of course...is there something wrong?”


  “No...we’re...” Leonard hesitated, now remembering his primary purpose for coming here in the first place. Damn, he’d been distracted, talking so much about Sparke’s past, and then really, Pamela’s hypnotizing looks. Her near perfect looks. And he wasn’t solely contemplating nature’s graces towards her, or the way she applied her make-up, or her sly charming ways. No. He was thinking about her injuries, or lack thereof, as there wasn’t a scar nor a scab to be seen on her. No wounds at all to corroborate Richard’s neighbor’s reports of an injured woman--a bloodied woman--running from his condo. Leonard remembered what Sparke had said in defense, that she’d cut her hand on a knife. He tried to peek down at her hands but they were buried in her pockets.


  “We’d like to...” he continued, then said, “It’s about a friend of yours. Richard Sparke.”


  Pam stepped aside, not a twitch of emotion registering on her face at the mention of Sparke. “Come in, then.” They followed her inside, Leonard at once taking in the small studio residence. Its contents were sparse to say the least, an unmade twin bed in one corner, a kitchenette in another, a small metal desk with nothing on it centering the room. The desk sat alongside a threadbare couch which faced a small television atop a red milk crate. Paltry lifestyle for someone who could easily utilize her looks for success.


  Pamela closed the door behind them, shutting out the strong chicken soup aroma. “Please don’t mind the mess. I’ve got a good deal of my things still in storage. I haven’t yet gotten a chance to get them here. And what’s here so far isn’t really set up. I didn’t want to arrange anything until all my belongings arrived.”


  “You’re new to Fairview?” Leonard asked, already suspicious of her story. He liked the way she looked, but didn’t trust her. For now.


  “You could say that. About four months.” She stood unmoving, like a boulder, watching the two cops with those big blue eyes that might have given any man an immediate impression of self-absorbed shallowness. Leonard, more inquisitive, might have felt that way if it weren’t for her relationship with Sparke, which led him to believe that she possessed far more intelligence than she cared to admit, keeping it carefully veiled and to her advantage should she need to talk her way out of a jam. Perhaps like Sparke had this morning.


  “You like it here?” Leonard asked.


  She nodded, pacing slowly across the room. She sat on a white plastic chair next to a matching table in the kitchenette. She crossed her legs and gripped her knees with both hands, finally exposing them to Leonard in an almost deliberate display. They were clean, unblemished. She possessed no injuries whatsoever.


  Sly lady, Leonard thought, peeking over at Kevin. His partner was checking out her hands too. He then peered back at Leonard. Kevin seemed to be thinking Leonard’s own exact thoughts: So Sparke was lying after all. This isn’t the injured woman the neighbors saw running from his condo. It must have been someone else. Kevin sneezed as he took out his pad and began jotting notes.


  “Ms Bergin, we received a call today from a couple of Mr Sparke’s neighbors. This morning, about nine, they claimed to have seen a woman fitting your description fleeing his condo. She had an injury of some sort, on her hands or face, they couldn’t be certain exactly where. But there was blood. And that we can confirm. When we went to Mr Sparke’s condo soon thereafter, we found him cleaning up a mess of it on the floor.”


  Pamela looked surprised, mouth open slightly, eyebrows arched into a triangle of inquisitiveness. Leonard couldn’t be certain if her concern was genuine or not, whether she’d known about--perhaps supplied--the blood. Regardless, she offered her most forthright dialogue. “My God...is Richard all right?”


  Leonard nodded. “Yes, he’s fine. Were you there this morning, Ms Bergin? At Richard’s condo?”


  She shook her head. “This morning? No. We had dinner together last night at his place, watched a bit of TV, but then I went home.”


  “You didn’t spend the night?”


  Pam pursed her lips. “No. Richard has this thing about me spending the night.”


  “A thing?”


  She hesitated, and Leonard thought she might’ve just revealed something she didn’t really plan to. She appeared to be gathering some thoughts when she said, “He’s a bit old-fashioned.”


  Old-fashioned, my ass, Leonard thought. Nobody sane is gonna send this beauty home because of old-fashioned notions. That’s a lie, bet your ass on that one, Ms Bergin.


  Leonard was about to pursue this line of conversation when Kevin sneezed again, then rubbed his nose. “Excuse me,” he said, then added, “Ms Bergin, do you have a cat?”


  “No, I don’t.”


  He sneezed again. “I’m sorry, but I have an allergy to cats and it makes me sneeze and sneeze like this until my eyes start tearing, which they’re about to do right now.”


  Leonard smiled, a bit frustrated at the interruption but suddenly triggered with a thought. Kevin, read my mind. “Kevin, why don’t you go wait outside. I’ll be there in a minute. And while you’re there, check out some of the parked cars for expired inspections.” He winked and gestured with his head towards the door. He turned toward Pamela and grinned. “Quotas.”


  “Sure...okay, Len.” Kevin, sneezing crazily, nodded slightly to confirm the receipt of message, then replaced the notepad in his pocket. “Good day, Ms Bergin.” He smiled then left silently, shutting the door behind him. His sneezes could be heard until he exited the building.


  Leonard was fairly confident that Kevin got the message. Having a partner that understood you was more than half the battle for success. What he wasn’t so sure about was the answer he’d get from Kevin once he met him outside.


  “I think Officer Hughes has an allergy to attractive women,” Leonard said.


  Pam laughed. “Either that, or chicken soup.”


  They shared another laugh then Leonard got back to business, his voice purposely deep and serious, and professional. “Ms Bergin...the reason why I’m here is because when we asked Richard about how all the blood ended up on his kitchen floor, he said that you were there at his condo, that the two of you had had an argument, and that you slipped and cut your hand on a knife as you grabbed the counter on the way down.”


  “Richard said that, huh?”


  “Yes, he did.”


  “Well...I’m sorry to say this...but he’s lying. Either that, or he dreamed it. The fact of the matter is that we did argue, but that was last night before I left. I didn’t fall down, and I most certainly didn’t cut myself open and bleed on his floor. Here,” she said, offering her hands. “See for yourself. No wounds.”


  “I can see that.”


  “And he said all this happened this morning?”


  “Yes, he did.”


  “Well, again, I can assure you that it wasn’t me. I was here, watching television, by myself. If there was blood on his kitchen floor, then it must have come from someone else.”


  “Any idea who? I mean, I’m fairly certain that whoever left all that blood had one nasty injury.”


  “I don’t know...Richard’s a bit of a recluse, and if you ask me I’d say he’s got a nice case of agoraphobia. He doesn’t have any friends that I know of. He rarely leaves his home except to go to the shrink, or the bookstore. Or get some food. I really have no idea who might’ve been there with him this morning.”


  Leonard nodded. “Do you have any clue as to why Richard might be lying?”


  “None whatsoever. It doesn’t make any sense. But I will tell you that Richard has had some personal problems. Problems which have recently led us to arguing more often than not.”


  “What kind of problems?”


  “Anxiety. Depression. Look, he’s a great guy, but as you may already know, he’s had some tragedy in his life.”


  Depression. I can relate. But can I really? I still have my wife. My kid. Heck, Sparke has a lot more to be depressed about than I do. Maybe I’m just bored at home. Just bored. “Yes, I’m aware of the death of his baby daughter.”


  “That, along with his divorce, and then his mother passing away.”


  “When did that happen?”


  “A few years ago. But it still pains him greatly. Look, again, he’s a great guy, gentle, kind, and caring. But he’s really wrapped up.”


  Leonard collected his thoughts, then after a few seconds, continued. “Ms Bergin, has Richard ever discussed with you his past relationship with his ex-wife Samantha?”


  She leaned an elbow on the table and closed her eyes for a moment. “Not really, other than they’d had a tough time together and grew apart after Debra’s death.”


  “So...he never told you about the night she was attacked?”


  Pam hesitated, blue eyes wide as half-dollars. “No...he didn’t.”


  Leonard looked at his watch. 2:48. Sparke’s session ended at three. “Ms Bergin, I need to attend to something else right now. If you don’t mind, I’d like for you to call me on my cell phone tonight. There’s a few more things we need to discuss, and I’d be happy to elaborate regarding the incident with his wife, something I think you should be made aware of.”


  “Sure, okay.” She grabbed a pencil and a piece of paper from the kitchenette table and scribbled Moldofsky’s name and number down. “When’s a good time to reach you?”


  “Try me after six. I should be at my desk for most of tonight.” Most of the night, no doubt about that now. Leonard’s inquisitive nature gave him the sudden and overwhelming desire to look into a few more things about Richard Sparke, and he knew it would more than likely take him into the late hours. Janice will love me even less now. Day by day, a little less of her husband and more and more of an empty home that by now seems much more familiar without me. And my son? God knows what he thinks of me these days. I’m up in years, balding. God almighty, listen to me, projecting my own mid-life insecurities on him! He loves me! I’m his father for Christ’s sake! What I should do is forget about Sparke, go home and spend the night talking to Greg for a change. Janice too. She’s always been there for me. Maybe now’s the time for me to be there for her?


  “Officer?”


  Leonard shook away the reverie. “Yes...I...I’m sorry. I was lost in thought for a moment.”


  Pamela stood, using her palms to straighten out her jeans. “I’ll phone you this evening then.”


  “Yes,” Leonard said. “That would be fine. I’ll wait for your call.”


  He tipped his hat and exited the apartment. Before leaving the building he stood in the hallway just outside Pam’s door, keeping an open ear for a moment to see if she made any phone calls; Leonard thought she might warn Richard of their ‘snooping’. When he heard only silence, he left, stepping out into the foyer, and then outside.


  Kevin stood on the cement walkway, arms crossed, a smug grin plastered on his face.


  “Okay sneezy, spill it. What’d you find?”


  “Len...have I got something to show you!”


  Showtime


  
     
  


  The man in black’s gloved hand gripped Richard’s neck, a repeat performance of two years ago: the same night Richard awoke to find Samantha beside him, nearly beaten to death. Numerous times since then, the dream-intruder had tried to attack Richard, but had never managed to place a damaging hand on him. Still the intruder persevered, coming in and out of the blue light on many occasions, only to shout idle threats and take disorderly swipes at the air as if something physical had held him back. Time and time again Sparke thanked his conscience for protecting him from this nighttime adversary--how it ever managed to do so, he did not know.


  But here and now, with his ever-reliable conscience dead, he’d lost all knowledge and support for a defense against this unearthly enemy. Somehow the intruder knew that killing Sparke’s conscience would be his ticket into Sparke’s world. Like tearing down the castle gates in order to pillage the enemy. Just how he accomplished the metaphysical feat was another thing altogether, beyond comprehension.


  Half-deafened by the savage scream of the intruder, Richard clawed blindly at the body of weight suppressing him and holding him down. His breath instantly escaped him, a powerful thumb pressing forcefully upon his Adam’s apple, bruising his windpipe, nearly blinding him. He searched for air, now unable to inhale, only whimpers of despair seeping from his trembling lips. In his fading mind’s eye he saw his own face behind the attacker’s mask, peering down at him as he struggled for air and begged for an answer to this violent mystery. And still, amidst the pain and blinding expectations of death, he sought his daughter Debra, now restrained under knife-point in the grappling arms of the intruder, a trickle of blood seeping from her neck as she grimaced in silence, tear-filled eyes in search of her father’s help.


  She was gone.


  The man in black moved closer to Richard. Richard could feel his warm breaths just inches from his ear, filled with sinister laughs. Richard shivered as he heard his own voice whispering to him, “Yes indeed, Sparke, it’s showtime. Are you ready to play?” Richard gasped and tried to snap his head around but the man in black held on tight, further pressuring his windpipe. Richard felt absolute darkness taking hold of him, a trap-door permanently closing out the hypnotic world.


  As if toying with him, like a cat with a bird, the intruder loosened his one-armed grip. Richard fell forward, sucking in long labored breaths, heaving as the world spun crazily around him: darkness giving way to rapid spiraling lights. When the dizziness subsided he saw the knife positioned in the man in black’s other gloved hand. Blood coated the blade. Debra’s blood?


  “Where is she?” Richard demanded. His powerless voice was caustic, grating.


   The masked man grinned, murderous eyes radiant, familiar yet unspeakably alien.  Richard saw saliva oozing through the small mouth-hole. “You mean your delicious little daughter? She’s here with me. But not for long, Sparke. Not unless you do as I say.”


  Without his conscience it was difficult to comprehend the exact nature of the moment, and even through the fear and the gross reality of the situation--the smells, the sounds, the pain--he still managed to remind himself that he was under Dr Delaney’s suggestion, under hypnosis, in a state not unlike sleeping, yet more powerful, more intense. Now, with the man in black present, he wondered if he were actually sleepwalking, roaming about Delaney’s office while the good doctor took notes, fascinated with Richard’s performance as he acted out some inane task. “This is a dream,” Richard yelled, spittle flying as he gasped for air. “And you are a product of my mind...my own fucking imagination...I am aware now, cognizant...this is nothing but a dream. A lucid dream, just like Delaney and I discussed a long time ago. You must go now!”


  The man in black leaned away from Richard, suddenly still, emotionless through his mask. His eyes were unmoving. Staring beyond Richard. The mouth, unflinching. He was frozen in time.


  Richard stared back, whispered mostly to himself, “A dream. And I control you.”


  He moved to stand, one eye aiding his wobbly legs, the other mindfully regarding the motionless man in black. It proved no use. Like lightning the man in black shot back into action, and with a quick flick of the wrist, grabbed a thick handful of Richard’s hair. He pulled with impressive strength, laughing, dragging Richard a few feet across the room before pushing him to his knees. The pain in Richard’s scalp was incredible, a thousand needles penetrating his skin--hurt and despair exploding from his pores like a volcanic eruption. The man in black laughed in a vile, hateful voice, placing the razor-sharp blade of the knife against Richard’s neck. “Your mother is with us too, Richard. Along with your daughter. Lovely Julia. You remember her, don’t you, Sparke?” His voice was whispery, each word formed with care in effort to get his dreadful point across.


  “My...mother...is...dead,” Richard stressed through clenched teeth. Fiery sweat poured from his face across his stinging lips. He could feel the blood pounding in his jugular where the man in black had thrust his thumb.


  Richard tried hard to wrestle himself away, but the man in black strengthened his grip and jabbed the point of the blade into the side of Richard’s throat. The pain ran down his spine like a jolt of electricity, and he could feel the warm trickle of blood rushing down his chest. “Not in this world she’s not. Your daughter, she’s here too, alive and kicking. You know all about this world, don’t you Sparke? That perfect world your mother told you about so many times before...in your dreams. In your motherfucking dreams!” Although the man in black spoke in Richard’s voice, Richard didn’t find anything remotely familiar about the tone, the manner of speaking. It was driven by sinister forces, something purely evil and utterly foreign of which he possessed no knowledge. The man in black might have been Richard’s double in every physical aspect, but psychologically they sat on opposite poles.


  “What...do...you...want...from...me?” Richard’s words were forced, sounding almost inhuman through the barrier of pain.


  The intruder came close. He twisted Richard’s head around so they faced one another, eye to eye. “I want your life, Sparke.”


  Over his nemesis’ shoulder, Richard could see the blue light. It had diminished in size, once taking up nearly half the room, its reach now spanning only a quarter of its original mass. And it was still shrinking, like the conceptual super-nova ready to explode. “Why? Why me?” was all Richard could think to ask, not really a question for the intruder, but more for the senses of the world--a weak attempt at prayer for a man assuming his time had come. Such an unfulfilling conclusion to a life wrought with hardship and misfortune.


  The man in black answered him, clearly taking pleasure in their exchange, as if playing a game of semantics. “Why? Because we love you.”


  Richard kept his eyes on the collapsing light, peering up momentarily at the masked man: at his piercing eyes, his slick lips. He asked, “Who are you?”


  The man howled with maniacal delight, his ongoing laughter gently weakening his campaign to subdue, and he loosened his grip on Richard’s hair. “I am you, Richard Sparke! I am your essence, all you are, and all you could have been, had you made...different choices in life. Look at you, you sniveling piece of shit. You’re a worm out of earth in search of someplace warm and cozy to bury your dirty wriggling self in shame. A flapping fish out of water. A bawling calf miles from its mother’s teat. You...are...lost. And you disgust me, Sparke. You--”


  A high pitched whistling noise filled the room, sounding like an emergency broadcast tone on a television with the volume turned way up. It interrupted the man in black from his diatribe, and he spun around, eyes suddenly wide with panic. He screamed at the sight before him: the blue light from where he first emerged, now a mere pinpoint of luminescence, floating like a tiny alien spacecraft in the center of the good doctor’s room. Unmoving, he stared at it for a few moments, then in silence, broke his inaction and dove toward it, arms outstretched in front of him, feet nearly leaving the floor.


  He collided with it, and on contact an explosive strobe-like flash filled the room.


  Soon thereafter, Richard’s world went black.


  


  Lies


  
     
  


  “Was I right?” Leonard followed a zealously moving Kevin across the front lawn towards a small residence parking lot on the left side of the Washington building. Every spot was filled with the vehicles showing Presidential Studios permits in the front windshields.


  “Hey, give me some credit. It’s not like your hint was all that obvious.”


  “Okay, then. Good job sneezy. But you still haven’t told me anything yet, so I reserve the right to rescind my compliment.”


  “That’s because I’d rather show you. More interesting that way. And as far as I’m concerned, you have no rights.”


  “Thanks, partner.” Leonard followed a grinning Kevin between two SUV’s, across to the other side of the lot where a white Sentra was parked underneath a large oak tree, nose out.


  Leonard saw the damage at once. “Well I’ll be a son-of-a-gun.” He walked over and ran his hand along the scratches in the paint and chrome on the front end. Two small dents pocked the middle of the car’s hood, each one about the size of an egg. Although the Sentra was white, staggered streaks of cream-colored paint from the crossing gate were easily visible on the glossy finish. Even some splintered wood chips remained, lodged up near the windshield wipers--the telling evidence of Pamela’s aggressive misdeed.


  “You check out the plates?” Leonard asked.


  “The car is registered to Pamela Bergin, of 338 Culver, Presidential Studios. Washington building, apartment 5A.”


  “So she lied then.”


  “Unless someone else drove her car this morning. Which is doubtful, given what we know about Sparke and his relationship with her. And the witness descriptions.”


  “I agree.”


  “So then what about the blood?” Kevin asked. “She had no injuries.”


  “None that we could see.”


  “You think she might have hurt her leg, or another part of her body?”


  “Anything’s possible, but I think there’s a better chance that a third party was involved. Someone neither Sparke nor his girlfriend wanted us to know about. That would explain the inconsistencies in their stories, and it strengthens our theory of earlier, that there’s more to this story than meets the eye. I don’t know about you Kevin, but it seems to me that Sparke and Pamela might be in cahoots on something big and secretive, to a point where they find no alternative but to silence this mystery third person for fear of having their story leaked. They keep him or her a secret from us, hence keeping the truth of their story under wraps. Also, it appears that neither one of them wants us to know they’re involved with the other, wouldn’t you think?”


  “Maybe. It all sounds a bit far-fetched though, if you ask me.”


  “I know, but so did the whole incident with his ex-wife two years ago. You know, regardless of how small or far-fetched our theories are, we more than likely have something real heavy on our hands here, at least as far as Fairview is concerned. I’ve seen more violent, and as far as I can immediately tell, more unlawful activities in my time. But I’ve never--and I think I can say this now--I’ve never seen anything quite so, well, mysterious.”


  Kevin’s eyes narrowed. “Let’s put aside the fact that at least one and probably both of them are lying. Now, do you honestly believe there’s more to this whole story than what we’re skimming off the surface? I mean, for all we know Pam is simply scared that she might have to pay a fine for acting like a lunatic this morning. Or spend some time in jail for reckless endangerment. And as far as Sparke goes, it appears that he’s lying because his girlfriend didn’t have any injuries about her.”


  “Absolutely.”


  “So the big question is, why?”


  “Beats the shit out of me. Look, the blood had to come from someone, right?”


  Kevin nodded. “Of course.”


  And it wasn’t from Pam, as far as we can tell.”


  “Right.”


  “So there has to be a third person. Someone who drove Pam’s car. Unless Pam lied and was at Sparke’s condo, along with this third person, and something went violently wrong. Maybe the third person got hurt and bled all over Sparke’s kitchen floor, and then Pam fled the scene...with the other person’s blood on her.” Leonard peeked into the Sentra but didn’t see any blood anywhere. “Then again, maybe not. Interior looks clean.”


  “This is getting crazy, Len.”


  “Either that, or we’re real bored and have nothing better to do but over-scrutinize everything.”


  They walked away from the parking lot, each of them silent and trying to postulate all the incidentals and possibilities in their heads. In mid-thought, Leonard peered up at the Washington building. He noticed a young woman with long brown hair and sunglasses staring out at them from the glass atrium interconnecting the Washington and Lincoln building. She ducked away before Leonard could discreetly point her out to Kevin.


  It sure looked like Pamela Bergin.


  “Better to over-scrutinize,” Kevin said, “than to miss something really important. Wouldn’t you agree?”


  Leonard nodded, thinking, Yes Kevin, I agree. And I also think, like you, that this is getting crazy. He picked up the pace, eyes on the atrium. No one was there now, but still he felt as if eyes were on him. Scrutinizing him. “Let’s go see where Sparke heads to next.”


  


  Plasma


  
     
  


  Silence ensued. Utter silence.


  No longer feeling the restrictive grip of the man in black, or hearing the whistling noise, Richard attempted to come to his senses. He could feel his own body, the muscles weak and twitching as if sore from a formidable task; the skin cold and rife with gooseflesh; limbs trembling as if stricken with Parkinson’s disease. He could feel the sweat pouring down his back, his chest, his face. He was doused in perspiration.


  He struggled to open his eyes.


  A dull light met his flickering gaze.


  He swallowed a dry lump in his throat, unsure of what to make of the scene before him. It was familiar, yet so strangely foreign...


  The room...it’s returned to me. Okay...let me take some time and think about this. I was enveloped by a hypnotic vista, a subconsciously created dreamscape filled with monotone backdrops. Unless I’m mistaken, it appears that my waking world has now returned to me. I am once again inside Doctor Delaney’s office. I see the walls, the bookshelves. I can feel the carpet beneath my body. Yes...I am back in the waking world. I’m not under hypnosis anymore...


  Or am I?


  Was I sleepwalking again?


  Lying on the carpet, Richard stretched a hand out. He felt the coarse wool fibers beneath his palm. Through his blurring sights he could see his hand making gentle sweeping motions against the rug.


  He stopped. Something felt odd.


  Warm. Thick. Tacky.


  He picked his hand up. Looked at it.


  Even through his obscured vision and the dull lighting he could see the blood. His entire palm was coated in it. Dark, crimson, dripping.


  He tried to move, managed to fidget his arms and legs a bit. Remaining in a crab-like position, he wriggled forward, a few inches at first, then a few feet. The wet warmth was beneath him now, he could feel it on his chest, his legs, saturating his clothing. His fingers pressed soaking-wet circles into the carpet. His vision cleared more and more as he slowly collected his wits. He smelled a pungent odor, sharp and metallic-like. Blood. Lots of it. It made him queasy. He felt it all around him, as if he were a human island in some wicked plasmal sea. For a moment he wondered if he were dying, finally a victim of the man in black’s aggression. But strangely he felt little pain, only a soreness on his neck and scalp. So he could reject that dire outcome. He was still alive, left virtually uninjured, pained and tired from the perils encountered while under deep hypnosis.


  Out of habit Richard addressed his conscience even though he was fully aware of his inner persona’s demise. If I’d been sleeping all along or under hypnosis, then the man in black should be gone, now that I’m awake.


  No answer came to him, of course. He didn’t even know if he’d reached a fully awakened state yet. Strange, to feel this way, as in the past he’d always retained an odd, intuitive awareness following the dreams of blue light: an extra-sensory perception that heightened his senses, stimulated his intuitions until they faded an hour or so after waking. Here things were different, as if the absence of his conscience had changed more than just his ability to communicate with himself.


  All he could perceive, feel and smell and taste, was the blood.


  He continued forward, searching out the coffee table separating the sofa and Delaney’s chair. Grabbing hold of the table’s edge, he pulled his body up into a sitting position, muscles and tendons stretching and cramping, bones popping in protest of the move. He looked around the room, saw the bookshelves, saw the doctor’s desk...


  Saw the dead doctor. Butchered, stabbed repeatedly in the face, the chest, the abdomen. Entrails swelled from his gut in a balloon shape, ready to burst. His mouth was gaping, a final scream frozen in its moment of death. A dense blood-tide spread out below his twisted body, flooding the carpet from the coffee table to the bookshelves, a distance of eight feet, maybe more.


  Richard gagged, tongue parched, acid tears burning his eyes. He bit down on his hand in attempt to hold the creeping gorge back, but pulled it away in utter repulsion upon tasting the doctor’s blood. He looked down the length of his body. It was coated in red, ringlets of plasma oozing from the carpet at his knees. He felt his entire body stiffening, hyperventilating, perhaps going into shock as his sanity dangled by loose threads. His mind desperately sought the power to hunt his extinct conscience, found only the fortitude to force his body into helpless flight.


  Wobbling, he stood up, eyes glued to the glistening corpse.


  That’s when he saw the knife. The murder weapon, doused in blood, purposefully placed in plain sight atop the doctor’s groin--an attempt perhaps to mock poor Richard. It was the same knife the man in black held against Debra’s throat--his own throat--only minutes earlier during his hypnotic dream.


  An eight-inch steak knife.


  Black handle...


  Holy mother of God.


  It was his knife--the same one Pam used to attack him this morning.


  The one missing from his kitchen.


  


  Cat


  
     
  


  They took an alternate route back to Main Street. Instead of traversing the winding neighborhood roads, Leonard drove from the Presidential Studios down Culver to Park Avenue, which led straight into Main. Once there, they double-parked along the stretch of road by Delaney’s office, needing to wait only three minutes before a young woman came to retrieve her car. Hughes smiled and waved to her and she returned the friendly gesture, slipping behind the front seat of a blue Accord and smiling back before driving away.


  Leonard paralleled the gray cruiser into the spot. “Gonna have to put a leash on you.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Can’t help but flirt with all the young ladies, eh?”


  “Len...I’m single. I can.”


  Leonard grinned. “Yeah, I guess that‘s what single people do these days.” He paused, eyeing the entrance to Delaney’s office. Ah, to be young and single again. But is that what I really want? Janice loves me. My son Greg, I suppose he loves me too. Damn! There I go again, commiserating over the happy everyman’s life waiting for me at home. What’s so bad about it? I have my escapism here at work, and finally, today, something really exciting to investigate. If things are as mundane as usual when I get home I could always lose myself in a good science fiction novel, perhaps take on 2001: A Space Odyssey again. I’ve only read that one twice. Or maybe, just maybe, I could force myself to spend some time with my family in front of the television. They would really appreciate that. Oh...I very well know I shouldn’t fantasize about the things I know won’t happen. I have to hole myself up in the office tonight, and wait for Pamela Bergin’s phone call. Not a bad alternative, I guess. I could spend the quiet time trying to figure out why I feel so down on myself. The family will have to wait. Again. They’ve waited so long anyway, what’s another day going to matter? He added, “So what’d you think of Pamela Bergin?”


  “We went over that. She’s a liar.”


  “I’m talking looks-wise.”


  Kevin smiled. “Len, Len, you very well know she’s a knockout.”


  “Your cup of tea?”


  “Safe to assume she’s any man’s cup of tea. I could never have a relationship with her, though.”


  “Why not?”


  “She’s got a cat.”


  Reminded of Kevin’s allergic fit, Leonard twisted his body to face his partner. “Oh yeah sneezy, I forgot about your little reaction there. But she said she didn’t have one.”


  “She lied about that too. I’m telling you, I only get sneezes like that when I’m around cats. She most definitely has one.”


  “I didn’t see one.”


  “Me neither. But that doesn’t mean it wasn’t outside. Or hidden away. They leave their dander all over, and that’s what makes me sneeze. It happened earlier, after we left Sparke’s place. You even said she probably carried its dander over with her.”


  “Maybe the people that lived in the apartment before her had a cat?”


  “Hmm...possible. But if she’s really been living there for four months, a single cleaning would have taken care of that. You can’t tell me that she hasn’t cleaned the place since she moved in.”


  “It didn’t look very clean.”


  “No, it didn’t. But it seems unlikely that she didn’t give the place a quick once-over before settling in.”


  Leonard shrugged, eyes glued to the building’s entrance. “Which means...?”


  “Which means she has a cat...and lied about it.”


  “So she’s a pathological liar, then?” Leonard wasn’t sure where Kevin was heading with this.


  “Unless she had a good reason to lie about the cat.”


  Leonard laughed. “You’re the one that said my theory about a third person was far-fetched. Now you’re telling me Pamela Bergin purposely deceived us about having a cat? Why?”


  Kevin shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe there aren’t any pets allowed in the place, and she freaked out when we unexpectedly came knocking. Didn’t you notice how she hesitated before letting us in? She probably saw us through the peephole and quickly hid the cat in a closet.”


  Leonard nodded. “I did notice her looking out the peephole at us. I guess that makes sense.” He wiped his forehead. “My imagination’s working overtime. For a second I was thinking that her feline cover-up might’ve had something to do with our little mystery.”


  “Well...don’t get me wrong, boss. I haven’t ruled that out either. I’m keeping all avenues open at this point. All I know is that I had a very definite allergic reaction to a cat that didn’t seem to be there.” He hesitated, then said, “Tell you what...I’ll bet you that Pam Bergin had a cat in her apartment, and that she lied to us about it.”


  “That a wager?”


  “Lunch.”


  “You’re on.”


  Kevin picked Leonard’s cell phone up off the seat and dialed information, got the number for Presidential Studios and dialed the main office. “Hi, could you tell me if your residents are allowed to keep pets? They are? Okay then, thank you for your time.” He hung up. “Yep. Pets allowed.”


  “Weird,” Leonard said.


  “Very. So she either lied, for no obvious reason other than to cover up something. Or the people before her had cats, which I feel is very unlikely. Since we know she lied about her involvement with Sparke this morning, I’d lean towards the former. I think we’re gonna have to check up on her again later.”


  Leonard nodded in agreement. They sat in silence for a moment, staring at the door to Delaney’s office, each checking their watches. “Sparke’s got another five minutes,” Leonard said.


  “What’s your guess on where he heads to next?”


  “Pam’s place, for sure.”


  “You think? I have a feeling he might go right home. After all, we did ask him to stay there.”


  “He didn’t listen to us the first time around.”


  Leonard looked at his watch in silent agreement. “Almost three.”


  “Hope he didn’t leave while we were gone.”


  The idea had crossed Leonard’s mind, but his intuition told him otherwise. “Don’t worry. He’s there.”


  


  Escape


  
     
  


  At the awful sight of the kitchen knife--the very damn one missing from the upper left-hand slot in the butcher block his mother bought for him long ago--Richard staggered backwards, heels sliding in the blood, arms outstretched in a vain attempt to maintain some sense of balance. He banged his thigh against the left arm of the couch, then reeled sideways into the bookshelf, legs teetering and unsure of how to guide him. He grabbed onto the top shelf, knocking over some books in the process, his blood-slicked grip faltering but preventing him nonetheless from plunging to the floor. Once semi-stable, he stood his ground, fiery breaths heaving in and out of his lungs and triggering an anxiety more intense than anything he’d ever felt before. Severe symptoms, taking his body to new levels of fear, dizziness, tunnel vision, rubber muscles, migraine, overpowering him to a point of near-swoon. His body slumped and swayed, his proximate dead weight a burden in itself, and he clawed at more books in attempt to preserve his equilibrium. It did him no good. The books spilled down, and Richard toppled back, a victim of sinking momentum.


  Halfway to the floor, someone caught him beneath the arms, and squeezed him tightly around the chest.


  Richard struggled but failed in his attempt to escape the strapping grip. He made a weak effort to turn, to see who had hold of him, but couldn’t so much as budge. He was held fastly in place, two powerful hands clamped securely around his blood-splattered torso. They lifted him--rather smoothly to his shock; he surely expected his ribcage to be crushed under a like force--and placed him back against the bookshelf.


  He heard a voice behind him. His voice. The man in black. “You best get moving, Sparke. Until we meet again...”


  The man in black released him and once more Richard grabbed onto the bookshelf to hold himself up. He heard quick, muffled footsteps passing to his right, but dared not turn to view their source for fear of seeing...of seeing him. Here in his world. The real world. I am awake, aren’t I? Then how is it that he is here? A circular gray tunnel closed out his peripheral vision, but even through the limited sights he could see a passing shadow fleeting alongside him like a swooping bat. Then across the room, staring straight ahead, he saw the door to the office slowly opening, and the shadow of a body exiting.


  Leaving him alone with the notably dead doctor.


  Sharp light, brutally foreign, blasted through the open door into the gloom of the office. Richard’s vision fought for clarity, and as he blinked and tried dearly to focus in on the carnage that had become of the doctor’s place of service, he thought of what the man in black had said:


  You best get moving, Sparke. Until we meet again...


  What did this mean? Why didn’t the dream-intruder kill him at that moment? Isn’t that what he’d planned to do all along? He certainly took care of Delaney. Now it seemed as if he’d given Richard a reprieve, as if the game he was playing had some time remaining on the clock. Richard rubbed his eyes, smearing sticky blood on his brow and eyelids. When his eyes started burning, he used an unmarred part of his sleeve to clear away the mess. He sucked in a series of painfully deep breaths in an effort to regain his composure. His vision cleared more, and he could plainly see the ruin and bloodshed he had unwittingly become an integral part of, through his dreams.


  With the exception of a few books on the floor by his feet, everything remained as it was before he went under hypnosis. The furniture, the items on Delaney’s desk and on the coffee table, the lamps. All left in place, unmoved and undamaged. Of course there was blood on everything, a heavy concentration of it near the body, slight spatterings of it as far as ten feet away. It was on the couch, the chairs, the damn papers still neatly piled on the good--dead--doctor’s desk.


  And then--oh dear God--the body. Apparently the man in black had been considerate enough to make the doctor’s death a quick and quiet one. A clean incision ran along Delaney’s throat, deep enough to split the voicebox in half. A second swipe was evident, this one at the side of his neck, criss-crossing the first and going so deep that tiny bone fragments speckled the glistening wound: an indisputable affirmation of steel blade and spine converging. From this point on, the man in black tested the resilience of the human skin, not to ensure death but to seemingly earn his performance a spot in the record books. The stab wounds were uncountable, impaling the face, torso, and abdomen, making a gross mockery of the man’s appearance and revealing to the world what pure madness could very well do to you should you cross its path. Richard, fully paralyzed, could only stare in shock and realize that, if given the chance, he’d effortlessly find new horrors amid the spectacle every second he stood there.


  Whether shrewd or cowardly, he felt the need to flee.


  All of a sudden, a woman’s voice.


  “Doctor, shall I send in your next patient?”


  Richard’s eyes probed Delaney’s desk, pinned the phone intercom sitting alongside the blood-speckled blotter. “Dr Delaney?” The voice called again. “Are you ready to see your next patient?”


  Miraculously, Richard’s sights came back into focus, and his mind, still full of fear and confusion, told him--sans his conscience--that he better get his ass moving because the secretary out front was about to come back here to see what all the silence was about, and it would be best not to let her see him in the sad and rather guilty-looking state that he was in.


  Tentatively, yet with urgency, he let go of the bookshelf. Although still lightheaded, he successfully stepped across the carpet, away from the blood puddle and the stagnant Dr Marcus Delaney and everything else in the office that had become fouled and tainted. He went all the way to the door where the fluorescent lights from the hallway passed through the office in all their striking glory. Using a bloody hand, he shielded his eyes, knowing very well that the doctor’s blood was not only on his hands but on just about every other inch of his body as well.


  He stepped out into the hallway.


  And collided with the receptionist. She’d been coming to see why the doctor hadn’t answered her page--that much Richard was sure of. And soon enough she’d find out.


   But not before Richard made a quick and frantic escape. Thrusting his hands into her face, he shoved her aside before she had a chance to get a good look at him. She screamed of course, her wail lasting only a split second before her body slammed back-first against the wall. She doubled over, hands against her midsection, her sudden silence making it clear that he’d knocked the wind out of her. Her eyes disappeared into the back of her head, and she slid to the floor, gasping for air. Richard heard others responding, calling for her: “Carol? Are you okay? Carol?” He ran in the opposite direction from the ensuing hubbub, down the carpeted hall away from the waiting room.


  He’d never coursed the building beyond Delaney’s office, and discovered two closed doors with doctors’ names on them.


  At the end of the hall, Richard found what he’d hoped for: a stairwell.


  The sign on the heavy steel door read: In case of fire, use these stairs. In addition to fire escapees, Delaney’s band of claustrophobic patients could use these stairs every day--one floor up in an elevator would be just cause for hysteria should they be forced to endure the ride. Richard decided that a man in his condition (frenzied, in a bit of a rush, and full of blood) shouldn’t ride the elevator either. He pulled the door open and moved on.


  He raced down the single flight of stairs, taking them two at a time. Reaching bottom, he slammed out the fire escape door and found himself in a crowded and sunny parking lot. He ducked down between two parked cars, took a deep breath, then started maneuvering about, flitting in and out amidst a number of vehicles in an effort to keep from being spotted. Once a hundred or so yards away from the building, he began checking the doors of the parked cars until the passenger side of an old pickup popped open. He scrambled inside and at once shed his bloody clothing, nervously eyeing the comings and goings of a few of Fairview’s shopping community. He found a greasy tee shirt behind the front seat and put that on, shoving his bloody clothes in its place so the driver wouldn’t find them until a later time. Rifling through the glove compartment, he located a screwdriver and allowed a few moments to pass, praying for a decent opportunity to escape.


  But would he get just that? A chance for escape? Not likely. He was nearly naked. Bloody. And rather crazed, given the circumstances. And very soon, just a hundred yards away, a dense flurry of activity would break up Fairview’s mindless routine, attracting folks of all associations to peer into the interruption as if it were the greatest attraction since the carnival came to town.


  And then, they would start looking for him.


  He knew exactly what he needed.


  No sooner did the thought enter his harried mind that a great stroke of luck appeared like an angel from the heavens. It came in the form of a thin middle-aged man. He was holding a Miller’s Clothing Store shopping bag, whistling absentmindedly as he passed in front of the pickup truck.


  Adrenaline rising, Richard did what he felt he had no choice to do: he leapt from the pickup. He made quite an impression, of course--a rather bloody man in his underwear yelling and waving a screwdriver doesn’t usually appear out of thin air. The man froze at first, then tried to run when he realized this was no joke, a gag perhaps being played on him by some drunken friends hiding in the bushes. Richard latched onto the shopping bag before the man was able to create any distance between them. The man’s eyes bulged and he yelled out something unintelligible, then hightailed it across the parking lot, forfeiting his merchandise without the slightest argument.


  Richard scurried away and slid down between a black SUV and a station wagon. He quickly emptied the contents of the bag on the ground. He found a pair of size thirty-four dress pants and a large long-sleeve mock neck shirt, both in black. There were a few pairs of socks, a belt, and a package of underwear as well, but he had no time to fuss with those. He dropped the screwdriver and hurriedly put the pants and shirt on, all the while peeking through the windows to see if anyone had started after him yet. Nobody. Yet.


  He checked out his reflection in the station wagon window. His face still showed dried blood around the mouth and eyes, something that wouldn’t pass as food, or paint, or even a simple wound. He used the sleeve of his new shirt to clear most of it away, then rubbed his hands against his pants legs to clean them as best as he could.


  You best get moving, Sparke...


  Was that my conscience, or the lingering advice of the man in black?


  “Good idea,” he said aloud, anxiously peering around. What to do. Where to go...?


  Across the parking stalls, not fifteen feet away, he saw an elderly woman approaching. She stopped behind a gray Altima and started putting her shopping bags into the trunk.


  Richard picked up the screwdriver. He stared at it for a daunting moment and found that he was barely able to grip it--not because of the blood on the handle, but because he was trembling so much. He closed his eyes, swallowed, tasted blood, then begged for forgiveness for what he felt he had no alternative to do.


  Desperate measures must be taken to survive, he said to himself, again wishing for his conscience to return with a more rational solution to this problem.


  No such luck.


  He took a deep breath.


  Then, holding the screwdriver up in front of him, he approached the elderly woman.


  


  Footprints


  
     
  


  The squelch of the police radio shot through the car, nearly sending Leonard and Kevin into shock. They both cried out, then laughed a bit, clutching their chests in feigned affliction. Not a professional way for cops to act, they might’ve said to one another as they grinned and rolled their eyes. But then again, the damn thing hasn’t gone off all day, and who’d have thought they’d get a call now, right in the middle of one of the more interesting scenarios to hit Fairview in who knows how long?


  “What in God’s name can it be?” Leonard grabbed the radio handset. “Moldofsky.” He leaned over and said to Kevin, “Keep your eyes peeled, will ya?”


  Kevin nodded, peeking back at the building’s entrance. All was quiet.


  It was the station calling. Fran to be precise--the afternoon station dispatch. Her trembling voice filtered through Leonard’s ears and his heart dropped at the message she relayed; he couldn’t believe what he was hearing on the other end of the radio. It didn’t make any sense! Or did it? When the reality of the matter set in, and rather quickly too, he yelled out, “Jesus Christ!”


  The timing was uncanny. All of a sudden, as if his boisterous words had set off an alarm, people started running from the building. Arms waving. Screams. Mouths and eyes warped in a sweep of panic. One woman fell down on the sidewalk as others darted past.


  “Len! Something’s going on!”


  Leonard slammed the handset down, unholstered his gun and bolted from the car. Kevin immediately followed suit, grabbing his gun with one hand, relaying his location with the other.


  “What is it, Len!? Is it Sparke!?” The fear Leonard saw on Kevin’s face as he rounded the car was evident, a man whose heart started performing calisthenics, sucking the blood from his features, drawing them taut. The reason why he’s scared, Leonard realized, is because his apprehension is built though uncertainty, of unknown causes. My own, conversely, is clear-cut, and precise. I know what’s awaiting us, something much more frightening, given the circumstances. As a man of experience, Leonard did his best to hide the dire concerns mounting inside. Like what’s gonna happen when I see the body? The dead body. Haven’t seen one of those in Fairview in what, fifteen years? Not since I was younger, and braver.


  Guns pulled, they hurried along the sidewalk, sidestepping curiosity seekers and those skipping the curb in pursuit of safe distance on the other side of the street. Traffic came to a halt, horns blazing. Instantly, chaos thrived on a quiet sunny afternoon in Fairview.


  They entered the stone building, stood their ground. Two terror-stricken nurses fled the scene past them. Leonard finally said to Kevin, “Someone just murdered Delaney.”


  Kevin’s jaw dropped. “Sparke. That son of a bitch.”


  “Come.” They scurried down the hall to the fire stairwell. A small rectangular window allowed Leonard a limited view on the other side of the door. He peeked through, saw no one, then went inside. Bloody shoeprints blotted the floor, coming down the steps from the second floor, leading outside. “Check it out,” he told Kevin.


  Kevin ran out the rear door, gun drawn. Leonard waited until the door was shut, then charged up the stairs, careful not to step on the shoeprints. Settling beside the second-floor fire door, he peeked through the tiny window and saw a woman sitting against the wall in the hallway. He took a deep breath, trying to quell his anticipation, then pulled the door open, pointing his gun into the hallway. The woman--a nurse or doctor’s assistant it appeared judging by the white shirt she wore--had her hands over her face and was crying hysterically. Small blotches of blood soiled the front of her shirt, but she appeared mostly uninjured. Leonard, careful not to run to her for fear of a setup, yelled out to draw attention to himself should the killer still be close by. “Police!“


  The woman, trembling, managed, “He-he’s gone.”


  “Are you sure?”


  Weakly, she nodded.


  He went to her, hesitant, gun still drawn. The murderer could very well be out of his line of sight, just beyond the walls of one of the offices and waiting for him to step into view. “Are you injured?”


  She shook her head, pulling her hands away from her face but still keeping her eyes closed. She had smears of blood on her cheeks and forehead. “I fell. He pushed me against the w-wall.”


  Gun forward, Leonard peered into the office from where the bloody footprints emerged. He saw no murderer.


  Only the victim.


  Just to the right he saw a couch, a coffee table, and a leather chair. Alongside the chair the legs of the victim jutted out, one straight and stiff, the toes pointed up, the other twisted awkwardly at the knee. A circle of blood pooled around the legs like an oil slick, its origin of flow hidden behind the furniture. A thick metallic-like odor hung in the air.


  Trembling, he pulled back and faced the nurse. Her eyes were open now, revealing bloodshot whites and huge tear-laden pupils. She’s tempting shock, Leonard thought. And I’m not too far behind. Fearing a display of his own intensifying discomfort, he hoped she didn’t see the sweat forming on his face. Or his hands shaking. Or his body trembling. When was the last time I saw a dead body? Years ago? “Did you see who pushed you?” he asked.


  She shook her head slightly, cries now reduced to sobs. “N-no. Just as I was entering Doctor Delaney’s office, he came barging out. He shoved his hands in my face and pushed me, and I fell back against the wall.”


  “Where did he go?” he asked, testing her and wondering at the same time how Kevin was making out, pursuing the footprints.


  “Through the stairwell door. See the footprints?”


  Good, Leonard thought. She had her wits about her. He grinned, nodded, and in his hesitation tried to envision the rather wishy-washy Richard Sparke committing the aggressive deed she spoke of--much less execute someone in such a horribly savage way. For reasons unexplainable, Leonard had a good deal of trouble doing so, just like he did two years ago with the beating Samantha; and just as he and Kevin did this morning when they tried to unravel the cause of the blood on Sparke’s kitchen floor. “Do you think you can stand up? If not, I’ll call paramedics for a stretcher. I’m sure they’re downstairs right now, helping others.”


  “No, I’m all right,” she said, moving to stand. Carefully, Leonard helped her to rise, then ushered her away from the crime scene to the front desk: her station, she explained, at the time of the murder.


  He pulled out a hanky and handed it to her. She did her best to wipe the blood from her face. Leonard smiled weakly, trying to disguise the fact that he could feel his heart painfully clobbering his ribs; it made it difficult to press on without sounding anxious.


  “Was anyone else hurt?” she asked.


  “I don’t believe so.” He wondered why no one had stayed behind to help her. Perhaps they saw her down, saw the perp, the blood, ran for their lives. Simple theory, makes sense. Damn, she’s lucky to be alive. “Did you hear any loud noises coming from the doctor’s office?”


  She shook her head. “No.”


  “Nothing? No screams?”


  “Nothing at all.” She sipped at a water bottle sitting on the desk, nearly dropping it because of her shaking hands. Suddenly the elevator beeped, giving them both a start, and the water bottle finally fell from her hand. The doors slid opened and four police officers emerged: nearly a third of Fairview’s remaining force. Leonard gave them a quick update--Kevin was in the rear lot looking for the perp, the crime scene was still preserved, and a forensics team would be needed ASAP. He also told them to usher in a few paramedics. They nodded and complied, leaving Leonard to continue with his witness.


  “I’m sorry...I never got your name.”


  “C-Carol. Carol Davis.” She was shaking violently.


  “Carol,” he said, grabbing her by the hands. “My name is Leonard Moldofsky. I’ve been with the Fairview Police Department for many years. I’ve also been resident here my entire adult life. I want you to know that I understand exactly how you feel right now--you’ve witnessed a very shocking event. I also want to assure you that you’re quite safe now, in good hands. No one’s going to harm you. Okay?”


  She nodded. Leonard pulled a tissue from the box on the desk and handed it to her, which she used to dab her tears.


  “Now Carol, if it’s all right with you, I’d like for you to tell me what happened, exactly as you remember it.


  Again, she nodded. “It’s going to sound very strange.”


  At this point, Leonard thought, nothing is going to sound strange.


  


  Carjack


  
     
  


  Richard grabbed the old woman by the coat collar, held the sharp edge of the screwdriver to her neck.


  She twisted in his grasp, eyes bulging, mouth falling open. Her leather-like skin quivered and paled as if giving Richard a sneak preview of how she might look should he decide to utilize the screwdriver to its fullest capacity.


  When Richard jostled her a bit, she went silent and frozen, instantly paralyzed by fear, yet somehow accepting that she’d lived a long and prosperous life and that her time had finally come to wallow in the pleasures of heaven. Richard thought of his mother Julia, how she had visited him in his dreams and spoke of the ‘place of wonder’ she resided, how he could visit her if he tried hard enough to embrace her. The terrible thought of this poor innocent woman losing her life, especially in such a painful fashion, brought tears to his eyes, not only for the empathy of the grandmotherly figure, but for the offspring she might be responsible for, children, grandchildren, all enduring the tragic loss of their matriarch.


  Who could do such a thing?


  Not Richard.


  He pulled the screwdriver away.


  Gently, he took the keys from her hand. “My name is...” he started, then thought better of it and said, “I am an innocent man. I’ve just been dealt a very bad hand.”


  She looked at him oddly, as if she might’ve recognized him from somewhere, but was most likely frightened by the blood still on his face--that in combination with his odd choice of words. “Please don’t kill me,” she pleaded through broken words.


  Richard shook his head, then quickly peered around. He saw a young cop back by the building, looking in and around the parked cars. He looked back at the woman. “I wouldn’t hurt anyone. But this is something I have to do. I’m sorry.”


  Without thinking, he slid into the passenger seat, started the car and backed out of the stall. In the rearview mirror he saw the woman doing her damnedest to run away and flag down the young cop, who upon noting her came running at top speed, hand-held radio to his mouth. Richard floored the accelerator, fishtailing the Altima out of the lot onto New Street. He raced to the red light on the corner of New and High, made a right turn, all the while saying to himself with utter disbelief, I just committed a carjacking, and for some odd reason, it felt very natural.


  For five minutes he weaved in and out of Fairview’s neighborhood streets, then parked the car near the wooded area along the south side of Hemmingway Park, away from town. It was only after he got out of the car did he realize that not only was he still holding the screwdriver, but that for the first time in his life--as much as he could remember of it--he knew how to drive.


  Shaking off the mounting confusion and leaving a very big question unanswered, he pocketed the screwdriver and raced off into the woods, someplace he knew they’d come looking for him very soon.


  


  Scene


  
     
  


  “Why don’t you start from the time Mr Sparke went in to see Doctor Delaney.”


  Carol Davis shifted uncomfortably in her seat, using tissue after tissue to soak up the sudden onslaught of tears. There were people everywhere, cops, emergency medical volunteers, fire department officials, making the usually serene environment a strange, intimidating place. George Washburn, Fairview’s forensics expert, had arrived minutes earlier and was performing a sweep of Dr Delaney’s office with the help of his assistant, Laura Kern. Captain Dale Reese, seeing Leonard already hard at work, gave his best officer a nod, authorizing him to continue in the questioning, then moved on to supervise the activity in the hallway. He should only know how nervous this is making me, Leonard thought.


  “I-I was doing some data entry,” Carol started, “when Mr Sparke came in. He was wearing blue jeans and a blue and white plaid shirt--”


  Same clothes we saw him wearing on Main Street, when he got off the bus. Why is she mentioning his clothes?


  “--and I’m mentioning his clothes because that’s what has me a bit confused.”


  She’s not making any sense, he thought. Yet. “Try not to get ahead of yourself, Carol. I need to hear the whole story, exactly as you remember it. Okay?”


  “Yes, I’m sorry...” She hesitated, eyes aimed sideways, in search of thoughts. She wiped her nose with a tissue, then continued, “I told Dr Delaney that he’d arrived, and he went right in. The doctor had just finished up with his last patient about five minutes earlier.”


  “And that patient left?”


  “Yes. Gloria Moreland. Nice lady.”


  Leonard scribbled down Gloria Moreland’s name, even though he felt certain it would play no significant role. “About what time was this?”


  “A little after one. Mr Sparke was late, which was strange because he’s usually fifteen or twenty minutes early.”


  “So Sparke went into the doctor’s office at, say, one-fifteen?”


  “Yes, about that.”


  He wrote the time down, which was consistent with the time he and Kevin saw Richard entering the building. “Okay, what happened next?”


  “That’s all.” Carol pursed her lips, as if disappointed for not having much else to divulge. “Until he left, that is...”


  Leonard did a double take. “Until who left?”


  “Mr Sparke.”


  “You mean...until he pushed you against the wall.”


  Carol swallowed, a probable lump in her throat, glassy eyes weighing Leonard’s confusion. Her forehead was glistening. “No, Mr Sparke left the office. He walked right past me while I was taking an appointment. He took the elevator down.”


  Leonard couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Wait...are you trying to say that Richard Sparke left the office before you were pushed?”


  “Yes, that’s right.”


  “So then...who pushed you?”


  “As I said before, I really didn’t see him.”


  “Carol, are you certain it was Richard Sparke that walked passed you?”


  “Yes, I’m absolutely positive.”


  “Did he say anything to you?”

      “Actually, no, which I also thought was weird because he’s usually cordial. He’s been a regular around here for a long time. We’re on a first-name basis. I just figured that he’d had a poor session, or was preoccupied, or something. I really didn’t think much of it.”


  “So it appears then...” Leonard hesitated, goosebumps rippling across his shoulders, “that there were two people in with Delaney.”


  Carol nodded in agreement, but didn’t look altogether convinced.


  “Hmm...this is weird.”


  “Officer...it gets weirder.”


  A headache was beginning to toy with various parts of Leonard’s brain, making the situation much harder to make sense of. It felt as if a prodding octopus were inside his head, spraying black ink across the faculties of his mind. He took some more notes, detailed them with hopes of looking at them later and having an obvious answer jump out at him. He thought back to the conversation he’d had with Kevin earlier, about there being a conceivable third party involved in Richard and Pam’s secret strategy. It had seemed remote at the time; now, it appeared a likelihood, given the alarming developments. Leonard gave himself a mental pat on the back for coming up with the idea, then brought his attention back to Carol.


  “Try me,” he said, squinting in an effort to ward off the looming headache. Kevin walked over and when Leonard looked up the young cop gave him a real serious look, as if to say, I’ve found something. Big. Leonard held up a finger, returning in sign language, just a minute, then said, “Kevin, I’d like for you to hear this.” He nodded to Carol. “Go ahead, Carol.”


  “Well, two things,” she said, dividing her attention between Leonard and Kevin. “First of all, when Mr. Sparke passed me to leave, he was wearing different clothes than when he first arrived. That’s why I mentioned his outfit earlier, the jeans and plaid shirt. But when he left, he was wearing tight black pants and a black shirt. I’d assumed he’d changed his clothes while in with Doctor Delaney, which I might add is very out of the ordinary. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone do that before. And secondly, I didn’t see or hear anyone else going into the office. No one passed by me to go in, and I didn’t hear the stairwell door open. I might have missed hearing someone come in through the stairs, especially if they were trying to be quiet, but without question I know that if someone else tried to enter the doctor’s office while he was in session, especially with Mr Sparke, he would have had a fit. I definitely would have heard about it. Immediately.”


  “Why do you say ‘especially with Mr Sparke’?” Leonard asked.


  “Doctor Delaney didn’t like being interrupted unless it was important, and has made it clear in the past that he didn’t want to be disturbed at all during Mr Sparke’s sessions. Come to think of it, someone from the Fairview Police Department called while he was in session. I had to put them off. Is it possible they were on to something?”


  “Probably unrelated.” Leonard grinned inwardly, realizing now that it was Carol he spoke to earlier when trying to find out when Richard would be getting out. He asked, “Why do you suppose Sparke was getting the preferential treatment from the doctor?”


  “Can’t say for sure. But Dr Delaney has definitely taken a considerable interest in Mr Sparke over the past couple of months.”


  “How so?”


  “Well for one, Mr Sparke is the only patient that sees the doctor for two hours at a time. And sometimes the sessions go even longer than that. I’ve had to cancel some of his other patients because of this. Then, after Mr Sparke leaves, Doctor Delaney might spend an hour or more by himself, during which time he asks not to be disturbed. And another thing...all the patient files are kept here at my desk, except for Mr Sparke’s. His file is confidential.”


  “Where is his file kept?”


  “In the doctor’s office.”


  Leonard eyeballed Kevin, who looked as if he might burst at the seams. “Carol, thank you very much for your time. I’d like for you to be examined by the paramedics before you leave. Also, if you can, leave your uniform behind, we want forensics to take a look at it.” He took down her phone number, then stepped aside to talk with Kevin.


  “What’s up?”


  “An elderly woman was just carjacked in the back parking lot by a man fitting Sparke’s description. He was wearing all black. At first I didn’t think it could be Sparke because the clothing didn’t match, but now it makes sense after hearing her story.”


  “Where’s the woman now?”


  “Gordon is getting her statement.”


  “Is she injured?”


  “A bit shaken up. The bastard held a screwdriver to her neck, but didn’t hurt her. She said the man told her that ‘he was innocent’, and that he ‘was dealt a bad hand’.”


  Leonard pondered the defensive remarks. Was Richard Sparke a pawn in some wicked game? Or were his words a clever diversion? “Interesting. Sound like Sparke?”


  “Who else?”


  “Thing is, the nurse here says that Sparke left the scene under normal circumstances, and that she was surprised by a third person who shoved her away before she could get a glimpse of him. This ‘third’ person fled the scene through the stairwell.”


  “Leaving bloody footprints behind.”


  “Of course.”


  “By any chance, did you catch what Sparke was wearing on his feet when he got off the bus?” Kevin asked.


  “No.”


  Kevin paused, rubbed his chin in thought. “Len, seems to me that Sparke murdered the doctor, and that somewhere along the line a third party entered the room, saw the murder, freaked out and ran, but not until after Sparke left the scene.”


  “Same third party, perhaps, as Pam and Richard’s third party?” Leonard insinuated.


  Kevin nodded. “Could very well be, no? He or she was spared in Richard’s kitchen.”


  “And then again here.”


  “Right.”


  “But wouldn’t Sparke have had blood on him when he left?”


  “That’s why he changed his clothes, Kevin!”


  “To black, so none of it would show.”


  “Resourceful guy, that Sparke.”


  “So...assume for a moment that it was Sparke who masterminded the doctor’s murder. Unless he took the jeans and plaid shirt he wore with him, they should still be in Delaney’s office, right?”


  “In a perfect world, Kevin, perhaps. You and I both know that this odd world we’re suddenly a part of is far from perfect.”


  There was a moment of silence between them, Leonard realizing that they were once again grasping at short straws. Then, suddenly, as if sent by telegram, an alarming and rather obvious recollection entered his mind. He was stricken with curiosity, took out the pad with Carol Davis’s notes on it and began jotting the thought.


  “Len?”


  He ignored Kevin until he finished writing, the rolling theories melting away from Leonard’s notion, bringing back the headache. “Yeah?”


  “What are you writing?”


  “I don’t know why I didn’t think of this earlier--damn it, we were discussing it just before!”


  “What is it?”


  “Sparke. And his ex-wife Samantha. The night she was beaten. I told you earlier that even though she initially blamed her husband, and that there was no evidence of forced entry into their house, the possibility of an intruder being responsible for her injuries was discussed.”


  “Right, you said that the intruder either let himself in, or that Sparke...oh damn, I see what you’re getting at.”


  “Sparke definitely let the intruder in because it was a person he knew.”


  “A third party. You think there’s a connection?”


  “Kevin, there has to be. It’s too coincidental.”


  “Holy...” Kevin rubbed his cheeks, leaving them red and revealing his high level of astonishment. “Len, remember earlier, outside Pam’s apartment, when we said things were getting crazy?”


  “Yeah...”


  “They’ve just gotten a helluva lot crazier.”


  “Either that, or we’re really over-scrutinizing everything.”


  Captain Reese walked over, gave Leonard and Kevin a strong silent look that carried at least a dozen plausible interpretations, each and every one a question that would have to be answered sooner or later. “It’s gonna be a long night, boys. You up for it?”


  Silently they eyed one another in mutual agreement--yes we are, more than you can ever imagine, their thoughts definitively lying--then followed Captain Reese into Marcus Delaney’s office.


  


  Lam


  
     
  


  The sun tailed off toward the west, still high in the sky but angled so its beams touched the canopy of leaves above in a reflective bounce. The trees were thick, trunks staggered like soldiers, their roots reaching underfoot in serpentine loops, threatening to take any passer-by to the carpet of bristling foliage. It was a game of hedge and dodge: don’t get bitten or you might get hurt.


  Richard had been bitten three times, once real hard on the chin as a nice hunk of dry earth found his lower jaw--thanks to the aid of a thick curve of elm root twisting six inches above ground. Crumbs of rough bark and dead grass clung to his new clothes, dry soil matting the material at his elbows and knees.


  Bathed in semi-gloom, Richard moved east away from the downtown area, across the thickest stretch of woodland Fairview had to offer. He caught brief glimpses of sunlight filtering in through thin patches in the treetops, giving him a breadcrumb-like trail to follow as he staggered further away from the scene of the crime.


  Crickets were in abundance here, their ceaseless cries piercing to Richard’s strained psyche; on and on and on they went, like the incessant toll of a phone left off the hook, neither pine nor elm nor brush absorbing the racket as it filtered into his head, finding the nerves of his bones and rattling them until he felt his blood begin to boil.


  How I wished I had my conscience to talk with, help calm me down and tell me that everything will be all right if I just...


  Just what? What should I do next?


  No answer from his conscience: it was still very much dead.


  He felt for the security of the screwdriver in his pocket, just in case he might need to exercise it, using his other hand to brush aside errant brambles and branches as he pressed forward. He caught a palm-full of thorns, nearly screamed out in pain but choked it down for fear of pinpointing his location to anyone who might be out here seeking him.


  With the sun lowering, a wind emerged, restlessly tossing the upper reaches of the trees about, creating a static-like sound that grew stronger as he moved deeper into the woods. This, in combination with the crickets, made more than enough noise for Richard to wonder if he’d ever hear anyone approaching him, but not enough, he felt, to shroud the noisy twigs and underbrush snapping beneath his footsteps.


  He continued on, running, stumbling, breaths short and spurting, advancing trance-like through the woods for a half-hour or more, hearing only the crickets and the wind, his footsteps and his own conscience-free voice trying unsuccessfully to accept and make sense of the day’s horrifying events.


  Then, he stopped. He heard something else.


  He pressed his body against the trunk of an elm, one hand on the rough bark, the other retrieving the screwdriver, primed for defense. He waited for what seemed an eternity, listening attentively and peering into the surrounding woodland in search of what he thought could have been a voice. In this interval of inaction, he was haunted by images of blood; thick and red, spurting from Pamela’s face onto his kitchen floor; a glistening swamp pouring from Dr Delaney’s twitching corpse. Then, the blood of his own face, a dream-like image--a premonition?--torn away to reveal nothing more than splintered bone and gristle, his tooth-shattered mouth gaping crazily as his voice box sputtered an attempt to express pain.


  When he heard nothing further to confirm his growing suspicion of a stalker--most specifically the man in black--he did his best to shake away the daunting vision, then pressed on, continuing east and veering slightly to the right, following a thin matted trail mostly free of brush. He trampled weeds and grass, loose stones digging into his heels, all the while fighting exhaustion but making decent progress nonetheless, realizing suddenly where his instincts were taking him. He kept his eyes peeled on all sides, taking advantage of gaps in the woods to help reaffirm his current state of solitude. He pictured in his weary mind the place he was now heading, and wondered if it would provide the much needed sanctuary he so recklessly, and suddenly, sought.


  He went on for another five minutes.


  Then froze.


  He heard it again.


  A scraping sound. Raspy. Breathing?


  He crouched down, looked left, right, up down. Saw nothing. No one.


  Heard only the wind. The crickets. My mind’s playing games with me. Common sense dictates that it is only an animal. A squirrel, perhaps a deer. That is what I heard. It is not the man in black, purposefully stalking me.


  He waited. Thirty seconds. A minute. Although he still felt as if something was hiding back there in the woods, watching him and perhaps thirsting for his blood, nothing out of the ordinary presented itself to him. He knew that for the last half hour he was heedlessly acting out the role of prey--in the parking lot, here in the woods--but only now did he feel like an actual target desperately seeking a place to hide. Wholly frustrated. In pain and wearied. He wanted to scream.


  Instead, in silence, he stood from his crouch, stretched slightly, then moved on, coerced by the desire to find answers to the mystery abruptly dismembering his life. Along the natural pathway he traversed, still heading east, a half dozen times nearly startling with panic at the sound of a twig snapping under his footstep, his mind contriving the presence of the man in black, standing an arm-length’s away, reaching out to take him by the throat once and for all. What would’ve Doctor Delaney said about my exaggerated response to so many naturally common noises? He’d probably tell me, finally, that my anxieties are incurable, and that I’m one truly messed-up psychopath on the lam from the law.


  The law? What about the man in black? Richard’s mind was again consumed with his nemesis, once a figure in his dreams, now a very real and tangible entity who somehow escaped the ever-present blue light into the world of the sentient, of the awake.


  An alarming thought shot through Richard’s brain, like a bullet from a gun: What if this is all just a dream? Maybe I’m still in the condo, sleepwalking, making a big-time mess of things. Could it possibly be? He thought of Pam, in the condo this morning, she standing there as he opened his eyes in a half-stupor, he not truly certain if awake and giving himself a bit of a reality test to help answer the very common question: am I dreaming or is this real?


  He took no time now to search for an answer. Awake or not right now, the threat was still very real and dangerous, and he needed to find a way to escape it. So in his rolling thoughts, and his desire to flee the darkening woodland, Richard raced forward as quickly as possible, sidestepping brambles and roots and copses, at last nearing the edge of the woods.


  The trees thinned, and the late-afternoon sun brightened the environment ahead. In the distance he saw a few homes, each separated by a stretch of hedges providing natural privacy for the residents. Looking nervously about, he slowly made his way from the purple shadows into the backyard of one of the homes.


  The house was quaint, a shingled ranch with a circular brick patio and sliding doors. A pair of French windows looked out on either sides of the doors, the curtains drawn, indicating to Richard that if anyone was home, they hadn’t spotted him yet.


  He stepped forward, out into the open. With the sun falling across the greater part of the backyard, he felt as if he were a performer suddenly thrust in the spotlight, his lines long lost and forgotten. Cupping his hands around his face, he quickly he ran to the side of the house--exit stage left--skirting a loose garden hose before slipping on a wet patch of grass. Staying low, he scrambled to his feet and made his way into the street, standing up as nonchalantly as possible upon reaching the curb. He brushed his clothing free of dirt and bark. He looked up and down the short neighborhood block and saw no one. But that would change, he knew. Children would be arriving home from school, and their parents would soon be taking part in the five o’clock rush hour.


  Luckily, with no one present to bear witness to his evasive behavior, he was able to dart eagerly across the street into the backyard of another house. He immediately crouched along a row of flowerless azaleas in effort to blend into the environment, moving until he reached the woods behind the house. He pressed on in this manner, utilizing this method of ‘dart and dodge’ in the more visible areas, being very careful not to allow himself to be seen. On three occasions he’d spotted individuals in their yards, a woman playing basketball, an elderly gentleman tending to his vegetable garden, and two young children engaged in a game of kickball. But each had been too involved with their activity to take any notice of him. He wandered for thirty minutes in this fashion, traveling nearly a mile until he found his way into the backyard of the house he knew he’d end up coming to. At one point he never thought he’d make it. But now was thankful to be here.


  The house he used to live in.


  Where Samantha lived now.


  


  Clues


  
     
  


  Although he’d known both Leonard and Kevin for a number of years, George Washburn stood and eyed the two cops suspiciously as they entered Delaney’s office. Wearing a rumpled smock a size too large, rubber gloves, a brown shirt, and a green and white striped tie, he looked as if he’d bought his clothes at a gag novelty shop. He wasn’t very good-looking either, pug-nosed and tiny-eyed, his permanently leery gaze was something all of Fairview’s police joked incessantly about.


  “Don’t worry George, I won’t contaminate anything.” It took some effort for Leonard to get the words out, feeling his gorge rise at the stench of the bodily fluids hanging densely in the air.


  To George’s credit, the man was passionate about his work, and even though he’d never tackled a scene quite this disturbing, Captain Reese knew his all-in-one forensic scientist and pathologist would unearth every meaningful clue, leaving the more sensational items for the detectives to toy with.


  “The body can go to the lab,” George said, approaching Leonard. “Got a few hairs off it, is all. Pretty clean job, if you ask me. Guy was prepared, knew exactly what to do, and how to go about doing it.”


  “You find any clothing?” Kevin asked. “We think the suspect may have changed his clothes before leaving.”


  “There’s nothing here other than what the victim’s wearing.” George placed some paper bags into his briefcase, then pulled out a larger one which he opened, showing a large steak knife inside. Streaks of blood coated the blade and the lip of the bag. “This here’s your murder weapon. Cuisinart. Eight inch blade. From a kitchen set. At first glance I’d say there’s more than a healthy supply of prints on it, which is rather strange since the killer was very careful not to leave anything else behind. Guy did a real number on the victim. Multiple lacerations to face, throat, torso, arms--”


  “Whoa, George...are you kidding me?” Leonard felt a rush of discomfort, sprinkled with disbelief. Was Richard Sparke capable of such an act? he wondered. The question haunted Leonard yet again as the severity of the exploit rose to even higher proportions.


  George contemplated Leonard with his usual serious stare. The man never smiled, and never kidded anyone. That much Leonard already knew, and was earnestly reaffirmed. Finally George said, “Pathology won’t be removing the body for another half hour. There’s plenty of time to see for yourself.”


   Leonard grinned, knowing very well that George’s use of the term ‘pathology’ meant the current intern on loan from Fairview Community College. “Appreciate it, George.”


  “In the meantime, I’ll be checking the knife for prints. I’ve got multiple photos of the scene which will be developed right away. I also took a few books that had some blood on them. Samples will be scraped and sent to the city lab tonight. I’ll have the photos, blow-ups of the prints, the knife, and the books on your desk in a couple of hours.“ He walked past Leonard.


  “Hey, wait a minute...what do you mean my desk?” Leonard looked at Captain Reese. “Am I correct to assume that--”


  “Yes, you are correct,” Reese said. “It’s your case. Yours too, Hughes. Make good of it.”


  Leonard raised his eyebrows, as if to ask why? Even though he’d wanted the case all along, to be officially on it was a bit daunting. Up until now, he’d reported to no one, and had completed no paperwork. He’d worked solely on instinct, following a cat-and-mouse-type scenario that he could’ve left alone if he decided it wasn’t worth pursuing further. Now the whole world would know about Richard Sparke. And it would be Leonard Moldofsky’s responsibility to come up with answers that only he, at the moment, knew any of the questions to. This was front-page stuff. His heart started pounding at the thought of reporters waiting outside his home for a glimpse of the ‘man in charge’.


  “You did work with Sparke two years ago, no?” Reese asked, already knowing the answer.


  “Yes, of course.”


  “Then you’re the best man for the job. Familiarity is a cop’s best friend. Now get to work. I expect a preliminary in the morning.”


  “What about Sparke? Any idea where he might be headed?” Kevin asked.


  “An APB was put out in all surrounding towns. And I’ve got extra men from the Fire Department looking for him here in Fairview. He won’t get far.”


  Leonard was about to say, He told us this morning that he didn’t know how to drive, but opening his mouth would prove a disaster because it was clear Captain Reese hadn’t checked today’s logs yet, and didn’t see that Moldofsky and Hughes had paid a call to Sparke’s place of residence this morning. That would take a lot of explaining, and additional paperwork, something they didn’t have time for right now.


  He said he didn’t know how to drive, yet the guy may have carjacked an elderly woman. This is getting crazy.


  “You ready?” Leonard asked Kevin. The young cop nodded, looking a bit pale-faced and hesitant. Until now Leonard hadn’t considered the likelihood that this would be Kevin Hughes’s first dead body. Leonard held his breath, hoping to bring some color into his own face; he didn’t want to look as bad as Kevin did, even though he knew he felt just as uneasy--his stomach was emulating a trapeze act.


  They paced across the office, and at once the body became visible: first the legs, the pants shredded to the thighs. Then the punctured midsection. Finally, as they passed the couch, the head. Blood was everywhere. Coating the twisted corpse, staining the carpeted floor nearly four feet away on all sides. The face--what was left of it--was wholly gored, the lips gone, revealing bits of broken teeth, eyes and nose indefinable amidst the pulp. The gut had been eviscerated, and a slab of innards swelled alongside the man’s left hip like roadkill. The legs were unnaturally kinked at the knees, broken shards of bone piercing the saturated skin.


  A silence filled the room as the two cops stared at the corpse, each of them holding their breath for fear of gagging on the seeping vapors. Just the two of them, alone, gathering their faculties and trying to wonder how another human being, regardless of circumstances, could do this to his fellow man.


  It made no sense.


  “Len?”


  “Yeah?”


  “We should get to work, don’t you think?”


  “We should.”


  And they set to work in virtual silence, exploring Dr Marcus Delaney’s office, each of them locating a variety of objects that could very well act as pivotal clues in discovering the true man behind Richard Sparke, perhaps reveal a possible motive for his actions. When the items got to be too many, Kevin retrieved an empty copy-paper box from the reception area into which they began loading their discoveries. All the while Leonard did his best to breathe easy--not an easy feat--and avoid looking at the body that couldn’t be properly chalklined because there was so much blood on the carpet.


  An hour passed. They swept every inch of the office, speaking only sporadically to share their finds and explain their logic for judging the items important, then added them to the box. By the time they were through combing the office--long after the medics came and took the body away--Leonard and Kevin had the box filled with items labeled as evidence.


  “We’re gonna be up all night with this stuff,” Kevin said.


  “Would you rather wait until morning?”


  “Ain’t nothing here that’s gonna help us catch Sparke any quicker, but…I’ve gotta find out what’s in that file of his. No way can I wait until morning.”


  Leonard’s heart pounded with excitement as he fingered the edge of the inch-thick folder labeled, Sparke, Richard. “Let’s get some coffee before going back to the station.”


  Excluding the security posts, they were the last to leave the building.


  Outside the sun was dipping behind the Main Street buildings.


  They got in the cruiser and drove away, the box labeled ‘evidence’ on the seat between them.


  They stopped for coffee, not once mentioning the clues in the box; there would be plenty of time for that later.


  And, like the setting sun and the reports he needed to file, not once did Leonard think of the wife and son he wouldn’t be going home to tonight.


  


  House


  
     
  


  A good five minutes passed before Richard decided to approach the house. He’d spent this time shifting his attention between the surrounding woods and neighboring homes, and, of course, the small ranch before him that drummed up the only memories of a life that still remained clear-cut and concise.


  Like most residences in this section, the house stood on a small shelf of land between two gentle slopes, a medium-sized area serving as a backyard meeting two ten-foot wide strips of property on either side. The sun, now lost behind the trees, cast dark shadows across the mostly brown grass--it appeared Samantha hadn’t kept up on watering the lawn--allowing Richard to remain mostly camouflaged in his dark clothing. Flowerbeds circled a small concrete patio, zinnias and geraniums virtually de-petaled from a lack of care.


  Even though it‘d been nearly two years since Richard was here, the house looked mostly the same. The brown wood shingles had faded only a bit, the casement windows were still dirty, and the black-slate roof remained as dark as ever. One window was partly opened, the screen inside slashed and dangling like a flag.


  The back sliding door was open as well, at first giving Richard a skewed assumption of welcome. But, as he stepped across the backyard onto the patio, the open door immediately appeared to emulate the gaping maw of an angler waving the bait for its sniffing prey. He looked around. Anxious. Feeling eyes on him--not the watchful eyes of a resident looking out for his neighbor’s property, but that of a tenacious predator keeping a close-knit tail on his tracks.


  First, sounds in the woods. Now...


  He took a deep breath. He would go into the house. Find Samantha. Ask her for help. If his conscience had still been with him, it might have asked, Hey Richard, what on earth do you think she can do for you? You haven’t seen her in two years. Do you really think she cares? But he was alone, and that passing thought held no true volume without the counsel of his inner voice. He was a man stripped of all inner command, working solely on instinct and the desire to escape the threat.


  A wind whirled about the yard, throwing up dust, stirring the flowers and lashing his face. He took this as his cue. Nearly breathless, he stepped through the opened back door, into the house.


  Passing the threshold, he felt as if something had bristled against the back of his neck--it was as though the invisible predator from the woods might be reaching out to grab him, aiming to pull him to the floor, do to him what he did to Dr Delaney. He glanced back in fear, heart slamming.


  Nothing--nobody--was behind him.


  Am I dreaming?


  If this were a dream then there definitely would be someone following me, reaching out for me. Something dark and sinister and...wearing black.


  I am awake...I am awake...I am awake...


  The sliding doors led into the kitchen. Directly before him was a small dinette table bearing a plate with the remnants of a half-eaten meal. A cloud of flies buzzed about the bits of dried meat and potatoes. A soup bowl containing mixed vegetables had fallen to the floor, the contents spread across the sandstone tiles like puzzle pieces.


  Something’s very wrong. He didn’t need his conscience to tell him that.


  To his left, the basement door stood ajar, the dark inescapable gloom beyond sending chills throughout his body. He recalled this morning, while Pam was hiding in the condo, how he’d thought that maybe she was down in the basement, waiting for him to search her out below. With this tidbit of experience behind him, he very gently shut the door then grabbed one of the kitchen chairs and wedged it beneath the knob. If the slashed window screen was the result of a recent intruder, and not one of Samantha’s long-ago mishaps, then he might be hiding down there. Waiting for him. In the dark.


  If the slashed screen is the result of an intruder, he thought, then maybe the open sliding door is a sign of Samantha’s escape?


  He stood in the kitchen for a minute, listening. He could hear the torn screen flapping in the wind, striking the window frame. In the distance the crickets sang louder, as if calling him from afar, keeping certain that their perpetual song continued to grate against his brain.


  He tiptoed into the family room. He looked to his left, down the hallway leading to the bedrooms, then right to view the entire living area. He saw that the front door was open as well, although not as wide. Here the setting sun was unobstructed by trees, its angled rays casting warm light through the front bay windows and across the faded blue carpet. Many of the trinkets Samantha kept, some of which Richard remembered, lay scattered on the floor: ceramic figurines, wood carvings, rose-petal vases. A few items had been smashed to pieces, as if trampled underfoot.


  Also on the floor was a drawer that had been yanked from the kitchen cabinets, its contents dumped out, spatulas, ladles, spoons, forks, and...knives.


  Steak knives.


  Richard peered uncomfortably at the strewn knives, their blades gleaming mercilessly beneath the rays of the unhindered sun. He bent down and picked one up, then turned toward the hallway leading to the bedrooms. The wind died down suddenly, making Richard feel very nervous. It created a profound silence that seemed to grow like a restless crowd of teenagers awaiting a rock band to hit the stage, the sudden darkening of the stage the culmination of something explosive about to happen.


  He eyed the three closed doors. Two bedrooms, one bathroom. Where could Samantha be?


  He moved down the hall, footfalls light against the floral runner. The bedroom door to his right was closed tight, as well as the bathroom to his left. The master bedroom door straight ahead was ajar an inch. He paced forward, pushed it open with the point of the knife and went through with watchful eyes.


  The room was empty, or so it appeared. The bed was mussed, the sheets and comforter on the floor, the frame and headboard slightly askew as if she’d moved it to dust underneath. Given the untidy appearance of the room, this hadn’t been the case. Beside the bed on one of the end-tables, the telephone was off its cradle, the handset dangling, tapping eerily against the wood finish. He turned and rolled aside one of the large folding doors on the closet, but found nothing of interest inside.


  He exited the bedroom and stared warily at the two remaining closed doors, peering intermittently down the hall and listening to the wind now picking up, whipping the torn screen into a dissonant beat. The rustle of the breeze-roused trees carried through the open back door, producing a breathless moaning sound.


  He decided to check the other bedroom first, Debra’s old room. At once he felt his body growing tenser, his mouth parched, his heartbeat rapid. Feeling the onset of panic, he wanted to call out for Samantha instead of having to open the doors without the knowledge of what awaited him on the other side. As ridiculous as his thoughts and actions may have seemed at the moment, he decided that in view of the events of the day, all adverse occurrences were fully possible, and that all cautions had to be taken. He remained quiet.


  He reached for the door, then froze, remembering vividly the moment he went into this very room two years ago in the middle of the night and discovered his little girl devoid of life. The six-month old hadn’t cried out for her nightly feeding, and he and Samantha had awakened automatically wondering if the baby had finally matured to the point where she would now sleep through the night. Like a big girl. He’d opened the door, gently so the knob didn’t click, and walked inside, taking his steps gingerly. Then, peered into the crib. The baby was lying on her stomach against the sidebars—it’d appeared she’d grown to the point where she could now turn over all by herself. He’d grabbed her, gently of course so he didn’t wake her, and felt a chilling coldness on her hands; but they were always cold. Then he felt it on her face. And her legs. Her arms. And then the dreadful chill of her body seeped through the blanket-sleeper. She’d fallen limp in his grasp as he brought her to his chest, and he remembered his heart suddenly slamming in his chest, the pain it brought, the agony. The screams that shot from his lungs when he jostled her and she didn’t stir, her body dull and lifeless in his trembling embrace. She’d looked like a ragdoll...


  Richard took a deep breath, shunned the awful memory. There were more critical matters at hand right now, he reminded himself. He didn’t need the distraction.


  He kept his silence. Grabbed the doorknob; a tiny blue shock tickled his hand. Opened the door.


  Nothing. Empty. The room had been stripped bare, the crib gone, the furniture gone, every last remembrance taken away. All that remained were dust mice settling in all four naked corners. Samantha had rid herself of all memories of Debra. Clearly there was too much pain and suffering, and this was her only way to becalm it.


  He shut the door, biting his lip. He turned and faced the bathroom door, fighting back his tears. Why couldn’t I forget this painful memory? he wondered, wishing he could trade it in for a more pleasurable recollection of the past life he couldn’t recall beyond three years ago.


  The house was still and silent, save for the wind and the tolling of the torn screen against the window frame. He was certain that Samantha would not be here: for some critical reason she’d left the house alone, unlocked and unattended. Richard was also certain that the police would arrive here soon to question her about him, perhaps even look here for him. Suddenly, he felt the urgent need to get moving, lest he be captured.


  Feeling convinced of her absence--heck, there was food left out on the table; she never did that--he walked back down the hall and turned into the living room. He tossed the knife back down on the floor with the others, then had the notion of gathering some food from the kitchen before leaving; he may not get another chance at food for a long time.


  He was just about to raid the kitchen, when he heard a faint noise.


  Not the wind. Not the screen.


  A voice. The same voice I heard whispering behind me in the woods? No, this voice was human, a slight grunt, high in pitch.


  A woman. In pain.


  Samantha!


  He marched back down the hall, instantly unconcerned with keeping himself quiet. “Sam?” he called out, his voice a notch above a whisper. He still didn’t wish to make his presence known should the voice end up being the playful gibberish of a child coming home from school. He needed at all costs to remain hidden.


  “Sam?” he called again, this time a bit louder.


  He heard it again. A grunt. Coming from behind the bathroom door.


  Could she have been in there the whole time?


  He knocked on the door. “Sam? You in there? It’s me, Richard.”


  No answer.


  He took a deep breath, tried to swallow but the thick coating on his tongue wouldn’t allow him. He took his trembling right hand, placed it on the knob, knowing very well that his conscience would’ve advised him against his next move.


  He turned the knob.


  Pushed opened the door.


  The foul smell hit him first, long before he staggered in disbelief at the shocking sight before him: Samantha, fully naked, sitting on the floor amidst her own waste, leaning crookedly with her back against the tub. Her legs were spread-eagled before her, inch-thick ropes securing her ankles, one leading away to the toilet where it circled the tank a half-dozen times, the other advancing to an unseen point in the stall behind the shower curtain. There were ropes knotted madly about her wrists too, leading up and over the shower curtain bar, pulling her arms so tautly above her head that her shoulder bones jutted from her armpits in a dislocation nightmare. A squarish object had been lodged in her mouth, a block of cheddar cheese it appeared, fitfully secured with a nylon stocking tied around her jaw and neck. A large maxi-pad covered her eyes, held in place with at least a half-dozen swaths of duct tape wrapped around her bald head. A blonde wig lay in the mess of urine and feces on the floor.


  Her head bobbed slightly, a slight groan emanating from vocal chords clearly damaged, evident by thick purple bruises on her throat.


  “My God, Samantha...” Richard stepped forward, his legs turning to jelly. He nearly fell, slipping on the wet floor.


  Richard wished that he still had the knife in his hand, at first thinking he could use it to cut her binds, then realizing he would need it to protect himself from the hideous beast that committed this intemperate act.


  Too late for regrets.


  He caught sight of the gloved hand a split second before the shower curtain flew open. The man in black appeared in full gear, masked from head to toe. He roared, startling Richard, then laughed out loud, brandishing a knife from the set on the living room floor, its bloodied blade reflecting the pallid light from the lamp above the sink. In his other hand he held the rope that led to Samantha’s left ankle. It slackened a bit, allowing Samantha the freedom to close her legs slightly. He leapt out of the tub, separating Richard from his ex-wife.


  “What’s a guy like you doing in a place like this?”


  Richard shivered at the sound of his own voice speaking to him. Evil, yet familiar, as if deeply buried memories had seeped out from his subconscious, reminding him that, yes, this was the man he used to be.


  Nonsense.


  He gazed at the knife, the blade, the blood. Then, at Samantha. Her twitching body showed no lacerations.


  So where did the blood come from?


  “What’s the matter, cat got your tongue?”


  Richard opened his mouth to speak, but could only manage a weak and terrified, “F-fuck y-you.”


  “Don’t worry, my friend,” the man in black said. He backed up a step, knife forward and ready to slash Richard should he try anything aggressive. He then released the rope and dug into his pants pocket. Richard flinched, unsure if his enemy were pulling a gun.


  He got something worse.


  “It doesn’t need yours, because it’s got Samantha’s.” The man in black opened his hand and revealed a mouse-sized slab of purple meat that could only have been Samantha’s tongue. He gripped it between two fingers and wiggled it in the air in front of Richard, laughing as droplets of blood sprinkled the shower curtain. “Come and get it, Sparke.”


  To Richard that statement sounded ominously like a death sentence. He fought back tears of anger. Samantha wouldn’t survive this tragedy, and for the first time in his life was thankful Debra wasn’t alive to witness or become a part of this awful encounter. He only wondered if he would make it out alive, and felt that he had no choice but to act fast if he wanted to see another day.


  He peered toward the Formica counter quickly, saw some cleaning products there.


  Taking a big chance, he jerked to his right and hit the light switch. With dusk now in command, the room fell into near-darkness. Almost simultaneously, he reached to his left and grabbed a can of ammonia cleaner from the counter. He sprayed it straight ahead, hoping to get it into the eyes of the intruder.


  The man in black yelled out, confirming a direct hit.


  Confusion set in. Richard felt, saw the flash of the blade as the man in black swiped the knife blindly through the air, missing his chest by a hair. He staggered back, out of the bathroom, praying his knowledge of the house would give him the edge he needed to win this battle. Sudden dizziness pushed him against the wall in the hallway, and he bounded back towards the bathroom just as the man in black charged forward, blindly waving the knife. Richard grabbed the wrist of the intruder, wrestled the knife back and forth. They both tumbled back into the bathroom, falling, falling. They crashed down on top of Samantha, the pain of their combined weight unmistakable as she screamed through her gag.


  Richard’s nerves fired. He squeezed the man’s wrist, feeling with his fingertips the plastic handle of the knife. Instantly, his brain recalled a flurry of lost memories (not unlike the desperate situation earlier, when he needed to drive to save his life, and then he instantly remembered how to drive), and in this life-or-death predicament he suddenly remembered how to fight, not in some quick-in-a-panic-like defensive way, like tossing a butcher block, or spraying ammonia. No, he had some expert knowledge now--his brain was telling him how to defeat his adversary, take him down and walk away with minimal injuries, life intact.


  Time seemed to stagger, like a film in slow-motion. And yet, his actions seemed to speed to double their normal rate, which he knew was his ingrained past memory taking control, enabling him to become a vicious aggressor in this moment of fight-or-flight.  At once he felt like a wild animal, and even though Samantha was buckling in a last-ditch attempt for survival, even though the man in black’s hand broke free of Richard’s grasp, Richard still managed to bring his knee up into his adversary’s crotch, once, twice, three times, showing no mercy, sending him into agony. The man in black’s screams echoed about the house, perhaps alerting the neighbors that something bad was going down at Samantha Sparke’s place. Richard silenced him, chopping the man once, twice, three times in the throat, then slugged him on the left temple, hitting him hard, again and again.


  Sighting a window of escape, Richard scrambled back. In a whirlwind of confusion, he climbed to his feet and staggered out of the bathroom, leaving the man in black writhing on the floor, Samantha in her near-death state beside him. Her fate was now solely in the hands of the enemy, for Richard knew there was nothing he could do for her now, lest he surrender his own life to the one who’d set out to kill him.


  He stumbled down the hallway, at once questioning his decision to leave Samantha behind. Could he have taken the man in black down, once and for all? Could he have grabbed the knife while he was down, taken it to his throat, given Samantha a chance for survival?


  Maybe it wasn’t too late?


  He stopped at the entrance to the living room, turned back towards the bathroom, nervously deliberating his next move.


  The man in black appeared, staggering, in obvious discomfort, a string of blood seeping from his exposed lips. Even on his black clothing Richard could see fresh wet blood soaking his shirt. The man smiled, then held up the knife. On it was Samantha’s severed hand, speared through the palm.


  Jesus Christ!


  Richard darted into the kitchen, his eye catching for the briefest moment the keychain holder he installed himself on the wall beside the sliding door. He grabbed Samantha’s car keys...


  ...I know how to drive now...


  ...and ran outside. Dizzied, in a rush, he sped around the side of the house to the driveway out front where Samantha’s light blue Corolla was parked. The door was open, and he sat behind the wheel and started the car, rapidly backing out in a fishtail, nearly hitting a middle-aged woman who’d emerged from the house across the street--presumably to investigate all the racket. Richard looked back at Samantha’s house only once, seeing nothing through the living room window: no sign of the man in black. No sign of any movement whatsoever.


  The only thing he saw in the rearview mirror as he raced away was the woman from the house across the street, standing in the middle of the street in her bathrobe, staring back at him.


  


  Evidence


  
     
  


  After filling up on coffee and muffins, the partners took their box labeled ‘evidence’ to the precinct, set themselves up comfortably behind Leonard’s desk, and began itemizing all the contents. They wrote everything down on a list:


  


  1) One micro-cassette tape recorder with tape inside, retrieved from coffee table beside the deceased.


  2) Two additional tapes retrieved from the deceased’s desk.


  3) A stack of notes, messages, retrieved from desk.


  4) Two files, labeled ‘Sparke, Richard’, retrieved from filing cabinet.


  5) One key, used to open filing cabinet.


  6) One composition notebook, with pen, retrieved from couch.


  7) Additional files labeled ‘related research’, retrieved from desk drawer.


  


  In addition to these items, George Washburn had kept to his promise, delivering a stack of fifty-three crime scene photographs, in addition to the murder weapon (which he placed in a plastic bag after lifting the prints from it), the three blood-stained textbooks, and a complete report of his findings. Yes, George was a bit of a wet noodle, but always got the job done in a timely and efficient manner.


  The first thing Leonard attended to were the photos, which he and Kevin scanned with dismay, at times struck with utter disbelief. How could a person do something like this? Leonard’s thoughts kept drifting from the realization that Richard Sparke, the mild-mannered and rather cooperative gentleman they interviewed this morning, most assuredly had an upper hand in this very serious offense. Leonard knew he had no choice but to set aside his gut feelings and submit himself to the facts at hand: that either Richard Sparke himself had murdered Delaney in cold blood, or the still-secretive third party, under the accordance of Sparke, perpetrated the crime. Either way, Sparke would be arrested.


  Leonard and Kevin paid close notice to a series of photographs showing a single set of bloody footprints leading away from the victim. They circled near the bookshelf, then steered out of the office. There were photos taken in the hallway, with the footprints disappearing through the fire exit, and then down the stairs where they faded upon reaching the asphalt parking lot.


  After placing the photos aside, Leonard checked out George’s initial report of the scene, reading it out loud to Kevin:


  


  The scene, although rather clean--the result of a calculated crime--was riddled with fingerprints, as if they’d been purposely left behind by the perpetrator. The initial sweep found the murder weapon, (exhibit A), which was layered in blood. Comparable prints were located at seven pinpoints on the handle of the weapon, one unobliterated specimen on the blade. All have been dusted and classified--see attached printouts, each of which have been prepared for scanning. Comparable prints were also located on three text books (see exhibits B, C, D) retrieved from the CS floor. As well, they have been dusted, classified, and printed. Initial scans show these specimens to be exact to those found on the murder weapon. Four human hairs (exhibit E) of a dissimilar color variation to that of the victim were recovered at the CS and have been labeled and sent to the City Crime Lab for DNA testing.


  


  Leonard paused, head cocked in thought.


  “What’s up, Len?”


  “I have an idea--a damn good one, too.” He punched up the hospital and asked to be connected to George Washburn’s office. George answered in his predictably malaise tone: “Pathology.”


  “George, it’s Moldofsky.”


  “I delivered everything a half hour ago. Ask Fran for the--”


  “Thanks--I got it all,” Leonard interrupted. “Listen, I need you to call the Lab. Ask them for the results of a DNA test taken, uh...” He gazed at the calendar on his computer monitor, clicked back two years and pinpointed the date Samantha Sparke was attacked. “September 23, 2000. There should be two separate tests, George. The first from blood and skin samples found under the nails of an assault victim named Samantha Sparke. The second is from a blood sample provided on the same date by her accused attacker, Richard Sparke. Have the DNA of these compared to that of the hair samples you found at the scene. Can you do that?”


  “Len, the hair could be from anyone. I took four different samples. It might not make any sense to look into that right now.”


  “Well...can you at least do the blood?”


  “Sure I can...isn’t ‘Sparke’ the name of the accused from today’s murder?”


  “Yeah,” Leonard answered, brushing him off. “How long do you think it will take?”


  “I can have the results from the old tests to you in the morning. If you want a comparison to the blood found at the scene, it’ll take a couple of days with a PCR test. That’s the quickest there is.”


  “Please, call me as soon as you have the results.”


  “Sure, ASAP. What are you up to, Len?”


  Ignoring his question, Leonard thanked George, then quickly hung up. Kevin offered Leonard a smug grin, as if to say ‘nice thinking, boss’, and Leonard went right back to reading George’s report:


  


  Numerous blood samples were taken from ten points at the crime scene (see photos 1A, 2A, 3A). All appear to be consistent with blood from the victim. Tests to be ordered will confirm the possible presence of blood from the offender, although it appears doubtful that the murderer was harmed in any way, given the lack of blood and skin beneath the nails of the victim, or a second discernible weapon. The victim was killed quickly, the throat deeply penetrated with a precise knife slash which severed the jugular and trachea, the severity of which indicates an offender of powerful strength, most likely male. The victim’s death came, in my estimation, thirty to forty seconds after the initial wound was in place, the primary cause a combination of massive bleeding and suffocation. Immediately following the death of the victim, the offender utilized the murder weapon to puncture the victim’s body in a multitude of places (Len--please keep in mind that this is just a preliminary report based on initial observations, and not an official statement. I will have a more detailed report on the victim’s injuries to you following the autopsy, which I will perform tonight). No signs of struggle are evident, outside of some spilled books from the shelves to the right of the room, which may indicate a rather staggering and abrupt exit by the ‘bloody’ killer. Supporting this are a single set of bloody footprints (see photos marked 4A-12A) encircling the area near the bookshelf, then leading away from the scene.


  


  Leonard placed George’s report on the desk. “Kev...is it possible that Sparke left the room, just like Carol Davis said, and then the murderer went in, killed Delaney, and bumped into her on the way out?”


  Kevin rubbed his eyes, more confusion setting in, compounded by fatigue. “Sure it’s possible. Seems to make sense...but would the killer have had enough time to commit the act?”


  “Carol Davis indicated a five to ten minute gap between the time Sparke left, and the time she went in to check on the doctor.”


  “It is possible then. However, let’s not forget that Sparke could’ve murdered the doctor, and then somewhere along the line a third party entered the room, saw the murder scene and ran away, but not until after Sparke calmly exited.”


  “It doesn’t seem likely that someone would walk into the room, wallow around in the blood, and then run away.”


  “I agree...it appears to me our speculation of Sparke being in cahoots with a third party who committed the killing might be our only explainable theory.”


  “It will also explain, as we discussed earlier, the situation with Samantha Sparke two years ago, and in theory, the mystery with Pamela and the blood on Sparke’s kitchen floor this morning.”


  There was a pause of thought-filled silence. “What’s next?” Kevin finally asked. “I’m dying to sink my teeth into the file.”


  “Cool your engines. We save the best for last. We’ll get a lot more done if we take things slowly, and efficiently. Next up, we run scans of the prints.”


  Leonard found the envelope marked print scans and took them into Captain Reese’s office. He noticed that with the exception of Fran and two other officers on desk duty, the precinct was empty. The manhunt is on, he thought, pitying the poor slobs going around door to door with photos of Sparke, looking for someone who might have spotted him. The canines would be out, raised and bred by local retiree Roger Pierce, who under contract, was on call to supply his pets should the need arise. Reese would also have a helicopter flown in from the city airport to conduct a sweep of the area. A stakeout was probably being held at Richard’s apartment, and additional officers would end up at Pamela Bergin’s apartment and Samantha Sparke’s place.


  Leonard pulled the 3.5” disc labeled print scans from the envelope and put it into the computer on Captain Reese’s desk. He pulled up a photo index containing eleven digitized photographs of fingerprints taken at the scene. Each had been enlarged and cropped to show only the specific print in question. Under each print was a line of text indicated the location the print was found. Only where the prints overlapped did George make note of any type of obliteration. Leonard was only interested in the one print George found on the blade of the knife. It was the first in the index. He clicked on the thumbnail photo and brought it up full-screen. Crystal clear it was, the lines and swirls spiraling in their design like something made on a child’s Spirograph.


  “A perfect specimen,” Leonard noted. “Almost too perfect.”


  “As if he put it there on purpose, like George had said.”


  “Considering there weren’t many other instances, I’d say he did. The question is, why?”


  Leonard directed the computer to search the database of prints on file, nearly ten-thousand fingers scanned and recorded since the software was installed nine years ago. In less than a minute, the screen flashed red. They had a match.


  “Bingo,” Leonard said, clicking on the ‘display’ button. The second print scrolled down beside the first, revealing that the print at the murder scene belonged to a man who’d been booked at the Fairview police department in the past.


  Thirty seconds later, when the image finished loading up on the screen, they had an answer.


  The print at the crime scene belonged to Richard Sparke.


  


  Mountains


  
     
  


  Speeding through the dusk, deep into the cooling night, from the borders of Fairview and onto the freeway, then onto the Interstate, past Wellfield and Huxton, skirting the city and then traveling far beyond into the mountains, Richard had plenty of time to settle down and think a bit. Mile by mile, the sprawl of the city fell behind, the lights of society growing smaller, dimmer. The mountainous area expanded abundantly the further upstate he went, vast stretches of raised woodland surrounding him, darkness unfurling away on all sides where the only things he could see were a few cutting rock formations and the tips of pine trees capped by a rising moon. The natural landscape exhibited a stunning combination of simplicity and grandness, and it fostered a good deal of introspection as the restful hum of the tires and the slight vibration of the steering wheel gently massaged him away from the hell he left behind.


  His world seemed surreal, not simply due to the horrific events that had taken place, but also by the fact that he’d somehow obtained the knowledge to drive so well. And of course the emergence of all those other ‘previously lost memories,’ as he now ascribed them, like skillful fighting, and the ability to stealthily escape his adversary as he did. At times these and other sudden recollections interfered with his concentration--complex math problems, numbers riddling his mind, flitting in and out of his conscious thought with utter ease, scientific research--somehow he knew that if given the opportunity to sit in front of a computer, he’d be able to tackle any challenge presented to him, even though he’d never, as long as he could recall, owned a computer. Where was all this knowledge coming from? It seemed apparent that Delaney’s hypnosis triggered something powerful inside him, even if it wasn’t exactly what the good doctor had originally intended.


  He tried to relax, to concentrate, his mind working hard to shun away the frolicking lost memories in an effort to devise a plan. To distract himself, he recalled the two instances he’d had the upsetting sense of being followed: earlier in the woods while fleeing, and then again at Samantha’s house while blindly searching all the rooms, unaware that the man in black was hiding in the bathroom all along. Now, although common sense dictated his general safety at the moment, he still had the foreboding suspicion of his adversary on his tail--even though no headlights appeared behind him. Obviously the man in black madhad known where Richard was heading when he decided to go to Samantha’s house; he would have to assume the same of him now, regardless of time limits, or physical limitations. When it came to his ‘other self’, abilities of boundless proportions seemed to be the norm, and Richard had to accept this without argument. For Christ sakes, the guy came out from his dream! He also had no choice but to believe the man in black would go to no ends to torture Richard.


  And just what kind of torture was it anyway? Certainly the man in black could have killed Richard long ago, no? Clearly he made the effort to eliminate friends and loved ones--both in the real world, and from his dreams--before he even tried to put an end to Richard himself.


  Now, deep in the country, Richard was able to clear his mind of many thoughts--even the newly found ones--as he considered a hiding place for the night. He exited the interstate at Bledson Hills and continued south along State Road 35, at once grateful for the slower pace the curves demanded; his muscles were starting to cramp, and with darkness now enfolding, he felt it necessary to take things a bit diligently--what would happen if he suddenly forgot how to drive again?


  He was very hungry, but had to quell that urge for now. His first priority was to take himself as far away from civilization as possible. Not only would the man in black be looking for him, but so would the police.


  He came upon a gated road with a wooden sign that read BLEDSON STATE PARK, another smaller one that read CLOSED FOR THE SEASON dangling askew just below it. He pulled to the right and stopped the car, got out and jerked one of the wooden gates free of its hinges, opening it just wide enough so the Corolla would fit through. He got back in the car, pulled forward, then went out and closed the gate behind him.


  Upon fleeing Delaney’s office, everything around him had seemed hazy, out of focus. When he finally escaped Fairview in Samantha’s car, he’d been struck with a bolt of sensory overload, the buildings, the people, the stores and houses, looming over him like monsters, frightening him. Then, as he moved even further away, leaving the concrete structures of civilization behind, the fear faded and he’d had the impression of entering another life altogether, as if he’d once lived in the country long ago, in another time, another place, with no worries or concerns.


  Now, taking on the mountains at this much slower pace, his senses sharpened greatly, as if he were peering through a telescope in his search for a temporary sanctuary. Was this another talent? A ‘lost memory’ seeping through? Most likely, and he savored the sudden ability, every detail of the environment looking honed, magnified: the copses lining the road, the towering pines, the dust kicking up around him, everything overwhelming his senses the further he proceeded into the mountainous area.


  As the road spiraled uphill, he also noticed an effortless calm coming over him. He felt remarkably at ease, more alive and free than he’d ever felt before--despite the daunting circumstances at hand. It was as if the last three years of his life--the only life he remembered--had acted as a shroud to the quiet existence he was really meant to live. He reminded himself over and over again that regardless of the things his mind and body were now telling him--leaking all those pleasant clues to an existence he’d presumably lived prior--now was not the time to get too comfortable, or too introspective. His life was still in jeopardy.


  Before taking the car over an incline that blocked his view of the slanting land behind him, Richard peered into his rearview mirror and thought he saw the kicked-up dust of a car following him. With darkness now in command, it was difficult to be certain that this was the case; the dust could have been kicked up by his own tires. Or, it could have been from the car of someone who lived in the area. Richard wasn’t convinced of anything at the moment.


  His mind wandered again, this time envisioning poor Dr Delaney, his body sprawled and mutilated, the blood seeping out from multiple points in his body. Then Samantha, how she struggled to free herself from the ropes that cut into her skin, the bruises on her body, the blood on the knife that had been used to slice her tongue off. He kept remembering how she appeared to plead through the gag in her mouth, her naked chest heaving up and down, her masked eyes undoubtedly seeking solace in the carnage that had abruptly become of her life.


  Richard was determined not to let this happen to him.


  The road moved in a leftward curve, taking him even deeper into the brush-covered mountains. The environment was nearly black now, the moon finding no breaks in the thick canopy of pines surrounding him. This would be a good place to hide. It was out-of-the-way, seemingly uninhabited with the exception of a few spread-out cottages that may not even be occupied, given the time of season and the fact that many of them acted solely as summer getaways. The road peaked at a slope, the forested mountainside laying to his left, accentuated with queues of tall pines standing like soldiers. It was a sanctuary of nature, a land that to Richard had existed only in pictures, and on television.


  Tears welled in his eyes, his sights blurring slightly as he gently brought the car down to the bottom of the slope. He did his best to continue along the thin dark road, at times jostling over rocky debris and torn branches. He wiped his eyes, one at a time, and only when his vision cleared did Richard realize it had started raining. He searched for the wiper button and depressed it. The water was sluiced away, providing him a clear glimpse of the path ahead.


  Again he peered into the rearview mirror. The rain had swallowed the entire kick-up of dust, turning the ground to wet soil. He could see the Corolla’s tire-tracks tailing away behind him.


  Then he saw something else in the crimson glow of his tail-lights: previously hidden in the dust, a car emerging over the slope. Its lights were off.


  He stepped on the brakes and brought the Corolla to a gentle halt.


  The car behind him stopped. Surveying Richard? Waiting for his next move?


  Richard wondered, is it the man in black? Or the police? Could the police have so covertly followed him all the way up here? Certainly the unearthly man in black could have. Now he was wondering if the Corolla had left a set of tire tracks all the way up here. If this were the case, then he’d inadvertently left his followers a trail of breadcrumbs leading directly to their target.


  The car turned its lights on.


  It started down the hill after him.


  Richard took his foot off the brake and moved forward at a careful pace, not exactly sure what to do, or where he would end up. He hadn’t been too far from stopping for the night when the mysterious car showed up. Now he wasn’t sure how he was going to lose it.


  Think, Richard...if the man in black is in that car, then what do you suppose might be going through his mind? Think...it’s your only strategy.


  Conscience, I could sure use you now.


  In place of his conscience, Richard invited his newfound sense of strategy to come up with an answer to his question. Like a snapshot, the thought of something intriguing came into his mind. The man in black was most likely wondering what Richard’s plans were out here. Hiding perhaps? Devising a cautionary, revengeful plot? Yes, Richard liked the way that sounded, and if it turned out to be an accurate deduction, then his adversary would be on the defensive right now--on a tentative lookout. For all the man in black might be thinking, Richard Sparke could very well be waiting for him to approach, a sweaty trigger-finger on a loaded gun.


  Didn’t need you for that one, Mr Conscience. Came up with it all by myself. You’d’ve been proud.


  No time for additional introspection. Ahead the road slumped into a depression, then appeared to pass through a small silt-filled stream. He brought the car to the edge of the channel then without further thought let it down easily. When he reached bottom the inevitable happened: the Corolla’s tires skidded in the fresh mud, digging themselves into the soft earth and securely anchoring the car. The rain started falling harder. Even if he were able to free the car now, there would be no way to make it back up the slippery incline. Damn rain!


  He had no choice but to run.


  He jumped from the car and dashed toward a channel where another slightly larger current veined into the first one, adjacent to the thin road he’d driven on. Here he crouched down and hid as he scurried along.


  Cold rain pelted his skin. His heart began to pound, all prior thoughts of peace and quietude long destroyed by fear, anxiety, and the will to survive. He raced forward, nearly falling as his feet splashed in a seep of water. The noise of it seemed to echo throughout the mountains. Richard feared it may have indicated his location to the man in black, even through the static pattering of rainfall.


  How are you so damn sure it’s the man in black?


  Holy shit! Conscience? Is that you?


  He received no answer, ignoring his assumption for the time being. For a moment he wondered if his ‘follower’ was still above in his car, waiting anxiously for Richard to reappear on the opposite side of the trough. The pursuer wouldn’t follow Richard down into it. That would trap him. No. He’d wait. Then cautiously get out of the car and peek over the edge.


  What if it isn’t the man in black? Richard asked himself. What if it’s...someone who might be able to help me? Offer me a place to hide?


  Curious, and perhaps foolish, Richard ran around the side of the stream, tailing back now in the direction from which he came. Using the darkness as camouflage, hiding behind trees, peeking through the tangle of thick and thin trunks, he looked for the car. Not in his line of sight yet. He climbed up a slope, sneakers slipping in damp needles, leaves, and brush. He slowed, securing a grip with his footsteps, moving forward, toes digging into the wet earth and carrying him upwards until he could finally see over the curved edge.


  He heard the car idling, saw the reflective glow of its headlights, but still didn’t see it. The damp ground had absorbed the noise of his footsteps, and the only noise came from the heave of his tired lungs, which he fought terribly to temper. He turned to the right, then saw the car, white, twenty feet away, its highbeams igniting the woodland. Rain splashed up like sparks in the headlights, hot steam rising from the edges of the car’s hood.


  The engine suddenly ceased, silencing the night. Richard ducked down behind the slope. He heard the door opening, footsteps squishing on the soppy land. Shivering, he rubbed the rain from his eyes, still hidden yet quite anxious to find out who it was that followed him. Might be a local looking out for his land. The footsteps tailed away, towards the trough. Stopped. Waited. Then, returned. This time closer to the edge where Richard was hiding. Whoever it was, they’d spotted Richard’s empty car at the bottom of the trough, and was now circling the channel, looking for him.


  The footsteps squished closer. Richard hunched down and felt something cold and hard digging into his leg. He grimaced in pain. In an instant he realized what was causing the discomfort. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the screwdriver he’d taken from the truck in the parking lot. He’d forgotten he still had it.


  His hand gripped it tightly, the blade poised for attack. He listened for the footsteps, tried to imagine at which point overhead they would appear. Suddenly, he saw an outline, that of a head peeking over the edge of the slope. Dark-topped. A mask he thought. It was looking down at him.


  He took the blade and swung it in the general area where he imagined the man in black’s leg to be. He missed, caught in the momentum of his dizzying thrust. He fell forward, catching a faceful of cold muddy earth.


  A determined knee speared the center of his back. A hand grabbed his hair, pulled his head skyward, exposing his neck to the elements.


  A cold circle of steel pressed against his temple. It sent shudders throughout his wracked body. Shit. A gun.


  He cried out, an effort for mercy fully rebuffed. The follower flipped Richard over as if he were a charred burger. He closed his eyes, expecting his life to disappear with a sudden, blinding explosion. When silenced followed, he opened his eyes and encountered a looming face inches beyond the barrel of the pistol--still aimed at his head, now between the eyes--a face so unexpected that it stopped him from swinging the screwdriver in a last desperate stab of defense.


  The brown-haired, green-eyed face of Pamela Bergin.


  


  Notebook


  
     
  


  “Most of the evidence gathered at the scene becomes supplemental to the print, now that we have a match.” Leonard returned to his desk and slid the printouts he made of the fingerprints back into the envelope, along with the 3.5” disc. Kevin helped himself to another cup of coffee from the station brew, sipped it and grimaced as he sat down beside Leonard.


  “Are we going to look at all the other evidence before we dive into Sparke’s file?”


  “That’s the next step--get the smaller things out of the way. Makes for a nice build of suspense, wouldn’t you agree?”


  Kevin retrieved a composition notebook from atop a nearby filing cabinet, opened it and jotted a header on the first page. He was now prepared to take detailed notes on the articles they’d gathered at Delaney’s office. Leonard set the box on the desk before them and removed the files; two were labeled ‘Richard Sparke’, with two thinner ones having ‘related research’ written on the tabs. He set them both aside. Next he took out the post it notes, seven in total, finding nothing but trivial reminders on them, all regarding appointments with various clients. One, which was penned over and over in thick black ink, read SPARKE TODAY!!!. As Kevin scribbled notes on the items, Leonard said, “Make sure you get all that into the computer by tomorrow.”


  He reached into the box and took out Delaney’s notebook, black and white composition-style, identical to the one Kevin had in his lap. It had been unused prior to today’s meeting with Richard. The first page contained some random scribblings, sloppily scrawled out in black ink. It took a bit of deciphering to make out what it said, and based on the first few sentences, would take some additional detective work to assess what Delaney was thinking at the time. Leonard backtracked and read everything out loud so Kevin could hear:


  


  Sparke’s paranoia growing. Dreams of dead mother, dead daughter remain, signifies outgrowth of PTSD. Sleepwalking still evident, dreams of ghostly lights increasing. Claims more than one light. Dreams of twin-nemesis, highly active sleepwalking activity.


  


  Amnesia still present...still remembers dreams.


  


  Paranormal activity highly probable!!!


  


  Hypnosis...necessary.


  


  “Note for the record that Delaney drew a small smiley face next to the word hypnosis.”


  “So what’s it all mean?” Kevin asked. “What’s PTSD?”


  “Post traumatic stress disorder.” Leonard remembered coming across the term while researching his own stresses and anxieties on the web. About time some of that paid off.


  “And what about ‘twin nemesis’? Think Sparke has some sort of imaginary friend?”


  “I think Sparke has a few screws loose. Looks like he’s got some serious sleep disorders too. Much more than just the sleepwalking he told me about two years ago. What’s that all about?” he said, pointing to an entry in the book.


  “Delaney’s claiming paranormal activity. Weird.”


  “Wait, there’s more,” Leonard noted, turning the page.


  


  Richard susceptible...very good!


  Answers to questions truthful...memory reintroduced while under hypnosis!


  Claims multiple personalities. Retains knowledge of multiple events.


  Indicates something about an experiment.


  


  BLUE LIGHT!


  


  NEME


  


  “Note for the record that the words ‘blue light’ and ‘neme’ are written in caps, signifying the doctor’s excitement, or fear maybe. Also note that there are some droplets of blood on page two.”


  “Got it.”


  “From what I can gather, it looks as though the doctor had succeeded in putting Sparke under hypnosis. I’m basing this on the ‘susceptible’ note, and then the line after that about him getting his memory back. All these scribblings on page two must have come after Sparke was hypnotized.”


  “Go back,” Kevin said, waving his index finger over the notebook.


  Leonard turned back to page one. “Here,” Kevin pointed out. “It refers to a ‘twin nemesis’. And then on page two at the end he starts writing ‘nemesis’, but is abruptly cut off.”


  “Nemesis. Hmm...you’re right. He starts to write it, and then he is either killed, or interrupted at the moment. Could this be our third person?”


  “Delaney refers it as a ‘twin’? What do you think that means?”


  “Could be some brand of psychological lingo referring to a dual personality uncovered during Sparke’s hypnotic state.”


  “So Sparke, it seems, may have murdered Delaney under the guise of one of his personalities. That could explain why, to us, Sparke seems innocent of his crimes, even though the evidence still points to him. Because he doesn’t remember ever doing it.”


  “That accounts for Delaney’s note on amnesia.”


  “Could Sparke’s ‘twin personality’ justify the actions of the third party we’ve come to assume?”


  Leonard paused, thinking about that for a second. “We’d have to go back and list everything we discussed to be accurate. Off the top of my head, I’d say some items could be explained away. But not everything. It doesn’t account for the fact that Carol Davis saw two people leaving Delaney’s office: Sparke, and then the man who bumped into her. And then, of course, it doesn’t explain the blood on Sparke’s kitchen floor. We still don’t know who that came from.”


  “Too bad we don’t have a sample of that now,” Kevin said. “We could have used it.”


  Leonard looked at Kevin, smiled. “Good idea.” He grabbed the telephone handset from its cradle on the desk. “Let’s see if we can’t have someone collect it tonight and get it to George. It’ll arrive a day late to the lab, but the PCR won’t have the results from the knife and books until the day after tomorrow anyway.”


  Leonard got Captain Reese on his cell phone.


  “Reese.”


  “Moldofsky here. Any sign of Sparke?”


  “Nothing yet. How’re you making out on your end?”


  “Good, so far. Prints match Sparke’s.”


  “Bingo.”


  “We’re checking all the gathered evidence now. Based on the nurse’s story, we’re still looking into the possibility of another party being involved. We’ll let you know what we come up with.”


  “Thanks Len. We’re at Sparke’s residence now. Nothing out of the ordinary-”


  “Wait...you’re at Sparke’s? What luck!”


  “What is it, Len?”


  “Captain...I need you to do something for me. Earlier today...” He hesitated, realizing that he didn’t want to discuss this matter until later. Too late. “Earlier today Kevin and I paid Sparke a call on what seemed at the time to be an unrelated incident.”


  There was a harsh silence on the other end of the phone. This was Reese’s anticipatory anger setting in. “Go ‘head.”


  Good, cutting him some slack for now. “There was a report of an injured woman fleeing his place. When we arrived, Sparke was cleaning up some blood on his floor.”


  “What?”


  “Wait, please don’t get ahead of me. He had a solid story. There was nothing we could do at the time. He’d had an argument with his girl. She slipped, cut her hand on some knives that...” He hesitated. His heart skipped a beat. Kevin saw the look of surprise in his eyes as he grabbed the baggie with the murder weapon in it.


  “Len...you there?”


  “Yeah, I’m here...Captain, where are you now in the condo?”


  “In the living room.”


  “Go to the kitchen.”


  “Why? What are you getting at?”


  “Just go there.”


  “I’m going.”


  “You see any knives there?”


  “There’s some in the drainboard by the sink.”


  “You see a butcher block anywhere?”


  “Yeah, right next to it. Also in the drainboard. It’s tipped over and the knives are spilled out.”


  “Okay…put all the knives back into their corresponding slots.”


  “All right,” he said. He replaced them one by one, speaking as he did so, “I think...I...see...what...you’re...getting...at. Well, I’ll be a son of a bitch! The steak knife slot is empty.”


  “That’s because I have it right here, boss.”


  “Damn it, Len! Why didn’t you arrest him right there and then?”


  “There were no grounds for it, Captain.”


  “No grounds? Are you kidding me?” There was a pause of silence. Reese was trying to gain his composure, and Leonard allowed him the courtesy. “An injured girl? Blood on the floor? I hope you filed a report.”


  “Not yet...listen Captain, can we discuss this later, I--”


  “Frankly Leonard, I...Jesus, there’s a killer on the loose and you--we--might have let him run free. God-damned-son-of-a-bitch! There’s absolutely nothing we can do about that now.” There was an uncomfortable silence on the other end of the phone, Reese evidently cooling the engines. Finally he said, “No sense wasting any more valuable time. You continue doing what you’re doing; I’ll keep things busy on my end.”


  Dare I ask him? “Captain, can I ask if you’ve found anything there I should know about?”


  Another stretch of contemptuous silence. Reese then said, “We did a once over, found nothing. But now that you say there was blood on the floor, I guess we should be looking for traces, no?”


  Leonard coughed a dry spot out from his throat. “If our theory of a second person at the murder scene exists, then it’s conceivable, albeit a long shot, that the blood from Sparke’s floor could belong to him, or her.”


  “Her?”


  “I haven’t ruled out the possibility of his girlfriend, Pamela Bergin, being involved.”


  “We’re going to check out her place now, and then hit his ex-wife’s. I’ll call George and have him come here to look for blood. Anything else, Len?”


  “No.”


  Leonard hung up the phone. “Reese wasn’t too thrilled to hear about our visit this morning.”


  “I could hear his voice from here,” Kevin said, leaning back in his chair.


  Leonard reached into the box, pulled out the tape recorder and the two tapes. He placed them on the desk before them. “Let’s go to the tape, shall we?”


  Kevin leaned forward, ear cocked.


  Leonard pressed ‘play’.


  


  Gun


  
     
  


  The first thought that entered his mind was, Which Pamela is this?


  With a handgun pointed at his face, he painfully assumed this to be the newly aggressive Pam that showed up at his condo this morning.


  He closed his eyes, thought about swinging the screwdriver around in an arc aimed for her calf. He dropped it instead and pleaded for his life. “Please...please Pam. D-don’t kill me.”


  “Jesus, Richard. Get up. I’m not going to kill you. It’s dark out and I had to make sure it was you.” She stepped back and as she did her feet slipped from under her, pulling her to the rain-drenched ground. She landed with a moan, the gun pointed skyward. “Shit!” she cried.


  Richard scrambled to his knees, not too sure of what to make of the situation. He decided to help Pam, and assisted her as she sat up. She stood quickly, trying to brush the mud and pine needles from her jeans. “Look at what you did, Richard!”


  “What are you doing here?” he demanded.


  “Richard, what are you doing? Running from the cops? They’ll find you in no time.”


  “No...it’s not the cops I’m running from, exactly.” He’d never told Pam much about his recurring dreams, nor their multiple players--not once had he thought she’d believe him. And now? Would she believe him if he told her the man who played the sinister character in his nightly affairs had escaped his mind and was trying to kill him?


  She stepped closer, studying him, the pain in his eyes, the pale wetness of his skin glowing in the car’s headlights. “Richard, what is it? There’s something else you’re not telling me, isn’t there? I can see it in your face.”


  Richard stammered. “I-I can’t tell you.” Foolish, he thought. Now, if any, was the time to spill it all. Then, he thought, How the hell did she find me here? And why did she come?


  She remained silent, staring, then asked, “How much do you know?”


  Nervously reacting, he wiped the rain from his face. “Know about what?”


  She turned and jogged back to the car. She leaned in, pulled out a double-gauged shotgun, and a few boxes of ammunition. “That screwdriver isn’t going to protect you from him. Hand to hand, he’ll destroy you.”


  Him? What the hell? Can it be that she knows about the man in black? “Pam, who are you talking about?”


  She loaded the gun. “The one who’s following you, Richard. You know, the guy you call ‘the man in black’?”


  Richard nearly fell down, his head dizzied at the sound of those words, ‘man in black’, coming from her mouth. How did she know about him, whoever he was? Jesus, was this really happening? It seemed too illusory--the rain, the environment, the turn of events--to be real. This had to be a dream. But no, it was real, everything around him. Pam. The dead doctor. His life. Everything--taking another reckless turn, becoming more complicated than he ever imagined possible.


  “How do you know about him, Pam?” He felt sick.


  She walked over and handed him the rifle. “There’ll be plenty of time for questions later. All we have to do is make it out alive, and then I’ll be able to explain everything to you.”


  “What are you talking about? Make it out alive? Jesus, I am so damn confused!” He tucked the rifle under his arm and ran his hands through his soaking wet hair. “I need to know what the hell is going on!” A cool plume of mist purled from his mouth.


  Pam came close to him, her face full of raindrops. “I’m here to help you, Richard. But…I need you to cooperate. First things first: I need you to do is get a grip. Can you do that for me?”


  Richard stood frozen, trembling silently in the cold rain.


  “Richard!” she yelled, yanking the rifle out from under his arm and handing it to him. “Okay? Can you get it together?”


  He nodded, knowing that he had no choice but to comply with Pam’s demand. Not only did it give him a chance for survival, but she also claimed to have the answers to the questions he’d been asking himself his entire retentive life.


  The answers…


  “We need to get out of here,” Pam said, “while there’s still a chance.”


  “A chance for what?”


  “Come with me,” she urged, ignoring his last question. “If he sees us together, he’ll suspect a trap and back off. Then we’ll be at a grave disadvantage. We need to get to him before he gets to us.”


  “What? He can’t be here. I didn’t see him following me.”


  “It’s not that simple, Richard. You didn’t see me until the last minute, did you?” She reached back into the front seat and pulled out a large knapsack and a jacket. She put on both, then retrieved another pistol from the car, which she tucked into her jeans. “You also didn’t think he’d beat you to Samantha’s house. But he did, didn’t he? And with enough time to do a number on her before you got there.”


  Richard squeezed the hard steel shaft of the rifle, feeling very uncomfortable holding it, much less having to fire it. “How do you know about all that? And Jesus, Pam, where’d you get all the guns?”


  “No questions now,” she said, stepping away from the car. “Come with me.”


  “We’re leaving your car behind?” Richard could only stand and listen, feet rooted as he swiveled his head around to follow her. She moved at an even pace, towards the woods. Richard stayed watching her for a moment, then started after her, now afraid to be left alone for fear of the unknown: the man in black might be close by, watching the two of them, awaiting the perfect moment to…


  Pam reached the perimeter of the woods and Richard picked up his pace, only to stop as she froze in her tracks. At that moment, a gunshot reverberated across the woodland area. Pam jerked around, revealing a blanched face. Her jacket, near the right bicep, turned red: blood, rupturing from her arm, soaking the material of her jacket. Richard ran forward and met her as she whimpered and sagged. He dropped the rifle and caught her beneath the arms, then gently lowered her to the ground. Another bullet ricocheted off a tree to their right, shattering the barky surface. In a sudden panic, Richard dragged Pam into the cover of the woods, ten yards from the edge of the dirt road. His foot slipped behind him. When he turned he saw the depression. It had twisted and turned in this direction, with the fifteen-foot decline now at his heels. Keeping his grip on Pam, he dug frantically with his feet to escape the drop, but the rain-slicked surface made it impossible to take a firm hold, and he slipped down, taking Pam with him.


  The descent was quick, but painful, especially for Pam, who cried out as mud and pine needles invaded her wound. For Richard, the surge was cold and irritating on his lungs, yet the will to survive had sent adrenaline to his muscles, enabling him to quickly stand, pick Pam up and carry her across the stream all the way to his car. Dizzied, he opened the back door and lay her down on the seat.


  “Are you hit badly?” he asked, gasping.


  “Not sure,” she stammered, lips blue. “I’m cold. I can’t feel my legs.”


  “Damn--I knew you’d be next on his list!” he said, mostly to himself. Then, “We need to stop the bleeding.”


  “My knapsack, Richard.”


  In another wave of action coerced through the onset of a previously lost memory, Richard gently removed the knapsack from her back. There were a half-dozen flaps and zippers. Desperate, and barely able to see in the gloom, he began to tear at the large zipper circling the upper half.


  “Don’t!” she yelled, rather defensively, then reached over with her good arm and popped the two snaps on the back, removing a bandana. She handed it to Richard. Miraculously, he knew what to do. He removed the side-shoulder strap from the knapsack, cinched it tightly below the wound around Pam’s injured bicep, making her groan in pain. He then used the bandana to bandage the wound, also tying it tightly around her arm. She bit her lip, stifling a scream.


  “How the hell are we going to get out of here?” Richard was out of control, shaking terribly. His lungs heaved, clouds of frozen breath rising up.


  “Run now, leave me here...”


  Richard looked around, saw nothing but the landscape and the rain. He tried to pull back away from the car, but was paralyzed with fear, unable to move. He thought about the rifle he dropped at the top of the trough, now gone forever. At that moment, Pam dug into her jeans, pulled the second pistol she had tucked away and gave it to Richard. “Take this. There’s only six shots.”


  “Jesus, Pam, what about you?”


  “I have another gun,” she uttered, displaying it with a trembling hand. Her face was a sheen of cold wetness glowing in the dark: rain and sweat.


  Richard took a deep breath then forced himself to step back from the car. He peered over the roof to the upper edges of the trough above. The rain had intensified, limiting his vision. He could use that to his advantage: the man in black’s sights would be impaired as well.


  Suddenly, a glancing bullet tore apart a piece of the stream bed about ten feet away. Richard sunk down, splashing in the six-inch deep water. Pam dropped to the floor of the car.


  “He sees your breath!” she said. “You have to get moving!”


  “What about you?”


  “I can take care of myself. Go, Richard. Go!”


  Richard again peered up to the top of the embankment. Another shot rang out, shattering the front windshield of the Corolla, half of it caving in, onto the front seat. He crouched back down, wiping water from his eyes.


  “Richard, will you please get the hell out of here! Now!”


  “Jesus, I should have never come here,” he said in a whirl of utter confusion. Fear now consumed every portion of his body. It would force him to act selfishly; he’d have to obey Pam’s demand and flee. If he stayed he’d be unable to accomplish anything but get them both killed. This way, at the very least, he could provide a distraction and lead the man in black away from Pam.


  “He would have found you no matter where you went. And so would I.”


  “Pam, before I go, tell me...why the hell did you attack me this morning?”


  She swallowed, winced in pain. “You’ll find out soon enough, Richard. Now get the hell out of here.”


  


  Tape


  
     
  


  Dr Delaney had had a very interesting session with Richard Sparke. Leonard and Kevin listened to all of side one of the tape that had been left in the recorder, which consisted primarily of conversation between the doctor and Richard, intimate discussions of dreams and Richard’s intuitive inability to distinguish the waking world from the one that invaded his dreams on a nightly basis. Once it was realized they’d been listening to a recording of the first half of the second hour of Sparke’s session, Leonard dug out the two additional tapes located in Delaney’s desk. The first one they tried was blank. The second contained the first hour of Sparke’s meeting with Delaney, which expounded upon Sparke’s anxieties, his personal situations, the inner dealings with his dead mother and daughter, and his inability to maintain a working relationship with Pamela. It was here that they unearthed quite a bombshell, and listened intently as Sparke discussed the details of his last moments with Pamela:


  


  ‘Your injuries, they look fresh.’


  ‘They are. From this morning, in fact.’


  ‘How did you obtain them?’


  ‘I’m not too sure, actually. You know my relationship with Pamela hasn’t been so good.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘I’ve told you a million times before. Because I won’t let her sleep over.’


  ‘Because you think you might go on another sleepwalk, and hurt her. Is that correct?’


  ‘Yes. Only now...I think I did.’


  ‘You think you did..?’


  ‘Yeah, I think I might’ve hurt her.’


  


  Leonard stopped the tape and they discussed briefly their meeting this morning with Richard, each struggling to see how some of the things he’d said might be construed as lies, or distractions.


  “Sparke never mentioned sleepwalking in his defense.” Kevin grabbed one of Sparke’s folders, and began thumbing through it. “There’s a bunch of stuff in here on sleepwalking. Somnambulism. Uh, sorry to jump the gun, Len, but it might be helpful for us to understand some of the things we’re listening to.”


  Leonard dug through his thoughts, then agreed with Kevin. “Just don’t get too lost in it. Smaller steps will help us to understand everything a little better.”


  “Len, you gotta hear some of this stuff!” Kevin flipped through the pages with great enthusiasm.


  “Hold your horses, Tonto. Let’s see what else Sparke has to say about Pam. Remember, our first priority is trying to find out what Sparke has up his sleeve, not what’s going on inside his head. We can use that later.”


  When they started the tape again, they listened to details about Richard and Pam’s souring relationship. Only when Richard began to relate the true facts of his morning did Leonard and Kevin believe that Sparke might have told them the truth after all, at least as much as he remembered:


  


  ‘It was really weird. As far as I could tell she’d only been in my room for a few minutes. We were having as normal a conversation as possible, despite the circumstances. She still seemed upset about our break up. And then her eyes, they got all funny. The blue of her eyes turned black. She started to cry a little and turned away from me. When I got out of bed and tried to comfort her, she just went ballistic. Turned around and punched me. Upped and socked me a good one right in the mouth.’


  ‘She punched you?’


  ‘Yeah.’


  ‘Was anything said that would cause her to behave this irrationally?’


  ‘No, nothing.’


  ‘Did you hit her back?’


  ‘No! I mean...I don’t know. I can’t remember much after that.’


  


  Leonard stopped the tape. “So he did indeed lie to us when he said that Pam slipped and cut her hand on the knives.”


  “He had no choice, simply because he really didn’t know where the blood came from.”


  “No, Kevin, I disagree. He knew. It was Pam’s, for sure. He just didn’t remember how it happened.”


  “Because he was sleepwalking at the time.”


  “Seems likely.”


  “You know, he never mentions a third person.”


  “I know. There goes that theory.”


  “Don’t write it off so quickly, Len...he could still be covering it up.”


  Leonard nodded, and pressed play. The rest of the tape proved to be very interesting, Richard and Delaney going into great detail about the lapses in Richard’s memory, the amnesia controlling his life, and when the dreams started coming--since the day his daughter died.


  “He is one fouled-up puppy,” Kevin said.


  Leonard grinned and put the second tape back in the player, side two. “It’s very good that we have an understanding of Sparke and the mess going on inside his mind. But what I’m itching to see, most importantly, is whether our killer was smart enough to turn off the recorder before accomplishing his or her deed.”


  He pressed play.


  They sat riveted as Delaney began discussing with Richard his passionate interest in the paranormal, and his assumed belief that Richard may be the target of otherworldly presences, or ‘poltergeists’. Delaney revealed himself as a scientific skeptic, someone who disbelieved any and all metaphysical explanations until every other avenue had been explored and rationalized,  at  which point he would willingly and most enthusiastically explore a ‘mystical solution’. After more than two years of research and devotion in unsuccessfully pinpointing Richard’s problem, he felt the only way to unearth any sort of definitive answer to his life-long enigma was to place him under hypnosis, the ‘deepest sleep of all’, and see what really occurs when he ‘sleepwalks’.


   Leonard and Kevin listened to the tape with great intensity, leaning forward as Delaney began the procedure, performing a progressive relaxation exercise, using guided imagery and the virtual countdown--ten to zero--towards deep sleep.


  Methodically, Delaney counted his way down. Sparke was silent. So were Leonard and Kevin. They didn’t even breathe as they listened to Delaney reach zero and say, ‘Richard, you are now completely asleep’.


  


  Chase


  
     
  


  After making sure the safety-latch was in the ‘locked’ position, Richard shoved Pam’s revolver into the waistband of his pants. He still had the screwdriver in his front pocket, keeping it there just in case he ran out of bullets, or if he couldn’t get the pistol to work at all. As far as he knew he’d never used a gun before, and was hoping that a buried memory on the mastery of firearms would somehow make itself known to him. Once his meek arsenal was in place, he took off along the stream, away from the road and into the woods.


  The thought of coming face to face again with the man in black had Richard truly terrified, and even though he prayed history wouldn’t repeat itself, he kept reminding himself that a final meeting between them would probably take place. Assuming the likelihood of this, Richard tried to think along the lines of his adversary, premise his next move and then try to counter it. And then, make every effort to drum up the new deft and calculating talents stirring within him. A balanced combination of the two would make Richard Sparke quite the formidable opponent, no doubt.


  He pulled the gun from his pants and poised himself for defense, concentrating on the sound of the pelting downpour, listening for anything that might be him, footsteps, breathing, any misplaced sound. He paused next to a tree, leaning on it for support, then looked down at his body, at the thick layering of mud and slime that refused to come off his clothes and skin, even under the muscling rain. He’d acquired numerous cuts and bruises from his confrontations with nature, and his ‘new’ black shirt was torn across the front, bits of bark and weeds clinging to the fabric like appliqués.


  He closed his eyes for a moment, then used a hand to rub away the running precipitation from his face. Suddenly, he heard a quick, high-pitched whistling noise rise up from behind. He shot his eyes open, turned around and looked towards the distant Corolla. For the briefest moment he saw a flash of blue light illuminate the rear window, as if Pam, still inside, had taken a picture with a camera. But as quickly as it had appeared, it vanished, along with the whistling sound.


  The blue light...the one from my dreams. I remember...it had appeared once before, while I was awake. Just like that...like a quick camera flash. In my kitchen. When the cops were there. I had my eyes closed then too. And then...well I’ll be a son-of-a-bitch! Then the knife disappeared, at that precise moment! The man in black--somehow he was able to seize it at that very instant. While I had my eyes closed...


  He looked around. He didn’t notice any movement by the car, or in any part of the woods nearby. Aside from the steady rainfall, everything was deadly calm. Almost too calm, he thought, inundated with the anticipation of something about to happen. Wanting to call out to Pam, but fearing the presence of his twin, he turned around and darted in the opposite direction, deeper into the woods.


  He watched his footsteps as he ran, dodged trees and leaped over small piles of sticks and muck. His body trembled, wracked with fear and freezing from the rain. His clothes stuck to his skin. He felt like a rubber band about to snap, an anxiety-induced tightness constricting every muscle in his body: the stress of knowing that a bullet may find any part of him at any instant. He reminded himself that the man in black could have easily killed him a long time ago, and that to shoot him in the head or chest now would oppose the sick delight he apparently took in watching Richard suffer.


  As he rushed along, shrouded by rain and darkness, his mind ran in giddy circles. He wondered where all the unforeseen past-life memories had come from, why they were appearing now, and whether they would continue to flourish as they did. With each passing second he felt himself gaining professional experience on many disciplines, on many levels, a few of them conveniently able to nurture the situation at hand. He instantly had the fortitude of a runner, the prowess of a spy, the skill of a sharpshooter. Perhaps firing that gun won’t be so difficult after all.


  Yet, with all these new memories and abilities at his disposal, he still felt it necessary to second-guess the direction in which he’d chosen to flee. Wouldn’t running towards the road, instead of deeper into the mountains, prove a better escape route? He could conjecture and theorize endlessly, but that would ultimately drive him crazy.


  Suddenly, a thin solid form appeared ahead, between two large trees.


  He stopped, crouched, held the handgun out and did his best to aim it towards the dark figure, through the rain and trees and darkness, all of which limited his vision. Rivulets of water invaded his eyes. His limited field of vision blurred. God help him, if he didn’t hit the man in black on the very first shot, then he’d be a wide open target with a bulls-eye on his chest. This would be his only opportunity.


  He unlocked the safety. Aimed. His finger kissed the trigger.


  The man-shape didn’t move.


  A voice spoke inside his head. Not his conscience, but that of a newfound ingenuity. What if it isn’t the man in black?


  Richard waited. Five seconds. Ten. He stooped down, stepped closer, struggling to glimpse the figure. The unmoving figure. Finally, after venturing within ten feet of the shape, he realized that it wasn’t the man in black, but a rotting tree trunk. Spooked at the resemblance to a person--two twisted branches hung lifelessly along the sides like arms--Richard ranged to the left, keeping a safe distance from it. His mind’s eye contrived an irrational nightmare-like image of the thing coming to life, grabbing him with both branches, choking him...


  ...like the man in black did in his dreams...


  Once he created a fair distance between himself and the rotting tree trunk--he peered at it one last time to make sure it didn’t come to life--he started back up into a run. Above, the trees thinned some, and although rain clouds still dominated the sky, the full moon’s beams seeped through some thinner wisps, spreading about a bit of blue light in the ever-darkening conditions, helping Richard to see. He continued in this fashion for a few minutes until he heard a steady run of water in the near distance, one very distinct from the continuing precipitation.


  The trough. He was nearing it again.


  He slowed his pace to a walk. Carefully he moved forward until he saw a clearing in the trees. Once beyond that, the edge of the waterway came into view. He approached it cautiously, looking over his shoulder to make sure he was still alone. He then peered over the side to the stream below. It had risen a couple of feet--the storm had added much of its furor to it, and continued to do so with no signs of letting up.


  For a moment he wondered if Pam had been able to flee--his car was probably up to its chassis in water right now. He estimated that Pam would have only been able to escape if the man in black had decided to immediately follow him. If this were the case, then Richard would have no choice but to cross the stream, especially if his twin was hiding just beyond the outskirts of the wooded area, watching him. He looked back into the woods, then down again. The slippery drop into the stream, the churning waters, might prove too perilous to cross now. Feeling his body tipping towards the trough, he stepped back, then sidestepped along it, keeping his sights aimed forward, his body shivering in anticipatory fear of the man in black hot on his heels.


  He stayed at a distance of ten to fifteen feet from the trough’s edge, seeking an open area in the woods that he could slip into with the hope of cloaking himself, yet still have a bit of moonlight to guide him along.


  Finally, he saw a passage between two pines, and broke for it.


  He slipped in a patch of slick moss and landed on his back. Pain lanced through his body. He tumbled sideways, down a small incline, towards the trough. Shit! He grabbed onto a small shrub, which helped slow his descent as he slid through an icy-cold puddle. Another shrub at the mouth of the puddle acted as a stop, and he hooked his leg around it to keep from falling further.


  Heaving, he spit out mud and pine needles, then started coughing as some of the grit made its way into his throat. When he opened his eyes, the first thing he saw was the edge of the trough, not two feet away from where he’d ended up.


  Instantly, his problems multiplied. Surely he’d made a lot of noise while falling, possibly giving away his location to the man in black. He also dropped the gun. He’d have to find it, and in doing so, chance exposing himself.


  He reached back, probing the muddy earth. Nothing. Carefully, he unhinged himself from the shrub, crawled back, nails and fingers deep into the sodden ground, toes grabbing hold and kicking away hunks of sediment, sending it over the edge, into the stream. His thigh screamed in pain, the screwdriver having gouged a hunk of flesh out of it during the fall. The unrelenting rain made the going extra treacherous--one slip and he’d tumble back, fifteen feet down into the ravine.


  Finally, his palm landed on something cold and hard. The gun.


  He picked it up.


  It discharged.


  The unexpected backfire sent a shock of pain from his hand to his head. The sound of the gunshot deafened him, then echoed through the mountains, without a doubt sending a giant red flag up, revealing his location to his nemesis, perhaps Pam, and to anyone else within a mile or so. He had no idea which direction the gun had fired, but was grateful to discover that it had not been towards himself.


  He felt paralyzed, unsure of what to do at the moment. The drop was still only a few slippery feet away; he still had the tough challenge of trying to make it away without falling in. Regardless, he knew one thing for sure: he had to keep moving, even now with the temporary inability to hear his enemy advancing. He writhed forward, inches at a time, making slow progress, keeping himself shrouded by the low brush. He was fully coated in mud, which lent additional camouflage in his attempt to remain unseen. Once about fifteen feet away, he got to his knees and crawled like mad, parallel to the trough. He’d quit trying to remain silent, surrendering restraint for speed. He stopped ten yards from the closest thicket of trees, utterly exhausted. Rain splashed up into his face, and at this moment of sheer discomfort realized he wouldn’t get very far crawling through the woods all night. The man in black would catch up to him in no time, even if he’d taken care of Pam first.


  Richard took a deep breath. Time to make a move.


  He rose to a crouch, bore up for a run into the woods.


  A gunshot blasted the area. The earth exploded five feet in front of him, the force of which sent him reeling. Mud and water splattered him. He was unclear as to which direction it had come from, but promptly knew there would be only one way to escape the shooter’s line of vision.


  Down.


  He rolled to the left and hurled himself feet first into the trough.


  Thankfully, and unexpectedly, the drop hadn’t been as bad as the first fall he’d made while holding Pam. Although he still had the gun to contend with--and that damn screwdriver which was making chopped meat of his leg--he managed to hold it out in front of him as he controllably slid down the rain-slickened gradient on his rear, making a splash in the water, which had risen to almost three feet.


  Trembling, he stood in a panic. Pain stabbed his body in a dozen places. He quickly wiped the water from his eyes and struggled up the channel, trying to find speed as the current pulled at his thighs. He pressed on for nearly fifty feet, then took a left curve where the water lightened to calf-deep puddles along the higher edges. His footsteps sunk into the silt up to his ankles. With true determination, he kept moving, the motion of the water still strong against his legs, tiring his muscles. His feet lost their support, but he recovered, making the best progress possible despite the pulpy bottom that claimed his footsteps. Eventually he became so lightheaded from fatigue, he had no choice but to slump against the sloping gradient.


  The rain had lightened to a drizzle, finally. The air was eerily quiet. Richard found himself hyperventilating in a desperate effort to catch his breath. Plumes of cold air escaped his lungs in frequent bursts. He peered around, saw no one approaching, heard no water splashing nearby. But, he knew he was being watched. Aimed at. Most likely from above.


  “Sparke!”


  The distant shout was like the cry of a ghost riding the beams of a haunted house.


  Richard scrambled to his knees, pressed himself against the side of the depression. With his dark clothing and coating of mud, he felt reasonably camouflaged.


  In the echoing distance: “Are you enjoying the show, Sparke? The Richard Sparke show?”


  Richard kept looking around, up, all over. Saw nothing.


  “I hope you are, because I haven’t even started yet,” he yelled.  “And after I finish with you, after I tear those frail limbs away from that pathetic little body of yours, I’m gonna go back and finish off that sweet little cunt of yours, show her tortures she never thought imaginable, just like I did Samantha!”


  Richard remained silent for fear of giving his precise location away. At that moment, the man in black shouted, “Speak up, Sparke! No use in staying silent, I can see you. I have the gun aimed right at your left thigh. You have five seconds before I shoot. Four. Three--”


  “Where are you?” Richard shouted above the sound of the rushing stream. The rain had all but stopped now, the clouds diluted to thin traces. The night was beginning to brighten, bathed in clear blue moonlight.


  No answer. Damn! There hadn’t been a gun aimed at his thigh, he’d been tricked into giving away his location! He’d opened his big mouth, and was now a sitting target, the man in black undoubtedly following the direction from which Richard’s voice had traveled. Richard thought the man in black’s voice--his own voice--had materialized from the left, the direction from where he’d come. But I could be wrong about that. He might’ve circled around, as a ploy. He could now be coming at me from the front, from the direction he expects me to flee. Richard was consumed with confusion and fear, felt powerless and susceptible, like a possum trapped in the glow of oncoming headlights. Realizing it would be suicide to wait for his adversary to make the next move, he stood up with his back against the muddy wall, aimed the pistol around in an indecisive arc, and tried to decide which direction to run. Head down, he chose to keep moving upstream with the hope that it would eventually rise above the trough and give way to an escapable route.


  Another shot rang out. A piece of the wall, not ten feet away, disintegrated before him in a shower of mud and sediment. Richard went down into a crouch, moving as fast as possible, despite the treacherous circumstances. He’s playing with me, he thought, following me from the top of the trough.


  The channel twisted suddenly to the right. Above, trees spotted the upper edges of the gulley. Richard stopped and hunkered down at the side of the stream. Here, with the misty rain, and the distance uphill he’d traveled, the water covered only his shoes. Ahead he could see the upper edges of the land sinking sharply down to meet the approach of the stream. Beyond that, the water flowed downward again, probably into a small lake or pond. All he had to do was make it to the pond, then off into the woods where he could hide in any number of places, maybe even make it back down to the highway.


  Silence dominated.


  All I have to do is make it back into the woods. I can see the trees from here.


  He stood.


  From behind, a voice. His voice, a half-whisper. “Hell-o, Sparke.”


  Richard turned, only to see the butt of a rifle come down right between his eyes.


  


  Interruption


  
     
  


  The phone rang immediately after Delaney said ‘Asleep’ on the tape. Leonard and Kevin clutched their chests with a start, much like they did earlier when they were waiting outside the doctor’s office and the call came in about his grisly murder. They looked at each other with tense relief, feeling ambushed by the blatant interruption. Kevin stopped tape just as Leonard answered the phone.


  “Moldofsky.”


  “Len, it’s Reese.”


  “Yes, Captain.”


  “We’re at his girlfriend’s place. Pamela Bergin.”


  “Presidential Studios?”


  “Yeah...how do you--”


  “We were there today.”


  Silence on the other end. Angry hesitation, all over again. “Let me guess Len, no report, right?”


  Leonard’s immediate silence was an affirmative. He then added, “We wanted to talk with Pamela to see if she could tell us why there was blood on Sparke’s floor. We thought she might have had something to do with it. Sparke said she’d cut her hand with a knife but we didn’t see any injuries on her.”


  “Okay...” Reese said expectedly. “So what did you find?”


  Leonard hesitated, blew out a nervous breath. Any way you looked at it, he and Kevin fell into deeper shit for not reporting their objective this afternoon. Had they not rushed into things, perhaps taken Richard in for further questioning, Delaney would still be alive. “Nothing of any interest, really.” He didn’t have the time nor energy to elaborate about the damage to her car.


  “How long ago was this, Len?”


  Leonard leaned over to Kevin, asked his faithful partner what time they’d been at Pamela Bergin’s place. He whispered back, “About two-thirty.”


  “Two thirty this afternoon.”


  “Shit, Len...Sparke was probably putting the knife to his shrink at about that time.”


  Leonard’s pulse raced. He eyed the tape recorder, realizing that many of the answers pertaining to Delaney’s murder would be revealed once he pressed ‘play’. “So what’s happening over there? Did Sparke murder Pamela?” Kevin’s face paled at Leonard’s words.


  “We don’t think so. She’s missing. Her place is empty, her car is gone. We’re checking out the neighbors right now, but it doesn’t seem like anyone heard anything.”


  “Any signs of forced entry?”


  “No.”


  “What about blood?” Leonard mouthed she’s missing to Kevin, who shook his head and rubbed his cheeks with concern.


  “No...why? Len, did she say anything I should know about?”


  “No, I’m just, well, we felt that she was definitely hiding something, most likely to protect Sparke. What it is, I have no idea. We had no time to query her further because we were keeping a tail on Sparke. Other than that, there’s really nothing.”


  Reese hesitated, spoke to someone in the room with him, then came back. “Len, you don’t need me to tell you how important this is. We have a brutal murder on our hands, with no idea where our primary suspect is. I repeat...I need you to think. Is there anything she said that’s even close to being pertinent, something that might indicate where she could be heading?”


  Leonard tried to recall as much of his conversation with Pamela as possible. “She said that Richard had lied to us, and that she wasn’t at his place this morning. She also told us that Sparke suffered from depression and anxiety, which we can confirm with the files we took from Delaney’s office. She took down my number and said she would call me after six, but I haven’t heard from her. Probably won’t, based on what you’re telling me. Other than that, she gave no indication, or hint, as to where she might be heading.”


  Reese said, “Sparke fled the doctor’s office about three. He must’ve come here soon thereafter, picked up his girlfriend, then took off in her car. It’s past seven right now. They could be anywhere.”


  “Are you going to check out his wife’s place now?”


  “Yeah, that’s next on the hit-list. George is at his condo looking for blood. We should hear from him later tonight. So far, there’s nothing in from the troops.” There was another moment of muffled talk as Reese spoke with someone on his end. When he came back he asked, “What have you got on your end? Anything new?”


  “Nothing that helps our case.”


  Distracted by the goings-on at his end, Reese said, “If I find or hear anything else, I’ll call you.”


  Len said, “Thanks, Captain,” but Reese had already hung up. “Pam’s missing.”


  “He took her?”


  “It appears so, although my guess is that she went willingly.”


  “This is getting really confusing now.”


  “And complicated. Try not to think about that, though. Let’s get some answers, okay?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Leonard leaned over and pressed ‘play’ on the recorder. The two cops leaned forward as Delaney began asking a hypnotized Richard Sparke some very interesting questions.


  


  Answers


  
     
  


  ‘What is your name?’


  ‘Richard Sparke.’


  ‘How old are you?’


  ‘Thirty-five’.


  ‘We’ve had this conversation before, Richard, no?’


  ‘Yes, we did. Earlier today, in fact.’


  ‘That’s right, about an hour ago. But the only difference here, Richard, is that now you remember everything about your life, your past. The amnesia, it is all gone. All those memories that have faded from your past have now returned. Can you see them coming back to you?’


  A silence ensued at this point, Leonard and Kevin listening intently to the hiss emanating from the tinny speaker. Kevin was about to say something when a rather pained-sounding Richard said, ‘I remember...oh...my...God...I can see it all. It’s like a movie playing on the walls of my mind. I can’t believe it. This is actually happening. I can actually recall many things about my past.’


  ‘Tell me, Richard. What do you see?’


  ‘Well...I’m...I’m in a house. It feels really weird. Although the memory of this house seems clear, I don’t think I’ve ever been here before. I’m with Samantha, my wife. And Debra. Oh, my princess Debra! She looks so beautiful, and her hair, it’s so long! She’s about four years old...about the same age she is when she visits my dreams. We’re seated around a table, eating dinner.’ More silence. Richard made a gasping sound. ‘It’s gone.’


  ‘The house?’


  ‘Yes, my family too.’


  ‘Where are they?’


  ‘I don’t know. Just gone. I’m in a car now. I’m driving on a road.’


  ‘Tell me about it.’


  ‘Like before, I seem to know where I am, where I’m going, but this is a road I’ve never traveled before.’


  ‘Do you know how to drive?’


  Richard laughed. ‘Of course I do. Wow, this is a nice car. Red and shiny. There are a bunch of text books on the seat next to me. I’m wearing a sweatshirt with Greek letters on it.’


  ‘Fraternity letters. You must be in college.’


  ‘Yeah, I am. I’m on my way to class.’


  ‘So you remember being in college?’


  ‘Yes, I do.’


  ‘What university do you attend?’


  ‘I’m a senior at Kent State’


  Another silent moment, the faint sound of Delaney scribbling in his notebook. Suddenly, sobbing fills the tape. Leonard and Kevin peer at each other, looks of confusion painting their faces. Hearing this tape was truly fascinating, but frustrating, as they realized coming to any kind of explanation would be way out of their league.


  ‘I-I can see myself in an alley. I’m sitting on the floor, next to a dumpster, hidden in shadows. I’m filthy, I smell horrible. I’m...Jesus...I’m injecting my vein with a needle. It relieves the pain.’


  ‘Heroin?’


  ‘Yes...I’m tapping the vein, the yellow juice is in my blood now. Yesss.’ Instantly Richard sounded like a different person, his voice deeper, raspier as if victimized by countless cigarettes. Moans of pleasure replaced his cries.


  ‘A relief it is then, to quell your addiction?’


  ‘For now, man. But it won’t last long. I’m outta dough, and the big man ain’t got no more juice for the kid. That’s me, heh heh.’


  ‘You sound like a different person, Richard. Why is that?’


  His drug-addict voice disappeared, only to be replaced by a stately sounding individual, one clearly educated. ‘I’m many different people...and they’re me. But we’re not one. We exist beside ourselves in levels previously unknown to common man. It’s all a matter of...of...’


  ‘Of what, Richard? Tell me how it is that all these people exist inside you.’


  ‘I can’t tell you.’


  ‘Yes, you can, Richard. I assure you, your secret is safe with me.’


  ‘It’s safe with no one. I’ve discovered that already. The experiment is a mess right now.’


  “Experiment?” Kevin asked out loud, hurriedly opening the notebook.


  “Shhh,” Leonard indicated with an urgent finger across his lips.


  Silence. Notes being scribbled. Then, ‘What experiment is that?’


  A hiss filled the tape, for so long that Leonard thought it might have run out. Just as he looked to see if the tiny cartridge wheels were still turning, Sparke said, ‘What was that?’


  ‘What was what, Richard?’


  ‘I thought I saw something. A flash. A light.’


  “Holy shit!” Leonard swore, leaning forward and stopping the tape.


  “What’d you do that for?”


  “Did you hear what he just said?”


  “Yeah, that he saw a light...wait a second, didn’t Sparke say that he saw a camera flash or something like that when we were questioning him this morning?”


  “Damn right he did. When we was sitting at the kitchen table.” Leonard got up, went to a filing cabinet against the wall and started rifling through the drawers.


  “What are you doing? We were just getting to the good part.”


  “If memory serves me correctly, Kevin...” He pulled a manila envelope labeled ‘Sparke’, walked over and emptied the contents onto his desk. A few completed data forms and a cassette tape labeled ‘Sparke Interview’ spilled out. “There’s something I’m very curious about. But it needs to wait until we’re through here. Go ahead, finish the tape.”


  Kevin shrugged his shoulders, then pressed ‘play’.


  ‘A light?’


  ‘Yes, a blue light’.


  With the sudden force of a lightning strike, Richard yelled out as if in great pain. He immediately started grunting, as if straightjacketed and trying desperately to escape. Leonard could hear Delaney begin a recessive countdown in an agitated attempt to bring Richard out of his hypnotic state. Soon thereafter, Delaney simply started yelling ‘Richard! Richard! Wake up!’, but apparently his struggle to do so failed. Richard yelled out again, and Delaney grunted just as a loud thump sounded, suggesting the doctor had been thrown to the floor. Delaney called out Richard’s name feebly, as though weakened and in pain, then quieted as a high pitched whining noise filled the tape.


  “What the hell is that?” Kevin asked.


  Then, amidst the tone, they heard a voice. Not the doctor’s. Nor Richard’s. But that of a small child’s, a girl, perhaps: ‘Daddy’.


  They could hear Richard saying, ‘Debra, honey...it’s me. Daddy’, a pause, some grunting and shuffling, then, ‘Honey...what’s wrong?’


  “Jesus.” Leonard felt dizzied, his thoughts at once going to Delaney’s earlier taped discussion with Richard about paranormal phenomena and the possible presence of poltergeist activity. “Could the doctor have had it right? Could Richard actually be plagued by ghosts?”


  This time it was Kevin’s turn to silence his partner. “Listen.”


  The little girl screamed, but it was cut off abruptly, sounding as though the tape had been cut. Just the same, the whining noise subsided, leaving the room in eerie silence. Finally, the quiet was broken with the pained whisper of the doctor trying to get Richard’s attention. ‘Rich-ard...Rich-ard...Can you hear me? I-I can’t move...Oh my God, where did you get that...?’


  There was a shuffling of feet, then a horrible gasp of fear, that coming from the doctor. Leonard could hear Richard grunting, as if exerting himself, Delaney then making a noise and saying, ‘What in God’s name...who are you...?’


  A swishing sound could be heard, metal parting air and the meeting of blade against soft flesh, plus the sinking of escaping air as Delaney’s last breath escaped his trachea. The two cops leaned forward, ears inches from the player as they absorbed the horrible silence, the possible rhythm of blood furiously erupting from Marcus Delaney’s throat. Then, the soft squish of a footstep upon the blood-soaked carpet. Thereafter, the breathing, what sounded like two people in the room whose breaths heaved madly at the unfolding event, one from adrenaline, the other due to fear. Each, sounding exactly the same.


  Soon, a voice fell forth. Richard Sparke’s voice. But, spoken as if directed at Sparke himself.


  ‘It’s showtime, Sparke’.


  The tape ran out.


  Leonard and Kevin sat in silence, staring at the player. After what seemed an eternity, they both leaned back at the same time, as if the knots of tension in their bodies had given way, enough, at least, to allow them this small comfort. “There is a third person,” Leonard eventually stated, weakly convinced. “I heard them both breathing after the doctor was killed.”


  “Couldn’t it have been the doctor himself?”


  “No...you heard what George Washburn  said. One fell swoop, and the doctor was silenced.”


  “So who is it then? And where’d he come from?”


  “Damned if I know.”


  The phone rang. Repeat performance from earlier, both cops nearly leaping from their seats. “I gotta get a grip,” Kevin said, wiping the sweat from his face.


  “We both do.” Leonard picked up the phone. Before he had a chance to identify himself, Captain Reese’s voice shot through in a blaze of wrath. “Leonard, we’re at Samantha’s Sparke’s house. I suggest you get your ass over here right now. She’s been butchered.”


  


  Supremacy


  
     
  


  Nothing in his life could have prepared him for the shock of being struck on the head at that moment. Richard crumpled back, fully overrun, his body slamming into the frigid water. He had no freedom, nor strength, to rise up for air; the pain felt like iron weights pinning his body down. In an instant, his attacker was upon him, strong hands gripping his throat. They felt familiar to him, and even though he identified the unfolding event as real, Richard still prayed for this installment of horror to be yet another dream; in this moment of desperation he mentally summoned his mother to come whisk him away from the sinister threat at hand, something he’d unsuccessfully attempted many times in the past.


  But this was the waking world, and here she didn’t come. The hands pulled him up, allowing him only the slightest moment of air. Hammers blasted his head where the gun had made contact, and amidst the icy chill he could feel the warmth of his own blood trickling down his face. The man in black was playing some hideous game with Richard, with a goal to see him suffer, keep him conscious for as long as possible and make him undergo every conceivable punishment for as long as the planned course of action played out. The hands slammed Richard’s face back into the frigid waters. Under water, he could still feel the gun in his weakened grasp, his finger aimlessly seeking out the trigger. Finally, he found it. Fired it. Water and silt exploded in a harmless spray. The hands went from his neck to his hair, pulled him up, dragged him out of the water to the raised edge of land. The man in black gripped Richard’s wrist, twisted his arm across his upper back until the pain sent him to his knees in agony. He pulled hard on Richard’s hair, lifting him off the ground, Richard’s toes kicking at the muddy earth.


  “Drop the gun, Sparke,” he said, the frighteningly familiar voice just inches from Richard’s ringing ears. Richard could feel the warmth of the man’s breath against his neck.


  The man in black jerked Richard’s arm. The pain was excruciating, it ran like electricity to all parts of his jerking body. He struggled for strength, his eyesight doubling as the torture hit unbearable levels.


  “I could snap your arm in two with one quick jerk. Shall I? Shall I do it?” He tugged a little harder. “But you might die too quickly. And that would be an anticlimax to something I’ve been waiting so long to do. Uh-uh, my friend...I’m gonna drag your death out long and hard and make you experience pains you never thought possible.”


  Richard felt his mind go blank. Even though the man in black dominated Richard, he still managed to clutch the gun, knowing that he’d make himself do so until he blacked out--which, given his blurring sights, might happen soon. He attempted to pull the trigger, but his finger slipped away. The gun dangled, two fingers barely gripping the handle.


  Then, as if his entire life had just slipped away, the gun fell to the ground.


  The man in black eased his grip on Richard’s arm, then wrestled Richard around to face him. The shock of the moment was quick, but no less terrifying, no less startling-- terrifying because the man in black had removed his mask to reveal Richard’s mirror image to him, a duplicate countenance bathed in the cool blue moonlight, his very features staring back at him with eyes as dark as coals, lips wet with hunger. It was a stunning moment for Richard, gazing at him for the first time in the real world, every contour of his face, every exact freckle and imperfection present, making it a truly unreal situation--yet one physically discernible, a position Richard never once sustained beyond the barriers of his odd dreamworld. Quickly, in his pioneering mindset, he once more attempted to imagine this entire scenario as a concoction from a dream. But the pain was too real, the shock of the moment much more afflicting than any nighttime ordeal he’d ever encountered. The only distinctive characteristic present in his twin nemesis’ countenance was the evidence of hatred, of some chemically-induced inclination that forced this man to conduct himself in such an ultra-aggressive, violent manner.


  The situation turned from terrifying to startling in a matter of seconds. Richard called every last bit of strength and fortitude he could muster, pulling away in vain effort from the tight grasp of the man in black. He managed to free an arm and spin around, tugging his attacker across a small area of mud as he tried to escape. He couldn’t break free, but the man in black’s footing slipped upon the cold wet metal of Richard’s dropped pistol. In this chaotic moment, with the man in black off-balance, Richard spun back around, brought his head forward and slammed it into the eye socket of his nemesis’s skull. Richard was immediately dazed from the impact of flesh and bone. The world spun around him. Blinding light besieged him. Still he did not let go. Instead he threw himself forward as the man in black tipped back, his entire body weight on top as they both slammed to the ground.


  Richard reached behind, groping blindly for his gun. The man in black had done the same, only stretching for the rifle he apparently placed down prior to gripping Richard’s head. The cold metal of the pistol slid into Richard’s grasp first. He grabbed it, aimed it, but all too late as his adversary sent a swift accurate kick into his wrist, reintroducing the pain there. It fluttered from his hand and landed unseen, six feet away in the darkness. Richard sucked in a deep breath, and with this came the bit of strength he needed to whirl sideways, out of the man’s grip. The man in black crawled through the mud for his rifle, which was now a good five feet behind him. In this time, Richard remembered--and felt--the screwdriver in his front pocket. He dug into his pants and pulled it out, gripped it as best he could despite the mud and water on his hands, then gathered as much power as possible to bring the blade down onto the back of the man’s thigh. It tore through the fabric of his clothes, went an inch deep into his flesh. Richard locked his hands together, pulled it out and stabbed repeatedly at the same spot, the blade finally sinking all the way to the handle. The man in black howled pure agony as blood spurted from the wound. The warmth of it was satisfying on Richard’s hands.


  Richard fell back, exhausted, eyes searching the black mud for his gun. Although the man in black gasped and writhed in pain, he still managed to reach for his wound, then slide his hand further down his leg. He pulled his pant leg up. Strapped to his ankle was a knife. He pulled it, looked at Richard and grinned evilly as he flaunted eight inches of muddied steel in his direction.


  Heaving in desperate effort to recoup his wits, Richard had no time to look for the pistol which was buried in the mud, somewhere to the right, between him and the man in black.


  However, across the way, behind his enemy, he could see the rifle. He ran to the left, feet splashing in shallow water. The man in black leaped to his knees, groaning as his hamstring gave out. He crawled clumsily toward Richard, dove forward with the knife outstretched in a twittering hand, swiped the air and managed to catch Richard in the calf. Richard tumbled forward, yelling out in pain. Roaring, the man in black grasped Richard’s ankle, pulled on it while trying to get a better lick in with the knife. Richard kicked at him furiously, his shoes connecting again and again with the man’s head. He rolled side to side, trying to dislodge the man’s grip, all the while making every effort to avoid the encroaching blade. It found his shin, taking a thin slice out of him that felt like it touched bone. He howled in agony. Finally he broke free, stood, nearly collapsed from the pain in his leg, then staggered over and grabbed the rifle.


  At this moment, time seemed to slow. His newfound awareness kicked in, thankfully, for it told him to pump the shell in the chamber. He did that. But then his mind told him that the gun would implode if the barrel were clogged with mud. He aimed it at the man in black, knowing very well he couldn’t fire it now. It would be like playing Russian Roulette. Perhaps the threat of gunfire in the man’s direction would dissuade him from attacking further. The man in black stood up, crazed and hunched, eyes rolling madly. Richard could see the screwdriver sticking out from his thigh. The man in black wavered; clearly, he was weakening. He held the knife by the blade. Smiled. Then brought it back, intending to throw it at Richard.


  The instant the man in black’s arm whipped forward, Richard held the shotgun up in front of him. He could hear the knife cutting the air in its end-over-end rotation as it came at him. Miraculously, the knife grazed the barrel of the shotgun. It was deflected off target; instead of finding Richard’s heart, the blade brushed his shoulder, still causing a nasty slice in his arm, but not enough to disable him.


  With his adversary now unarmed, Richard smiled back.


  The man in black looked flabbergasted, his eyes taking on a wary look, his trembling hands dropping to his sides. His sudden inaction was curious, brought  by a state of severe and sudden confusion, not due to the unexpected shock of ending up in such an uncompromising position, but because he looked as if he’d just awakened from a terrible dream, only to find it to be true.


  Wakened from a dream...


  The man in black looked up at Richard, contemplated him with quivering eyes, looking very much like Pam did earlier today when she sat stupefied on Richard’s kitchen floor, blood on her hands, her nose smashed.


  Her nose smashed...


  He peered around, surveyed his injury, then moved to pluck the screwdriver from his thigh. When the pain told him it was too serious a ploy, he faltered rather awkwardly in the general direction of Richard’s dropped pistol.


  Richard limped over, not about to give his adversary another chance. With all his might he swung the shotgun around in a wide arc, aiming at the top of the man in black’s head. A horrible cracking sound echoed in the night as the barrel connected flush with his skull. Blood spurted from the hole it made.


  The man in black collapsed to the ground, writhing like a worm out of earth.


  Richard smiled. Knew exactly how he looked.


  He then placed the gun against the man in black’s temple, and blew his brains out.


  


  File


  
     
  


  They’d brought everything with them, the tapes, the files, the murder weapon, all of it now back in the box labeled ‘evidence’, which currently rested on the floor of the cruiser by Kevin’s feet. Siren off, Leonard took the back roads across town in an effort to prolong their short trip to Samantha Sparke’s residence. He feared the certain brutality of the scene, that in combination with Reese’s probable wrath. Kevin had one of Sparke’s folders out and was skimming through it.


  “You gonna tell me about that other tape?”


  “It’s a recording of the interview I did with Sparke after the attack on his wife.”


  “Yeah Len, I know that already. So what gives? Why’s it so important now?”


  “I seem to recall him saying something to me...well, let’s just say that it might correlate the attack on his wife two years ago with today’s events. I don’t want to say what it is until I listen to the tape first. I want to be sure I remember everything correctly. We’ve got way too many ‘maybes’ on our plate right now.”


  “So you really think the two events are related?”


  “Now more than ever.”


  Kevin went back to reading the file. After a moment, he said, “Listen to this, Len. It says here that Sparke suffers from an extremely rare case of sleepwalking, called psychoparasomnabulism. This is the word Delaney uses to term his theory that Sparke, patient ‘1410’, suffers from a combination of sleepwalking and paranormal activity.”


  “Read it to me. Maybe there’s something there that’ll clue us in to what’s really going on.”


  Under the pallid glare of the dome light, Kevin recited Delaney’s notes:


  


  “Patient 1410, Richard Sparke, appears to suffer from a very severe, previously unrecorded case of parasomnabulism. He believes his delusions to be real, as they regularly intrude into the sleep process, creating highly disruptive sleep-related events. This behavior, and the experiences that materialize from it, occur solely while sleeping, are frequent in their manifestations, and prove to be severely taxing on 1410’s mental capacities. They’ve occurred often enough and have become so burdensome that medical and psychological attention is required. 1410’s parasomnias incorporate various combinations of multiple arousal disorders, including multiple sleep-wake transition disorders, parasomnias associated with REM sleep, and other parasomnias, which I’ve put into a classification known herein as psychoparasomnabulism.


  


  Kevin paused, then said, “You see, this indicates that Delaney’s passion for the paranormal has led to a very intimate diagnosis of Sparke’s problems. Man, Delaney was pretty off the wall himself.”


  “Makes you wonder what another doctor, one that played by the book, might have seen in Richard Sparke.” Leonard made a left turn, even further out of the way from Samantha Sparke’s neighborhood. Kevin looked at Leonard, noticing his partner’s roundabout route, but didn’t say anything. “I’d imagine we’d get a completely different diagnosis altogether. Wouldn’t you think? Keep going. This is quite interesting.”


  Kevin went back to reading from the file:


  


  “1410’s arousal disorders are presumed psychoparasomnabulistic in nature due to an abnormal arousal mechanism in the cerebral cortex. In addition, I’ve examined the plausibility of paranormal phenomena, most specifically the recurring visitation of 1410’s deceased mother, child, and the unknown twin-nemesis he refers to as the man in black.”


  


  “Well, I’ll be…”


  “What is it Len?”


  “That’s the first time I heard that.”


  “What?”


  “He refers to Sparke’s twin as the ‘man in black’.”


  “You think it means something?”


  Leonard paused, gathered his thoughts in an effort to make sure he got his overloaded memories straight, then said, “This may sound really crazy, but isn’t it real odd that Carol Davis, our only real witness of the day, said that Sparke had left wearing different clothing. All black clothing?”


  Kevin’s eyes went wide. “Wow...that’s right...”


  “And then Delaney wrote about a twin nemesis in his notebook.”


  “Len...can it really be, though?”


  “What, that our mysterious third person could be a Richard Sparke look-alike? A twin brother?”


  “Really far-fetched. But then that might explain why Samantha Sparke pointed the finger at her husband. Because she thought it was really him.”


  “Kevin, I think we may be on to something here.”


  He grinned. “You said that before.”


  “Yeah, but this time I really mean it. Go ahead, keep reading.”


  Kevin read verbatim from Delaney’s notes:


  


  To explain this paranormal phenomena, one must realize that forced arousal during sleep can induce vivid episodes wherein the appearance of ghostly apparitions become apparent. The "classical" arousal disorders, sleepwalking (somnambulism), sleep terrors, and confusionalisms are all solidly present in 1410’s case history. I believe that all of 1410’s arousal disorders are fully interrelated and share multiple characteristics, as all have occurred while in a mixed state of being both asleep and awake, coming from the deepest stage of nondreaming sleep. This would affirm 1410 to have been awake enough to act out complex behaviors, but still be asleep and not be aware or able to remember his actions. Again I stress that in this case, 1410’s disorder is triggered and maintained by psychoparasomnabulistic activity, in conjunction with sleep apnea and excessive limb movement during sleep. In one documented instant, the activity became so violent that it led to severe injury to 1410’s bedpartner. It is my professional opinion that treatment should involve medical intervention with a prescription of sleep aids and regular behavior modification through relaxation/mental imagery, and ultimately hypnosis.”


  


  “So Delaney theorized,” Leonard interrupted during a pause, “that Sparke attacked his wife while sleepwalking. Very interesting. Now how come I didn’t think of that?” he said, grinning.


  “We didn’t think of it because none of the clues pointed in that direction.”


  “They still don’t. But then again Delaney didn’t have all the facts we have. Keep going.”


  “This part looks real interesting. Listen to this.” He shuffled through a few papers, then read:


  


  “1410’s somnambulism is special because it contains a series of complex behaviors that are initiated during fast-wave sleep, and not only results in walking during sleep, but creates a non-delusional pathway towards psychoparasomnabulism. Details are as follows:


  1) 1410’s parapsycho-ambulation (walking or moving about with direct correlation to paranormal activity) occurs exclusively during sleep.


  2) Through an intense detailed study of 1410, it is concluded that 1410 found no circumstance where he’d been able to arouse himself from sleep during an episode.


  3) He retains complete amnesia following an episode, which bleeds quite strongly into his coherent, or waking state.


  4) It seems apparent that most, but not  all of 1410’s ambulatory episodes typically occur in the first third of the sleep cycle.


  5) I’ve found other medical and psychiatric disorders present, such as REM sleep behavior disorder or sleep terrors, but they do not account for symptoms or results of parapsycho-ambulation. These are universally independent, and act upon 1410 accordingly.


  6) 1410 has suffered moderate levels of anxiety and depression, as well as total amnesia of the past prior to his daughter’s death (I still have not ruled out the possibility of post-traumatic stress disorder as a factor here).


  7) There have been many instances where 1410 has left home for extended hours while sleeping, has committed various acts, and has returned with very little evidence to prove his whereabouts or actions.


  8) Medications prescribed include Ambien, Lorazepam, Valium, Prozac, Celexa, Ativan, and Diazepam. All have come with little or no positive effect.


  I must stress that although medications have been prescribed to counter anxiety and depression, sleep aids have also been utilized to strengthen and/or modify 1410’s sleep cycle in effort to foster the study of 1410’s unique situation.”


  


  “Damn...you get that?” Kevin yelled.


  “Uh-huh. Delaney used Sparke as a guinea pig in an experiment. The bastard used Sparke to test his own warped theories.”


  “It goes on from here, big-time. Lots of medical jargon. Man, there’s tons of writings here. Gotta be a couple hundred pages all together. All on Sparke. And it’s all very detailed.”


  “Seems to me that Delaney was writing a book. The text there is too concise, too illustrative to be notes to oneself.” In the distance Leonard saw beacons flashing. He took a deep breath as he slowed down, taking the street cautiously. “We’re here.”


  He rounded the corner of Oak Place. Ahead police activity thrived. Cruisers closed off the street. A news van wound around a group of onlookers, moved on down towards the house where the crime had taken place.


  “That’s where we’ll be next,” Kevin said.


  “You up for it?”


  “No.”


  “Me neither. Let’s go.”


  Unnecessary blank page?


  Lights


  
     
  


  The skies had cleared, dark clouds now gathered in the distance like retreating monsters, the stars and moon left behind to gently ignite the mountainous landscape. Under their peaceful lights, a very terrified Richard Sparke stood utterly motionless for what seemed an eternity, but was probably only three minutes--still a decent stretch of time, given the condemning circumstances. All this time he told himself that he needed to flee the scene as quickly as possible, but his feet were rooted to the ground, his legs incapable of guiding him anywhere for the moment. He could only stand and stare at the awful aftermath before him, the man in black, the god-damned entity that had haunted his dreams for so long, just moments ago executed by his very hand. But was he really dead? Sure, his physical self lay dead, horrendously twisted in the mud: an ironic parallel representation of what he’d undoubtedly planned for Richard all along. But what would happen when Richard went to sleep tonight? Who would come for him next?


  No time to concern myself with this, he thought as he peered down at his twin-nemesis--what Delaney liked to call him. Three-quarters of his head was gone, transposed into a four-foot coating of crimson pulp spread out on the muddy surface, glistening in the moonlight. His body was oddly bent at the waist, legs curled over one another, arms splayed out in front of him in false prayer. It was a nasty sight, one equally as brutal as the scene in Delaney’s office. Only here the act had been committed by the real Richard Sparke in self-defense, a motive that would hold no water at a time when he was eyed as the primary suspect in Delaney’s death, and Samantha’s death.


  He recalled the moment while driving up here, upon entering these woods, when his mind wandered, lost in the horrific scenes he’d encountered: Delaney’s body, Samantha’s body, disgracefully mutilated. At that moment he’d had an odd premonition of seeing his own face bloodied and torn to shreds, a vision that unnerved him. Only now, upon realization of that portentous image, he found a strange solace overcome his apprehension.


  It was only now that he realized he still held the shotgun. He dropped it, then looked around and located the pistol Pam gave him. Dizzied, he tucked it into his pocket and began staggering away from the scene, first upstream to the pond, then looping back along the upper edge in the direction he’d come from. He tried his best to call upon some newfound wisdom to guide the way, but the overwhelming episode had caused his mind to short-circuit, leaving him with only basic instinct to offer advice. First, he’d try to locate Pam. Then, get out of the mountains. That was the best he could come up with; it would have to do for now.


  He raced into the woods, still feeling the need to keep himself under cover. He still had the police to contend with, and the din of all the gunfire would have attracted anyone within a mile of the area. Beneath his feet he felt the ground sloping, a good sign; he’d make it back to Pam’s car in about thirty minutes, if he kept a decent pace. He tried hard not to concentrate on the pain jutting from the injuries in his calf, shoulder, and head. Much too difficult though; blood still trickled from the wound between his eyes. As a distraction, he kept reminding himself that he’d no longer be hunted by the man in black, would no longer be at the receiving end of his taunts, his evil scowls, the insane eyes and nose and mouth that were the same as his, but extremely contorted with unexplainable anger.


  He continued moving down the sloping gradient for twenty minutes, beneath the webbed branches of pines, following the sound of the stream. He kept looking back, still a bit paranoid of being followed, but knew that this time--for now--he was finally alone. Roots nearly tripped him up, his shoes slipping on the slick carpet of pine needles. At one point he needed to climb over a fallen moss-coated tree. The environment thickened. He pushed through a dense thicket of brush, stumbling over their tangles and uplifting roots. Finally, as the sound of the stream rose, the wooded area cleared a bit and through the trees he could see the wet, white surface of Pam’s car gleaming beneath the blue moonlight. He raced forward, ignoring the pain in his injured calf; he could feel the warm blood still seeping from the wound. Soon, he was free of the woods, in the place where it all started. He approached the car with feelings of utter salvation, as if it were an oasis of cool water suddenly meeting him in the middle of a great desert.


  He peeked through the open window. The keys dangled from the ignition. Good. That would be his ticket out. Now, to get Pam.


  He paced to the trough and peered over the edge. Here the angle and depth of the slope was much steeper compared to that of a half mile away. What made him think at the time that he could escape by driving his car down here? Looking at it resting on the bottom, he could see the water flowing midway across the driver’s side door. He positioned himself at a multitude of angles, bobbing and weaving, looking inside the car and seeing nothing. He couldn’t make out any details, even in the darkness at the floor of the car. Pam was gone.


  He called her name. Nothing. He called louder, his voice echoing a bit in the cool night air. No answer. He decided it wasn’t worth drawing attention to himself. Someone might be nearby, investigating the source of gunfire.


  He retreated from the trough and went to Pam’s car. Getting behind the wheel, he started the car up and ran the heat, sitting motionless for endless minutes as the blowing warmth simmered his aching bones. He closed his eyes, wanted to curl up and sleep, his body nearly shutting down as waves of exhaustion beset him. Finally, after catching his breath and his wits and convincing himself yet again that he needed to move on, he shook himself awake and reversed out from the area, the wheels skidding more than he wanted them to, tossing mud up everywhere. God forbid if he got stuck! He exited the car before digging himself in too deep, looked around, located some dry sticks from beneath the trees and wedged them under the rear tires. He got back into the car, reversed. Finally he was able to back up, all the way into a dry patch of ground beneath a tree, giving him enough traction to turn the car around. He went left then moved forward, back down the thin path that carried him way up into the mountains of Bledson State Park.


  The soft ground and downward slope made the ride a bit smoother. The car still rocked and jostled some, sending darts of pain into his leg and arm, but he was able to endure the bumpy ride all the way to the bottom, to the gate, where the dirt path let out back onto the road.


  Quickly he got out of the car, walked to the gate and opened it just enough so the car would fit through.


  A blinding beam of light struck Richard in the face. It was like the shock of an awakening scream in the middle of deep sleep, or an unexpected bullet suddenly entering your body with no just cause.


  He turned, an animal frozen in its glare. He felt his eyes bulging from their sockets in an unsuccessful struggle to spot the light’s source.


  An intimidating voice rose up from beyond the encompassing glare.


  “Put your hands in the air!”


  


  Breakthrough


  
     
  


  The small town of Fairview had become a circus now that there was a deranged serial killer on the loose. It didn’t take long for the rumors to fly, and by ten in the evening, the local residents and even those in surrounding counties had all tuned in to the local newscast to find out which murmurs had been true, and which were gross exaggerations. Although the root of the story was now public knowledge, not much by the way of specifics had so far leaked out. Tomorrow would be a different saga altogether.


  The whirlwind of activity at Samantha Sparke’s house made the very organized to-do at Delaney’s office seem like a classroom exam. Where a half dozen detectives and the very dependable George Washburn quietly dominated the earlier scene, here cops from other counties, news vans, scores of neighbors, and even a firetruck charged the night with a frenzy of commotion. There were more than a hundred people standing around, with more inside the house waiting for Leonard and Kevin to arrive.


  After a cop from the Culver police force questioned their approach, Desk Sergeant Harry Dunsworth, one of Leonard’s fellow old-timers from the Fairview station, emerged from the house to give him a green light and let the two officers beyond the yellow tape.


  Dunsworth offered Leonard a bitter smile. “Reese is beside himself.”


  “Give me some good news, will you...”


  “Nothing good to tell. Killer made mincemeat of the victim. Reese keeps going on about her ex-husband who you apparently questioned earlier today--”


  “Yeah, we did--”


  “--but never filed a report on, or called in the visit.”


  “All right--is it your turn to get on my case?”


  “Take it easy, Len. Just ribbing you.”


  They climbed the steps leading to the front door. Another cop Leonard didn’t know was watching the entrance. He smiled weakly as they entered the house.


  “You damn well know that everything doesn’t get called in right away. We got caught up. We didn’t think it’d end up like this.”


  “Even though he had blood on his kitchen floor?” The accusatory voice of Captain Edward Reese hit Leonard like a bullet, as did the dense odor of death in the air. He closed his eyes and nodded slightly, Kevin simply shrugging his shoulders as if waiting for Leonard to come up with a suitable reply for both of them.


  “Captain...I can explain everything. Then you’ll understand.”


  “Come here, Leonard.” Reese was stoic in poise, hands on hips, face ruddy and rigid as if he’d had quite enough of this trying experience. “It’s been a hell of a day. I, and you for that matter, have no energy to pore over any mistakes right now. There’s a killer on the loose. Based on your past and recent experiences with the man, you’re our best chance on bringing him in. You have the evidence from the doctor’s office. I’m sure you’ve looked everything over. You must’ve been able to dig up something on this guy, on his behavior, where we might start looking for him.”


  Leonard wanted to tell him everything, starting with further details about the ever-increasing possibility of a third person being involved, but decided against it for the moment. That would take time, something neither of them had much of. As well, Leonard felt it was too remarkable a story, one that would seem totally unrealistic to the first-time listener, especially Reese, who appeared to be tossing the case his way as punishment and not as a commendation for a job well done. Instead, he simply said, “We have our theories, all of which we’re exploring right now.”


  George Washburn stuck his head out from a doorway down the hall. He looked frazzled, eyes swollen, face smeared with blood. Without acknowledging Leonard and Kevin, he said, “Captain, can I see you?”


  “George found small traces of blood at Sparke’s place,” Reese offered as they stepped down the hall. “He’s working in the bathroom right now. I suggest you hold your breath. It’s real nasty in there.”


  Reese’s choice of words was an understatement. Dunsworth had it more right with mincemeat, but still could have added more flavor to it. Samantha Sparke lay on the bathroom tiles, fully unrecognizable from this afternoon when Leonard passed her coming out of the hospital. She was doused in her own blood, blotches of pale blue skin peeking out from beneath the blanket of glistening red like circles of mold on an over-ripened tomato. Her hands and feet had been severed, all four extremities tossed in the sink like bath toys in need of a cleaning. Her bald head hung to the side, her eyes stabbed out, her mouth bound and gagged. A small hunk of ulcerated flesh was placed upon her bald head. Leonard didn’t need George Washburn to tell him that it was her tongue.


  “What’d you find so far, George?” Leonard asked through a knotted tongue, realizing that Kevin had stayed in the hall, unwanting or perhaps unable to gaze upon the grisly sight.


  “Our friend wasn’t so careful this time. There are prints everywhere. Hair samples. Fibers galore.”


  “She must’ve put up quite a battle.” He eyed the blond wig on the floor beside her, its glow tainted with horrible stains. It had looked much better on her head, he thought.


  “On the contrary,” George said. “Whoever did this had no trouble subduing her. It was only after someone else arrived that things got messy.”


  Leonard felt his heart skip a beat. He heard Kevin leaning into the room behind him. “George...did you say someone else?”


  “Yeah, I did. Look behind you, on the floor.”


  Kevin stepped back as Leonard stuck his head out and looked down the hall. Bloody footprints littered the carpet, all the way into the living room and beyond. Two distinct sets of footprints. One appeared to match those leading away from Delaney’s office. The other set were decidedly different. How he didn’t see this when he walked in was beyond explanation. Fatigue, Len. Fatigue.


  “Son of a bitch.”


  “I’ve got tons of photos being developed right now. You can compare them to the ones taken at the doctor’s office, but I’ll go on record right now and say they’re the same prints, made by the same man. The unsteady gait is the same, the toes pointed outward. I’ve also got blood samples taken from all over the house, and I’ll venture a guess and say that some of the doctor’s blood will be here. That’ll connect the killer to both places.”


  “So you think there’s someone else involved here?” Kevin asked.


  “All I’m saying is that there was someone else here. They could have been an active participant, they could also be an unwitting witness, or perhaps a knowing interloper.”


  “What about the doctor’s office? Was there anything there that exhibited the possibility of a third person?”


  George hesitated, then shook his head. “Like I said this afternoon, he did a real efficient job in keeping that scene clean. I won’t go on the record and say no, but I only found one set of footprints there. The bloodwork could tell a different story, but I doubt it.”


  The awful smell was getting to Leonard, nausea rising in his stomach. He stepped out of the room, then asked, “What about a murder weapon?”


  “He took it with him. There’s some utensils spilled on the floor in the kitchen. The messy cutting at the wrists and ankles could only have been done by a strong man with a dull blade. Nothing we’ve found so far has any blood on it.”


  Leonard thanked George and returned to the living room where Reese was giving orders to a young fireman. The fireman nodded an affirmative and went outside through the rear sliding doors where a couple of his counterparts awaited, presumably to search the woods.


  “Well, what’d you come up with?”


  “We’ve got a lot to go on. This is clearly the same murderer that got Delaney.”


  “Right. His name is Sparke. Tell me something I don’t know.”


  “Don’t jump to conclusions, Captain. All evidence points in that direction, but there’re some interesting particulars that suggest otherwise.”


  Reese grinned. “Go on...”


  “To make a long story short, and George will back Kevin and me up, but there’s a strong possibility of another person besides Sparke being involved. And I say ‘besides’ instead of ‘in addition to’ because we’ve not been able to conclude exactly who it is that’s committing these crimes, or whether they’re acting together.”


  “Are you kidding me, Len? It’s Sparke, without a doubt. A child could figure that one out. You’d need a real convincing testimony to make me think otherwise. And you said earlier that you thought his girlfriend might be involved. Frankly, I thought we came to that conclusion.”


  “I’m not saying that Sparke isn’t involved, because he is. That much is certain. What I am saying is...is that he may be a pawn in someone else’s game. And yes, we’ve got our eyes on his girlfriend, Pamela Bergin. But there’s a strong possibility of another third party...someone who might be running the whole show.”


  “You’ve really been doing your homework on this, huh?”


  “More than you know, Captain. And it goes much further beyond the evidence gathered at Delaney’s.”


  Reese walked over the couch in the living room, sat down then patted the seat next to him. “There’s room for two more. Leonard, Kevin, have a seat.”


  The time had come to reveal all.


  For the next half hour Reese sat in silence as Leonard and Kevin confessed the entire story, from their being called to Sparke’s place and finding him cleaning the blood on his floor, to them trailing him as he rode downtown for his appointment with Dr Delaney. Then, when they went to the hospital to see if Pamela Bergin had checked herself in, spotting Samantha Sparke there. Their talk with Pam, Kevin’s odd allergic reaction while in her apartment, and then finally receiving the dreadful call as they waited outside Delaney’s office. In addition to discussing their all-day whereabouts, they also went into great detail about their discoveries, the inconsistencies in Richard’s and Pam’s stories including the damage to Pam’s car, the tape of Sparke’s session with Delaney, the doctor’s notes, the fingerprints, and ultimately their theories of a third person and the possible connection to the incident concerning his wife two years ago.


  After a moment of silence, Reese finally said, “That’s quite a tale.”


  “It’s the truth,” Kevin said. “All of it.”


  Leonard added, “Captain, there’s something big going down here, more than just meets the eye. I’m certain of it. I’m trying real hard to read between the lines. But right now the spaces are too thin.”


  Reese pursed his lips, did his best to suppress a look of satisfaction. “You did a good job fellas, even if you did break the rules. That’s not a ticket to slide, though. I still want a report written on my desk, A-S-A-P. In the meantime, keep working on the evidence, see if there’s anything else you can find here that’ll help your cause. There’s a dispatch outside fielding calls from any Sparke sightings that come in. I’ve got a half dozen empty leads so far. Also, try to find out exactly why Samantha Sparke was at the hospital today. That could tell us a great deal.”


  “Captain?”


  Reese, Leonard, and Kevin all turned around to face a cherub-faced cop who didn’t look old enough to grow whiskers. He entered the house, breathing heavily, seemingly anxious to reveal whatever bit of information he’d unearthed. Perhaps Sparke had been spotted?


  “Yes?”


  “Remember you asked me to look into the phone off the hook in the bedroom?”


  “Yes.”


  “Well...a call was placed to 911 at 3:34 this afternoon...a distressed female caller said that someone was in her house, and was trying to ‘get her’. Then, after a few seconds, she said that it was all right, and cancelled the call. Strange thing is, before she hung up, the operator thought she heard a man’s voice, then a bit of a struggle...and then the line disconnected.”


  Leonard said, “Tell them to send a copy of the tape to the Fairview Precinct.” He leaned toward Kevin, whispered, “We’ll have a listen to see if we can make out Sparke’s voice.”


  Reese smiled. “Thanks, Gregory. Good job.”


  “Wait...there’s more.”


  Reese leaned over to Leonard. “Culver’s got some young guns, eh?” He redirected himself to Gregory. “Go ahead.”


  “On a whim, I had the city emergency operator check to see if any calls had come in from Mr Sparke’s residence today. I’d heard about the incident there this morning...”


  “Good news travels fast,” Kevin said. Leonard grinned, embarrassed. It appeared there had been some talk going around about his visit with Sparke this morning. God only knows what kind of rumors were blossoming.


  “A call was placed from Mr Sparke’s residence to 911 at 10:30 AM, but was immediately disconnected. There was no conversation recorded.”


  Leonard had to stop and think about what time he’d been there this morning. Reese and Kevin both stared at him, each clearly wondering the same thing, waiting for an answer. He looked at Kevin. “We got there when, about 10:45?”


  Kevin nodded an uncertain agreement.


  Reese grinned. “If you’d called in a report, we’d have it on record.”


  “All right, cut me a break, will ya? Fact is Sparke probably made the call himself, then had reservations about reporting the incident because he feared revealing too much of whatever it was he needed to keep a secret. Regardless, it still doesn’t explain any more of the mystery.”


  “Other than the injury was probably bad enough to need medical attention,” Kevin added.


  “Thank you, Gregory,” Reese said, dismissing the young cop. He redirected himself toward Leonard. “Let me get this straight for a second. Sparke makes a 911 call, then hangs up. Then, this afternoon Samantha Sparke does  nearly the same thing. Perhaps they were both surprised by the same person? She’s killed, but Sparke somehow gets away with just a bit of blood on his floor. He must’ve done his attacker some damage.”


  “Getting confusing again,” Kevin said.


  “Damn,” Reese said. “We’ve got nothing but blind leads. No definite answers on anything going on. The only thing we can almost be certain about is that Delaney’s killer and Samantha Sparke’s killer are the same person, and that person is most likely Richard Sparke. The only way we’re gonna find out why is after we discover where he is.


  The front door of the house bounded open and in came Harry Dunsworth. His face was drenched in sweat, hair mussed, eyes wet with excitement. He held a radio receiver in his left hand and held it out towards Captain Reese before nearly stumbling over his own feet.


  “What is it?”


  “Got a lead. Comes from the Bledson Hills Sheriff’s department. They received a call from a local cabin-renter in the park area who’d heard gunshots being fired. He went up into the hills and found a body by the river, male, mid-thirties...wearing all black clothing.”


  Leonard peered at Reese. “Care to re-evaluate your theory?”


  Reese stood quiet for a moment, then said, “Leonard, get your car.”


  Leonard nodded to Kevin and the young cop raced outside with the keys. He said to Harry Dunsworth, “Tell them we’ll be there in less than ninety minutes.”


  


  Cletus


  
     
  


  He’d spent the last few hours relying on natural moonlight for vision, making it nearly impossible to shut out the harsh light now targeting his eyes. It abruptly invaded his pupils, burned them. Sharp tears sprouted forth as he shuttered his lids, too late to combat the orange blotches now dancing in his sights like specters, impeding any chance he had to see the cop, or cops, standing before him. He raised his hands as he’d been commanded to do, feeling Pam’s gun bulging at his waist. It would be fully visible to those before him.


  He heard footsteps approach on the gravel. Then the voice, this time closer. “Don’t move, or I’ll shoot.” He felt a hand yank the gun from his waist-band. The intrusive light fell away, but he still couldn’t see the man as he was shoved against the car and frisked. The cop pulled his arm behind his back, the same way the man in black had a half hour earlier during their battle. The pain was immediate and striking, and Richard cried out as the cuffs were slapped on.


  “Looks like you’ve been through the war.” The cop’s voice reflected the common dialect of the folks living up here in the country: high-tone with a touch of redneck twang that stereotypically signified their perch on a lower limb of the IQ tree.


  “I’ve had better days,” Richard retorted, a shrewdness rising up in his harried mind, testily labeling the still unseen trooper as ‘Cletus’.


  “I think you ought to start telling me about it,” Cletus the trooper said.


  Richard’s sights cleared some and he could see the hood of the trooper’s car as he leaned on it. Looking through the front windshield there was a small Mr Donuts box on the dash, a half-eaten cruller and an empty coffee cup tipped alongside. “I had an accident...I was camping, got lost in the woods, fell into the trough. I think I’ve dislocated my shoulder.” It was the best whitewash he could come up with, a passable lie on par with his tale about how the blood ended up on his kitchen floor. “I’m in need of medical assistance.”


  He felt the grip of the trooper squeeze his bicep. “Don’t move,” he said. “Is this where it hurts?”


  Richard was about to say ‘yes’ when Cletus the trooper gave his arm a sharp jerk, sending excruciating pain through his entire body. He yelled out, lungs heaving as his breath nearly escaped him. It felt like he’d been stabbed again.


  Damn it, Richard! You manage to escape your mortal enemy, not to mention the Fairview police, only to be brought in by Cletus the redneck trooper?


  Conscience?


  No, he’s dead. Just a temporary voice of moral support checking in. Keep looking around inside that head of yours, there’s plenty of us in here.


  “So how the fuck am I supposed to get out of this jam?”


  Cletus tugged on his arm again. Excruciating pain. “Who the fuck you talkin’ to, boy?”


  The sudden excitement of hearing the voice in his head, the one he thought was his long lost ‘conscience’ coming back to him, had had Richard talking to himself again--an all-too-common idiosyncrasy of the past. As usual, it earned him some undesirable attention. “No one, I...”


  “You ain’t goin’ nowhere, boy. It’s a slow night...and you is mine!” Cletus had moved close to Richard’s ear, the smell of coffee on his breath thick and repulsive. The trooper spun Richard around, slammed him back against the highway patrol car, the cuffs digging into his wrists and sending jolts of pain through his hands. He squeezed his eyes shut. When the pain finally subsided he opened them and was able to take in all that was Cletus the redneck trooper.


  The first thing Richard noticed was his youthful age. Couldn’t have been more than twenty, if that. He had a simple look about him, pale-faced and pimpled, a few errant hairs making their way across his lip in a comedic struggle for a moustache. His lips had dried chocolate on them, some denser accumulations nestled in the corners of his parted mouth, which proudly displayed crooked teeth and an encumbering tongue thrust. If freckles could breathe, Richard thought, I’d be smelling them too. What a simple Simon, through and through. Except for one thing.


  The look in his eyes, his pupils. They were dilated, drifting in a sea of glossy white that swam across Richard’s face in an arbitrary and seemingly unfocused left-right pattern.


  Damn, Richard thought. Either the kid is on drugs, or he’s completely insane.


  Either way, you’re fucked, chief.


  Richard bit his lip, cursing the voice in his head. He kept his gaze away from Cletus, looking, by accident, at his badge.


  It had a smear of chocolate on it. It said ‘Earl’.


  I like Cletus better.


  “Me too.”


  “What’s that you said?” Earl-Cletus said, breathing hot chocolate-coffee breath in Richard’s face. His shuffled his feet against the dry road in a nervous repetitive way, sending up a dry cloud of dust that settled on Richard’s already dry tongue.


  Coughing, Richard finally stepped up to the plate. “Why do you have me in cuffs? I didn’t do anything.”


  Earl-Cletus shined his flashlight in Richard’s face. “You be trespassing. Park’s closed. Can’t you read the sign?”


  Can’t you? Richard, head turned down, giggled at the voice in his head, and Earl-Cletus responded with a swift knock to the temple with his flashlight. The pain was fierce, his body already compromised, and he crumpled defensively to the ground.


  “Don’t you be laughing at me! No one gets away with laughing at Earl Porter anymore!” Earl grabbed Richard--the guy was pretty strong, he guessed that if you put that much baby-fat into it, you could certainly accomplish something pushing your weight around--opened the back door of the cruiser and rolled him in. The door slammed shut behind him.


  Richard stayed down against the seat, listening with dismay as Earl got in, backed out and drove north, away from the state park entrance. For a while he just lay there, feeling his splitting headache bloom into a migraine. He noticed a peculiar burning sensation that started from the point of pain at the front of his head, traveling through his body, across his back and into his legs and finally turning into a tingling numbness in his feet. He’d had this sensation before, an uncontrollable thrust of anxiety, perhaps a signal that his body was finally ready to shut itself down. In an effort to fight it, he sat up and distracted himself by peering at the trooper through the mesh divider. Gosh, the guy was dumb. But Richard had to give him credit. He’d gotten his man, and was now more than likely taking him to the Sheriff’s station house where some of the smarter folk would commend the rookie for unwittingly bringing in a sought-after man.


  “I ought to bring you in, put you in the cell for the night,” Earl finally said, breaking the harsh silence. “Daddy and the men are up in the mountains looking for a dead body. You just might have something to do with that, now. Wouldn’t you?”


  Richard’s heart pounded. He stayed silent. The situation was worse than he thought.


  “Speak up!” Earl’s shout was alarming. He slammed the gas, peeled out, taking the car to sixty, hooting and hollering the entire way. Richard caught his wild gaze in the rearview mirror just as the reckless trooper hit the brakes, smoked the tires and did a three-sixty in the middle of the deserted road. Richard slammed against the left door, then bounced forward, scraping his hands on the seat cage as he put them up to avoid hitting his head again. Your second guess was more accurate, Richard. This guy’s a few cards short of a full deck. Even in this vulnerable position, it took great effort to keep a leash on his grin after that unprovoked witticism. Either the throbbing pain in his head made it a bit easier to control his emotions, or he was really losing his mind this time.


  When the car stopped, the sounds of the night immediately took over: an eerie symphony of crickets, the random hoot of an owl, plus the raving lunatic breathing of trooper Earl-Cletus, who duly turned around and eyed Richard behind the safety divider as if he were a curiosity at the zoo.


  “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.” Richard’s voice was weak, the words barely making their way out.


  “There’s a dead man up in them woods. My dad--the Sheriff, you know--went on up with Deputy Boyer to check it out. I’d reckon that since you came outta there all limping and bloodied up and stuff that you might’ve had something to do with that. You wanna tell me what you’re doing all bloodied up? And stuff? Huh?”


  Richard could smell Earl’s nasty breath from the back seat. His sweat-coated forehead glistened under the dome light, his eyes rode waves looser than ever. “I told you, I was hiking, had an accident, slipped into the river. That’s all.”


  “LIAR!” Earl pointed his gun at Richard. “Before you told me you were camping.” Richard trembled, wondered if he’d be dumb enough to fire against the steel grate.


  Like an unexpected alarm in the middle of the night, the car radio squelched. A deep male voice filtered through the static-filled signal. “Earl, just where in the hell are you? Over.”


  “Oh shit!” Earl fumbled the gun, placed it on the seat next to him. His eyes zig-zagged in their sockets as he sat himself forward and took a few deep breaths, seemingly preparing himself with some weak excuse for not being where Papa Cletus wanted him.


  The voice came through again. “Earl, I tried you at the station, then on your hand-held. There was no answer each time. Are you in the car? Over.”


  Richard saw Earl reach to his side, whisper oh shit as he realized that he’d forgotten his radio, then picked up the receiver and said, “Hi Daddy,” in his best ‘be gentle with your son’ voice.


  “Well where the fuck are you, Earl? I told you to stay at the station. Who the hell is watching the god-darned station? Over!”


  “Uh, I was hungry, I’m on my way back now.”


  “Son of a bitch! You listen to me, and listen real good. You get back there this instant, get on the phone with Tommy and tell him to get his ass out of bed and into the station A-S-A-P. We’re gonna be here a while.”


  “Dad, I think there’s something you ought to know...” he said, peering around at Richard. Richard shuddered but was relieved when Earl-Cletus was interrupted by his pissed-off father.


  “Damn it Earl, I ain’t got no time for games! Get back to the station and call Tommy. Over!” The signal disconnected.


  “Shit!” Earl shouted, slamming the receiver against the dash a half-dozen times.


  “What’s the matter Earl?” Richard said from behind the safety of the cage. “Papa’s all sore on you?”


  “Fuck! You!” he shouted, tears in his eyes.


  Richard couldn’t help but smile. “Are you crying, Earl?” Richard realized with a bit of satisfaction that this confident and rather cocky attitude was something new seeping in from the multitude of personalities digging their way out from his subconscious. He listened for a supporting voice to make itself known, but found only silence in his head for the time being.


  “Fuck you!” Earl screamed, again pointing the gun at him through the cage. “I oughta put a nice fat hole in your head.”


  “I don’t think daddy would approve of that.” Richard grinned. He saw Earl’s face turn red. The boy then slammed the gun on the seat next to him, turned around and shifted the car into drive. “We’ll see who laughs last!” He slammed the gas and burned rubber as he peeled down the dark country road. Richard fell back into the seat, the knife wound on his shoulder stinging like acid. He stayed low, watching the natural environment speeding past the windows until a few houses came into view, then the small town of Bledson--your typical storybook one-light community with a church, a local bar, and of course, the Sheriff’s Office. Amazing, Richard thought, that a tiny hillbilly town like this could exist just eighty miles north of the big city.


  Earl tore into a small blacktop lot alongside the Sheriff’s office. Richard sat up and peered at the small structure. Brick face. A pretty brass sign out front. There was a small piece of paper taped to the inside window of the front door with the words back in ten minutes scribbled on it. Richard laughed when he realized the cruiser’s beacon light was spinning, good ‘ol Cletus acting all important as if he were chauffeuring some big time criminal to the state courthouse.


  Let’s just hope he doesn’t find out the truth.


  No one knows the real truth. Not even me.


  Let’s not get too technical, okay, Richard?


  “Good thing you had those twirlers on there, Earl. Otherwise we might not have made it through all the traffic.”


  “Shut up,” he said, getting out of the car.


  “Don’t forget your donuts.”


  He groped for his gun, but slipped up, realizing that he’d left it on the seat next to him. He reached back into the front seat to retrieve it, then came out and pointed it at Richard as he opened the back door. “Get out, dirtbag.”


  Richard, shifting the cuffs in attempt to alleviate the pain they caused, followed Earl’s lead. The good news was that for now the station would be empty, just the two of them to trade insults. Soon enough though, if Earl obeyed his father, another cop would be here  and would no doubt have some questions for the sheriff’s idiot offspring. And Richard. They walked toward the small building, Earl digging the gun into Richard’s side. For a moment Richard thought of making a quick attack, but the cuffs were too tight and there was no way he could bring them around his body quicker than Earl could fire the gun.


  Earl fished a set of keys from his belt, put one in the lock, and opened the door. He held it open with his foot, using the gun to guide Richard inside. The interior was real small, a total of three desks, each with a telephone and a variety of personal office supplies. A coffee machine sat in the far left corner, the pot half-filled with burnt liquid. Across the way a hallway disappeared to the right. Earl grabbed another set of keys from a desk drawer, led Richard down the short hallway and locked him in one of the two cells there. The dust on the bars showed that these holds hadn’t been utilized for quite some time.


  “Hey Earl, you want to tell me what I’m under arrest for?”


  “Shut up.”


  “You never read me my rights.”


  “You have the right to shut the fuck up.”


  Richard blew out a breath of exasperation, sat down on the end of the bench in the cell and closed his eyes. He watched the dancing shapes on the inside of his lids until he thought he heard a faint siren-like sound. He opened his eyes and peered down the hall where he could see Earl pacing crazily about.


  The young cop stamped his feet a few times, then picked up the nearest desk phone--even at this distance Richard could see the anger and frustration seething on his freckled face--and started dialing. “Yeah, Tommy? This is Earl. My daddy says you gotta come to the station. Why? Him and Boyer are up in the hills checking out a body. Yep, a body. So come on here. I got a surprise for you. Nope, I ain’t tellin’. You gots to come and see for yourself. See you in a few--”


  The momentum of Earl’s jiggling face went suddenly still, as if he’d just seen a ghost. His hand fell from his ear, the phone loose in its clutch as he set it back into the cradle. Apparently he’d seen something interesting, probably just beyond the front window because his eyes stopped wavering and his lower jaw hung real low with its fat bottom lip all slick with saliva, and he stood real steady trying to feign some poise in his chubby physique. All for what?


  Richard heard the front door open, then the slow squeak of sneakered footsteps. He saw Earl smile real devilishly, as if he’d just been mistakenly handed a fifty dollar gift certificate to Mr Donuts. The young trooper tried to speak, at least it appeared that way because his bottom lip was trembling so much, and all that would come out was a pathetic stutter of “G-Good evening, m-ma’am.”


  The sneakered footsteps approached Earl but stopped just beyond Richard’s line of vision. Richard pressed his face against the bars of the cell, desperate to see who it was that had good ‘ol Cletus-Earl all tongue tied. A woman’s hand reached out, touched Earl’s fat sweaty face. He trembled, wiping his wet palms against his pants, the sudden bulge at his zipper testimony to his virginity. Earl, in an attempt to cover the pitched tent, tripped back against the wall. Richard almost burst out laughing but cut it short when the woman came into view, a slim shapely body in blue jeans, a man’s plaid shirt tied seductively at the waist to reveal a smooth belly, cut cleavage, and a lightly freckled chest.


  For the briefest moment she peered down the short hall and locked eyes with Richard. Very quickly, and surreptitiously, she smiled at him.


  Just like she did four months ago, in Stafford’s Coffee House.


  Pam.


  


  History


  
     
  


  The car ride upstate was spent discussing all the finer details of the mystery, Leonard and Kevin taking turns to recall every minute of their day, divulging each specific, their testimonies showing no contradiction. Reese seemed genuinely impressed with their campaign, and on one occasion even displayed a grin of smug satisfaction--even if they hadn’t played everything by the book. Upon leaving Fairview he’d insisted on taking the wheel of Leonard’s car, and during the whole trip listened intently as the cops shared their incredible experience. He remained mostly quiet, systematically nodding along with them. But on occasion he made a point to comment on some of the more obvious discrepancies, offering up his own theories which either Leonard or Kevin respectfully discredited.


  Kevin rode in the back seat with the box of evidence on his lap, poring over Delaney’s file on Sparke, even so much as re-reading a couple of pages with utter fascination. “Hey Len, you never told me about the tape.”


  “Jesus...I forgot. Yeah, there’s something I want to check out.”


  “What is it?” Reese asked.


  “Kevin, hand me the tapes and the player.” As he reached over and took the items from Kevin, he said, “When we were interviewing Sparke this morning, from out of nowhere he said something along the lines of--and Kevin, correct me if I’m wrong--he said something about seeing a flash of light...a blue light, like a camera’s flash. Of course we didn’t see anything, so he told us to just forget it, and we did because we thought he was simply tired, and then we moved on. We’d completely forgotten about this little episode until we listened to the tape from the doctor’s office, and read Delaney’s notes. In the notebook, there was a reference to a flash of blue light, something we didn’t connect to Richard’s odd statement from this morning until Richard, on the tape, again said the exact same thing.”


  He searched the tape of Sparke’s session with Delaney until he found the segment he was looking for. He played it for Reese: Richard interrupting his therapy session to comment on an unexpected flash of light. A few seconds later when the conversation resumed between doctor and patient, Leonard stopped the tape.


  Reese cleared his throat then commented, “Okay, so what are you driving at?”


  “I remembered,” Leonard said, switching tapes, “that when I interviewed Sparke two years ago about the attack on his wife, he’d said something very similar, about seeing a ‘strange light’. I didn’t think anything of it at the time, and it’d quickly escaped my memory. Until now. Kevin...that’s why earlier I couldn’t be certain about it him saying it--because for so long I didn’t remember it. Now it’s as clear as day, I can even recall exactly when he said it. Give me a minute.” He fast-forwarded the tape, listened to a few seconds of dialogue before stopping it. He fast-forwarded a little more, then stopped. “Okay, right here...listen to this. He pressed play:


  


  ‘So you’re saying, Richard, that your wife’s injuries were fresh, that she’d without doubt obtained them that night as she slept?’


  ‘That’s correct. While I slept too.’


  ‘Do you feel, unequivocally, that there was an intruder?’


  ‘No, I don’t, but I don’t see any other possibility.’


  ‘Any idea, if there was indeed an intruder, who it might--’


  ‘What’s that?’


  ‘What’s what?’


  ‘I saw a light...a bright blue flash...like a flash from a camera.’


  ‘I didn’t see anything, Richard.’


  ‘Don’t worry about it. Forget it...I must be dreaming.’


  


  Leonard stopped the tape. “He even mentioned the part about ‘dreaming’ earlier this morning. It’s like history repeating itself.”


  Kevin said, “Must sound weird hearing yourself from two years ago having a conversation with the man who’s been our primary focus for the last twelve hours.”


  “Weird’s an understatement.”


  “Here we are, finally,” Reese said, slowing down. He pulled the car into the right lane and exited the interstate at Bledson Hills. Once on State Road 35, he unbuckled his seat belt and kept his eyes focused on the dark winding road.


  “Should be on the right,” Leonard said. About a mile up.


  “Nothing but trees.”


  Leonard paused for a moment, his mind and thoughts shifting back to Janice. He never called her to tell her where he’d be, or when he’d be home. Never gave it a second thought, really. Was it fair to leave her sitting at home wondering where he was? Whether or not he was okay? Leonard shrugged away the creeping guilt. This wouldn’t be the first time he stayed on the job late, and Janice very well knew that he sometimes lost track of time. He’d always told her in the past, No news is good news. Don’t wait for the phone to ring. But he also knew that she hadn’t figured him to be eighty miles away investigating a double murder--that he wouldn’t be coming home at all tonight. She’s probably seen the news, he thought. She must know what I’m doing. He wondered if she really cared. Maybe she’s sleeping? She’d be better off lost in some dream than waiting for my call.


  “There!” Leonard pointed, regaining his train of thought. Just past a bend in the road was a Sheriff’s car sitting on the shoulder alongside a wire fence. In front of the car was a path that ran under a section of the fence with hinges on it--a gate, one perhaps utilized by local authorities. When they pulled up and parked in front of the trooper’s vehicle, a middle-aged man with short cropped hair emerged from the front seat to greet them. He wore plain clothes--jeans, a red plaid shirt, and baseball cap--but Leonard could see he was a cop by the harness and gun belt draped over his chest. His eyes smiled and he wore a pleasant grin beneath a bushy moustache. He looked relieved that they’d finally arrived.


  “Good evening. Fairview’s finest, I suppose.”


  Reese smiled. “I’m Captain Reese. This is Officer Leonard Moldofsky, and Officer Kevin Hughes. We came as quickly as possible.”


  They exchanged handshakes. “Assistant Deputy Harnisch. Pleased to meet you.” Pointing further up the road, and getting right down to business, he said, “There’s a lot of physical disturbance near the park’s main entrance, but this here service entrance will make the going a good deal shorter. Why don’t you gentlemen come with me.”


      The four piled into the trooper’s sedan. Harnisch used a remote control to open the steel gate, and took them into the state park.


  “That’s pretty cool,” Kevin said.


  “Isn’t it? These here fences were put up back in the eighties in order to keep the deer from going out onto the road. They just installed this remote control gate so the ranger doesn’t have to get out of his car every time he goes in and out. Anyway, there’s a bunch of cabins up here in the park that the town council rents out to state employees. A fringe benefit, I guess, if you like to camp or hunt, although we’re out of hunting season at the moment. Jake Hammer, a park employee, was using one of the cabins for a little ‘r and r’ when he heard some gunshots. Doesn’t have a gun, so he waited a while before going out to have a look around. About three hundred yards further on up the mountain from where he was staying, he found a body. Nasty gunshot wound to the head. I haven’t seen it yet, but Sheriff Porter’s up there right now with Deputy Boyer. Said it must’ve been a shotgun blast at close range.”


  “Must be a messy scene.”


  “Uh-huh, that’s what I figure.” Harnisch cleared his throat. “Anyway, Sheriff Porter got the printout of your fugitive today over the computer and had it in his pocket when he got to the body. Said it’s definitely him. He radioed me at the station and had me call you right away, then told me to wait for you by the service entrance.”


  The car jostled as the road began to thin. It curved upward over a rough embankment, the headlights dancing across the dark environment like nightclub spots. They reached a flat area of land where Harnisch stopped the car beside a large pine. To the right a small cabin sat against a backdrop of trees, two windows and a front door illuminated by the amber glow of interior lights. Dozens of moths danced and flitted around the windows, beetles the size of nickels gripped the screens. The front door opened and a man appeared. He was probably in his fifties, but his grizzled appearance made him look older. His hair was mussed, and he needed a shave three days ago. He wore a similar but dirtier outfit to the assistant deputy, plaid shirt and Wrangler jeans that’d seen better days. He coughed like an old car and spit out a wad of tobacco juice before offering a receptive grin.


  “Jake, these here are the detectives from Fairview. Sheriff thinks you might’ve found their man.”


  “Evening officers...Harn, you want me to take ‘em up?”


  “You bet. I’m coming along for the ride, heh heh.” The two men shared a giggle, slapped each other playfully on the shoulder. Leonard grinned at Kevin, who eyed Reese, who in his silence seemed to say, Where the hell are we? Mayberry?


  Jake went into the cabin and returned with three flashlights. Harnisch retrieved two more from the cruiser so each man could have his own. With Jake in the lead, they began to walk through the woods, Leonard finally ‘getting’ Harnisch’s bad joke about coming along for the ‘ride’. Redneck humor, simple and quite unfunny.


  The full moon’s light trickled through the dense pines, allowing them a trace of visibility even beyond the span of wavering beams from their flashlights. Keeping a steady pace, they ventured uphill over sticks and rocks and twigs for a good ten minutes, their footsteps nearly drowned out by the never-ending serenade of crickets and cicadas. Leonard shuddered as he tried to comprehend the overwhelming variety of bugs teeming throughout the woods, the different shapes and sizes they came in, the different clicks and chirps they made. His skin crawled and gooseflesh ran across his arms as he visualized them creeping beneath his clothes, pincers digging into his skin looking to scoop out their fair share of flesh and blood.


  “You better stop scratching, Len. You’ll get an infection.”


  “Damn mosquitoes. How much further in is it?”


  “Another couple of minutes,” Jake said. “The woods are starting to clear now.”


  Soon the woods did clear and a wide open stretch of nature came into view, dimly illuminated beneath the pleasant lunar radiance. The sound of running water immediately rose from a nearby trough, at a safe enough distance, it seemed, so they didn’t have to worry about falling in. Ahead and to the left a pair of construction spots ignited a small area about fifteen feet from the edge of the trough where two men stood beside a dark figure on the ground. They walked in the direction of the lit area, the earth much wetter here in the open, their sloshing footsteps announcing their disorderly approach.


  “Must’ve rained here,” Leonard said. “Gonna make it difficult gathering evidence.”


  One of the two men stepped forward. He wore a full sheriff’s uniform, complete with a cowboy hat and badge. Perhaps this is Mayberry after all, Leonard thought jokingly, his tired mind starting to make him think frivolously. The sheriff wore thick brown-rimmed glasses that needed cleaning; they were covered with a film of water and dust.


  “Evening...Captain Reese?”


  “That’ll be me.”


  “Sheriff Porter.” The two men exchanged handshakes. Sheriff Porter was the type that must have been made fun of in school. His face bore a striking resemblance to a bird, long and cadaverous, his nose pointed like a beak. He had a thin Vincent Price-like moustache above even thinner lips. He was probably fifty pounds overweight, most of it concentrated in a belly that’d seen more than its fair share of bacon and eggs. He took a sideways glance at Leonard’s badge. “Detective Moldofsky, I presume?”


  Leonard didn’t want to correct the Sheriff, God only knew how temperamental the local yokels got when invading their turf, so he simply nodded and grinned, along with Kevin who introduced himself as ‘officer’ Hughes.


  “I got your bulletin late this afternoon. Took a gander then folded it up in my pocket. Didn’t pay too much attention. After all, not too many serial killers make it out of the city, you know. And if they do, Bledson Hills is a wee bit too small to hide out in.”


  “Well, we thought Fairview was safe from this kind of drama too, but here we are, two and possibly three murders later, trailing a local man as our primary suspect. Looks to me like he found the hills a good place to hide.”


  “Or a good place to commit suicide. There’s a Winchester right next to the body.”


  Suicide?, Leonard thought. Was Sparke really that desperate? No, it can’t possibly be.


  “Shotgun. Must be bad.”


  “Pretty messy.” He hesitated, then said, “I suggest you put your thinking caps on, gentlemen. The man you thought was a murderer either committed suicide, or was murdered himself.” His smile was thin, all wry and cocky as if he just single handedly unfoiled every theory that Leonard and Kevin had worked so hard on to establish. Damn it, Leonard thought, Porter wasn’t even the one who discovered the body. He grunted to himself. Quite possible that all this overtime was starting to make him tired and cranky, but his first impression of Porter fell sour--he really didn’t like the man.


  “Can we see the body?” Reese, his impatience showing through, also seemed to find an immediate distaste for the local authority.


  Sheriff Porter stepped aside and made a sweeping gesture with his hand as if granting them admission into a carnival tent. The three cops moved forward, flashlights pointed at their feet, careful not to step on anything that might prove to be valuable evidence at a later time. From behind them, the sheriff yelled, “Try not to touch anything. A specialist is on his way from the city now to do a sweep. I just wanted you all to make an ID before the body is taken away.”


  Kevin said, “I guess we should be thankful that he called us up here. He could’ve waited until the body was in the morgue.”


  Leonard agreed. “To his credit, he knows timing is everything. But I can live without the arrogance. Besides, we still have to wait for their men to get here before any additional clues come our way, and that won’t be until tomorrow morning.”


  Deep inside he hoped and prayed that the body lying twenty feet away wasn’t Richard Sparke. Because if it was, then many of their theories were out the window...except for that of a third person being involved, or suicide, which Leonard highly doubted. There’d been no evidence in Delaney’s files to suggest this possibility. And if Sparke had been murdered by the third person, then they would have no clues as to who might have done it, and what their motivation might be. It’d be like starting from square one, a consideration Leonard totally dreaded.


  Finally they came to the body, the ten-yard journey feeling like an endless trek. They froze before it, staring, mouths open, their breaths visible--clouds of anxiety unfurling before them. Leonard’s thoughts ceased, paralyzed. He could only nod. And gaze upon the mutilated body.


  Son-of-a-bitch, it’s Sparke all right.


  Except now he looked much different with half his skull missing.


  


  Cake


  
     
  


  The first thing that came to his mind was, What happened to her injury? She was shot, wasn’t she? Then he once again recalled how he’d shattered her nose with the butcher block this morning, and that too had seemed to magically heal itself since then. So at this very moment, upon locking eyes with an uninjured Pam, Richard became fully convinced that she played a much larger role in his life than he ever imagined, one that included his dreams, his anxieties, and his twin nemesis: the now dead man in black. Without doubt he now knew she held all the answers to the questions he’d been asking himself for three years. If they managed to get out of here--he came to the immediate assumption that she was here to do just that--he’d insist on a complete and thorough explanation as to what the hell was going on. And then he’d insist on knowing why she waited until the shit hit the fan before telling him everything.


  “What’re you looking at?” Earl asked Pam, stepping away from the wall. Good ol’ Cletus-Earl, just trying to do his job. Kind of tough with a boner making its way across the front of his pants.


  She turned and looked back at him, her gaze seductive, her sudden smile dripping with allure. “I wanted to make sure we were alone.”


  “Well, we are, ‘cept that guy in the cell.” Richard could see Earl visibly shaking, and he wondered how the hell they could let this idiot carry a weapon. God help the poor soul that required his assistance in a life threatening situation. Hell, if a sexy woman could immobilize him with a smile and a stare, he could just imagine what a gun pointed at his head would do.


  Earl smiled then added, “He ain’t nothin’ though. You just tell me what it is I can do for you, ma’am.”


  She placed a gentle hand against the bulge in his pants. “My husband is cheating on me, and I’d like to get back at him. Know anyone who might be able help?”


  Earl was near conniption, Richard could see. He was trembling even harder now, like a washer on full-cycle, his brain probably spinning as much too. Finally he managed to say, after a few stuttering attempts, “H-How do you suppose to get back at him?”


  Under normal circumstances Richard would’ve had a hard time holding in the laughter, after all the scene was quite funny. But the situation was far too serious. And his body hurt like hell. And very soon Tommy would be here to rescue Earl from his father’s lack of confidence in him. That would further complicate the situation. He needed Pam to act fast.


  And act fast she did. Earl melted under Pam’s spell, his eyelids closed and fluttering as she stroked his hard-on with her right hand. She pushed him against the wall, working her magic as Earl went off into never-never land. Then, silently and with the finesse of a cat, she used her left hand to remove the gun from his belt. Too caught up in the God-given moment, Cletus-Earl didn’t even realize his weapon had been snatched. He just went on dreaming, fingers groping for and generally missing Pam’s butt and thighs.


  She placed the barrel against his head. Eyes still shut, he kept on smiling. It wasn’t until she stopped stroking his boyhood that he realized something might be amiss, that when he opened his eyes and watched the cold circle of steel slide from his temple to his groin, he knew he’d been had.


  He looked down, contemplating the gun against his hard-on--which was quickly becoming a soft-on--then began to tremble...well, he never really stopped trembling, it just stemmed from a different source now, that of fear instead of pleasure. He tried to utter something along the lines of, “What the fuck?”, but it came out more like whaddafut because so much drool had accumulated in his bottom jaw.


  Richard had been watching the whole time, saying to himself, good going, Pam, that was a piece of cake. She jammed the gun against Earl’s groin. Earl flinched. So did Richard.


  “Party’s over, country boy,” she said. “Nice and slowly now, turn around.”


  He did, no questions asked. He even raised his arms.


  “That’s it. Good. Now walk slowly down the hall, and don’t make any moves ‘cause I can just as easily get what I want with you dead.”


  He obeyed her command, taking it one faltering step at the time. They reached the cell. Richard stepped back, staring at Pam’s eyes, which went everywhere except towards him. Finally Earl said, “My dad’s gonna shit a brick.”


  She ignored him. “Open the cell.”


  He hesitated, then said, “Keys’re in my desk.”


  She dug the gun into his back, the pain on his face evidence of her strength and desire to get this task over and done with. “They’re in your pocket, Earl. I had my hand down there, remember?”


  Richard saw the pained expression of defeat on Earl’s face, his eyelids and nose and lips wrinkling with frustration. He reached into his pocket, slowly fishing out the keyring to the cell.


  “Open it,” she demanded.


  He did. The door fell free from its lock.


  “You,” she said, referring to Richard. “Out.”


  Richard ran from the cell, passing Earl, passing Pam, who at the same instant shoved the sheriff’s son inside. She slammed the door shut, then grabbed Richard by the arm and quickly led him away, leaving Earl behind to his babbling and crying and yelling until they were all the way outside and could hear him no more.


  Winded, dizzied and in pain, Richard fell to his knees just past the front door. “Shit...my leg’s hurt bad. I have no strength.” He looked up at Pam, her face a tense nut of fear, of dour concern.


  “We have to run, Richard. The police will be here in no time.”


  He remembered something. Not a voice in his head, just a recent recollection. “The car.”


  “What car?”


  He motioned toward the trooper’s cruiser. “He left the keys in it.”


  She ran to it, opened the driver’s side door. Richard stood up and staggered over as she felt around the steering wheel. “Get in!” She slid into the front seat, started it up. Richard opened the back door and lay down on the seat, realizing that, like before, he’d be trapped here until she let him out.


  Again, he was a prisoner. This time it was Pam who held him captive.


  He closed his eyes as she drove away from the police station, thinking, I’ve done much worse in the past.


  He tried to sit up but could not. Fatigue weighed him down. Hunger ate at his stomach and he thought of the donuts on the dashboard, but fell asleep before he could manage to ask for one, his stomach and mind both crying in want of something satisfactory to quench the sickness within.


  


  Step


  
     
  


  “What the hell is going on?”


  Leonard, Kevin, and Reese spun around to face the angry sheriff, who had his radio fastened to his ear. He was pacing about in a mad circle, one arm waving furiously in the air. Leonard grinned, somewhat pleased to see the cocky sheriff getting the short end of somebody’s stick, yet concerned that something might wrongly affect their current situation. Any distraction to the local authority would create further delays and headaches.


  “Captain...” Sheriff Porter yelled, motioning with his hand for them to approach. They returned to where he stood, the sheriff replacing his radio upon their arrival.


  “Find anything?” Reese asked, following a fast-walking Porter away from the scene.


  “Tommy, one of my men, found my damn son, my ‘junior deputy’, locked in a cell in the station. Shit, I just spoke to the bastard a half hour ago! Said he’d made his way out for some eats. Son of a bitch, I oughta wring that fat neck of his!”


  “What happened?”


  Sheriff Porter kept his quickened pace as they entered the woods. Battling fatigue, Leonard and Kevin struggled to keep up. “Said on his way back he picked up a suspicious-looking man coming out of the park by the main entrance. Looked to have some injuries. Brought him in but then said a woman came in--”


  “A woman,” Leonard said. “Do you think he might be able to give us a description?”


  “Got one for you. Hot. That’s what the putz said. Hot.”


  Kevin looked at Leonard. “Could be Pamela Bergin.”


  They reached the clearing where Harnisch had parked the cruiser. He and Jake Hammer were standing by the entrance of the cabin, sharing cans of soda. They must have returned back down the mountain while Leonard, Kevin, and Reese milled about the body.


  “Fellas,” Porter yelled. “We’re goin’ back to the station. Sit on down at the gate and wait for the forensics team to arrive.”


  Jake Hammer had a Chevy pickup parked behind the cabin. He and Harnisch took that down while Sheriff Porter drove the cruiser with Reese beside him and Leonard and Kevin in the back. Once past the remote control gate, Reese got out and followed them into town in Leonard’s cruiser.


  The drive into Bledson Hills was real easy: three miles straight on State Road 35, with one quick stop to check out the main park entrance where the sheriff’s son said he picked up the suspicious man. Behind the open gate sat a small white car, the front bumper dented in a bit. Kevin ran out, gave it a once-over and nodded to Leonard and Porter.


  “Son of a gun...we must’ve just missed him coming down,” Porter said. “That car wasn’t here two hours ago, although we did notice some tire tracks going in. Didn’t think that unusual ‘cause some of the cabins are rented.”


  When Kevin returned he said, “It’s Pamela Bergin’s car.”


   “Who’s she?” Porter asked.


   “More than likely the ‘hot’ woman your son spoke of.”


   “A suspected accomplice too,” Kevin added.


  They continued on, passing a few small houses, crossed a bridge over a river of mud into town, forgoing the one stop light that flashed red. Bledson Hills was one of the  quieter communities Leonard had ever passed through, especially now at night. Not a soul walked Main Street, not a car filled a curbside spot. ‘The Hills’ appeared quite comfortable and content with itself, surrounded by mountains whose pine trees even now in the fall boasted a truly perfect green. Now, even at night, they seemed to glow beneath the moon’s radiance.


  After the mostly quiet ride--Sheriff Porter kept mumbling under his breath along the way--they arrived at the station and exited the car. Reese pulled in right behind them. They were immediately greeted at the door by a tall man with thinning gray hair and glasses. He wore the typical Bledson Hills garb: flannel shirt and Wrangler jeans and nodded expressionlessly at their approach. “Howdy Officers. Port, Earl’s inside sipping coffee. He’s all bugged out. Says a woman snatched his gun, held it against his head.”


  They entered the station. So this is Earl, Leonard thought. The portly young fellow was rather comical looking, fat, freckles, your typical picked-on kid in high school. Like father, like son. He sat behind a desk with a happy face mug in front of him, dark circles under his eyes, looking like the weight of the world was on his shoulders.


  Sheriff Porter approached the uniformed boy--one of the only few in town, it seemed, not in jeans--but his son gazed as far away as possible. “I’ll deal with you later, Earl. Now these here are police from Fairview. They’d like to ask you a few questions. I expect you to answer them truthfully.” Seemed the sheriff’s edgy demeanor carried over into his personal life too.


  Earl gave his father no reaction. He gazed up at Leonard, who sat in the chair opposite him. Leonard offered a weak smile, then, surrounded by Kevin and Reese, began a conversation.


  “Having a helluva night, eh?”


  No response.


  “I’ll take that as a yes. Sheriff tells me you took a man in tonight, caught him near the woods.”


  “Yep,” he answered, gaze downcast.


  “Description?”


  “I don’t know...late thirties, dark hair and eyes, black pants and shirt.”


  “Wearing all black?”


  “Yep...but they was all dirty. He was injured. Looked like he’d been in a fight.”


  “Injured in what way?”


  “Had some cuts and bruises on his face and arms. Limped a bit.”


  “So what happened?”

      “I took him here, locked him up. I was suspicious because Daddy said they’d found a body up in the woods. Oh, and I found a gun on him too.”


  A gun? Leonard thought it interesting that the killer was carrying a gun, if Earl’s man was indeed the killer, since none of the earlier murder scenes showed any evidence of gunfire. Perhaps Sparke had committed the knifings earlier, with the third person then using the gun on Sparke? But then Leonard thought of something else: Jake Hammer had reported gunshots. Which meant multiple firings. Which eliminated the possibility of Sparke committing suicide, because if he had, then there would have only been one shot. So there must have been a gunfight in which Sparke was murdered by the third person. The gun Earl found on the killer was probably Sparke’s, used in self-defense and later snatched by the third person in lieu of the cumbersome Winchester. “Where’s the gun now?”


  “I left it in the car.”


  Porter nodded to Tommy who stepped outside, presumably to retrieve the gun.


  “What happened next?”


  “A woman came in.”


  “What’d she look like?”


  He hesitated. “I don’t know.”


  “Earl...” Sheriff Porter interrupted, his tone demanding.


  Leonard held up his hand toward the sheriff. “Earl, please. It’s important we know what she looked like.”


  “Real good-looking. Brown hair. Blue eyes. Kinda tan.”


  “What was she wearing?”


  “Jeans, a plaid shirt. Had it tied at the waist.”


  Leonard looked up at Kevin, who was adding a few notes. “Pam.” Redirecting himself towards Earl, he asked, “What happened next?”


  Fidgeting, Earl explained how she seduced him and snatched his gun then locked him in the cell.


  Tommy walked back in, his face flushed. “Earl, your car is gone.”


  Earl put his hands against his face. “They must’ve taken the cruiser. Shit...I left the keys in it when I brought the guy inside.”


  Leonard stood and grabbed the seething Sheriff by the bicep, pulled him aside before he was able to lunge at his son. “Listen to me. I need your full cooperation here. Put an all-alerts out on the cruiser. They can’t be too far from here.” Red-faced, the sheriff nodded to Tommy. The cop took himself behind a desk with a radio. In minutes, he was relaying information to neighboring communities.


  “I think it’s best if we stay here in Bledson Hills until we can get some information back from forensics. In the meantime we can keep in touch with you in case anything arises on Pamela Bergin and the man.”


  The sheriff nodded, eyeing his son with disdain.


  Reese said, “It appears I’m not heading back to Fairview anytime soon. I better call to see if anything’s popped up there.”


  “Our next step is finding a motel. Anything nearby?” he asked Porter.


  “Two towns down. In Jamesway.”


  “We’ll check into the motel there, then call you with our room number.”


  The sheriff nodded, still staring angrily at Earl, who gazed blindly into his mug.


  Kid’s had a tough experience, leave him alone, Leonard thought. If it weren’t for the boy, we’d have no additional lead right now.


  Leonard took down the number of the Bledson Hills Police Station and exited along with Kevin and Reese. The three stopped in the parking lot, looked at each other for a few moments before Kevin finally said, “Strange, but if I hadn’t seen Sparke dead a hour ago, I’d think that the man Earl just described was him.”


  Leonard and Reese both nodded in silent agreement.


  They got in the cruiser, headed north on State Road 35, the headlights cutting into the night like lasers. As Leonard looked for the presence of ghosts in the road, his mind contemplated one thing over and over again: twin nemesis.


  


  Bag


  
     
  


  Richard’s dreams were bathed in an all-encompassing pitch blackness. He found himself battling a storm of distant booming and torrential downpours, sheets of lightning igniting the infinite skies above him, yet keeping the shapeless environment dark around him. Again he was lost, this time in a place where nothing solid existed, only strange shapeless forms that reached out to grab him, pull him in, swallow him. They had no faces, these creatures of torment, entities who had--yet had never--come for him so many times in the past. He was back in Hell, in a personal yet not so familiar place that shifted and mutated into hungry forms eager for his body.


  Welcome to your new and improved Hell, Sparke...


  He awoke, sobbing, full of terror, sweating, shivering.


  All was quiet. The middle of the night. Beside him, on the bed, a sleeping form lay curled beneath the sheets. Through a gap in a nearby curtain, a sliver of moonlight raced across the splayed hair of Pamela Bergin, the edge of the sheets kissing her shuttered eyes as they maneuvered beneath their lids, lost in dreams. As he tried to move, Richard’s body ached, burned, as if flames undulated beneath his damp skin, the hard mattress barely moving under his shifting weight. For a moment he wondered if it had all been a figment of his mind, the entire spectacle just another crazy dream. If so, then where did reality end, where did fantasy start? Was there any space in between? He shifted his weight to the side, the pain in his shoulder an attestment to the reality of the memories in his mind. He ran his right hand up across his arm; it had been attended to, fully bandaged. He peeled the sheets away from his body, cool stale air drying the clammy dampness on his chest. His clothes, they’d been stripped, his skin cleansed, a pair of plain cotton boxers the only article of clothing he wore. He managed to prop himself up on his elbows, look down across his chest, his legs, at the gauze wrapped around his arm, his calf, his thighs.


  Confusion toyed with his expended mind. He looked up through fluttering eyes, took in the room as best he could. Bland, lightless, not much brighter than his most recent dream. A picture, its subject matter incognito in the darkness, hanging askew on the wall above a beaten television. A push-button phone on the end-table beside the bed. The room retained a musty odor, like an old coat. Ahead and to the left, an empty box of donuts sat atop a fold-up luggage rack. On the floor, beneath the rack, lay a large knapsack.


  Richard gazed over at Pam’s sleeping form, the gently-moving sheets resting upon her chest, each rise and fall reassuring, for now, that he was safe.


  In his half-awake state, he pulled his legs over the edge of the bed. Pain shot through his body like blasts of thunder, and instead of jarring him awake, sent him further back towards the universe of his dreams where everything seemed bathed in a translucent aural sheath. He squeezed his eyes; even the darkness stung them, the milky film riding his corneas refusing to come away. Standing, holding the edge of the bed, he took a step sideways. All his perceptions were dulled, his bare footsteps upon the coarse carpeting still dream-muffled. He could hear nothing, not even his own breathing, and he wondered if someone, anyone--his mother, Debra perhaps--would emerge from the dreamworld, from the blue light that seemed as far away at the moment as his very own bedroom did, wherever it may exist.


  Now at the edge of the bed, he kneeled on the floor, too weak, too tired to keep himself up. The bag below the luggage rack, Pam’s knapsack, lay on its side like a sleeping cat, the loosened strap emulating a tail wrapped about its bulk. Beside it were Pam’s clothes, but not the jeans and plaid shirt she wore to the police station. Here were a more faded pair of jeans, a knit top, and black panties.


  He crawled over and touched the soft fabric of the shirt, the coarse denim jeans, the smooth silk underwear. He could smell a soft scent rising from her clothes, perfume, jasmine perhaps. He shook away the rising thoughts of sex in his head...


  You’re half asleep, Richard, perhaps fully asleep or maybe half dead, and you gather such intimate thoughts. It would be prudent to find out where you are first, to finally secure the answers you’ve been waiting for all this time.


  The knapsack. This time, a different voice inside his head. Loud, clear. Demanding.


  He reached for it. Touched the burlap-like material. The loose strap. The large zipper across top.


  Pulled it.


  Blue light.


  It escaped the small one-inch opening in the bag much like the beam of moonlight entering the room through the curtain. But it traveled brighter and farther, all the way into the mirror above the sink at the other side of the room, reflecting to the ceiling where it formed a ball-shape, oscillating as if diffused by water. He pinned his eyes upon it, instantly mesmerized. It took hold of him, body, mind, and soul, talked to him. Richard reached up to it, the pain in his arm a distraction from the hypnotic state he’d begun to fall into. He shook his head, tossing aside the reverie, then looked back at the bag. He reached forward, suddenly anxious, grabbing the zipper.


  He yanked it all the way open.


  At once the room was filled with blue light. The blue light. The walls, ceiling, floor, everything, bathed in a shimmering ocean of cobalt luminescence that appeared to go on forever. He could only stare in awe, in utter fascination, as it enveloped him, seemed to work its way beneath his skin, into his veins. Its brilliant concentration was centered at the bag, its source, which he could no longer see, then surged to reach all corners of the room. A high-pitched whistling noise ensued, low at first but soon gaining in volume. He staggered back against the footing of the bed, still in great pain but much more awake, so he felt...


  ...this could be a dream...


  ...looking crazily about, for someone, something, to emerge from the intense blue light.


  Suddenly, a figure. A dark silhouette. Kneeling down, hands reaching out.


  Abruptly, the light disappeared. At first he was blinded, his sights filled with dark oscillating blotches. But soon they dissipated, allowing Richard to see the person crouched before him, by the bag, the closed zipper in her hand.


  Pam.


  Richard tried to speak, to apologize, but only tears came forth.


  She wore no expression, contemplating him with unblinking eyes as if sizing him up, then silencing him with a terse finger across his lips. She stood, taking him by the hands, guiding him back into the bed. At her mercy, he lay down...


  …was I sleepwalking..?


  …her hands gently caressing his skin as she drew herself against him. Succeeding a moment of silence, as Richard’s pounding heart began to ease, she whispered in his ear, “From now on you do exactly as I say. And Richard...never go into my bag again.”


  He began to say something but she silenced him with a kiss.


  


  Settle


  
     
  


  After checking into the Jamesway Inn, Leonard and Kevin walked to the diner across the street to get some food, while Reese stayed behind to catch up on the goings-on back in Fairview. They spoke a bit about Earl’s experience, how Pamela Bergin wouldn’t get very far in the Bledson Hills police cruiser, and what they’d eventually ask her once she was finally brought in.


  “The amount of questions I have are endless. I couldn’t even begin to list them all.” Leonard paid for the food while Kevin collected three tins of sandwiches and fries. They walked back across the street to room 12, where Reese, sitting on a cot he’d set up, had just hung up the phone. The look on his face was dour.


  “Bad news?” Leonard asked.


  “No news, really. No spottings of anyone suspicious or any additional witness accounts. George has the samples he collected from Samantha Sparke’s house on their way to the city. He’s checking out Pamela Bergin’s place at the moment. And listen to this interesting item: remember Gregory from Culver who dug out the 911 files? I had him check out the hospital to find out exactly why Samantha Sparke was there today.”


  “And?”


  “She was in group therapy. I got a doctor on the phone who says her file reads paranoid schizophrenia, among a few other mental illnesses I can’t pronounce. From his experience with her, he said that she was convinced that someone was after her. She even went so far as to change her appearance, wearing a wig, getting breast implants, tanning three times a week, changing her makeup and clothing. She even had plastic surgery on her lips and face last year. No vanity case, nuh-uh. She was hiding behind a false appearance.”


  “What made her think she was being stalked? I don’t remember any reports coming in to the station. I definitely would have remembered.”


  “You’re right. I checked into it. Nothing. Not so much as a cautionary phone call. You know why? Because she told the shrink, the group, that her stalker was a ghost. That he came to her only in her dreams.”


  “Holy shit.”


  “Sound familiar?”


  “Delaney suspected poltergeist activity with Sparke. Is it really possible?”


  Reese waved a hand in the air, his mouth creased thin with disbelief, maybe a touch of frustration. “Please, Len...listen to yourself. Try not to let the bizarre nature of the case sway you towards any form of irrational assumption. There’s a logical explanation, and motive, for everything. These events included. My guess? Samantha Sparke went through a lot of personal torment, within a very short span of time. First she lost a child, then she was attacked in her bedroom in the middle of the night. There’d have to be adverse effects on someone with such poor fortune.”


  A tiring silence filled the room. Reese disappeared into the bathroom. Kevin sat on one bed, Leonard on the other. He looked at the phone for a moment, thought of calling Janice to let her know where he was, what he was doing, when he would be home, but didn’t so much as move. He wasn’t positive he had any answers to those questions, so he decided against making a mockery of himself in front of his associates; he simply wouldn’t know what to say to her, or how to say it. Leonard was committed. But unfortunately for Janice, it was to his job and not his family. Besides, he wasn’t certain that they were committed to him. Not at all.


  I have my cell phone with me. She hasn’t called me. So why should I call her?


  He leaned back on the bed, cracked his neck, then looked over at Kevin. The young cop was already asleep, his gun on the nightstand next to the bed, a half-eaten sandwich in the tin beside him. Reese was still in the bathroom, the shower water running. Leonard could hear his feet squeaking against the porcelain tub.


  Leonard closed his eyes, rubbed them, his dinner uneaten. He felt the mattress pressing against his back as sleep quickly took over, his mind and body finally settling in for the night, closing out the chapter to one of the longest days of his life.


  


  Love


  
     
  


  Later. It could have been minutes, might have been hours. Richard awoke again. This time, calm. His eyes found the gap in the curtain, the moon’s beam replaced with a slightly brighter hue, its course parallel: a ray of light branching into the room, finding the bed, the sheets that kissed Pam’s tossed hair upon the gray pillow. He remained silent, twisting away from her in attempt to find the edge of the bed, to escape her unfettered influence on him once again.


  She caught him by the arm, purposefully below the bandage as to not cause him any undue pain. Her touch was tender, warm. Caring. It was this gentle kindness that earlier, upon bringing him back into the bed, dispelled the cold pain, the fear that rode his ultra-sensitive nerves. A rather disparate tendency of the Pam who showed up at his condo this morning.


  It was as if they were two very different people...


  She pressed against him, nestling herself into a spoon position. He could feel her heartbeat, a rhythmic pounding he perceived as an intimate gesture, an offering of comfort, an apology perhaps for the violent behavior she displayed at the condo--a way to show him that the old Pam was back again. He accepted her approach and pressed back against her. In his lethargic state he felt her unclothed body against his. Suddenly, for the first time in his life, everything felt right.


  He made an impulsive turn to face her. She turned as well, pressing her warm buttocks against his groin. He felt himself slip free from his boxers, an influence of her roaming hand. She followed with a fitted thrust, and suddenly they were one. He, within her. She, filled with him.


  To Richard, it was like the first time all over again, all memories long lost of that momentous event, yet renewed with a fresh and exhilarating sense of awareness. All his physical pain vanished, and he relished in the pleasure, a pleasure previously unfelt in his thirty-five years, every beat and rhythm coming naturally with no awkward attempt to work them out.


  With Richard’s senses heightened, he could hear the gentle rumbling of a generator in the walls, could feel the cool autumn breeze seeping through the edges of the curtained window, could see the sliver of light seeping through the curtain. He felt as if he were in chamber of pleasure floating amid the harsh reality of the outside world, their moments of ecstasy a shroud of protection from the time that ate away at their lives.


  The room was no longer buried in darkness, as more light crept inside from along the edges of the curtain. Daylight, making its entrance and falling upon their writhing forms as if intending to spotlight the momentous event.


  In an adept move, Richard grasped Pam’s thigh and brought her leg over his waist, twisting himself on top of her. Here in this position he could see her face clearly, her eyes shut, her mouth drawing in gasps of air, tiny ones that progressed into deeper inhalations as their tempo increased. Her facial features triggered an indescribable eroticism in him, her lips pouting to taste the finest red wine, her eyes like onyx, her nose quivering with pure want and desire. She was irreproachably sensuous, limitlessly unparalleled in her beauty. Here he saw her for the very first time, the real Pamela Bergin who in the past gave herself to him physically, was now offering herself on a higher emotional level. This was what he’d always wanted from her--what she always wanted from him. This spontaneous joining was not an act of sex, but an incalculable most satisfying display of love.


  Pam loved him. That was why she came back for him.


  Perhaps sensing his burning desire for her, she finally opened her eyes and gazed deeply into his. Richard felt energized at this new level of intimacy. He looked away from her perfect face, lifted himself up so his eyes could explore her damp body, from her svelte shoulders to her smooth breasts and taut waist. The light in the room grew generously, as did their love-making, until both of them were breathing heavily across each other’s cheeks to the point where they could no longer endure the crescendo of bliss overrunning their bodies, and they both cried out in unison, everything in their world seeming to jump and quake Richard thrust one last great time and released himself into her.


  And then everything that made up their world flowed away into quiet heaven, setting the room into a breathy silence. They remained in an unmoving position for a period of time until he finally withdrew from her and turned on his side to face her, his head touching hers, their breaths commingling. Neither of them spoke, and in time they began to drift off towards sleep again. His body shuddered with involuntary pleasure and he smiled at her, whispering, “Pamela Bergin, who are you?”


  He closed his eyes and rolled onto his back, his body once again begging for rest as his mind weaned its way back into the dream-world, realizing now that he finally, finally, was able to spend the night with Pam.


  It wasn’t until after he fell asleep that she responded to his question, and Richard could hear her soft voice calling to him in the middle of a peacefully loving dream :


  “My real name is Heather.”


  


  Morning


  
     
  


  After awaking at six AM, Leonard showered, shrugged back into his stale uniform--it didn’t feel all that snug on his refreshed body--then spent a half hour sitting by Reese as he talked with detectives on the case in Fairview. Nothing new had turned up in the search for clues. Police from Fairview and Culver were still scouring the area, having gone door-to-door for most of the night until it was learned that Sparke was dead and Pamela and her mystery accomplice were most likely long out of town. All-county notices were dispatched to precincts and stations within a two hundred mile radius. Pictures of Bergin and Sparke began popping up on local news broadcasts, with talk of a reward being offered, although Reese, who would have been the one to set any sort of bounty, knew nothing of it.


  “The dogs came up with a scent in the woods near Hemmingway Park,” Reese said. “They trailed it all the way to Samantha Sparke’s house, but that’s where it ended. Her car was found early this morning at the bottom of the trough in Bledson Park.”


  “Sparke must’ve taken it,” Kevin said.


  “Or our other suspect.”


  Leonard cleared his throat. “Or both of them. Remember, most clues point to a plot-triangle gone wrong, so we can assume that Sparke and the third person must’ve fled Samantha’s together...remember George pointed out two sets of footprints there? And he was no doubt thinking that he was in trusting company, when actually our third person and Bergin were in cahoots with one another all along...against Sparke.”


  Kevin was checking his face in the mirror above the dry sink outside the bathroom. He spoke while manipulating a new zit. “So Sparke and the third person killed Delaney, then went to Samantha Sparke’s house where they killed her, although that might not have been part of the plan given the messy scene they left behind. After that they drove up here for reasons still unknown where our third person lured Sparke into the woods, killed him, and was picked up soon thereafter by a waiting Pamela Bergin.”


  “That seems to be where we’re at right now,” Leonard said, frustration riding his voice like a choppy wave. “It would explain Samantha’s fear of being stalked, of course putting aside her paranormal rationalizations, and would more than likely provide us with clues as to what happened two years ago when she was beaten in her bed.”


  Reese said, “We’ll have to pull all those files out once we get back to Fairview.”


  “Which is when?”


  “Pretty soon, I’d gather. At this time Sheriff Porter has nothing new for us. The Forensics team is still up on the hill. Sparke’s body was taken to the Veteran’s Hospital in Drayton where they’re performing a full run of tests. I don’t think they’ll find anything we don’t know already, unless something truly unusual shows up with either Delaney or Samantha. But that’s doubtful.”


  Reese’s cell phone rang. All three of them jumped a bit. Reese answered it, mouthed that it was George Washburn. His face was set in stone as he listened. He nodded a few times, then thanked George for everything before hanging up. “What timing...that son-of-a-gun just made me eat my words. He found something.”


  Leonard angled himself forward on the bed. Kevin came over and leaned back against the television, which creaked in protest.


  Reese’s head went back and forth, looking at both of them as he spoke. “Last night George found traces of a blue-colored residue on both Delaney’s and Samantha’s clothing. He took samples, ran them through the computer and found them to be identical in nature. An odd and unique mixture of chemicals. He mentioned a few materials, uranium, xenon, some others.”


  “Those are nuclear elements.”


  “Yep, he mentioned that. Also said that there’re two other constituents, both with metallic properties, that came up as unknowns.”


  “You ought to mention this to Porter. Whoever’s doing the autopsy on Sparke will have to allow a forensics person in to see if the same residue exists on him too.”


  “Porter mentioned earlier that one had stayed along with the body, just in case...maybe they’ve found something already.” Reese sat on the bed and took out the slip of paper with the sheriff’s number on it.


  Leonard and Kevin exchanged stares. Kevin said, “You were right, Len. They’re in on something really big and secretive, more than we ever imagined.”


  Leonard shook his head slightly, and he was sure the look of disbelief showed plainly on his face. “I just find it hard to believe that Sparke could be in on some illegal chemical scheme. C’mon, what could it be? Drugs? Bombs? My gut tells me not to buy it.”


  “Why not?” Reese asked. “Last night you were all set to cash in on the whole ghost-dance. Anyway, listen to this...George said he went to Sparke’s place early this morning. Said his bedroom is buried in the stuff.”


  “Well, I’ll be a son of a bitch,” Leonard said. “Why didn’t you say that before?”


  “You didn’t give me a chance.”


  “So whatever they’re doing,” Kevin added, “Sparke’s not only in on it, but he’s probably the mastermind behind the whole shebang.”


  “He find anything else there? I mean, other than the residue?”


  Reese shook his head, lips pursed. “Let me call Sheriff Porter, let him know what we’ve found.”


  Kevin slipped into the bathroom and closed the door. Leonard, whose stomach had been publishing his hunger the whole time, offered to fetch breakfast across the road at the diner. He took quick orders from Reese and Kevin, then strapped on his gun--keeping a close hand on it just in case something unusual happened.


  Isn’t the unusual the norm these days? he thought, then made his way outside into the early morning sunlight.


  


  Waking


  
     
  


  They awoke within minutes of one another, laying in each other’s arms for an indeterminable amount of time. Richard felt at peace for the first time in his life, and if he died right now he wouldn’t regret not having done something in his blinded past--a past with which he only recently gained fleeting and rather inconsistent memories of.


  Finally he chanced embarrassment and looked at her. He expected, wanted really, to encounter a smug grin on her face, one of self-satisfaction--find that canary’s feather dangling from her lip. Instead he got a rather offset expression of disquiet: her lips cast into a tremoring frown, eyes open and brow furrowed with tense concern.


  At first Richard couldn’t be certain what bothered her. She looked as if someone had just stepped on her grave, as odd as that sounded--but that was the impression he got.


  “Pam?”


  She blew out a gush of air, then leaped out of bed, rifled through the clothes folded atop her knapsack and impetuously started dressing.


  “Pam...what is it?” For the first time since coming here, Richard finally had an opportunity to take in his surroundings. Although the curtain was shuttered, daylight filtered in through the edges, providing adequate lighting, enough for him to realize that they were in a motel room. He also noticed that Pam was wearing a bandage on her arm in the place where she was grazed.


  How is it that her shattered nose heals in twelve hours, but her arm doesn’t?


  “We need to get moving...we don’t have much time.”


  “Time for what, Pam? What the hell is going on?”


  She put on the knit shirt, and tucked it into her jeans. She said, “Richard, I know this is all very confusing to you. But I promise that I’ll tell you everything there is to know. Now’s just not the right time.”


  “Why not? C’mon Pam, at least tell me where we are!”


  She leaned over to her knapsack again...


  ...Pam’s knapsack, the one with the zipper, and the blue light...


  ...put it on the luggage rack and checked all the pockets, pulling out a small billfold which she slid into her front pocket.


  Richard, suddenly recalling a minute detail from his middle-of-the-night escapade, she confessing her true identity...


  ...my real name is Heather...


  ...he jumped from the bed and snatched the billfold away. He opened it up. Inside, a state-issued driver’s license with Pam’s picture. To the right was the name, Heather Barron.


  “I knew it! You told me this last night, didn’t you?”


  Pam, arms wavering with frustration, said, “Richard, please don’t make me regret saying anything to you.”


  He waved the billfold at her. “My whole life I’ve been trying to find out what’s wrong with me. And now I’m certain you have all the answers. Pam, I ain’t going anywhere until you tell me something.”


  Exasperated, Pam leaned against the worn chest-of-drawers. “Richard, we really need to get moving, and I do want to tell you everything there is for you to know, but please believe me when I tell you that there’s no time for that right now. We have to get out of here, otherwise...”


  “Otherwise what?”


  She hesitated, then said, “Richard, let’s just say it’s a matter of life and death, as cliché as that sounds. But it’s the truth.”


  “My whole damn life, what I know of it, has been a goddamned life and death cliché. I’m done, Pam, or whoever the hell you are. I’ve had enough. Before I die I want to know what the hell has been happening to me all this time!” Finding himself amidst such aggressive assertion made Richard’s head spin, and he distracted himself by getting dressed, all the while continuing to tell Pam off. “You come into my life out of nowhere, love me to no end, put up with all my bullshit along the way, then just turn around and unload on me, only to return all sweet and loving again, twice saving my ass. There’s more to you than meets the eye, am I right about that? Huh?”


  She nodded. “Yes, there is.”


  “So what is it? Tell me. Who the hell are you, and what are you doing to me?”


  “I’m not doing anything to you, Richard.”


  “Then who is?”


  She hesitated, then said, “Richard, if I tell you some things, then promise you’ll listen to me and do everything I tell you to do. Remember, because of me you’re still alive. And as long as you do what I say, you’ll continue to live. That man you killed in the woods isn’t the only one that wants you dead.”


  The man in black...


  Heart pounding, Richard thought about the man in black, his exact double, now dead in the woods and no longer able to invade his dreams with threats of death. But is that really true, Richard? a random voice in his head said. Is he really dead?


  “Who is he? Who is the man in black? My twin? My clone?”


  She shifted her body against the furniture. “I think it’s best if I start at the beginning. It’s the only way you’ll be able to understand.”


  Richard sat on the bed. “I’m all ears.”


  


  Office


  
     
  


  Perhaps it was the sunlight that brought a wave of intuition to Leonard, but instead of following the hunger in his gut across the road to the diner, he listened to the foreboding suspicion sending messages to his brain, and he walked along the row of units all the way to the manager’s office at the end of the strip, questionably eyeing each door. He stopped for a moment to scan the small parking lot, but that would be too obvious. Of course. Only a pickup. Three down from that, his cruiser. A old-model station-wagon two spaces further.


  Yeah, too obvious. He would’ve seen Earl’s cruiser right away. Still, something pulled at him. He reached the office and went inside, a small bell jingling overhead. The scene was nothing more than he expected, a small brown-paneled room with a desk, a fireplace, and a few crooked prints on the wall like the ones in his room. A stale-cigarette odor hung heavy in the air. A middle-aged man emerged from behind a curtained room. He was tall and round, owlish eyes with a beard that had toast crumbs in it. He didn’t smile, just raised an eyebrow in question.


  “Morning,” Leonard said.


  The man pursed his lips, as if nervous and hiding something. Ain’t no murderer hiding here, so you can just be on your way, officer. “Morning, officer. Your friend is staying in room twelve. Want me to ring ‘im?”


  “No, thank you,” he responded, realizing it was Reese he was referring to. Apparently Reese hadn’t told him there’d be anyone else in the room with him. “I was wondering if I could take a peek at your registry?” He pointed a finger towards the littered desk, the large memo book sitting atop a mountain of newspapers.


  The man turned, looked at the desk as if unsure of what Leonard was talking about, then said, “Ayuh, sure ya can.” He staggered over, grabbed the book with two hands and brought it to Leonard. Scribbled on the front were the words, Joe G., Manager. Leonard opened the book to the last page. “Not much ins and outs these past few weeks. Once the cool weather comes, all we get is a few afternoon ron-day-vooz, heh-heh, ya hear what I’m sayin’? Maybe two or three overnights a week, although last night was pretty decent, had three stayovers.”


  Leonard did his damnedest not to be distracted by the manager’s lack of brilliance--as if there was a whole lot of managing going on here anyway--and his breath, which reeked of bad chowder and smoke, nearly making him lose his appetite. He scanned the names written in the book, saw Reese, who was the last check-in of the night. Before him, someone named Gerard Addison scribbled his name in, as well as a woman by the name of Heather Barron. He flipped back to the previous three days, saw only four other names. Nothing of interest.


  “You know these folks?”


  “Huh?”


  He turned the book to face him. “Gerard Addison. Heather Barron.”


  Manager shook his head. “No sir, they both checked in last night, maybe an hour before your friends did.”


  “They show any I.D.?”


  The man searched the air with his eyes, as if his memories were circling his head like little birdies, then said, “I don’t usually ask for it, but the woman, she offered up a driver’s license.”


  “Out of town or local?”


  “Local.”


  “What’d she look like?”


  A mile-wide grin filled Joe-manager’s face, lips thin and wet and so many gaps in his mouth that Leonard wondered how he kept any food in. “Fine specimen, if ya’ ask me. Long brown hair, pretty eyes. Might find her type on the cover of one of them ladies’ magazines.”


  Leonard’s heart shifted into high gear. “Do you remember what she was wearing?”


  “Ayuh. Jeans. Plaid shirt.”


  Son of a bitch! “What room is she in?”


  Joe-manager started fumbling for words, and then for the keys set up in a wooden lock-box next to the desk. “Is she in some sort of trouble?”


  “We need to speak to her about something, is all.”


  Holding a key from its ring, he handed it to Leonard.


  “Room 2. Second from the end.”


  


  Start


  
     
  


  “Our meeting in the cafe that day was no accident.”


  Although Richard should have expected this revelation, it still seemed a shock that their flirtatious encounter four months ago had been a part of some pre-planned agenda to a mystery that was probably larger than life itself. A surge of emotions flogged him, not so much for the fact that Pam might have been playing an advised role in someone else’s premeditated scheme, but more so that her love for him might also be a piece of some feigned performance--a way for her to get exactly what she needed from him. And it’s working just fine, he thought with dismay.


  “Pam, I’m at an utter loss. Why? For what possible reason?”


  “My goals at the time were very different than they are now.” She stopped, stared at him right in the eyes, then added, “Richard, I was sent here to kill you.”


  Richard’s heart started pounding, and he moved to stand even though he really had no place to go. In the last twenty-four hours he’d been threatened, attacked, arrested, chased, shot at, stabbed, and yet this admission seemed to be the most real threat to his life, a clear-cut demise as opposed to everything else that coasted alongside a peculiar dream-like sensation.


  She shot him a serious stare and placed a forceful yet comforting hand on his shoulder. “Richard, listen to me...not for one moment did I intend to harm you. Please believe me. I decided that I wouldn’t at the cafe and stayed true to it all this time.” Her reassurance was not entirely convincing, but better than nothing, and he accepted her pledge by settling back down onto the bed. “After I came here I realized that having you eliminated would be entirely out of the question. Not only could I not kill you, but I very much wanted you to live. I wanted you in my life. It was at that time that I decided to stay, and try to help you.”


  “Help me do what?”


  “First, help you kill the one who was trying to kill you.”


  “You mean the man in black?”


  She nodded. “That is why I’d wanted to sleep over so badly. I knew it was the only way I could help you--if I could spend the night with you. But you never let me. If I’d been there when he first showed up, I could have helped you defeat him before he found a way through.”


  Confusion tightened the strings of Richard’s mind, refused to slacken one bit. “So all this time you knew about him? You knew that he wasn’t just a figment of my imagination.”


  She nodded silently, a touch of guilt pulling her facial features taut.


  He ran a hand through his hair, beads of sweat dappling his brow. “Pam, who is he? Why does he look just like me? Where does he come from? What the hell is this all about?”


  She gestured as if to answer him, then paused and said, “It’s best to take things one step at a time. We need to save all those questions for later, when you’re able to understand everything a little better. Nothing will make sense to you if I answer them now.”


  He looked her in the eyes, which promptly closed in apprehension. Seeing her hesitation in getting the ball rolling, he contemplated his next question carefully in attempt to not get ahead of himself. “You said when you got here. So where are you from?”


  “I’m--I’m from another place...”


  Richard immediately thought of his mother and his daughter, each of them coming from ‘a better place’, as Julia used to say to him in his dreams. A place where they could be happy again, live together as a loving family. He cocked his head to one side, savoring the ghostly memory, then looked at Pam in a gesture of continuation. “Is this place you speak of the same place the man in black comes from?”


  “Well...not exactly.”


  “That’s not very specific.”


  “It’s the truth.”


  “So where is ‘not exactly’? Could that be the same place my dream-mother and daughter are from?” He said this in a slightly derisive manner, spreading his arms in question, frustration quickly getting the best of him; so far, he still had no answers.


  She grinned, understanding of his confusion. “Yes...sort of.” She paused as Richard shook his head and rubbed his eyes, then said, “Let’s just say it’s ‘not here’.”


  “And where exactly is here, Pam? Or is it Heather? Should I call you Heather from now on?”


  “No, you can call me Pam, if that’s what you’re comfortable with.”


  “I’m not comfortable with anything anymore, including all the roundabout answers you’re giving me. Frankly, I’m not sure I can believe anything you say. It seems that you’ve spent the entire time we’ve known each other putting on some wild charade, hiding all the truths behind my delusions and allowing me to think I was fucking loo-loo when in turn someone, you for all I know, has been playing some kind of bizarre game with me all this time.”


  “It’s no game, Richard.”


  “Shit, Pam, this has been going on for two years! Have you known about me this entire time? About my problem?”


  “Yes.”


  “Jesus Christ, so what am I supposed to do now?”


  “Richard, I  fully understand your mistrust in me, and realize that it may be very difficult believing everything I say, but listen to this: from here on in you must accept everything I tell you as the truth, and you must do everything I tell you to do, no questions asked. The reason why I never told you anything in the past was because I couldn’t, because if I did I would be killed, simple as that. I’m telling you now because if we work through this together, there’s still a chance of us getting out of this alive. Honestly, I could very easily walk out the door right now and leave you here to fend for yourself. But I won’t do that. You know why? Because you’ll be dead in no time. And I care about you too much to let that happen.”


  Skeptical, Richard said, “I did all right without you.”


  “Are you certain, Richard? Can’t you see that the shit’s hitting the fan right now? Damn it, you don’t even know what the hell’s going on. You haven’t the slightest clue. So don’t tell me you can survive without me. I saved you from the cops. I took a bullet for you. And much more you don’t know about.”


  Richard stood, anger rising in his blood like lava from a volcano, his temper about to erupt. “How do you expect me to believe that? You broke into my fucking condo and attacked me yesterday!”


  She stared at him, quiet, presumably waiting for him to calm down. Once he caught his breath, he sat back down upon her silent command. She then said, “That wasn’t me, Richard.”


  Her outrageous claim seemed to echo in his head, like the reverberation of an announcement at a ballgame. His immediate thoughts were to shun the remark as another in a string of falsehoods, but his instincts told him otherwise. Would anyone believe that the man in black wasn’t you, Richard? Of course not. He was your spitting image. And he was real, not a figment of your imagination. Who’s to say Pamela doesn’t have a twin nemesistoo?


  He gazed at her, a picture of beauty even under all the pressure, the stress. The lies. Yet something told him that there might be some truth riding beneath the cloak of security she wore. He supposed she could’ve simply left him here in the middle of the night to battle the unknown by himself. But she didn’t. She stayed, showed him affection. But still, the coin could be flipped the other way, and she might be harboring some hidden agenda by keeping him close by. There is definitely some personal incentive on her part, he thought. So what is it? Money? Fame? No. Somehow, he doubted this, and was prepared to bequeath his trust.


  “So if it wasn’t you at the condo who attacked me, then who was it?”


  “Well, it was me, but it wasn’t.”


  More circles. “Like the man in black is to me?”


  “Well, yes.”


  “Gee, I finally got one right. Pam, I’m done playing games, ‘fess up. You said we needed to get moving, and I’m ready to go, just give me the basics. What the hell is going on?”


  She bent down and picked up her bag. “I’ll talk as we move.”


  He grabbed her arm, just below her injury. She winced a bit, locking eyes with him. Strands of hair fell across her lips and stuck there, like wisps of silk.


  “One thing before we leave. Who sent you here to kill me?”


  She blew out a breath of exasperation, then said, “You did, Richard.”


  


  Knock


  
     
  


  Leonard stood before the door leading into room 2, an ear cocked and listening to the muffled voices of a man and woman engaged in heavy discussion. He couldn’t tell if the woman inside sounded anything like Pamela Bergin, he’d had only one conversation with her, but damn, if he hadn’t seen Richard Sparke’s dead body with his very own eyes, he’d bet a week’s pay that the man inside was Sparke himself. It sounded exactly like him. Briefly his thoughts went back to Delaney’s notes, how the doctor referred to Sparke’s ‘twin nemesis’ and its rather major role in his affliction. Whether the term held any true psychological denotation, or if it were simply a loose phrase describing Sparke’s possible split-personality disorder, he couldn’t say for sure. But he thought, what if this twin-nemesis was for real? A true twin brother perhaps, separated at birth only to be reunited in some crooked scheme. Or a clone? Weren’t geneticists duplicating monkeys now? Okay, Len, you’re getting carried away. You’ve read too many science fiction novels. Oh yeah? Then explain this: how is it that I heard, with my very own ears, the voice of a little girl on the tape of Sparke’s session? While he was under hypnosis, no less. Did he make that voice? Or was it the ghost of his dead daughter? Maybe it was the little girl from the movie Poltergeist?


  No single theory, no matter how rational or remote it seemed, held steadfastly true right now. Leonard was prepared to believe anything at this point, and was determined to find out.


  He sensed that all the answers to this mystery would be far from conventional, untouched upon and not even close to any of his educated guesses. If this were one of the classic science fiction novels I’m so familiar with, then I’d have plenty of save-the-day approaches to make towards this mystery. How about taking out my ray-gun and zapping the enemy?


  All he had right now, regardless of the situation, was his next step.


  Or do I? he thought.


  He raised his right fist, set to knock on the door, then stopped. He leaned and gazed across the strip of rooms, at their anonymous doors, and then at the lifeless parking lot looking much like it did minutes earlier. Nothing new here. A reprint snapshot from before.


  His mind wandered with guided purpose--his intuition seeking ideas and even calling upon the mysteries he’d encountered in some of H.G. Wells’ novels. What would one of Wells’ characters do in this type of situation? He thought about it for a quick, resourceful moment. Sparke, who claimed he didn’t drive, adeptly carjacked a vehicle moments after fleeing a scene where each departing suspect could have been Sparke himself,


  (twin nemesis)


  two sets of footprints at Samantha Sparke’s home, one matching those at Delaney’s--these prints appearing to have belonged to Sparke, disputing Carol Nelson’s claim that Sparke calmly walked out the front door,


  (twin nemesis)


  Delaney’s notes,


  (twin nemesis)


  Delaney’s voice on the tape,


  (twin nemesis)


  Everywhere, every scene, the probability of a third person being involved, even two years ago, in Sparke’s very own bedroom. I’ll bet another week’s pay that if we’d scoured Sparke’s bedroom back then, we’d have found that same powdery blue residue all over the place.


  So instead of knocking on the door, Leonard quietly stepped away, realizing now that it might be prudent to have Reese and Kevin there for back-up. Regardless of how sweet and cordial Pamela Bergin acted yesterday afternoon, there would be no underestimating her unscrupulousness given all the tricks she’d pulled out of her hat--God only knew what kind of debauchery she had up her sleeves now. Their sleeves, whoever it was in the room with her.


  Twin nemesis?


  Instead of knocking on the door, he began walking back to his room when again his intuition crept up on him, this time with a more solid idea. Emulating the lead detective in H.G. Wells’ The Invisible Man, he circled back, passed room two and made his way around to the rear of the motel. A rust-mottled dumpster hugged the side wall. A concrete path alongside ended abruptly, plunging into witch grass and wildflowers growing wildly in a haphazard patch. The field of weeds reached out like a stadium crowd, flowed lazily down a small embankment into a thinly wooded area. Beyond, ash trees and briny shrubs moved deep into a heavily shaded area.


  The ground here, mostly hidden from the sailing morning sun, held onto last night’s rain as if it were a treasure, the jelly-like mud grabbing the top of his heels and offering ugly fart-like sounds with each footfall. Thoughts of the beautiful Pamela Bergin flitted in and out of his mind as he scanned the swampy area. Unsuccessfully he tried to gather a motive for her cooperation in this puzzling crime, a crime where the demand to commit murder overruled the option to cease operations. It really made no sense, lawful or ethical. Yet still, with all the shadows and secrets and questions surrounding it, nothing would stop Leonard from unearthing the root of its cause--undoubtedly Pamela Bergin harbored similar inspirations in her quest to perpetuate a full roll-out of her scheme.


  He nearly fell after his foot located a calf-deep impression in the ground. His nerves did a jig at the image of himself bathed head-to-toe in swamp-water. He peered this way and that way into the woods, and then walked left to the perimeter of the woods, stopping only to look back at the spot where he stumbled. From this distance he could see the depression that nearly sent him packing. It triggered across the wildflowers and weeds into the woods. He moved to his left even further and saw an identical trail about five feet from the other, running parallel, also leading into the woods.


  Tire tracks, Leonard saw--any cop, even a child would know--and he waffled through the knee-high thickets to where the tracks eventually permeated the woods.


  Well, I’ll be a son of a bitch, he thought. There it was, like Noah’s Ark peeking out of the snow on Mt. Ararat. Earl’s cruiser. Twenty feet away and nestled against the first of many large pines flowing back for as far as he could see. She’s a genius. What better place to hide than right under our noses? She’d done a pretty efficient job camouflaging the vehicle. Leonard’s guess was that after checking in, Pamela came to the easy assumption that Joe-manager wouldn’t venture out beyond the safety of his cubby-hole to investigate a snapped twig or falling branch in the woods. J-M was probably too wrapped up in his own little world to really notice at all. Let the babe get away. Fine specimen, if ya’ ask me. Long brown hair, pretty eyes. Might find her type on the cover of one of them ladies’ magazines.


  She’d taken her time giving it the cover it needed, so it seemed. The car was fully blanketed in mud and brush, only a few small nooks of white paint showing through the purposeful mess. The earthy veil would keep it cloaked until morning, maybe even longer. Question was, then: why was she still here?


  Leonard’s racing blood set his legs into motion. He tackled the waist-high growth with the bent intent of a football player recovering a fumble. His feet flicked showers of dirty water and mud across his pants, spotting him to the thighs as if he’d gone a few rounds with a saturated paint roller. The small branch of a dead tree poked his thigh and he winced. When he reached the rear of the motel, he circled back around the side, leaving wet tracks behind on the concrete pathway. He passed the dumpster. Stopped. Looked at it with the curiosity of a vagabond. The compulsion to peer inside was instant. Strong.


  He walked over, stepped up on a hinge and peeked over the edge.


  Sitting atop four or five fat trash bags were her clothes. Denim jeans, a plaid shirt, socks, and a pair of sneakers. They were heavily doused with mud, pine needles, and bits of rotted leaves.


  Undeniable proof, right here. Sitting smack-dab in the pudding.


  In seconds he was back standing before room 2.


  He took a deep breath, and for a moment realized he should have called Reese and Kevin over for back-up. Just in case.


  But he was too late for that.


  The door to room 2 swung open. And Pamela Bergin was there.


  And so was...


  


  Encounter


  
     
  


  The cop from the condo, Richard thought, their eyes locking for a fleeting yet dramatically intimidating moment. A million thoughts tortured his mind, like could my timing be any worse? and if I’d listened to Pam like she asked we’d be two steps ahead of the cops. But he hadn’t taken any heed to Pamela’s warning, and as a reward won the booby prize: a second-row seat to a very exclusive engagement: Officer Leonard Moldofsky from the Fairview Police department, live and in person at the Jamesway Inn.


  He guessed that the cop had been persistent in looking for him all this time. He certainly hadn’t been floating around these naked parts having a day of trout and bass in the local stream. No. He was up here fishing for Sparke, and found more than he could have ever hoped for, like Richard Sparke’s dead body on display near the trough in Bledson State Park.


  And in that unique moment when they subjectively secured each other’s stares, Richard saw his own face looking back at him (it wasn’t as if he were peering into the eyes of the man in black. It was the parallel exhibition of awe and amazement he saw in the cop’s face, features seized with uncontrollable astonishment, like Richard’s). And in his like expression, Richard’s own visage displayed true fear, indicating that the time had come to be taken away once and for all, locked up as a murderer, a fugitive.


  The dreadful feelings were too much for his jaded body to handle. His knees turned to jelly. For balance he grabbed the top of the television--in this moment Richard had an odd vision of Moldofsky’s blanching face going from white back to pink, then red, and then all the way white again, a conceivable result to an over-zealous twist of the contrast knob on the television, though only in his dreams--but he was momentarily saved from kissing the carpet. The mirror image of fear on the cop, the color falling out of his face as if he’d just seen a ghost, along with the paralysis it seemingly delivered, was equally stirring as his own fear of the moment, allowing him a moment’s chance to steady his trembling body and make a move.


  He’s scared, Richard thought, because he’s been up in the mountains, he’s seen the body of the man in black. Thought it was me. But now he’s not so sure that was really me. Because I’m here. Maybe, just maybe, his pale face tells no lie. Maybe he really thinks I’m a ghost?


  Pamela slammed the door in his jaw-slackened face. She fumbled as she attached the chain-lock, then stepped away and wrestled with her knapsack until it was free from her back. She placed it on the ground and started rummaging through it, silent in her performance.


  “Now what?” Richard asked. “What do we do now?”


  For the first time, Richard noticed her trembling. But it didn’t seem to impede her train of thought; her confidence showed through her aggressive actions. Whatever rabbit she was pulling out of her hat, she believed it to be a more viable alternative than gunning down the cop, or tearing down camp for a smooth and easy trip into police custody. “You should have listened to me earlier,” she said after a few uneasy seconds.


  The cop started banging on the door, finally, following a rather odd length of silence. His muffled voice thudded through like a boxer’s jabs. “Pamela, I just want to talk for a moment. No one’s going to jail, no one’s going to get hurt. It’s about Richard...we found his body up in the mountains. He’s dead.” Didn’t he just see me? Richard thought. No, Richard. He just saw your ghost.


  Pamela stopped searching her knapsack. She stared tentatively at the door like a cat might eye a spray-bottle, then peered at Richard, even grinning a touch at the mention of finding Richard’s body.


  “They still don’t know. That’s good.”


  “Know what?”


  The cop raised his voice. “Ms, Bergin, I’ll ask you for the last time. Open this door at once.” His voice, although still broken, carried formidable threat. One pop from his gun, and he’d be inside. He won’t do that. He’ll assume we’re armed, call for backup first. We have some time...


  And it was at the instant of this thought that the whole world began to change for Richard Sparke, that the doorway to his answers began opening up.


  Pamela unzipped the large pocket of her knapsack, the one Richard toyed with while sleepwalking last night. She reached inside and pulled out a very odd-looking contraption. Richard stared at it with the same fascination a child would setting eyes upon an elephant at the zoo, knowing that somehow this thing had something to do with his dreams, his sleepwalking, everything. Although the device was small, about the size of a shoebox, it possessed a grand identity. There were a hundred or more details that drew one’s immediate curiosity to it; the most obvious of these were the mercury-like orbs floating on its metallic surface like water nits, and the capillary-thin lights twisting about its viewable interior like tiny bolts of lightning on an endless race to nowhere. On and on, the list of awesome features went: wires that pulsed like veins; a small glowing sphere protruding from one end that looked eerily like a human brain. When Pam picked it up, held it, cradled it in her forearms, it appeared alive, hugging her back as if thankful to be free from the dark depths of its canvas enclosure.


  Richard was awed. He opened his mouth to speak, the words surfacing with the broken stagger of a ghoul reaching out from its grave. “What--what is that?”


  Suddenly the door opened up, making a loud crack, the chain measuring only three inches of leeway. “Pamela, undo the chain so we can speak.” Richard found himself peering through the gap in the door, seeing the cop. The cop looked back at him, his jaw hanging like a loose gear, saliva glistening on his bottom lip.


  Pamela, still fidgeting with the device, yelled, “Don’t look at him, Richard!” but Richard couldn’t help but be drawn to Officer Leonard Moldofsky. He couldn’t put a finger on his sudden sentiment. Maybe it was because he was immediately impressed with the cop, with the drive that brought him here, his discriminating ability to eventually hunt Richard down. Or perhaps it was because Richard wanted to tell Moldofsky that he was just an innocent victim, and nothing else. A pawn in someone else’s sick game. There’d be no time to argue the thought.


  The cop’s face fell limp. He rubbed his eyes and opened them again, seemingly nonplussed. His prior sighting was now fully reaffirmed: Richard Sparke was indeed here in room 2 at the Jamesway Inn. Alive and kicking.


  “Jesus Christ...is that you, Sparke?”


  Richard nodded, but was immediately distracted by a high-pitched whistling noise. It sounded something like an alerting tea kettle. It emanated from the device in Pam’s arms, and grew to deafening proportions. Pamela sat back, yelling through the din, “Richard! Come here, next to me!” She tugged on his leg and he hunkered down alongside her, realizing that he’d heard this noise in the past, right before the...the...


  Oh my God...


  “What the hell is going on?” Richard yelled.


  The door made another slamming noise, open, shut, open, shut, the chain doing its damnedest to hem in the urging Moldofsky.


  Pam held Richard tightly, peering into the device. Like a sunrise on a flat horizon, bright blue beams of light


  (the blue light!)


  filled the room. They spread out in segmented wave patterns that grew thicker and thicker until the beams coalesced into a singular totality. It vibrated, tossing oscillating patterns upon the walls and ceiling like glowing confetti. Soon the light brightened, buried the far wall, covering the bathroom, the mirror, the coat rack. It raced across the ceiling in a flow of aquamarine luminescence that seemed convincing enough to swim in. A smoldering metal odor filled the room, something reminiscent of the smell arising from a quick halt on a train’s brakes.


  The room began to shake. Richard heard Moldofsky yelling, slamming the door back and forth. He saw the latch holding the chain start to loosen from the wall. His tongue was sour with the metallic reek, his eyes lost in thick blue light. He held Pamela tightly as the light engulfed them. It’s eating me, Richard thought, every hair on his body standing at attention. His teeth hurt, his testicles hurt, it became difficult to breathe. Finally, he yelled, “What’s happening?!”


  He heard Moldofsky yelling the same exact thing.


  Pam looked at Richard briefly, eyes like slits. Her cheeks vibrated in the sudden storm of wind. “We’re going to the place I told you about...”


  Richard tried to speak again but the maelstrom wouldn’t let him. He could do nothing else at the moment but close his eyes and surrender himself to the mirage of his dreams.


  The blue light.


  


  Darkness


  
     
  


  The blue light flooded the room in an instant, as if someone had opened up a dam holding it back. Leonard refused to shield his eyes once the lock gave way, pinning his teary sights on the two bodies crouched on the floor in the center of the room, Pamela Bergin and, well, what appeared to be Richard Sparke. Of course there could only be one Richard Sparke, so either this individual or the person whose body was found in Bledson state Park was the twin-nemesis Delaney referred to in his studies. The impossible seemed to have taken the role of the probable now. Just like that.


  The light’s source generated at a point near the forms of Pamela and Richard. It was hot against his skin, filling the room with a smoky-alkaline odor. He stepped forward, screaming into the whistling din. Surely the uproar had attracted Kevin and Reese, who were most likely smart enough to keep their distance, and unaware that Leonard had just walked into the center of it.


  His hair blew in circles. He shielded his eyes, not from the light but from the dirt and debris flying around the room. Now he was second guessing his decision to force entry into the room. He tried to tell himself that there really hadn’t been a choice at the moment, that he’d been compelled by an inner force, a desire to discover the strange truth of the matter, and that choosing to walk away at this defining moment would make him a failure.


  He pulled his hands from his eyes and gazed at the silhouettes of Pam and Richard, watching them as they faded into nothing in a mere five seconds, five...four...three...two...one, now they’re gone. He could feel his heart slipping away as the image before him diminished, and then looking up he could see the pulsing blue light darkening at the corners, folding into itself, leaving the stark regularity of the ceiling and walls in its wake like a flattened landscape falling away from a tornado’s furor.


  Tears of pure frustration followed those of pain and irritation, and like a beggar of mercy before the pulpit, Leonard dove forward toward the spot where Pam and Richard had kneeled.


  Something happened. His body shook. His insides roiled like curdling milk in time-lapse. His hair stood on end. He felt like throwing up, thought he did but it was so hard to tell what might be happening in such a moment where he played hostage to some metaphysical malevolence. His hearing caught only white noise, his eyes saw only blue light...and then, darkness ruled.


  Pure utter darkness.


  


  Home


  
     
  


  First, gray.


  Then a sliver of light. Dull at first but growing like the sun’s first glimpse over a flat horizon. The light rushed into Leonard’s eyes like bitter acid, biting the surface regardless of his attempt to shutter them. He felt a growing discomfort--pain--first at his face, then his hands. In an attempt to look around, the pain traveled to his eyes, drawing tears which cooled and comforted and allowed him to slowly take in the vista surrounding him. First, the light, which grew to gold then cleared, bringing forth a landscape rather familiar to him. Then, the grass beneath him. Beyond, a stretch of sand. Hulking figures stoic in the soft earth, blind yet seemingly peering at him: a stranger in these parts temporarily lost in his own mind.


  The pain ate at him, and he brought his hands up to his still-blinded eyes, rubbed them until the tears dried and brought forth full sight of the environment.


  Hemmingway Park. Fairview. The playground.


  Leonard climbed to his feet, staggered like a man after a binge, then steadied himself as his equilibrium found an acceptable level. He leaned against a sycamore tree, gazing at his hands, the reddened skin burned from high temperature, it seemed. With similar discomfort, he imagined his face carrying the same tender cast. His uniform, it was hot to the touch too, and when he rubbed his hand against his chest it came away with a coating of fine blue-colored dust.


  Blue, he thought. There was a blue light in Pamela Bergin’s motel room. Or was it Richard Sparke’s room? There’d been blue dust at every scene. And here it is, on me. What does it mean? What the hell does anything mean? Might want to pack it all in, Leonard, head home and settle into my boring life, which doesn’t seem so bad right now.


  Leonard paced across a flat of grass to a thin cement walkway, which took him to the edge of the park. A few mothers pulled their eyes off their frolicking children to gape at one of Fairview’s finest tackling the sidewalk with all the grace of one of its half-dozen homeless stock.


  How did I get here?


  He exited the park through an inlet in the encircling fence. Once free of the park, he checked for his personal belongings. Everything he’d had on his person before being sucked into the blue light--a light ninety miles away, mind you--was still there: his gun and belt, his cell phone, badge, keys, and wallet. He checked the wallet and found all the contents still inside. The only item he didn’t bear was his hand-held, which he’d left in the motel room before leaving.


  Okay, I was sucked into that blue light in the motel room, and now I’m back home. And I don’t remember how I got here. What the hell is going on?


  He walked up Culver, then up Breton Avenue and Oakland Street, all the while replaying the events in his head leading up until the moment he stepped into the blue light. Richard Sparke, the seemingly mild-mannered (and now, seemingly dead; or recently resurrected) man who was wrapped up in truly mysterious circumstances that, to even the hard-edged probing type like Leonard, were nearly impossible to interpret. Nothing was for certain now. Except for the fact that Leonard was very tired, fatigued, and confused. With leaden legs he continued through the neighborhood and considered for a moment returning to the precinct, to his desk where he’d be able to sit down and report the extraordinary event to Reese and Kevin, whom he could only conclude had driven him home.


  Instead, with barely enough strength to walk, he staggered three more blocks to Gaston Street, to house number 12. He stared at it for a moment then marched up the walkway and climbed the three steps leading to the front door of his home.


  


  Pyramid


  
     
  


  He felt someone shoving him. Then, a voice.


  “Richard...wake up.”


  Am I dreaming? Mother is that you?


  He fluttered his eyes open, found himself caught in sunlight. The ground was warm, textured with nature: leaves, soil, dried grass. He looked up, remembered tripping into the blue light, and realized at once that wherever he was now, it would be acceptable as long as the man in black wasn’t with him.


  He’s dead, Richard. Remember? Killed by your very own hand.


  For an alarming moment Richard felt plagued by imminent danger, that no matter what happened, where he went or was ultimately taken, someone would come for him, either lead him away to some promising haven, or simply try to kill him. Pam had made both those points obvious as they spoke in the motel room, so anything was possible.


  He twisted his head, saw Pam kneeling next to him, her face tinged red, a sourness commanding her features.


  “Richard...we need to get out of here. Can you walk?”


  Despite feeling utterly fatigued, he was able to climb to his feet and gaze around. They stood about ten feet deep into a wooded area. Once the trees broke, a finely manicured lawn spread out like a soccer field leading up toward an impressive silver-structured building with a plethora of mirrored windows. The windows climbed ten stories high before giving way to a penthouse of sorts, a pyramid-shaped framework running an additional fifty feet to its apex.


  “Come,” she said. “To the building. We will be safe once inside.”


  Richard gazed at the building with the same fascination of a U.F.O. enthusiast making his first sighting after a lifetime of searching. He stepped forward to the perimeter of the woods, realizing without doubt that once inside the building he would uncover the answers to all his questions--here he would discover exactly who he was.


  “It’s beautiful,” he said, entering the sunlight. It stung his irritated skin. “And familiar. I feel as if I’ve been here before.”


  “You have,” she replied, sidling up beside him.


  “What is it?”


  “Quantugen Industries.”


  Quantugen... “I don’t know what it is, or what it means...but somehow I know the name.”


  “That’s because it’s something you created, Richard. This is your building. Quantugen is your company.”


  “My God...”


  She grabbed him by the hand. “We need to go there so we can talk about everything. If we stay out here too long, they’ll eventually see us and become suspicious.”


  Richard nodded. “Where exactly are we, Pam?”


  She hesitated, then said, “Fairview, Richard. We’re in Fairview.”


  


  Mess


  
     
  


  There was no one home. That much he expected. Janice worked at the florist in Milleridge every other day--he couldn’t for the life of him remember what day of the week it was--and Greg was in school until three. He peered at the clock in the kitchen. Ten-thirty, it read. He stepped away, then shot a glance back at it.


  Different. Janice must’ve bought a new one. Strange because she wouldn’t have put it up there herself. Unless Greg did it, but between school and baseball, the kid was out of the house more often than not and the last thing he wanted to do was little jobs like this, especially at the end of the day when dinner and homework rode high up on his list of priorities.


  Then he noticed the sink. Piled high with dirty dishes. Jesus. Janice would’ve had his head if he left even one dish in the sink like this. And Greg knew better than to disrespect his mother’s neat and clean habits.


  Something was wrong.


  Leonard went to the bathroom, gazed at his face in the toothpaste-spotted mirror. Red like his hands, his skin looked as if it’d gone a few hours under the sun. Gingerly he washed his hands and face with cool water, then relieved himself before going into the bedroom.


  The bed was unmade, another detail neat-freak Janice would never let sit. Actually, the whole bedroom was in shambles. Drawers open, clothing and towels littering the floor. Many of Janice’s trinkets were hidden beneath piles of tee-shirts and stacks of magazines. If it weren’t for the jewelry and money left out on the nightstand, Leonard would have believed the house had been robbed.


  He lay down on the bed, caught some foreign odors in the sheets--nothing repulsive, just different, as if the bed had played host to a variety of people. A woman’s perfume, a man’s cologne, a sachet of lavender, a trace of musk, all coated with a layer of stale body odor. Even the faint smell of sauce with garlic, something Janice never cooked, lay nestled in the fabric.


  In moments sleep began to whisk him away, and in the back of his mind he made a pact with himself. That he, Leonard Moldofsky, would become the family man he’d neglected Janice and Greg of for so long. As long as she agreed to clean the goddamned house. And explain why it had become so filthy.


  


  Building


  
     
  


  They approached the building with caution, Pam’s eyes darting about, peering up at the overhead security cameras panning the outside environment. Hanging from eaves fifteen feet high, there were enough, so it seemed, to capture every length of space at any moment. When one slid out of view, its neighbor would trap the scene left behind.


  “Keep your head down,” she said. “Security doesn’t pay too much attention to details, and they won’t question me. At least, I don’t think they will. But if they see you...”


  Richard kept his silence, following her like a nervous child accompanying a parent to work for the very first time. She reached a sidewalk that circumnavigated the building and walked along it in the opposite direction of a huge parking lot filled with cars. They took it to the end and turned the corner where a steel door sat, impervious in the brick facing. Pam reached into her pocket, removed the billfold that Richard had rifled through earlier when questioning her identity, and removed a keycard. She slid it through a slot next to the door. A tiny green light flashed and they went inside.


  The door slammed shut behind them. Cool air washed over Richard’s face, temporarily easing the discomfort of his sore skin. The hall was empty, a service conduit with water and gas pipes snaking across the ceiling behind the cloak of hanging fluorescent lights. The walls were institutional, cinderblocks painted steel gray. A fire extinguisher was attached to the wall near the door.


  “Looks like a prison,” Richard said.


  “Acts like one too. C’mon.”


   They continued down the hall, Richard following Pam close behind. He began to feel suspicious of her, his earlier apprehensions returning and reminding him that even though her intentions seemed trustworthy at the moment, he shouldn’t exclude the possibility of her actions being solely self-serving, and that she might be deceitfully leading him into her web, as opposed to the fail-safe sanctuary she promised.


  Regardless of her intent, Richard saw no alternative but to follow her. She appeared to be ‘in the know’ regarding his life, his intimate torments. She was the only one available to trust. A guardian by default.


  They made a few turns, each bend taking them deeper into the bowels of the building. The roar of generators grew louder until they eventually descended a set of stairs into a large boiler room. Pam wound her way around two large generators to a steel door set back into a small alcove. She swiped her card and opened the door, holding it open for him to follow her. He stopped, looked into her eyes, which widened with impatience, and went inside.


  


  Different


  
     
  


  He dreamed of lights. Blue lights. Not the dazzling illumination that filled the motel room earlier, but smaller,  subtler beacons floating orb-like in the air above him. They flickered, each carrying its own pulse. Only one at a time, each similarly taking its turn with unmistakable intentions. Morse code, Leonard knew, recalling the days during basic training when flashlights sent mock signals of distress from hidden drill zones, he, the interpreter from afar, challenged to decipher their message. These blue lights asserted their significance over and over again.


  Go home...go home...go home...


  I am home, he called out to the dream lights. I am home...


  Then, a voice. Calling his name.


  “Leonard!”


  The lights dispersed in an outward burst, like fish avoiding a thrown stone. His mind at once erased the dream-world, whisking him back to the reality he left behind some indeterminate time ago. In the pallid real-world a figure loomed above, the outline unfamiliar, but…her features, they were recognizable.


  Janice. His wife. Here. Now.


  Different.


  Then his sights cleared and he had a truly difficult time believing what his eyes were showing him. She’d undergone an obscene and seemingly impossible transformation. In just one day Janice Moldofsky had gained at least fifty pounds…but this extra weight was the least shocking part of her physical reversal. Her hair, always set to perfection, was horribly scraggled, dyed bright orange, a thick zipper-strip of gray racing across her scalp at the roots. Her skin was riddled with pimples, the arms victims of some bacterial disease that left them raw and crusty. Her clothes were disheveled and stained. She looked at him with clear disdain, perhaps repulsion, her hatred for him unmistakable. And when she spoke, Leonard saw that her voice and personality had become victim of some disturbing mutation as well.


  “What the hell you doing home already, you bastard?”


  In a panic, he wriggled up on his elbows, back against the wall (the headboard is gone) feeling the comforting bulge of his gun against his waist and wondering what kind of evil had taken over his wife in the last twenty four hours. She’d become a fucking monster. Yes, a fucking monster.


  She yanked the covers off the bed in one quick jerking motion, sending them against the siding closet door which, Leonard now realized, was off its hinges. “If you’re gonna be home today, then no use laying around. Git busy, you lazy fuck. Clean the damn kitchen.”


  He tried to speak, but the words couldn’t wrestle their way past the sudden lump in his throat. He held his hands up in defense as her unending barrage of curses and insults slammed into him like pelting raindrops. After she seemed to tire, she stormed out of the room, screaming crazily, banging pots and pans in the kitchen.


  Leonard staggered from the bed, trying to make sense of the situation, but finding no possible way to do so in his frazzled state of mind. Sure, he could sit here and think and think until his brain was burnt to a crisp, but he’d still have no plausible answer to this current state of events. Just when I thought things couldn’t get any more confusing.


  He came to a quick assumption that something horribly metaphysical had taken place, that after tripping into the blue light, he’d ended up back in Fairview in Hemmingway Park, and that somehow things had changed, that the life he once knew no longer existed.


  Last night George found traces of a blue-colored residue on both Delaney’s and Samantha’s clothing. He took samples, ran them through the computer and found them to be identical in nature. An odd and unique mixture of chemicals. He mentioned a few materials, uranium, xenon, some others. Those are nuclear elements.


  He peered at the clock. It read eleven-fifteen. He’d slept for only forty-five minutes.


  Can’t be...can’t possibly be.


  Somehow that boring life you once knew, Len, doesn’t seem so bad. Does it?


  He jumped from the bed, trying to ignore Janice’s tantrum, and lurched into the study. His books were gone. All of them. Even the bookshelf that once lined the entire far wall. It had been removed, jagged holes in the wall where it had once been bolted. No more Arthur C. Clarke (he’d collected every damn first edition), no more Robert Heinlen, no more Edgar Rice Burroughs. They were all gone.


  A tear came to his eye and he raced into the kitchen where Janice leaned against the counter eating beef ravioli out of the can. She looked at him, her eyes wild, yet hesitant, as if she could see the flames of ire burning in his own eyes. Breathing rapidly, he said, “Janice...where are my books?”


  “Books? What books? What the hell are you talking about?”


  “My science fiction collection. There used to be a bookshelf in the study, remember?”


  She looked at him oddly, head cocked, then answered, “You got rid of them about five years ago. At the garage sale.”


  Even though this was the first thing she’d said in a calm tone of voice, it was perhaps the most horribly instigating thing anyone had ever uttered to him in his forty-seven years. He pulled his gun, placed it against her neck. “I said where the fuck are my books?” Emphasis on the word fuck. So she’d understand.


  Tears sprang from her eyes like raindrops. Leonard didn’t think she was capable of crying. “I told you...” she stammered.


  That was when Greg walked in. His son.


  The high schooler had gone from studious jock to full-fledged dirtbag in his transformation. Earrings, long hair, worn jeans and Iron Maiden tee-shirt, a cigarette dangling from a pierced lip. A real looker. He took a step back when he saw the gun.


  “What the fuck, Dad?” Greg said.


  “Jesus Christ!” Leonard yelled. “What the hell is going on here?”


  “What are you doing?” Greg took a step closer. Leonard could see the potential for conflict brewing in the kid’s eyes. Still has his mother’s eyes, Leonard thought. Just like in the real world. Only here their eyes are absurdly maniacal. If this were the real world I’d have these two locked up.


  Leonard pulled the gun away from Janice and pointed it at Greg. His ‘son’ raised his hands up in a defensive posture, a too-cool move that exhibited prior practice; Leonard figured this wasn’t his only brush with the law, with or without his father’s awareness.


  “You,” he said. “Get over there with your mother.”


  Greg stepped over to her, nudging up against her. Janice yelled, “Have you lost your fucking mind? Have you?”


  “Yo dad, you could lose your job, you know.”


  Leonard opened the back door, and very calmly stepped out onto the porch. Peering in through the torn screen, he shook his head at the mess that had become of his family, then said with no rationality, “Fuck you all.”


  Gun still in hand, he ran back into the neighborhood he lived in for twenty-three years, down Gaston street and far away from the house he hoped he’d never have to return to again.


  And all the while he wondered if he was losing his mind.


  


  Exist


  
     
  


  “I use this room as a safe haven of sorts, when I need to be alone. I’ve set the keyless entry so that only my card will work. Of course if someone really wanted to get in, they could reprogram the lock from any terminal, but half the building doesn’t even know this room is here, and the other half doesn’t really care. The only one we have to watch out for is Brutus. For now, though, I think we’re safe.”


  “Who’s Brutus?”


  “Head of security. He’s the boss’s right-hand man. He runs all of the computers in the building, and pretty much does whatever the boss says.”


  “The boss? I thought you said I owned this place. Wouldn’t that make me the boss?” Richard’s attempt at sarcasm showed through, and Pam responded with a frown.


  “I think it’s time we talk.”


  “I think that’s a good idea.”


  She motioned towards a small leather sofa against the back wall. “Come here,” she said, then sat down next to him, placing her elbows on her knees. She looked like a passenger waiting for a flight to be announced. “I always do my best thinking in this room. It’s one of the only places here that you’ll find no cameras.”


  Richard settled into the smooth upholstery. It felt really good, his muscles and bones graciously coming to rest. Pam jumped up and retrieved a bottle of water from a small refrigerator by the door, walked back over and handed it to him, which he downed in a few gulps. After a minute, and another half bottle of water, he asked, “So what is this company, Quant--”


  “Quantugen.” She sat back down on the couch.


  “Quantugen. I don’t like the sound of it already.”


  “They do some pretty interesting things here.”


  “And it all has to do with me?”


  Pam leaned back against the white cloth pillow on the arm of the sofa, making herself comfortable, Richard assumed, for the long talk ahead of them. “Are you familiar with the term ‘Quantum Physics’?”


  Richard searched his mind for answers, thousands of voices suddenly waking up to yell out answers, as if they were all contestants on a game show. Somewhere inside his head he heard the phrase ‘time travel’.


  “Time travel?”


  She grinned. “Yes, that’s correct. Time travel plays a major role here. But it isn’t our primary concern.”


  “Okay...so what is?”


  “I want you to realize and understand everything that’s been happening, and in order to do so, you need to know everything from the beginning. So...you ready?”


  Richard nodded.


  “Okay. The lights, the dreams you’ve been having for about two years...”


  “Yes...”


  “Well...they materialized because of a breakthrough in quantum physics research that occurred exactly three years ago.”


  “Three years ago...” He paused, startled, then asked, “Does this time travel you speak of have anything to do with my dreams?”


  “Directly, nothing at all. But your dreams did begin as a result of an all-out effort to assess the still fully developmental science. Let me give you a bit of a primer. Even with all our research, human time travel, as much as we understand of it, to this day remains a physical impossibility. This is because of two reasons. One, no one can ever travel back in time. It can’t be done. Science--and nature--won’t allow it. Secondly, time travel into the future, although plausible, is still in its very early trial and error stages. It does have its possibilities, but as of this time, these possibilities exist only in theory.”


  “Try me.”


  “Well, basically, you’d have to spin around in a centrifuge at the speed of light for approximately three years in order to return to earth a hundred years later. The physical toll would be near-deadly, and besides, a permanent residence in an unexplored future might prove highly undesirable. Now don’t get me wrong, future travel is without question a very intriguing concept, but the merits of such a trip are still unexaminable since we have not yet reached a designated point in the future where our test-travelers, a few brave chimpanzees in stasis, eventually return. That is, if they return at all. Only at that point can we--or shall I say our successors, since we’ll all be dead by then--appropriately judge the outcome of such a voyage with any true data. But again, this is of no direct concern to us, because time travel is still in the early stages of experimentation, and doesn’t wholly apply to your personal situation.“


  “I’m totally lost. Why tell me all of this?”


  “Because I need to preface my explanation. As I said, everything that’s been happening to you over the past three years has resulted from an intensive study in time travel. It is a direct result of these studies that we stumbled upon something extraordinary, something that ultimately led to your plight...a totally unexpected revelation.”


  “A revelation?”


  She took a deep breath, then said, “Richard...have you ever once said to yourself, ‘What if?’”


  “What if?”


  “That’s right...like, how would my life be different today if I’d made only one small change in the past, if I’d done something entirely different?“


  Richard pondered the thought, then offered, “I suppose...we all kinda wish we could undo the mistakes we’ve made in the past. Is this what you mean?”


  “Yes, exactly.”


  “Then, yes, I can definitely say I regret making certain decisions in life. Ones that could’ve taken me down different paths. But I can’t think of too many instances because, and I’ve never told you before--but somehow I guess you already know--I really don’t remember much of anything prior to three years ago. Only recently, with everything that’s been going on, have snippets of my past memories come back. And even then, they seem disjointed. For instance, at one point I remember being a college student, and then I clearly recall being a schoolteacher in a classroom. And then I could remember myself sitting in a dark alley shooting up heroin. All of these images are memories, as clear as day, that don’t tie in with one another. They really don’t make any sense.”


  “Actually, they do make sense. There’s a reason for such diverse memories.”


  “Okay...so you want to tell me what they are?”


  “The reason why you remember all these different things is because…because Richard Sparke has lived all the lives from which these memories come from.”


  “Wait a minute...how could I have lived a half-dozen lives?”


  “I didn’t say you. I said Richard Sparke.”


  “Huh?”


  “And actually, there’s only five lives.”


  Richard hesitated, rubbed his tired eyes. “If you’re trying to confuse me further, you’re doing a fine job.”


  “I’m sorry...”


  “Pam, Heather, whoever the hell you are. Tell me what the hell is going on.”


  She nodded, then started speaking, never once taking her eyes off of Richard. “Let me tell you a story. A little more than four years ago, a great scientist, highly accomplished in the field of quantum physics, defied all of science and nature and the doubts of his peers, and miraculously found a way to harvest the same unique energy that is present in black holes in space. By doing so, he was able to reverse the process and create white holes in a laboratory environment. He found, quite by accident, that this energy could be channeled toward the dilation of time.”


  “Dilation of time?”


  “He was able to alter it. But not in a sense where he could utilize it for travel--although those were his initial intentions. This scientist, by accident, was able to split time, whereas, and I’m trying to explain this in the  simplest of terms to help you understand, it branches off into parallel lines that run concurrently with one another. Hence you have multiple timelines that co-exist alongside one another--albeit on different planes of existence.” She held her forearms out as if warding off a blow to demonstrate her explanation.


  “I’m still lost.”


  “You won’t be in a second. Once this scientist realized what he’d done, he abandoned his research on time travel and immediately planned a course of action, taking full advantage of his new discovery. Despondent over his disabling physical and mental state, he set out to create alternate timelines, all of which he could experience firsthand. After nearly a year of study and meticulous data entry, he was able to make changes in his past that would ultimately influence how his life turned out. His goal, as I alluded to earlier, was to see how his life would’ve changed had he made different decisions. Answer all the ‘what ifs’. You with me now?”


  “I think so. Go ahead.”


  “His health had been his primary motivation. The scientist suffered from a very rare neurological disease called amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, or ALS, a disease that attacks the neuromuscular systems, and is wholly debilitating. Wheelchair bound and rapidly deteriorating of mind and body, he set out to create an alternate timeline where he wasn’t lame and dying, a place where he could go and live disease and pain free. He succeeded in creating four additional timelines, making five in all that ran side by side with one another.”


  There was a pause, a deafening silence filled with doubt that could no way be attended to. This enigma was way too difficult to grasp, an obstacle more extraordinary than anything he’d encountered in the last two days. And for Christ’s sake, it was just the beginning. Once it all began to soak in, he asked, “Who is this scientist?”


  She hesitated, sucked a deep breath into her lungs, then said, “His name is Richard Sparke. He is the original Richard Sparke. You, Richard Sparke, are a result of one of his timelines.”


  “Oh my God...” If what Pam just said was true, then there would be five Richard Sparkes out there right now. At the thought of this, his heart sunk like a rock in a pond, settled in his stomach where it pounded out its fear and churned his gut. He grasped his midsection with one arm, rubbed a temple with his free hand. When he found a bit of strength, he asked, “When did you say this experiment took place?”


  “The additional timelines were created three years ago.”


  “That means...” A lump formed in his throat. The words wouldn’t come.


  “It means,” Pam said, “that prior to three years ago, you didn’t exist.”


  


  Changes


  
     
  


  With no car at his disposal, he’d have to walk to the precinct. Leonard guessed the distance to be about three miles, which, in his current state of fatigue, would feel much longer and more painful. He tackled the streets of his neighborhood on wobbly legs, taking notice now of the subtle yet frightening changes that had taken place in Fairview, how some of the houses showed different lawns, flowers, fences, cars in the driveways. Others looked very much the same as they did prior to the blue light, as much as he could remember of them, that is, but he knew that if he looked close enough, he’d find dissimilarities somewhere, whether it was the type of window installed in the house or the absence of a weather vane perched on the roof. Passing by Jamie Hunt’s home, he stopped, only to see a woman who wasn’t Jamie and a kid who looked a bit Oriental.


  Location-wise and style, all of the neighborhood structures remained identical. So did the streets and the number of homes, even the buildings as he came closer into town. But when you took in Fairview as a whole, it seemed to have undergone a strong character change, as if its heart and personality had been the subject of chemical tinkering. Fairview on Prozac, maybe.


  The streets got busier as he neared Park Avenue. If he’d come here first he wouldn’t have been able to tell that some weird transmutation had taken place. The usual fare dominated the scenery. The sun was shining brightly, the lunchtime crowds were out in full force, taking  the cafes and luncheonettes by storm. Mothers walked with strollers, men and women jogged and walked dogs. Typical day in Fairview, so it appeared.


  As normalcy trickled its way into Leonard’s life, he wondered just what to do next--certainly he could never return to the house he once called home unless everything that had happened this morning turned out to be some cruel joke, a hallucination, or maybe some crazy dream.


  As he pondered a reachable explanation to the madness, he spotted Officer Spencer Reed issuing a ticket to a new-looking Mitsubishi whose time must’ve expired on the meter. Leonard waited until the traffic cleared and crossed the street.


  “Spencer...”


  Spencer Reed’s brown eyes pinned Leonard. His thick eyebrows came together in a look of puzzlement. “Len? I thought you were on desk duty.”


  “Hi.” Leonard wasn’t sure what to say, if anything would make sense coming from his mouth. He hoped and prayed that things would simply shift back to normal, as far-fetched as that thought seemed at the moment. After a thread of silence, he asked, “How’s it going with the search for Sparke?” It was all he could come up with to break the uncomfortable silence. As well, he wanted to see if Spencer had any additional information for him, something that might explain the chaos disrupting his world. His heart pounded in wait for a reply.


  “Who?” Spencer replied. His gaze on Leonard grew even more suspicious.


  “Richard Sparke...you know...the guy they were looking for in connection with the murders?”


  Spencer dropped his hands to his side. “Murders? Len, what on earth are you talking about?”


  Frustration rose in him like steam from boiling water, and he had to control himself from shaking the answers out of Spencer. He bowed his head, clenched his fists and rubbed his eyes, trying desperately to shake away the confusion, but it was too persistent. Was it possible that Spencer didn’t know about Sparke and the murders? You bet. It this mixed-up, muddled-up world, Leonard realized, these murders never happened.


  “Len...are you all-right?” Spencer went to place a hand on Leonard’s shoulder. Leonard backed away.


  Right into traffic.


  A black Sentra came to a screeching halt, despite its slow velocity. He fell forward, hands against the hood to break his fall. He then staggered sideways across the road, careening away from Spencer’s call. He raced across the sidewalk, all the way to Park Avenue, across the street, weaving in and out of cars waiting at a red light. He raced into the parking lot of the police station, saw his car parked in its usual spot.


  Hands cupped around his brow, he peered through the driver’s side window. The interior of the car was a mess. Newspapers and coffee cups strewn everywhere. Jesus, if Reese saw this he’d be assigned to desk duty at once.


  Len? I thought you were on desk duty.


  He heard the door to the precinct open. Then, voices. That of Kevin. And...


  Oh my God...


  It was his very own voice he heard. He turned, saw a man standing next to his partner. Dumbfounded, Leonard watched as the man descended the steps of the precinct and made an approach toward the cruiser. Leonard stepped back, still gazing at the man next to Kevin.


  A perfect replica of himself. Leonard Moldofsky.


  In a panic, he ducked down and scurried away unseen, back onto Park Avenue and down the sidewalk to the first side road where he crouched down behind the cloak of a azalea bush in someone’s front yard. He stayed there for a half hour, thinking of only one thing the entire time.


  Twin nemesis.


  


  Truth


  
     
  


  “How is that possible...?” The words melted in his mouth like butter, his brain feeling the same way, and he had to lean back against the soft leather of the sofa to calm the encroaching dizziness. The truth had turned out to be the biggest blow of all: just when he thought things couldn’t get any worse, enter the truth of the matter rearing its ugly head. Contending with it would be no slice of pie either. “That’s why prior to three years ago, I don’t remember anything...because I didn’t exist!” He rubbed a hand through his hair.


  Pam nodded. “You and two other Richard Sparkes were created at the same exact time. That is when all your lives began.”


  “Wait...I thought you said there were five Richards?”


  “There are...but he started out with just one additional timeline.”


  “Jesus...how the hell did he do it?”


  “It’s an extremely complicated science, something you won’t understand.”


  “Try me--you owe me.”


  She paused, then grinned. “You sure?”


  “Absolutely. I feel the need to know everything.”


  She smoothed out the wrinkles in her jeans, then spoke. “It has to do with an energy force called ‘dark matter’. It’s the same nearly undetectable energy that has existed since the time of the big bang. Ironically, dark matter is now only known to be found in white holes. When Richard the scientist produced a white hole in the laboratory environment, he found the incredible volume of mass and energy within quickly losing itself to potential energy, ultimately creating a mass of dark matter. Soon thereafter he discovered that dark matter was tied to the cosmological constant of time.”


  “How?”


  “Natural warps of space formed, right there in the lab. A 'repulsive force' resulted from the new space being created. The potential energy dissipated, and the dark matter spread. It created a rift.”


  Much of this flew way over Richard’s head. Still, he seemed to remember a portion of everything she said. Somehow, suddenly, it was starting to make sense to him. “What did he do once he found the rift?”


  “This is where it gets really confusing. With minimal sleep, he set to work, spending twenty hours a day, and sometimes longer, studying the rift. He soon realized that the rift wasn’t a passage into another time, as he first presumed, but a gate into another timeline. A mirror-reality. So, like Big Brother keeping tabs on a chosen one, he watched himself--albeit a very different version of himself--leading a lifestyle he greatly desired. A stable man working a normal nine-to-five job, with a house and a family, a wife, daughter, and mother who shared his loving home. What Richard the scientist found was a man who experienced a great level of unassuming happiness, something he’d lacked his entire life despite the knowledge he retained, the riches he’d won in his illustrious life. It was at this turning point he discovered that unless you had this simple happiness in your life, contentment was virtually impossible. On top of that, he also knew that even simple happiness meant nothing when you didn’t have your health, something he didn’t possess.” She paused then added, “Richard the scientist just didn’t want to be like this man, the other Richard Sparke. He wanted to be him. A man free of terminal illness.”


  Richard shook his head in utter disbelief. “How is that possible?”


  “You want the science?”


  “In your best grammar-school English.”


  “The basic equation is simple, once dark matter is produced. With dark matter present, no energy is required for time lines to split, thus creating many possible realities, many alternate time lines. But multiple possible futures require the creation of new universes first. To do this, matter and dark matter must be balanced. Once this is accomplished, the creation of a new alternate reality, a new universe, happens automatically. It is a zero-energy event. And all such realities will continue to exist indefinitely so long as all alternate realities spinning off the common time line balance matter and dark matter.”


  “So you’re saying that Richard Sparke the scientist’s world is the common timeline, and that he created additional entire universes with alternate timelines that branched off from it?”


  “Correct. I know it sounds complicated. But you have to remember, the universe we live in was caused solely through the presence of dark matter. Once dark matter was duplicated, additional universes sprung into place.”


  “So how did he plan on becoming another Richard Sparke?”


  “Okay...I mentioned that all matter and dark matter must be balanced in order for multiple timelines to exist indefinitely side by side, in harmony. Richard the scientist spent a good six months studying the family man in the alternate timeline. He learned everything about him. All his whims and ways. Then, through a great deal of experimentation found that if he ever so slightly disrupted the balance of matter and dark matter between the two universes, a strange anomaly occurred, something he termed as bleeding. Bleeding is the synchronous exchange of memories, personality traits, inclinations, and tendencies of the same person from one timeline to the next. As you might guess from your own experiences, Richard the scientist began to harvest some of the memories and feelings and talents from Richard the family man from the alternate timeline. Likewise, Richard the family man began to obtain the attributes of Richard the scientist. The only difference was that our family man started gathering mental data without the knowledge of what was happening.”


  “So he began to think he was losing his mind...just like I did.”


  She nodded.


  “So all those memories that miraculously evolved in my head, the talents and qualities I suddenly possessed, were all by reason of bleeding.”


  “Correct.”


  “Jesus...I can remember, just recently, sitting around a dinner table with Samantha, Debra, and my mother...” He stopped as an incredible thought entered his mind. “Oh my God... Pam, is it possible that they’re all part of this other Richard’s family?”


  She nodded. “Not only possible. It’s true.”


  “Holy shit...so that’s why I had those memories.” He paused, thinking about the serene scene that had entered his mind just recently, and many times in the past as well. Then the image of this melted away, leaving him with many more memories of pasts he never lived. Many of them happy, many more daunting. “So what happened next?“


      “Well...everything seemed to be working perfectly. Richard the scientist ran into no problems while carefully manipulating the balance of matter and dark matter between his own reality and the first alternate timeline he created. His goal to become Richard Sparke the family man, seemed to be coming true. Bleeding between the two of them grew heavily, and so did their exchange of thoughts and memories. Soon thereafter they began to exchange consciousnesses, whereas Richard the scientist began to see the alternate world through the eyes of Richard the family man. He would be inside his body! These exchanges at first lasted only a few minutes, but soon time expanded and Richard the scientist had actually become the family man for longer periods, sometimes even days at a time. It was truly remarkable. His dream was fast becoming a reality--all he had to do was keep the experiment alive and eventually the two would trade places, indefinitely. The scientist would become the happy healthy family man, and the family man would become the dying wheelchair bound scientist.”


  “It seems to me then that the experiment was a success. Why did he then create additional timelines?”


  “He hit a big snag.”


  “What happened?” Richard’s blood raced with the incredible desire to know.


  “Well...Richard our beloved scientist had thought the experiment to be over. Everything seemed perfect. He’d spent nearly ten months in the family man’s body, living his life, enjoying his children and making love to his ‘new’ wife Samantha. There were no signs of him having to return to his old consciousness. Memories of his past life began to fade altogether, and new memories of a normal, content, secure life flourished. He was becoming the family man. He knew that very soon he’d retain the family man’s entire consciousness, and that all memories of his scientific existence would vanish. Thankfully, however, he was able to recall some of the more painful memories of his past life, because these ultimately blocked him from having to relive the torment he was so desperately trying to escape.”


  “How?”


  “Because he remembered what it felt like, the pain. The agony. Once Richard the family man began to suffer early symptoms of ALS, he knew he couldn’t stay.”


  “Oh damn...”


  “You see the problem here? In this timeline he created, Richard Sparke the scientist would also suffer from the debilitating neuromuscular disease. The family man’s body would begin to deteriorate in the same fashion as the scientist’s did. The only difference was that the scientist’s consciousness would suffer all the pain, and no way could he endure that all over again.”


  “So,” Richard said, “he had to create more timelines, hence more Richards, in order to begin the process all over again.”


  “Correct. Only it was much easier said than done.”


  Richard grinned. “I figured as much.”


  “Once Richard the scientist realized he couldn’t live the life of the family man he created, he came back into his own body. A year after creating the first timeline, he ran the process again, creating additional timelines, three more in all. He then disrupted the balance between matter and dark matter in effort to exchange consciousnesses with all other Richards involved. What he found was quite alarming. Of the three additional Richards, one was a heroin addict. He was homeless, naked and bleeding, dying in a refuse-filled alley in the city. Obviously, he couldn’t assume this man’s perceptions. Then, you came along. Your life wasn’t what he fully desired, but you seemed healthy, and at the point of growing desperation, that was all that mattered. He figured that once he got into your head, he could change the way you lived, make things more desirable for himself.”


  “So what went wrong?”


  “The fifth Richard Sparke. Although Richard the scientist saw your life as a suitable replacement, he still looked into the fifth universe to see if Richard’s life there might be any better. He never expected that the decision to do so would trigger his ultimate demise.”


  Richard searched his thoughts, and soon found the piece to this part of the puzzle. “The fifth Richard Sparke was the man in black, right?”


  Pam nodded. “That’s right. And like the scientist, he was truly brilliant. The only problem was that this fifth Richard Sparke was a serial murderer who’d spent his entire life eluding the law. Whereas Richard the scientist spent his life utilizing his genius toward scientific purposes, this man used it to satiate his primal urges to torture and kill and evade authority. There was no way the scientist could assume this man’s consciousness. Or his life. Once caught, he’d be put in jail.”


  Richard ran a nervous hand across his shoulder. “Yeah, that could be a problem.”


  “A big one, it was.”


  Richard moved his hand to his brow, tried to rub away the mounting confusion. The pain in his body had settled to a dull ache, the throbbing evenly distributed from head to toe. He shook his head with disbelief. “If I understand this correctly, then there must have been a good deal of bleeding between all five timelines. I was gathering clear memories and thoughts from all of these men. I was obtaining a piece of all their consciousnesses. This explains all my memories, and the voices in my head. My conscience. The voice of reason.”


  “And they were gaining your memories as well.”


  “All five Richards, learning about one another. It must have been utter chaos.”


  Pam grinned and nodded. “It was the bleeding that set all five timelines into disorder, to the point where Richard the scientist’s efforts to regain the balance between matter and dark matter between them all became a mathematical impossibility. Too many combinations between the five alternate universes made the feat hopeless. All Richard the scientist could do at the moment was sit back, watch, and let the scenario play itself out.”


  “Let me guess...more problems.”


  “Correct again. All having to do with the fifth Richard.”


  “The serial killer.”


  “The bleeding from the scientist’s world into his was very heavy. He gained a great deal of knowledge. Soon he discovered exactly what was happening, with the whole alternate timeline occurrences, and did everything in his power to capitalize on the situation.”


  “Wow...so, unlike myself and presumably the other Richards who chalked up their abnormal experiences to either supernatural activity or psychological complications, our serial killer was able to unearth the truth of the matter.”


  “And explore its every possibility. He gained every bit of knowledge from the scientist, and, in a matter of months, had begun his very own experiments, in his own home, in his own universe.”


  Richard shook his head. “Unbelievable.”


  “It gets even more incredible.”


  “Jesus, we had it all wrong.”


  Pam gave him a quizzical stare.


  “Myself. Doctor Delaney. All the effort, the research we did in attempt to find out what was wrong with me. It was all way off base. We spent two years barking up dozens of wrong trees. I’ll bet you won’t find anything even remotely pertaining to this in Delaney’s notes.”


  “No, you probably wouldn’t.”


  “So what happened next?”


  “What happened was that Richard the serial killer--the man in black--eventually absorbed full knowledge of the timeline experiment. Not just those elementary features lying on the surface of the project, but every intricacy, every scientific detail there was to know. Capitalizing on this, Richard the serial killer was not only able to continue the scientist’s work--without exchanging consciousnesses, mind you--but was able to take it a step further and achieve something our scientist had only posed through theory. And it couldn’t have happened at a better time. Two years after the first timeline had been established, the scientist had finally resigned himself to defeat. His movements were limited to eye flutters, his speech a series of one-word sentences through the use of an electronic communicator. He was able to keep mental tabs on his adversary’s progress, and could divulge the details of his actions in only the most basic of terms. But it was enough to know exactly what he was up to.”


  Richard was riveted. “Tell me.”


  “Whereas Richard the scientist had only been able to achieve the exchange of thoughts and memories between the fluctuating timelines, the man in black discovered a way to physically trip between the alternate universes. He could travel from one time line to the next. In his mind, he realized he could forever escape the world where he was a wanted man, the world that inhibited his passion for torture and murder, and find a new existence in a place where he could begin his exploits from scratch. Begin his reign of terror all over again--”


  “Knowing what he knew now. There’s the ‘what if’ concept.”


  “Right. But the only way he could gain complete control of his being was to kill off the four other Richards. This would eliminate bleeding beyond the scope of knowledge he’d already obtained, and also end any confusion that would no doubt manifest from all those voices in his head. And, as we learned soon thereafter, would give him the perverse pleasure of killing himself and living to tell about it.”


  “How was he able to go from one timeline to the next?”


  “Utilizing the knowledge he absorbed through Richard the scientist, he was able to build a device that enabled him to manage this very feat.” She reached sideways alongside the couch and dragged her knapsack in front of her. She fished inside the large pocket, but Richard already knew what she was looking for. The device she had in the motel room. The one that made the blue light they escaped into.


  She pulled it out and placed it on the floor between them. Sighting it for a second time was no less monumental. His heart fluttered knowing now, without question, that this device had been the source of the blue light that’d haunted him for two years.


  The blue light.


  “It’s beautiful,” Richard said, marveling at its electronic complexities.


  “This unit is a duplicate. Not as complex as the original, but just as useful. It does the job. Well, it used to anyway. It’s stopped working.”


  Richard eyed the object with awe. He then said, “If this isn’t the original the man in black built, then where’d it come from?”


  “The secrets on how to create such a device bled from the man in black back to Richard the scientist.”


  “So...through bleeding, the man in black learned everything there was to know about the project from Richard the scientist, who then continued experimenting in his own universe to a point where he was able to take the science a step further. In turn, the information of this discovery bled right back to Richard the scientist. Makes sense, I guess. But I thought you said Richard the scientist was disabled and virtually uncommunicative?”


  “He was. Still, through his communication device, he was able to forward all pertinent information to a computer in the lab. Remember I told you about Brutus? Head of security? He and I were able to construct a second time-trip device. Which is why it’s probably unusable now...we did the best we could with it, but our knowledge is limited.”


  Richard hesitated. He pinned Pam with a stunned gaze. “Wait a second, Pam...I never thought to ask...”


  “What?”


  “What is your involvement here? How do you know all this?”


  She hesitated, blew out a deep breath, then said, “Richard the scientist had only two people working intimately with him. The only two people he trusted. Brutus. And myself.”


  “But why you, Pam? How did you get so wrapped up in all of this?”


  She paused, took another deep breath. “Richard Sparke, the scientist, was my husband.”
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  It took Leonard thirty minutes to find enough courage to come out of hiding. Lying unseen in the shrubbery, he’d spent the entire time trying to regulate his quickened breathing as the nightmare-image of his body double walking nonchalantly down the precinct steps haunted his mind. Then Kevin, walking beside the imposter


  (twin nemesis)


  as if nothing out of the ordinary was going on. Well, to these folks, these aliens that now occupied Fairview, nothing was wrong. Not at all. There had been no murders, no crimes whatsoever. Like the people walking their dogs and riding their bikes and shopping along Main Street and Park Avenue, it was just another typical day in Fairview.


  Yeah, right.


  He took a quick stride away from town into the surrounding neighborhood, pacing the streets that looked so familiar yet carried an ambience of something gone hideously awry. Len, get a grip on yourself. You got sucked into that blue light in the hotel room and somehow you ended up ninety miles away, back in Fairview. But not really Fairview. An exact duplicate of the town you lived in your entire life, where the people are slightly off kilter (in your family’s case, picking daisies way out in left field) and a man wearing your clothes, driving your car, fucking your wife, lives and breathes the air that was meant for you. Other than that, you have nothing to be afraid of.


  Or do you?


  As his mind tested reality over and over again, he walked, blindly passing people and trying hard not to make eye contact for fear of being recognized by someone--for fear of having to speak to someone unrecognizable that claimed to know him. His eyes stayed pinned to his shoes that tackled the cracks of the sidewalks on Fairview’s friendly streets, his steps tapping out a rhythm that carried him all the way to Culver Street, number 338. Presidential Studios. Washington Building.


  Pamela Bergin’s home.


  What was the phrase? Déjà vu, all over again? That’s what it felt like as Leonard tackled the cement walkway to the entrance, into the foyer without a security lock, then past the doors through the hallway with the dated motifs and dust-coated sconces.


  He stood in front of the door labeled 5A, realizing now that although the scene played itself out almost identically as it did yesterday (minus Kevin’s presence), one clear distinction became suddenly obvious. The aroma of chicken soup was absent. In its place: cool damp must.


  He knocked on the door.


  He heard a shuffling noise inside--not the quickened pace of someone answering the door, but a multitude of tiny muffled patters and scratches. He placed an ear to the door.


  Then he heard it. A faint mewl. A cat.


  Well, I’ll be a son of a bitch, Kevin. That nose of yours is sensitive.


  He knocked. No answer.


  Tried the knob.


  The door opened. He pushed it gently, slowly revealing the interior of Pamela Bergin’s apartment. Slightly more furnished than the apartment he’d been in yesterday--he’d come to the indecisive conclusion that everything and everyplace he’d been to yesterday was indeed an entirely different world-he worked hard to control the smile creeping up on his face at the occupants residing here. Cats. At least two dozen of them, doing what cats do best. Cleaning themselves, napping on the sofa and chairs, taking snacks from the metal bowls assembled near the sliding closet doors to the left. As he stepped inside, one pranced over and nuzzled his leg, leaving a trace of gray hair behind.


  There’s no plausible explanation for this, he thought, stepping further in and taking in the whole apartment. Some of the cats eyed him curiously, ready to spring into action just in case he had a treat of cold-cuts in his pocket. Leonard sneezed a couple of times, wiping the tears springing from his eyes. He walked to the refrigerator, opened it, saw not only cat food but food fit for human consumption as well.


  He looked at the bathroom door. It was shut. “Pam?”


  He paced toward it, shooing away an affectionate tabby trying hard to be Leonard’s friend. He reached out for the bathroom doorknob.


  The door slammed open and from within burst a crazed Pamela Bergin. The first thing he thought--all he really had time to think about before she laced into him with a powerful right hook--was that she looked entirely different (what else was new?). Her hair was mussed, both eyes blackened above a makeshift bandaged nose that must’ve been broken just recently. Dried blood caked her cheeks and mouth. Her attempt at first-aid had been shoddily performed.


  The pain was alarming, Leonard never having remembered taking such a blow all his life. A bump on the head, yes, perhaps an accidental head-butt. But never such a purposeful shot intended to cause pain. He staggered back, tripping over a screeching feline. He fell to the floor, butt-first, his journey down seeming an eternity as time appeared to slow, Pamela’s looming form above, approaching fast with outstretched arms ready to inflict damage.


  The fall knocked the wind out of him, but didn’t hinder him from doing what came naturally. He pulled his gun, pointed it at Pamela who seemed to take it as no threat, hurling herself on top of him, clawing his eyes, screaming like a demon and trying damn hard to take a bite out of his ear. Leonard, arms pinned between them, tried to buck his way out of the situation with no avail. Pamela grasped his head by the hair and slammed it against the floor. The pain was difficult to endure, and in the fear of the moment Leonard knew that if he didn’t make his only possible move, within seconds he’d fall victim to Pam’s aggression.


  Between their bodies his hand still gripped the gun, the barrel facing slightly outward, away from him, angled just enough to cause her damage--to get her away from him.


  It’s self-defense, he mentally convinced himself.


  I only pray my gun works in this world.


  He pulled the trigger.


  Yep. It worked. Her body stiffened, arms slightly outward and trembling as if seeking balance on ice. Her face showed utter surprise, mouth open and unable to replace the air escaping the hole in her chest. Like dim spots on a deserted island, her eyes searched the room as if it were a vast ocean, desperate in their hope for a boat in the night.


  Leonard managed to wriggle away, Pam’s body slumping sideways, the thud of which sent a few cats scurrying. Some felines, freaked by the sound of the gunshot, scratched furiously at the door, gouging the paint. He watched as Pam, leaving a crooked trail of blood behind, crawled to the corner of the apartment and collapsed, tears and sobs escaping her face moments before her life escaped her body.
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  “Your husband?”


  She nodded. “Once the man in black started tripping across timelines, Richard the scientist, my husband, knew the experiment had to be terminated. The machines he built had to be destroyed, the white hole expunged. The world, time, the universe as we knew it would be in jeopardy if Richard the serial killer was given free reign of the experiment. Such a power in the wrong hands would without question prove fatal to all of mankind--it's already taken its lumps, and will continue to corrupt as long as the man in black’s game is being played.”


  Putting one and one together, Richard came to a daunting yet illogical assumption. “Are you trying to say that the experiment is still running?”


  “Yes...”


  “But...isn’t Richard the scientist  dead? And I killed the man in black myself. What can possibly stop us from ending it at this point, here and now?”


  “There’s much more to this than meets your simple, and wrong, assumption.”


  Richard ran a hand through his hair. It was getting hard keeping track of everything. “Dare I ask?”


  Pam grinned. “Richard the serial killer’s first step was to start eliminating the four other Richards. He first went across into the family man’s world--”


  “Oh no...”


  “And killed him as he slept.”


  “In bed...Jesus! Now I realize. He tried to do the same thing with me!”


  “Of course he did. There was no other way he could possibly get to you.”


  Confusion beset Richard. Even here and now he couldn’t drum up a response to her remark. “You’ve lost me. Why?”


  “For reasons still unknown, a person attempting to cross timelines can’t do so unless his alternate self is asleep in a deep non-REM state on the other side. I’m sure there’s an explainable science to it, but given the severity of the situation we hadn’t the time nor energy to research it. The fact that one’s other self must be asleep is actually a good thing though, because when tripping across timelines, a person ends up in very close proximity to them, hence keeping the tripper incognito, so to speak. So, with this directive evidently in place, the man in black had to wait until the family man was fast asleep before slipping into his bedroom. On heavy doses of medication due to his ailment, the family man had become an easy target. Richard the serial killer went into family man’s world in the middle of the night to fulfill his murderous intent, which he accomplished without a hitch. He then kidnapped his mother Julia and his daughter Debra, and took them into Richard the scientist’s world. He also took family man’s body with him. At first we didn’t understand his motivations for doing so, but realized later on he’d known all along that the family members, including the dead body, would become useful.”


  Richard’s heart started pounding, pure adrenaline sending his limbs into spasms and jerks. “Are you saying that my mother and daughter are here?”


  “Hold on...please understand that they’re not your mother and daughter.”


  “No...” he demanded. “They are...and what do you mean become useful?


  “Richard, please let me finish.”


  Richard rubbed his eyes, then nodded, staring at Pam through tears of frustration. He acquiesced to Pam’s lead.


  “He brought them to Richard the scientist’s lab and locked them in one of the sleeping rooms there. Knowing very well that I couldn’t fight him, I begrudgingly became a slave to his demands. So did Brutus, but he was confused because he couldn’t decide who to be loyal to anymore. As for my husband, the man in black believed him to be no threat. He kept him locked in a bare room, attending only to his basic needs.”


  “Why not just kill him? Isn’t that what he intended?”


  “Yes, but he claimed to be receiving, still, some useful information from the scientist through bleeding. His hunch was why not keep him alive until he couldn’t be of use anymore? But, I discovered soon enough that there was an ace hidden up my husband’s sleeve--not only was he smart, but he was cunning too. You see, he was creating false images in his head that the man in black would interpret as fact, and act upon. This would, at the very least, slow the man in black’s progress down, if not fully corrupt his ruthless intentions.”


  “What kind of lies did he drum up?”


  “Exactly what, I couldn’t say for sure. Scientific things. Whatever they were, however, they hindered his efforts to kill you. At least we thought they did, until we found out that we really didn’t need Richard the scientist’s deceptions after all. Thanks to you, and your sleepwalking.”


  “My sleepwalking? What are you talking about? Now you’re really confusing me. I thought you said that there was nothing wrong with me!”


  “There isn’t, but remember when I said that the tripper’s identity must be fully asleep in order for a successful crossing of timelines? Well, he nearly made it across two years ago, but you started sleepwalking just as he was coming through. It disrupted the vortex and he could only inflict his fury on Samantha before getting sucked back through. He tried hundreds of times since then but couldn’t make it completely across, because you never fell into a heavy non-REM sleep cycle. He would always manage to get a hand through, even his head sometimes, but again could never wholly pass through. Strangely, he found that he was able to toy with partial passing even if just your eyes were closed. This is how he was able to get the knife out of your kitchen.”


  “This explains my dreams of the blue light, and the man in black. Even the periodic flashes of light while I was awake. But what about my mother, and Debra?”


  “That’s why he kidnapped them. He’d known, probably through bleeding, that you’d be a problem for him. He knew that your mother and daughter were both dead in your world. This made it easy for him to use them, as they could be placed through without having to worry about their other selves being asleep, since they no longer existed in your world. He figured he might be able to lure you through by sending your mother and daughter--actually the mother and daughter of Richard the family man--through, that you’d somehow follow them back through the gate.”


  “I wanted to, but I was too afraid of the blue light.”


  “Your fear saved you, Richard. He would have tortured you to no end had you come through. When he realized that you weren’t coming through, he sent me in, to meet you. To seduce you. Then, kill you. He demanded I do so or...or he’d kill the child. But I also realized that there was no way he could get across, as long as you continued to sleepwalk. And, well...let’s just say that spending time with you was like having my husband back. Richard...immediately, I fell in love with you. I wanted to be with you. I knew there was no way I could allow harm to come to you. It was like having a second chance. With my husband about to die, I was rewarded with you. Richard Sparke. There was no way I could let you go. All I had to do was help you realize that you were safe with me.”


  Richard thought back for a moment to their lovemaking in the hotel room. Even through the lingering pain, his body tingled with delight at the recent memory. “Why didn’t you tell me the truth, from the beginning?”


  “I didn’t want you to know that I’d been privy to your problem all along. And I was certain you wouldn’t believe me if I did spill this story on you at the time.”


  Richard let out a gush of air. “You’re probably right.” He stared at her, their eyes locking. She, Pamela Bergin, bringer of all knowledge, looked so different now. His perspective of her, his respect for her,  had reached levels he’d never be able to fully understand. She was all-knowing, all seeing. All he could do is succumb to her demands, allow her to decide his fate.


  Then, a thought crossed his mind. “Pam, if you say that you loved me, then why did you attack me yesterday morning in my bedroom?”


  She nodded. “Remember when I told you that it wasn’t really me that attacked you?”


  Suddenly, he understood. “There’s another Pam. Right?”


  “The man in black had a bit of a problem. He himself couldn’t get through. Trying to draw you in by using your mother and daughter also failed, and, as he soon discovered, I wasn’t obeying his demands of me. So, he kidnapped my double from his own timeline, who, as it turned out, had dated Richard the serial killer at one time. She also shared some of his aggressive tendencies. He told her that he’d kill her unless she killed you. Easy enough, right? There is no Heather Barron, uh, I mean Pamela Bergin in your timeline. She was able to come through, right into your home. Obviously, she was unsuccessful in her attempt to kill you.”


  “She damn near did it, too. Probably would have if she didn’t freak out and start crying. She ran away. Care to explain to me what came over her at that moment?”


  “Bleeding. I have a confession to make. I did come back to your condo the next morning to try and make up with you from the night before. When I got there I parked outside, and was about to come in, but I started getting very strong thoughts and images from the Pam that was with you. Hateful thoughts. Thoughts of murder. I’d never experienced bleeding before and it scared me. I knew I couldn’t face you at that moment so I sped away, crashed through the gates at the condo and went home. However, she also began to receive my thoughts, my feelings. At that very moment, instead of hatred, she began to feel love for you. Like myself, she couldn’t kill you either. So, as it comes to pass, Richard the serial killer failed again in his attempt to eliminate you. He pulled the other Pam back and kept her in an apartment I keep as a second home, so to speak. A get-away from the lab, just in case he needed her again. Ironically, the same apartment in your timeline was empty, and where I stayed while on your side.”


  “Huh, that’s real messed up, Pam. It wasn’t you that attacked me, but it was you that crashed through the gates.”


  “Yeah, I guess you could say it’s messed up. But then again, the whole damn thing is.”


  “So what else is there to know, Pam?”


  “Well, what happened next you already know. The shrink put you under hypnosis. For the first time you experienced deep, non-REM sleep, without sleepwalking. The man in black jumped all over it, and slipped through into your universe. I saw it all happening. He pulled Debra through with him just to add a bit of suspense to the moment, and to get you all riled up. All he had to do, though, was kill you and then slip back. But his sick desire to stretch out the thrill of the moment got the best of him, and thankfully for us he didn’t pull it off right away. And then he took his time with the doctor, figuring to frame you for the crime. Meanwhile, Brutus, under the guidance of Richard the scientist, had just completed work on the second device, and opened another rift. I tripped back to his side. I took the unit back with me. At the same time, Brutus closed up the rift on the man in black. He panicked, tried to leap back but couldn’t, hence keeping him at the scene of the crime he intended solely for you. He had no choice but to flee. As you well know now, he decided to stay and make your life miserable. He got to Samantha, and eventually followed you upstate.”


  “And the whole time,” Richard said, “he grew weaker because he was gaining my personality traits. My anxieties. I ended up growing stronger, gaining his knowledge of fighting, his sense of fearlessness. We became equal opponents.”


  Pam grinned. “You got it. You, with the edge, because a man on the rise is always stronger than a man on a decline.”


  Richard settled back into the comfort of the couch. More than two hours had passed since Pam began revealing the plethora of answers to his plight. Now, with all these facts swimming around in his head, he could only sit back and ignore them, for to start going over each and every one, to try and put each explanation to the multitude of still unanswered questions in his head, he’d more than likely collapse from mental exhaustion, a complement to his physical state that would result in a full-body breakdown. He couldn’t let that happen. He needed to press on because he knew what had to be done.


  The experiment had to be ended.


  With only one Richard Sparke remaining.


  He looked at Pam, asked the question she was waiting for. The one he already knew the answer to.


  “What’s next?”


  Air-raid


  
     
  


  Leonard stood outside the building. Awed. Stunned. In an area not far from town where six square miles of wooded area should have existed, a huge building stood, its framework a lattice of silver rectangles holding mirrored windows within. Atop the structure stood a pyramid configuration that culminated one hundred and fifty feet high.


  The stress of the last couple of hours had finally gotten to him, and he could only stand and shiver and stare at the building, and not at his uniform where splatters of Pamela Bergin’s blood soiled the navy fabric--a tell-tale sign that would clearly tie him to her murder. You see, Spencer? There was a murder in Fairview.


  He paced toward the building, up the front walkway that led to a mirrored door. Silver letters above displayed the building’s identity: Quantugen Industries.


  Finally, his mind unglued itself from the fear holding it in pace, and he said to himself, “Jesus, what is this place?” knowing, somehow, that it had much to do with the startling disorder suddenly encompassing his life.


  His cell phone rang, the jingle sounding as loud as an air-raid siren. Trembling madly, he fumbled at his belt, managing a firm grip on the phone by the fifth ring. The digital display showed an unfamiliar number.


  He pressed the receive button. Said, “Hello?” and nearly fainted at the sound of the voice on the other end.


  “Officer Leonard Moldofsky? This is Pamela Bergin.”


  


  Reunion


  
     
  


  “Hello, are you there?” Pamela put a finger over the speaker on the phone in her office. “I can’t believe it worked,” she said to Richard, holding up the piece of paper she wrote Leonard’s number on while at her apartment yesterday.


  “Hello?” she repeated.


  “I’m here...I just...”


  “Leonard, we need to meet. If you want to get back home, I suggest you listen to me.”


  There was some hesitation, some erratic breathing over the speaker-phone. Clearly, the cop was distressed. “What is this place?”


  Richard watched as Pamela frowned. “Where are you now?”


  “I-I’m in front of a large building. There’s a pyramid on top.”


  Pam locked eyes with Richard, each of them clearly thinking, We got lucky. “All right, listen to me Leonard. We are in that building. Circle around the right side of the building, the side opposite the parking lot. Try not to let anyone see you. Just act as nonchalantly as possible. Take the walkway, don’t walk on the grass. Toward the rear of the building is a steel door. Meet me there now. Okay?”


  “I...I’m confused...”


  “Leonard, go now, if you want to live.”


  “Okay...”


  ~ * ~


  In ten minutes Leonard was sitting in the secluded office with Pamela and Richard. His face was drawn of all color. He cowered on the leather sofa, body trembling as if tiny alarms were going off beneath his skin. He looked as if he were attempting to recreate Richard’s own anxieties from twenty-four hours earlier--a naked babe in the woods left alone to fend for himself. Luckily, as did Richard, he had Pam to help guide the way.


  “You have to understand...I’ve seen both your dead bodies in the past eight hours, one of which died by my own hand. Now here you are, standing in front of me, alive and breathing. This kind of thing doesn’t happen everyday, you know. Jesus Christ, if I hadn’t seen my own twin, I’d have trouble believing this whole damn thing, I’d think I was losing my freaking mind. Now I have no choice but to swallow the unbelievable story you’re telling me.”


  Pam had given Leonard the ten-minute version, the basics about Richard Sparke the scientist, and the experiment he conducted. About the five Richards, and how she was involved. Then, a brief review of how Leonard ended up on the other side, and what might happen through bleeding should he stay.


  “I’ve noticed a slight change,” he said. “I feel lethargic, almost ready to lie down and give into the mess I’ve gotten myself into. It all happened after I killed the other Pamela. This is unlike me, I’m always looking for answers to quandaries.”


  Richard could tell, by the frown on her face, that Pam seemed bothered upon hearing of the death of her ‘twin nemesis’. At first, Richard felt relieved, one less thing they had to worry about. Now he wondered if there wasn’t more to the other Pam’s presence than met the eye.


  “Leonard,” Pam said. “We need to get you back before too much bleeding occurs. You’ve been here about six hours, and still have some time before irreversible retention sets in, before your mind settles with unwanted memories of your experiences here.”


  “Are you saying that I won’t remember anything about this place once I go back?”


  “If you go back soon enough. This way the other Leonard’s memories won’t have time to root themselves into your consciousness.”


  Leonard stood up, legs wobbling a bit. “I’m game. Just send me back home. I’ve had enough of this place.”


  “There’s one thing you should realize.”


  “What’s that?”


  She cleared her throat, looking a bit uncomfortable, then said, “This timeline has been created, and will always exist. It is an entire universe, it can’t be destroyed. Therefore life will go on here indefinitely.”


  “Okay, so what’s the problem?”


  “The problem is that an innocent man here will probably go to jail for murder.”


  Leonard shrugged his shoulders, eyes narrowing. “I’m not sure I follow.”


  “You killed Heather Barron, aka Pamela Bergin. Although she is a ‘Pam’ from another timeline, authorities will identify her as me. Richard Sparke the scientist’s wife. And now, your prints are at the scene. Ballistics will trace the bullet she was killed with back to a police-issue gun. Maybe not Leonard Moldofsky’s gun, but someone’s nonetheless. Someone in this world. Of course they won’t have any knowledge of the event, may even have an alibi. But all evidence will point to that person. Especially if their prints are at the scene. I just wanted to let you know that.”


  Leonard gripped his chin in thought. “If you’re trying to depress me, you’re succeeding.”


  Richard interrupted, “Why the morals, Pam?”


  She leaned against the couch, rubbed her eyes, then waved her hands as if swatting flies. “We just need to get this done before...before...” She looked suddenly drugged.


  “Pam, what’s the matter?”


  She pinned Richard with tear-laden eyes. “What’s the matter is that I can’t stay here anymore, unless I find a way to get rid of the body in that apartment. And I just can’t find a way of doing that because the other Pamela is gone. She was my strength. My courage. Her memories, her physical know-hows are seeping out of my consciousness. I don’t have the balls anymore to do something like that anymore. And that’s why I’m needlessly worrying about other people. Remember, Richard, this is my world. And now I’m dead in it.”


  “We can help you.”


  “No, we need to take care of the two of you first, get you back to where you belong, in your world. And then the timeline experiment must be obliterated.”


  “But what about you?” Leonard asked.


  “I’ll be okay. Don’t worry about me, I know more about all this than either of you could ever fathom.”


  A silence filled the room, all three of them trading pensive glances. Finally Pam made a move for the door. “Our first step will be to take out Brutus. He knows I’ve defected, so to speak, and will resent me for it. Plus he’s extremely loyal to my husband and won’t let anything happen to him. So, that’s two obstacles we must get by. His mistrust of me, and his protectiveness of Richard.”


  “Pam, what do we need to do?”


  They exited the room and followed Pam down a dark corridor. Above, steam whistled through large pipes snaking across the naked ceiling. Steel boxes housing fuses and electronics sat side by side like soldiers along the cement walls. Wiring shielded in rubber casings twisted around the boxes and led off into the darkness of many directions.


  “We’ll talk to Brutus, try to convince him of the consequences. If he resists, we kill him. Leonard will go through first.”


  “What do I do when I get there?” Leonard asked, his voice a bit broken, probably because of Pam’s reserved determination. Kill Brutus? Sure, let’s make it two in one day.


  “I suggest you come up with a good excuse as to where you’ve been. Remember, you’ve been missing all this time. Your colleagues and loved ones are going to want a feasible explanation to your disappearance. Then, just lie low for a while and let the experience fade. Best not to try to explain anything. They’ll think you’ve lost your mind.”


  Leonard nodded in understanding. Obviously, his memory would retain some of the experiences here for a while. But which remembrances would remain? And how would he go about dealing with them in his once mundane world?


  Halfway down the long hall they approached a service elevator, its large steel doors suggesting an interior much larger than a standard passenger unit. Dull yellow lighting illuminated the area as if it were an emergency exit zone. “There are cameras in here. A member of the security team will see us and notify Brutus of our approach. So, he’ll be expecting us. We’ll need to be ready.”


  The doors opened and they went inside.


  Getting nervous, Richard tried to change the subject. “I think the first voice inside my head, my conscience, as I once called it, was really the family man’s perceptions breaking through. When the man in black murdered him, the voice inside my head died too. From that moment on, my voice of reason was gone.”


  Pam nodded an agreement, sliding her keycard into a slot below the numerical display reading off the floors. “Brutus is more muscle than courage. Although fully absorbed with the experiment, he refused to engage himself in any physical practice whatsoever. Basically, he was deathly afraid to go into the vortex.”


  “So he has a chink in his armor,” Leonard said.


  “A vulnerability, yes. He can be had. But we’ll have to play it smart. Let’s hope he doesn’t arm himself before we get there, that he has the common sense to let me take over.”


  At that moment, Richard leaned over and kissed Pam on the cheek. It was quick, yet gentle and loving, filled with gratitude, a brief expression that thoroughly delivered his message. “I just want to let you know, Pam, that I think I know what’s going to happen when we get upstairs, so now is probably the only time I’m going to have to thank you for all you’ve done for me, and that I love you for it. I will always love you for it. Thank you.”


  She breathed in, clearly nervous, perhaps scared. His sentiment had hit home, but she did her best to sidestep it. “You do understand then that once you go there you’ll never see me again.”


  Listening to his gut instinct, he shook his head. “I have a feeling I will see you once this is through. Admit it, Pam, you have an uncanny way of showing up in the most unlikely places. Like you did in Bledson State Park, and at the sheriff’s office. And don’t think I didn’t realize that you were following me through the woods after I fled Delaney’s office.”


  Pam grinned, staring silently at Richard. Her eyes, for a moment, welled with tears, and she turned away.


  During this respite, Leonard had kept his eyes pinned the digital display of the floors as they rose to number 15. “We’ve reached top,” he announced.


  Pam caught her composure. Leonard placed a hand on his weapon. Richard took a deep breath. They all stood like soldiers, facing forward as the doors opened. And then they entered Richard Sparke’s laboratory.


  


  Brutus


  
     
  


  Despite the absence of immediate threat, Leonard decided it might be prudent to have his gun ready, and for that Richard was thankful; the experienced cop had been no less aggressive in hunting him down. Pam too had apparently lifted a gun from her knapsack, an earlier move Richard hadn’t noticed until now. Richard, in the back, was the only one unarmed.


  They were in a windowed hallway that looked out into the large laboratory. The room, perhaps the size of a school gymnasium, appeared to be empty of occupants. In the center sat a huge cylindrically-shaped object that ran perhaps forty feet high to the apex of the pointed ceiling. The bulk of it was built of some kind of translucent material in which Richard could see incredible lights that looked like planets and stars, a million unique illuminations flashing and dancing within. Slowly, they paced along the hallway to another security door, where Pam ran her card through the adjacent slot. It beeped and allowed them access.


  Chills ran through Richard’s body upon entering the room. The air was heavy here, and had a familiar odor to it, as if something was burning: hot electrical wiring. This was the same distinctive odor that had filled Richard’s bedroom so many times in the past, in his dreams, when the blue light came. Amidst it, a fruity aroma hung faintly in the air, like that of citrus. Although the pyramid-shaped ceiling was constructed entirely of windows, they were tinted black on the inside, keeping most, if not all, natural light out. A series of dull yellow lamps like those in the basement ran like troops at eight equal lengths to the top of the roof. Immediately below the apex was a squarish object with a crystalline orb nestled at its center that rotated about like a wandering eye. The yellow lights appeared to be angled in its direction, the soft beams reflecting from it in a multitude of hazy angles.


  Immersed in this phosphorescent glow, the room adopted a ghostly sheen that made it somewhat difficult to see. Ahead, along the right wall, were five large steel doors, each with a security slot to the right side. Richard and Leonard both noticed footprints leading in and out of the rooms. When they looked down they saw that their feet had left similar tracks behind in a thin residue of blue dust on the floor.


  It was only at this moment did they see the additional sets of footprints trailing around the huge device centering the room, coming at them from the left.


  And then they saw the armed men, only feet away.


  Dressed in black suits and ties, they resembled Mafia hit-men. There was even the faint smell of cologne as they approached, and Richard realized now where that fruity aroma of citrus had come from.


  “This is Brutus’s doing,” Pam whispered.


  One of the men yelled “shut-up”, and took the barrel of the gun to Pam’s chin while the other confiscated her weapon. She crumpled under the blow, Leonard grabbing her beneath the arms before she hit the ground. Interestingly, Richard noticed that they didn’t approach Leonard, who, with his hands on Pam, had apparently used his expertise to conceal his pistol.


  “Where the hell is Brutus? Get him out here.” Pam’s words were garbled as she steadied herself and wiped blood from her chin.


  “I’m right here, Heather.”


  The voice that came from behind them was booming, deep, and angry. When the three turned they met an immense figure no less imposing than the voice implied. Brutus was completely bald with a chiseled face that carried a thick potato-like nose and smallish mouth. Dressed like his hired cronies except in gray, he could have easily passed for a cement truck given the muscles upon muscles that stretched the cotton fabric to its screaming limit. He too held a gun, this a Smith & Wesson Combat Magnum, a rather accurate and deadly weapon.


  “What’s with the guns, Brutus? And the goons?”


  “I could ask you the same.” He smiled, eyes glistening, shifting focus from Richard to Pam to Leonard and back in a repetitively disconcerting fashion. “Much has gone on since you decided to pull your disappearing act, Heather. The clone told me the truth. He told me you’d be back, with another clone. That I needed to protect the gate until he returned. He told me you were going to try and take over, that you might bring help. That you were going to kill the boss. And you know I can’t let that happen.”


  “Brutus, your clone, as you refer to him, the one who’s convinced you to follow him, is dead. Wait all you want, but I promise you he won’t be back.”


  Brutus’s eyes went wide and wild. He pursed his lips with cold viciousness. “No! You lie!” He pointed the Smith & Wesson at her. Somewhere in that angry expression Richard saw an indecisive flutter that told him Brutus had more than likely expected such a revelation, but denied himself the reality of such a prospect.


  Slowly she stepped forward, against the whispered appeals of Richard and Leonard. Even through the swelling bruise on her lip, she displayed unwavering confidence, her poise no different than all the other instances she came to Richard’s rescue. Despite the rotten odds, Richard had the utmost confidence in her, now more than ever. Somehow, someway, she would get them out of this mess. “Brutus, listen to me carefully. The man who wore black--the one you revere--is dead. Whatever he promised you,  rest assured it was a ruse. He lied to me, he lied to you, and he lied to the real Richard. Forget about the promises he made. He was planning all along to kill the boss, and then eventually me and you and whoever else got in his way. That’s why I fled, because I knew there would be no escaping him if I stayed. I stayed away until I knew he couldn’t hurt us anymore. Until I knew for sure he was dead. And now I’m back to help us all.”


  “You lie.”


  “No, Brutus, I don’t lie.” She swung a hand back towards Richard. “Thanks to this man right here, we have a chance to return to normalcy, and maybe save the real Richard Sparke. Now...tell me, where is my husband now?”


  “In his chamber, where he always is.”


  She peered over to one of the steel doors, but stayed unmoving; there were still guns pointed at her from two directions. “Have you been taking care of him?”


  “It’s no business of yours, bitch!” He stepped forward and jutted the gun against her throat. Brutus’s unpredictability was frightening Richard.


  “Brutus, please, I’ve never lied to you in the past. Don’t do this.”


  For a moment Richard was distracted by the sweat pouring from every pore in his body. He trembled, feeling as if he were going to faint. Perhaps sensing his discomfort, the goon behind Richard gave him a sharp dig in the back that sent pain sprouting down his legs, making it extremely difficult to stand. His knees wobbled, his mind spun, his sights blurred. It was at this time that Richard realized his fate would be answered in the next minute: either he’d be shot, or he’d faint and then be shot. There seemed to be no lesser of two evils here. Richard had gotten all his answers, everything he’d ever waited for. Now he would die.


  Isn’t that what you’ve always wanted?


  Conscience?


  Brutus hesitated. He smiled, eyes icy and vulgar. His mind seemed to be wandering, perhaps in anticipation of some newly derived plans for them. The total look he exhibited was a familiar one to Richard. Lost. Insane. Apparently Brutus had been wholly influenced by the man in black after all. No, there’d be no convincing this man.  “I bring the boss food. Sometimes he eats it, sometimes not.”


  “What about the old woman, and the girl?”


  Mother! Debra!


  “They’re safe.”


  Richard blew out an air of relief. His strength was slightly rejuvenated.


  The breather was short lived.


  Brutus stepped back, nodded to the men behind Richard and Leonard, who pushed them forward with the butts of their guns.


  “Take them into room three and execute them.”


  Brutus stepped aside, grinning crazily, eyes lingering on Pam. Then, oddly, he focused on Richard, and for the briefest moment the knife-like shine in his pupils gave way to warm brown windows, portals that revealed an ever-so-slight hint of compassion and understanding, of honor and admiration for the ‘boss’. But now, his feelings were intuitively projected towards this other man, this other Richard Sparke who stood before him, the one Pam revered--a man who was created three years ago by his very own self in another timeline and who’d unwittingly become a key figure in the scientific experiment of the millennium.


  Richard gazed back at Brutus. They locked eyes. Brothers in arms? Mortal enemies? Richard couldn’t tell.


  Time seemed to stand still.


  And perhaps it did, because something incredible happened at that precise moment--something truly unforeseen that not only justified everything that had become of the experiment, but gave Richard hope beyond the fatal alternatives he allowed himself just seconds earlier.


  Like so many times in the past, whether in his dreams, or like those tiny flashes that occurred amidst the seconds  his eyes were closed in response to weariness, the blue light came. But not from the intimidating machine at the center of the room. Instead it grew at a random point between Brutus and his guards, just feet from Richard, Pam, and Leonard. The shock of the moment caused the guards to fall back, guns raised at the light which spread across the room like a surging wave of water. They couldn’t seem to get a foothold on the dust-covered floor, and they tumbled back over one another like football players in an end-zone plunge. The blue light swelled up like dust from an explosion and engulfed the two gun-toters. Their yells could be heard for a split second. And then, in that instant, they were gone.


  Richard, Pam, and Leonard had scurried to the far end of the room. Leonard had retrieved the gun from the secret location on his person that Richard still couldn’t see. They pressed themselves against the wall between two of the steel doors, then hunkered down, the huge light separating them from Brutus, who disappeared on its opposite side. Richard hoped and prayed that the big goon had gotten sucked into it.


  Amidst the tumult, he still found the strength and courage to gaze at Pam. The flashing storm ignited her eyes. Her perfect face held its composure even in this culminating moment. She looked at him, then frowned.


  “What’s the matter?” Richard had to yell above the high whistling noise that filled the room. Leonard peered over at her, in search of an answer to what might be happening.


  She hesitated, frowned, and a second before she spoke, Richard realized her concern.


  She spoke anyway.


  “I have no idea who’s coming through.”


  So they stared into the light, taking no regard for the burning flashes impinging their vision. They simply watched and waited, taking no heed of Brutus, who either got sucked in along with his guards or waited on the other side in like anticipation, eager yet scared of who might appear.


  “There’s only two units!” Pam yelled through the din, head shaking, eyes still glued to the storm. “I have one here, and it isn’t working anymore. The other was the man in black’s, who’s now dead.”


  Richard thought about his twin-nemesis’s body, lying banged and bloodied amidst the foliage of Bledson State Park. A half hour before that the two of them fought, grappled with one another, two common opponents desperately trying to latch on to the nearest weapon--a knife, a screwdriver, a gun--in attempt to finish off the other.


  A figure loomed in the light. Bolts of lightning-like flashes danced in its assault. Then, the edges of the light receded, and the storm quieted. The noise died, the wind it made settled. Within, the figure grew more defined, a man it seemed, walking, then falling, crawling from the dying tempest. The strongest points of light flickered, but they too soon died down, leaving only a rising flow of steam, seeping tendrils of low-lying fog, and the figure who had tripped through from an alternate timeline.


  Pam was the first to stand, Richard and Leonard at her side as she slowly approached the man, who began a fit of coughs.


  Richard squinted, tried to see the man, but he was blanketed with fog.


  Finally, Pam called out, “Hello?”


  More coughing.


  “Are you all right?” Richard asked.


  More coughing...then, “I-I think so.”


  There was a pause, and in this time Richard thought he’d recognized the voice. But he just couldn’t place it...until he spoke again:


  “What the fuck happened?”


  The boy stood up, reaffirming Richard’s instantaneous suspicion. Cletus. Earl. Sheriff Porter’s dimwitted son.


  Richard was speechless. Pam was too. Leonard looked confused. He was about to speak when Pam and Richard both said at the same time, “I’ll explain later.”


  Earl looked around the room, said, “Where the fuck am I...”, then looked over, eyes bulging at the sight of Pam and Richard and Leonard, clearly just as surprised to see them as they were him.


  Richard and Pam walked over to him. The kid stood motionless, his cockiness long left behind in Bledson Hills. He looked like a baby gazelle surrounded by a pair of hungry lions, trembling and unsure of his next move. Pam asked, “How did you get here?”


  Richard looked down. Near Earl’s feet was a similar unit to the one Pam had. He bent down and picked it up with two hands, its weight surprisingly heavier than he expected, perhaps thirty-five to forty pounds. It contained a few more bends and curves, and additional casings that substantiated the makeshift hack job of Pam’s unit. Pam and Leonard looked at the unit, their question answered. Of course they all wondered where he got it from, but from the crafty looks they gave one another, it was quickly presumed he’d found it wherever the man in black had hid it while hunting for Richard, somewhere near the place of his death, where he and Richard fought.


  An unexpected gunshot blast deafened all those in the room, and immediately, chaos ensued.


  Pam grabbed Earl and took him to the floor, her gun drawn but aimed haphazardly in the air. Leonard too had his gun out, but was unable to take decisive aim; he’d been shot in the shoulder, blood filling his shirt like a seep of motor oil on concrete. The cop staggered sideways, and then down into the cover of fog still sweeping the floor. That left only Richard, standing unarmed except for the time-trip unit still in his hands. Brutus appeared around the far side of the time-cylinder, eyes on the low-lying fog in search of his targets, and Richard could only assume that the man attempted to take Leonard out first simply because he was armed, and was now pursuing Pam. Richard knew his seconds were numbered, and that he, unarmed, would be next. Brutus spotted him. Simultaneously, Richard raised the time-trip unit and hurriedly threw it at Brutus. The goon turned, ducked, then stuck his arm out to fire his Smith & Wesson at Richard. From behind, Richard heard Pam screaming and all he could think about at that split moment was returning all the favors she’d paid him in the past twenty-four hours--saving his life, more than once--so he pitched forward, following the end-over-end path of the time-trip unit, sliding down to the floor and avoiding the shot meant for him, hurling his back into Brutus’s legs, and as he collided with the man who was twice his size, he could stop and think in this time that seemed to slow like a video running at half its normal speed, that he had committed himself to this brave yet stupid course of action, yet still, contrarily, even though the man in black was dead, he still maintained a bit of his memories, those of which were stuck somewhere in the subconscious part of his mind. So, he hoped, his efforts might not be in vain after all.


  In the next few seconds, time seemed to slow even further, and even more happened.


  A loud ping rang out, and then there was an explosion in the air above Richard, who slammed right through Brutus’s legs and tumbled onward, the big man taking the floor in an audible thud immediately after the explosion, and then Richard felt debris raining down on him, burning his skin, and realized that Brutus’s bullet had found the time unit he hurled and made smoldering trash of the miraculous invention, and the screams, the screams, Brutus, Pam, Leonard, Earl, each carrying its own distinct brand of fear and pain, Pam’s, shrilly, she leaping up, firing her weapon at Brutus; Brutus, howling, who’d taken a mighty spray of shrapnel in the face, the bullet from Pam’s gun adding to the bloody mess he’d suddenly become, a gaping hole torn in his throat and gushing like a tapped hydrant; Leonard, nearly crying, the pain from his gunshot wound excruciating as he stood and staggered toward the fray; and then Earl, sobbing, the tearful boy who’d stayed frozen in his footsteps, screaming out of pure fear--not unlike many times in the past while awaiting the wrath of his sheriff father.


  Soon the noise dissipated, and silence ruled. The stink of fire hung heavily in the air. Brutus’s escaping blood met their assembling feet in a wide crimson flow. Pam went over to Brutus and examined him. Why not? In this world she’d also learned not to doubt any possibility. Even now. Despite the fact that half his throat was gone. She checked his pulse. Dead, thank God.


  She and Earl immediately went to work, ripping his pants away and making a tourniquet for Leonard. Earl expertly bandaged his wound, tying the torn fabric around his chest to stop the bleeding.


  “It’s not as bad as it looks,” Earl said. “You’ll need to get to a hospital though, otherwise infection’ll set in.”


  “How is it you know so much about first aid?” Richard asked, breathing heavily, trying to catch his breath.


  “Daddy couldn’t put me to work with no experience. He made me take EMT classes, and I ended up kinda liking it.” He paused while tightening a strip of fabric around Leonard’s right arm. “I am good for something, you know.”


  Richard grinned, wondering if this was the real Earl he knew, and not one from an alternate timeline. This timeline, perhaps. After all, anything was possible, right?


  When Earl was done with Leonard, and the cop seemed to be all right for the moment, Pam grabbed Earl and asked, “Where did you get the unit?”


  “I went snooping in the woods after the body was taken away. Figured I might stumble across something else the detectives didn’t find, maybe even some money. I found this machine-thing about a half mile away from the scene, hidden under a bush. I didn’t know what it was...actually, I still don’t. I figured if I pressed enough of the buttons something would happen. Little did I know.”


  Pam looked perplexed. “I believe you Earl...I just find it amazing that you ended up here, right where we needed you. It’s just that...well, your timing was perfect. That’s too much of a coincidence.”


  “Well, it wasn’t my first try. I played with the thing for hours before I got it to work, whatever the hell it did to me. First I ended up in a dark alley, then on someone’s front lawn, then in front of the police station in Fairview, and then here.”


  “I think understand now,” Pam said. “It has a memory. When the man in black made it, he probably built a feature into it that had it record all the places he’d been to before. Earl here just started triggering all the locations in its memory. That’s my best guess, anyway.”


  “Like bookmarks on a computer,” Richard said.


  Pam grinned. “Right.”


  Leonard grimaced. “What now, Pam?”


  “We need to get all of you home.”


  “Somebody want to tell me where the hell we are, and just what’s going on?” Earl’s arms were spread in question, face ruddy and triangled with perplexity.


  Pam paced away towards one of the doors. Richard followed. She called out, “When you get home, look up Officer Moldofsky. He’ll be happy to fill you in. Won’t you, Leonard?”


  Leonard nodded.


  “Just give him a few days to heal and get his life back together.”


  Richard stood next to Pam in front of the door marked “3”. She stared at it for a moment then said, “I’m afraid of what we’re going to find.”


  “Is this your husband’s quarters?”


  She nodded. Then, retrieving the key-card from her jeans, she slid it through the slot beside the door. A green light ignited, granting them access.


  “Are you sure you want to do this?” Richard asked.


  She went inside. Richard followed.


  And beneath the pallid glare of a single overhead lamp, they beheld the man who started it all. The scientist. The original Richard Sparke.


  


  Finale


  
     
  


  Putting aside the horrendous stench in the room, frail was the first word that entered Richard’s mind. But it was a fair description. One thing that had completely slipped Richard’s mind was that Richard the scientist would look exactly like him. After all, he was him. But despite having identical inborn features, that’s where the similarities ended. Disease had made a monster of the poor man before him, limbs withered away to mere sticks, the bones twisted into unfathomable shapes that made a mockery of the pain wracking his body. His torso was a backwards C-shape in his wheelchair, the left collarbone jutting through the withered skin like a boat’s mast at sea. His hair had been reduced to a few wispy strands, gray not from age but from fear. His shriveled skin had taken the appearance of a rotten apple, brown and spotted, poised to slough off at even the slightest touch.


  Richard could only see portions of his twin’s face, thankful for the shadows camouflaging his features. Pam went over, grabbed his broomstick-thin wrist and felt for a pulse. The scientist’s head bobbed a bit, revealing his eyes. They were black like coals, sunken far into his head.


  “Is he alive?” Richard asked, realizing now that his responsive concern was fruitless.


  Pam shook her head. “He’s been dead for weeks. And I’m sorry to say that he died of starvation. Brutus stopped feeding him.”


  Pam started to cry. Richard walked over and hugged her. Even here, he was instantly reminded of their lovemaking session just hours earlier; it seemed like a year ago. “It was the man in black that made him do it, you know that.”


  Pam said nothing until her tears dried up. She looked at Richard, then one last time at her deceased husband. “Looks like you won’t have to kill him after all,” she said.


  The only way he could gain complete control of his being was to kill off the four other Richards...


  That was the plan...Richard would have had to kill the only remaining duplicate in order to gain control of his life. Well, not his life, but that of the family man, whose body was killed and taken away by the man in black. Samantha, his wife, still presumed her husband to be missing. Not dead. He’d take Julia his mother and his daughter Debra back through and replace the family man in his timeline, but using his own healthy body, something Richard the scientist could never do because of his degenerating health.


  “Let’s get out of here,” Richard said. “The smell is making me sick.”


  ~ * ~


  They searched a second room, which was empty. The third revealed two beds in which Julia and Debra Sparke lay motionless, eyes closed. Tears welled in Richard’s eyes, not because they might be dead, but because seeing them after all this time...his mother who’d been dead for three years, now alive, before him; his daughter, who in his world died of SIDS as an infant, now the four year-old girl with blonde curly hair that had haunted his dreams for so long. He took a step forward.


  Then, beside their beds, on the floor, he noticed two plates. Scraps of food remained.


  Debra stirred. She opened her eyes.


  Looked at Richard.


  “Daddy?” she murmured.


  He ran over and hugged her, a million emotions racing through him. Julia awoke, staring at him with suspicion. Fear and uncertainty had her, and she remained quiet, at a distance.


  Richard loosened his hug on Debra. The little girl turned around. “Look Grandma, Daddy’s back!”


  Richard smiled. “Good to see you, Mom.”


  ~ * ~


  A search of the remaining two rooms revealed pretty much what they expected. One was empty, the other held the body of Richard Sparke the family man. Pamela kept that grisly sight to herself, then shut the door and assembled everyone near the cylinder at the center of the room. Leonard and Earl had been keen enough to remove Brutus’s body from the room, placing it out in the hallway so Debra and Julia wouldn’t have to bear witness to any additional tragedy.


  “Earl, you’ll go first,” Pam said. She punched up some keys on a computer built into the side of the cylinder. “We’re in luck. The man in black built into the master unit--he incorporated his own technology into it.”


  “Which means?” Richard asked.


  “It means that I can send you all back to where you came from. Remember I told you that Richard, my husband, was only able to peer into the other timelines? That through long-term bleeding he was only able to exchange consciousnesses with his counterparts? He was never able to trip through...that’s the man in black’s technology. As I’d hoped, he built and programmed it into my husband’s machine. Brilliant, absolutely brilliant.”


  “Good thing he did that,” Leonard said. “Otherwise we’d be stuck here.”


  “Enough with the kudos already, ” Earl said. “Where am I going?”


  “You’re gonna end up in the woods in Bledson State Park.” She punched the keyboard feverishly. Data streamed on the monitor like a fireworks display. “The location is already preset, and it’s isolated enough so that no one will see you going through. Leonard, you’ll go through after Earl. I suggest you find a hospital as soon as you get back.”


  Leonard grimaced, then nodded an agreement.


  Richard asked, “Are we going to remember anything of this experience?”


  “As I mentioned before, without a ‘twin’, so to speak, in this timeline, there can be no bleeding, so eventually all memories will fade since the universe will not exist for you any longer. This is not unlike the fact that when a twin dies, so do the memories. We can only assume that Earl has no twin here, since he hasn’t had any odd memories or thoughts entering his mind. Isn’t that right, Earl?”


  Earl looked confused. “Uh, I guess. Yeah.”


  “So, it’s safe to say that Earl won’t remember anything about this experience by tomorrow. No bleeding, no memories. Same goes, thankfully, for Debra and Julia. They don’t exist in this world. Their memories will immediately fade by tomorrow.”


  Julia, frail and frightened, remained silent, trembling. She held Debra close, staring about as if testing the reality of the scene. Clearly she didn’t believe everything was finally coming to an end.


  “I can’t say the same for you though, Leonard. You’ll always have some memories from your counterpart here, as long as he remains alive. Your knowledge of the lab and this experiment may fade, since the Leonard Moldofsky from this world had no experience here, but there will always be some residue in your mind from the bleeding that occurred.”


  “I understand...just get me home.”


  “And Richard, well, all the other Richards are dead. Again, there’ll be a bit of mental residue, but most of your memories will fade.”


  He stepped forward, grasped her hands, looked deeply into her crystal eyes. “I don’t want to forget about you.”


  She smiled. “Then don’t. But remember, you have a wife and family now that needs you. And, you need them. This is the life you’ve always wanted to lead, right?”


  “But what’s going to happen to you?”


  “Don’t worry about me.” She turned her sights to the computer screen even though she pressed no buttons.


  He squeezed her hands harder. “Tell me, please. What are you going to do?”


  “Richard, my life here isn’t all that bad. I have money, security. I’ll do okay.”


  “What about the timeline machine? The experiment.”


  She stared at the cylinder, at the dancing colors within its translucent body. “It’ll have to be destroyed. The timelines have intersected too much already. They must be permanently separated. Once you all go through, I will disengage it, then destroy all its parts.”


  Richard pulled Pam to him, hugged her. She buried her face in his shoulder. “Pam, I love you. I’ll always love you. Thank you for all you’ve done for me. I’ll never forget. Thank you.”


  He backed away from her. She then guided Earl to a spot on the far side of the unit. They all stood back as Pam worked her magic on the computer keys.


  First the burning smell, hot wires. Then the high whistling noise. Finally, the blue light. It came, grew, swallowed Earl, and then he was gone.


  “Leonard, you’re up.” Silently, bravely, Leonard Moldofsky walked to the spot on the far side of the room. A repeat performance ensued, and in thirty seconds, Leonard was gone.


  Richard walked over to Pam again. Kissed her long and deeply, held her with all the affection he could muster, then stepped away. “Time to go home,” he said.


  He crouched down next to Debra. Her face was dirty. She looked shaken, but unharmed. Jesus, she looked like just Samantha. Yet he could tell, just tell that she was his daughter. Perhaps it was the shine in her eyes, the happiness found amidst all the turmoil. “Honey, we’re gonna go for a little trip, and then we’ll be back home, okay?”


  She nodded. “I miss Mommy.”


  A tear ran down Richard’s face. “She misses you too, baby.”


  And then she hugged him, her face squeezed against his neck. “I love you, Daddy.”


  “I love you too,” he said, rubbing a hand through her golden locks. He stood, looked over at Pam. “Let’s do it.”


  With Julia holding one arm and Debra in the other, he walked to the other side of the room. Pam looked at him one last time, mouthed good-bye before putting the machine into final action.


  The blue light came, grew until it engulfed them, and then they were gone.


  


  Healing


  
     
  


  Leonard awoke, sat up in the hospital bed, grimaced at the pain coursing through his shoulders, arms, and legs. His chest had been fully bandaged, among other parts of his body that had apparently caught some bits of shrapnel. It took a bit of time for his eyes to adjust to the light, and when they did, he saw himself surrounded by his family.


  The people that love me the most, my wife, my son.


  “Hi, Janice,” he said, attempting a smile through the pain.


  Janice Moldofsky returned the warm gesture. She ran a tender hand through his mussed hair. “How’re you feeling?”


  “Like shit.”


  “Doctor says you’ll be able to go home in a few days.”


  Leonard smiled. Home. My books. My clean house... “Janice, is...is the house clean?” He still couldn’t get the image of the other Moldofsky household out of his mind. The mess, the craziness within. And then Janice. Her attitude. The sores on her arms. He looked at his wife long and hard. Clean, proper, soft-spoken. Yes, this is the real world.


  Janice eyed her husband quizzically. “You’ve been here three days and you keep asking me that, and I keep telling you yes, the house is clean. Since when are you so concerned about the house?”


  Leonard shrugged his shoulders, smiling at her.


  “And why are you looking at me like that? You’re making me blush.” She smiled. Been a long time since Leonard saw her smile so much. She was happy. Her face said, I love you, Leonard. I’m glad to have you back.


  “Although I can’t remember much of anything,” he lied, “I know I’m lucky to be alive, and that I’m even luckier to have you and my son as my family.”


  Pam had said I’d forget much of what happened. So how come I remember everything?


  “Leonard, we’re just as lucky to have you back with us. There was no trace of you after you’d gone missing, and I was frightened that you’d...you’d...”


  “Picked up and left?”


  “Yes.”


  “Died, maybe?”


  “Well, the thought entered my mind.”


  “Listen to me. I will never leave you Janice. I love you, will always love you, and any frustrations that occurred between us in the past, well, consider it ancient history. From here on in, it’s just me and you and Greg.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I’m retiring.”


  She placed a hand over her mouth. “Len? Why?”


  “Why? Because I want to spend as much of the rest of my life with you, make up for lost time. I want you to know that I appreciate you. I really appreciate you. And that there’s nothing else in the world I want other than you.”


  She hugged him. They cried tears of happiness.


  The phone next to the bed rang.


  Janice pulled away. “That must be Kevin. He wants to come down and see you today. He also wants to know what happened, Len.”


  He smiled. Everyone thinks I’m hiding the truth. Well, I am. He missed Kevin, wanted to see him too. Whether he told him the truth of the matter was something altogether different. He only hoped that the amnesia Pam spoke about would set in sooner than later.


  The phone rang a second time.


  He picked it up. “Hello?”


  “Officer Moldofsky?”


  “Yes?” The voice was familiar.


  “This is Earl Porter, from Bledson Hills. Remember me? Sheesh, it’s taken me a long time to track you down!”


  Shit! Leonard was silent. Scared.


  “Anyway, the woman promised that you’d tell me everything that happened. And I need to know because nobody here believes me. I need some back-up.”


  What was it that Pam had said? It’s safe to say that Earl won’t remember anything about this experience by tomorrow. So why does he remember everything? For this, amnesia would have to kick in, no matter what.


  “Sorry, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “But--”


  He hung up.


  “Who was that?” Janice asked.


  At that moment Kevin Hughes walked in. Behind him, Leonard’s son, Greg. No spiked hair, no earrings, no Iron Maiden tee-shirt.


  Kevin smiled. “How’re you doin’, boss?”


  “Not bad.”


  “When you get yourself all situated, I’ve got all the blood tests back from George. I’m sure you’ll be interested in the results.”


  Leonard grinned. He was way past that right now. “No thanks.”


  “Huh?”


  “I’m officially retired.”


  “Really?”


  Leonard nodded, looked at Janice. Smiled.


  She asked, “So who was that on the phone?”


  Leonard closed his eyes. Smiled again. He’d never been happier his entire life. “Wrong number.”


  


  One Year Later


  
     
  


  “There’s a pot of sauce on the stove. Let it simmer for a couple of hours, then take it off the heat. Put the cover on in case it splatters.”


  Richard dunked a piece of Italian bread into the pot then put it in his mouth. Delicious. Who’d have thought that Samantha was such a good cook in this world? She came into the kitchen, dressed in a long brown maternity blouse and a pair of black leggings. Her hair was its natural dirty blonde, done up beautifully. She had her black leather pocketbook draped over her shoulder. “Hey, no picking,” she said.


  Richard sunk another piece of bread into the pot. “Too good. Can’t help myself.”


  “Listen to your wife,” Julia said from the living room. “You’ll spoil your appetite.”


  “Just like a mother to say something like that.”


  Richard sidled up next to his wife, grabbed her by the hips. “What do you say that tonight we make another baby?”


  “We did that already.” She giggled, pushing him away.


  “So, let’s practice for the next one.”


  “Mom!” Debra’s booming voice shot down from her bedroom. Her running footsteps on the wood floor echoed throughout the house, and ended in the kitchen. The five year-old leaped into Richard’s arms. He picked her up and hugged her. “Mom, are we going yet?”


  “Now you behave and listen to your mother,” Richard said.


  “Okay,” she said, nodding, laughing.


  Richard contemplated Debra’s face, the innocence sparkling in her eyes. Thank God, she remembers nothing. He looked over at Julia, who was busy stuffing her purse with the senior necessities: tissues, antacids, reading glasses. Mother might be a different story. But she won’t talk. What had Dr. Delaney called it? Denial?


  “How long are you going to be?”


  “We’ll be shopping in Ashborough for about an hour, then the movie. So figure we’ll be back in time for dinner. About five.”


  “Okay. I’ll make sure the table is set.”


  “And keep an eye on the sauce.”


  Richard smiled. “Yes, hon...now get the hell out of here before I start calling you Mother by mistake.”


  “I resent that,” Julia chimed.


  “Now all of you, git!”


  They smiled, laughed, exchanged kisses. Samantha, Julia, and Debra left.


  And then, Richard Sparke, once a single guy with a lot of mental problems and a nighttime habit of sleepwalking, now a family man who lived the American Dream with a wife, daughter, and mother, was all alone.


  Being alone from time to time was something Richard cherished. He loved his family more than anything in the world, but after living an entire life (all three years of it) as a single--or divorced, rather--man in a condo, he found that alone time was something to help clear his mind.


  To help reflect on everything that’s happened.


  One thing for certain that remained was his memories. Pam had explained that most of his experiences would be forgotten, and she had the scientific theory to back it up. It seemed not to matter. Everything was still there, as clear as day. Did she lie to me? Maybe she really didn’t know. Or maybe something unforeseen happened after I left?


  He stirred the sauce one last time before settling down on the living room couch. He watched football for a half hour before finding himself nodding off...


  ...and Richard Sparke, the all-new family man fell asleep. At first it was an uneventful sleep, just the way he liked it. For the past year he enjoyed this very form of drowse, this dreamless slumber where his subconscious mind, free of all voices, went to sleep along with the rest of his body, and then he would awaken in what seemed like minutes but was a full eight hours of pure uninterrupted rest. He would rise from bed, wash, get dressed, and head off to work as a schoolteacher at the Michael P. Slater Elementary School. Often times Tom, the principal, would question his still yet unexplained leave of absence, but Richard would claim personal issues and simply utilized a month’s worth of sick days to offset the time he’d missed. And then he’d come home, play with Debra, eat dinner with the family, kiss Julia good-night before heading into the bedroom to make love to Samantha, sometimes fantasizing about Pamela, and then he would fall asleep only to repeat the process over and over again.


  Richard Sparke, family man. Pleased to meet you.


  But now, in this afternoon snooze, things changed.


  Richard had a dream.


  He dreamed of the man in black.


  At first it was a shape, an odd haphazard image that carried no discernible threat. But soon the image grew into that of a man, dressed in black, wearing a mask with holes at the eyes and mouth. Richard tried to scream. He couldn’t. He tried to run. He couldn’t.


  And soon the blue light came. It filled his dreamscape like it had so many times in the past, at first floating above the couch where he lay and then settling down in the center of the living room. Am I dreaming, or am I awake? he kept asking himself over and over again, trying to shutter his eyes but finding it did no use because the light burned its way through his lids anyway, making him watch as the man in black tripped through, reached his hands down towards Richard, wrapped his fingers around his neck, started to squeeze, squeeze, squeeze...


  Richard startled awake, hyperventilating. Tears sprung from his eyes and coursed down his sweat-laden face.


  He sat up on the couch, listening to himself breath, in, out, in, out, keeping still, looking, watching, waiting...


  “No, it can’t be...”


  From over the side of the couch the man in black jumped up, hands reaching over the arm and grabbing Richard by the shirt. With his other hand he pulled his mask off. Jesus Christ, he was the spitting image of Richard. “Hey, Sparke. It’s showtime!”


  Richard brought his head forward, slamming it into the man in black’s head. His nemesis cried out and fell backwards. Richard scrambled out of the living room and into the kitchen. He grabbed a knife--the big steak one--from the butcher block on the counter


  (Déjàvu, all over again)


  and waited there, gasping, poised for defense.


  One second passed.


  Someone from behind grabbed him, an arm around his neck.


  “Don’t move.”


  He knew the voice. “Pam?”


  “He’s not as smart as the other one.”


  “What? How did you get here? What the hell is going on?”


  “Shh...”


  “What is this?” Richard whispered tersely.


  “It’s not over. I’m here to help.”


  “Jesus Christ, who the hell is he?


  Quietly Pam led Richard into the basement, shutting the door behind them. Once downstairs, Pam reached into her knapsack and removed the portable time-trip unit.


  “What the fuck, Pam? I thought you said you were going to destroy everything?”


  “I was going to. Until he showed up.”


  “And just who the hell is he?”


  “He’s Richard Sparke, the homeless man. The drug addict from the alley, remember? He was never killed. We’d completely forgotten about him because he was never a threat at the time. He was on death’s door right from the start, and we all figured he’d be dead without our help. But that never happened. No, instead, all this time he gathered information and knowledge and abilities from all of you through bleeding. He healed. And became smart. Very smart. Eventually he found a way to get through. I tried to stop him but I couldn’t.”


  Richard was in a panic. Above, the cellar door crashed opened. Footsteps came slowly on the wooden steps. Then, a gunshot rang out, tearing out a chunk of the knotty pine wall at the bottom of the steps.


  “Jesus Christ, Pam! What the hell are we going to do?”


  “We need to get away from him. Then, we have to kill him. After all, there can only be one Richard Sparke.”


  Richard looked at Pam with utter disbelief.


  She hugged him, and in that moment Richard got the impression, that despite the precarious circumstances, she was very happy to see him.


  He was happy to see her too.


  “Let’s go,” he said, grinning.


  Pam smiled back. She pressed a button on the unit.


  The blue light came.


  And then, they were gone.
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