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ONE
 
 
 
 Sonja Marie Orman saw the hammer just as an instinct woke her from a deep slumber. She rocked to one side, avoiding the killing blow meant for her skull. In the same fluid motion, she’d grabbed up her iPhone and snapped a photo of the monster standing over her, someone strangely, vaguely familiar. Wasn’t he staring at her earlier when she’d been at the checkout counter at the Drug Emporium on McCorkle Avenue?
 
 With the second blow glancing off her forehead, Sonja dropped the iPhone with the killer’s image on the screen—a blur of features. Stunned and shaken, confused even as the hammer careened into her skull, Sonja’s mind gave way to a paroxysm of pain and horror. She’d seen the features of a madman and a large green blur when she writhed over the side of the bed.
 
 Desperate to fight back—even as blood spewed from the wound and into her eyes—desperate for life, she found strength of will. Ignoring the blood painting her face, Sonja realized that the Dream Killer, the maniac who drove three-penny nails into the skull and eyes of sleeping victims she’d heard about from TV newscasts, stood over her—here, now, in her bedroom.
 
 Moments before, she’d felt a dark presence hovering over her, staring down at her features, studying her every wrinkle, curvature, line, brow, nostrils, lips, hairline. She took it to be an archetypal dream of dread coming from deep within the collective unconsciousness of all womankind, her professor of anthropology mind at work as if she were in her office at the University of Charleston. Generations of inbred fear with a capital F in the very DNA of mankind, fear that lived on in the full complement of genetic information loaded into an individual, fear inherited from parents and ancestors from life’s beginning. But this was no theory, no class lecture; this was real.
 
 Where now to drive her blind self? Under the bed, she crawled, screaming still, but a pair of hands grabbed her ankles, fingernails digging into her flesh, but no pain as the blow to her head overwhelmed all else. Then she blacked out. Not for long as in her stupor, she felt the pinch of what felt like a huge iron rail pierce deeply through her left eye. The next railroad sized pen slammed into her brain. The monster used her like a wooden doll, driving the nails in, and she’d gone stiff and as lifeless as a wooden image.
 
 Mercifully, death took command. She no longer felt pain, only a flying away on the back of a winged, dark green dragon. She straddled the green dark behemoth through a strange metamorphosis. It became a brilliant blue creature before turning to a blinding, yet warm white, inviting river of light. Death came quickly, and it came with a welcoming pleasantry that cut loose all human pain, grief, remorse, and earthly concern.
 
 # # #
 
 
 
 The killer drove a total of eight nails into Sonja’s face and head. Eight, the actual number of people he’d killed to date. To terrify and to set the stage for the world to one day meet the real Dream Killer. He’d chosen to give himself this identity before the press came up with something silly or ill fitting. He’d declared himself in several letters that included the fact he could not stop himself and had no idea how many more slumbering women he’d kill before his spree might end.
 
 Some damn fool backwoods yokel named Malachi had killed his wife—according to the news—in the same manner, inspired by the Dream Killer. The real serial killer could not be sure if this one ought be counted or not. On the one hand, absolutely not as it was not by his hand on the hammer, Thor that he was; on the other hand, he had inspired this Malachi fellow, so…. So by extension, this eighth death had been as a result of his actions, hadn’t it?
 
 As he had time to debate it with himself while at the job tomorrow, he let it go for now. 
 
 With bloodied hand, hammer and box of threepenny nails, the killer turned, and taking Sonja Orman’s IPod with him, he left through the door he’d jimmied open. He’d come through the front door, burglary tools jammed in his green jump suit back-pocket still. He’d leave the way he came. Muttering quietly to himself, tired, sated, he said, “Getting too easy. Could do it in my sleep.” 
 
 A final look back at the room showed the Dream Killer a bed once covered in a flowered afghan now showered with blood, a floor covered in red, ceilings like a Jackson Pollock painting done in crimson, and a victim whose face had undergone massive reconstruction. “I’ll get away with it, too, for as long as I want.”
 
 It was the faces that must take the brunt of his pent up anger, the face and the eyes. He did not know why this was so, except the fact striking a nail into the softer sections of the body would not have the quick, immediate results of striking the skull and penetrating the brain followed by the extension of the brain, the eyes.
 
 Besides, he didn’t want them staring at him. This way he’d not be in their eternal vision. In a sense, he saw it as a kindness to his victims. Peace not acrimony in the hereafter.
 
 This night work had been completed in less time than it took to brush down a dog. He was in just before 3AM and out by 3:20, the whole of it completed and the rush of power pumping through him like a drug—better than any drug he’d ever tried on or off the job. This came of timing, yes, but also preparation. Days of prep, in fact. He’d watch and observe his victims, learning their habits, their whereabouts, but most importantly, where they slept. Only then did he strike.
 
 Outside, in the fog of pre-dawn, a dog barked in the distance; a train rhythmically rolled through the sleeping city of Charleston, and only one man moved about the quiet little neighborhood that had been home to Sonja Orman. This man looked shapeless in jump suit, baggy and without form. From a distance, he looked like a monster alien dropped in from another world.
 


 

 


 
TWO
 
 


 
 I’d rather be a hammer than a nail. The tune came unbidden and flit through Rae’s mind now, and she could only imagine the resulting images and the responses from the interpretation team the other side of the isolation chamber. In that other room where her mind’s eye revealed mega-sized metaphors and similes—symbolic language in the form of an anvil and hammer—replaced rapidly with a man in a drunken stupor, hammering away at the anvil. A hulking, sweating green monster of an anvil. An anvil which morphed into a human skull covered and discolored with lichen and moss. A skull that reminded her of dark cemeteries filled with crumbling headstones and overseen by moss-strewn willows and oaks and wandering ghosts made of wispy, unrulely fog. All in a grim, green frame around a grim black night. Helluva painting, she thought. Like something out of Alfred Hitchcock’s vault.
 
 These images fired first through her brain came up on a wall-sized, color plasma screen for a roomful of geniuses from every conceivable field—her interpretation team. All the brightest minds in the country assembled from Harvard, Yale, Princeton, Duke, Dartmouth, Stanford, Northwestern, and Brown among other institutions, all busily working to understand, translate, and explain Aurelia Murphy Hiyakawa’s scattered visions. 
 
 “God, why can’t I get hold of my thoughts here…concentrate on the task at hand?” she again scolded herself even as the images Rae wished to hold onto dissipated.
 
 “Calm is needed, Doctor,” said Ashley Phillips, her new handler via the Comlink. Gene Kiley, her former guide had been in the habit of guiding from within the chamber—right alongside Rae—and their relationship had been so strong and secure that it’d been right and proper. An extreme opposite to now. Perhaps it’d get better in time, perhaps not. Young Ashley Phillips might never forgive Rae Hiykawa for having gotten Gene Kiley killed while in the field, working the Carnivore Man case in Phoenix, Arizona.
 
 A few months had passed but time had not taken the sting out of this horrible failure—a tragedy she’d played over in her mind’s eye down to the final detail. She had not seen it coming; she’d had no psychic vibes that might have saved Gene—who in fact had saved her life at the cost of his own. But others could not forgive her, and the PSI Unit had been shattered by the loss of one of their own. The fracture might never be healed.
 
 To help in the endeavor to truly concentrate, Rae lifted one of the bloody swaths from a sheet or pillowcase the techs had provided from the last crime scene involving the madman they were calling the Dream Killer. Her hand tightened around the brown splotch of blood, presumably that of one of seven actual victims of this same maniac.
 
 She shook her head, her bluish highlights shining beneath jet-black hair. “This is pig’s blood. Discard.” 
 
 Such testing of her powers was to be expected as part of the PSI Unit controls. The entire unit remained under scrutiny, the watchful eyes of the skeptics, some of whom still called the unit the Twilight Zone. No real surprise that a control mechanism of some sort was felt necessary to call it a scientific endeavor. Although she’d proven it scientific by the very definition of science more than once. Science was defined by process. If a process could be repeated and shown to have the same result, then the experiment was called a success in any field, from medicine to child rearing. They called it scientific observation fulfilled, and how many times now had she disillusioned the skeptics of their arrogant and certain stance? How often for the good of the program had she displayed her powers—demonstrating the same result over time. Scientific process!
 
 To be sure, Rae Murphy Hiyakawa understood her boss’s constant refrain when he said, “Only if strict guidelines are followed can the unit hope to be refunded and continued.” She’d followed said guidelines and won. They had kept book on her, kept strict records, kept tapes, all requiring a forest in paper and vault stored video. Every detail from readings and tests upon tests they’d documented.
 
 Even so, and in the face of the evidence of her gift, Rae imagined all the documentation in the world would not change some opinions. Still, it all went into an archive; a lonely place where no one visited.
 
 Typical of government overkill and waste, she thought now, and next she thought, I shouldn’t be thinking these thoughts. Not here, not now, while hooked up to CRAWL and that giant monitor outside. God…how far off topic will my scattered energies take me? Damn it. Why am I thinking about thinking? It doesn’t work. It can’t work if I’m so self-conscious that I’m thinking about my own damn thoughts, just as I’m doing now. Damn me.
 
 She also wondered what Dr. Miranda Waldron and the others whose job it was to interpret her mind images must be seeing on the screen at this moment. What symbol might stand for self-indulgence?
 
 Rae had dropped the bloody cloth with animal blood on it and lifted a hand brush that had also been presented to her for consideration. The brush instantly sent a chill through the medium, and she saw the shadowy form of a young woman before a mirror sensually pulling the brush through her long tresses—silver in the muted light. In the mirror, aside from the reflection of the victim, she saw a window sash rising and lowering with a preternatural wind. The mirror then coalesced into a picture of three sad, defeated-looking children hauling off a wounded animal on a kind of handheld travois made of oaken wood. Three pallbearers. Child pallbearers with disheveled angel’s wings—bloody, ripped, broken wings—at their backs, jutting through heavy, dark woolen coats of another era.
 
 Gravity bound angels. 
 
 Their procession grew fainter as they moved off into a spectral fog, perhaps toward a distant cemetery. What they carried on the stretcher seemed a wounded, bloated and sad animal, until it sprouted wings and morphed into a bloodied white bird the size of a man or woman. Rae felt she’d some familiarity with the scene, a kind of déjà vu, as if she’d seen it in her mind’s eye before. It recalled the myriad painted images that had come through in the Carnivore Man case. 
 
 “The victim owns the brush…she has many children.” 
 
 Ashley Phillips frowned and said into the Comlink. “You may want to hold this session for another day, Dr. Hiyakawa.” Ashley’s tone said it was not going well.
 
 “No children?” asked Rae, haltingly adding. “Are you sure?”
 
 “Single…no children, but the brush is hers.” 
 
 “She is a strong-willed person, a person who people gravitate to because of her energy and bright eyes and wide smile, as large as a lion or tiger…so strong is her energy— even now.”
 
 “She ahhh…collected ceramic lions and tigers and bears,” said Ashley, nervously clearing her throat after. 
 
 “Stuffed animals, you mean?” Rae lifted a bloodstained stuffed white tiger about the size of a water bottle, another sad souvenir of a deadly crime.
 
 “No, mostly ceramics, collector’s items.” 
 
 Rae realized the stuffed little tiger was yet another decoy item, useless. She tossed it into a corner. “S-she fought for life. Wasn’t asleep when he killed her. She’d come awake before the hammer blow, and in her eyes…”
 
 “What, Doctor? Go with that. What?”
 
 “S-she photographed him.”
 
 Again Ashley frowned. “Photographed? No camera was among the items found at the scene.”
 
 “If there had been, he’d’ve taken it with him.”
 
 “Right.” “Telephone camera, I think. I see it now. She-she kept it next to the bed at all times.”
 
 “Not found.”
 
 “But she had one.” “According to family, yes.”
 
 “Nephews, nieces?”
 
 “None. No children.”
 
 “In my head, she’s surrounded by children and the colors of childhood.” 
 
 Ashley saw the images on the plasma screen as the Cerebral Remote Viewing & Language Stratagems or CRVLS, which everyone called The Crawl, scanned all of Aurelia’s mental images whenever she meditated below the brass pyramid she’d fashioned and insisted on using. A construct that Ashley Phillips believed a crutch, an unscientific mental crutch.
 
 “What did she do…for a living?” asked Rae. 
 
 Isn’t that something you should be telling me , Ashley thought but did not say from her control desk outside the chamber. “Can you see her at her work?”
 
 “At a desk…at a computer…works in an office at a university. No children.”
 
 “I suggest, Doctor, you’ve had enough for one day. Suggest we shut down, come back at this tomorrow.” 
 
 “If I can get into her soul, I might have an image of him waiting for me there, an image as sharp as any on an photo.”
 
 “Not sure what you mean, Doctor.”
 
 “Ashley, you can call me Rae or Aurelia and dispense with Doctor.”
 
 “Ahhh…of course, yes. Will do.” 
 
 Don’t know if this is working out between us, Ashley, Rae thought but said nothing. She looked up at the young woman, watched her at the board, the controls, and her heart clamped down. Rae so missed Gene in Ashley’s job. They’d been a team, a winning team in every respect.
 
 Not so with Ashley…certainly not today. The two of them together was simply not working. Not Ashley’s fault really. Not Rae’s fault either. They were nervous, tentative with one another. Being a psychic handler was no simple task, and how terribly Rae missed Gene and his handling of her during such sessions only made it more difficult for Ashley. There were too many orbiting problems unresolved between them. Too many unspoken words hovering. Too many coils within the spirals that needed untangling.
 
 On the plasma screen, both at the controls and on the boardroom wall where the think-tank geniuses watched, the image of a massive tangle of electrical cords and wires writhed about one another like a handful of snakes thrown together in a pile.
 
 While many sessions were superficial at best and ended in little result—like today’s—other sessions went foraging deep into the psychic forests, below gnarled roots, down into labyrinthine mines of the seer’s own soul. Places a person could get lost in, places of terror, and places where answers lay buried like pirate treasure on a distant shore in a faraway place with a strange sounding name. A name that no one could pronounce at a place of precipice into which many a good man and woman had fallen, like the deep crevasses of a pitted glacier, a place in which even a psychic could disappear, never to again claw her way out. Every psychic knew of this place sometimes referred to as the Overmind; every psychic avoided it, yet felt its attraction, a powerful pull, at the same time, always there, always threatening. It was both terrifying and fascinating.
 
 “You’re right, Ashley,” Rae finally said. “Not doing any good here.” Then she gasped and added, “Really, she had no children?”
 
 “None.” “But she had students.”
 
 “That’s right.” She worked with young people. “Duhhh…so in a sense, she did have children, don’t you see?” 
 
 Wow, super mind here at work , Ashley thought but again did not verbalize. “She worked with young adults. Taught archeology and anthropology.”
 
 “Had no children of her own,” finished Rae. “But she loved her work; was a crusader about it,” added Rae.
 
 “Quite possibly, yes.” 
 
 “Pay was lousy,” Rae commented. “Sonja Orman could have made more on the line at a Swift meat-packing plant. As a result, she was constantly behind on her bills, but she felt placed here on Earth to teach.”
 
 “She sounds like a wonderful person. There’s a Swift meat-packing plant not far from Charleston, where the killings are happening. You may want to go with that.”
 
 Rae heard the sarcasm in Ashley’s voice and tried to ignore it. “Teaching was Orman’s crusade, and in the end, the spirits of untold numbers of students, young minds, had been touched by her passion.” Rae again saw the weighted down, bedraggled wingless angelic children carrying off the wounded white bird, and now it made sense—at least it did to her. She imagined the geniuses in the other room were flummoxed by it.
 
 Yeah…right , thought Ashley. She remained angry and hurt. In her opinion, Dr. Hiyakawa had gotten Ashley’s beloved teacher and mentor, Gene Kiley, killed. “Some psychic,” she’d said to others in the unit just loud enough for Rae to hear. “So good she gets people around here killed.”
 
 Rae pushed aside all the victimology items in her way. Clamoring to her feet, she removed the electrodes that made her a part of CRAWL. Standing and stretching now, just outside the brass pipe pyramid in the isolation chamber, her eyes met Ashley’s, and she felt an icy response growing laser-like. The body language told a story of negativity, and the girl’s eyes emitted a ray of displeasure, what in ancient times was called the ‘evil eye’.
 
 Not very professional , Rae thought as she held the young woman’s glare for some time before breaking it off. Their mutual stare was like a gauntlet thrown down. Young Phillips had essentially and psychically dared Rae to show her anything worthwhile, essentially believing she could do better work on this case herself. When Rae broke off the stare, she psychically replied, Perhaps you can, Ashley. Be my guest. Although no actual words came forth, the mental words were as clear and as real as the gravity around them.
 
 Until now, Rae’d felt the chamber that’d been created to house her and CRAWL instrumentation was her office, her space, essentially hers and therefore sacrosanct, but Gene had always been a large part of that equation. It’d always been the one place where Rae’d felt, and been made to feel by Gene, to be as normal and as sane as anyone on the planet. Certainly Gene had made the environment here a safe one. In fact, Gene had seen to it that Rae, a halfAsian, half-Irish woman with one black and one blue eye, genuinely feel untouchable and in charge here. So much of it she’d thought her doing, but now she knew that so much of it was due to Gene Kiley’s efforts and attitude. He’d worked tirelessly to make her feel this place was home, a place where she was among like-minded people, folks who understood and accepted and didn’t make her feel like some kind of alien or freak. Gene had been a strong empathic support and a psychic in his own right. 
 
 Now his absence in the labs proved so strong, so overwhelming that she wondered if the isolation chamber would ever return to its former peaceful character—the place where she centered herself: her once perfect centering ground. She wondered if she must find another, a place without the high-tech gadgetry, a simple room with a mirror and a cocoon of safety, a place away from the accusing eyes of such as Ashley Phillips and others. 
 
 All she knew for certain was that she no longer felt at ease here in her workplace.
 
 It certainly was no longer home. 
 
 As she retied the now loose belt about her white robe, beneath which she stood nude, Rae felt no reassurance, no hearty positive vibes as always Gene sent her way. Rae’s first few days back, she’d thought it her own guilt-ridden angst simply bouncing off the young woman, but today it’d come clear that it was more than inner turmoil at work here. It wasn’t coming from within but from without. It was in fact unadulterated anger undulating from and directed at Rae. All from Ashley. 
 
 This does nothing for our working relationship , Rae thought. A relationship required nurturing and care; it was hard work, harder than caring for a garden or a single tomato plant, or an individual flower. It must be nurtured by a caring hand and a careful balance of trust, but neither of the principals in this case had had time to establish any such ingredients, thus ruining the recipe. Trust being absolutely necessary, the lack of it deep-sixed the ability to work together, and it harmed the case at hand. What progress could possibly come about? It’s a wonder I got as far as I did, she thought now. It was one thing to work as a medium with a roomful of doubt and disbelief flowing from strangers as when the chief brought politicians and men with deep pockets to observe the program at work, but quite another when one’s closest working relationship is like a bridge crumbling beneath one’s feet.
 
 She knew she’d have to put in a request to replace Ashley, that Raule must find her someone more suitable, and this meant more problems needing resolution, more time lost, all piled upon the many other difficulties and anxieties in her life right now; it meant another strand, too, in the restraints that bound her hands while she attempted to work the Dream killings.
 
 She threw up her hands in a gesture of defeat for the moment. Everyone would simply have to come back another day as inconvenient as that might be for the think-tank champions in the other room. Rae ambled off to the showers to freshen up and change into clothes and get out of Quantico for the day. It’d been grueling, her third day back since returning off the trip she and her daughter, Nia, had taken to see the Grand Canyon together. As she found the showers and got in under the warm spray, she thought of how that trip after Phoenix had reestablished the mother-daughter relationship, and how much she had discovered about her daughter. Not to mention how much Nia had discovered about her, and how much together they’d discovered about Nia’s deceased grandparents, who’d shown up at the South rim of the canyon, and had in fact floated amid the sunset, amid reflecting clouds, hovering over the amazing site that had drawn Aurelia there to begin with—two spirits in eternal love.
 


 

 


 
THREE
 
 


 
 Shower finished and Rae fully dressed before the mirror, her father’s marble black eye and her mother’s cerulean blue eye staring approvingly back at her choice of Macy’s latest in fashion for the professional woman, she stepped out into a modern cave: the corridors of Quantico’s FBI headquarters. Here so-called normal people from secretaries and groundskeepers to pipe fitters in green overalls, and accountants in impossible-to-wrinkle suits worked a nine-to-five day. These civilians went about their business largely unaware of those among the badge carrying operatives here with a license to kill.
 
 She tried desperately to get the current case off her mind, and she knew the only way to do that was a stopover at the Tavern on the Green here in Quantico where she could relax with a martini or a Jack Daniels Whiskey Sour—or two, and to talk to the best ear in town, Joannie Childs. She’d tried to talk to others as freely as she palavered with Joannie, but even with her shrink, Dr. Lyn Polkabla, this proved impossible, despite the tortures that Dr. Polk-a-person, as Nia called the shrink, put her through. Tortures of being pelted by a series of ping-pong balls hurled at her when she sat glum and uncommunicative. Apparently, Nia, too, had gotten pelted on occasion as well, as after the harrowing incident in Phoenix and Gene Kiley’s death, Nia had seriously begun to see “Dr. P” on a regular basis.
 
 Worse than the ping-pong ball barrage was the shrink’s grabbing up her accordion to play songs from Cats and Man of LaMancha badly and out of tune if a client chose to sit idle. Caterwauling, Nia had called this form of torture.
 
 Aaurelia’s cell phone rang. She lifted it from her hip and saw it was Nia calling from school again, and she answered precisely as Dr. Polkabla had suggested. “Sweetheart, how is your day going?” This was a far cry from, “What now?”
 
 “Awful,” Nia sniffed, “and I wanna come home.”
 
 “Now?” “Now!” 
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 They’d decided on Xavier Millbrook Stone Academy, a private school this time, one filled, Rae learned too late, with vile, mean girls. Girls who’d nothing better to do than dispense their venom on the newcomer. In this case, Nia Hiyakawa, her daughter.
 
 Sadly, Nia had a heart like none other, a heart as good as they come, but she also had the same or similar psychic powers and empathic abilities as her mother, a thing she’d kept secret all her life until recent events had brought all to the surface. Learning of Nia’s powers had in a very real sense explained years of their drifting apart. Rae had falsely believed it had all to do with Nia’s anger and contempt for her mother’s psi powers. And even more so her mom’s inability to foresee and fix the problems and people closest to her; to avoid that changing day in Nia’s life when Rae decided to divorce Nia’s father, Tomi Yoshikane and to reclaim her life and her maiden name.
 
 Rae learned that Nia had promised herself early in life to become a normal kid. Something Rae had assumed all along. But not so. It’d been an impossible goal that Nia had set for herself, one at loggerheads with her mom. In fact, they’d butted heads so often that at one point, Rae had begun to fear losing Nia’s affection forever.
 
 “Not anymore,” Rae assured herself in the empty cab of her car.
 
 Their Grand Canyon trip had changed all that.
 
 What happened at the Canyon had bonded the two, mother and daughter, as never before.
 
 Things were better between them.
 
 Things would continue to get even better, Rae convinced herself now.
 
 After all they’d been through in Phoenix, and their subsequent trip to the Canyon, they had to bond. 
 
 Together. Things like the death of a mutual loved one, things like Rae’s own near death experience, things like Nia’s putting herself in danger for her mother…such things bonded a mom and daughter.
 
 “Nia, you can come home anytime, of course, and if we need to find you another school—a place where you fit in bet—”
 
 “Fit in? I’ll never fit in anywhere! I’m a freak.”
 
 “Stop that at once! You’re not a freak, no more than—”
 
 “No more than you?”
 
 “We’re not going to have this conversation over the phone. Get a cab, and I’ll meet you at home.” 
 
 “Home…you call that broken down old bed and breakfast a home?” Nia hung up so she might feel the winner here, getting the last dig in.
 
 “Now I gotta race home.” She stomped down the corridor, going for the garage. “No stopover at the tavern, no chance to unwind with Joannie,” Rae muttered to herself, drawing a look from Edward Arlington Coffin, who’d come through a door in the techy playground where he spent many of his hours nowadays refining gizmos and gadgets. Eddy was the creator of the CRAWL, and he’d managed to streamline it for work in remote locations as well, Phoenix having been the first such test. Bugs, glitches, and problems still plagued the remote CRAWL, but Eddy assured everyone they’d soon be worked out.
 
 “Rae, how’re you doing?” asked Eddy, a genius no older than her daughter, Nia.
 
 “Pretty well, Eddy, under the circumstances.”
 
 “Euphemism for death of a loved one,” he replied. “I understand.” 
 
 The funeral services for Gene had only been the week before. Eddy had a heart but it was somewhat overburdened by his brain.
 
 “I gotta rush, Eddy.”
 
 “What’s up?” “Personal.”
 
 “Nia again, huh?”
 
 “Something like that, yeah.” 
 
 “She’s having a hard time with it, same as you. I saw the latest images on the crawl screen. You may’ve come back too soon, and Raule’s saddling you with another case so soon could do more damage than—”
 
 “What in the world’re you talking about? Raule saddling me with another field operation?”
 
 “You ahhh haven’t heard? Charleston, West Virginia?”
 
 “How is it you know about this before me?” “Ah, maybe just another foolish rumor floating about; rumors abound in a place like this.”
 
 “Shut up, Eddy. I know all about it,” Rae lied.
 
 “Oh…really?” 
 
 She must act as if she knew what he was talking about, despite her certainty that he was dead wrong. “Appreciate your concern, Eddy, but I’m just fine, and as for getting back in the saddle, it’s what my shrink ordered.”
 
 “Shrink knows best, heh? You know I won’t be in the field with you. Have that contract with Lockheed to fulfill.”
 
 “I think my shrink does know best. As for you’re not accompanying me to Charleston, yes, I know.” She was a champ at lying with a straight face.
 
 “Who’s going with you?” he asked. “Not Ashley Phillips?” 
 
 “No way.” True or not about a second field assignment, Ashley and Rae were not in any way, shape, or form prepared to work off-sight. They could not work together in the safe confines of Quantico.
 
 Eddy blinked. “Why not?”
 
 “Trust me, she’s not ready.”
 
 “You two aren’t getting on well are you?” “That’s an understatement.” 
 
 “You never did handle your own emotions well, Rae, and with your daughter’s problems, you sure this is the smartest move to—”
 
 “Hold on, Mister Coffin! Do you really think I’m so far gone as to take cues from you, Edward, on the subject of handling emotional upheaval?”
 
 Eddy shrugged. “Just want you to know that I still care, and by the way, it’s no longer Eddy or Edward.” 
 
 “Youuu…you got the name change you wanted so badly?” Her widening eyes gave away her excitement for him.
 
 “Copernicus.”
 
 She smiled at this. “How apt.” 
 
 Eddy had professed an undying hatred of his parents for their having used him in the manner of many parents with exceptional or gifted children, for having made a fortune off him, and for having named him Edwin Arlington after the obscure poet Edwin Arlington Robinson, and he had long promised to do something about it. “So now it’s simply Copernicus Coffin or should I call you CC?”
 
 “Just Copernicus. Thought I’d go with one of those single name jobs like Prince, Cher, The Rock. Dropped the Coffin as well.”
 
 “Really?” This came as a surprise.
 
 “It kinda dragged me down, Coffin. Get it? Coffin, one foot…ahhh name in the grave, see?”
 
 “Had to hurt mom and dad, Ed, I mean, Copernicus.”
 
 “Well sure…understood, but—”
 
 “But?”
 
 “They’ve treated me as their invention all my life. I wanted part of me back, that’s all.”
 
 “Sure…understood.” “You still love me?”
 
 “Sure…sure, Copernicus.” 
 
 “And I you!” He smiled wide. He’d professed an undying love for her early on in their relationship, despite the fact she was old enough to be his mother, and in Phoenix he’d met and ‘fallen’ hard for a stripper. He was the emotional equivalent of a 6th grader, despite his adult genius. “What about your girlfriend in Phoenix?”
 
 “Well…not too much to say on that score, except that…well, it’s over.”
 
 “I think it was doomed from the start,” Rae suggested. 
 
 “Is that your professional opinion, Dr. Hiyakawa? If so, why didn’t you diagnose the problem sooner?” Eddy, as Copernicus, stormed off in a red-faced huff. He’d told no one other than Rae of his infatuation with the bleach blond stripper with the three children in Pheonix. In fact, other than confiding to Rae that the sex was great, he’d said little else. She’d tried to counsel him in this arena, but all he saw in this attempt was Rae’s green-eyed jealousy—his grandiose delusion.
 
 Gene’s death had taken its toll on Eddy as well, despite his outward aplomb on the subject. Beneath all that reserve and scientific zeal of late, hid a deep-seated guilt that he, too, had played a part in Gene’s demise. She could well imagine what Eddy’s subconscious must be prattling on about, something to the effect, “Had I done my job right, Gene’d be alive today.” The mantra was familiar to her because it was hers as well, yet the two of them had been unable to talk openly and freely to one another about the circumstances leading up to Kiley’s murder. In point of fact, no one had seen it coming.
 
 She found the exit to the concrete parking garage, located her car, and slumped into the seat. When she saw no one around, Rae allowed the tears to flow. All the while, as she cried for Gene, for Eddy, for Ashley, and for Nia, she never thought of crying for herself, for allowing the grief to wash over her entirely so as to get past the flood. Instead, she cried for all the others, and she wondered if she’d ever be an effective psychic sensory investigator ever again.
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 Some things never change, yet change is life and life is change. How often both her Buddhist father and her Wiccan mother had trumpeted this truth of life even coming as it did from two differing worldviews. Still it could be so paradoxical. Things you want to change but don’t change. Things you don’t want to ever see change, change. Bumper sticker alert: Change can be a painful reminder of itself. 
 
 Nia changed from day to day, but then that’s what teenagers do, Rae told herself as she rushed into the old bed and breakfast, a crumbling Victorian in need of a great deal more TLC than she or the previous owners had been able to provide in either time or money of late.
 
 She rushed inside to find Nia, eyes closed, her breathing stuttered by heaving sobs. Nia, curled in the fetal position on the living room sofa, had broken down. Tearful, she hugged her stuffed animal, Lamb Chop, so tightly that the beady-eyed white face pleaded for help. Big, huge, heaving sobs indicated that Nia’s heartbeat was strong and healthy, but it appeared her mental and emotional state needed immediate attention from mom.
 
 Of late, Rae had decided that actions spoke louder than words, and in this spirit, she went to Nia, nestled in on the couch with her and hugged her and Lamb Chop together. Definitely, at such times, a genuine hug and a kiss meant more than all the words in the lexicon. For some time, the hug continued on as mother and daughter sat in silent understanding.
 
 Finally, Rae asked her now fifteen year old, “You wanna talk about it, kiddo?” 
 
 “I don’t have one friend there; they all hate me.” Her sentences were punctuated with sobs. “They think I’m a freak.”
 
 “You just stop that right now!” 
 
 “They-they all’ve heard about what happened in Phoenix, you know, about you nearly getting killed, and me nearly getting myself killed helping you in that freak house!”
 
 Rae considered this. The case had, after all, made CNN and all the other networks. 
 
 Nia sniffed back more tears. “They’re calling me Super Ninja and crap like that.” More sobs. “How-how do you like that?”
 
 Seems there’re a lot worse things teens could call you, Rae thought but said, “Nia, you are better than that; you’ve never spread gossip and crap about others, so—”
 
 “How does that help, Ma?” “—so don’t listen to it; don’t buy into it. Don’t play their ga—”
 
 “It’s all over the school.” 
 
 “Gossip, and-and peer pressure, and-and all that silliness and high school trash, Nia, you don’t buy into it. You stay above it.” 
 
 “How does that help, Ma? How?” repeated Nia, more tears flooding in.
 
 “Come on, Nia. You’ve never bought into gossip before, so why now, Nia?” 
 
 “I dunno…maybe ‘cause I’m the new kid, and I have no one to turn to, maybe?” Her voice dripped sarcasm.
 
 “If you know yourself, Nia, and if you take pride in yourself, no one can hurt you or kick you while you’re down unless—”
 
 “But they do, and it hurts!” 
 
 “No one can make you feel inferior or odd unless you allow them, unless you sell them the shovel to bury you with.”
 
 “Oh, great. Now it’s my fault?”
 
 “I didn’t say that.”
 
 “I don’t need bumper-sticker philosophy, Ma!”
 
 “That’s no bumper sticker! I’m paraphrasing Eleanor Roosevelt, Nia!”
 
 “Who is?”
 
 “Who is Eleanor Roosevelt? What’re they teaching in schools nowadays?”
 
 “Schools are lunatic asylums is what they are.” 
 
 Nia wasn’t far from the truth on that score. Rae believed that far too many teachers these days had an inferior education and had never sat in a class with a master teacher; in fact, she felt the entire method of teaching teachers how to teach was as arcane and hideous as university buildings covered in Ivy. But this wasn’t the time or place to go into it. “Well for now you’ve got to learn to cope somewhere. Do we give the academy a chance, say another week before we start looking elsewhere?”
 
 Nia got up and stormed from the room, tearful yet. As she rushed upstairs to her bedroom, she shouted back, “I hate them all!”
 
 “Careful of that word!” Rae shouted back.
 
 “Hate, hate, hate!” 
 
 Rae scratched behind her ear and propped her head in her hands. “Nia, negative feelings can only be destructive to you.”
 
 At the top of the stairs, looking down on her mother, Nia replied, “I’m sick of worrying about my Karma! What about those nasty girls at school? They’re the ones oughta be worrying about Karma!”
 
 Even from this distance, Rae could see her daughter’s two black eyes flaring with emotion. At least they weren’t emotionless and dead as they might be if she were in depression or in a drugged state. Ever vigilant of such, Rae found something hopeful in the moment even as the storm raged in her child. “I don’t want you sending angry thoughts out into the world, Nia! Not to anyone, Nia. Do you understand? For your own sake, Nia.”
 
 Nia’s bedroom door slammed in reply, a sure sign she was through talking. Rae gritted her teeth and shook her head. She lifted the stuffed lamb and spoke to it. “Shoulda just stayed with the hugs and kisses and kept my mouth shut.”
 
 Rae had the sensation that the lamb agreed, something in its goofy half grin. 
 
 She turned to go for the kitchen where she might find a soft drink and a snack, maybe fix something for Nia as well, only to find the housekeeper, Enriquiana standing in the hallway and staring, having overheard the latest calamity. “Oh, hello, Enriqui. I thought you had a dental appointment?”
 
 “Oh no, tomorrow…Dr. Hiyakawa. Can I get you anything?”
 
 “Ahhh…sure, maybe a new life.”
 
 Enriqui only smiled and nodded. 
 
 “Maybe wave a wand and make my fifteen-year-old twenty-one? Maybe by then she’d be over herself and become less the drama queen, and perhaps in the bargain realize I’m a little smarter than she thinks?”
 
 Enriqui nodded this time and then smiled.
 
 “All right, perhaps I’ll settle for a snack.” 
 
 “Of course, yes!” The housekeeper, cook, and inhouse spy who kept her informed of any straying on Nia’s part, promptly turned and rushed for her kitchen, the place Enriquiana most liked to be.
 
 Rae followed after, saying, “Anything you can throw together, and maybe a small plate for Nia? That’d be lovely.”
 
 “Apple and nut salad is ready and cheese sticks.”
 
 “Ready? Already all ready?”
 
 “In the fridge, the salad, the oven, the cheese sticks, yes.”
 
 “That’s great. You’re a godsend, Enriqui. Know I’ve said so too often, and it’s old news, but it’s true.” “And I have lemonade for Nia,” continued Enriqui, “and a martini chilled for you.”
 
 “You’re an angel.” She knows me too well, Rae thought. 
 
 Shortly, Rae retired to the rear of the big, lumbering old bed and breakfast, which she’d purchased with two hopes in mind—a great investment and a means for she and her daughter to find common ground. Her hope was that she and Nia would work side by side to fix up the place room by room. No such luck on either score. 
 
 Rae continued on, making her way to the rear garden room, which offered an opportunity to sit among Enriquiana’s amazing creations from Azaleas to bougainvillea, where the windows were thrown open to the sound of birds and the rustle of squirrels chasing about, not to mention the soft thunder of overhead jets coming and going from the greater DC area. With her salad and martini served, she had carried a stack of murder books— Charleston, West Virginia area police casebooks covering the history of the psycho she was now responsible for locating and shutting down.
 
 Amid the splendor of the greenhouse and the sights and sounds of life in its myriad and noisy permutations, sitting at the white wicker table in a comfortably cushioned wicker chair, Rae enjoyed her snack and drink before daring to open the first compendium of murder.
 
 When she did peel back the cover on the first victim that law enforcement knew as Marci Cottrell, she learned a great deal about a young woman of twenty-six living in St. Albans, West Virginia, within minutes of the city limits of Charleston in a trailer home. Rae wanted to learn what if anything the victims had in common, aside from living alone. So far, she’d noticed they’d all had a similar appearance, that in fact, they might all pass for family members, and in a sense they constituted one truly unhappy family, as Rae had begun to feel them all gathering as if for a group photo and a group scream.
 
 Indeed, their souls screamed out as if from the green dark blackness of the outer limits for someone to champion them, for someone to acknowledge their ‘sisterhood’ as if on the other side they’d found one another and had banded together, and now they were coming for Rae Hiyakawa.
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 Some hours later, after a sumptuous meal prepared by Enriquiana, a meal of a strange sort by some standard as it amounted to Mexican flavored German cuisine, a kind of tortilla and breaded veal or ‘taco wiennerschnitzel’ alongside noodles and sausage doused and cooked in olive oil. Rae had made the mistake of mentioning how wonderful a German meal she’d had at Berghoff’s downtown DC while meeting with some officials who held the purse strings on the PSI unit at Quantico. She’d especially doted on the wiennerschnitzel. She’d still to learn not to set Enriqui off this way, and she now paid the price, but it was not a price so bad after all, despite the confusion to her taste buds.
 
 In fact, having bitten into the tacky-looking taco wiennerschnitzel, Rae gasped aloud at how unusual and pleasant the flavor, in the end, tasted. Once again Enriqui proved herself a genius with food. The woman could even make collard greens work with her Mexican wiennerschnitzel if she tried. Delightful was the only way to describe it. Ironically, Enriquiana’s worst culinary experiment typically proved better than most people’s tried and true dishes prepared with strict adherence to a recipe out of Good Housekeeping.
 
 Nia had come down to dinner, and while she’d eaten heartily, her pouting continued. After a time, she said, “I’ll give it another week, but then I want to go back to my old school. I had friends there, and I was involved in some cool stuff there.”
 
 “Then why did you insist on the academy in the first place, Nia?”
 
 “Me insist? You did all the talking.”
 
 “I thought it was a good move, but I didn’t bring it up; it was your idea from the start, Nia.”
 
 “Then you shoulda stopped me.”
 
 Rae laughed at this. “I’ll try harder next time.” 
 
 That had been hours ago now, and when Nia had opted to return to her room to ostensibly ‘do homework’ at her computer, Rae had returned to the murder files. Now looking at her watch, she realized it’d become extremely late, two in the morning. All round her lay the darkness of the outside world held back by mere glass windows and screens here in the garden room. She felt the world encroaching with the bleak light of the garden room alone to hold it back; she felt like the only person on earth sitting about her ‘campfire’, and all that lay beyond the light of this fragile glass room must make one unwilling to act without first weighing the risks…must make one suspicious and fearful. In the distance, she heard the wail of an animal in distress.
 
 She needed to lock up and find her bed. 
 
 As she picked up the disparate murder books and stacked them to carry them inside the house proper, she heard a familiar voice, that of her deceased father, Hiro Hiyakwa. The words were soothing in tone, a mere whisper. “Take care of yourself, child, and beware of green monsters.”
 
 She wheeled to catch a glimpse of his form, vaguely outlined in the mesh of the screen at the far end of the garden room window. Hiro’s apparition seemed a hologram caught in the screen. “Father, I love you always,” she quietly said.
 
 His specter smiled even as it disappeared, but not without a final word sent through the coils of her inner ear. “Be firm but fair with Nia.”
 
 Just what I need, she thought, advice on raising Nia from her dead grandfather. And what’d he mean by green monster? Had he meant the proverbial green-eyed monster of jealousy? Was he saying that Nia was jealous of her? Ashley Phillips maybe. Nia, ridiculous.
 
 You need all the help you can get, countered the voice now in her head. 
 
 “Say hello to my mother for me, will you?” Rae shot back. “Now go ‘way.” She added, knowing and sensing that he’d already gone.
 
 “Who’re you talking to now?” asked Nia, who’d come down to check on her.
 
 “Your grandfather.” “He was here?”
 
 “He was.”
 
 “Why doesn’t he come to me? I don’t understand it. Why just you?”
 
 “In time, I’m sure he will; I suspect it is like that old saying—”
 
 “Oh, please, not another old Oriental proverb.” She ignored this. “When the student is ready, the master will appear.”
 
 “What’s that got to do with—”
 
 “Everything. Think of it. Why don’t your grandparents appear to you as often as to me?” 
 
 “Often? I only saw them the once…over the Grand Canyon…and even then they didn’t speak to me…and I couldn’t even be sure it was them, not like you.”
 
 “In time, I’m sure…” Had this to do with her father’s remark about jealousy?
 
 “I’ve missed them.” Nia’s voice croaked with the admission.
 
 “I suspect you have too much turmoil going on around you, kiddo.”
 
 “And you don’t?” 
 
 “They can’t get through all the static and backscatter of your busy life and busier mind, Nia. Only when you decide to be at peace, will you see them routinely.”
 
 “Routinely, I can’t imagine that.”
 
 “So much that it’ll be a pain in the ass,” Rae halfjoked, trying to lighten things up.
 
 “Is that how you feel about them?” “Not really, no, yes, no, I mean…only when they butt in and contradict.”
 
 “You mean regarding me?” 
 
 “Exactly.” Rae put her arm around Nia, and together they took a tentative step to leave the kitchen area for the upstairs when Rae reached absently for her files, and too late, she saw the folders drop to the tiles. The hefty murder files that she’d placed atop the chopping block now littered the floor. Forensic and police photos of the deceased in before and after poses stared back at mother and daughter. Some of these shots proved quite gory and bloody, pulling a gasp from Nia.
 
 Rae immediately went to her knees, using her body to conceal the shots. She scooped everything into a stack and worked to return the photos and papers back to their correct files.
 
 Nia certainly didn’t need to see that some maniac her mother proposed to psychically chase had made pincushions of people’s heads with 3-Penny nails.
 
 “Garrr-rose-garose, Mom! Par for the course.” 
 
 “I’m sorry, Nia, so sorry.” The apology felt and sounded weak. “Turn your eyes away! You don’t need to see this,” she sounded the litany while on hands and knees, attempting to recover the files, but when Rae looked up at the silent space where her daughter had been, she realized that Nia had rushed off to the sanctuary of her room.
 
 “Damm…damn it,” Rae muttered over her clumsiness. She slammed the murder books back onto the chopping block, an island at the center of the kitchen. She next locked up the door to the garden room, and looking through the glass, she sought a final glimpse of her father, imagining he’d been right again on the subject of Nia. But she instead saw the plants and roots out there turning into a bevy of plant-like snakes. The vision caused her to gasp, and she wondered what the image could mean even as it faded. “Snakes,” she muttered to herself, “why’d it have to be snakes?” She had an extreme aversion to snakes, lizards, iguanas—pretty much anything that crawled along on its belly. And no amount of Discovery Channel TV would ever put a dent in dislike of reptiles. Just touching one filled her mind with the notion of having once been overrun by snakes in a past life.
 
 She shook off the vision as coming out of extreme fatigue, turned and lifted the murder books. She mustn’t leave them down here, not with Nia in the house, and not with their current guests, the nicey-nice Milan family, Jimmy and Amanda and their two feisty, well-fed, pinkcheeked, freckled children. The Milan family, resting comfortably the other side of the bed and breakfast, had come in from North Carolina on their way to the sights and sounds of the nation’s capitol, the museums and government houses. They were the picture perfect family; models for a portrait of pleasant. Norman Rockwell models for current day. And indeed they were damn pleasant. Pleasant to the tenth power. Pleasant and whole and happy and healthy and together, and all those outward characteristics others see and admire and resent at once as they can’t, for whatever reason, achieve. A perfectly typical father and mother, well dressed in yuppie attire down to their khakis, their children perfectly coffered and groomed and dressed as well, all four of them in some magical bubble Rae could not hope to ever achieve for Nia. Tonight’s flub proved a perfect example of this. How to fathom the way of an unhappy teen. How to fathom the way of things in this strange, odd, mysterious world. 
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 Once abed, Rae felt the aloneness of being alone. In a world filled with pairings, people who held hands and joined dreams, Rae knew all too well she had no one in her adult personal life to fill a void she felt. At times the loneliness and the void receded, allowing her peace. At other times, it bubbled to the surface, a cauldron of sadness. And reading the latest bestselling ‘heal thyself’ opus, The Secret of Secrets, suggested by her best friend, Etta Pace, hadn’t helped.
 
 Etta—who often enjoyed a few weeks to a month of peace before her next trauma or turmoil—had shared her copy of the book. Dr. Geoffrey Caine’s voice had not helped one whit. In fact, she gagged on paragraphs filled with clichés and repeated saccharine-filled lines she believed about as insightful and useful as re-runs of TV’s Brady Bunch. What could Etta have been thinking when she forced the book on Rae, repeatedly insisting, “Take it, take it! You need it, and you’ll love it. Chicken Soup for the Soul kinda thing.”
 
 Frankly, the book did not live up to the standard of Chicken Soup. She placed the thin volume on the nightstand, schooched into her favored sleeping position, and attempting sleep, she instead wound up staring at the overhead fan as it whirred round; frrr-rump, frrr-rump to each cycle of its whirring life. Rae gave thought to the electrical current that acted as its lifeblood, and this led to thoughts of the spilling of human blood by this maniac in Charleston, West Virginia.
 
 She wondered if the killer might be a degenerate inbred creature, a prurient, despicable unwashed 
 
 uneducated backwoods ignorant who could only ‘get off’ by playing God, holding life in one hand, death in the other. Else an equally sickening character, one who wanted to be a headline, hoping to join the infamous ranks of Charles Manson, John Wayne Gacy, Jeffrey Dalhmer, and that like. Else a mindless killing machine like Leather Face in the Texas Chainsaw Murder flicks?
 
 Sleep continued to elude Rae. Her mind raced with a curious search for patterns, connectitons and relationships she’d sought in the murder books, now safely tucked away in a bureau drawer yet in her mind. Each victim had owned a pet or two. Each had frequented the dog park somewhere in Charleston. Each had to use a vet. Each had to utilize the services of places like Petland. These crossings might not, to the casual observer, have a great deal of 
 
 connectedness or importance, but to a trained law enforcement officer, these links screamed for investigation. She made a mental note to pursue whether or not Charleston authorities and-or Charleston FBI had exhausted such possibilities.
 
 Suppose the vet was a nutcase. Or the clerk at Petland who groomed each victim’s dog while keeping book on the human clients? Learning who was married and who was single. Suppose the handsome, smiling, friendly neighbor at the dog park had a lot more on his mind than allowing his dog off the leash among the ladies who came and went, and whose pets intermingled with his own? The lynchpin holding all these victims together might well lead to a killer.
 
 No one had told Rae that the victims’ pets had also been dispatched—via a large raw steak laced with arsenic—a sure sign of premeditation. Measuring out amounts of arsenic for the family dog. Coward apparently didn’t dare take on a dog with his hammer and nails.
 
 She imagined a frustrated pharmacists or bag boy that each victim had interacted with, perhaps someone who felt slighted by the victims? The needle lay in the haystack, but the haystack could be reduced if patterns and relationships were pitch-forked away in the process of elimination. But the method was slow and time was the enemy here. In fact, time might be the most precious commodity they had, and they couldn’t afford to waste a minute.
 
 The game of twenty questions continued to plague her. How many things did the victims have in common, aside from the geography? The local grocery store, WalMart, Taylor’s bookstore, the local Drug Emporium as it was called, sounding like a ‘palace of painkillers’, the local doctors and dentists, restaurants, theaters, civic centers, and local museums? The crisscrossing of their lives may’ve intersected with their common killer far sooner and in far more ways than in their bedrooms on the night he killed his vulnerable, slumbering victims.
 
 It was to this discordant symphony of concerns that Rae finally found sleep, but when her alarm rang the next morning, she felt as if she’d had no sleep at all. And in her morning stupor, she stumbled toward the shower. Under the hot spray, her mind picked up where it’d left off, racing anew with the question of entwining, intersecting lives. What did all these victims have in common, what had led to their demise? Their lives had been cut short, gone out prematurely under horrid, traumatic conditions, snuffed out like so many precious candles but in a shower of pain.
 
 Nothing in this world, in Rae Hiyakawa’s opinion, meant more than life itself—and taking a life was the worst sin of all the sins of all the religions of the earth. The only thing Rae Hiyakawa would willingly, voluntarily give up her own life for was her daughter. For Nia she’d take a bullet. For the U.S. President, no.
 
 She toweled off, grinning at the conclusion to her thoughts, saying, “Good thing I’m not Secret Service.” 
 
 Behind her, unseen, in the fog and condensation against her shower door, her Irish Wiccan mother, Alice Murphy, materialized, blowing a kiss and a wish in Rae’s direction. At her side, shouldering her, Rae’s father, Hiro, smiled.
 


 

SIX
 
 


 
Charleston, WV, Same Night 

 
 


 
 A deadly hammer rose overhead, huge and ugly, in the hand of someone intent on murdering another victim. Over X’s head it hung. Hung in the air as if giving a final thought to not falling. Halting as if it wanted nothing to do with this killer’s intent.
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 Quantico, Virginia Headquarters, PSI Unit next day 
 
 Rae sat beneath the restraining coils of the CRAWL again, the electrodes attached to her temples. Trying anew. A fresh start to a new day. But already, her mind began to wander off the case at hand.
 
 The woman at peace image had returned and threatened to blot out all else. Rae would be showering, shopping, or gardening, totally relaxed, her mind off herself and what she did for a living—psychically chasing killers—when Rae would get a sense of déjà vu involving a lone female figure in a pure white dress and veil floating overhead, moving toward the heavens. Floating on air, an angelic thing indeed.
 
 Symbolic no doubt.
 
 Symbolic of what precisely? Room for plenty of question and answer and doubt. 
 
 A victim of pain and suffering not buried in some cave or sepulcher known only to her torturer, but floating over a busy street in mid-air. Both adding to the imagery, the symbolic threads—threads as large and racing as rivers, the waters deep and green. Why a busy street? Why hovering over a cityscape? Did it have significance in and of itself? The geography, the locale? Street noises filtered up as if creating a rhythmic tune, like Neil Diamond’s A Beautiful Noise, comin’ off the street…but there remained a strident discord, a note out of sync that sounded like metal scraping metal mixed with the crushing sound of—of what? Hard shelled Beetles being stepped on? Green beetles with eye-like patches on their crusty backs.
 
 The woman is not the walking dead but the floating dead. Dead or dying—hard to say. Each time Aurelia ‘Rae’ Murphy Hiyakawa lifted a hand out to touch the three-dimensional holograph overhead, just out of reach in her bedroom at times--reaching as she did now where she sat contemplating, in deep trance at FBI headquarters where again she was seeing the floating woman wrapped in what seemed a sheet. The sheet tightly wound her thin body mummy fashion.
 
 Then the image vanished in the blue sky—the same sky with the whitest, fluffiest clouds imaginable. A lovely blue it was, too. She’d once been to Hawaii where in real life she’d seen a sky like this, clouds like this, colors this brilliant, like those seen in cartoons.
 
 As it faded this time, she wondered if the Cerebral Remote Viewing & Language Stratagems program or CRAWL had gotten the image, and if so, might she perhaps later isolate it and give it conscious attention and study, as it’d been disturbing her now for weeks. 
 
 The CRAWL was a rather miraculous software program designed by the young genius formerly known as Eddy, now Copernicus. The program proved wondrous to say the least, a device that magically transformed her thoughts and visions into images, a device that displayed these images on a screen in the form of symbolic language, objects, full-blown in passionate color, in shapes, forms, blobs, and dream.
 
 Did this recurrent dream image of the floater on air have any true meaning? Or was it mere psychic flotsam. The human mind created a surprising amount of junk-stuff. Junk in the form of useless images that rose out of the psyche all the time—at least as much if not more than it created useful vision. Chaff far more than wheat. Flotsam of the mind.
 
 The mind and subconscious created in the manor of a child’s erector set any image it wanted, quite often independent of its supposed master—one’s self, the self; in fact, the human brain had no master save itself, and the debate over the difference between the three pound human brain and the weightless mind and soul continued unabated as it had since man became a sentient being, having created and conquered language.
 
 Three pounds of pure enigma wrapped in an enigma, parts of which science, neurology, surgery, and psychiatry might never fathom. Random bio-chemical and electrical impulses bombarding one another; synaptic ships at sea in a black inner space man had as yet to set his stamp upon, a universe still unconquered, where flares collided with interior stars, and stars warred with more ships colliding, explaining déjà vu single and déjà vu multiple, explaining normal mood swings, and brain tsunami amounting to polar disorder to the shooting pain of migraines. Maybe.
 
 Even so, still the floating lady seemed so very at peace and not at all what Rae normally dealt with—the victim of violent crime. She seemed not a victim at all; after all, she had a smile on her face. A wide smile. But then said smile could mean she was at peace at this moment, and that she still might well be a victim somewhere out there in the world. But who was she? Where was she? Where was she rising to—her heaven? Rising from noisy, busy street scene below her.
 
 Even more puzzling, why should Rae own the returning feeling of déjà vu inside herself? Why did she feel at once pleased and displeased with this image? Aurelia asked herself these questions again, as she’d done before, alone in her bedroom at home. Now here it had invaded her workspace, this strange scenario, and while she knew it was a repeating dream image of sorts, one of those real naggers that wouldn’t leave her alone, it insisted she think of it as a kind of looping, recurrent thing—as in a déjà vu moment. No matter how often the vision came to her, it felt like a rerun…a replay…a blip stuck in the coiled inner ear and third eye inside her head.
 
 Is there more to a memory that hasn’t yet happened than symbolic language, she wondered. Has it more to do with the seer herself than the symbol? Has it to do with the seer at all? Or is it from without, a signal. A sign. A warning. A plea. A cry for help?
 
 Reaching out once again to touch the floating angelic woman, Rae’s more objective side studied the features, focusing on what appeared a pure, androgynous, and quite unrecognizable blank slate. She was reminded of the creepy old black and white film, Invasion of the Body Snatchers in which blank-slate clones of human beings were hatching from pods to take over their counterparts in order to repopulate the Earth with unfeeling aliens. But this blank slate, Rae believed, once had great feeling and emotion; she was once all too human.
 
 The image remained just beyond the reach of her mental fingertips. 
 
 From the observation booth, others watched her unusual behavior inside her familiar cocoon. They too saw the recurrent image. Ashley Phillips, Dr. Waldron, what think-tank experts she could get to return, they’d all tired of this lady of peace, this sky floater. No one thought it relevant to the case at hand.
 
 And perhaps it wasn’t. It’d first come to Aurelia before she ever heard of the case, long before it’d been brought to the PSI Unit.
 
 She wondered what her Buddhist father might have said about déjà vu occurrences, and this recurrent dream in particular. Conversely, she wondered what her Irish Wiccan mother would say of this strange image and it’s déjà effect.
 
 Then she heard her mother’s soothing voice in her head. “All life is connected in so many myriad ways, Rae. Thought itself is part of the geophysical world and the substrings of particle matter spoken of in astrophysics.”
 
 “Listen to your mother,” came her father’s voice. “Sub-strata strings carry thought, and if so, can the déjà vu be someone else’s memory returning for a second bombardment on the individual mind? Or a reflection, a mirroring—you being the psychic mirror.”
 
 


 
 Up till now, Aurelia Murphy Hiyakawa had sat in the lotus position, contemplating a series of murders, her concentration facing a kind of ‘pong’ game with the image of the floating, featureless girl in the bustling Times Square-like setting.
 
 It meant nothing to her. She could seize it not. Yet the image had made an indelible impression, and it had intruded on an earlier case she’d been working, a missing persons case and a cold one at that. One which simply defied heating up.
 
 She finally gave up the ghost, calling it quits. “Sorry…sorry,” she called out, which had become her signal for ‘enough is enough’ and that she must shut down. “Hate to disappoint everyone, but…” 
 
 Rae snatched away the CRAVL electrodes, another nicety that Gene had always seen to, but not anymore. Gene Kiley would shut things down on her behalf whenever he felt she’d been pushed too far. Now with Gene gone, she’d pretty much been left to make this move on her own. While Ashley Phillips was empathic, she most certainly was not in touch with Rae’s deepest emotions. Being out of touch meant just that; Phillips could not know when to shut her down, because she was not in harmony with Rae. Perhaps she never would be.
 
 “Hopefully, Miranda,” Rae’s full, rich voice came over the intercom to the next room where she knew that Dr. Miranda Waldron and her team of assembled geniuses from every field of inquiry known to man had been working the cold case file, “perhaps you and your think-tank can do something with what little we got from the reading, but I’ve got nothing more to send, and that last bit with the floating woman, I really, really don’t believe it has anything to do with the case.”
 
 Miranda replied, “Understood, Rae. You go, get some R&R, come back refreshed.” Such catch phrases and sentiments seemed to be the order of the day. Rae wondered if all confidence in her had been lost, never to be regained.
 
 Rae believed that while Miranda was the epitome of sincerity at all times, that reading between her lines might be in order. Perhaps she’d come back too soon after Phoenix, too soon since Gene Kiley’s death in the line of duty. Perhaps it was affecting her ability to do her job as before. And maybe this unspoken truth was dead on. She thanked Ashley Phillips out of force of habit more than anything else, and then Rae walked away, going for the shower and her street clothes. A part of her wondered if things would ever be the same again; a part of her wondered if she should not tender her resignation. It might make a lot of people happy, and first in line for the happy dance would be Rae’s daughter, Nia.
 
 She was stopped for a moment at the exit from the chamber when Miranda Waldron said over the intercom, “Are you absolutely sure, Rae, that the floating woman has nothing to do with the Bradley case?”
 
 “If I know anything today, it’s that, Miranda. Bank on it.”
 
 “If you’re sure.” 
 
 “I said I’m sure, damn it!” she exploded, pushing through the exit door, feeling Ashley Phillips’s cold stare following her out.
 


 

SEVEN
 
 


 
 Rae had taken her brown bag lunch out to the tables beneath the trees outside to clear her head. She had a right to exhibit frustration. Once again, a case of multiple murder had been brought to the PSI Unit, step-sister of the FBI’s Behavioral Science Division only after it’d gone cold. Once again, the powers that be had managed to make Aurelia Murphy Hiyakawa feel like the proverbial veterinarian no one wanted to take their sick animal to until it was hopelessly ill. Once they did bring the case to her— in the form of a series of dead victims—so much injury had been done that said case came in as weak and sad as a kitten born without legs. In short, a case that could not survive under anyone’s care. And as in all things psychic—thought, meditations, conscience and unconscious images, symbols and metaphor—it all went the way of smoke unless you had the gift of nailing fog to a wall.
 
 A thing that CRAWL literally did as Rae’s mind images were in fact thrown up on a plasma screen the size of a billboard for the experts to study.
 
 Ever the optimist, Rae Hiyakawa had the ability, she knew, and she had the tools—the psychic nail and hammer to do the job, but creating sense of chaos, no matter if one had the right tools, was no simple task, and certainly not always successful. Not always. 
 
 If I had a hammer, I’d hammer in the mornin’…I’d hammer in the evenin’ buzzed the popular tune through her brain.
 
 What the devil did the floating woman over the busy street have to do with her last case, the cold case for which they had not enough to work with? Nothing. What it had to do with the case just brought to her—she suspected everything.
 
 The cold-blooded killer had used a hammer on his victims. Bashing in their brains while they slept. Had stood over them and killed each in her sleep. Eight women now according to a call that’d come only this morning.
 
 A ninth woman had died in similar fashion but there’d been distinct differences. The most notable being she did not live alone. Her husband had been in the house, asleep in another room, and this man, Malachi Spielman, was now under lock and key, awaiting trial for his part in the contract killing of his wife. A second man had been arrested in relation to this particular “dream-killer hammering” murder, and the second suspect had turned state’s evidence. Forensics pointed to an intruder, but given the problems between Spielman and his wife, and a recent insurance policy taken out on her life, the prosecution, armed with telephone records and a connection between the two men, believed Spielman had set it all up; that he’d paid the other to reproduce the eerie footsteps of the psycho-killer with hammer and nails, a monster who’d been in the news for a month and a half now in the city of Charleston, West Virginia, population 64,213. Add the scattered communities around Charleston and you got another 307,000 souls, half or more women, all of whom slept fitfully these nights as a result of the predator known only as The Dream Killer.
 
 Population break down for Charleston proper was 31,100 males, 33,113 females. The median resident age was 42.8 years. Median household income: 36,180. Median house value: $110,600. Racial breakdown in the city was: White non-Hispanic 80.1%, Black 15.1%, mixed race, 1.9%, American Indian 0.9%. Hispanic 0.8%. From all accounts, the capitol city of West Virginia looked like many others its size, and it likely had as many problems as any city in the country. The chamber of commerce listing found on Google displayed an idyllic hamlet nestled in the former valley of the Kanawha Indian tribe, but in truth the valley had been paved over and littered with every commercial sign and chain franchise imaginable.
 
 Charleston indeed sat nestled among the 
 
 Appalachian Mountains, which remained resolutely wild and towering around the city, defiant and as green a place as any on the planet. The wide expanse of the Kanawha River snaked through the city, a tributary of the Ohio River. The Kanawah acted as a major artery for the coal industry. Daily shipments of coal plied the waterway, tugs pushing huge, blocks-long barges heaped to brimming with coal. Alongside the river, train cars carried tons of coal on the rails. All this within what some called the Chemical Valley, thanks to the number of chemical firms that’d staked out acreage along the river.
 
 Rae had done some homework. Charleston, the capitol of West Virginia, proved on the map some four, four-and-a half hours by car from FBI headquarters at Quantico, Virginia. A brief chopper ride over the river ways, if she could get the bean counters to loosen up. Not that she wanted to go to Charleston, but she predicted—as had Copernicus—that it would likely come down to a ground operation in this heated investigation, intensifying now as two victims had fallen prey in the past week.
 
 As she ate below a blue sky, Rae gave thought to the copycat guy. Perhaps the Jewish West Virginian, Malachi Spielman, had indeed taken advantage of the frenzy over the serial killer’s being in the midst of West Virginia’s Capitol city, and if so, Spielman deserved the chair, but West Virginia remained one of eleven states without the death penalty, so even if convicted Spielman was looking at life imprisonment. The same held true for the sick SOB who was the real hammer and nail wielder. 
 
 The pressure to come to some understanding of the killer, and to end his reign of terror in and around Charleston proved near unbearable for those in the Behavioral Science Unit, as they’d exhausted all their charts and graphs and profiling techniques to no good end. One of their number had secretly confided to Rae that their profile of the killer might be the proverbial ‘Everyman’ and so rendered rather useless. Most of the details the profilers had come up with proved rather trite and clichéd.
 
 These were not simple killings, despite the simplicity in executing people in their sleep. Rae imagined a victim at her most vulnerable moment in her life—in REM sleep, deep slumber, as the killings seemed to occur in and around 3AM. She kept seeing this exact time in bright green light-emitting diode fashion, the bedside clock. 
 
 Was nothing sacred anymore? Was no place safe anymore? Of all things, one would think sleep sacrosanct. 
 
 Sleep, the most at risk hours in anyone’s existence. Right up there with being in the shower since the film Psycho debuted. She had earlier wrongly supposed that it was for this reason that the murderer had been dubbed by press as the Dream Killer. As she was provided with more information, she learned the truth of it, that the killer had contacted the Charleston Gazette-Mail, calling himself the Dream Killer. He’d also told the press that he had no conscious memory of killing his victims “as the entire time of the murders, I was asleep myself—sleepwalking.” 
 
 Copernicus joined her at the table where she picked at her lunch. “Heard this nutcase in Charleston is professing his innocence due to sleepwalking.”
 
 “The hell you say!” she erupted and frowned. “We both know that a true sleepwalking killer is the rarest form of humanity on the planet.”
 
 “So you are unconvinced?” “I do.”
 
 “You going to finish that egg salad sandwich?” he asked.
 
 “Help yourself.” 
 
 He wolfed it down. His mouth still full, he said, “Despite his sincerity in those letters he sent to the local papers?”
 
 “Yeah, right,” she replied and laughed. “Brahmin shit, a sleep-walking killer using a ball peen hammer and three-penny nails on his victims’ heads while off in la-laland, asleep and dreaming his own Pollyanna dreams as he kills? No way…don’t buy it, not for a DC minute.”
 
 “Sucks rocks, I know,” Copernicus replied. 
 
 “What a defense. Built into the murders thanks to his ‘fessin’ up to the papers, heh? What a cover-your-ass deal.”
 
 It’d only been this morning that finally the Chief of BSU, Raule Apreostini, had been given the green light to officially take the case to Rae. Belated to say the least. “Still, sounds so crazy it might be true.” Copernicus loved to play Devil’s advocate. He was a provocateur. “I mean truth is often stranger than—”
 
 “—a nail to the brain? Even if we catch this maniac, he has laid out a case for not being responsible by virtue of not being there when it happened. Please. The weight of the hammer, the placing of the nails in the skull and eyes. The screams. Some alarm clock, yet nothing wakes him?”
 
 “If any of it does wake him, it doesn’t stop him. Forensics places him at the scene for hours after the death, plying through the fridge, making sandwiches but apparently doing so with gloves on.” Copernicus snickered. “Kinda like the O.J. defense, this sleepwalking dodge. Still, given West Virginia’s stand on capital punishment, the best we can hope for is life imprisonment, if and when.”
 
 He pulled out and spread out a US map. He then indicated on a map the states that had capital punishment and those that did not. West Virginia was an island of blue—no execution state—in a sea of orange—states that did execute.
 
 “Unless he changes his venue and crosses into Kentucky or Ohio or Pennsylvania.” 
 
 “Good point.” 
 
 Unless local authorities called in FBI assistance on a case, the bureau’s collective hands were tied, unless the killer crossed state lines, at which point the Feds could dive in at will with all resources.
 
 “Charleston’s only an hour from the Ohio-Kentucky borders,” he pointed out. “And hey, this time I know what you’re thinking,” he continued with a wry grin. “You want to contact authorities in all surrounding states to ask if they’ve had anything whatsoever resembling these killings in Charleston in their jurisdictions.”
 
 “That’s real good, Eddy…ahhh, sorry, Copernicus! You got me. I don’t for a moment buy this crapola of he’s asleep when he kills them.”
 
 “I agree but for the sake of argument, why do you say so?” 
 
 “Think about it. If he’s asleep…truly asleep— unconscious sleepwalking when he breaks and enters, how difficult is that? And there’s the dogs—how he dispatched 
 
 “It’s been known to happen.”
 
 “And secondly, why only female victims living alone?”
 
 “Hmmm…good point. One also pointed out by the BSU profilers.”
 
 “I’ve read the files. Last night.”
 
 “Raule’s already handed the files over to you then?”
 
 “He has.”
 
 Birds twittered and chased one another about the green grounds of Quantico. 
 
 “Besides,” she continued while watching a pair of chipmunks taking a moment to search through one another’s fur, “the killer must’ve cased the house for days to know their situation, and you can’t case a house in your g’damn sleep. These killings are premeditated as hell.”
 
 “Are you sure? How much do we know about sleepwalking and this guy?”
 
 “Enough to know he’s coming and going fully clothed, else he’d’ve created a sensation.” 
 
 “All grist for the prosecutors. Write it up and anything else you come up with, Rae. You know how we trust your instincts and insights around here.”
 
 “Pmmmpf!” she’d blurted out. “Sure. That’s why I’m the last to get the case?” 
 
 “Protocol they call it. Sorry. Much as Raule believes in you, the FBI has never been comfortable with psi powers behind the agency’s emblem.”
 
 “Don’t I know it.”
 
 “Still worried about their image.” 
 
 “Meanwhile, over seventy percent of the American population believes in psychic powers, among other otherworldly powers and paranormal events, such as apparitions, angels—”
 
 “You’re preaching to the choir, Rae.”
 
 “And I’m sick of apologizing for the screw ups in the Carnivore Man case.”
 
 “Rae, we lost a man during that case.” “We…at least you say it was us and not me alone lost Gene.”
 
 “Just that everybody loved Kiley.” 
 
 “A kinder man never lived. Gene, my close friend, advisor, mentor, and trance-helpmate died saving me and my daughter in Phoenix. Something he wanted to be remembered for, and instead everyone’s thinking he messed up and blaming me for his death.”
 
 “It was our first field operation. We were all being tested. On the spot.”
 
 “And we made some spectacular, spot on significant, unquestioned ‘hits’.”
 
 “However.”
 
 “Yes, however… but… yet…Gene died in the bargain, thanks to Carnivore Man. 
 
 Adding salt to the wound, official reports held her partially responsible for Gene Kiley’s death. Official reports asked questions of her ‘normal perceptions’ perhaps short-circuited by her paranormal perceptions. Official reports second-guessed her intuition, steps she had taken, steps she had not taken. 
 
 The report had gone on to question the time it’d taken to collect, analyze, and interpret her visions, saying this slow process had cost more than time, as that time lost had cost lives, lives other than that of a valuable agent…the lives of victims. The report had said nothing whatsoever of how late the case had been handed over to Rae in the first place. Still it did praise her on one point. She had indeed localized the geography of the killer, and she had located his latest victim, and she had saved young Julian Redondo’s life, or at least her team had been given credit for this. 
 
 To date this injured, tortured Phoenix kid, Julian, had made a remarkable recovery. The boy continued working to rebuild his life and psyche, thanks in large measure to her following up on his progress. Not much in the official report on that fact, and nothing indicating that she had seen to getting him the best psychiatric help available. Success and failure all in the matter of a single moment in time; a moment that had proven Rae’s powers while paradoxically calling her psychic sensory investigatory powers into serious question among some colleagues.
 
 “Aurelia, you’ve gotta quit beating yourself up over the past. We all made mistakes, and it does no one any good to be asking what he might’ve or may’ve or could’ve or should’ve or would’ve done differently.”
 
 “I should’ve never placed Nia in such a situation.”
 
 “Had you the foresight, maybe. Who knew?”
 
 “Odd thing about being a psychic.”
 
 “What’s that?” “It’s as if the gods of the psychic predetermined that at no time could the ‘gift’ be used for personal gain or for saving one’s own kid!” “As I recall it, Nia saved you.” 
 
 Since the events in Phoenix, she and Nia had become closer. Death of a mutual loved one either parted people or bonded them, often as a result of the lynch pin that the deceased had represented. And so much depended on the character of those left behind to grieve. Fortunately, something good had come out of Phoenix. In fact, her broken down relationship with Nia had come out of the ashes of that nightmare, much as the winged phoenix of mythology. Not that it’d meant an end to their tiffs and troubles. 
 
 “Concentrate on the here and now,” Copernicus firmly suggested. “Focus on the Dream Killer case.”
 
 “I’ll do that.”
 
 “Heard you walked out of another session,” he then said.
 
 “I did. Wasn’t getting anywhere.” 
 
 “Give it time and another shot.” He placed a hand over hers. “You’re still the best, Rae, and you always will be.”
 
 “Raule send you out here to give me a pep talk?” “He did, yes, but I wanted to; I care a great deal about you, Rae.”
 
 “Been too many changes too fast, but I’ll go back at it, for you, Copernicus, and for the victims.”
 


 

 


 
EIGHT
 
 


 
 The field techs, what TV viewers knew as the CSI team, had managed to get hold of some items from the victims bedrooms where they’d died, and these items were spread before Aurelia Hiyakawa like offerings to a Buddhist monk.
 
 Some of the items collected by the CSI team and finally turned over for a kinetic examination at Rae’s fingertips proved soft—useless really, even if from the victim’s room the night of her murder—while other items proved hard—useful and imprinted with images of that night, images embedded in one hammer forgotten and left behind by the killer at the scene believed to be his first killing. He’d gotten careless, messy. At that time, the BSU would have labeled him a disorganized killer, his actions random, brought on by opportunity and perhaps passions out of control, suggesting a possible relationship to the victim beyond that of the hunted.
 
 She immediately set aside a second ‘control’ hammer that’d been brought in as a ‘ringer’. An array of brushes, lipstick tubes, fake fingernails used by the victim along with hair spray, rings, necklaces and other jewelry, and a carefully arrayed set of Ace Hardware nails, one a three-penny sized nail, and the only one that sent a chill through Aurelia. A chill so shocking as to make her drop it.
 
 She carefully raised it between two fingers again, laid it before her and allowed her hands to circle the nail. In her mind’s eye it was dripping blood. The image of it being viciously driven into the skull of a victim flashed before Rae. Her gasp came over the Comlink, freezing everyone. All eyes went to Rae, anticipating a breakthrough.
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 Two hours later
 
 “Aurelia!” the chief called out to her and indicated his office.
 
 “Great, what’d I do now?” she said to passers-by.
 
 One, a BSU agent, Tina Snyder joked, “What didn’t you do?” 
 
 Inside Apreostini’s office, she was greeted by authorities from Charleston, West Virginia, two men, one calling himself Chief of Police Carlton Orvison, a wry look of knowing on his experienced, creased face, and his detective, Amos Kunati, young, smooth-faced, coffee and cream complexion, not a wrinkle to speak of, not even on his forehead or his suit.
 
 Orvison and Kunati both exuded a good nature, but Orvison kept a check on his smile, whereas the black Kunati, of African heritage, she assumed, had a smile as wide and as pleasant as the actor Sydney Poitier, but there seemed something reserved in the eyes. Where Orvison was solid and stout and short of build, Kunati proved tall, lithe, and he made movements as if he were liquid. She guessed him a former member of a basketball team somewhere, as he possessed an athletic grace. Most likely a Charleston team, perhaps a one-time hometown hero who’d been recruited from a faraway place, say Nigeria or Sierra Leone, or so her mind quickly sped through first impressions.
 
 “Dr. Hiyakawa is our best psychic sensory investigator,” Raule told the men from Charleston. 
 
 “So we’ve been given to understand,” replied Orvison. “Question is, what has she got for us? Anything, anything at all?”
 
 “They only handed me the case yesterday, gentlemen,” she replied for herself. “As for being the FBI’s best psychic detective…well, there’re only a handful of us and most are in training.”
 
 “Your Chief tells us you’ve done a lot of the training.”
 
 “Agent Gene Kiley did most of the training. I just followed his lead.” 
 
 “Then why don’t we have this guy Kiley working on the case?” asked Kunati as a direct challenge to his having to work with a woman and a psychic at that, she sensed.
 
 “Afraid he’s ahhh…no longer with us, gentlemen,” replied Raule, being tactful. 
 
 “Haul ‘im back maybe?” asked Kunati, and now Rae caught a sound bite of sarcasm embedded in his speech. “We need all the help you can give us.”
 
 “Gene’s dead,” Rae explained, “and not even Gene can come back from that.”
 
 “Jeeze…sorry, real sorry,” replied Orvison. Kunati looked away.
 
 “He didn’t make it our last time out in the field,” she added.
 
 “Maybe he wasn’t so good after all then,” said Kunati, drawing a glare from Rae. 
 
 “He was the best at what he did—training. He was there to back me all the way, and he did, to the end.” She felt her face flush with anger. “Now, as I was saying, gentlemen, I’ve just gotten my feet wet with respect to what’s going on in your town.”
 
 “Regardless, Rae,” began Raule, “you and the portable crawl—”
 
 “Going to Charleston, I know,” she finished for him. 
 
 “—are going to Charleston,” he finished for himself and frowned at her. “And stop telling me what I’m going to say before I say it.” A laugh trailed his reprimand.
 
 “I am a psychic, you know.”
 
 He looked for a moment perplexed, then said, “Be at the airstrip at two.”
 
 “Today? That’s impossible.” “This is possible,” countered her boss. 
 
 “Raule… ahhh Chief, you know I have a daughter, that I can’t just jump on a plane whenever you decide it’s best, and that the prospect of trekking off on another field experiment with Eddy’s toy ahhh? I mean Copernicus’s device doesn’t exactly do it for me.”
 
 “It’s the best I can do. An FBI jet will be waiting for you at 1AM.” 
 
 “We’ll roll out the red carpet for you in Charleston,” commented Orvison while Kunati remained ominously silent. “Promise,” added Orvison.
 
 Rae tried to imagine what the red carpet entailed in a city the size of Charleston, West Virginia. Was it even a carpet? Was it faded red denim?”
 
 “I don’t want the key to the city, gentlemen, but if I’m given a free hand and your trust, that’d be enough.”
 
 “Sounds a good deal,” replied Orvison. 
 
 “However, it may take some time to situate my daughter. Nia’s going through a rough time right now at school—a new school she’s just trying on, and it’s rough for a kid her age.”
 
 “Dr. Hiyakawa will be on the plane with you, gentlemen,” Raule assured the Charleston officials.
 
 She moved in on Raule and near whispered through gritted teeth, “What am I to do with Nia, Chief?” 
 
 “Hey, we’re all family here, Rae. Between your housekeeper and me, you know we’ll see she’s taken care of.”
 
 “I don’t know, Raule. She’s still somewhat shell shocked from Phoenix, you know. She and Gene were close, and she’s had bad dreams, nightmares.”
 
 The chief showed not the least response to this, his eyes glinting like steel spikes, his jaw set. He simply addressed the Charleston authorities. “Isn’t a mother’s love a wonderful thing?”
 
 “You wouldn’t be patronizing me, would you, Raule?” she asked.
 
 “We really do need you in Charleston,” said Orvison, his hands open to her.
 
 “And maybe one day I’d love to come, but my daughter comes first.”
 
 Aspreotini took her aside. “This is a great opportunity, Rae, to give you another chance.”
 
 “Me or the remote CRAWL? You talked to Copernicus about this before me.”
 
 “Yes, it’s an opportunity for both of you.”
 
 “Copernicus has no responsibilities.”
 
 “Look, I will see that Nia gets all the help she needs.” 
 
 “You, babysitting Nia? You’ll see she gets to school on time, to her practice on time, to her shrink on time?”
 
 “Whatever it takes, yes. I’ll put a female agent on her. An SS agent. Can’t do any better than that?” 
 
 A halting laugh escaped Rae. “The president’s daughter was surrounded with SS agents in Argentina when her purse was stolen.”
 
 “I promise no one’s going to steal Nia’s purse or harm her while you’re gone.” 
 
 She looked deeply and intently into his eyes. At one time they’d been romantically involved but never again. The chemistry between them had completely turned a 180. “All right. I guess between Enriquiana and an SS agent, Nia just might be safe, but she needs more than safety and an SS agent right now.”
 
 “Enriqui is good with her, you told me, remember?” “Sarcasm is wasted on you, Raule.”
 
 “But you said…”
 
 “Nia twists Enriqui around her finger like a pretzel.”
 
 “Have you considered a boarding school?”
 
 “She needs me right now, needs an emotional support.” 
 
 “You’ve got cell phones,” came his instant reply accompanied by a frown. “Look, Rae, this is not a request. It’s an order. You’re going to West Virginia.”
 
 She imagined someone quite influential, perhaps the Governor of West Virginia also had a cell phone and that he’d used it. She took a deep breath, looked from Raule to the Charleston men, turned and rushed the door. “Orders, huh? Guess I’ve got a few things to pack.” She slammed the door on her way out.
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 The other side of the door, Rae felt a rush of mixed emotions. Sure it was a high profile case, and sure she’d like to hit the ground running, but at the same time, she worried how Nia would take the news. They’d spoken about the fact this day would eventually come, but neither could have imagined it’d be so soon after Phoenix.
 
 “Nia will just have to understand,” said her father’s voice in her ear. 
 
 “It’s your call, dear,” added her mother’s voice from within. “But the girl is young, and she could be traumatized if she thinks for one moment you don’t love her.”
 
 “Big help,” Rae muttered. “Don’t you two have some cosmic golf tournament in the clouds to go to?” 
 


 

 


 
NINE
 
 


 
 Rae had called ahead to Enriquiana, asking her to pack a small travel bag and one small suitcase for the trip, saying, “I don’t plan to be in West Virginia long.” Rae then stopped at Nia’s new school where she’d yanked her daughter from her pre-calculus class, much to the chagrin of a prune-faced math teacher with a twitch in her left eye.
 
 Mother and daughter now sat out on the common at the prestigious private school where Nia, in Kelly green and white uniform, broke out in a deluge of words, a laundry list of her continuing problems here, fitting in, or rather failing to fit in.
 
 “Jealous is what they are, this one clique. Talking behind my back. Sending notes to one another—how juvenile is that? But they’ve also started MySpace rumors about me and the geekiest boy in the place! On top of all that, someone spray-painted my locker, and some of the paint went through that little vent thingy, and it got all over my favorite sweater. Red flecks all over it, Ma!” And while the sun bore down on them, the wind lifting silver leaves all about them, birds chirping and flitting to and fro amid the lovely foliage and well-groomed hedges of the Xavier Millbrook Stone Academy, they held hands as Rae gave an ear to Nia’s rant.
 
 “I’m afraid I have news that’s going to only make your day worse,” Rae finally said, finding a second’s chance to break into Nia’s nonstop monologue.
 
 “What? They won’t take me back at Jefferson High?”
 
 “No, it’s nothing like that.”
 
 “What then?” 
 
 Nia took the news of her mother’s leaving for someplace West Virginia in calm understanding, nodding slightly, trying to smile. “I realize it’s your job and your passion, Mom, so go get the bad guys, and don’t worry about things at home. I’m fifteen now. I can take care of myself.”
 
 “Enriqui has agreed to stay on round the clock until I get back, so you’ll never be alone at the bed and breakfast. And my boss says he can provide you with your very own body guard.”
 
 “Body guard?”
 
 “You know, Secret Service lady.”
 
 “Then all’s well.” 
 
 She’s taking this awfully well , Rae thought. She imagined Dr. Polkabla would say too well. Something nagged at Rae. “You’re sure?”
 
 “Sure I’m sure, but as for a body guard, that’s just bogus and unnecessary. SS agent, huh? That’s funny, but it’s way over the top, Mom.”
 
 Lately bogus had been Nia’s most oft used word. “All right…and I’m so proud of you for making this so easy.”
 
 Nia shrugged. “You forget, I saw you in action in Phoenix.”
 
 “Yes, yes, you did, and I apologize for—” 
 
 “ Awww, stop it, Mom. You did damn good work in Phoenix, and if those idiots you work for don’t know that, they need their heads examined.”
 
 “You proved a few things to me in Phoenix, too.”
 
 “Like?”
 
 “Like how brave you are—and how gifted you are—psychically.”
 
 “Like mother, like daughter.” 
 
 They sat in silence for a moment, each quietly reliving the days they’d spent out West, both in Arizona and at the Grand Canyon.
 
 “I just want you to promise me one thing, Mom.”
 
 “All right, if I can.” “That you’ll be careful.”
 
 “Of course I’ll be—”
 
 “Real careful! Take no stupid chances. Don’t take everything on yourself.”
 
 “Nia, I promise.”
 
 “Don’t endanger yourself in this place you’re going to. Where is it again?”
 
 “West Virginia, Charleston.”
 
 “I thought Charleston was in like in South Carolina.” 
 
 “Well yes, but this is another Charleston.” Guess she’s not as fragile as I’d thought, Rae told herself, giving Nia a huge, long-lasting hug. Over Nia’s shoulder as she gave her daughter a hug, Rae saw a pair of stern-faced girls Nia’s age staring out a second story window. The bell then rang, and the faces at the window vanished.
 
 Rae didn’t give out negative vibes or do curses or anything smacking of voodoo against anyone, but to those who were making Nia’s life here at Xavier difficult, she wondered if she’d make an exception. Then Nia realized what Rae was staring at, and what she was thinking.
 
 “Don’t even go there, Ma. I’ve thought about it myself, and really, you don’t want to go down that road.” 
 
 Wisdom indeed from Nia. “I’m so proud of you, Nia, and I love you. You know how much?” A question asked since Nia had been an infant.
 
 “As big as the biggest ocean?” Nia played along. “Bigger.”
 
 “As big as the universe?”
 
 “Bigger.”
 
 “As big as your heart?”
 
 “You got it, kiddo.”
 
 They ended with another hug before Nia returned to school and Rae drove off in search of her bags. 
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 On the drive home from Xavier, Rae began having doubts, second thoughts, suspicious of Nia’s motives. Rae began talking to herself over the golden oldies on her radio. “Wow…that’s so grown up of you, Nia. Makes a mother proud. Also makes me wonder just what the hell’s going on?”
 
 She swerved to miss a car backing from a driveway. “With your mom out of town,” she continued to decipher Nia’s motives aloud, “you might sneak out to see that older boy you’ve been e-mailing. Turning fifteen has gone to your pretty head.”
 
 Nia had only the week before turned fifteen, and while this Harvard freshman named Thaddeus was only twenty, that five years was as wide a gap as the Grand Canyon in terms of experience and intentions, not to mention breaking the law. Rae concluded that this was it. Nia was OK with her going so that she might see more of Thaddeus.
 
 She got on her cell, knowing the rule against cell phone use during the school day at Xavier, knowing that Nia’s cell would be on vibrate, and knowing she’d find an excuse to be alone with her cell to check out who was calling and why. Rae left a message after the Metallica song and the beep. “While I’m gone, I don’t want you sneaking off in anyone’s car to any late night parties or hangouts, young lady. Do you understand? Call me back when you can, and tell me how much you understand.”
 
 She pulled into the long driveway alongside the bed and breakfast. The Milans were gone, their perfectly shiny SUV nowhere to be found. Checked out as after today’s visit to the Smithsonian, they planned on zipping south on 1-95 and getting partway home, their sightseeing tour coming to a close. Only Enriquiana’s car remained, pulled alongside the carport in her favored spot, just as always.
 
 Once inside, Enriqui greeted Rae with a smile, but beneath the smile, the woman was flustered; the housekeeper began speaking in Spanish, punctuating with, “Iyyy-dios-me-o!” in iambic pentameter to her concerns. Rae’s rusty Spanish 101 from her college days proved no match for Enriqui’s tirade.
 
 “Please, Ingles, Ingles!” “I dunno what to pack an’ what not to pack, and maybe you needing to take a bigger bag, Dr. Hiyakawa.” 
 
 “I understand. I get it.” She tried to calm the woman with a firm hand on her shoulder. “Go for the bigger bag, then Enriqui. It’s all right. Don’t stress.”
 
 “Excellenta, Doctor, excellenta.” The smile said it all.
 
 “Whew!” Rae wiped her brow in an exaggerated gesture of having dodged a bullet. 
 
 When Enriqui disappeared, returning to the packing, Rae groaned. Leaving Nia and Enriqui alone presented untold dangers. Just as she had this thought, Nia rang her cell.
 
 “Got your message, and I understand. Stop worrying, Ma.”
 
 “You promise, no sneaking out with anyone— especially that Thadeus?”
 
 “Ma, I got it.”
 
 “And you listen to what Enriqui tells you.” “Yes, I promise.”
 
 “Promise what?” 
 
 “That I’ll be a good little girl. ‘Sides, no one’s inviting me anywhere anyhow. I am peronae non gratis at Xavier.”
 
 “What about your pals at Jefferson?”
 
 “They’ve disowned me! Trust me, no one’s seeking me out!”
 
 “Does that include Thaddeus?”
 
 “Most of all.” “Something happen between you?”
 
 “Most definitely.”
 
 Good, Rae thought but said, “You want to talk about it?”
 
 “Most definitely not.” 
 
 Rae frowned at this. “I see. Maybe when I get back. Meantime, mind Enriquiana and don’t take advantage of her good nature or her credit card, OK?”
 
 “In other words, have no fun whatsoever?”
 
 “Exactly—no plastic loans.”
 
 “Why don’t you just have me stuffed and put in a museum someplace, Ma?”
 
 “Sending you a hug over the phone.”
 
 “Caught it.”
 
 “And a kiss.” “Got it.” 
 
 Did she have to sound so bored? “What a beautiful young woman you’ve become, and now you’ve got an excellent chance to prove how responsible you can be.”
 
 “Awww, Mom. Look, I gotta go. Class, you know, Mr. Moore, history.”
 
 “Have I told you lately how proud I am of you?” “Cut it out, will ya? Gotta run!” 
 
 People’re watching from the windows , Rae thought, not sure what this meant except to recall the two girls who’d been far too interested in her and her daughter’s conversation outside the school. Rae had never understood the urge in people to screw with the lives of others in a world in which just getting by was hard enough without idiots throwing up obstacles. She didn’t understand the urge in people, but apparently bored out of their skulls with their own lives, some people created drama. Some wanted to live the lives of others they perceived as having a better or more interesting life, perhaps. Many seemed among a class of people who prized and valued hurting others; many were among a class of people who were proud of their own ignorance and lack of that thing called ‘the milk’ of human kindness.
 
 It sounded as wrong as an upside down cup of coffee, Nia saying she must rush to history class. Nia had never been a huge fan of history class, though she once said Mr. Moore was cool. She finally said to Nia, “I love you, kiddo!” But Nia had already hung up. 
 
 Inwardly, Rae just knew that Nia’s soul still reeled over Rae’s brush with death not so long ago. Rae felt it in her every fiber. No amount of reassurance could dissipate this fact. Like a stout door closed between them, the issue was locked from discussion. So their talk had remained light fair by comparison.
 
 Rae’s phone rang again. Again Nia. “Sorry, Mom, reception sucks in the girl’s bathroom in the sub-levels. Called back to say I love you, too, and watch out for Hammerhead.”
 
 “ Hammerhead ?” asked Rae. “Is that what he’s being called among the young?” CNN, Fox, and others had covered the story extensively, so there lived few on the planet who didn’t know the nature of Charleston’s bizarre problem.
 
 “Yeah, Hammerhead.” “Psycho is what he is.”
 
 “Just you be careful at all times, and trust no one, Mom. That’s what got you in over your head last time.”
 
 “Trust no one?”
 
 “No one, ever.”
 
 “What about me trusting you, kiddo?”
 
 “That’s different.” “Ahhh…OK…good to know.” Rae kiss-kissed into the phone, and again they said their good-byes.
 
 “Call me,” Nia cried out.
 
 “Call you when I get settled somewhere in the Mountain State.”
 


 

 


 
TEN
 
 


 
 Not long after speaking to Nia, Rae Hiyakawa sat in the company of Orvison and Kunati aboard an FBI jet bound for Charleston, West Virginia. The two detectives from Charleston didn’t make conversation as Orvison, obviously a man who hadn’t slept well since the first hammering murder in his city had occurred, had found slumber to the roar of the jet. Kunati remained aloof and wary, and whenever asked a question about the case, exploring what threads and patterns between and among the victims had been found, Amos Kunati gave out with one and two word answers, if not a grunt. As a result, Rae found herself quietly thumbing through the case files once more, and when she had seen enough, she went seeking out a warmer environment—the cockpit.
 
 She was welcomed by the pilot and co-pilot, Nick Parsalls and a smiling Joseph Rosiek, both of whom she’d flown with before. On occasion, even before the miraculous CRAWL software was installed, Rae would be sped off to some crime scene location to join forces with the BSU personnel on a case, ostensibly to give them any ‘fresh’ perspective on the kidnapping or murder. Within an hour, she was looking down over a manmade plateau that’d been carved out of the mountainside and flattened into an airfield. Yeager Airport looked from the sky about the size of a postage stamp, and almost all the commercial flights going out of this place were propeller powered.
 
 Rae had been standing, leaning in over Captain Parsalls’ shoulder here in the cockpit, so she easily saw what the pilots stared at down below. “Damn, is it safe to land this thing here?” she asked.
 
 “Piece of cake,” replied Rosiek, the co-pilot even as the jet was turned over to him for landing in an 
 
 exaggerated, mock-ceremony between pilot and co-pilot, ending with Parsalls’ saying, “Just don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
 
 “Not to worry, Nick,” replied Rosiek, eager to prove himself. “I wouldn’t do anything to hurt this baby.” “Ever land here before?” Rae asked, sensing it a rhetorical question.
 
 “Strap in, Dr. Hiyakawa,” ordered Parsalls, indicating the jump seat. “I insist.” 
 
 Rae frowned at getting no answer, sat and pulled the jump seat straps over each shoulder. The harness style seat belt reminded her of a theme park roller-coaster ride.
 
 “In answer to your question, Dr. Hiyakawa,” began young Rosiek who looked to Rae about as mature as the boy genius Copernicus, “no, I haven’t had the pleasure of landing on Yeager’s plateau before, but Nick’s done it a few times, right, Nick?”
 
 Nick’s done it…. It sounded to Rae like a line from a Hemmingway novel. “That’s a comfort,” she half-joked. 
 
 “Nothin’ really to worry about, Doctor,” Nick reassured her, but again outside the cockpit bubble there did not appear much of an airport to land at.
 
 Rosiek piped in again with, “And besides they land commercial jets here.” She saw the young co-pilot shrug in his seat. “And a commercial airliner takes almost twice the runway we do.”
 
 “OK…if you guys say so,” she relented, “but please beware of stray elk and hunting dogs out there…please.” 
 
 This made the pilots chuckle. “Hey, this is the home of flying ace Chuck Yeager,” said the captain, “first man to fly into space, so please, a little respect, Dr. Hiyakawa.”
 
 The landing went as smoothly as if they’d touched down on glass and hadn’t shattered a thing; it proved so smooth a landing, in fact, the pilot asked his co-pilot, “How’d you do that, Rosiek?”
 
 The younger man said, “Don’t ask, ‘cause I don’t know.” 
 
 “A perfect landing,” agreed Rae, who’d developed a fascination for small planes and had been thinking seriously of taking lessons.
 
 “Didn’t run over any furry animals, either.” The captain and co-pilot laughed as the plane taxied to the terminal.
 
 Once in the hangar-like small terminal, Rae dragged the large suitcase hauled from the belly of the Cessna—the big one she hadn’t wanted to bring. She followed at a distance as Orvison and Kunati searched for their ride. They’d walked through the terminal in less than two minutes and found the half-filled outside lot hugging the terminal. An unmarked police car took up a space below a sign stating that it was for Charleston police use only. A row of others signaled state vehicles only. Parking meters graced all the other outdoor spots, and the parked cars here proved sporadic at best. A nearby parking garage rose to four levels, a giant steel and concrete turtle if one used imagination, an overture to a sweeping architectural design, more a kind of wedding cake if Rae worked at it, but it appeared as empty as a wedding reception hall after the band had gone. 
 
 All the same, whatever Charleston lacked in the way of traffic to be seen hunkered down at the municipal airport, it did not lack for reporters greeting Orivson, Kunati, and the FBI newcomer. Word had gotten out. Kunati came in handy here, acting as interference for Rae and his boss, shouting in the most commanding voice she’d ever heard, “We have nothing new on the case! Please, as soon as we know something, we will call you!” He then proceeded to block and stiff-arm for Rae.
 
 One of the reporters called Kunati by his first name. “Amos, haven’t you heard?”
 
 “Heard what?” 
 
 “There’s been another Hammerhead attack. This one in Dunbar.” Obviously, the press preferred to call the killer by this moniker than to use Dream Killer.
 
 Orvison’s cell phone was ringing at the same time. Obviously, it hadn’t been of any use in the sky. 
 
 They piled into Orvison’s cruiser, and he put his phone on a dashboard device that turned his cell into a speaker. As they drove toward the city, the report from one of Orivson’s men, a Detective named Ned, in deadpan fashion, relayed the horror of the discovery. “Forty two five Bluebird Way, cul-de-sac in Dunbar’s west side district. Vic is a retired RN, worked for years at CAMC, name of Amiee Wynn, Chief. Discovered this AM by her daughter. Vic’s daughter and grandchildren to be exact…had come to visit only to find grandma bludgeoned to death with nails protruding from her forehead and eyes, just like the others, Chief.”
 
 “You men do like I told you?”
 
 “Yes, sir, Chief.”
 
 “Ain’t touched a thing?” continued Orvison. 
 
 “Daughter’s only one been in the bedroom, Chief. Poor woman. Us, we just stood looking in from the doorway when we got here, and that was ‘nough to keep us out, ‘long with your orders, of course.”
 
 “Who’d you call first?”
 
 “You, sir, but you didn’t answer til now.”
 
 “What about the ME?” 
 
 “Well we got Dr. Hatfield on alert like always,” replied Ned, “but we told him what you wanted, so he just said to call him back when ahhh…whenever we should feel the need.”
 
 “Said that did he?”
 
 “Well yes, that and some other words.”
 
 “Spit it out, Lowell. What’d Hatfield have to say. Word for word. We’re all grownups here. Ned…Ned?” “Said when you’re a-done with your a-circus and Tom foolery to let him know.”
 
 “Is that all he said?”
 
 “Rest of it was kinda garbled, you know, under his breath. Couldn’t quite make it out.”
 
 “OK…hold everyone back from that room in Dunbar, Ned.”
 
 “Understood, sir.”
 
 “No matter if the Governor himself wants in, you understand me?”
 
 “Understood.” 
 
 After Orvison closed the phone line, Kunati laughed a full, rich sound that filled the car. “What?” asked Orvison of his right-hand man.
 
 “Just nothing…thinking.”
 
 “Out with it, Amos.” “Just that you better hope the Governor’s busy with some rib festival or ribbon cuttin’ someplace.” 
 
 “Hold on,” said Rae, her brows arched. “I thought you had clearance for my input on the case from the top?” 
 
 “Mayor Daniels, yeah, the Governor wasn’t excited about the idea,” replied Orvison. “He’s a rather practical man, and appearances mean everything to him.”
 
 “I see. And I happen to be the appearance of impropriety.” Rae had faced every sort of prejudice imaginable against her psi abilities. This development didn’t surprise her in the least. But being lied to was another matter, even if it was the lie of omission. “And you, Detective Kunati?” she asked point blank from her seat in the rear. “You think this is all a joke, too?”
 
 “A police force is a paramilitary force,” Kunati dutifully and diplomatically side-stepped the question, “and it operates smoothly on commands from the top being followed and carried out.” That appeared the most concession she might get from Kunati.
 
 “Understood.” It appeared the Chief and this Mayor Daniels were the only two in this paramilitary operation who had any faith that her coming to Charleston could have the slightest benefit.
 
 Orvison ignored Kunati, and placing a strobe light on the roof of the car, he turned on his siren. They sped for I-64 where a huge capitol dome, gold and blinding in the late afternoon sun, looking like some Mayan seat of power, loomed over the river city. I-64 weaved through and looped around the city, snaking west for this neighboring place called Dunbar.
 
 What Rae actually saw of the city itself proved a blur; she caught very few details as they sped about the highway system. Their direction took them away from the downtown district, but the little she did see spoke of struggle and spirit, as the small city without a skyline to speak of, had cropped up along a wide tributary of the Ohio River, the Kanawha. The river from all accounts—as she’d also seen it from the sky—displayed a series of man-made scars in the form of refineries and coal loading ports, not to mention miles of coal industry derricks, platforms, staging areas, docks, trains, and mines.
 
 Mining—coal mining in particular—defined this city and state. Everything and everyone here relied on the black mineral in one fashion or another. Area billboards depicted coal miners in full miner garb dancing with stunning models at a black tie event. Other billboards brought to ‘you’ by Friends of Coal proclaimed coal mining and the coal mining industry as a friend of the people without which they’d have nothing, leaving the area a helpless welfare state. When Rae needlessly asked, “Can I assume that coal is King here?”
 
 Orvison joked, “You kidding? The state bird is coal.” 
 
 Where the river was dotted with coal ports and refineries, train tracks followed. Coal trains ran day and night as did huge coal trucks like so many thundering pachyderms. From the air, the activity around these sites had recalled to Rae’s mind a beehive or an ant farm, even that old TV program that Nia had loved in reruns, Fraggle Rock.
 
 The city, too, was crisscrossed by an array of bridges spanning the Kanawha River and the train tracks used primarily for freight with the occasional commuter train wailing in and out of a downtown station. 
 
 Nestled as it was in a valley with tree-covered mountains on every side, the highways snaked about like ropes and ladders designed by madmen, as the roads must adhere to the contours of the mountain valley. Nature was not always the best architect, and surely the custodians of the roads here knew that truth.
 
 Rae marveled at how Chief Carl Orvison’s cruiser flattened out turns that required two and three minutes to entirely find an end to. And now, for a second time, they crossed the river that ran through it all, a green metal bridge, rusting with age taking them across at this juncture. The river below looked like a flood wash, gray and fast moving.
 
 In a moment, they were exiting the main highway that tore through the bustling small capitol city of West Virginia. Big rigs had for a time penned them in despite the flashing orb atop the car. Semi-trucks had surrounded them so long that she wondered if they’d ever make the exit. As they slowed to a stop sign, siren and light still flashing, yet another semi-trailer stood in their way without any sign of pulling over.
 
 “Damn truckers,” grumbled Orvison, dangerously maneuvering around the truck at the stop sign and out into Dunbar traffic. “Used be a time when they knew something about road etiquette.”
 
 “Road what?” asked Kunati, confused by what he thought an oxymoron. “Etiquette? Maybe you oughta write a book, Chief.”
 
 A GPS on Orvison’s dash spoke in the soothing feminine voice heard on Disneyland rides and hotel elevators. The GPS voice said, “Take a left at the next light.”
 
 “We can get there faster if you take the second left, Chief,” suggested Kunati.
 
 “The damn GPS system cost the department a mint. We follow it to the letter.”
 
 “But Chief, I grew up here, and I know—”
 
 “We use the damn satellite!” 
 
 Rae closed her eyes, thought of Nia, wondering what she might be doing about now, and the thought crossed her mind that she, Kunati, and Orvison could be killed trying to get around the locals here who seemed to be deaf and blind to a strobe and a siren.
 
 A UPS van pulled out in front of them, making Orvison hit the brakes and curse. “Get that license plate number Kunati. I’m going to make a complaint against that asshole.”
 
 Amos Kunati jotted it down moments before they careened around the van. Rae closed her eyes again. She so wished that Gene Kiley was here with her to help her prepare for what was to come. Copernicus was set to take a later flight; something to do with time required to do some retooling on the remote CRAWL. 
 
 Rae, by comparison, was here in the back of a careening police cruiser, fearful they might run into something like a fire engine. To get the moment off her mind, Rae began considering why the killer had changed his MO—or rather his victim type and his time-table. “None of the others have been grandmothers,” she said to the men.
 
 “If the guy’s asleep when he kills— sleepwalking— like he wants everyone to believe, then how could he select a victim type?” asked Kunati. “He’s obviously stalking them, and they all had similar features.”
 
 Rae piped in. “And they were all close in age. Until now. I mean, a grandmother.”
 
 “Hey, grandmothers are getting younger all the time,” countered Kunati.
 
 “This is West Virginia,” added Orvison, taking the first left now.
 
 “You saying our new victim isn’t an old granma type?” asked Rae. 
 
 “The answer to your question, Doctor,” shouted Orvison over the noise of his siren, “might have no bearing whatsoever is what we’re saying,”
 
 “Grandma Wynn could be in her late twenties or early thirties like all the other victims.”
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 They arrived at the death house moments later, and Orvison turned in his seat to look at Rae, asking if she were all right. 
 
 “Just a little flustered. Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride I hadn’t expected.”
 
 “Oh…that. I’m asking are you OK to go inside, stand in the room with the victim, see what you get?” 
 
 She realized he wanted a kind of John Edwards show here. Revelations on the spot that would identify a killer without fail. Or at least the killer’s initials and half a license plate number. But it only worked that way in the movies and crime fiction. Still, she said, “I’m here to do my best, and that much I can promise you.”
 
 “That’s all I ask.”
 
 She reiterated with, “Can’t promise anything more than that I’ll do my best.”
 
 “Fair enough. All anyone can ask.” 
 
 Detective Amos Kunati remained stubbornly silent, and she felt his skepticism stronger now than ever as she climbed from the car. A gathering of neighbors all along the block, on both sides, were held back by barricades and uniformed police. Most of the local TV crews were on hand, while others had arrived just behind them, following from the airport. The noise and backscatter could be a problem, Rae feared.
 
 They climbed from the cruiser to totally 
 
 inappropriate cheers and clapping from the crowd. On entering the threshold, she continued to hear all too well the throng outside. In fact, the swarm of people sounded as if it’d grown.
 
 Windows had been thrown open to combat the odors, and the door she had stepped through remained open to the outside as a quick escape route to the cops coming and going, many just here for a look-see from the entry to the bedroom where all the blood and gore awaited Rae.
 
 “Can we please close out that noise as much as possible?” she asked Orvison. 
 
 “Absolutely.” Orvison and Kunati worked to shut all the doors and windows to the house while she easily found the bungalow bedroom. At the entryway, she felt it. A strong presence in the room. Looking on the brutalized corpse, the sight set her reeling. It was one thing to see nails driven into a victim’s head and eyes in crime scene photos, quite another to see this first hand.
 
 She gasped and felt a sharp pain in her eyes as if those nails had been driven into her instead of the victim. She pulled her eyes away only to find blood spatters everywhere.
 
 Blood on every surface.
 
 Bureau drawers and mirror.
 
 Walls, ceiling, floor, bed.
 
 And of course the body, where Rae’s eyes, in the end, returned.
 
 There was nowhere in the room that blood had not rained.
 
 The work of the flying, bloodied hammer, acting like a heavy paintbrush dipped in the red fluid of life. 
 
 She closed her eyes on the horror of the scene and tried instead to concentrate on the presence she felt. It’d waned. Gone actually. May as well be attempting to pull fog together with a rope, to tether mist. To regain that initial contact with the victim now would be as difficult as taming a seahorse. 
 
 When she opened her eyes again, Rae Hiyakawa, stood over the victim, and looking across to the other side of the bed, she saw the shadowy figure of a man, a man of atoms racing and struggling in all directions to hold his form together, a kind of hologram, and inside this moving, whirring shape, features fought to come together, to show her who he was. Doctor, lawyer, beggar man, thief? Thief of lives, yes.
 
 She could hardly believe it herself.
 
 It’s never this easy, her mind screamed.
 
 Can’t be, yet…here he is. Taking shape. 
 
 Perhaps the fiend, at the root of his soul, wanted nothing more than to be identified, cornered, and stopped— perhaps even killed. Perhaps he meant to show himself to the visiting psychic in order to end this nightmare; perhaps it’d all begun as an elaborate death by suicide, the reason for the in-your-face-god-awful-modus-operandi with the hammer and nails and letters to local newspapers laying claim to his murder spree the result of sleepwalking! The absurdity of the claim itself part of the plea to “Find me, corner me, kill me.”
 
 If so, this desire for his own end had begun with the Dream Killer’s very first victim. 
 
 The apparition of the man was large, muscular as it came into a more distinct shape. Rae’s partitioned mind was in part aware of Kunati and Orvison watching her watching the shape come into focus. They did so from the entryway to the room, unable to see what she saw. Carl Orvison with a digital camera, filmed Rae’s every step and grimace.
 
 A special part of Rae’s mind focused on the phantom taking shape, while a voice in her head told her to not work too hard in trying to see the features of the dark form across from her, the other side of the bed in a cracked bureau mirror. The killer’s form looked down over the corpse almost counterpoint to her position the other side of the bed; but he was not there—but in the mirror only. A shapeless figure in an aura of green.
 
 Don’t look too closely, came the warning, something about her sanity, that if she did dig too deep, look too long, the features of the vision across from her would fade faster than water through a sieve—like that first faint contact with the victim’s spectral remains. It was the voice of experience, her own voice, repeating a lesson learned from Gene Kiley. She forced herself to completely relax, a difficult thing with the stench of freshly shed blood assailing the nostrils while getting an image of a killer, however vague, however shapeless in overalls.
 
 Shapeless in overalls. She put that detail away in another compartment of her mind for later. 
 
 She closed her eyes on the shape in the glass, daring it to disappear, to leave this place. She felt the heaviness of this spirit, the sadness, the loss, and then a surprise: love, compassion, understanding. How did this compute? She felt a wave of confusion wash over her.
 
 This forced her eyes open to see that the shape’s countenance had indeed filled with eyes, nose, cheeks, hairline, chin, ears but all remained scattered and whirring within the orb of the face. She gasped now, knees almost buckling at the sight, and she spoke his name. “Gee? Gene? Is it you?”
 
 You can do this, Rae, Gene’s spirit replied. “You’re here…with me.”
 
 His shape in his crime scene unit overalls dissipated, devolving into gray and then nothing.
 
 “What is it?” asked Orvison, still filming, having stepped closer. “What do you see, Dr. Hiyakawa?”
 
 “Nothing…nothing useful.”
 
 “You tensed up there, reacting to something.” 
 
 “Yeah, you think so? A body with nails in the head maybe, the smell of blood maybe. I’m human, Chief, or hadn’t you noticed?” She fought back a tear at having encountered, for the first time, Gene Kiley’s spirit. It’d come as a complete surprise. 
 
 What’re you doing in West Virginia, she silently asked Gene but not surprisingly, she received no answer. “You OK, Doctor?” asked Orvison again. 
 
 “Please, silence, please,” Rae pleaded. She also heard Kunati making tsking sounds, either picking his teeth or shaking his head at her procedure or at his boss’
 
 interests in filming Rae’s work here. Aside from this, Rae could hear a pair of uniformed cops in the next room talking about a local football game; atop this, she could hear the dull closed-out sounds of the crowd outdoors.
 
 Concentrate, she told herself. 
 
 She lifted the victim’s hand and held it in hers. No item in the room was likely to carry more kinetic energy reserves than the body itself. Orvison had orchestrated this opportunity, keeping everyone out of the room, including the CSI techs and the ME, everyone but himself with that damn camera.
 
 She placed the victim’s hand again on the bloodpainted flower-print sheet, and next pulled out her own gizmo, Copernicus’s palm-sized CRAWL. She placed the electrode attachments to each temple, held the image screen in one hand, and again touched the body. This time she placed her fingers lightly over the cranium, within a hair of touching the nails in the dead woman’s head.
 
 Orvison got it all on film.
 
 Kunati leaned against the doorjamb and thankfully made no more snickering, snorting, or grunting sounds. The cops in the other room had silenced, now staring in at the goings-on in the death room. 
 
 All of this must be highly irregular for the Charleston cops, although they’d seen more than their share of domestic abuse and murder cases, according to crime scene stats that Rae had looked into.
 
 “Wanna hear my theory of the crime?” asked Kunati with a sudden ease, and without awaiting a reply, he added, “I believe that this is the work of a man seeking revenge, a man who has something against all the victims, or all women who are of a certain body type and look.”
 
 Rae only half listened. She’d read of his opinion on the case in one of the files. Kunati had taken classes in forensics on his way to becoming a detective, classes at Mountain State University. One such class was profiling.
 
 Rae’s mind, despite how busy it was with the death room, blipped on the question of how long Chief Orvison would hold his job.
 
 Rae concentrated harder, working to get images from the body. Some pain and horror began showing up in the form of symbols and images on the CRAWL screen. The device in her hand worked with Y-5, and so these images may or may not be beaming back to her support team in Quantico, headed up by Dr. Miranda Waldron. The images and visions would require a thorough analysis and interpretation by Waldron’s handpicked think tank. Perhaps this time the think tank folks would be out ahead of her; the last time, they weren’t. Their exceptional conclusions came too late the case that had cost Gene Kiley his life.
 
 If people wanted to point fingers as to who got Gene killed, there were some ten people making up the think tank. But as was the way of things, all fingers had pointed instead at Rae alone as scapegoat. Obviously, Gene didn’t agree, and this gave Rae courage and strength she’d felt missing until now, until Gee showed himself, telling her that he supported her here—if not in the flesh, then in spirit.
 
 She stared now at the body below her fingertips, and she started as the body rose off the bed, floating in midair. The floating woman of her precognition all the way back home in Quantico, Virginia. The body remained on the bed; what floated over it represented the spirit, the out of body existence. At some point, the young grandmother had left the pain and trauma behind, rising above the brutality acted out on her. That’s how Rae interpreted this floating woman.
 
 But this was a mere leftover image; this woman’s spirit had long ago left this place. 
 
 She had actually lifted out of body and off the bed during the attack. The floating image had been real at one time. She’d had a strong sense of loss as the woman’s mind had been clear and energetic, a strong mind. On the CRAWL screen, Rae saw the floating body as it moved upward through the sky. The words ‘float through the sky…float through the sky’ kept flowing rhythmically through her head like a song. What did it mean? Peace? An end to pain?
 
 “Troubles and I,” she muttered, not knowing why. “Been too long…too long together with myself…my troubles and me. Too long together.”
 
 She sensed that Orvison was dying to ask her about her mutterings, but as he had captured each on film, he kept mum as she’d asked.
 
 Her hand and fingertips still hovering over the cranium of the victim, now moved as if controlled by a force other than her own. It moved to the area of the blue lips and frozen scream, and from here the chest and heart. 
 
 From his perspective through the camera lens, Orvison thought her hand moved like the pointer on a Quija board.
 
 Rae focused, concentrated at each area where her hand stopped. She followed the areas of the charkas in an attempt to learn more, although she felt nothing would come. Feelings of dread and pain, horror and trauma rippled through Rae’s mind and body but these proved her own empathic nature, and in fact counterproductive. She imagined the emotions and pain that shot through her were but a small percentage of what this poor woman had undergone; she could hardly imagine the ordeal, and in fact feared the attempt here and now. She must hold something back. Must not become embroiled in the horrible pain and suffering.
 
 Then something happened. Her hand hovered now over the center of the body, at the belly button. It gave her an image of passages, dark and congested with tight areas one must squeeze through as in a deep dark cavern that tightened and shrank as one went. Then she realized, on seeing the image on the screen held in her other hand, what this cavern was—the victim’s throat.
 
 Rae’s hand shot back to the lips and mouth. 
 
 With her hand in this location, Rae again heard the words stronger now, like a chant, words about floating and trouble wafting through her consciousness. 
 
 “There’s something here,” she announced. “He shoved something into her mouth.”
 
 “There’ll be a note with words scribbled on it,” said Orvison. 
 
 Kunati had come off the wall, stepping closer, his brow twitching in confusion. “We told no one about the notes left inside their mouths. No one. They were even kept out of the autopsy reports.”
 
 Orvison exchanged a long look with Kunati. “I told you she was good, Amos.”
 
 Kunati frowned and shook his head.
 
 Orvison told her, “Leave the folded note for Dr. Hatfield. He’ll be expecting it.”
 
 “If the killer handled it, then I should handle it.” “You’ll get your chance, later.”
 
 “What is it? An ongoing letter? A poem?”
 
 “Song lyrics.”
 
 “Song lyrics? Really? Our mutilator is interested in music? Don’t tell me, bedtime lullaby?”
 
 “A little known tune from Gordon Lightfoot. My Troubles and I.”
 
 “I want a copy of it, every line. Maybe it’ll tell us something about this creep.”
 
 “Trust me. We’ve gone over every line for clues, but sure,” said Orvison, “you’ll get a copy.” 
 
 “Someone in the earlier FBI team told you about his stuffing song lyrics down the victim’s throat, didn’t they?” asked Kunati.
 
 “’Fraid not; we don’t communicate so well. They have less faith in me than you do, Detective.”
 
 “I never made out I believe in this stuff.” “But your chief brought you to Quantico with him, why?” she asked both men. 
 
 “Kunati has a lot to learn,” Orvison shot back. “There’s more between heaven and hell than thought of in any one man’s philosophy.”
 
 “I see. So not only am I here to help solve a murder but to ahhh…educate Detective Kunati?”
 
 “Kill two birds with one stone.” Orvison shrugged. “He may look black, but his prevailing color is green.” 
 
 Kunati exploded but kept his outburst controlled, saying through clenched teeth, “Come on, Chief! She got the business about the lyrics from one of the other agents. They may be FBI but their lips are as loose as any public office.” Kunati stormed out.
 
 “I promise you, I didn’t know until now!” Rae called after the black man. “Bite me,” she muttered to herself.
 
 “I take it the session is over?” asked Orvison, pressing a button that closed off his camera lens. He then got on his cell phone and said to the man at the other end, “Tell Dr. Hatfield that he’s got my all clear now.” 
 
 Rae stepped from the death room ahead of Orvison, who caught up. Just as she opened the outer door on the street noise and the crowd of curious and reporters, the Chief whispered in her ear, “Best say nothing to the press right now, especially nothing of the information we’ve held back. Besides, I wanna keep this as low key as possible.”
 
 “What? That you’ve got another victim? Or that you called in a psychic?”
 
 “Both,” he said, but his slight twitch gave it away as a lie.
 
 “It’s ultimately your show, Chief. I’ll follow your lead.” 
 
 Orvison waved at the press and assured them. “My department is on the cusp of capturing the maniac that’s created so much havoc…a larger fear than this city has ever known.” Orvison then forced open a path for himself and Rae. Once at the cruiser, he scoured the crowd for Kunati, and Rae spotted the tall black detective at the same time that Orvison did. Kunati was busy gabbing with another detective who’d come by with a CSI unit. She got a quick glimpse of Dr. Hatfield’s help, as Orvison whispered, “Hatfield’s decided not to show at all. Guess we hurt his feelings.”
 
 She and Orvison climbed back into the cruiser. The brilliant sunlight and contrast of blue against fluff-ball clouds overhead, instantly sent a feeling the sick juxtaposition through Rae, the irony of life and energy just outside this house so full with death, and yet Gene had come to her in that house, here in West Virginia. Why? To absolve her? Or was he afraid for her? Was he unable just yet to stop looking out for her? Had she in a sense brought him with her from Quantico? Had he all this time been hovering nearby? With her whenever she went into trance? Was Gene unable to end the role that had identified and defined him in life—Rae’s protector? Her loving protector and friend.
 
 Kunati stuck his head in the car and said he’d get a ride back to HQ with a fellow named Keller, to which Orvison replied, “Not a word about the damn case to anyone outside HQ.”
 
 “You got it, Chief.” To Rae, he gave a perfunctory peace sign and said, “Enjoy your stay at the Embassy Suites. Understand they have a helluva Jacuzzi.”
 
 The jibe fell flat, and Rae got the full impact of Kunati’s thinking, that she’d come on a lark, so why not have a lark while here, all at taxpayer expense. “I’ll do that, Detective!” she shouted as the door slammed to. Now she sat in the rear seat with Orvison again acting as chauffeur. It made her feel foolish as they pulled away from the curb and the crowd, some snapping photos.
 
 She at first had the thought ‘small town paparazzi’ until she saw the camera crews with the clear markings of CNN, Fox, CBS, NBC, ABC and others. This small town series of killings had gone national, due most likely to the sensational nature of the killer’s brutality and the weapon of choice along with the idea of his being a sleepwalking monster. A knifing, murder by gunshot wound, strangulation, poisoning, domestic dispute turned murder, none of these horrendous acts were quite enough nowadays for a public that insatiably fed on graphic violence. But this Hammerhead guy, now this was something network news could run with.
 
 “Maybe I shoulda hid you out at the Brass Monkey,” Orvison commented to the rearview, watching for her reaction. When he saw her features scrunch up like one big question mark, he added, “It’s a bed and breakfast downtown. A good deal more private than the Embassy.”
 
 “I’m sure I can manage. I’ve dealt with the press before.”
 
 “I just mean…well at the Embassy, they can take your picture right through the elevator door.”
 
 “Really?”
 
 “While you’re ascending or descending.” “Really?”
 
 “It’s entirely glass.”
 
 “So…ahhh throw no stones?”
 
 “I’d appreciate your not talking to the press if you can avoid it.”
 
 “I’ll tiptoe around them as much as possible,” Rae promised.
 
 “That’s all I ask.” 
 
 The city of Charleston had two major centers in its downtown, the capitol complex with its recently refurbished and polished golden dome overlooking a number of crumbling at the foundations buildings, a water fountain, and several statues erected to war veterans and coal miners—and secondly, the major shopping district where the Town Center Mall acted as a fulcrum to orbiting major hotel chains such as the Marriot, the Embassy Suites, the Ramada Inn, and others along with a huge civic center. This was also restaurant row, and it teemed with more people than Rae’d thought to see in one place here. 
 
 A number of tall buildings graced the downtown area as well, buildings topped by giant metal letters reading CHASE, BB&T, BRICKSTREET, and others, primarily banks and insurance firms, below which squatted small coffee shops, sandwich shops, bookstores, a walkabout park, and jewelry establishments up one street and down the other in quaint colors. A number of downtown buildings, such as the library and the defunct Pioneer Hotel, looked to be standing since the turn of the century,. A movie theater that’d become a stage for the local university and the local Subway Sandwich shop flanked this area on each side. There were no rail subways here, only the occasional bus.
 
 Finally, they’d reached their destination, the Embassy Suites downtown. Rae leapt from the rear seat and as soon as the trunk was popped, she pulled her bag from the cruiser before Orvison could get around the car. He’d opened the lid from inside. A gangly bellhop stood statuesquely by, smoking a cigarette, indicating with its burning embers that he was on break and unassailable. For this reason, Orvison insisted on taking her suitcase in through the doors where a second bellhop took charge of it. By now it was nearing 6PM.
 
 “We’ll pick things up tomorrow where we left off,” suggested Orvison.
 
 “I’d like to meet and talk with the last victim’s daughter.”
 
 “Can be arranged.” “And your medical examiner, get a firsthand assessment of the crimes from him.”
 
 “Hatfield, of course. I’ll arrange it; let you know.” 
 
 They parted at the desk, and Rae located her accommodations. They were indeed swank. Someone in Charleston definitely wanted her comfy and feeling wanted. She wondered if the mayor had anything to do with it; wondered if he were into occult things and held a strong faith in the paranormal. Else this was West Virginia hospitality.
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 She closed the door on her room, and once alone, she smelled the odors of the crime scene clinging to her clothing, clutching at her nostrils and skin. She quickly undressed to her panties and bra, started a warm bath in the Jacuzzi that Kunati would have surely denied her, and did a little perfunctory unpacking, hanging out her outer garments—a couple of business suits, an array of blouses that could change each suit daily, and a pair of skirts. She then located a place for her under things, T-shirts, pj’s and jeans.
 
 While doing these chores, she was pleasantly surprised to find a his-and-her matching pair of white terrycloth robes, and while she didn’t need both, she enjoyed the loan, pulling the hers from its hanger and wrapping herself in it.
 
 She next raided the wet bar for a glass of wine, the best in stock being the Berringer’s Zinfandel, which must do. She poured herself the entire mini-bottle into a wine glass and after a sip, she placed it on the arm of the Jacuzzi.
 
 Her hot bubbling water ready, Rae stripped away the robe and the remainder of her clothes, and one toe at a time gingerly slipped into the ‘cauldron’.
 
 She let out a long sigh as the warm water pounded her body with a gentle tsunami from all sides. The hotel had spared no expense on the hot tub, and it was located not in the bathroom but before a fireplace in the living room. “It’d be damn romantic if I only had someone to share it with,” she said aloud, fingering the controls on the Jacuzzi and striking a red button, assuming it was the highest level for the jets. Instead, the fireplace came alive with a rainbow of flames. This she could not have anticipated, no matter how psychic, not here in Charleston.
 
 “Still,” she muttered to the posh room, “this is living.” She felt this way primarily because for the first time in twenty-four hours, she’d gotten both the awful murder case and concerns about Nia back in home off her mind. A rare moment, indeed.
 
 She luxuriated in the moment. What was it Dr. Polkabla always encouraged? Live in the moment, the now with a capital N.
 
 The water pulsated on all sides of her, soothing tired muscles. 
 
 She had lowered to the point only her head remained above water. She then managed to find a jet to hit the back of her sore neck.
 
 The warm glow of the fireplace was her only light as darkness descended over Charleston outside.
 
 No phone calls. 
 
 She felt heaven had descended with nightfall, and she half-kiddingly wondered if Gene had anything to do with it. She knew her father and mother would just call it an extravagant indulgence, both being somewhat ascetic in their beliefs and lifestyles. There was more in common between Buddhism and Wiccanism than people realized. Come to think of it, she knew that neither her father nor her mother had ever used a Jacuzzi.
 
 As it is, this Jacuzzi is getting too crowded. Why is it I can’t just veg out and enjoy. Why all the guilt tripping? You’d think I was Catholic or Jewish.
 
 She missed being able to drive ten minutes to the Tavern on the Green to talk it over with Joannie Childs. At this rate, she’d even settle for her shrink, Dr. Polkabla to get some answer to the question. What’d I ever do to deserve so much guilt heaped on me by none other than me, myself, and I? Just what gives?
 
 Wellnow, wellnow… came her mother’s familiar phrase in her head. Why don’t we explore that just a bit, shall we, Aurelia?
 
 Mother always called her Aurelia when displeased, Rae when happy with her and her actions. 
 
 Rae had closed her eyes, but now she opened them to find her mother’s insubstantial yet substantial spirit at the other end of her Jacuzzi, a slight frown and look of disappointment furrowing her brow there in the rising hot mist between them.
 
 “And hello to you, Mother,” she said and raised her wine glass as if in toast, but her mother had no glass, no wine, just a word of advice.
 
 Nia needs you now more than ever, and—
 
 “Damn it, Mother! Stop butting in with—”
 
 —and traipsing off after some maniac in order to save the world—
 
 “Charleston, West Virginia is hardly the world, Mother.”
 
 —is… is not doing my little granddaughter any good.
 
 “Sheeze, Mother, you’re still telling me how to live my life?”
 
 I’m a concerned grandmother is all.
 
 “You’re telling me!”
 
 Don’t take that tone with me, young woman.
 
 “But Ma, it’s not fair.”
 
 What’s not fair? 
 
 “You, that from the grave, you’re still telling me how to raise my kid!”
 
 You will lower your tone, young lady. 
 
 “Oh please, I’m doing my best with Nia and this world, so if you don’t mind, unless you have a kind word to say, or something leaning toward encouragement, get out of my bath and my business.”
 
 Maureen Murphy Hiyakwa telepathically said to Rae, And a fine way to speak of your mother…and the dead!
 
 Then she was gone as suddenly as she’d appeared, wafting off in the rising steam of the Jacuzzi. 
 
 “Don’t go away mad! I love you, too, Mom! Know your heart’s in the right place!” Rae called to the ceiling while thinking, even though it ticks me off, and then she wondered if her mother and father in the beyond could read her thoughts. Then she wondered if Gene Kiley could read her thoughts from beyond. If so, she knew that he knew that she missed him enormously, right along with her parents. 
 
 Another thought filled her now, one of a double-edged nature. Even when alone, I’m never truly alone, now am I? 
 


 

 


 
TWELVE
 
 


 
 Early the next day, Rae met with the greater Charleston area medical examiner, a Dr. Roland Thomas Hatfield, a rail thin man whose emaciated, yellowed skin and sharply angular, rugged face—the face of pioneer stock—begged for a beard and a stovetop hat to complete the image of Abraham Lincoln. Who could argue with such a cadaverous looking man who worked on cadavers? Who might question him where he stood with scalpel in one hand, bone saw gripped in second skeletal hand? Indeed his hands were like an Edward Gorey depiction, eight fingers as long as decorator matchsticks, thumbs a pair of bottlenecks.
 
 Dr. Hatfield appeared old enough to have retired twice over, his snow white brows, and what was left of his wispy white-to-gray hair, the picture of Santa with AIDS, a Santa who’d long ago forgotten how to smile, much less erupt with the occasional ho-ho-ho.
 
 Instead, Rae was given a perfunctory glance, no welcome aboard on the case, not the slightest professional courtesy, but then Rae’s credentials were at odds with his own, he being a pure medico-legal, scientific investigator, she being a psychic sensory investigator. Rae had come to expect such an attitude. She’d normally swallow hard and push on. This time, she scrunched up her nose as the good doctor went back to work dissecting the dead grandma-san that Rae had held hands with at the murder scene.
 
 Orvison had arranged for her to be on hand for the autopsy, and she’d accepted, primarily to learn more about the notes left in the victim’s throat and those that’d come before, something the copycat killer, failing to know about, had left out of his repertoire when he’d had his wife bludgeoned to death in this horrid fashion. It’d been a wise move on the part of Orvison’s department to keep news of the handwritten notes stuffed into the mouths of each victim under wraps.
 
 Dr. Hatfield had his own agenda this morning; he meant to completely disgust and make ill the intruder on his case—Dr. Hiyakawa. It was a right of passage that many an ME presented to a newcomer, no matter who she might be, to determine at what point the medico-legal person could make the lay person throw up her breakfast. This was done by unnecessarily placing all the contents of the victim’s insides, what was commonly called the ‘rack’ of organs in the face; in this case, in Rae’s face.
 
 The rack consisted of the viscera array of organs that made up the inner torso and intestines. It came out with the bone cutting around the ribs, and if an ME or an assistant lifting it out were the least bit careless, one or more of the organs, thanks to gravity, might fall off and slither about the floor in a show of mock life. She knew it the moment one the deceased’s large intestine came chasing after her ankles that Hatfield had allowed it to happen. At the same time, he pushed the dead woman’s left lung at her and said, “Take a good whiff of this! What’s it smell like? Huh?”
 
 She’d smelled smokers’ lungs before in far more controlled situations. “Like the bottom of a bottomless ashtray,” she calmly replied, bent, and lifted the runaway intestines in her gloved hands. Presenting it to Hatfield, she added, “I think you misplaced these?”
 
 He gave her a closer, longer look than before, a glint of respect in his jaundiced eye. She thought his coloration not only bad but a condition of liver damage; she guessed him a heavy, heavy drinker indeed, and that his condition was this self-inflicted addiction. “They tell me, Dr. Hiyakawa,” he began as he continued to work, “that you’re one of these mentalists who helps the police out in baffling cases where there’re no clues and where all else fails.” Including forensics, she heard his thought. “Is that so?”
 
 “I’m no magician, Dr. Hatfield, simply a person who relies strongly on inner monologue, intuition, and P-SI.”
 
 “PS-what?”
 
 “Psychic Sensory Investigation.”
 
 “Ahhh…I see, like holding hands with the dead?” 
 
 He’d been told this by whom, she wondered. She guessed Kunati. She wondered what in Kunati’s past had so dead set him against anything of a paranormal or psychic nature. She would’ve imagined that if he were of African heritage, that it’d be just the opposite. No race on the planet had more invested in “magic” in all its permutations than did the African, unless it was the Asians or the lucky Irish. 
 
 “Yes, I hold hands with the dead, and I touch their craniums, eyes, heart, the chakas to determine if there are any messages they wish to convey,” she said to Dr. Hatfield.
 
 “There’re enough people in these Appalachian mountains who already believe in spirits and hobgoblins,” he retorted. “We really don’t need adding to the ‘haint’ population by importing people who talk to ghosts.”
 
 “I wouldn’t know about that.” 
 
 “People in the mountains here’re about as advanced as their ancestors from Scotland, Ireland, and Wales. Many of ‘em work in the mines here like their forefathers did in Wales. Their practical about all matters save the spirit, so far as I can see.”
 
 “So you feel it was a mistake asking me in on the Dream Killer murders?”
 
 “It’ll only fuel the newspaper and TV accounts of just how ‘supernatural’ this killer is.”
 
 “Supernatural?” she asked.
 
 He went to a nearby table where the morning Gazette lay and he tossed it into her gloved hands. “That’s what they’re saying now, yeah.” 
 
 She glanced over the headlines. Hatfield was right. The press had painted Hammerhead now as some kind of phantom, unseeable…untouchable.”
 
 Hatfieled grumbled, “A ‘haint’ who comes and goes through walls, invisible till he strikes, superhuman. All bull crap, if you know what I mean. Meanwhile making folks all over the county and state terrified to go to sleep at night.”
 
 “I should think every reasonable person must know the killer is human and not some sort of banshee creature that slips in through a chimney,” she countered, replacing the newspaper on his desk. “Forced entry tells us that much. Phantoms don’t pick locks.”
 
 “You ever argue with a mountain person about spirits?” 
 
 “Well…no, not really.” “My point is that they believe in spirits as much as they do angels and the bible stories and Satan, and they believe in evil spirits, and evil spirits do things like this monster roaming among us, and if it picks locks, its just to throw us foolish scientific and educated types off.”
 
 “I don’t know what to tell you.” Rae did not know any words to help here. 
 
 Hatfield frowned at her. “Thought you government types had all the answers. Look, so long as they believe he’s more supernatural than natural, that he’s some sort of avenging angel of death, or something out of a Hollywood B-movie, the more terror he strikes in their hearts.”
 
 The cadaverous old man made a lot of sense. 
 
 “So let’s work together to unmask this fiend,” Rae suggested, including Orvison in her gaze now. “Show everyone exactly how petty and little and mean and human he really is.”
 
 “That’s a goal worth going for,” replied Dr. Halstead. “How do you propose we go about it, Dr. Hiyakawa?”
 
 “We start by putting it out there exactly what we believe about him.”
 
 “Run it in the papers, on TV broadcasts?” asked Orvison. 
 
 “Use the media, yes.” “Strike back in a manner of speaking,” said Hatfield, thoughtfully rubbing his long, angular chin. “He’s getting good press, so it makes sense we shove back.”
 
 She asked Orvison, “We all on board with the idea?”
 
 “Expose him. Profile him in the press?” Orvison continued to think it over.
 
 “With a few digs at his ego, yes.” 
 
 “You think, Orvison, that your superiors’ll go for it?” asked Hatfield, now giving Rae more attention than the corpse.
 
 “I think I can convince them, especially, sir, if I can say that you agree with this course of action.”
 
 “It’s a means to an end.” He nodded vigorously. “I’m ahhh on board with it.” 
 
 “Then I’ll draft a press release and run it by you and Orvison. Insult the hell outta this pervert. See what comes of it.”
 
 “I like your take charge attitude, Dr. Hiyakawa.”
 
 And the fact I neither vomited nor flinched at your antics? she thought but did not say. 
 
 Just then Orvison, behind a surgical mask, rubber gloves, shoes covered with booties, said. “I’m glad you two are getting on well.”
 
 “We are,” agreed Hatfield. 
 
 “We’re to make a formidable team, the three of us,” suggested Rae. “We’ve already formulated some strategies.”
 
 “I’ll have to run your idea by my superiors,” cautioned Orvison.
 
 “Good…good.” “And here I was worried how you two might get along,” added Orvison. 
 
 “What’s not to like?” asked Hatfield, indicating the good-looking FBI psychic detective beside him. “She’s quite sharp, Orvison; you might want to offer her twice what the government is paying her. Get her on your payroll.” Sarcasm had returned to the autopsy man.
 
 “I wouldn’t go that far,” cried out Rae, a smile creasing her features.
 
 “I would,” replied Hatfield. 
 
 “Well now, I am impressed,” countered Orvison, turning to Rae. “Anyone who can gain Dr. Hatfield’s trust—even temporarily and shakily, and in such short order, and especially a woman coming in on his case—” “Enough!” declared Hatfield.
 
 “--well impresses hell outta me.” 
 
 “Wasn’t so hard finding common ground,” said Rae. “We all want the same results. An end to this kill spree.”
 
 “Glad to hear it.” Orvison inspected the work already done on the body as if he might be an attending physician. Obviously, he’d seen and experienced many a Hatfield autopsy.
 
 “I’d really like to see all the notes the killer left in their throats,” she calmly said. “There might be something useful I can pull from them since they were handled by the killer.”
 
 “He left nothing of himself on the notes, no fingerprints, no DNA,” replied Hatfield. 
 
 “We surmise he wore gloves, probably throughout. We’ve found not one usable print at any of the crime scenes.”
 
 “If he wrote out the notes longhand, then he left something of himself,” she countered.
 
 “You mean like graphology?” asked Hatfield. 
 
 “We have a couple of handwriting analysis people deciphering the notes,” added Orvison. “One being Kunati.”
 
 “Kunati is an handwriting expert?”
 
 “He’s taken courses, yes.”
 
 “And the other expert?”
 
 “A college professor named DeVane at Mountain State University in the criminal justice department.”
 
 “Sounds all measures have been taken…all to the good but—” 
 
 “Oh, this guy is good. Been called in by everyone from Auto Zone to Toys ’R Us to determine which employee sexually harasses others, which one steals from the company, or out of lockers and fridges, and which might go postal if he remains under current levels of stress, that sort of thing.”
 
 “I see.” 
 
 “DeVane was right on when he tried to tell our local K-Mart manager that a certain clerk would snap unless his workload were reduced.”
 
 Dr. Hatfield piped in with, “Leroy DeVane does work on the side with some rock bands and starlet types too. Informs them when and if a so-called ‘fan’ has become a ‘fanatic’ and needs be slapped with a court order to stay the hell away.”
 
 “Your experts notwithstanding, I’d like to examine the documents myself.”
 
 “By all means,” said Orvison. 
 
 “The one we just took out of our most recent victim will take a while to get under glass, but the others are in the vault.”
 
 “The vault?” she asked.
 
 “We keep secrets that we want kept secret in a bank vault downtown,” said Orvison. “Chase building.”
 
 “So what’s holding us up?” she asked.
 
 “Not a thing. Let’s get out of here.”
 
 “Good luck with what we talked about, Dr. Hiyakawa,” said Dr. Hatfield.
 
 “I’ll run it by you before it goes public.”
 
 Orvison firmly added, “Whatever you cook up, Dr. Hiaykawa, it goes through me, understood?”
 
 “I’ll explain what I have in mind on the way to the vault.” 
 
 They parted company with Hatfield, whose sunken eyes didn’t return to the autopsy at hand until the doors closed behind Orvison and Rae.
 


 

 


 
THIRTEEN
 
 


 
 The vault items secreted out of the police department, welldocumented to maintain chain of evidence, despite the unusual decision to use a bank vault—proved a confusing series of cryptic lines from the killer’s hand. A handful of notes from both Kunati and this fellow DeVane with the university listed conclusions made by what passed as handwriting experts in the Charleston area, a university professor and a detective who’d taken a course in graphology.
 
 At best graphology was more art than science, but Rae knew enough of its tenets to put together her own series of notes on the killer’s actual handwriting and what it might say of his psychological makeup. She decided to put the notes from Kunati and DeVane aside so as to not be prejudiced by any of their remarks. She told Chief Orvison that it’d be far better to compare the three sets of notes after the fact to see where they overlapped and agreed, not to mention where they might disagree.
 
 The first victim’s throat revealed the folded message that was a single line: flowt thru the sky…flowt thru the sky… On the backside of the folded note, the line read: been to long together with my troubles and I.
 
 Spelling and usage problems aside, the killer had a marked problem writing in a straight line, following a median. His f’s, l’s, t’s, h’s, y’s, g’s, and b’s flourished with life compared to the letters not rising and lowering below the erratic mid-line. The other letters, mostly the consonants and vowels that did not have heads and bottoms on them came off as halting and small, stuttering in a sense. O’s shone marred. Dirtied with ink spots by stabbing at the looping top end of each O used. This marked the author\killer as less than truthful. Haltings, slowdowns showed at crucial points along the forward moving line. Little to no attention given to margins or end of page. No attention to care given in an almost intentional child’s scrawl, an attempt to hide his true script, perhaps?
 
 Orvison stood nearby, looking over her shoulder, occasionally asking, “Whataya 
 
 make of it?” to which she’d grunt until ready to speak. 
 
 Finally, she turned to Orvison and shared her thoughts about the handwriting itself. “He’s a pathological liar and cover-up artist.”
 
 “No kidding.” 
 
 “Leans toward paranoia, perhaps even 
 
 schizophrenia, and he feeds on people believing his lies.”
 
 “What else you got?” Orvison’s voice reverberated here in the vault.
 
 “Lies have become a way of life for our unknown killer. His earliest transgressions were small lies, small transgressions, but as he got away with his crimes, they grew in severity and daring, even as a kid.”
 
 “You saying he’s a Charleston boy? Born and bred here?”
 
 “I think so, yes.”
 
 “Damn it to hell. Was hoping he was relocated from someplace like Chicago.”
 
 “He has a sense of the grandiose about himself and his mission. He may well even be lying to himself and believing his own lies at this time in his life.”
 
 “Can a person do that?”
 
 “Do what?”
 
 “Lie to himself and actually believe his own lies? I mean if he’s making it up, doesn’t he know it?”
 
 “Do the names O.J. Simpson, John Wayne Gacy, Jeffrey Dalhmer, Adolf Hitler mean anything to you?”
 
 “I take your point, but how do you see that in the writing? Not even DeVane got that.”
 
 “He’s not FBI trained in graphology. I am.”
 
 “Oh…and here I thought it was you being, you know, psychic.”
 
 “Haven’t got that far yet.”
 
 “I see.”
 
 “I work with what is physical and at hand first, same as you, Orvison.”
 
 “You mean when there’s an elephant in the room, you can’t ignore it for a more exotic answer?”
 
 “Exactly.”
 
 “So what now?”
 
 “So be quiet and let me go beyond the elephant.”
 
 The specimens from the killer were under glass. She needed them in her hands. She slipped open the brass clips holding the glass plates together, and in a moment, she had the first note left by the killer in hand, against her skin.
 
 Rae quietly went into a trance state. She believed something kinetic might yet have imbued the paper with a psychic message—an image or images. Something useful. Something she could take to the ‘bank’ if she weren’t already at the bank.
 
 When she placed her hands to hover over the note itself, she felt an immediate sense of oppressiveness and fear, of choking and struggle and pain, near unbearable pain. She could hear the nails being driven through her own skull. A bone-cracking melon-splitting sound filled her ears.
 
 She pushed away from the paper, its once tightly folded edges still creasing the paper in a pattern of squares. The note slid to one side, half on, half off the glass as Orvison caught Rae, about to go over backward in the chair she sat in, as if forced back by some invisible hand.
 
 “Doctor! Are you all right?”
 
 She shivered from a deathly chill. “Yes, all right. Thank you. Caught me by surprise.”
 
 “What? What was that?”
 
 “For a second there, I was her.”
 
 “Her?”
 
 “The victim; his first. Felt her tremendous pain shoot through me, and the only thing worse than the pain.”
 
 “The fear?”
 
 Rae nodded, “The startled fear, yes.”
 
 “I’m not without empathy.” Orvison let out a long breath of air. “Did you see her attacker’s face?”
 
 “No, nothing so helpful as that. The God of psychics is seldom to never that giving.”
 
 “Hmmm…too bad.”
 
 “Besides, the view from inside my head…it went to her, straight to her, to her internal feelings at the time of death. Clock beside her bed said 3:02”
 
 “Something you picked up in the ME’s report?”
 
 “It was there in black and white, but I saw it in a green light emitting diode just now.”
 
 “Yeah…it got pulled from the wall. Stopped at 3:02.”
 
 “A time when most of us feel safe and snug in our beds-a-night.”
 
 “This monster prefers his witching hour. You sure he’s a West Virginian?”
 
 She felt as if her skin had gone white, and from the look he gave her, she imagined her normally rosy cheeks had indeed gone ashen. She leaned against a wall now but said nothing.
 
 “Maybe we’d best take the other notes slower,” he offered. “Give it more time?”
 
 “No…now. I want to see them all and…and test each for any images that might jump out at me, and I want permission to conduct any further experiments with my CRAWL device to send any impressions back to Virginia for analysis by my team there.”
 
 “Do you trust them to keep our secret about the lyrics?”
 
 “I do. They follow orders.”
 
 “By all means then, beam your images to your think tank people, if you feel up to it.”
 
 “You can bet the farm on it.” She then asked, “When can I meet the daughter of Amiee Wynn?”
 
 “She’s up to her eyeballs at the moment making arrangements, and she’s without funds. Trying to get her mother’s insurance to pay up, and there’s something about a pension, but she will come in soon, I’m confident.”
 
 “Sheriff, it could be of vital importance that I talk to her.”
 
 “I’ll see to it, Doctor. I will.”
 
 “First, the other notes.” She began digging out the second death note.
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 His mirror had been attacked, but he couldn’t recall having taken his hammer to it. Cracks ran in every direction. He felt badly about having done it, having taken hammer to an item of furniture that had once belonged to his mother, but he honestly could not recall having done the damage.
 
 While he could still see his reflection in the mirror, he must work at it. It was distorted, disfigured, hardly recognizable in and among the jagged lines. He was hardly recognizable.
 
 The fractured image reflected his fractured mind. What in God’s name have I been playing at, he asked himself. God, came the answer. Playing God, of course.
 
 “All of us…everyone…everybody…each and every one of us,” the killer said to himself, staring at the stranger in the mirror, “we’re all a little crazy at three in the morning.”
 
 You got that right, replied his reflection, its voice in his head, cracked and distorted like the image in the mirror. 
 
 “Wait a minute! I didn’t do this, you did!” You didn’t do a thing wrong. Wasn’t you. Never was you, replied his calm reflection in his dead mother’s cracked mirror. He studied the lips, eyes, chin, ears all moving independent of him here in the looking glass, a strange fascination coming over him each time they spoke this way.
 
 The Dream Killer, the name he’d guided the press to adopt, had begun to catch on. It’d been one purpose of writing them. The other was to explain his innocence. It’d taken some time, but finally the authorities had begun to take him seriously. He knew that they had found the lyrics that he’d placed in the throats of victims. Autopsy procedures being what they were. 
 
 Better catch some Z’sssssssssssssssssssza, pal. You gotta be bushed after a hard night’s work. 
 
 “How the hell am I ‘spose to sleep?” he shouted at the distorted reflection, a crease dividing his features straight down the middle if he stood in this position. “I got work, a job to attend to, and I have another murder to atone for.”
 
 Jeeezus! What a loser. You’re not going to that stupid job, and you’re certainly going to stay the hell outta that church and confessional.
 
 “That’s my waking life. Mine! T-t-o do with as I please. M-m-y time off from you! So you just butt out!” he shouted to the laughing reflection of the Hyde-like character in the looking glass. “By the way, you look like hell.”
 
 So do you…so do you … More laughter came from inside the mirror, from that other place that had cornered him.
 
 He fell back onto his bed, hiding from the man in the mirror, squealing, “G-get outta my life! Outta my head!”
 
 He worked at changing, dressing. Monday. Monday meant his green suit, his uniform to the world, his look for society. He’d follow his usual routine. In by nine with one stop for a latte at Starbucks next door. In by nine, ready for work, the day shift.
 
 As he dressed, the killer struggled to ignore anything in the house that might cast a reflection. He had taped up all the glass surfaces in the kitchen and any framed photos on the walls, and he’d pulled all the curtains on every window. He had sometime earlier smashed the bathroom mirror and pulled out all the broken parts, thrown them into a trash can, so that now every shard lay somewhere in the landfill.
 
 The only mirror or reflecting surface remaining was the mirror on the bureau drawer which had belonged to Mother, so he’d been reluctant to destroy it, but now he knew that during one of his dark rages. Now he must disassemble it, and turn it to the wall behind the bureau so that he could no longer see the man in the glass. The stranger.
 
 Mother had doted on him. He had been her special child. She’d ignored the other children she’d brought into the world, ignored them as if it were a mission to do so. As a result, he’d been successful, had become a professional in his field, while two brothers and a sister had come to no good whatsoever. One brother died of meth addictionrelated complications, the other had died in prison. He’d been put away for armed robbery, got into a fight on the inside, and was stabbed to death.
 
 The sister had become a prostitute and a drug user. She died a brutal death as well. 
 
 Mother’s death had created a paroxysm of trauma in the killer; it was in fact the catalyst that’d caused his initial bouts with insomnia and sleepwalking and thoughts of murder.
 
 Sleepwalking had become his euphemism for killing. He did it, but he didn’t do it. He was not fully in control.
 
 He needed to salvage his mother’s bureau mirror. The frame at least. It was a lovely old frame, after all. But he didn’t have time now, and out in the wider world eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeGods but there were reflecting surfaces everywhere. What boggled his mind even more than this fact, was that people looked right at him, but somehow they did not see him. Did not see that he was the Dream Killer, that he had committed multiple murder, and that his inner self screamed it, but no one heard; no one smelled death on him—or if they did, they kept it to themselves.
 
 This inability of others to see through him simply amazed him. That no one could taste it in the mouth and nostrils as it rose off him, further amazed. That no one could hear his thoughts on the matter completely amazed him as well.
 
 But no one had ever truly seen him for what he was capable of; not even Mother.
 
 No one could stop the thing in the mirror. His other and deadly self. 
 
 He’d donned his green suit and tie, and he then hurried out, his eyes bloodshot from lack of sleep, from tension, from nerves, and from fear. Fear of being caught, and fear of not being caught. Fear of being stopped, and fear of not being stopped.
 
 Dichotomies. He was surrounded by them. His life, his very self, had become two forces at odds. A dichotomy of mind.
 
 Time to go on shift. He shifted all right. All day long, he’d shift from left to right, up to down, around and through to avoid his other self. He prayed any calls he must attend would be in dark places. As for the church confessional, it was the only place he knew that didn’t have mirrors, a place where he didn’t have to see himself. And no matter what horrors he related to the priest, it remained confidential—the beauty of confession. Sure the old man pleaded with him to seek professional help, to turn himself in to authorities. How had he last put it? Pay to Ceasar…no give unto Ceasar, Ceasar’s due, give unto God His due.
 
 Time to go to work; must not change a single pattern. So long as he stayed in his routine, the sheep out in the world would never know he was a killer.
 


 

 


 
FOURTEEN
 
 
 
 It was a thin, long trailer atop one of the terraced foothills all around the city, at the end of a tributary of a path that could hardly be called a road in rural St. Albans. Like Dunbar, the area had its own police department independent of Charleston. As a result, Chief Orvison had to clear their visit to the first murder scene after they’d finished at the bank vault. She’d gotten very little else from the notes. In a sense, she felt they’d been psychically ‘degraded’ just as a DNA sample physically degrades over time.
 
 As in Dunbar, the local cops, sporting their own special uniforms, looked to Rae like so many forest preserve officers. The home itself appeared to be holding up a telephone pole not feet from the rear. Wires ran to the trailer house making it appear on life support. The place looked like a dog refuge at the end of a rather long driveway of stone and overgrown weeds, which was in fact a road with a name, Finch Lane—a worn rut on either side of a green patch indicating use made by some six to seven families on this hardscrabble cow patch of lane.
 
 “Chose his first victim with the kind of care you don’t normally see in a sleepwalker,” joked Orvison as they approached the trailer.
 
 Orvison seemed bent on pushing Kunati’s face in the psychic aspects of the investigation. After he and Rae had left the bank and had a quick dinner, Orvison had phoned and ordered the younger detective to be on hand when Rae and he opened the door on the first victim’s bedroom. Kunati hadn’t lingered at headquarters but had gotten here ahead of them. He stood at the bottom step, smoking, pacing, looking edgy or was it simple frustration, or did his body language say disgust? Most certainly, the black detective was unhappy. Rae assumed it was due to her insistence at coming here to the first crime scene in this kill spree.
 
 Rae noticed a small rear deck addition, and from the worn path going to it, she imagined the occupant had routinely used the back door and grill. The front yard had become a little garden, and hedges below the windows looked like an attempt at making the place homier. She imagined it was an attempt at making it appear like a ranch home but failing miserably.
 
 “I see what you mean.” Rae considered what 
 
 Orvison meant: last house on a road where there was only one way in, one way out. Home out of sight of any others as the closest was set off by huge honeysuckle hedges. Access afoot meant climbing up from the main road, perhaps two hundred yards below this hill, easy if one cut through yards, over fences on terraced roads below. “Still, hard to believe no one saw him come or go.”
 
 “Not so much as a dog’s bark,” Orvison said. “Access by car is easy and at the three o’clock hour, whose gonna hear or see anything? Once he got back here, no one could see either the car or the plates.”
 
 They parked and climbed from the car, Rae noting just how invisible the car, the trailer home, and they had all become here.
 
 “What I want to know is this,” began Rae, “what did the victim here have in common with the others?” 
 
 “That’s the million dollar question, but this is not Deal or No Deal, and up till now, we got no winners. Only losers.”
 
 “She’s the furthest outside the city,” commented Rae.
 
 “Told you it was out-of-the-way.”
 
 “Isolated,” Kunati added, joining them. 
 
 “Secluded,” Orvison finished. “I see what you mean, Chief,” Rae replied, doing a full 360 turn to take in the lay of the land. She took in the rolling hillside. While she could easily see rooftops below, due to the angle of the road, no one looking up could have seen the intruder even if he parked his car here before the house. She seemed to recall some mention of tire marks having been cast. 
 
 For Kunati’s sake, she announced, “The killer parked here, just about where I’m standing.” Kunati tossed down his cigarette butt and frowned.
 
 Orvison and Rae marched up the steps, where Orvison pulled away what remained of the crime scene tape, unlocked the door, and pulled it open. It swung out, taking up the entire small front porch, large enough for perhaps one folding chair. This meant they all must back up and take the doorway one at a time.
 
 “Show me how he got inside,” she said. “Used a credit card.”
 
 “A credit card?”
 
 “That’s all it took on this door,” said Kunati.
 
 “Her lock was so bad that all he need do was slide a hard plastic card between the door and the jamb?” 
 
 “That’s what we believe from the scratch marks we found.”
 
 “Did he repeat this method of entry with the others?”
 
 “No…got much harder locks opened, so we believe he invested in some burglar’s tools.”
 
 She tried to see the scratches he spoke of about the lock. “I don’t see anything whatsoever.” 
 
 “When no forced entry could be found anywhere in the home, Roland Hatfield began paying very close attention to the lock to determine if it had the marks of having been burglarized, you know, picked. It showed nada, but the paint around it did. He got some heavy-duty equipment down here and took digital electron microscope photos—his latest million dollar toy—and they show significant damage although not to the naked eye.”
 
 “Better lock might’ve saved her, you think?” 
 
 Kunati added, “From all I’ve heard, she was a proud woman and wouldn’t take a dime from her family, no matter her troubles.”
 
 “What sort of troubles?”
 
 “Divorce left her penniless with nothing but a mean ex,” replied Kunati. 
 
 “No children in the house, thank God,” muttered Orvison. “Father had them at the time.”
 
 “Dr. Hatfield went to all this trouble and expense why?” she asked, as it did seem over and above. 
 
 First victim went by a common West Virginia name, “Marci Cottrill, but her maiden name was Hatfield. She was our ME’s sister.’
 
 “Hatfield’s sister? God, that must’ve been tough.” “Yes, yes it was. I’ve never seen Roland Hatfield shaken by anything until that night he walked in here.”
 
 “He didn’t know it was her place when he arrived?” she asked, curious. 
 
 “They’d fallen out, you know, years before…guess he hadn’t been in touch in a long time.” Orvison bit his lower lip, recalling that night. “Can’t imagine finding one of my family killed like that.”
 
 “Seems then our boy didn’t pick as carefully as we’d thought,” Rae suggested, her tone inquiring.
 
 “No way he could’ve known she was related to Roland Hatfield, unless…”
 
 “Unless he knew her well,” finished Kunati. “Or unless he was a local,” added Carl Orvison. 
 
 “If he knew her,” repeated Rae, thoughtfully. “he may’ve known about the lock, the ease of getting into the house.”
 
 “We’ve ruled out her former husband, Dwight Trent Cottrill, and former boyfriends.”
 
 “Carefully, I hope.”
 
 “We worked that angle for weeks, came up with nothing but solid alibis.” 
 
 The unshakable alibi, she thought. How often was it a lie for whatever reason backed by a false assumption of truth on the part of the local authorities? “I’m going to want to read the transcripts of the interviews you conducted.”
 
 She saw Kunati flash a defiant look of anger in Orvison’s direction, as if she’d personally called his interrogation skills into question.
 
 Orvison offered Kunati no encouragement. The chief merely said, “Whatever you need. You’re our guest. We invited you in, Doctor.”
 
 “All the same, you won’t find anything there,” Kunati assured her. “Just be spinnin’ your wheels.”
 
 “They are mine to spin, Detective. Besides, looks to me like everyone is spinning wheels here.”
 
 “I guess they are.” Orvison snorted.
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 She found the master bedroom easily enough. “The victim gave up her children to her ex, didn’t she. She was de-toxing, trying to get straight, get her life turned around. These are the senses I’m getting. She hasn’t ever had the children at this location, has she?”
 
 “No, she hasn’t,” said Orvison flatly. “Good hit, Doctor.”
 
 “Wow, and I guess you can tell that from the fact there’s zip number of toys lyin’ about,” said Kunati. 
 
 “That was my first clue, yes. The fact the second and third bedrooms are being used as an office and a junk room was my second.” She ignored Kunati and tried to ignore the negative vibes coming from him. She secretly wanted him to go back outside and sit at that bottom stoop. She wanted to tell him so like a mother scolding a child, but she also knew that Orvison wanted another witness other than himself and his camera.
 
 The entire little trailer held a sepulchral odor and an empty feel to it, a cold dampness that infiltrated the mind along with the bone. A mausoleum to poverty, she thought, likely filled with ghosts. She felt the immediate chill as if the place were right this moment growing colder. Then it got colder. Entering the bedroom, the cold made her shiver. She also noticed that there was a broken mirror over the bureau, shattered, and she felt the impact of the blows to the mirror deep within. She pictured each blast to the glass, each hammer blow creating a monstrous spider web with each violent attack. The mirror was in fact a physical representation of a deadly déjà vu effect, each hammer blow representing each blow to the victim’s skull and face.
 
 Orvison realized her concentration had gone to the mirror. “Certainly was no accident…this sort of damage takes multiple blows, perhaps with the hammer…certainly a lot of strength behind those blows.”
 
 Rae said nothing, concentrating, going inward. Spider-webbed by a number of central blows, there remained only small patches of mirror that actually reflected back. As if, she thought, someone had attempted to destroy every smooth inch over that surface. But why? She wondered if it’d been done before or after the killing, and the answer would say different things about the killer. If he taunted her by smashing the mirror first, it said one thing about him. If he destroyed the looking glass after the kill, it said something else about him. However, everything they suspected officially about this maniac pointed to his attacking the defenseless as they slept, and every vibe and image she had gotten about the killings had corroborated this modus operandi, so she was inclined to believe that he’d smashed the mirror after the kill.
 
 Which meant he’d done it not for her but for himself. He needed the mirror gone, completely gone. It returned Rae to the why of it. Why? The answer could help catch this sociopathic monster.
 
 The victim’s bedding had been removed but not every stain from the mattress or the floor had been cleaned, snipped, collected and whisked away. That only happened in CSI television. As a result, Rae could clearly see precisely where the attack had occurred.
 
 The destroyed mirror over the dresser stood across the room from the attack. Rae moved deeper into the room, and now she stood at what must be the very spot where the killer had taken nail and hammer and awakened Marci Hatfield-Cottrill from sleep to horror all in the time it took for him to swing the hammer.
 
 Colder still. She stared across the mattress, seeing that he’d’ve surely seen himself at some point in the act, reflected in that mirror in the dark. She must assume he didn’t care for what he saw in the glass.
 
 “Why didn’t I notice a broken mirror in the other death room?” she asked Orvison. 
 
 “Hatfield began noticing the pattern of broken mirrors, pictures turned to the walls, and he’s taken the others downtown for possible DNA as he suspects aside from hammer blows to the glass, the killer may’ve bloodied his hands at times in his ahhh…war with looking glasses and reflective surfaces.
 
 “But not a word of this in the reports.”
 
 “Or the press,” added Kunati. “And we’d like to keep it that way, right Carl?”
 
 Orvison nodded. “Another item we held back for the day when we catch this creep.” 
 
 “I see.” “But you didn’t predict that now did you?” asked Kunati. “That one got by you because it isn’t in the ME’s reports.”
 
 “You got me, Detective.” But she was staring hard into the cracks, crevices, and the roadmap the killer had made of the mirror. “Why hasn’t Hatfield come back for this one?”
 
 “He saw no trace evidence of blood or prints on the glass. Besides, at the time, he had no idea it would continue to be a thread that’d run through the 
 
 investigation.”
 
 But he knows now, and yet , she thought but did not say. Perhaps he simply couldn’t face this scene a second time, the awful way in which his sister had left this world…at the hands of evil incarnate. For Roland Hatfield, this had to be far too personal. Rae’s own nightmare, to walk into a crime scene and recognize the face of the victim.
 
 Still Dr. Hatfield might’ve sent some of his people here for the mirror. “So this is the only ahhh…destroyed looking glass that hasn’t been tested for anything?”
 
 “Right.”
 
 “No one’s so much as touched it?”
 
 “Except to blue light it for traces of blood and prints, which came out negative, no.”
 
 “This could be my touchstone.” 
 
 The two detectives looked at one another. Kunati shook his head. Orvison began filming the moment he realized that Rae was already in a trancelike state before the shattered mirror.
 
 The camera must pick up the fact that very few areas remained of the mirror that could actually reflect back, but those areas that did have a smooth surface showed Aurelia Murphy Hiyakawa in twisted, broken pieces, making a puzzle of her features. She stood before the mirror, focusing on the small sections that could reflect back this room. She heard her father’s voice in her ear say, “In reflection, one often finds results.”
 
 The puzzle pieces reflected back the bed, but in reverse of course, and it did the same with the dark outline of other items like a coat rack. Rae concentrated, her mind like a laser beam directed now at the largest remaining section that reflected back. Behind her left ear in this section of glass, she saw a dark figure of a man standing the other side of the bed. At first, she thought it Kunati, getting in the way, but no, this was a man her own height if not a bit taller. Seemingly hefty of build in a shapeless outfit, he raised a hammer overhead and let it fall with his full might behind it. 
 
 The killer , she quaked inside, holding her breath. Just an image of him; not really him, she admonished herself for the fear.
 
 A second form lay on the bed below the covers, but she hadn’t seen it or the covers until this apparition shot in a total reflex to the hammer blow. Marci Cotrrill grabbed hold of the hammer and fought for it as she might a snake that’d bitten her, but dazed, she could do little to make it a fair struggle.
 
 “What’s going on?” cried out Orvison. “What’re you seeing?”
 
 Kunati remained dubious, silent, brooding in the doorway. 
 
 Rae began telling the two detectives and the camera recorder what she was seeing in the distorted mirror. “He…the killer is putting his knee on her…holding her down for the second blow…putting a great force on her windpipe, nearly choking her to death as he now drives in the nails, first two into each eye, three more into the brain. Five in all to her screams and thrashing.
 
 “That’s a damn accurate account of what went on,” said Orvison. 
 
 Amos Kunati agreed only sarcastically. “ME’s report on this one showed the bruise to the throat and thorax where he held her down with his knee.”
 
 Rae readily nodded her agreement. “I am allowed to read the autopsy reports, Detective. But there’s something here not in the reports.”
 
 “What’s’sat?” asked Carl Orivison. 
 
 “She wears contacts…often falls asleep with them still in. Her glasses…they are driven through with the nails. They reflect him back in her dying gaze; he sees himself in her eyes. Reflective in the weakest light. The killer drives nails into their eyes for the same reason he destroyed this mirror, to in a sense kill or destroy his own reflection.”
 
 “A killer afraid of his own reflection?” asked Orvison.
 
 “Is that anything like being afraid of your own shadow?” asked Kunati. 
 
 “It’s a phobia, an obsession with him,” she declared, “like many another. But if he’s sleepwalking when he kills like he’d have us believe, how can he be ‘conscience’ of a phobia?”
 
 “How can you know if he has a phobia?” asked Kunati.
 
 “Attacking mirrors is evidence enough of it, but I also knew she had lenses in her eyes.”
 
 Orvison considered this. “First case set the tone. 
 
 “That sleepwalker defense nonsense is absurd,” said Kunati, and she felt he meant to add and so are you, Dr. Hiyakawa, for that matter.
 
 “Men have gone free on crazier defenses,” she replied. “We have to prove he was awake and fully functional when he killed, and this mirror thing…well this might be the key element in charging the bastard.”
 
 “You think so?” asked Kunati, tongue-in-cheek. “My sentiments exactly,” said Orvison, his eyes alight with certainty. “I mean this could shut down any silly-assed defense about not being aware and conscience when the killing took place.”
 
 “If only the courts accepted psychic hearsay,” said Kunati, eyes rolling, head shaking. 
 
 “For once we agree,” Rae replied to Kunati. “No court’s going to accept anything merely on my say so. However, if I can scare this madman, if he thinks I can read him, he may just throw up his hands and confess.”
 
 “Good sound reasoning,” said Orvison. 
 
 “So how does a sleeping man strike out at his prey and yet find himself so repugnant in the act that he can’t look at himself in a mirror?” She paced before the cracked mirror, her image reflecting back at ten separate angles.
 
 “His defense attorney’ll just say the killing act wakes him from the catatonic state,” replied Orvison, still filming, “and seeing the deed, and in seeing himself bloody, hard, and sexually aroused, he strikes out at the mirrors.”
 
 “You getting anything else?” Kunati asked her. “Can we get out of this creepy hole now?” 
 
 “The killer is my height or thereabouts, reasonably well built, strong, Caucasian, and he wears some sort of overalls or uniform. His clothes make him somewhat shapeless.”
 
 “Shapeless in overalls but well built; how can you know if he’s shapeless.” 
 
 “I said reasonably well built; tall, not greatly overweight so far as I can tell. Bald, hairless, no facial hair.”
 
 “So far as you can tell? But how can you tell at all?” Kunati had returned to his normal doubting Thomas pose.
 
 “So far as what the mirror tells me,” she replied, pointing to the myriad cracks staring back at the men. “One of my best things. It’s called kinetic energy, psychic kinesis.” 
 
 “Anything else? You getting anything else?” asked Orvison, still filming. 
 
 “No…nothing more coming through. Sorry…I know it’s anticlimactic, but that’s it…all that’s here,” she lied.
 


 

 


 
FIFTEEN
 
 
 
 On the drive to the second victim’s home, Rae relaxed in the seat alongside Orvison. Kunati followed in his car. Still, the drive was accentuated by a deep silence. Outside, a gray empty sky had moved in to cover the area in a grim light, mournful and dull in its every aspect. Finally, she asked, “How much time elapsed between the Hatfield killing, that is Marci Cottrill, and the second such murder?”
 
 “Three, three and a half weeks. I’d have to check to be sure, but I recall it was just under a month.” Chief Orvison had made a beeline to an entirely different part of town, a place Orvison called Kanawha City, the community hugging the river on one side, a strip of restaurant chains, motels, gas stations, and malls along McCorkle Avenue on the other, all of it crisscrossed by train tracks, while overhead loomed the interstate and toll road exits and entrances. A huge, ugly green metal bridge spanned the river here, dominating the view. This, she was told, was Yeager Bridge. All a raw mix of concrete, steel, and commercial strip malls, the main thoroughfare lined with the signs of every food chain imaginable while the bridge looked on.
 
 Shortly, Orvison pulled into the crunchy gravel driveway of a nondescript home back of the Auto Zone and the Kroger’s Grocery, where a small neighborhood slept tucked from sight until now, until they’d turned down secondary streets with numbers for names. 
 
 “Tell me, Chief, did the killer again smash mirrors in this victim’s home?” she asked, staring at the small brick and mortar home with its cottage appearance, a pinnacled roof over a red door, hedges covering most of the exterior. 
 
 “Yes, he did.”
 
 “As I suspected.”
 
 “I suspect you’re right about the reason for the broken mirrors.”
 
 “I saw him, Orvison…in that mirror; I saw the killer’s vague outline.” 
 
 “If you’re sure it was him…perhaps we should confiscate the mirror, have you take it to your pyramid at Quantico, maybe.”
 
 “No…no, if it’s going to give up any more detail, it’ll be in that room.”
 
 “What’re you suggesting?”
 
 “I need to spend a night in that trailer.”
 
 “Are you serious?”
 
 “Deadly so.”
 
 “When?” “Tonight.”
 
 “Tonight?” 
 
 Kunati pulled in behind them, got out of his car and came toward the house as Rae and Orvison climbed from the other car. She caught Kunati’s black, red-streaked eyes in her own black and blue orbs and she spoke directly to him. “Whataya think, Detective Kunati about our monster sleepwalking from the St. Albans area where he chose that trailer to hit to this location?”
 
 “What’re you getting at?” he asked, giving her a stare, his bloodshot eyes clearing a bit.
 
 Orvison watched her work Kunati. 
 
 “This home is flanked on two sides by other homes of a similar style and size. Nothing hidden. If he drove up as we did, he might easily have been noticed.”
 
 “So he’s become bolder, less cautious. Letting out all the stops.” 
 
 “Exactly. Asleep or awake, our monster has taken a much bolder step here. Maybe he thinks he’s invincible by this point, early in his career as it is.”
 
 “He is more deliberate, perhaps, while taking more risks, you mean?” 
 
 “Yes, deliberation. Under the control of Morpheus, God of Sleep? I don’t buy it. On some level, this creep knows his every step.”
 
 “You think he came on foot to this door, don’t you?” asked Kunati. 
 
 “I believe he did so, yes. Might’ve parked in the KMart lot we passed. Could easily have walked here from the bowling alley with his burglar tools, and his killing hammer and nails.”
 
 “That’s been my take on it all along.” Kunati smiled at Orvison as if he’d scored points with the chief.
 
 “I know,” she replied, and her response widened the younger man’s eyes. “I know.”
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 The second location of murder proved far less psychically charged, the geography simply not as energized than had been the trailer with the huge broken mirror. However, it impressed upon Rae that the first murder had far more significance to the killer than the one that had followed several weeks later. Exactly how significant or why more significant escaped her for the moment. She just knew that from the moment of walking into the second murder scene that she’d get nothing useful here. In fact, she was right, and the trio left like house hunters in a depressed market.
 
 As the day wore on, each scene was revisited by Kunati and Orvison in Rae’s company, and as the day grew longer, less and less psychic ‘residue’ was discovered. Rae chalked it up to the fact that less such residue remained to begin with, but she didn’t expect the men to understand this. This same fact, however, made a great impression on Rae. It meant something important; it meant that killer and victim in St. Albans might well be far more connected than victims found at other locations. Else she was reading everything all wrong.
 
 Still, even if she were spot on right, what that connection might be remained elusive. But it could crack this case; it could be the pivotal answer. An answer which lay in the life and times of Marci Cottrill. Every detail of her past must be examined; every story, rumor, remark out of her past must be scrutinized. Somehow, she held the key that would unlock the entire mystery. If I’m right, she cautioned herself.
 
 Rae had little choice. She’d have to question Dr. Hatfield extensively about his sister’s history, habits, friends, relatives, indeed her entire resume while on the planet. She’d have to peel back every layer, no matter what it might reveal about the ME’s sister.
 
 Once the locations were exhausted, Rae assessed the situation even further, and the idea that answers awaited at the first site had anchored her to a direction she felt necessary. Still, she gave this serious thought. It would take some nerve to do what she contemplated. But she must. Her thoughts on the matter were interrupted by Orvison as they drove back for the heart of Charleston’s downtown where the streets buzzed with life and activity natural to a city this size, and so in contrast to the death scenes she’d walked through.
 
 With her mind on what she must do, Rae had only an inkling of an idea that the police radio in the car had crackled to life, that a dispatcher had called for the chief’s immediate attention.
 
 “Did you get that?” Orvison asked her, realizing she’d been ‘somewhere else’ although right beside him.
 
 “Sorry,” she apologized. “Get what?” 
 
 “They say that Amanda Winfield’s daughter, Carrie Winfield is at headquarters prepared to take any of our questions, you know, about her mother’s murder.”
 
 “Oh, yes, definitely wanna talk to her. Her mother’s the odd one out.” 
 
 “Odd one out?” he asked. “I don’t think you wanna refer to her quite in those terms to the grieving daughter, Doc.”
 
 “Sorry, don’t mean to be crude. In victimology training, one learns to work to find the links among those killed or raped, the victims of violence.”
 
 “Sure, understood.”
 
 “And so far, there’s been a great deal in common among the victims.”
 
 “Their pets, their living alone, their ages, and their general appearance,” he supplied the examples. “So why did the killer change his target on the last victim?”
 
 The question hung in the air between them. Orvison raced for headquarters
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 The stopover at police headquarters proved especially important, and Rae knew this the moment she saw the daughter, her little girl in tow. Carrie Windfield looked far more like the victims of this so-called, wannabe Sleepwalker killer than she did her mother, and Rae instantly decided that she—and not her mother—had been the intended target of murder the night the grandmother died.
 
 She imagined a scenario in which the killer may’ve followed Carrie from the local Kroger or K-Mart to her mother’s house, where Amanda Winfield babysat the grandchild. The killer may well have mistook the residence for Carrie’s, perhaps moved too fast this time. In the dark bedroom, he’d killed not Carrie but Amanda. Or so logic insisted at the moment.
 
 A handful of questions directed at Carrie about the final twenty-four hours of her mother’s life, and Rae’s imaginings came into the realm of fact.
 
 “Chief,” Rae said, turning to Carl Orvison, “this woman needs to be placed in protective custody until we catch this creep.”
 
 Both Carrie Winfield and Orvison, in unison, asked, “What?” 
 
 Rae explained her concern, and the details brought fresh tears to Carrie Winfield’s eyes. “I…you mean, I somehow caused this?”
 
 “No…no, not at all. I am suggesting that while you were out shopping or involved in any number of innocent doings—like walking your dog—someone was watching.”
 
 “My God.” 
 
 “Someone just over your shoulder, someone who is attracted to your general appearance, body type, skin tone, race.”
 
 “What? What’re you saying?” 
 
 “Your general height, weight, color of hair, how you dress, wear your clothes, walk, hand gestures—who knows. Look, look, Carrie, and I suspect he followed you home—”
 
 “Home? He knows where I live?” 
 
 “No, not your home—your mother’s, thinking it was your home. And he returned later that night, fully expecting, possibly even believing afterwards that he had indeed killed you.”
 
 “And not your mother,” added Orvison to bring home the point. 
 
 The woman remained stunned, tripping over her words and thoughts at once, asking, “Wha-What am I to-to do? What can I do?”
 
 Orvison assured her, “You and your child, Mrs. Winfield, you’ll be made safe until this maniac is captured and behind bars.”
 
 If not killed outright, Rae added only in thought, knowing life in prison was too good for this monster. 
 
 Orvison called on two of his men to start procedures for a safe house and to escort Ms. Winfield to her house to pack a bag and some necessities and toys for the child.
 
 “He’s going for an insanity plea even before he’s caught, Carl,” Rae said to Orvison as they went for Carl’s office.”
 
 He didn’t answer. 
 
 Rae pursued him and persisted. “Don’t you get it? He believes he can win a seat in an asylum, serve a couple of years, be declared a ‘cured’ man and returned to society, a free man.”
 
 “Not if I get a shot at the bastard first,” replied Orvison. “We sometimes get lucky that way in West Virginia.”
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 At the end of the day, Rae had returned to the Embassy Suites to pick up a few incidentals and necessities of her own—for the night in the haunted trailer out in St. Albans. Orvison returned two hours later, and she arrived at the death trailer by 10PM, prepared to spend a nigh, to hopefully learn far more for her troubles or else. She admitted, she didn’t know about the or else. What next might they pursue, should her overnight fail to net any results.
 
 She did know that she’d have only the CRAWL mechanism to hold onto should things get shaky. 
 
 Rae was surprised to see that Kunati had returned with Orvison, and she felt less negativity coming off him; perhaps she’d made a favorable impression during the day after all. Else her determination to sit out a night in the first murder scene—a show of guts?—had impressed him. She couldn’t be sure. But Kunati complimented her on the wisdom of placing Carrie Winfield in a safe house, and the connection she’d made that pointed to the killer having targeted her and not her mother.
 
 “Safe house was the Chief’s idea,” she informed him.
 
 “Still, smart catch on the mother-daughter thing.”
 
 Wow, she thought, a breakthrough with Kunati. It felt good. 
 
 The drive back to the trailer in St. Albans was quiet, the police ban creating an anthem for the solemnity of the moment. Rae sat in the rear once again, and when the darkness of the dead end trailer on Finch Lane became a reality, Kunati turned in his seat, stared at her, and said, “Are you sure, Dr. Hiyakawa, that you wanna do this?”
 
 The man was at least courteous, and his concern seemed genuine. “What’s your concern, Detective?” “Such an undertaking…well, alone is not advisable.”
 
 “Ahhh…you’re worried that hobgoblins will abduct me to another dimension?”
 
 Orvison laughed at this.
 
 “That I’ll fall into some psychic vortex or sinkhole?” she continued teasing.
 
 Orvison laughed harder.
 
 Kunati frowned at the frivolity. “My concern is what if he knows you’re here…alone?”
 
 “How could he know?”
 
 “You’re picture’s in every paper, and he could’ve seen you on the tube.” 
 
 “TV? Really, you think?” She smiled to let him know she was kidding. “I haven’t announced my movements. Have either of you?”
 
 “No.” “No way,” added Orvison, “but thanks to all those cameras at the airport and at the Dunbar sight…well suppose Amos is right?”
 
 “Right about what?” 
 
 “Suppose he’s been shadowing our movements,” said Kunati, “because he believes in what you do and fears you’re getting close?”
 
 Orvison added over his shoulder at the wheel, “Real close, too close for his comfort?”
 
 Kunati chorused the point. “Suppose he’s waiting to get you alone?”
 
 She lifted her Smith and Wesson for Kunati to see. “And I know how to use it.”
 
 “And if he gets hold of it before you?” 
 
 “I have a black belt in Jujitsu. Lucy Lu’s got nothing on me. Besides, I’m FBI trained.” She realized that she used the phrase FBI trained as a panacea for everything.
 
 It was 11PM by the time she finally got Orvison and Kunati to agree that if her ‘experiment’ were to work, that she must work it alone, that they must leave. It’d taken all of her powers of persuasion to get the two would-be heroes out of the trailer and out of her hair. 
 
 Finally, from the tattered sash at the moldy, termiteinvested windowsill, Rae caught sight of the Charleston authorities cruising off down the grass and stone lane to find the main road. They had acted in the end like typical men, all gall and gallantry. They feared for the woman among them, weaker of the sex, in a kind of decoy situation, and they wanted her to know they were a phone call away. Wanted her to know that if she liked, one of them could remain behind with her. Wanted her to know she was safe, and that a man could make her safe, or at least feel safe.
 
 For a moment there, she was unsure if she’d be able to convince the ‘boys’ that she didn’t need them hanging about, either one of them, and that this was something she needed to do alone. Orvison had even pulled his camera out, saying, “We really ought to have anything you do here on tape. It was one of the conditions of having you on the case.”
 
 “Sometimes you’ve just got to put all the gadgets away, Chief, and go by instinct alone,” she’d replied. Then she held up the CRAWL palm pilot. “Besides, this will be activated.”
 
 Kunati surprised her, saying, “Instinct, intuition…that’s good.” 
 
 Now she wondered if she’d been wrong, seeing the last of the cruiser’s taillights blink behind trees and fade in the distance, signaling that she was indeed alone on her lonely hill. Behind the house, stood a huge cratered section of massive black coal where the side of the hill had been carved out for the trailer home to sit on even land. As a result, in the night, the black backyard proved pitch dark.
 
 Completely alone now and feeling it, she imagined how Marci must have felt living in isolation. She tried to get into Marci’s head before some maniac had used it for an anvil.
 
 Earlier, she had stopped along the way to purchase a sleeping bag as she truly did not wish to spend the entire night in the victim’s bed. In fact, she didn’t plan on spending the entire night in the murder room at all. In fact, she didn’t intend spending the entire night in the dreadful trailer if she could help things along at the clip she wished. If so, she’d call for a taxi and leave soon after 3PM.
 
 As calm and as brave a face as she’d put on it, Orvison had stopped on the stairs on his way out, grabbed her for a private moment, and had asked if she were sure she didn’t want him in the bushes. Again, she’d declined any ‘backup’ as he put it. 
 
 “The only backup I need right now can’t be here,” she’d replied, “and besides, I have my cell phone, and you’re both on my voice dial.”
 
 “Dr. Hiyakawa, one of the victims got a photograph of him on her cell phone,” Orvison shared this news which had also been held back.
 
 “You have a cell phone photo of the Sleepwalker?” 
 
 “Yes, but in the bad light, we couldn’t make anything of consequence out, but now…with your input, we know that the grainy green object in the photo didn’t get the face but rather a shapeless green form. Perhaps as you said, overalls or a uniform of sorts.”
 
 After waving the men off, Rae spread open the sleeping bag across the floor in the living room area. She set the timer on her watch and slipped into the bag, keeping her clothes on. She needed sleep, but she also needed to be awake at 3AM. The one constant in all of these killings was the time of death. Hatfield had placed the time of death as at or around 3AM. One victim’s clock had been smashed by a hammer blow, stopped at 3:02 as she recalled. The so-called Sleepwalking Killer knew how to tell time, it would appear.
 
 For now, Rae settled snugly into the sleeping bag with her cell phone at the ready, and she dialed home, hoping to talk to Nia. It rang and rang. She got no answer at the house. Odd, it was well past Nia’s bedtime on a school night. Where could she be? And why wasn’t Enriqui answering? A litany of horrors ran through Rae’s mind in answer to these two simple questions: Nia’s come to harm. She’s wrecked the car she wasn’t allowed to drive; she’s lying somewhere in a ditch, bleeding and in pain. She’s in a hospital, fighting for her life, the depression-calledNia’s life having overwhelmed her, the diagnosis an overdose of drugs, or would it be anorexia? Or a combination of both?
 
 It was true that Nia hadn’t seemed to be eating, and recently, she’d lost weight at an alarming rate. In fact, she looked alarmingly thin like that new rav actress Lisa Lockley. The one whose life was spiraling out of control.
 
 She dialed Nia’s cell phone. It rang and rang and rang until Nia’s voice finally came on, her answering reply, a happy-sounding message, all smiles—something Rae had never heard before as she’d never known Nia not to pounce on the first ring. Panicked now, Rae dialed Enriquiana. The housekeeper’s phone rang twice, three times when finally, Enriqui answered with a question, “Dr. Hiyakawa? Do you know what time it is in Virginia?”
 
 She checked her watch. “Same as here, 11:45.”
 
 “You wake me up, why?” “I tried calling the house and then Nia’s cell, and I got no answer either way. Where can she be?”
 
 “She is home.”
 
 “She’s not answering. Can you go up to her room and check on her, please for me?”
 
 “I can’t do that, Doctor.”
 
 “Do so and call me back, yes?” “I can’t,” she repeated. “I am at my-jown house.”
 
 “What do you mean? You’re supposed to be at my house with Nia.”
 
 “I couldn’t stay.”
 
 This threw Rae off. “Hold on. I asked you to stay at the house with her, but you left Nia alone?”
 
 “She told me to go home.”
 
 “You don’t take orders from her, Enriqui. You take orders from me.”
 
 “She not at the house, Doctor.” “Will you please start making sense, Enriqui?”
 
 “She has gone to spend time with her father.”
 
 “What?” Rae saw stars. Big red stars. 
 
 Enriquiana added, “She and Mr. Tomi said it was good idea. Good time to visit, Nia say. She call her father.”
 
 “Great…just great.” 
 
 “I’m sorry, Doctor. I didn’t know nothing else to do. I try calling you, but Mr. Tomi, he say no. Told me I gotta mind my own business. Said he would call you.”
 
 “No one’s called.” The long silence that built up between them was broken by Enriqui’s sniffling and quietly crying. 
 
 “I’m so sorry,” Enriqui announced. “I know…I should’ve call you.” 
 
 “Never leave anything up to Tomi Yoshikane,” Rae replied, sighing heavily into the phone. “He’s totally irresponsible.” What worried her most was her daughter’s misguided notion that Tomi, with all his money, was a perfect father and a better parent than her. He could buy that school that Rae had put Nia in, and he could most certainly buy a fifteen-year-old’s allegiance. “So why isn’t she answering her phone?”
 
 “I dunno…the shower maybe?”
 
 “She does spend a lot of time in the shower.”
 
 “She may be asleep,” suggested Enriquiana, “like me. Like I was.”
 
 “Or out on the town with her father who’s likely bought her a better phone, and maybe a car by now.” “Maybe.”
 
 “No maybe. Fact.”
 
 “I am sorry, Dr. Hiyakawa.” 
 
 “Tomi will call me, I’m sure, Enriqui. It’s not your fault. I’m not blaming you. Go back to bed and sleep well, dear.”
 
 Enriqui thanked her and said goodnight, adding, “You get good night’s sleep, too, Doctor.” Rae’s housekeeper hung up.
 
 “Yeah, will do that sometime else,” she replied to the hang up. She gritted her teeth at events at home. No doubt Nia had called her father and had planned to do so from the moment she learned Rae was going out of town.
 
 Nia still somehow managed to blame Rae for the dissolution of the family, regardless of Tomi’s philandering ways and his abuse. Nia certainly had the right to love her father, despite the fact that her mother believed him a toad and a despicable one at that. All the same, Rae didn’t have to like it. Perhaps one day, Nia would take the emotional blinders off…see first hand her father’s true nature. Sure he was industrious and a financial genius, but he was also a controlling, self-serving, egotistical, megalomaniac who enjoyed nothing more than holding sway and power over other people, and not above using his own daughter in this manner. The man indeed craved for power over those in his sphere, including his ex-wife, and if using Nia to lord it over Rae, so be it in his mind. Tomi needed adolation as others needed air and water.
 
 With Nia, the snake proved subtle, but how hard was it to pull the wool over the eyes of a fifteen-year-old who wanted only his love? Tomi provided that love in the form of comfort, riches, expensive trips and presents—lots of presents.
 
 It’d been unfortunate and traumatic that day long ago when Tomi had hit Rae once too often, when Nia walked in only to see her mother threatening to kill the jerk with her Glock 9mm. Tomi hadn’t wanted her to work; had wanted a trophy wife instead. When she determined that she wanted to train as an FBI agent, he’d blocked her at every juncture but one. She’d taken up the preferred weapon of the FBI agent and had learned to fire it at a firing range even before she’d gotten the go signal from the Bureau. Tomi had laughed at her insistence after 9-11 of wanting to make a difference, of wanting to play a part out in the real world, a world beyond his lavish lifestyle. He’d not taken her seriously until the moment she showed him her targets from the range, every shot a bulls-eye. That’s when he went to work on her, putting her in her place, until she pulled the gun from its secure hiding place and put it in his face.
 
 She hadn’t even loaded the gun, but he didn’t know this, and before his young daughter, twelve at the time, he cringed and showed a cowardice that Rae had not expected. Perhaps, deep down, staring at her blackened eye, Tomi knew he had it coming and half expected her to pull the trigger.
 
 Instead, she had backed him to the door and through it, locking it behind him. With Nia looking on, crying, shouting at her, Rae had called that divorce lawyer she’d been thinking of calling, the one her girlfriend Etta Pace had insisted she see.
 
 Later, Rae won the divorce but lost the settlement. Tomi had arrayed an army of lawyers from his firm against her, and he had clout and pull in places she’d never guessed possible. In fact, Etta’s lawyer friend was still, after four years, trying to get an equitable deal out of the situation for Rae, a thing she’d long since given up on.
 
 She put the problem aside for now, her attention turning toward the here and now. She most certainly needed to be in the moment in this dark domicile where she’d situated herself inside a sleeping bag. She felt relatively helpless should, for whatever reason, an attacker come after her as feared by Kunati, but not quite, as she held her firearm at hand. Still, the best laid plans of mice, men, and mediums oft go astray, and she mentally said a sarcastic thanks to Kunati for putting that idea in her head.
 
 She lay staring up at the ceiling where she’d spread the sleeping bag out on what passed for a living room floor. She had to work herself up to what she must do, and she hoped to feel Gene Kiley’s spirit nearby, encouraging, along with her parents. “Need all the help I can get here,” she confided to the empty home.
 
 She felt rest was necessary. Again checking to see that she’d correctly set her watch for 2:45PM to be awake at exactly 3PM, she rolled onto her side within the cocoon she’d prepared. The Glock pinched until she rearranged both it and herself with an audible, “Ummph!”
 
 Sleep did not come easy. Every creek, every whistling wind, every tin can knocked over by a cat, every restless night owl screech rang in her ears as if amplified by a Bose radio. Then her watch alarm went off, making her sit straight up in the bag, mummy-fashion. For a millisecond, she thought it might be Nia, calling from Tomi’s home in Arlington, answering the message left by Rae. It couldn’t be her watch alarm, as she’d just set it moments ago.
 
 No such luck. While her brain said it’d only been a moment ago, reality check and a look at her watch said otherwise: 2:45AM. Time flies when you’re having fun, she silently mused and zipped her sleeping bag open. She gave a thought to how utterly vulnerable she’d been for the past several hours. “Talk about live bait,” she muttered. Rae then clamored to her feet, still muttering to herself. “Time to go to work. Earn it.”
 


 

 


 
SIXTEEN
 
 
 
 Rae entered the bedroom with a sheet and the hand-held Crawl with its electrode hookups in hand. She entered nude and a little chilled, and over the old mattress, smeared with brown, encrusted blood, she spread a cheap Dollar General store sheet she’d purchased. The sheet billowed up and over the soiled mattress, something to go between her skin and the exact spot where the victim, Marci Hatfield Cottrill, had spent her last dying breath, according to all the diagrams Rae had seen, and the now brown stains left behind by the CSI team. Unlike film and TV crime scene investigators, real life investigators left a hell of a lot behind for others to clean up. In fact, in major cities and most communities cleaning businesses vied for the lucrative city or state contract business of coming in to clean up after crime scenes once released by the authorities. It could be a privately owned place that typically specialized in cleaning offices and buildings after hours that took on specialized cleaning situations on the side, or it could be that a cleaning chain might take it on as in Maid For U or a more well known and established company such as Stanley Steamer, used in and around DC for such matters. Where city and state contracts for such cleanliness didn’t exist, the private sector took over. Called in by those left behind, or a realtor interested in unloading a piece of property, anyone willing to foot the bill.
 
 She gave a thought to how long the trailer had sat unclean like this, and she imagined that perhaps it was too painful yet for the family to contemplate such mundane matters. Medical Examiner Roland Hatfield definitely didn’t want the entire mattress taking up room at his morgue or lab; instead small samples, swaths cut in neat little squares were taken along with the more easily bagged and transported sheets and bedding. For the same good sense, he’d seen no reason to cart the bureau mirror into custody. 
 
 Moments before having lain down on the mattress, Rae had set the palm-held CRAWL to operate. She’d attached the electrodes to her temples and scalp to tap into the forebrain, to trap the images she hunted. Images like scattering quail, skittish and racing for cover. She felt like a hunter armed with only her mind as winged phantoms and images swept about this haunted place, then next swept above her, perching on the ceiling fan. If she could reach it, she’d’ve turned on the switch just to piss off these unruly phantoms.
 
 Here they came now, going below and around the bed and Rae like so many banshees on broomsticks. She imagined some going up a chimney in the living area in the next room, escaping out into the wider world. 
 
 Rae stared up at the ceiling to a lifeless fan here in the dark room. Electricty and water had been shut off. She breathed deeply, smelling the hint of blood odor remaining, and next she eased into a trance. When she wished it, Rae Hiyakwa could focus her mind like a laser beam at a single target.
 
 Eyes closed, still her undivided attention went to the night of the murder here at or around 3AM. She sensed the dead woman’s presence here with her…hovering, restless, pacing over ethereal ground…pacing without feet, without body…corporeal and yet not corporeal, rather like a photographic negative of a flesh and blood creature. A black shadow. Yet, while this form represented Marci Cottrill, it was not her; not even her spirit, but rather the residue of her shape, her form left indelibly imprinted on this deathbed where she’d met so traumatic an end.
 
 On the one hand, Rae felt relief for the victim’s soul. Relieved that the woman’s actual spirit had apparently escaped from here—this plane, this material world, and the scene of her anguish—while on the other hand, Rae knew the peace Marci had found meant tonight’s experiment would prove less fruitful as a result.
 
 Still, of the two choices, she’d much prefer knowing that the victim’s soul had moved on, choosing in the end the freedom of soul to the enslavement of flesh and any heightened sense of emotion as in vengeance, hatred, and anger. Such poor souls lived in a kind of counterfeit world. A life of perdition. The freedom that came with understanding and being honest to one’s self even if it meant accepting death’s hand extended into the netherworld.
 
 This meant she was not trapped in a continuous loop of suffering. For Marci it meant a wondrous future. For Rae it meant much harder work tonight. 
 
 Determining exactly what had happened from moment to moment here where Marci Cottrill’s blood had pooled meant large gaps would have to be filled in by Rae’s own imagination, as the residue of her was as insubstantial as a shadow. Rae saw it out the side of her mind’s eye. The dark, empty creature wandered the room as if confused, in a state of chaos. It wondered who it was, wondered who Rae was, and on some level, it may have wondered what it was doing here. Most certainly this itthing-shadow must wonder why Rae was lying here now in its place, invading its space.
 
 Momentarily and with a flash of rebellion, the shadow reclaimed its place on the bed, moving through Rae, until it lay beneath her, impossibly attempting to push her away and having no luck whatsoever. Rae could almost hear the words struggling from the formless, shadow mouth. “Get out! Get out!”
 
 It was an unhappy, lonely, frightened shadow to say the least, but Rae’s first impression held. It wasn’t the sum total of Marci at all, but rather an empty, formless, negative that’d remained behind. Not the sort of spirit one could speak to or reason with or have any sort of normal telepathic connection to, as it had no thought beyond the moment.
 
 It most certainly would give Rae nothing of use in her search for Marci’s killer. 
 
 Rae stood her ground, or rather laid her ground. She continued to focus, putting the struggling black shape beneath her out of her consideration for the time being, and in so doing the thing disappeared altogether. It was replaced with an object, a cell phone floating in midair just out of Rae’s reach; even so, she tried to grab hold of the mind induced hovering hologram. No more real than the shadow woman earlier, this phone. Still, something about it spoke of its importance.
 
 She stretched her fingertips as far as she might, but it remained like a humming bird just out of reach. Rae pushed up from the bed and grabbed the phone, and it flashed, taking a picture, but the cellular structure crumbled into thin air the moment she grasped it. The phone screen became an exploding hologram. Presumably, this was the phone Orvison had spoken of, had kept out of the news and reports. If she’d paid more attention, she’d’ve had Orvison bring that particular piece of psi-charged evidence to the trailer tonight. It might’ve helped. As things were going, she needed all the help she could get.
 
 Yes, it was at this location that the victim photographed her killer, she realized. The woman’s killer had been sloppy, disorganized if not downright disorientated; certainly, out of control. So much so that he’d forgotten to take the phone—used to capture his image. He might’ve looked at the image and left it on purpose simply to flaunt it in the best tradition of Jack the Ripper. But it was foolish and risky if so, and simply dumb if he just forgot it. Photos could be enhanced today as never before. The killer likely had no idea how useful or useless the captured image might be to authorities. Simply odd that he did not take it away with him.
 
 Instead, the killer spent a lot of time smashing the mirror. A looking glass that would have reflected all his deeds that night. 
 
 Rae leaned back against the mattress, giving up on seeing the floating phone again to return to her original position. Here she returned her attention to focusing on that moment in time when the killer attacked. 
 
 3AM…3AM…3AM, she mentally chanted. Nothing.
 
 Give it time, she thought. Her mind wandered. How many popular songs had been written about time. She gave it time.
 
 Gave it more focus.
 
 Nothing. Nada. Zippo. 
 
 Then a typical actors’ studio with a spotlight at center stage presented itself. Small, cramped space, empty and bare, except for a floating female figure rising from the floor, levitating as in some magician’s act.
 
 Rae kept watch.
 
 Something was about to happen to the floating woman. 
 
 She watched more corporeal images come onto the little stage now, images of waifs and wastrels, sloths and gluttons, greedy looking gremlins and lustful leeches and letches, revenants and vampire bats, all on wings the size of bees that must be incapable of keeping them on the air, and yet they all fluttered about the floating woman, admiring and slavering over her until a dark form scattered them to the depths from which they’d come. This commanding, dominant figure was that of a man, a man with a hammer in one hand, a fistful of huge nails in another. His form, featureless, now floated above the levitating woman, but then he began looking around as if feeling Rae’s intrusion here, as if feeling her eyes boring into him, studying him, trying to understand him.
 
 The shape of the man kept changing, formless in a green blob, but now he stared straight at her from his position over the floating woman and down from the stage to the audience of one—Rae.. It was a stage which felt at once close enough to touch and yet far, far away. The halfhuman green Grendel-like creature that represented a maniac with a hammer now stared straight into Rae’s mind, here where she lay in place of Marci Hatfied-Cottrill.
 
 Rae couldn’t take it; the pain too unbearable, searing her brain and her eyes. Rae’s eyes blinked in autonomous response to all she saw, felt, smelled, touched, and tasted of this experiment in the dark trailer. Her third eye—within the mind—flew open at this, and she came to see that his eyes were blue fire alternating with blue ice.
 
 He sent the hammer flying down at the floating woman’s skull, and this was followed by a flash of light that seared through Rae’s mind with something worse than pain, a kind of Twilight Zone imported acid rain of stinging agony, making Rae uncontrollably scream out at the torture as now it went to her left eye like a dart being driven into the soft tissue, and this followed by her right eye feeling the same pain, Marci Cottrill’s pain, and yet Marci’s essence was not present, both her shadow and her floating form on the stage as empty and without feeling as a pair of manikin. No, these images were not coming from Marci, but from the killer himself.
 
 The monster reminisces. A shiver went through Rae with this thought. He is reliving the moment right now in real time wherever he is. Else, God forbid, he is acting out his lust-killing again in real time with another real victim at another location.
 
 She hoped to God it was all replay in his head, and not a new attack. 
 
 She feared permanent blindness, the pain was so insufferable. One small part of her brain knew what Gene Kiley would insist on right now, and so she pulled back and back and back, as if escaping a closing trap. A labyrinth closing in around her. She felt instinctively that she must race away from the sights and sounds and odors of the murder being played out on a stage in her mind. She must block it before it harmed her any further. Before any permanent damage might be done.
 
 Every psychic knew the risks of such visions. Some had paid dearly, going far too deeply into the mind of a killer. Some had lifetime scars as a result, psychic scars, certainly but also physical scars in some cases. Rae knew of one psychic named Lenore who’d wound up in a hospital being treated for ‘psychically induced wounds’—the wounds identical to those inflicted on a victim that Lenore had hoped to be a voice for. Instead, Lenore became another of this particular fiend’s victims. No longer an incisive psychic investigator, Lenore spent her days now knitting and playing ping pong badly in a private asylum.
 
 Might the “sleepwalking killer” do the same to me, she wondered. I really, honestly don’t know who I’m dealing with, or how powerful he is, now do I?
 
 Like a plane being pulled from a deadly nosedive, she snatched her mind back to its rightful owner. Aside from the weak and useless shadow of the victim that had shown itself, there remained another presence here, the presence of evil. She felt a certain overwhelming sense that she had just danced with the devil.
 
 The pain in her head and eyes remained like the worst migraine she’d ever experienced, and Aurelia Murphy Hiyakawa found herself on the floor beside the bed, not knowing how she’d gotten there. Then she heard the pounding of nearby booted footsteps, heavy and rushing—rushing away or rushing toward her? This question terrified her, as her gun’d been left with her clothes on a nearby hamper.
 
 Rushing away or rushing toward her? She could not tell, but somehow she envisioned a beast that had leapt from her conjuring straight into this world—one of sight and sound. Had she somehow created a duplicate of the killer? Was he coming in at the door now, as the sound of the door being flung open reached her here in the bedroom. Or was it as Kunati had predicted? That the killer might be watching, stalking her as he’d done his victims.
 
 She imagined the shapeless green brute coming straight for her, hammer in hand.
 
 What else might it be?
 
 Whatever it was…whoever it was, it was indeed coming for her.
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 Rae had wrapped and tied herself into the sheet and reached for her firearm cradled in its holster where she’d lain it on the hamper, and with no time to dress, she wheeled and faced the intruder, be it an ephemeral demon or corporeal, prepared to fire when she saw Carl Orvison in the bedroom entryway, his gun pulled. The man was in search of someone or something to blow away.
 
 “Damn it, Chief!” she shouted. “I could’ve shot you!” 
 
 “What happened?” he asked, putting his Glock away and rushing to help her to her feet. She took the offer, pulling from the seated position on the floor. 
 
 “Get me outta this room, will you, Chief?” She tore away the monitors affixed to her temples and head and cast them onto the mattress alongside the CRAWL mechanism that she’d retrieve later. A millisecond of thought went into whether she’d caught all the images and weirdness on the remote unit or not. She also wondered whether any images had been beamed to Quantico in real time.
 
 Carl had kept up a litany of assurances that he was actually here. “Sure…sure thing, yes, let’s get you outta here.”
 
 She whisked up her clothes, and as they entered the living room where she could have sworn she heard something scurrying up the chimney, she kicked closed the bedroom door. Just the wind, she supposed, whistling down the chimney, but who could tell over Orvison’s nonstop repeated phrase: “You OK? You All right? Doctor? You OK? You all right?”
 
 “I got into a little trouble in there, but yeah, I’m OK now. Not to worry, but where the hell’d you come from?” 
 
 She came to rest on the natty old sofa, and he rushed the kitchen for a glass of water, finding out anew that there was nothing in the pipes save air. The screech it caused made her jump again as she attempted to dress, shouting for him to stay in the kitchen while she did so. After a decent interval, Carl fluttered back like a man on a mission, insisting she drink from a silver flask he’d pulled from his coat pocket, still asking, “What precisely happened?”
 
 Then she realized he must have been staked out nearby, must’ve heard her screams. How damned embarrassing. “Hey, hold on,” she began between gulps of Jack Daniels, “what’re you doing back here?”
 
 “I hate being late,” he lied. “So you come to fetch me before dawn? You never left in the first place, did you? Tell me, is Kunati out there in the woods somewhere, too?”
 
 “No, least, I don’t think so. No, we left when we left. He’s home abed, which is where I was when something nagging at me wouldn’t let me sleep until I figured it out.”
 
 She drank down what little remained in the flask, breathing easier now. “Figured what out?”
 
 “Figured out what you planned to do here tonight.” “Oh, really? You figured it out, heh?”
 
 “I did.”
 
 “Do tell, Chief.” He so reminded her of Andy Griffith in the role of the small town sheriff.
 
 “You went into that room and that bed in there at or around 3AM.”
 
 She wriggled her nose at this. “Go on.” “And you placed yourself in…ahhh, on that bloody mattress.”
 
 “You figured that out all by yourself? No help from Kunati?”
 
 “It came to me, yes. Kept wondering what your plan was.”
 
 “Now you know my secret.”
 
 “I said to myself, “That lady lies in that bed at three in the morning, hell, anything could happen.” 
 
 She realized for the first time the depth of Carl’s belief in her gift, in psi powers, and perhaps even the supernatural. He was indeed a believer, else he would not be here now, unless he had some ulterior motive, and a motive to lie, none of which was coming through. “Agreed, anything could happen,” she confided, packing still, “and it did happen, big time.”
 
 “Care to share?”
 
 “A lot came through but none of it makes a whole lot of sense.”
 
 “Try me.” 
 
 She attempted to explain in words what she’d psychically sensed. He kept trying to decipher what precisely she was saying, knowing he wasn’t 
 
 understanding, at least not fully. “Tell you what. I’ll play it back for you on the CRAWL, which I left in there on the bed, if you’d be kind enough to go back in there and get it.”
 
 “Sure…sure, but don’t tell me you’re ahhh…I mean, you’re not afraid to go back in there, are you?”
 
 “You ever been tortured to death, Chief?”
 
 “Not in this life, no.” “Well I have.”
 
 “To death?”
 
 “Close enough I’d’ve chosen death over its continuing.” 
 
 Carl nodded and silently went for the CRAWL, which was still switched to the on position—she’d rushed out in such a hurry. She now took the device from Carl and pushed the button for rewind at high speed. Rewind complete, she handed it, playing from the beginning now, to Orvison. She was in no rush to reminisce about this night just yet.
 
 Orvison had seen the main screen at Quantico, so he understood the concept—that what she psychically saw played out on the screen. His teeth would drop here, watching her ‘nightmare’ unfold. No one had come up with a truly good term for what Aurelia did: envisioning, image-play, mind-play, mind-notes, brain-scatter, screen gems, vista-vision, and any number of other euphemisms, but often it was a trance induced nightmare as she placed herself in the skin of the victim.
 
 Whatever the images might be called, Orvison was glued to them. He saw most of what she’d seen. But it was unlikely every image was captured as they came too fast even for the CRAWL to detect them all. The human mind remained the most reliable and fastest mechanism for catching and categorizing images on the planet, despite what Microscoft, Macintosh, Kodak or Nikon might say on the subject. The brain of man, like the human hand, remained the most remarkable mechanism in the world and the most versatile tool on Earth—when put to use.
 
 “So…so what’s it all mean?” he asked when the images ended, and what was that dark shadow at the end there?”
 
 “What dark shadow?”
 
 “At the very end.” 
 
 She ran it back to have a look. Orvison was right. The crawler, after she’d taken off the electrodes, had somehow detected a shadowy thing rise from off the bed and out of camera lens, and it was unmistakably the dark form that had struggled to make Rae leave, the residual essence of Marci Cottrill’s earthly form. “Just the light and shadow in the room, a trick of the camera,” she muttered.
 
 “Some damn trick, Agent. Some damn trick.” 
 
 “Yes, well, ahhh, I have no other explanation as the device isn’t supposed to be operating without being attached to…to my head, and apparently it picked up something without me being in the room…else it’s looped itself somehow, doing a repeat of something earlier. Something I missed.”
 
 “And all the other images?”
 
 “Require close examination and interpretation by my backup people in Quantico.” 
 
 “ Ah-ha…that think tank group I briefly met. And how’s that working for you?” He sounded like the TV shrink Dr. Phill now.
 
 “It’s standard protocol that I get backup on anything and everything sifting through my head on a case, especially when I go into trance.”
 
 “Crazy to do it alone,” he agreed, “but crazier still to go in there—” he pointed to the bedroom—“and do it alone without someone to watch your back, Doctor. You should’ve asked me to stay; should’ve insisted. Instead, you pushed me out.”
 
 “One makes do with what one has. Besides, I felt this was a one-woman job, if you know what I mean.”
 
 “Stubborn is what you are.”
 
 She ignored this. “If both of us had been here, I don’t think we’d’ve gotten such solid results.” 
 
 He remained adamant and a bit angry. “Still think I ought’ve at least been in the next room. You might’ve trusted me to work on this problem with you.”
 
 “Look, it’s done. Besides, neither of us can possibly know what may or mayn’t’ve happened if you had stayed. I mayn’t’ve gotten anything whatsoever.”
 
 “You placed yourself in serious jeopardy is all I can see.” 
 
 “Carl, there’re times one must face things alone.” “All the same, seems to me like hiking or camping in the woods alone is never a good plan, and neither is going into a trance state—alone.”
 
 She liked the metaphor. She also knew he was right. Still, adamant, she replied, “I am never completely alone. I have protectors surrounding me.”
 
 “Protectors?”
 
 “Spirits of good will who wish me only the best.”
 
 “Like your parents, your ancestors?”
 
 “Among others, yes.” “Like angels maybe?” He shook his head. “Can’t believe I’m sayin’ this.”
 
 “I don’t call them angels. Protectors. That’s all I know.”
 
 “I see…gotcha.”
 
 “Don’t worry. I’m not crazy.”
 
 “Oh, no! No such thought.” “And Kunati?” 
 
 “Ever since the advent of that Burr-rack Obama for President guy outta Illinois, I dunno, Amos has gone political on me.”
 
 “You mean he’s got ambitions you didn’t foresee?”
 
 Carl gave her a stern frown. “I think he’s bucking for advancement.”
 
 “Meaning?” “Jockeying for position, so to speak.”
 
 “Undermining you?” she asked. 
 
 He shrugged. It was no slight shrug either. “He seems’be goin’ in the direction of well… whichever the wind blows. Like I said—political.”
 
 “Yet you seem to have a great deal of concern for him and his future.”
 
 “I do…and I don’t like the direction he’s gone off towards.”
 
 “I see.” She completed her wardrobe by strapping on her shoes. 
 
 “Right about now, I suspect he’s working on his report to the brass.” Orvison glanced about the shabby room, his eyes lighting on the chimney as if seeing movement there. 
 
 “What is it?” she asked.
 
 “Nothing…thought I saw a mouse or something, but nothing.”
 
 “What report is Kunati up to?”
 
 “He’s reporting on you, your success, or lack thereof, and me.”
 
 “Reporting to whom?” “The mayor’s office and the governor.”
 
 “Isn’t that your job?”
 
 “It is.”
 
 “But this case has changed things?”
 
 “Now you’re catching on to mountain politics.”
 
 “So how will he paint us? Special prosecutor Kunati?” joked Rae.
 
 “Painting us out to be a pair of loons. No doubt he has another report that praises us to high heaven.”
 
 “Say again?”
 
 “In case we should succeed, or you, rather.”
 
 “Covering all the bases, huh?” 
 
 “As the case progresses, we’ll really know where we stand, and what sort of people we all are, and if we have any backing at higher levels.” He sounded bitter now.
 
 “I’d sensed some tension between him and me,” she replied, a chuckle escaping her, “but I’d no idea there was a problem between the two of you.”
 
 “It’s been building…some time now. Has roots in an open and shut case some time back. Meth lab we busted.”
 
 “Things go bad?” she asked.
 
 “Could say so. I had to kill a kid, a black kid. Kunati thought I used excessive force.”
 
 “But you don’t think so?” “It was either the kid or me, and I chose to live that day.”
 
 “Understood.” 
 
 “At any rate, Kunati’s wanted my job ever since. Thinks he can single-handedly turn the drug and gang crime around in Charleston.”
 
 “Road to hell is paved with good intentions.” “Got that right.” 
 
 Rae ran the end of the CRAWL images once again, and she thought the shadow was trying to tell her something, but what?
 
 “You done here?” he asked, looking around at the dilapidated old trailer, his eyes ending on her rolling up the sleeping bag.
 
 “I am.” 
 
 “He grabbed the half-rolled sleeping bag up and said, “Let me show you how that’s done.” She backed off and allowed the outdoorsy man his due, and in a flash, Carl had the bag tied in a neat bundle, easy to carry. Rae had bagged everything else she’d come with, and together they started out the front door.
 
 Orvison’s voice cut the still night. “I’ll drive you back to the Embassy downtown.”
 
 “Thanks. Think I’ve had enough ghost hunting for one night.” 
 
 “I should think so.” He popped the trunk and loaded the sleeping bag inside atop his West Virginia Rules of Police Conduct, Protocol and Arrest Procedures, a thing the size of a Yellow Pages book. By this time, Rae had already climbed into the passenger seat, and she was nodding off, but with the sound of the ignition and the grinding of stones below the wheels against the 
 
 hardscrabble road, she remained awake. Something in Rae made her look back at the haunted place one last time, and when she did, she saw the black, near invisible outline of the shapeless residue sitting atop the chimney, or was it an illusion caused by silver and green leaves waving in the wind? Whatever it might be, Aurelia Murphy Hiyakawa silently prophesized, Century 21 is going to have a devil of a time unloading this property.
 
 “Where’s mom and pop when you need ‘em?” she muttered to herself as Orvison began a three-point turn here on Finch Lane. Not a single neighbor’s light had gone on, no matter the noise they’d made.
 
 “What’s that? Mom and pop what?” he asked.
 
 “Nothing…never mind. Let’s get outta here, shall we?” 
 
 “Got my vote.” He’d backed up and into a small driveway belonging to the closest neighbor where he cleanly made the maneuvers to, as he put it, “Get shed of this place.”
 
 Now they bumped along the weedy, stone path for the relief of pavement at the main road leading up to this terraced community. Soon they were on the interstate pointed toward Charleston.
 


 

 


 
SEVENTEEN
 
 
 
 Charleston was alight with a warm orange glow at night due to the sodium vapor lights of downtown, a downtown characterized by turn of the century buildings interspersed with occasional high-rise hotels. The lights of downtown reflected off low hanging, roiling purple skies. The Capitol dome in the distance could be seen in the mist and fog rising up off the river running through the city. The entire effect was one of an aged, gaslight city, something out of 1890—the glow at once welcoming yet sinister. For while the lights of downtown created a cocoon of imaginary safety, an illusion of daylight, they also created the sharpest black corners and edges Rae’d ever seen outside a noir film.
 
 All the same, Rae felt a surge of happiness welling up alongside a bittersweet sadness. The happiness in being alive, and the happiness at knowing Marci Cottrill wasn’t trapped in that god awful horror museum of a trailer. This happiness could not be eclipsed, not even by the fact that Marci’s life was gone, cut short by the madman, for Marci had achieved a strange but powerful triumph even in a brutal death—a death brought on by forces she’d had no part in creating or inviting into her life—so far as the evidence showed. Aurelia believed whole-heartedly in this one positive conclusion that’d come out of her nervewracking stay at Marci’s former home. 
 
 Rae knew she must find the right moment to share this with Roland Hatfield. That his sister was at absolute peace.
 
 As they passed the bus terminal, not a stone’s throw from the well-lit signs surrounding the Charleston Town Mall, she called for Orvison to stop the car.
 
 “What for?”
 
 “Just do it!” He did so, reacting to her shout like a soldier hearing an order. “Now pop the trunk, please,” she added.
 
 Again Orvison obeyed without question; something in her tone demanded it. 
 
 She leapt from the car, dug out the sleeping bag, and raced it over to a homeless man sleeping between buildings in a cardboard box. She then rushed back to the car and climbed in.
 
 “Hey, we don’t encourage or molly-coddle our derelicts here, Doctor.”
 
 “A little milk of human kindness, and you find fault with it, Chief?”
 
 “Does it make you feel better?” he asked.
 
 “Does, yes.”
 
 “Guy’ll sell that bag for weed come sunup.”
 
 She ignored his cynicism. “Oh and hey there’s something I oughta tell you.”
 
 “What’s that?”
 
 “I think Marci Cottrill would like me to share the news.”
 
 “Whataya mean, news from the netherworld?” 
 
 By the time they’d reached the Embassy Suites welcome circle, she’d told Chief Orvison her final feelings on Marci’s being at peace, and as a result, she’d managed to pull a smile out of the exhausted, frustrated Chief.
 
 He realized that it was information that did not help them solve the case, information she needn’t have shared, information that, while good news as Rae had put it, got them no closer to a killer, or to an understanding his twisted purpose or mind. At the same time, he realized it represented a balm, information that soothed the soul of those who’d invested so much in finding Marci Cottrill’s killer, including Carl Orvison.
 
 “I…I don’t know what to say,” he replied when she’d finished. “But nice to know. I’ll hold onto that.”
 
 She shrugged. “Just thought you should share in this feeling.”
 
 “Thank you, Agent…Dr. Hiyakawa.” “I believe you can call me Aurelia now, or simply Rae.” 
 
 He smiled a second time at this. “And you call me Carl,” he replied even though she’d done just that on occasion. “Except in front of the men, OK?”
 
 “Deal and one thing.” She’d climbed from the car and now leaned in at the window.
 
 “Yes?” “I’d like to tell Dr. Hatfield myself, at the right moment.”
 
 “Sure…sure. Understood, Doc—ahhh…Rae.” 
 
 She heard his cruiser screech away behind her as she pushed through the revolving door to the hotel nightlife. A piano bar sent out waves of bluesy jazz, enticing her to enter, to have a drink, and to let the music waft over her. When she peeked in, she realized it the place was empty save for a bartender asleep at the bar and a small gathering of jazz musicians—most likely on a sleep by day, work and play by night schedule. Her watch read 4:45AM. “Uggh…gotta get some sleep.” 
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 


 
 Late afternoon, same day, FBI headquarters, Quantico, Virginia 
 
 Miranda Palmer Waldron paced before the elite, a room filled with experts from every field, people far superior in their own areas of expertise than she; still, Miranda knew not a single one of them could orchestrate the lot of them into a working team as she had done for the past several years.
 
 Alongside the PSI unit, Miranda’s think tank had evolved, and she liked to believe it a symbiotic relationship, and a damn near perfect one at that.
 
 Miranda used a laser beam to pinpoint and highlighted any areas of the huge, overhead images on the flat plasma screen that dominated the board room, specially built, to accommodate the PSI unit’s work and Aurelia Hiyakawa’s unique psychic sensory images. Images currently sent in from Charleston, West Virginia via satellite from the new and improved handheld CRVL or Crawl as everyone had long ago begun to call the device perfected by Edwin Arlington Coffin, now known as Copernicus, who remained conspicuously absent during such sessions unless called in on a technical question about the CRVL and its new cousin the palm-sized field unit. Originally a part of the think tank here to interpret Rae’s hits and misses, Miranda soon learned that the young man, while brilliant, had an Achilles’ heel—little to no imagination outside of the technical aspects of life, and he had next to no background in any of the ten plus fields represented in the room, including and especially literature and symbolism. Else he was faking it to get out of such grueling duty as faced by the think tank personnel, and if so, she didn’t want him on hand on his terms anyway. Besides, he didn’t share well or fight fair.
 
 The last field operation required a hastily got up CRVL field nerve center, but since then the genius, Copernicus, had Y5’ved it somehow to beam directly to the satellite whenever Rae Hiyakawa wished to feed the input to them. 
 
 Around the mahogany oval conference table, the assembled geniuses strained to follow and make sense of the images being beamed to them. Here were the professionals in parapsychology pitted in a sense with their arch nemesis, psychologists and psychiatrists, profilers, criminologists, sociologists, historians, men of literature, folklorists, anthropologists, archeologists, chemists, biologists, and symbologists alongside graphologists, and the latest addition a graphic arts genius. These mental giants burned out quickly and often had to bow out, to be replaced by those on Miranda’s B-list, all of whom were great minds as well.
 
 This formed the PSI interpretive team, on call at any time. Waldron had carte blanche to call in any additional expert should she feel the need, as in once having to call in a documents expert. He was found in a neighboring FBI unit. She’d been sleeping with him ever since.
 
 The team’s job was to take the often confusing, chaotic images working through the medium, Rae, and to interpret them as accurately as humanly possible. The ultimate goal, after egos were set aside, was to correctly read the information as boggling a task as that at first seemed.
 
 During Rae’s last case in Phoenix, Arizona, the information was interpreted correctly but the time it took meant it’d come too late to be of good service to Aurelia and the team in the field, and as a result a good man was lost. Miranda Waldron felt the weight of this failure squarely on her shoulders, and as a result, she’d come very near a meltdown, but after seeing Dr. Lisha Zangari, tops in her field, Miranda had begun to accept the fact she was only human and not quite the superwoman she’d painted herself for herself. It’d been a difficult self-image to let go of, but even more difficult and dangerous to maintain. She’d managed getting over it thanks only to weeks and weeks of therapy, and she knew that unless she remained ever vigilant, she could slip again, and if she did so in a public arena, her time with the FBI was finished. 
 
 “Any thoughts?” Miranda shouted to the assembled geniuses. “Anything, anyone?” 
 
 She was met with a wave of grunts, sighs, raised eyebrows and shoulders heaving, all leaving Miranda wishing she could curse. “Come on, people. This isn’t a MENSA convention. Time to earn your keep. What do you make of Aurelia’s sojourn of a night at the first victim’s location?” A major part of Miranda Waldron’s job was as cheerleader, encourager, enabler, facilitator.
 
 More silence save for the rustle of a few papers and pens. A handful were jotting down thoughts but no one felt comfortable sharing just yet. Miranda felt a keen awareness of how this sort of dilly-dallying last time costs precious hours, hours no one could retrieve, hours in which Agent Gene Kiley lost his life. She was also keenly aware that Rae had taken the brunt of the blame for Kiley’s demise, which she completely and loudly disagreed with, but to little avail.
 
 She shouted more harshly now, “People! We’ve sent Aurelia into deepest darkest Appalachia, or pretty near it, a place not one of us is likely planning a trip to soon. So let’s give her a hand here, shall we?”
 
 One smart ass began to clap and then he asked, “What? You asked for a hand.” 
 
 Unamused at the lame joke, Miranda continued. “We have a lot to work with. We have the handwriting aspect, the song lyrics, the weapon of choice, and now these images from the trailer home of the first victim.”
 
 Still nothing from her assembled experts. “All right, do the images have any correlation to anything in your sphere of reference, ladies, gentlemen? Anything at all you can relate to in whole or in part?”
 
 “Looks like a lot of garbled gobbledygook out of a bad B-horror movie,” replied Dr. Cable Gaston, staring up at the screen, watching the black shadow image once again. They had all seen the ‘stage’ play with its Cirque Soliel appearance several times now. They’d all remarked on the stark, bare existence of the victim, judging from her “domicile” as Gaston put it.
 
 “Yeah,” agreed Dr. Singe Olynx, a good-looking woman for a professor of sociology with a whiskey voice that reverberated through the room. “Ever see the film Freaks?”
 
 Some laughter followed. 
 
 “Anything constructive anyone?” pushed Miranda. “I find it interesting that the creatures in this particular circus are so fluid, as if made of…well liquid,” added Dr. Okebe, the African archeologist and mythology expert. “Anyone else notice how they move? So like dancers before a fire but fluid like water.”
 
 “More like ballerinas on a dance floor, except that these ballerinas are ugly as sin,” added Singe with a slight grimace.
 
 “Something psycho-sexual about the whole thing, especially the floating woman and his ahhh…nailing her,” added the forensic psychiatrist. “A definite woman hater. No doubt someone who’s nurtured a seething anger for mother over the years.”
 
 “That seems rather trite given the circumstances,” replied the symbologists. “You are not interpreting the act or the actors as symbols, sir, but rather filling in the blanks with clichés and biases.”
 
 “I resent that!” he shot back.
 
 “You’re allowing your confusion with the images sway over your common sense.”
 
 “I don’t have to sit here and listen to this woman—”
 
 “Which!” she shouted for emphasis. “Which makes your conclusions circumspect.”
 
 “I stand by my conclusions!” the forensic psychiatrist replied as if throwing down the gauntlet. 
 
 “So what do you make of the so-called symbols here? Like the black shadow at the end, that Zorro-caped thing?” challenged Miranda.
 
 The symbologists, Dr. Naomi Shulatte cleared her throat. “I am not sure about the black figure, but we all know what black portends—the grave, death, yet this is no ordinary circumstance, you must all see. You must all dig deeper. In the case of this shadowy figure, we have a representation of the psychic herself—Rae.”
 
 “What?” chorused a number of the others, including Miranda Waldron. 
 
 “This is not an outward manifestation but a manifestation of her inner demons, inner fears, guilt, regrets, remorse.”
 
 “Rae is throwing off sparks of guilt?” asked the forensics man, nodding. “Perhaps, yes.”
 
 “Surely if so, Rae is unaware of it.” “She may not know it consciously, but we must.” 
 
 At least they’re talking now , Miranda thought to herself, even though I can’t accept the directions they’re headed in.”
 
 “How do you get that from what little we have?” challenged Singe. 
 
 “She lost someone close to her on her last case. This is a manifestation of that loss, no more and no less.” Naomi Shulatte stood her ground.
 
 “What about the creatures, the gargoyles?” asked Dr. Gaston. “Indigestion?” 
 
 “These are the demons that beset the killer,” Shulatte replied, pushing aside hair covering her eyes. “Notice how they hover about the image of the human monster with the hammer in his hand. Notice how much more horrid they are to Rae’s demon, the one that crawled up out of her, and did that little thing at the end of the taping.”
 
 “I think we should concentrate on the song lyrics,” said Dr. Willeta Hiesing, and expert in literature and biblical imagery. She and Shulatte had much in common. “Contact the man who wrote the song. See what was behind the lyrics.”
 
 “Pretty obvious, isn’t it?” asked Dr. Lee Madden, the former marine and parapsychologist and resident rebel. “Float through the sky…been too long…troubles and I….”
 
 “What’re you getting from the lyrics, Lee?” asked Miranda Waldron. 
 
 “Suicidal wish…this guy is looking for suicide by cop. Wants to be caught and wants to be put down. Everything he has done is an effort to get caught and end it.”
 
 “Then why’s he killing women?” asked Willeta. “Why not pick up a gun and walk into a police precinct?”
 
 Naomi jumped in with, “How many now, seven, eight?”
 
 “It’s all an elaborate if confused effort to be caught and put out of his misery,” replied Lee Madden. 
 
 “Are you saying,” began Gaston, “that the women, the murders mean nothing to him?”
 
 “No more so than…than—staging, the bodies mere props to an end.”
 
 “Bodies a means to an end?” 
 
 Madden sighed heavily. “The murders and the brutality of them…part and parcel of his sick sleight-ofhand.”
 
 “Possibly…” considered Waldron. 
 
 Naomi Shulatte rained on Lee’s conclusions. “But just as possibly, this is all a maniac’s fantasy, which makes the hammer and the nails, the ritual of it all, very important to the perpetrator.”
 
 “The hammer and nails are just more props,” added Madden. 
 
 Willeta Hiesing nodded, adding, “So reading reason into this man’s actions may be going down the proverbial primrose lane, Dr. Madden, Dr. Waldron.”
 
 “Just as assuming that he is killing momma over and over again may be a false lead?” countered Madden, lifting a pitcher of water and pouring for himself and then for Hiesing who held her glass up.
 
 “I don’t feel we’re getting much done here, people,” said Miranda, sipping at her own water. 
 
 Lee Madden held up his glass as if to toast, saying, “Perhaps if we were drinking beer or Jack Daniels instead of water, we’d find more answers.”
 
 “Amen,” agreed Dr. Walter Roberts, the psychologist. “We finally find common ground, Lee.” 
 
 “You’ve been unusually quiet on the images, Dr. Roberts,” said Miranda, ignoring the remarks about beer guzzling. “Any thoughts?”
 
 “Well the hammer and the nails is what strikes me more than anything else in the imagery.” 
 
 “That’s the one thing we know is real in the scene, isn’t it?” asked the historian in the group, Dr. Maria Sendak.
 
 “There goes Walter again,” said Lee. “Why don’t you just tell us, Walter, that the hammer represents the power of the male member, and that our killer is unable to get it up, or anywhere near’s hard as blue steel, and his driving nails into the orifices of the face and head of a woman is what he’d like to be doing with his wang, but he can’t manage to do it with his wang, so he’s doing it with— ”
 
 “It’s not an inconceivable theory of the crime,” countered Dr. Roberts to the groans of others in the room as the images sent from Rae continued on a loop on the giant plasma screen. “You all know how powerful the human drive to climax is, and if he gets off on pain and traumatizing women, if it is the only way he can manage an erection and an ejaculation, then—”
 
 “Does put a new perspective on that hammer the man holds overhead and drives down into her,” said Dr. Sendak. “I mean if our automobiles can be seen as an extension of maleness, even the size of our computer screens…well?”
 
 And so it went on. For hours it went on this way. Until nightfall and exhaustion set in, it went on, the debate over cause, effect, reason, purpose, meaning, none of it coming clear.
 
 “We don’t have much we’ve agreed on,” said Waldron just before adjourning for the night. “Certainly nothing in the way of a report back to Rae, and so long as that is the case, everyone, we’re failing her again.”
 
 “Hold on!”
 
 “Whoa up, there Dr. Waldron.”
 
 “We…we didn’t fail her last time.”
 
 “Your precious psychic failed us!”
 
 The room had erupted with what had been seething underneath all along.
 
 Lee Madden added, “Those damn images she sent from Phoenix were grainy at best.”
 
 “The references were also obscure as hell,” agreed Singe. 
 
 “And-And yet we…well our art historian that is, amazingly enough, determined the images were paintings, obscure paintings at that!” 
 
 “Hanging in obscure museums across the Atlantic!” finished Madden. 
 
 Waldron shut them all up, saying, “And we didn’t do our job in time enough to be of help to anyone, not to Rae, not to Gene, not to the victims of the Carnivore Man, and I shouldn’t have to remind you of it!” She slammed down her gavel, an action she rarely took, declared they could all take an hour’s break in which to inform loved ones they weren’t coming home and that they were eating in. She finished with, “I hope you all like Chinese.”
 
 This was met by a room fast filling up with groans and excuses and dodges.
 
 Miranda handled each in turn, maintaining her calm in the face of a room full of upset geniuses. 
 


 

 


 
EIGHTEEN
 
 
 
 Rae had gotten rest, and by late afternoon, she was back at Charleston’s main police headquarters downtown. Work, work, work. She’d always been a workaholic, driven to do better than anyone else competing for the prize. Part of her nature. In the genes.
 
 At headquarters, she’d been given a temporary office desk out in the open room where all the detectives worked various homicide cases. Consequently, the situation was far from perfect. The Charleston detectives and every uniformed officer was ostensibly on the Sleepwalker-slash-Hammerhead case as in any high profile murder spree or serial killings. Add to this the fact they’d already been briefed by profilers and behavioral scientists out of the same FBI that had sent Rae, and she knew the resentment must be doubled. All this with no results save the tacked up notes and typed up protocols that detailed the kind of man the killer might or might not be. The kind of behaviors that marked the killer had supposedly been pinpointed. All in the effort to focus and direct the search. Rae had read these reports with detached interest, and while she respected what the BS Unit did, their limitations ended where her wings began.
 
 The list of attributes seemed familiar, as if an itemization of clichés:
 
 The unsub\perp would be in his mid to late thirties, perhaps early forties.
 
 He either lived alone or with a mother or wife who made him feel subservient and little.
 
 He will have marginal contacts with women other than the mother or spouse.
 
 He will have average to high intelligence, but working a menial job, a job that he feels is below him. 
 
 He’d be a high school dropout, and an underachiever, despite his intelligence. He would have problems with authority figures.
 
 He might put on an outward face of being a regular guy and have superficial friendships at best. 
 
 His social skills would be nil, yet he is capable of luring victims with falsehoods and feints. He may play upon his victims’ weaknesses and their kindnesses.
 
 He’s a stalker and has mastered the skills to locate his victims in their homes.
 
 And so it went, ending with: He’s a master at picking locks. 
 
 These suggestions had set the Charleston detectives and police onto the trail of every locksmith in the city and surrounding villages. When this failed to bear fruit, the local authorities had gone after blue-collar workers, unhappy in their work, who had dropped out of one of the local schools. When nothing came of this, they’d begun investigating and ruling out blue-collar workers whose spouses had called in tips suggesting a husband might be the Hammerhead killer—given that her man was out to all hours of the night.
 
 Who knows, she thought as she reviewed this information and some of the interrogation tapes so far, maybe the roulette wheel’ll turn up someone for the crimes.
 
 “So when’re you gonna to tell Hatfield that his sister is in a good place?” It was Orvison, standing over her temporary desk, his eyes boring into her.
 
 “I suppose next time I see him.”
 
 “Hopefully, that won’t be over another corpse with nails driven into the head and eyes.” 
 
 “What do you make of the song lyrics, Chief? You think it’s really a suicidal plea to leave this world? What if it’s more a eulogy?”
 
 “Eulogy?”
 
 “To his victims.” 
 
 “Never heard of a serial killer providing a eulogy to his victims.” Orvison frowned and scratched behind his ear.
 
 “I think he wants us to think well of him, that he’s complicated, sensitive even.”
 
 Orvison’s laugh was derisive. 
 
 “I mean if we just turn our thinking about the song lyrics away from the monster and apply the words to his victims, they might make more sense. The floating woman in my visions is not our killer, and the song’s refrain is ‘float through the sky’ is it not?”
 
 “My troubles and I,” he solemnly added. 
 
 “Suppose he’s really a nice guy inside his own head, and that he’s sending over these poor women who need his help, that he sees it that way?”
 
 “Sounds like a possibility. One the other agents before you hadn’t considered.” 
 
 “That’s why I’m here,” she replied, her arresting black left eye and right blue eye holding his stare, “to bring a fresh perspective to things.” 
 
 “So how does it help us to know that this creep believes he’s doing good?”
 
 “Maybe he even believes it’s the work of God.”
 
 “Please, a religious nutcase?” “I know…the worst kind.”
 
 “Be it worship of the Devil, or killing for the Lord,” he replied.
 
 “Add one more trait to the list—he’s a churchgoer, maybe.” 
 
 “A churchgoing serial killer?” “An unhappy fellow working at a menial job, or what he perceives as menial, below him, living alone with his mother or a dominant spouse who acts the part of mother to him, a smart fellow, who frequents a meeting hall or church and is working from some religious fanaticism, maybe.”
 
 “Maybe?”
 
 “Perhaps.”
 
 “Don’t know what is more vague, your psychic visions or your profiling techniques.”
 
 “I don’t see him as anything but vague and green and without shape.”
 
 “Green?” 
 
 “He’s formless, shapeless like a man in a mechanic’s overalls. This may well be how he feels…sees himself. That he is without form; that he is lost, perhaps.”
 
 “Damn so many ways of seeing a thing,” he muttered in reply. “Gives a man the bends.”
 
 She persisted, adding, “But…but he’s surrounded by the color green in some manner or other.”
 
 “Hey, you don’t think he’s the Green Grass man, do you?” 
 
 “Green Grass man?” “Turn on any TV set in Charleston, wait fifteen minutes, and you’ll see an ad for the Greenup Company and the Green Grass man. He almost looks the part of the Green Giant, you know peas. But this fellow turns your lawn from yellow-brown to a glowing, eye-popping green.”
 
 “Hmmm…well what kind of overalls does he wear?”
 
 “Uniform is green slacks, green shirt, green hat, and a damn big green thumb.”
 
 “A lot of blue collar workers work in green uniforms.”
 
 “Was it a uniform you saw in your visions?” 
 
 “No…well, yes, and no. But everything one sees in a vision must be evaluated many times over. The symbolic often takes many twists in meaning. What appears clothing may well be an emotion.”
 
 He scratched at his ear. “Again it’s a which is it?” 
 
 “I got the impression more of a jumpsuit, kind of like a sweat suit. Quite baggy, but as I say, it may not pertain to clothing at all.”
 
 “I see. Kinda lets the Greenup man off the hook.” 
 
 “Well…actually the chemicals they use to green up lawns are bio-hazardous in nature, and I do recall the distinct feeling of suffocation around this guy, so...”
 
 “So again who knows? Then we begin to look at everyone in the area who works for Greenup? Come on, this is Chemical Valley here. DuPont and half a dozen other plants other than the coal companies operate here. You see those smokestacks we passed going out to St. Albans?”
 
 “It’s reaching, I know, and yes, I saw the billowing gases spewing forth.”
 
 “I’ll put Hodges and Dicarpanella on it.” 
 
 She nodded. She’d had a polite introduction to the other two detectives earlier. “Any other green men in the area you know of, Chief?”
 
 “Actually, there is another company I know of where the employees switch off from a brown to a green suit of sorts, and they certainly deal in chemicals.”
 
 “A chemistry lab?”
 
 “Not quite. Mountaineer Clean Machine.” “Mountain Air Clean Machine?”
 
 “Mountain-eer, Mountaineer.” 
 
 “And they clean things with their big machines?” 
 
 “We have them on contract ourselves. They come in at night, tidy up the floors and toilets mostly, but they also do window facings, blinds. Cuts down on dust and germs. Their jingle goes something like “Real Mean on Clean.”
 
 “That sounds like a menial task jingle to me.” 
 
 “It’s certainly menial enough, but most of these guys I’ve had words with…well they’re jovial, happy in their work.”
 
 “Tell me, Chief. You say you have them on retainer for the department?”
 
 “Yes.”
 
 “And do you have them come in to tidy up after a crime scene like that at the trailer?” 
 
 “We can recommend them to the family, the owner, or the landlord—whoever needs the service. They do a helluva job cleaning up blood and fecal matter and anything else you find at a crime scene.”
 
 “And they’re happy in their work?”
 
 “So far as I know, yes.”
 
 She tapped a pencil against the desk, thinking about this. 
 
 “Come on, Rae. Any mortician could fit the profile bill we have as well as any of those young fellas at Mountaineer.”
 
 She nodded. “I suppose.” Orvison continued. “I mean a mortician has access to cleaning fluids and chemicals…does the embalming. They can’t all be happy in their work. Many of ‘em, I’m sure would tell you that they don’t need to drum up business, but they might also feel the work below them, and that they are unappreciated for the effort put in to become a—”
 
 “I get your point, Chief.”
 
 “I mean if we began locking up everyone unhappy in his work, we’d have more jails than condos.” “I got it.” 
 
 Kunati had come in earlier and had been banging about his desk, shuffling papers and files, occasionally grunting. She’d assumed he’d been going over the last crime scene photos. Still, he’d have to be deaf to miss the conversation between her and his chief, and now he kicked in with, “Hey, I wear a green suit, somewhat baggy, when I go to the Y for fencing. Does that make me a suspect?” He finished with a white-toothed smirk.
 
 “You fence?” she asked, curious, surprised.
 
 “He does,” replied Orvison for Kunati. And I hear he’s good.”
 
 “How good?” she asked. “It happens to be a hobby of mine as well.”
 
 Kunati smiled wide at this. “I’d sure like to find out how good you are, Doctor, sometime.”
 
 Her eyes flared. “Is that a challenge?”
 
 “It is.” 
 
 For the first time since bringing the two of them together, Carl Orvison saw the mutual smile for the contest. “Nothing like healthy competition,” he muttered.
 
 “But I don’t have my foil or my uniform,” Rae lamented. “Don’t typically travel with ’em.” 
 
 “The arena provides for that,” countered Kunati, his white teeth gleaming against his jet-black skin. It was obvious that Kunati would love to embarrass Rae in this same arena he spoke of; he actually seemed elated at the idea of the test. With his large frame and long arms and stamina, he’d certainly have her at a disadvantage, but she’d trained with the best, and she knew that fencing was in itself a great equalizer, if no one cheated.
 
 “I’ll take that challenge, Detective,” she firmly said. “I was wondering how I could stress reduce in Charleston.” “Stress reduce with a sword in your hand?” asked Orvison, smiling wide.
 
 “It’s a foil, not a sword, Chief, and yes, nothing more relaxing than flexing with a foil.”
 
 “I’ll set it up then,” Kunati added, still with that smirk on his face. Rae would like to wipe it off.
 
 Do that, she thought the smug reply, but she said aloud, “Wonderful.”
 
 “Be at Crown’s Gym, McCorkle Avenue at ten,” he replied like a man calling her out in an Old West gunfight.
 
 “Count on it.” 
 
 Knowing there was little more that could be accomplished tonight, Rae decided to call it a day. She remained spent from the haunted trailer of the night before—not so much from the psychic exploration, as in fact she came out of such explorations revived and invigorated—but from the lack of sleep she’d gotten. She knew to do her best in the fencing match, she’d have to get some added Z’s. It was back to the hotel for her.
 
 The thought of going head to head in competition with Kunati at the end of a foil kept playing over in her mind, making her unsure she could get any rest. Still, she knew that the major element in preparation for anything, as Einstein would say, was the visualization of events before they occurred. Being psychic, this was child’s play for Aurelia.
 


 

 


 
NINETEEN
 
 
 
 Before she even found Crown’s Gym via cab, Rae thought of how best to handle Amos Kunati and the fact he had so much reach on her. She gave a good deal of thought to what her trainer had always said about a larger opponent with a longer reach. “Feint, feint, feint, lunge and strike at the abdomen within the target circle that comprises a direct hit,” Joy Carr had said so often. All she need do is get under his reach without receiving a strike from his foil before hers arced and bowed against his suit.
 
 She imagined this possible. Saw it in her future. Pictured it happening.
 
 In a sense, she prayed for it. 
 
 Rae believed that if she could show Kunati her ability in this sport, that perhaps he’d calm down about her abilities in tracking a killer. Perhaps they could begin on a new footing.
 
 The cab driver stared into his rearview mirror at his passenger, who now let out with another 
 
 “Ommm…ommm…ommm” chant as she imagined a positive outcome against the tall, powerful Goliath she must play David to. Men, she thought, always with the pissing contest.
 
 The moment she entered the gym, Rae Hiaykawa could smell it. A regular boy’s club; the odor left little doubt. While she hadn’t expected lacey curtains or the odor of perfume, she didn’t expect the absolute out of touch all male bastion. Not another female in sight.
 
 Does the man wish to be humiliated before his friends and fellows this way, she wondered, seeing Kunati in full fencing garb at practice with another fellow his own size. Their fencing wear struck her as unusual—not the usual whites—but the color of medical scrubs—a dull green. This took her by surprise as she’d never seen green fencing wear before, but someone she recognized from the precinct, another cop friend to Kunati, shoved a foil, gloves, and green fencing clothes into her hands. “No ladies room, so you’ll have to change in my office,” he told her. “I own the place.” This last was said with great pride. Few cops owned anything outside a bottle of beer. Obviously, Crown’s owner, had invested wisely.
 
 Amos Kunati stopped long enough in the session that already had him sweating to acknowledge her arrival; he raised his foil strait up and sent the tip in her direction. A regular Musketeer, she thought. She also had seen him in action. He was no slouch. She now imagined losing to him and struggled to regain her earlier vision of events yet to unfold.
 
 Rae turned so as to not stare at her opponent, and she found the private office to change into the fencing wear they’d provided her.
 
 They’d picked out a boy’s small size, and it was tight-going for a moment just getting into the outfit. Once in, she realized no one could possibly mistake her for a boy or a man, and she feared if she lunged, as she must, she might well rip the outfit either at the shoulders or at the crotch. The discomfort only hastened her new fear that she might lose and lose badly to Kunati, so she began considering this as quite the possibility, and yet it seemed to her that losing to him might well be the better outcome here in the long run.
 
 Beating the big man in a place where he came to relax, to be among friends and like-minded souls, beating him in his city, his reaction might well be the opposite of what she wanted to see after all this was over. Perhaps, although she’d put up a good fight, throwing the contest his way could be beneficial to her case, and to their working together. As it looked now, she might not have to bother ‘throwing’ anything.
 
 Someone rapped hard at the door, and she heard the owner’s voice shout, “You OK in there?” 
 
 “Fine…fine…you got a longer foil?” It was meant as a joke, but the man replied, “Adult standard…all the same.”
 
 “Just kidding, officer.”
 
 “Daniels…name’s Daniels.” 
 
 She pulled the door open, and he gazed up and down at her. For a moment, she thought he’d whistle, but he stifled it. She held her green mask in the crook of her right arm, her foil in her left hand, slightly off the floor.
 
 “You’re a lefty?” he asked. 
 
 She smiled but said nothing, going past him for Kunati and the fencing arena. Amos wasted no time after a long drink from a bottle of Deja Blue spring water. They took positions opposite one another, and Amos said, “Didn’t think you’d come.”
 
 “Why not? This is how I relax.”
 
 “We do have something in common then.” 
 
 The spotter raised a hand and dropped it, signaling the start of the match up, which to everyone in the gym must look like no match up at all. Everyone had gathered round for the kill, and Rae imagined it was like people rubber-necking to see a brutal car wreck.
 
 Kunati lunged from the get-go, scoring a strike on two feints, the second one ending in a touch to her side. She already felt like a sacrificial lamb, and inwardly, she cursed her clumsiness.
 
 The round is lost but not the match, she cheered herself on. 
 
 They squared off again, she realizing Amos had far more than just reach on her, that he was good, very good. She called up her every lesson, her every trick, her every mental power and sensibility against him now. She wanted to at least do the Rocky Balboa thing and come off as having some guts and stick-to-it-tiveness.
 
 Again the signal to fence. 
 
 This time, knowing he’d be aggressive, she took the initiative and lunged forward and again forward, the two foils clashing so loudly that their contest drew more spectators. For a moment, she felt like a regular Zorro as he backed off, fending off blow after blow. One foot moved over the circle, and while she did not score a hit, she won the round.
 
 The contest went back and forth this way for some time, until she was backed over the line. “Two out of three,” Kunati said, grinning. “Care to go longer?” “I’m OK, sure.”
 
 The match continued with Rae showing true grit, but Amos’s reach proved devastating and twice more he’d scored hits. Four of five lost. Going to the requisite seven proved unnecessary. Kunati had won, and as she’d predicted, her outfit was split in several embarrassing places, which explained the quizzical laughter that had erupted from time to time during the bout. One rip showed her black undies. The roomful of men applauded either her panties or Kunati’s win, she could not tell.
 
 Pulling off her mask and gloves, she gasped, sighed, shook out her hair and shook Kunati’s hand in the traditional gesture of good sportsmanship even as perspiration dripped from them both. “You kicked my ass,” she said.
 
 “And you gave me a run for my money,” he said, showing a bit of humility. 
 
 “And you kicked my ass,” she repeated, making him laugh and thinking it was a miracle to manage that. Maybe now you’ll quit kickin’ my ass on the job. See me in a new light, she thought but did not say.
 
 “Winner buys drinks,” he said. “Why don’t I shower and get changed.”
 
 “Shower? What about me?”
 
 “You can do likewise.” “Where? You got a woman’s shower?” 
 
 “Right through there, sure. Shower, lockers, whole nine yards. The best for our ladies.” He pointed at a door marked Ladies.
 
 “Then why was I changing in the owner’s office?” “Lucas Daniels is a peculiar guy. I suspect he had his reasons.”
 
 “Reasons? What kind of reasons?”
 
 Kunati only shrugged.
 
 “Look here, Amos, if pictures of me in my skivvies show up on the internet, I’ll have this place closed down.” “No, no, nothing like that.”
 
 “What then?”
 
 “He was just throwing you off, he thought, psychologically…you know, screwin’ with your head.”
 
 “And whose idea was that?”
 
 “I swear it wasn’t mine. The guy…well, he thinks he’s my main man.”
 
 “That explains the too small suit.”
 
 “I thought it was a great fit.” He laughed again, a good-natured laugh.
 
 “You and every other man here.” “What about drinks?” he asked.
 
 “I’ll let you know how I feel after my shower.”
 
 “You did well,” he admitted.
 
 “You mean I didn’t get steam-rolled?” “I mean, you stood up well.” 
 
 “Thanks and you, you ran me ragged.” She saw him beam at the compliment. Perhaps losing to this macho man was the best policy after all, besides, he’d won fair and square. She’d become somewhat rusty, and she knew it now. Maybe the victory lap meant she must have drinks with him.
 
 As she headed for the showers, Daniels provided her with the blouse, slacks, and shoes she’d come in. She looked past Daniels to a smiling Kunati. As she entered the locker room, she hoped that this rite of passage had cleared her in Amos’s eyes, and that their working relationship would find a better track tomorrow.
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 Drinks later at the hotel bar went well. They spoke of everything but the case, and as it seemed the last thing Kunati wanted to talk about, she stayed off the subject. She learned from him that he was born in Nigeria where his father and grandfather before him had been actual tribal shamans, so he was no stranger to the paranormal.
 
 “Then you believe in paranormal activity?” she asked. 
 
 “I have tried to divorce myself from such things, and a life that I never really knew. I was adopted by a very nice American family here in West Virginia, and I’ve never looked back. Today I am as American as…as apple pie.” His smile was infectious.
 
 “Amos, all I can tell you is this. The gift I possess is real, and I have devoted my life to using it for the right reasons.”
 
 After that, Amos Kunati stared at his watch, commented on how late it’d become, and said he must rush off.”
 
 They parted, she felt, on firmer ground and better terms.
 


 

 


 
TWENTY
 
 


 
 The following evening at Charleston Police Headquarters 
 
 There’d been a green glow connection to the killer from the beginning. How many suggestions had come with that cue? How many clues of a green, greener, greenest nature indeed? Still, how many ways could the idea of green be turned over? How many shades of green were there in the spectrum? Emerald, jade, olive, lime, bottle green, sea green? Green was in some ideologies the color of hope, new life, nature, purity, wholeness as in organics, or grassy or leafy items—growth and growths. Lush came to mind, verdant even, alongside rural and country and countrified.
 
 Still, it could also mean just the opposite as in a bad growth, a gangrenous sour green as in something gone from fresh to rotting. Then again it could simply mean young, developing, unripe, or untrained, wet-behind-the-ears, new to killing. The color of gullibility, the naïve and callow unsophisticate; the inexperienced and untried. Certainly, green could signify immaturity. Sure, but it could also be pointing to a green grocer, or a gardener with a green thumb.
 
 Was she hunting a ‘green’ serial killer? Someone like the Green River Killer? The aura of green might simply point to the killer himself as having a green aura about him. The greenness could mean anything, but the clothing the killer wore appeared to Rae as definitely green. The man was cloaked in it.
 
 Yes, indeed, she saw green jeans or overalls more than she saw green beans. 
 
 She rolled over the idea and meaning of green as many ways as she could; no green thing was safe from her thoughts, not so much as collard greens and turnip greens. One thing the FBI and PSI powers had in common was the importance of brainstorming, and in the act of 
 
 brainstorming, no answers were too insane to cast out, for sometimes the most insane of notions spiraled up and up to a sane answer, one that resolved a question.
 
 Part and parcel of her process. 
 
 Rae had decided that her visions pointed to a man who worked in a kind of green jump suit of some sort, perhaps a company uniform. To this end, after a full day of pouring over findings so far from every person connected with the case, she stayed on late at headquarters to watch the Green Mean Machine group come in and clean Carl Orvison’s stationhouse. Sure, it was a long shot…a very long shot, but she’d take it nonetheless.
 
 There were six men green-clad cleaners who descended on the stationhouse. Descended like locusts, busy and moving at top pace. They were efficient but not automatons, as they joked and talked of sports scores and local high school teams, sometimes substantiating who was going to tonight’s game at Capitol High.
 
 Rae became somewhat fascinated spying on this cleaning army, watching from overhead at the second floor landing. The cleaning crew moved quickly, knowing precisely where every trashcan awaited. They made short work of the office areas and the corridors of the Charleston Police Department. The ladies and men’s rooms took most of their time and effort, but even here they were in and out like worker bees anxious to get to their honey; in the case of the men, their free time, perhaps a smoke.
 
 Rae mentally shook her head for two reasons. She could not imagine the Hammerhead killer coming into police headquarters this nonchalantly, as she’d noticed no hesitation or self-consciousness in any of the men, or the single woman she now spied in their midst. The shapeless green uniform had hidden her figure, and her hair had been in a tight bun beneath a ball cap. Secondly, she couldn’t imagine that the killer would be working for a company that eventually might well be doing the cleanup at the site where he executed his victim. It’d make a hell of a headline, might even seem just crazy enough to be true, but Rae had trouble with it—at least with the body language of those she’d observed. But suppose the killer, if he did work for the Green Machine, simply wasn’t with this team? Surely, there were many others working around the town, and of course, any number of shifts.
 
 She wondered how much time it would take to get a writing sample from every employee of the Mountaineer Clean Machine group? In today’s climate, she’d likely have to get a warrant to get personnel files handed over for purposes of comparing handwriting samples to the notes left in each victim’s throat. Convincing a judge could take another day or two, and she might not find a sympathetic judge. Being an outside law enforcement agent could cost her dearly in this circumstance, unless she tapped into the field office personnel, as someone there must know the local judges—especially the federal judges—well.
 
 Then again, it still felt like a long shot. 
 
 Then again, she knew she’d have to run this past Carl Orvison before proceeding, and that if he thought it a good idea, then she’d simply work through him.
 
 She walked down the hall to Orvison’s office, knocked and entered. Orvison was shouting back at someone on the phone, and soon she gathered it was the mayor, wanting good news even if the chief wished to make it up. Even so, Carl waved her to a seat. Once off the phone, she said, “Anything I can help with?”
 
 “Only if you have some answers.” She frowned in response and squirmed a bit in her leather chair, unsure any words would help the situation.
 
 “Sorry, cheap shot,” apologized Carl. “Got people on my ass.”
 
 “I understand.”
 
 “What’s up? Rather late. You got some idea where we go from here?”
 
 “I’d like to check the personnel files of everyone working for that Green Clean Mountaineer Machine.”
 
 “Really? You’re back to them?” 
 
 “Just a hunch, but I got to thinking that if I worked for so many years cleaning up crime scenes, all the blood of all the victims, that it’d eventually get to me in one manner or another, and if I were slightly off to begin with…well.”
 
 Orvison frowned, unconvinced. “Get to you if you happen to be off, heh? Is that a psychic conclusion?” 
 
 “No, I am speaking of…as in perhaps maybe our killer wears a green uniform and sees a lot of filth and blood at crime scenes; maybe crime scene cleanup is his specialty, or for whatever reason he’s given the worst cleanup situations, and maybe this one day begins to screw with who he is…screws with his head.”
 
 There’re a lot of people working for the Machine, and many of them already have their heads screwed on wrong. Fact is, not a year ago, we were called in over a huge fight that broke out among their employees. Some burly brutes.”
 
 “I’ve observed the ones who clean your stationhouse. Agreed, a big lot they are.” 
 
 The reference to his precinct gave him pause, and she believed from the look on his face that Carl was thinking that if there were a shred of connective tissue between the case and those cleaning his stationhouse, he’d truly feel some rage. “Anything unusual strike you about any of the characters you’ve observed? Because honestly, they may as well be ghost to the rest of us. We hardly see them go about their work?”
 
 “Which is precisely how most pedophiles, rapists, and murderers go about us,” she countered and shrugged. “One of the cleaning crew is a woman.”
 
 “Really? I hadn’t noticed. That is to say, Corrine’s not much of a looker.” 
 
 She shrugged again. “Makes my point. Kinda lost in her baggy overalls, but still, cops are cops, and they’d have noticed her but for the way we all ignore service people on contract.”
 
 “She does my office routinely. We’ve spoken. Small talk. Nothing to write home about.” 
 
 “I admit, I saw nothing in any of the cleaning people that could be called suspicious,” Rae said and yawned.
 
 “I see, but you want to see more green-clad folks? Not sure a judge would buy that as a credible reason to write out a search warrant.”
 
 “Yeah, but if you know a good judge. Else I can go to our local field office and make the request through a federal judge.”
 
 “You sure this isn’t a red herring?” he asked point blank.
 
 “Possibly…but then maybe it’ll lead to something.”
 
 “I’ll do what I can, but I hope you know what you’re doing, Rae.” 
 
 “Tell the judge we’re not looking for DNA or fingerprints here, that the only samples we’re looking for are harmless handwriting samples.”
 
 He nodded. “I see, present it as no big deal.”
 
 “Exactly…exactly.”
 
 “Got it. Not like we’re asking for DNA samples.”
 
 “Or anything invasive.” “Exactly,” Carl said, smiling again. “That’ll come later maybe, huh?”
 
 “Hopefully, before I’m fired?” He managed a stuttering laugh.
 
 She replied, “Trust me, in the right hands, handwriting analysis can be as effective as DNA.”
 
 “Amos Kunati’s gonna wanna be on hand for this.” 
 
 “More the merrier. Besides, I’m sure he finds handwriting analysis far more scientific and believable than say reading a haunted trailer.”
 
 “Likely so. I just hope you’re right about the pool of prospects. Green Machine is a big name around here locally. Was begun as a mom and pop operation out of a garage and now has spawned several locations throughout the state.”
 
 “But their main operation remains Charleston?”
 
 “That’s right.” “I’d imagine an extensive background check is done on every employee hired?”
 
 “Can’t say for sure, but I know the owners, and they’re pretty selective.” 
 
 “That’s commendable, but I also noticed they’re headquartered beside the local bad boy club—the state parole office.”
 
 “You do have a lot of detective in you, don’t you.” He glanced at the notes she’d handed over.”
 
 “Not two doors down on Capitol Street.”
 
 “Could be our man is a former ward of the state.” She nodded, “A state, I might add that ought to look more closely at the death penalty issue.” 
 
 “We’re in agreement there, Rae. This place is bordered on all sides by five other states if you count Baltimore, Maryland which kisses us right here.” Orvison pointed to a map on the wall to indicate how close Baltimore was to a beak-like projection of West Virginia. Cops in Baltimore call rouges who hide out in our state goats…the Appalachians who cross over the border, run down to Baltimore from the foothills, commit a bank job or convenience store robbery, then race back to the sanctuary of the mountains.”
 
 “Goats, huh?” 
 
 “That’s not the worst of it. Look here.” He pointed out the Virginia line, Kentucky border, Ohio and Pennsylvania. “Four other states bordering us. We’re a land-locked state and a runaway’s haven, a supposed cure all for whatever ails the guy on the lamb, running from whatever or whomever—often a crime committed elsewhere. All major arteries lead to West Virginia.”
 
 “I see.” She studied the map and he was right. “No, you don’t see, Rae. It’s a perceived haven for some, heaven for others, neither of which is entirely true. There’s a perception as far away as Chicago and Detroit, Canada even that West Virginia is a safe harbor for criminals and drug dealers, that we tolerate them.”
 
 “Why’s that?”
 
 “Because historically, we have! Hell since before the Civil War.”
 
 “I see.” She let him vent. 
 
 “So trust me when I tell you, every kind of sick criminal sets up shop here, and have for some time, until places along our border and our capitol city have turned into drug-infested ahhh…drug dens!”
 
 “So your meth lab problem is just the latest in a long line of similar problems, heh?” 
 
 “It is, just as it is for Indiana and most any other state you can name. Why’re you bringing up g’damn meth labs?”
 
 She shrugged. “Blame it on your local news stations. Aside from house fires, I’ve heard little else except the problem with meth labs.”
 
 “Come on we have drive-by shootings, murders, domestic violence, child snatchings too.” He sounded a bell of pride here as if he wanted her to know that anything she had in the big city, he had to deal with here. “OK…got it, Chief.”
 
 He simmered. “OK, not saying we don’t have our home-grown problems and in-breds, because we damn sure do. But so does each of these surrounding states along with Tennessee, Alabama, Georgia, Florida. Take your pick.”
 
 “Sorry if I offended you,” she offered a word of peace. 
 
 “We like to think we’re out of the cave, you know? But while you can take the caveman outta the cave, you can’t take the cave mentality outta the man, so far as I’ve seen.”
 
 Now he sounded defensive. Rae wondered how exhausted Carl must be. How frustrated. A pent up rage had become obvious.
 
 She half-joked that he might need a stiff drink, but when this remark gained only a glare from Carl, she added, “I’ve had this feeling since arriving in your fair city that everyone has a chip on his shoulder toward the outsider—”
 
 “Hold on right there,” he countered.
 
 But she went on, saying, “—which is presently me.”
 
 “Give me names!” 
 
 She countered, “It’s not any single person. It just feels like a…a, a kind of paranoia or fear of the unknown, perhaps? Xenophobia?”
 
 “Don’t know anything about this place Xenophobia, but paranoia, yeah, and it’s due to outsiders. Outlanders, they’re called, and it’s been a long time coming and nurturing, Doctor. Outsiders are always seen as the problem here, even when those arrested are good old boys—since they’d’ve never, never gotten involved in illicit drug traffic if it hadn’t been for those Detroit scumbag outsiders. Leastways, that’s how the thinking goes here.”
 
 “A convenient scapegoat?” “Convenient? Certain amount of truth in it makes it so.” 
 
 She smiled at this and said, “Along with the fact that illegal drugs in the form of moonshine has always been a way of life in these mountains?”
 
 “You’re dealing with people who, in large measure, do for themselves and have never wanted or asked for government assistance or interference. It’s why a lot of these survivalist types and racists settle here.”
 
 “Survivalists? Racists?” 
 
 “They buy into the local legends and the local lifestyle. They buy up a small parcel of land and turn it into a base camp for Armageddon just as many have turned to Idaho for the same reasons, the coming race war, or the coming doomsday. These types are generally outsiders as well.” 
 
 “Hold on. Are you saying our guy could be an outlander?”
 
 “Why not? The woods’re full of ‘em.”
 
 “That he’s maybe trying to bring on a race war or his actions are to welcome the end times?”
 
 “It’s crossed my mind, yes, many times in fact. What with all this talk of doomsday nowadays.” 
 
 She scratched her head. “All I’ve heard since I arrived is how families here have the worst, most god awful relations, and how common it is for relatives to be feuding within the family for an entire generation.”
 
 “True enough,” Carl acceded, “and often outside the family or with the extended family. Knew of two brothers who didn’t speak to one another for twenty seven years until they met at their mother’s funeral.”
 
 “Really?” 
 
 “One pulled a knife, the other a gun, right there at the reading at the casket. The gun won the day, the knife wielder was then buried alongside his mother. Not sure but they say his tombstone read: Don’t bring a knife to a gunfight. A week or so after the killing, the gunman, while on bail, still so hated his dead brother that he dug his brother’s grave up and threw him and casket into a nearby river. When asked why, he said, ‘Cause I didn’t want that scum beside my mother.”
 
 “How the hell did he make bail for murder?” “Happens in a lot of these backwoods 
 
 municipalities. They need the money more than the justice, and truth be known, sometimes the judge is related to the defendant.”
 
 “Unbelievable. Was the man ever brought to justice?”
 
 “Found innocent; it was called self-defense since his brother came at him with the knife.”
 
 “What about the desecration of his brother’s grave?” 
 
 “He got community service for that awful breach of his bail, and the rest of the family decided to bury his brother where the shooter could never find it.”
 
 “This sounds like something out of 1820!”
 
 “Well it was a few years ago, 1979.”
 
 “Things have improved some since then, I hope.” 
 
 “On the surface, I’d say so. Bubbling beneath the surface, it’s still the wild wild West out there.” He pointed out his window.
 
 “Wild and Wonderful, heh? She quoted the state license plate on every West Virginia car. “I keep hearing about this Hatfield-McCoy mentality of a blood feud, an eye-for-an-eye, and how many of your own cops believe this maniac is ‘taking eyes’ or putting out eyes for this very reason?”
 
 Carl raised a hand and dismissed this notion with a gesture, saying, “Oh, please, that damn legendary feud crops up like a bad penny every time a murder’s committed in places like Logan County and Pike County, Kentucky where it began, but nowhere in the history of the HatfieldMcCoy feud was a woman killed—murdered outright that is, despite the romantic Romeo and Juliet twist put on it years later.”
 
 “You sound like an expert on it, Carl.”
 
 “I grew up here. Every kid gets a hefty dose of it from grade school on. It’s like the State Passion Play.”
 
 “And you think an embarrassment? It’s history.”
 
 “It’s history dressed up. Hell they’ve turned a murderous bloody feud into a tourist attraction.” 
 
 She shrugged. “Why not? Every area of the country has its folktales and folklore immortalized in one way or another. Pecos Pete in the Southwest, the Northwest has Paul Bunyon, and—”
 
 “And we have two families taking the law into their own hands and killing one another over a stray pig or a slaughtered stray calf, a feud that lasted some thirty years— for generations.”
 
 “Our first victim in this case was a Hatfield,” she countered, “but this wasn’t played up or blown out of proportion by the press.”
 
 “Only because we kept the name out of the press. It was a no-brainer to do so, and Dr. Hatfield agreed. Look, these killings have nothing to do with the legendary feud. Of that I’m convinced.”
 
 “Because the other victims had no connection to the Hatfields, I understand. But suppose for a moment, just suppose that the killer’s original intent was to reignite this feud?”
 
 “For what devilish reason?” 
 
 “I dunno…in order to let loose a war of retribution of sorts…I mean, if his grandiose thinking failed, he may well’ve simply moved on to become the Hammerhead killer instead of a man intent on creating a war of sorts among others, one of your survivalists, perhaps?”
 
 “Geeze, Dr. Hiyakawa, we’re all over the place with speculation and no facts.” Carl frowned. “I dunno…this last theory of the crime…sounds doubtful.”
 
 “But if he is a home-grown boy, he’d have had the same steady diet of the story as you? And if he’s nuts to begin with…well?”
 
 “We’re all of us hoping he’s not a local. Our hope is that he dropped in from say Chicago.”
 
 “Ahhh…out of the sky, heh? That’s be convenient.” 
 
 “I’d hate to think one of our citizens capable of coming up with this monstrous method of killing innocent women.”
 
 “Wouldn’t that go a long way to please everyone here, to learn it’s some creep passing through on his way to Baltimore or Cleveland.”
 
 “We got a right to hope so,” he muttered in reply. 
 
 “Seems to have set up shop here…or stalled out in Charleston. Say, is that what Kunati is working toward? To pin it on the nearest outsider?”
 
 “I wouldn’t say pin it on anyone. We want the right guy for this; all of us here.”
 
 “Sure…I realize but—” 
 
 “What’re you getting at? Hey, Doctor, no matter our personal histories and problems…no matter the image problem we West Virginians have—or think we have— we’re still professionals here.”
 
 “I know that, Carl.”
 
 “We’re not molding the evidence to fit some wishfulfillment here.”
 
 “All the same, prejudices play a part in any police force and can in any investigation.” 
 
 He said nothing, gritted his teeth, stood and wandered to the window, staring out at the evening rush hour crowd trying to get out of the downtown area for their more rural homes.
 
 She swallowed hard and pressed her point. “There’s always a natural human desire to hope that one’s hometown could not nurture a killer of this magnitude, when we all know that’s not so. And from my casual observation, there’s a need in Kunati to prove this guy is not home grown, which may be blinding you, I mean him, to the truth.”
 
 He turned on her, eyes glaring. “You’ve got no more proof he’s born and raised here than I have he’s not,” countered Carl, his face reddening in the half-light of his office.
 
 “Come on, your own newspaper op ed pieces have been hinting that serial killers are not manufactured here with the coal? Except maybe in the deepest hills and hollows.”
 
 “We’re as capable as any police force in the nation and better than most,” he replied, stepping closer to her, too close for comfort. “Better in fact than some, say Denver where they still can’t find Jon Benet Ramsey’s killer.”
 
 She knew this was Carl’s biggest fear—his department appearing incompetent. 
 
 Carl lowered his eyes and returned to his desk, sitting. His weight caused the chair to scream when he’d dropped in it. “As for this department, we’re a fine organization. This thing…it’s like nothing we’ve ever seen before, and then people like you pass judgment on us.”
 
 “How? How have I contributed to that?” She felt genuinely hurt at this accusation. “And don’t forget, you asked me here. Fetched me even!”
 
 His eyes had become dagger-like as if the weight of the job and his frustration with this case made him want to shout at her. “I hope Kunati and me aren’t in your way.”
 
 God, how she wanted to correct his grammar—me aren’t—but this was hardly the moment. “I’m just trying to do my job, Chief. If I happen to be brusque and to the point, that’s just me.”
 
 “You could tone things down a bit.”
 
 “Hmmmph! If I were a man, you’d call me confident and efficient.” 
 
 “Perhaps we should both do that, stick to the job, and leave this subject off bounds. You and me, we’ve got to hold onto some common ground, but you should know one thing.”
 
 “I agree completely,” she began but stopped. “What one thing should I know?”
 
 “It was never my idea to call you in on this case.”
 
 “What?” This came as a complete surprise. “Really?” 
 
 “I have tried to keep an open mind about it, of course, but no…it wasn’t my idea, and had it been left up to me—”
 
 “Little wonder Amos Kunati has been so against me if his Chief is against me.”
 
 “He and I don’t always agree, and as far as he knows, it was my call.”
 
 “I see, I think. But then whose call was it? The mayor?”
 
 “And others I’m not at liberty to divulge.”
 
 “The governor?”
 
 “I’ve already said too much.” 
 
 She grimaced, feeling foolish. Why hadn’t she been able to read this in him, in his body language, in his words or unspoken words. Instead, she’d believed him entirely on her wavelength. Was Orvison that good an actor? Am I losing it, losing some of my powers, she wondered. Finally, she picked her jaw off the floor and said, “And here I am…working under a false notion you were with me all along.”
 
 “I don’t want anything happening to you while you’re in Charleston,” he assured her.
 
 “So your insistence on filming me while at work.”
 
 “Protocol.”
 
 “And that’s why you came back to the trailer the other night?”
 
 “Exactly.”
 
 “No premonitions, nothing like that?”
 
 He shook his head. Said nothing more. They stared at one another for a long moment. 
 
 She finally said, “Look, I’m sorry if anything I’ve said or done has made you feel out in left field, or at all uncomfortable.” As she said this, he waved it off. “I certainly had hoped we were working as a team, Chief.”
 
 She realized they’d gone back to calling one another doctor and chief respectively. 
 
 “Forget it,” he said now. “Sorry I said anything. Look, it’s growing late. Let me buy you dinner at the Quarrier Street steak house. “Best place in town to eat. Lobster toes are unbeatable.”
 
 “I-I-I dunno.”
 
 “Come on. I’ve been watching you. You haven’t eaten more than a Snickers bar and a coke all day.” “I just feel uneasy, Carl…Chief…after all the delusion I’ve been under, and me a psychic.”
 
 “You never said you could read people’s minds.”
 
 “True enough.”
 
 “Come on.” He ushered her toward the door. “Only if we can have a clean, fresh start.”
 
 “Absolutely, a fresh start.” 
 
 As they made their way out of the stationhouse and into a balmy but cool evening, she recalled one of the definitions for green was fresh like young shoots sprouting from the Earth, a new beginning. Spring was in the air. And so many positive things hovering about the here and now, including Rae’s getting straight with Carl Orvison. It just floored her to realize that when both men had stood in Raule Apreostini’s office that both men, and not just Kunati, were there under duress, asking for her by name and reputation under duress—that she was pushed on this West Virginia law enforcement department by their superiors.
 
 She tried to put the image of her ranting at Raule about not wishing to go to Charleston out of her mind. The two Charleston men had come to fetch her, and yet neither man had wanted her on the single largest, most important manhunt in the history of their city. Of course, they wanted to solve the case themselves. Meanwhile, Raule was busy filling an order, so to speak—doing a favor or repaying a debt. Rae’s Psi powers being the currency.
 
 Where was the justice in this poisonous twist in the relationship between Orvison and her? She might’ve stayed home and seen to her daughter; she’d’ve been there to keep Nia out of the conniving clutches of her father, Tomi Yoshikani.
 
 “You OK, Doc?” he asked. “Sure,” she lied. “Let’s ahhh…get that bite, huh? Where’s this restaurant you’re talking about?” She stood to go, and Orvison followed suit.
 
 By the time they arrived at the restaurant selected by Orvison, Rae had become even more worried about Nia; about what kind of damage Tomi had most certainly exacted of Rae’s and Nia’s relationship. Damage control was needed, and she so wanted to get back home to Nia. She feared that Nia will have decided to move in with her father to live his lavish lifestyle by time she got home. The concern over this welled up like a ball in Rae’s stomach, and she was quite sure she’d likely just order a martini…maybe sample those lobster toes since the state was paying.
 


 


 
 


 
TWENTY ONE
 
 
 
 His workplace was filled with tools—the tools of his trade, not like the crass hammer and nails he used to kill women with. No, these were finely crafted, precision tools in order to do the job. He’d worked his entire life to become somebody, someone of importance in the community. It’d been what Mother had wanted of him, what she and Her Lord preached on a daily basis, and part of the promise she’d forced him to make on her deathbed—to become someone who worked in a skilled profession and to gain the notoriety of doing good in the world, of helping the community, of caring for people and making money—lots of money.
 
 He went about his work with the passion of a man who cared, but often it was a pretense—especially of late— as he’d grown dull and bored and impatient; all concerns that could lead to others noticing, and if others began to notice his slipshod work of late, he’d be exposed for the fakery of years that had accumulated in a spotless reputation among his colleagues and law enforcement here in Charleston.
 
 He’d lied, cheated, and stolen to gain his objective; had done so since childhood to please Mother and to live up to her innermost dreams for his future. She’d failed in medical school, and she’d died in poverty and misery, but not before he vowed to reach the pinnacle she’d toppled from. Now here he was, at the top of the food chain in his profession in the state—honored for his professional papers, his handling of difficult and sometimes bizarre criminal cases—and the use of his precision tools.
 
 He had done his best to become the best at what he did, and Mother—wherever she was—must surely be proud of him. 
 
 He’d done it all, all that she’d asked of him and more…far more. 
 
 The fact it took him to far-flung places, both literally and on the internet, to locate and use sources that allowed him to get the grades and shine on his tests didn’t matter. What mattered was that he had arrived, that he’d gotten the degrees that said he was an expert in his field, that people now looked to him for answers, that he was the man with the answers!
 
 It placed a great deal of pressure on a man, for certain. His final act to please Mother had been put off for years and years; he’d always find an excuse to not drive a nail through the head of a sleeping Marci Cottrill, but Mother never let him forget that deathbed promise he’d made to her that he would end Marci’s miserable life and put her to rest. No one on the planet had hurt Mother more than did Marci Cottrill.
 
 “She got what she deserved. She asked for it. She brought it about. Brought it on herself.” He’d massaged his conscious with every justification and rationale, all echoed in Mother’s voice inside his head where she agreed. Where she told him that Her Lord agreed as well. Still, the act had taken a great deal out of him.
 
 He had the problem of looking himself in the eye nowadays—since the first murder, actually. He had a conscious, after all. Reflecting surfaces disturbed him to his core. And the mounting pressures of the job, and keeping up appearances, and now this psychic had come to Charleston in search of answers—in search of him. Dr. Aurelia Hiyakawa was just adding to his anxiety level.
 
 Constant worry now…increased apprehension. It could cause a mistake, a mistake that could cost him everything. And one small part of his brain wondered if that was a bad thing.
 
 He’d worked late tonight and now he found himself stripping away the green garb of his profession, dumping it into the laundry hamper atop that of others working in the building. Tomorrow he’d find a fresh, laundered replacement to slip into, to again become the shapeless, formless green man with the precision equipment and precision tools, knives, and saws an extension of his robotic hands. Again, again, and again. It’d become so much dull routine, and him now, this profession. What else was he but what he did?
 
 In all this spiritual turmoil, he had ultimately become what he did in life; no identity beyond his work existed anymore or ever again. He was a walking, talking automaton of his job. To drive home the point, his eyes had turned to grapes without seeds showing in them. Without light emiting from them or entering through them. Little wonder he wanted to see his own reflection.
 
 Meanwhile, his nostrils, like sticky tubes, carried only the stench of blood. No amount of cigarettes could touch the odor clinging there. His ears had become conduits for screams and pleadings. Meanwhile, his hamsized thumbs, which had always been a problem, were now iron skillets, his fingers awkwardly constructed probes, his feet buttressing supports, legs preset instruments, his mind that of the butcher in search of a good cut of meat— something not yet desiccated or fly-ridden.
 
 The hammer and nail had become the tools of choice, striking down all the years of precision work. The ugly hammer and the cleanly greased nails he used to strike down one person had become his sword and power. All to get Marci, to remove her from this life.
 
 But then came the urge to do it again. A strange and overpowering itch he could not account for until Mother’s voice in his head explained that it was all right to scratch it—that it was God’s will, that her son didn’t have to understand God’s inscrutable plan—only to carry it out.
 
 And so Marci became only the first, and after her, he did it again, and the urge remained like an ugly stain that nothing could wash away, try as he might.
 
 He had showered now, dressed in Brookes brothers suit and tie, Armani shoes, and now he found his Lexus in his reserved garage parking space. He pulled out into the night to drive home to his house in the hills, a small mansion, and to his three children and his doting wife, who in essence would do anything for him within reason, so long as he kept her in comfort.
 
 He had decided that his wife could not share his darkest secret, that he was the Hammerhead killer, the Sleepwalking killer.
 
 Stress . He felt stress closing in on him. Four walls encroaching, a floor tightening at his feet, and a ceiling coming down on his head. It were as if someone had found him out—or soon would. It were as if soon, very soon, he’d be in a cube imprisoned within. A cube located somewhere in the mind, somewhere where neither Mother nor God, nor his job, nor his life could touch him or threaten him. Where he’d exist independent, unreachable, free.
 
 While he feared the change he sensed coming, he almost welcomed it. These thoughts flit through his mind as he pulled into the driveway and stared at the lights of home and another night’s pretense in this world.
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 Over dinner, they got into the subject of the brooding Amos Kunati, as after a second martini and an order of lobster bites—or toes—from the appetizer menu, Rae had launched into the detectives “bad ass attitude.” Orvison had by then further filled her in on Kunati’s background, so far as he knew it. 
 
 “Then Amos was born and raised here, like you?” she asked after learning that Kunati had indeed been a major basketball star at Capitol High and had gone on to study Criminal Justice at Marshall University—dominant school color: green.
 
 “Adopted by a local couple. Brought here when he was maybe four, five.”
 
 “From where?” She was curious to see if he’d back Kunati’s story.
 
 “Nigeria, some place called Ibo City. But don’t let that fool you. He’s West Virginia, through and through.”
 
 “Meaning?” 
 
 “Loves to hunt, fish, camp, bring down white tail deer and ride our white-water canyons either on an ATV or a raft.”
 
 “Rafting’s a hobby?”
 
 “Among others.”
 
 “Others?”
 
 “Scuba dives…fences…plays tennis—quite well rounded.”
 
 “Lots of interests. Sounds like a good catch for a girl. Why’s he single?”
 
 “Told you, he’s a typical West Virginian.”
 
 “Fears the ball and chain, you mean?” 
 
 “Doesn’t want to be tied down, not for any reason or anything. And he’s self-reliant, and can be as resourceful as can be.”
 
 “And he doesn’t care for government interference?”
 
 “Not really.” “Of any sort, including me.”
 
 Orvison grinned. “No matter how pretty the package, no.”
 
 She smiled back, a twinkle in her eye. “Doesn’t want anyone telling him what to do, especially a woman?”
 
 Orvison nodded. “Especially.” “And you’re not too keen on it either, being a dyedin-the-wool West Virginia boy?
 
 “Let’s just say that I’m dealing with it a bit better than Amos.” 
 
 She nodded appreciatively. “Must be hard on Amos being in a command structure then. What’s he going to do when we elect a woman president?”
 
 “Dunno.”
 
 “Eat his gun?”
 
 “Got that right,” Orvison replied solemnly but then burst out laughing. “I know…not funny.”
 
 “Actually it is.” She laughed to join him. “Hmmm…know anything about Amos’s birth parents?”
 
 “Killed so far as I know.”
 
 “He told me his father and grandfather were—had been a shaman. Was he putting me on?” 
 
 “I couldn’t tell you. Why are you interrogating me about Amos? You don’t for a moment suspect him of anything, do you?”
 
 “Curious to know with whom I’m working, who’s got my back. After the other night at the trailer, I know I can trust you up to a point, but not so sure about Kunati.”
 
 Orvison nodded, understanding even about the ‘up to a point’ crack. Among cops of all kinds, this was an unbreakable law, that the one you worked with had to have your complete trust, but she was not Charleston PD, now was she, and you had to have complete trust, but she was an outsider after all, and a so-called psychic at that. “I get it, but honestly,” continued Orvison, looking older, pudgier now than she’d remembered. “I don’t know much beyond his sheet back of my desk in a file drawer. Keeps that birth part of his life pretty much to himself.”
 
 “You say his parents were killed when he was just a child.” 
 
 “Yes, that much he’s told me. Says he has no memory of the event, but that he, too might well’ve been killed in the incident.”
 
 “Killed how?”
 
 “Machetes, I believe.”
 
 “Matchetes?” 
 
 “One of those tribal war things over there, an overthrow of the government spilling out of the cities and ravishing villages, not unlike Darfur in the Sudan today.”
 
 “Maybe has something to do with his lack of belief in the supernatural in general and my psi powers in particular.” Rae shrugged and reached for the salt cellar which she rolled about in her hands.
 
 “How do you figure?” 
 
 “Apparently, the village shamans—his father and grandfather before him—could not protect his people, his mother…his entire village. So if shamanism failed him…”
 
 “I get it.” 
 
 She imagined how much trauma Amos must have endured. She sacrificed a heartbeat to the thought of the horrors Kunati had likely put completely out of his mind since it’d occurred at such a young age. Yet she knew from experience that it remained deep and abiding like a black cougar in his mind, capable of pouncing at any moment. Memories of events, however buried, remained in the vault—photographic and filled with sensory clues from sounds to odors. Anything might trigger a series of flash photos of that terrible time, which for years now had lain quiet and controlled beneath the seemingly solid rock of consciousness. Subconscious memory bided its time.
 
 She imagined the stored memory of burning and rotting flesh that Amos Kunati had carried with him all these years. It must take its toll in one form or another.
 
 Finished with the meal, she asked, “Where is Amos now? I haven’t seen him all day?”
 
 “He took a day off.” 
 
 A detective working a high profile case didn’t just take a day off, certainly not lightly. “In the middle of the Hammerhead sleepwalker case, he takes a day off?” She hadn’t meant to sound so harsh but that’s how it came out.
 
 “He’s been pushing hard; I told him…ordered him, actually, to take a day off, to step back. We ahhh…had an argument, if you want the truth.”
 
 “An the argument was about?”
 
 “Nothing…everything.”
 
 “You told him to step back, take some time off?” “Before he lost it, yes.” 
 
 She sighed heavily. “I have never intentionally intimidated anyone, save my cleaning lady when she tries to up prices on me.” She gave a moment’s thought to Enriqui who really did so much more than clean house and truly deserved a raise, but it was, for the time being, out of the question. “I mean I don’t see myself as intimidating, and yet so many people—big guys like Amos, too—are somehow intimidated by me. I’m just a little Oriental-Irish woman with insights.”
 
 “If it’s any consolation, Doc, I find you charming, and not in the least intimidating, and the longer you are here, the more I feel that we did make the right choice in bringing you to Charleston.”
 
 “Really?”
 
 “You’ve obviously won me over—at least I know you have guts.”
 
 “So…maybe I’d best concentrate on Amos.”
 
 “I suspect it’d be a waste of time unless you put the collar on the Hammerhead killer!” 
 
 They had foregone dessert, and he’d paid the bill, and soon they strolled back to the stationhouse. “You ought to call it a night, Rae,” he suggested.
 
 “Not yet. The meal…maybe the drinks…have enervated me. I’m going to locate Hatfield and tell him his sister is at peace. I should’ve done it sooner.”
 
 “You do that, but first come back up to my office. Get those files safely locked away, the ones you came in with.”
 
 “Sure thing, Carl.” 
 
 They rode the elevator from the garage entrance to the second floor where Carl’s office stood locked against any intruders. In a moment, she held the files in question in her hands, blinking, feeling the effects of the martinis conspiring with fatigue. How fleeting the energy boost had been, she thought.
 
 Just then Kunati entered, barring her way out, but what froze Rae was his attire. He wore a green uniform— the uniform of the local sheriff’s office. He looked stricken to see that Carl Orvison wasn’t alone. “Dr. Hiyakawa, Chief…if I could have a moment to talk to you.”
 
 “Amos, you’re impersonating an officer,” replied Orvison, a smile wishing to turn to laughter, but he caught himself, arms outstretched. “What’s all this, Amos?”
 
 “I’m done with detective work here, Carl. Joined the Sheriff’s Office this morning. They need a man with some experience in gathering forensic evidence.”
 
 “What?” Carl’s bulging eyes could not believe what his brain had just interpreted. “What’re you talking about, Amos?”
 
 “Working for the county now.”
 
 “Just like that? Overnight?”
 
 “I thought a clean break’d be the best way.” 
 
 “I’d best leave you two to discuss this,” said Rae, feeling quite in the way, trying to remove herself to the hallway but having to work around Amos. For a moment, it felt as if they were again fencing.
 
 “No…stay, Doctor,” countered Kunati. “You may’s well hear this too.” 
 
 Rae took an unsteady step back into the office. Kunati continued, adding, “Look, I’ve been unhappy with my situation for a long time, Carl, and you know that.”
 
 “You have a future with the city, Amos.” 
 
 He shook his head, doubtful. “Been too long spinning my wheels here, Carl. And I don’t believe I have any sort of future ahhh….under your thumb, Carl, andand—”
 
 “Amos, why do you take that attitude? Under my thumb? Under my guidance!”
 
 “However you want to paint it, I’ve already decided. I’m done with things here and this case.” 
 
 Orvison looked as if he might pound his fist on his desk. “You know I had no choice but to fire on that kid in the dark. He took two shots at us—two, count ’em, and he’d’ve taken a third had I not stopped him. Maybe he’d’ve killed you or me.”
 
 “It will always trouble me, Carl. How ‘bout you?” 
 
 “I don’t give a damn his age or his upbringing if he’s firing a blessed zip gun at a cop, and especially this cop!” Carl beat his chest with his fist instead of the desk. “I just work on instinct alone.”
 
 “It’s come to a head, Carl, with your bringing a psychic in on my case without giving me a chance to work the case, and rubbing my face in it every step of the way.”
 
 “That’s never been my intention, Amos. My intention was to—” 
 
 “To hell with your intentions, and to hell with this department, and to hell with your psychic mumbo-jumbo! You’ve turned the investigation into a carnival sideshow, and you’re making Charleston the laughing stock of the nation. Turn on a TV set. Listen to what they’re saying about us on CNN!”
 
 Kunati stormed out, Carl rushing down the hall after him, shouting, “You have a contract with the city, Amos! Amos!” He came back dejected. “Did everything I could for that kid, and for what? He stabs me in the back this way?”
 
 It was a development that Rae had not foreseen, but all she could think of was the man had gone from wearing a gray flannel suit as a detective in the city force to less pay with the county and to wearing a green uniform and a Smokey the Bear hat. Green, the dominant color of Rae’s case. Green, the color of his fencing uniform. Green, the color now of his new working uniform. Coincidence? Possibly, sure, and she meant it. Unlike most law enforcement people, Rae held a healthy respect for coincidence. How many configurations and shapes and spirals existed in nature? A limited number actually. Circles and concentric designs, the spiraled stream of water racing down a drain like that of a hurricane for example, or the flared shape of leaves, or the veins in leaves so like a complete Christmas tree pattern. Coincidence or nature? How many patterns on the planet were there?
 
 Logically, things repeated in patterns everywhere, even in human behavior. As coincidence happened in cellular tissue, in microbes, in insect life, plant life, animal life, the shape of things past, and things to come. So why did cops find designs in human nature impossible whenever anyone used the word coincidence? After all, coincidence was life, and life was a series of repeating patterns, and if so, coincidence followed like birds in a V formation. In fact every time anyone learns anything it comes of seeing the connections and the patterns. 
 
 Still sometimes coincidence was no coincidence. She knew this all too well from experience. One had to keep an open mind either way.
 
 All the same, she felt fairly sure that Amos’s penchant for green clothe of late must be simple coincidence and not the other. While she got a seething, trapped anger coming off him, she could not see Kunati braining people with a hammer and then driving 3-Penny nails into the skull and eyes—or farming out the work to another.
 
 All the same, a small corner of her brain kept an open window devoted to the notion that the disaffected cop could be her killer. Keep the mind open to all possibilities, just in case. Stranger things had happened. She considered Kunati with all the conflicting thoughts racing in her mind and said, “Detective to street cop, Mr. Kunati, seems a helluva stunt to gain sympathy, if you ask me. I should have known you held a strong prejudice against anything paranormal, and that it stems from your childhood.”
 
 “Childhood?” asked Kunati. “I had no childhood, and I’m not going to stand here, Dr. Hiaykawa and listen to you psychoanalyze me, so perhaps you should call it a night. That’s what I’m going to do.”
 
 It was the equivalent of a slap to the face. Rae sighed heavily, nodded, and replied, “I’ll say goodnight then.”
 
 Amos Kunati marched out like Shakespeare’s Othello before the great fall. 
 
 “I’ll have his desk cleaned out and another man in his place come morning,” Carl said to Rae, openly angry now, sounding hurt as well.
 
 Orvison met Rae’s stare. Neither said a word. For that moment, a near telepathic communication leapt between them, a message: We might well be better off without the negative vibes. Maybe Amos was in the way all along. Psychic interference.
 
 Despite Orvison’s admission that he’d not wanted her on the case anymore than had Kunati, Carl had kept this to himself, not sharing it with Kunati. This appeared obvious now. Carl had also managed to keep an open mind. Amos, on the other hand, felt an unremitting displeasure at being in Rae’s company, at her being in his squad room, and at her being on ‘his’ case. Typical man. Threatened. Defensive. Paranoid. She’d thought the fencing match had made a difference, but obviously not.
 
 Orvison’s phone rang and he picked it up. For some time, he listened intently to the voice on the other end, and Rae remained, silent, waiting. After a time, she recognized the voice on the phone as Orvison’s desk sergeant, a stout man who saw to sorting out walk-ins, complaints, and 9-1-1 alerts. Sergeant Germain’s booming voice even reached Rae where she stood at the window overlooking downtown Charleston. Still, Rae caught only snatches of words between the chief and the sergeant, but she knew immediately it had to do with the single most important case on Orvison’s plate.
 
 Carl barked, “See that my car is ready, Sergeant.” When he dropped the phone onto its cradle, he said, “We’ve got a living witness, a survivor of a botched job he’s made of his latest attack.”
 
 “You’re kidding?” It was an amazing break if true. She glanced at her watch, surprised to see that it read 9:45PM. “Not like him to strike this time of night. He’s followed a ritual up till now. He’d ritualistically stick to it unless something drastic in his life’s occurred.”
 
 “Whatever his reasons…whatever we find, we’ve got to check it out. You coming along?”
 
 “Absolutely.”
 
 They rushed for the garage and Carl’s waiting cruiser.
 


 

 


 
TWENTY TWO
 
 
 
 The drive proved solemn and quick, but they soon pulled into the already crowded area, a house on 60th street just off southeast Charleston’s main thoroughfare, McCorkle Avenue. A pair of detectives who’d been working peripherally on the case from the outset, Jim Hodges and Kevin Allen came toward Chief Orvison, and from their dejected body language, somehow Rae knew it couldn’t be good news after all. “Detective Kevin Allen, a stout, square-jawed, boyishly handsome man with sandy hair and a lively set of blue eyes leaned in toward the window and said, “Sorry, Chief, but it turns out just another publicity seeker looking for her fifteen minutes of fame.”
 
 “Who called it in?” 
 
 “The fourteen year old daughter. Thought it’d be cool. Says the Sleepwalker killings are all the talk at Capitol High, and she thought it’d be cool to get her face on the tube.”
 
 Detective Jim Hodges leaned in at the other window opposite, close in on Rae, and he added, “Supposedly, the family dog jumped the guy, took out a chunk of flesh, some such bullshit.”
 
 Every detective Rae knew had early in his career honed that internal ‘bullshit detector’ so necessary to a line of work that involved criminals and the general public. It had long been a staple of police work to accept the fact that, for whatever reason, everybody lied, covered up, or skewed the truth. An increasing number for just this—their moment of fame.
 
 False alarm. There had been many in this case, too many. For an area populated by a people who seemed removed from the beaten track, the allure of a Channel 2 TV news van in the driveway, of microphones shoved in one’s face, of fame and notoriety, appeared wholly intact.
 
 “Heard some rumor that Kunati stepped down from the case,” said Detective Allen. “What gives, boss?” 
 
 “Amos has done more than step down from the case, gentlemen,” replied Carl Orvison, his voice filled with fatigue and frustration in equal dose. “Amos has quit the force.”
 
 “Quit?” The detectives looked quizzically at one another.
 
 “Gone over to the Kanawha County Sheriff’s Office.”
 
 “Now that’s a shocker!”
 
 “Thought he was gunning for your job, Chief,” said Hodges, “come the next election.”
 
 “Anybody want my job, they can damn well come and get it,” Orvison fired back.
 
 “Hey, Chief, didn’t mean anything by it.” Hodges fidgeted with an unlit cigarette. 
 
 Orivson squirmed uncomfortably in his seat. “Sorry…didn’t mean to dump on you guys. Look, fourteen years old or forty, we slam this girl with obstruction and whatever else you can think of. She wants notoriety, let’s give it to her.”
 
 “You’ll just be givin’ the punk what she wants,” argued Hodges. 
 
 “Book her, fingerprints, the whole nine yards, and let the parents rant to the press for all I care. We need to send a message to the public we’re going to prosecute anyone abusing 9-1-1.”
 
 “I was hoping you’d say that, boss.” Allen grinned wide, straightened, and marched back toward the house he’d exited. The bounce in his step said it all; he was going to enjoy cuffing the kid.
 
 Hodges scurried to catch up. If nothing else, they’d have the satisfaction of a ‘collar’ of sorts tonight. 
 
 “You’re pretty quiet of a sudden,” Orvison said to Rae, where he found her waiting in the glum quiet of the cruiser.
 
 “We got our hopes up, and they were dashed again,” began Rae. “A living eyewitness who might give a sketch artist a chance at a likeness of this nutcase, some details that I’ve not been able to fathom. Sure, we have reason to be angry at this kid.”
 
 “But you think putting her into the system might be a bit harsh?” 
 
 “I didn’t say that; however, I was thinking of my Nia…just turned fifteen. I could see her pulling a stunt like this all too easily.”
 
 “Kids…they don’t think past the deed to the consequences.”
 
 “And who’s to blame a kid nowadays, given all the irresponsible acts of our so-called leaders.” 
 
 He shrugged. “Or those depicted on TV and movie screens that pass for comics just poking fun, heh? Brings down any notions of glory and the American way these days?”
 
 “The adult world has created plenty of confusion in their world, and plenty to be confused about—beyond the usual confusion of adolescence.”
 
 “Nice speech but I’m going to teach this one kid a damn lesson she won’t forget any time soon.”
 
 “Your call.” 
 
 “Damned right it is.” He pulled from the curb, returned to McCorkle and shot onto I-64 for downtown and Rae’s hotel. They traveled in a silence thick with what Rae silently characterized as ‘a grinding-teeth atmosphere’ wherein each wanted to say something but both remained stubbornly quiet.
 
 Silent the entire way. Until he pulled into the circle at the hotel. “This thing with Amos has got to me.” “I can well imagine.” 
 
 “He’s not acting rational, and he’s made a career decision he’ll regret someday… possibly as soon as tomorrow when light of day filters into his thick skull.”
 
 “You like Amos, despite his being a pain in the ass, heh, Carl?”
 
 “I’d’ve given him a great lot of mentoring if he’d’ve been receptive. Damn but I tried.” 
 
 It dawned on her now. He’d treated the other man like a son. “Tell me, Carl, you got children? A son somewhere?”
 
 A deep silence overtook the chief now. Something so thick it could be cut with only a bone saw, she thought. She’d hit a nerve.
 
 “You lose a son? In Iraq maybe?”
 
 “Don’t start pulling your magic act on me, Doctor. You read up on me somewhere along the line.” 
 
 “No…this is just intuition, reading your body language, the things you don’t say…the between the lines stuff. And as for the rift between you and Amos, while I know I’m not personally responsible, it sure sounds as if the breaking point was your having to call me in on the case.”
 
 “Frankly, it wasn’t that so much as…well, he thought I should’ve run my department the way I saw fit, and not at the beck and call of the mayor’s office, but that’s an unreasonable and idyllic notion that doesn’t work in practice.”
 
 “You’d think he’d understand command structure, that you answer to those up the ladder.”
 
 “He’s a fool if he thinks he’ll find it any different in the county system.”
 
 “Perhaps over time, he’ll realize how much you tried to do for him, Carl.”
 
 “Yeah…maybe, given time.” “Time wounds all heels, right?”
 
 He chuckled lightly at this. “Time is the formula for a lot of cures.” 
 
 “Wonder what our killer thinks about when he thinks about time,” she mused. “Wonder what it is in the mirror that he can’t take.”
 
 “From the tenor of his notes to the press, he thinks he’s going to be immortal one day, that he’s doing the work of a higher power.”
 
 “Perhaps, when he looks in the mirror, he knows the truth. No one, in the end, will remember him, no more than anyone aside from film buffs remembering how much Raymond Massey looked the part of Abe Lincoln.”
 
 “Fame is fleeting.” 
 
 Rae had read all the files on all of Marci Cottrill’s boyfriends and her ex. Any one of them was capable of doing her in, but none seemed capable of brutalizing her to the extent that the Hammer-man chose to do. Rae had gone on to study the monster’s letters to the editor, and his cryptic lyrics from first victim to last. By now she had closely studied their man’s handwriting as well.
 
 “From all I gather,” she replied, wiping a loose strand of hair from her eyes, “he has delusions of grandeur, that he is in some manner an agent of his god, an avenging angel, and each victim has been chosen not by him—why hell, he’s asleep, in an altered state of consciousness the entire time—or so he is trying to convince us and perhaps himself.”
 
 “Claims he’s just a conduit.” 
 
 “Yeah, that he’s channeling a higher power, the one who selects those whose time it is to cross over. Read all that bull. So the murder victims weren’t killed by him at all but by his god.”
 
 “But he’s still got the reality staring him in the face—his face in the mirror.”
 
 “Exactly. It’s his face in the mirror, not his god or this being telling him what to do.”
 
 “Precisely,” agreed Carl, nodding. “His god’s failed to appear to him.” 
 
 “Must be tough on a lunatic. Meanwhile, this maniac is going about our community with his hands clean so far as he believes. Only makes him more invisible. He won’t be a fidgeter, won’t show any sign whatsoever of being a changed man, not so much as a nervous twitch or stomach—if he’s convinced himself he’s truly innocent in all this.”
 
 “A rationale for being sociopathic. A higher power dictates. I’m just following orders, and doing so in my sleep.”
 
 “Imagine a co-worker who has murdered someone, a husband, a son, a brother who has killed someone. You’d expect to see a transformation, a change in demeanor, but not with this guy, no way. Hell…he wasn’t even there when he did it.”
 
 “Exactly.” She opened the car door, saying, “We’d both best get some rest.” 
 
 He held her for a moment in a sad stare. “Every night I lay my head down, Rae, I wonder if while I sleep, if he will strike again. Doesn’t exactly make for peaceful slumber.”
 
 “What can you do? When they learned that the Atlanta Child Murderer always dumped his victims’ bodies in rivers, they posted teams at every bridge. You can’t post a man at every bedside.”
 
 “But we do have our secret weapon, now don’t we?” he asked, meaning her and sounding a sarcastic note. 
 
 “I’m here to do my best, same as you, Carl.” She climbed from the car and slammed the door shut, and without a wave, she rushed for the revolving doors. Carl made the old cruiser scream, its tires leaving their mark behind.
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 Instead of going straight for her room, Rae entered the hotel bar where she ordered a Whiskey Sour and pulled out her cell phone. She had heard nothing in all this time from either Tomi Yoshikani or Nia. She now dialed her daughter’s cell number, unaware that the bartender was checking her out.
 
 When Nia came on, Rae took a deep breath and said, “It’s me. Why didn’t you call to tell me you’d gone to your father’s?”
 
 “I didn’t wanna fight on my hands, Mother.”
 
 “You presuppose we will fight every time your father’s involved, Nia.”
 
 “It’s called conditioning, Mom.”
 
 “Look…Nia, I was worried about you. You weren’t answering at the house.”
 
 “I’m fine, Mom. What about you? How is your case going?”
 
 “Nia, you’re not making plans to stay with your father, are you?”
 
 “No…I mean I dunno.”
 
 “Is that a maybe?” “A definite maybe.” 
 
 A Cole Porter tune played in the background, a song from a bygone time. “You’re growing up so fast as it is, Nia; you and me…we only have so much time together. You’ll be off to college in a few years.”
 
 “Yeah…I know, and Dad?” Was that a question, she wondered but remained silent. 
 
 “Dad says the same thing as you do…about our time left together. Always fussing how we haven’t enough of that stuff.”
 
 “Time is our most precious commodity, sweetheart—that and our love for one another.” “If that’s so…why do you spend so much of it away from me?” Nia hung up on this shot to the heart. 
 
 Rae finished her drink and went up to bed. Tonight she knew she’d worry about Nia and her, their relationship, the possibility that Tomi had already won her over with both charm and money. She’d cry herself to sleep over it all, and the truth that hurt so much—what Nia said about Rae’s spending too much time away.
 


 

 


 
TWENTY THREE
 
 


 
 The following day at police headquarters 
 
 Rae had not slept well, her worries and hopes and dreams for Nia consuming her night. Now she had consumed far too much caffeine all this day long, as she’d spent hours pouring over more facsimiles of the killer’s handwritten notes, all of which she’d handled earlier in original form in an effort to telekinetically catch any glimpses she might of the killer or his mind. She’d only gotten a vague sense that he was on a tightrope, his nerves shattering daily.
 
 Still, could she trust this ‘knowledge’? The telekinesis (TK) always proved iffy. While iffy was not a technological term, nor even a PSI word, it was most assuredly a human word associated with guesses, hunches, such things as maybes and perhapses all the way to the end of the scale to intuition and instinct. Iffy-ness figured into all psychic considerations after all, something Gene, her loving mentor, had railed about all the time. “You can’t ever take the if out of things,” he’d say. “And you must keep an open mind to the what ifs as well.”
 
 Today’s TK session had proven poor in the extreme. Too much if this and if that figured into the images coming from her touch. Nothing to send back via the palm-held Crawl. Nothing worthwhile. Nothing to write home about. Nothing on the killer’s physical appearance for sure—except the color green, some notion of precision tools—at odds with a hammer and nail to be sure.
 
 On the other hand, a major what if raised its curiously green head, asking for attention. What if…the killer was working out of an overwhelming sense of mission? The question demanded she wrestle with it. It was something coming off the killer via his written notes— an obsessive drive to fulfill a kind of contract, living it out, filled with the emotion of duty, loyalty to this calling, however sick said calling might appear to anyone outside his head. This amounted to what psychiatrist and those who studied aberrant minds as a fantasy—a killer’s fantasy world. While fantasy in the usual sense might mean a pleasant fairy tale, in the mind of a sociopath, a fantasy was neither a fantasy nor a fairy tale. This sort of fantasy was a killer’s wish, a killer’s plans, desires, his goals, what made him come both mentally and physically—his sick fantasy. And often there were no sicker thoughts on the planet than those inside a psychopath’s head.
 
 When she’d finally tired of the attempt to gain any further, more in-depth knowledge of the killer via telekinesis, she’d gone to Orvison with the lack of results. “However, I can report to you, Carl, about this sense of mission I’d gotten, as if he takes on these killings as a fevered messenger or disciple.”
 
 “Disciple of what?” he asked. 
 
 She shook her head, her eyes tired. “Precisely…a disciple of what or whom could tell us a lot about him, but I can’t say, at least not yet.”
 
 Carl took the news in solemn retrospection, but in the end, he’d skeptically said, “That’s some stretch.” It was said in that sarcastic manner he’d adopted since Amos Kunati had quit him. More and more, as the day had worn on and worn down, Orvison had begun sounding like Kunati. He’d inherited the duty of being the doubter and the skeptic, it seemed.
 
 Orivson had added, “Our best handwriting guys aren’t even sure if all the letters to the press and the notes found in the victims’ throats are even from the same guy, Rae. So how can you be sure? You could be getting crosscross whataya-ma-call-its.”
 
 “Definitely the same hand at work,” she replied in no uncertain terms, “despite an obvious attempt to disguise it. The loops and whorls, the ups, the downs, the O’s, T’s., and P’s in particular do not lie.”
 
 She’d wanted to keep hold of the originals handled by the monster, to keep working at the telekinetic path that might open wider, the longer she handled that which the killer handled, but Orvison and others withheld the documents on the very honest issue of their being irreplaceable pieces of evidence if and when the killer were apprehended. Chain of evidence issues, all that.
 
 As a result, and feeling a need to get away from Orvison for awhile, Rae had gone in search of Dr. Roland Hatfield to allay any fears and to get special dispensation from him on the matter, but he’d been out on a domestic dispute turned ugly case. Learning this, she returned to her temporary desk to pack everything she wished to take with her tonight.
 
 She knew working with the facsimiles proved useless in a telepathic sense, that she could only use the science behind graphology with the duplicates. Even so, the duplicates had had much to say about the level of angst and bitterness brewing and seething within this monster with each stroke of his pen. I don’t hate women, he’d written in one communiqué. In fact, I love women; it’s why my Lord picks them to cross over. When it is my turn, they will greet me with open arms on the other side as a friend, as one who gave them freedom.
 
 “Don’t count on it, Mister Sleepwalker-killer,” she said to her temporary desk where Kunati’s empty desk stood staring across at her.
 
 The day turned to evening, and Rae packed up all the facsimiles and decided she must catch up the missed sleep. She buzzed Chief Orvison and explained her plans, saying she’d get a cab to the Embassy Suites. He wouldn’t hear of it, instead ordering Hodges to drive her ‘home’ for the day.
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 The Jacuzzi relaxed Rae along with some small bottles of wine she’d pilfered from the fridge. In robe now, she took another stab at the handwriting analysis, but her eyes soon became bleary and unresponsive.
 
 Putting aside the handwriting analysis for now, Rae leaned back into her pillows and went over every moment she’d spent in the haunted trailer that had given her the only narrow glimpse of the killer she’d gotten in all her time in Charleston. So far, her greatest ally in Charleston had been that spider-webbed old bureau mirror. Her mind wandered, however, to an imagined place—a kind of morgue or rather medical laboratory wherein all the gathered evidence looked more like a collection of arcane bed springs and antique furniture and clothing than it did a place of microscopes, Bunsen burners, sinks, and freezers. No this was a regular pawnshop window, the sort you could stare through for days and never see all that filled this space. This storehouse of treasures large and small flitted in and out of her vision. All manner of items had been forced into every niche and crevasse, and appeared on multiple tiers, shelves, and boxes.
 
 Rae blinked at the dusty, grime-laden window, something out of her childhood in LA, a pawnshop window filled with baseball trophies, crumpled ties, belts, clothes, shoes, ceramic bric-a-brac, telephones, TV’s, books, travel brochures, debris of lost political campaigns, tools, both household tools like screwdrivers and hammers, and the precision tools of dentists and doctors. There were candles, dishware, lamps, bottles, radios, more. In fact, the list seemed endless.
 
 Rae now saw an old woman who seemed the caretaker of this world, and this woman, a dark crow that scratched about the sometimes dusty, sometimes shiny objects brought to this strange place, she knew as the curator of this museum. The woman had spent a lifetime gathering it all into her huge, elaborate, labyrinthine nest, a nest made of many tentacles, all of which entwined the old woman wrapped in a boa with every color of the rainbow about her throat and against her pale gray skin and dead eyes.
 
 The yellow-beaked woman had darting eyes; eyes that darted like a frightened and overwhelmed barn owl unable to find its next meal. As the features coalesced into distinct parts, there came a startling revelation. The turkey hen of a woman was an age-enhanced replica of Aurelia Murphy Hiyakawa at perhaps seventy or eighty. Impossible to be exact.
 
 She gasped at the surprise.
 
 She’d felt certain the pawnshop and the old woman were clues in the Hammerhead case.
 
 Now she wondered at its meaning. 
 
 Dreams in her worldview had deep meaning that must be analyzed. Sometimes you were meant to act on such dreams.
 
 The elderly Rae stood on the inside of that pawnshop window—inside and trapped among her things, a lifetime’s collection of things. Objects. Materials. All the objects of the dead, the objects she had touched over the years, and into the future. Her future. Filled with the objects of her cases. What she looked at was a frightful future, that she was alone with her objects and her work— that in fact she’d become the ugly work that she did, that her profession had become her and she it, and she had no other life. All her relationships had fallen away, replaced by the emptiness and horror of being alone with the objects of death.
 
 She at once feared and yet wished to examine more closely this image and this world. Is it my future? Does it make sense? Can it be altered?
 
 She hadn’t seen any joy in the features, and she had seen no sign of Nia in this future. 
 
 Unsure now if she were awake or asleep, Rae’s eyes continued to pour over the image of her future self while her mind raced with questions: Is this what Nia keeps harping on, that one day I’ll wake up and find myself alone with ‘important’ work. Did it mean she’d end up a bitter and imprisoned old hen behind a wall of memories and a collection of cases? Every item she’d ever laid hands on in her paranormal forensics laboratory laid out in her future window?
 
 Windows had locks; windows closed on things, but they could also open on things. She saw the old woman now below a dull brass pyramid—Rae’s brass pyramid back at Quantico. Am I all that I do and nothing more? Does my work define me, or do I define my work? Is it my addiction, and does it imprison me in the end?
 
 It is me. I am it? 
 
 Just a bad dream. A compensatory dream. Compensating for the last conversation with Nia…about time. Yes, it’s about time itself…again.
 
 Nia was with her father now. Not a single call back since she’d so rudely hung up on her mother. What did it portend? Rae had had to repeatedly call, to run her down. Was it already too late? Was the future vision of herself not the future at all but the here and now?
 
 Rae’s subconscious turned all these matters over, slipping away from the case of the Sleepwalker, and slipping toward a deeper REM as well. But it proved a sleep that she sensed she might never achieve, 
 
 overshadowed by the larger goal she might never achieve— the goals she’d set for her daughter and herself. She slept, yes, but a part of her remained conscious, sitting above on an invisible branch, observing, questioning, wondering why she was here in a lonely Charleston, West Virginia hotel room instead of home with her daughter, working on this thing called the family unit.
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 Rae awoke but hardly refreshed. Such things as dread, tumult, and chaos had given chase about her mind the entire night. Dread wanted to overtake her. Tumult wanted to choke her. Chaos wanted to break her. All three had flitted about her head the entire night, competing for the right to take her. None of them had entirely won, but they had ganged up on her. She felt bruised on every level. She imagined her appearance only reflected the beating.
 
 It’s a sad thing when slumber beats hell out of you, she thought. 
 
 In fact, the headache she awoke with made her rethink who’d won. Perhaps the trio aligned against her had scored a victory after all. The way she felt.
 
 The clock read: 5:02AM, the witching hour, normally 3AM had come and gone, but the entire night for her had been the bitching hour.
 
 She doubted that caffeine would strengthen her resolve against such enemies as chased her all night, but she certainly wanted a cup to find out, perhaps a pot. She called room service for coffee and wheat toast. Even as she made the call, she wondered if at or around 3AM last night, if the killer had dared strike again. Then as casually as imagining what she’d look like in a certain selection of clothing for the day, it came to Aurelia that yes, she must stake out every bedside within a twenty or thirty mile radius of her bedroom here at the Embassy Suites. That she must do a psychic stakeout.
 
 A stakeout via a psychic intervention.
 
 Would it work? Could it work? She had no idea, but perhaps it was worth a try, and perhaps it might save a life. A psychic intervention, she’d heard it called. Dangerous as hell. 
 
 Rae had never attempted one, but she’d heard Gene Kiley speak of such events while admitting that he hadn’t the ‘stuff’ to pull off a psychic intervention himself. He’d once given her a laundry list of readings on the subject, and she had read up on it, but that had been years ago, and even she had remained skeptical of the less than empirical evidence presented.
 
 Still it might just have a chance with this case as the killer’s patterns had been revealed, particularly the timing of his deadly and insidious attacks.
 
 Strike him at the exact right moment, when his defenses are down, and no telling what might happen, she insisted to herself. But it would take everything she had to give, and it could be dangerous to her in a back-flashover. Quite dangerous. Still, she’d somehow unconsciously and without direction or focus tapped into the mind of another killer, and she’d done so without any real effort on her part, and yet she’d shaken up and ‘spooked’ Carnivore Man in Phoenix, hadn’t she? Why not a directed, conscience effort to frighten hell out of the Charleston Hammerhead killer?
 
 All the elements seemed right and ripe for this; everything felt in place. A long shot to be sure, but if it worked—pro-active intervention on a psychic plane—it could do wonders to throw a scare into the man Orvison had become convinced could not be frightened or dissuaded through any means but a bullet to the brain.
 
 But just suppose she could prove Orvison wrong? Suppose she could give this bastard the shock of his life? A psychic shock? Suppose she could crawl into his head and tell him she was watching his every move. She began humming the Police tune, I’ll be Watching You.
 
 A rap at the door made her jump, so rapt had she become in thoughts of antagonizing the killer on two fronts, that of the media and that of the mind.
 
 “Room service!” came the voice the other side of the door. 
 
 Rae collected herself and then her coffee and toast, paid a gratuity, and wished the man in the green vest and baggy green trousers—the colors of the hotel personnel here at the Embassy, a good day.
 
 The waiter looked at the two single bills in his hand and up again into her eyes, said thank you, and was off on his duty run. She’d noticed the thin, slack-jawed man’s name on his breastplate read Don Greene, and for a millisecond feared him. She dropped her gaze down the hall after Greene, thinking herself foolish. Then she closed the door.
 
 Inside her room, she began to sing, “Green green, it’s green they say…far side of the hill.” She laughed at her bad rendition of the the ancient old English tune. She thought of the other ditty, Green Sleeves, and she wondered at all the greenery in her green house, and she realized that her room here at the Suites was decorated in a green on green motif—walls green with a hunter’s green stripe across the top, lighter green striped paper throughout; lime green carpet, bedspread of rich sea green, curtains matching, while the Jacuzzi was a mild blue-green same as in the bathroom. Even the paintings on the walls, all of English hunting dogs, horses, and fox hunts had a Kelly green dominating each scenario.
 
 Only her towels and robe proved white in this green, green world. Green, the color of hope and faith and growth on the one hand, the color of decay and gangrene and death on the other.
 
 Downing her first drams of coffee, munching the too crunchy for her taste toast, Rae reflected on the images of her holding forth in a paranormal pawnshop. The crumbs from her toast looked like the powdery dust of that imagined place, dust reminiscent of the substance that came off in the hand when touching a dead moth. She felt a sense of loss, a sense of being alone in the end, alone from all she loved, alone even from God. She felt a sad loss, imagining the clipped-winged creature overseeing the forest of forgotten trinkets, items, and dead men’s clothing filling that window of loathsome junk—all the myriad dreams of the dead now like so many skeletal remains of vermin. How much of it had she taken into her body, into her self over the years. How much of the dust of victims would she swallow over the coming years, filling her mind, heart, and gut with the dead and dying?
 
 The dream would not leave her alone even now.
 
 It could go either way, her brighter self reassured her.
 
 She was not speaking of the case now but her life.
 
 And how would the psychic intervention with the Hammerhead shark go?
 
 She’d lost her appetite for the overdone toast, and her coffee refused to sit well on her stomach.
 
 Wonder why, she thought. 
 
 Her mind wandered back to the greenness all round her in this case and in her room. She began to use it to focus on the killer. Gene Kiley often warned her that when she saw a thing, a number, a word, an image over and over in her waking life—anything repeating itself—that this could not be ignored. By the same token, Gene had always warned of “anticipation creation”—creating an importance around an image or say a number by anticipating it to show itself wherever you looked and making it come about by virtue of being more aware of it in the first place. Green was, in the natural world and in the man-made world, everywhere, so mightn’t it be expected…everywhere?
 
 She’d conveyed this all to Waldron’s team at Quantico to no fanfare and some dubious grunts. 
 
 Perhaps she had, in fact, created the anticipation of seeing this color crop up everywhere. After all, her deceased father’s spirit had posited the idea before she set foot in Charleston. Her antennae, her radar, her every sense, including her sixth sense honed on the color as once she’d done with the number 48—her father’s birth year. This argument certainly had validity. Anyone might acquire an obsessive belief surrounding say a lucky number, or a special name or word or color or gem as in one’s birthstone. By the same token, a particular number, item, or oddity that one never thought of suddenly springs up unbidden as if at every turn, as if demanding one’s attention, this certainly seemed to convey a higher meaning.
 
 A siren sounds and she turns to the noise only to see the number 48 in huge red letters flying along at sixty miles an hour down a congested avenue. She flicks on a TV and watches two men in a fistfight knock in a door with the number 48 affixed to it. In the sky overhead a billboard screams huge numbers 48 in its advertisement. A coat she scans on a rack is a number 48, while a child’s racing toy is emblazoned with the same number as is the price of a bedspread she wants. This all in a matter of a few hours.
 
 Was this the case with the color green now? 
 
 She wondered what Gene Kiley thought of this from wherever he might be now. Rae had no control over when and where and through what medium her parents might visit; she certainly had no way of controlling their visits. Most assuredly, she had not one idea of how she might conjure up Gene or any spirit. While she might be a magnet for certain kinds of kind souls and sometimes some not so kind souls, she was no conjurer in any true sense of the word. In fact, she strongly doubted any ability she might have of controlling an apparition. In double fact, Rae knew that her ability to make contact with the dead was hardly a skill, and that she had better luck with the living at a distance.
 
 As in the Carnivore Man’s case. A case of making contact with the killer but not knowing it was so until it proved almost enough to get her killed. Her powers, if they could be called powers, were not always completely under her control. In a sense, she was the psychic who couldn’t shoot straight—not with her psi sight anyway. In Phoenix and even before she’d left for that city, Rae had been picking up powerful psychic emotions, sights, sounds, and images from what she thought had been the victim, when in fact, the images she’d been getting had been from the monster itself, the merciless killer.
 
 Rae had also made contact via long distance imaging with victims. This had always been her strength, her gift. She’d saved kidnapped and missing children. She had saved that girl in Florida being held for ransom; held in a coffin below the earth. She had sent skeptical FBI agents right to the doorstep of her captor. 
 
 So perhaps…if she focused laser-like on this case, perhaps with something he himself had actually handled in her hot, willing, focused hands, she might actually disturb this creature in his lair if not his soul, upset what he considered his balanced space, his personal space, his relationships with others, and his relationship with his higher power— the thing that told him to kill.
 
 Perhaps…just perhaps she’d already done so to some degree when she had him in her sights in the trailer…in that cracked mirror…trapped there for a moment in time. 
 
 She needed something that the monster had handled extensively, something solid and not just words on paper. Something hefty, weighty, stamped with his indelible being. The more the killer had handled the item, the better. The notes, she imagined, he’d written out before going on his deadly mission as there were no bloodstains, not so much as a smear of a single blood droplet on the papers, not on a single one of them. She had to believe he’d kept them wadded up inside a pocket the entire time, another good indication that his work was hardly activated at the moment of the kill, that he’d taken all sorts of premeditated steps. Steps that would put him away forever once they cornered him.
 
 However, how long did it take to scribble a few sentences? He’d have handled that first hammer left at the first scene of the crime, possibly a hammer he’d owned for years, far more and with far more emotion coursing through his hand and into the wood handle. Psychic energy that might well be trapped in that handle and in the toothed anvil of metal itself.
 
 And that object was indeed precisely what she needed now. 
 
 She got dressed, sipped a few more times at the cooled coffee, another nibble of toast. She felt a sense of purpose now. She felt a plan coming into focus. A plan which, while hinging on unpredictable paranormal parameters like a pinwheel in the wind, she believed in the possibilities. She must. It was who she was. Was all she had.
 
 She mulled it over again in her head: A simple plan, a plan to unhinge a murderer.
 
 She dialed Carl Orvison and quickly outlined her needs, telling him she wanted that hammer in her hands.” “What? When?”
 
 “Tonight.”
 
 “You want to take it out of evidence lockup and put it to use, you say? You gonna build something?” 
 
 “Exactly, I mean nothing physical. I intend building something of an intangible nature, a psychic trap, and I need that hammer to make it happen.”
 
 Silence at the other end. 
 
 “This is how I best operate, Chief. You saw what happened at the trailer…things he touched that I touch—the mirror, remember how I used the mirror?”
 
 “I didn’t see any of it, and neither did the film I made. It’s just all you, Dr. Hiyakawa. No ghosts, no spirits, no invisibles. Just you and empty space.”
 
 “Did you for a moment think that a digital camera could pick up a paranormal visitation? Apparitions are shy of any camera at the ready, and they don’t photograph well in the best of circumstances.”
 
 “No, no I didn’t really expect to get anything, and I didn’t.” 
 
 “Then why the filming at all if not simply to prove me a phony?” Her eyes darted around the green room. Sunrays filtered in through the creases in the curtains, softening the green. 
 
 Carl’s voice over the phone hardly sounded like the same man. “I’m sure you mean well, Doctor, and you believe everything that—”
 
 “Give me this chance to prove you wrong, Carl. You brought me all the way here, so let’s go for the brass ring. Take a chance!”
 
 “You’ve been given forty-eight hours, Doctor, and—”
 
 “Forty eight, you say. No kidding.”
 
 “—and if…if we have no results by then, we wave you good-bye, no harm, no foul, and—” 
 
 “You ran the film to your superiors, and you’ve given the paranormal approach a good faith effort. Right, right?”
 
 “It was always to be that way; wasn’t my idea.”
 
 “Orders, sure. I understand.” Nothing seemed to be Carl’s doing, she thought. 
 
 A long silence followed. Carl cleared his throat, stuttered a half-formed apology he did not feel and said, “If it’s any consolation, I like you, Rae, on a personal level. I really do.”
 
 “The film was for the governor to see and to hold over the mayor’s head?”
 
 “That’s about it.”
 
 “Secured your job, did it?” “It did.”
 
 “And Amos knew all along, and he quit over this, didn’t he?”
 
 “Amos’s reasons are neither here nor there.”
 
 “But it contributed?”
 
 “I suppose it did, perhaps.” 
 
 “He knew you’d clenched the job, and that no amount of stumping or money could wrench it from you, not after filming that documentary of me looking the fool at each location where the victims died.” She hadn’t bothered to see the films. “I’m sure I look like the worst mime on record.”
 
 “Look…I’m sorry about your being used as a pawn in all this, Doctor, but I had little choice.” 
 
 “ Ahhh…a local psychic wouldn’t do. No palm readers for the Charleston Police Department. No…you guys had to have the best; you needed the FBI to make it look good…a good faith effort. And once over, you can concentrate on the case at hand. I get it clearly now. Must’ve gotten a good laugh at pulling one over on me like this.”
 
 “I can arrange a plane back to Quantico, and Doctor, I’m sorry the way it went.” 
 
 “I’m not quite ready to board a plane back to Quantico just yet. You said I have a forty-eight hour window. I intend to use that window.” She hung up, angry now. Here she had been blind to what had really been going on all along between Chief Orvison and Detective Kunati. Carl Orvison proved far, far more cunning and clever than had Kunati or Rae, a real conniver, mired in his local politics as a lizard in a marsh. In a sense, the series of killings were of far less concern to the man than his position on the ladder. He’d been protecting his rung the entire time. Even his coming out to the trailer to ostensibly ‘save’ the foolish young half-Asian weaker-sexed female psychic at three in the morning from whatever lurked there had been a ruse, a pose. Amos Kunati had at least been up front.
 
 She sat dejected and staring around at the green room, and she moaned “God…how damned awful is this?” She didn’t expect an answer sitting here at the desk, but she got several in succession, beginning with her father’s image in the mirror before her.
 
 When the bridge falls— she watched his lips move and heard his voice in her head— beneath one’s feet, grab your feet. Her father’s voice resonated around the room, but his meaning fell flat. It made sense only if she imagined feet to mean ego and self.
 
 Her father’s image morphed into her mother’s features, and her apparition said: When one door c loses, another will open.
 
 She must have read Rae’s unimpressed features pinch into a frown, as now her mother added: When the road fails to rise up to meet you, you take another road.
 
 “Yeah, thanks Mom. I’ll do that.” Nice to see that Mom had some new material, she said to herself. 
 
 I heard that . Her mother’s frown faded with her image, as both parents appeared to have swept off for some erstwhile spectral appointment. With them gone, Rae cried. In the midst of her tears and pacing and wiping her nose, she heard a third voice, Gene’s voice say in her ear: When counted out by the many, count on one.”
 
 “Oh, great. Now Gene is speaking in epitaphs. Do you mean count on myself?” she asked. 
 
 The number of focus , she heard him say. She’d heard him say it every time he prepared her for a trance. Gene had in an instant and without hesitation seconded her plan, the plan to go after a killer via her mind, the psychic intervention. The secret of her gift, the secrete of life, to focus on one thing. To do one thing and to do it well.
 
 The young girl who had claimed that her dog had attacked a man who’d broken in to drive nails into her eyes had, in her way, intervened on the case; her dog had supposedly intervened to save her. Rae wondered if she could save a real victim, if she could intervene, take a psychic bite out of crime, and if so, perhaps prove to the powers that be that debunking her and psychic sensory investigation amounted to undermining their own investigation. In short, she meant to make Carl Orvison eat his words and his deeds.
 
 Show ‘em what you’ve got, Gene said now, something he said each time he’d acted as her spotter. 
 
 She looked for him in every reflective surface but could not find him. Finally, she replied, “I will, but meantime, I really suck at reading people. You know that, Gene.”
 
 Too often, she felt, she really did suck at reading people on this plane. 
 
 She felt a generalized feeling that said she shouldn’t be so hard on herself, that life and people were 
 
 complicated, that personalities were as layered as onions, and that the core traits of an individual remained hidden in deep stratums of emotion and guile and gray matter—much of which had a connection to DNA imprinting dating back to the time of the caveman. Little wonder people were hard to read. How much of life could be understood, really so long as ancestral fears and primordial emotions ruled a species? Little wonder, no one proved an open book.
 
 “Still, I suck at reading people,” she moaned. “The ones who might can help—” she thought of Kunati who might’ve forewarned her had she worked harder at the clues she now realized he’d been putting out— “or the ones who can only hurt you.” She thought of Carl Orvison again and just how subtly he’d operated on her. “Just try to read a politician.”
 
 Still, while Orvison had proven now to be the deliberate and conniving one the entire time, Kunati had had several opportunities to speak openly with Rae. How many times had they been alone. What was the fencing all about? But he’d not been frank with her. He’d squandered several chances to give her some indication of the true nature of his and Carl’s visit to Quantico to shop for a reputable psychic. Instead, he simply jumped ship himself.
 
 She wondered, does it make sense? How much in human behavior ever does…make sense? 
 
 She wiped her eyes and set about thinking how she could get hold of that hammer, how she would work around Orvison.
 
 Replay , said her mother’s voice. She was back? Or had she simply not left? And what the devil did she mean by replay?
 
 Rerun, her father corrected mother.
 
 Reverse, Gene corrected them both. “Reverse.” 
 
 The word reverberated through her ear, but Rae was unsure what this meant, and scratching her head, awaiting more input, she remained patient. She dabbed at her final tears. The room felt empty again, the silence like the depth of an ocean, the density of a mountain. She knew they’d all gone; in fact, she wondered if they’d been in the room at all, if it hadn’t all been her neediness for them talking through her.
 
 But whatever the truth, what they’d said had given her courage. 
 
 I’m going for it, she told herself, still wondering what could reverse have meant in this context. Believing that those who loved her most, from the other side, were guiding her in the right direction. She believed she must revisit the haunted trailer, but that she must do so smartly. Yes, she told herself, that’s it. The only way she might beat Carl Orvison’s timeframe. That’s what Gene’s trying to say, and Mother, and Father. Then she reminded herself that it’s all right to listen to voices in one’s head so long as those voices are benign.
 
 Rae worked out her plan in her now quiet head, every detail. She stopped only to pour another cup of coffee from the urn, still hot and steaming as if no time at all had passed, and perhaps it hadn’t. The coffee certainly didn’t taste as bitter as bile anymore. In fact, it had a pleasant, easy aroma, and it went down smoothly. Coffee with attitude. Or rather her attitude had changed, making the coffee great.
 
 She smiled at the genius of her plan. It must work this psychic stakeout.
 


 

 


 
TWENTY FOUR
 
 


 
 The Sleepwalker killer didn’t like the press calling him the Hammerhead killer or the Hammerhead Shark, trolling for victims. He’d written then to cease and desist calling him anything other than The Sleepwalker, but now he had more serious matters to contend with.
 
 Again, he’d broken out in a sweat from a strange feeling of being watched by someone, someone closing in on him, someone nearby, and he whipped around, but he was alone, alone in his office. He’d pulled all the blinds to end any fear of the windows and any reflection he might see in them. He had done all he could in his workplace to cut down on such items, but much of the work here involved glass items, Petri dishes, stainless steel surfaces, test tubes—all of which reflected him and what he did all day long.
 
 Outside his office, the walls were an institutional green as was the lab. He worked now for years in a laboratory setting, doing good work, but everything had changed since Mother’s death. She’d died heartbroken over her three other children, what they’d become and what they’d failed to become. Mother had made him promise to make good on it all, and to take care of all the things she had had no control over. He’d made the promise, and he’d lived up to it.
 
 But now he kept feeling his skin prickle, feeling the ghosts of his victims move around and sometimes through him. He felt eyes on him, eyes he’d nailed shut, still somehow watching…seeing…waiting…watching him slowly fall apart if he were not careful. Eyes watching, yes, all guided by some intelligence he did not recognize.
 
 The eyes had been shut down in this world, on this plane, but they somehow regained sight in the next, and they had returned with a vengeance—stirred up, no doubt by that damned psychic. Undoubtedly, Aurelia Murphy Hiyakawa was the intelligence behind them, the catalyst. Still, he had no true evidence of this only a vague sense of it.
 
 Whatever the catalyst, the eyes saw clear through from the grave to him. 
 
 Else it was all an illusion, a trick on the part of Dr. Hiyakawa, the psychic called in to hunt him down. Perhaps she was, after all, the genuine article; perhaps it was her eyes seeing clear through space and time to study him. Perhaps she’d already, at least subconsciously, recognized him. And if not, she might soon do so. Most certainly, she was busily speculating. God, he thought, where might her speculations take her?
 
 He feared the worst had come.
 
 Even thought Mother screamed through his brain that it hadn’t, that the psychic knew nothing. 
 
 But the killer couldn’t convince himself and neither could Mother. So far as he believed, there was now someone who finally saw him for what he had become. What his acts had made of him. What Mother, ultimately had made of him when she won the tug of war with his soul.
 
 He believed the psychic saw everything; saw him now. Saw it all—warts and all, murderous hands and all. 
 
 The question was had she told anyone else? The question of time entered his mind. Had she seen all of it now, in the past, or was this a harbinger of the future? And if the future, he may well have time to stop this from happening, keep Hiyakawa from going to what seemed the inevitable future.
 
 He must waste no time; he must kill the psychic.
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 As Aurelia primped and dressed for the day, she considered each step in her plan, a plan that could fall apart so easily at any number of stages. So many moving parts in motion at once, like the shaft of a helicopter blade at full throttle. If she made the wrong move, the entire mechanization could come crashing down like badly constructed scaffolding. She didn’t savor the role circumstances had placed her in, the lone investigator, isolated from the group, and she indeed felt cut off. Cut off even from Quantico.
 
 Hell and for sure Raule would soon be calling. She felt fearful of a call at any time from Raule telling her it was up, over, done with, kaput in Charleston, and that it was time for her to immediately get on a plane for home. She didn’t care for this role of the Machiavellian either. Any means to an end. She much preferred the straight, the narrow, the honest approach, but under such extremes, having now less than forty-eight hours to work a miracle, she must do what she must do. She knew she wasn’t racing home with her tail between her legs like some whipped cur.
 
 She must not rush off headlong into her plan of action either, and certainly not blindly; she instead stared at her image in the mirror, half hoping to see some familiar faces orbiting around her own image, encouraging her onward with bully and cheering of a Teddy Roosevelt nature, boisterous and ear-shattering. But nothing of the sort came. Not from Gene, not from Father, nor from Mother.
 
 The nearby empty Jacuzzi reflected in the mirror was loudly speaking, however. It said, ‘Hop in, relax…what can you accomplish in forty-eight freaking ours, kiddo. Drop the crusade and let’s make with the champagne, the bubbles, and the steam’.
 
 “No way,” she answered back and scrunching her nose, she next spoke to her reflection in the mirror. “Now I’m talking to a Jacuzzi?” 
 
 Still in her slip, she applied lipstick. 
 
 Getting evidence from a lockup was no easy task nowadays even if you did carry an FBI badge. Certainly not so easy since 9/11; certainly not as in the old days when cops were king. Nowadays it required not one but two badges displayed, and two signatures just to examine evidence in lockup. This way if something went awry or there happened to be a screw up with the evidence in question at a later court hearing, not one but two people could be questioned and one could be played against the other. Still, Rae understood the need for tighter protocol on evidence. Too often in the past drugs, guns, and sometimes crucial serum, toxins, and DNA evidence went for a walk all on its own. Missing evidence, often the end result of an overworked and understaffed lab.
 
 It was not unheard of for a crime lab to toss out evidence along with bio-waste. It’d occurred at the smallest of departments in the wee hamlets and at the highest, most sophisticated crime lab in the country, the FBI’s own, tainting the agency’s reputation now for years.
 
 As a result, few people had the clout these days to remove evidence from a safe lockup or vault in a bank. Carl Orvison’s having seen to placing the killer’s notes not only under glass, but in a bank vault, underscored the fact that Charleston was no different in this regard than DC or Quantico these days.
 
 Rae had earlier gotten onto the phone with an FBI medical examiner with whom she’d worked in the past, and with whom she shared a close knit bond, Dr. Jessica Coran. Coran had proven herself a many-times-over forensics genius—a rare breed actually, despite all the cop shows and Hollywood depictions, as few true geniuses in the field existed.
 
 Coran had solved some of the most bizarre cases on the FBI blotter. As a result, Jessica had a huge reputation in law enforcement circles in general and among her colleagues in the IFS and the FAA—the International Forensics Society and the Forensic Association of America in particular. It stood to reason that she’d have some pull with Dr. Roland Hatfield in Charleston, and ultimately, Hatfield controlled much of the physical evidence in the case causing Rae sleepless nights here.
 
 In fact, the heavy-duty evidence was under Dr. Hatfield’s control and not Orvison’s, evidence such as the hammer from the Cottrill killing.
 
 Rae telephoned Quantico herself, but not to speak with Raule; rather, she got through to Dr. Coran. Once outlining the case she was working on, Rae listened to Jessica. Coran clearly wanted to help out in any way she could, although she had her hands full working a number of cases of her own. “However.” Jessica added, “I’ve read and heard all about the monster you’re chasing there, and Rae, learning you’re on the case sets my mind at some ease, but at the same time, I fear for your safety.”
 
 “So far I’m batting zip, and the killer’s gotta know it, so I don’t feel any sense of danger at all, Jess.”
 
 “I’d love to contribute. How can I help?” 
 
 “I need you to make a phone call and put all your powers of persuasion into getting me access to the hammer used in the first murder, a woman named Marci Cottrill.”
 
 “And Hatfield has it under lock and key?” “You got it.”
 
 “You got it. Will do everything I can to persuade this Dr. Hatfield, Rae, you know that.”
 
 “That’s all I ask. I need him on board with a plan I’m hatching.” 
 
 “I know of Roland Hatfield, but I wouldn’t say he’s a friend or even an acquaintance. Spoke once at the bar at a convention. He’d given a talk on a new saw that might replace the Stryker. That’s about the extent of it.”
 
 “But you can speak to him ME to ME, right?” “I will. Promise.”
 
 “Soon? My time is limited.”
 
 “You expect the killer to strike again? Soon?”
 
 “That, too, but it’s that…well, they’ve given me forty-eight hours to show any results.”
 
 “Bastards. I’ll call Hatfield soon as you hang up.” 
 
 Rae gave Jessica the number and they exchanged a few pleasantries, Rae asking how Richard was doing, and Jessica asking about Nia.”
 
 “Nia’s doing just fine,” she lied. 
 
 While Dr. Jessica Coran was a forensics guru, practical and scientific minded, she and Rae had worked on a case involving pre-Katrina New Orleans, and Jessica had learned during that cooperative effort that psi powers could play a significant role in catching a killer. In fact, in that instance, with Rae working remote out of her Quantico pyramid and Coran in the field with a second psychic, Dr. Kim Desinor, they’d ended the career of not one but two serial killers—the Queen of Hearts killer and Mad Matthew Matisak.
 
 Dr. Desinor, a native of New Orleans with a Cajun background, had returned to the Big Easy after Hurricane Katrina, and Desinor now worked in the rebuilding of the New Orleans Police Department. The NOPD had been fortunate indeed to get Dr. Desinor, a woman who’d taught Rae a great lesson about the sort of gift they shared. A lesson in caution, in listening to signs, and something of humility—that there’s more between heaven and hell than dreamt of in science.
 
 Rae completed her eyeliner and now slipped on her sexiest fishnet stockings. 
 
 Dr. Kim Desinor so long ago had insisted that Rae never lose sight of herself and the dangers that awaited her while in trance state. Dangers that lurked in the netherworld of the paranormal. Kim had been the first person with psi powers to point out to Rae that that the dead who’d led lives of a degenerate and predatory nature, remained true to their ugly bedrock character in the afterlife. That evil, in all its infinite permutations within and without the human heart, did not necessarily change or even shift due to death. That if love could transcend death, then so could hatred and evil.
 
 In all its permutations.
 
 Gene Kiley had seconded Dr. Desinor on the subject when Rae had once brought it up in discussion in their Quantico lab.
 
 Rae now put on her sexiest push-up bra. All ammunition in her plan. 
 
 As Rae finished her ensemble off with a slick black skirt and a perfectly fitted, slendering black blouse, she recalled how Desinor had shown her scars that day she’d spoken of the transcendent nature of evil. Scars from a disease that once ravaged her body and placed her in a hospital, scars from an undiagnosed ‘psychically induced’ disease that’d almost killed Kim. It’d been a gangrenous decay that’d decimated her, all as a result of psychically slipping into the mind of a victim who’d been lashed to the decaying body of a man. The victim was being punished by decay in an eye for an eye vengeance against her, in the manner Roman law. The Romans dealt with a murderer by lashing the victim, decay and all, to the man proven a killer. The biblical proportions of this torture came to light late in the case as Doctors Coran and Desinor hunted down the avenging father of a son who’d been executed by the state of Texas by order of the abducted, lashed to the victim woman—a judge. The case had made national headlines and had won fame for Dr. Coran and for Kim Desinor, whose combined efforts through forensic science and psychic detection saved the judge from this unthinkable death.
 
 Rae never forgot the healed over scars on Desinor’s body. Indeed a picture worth a thousand words. Illustration enough that psi powers could create a backlash to harm the messenger—the psychic medium, doing terrible damage and sometimes unremitting and permanent damage, not only physically but mentally. Desinor, according to Dr. Coran, was never the same after the unnatural, brutal psychic attack she’d suffered. She’d remained with the FBI long enough to break in a few newbies in the proposed PSI Unit at the time, Rae being the most promising. After that, Kim’d gone home to New Orleans, taking her scars and ghosts with her.
 
 It’d been more than a year later that Katrina hit, and this bombshell had brought Dr. Kim Desinor back into the world of crime fighting and detection with the NOPD.
 
 But Kim had not slinked away quietly when she’d left the FBI. She’d not gone before she made Rae and the others truly ‘see’ that theirs was a frightful power to possess, and that it could and had rebounded on some who’d come before them. After this display, they lost some of the few recruits they had for the program. In fact, before it was over, Gene Kiley and Raule Aproestini had been left with only one confident psychic at that time, Aurelia Murphy Hiyakawa. Since then, two others had come on board, but neither had Rae’s experience nor had ever met Kim Desinor.
 
 She stood now, her outfit and makeup complete. She rushed out for the adventure ahead.
 


 

 


 
TWENTY FIVE
 
 
 
 The brisk walk from hotel to Dr. Roland Hatfield’s autopsy lab felt good to Rae, invigorating. She’d found a surprise had awaited her the entire time outside—a bright blue morning. Clean, crisp air had rushed into the Kanawha Valley to whisk and undulate it clean, giving the broad river valley an opportunity to breathe anew, as if the city might inhale now, find brief respite from plants such as DuPont, Dow, and other chemical-producing companies sporting choking, belching smokestacks. The only worst US city she’d ever visited for pollution had been Birmingham, Alabama. Charleston’s only saving grace in this department was the fact the Chemical Valley plants had been spread out, unlike the congested counterparts in Birmingham.
 
 Rae snatched out her cell phone and dialed Hatfield, telling him what she needed and vaguely why, saying she must have the hammer and nails from the first crime scene to kinetically read them, but that she needed to do the reading at a remote location; that in essence, she needed the items taken from the crime scene to travel off-site with her.
 
 The man listened intently, saying nothing. Rae felt and believed that she had intrigued Hatfield without going into the fine print.
 
 Then the phone went dead. 
 
 Dropped call? What? She wanted to throw the phone under an oncoming bus. Instead she checked the battery, realizing it could well’ve been that Hatfield had simply hung up on her. Stranger things had happened.
 
 She now hoped it was a dropped call. 
 
 She quickened her pace for the forensics lab and Hatfield. She felt completely flummoxed; she’d expected the ME to rattle off a series of questions, perhaps a word of caution or two, some inane rules or comments about protocol, all in machine-gun fashion but no. Instead, he hangs up? ME’s as a rule proved to be characters with unusual habits and methods of proceeding. Why should Roland be any different?
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 


 
 She found Hatfield at his work, and instantly asked him, “Are you going to help me out or not, Doctor?” 
 
 The medical examiner was busy hefting a pasty, nearly liquefied spleen from a corpse and sloshing it onto an overhanging scale, and recording the weight and coloring. “You are direct, Agent Hiaykawa. Give you that. Here I thought it was a West Virginia trait. That we had cornered the market on being direct.” His body language said no, that he wasn’t in the least interested in helping her out, and that his turning over evidence for a ‘séance’ just was not going to happen. It reinforced the idea that he’d simply hung up on her.
 
 “It’s an Irish trait along with stubbornness,” she replied, in gown and gloves and looking over his shoulder at the ongoing autopsy. “My mother’s side of the family,” she shot back. “Did you hang up on me?”
 
 He kept talking to the recorder instead, now taking the measure of a puncture wound to the victim’s kidney. 
 
 She pursued him, going from body to scale again. “Doctor Hatfield, tell me that you did get a call before mine…a call from Dr. Coran, Dr. Jessica Cor—”
 
 “I did. We talked.” “You know who she is? Her reputation?” 
 
 “Of course. Read one of her books once. Impressive woman. Hit on her once in a bar.” He sounded out the last words as if to mean that Rae was, by comparison, not an impressive woman or anyone he might hit on in a bar. This made Rae more self-conscious of her pushed up breasts and the fishnet stockings.
 
 “Dr. Hatfield, did Jess…ahhh, Dr. Coran impress upon you the importance of my work here?” 
 
 “She had very nice things to say about you.” Hatfield hardly looked at Rae, and she got the sinking feeling that her push up bra and fishnets were wasted on the elderly medical professional. She imagined him much younger when he’d met Coran in that bar.
 
 “All right, then what about the killing hammer and the damn nails?” she shot back. 
 
 “I’m not too keen on turning out evidence to anyone once it is in my care, Dr. Hiyakawa, and besides, ruffling Orvison’s feathers has never been pleasant in the past, and given how experience wires our brains to avoid 
 
 unpleasantness—”
 
 “This is bullshit. Unadulterated—” 
 
 He snapped off his recorder and stared at her as if she’d brought a live snake into his sterile lab. “Call it what you will, there’s no taking evidence out of here, cold evidence at that.”
 
 “I don’t understand your reluctance, Doctor. I’m an FBI agent working this case. I have some rank here, and besides, I was called in on the case by you people.”
 
 “That’s not going to sway me. You may as well leave, Dr. Hiyakawa.”
 
 “If need be, I can have my boss, Chief Raule Asp— ”
 
 “Won’t help.” 
 
 “Then I’ll have him call the governor of the state, and failing that, I can get a federal warrant, but that seems rather ridiculous since we’re all on the same team here, Doctor, and we’re desperately trying to solve your sister’s murder.”
 
 This hit Hatfield hard. He paced, averting his eyes, obviously upset. “I tried so many times to help her out. She…she had a…an addictive personality, you know.”
 
 “I haven’t had time to tell you how sorry I am, and that—” she was about to explain to him that his sister’s soul was quite at peace, but he cut her off.
 
 “Last Carl Orvison spoke to me, you were off the case, so handing over any—”
 
 “No, no, no! Not off the case. He gave me forty eight hours.”
 
 “Forty eight hours?”
 
 “I’m very much still on the case.”
 
 His face scrunched into quizzical consternation. “Not exactly what he told me.” 
 
 “Whatever,” Rae used her daughter’s favorite word. “Look, Dr. Hatfield, there’s something I haven’t shared with you, something to do with your sister out there at that trailer in St. Albans.”
 
 “My sister? What about her?”
 
 “So Carl didn’t tell you then?” “What’re you talking about?”
 
 “Your sister, the first victim to fall to this madman. I suspect she had a connection of some sort to him.” 
 
 Hatfield instantly wheeled and looked at her for the first time, really looked at her, push up, fishnets, everything. “Connection? What sort of…connection?”
 
 “Unsure, but it might’ve been stronger than all the other victims put together.” 
 
 “Someone she knew?” He looked stunned now. “You mean, someone she actually knew who did this to her? Knew him from before that night?”
 
 “She may have known him only in passing, perhaps more than that…perhaps even trusted him. He may’ve been a service man looking at her plumbing, or her grocer, any number of possibilities.”
 
 “Or her latest idea of a boyfriend? Some abusive SOB? But how would you…how could you know that?”
 
 “Orvison didn’t tell you about my overnight in the trailer? Nothing of it?” 
 
 “Not a word. Are you telling me you spent a night in that place?” His stunned eyes turned to incredulous orbs, widening each moment.
 
 “Nothing about the mirror? Carl’s told you nothing about what I saw in the mirror out there?” 
 
 “What?” Associates in white lab coats came and went, asking for guidance from Hatfield, asking after a proper form, or to let him know of a particular arrival of a corpse or that another corpse had been placed in a freezer compartment. Hatfield took care of each problem efficiently if absently.
 
 Finally, alone again, he tore away the rubber gloves, tossed them into a biohazard chute, and he gently took Aurelia by the arm. She took this as a good sign, allowing the ME to guide her into his private office.
 
 In the semi-darkness of his office, his features cut in two by the single desk lamp, Hatfield said, “The mirror you’re talking about was cracked and spider-webbed beyond all use.”
 
 “Not in the psychic world it wasn’t.”
 
 “What precisely do you think you saw?”
 
 “I saw the killer…at least—”
 
 “You saw the Sleepwalker?” “I thought we were calling him Hammerhead.”
 
 “Never mind what we call him. Did you actually see him?”
 
 “Outline—saw his outline.”
 
 “Outline?”
 
 “He wore a green, baggy overall or uniform of some sort.”
 
 “Green uniform?” Hatfield was instantly more interested.
 
 “Yes, loose fitting, making him rather shapeless. Couldn’t make out his features, but general build, size.” 
 
 Hatfield looked vulnerable for the first time she’d known him. He appeared shaken. “This is good…a good thing, and yet Orvison is pulling you off?”
 
 “Some political crapola, trust me.” 
 
 “ Ahhh, yes, Charleston is rife with politics even in the police department. Even tries to infiltrate here in the ME’s office.”
 
 She cautiously continued. “But what’s more important is that I felt an honest, true connection with your sister…and that some residue of her, you see—”
 
 “My sister…connection? You made contact with Marci?” 
 
 “Not exactly, but I felt her…felt that something of her, well, remains in that place.” Rae felt she must lie to some extent to gain his assistance.
 
 “Her remains were laid to rest. She’s quite at peace.” He did not sound convinced of the words coming out of his mouth.
 
 “I’m afraid, sir, that her physical remains are all that you buried.” 
 
 He stiffened at this, jaw quivering as if he might break into tears. “Are you saying she’s not resting easy; that she’s still trapped in that damned trailer?”
 
 “I am.” She gulped down the frothing lie, rationalizing it on the basis of need. She must have his complete confidence and cooperation, his help, and attention, and she had less than forty eight hours remaining. The clock ticked on.
 
 “So you want to handle the hammer that killed Marci.”
 
 “Yes, to hold in my hands while in that trailer.”
 
 “A-And the nails I had Charles remove from my sister’s head and face?” 
 
 She recalled his creepy assistant, Charles Sowards as she recalled, a man whose eyes went everywhere but never once met anyone else’s so far as she could tell. The man’s eyes darted here and there, landed on your lapel, perhaps your ear, your brow, but never one’s eyes. How could anyone be so damnably shy as to be unable to meet your gaze, she wondered. “That’s about the gist of it, yes,” Rae finally replied.
 
 “Think you can get something of a psychic clue from these objects?” His voice almost broke. This was clearly emotional for Roland.
 
 “It’s my hope and my job to do so, yes.”
 
 Charles had to use an old fashioned set of pliers to remove those nails from Marci’s skull.” 
 
 She gave a final thought to the assistant, the heavyset Charles, shapeless in his green scrubs, and she realized for the first time just how green the environment here at the ME’s lab and morgue happened to be. She imagined this illusive Charles having the onerous work of pulling out the 3-Penny nails from the bodies to bag as evidence. She shivered and said, “It’s important, Dr. Hatfield, sir.” She tried to speak as gently as she could to assuage the hurt. It could not be easy to speak of his sister as victim to the fiend who’d so obliterated her features. “I can’t absolutely promise, sir, but in the end, this exercise could possibly give your sister a final peace.”
 
 “Did she…did she say…I mean, had you words with her?” The look of anticipation on his face made her fear he’d faint if she said the wrong thing.
 
 Poor man. He hadn’t taken time to truly grieve, she thought. She didn’t know what to say next. 
 
 He prattled on instead, adding, “Is she in pain and suffering still?” Hatfield’s eyes pleaded more loudly than his words.
 
 Damn him for his questions , she thought. Each one required her lie to become more elaborate, but it could not be helped. Her ‘words’ to Rae and the entire feel of it all had the woman gone over and at peace entirely, but Rae needed her brother, for the time being, to believe otherwise. “She ahhh…she is trapped in a loop.”
 
 “A loop?”
 
 “It’s a psychic moment in time, a powerful hold that trauma causes a victim.”
 
 “A loop,” he repeated, trying to imagine it. “Like a parabola?”
 
 He glared deep into her eyes. “A psychic parabola?”
 
 “A double looping action, sort of yes? Something like that. A psychic current of sorts.”
 
 “Current?” 
 
 “Wave if you will. Imagine our reality as one shore, one dimension, the netherworld as the ocean, a second dimension, and each has a line that does not normally get crossed except in an unnatural death. Each dimension crossing, kissing at the point of meeting, and within that moment, a paranormal occurrence happens, and it is caught up in that continuous wave action.”
 
 “I see…you mean that Marci is imprisoned on this plane.”
 
 “Now you’re there,” she gently added.
 
 “Trapped. I think I understand trapped.” 
 
 He seems to be taking this instruction well, she thought, and me…I’m a stinker, an absolute fake at this moment, a liar. Still, gotta bull my way through. “Not always but sometimes a traumatic death imprisons a confused spirit into reliving the incident in a constant state of replay or rerun, or reverse order.” She used her parents words, and she used Gene’s word. “We call it a loop. Imagine a constantly replaying film.”
 
 “My sister is eternally stuck in that damn awful drama in that bloody trailer on…on this plane…suffering through her murder over and over again like some video on YouTube?”
 
 God, she hated to punish the poor man this way with such a bald face lie, but she saw no alternative to getting her hands on that hammer and nails. She grimly nodded. “And she has been all this time, since her murder, but I’m sure I can set her free.”
 
 “If there’s a ghost of a chance, we…you must try.” 
 
 “I suspect it— the loop—occurs each night at around the actual time of the murder, you see, so I want to take the hammer and nails there tonight and at the exact right time—”
 
 “Three AM?” 
 
 “Yes…at least, that’s when I saw it in the mirror…occurring.” This much at least is no lie, she thought.
 
 He stood frozen for some time. Then he paced and scoured the lab from his office window, seemingly for who else was on hand. “I have some time coming to me. I want to be with you, at your side, the entire way, do you understand?”
 
 “Dr. Hatfield, it could get…well it could get messy.” 
 
 “Messy…is that a psychic sensory investigator’s term, messy? Look here, the deal is I get the evidence into your hands, I stay with it and you the entire way. This way, no one can say it was out of my hands. Protocol…all that.”
 
 She swallowed hard as she hadn’t anticipated that he’d wish to be on hand should his sister be brought round.
 
 “Well?” he asked. 
 
 Rae nodded her acceptance of the terms. At whatever cost, she must get her hands on the hammer and nails from the first murder. If this were the only way, so be it, but she didn’t like it. The man’s emotions coming off him here and now in the confines of his office over his sister were supercharged. What would his emotional state be like in the presence of his sister’s killer, in that bizarre haunted trailer. Still, Rae did not relish going back there alone.
 
 Hatfield continued to give her arguments for being on hand, stating that she ought to have a man with some experience in medicine with her, and finishing with, “This way, too, the hammer and nails are not technically ever out of chain of custody of the ME’s office, so long as they remain in my presence.”
 
 It was an irrefutable fact. Only a fool argued against cold rational reasoning of that sort. “Right…right you are.” She feared that her nodding as she was now doing made her look like a bobbing plaster doll with a pair of vacuous stunned eyes, and that he must surely see through her pretense as he had her sexy outfit.
 
 The situation with Dr. Hatfield called for major bad karma somewhere down the line for Aurelia, and she knew it.
 
 Most certainly, it was not ideal to lie in such an instance, but she’d take the deal now, and worry about the consequences when they came. 
 


 

 


 
TWENTY SIX
 
 
 
 The drive to the trailer where Dr. Roland Hatfield’s sister had been brutally murdered was solemn, save for a few comments about the general state of the weather and poor funding Hatfield received from the state to do his work—a common complaint among ME’s everywhere—little else was said. She noticed a Marshall University sticker affixed to the SUV he drove, a car that had seen better days. The Marshall sticker had likely been pressed onto the dashboard when Roland was still at the university, else since the now famous movie made surrounding the university, We Are Marshall. For a brief time, Rae fantasized about the lead actor, Matthew Mcconaughey.
 
 “I wanted to kill that no account husband of hers,” Roland suddenly erupted. I mean…when I learned she’d been attacked.”
 
 “You immediately assumed he did it?”
 
 “I did…given their history together.” “Stormy, huh?”
 
 “Violent, very.”
 
 “But I understand he was cleared of all suspicion…had an airtight alibi.”
 
 “So the investigators say.”
 
 “You still have your suspicions?”
 
 “I do.”
 
 “What kind of work does the guy do?”
 
 “Works in WV Waste Management—collects garbage.” 
 
 Rae’s heart skipped a beat. She’d seen the huge green trucks of the WV Waste Management from time to time here. They looked like something out of the Charlton Heston science fiction thriller Solent Green. “What color uniform do those guys wear?”
 
 “Green, why?”
 
 “Ahhh…nothing, just curious.” “You see green around this guy, the one you saw in the mirror?”
 
 “Yeah, that’s right, but colors can mean so many different things, you know.” 
 
 “I still have my doubts about George Wayne Cottrill. Guy was a loser from the day he was born. He’s capable of this. Kills Marci, then creates this whole elaborate thing with the Sleepwalking nonsense. All a charade, a lie, to cover his tracks. Hell, even my clumsy assistant, Charles, suggested as much.”
 
 “Charles said that?”
 
 “You heard me.” 
 
 “Imagine that. A guy kills out of passion, and to cover his tracks, he goes out and systematically, without a lick of passion, kills several other women to cover up his reasons for the first kill. You really think this guy Cottrill is capable of that?”
 
 “Maybe…maybe not. Bears thinking about. Read somewhere where most serial killers bear the middle name Wayne.”
 
 Urban legend, she thought and said, “And just how well do you know Charles?”
 
 “Sowards, Charles Grisham Sowards? My man at the lab?”
 
 “I never felt comfortable around him, and he sure acted uncomfortable around me.”
 
 “That’s beyond me. Charles didn’t know Marci.”
 
 And his middle name’s not Wayne, she thought, so he’s cleared. “Did he know of Marci…that she was your sister?” “Charles? No…not until her body came in, so far as I know.”
 
 “Did he know she was bleeding money from you?” 
 
 Now Roland’s eyes bore a hole in her. It had been a wild-stab guess, but it’d obviously hit home, and since he’d said she was chemically dependent, and he ran a lab, she thought she’d take the stab.
 
 “He may’ve overheard me complain once or twice, perhaps. I dunno. Can’t say for certain one way or the other, really.”
 
 “Let’s keep an open mind. We’ll see what the evidence reveals through my touch.” 
 
 They’d arrived at the trailer she’d so hoped not to have to return to, but she had little choice. Time ran relentlessly ahead of her and would soon be out, the hourglass then upended.
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 Miranda Waldron and her team hadn’t much to offer Rae Hiyakawa whose time in the field had been terminated for reasons no one seemed to understand, and if Raule did know he wasn’t sharing. All Miranda knew was that Rae had approximately fourteen hours left to demonstrate a breakthrough or she was off the case.
 
 As a result, Waldron had locked down her team. They’d all telephoned home to inform loved ones or anyone needing to know that they wouldn’t be coming home any time soon. Miranda had food and drink brought in, and she arranged for breaks—both bathroom and cigarette breaks for those needing either. Other than this, they were in speed mode, lock down, until they came up with something—anything—of use to Rae and the case. “Things’re dragging one, people. Dragging on, and Rae needs our help now!” she had repeated more times than she cared to recall.
 
 At first, the team squabbled and carried on like children, upset at the lock down, and upset at being given an impossible deadline along with the moo-goo-gipan, fried rice, eggrolls, and fortune cookies with tea. Miranda’s fortune read: The race is not always to the swift. It made her wonder if the fortune cookie companies had run out of sayings from the Orient as this was decidedly Old English.
 
 The entire team vented to Miranda. Once passed this flood of complaints, they’d settled in with the hot drinks and the finest of Black Floyd’s Super Chinese Mart. Waldron now looked over a sea of tired people whose areas remained littered with the leavings of a late dinner, chopsticks, plastic ware, little boxes, Styrofoam cups like miniature sentinels marking off each genius’s area of the table. These expert minds, she thought, were as children— completely territorial and self-defeating. Their sandbox just happened to be a boardroom table.
 
 For a time, Miranda wanted to throw her hands up and shout them all out of the boardroom. She’d already become hoarse to a whisper from attempts to pump up these deflated, typically inflated, egos. 
 
 An assistant now came up to her with a megaphone and handed it to her. She felt like a bloody cheerleader. She was about to shout at her charges again when the giant plasma screen erupted into life, and all eyes went to the image of a woman awaking to hammer blows. “Rae’s transmitting again! Study the images clow…closely…clows-ly!” came the mechanical-sounding voice via the megaphone, cracking and fading at the end.
 
 “It looks like the Cottrill woman again,” said Singe Olnyx, shaken at the image.
 
 “Hatfield’s sister…again,” added Lee Madden. “Is this a repeat?”
 
 “Replay,” said another.
 
 “It’s called a rerun,” corrected another.
 
 “No, no,” said Miranda, studying the images. “This is far more defined,” 
 
 A flash of light blinded them, and then it turned into a soft, mottled gray-green. They watched as a green shapeless blob of a man drove a nail into the victim’s head.
 
 “These images are coming live, now.” She checked her watch and it read 3AM. “Rae is seeing what you are seeing this moment,” Miranda called out. “She’s giving it her last chance…our last chance. I can share with you all know that Rae is being taken off the case and sent back to us, which means she has less than thirty eight hours. I know you’re all exhausted and half asleep, but please, give it all you’ve got, please!”
 
 The images of medical paraphernalia of all sorts began floating amid the green backdrop of labyrinths within labyrinths. Doors. A barrage of doors followed. Doors of every size, shape, and color. Shuttered windows. Windows with blinds. Windows boarded up. Mirrors. A barrage of mirrors floated in and out, some cracked, some spider-webbed. The images of moving people now. Shapes of people moving through a green-walled, divided world, a world of green cells and barred windows. A house with many rooms…but what kind of house?
 
 “It’s an asylum,” suggested Walter the shrink, excited. “A lunatic asylum. They always have green walls—keeps the patients at peace.”
 
 “Greenpeace,” commented Willeta Hiesing absently.
 
 “It could as well be a prison,” interjected Cable Gaston.
 
 “Prison, asylum?” mused Dr. Naomi Shulatte, the symbologist. “No, it is a hospital of some sort.”
 
 “A hospital asylum then,” replied Walter, sounding triumphant. “Replete with bars on the windows?” 
 
 “The bars may mean something entirely different, but suppose the killer suffered at some point in his life in a hospital?” asked Miranda, spurring them on. “Or suppose he works for a hospital? Or in a setting like a hospital?”
 
 “Hospital personnel often wear green scrubs,” commented Maria Sendak, the historian.
 
 Rae’s voice came through now, saying the oddest words: “Rolly-polly-wholly-molly-polly rolly.” 
 
 The team saw that the session with Rae was over; the images had abruptly stopped with her little rap tune. They were used to the sudden end of her transmissions and thought little of such endings.
 
 As usual, the images were run back and played over several more times, and each time with a stop here, and forward there, another closer look, everyone began to agree that the images most dominant were of people in hospital hallways and rooms. Green rooms.
 
 Earlier they’d gotten that Rae was suspicious of Detective Amos Kunati, and as a result a thorough background check had been done on Kunati, but it had turned up no evidence of violent behavior. However, it had shown him in and out of hospitals all his early childhood life. “Can there be a connection here, people?” Waldron had set aside the megaphone, relying now on her ailing voice alone.
 
 “What I wanna know is what the hell was that song Rae was singing about Jolly Rogers?”
 
 “No, no, it was Rolly polly something or other.” “God, we’re at a loss, all of us!” shouted Lee over the others. 
 
 “We’re not giving up. Replay!” ordered Miranda and the Crawl screen came alive again with images moving from the horrific to the sublime.
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 Carl Orvison had gone in search of Dr. Hatfield, thinking that if he hadn’t been told of his sister’s being at peace by the psychic, that it was time Roland heard it from someone. But on arriving at the ME’s office, Orvison learned that Roland and the hammer and nails used to kill Marci Cottrill had gone off with none other than Dr. Aurelia Murphy Hiyakawa to some remote location.
 
 “Do you know where, precisely, they’ve gone?” he asked Hatfield’s assistant, Charles.
 
 “He didn’t say.” Sowards grunted. “Just told me what I told you.” 
 
 Orvison studied Charles’s cadaverous features for any sign of guile but saw none. “All right, thanks.” He then rushed out, and as he did so, he grabbed up his ringing cell phone. A pressing problem had arisen at higher levels, and the governor wanted him to come running, a thing he was tiring of nowadays. Still, he must do so, and he must put aside any hope of locating Hatfield and Hiyakawa at this time.
 
 Now it’d become extremely late, 3AM in fact, and with the little matter of the governor’s immediate problem handled (his sister-in-law had been arrested for possession of meth amphetamines), Amos had come to a conclusion as to where Hiyakawa and ME Hatfield, his old friend, had got off to. What had been the center of Dr. Hiyakawa’s focus on the case, and desperate, running out of time, she’d likely return there.
 
 He had learned that the pair had taken items from the forensics lab lockup—the hammer and nails that’d killed Marci Cottrill. Carl had not known her well, only the occasional crumbs he picked up from Roland, who was typically angry with her. He and Roland had shared the pain of many an awful crime scene together, and drinks afterward, but none so horrible as at his sister’s ramshackle home. Roland had broken down at the scene, unable to continue. They’d made short work of the scene, and his assistant, Charlie Sowards did most of the collection while Roland remained outside.
 
 Carl didn’t know a great deal about Roland other than on the job, but he had thought them close enough that the other man would’ve contacted him before running off with Dr. Hiyakawa without leaving any word as to their destination.
 
 He still had Amos Kunati’s number on speed dial. He rang him. 
 
 Kunati cursed into the phone before asking, “Carl, what in hell is it can’t wait at this hour? You drunk or something?”
 
 “I’m putting a stop to the psychic thing, Amos,” he confided. “Gave that woman forty eight hours yesterday, and her time is soon up.”
 
 “Why’re you telling me this, Carl?” “Thought you’d like to know, and Amos, there’s no reason we can’t remain amiable, is there?” 
 
 “Good for you, Carl, getting rid of that female shaman, but at this hour, what can I do for you? Have you been drinking?” Kunati repeated, half expecting the man to begin to blubber and beg for him to return to the CPD.
 
 Instead, Orvison calmly said, “Meet me back out at the Cottrill trailer.”
 
 “Why?”
 
 “I have a feeling that Hiyakawa somehow convinced Roland Hatfield to go out there with her.”
 
 “So what?” Orvison could imagine the young black man’s shrug. 
 
 “She’s drawing at straws, Amos, but now she’s dragged Roland in on it with her, and I may need your help to bring this thing to a close, now, tonight.”
 
 “Whataya mean, dragged Roland in on it? In on what? Another séance?”
 
 “He’s taken the murder weapon out there with him.”
 
 Amos’s silence said he had to think this over. “She’s doing a reading from the hammer and the nails?”
 
 “My guess, yes.” 
 
 “Roland’s staying with the evidence in possession,” replied Amos, sniffling as if needing to blow his nose. “Smartest thing he could do.”
 
 “Not so smart. Allowing Hiyakawa to talk him into this.”
 
 “What do you propose to do about it?” 
 
 “Raid the damn trailer and see to it that evidence is placed back in custody, and this time a proper lock up— mine, not Roland’s. Can I count on you for help?”
 
 “You’ve got a squad room full of guys to help you if all you need is muscle.”
 
 “I need you for this, Amos, you.”
 
 After a slight hesitation, Kunati relented. “I’ll meet you there, damn.” 
 
 “Good…good, Amos, and thanks. I know you don’t take orders from me anymore, so thanks. Consider this a request from a friend.”
 
 “A request, got it.”
 


 

 


 
TWENTY SEVEN
 
 


 
3AM, Inside the Haunted Trailer 

 
 


 
 Inside the trailer and inside Aurelia’s head, Rae had seen the same images as those floated via satellite to Quantico, and a curious dread had come over her, something she was not prepared to acknowledge as imminent danger, but damned close to it. Roland had stood nearby, watching as she took hammer and nails in hand from his reluctant fingers. She reclined on the exact same kill sight as before, on Marci’s deathbed with these items clenched in her hands, ostensibly ‘reading’ the hard wood handle, the claw and anvil, and each nail in turn—six in all.
 
 She saw a replay of that night with but a few added details, helped along by her clenching the murder weapon, holding it against her chest while in trance. She saw a hand reach out to her, a watch and a ring—both expensivelooking items. Then she had an overwhelming sense that Marci did indeed know her killer. She knew his presence, his essence, and then she screamed out a strange phrase— Rolly-polly, no!”
 
 Roland Hatfield stood with his mouth agape now as she came out of trance, and once he realized she was back, he asked questions as if the dyke had broken, one spilling out over the other. She’d never known him to speak so loudly or long on any subject.
 
 “Where did you go? What’d you see? Did the evidence reveal anything to you? Tell me, what did you see? Did the hammer help? The nails? What, what, what? Tell me now.”
 
 Rae thought she heard footfalls, a rustling at the door, someone on the outside trying to get in but the wind was pushing hard against the trailer, and she chalked up the noises to branches of trees leaning in and scratching at the roof and exterior walls. Maybe. All the same, she checked to be sure her 9mm was where it belonged. She’d have it at the ready when she needed it. But it was gone, removed from her shoulder holster. Who but Hatfield had taken it? Or had she, while in trance, removed it? Either way, she saw that it lay on a the cracked-mirror bureau.
 
 “Tell me! What did you see?” insisted Hatfield who now held the hammer at his side, obviously a believer after all.
 
 “Not much,” she lied. “Disappointing reading, really.”
 
 “You saw something! Your features, your body language said so.”
 
 “Like before…I saw the killing.”
 
 “And the killer? Was it Cottrill? Describe the bastard! Tell me!” 
 
 “I didn’t get a clear look at his features, and neither did Marci the night she died, but she knew him. I just know it.”
 
 “How do you know?” “She recognized him the way we all subtly know who is in our presence.” 
 
 “How’s that, Dr. Hiyakawa? That you know that Marci knew him, but you can’t yourself identify the Sleepwalker?”
 
 “Through the senses, his odor, his voice. She…she gave me the impression she knew her killer, recognized him seconds before death.”
 
 “He spoke to her?”
 
 “Screamed, shouted at her. Called her a bitch.” 
 
 “I see.” Hatfield looked confused. “I took the precaution, while you were under, to removed the firearm. The way you were flailing…you see? The hammer looked dangerous as well.” He held it up. “At one point, I thought you’d hurt yourself, so I pried it from you.”
 
 “Dr. Hatfield, your sister, she saw his watch, his ring…called out something odd.”
 
 “Something odd?” 
 
 “I thought it a name, but unsure. I got the sense Marci recognized his voice, and she called out this odd name.”
 
 “George! She called out George Cottrill’s name!”
 
 “No, she called out someone’s name. Couldn’t make it out; can’t be sure precisely.” 
 
 His eyes widened, and he nodded successively. “I understand.” He paced the room where his sister had been horribly disfigured. “I quite, quite understand. You can’t possibly know everything you see or feel in a trance state to be accurate or clear.” He kept pacing, one hand rubbing into the other when she saw the watch and the ring he wore—identical to those she’d seen in trance while reading the murder weapon. But had she seen these items in a moment of lucidity, when Hatfield had interfered, wrenching the hammer or the gun or both from her?
 
 He kept pacing, hammer yet in hand. Catlike nervousness told her he was stressed to the edge. She inched away and off the bed, her fingers going for the gun. He kept talking, saying, “No one can expect perfect clarity in a…a comatose state.” He suddenly brought the hammer down at her hand as she reached for the gun, the claw digging into the bureau top, missing her fingers by an inch at best.
 
 It all came clear in an insane instant. 
 
 Dr. Roland Hatfield had, for whatever reason, murdered his sister that night. The additional murders of the innocent had been a clumsy effort to cover up the first killing.
 
 Hatfield wrapped his enraged hand around the hilt of the hammer even more tightly, his knuckles white, eyes red, bloodshot, angry. In a metamorphic moment, his features had changed into those of a madman. 
 
 “Rolly-polly,” she muttered the phrase that’d come out of her telekinetic reading of the murder weapon. “You were fat as a child, heh, Doctor?”
 
 The childish rhyming nickname that his sister called him throughout their years together. She had indeed called out her killer’s name, and it was her brother’s play name. Rolly polly, wholly moley!
 
 “Why? Why’d you kill her, Rolly?” 
 
 He wasn’t in a talking mood; in fact, his mood was for murder again, Rae’s murder. He lunged at her with the hammer. Rae feinted to one side and tripped him up with a move she’d learned in first year FBI academy, and it sent him into the bureau where he struck his head a sharp blow, the crash sending her gun to the floor, skittering not toward her but away from her.
 
 When he regained his feet, blood trickled down his forehead to his eyes, now wide with rage. She lifted a small bedside table and threw it at him, sending him to the rustic floor with his deadly weapon still in hand. She tried to get to her gun, but it meant clamoring over him, and she feared he’d trip her and overpower her and bring the deadly hammer down and into her skull.
 
 Still, she scanned the floor for the gun’s location. Seeing it the other side of the killer, who’d regained his feet, didn’t bode well.
 
 “I’m going to kill you now,” Hatfield said in an even, calm voice as if saying he’d like the next dance.
 
 “With the dead in here looking on?” she asked. “With your sister still watching you?” 
 
 “That slut! She got what she deserved! One man after another, always looking for the next hit—damned drug addict. Ruining my name, our mother’s good name!”
 
 He came at Rae again, and she kicked out at his private parts, but he pulled back, and as her kick missed its mark, slamming into his thigh instead, he slammed the hammer into her shin, causing excruciating pain along with Rae’s scream.
 
 She wheeled away in the cramped space, the pain shooting through her as she attempted to get past him by going over the mattress. She grabbed up one of the nails just as he grabbed an ankle, dropping her on the bed. She rolled over and down, stabbing his hand with one of the loose 3-penny nails—driving it home and making him squeal in pain. The shock of it made him lose his hold on her ankle.
 
 The nail proved her only weapon against his hammer. It felt like she was in a fixed fight like some gladiator given a toothpick against a sword. Still, she held tight to her metal toothpick, her only weapon other than her training at this point.
 
 She made it to the living room area and to the door, tearing it open and fleeing out onto the porch and the pitchblack night. The murderer in hot pursuit made it known he was on her heels.
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 No moon in the sky helped greatly to hide Rae’s escape. She used the black woods to cloak herself. Behind her, she heard his slow, deliberate approach, when she realized he was singing, a low, creepy, guttural rendition of the Gordon Lightfoot song, My Troubles and I. He was at the chorus, “Float through the sky…” repeating it like an old phonograph record with its stylus stuck on one groove.
 
 Why in hell didn’t I see this coming, she inwardly pleaded with her so-called gift. 
 
 She dare not move or breathe for fear the medical examiner turned madman would hear and come directly for her. In the darkness all she saw was the glint of steel nails and the hammer in his hand. She clutched the one nail in her balled fist. God how she wished she had her gun. A nail was hardly enough in this situation.
 
 In the blackness all around, Rae watched the brutal Dr. Hatfield, who’d become a predator, like some primeval werewolf, inch closer. He kept softly singing the same chorus. “Float through the sky…”
 
 She recalled her early visions of the floating woman; God, how long ago had it been that she’d seen this vague omen?
 
 She wondered if she dared attempt to turn the tables here and attack him before he could attack her. She felt around the leaves at her toes for anything smacking of a boulder, but she’d settle for a rock or a good, stiff branch. Rae’s toes reported back: Nothing doing.
 
 The skimpy nail was all she had, but if she could force it deep into the chest at the heart, or if she could sink it deep into his gullet—direct into a major artery—he might be stopped with a single blow. But suppose he deflected her attempt, and it wound up, say in his shoulder or arm?
 
 Better part of valor, she decided, was to keep absolutely still and pray that he went on by and out of sight in his search for her in the wooded acres here, in which case she might slip back toward the road and another house, find sanctuary, call for help, backup—as she didn’t dare create the noise of a call from here, now. One hand deep in her pocket held onto her cell, the other held tight to the nail. Once she got some distance between them, she’d make a 9-1-1 call. She thank God that Hatfield hadn’t thought to get hold of her cell phone when he’d taken her Glock.
 
 Hatfield had at least a hundred pounds on her.
 
 “Float…float…float through the sky,” Hatfield sang on as he relentless came toward her.
 
 She decided to remain as still and as inert as the tree she hugged and inched around as he came ever closer. 
 
 Still not breathing, or at least not so she noticed, Rae felt confident that her plan of survival had a good chance of working. She mentally steeled herself for anything now.
 
 For the moment, it appeared her plan to blend with the night and the landscape was working, as she watched Roland Thomas Hatfield move past her. The black she’d decided on with her black leather jacket proved perfect.
 
 “My troubles and I,” he continued singing. 
 
 Don’t move. Easy…easy does it. Mustn’t rustle a single leaf at this moment. Silence complete now. He’s within spitting distance.
 
 Be patient. Easy…
 
 Let him go out of sight in that direction.
 
 He was moving off now, away from her, his tune with him. Everything was going to be all right. 
 
 Rae’s phone rang, piercing the quiet, bleating like a pained goat in the stillness, alerting the killer to her exact whereabouts. “Damn it!” she said and fumbled and worked to shut off the ring tone that played the theme from the Twilight Zone immediately. There was no time to answer a call from Quantico, Virginia now as he was coming straight for her now.
 
 Rae ran back the way she’d come, back toward the light from the trailer and the other houses on Finch Lane. She ran faster than she thought herself capable of doing, but she could hear the dry crunch of leaves behind her telling her that he was gaining with his deadly weapon of choice raised and poised to come down at her skull. One strike to her head, and she could be incapacitated, and then he’d finish the job. She’d die like Marci Cottrill and his other victims had died.
 
 She imagined the horrors he’d commit on her body, nails driven into her eyes, if she fell under his power. He likely had a pocketful of nails, brought with him from the get go. Sleepwalker indeed. This man was a cold-blooded killer, his steps premeditated. This man was the poster child for capital punishment.
 
 Her mind raced as she worked to save herself. The neighbors. They were moments before to be avoided. Now they meant survival. But she feared she’d not get that far.
 
 Rae had to survive. She feared Nia would be lost without her; Nia would lose her true self if raised by Tomi Yoshikani. She’d become a spoiled, shallow, and conceited adult with more concern for a diamond hairbrush than say brotherhood, friendship, loyalty, and such things as character and human life.
 
 She heard the monster behind her, heaving and grunting like a razorback pig, and his panting sounded close. She looked for the blackest black hole she could find, and it presented itself. The trailer was raised off the ground on blocks, something she’d paid no attention to before this moment. Beneath the trailer, lie a thick, pitch black world. She rounded the house to throw him off. Here, she dived under the house so that he could not see precisely where she’d disappeared to as he rounded the corner.
 
 Rae’s dive from sight had her disregarding the filth and spider webs along with the sound of scurrying vermin here beneath the trailer.
 
 From her vantage point, Rae watched the agitated monster’s legs march to and fro as his eyes scanned a 380 degrees in search of her. The man showed anxiety chased by frustration, and his wolf-like howl of anger and venom sent a shiver through Rae.
 
 Where she lay, no human eyes could penetrate. She now had the advantage. While some might think her hiding here foolish, she saw numerous escape routes going off in many directions, should he decide to come under and after her.
 
 Rae’s legs, her shoulders, hands, body kept spiking inward each time she touched something awful here, or anything that came sniffing nearby, curious of this intrusion. Some of the ‘creatures’ turned out to be discarded empty tin cans or gooey substances she could not recognize by touch alone. A cat screeched, giving her away before it raced off into the night. 
 
 Once again, an outside source of noise had alerted a killer to her location. She wanted to scream in frustration, because now the maniac had gotten to his knees, and he next lowered himself and the hammer to the earth. Like a predatory animal, his eyes flashing in the blackness here, Hatfield was coming straight at Rae.
 
 Rae recalled her key chain had a mace canister attached. She fumbled for the keys, and the rattle sent his eyes darting to precisely to where she lay. He moved like a lizard, intent on getting his claws—or rather those of the hammer—into her head. In any event, the reptile was onto her, slithering toward her.
 
 Rae scrambled back and back toward one of the exits the other side of the house, rattling the keys intentionally now, guiding him ever closer, but he made animal-like moves and came at her so much faster than she’d hoped.
 
 Still, when he came within inches, she opened the mace on him, hitting him directly in the eyes. The reaction was immediate, Hatfield screaming at the top of his lungs here in the confined, coffin-like space. The noise he made must send every insect, spider, and mouse racing away. He whelped like a mad dog, screeched in pain, screamed obscenities, all while Rae made her escape.
 
 As soon as she emerged from beneath the house, Rae thought of racing off in a flight of terror, thought of playing Pauline as in the Perils of Pauline, but she missed her gun, missed its heft and weight and the feeling of security it’d always given her, and even as she recalled where it’d been left, she made steps toward the trailer door. Hatfield may’ve been reluctant to use the gun on her, reluctant to draw attention before he could get himself and his car out of the area, but she had no qualms about blowing him away. She need only get her hands on her weapon.
 
 She burst back into the trailer, raced through the rooms and into the bedroom. She grabbed the gun where it had awaited her return. The feel of it, the solidness of it, and the purpose for its existence all made for a calmness that now flowed through Rae. She marched back through the trailer in a calm resolve, intent on either arresting or killing the Hammerhead killer, recalling that West Virginia was not going to put this man into a gas chamber or an electric chair. 
 
 It flashed through her mind that the man she now hunted could easily get off with an insanity plea, one that he’d carefully worked up from the beginning, or at least the day after murdering his sister Marci—who ‘d apparently died for her sins.
 
 Rae burst back through the back door and crouched to point her gun at the monster beneath the trailer. She hesitated a moment, sizing up the situation. If she fired and killed him where he lay, someone might suggest she was not in any imminent danger, after all, when she blew him away. While she weighed up the various scenarios, she heard his car engine turn over. Hatfield was the other side of the trailer, intent on his own escape now, getting away.
 
 She raced around to the other side of the trailer, fired two shots, and his retreating automobile reported back that she’d struck it. In fact, her rounds knocked out one light and put a hole in his trunk, but he was gone, and she was left standing on the gravel. Out of sheer fatigue, she went to her knees, her gun still held tightly in her two fists, while her mind configured not only what had happened but how she could prove it.
 
 She stood and returned to the trailer where she sat on the stairs, shaking her head when her phone vibrated. She opened it, and answered the call from Quantico, Miranda Waldron.
 
 Miranda perkily leapt into it. “Rae, darling, we got cut off, but no matter!”
 
 “Listen to me, Miranda!” 
 
 “Rae, we’ve got great news! We intend to make that forty eight hour deadline that was so unfairly imposed on you.”
 
 “I need to make an emergency call, Miranda,” she panted in return, out of breath. 
 
 The other woman kept going, not hearing. “The facts are irrefutable, Rae. The think tank has pieced together some valuable clues.”
 
 “Listen to me, Miranda.” 
 
 “For one, we believe that your killer works in a hospital or hospital-like setting, and may in fact wear green scrubs.”
 
 “Gee…Miranda, that’s great to know, but at the moment, I need immediate assistance, so ring me back in five—”
 
 “But Rae!”
 
 “I need to call out. Good-bye!” 
 
 The moment she hung up, she saw Orvison’s cruiser coming toward the trailer, and she was caught in his headlights like a stunned deer, her gun in one hand, her phone in the other. She watched as Kunati and Orvison got out of the car and came toward her.
 
 “Where’s Dr. Hatfield?” asked Carl.
 
 “You mean where’s the Hammerhead killer?” she replied. 
 
 Kunati scrunched up his face. “Whataya mean? And you look like you’ve been crawling around in a dumpster.”
 
 “Hiding under this damn trailer.”
 
 “Hiding?” Amos replied, confused. “What were those gunshots we heard?” 
 
 “Hatfield murdered his sister, and since then he’s been covering the murder by creating a fall-guy, a fake serial killer—his Sleepwalker.”
 
 “Hatfield?”
 
 “Roland?” Orvison’s mouth fell to his knees.
 
 “Murdered his sister?”
 
 The questions came fast and furiously. The two cops were incredulous, disbelieving. 
 
 “When he learned how much I was seeing, learning, that I was getting closer, he panicked, and he tried to kill me.”
 
 “You came here to flush out the killer?” asked Amos.
 
 “Yes, to flush out the killer, damn it, and I did!”
 
 “Where is he now?” asked Kunati, still trying to digest this turn of events. 
 
 “I have no idea. I maced him when he tried to hammer my head in, and he somehow found his car and got away from me, before I could get my gun. Fact is, I put two bullets into his car as he was racing off.”
 
 “Roland Hatfield,” repeated Orvison. 
 
 “Hatfield…killed his own sister out here? Juar snapped, I suppose. Hard to believe.”
 
 “She was a drain on him, whether he acknowledge it or not consciously. Subconsciously, he must have been at war with himself. Said something about her being a drain on his family name, called her horrible things.”
 
 “Where would he go?” asked Orvison. “Where to from here?”
 
 “To his digs, his home,” suggested Kunati. 
 
 “If it’s true, God, think of it Amos, he…the killer had the evidence in his hands the entire time, and he was in a position to tweak it in any manner he saw fit.” Orvison still could not believe it. “This means every report, every item we’ve collected from the murder scenes is tainted evidence.”
 
 “In fact, he has the hammer now,” Rae pointed out.
 
 “God help us when it comes to building a case against him.”
 
 “His master plan…land in the asylum, a year, maybe two, and a release,” she said. “Has been all along.”
 
 “Then he’ll ditch the hammer,” said Kunati, “to make prosecuting him as difficult as possible.”
 
 “We’d best get over to his place, now!” 
 
 Rae slipped into the passenger seat beside Kunati. Orvison drove his own car. They sped away from the trailer and were soon racing for Dr. Roland Hatfield’s luxurious home in Quarrier Creek Hills, a rich 
 
 neighborhood overlooking Charleston.
 
 It wasn’t unusual for criminals to race for home when their crimes came to light; Rae had seen it before, and there were numerous examples in high profile cases such as the OJ case years ago. When people’s lives come unraveled, when they could not think straight by reason of an emotional tsunami, a home meant a place of comfort, a place to organize one’s thoughts, an environment he could relate to whereas the rest of the world had gotten totally out of control and too chaotic to handle.
 
 But not this time. 
 
 Hatfield proved the exception. He hadn’t run home. The car was nowhere to be seen. His wife, completely unaware of what was going on, huddled at the door with their three children, terrified that something had happened to Daddy. “Carl,” said the wife to Orvison, “what is going on?”
 
 Orvison quietly, calmly explained their suspicion that her husband had killed his sister, and after that several other women.”
 
 “Roland? That’s impossible. It can’t be. You must be mistaken.” The whole time, she was whisking her children to the interior of the house.
 
 “Have you seen him tonight?” asked Amos rather forcefully.
 
 “No…no, well last night, he came by for a visit with the children.”
 
 “Visit with the children?” asked Carl.
 
 “We’ve been separated for over a month now. Estranged, I think is the word for it. His idea to move out.”
 
 “Move out? Moved to where?” pressed Amos.
 
 “Took an apartment in the city.”
 
 “I need that address.”
 
 She said, “This can’t be true, Carl. It can’t be true.” 
 
 “Mrs. Hatfield,” Rae said, “he tried to kill me tonight. I was lucky to escape with my life. He’s disturbed, truly disturbed. You must have known how he felt about his sister.”
 
 “He was embarrassed by her.” She shrugged. “He tried everything to clean her up, but she 
 
 was…incorrigible.” “He had a fixation on fixing her, didn’t he?” Rae asked.
 
 “It had recently become an obsession, yes. Should I be afraid…afraid for myself and my children?” 
 
 Carl was already on his phone, calling for a guard to come to the house and set up a perimeter to protect the family.
 


 

 


 
TWENTY EIGHT
 
 
 
 From the Hatfield home, Rae, Amos, and Carl rushed for the city and Dr. Hatfield’s apartment at Summer andVirginia, the Chase Towers. Several squad cars had already encircled the place before they’d arrived. Everyone was on the lookout for Dr. Roland Thomas Hatfield as an all points bulletin had been put out on him as armed and dangerous, and possibly in a state of confusion. They’d withheld using terms such as suspect in a murder investigation, and they’d come up short of naming him the Sleepwalker aka Hammerhead killer.
 
 Behind a small contingent of SWAT officers, Rae and the others raided the medical man’s apartment, finding him cringing in a closet.
 
 He had the hammer in hand and was hitting himself with brutal strokes to the cranium, one nail through his skull, his eyes fixed and dilated, his body shivering and sweating at once. “Mother made me do it; she made me do it.” Hatfield was in a completely demoralized state when Kunati slapped on the handcuffs, and the medics were called in to strap him to a gurney and wheel him out and down the elevator and to a waiting ambulance.
 
 News cameras took it all in, and most of Charleston as this point knew something awful had occurred with their ME, but they didn’t know just how bad it was, not yet. Carl, Amos, and Rae looked about the apartment, finding smashed mirrors, turned pictures, a destroyed bureau mirror that had been turned away to the wall.
 
 “One part of him couldn’t look at himself any longer,” she decisively said.
 
 “He’ll stand trial for multiple murder,” said Kunati. “But he’ll most likely be sent to a prison for the criminally insane,” added Orvison.
 
 “True enough, and he will have gotten away with multiple murder,” she replied, angry at the thought of it. 
 
 Carl leaned in again the sofa edge, a bit dazed by all that’d happened. “His only personal target had been Marci, but once he killed her…”
 
 Rae reminded Carl and Amos that the signs were all there. “I believe you when you say it was a ghastly mess of a murder scene—far worse than any of the others where the killer had been far more meticulous and in and out.”
 
 Amos added, “He felt compelled to cover his sister’s murder up, by creating the Sleepwalker killer.”
 
 “I began to notice that Hatfield referred to the case as that—the Sleepwalker case.” 
 
 Carl nodded. “The original scene was a crime between people in close proximity, a crime of passion, this time between a brother and sister.”
 
 “Almost the perfect crime since the ME himself processed his own kill sites.”
 
 “All but Marci’s, handled by his assistant, Sowards,” corrected Carl. 
 
 “Still,” continued Rae, “to perpetuate his findings of some stranger killing by some kind of fiend, he went out and targeted young women who resembled Marci and took more life.”
 
 “To…to create the Sleepwalker killer,” said Amos, sitting now. “The letters to the editor, the wadded up notes in the throats, all part of his ruse.”
 
 “And the older woman,” added Carl, sighing heavily. “Like you said, an error in the dark, the hammer meant for her daughter.”
 
 “Turns my stomach that he might get away with it.” Rae wanted to run from here, get on a plane for home, and forget about this nightmare. She began thinking again of Nia, wondering where she might be at this moment. Her watch read 6AM.
 
 “Working the system from the beginning,” Kunati said of Roland Hatfield, up again and looking anew about the apartment for any useful incriminating evidence. He lifted a book from a bedside table below the lamp. It was Dr. Jessica Coran’s non-fictional account of her early cases entitled Evil Intent. It’d been a bestseller years before.
 
 “Hold on. Don’t handle the book!” shouted Rae. “I mean, handle it as evidence. Bag it. We need to show his prints on the pages.”
 
 “What’s up with the book?” asked Amos.
 
 “There’s a chapter devoted to a similar case in that book.”
 
 “How similar?” asked Carl. 
 
 “A case a few years back in which the killer created a series of murders in order to cover his footsteps in the murder of his estranged girlfriend. This could prove he had planned this all along, that he’s hardly the insane maniac he is presenting himself to be—nail to his head notwithstanding.”
 
 “Bag the book, Amos.” 
 
 “Hey, you forget. I work for the county now. If I bag it, it goes in county evidence lockup. You’d best bag it, Carl.”
 
 “At the moment, with Charles Sowards, Hatfield’s dutiful assistant on the job, I believe I’d trust county above our lab right now. Bag it.”
 
 “OK, but don’t order me around. I’m not your detective anymore.”
 
 “And a sad thing it is, too.” 
 
 Before Kunati grabbed a bag from the kit he’d brought in with him, Rae, her hands now in gloves, snatched Evil Intent and opened it, flipping through to anything that might be written in the margins, anything highlighted or underscored. “I’m right. Case I’m talking about is marked up and highlighted like a textbook. I’d say Roland showed considerable interest in this case.” She carefully fanned through the rest of the book. “No other section’s been given this sort of intense attention, and the handwriting in the margins—”
 
 “Is it a match?” asked Amos. “It matches in several respects.” 
 
 She then handed the book over to Amos, confident that this would get Roland Hatfield a suite at a prison and not a prison asylum.
 
 It brought a confident smile to her lips. “I think we’ve got him, Carl, but this book must be carefully preserved and presented at trial.”
 
 “Sure, if it helps nail the bastard—no pun intended.” 
 
 “You’ll—you need only call me back for the trial. If all three of us testify to having found this here at his bedside, marked up as it is, no jury is going to fall for his charm to—”
 
 “Or his lies,” added Amos.
 
 “—to send him off to a country club-hopefully.”
 
 “Some bedtime reading,” commented Carl.
 
 “County has a good record with evidence handling, Dr. Hiyakawa,” Amos assured her. “Not to worry.” 
 
 And she didn’t. For the first time in all these days, she felt a great weight lifted from her. So much had been riding on this case for the PSI Unit at Quantico, and for her personally after what had happened in Phoenix.
 
 When they had exited the building and stood on the street where News cameras followed their every move, and newsmen and women shouted for some comment from them, Carl said in Rae’s ear, “I owe you major apologies, Rae.”
 
 Questions were flying like jumping fish. Carl stopped and pulled Rae beside him. “You want some answers?” he shouted to the newshounds. “I’ll lay it out for you.” He quickly tossed out three sentences that summed up the situation, calling Dr. Roland Hatfield a horrible excuse for a man, a man capable of killing innocent women in their beds at night in a depraved manner merely to cover up an initial killing, a killing he had committed against his sister. He finished with, “The man has clearly shown the depth of his depravity and will be prosecuted to the full extent of the law. A case like this begs for the reinstatement of capital punishment in our state. Write your Congressmen and legislators.”
 
 He then introduced FBI Agent Dr. Aurelia Murphy Hiyakawa to the crowd, explaining, “Dr. Hiyakawa has pretty much single-handedly solved the case for the CPD.”
 
 “What precisely does that mean?” asked one aggressive female reporter. 
 
 Carl smiled and replied, “Without Dr. Hiyakawa and her psychic help, we’d still be searching for the killer, and no doubt in my mind that he’d still be executing innocent victims in that particularly brutal fashion he’d chosen.”
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 Twenty four hours later in Quantico, Virginia 
 
 Rae had left Charleston, West Virginia without any fanfare, leaving the city to heal now that the so-called Sleepwalker had been safely put away. When the truth came out about Dr. Roland Hatfield, that he was indeed the Hammerhead killer—alleged, of course—everyone who had known him, a native of the area, a success story, could hardly believe it. No one wanted to believe it. In fact, the news was filled with testimonials from people who didn’t for a moment believe it, certain that their police had once again made the capitol city a laughing stock. Rae knew better.
 
 He had done his level best to kill her in the same manner as his earlier victims, and he might’ve succeeded had she not gotten hold of her gun.
 
 She also knew she had a good ton of paperwork to fill out on the case. Details, the chief would want every excruciating detail, even those she wasn’t proud of.
 
 She put it out of her mind for now, glad to be home. Despite the fact her home was falling down around her. The Queen Anne Bed and Breakfast, as the place was called, needed so much attention and so much money, money she ought to have in her bank account if only it weren’t for the army of lawyers arrayed against her in the divorce settlement. On paper, she was, while not filthy wealthy like Tomi, well off, but it remained on paper. Tomi’s lawyers, shrewd to a man, knew how to hide funds even from the court, and how to slow the process to a snail’s pace. They made a mockery of it, in fact.
 
 The Queen Anne needed rewiring, needed new plumbing, needed painting inside and out. It needed experts to save the woodwork and the beautiful Waterford crystal chandeliers, and the stained glass windows, one panel of which, over the door, remained broken, patched with plywood, thanks to a tantrum Nia had thrown.
 
 Despite it all, coming home was coming home; few feelings proved as wonderful as stepping through the door after the kind of stress and near death experience she’d had in the field. She believed it would be a cold day in hell before she’d ever return to Charleston save for the day when her testimony would help drive the nails into Roland Hatfield’s coffin: life imprisonment.
 
 Her big, rambling Victorian home felt cold inside. Empty. The emptiness quadrupled as she moved from room to empty room, until she found herself standing in Nia’s room. It’d been cleaned out. Not completely and utterly but enough of her things were gone that it appeared there’d been a burglary and the burglar only wanted stuffed a favored set of sheets and spread, animals, matching outfits, shoes—Nia’s stuff. She’d even taken her cat with her, further ramping up the silence here, the emptiness. No living thing in the place except Aurelia, a mother abandoned by her own child.
 
 Rae dropped to her knees, and crumpled against her daughter’s bed, stripped of its bedclothes. She cried. She cried for a long time.
 
 Something deep within wanted to come to the surface, something dark and quite sinister, something that wanted to hurt Tomi Yoshikani and hurt him to his core, but to let this Grendel rise from out of her, a power so strong and ugly that it frightened Rae herself, she knew it’d turn on her, possibly harm others as well as Tomi, possibly even Nia. She must not give in to hatred and a desire for vengeance.
 
 Still she felt violated. She was the primary care giver here, the biological mother, but Nia had, obviously chosen Tomi and life with Tomi over Rae and a life with her mother.
 
 Rae cried on, the sobs rocking her body. “This…this is how you get out of that school, Nia? You uproot yourself entirely, and you break my heart?”
 
 
 
TWENTY NINE
 
 


 
Two Months Later 

 
 


 
 She’d called every night to talk to Nia, and while Nia was civil, she’d made it clear that she wanted to try living with her dad. “Just for a time, Ma…just to see how I like it. Please try to understand.”
 
 She tried to understand. Every night she tried to understand. She cried herself to sleep each night as well. 
 
 In the meantime, she’d been summoned back to Charleston to be on hand at the murder trial of one Dr. Roland Thomas Hatfield, to testify to all that she knew and the attempt on her life. The evidence appeared 
 
 overwhelming against Hatfield, but his case had attracted a high-powered lawyer, the best in the state, and he was going for an insanity plea. 
 
 The trial pulled her away from home for days, and in the end, the jury found Hatfield guilty but guilty by reason of insanity—he got it his way. In a sense, he got away with multiple murder. He was well on his way to a federal prison for the criminally insane.
 
 Days after the trial, Rae got a letter from Hatfield. She opened it and saw the familiar handwriting, but it now looked more relaxed, at ease. Hatfield wanted something from Rae. He wanted her to come see him, to see firsthand how far he’d come along already, and he said he had a business proposition for her.
 
 She paid little attention to the cryptic note or the madman’s request. One day at her Quantico office, however, she mentioned the letter to Raule, and he became instantly interested. He sat down and read the letter over— twice. He then said, “You have to go see this creep, Rae.”
 
 “What?”
 
 “It’s an opportunity to conduct interviews, learn more about the enemy—something we—”
 
 “Whoa up, there, boss!” 
 
 “—something we do whenever possible. This time he’s asking us to hear him out, asking you. This way, you can learn details about his crimes and what motivated him in the first place. We need more empirical evidence on what creates serial killers.”
 
 “No…no, it wasn’t empirical evidence that ended this monster’s career. It was psi evidence.”
 
 “Rae, this is a great opportunity to get inside his head.” 
 
 “You climb into his head. I draw the line at sitting across a table from this guy, Raule. Find someone else.” She started for the door, wanting to escape Raule’s office.
 
 “He wants you, Rae.” “And not long ago he wanted to kill me, no!”
 
 “I don’t want to make it an order, Rae.”
 
 “Then don’t. It’s not in my job descrip.”
 
 “I can put it in.” 
 
 “You do that, Raule. Go right ahead, and I’m outta here. I’ll quit before I let you and the department use me this way. Do I look like Jodie Foster?”
 
 “Rae, whatever else you may think, you work for me, and I see this as a helluva an opportunity, and I’m ordering you to open a dialogue with Hatfield.”
 
 “Why, Raule? What can we possibly hope to get from his fevered brain?” 
 
 “We document the thinking of serial killers—it’s a large part of what the Behavioral Science Division of the FBI does, and the PSI Unit is part of the BSU.”
 
 “The step-sister of the BSU, you mean. Look, Raule, I don’t deserve this.” 
 
 “Neither did this maniac’s victims, Rae. Look, the more we can learn from the enemy, the better to defeat him in the future. We have files on every major serial killer ever placed in captivity anywhere. Besides, whatever he says can and will be used against him, to keep him behind bars whenever his parole board meets. Regardless of his ‘good behavior’ and ‘corrected mental attitude’.”
 
 “I suppose you’re right, but can’t someone else do this, someone who knows something about interrogation techniques and how to get a madman to vent?”
 
 “He asks specifically for you. He isn’t likely to talk to anyone else.”
 
 “At least try. You have people who have experience in this sort of thing.”
 
 “All right. I will send someone else, but if it doesn’t work, will you then step in, Rae?”
 
 “Thank you.” She rushed out.
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 The attempt to have a surrogate go in to conduct interviews with Roland Hatfield failed from the beginning. He insisted he’d only talk to Rae Hiaykawa. It took all of Raule’s persuasiveness and threats to get Rae to the Federal Prison for the Criminally insane in Morgantown, West Virginia.
 
 The place proved a cold concrete labyrinth indeed, and after several doors locked behind her, Rae found herself in a room with a flimsy partition between herself and the killer. 
 
 “Sooo good to see you, Dr. Hiyakawa, Rae. Can we be informal? May I call you Rae?”
 
 “What is it you want, Hatfield?”
 
 “I want us to be friends.” “Friends?” she was incredulous.
 
 “All right, then partners…”
 
 “Partners?”
 
 “In writing the book.”
 
 “Writing what book?”
 
 “The book…the book that’ll make a great movie, my story, the story of Roland Hatfield.” 
 
 “I’m out of here!” Rae stood to his shouting and protestations. She didn’t hesitate. “I’m not here for your pleasure or gain, Mr. Hatfield.”
 
 Rae didn’t look back. If Raule wanted to co-author a freaking book with a monster, he could do it himself. She would have nothing to do with it.
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 When she got home that evening, Aurelia had a package from Charleston, from Carl Orvison. Inside it, she found the film record of her time at the crime scenes clearly marked. She realized that the film could not be used for any definitive evidence against Hatfield, and with the case well over, that the tape was of no interest to Charleston authorities, but somehow it hurt to see it and hold it in her hands.
 
 But there was something about holding it in her hands that made her want to slip it into the DVD player and have a look. Sure enough, it was of her while in trance. Worthless indeed, she thought. Then it struck her, something her parents and Gene had been trying to tell her, that she must watch the tape in rewind mode.
 
 She fast-forwarded through the scene of her at the Cottrill trailer that first time. Then she hit stop and she ran it backwards on rewind. The images sped by, but they had altered. Backwards, the ghostly presences she had seen— of both killer and victim—came into play. When she slowed it, however, they were gone.
 
 She then turned off the set and returned to the foyer where a number of messages flashed in screaming red on her home phone. She’d turned her cell off and had turned it over to guards at the checkpoint while inside the prison, and she’d forgotten to turn it back on. No one who wished to get in touch could, not by any means other than her home phone.
 
 She hit the play button as she stepped out of her shoes. She expected Raule to be on, ranting about her walking out of the prison and leaving West Virginia altogether without giving him the courtesy of an explanation. There were telemarketers ahead of Raule, and then a call from Nia. She alerted on Nia’s voice like a hunting dog. Nia was crying, and she could hardly catch a word. But she did hear, “I wanna come home.” More crying.
 
 Then the crying came as if in stereo, and she realized that Nia stood behind her, crying, in the flesh. “You’re home!” she shouted and rushed at Nia, taking her in a bear hug. “You’re home! How did you get home?”
 
 “I made the chauffeur drive me.”
 
 “You have a chauffeur now! How elegant.”
 
 “I hate him, Ma.” “Your chauffeur?”
 
 “No, Daddy! I hate Daddy. I was a fool to leave.” 
 
 All music to Rae’s ears as she held her daughter in her arms and tears came welling up from them both. Inwardly, Rae cheered, and behind Nia’s back, while still in the hug, she lifted both fists in a Rocky win gesture. I knew it was only a matter of time before Tomi Yoshikani showed his true colors. God, I wonder what he did to hurt my girl so.
 
 She held Nia tight, shoulder-to-shoulder, and in the distance, in the darkened next room, she saw her parents’ images in the full length mirror; it was the first time she’d seen them in and around the house since Nia’s having left the Queen Anne. Her aloneness had been complete at the house, but here they were again, smiling, nodding, happy again with Rae, happy that she’d gotten their granddaughter back and out of the clutches of Tomi Yoshikani.
 
 Over the happy scene, she heard Raule’s insistent voice on the phone message, telling her to call him. She ignored the man. Then Raule came back on to leave yet another message, this time a warning on his lips. “Rae…Rae, you gotta get this message. Dr. Roland Hatfield escaped from the penitentiary hospital between three and three AM, and he is still at large. Watch your back!”
 
 She peeled herself from Nia’s embrace, and Nia lifted a suitcase, going for her room upstairs. Rae dialed into Quantico, Raule’s direct number.
 
 “Is this some sort of joke?”
 
 “No…wish it were.”
 
 “Do the prison authorities and the locals have any idea where he’s headed?”
 
 “Not a clue. Maybe the nearest Ace Hardware?” 
 
 “Contact Carl Orvison back in Charleston; make sure he knows, and urge him to put up a guard around Hatfield’s children and wife. The voices in the man’s head might’ve decided he should end it all and take them with him.”
 
 “Or to come after you, Rae. I think we need to get Secret Servicemen on you and yours.”
 
 “No way. If he comes for me, I’ll kill him. I will.” 
 
 She saw it as a second chance to give Roland Thomas Hatfield exactly what he deserved in the first place—an execution. If West Virginia couldn’t hold him for his life sentence, and if he did come to Virginia after her, she’d see what she could do to hold him instead for an eternity.
 
 


 
 


 
 The End
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ONE
 
 


 
 Marcus Rydell instinctively rushed from his bedroom and out of the apartment, his .9mm in hand, taking the stairs two at a time. Even here in the stairwell, he could hear the distressed, keening cry of what sounded like a wounded animal, but it was all too human. Definitely a child’s scream, which meant probable cause for him to break down a door, something he’d always relished doing when he’d worked as an Atlanta cop.
 
 The thought pumped blood to his every artery and to the brain. It felt wonderful, like a balm, like a spring shower and train whistle all conspiring to wake him the hell up and out of his previously paralyzing depression.
 
 As he approached 58-B, Marcus made out words coming from an adult male inside. The man’s words were halting, pleading in turn, saying, “Hon-hon-honey, please n’more. Don’t h-hurt me! Please! I’ll be good to you, sweetie. I swear!”
 
 The child endangerment laws left no doubt in Marcus’s mind. He shouted through the door, “I’m coming in! Open up in there, or I kick it in!”
 
 Others in the building peeked from their doors, shy and tentative and curious, but of no help. “Call 9-1-1, lady!” Marcus shouted over his shoulder to a silver-haired woman. Terrified, eyes bulging, this neighbor slammed her door so hard that Marcus thought himself shot. The sound, like a gunshot, repeated itself up and down the hallway. No one wanted to get involved. Another elderly lady muttered, “Animals…you’re all animals!” before slamming her door.
 
 More shouting and crying came wafting through the door at number 58-B. “Open it, now!”.
 
 “Very helpful lady!” Marcus backed up, lifted his leg, about to kick when he heard the door latch come off. “I have a gun!” he now added, cautioning whoever had unlatched the door. Then it swung open wide.
 
 In the doorway, stood a four-foot high Oriental girl, looking the same age as Rydell’s own daughter. The black-haired, wide-eyed child stood four-feet high and shaking. “I-I-I kilt him.”
 
 “Killed who?”
 
 “Him, da-da. Good ’n’ dead now.”
 
 Marcus swallowed hard and put his gun away, tucking it into the small of his back beneath the white shirt he’d earlier donned for his farewell to the world as he’d been chewing on the same gun moments before. He saw that the girl had suffered multiple bruises. He assumed authorities would discover, and must assume many more welts beneath her clothing. A closer look into her eyes and features revealed a creamy colored skin and blue eyes. She looked partially Caucasian. “Where’s your mother, honey?”
 
 “No! I nobody honey. No more never.”
 
 “Your mother? Mama-san?”
 
 “Don’t have one.”
 
 “All right, let me have a look at your da-da over there.” The man lay still as death at the center of the room.
 
 “He no my father neither. No pappa-san!”
 
 Marcus cautiously stepped inside and around the little girl, noticing now for the first time the bloody claw hammer in her hand; it dripped a trail from door to da-da’s bashed in face and skull. The girl may be little, but she knew how to wield a hammer with deadly effect. She had definitely taken daddy by surprise.
 
 In fact, from the injuries the hairy, swarthy adult, had sustained, Marcus doubted he’d find a pulse, and he almost didn’t. Somehow through the excruciating blinding pain, the man muttered, “B-Bitch she…jeeze… caw’t me s-s-sleep.”
 
 The effort spent to accuse the girl of murdering him in his sleep did him in entirely. Silent now for eternity, the disfigured child molester went in search of rigor.
 
 Meanwhile, Marcus realized that the monster who’d just died had had some knowledge of the law, just enough to possibly punish this child once more—this time using the law. If the courts and attorneys learned that she’d attacked him while he slept, they could and would make out a case against her, despite her bravery. She could be portrayed as a cold-blooded killer in need of penitentiary time. Their case would rest on exactly what Daddy Dead had uttered, for at the time of the attack the little, frightened prisoner girl was in no immediate or imminent danger from the dead man. If established as true, this negated the self-defense argument regardless of the ugly circumstances and common sense.
 
 Once she’d gotten the upper hand, the little girl, not yet in her teens, had repeatedly driven the hammer into him, concentrating on cranium and face. Not an unusual target for sexually abused victims when they fought back; there seemed a sense of urgency to deconstruct the face of her attacker. Given more time, she might well have deconstructed other of the man’s parts.
 
 Marcus turned to the girl, who stood now with the hammer poised over his head. “I am a policeman, police, you know. Here to help you. What’s your name?”
 
 “Kim.”
 
 “Kim, you understand English?”
 
 “I know little. Know some Dutch and Pigeon.”
 
 “Dutch, really? You’re a very intelligent girl, aren’t you?” Was one of her parents of Dutch heritage, he wondered.
 
 “I am too smart for him,” she said, using the hammer to point to the dead man.
 
 You can let go of that hammer anytime, OK? You don’t need it.” Hand gestures came into play.
 
 She held firm to the hammer, her only salvation until now. “I know this man did terrible things to you, sweetie—”
 
 “I no sweetie!”
 
 “Sorry, sorry…dear, and I know you fought back—bravely. You were brave to fight back.” He reached an open hand for the hammer. “Please.”
 
 She hesitated.
 
 “It was self-defense, yes?” he said.
 
 “I kill him, yes. He bad. Beat me.” She held up a terribly bruised arm and the black around her left eye was apparent.
 
 “ You had to protect yourself, Kim. Let me help you.”
 
 “Police no good.”
 
 “Why do you say that?”
 
 “Police man, he sold me to this pig!” she spat on the dead man.
 
 “Not all policemen are bad men, Kim.” Marcus wondered what kind of a cop could be involved in a child sex ring, but he also knew it happened more often than people wanted to know. It happened in big cities and small towns, and wherever abuse of power had been allowed to flourish from Seattle to Daytona Beach, from Boston to Hollywood, crisscrossing the country like a virus or a genetically coded element of evil in the human gene pool.
 
 He silently and firmly cursed his own species.
 
 The small girl finally relinquished the hammer, and sounding far older than her years, Kim said. “Take shower…clean blood off.” 
 
 Marcus nodded, understanding her need to both leave the room and the body, and to shower. “You don’t want to do that, Kim. Don’t shower before someone can get here to help you. We’ve got to show that this man raped you. We’ll need—”
 
 “DNA, I know. Just wipe off stinking pig blood.”
 
 “Got it. Understood. Wash your face, hands, but nothing more, understood?”
 
 “D-Don’t want it on me!” She held up her bloody arms as if the red stuff burned, like acidic cesspool waste.
 
 Marcus wasn’t sure of the wisdom of allowing the girl to wash even hands and face, or to be alone just now, but she spoke and acted like a forty-year-old. He feared she’d been though hell and back, but at least, on the trip back, she’d taken out the creep who’d held her hostage.
 
 Marcus located the phone, having left his cell downstairs. By now the superintendent had stepped into the apartment and he’d gone ashen white and was shouting in Puerto Rican, “Oh, aye dios mio!” Behind him a small crowd of the curious pressed the doorway. Several took him for the killer, and Marcus realized he still had the bloody claw hammer in his hand.
 
 Furthermore, he was no longer a police detective—hadn’t been for almost a year now. He was a failed cop and now a failed private eye standing with a murder weapon in hand over the body of a dead man. “Shit,” he muttered. Then he shouted, “Did you call the authorities?”
 
 “Jess, jess, they coming.”
 
 An eyewitness in the making, Rydell thought as his eyes bored into the superintendent, whose eyes registered terror.
 
 “Hey, amigo, I didn’t do this!”
 
 The super and others now who gathered behind him like a lynch mob only saw the bloody hammer. 
 
 # # #
 
 


 
 Marcus called 9-1-1 only to learn that someone in the building had already alerted authorities. The dispatcher calmly assured him. “Help is on its way, Mr. Rydell.” 
 
 Rydell then turned to stare at the crush of neighbors now staring in at the bloody heap of flesh at the center of the room. 
 
 Some stood crossing themselves, while others fought for a better look, only to look away. The crush of faces reminded him of the people standing about the parade route taken by Christ as he carried the cross through the streets. How often had Marcus heard the rumor that mankind was on a march toward evolving into the caring, gentle most compassionate creature in the known world, left in charge of overseeing all the so-called lesser beasts? Some things never changed.
 
 Then he saw one face in the crowd that caused a blip in his chest, a beautiful young woman, a dead ringer for Lauren Bacall in Key Largo. This one pushed past the gapers, shouting “I’m a doctor! Let me through.”
 
 “Finally! ’Bout time you guys got here,” Marcus said to her.
 
 “I live in the building,” she replied.
 
 “You’re not here with a paramedic team?”
 
 “Just me.”
 
 The young woman quickly assessed the situation as Marcus stepped around the blood spatters. “Thought I might be of help,” she began, “but apparently not.” She’d gone to her knees over the dead man.
 
 “Doesn’t look too good, does he?” Marcus dryly replied, realizing only now that he’d rushed from his apartment directly below without any shoes or socks. He thought of the man’s dying words, cursing the child when the despicable child molester ought to’ve been asking forgiveness. 
 
 “He’s suffered multiple fractures to the skull,” she said.
 
 “So I noticed.”
 
 “No longer breathing.”
 
 “Tell me something I don’t already know, doc.”
 
 “I’m pronouncing him dead, Mr. Ahhh . . . Rydell, 48-B, right?”
 
 Marcus nodded. “Hail, hail, the wicked one is dead.” Marcus stood a head taller than she. 
 
 “I’m an intern at Atlanta Memorial,” she said, “and you, you’re 48-B, right?” she repeated.
 
 “Right below, yep. Heard the screams.” He shrugged. “Came running.”
 
 “And I called 9-1-1.”
 
 “Oh, that was you, was it? Thank you.”
 
 The sound of an ambulance rose up from the street. “I’m Katrina Holley, Kat,” she said, extending a hand to Marcus.
 
 “Marcus . . . Marcus Rydell.”
 
 She nodded, eyes downcast. “I’ve heard about you.” She said it in a sultry voice. “As for this guy,” she indicated the dead man at her heels, “I knew he was bad news. So where’s his supposed sister’s adopted daughter he’s been baby-sitting for?”
 
 “That the story he told you?”
 
 “Me and the cops, yeah.”
 
 “Did they check it out?”
 
 “They’re getting around to it. So where’s the kid, Kim?”
 
 “Kim, yeah. Where is she. ’Round here someplace. So you called the cops on this guy earlier?”
 
 She answered while walking away from him. “’Course I did.” She turned on him, eyes daring him to suggest otherwise. “You think anyone else in this place’d bother?” She began searching the apartment for Kim, going into the bedroom, seeing a bloody pillow that made her gasp. 
 
 “Creep must’ve slipped the cops tickets to the Brave’s game tonight,” he cynically said in her ear.
 
 “I reported them—got their names and badge numbers.”
 
 “Reported them, eh?”
 
 “For doing a half-assed job, yes.”
 
 “And got no answer, I imagine.”
 
 “Heard nothing back. You oughta maybe look into it. Wrongdoing on a police force. Might be a headline in there somewhere.”
 
 “Not my call.”
 
 “Then who’s call is it? Hell, I even called Child Protective Services again.”
 
 “Let me guess. Overworked and underpaid, eh?”
 
 They both heard the bathtub shower kick on. Dr. Holley’s eyes became blue beach balls. “Tell me she’s not in the shower.” 
 
 “She’s washing off, and I can’t blame her.”
 
 “You’re a cop! You oughta know better.” She went for the bathroom door, the layout of the apartment a match for her own. “That’s evidence in a crime washing down the drain. If she’s been raped, and I suspect she has—”
 
 “Look, lady . . . Doctor, I told her to stay out of the shower, only that she could wash her hands and face.”
 
 “But Detective—”
 
 “I’m not a cop anymore, but I’m curious how you knew?”
 
 “I believe everyone in the building knows you’re a cop—or were at one time. Now outta my way.”
 
 He held an index finger to her eyes, slowing her down. “Look, she needed some time alone, and besides, her attacker here is dead, get it? Proving her rape won’t be an issue. She was his hostage, and she fought back.”
 
 “I get that much but—”
 
 “The dead guy’s not going away for anything he’s done, not in this world. Frankly, I’d like to see her spared the inside of a courtroom or a jail.”
 
 “The man’s name’s Quinn, Don Quinn, and all things equal, if Kim’s charged with his murder . . . ahhh manslaughter, exculpatory . . . or is it extenuating circumstances?” Katrina hesitated, eyeing the bloody claw hammer beside the victim. “We need to show—”
 
 “Christ, thanks to Law & Order everyone’s an expert nowadays.”
 
 “I’m-this-minute-right-now-damn-it going in to see her.” The doctor might just as well have said: And no one is standing in my way. “Kim’ll recognize me from before. She needs a friend, a woman, and a professional.”
 
 “I suppose you’re right, Doc.”
 
 “That’s the most sensible thing you’ve said since I arrived.” Dr. Holley slammed the bathroom door in his face, cutting him off.
 
 In another half minute, medics came pouring in with a stretcher and life-support. “Too late, my friends,” said Marcus, “but if you wanna shoot me some extra oxygen, I’ll take it.”
 


 

 


 
TWO
 
 
 
 Members of the Atlanta Police Department now came rushing in, immediately stopped by the sight of former detective Marcus Theodore Rydell pacing like a trapped bull. 
 
 “Hiya, Denny Hodges isn’t it?” asked Marcus, a crooked smile for the first uniformed cop on the scene. 
 
 His partner, Janine Dobbins, all but dropped her teeth even as she asked, “What’re you doing here, Rydell? You involved in another . . . I mean—”
 
 “Murder? Killing, you mean?” he replied, the quirky half smile lifting his laugh lines, the wrinkles around the eyes.
 
 She pointed at the bloody victim with her nightstick. “If you say so.”
 
 “Yeah, arrest me, Dobbins!” He jammed his hands out. Ready for the cuffs. “A danger to myself and others.”
 
 “Knock it off, Rydell and tell us what’s happened here?” asked Hodges, showing a modicum of respect for the former police detective turned private eye.
 
 “I live just below. Heard the screams. Came runnin’. He was already dead.”
 
 “Really?”
 
 “Yeah really!” He pointed to his bare feet. “Walls’re pretty thin. Ceiling even thinner.”
 
 A jackhammer and the wrecking ball down the street sounded; in fact, they sounded as if in the next room.
 
 Adjusting to the noise, Dobbins shouted, “Heard the killing as it occurred, you saying?” Dobbins stood with hands on hips, curvy and plain-featured, her hips sporting a radio, a gun, and the scabbard for the nightstick she continued to punctuate with.
 
 “Heard a little child’s high-pitched voice after the plaster started raining down on me,” Marcus replied, his voice so strong he needn’t shout. “I came like a comet.”
 
 “He did!” shouted one bystander from the crowd around the door.
 
 “But . . .” continued Marcus, “but it was too late for Mr. Quinn here.”
 
 “Too late?” asked Dobbins like an accusation. He knew she was thinking, too late again.
 
 “Too late for this sick-o, child-molesting sonofabitch, yeah, but not for the kid.”
 
 “You saying a kid did this?” asked Hodges.
 
 “Hey kids’ve been known to kill for a variety of reasons, not the least being revenge on a scumbag who’s held ’em captive. The girl defended herself; picked up a hammer the bastard threatened her with.” He indicated the hammer alongside the body. “’Fraid I picked it up, too. Sorry.”
 
 “How old’s this kid?” asked Dobbins in the tone of an interrogator.
 
 “Eleven, maybe twelve’d be my guess,” he lied. “Dunno for sure. You’ll have to ask her, but then she may not know herself.”
 
 “Where’s the girl now?” she pressed, looking about.
 
 “Bathroom and she has a doctor from Memorial in there with her.” He indicated the bathroom door. “Weapon she used to defend herself with—” he was careful to not call it a murder weapon and to keep repeating the term self defense in all its permutations—“is there.” He knew from experience that DA’s picked up on the wording of a police report. If the cops used the right wording, the DA would not be going out of his way to prosecute a murder of a defenseless man killed in his sleep. Not here, not today.
 
 “So you handled the weapon?” asked Denny, jotting down Marcus’s remarks in shorthand.
 
 “I had to get it outta her hand; kid was traumatized. And hey, don’t misquote me, okay?”
 
 “Not a chance, Mr. Rydell.”
 
 “Give me a moment with the girl, will you?” Marcus then asked.
 
 “Don’t know if that’s a good idea,” countered Dobbins, her eyes flashing at Denny’s.
 
 “I’m the one found her like this; I just want her to know she can call me any time for help, day or night. Besides, she doesn’t like cops. Says a cop sold her to this creep.”
 
 “An Atlanta cop? No way,” replied Denney Hodges. Dobbins looked equally dubious.
 
 “Says a cop sold her to this bag of shit Quinn.” He then brushed past them, ignoring any objections. He next rapped on the bathroom door and heard the doctor from inside say, “Just a minute. Toweling off.”
 
 Marcus hesitated a moment. “I’m comin’ in.” He stepped inside to find that the pretty, young Dr. Holley had the shivering girl cocooned in a huge towel. “Listen up, the both of you,” he whispered, automatically gaining their attention. “Things could go badly for you, Kim, unless we all keep a secret.”
 
 “What secret?” asked Dr. Holley.
 
 “Don’t tell anyone—no one—ever that the first blow to the head of Mr. Turd in there was while he was sleeping, understood?”
 
 “He was sleeping,” Kim managed.
 
 “No, he was raping you again. Held the camera over you. While raping you, you got hold of the hammer. Understood?”
 
 “Are you asking the child to lie?” Dr. Holley held Kim against her. “That’d be wrong.”
 
 “Keep your voice down.” He met the doctor’s lovely eyes. “Sometimes it takes a lie to prove a truth.” Rydell squatted to be eye to eye with the girl. “Look, Kim, so far as anyone need know, Pigman in there was awake when you defended yourself against him. Nod if you understand.”
 
 Kim nodded successively.
 
 “Say it.”
 
 “He was a-a-awake.”
 
 “When you struck him, yes, he was awake and attacking you. Understand, Kim?”
 
 “He attack me.”
 
 “Not for the first time.”
 
 “No, not first time.”
 
 Rydell caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror, and he thought, how terrible I look. He’d not slept well for months.
 
 “You expect me to stand by while you coach the child?” asked Dr. Mallory at his shoulder.
 
 “Otherwise, they can put Kim behind bars.”
 
 “Not for what she did.”
 
 “Yes, for what she did.”
 
 “That’s crazy,” said Dr. Holley. “The man was molesting her.”
 
 “I know the law, and the law will jail her or juvvie-hall her if she doesn’t do exactly as I say.”
 
 “But—”
 
 “The detectives and the uniformed cops’ll be sympathetic to the girl’s abuse. They’ll do a rape kit.”
 
 “I know all that but still—”
 
 “Kim’s what, fourteen, fifteen? They’re going to have to rule out consent, and it’ll muddy the waters if they think she’s a runaway and a prostitute. Her innocence’ll be questioned, whether she was kidnapped, held against her will, or came here willingly.”
 
 Kat Holley watched Rydell fill the washbasin with water, throw gobs of it into his face and eyes and then towel off. She watched him reach out then with a calm hand to touch and reassure the girl by fingering her cheekbone. “Remember, Kim, be brave and don’t volunteer any information, and once you tell a story don’t change one word. (Omitx: ever waiver from it, not an inch.) And at some point, I’m going to want you to describe the policeman who sold you to Mr. Turd in there.”
 
 “His name is Quinn. He tell me his name is Quinn. Mr. Quinn.”
 
 “No need to be polite to a monster. He doesn’t deserve the respect of being called Mister. Just remember, you defended yourself against the turd in there?”
 
 “Yes, Quinn,” she reminded him.
 
 “Sounds like a name for a troll. Fits, doesn’t it? So did you ever hear what he called the other man, the one who sold you to him?” For the first time in months, Rydell felt alive inside.
 
 “Smith . . . Mr. Smith.”
 
 “Of course, Smith. Makes perfect sense.”
 
 “Whataya think?” asked Kat.
 
 “I rather doubt his real name’s Smith.”
 
 “She frowned at this. “Thanks for your taking the time to advise the girl. I’ll stick with her through the hospital procedure, and I’ll get social services involved.”
 
 “Like before, huh?”
 
 “It’s the only game in town, sorry.”
 
 He put on a smile for Kat Holley. “I know some people over there; I’ll send someone who gives a damn to meet you at Memorial.” Rydell, gave the child a big thumbs up. “There’s a stretcher outside, Kim. You want a ride? Ride like an Empress? Big strong men carrying you, like on a magic carpet ride?”
 
 “I thought the stretcher was for the dead turd,” said Dr. Holley.
 
 “Nahhh . . . he can walk,” joked Marcus. “Besides, CSI team has to come in, do their thing before the body’s removed. We’ll let Kim take the stretcher.”
 
 Dr. Holley touched his hand, the one that’d reached out to Kim. “You’re a good guy, you know that?”
 
 He was taken by surprise at this. “Not really.”
 
 “World needs more like you.”
 
 Marcus thought about his sad dance with his depression and his Glock only a half hour before. He jokingly indicated his puffed up chest, beating it as an ape might. “I strong like bull.” He managed a weak smile.
 
 “Make light of it if you like, but I know better.”
 
 “Take care of the girl, Doc, and follow my lead, or you’ll be visiting Kim here in prison where her cesspool education continues.”
 
 The silence between them was like an impenetrable door for a long moment. He finally added, “So, it’s up to you, and you, Kim . . . keep silent on the subject of Quinn’s being asleep when you first struck him, understand? No one must know that the first blow came while he was totally defenseless, got it?”
 
 Dr. Holley nodded. “Got it. We got it.”
 
 “Kim?”
 
 The large-eyed child repeated the words. “Got it.”
 
 Marcus then added, “Don’t want some blind-justice DA getting hold of her for a law that’s all wrong for the circumstances.”
 
 “Sure, sure.” Dr. Holley held Kim’s hand now. “Just thank God you dropped whatever and came running.”
 
 “Instinctive for a former cop, I guess. Nothing heroic in it.”
 
 “We might have a fight over that one.”
 
 “When?” he said automatically but not seriously.
 
 “Over drinks maybe at O’Dule’s? Later?”
 
 “What do you know of O’Dule’s?”
 
 “ I’ve seen you there.”
 
 “Why haven’t I noticed?”
 
 Dobbins or Hodges began banging on the door, Dobbins calling out, “You comin’ out, Rydell, or do I gotta come in there and get you?”
 
 “Sounds like she likes you,” commented Holley.
 
 “Ahhh, yeah, a real fan.” Marcus yelled through the door. “We’re comin’!”
 
 “So…what about it?” the dirty blond asked.
 
 “About it? Oh, drinks? Really? You serious, Doc?”
 
 “Say around nine tonight?”
 
 He hesitated. “Well . . . I mean . . . if—”
 
 “If what?” She flashed a beatific smile.
 
 “If I can get finished with my business,” he replied, the thought of the gun deep in his throat tasting of metal.
 
 “You just find a way to get there. I want to get to know more about you, Detective.”
 
 He laughed. “No one’s called me that in a long time.”
 
 “I hear once a detective, always a detective.”
 
 “And you know this how?”
 
 “I was married to one, or rather he’d’ve been a detective . . . if he’d ever had the chance to take the exam.”
 
 “Was? Had?”
 
 “Killed in the line of duty. Got a tightly folded flag . . . handed to me at the funeral.” She looked as if she might tear up.
 
 “I’m so sorry.”
 
 “People kept telling me time alone helps, but it’s not working for me.”
 
 Me neither, he thought but said nothing.
 
 “I’m never going to be over it,” she continued, “so I quit trying. It’s always there. Every waking hour.”
 
 “I know what you mean. Ahhh, listen, I’ll ahhh . . . see you at O’Dule’s, doctor,” he lied.
 
 “Promise?”
 
 “Ahhh . . . yeah, promise.”
 


 

 


 
Excerpt from TRUCK STOP by Jack Kilborn and J.A. Konrath
 
 


 
 -1-
 Taylor liked toes.
 He wasn’t a pervert. At least, not that kind of pervert. Taylor didn’t derive sexual gratification from feet. Women had other parts much better suited for that type of activity. But he was a sucker for a tiny foot in open-toed high heels, especially when the toenails were painted.
 Painted toes were yummy.
 The truck stop whore wore sandals, the cork wedge heels so high her toes were bent. She had small feet—they looked like a size five—and her nails matched her red mini skirt. Taylor spotted her through the windshield as she walked over to his Peterbilt, wiggling her hips and wobbling a bit. Taylor guessed she was drunk or stoned. Perhaps both.
 He climbed out of his cab. When his cowboy boots touched the pavement he reached his hands up over his head and stretched, his vertebrae cracking. The night air was hot and sticky with humidity, and he could smell his own sweat.
 The whore blew smoke from the corner of her mouth. “Hiya, stranger. My name’s Candi. With an I.”
 “I’m Taylor. With a T.”
 He smiled. She giggled, then hiccupped.
 Even in the dim parking lot light, Candi with an I was nothing to look at. Mid-thirties. Cellulite. Twenty pounds too heavy for her skirt and halter top. She wore sloppy make-up, her lipstick smeared, making Taylor wonder how many truckers she’d already blown on this midnight shift.
 But she did have very cute toes. She dropped her cigarette and crushed it into the pavement, and Taylor licked his lower lip.
 “Been on the road a long time, Taylor?”
 “Twelve hours in from Cinci. My ass is flatter than roadkill armadillo.”
 She eyed his rig. He was hauling four bulldozers on his flatbed trailer. They were heavy, and his mileage hadn’t been good, making this run much less profitable than it should have been.
 But Taylor didn’t become a trucker to get rich. He did it for other reasons.
 “You feeling lonely, Taylor? You looking for a little company?”
 Taylor knew he could use a little company right now. He could also use a meal, a hot shower, and eight hours of sleep.
 It was just a question of which need he’d cater to first.
 He looked around the truck stop lot. Pretty full for late night in Bumblefuck, Wisconsin. Over a dozen rigs and just as many cars. The 24 hour gas station had a line for the pumps, and Murray’s Eats, the all-night diner, appeared full.
 On either side of the cloverleaf there were a few other restaurants and gas stations, but Murray’s was always busy because they boasted more than food and diesel. Besides the no-hassle companionship the management and local authorities tolerated, Murray’s had a full-size truck wash, a mechanic on duty, and free showers.
 After twelve hours of caffeine sweating in this muggy Midwestern August, Taylor needed some quality time with a bar of soap just as badly as he needed quality time with a parking lot hooker. 
 But it didn’t make sense to shower first, when he was only going to get messy again.
 “How much?” he asked. 
 “That depends on—”
 “Half and half,” he cut her off, not needing to hear the daily menu specials.
 “Twenty-five bucks.”
 She didn’t look worth twenty-five bucks, but he wasn’t planning on paying her anyway, so he agreed.
 “Great, sugar. I just need to make a quick stop at the little girls’ room and I’ll be right back.”
 She spun on her wedges to leave, but Taylor caught her thin wrist. He knew she wasn’t going to the washroom. She was going to her pimp to give him the four Ps: Price, preferences, plate number, parking location. Taylor didn’t see any single men hanging around; only other whores, and none of them were paying attention. Her pimp was probably in the restaurant, unaware of this particular transaction, and Taylor wanted to keep it that way.
 “I’m sorta anxious to get right to it, Candi.” He smiled wide. Women loved his smile. He’d been told, many times, that he was good-looking enough to model. “If you leave me now, I might just find some other pretty girl to spend my money on.”
 Candi smiled back. “Well, we wouldn’t want that. But I’m short on protection right now, honey.”
 “I’ve got rubbers in the cab.” Taylor switched to his brooding, hurt-puppy dog look. “I need it bad, right now, Candi. So bad I’ll throw in another ten spot. That’s thirty-five bucks for something we both know will only take a few minutes.”
 Taylor watched Candi work it out in her head. This john was hot to trot, offering more than the going rate, and he’d probably be really quick. Plus, he was cute. She could probably do him fast, and pocket the whole fee without having to share it with her pimp.
 “You got yourself a date, sugar.”
 Taylor took another quick look around the lot, made sure no one was watching, and hustled Candi into his cab, climbing up behind her and locking the door.
 The truck’s windows were lightly tinted—making it difficult for anyone on the street to see inside. Not that Candi bothered to notice, or care. As soon as Taylor faced her she was pawing at his fly.
 “The bedroom is upstairs.” Taylor pointed to the stepladder in the rear of the extended cab, leading to his overhead sleeping compartment. 
 “Is there enough room up there? Some of those spaces are tight.”
 “Plenty. I customized it myself. It’s to die for.”
 Taylor smiled, knowing he was being coy, knowing it didn’t matter at this point. His heart rate was up, his palms itchy, and he had that excited/sick feeling that junkies got right before they jabbed the needle in. If Candi suddenly had a change of heart, there wasn’t anything she could do about it. She was past the point of no return.
 But Candi didn’t resist. She went up first, pushing the trap door on the cab’s ceiling, climbing into the darkness above. Taylor hit the light switch on his dashboard and followed her.
 “What is this? Padding?”
 She was on her hands and knees, running her palm across the floor of the sleeper, testing its springiness with her fingers.
 “Judo mats. Extra thick. Very easy to clean up.”
 “You got mats on the walls too?” She got on her knees and reached overhead, touching the spongy material on the arced ceiling, her exposed belly jiggling.
 “Those are baffles. Keeps the sound out.” He smiled, closing the trap door behind him. “And in.”
 The lighting was subdued, just a simple overhead fixture next to the smoke alarm. The soundproofing was black foam, the mats a deep beige, and there was no furniture in the enclosure except for an inflatable rubber mattress and a medium-sized metal trunk. 
 “This is kind of kinky. Are you kinky, Taylor?”
 “You might say that.”
 Taylor crawled over to the trunk at the far end of the enclosure. After dialing the combination lock, he opened the lid. Then he moved his Tupperware container aside and took out a fresh roll of paper towels, a disposable paper nose and mouth mask, and an aerosol spray can. He ripped off three paper towels, then slipped the mask on over his face, adjusting the rubber band so it didn’t catch in his hair.
 “What is that, sugar?” Candi asked. Her flirty, playful demeanor was slipping a bit.
 “Starter fluid. You squirt it into your carburetor, it helps the engine turn over. Its main ingredient is diethyl ether.”
 He held the paper towels at arm’s length, then sprayed them until they were soaked.
 “What the fuck are you doing?” Candi looked panicked now. And she had good reason to be.
 “This will knock you out so I can tie you up. You’re not the prettiest flower in the bouquet, Candi with an I. But you have the cutest little toes.”
 He grinned again. But this wasn’t one of his attractive grins. The whore shrunk away from him.
 “Don’t hurt me, man! Please! I got kids!”
 “They must be so proud.”
 Taylor approached her, on his knees, savoring her fear. She tried to crawl to the right and get around him, get to the trap door. But that was closed and now concealed by matting, and Taylor knew she had no idea where it was.
 He watched her realize escape wasn’t an option, and then she dug into her little purse for a weapon or a cell phone or a bribe or something else that she thought might help but wouldn’t. Taylor hit her square in the nose, then tossed the purse aside. A small canister of pepper spray spilled out, along with a cell phone, make-up, Tic-Tacs, and several condoms.
 “You lied to me,” Taylor said, slapping her again. “You’ve got rubbers.”
 “Please…”
 “You lying little slut. Were you going to pepper spray me?”
 “No… I…”
 “Liar.” Another slap. “I think you need to be taught a lesson. And I don’t think you’ll like it. But I will.”
 Candi’s hands covered her bleeding nose and she moaned something that sounded like, “Please… My kids…”
 “Does your pimp offer life insurance?”
 She whimpered.
 “No? That’s a shame. Well, I’m sure he’ll take care of your children for you. He’ll probably have them turning tricks by next week.”
 Taylor knocked her hands away and pressed the cold, wet paper towels to her face. Not hard enough to cut off air, but hard enough that she had to breathe through them. Even though he wore a paper face mask, some of the pungent, bitter odor got into Taylor’s nostrils, making his hairs curl.
 It took the ether less than a minute to do its job on the whore. When she finally went limp, Taylor placed the damp towels in a plastic zip-top bag. Then he took several bungee cords out of the trunk and bound Candi’s hands and arms to her torso. Unlike rope, the elastic bands didn’t require knots, and were reusable. Taylor wrapped them around Candi tight enough for her to lose circulation, but that didn’t matter.
 Candi wouldn’t be needing circulation for very much longer.
 While the majority of his murder kit was readily available at any truck stop, his last piece of equipment was specially made.
 It looked like a large board with two four-inch wide holes cut in the middle. Taylor flipped the catch on the side and it opened up on hinges, like one of those old-fashion jail stocks that prisoners stuck their heads and hands into. Except this one was made for something else.
 Taylor grabbed Candi’s left foot and gingerly removed her wedge. Then he placed her ankle in the half-circle cut into the wood. He repeated the action with her right foot, and closed the stock.
 Now Candi’s bare feet protruded through the boards, effectively trapped.
 He locked the catch with a padlock, and then set the stock in between the floor mats, where it fit snuggly into a brace, secured by two more padlocks.
Play time.
 Taylor lay on his stomach, taking Candi’s right foot in his hands. He cupped her heel, running a finger up along her sole, bringing his lips up to her toes.
 He licked them once, tasting sweat, grime, smelling a slight foot odor and a faint residue of nail polish. His pulse went up even higher, and time seemed to slow down.
 Her little toe came off surprisingly easy, no harder than nibbling the cartilage top off a fried chicken leg.
 Taylor watched the blood seep out as he chewed on the severed digit—a blood and gristle-flavored piece of gum—and then swallowed.
This little piggy went to market.
 He opened up his mouth to accommodate the second little piggy, the one who stayed home, when he realized something was missing.
 Where was the screaming? Where was the begging? Where was the thrashing around in agony?
 He crawled around the stock, alongside Candi’s head. Ether was a pain in the ass to get the dose right, and he’d lost more than one girl by giving her too big a whiff. Luckily, Candi was still breathing. But she was too deeply sedated to let some playful toe-munching wake her up.
 Taylor frowned. Like sex, murder was best with two active participants. He gathered up the whore’s belongings, then rolled away from her, over to the trap door.
 He’d get a bite to eat, maybe enjoy one of Murray’s famous free showers. Hopefully, when he got back, Sleeping Homely would be awake.
 Taylor used one of the ether-soaked paper towels to wipe the blood off his chin and fingers, stuffed them back into the bag, then headed for the diner.
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