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Declan Massey pulled his car into the parking lot reserved for patients of his hypnotherapist, Dr. Ian Hightower, with a feeling that bordered on dread. He was late for his sixth appointment because the unexpected call to deal with an electronic anomaly at the Very Large Array of radio telescopes, west of Socorro, had taken longer than expected. That was the downside to being on standby call status. You never knew when they might call, and his contract said he had to respond to a call immediately, day or night, regardless of the time. On the plus side, his standby status allowed him the free time to visit specialists who he hoped could fix his intermittent problem of feeling extremely anxious about...he didn’t know what. Stress, his doctor had said, was the cause. He had tried meditation, Tai Chi, and even yoga to no avail. Hypnotherapy seemed to be working, though. At least the anxiety attacks were less frequent and less intense. But he still had a feeling of foreboding as he got out of the car and walked slowly to the door of the office building where Dr. Hightower had his office on the first floor. As usual, the outer office was empty. Hightower didn’t have a receptionist. Declan suspected it was because he couldn’t afford one. 

“I’m here now. Sorry I’m late,” he said in a voice that he hoped was loud enough for Hightower to hear in the inner office where the sessions took place.

“Have a seat for a second,” came the voice through the inner office door. As he sat down, Declan thought he heard a woman’s voice but couldn’t make out what she was saying. A few seconds later, the inner office door opened, and a woman came. She glanced in his direction as she walked quickly to the door leading to the corridor.

“Come on in, Mister Massey,” Declan could tell from the quick pronunciation that Hightower was anxious to get the session started. He still didn’t know why Hightower insisted that each hypnosis session start at exactly a weird specific time, like this 3:47 pm session. As Declan entered the inner office and headed for the comfortable chair that he usually used, Hightower glared at him. “Quickly now. We’re already one minute past the start time.”

“Sorry. The feedback loop in the number three array was a bitch—”

“Never mind that. Let’s get started,” Hightower said quickly. Declan nodded as he sat down and closed his eyes. 

When he opened them again, he felt rested and relaxed while not remembering anything of the actual hypnosis session itself. A quick glance at the wall clock showed that eleven minutes had gone by. This was always how the sessions went and when he had asked Hightower why he instructed Declan to forget everything from the actual session itself while still hypnotized, Hightower seemed to have trouble coming up with an answer, but eventually said something about keeping the Ego detached so that it couldn’t interfere with the treatment. It sounded just a little bit too much like bullshit to Declan but he didn’t make an issue of it because the treatments did seem to work, at least to some extent.

“So how did it go?” Declan asked.

Hightower had just pulled a memory stick out from the smart phone that was mounted on a tripod, which Declan knew had made a visual recording of the session. Hightower didn’t look at Declan as he stepped over to his desk and inserted the stick into his laptop.

“We’re making progress,” he said as he manipulated the mouse. The laptop screen changed from the desktop wallpaper image of the poster for the movie Contact to a window with file folders lined up vertically. Declan was able to see that Hightower clicked on a folder labelled ’13:28’. “A few more sessions and I think you’ll be cured of those anxiety attacks completely. I’d like to see you again next week, same day, but please try to be here no later than 3:19 so that the session can start at 3:24 pm.”

“Okay. I always try to be here on time. It’s just that I’m on call as you know and they could call me at literally any time.”

Hightower looked up at Declan with a slight smile and nodded. “Yes, I know. I’ll email you my PayPal invoice for this session as usual later today. See you next week, Mister Massey.”

“Okay, next week at 3:19. See you then.” Declan left, and as his car approached the apartment building where he lived, he noticed that the same black car that had followed him out of the office complex parking lot was still behind him. Why is that car following me? If it pulls into the parking lot, I’ll go over and ask him. Declan felt a bit relieved when the black car continued on past the apartment building parking lot. As Declan exited the vehicle, he took a long look at the parking lot entrance and the traffic that was passing in both directions. Just as he was about to look away, he saw a black vehicle pass by going in the other direction. He wasn’t sure if it was the same make and model as the one following him. There were many black cars on the road, and he only saw the front of the vehicle that had followed him. When another black car of a different make and model passed by, Declan shrugged and headed for the building entrance.

He had just finished a late breakfast the next morning when he heard someone knock on his door. When he opened the door, he saw a man and a woman, both wearing business attire. The man was holding up what looked like a police badge.

“Mister Massey?”

Declan felt a shiver of fear as he tried to remember if he had inadvertently broken the law. “Yes.”

“I’m Detective Travis, and this is Detective Allard. May we enter and chat with you a bit? There’s been a death, and you may be able to shed some light on it.”

“A death?” Travis nodded. “Who died?” Declan asked.

“I’d prefer not to discuss this while we’re standing in the hallway, Mister Declan. Can we come in?”

Declan wanted to say no, but on second thought, maybe it would be better if his nosy neighbors didn’t hear him talking with police detectives. “Sure. Come on in.” He opened the door wider and stepped out of the way. Both detectives entered.

“Thank you,” the woman said with a smile.

Declan closed the door and remained stationary next to it. Letting them in was one thing. Inviting them to sit down was quite another. Travis and Allard exchanged an amused, quick glance over the lack of courtesy.

“This won’t take long, sir. The death we’re making some inquiries about is that of Doctor Ian Hightower. We know that you are...were a patient of his and that you saw him yesterday afternoon. It’s possible that you may have been the last person to see him before he took his own life.”

Declan was stunned. “Hightower...killed himself?” Both detectives nodded. “When...did he do that?” It was Allard who answered the question.

“As best we can tell, he died approximately 45 minutes after his appointment with you. You did see him yesterday, correct?”

“Ah, yes, I did. The session started right on time, 3:47.”

“How long did the session last?” Travis asked.

“About ten minutes.”

“That doesn’t seem very long. Are you sure about that?” Allard asked.

“Yes, I’m sure. That’s how long the hypnosis sessions always seem to take, give or take a minute or so either way.” The two detectives exchanged glances again.

“How did Doctor Hightower seem to you? Did he seem depressed or upset?”

Declan shook his head. “No...well annoyed maybe that I was a bit late, but I wouldn’t describe it as upset. He didn’t yell at me or anything. I came into his inner office, and he started the session right away. When we finished ten minutes later, he told me we were making progress and when the next session was scheduled for and then I left.” When neither detective said anything for a few seconds, Declan asked a question. “How did he, ah, die?”

“He slashed his wrists,” Allard said. There was another break in the conversation that threatened to become awkward.

“So, if the police are still asking questions, does that mean that there’s some doubt about it being suicide?” Declan asked.

Travis hesitated before answering. “It means we’re trying to understand why he committed suicide. Are you currently employed, Mr. Massey?”

“Yes. I work on a standby basis for the VLA as an electronics technician.”

Travis frowned. “The VLA? What’s that?” Allard responded before Declan could.

“You don’t know about the VLA, Jerald? It’s the cluster of radio telescopes that’s about fifty miles west of here. Haven’t you seen the movie Contact with Jody Foster? They filmed most of that movie there.”

Travis’ face turned a bit red as he looked at his partner. “Never saw that movie. Don’t forget that I moved here from Phoenix a few years ago. You’ve lived in Socorro your entire life, right?”

“Yeah, that’s right. Okay, that explanation makes sense.” She turned her attention back to Declan. “How would you describe your relationship with Doctor Hightower, Mister Massey?”

An alarm went off in his head. Did they suspect him of somehow being involved in Hightower’s death, maybe even of murdering him?” He took a deep breath before responding. “Well...I don’t really know how to describe it. He was the doctor and I was the patient. I saw him once a week for six weeks. I paid his invoices promptly. We didn’t really talk much about anything other than my problem.” Allard jumped in before he could continue.

“What problem would that be...if you don’t mind us asking?”

Declan thought about that for a few seconds. “I guess I don’t mind. I get these occasional anxiety attacks that come over me suddenly for no obvious reason. My physician couldn’t figure out what was causing it. He suggested meditation or Tai Chi or yoga. I tried all three. One of my friends suggested hypnosis therapy. It took me a while to find one who thought they could do something about it. That was Doctor Hightower, and over the last six weeks, I was experiencing those attacks less often and with less intensity. So, getting back to your previous question about my relationship with the Doctor, I’d have to say that overall it was a positive one.” Allard looked at Travis, who raised one eyebrow before turning back to Declan.

“Just one more question and then we’ll go. Did you notice anything unusual while you were in his office yesterday?”

Declan thought about that for a few seconds and was about to say no when he remembered seeing the 13:28 folder. At the time, he wondered why his treatment session recordings would be stored in a folder with that cryptic name.

“Well, ah...this is probably nothing, but as he’s telling me about the details of my next appointment, I saw him transfer the recording of my session to a folder on his laptop labelled 13:28, which by the way means nothing to me.”

“Did you actually see him transfer the video file to that folder?” Travis asked.

Declan wanted to point out that this was another question after the supposedly last one, but decided not to make an issue about it. “I saw him open the folder and then manipulate the mouse. His body shifted at that point, so I couldn’t see the screen anymore, so I’m not absolutely certain that he did transfer the file over.” As he was speaking, he noticed that Allard took out her smartphone and was doing something with it. She held it up so that he could see what it was showing.

“Is this what you saw?”

Declan recognized the vertical list of folders with the top one labelled 13:28. The other folders were labelled with what seemed to be names.

“Yes.”

Allard manipulated the device some more and then showed it to Declan again.

“This is what’s inside that 13:28 folder, Mister Massey.” The screen was completely white without anything showing. “It’s empty,” Allard said.

Declan took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I guess I must have been mistaken then. The recordings of my sessions must have been transferred to another folder.”

Allard pulled the smartphone back. “Well, that’s the thing. We carefully looked into Doctor Hightower’s laptop and couldn’t find any recordings of sessions with any patient. We only learned about your visit from his day planner, which had your name and appointment time penciled in. Another interesting discovery was that his desk drawer had ten brand-new memory sticks still in their packages, all of which were unused, but no other memory sticks were found. You’re sure he transferred a memory stick from the recording device to his laptop?”

“Positive.”

“How positive?” Travis asked.

“One hundred percent.”

Travis and Allard exchanged glances again, which Declan began to find annoying. It then dawned on him that they did have doubts about Hightower’s death being a suicide, and as the last person known to have seen him alive, Declan may now have become a suspect. 

“I’m getting the distinct impression now that both of you have doubts about the death being a suicide,” Declan said. That seemed to surprise Travis.

“That’s very perceptive of you, Mister Massey. Very perceptive.”

Declan remembered something and interjected before Travis could say more. “That office building has video cameras in the corridors. If someone entered the doctor’s office after I left, you should be able to see who that is, right?” Both detectives shook their heads.

“We checked the video. The entire system stopped recording about 21 minutes after you left. It came back on after the doctor...died.”

Declan felt a sense of relief. “Oh, so you did see me leave.”

“Yes, we saw you leave his office and the building and drive out of the parking lot, but you could have driven back later and re-entered the office. That’s a possibility we have to consider,” Allard said.

“Where did you go after you left the parking lot?” Travis asked. 

“I came straight back here.”

“Did anyone see you on your way back?”

Declan thought for a few seconds but couldn’t remember seeing anyone else. “I can’t think of anyone at the moment.”

Travis reached into his pocket and took out a business card.

“Okay, if you do think of someone, or if you think of anything else that might shed some light on this, give me a call. Good day, Mr. Massey.” Declan opened the door and watched the two detectives leave. When he closed the door and looked at the business card, he realized that his hand was shaking. 

Both detectives waited until they were back in their car before speaking. “What do you think?” Travis asked as he started the engine and backed the car out of the parking spot.

“I don’t think he’s involved in Hightower’s death, but I also don’t think the doctor killed himself.”

“I agree with that last point. I’m not sure about Massey, though. He’s an electronics expert. He could have turned the surveillance system off after he came back and then erased any signs of his return.”

Allard sighed. “Yeah, that’s a possibility. Where do we go from here?”

“If you’re asking where I’m driving us to, the answer is the Station. If you’re asking, where do we take this investigation next? I don’t know. The D.A. expects a report with a conclusion about this death soon, and I’m not sure what conclusion to report.” He checked his watch. “I think better on a full stomach. How about we grab an early lunch?”

“Sure, as long as it’s not fast food,” she said with a smile.
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It was later that morning when Declan noticed an email in his inbox that did not have any FROM identification. The subject line was blank as well. The body of the email had a clickable link. Declan moved his cursor over the link and looked at the URL at the bottom of his browser. It was www.localsiderealtime.com. After pondering whether to risk a computer virus infection, he clicked the link. The screen shifted to a black background with a clock showing seconds, minutes, and hour hands with the letters UTC in the center and three sets of dials around the circle with a 12-hour dial, a 24-hour dial, and a 60-minute dial. To the right of the clock were two indicators, Local Sideral Time and UTC, with digital time indicators under each one. Under that was another link that said, ‘What is Sidereal Time?’. He clicked on that, and the browser switched to another page with several paragraphs plus a couple of diagrams. He had to read the explanation twice to understand the concept of Local Sidereal Time. LST was based on how long it took a star or constellation to return to its highest point in the sky. The fact that a sidereal ‘day’ wasn’t exactly 24 hours was a little hard to grasp, but eventually he got it. On a hunch, he calculated the difference in time between the time his watch was telling him and the 3:47 pm time that his last hypnotic session started. The result was 13:34. Not exactly 13.28, but darn close! He spent the next five minutes finding a local sidereal time calculator site that could adjust for different dates. On the day of his last session, 3:47 pm in Socorro, New Mexico equated to 13 hours and 28 minutes of Local Sidereal Time. Bingo! His first impulse was to call Detective Travis and tell him what 13:28 meant. His second impulse was not to call Travis because, while the explanation of 13:28 was interesting (to Declan), it didn’t really shed any light on Hightower’s death itself. He filed the revelation away in his mental ‘to be followed up further’ file and got on with his day.

The call from the VLA Director came five hours later. There was a feedback problem with the third array again. The Director, Driscoll Pitts, was waiting for him at the third array when Declan arrived 55 minutes later. Just as Declan got close to Pitts, he heard his voice.

[I thought you’d fixed this.]

Declan hesitated. He was watching the Director’s face, and the man’s lips hadn’t moved while speaking. What the hell? He was just about to reply when he heard Pitts speak again, and this time the lips did move.

“I thought you’d fixed this.”

Declan mentally shrugged off his confusion and organized his reply. “I located the feedback problem to the second rectifier module, and when I replaced that module, the feedback stopped. This has to be a different issue. I’ll have it figured out and fixed quickly, Director.” By this time, Declan had walked up to Pitts and had stopped about three feet away. He heard Pitts’ voice again, and once the man’s lips were not moving.

[We need a full-time on-site technician. Let me know the minute Number Three is working again.] Then, a split second later, the lips started to move.

“Let me know the minute Number Three is working again.”

“Yes, sir, I will,” Declan mumbled more out of reflex than conviction as he tried to understand what had just happened. Pitts nodded and headed for his car to drive back to the Administration Offices. Declan watched until the car was driving away before turning to get his toolkit out of his car. When he got to the section of the Number Three radio telescope where he suspected the problem was, he took out his smartphone, called up his work log and started a new entry, noting the time. 3:33 pm. That this was within a couple of minutes of 13:28 LST made him wonder if that had anything to do with the strange doublespeak he had just heard.

The problem turned out to be easy to find and fix. Thirteen minutes later, he was in the Admin office filing his repair report. It never ceased to amaze him that an organization that used cutting-edge radio technology to learn the secrets of the universe still used paper forms for tracking maintenance and repair work. The secretary who accepted and stamped the repair work form gave him a smile. Her lips didn’t move, but he heard her voice with a strange echo quality to it.

[Niceee jobbb youuu havvvv..] The echo died out. Then her lips did move.

Nice job you have, Declan, getting paid a day’s salary for a few minutes of work.” The tone was friendly, and Declan wasn’t offended.

“That’s the plus side. The negative side is all the hours of boredom when there’s nothing to fix.”

She chuckled. “I’d take that tradeoff any day. Wanna swap jobs?”

Declan laughed. “No thanks, Liz. I just need to find a hobby.”

Liz sighed. “Oh well, if you change your mind, you know where to find me!” They both laughed, and Declan gave her a friendly wave as he walked out.

Three and a half hours later, Declan experienced another anxiety attack or whatever the hell it was. He was watching the movie Altered States on his large, plasma TV when he felt the familiar sensation of increased pressure in his head, plus a suddenly rapid heart rate. He checked the time. It was 6:45 pm. Hightower had asked him to record the time whenever he had one of these attacks. As he fumbled around to find the notebook where he recorded them, the pressure in his head gradually decreased, and his heart rate began to slow down. In addition to the time, he also made a notation on what he was doing when
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