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CHAPTER ONE




IF IT AIN’T broke, don’t fix it. As philosophies go, that might seem a little on the dull side. But I see plenty of action. I need more excitement in my life like I need a recreational colonoscopy.


Too bad the powers that be—or whoever is running my electronics—don’t share my pragmatic point of view. Every time I turn around, my passwords need changing, my operating system is no longer supported, and my clocks are all blinking twelve. But at least my favorite app had been spared.


Until now.


I perched on the arm of the couch and glared at Mood Blaster. This tactic might not sound like it should work, but since the app talked to the sensor in my watch, it was able to measure my heart rate, body temp, and general level of pissed-offedness. 


No good. Even my state of extreme mental duress wasn’t enough to make the damn thing roll back its update.


I’d never considered myself a video game person—too much lingo to learn, too little coordination, and not nearly enough naked men—but Mood Blaster was different. The concept was simple…because the game had been designed for children. But that didn’t mean it didn’t work. First, you’d pick from a range of simple emoji faces to choose a desired state of mind, from sleepy to mellow to calm to alert. A tap on one of the faces brought you to a nonthreatening little game of navigating a rocket ship through a field of space junk. Think “Asteroids” with cuter graphics and no heart-pounding music. 


Binaural beats pulsed through headphones to calibrate brainwaves while biofeedback data fed in from a smartwatch sensor. Brainwave entrainment is a technique that sounds made up, until you try it. Most people chase alpha waves for relaxation. But I found they gave my psychic mojo a valuable edge. 


The app wasn’t terribly accurate, at least according to Dr. K, back in the lab. But it worked for me.


At least…it used to.


Now, instead of my usual range of emoji choices, I encountered a cartoon goldfish named Blip. His bowl was a helmet filled with water and a couple of articulated arms attached. Space was supposed to be cold, wasn’t it? But Blip didn’t appear to be frozen, judging by the way he bobbled side to side, encouraging me to play the “new mini-game.”


I sighed. Long, and loud.


Yes, I’d come to terms with Mood Blaster being targeted to the preliterate age category. But this fish definitely had to go.


I was glaring at the carp when Jacob came home with a bagful of Korean takeout. I knew better than to expect ribs, a.k.a. “heart attack on a plate.” But it smelled like I was at least in for some fried noodles.


All I had to do was get rid of the Blip thing….


“Vic.” The tone was edgy, like Jacob had called my name three, four times. Which, in retrospect, he technically had. I looked up. “Your food’s getting cold.”


When had he gotten a chance to slide it onto a plate?


I plunked down at the table and proceeded to start shoveling down my dinner. Jacob didn’t comment on my earbuds. His eyes were on his phone, with a sharp crease between his brows. “My annual performance report is in.”


I made a noise around a mouthful of noodle.


He said, “It doesn’t mean anything, obviously. How do you even quantify what we do when we prevent disasters instead of mopping them up? It’s the same every year. Nobody reads it, nobody cares…but it still goes in my file.”


From the corner of my eye, Blip bobbed eagerly against a sea of stars, trying to tempt me into the mini-game.


Jacob scrolled. “Case resolution rate: good. Reporting timeliness: good. Not excellent, mind you. Just…good. What, do they expect me to write up my conclusions before the investigations are even done?”


I swiped my phone with a greasy forefinger to get rid of Blip’s imploring gaze, and my screen lit up with a psychedelic rainbow of colors. Collect the Floatalongs and guide them to the Mood-O-Sphere.


Great. And now the game was running. As Jacob’s fork clacked aggressively against his plate, little candy-colored puffballs with cute button eyes poofed into existence all around Blip. Some rocked side to side. Some fluttered. And some were definitely giving me a “come on, dumbass, get with the program” look. I gave it a swipe of annoyance, and the Floatalongs scattered.


Blip was not pleased.


Try smiling, the phone helpfully suggested.


Yeah. That wasn’t gonna happen.


I might not know this particular game, but I knew what the app could measure. Behind the cheerful kid-music, my earbuds were going whub-whub-whub. I focused in on that beat and stopped clenching, and when I did, the Floatalongs gradually drifted toward the goldfish. And soon, they’d formed a ragged line behind it.


Good job! my phone flashed. Jacob wasn’t the only one whose performance was being evaluated. An arrow appeared, urging me to the right. Now find the Snugglebay.


Was I supposed to move it with my mind? Oh. I could touch it now. I tapped the arrow and the little Floatalongs did a happy popcorn behind the goldfish….


“Four metrics were marked as Satisfactory.” Jacob gave a long pause. “Satisfactory.”


Dragging my finger while keeping my heart rate perfectly steady was more difficult than you’d think. But it seems to me we have more control over our own bodies than we realize. It’s just that without any way to measure it, we’re shooting in the dark.


“Obviously, I don’t expect to ever be on great terms with Laura Kim,” Jacob said. “No one just bounces back from a murder accusation. Regardless of whose finger was, technically, on the trigger.”


Before I knew it, the Snugglebay was in my sights. 


“Interdepartmental Coordination—what does that even mean? I coordinate. Of course I coordinate.”


The goal pulsed with an inviting glow, and the Floatalongs quivered in anticipation of finding their way into the light. 


“Laura doesn’t seem like the type to knock me down a few pegs for the sake of putting me in my place. But what if it’s subconscious?”


I must’ve been eager to get the damn mini-game over with, because a few of the Floatalongs started to drift. I got hold of myself and focused—believe me, one of the hardest things to force yourself to do is relax—but I must have managed. Because my puffballs got back in line, and pretty soon we were home free….


“Vic??”


Same tone of voice he’d used when he was calling me to dinner.


Only, twice as irritated.


The puffballs scattered.


I slipped my earbuds out, clicked off my phone and stuck it in my pocket, noting Jacob’s phone was still face-up on the table…though I didn’t call him on it. “Laura might be the most ethical person we know,” I said, and then immediately regretted it. Because God forbid I tell Jacob any aspect of him is merely satisfactory. “You know how hard it is to quantify anything. She’s probably working from wonky numbers.”


Jacob’s eyes narrowed.


I hastened to add, “Not to mention the fact that we can’t let on what you can actually do.” Not unless he wanted to start a whole new life as a lab rat.


That seemed to mollify Jacob, somewhat, and he turned back to his plate. 


It came as no surprise that “satisfactory” didn’t cut it for him—I’d seen one of Jacob’s second grade report cards. His mom had jettisoned most of the childhood memorabilia when he went off to college and she filled his old bedroom with sewing stuff. But there was one she’d kept because she thought the teacher’s comment was funny. Reads well above grade level. Would prefer if he raised his hand before correcting me.


His marks were straight A’s.


To put it mildly…I couldn’t relate. In terms of scholastic performance, I had never aspired to be anything but mediocre. Numbers always eluded me, while reading assignments left me bored out of my mind. And once I flunked a grade, I focused on making wisecracks. Because if I had a smart comeback for everything, at least no one could say I was dumb.


Was it ADD, or just the result of bouncing between foster homes? I’m not sure it matters. As loathe as Jacob might be to add a “satisfactory” to his permanent record, I was none too keen to stuff more dubious diagnoses into mine. 


Besides, I was perfectly capable of learning new things. Just ask the Floatalongs who’d nearly made it to the Snugglebay. On the very first try.


Jacob was back with a damp dishcloth to mop up the soy glaze before we found it stuck to everything. As he leaned over the table and rounded up every last noodle fragment—and as I enjoyed the view of his meticulously tended glutes—I pondered the burden of perfectionism. Everything’s got a point of diminishing returns, and sometimes good enough is good enough. Aiming for more will just make you crazy.


“Think about it this way,” I told him. “When you need to fly under the radar…you’ve gotta aim low.”


“But that’s the thing. I wasn’t aiming.”


I rounded the table, took him by the shoulders, and made him face me. “Look, mister, we both know you’re capable with a capital C. You’re shrewd and you’re relentless and you can reason circles around anyone.”


Uncertainty flickered in his dark, soulful eyes. In my opinion, a little bit of self-doubt is a good thing. It stops us from getting too far up our own asses. But insecurity hits him way harder than it does me.


“Forget about the FPMP.” My hand wandered across his broad shoulder and settled against his cheek, cupping his jaw. My thumb traced his lower lip. “I just so happen to have the results in from the annual husband report. And it looks like you crushed it.”


The corner of his mouth twitched. I restrained myself from kissing it.


“It’s true,” I said. “Top score in the categories of ‘gets me,’ ‘backs me up,’ and ‘laughs at the same bad joke more than once.’” My willpower ebbed, and I tilted my head to angle my mouth toward his. “Benefit package is officially renewed.”


Our mouths met, familiar and easy…and good. I didn’t always understand how someone like him ended up with someone like me—but in moments like this, I didn’t need to. I just had to show up, lean in, and not screw it all up.


When we came up for air, Jacob tossed the rag in his hands toward the kitchenette. It slid off the countertop and pooled on the tile floor. His now-free hand was easing its way around my hip. His fingertips traced the cleft of my ass with unflinching precision, and he palmed the right cheek in a possessive squeeze. “So, this benefit package you mentioned…is it all-access?”


“I think that can be arranged.”


Without losing a beat, Jacob backed me into the table and unhitched my pants. He shoved them down around my thighs as he folded to his knees. Maybe I’d been offering encouragement, not fishing for sex—but, hell, I wasn’t about to turn down a blowjob.


He wet my cockhead with a quick swipe of his tongue and then moistened his lips…just as his phone rang.


And I immediately recognized the ringtone as the office.


It was tempting to tell him to ignore the call, especially with his breath ghosting over the wetness of his spit on the most sensitive part of my anatomy—though for all we knew, some grave matter of security was at stake. Of course, Jacob couldn’t just let it go to voicemail and finish what he’d started. But I had to wonder, if not for the “satisfactory” rating…might he have at least considered letting it wait?


At least he had the courtesy to be annoyed. “Great timing,” he said with some chagrin before he got up and answered with a clipped, “Marks.”


I tucked myself away and headed to the kitchen. There, I retrieved the dropped dishtowel before I slid halfway across the cannery on it on my way to the coffee pot the next morning as Jacob fielded some Internal Affairs question.


“No, I’m not saying the agent is lying, just that he edited. Uh-huh. Right. But if his report is accurate, he shouldn’t be worried about a second assessment.”


As I always did my best not to land in the crosshairs with IA, I had no idea if Jacob was always so strict…or if he was reacting to some “satisfactory” assessments that were no doubt totally baseless.


It must really suck to care so much about how you stack up. At least that was one neurosis of which I was, thankfully, free. I was never destined to be top of the class. If flunking fourth grade didn’t clue me in, repeating the spectacle in sixth grade put it on a billboard with flashing lights. The one thing I was good at—seeing ghosts—was impossible to measure. Fine by me. There’s not a competitive bone in my body.


I shoved a couple of Oreos in my mouth—stale, but good enough—and wrangled the last straggling bits of daily clutter while Jacob paced back and forth on the phone. He sounded just a bit too patient. Probably mapping out which department he should coordinate with to raise his satisfactory to a good.


Better him than me. I didn’t need a gold star or a pat on the head. I was glad enough to make it through the day intact. Mediocrity suited me just fine—


My phone gave off a little pulse. I dug it out of my pocket…and there, staring at me from the notification screen, was Blip.


Why did you give up?


His articulated fishbowl arms shrugged.


Just what I needed. A passive-aggressive goldfish.


Still, I had been just half a second away from corralling the Floatalongs. I swiped open the app, relaxed into alpha, and nudged the puffballs the rest of the way. Ba-ding! The app made a happy sound. Big freaking deal. Now I could grab a couple more stale Oreos and—


Great job! Now check your progress!


How could there be progress? What progress was there to measure? I’d only done the thing one time. But my curiosity got the better of me, and I tapped the button, only to find a timed graph of my alpha state. Which, I reminded myself, wasn’t even very accurate. Interesting to note, though, that eating didn’t put me in the zone. Neither did getting serviced. Just imagine if I’d had my happy ending….


“Vic? Are you coming to bed?”


I glanced up, blinking, and wondered exactly how long I’d been scrutinizing my graph.


Right. Good thing I’m not competitive.










CHAPTER TWO




KNOWING SOMETHING ISN’T the same as acting on it. Mood Blaster was a $4.99 app with a target audience whose diet consisted of chicken nuggets and juice boxes. Even so, my inability to beat level 18 was driving me right up a wall.


“When did you get up?” Jacob asked blearily.


Four cups of coffee ago. Coffee that had mysteriously gone cold.


We cycled through the usual morning routine and made it to the office in time for yoga. Bethany Roberts, Medium 2, was a tall, slim new-age type, whose “suggestions” all carried the weight of an unshakeable belief that you were an insufferable screwup…but maybe, given half a chance, she could mold you into something worthwhile.


Her morning sessions had grown over the past months, and now at least a dozen other black-suited federal agents shed their sensible shoes at the door to begin their day with a series of sun salutations. My attendance was sporadic, at best. Yoga didn’t do much for my third eye, but it did seem to make my lumbar region happy.


That morning, I hung back once the namastes were all complete. “Can I get your take on something?” I asked Bethany as I toed on my shoes.


“Of course.”


“You know all about breathing. How do I go about using it to lower my heart rate?”


“Well, that depends. Are you looking for short-term relief or long-term transformation?”


Clearly, I was supposed to transform. Why everyone thinks we should constantly evolve is beyond me, and I already regretted opening my mouth. Before she could get any funny ideas about unleashing my untapped potential, I pulled out my phone. Blip was right there on my lockscreen, eager for our next adventure.


Bethany Roberts can hold a five-minute plank without breaking a sweat. But though she tried to stay professional, her face did a subtle shift that screamed bless your sad little aura at the sight of the app.


“Ignore the graphics,” I said. “It’s quick and painless and it helps me get into alpha.”


She took my phone and scrolled through the app, frowning. “I’m not familiar…but I’ll download it and see what I can figure out.”


No doubt her score would be perfect. Not that we were competing.


I headed toward my office and found my partner Carl hard at work. There was no hi, how are you, how about the Bears/Bulls/White Sox/whatever. Who knows when my attempts at pleasantries had stopped, though there was no malice behind it. We were both glad enough to do our jobs and get on with our lives. Making nice is exhausting, and if anything, his relentless dourness was a relief. 


And if ever I worried that maybe he was as miserable as he looked…I thought about his last partner and reminded myself I wasn’t nearly as annoying as Richie.


But before my butt was even in my seat, Carl had slid a printout across our shared desk. I perked up and scanned the assignment. A potential medium had cropped up for me to assess.


New psychics turned up all the time, usually in the mental health system, thanks to the standardized psych testing. But very few of them were mediums. Mostly because there was no accurate way to spot them without a handy ghost nearby—and a more powerful medium to confirm their readings.


“This oughta be good,” I said. Only a few places even had protocol in place to ID a potential medium. “Where are we talking? The police academy? The FBI?”


“RateMyApartment.com.”


Huh. That was a new one. I turned back to the page.


Noah Boswell, age 36, currently unemployed. Last known employer was the Chicago Transit authority, where he worked as a gate agent for approximately four months. Prior to that, he held a number of entry-level jobs, none for more than two years.


It went on to detail his education (high school and a few semesters of undergrad) and his marital status (twice divorced), as well as a bunch of hotspots where his cellphone had recently seen some use. 


“Okay,” I said. “So F-pimp cares about this, why?”


“Keep reading.”


The apartment in question was a brownstone on a residential side street that was more than a little bit sketchy. The landlord had put up a huge stink about a review that claimed it was haunted—so big a stink that his bitching pinged the FPMP’s radar. I can only imagine how much crap the analysts on the second floor churn through every day to get even a potential hit. You never know which ones will amount to anything. I couldn’t say if I’d end up confirming a haunting or smoothing over a bruised ego.


I called our subject Boswell to get his take on the situation. He hung up on me.


Charming.


Carl was busy packing an exorcism kit—better safe than sorry—and he looked up when I tried again, then clucked my tongue in annoyance. “Great,” I said. “Now he muted me. It’s going straight to voicemail.” Fine. I’d leave a message. “Yeah, we appear to have been cut off,” I said drily. “Agent Bayne of the FPMP with some followup questions about the last apartment you vacated. I just need to clarify a few details. Call me.”


I hung up and tilted back in my seat. “Here’s the thing,” I told Carl. “It would be so much easier to just talk to me for two seconds and get it over with.”


Carl didn’t say a word. But the look he gave me in return said, Sure, because you never avoid a damn thing.


I sighed. “Well, unless he’s working under the table, he’s got nothing better to do than meet with us. Let’s go have a little chat.”


We drove separately in case we needed to split up. And even though we’d left at the same time, when I got to Boswell’s current address, Carl looked like he’d already been there for ages. He’d parked halfway down the block, pretending to read a newspaper. I pulled up behind his shiny Lexus in my dented blue compact car. My engine light had been flickering, despite the mechanic checking and double-checking the thing and assuring me it was probably nothing more than a loose gas cap. I’d been at the FPMP long enough by now to qualify for a company car, but I was loathe to take them up on the offer. Convenient? Useful? Valuable? Sure. But I didn’t want all my comings and goings logged on my permanent record—even if they were as dull as a trip to SaverPlus.


Boswell currently lived on a block of plain brick postwar duplexes with small porch stoops and smaller lawns. The overall effect was drab and a little joyless, though a few residents tried to jazz things up with pots of flowers and painted wooden welcome signs. 


Carl joined me on the sidewalk. “Got here ten minutes ago. Place is quiet, and the car’s still in the drive.”


Indeed, it was. A nicer one than mine. We stood on the stoop. I knocked decisively, in case Boswell was in the shower. Footsteps, and the door opened. Just a crack.


It was a Caucasian woman maybe my age, with her hair sloppily ponytailed on top of her head. She looked me up and down, scowling, taking in my suit. “Yeah?”


Before I could demand to see Boswell in my homicide detective voice, Carl piped in, all easygoing smiles. I’ve always found the way he chameleons into any social situation pretty baffling. “Good morning—I hope we didn’t catch you at a bad time. We were looking to speak to Noah.”


Who? Oh yeah, Boswell.


“He ain’t here.”


Click.


As the door shut, Carl’s face shifted into a frown of annoyance…which made him look a heck of a lot more like himself.










CHAPTER THREE




JUST GOES TO show, that’s how far being pleasant will get you. Did I feel vindicated that Carl’s nice-guy routine hadn’t scored him any points? Maybe just a little. I knocked again, deliberate and loud, in a slow, even pace that conveyed I was perfectly willing to keep on doing it as long as it took. Meanwhile, in an act of due diligence, Carl keyed in the car’s license plate from the driveway and sent the numbers back to HQ.


“First the phone hangup,” I said. “Now this. I’m starting to think somebody’s not feeling all that chatty.” 


I knocked for another two solid minutes, and eventually, the door opened again. Still just a crack. “I said he ain’t here,” the woman repeated.


Since Carl’s fake affability got him nowhere, I didn’t bother trying to butter her up. I flipped open my official-looking federal license and said, “And you are?”


At the sight of the plastic, the woman paled, but clamped her mouth shut.


“Miz Foster?” Carl said, proving we didn’t actually need her input—wow, the folks back at FPMP Records were super quick. “Like I said…we were just hoping to talk to Noah. Are you sure he isn’t here?”


“He ain’t here. I don’t know when he will be. I ain’t seen him for at least a week.”


We could probably track that on his phone. I said, “And your relationship to him is…?”


“There is no…look, he’s just some guy I know.”


If she weren’t so damn vague, she wouldn’t be raising so many red flags. Now I was positive something shady was going on. I pulled out the dreaded notepad and Foster went ashen. “Ma’am,” I said, affecting the boredom of a beat cop who takes no shit. “I’ll need you to start from the beginning. How long have you known Boswell and where exactly did you meet?”


She looked me over and took in the plain black suit. With a sigh, she finally caved and opened the door all the way. She wore a schleppy long-sleeved T-shirt with a faded Bulls logo on the front and leggings that were stretched alarmingly thin. “I met Noah on Facebook last year—he’s a friend of someone I used to work with—and we just got to talking one day and realized we saw eye to eye.”


She attempted to stop there, but I stared blandly until she elaborated. “You can weed out a bunch of really dumb people if you pay attention to their comments. Idiots who think there’s any difference between Democrats and Republicans, who don’t realize the whole system is controlled by big pharma.”


I wanted to get into a political debate like I wanted to take the pen I was holding and stick it in my eye. “And the nature of your relationship?”


She seemed puzzled by that question. It took her a hot second to say, “Friends, I guess?”


“Roommates?” I suggested.


She recoiled. “Oh, no. He don’t live here.”


“Public record states otherwise.”


“I just get his mail—that’s no crime. I know that for sure. I looked it up.”


I couldn’t care less about mail fraud, but if I kept her on edge, she was more likely to overexplain herself and actually tell me something I could use. “When do you expect to see him next?”


“I dunno. He shows up when he shows up.”


“It would save me the time of verifying the local statutes and ordinances if I could track him down for a simple five-minute conversation.”


“Why?” Foster picked at the fraying cuff of her sleeve. “What’d he do now?” 


I’m not at liberty to discuss an ongoing investigation was at the tip of my tongue, but Carl interjected, “It’s a simple real estate matter—a follow-up on a review he left.”


The woman’s shoulders unhitched. “I told Noah that landlord of his wouldn’t just take it lying down. But does he ever listen to me?”


Apparently not. He’d shut down his Facebook account and had never given her his phone number. When it became clear that Boswell really didn’t live there, and that his charming “friend” truly didn’t know where he was—or even how to get hold of him—I left her my business card and retreated from the concrete stoop.


Once we were out of earshot from the house, Carl said, “This isn’t a murder investigation.”


I wondered what that had to do with anything…until I considered the tone I’d taken with the witness. Who wasn’t technically a witness. Since Noah Boswell hadn’t committed any crime.


We paused beside his nice car and I jammed my notepad into my pocket. “Maybe if people weren’t always acting so shifty I wouldn’t need to start grilling them.”


“The details of their personal lives aren’t relevant here, not unless they pertain to psychic matters. You’re just trying to give the man an assessment. That’s all. And if he doesn’t want us to find him? His loss.”


Playing devil’s advocate, I could see why someone might want to stay off Big Brother’s radar. I’d never personally had the choice. Then again, maybe if the FPMP in its current form had existed back when I was first diagnosed, I would’ve been spared a couple years’ limbo in a psychiatric institution and a lot of unnecessary meds.


I considered the license plate Carl had run a few minutes ago while I was busy annoying the woman with my knocking. “What now? We find Boswell’s car?”


Carl said, “I’ll see if Director Kim wants this guy bad enough to chase down his vehicle. But in the meantime, try to refrain from threatening the public. It only brings the agency unwelcome attention.”


If Laura wants him bad enough. If. Of course she would, I reasoned. She was a medium. Ghosts freaked her out. If there was anyone she’d double down on, it was Boswell.


Besides—things just weren’t adding up. And the less he wanted to talk to me, the more I wanted to press. Maybe you could take the shield out of my wallet, but you couldn’t take a dozen years on the force out of my brain.


We headed back to the office, where I pled my case with Laura in person. 


“This guy’s being evasive,” I said. “I think we need to find him and interview him.”


Laura looked at me skeptically. “As much as I’d like for you to check out this haunted review, if he doesn’t want to talk to you, we can’t exactly force him.”


I tried to play it cool, but my niggling feeling wouldn’t shut up. “Maybe he just needs a little convincing.”


Laura nodded. “I’ll have Logistics scan the traffic cam data for his license plate. But, Vic, remember…this isn’t a murder investigation.”


Why did everyone keep telling me that?

* * *


Since our attempts to contact Boswell had turned up absolutely nothing—nothing but my suspicion that he was hiding something—Carl and I figured we should take a look at his haunted ex-apartment.


The building in question was just another few minutes down Belmont in a semi-gentrified, semi-dilapidated neighborhood that was pretentious and overpriced on one block and graffiti-covered and derelict the next. Boswell’s old apartment was somewhere in between. There was a pricy coffee joint on the corner, but a lot of the lawns had that rundown look where the edging was overrun with a patchwork of Dorito bags, flattened soda bottles and facemasks.


While we waited for the property manager to let us in, I scoped out the perimeter, but none of my senses were assaulted, aside from the typical five. The weeds sprouting through the cracks looked indignant and the whole thing smelled like sour dumpster.


The apartment in question was still vacant, though I wouldn’t be so quick to credit Boswell’s review as being the reason. People are weird, and plenty of folks would pay extra for an apartment that came with a ghost attached. Especially if they could rent it out on AirBNB.


If I had to guess, I’d say the problem was the apartment itself. Third-floor walkup, no elevator, hallways that reeked of cigarette smoke, and a neighbor with a TV loud enough to vibrate the floorboards.


The inside of the place was just as unappealing as the outside. Patchy varnish on the wood floors, mismatched appliances, and mini blinds hanging crooked. Even though the whole apartment was painted a solid, unrelenting shade of landlord white, it didn’t look restful. Only cheap.


Still, when I stood in one spot and squinted, I could imagine a white futon facing a too-small TV in the living room. A bed barely big enough to hold two grown men in the bedroom. And a lime-encrusted coffee pot on the kitchen counter.


The layout might not be exactly the same as my old place…but it was close enough to pass for my last apartment’s cut-rate knockoff. 


I wandered through the space, checking and rechecking, until finally I settled in the living room, staring at a fake mantle obscured with at least ninety-nine coats of thick white latex paint. 


“Do you want your salt?” Carl asked.


“No. Just thinking.”


“About what?”


I shrugged. “That even if there’s no ghost, this place is still a dump.”


Funny, how reluctant I’d been, back in the day, to leave my old place. Even I had to admit, dated plumbing aside, the cannery is an awfully darn cool place to live. Guess I’d just been accustomed to my life, and any change, even a good one, felt scary.


As for now, I would need to report the ghostlessness to Laura, which meant she might very well pull the plug on this whole Noah Boswell thing. But as much as his avoidance annoyed me, there was nothing more to see. “All clear,” I turned to Carl, “so I suppose we may as well—”


The air behind him bent as a shadow darted from the kitchen to the bedroom.


Well, shit.










CHAPTER FOUR




GIVEN THE WAY Boswell had been acting, I must’ve had myself convinced he was nothing more than a crackpot.


And evidently, I’d been wrong.


I paused in the bedroom doorway, suddenly aware that despite the white walls, white ceiling, and white woodwork, there were way too many shadows. With no one there to look askance at me but Carl, I planted my feet like I was on a yoga mat and focused on my crown chakra. The floodgates opened. Theoretically, I’ve been working on keeping the white light at more of a steady stream than a deluge. But in the presence of an actual ghost, my intentions go right out the window.


Carl and I stood so still I could make out the used car commercial playing in the apartment down the hall. But as for ghostly murmurs, nothing.


I sight-checked the room like I was looking for snipers and sidled my way in. Still no ghost.


But there was a closet door—a flimsy, hollow bifold thing that didn’t match the original wood panel doors in the rest of the place. I held up a finger for Carl to be ready—he was always ready—and grasped the chrome doorknob. Abnormally cold? Or was it just what you’d expect from any other cheap metal doorknob?


Muscles singing with tension and head buzzing with light, I gingerly pulled open the door.


And found nothing but a single, swaying wire hanger.


My lungs informed me that I’d been holding my breath, and I inhaled cautiously. Still no sign of the ghost.


Which meant I’d need to talk to it.


I sighed. 


Carl and I had been a team for a while now, and intellectually, I knew he didn’t judge my awkward half of the conversation—and believe you me, his judgment is anything but subtle. We’ve seen some things together, the two of us. Or, more accurately, he’s seen me see some things, which is about as close as most people will ever get. And when I said ghost, he listened.


But when I had to chat up someone that even I couldn’t see, I still felt ridiculous.


“Hello?”


Nothing.


“I just want to talk.”


Still nothing.


“We’re here to help.”


Even more nothing.


While most of the cues I go by are visual, the rest of my brain is involved in a sighting too. I flexed my awareness, hoping for a chill, a twinge, anything to clue me in as to the whereabouts of the shadowy presence. But the room was empty.


There’d been a flicker. Hadn’t there? Without Noah Boswell there to elaborate on what he’d seen, all I could do was look for myself. So Carl and I settled in to watch and wait. And wait.


And wait.


Eventually, my lower back was annoyed with me from standing still and my adrenaline spike had ebbed. 


“You made note of the time of the sighting?” I asked Carl.


“Twelve past two.”


I checked my watch. We’d been there nearly two hours with no further visual. “If it’s a repeater, it might be on a certain timeline, and it only pops out at ten in the morning like a cuckoo clock. But we’d better dot our i’s and cross our t’s all the same.”


Combing through an empty apartment isn’t rocket science. We re-checked everything from the shower stall to the coat closet, and still no ghost. In fact, the only sentient thing we encountered was a scrawny tabby cat on the back porch scrutinizing us through the kitchen window. By the time we were done, I was second guessing myself. Light can do some funny things. A couple of trucks passing each other while the sun is at the exact right angle to double-reflect from their mirrors could account for a weird flash that was nearly impossible to replicate.


I turned to Carl and said, “The folks in Records didn’t find a murder here?”


Carl only dignified that with a raised eyebrow. 


Of course Records didn’t find a murder here. If they had, Boswell would’ve already been declared a Medium and whisked away in an unmarked car. “Could’ve been an accident,” I said. “Maybe a heart attack. Someone who wasn’t pronounced dead until they loaded them into the ambulance.”


And maybe I had just jumped to the conclusion of murder because I’d seen so many bodies shot full of holes—and then been forced to listen to the whole play-by-play of how it had happened from the bodies’ former occupants.


We got Laura Kim on the phone to see what she wanted to do next. Once we explained the situation, she said, “Do you have enough supplies with you to take care of the place? Should I send someone over with a bigger kit?”


“Hold on,” I said. “You want me to scrub the ghost? It might be evidence.”


On Laura’s end, a keyboard clacked. “There’s no record of a murder…but I suppose that doesn’t necessarily mean one hasn’t occurred. We’ll dig a little deeper here before we get the police involved. But in the meantime, steer clear of the nonphysical entity and let the NPs handle it.”


It took me a second to recalibrate and accept that “getting the police involved” didn’t include me.


I hung up with Laura, but stood there another long moment, hands on hips, scowling at the room. “I know, I know,” I said to Carl. “I’m not a homicide investigator.” 


Apparently, though, old habits die hard. Maybe, back in my Camp Hell days, I would have been eager to exorcise the thing and be done with it. But a dozen years as a PsyCop had me loath to destroy any evidence that would stop a perp from walking around scot-free. Especially now that I was a cog in a larger institution, so my psychic testimony wouldn’t be used by a savvy defense attorney to sway the jury.


If only I knew for sure exactly what I’d seen.


“I’m just gonna have one more look.”


To his credit, Carl didn’t roll his eyes or glance at his watch. I tuned him out and planted my feet, and did all the typical things it took to turn the white light up to eleven. In the midst of a panicky situation, the crown chakra activation can leave me lightheaded. But at times like these—“maybe it’s nothing” times—there’s no obvious signal that my talent was working.


Or was there?


I glanced at my watch. Pulse looked normal, which told me nothing, so I pulled out my phone and called up my app…and found an eager goldfish astronaut where my boring spaceship used to be.


I don’t know what was worse. That I’d totally forgotten the app had changed…or that I still hadn’t got past the eighteenth level.

* * *


The ghost-hunting expedition was a bust. There’d been no cold spot, no disembodied voices, no death in the apartment in recorded history. As I headed home, I wondered why I was so dead set on proving I’d seen something, given how often the thing I see out of the corner of my eye turns out to be nothing but a flapping cobweb by an air vent.


Was it because Noah Boswell thought he’d seen something there too? If so, then he should damn well answer my call so I could get some specifics.


I was already irked when I pulled up in front of the cannery…only to have that blossom into annoyance when I noticed a plastic shopping bag tangled in the weeds growing up around our foundation, and then some empty beer cans and a soggy paper plate. Intellectually, I knew that all it took to get so run-down looking was an overturned garbage bin and a stiff wind. But visions of that shitty, possibly-haunted apartment were fresh in my mind.


And, to be honest, it had probably been a good few weeks since either Jacob or I had paid any attention to our sorry little strip of lawn. It was early October, and we were smack in the limbo of leaves only half-fallen. I could have just picked up the litter and called it a day. But I needed somewhere to channel my frustration, and the side yard was as good a place as any.


It was near dark by the time Jacob got home. Yard work was usually his domain, but he was glad enough for me to take initiative. Once he changed out of his suit, he came and joined me. “You shouldn’t have bothered,” I said. “I’m nearly done.”


“I don’t mind.” He’s got a talent for cramming twice as many leaves into those brown bags than I ever manage. I let him enjoy his little victories.


My rake snagged on a newspaper—from freaking July—and I shoved another mass of trash-riddled leaves into the bag. It was a lot easier with Jacob holding it open.


“We make a good team,” he said. I’d figured it was a rhetorical statement. “Don’t you think?” he added.


“Sure we do.”


Guess everyone could stand to have their ego stroked now and again.


Even Jacob.










CHAPTER FIVE




ON MY WAY up from the FPMP parking garage the next morning, a text came in from Bethany. Join me on the mat today, I found you some answers.


She didn’t need to ask me twice. The more I stalled out on level 18, the harder I crashed and burned. I sent a quick text to Carl that I’d be late—delivery failed like it occasionally did in the elevator, but he was a smart guy, he’d figure it out. Besides, he always seemed to keep himself busy when I wasn’t around.


Bethany gave me a nod of approval when I walked into the yoga studio, and I couldn’t help but feel a little proud of myself for showing up. 


There were a few extra people there, a couple of new faces, but that wasn’t unusual. I tried to focus on my breathing and the movements, but my mind kept wandering back to level 18. I was so lost in thought that I almost didn’t register the session was done when Bethany came and tapped me on the shoulder.


“Victor,” she said, “I’d like you to meet someone.” Bethany gestured to a woman with a mop of white hair barely constrained by an alligator clip, bare feet, and glasses. She was a generation older than me, but clearly fit enough to unfold from a triangle pose without moaning and groaning anywhere near as much as I did. “This is Dr. Hall from R&D.”


The woman smiled warmly and extended her hand. “Please…I’m not nearly that formal. Call me Evelyn.”


Bethany looked particularly happy with herself. “If anyone can help you with your app, it’s Evelyn.”


I was already cringing over the fact that one of my colleagues had been called away from her desk to help me conquer a goldfish. “You really shouldn’t have bothered. Y’know how it is with updates. The minute you get the lay of the land, someone reinvents the wheel.”


Not sure what sort of metaphor I’d been aiming at, but Evelyn got the gist. “You seem anxious—but don’t worry about me! I’d love to hear exactly what you think. Fair warning: I’m an empath.”


Normally, thanks to the badges we all kept visible on our lapels, everyone in the building knew everyone else’s level and talent. But since our IDs were hanging by the door off our blazers and sportcoats, it was awfully transparent of her to lead with that. 


“Medium five,” I said. That was my official level, anyhow, though anyone who worked closely with me probably suspected it was a lot higher. I always downplayed as best I could. Given National’s propensity to “recruit” psychic overachievers, it was in my best interest to keep my mouth shut.


“So, what’s going on with the app?” Evelyn asked.


“I feel ridiculous even saying this out loud….”


I may be no empath, but I can tell when someone is just humoring me. Evelyn seemed genuinely interested in how I was using the game. I showed her a screenshot I’d accidentally taken sometime prior to the update. I explained how the alpha waves made it easier to focus on my extrasensory impressions. And I managed to keep myself from resorting to any unprofessional language when I walked her through the sticking point at level 18.


“A grown man,” I concluded. “Shown up by a goldfish.”


“Don’t underestimate the importance of play. It’s a lot more beneficial for cognitive function than beating yourself up, that’s for sure. But I’m with you on the new mascot. It’s just a gimmick to boost engagement metrics rather than actually improving the user experience. The original intent of the app was to guide users into the optimal brainwave patterns for focus and emotional balance. But it sounds like you’ve taken it a step further, using those alpha waves to sharpen your psychic perceptions. That’s a fascinating use case I hadn’t considered.”


“Why would you have…considered it?”


Evelyn’s eyes sparkled. “Because I’m the app’s creator!”


I scrambled to recall just how insulting I’d been as I bitched out level 18. “Look, it’s a great little game—I wouldn’t keep coming back to it if it wasn’t—“


“Relax, Agent. No need to feel awkward. Yes, my research was behind the original app, but I sold the intellectual property to a commercial developer ages ago. The Blip character has nothing to do with me.”


“That’s...actually a huge relief.” I let out a cautious breath. “Thanks for not taking offense at my goldfish-related frustrations.”


Bethany chimed in, “It’s natural to vent. I’m just glad I could help.”


“I figured you might know something,” I told her, “but I never expected you to track down the actual creator. That’s way above and beyond.”


Bethany seemed especially pleased with herself as she stepped into her sandals.


I said, “And what were the chances the app’s inventor was down the hall from me this entire time?”


Both women looked puzzled. 


Then Bethany said, “R&D isn’t in Chicago.”


Evelyn pulled on her suit jacket. The F-Pimp badge dangling from her lapel marked her as Empath 3. “But it’s a quick enough flight from Dulles.”


Dulles International Airport. As in, Washington DC. 


As in…holy cripes.


“You’re from National?”




* * *


“I just remembered something I’ve gotta do,” I said, hoping to cover whatever spike of panic I’d no doubt just broadcasted for half the agency to pick up on. I’m no stranger to empaths. Hell, my first real boyfriend was strong enough to make a grown man cry. And then break into a fit of laughter.…and then crap himself. Back then, I’d rationalized that his ability to read my inner workings made everything easier. Because then I wouldn’t have to struggle with talking about how I actually felt.


Since that time, life experience has downloaded me a major update. I’ve come to see the advantage of being able to pick and choose what other folks knew about those inner workings of mine.


The only thing I felt around Stefan nowadays was anger. And if he didn’t glean that from his sixth sense, no doubt my face conveyed the emotion loud and clear.


My initial impression of Evelyn had been a good one, though, so she must have felt something shift. I could only hope that the static of my general state of anxiety was enough to blot out my specific fear and loathing of FPMP National.


“If I can watch you use the app,” she was saying, “then at the very least, I should be able to figure out how to step you through the sticking point. But this is a fantastic opportunity to develop an entirely new protocol that actually works for you.”


A little spike of interest betrayed me. Did I want to be able to shift into alpha without the help of a cartoon spaceship? Hell, yeah.


But not under the watchful eye of Big Brother. “I really shouldn’t waste your time.”


Bethany, ever “helpful,” said, “Of course you’re not wasting Evelyn’s time, Victor. She came all the way out here just to see us!”


That was her idea, not mine. I edged toward the door. “Thing is, I’m smack in the middle of a—” I barely stopped myself from saying murder investigation. “A case.”


I escaped into the hall. Evelyn fell into step beside me. For an empath, she really wasn’t reading the room. “That’s just perfect. It’s every researcher’s dream to see their work being used the way they meant it to be—not simply repackaged based on whatever’s trending.”
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