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Dedication

For Andrea, who knows this series even better than I do.




1

Combine heavy snow, a startling thaw, and a precipitous deep freeze. 


What do you get?


A slick sheet of ice, thicker than my skull and twice as hard.


Who’s to say if it was pride or stubbornness that kept me going? At the moment, gazing over the expanse of our front sidewalk, I wasn’t quite sure which one I was running on. I don’t take pride in many things—maybe that’s why the definition of the word feels slippery in my mind. And the vocabulary wasn’t the only thing that was slippery.


It was the beginning of February, and in Chicago, that could mean anything from arctic conditions to a balmy thaw. Usually one after the other in rapid succession, so you never knew which jacket to wear to work or where to keep your ChapStick. The Midwest branch of the FPMP was still reeling from Patrick Barley’s stint as Laura’s assistant. Everyone took it personally that they’d been duped by his self-effacing act. Jacob was working all kinds of crazy hours trying to make sure there weren’t any other double-agents at the water cooler. Laura Kim was neck-deep in a job search for a new assistant—one who didn’t moonlight killing people. And thanks to her refusal to dredge up ancient history, I was no closer to getting my hands on my permanent record.


So I took out my frustration on the ice.


Most of our neighbors were phenomenally house proud. They owned snowblowers, and they had no compunctions about using them at 4 AM—either that, or they employed someone else to come make excessive amounts of snow-removal noise. But in our home, dealing with the walkway fell to me. I wasn’t keen on hiring strangers to poke around our property. Who knew what sorts of surveillance devices they might plant? And there was no garage where I could keep a snowblower. All of that was fine by me. I didn’t actually mind working off steam with a good, old-fashioned snow shovel.


But then the weather went and pulled crap like this….


The ice chopper in my arsenal was a hefty piece of equipment. It was a vintage tool, pilfered from Jacob’s familial shed in a Northern state where winter is not to be taken lightly. There was great heft in its hardwood handle, and the blade had been keenly sharpened at the family-owned corner hardware store by a guy named Vern. When I plunged it into the ice, it resulted in some deeply satisfying cracks.


It must’ve been tempting to tell me to hold my horses and give things a little more time. The temperature was on the rise again, and in a few hours, I’d be able to chip free those big, satisfying hunks that can only happen when the gap between the ice and the sidewalk starts to thaw. Jacob loves proving that he knows everything, so I’m sure it was with great effort that he kept himself from offering any advice. 


But knowing everything includes seeing when it’s best to step aside and let me hammer away at a dull and thankless task.


Sometimes chipping ice has less to do with clearing the sidewalk and more to do with clearing your mind. 


Chip…chip…chip.


Shards of ice flew—stubborn and not particularly satisfying, inch by grudging inch. Much like the redacted paperwork I’d almost died for at the hands of The Assassin. The various reports and memos were so thick with black strikeouts that it was impossible to say what they were even about. On one hand, they were completely useless.


On the other…they proved to me that something major happened…something that the guilty parties went to great lengths to cover up.


Technically, Jacob could use his security clearance to crack everything wide open. But even though he was FPMP Internal Affairs—the spy who spied on the spies—any records he called up would leave behind a data trail impossible to erase. It took a lot of coaxing on my part to encourage him to let redacted dogs lie, at least for the time being. We’d spent our whole lives getting to a place where I could practically taste the truth, and it didn’t make sense to blow it now. Not when we were so close.


Chip…chip…chip.


That’s what I’d told him, anyhow. I did actually mean it. But there was also the niggling feeling that when he got caught (and it was definitely a “when,” not an “if…”) he’d go down hard. And when he lost everything—career, purpose, respect—who’d ultimately be responsible for his fall from grace? 


Me.


Oh, I had no illusions that Jacob had given up the search. It’s part of his job to scan for threats, so I’m sure he called up as much information as he could manage to claim as legitimate research. He’s got a keen eye and a brilliant mind. Problem was, he didn’t know what he was looking for.


Not like I did.


Chip…chip…chip.


Once I’d cooled down from my close call with the wrong side of a bullet, I set to work figuring out how to up my own security clearance. Three options presented themselves. 


One: apply for Patrick’s old job—Bob Zigler didn’t want it, which made it fair game…as if I had any chance in hell of learning the phone system. 


Two: hack into the FPMP National servers and suck my information out. I’d get right on that, just as soon as I figured out how to make my phone stop flipping its screen sideways whenever I didn’t hold it perfectly straight.


And three: raise my clearance level at FPMP regional by training as a field agent.


I paused and cuffed my runny nose with the back of my wrist, and looked back over the sidewalk I’d been clearing. I’d expected to have unearthed a great swath of concrete…but I’d only unchipped a few paltry squares.


Nice freakin’ metaphor.


I was glaring at the hack job I’d done on the sidewalk when a black Lexus pulled up beside me. The Chicago winter hadn’t been kind to it, and its owner had no one to see to the minutiae of having it constantly detailed to keep it free from salt and schmutz.


Laura Kim eased up behind my dented blue car, cut the engine, and strode over to join me. Her breath streamed behind her as she walked. But like the rest of us, she didn’t much notice the cold. Not with the weight of the whole world on her shoulders. She’d gone somewhere warm over Christmas for an elaborate spa week, and come back with a new short haircut that might’ve looked polished and sassy—if she wasn’t so obviously worn down trying to keep every last plate spinning. With her hands deep in her pockets, she surveyed the ice. Likely, she was resisting the urge to snatch the chopper out of my hands and take a whack at the sidewalk herself. She enjoyed nothing more than a problem that could be solved with blind perseverance and elbow grease. 


Just one way the two of us saw eye to eye.


“When you put in an application for fieldwork,” she said, “I couldn’t fathom what your motivation might be. You’re no adrenaline junkie—and besides, FPMP undercover work is nothing like policing. The hours stink. The assignments are tedious. And a stunning amount of red tape is involved, so there’s not even a reduction in paperwork.” She gave me the side-eye. “Plus, I know how you feel about spies.”


I’m sure she wanted to make air quotes around the word, but it was too cold to expose her bare hands.


I did my best not to seem too eager. “When your average person sees a threat, they’ll keep their back to the wall. Me? I’d rather have a 360-degree panoramic view.” It made sense. The kind of threats I dealt with breezed right through walls. “I might not be able to read minds, but I’ll have a way better chance of spotting a double-agent once I go through the field training myself.”


Laura nodded as she absorbed my answer. I’d practiced it already—with Jacob, no less, and he seemed to buy it. And why not? It contained a generous nugget of truth. I did worry about double agents. Plus, I was horrified how blithely I’d allowed Patrick Barley to stand beside me with a loaded gun. But I also knew that most field agents started training in their twenties, and that even a crash course from the top trainers the FPMP had to offer was unlikely to bring me up to speed. Not enough for me to spot a spy who spied on spies.


Still, you can’t be too careful.


“Full disclosure,” Laura said. “I had no intention of sending you out in the field. I’ve got a good three dozen agents who can slip in and out of civilian situations without their subjects being any the wiser, but only one staff medium who can do what you do. You’re more valuable to me at headquarters. But then a situation with a potential haunting crosses my desk.” 


I quelled a fist-pump.


She frowned at the ice. “I don’t believe in fate, but I also don’t want to put any of my agents in harm’s way for the sake of being stubborn. I’m not happy about this. And I’m not one hundred percent sure sending you undercover is the way to go. There’s a lot to absorb—you’ll have a ton of reading and prep-work condensed into a short span of time. Most new field agents get a certain amount of wiggle room, but let’s be clear. If your performance is anything less than stellar, you won’t get a second chance. Are you still interested?”


Who knew the acting would begin now? I made as if my heart wasn’t pounding out of my chest and said, “Sounds like I’m the guy for the job.”


“Fine. You’ll report to the Tradecraft Department Monday morning—that’s the third floor—and don’t shave between now and then, in case the stylists need any facial stubble to work with. Any questions?”


Nope, that about covered it. 


And things had suddenly become incredibly real.


The sidewalk no longer held any interest. Once Laura took off, I abandoned it partially-chopped and barged back inside. Jacob was upstairs in his office. He had on a pair of well-worn jeans and a T-shirt that was so old and shrunken it clung in all the right places and hitched up enticingly over the small of his back as he knelt on the floor. His office chair was on its side, with an assortment of hand tools arrayed on the hardwood around him in a semicircle. He’s particular about his chairs, and apparently nothing we tried out at the store was as good as the one he was currently muttering creative curse words at. It was the perfect chair, if not for the alarmingly loud squeak, and every so often he took it upon himself to try and discover exactly where the squeak was coming from…to no avail.


But, hey, we all need our hobbies. And it kept him from overseeing my icy sidewalk.


I pitched my voice casual to hide my nerves. Not too casual, mind you—that would raise alarms. Just matter-of-fact, so I didn’t jinx my good luck. “So…I’ve got a new assignment to look forward to.”


Jacob righted the chair and pressed the seat-back. It didn’t squeak—then again, without anyone’s full body weight on it, it never did. “Another cold spot?”


“Possibly.”


He rattled a few more parts and shot some silicone spray into the joint. Apparently my delivery had surpassed casual and ranged into boring and completely ignorable. 


I added, “I imagine there’s something ghostly going on, anyhow. Otherwise they wouldn’t go through all the trouble and expense of sending me out in the field undercover.”


An Allen wrench clattered to the floor as Jacob clambered to his feet. His expression went from surprise to excitement to X-rated at the thought of me learning a few spy terms to toss around in bed. But then the excitement slipped as he realized I’d been tapped for the job. Just me. Not him.


“If there’s a haunting,” he said, all too reasonably, “you’ll need a Stiff.”


We both knew I already had an NP…and that no ghost worth its salt would go for non-psychic Carl Hinds when someone like me, with my subtle bodies so easily dislodged, was anywhere in the vicinity. 


Between Jacob’s ego and his sincere desire to right the wrongs of the world (but mostly, his ego) he had a rough time sitting out a juicy assignment. “I’m sure it’ll be nothing to write home about,” I said. “The training wheels of espionage.”


“Totally. Laura wouldn’t even risk you getting a paper cut. Not after what happened with Patrick.”


“Right. She’ll probably just have me put on some fake glasses, memorize a weird cover story and throw around a handful of salt.”


“Sure.”


“If I even get that much action. Ghosts are few and far between. I’ll bet I’m only being deployed to nose around and see if the salt treatment is even warranted.”


Jacob’s brow furrowed. 


I quelled the urge to smooth it with my thumb. That never worked. “What is it—other than the fact that you don’t get to ride along?”


“I was just looking forward to your birthday. That’s all.”


“But that’s weeks away.” I’d practically begged him not to make a big deal of me turning forty—and only a true sadist would spring a surprise party on someone with as many issues as me—but we’d finally settled on a white-on-white, non-haunted downtown penthouse suite that even I wouldn’t mind lolling around in for a few days, gorging on room service and treating the massive bed to a good workout.


“After I totally blew it by forgetting last year….” Jacob snagged the hem of my flannel shirt and tugged at me until I relented and pressed up against him. The chair squawked louder as our combined weight leaned into it. He took my cold hands in his and warmed my fingers against his palms. “Anyway, even if there is a ghost, you’ll handle it, no problem. And when your big day rolls around, I’m sure I’ll get the chance to redeem myself.”


In bed, obviously…not that I was complaining. 


But Jacob wasn’t the only one hungry for redemption. My burning curiosity over my past had blinded me to all the clues that something wasn’t quite right about Patrick, and he’d been able to play me like a cheap kazoo. 


I needed that enhanced clearance to be able to dig through old records. 


The way I saw it, if someone was gonna go down for dredging up forbidden files, it shouldn’t be anyone but me.
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Spy school isn’t known as Espionage Academy, The Shifty Arts, or Lurking 101. The pros refer to it as “tradecraft.”


The Tradecraft Department of the FPMP was tucked into an oddball corner of the building where the ceilings were high, the lighting was decent, and a cold spot had once lived. According to reports, Richie had negated whatever might have been lingering, and for all I knew, he’d simply felt a fluctuation in the HVAC system that day. But I cleaned that area of the building regularly anyhow. Richie might not score too hot on an IQ test, but his mediumship was definitely not in question.


The other folks who worked at the FPMP would find somewhere else to be when I did my mediumship thing, so the tradecraft room looked different now, while it was actually in use. What I knew as a plain white room with berber carpets and ample cabinets was currently a hub of activity. The cabinets pulled out to reveal racks of clothes, and bins of accessories were stacked everywhere. At a makeup station in the corner, a female agent chatted while a makeup artist contoured her face to look at least ten years older. And another agent in the barber’s chair was getting an inept trim to cover his pricy haircut.


Hopefully they wouldn’t need to pluck my stubble.


Back when I’d put in my application for undercover fieldwork, it seemed like a stroke of genius. Plaster on a fake mustache for an afternoon, submit a few reports, and score the digital clearance I’d need to root around my own past and figure out my origin story. Now I saw I was in way over my head. And I hadn’t even started my assignment yet.


I paused at the edge of the crowd. Intellectually, I knew FPMP agents went undercover all the time…but I hadn’t given any thought to the fact that a whole crew was in place to make that happen. One of the mob brightened and waved me over—someone with whom I shared only one degree of separation, since during her occasional out-of-town trips, her cats slept on my head.


Veronica Lipton was a confident woman who was accustomed to walking into totally new situations, announcing that she belonged there, and bluffing her way through days, weeks, or even months without leaving her temporary co-workers any the wiser. She was a handful of years older than me, but I doubted that the few extra years of experience had anything to do with her success—she’d simply been born with a major set of cajones. I’d seen her in various outfits, from a department store greeter’s smock to a bathrobe. Today she looked polished and professional in a navy pantsuit, with minimal makeup and her plain brown hair pulled back. “Over here, Vic,” she called. “We need to get you dressed.”


There are probably other words you don’t want to hear in a room full of strangers. But I couldn’t currently think what they might be.


“Your first undercover assignment—isn’t it exciting?” While I tried to figure out how much I needed to minimize, she barreled on ahead without waiting for me to answer. “I still remember my first like it was yesterday—I was a waitress. A waitress, can you imagine?” Actually, I could. She looked like a single mother who’d call you “hon” and try to warm up your coffee even if you’d already had about eight thousand cups. “Thank God that assignment only lasted three days. My feet were killing me, and I got phenomenally close to telling some of the customers exactly what I thought of their cheapo tips. You read through the training material I sent you?”


I’d done my best. Psychology, tactics, a plethora of information. I’d read almost all of it, though I wasn’t sure how much I’d actually retained.


Veronica led me further into the melee, where a small team awaited me, surrounded by a bunch of clothes. “The place you’ll be checking out for us is the opposite of your beautiful cannery. Not that people will be opening up cans of food and dumping them out.” I was still getting a handle on her sense of humor. “Everything’s new, brand new. Built three years ago. It’s a townhouse condo, really narrow. Makes more use of the small footprint. Three and a half residential floors and a basement—a lot of stairs, I know, but your knees are young and limber. They can take it.”


I nodded. You’d be surprised how easy it is ignore my body when there are ghosts in the vicinity. “So what about the spirit activity? They built the condos on an abandoned cemetery, or what?”


“Original owner died in her sleep last month.”


“Okay, and my new clearance starts when?”


“Hold your horses—you can’t file reports without intel. First order of business is to determine if she’s still around. I’ve sent you the briefing to read on the way.”


So that was the ding that sounded on my phone.


As Veronica detailed my assignment, a pair of very serious women measured my waist, my inseam, and the length of my arms. A rack of clothes had already been preselected, and they narrowed it down. Casual stuff: jeans, sweatshirts, a pair of big white sneakers. They draped some of those clothes over a changing divider, but I wasn’t sure what kind of crack they were smoking back there before I showed up. No adult person could fit in those jeans. Veronica looked at me expectantly. “Well, go ahead. Get dressed.”


“I think someone needs to take another look at their measuring tape.”


“Skinny jeans. All the kids are wearing them these days.”


“Seriously….”


“Aw, go on. If anyone can pack themselves into a pair, it’s you.”


Grudgingly, I stepped behind the partition and stripped out of my suit. I felt like I was in the locker room back in high school, except that I had a bit of privacy. And a gun.


I never considered myself to be particular about jeans, but working for F-Pimp challenged my self-assumptions on a regular basis. Normally, when my jeans are getting too threadbare, I go to SaverPlus, try on the Wrangler straight legs in the size I’ve been wearing since I was sixteen, and when I see they still fit, buy half a dozen pairs. The so-called skinny jeans just felt wrong. I’m not sure the denim was even denim. It stretched a little bit. And that little extra “give” made it even more clingy.


Although there wasn’t a mirror inside the partition, looking down, it was clear to me I shouldn’t be allowed anywhere people had eyes. Not because I looked like I had giraffe legs, which I did, but because the stretch denim was hugging my junk way too intimately. I moved it to one side, then the other. Then decided I really needed to stop touching myself with a bunch of middle aged ladies waiting for me on the other side of the partition. Luckily, the sweatshirt covered the worst of it, if I slouched just right. I walked out from behind the partition like a cat in a Halloween costume and declared, “I need a size up.”


In unison, the wardrobe ladies both shook their heads, and Veronica said, “No, that’s perfect for the undercover identity. You’ll be playing the part of a Gen Y stay-at-home writer.”


Whoever this fictional guy was, I already hated him.


“Let’s work on your hair.” She walked me over to a makeup station where I suspected the stylist was looking at my junk. But he had the professionalism to keep himself from leering at it.


“Once you’re further along in your training, you’ll get to construct your identities yourself, but for the purposes of this mission, we’ve assigned an appropriate cover story. You’ll find it in your inbox—but the gist of it is this: you’re young, successful, confident.”


Seriously? Why not make me a world-famous astronaut while they were at it?


The stylist worked something into my hair to make it look less clean than it actually was. I was accustomed to having my hair manhandled, so the hair aspect of the makeover didn’t seem too bad. Or so I thought. Until the hat came out.


A baseball cap, slightly worn, with Chicago Bulls embroidered across the front. The stylist fit it onto my head, and just when I thought I couldn’t look like any more of a tool, he tilted it at an angle.


Since there were mirrors all around us, I could see the dismay on my face, plain as day. “You probably don’t want to put me in any situation where I’m expected to know something about the sportball.”


“Then give yourself a crash course in current events sometime soon. You’ll need to start talking to people about non-PsyCop-related topics.”


“And I’m really not a hat person.”


“All the better to inhabit your cover identity. Most importantly, a hat changes the gestalt of your head.”


I hadn’t been aware that was even a thing. 


As I was pondering the state of my head, a familiar, Russian-accented voice called out, “What a momentous occasion! My favorite medium goes undercover. Just in time to field test my new invention.” F-Pimp’s Head of Research, Dr. Kudryasvstev, strode into Tradecraft with the cheerful grandiosity of a favorite uncle showing up at Sunday dinner. He slung a tactical bag onto a nearby barber’s chair and pulled out an assault weapon. Most hairdressers would flinch if that happened in their shops, but the ones working for the Program had apparently seen it all.


“This canister is filled with Florida Water, the other one with salt. CO2 propulsion. The two don’t mix until the point of impact.”


I wasn’t sure that would really matter, but he seemed proud of it, so I kept that opinion to myself. Sometimes it’s more important to play nice than to be honest, and while my time in Camp Hell has left me with a healthy distrust of researchers, Dr. K hasn’t yet tried to cut me open.


He hefted the weapon at me and said, “Give it a shot.”


I’ve trained with various weapons at the FPMP range, but none of them were balanced like this. I supposed the accuracy wasn’t in question, though. Not if it sprayed salt and cologne. I hefted the gun and aimed for a nearby wastebasket…and ended up with a cascade of rock salt pinging down onto my foot.


Dr. K snatched the weapon out of my hands. “Still working out the kinks. Don’t worry, I wouldn’t send it into the field unless it was 100% ready.”


I shook salt off my shoe while he hurried back to his lab.


“Well, that’s for the best,” Veronica said. “I didn’t have the heart to tell him it would be out of character for you to be carrying artillery. Anyhow, Agent Hinds has already been briefed—as your real estate agent.” That worked. My partner Carl might be about as warm as a leather car seat in February, but I was accustomed to him. “Your assignment is straightforward. There’ll be enough time to read through the documentation by the time you get there.”


So, the salt gun might be overkill, but…. “What about my sidearm?”


“You won’t be needing it. Remember, you’re not a cop anymore, and our undercover assignments don’t typically pose a risk. We’re not sending you in to buy weapons or narcotics, and nothing illegal is taking place. The Program’s goal isn’t law enforcement, it’s seeing to the welfare of psychics without disrupting their lives any more than necessary. And sometimes that means a cover story and a disguise. Besides, no one’s shooting at you today—but if you were to be attacked, Carl is a specialist in hand-to-hand combat.”


I squinted at her. Was this more of her weird sense of humor? She and Carl did have a relationship outside work, but…I dunno. Carl’s actual job title was Security Tactician—not Medium Babysitter. And when I gave it some thought, maybe I could see him going Bruce Lee on someone’s ass. Lucky for Richie it hadn’t been him.


Veronica said, “The biggest concern at this point is the potential for a haunting. Director Kim takes the matter very seriously. That’s why she’s sending in our heaviest hitter.”


I wasn’t even sure which sport had birthed that particular metaphor—boxing or baseball. I swallowed my impending stage fright and fought the urge to straighten out the baseball cap. 


It could wait until I got to the car.
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Not only was the FPMP storing numerous pairs of skinny jeans for squashing their operatives, but a section of the garage was equipped with vehicles other than dark Lexus sedans. I wondered who got to ride the motorcycles, then decided any undercover operation that required motorcycle use was so far outside my ability it wasn’t even funny. Carl picked up the keys to a minivan with a Chicagoland Citywide logo on the door, and together, we headed toward the site.


I scowled open my Program-issued smartphone and pulled up the briefing. The home’s deceased resident, Amelia Griggs, was a sixty-seven-year-old woman who’d trained exotic animals for the film industry. Back in the day, she was known as the Rat Queen of Chicago. If you needed a stunt rat to run across your movie set, Amelia was your gal. She had past ties to various left-wing groups and causes—not the sort who’d plant bombs or shoot up shopping malls, but the type of “peaceful” protestors who’d flop down in your way and refuse to move, and think they’d accomplish something by getting themselves doused in pepper spray. She’d died of natural causes at the property, and her body was shipped off to the crematorium just as soon as the Cook County ME’s paperwork went through.


The neighborhood was familiar. Jacob and I spent plenty of money eating, shopping, and even nursing the occasional drink in Boystown. I’d been about to toss the dumb baseball cap into the back seat, but when I realized I stood a pretty good risk of running into someone who knew me, at least by sight, I decided that maybe my stagers really did know what they were doing after all. Not only would I hate to blow my first undercover assignment—but I might very well die if anyone realized the clown in the shiny red parka was me.


A big chunk of the block had been bought by developers who’d crammed a row of five adjoining townhouses into a space that would contain two or three normal-sized brownstones. The mere sight of them shoved all together like that made me feel claustrophobic. They were tall and narrow, with fake brick façades on the ground floor, and siding the insipid color of a manila file folder above. On the tiny strip of front lawn, the second unit over had a for-sale sign that matched the crest on Carl’s maroon blazer. He looked to me for orders. I shrugged and said, “Okay. Let’s head in.”


As soon as we cleared the minivan, he started talking. I did my best not to do a double-take, because it sounded nothing like the Carl Hinds I knew, my office mate who was always acting like someone was encroaching on his territory and he damn well wouldn’t stand for it. This Carl was…affable. Which meant he’d somehow transformed himself into another person entirely.


“Three bedrooms, two and a half baths with a master en suite,” he said, as if he was confident those words would impress me. “Nearly twenty-two hundred square feet. And the condo fees are very reasonable for this area.”


I was unprepared for how difficult it would be to act like a totally different person, especially since I’d spent so much of my life trying to act like a cop. What would be a convincing exclamation for a gay hipster writerly type to utter? No freaking idea. Luckily, Carl didn’t seem to be expecting a reply. 


Although the sidewalk was shoveled, it didn’t take footprints in the snow to see there’d been a lot of coming and going from the decedent’s townhouse. Melted snow left its own kind of film behind, crusty with salt and gray with pollution, and judging by the varying treads on the stoop, there’d been plenty of non-psychic activity keeping the place busy.


Not a crime scene, I reminded myself. And I wasn’t a homicide detective anymore.


We stepped into the entryway, closed the door behind us, and got our bearings. I asked Carl, “Is that baseboard heater gas or electric?”


“How should I know?” And just like that, he was the same old Carl I knew and coexisted with. 


You hear about actors who take up residence inside their roles for the duration of a movie shoot. That always seemed a little precious to me, but now, maybe I could see the logic. It might be a relief to drop the act when you were alone, but it would be a challenge to keep remembering when you were supposed to be nice…and when you could actually be yourself.


The property was mostly empty. Like me, it had been “staged” to look normal, but hopefully my crew had done a better job in outfitting me. There was an emptiness to the place, and a stiltedness, too. The artwork on the walls was the generic sort of stuff you’d find in a waiting room, and the furniture was sparse. I’m generally a fan of sparsity, but the townhouse had an abandoned vibe that put me on my guard.


I was trying to imagine what it was about the furniture that screamed out “fake” to me when I realized Carl was standing very still beside me, waiting for my cue. I cleared my throat. “Nothing obvious on this level. We’ll go once around the first floor to check more closely, then walk through the basement.” Given my well-earned mistrust of basements, I’d found it a lot easier to just get them over with. 


A preliminary glance showed no spirit activity, but if the FPMP was worried enough to send me in, I figured I shouldn’t be too quick to call it clean. I pulled down some white light and looked again. Still no ghosts.


We headed downstairs. As basements went, this particular one didn’t trip many of my triggers. The landscaping around the property had been graded, so that really, only half of the basement level was underground. The back was a rec room type situation with floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out onto a narrow, snow-covered patio. We walked around—still no ghosts—then came to a door that led into the garage. I paused inside, and marveled at the thought of having somewhere to put my car that was not only sheltered from the elements, but well and truly reserved for me, and not some random person who didn’t realize the cannery was supposed to be haunted. “Should I set out the ritual mat?” Carl asked.


“No, it’s fine.” There was even space to store out-of-season lawn furniture. Imagine that.


We trooped upstairs to the second floor, where one bedroom had an ugly, oversized stuffed bear slumped in the corner beside a pair of twin beds, and the other was done up as an office. Not a bad office. Better natural light than the one we had at home, in fact…then again, pretty much anywhere had better natural light than we had at home; we hadn’t picked out the cannery for its light. 


I reminded myself to stop house-shopping and scan for ghosts. 


It was clean.


Overall, the experience of the townhouse was nothing special. Maybe the FPMP was taking baby steps with me, sending me undercover on easy assignments where the most problematic thing was the creeping feeling of skinny jeans hugging my crotch. I was just about ready to sweep the top floor and suggest lunch when it hit me: the sweet-rot smell of decomp.


I paused on the stairwell and attempted to take a breath over my shoulder, but it was too late. The molecules of decay were all around me. I’m no stranger to decomp, but usually, I get a little bit of warning first. “Need some menthol?” Carl offered.


I shook my head. “I’ll live, but it’s impressive that you have it with you.”


He swiped a smear of mentholated rub under his nose and pocketed the tiny tube. I wondered if I should have taken him up on it, then decided not to bother, since that initial whiff is really the worst part. Then I thought about whether the type of guy who worked from home in skinny jeans would’ve taken the menthol…and I realized undercover work was a lot harder than my fellow agents made it look.


My initial impulse was to pull on rubber gloves and paper booties, but we weren’t walking through a crime scene. I climbed the remaining few stairs and found myself in a bedroom that spanned most of the third floor. The staging was even sparser than it had been downstairs. Just a single queen-sized bed with sheets that still had their creases from the packaging. It wasn’t so much that the smell of death was strong—but it was definitely persistent. The walls were freshly painted landlord white, and the carpet was new. Someone had done their best to clean it up, but death has a way of leaving a mark. Just like my knee-jerk reaction to go for the latex gloves was ingrained by more than a dozen years on the force, my impulse to suck down white light and fling up the protective barrier was automatic. That fleeting sensation of psychic lightheadedness washed through me, and I realized I was looking a lot harder for ghosts now. But as with the rest of the house, there was nothing to see.


“Just because someone dies in a place, that doesn’t make it haunted,” I told Carl.


“Good to know.” He massaged the back of his neck. “The smell, though….”


“No big surprise it’s still on the market.” I checked the adjoining bathroom—the en suite, as he’d called it—and while part of me wanted to bask in the thought of having a three-head shower right off the bedroom, most of me just wanted to do a prophylactic ghost-cleanse and get the hell outta there. “All clear. Let’s get the salting over with and go home.”
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No doubt, Jacob would’ve had something to say about those skinny jeans. But, thankfully, the tradecraft department hadn’t made my old clothes disappear. Once I changed, I went right home, musing over the fact that, all things considered, my first undercover assignment had been surprisingly benign. Even if it had left me with a serious case of garage envy.


I was flipping through the phone book, trying to figure out where one even went to buy a garage of their own, when Jacob came through the front door. And while I didn’t technically need to wear the cheaters I’d bought for him, they did make that tiny print in the yellow pages a heck of a lot sharper. “So, this is a relief,” I said. “All I had to do was put on a stupid outfit and act like a civilian house hunter for an afternoon.” A small price to pay for the clearance upgrade I’d have once paperwork time rolled around tomorrow.


Jacob hung back in the doorway and stared.


I shifted my attention to him. “What?”


“You’ve got the start of a beard. And your hair…. I just didn’t realize how…different you looked.”


He didn’t make like it was a bad thing, either. I could practically see the wheels turning. 


I’m sure most people fantasize about getting some strange. Not me—I hate that whole cycle of encountering someone new, hooking up, then inevitably figuring out we were both pretty disappointed. But hardcore serial monogamists like Jacob? I could see the appeal for people who didn’t generally do anonymous. “Want me to grab some takeout from around the corner and ‘deliver’ it?”


He quelled a smile, not very successfully, and held up a bag. “I’ve got your order right here, sir. That’ll be $18.95.”


Nice.


I patted down my pockets. “Damn. Forgot to stop at the ATM. You sure we can’t come to some sort of arrangement?”


“My boss will really chew me out if I come back empty-handed.”


“Maybe so—but it’ll take the sting out of it if I chew you out first.”


Stripping one another down was something we’d done more times than we could count. He eased the takeout onto the sideboard with a lot more care than an actual delivery man would bother to use. I should know—the tomato stain on the welcome mat at my old apartment had been a constant reminder. Jacob and I shucked off each other’s clothes, but not too forcefully. I was well aware of how much his shirts cost. And he knew my Wranglers were teetering at the point between comfy and disintegrating. You can make a pretty big show out of tugging and grabbing, though, especially when you punctuate all the frantic yanks with sloppy kisses. Way more kissing than I would’ve done with a stranger, for sure. But we weren’t exactly aiming for authenticity.


I took off the reading glasses so he could pull my T-shirt over my head, but when I set them aside, he shoved them into my hand again. I slipped them back on, smirking. What would I notice, if I were seeing him for the first time? Hard to pick just one thing, but I traced the furry contours of his bare chest as if the lay of the land was entirely foreign. Kisses there, too, with his chest hair ruffling my fledgling beard. 


I slipped a hand between his legs. Rock hard. Damn, I loved that, how obvious it was he was into me—even if I was, ostensibly, somebody else. “Where?” I murmured against his nipple.


“Coffee table.”


I hoped it could take the strain. Even if it couldn’t, though, it was his call; he was more attached to the thing than I was. I grabbed some lube out of the downstairs bathroom while he stashed the remotes out of harm’s way. Hardly spontaneous, but spontaneity is overrated. When we finally got down to clambering around on the coffee table, though, it was an awkward height. I tried to do him missionary, but I didn’t have the leverage. And doggy style might’ve been achievable, but what was the point, if he couldn’t see the beard and glasses while I nailed him? Eventually I flipped him onto his back, slicked his cock, and climbed on.


“This works,” he said breathlessly. “Right?”


“Maybe, but it totally kills the punchline I wanted to deliver—here’s your tip.”


A thrust of his hips, and I didn’t much care about the punchline anymore. I groaned as he pushed in, just a smidge too big…in other words, perfect. That edge of pain brought everything into sharp focus when we fucked.


I knew him. We knew each other. A pair of cheap drugstore glasses and a few days’ stubble didn’t change a thing. Maybe that’s why it felt safe enough to do what we were doing, even if we did sound like a couple of stilted porn actors when we spoke in character.


“I hope you remembered the sauce,” I managed to huff out while he pummeled me. “Last time there wasn’t any sauce.”


“Oh, I’ll give you sauce, all right.”


Once I peaked—and shot all over his chest—it occurred to me that I was the one who should’ve been the delivery boy. Like the tip remark, the lines about the sauce would’ve played better the other way around. Or maybe not…a few more sweaty thrusts left me with gobs of sauce sliding down my taint.


I slowed, reveled in that after-moment, and looked down at Jacob. Even through the blurry haze of the plastic lenses, I would’ve been hard-pressed to imagine he was anybody else, though our lame banter had come easily enough. The agents who did long gigs undercover for the FPMP must’ve had a field day with the BS they dished out. Imagine, not only being able to say whatever you wanted, but to totally reinvent yourself. Someone with enough balls to think he deserved a free meal for simply putting out—I wouldn’t mind being that guy. Not because I necessarily envied him. Just to see what it felt like. 


I bet it would be liberating. In real life, everything you said or did had repercussions that could stretch to infinity. But undercover, the story you spun only lasted the duration of your assignment. Once it did its job, it would collapse like a broken spiderweb and be swept away. 


That afternoon, I’d been given the chance to step into someone else’s shoes, and I’d just thrown the opportunity away. The minute we drove away from the townhouse, I went right back to being my usual awkward self. Kind of a shame I hadn’t really embraced the part. Carl might’ve muttered about it later, but his realtor persona would’ve rolled with the punches. Maybe I could reprise the role at some point, not at work, but at home. I’d bet good money that in the sack, the stay-at-home douchebag indulged in some pretty freaky shit.


While Jacob basked in the warm afterglow—or, more accurately, the gooey load drying in his chest hair—I gave a squelching grind onto his softening dick to see if maybe we’d go again, but no. Recovery time was in order. That was fine, too. We had time. Not just all night, but all the time in the world. 


He reassembled the living room while I showered off. The goo in my hair needed more attention than the goo between my legs. Then again, maybe I was just less accustomed to it. I felt like my old self again when I joined Jacob on the couch for dinner. 


I scoped out the takeout containers. Pad Thai? Yes.


“So,” Jacob ventured. “Exactly how classified was this undercover mission?”


I couldn’t blame him for wondering—if the shoe was on the other foot, I would’ve been plenty curious, myself—but my afternoon had been so ho-hum, I didn’t even have to downplay it for his sake. “Nothing earth-shattering. Laura wanted me to exorcise the property without freaking out the neighborhood. Doubt anything was lingering in the house anyway, other than a bad smell.”


“So you didn’t have to deal with any neighbors?”


“Nope, just a disturbing odor. Kind of a shame F-Pimp spent so much time prettying me up for a two-hour appearance.” 


I could see about a million questions bubbling up, so I checked my phone again for the briefing. The documentation I get from Laura Kim doesn’t self-destruct or anything quite as dramatic as that. But once in a while, documents do disappear from my inbox. I’m sure someone from IT has explained the exact mechanism to me…and I’m sure I tuned them completely out. But for the moment, it was there. I slid the phone over to Jacob. “Go ahead and check it out for yourself.”


He read. I flicked on the TV. We ate. The news was its usual discouraging self—people in Chicago can’t help but shoot at each other, and we only hear about the ones who didn’t miss. But Jacob wasn’t making all the usual grunts of disgust we both typically made over the newscast. His eyes stayed on the phone. Had he ever done any undercover work, himself? Apparently he found it fascinating—I’m not sure if he was cut out for it, though. Not only was it a heck of a lot harder than it looked, but Jacob was just so…well…he was just so Jacob that it was hard to imagine him being anybody else. Even as a delivery boy, he was patently unconvincing. Hot. But unconvincing. As I was considering how he’d look in a clingy pair of bike shorts, he looked up, met my eyes, and said, “You didn’t finish reading this, did you?”


“Guilty as charged.” Big surprise.


“Vic, this wasn’t a one-day job. The salting was just the first phase of a lengthy assignment—now you’ve got surveillance on a psychic neighbor. Once enough time passes for a plausible real estate transaction to have happened, you’ll be expected to move in.”


What?


We stared at each other for a moment. Once the news sunk in, I said, “Well, that’s just great. Did I mention the top floor smells like decomp?”


“And…you’re married.”


“Won’t that be a treat for the lucky lady? Who’s the bride? Is it Veronica? At least she makes good coffee.”


Jacob quelled a smile. “Not quite.”


“Okay, who? Not a telepath, I hope. Santiago doesn’t work in the field, does she? Holy hell, tell me it’s not a telepath.”


“Not a telepath.” He was definitely amused. “An empath.”


My initial thought? Stefan. The townhouse was two blocks off the main drag in Boystown, after all, and Laura somehow managed to recruit him and pair us off in a mockery of what our life might have been, had Camp Hell gone down any differently. But no, of course it wouldn’t be Stefan. The FPMP might not bat an eyelash over my current living arrangement, but I couldn’t imagine they’d marry me off to another guy. 


Or would they?


Jacob might not be empathic, but no doubt he could tell my internal landscape was veering into nightmare territory. He slid over my phone and zoomed in on the name of my future spouse. 


Jack Bly.
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If I had to marry an empath, I suppose I could have done worse than Agent Jack Bly. Not only was he calm and easygoing, he wasn’t bad-looking, and we had a thing or two in common. Unfortunately, I would’ve been a lot more comfortable getting partnered with a woman. Especially one who couldn’t pick up on my emotions.


Then again, the more I thought about it, the more I warmed to the idea. Jack Bly might’ve freaked me out when I first met him, but that was before I realized he was ex-PsyCop John Wembly, the “guy with the hair.” Minus the hair. And the pudge. Plus some cheekbone implants, colored contacts, and a heaping helping of solid muscle. I’d thought Wembly ended up dead in a ditch with his head missing and his fingerprints burned off. It was a huge relief to find out he’d just upgraded his career.


For the next week, the Program trained me intensively for undercover work with classes and readings. So many classes and so many readings, you’d swear I’d be expected to write a term paper on the subject. Jacob devoured the reading and highlighted the pertinent parts for me. I did my best to struggle through. Purportedly, the subject I would be keeping tabs on for my maiden voyage was a harmless old man, but I figured I shouldn’t get lax. If this undercover gig turned regular, someday they might send me into a situation where I found a gun in my face, and nowhere in my skinny jeans to hide a sidearm.


The cover story was this: the two of us were newlyweds, moved in from the suburbs to be closer to Bly’s work. Neither of us had taken the other’s last name, though in typical FPMP fashion, Bly was re-spelled b-l-i-g-h, and Bayne (with a y-n-e) turned into Baine, i-n-e. Bligh worked downtown at the Leo Burnett ad agency, I stayed home and wrote cerebral articles for publications that would bore a bird off its perch if you ever used them for cage-liner. The magicians in the tradecraft department managed to get a few of my pieces on the internet, backdated as if they’d been there for years, just in case any of my new neighbors got curious. His treatises on the societal paradigm shift in regard to discrimination against the gay community were even more tedious than the tradecraft articles that kept putting me to sleep.


Most of our training happened in my office—Carl, Bly and me—with Agent Lipton drilling us on our cover story and our assignment. “Of course, it’s easier when only one person goes in,” Veronica said. “You can make up more of your history on the fly. If you do need to invent a key piece of information, make sure you text it to your partner. And keep it general. You don’t want to go on about your favorite sister-in-law, and then have your spouse claim to be an only child.”


I cut my eyes to Bly, and said, “Only child.”


He nodded. “Same.”


Veronica went on, “Your subject is right next door. He’s failed the mediumship test a number of times—even with our most accurate new assessments. He’s persistent, though.”


The subject in question, Sylvester Hale, was an enigma, to say the least. He was a single gay man in his early eighties who was hell-bent on acing the official Psych Scoring. Failing the test when you actually do have talent wasn’t entirely uncommon, especially for mediums, who were so few and far between. But Psych tests have changed since my time at Camp Hell. And if a high level telepath couldn’t vouch for Hale’s claims of mediumship, yet he insisted on continuing to pour money into more testing, F-Pimp wanted to know why.


Veronica handed me a set of keys. “There’s a locked cabinet in the utility room stocked with exorcism supplies. When you have guests over, discourage them from poking around down there, just in case.”


“We’re supposed to have guests?” I blurted out.


“That’s the part that worries you?” Bly said.


“Well, yeah. I already salted the place. It’s empty.”


Veronica rolled her eyes. “Yes, you’ll have guests. You need to form a relationship with your neighbor. You won’t be very effective just sitting in your house playing Candy Crush, will you? Anyway, we’ve tried to anticipate your needs, but if there’s anything else the Program can provide that would be out-of-character for your cover identity to purchase, let me know, and I’ll send your realtor, Agent Hinds, to do a follow-up with you.”


“For instance,” I said, “because we just noticed the smell of decomp.”


Bly shook his head. “And you’ve gotta keep bringing up the decomp.”


“Like I’ve said,” Veronica assured us, “the area was deep-cleaned yesterday with a special ozone treatment. The decomp odor was taken care of. I’m positive. I gave it the sniff-test myself. No more stink unless something else dies there, ha ha. So, wardrobe’s in place, vehicle’s ready, and the movers just finished up. If there’s anything else, don’t hesitate to call. And one last thing….” She pulled out a plastic baggie and tossed it on the desk. It jingled. “Pick your rings.”


Bly gestured at the bag. “Rookies first.”


I squinted at the bag of wedding bands like it might be full of decomp.


“They’re all the same,” Veronica said. “Plain gold bands draw the least amount of attention—no one will be trying to figure out if there’s any fun history behind the rings and leave you both with conflicting stories. Find your size, and you’re good to go.”


On the outside, I was just making sure the band fit over my knuckle without rattling around too much. On the inside, a whole bunch of stuff was playing out that I had no idea was even there. Maybe the stagers thought the crooked baseball cap was a big disguise, but for something so tiny, the ring definitely carried all the weight.


“Can I tell Agent Marks I’m going now?”


“Block his number, and I’ll let him know that you’ve been deployed. Until this assignment is complete, no contact with anyone from your real life. Got it?”


A sudden case of separation anxiety reared up, leaving me startled, worried, and a little bit heartsick. So I did what I’d trained myself to do ever since I joined the force: put on my blandest cop-face, and with no inflection at all, replied, “Got it.”


“You’ll do fine,” Bly told me, as we headed for the garage. “In undercover work, the biggest thing is to not carry yourself like a cop. You shift in and out of the stance, no problem.”


That was news to me. I had no idea I ever took the stance to begin with. Maybe I wouldn’t be too bad at undercover work after all.


Since Bly was the breadwinner in our family, the stagers had given him a more professional look, all black and gray. Wool slacks, cashmere cardigan, and a slinky, washed-out designer T-shirt with a price tag that would doubtless have me quietly tucking the thing back onto the shelf. Good thing his identity was fancier than mine—he was way too muscular to carry off the jeans that were currently squeezing my nuts.


The garage attendant handed us the keys to a silverish Lexus that had seen a few miles, with a plausible salt crust hazing the paint job. Maybe it got that way by driving around Chicago in the winter. Maybe a group of stagers painstakingly recreated the look. Who’s to say? The rainbow sticker that ran across the interior of the rear window could’ve been new, but since it was stuck to the inside of the vehicle, it didn’t look obvious.


Bly glanced at the key fob. “Who drives?”


“Go for it.”


“Consistency—if I drive now, when we’re together, I’m the driver.”


“I see dead people in the road all night long.”


“Right. You get shotgun.”


We headed up toward Boystown. Bly turned on the radio, futzed around with it for a few seconds, found a classic rock station and said, “Is this okay?” 


I waved a hand. “Whatever.”


“Any patterns we establish, they’re going to be our baseline habits. At least until the assignment is over.”


And how long was that going to be? Already, I was missing the fact that Jacob knew I preferred the murmur of news, or even better, the police band. Not because I could do anything about the various calls that were coming in, but because it was my equivalent of sleeping with one eye open. Plus, radio stations these days never played anything I liked. Or if they did, they called the music of my misspent youth Oldies, which only served to piss me off. We drove a few more blocks in silence, and eventually, Bly said, “It’s good that you can trust me enough to tell me about the nighttime ghosts.”


“The repeaters? You’ve had the ectoplasm splatter on your shoes. It’s not like I’m saying anything you don’t already know.”


“Yeah, still…I lost count of how many times your file contains the word unknown.”


I jerked around so fast my seatbelt snapped taut against my shoulder. “You’ve seen my file?”


“As the lead on the assignment? Sure. I get some basic info.”


I did my best to quell my giddiness over the thought of actually seeing my permanent record—and threw up a protective white balloon to hide whatever wasn’t quellable. “How much ‘info’ are we talking?”


“Like I said, it was all redacted.” 


“A paragraph? A page? A novel?”


Bly drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, and it took him a moment to answer. When he did, I suspected he was speaking as an empath, not an FPMP agent. “Maybe no one’s shooting at us on this gig, but even so, I’m not gonna be the one to train bad habits into you.”


“What bad habits? If the shoe was on the other foot, you’d want to know.” 


“Forget about your past, at least for the time being. Your history is on ice right now. Someday your life might depend on your ability to assume another identity. Devote all your brain power to your cover identity and your mission.”


He wasn’t willing to talk? Fine. 


I’d have plenty of time to wear him down.


We approached our new base of operations and turned down the alley. From the back, the townhouses looked even more cramped and pre-fab than they had from the front. I wasn’t even sure which one was ours. Bly pressed the garage door opener, and one of the stalls lumbered open.


Even though the condos were squashed together tighter than my balls, I had to admit, when we pulled into that garage, it was a hell of a lot more convenient than driving around the neighborhood looking for a spot like we sometimes did at home.


We climbed out and let ourselves inside. There was more furniture in the townhouse, now that the place was “ours.” Equally as unfamiliar as the staging furniture, but bigger. The rooms felt crowded, not just because there were boxes everywhere. “Couldn’t the stagers have handled this?” I complained.


“It’s more realistic if we unpack it ourselves.”


“Fine. Let’s get moving.” I grabbed a box marked Clothes and hauled it up the stairs, and straight into the bedroom where I’d seen the pair of twin beds when I did my walkthrough with Carl. But there were no beds anymore. Just a bunch of exercise equipment. I checked the other second-floor bedroom. It was still an office. Different furniture, but clearly an office.


“Did you need a hand with that box?”


I faced off with Bly in the hallway, and over the boxes we were holding, said, “I figured we’d have a guest room.”


“Neighbors pick up on patterns. Even if you snuck around in the dark, it’s not worth the risk of blowing our cover when someone figures out we’re sleeping in different beds.”


Maybe. But…. “The previous owner died upstairs. We’re supposed to sleep there?”


“It’s clean. You said so yourself.”


I did, didn’t I? But that was before anyone told me I had to live there. I crept upstairs and found the big master bedroom had been upgraded with a fresh redesign. The woodwork was still natural, but now the walls were painted a pale blue, and the carpet felt springy underfoot, even through the soles of my white leather sneakers. Heavy wooden dressers and a single, king-sized bed. I tried not to think too hard about how awkward bedtime was gonna be. It was easy enough for the time being—mainly, I was busy sniffing around for traces of decomp.


Bly set the box he carried in the closet, then planted himself in the center of the room with his hands on his hips, looking very much like a cop. “Should we do another ritual, just to be safe?”


While it wouldn’t really hurt to throw more salt, I suspected the only purpose it would serve would be to put my mind at ease. “There’s no ghost here. There never was.”


“Then why are you bothered by the thought of sleeping here?”


Good question. Probably because, even though I was desensitized to the sight of a dead body, and despite the fact that I knew certain basic mechanics of the afterlife, I still harbored traces of the intrinsic fear of death. Whether it was nature or nurture that put it there, I couldn’t say. But it was probably a good thing I wasn’t cavalier about sleeping in a room where someone had so recently croaked.


“You’re not worried about the fact that someone died here?” I asked him.


“Think about all the people who’ve walked this earth. Chances are, at some point or another, death has touched everything. A fifth level medium tells me there’s no ghost, and that’s what I pay attention to. If you said it’s clean, it’s clean.”


I took a deep breath, searching for a telltale whiff of rot. “Maybe so…but I have enough trouble sleeping as it is. We’re swapping the bedroom with the home gym downstairs.”


“That’ll work.” He keyed in a quick text and sent it. “If anyone asks, make sure you bitch about how much the movers charged us to come back.”


“Who could possibly care?”


He walked to the front window, pulled back the edge of the curtain and motioned me over. Across the street, a figure was silhouetted in their bay window, arms crossed, staring directly at our house. “You’d be surprised how fascinating people find new neighbors.” 


Great.


I took one last look at the big bedroom, tried to imagine myself sleeping there, then headed back down.


It wasn’t long before some “movers” showed up. I didn’t know any of them, but Bly did. He knew lots of people. He was a generalist, which meant the Director could plug him in wherever a high-level empath was needed, from questioning a stubborn source, to calming the nerves of an edgy team, to scoping out an unsuspecting subject. 


I cracked open my wardrobe and, thankfully, found a pair of sweatpants. Once I’d dispensed with the skinny jeans, I set to work hauling boxes. Despite the fact that the burly agents weren’t actually movers, they made quick enough work swapping all the furniture around, and while I might have looked busy hanging up clothes, I wasn’t too occupied to notice how they acted.


If two guys at the Fifth Precinct had gone undercover as a married couple, they’d never hear the end of it. At the FPMP, no one even gave so much as a suggestive eyebrow waggle.


Not bad to be working with grownups for a change. Still, when the stagers left and I was alone with Bly, I felt awkward and lame. And knowing that he damn well knew that was how I felt made it even worse.


It was late by the time the fake but helpful movers left me and my new husband alone with our remaining boxes. “What are we gonna do about dinner?” I said. “Pizza?”


Bly answered with a scoff.


“You just burned a ton of calories moving furniture,” I reasoned. “You seriously can’t have just one pizza?”


“Says the guy who can stop at one pizza.” He beckoned me into the kitchen. I followed. 


The first floor of the townhouse was all open, a living room that flowed into a dining room that flowed into a kitchen. Technically, I suppose the cannery was the same deal, but it felt different in a housey house. Small, and kind of forced.


The kitchen itself seemed promising, though. The appliances were all brand-new, stainless steel, and the stove looked expensive. Jacob would enjoy this kitchen, I thought. And then I felt a stark pang of loneliness.


Bly grabbed a Styrofoam cooler from the fridge and pulled out a couple of shrink-wrapped plastic trays. “Chicken or fish?”


“Fish.” They looked awfully small.


He tossed them into the built-in microwave—which Jacob would’ve also liked—and got them nuking.


While the food warmed, he parked himself at the counter and pulled out his phone. “I’ll send you the briefing on our subject, but the basics are this. Sylvester Hale, 82, next-door neighbor to the south.” The briefing joined all the other unread missives in my FPMP app with a ding of shame. 


“The one who keeps failing the pricy mediumship test?”


“That’s the one. And now he’s making a big stink on social media about it.”


Once I wrapped my head around a guy twice my age on social media, I said, “So does he have a leg to stand on, or is he just fond of his own complaining?”


“You know more than anyone how inconclusive the tests can be—even with the new questionnaire section you and Darla put together. Director Kim figured that between the two of us, we could figure out if there was something the tests all managed to miss.”


“And now we get to live in a house where someone just died. Lucky us.”


The microwave beeped. Bly pulled out the trays and slid one across the table. I went through every drawer, twice, and finally located the silverware in the first place I’d looked. We peeled back the plastic and ate, and were done in five minutes. It tasted good enough—could’ve used more salt—but the portions were awfully skimpy. I could still go for a pizza, but Bly couldn’t afford to put on any weight and start looking like his old self. Since his weight loss program was keeping him alive in more ways than one, I figured I shouldn’t press it.


Bly tossed the trays before I embarrassed myself by licking mine clean. He said, “I’ll be splitting my time between here and HQ—but it fits with our cover story of me being the big shot marketing guy, and it’ll give you plenty of potential one-on-one time with Hale. We’ve got until the end of the month to figure out if his claims hold any water.”


“The end of the month?” I was already feeling claustrophobic.


“Or sooner, if you can swing it. Once we have what we need, you get a ‘job offer’ in California you can’t turn down, and we’re out of here.” 
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 You’d think I would be used to climbing into bed with a big gym rat of a guy every night, and so my new identity would be nowhere near as distressing for me as it was for Bly. But when it came time for lights-out, I found myself unexpectedly bashful.


I attempted some conversation to break the ice. “You got someone waiting for you back at home?”


“Naw. I’m more of a lone wolf.”


“That must suck—being used to sleeping alone, and having to acclimate yourself to this.”


He perched on the edge of the mattress in plaid pajama bottoms and a well-worn T-shirt while he set an alarm on his phone. “Let’s just say I’ve slept in more precarious situations. I did some scary undercover gigs, back when I was a PsyCop. This? Piece of cake.”


Did he have to go and mention cake? I was still hungry from that paltry dinner.


The bed was the same size as the one I shared with Jacob, but it seemed a lot bigger. Probably because Bly wasn’t sprawling all over the mattress and trying to get down my pants. We lay there together in the dark, side by side, staring up at the ceiling. “I have a hard enough time sleeping in my own bed,” I admitted.


“Yeah, I figured.”


“You can tell, just by…I dunno…?”


He folded his hands over his chest and considered his reply. “There are certain types of people in the world. Maybe it’s an oversimplification, but it fits more often than not. Some folks are just content with the way things are. The rest of us think too much. Especially those of us who feel the need to put ourselves at personal risk to try and stop the predators from ravaging the prey.”


“The world isn’t fair,” I said. “I’m not naive enough to think my efforts can balance the scales.”


“No. But you keep trying to nudge it in that direction, anyhow. And if you didn’t, you wouldn’t be able to live with yourself.”


I considered whether or not it disturbed me that Bly had my number. It didn’t, not really. Most likely, I was just inured to the idea of the empaths in my life viewing all my secrets on full display.


I stared at the ceiling some more. No tiles to count here. Just a bland white nothing. I reminded myself that I liked bland white nothings. And I deduced that Bly’s breathing hadn’t yet shifted into anything that sounded like sleep. “So,” I ventured awkwardly. “Narcotics.”


“The fewer specifics you know about my PsyCop years, the better.”


Maybe so. He must’ve still been a threat to someone too big to take down, otherwise he wouldn’t have nixed the pizza. Still, I couldn’t just force myself to forget about the fact that I knew him before, back when he was John Wembly, the cheerful, paunchy PsyCop with the huge mop of hair.


Bly rolled over and put his back to me. “Get some sleep—undercover work takes a lot out of you. Maintaining a new identity can be deceptively taxing.”


I mirrored his pose, which left me back to back with him and staring at a window. 


I wasn’t the only one with a past. Had Bly always been a so-called “lone wolf,” or had John Wembly left a wife or family behind? I usually presume everyone but me has parents, siblings. But high-level Psychs tend to fall into their own category. Most of the ones I knew at Camp Hell who did have families made it seem like their relatives were pretty eager to hand them over.


A bare tree outside cast a shadow across the glass, and I watched it wave in the breeze. Not quite as mind-numbing as counting ceiling tiles, but not bad. Eventually, I felt myself relax. Jacob would be sawing logs by now—deviated septum, he claims—and I wondered if he was currently snoring. Had Bly’s breathing deepened toward sleep? Hard to say. I was starting to slip away myself, and didn’t much care. But as I nodded off, he decided to answer my initial foray at conversation. “Having the whole bed to yourself isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. But I’ve never had a relationship that didn’t go to shit once it got past the honeymoon stage, so I figure I’m better off doing without.”
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A bare tree made fingernail sounds on the window all night, and the mattress didn’t feel like my mattress, but eventually I did drift off. I might have even slept to a reasonable hour, if I didn’t startle myself awake by realizing my foot was touching Bly’s.


I went downstairs to put on a pot of coffee. Did Bly drink coffee? No idea. But he used to be a cop. So, probably. As I dumped a random amount of grounds into the basket, I imagined Jacob not-so-subtly encouraging me to measure it. And then I felt that lonely pang again.


I considered calling him, but I’d been specifically told not to, and I didn’t want to come off as the rank amateur I really was. Undercover agents don’t check in at home. That’s just the nature of the job. And unless I wanted to fabricate a violation and report Bly to Internal Affairs, there was no reason to call Jacob professionally. So, I’d have to content myself with the idea that just a few neighborhoods away, my big lug of a man was sprawled diagonally across our bed, struggling toward wakefulness, or maybe abusing the snooze button.


While the machine coffeed, I parked myself at the kitchen table and told my phone, “Pull up my briefings on my current assignment.” It cheerfully disgorged enough reading material to keep me busy for the rest of the week. I scrolled down to the photos.


Sylvester Hale was a retired professor who was now a fixture in the local gay literary scene. He’d been doing guys since Rock Hudson graced movie screens, and wore his camp like a big chip on his shoulder. In the black-and-white promo shot in his dossier, he wore a natty little suit with a bow tie, and a cape. He gazed at the camera as if he was daring someone to make a remark about it, so he could leave them verbally disemboweled.


I poured myself a coffee and sipped it. Not my usual cup—it felt strange against my mouth. I told myself it was just a cup, and got back to my reading.


There were a few talking points suggested. Frank Lloyd Wright. Really? Progressive politics. As if. Schnauzers…huh. Maybe I could do something with that. How hard would it be to act like I was undecided about getting a dog? Jacob and I had even discussed it once, in passing, when we saw a painfully cute punk rock lesbian couple, half our age, walking a gaggle of mutts in bandannas. Not a real discussion, given that we’re never home. But a wistful sort of “wouldn’t it be nice?”


I was staring at the wall, thinking about the way Jacob’s eyes go soft and moody when he’s feeling sentimental, when a series of stair creaks announced Bly was joining me. He was showered and dressed in his overpriced office casual, with his pale blue contacts in. Funny, how effectively two little discs can shield you from the world.


“The bookstore you’re scoping out today doesn’t open till ten,” he said. “You could’ve slept in.”


Jacob never made silly observations like that anymore. “What can I say? I’m a morning person.”


“The sooner you decide whether or not the old man is a medium, the sooner you’ll be back in your own bed.” He filled a travel mug with coffee and took a sip, winced, and beckoned for me to follow him to the door. “Time to put on a show for the neighbors.”


“Okay,” I said, with no comprehension of what that might entail.


Just inside the door, he paused to key something into his phone, then handed me the coffee and pulled on his winter coat. “I’ll exit the building. You count two seconds, then follow. Call me back and hand me the coffee. Then kiss me goodbye on the stoop.”


Crap. Part of me must have known something of that nature would be expected of me sooner or later, but I must’ve been hoping for later. And what kind of kiss, exactly, were we talking—cheek? Doubtful. Mouth? Probable. But most importantly…tongue, or no tongue?


Before I could overthink it, he simply said, “Go,” turned around, and walked out the door.


One-Mississippi. Two-Mississippi. Go.


As I pulled open our front door and the early morning sun peeking through the buildings beaned me between the eyes, a flash of a childhood memory floated to the surface. They did that once in a while nowadays. It was as if Stefan had dropped a candy bar wrapper into the emptiness where a mysterious hypnotist had cleaned house long ago. Every now and then, an intrepid ant would scout its way toward the bait and present me with a small glimpse of my past. Inconsequential. But somehow comforting.


I had one line: Vitamin A is good for my eyes. I walked onto the stage, looked at the spotlight, and froze. 


You see that once in a while on sitcoms, so I probed for more detail to ensure I hadn’t just usurped a small piece of popular culture as my own past. But, no. The kids on TV are wearing elaborate costumes and playing to big audiences. I’d been paraded out in front of a handful of bored parents with a hand-drawn carrot taped to the front of my T-shirt. And I didn’t do anything melodramatic like cry or wet my pants or make a big scene. The teacher prompted me by saying my line, I repeated it clumsily, and then the banana took the stage and announced its potassium.


Nailed it.


I blinked away the sunspots, strode out onto our salty concrete stoop in my socks, and called out, “Bly!”


Halfway down the walk, he turned around and narrowed his eyes. I held up the travel mug, and he jogged back to the house. As he took the coffee from me, a car alarm went off. Luckily the handoff had already transpired. I was so startled, a fraction of a second sooner and we’d both be wearing it.


“Let me lead,” he muttered, and I gave him a small nod. He reached for me with surprising tenderness, cupped the back of my head, and pulled me in for a kiss. He was just about Jacob’s stature, but he didn’t kiss like Jacob. No tongue. And no goatee. But it was the less obvious details that really stood out. 


Jacob and I did our kissing in private. Not because we were embarrassed, and not because we thought we were doing anything subversive. But with our jobs being what they were, and with him still getting recognized now and then from his various appearances on the news, it just felt prudent to keep our private life private. And even if we were out among friends—which we did so little, I could probably count the times on one hand—public displays of affection felt so unfamiliar, we didn’t normally indulge in anything more than a glancing kiss.


Bly held himself differently than Jacob did. When Jacob pulled me close, it was as if we tried to fit together with our whole bodies. With Bly, his posture felt stiff, and the only points of contact were from the shoulders up. Even with a cup of coffee between us, Jacob would’ve managed to mash together a lot more than just our faces.


And finally, Bly smelled different. Not superficially, like aftershave or hair product (he didn’t use either one) but something much deeper than that. Maybe it’s body chemistry, maybe it’s diet, or maybe it’s pheromones. The guy whose lips were working mine didn’t smell anything like my man.


I guess that was a good thing.


Bly ended the kiss, then pulled me even closer and put his mouth to my ear. If someone saw us—and given the car alarm still blaring away in the background, at least a few of the neighbors were looking out the window by now—they’d think he was whispering a sweet nothing in my ear. But what he said was, “Think up the backstory on why you call me by my last name, and text it to me.”


Holy hell. I nodded.


He slid me out to arm’s length, gave my cheek a fond caress, and in all seriousness, said, “Bye, hon. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”


Shit…the guys back at the Fifth would have a freakin’ field day with that. Hell, even Jacob would snigger.


As Bly made his way to the silver Lexus with the rainbow sticker, I wondered vaguely when he’d moved it to the street. Probably while the crew was switching our bedrooms around. I marveled at the foresight. And then I wondered how I ever could’ve thought I was skilled at lying, when I was such a rank amateur, it wasn’t even funny.


He drove away, and the car alarm conveniently died—an alarm that was likely not even connected to an actual car, but a small setup the FPMP hid in an electrical panel on a telephone pole. Across the street, curtains moved. I realized my socks were starting to stick to the frozen concrete and my feet were throbbing with cold, and retreated to the safety of the unfamiliar house.


It took me three more cups of coffee, but eventually I thought up a story about being bullied by a kid at school named Jack. I thought it was pretty creative, since I was never actually bullied until I checked into Camp Hell. After fourth grade, I was a year older than my classmates, and from sixth grade on, it was two. So if anyone was looking to pick a fight, they’d go find a less daunting target.


I scowled open my phone and said, “Tell Bly that ever since Jack Wang dunked my head in the toilet on a field trip to the Museum of Science and Industry, I’ve had an aversion to the name.” The text whooshed away. He replied a few seconds later with a thumbs-up. 


One fire doused. A dozen more smoldering somewhere under the floorboards just waiting to singe my credibility.


I stared at the emoji for a few seconds, then swiped over to my contact list. Jacob and I weren’t in the habit of saying anything on our phones we’d need to deny in court, but day-to-day details were fair game. I unblocked his number, tapped his name and found the last thing he’d sent me. 


I’ve got it.


That was his reply to Want me to pick up dinner?


Mundane message. Totally utilitarian. But somehow, the words I’ve got it were so very Jacob, they left me feeling all sappy. My thumb itched to tap out some kind of message to him, even as little as a stupid emoji. Something to let him know I was thinking of him. That I still existed.


It wasn’t as if we’d never spent the night apart before. He’d taken a couple of trips to handle family business in Wisconsin while I was too embroiled in a murder investigation to leave. We were still in the same city, I reminded myself. In fact, I could hop in a cab and accost him on his way to the office, if I had a mind to. The I’ve got it was three days old—we didn’t really text each other as much as normal couples did. Mainly utilitarian things. It shouldn’t be any big adjustment to be prohibited from contacting him.


All of that might be true, but none of it mattered. 


When I re-blocked his number, it felt like I was blocking out the only good thing in my life.
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Having a completely different house was difficult enough. Add a completely different morning routine to that, and it was probably for the best that I woke up way too early. I dumped the used coffee grounds down the garbage disposal, then went upstairs to attempt to emulate the hair regimen the FPMP stylist had shown me.


The movers hadn’t switched our bathrooms around, just the bedrooms, so I headed up to the big, cushy third-floor en suite. The cannery might be big, but its bathrooms were afterthoughts decorated in weird eighties pastel colors, and the one by our bedroom was just a toilet and sink. This bathroom had not only a shower, but a bathtub too—a tub with Jacuzzi jets, no less. It was easily big enough to fit both Jacob and me. But I wasn’t going to be thinking about that. I turned my attention to my hair.


The long stubble on my face was getting soft, and I didn’t much mind it, other than the weird flecks of red and gray lurking among the black. I smoothed on some moisturizer to quell the itchiness, then moved on to the rest of the bottles and jars. The stylists had set me up with a ridiculous amount of stuff; a lot went into making my hair look like I hadn’t washed it in a week. I worked through the pomades and texturizers, layering them like I’d been taught. Sticky, but at least they smelled good. They’d leave me with some serious hat head later. I supposed that was the point, making me look less like an ex-PsyCop and more like a stay-at-home douchebag.


The pomade was kind of citrusy and the texturizer was scented with coconut. Together, they smelled like pie. Key lime pie with toasted coconut baked onto the meringue. 


If I wanted pie, I’d have to get it while Bly wasn’t around—but since I was flying solo for part of the day, that wouldn’t be a problem. I was always hearing about bookstores selling everything but books. Maybe the one I was assigned to sold dessert. I grabbed a pair of ridiculous jeans from the master closet and started hashing out my game plan to score some pie. I was sniffing my fingers wistfully, walking past the weight bench, when it hit me: decomp.


The thought of eating was suddenly a whole lot less appealing.


What if I’d missed something, back when Carl and I salted the place? Ghosts are weird. Some are as persistent as a coffee stain, while others only show up on their own mysterious timetables. I’d never smelled a spirit before—and supposedly my brain was highly visual—but I wouldn’t exactly rule out the possibility of a stinky ghost, either. Especially a sad old lady who was upset it took someone nearly a month to wonder why they hadn’t heard from her.


I planted my feet, took a few cautious breaths, closed my eyes, and visualized a blob of white light, up there somewhere in the sky. I teased out a filament of power, the tiniest thread, and coaxed it down. When it pulled in through my crown chakra, I felt the me that I was…expand. Or grow heavy. Or maybe solidify.


Hard to put into words. But I did feel something.


I focused hard, really took my time, and filled up on the white light until I started worrying too much about what I might see when I finally opened my eyes.


Nothing.


I did a circuit of the top floor just to be sure, then checked the rest of the house too, even the utility room and the empty garage. All clear—no one home but us douchebags. And even more frustrating, once I circled back upstairs, that elusive whiff of decomp was gone.


By the time I crammed myself into the skinny jeans, the used bookstore was open, and I was eager to get out of the house where someone had recently died.


Generally, I’m not much of a shopper. Shopping creates clutter, and clutter makes me anxious. But having access to the stores in Boystown without playing the “where can we park” game wasn’t exactly a burden. 


The stores were patchy, some new and upscale, some old and weird. The used bookstore fell into the second category. While the consignment store next to it had a window display that Macy’s would envy, Twice Told Tales had stacks of disintegrating books in the window, and green shag carpeting older than me. It smelled, too—not like decomp, but mothballs, crumbling paper, and a very complex dust.


Needless to say, there was no pie.


As I stood inside the door, blinking, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the dimness and the clutter, a bald, bearded, middle-aged white guy behind the counter said, “No bags allowed.”


I blinked a few more times and said, “I’m not carrying a bag.”


He glared at me as if that detail was inconsequential. “Just letting you know the store policy. No bags.”


Since I was now a stay-at-home douchebag, I allowed myself to indulge in a public eye-roll. It felt pretty good. Maybe undercover work wasn’t as bad as I thought. At least not while I was alone, without attempting any sort of meaningful conversation.


The wooden shelving stretched floor to ceiling, and even I couldn’t reach the top shelf, but there was a rolling ladder available for souls more intrepid than me. I wandered through the shop, watching, listening, shoring up my defenses in case any deceased prior owners of the merchandise were inordinately attached to their books. But no. The place was dusty and cramped and overfull…but it was clean—no ghosts. 


Unfortunately, Hale wasn’t there, either.


Hopefully, it wasn’t uncommon to browse a bookstore for a really extended period of time. Because as I wandered up and down the aisles, a few more customers came in, but none of them were Hale. Eventually, I found myself in the paperback section, where a few of the authors on the spines looked familiar. Jacob tends to have one or two books going at all times. I’m not sure how much of the plot he actually remembers—they’re all the same, essentially—but every now and then he’d slog his way through to the end, and then a slight variation on the theme would appear on the nightstand. I was shopping for him, I realized. Which was ridiculous. Not only was I fake-married to Bly now, but I had no idea which ones Jacob had already read.


I was considering one with a dramatic haunted-looking house on the cover anyway when a new customer arrived. I might have spaced out on their arrival, which would suck, since the whole reason I was there was to stake out the customers. But the bald guy at the counter helpfully made sure I couldn’t miss it. “Ma’am? Ma’am! No bags allowed. Hello, yes, I’m talking to you. No bags.”


“This is my purse,” a woman replied, mildly baffled.


“Purse, satchel, tote, backpack, valise…guess what they all have in common? That’s right, they’re bags. And they’re not allowed in the stacks.”


I rounded the endcap. The recipient of the verbal tirade was a Caucasian woman around my age, with an expensive-looking down jacket, tall boots, and big woolly mittens. Her bag looked just as pricy as the rest of her outfit. She’d spent at least as much time on her hair that morning as I had. In fact, everything about her screamed money. And she was fit in the way that suggested she probably spent a good portion of that money on a personal trainer.


My initial impulse was to march up to the counter and tell the guy to relax. She obviously didn’t need to shoplift a fifty-cent paperback. But then I realized the impulse to put a complete stranger in his place just because he was annoying was not actually a part of my personality I’d been born with. It was something I’d picked up as a patrol officer, back when I first got out of the Police Academy. And also, I was currently standing as if I was wearing a baton and a bulletproof vest. I lost the aggressive stance and let my shoulders slump.


“What’s the deal?” I said—because the guy had rubbed me so wrong, I couldn’t just let it slide. “You got some kind of vendetta against bags?”


“Statistics show that one in every ten people is a shoplifter.” Oh, how I loved statistics. Especially ones that contained ratios. “I refuse to let thieves run my store into the ground.”


I glanced pointedly at the wealthy woman, then back at the clerk.


“Store policy applies to everyone,” he said. “If you don’t like it, feel free to take your business elsewhere.”


The woman ignored him and turned to me. “Didn’t you just buy the townhouse around the corner from here?”


“I…did.”


“Then we’re neighbors! I live right across the street from you.” Apparently Bly wasn’t kidding about people’s new-neighbor curiosity. She thrust her big mitten toward me. “Terri-Anne Chazen.”


“Victor Baine. That’s spelled with an i. My last name, I mean. Obviously, there’s an i in Victor, too.” I pumped the mitten up and down and wondered if I could possibly sound any weirder.


“Are you busy?” she asked brightly. “I’d love to treat you to a coffee and welcome you to the neighborhood.”


I was about to try and make “Sorry, no, I’m busy pretending to stare at used paperbacks” sound like a plausible refusal, when I glimpsed a hunched figure with a walking stick ducking into a cafe across the street—and he was wearing a cape. Well, more like an overcoat with a cape thing around the shoulders, but still…definitely my guy. “Sure. I could use a coffee right about now.” Plus, I was eager enough to leave the dusty, musty bookstore with its paranoid proprietor behind. 


The boutiquey coffee house across the way called See You Latte looked warm and cheerful in the February gloom. A little cute for my liking, but brightly-lit and inviting. No one yelled at us to leave our bags at the counter, either. Plus, there was pie. Not key lime with toasted coconut on top, but a piece of coconut cream paired with a piece of lemon meringue would be close enough.


My target was engrossed in conversation with another old man in the corner, so I grabbed a table where I could keep an eye on the door in case he tried to get away. Terri-Anne ordered a fruit cup and a skinny latte, and did her best not to drool on my pie. She gestured toward my wedding band as I alternated bites of each. “So—you’re married.”


I parroted back the cover story the tradecraft folks had drilled into my head. “Jack and I tied the knot when the state changed its stance on the domestic partnership B.S. and acknowledged a marriage was a marriage.” I noted that she’d been hiding a massive rock under her mitten, stacked over an equally showy wedding band. “You?”


“It’ll be fifteen years in March. And our daughter Madison is starting high school next year.”


There was an awkward pause in which I realized I was expected to say, It couldn’t possibly have been that long—you must have been a child bride. But before I could dredge up the expected compliment, someone else strolled over, walking stick thumping, and joined the conversation.


“Terri-Anne,” he said coolly.


“Sylvester.” Her tone was commendably neutral, but I didn’t need to be a talented empath to pick up the animosity seething between them.


He turned to me. “And you are?”


“Victor.” Don’t spell your last name. “I work from home.”


Smooth. Real smooth.


“Delighted.” He offered me a wrinkled hand with the aplomb of a prince. We shook. I hoped I wasn’t shaking hands like a cop.


I asked, “You live nearby?”


“Indeed. Right on the other side of your south wall.” His eyes twinkled as if he hoped the sound of Bly and me banging would give him a few jollies through the plasterboard. I figured I should try to ease him into a familiarity with the two of us by inviting him to do something normal. In other words, something I never did in real life.


“We should have dinner,” I said. Yep. Sounded normal. “Sometime soon. My husband would love to meet you.”


Terri-Anne piped in. “What a great idea! My husband would love to meet you and Jack, too!”


“Oh, right. I meant, uh…we’d have to do that separately. Our table only has so many seats.”


She said, “I wouldn’t dream of letting you host a meal so soon after you’ve moved. I’m sure everything’s still in chaos. We’ll have it at my place.”


“I really couldn’t trouble you,” I backpedaled.


“It’s no bother. I love to cook. And I love any excuse to put the leaf in the dining room table.”


“It’s just that…Jack…is a really picky eater.”


“I have a recipe for Instant Pot chicken that everyone always raves about.”


It was obvious that any excuse I came up with would only make Terri-Anne ramp up her game. Plus, more hemming and hawing from me would only make me look suspicious. I was pretty sure I could question Hale, even in a room full of people. In fact, maybe they’d even provide some camouflage.


“Okay, great. Chicken it is.” I turned to Hale. “Would seven o’clock work for you?”


“I, sadly, shall not be joining you tonight.” After all that? Damn it. He buttoned up his caped coat and headed toward the door. His parting shot was, “Never fear, Victor. Undoubtedly, we’ll run into each other soon enough. We live but a mere hand’s breadth apart.”
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Bly didn’t seem disappointed that I’d managed to let Hale slip through my fingers. “Surveillance requires a huge amount of patience,” he told me. “I can’t even count how many long nights I sat in a car, staring at a known crackhouse and scarfing down donuts, then ended up with nothing to show for it. You made contact the first day. That’s a big step.”


He pulled off his shirt and I immediately averted my eyes. Probably because I was perched on the edge of our bed with my jeans undone…only because I could barely breathe in them. But between our various states of undress and the fact that I was in bed—and the thought of Sylvester getting off on the notion of us together—how could I possibly not feel pervy?


Bly turned to the closet. He had it all to himself since I hadn’t bothered relocating my stuff from the third floor. As he rifled through the clothes, he said, “Kinda thought this setup would be easier with an agent who was actually gay. Just goes to show how easy it is to judge a situation all wrong, even for an empath.” He pulled on a snug, long-sleeved knit top that made him look particularly chesty. “Listen. I get that the situation is weird. But don’t worry about it. I know when someone wants to jump my bones, and I also know that isn’t what’s going on here. So, you and me, we’re cool. Okay?”


Somewhat. Although the thought that he could read me like a second-hand book brought its own special awkwardness to the mix.


“And don’t forget your wedding band. Our personas fought hard for the right to get married, remember?”


Crap. I had to visit every sink in the house before I found my plain gold ring perched next to the soap. At least locating a suitable hostess gift was a lot easier. Unlike most newly-moved couples, we had a detailed inventory of what we actually owned and which numbered box it could be found in. Once Bly pinpointed a bottle of wine in our kitchen stash, we headed across the street with it like a pair of convincing neighborly married gays.


Terri-Anne lived in a big house on a wide lot. I hadn’t realized how claustrophobic the townhouse felt until I got out of it…or maybe I’d just figured it was the jeans. We rang the doorbell and plastered on a couple of smiles, and she greeted us at the door. I did my best not to flinch at the small touches Bly landed on me. Small of the back, going through the door. Shoulder, as he thanked her for the invitation. Squeeze of the hand when he took my coat and handed it to the hostess.


“This is my husband Brian,” she said, and a stoic, middle-aged white guy pried himself off a recliner and came over to greet us. “And that’s our daughter, Madison.” The gawky tweenish girl gave us a distracted hand-wave from the couch. She was busy doing something crafty on a TV tray with her eyes glued to the set, where an episode of Clairvoyage showed yet another hull breech. You’d swear the ship was made of chewing gum wrappers and spit, the way it’s always falling apart.


“Pleased to meet you. Jack Bligh. And you’ve met Vic, my husband.” Madison’s eyes lit on us as if being gay made us suddenly more interesting, but when she caught me noticing, she got back to her crafting in the casually disdainful way of youth. The wine was passed along. Handshakes all around. “Thanks so much for having us over—we’re still unpacking. You’d be amazed how appealing a home-cooked meal can be when you haven’t had one in a while.”


Now, that was the understatement of the century.


Terri-Anne gave us a brief tour of the downstairs. Hard to say what her decorating style was. Almost minimal, but with weird touches of basketry and distressed antiques? That probably had a name, but I couldn’t begin to guess what it might be. Clean enough, I supposed. And not haunted.


Terri-Anne encouraged us all to sit, but when her husband ventured, “So…what do you do?” I had a carrot-in-the-headlights moment, and opted to follow her into the kitchen while Bly floated our cover story. 


She seemed surprised, and even a little flustered. “Oh, you don’t have to help. I’ve got this.”


“It’s no problem. You shouldn’t have to carry this all out yourself—whoa. Is that dessert?” A fruity-looking deconstructed pastry was cooling on the counter, looking like something from a magazine. The golden brown crust sparkled with coarse sugar.


“Just a quick galette I threw together. The peaches were frozen,” she explained, as if that would deter me from being impressed.


Maybe dinner wouldn’t be so bad after all.


Eating, it turned out, was a great excuse to not say anything. Dinner was stunningly good—better, even, than Jacob’s cooking, probably because although Terri-Anne ate very small portions herself, she wasn’t afraid of cream or butter. Every time she or Brian probed for information, I could shove a forkful of chicken into my mouth and let Bly do the talking. He tried to edge the conversation toward something we could actually use. “What can you tell us about the neighborhood?”


Brian said, “You two should know better than us.” 


Homophobe? Then why the heck was he living in Boystown? Plus, I thought everyone liked gay neighbors, since we always sent the property values skyrocketing. Terri-Anne shot him a venomous look. Madison rolled her eyes dramatically. “Actually, we’re from Skokie,” I said blandly, to spare the two women their mortification.


Stilted conversation resumed. Bly avoided a few calories by saying he was allergic to peaches, which got Terri-Anne all aflutter about food allergies, and Madison excused herself the moment she finished wolfing down her dessert. There was a brief, semi-friendly argument about who would help clear the table—Bly insisted—and while Brian went off in search of a corkscrew, I wandered into the TV room and perched on the couch beside the kid.


Several rolls of duct tape in various colors were piled on the TV tray, not just silver, but red and pink, too. Madison unrolled a strip of red with a plastic shriek, then measured it against a mark on the tray and cut off a neat length.


“What’re you making?” I asked.


“Valentines.”


Another memory crumb: a boxful of cheap pre-printed cards, enough for every other kid in the class, and me scrambling to find the least romantic ones to give the other boys, so as to make sure my secret stayed secret. And the girls too, for that matter, so I didn’t inadvertently lead anybody on. Because even at that age, I’d feel funny pretending to be in a relationship with someone I wasn’t really into.


I watched Madison fold tape for several moments, and when she decided I might have actual interest in what she was doing, she held up the project for my inspection. “It’s not just a heart—it’s a wallet. See?” She pinched the plasticky heart together and a gap opened in the center.


She handed it to me, and I pulsed it open and shut a few times. “Why doesn’t it stick to itself?”


“Because of the way it’s layered, sticky sides together. Here, I’ll show you.”


With Madison’s close instruction, I chose my tape, cut it to length, and began sticking it together. In a way, it was like cooking with Jacob. The long view was lost on me, but dole it out a step at a time, and I wasn’t half bad. As I was trying to make a decent corner point, she said, “My dad’s not really prejudiced. He just says dumb things. Like, all the time.”


I shrugged. “It’s fine.”


“I have a friend who’s trans. Or maybe ace. They haven’t picked out a pronoun yet.”


“Good for…them.”


She took the lopsided heart from me, corrected a sloppy fold, and handed it back. I was spinning out a fantasy where I could do a little switcheroo to keep Madison in the family and leave Clayton behind, when, apropos of nothing, she said, “You know you live in a murder house. Right?”


I dropped my duct tape heart. It adhered to the knee of my skinny jeans. I peeled it off and stuck down a corner that didn’t want to stick down. “I know the owner died there. That doesn’t make it a murder house.”


“The cops don’t know it was a murder. But it totally was.”


“ME’s report stated natural causes.”


She snorted. “Okay, Mister CSI…go ahead and think that, if it makes you feel better. But Dad says Mr. Hale would’ve done anything to get her out of there and make sure that townhouse stayed empty. He said no one would ever buy it because it’s cheap and flimsy and the walls are paper thin. And something about the housing bubble.”


Did I need to admit I didn’t actually understand the housing bubble? “The woman who…lived…in our house. Did you know her well?”


“Totally. Amelia was pretty cool. She was an animal trainer.”


I did my best to pretend I hadn’t read her dossier. “Like…teaching dogs to fetch?”


“Like training exotic animals for TV shows and movies.”


“Huh.”


“I’ll show you something awesome she gave me.” Madison led me upstairs to her room, which was all done up in shades of purple, with fairy lights and white shag carpeting. A tall multilevel cage stood beside her desk, a colorful plastic tank with clear tubes snaking all around like a giant amusement park ride.


Madison opened a hatch and made a clucking sound, and a rodent scampered out to greet her. 


“Is that a—?”


“Shh!” The critter scampered up her arm and across her shoulders, then dove under her hair. It wrapped around the back of her neck until its face poked out the opposite side. Its whiskers twitched. “They’re Moroccan hamsters.” She winked. It was exaggerated—and painfully cute. “Got it?”


“O…kay.”


“This one’s Tuna.” Another, slightly paler so-called hamster appeared at the hatch, and darted up Madison’s outstretched arm, just like the first one. “And this is Peanut Butter.”


“Because…it likes Peanut Butter?”


“He,” she corrected me dramatically. “And, no. Peanuts aren’t good for…Moroccan hamsters.”


Or, apparently, rats either.


She held out her arm toward me, and Peanut Butter clambered onto her forearm for my inspection. “See his coat? Breeders call the color fawn. But it’s the same exact color as fancy whipped peanut butter.”


I glanced at the second “hamster” watching me from beneath Madison’s hair. “And the other one?”


“He’s pretty much obsessed with tuna.” She shook a couple of kibbles out of a treat box and tucked one into her hair. Crunching ensued. “Tuna’s shy, but Peanut Butter is pretty sassy. Wanna give him a treat?”


When in Rome. “Okay.”


Madison dropped a kibble into my outstretched palm and I handed it to the rat. He reached out with tiny little people-hands—minus the thumbs—and took it delicately from my grasp. Madison made a bridge with her arm to the hatch, and he stuck the treat in his mouth and scampered back in to hunker down and eat it inside his plastic fort.


Cute…in a ratty kind of way. But I couldn’t imagine either one of her parents was too keen on having them in their home. “Why did Amelia give them to you?”


“She trained them,” Madison said. “And she bred them, too, but only when her colony was getting thin.”


“How many’d be in this colony?”


Madison shrugged. “It depended on which movies she was working on, plus she lost a lot to a bad respiratory infection one year.” She coaxed Tuna out onto her shoulder. “Most breeders go for things like coat color, markings, eye color. But Amelia only bred her smartest ones. Then she kept the females and gave away the males, but only to people who’d keep them as pets.”


I supposed it was a logical way of keeping them from breeding you out of house and home. “What happened to the colony after she died?”


“Mom told me the Humane Society rescued them.”


I sensed she didn’t really buy it. “But?”


“I heard Dad say Mr. Hale just called an exterminator.” She disentangled Tuna from her hair, kissed him on the top of the head, and put him back in his plastic house. He sat on his hind legs and attempted to scrub off the kiss.


We headed back to the living room, where her father shoved a glass of wine into my hand and said, “Not good enough for a long playoff run, but not bad enough to get a top-three draft pick.”


I wasn’t even sure which flavor of sportball he was trying to get me to talk about, so I gave a vague nod and grunt.


My fake husband and I stayed for a single glass of wine that neither of us wanted to drink, but couldn’t manage to turn the conversation back to Sylvester Hale. Before I needed to figure out how to refuse a second glass, Bly said something plausible about needing to get to work early and extricated us from the visit. What a relief. I was eager to get back to the murder house and unbutton my pants.


When the door shut behind us, he said, “God, that was brutal.”


“Really? You seemed like you were handling it just fine. Was there something going on under the surface that I totally missed? It wouldn’t be the first time.”


“Not the conversation. The food.” Bly flung his coat toward the hall tree and kicked off his shoes. “I gotta go get rid of this.”


He went upstairs, and a minute later, the sound of retching ensued. 


Madison was right. The walls really were paper thin.
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“Purging sucks,” Bly told me, “but given my situation, it’s unavoidable. There’s only so many allergies I can claim to have before people start getting suspicious.”


“Couldn’t you just do a few more minutes on the treadmill?”


“There’s not enough hours in the day to work off the calories in that meal. And don’t get me started on the dessert.” He sipped a glass of seltzer, then ran a hand over his stubbly head, and sighed bitterly. “Damn, that pie smelled like heaven.”


“I’ve had better,” I lied.


A real couple would be winding down for the night. The two of us were nothing like a real couple. I debriefed Bly on what the kid had told me and he typed up a lengthy report, and it was well past midnight before the two of us finally turned in.


My food coma quickly turned to actual sleep, and I was dead to the world when something woke me.


“No!”


I woke with a lurch, scrambling for my sidearm, which wasn’t there. And then I realized it wasn’t my nightstand. And the thrashing guy in my bed wasn’t Jacob.


Bly was sitting up straight, and he’d kicked off all the covers, backing himself against the headboard. He looked spooked, but just for a moment, then he slumped and said, “Aw, sonofa….”


In my panic, I’d sucked down a bunch of white light and thrown a protective bubble around us. But even in my fear-induced state of hyperawareness, I didn’t see anything around us that hadn’t been put there by fake movers.


“That hasn’t happened in ages,” he muttered. “Sorry.” He scooped up the blankets off the floor and shook them out over the bed, then climbed back in and rolled to face the wall.


I lay there in the dark for a long time, wide-eyed, waiting for my heart to stop pounding. While I wasn’t sure exactly what to say, it didn’t seem like I could get away with pretending nothing had happened. Especially when Bly could feel exactly how hard my anxiety wheels were turning. “What the hell was that?”


“Don’t worry about it.”


“Has saying that ever helped?”


“Not really.” He sighed and rolled onto his back. “Sometimes crazy dreams jerk me out of sleep. Started happening back when I was on the force. But like I said, it’s been a while. Strange bed, strange routine, plus I hardly ever drink anymore. Guess I should’ve dumped my wine when Terri-Anne wasn’t looking.”


Maybe. Or maybe it didn’t do an empath any good to bed down with a bundle of anxiety like me. “D’you want to talk about it?”


“No need. It’s just some neurons misfiring. Nothing more significant than that.”


Sure. And I was in the market for some tighter jeans. 


I’d worked homicide for years, and I’d seen plenty of shit I’d never unsee, but once I put away a perp, I didn’t worry about them coming back to find me. (And given how many of my collars eventually walked, maybe I should have.)


Narcotics was different. Murders were usually self-contained incidents, but being a narc involved not only murders, but territories and gangs—and, of course, the drugs. Maybe you could put away a kingpin. But could you be sure you’ve cleaned up every last one of his soldiers?


No wonder Bly was so keen to ditch his past. But if he didn’t want to talk about it, I couldn’t force him.


When he suggested a white noise app to help us sleep, I figured, why not? He mounted his phone on the alarm clock and pulled up some static. It was annoying, at least at first, but it was enough like the channels between the stations on my old TV to eventually knock me out.


The rest of the night played out pretty much like you’d expect. Nobody was jerking out of a sound sleep. And thankfully, nobody was touching me, either. I still woke up at an ungodly hour, and I still imbibed way too much coffee for any human being by the time Bly came downstairs.


“They need me at headquarters,” he said, “but you can make some real headway on our case while I’m gone. Since you met Hale yesterday, you have an in to go knock on his door.”


“What would I say?”


“Ask for coffee filters, say you don’t know where I packed them. That sounds normal.”


I supposed it would beat lurking around the dusty used bookstore and hoping to randomly cross paths. Especially when I might be forced to chat about the books, of which I had no opinion whatsoever beyond whether or not I liked the cover.


While the coffee filter idea wasn’t a bad one, making friends was not exactly my forte. The more I thought about going over and trying to engage Hale in conversation, the more I second-guessed myself. I headed up to the massive third floor en suite for a fancy shower and a thorough toothbrushing, in hopes that he wouldn’t smell the telltale coffee on my breath. And as I scrubbed yesterday’s goop out of my hair, I imagined all the various ways he could probably trip me up if he actually read any of my “articles.” I didn’t know any more than the gist of them since I hadn’t managed to read any, myself. They were so tedious, I’d only managed to skim.


I toweled off and replaced the goop, then pulled on some briefs and went to paw through the closet for yet another pair of skinny jeans. There were at least ten pair hanging there, each one more constricting than the last. I grabbed whatever was closest, shut the door, and began working the tight pants up my legs. I was thigh high when it hit me—a whiff of decomp.


My blood ran cold, and I wondered if maybe Bly’s nightmare had less to do with my proximity and more with something else’s. White light. I filled myself full, but it hardly seemed like enough. I’ve heard people say their eyes are bigger than their stomach. Me, I just knew there was a whole banquet of light out there for the taking, and my capacity was slimmer than the jeans crushing my balls.


Still, I did my best—yanked up my pants, pulled down the light and gave the big bedroom a thorough scrutiny. No ghost. And when I sniffed around for the decomp, I couldn’t find it. Just the smell of coconut and citrus.


If Laura Kim knew I suspected spirit activity at this point in the game, she would move heaven and earth to help me clean the place out. I wasn’t willing to take one of those nasty experimental psyactives if nobody I knew was in imminent danger, though. The risk of ending up like Movie Mike—stroking out from the drugs—was all too real. And I didn’t want to call any attention to the GhosTV in my basement. Not with FPMP National sniffing around, and not over a vague smell that might have a more mundane explanation. I could team up with Darla, but she and her husband were currently vacationing in Prague—she occasionally texted me photos of weird spots where she heard ghostly, foreign-language banter—and I didn’t want to risk her getting called back over something I should be able to handle myself. It was just a matter of figuring out how.


Maybe I could kill two birds with one stone. Figure out if Sylvester Hale was really a medium…and see if he seemed capable of murdering his next door neighbor, too. I bundled up in my obnoxious red parka, put on my dumb baseball cap, tilted it just so, and headed outside.


“Vic?”


…only to be spotted by Terri-Anne before I was halfway down the walk. Damn winter. If it weren’t for the snowbanks, I would’ve just walked across the lawn and been at Hale’s door already. She dropped the bag of birdseed she was holding and started toward me with such purpose, there was no way I could possibly dodge her.


“Hey!” she said brightly. “Thanks for coming by last night. It was so great getting to chat with you and your husband.”


Who? Oh, right. “Same here.”


“Really? I was worried some of Brian’s remarks might be…well, you know how it is. White male privilege.”


A guy who wrote insufferable articles on gender and politics would have a field day with that. But all I managed to say was, “It’s fine. Look, I was just gonna see if Hale had any coffee filters—”


“You need a caffeine fix? I just put on a fresh pot!”


Ugh, why had I felt compelled to tell her that? Before I could think of any good excuse to opt out of the invitation, she’d looped her arm through mine and started hauling me across the street.


First thing I noticed when we walked through the door was that her house smelled good—really good. She hadn’t been pulling my leg about the coffee. It smelled amazing. Once we got coats and snowy shoes situated, Terri-Anne led me to the kitchen. “Have you had breakfast?” My face must’ve conveyed that I was looking to linger the shortest possible amount of time, because she added, “There’s some galette left over from last night.”


“I could eat,” I said noncommittally, when what I really wanted to do was take all the pie and cram it in my mouth.


She flitted through the kitchen like it was her domain, knowing where everything was and exactly what it did. As she set me up with a drool-worthy hunk of pie and a giant mug of coffee, she said, “It’s nice to get to talk to you alone, too. Don’t get me wrong. Your husband seems like a really great guy. But he talks a lot, you know? And you hardly squeeze in two words around him.”


“It’s better that way,” I said. She looked at me funny, which I took to mean that I was not really passing for an actual person. “Bly’s the one with the gift of gab. Uh, that’s what I call Jack. Me, I’m more of a…writing person.” Talk about a bald-faced lie, but apparently she bought it. 


“I really shouldn’t pry.”


Probably not, I wanted to say. But that would’ve been the real me talking. Stay-at-home douchebag was the type of guy who wrote articles, which meant he was delusional enough to think the world actually gave two damns about his opinions. “You reach a bigger market when you write,” I said. “What difference does it really make what one person thinks? I speak to the global audience.”


Terri-Anne frowned and stirred her coffee, and I was pretty sure I shouldn’t have thrown together a bunch of phraseology I didn’t quite grasp. Then she said, “But, what your spouse thinks…that matters. Doesn’t it?”


The last thing I needed was to make up a bunch of bullshit about my “marriage.” I stood the risk of forgetting something important by the time I’d get a chance to text the cover story to Bly. So I did what any good friend would do, and turned the microscope back on her. “Is this something to do with Brian?”


That simple question opened up a whole can of worms. Terri-Anne launched into a lengthy analysis about how much Brian talked about sports versus how much airtime he gave their relationship. I listened, sort of. But I was still pondering the question I’d just dodged: whether what your spouse thinks matters.


Not only did it matter what Jacob thought, but he was the only person in my life I’d bother running something past before I pulled the trigger. I wasn’t used to giving anyone else a say. Was it some kind of boomerang effect—a reaction to having my personal liberties restricted at the age where most guys were busy puking at keggers? Or had I evolved into as much of a “lone wolf” as Bly claimed to be, having lived by myself since I clawed my way out of Camp Hell?


Not that Jacob reciprocated. His personal style was to beg forgiveness, not permission—but little by little, I’d developed the surprising habit of checking in with him before I did anything we’d both regret. We held lengthy discussions about all kinds of things, from what little I remembered about my foster families to how I should avoid getting on Darla’s shit list again. We even sat on the couch and gazed fondly together at the spot where Lisa’s tent used to be.


Terri-Anne interrupted my thoughts by asking, “What do you think?”


Crap. I gave my best douchebag non-answer. “Men express themselves in a convoluted way. The sports talk is probably a metaphor.”


Judging by how baffled she looked, I suspected I’d just taken my attempt at armchair psychology a little too far. She lunged for me and I nearly ducked, but it was just a hug, nothing more. As I did my best to relax into it, she said, “That’s so insightful—thank you so much. I really mean it.”


When she finally released me, unshed tears glittered on her eyelashes. My need to get away from her outpouring of emotion ramped up to critical. “Yeah, there’s plenty to unpack there. So I’ll leave you to it.”


I thanked her for breakfast and fled back across the street to the townhouse, which felt flimsy and cheap in comparison to the solidity of a real home. I paced the living room with my phone in my hand, battling the impulse to call Jacob and reflect on why I felt so freaking uncomfortable around Terri-Anne. No Jacob allowed, though. Not until we dug up the intel we’d come to get on Sylvester Hale.
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Since I couldn’t call Jacob, I did the next best thing and called my fake husband. Not because I thought anyone was listening in, but because he was the lead investigator. Besides, he was supposed to be training me.


“Is there any way we can get Terri-Anne off my trail?” I peeked out the front window. Had her curtains just moved? Hard to say. “I feel like I can’t set foot outside the house without getting accosted.”


“Have you tried saying something dickish?”


“Like…what?”


“I dunno. Criticize her cooking.”


“Like she’d believe that.”


“Pick a fight with her husband.”


“She’d probably take my side.”


“Imply that you think her kid is awkward.”


“I like her kid.”


Bly gave an exasperated huff. “Your opinion doesn’t matter. Remember, you’re not you. You’re playing a role.”


“I just told her I had to work, but if she sees me out looking for Hale, she’ll feel like I was giving her the brush-off.”


“And there you go. Perfect solution.”


Was it? I’d meant to explain why I didn’t want to be an asshole to Terri-Anne, not be convinced that I should. I hung up with Bly and considered my options. Stay home and make no headway on my assignment, or go back out and risk being waylaid by Terri-Anne. What would a stay-at-home douchebag do? If he needed to go out, he wouldn’t sit around worrying about his neighbor. He’d go. I trudged upstairs to find my laptop bag, figuring that if Terri-Anne spotted me, I could claim that I worked better in a coffee shop. Unfortunately, the bag was in the third floor closet with all my other stuff. To get to it, I’d have to go through the room where the last occupant died. 


I sucked down a bunch of white light and mentally shored up my defenses. Paused at the top of the stairs and scanned the room that was now our home gym.


Nothing.


Most dead people didn’t leave full-fledged ghosts behind. Not unless they offed themselves, or…they were murdered.


More white light. Another look around. Still nothing. 


Feeling ridiculous for letting a middle schooler’s gossip get under my skin, I grabbed my bag and headed for the stairwell. I was just about there when the faintest whiff of decomp hit.


Sonofabitch.


If the area had been zapped by ozone—that’s what the heavy hitters use when they clean up crime scenes—then the smell might be all in my head. Which meant the third floor was gonna need another salting.


I put in a call, and Carl showed up in his realtor jacket and a briefcase in his hand. He was all smiles and jocularity on the doorstep, but the cheerful demeanor morphed into grim purpose the moment he crossed the threshold. “Agent Bly’s report states there was an allegation of foul play in regard to Griggs?”


“By a thirteen-year-old girl. Who’d probably also warn you against saying ‘Bloody Mary’ in the mirror.”


“Maybe so, but it’s prudent to take every allegation seriously.” We trooped upstairs. “You haven’t seen anything?”


“No. I just keep getting odd whiffs of decomp.” I pointed out the various spots where I’d smelled it, and we both gave them the sniff test. Nothing.


When ghosts were involved, it was definitely better to be safe than sorry, but I was still getting used to the fact that my fellow agents didn’t try to ward me off with a crucifix like they thought I was Dracula. Carl had treated even Richie with respect, so as for me? Well…he’d seen some serious shit on my watch. When I called ghost, he wasn’t about to second-guess it.


Carl had been precise about setting up the ritual before. Now, he was downright exacting. He circled the room and chose his coordinates, put down a prayer mat with elaborate ritual markings, and tweaked it several times before setting the candles. We debated whether or not to light incense, since the oily smoke would mask the telltale signal I was using as my litmus test. Then again, so would Florida Water. That stuff reeked like the stinky lovechild of ribbon candy and cheap bodega soap.


It was a tough call, but I decided it was best to hit the clearing with every tool in our arsenal. If there was a smelly repeater sticking around and I wasn’t strong enough to evict her for good, hopefully her presence would at least be muted for the duration of the assignment.


The sun was lowering by the time we finished, and I felt drained. Ghostly presence? None. Then again, aside from the fleeting whiff of rot, there hadn’t been any to begin with.


My fake husband came home, and Carl handed me off to him. Bly poked through the home gym and came up with nothing. No weird emotional residue. No smells, either, other than the stink left over from the ritualistic cleanse.


He handed me my laptop bag and said, “Go sit in that coffee shop and see if you get lucky with Hale.” He cut his eyes to the elliptical machine in the corner. “I’ll be doing push-ups…in the living room.”


I could get on board with that plan. First, it got me out of the townhouse. And second, eating out meant that dinner was on the FPMP. My plastic, for the duration of the assignment, was in the stay-at-home douchebag’s name. Maybe it was only one letter different from mine, but the important part was that the expenses were all billed to the Program. Bonus: I wouldn’t need to pretend one of those sad little pre-packaged meals was actually filling.


I trudged through a snowy gale toward the cafe. While the cannery’s residential neighborhood quieted down at night, Boystown was just heating up. People had dinner, people met up for drinks, and in a few hours, people would vie for parking outside their favorite clubs. The cafe was doing brisk business on a brisk night. The espresso smelled delicious, but regretfully, I had to settle for a decaf latte that was mostly steamed milk, or I’d be up for the rest of the week.


As I stood by the counter waiting for my drink, I scanned the crowd in search of Hale. A couple of old men were chatting in the corner, but neither one was wearing a cape. I dredged up what I remembered of him other than his pretentious fashion sense and looked harder, so as not to overlook anything important. 


My eyes were on the back table when the cafe door opened and a blast of winter air hit me hard. I turned to see who’d had the nerve to intrude. 


I saw him. And time stammered while my heart skipped a beat.


Damp. Flushed. In faded sweats, with earbuds in. 


Jacob.


Damn. That was one fine-looking man.


I blinked, and wondered if he’d been sent to check up on me. I didn’t think so. First of all, unless I was violating some FPMP policy, there was no reason for the Oversight Division to get involved. 


His gym, I realized, was just down the block, and he definitely looked as if he’d gone a few rounds with the heavy equipment. Plus, why bother making dinner for just himself if he could grab something on his way to the car, instead?


Chicago’s a big city. And yet, add together all the logical reasons why we might cross paths, and it truly was a small world.


If my handlers had given me any instruction on what to do if I ran into someone I knew, I couldn’t remember it. Probably because my brain was fixing on the high color in his cheeks—that was the way he looked in bed from huffing and puffing and exerting himself. That was the face I saw hovering over me whenever I got plowed. Suddenly it felt like we’d been apart for two years, not two days. And I was aching with the need to go touch him, and smell him, and kiss him.


As if he felt me yearning for him, suddenly, he looked up and our eyes locked.


“Hey,” I said lamely.


“Hey.” He looked just about as flummoxed as I felt, but his recovery was smooth…ish. “You, uh…come here often?”


“Just discovered the place yesterday. You?”


“I stop in now and then.”


The awkwardness was palpable. Not because we couldn’t figure out what to say—the words didn’t matter—but because we were drawn together like a pair of magnets. With every syllable, we’d eased closer together. We were nearly chest to chest now, and it took everything in my power not to press up against that broad chest and mash my mouth against his. I’d always figured myself for a lone wolf, like Bly. But one look at Jacob after a fairly minor separation showed just how wrong I was.


His pull was so strong, it took actual effort to stop myself from melting up against him. It would have been so easy to surrender. So sweet. But I had a job to do…and sucking face with him in public while I was posing as the stay-at-home douchebag would only make us both look bad.


“Anyway,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck.


His eyes went to my hand. My left hand. Or, more precisely, the gold band on the ring finger of my left hand.


He looked away. 


A pang of guilt welled up in my chest. Not because I thought I’d done anything wrong, and once Jacob had a chance to think it through, intellectually, he’d realize a fake ring didn’t mean anything. Still…I wished he hadn’t had to see it.


Jacob rallied, and tried to sound normal. “How are you?”


“I’m fine,” I said, and then I realized how often I really mean Let’s not talk about it right now when I say those words. “Nothing I can’t handle. You?”


His eyes darkened. “The cannery’s kind of…empty.” 


He tried to soften the longing in his words with a smile, but I didn’t buy it. “Not much longer.”


He shook his head, leaned in, and spoke urgent and low. “No, don’t rush anything, not on my account. What we do is important. You need your head in the game, and you can’t cut corners.”


He was right. Damn it. I nodded, and he fell back a few paces. The tractor beam wasn’t entirely nullified, though it was somewhat weakened. 


Even though it felt like Jacob and I were the only two people in the world and the rest of our surroundings were nothing more than set dressing, of course, life went on around us. Customers placed orders, the kitchen cranked out food, and no one gave a damn about my debilitating bout of loneliness. No, they wouldn’t. Especially with the guy making a spectacle of himself over by the cream and sugar.


“… methane is the prime component in greenhouse gases. Cow farts, man. Cow farts. And who bioengineered the cows to fart us out of existence? The FDA, that’s who.”


The ranting guy was maybe my age, Caucasian, with thinning hair and a salt and pepper beard, and glasses thick enough to put Coke bottles to shame. He was also wearing at least four winter coats, one on top of the other.


Jacob and I both turned our full attention to him, the cop in each of us needing to assess whether he was dangerous or merely annoying. The other customers gave him a wide berth, and he didn’t seem inclined to force anyone to listen to his spiel, so I chalked it up to an instance of someone who only needed half an eye on them and turned back to Jacob.


“It’s just a matter of me engineering a few conversations. Another couple of days, tops.”


“I’m a big boy,” Jacob said with a sad smile. “I’ll manage.” More loudly now, in a public voice, he said, “See ya ’round, then.”


“Yeah,” I echoed. “See ya.”


I watched him walk out the door while my heart did a weird little flip, part forlorn, and part excited. In a way, it felt like those first heady weeks of dating. Better, though—because I already knew we were good together. I just hadn’t had to deal with the uncertainty factor in an awfully long time, and it triggered all sorts of squirmy feelings inside. And yet, I wasn’t jonesing for the next time we’d get naked. What I missed were all those mundane things I’d evidently been taking for granted. The rasp of his facial hair on my bare shoulder as we settled in to sleep. The way he’d nestle his head in my lap when we shared the couch. The smell of our bed.


I was on the verge of waxing sentimental about the clumps of body hair I periodically pulled out of the bathtub drain when a voice piped up behind me and nearly sent my decaf latte flying.


“My, my, my…. Aren’t you the beefcake magnet?”


I whipped around and found Sylvester Hale directly behind me, leaning on his walking stick, with an empty teacup in his free hand and a twinkle in his eye.


“Don’t worry,” he said. “I can keep a secret. Shocking as it may be, I do remember what it was like to be young and pretty.”


“There’s no secret to keep. We were just talking.” Gee, that didn’t sound defensive at all. I attempted to change the subject. “So, I didn’t see you here when I came in.”


“Just powdering my nose…which, nowadays, I seem to do every hour, on the hour. Enjoy your nubile prostate while you can, my dear. In time, even the greatest pleasures become a burden.”


While I struggled to find some way to shift the conversation away from our prostates, Hale reached across me and settled his teacup in the dirty dish bin. With a parting nod, he turned and strolled out the door, cane tapping.


I watched the door close behind him, then shook off my awkwardness. Damn it. He got me so flustered, I forgot to set up a date.


That’s it, I thought. Come hell or high water, tomorrow morning, I was marching next door straight away and pinning him down. And the next time I saw Jacob, the fake wedding band would be history.




12

While I toyed with the idea of not mentioning my little tête-à-tête to Bly, I figured that not only would it be a phenomenally immature secret to keep, but it would erode our work relationship once it came to light. Plus, his special empath-sense would tingle the minute I walked into the room, and he’d know something was going on. Might as well just man up and face the music.


I found my fake husband doing a rigorous-looking workout tape in our chintzy living room, straining to avoid knocking over the furniture. “Upstairs is clean,” I reassured him.


He clicked off the set, and pulled up his T-shirt hem to wipe the sweat from his forehead. Nice abs, I supposed. But they didn’t do a damn thing for me. “Still, I’m none too keen on spending any time up there. Smells like exorcism.”


“More like a clearing. I mean…no one was actually possessed.” I pitched my voice casual, even though tone of voice didn’t mean anything to a high-level empath. “So, anyhow, I ran into Jacob just now.”


Bly looked at me like he’d just seen a ghost.


“No big deal,” I said. “I stayed in character, and he went with it.”


“I’m sure you both did fine. But that scenario you just described, being spotted by someone in public, being recognized and called out? Every time I get a glimpse of someone I think I know, that’s exactly what goes through my mind. Only…my encounter ends with a bullet in the back of my head.”


I dunno how most people would react to this, but cops tend to be manly men who acknowledge one another’s pain with a clap on the shoulder and a bottle of beer. Since beer was off the table, I offered a grunt of sympathy instead.


But before I could figure out what more I was supposed to say, he peeled away from the topic quicker than a muscle car gunning it through a yellow traffic light. Briskly, he said, “You’ve made contact with Hale. Now step up your game and engineer a conversation between us all.”


“Sure. But in the meantime—”


“Have a look at this paper.” Bly launched something from his phone, which dinged on mine a half-second later. “It might give you some ideas.”


“If you wanted to talk about—”


“Less talking, more reading.”


Again with the reading. If he wasn’t going to indulge in a little heart-to-heart, I at least wanted him to tell me what to do…but obviously he was determined teach a man to fish. Or in my case, teach me how to read about fishing and figure it out myself. I pulled out my phone, sat my ass down, and read.


Tradecraft info is nowhere near as opaque as those columns I supposedly wrote, but they’re still full of technical jargon. My fake husband’s nightmares provided plenty of motivation to keep me reading. On one hand, I didn’t really think he’d run afoul of some massive drug cartel and gone into hiding a la Walter White. Then again, I couldn’t technically rule out a Breaking Bad scenario, either.


According to some psychologist with a whole alphabet of credentials after her name, one reliable way to attract certain personality types—especially people who were raging egomaniacs with a sly undercurrent of impostor syndrome—was to make yourself appear vulnerable. 


Like being caught ogling Jacob didn’t leave me feeling vulnerable enough. When I thought back on it, though, Hale did seem to enjoy my discomfort.


It was late by the time I was done reading. Once I pulled on the douchebag’s rumpled sweats, I did a quick circuit of the townhouse. The smell of incense wasn’t too prevalent on the second floor. It mainly lingered around the stairwell. I was none too keen on revisiting the third floor, but forced myself to check it out anyway. We’d be sleeping just below it—which was a thought I really didn’t want to entertain.


I went through the top floor with a full tank of white light and a fine-toothed comb. No ghost.


“All clear,” I told Bly, who was busy fiddling with the white noise app in the bedroom. If the words didn’t reassure him, hopefully the emotions behind them did. I climbed into the strange bed and reflected on ways I might use that evening’s run-in with Jacob to my advantage. Maybe the stay-at-home douchebag really was a cheater. Maybe he only stayed with his husband because he was accustomed to a certain lifestyle—one he couldn’t support by selling the occasional article to a dying magazine. 


A guy like that might very well need to reassure himself that Hale would be discreet. 


I sketched out my plan for Bly. “Two-timing me, huh? Sure, I can work with that.”


Exhausted by a long day of near misses and white light, I was drifting off when I heard him murmur, mostly to himself, “I probably deserve it.”
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The next morning, I pondered the douchebag’s infidelity as I sipped my coffee in the quiet kitchen. I’d never been unfaithful to anyone, unless you count an opportune hookup during a relationship lull that never did pick back up. Even at the time, I was 90% sure we were too bored with each other to make the effort to stay together. He was a college professor. I was a cop. The two of us had nothing in common, aside from a yen for dick…and the same dealer. We hadn’t quite gotten around to that “we’re through” conversation when I fell into a bathroom stall with a stranger who was way too young for me. After that, I expected to feel guilty, but I didn’t. I felt free.


I’d need to be a little less blasé about my current “dalliance.” My writer and Bly’s marketing guy had too much at stake. A shared house. A shared car. 


A shared life.


Then again, a hasty divorce would be a plausible way to end our brief townhouse tenure. Upsetting to the neighbors, maybe. But realistic, for sure.


Bly came downstairs to touch base. His arty business casual was starting to look normal to me. Disturbing.


“I’ve been giving it some thought,” he said, “and I think you’re really onto something. If Hale thinks the two of you have some big secret, he’ll be more likely to seek you out. So get out there and make yourself available. The sooner we move out of this place…” he cut his eyes to the ceiling to indicate the stinky upstairs, “the better.”


According to the basic intel in Hale’s file, he wasn’t expected to emerge from his burrow any earlier than ten, which left me with a couple of hours to burn once Bly headed off to headquarters. To kill time, I shoved our moving boxes around—mostly in front of the bay window, to prove to the neighborhood I was actually doing something—then headed up for a shower.


As I walked through the home gym, I reminded myself that I was not actually living in a murder house. Yes, someone had died there. But like Bly said, people die all the time. That doesn’t make the whole world haunted. And if anyone should know that’s true, it’s me.


Even so, I gathered up all my hair goop to bring it downstairs and use Bly’s bathroom instead. It wouldn’t kill him to share with me for a day or two. Once I was showered, I went back up for an armload of clothes. Silly, letting an empty bedroom get under my skin. Especially when I knew damn well there’d been no murder, so it wasn’t haunted. That’s the line I was feeding myself when I was staggered by the undeniable whiff of rot.


I did what any isolated, stay-at-home guy would do. I called my husband.


“I smelled it again,” I told Bly.


“Sonofabitch….”


“It was on the stairs this time.”


Which meant it was getting closer to the place where the two of us slept. I didn’t need to say that out loud.


Bly said, “I haven’t mentioned anything to Laura, but you know this isn’t the type of thing we can keep under our hats.”


“She’s gonna freak.”


“And I can’t blame her. You think I want to be in the same bed if you end up possessed?”


“It’s a pretty big leap between a roving stink and possession,” I insisted. “What if it’s just some decomp that seeped into the carpet padding?”


“They changed the padding with the carpet…but I guess it’s possible the fluids soaked into the subfloor.”


Frankly, that wasn’t much more palatable than the thought of a reeking ghost waiting around to try on my body.


“Look,” I said, “maybe the ozone machine was on the fritz and it missed a spot. Let’s see if we can get some cleaners over here—physical cleaners—before we say anything to Laura that can’t be unsaid.”


“Agreed. But in the meanwhile, get out there and talk to Hale.”


He didn’t need to tell me twice. I pulled on my douchebag sweatpants and hid the fact that I hadn’t gooped my hair beneath the baseball cap I hated. Eager to make some headway, I strode out the door and pulled it shut behind me...only to find Sylvester Hale outside, climbing into the back of a taxi. I checked my watch. Ten to ten. My initial impulse was to be pissed off at the lousy intel. And then I realized it didn’t say he’d be home until ten, but that I’d be more likely to find him out and about after that time.


Damn it.


I was standing there looking at his front door like a dog trying to read when I heard my name…and forced myself not to cringe.


“Vic?” Terri-Anne called out brightly. “Hi!” She jogged across the street and planted herself in front of me. Her hair was pulled up in a clip and her lip gloss shimmered.


“Um…hey.”


“What’re you up to?”


Stalking the old man who just drove away—and doing a piss-poor job of it, at that. “Oh, y’ know…looking for…inspiration.”


“Writing is so difficult. It’s one of those things everyone thinks they can do, just because they can put together an email. But doing it well is another story.”


Most people can put together an email? I was living proof that was really not the case. But according to all the tradecraft that was crammed into my head, sometimes it’s just better to agree. “That’s exactly what I was thinking. So…guess I’d better get to it.”


“I read a study about the link between exercise and creativity, actually, and it reminded me of you. It said physical activity improves convergent thinking. And it also said that writers have high incidences of neck pain, back pain, and repetitive stress injury.”


“Uh huh.” 


“According to the article, sitting is the new smoking.”


Maybe so, but it didn’t look anywhere near as cool. “Well, we all have our burdens to bear.” I started edging toward my door. “Time to get back to the salt mines, I guess.”


“Actually, I was hoping you’d come to my Fusion class with me. Yoga, Pilates, mindfulness. It would be interesting to see if giving some attention to your body made any difference in your creativity and focus.”


“I really don’t—”


“What you’re wearing right now is fine. And I’ve got a free day-pass with my membership. C’mon, try it. What have you got to lose?”


“It’s not really something I ever…saw myself doing.”


“Don’t worry, you won’t be the only man there. At least three or four men come to every class. Even Sylvester shows up.”


“Regularly?”


“More often than not, although I don’t think the mindfulness part is doing him any good. Some people just like being miserable, I guess.”


If there was even a chance he’d been headed for the yoga class, I had to give it a shot. Besides, what other option did I have—sitting around by myself inside the murder house?


Our destination was a walkable distance for two able-bodied, middle-aged people, though as we closed in, I realized it was the Halsted Fitness Club we were headed for: Jacob’s gym. If Terri-Anne tried to drag me to any afternoon classes—anything that put me at risk of seeing him after work—I’d need to grow a pair and refuse. Or at least come up with a more adroit way to weasel out of it.


I experienced a moment of panic when I filled out the liability waiver at the front desk, but I’d been drilled hard enough on the persona’s particulars that they came easily enough. The clerk insisted on scanning my fake I.D., too. It didn’t set off any alarms, so I guess the folks back at headquarters had done their job. And the FPMP-issued credit card worked just fine when I bought myself a padlock.


“Men’s locker room is that way,” Terri-Anne told me, “and the class is in the upstairs yoga studio. If you get there first, make sure to save me a spot.”


The locker room was pretty much what you would expect. Tile. Benches. Lockers. Bathroom stalls. Showers. Part of me must’ve been expecting a scene from a porno flick. Either that, or a scene from Camp Hell. But the series of rooms was pretty innocuous. There were a few other guys there, a couple of gym rats, and a couple of regular guys. And while, normally, in situations like these, I felt like every other guy was making sure I didn’t ogle his dick, we weren’t at the Police Academy. We were in a Boystown gym…and I suspected the kid with all the piercings was scoping out the bulge in my sweatpants.


I did a quick check, but Hale wasn’t there. Not surprising—he’d had a good head start. I locked up my showy red parka and headed out to face the yoga.


Terri-Anne was waiting for me upstairs with a spongy mat, a foam block, and a big rubber band all set up. She introduced me to the instructor—a thin, serious woman with a ton of dark hair and extremely sharp cheekbones—who glanced down at my wedding band, and then at Terri-Anne, and then made a sour face. Just what I needed, for the whole neighborhood to think I was not only a philanderer, but a straight one. When I made my way back to the mat, I took off the ring and tucked it into my sweatpants pocket for safekeeping.


The yoga studio was a big room with a good couple dozen people in it, so it took me a second to find Hale. With some relief, I did spot him—back by the far corner in a garish purple tracksuit, watching the interaction I’d just had with evident amusement. If the douchebag had wanted to talk to Hale, he wouldn’t have felt bad about picking up his stuff and moving. But the real me couldn’t bring myself to do it. Terri-Anne was just too excited about having a yoga buddy.


And then the class began, and I had zero time to worry about anything but my own ungainly body.


It started simple enough, with poses even I could manage, then rapidly progressed into full-scale torture. I figured I’d be pretty flexible from all the bedroom exertions Jacob puts me through…and I was dead wrong. It was an hour-long class that stretched into eternity. And whenever the teacher got an edge to her voice as she reminded us to breathe, even if my face was pressed into the mat, I had the distinct feeling she was looking directly at me.


Thankfully, the contortion part of the class drew to a close before I sustained any permanent damage. I sat stiffly in the lotus position while the instructor pointed out our various chakras, and tried not to overthink what I’d say to Hale. I could engineer a shared cab ride back home if I claimed to have pulled something. Would Terri-Anne try to tag along, or would the friction between her and Hale be enough to encourage her to part ways with me, at least for the day? I wouldn’t know until I tried.


“Open your eyes. And embark on a mindful day.”


Dutifully, I opened my eyes. The teacher frowned at me. Terri-Anne took the clip out of her hair, shook it out, and reassembled it twice as messy. “Well, Vic? What did you think?”


I couldn’t exactly be honest in case I had to come back for Hale at some point. “It was…interesting.”


“Totally. I just love all the energy work. Brian calls it ‘pseudoscience,’ but that’s because he’s not open to new experiences.”


I pried myself off the mat—ow—and turned to look for Hale.


He was gone.


Terri-Anne followed my gaze. “He always leaves early.” Damn it. “So rude.”


When I grabbed the yoga stuff off the floor and straightened back up, a wave of lightheadedness washed over me. Served me right for exercising. 


“Did you want to check out the ellipticals?” she suggested. “The equipment here is really good, state-of-the-art.”


“I think I’d better get home and…write. Strike while the iron is hot, and all that.”


We shoved the foam blocks onto the pile and headed out into an expanse of treadmills, step-climbers, and various other torture devices I couldn’t exactly name. They held no interest for me, but luckily I was paying enough attention to grab a glimpse of a purple tracksuit. Across the vast room, Hale was dismounting an exercise bike. He retrieved his walking stick, and began tapping his way toward the locker room.


Finally, somewhere Terri-Anne couldn’t follow.


“So, I’ll just grab my coat,” I said abruptly, and strode off toward Hale with the big ground-eating steps I use when I need to break ahead of the pack. Hale turned down a hallway, and I was closing in fast. I was so focused on catching up to him, I almost collided with the broad, hunky guy rounding the corner.


And as I staggered back, I realized the broad, hunky guy was Jacob.


We both froze…and stared at each other stupidly. Seconds ticked by, both of us at a total loss for words. I eventually managed to say, “It’s not even noon yet.”


“It’s leg day,” he said. As if that meant squat to me.


“Oh.”


He leaned in closer, dropped his voice, and said, “It’s Valentine’s Day, too.”


Was it? All I knew was that while my assignment’s projected duration had stretched the rest of the month, I hadn’t actually anticipated being in the murder house more than a couple of days, tops. “I figured I’d be done by now. Did you make plans for us you’ll need to cancel?”


“No formal plans, but….” He sighed. His breath ruffled my hair and tickled my earlobe, and I swayed with post-yoga floatiness. “I was really hoping we could celebrate.”


In bed.


Me too.


I took a deep breath and inhaled his scent. He hadn’t started working out yet, so he still smelled like his shampoo and our dryer sheets—he smelled like home. I missed him. Missed the cannery. Missed our life. The thought of bedding down anywhere else just plain sucked, and his tantalizing closeness made the pangs even worse. I wanted to kiss him—wanted it so bad I could taste it—but there’d be none of that for me. Not until I finished my damn assignment.


“I’ll need to tell Veronica I ran into you,” I said regretfully.


“That’s for the best. For all we know, headquarters is already well aware.”


“I don’t want to get you banned from your own gym.”


“Whatever it takes.” He wanted to kiss me too. I could tell by the angle of his head, and the way his tongue skimmed his lips as he wet them, and the way his dark eyes went all molten. Our bodies both tried to assume the liplock position, but with great effort, somehow, we managed to resist.


I love you, I was aching to tell him. I miss you. But I couldn’t. Instead, I could only pull my douchebag mantle around me and say, “See ya later.”


“Yeah,” Jacob replied softly. “Take care.”
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 It was hard, but I forced myself not to turn around and watch Jacob walk off into the weight room. Made myself put one foot in front of the other and step into the locker room alone. I’m not sure who was out of context: him, or me. Leg day. Lunch hour. And I knew full well it was the gym he’d gone to several times a week ever since we’d known each other. Even so, I felt a level of unreality, like I was walking through a dream. Except in a dream, there wouldn’t be any reason for the two of us to say goodbye.


I was so disoriented, I didn’t notice Hale until he spoke to me from the changing bench. “So…that’s why you ditched your wedding ring.” He finished lacing up his wingtip shoes. “I wondered why you were worried about what that harpy yoga instructor thinks. This makes much more sense.”


“It’s not what it looks like.”


“I’m sure it isn’t—I have a very active imagination—but I suspect at least part of my tawdry fantasies are rooted in fact. So, does Tall, Dark and Beefy have a name?”


Every bone in my body was screaming at me to cut off the conversation and flee, but then I realized I had him exactly where I wanted him, thinking he had something over on me. I was about to float the invitation to share a cab so I could explain myself when someone in toilet stalls butted in on our conversation. “How much responsibility do you think the staff has in regard to the patrons?”


“What?”


Hale answered me before the toilet guy did. “Never mind, you keep your little secret a secret. It’s so delicious to skirt the rules, isn’t it?”


“I know we all sign a waiver,” the other guy said, “but still, there are standards, right? If somebody is clearly overdoing it, someone on staff needs to stop them. It might not be a legal responsibility, but an ethical one. As a human being.”


“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said.


“Indeed,” said Hale, smirking. “Indeed.”


It was the douchebag getting caught, I told myself, not me, and I forged ahead with, “I can explain.”


But toilet guy didn’t let me. “I was only forty-six, y’know. If these machines are dangerous enough to kill a forty-six-year-old, that makes them a clear hazard.”


Well, crap. I looked up, and saw the voice wasn’t coming from the toilet stall itself, but the shimmery, man-shaped distortion beside it. I sucked down white light and threw up a barrier so the ghost didn’t decide he’d found a shortcut to having a thin body. But in that moment when I was distracted and no explanation was forthcoming, Hale pried himself off the bench and shuffled toward the door.


“Don’t you worry your pretty little head about your dalliance,” he said. “I can be the soul of discretion.”


Wait a minute, can be? That’s a hell of a lot different than am. I reminded myself I didn’t care. Bly already knew. I even had his permission to “cheat.” Not only that…but if ever there was a chance to see how Hale reacted to a ghost—not that it was entirely ethical to shove a medium in front of a haunted toilet stall to see if he got the willies. But my own psychic initiation occurred in a public toilet at the hands of Dead Darla, and I’d turned out okay. 


That was just a repeater, though. Repeaters don’t possess people.


“There should be a warning on every machine,” the shimmer whined.


Then again, complainers generally didn’t possess people, either. They just bitched about the way they died.


But before I could grab the old man and put that theory to the test, a couple of power-lifter types on a mission to get swol barged into the locker room and got between us. I watched the door swing shut behind Hale, then turned to glare at the dumb gym rats (who didn’t care) and the thing over by the toilets (who didn’t care, either). “How long have you been lurking around?” I whispered at the toilet ghost. “And you pick now to start doing your dead-guy song and dance?”


“I only just noticed you could hear me. You’re all lit up—figured you wanted to talk.”


Ghosts can spot hopped-up mediums? That was news to me. I pulled down even more light and shored up the barrier between us, just in case. One of the lifter guys looked at me funny for just standing there staring at the toilet stalls. I tried to play it cool—turned to my locker and pulled out the douchebag’s winter coat. And when the gym rats were gone, I told the ghost, “Don’t go anywhere,” and went out to look for Hale.


Terri-Anne was waiting for me by the exit. “Are you okay?” she asked. “You seem a little off.”


I ignored her concern. “Did you see Hale?”


“Sylvester? I did—he just left.” Sonofa…. “I noticed he looked awfully pleased with himself, and wondered what it was all about.”


“Just…critiquing my form.”


She shuddered. “He might think he’s some great wit, but he’s nothing more than a mean old man. I can’t count the number of times he’s been absolutely horrible to Madison and—Vic? Where are you going now?”


“Left something in my locker,” I called over my shoulder. But when I went back in to dismiss the toilet ghost, he was already gone.


On the walk home, Terri-Anne regaled me with a story about Hale summoning the cops repeatedly over a barking dog. Having regularly been on the other end of a noise complaint in my beat cop days, showing up to knock on the door of an obnoxious party and tell everyone to tone it down, I could see both sides of the story. Ideally, neighbors work out their issues themselves. But the world we live in is seldom ideal.


As we neared our houses, she said, “Did you have lunch plans? Because I’ve got way too much leftover lasagna and I’d hate for it to go to waste.”


How anyone could possibly have leftover lasagna was beyond me, but I wasn’t there to socialize…at least, not with her. “Sorry, I’ll have to pass. Now that I’m all yoga’d up, I’d better get to work.”


Once I closed the door behind me, my off-the-cuff remark sank in. Was I yoga’d up? Was that why toilet ghost felt the burning need to burden me with the story of his untimely demise? There’d been chakra work involved, and a bunch of unfamiliar positions. I’m no rocket scientist, but it didn’t seem improbable to me that yoga could stimulate the subtle bodies and act as a temporary, natural psyactive. 


I thought about the first time I’d seen a UV light in action out in the field, back when I was a rookie. Perfectly clean motel room wall, but when the tech subjected it to the purple glow, it lit up like a carnival of semen. That’s how ghosts are, so it was with no little trepidation that I headed upstairs to put my yoga theory to the test. 


Mediumship talent is counterintuitive. The stronger your ability, the less likely something can creep up on you and nudge you out of your skin—but having your reception tuned to high feels vulnerable. It’s not unlike a UV light. Sometimes you see things you just can’t unsee.


Pausing at the foot of the stairs, I stilled myself, envisioned the whirling chakras stacked one on top of the other along my spine, and pulled down white light. Woozy. And here I’d figured, back at the gym, it was just the giddy surprise of running into Jacob that had my head spinning. 


I scanned the staircase. Nothing.


I headed up.


Hard to say which yoga position cranked my dial up to eleven, or if it was even any single pose in particular, or the combination of the whole routine that did it. Mediumship didn’t come with a user manual. We varied so much from one to another, the only thing that seemed to encompass all of us was it depends.


Still, I tried. I breathed and focused and drank down light.


The home gym was nowhere near as cooperative in giving up its ghosts as the gym I’d visited earlier. I got nothing. Not even a whiff.


How annoying.


Maybe I couldn’t see, hear or smell anything, but I wasn’t gonna linger upstairs. I headed back down, called Bly and ran through my morning.


He said, “Veronica will have to let Agent Marks know when you’re tracking Hale at the gym, so he can steer clear when you’re there. Just know that if this were a hazardous assignment, his membership would be revoked entirely, no explanation given, so he didn’t blow your cover. Now, go figure out how to set up a meeting between you, me, Hale and your new ghost.”


We hung up, and I went to the front window, lifted the corner of the blinds, and peered through. Did Terri-Anne’s curtain just move? Maybe it was above a heating vent. Or maybe she was lurking right behind it, waiting to see if she could ply me with camaraderie and food.


I spent the rest of the day skulking around the bookshop and the cafe, but no Hale. The paperback I’d bought to keep myself company while I lurked was pretty dull, but the cruller that accompanied it made the waiting bearable.


All the other customers looked pretty relaxed about sitting around for a few hours and doing a bunch of nothing. Me? By the time night fell and I decided Hale was a no-show, I was just about ready to crawl out of my own skin. Thankfully, Bly texted me and told me to be at home when he got back so we could put on another show for the neighbors, so I wolfed down my last donut and headed back to the townhouse.


According to the plan he sent, the FPMP car alarm would go off. I was to wait sixty seconds, then go outside and look annoyed. When he showed up with a Valentine’s bouquet, I was supposed to make a big fuss about it. Looking pissy about the noise would be easy. The enthusiasm would take some doing.


I stood behind the closed door as I waited for my cue, and I tried on lines. Wow, they’re beautiful. Gee, you shouldn’t have. Everything I could think of sounded as forced and stilted as the last. When the car alarm started whooping, I timed it with my phone, and hoped the adrenaline surge would provide me with some inspiration. 


The timer counted down to zero, and I still had nothing.


I went out onto the stoop and looked around. The car alarm was doing its job, all right. The sound was particularly obnoxious. I tried to pinpoint the car it was coming from. Still couldn’t. And I noted that I wasn’t the only one who’d come out to glare at the annoyance. Blinds and curtains flickered all up and down the block.


Bly pulled up to our waiting audience, parked in front, and hauled a giant bouquet out from the passenger seat.


Do people actually do this, I wondered, or were flowers just the FPMP’s go-to gift because the Polish florist was so conveniently close to headquarters?


Bly strode up the walk with his armload of vegetation. His posture said, Look how great I am. His eyes said, Please react in some plausible way.


Like a carriage at midnight, some folks turn into pumpkins at critical junctures. Apparently, I turn into a carrot.


I gawked at him. He stopped a few paces away, and prompted me with the word, “Well?”


They’re fine, they’re dandy, golly gee, how amazing. A tickertape of forced enthusiasm scrolled through my brain, but I just couldn’t do it. Frustration, though? I could definitely do that. And the point wasn’t for me to react positively. Just loudly.


“What the hell?” I said.


Bly’s mouth opened. Shut. And very subtly, he nodded for me to keep going.


“A bouquet?” I said. “On Valentine’s Day? How much did that run you?”


“What difference does it make?”


Bly had raised his voice over the car alarm, so I raised mine too. “We’ve got a mortgage to consider now, buddy boy. Moving expenses and property tax. And here you are, blowing God knows how much on this banal gesture.”


“Oh—and suddenly you don’t like flowers? Damn it, Vic, nothing makes you happy. You’re impossible to please. You know that, right?”


Me? I’m pretty easy. But the douchebag wouldn’t be. The car alarm died, but I kept right on yelling. “Here you come, marching up here with your attitude and your overpriced flowers, and I’m supposed to overlook the way you ignore me?”


“If you’re so worried about money, then don’t start riding me about the overtime again. I was at work.”


“Oh—and now I’m not carrying my own weight!”


“I didn’t say that.” Bly’s gaze flickered to the front door to signal our conversation had done its job, and I turned around and stomped back inside. “Vic,” he called as he scrambled after me, “I didn’t say that.”


He charged in behind me and slammed the door, and we both stood there in the entryway for a second while I let my performance sink in. Once I really got going, it felt good. No, even better…exhilarating. Bly gave me a nod. “Not bad. But don’t get too carried away with yourself. Getting lost in your cover isn’t always fun and games.” He stuck me with the bouquet. “Now get yourself over to Hale’s house and tell him you need a vase.”
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As I tromped around the snowbank and up Hale’s front walk with the flowers in tow, I wondered how elaborate I’d need to be if he asked me about my problems with Bly. Unlike my attempts to construct a reaction to the flowers, finding reasons to be dissatisfied came easily. Why? I’d heard so many before over the years—aimed at me. I’m consumed by my job. I’m unwilling to put forth the effort. I’m always checked out.


I wasn’t, really. I just had a lot on my plate.


Kinda drove home exactly how well Jacob got me.


I rang the doorbell. As shadows moved behind the frosted glass, I realized I could be construed as bringing the old man a bouquet, so I shifted my grip and left it dangling face-down at my side. He opened the door in a vintage sixties smoking jacket. All he was missing was a martini and a fez. “If it’s not the beefcake magnet. To what do I owe the pleasure?”


“I need a vase.” I flapped the bouquet. “Got one that would work for this?”


“Perhaps I can spare something.” He gestured, and I handed off the flowers. And then he made to close his door.


“Wait,” I said. “It’s like, fifteen degrees out here.”


“Then it appears you should have dressed for the weather.”


“Can’t I come in?”


“Unfortunately, you may not. The house is in disarray.” And with that pronouncement, he shut the door and left me standing there in the cold on his tiny front stoop. I wrapped my arms around myself and shifted foot to foot. Normally, my rusty cop instincts would tell me he must be hiding something. But Hale was such a weirdo, I could very much see him leaving me outside just to prove some nebulous point.


A few minutes later, when he returned with the bouquet perfectly arranged in a Chinese dragon vase, I attempted to shoehorn myself in by sticking my foot in the door. “Say, can I talk to you about something?”


“I assure you, I’ve told nary a soul about your strapping suitor.”


“It’ll only take a minute.”


“Your persistence is admirable, however, I stand firm. I am in no state to receive visitors.”


His townhouse was built exactly like mine, and the whole first floor was pretty much open. From the glimpse I got of the living room portion, he wasn’t lying. His coffee table was littered with miscellaneous stuff—magazines, a tissue box, cups and dishes—and his couch was piled with pillows and blankets, as if he was sleeping there, and not upstairs.


“But I really need to get a few things off my chest.”


He sighed dramatically. “If you must, meet me at See You Latte tomorrow at eleven, and I’ll allow you to ply me with cappuccino and scones.” He nudged my foot out of the doorway. “Now, sir, I bid you good night.”


I headed back next door, handed off the vase to Bly, and told him about the couch situation.


He set the arrangement on the fake mantle and said, “The guy’s got mobility issues, right? Maybe he can’t get up and down the stairs anymore.”


“And he didn’t think of that before he bought the place? It’s only a few years old. What if the smell is coming from his place—seeping through the walls.”


“The decomp? What, you think he’s got a dismembered body upstairs?”


Probably not. By the time Hale managed to get a cab and give chase, his would-be victim would be well out of reach. We both pondered the situation as we stared at the flowers. After a few moments, I said, “How long till I can throw those away?”


“Beats me. I’ll ask Veronica—they were her idea.”


Cluttery as the vegetation might be, I supposed it had done its job. Finally, I could pin down Hale, loop him into a conversation about ghosts, and get the assignment over with.


Dinner was pre-packaged and bland, and afterward, Bly headed upstairs to work off those few meager calories while I read up on the methodology I could use to get in Hale’s confidence. Unfortunately, theory tends to be lost on me. I’m more of a hands-on type of guy. I learn by doing. I’ve had plenty of bombshells drop in the course of my life, and they were so out of the blue, so baffling and unexpected, all the prep in the world wouldn’t have made a lick of difference. When push came to shove, I floundered along by survival instinct and grit. Nothing else.


Even though all the reading should’ve helped me wind down, once we turned out the lights and climbed into bed, I had a hard time drifting off—despite the white noise app droning by the bedside. My hips were killing me from the yoga, and my chakras were still in overdrive.


I must’ve been lying there for an hour, at least, listening to the tree scratch against the siding. That’s when I discovered that Bly talks in his sleep. Nothing I could use against him, just an indistinct kind of, “No, no, no….”


I took a cue from Hale, grabbed my pillow, and headed downstairs to plant myself on the couch. As I lay there with my hips (and now my back) aching, surrounded by boxes and watched over by a cluttery bouquet, I thought about the way TV and movies make espionage out to be so glamorous.


Yeah, right.


I slept weird, and I slept late. I woke up to the smell of coffee and an evil crick in my neck. Bly was scrolling through his phone at the kitchen counter. He asked me, “What’s the plan?”


“I’m meeting him at eleven.”


“Remember, you don’t want to push too hard, too fast. That’ll only scare him off. Keep the meeting short but plant a seed that’ll get him to come over later, when I’m home. Laura’s still looking for a second in command, so a lot of her people-interface is falling to me. Not gonna lie, I’d love to have this assignment off my plate so I can focus on, uh…. Not to say this isn’t important.”


“Is it? It’s a training mission, pure and simple.”


He handed me a cup of coffee and parked himself beside me. “It’s funny that way, being in the Program. Sometimes it’s just like PsyCop work, and sometimes it’s the polar opposite. I appreciate the variety, ’cause honestly, I’m no adrenaline junkie. Maybe once, when I was younger, but not now. My time on the force aged me. Pre-diabetic, cortisol through the roof. And then, dealing with the drug lords and their enforcers. Terrified of the moment I’d slip up, and not be able to make it look like a joke with a quick empathic shove. Something was gonna give. I guess I should count myself lucky it didn’t end with me in a pine box.”


I glanced over at him, talking into his coffee, and wondered if he suspected I didn’t opt for the couch just because I was wanting some privacy. 


“Anyways,” he said briskly. “Dinner. Hale. You can do it, Kemosabe—I have great faith in you.”


And there it was, a glimpse of PsyCop John Wembly, the “guy with the hair” who was always joking around. It cheered me up…but only until he headed off to work. Once he was gone, I wondered if he even knew he’d just flexed his talent—reached into my mind, my emotions, and planted the sense that everything was fine and dandy—or if it was simply his go-to defense mechanism anytime someone got too close.


We really needed to wrap this assignment.


I showered in Bly’s shower, and streamed the weather forecast on my phone as I gooped my hair. Cold—especially cold. Chicago weather can really sort the boys from the men. I headed upstairs to see what my current wardrobe could provide.


Automatically, I filled myself with white light as I approached the top floor. While there were no handy gauges on me to let me know exactly how full I got, it didn’t seem like the chakra-high from the gym was still in force. Maybe it faded slowly, like the afterglow of a good, stiff fuck. Or maybe it leaked out all at once the minute I fell asleep. The sore hips? Still there. Sore ass now, too…and not in the way I usually experienced the malady, either. But as I passed through the death room of the murder house, my capacity for white light felt inadequate to the task.


I did my best to pull in more.


No ghost.


Good.


I was poking through the douchebag’s long-sleeve tees when the decomp welled up. I whirled around, fully expecting a half-rotted ghost to have crept up past the elliptical to lurk behind me while I picked out my clothes. There was nothing. Just me, some boxes, a few machines, and an exercise ball. I envisioned my chakras and tried to recall which yoga posture really got them spinning, but it was no use. I hadn’t noticed the light-headedness yesterday until after I’d finished the whole hour-long routine and stood up from the mat. It would be an even colder day in Chicago when I sat around in that room with my chakras opened up in an attempt to see what was what.


Why did psyactives have to be such a pain in the ass—and not just the yoga. The pharmaceuticals were dangerous, the natural herbs were weak, and the GhosTV had more disadvantages than I could count, not the least of which was the fact that it freaked me the hell out. Still, I wondered if I should requisition the damn thing and have it brought over. But that would involve panicking Laura over something as potentially meaningless as a bad smell. Although, the TV seemed like a pretty good solution, since Bly had seen it before, and Laura must have at least suspected I still had one stashed away. And yet the pessimist in me wondered if one day I’d turn the dial and end up facing off with Jennifer Chance. Again. 


I was weighing all the pros and cons when the doorbell made me jump—not nearly as loud as the cannery, but startling all the same. I shelved the idea, and went downstairs to see if maybe Hale decided to skip the walk to the coffee shop and keep our meeting closer to home.


But it wasn’t Hale. No, that would be too easy. It was Terri-Anne.


She’d actually turned away to start walking back across the street, but before I could duck back out of sight, she turned and saw me through the frosted glass. Her blurry form waved brightly. I indulged in a sigh, then opened the door.


“Hey.”


“Good morning! I saw you were home and thought you might be interested in this leftover blueberry crumble.”


I’d have to be a pretty good actor to say I wasn’t tempted with any amount of plausibility, so I figured it was best to play along. “Oh, uh, yeah. Great. That’s great.”


And before I knew it, she’d shouldered past me with her baking dish and was heading for the kitchen. “I’ll just warm it up for you. It’s better…oh my God.”


In the split second where her tone went dramatic, I managed to spin out a fantasy where she was a psychic medium, twice as strong as me, and she’d just gotten a load of the spectral remains stinking up the townhouse. But then I saw what she was staring at: the couch. With a pillow and a blanket and a pair of socks I’d kicked off during the night.


“Why are you sleeping on the sofa?”


“Bly snores.”


The lie had come easily enough, but Terri-Anne wasn’t buying it. “There’s not an ounce of body fat on him, of course he doesn’t snore. Look, Vic, you don’t have to pretend. Not with me.” 


Even though I was on a low-stakes mission, a glorified training run, my heart sank when I realized I’d been made. Already. By freaking Terri-Anne. I could hardly imagine being John Wembly in this situation. Instead of Terri-Anne, some asshole with a trunkful of coke and a semiautomatic would realize I was undercover, not a housewife with leftover dessert.


I didn’t have a psychic skill to fall back on like Bly did. Just kidding will get you pretty damn far when you can force people to feel amused. Still, the FPMP had been drilling it into my head not to throw up my arms and buckle to the first challenge to my assumed identity, and that suited my innate stubbornness just fine. 


I fell back on my training and said, “I have no idea what you mean.”


She strode into the kitchen and put down the crumble with a decisive clack, then faced me with her hands on her hips. “I’m serious. You can trust me.”


“I dunno what you want me to tell you. There’s nothing worth talking about.”


She took off her coat, hung it over the back of a kitchen chair, and settled in. A gentle perfume wafted off her, something crisp, but slightly floral, and I realized she’d done full hair and makeup just to walk across the street. Not like she was trying to impress me. More like she couldn’t present herself to the world as anything less than perfect. “Listen, I know it’s hard.”


What would Bly do in this situation? Probably quip That’s what SHE said and change the topic. No good. “It’s fine,” I said instead, although I hadn’t yet trained her as to where that phrase rested in my own personal lexicon.


“It’s not fine. I’ve seen the two of you together. Him treating everything like it’s just some kind of joke, and you zoning out like you’d rather be anywhere else. Think about it, Vic, you don’t even call him by his first name. “


“That doesn’t mean a thing.”


“How could it not? That’s a classic way to distance yourself from someone.”


My heart was pounding now. “I don’t know what you think is going on—”


“I’m sorry, I hate to say it,” oh god, “especially with the two of you in this new house,” goddammit, “but I just don’t see you guys together for the long haul.”


“We’re fine,” I said on reflex, but mostly I was riding the giddy wave of relief. She hadn’t pegged me for a painfully inexperienced federal agent. I was just a douchebag who’d slept on the couch.


“It’s hard, Vic, I know it’s hard. Especially when you’re not the one bringing in the paycheck. But a relationship is so much more than just who’s earning the money. Try telling that to the husband, though. Running a household, raising a child, that work is just as important as filling the bank account. You know?”


“Totally.”


“Once upon a time, in a same-sex relationship, you might’ve had trouble getting your fair share. But the two of you are legally married. That counts for something. And if things didn’t work out, God forbid, he would be obligated to keep supporting you. It’s only fair. After everything you’ve done for him…. It’s only fair.”


Unfortunately, Bly and I weren’t heading for divorce court just yet, but Terri-Anne? Outlook not so good. Before I could change the subject, her face screwed up and she started to cry.


Oh, the mascara.


It was Brian, of course. Treating her like a second-class citizen because she wasn’t adding zeros to their bottom line. Scrutinizing all her purchases. Making underhanded digs about every last penny she spent. Whether or not they were in debt, I couldn’t say, although it did look like Terri-Anne was pretty darn good at spending money.


Me, I never really understood the impulse to argue about finances. I was content with anything above a certain minimum threshold, an amount that allowed me to eat and clothe myself and live inside four walls with a roof over my head. My paychecks varied wildly. Jacob’s too, depending on overtime. I’d brought a fat savings account into the relationship, which was drained by a down payment on the cannery. And when major electrical work reared its ugly head, the sale of Jacob’s condo footed the bill. We both contributed, and neither one of us kept score. Would things feel different if only one of us was flowing cash? I doubted it. I was the only one flowing white light. If we were able to work through Jacob’s tendency to steal it, I was hoping we could work through anything. Even me sleeping in another guy’s bed on Valentine’s Day.


“Maybe you should get a job,” I offered.


And boy, oh boy, did that ever open a whole can of worms. She spun out a sordid tale of gaslighting and sabotage where Brian acted like he wanted her to work but made it impossible for her to swing it. I felt bad for her. Me, I would’ve just left, but our situations were nothing alike. She didn’t want to leave Madison with him, but she didn’t want the kid to end up in another school district, either. With no useful advice to give, I just peppered the conversation with the occasional grunt to show I was still there. Unfortunately, even my sorry show of support somehow encouraged her to go on. And on. And on. Before I knew it, I was late for my meeting with Hale. 
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I nearly wiped out on the icy pavement hauling my ass off to See You Latte. And even though I was rushing at top speed, when I rounded the corner, I was treated to the sight of Hale’s back end climbing into a taxi. Before I could draw breath to call out for him to wait, it had already pulled in to traffic. 


On the off-chance that Hale might come back, I headed into the cafe. I was too full of blueberry crumble to eat again, but I can always squeeze in another cup of joe. I parked myself at a table with a good view of the entrance, then started forcing my way through the tradecraft articles that had been making the ding of shame sound with discouraging regularity. I didn’t mind having the info. There was just so much of it.


With one eye on the door, I read. It was encouraging to know that a few of my people-instincts weren’t too shoddy. An article Bly had sent on “roping in” a subject confirmed a few notions I already suspected. Question a subject without letting them know they’re being questioned. Be nice, but not too nice. Smart, but not too smart. Most importantly of all, act interested, but not too interested. And then the article went even further. Cut the subject off when they start down the avenue you really want to explore. Interrupt them. Walk away. Make it so they’re burning to tell you their big secret.


Basically, reverse psychology really can work.


But above all, whatever tack you take…don’t overdo it. Human beings have evolved as accomplished pattern-spotters—those of us who saw the viper among the twigs were more likely to pass on our DNA. So when someone doesn’t act like the rest of the group—uses the wrong vocabulary, the wrong amount of eye contact, heck, even so much as stands wrong—the rest of the tribe takes notice. 


My bladder is pretty sturdy, but eventually the gallon of coffee I’d consumed needed to get back out, and I abandoned my post at the table for the cutesy unisex bathroom at the back of the cafe. The taps were slimy—most likely with the organically sourced lotion sitting there on the countertop—but I ended up wiping them off and re-washing my hands with special thoroughness. As I did, I wondered exactly how much yesterday’s yoga class had power-charged my chakras. Maybe not as much as a dangerous pharmaceutical psyactive that let me astral project standing up, but more than a bar of rashy High John the Conqueror soap. Maybe even as much as a GhosTV.


I wanted to do yoga as much as I wanted to shoot myself in the eye with pretentious hand lotion that reeked of patchouli. My hips still hurt like someone had tried to pry off my legs in the middle of the night. But even I could see the use in being able to amp up my talent without any special drugs or props. And given that Hale attended those classes too, it made sense for me to buck up and enroll.


As I strode out of the cafe I was so focused on my phone—hoping to get hold of Veronica and ask her to make the arrangements before I lost my nerve—that I didn’t notice the woman sprinting after me until I was halfway out the door. “Sir? Sir—is this yours?”


I turned and found one of the neighborhood’s ubiquitous wealthy middle-aged housewives with a plain gold band on her outstretched palm. I stared at it for a moment as if I didn’t quite know if it was a snake or a twig, and she helpfully added, “It was on the bathroom sink.”


It occurred to me my left hand felt pretty comfortable. Whoops. I thanked the woman and slipped on the ring. Was I simply unaccustomed to wearing jewelry? 


Or was I sending myself subconscious signals to reject what the band represented?

___




I’d exhausted as much time as I was willing to spend in the cafe—especially now that I’d called attention to myself by trying to ditch my fake wedding band—but I figured I could plausibly kill another hour at Twice Told Tales. I came inside, scraped the salt off my shoes, and headed for the stacks—but as I did, a familiar voice called out, “No bags allowed.”


I turned and found the bearded bald guy at the counter watching me closely. I held open my hands and said, “Again…I’m not carrying a bag.”


“Store policy. No bags.”


I sighed and took a step toward the stacks…then realized that maybe I could turn that creep’s scrutiny to my advantage. I struck off for the counter instead, and said, “Say, do you know Sylvester Hale?”


“Of course. I make it my business to know all our local authors.” His lip curled. “Even if they are self-published.”


My persona probably had an opinion about self-publishing too, but I couldn’t for the life of me determine what it should be. Then again, if Bly were there, he’d tell me to just pick anything and defend it later. As long as I was consistent, that’s all that mattered. Since everyone likes being agreed with, I rolled my eyes and said, “Tell me about it.” But maybe the guy would’ve preferred a fight. He looked at me like I was full of shit, so I went into damage control mode and trooped out my fake credentials to introduce myself. “Victor Baine—I’m a contributing columnist for the Zeitgeist Journal.”


The guy’s demeanor brightened like he’d just had a hundred-watt bulb shoved up his cornhole. “Jermaine Cleghorn. Welcome to my shop.” It was a step up from no bags allowed, anyhow. He turned and started pawing through a teetering pile of People Magazines. “Y’know, I think I have a few issues of Zeitgeist you could sign….”


Unless the FPMP stagers had done a phenomenally thorough job, I doubted my fake articles appeared in print. Especially not in a pile of dusty used magazines that hadn’t been touched in over a year…though given the scope of the Program’s reach, I wouldn’t have been one hundred percent shocked if my byline did somehow make an appearance.


“Listen,” I said, while Cleghorn stirred up a bunch of dust. “I keep trying to hook up with Hale, and he keeps dodging me. Are there any particular times I can find him here?”


“Hard to say, he just bought a stack of trashy psychic biographies not even a week ago, so it’ll be a while before he needs something new to read. That lurid tell-all from the fraud who could supposedly predict weather patterns—obviously, that’s ghostwritten. I’ve seen her blog posts. The woman can’t tell a gerund from a participle.”


I couldn’t possibly be more out of my element. “I know, right?”


“No doubt Sylvester will be busy filling his head with a bunch of ridiculous balderdash. It’s stunning how gullible people are these days—and, even worse, it’s just sad to see what lengths some people will go to attempting to prove they’re still relevant.”


“So Hale should be back, when?”


“Well, let’s see…there’s Book Club. We’re reading Sojourn into Darkness next month, a literary exploration of sadness. I might be able to scrounge up another copy for you.”


Next month? If I was still on this case by then, I’d know a thing or two about sadness, all right. “Nothing sooner?”


“Our Mystery Potluck is coming up a week from Saturday—not only is it a scripted, fully enacted murder mystery, but no one knows what anyone else is bringing. Once we ended up with three different green bean casseroles. Three!”


Even that was more than a week away. “I don’t mind green beans, but I’m not really a fan of mysteries.”


“Neither am I. Formulaic regurgitation. But I do what it takes to pay the bills, even if that means pandering to pop culture.”


“There’s nothing sooner?”


“A reading’s coming up tomorrow, but of course there’s no signup required for that, so I can’t say whether Sylvester will be here or not. He might make the effort if the weather’s not too daunting.” He gave me a flyer for the event—Faldstool Fridays—and I folded it up and slipped it into my pocket while my stomach sank. I thought this gig would only last for a couple of days. After all, how could it be any simpler? Talk to a neighbor and see if he’s as differently-abled as me. 


And now my “simple” assignment was stretching into the weekend with no end in sight.
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Buck up, I told myself. It’s only a week. Jacob’s not going anywhere. And besides, you just saw him at the gym. Everything’s fine, you’ll survive.


You always do.


Great pep talk—so dramatic, you’d swear I was being deployed for a lengthy tour of duty overseas, not a simple surveillance assignment ten blocks from home that would be over in a few days. But it didn’t feel simple. Jacob might not be far away, but being apart from him was eating at me like a determined mosquito. It wasn’t the actual duration of time we were apart that was bugging me, it was the feeling of having so little control over it—coupled with the uncertainty of how long our separation would actually last. By the time I turned down my side street and began my approach to the townhouse, I was filled with determination. Hale lived right next door, dammit. I’d get him over for dinner if I had to hit him over the head with his walking stick and drag him by his cape.


I pounded on his front door, then realized belatedly I probably shouldn’t have used my Chicago PD-knock. I’d have to chalk it up to the douchebag’s self-importance. Stay in character, I reminded myself. Apologize for standing him up—but make it sound like it was his fault for not sticking around. And then grudgingly offer to make it up to him later, once Bly would be home. Perfect.


Hale opened the door and said, “Well, what do we have here?”


But before I could impress him with the perfectly self-important spiel I’d dreamt up, a door flew open across the street, and we were accosted by—you guessed it—Terri-Anne. “Vic? Vic! I’m so glad I caught you.” She darted across the road in house slippers and a thin cardigan. “Listen, I know it’s last minute, but I was hoping you could stay with Madison for a couple of hours while I go check on my mom. Her phone has been busy for the last three hours, and it probably just means she knocked it off the hook—she’s done it before—but you know how it is. Aging parents. I’ve gotta run out to Naperville and check.”


“Sure,” I said automatically, mostly because I was too startled to come up with a plausible response. Did the stay-at-home douchebag have parents, and if so, how often did he see them? Was he like Crash, with a standing dinner date, or like Jacob, who mainly saw the folks on holidays and the occasional long weekend?


“Remember this, should you and your charming husband ever think about having children,” Hale intoned, and closed his door with a very firm click.


Terri-Anne, fortunately, was too flustered to notice my lack of response or let Hale’s bitchy comment get under her skin. She grabbed me by the sleeve and dragged me across the street. “Help yourself to anything in the fridge. There’s a list of emergency numbers on the kitchen table. Send me a quick text so I have your cell number, and I’ll let you know when I’m on my way back. Madison isn’t allowed to do anything else until she finishes her math homework. It’s pre-algebra, so if you see any origami paper or brush markers and she tells you it’s for school, don’t believe her for a second. No crafting until homework is done. Got it?”


“No problem. Go check on your mom.”


Terri-Anne walked me into the dining room where I found Madison ensconced at the dinner table, textbook open, surrounded by papers covered in formulas that were entirely beyond my comprehension. If anyone had ever tried to teach me algebra, I must’ve found the experience particularly scarring—traumatic enough to block it out along with all the psychic experimentation.


“Oh, hey,” she said, with a speck of enthusiasm. The stay-at-home douchebag might be cooler than her parents, but he was still an adult. She couldn’t seem too pumped up about seeing him. “Don’t worry, I know the drill. I’m a prisoner until I finish every last equation. Because solving for X is so much more important than developing my analytical skills, creativity, and manual dexterity.”


“Are you through?” Terri-Anne asked her.


“And building up my social media platform,” she added.


Terri-Anne sighed. “Ignore the attitude. She spends more than enough time on YouTube as it is. It won’t kill her to finish her homework.”


Once Terri-Anne was gone, I parked myself at the dining room table with Madison and pulled out my phone. Another new batch of tradecraft lessons had appeared in my inbox, and while I may not understand every last word the Program sends me, I was doing my damnedest to keep up with the reading.


“You don’t have to monitor me,” Madison said.


“Less talking, more working.”


Dealing with kids is not my forte, but I could tell she enjoyed the fact that I wasn’t trying too hard. She got down to her numbers while I did my best to absorb a lengthy treatise on body language. We passed an hour in companionable silence, until finally she closed her notebook and said, “I’m done—do you want to check my work?” 


I was busy applying some new body language as the d-bag, sprawled out in the chair with my ankles crossed and a mean slouch. I looked up from my phone and said, “Nope. Just keep in mind that if it’s not done and it gets back to your parents, next time you need a warden, you’ll end up with someone a lot less hands-off than me.”


Madison screwed up her mouth to one side and considered, then opened her notebook and said, “I suppose I can give everything one more check.” By which she meant finish the final three equations—but I wasn’t gonna say anything.


Funny, how easy it was to get along with her, and how brutal it was to interact with Jacob’s nephew Clayton. She was just about the same age, but the two of them were worlds apart, both intellectually and personality-wise. I couldn’t imagine Clayton doing algebra. His relationship with numbers only went as far as fantasy football. His extracurricular pursuits were generally sport-related, unless you count the spelling bee his mother Barbara had insisted he compete in. He lost on the word puerile. 


If that’s not irony, I don’t know what is.


I stared at the spread of papers on the table with my eyes slightly defocused, not quite looking at them, instead focusing inward as memories played past my mind’s eye. I never figured myself for sentimental, but being apart from Jacob had brought out the sap in me.


I thought about our dining room set, a black lacquered monstrosity that was sturdy enough to stand up to all kinds of abuse. The last time we played cat sitter, we’d ended up booby trapping the entire surface with yards of bubblewrap and double-stick tape. It was definitely worth the startled look on Punkin’s face when she hopped up for her usual round of begging. And the bubblewrap turned out to add a little cushion to the pushin’ when we found ourselves overcome with the urgent need to bang one morning before work.


Not that the tape did Jacob any favors. When the cats were on their way home and I peeled it back off, I spotted a line of body hair that matched up with a pale stripe on the back of his thigh. Luckily he wasn’t face-down, or he might have ended up with a Brazilian wax.


I was musing on his body hair. The way it slicked down in dark, wet patterns in the shower…the way it ruffled against my stubble at night (of course I never pointed out that Jacob had back hair, he’d get a complex) …the whorls and patterns that defined his already-sculpted abs….


“Okay.” Madison closed her algebra book with a decisive snap. “Can I do something interesting now?”


“By all means.”


She ditched the homework, then brought out a tray of papers, markers and paints. When she set it down on the table, an inquisitive rat face peeked out from her hair.


“Hey, Peanut Butter.”


Madison quelled a smile over me remembering the rat’s name.


“What are we making tonight?” I asked.


She hauled out a stash of glass bottles and jars that had clearly been liberated from the recycle bin. “Potions and poisons.”


“Like Harry Potter?”


She rolled her eyes at me as if I couldn’t have possibly suggested anything lamer. “Like Liquid Sight.” 


Yet another ridiculous example of the psychic dramas on TV these days. The only good thing about that show was the fact that it gave its leading man ample opportunities to remove his shirt. The premise was that a high-level telepath managed to unlock the key to time travel using a potion he lifted from the psyche of a savant chemist, and every week he stumbles across some random famous historic figure and subjects them to a mind-reading.


Needless to say, Liquid Sight is beyond hokey.


Jacob and I can’t be bothered watching those shows. The storylines are so obvious, you see the ending coming from a mile away. And they play so fast and loose with the facts, I always end up rage-switching with the clicker. Give me a good, old-fashioned Gilligan’s Island rerun any day.


“So,” I ventured, “you’ve managed to replicate the secret sauce for time travel?”


Madison sighed tragically. “They’re decorative.”


I was unexpectedly saddened she’d already lost the capacity for make-believe. 


She slid a label and a few markers my way, then set to work penning her own creation. Peanut Butter wobbled down her arm, hopped onto the table, and proceeded to get the lay of the land. As the rat sniffed around, depositing the occasional brown pellet behind him, Madison painstakingly inked the words Toxic Psyactive in stilted, lopsided calligraphy, arched over a grinning poison-skull. Meanwhile, I filled my label with random-colored squares. Eventually, Madison broke the silence.


“Know how the ancient Romans used poisons in warfare? They filled fragile clay jars with scorpions and lobbed them into the enemy troops.”


“Huh. That’s interesting.”


My answer seemed to please her. She picked up steam. “Did you know that you can build immunity to some poisons by taking a tiny little amount every day and getting your system used to it—but if you try it with the wrong type of poison, it’ll actually build up in your system and kill you?”


“I did not know that.”


Markers squeaked as Madison added flourishes to her lettering and I colored in my squares.


“Ever notice Mr. Hale keeps a big jar of strychnine in his garage?” This last question was floated with a studied casualness. I looked up from my squares and cocked an eyebrow. She said, “I saw it a few months ago—when I was riding my scooter in the alley, before it snowed. Before Amelia Griggs died.”


“Listen, kid, I might not have personally spawned, but I know schoolyard muckraking when I hear it.” I almost reminded her that false accusations of murder weren’t something the cops took lightly—but the stay-at-home douchebag hadn’t done a dozen years in homicide. “Hale was probably worried one of Amelia’s rats would sneak out and set up residence in his pantry. He might be a crabby old man, but that doesn’t make him a murderer.”


By the time Terri-Anne got home, the poos were brushed into the trash, Peanut Butter was back home with Tuna, I’d filled up on chicken tetrazzini, and numerous “potions” had been created. All in all, a pretty productive evening. 


Although, as I debriefed my fellow agent, I realized it was too bad I hadn’t learned anything useful about Hale. “Wait a minute,” Bly cut into my thoroughly uneventful narrative. “An actual rat?”


“Is there another kind?”


Bly shuddered. “Do you know how many stakeouts I’ve been on where I’ve had to stand there in a dark alley, perfectly still, while the fucking things crawled right over my shoe?”


Chicago’s rat problem was almost as legendary as its murder problem. “It’s a pretty tame rat.”


“You touched it?”


Well, I guess I’d skritched the little guy behind the ears once or twice. And when I didn’t immediately deny contact, he shuddered again…to the point where he had to stand up and walk it off.


“Tell me you washed your hands.”


Actually, not. “I’ll do it again. Just to put your mind at ease.”


If he was able to spot the lie with his talent, I couldn’t say. Since he was picking up on my emotional state and not my actual thoughts, he probably wasn’t getting anything more from me than mild amusement.


And maybe a bit of trepidation on how he’d take the news that a whole colony used to live in our townhouse.
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In the end, I figured bedtime wasn’t the best time to tell Bly our place had once been home to a few dozen rodents. He had a hard enough time falling asleep, what with the knowledge that someone had died right upstairs. He didn’t need to get worked up every time a tree branch rasped against the siding.


I slept okay with a bellyful of cheesy chicken and pasta, but I was still up and at ’em by sunrise, and once Bly headed out to the office, boredom immediately set in. It was too early to go bother Hale, and it was important that I stay on his good side, so I set about pretending to be an actual person who actually moved into an actual house. The living room seemed like it would get the most traction, between the large window and the fact that anyone who came to the door could see right in, so I started there, unpacking moving boxes.


Like it wasn’t bad enough when I had to do it for real. Except at least with the cannery, it was my stuff. I never thought I attached any sort of sentimental meaning to a bunch of random objects, but handling these things that belonged to the made-up person I’d become, I realized I was a little more sentimental than I thought. The boxes in my current domicile were just so much clutter and crap.


Okay, I told myself. Stay in character. What would a pretentious cerebral writerly type unpack first? I glanced down the manifest. Aha. Books. Unlike the massive vase of flowers, which I couldn’t for the life of me figure out how to display, the books would be easy. They went in the empty bookshelf. And whichever way I ended up stacking them, I could always claim it was my personal system.


While the task was encouraging, the titles of the books sure were not. Illustrating Revision and Fetishization. Flashback and Identity. Describing Pathos: Society and the Savage. Good thing I didn’t have to read any of them. It was hard enough keeping up with the barrage of tradecraft theory.


I was nearly done unpacking the second crate of books when a sharp rap on the door startled me out of my purposeful (but mind-numbing) task. Somehow, I would’ve pegged it for Sylvester Hale’s knock, even if I didn’t see his cloaked silhouette through the frosted glass. There was something sharp, insistent, and pointedly annoyed about it.


I straightened up, sore hips protesting, and ran a hand through my slightly sweaty hair, which fortunately was still gooped from last night. “Apologies are awesome opportunities to interact,” Bly had told me. “Just do it in character. Your guy would probably come up with a real doozy, an apology that’s not really an apology.”


With that in mind, I tamped down my natural urge to launch into an anxious explanation as to how a weeping Terri-Anne made me late, and instead opened the door with a pointedly casual, “What’s up?”


Hale stood on my stoop in his caped winter coat, a natty fedora, and a bright purple shoulder bag. He crossed his arms primly and said, “Well, you’ve already woken me up slamming things around your living room. You might as well invite me in.”


Success! Except that Bly wasn’t there to read him. Dammit. I waved him into the living room and said, “Is that a new purse?”


Hale arched a pointy gray eyebrow at me. “You’ve got the most peculiar sense of humor, my boy. Hard to tell if you’re being cunning or stupid.”


“You know what they say….” I trailed off, since there was no particular axiom I was trying to evoke, other than a change of subject.


“Since I have the great fortune to share a wall with one of the most scathing critics of queer gender politics today, I figured I would see about joining you for a few writing sprints.”


I looked at him blankly.


“I promise I won’t copy,” he added with a sweet little smile that led me to believe he was being sarcastic…or at least trying to be.


“Ha ha,” I said dryly. Could I get away with asking what a writing sprint might be? Probably not. Instead, I said, “I’m not really a morning writer.”


Apparently, that sounded plausible. “And yet, it can be so liberating to challenge our preconceived ideas of our own capabilities, and engage the Muse outside our typical creative peaks.”


I held his purse awkwardly while he removed his cloak and hat and hung it in the entryway, then handed it back to him before he got any ideas about perusing my book collection. Because it probably said something about me—something other than the fact that I was simply relieved I didn’t have to crack any of those boring covers. Hale went straight through to the dining room table and pulled out a surprisingly modern laptop. “I’m thinking it’s time to start my memoirs.”


I should probably have an opinion about that. I tried to make it dickish. “I can’t recall the last time I’ve paid any attention to a memoir.”


That answer seemed to excite him. “Precisely. They’re so gauche and self-serving, who even thinks to pen them anymore, other than politicians or reality stars trying to make a fast ghostwritten buck?”


As I was wondering where the term ghostwriting initiated, Hale said, “But the question is, do I begin with my scandalous two-year affair with the mayor’s son, or the first time I donned my mother’s costume jewelry?”


“Everyone loves a good scandal,” I said.


“You’re right,” he sighed. “It’s terribly obvious.”


Bly had told me that people often hear a lot less of what you actually say to them than you might think. I’d presumed he said that to bolster my confidence, since he could feel how nervous I was about needing to improvise around so many opinionated strangers. But maybe there was a grain of truth to his reassurance. I poured a cup of coffee for both Hale and me, pulled out my own laptop and set myself up across from him. And while he did a bunch of preparatory neck rolls and finger stretches, I quietly looked up the term writing sprints. Which meant pretty much what you’d expect.


Hale glanced at his watch. “We’ll start with ten minutes. That should be ample time to get the wheels turning.”


Hopefully I could make it look like I was writing for ten minutes. “Fine.”


“And…begin.”


Gentle clacking noises started coming from Hale’s keyboard almost immediately. He was a touch typist, not a two-fingered wonder like me. What if my typing style gave me away? Was it crazy of me to embark on this fake persona without so much as a typing lesson? 


We’d soon see.


I pulled open my email and sent a quick, panicked note to Bly. Hale is here, can you come home?


His email must’ve been set to ping his phone alerts. Before I could even figure out how to open up a word processor, I got the reply, I’m at least an hour away. Stall him.


According to the web, people usually did more than one writing sprint, so if I could just sit there and make some plausible clacky sounds, maybe Bly would be home by the time we finished. But pretending to type was a lot harder than actually typing. I kept overthinking it and worrying it sounded fake. Especially since I’d probably exposed whatever subtle rhythms my actual typing might have when I was sending that message to Bly. And so I stuck my cursor on the blank page and I rambled.


Before I knew it, the ten minutes were up.


“Well,” Hale said, “that’s a start. What’s your word count?”


I hadn’t the faintest idea where to find that particular tidbit of information—one that my persona would most definitely know. “It’s not the quantity that counts,” I said douchily.


“Three hundred and eight words,” he announced, then looked at me meaningfully. We’d already established I wasn’t about to share mine, so what did he want now? It took me a second, but when I said, “Care to share?” He seemed pleased. Oh, he made a show of grousing and saying he wasn’t ready, but, come on. Why bother writing with someone if you’re not going to rub their nose in it afterward?


Hale fixed his gaze on the computer, cleared his throat importantly, and read.


“Most men, when faced with the unwelcome knowledge of their own difference—labeled aberrant, and deviant, and perverse—would quail at the thought of exposing their deepest thoughts to the cruel mercies of our ignorant society.


“I am not most men.”


He read the rest, then looked at me expectantly. 


“That’s really something,” I said.


“I know it’s rough. But it does have some potential.” He tipped down his chin, looked at me over his bifocals, and said, “Well? Go ahead.”


Wait, what? “Oh no,” I said quickly. “I couldn’t.”


“Come now, I’m sure you haven’t gotten as far as you have in your career if you can’t handle a little critique.”


The good thing about playing an insufferable hipster is the fact that if I said or did anything out of character, I could always claim I was being ironic. And so, in the spirit of keeping Hale there until Bly got back, I read.


“Once upon a time if you told doctors you heard voices, they’d diagnose you as schizophrenic, put you on heavy drugs, and lock you away in a cozy state institution to keep you from hurting yourself or others. Nowadays, they test you first to see if you’re psychic.”


I hadn’t actually meant to start writing a memoir. I was just killing time while I waited for the clock to tick down. No doubt I’d seen and done a few things that would make for some interesting reading. But how could I possibly write anything coherent when I only remembered a small fragment of my life?


“Starting with the world’s most facile cliché?” Hale observed. “Once upon a time? That takes quite a sturdy ego.”


I figured that meant I was doing a pretty good job pretending to be a pretentious little shit. “It’s not set in stone,” I said. “Ready for round two?” 


“Just one moment. I’m not done unpacking your opening gambit. What, precisely, do you posit? That Psych has as much to do with psychiatric maladies as it does psychic abilities?”


Douchebag probably wouldn’t want him to define the word posit. Or facile, for that matter. “Make of it what you will,” I said with a confidence I most definitely did not feel.


“Is your argument for causation or correlation?”


Crap. “What do you think?”


“Well. The DSM certainly had its most major revision after the Ganzfeld Experiment. Then again, that piece of rubbish classified homosexuality as a pathology well into the seventies.”


Bad enough he wanted to argue about my opening line. Now he was throwing language, history and psychology at me, all in one conversation. Luckily, I had an arsenal of conversation sallies up my sleeve from my tradecraft readings. “I see where you’re going with this.”


It was a phrase designed to both agree with someone and encourage them to elaborate on their stance so you can figure out what the hell they’re talking about. I couldn’t have deployed it at a more opportune moment.


Which was why I was totally baffled that Hale took offense.


“It’s bad enough I must endure shop clerks and waitresses talking down to me. But from someone like you—someone who’s well-acquainted with confirmation bias—this dismissive attitude of yours reeks of condescension. I may be old enough to be your grandfather, but rest assured, my faculties are as sharp as they ever were. And I might not be a Northwestern graduate, but I’ve augmented my humble education with more years of experience than you’ve lived.”


The closest I’d been to Northwestern was collaring some of their frat boys scoring crack over by Juneway Terrace. I’m not sure which was worse. Having to act like I’d gone to some fancy college, or knowing my subject had been freaking researching me. 


The information age cut both ways. The FPMP might be able to plant a background about a new identity that could be accessed by anyone with an internet connection. Instant past, without anyone even having to leave the office. But that also left me wide open to scrutiny from people who used words like posit. 


Hale said, “Why do you presume I’m being a ridiculous old man?”


According to the tradecraft, sometimes the best answer was a question. “And why do you presume I’m talking down to you? I’m sure you won’t be shocked to find out I generally come off as an asshole.”


Initially, it looked as if my declaration might just piss him off more. But then he gave a ruefully weary headshake. “Just my type. If only I were twenty years younger….”


It was a truce, of sorts, though not an easy one. He closed his laptop and shoved it in his purse—with Bly still at least forty-five minutes away.


“I thought we were sprinting,” I said.


“I’ve forgotten how exhausting it is to banter with fellow writers. Nay, you cannot dissuade me from my retreat. My morning quota for interaction is satisfied…and my rump is already sore from your appallingly rigid furniture.” 


How did other people get me to stick around when I sorely wanted to leave? Terri-Anne did it with food. But I had nothing but prepackaged dietetic meals on hand. And given that he barely took a sip of the coffee I’d put in front of him, I couldn’t tempt him with caffeine either.


Guilt was another promising avenue. But I would need more time to formulate a plausible complaint, and Hale was already halfway to the front door.


My head might’ve been crammed full of all the tradecraft articles I’d been consuming, but I had a few tricks up my sleeve from my previous life, too. If Jacob wanted to make a point, he had no qualms about playing fast and loose with the facts, and especially backing them up with completely fabricated data. “You’ve seen the new study on writing productivity, haven’t you? Daily accountability is super important. If you’re serious about your memoir, we’ll need to make this a standing date.”


Hale paused with one arm in the sleeve of his elaborate overcoat. “Not only caustic, but presumptuous, too.” He shook his head. “You’ll be the death of me, indeed.”


Was that good? Hard to say. I tailed him outside—damn, it was cold enough to freeze off my hair goop—and said, “Give me your phone number. I’ll send you a text.”


“It’s adorable that you think I’d abide the obtrusiveness of a cellular phone,” he called back over his shoulder.


“Same time tomorrow?” I ventured. But Hale’s front door was already closing behind him with a very final-sounding thump.


I pulled out my obtrusive cellular phone and shot my fake husband a text. 


Never mind…I blew it.
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For the first time in my very short career as a psychic spy, I gave some serious consideration to quitting. Not because I had qualms about spying on someone, but because I realized how mightily I sucked at it.


That crack Hale made about our furniture being uncomfortable wasn’t wrong. Hell bent on making sure he actually stayed a while the next time he came over, I struck out for the local froufrou shops and bought some new seat cushions. Not gonna lie, I got a kick out of using my FPMP credit card to pad our hard wooden dining room chairs. Would it be weird to go knock on his door and invite him over to see them? Probably. And with my luck, he’d think I was succumbing to the half-joking “if only I were twenty years younger” spiel. I might not be all that smooth, but I can tell when another guy wouldn’t say no to a hand-job.


Still, the sooner I sealed the deal on the dinner invite, the sooner I’d be back on my own furniture. I tromped around the snowbank to Hale’s front door and rang the bell. Numerous times. But eventually I decided that he probably wasn’t home—plus, the longer I stood there in plain view, the greater my chance of being lured into a dessert by Terri-Anne.


I spent the rest of the day lurking around See You Latte with one eye on the door. And I tried not to read anything into the fact that Hale regularly spent hours in the cafe, even though the chairs weren’t any more comfortable here than they were in my fake dining room.


I debated the wisdom of an eighth cup of coffee and lined up yet again for the counter. I was considering whether or not I should supplement my impending dinner with a turkey panini when I spotted a flyer that looked vaguely familiar. Faldstool Fridays. I had no idea what a faldstool might be, so I asked my phone, which claimed it was a folding chair. Which made me even more suspicious about the claim that my furniture wasn’t good enough for Hale’s delicate octogenarian ass. But the event was starting in just a few minutes—and that Cleghorn guy had mentioned that Hale might be there. 


I shot Bly a text. Our guy might be at Twice Told Tales. Can you make it?


A quick reply. On my way.


It was something Jacob might say. Which left me staring at my phone with a weird ache in my middle and the sense of feeling phenomenally alone.


“Are you gonna order?” someone snapped. I turned to find a ruddy-faced guy glaring at me, and quelled the impulse to tell him to pipe down and keep his pants on. That was something an ex-cop would do, not a stay-at-home douchebag—who’d likely prefer to skulk back to his computer and write a scathing, anonymous Amazon review of something completely unrelated instead. I swallowed my pride and waved him ahead, then trudged out into the snow toward the used book store.


It was late. It was February. And it was dark. Twice Told Tales looked even more cramped and dusty inside without daylight filtering in through the smudged windows. And now the meager floorspace was taken up by a dozen mismatched, crooked chairs. A sideboard featured boxed wine, paper cups, and a plate of cheese cubes that were already going hard around the edges. 


A few intrepid souls had come out to see the author read—a dull-looking history of gay Chicago by yet another middle-aged white guy. His photo beamed from an awkward-looking publicity shot mounted on an easel beside the podium, and just a few feet away, the author himself was speaking very earnestly with the store owner. I noted the guy was not carrying a bag.


I stood awkwardly, wondering where Hale would sit if he did actually show up, and inadvertently caught Cleghorn’s eye. I had no reason to think he’d recognize me, but he lit up with excitement and gestured me over. “I was hoping you’d show up,” he said. “I perused the Zeitgeist Journal archives and found a piece of yours that would be perfect for tonight’s reading.”


The real author blinked a few times, then said, “But I’m reading tonight.”


Cleghorn gave a very satisfied nod, and repeated, “Zeitgeist Journal.”


Since that was neither a question, nor an argument, nor any real attempt at conversation, there was no way for the real author to respond. Though he did mutter, “But I shelled out twenty bucks for the wine,” as he wandered off to go greet some of the attendees.


“Maybe you should let him keep his hour of glory for himself,” I suggested hopefully.


“With you in my clutches? I wouldn’t dream of it.” Cleghorn leaned in and said, “He’s self-published, too.” He shoved a tablet into my hand. “Your piece is a few years old, but I think it’s just as relevant today, if not more so.”


I glanced down at the title: Deconstructing the Paradigm of Toxic Masculinity in the Gay Community by Victor Baine.


Kill me now.


“I’ll need to take a raincheck,” I said reflexively—because in all likelihood, I’d come across a word I not only didn’t quite know, but couldn’t even pronounce. “I left my glasses at home.”


“Not a problem.” Cleghorn snatched the tablet out of my hands and gave it a few jabs. “Just increase the font size.”


I should have come up with a better initial objection. According to all the tradecraft, claiming an urgent need to be somewhere else, from needing to take a pill to declaring you’ve left the oven on, was a legitimate way to get out of a sticky situation that might expose your fake identity. But you only had one shot before it was clear you were just making an excuse. What I should’ve done was announce that I’d left all my pills in my oven and my house was currently burning down. But now I’d only draw attention to myself if I dredged up any more objections. It was tempting to try just one more excuse anyhow—maybe sudden-onset dyslexia—when I heard the familiar thump of Sylvester Hale’s cane on the worn carpet.


Great.


The only thing to do was buck up and read the damn article. Yes, I could turn tail and run, and save myself the excruciating trauma of reading one of my “think pieces” aloud. But the aisles were narrow, and Bly was on his way. If we managed to trap Hale in a conversation about the afterlife—tonight, here—I could be wearing my own jeans, sleeping in my own bed, and more importantly, picking up my own man’s wayward socks by tomorrow.


If Jacob were here, he’d rib me about the hot mess I’d managed to step into, but not without somehow making me feel like he had my back, a hundred percent. Not by what he said or did, but the way he looked at me. Like he knew I was capable of great things, even when I wasn’t quite sure myself. If I set my mind to something, whether or not I was particularly suited to the task, Jacob swallowed the urge to step in and show me how things should be done—usually—because when he told me he believed in me, it was more than just lip service. He really did. This may have resulted in us eating blackened, crunchy grilled cheese sandwiches that somehow ended up with non-melted middles, and I’m not quite sure what I actually learned. Just that I wished I could look out over the sea of rickety chairs and see his earnest eyes on me.


Listening to the first guy speak was torture. I didn’t catch half of what he said, mainly because I was busy checking my phone to see if there was any update from Bly. There wasn’t. But I did inadvertently reinforce the stay-at-home douchebag’s character by making him look like he was too important to pay attention.


History guy finished his reading to a smattering of applause from the handful of aging queerfolk with nowhere better to be on a Friday night, and then Cleghorn took the podium, and with gleeful enthusiasm, introduced award-winning columnist, Victor Baine.


“From the Zeitgeist Journal.”


The crowd murmured as if that meant something.


Given that I lived my life in a perpetual state of anxiety, you would think the dread that came with public speaking would be nothing new. Apparently, though, my capacity for discomfort was even greater then I realized. I took the tablet from Cleghorn—the font size was enormous—and wondered if I should spin some bullshit from my FPMP-created backstory to introduce myself. And then I realized I was drawing a total blank.


A carrot-in-the-headlights moment if ever there was one.


Jacob wasn’t there, Bly wasn’t there, and unless I wanted to fake a seizure, the only thing left for me to do was read. Since I would probably rupture something flailing around on the floor in those skinny jeans…I read.


“It’s high time to explore the dialectic between masculine archetypes and the homosexual community, with the understanding that gender is a dynamic, as is community and, indeed, sexuality in general.”


As I caught my breath, I glanced up at the crowd, fully expecting someone to stand up, point their finger in accusation, and declare me the biggest fraud since Enron. But no. There were a few mildly furrowed eyebrows and one or two glassy stares, but nobody seemed to notice I had zero idea what I was even reading.


I carried on, spooling out a shitshow of ridiculous twenty-five-cent words.


“To contextualize the critical-practical perspectives of the gay discourse and the prevalent theoretical framework of male sexuality, I propose a potentially innovative model that draws on empirical observations curated through a gender-sensitive lens.”


Any minute now, someone was bound to call my bluff. I checked in with the audience again. More furrowing of brows. But no one was checking their phone. Apparently, no one else was as big of an inconsiderate dickhole as Victor Baine.


The essay went on. And on. And on. A deluge of words. So many words. But I managed to say them. Yes, I did.


“Going forward, the organic growth of this road map to the pathologization of masculinity and the aggregate alienation from the natural state has led to a virgin field pregnant with possibilities that offers a fruitful avenue for further consideration.”


I jabbed at the tablet’s touchscreen a few more times before I realized that was the end. Was I supposed to announce “the end?” Or was that as bad as beginning something with once upon a time? I looked up to get a feel for the room, not that I’ve ever had any success with that, and locked eyes with a certain someone who’d just whisked through the door with a blast of cold air and a whirl of frosty snowflakes: my fake husband.


I was buffeted by relief. I could pretend to be in a tense relationship a heck of a lot easier than I could bluff my way through the pretentious lingo of the world’s most unfathomable writer. “Well, you missed it,” I announced. “I hope you’re happy.”


I might not be an empath—but I could tell by the widened eyes and alert postures that the audience was now getting a much better show than they’d bargained for. I gave Bly a look, then indicated Hale with a tilt of my head. Bly gave a subtle nod, then said, “Traffic was crazy. Look, I’m here now.”


“Are you? Or are you still worrying about losing that client?”


Unwilling to let his big intellectual reading devolve into a domestic melodrama, Cleghorn edged me away from the podium and announced, “Victor Baine. From the Zeitgeist Journal.”


Normally, I’d make an ineffective attempt at a gracious departure, but my obnoxious persona had no qualms about walking away and going to ream out his beleaguered spouse. I cut my eyes to show Bly which way I was going to walk—hopefully not too cop-like—and he veered the opposite way so we could corral Hale between us and loop him into a conversation, whether he liked it or not. But just as if they’d been choreographed to run interference, a trio of older gay guys in nice shoes and expensive winter overcoats sprang up and surrounded me.


“I was intrigued by your notion of the toxic heteronormative narrative,” one of them said, while the other two murmured their assent. And as they all thoughtfully sipped their boxed wine, Sylvester Hale somehow managed to slip around Bly and hobble right out the door.
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Every time I’ve spotted an FPMP agent in the field and felt smug about it? I take it back. All of it. Pretending to be someone else is really freaking hard. 


I was fully aware how lucky I was to be paired up with someone as well-versed in undercover work as Bly, and even he was getting frustrated with Hale. Together, we walked the few blocks back to the murder house with our hands jammed in our pockets and our heads bent against the cold. “How did the old guy outpace us?” Bly wondered.


“He probably hopped a cab.” I sighed, and my breath gusted out in a cloud of February frost. “God, that was excruciating. I’m glad you showed up when you did and saved me from having to try to talk about the thing I supposedly wrote. Bad enough trying to get through the reading. I pity the poor schlub who had to write it.”


“I randomly generated those things based on a few lists of keywords.”


I shot him a “Seriously?” look.


“What do you want from me?” he sniggered. “If you’d looked at them yourself, you would’ve figured out some way to get out of the reading.”


We trooped up the front walk and Bly held open the storm door as I fit my key into the lock. Those gay intellectuals at the bookstore weren’t the only ones moving in sync. Bly might abandon me to the tender mercies of our neighbors during the day, but we’d still spent a fair amount of time in each other’s company lately, and the two of us were starting to coordinate our movements like a real couple.


These days, I was definitely thinking about him less like the random empath at work—one who’d taken a serious volley of ectoplasmic spewage from Jennifer Chance—and more like an actual…what? “Friend” was a bit presumptuous, but “colleague” seemed awfully dry.


I handed off my coat since he was closer to the coatrack, and realized it was the same type of casual action I would’ve taken with Jacob. Not a particularly splashy move, just a nod to pragmatism—a dropping of the inconvenient please-and-thank-you you’d use with a co-worker.


The best term for what Bly had become for me over the past few days was a partner. It might be a loaded word. But it fit.


We headed off to the kitchen to eat our skimpy dinners and talk in low tones beneath the camouflage of music. He’d endured a stressful day. Something about sorting out a stockbroker leveling an accusation of undocumented unethical precognition at one of his competitors. It sounded complicated. Probably because I was still leery of the FPMP’s purported mission. And also because I’d never had much to do with civil litigation.


As he spoke, I considered how deep he was in with the Program. Pretty damn deep. He was the pet empath of the last director. He must’ve been given a stunning amount of info on Con Dreyfuss’s projects—one of which had been me. Heck, he’d even admitted that he’d recently seen my file. If we really were partners, it didn’t make sense for me to hold out on asking what he knew. I was trying to come up with a smooth way to segue into the topic when he pushed away from the table and said, “Time to go do my penance for the donut I scarfed down at the Stock Exchange. And the damn thing was stale.”


Crap. Bly and me, we’d had a moment there—sort of—and I didn’t want to let it slip away. I trotted up two flights of stairs behind him. He’d paused in the middle of the home gym to thumb through his workout app. I wondered if I could claim I wanted to join him in his exercise routine. He was no lie detector, after all, but I had yet to determine what his empath brain saw in my fifty shades of anxiety.


I decided against the lie, since I’d already dodged a bullet that night reading that phony article. I’d need to stop tempting fate and just be direct for a change.


“So, listen,” I said softly, just in case Hale was lurking at the other side of the wall with his ear pressed up against the flimsy plasterboard, “despite the fact that I’m not really delivering on our primary objective—”


“Undercover work takes time.” Bly peeled off his tasteful charcoal gray sweater as he spoke, and hung it carefully over the treadmill. “You really never can tell, especially in this line of work. Once in a while you get lucky and score a hit right away. But you can’t count on it.”


He pulled on a baggy T-shirt, then unbuckled his belt. The merino wool slacks dropped and he draped them beside the sweater, and then stepped into a schleppy pair of track pants. I tried to imagine anyone at my old job willingly stripping down like that, but there really was no comparison. For the most part, they didn’t know I was gay. And the few who did had never disrobed in my presence.


One good thing about Bly’s acute empathy. He knew I wasn’t perving on him.


Watching Bly get comfortable made me realize my skinny jeans were cutting painful furrows in my hips and belly, and I checked to see if I had anything less constricting in my wardrobe. Hallelujah, I found another pair of sweatpants—this one with some artfully deconstructed inside-out seams, a random non-functional zipper and a drop crotch—but at least it would let my lower half decompress.


I changed into them—was there seriously no happy medium between jamming my scrotum against my taint and having the crotch hang halfway to my knees? Bly didn’t notice. He was loading up a barbell. “Since you’re up here, why don’t you spot me?”


“Sure.” I tried not to feel too relieved…since, empath.


He assumed the position on the weight bench and I helped him lift off. Talking was off the table for a moment. You don’t want to distract a guy who’s benching enough to squish his vital organs—Jacob taught me this without being the least bit condescending. Damn, I missed him. Hard. And doing things with Bly that I used to do with Jacob was bringing out the sentimental goof in me. I would’ve thought kissing goodbye or casually touching my fake husband in public would’ve rung those bells, but it didn’t. Because I’d developed a different vocabulary with Jacob, a specific language of touches and kisses that wasn’t anything like the dialog I was sharing with Bly. No, it was the mundane stuff that really stung. Handing him my coat. Spotting his bench-press. Of all the ridiculous things to get schmaltzy about….


Bly paused with the weight halfway up and said, “Do you smell that?”


We both froze, then I carefully helped him rack the heavy barbell. Once it was up and out of the way, we both gave a long, apprehensive sniff. It smelled like a weight room to me. Iron and new carpet, and laced through that, the smell of my hair goop and Bly’s deodorant.


“Specifically—where did our victim die?” I asked.


Bly gave me an odd look. “Victim?”


I waved it away. “Homicide habits. The last owner, I mean. Where’d they find her?”


“I’ll double-check.” Bly pulled out his phone and started swiping. “According to the report….” He gestured toward a stretch of floor space currently occupied by an elliptical. We both backed away a few steps. “So, murders. They tend to stick around?”


I gave a resigned nod. “And suicides. Accidents, too. But those mostly leave harmless repeaters.” Visual, usually. Audible, occasionally. I didn’t know if there was such a thing as a repeater smell. We both stared at the carpet with the sort of furrowed brow usually reserved for a Zeitgeist Journal column.


“It’s late,” Bly said. “But we’ve got a few options. We can chalk it up to a random smell in the floorboards and ride it out—you’re the expert, and like I said, if you say there’s no ghost, there’s no ghost. Or we get Laura on the phone and pull the plug.”


A great way to land in my own bed that night—but something wasn’t quite adding up. Not a haunting. But something definitely felt off. “I don’t want to cry wolf in front of Laura—she’s wound up tight enough as it is—especially over a rumor I heard from a kid with an overactive imagination. We’ve scanned this place again and again, and I haven’t actually seen any spirit activity.”


Bly nodded. “Your call. Like I said, this is your specialty. Not mine.”


We’d been sleeping in the townhouse nearly a week, and I hadn’t woken up with a ghost under my skin. Not yet, anyhow. And I hated to sound the alarms over a little stink. Especially when there was a perfectly logical reason for a foul odor to linger. Not a very palatable reason, mind you, but a logical one. “I want to finish what we started. But just to be safe…let’s break out the secret FPMP gear.” 


At the very least, the frankincense would cover up the smell.


Bly made a pretty good exorcism partner. He must’ve studied up on my methodology before the assignment. In a pinch, I can throw some salt and spritz a little Florida Water, but if I’ve got enough privacy for the whole enchilada, I light candles at the cardinal points and put myself through the paces of a full-on ritual. Especially when I know I’ll be sleeping right downstairs.


It was a decent ritual. Even so, once the candles were snuffed, we still moved our bed to the opposite side of the room so it wasn’t directly below the place of death.


I woke up at my usual crack of dawn and shoved my way into yesterday’s skinny jeans. If there was another spirit riding around inside my body, no way would the both of us manage to cram our way in. As a precaution, I took a fresh look around the third-floor home gym. No ghosts. No smells, either—other than the ritual incense, which was still pretty strong. 


All clear. At least, as far as I knew.


But I wasn’t sure. 


A lack of certainty was a constant presence in my life—from whether or not I’d missed daylight savings time again to a certain bafflement whenever I encountered a ratio that four out of five high school dropouts clearly understood way better than me. In this case, though, I wasn’t willing to just ignore my niggling doubt.


I headed back to the bedroom to check in on Bly, and was momentarily startled to find him curled up tight on the edge of his side of the bed. Jacob never slept that way, not unless he had food poisoning. And that restaurant was now firmly on our “no” list. 


But Bly wasn’t Jacob. And just because he was the big, strapping lunk I climbed into bed with at the end of the day—at least for the moment—I really couldn’t afford to let the boundaries blur. Bly wasn’t spirit Teflon, not like Jacob. If I was wrong about the ghost situation, it wouldn’t just be myself I was putting at risk.


“What’s eating you?” he mumbled into the sheets.


I did a guilty flinch. I hadn’t realized my worry was strong enough to wake up an empath. “As much as I don’t want to call in the cavalry over a little stink—I think it can’t hurt to double-check my work…with a little enhancement in place.”


Bly pushed up on one elbow and rubbed sleep out of his eyes. “Laura doesn’t keep an undocumented stash of pharmaceuticals lying around. Not like Con used to.”


No, Laura was way more by-the-book than Dreyfuss ever was. “Not with psyactives. I wouldn’t take one of those nasty horse pills unless we were in some serious hot water. I was thinking something more like…yoga.”


If Bly were actually like Jacob, he wouldn’t have let that suggestion go without some playful ribbing. Bly, however, most definitely was not Jacob. “Since it’s Saturday, I’m assigned to you for the day. You think yoga’s the way to go? Then let’s hit the gym.”
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When we trudged into the gym and asked about the next yoga class, the kid behind the counter said, “You’re in luck—there’s one starting right now. You’ll just make it if you skip the locker room and leave your coats and shoes by the door.”


I was sure the instructor would be really thrilled about that, but it would be better than barging in late.


No doubt there was more than one yogi at the gym. And so, of course, it was the one who gave me dirty looks as she tied me up in knots who was teaching. Yoga Lady’s look of general annoyance over my last-minute entrance morphed into one of pointed disdain as she recognized me. 


She came striding over with great purpose. Her voice was low, even mild, but it was no less irritated when she told me, “Terri-Anne isn’t here.”


Thank god—I didn’t say that out loud.


Her voice went colder still. “And this is a couples class.”


From behind me, Bly said, “Good thing he brought his husband.”


The instructor was so stunned, she literally did a double-take. Bly. Me. Bly again. And me. And then her whole demeanor changed. It could’ve been Bly tinkering around in her heart, but I didn’t think so. More like she was flooded with relief that she didn’t have to protect Terri-Anne’s virtue from a stay-at-home neighbor with dubious taste in hats.


“Welcome,” she told the two of us, and she sounded like she actually meant it. “Go ahead and place your mats together—there’s a spot right there—and we’ll get started.”


There was an assortment of queer and hetero couples watching us set up. Most with simple curiosity, though some middle-aged guys toward the back were eyeing us to see if we might want to be more than just their yoga buddies. If I picked up on that from half a lifetime of being cruised, I couldn’t imagine what it must’ve felt like to Bly. Maybe his life was a gauntlet of strangers’ desires, and the mere act of walking down the street left him pummeled and bruised.


Or maybe it actually felt good to be wanted like that.


I was pondering the reason my knee-jerk assumption was so dark—and tuning out the instructor’s blah-blah-blah—when I realized she’d just told us to turn and greet your partner with a kiss.


I successfully kept myself from rolling my eyes. It was some consolation that Bly could feel them rolling on the inside.


It was hard to tell exactly how in-depth the other couples’ kisses were. Bly did that thing again where he cupped the back of my head and threaded his fingers through my hair. Hopefully it wouldn’t end up stuck in the hair goop.


The yoga itself was no worse than before. Warrior Two was a little easier holding hands with a partner, with Bly’s weight tugging me in the opposite direction. The seated straddle was awkward—the two of us facing with our legs spread wide, taking turns tugging one another down into the stretch. Bly was pretty limber. I did my best to keep from pulling too hard, since he wouldn’t appreciate me yanking his face down into my groin. Mostly, though, I kept my focus on getting through the poses so we could move on to the chakra work.


Finally, we sat and closed our eyes. The instructor’s voice washed over the crowd. “Focus on your posture, and then go deeper, to your inner stillness.”


I didn’t necessarily buy the notion that inner stillness lived inside each and every one of us, but I was phenomenally motivated to light myself up like the last time I yoga’d. Dead people can’t be trusted. And I was hell bent on figuring out if there was a ghost stinking up the townhouse after all.


“Now turn your attention to your base chakra—deep within your pelvic region.” I had the feeling Yoga Lady didn’t have to spell out the location for her regulars. She really didn’t need to point out where the chakras lived on our account either, but we couldn’t just announce ourselves as a pair of well-trained, high-level Psychs and tell her to get on with it. On the bright side, the dumbing down must’ve meant our disguises were working.


She made her way up the rainbow one color at a time, but when she got to the heart chakra—a spinning ball of green light in the chest—she started waxing eloquent about unconditional love. Breathe in, breathe out…peace and joy and kittens and puppies and unicorn farts. I’d heard the whole rigmarole a million times. Love was fine and dandy. But I was dealing with a potential ghost.


She finished the rainbow, then said, “Now open your eyes, re-greet your partner, and carry your unconditional love throughout the day.”


I opened my eyes. The room didn’t look any different, but I did feel that slight edge of loopiness I got when I was especially hopped up on white light. Everyone else was kissing and canoodling and murmuring little somethings to their partners, so Bly bent his head to mine and pressed our foreheads together. “Sorry about the face-in-the-crotch move,” I said. “I didn’t realize you were that flexible.”


“Let’s not speak of it again.” He unfolded from the mat gracefully. I floundered as one of my hamstrings cramped, but he gave me a hand up, smooth as you please, while people from the next class started to filter in. All women. I noticed one of them doing that distinctive waddle, then realized, all pregnant.


One of the women shouldered past us—mid-thirties Latina in slouchy designer streetwear (that would no doubt leave me reeling with sticker shock) hugging a moderate baby bump. Bly went still. And possibly pale, though under his bronzer, it’s hard to tell. He said, “I gotta get out of here. I’ll meet you outside.”


Fine by me, but now Yoga Lady had him in her sights. She was pretty quick on her feet, too, so I did what any doting husband would do…and ran interference. With a mat in each hand, I ambled over to her and started talking.


“Say, that was really something. The chakras—how can you tell which way they’re spinning? I mean, I know which way clockwise runs, but which way is the clock supposed to be facing?”


I probably could’ve stood to actually listen to her answer, but mostly I was busy angling myself so the mats blocked her from pursuing Bly. The more preggos wandered in, the easier it got. Add them to the folks busy chatting and the gay couple who clearly wanted to be our new best friends, and the studio was getting downright crowded.


“…and what really matters is that you focus on the resonance. Is your husband okay?”


“Oh, you know how it is.” Would he be pissed at me for implying he had diarrhea? “Lactose intolerant.”


We could sort that out later.


But rather than the typical disengagement I’d expected over the mention of bodily functions, Yoga Lady showed deep concern. “Lots of people develop lactose intolerance later in life. Our ancestors didn’t nurse past childhood, so there was no evolutionary advantage to being able to digest milk. Have you tried cashew milk?”


Since Bly was now well out of range, I slung the mats on the pile and said, “Yeah, that sounds right up our alley—I’ll give it a shot. So, anyways, thanks for the yoga and I’ll see you ’round.”


Smooth. But I managed to jam on my bright white sneakers and get the heck out of there before anyone invited me to an orgy…or a potluck. On my way out through the sea of treadmills and spin bikes, raised voices caught my attention. A couple of mom-types were getting into it over by the kettlebells.


“Are you trying to kill me?”


“I was nowhere near you—and maybe you need to start looking where you’re going instead of talking on the phone.”


The argument was like a batch of popcorn. Just one kernel exploding at first. But then a series of percussions as more and more steam came to a head. Little shouting matches popped up all around the gym. But their vibe wasn’t the type of ’roid rage I might expect. It smacked of defensiveness and fear—and, in fact, more than one gym rat was in tears.


No wonder Bly high-tailed it out of yoga. Whatever just went down, I couldn’t imagine being an empath in the middle of it, and soaking up the wigginess of all those freaked out people. Though as I plowed through the upheavals and skirmishes, it occurred to me that they followed a certain path, from the yoga studio to the front door. And also that if Bly was as strong an empath as, say, Stefan, he could do a lot more than just soak up vibes.


He could project them.


I spotted him nearly half a block away and jogged to catch up. “Hold up! Bly!” A charley horse chose that particular moment to rear up, and I staggered to a painful stop. “Jack—wait.”


At the sound of his given name, he stopped. He didn’t turn to face me. But he did allow me to hobble up to him. And even though I had a suspicion that he was leaking—not due to lactose intolerance, thankfully, but a metaphysical leak—I was shocked how much the vibes he put out felt like they’d originated in my very own neuroses. Of course they did. They were just raw emotions. It was my own brain supplying the narration.


I’d fuck things up. Just like I always did.


And this time, I’d turn up dead.


Cripes.


I’d always figured the reason Detective John Wembly disappeared was that he made a big bust and got himself on the radar of too many bad people. But would the simple threat of being recognized really keep a cop awake at night? Or had something more gone down—something where his talent was more of a hindrance than a help?


“Hey,” I said. “No one’s gonna die. We got this.”


He pinched the bridge of his nose and forced out a laugh. “Fuckin’ yoga. Who’da thought? Am I right?”


I mimicked the laugh…even though it was pretty darn obvious that no one was finding anything even remotely funny.


We walked the rest of the way home in silence—not companionable, either, but awkward. I wondered if the fetuses freaked him out, but I couldn’t quite figure out how to ask. Besides, how would fetus emotion be any worse than people emotion? They had it made, floating around in a dark, warm environment where nobody made them read nonsensical intellectual think-pieces full of words that made their heads hurt.


No, it had to be something deeper. Something to do with whatever had him running in his sleep.


My social skills might suck, but even I could sense it wasn’t the right time to ask. I could still taste the overspill of his emotions. Funny, how it had never occurred to me a big, buff federal agent would feel like such a loser. 


Or…what if everyone felt that way sometimes—okay, everyone but Jacob—and I was nowhere near as messed up inside as I thought?
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Intellectually, I’d known Bly was a high-level empath, but it only hit home once he lost his grip on the talent. I guess it’s more disarming to see someone so vulnerable when they’re normally in total control.


If I was jonesing to ditch the murder house and get back home, I can only imagine how he must have felt, stuck in a potentially haunted house next to a frustrated skin suit just waiting for a ghost to slip inside. I decided to let the whole gym fiasco drop and focus on doing what we’d come to do. “If you’re all hopped up, then I must be, too. Let’s go assess the third floor once and for all, and then we’ll force those questions down Hale’s throat and wrap up this assignment.”


Maybe the fact that he could read the emotion—hell, I’m sure he felt the feels so hard he could barely hear me speaking—meant that my sincere attempt to motivate myself rang true enough to calm him down, too. Bly paused and looked up Belmont as if he only just now realized where he was. “Right,” he said. “Let’s do this.”


I’d never been the one people turned to when they’re looking for words of encouragement, but I decided to give it a shot. “If you want to talk about anything….”


“It’s ancient history.”


Maybe so. But it was obvious enough, even to a non-empathic stump like me, that the history had really left a mark.


According to the tradecraft, though…pressing too hard would only make him clam up harder.


Still, I wondered. What was empathy like on psyactives?


While I can extrapolate, I can’t exactly imagine how psychic empathy would feel. I’d asked Stefan, back when we could stand one another, and he’d answered with a catty raised eyebrow and a smug, “Wouldn’t you like to know?” which I suspected was not only to maintain his mystique, but because he didn’t have anything non-empathic to compare it to. Not back before they started testing antipsyactives on us all.


I must’ve been quiet for several long moments, thinking my own thoughts. Just like the tradecraft promised…once I backed off, Bly tangoed forward. “It’s like everything’s about coupledom,” he blurted out. “Couples yoga. Couples massage. Couples vacation packages.”


I’d been expecting him to open up about something involving gangs and drugs and bullet wounds. Not his love life.


Me, I’d never been one to make a big deal about whether or not I was half a couple. How could I, being a gay cop on a force that only pretended to tolerate the gays while the city lawyers gave their mandatory non-discrimination talk? “It’s just that time of year. You know how people get around Valentine’s Day.”


Bly grunted, but didn’t expound any further. And I didn’t press him.


Neither of us said anything as we turned down our block. I focused on my crown chakra, a violet ball of spinning light somewhere in the vicinity of my forehead, and did my best to keep the yoga channel open. Bad enough my partner was spooked at the gym. He shouldn’t have to come home to a ghost.


I was so focused on my new exorcism plan (which basically involved the same old exorcism, only harder) when I realized we were being summoned.


“Boys? Boys! Pause your brooding introspection and spare but a moment for your long-suffering neighbor.”


Sylvester Hale stood on his little concrete stoop in the burgundy satin smoking jacket, to which he’d added a pair of fuzzy rainbow slippers and a paisley turban.


Bly and I both stopped at the end of his walkway and stared, baffled, for a long moment. I recovered first. “What’s up?” I said, almost naturally.


“I’d like a word.” Hale whisked out a crazy shawl made of orange yarn with lots of tassels, wrapped it around himself like an ermine stole, then brandished his cane and came tapping down the salted pavement. While we kept on staring, he rounded the snowbank and headed for our front door. “Don’t just stand there. Let us all in before our delicate nether regions develop frostbite.”


Bly unlocked the door and ushered us inside. The first floor was still a warren of moving boxes with a massive bouquet crapping wilted flower petals all over the mantle, but Hale didn’t seem to notice my utter lack of organizational skills. He navigated our place with confidence. I’m sure it helped that his own townhouse had the exact same layout. “I hate to come across as a dreary old hag, but you must understand, the craftsmanship in these condominiums is dreadful, and the walls are paper thin.”


He settled himself fastidiously at our dining room table. “I’ve no issue with your taste in music, but do tone it down a few decibels. My hearing might not be what it was forty years ago—but last night, the pictures on my walls were shaking.”


More like he was disappointed he couldn’t listen in on our private conversations with the speakers aimed at his living room wall.


“Sorry,” Bly said. “We didn’t realize the sound carried.”


“And it couldn’t hurt to be a little less liberal about whatever incense you’re burning. I enjoy a bit of sandalwood as much as the next world traveler. But last night it smelled like you’d accidentally chucked your dining room set on the fire.” He patted the hard wooden seat through the insufficient cushion. “Pity.”


“You know how incense can be,” Bly said. “Such a fine line between creating ambiance and setting off smoke alarms.”


He’d taken the good-humored tone I remembered from our PsyCop days—the “guy with the hair” who was everyone’s buddy…which I now realized was just a persona he’d adopted. Because not ten minutes ago he was stressing over yoga hard enough to leak all over the gym. And not because of lactose intolerance, either, but an overdose of white light.


“Indeed,” Hale said, with an undertone of don’t make me ask you again. I figured there must be a way to bring up something more esoteric while we were talking about incense, but before I could figure out a good segue, he changed the subject himself. “Jack, would you be a dear and put on some hibiscus tea?”


“I’ll see if we have any.”


While Bly went off to check our inventory, I did a quick scan to make sure we living folks were the only ones in the room, then parked myself across the table from Hale. My own white light was still topped off, but my talent wasn’t like that of other Psychs. Mediumship was pretty dull without a ghost around. And unless I was astral projecting to the lullaby of a GhosTV, I wouldn’t be able to tell whether or not the old man’s subtle bodies were rattling around loose in his wrinkled skin. 


I could steer the conversation while Bly was all lit up, though. And hopefully, if we were lucky enough to determine Hale had nothing to do with ghosts, we wouldn’t even need to bother with another third-floor ritual. Just write our report and head home.


“There’s more to incense than just the smell,” I opened with, figuring it was a pretty good way to shift into esoteric matters.


“Of course, the ceremonial use of incense stretches back millennia—you’re not Buddhist, are you?” I shook my head, but Hale didn’t seem to want any sort of lengthy answer about my spiritual practice. He was too busy launching into a story about himself. “When I backpacked through Tibet in 1972, incense smoke billowed out of the temples and shrines in thick clouds. It was so resinous I can still practically taste it on the back of my tongue.”


“There’s no hibiscus,” Bly said from the kitchen doorway. “How’s chamomile?”


“At eleven o’clock in the morning?” Hale said, as if he’d just been offered a dead rat. He made a shooing gesture toward the front door and said, “The MiniMart on the corner has an adequate selection,” then turned away in dismissal.


Bly looked comically puzzled, but when I met his eye and gave him a little nod, he just shrugged and pulled on his cashmere coat. “Okay, then. Anyone need anything else while I’m out?”


“A bear claw from that particular establishment wouldn’t go unappreciated,” Hale said loftily. “But only if they’re fresh. Otherwise, you might as well use them for a doorstop. In which case, the pastry at See You Latte is replenished several times a day.”


The cafe was also two blocks farther away, and would keep Bly occupied for more than just a ten-minute jaunt to the corner. Bly struck out for the hibiscus tea, leaving me alone with Hale. But before I could awkwardly turn the conversation to the afterlife, he said, “The two of you certainly didn’t waste any time departing last night’s reading.”


“What do you mean? You left before we did.”


“I? Surely not. True, I did step out to fetch a less deplorable merlot from across the street. But when I returned, you and your strappingly butch spouse were nowhere to be seen.”


“Wait. You came back?” Damn it.


“No doubt the rest of the Faldstool Fridays crowd was equally as crestfallen as I that you’d taken such an early leave. Fresh meat is so rare among us, especially in these days of faceless, pseudo-intellectual internet discourse.”


Fresh meat? The thought of myself hanging on display, flayed and butchered, made me vaguely queasy.


If I was turning green, Hale took no notice of it. He said, “Most of those men would be elated to be wed to such a prime specimen. Tall. Good-humored. Stunningly fit. And a very good provider.”


“Yeah. Bly’s great.”


“And yet, here you sit in your marital home, penning articles on toxic heteronormative masculinity.”


I realized he was giving me a meaningful look—one that inferred I should damn well know where he was going with all this. Since I didn’t, I replied with my standard blank expression. And I’ve had a lot of practice—I can hold that face a really long time.


Hale broke first. He gave an exasperated sigh, then said, “It couldn’t be more obvious you’re using your platform as a way to get back at him.”


“At who?”


“Don’t play coy with me, Miss Thing. You and I both know Jack’s attempts to pass in the straight world are ridiculous and pathetic—I can’t recall the last time I’ve seen someone overdo the man-spread every time he sat down—and you, poor dear, are left with only one avenue of retaliation: your writing. A scathing retort to the daily indignities you’re forced to endure.”


While Bly might only be my fake husband, I felt the actual need to defend him—even as I was mentally patting him on the back for managing to come off as an overcompensating gay guy. “Look, we don’t see eye to eye on everything. No couple does. But if I had something to say, I wouldn’t word-vomit into an article and send it to a magazine nobody even reads. I’d tell him.”


Just as I thought I’d gone too far—particularly for insulting the Douchebag Journal—Hale rocked back in his seat, clapped his hands together and crowed in delight. “My, my. Apparently, I’ve hit a nerve. You have a type, Victor, one that only serves to underscore your internalized homophobia.”


“You don’t know shit about my so-called type.”


“Don’t forget—I saw you ogling that brawny young man at the gym.”


I almost denied it...until I realized the “young man” he was talking about was Jacob.


“You lit up like a Roman candle around the musclebound brute,” Hale went on. “Lucky for you Jack is such a glutton for punishment. The more disdainfully you treat him, the harder he tries.” He indicated the new townhouse with a sweep of his liver-spotted hand. “And the more he showers you with appreciation. A match made in heaven.”


I’ve always been one to carry my own weight, and not just financially, either. While it’s true that back at the cannery I might not handle dinner, it was only at Jacob’s not-so-subtle suggestion that I leave the cooking to him. I honestly think the frozen ravioli I tried to microwave might have been salvageable if he’d given me half a chance to reconstitute them. I still maintain that the boiling water would’ve totally rinsed off the taste of melted plastic. 


But, no. He walked my fossilized ravioli straight out to the alley and warmed up some leftover chili from the farthest recesses of the freezer. Why the plastic storage containers never melted for him in the microwave, I’ve never quite worked out. The thing was, I don’t think Jacob minded cooking—specifically, cooking for me. It gave me a chance to say, “This is good.” It also let him pretend to take the compliment graciously when, in fact, we’re both well aware that he’s quelling the words I know.


We figured out pretty quick why we’d buried that chili so deeply. Let’s just say the yummy burn of habanero peppers feels a lot better in your mouth than it does on your dick. And soaking it in milk doesn’t really help take out the sting.


And, apparently, neither one of us is a masochist.


The sound of the front door opening rescued me from laying into Hale to defend my honor in a way that had nothing to do with my fake husband and everything to do with Jacob. “They had it at the MiniMart,” Bly announced with the type of self-satisfaction only a Very Good Provider would feel over a stupid box of herbal tea.


Despite the fact that I knew damn well I wasn’t a user any more than I was a friggin’ carrot, I hopped up and intercepted him, eager to prove I wasn’t some privileged leech taking advantage of a cushy situation. It was when I snatched the tea out of Bly’s hands that I realized I’d just walked right into a PDA I didn’t particularly want to engage in. I met his eyes with a quick cringe of apology, then said, “Thanks, babe, you’re the best,” and pulled him into a rough liplock.


It wasn’t Bly’s first undercover rodeo, and he slipped his arms around me like it was the most natural thing in the world—even though his lips met mine with all the passion of a CPR dummy at first aid training. He was just about the same stature as Jacob, but more sinewy—harder and leaner. Through the padding of the cashmere coat, though, with the crisp winter scent of the outdoors briefly masking what he actually smelled like, I had a disturbing flash of something that felt like a wonky deja vu. It was nothing esoteric. Just my body’s confusion at being clasped against some broad, strapping guy who wasn’t Jacob.


“Well, would you look at the time,” Hale announced. His cane thumped on the thin berber carpet as he headed for the door.


“Where do you think you’re going?” I asked. “You just got here.”


“One should always endeavor to leave his audience wanting more.” 


“But…we have tea.”


Hale ignored the box I was brandishing and flung his orange afghan around his shoulders.


“If you can’t stay for tea,” I said, “at least come to dinner.”


Hale paused by the front door and cut his eyes to the kitchen. “When you’ve been here a week and you haven’t unpacked a single piece of cookware?”


“We order a mean takeout,” Bly said.


“I shall have to consult my social calendar before I make any promises.” Hale hauled open the front door dramatically. “So, for now, I bid you both adieu.”
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Once the front door shut behind Hale, Bly’s hand dropped from my waist. He said, “That was weird.” Whatever panic he’d felt back at the gym, he’d evidently walked it off. Either that, or the yoga had worn off enough for him to put a convincing lid on his actual emotions. “So, what was our charming neighbor burning to tell you in private?”


“It sounded like he just wanted to gloat about the sorry state of our relationship.”


“Yours and Hale’s?” Bly asked.


“Yours and mine. Apparently you’re a masochist and I’m an entitled dick.”


“Listen. Whatever line you’re feeding him, I don’t think he’s buying it.”


“Why do you say that?” I thought I’d been doing at least a passable job. Other than my writing sample, anyhow. 


“Ambivalence—one of the hardest vibes for me to get a grip on. Your persona should be really attractive to him. It was designed to push all the right buttons. And yet, you keep managing to piss him off.”


I truly did seem to have a talent for that. Even when I wasn’t trying.


Bly tore open the tea box and gave it a sniff, scanned the nutrition label, then set about nuking two mugs of water. I figured I should check the psyactive properties of hibiscus before I threw it down my gullet. I scowled open my phone and said, “Ask Crash….” Uh oh. “Never mind.”


“Never mind,” the phone repeated cheerfully. “Ready to send?”


“Hit the red X,” Bly called from the microwave, where he was watching the mugs do their warmup do-si-do.


“But he’s blocked,” I said, alarmed. “Would that have gone through?”


“It would have—but don’t sweat it.” Look how close I’d come to contacting Crash while I was on undercover assignment. What if this were a real gig and not just a glorified trial run? What if calling him put me in danger? Hell, what if it put him in danger? Dropping into character might be more convincing when I let bits and pieces of my real self bleed through—even parts I don’t normally admit to—but I couldn’t let myself get sloppy. Texting Crash a quick question was basically muscle memory, and letting my vigilance drop had me slipping into old habits.


“You caught yourself,” Bly said. “It’s fine.”


Maybe. But it was disturbing.


I shot some covert glances at Bly as he dunked the tagless teabags, gingerly holding them by the corners as the concoction turned a startling shade of magenta. No way had he calmed down to that extent, not after the shitshow back at the gym. Not unless he’d turned his empathic commands on himself…though I doubted the talent worked that way. If anyone can relate to the desire to keep my private thoughts private, though, it’s me. I’d be a hypocrite if I tried to force him to talk about the yoga incident.


Still. I couldn’t help but feel curious.


I hadn’t thought much about what it would take to inhabit a new personality until now. And I had no clue how Bly managed to live with the continual fear of getting made.


While the tea steeped, Bly double-checked the FPMP’s database, where a few reputable-looking studies that said hibiscus had traditional magical associations of divination, but clinical studies had been unable to demonstrate any psyactive or antipsyactive properties.


At least it was safe to drink. 


Purportedly.


“Tart,” I said in a strangled voice.


Bly took a sip, screwed up his face, and forced out the words, “I know you are, but what am I?” He dumped in three artificial sweeteners and tried again, with no success. “This is worse than decaf coffee with fat-free creamer.”


The mention of coffee sparked a thought. Maybe the tea would’ve been better with a bear claw chaser—a pastry that Bly had failed to procure. A delicacy that a crabby old man might well have put himself in the mood for. “I can turn this thing around with Hale. I just need to take another stab at him, and I’d bet good money that we’ll be able to corner him at the cafe.”


Maybe it was cruel to drag Bly to a shop full of droolworthy muffins and cookies and cupcakes and pies. But, heck, maybe it would take his mind off whatever happened back at the gym. We might not have been carrying ourselves like law enforcement, but we sure did pick out our seats like cops. The door, the counter, even the table by the drafty window. Between the two of us, we had a panoramic view of everything.


We grabbed a couple of coffees, no dessert—I’m not mean enough to gorge right in front of the guy—and settled in to wait for Hale. It was surprisingly difficult to stop myself from talking shop, and so I did what came naturally: I drank my coffee. I downed one cup, then another. Bly pulled out his phone and shot me a text.


Relax. It’s normal for an established couple to run out of things to talk about.


Was that true?


I’d hardly characterize myself as chatty, but Jacob and I had a natural flow to the rhythm of our conversation. You could hardly hear the news through our running smart-assed commentary. And yet, we were equally as apt to communicate with nothing but a touch on the arm and a meaningful look, since no amount of reassurance would convince either of us that some nefarious secret organization wasn’t listening in.


I glanced across the table at Bly. His hands were clasped loosely around his mug. They weren’t quite shaped like Jacob’s hands. And the way he rested them on the mug was unfamiliar, too, as if he was worried someone might take it away from him—or maybe he needed to warm himself, since dieting off too much of his body fat left him perpetually chilled. Jacob didn’t hover over his mugs like that. He drank a few sips, then abandoned them, three-quarters of the way full, all over the cannery. When I called him on it, he’d make it impossible for me to stay annoyed with him by getting down on his knees and insisting on doing “penance.”


Bly glanced up at me.


“Uh…just thinking about Jacob.”


That was safe to say in public. Right? For all anyone knew, this Jacob person could be anyone. My brother. My boss. My childhood nemesis (even though that title technically went to the fictitious Jack Wang).


Bly didn’t just receive my words, though. He felt the emotion behind them. He took stock of our surroundings—judging by the way the gay guy at the next table kept glancing over to check us out, we weren’t exactly going unnoticed—and cocked his head toward the far end of the counter.


While the shop’s decor was new, the paint job was fresh and the fixtures were all gleaming, the building itself was an old, rambling thing. We brought our empty mugs to the plastic tub tucked around the corner from a kitschy magnet-and-knick-knack display, which shielded us pretty effectively from the other patrons. Bly glanced around, determined we had adequate privacy, and said, “Look, I know you’re not into me. Okay?”


“This whole thing…” I gestured between the two of us. “I really didn’t know what I was signing up for.”


“Are you saying you want to call it quits?”


“No.” In my startlement, I slopped a splash of espresso onto my sleeve. I found a wad of mostly-unused napkins among the dirty dishes and used it to try and blot up the stain. “I need to see it through.”


“No one would blame you for bailing.”


That was a bald-faced lie. The big-shot federal agent who exorcised dead people couldn’t handle sitting on his duff, drinking coffee in a stupid hat for a couple of weeks? No, I wasn’t about to tank my own career by throwing in the towel so easily.


Besides, I had to have that extra security clearance.


“I’m not going anywhere,” I insisted.


“Your call.” Bly craned his neck and glanced down the counter as I continued to blot. If it was a good, solid flannel shirt, I wouldn’t have really fussed about it. With clothes like that, a few stains add character. But it was my persona’s wardrobe, not mine, so I had to at least attempt to treat it well. 


Bly tired of watching me mop up coffee soon enough. He cocked his head toward a towering display of pies and pastry and said, “I’ve had all I can take here. I’m heading back.”


“Grab me a to-go on your way out.” I dabbed into some cold water from a glass half-empty and swabbed even harder at the stain....


Then damn near dropped the rest of it on myself when a familiar voice chortled, “Never in my life have I witnessed such an outrageous display of unmitigated gall.”


Framed in the nearby bathroom doorway, Sylvester Hale regarded me, walking stick in hand, eyes sparkling in delight. How he’d managed to slip past the two of us, I couldn’t imagine…until I saw a back room that was normally off-limits had been opened up to accommodate the weekend crowd.


“First you break the man’s heart, then you have the nerve to make him buy you a drink? My dear boy. How delightfully mercenary.”


“I don’t know what you think you heard,” I said…though when I thought back on it, I counted myself lucky that we hadn’t been talking firearms or psyactives.


“The heart is such a fickle thing,” Hale said with glee. “Is it not?”


I scrambled through my tradecraft ideas for some sort of appropriate reply, but any normal person could hardly agree with him. “It’s none of your business,” I barked, sure that I’d be destroying any tenuous relationship right then and there.


And yet, my anger had the opposite effect I thought it would. The wrinkles around Hale’s eyes deepened as his predatory smile grew wide.


I attempted to course-correct. “Sorry. Stressful day. Didn’t mean to get snippy. Look, why don’t you let me buy you a bear claw and make it up to you?”


“With your own money?” he asked sweetly. “Or with Jack’s?”


Again, like the total rookie I was, I let the question throw me into a logic loop. Sure, Bly’s character was the one with the steady job. But who’s to say the douchebag hadn’t just sold an article? And yet, if I claimed that was the case, Hale would want me to show it to him—and while I was sure I could dredge something up, whatever it might be, I didn’t want to be stuck talking about it as if I actually understood what it meant. “What difference does it make who’s paying for it, so long as you get your dessert?”


“Why, none at all.” So said his mouth. But his eyes were still twinkling with glee. “Simply indulging in idle curiosity. However, I shall need to take a rain check, as I’ve already supped.”


“But we’ve been meaning to hang out. Y’know—to be neighborly and stuff. Get to know you better.”


“As amusing as it would be to act as your buffer so you could avoid whatever conversation you’re currently trying to escape, regretfully, I must decline. The chairs here are even worse than those in your dining room.”


“Then at least let us walk you home.”


“I’ve already called my cab—and, no, you may not share.”


“Wait—before you go—I was just wondering….” I scrambled to dredge up something the medium-screening questionnaire I’d put together with Darla. “Uh…have you ever heard voices?”


“Only your mellifluous tones keeping me from my ride. Now, if you’ll be so kind as to desist in your baffling attempt to stall me, I bid you good day.”
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It was frustrating knowing my target was on the other side of a very flimsy wall, and yet I couldn’t seem to get him to answer a few simple questions. When I was rude to the guy, he wanted to stick around and spar. But when I was nice to him, he’d suddenly have somewhere else to be. I pulled up the tradecraft article on “roping” and deduced that I’d been trying too hard. If I wanted to land Hale, I’d have to play hard to get.


I’d have to do it where he could see me, though.


I pulled up the gym’s yoga schedule. “You’re not gonna love this,” I told Bly, “but hear me out. There’s a yoga fusion class tomorrow afternoon. No prenatal, just the fusion. That’s the one where Hale would be.”


“Forget about the gym.”


“Look, you don’t have to do yoga. Just walk on the treadmill while I get behind him and herd him out toward you.”


“Really. Forget about the gym.”


“Why? What are you afraid of?”


“Afraid of? Nothing. I just don’t think this needs to happen at the gym.”


Right. I’m sure his random non-reason had nothing to do with him spewing emotional distress. Was it possible he didn’t know? I’m sure he was well aware of the trail of outbursts he’d caused…but maybe he didn’t realize how easy it was to recognize that tainted emotional stew: the meat of failure seasoned with the tang of incompetence, all wrapped up in a big bowl of fear.


I’d dined on it enough times myself to be well acquainted with the taste.


Funny thing was, while I didn’t feel like a particularly successful spy, a few nuggets of tradecraft training floated to the surface as we argued. First, if I wanted to rope him in, I’d need to drop it. And second…he was definitely lying.


The things people think they know about liars are generally wrong. The proverbial shifty eyes, for instance, are just someone searching their memories. I might not have noticed it before, but according to the tradecraft readings, Bly had just done two major tells: repeating my question, then answering in a bunch of fragments. And then, he reached up to scratch his stubble. Another hit—self-grooming was a common clue. Heck, he gave off so many tells, he might as well have come right out and admitted the gym scared him.


But according to the tradecraft, if I wanted to know why, I couldn’t let on that I cared. “Fine, screw the gym. I don’t have the hips for it anyway. But what reason could I have for banging on his door?”


Bly didn’t offer any advice one way or the other, so I’d have to work things out myself. Yet another way in which he differed radically from Jacob, who’d be bubbling over with the urge to tell me exactly how he would solve the problem.


Fine. I’d think of something myself.


“Hale came over to bitch about us playing music and burning incense. If I actually lived here, I’d resent having someone tell me what to do in my own damn house.” And if I really was a stay-at-home douchebag who’d skated through life without needing to keep my head down and avoid scrutiny, I knew exactly what I’d do.


Not just turn the music back on…but turn it up.


The Victor Baine persona’s folder was not only filled with a raft of computer-generated articles, but his own playlist, helpfully curated by an identity expert at the FPMP. It wasn’t particularly to my taste and I’d never heard of any of the bands, but I could say one thing for the music. It had a really solid bass line.


I positioned the bluetooth speaker against the wall that abutted Hale’s living room. If the little glimpse I’d stolen was anything to judge by, he spent most of his time there. Did I feel bad for disturbing his reverie?


Not at all.


He could relax and enjoy his solitude once I finished my damn assignment.


My own musical taste was stunted by the time I spent committed to various institutions in which I didn’t have a record collection to call my own. Sad to say, I totally missed grunge—which I think I would’ve liked, since I’ve always dug flannel and I look pretty good in horizontal stripes. I was pleasantly surprised to find I didn’t actually mind my persona’s hipster folk-rock music. It sounded sort of angry, but in an understated, passive-aggressive way. And I could just hum along with any twenty-five-cent words I didn’t quite understand.


Most importantly, the rattling thump of a beat-up kick drum would surely drive any crabby old man to distraction.


Bly had retreated upstairs with his laptop and a pair of earplugs to finish some work. Ostensibly, anyhow. I’m guessing what he really wanted was to avoid talking about what happened at the gym. I stood downstairs and let the music wash over me. I was only three songs into my playlist—standing there in the middle of the living room, looking up the lyrics to make sure I heard them right—when a knock sounded at the front door. A very assertive knock.


Good. I could act really annoyed when I answered. But when I swung open the door, fully prepared to tell Hale to go take a hike (while secretly hoping he’d insist on sticking around), I was surprised to find my neighbor kid instead.
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“Hey,” Madison said blandly.


Could they hear my music all the way across the street? “Hey.”


The kid slithered past me in the boneless way of someone whose joints aren’t yet creaky with post-yoga stiffness and age. The only outerwear she had on against the biting winter cold was fingerless gloves and a gray hoodie with cat ears. She gave neither of them to me to hang up, and simply flopped down on the couch, settled a glittery spiral notebook in her lap, and talked over the music as if its painful volume was perfectly normal.


“So, this is dumb AF.”


The music, or…?


She grabbed a throw pillow, squashed it into shape, then dragged it onto her lap and perched the notebook on top of it. “I’ve gotta do this thing for school where I interview someone in a creative field, and my mom says both you and Jack are ‘creatives.’ Is that even a real noun? And, like, isn’t everyone creative?”


Probably not everyone. My idea of creativity was putting a splash of steak sauce on my eggs—and even that earned me weird looks in a diner. As I dialed down the music a few notches and perched on the opposite side of the couch, I considered the question, then finally settled on the answer, “Some more than others.”


“I guess.” She propped her feet on the cardboard box I’d been using as a coffee table, side-eyeing me to see if I was gonna call her on it. 


I stacked my feet next to hers. “The thing about assignments is that you probably shouldn’t think too hard. I’m guessing no one expects you to delve into the philosophical origins of creativity. They just want you to find someone getting paid to dick around on the computer all day and ask them a few standard questions.”


“Perfect.” She pulled out a sparkly-looking pen, yanked the cap off with her teeth, and whipped open the notebook. “So what do you do for a living?”


The answer, which I’d run through with my trainers, flowed out like second nature. “I’m a columnist for Zeitgeist Journal, a regular contributor to Coursera and content curator for Zap Unplugged.”


“Zeitgeist?” she asked. I spelled it. “Uh…maybe I should record this and transcribe it later.” It would get her out the door faster than waiting for her to write everything down, that was for sure. She pulled out her phone, called up an app, hit the big red ‘record’ button and asked me to repeat myself. Which I did, verbatim. Why mess with success?


“And where do you get your ideas?”


From a team of well-paid professionals in a covert government organization. “Ideas are everywhere. It’s just a matter of seeing them.”


“What’s the toughest part of your career?”


The easy answer would’ve been “writer’s block.” I was just about to say it when I realized that Terri-Anne would be auditing my answers, and if they were too glib, she might get suspicious. “People don’t take you seriously if you don’t bring in a regular paycheck,” I said. While I had no great love of the stay-at-home douchebag, I did feel bad that he had to constantly validate his life choices because his husband was the one bringing home the bacon. “Obviously, you need money to survive. You can’t pay for groceries with the self-satisfaction you get from writing a really good blog post. But what’s more important? Money? Or making something out of nothing and putting it out there in the world for other people to enjoy?”


Whether or not anyone actually enjoyed the douchebag’s writing was another story. But I figured that he probably thought some people did.


“What’s your favorite color?”


I experienced a moment of panic over the question’s simplicity—mainly because if my trainers had selected a favorite color, they hadn’t shared it with me. Or maybe they had, and the answer was buried in a massive digital haystack of dozens of half-read tradecraft papers.


“Blue,” I answered truthfully. Which kind of freaked me out…because, what did someone’s favorite color say about them? And what might it say about me when I was pretending to be someone else? For all I knew, Madison would feed my answers into some database at school, and the computer would light up with the message, Fraud! Does not compute! Clearly not a real person!


I was relieved when she just pulled a wad of thread from her pocket, picked out three shades of blue, and knotted them together at the end. “Here, hold this.”


She handed me the knot. I held it. She worked some kind of thread magic—a cross between braiding and knotting—while I stared dumbly at her flying fingers, and a striped, spiral cord took shape.


“Did you always want to be a writer?”


“Yes,” I answered automatically. 


“Even when you were in high school?”


“Absolutely.” When you pick a position, it’s best to stick to it.


“Even if everyone else thought it was lame?”


I was about to keep on hammering home my response when I realized we were no longer talking about me. “I never really gave a shit what the other kids thought.” Patently untrue. I memorized all the funny parts from the Simpsons and acted them out every Monday at lunch. On the best reenactments, I’d make someone choke on their Lunchables.


“I don’t care either,” Madison agreed, too quickly.


“And I’m sure writing articles is nowhere near as interesting as your idea.”


“My YouTube crafting channel?”


“That’s the one.”


Madison focused on the threads. The spiral braid grew a few more inches before she added, “You’ll never be an influencer unless you know how to be funny. Or cool. Or….” She shrugged. “Whatever.”


I might have zero idea what being an “influencer” entailed, but hadn’t a roomful of middle-aged gay men been hanging on my every word? “Sometimes you’ve gotta fake it till you make it.” Even when you literally don’t understand a word of what you’re reading. “Works like a charm.”


“That’s just a saying.”


“Hand to God, totally true. I’m living proof.” 


When I raised my hand as if I was swearing an oath, Madison looped the thread thing around my wrist and tied it off with a deft knot. I froze, staring at my first friendship bracelet mutely…and wondered why it was so hard to swallow past the lump in my throat. 


Fortunately, Madison didn’t notice I’d gone quiet. “I’ve been building up a spreadsheet with good keywords for my titles. Maybe that’ll help…if organic search even means anything anymore.”


“You’d be surprised what people can dig up online if they really try,” I said vaguely.


She closed her recording app and hopped up off the couch. “So, my mom says to ask what other food allergies Jack has.”


“Just milk.” Wait, Madison hadn’t been at the gym when I lied to the Yoga Lady. But Bly had used the allergy excuse to get out of eating the pie. “Mainly milk. But other things, too. Really, more than I can keep track of on any given day. Honestly, it’s best not to cook for him at all.”


Madison accepted my explanation at face value. She clearly hadn’t read the tradecraft paper on spotting a liar.


I followed her out and stood on the crunchy, salted concrete stoop with my arms crossed against the cold, watching as she trooped back to her house—a real house where the walls were made of brick and the neighbors weren’t crammed right up against them. What was the townhouse made of? I turned and picked at the wall. Some sort of faux brick-like extrusion on the first level. Vinyl siding above.


Damn, I missed the cannery.


My gaze fell on the stoop next door—how could I possibly miss it? The thing was barely four yards away. Sylvester Hale. So close, yet so far. That aggravating old neighbor was the only thing keeping me from heading back to my real home, where I could eat a real dinner, and fall into bed with my real man.


It wasn’t just the cannery I missed, and not just Jacob, either. 


I was homesick for my real life.
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Another week rolled by. A week of constricting jeans. Of ingesting coffee to the point of nausea at See You Latte. Of tradecraft articles so dry they made my eyes cross, and my fake husband changing the subject every time I so much as thought of the gym. 


Of Hale eluding me just as deftly as the random whiffs of decomp on the third floor.


It was a Thursday afternoon, Bly was still at work, and there was nothing left to unpack. I stood in the living room, glaring at the off-white wall that separated me from my quarry, when movement from the corner of my eye nearly sent me through the cheap plasterboard ceiling. Thankfully, it was nothing more dead than the hideous, oversized Valentine’s bouquet falling apart. It was with great relish that I hauled the withered vegetation to the alley, even if I was annoyed by the trail of dried rose petals it left behind.


On my way back inside, I realized I was hearing voices. Not in a psychic way, or even a psychotic way. Hale was having a conversation in his back hall…which abutted mine. Tradecraft sprang to mind—determine if the sound is coming through an air leak or vibrating through the structure of the wall by cupping your ears and making a radar out of your head. I followed the sound, but I didn’t see any gaps or cracks, and the sound was muffled. No time to get a drinking glass to press up against the wall (yeah, even in the age of elaborate digital listening devices, that old trick actually can work) so I just pressed my ear to the drywall and plugged the opposite ear.


“No, I do not wish the cab to be on its way. I would like it in twenty-five minutes, as I’ve already told you thrice. What’ve you got? Read it back to me.”


Hale was clear enough, but the other end of the call was, unfortunately, not on speakerphone. I was already wondering how fast the office could pull up his cab records when he said, “No, not Happy Tails—that’s a pet boutique. Twice Told Tales, the book shop.”


Bingo.


Once I texted Bly to meet me there, I gave my hair a half-assed gooping—holy crap, I had a full-fledged beard now—then crammed the baseball cap over the goop, slipped into my bright red parka and sprinted off toward the bookstore. There were actual customers there this time, enough that Cleghorn was too busy manning the cash register to yell at me about my nonexistent bag. Somehow, I’d imagined the warren of towering, dusty shelves would be empty when I had my big showdown with Hale. But that was okay, I’d adjust, because I was through playing hard-to-get. I’d force him to answer those mediumship questions if it was the last thing I did.


I assessed the shop’s layout, pinpointed the nonfiction where Hale was most likely to linger, then scoped out a suitable spot where I could lie in wait to cut off his escape route. Those tall, narrow aisles felt claustrophobic before. Now I was glad for the cover they’d provide. I backed into place, buzzing with energy like a thoroughbred at the starting gate. Unfortunately, I was so hyperfocused on my target that I backed right into another customer—a big guy who gave a huff of disgust when the stack of books he’d been carrying dropped to the worn carpet in a series of percussive thumps as they cascaded out of his grasp.


When I turned to assess the damage and mirrored the sound of annoyance—exactly—we both froze as recognition dawned.


“You’re wearing glasses,” I said stupidly.


Jacob immediately slipped them into his coat pocket and crouched to pick up the books I’d knocked out of his hands. “Just cheaters…the lighting in here is awful.”


I crouched right along with him. In fact, the two of us moved in tandem like we’d been choreographed, from the huff to the crouch to the nervous pawing of the tattered paperbacks that somehow neither of us could manage to grab hold of. Low to the floor and face to face now, Jacob and I stared at each other like the answers to all the world’s mysteries would reveal themselves in one another’s eyes, if only we had the capacity to comprehend.


Had he always been so…? I mean, I knew he was handsome. That’s the first thing anyone would see. But what I couldn’t help but notice now was the longing in his big, dark eyes. I couldn’t stand to see it, and figured I’d focus on the books. But that just opened up a floodgate of memories instead.


Him. Me. In the exact same position, hovering over a virtually identical pile of trashy paperbacks. A few weeks ago? No, add in the amount of time I’d spent in that purgatory of a townhouse, more like a couple of months. It was the final piece of furniture left from my old apartment, the bookshelf that used to hold my scant collection of VHS tapes that had all given up the ghost long ago. We’d repurposed the shelf to house Jacob’s trashy novel collection…but the furniture turned out to be a surprisingly harsh critic.


A spill of interchangeable thrillers lay tumbled across the upstairs hallway, with their shadowy main characters—all shown from the back, fleeing some vague terror at a funny angle with urgent titles hinting at their various fictional predicaments—and the white veneer shelves had collapsed into two distinct parts. The top and one side canted one way, the bottom, back and shelves, the other. Jacob and I crouched down on either side of it, just like we were right now. But then, everything was infinitely more mundane.


“I don’t think this is fixable,” he’d said as he showed me the edge where the pieces fit together. Where they were supposed to fit together, anyhow. Where the wood should’ve held the joinery, there were ragged gaps instead of the prefab slots I expected to see. “The pressboard is falling apart. Even if I pumped it full of glue and got it to hold together, chances are it’ll never sit level or plumb again.”


I shrugged and pushed the collapsed parts out of the way so we didn’t trip over them. “I think it’s served its purpose. I’ll take it out back when the snow lets up.” I almost missed the fact that Jacob was holding a hunk of frayed, white-veneered particleboard in his lap and looking at it with the sappy kind of expression that he was currently turning on me.


“What?” I laughed. “Are you particularly attached to this bookshelf?”


He stared at me a moment, then said, “No. You were.”


Back when he said that, I realized the lousy apartment I used to live in felt like a distant white-on-white memory.


And now…the cannery was starting to take on the soft edges of nostalgia.


Jacob stopped scrabbling for the books splayed across the carpet. He left the tall tales of spies and serial killers and stalkers on the floor, and reached for my face instead. “You have a beard.”


I tilted my cheek into his palm. It was probably weird of me to miss his hand…and I didn’t care. I wanted to reassure him I wouldn’t be much longer, but how could I? Now that I saw him, really saw him, my reasons for even attempting this assignment came flooding back. I had to raise my own security clearance—I had to fight my own battles and find my own answers. Because if I didn’t, Jacob would. 


The last thing he needed was to get himself charged with a felony.


Yeah, I wanted to reassure him. But what I said was, “You need to stop coming to Boystown.”


“I didn’t think—” He looked at the bookshelves as if he’d only just now realized where he was. He cleared his throat and started over. “Obviously, I didn’t think. I’m running on habit—I come here every other Thursday after they rotate the stock.”


Cleghorn actually did something other than bag patrol? That was news to me, but it seemed Jacob was telling the truth. As liars go, Jacob’s as smooth as they come, thanks to the years he’d spent partnered with the Human Polygraph. But even he had his tells. A particular set of his shoulders. The hint of a smile in his eyes. A certain tone he’d take that would imply, What I’m saying is so obvious, how could you even dream of questioning it? 


He wasn’t doing any of that now.


I’d normally have a mock heart attack over him admitting he’d made a mistake, but how could I tease him about it while we were both aching and raw and exposed?


“The cannery feels so empty,” Jacob said. “I’m just knocking around in that huge space, not knowing what to do with myself. Even though we’re both happy enough to do our own thing when we’re home together—even though I could go a couple hours without even seeing you—I guess I’m just attached to knowing you’re around.”


And on the flip side, I was stuck sidling through a claustrophobic townhouse knowing that Jacob wasn’t. I thought about that big lug constantly. Every time my fingers itched to send him a text. Every time I noticed Bly was only like him in the most superficial ways. Every time I caught myself rolling my eyes over something and planning to tell him about it “later,” then feeling like later would never come. The empty place in my life where Jacob should have been followed me like a habit demon on an ectoplasmic tether.


I looked at Jacob, really looked. A few new grays glinted at his temples and the bridge of his nose was bracketed by red indents from the reading glasses. Had the two weeks we’d been apart occurred in some kind of space/time distortion, or had he accidentally destroyed a magical portrait he kept stashed under the mattress? Or had I simply not looked at him lately—or, at least, not actually seen him?


I thought I’d missed him before. I hadn’t realized how much deeper that longing could cut.


I put my hand over his and pressed it against my cheek. “I want to go home with you, Jacob. More than anything. But we can’t be doing this. If we get caught together, all the time I’ve spent playing house will be for nothing.”


“If that’s the case,” someone said, and Jacob and I flew apart—him to his feet, me flailing against a piercing charley horse, “then you might want to wrap things up.” Sylvester fucking Hale. “The breadwinner cometh.”


I can count the times on one hand I’ve gone off half-cocked—my very survival has depended on me keeping a tight lid on my real emotions—but something in that snide comment slipped right through the chink in my armor and poked me directly in the ego. I shoved off the nearest bookshelf to pry myself up out of my crouch. My knees popped, and romance novels with chesty hunks on the cover tumbled to the floor, but I stepped over them and made a lunge for Hale. “Listen, old man.” I jabbed him in the chest with my forefinger, hard. “This is a private conversation. So mind your own business.”


Hale’s eyes went wide and he fell back a step while I gesticulated like a crazy person. He probably had a few choice words for me, too. But whatever they might’ve been, I’ll never know. Because as my arm completed its sweep, my wedding band leapt out of my pocket and fell to the floor. We watched in baffled silence as it bounced once, then rolled lazily across the flattened shag carpet—directly in front of Hale’s wingtips. He thumped his cane down in its path, and with a gentle collision, the ring tipped over and lay still.


I didn’t even remember taking it off.


I fell into the world’s most graceless Triangle Pose and made a grab for the wedding band. As I did, I caught sight of Bly facing off with Cleghorn at the front of the shop. “What bag?”


I snatched the ring off the floor, stomped up to the register, and caught Bly by the sleeve. I wanted so badly to turn around, give Jacob one final look that told him I was sorry, and I missed him so much it literally hurt, and being apart from him was hell. And it damn near broke my heart, but I refused to do anything more to compromise the investigation. Instead, I gave Bly’s arm a tug and said, “Let’s get out of here.”


“Oh, that’s where I know this guy from,” Cleghorn chimed in. “He’s your husband. Say, Victor, if you’ve got a minute, I found a few more copies of Zeitgeist Journal for you to sign. They’re only mildewed in the corners—”


He kept on talking as I dragged Bly straight out the door.


“You okay?” Bly whispered. “What happened?”


“Fucking Hale.” I took a few ground-eating strides toward the townhouse, but Bly looped his arm through mine and pulled me down a side street. 


“I’ve got the car—it’s right over there. We’ll take a breath and regroup.”


It was probably telling that I had a hard time recognizing “our” car unless it was pointed out to me. I slid into the heated leather seat—the car was infinitely nicer than either mine or Jacob’s—and said, “Well, I’ve blown it with Hale. All this work, all this training, all this time—all for nothing.”
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I wasn’t cheating on my husband with Jacob. Because I’d seen Jacob just a handful of times since I’d taken this damn assignment, and at no time did our contact go beyond a simple touch—above the belt, at that. Plus, Bly and I weren’t even married.


Even so, Hale’s knowing smirk left me feeling like a creep with something to be legitimately defensive about. 


Given that I was having so much trouble separating my real identity from the charade, you’d think I would be more convincing. But there’s no way Hale could possibly be buying me as anything other than an undercover agent now—and a shitty one, at that. I had no opinion on anything intellectual, I’d made a huge scene in a bookstore where a real writer would’ve been on his best behavior, and I’d practically assaulted the old man I was supposed to rope in.


I felt lousy enough to guess with some confidence that Bly wasn’t tinkering in my head. The sun was down. He drove us home—no repeaters along that particular stretch—and went about nuking his awful dinner. Despite all the time we’d been spending together lately, I wouldn’t go so far as to say we’d become very close. Empaths might be the psychic equivalent of a big, emotional rug-burn, but Bly kept his wounds well concealed under the mother of all scabs.


I opened the fridge and considered the pre-packaged meals—bland chicken or bland fish—but even though they were puny, I didn’t feel like I could choke one down past the knot of failure in my throat. At one time, I would’ve taken comfort in the fact that I was the only guy for the job. But this wasn’t the Fifth Precinct, and I wasn’t the only one keyed in to the great beyond. If another undercover gig for a medium came up, why bother sending me when they could deploy someone as competent as Darla? Once an alarm on the fridge door started complaining, I gave up without picking out a food, shut the door and said, “You know Laura better than I do. Will I tank my career if I pull the plug on this assignment?”


“Why would you do that? You never struck me as a quitter.”


He hadn’t seen how many half-finished Sudoku books I’d dumped in the recycle bin the last time I got the urge to clear out the magazine rack. “No sense in wasting any more time or resources. Hale’s never gonna talk to me now.”


“Look, tonight was uncomfortable and you let your surprise get the best of you, but put it in perspective. Your cover’s not blown. No one’s got a gun to their head. And it’s a good opportunity to regroup and try a new tactic.” He tapped something into his phone that arrived on mine with a ding. “Don’t throw in the towel until you read this.” 


Luckily, the folks who pen tradecraft papers aren’t trying to show off their vocabulary like the schmoes in Zeitgeist Journal. They tend to be law enforcement types who came up writing reports where the words didn’t need to be fancy, just accurate. The article Bly sent me was all about vulnerability. Not dealing with the actual feeling of it, but how to project the facsimile to make the subject feel like they had something over on you. Criminals are always up for a little emotional blackmail. And sympathetic subjects feel safer when they think you’ve shared an important secret. Even inadvertently.


I’m not sure which category Hale fit in, if any: friend or foe. And I’m not sure his reactions would be anywhere near typical. But the more I thought about it, the more I realized that if I blew this assignment, I might never get another chance.


By the time I was done reading, I realized I was clammy from all my catastrophizing.


Normally, I’d just march next door as my sweaty self, but there were only certain ways in which I could afford to offend Hale’s sensibilities. While he might relish watching me grovel, I doubted he wanted to stew in my flop sweat. It wouldn’t require a full shower and re-gooping. A quick wipedown would suffice. I headed upstairs to grab a clean shirt, formulating what a cheater who just got busted would plausibly tell his neighbor…and when I opened my closet door, it hit me.


The smell of decomp.


My conscious brain was working so hard on the puzzle of what to say to Hale, it must’ve left all my inert gray matter free to forge some new connections. Every time the telltale whiff of rot was in evidence, I’d been on the third floor where Amelia Griggs died. More specifically, though, I’d been monkeying around in the closet. I looked down. The carpet under my feet was a different berber than rest of the room. It hadn’t been replaced. 


Although it was a heck of a lot better than the stinky ghost theory, the thought that my wardrobe had been marinating in the molecules of decomposed human remains was hardly comforting. I grabbed armloads of the stay-at-home douchebag’s outfits and pitched them out into the home gym, wondering if I’d even be able to get into the jeans if I dared wash them in hot water. Maybe I’d just use a lot of soap.


The douchebag’s wardrobe was all casual wear. Skinny jeans, overpriced T-shirts, sweaters. Enough clothes to fill the whole closet, just in case anyone was snooping—too many for one load of wash. I realized I should probably just pick out a couple days’ worth of stuff and leave the rest for the morning. 


Clothes were everywhere. The floor. The elliptical. The hallway. And all the way in the back of the closet, high up on a shelf that anyone shorter might’ve missed, another baseball cap was tucked away. It was even dumber than the one I’d been wearing all this time, textured black leather, so stiff it looked more like a cast iron pot.


I couldn’t think of any fashion choice that would possibly make me seem more vulnerable in front of Hale. I pulled it down off the shelf, but something else came along for the ride. It looked like a squashed toupee, until I crouched as far as my jeans would allow to take a better look at it…and I saw the paws. And the long incisors. And the unmistakable tail. 


Apparently the Humane Society had missed something. Or the exterminator.


I wouldn’t be wearing that cap anytime soon. Still, the dead rat might be a good way to extend my conversation with Hale.


I called my fake husband upstairs and showed him the collapsed carcass. Once he was through shuddering, he said, “It’s better than the idea of living with the stink of human remains.” And even though I’d been working homicide ever since I got my detective’s badge, I had to agree.


“Is this a plausible inroad to Hale?” I wondered.


“Anything makes a good inroad if you can figure out how to sell it.”


Since I was such a lousy actor, I had to get over there while my shock was still fresh. Aside from my pits—and maybe the crack of my ass—it’s my hair that suffers the most when I break out in a horrible case of nervous perspiration. Now, between the goop and the hat-head, I frankly couldn’t tell. I was all hopped up and ready to rope my target in, so I settled for a quick swab with a washcloth, pulled on a slouchy sweater from the clothes hamper, and headed next door to have an urgent discussion about the rat mummy I’d just found in my brand new townhouse. If that wasn’t vulnerable, I didn’t know what was.


Hopefully, my target wouldn’t be able resist bonding over a dead rodent.


I hammered on his front door, bursting with eagerness to forge a connection—and my phone recording from my pocket. As my handlers were constantly reminding me, this wasn’t police work. And I didn’t need a subpoena to record him in my capacity as an FPMP agent filling out an evaluation. The shadows shifted behind the pebbled glass when he came to answer my knock. When he opened the door, I greeted him with, “We need to talk.”


I half-expected him to beg off yet again, but instead he just arched a pointy eyebrow and stepped aside to let me in. I scuffed the slush off the bottoms of my gym shoes but didn’t take them off—I had a douchey reputation to uphold—and tossed my red parka onto one of his armchairs.


Hale had changed into his smoking jacket and slippers, but I didn’t apologize for bothering him so late. Actually, I had the distinct feeling he’d been expecting me. The living room had been tidied since the last glimpse I’d had of it. No dirty dishes. No empty soda cans. No bedding on the sofa other than the orange crocheted afghan, which might have been a garment and not a blanket. 


As I passed the stairwell, I took a deep breath to check for decomp, but no, the house just smelled like old man. I flopped down on one of the chairs, a musty, antique thing that creaked under my weight. You’ll never believe what I just found was right on the tip of my tongue…but then I realized I was in the perfect position to steer the conversation toward the supernatural.


Because what if the douchebag hadn’t found that dead rat?


And what if he was convinced the unwanted presence he sensed in his third floor home gym was none other than the townhouse’s late owner?


“You’re gonna think I’m crazy,” I said, and he didn’t jump to contradict me. “But something’s not right upstairs.”


Hale crossed his arms and pursed his lips. “Go on.”


Showtime. 


I pushed all thoughts of carrotish stage fright aside and said, “It all started when we moved in….” 


While Hale regarded me with a skeptical raised eyebrow, I launched into a tale of quiet sounds in the middle of the night, like someone dragging their fingernails across the walls. Of small items moved just an inch to the right or left. Of sudden chills, and the unshakable sensation that I just wasn’t alone. And most of all, the elusive smell of rot.


Hale might very well regard me with ambivalence, but who can resist a good ghost story? I’m not one to embellish my narrative. If anything, I minimize. So it felt surprisingly freeing to really lay it on thick. As I spun my tale of creeping horror, he stopped hovering between me and the door like he was two seconds away from kicking me out, and instead settled himself on the sofa to drink it all in.


And that’s when I played the vulnerability card.


“Stuck in that house all day…trapped, alone….” I shuddered—a risk of overkill, but I think he bought it. His gaze softened to focus on the triangle of my eyes and mouth, and he nodded a few times, then uncrossed his arms. Hesitantly, I said, “You probably think I’m nuts.”


“Not at all.”


He leaned in. And that was when I knew I had him.


I don’t normally memorize every clinical diagnostic that comes down the pike, but the Clinical Pre-Assessment for Mediumship paper had a special place in my heart, since a lot of the content originated with me. I couldn’t take sole credit, since it wouldn’t sound anywhere near as good without Darla’s input. And, for safety reasons, it didn’t even have my name on it. But it was my first official contribution to the field of Psychic Studies—the first where I was anything more than an unwitting, redacted subject—and I was modestly proud of the thing.


Section C, Part 1: Visual Perception


I glanced to either side like I was double-checking no one would overhear my big secret. “Sometimes I think I see something. Out of the corner of my eye. But when I look….”


Hale nodded solemnly—not as if he was agreeing with me, though. More like he found my distress intriguing. Okay. Maybe he wasn’t visual.


Section C, Part 4: Auditory Confirmation


“And then there’s the noises. Not just the little scratchy sounds, either. More like…voices. Distant voices.”


“I’d be surprised if you didn’t hear voices.” Hale fluttered a wrinkled hand. “I’m sure they’re just someone’s television set. The walls are disgracefully thin.”


It struck me as more of an attempt to comfort me than a denial. He had something to say. I just needed to make him feel safe enough to say it. Too much insistence on my part would be the diagnostic equivalent of leading the witness. But it felt like he was just about to spill the beans.


Section C, Part 8: Kinesthetic Sensitivity


“It’s like…I dunno.” I chafed my upper arms and gave it one more shot. “Do you ever just get the feeling you’re being watched?”


Hale considered me for a long moment, then settled back against the sofa cushions and said, “Let me tell you a little story.”


Jackpot.
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“My tale begins with an introduction even more cliché than your own, as it truly was a dark and stormy night. At the time, I lived in a house with much more history than the one in which we are currently chatting, a charming brick bungalow in Pilsen—back when it was daring to live in that neighborhood—with hardwood floors and leaded glass. A home in which I’d not always resided alone.”


And now I found myself leaning forward in my seat.


Hale went on. “That fateful night as I climbed into my bed, I was startled by a creak in the floorboards. True, the old house shifted and groaned whenever the temperature changed, but this particular sound was one I’d not heard in quite a while. Not since my partner’s untimely and unfortunate death.”


It was hard to imagine Hale paired up with anybody. Then again, I’d managed to achieve “couplehood” myself, so I guess there really is someone for everyone.


“How did he die?”


“The year was 1982…so, I’m sure you can guess. How it took him and spared me, I’ll never know.” He shook his head sadly. “As I was saying—I was alone. The lights had been extinguished. The curtains drawn. Nothing to see by except the slim, amber beam of the digital clock. And just as the readout flipped from 11:59 to midnight, a shadow passed between the clock and myself, and the distinct creak of a footfall sounded beside the far side of the bed. His side.”


This time when I chafed away the goosebumps, I didn’t have to act.


“It was the anniversary of his death, I realized, something I’d been dreading so long the days had begun to blend. My hand fell to the bedside table, but he told me to leave the lights out. He couldn’t bear for me to see him. Not like that. ‘Charles,’ I told him, ‘I know it’s you. Please. Let me see you.’ But he refused to let me bear witness to what he’d become.”


I’d seen plenty of ghosts in my time—some so real and solid I’d mistaken them for a living, breathing person, and some so twisted and mangled they were better off dead. But I’d never had to encounter a dead loved one face to face. I don’t know that I could handle it if I did. Not if they were anything other than glowing with warm fuzzies and white light.


“A sudden chill stole over me, but I couldn’t find it within myself to be afraid. Not of my dear Charles. I patted his side of the bed and said, ‘I don’t care if I cannot see your face. It’s enough to spend just one more night together.’ For, surely, there was a reason he’d come to visit.”


My guess? It was obvious. The anniversary of the guy’s death.


“Alas, not only did Charles refuse, but I shall never forget the fervency with which he spoke: ‘I cannot rest, I cannot stay, I cannot linger anywhere.’ The words haunt me to this very day.”


Section E, Part 6: The subject need not report a positive answer in every sensory mode. It is recommended a strong response in even one heuristic be followed up with further testing.


Hearing the voice would’ve been good enough for me, but between the shadow, the conversation and the cold spot, this thing was a freaking trifecta. And to think I’d started the night ready to throw in the towel. Late as it was, I found my second wind. The so-called writer in me was itching to leap up, run back to my side of the flimsy drywall, peck out my official report, and send it winging off to Laura’s inbox so she’d have it bright and early the next morning. With any luck, by this time tomorrow, the stay-at-home douchebag would be history. 


Hale said, “I feared it would be the last I saw of him, but he assured me that I brought him some small comfort by turning my thoughts to him.” He stood and crossed the room to the electric fireplace where a fake log was glowing orange, and grabbed a statuette off the mantle. It was one of those 70’s ceramic things you see at thrift shops and garage sales, figures that are supposed to be people, but without any distinguishing features aside from the general proportions of a person. “I would never truly be alone in this world, he said, as long as I kept some souvenir of him by my side.”


He handed the statuette to me. I struggled to come up with an appropriate response. “Wow.” Hale seemed to be expecting something more, so I guessed, “Charles made this?”


“Heavens, no. Charles was a sharp dresser and he had a good knack for color, but he didn’t immerse himself in the arts to the extent that I did. This is my own dalliance with the medium of raku.”


I suspected I was missing something. It was supposed to be a person. Right? “So…it’s a portrait?”


His smile deepened. Not a happy smile. More like evil glee. “More than just a portrait, my dear boy. It’s a relic.”


Handing someone human remains without warning them first is always a massive dick-move. But doing it to a medium? Major level shit. I quelled the urge to throw the ugly thing down and smash it on the floor, and instead placed it carefully on the coffee table. “What’s in the clay? Hair? Teeth?”


“Not what’s in the clay…what’s on it. Charles had been cremated, and wanting to ensure I preserved his ashes for posterity, I stirred them into the glaze. The flashes of color you see—here, and here—I like to think they were his own personal touch. Magnificent, isn’t it?”


“It’s really…something.”


Hale held his hands on either side of the ceramic as if he was reading its aura. “Even after all these years, when I really focus, I can feel his presence so clearly, it’s as if Charles is right here with me, ready to regale me with an amusing anecdote, or dither over which wine to have with dinner.” He ran his palms over a buffer of empty air. “His presence is strong tonight. Can you not feel it?”


I didn’t need to fake the hesitancy I felt. Plenty of Psych tests contained a piece of someone—a do-gooder who’d donated their body to science. A couple of months ago, Darla and I commandeered and sifted through every last test in the FPMP Midwest’s arsenal. Ghosts? Not a one. 


But maybe that had more to do with the personality of the deceased than the potential for a spectral attachment.


I’d been sucking down white light ever since the word relic was uttered, but now I doubled down and threw a bunch of mojo at my protective balloon. Once the prophylactic was in place, I reached out….


And found nothing. 


I tried harder. Still nothing. For all the vibes it put out, the statuette might as well have been a big ceramic bong. Hale was watching me closely. “What is it I’m supposed to feel?”


Hale’s mood shifted warily. “Not everyone possesses the sensitivity to touch the world of spirit.”


Maybe not, but its inhabitants can be pretty keen to possess the ones who do. I’d done a piss-poor job of separating the knowledge I’d accrued as Victor Bayne, official medium, from that of my never-seen-a-ghost Victor Baine identity. 


Hale stood up and headed for the door to show me out. “And on that note—it’s late, and I’ve kept you from your husband’s loving arms quite long enough. Good night, Victor.”


He was annoyed with me again, that much was clear. I could’ve pressed harder to try and turn the conversation back to my advantage, but why bother when I’d have enough “word count” to fill up an official report?


As I headed back next door, I ran through the conversation again, thinking more like a cop than a storyteller. Pilsen, near southwest side. Sylvester Hale and a guy named Charles. A year after his death in 1982. Visual, audio, and kinesthetic perception. Clearly enough to recommend an intensive mediumship training program—one that would make him Darla’s problem, not mine.


I cracked open the laptop, planted myself at the kitchen counter, and to the rhythmic sound of the elliptical upstairs, opened a fresh report. Chicago PD incident reports were still more familiar to me than the FPMP’s paperwork, but red tape is red tape. I started filling in the blanks, but the narrative came up sooner than I thought. And as I replayed the conversation in my mind, a tiny doubt began to niggle.


Why had Hale been so invested in me getting a vibe off that statue? Because he wanted someone to verify what he was feeling? Or because he was eager to see me fall for a steaming pile of bullshit?


The more I thought about it, the less it added up. Hale hadn’t been acting like anything was wrong at the haunted toilet, even after he was all yoga’d up. If he was strong enough to see, hear and feel his partner’s spirit, how was it the complainer in the locker room didn’t freak him out?


I couldn’t rule out the possibility that it had something to do with the manifestation of his talent. I saw things. Darla heard them—sometimes long distance. Richie felt cold spots and Faun Windsong got vague impressions. Maybe there was some kind of physical, tactile aspect necessary to light up Hale’s psychic perception. Too bad a quick search of “haunted objects” yielded zip. Even on the FPMP’s specialized database of weird. 


I minimized the search and pulled up what I had on Hale to see if there was anything I could find on his guy Charles. For all I knew, the dead guy was actually the Psych, and it was something in his makeup that let him reach across the veil on the anniversary of his death strongly enough for even an NP to notice. I scrolled through Hale’s records, past the digital stuff and into the scanned paper, looking for something I could use to get a last name on Charles. A mortgage. A phone bill. A Pilsen address.


And that was when I saw that when Hale’s ghostly visitation had purportedly occurred, he’d been living just outside St. Louis. Normally, I’d figure there was some rational explanation, like a long-distance romance or a weird, under-the-table rental arrangement. But his W2s showed that at the time he’d claimed to have lived in his south side bungalow, he was really lecturing at a private college in Missouri.


Part of me wanted to believe that maybe he’d just managed to be incredibly discreet about living with a same-sex partner with an HIV death sentence. It was a way different time, after all. But banking statements, property tax records, even a parking ticket…everything pointed to Hale living a good four-hour drive away from where he’d claimed to be.


And another thing. It takes a lot of effort to stick around once your clock gets punched, at least in terms of a full-fledged ghost and not just the stain of a repeater. Even if the guy was gone, but the anniversary caused some stars to align in such a way as to thin the veil and let him cross back over, he’d have to have something pretty important to convey, something he hadn’t been able to say in all the weeks and months leading up to his last hurrah. What was the message he’d been so eager to deliver? I checked my recording.


I cannot rest, I cannot stay, I cannot linger anywhere.


Maybe those weren’t the ghost’s exact words, and what he said was just being conveyed through the filter of Hale’s pompous delivery. Still, there was something “off” about it. I jabbed the sentence into my keyboard. Not with my cursor in the report’s narrative…but a search bar.


A bunch of results popped right up. Not creepy sex definitions from Urban Dictionary, either, but the most popular best-selling ghost story the world has ever known: A Christmas Carol, by Dickens.


Charles Dickens.


Not only was the phrase uttered by Hale’s partner a direct quote from the restless spirit of Scrooge’s old partner, Marley, but apparently last night’s rerun of Liquid Sight had featured a psyactive-induced time travel visit to Dickens during the penning of that very story.


Damn it.


If I’d been laying down my report with pen on paper, I would’ve wadded the damn thing up and lobbed it across the room in disgust. But since I’d finally got my work-issued laptop to limit downloading its updates during the hours when I’d most likely be asleep, I restrained myself from flinging it down on the floor.


Hopefully catching Hale in the lie would be enough to make my trial run a success in Laura’s eyes, but that didn’t take the sting out of being played for a fool.


I knew something was fishy about that story even as I heard it. I’d just wanted to believe it, because it would give me a definitive answer to the problem of whether or not Hale had talent. Looking back, a bunch of stuff hadn’t added up. Dead folks didn’t linger near their body parts unless they were stuck there by a violent murder or a freak accident. They didn’t spin out literary sounding pronouncements peppered with the word cannot. And they didn’t generally stick around after a miserable wasting death, because they’re sick and tired of being sick and tired, and have had plenty of time to wrap their head around starting the next leg of their journey.


Now I knew why Hale was so eager to have me confirm I felt a vibe off that statue: to make an ass of me. Pure and simple.


“What’re you so pissed off about?” Bly—he’d felt me fuming, all the way upstairs, and come down to see what the emotional commotion was. 


“This was all for nothing. The old man’s just messing with my head. And he almost had me going there, until he tried to convince me that his craft project was haunted. Here’s what I don’t get—why would anyone fake mediumship? Seeing ghosts sure as hell doesn’t win you any popularity contests.”


“The media makes out the world of Psych to be all kinds of awesome. One great big thrill ride. You know different, and I know different, but we’re just the schlubs on the front line. And certain people who’ve convinced themselves they want to be a part of the action don’t really care how they get here. Sometimes they want it so bad, they even convince themselves.” 


Especially if you’re struggling for relevance and you’ve got nothing to lose. Even so, it was ridiculous to waste weeks of my life for absolutely nothing. “He’s an NP. Not a doubt in my mind. Can I go home now?”


“Just as soon as the report is accepted—and since Laura’s got a personal stake in the field of mediumship, I’m guessing she’ll do it first thing. So finish it up and send it in.” He grabbed a garbage bag from the cupboard and headed for the stairs. “I’m gonna go pack.”


“Pack what? Everything here is just a prop. It’s not like any of it actually belongs to us.”


“Fringe benefit: socks, underwear and toiletries are free game.”


The hair goop could go straight in the garbage for all I cared, but I supposed on principle I should at least take the underwear. And while I was raiding the closet, I could make sure there were no more dead rats lurking around. If I was stuck spending one more night in the place, I’d sleep better knowing any potential dead rodents were safely ensconced in the trash bin out back.


I grabbed two trash bags—one for socks and one for rats—and tromped upstairs to take a look. 


The third floor wasn’t quite as ominous now that I knew the stink had a terrestrial origin, and I was on a fast track out of there. I’d been in the townhouse for weeks now, longer than I’d stayed anywhere I didn’t intend to actually live. But now the scary murder house trappings looked more like clothes and furniture, just a bunch of objects I had no strong feelings about one way or the other. Staging. Nothing more.


The upstairs had nine-foot ceilings, which didn’t feel all that high—not until I tried to get a gander at the upper shelves and couldn’t quite see, though not for lack of jumping. As I poked around for something to stand on, Bly came upstairs to see what all the thumping was about. I picked up some exercise contraption that looked like half a yoga ball mounted to a manhole cover and said, “Will this thing bear my weight?”


“The bosu?” He shrugged. “If it can hold me, it’ll hold you. But why?”


“I just need to see something quick.” I dropped it on the closet floor. It wobbled.


“Not that way, you’ll put your eye out. Flip it over and stand on the flexible side.”


I wasn’t so sure about my ability to stay upright on a rounded surface, but once I turned it flat side down, it did seem a lot more stable. I grabbed the clothes rod and stepped up. Wobbly at first. But I got my sea legs pretty fast. “What’s the purpose of this thing, anyway?”


“To torture me. Obviously.”


As eager as I was to get back to my old life, I’d miss him, I realized. As fake husbands went, I could’ve done a lot worse.


I gave my knees an experimental flex, and when the “bosu” didn’t pop, went up on my toes. It added a good eight inches to my height, but it was just shy of enough.


“Do you want me to go get you a chair?”


“Nah, almost there.” Just a little bit more.


“Seriously, don’t start jumping. It’s late, and the emergency room is full of frozen winos.”


“Don’t worry, I got this.” I grabbed the clothes bar. It was stable enough, but too low for a pull-up and too high for a push-up. I tried getting some traction on the wall, but only ended up making a bunch of loud squeaks and leaving a big rubber scuff mark on the paint job.


“Yeah. I’m getting a chair.” Bly headed back downstairs.


I spotted a big round eye-hook overhead, the type of thing you’d suspend a punching bag from, or maybe a sex harness. (I’d ended up leaving that date early. Anyone willing to convert an entire spare bedroom to a sex playground would clearly require more creativity and effort in bed than I was willing to put out.) It was a hefty ring. Whatever had originally dangled from it, no doubt it would be sturdy enough to give me a two-second boost. 


I put the bosu directly underneath, climbed back on, and tried a couple of short, experimental hops. So far so good. Then I set my sights on the ring…and I made a jump for it.


I’m no gymnast, but it would’ve been hard to miss, seeing as it was less than a foot away. Pulling myself up one-handed would be another story. I’d planned to use the wall and the clothes bar for some assistance. And, heck, I only needed a few seconds to verify the lack of dead rats. Even so, I was prepared to miss. To flail. To knock something over. So I was phenomenally pleased with myself when I caught the ring firmly in my grasp.


Only to have the entire closet ceiling come down.
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“Are you okay?” Bly was down on one knee beside me, where I lay sandwiched between a ceiling panel and the bosu.


“I think I just had a chiropractic adjustment.”


Bly picked up the panel and I rolled out awkwardly and discovered that an entire set of folding stairs was attached. I peered up into the trap door I’d revealed. “No one said anything about an attic.”


“No. They didn’t.”


I sniffed the air. It smelled like Peanut Butter and Tuna…not an overly ambitious sandwich, either. Maybe whoever collected Amelia’s colony had missed one. I dusted myself off and took stock of my current situation. Luckily, my phone survived the fall. “Turn on the flashlight,” I told it, and a blue-white beam lit up the closet extra bright. Bly did the same, and we both aimed our lights up into the hole.


Bly was muttering, “This is not happening….”


Unease prickled up my spine—not mine, I realized, but his. I threw a protective balloon around myself, then cocked my head and listened. All I heard was the pelleting of snow against the vinyl siding.


Or was it the skittering of tiny claws?


Apparently, rats are like ghosts—I’d rather know exactly what I was dealing with than just sit in the dark and wonder. Normally, I’d offer to flip a coin to see who’d go check it out, but since Bly was scared enough for the both of us, I said, “I’ll do the honors.”


“But you’re unarmed.” 


I hadn’t been planning on shooting at anything. While I might have passed my most recent qualification at the firing range, my chances of hitting a small moving target in the dark were slim to none. Besides, if there were stragglers up there, they wouldn’t be city rats. They’d be pet rats, like Tuna and Peanut Butter. Or flat rats, like the unfortunate rodent pancake on the closet shelf. “It’s fine. I’ll just take a quick look to see what’s what.”


Bly shuddered. But he didn’t stop me.


Armed with my lit phone in one hand and a trash bag tucked into the back of my waistband, I crept up the folding stairs. I didn’t like the feel of them—they flexed—but they did hold.


If you took a survey on what people thought was the scariest room in the house, I’m guessing the attic would rank at the top of the results. But bare rafters, thick cobwebs, abandoned cradles that rock ever so slightly and creepy dolls—that was the stuff of horror films. Most real life attics held nothing scarier than some Christmas decorations and umpteen years of old tax records. And those were older buildings. New attics were even tamer. Unless the roof was leaking, there was nothing scary to be found. Just insulation and plywood. 


I shone the light up into the rafters. Tough to see. The cross beams cast shadows across the insulation batts. It took a second for my eyes to adjust, but once they did, there was really nothing worth mentioning. The townhouse was so new that even the cobwebs were minimal. No boxes, either. That must’ve been what I was expecting, some old belongings to voyeuristically paw through. I aimed my light upward. The ceiling wasn’t too low, maybe seven feet at the peak, and there was a shop light clamped to one of the ribs. I was in up to the waist already, I figured. Might as well take a good final look before I got back to commandeering the douchebag’s underpants.


Walking low so as not to brain myself, I switched on the shop light. Shadows resolved into shapes that, initially, I took for plumbing. Until part of me recalled that the water heater wasn’t up here, but in the utility room off the garage. And then I realized what I was looking at.


The whole attic was tricked out as a giant habitat.


It was a marvel of engineering, for sure, going up one wall and down another, with vertical, horizontal and diagonal runs—zig-zags and chambers, turrets and wheels. I turned slowly, taking in the elaborate setup bit by bit. What a shame. I might be quick to call Streets and Sanitation to come bait the alley whenever a rat faces off with me on garbage day, but that was different. These were once the littermates of Peanut Butter and Tuna. And it would be kind of sad to see they’d starved to dea—ohmygod.


The rafters behind me were swarming with rats.


Live rats.


“Find anything?” Bly called up.


“Yeah,” I tried to shout back, but it came out as more of a wheeze. “You could say that.”


They weren’t greasy gray city rats—they were the Moroccan hamster variety, all different colors: grayish, brownish, white, black and spotted. But while my rational brain tried to reassure my limbic system they were no different from Peanut Butter and Tuna, my lizard brain was having a field day.


“Oh shit,” Bly muttered, without me even having to explain.


The last thing I needed was to fall down the folding stairs while a dozen rats dropped onto my face. I gathered up all my will and very slowly backed toward the trap door. When you see a rat on TV, they’re always squeaking. Must’ve been overdubbed. The rodents in the rafters were nearly silent, except for the tree-branch-on-windowpane sounds of their tiny claws.


They didn’t approach me—not like Peanut Butter would have, looking for a handout. But they were in constant motion, like an ant colony, or maybe a school of fish. They moved with great purpose, flowing one over the other as they jockeyed for position. Trying to get away from me, I presumed. After all, they hadn’t seen a human in months, and maybe they weren’t as tame as they used to be.


Except, they didn’t look scared. If they were, they would run away and hide, like Tuna—and between the beams and the insulation there were plenty of hiding places.


They looked…busy.


Maybe their activity was some kind of elaborate trick they were performing in hopes of getting a reward. I watched, fascinated, as they streamed past one another in a huge, undulating mass. They flowed like ink through water, pale rats, dark rats, solid and spotted and hooded. A living kaleidoscope of rodents.


When the first rat fell from the rafters, I figured she’d lost her grip. But it was followed by another, then another, as rats dropped to the floorboards like paperback novels falling off a used bookstore shelf. I felt behind me with my foot for the exit, unwilling to take my eyes off the rodent swarm for even a second. But my unfamiliar gym shoes were big and clunky, and they felt nothing like my trusty old Chucks with their soles worn thin and smooth.


And while I stood there groping with my massive sneaker, the rats kept right on dropping and scrambling on top of their fallen comrades. More and more, faster and faster, until soon they’d formed a column that was knee high, then waist high, then more. Until the rat pile was damn near as tall as me.


Instant regret. Not just the fact that I’d opted to go without a sidearm, but every single choice that led up to me being where I was at that very moment. The decision to check out the attic. To accept the undercover gig. 


To join the freaking FPMP.


Because no way was this natural. And I’d be a hell of a lot less likely to encounter a gigantic swarming rat pile if I was minding my own goddamn business at the Chicago PD.


I shivered, and my breath left my body in a frozen white plume. Not just because February in Chicago is cold enough to freeze hell over, either. It wasn’t the thermal cold of winter—it was the sudden cold that heralded a visit from the dead.


The rats scrambled over one another, moving and flowing. It was physically impossible for them to stay still and hang on, and every few seconds, one of them dropped to the floor with a small thud and a very occasional quiet squeak. But they’d just hop straight back onto the pile and lose themselves in the teeming mass.


I glanced from the rats to my phone, suddenly convinced that my battery would choose that very moment to die, then the trap door would snap shut and leave me swarmed by rats that would gnaw me to the bone like I was made of tuna fish. The flashlight app looked different from my lock screen, though, and I couldn’t tell how much battery I had left. But there was a button I did recognize—the one to pull up the camera. My hands were shaking so hard, it took three flailing jabs to activate it. Somehow, I managed.


I took a bunch of shots in rapid succession, hoping I could tear my gaze away, as long as I kept the camera’s eye on the rat pile. But before I worked up the nerve to look for the hatch, I did a double-take at my phone. I thought maybe I’d pulled up the camera roll—and really, it wouldn’t surprise me if I’d fat-fingered something—but I didn’t remember taking any pictures of a woman. And then I realized it wasn’t a photo I was looking at, but the rat pile right in front of me, seen through the tiny lens on a small screen. And at that size, they resolved themselves quite plainly into a person’s image.


My eyes jumped from the screen to the rat pile and back again, but I couldn’t decide which was worse. Neither. Both. All of the above.


The rats kept tumbling over one another. Moving. Shifting. And the image on my phone moved just like a real person—looking at me, directly at me.


“Amelia Griggs?” My teeth were clattering and my voice shook. The rat pile shifted, looking pretty much the same. A huge, writhing pile of rodents. “You’re dead. I’m sorry. It’s time to move along.”


“Who are you talking to?” Bly called up.


“Just a second.” I thought I sounded almost natural.


Maybe I had, but my adrenaline had shot so high, there was no way Bly could possibly miss it. “Jesus Christ. I’m calling backup.”


“No—wait. Just…gimme a sec.” If Amelia could understand me, then she wasn’t a repeater. She was a sentient ghost. And call me a closet optimist for entertaining the illusion of free will, but while I’ll salt repeaters faster than a dietetic dinner, I’ve never forced anything sentient through the veil. No one but Jennifer Chance—and that psycho didn’t exactly leave me any choice.


Sentient ghosts can be creepy—particularly the ones who won’t or can’t speak—and there’s always the chance they’ll sneak under my skin. But I try to reason with them anyway. 


The sweat that would normally bead on my upper lip formed droplets on my long facial hair that crystalized on the ends in the unnatural cold. It dampened my pits enough to roll down my ribs. But I forced myself to stand my ground and say, “Listen, Amelia—I can’t imagine you want to stay here any longer than you absolutely have to. Follow the pull. Cross over.”


In my peripheral vision, a pile of rats churned, rising and falling in perpetual motion. But when I squinted at the smaller image on my phone, I saw the image of a woman.


“Talk to me!” Bly called up.


“Just a sec,” I repeated testily. And then, with my attention divided between the dual images I saw—with my eyes, and on the phone—I said, “There’s something better over there. I promise—I’ve seen it.”


“That’s it,” Bly said. “I’m calling this in.”


The rat pile shifted, and in a move that defied gravity, some rats clambered out, body after furry little body, linking together to form the shape of an outstretched arm. They couldn’t hold the position for more than a second, but the gesture was so freakishly lifelike, its meaning couldn’t have been more clear. The final rat curled its naked tail so that it looked just like an index finger. One that was pointing toward the place next door. Toward Sylvester Hale.


Gravity took hold. The arm fell. Nearly a dozen rodents dropped and scattered, and then the whole swarm broke down. The image of the woman on my phone screen disintegrated. I was too scared of falling down the hatch to back up, so instead, I froze. I pulled in on myself to create a smaller target, profusely thankful nothing could wriggle its way up the hem of those skin-tight jeans.


I’m not sure when I squeezed my eyes shut, but by the time I pried them back open, the ghostly chill had warmed, and the skittering of tiny feet was silent.


“What the hell’s going on?” Bly demanded.


I patted down my slouchy sweater to make sure there were no rats on me, then called down, “I’ll tell you…in the car.” 
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I sat beside Bly in our fake Lexus and waited for my phone to charge. He was a bundle of nerves, but since he was no longer startled enough to leak, the apprehension I felt was probably all my own.


“How many rats are in a colony?” Bly asked—for probably the tenth time. He’d been asking me some variation on it ever since we high-tailed it out of the townhouse. 


And I’d been replying with some variation on I don’t know. “Look, it was dark. And confusing. And I didn’t stop to take a tally. Okay?”


“Are we talking ten? Twenty? A hundred?”


At least that, but I knew better than to say. Not when even one live rat would be enough to freak him out. “Would you pull over? You’re driving too fast.”


Bly laughed humorlessly. “We’re not actually married, you know.”


But when he saw a grocery store parking lot, mostly empty at 2 AM, he pulled in and parked at the far end, away from prying eyes, and left the motor running to charge our phones and warm our freezing toes.


“Here’s the thing,” I said. “The rats weren’t acting like rats.” I pulled up my camera and checked to see if I’d managed to get any shots. It looked like I’d given it a solid try, but most of them were too blurry or grainy to look like anything at all. I showed Bly one of the blurs.


“What is that?”


“I think it’s Amelia Griggs.”


“Jesus.” Bly stared at the steering wheel a long moment, flexing his hands on the grip so hard his knuckles pulsed white. He worked his jaw, struggling to keep a lid on his emotions, then finally said, “You’re telling me there was a fucking ghost there too?”


That was about the size of it. I shoved my seat as far back as it would go and knuckled my eyes. “You know what this means, don’t you?”


“We’ve been sleeping underneath a haunted rat colony for the past two weeks?”


Yeah, aside from that. “It means Hale might have been bullshitting me about the whole story of his dead lover’s visit, but that doesn’t mean he’s not a medium. If he really did kill Amelia—”


“And you think it’s murder? Jesus Christ.”


“Hale’s not blogging about a rodent infestation, he’s claiming to have visions of the dead. Even if it’s just cold spots he’s feeling, or creeping sensations across the back of his neck—hell, that’s as good as Richie ever was. And that clown was the FPMP’s top medium for how many years?”


“Whether or not the old man’s a medium, if he murdered Griggs, that changes the investigation completely. You’re the one who’s ex-homicide—what now?”


If we were looking at murder, the clear course of action would be to turn it all over to the Chicago PD and leave it at that. But if I did, I could guess how it would pan out. The local homicide detectives would invite Hale for a little chat, and a hazmat team would come deal with the colony. My biggest concern was the rats. Not because I felt any sentimental attachment toward them—they were nowhere near as cute when they were swarming—but because they were tied directly to the ghost. People who punched out early got really hung up on seeing justice served. Just look at how obsessed the toilet ghost was on his liability concerns. If Hale ended up like most of my collars—acquitted—Griggs might get angry and hop into another host. A human one.


Or, worse, if even one rat got away, maybe her spirit could ride along and travel pretty much anywhere. It wasn’t enough to just file a report and walk away without making sure everything was truly settled. Not without expecting to find a haunted rat pile lurking in the shadows every time I turned on a light.


“Let’s just take a breath and consider all our options before we do something that can’t be undone.” I tapped strychnine poisoning into my phone and discovered the symptoms basically mimicked natural causes. Of course they did. And it could be ingested, absorbed or inhaled, which made accidental poisoning another possibility. I closed my eyes and racked my brain. “Amelia’s ghost literally pointed the finger at Hale—so, maybe she’ll vacate the premises if I get him to admit what he’s done.”


“Right—’cause he’s been so forthcoming with you thus far.”


As I scrambled to think about a plausible angle I could use to get inside Hale’s head, I realized I still had a rat up my sleeve. “I never did tell him about the dead rat in the closet, and that’s a discovery that would make a real neighbor totally freak. It’s got bonding experience written all over it. Vulnerability, surprise, the whole nine yards. We wait for sunrise, then head over there with the rat—and while I’m making a big stink, you get him to trust me—”


“Whoa—hold up. You don’t know what you’re asking.”


Pretty sure I did. “Nothing big, just smooth stuff out between us so he’ll drop the games and confide in me. We both know you can do it without breaking a sweat. It’s natural to minimize your Psych mojo—if anyone can relate, it’s me—”


“Not gonna happen.”


I sighed. It fogged up my window. “Is this another one of those teachable moments? Because I get that you’re trying to make a competent agent out of me, and don’t get me wrong, as frustrating as your lack of hand-holding can be, I even appreciate the vote of confidence. But this situation is all kinds of fucked. It’s tough to just brush it off if you die before your time. The dead don’t think like regular people think. They get obsessed. Sometimes they turn into complainers—more annoying than scary. Amelia Griggs is powerful, though, and she literally pointed the finger at Hale. If we exterminate the rats and wash our hands of this without getting to the bottom of things, we might just piss her off. And then we end up with a vengeful spirit situation.”


We were both quiet for a moment, then Bly said, “That’s a thing? Vengeful spirit?”


“You tell me. You were there when Jennifer Chance tried to electrocute me over a GhosTV.”


Bly sagged back against his heated leather seat. “You and me, we’ve been through a lot together. Never mind the fact that you put up with me and my…lousy taste in music.”


I thought for sure he was going to mention the sleep-talking. Maybe, in a roundabout way, he was. “There’s only so much classic rock a guy can take.”


Bly drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, and eventually said, “Making a good impression on a stranger is one thing—they have no preconceived ideas to override. But you two know each other, and tinkering with that dynamic is way more invasive. Of course I can sweeten Hale’s disposition toward you. But I won’t.”


“I’m all for having high moral standards, but when push comes to shove—”


Bly gave a bitter laugh. “That’s what you think this is all about? My ethics? Wise up, PsyCop. I’ll say or do whatever it takes to keep myself alive.”


I suppose it said something about me that I found that statement comforting. Probably because I could relate.


“Who doesn’t want to be popular?” he said. “We’re social creatures—a big, fat colony of rats. We humans depend on each other for food, shelter and procreation. Not only that, but we’re always searching for affirmation, to test our boundaries where they blur, to keep track of what’s us and what’s not-us.”


The contrarian in me wanted to argue that I didn’t need other people to verify my own self-awareness. Then again, I would chase Jacob halfway around the cannery so he could smell the creamer and tell me if it had turned.


“Like everything worth having in this world,” Bly said, “hardcore empathy comes with a price. There’s an echo chamber effect—one day you wake up and realize you’re surrounded by a bunch of puppets with no real reactions of their own. It warps into something like masochism. You’re sick of everyone agreeing with you—what’s the challenge in that?—and start to seek out people who push your boundaries. And the next thing you know, you’re in the middle of a drug deal pretending to be a crooked cop, and you’re wondering if maybe you really are one, since you’re more at home with the lowlifes and scum. And you get so good at what you do, at being everyone’s best friend, you get promoted and promoted and promoted. Not just by the Chicago PD, but the dealers.


“Until finally, you’re poised to hook up with the top dog. Maybe you’ve heard of him: The Scorpion.”


“That was you?” Damn. I remembered the buzz around the water-cooler when the Twentieth Precinct brought The Scorpion down. They’d attributed their success to good, old-fashioned policing. No one mentioned the PsyCop. Because they wanted the conviction to actually stick? Or because they were protecting Detective John Wembly? Or maybe because it stuck in their craw that he’d used a technique he’d been born with and not determination and grit.


Maybe all of the above.


Even if Bly didn’t get the credit…. “I could see needing to disappear after such a big bust. Big shot like him can mess you up even from inside a prison cell.”


“No reason to. As far as any of them knew, I was still the dirty cop on their payroll. That meant I was worth a lot more alive than dead.”


“Then I don’t get it.” Because if he could be rolling in drug money and pizza, why settle for dietetic meals and another hour on the elliptical?


“It wasn’t the crew I was scared of. It was The Scorpion’s sister. Claudia.” He turned awkwardly in his seat so he was facing the driver side window—according to the tradecraft, shame can do crazy things to your body language—but I could still see his face reflected in the glass as he spoke. The nighttime shadows pulled funny tricks. His reflection looked about twenty years older. The face of a guy who’d seen way too much.


“Everyone liked me. That’s just how it had always been. I didn’t even have to put forth any effort—I could fall in with any crowd, from a scraggly group of bums beneath an overpass to a VIP delegation from Brunei. I’d worked my way up the drug ladder just the same, connection after connection, friend after friend. Until I came to the top. And I realized that where The Scorpion’s emotions should’ve been, there was nothing. A total void.”


“A sociopath?”


“Nope. Even sociopaths register something, even if it’s more like meaningless static. He was like Jacob—an honest-to-god Stiff.”


I’d always known Jacob would make a damn fine archvillain. I quelled a shiver, though I doubt it hid my surprise from Bly. 


“I’d spent months working my way up to him, and once I got there, I realized I was fucked. He didn’t trust me…smart guy. And I saw he’d set me up to take a fall. So I did what I had to do to win him over.” I watched his brow furrow in the window reflection, but he wasn’t leaking at me. Maybe older emotion is easier to tamp down than new hurt. “I went for his sister. Or, more accurately, I made her go for me.”


I flashed back to the tender sincerity of his kiss out of the stoop when we performed for the neighbors. Then I imagined it with an empathic push of infatuation behind it. “Well, shit.”


“Who knows if he ever really trusted me, but Claudia was a persistent woman, and eventually she wore him down. It took damn near three years from the day I got in her head to the day I had enough evidence to put her brother away.”


We sat and listened to the sparse late-night traffic squeaking through refrozen slush. I never knew what to say to people at the best of times. And now I had zero clue exactly how deep Bly wanted to go. But I was curious about one thing. “Did you fall for her?”


He gave his head a disgusted shake. “My moral gray area might be broader than the side of a battleship, but even I can’t force myself to fall for the echo chamber.”


At least it proved he wasn’t a narcissist. Nowadays, psychic powers come with a handy guide. Not necessarily an accurate one, mind you, but something. Back when we were kids, though, psychic powers were just crackpot theories like alien abduction and the Bermuda Triangle.


Maybe he didn’t get swept up in his own games…but maybe that wasn’t a good thing. I’m sure it would’ve been easier if he could lose himself in the moment. Playing half of a fake couple was hard enough in public. He’d had to carry on once the bedroom door was closed.


“I don’t need your pity.”


“I don’t—” I started to deny it. But I couldn’t.


He sighed. “It gets worse. Once The Scorpion was behind bars, I moved out.” He’d been living with this Claudia girl? Well, shit. “I tried to let her down easy, said I had to move out to make my precinct think I’d gone straight, and that it wasn’t safe for the two of us to keep carrying on. It was plausible. It should’ve worked. My Sarge and me, we’d worked out all the details with undercover experts, Feds, to transition me out good and safe with the least amount of drama.


“Well, I might’ve been done with Claudia…but she wasn’t done with me. Everywhere I went, there she was. I couldn’t so much as stop for gas without her throwing herself across my windshield.”


“Couldn’t you just un-flip that switch?”


“You’d think so, wouldn’t you? But she’d spent three years convincing herself I was the love of her life, and quelling that spark was emotional whack-a-mole. I gave it my best shot…but it was no use. And eventually it came to a head.


“I still remember the big blow-out like it just happened—and it still makes me want to puke. She’d tailed me to The Clinic, I was picking up some sleeping pills—fucking Patrick Barley at the window—anyways, she was throwing a scene in the parking lot, screaming, crying, carrying on. And I knew that she was so hooked on the relationship—not even on me specifically anymore, but the idea of the two of us together—that I had to do something more than just cool her jets. So I told her the ugliest thing I could think of. The truth. That I only wanted her so I could get to her brother, and with him out of the picture, I was through. And when it looked like even that wasn’t enough to send her packing, I gave her a good, hard empathic shove toward hate.


“I guess I didn’t know my own strength.


“If my goal had been to get Claudia to stop loving me? Mission fucking accomplished. But she wasn’t through stalking me. Not by a long shot. She was all over me like shit on a shingle, and now she was pissed. And this was not your typical girl—she was a drug lord’s flesh and blood. She didn’t just leave a nasty note on my windshield or even slash my tires—she had one of her brother’s buddies put a bomb in my wheel well. Good thing I was at work and a K9 unit found it before it found me.”


“You couldn’t back off the hate-throttle?”


“I tried. With a snubnose .38 Special to my temple, I tried. But however empathy works, whatever neural pathways it lights up, Claudia’s were so fried by then, it was no use.


“I wouldn’t be the first undercover cop who made his exit team work overtime…but I was one of the few documented Psychs. And while the NPs were cooking up a strategy to put Claudia behind bars, Con Dreyfuss approached me and offered me an opportunity to disappear instead.


“All my choices were shitty ones, so erasing myself seemed like the best tack to take. No family to speak of. I’d been playing a dirty cop so long, my real friends didn’t know what to make of me anymore, and obviously, I didn’t have a girl. Plus, the thought of Claudia getting locked up for coming after me ate away at me. She was no saint, not by any stretch of the imagination. But she wouldn’t have boarded the train to Crazytown if it wasn’t for me messing around in her head.” 


He turned back toward the windshield. Not quite facing me, but no longer wallowing in shame. “Anyways. In pre-natal yoga? She was there.”


The woman in the pricy clothes. I swallowed hard. “So she saw you, but she didn’t make you.”


“No, thank God. Looked right at me, too. But seeing her knocked up—everything that must’ve gone with it—you’d think I’d be relieved she somehow got her life back. I wasn’t, though. My knee-jerk reaction was jealousy. Just for a second, but that was enough. Guess it goes to show, I’ve got an asshole where my heart should be.”


The old John Wembly might’ve quipped, “Better than having a heart where your asshole should be.” But given all he’d been through, maybe that guy—the happy-go-lucky “guy with the hair”—was well and truly dead.
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It was sunup by the time we hashed out our plan. I’d go next door with my dead rat and act all dismayed, then trash-talk Amelia and see if I could get Hale to commiserate, maybe even brag about getting rid of her. Then go talk the ghost into crossing over.


My fake husband and I sat in a good, old-fashioned 24-hour diner where the grease was thick and the coffee was thin. Bly had an egg white omelet and I had a heart attack on a plate, plus a half stack of buttermilk pancakes on the side…which he’d started picking at the moment I realized I was too stuffed to keep going, and had eventually polished off, one surreptitious half-bite at a time.


“I’ll read Hale for you,” Bly said, “and signal when he gets agitated. But if he really did kill Amelia, why would he admit anything to you? What could he possibly have to gain?”


Good question. “I didn’t see it in the tradecraft, but I’ve dealt with enough criminals to know that they’ll jump on any chance to justify their actions. Otherwise, they’d be stuck wallowing in their own guilt.”


Bly sniffed out a dry laugh and stared out the window. His eyes were bloodshot from staying up all night with contacts in. I supposed he knew a thing or two about regret, although I couldn’t say if unburdening himself made him feel any better.


But me? Other than a stiff neck, I felt okay. Hopefully I was on a roll and could get Hale to confide in me, too. We headed back to the townhouse to grab the rat I would use to make him talk. Meanwhile, since I’d be heading into a property with an active ghost presence, I closed my eyes and visualized my chakras spinning, then opened the valve in my third eye and pulled down a fat stream of white light. Something about the yoga sessions had greased the wheels and allowed me to get out of my own way. Instead of worrying about which direction the colored balls of light should be spinning, I relaxed and felt them spin.


Or maybe it was more exhaustion than relaxation. Because I snorted awake when Bly snapped, “Sonofabitch—there he goes.”


Disorientation. The white light turned into winter sun bouncing off snowbanks, and the vaguely familiar street was the one I currently called home. A cab pulled off, going the opposite direction. Bly was driving like a cop now with an aggressive three-point turn.


“It’s not even eight o’clock,” I said lamely.


Bly clenched his jaw and pulled into the morning rush with just one car between us and Hale’s taxi. Bly hugged that poor guy’s bumper so hard I’m surprised we didn’t end up in his trunk, but the car chase didn’t last long. Hale cabbed it to destinations that most people would walk, and the taxi pulled up in front of Halsted Fitness Club to let him out. Bly swung into a nearby bus stop and said, “What now?”


Maybe I should’ve felt apprehensive about dealing with Hale in public, but instead I was relieved to not have to go back to that townhouse. I’ve met enough ghosts in my time that they don’t automatically scare me. But when they do, I’m just as creeped out as anyone else.


Unfortunately, there were other potential demons inside the gym. “I’ll handle this,” I told Bly. “You stay in the car.”


“But I need to read him for you.”


“It’s not worth the risk of you running into your ex.” I wasn’t so sure Bly’s emotional reading would affect my performance anyway. “You lie low. I’ll deal with Hale.”


Unfortunately, gyms don’t just let you waltz on in, and I didn’t have a badge to tell the stern lady at the desk to pipe down and let me past. At least the douchebag was in the system from the past couple of times he’d tried to yoga. But by the time I paid an exorbitant amount of money for a day pass, yoga was in session.


I was looking for a spot to waylay Hale on his way out when I heard his dulcet tones. “No, I am not ‘cool’ with you listening to your podcast sans headphones. If I wanted to be subjected to inane blather, I’d voluntarily converse with the likes of you.”


And there he was. Sylvester Hale, in all his queeny octogenarian glory, ensconced on a recumbent bike in a blue velour tracksuit. The recumbents were nowhere near as in-demand as the spin bikes, and there was a wide swath of empty machines all around him—including the nearby treadmill vacated by the cute purple-haired kid who’d just wanted to listen to his podcast. I picked out the bike that would most effectively cut off Hale’s escape, and I planted myself in it. Snowy shoes, winter coat and all.


“Well. If it isn’t the beefcake magnet. I’m surprised you’re even able to sit on that bike after whatever it was the two of you were doing last night.” Holy hell—I felt sorry for the guy whose love life sounds like me falling off a yoga ball. Hale regarded me with cool assessment. “Makeup sex after being caught with your pants down in the bookstore?”


“My pants are none of your business.”


“Is that so? Surely you’re aware they leave nothing to the imagination. The disconnect is truly stunning, you parading around in those ridiculous dungarees, trying to pass yourself off as a paragon of integrity to all the men you encounter.”


My cheeks heated up—and not just because I was struggling to pedal the bike. I knew that I was playing a character. And I knew I had no reason to feel insulted. But I did anyhow. “What men?”


“As if every Tom, Dick and Harry at Twice Told Tales isn’t wrapped around your pretentious little finger.”


“Oh, please—you’re one to talk about integrity. I get that you’re older than dirt, but I had no idea you’d actually banged Charles Dickens.”


He narrowed his eyes and gave me a nasty little smile. “It took you long enough to figure it out.”


“What about that ugly statue?”


“A paperweight. The look on your face as you handled it was priceless.”


“Seriously?”


“Come now, you can’t blame me for embellishing my exploits. At least my subterfuge wasn’t at the expense of a generous husband.”


“Leave him out of it. This is about me. And you. And…Amelia Griggs.”


Hale’s pedaling slowed to a crawl and he gave me a bewildered look. “What on earth does Amelia have to do with anything?”


Good—I’d managed to disarm him. According to the tradecraft, if I wanted to squeeze the truth out of him, it was now or never. “You’re not the only one who knows how to use the internet. I’ve seen the stuff you post, and I know how obsessed you are with things that go bump in the night. But if someone was haunting you, it wouldn’t be your ex—it would be Amelia.”


“Amelia, haunt me? Whatever for?”


I crossed my arms, gave him a cool look, and said, “I think you know.”


It was the perfect opening for him to unburden his troubled soul. To clear his conscience and extricate himself from his suffering. To come clean.


So, of course, what he said was, “I have no idea.” Not in a refuse-to-tell-me way, either, but a sincere show of confusion.


Which definitely didn’t jibe with the way a killer would react.


Fine, maybe he hadn’t murdered her…but a haunted rat colony wasn’t pointing at him for nothing. He must be culpable somehow. “The nagging, the complaints. You wanted Amelia out of there, and you made her life hell to try and make that happen—you even threatened her rats with strychnine.”


“Ridiculous. The only strychnine in my home was a bottle of detergent done up as a prop for Mystery Potluck—in which the plot was nowhere near as convoluted as the one you’re spinning out right now.”


Since when was making fake poison such a popular hobby? “I don’t buy it. Why else would you be sleeping on the couch to avoid the upstairs—the place where she died on the other side of the wall, just a few sheets of plasterboard between the two of you?”


“Because my knee hurts,” Hale said, with a meaningful glance toward his cane.


“He’s lying.”


I swung around and found that while I’d been trying to rope Hale into a confession, someone had climbed into the bike on my other side…someone dead.


The complainer.


He fit his feet into the pedals, but when he gave a push, they went right through. As ghosts went, he was hardly terrifying. Pathetic. Annoying. Nothing to be careless around, for sure, like an open flame or a loaded gun. But in movie terms, less Poltergeist and more Beetlejuice.


I couldn’t exactly talk to him without coming off like a total whack job, though, so I gave him the raised eyebrow instead.


“Totally lying,” the complainer insisted. “I overheard him on the phone, talking to his proctologist when he thought the locker room was empty. He wet the bed. And now he won’t sleep in it.”


I’m not sure which was worse. The thought of being in that situation someday myself—if I were lucky enough to live that long—or the fact that I’d believed Hale’s lie about not owning a cell phone. Still...the bedwetting didn’t necessarily mean he wasn’t being haunted. Maybe the two were even connected in some kind of overall sleep disturbance, like Bly and his nightmares.


I’d tried being friendly, and I’d tried being blunt, but Sylvester Hale was harder to manipulate than the drug dealer’s sister. As he made a show of collecting his things to get away from me, I pulled the only tool out of my arsenal I hadn’t yet tried: the truth.


“I saw her.”


He paused with his hand on his cane. “Saw whom?”


“Amelia Griggs. I saw her. And she pointed the finger directly at you.”


Hale burst out laughing. “Stick with your obnoxious think-pieces, Mr. Baine. Your attempts at plausible fiction are truly wretched.”


“Laugh all you want, old man. I’m a certified medium and I’m on an assignment to figure out whether or not you’ve got talent.”


“And if you truly must plagiarize—don’t lift the plot directly out of the latest Thomas Cruise movie.”


Says the guy who just claimed to date a historical character from Liquid Sight. Hale tried to slip me yet again, but I wasn’t about to let him get away with it this time. While he might have been able to argue circles around me, I was a heck of a lot faster, and phenomenally motivated. I jumped up and inserted myself between him and the treadmills, only to find a couple of young, fit guys in the gym’s signature black T-shirts closing in on me from ten o’clock.


“Sir,” one of them said, the one whose body language screamed mall cop, “there’s a strict policy of anti-harassment here—”


“What? There’s no harassment. We’re having a simple discussion.”


“Sir,” he repeated, “threatening behavior is not tolerated on the premises. I’ll need to see your membership card.”


If ever I wanted to shove a badge in someone’s face and tell them to get the hell out of my way…but all I had was a fake driver’s license. I dug out my day pass receipt and gave it to the guy, who fell back to confer with his deputy about what recourse they’d have since they couldn’t threaten my membership. Meanwhile, the complainer said, “These two look pretty official. You need to tell them about the rowing machines before anyone else gets hurt.”


I angled away from the gym security goons and said to the shimmery outline of the complainer, “To prevent another fatality, or to make you feel like less of a dumbass for exercising yourself to death?”


I thought I was being pretty smooth, but apparently my ventriloquism left a lot to be desired. The gym goons heard me. One backed up a step, and the other one—the braver one—got all puffed up and macho. Great. Now I looked like Mr. Greenhouse Gas ranting to himself in the cafe. “Sir, we’re going to have to ask you to leave.”


“This isn’t what you think.”


“Sir—” he said sternly, with a strong inflection of don’t make me do anything I’ll regret.


“Yeah, yeah, I’m going.” I’d blown my chance with Hale anyway. I turned toward the door and the goons fell into step on either side of me, with the flabby complainer sidling along beside them.


“That’s it?” the ghost demanded. “You’re just gonna fold?” 


Frankly, I wanted to. No matter which angle I tried, I came up short. But when else would I get the chance to observe Hale’s behavior around an active spirit? I tried to rally. “Look, I just paid eighteen bucks for a day pass not ten minutes ago.”


The brave guy said, “Then you should’ve thought of that before you started bullying one of our patrons.”


Hale was waiting for us at the front desk, watching me get the bum’s rush with palpable satisfaction.


“Did you want us to call the police?” the receptionist asked him.


“Don’t be silly,” Hale said grandly. “My dear neighbor wouldn’t hurt a fly. He’s just very…excitable.”


“We have a zero tolerance policy for this sort of behavior,” the receptionist told me. “I’ll have to ask you never to come back.”


As the gym guys escorted me out the door, Hale treated me to a finger-wave and an evil little smile.


What the hell just happened? 


I stood there on the sidewalk, squinting at the pale winter sun, wondering why Hale was so eager to discredit me. 


And then I realized what was going on. 


When homicide seemed unlikely, I went for manslaughter—and when I’d tried to get him to admit to pushing Amelia Griggs too far, instead of confessing, he’d revealed the source of his powerful ambivalence toward me.


Envy.


Oh, he passed it off as a joke, all right, with his little “if I were three hundred years younger” type comments. But when the FPMP stagers crafted a persona the old man could relate to, they’d done too good a job. Hale saw the douchebag juggling a buff husband and another piece on the side, publishing in all those bone dry journals he respected, then stealing the show at Faldstool Fridays. Knocking me down a few pegs must’ve really tickled him pink.


I might not be too swift on the uptake at figuring out what’s going on in someone else’s head. But I had Hale’s number now. I was sure of it.


“That didn’t go too well,” said the vague shimmer by the bus stop.


He got that right. I shielded my eyes against glare on ice, sucked down some metaphysical light, and took a better look at the complainer. He was a distortion of light against the side of the building, though I caught glimpses of more detail where he overlaid the shadows. Yeah, he was dead. But not scary-dead.


And so…maybe I could work with him. “Tell me something. Was Hale able to see you?”


“No. Why would he be?”


“Hypothetically, if he could. Would you know?”


“Why should I tell you anything? You haven’t been very helpful to me.”


It wasn’t so much that I was sore at them for kicking me out…but if I got those self-important fitness jerks in trouble, it would definitely be a bonus. “Fine. Give me your info and I’ll have someone in the office take another look at your case. Now, answer the question. Can you tell if you’re dealing with a medium?”


“I…guess so. But aside from you, there was only one other guy at the gym who lit up—this slow guy they used to bring to water aerobics. But I haven’t seen him in a while.”


I pinched the bridge of my nose. No, these days, Richie had his plate full with the Sit and be Fit classes at his nursing home. I should know. He bitched about it every time I saw him.


If my insight held any water—if I really did have Hale all figured out—then not only was he no medium, but he had nothing to do with the death of Amelia Griggs. I’d need to go break the news to the scary rat ghost in my attic that she was mistaken.


Damn it.


The complainer said, “You’re really some kind of big-shot professional psychic?”


“That’s what they tell me.”


A city bus passed by, and I caught a flicker of his dubious expression in a fleeting shadow. “Then, seriously, what the hell is with those pants?”
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The report that ended up in Laura’s inbox was nothing like the first one I’d filled out. I definitively ruled Hale’s claims of psychic ability as fabrications. After the whole getting-thrown-out-of-the-gym incident I felt a particular satisfaction in doing so.


I tried to be as dry and clinical in my narrative as possible. Even so, five minutes after I launched the form into the aether, a call from HQ lit up my phone. 


Laura Kim.


“I can have the gym evacuated in fifteen minutes,” she said. “What do you need for the exorcism?”


I was currently ensconced at my uncomfortable dining room table with Bly, who’d been checking the fridge every few seconds to see if additional pancakes had magically appeared. I hadn’t yet worked out how to break it to our boss that the ghost at the gym was a powderpuff compared to the one we had upstairs. But somehow, I managed.


Laura didn’t throw a fit when I told her about Amelia Griggs, though I suspected her eye might be twitching. “I’m sending reinforcements,” she said.


“I’m perfectly willing to exorcise a repeater,” I told her, “but the thing is, this isn’t a repeater. She’s got her consciousness intact.” And I didn’t think she’d like being forcefully ejected from the attic any more than I liked getting tossed out of the gym. “I need to reason with her first.”


“I’m not happy about this.” Laura was silent for a long moment. “Not even a little…but you’re the expert. Just don’t go it alone. I’m sending in backup.”


The thing about Laura is that when she wants to make something happen, it happens. Quickly, too. She’d spent so many years as The Fixer for Con Dreyfuss that moving Heaven and Earth was all in a day’s work. By the time I had my new underwear locked and loaded, a plain black van had already pulled up in front of the townhouse, and five FPMP agents in black tactical gear streamed out. I even recognized two of them: my officemate Carl, and my buddy from the shooting range, Jodi Watts. 


I guessed if anyone could shoot a moving rat in the dark, it was her. But I hoped she wouldn’t have to.


I backed up against the electric fireplace and watched the federal agents swarm in, and I tried to determine which part of the equation was the most surreal. I couldn’t really pinpoint any one thing in particular. And somehow that failed to surprise me. 


The agents were all looking to Carl, who had that whole surprise-badass thing going on again. Though when he approached me, instead of barking orders, he said, “There was no accessible attic on the property record.”


“I know.” I nodded toward the stairs and said, “And sorry to rain on your parade, but the cavalry isn’t really necessary—all I need to do is go up there and have a conversation.”


“That’s fine. Just a precaution, in case things escalate.”


I sniggered, “Into what?” Because it wasn’t as if the attic could get more haunted.


But then I realized the goons in black weren’t there to apprehend the spirit—they were there to make sure that if the FPMP’s star medium got hijacked, he wouldn’t get far.


Funny. I always think I’m over Camp Hell. Until I realize I’m not. 


Suddenly, the three agents I didn’t know looked less like random coworkers and more like the big, lurking orderlies pawing through my meager personal belongings while they searched for any good reason to make me feel off-kilter.


“Suit up,” Carl said. He handed Bly and me each a set of coveralls while two of the goons unpacked nets and cages. I zipped myself into the coveralls, taking care to cinch the cuffs at the bottom tightly, and did my best to ignore my budding panic. The crew was here to wrangle the rats. Not me.


Unless I came up possessed. In which case, they’d wrangle me good.


By the time we got to the third-floor closet, I was drenched in sweat, and not just because I was wearing so many layers. I took a deep breath and shook out my arms as one of the goons hooked the latch to pull down the folding stairs. 


“Retrofit,” Carl said. “She had this installed later.” Which explained why it wasn’t in the plans. 


No rats fell out—this was good—but even so, my anxiety had started to peak to the point where my feet felt numb and my peripheral vision was a little bit sparkly. I told myself it was just the white light I’d been drinking down, but that was just my wishful thinking. I was one rapid heartbeat away from hyperventilating.


When a hand landed on my shoulder, I flinched. Hard. But it wasn’t some random musclebound FPMP goon, it was the one I’d been sharing a bed with. “I’d ask if you’re okay…” he murmured. “What’s going on?”


“Oh, you know,” I said breezily. “Just a healthy wariness.” To the agents who didn’t know me, I’d sound like I was talking ghost. But Bly saw me cut my eyes in the direction of our new visitors.


He gave me a small, private nod and a manly clap on the shoulder, and said, “Don’t worry, Bayne, I’ve got your back.”


Funny, how the empath managed to calm me down without tinkering in my emotions, not even a little.


Bly turned toward the group and said, “Listen, there’s not much room up there. Give us five minutes alone to see what’s what.” 


The team looked toward Carl—who obviously knew that elbow room (or lack thereof) had nothing to do with Bly’s request. But Bly wasn’t in the upper echelons of FPMP Midwest for nothing, and Carl didn’t challenge him.


My budding panic attack eased off the throttle as I realized my fake husband had somehow turned into a real friend. I nodded my thanks.


Pitched low so only I could hear, he added, “But if a rat runs up my leg and I scream like a little girl, I’m telling everyone it was you.”


Carl rigged up Bly with a flashlight bright enough to see from orbit, and me with Dr. K’s new salt gun—I presume the kinks were all worked out. He deployed Jodi and the three goons at strategic points to catch anything that might scurry down the stairs—ostensibly, rats. But they’d be just as eager to grab a possessed medium. Bly noticed me eyeing them and clapped me on the shoulder again. “You got this.”


I nodded grimly, set my foot on the folding stairs, and climbed.


I’d been in such a hurry to high-tail it out of there before, I’d left the lights on, but it was still hard to tell what was what. The unfinished beams cast crazy shadows and ate the light. My eyes went to the shop light first, and when I looked away, all I could see were dancing spots. At least, I hoped it was just a trick of my eyes, and not a swarm of rats. But I heard Bly come up behind me without screaming…so probably it was just spots.


“Jesus,” he said as he took in the sprawling habitat with a swing of his high-powered flashlight. “Looks like Amelia was busy.”


“If the homeowner’s association was on her to get rid of her pets—thanks to Hale—this would’ve been a good place to stash them, up in a crawl space that nobody knew about but her.”


I edged in deeper, tiny steps, and Bly stuck to me like glue. That might’ve bothered me before I knew him, when I would’ve figured he was just waiting for me to screw up. Now I knew he just really hated rats. “Thanks for vouching for me down there,” I said quietly. “You were pretty convincing.”


“What makes you think I was blowing smoke? I might not trust you to make a decent pot of coffee, but I mean it when I say you got this.”


No pressure.


The rafters were quiet and motion-free. And more importantly, I didn’t have that prickly not-alone feeling I got in the presence of the dead—the one I only notice once I tease it apart from my general free-floating anxiety.


“She’s not here,” I said.


“Maybe she moved on. If she was, what, a complainer? Then maybe she just wanted someone to know her story. As much as we humans think we’re the center of the universe, we’re still social creatures. Maybe it was enough for you to know the chain of events: Hale pestering her to the point where she had to come up with such an elaborate workaround, the stress of which eventually killed her.”


Maybe. I lowered the nozzle of my salt gun and pulled up my phone. “But what about the rats? Were they real? Or just a figment of my…imagination?”


As I spoke, the last word left my mouth in a curl of frozen vapor, and the lights flickered. Not just the glaring shop lamp…but Bly’s flashlight, too. The flashlight settled into a thin, bluish-white beam while the shop lamp strobed in an irregular pattern punctuated by an eerie electrical buzzing. The temperature dropped from sweater-cold to parka-cold in the span of a heartbeat, so fast that a swirl of frozen vapor undulated in the flickering light.


“Aw, hell,” Bly said.


I figured I might as well take advantage of his non-medium perception. “Are the rats real? Can you see them?”


“Yeah. They’re real, all right.”


He had to be second-guessing his impulse to volunteer as my backup, but he didn’t bail. I focused on sucking down white light and extending my protective barrier to include him.


There was movement all around us, subtle shifting shadows and frost swirling through flickering light—and then there was more. The movement of dozens of small, quick rodents, streaming through the rafters like a river.


Either Bly’s fear was so unlike my own, or my white light was so topped off, it was obvious which panic was mine and which was his. Funny, how many flavors there are to fear. But I was more freaked out that a bunch of muscular goons might give me a repeat performance of Camp Hell than I was by the thought of feeling tiny paws on my leg.


“Amelia Griggs,” I called out—true and clear. “I did what you asked, I looked into Hale. Now it’s time for you to move on.”


The rats skittered and swarmed, and then piled into a humanoid shape.


Bly drew a shaky breath and his panic spiked. His flashlight beam bounced off the ceiling.


I grabbed his arm and squeezed it hard. “Don’t black out. We got this.” And I didn’t know whether or not psychic empathy worked that way, but after all the time I’d tried to shield my emotions from him, to minimize my self-doubt and discouragement and protect the real me from scrutiny, I tried the opposite. With a psychic push, I tried to override his panic. Of course I felt healthy fear. But it was shored up with the knowledge that if I’d been able to keep Jennifer Chance out from under my skin, I could handle what was happening now.


“Amelia,” I repeated. “You’re dead. And I know you feel the pull of the veil—but you haven’t been dead that long, and I can tell you this: the more you resist it, the stronger it’ll get, until all that’s left is some burning obsession that wipes out the rest of your personality. You had a good life—a full life. And now it’s time to move on to whatever comes next.”


The rat pile roiled around, forming and re-forming the shape of a person. Of Amelia. Bly leaned on me hard as his knees started to buckle, and I dug my fingers into his forearm. 


“C’mon, man,” I told him. “Stay with me.”


He locked his knees and did his best to stand firm.


“I can help you find the veil,” I told the roiling figure—but then I realized I might be promising something I was unable to deliver. With all those living creatures tied into her apparition, there was no single cord. When I tried to find the one that belonged specifically to Amelia, the whole thing lit up like a spiderweb catching a sunbeam, a web made from hundreds of tiny, interwoven strands, all of them going in different directions.


The pile reshuffled, and the figure raised an arm and pointed toward Hale’s townhouse.


Bly groaned and teetered. I yanked him away from the hole in the floor so he didn’t break his neck.


“I talked to Hale,” I insisted. “But I don’t think he had anything to do with it. I’ve seen the ME’s report. You had a coronary, pure and simple. There’s no way to mimic that.” Not with a re-labeled bottle of detergent, anyhow.


The longer I spoke—the longer Amelia Griggs stayed present among us—the more agitated the rats became. They churned harder, dangling, falling, scrambling back on. Someone squeaked as they took a tiny, sharp toenail to the eye, and the figure grew less and less humanoid.


Bly’s light beam darted through the rafters.


“Vic…what if she’s not pointing at Hale?”


The rats froze for a second, a few dropping off, then resumed their frantic scrambling, way more unnerving for the eerie pause. The rat-arm pointed even more emphatically. Beside me, Bly gathered himself, tensing all over, then forced himself to shuffle into the attic a few steps deeper.


He went farther than I’d ever managed, mainly to give the rat pile a wide berth, and shone his flashlight where the makeshift hand was trying to point. There was insulation there between the rafters, fiberglass batting backed with brown kraft paper, and the rats had had a field day nesting in it. The paper was in tatters, and puffs of yellow batting stuck out. As Bly lit the wall, we took in the extent of the damage…until he took one more step in, and the angle of his flashlight shifted…to reveal the damage wasn’t random after all.


There among the shredded paper and fiberglass fluff, I picked out the word HELP. My heart began to pound and I triple checked to reassure myself I wasn’t making it up. And then I saw the word below it: THEM.


Help them.


I swallowed hard, pitched my voice casual, and said, “So. How many rats do you think we can smuggle out in our coveralls?”


“What?” Bly said. When I pointed at the wall, he did a double-take and groaned. “Sorry, man—ain’t gonna happen. Even if I could bring myself to touch ’em, there’s no way we’re getting past the human barricade downstairs.”


“Can’t you put your foot down and insist? Don’t you outrank everyone here?”


“It’s not that simple. I’m the lead on the assignment in general, but Agent Hinds is the lead security tactician.”


“But you still call the shots, don’t you?”


“I do, but if he thinks we’re in danger, he can veto.”


Maybe if we just asked him nicely….


Yeah. He’d respond really well to that. First he’d give me the look he usually reserved for when I forgot my desktop password. Then he’d make a go-ahead gesture and the goons would open fire on the colony.


“We have to save the rats,” I whispered urgently, sucking down white light for all I was worth. “Otherwise, the spirit might jump.”


Bly swiped at the perspiration clinging to his facial stubble. It clattered off in tiny hailstones as the rats cycled through in roiling waves, climbing, falling, climbing again. “We could try going over his head to Laura—but as much as she loves animals, she hates ghosts more. Can you really take that chance?” He gestured toward my Super Salter. “Take out the ghost, and the rats won’t matter.”


Was I strong enough to force the Rat Queen to cross into the great beyond? I wouldn’t know, not until I pulled the trigger and either succeeded, or spectacularly failed. Weirdly enough, though, my reluctance wasn’t about whether I could salt her, but whether I should.


If I made the wrong call, if I botched this mission, I’d be back to salting repeaters and writing reports. And maybe that was something I could live with…except I knew what it would do to Jacob. There was no way he’d be able to resist doing my dirty work forever. And there was no way he’d do it without getting caught. It wasn’t just my future riding on this. It was both of ours.


My pits were soaked and my finger was slick on the trigger, but my breath came out in a whirling cloud of vapor that danced in the glaring lights. 


“Take the shot,” Bly whispered.


Amelia’s apparition pulsed with life—the life of dozens of rats—and the image seemed to clasp its hands in supplication.


Help them.


Jodi’s training came back to me. Square up the target. Take a breath. Exhale. But instead of squeezing the trigger, I let the Super Salter fall to my side. “I can’t. I just…I can’t.”


I caught Bly sizing up the gun as if he was wondering if maybe he could. But it was the mother of all specialty weapons, and Dr. K had designed it specifically for me….


“Sometimes we’ve gotta do things we don’t want to do,” Bly said.


Dr. K in his windowless warren of a lab. The lab that stretched several city blocks, beneath the railroad tracks and the Dan Ryan. The lab that could easily absorb a few hundred rats into its menagerie of ant farms and microbe colonies and psychically-influenced plants.


Bly said, “Sometimes there are no good choices, and we’re stuck picking the one that sucks the least.”


Dr. K…who might actually override Laura’s hypersensitized fear of all things dead. Because if there’s anything we as a culture hold up to try and illuminate the darkness, it’s science.


“You can’t save everyone,” Bly said urgently. “Or every…thing.”


“Hold that thought.” I pulled out my phone. “Video-call Dr. K.” A camera icon appeared on the screen, replaced by his ruddy, smiling face in five seconds flat.


“Agent Bayne! What a pleasant surprise. What can I do for you?”


“How’d you like to get your hands on a few dozen rats who’ve been controlled by a nonliving entity?” His preferred phrase, not mine.


“I would give them a wonderful home.”


“Could you promise not to vivisect them?”


“Such a dark sense of humor.” He gave an avuncular laugh, which I totally didn’t buy. He was a friendly enough guy, don’t get me wrong, but he came up in Soviet Russia where the ends justified the means. “You know rats only live a couple of years, don’t you? Even in captivity.” 


“Then you won’t have long to wait before you slice up their brains. Promise—or they all end up in the incinerator.”


“Of course. There will be plenty to study in their behavior alone.”


With one eye on the vaguely humanoid rat pile, I said, “No funny business—I’ll be checking up on them.”


“I look forward to seeing more of you.” 


I still wasn’t totally convinced he wouldn’t prefer to see me strapped down to a table. But according to the tradecraft, you took your allies where you could get them. 


I pocketed the phone and said to the squirming rat pile, “I don’t know much you heard, but here’s the deal. Your rats live out the rest of their lives well cared for. They might have to work for their suppers, but I’m guessing they’re used to that.”


The colony churned, and for a panicked moment, I thought maybe all this effort had been for nothing, and all I’d have to show for my weeks of undercover work were an old man who’d played me good and a pile of dead rats. But then I saw that as the rats dropped off, one by one, they scurried back into their habitat instead of climbing back up the mountain. They started dropping off faster, a few at a time now, hitting the floorboards in a hailstorm of tiny thumps. In less than a minute, the pile was dispersed, leaving behind nothing but a woman’s shadow playing through the rafters in the shuddering beam of Bly’s flashlight. She held up a hand in farewell…and was gone.
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I let out a trembling sigh. At the end of the exhalation, my breath was no longer steaming, and thawing sweat prickled my beard.


“All clear?” Bly asked.


“All clear.”


He couldn’t get out of that rat-filled attic fast enough. “All clear,” he shouted down the trap door, “stand down!” In the closet below us, someone’s FPMP-issued phone rang. 


As I made my way down the folding stairs on rubbery knees, I caught half a conversation that reassured me Dr. K was successful in getting a reprieve on the rat colony’s death sentence. Were the rats psychic? Doubtful. To date, scientific tests had been inconclusive, but there was long-standing anecdotal evidence that animals in general could sense the subtle bodies. My guess was that Amelia had possessed more than just an affinity for animals—that she could communicate with them on an extrasensory level…even from beyond the grave. But I’d let Dr. K spend time coming to that conclusion himself if it bought her beloved rats a humane retirement.


Soon, another team showed up—this one with slightly different traps. I was wired and tired, trembling with adrenaline come-down and lack of sleep. The townhouse looked foreign with all the serious agents in tactical gear teeming through it like a colony of big, two-legged rats. I’d tapped some notes into my phone while they were fresh in my mind, but my narrative looked worse than the dumbest episode of Liquid Sight, even to me. Good thing Carl would help me phrase it in such a way as to sound remotely plausible. 


My eyes were gritty with the sleep I didn’t get, and my neck was sore. Vaguely, I supposed I should go look for my bag of socks and underwear. But I was hard-pressed to even sip my coffee without dumping it in my lap.


Threads of conversation carried—the walls truly were paper thin—and the agents had never seen anything like it. A 50-pound bag of rodent block was shredded in the corner of the attic, mostly consumed, and the condensation overflow in the HVAC system was chewed through and dripping. The team also wasn’t sure the rats had all been recovered, since the colony had definitely breached the walls. But Bly reassured me that the traps they were leaving for the stragglers were humane.


As I sat tight and considered all the hubbub, it occurred to me that this might be the last I saw of the townhouse. It wasn’t a sentimental thought. More like leaving a motel room and wondering if you’ve left something important behind. But other than my phone and laptop—and the underwear, if you’re to believe Bly—nothing was really mine. It was all just set dressing, except for the empty dragon vase on the mantle. And maybe it was petty of me to think, but it would serve Hale right if he never got it back.


A figure in tactical stepped between me and the vase, all business as usual. Carl said, “Rats are contained. Do you need to do a final ritual?”


“It’s over.” I shook my head. “It’s done.”


I thought that would be it, but he stared at me for an extra moment, that inscrutable look of his that always made me wonder if he’d rather be wrangling Richie. Yes, I was the world’s least convincing stay-at-home writer. And, yes, I was the one who’d insisted up and down that the house wasn’t haunted. Frankly, there was no criticism he could level that I wouldn’t completely agree with. But what he said was, “The attic space wasn’t accounted for in the square footage. It wasn’t considered a livable area. Like I said, Griggs modified it herself—I couldn’t have known.”


“Okay.”


“Just so we have an understanding.”


Huh. Badass tactical specialist Carl Hinds—chagrined? Imagine that.


Agents in tactical gear trooped down the stairs, covered cages in hand. Carl watched them leave, then said, “Unless there’s anything else, this assignment is complete. I’ll expect you at the office at 0800 hours Monday morning to debrief me for your report. Go get some rest.”


I was so turned around I had no idea how many days off that even meant, and was too tired to bother asking the phone. I’d figure it out soon enough. I took one final look, and found the place even more stilted and foreign. Like when the cameras back up enough to reveal the edges of a movie set—the illusion of reality had dropped away, revealing it as nothing more than a facsimile of a home.


Bly approached with a bag of socks and underwear in his hand. “I’m heading back to HQ to drop off the car.” He lowered his voice. “And to make sure Laura doesn’t have the house fire-bombed to make sure the haunting’s gone.”


“Listen,” I said. “Before you put this case to rest, if there’s anything you see in my records I might need to know—”


“I told you, there’s nothing.”


“Have you even looked?”


Bly gave the plastic bag he was holding an aggravated thwack. “And have you ever stopped to think how good you have it right now? You get to go home to a life most people only dream about. Are you really gonna screw that up by dwelling on how you got there?”


I decided to let it drop…for now. While part of me suspected Bly knew something and just didn’t want to tell me, the other part had to wonder if maybe he was right.


I had an Uber called and Jacob’s number unblocked before I was halfway to the front door. Screw the underwear and socks. I owned plenty of socks. All I wanted to do was get my ass home and—


I hauled open the door just as Terri-Anne stepped up onto the front stoop. “Vic? What’s going on?”


The van. The team. The tactical gear. The cages.


Shit.


“Exterminator,” I told her.


“What?”


“Yeah. Apparently, the place is infested.”


“Oh my god.” She craned her neck, and despite my best effort to block her view, peered inside. “Is that…your realtor?”


I turned, dreading what she might be seeing at that very moment. But Carl was just standing there in the living room, texting on his phone…in black tactical gear, sure, but at least he wasn’t bludgeoning a random telekinetic ninja with a top-secret experimental bazooka.


Terri-Anne gasped. “You’re not moving permanently, are you?”


I looked into her earnest face. Unshed tears were already threatening her mascara.


Well, crap. I’d thought the hard part of the assignment was over.


It was tough, but I cobbled together something about a home warranty and topped it off with a promise to keep in touch. Of course, I wouldn’t be able to follow through—but if it was any consolation, at least I didn’t leave her wondering why her new neighbor suddenly disappeared without a trace. My ride was there before I could blow my cover story by screwing up some fundamental detail, and with a quick, awkward hug, I left her standing on the salt-crusted sidewalk, blinking back tears.


Funny how often I’d found the opportunity to experience ambivalence after having the emotion described to me by a hardcore empath. While I could hardly wait to get back to my real life, I’d be lying if I said there was nothing I’d miss about my temporary life. As the car pulled away, I fingered Madison’s friendship bracelet wistfully and wondered how anyone ever managed to come out of an undercover gig intact.
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I hate to think how fast Jacob must’ve been driving that he pulled up not five minutes after the Uber dropped me off. Good thing—since I wasn’t even in possession of my own house keys, I was stuck shivering in the doorway in my skinny jeans and garish parka. I was so cold I actually regretted leaving the douchey baseball cap behind.


He strode up the sidewalk the first few steps, then broke into a run. And before I knew it, so did I. We collided halfway to the door, him in his black wool overcoat and me in my insufferable hipster chic, grappling like each of us was worried the other might somehow get away.


His goatee ruffled my beard in a startling way, but his mouth was the same. Full and lavish, and stunningly sure. My kisses must’ve tasted like old coffee and older adrenaline, but Jacob devoured them like a starving man. He felt big and solid in a way I couldn’t compare with the guy who’d most recently been receiving my PDAs. I hadn’t let myself melt into Bly the way I was doing now with Jacob. I’d never savored the way I could drape myself over his sturdiness and fit together our every last divot and bulge.


And when Jacob threaded his fingers through my hair, it was nothing like Bly’s artificial tenderness. He grabbed me so fiercely it hurt…and it was perfect.


Off in the distance, a car alarm bleated. I laughed into Jacob’s mouth and broke the kiss.


Somehow we banged through the front door and into the vestibule. I’d figured I would remember the cannery by sight, or maybe the expansive feel of its wide open space and high ceilings. But it was the smell I noticed first—the century-old brick, the scarred wooden floors, the lingering trace of burnt sage and a hint of last night’s dinner. It smelled like home. It smelled like us.


I took a deep breath, my first one in weeks. On the sideboard where we normally dumped our keys was a cup of coffee. My cup—not Jacob’s. I glanced inside. Not quite a science experiment, but a leathery skin of congealed creamer had formed on top. Before I could ride Jacob about the housework, he backed me into the wall and buried his face in the crook of my shoulder. His tongue skimmed the side of my neck. I squirmed.


The stupid jeans were way too tight. I unbuttoned the fly, and Jacob knocked my hands out of the way. Good luck getting me out of these things, I thought. He struggled for a few seconds, then grumbled his displeasure and rucked up my slouchy sweater instead. When he went down on one knee to lavish kisses on my stomach, I grabbed his head, for reassurance, I guess. His hair felt a little longer on top, but the shape of his skull was comfortingly familiar.


He was kneading my ass now, hard, through the jeans. “Wait,” I said. “I don’t want to do this here.” Jacob looked alarmed, as if I had some horrible bombshell to drop, so I quickly clarified with, “Let’s go upstairs.”


As I made my way through the first floor—nowhere near as messy as I’d feared, given the cup in the vestibule—I touched all its surfaces to reassure myself of their textures. My fingers skimmed brick and wood. No flimsy plasterboard or shitty veneer. Everything was sturdy and real, just like Jacob. Upstairs, I was surprised by our bedroom, the weird little afterthought of a loft where the rooms were minuscule and the stamped tin ceiling surprisingly overscale and ornate. The furniture barely fit in the room, and it was 99% bed. It was like the inverse of the townhouse’s narrow footprint and oversized master bedroom.


The bed was unmade, with the pillows all jammed in one corner, the comforter tangled with the top sheet, and a worn paperback where my pillow would normally be. “I didn’t know you’d be home today,” Jacob said apologetically. “I haven’t changed the sheets.”


Without the two of us spooging all over them, he must not have needed to. I went to his side of the bed, grabbed his pillow, mashed it to my face, and inhaled.


I dunno what I would have done if this key piece of memory felt unfamiliar. Thankfully, it was exactly like I remembered—but once I was done basking in my relief, I realized I probably looked like a grade-A dumbass, standing there sniffing the bed right in front of him. When I lowered the pillow, though, Jacob was looking at me with such tenderness, I felt a lump in my throat. 


I freed him from his tie while he unbuttoned his shirt, and it was clumsy as hell with all the kissing, but we didn’t care. The only thing we had to concede defeat on was the damn skinny jeans, but with Jacob’s eager assistance, I extricated myself from them faster than I’d ever managed on my own.


The mattress had just the right amount of give. I expected to be shivering, until I remembered the way the heat rose in the cannery. So many details I never gave much thought. Overall, though, I’d known damn well I had a better life than I ever expected or deserved. And now it really hit home.


I shoved Jacob onto his back and straddled his thighs, and ran my hands down his pecs. The whorls of his chest hair—that, I remembered. And the way his nipples drew up taut when I skimmed them with my palms. I re-learned his body—it was thicker than Bly’s. Jacob was bigger-boned, and he didn’t need to keep his body fat low enough for witness protection. He worked out to bulk up, not trim down. 


While my hands ranged everywhere, Jacob kept his firmly planted on my hips as if he was worried I might get away. And for all that our kisses downstairs had been urgent, now that we were in bed, the urgency shifted, and it was more important to relearn so many little nuances…at least until my body reminded me that I hadn’t got my rocks off in the better part of a month.


My dick was painfully stiff and my body yearned for him to push in. When I snagged the lube out of the nightstand, the pump was all gummed up with disuse, and it took a few tries to get it going. “You want me on top?” Jacob asked.


I’d normally jump at the chance to have him do all the heavy lifting—especially running on ten minutes’ sleep—but I shook my head. “This is perfect. Just like this.”


He was hard and ready too when I lubed his dick with a few wet strokes. Me straddling him—it was the same as the last time we’d done it, practically a lifetime ago, acting out the delivery boy scenario on the coffee table. I wondered if being inside me would feel different to him now. Then again, maybe everything was different, every time. Our bodies were shedding and regrowing their cells and the earth was hurtling around the sun, and we couldn’t be the same person at the same time in the same way, even if we tried.


I sank onto him—so damn good—and his breath hitched in a way that sounded almost like a sob. I levered myself against the meat of his chest and set a punishing rhythm, as if somehow that could make up for all our lost time. And as I did, we both watched each other like we needed to see every last precious detail. Jacob’s lips were swollen from rough kissing and his face was flushed and vulnerable. Normally, seeing him like this would feel too intense, and I’d need to look away. But I’d earned this. And so I watched his face as his breath grew ragged, sweat beaded his brow, and the ruddiness on his cheeks went dark. And I did my best to memorize it, so I could keep it with me forever.


My eyelids fluttered shut only for that single shining moment of release. Just a few more thrusts and I was dragging him across the finish line with me, but not with his jiz fetish. He wasn’t watching me shoot my load—he was staring into my eyes.


Once we’d both drifted back to earth, Jacob’s hands skimmed up my body and he pulled my face down toward his. But he didn’t plant a kiss on me. Instead, he held my head, looked me square in the eye, and said, “Intellectually, I knew you’d be back. But not knowing when was brutal. Sometimes I convinced myself it was forever—and it was killing me.”


“I was only a couple of miles away.” But when I saw the anguish in his big, dark eyes, I knew I’d be a real jerk to minimize something that was such a big deal to him…to both of us. I stroked his earnest face and said, “I’m okay. I’m here. We’re fine.”


His brow furrowed. I reminded myself that he knew exactly what “fine” meant, and as responses went, it was nowhere near enough. 


I slid off and settled beside him, up on one elbow. “I didn’t realize what I was getting myself into. Shocking, I know. And I’d love to say I’ve learned my lesson and I’ll never stick my neck out again—”


“But that’s nothing you can promise me. I get it.”


“You do. Because you’re the same.” I bent my head to his and stole another kiss. It was salty with the sweat of our exertion. “That’s why we’re good together.”


I swabbed us off with the sheet, then ran my hands down his body again, more deliberately now, lingering over the swells and ridges I’d never paid much attention to before, as if the thick vein in the crook of his elbow held the secrets of the universe and his collarbone was fascinating. 


“So, the pillow,” he said.


“Here I thought you were gonna let me get away with that.”


Jacob rolled to face me. He tried to work his fingers through my hair, but thanks to the goop, wasn’t very successful. Plus, I realized, my head must’ve smelled like key lime pie with coconut topping and the sweaty inside of my hat.


“I just wanted to say, I get the pillow, too. When I got home that night after Veronica told me you’d been sent into the field, your mug was the first thing I saw, and I couldn’t bear to move it. If the coffee you forgot was still there when I got home every night, I could pretend that it was just another day for us. That we’d woken up together. That you were just working late. That any minute, you’d be walking through that door telling me your day was crazy and hoping I’d give in and order pizza. I only half-believed the lie, and only for a split second. But being without you was so….” He sighed in frustration. “Any amount of relief was better than nothing.”


Did I feel ambivalent about that? No, more like bittersweet. It made me physically sick to think of Jacob in pain, but it was a huge relief that I wasn’t the only one dying inside from being apart.


We were neck deep in the FPMP, and each of us was a high-level specialist. If Laura needed us to do some critical task that no one else could accomplish, we’d do it. I truly couldn’t promise him I’d never leave—and, frankly, he couldn’t make that promise to me, either. But I could think of another promise that would set both our minds at ease—or at least take the edge off if one of us got a lengthy field assignment.


I leaned out of bed and snagged the belt loop on those awful skinny jeans. It was tempting to pretend they no longer existed. It wasn’t the jeans I was after, though, but something in the pocket.


The heart-shaped wallet I’d made from duct tape had weathered its travels crushed against my pelvis. It was only slightly misshapen, and stuck to itself in just one spot that wasn’t intentional. I worked open the front, and dumped its contents into my hand.


The fake wedding ring.


“Now, before you say anything,” I said, “hear me out. I never saw myself being married—because I was queer, obviously, and marrying another guy wasn’t an option. But even after the government finally came around, it didn’t really seem doable. I told myself I wasn’t the marrying kind. We shared a mortgage, and that was good enough. The thing that was stopping me, I guess, was that I figured this was all too good to last. I was always waiting for the other shoe to drop—for you to realize that ghosts are nowhere near as sexy as you seem to think they are. Or that when all was said and done, I just wasn’t worth the trouble.


“You know what, though? I might not make the best husband in the world, but I’m willing to try, if you’re willing to—”


Jacob crushed his mouth to mine before I could even finish my sentence. Leave it to him to steamroll my proposal. Frankly, though, it was a relief. I doubt I could have handled it if he hadn’t jumped at the chance to accept. The generic wedding band dropped down into the sheets—sheets that smelled like both of us again. And he kissed me for all he was worth. 


When he finally pulled away, his eyes were damp. He cradled my face in his hands and said, “If this is my reward for struggling through these past few weeks without you…it was absolutely worth it. Every last second.”
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A wave of newly-engaged giddiness can only propel you so far. Jacob and I attempted to celebrate our decision with another round of between-the-sheets couples yoga, but even his enthusiastic manhandling couldn’t help me keep my eyes open. I woke up somewhere around dinnertime, drooling into Jacob’s pillow with a dog-eared paperback stuck between my shoulder blades.


The smell of simmering basil and garlic tickled my senses. Jacob is one-quarter Italian on his father’s side—thus the mesmerizing dark eyes—and he’d managed to inherit the cooking gene, too. My stomach made an undignified sound as it realized it wasn’t about to be subjected to another shrimpy, pre-packaged excuse for a meal.


I suppose, in the grand scheme of things, I’m nothing if not resilient. After just a few hours, the cannery was taking on the feel of reality again. The bed felt like my bed, the room looked like my room, and my distress over the notion I might never have my old life back again had receded to a dull simmer.


I stripped the bed before I headed downstairs to shower. Frankly, I was a little rank from my ghost showdown, and now we’d have plenty of time to get the sheets smelling just right again. When I popped off the fitted sheet, something small and metallic pinged to the floor and rolled under the dresser where various small items crawled off to die. I’d never actually expected Jacob to wear the thing—it was more of a prop to help me get the words out. In other words, it had served its purpose. Good thing the FPMP had a whole baggie full of them.


I pulled on a pair of underwear to head downstairs. They fit a little bit saggier than the douchebag would’ve liked, but it suited me just fine. Jeans, T-shirt, flannel. None of them were douchebag-approved, and I couldn’t wait to slip them on again and fit myself back into my old life.


“How quick do I need to shower?” I called to Jacob from the foot of the stairs.


He assured me that he’d just gotten started, and I headed off to scrub away the past few weeks as best I could.


Funny how sentimental I got when I encountered my awful pastel bathroom again. Like the townhouse bathroom, it had only a couple years’ worth of wear and tear. But that was after it sat unused for two decades while the cannery waited for us to become its current owners. I showered—even got schmaltzy over my old soap. And shaved—hallelujah. And then wondered how it could possibly be that my favorite pair of jeans was pinching around the waist just as much as the skinny ones I’d been struggling into lately…until I faced up to the fact that every time Bly wasn’t around, I’d scarfed down enough pie, cake and donuts for the both of us.


We didn’t own a scale, but it was clear I’d packed on some weight. Even so, I wasn’t about to get all excited and replace my wardrobe. My weight always found a way back to its baseline. And if Jacob noticed my cheeks were a little chunky these days, he’d probably think the babyface look was just a side-effect of my recent shave.


I’d always known Jacob’s furniture was well made—he’s got expensive taste—but when I sank into the dining room chair and didn’t feel the jarring sensation of a hard wooden seat against my tailbone, I was filled with appreciation for what I had: something I always knew was good, but didn’t quite realize exactly how good.


Despite the fact that I was a few pounds heavier, I couldn’t recall the last time I’d eaten. I wolfed down the gnocchi Jacob put in front of me like a starving man. And then I had seconds.


And then I had to undo my top button.


“So, here’s the thing,” I said. “I can’t guarantee I’d never accept another undercover assignment. There’s only so many trained mediums to go around, and if anyone knows how screwed up and wonky a haunting situation can get, it’s me. But if you can resist the temptation to plunder my private record, I’ll definitely keep my visits to the tradecraft department to a bare minimum.”


“All I want is for you to be happy.”


That was a major oversimplification. He actually wanted to deliver up a big plate of happiness like it was covered in fresh grated parmesan, and then make sure he received full credit for doing it. But this wasn’t the time to split hairs. “I know that’s what you want—and so do I—but not at the cost of everything we have now. You’re in a precarious spot where maybe you can dig up enough dirt to shed light on some answers, but eventually, you’ll get caught. I’ve been lying awake at night working out every angle, and there’s no way you can research my redacted record without it raising a big red flag. Don’t sacrifice our future just to get a better look at my past.”


He settled his hand over mine and nodded, and with equal parts disappointment and relief, said, “Okay.”


I wasn’t a hundred percent sure I believed him, but before I tried to force a promise out of him that would contain only a passing nod to the truth, an incoming message dinged from my fake husband.


Laura wants dead guy at gym handled now. Meet there?


I hit reply. One hour. 


Hopefully, he wouldn’t mind if I brought a date.


I broke out a suit, just in case I needed to pull rank on the gym cops who’d thrown me out, plus the waistband on the pants was way more forgiving. I briefed Jacob on the way down. He did his best to contain his shock that there was spirit activity in a locker room in which he was periodically naked.


“There’s a spot,” I told Jacob, and he nosed his car in front of a utility company van. “And there’s Bly. Right on time.”


Jacob cut the engine. “You lived with the guy for three weeks and you still don’t call him Jack?”


“What can I say? I’m playing hard to get.”


“So this sham marriage…exactly how much did the two of you need to carry on?”


“No farther than first base.”


With a chortle of relief, Jacob said, “So, you kissed him, and even still….”


“Yeah, well. No tongue.”


We joined Bly where he was waiting just inside the sliding doors, where a couple of guys I recognized from HQ stood guard in Peoples Gas uniforms. As much as I wouldn’t have thought I’d grown accustomed to Bly looking a certain way, it was startling to see him in a bomber jacket instead of his ad-man cashmere coat. And the knit cap really did throw off the gestalt of his head.


“We’ve cleared the gym with a ‘gas leak’, and Carl is waiting for us inside.”


I probably shouldn’t have felt too smug that neither of them was willing to get too close to the toilets without me, but hey, I’m only human.


The four of us trooped into the locker room, and the other three agents all watched me intently. I opened up my crown chakra and drank down white light. “What’ve you got for me?” I asked Bly.


“Artie Pelzer. Forty-six, died from a coronary in the locker room on his third visit.”


“Jibes with what I picked up.”


“Do you want your salt weapon?” Carl asked. “Should I cast a circle?”


“Not just yet—it might all be overkill.” And kind of insulting to the dead guy, too. I headed over by the toilets and opened up my internal faucet wide. “Artie? You here?”


“Wow—check out the suit. You look like a real pro. I wouldn’t have known you if you weren’t all lit up.”


I turned toward the sinks. There was no cold snap or gooseflesh to herald his arrival. Just a human-shaped distortion that bent the light. I cleared my throat and said to my team, “He’s here.”


“Who are these guys?” Artie said. “Lawyers? Tell me you brought lawyers.”


“He wants to make sure the gym takes responsibility for the part they played in his untimely demise. Can we make that happen?”


Bly dinged a report over to my phone, and his voice hardly shook at all when he said, “It already has. Tell him that Halsted Fitness reached an out of court settlement upwards of a quarter-million dollars.”


“Is that true?” Artie asked me.


I checked the info. “Who’s Celeste?”


“That’s my sister.”


“Well…Celeste got a nice payout two months after you…ah…. After the incident.”


“No one told me.”


“And now you know.”


“The liability, though. Did they admit they should’ve given me a warning?”


The last thing I needed was for him to get stubborn and force me to shoot him with my new toy. “Isn’t the quarter-mil enough of an admission of guilt?”


The distortion wavered. “But the rowing machines….”


“Look, I had to initial three pages’ worth of disclaimers just to get a day pass, but if it’ll put your mind at ease, I’ll get the gym to put up a sign. Think about it this way, now that you know everything’s settled, you can move on to the next big thing.” Kind of like me and the big lug at my side who could hardly quell his excitement over hearing me talk ghost. 


I knew where Artie was coming from; I could relate. Sometimes it seemed like I ran on stubbornness. But was it really worth wallowing in all the injustices I’d suffered at the hands of Camp Hell when I could be going forward instead?


“I’ll bet you can feel the pull,” I told Artie. “That’s because as much as you might want to drag your heels, you know that what’s done is done. Put the past to bed and move on. I guarantee, it’ll be worth it.”


As ghosts went, Artie Pelzer was plenty persistent, fixated on setting the record straight. Now that he knew he’d done it, though, there was no reason to stick around. One minute I was trying to convince him to go, and the next, I was talking to a porcelain sink. A small shock of goosebumps danced across my forearms from Artie’s passing and I brushed it away. And that was all.


Once he was gone, I threw a little salt, but that was just me being thorough…or getting off on the way Jacob looked at me while I did it. We had a few weeks of pent up frustration to work out, him and me—and as soon as we got back home, I intended to go straight for round two.


Carl clarified a few details with me for his report, then headed out. But Bly lingered by the front door. As soon as Carl and the fake utility workers were out of earshot, he said, “Can I talk to you alone for a sec?”


Jacob had been pretty chill about the kissing—but I wasn’t gonna push it. “Anything you have to say to me, you can say in front of Jacob.”


Bly shrugged. “About your permanent record.”


“You can’t tell me anything. I get it. It’s fine.”


“Well, that’s the thing. It’s all redacted, more black marks than words. But as I was prepping for the mission’s wrap-up report, I called up all my documentation—everything I had on you—and I gave it all another look.”


I felt the buzz of a big adrenaline dump. Was there a word for ambivalence made from excitement and fear?


Bly said, “All the names were blacked out—and without any names, there’s only so much you can do. But when I took a good look at your old paperwork, a really good look, I saw that whoever was wielding the big black marker had missed something: a crappy little signature that looked more like a random ballpoint squiggle. Something about it jogged my memory, so I ran an image search.”


That adrenaline was raging so hard now, my ears were ringing and my molars tasted sour. “Okay.”


“I didn’t want to text you anything—best not to leave a trail. But I came up with a guy’s name. A doctor.” He took a steadying breath. “Dr. Kamal. Ring any bells? The one who admitted you to Heliotrope Station.”


I didn’t recognize the name and shook my head, but at my side, I could practically feel Jacob’s wheels turning. Over dinner, when we agreed to leave my sleeping past lie, I hadn’t anticipated his resolve would be tested quite so soon. But maybe it was for the best. I could remind him that he’d promised not to do anything that would incriminate himself. And there was no way that even as Internal Affairs, he could justify digging back fifteen years without calling attention to him snooping around where he didn’t belong.


I told Jacob, “I’m sure whoever he is, he’s long gone.”


“But here’s the crazy part,” Bly said. “The image search matched his signature with something a hell of a lot more recent. Where he is now, I don’t know. But before he fell off the radar, he was at The Clinic.”


My stomach churned as the gnocchi threatened to make a reappearance. “No,” I said, but my voice was dry, and it came out barely a whisper.


Bly must’ve felt me freaking out—but he had too much momentum behind him to soften the blow. “And get this…he was the one who hired Patrick Barley.”


I looked at Jacob, pleading with my eyes for him to banish any thoughts of pursuing this Dr. Kamal in his ongoing investigation of The Assassin. He looked back at me, eyes shining with intensity, and I knew that had as much chance of happening as I did of cramming myself into a smaller pair of skinny jeans. 


We made our way back to the car in silence, too stunned to do anything more than process everything we’d just learned. Jacob started to speak, then thought better of it. Why bother making more promises he had no intention of keeping?


He turned over the engine and the dashboard clock flashed 11:59. It occurred to me I still had no idea what day I’d just lived through, and a niggling feeling told me I should probably check. I scowled open my phone.


Huh.


As Jacob pulled into the sparse midnight traffic and headed toward home, I hummed a few bars under my breath.


Happy birthday to me. 




-end-
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About This Story

I dig scoping out real estate. Mostly online, though I’ve been known to hit the occasional open house. I’m not in the market for property, though. Just curious about what different sorts of houses are like inside. But a few years ago, when I actually was looking to buy, I seriously considered some new townhouses in Madison. They seemed really spiffy in all the online photos, and the thought of living in a three-story home felt totally decadent. I’d even tricked out the whole top floor as my writing studio in my mind’s eye. But when I did a little drive-by, I realized the crammed-together footprint made me feel too claustrophobic to even consider touring the inside. And given how nosy I am, that’s saying a lot!


If Vic were to encounter the townhouse directly after moving out of his white-on-white apartment, I’m sure he’d think it was fine. But he’s spoiled by the cannery. 


He’d also make a better undercover operative than he realizes, once he stopped overthinking everything. He’s naturally reticent, so he wouldn’t spill out too many details. His resting scowly face is inscrutable. Best of all, he actually has good gut instincts, at least until he tries to figure out what other people think about him. And then all bets are off.


Jacob is another story. Vic was right, there is definitely too much Jacob-ness there to override.


I probably would’ve enjoyed knowing Amelia Griggs—in my 20s I had a personable pet rat named Bozzle, very mellow and lovable, even if he did eat all the buttons off my TV remote. Loose inspiration for Amelia came from a friend of a friend in Chicago who was known as The Rat Lady. I’ve looked her up online to see how she’s doing these days. Thankfully she hasn’t succumbed to a cranky neighbor, though she’s now training cats.


My initial idea for Murder House was to send Vic and Jacob undercover together. But not only was it an unlikely scenario given each of their actual jobs, but the more I considered the thought of them fumbling through a parody of a marriage, the less I wanted to see it play out. Weirdly enough, pulling Jacob out of the investigation made more room for him in the story. Vic is always either missing him, remembering something about him…or fumbling into him.


I’m eager to see where the next PsyCop adventure takes the two of them!
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