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Kirby is an ugly building. Even with the sun’s morning rays lighting its impressively tall face, there is nothing pretty about it: no fancy trim to the stone, no statuary, and no pillars. The fact that it houses and treats New York City’s criminally insane doesn’t help, and the fact that I’m here to visit Rachel Chester really doesn’t help. I promised Dr. Fritz I’d see her as part of my therapy, but right now, I’m frozen outside the front doors choking on a bone-dry throat.

It’s a totally different sensation from seeing her in Rikers, a totally different fear. This isn’t the diabolical murderer trying to invade my head and unravel my psyche. This is the woman I literally drove insane by destroying her WHISP. And I did it knowing what would happen to her. Never mind that her WHISP was trying to murder me and my family at the time, and that she was probably controlling it...probably.

I catch my reflection in the glass, but I can’t see my own WHISP today. Not in this bright sunlight. If I just stay in the sun, I can pretend none of this ever happened. I can imagine Chester’s still in Rikers atoning for her crimes; I can believe I never jumped into a particle accelerator and developed a WHISP. 

Honestly, I could come back another day. But that’s a lie. I know if I don’t go in now, I will never enter this building again...at least, not willingly.

Every step is like walking through molasses, but I make it to the doors then through them to the security checkpoint. The guard makes me leave my gun. It was stupid to bring it, but it’s habit, and if I’m honest, a bit of a security blanket. At reception, a woman with a lovely floral hijab smiles across the counter at me.

“Hello. How can I help you today?”

Deep breath. I take out my badge, also habit. “Hello. My name’s Detective Harbinger. I’m here to see Rachel Chester.”

The smile evaporates. “I’m sorry, Detective, but Ms. Chester has a very limited number of approved visitors—”

“I’m on the list.”

She consults her computer screen. “I see”—then points to a sign-in sheet. “Sign there. I’ll call for a security officer to take you.”

I hadn’t really considered Chester would be in a secure area, but why wouldn’t she be? She was a murderer, or her WHISP had been, and who can say what she’s capable of without Ray?

“Detective?”

From seemingly out of nowhere, the guard has arrived. Young, but with the dour expression of an eighty-year-old widower, he points to the elevators beyond reception. The chill of the receptionist follows me as we walk away, and I’m not sure if she’s put off by my WHISP or if she knows I’m the one who put Chester in here. My escort, name badge Raymond, of all names, says nothing as we enter the elevator. He pushes the 10.

There’s no music, so the silence stretches like a piano string, broken only by the ping of the change of floors. I’d love to break the tension, but the walls are closing in and I can’t think of a single thing to say other than, “Oh god, oh god, oh god.” When the doors finally open, I nearly burst out ahead of Raymond, but manage to stay a step behind him as we head down a white hallway lined with white doors. After we pass an unmanned attendant’s station, he stops abruptly and turns.

“Ms. Chester has been in a catatonic state for three months, but don’t try to touch her, give her anything, take anything from her, or touch any of her monitors or her IV’s. If you think there’s a medical problem, there’s a red button on the wall near the door to summon a nurse. Otherwise, I will return in fifteen minutes to take you back out. All visits are restricted to fifteen minutes for non-family members. Do you have any questions?”

Locked in a room with Rachel Chester for fifteen minutes. Is she strapped down? Can I have my gun back? I shake my head.

He continues down the hall, stops in front of room 1026, and pulls out a card dangling from a lanyard around his neck. My gut tightens as I scan the hallway. It’s completely empty. No, that’s probably not true. I’m sure there are manned attendant’s stations, just recessed so I can’t see them. Holding my breath, I hope to catch the chit-chat of nurses between medication distributions but there’s only a muffled scream.

“I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.” Raymond opens a small window at the top of the door and looks through it before swiping his card across a pad next to the door and pulling it open.

Every fiber in my body is telling me to run, to bolt back to the elevator. You don’t want to see this! 

Inside is a cheerful if Spartan room with yellow walls and a hospital bed. Chester sits in a wheelchair facing the single window streaming in sunlight. Next to her, an IV stand and portable monitor unit whir softly. The scent of disinfectant hangs in the air, under it sweat, old saliva, and human waste.

You can do this. I will myself into the room and the door shuts behind me. Terror grips me. What if Ray is hiding in the sunlight? But of course, she...it...isn’t. I saw to that. Could she...it...grow back? I could just stand here the whole fifteen minutes, then answer honestly when Dr. Fritz asked if I’d visited Chester. Yes, I visited her. I was in her room for fifteen minutes. But I’ve come all this way. I have to look her in the eye. Not for him, for me.

Hugging the wall, I edge closer to the figure in the wheelchair. I should probably say something, but I can’t break the silence, can’t stop listening to the hum of the machines and the soft whisper of Chester’s breathing. I can almost see her face now, but a greasy curtain of her hair is in the way. Strands of it billow with every breath. My own breaths are jagged, my heart clogging my throat. Just a few more steps.

Everything goes white as Chester’s face comes into view. I’m blinded by the sunlight, my roaring blood blocks out every sound, but eventually I adjust. Here is the monster of my dreams. She looks sad. Drooping, sallow skin houses a shell of a person, blank eyes stare into the light, seeing nothing. My heart slows, but each beat is painful. She wasn’t a good person, but she doesn’t deserve this. What have I done? 

I’m sorry.

I can’t say the words aloud. But she could recover, couldn’t she? A few years of healing, of therapy, and she could be a person again. We don’t know this is permanent. Any moment, she could jump out of that chair and try to strangle me, just like old times. I know I’m reaching, but it’s all I have. I open my mouth: Snap out of it! But I can’t form words.

A bit of foam has gathered at the corner of her open mouth, and as I stare, one of the bubbles pops. Thoughts break free of my subconscious prison and ruthlessly hurl to the surface of my brain.

That could be you.
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Excerpt from Transcript of Session 47: Dr. Aziz Fritz with Det. S. Harbinger

Fritz: What about your physical relationship with Ben since the change?

Harbinger: That’s actually going surprisingly well.

Fritz: Does that bother you?

Harbinger: Why would it bother me?

Fritz: You tell me.
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“Admit it, it’s weird.”

Ben blinks, his eyes straying over my shoulder into the shadows beyond then back again. “What? No.”

“You’re cute when you’re lying.” I boop his nose with my finger. Ben, my Ben. We’re tangled up in sheets, basking in the euphoria of a renewed partnership, a revitalized marriage fueled by a shared near-death experience and reunion of our small family. A year ago, I couldn’t have imagined being on a special WHISP Task Force with both my husband and my son. In fact, Ben and I were supposed to have been in a tech-free cabin in Montana by now, sheltered from all things WHISP. That ship sailed when I climbed into a particle accelerator and got one of my own.

To say I’m still adjusting is an understatement. After a year, I swear there’s a pull in the center of my back from the invisible tether between us, I still flinch sometimes when I catch a glimpse of it, and get the sense of someone following me all the time, though the smothering panic attacks are very rare now. Most of the time, I just try to forget it’s there. My therapist is constantly reminding me how unhealthy this attitude is, but I’ve gotten pretty good at ignoring him, too.  

Ben sighs. “Okay, okay. Sometimes it’s weird, but only...”

“When I’m on top?”

“When I can see her.”

My eyebrows twitch. “Her?”

“It. I meant, it.”

I raise onto an elbow and stare him down. “Please don’t tell me you’ve named my WHISP. That’s worse than naming my boobs.”

He smirks and reaches out for a gentle grope. “I thought you liked their nicknames.”

I bat his hand away and sit up. “Don’t change the subject. Did you name it?” I want to be amused that my particle scientist husband who’s studying the WHISP phenomenon at its basic level would name mine. It would be akin to an oncologist naming a tumor. But after dealing with Rachel Chester’s murderous WHISP, “Ray,” I can’t find the humor I’m searching for. Irritation itches at the insides of my throat, spoiling the post-coital glow.

“It’s not...” He sits up and starts again. “I didn’t want to, but one day it just popped into my head and I couldn’t get it out.”

“Couldn’t get what out?”

Ben’s skin has paled and taken on a green sheen. His eyes flit away from mine then back again.

“Ben—”

“Liv.”

“Liv?” As images of a rock star’s actress daughter force their way into my head, the tingles of a smile pull at the corners of my mouth, but they’re smothered when I realize it’s just a bastardization of my name, like Rachel to Ray.

Ben must see the disgust in my face. “I’m sorry, babe, I know it’s...”

“Fucked up?”

“Similar.”

I close my eyes and let myself fall back onto my pillow. How long is Rachel fucking Chester going to ruin my life? But really, would any name be better? Jo, Marie, Consuela, Anastasia, Nefertiti...Bob? 

Liv. 

I have to admit, the name seems to fit. Am I just pissed because I didn’t get to name her? No, not her, it. Oh, who am I kidding? Liv is totally a chick. My little chicky WHISP. I imagine her under the bed now staring up at the underside of the box springs. When a chill runs through me, I open my eyes.

Ben is staring. “I’m sorry.”

I reach up and rub his beard scruff. “I know. It’s okay. I mean, it’s not okay, okay, but it’s okay. It could be worse. Liv is kinda sexy.” I’m really trying here.

“Yeah?” Ben kisses the mound between my thumb and forefinger.

Not going to happen now. 

The gurgle of Lincoln’s shower turning on saves me from having to disappoint Ben on the possibility of a round two. My mind flickers to memories of round one and I wonder again about the thickness of Lincoln’s apartment walls. I cringe inwardly. 

“He probably won’t hear us in the shower.” Ben raises an eyebrow.

I point to the clock as a reminder of an earlier, hastily pressed snooze button.

He groans, falling back onto the bed. “Just five more minutes.”

I lean over him and kiss him on the nose. “Five minutes more was ten minutes ago.”

He opens his eyes and frowns. “I really am sorry. I love you, and I don’t want you to think...anything’s changed.”

“Everything’s changed, but I know what you mean.”

My cell buzzes on the nightstand and I glance at the clock again. Seven fifty. Almost eight. Almost an appropriate time for someone to call, but not quite. My cop sense comes to life and washes over me like a splash of cold water. I reach for the phone with cold fingers. It’s the station. “Harbinger,” I say.

“I’d good morning you, Detective, but I don’t want to blow smoke up your ass, because we both know that’s not true.”

Crone isn’t officially on the task force, but many of our cases have started as his. “What happened?”

“Hate crime, looks like. Someone hit a WHISP shelter last night.”

“Shit. How many?”

“One, for sure.”

“Only one?” A single WHISP murder, even at a shelter, wouldn’t justify an early morning phone call.

“For sure. There’s an unknown number missing from the shelter.”

“Missing. Okay.” Still not worth this phone call. “What else?”

Crone clears his throat. “There’s a guy here from CAW who wants to talk to you about it.”

There it is. “An informant?”

“More like a spokesperson. He wants to clear their name in this.”

“Kinda early for that, isn’t it? If this just happened last night, how did they even know about it already? Seems a little ‘the lady doth protest too much,’ doesn’t it?”

If Crone gets the reference, he doesn’t let on. “Are you coming in, or what?”

“Be there in thirty.” I let out a long sigh. Not as bad a call as it could’ve been this early in the morning.

Ben wraps his arms around me from the side, I note, not behind. “New case?”

I nod. “New case.”

***
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On the way to the station, I answer my own question. Of course, CAW, Citizens Against WHISPs, would know about the shelter. They’re probably watching all things WHISP even closer than our little task force does. Still, something smells funny. True, CAW would be the first people we’d want to talk to about a crime like this, yet them heading us off at the pass is strange. 

I have visions of CAW’s preeminent lawyer, Lila Grant, in her tastefully revealing suit, in the interrogation room, but when I arrive at the station, I can already tell by Crone’s sullen demeanor that he hasn’t seen anything he’s liked this morning.

“What took you so long? Up late at a kegger last night?” Crone chuckles at his own joke.

He’s been giving me shit about me and Ben temporarily living with Lincoln, still technically a college student working on his Master’s thesis, while we search for a new apartment. I ignore him and point toward interrogation. “So?”

Crone thumbs over his shoulder toward the conference room. “Apparently, we aren’t treating Mr. McCaffrey as a suspect quite yet.”

“Mr. McCaffrey?”

Crone opens a file. “Rondell James McCaffrey, thirty-three, previously arrested for petty theft at age fifteen for shoplifting, used to work at a Kwik Lube, now currently employed full-time by CAW as a public relations specialist.”

“How does a grease monkey become a public relations specialist?”

“Good question.”

I raise my eyebrows. “You didn’t ask him anything?”

Crone shrugs. “He says he’ll only talk to you. Probably wants your autograph for taking out Ray.”

My gut tightens. Rachel Chester’s WHISP was trying to kill me and my family, but destroying it broke something in Chester. Having her behind bars because of me was justice, but having her in a psyche ward because of me is something else. “Nah, no one at CAW would want my autograph now that I’ve got a WHISP.” I grab the file from Crone. “Anything you wanna tell me about the crime before I go in there? There’s a body, right?”

Crone’s grubby fingers snatch up another file on his desk. “Yosef Zimmerman, fifty-eight. There’s a Brooklyn address on his driver’s license we’re following up, but it seems like he was in residence at the WHISP shelter, so he probably had a WHISP. Nothing weird with his murder though, he was just shot.”

“Could he have been the target and the other residents just scattered?”

Crone shrugs again. “We’re searching for surveillance footage from traffic cams and nearby buildings. We’ll probably know more in a few hours.” He grins. “You could just get this guy to confess CAW did it and save us all a lot of time.”

“Wouldn’t that be nice?” I head toward the conference room.

“Go get ‘em, tiger.”

Behind my back, I give Crone the finger. I wonder if he can see my WHISP doing the same.
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Excerpt from Transcript of Session 53: Dr. Aziz Fritz with Det. S. Harbinger

Fritz: So, you’re saying it hasn’t affected your work.

Harbinger: Well, no, of course it has. I’m on a WHISP Task Force now. I just mean, it hasn’t affected the quality of my work.

Fritz: But it has limited the scope of your work. Don’t you find that frustrating?

Harbinger: My WHISP didn’t limit the scope of my work, I did.

Fritz: Okay. But you didn’t answer my question.

––––––––
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Rondell James McCaffrey is way too calm to be an informant. Lounging in a chair facing the door, he smiles cordially and rises when I enter. A tall, black man with soft brown eyes and neat, shoulder-length, red-brown hair, his tan shirt, chocolate tweed vest, and khaki pants fairly scream public relations.

“Detective Harbinger, it’s an honor to meet you.” He rounds the table and proffers his hand.

I take it. His fingers are warm, with the rough callouses of blue-collar work. “Mr. McCaffrey.” Releasing his hand, I motion him to sit. “What can I do for you this morning?” I catch him spy Liv over my shoulder and glance away. Not surprising. Even people who don’t hate WHISPs are usually put off by them.

His smile fades as he returns to his seat. “I wish we were meeting under better circumstances. Basically, CAW has asked me to come and speak to the WHISP Task Force and personally tell you that CAW had nothing to do with what happened last night.”

“And what happened last night?”

“It would be a waste of everyone’s time for the police to pursue us as a suspect in this crime.”

“What crime?”

The smile returns, but with less mirth. “Detective, I’m sure you know that CAW monitors establishments like the WHISP shelter on Fourth Street. We may be able to help you with your investigation, but in exchange, we’d like the police to not round up the usual suspects in this matter and cause CAW a lot of undeserved bad press.”

I snort. “Mr. McCaffrey—”

“Please, call me Rondell.”

“Rondell, since this is all off the record, and really just two folks talking with each other, let me tell you something about CAW. I’m sure they come off as a legitimate organization, particularly in the wake of the very rare case of Rachel Chester, but they’ve done bad things, evil things, and probably still do. Maybe not the people at the weekly meetings, but CAW is a large organization and you shouldn’t think you know even a fraction of what goes on in it.”

“Detective—”

I hold up my hand to silence him. “And, if you have information about a crime, you have a civic duty to come forward with that information.”

He looks down at his hands. “Detective, there may have been a bad...element to CAW in the past, but things in the organization are different now. We’re trying to turn over a new leaf, so you can see how important it is for us to not be implicated in something like this without reason.”

Unbelievable. People really do believe what they want to believe. I stand. “Rondell, it was very kind of you to come down to the station this morning for a chat, but if you don’t have any information for me regarding any crime, I’m afraid I have cases that require my attention. I’ll have an officer see you out.”

“We have video.”

I stare him down. “Of what?”

“Of the abduction of those people.”

“Let’s pretend just for a moment that it’s okay that CAW was surveilling the shelter. You need to give me the footage.”

“We had nothing to do with it.”

“I’m sure the evidence will prove that out.”

He stands. “Why would we give you video of us kidnapping those people?”

I shrug. “You could’ve faked it.”

“Again, why would we do that?”

“To create confusion, and try to get us to look in a different direction when the criminals are right in front of us.” I throw his file down on the table.

“I’ll give you the footage. Give it to your best techs. It’ll stand up. Then, I guess do what you feel is necessary, but remember that we cooperated fully from the very beginning.”

I shake my head. “Offering me evidence in exchange for not investigating CAW as a suspect is not fully cooperating, and I’ll go wherever the evidence takes me.”

His serious brown eyes take on a sheen of anger, but the anger fades almost immediately. “Guess that’s what makes you a good cop.” He reaches into the pocket of his vest and retrieves a memory card. He stares at it a moment before handing it over to me and meeting my eyes. “Please, Detective, we’re not the bad guys, not anymore.”

I don’t blink or smile. “Maybe you should change your name then.” 

He deliberately looks over my shoulder and focuses on my WHISP, then back at me. “Just because I don’t like something doesn’t make me a bad person.”

“Maybe not, but it doesn’t make you a good one, either.” I scoop up his file and tap the bottom against the table to straighten its contents.

A small grin. “I guess not. Thank you again for your time.”

“Let’s hope it wasn’t wasted.” Holding up the memory card, I turn and walk out of the conference room. I’m really hoping the card is legitimate, for the sake of speeding the investigation. Missing persons cases always have a ticking clock, but if this jackass is wasting my time with CAW political bullshit, I’m going to make sure the task force is up their ass for the next six months. As I close the door, I spy an uni. “Hey, Truman.”

A uniformed officer with mousy-brown hair and dull eyes turns from the patrol duty board. “Yeah.”

“Can you escort Mr. McCaffrey from the conference room to the exit, please?”

“Okay.”

I interpret his tone as ‘You got two broken legs, Detective?’ but I’ve got a possible break in a time sensitive case burning a hole in my hand. Never mind that I’m not actually on the case yet. I expect that call from the Chief, now acting commander of the WHISP Task Force, any minute now. There’s still a little bureaucracy around us, about which cases are officially under our jurisdiction, and occasionally there’s some unofficial bitching and moaning about handing cases over to us, but this case is pretty much what the task force was set up for.

Crone looks up from his desk and sees my face. “What’ve you got?”

Barely slowing as I pass his desk, I pick up the kidnapping case file. “Who’s in tech this morning?”

He jumps up. “Baker? I don’t know. Why?”

I wave the memory card in front of his face. “We may have footage of the crime.”

Too jumpy to take the elevator, I hit the staircase and ascend.

Crone, an extra forty pounds dragging him down, lags behind. “This isn’t your case, you know.”

I pass the second floor on my way to the third and call over the railing, “Not yet!”
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By the time Crone joins Beaulieu and me in the tech and cybercrimes department, she’s already determined that the footage on the card hasn’t been messed with in any obvious way. The angle is of the front of the building, but is a better shot of the sidewalk and door than of the street. We’re fast forwarding to the night in question when Crone catches his breath.

“Well?”

Beaulieu answers without taking her eyes off the screen, “So far, I haven’t detected anything unusual about the footage, the time stamp is tracking and the new software says there hasn’t been any editing or deletions.”

“We’re just getting to last night,” I say.

Beaulieu slows the footage down to real time. “When did it happen?”

I turn to Crone, but he shrugs. “No idea. Body was found around five when a janitorial service showed up to clean the bathrooms or something. Coroner hasn’t pinned down a TOD yet. A window was broken in the room the body was in.”

No need for him to explain further. It’s February in New York City. Cold bodies abound, making easy body temp TODs near impossible. “Shit.”

“It’s fine. I’ll skip ahead to 5 a.m. then backtrack.”

After a little fine finagling, we spot the cleaning service arriving at 5:17 a.m. and begin rolling back the video. Each rewound minute is like an hour of my life I’ll never get back as we all stare at the screen. McCaffrey said he caught a kidnapping on this memory stick, but even backed up to 3 a.m., I’m seeing nothing unusual. I rub my blurring eyes. “Is there a back door to this place?”

Crone blinks at me. “Yeah, but it was still locked and would’ve triggered an alarm.”

I return my gaze to the screen. “If this card has nothing useful on it, I’m gonna be seriously pissed.”

“What did that CAW asshole say was on it?”

“Oh nothing, just proof that someone else was responsible.”

“There!”

Beaulieu has paused the video and is pointing to the screen where a white van has just backed into frame.

“Can’t see the damn license plate,” Crone mutters.

“Why is it always a white van?”

Beaulieu begins the slow rewind again, but even slower. The van, with all windows whited out except the windshield, driver’s, and passenger’s, backs into a spot in front of the WHISP shelter. Six individuals in white hazmat suits get out carrying covered stretchers with sheets hanging down and dragging along the ground. Sluggishly, they back into the shelter.

“What the fuck?”

Crone takes the words right out of my mouth. I’m not sure what I was expecting, but it wasn’t this. This isn’t some snatch and grab WHISP terrorism bullshit. If I didn’t know better, and the van was marked, I’d guess this was the CDC responding to some kind of outbreak. Should I be calling the CDC? Would they even tell the local authorities if there was a contained case of Ebola or something? Then I remember the murder victim. The CDC wouldn’t have shot him, and if they had, they probably would’ve taken his body either to hide the fact that they’d shot someone or because he’d also been exposed to whatever the people on the stretchers had been exposed to. Bioterrorists are another possibility, but they would’ve left all the bodies, wouldn’t they?

“Um...do you think we should notify the coroner about the suits?” I ask. “Could’ve been a test from a bioterrorist group maybe?”

Crone’s face has gone pale and slack. “I was at that crime scene for about an hour.”

I resist the urge to pull away from him. “How do you feel?”

“I felt fine until now. Now, maybe dizzy, light-headed?”

Beaulieu is nonplussed. “Probably just from watching this video backwards. Used to make me dizzy, too. Let’s skip ahead now and play it forward in real time, then we can slow it down again.”

Crone swallows hard and fidgets in his seat. As Beaulieu tries to pinpoint the van’s arrival, I’ve already got my cell out and am calling Claire Buckingham at the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner. No answer. Not unusual if she’s elbow-deep in a corpse. I text in lieu of a message.

Harbinger: Maybe something up with Zimmerman body. Something contagious or weaponized. Call me.

I don’t want to
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