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“Letitia Moffitt has a winner with Trace! She blends police procedural, supernatural thriller, and romance with a skill which as a writer I admired and as a reader I enjoyed enormously. An engaging protagonist, a deepening mystery, and great pacing add up to a terrifically entertaining read.”

—Frank Chadwick, author of How Dark the World Becomes

“In Letitia Moffitt’s gripping new mystery, Nola is a female detective with a unique gift who finds herself dropped into her first case—a case that seems to have a lot of questions, even more suspects, and zero answers. Moffitt’s writing is utterly engaging right from the first page. I couldn’t put it down. If you like Megan Abbott’s style of new noir, then you will absolutely love Trace.”

—Tommy Zurhellen, author of Armageddon, Texas

“Trace is funny and engaging, and best of all, a page-turner. Mystery meets paranormal in Moffitt’s big-hearted heroine, Nola. Wholly believable—when you’re done, you’ll wonder where the tracists have been hiding all this time.”

—Lania Knight, author of Three Cubic Feet

“Moffitt draws a compelling accidental heroine in Nola Lantri, a no-nonsense, crime-solving ‘tracist’ who struggles to be normal despite her paranormal abilities.”

—Jeff Kohmstedt, author of The Fifth Kraut

“Trace is a wonderful novel—entertaining and suspenseful with a fascinating premise and pitch-perfect writing. What I love most is Nola Lantri, the smart, steely, and often sarcastic heroine who holds her own in a masculine world. More Nola Lantri books, please!”

—Daiva Markelis, author of White Field, Black Sheep: A Lithuanian-American Life


  [image: ]

“I loved Vibe/Sync! Nola Lantri is back along with a slew of fascinating characters, some merely odd, some deliciously creepy, and a few downright evil. As in Trace, the writing is razor sharp and the plot highly suspenseful. I started reading this wonderful novel and couldn’t put it down.”

—Daiva Markelis, author of White Field, Black Sheep: A Lithuanian-American Life

“Letitia Moffitt returns to her TraceWorld series, giving us two new stories under one cover, two dramatically different new characters with two new paranormal talents, and so expands the scope of her world enormously. But Moffitt’s original engaging heroine, Nola Lantri, remains the glue which holds the stories together with wit and courage.”

—Frank Chadwick, author of How Dark the World Becomes

“Fellow Trace fans, we can now rejoice: Nola Lantri is back in Vibe/Sync, the second novel in Letitia Moffitt's ground-breaking para-thriller series…Vibe/Sync surprises with multiple points-of-view and plot twists that make this second book even better than the first. From the first page to the very last, I couldn't put this one down.”

—Tommy Zurhellen, author of Armageddon, Texas

“Moffitt does it again with Vibe/Sync, and Emjay is a perfect character to pull you back into the Trace world. Emjay is sharp, she’s conflicted, and she has a killer to catch.”

—Jeff Kohmstedt, author of The Fifth Kraut

Moffitt's writing, with its controlled energy, reads much like the supernatural abilities of her characters. Vibe/Sync gets under the skin, under the surface of the human performance. Like the newly-detected chirp of gravitational waves, this novel will surprise readers with its echoes, questions, and wildly suspenseful ending.

—Catherine Zobal Dent, author of Unfinished Stories of Girls

“Returning to the TraceWorld series, Letitia Moffitt expands Nola Lantri’s investigations with new characters, new abilities, and new adventures. Clever, inventive, and engaging, Vibe/Sync is a book that delights.”

—Tawnysha Greene, author of A House Made of Stars
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[image: ]HE SHIVERING CHIHUAHUA STARED mournfully at Eric Lafferty from a woman’s shoulder bag in front of him on the subway platform. Dogs were to blame for the sad state of his life. They weren’t directly the cause of his unhappiness, of course, but if he hadn’t read that damned article when he was sixteen, things would have been different. He would have…he wouldn’t have…and here he had to stop and be honest with himself. Would have what? Stayed in the miserable little town of his childhood bullied by his father? Instead he’d gotten away, taken a chance. The chance hadn’t paid off, and now he was going back. The trembling critter sneezed, or seemed to, and resumed fixing its oversized eyes on Eric’s. At least he wasn’t going back to be bullied again, merely to pay pretend respects to the dearly departed former bully James Lafferty, dead two weeks. Rest in peace, asshole. He nodded grimly at the dog.

The article had been about some scientist’s hypothesis that dogs, with their acute hearing, were able to sense the brainwaves of human beings, which accounted in part for why they often seemed so in tune with their owners’ emotional states. The part about brainwaves was valid; brains actually gave off waves, and in theory, as with any wave, they could be “heard.” Eric didn’t care about the dog part, since he’d never had one—his father had said, to his face, that Eric was “too much of a retard” to take care of a pet. It was the part about hearing brain waves that made him pay attention. He experienced one of those “click” moments. Suddenly everything made sense.

Down at the far end of the crowded platform, a man and a woman, dressed punkishly, conversed in ASL. Eric let his attention wander from the sickly looking dog to their conversation, following bits and pieces of it. They were animated in their signs even though they weren’t saying much that was terribly dramatic, at least what fragments he could catch. Last night…at the party…fuck him…fuck her…fuck…something else that made them laugh hysterically. He was getting rusty. He’d studied ASL years ago in college just for the hell of it. Why not? For a long time his childhood doctors had thought he might be deaf. He looked at people so oddly when they spoke to him, like he wasn’t really looking at them but off to the side. “The side” wasn’t a place but an idea in his head. He wasn’t deaf; he was just listening to something else. Voices, speech, these didn’t interest him nearly as much as the other sounds he heard. Another language came from the people who tried to get him to communicate, but he was the only one who heard it. The language was their thoughts. He was reading their minds.

In the movies mind-readers heard people’s thoughts in perfect English, in their speaking voices. Eric heard just sound, vibrations. It was brain waves he was hearing, after all. And just because he heard them didn’t mean, at least at first, that he understood them at all. His initial lack of comprehension was compounded by the fact that the people speaking this “language” didn’t understand it either—couldn’t even hear themselves speaking it. That only made it more compelling to him. After reading that ridiculous little article, he’d found his purpose in life. He felt like an archaeologist discovering an ancient language. No one else on earth understood that language, no one communicated in it anymore, and the people who had communicated in it were long dead and could not speak back to him—or to each other. Despite all this, he had been determined to master it.

As he listened to the hum of vibrations from the platform, he felt a small, quick shift. People turned their heads to the right. The train was coming. At that moment Eric wanted to laugh as hysterically as the ASL couple, only without any trace of pleasure. Everyone else was listening for the train. He was listening to them listen for the train. As a result, everyone else knew it was coming before he did, and he’d gained nothing, not one damn thing, from doing what he did.

The train pulled in, the doors opened, and the crowd shuffled and shoved, bumped and nudged. As he stood surrounded by the nearly tangible wall of their vibes, Eric glanced around discreetly once again, as he often did in crowds, looking for something recognizable even if he’d never seen it before. He’d always supposed there had to be other people able to read vibes, as he termed it. But supposing he somehow met one and knew he was meeting one, what did it matter? Vibes weren’t really a language, so it wasn’t like he could talk to other vibe readers any better than anyone else. They might understand him better, but that was all. They would know he wasn’t deaf (how many times did the doctors have to clap their hands behind him to see if he turned around?) or autistic or “retarded.” His father’s word.

Funny, he reflected, glancing at the disheveled wino on a seat near to him. The man didn’t stink or act drunk, but everyone knew, and no one else wanted to sit next to him. Eric often wondered if his own father heard vibes, which might have been a reason for the alcoholism that killed the old man. Drown out the noise so no one will think you’re a retard. It’s OK to turn your liver into a toxic waste dump and verbally abuse your wife and child at every opportunity—that’s socially acceptable for a man—but not to sit quietly and listen. Whether this had been true about James Lafferty, Eric would never know, and even if his father were still alive, he would never ask. He knew his mother was torn up about the fact that father and son had never reconciled. Eric wished he could assuage this particular grief, but the only comfort he could offer was to tell her it was better that her husband was dead. Somehow he didn’t think that would help.

It was better that his father was dead because otherwise Eric would have to admit to the old man that he was wasting his own young life, no better than an aimless drifter for the past decade. He had wanted to make something of himself, something great, with his odd ability. He had failed spectacularly.

Despite the crush of bodies, the car was surprisingly quiet, in vibes and in voices. It was early. Eric hated wasting a whole day flying, so he’d taken a night flight from SFO to LaGuardia and gotten in at ridiculous o’clock. Now he had a couple of hours to kill before the Amtrak to Albany left Penn Station. It would only take him half of that to get into Manhattan, and he’d brought nothing to read and there was nothing interesting to hear. Early morning crowds were always so steady and dull, their vibes still half asleep. No, that wasn’t true. Dreamers’ vibes, the few times Eric had gotten close enough to someone sleeping to hear them, were often crazed and vivid. He smiled remembering the last time he’d heard someone’s dreams. He didn’t know her name, wasn’t even sure of the color of her eyes, but he knew exactly the moment she’d turned her full attention to him in that noisy bar, and even though he hadn’t heard the flirty line she gave him, he knew what she wanted.

His smile hardened into wryness. Ten years of studying a language and the only useful thing he learned was how to get lucky once in a while. He supposed that would be enough for most people. It might have to be enough for him. He glanced down at the two pretty women seated nearby, one of whom held a folded-up newspaper and was gesturing toward it. Despite the circumstances of his return, he liked being back in New York. Broadway shows, world-class museums, Michelin-starred restaurants, and yet people still got newsprint on their fingers every morning like the residents of this metropolis had for over a century.

Their vibes weren’t telling him anything useful (like whether they’d noticed him), so he reluctantly eavesdropped on their conversation. Apparently some girl from a rich Manhattan family was in the news. The news wasn’t good. Found the body…upstate, not here…at first they thought…not suicide, though…murder…so tragic…so young…ran away from home…part of some cult, they say…think the cult members killed her…someone named Anna.

At that moment, the vibes directly behind him changed. A hard pulsing beat. Loud. Fast. A reaction to what one of the women had just said. Before he could stop himself, Eric turned sharply around.

A tall man in an expensive suit stood there. He was not staring at the women but he didn’t have to be. After a lifetime of listening to vibes, Eric still understood very little, but there was one thing he never got wrong: no matter how poker-faced people might appear, he always knew when something got their attention. The murder had caught this man’s attention.

And now Eric had caught it as well.

The man turned his head sharply to meet Eric’s eyes.

Shock, confusion—and guilt. Vibes usually felt as benign as a tuning fork, but this man’s vibes pounded at Eric like a battering ram to his solar plexus. He’d been caught in something, Eric had no idea what, and the man had no idea how he could have been caught. Whatever reason he had for suddenly paying attention to the women’s conversation, Eric’s attention had thrown him off balance. They locked eyes; neither moved. Eric seldom listened to his own vibes—it was like hearing your own heartbeat; you could tune it out easily—but all he could hear was the sound of his own absolute terror. Then the man stepped toward him.

The train shuddered to a stop and the doors slid open. Eric bolted from the train.

Halfway up the platform stairs, he knew without turning around that the man was following him.

He burst through the turnstile, took the exit stairs by twos, and leapt out onto the sidewalk without a clue where he was or where he was going. For a few seconds he stood immobile. Then he heard it: those hard, determined vibes behind him. Eric ran.

Shit. What was happening? What was this? And what was he supposed to do? Call the cops? He couldn’t, even if he wanted to. He’d never owned a cellphone, hated phones in general, hated listening to disembodied voices. He couldn’t understand people properly unless he heard their vibes along with their voices, and that didn’t happen on the phone. He didn’t even have anything on him that he could pretend was a phone so that the man would think he was calling the cops. And there were no pay phones. Of course not. They’d just get vandalized, and anyway, normal people had their own phones.

He had to find a cop. If the man saw him talking to a cop, there was no way he’d come near. Eric wouldn’t even have to say anything of substance to the cop—and what could he say anyway? Officer, this man following me may be a murderer, and how I know it, see, is that I… I can… I’m…

A retard. That’s what my father thought. He’s dead now, but I don’t intend to follow in his footsteps any time soon.

Newsstands, bus stops, clumps of tourists, suited office workers. Eric dodged and dashed, his eyes looking for one thing only, that one particular shade of blue. He’d never held the police in high esteem before this—like most young white men, he reckoned, he had the privilege of being able to regard them as little more than a minor nuisance. When he turned a corner—the corner of some avenue and street, he didn’t know which or what—and saw a female officer just ahead pitching a coffee cup into the trash, he nearly wept with joy. He tried to compose himself so that he didn’t look like a madman, but as soon as he approached he could hear her vibes become alert.

“Sir?”

He panted, more from his emotional state than the exertion of the run, and tried to speak. Conversation had always been difficult for him; he was so used to listening to other people that he sometimes failed to realize he was expected to respond. “Ah…Penn Station? I’m, er, lost. Got off at the wrong stop. I, uh, don’t want to miss my train.”

The cop stared silently at him for a moment, the way cops did, before he sensed her on-guard sensibilities ease. A faint smile played on her lips. “You sure did get off at the wrong stop. You’re about twelve blocks off. That way.” She gestured with her chin down the street the way Eric had come.

He looked. The man was at the end of the block, watching them. He looked, of all things, puzzled. Not wary, not scared of being caught, just confused, as though he himself suddenly realized he was lost in the city. Then he turned and walked away.

The cop was still staring fixedly at Eric, so before she could question him he babbled thanks, trying to speak and smile and act like a normal person, and headed in the direction she’d indicated—slowly. He knew his retreat from her must have looked even crazier than his approach—if he was so worried about missing his train, why had his pace slowed to a crawl?—but he needed to make sure all was clear. When he got to the corner, he peered up the avenue. The man was gone.

The vibes of eight million people hummed around him. He ignored them. He just wanted out of the city. For the first time ever, Eric relished the thought of going home.
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[image: ]HEN ERIC TOLD PEOPLE he’d left home at seventeen and hadn’t been back since, it always sounded more dramatic than it needed to be. After all, he’d left to go to college, and because college was on the west coast and his folks lived in upstate New York, he couldn’t afford to return. Of course this was in part because his father refused to give Eric any money, not even to come back for the holidays, even though his mother longed for a reunion. No, thought Eric, far better to spend that money rotting his liver than coddling his son. That was James Lafferty reasoning for you.

Most of Eric’s college classmates had far more money than he did, and he felt it, but he certainly couldn’t claim to be the only hard-luck story around. There were plenty of students on full scholarship and still having to work to get by. None of them, at least as far as he knew, had chosen Eric’s particular method of getting by.

Vibe reading was most useful when people’s exterior demeanor—how they behaved—was at odds with their interior state—their vibes. After doing some digging, Eric finally got himself into the high-stakes poker circuit (high stakes for college students in the Bay Area, anyway). He figured he had an advantage no one else did and no one else could ever discover: he would know when the other players were bluffing. But picking up vibes didn’t give him quite the advantage he initially expected. He soon learned that most hard-core poker players were always bluffing in one way or another. He had to change his strategy, and as it turned out, this ended up giving him a bigger advantage than he’d originally thought.

Poker required two things: the ability to quickly calculate the odds of success for a given hand, and the ability to read other players. The first part could easily be learned. The second part was the key—or at least what most players saw as the key. At first he could only tell if someone drew an exceptionally strong hand. Because it happened so rarely and it meant not bluffing in quite the same way, players couldn’t easily control their brief blip of surprise. Even if their face didn’t show it, their vibes gave it away. This didn’t help Eric actually win more, but it was enough of an advantage to help him stay in the game.

Eric’s other advantage was not caring much what he had in his own hand. The truly exceptional players realized there was a third component: keeping everyone else from reading you yourself. If you’re busy concentrating on discovering another player’s tells, you might not realize you’re revealing your own. Eric didn’t have to bother with any of that. By barely glancing at his cards, this risk was lessened considerably. It didn’t much matter how good or bad his hand was; what mattered was whether someone at the table had an exceptionally good hand. Eric was tempted to play a game without ever looking at his cards, but that might give too much away—or, rather, might lead the other players to suspect he was cheating.

From there on, the longer he played with a group of people, the more familiar he became with their vibe patterns. It was a little like each player had his own musical scale. The man in the Oakland Raiders baseball cap is C minor; when he has a bad hand, it registers as C or D, but when it’s better, it goes to G or A flat. Of course there weren’t really sounds accompanying the vibes, but the analogy kept Eric’s conscious mind in sync with the vibe-reading part of his brain. He only had to pay attention to the moments after a deal, their initial reaction to the cards, not what followed. In the split second it took good players to comprehend how good their hand was, Eric also comprehended it. They might as well have laid their cards face up on the table.

His “system” wasn’t perfect—he often lost a lot of early hands deliberately in order to read the others—but he won considerably more often than he lost. He developed a bit of a reputation. Some other players won just as often, but Eric’s demeanor at the table was so odd that no one could figure out what he was doing. He barely glanced at his cards and, more perplexing, never seemed to look up at other players. How in the world was he doing it? How could he know to push a bluffing player to the limit if he wasn’t trying to read the bluff? This reputation only helped; he was invited to a lot of games by ever-better players, all seeking to best him.

Poker also taught him something he hadn’t been able to learn in any other way: how to interact. Sometimes he experimented in the early rounds to test the reactions. What would happen if he suddenly aggressively began to bet his head off, as though he either had phenomenal cards or had nothing but phenomenal bluffing chutzpah? What would happen if he acted nervous and hesitant? He began to transfer these experiments to his non-poker life, with mostly positive results. People were uncomfortable with his inert silence as he tried to get their vibes. When he put on some kind of act, they felt more secure, more sure of the situation. They thought they understood him.

He let them think that. It made life so much easier.

[image: ]

THE YOUNG WOMAN WHO picked him up at the train station didn’t seem terribly happy to see him, though given that she’d never seen him before, he figured she must be having a bad day. His mother disliked driving on the interstate, and while one could get to Albany from Redfort using backroads, it took forever. Fortunately, his mother had informed him, her neighbor was going to Albany that very day—“a lovely girl, Nola, about your age,” which was his mother’s non-subtle way of suggesting he should date this lovely girl, propose to her, marry her, and settle down in Redfort forever, as if that wasn’t the stuff of his worst nightmares.

Lovely Nola wore a frown and her vibes were jangling. She did, however, match his mother’s description of her, so he approached, trying not to stare too hard—not because she was attractive (she was, in fact, with a trim figure and hair he wanted to smell, if that weren’t such a creepy thought), but because he always stared at people when he met them, always tried to get a fix on their mental states. Inevitably their mental states changed before he could get that fix, and all he’d learned over the years was that most people hated being stared at.

Nola was no exception. “Um, hello?” she said, her voice sharp. “Eric Lafferty?” He merely nodded, and her vibes, voice, and face softened. “Sorry. I’m not having a good day. C’mon, the car’s out front. Hope the train ride was OK. Your mother is …”

She stopped walking. Eric stopped too. Their faces might have been mirrors of astonishment. What prompted Nola’s astonishment Eric didn’t know, but his own was from her vibes. They were disappearing. They were going silent as if she were dying before his eyes—but she clearly wasn’t dying. She was breathing hard, her fist clenched around her car keys so hard he thought she might crush them.

“Oh shit. The jumper.” She glanced over at him at last. “I forgot about that. I guess you wouldn’t have heard. There was a jumper on this platform a few months back. A teenage boy. Jumped in front of the train.” Now she studied his face closely. “You don’t know, do you? Guess your mother didn’t tell you much about me.”

Eric was pretty sure his mother hadn’t told Nola anything about him either. What was her “not told” thing?

Nola inhaled, exhaled, then resumed walking toward the platform exit. It was more like marching than walking, actually, and Eric scrambled to keep up. “I’m what’s called a tracist. When the human body expires, it leaves an energy trace behind. Some people are able to sense this trace, just like how some people are able to hear at very high or low ranges, or have extremely sensitive taste buds.” She spoke in a practiced manner and kept her tone neutral and steady, like the narrator of some educational film. Eric marveled at that; he’d never been able to explain so clearly and authoritatively what it was like for him with vibes. Of course, he seldom ever tried explaining it. Clearly tracism was a known thing, and Nola was “out” about it. He wanted to laugh at that. He used to admire and even envy the people he knew back in California who were gay and out; they would probably be harassed all their lives for it, maybe even worse, but at least they didn’t have to pretend any more. Their interactions with the world didn’t have to be experiments. They could say This is who I am and be proud of it. Despite the weirdness of her moment on the platform, Nola seemed able to do that.

None of this explained what had happened to her vibes. Perhaps, Eric thoughts churned in the silence of the car, perhaps when she sensed this trace, it blocked out her other vibes? Trace was death energy, after all, or so he assumed based on her brief explanation. He wanted to know more. He wanted to ask her about it. He couldn’t, though. It felt too much like an invasion of privacy—not hers, but his own. She would probably answer anything he asked, but he was afraid to betray his curiosity, afraid to show interest, lest that interest be turned back on him. After a lifetime of tuning in on people’s thoughts, he had no idea how to share them openly.

Nola did not appear to have that problem. After some time had passed (how much, he had no idea) with not a word exchanged, she glanced at him
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