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Chapter 1


James had thought he knew the nightmare of company email when he was second in command. But nothing about that had prepared him for the onslaught of emails he received every single day from the Foundation for Paranormal Studies as captain of their North Worcester County branch. The Foundation was one of the top paranormal research and management organizations in the world, and had held that esteemed title for at least a century. But James feared his email inbox more than he did the ghosts and ghouls he spent his career fighting away from the small Massachusetts mill city he called home. 
It was six o’clock on a chilly April morning and James was sitting in his office. He’d arrived two hours early for what he was sure was going to be a thrilling, understaffed shift. But before he could even look at anything else, he had to wade through a mostly useless set of emails from what appeared to be every single person who had ever worked for the Foundation.
And most of it really was useless. They had email chains going back weeks where everyone was giving their opinions on things that were already long over. It was incoherent and frustrating, but if he missed an important message somewhere in the muck, it would be on him. And then he’d have to listen to McGovern, the branch liaison, at their next meeting as he lectured on the importance of open communication.
Ads. Why was he getting emailed ads? James hadn’t signed up for anything using this email address, he should not be getting advertisements on here. Even his old Foundation email, which they’d unceremoniously shut down before giving him access to his new captain’s email, hadn’t been connected to any other devices or online accounts. 
Did someone at the Foundation fall for a phishing scheme? Goddamnit, they probably had.
James looked around the office, giving his eyes a quick break from the tiny rows of text. It was a small room, with his desk facing the open door. In a past life, it might have been an office as well, maybe a home office or study for the businessman or lawyer who first bought the house back in the 1950s. The bookshelves built into the walls beside him probably held very different reading materials back then, but the dark wood paneling likely hadn’t changed. His hideous flowered couch took up the wall beside the door, and the mismatched wooden chairs he’d inherited from various aunts were all stacked with books, papers, and some unopened mail he’d been meaning to get to since Tuesday. There weren’t many personal touches in the room, but it was comfortable and functional. He had plans to put up some pictures, but hadn’t actually gotten around to finding any yet.
James looked back at the email, eyes aching as he squinted to make out someone’s signature. He had a few meetings this week that he’d need to prepare for, and information about each of them was in there among the arguing and single line agreements to things he couldn’t remember. 
He spotted an email for Patrick, the captain up at Hillsborough County, and a hotter, fresher burst of anger came through the general irritation. The Foundation had been so useless for that entire situation. The other captain had felt threatened by North Worcester County’s involvement in a case at Gabriella’s mother’s house. And when he’d been pulled off the case, he’d gotten violent. But maybe he had a nice vacation after attacking Gabriella like he did.
Though apparently Bradley had threatened the man with a knife. If James didn’t think Bradley would turn the knife on him, he’d buy him dinner for that.
He was just about to give up and take a break to avoid deleting it all entirely when he noticed one email specifically addressed to him.


Subject: Captains Training April 14 - Please Confirm


Shit, he hadn’t seen anything about a captain’s training. And April 14 was coming up fast. Bracing himself, James clicked on the email.


Dear Captain McManus,


Please confirm that you will be joining us in Boston for the two-day captain’s training session that will be taking place on April 14. We have not received your RSVP yet. Attendance is mandatory unless otherwise discussed.


Then what was the point of the RSVP? James rolled his eyes and took a sip of his ice coffee before pulling out the monthly calendar he’d started keeping in the drawer of his desk. There it was, written in blue ink on the fourteenth and fifteenth. He’d completely forgotten.
There was a knock at the doorway and he looked up to see Amelia, his second in command, standing there. She’d dyed her hair again for the first time in a while, this time from light blonde to a glossy black. “Looks great,” he said.
She grinned. “Just something new.”
She was carrying a thermos of the new tea she was currently obsessed with, some apple ginger blend that James had tried one cup of out of politeness a few weeks earlier. Amelia was younger than him by about a decade and, like James, was most comfortable out in the field. She was on the path to be a captain someday and James could envision the neatly organized method she’d have to keep her email inbox under control beneath the onslaught.
She came into the office and moved the stack of mail off of one of the old kitchen chairs, then sat down. “I figured I’d come in early,” she said, flipping through the envelopes. “I’m up for a few things on the chore roster today and if I don’t get them done, I can’t get mad at anyone else for not doing their own.”
She probably meant him, but there was no heat in her words so he nodded and made a mental note to check what his responsibility was this week. He’d have to get it done before Tuesday if he was going to this training. “I apparently have a captain’s training this week,” he said.
“Rosa mentioned that. I was surprised you hadn’t said anything.”
He didn’t say a word in response, but he could see the laughter in Amelia’s eyes as she realized exactly what had happened. “So I need to rearrange the schedule a little,” he said. “I can take the night before if you don’t mind swapping with me for the day shift.”
“It’s two nights, right?” she said.
“Yeah.”
And one of those days had been his day off, so he could wave goodbye to that. “We’ll figure it out,” Amelia said. “Anything on the agenda for today yet?”
James closed his email and opened the scheduling software, which began to haltingly come to life. “No idea,” he said. “I’m not even sure who’s on yet today. I came straight in and got sucked into my email.”
She handed him a small stack of envelopes from the pile she’d sorted. “Nothing exciting,” she said as he looked down at the top one.
“Good, because that pile is from a few days ago.”
“Bradley’s going to be pissed about this one though,” she said, waving a thin white envelope at him. “He’s been looking for it.”
Shit. If their grumpy logistics coordinator found out that this mail had been sitting in here, James was going to hear about it. And he didn’t have the time or energy to deal with the inevitable fight right now. “I need to clean in here,” James admitted. “Once I’m done my email, I’ll do that. And just kind of weather that pissy storm when it arrives.”
“Gross.”
The scheduling software finally opened as James was considering how he could clarify what he’d just said. As he looked at the empty spreadsheet in front of him, all of his concerns about an understaffed and overbooked day were immediately resolved. “Weirdly, we have nothing,” he said. “I’m sure something will come in closer to eight when the others arrive, but right now we’re looking at a thrilling day of cleaning and side projects.”
“I should have slept in.”
“You still have time. Gabriella and Graham had the overnight shift last night and they’re apparently both scheduled for doubles today.”
“Nah,” Amelia said. “I’ll go bleach the kitchen.”
She got up and walked out without any kind of goodbye and James turned back to his email. There was nothing else of note, at least not that he could find after twenty minutes of careful inspection. So he finally deleted everything except the training reminder, then reluctantly sent in his RSVP.
***“I know there’s not much point to having a team meeting when there’s literally nothing on the schedule today,” James said. “But the meeting begins now.”
Everybody was on right now, with the exception of Madelyn, who was in a little later to take the overnight shift with Amelia, who was working a double. They looked up at him from various places around the living room of their suburban home turned paranormal headquarters. After years of working here, James was comfortable in the house and honestly, the idea of operating out of an office building to do this kind of work actually kind of weirded him out. Plus, with the number of overnights, doubles, and twenty-four (sometimes more) hour shifts the team worked, having a comfortable place to do so really made them less terrible for everybody.
“So believe it or not, we’ve got no cases today,” James said. “Like, none on the docket, and no signs of anything coming in later. Maybe that’ll change, but for now, we’re completely free. If you’ve got tasks to do, I’d say now’s a great time to do them. If you’ve got chores on the chore rotation, again, excellent time to do them.”
Which was his plan, because if a few more days went by and his tasks weren’t done, his captaincy wouldn’t matter when someone decided to poison him. 
“Any questions?”
Gabriella, James’s younger cousin and the now-official team researcher, raised a hand. He saw Bradley start to roll his eyes, then stop as James looked at him. “Gabs?”
“Where did the chore chart go?”
An excellent question. It might be buried in the stack of takeout menus and grocery store circulars sitting on the ever-cluttered kitchen countertop. He tried to think back to when he last saw it, but couldn’t bring the exact location to mind.
“Alright, new starting point,” James said. “Find the chore rotation chart, then clean. Any other questions?”
“I’ve got some new training modules from the Foundation,” Graham, James’s roommate and the newest member of the team, said. “What do you want me to do?”
“You choose. But you and Gabs are taking a break first, anyway.”
“Cleaning.”
“Done. Anything else?”
Nobody answered him. “Oh, one last thing before we go,” James said. “This week, I’m going to be gone for two days for a captain training out in Boston. I’m very excited about it and it definitely won’t be a tremendous waste of time. But while I’m gone, Amelia will be in charge. I’ll be reachable in an emergency, it’s not one of those types of trainings. Thank God.”
There had been a case a few years earlier where they’d needed to contact Robin, but he was intentionally out of cell phone coverage somewhere in the woods. And the Foundation had been unhelpful to the point of making the situation worse as they tried desperately to get Amelia back from whatever dimension a cursed house had sent her to. 
But when he was in an old building in Beacon Hill, James was pretty likely to have service. So it’d be fine. Amelia was perfectly capable of running shifts, even for multiple days at a time. There was nothing to worry about. He’d sit through his workshops, maybe even learn something new, then come back home.




Chapter 2


After the meeting, James banished the two who had worked the night shift to take a break. The rest of them spent the next few hours cleaning the house as James kept half an eye on the case printer. Despite his apprehension, it didn’t end up choking up anything for them to do. Instead, it remained ominously silent as James cleaned his way through the living-room-turned-command-center of their headquarters.  
The Foundation had bought this house from long-dead elderly owners in the 1980s in order to have a branch of the organization working out of Northern Worcester County. While they had made some changes and upgrades over the years, the house still retained a lot of its former looks. Charts of demons hung on the wall beside embroidered blessings and a list of old-fashioned poisons and their antidotes hung beside a First Communion certificate for someone named Brendon that was dated 1978. Two couches and an old recliner were crammed into the living room, where most of the space was taken by a small bank of terrible computers. 
At one end of the living room was a small hallway leading to a few bedrooms and the bathroom that was next on James’s cleaning list. The bedrooms had originally been meant as occasional overnight areas that would eventually be converted into workspaces. But ongoing understaffing meant everyone ended up spending a lot of time sleeping over, so the bedrooms had remained just that. James had noticed that this led to several of them, himself included before he got an office, doing work hunched over on the beds like teenagers. Since nobody here was a teenager anymore, he should maybe address that at some point. 
On the other side of the living room was a small dining room, taken up entirely by a large wooden table covered in weapons and other supplies. James’s office was off of that, as was the small foyer to the back exit of the house. James looped through these two rooms, dusting and scrubbing as he circled toward the kitchen beside them.
At some point in the midafternoon, as he brewed a pot of coffee, Bradley and Graham came into the kitchen. Graham had a small stack of laundry in his hands while Bradley went immediately into the cabinets, looking for bleach.
Graham was wearing one of the many awful t-shirts he’d bought on the Hampton Beach boardwalk over the years. This one was bright red with “#DAD AF” written across the front in scratchy font.
“That’s fucking awful,” James said, nodding toward the shirt. “You’re not even a dad.”
“Getting started early,” Graham said with a shrug. “Have we ever had a day this quiet?”
“Not that I remember,” James replied. “I mean, overnights plenty. It’s really the opposite, where a busy overnight is unusual. But a day shift without any kind of case at all is just weird. And I know I’m jinxing it, but I don’t actually care.”
The printer didn’t explode with cases as he stopped talking and neither of the others rushed to silence him, so maybe they were feeling the same way. “It’s nice to have an opportunity to just get this place clean, I guess,” James continued, watching as the coffee began pouring into the pot.
“I found eight socks in the gray bedroom,” Bradley said. “Not even caught under the dresser or anything. Just on the floor.”
“Three of them are mine,” James answered easily as he pulled mugs out of the cupboard. “You guys want some coffee?”
Bradley was scowling, but nodded. “Please,” Graham said as he poured detergent into the small washing machine.
Coffees poured, James took a minute to prepare his, then set it on the counter as he wiped down the small table tucked into the corner of the tiny kitchen. It was nearly identical to the setup that at least three of his aunts had in their own raised ranch homes. A small space with an oven embedded in the wall and a tiny washer and dryer tucked under the countertop, both a bonus that James knew would never be replaced when they finally broke. The sink was piled with dishes, mostly coffee cups. They had a surprisingly large collection of mugs here, brought in from thrift shops and relatives redecorating their homes. At least, that was where James and Gabriella had gotten most of their contributions to the house. 
James’s office was nearly completely furnished that way. This included the couch, which was the ugliest, most comfortable couch any of them had ever seen, courtesy of his Aunt Bev renovating her basement. James regularly napped on it in between shifts instead of going home, even though his house was less than a block away. Amelia and Gabriella in particular gave him shit for it, but they also spent plenty of time on that couch so they didn’t have room to talk. He didn’t even get startled anymore when he walked into his office to find either of them lying there. 
The printer buzzed, and everyone in the room jumped at the sound. James turned to see Madelyn making her way over to it. She picked up the paper, and he was both relieved and disappointed when she scanned it, then set it down.
“False alarm,” she said. “It’s supposed to be going to South County. They’ll correct it in a sec.”
Sure enough, the printer came to life a moment later and spit out another piece of paper. She picked it up as it came out. “‘Disregard the previous message.’”
“What are you up to, Mads?” James asked as he held up a coffee cup toward her.
“Raking,” she replied as she came over to the counter between the dining room and somewhat crowded kitchen to take the cup. “It’s nice out and I wanted some exercise.”
Don’t be overbearing, James reminded himself as the temptation to tell her not to push it rose to the surface. Madelyn was a grown woman and knew her own body. If she wanted to rake the dead leaves in the small backyard, that was her right.
“Amelia’s out there too,” she added, to his relief.
It had been several years since Madelyn had been thrown off of a building when she was first in the door to fight a monster. While she’d survived the attack, it had left permanent damage. James knew that she both badly wanted to work normally again and also knew it wasn’t an option. But she didn’t seem to even realize that James might have concerns about her health from merely raking. So he wasn’t about to say anything out loud.
“Oh, I saw the card from the Foundation,” Madelyn said, taking a sip of her coffee. “Congratulations.”
James looked at her. “What card?”
“The one on the coffee table?” she prompted, nodding toward the living room. “Thirteen years with the Foundation?”
“Lucky thirteen?” Graham said. “Damn.”
How had he missed that? “Thanks,” James said, trying to ignore the weird feeling bubbling up as he went into the living room and picked up the card in question. “I hadn’t seen this yet.”
It must have come in with today’s mail, there were a couple of internet offers and bills beside it. A small postcard with a picture of a smiling ghost, the same smiling ghost that appeared in nearly every powerpoint Bradley made, as well as on the shower curtain he’d finally tossed out last month. James picked it up and turned to the back.


Captain McManus -


Congratulations on thirteen years with the Foundation for Paranormal Studies! Here’s to many more!


There was no signature. If there was a CEO of the Foundation, no one had ever heard from them, so this certainly didn’t come from on high. Though there was a board of chairpeople, so maybe they’d all sent this together and forgotten to scrawl their signatures across it.
Or, more likely, it was from an overworked administrative assistant sending out pre-printed postcards according to the schedule on an overstuffed calendar. 
Thirteen years. He’d joined the Foundation right out of college. Though James had known about them earlier, ever since that vampire hunt Uncle Tommy and Auntie Mary had had to do. They took care of business, then the Foundation heard what happened and came out for the final matters and documentation. James had been fascinated by the idea of an organization that did this kind of work, just like something out of a TV show. And he’d wanted to join right away, but both his mother and Auntie Mary insisted he finish college first. 
And now here he was, with a sociology degree under his belt and a nearly entire career history devoted to the supernatural. He’d worked a few other jobs in high school and college, but nothing else since then. Not for thirteen years. Thirteen was going to turn into fourteen and fifteen and onward until forty. Unless he died in the field or something, but that was surprisingly rare for an organization like this one. 
Robin’s breakdown and death were actually somewhat of an anomaly.
And the work was the center of James’s life, for better or for worse. Most of what he learned and practiced was directly connected to his work here. No romantic relationships in years, not that he was looking for anything right now. Very few remaining friendships from his time before, and zero time to form new ones outside of work. Thirteen years of that and more to come.
“You’ve been here thirteen years?” Gabriella asked from the doorway, where she was now standing with her water bottle.
“Yeah, apparently,” he replied, looking at the card. He wondered if that ghost was something they commissioned or if it came in some clip art package years ago.
“Hang on,” she said. “I thought you said you joined after college.”
“I did.”
“But that doesn’t make sense,” Gabriella continued as James looked at her in confusion. “If you’re nine years older than me, then how did you join after college and already work thirteen years?”
Amelia came into the dining room as James was considering how to answer. He wished the others weren’t about to witness Gabriella’s embarrassment. “I’m thirteen years older than you,” he said. “You’re thinking of Robbie.”
Their cousin Robbie was thirty-one and managed a handful of gas stations in southern Connecticut. He was also tall and blond and it wasn’t the first time that James had been mixed up with him, even among family members.
“Are you serious?” Gabriella demanded, her face red.
“Yeah,” he said. “It’s no big deal, it’s not like I gained any kind of super wisdom in the past four years.”
“That’s for sure,” Amelia said, moving behind him to get to the chore chart. 
“Can it,” James said.
“My mom told me it was nine years.”
“She’s thinking of Robbie.”
“Wow.”
“Are you going to be okay?”
“Yeah,” Gabriella said dryly. “I think I’ll survive. Thirty-five. Wow.”
“Old as hell,” Graham added solemnly, as if this was a revelation to him when he and James had lived together for several years by now.
James looked over at Madelyn. “You got something to add?” he asked.
She shrugged, then silently offered him her cane, which was leaning against the kitchen wall. “Unbelievable,” James said. “That’s it, I’m volunteering you all for cleanup duty at every site in Massachusetts. I’m sending the email now.”
“Do you remember how to send an email?”
That one came from Gabriella as James looked over in outrage. “I’m telling your mom you said that,” he said. “Oh my God, everyone get back to work. You’re all so…”
“I still just…” Gabriella shook her head. “Years. I thought you were only nine years older than me for years.”
“What’s going on?”
Bradley was back, the ancient broom in his hand as he stood in the doorway and looked at the group. “Did you know that James is thirty-five?” Madelyn asked.
“Yeah, obviously.”
“Wait, how old are you?”
Gabriella was apparently feeling brave today. “None of your business,” Bradley said. “Move.”
He swatted at her feet with the broom and she stepped aside to let him into the cabinet behind her. “It’s not like I was hiding it,” James said. “I know how old all of you are. Your birth dates are on your records.”
Bradley looked ready to say something and James couldn’t begin to imagine how ridiculous that fight was going to be. But apparently Bradley felt the same way, because he just took out the dustpan without a word. 
“Amelia, you’ve been here seven years?” James asked.
She shrugged. “About that, yeah. And we brought on Madelyn like a year or so after I started.”
“And Bradley’s blessed us with his presence in North County for a few beautiful years, but what about when you were in Essex County? You’re coming up on eleven years, right?”
“Why do you know these things?” Bradley asked.







