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Chapter One




Dinner was loud. With so many people in one space, voices blended to a point where it was impossible for James to pick out what anybody was saying unless they were right next to him or just across the dinner table. But that was just what happened at family events, and today was Auntie Ruth’s ninety-first birthday. 

There were probably about fifty-five people in the house right now. It was hot out, at the very end of August, and the humidity of the past week had kept James in an unpleasant, sweaty daze when he was out in the field. But right now they were inside Auntie Ruth and Uncle Joseph’s dining room with three fans and an air conditioner doing their best to cool things down. 

As many people as possible crowded around the dining room table, then spread out onto further tables in the kitchen and living room. James was crushed between his cousin Layla and Uncle Richie as he ate his salad. Gabriella was across from him, between their cousin Justin’s boyfriend (whose name James had forgotten), and Uncle Tommy, who had been keeping up a lively conversation about work with Gabriella. James wished he was close enough to fully engage with them, but he was only catching every fourth or fifth word.

The deep slice across the right side of Gabriella’s face had healed, but there was still a vivid, raised scar that ran from beside her ear to the side of her mouth, tugging the edge of her upper lip slightly upward. She was self-conscious about it, and it didn’t help that this was the first time a lot of the family had actually seen her since the accident on a case when a broken window had cut her so badly. 

Obviously news got around the family, and the local ones had seen it through various states of recovery. And she’d been working with James nearly every day, to the point that he almost didn't notice it anymore. But the conversation at the party had definitely dimmed for a noticeable second when she and Auntie Carrie had walked in earlier. 

James was frustrated with them all on her behalf, even though Gabriella hadn’t seemed surprised or angry. Hopefully that meant she was feeling a little more confident now. Like his second in command, Amelia, had said more than once, Gabriella wasn't the only one on their team with a prominent facial scar. Their teammate Madelyn had a vivid scar over one eye from her own workplace accident. And Madelyn was beautiful. James might not say that quite as loudly as his teammate/housemate, Graham, but that was just because first, he was the captain of their branch and Madelyn might not appreciate that. And second, Graham was the one who was clearly crazy about her. And like with Madelyn’s scarring in the horrific aftermath of her fall, Amelia also wasn’t wrong when she said Gabriella’s scar wasn’t nearly as bad as she thought it was.

It was really nice to see her not seeming to care about it tonight. She was smiling as she talked to Uncle Tommy, her hands moving as she described some case, nearly knocking over a salad bowl at one point. And Uncle Tommy was just as enthusiastic, while Justin’s boyfriend seemed to pretend he didn't hear the word “ghost” at any point in this conversation.

It was rare that James and Gabs had the same days off, but they’d made a point of this for Auntie Ruth’s birthday. James had made the schedule a month and a half in advance, with the others being very patient through its several iterations. Thankfully, he didn’t have to work around Bradley’s school schedule for another week, so it had been easier than he’d anticipated But that didn't mean it was actually easy. 

But here they were and nothing was going to go wrong. Supernatural or otherwise.

“Hey, Gabriella.”

Uncle Richie called her name from beside James and she looked over, still smiling about whatever Uncle Tommy had just said. James looked over too and Uncle Richie was grinning at her.

“Wanna know how I got these scars?”

He said it in a creaking, poor, but still recognizable Joker impression. Stunned, James could only look at him for a second. The smile faded from Gabriella’s face as she turned red. “What?” she asked, looking at him in disbelief.

Uncle Richie was still grinning foolishly at her. “You gotta finish up,” he said, motioning toward her dinner, which was half-eaten in front of her. “You gotta get back to Arkham before Batman catches you here.”

“What the fuck?” James demanded.

The table went quiet almost immediately. Gabriella stood up, her chair nearly falling behind her as she hurried out of the room, squeezing between chairs and bodies to get toward the front door. “Rich,” Uncle Tommy said, his voice completely calm as James got up and followed Gabriella toward the front door, her mother close behind him, cursing out her brother-in -law as she went. “Let’s you and I go out back and discuss this.”

“Oh, come on,” Uncle Richie said with a forced laugh as everyone looked at him. “It was a joke! She knows it! I was just trying to make her feel better.”

“Come on,” Uncle Tommy said, lifting his huge frame out of the chair and standing imposingly across the table from him. “You’ll say those things to a little girl, now let’s go have a conversation between the two of us.”

Uncle Richie still wasn’t standing, but James was nearly at the door now anyway, so he’d leave Richie’s fate in Uncle Tommy’s hands. The metal screen door creaked as he pulled it open, then slammed behind him. The unexpected noise made him jump, and he tried and failed to catch it before it clicked shut in front of Auntie Carrie.

Gabriella jumped too, where she was sitting on the old swing at the other end of the short wooden porch. She wiped her eyes quickly as they came outside.

“He’s an asshole,” James said, sitting next to Gabriella. “Uncle Tommy just told him to go out back with him so Tommy can kick his ass where Auntie Ruth can’t see.”

Gabriella nodded, but didn’t laugh like he’d hoped she would. Auntie Carrie sat on her other side and took Gabriella’s hand. “I forgot,” Gabriella said quietly, her free hand moving toward the rigid scar, her finger running down it almost absently. “I was talking to Uncle Tommy about that thing we saw behind Market Basket the other day and I wasn't even thinking about it. I was so scared to come here tonight, I was thinking about not coming but I remembered you cried over the schedule.”

“I did not cry,” James said indignantly, looking at Auntie Carrie. “It was a bit of a tough moment, but I didn’t cry. Ask Bradley.”

She laughed slightly now, but there were still tears on her own cheeks. One ran down the line of scar tissue. It wasn’t a particularly thick scar, and while it pulled up her lip slightly, it didn’t impact movement or speech. It was just there, tough and visible. She’d said something about how it was going to be the first thing people noticed about her. James wanted to disagree. He wanted to say they’d see her eyes or her devotion or just what an amazing person she was. But he also knew that wasn’t true. They’d see those things after they saw the scar, especially if they didn’t already know her.

“We can leave if you want,” Auntie Carrie said. “We don’t have to stay.”

Gabriella glanced at James. He’d been telling the truth, he hadn't actually cried at any point in the schedule making process. Sworn, of course. But he also wasn’t going to guilt her into staying when, now that Uncle Richie had made his drunken asshole Joker comment, her scar was going to be even more of a topic of conversation than it already had been. “Go,” he said, squeezing her shoulder. “You don’t have to stay.”

“Thank you.”

She hugged him, holding tightly for a little longer than usual. Finally, she was the one who let go. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said.

“Looking forward to it.”

Gabriella and her mom had driven over together from Gabriella’s little studio apartment in Fitchburg, about two towns over from Auntie Ruth’s Lancaster home. Gran’s house had been in Lancaster too, along with James’s childhood home. 

He’d grown up in a condo in a modernized farmhouse, while both Gran’s and Auntie Ruth’s homes had been updated as little as possible over the years. He’d spent enormous amounts of time at Gran’s as a kid, but not so much here at Auntie Ruth’s.

This place was large and imposing, probably older than a lot of the buildings they’d investigated in Lancaster. And they’d done a lot of work in Lancaster lately. Everywhere, really. But there seemed to be some kind of ghostly fluctuation happening in this particular town. Thankfully, it was right next to Leominster, where their branch of the Foundation for Paranormal Studies was located. So he didn't have to worry too much about the gas budget on top of more esoteric concerns.

Gabriella and Auntie Carrie left a moment later, after going in to say goodbye to Auntie Ruth. She hadn’t seen what had happened, and they didn’t tell her, since Gabriella asked that they just leave it alone. The only other person she talked to was Uncle Tommy, who had hugged her alarmingly hard on the way out. 

James watched the car leave from the swing, then glanced at his phone. No texts. He sent one to Amelia.




JAMES

How's everything?





Amelia wrote back immediately.




AMELIA

Fine. How's dinner?





JAMES

My shithead uncle did joker impressions at gabriella, so she just left.




AMELIA

Fucking asshole




Amelia had met enough of the family by now, or at least had heard of them in detail from James, to know how it was. He put his phone back in his pocket and was about to go inside and see if his salad was still where he left it, when six of his cousins came out the door, one after the other. Jarred, Celia, Ricky, Angie, Bobby, and Teresa, all of them coming straight out and gathering on the porch around James.

“God,” Teresa, who was twenty-six and lived in California, muttered as she took a seat next to James on the swing. “Why do they all suck?”

“What happened now?” he asked.

Jarred, who James was pretty sure was close to his age, just shook his head and hopped up on the old wooden railing. “After he was done being a dick to Gabriella, he started in on Justin, asking when he was getting a girlfriend. I think he and Damien left out the side door.”

“I’m gonna fucking kill him,” Angie said as she took the last swing seat. 

James had no doubt she would. She was Gabs’ age and more of a hothead, getting in a fair amount of legal trouble that James did his best not to learn too much about. But she was a good kid. He'd babysat her for years when they were younger and they always got along.

Nobody said much for a few minutes. Angie pulled out a cigarette and James did his best not to look too disapproving as she lit it a little ways away from everybody. Then the conversation picked up, just a little and mostly among the others, who were all younger than him. All of his cousins were. Celia was the closest to his age, at thirty-three. But she also had three kids, something James found scarier than anything he dealt with at work.  

“I have to figure out babysitting next week,” she was saying to Ricky as James came back from wandering thoughts about some of the cases they’d dealt with in the past week. “We’re ridiculously short staffed at the hospital right now so I can’t get off work. Their usual babysitter is gone for a month, Mom’s away, and Adam’s working. No one else is available. So I’m still kind of fucked.”

“Can you sign up for one of those babysitting sites?” Ricky was asking. He was an online entrepreneur, at least part-time, so apps tended to be his solution to everything.

“Maybe,” Celia said, chewing on a blue-painted fingernail. “I don’t know. I think I’m just being nervous, but I feel weird going to those.”

“People have to be background checked in order to be on them,” Ricky pointed out.

“What nights?” James asked.

He shouldn’t be volunteering for anything, should he? He was in charge of an also understaffed team and working ridiculous hours. But as she laid out the two shifts she was looking to cover, of course they fit perfectly into his work schedule.

“I can stay with them,” he said. 

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah. I won’t be much fun, but you guys are close enough to work that I’d have no problem getting there after.”

“Oh my God, thank you so much.”

“Have you checked if James is background checked?” Ricky cracked.

James flipped him off while still facing Celia, who had taken Angie’s spot on the swing when Angie stepped away with her cigarette. “I get out of work at four on Thursday,” he said. “I’ll run home, shower and pack, and get to your house by five?”
“Perfect. Oh my God, you’re my hero. The girls are going to be so excited too.”

Celia had three little girls. Penny was eleven, Krissy was five, and Jenny was a baby. She’d gotten a divorce while she was pregnant with Jenny. Their dad, Adam, was still very involved with the girls, but worked long hours too, especially on his non-custody weeks. 

James didn’t get a lot of time with any of the next generation these days, so he was actually looking forward to it. Plus, it had been about three years since he’d babysat for more than a quick trip down to Market Basket or something like that. Having a night with the kids could be fun.

“Oh, wait til you guys hear about Regina’s new boyfriend,” Angie said, stubbing out her cigarette in a flower pot already lined with cigarette butts. “Do you remember Greg from the Moulton school? He’s got this cousin and apparently Regina is madly in love with him…”








  
  
Chapter Two




James was working the overnight shift after dinner, so he went home for about two hours in between the party and work. Graham was there when James walked into their apartment, having just gotten off the day shift.  

“I made some chicken,” Graham said, gesturing toward a pan on the stove. “Help yourself.”

He hadn’t actually gone back inside to eat, James realized. He’d spent the next couple hours outside with his cousins, then went back in to kiss Auntie Ruth and leave. And grab some desserts off of the trays on the tables.

“Thanks,” James said, pulling a couple brownies wrapped in napkins out of his jacket pocket. “Here, want a brownie?”

Graham took it and sat down with a groan at the table. James scooped some chicken into a bowl and took the chair across from him. “How was the day shift?” he asked.

“Rough,” Graham admitted. “Me and Bradley had things mostly under control this morning, and it got better once Madelyn and Amelia got there. But there’s a backlog of cases already and Bradley was still doing paperwork when I left.”

“I’ll kick him out when I get there,” James said. “And I’ll triage the backlog, but honestly, how many ghost sightings can they send us to?”

“I’m pretty sure the woman that called in one of them actually passed away since then,” Graham said. “It’s on your desk somewhere, but it might be worth checking obituaries on all of them.”

“God dammit,” James muttered.

“How old are you?”

“I’ll be thirty-six in a couple weeks. Why?”

“Happy birthday. Also, one of the case files is older than you.”

James looked up from where he was digging a stray almond out of his brownie. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

“Nope. Noises in a basement thirty-seven years ago. That one’s also on your desk.”

James was speechless, though he really shouldn’t be. The Foundation had been retaliating against him and his team for months. He’d called them out on their bullshit back in February and their response to that was more bullshit. Everyone said he hadn’t done anything wrong, and he knew that on an intellectual level. But maybe if he’d kept his mouth shut, they wouldn’t currently be working on cases older than him.

Rosa over at the Hampden County branch had told him they'd had an increase in cases after that captains’ training, but nothing like North Worcester County’s. Jessamyn from Hampshire County had quit days after the training session, so James didn't know how bad it got out there. 

He’d texted with her a few times after everything that had happened, and she said she was alright. Physically, at least, after getting zapped by an artifact in one of the Foundation’s storage apartments in Boston. She’d ended up with nothing beyond a burned hand that had healed completely since then. But she was so discouraged by the Foundation’s response to everything that she’d resigned from her captaincy less than forty-eight hours after getting home from the training. She hadn’t even given two weeks’ notice.

Rita, who had been in Boston with them, was currently Hampshire County’s captain, but James had spoken to her enough times too to know that she was on her way out as well. And he didn’t imagine they were doing a lot of recruiting these days.

Hell, Graham may have been the last person the Foundation actually hired. And that was over a year ago.

“I’m meeting with McGovern in a little while,” James said.

“In person?”

“Nah, this one’s official. But it should be a quick video call. It’s me and Amelia tonight so maybe we can get ahead on some of the admin work because nobody wants to be interviewed about ghosts at three in the morning.”

Graham raised an eyebrow, but James didn’t need to hear anything to know he’d just jinxed them. Oh well, that seemed to be the general gist of things these days.


      ***A little while later, he was walking up the steps into their raised ranch home headquarters. As he unlocked the door and went inside, he heard music playing from the living room, something quiet and chill on old laptop speakers. He walked up the stairs to see Amelia and Madelyn working there. Amelia was at the small computer bank while Madelyn was lying on the couch with a laptop braced on her knees. Both looked up and greeted him with tired smiles. 

“Madelyn, you can head out,” James said, setting down his bag beside the armchair where Fang, their team cat, purred contentedly in the sun. 

“My shift doesn’t end for another thirty minutes.”

Right, he was a little early, wasn’t he? “Fine,” he said, giving Fang a scratch behind the ears. “Don’t stay late though. Graham updated me on these cases and if they’re going to wait my entire lifetime to send them out, they can wait a few extra days for updates.”

“Oh, I saw that one earlier,” Amelia said.

“I’m going to take a look as soon as I throw Bradley out. His shift ended an hour ago and I know he’s still here.

Amelia nodded toward the back bedroom, where Bradley, their logistics coordinator and resident grouch, tended to claim the old computer by the single bed. James headed back, hoping that the fact that he was still fresh would help him gain the advantage in the evitable battle.

Considering Bradley was glaring blearily at the computer with an old table fan directed at him as James came in, there was no need to worry. Not that he would have let Bradley win, since he’d been working for about eighteen hours now. And no, James had not given him permission to stay, but it didn’t surprise him that he had.

“I’m just going to wrap this up,” Bradley said before James said anything.

“Two minutes,” James said. “And I mean it. Are you good to drive home? I know you did a double and then some.”

“Fine.”

James was about to question that, but then Bradley held up his coffee cup. The coffee he made was thick and potent, so maybe he was actually telling the truth about staying awake long enough to get home. 

“I’d rather not kill myself on the way home. I’d stay here if I had to.”

“Alright, I’ll see you in two minutes. No, one minute and forty-five seconds.”

Bradley waved him out of the room impatiently and James did so, leaving the door open all the way behind him. He went back to the living room, where there was a box of old manila folders waiting on the coffee table.

“I can’t believe we’re doing cases so old that they were never digitized,” James said.

“Don’t worry, there’s plenty of new ones coming in too,” Amelia said. “Check your email. As of now we’re not scheduled for anything tonight, but there are six cases on the docket for tomorrow and I know there’s going to be at least two or three calls looking for updates.”

That was what James was about to do with McGovern. Richard McGovern was the branch liaison for all of Massachusetts and normally, spending quality time with McGovern was enough to make James want to walk out the door and disappear down Route Two. But something seemed to be changing with the other man lately. Nothing extreme, he was still extremely corporate and frustrating to deal with. But he had helped James and the other captains solve the Foundation’s not-puzzle before there were any further injuries. And he’d met James for coffee at an all-night Dunkin Donuts nearby a few months ago to confirm that yes, the Foundation had been targeting him and his team. 

They were also clearly targeting McGovern as well, but McGovern hadn’t brought that up at the meeting

Sure enough, James found the case Graham and Amelia had talked about sitting on his desk. Strange sights and sounds in a residential basement, unable to be explained. The homeowners would like someone to come and investigate the phenomenon. Two statements were taken, but nothing had happened beyond that. 

“Yeah, this is thirty-seven years ago, damn,” James said as he walked back out to the living room, scanning the faded forms the residents had filled out. “Nobody in this room was born yet. Oh, wait-” he said as Bradley came down the hall. “Bradley was a bouncing baby boy for this one.”

Bradley glared at him, took the folder, looked at it, then handed it back without a word. “A darling…three month old?” James confirmed. “All smiles and light, a blessing on the world?”

“Why do you know my fucking birthday?” Bradley muttered as he walked into the kitchen and began washing his coffee cup.

“You can leave that,” James called in as Bradley ignored him. “I’ll get it with mine later.”

Bradley continued to ignore him and washed the cup, then came back out with his backpack. “I’ll be back tomorrow morning,” he said as Fang weaved through his legs, as though begging him to stay. 

“I think it will be a full day tomorrow,” James said. “At least for the afternoon. I’ll do my best to get this all organized tonight and see what McGovern has to say at our meeting.”

“I’m sure it’ll be useful,” Bradley said. “I’m leaving.”

He crouched down to pet Fang, then walked out a second later with the cat still following him down the stairs. As the door closed and she settled in on a middle step, James went back to the box of manila folders. “I’ve got fourteen in here,” he said, digging through them. “None of them are newer than eight years ago. And I got a note yesterday that they want all of these digitized as they’re resolved.”

“I can get on that,” Madelyn said, her skepticism obvious. “But it’ll take a while.” 

“Is there any way to just, like, scan them directly into the system or something?” James asked her. 

She was the branch’s tech expert, or at least she was working toward that role. But even before her official training and designation, she knew more about the technology they used than anyone else James knew, including the higher ups in the Foundation. So when she grimaced at him, his hopes faded quickly.

“I mean, we could scan the images,” she said. “And maybe pull the information off of the PDFs. But we’d have to buy the appropriate software, otherwise we’d be out of authorization with the Foundation.”

The chances of the Foundation buying it were non-existent and James knew without looking that it would be more than they could afford out of petty cash. Would they notice if James pirated a copy of whatever software their bylaws required them to use? Or if he just used something free online? It was tempting, considering this was going to take hours to put in manually. 

But they couldn’t afford to lose someone to just do it all at once, anyway. So it’d be another thing to put on the to-do list. It might just be very far down the to-do list.

“I’m going to meet with McGovern in a little while,” he said. “But I'll get started on setting up the schedule for these before then.”

The doorbell rang and they all looked over. “I’m not expecting anything,” Amelia said.

“Mads?” James asked. “Did you order food?”

She shook her head. “Maybe Bradley forgot his keys.”

James went to the door, nearly tripping on Fang. The cat ran away with a yowl and James looked out the frosted window. He couldn’t tell who it was, but he could kind of see a figure that didn't appear to be Bradley. And when he opened the door a crack, chain still on, it was a delivery driver with her van on the road by the sidewalk. She wore a plain white visor over her red hair and neither that, nor the nicely fitted black tee-shirt she wore gave any hint of who she was.

“Are you the branch captain?” the woman asked.

James looked at her and the woman looked back at him. Was she Foundation? Or maybe it was a court summons. Her van was unmarked, but so was their repulsive yellow one parked in front of it.

“Captain McManus?” the woman said.

“Yeah,” James said.

“Delivery from the Boston branch.”

Christ’s sake. He would have preferred a court summons. Somehow he’d missed the enormous box by her feet. James closed the door, unchained it, then opened it again. The woman held out a clipboard. She was cute, James thought as he took it. A little younger than him, broad smile. Unfortunately, she was also delivering another box of old case files, wasn’t she?

James signed and the woman took her clipboard back with a smile that might have been a little friendlier than it was at the beginning of their interaction. “Thank you very much,” she said, then turned and walked toward her van.

James picked up the box and staggered up the stairs with it. Amelia looked over at him. “God dammit,” she muttered.

“How far back are we thinking these ones go?” James asked as he set it heavily on the coffee table, rattling the tea mugs sitting there. “I’m betting on 1970.”

“What year was the Foundation established?” Amelia said as she brought over a box cutter and sliced it open. 

These files were dirty, James realized as he picked them up. Crumbling soil fell off of them and back into the box, landing on more dusty, dirty files. As he flipped the first folder open, he wished he had gloves. Then he realized all the writing was handwritten, smeared across the page.

“1964,” he read from the date in the upper corner. “I guess these are coming in with me too.”








  
  
Chapter Three




By the time his meeting with McGovern was starting, James had some semblance of a priorities list done for the files they’d been given. They ranged over approximately a hundred years, something James had been stunned to realize as he pulled file after file out of the box. The Foundation must have retrieved this box directly out of their own storage and sent it over. He’d spread the contents of both boxes over the floor by the bookshelf full of outdated demon encyclopedias and spent some time considering each.  

James had been about to spread them out on the hideous, yet amazingly comfortable flowered couch he’d gotten from his aunt, but they were so dirty that he didn’t want to risk ruining it. He already needed to dig out the vacuum for the mess he’d made on the rug while organizing the files. 

Some of the cases looked very interesting, he had to admit that. But he was going to look like a fucking jackass going to some of these for followups. People were going to be furious. If they were even still alive. James was going to have to interview some of these subjects via Ouija board, wasn’t he? 

By the time he’d scrubbed his hands and hurried back to his computer, McGovern was already in the meeting. James joined, then glanced at his screen and saw the streaks of dirt across his cheeks. But there was no time to fix it before his video connected. 

“Hi Captain,” McGovern said.

He looked neat, as always. McGovern was a large man around fifty years old. His broad smile contained the same grating cheer he'd always had, but it was strained lately, and had been for weeks. And when they’d met at the twenty-four hour Dunkin Donuts, he’d barely bothered to keep up that pretense of cheerful team liaison. 

“Sir,” James greeted him.

“How are you?”

“I’m good,” James said. “We’re taking advantage of the night shift to get organized. The second set of files arrived a little while ago.”

“Excellent,” McGovern said. “I know you have your current cases as well, but the Foundation wants you to prioritize getting through some of this backlog. The files themselves also need to be digitized, not just your reports.”

James kept his professional mask on as much as possible and he knew McGovern was doing the same on his end. He didn’t actually like McGovern all that much, and had a feeling that McGovern’s real self wasn’t that much different from the professional self he presented in their meetings. After all, he’d been far too keen to send James off to be the Delinsky family’s private security while chirping that they’d find a way to keep their other work going smoothly. If it hadn’t been for the fact that McGovern had called him on his cell phone, from his own cell phone, on his way already from Boston, to meet up in secret at a shitty Leominster coffee shop, he could easily assume that McGovern was an integral part of this whole retaliation campaign. 

“We are getting a system in place to digitize the old records and prioritize our workflow,'' James said, feeling a bit like a robot as he spoke. 

McGovern’s mask flickered slightly at that. “You can expect another box,” he said carefully. “I would expect it tomorrow.”

“Why are they doing this?”

He was glad he’d kicked Bradley out when he did, since McGovern tended to want him at these meetings to work out logistics. Even if his feelings toward McGovern had softened slightly, James wasn't sure if Bradley had. He probably wouldn’t give a shit, since all this work was still being run past McGovern. He just wasn’t the one who could approve or deny anything. 

“They are running out of space in the archives,” McGovern said. “Since the space they’re given has been reduced as some functions are moved out of the main branch, we have to resolve some lingering cases. It’s just loose ends.”

“It’s loose ends from eighty years ago.”

McGovern’s eyes widened slightly, and James saw them flick toward something offscreen. “Is anyone else joining the meeting?” James asked.

“Not on my end, no,” McGovern said, recovering that smile again. “How about yours? If Bradley’s available? We should loop him in on this.”

“No, he just finished a double plus. I sent him home to get some sleep.”

“Of course, of course,” McGovern said. “It’s important that you all stay as healthy and rested as possible.”

He didn't look particularly healthy or rested himself right now. And the way his eyes kept moving made it clear that someone else was in the room. A higher up? Someone waiting for him to trip up? 

Someone said something on the other end that James couldn’t catch, but apparently they weren’t trying to hide. McGovern laughed fakely and waved them off. Then he turned back to James.

“I know they seem ridiculous,” he said. “But they are cases that the Foundation took on and it is important that we resolve them and give these people some closure.”

James pulled up another window, aware that he was on the edge of too much attitude. He quickly typed in the name of the woman who had sent in the thirty-seven year old case he’d been looking at earlier and got the exact result he’d expected. “We pulled a case earlier that's almost forty years old. The woman who requested it died twenty years ago,” James said.

“For her family, then.”

McGovern sounded frustrated, a little more like he had when James refused to take on the Delinskys’ future problems. “Look,” James said, aware that they were not alone on this call. “I will do my best. But considering the number of new cases we’re being given - ones from this century - these will end up lower on the priority list. And unless the Foundation wants to loan us someone from somewhere, I have no idea when they will actually be digitized. We don’t have someone who can do that.”

“What about Bradley?”

Oh God, James was so glad he kicked him out. “He’s been on field duty significantly more lately.”

“Madelyn Arroyo?”

Madelyn was probably still right outside of this office right now, wasn’t she? “Madelyn is also a field agent,” James said.

“I just meant because she’s the technology officer, right?” McGovern said quickly. “So she would be more likely to have the means to get that done, or to fit that in. I didn’t mean anything else by it.”

McGovern was flailing slightly and it was almost funny, not that it was really James’s place to laugh if he had inadvertently insulted Madelyn. He did worry that Madelyn was out in the field too much. This increase in cases had them all running around, and he could see the way that Madelyn was still recovering from her surgery a few months earlier. And she wasn’t expected to not be disabled by the time she fully recovered, so James also worried about the impact the increased work would have on her. He wasn't going to say this to her, of course. Not if he didn’t want to end up in whatever poor excuse from an HR department the foundation had. 

But he was too conscious of the fact that their headquarters was not wheelchair accessible in any way. And the way that she talked to Amelia when she thought none of the others were around made it clear that this was a concern for her in the upcoming years too. 

“No, Madelyn doesn’t have time either,” James said, ignoring all implications that Madelyn had nothing but time since she couldn’t run as fast as the others. “Like I said, none of the digitizing beyond maybe a picture of the file is going to be on the priority list for my team right now. We’re all on more double shifts than not, with often not even eight hours before the next one. Is there any word on any new hires?”

He knew the answer, but McGovern shook his head. “No, and since you had two new hires last year, the Foundation had told me in no uncertain terms that there won’t be any others in the foreseeable future.”

“One was to fill an empty spot when we were already understaffed. The other was to refill that empty spot after our captain snapped under the strain, tried to murder the previous hire, and got himself killed.”

Maybe part of this was the fact that he and McGovern had a kind of understanding, so that was what made James so frustrated here. He had seemed so close to truly getting it. McGovern’s face was flushed and James could tell he’d successfully pissed him off. But his eyes didn’t go to anyone else in the room this time, so maybe he could speak a little more freely.

“What happened with Robin Lombardo was a tragedy,” McGovern said. 

“If there’s a ‘but’ on the end of that, please, we need to end this conversation here.”

He’d come into this planning to be as professional as possible. There was work to be done and he was just going to suck it up and do it. But he was going to lose his temper if any excuses for what happened with Robin were to come out of McGovern’s mouth right now. McGovern looked at him for a long moment and even though James couldn’t technically hold his eye over the screen, he looked steadily back.

“We’ll leave that alone,” McGovern said finally.

“Thank you.”

“How do you plan to incorporate the older cases?”

James sighed. “As best we can,” he said. “I know it isn’t the answer you want, but it’s the only one I can give. If I have six new cases tomorrow morning, as I’ve been informed when I got here, then those are going to be the immediate ones we focus on. If there are any of the older cases that you wish for me to prioritize from the boxes I’ve received, then let me know and I’ll note those. But I can attempt to start one tomorrow and if you don't tell me, then I’ll pick it at random.”

McGovern thought for a second. “I’ll ask if there are any to prioritize,” he said.

“Thank you.”

“And I understand your staffing concerns, I really do.”

"I know.”

McGovern looked away from the screen for a moment, then did something on his desk while James waited and wondered if he could get off the call. This was a little long for McGovern to write himself a reminder. But then his own phone buzzed on his desk.




MCGOVERN

I will call you at midnight.




Not unsettling at all about that. He looked back and saw that McGovern was looking at him as though nothing out of the ordinary had just happened. 


      ***As expected, his phone rang at midnight. It had been a quiet evening, just like James had hoped for. He’d spend about four hours getting things organized and, by midnight, he had a schedule that looked fairly decent. Not as smooth as the system the Foundation had given them a while back. Bradley had finally set that up and gotten working, at least until it got overloaded with all their cases and the software refused to start. But there was now a functional schedule and James was fine with that. Tomorrow they would start the current cases and and choose one old case at random. Once that one was solved around everything else, it’d be time for another old case at random.

And maybe someday when James was also a hundred years old, they might catch up. Though he wasn’t going to bet anything on it.

He was in the living room with Amelia, an old movie going as both of them caught up on admin work. Fang had forgiven him his trespasses and was now curled up, asleep and purring, beside him on the couch. His phone rang and sure enough, McGovern’s name glowed up at him.

“Excuse me,” he said.

Amelia looked curiously at him as he got up and walked into the office. He didn’t bother closing the door all the way, just enough to cut out the sound of the movie. It wasn’t like any of this was secret, at least from his team.

“What’s going on?” James asked.

“They’ve cut some administrative positions.”

Shit, team admins? They were all going to die without Bradley. But no, it wasn’t time to panic yet. James was going to have to fight that one and it was going to be a battle. But if it meant not losing Bradley from the team, he could handle a few sleepless nights of making up work after fighting the Foundation in daylight hours. Maybe he could just set up a meeting with them to show them how much work Bradley actually did. Nobody would be able to replace that weird little fucker and actually get results.

“I mean, administrative positions within the main branch.” McGovern continued.

James was going to kill this man. “What do you mean?” he asked.

“They’re merging different departments and eliminating some of the middle management positions,” McGovern said over the sound of traffic on his end. Was he making this call from the side of the Mass Pike? There was no way that was safe. “Today they laid off fourteen people.”

“All in Boston?”

“Yeah. None of the investigation team. It was a mix of positions, but all administrative. And from the way my supervisor was talking earlier, I might become liaison for Rhode Island as well.”

How many teams were in Rhode Island? It was a tiny state, but there were at least a few. So they must have had their own liaison up until now. And if they were cutting at McGovern’s level, then James didn’t stand a chance of improving their situation on a suburban branch level.

“But everything is condensing,” McGovern continued. “They’re not just cutting staff, they’re rearranging the entire organization. These active changes are only happening at the main branch right now, there’s been no mentions of changes or layoffs at the branches. But things are changing. I’m sharing my office again.”

Even James didn’t have to share his office, at least beyond walking in to find his teammates asleep on his sofa, which happened about twice a week these days. But it also meant that McGovern was likely under surveillance, which explained his trip to the highway for this conversation. 

“But regardless, the work does need to get done,” McGovern said. “And I have every faith in all of you to do that.”

There it was, right back to normal. “I’m aware of that,” James said. “And appreciate the confidence. But it will take a long time. There are only so many hours in the day and my team is pulling, frankly, unsafe shifts. And the other alternative is to have a skeleton crew during the day, which we’re close to having already.”

“You can take your time with it,” McGovern said through a yawn. “But all teams have them. You’re the third captain I’ve talked to today who said they can’t get these done. But they have to.”

“Why?”

He knew he was pushing his luck, but McGovern was talking like this was a normal thing to request. And if three other captains in Massachusetts alone had complained, then he was probably safe. “Because it’s your responsibility. And they need that from you.”

“Do you truly believe…”

He trailed off, but yeah, McGovern truly believed in the Foundation, didn’t he? “They make mistakes,” McGovern said as a car honked on his end of the line. “They’re not perfect, I know. Trust me, I know. But they’re trying to do the right thing here. If we can wrap up those cases, there will be families at peace who have been waiting for resolution for decades. I know it’s a difficult time, but the transition is going to be worth it.”

“What is this transition?” James asked.

McGovern was quiet for a moment. “You mentioned it’ll be new management, but not quite,” James pressed. “Earlier this summer, when we met out here. And you thought it was important enough to mention then What’s going on?”

“This is a good thing,” McGovern insisted. “But it’s going to be hard. They’re transferring things around in the administrative level, including the higher ups. This means a new CEO and it’s pretty clear who it’s going to be. She’s going to clean house, but it’ll ultimately make us more effective.”

“If we still have jobs at the end.”

“There are no layoffs planned beyond what they did today.”

Did McGovern truly believe that? He’d seen the lies, did he really believe they weren’t lying about this? “Look, I need to get back to work,” James said. “Is there anything else you need to talk about? Is everything okay?”

McGovern laughed slightly, just enough to confuse James even further. “I’m fine,” he said, his voice falsely bright against the rumble of some large vehicle behind him. “I just want to make sure you’re aware of the context of what’s going on here.”

“When do you think these changes will happen?”

“It’ll be slow,” McGovern said. “Nothing moves quickly, especially in an institution the size of the Foundation. So I would expect things to roll on much as they have for at least a year, then gradual changes from there.”

Was that a good thing? James wasn’t sure, but as long as his team wasn’t messed with any further, he’d take it. “Alright,” he said.

“Is there anything you need from me?” McGovern asked.

“Is any of this still them retaliating?” James asked, aware he was being blunt and not really caring. It wasn’t a secret, especially not with McGovern. “Are you sure these boxes have nothing to do with what happened in Boston? If it is, is there anything that I can do to make them ease up on my team? None of it was their fault.”

Before now, he would have said he’d do anything short of apologizing, but James might consider that if things kept up this way. Amelia wouldn’t let him, but if he thought it’d do any good, then he’d take her anger over having the Foundation destroy her.

“I have no control over what’s assigned,” McGovern said. “If it’s in your county, it’s your responsibility. Now that they’re not sending you anything from the other counties, I don’t believe this is retaliation in any way. This is just the next step in restructuring the Foundation as a whole.”

This was a bit of a relief, at least. They were being destroyed by work, but it wasn’t being sent to hurt his team as revenge for James’s words anymore. And despite his frustrations, he had a feeling that McGovern had been part of the reason that ended. 

The rush of cases in surrounding counties had dried up after that horrible night when Gabs had been hurt, was on her way to the hospital, and the printer had ground out case after case after case in a way James had never seen before. But he hadn’t seen it happen since that night. He’d reported the cases outside their area and that was the end of it, at least as far as he could tell.

“I need to go home,” McGovern said through another yawn. “These changes are for the better, I promise. But we have to get through the tough parts first. And after that, I’ll see what I can do to get you another staff member. Maybe even two.”

Maybe even two. Man, he must have been loopy from the long hours if he was promising that. “Thanks,” James said, not even bothering to address whether he believed it or not within the privacy of his own mind. “Alright, I’m on through tomorrow afternoon so I’ll see you later.”

He hung up a moment later, then sat down on his couch with a groan, stretching out an ache in his shoulders as he did so. He’d only been here a few hours by now, but he was wiped already. And had at least ten more ahead of him.

He went out to the living room, where the TV was on mute and Amelia was wrapping something up as she half-typed, half-watched whatever monster was on the screen. 

“Fun call?” she asked.

James shrugged. “McGovern says that they laid off fourteen people at the administrative level within the main branch. And that the transition is going to suck but be worth it. And afterward, he’ll push for us to get two new team members.”

She laughed out loud at that, spinning around to look at him. “Oh yeah?”

“Yeah. Our little group is going to grow.”

James sat back down at his station and took a sip of his cold coffee. “He scared me though, when he said that they were cutting admin positions. Asshole couldn’t resist a dramatic little pause in the conversation after that. I truly thought they were talking about laying off Bradley.”

“This place would crumble,” Amelia said. “Honestly, at this point, we’d be fucked if any of us were laid off.”

“We’re going to do what we can,” James said. “And if they have a problem with it, then they can come here and help us get through all the cases.”









