
  
  
      
        
          72 St. Margaret's Way

          North County Paranormal Unit #10

		      
          Amanda McCormack

        

        
          
          Enfield Arts

        

      

    


  
  
Copyright © 2025 by Amanda McCormack 

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.

Cover photo by Ahmed via Pexels.com







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Author Note
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Want a free ebook?
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Some Links for You
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        North County Paranormal Unit 11 Preview
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        O'Toole House, Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by Amanda McCormack
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
Author Note




This book has some content that's more disturbing than earlier books in the series. For those who want them, you can access content notes over on my website. 

https://www.enfieldarts.com/north-county-paranormal-unit-content-notes/








  
  
Want a free ebook?




Join my email list and get The Vanishing House, a prequel novella to North County Paranormal Unit! 

Join Here https://dl.bookfunnel.com/urq8hp0j9n

or go to EnfieldArts.com








  
  
Chapter 1




James could breathe again. This was his first day back at work after three days off in a row, where he’d helped his parents move to their new place in Ohio. And just like any other rare occasion he missed work, his desk and email had been overflowing with tasks when he returned. He’d been trapped in his office for hours, working his way through a stack of reports, two Foundation meetings (one with McGovern, one with a stranger who asked some incredibly personal questions), and some follow-up information from that last meeting about health insurance coverage. And now all of those things were crossed off of his to-do list and he was in the living room, eating dinner with his friends. 

Gabriella was telling them about the house she and Amelia had been at this morning in Lunenburg, a new building that already somehow had a ghost. Graham had been on comms with them and apparently picked up some whispering that the other two hadn’t heard. Neither of them had looked thrilled when he brought it up, and even less so when Madelyn went back into the video from the comms and played it.

“What the fuck?” Gabriella muttered as the last soft, moaning cry faded out. “I thought we were done.”

“I think it’ll be a quick trip back,” Amelia said. “I can take it the day after tomorrow.”

“I can do it,” Gabriella offered.

“Nah, I want to get to it when I’m doing other stuff,” Amelia said. “Don’t worry, it can wait another day.”

James thought Gabriella might argue, but she just smiled at Amelia. “Thanks,” she said. “I can do the final report.”

“That I will take you up on.”

“Dammit.”

They all laughed and Amelia looked over as James started eating his salad. “How was your afternoon?”

“Awful,” James admitted. “God, the health insurance rep they had on was grilling me about weirdly personal shit. Like, stuff about you guys that I shouldn’t even know.”

“But you do?”

“Obviously,” James said around a mouthful of food. “None of you can keep your secrets to save your lives. But seriously, this guy was asking about prescription meds that everyone takes. So I sent him to legal and after a few more attempts to get your medications out of me, he finally took the fucking hint.”

“That’s good.”

“Yeah, at least until he moved on to everyone’s sexual activity.”

Gabriella choked on her drink, as though she hadn’t been the one expertly trying to cover James’s embarrassing, long-lasting hickey a couple months ago. “Now those stories would ruin his day,” James said. 

Madelyn laughed from where she was laying on the couch under a worn plaid blanket. James had wanted to send her home earlier when it became clear she was having trouble walking today, but he didn’t. She was struggling more than usual with the job, even after that intensive course had ended. They’d both hoped that was what was causing her worsening issues while she was at work, but apparently even if it was, ending the course hadn’t been enough to get her back on track. 

And considering she’d made more than one comment about her career after the Foundation recently, James was going to avoid making her think she couldn’t do the job. So instead of taking her off the schedule, he kept his mouth shut.

But he had been relieved that there weren’t that many tasks out of headquarters today, and a whole lot of them inside. So he’d put her to work here while Graham was on comms with the other two. And now their branch ray of sunshine, Bradley, would be in shortly to take the overnight shift. 

“All the Foundation medical services are getting shifted around,” James said as he fished a crouton out of his Tupperware. “Insurance shouldn’t change within the next year or so. But they’re closing some of the suites over at St. Hildegard’s Medical Center by the end of March.”

Madelyn looked at him in alarm. “I don’t know the details,” he said to her. “But I’m going to stay on top of them.”

“Thank you.”

“Just like you in all the stories I saved that guy from.”

Madelyn lobbed a pillow at him, but it went wide. “The silver lining there,” James said, “is that it looks like Dr. Oliver is going to be permanently out this way, since her suite is one of the closures. I imagine the idea is to either get her some space out here or make her work out of her car.”

“We’ve got the medbay space downstairs,” Gabriella said. 

“And interrupt the spiders?” James asked. “No, but I thought of that too. I may offer it up once we have more details. We’d need some help with the work it needs though.”

That room would need concerning amounts of work, but it would free up a little more storage and workspace, even with any medical equipment Dr. Oliver had. It wouldn't be that much equipment, the Foundation wouldn’t want her performing surgeries down there.

Probably.

“How was the trip?” Gabriella asked James.

“Good,” he replied. “It’s a nice town, just this peaceful little place out in Ohio. Which meant a shit ton of driving and I had the UHaul, so I was by myself for most of it.”

“That sounds awful.”

“Nah,” he said, stretching and attempting to release a knot in his upper back that had developed somewhere around Kent, Ohio the other morning. “It wasn’t bad. I got to choose the music. If I’m driving with Dad, it’s nothing but the Eagles for ten hours. Plus, I’d never been down that way, so it was kind of nice getting out of New England for a little while.”

It had been two days of driving and one day of setup at the house, but also two days of roadside diners, snow-covered forest roads, flat farmland going on forever, and no ghosts. Or, at least any ghosts that were around were not his problem. Except any that might have been in his parents’ house, but he’d brought some equipment with him and checked the place over the first night they were there. And there had been silence.

“And they basically bought a farm?”

“Yeah,” James said. “Dad’s retirement dream. Now that Mom’s retired too, she agreed, especially since there’s a whole room devoted to her record collection. It’s beautiful, maybe I’ll buy one someday.”

“You’re never retiring,” Amelia said as she pulled her newly cherry-red hair into a messy bun on top of her head. “None of us are.”

“Don’t I know it.”

It was weird having his parents so far away, but they were so excited about the move. And while James was close to them, it wasn’t like they spent a lot of time together. Not like Gabriella and Auntie Carrie. Honestly, he’d probably talk to them the same amount he did now. But it’d be nice to go back and see them on their new farm once they were settled. Maybe he’d even hear the rooster at sunrise, that didn’t happen often in Leominster.

“But yeah,” he continued. “Two days of minimal ghosts. I listened to podcasts about outer space for six hours straight in the UHaul back and didn’t hear anything about a single fucking alien.”

“Look at you, with interests outside of work,” Amelia teased. 

“Spaceships, moon rocks, and the moon landing in detail,” James said, stretching his arms awkwardly to try to fix the ache between his shoulder blades. “And now I’m back.”

“Are you done with meetings for the day?” Gabriella asked.

James looked out the window at the setting sun. “Hopefully,” he said. “I have other stuff to do, but I’m staying out of my office for a bit. The walls were closing in on me while I was sitting in there.”

“No, you just have enormous piles of clutter everywhere,” Amelia said.

“It’s the same at home,” Graham added.

“I didn’t ask anyone for suggestions,” James said.

“Good, because you’re not getting any.”

“No, I have one,” Amelia said. “Just burn it down.”

“God, don’t tempt me,” James muttered, spearing a chunk of cucumber on his fork.

He had a few hours left of his shift. Part of it would be setting up for tomorrow, where there were a few more cases that would need some field investigation. A couple had come in earlier, including a collection of strange reports that seemed connected to a wellness market and a pretty standard looking haunted house in Townsend. 

The run of quick slam dunks from December had dried up midway through January and the past month since then had been mostly back to cases requiring at least a day or two of investigation, sometimes more. Not that they got any praise or appreciation for wrapping up those quick ones. No, last week McGovern had relayed a request to get back up to their standard pace, which James had immediately disregarded. Even though the spike in his blood pressure lingered for a day afterward. 

“Oh, James, are you talking to Ricky at all this week?” Gabriella asked.

James looked at her. “You mean, like, our cousin Ricky?”

“Yeah,” she said. “I have his paintball stuff in my car because he left it up at Mom’s. But he’s not answering my texts because Angie got mad at him and I think he thinks I’m going to yell at him.”

“And we don’t think Angie’s perfectly capable of yelling on her own?”

“I know, right?” Gabriella said. “He wouldn’t answer my calls, so I texted him that. But he won’t text me back and now his stupid paintball stuff is in my car. And the pistol is a little too lifelike, I’m going to get arrested if I get pulled over.”

“Leave it here,” James said. “Tell him we’re going to sell it if it’s here longer than another week and keep the money as a storage fee.”

She pulled out her phone immediately. “Done,” she said.

For all of Gabriella’s fears and hesitations, all of which he noticed seemed to be fading as she approached the end of two years working at the Foundation, she’d never seemed afraid of telling off the cousins. Except maybe Angie, who intimidated everyone.

“Have any of you guys ever been to a wellness market?” James asked, reaching awkwardly for that knot in his back again and barely brushing it with his fingertips.

“Like a health food store?” Amelia asked. “Yeah, sure. Why?”

“No, not like that. Like a farmers market,” James said. “But with, like, I don’t know, wellness stuff.”

“No, but I know there’s something like that going at the Orson Center,” Gabriella said.

“Yeah,” James said. “That’s why I’m asking. There’s a case connected with it. It’s ongoing, but I guess it really kicks off this week?”

“Yeah, the wellness fair. I’ve been to similar things,” Madelyn said, adjusting her heating pad with a wince. “They’re fine, I guess. Some really helpful things, some total bullshit. Sometimes it’s hard to tell the difference.”

The front door opened as James nodded. “Yeah, that’s kind of what this place seems like. There’s supplement companies and treatments and things like that. Like massages and herbs and stuff. Oh, hey, bud.”

He waved over at Bradley, who was coming up the stairs. Bradley had been off the crutches completely for a little over a month now. James didn’t know if it was spite or actual recovery, but he barely showed any signs of his injury from December. He came in and hung his coat up on the hook instead of tossing it over the chair the way James’s coat currently was.

“Have you ever been to a wellness fair?” James asked him.

“No?”

“Want to?”

“No?”

“Well, guess where we’re going tomorrow morning? Come on, you can get a massage while we’re there.”

Bradley just looked at him, then went into the kitchen. He and James hadn’t done more than snipe at each other lately, not since they’d had the worst fight of their lives, during which Bradley had gotten hit by a car and then spent two and a half weeks living on James’s couch until he could drive again. He was still probably the person who could most use a massage that James had ever met, and they still argued, but maybe that fight had actually been too much for both of them. Either way, James would take it. 

“God, maybe I’ll get one,” he said, reaching up to rub at another knot on his shoulder. “Between the road and those meetings…”

“Come here,” Amelia said, motioning for him to sit down on the floor in front of her.

He did so, displacing Fang, who had walked by to see what was going on. Amelia reached down and started kneading his shoulders. “Jesus Christ, James,” she muttered.

He wanted to protest, but she was working out knots he hadn’t even known existed and any argument he had died instantly as he let his head fall forward so she could reach his neck. She kept going as she talked to the others and he let himself drift a little. Not too much, because he could far too easily fall asleep here and he still had a lot to do. But this was almost painful in a way that meant it was helping. 

“Better?” Amelia asked after a few minutes.

“Just keep going until I die,” James murmured. “It won’t be long.”

Amelia laughed, pressing her thumbs into his shoulder blades. “God, you should see a professional, this is horrific,” she said.

“I will at some point.”

James still had a lot to do, and he hadn't finished eating dinner. But he gave himself a few minutes to not feel bad about resting. 

Finally, he shook his head. “I know your shift is almost over,” he said.

Amelia sighed. “You’re right,” she said. “And I’m off in the morning so I’m going to Rhode Island for the night.”

“Oh?”

“Riley’s off tonight too. We’re going out in Providence.”

“Anything fun?”

“There’s a queer dance night she wants to bring me to.”

“That sounds fun.”

“I've never been.”

“Bradley goes to those, right?”

James opened his eyes and looked up toward Bradley, who was at the computer. “Bradley does what?” Bradley asked reluctantly.

“Riley’s bringing Amelia to her first queer dance night.”

“Test your drugs,” Bradley said. 

James blinked at him, then looked up at Amelia, who had gone still. “I don’t…” she started.

“You don’t have to do anything,” James said quickly, standing up and rolling out his shoulders. So much better.

He looked around. Apparently Gabriella, Madelyn, and Graham had left the room at some point, but he heard their voices at the bottom of the stairs leading toward their little gym. Beside him, Amelia laughed, but there was a brittle edge to it. “I know.”

“You alright?” James asked.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” she said. “I just don’t get out much, I don’t know.”

The laugh was more self-deprecating now. James was surprised. He (vaguely) remembered her twenty-first birthday and she’d seemed pretty confident when they were out at the nightclubs in the area. And she’d definitely drank underage. And they all smoked weed sometimes, he knew that.

Except maybe Gabs, come to think of it. But Amelia was far from a wide-eyed newcomer to the world.

“Is it the one you go to?” James asked Bradley.

“Boston?”

“No, Providence.”

“No. Who’s the DJ?”

This was not the conversation he ever expected to have with Bradley, but Amelia was pulling up the information now. The name she gave was something that felt like it was part of a world far outside of James's lived experience. Not intimidating, exactly, but unknown.

“He’s good,” Bradley said. 

“Yeah.”

“I just remembered a thing I need your help with,” James said to Amelia, motioning toward his office. “Come check this with me?”

He could have been more subtle, given a little time to think about what to do. Not that anyone but Bradley was in the living room and he wouldn't give a shit anyway. But Amelia followed him in and he closed the door most of the way. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

Amelia sighed. “It’s stupid.”

“Try me.”

“Riley…she’s got more experience with this kind of stuff than me.”

That wasn't what he’d expected, but he rarely saw Amelia anything short of completely confident in whatever she was doing. Which was usually work-related, but still. 

“Do you mean…” James trailed off, trying to think of the right way to ask. “Like, sex?”

Amelia just looked at him. “No, I have that under control.”

“I just mean-”

“I know,” she said, and despite his teasing earlier, he was relieved when she laughed. “I mean, like, going out. Partying. Clubs. I can’t dance, you’ve seen me.”

“You dance fine.”

“You say that because you can’t dance.”

“I’m great at it.”

He wasn’t. She shrugged, looking so young. “She’s just so cool,” Amelia said. “And I worry that I’ll seem boring to her. Like, I live in a boring suburb, I work, and that’s pretty much it. And maybe she’s going to realize that I’m not cool enough. And that there’s a bunch of much cooler city lesbians at this club that she could be with.”

Alright, his instinct had been correct. And considering he had the same feelings sometimes, he could understand. Even if she was wrong.

“First,” James said. “You’re the coolest lesbian I know.”

“That’s not true,” Amelia said. “Ruby is.”

“Ruby?” James repeated. “Like, Creature Containment Ruby? A hundred and five years old, surrounded by her boys?”

“Yeah. She’s been with her wife for fifty years.”

“How do you…huh. Alright, you’re tied then. But don’t you think Riley knows by now if you’re cool or not? Which you are.”

“But I don’t go out dancing,” Amelia said. “And it’s going to be, I don’t know. Like, maybe I’m boring.”

“Look,” James said. “Give it a try. Maybe you’ll love it. Apparently the only reason we’re all still alive is because Bradley goes out in Boston. But give yourself some credit, alright?”

She nodded, a slight smile forming on her face. “Alright.”

“Alright. Hey, is that why you dyed your hair again?”

Amelia shrugged, but she was fully smiling now. “You like it?” she asked, toying with a lock that was framing her face. “I’ve been wanting to do this color for years and it seemed like a good excuse.”

“I love it,” James said. “Now go shower, put on your sexiest outfit, and have fun.”

She left and James took a moment to look over his to-do list before going back out. She had nothing on him when it came to being a boring workaholic. James’s ex-girlfriend Meredith had moved to Australia a couple months back, and he hadn't gone out with anyone since. Which wasn’t surprising, since he hadn’t dated anyone for about a decade before he met her. 

He glanced at the schedule he’d half-finished for next month. God, they were tight. He’d given himself about fifty hours a week, but he’d be here more than that. Madelyn was going to Brazil for a week midway through the month and even though she’d offered more than once to postpone (they were all terrible about this), James had it in big red letters on his calendar. She’d promised to pick him up some candies you could apparently only get in Brazil while she was there, so they both benefited from this trip.

There was a knock at his door. “Come in!”

Bradley pushed the door the rest of the way open. “Hey, come sit down,” James said, motioning toward the kitchen chairs scattered in front of his desk. “What’s up?”

“We’ve got a case tonight,” Bradley said, taking the chair closest to the desk.

“Fun,” James said, images of his in-house plans going up in flames. “I should have seen it coming. What’s up?”

“It’s a house out in the woods up in Ashburnham,” Bradley said.

“Tell me it’s not the fucking Delinskys,” James said, reaching for an old coffee cup on his desk, then thinking better of it.

“Not this time,” Bradley replied. “It’s a summer cabin this family’s airing out. It’s been empty all winter and there’s signs that it’s been used for…” He grimaced as he looked down at the printout. “Nefarious purposes?”

James laughed, even though part of him wanted to cry. “Has Vincent Price been summoning demons while they’ve been in Boston for the winter?”

“Whoever it was, it’s our problem now. They want us to go check it out tonight.”

“Seriously? It can’t wait until, I don’t know, fucking sunrise?”

“Oh, I’m sorry, am I the captain now?” Bradley asked. “Do I make those decisions?”

“It never stopped you before,” James snapped. “Alright, fine. Madelyn is here until nine, so let’s you and me go in the field and keep her on comms.”

Bradley glanced toward the open door and James could tell he was thinking along the same lines James was. “Yeah, sounds good,” he said. “When are you out?”

“Nine also,” James said. “But call me if anything comes up. Graham will be in at six tomorrow and I'll be back around eight.”

“You're back that early?”

Amelia he expected that lecture from. Gabriella and Madelyn too. Even Graham. But Bradley was more likely to just tell him he looked like hell. “It's how it fell,” James said. 

Bradley glanced at the schedule on the desk. “What the fuck is that?”

“None of your goddamn business until it's finished.”

Bradley didn't say anything else about it, but his eyes narrowed as he read James’s messy notes. “Maybe I'll cash in my sick days and take the whole month off,” James said. “Though I know you'd miss me too much.”

“No, go for it. The past three days when you were in Fuck Off, Ohio were peaceful.”

“Shut up, no they weren’t. I read the reports.”

Bradley stood up. “I'll get prepped,” he said. “When do you want to go?”

Never. “Fifteen minutes?”








  
  
Chapter 2




The case was a bit of a nothing, which, while frustrating because it brought them out into the woods on a cold evening, was also kind of a relief. It was over faster than it took for them to get there. And by the time they got back to headquarters, James's shift was wrapping up. 

“At least it killed some time,” James said as they were pulling onto St. Margaret’s Way around nine.

“Yeah, sure,” Bradley muttered. “Not like I had a whole lot of other shit to do.”

That was a lie, or possibly sarcasm. Bradley, like James, had a ridiculous amount of tasks piled up and waiting for him at all times. Even now, a few months later, James still felt a pang of guilt at how he’d unintentionally dismissed that more than once. Amelia had called him out on it and she’d been correct. Not that either of them had been innocent in that fight, but James had struck a low, untrue blow with that. And with most of the rest of what he’d said in a flash of anger and exhaustion. 

But this had been a task on both their to-do lists tonight and now it was done, so it counted. “Hey, Mads, we’re pulling up now,” James said into the comms. “How about you head on out?”

“Got it,” she said. “Good night if I don’t see you on my way out.”

She was headed to her car when they got to the house a few minutes later, ducking against the rain that was starting to fall. James gave her a wave, but didn’t try to do more than that. It was late, she needed to go home and rest. So did he, but Bradley had gotten sprayed with wet dirt and yard waste while they were investigating, so James stuck around while he took a quick shower. He glanced over the plans for tomorrow while he waited. Busy, but manageable as long as things stayed exactly like they were right now.

“You need anything from me?” he asked Bradley as he pulled on his jacket for the walk home ten minutes later.

“No?”

“I’ll just be at home, so call or text, I can be here in five minutes.”

“I just said I don’t need you.”

“I know. Just if anything comes up.”

“It won’t.”

Bradley was sitting on the couch with his laptop, backpack, and what looked like the public library’s entire collection on the history of Atlantic fishing industries stacked on the coffee table beside him. “What’s this?” James asked, picking up one of the books and flipping through to a detailed chart about lobstermen.

“Nothing.”

They all knew he was in school and none of them cared. So why wouldn’t he just accept that someone might be genuinely interested in what he was doing? “So, you think Amelia’s date is going well?” James asked.

Bradley looked up at him. “Yeah.”

Did he know or was it just him trying to get James to shut up? “What do you do on dance nights?” he asked, glancing out the rain spattered window at the dark street beyond.

“What do you fucking think?” Bradley demanded. “Will you just let me get my work done? This is due on Friday and I’ve barely started. And I know stupid shit is going to come up tonight.”

“Fine,” James said. 

“Thank you.”

“Call me when the stupid shit starts.”

“It’s happening right now.”

Bradley opened a binder, then turned and scowled at his laptop. It hadn’t occurred to James before, but he was wearing an enormous sweatshirt with CORNELL written across it. “Did you go to Cornell?” he asked without thinking.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Bradley muttered. “Go home.”

“Alright, fine, I’m going,” James said. It was raining hard now and he hadn't brought an umbrella. Did he have one anywhere in the house? “I’m just going to check if-”

“Take mine,” Bradley said, nodding toward an umbrella leaning against the wall beside the supply closet. “Just leave me the fuck alone.”


      ***James had planned to go to work a little early the next morning, but ended up falling back to sleep and not waking up until his fourth alarm went off. So he arrived exactly at eight. Amelia was still off, but everyone else was there.

“Good morning!” he called cheerfully as he came into the living room. “Bradley, go take a fucking break. Everyone else, what’s up?”

Bradley didn’t move from his computer and James weighed fighting with him. It could wait a few minutes if it had to. “Nothing new this morning,” Graham said. “So far, at least.”

“We’ve got one new case to start today and a handful that can either be today or later in the week,” James said. “Give me like twenty minutes and I’ll go see what’s the best approach. The scheduling software was a little vague about it.”

“Because it’s shit,” Bradley muttered.

“Break. Now.”

James jabbed a finger down the hallway, making unblinking eye contact with Bradley, who seemed inclined to ignore him for a few seconds, then relented. He stood up and walked toward the bedrooms without a word.

“Anyway,” James said to the rest of the group. “I will be in my office for a few minutes.”

The software was shit, he had to give Bradley that. While James waited for it to load, he opened his water bottle and scanned through his email. Another fifty messages since last night, even with the captains’ listserv arriving twice a day. There was nothing new and, like usual, he considered just deleting everything in one go.

But there was an additional email about that wellness fair thing he was starting today. They were really pushing this one.




Captain McManus -

Attached find further information from the Foundation for the Orson Center Wellness Fair. Our sources believe that the chemical found in the victims’ blood was consumed via food or drink. Begin your investigation there.

This case is priority and we expect to see results in the next couple days. As the Foundation reallocates funding and resources, we need to know that they are being used most efficiently as we plan for the future. Thank you for your understanding in this matter.



Gabriella had been concerned for James’s heart a few months ago while investigating the Sixteen Roses case. He’d dismissed her concerns then, but if he kept getting emails like this, he might not be so confident. If they were talking about resource reallocation…

He’d wait to worry about that until he had a chance to talk to Bradley. Maybe they’d been throwing their weight around with the admins too. But that suddenly made this case and whatever might be in the food or water high priority if he didn't want anyone on his team getting laid off.

Finally the program opened. The wellness fair was front and center, with a big red frame over it to signify that it was, in fact, top priority. James refreshed the page, sending another circle twirling over the faded homepage that might or might not ever come back. 

He leaned his head back for a second and closed his eyes. He was playing a dangerous game. But even going home for a refreshing eleven hours hadn’t been enough. He’d gotten home, showered, and fallen asleep on the couch watching a movie. He’d been alone the whole time, since Graham had spent the night over at Madelyn’s house while Amelia was gone. And while the peace was nice, it had been too quiet. If he hadn’t been sure that Bradley would lock him out, he’d have been tempted to go back to work, bang out a few things, and fall asleep on his office couch for a few hours before starting everything over again.

James jerked awake as the page finished reloading with a sweet little dinging bell sound. Shit, he was taking risks here. But he hadn’t stayed asleep all night. He’d woken up about two hours later to the home screen of the movie, then brushed his teeth and gone to bed, where he’d laid awake for the next three hours before finally falling asleep for another three. So five hours total, with a twelve-hour day yesterday and an assigned eight hours that were likely to turn into much more today.

There were two new cases on the schedule now to go with the wellness fair. Two of them would have to go to another house in the woods in Townsend, while one would interview a woman about a…time slip? That was interesting, but none of the team were going to that house alone. James was going to take the wellness fair, though he’d definitely need at least one or two of the others to work some parts of it with him. Just glancing through the information they’d sent over was enough to show him that this was going to take them time they didn’t have. Thankfully the other two were not as intense.

When he came back out of his office a few minutes later, only Madelyn and Fang were in the living room. “Hey,” Madelyn said from where she was now at the computer.

“How's the morning going?” James asked, taking the seat beside Fang.

Madelyn shrugged, clearly picking up on the fact that he was asking more about her health than the events of the morning at the Foundation. “Not bad,” she said with a slight smile. “I think I’m up for more than comms today though.”

Fuck, he’d been busted. “Good,” James said. “Because I have you down to go look at a house in the woods with Graham.”

“So romantic.”

He laughed and took a long sip from his water bottle. “It’s just an initial visit,” he said. “Not like the one me and Bradley had last night, but nothing intense either. Gabriella is taking an initial interview and I’m dragging Bradley to the wellness fair with me later.”

“He’s going to be pissed.”

James snorted. “What else is fucking new?” he muttered as he stood up and went into the kitchen. “Coffee?”

“Yes, please.”

He threw on a pot of coffee, then took a moment to clean up. The kitchen wasn’t in as awful shape as usual, so someone had clearly needed a few minutes away from a computer screen in the recent past. Amelia might have done it before she left yesterday. “Is Amelia still in Rhode Island?” James asked Madelyn, leaning around the counter to talk to her.

“Yeah,” Madelyn said. “She said she’ll be home around five or so.”

“She’s not on til eight, so I can stick around.”

“It’s me and Gabriella tonight,” she said. “It’s fine, we’ll both be here until then.”

Right, he forgot. He needed to have some coffee and get focused.


      ***The meeting started about twenty minutes later. Graham, Madelyn, and Gabriella all sat in the living room as James tried to get the jammed projection screen to come down. He’d made up a quick Powerpoint, but apparently it wasn’t going to get used today.

“Fine,” he muttered, then sat down facing the others. “Alright, so here’s where we stand. Gabs, you’re interviewing Carolina Domingo about what appears to be a time anomaly in her cellar.

“Fantastic,” she said with a grim smile and he wanted to take back the assignment when he remembered the time bends she’d dealt with on the Wildwood case. But then her slightly gnarled smile smoothed into something a little more enthusiastic.

“Great,” he said. “Don’t go into the basement. In fact, don’t go on the property at all. She’s going to meet you at Town Square Coffee, just do everything there. Hang onto your receipt, the Foundation is going to cover your coffee and a pastry.”

“The Foundation or you?”

James shrugged. “Depends on if they approve the expense.”

She scowled at him, but he wasn’t concerned. If the Foundation didn’t, then he or Bradley would just continue to submit it. And if they had to, he’d temporarily take it out of petty cash. It wouldn’t be the first time. 

“Alright, you and you,” he said, turning to Madelyn and Graham. “Cozy little cabin in the woods. Because nothing ever goes wrong with those.”

Graham laughed. “So there’s some detail here,” James said, looking down at his notes. “I think it’ll be a straightforward one. Go take some readings, get some observations down. If you do a daytime visit today, you can do a night time one tomorrow and pick up the cameras. Then we can figure out the cleansing. No real history to the place, no one on record having died horribly there.”









