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  Chapter 1


It was eighty-five degrees outside, but in headquarters, it had to be coming up on a hundred. James walked in to start his shift at noon and was tempted to immediately walk right back out as the thick air enveloped him in sticky heat. But he was in charge and if the others were tolerating this, then so would he.  
Even if he was a pale New England creature that thrived at sixty degrees and no higher. Wasn't it autumn in a week? Not that this mid-September heat wave had gotten the memo.
“The air conditioner broke,” Amelia, his second-in-command, said by way of greeting when he got up to the living room. 
She had it on the floor in front of her, the pieces laid out neatly on a now-ruined towel. She’d managed to fix it a couple years ago when it had only needed a cleaning to get working again, but this looked more like an autopsy than a rescue attempt.
“I can see that,” James said as he set down his bag. 
It was dark in here, the shades drawn to keep the sun out. It didn’t help much, but he could appreciate the attempt. Every fan they owned was also currently running in the living room, balancing on every surface. But they were all just moving humid air around. 
Amelia had on a bright pink tank top and short shorts, her bleached hair in a messy knot on the top of her head. There was probably a dress code that she was violating, but common sense and the beads of sweat across her forehead told James not to bring that up. Especially when he kind of wished he was wearing the same thing right now. Though he still only felt safe in the turtleneck shirt that was currently strangling him.
“Who’s here?” he asked.
“Everybody’s on today,” she said. “I’m here for a few more hours. Bradley went to see if he could get a replacement air conditioner. He’s at store number three right now.”
Normally all repairs or replacements had to go through the Foundation for Paranormal Studies, but James could see the urgency here. There had been a heat wave for the first couple weeks of September with no sign of stopping, and the air conditioner had worked fine the night before when he left. 
“Did he get the money out of petty cash?” James asked, as though there was possibly enough in there.
“He said he’s going to pay for it himself and push for reimbursement,” Amelia replied, pushing a sweaty lock of hair behind her ear.
There was no way the Foundation would reimburse him, at least not before the end of this century. James shook his head. “He shouldn’t be spending his own money on it,” he said. “I’ll see which store he’s at and give him my credit card.”
“Because we should be using your money instead,” Amelia retorted. “I tried that already and he told me to fuck off. Besides, do you have enough credit left on your card?”
“Do…yes, I have enough credit.”
At least he was almost certain of it. Had Amelia seen his credit card statement sitting on the counter at some point in the week since she’d moved into the apartment he’d previously shared with Graham? Or did she just know him a little too well?
He was working on paying that balance down.
“He hasn't been able to find one anyway, so it might not matter.”
James wasn’t surprised by that. Every time he’d been to any of the usual places lately, they were either sold out of air conditioners or there had been an obscene markup on the few that were left.
Amelia's phone rang and she answered it as James stood here, sweating. “Dammit,” she said. “Thanks for trying. No, I don’t think it’s worth going that far. We’ve got enough to do today that they’re going to need you here when I leave. Take your lunch before you come back, though. Right, thanks.”
She hung up the phone just as Gabriella came in the front door. “Oof,” she said as she walked up the stairs. 
“The air conditioner broke,” James explained, which was about as necessary as it had been when Amelia had said the same to him.
“I can try to go get a new one,” Gabriella offered.
“Bradley’s already on it,” Amelia said. “Or, he tried. Nowhere has them.”
“Wait,” Gabriella said. “Mom stashed her old one at Gran’s house when she moved. Let me see if it’s still there.”
She took out her phone and stepped aside to call her mother. “I think there’s another fan in our apartment somewhere,” James said. “If another would help. We could also take the one out of my room. It isn’t great, but it could maybe cool off in here if we put up some blankets to block the hallway and kitchen. Or we could just all work out of my office.”
All of these options were unappealing. Heat was nothing new, they dealt with hot, humid summers every year. Usually the air conditioner was enough to cool off the living room and James’s office somewhat if he left the door open. Then the bedrooms only needed fans. It wasn’t too complicated and it kept them all from killing each other.
“Maybe,” Amelia said, frowning down at the pieces of air conditioner strewn in front of her. “I was hoping to at least get the living room cooled. She’s not going to admit it, but this heat is making Madelyn sick.”
James wasn’t surprised. Between the injuries she'd sustained years earlier and the amount of medication she took, Madelyn’s body was far more sensitive than she wanted them all to know. “Where is she?”
“She’s at home,” Amelia said. “She was supposed to work a long one today, but she wasn’t doing great last night. So I told her to come in this afternoon and just do the evening.”
That was fine. As long as she was safe, James was fine being one person down. He adjusted the neck of his shirt, wincing at the sweat.
“Do you have a spare shirt here?” Amelia asked. “Or maybe run home and change? You're going to get sick too, it’s really hot.”
He wanted to tell her he knew it was hot. He’d stood in his room for fifteen minutes before work, trying to force himself to put on something appropriate for the weather. But he hadn’t even been able to step out of the apartment in a teeshirt before panic had sparked in his stomach, forcing him back inside to grab the turtleneck shirt he’d left crumpled on the bed. He’d already been sweating through it before he arrived here, but hopefully his deodorant would hold. And yes, he did have a spare shirt here, but it was also a turtleneck.
“I’m fine,” he said.
He didn’t mean for it to come out as firmly as it did. Amelia looked up with an eyebrow raised as James backtracked. “Sorry,” he said. “But I’m fine, really.”
“Okay,” she said skeptically. “Just stay hydrated.”
Gabriella came back just as Amelia's phone rang again and she stepped aside to answer it. “Mom’s there now with Auntie Dana,” she said. “She said it’s in the cellar and it’s not great, but she can go get it.”
James’s mom was in town to go to the funeral of an old high school friend with a few of her siblings. She’d arrived last night, refusing James’s offer to pick her up at the airport and insisting that he not rearrange his life for the next few days in order to see her. He would, she’d promised. But she’d be busy all week too. “Great,” James said. “Tell her thanks. I can…”
He trailed off, remembering the meeting with McGovern, their branch liaison, he had scheduled in about twenty minutes. “Tonight,” he said. “I’ll stop by tonight?”
That wasn’t going to help them for the next several hours, but maybe he could get out on his lunch break if he got one.
“What?” Amelia said into her phone. “Oh, thanks, but actually Gabriella’s mom has one we can borrow from their grandmother’s house. One of them is going to get it at some point.”
Gabriella grimaced. She had a couple things on the schedule today too, but James could rearrange them. Or he could go get it after his meeting and everything else on his list could wait just a little longer.
“You sure?” Amelia asked.
She lowered her phone. “Bradley said he’ll stop by and get it.”
James wanted to refuse. Bradley had a bad knee. He didn’t need to make extra stops. It might be awkward for him to be there with their family. There were plenty of reasons. But it was also the easiest route and he knew that arguing would get him nowhere. “Thanks,” he said instead. “Tell him I appreciate it.”

      ***James was still a little nervous as the meeting window opened on his computer screen. It was just McGovern, he reminded himself. It had been a few months since they’d finally sat down and talked about what had happened back in March. And James forgave McGovern for the part he'd played. For real. 
But he couldn’t help the way his heart still sped up, or the way he remembered yelling into the phone when McGovern called him to check in during his medical leave. Well, somewhat remembered. He hadn’t been sober, but he did remember rage like he’d rarely felt in his life and he’d meant every word he’d said, even if he didn’t remember all of them.
But the meeting back in June had been a good thing. McGovern had watched over the North County headquarters for over twelve hours so that Amelia, Madelyn, and Bradley could be at St. Hildegard’s Medical Center with James, Gabriella, and Graham while they got treated for psychic attacks from a couple of cooking website owners who had called them for help. They’d asked the Foundation for help, then tried to hurt Gabs and eventually kill all of them to cover up what they’d done. Only to kill themselves in the process. The pointlessness of it all still nagged at him.
But McGovern, after everything, had stepped up. And afterward, James had thought it was only right to have an honest conversation with him. They’d sat here in his office and at first, he’d thought there wasn’t a chance this was going to happen. Not when neither man said a word for the first few minutes. But then McGovern had cleared his throat.
“I’m sorry,” he’d said.
He didn’t elaborate or grovel or anything else. He’d just said it and waited while James took it in. It had taken James a little longer to do this than he might have wanted it to. But he’d nodded. “Thank you.”
“You were right,” McGovern had continued. “I lost sight. I was so focused on getting these cases done and making the administration happy and I made the worst judgment call of my career.”
Was it the worst? James wasn't going to ask, but it was a really bad one, so he’d just nodded again. “And when you said I was worse than them because I made you think I gave a shit, you were right. I’m not going to try to convince you that I give a shit, but I do.”
“I know,” James had said softly, his throat catching on the words. “I believe you.”
It hadn’t been entirely satisfactory. But they didn't have the type of relationship that called for crying or hugging or anything more intimate than a handshake. And when McGovern had left, James had felt better.  
Today was a normal meeting, catching up on the past couple week’s cases. It went smoothly and by the time it was over, it almost felt like a meeting they might have had a year ago. He was frustrated, McGovern was frustrated, and neither was satisfied with the compromises they made. But it was normal.
James was getting back to normalcy. That was important and it was working. 
Things weren’t perfect. Adele was still out there. He still struggled to eat sometimes. His sleeping wasn’t great. But everything was improving.
Still, he’d slept like hell the night before. He'd had his first Adele nightmare in a couple weeks, which was progress. But James hadn’t felt triumphant as he lay in bed at two that morning, shaking and remembering. He'd gotten a little more sleep after that, but not much. Finally, he’d gotten up at six and spent the morning cleaning his apartment with loud music blasting through his headphones to block out his thoughts. If he didn’t have work today, he would have gotten staggeringly high and maybe fallen asleep in the cool of his bedroom for several hours. But he did, so he’d cleaned, tried and failed to nap for another hour, and finally caved and gone to work.
His terrible little desk fan buzzed as James clicked out of the darkened meeting screen and scrubbed his hands over his eyes. He had so much more to do. He’d gotten a couple irritated emails asking after cases he was pretty sure he’d closed out, a complaint about some paperwork both Graham and Gabriella had submitted (they’d followed the instructions perfectly, but the Foundation would like just a little more effort, a little more spark), and a reminder that all captains needed to finish this year's safety training modules. 
Then there were a couple things Amelia had said she could do instead, but James didn’t want to put on her plate. She was already overworked.
It was really hot in here, the heat pressing down on him, even as the fan buzzed on his desk. Between the lack of sleep, the heat, and the drone of the fan, James’s eyes were closing on their own. He had more work to do, he didn’t have time…
“Are you alright?”
The next thing he knew, he heard Bradley’s voice over his shoulder, which was being shaken by a strangely cold hand. James lifted his head off the desk and a Post-it note detached itself from his cheek. “What?” he muttered. 
“Are you alright?” Bradley repeated, wiping his hand on his pants. “God, you’re so sweaty.”
“Yeah.” James shook his head as he sat up. “Yeah, sorry. I think I fell asleep. Shit.”
Bradley studied him for a few seconds. “What?”
“What do you mean, what? I need to make sure you don't have heatstroke or whatever.”
“No, I'm fine. I just didn't sleep well last night, leave me alone.” 
Bradley didn’t leave him alone. Instead he stayed where he was until James blinked fully awake and realized he was still standing there. “What?” he repeated, frustrated now. God, how was he so sweaty?
“The air conditioner works, but we need to close off some of the space. It’s not strong enough to cool the whole main area.”
“Okay,” James said, rubbing his eyes.
Then he stopped. “No, wait, that’s ridiculous. How many of us are on? We can just work in here and close the door. We don’t need to nail up blankets.”
He didn’t quite regret this plan the second the words were out of his mouth, but it was close. “We’ll do it for today,” he said around a yawn. “Tomorrow I can drive out to Greenfield or something if that’s what it takes to get a new one for the living room.”
“Fine.”
“Did you have lunch yet?” James asked fuzzily, suddenly aware he wasn’t sure how much time had passed since he’d accidentally fallen asleep at his desk yet again.
“Your mother invited me to stay for lunch.”
Now James was more awake than he’d been in months. “What?”
“I got to your grandmother’s house and your mom and your aunts were making lunch. They invited me to stay.”
“And you did?”
Of course he did, no one dared to turn down an invitation when it came from Auntie Jules, Auntie Carrie, and Mom. 
“Yeah.”
Teasing Gabriella had been funny when it was her mother that was spending time with Bradley. Now that it was his own mother, suddenly it was less amusing. What had they talked about? Had he been polite to her?
“That’s…that’s nice,” he finished.
Of course he’d been polite. Bradley might say the most vile things to the team and to the Foundation and to clients and to anyone else that crossed his path, but that didn't mean he was going to go insulting James’s mother. Besides, Auntie Carrie adored him. 
“Yeah,” Bradley said. “There’s food for you in the fridge. I’ll get the air conditioner.”
“I’ve got it,” James said, getting up and moving past him.
He was out the office door before Bradley was even out from behind James’s desk.






  
  Chapter 2


About ten minutes later, the old, loud, unit was in James’s office window, blocking out the sun and slowly cooling the room. James was in the kitchen with Amelia, making coffee before going into what was going to be a very tight space with the whole team today. 
“I want to make Madelyn stay in there as much as possible,” Amelia said as James scooped the coffee grounds. “As much as I can make her do anything, I mean. Everyone else can make their own decisions.”
She looked at him and James did his best not to be irritated, but he was so hot that it didn’t quite work.
“When Bradley inevitably overdoes it with his knee, him too,” he said, ignoring what she hadn’t said.
They both knew that was unlikely, but James felt like, as a good leader, he should at least try. “Did he tell you he had lunch with my mother?”
Amelia blinked at him. “No,” she said. “No, he didn’t mention that part.”
“Yeah, she got in yesterday for the services. Apparently he got there as they were making lunch and they told him to stay.”
“That’s…”
“It’s not so funny when it happens to me.”
Amelia laughed. “No, it’s still funny.”
James frowned, but she just smiled innocently.
When they got back into his office, everyone who was currently working was there. Gabriella and Graham were on the couch while Bradley had taken one of the kitchen chairs and a corner of James’s desk. Madelyn was arriving shortly, so James would have the battle with her when it was time. But it was already feeling a little better in here, so maybe she wouldn’t be stubborn.
For the first time in her life.
“I talked to McGovern about those courses,” he said to Graham as he passed by the couch. “It's not definite, but they really want to do it.”
The Foundation wanted to update some of their training materials to replace the outdated, somewhat inaccurate videos and quizzes they had now, which included the safety training materials James hadn’t gotten a chance to do yet. They'd been thrilled at the idea of a college professor taking the job, at least until James had mentioned compensation. They'd been less excited since then, but McGovern was still hopeful. And while that usually didn't mean much, James knew the Foundation wanted this. So he just had to wait them out.
“Just let me know,” Graham said. “If it's-”
“They have the money,” James interrupted. “Trust me, they have the money.”
“Alright, man.”
James glanced at his watch. “Madelyn’s in in a few minutes,” he said. “After that, we can have the meeting.”
He went behind his desk and started on the report he’d been working on before he left yesterday, suddenly conscious of his loud typing with everyone here. Nobody complained though, not that they would have. Besides, the sound of his keyboard was almost drowned out by the air conditioner. 
Was that thing almost as old as he was?
His phone buzzed and he pulled it out.


MOM
Have you eaten lunch yet?


James wanted to laugh at the fact that his mother was texting to see if he’d eaten, but he actually hadn’t. So he swallowed his pride and turned to Bradley, who was writing something on his phone. “You said my aunt sent me lunch?” he asked, hoping it sounded casual.
“It’s in the fridge,” Bradley said, not looking up from what he was doing.
There was an unfamiliar thermal lunch bag tucked in the mostly empty refrigerator when James opened it a minute later. He checked and, sure enough, there was a wedge of quiche and some salad. It was Auntie Jules’ quiche, which he’d always loved and she knew that. He reminded himself of this as he took out the lunch bag and a package of cookies he assumed were meant for the whole team. 
The front door opened and closed, but there were no footsteps. James’s heart sped up, just for an instant, seeming to drop down from his chest to his stomach. But the more rational part of him set his food down on the counter and went over to the stairs to look down, concerned.
Like he expected, Madelyn was standing there, leaning heavily on her cane. She looked up and waved him off. “I’m fine,” she said, breathing heavily.
“Sure,” James said as he came downstairs toward her. 
“Just give me a second.”
She sat down on the bottom step so quickly that James thought she’d fallen. And maybe she was trying to salvage a fall so that he didn’t send her home. It was tempting. She looked awful, her face paler than usual and her legs shaking. “It’s just the heat,” she said. 
“I figured.”
“It’s fine, I’m from the tropics.”
“I know.”
He sat down beside her, resisting the urge to take her hand. Madelyn stared blankly at the door for a moment and he began to wonder if he should skip the going home part and get her to a doctor. Jolene wasn’t going to be around today, but they’d been assigned a new team physician anyway, because having your doctor working in the same building as you was a little too intimate for the Foundation’s liking. So it didn’t matter what her schedule was, he shouldn’t call. 
And that was fair. But maybe he should call Dr. Hillard. Urgent Care probably wouldn’t help. And what was the emergency room going to do for her that Madelyn didn’t already do? Beyond maybe providing better drugs. 
“Stop, I’m fine,” Madelyn said, as though she’d read his mind.
“At least come into the office, we've got Gabriella’s mom's old air conditioner in there.”
James took a concerning amount of Madelyn’s weight on the way up the stairs, but she was steady enough as they got to the living room. Six months later, the computer bank in here was still down the computer that he'd shoved to the floor after attacking Madelyn under Adele’s control. Someone had taken the desk down too. He didn’t know who, but he appreciated it. While James had reached a point where he could acknowledge that what happened wasn't his fault, he still felt guilty about what he'd done to Madelyn. Her reasonable fear of him had lingered for a while and he wondered sometimes how she felt now, not that he’d ever ask.
Madelyn touched his arm. “Hey,” she said, her voice a little breathy. “Before we go in, I have a question.”
“Yeah, what's up?”
Madelyn looked up at him, her eyes huge and innocent behind her glasses. “How was Bradley’s date with your mom?”
“I’m going to push you down the fucking stairs.”
James froze suddenly as he realized what he’d said and to whom, but she just laughed, patted his arm with a shaking hand, and opened the office door. 
As they got in, Graham and Gabriella moved aside so that Madelyn could sit. She joined them, then took out her water bottle and laptop and waited expectantly for the meeting to start.
James glanced down at his phone, saw his mother’s message again, and realized he’d forgotten his lunch out in the kitchen. As he went out, Bradley did too. 
“I’ve got the presentation on the computer out here,” he said as they stepped out into the oppressively hot air in the dining room. “Want me to still bring it in?”
James thought for a second. “No,” he said. “There’s nowhere to present it so we’d just end up all crammed around my computer. Is there anything in the presentation that isn’t in the packets?”
“Other than my wasted time?”
James raised his eyebrows and Bradley relented. “No,” he said.
“We’ll print it out and hang it on the fridge, I promise.”
As James went toward the kitchen, Bradley said, “Wait.”
He turned. “Your cousin, Celia. She said she’s going to call you tomorrow morning. She needed to talk.”
Shit. Images of walking dolls, burning galaxy lamps, and a shadow peeling itself off a closet wall filled James’s mind. “Did she say what about?”
“No,” Bradley replied. “She didn’t seem overly concerned though.”
Was she actually not concerned or was it that she was surrounded by her mother and aunts and didn’t want to worry them? “Right, thanks,” James said, already taking out his phone to text Celia.
Her response came through almost immediately.


CELIA
Hey! Everything’s fine, I just have to ask you some stuff and I have the night shift tonight.


That was a relief. At least, as much of a relief as it could be.
He followed Bradley back into the office. “How’s everyone doing?” he asked with a laugh.
Bradley just looked at him. Madelyn looked a little better than she had a few minutes ago. She was sitting against the armrest of the couch with her knees up, a laptop perched against them. Her color looked healthier and James was finally able to dismiss the idea of trying to convince her to call Dr. Hillard.
Hillard was a hard sell. It had been about three months since she’d taken over for Jolene as the team’s doctor and James had only talked to her a couple times. The first time, she’d had far too many questions about the control compound Adele had used on him, launching into them before he could really process what was happening. How had he known what had happened? Did he notice any differences to his thought patterns while under her control? And the one that still haunted him: did he think that the connection was truly broken in every way? She’d barely gotten that one out before Jolene had all but shoved James out of the medbay. As he’d stood there at the bottom of the stairs, trying to catch his breath, he’d heard Jolene’s angry voice behind the door, wanting to know exactly what the hell Dr. Hillard thought she was doing. 
The second time, she’d asked him for updates on the team’s health statuses. He wasn’t quite sure what she meant by that and she hadn’t clarified, so he’d had to guess what she needed. One was designated a disabled member, permanently injured on the job. One was in the process and James could see them potentially trying to argue that that one wasn’t a qualifier for any assistance, since Bradley had been originally hurt off the clock.
Then re-hurt, keeping James from killing himself.
He was over it. And James would keep fighting to get Bradley the surgery he needed from his position as captain, not just because of the obligation he felt when he thought about the way he’d been so sure that no one was going to be able to save him seconds before he’d landed safely and painfully on the old linoleum.
Over it.
The others seemed to feel pretty similarly about Hillard, so he knew it’d be a  battle to get anyone to call her with anything short of a broken limb. But they couldn’t go to Jolene for anything short of imminent death. And even if she was willing to help off the clock - of course she was, she’d offered multiple times for emergencies - James didn't feel right adding to her work.
He realized the others were looking at him. Right, he had trailed off there, not listening to any answers they might have given to his question, if there were any.
James scooted by the empty chair beside his desk and went for the relative safety of his own seat as Bradley sat down at the desk too. It was far too crowded in here, they weren’t going to last the day. But they had to. They’d be fine.
“Where’s Fang?” Madelyn asked.
Claws on the top of James’s thin canvas sneaker answered that question. He flinched, then looked down to see the old calico cat swatting him away from where she’d hidden herself to keep cool. 
“Trying to kill me,” he answered Madelyn.
He shifted to his notebook, accidentally bumping Bradley’s coffee and catching it just in time before it spilled onto Bradley’s lap.
This was going to be a long day. “Alright,” he said. “Close quarters today, so we’ll all have to be extra nice to each other. Let’s get started.”

      ***Two hours later, James didn’t want to admit to Amelia that she was right about his clothes. He was so hot that he was getting dizzy. After all his pushing to get Madelyn into the cooler room before she overheated, he was the one now losing focus every few minutes. And when he changed into his spare shirt, which was of course another turtleneck, it helped with the sweating, but not the overheating, no matter how much water he drank. 
Around three, he could tell it was getting noticeable. At least to Amelia, whose unsubtle glances were getting him more and more unjustly frustrated. By this point, Gabriella had slipped out to do some research at the library, but everyone else was still in here. He should go home and change, but James knew if he went home, he wouldn’t be able to walk out the door with something more appropriate when he could just move on to turtleneck number three.
God, he hated turtlenecks. 
Gathering his nerve, he turned to Bradley. “Can I ask you a favor?”
“My bag’s in the back bedroom,” Bradley said without looking up from the laptop he had precariously set on the edge of James’s desk.
“What? No, I mean, can I talk to you outside for a second?”
Bradley stood up and walked out of the room without a word. James followed, wondering how he had possibly offended Bradley now. He got out of the office and hurried after him in the stifling air as Bradley walked toward the back bedroom.
“Listen, I’m sorry to ask, but-”
Then there was a light blue work shirt being shoved at him. “Here,” Bradley said. 
It had long sleeves, but was made of a light fabric he didn’t recognize and much nicer than anything James owned that he hadn’t bought to wear to a wedding. “I don’t-”
“Change before you fucking pass out.”
And then he left the room, closing the door behind himself. James pulled off the sweaty turtleneck and pulled on the work shirt, buttoning it with shaking hands. Nothing was going to get him. Not here, not anywhere. And if he got heatstroke and passed out, they’d end up cutting his shirt off of him anyway and things would be even worse. 
Bradley’s spare shirt fit him better than he’d expected, since Bradley had always been thinner than James. But apparently he hadn’t gained back quite as much weight as he thought he had. It was exactly what he needed. Even with the top button done, it wasn’t strangling him like the turtleneck had. 
As he walked back out, straightening the sleeves, Bradley was setting up the comms computer in the living room for Graham's case that afternoon. “Thanks,” James said. 
“Yeah.”
“Do you want to do that on my computer?”
“It’s all set up here.”
“But-”
Bradley motioned to the army of oscillating fans that were still lying around the room. “I’ll survive for an hour. Also your lunch was on the counter. I put it in the fridge.”
“Thanks.”
Bradley went back to ignoring James and James kept going to the office. He’d eat in a little bit. And maybe it was just the relief at his body cooling down, but as he went back into the office, he was far more self-conscious about the fact that he was clearly wearing one of Bradley’s shirts because he hadn’t been able to get himself to dress properly from the start than he was afraid of anything happening. 
He caught Amelia’s eye but she didn’t mention it. Instead, she stood and checked for her car keys. “I’m going to head home,” she said, then left. 






  
  Chapter 3


The next morning, James managed to get to the store at six o’clock, just as the shipment of air conditioners was arriving. The man unloading them off the pallet laughed good-naturedly as he handed the first one to James. 
“Thank you,” James said, setting it awkwardly in his shopping carriage. “You saved my workplace from killing each other.”
“Happy to help,” the man said. “Stay cool, man.”
Paying for it was painful, but he’d have the reimbursement fight with the Foundation later to look forward to. After his fight with Bradley over the fact that he’d used his own money on it instead of letting Bradley do so.
When he got to work, nobody was in the living room. “Just me!” James called as he walked up the steps, a swoop of déjà vu moving sickeningly through his stomach as he did his best to ignore it. 
The air conditioner technically fit in the living room window, but it was smaller than the old one. Which was fair, that thing had been ancient. But it slid awkwardly around on the windowsill as James tried to avoid accidentally pitching it out onto the front lawn. Just as he got the window closed on top of it, Gabriella came down the hall.
“I didn’t hear you come in,” she said. “Do you need any help?”
“Nah,” James said as he considered the two wide gaps on either side of the window. “Did you just get here?”
“An hour ago,” she said. “I’m waiting on some readings.”
He expected her to tell him what the readings were. Maybe he could see if they’d arrived in his account earlier than hers. But she just started checking her email as he tried to fill the gaps enough that the air conditioner would work and Fang wouldn’t make a break for it through the holes. A few patches of duct tape and old kitchen towels later, he succeeded. James wiped an arm over his sweaty face, his gloves sticking uncomfortably to his hands, but still more comfortable than not having them. He hadn’t worn the turtleneck today, going with a long-sleeved crew neck that wasn’t much cooler. But he’d managed to be out in public in it. Another step towards normalcy. 
“I’m going to head home and take a quick shower,” he said. “Let me know if you get them back before eight.”
When he came back to start his shift, James was wearing a t-shirt. He’d managed to actually wear a t-shirt. Which, of course he should be able to. Yesterday’s turtleneck was a severe overreaction, considering he was over everything that had happened. As he came up to the living room, Gabriella was in there, sitting close to the air conditioner.
“Hey, I got the readings back,” she said.
“Excellent,” he said. “Let me get my coffee and we can talk.”
“There’s not much to talk about yet,” she said, clearly trying not to look at his arms, which made him feel even sillier about everything. He was fine. It was time to be fine. “I need to put them in context first.”
“Alright,” he said, then checked his watch. “Actually, Celia’s supposed to call me in a minute, so I’ll see you in a little bit.”
He got his coffee and went into his office, keeping the door open as he looked out the window above Auntie Carrie's old air conditioner at the brown grass between headquarters and the house next door. It was just as hot today as yesterday, but he felt better than he had in weeks in a t-shirt and gloves. As he sipped the cooling coffee, his phone rang.
“Hey, Cel,” James greeted her.
“Hey.”
She didn’t sound worried, so that was good. “What’s up?” he asked.
“Can I ask you something? It’s kind of personal.”
“Yeah, of course,” James said, sitting at his desk and putting down his coffee. “Is everything okay?”
“Yeah, everything’s fine,” she said. “Listen, um, you’re bisexual, right?”
James was quiet for a second. He picked his coffee up and took a sip. “It’s beautiful out, isn’t it?” he asked, standing back up.
“Ugh, I’m sorry,” Celia said. “I shouldn’t’ve asked. I said it was personal, but-”
“You know,” he continued, peeking through the shades of his window at the sun outside. “My weather app said to

      ***
      ***
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