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Waxing Crescent, Salem




If it were any other final case, Bradley figured he might have been in the field. Maybe Victor would toss him a pity case on his way out the door. A final “thanks for dealing with all our admin shit for the past four years” gift.  

But this was a mischief. Yet another mischief, courtesy of the assholes over in Salem. Tonight it wasn't tourists using a ouija board in a burying ground, though Bradley was sure that there would be one of those cases sometime next week when it was no longer his problem. 

No, it was the owners of a new crappy little overpriced boutique who wanted to liven things up in the weeks leading up to Halloween. Really set themselves apart from all the other places that sold little plastic trinkets and bags of scented dust. So they’d held a seance in their shop. And a mischief showed up.

Oh, who could have seen it coming?

But unfortunately, that meant they needed the experienced field agent on the case, not the admin guy on his final night. So now Roxanne was on her way out to Salem while Bradley stayed behind on comms at their headquarters in the next town over.

Through the open window behind his desk, he could hear the sounds of the ocean, soft and steady. That was the sound of Bradley’s entire life, except for the year he’d spent at Cornell a decade earlier. And tonight was going to be the last time he’d hear it in the background, like a heartbeat, all the time. It wasn’t like he was moving to the moon, he knew. But there was no coastline in Fitchburg. 

“I’ll get visuals on when I’m on foot,” Roxanne said over her comms as she drove into Salem. “This place is right downtown, there’s not a chance in hell I’m getting parking anywhere near it. I do wish that plan to have a satellite office here during October had worked out. If I’m ever captain, that’s the first thing I’m fighting for.”

Roxanne was thirty-four, about two years older than Bradley, and she’d been here several years longer than he had. They worked a lot of overnights together and, like the ocean, the sound of her voice over comms had been a constant in Bradley’s life over the past five years.

She frequently made jokes about the things she’d change when she became captain, but she didn’t actually seem to have any interest in the job. It drove Victor crazy, and it was pretty funny how pissed off he’d get when she didn’t actually have any interest in moving up. Especially because Bradley had no interest in the captaincy either, but Victor didn’t seem to be concerned about his lack of ambition.

“If you can get the visuals to work,” Bradley said. “This new shit they’re sending us is supposed to actually improve things, but if you spend all your time trying to get it to actually work, then what’s the fucking point of upgrading?”

“To make them look better?”

He huffed a laugh as he leaned back in his chair. The Essex County branch of the Foundation for Paranormal Studies was housed in what had been an insurance office until about five years ago when the Foundation bought it and moved them out of the dilapidated old seaside cottage they’d been working out of before. This was just before Bradley had started and, as much as everyone complained about the old house, he thought that he might prefer the idea of that to the sterility of this building. Roxanne assured him he wouldn’t, one time the basement flooded and they’d had to rent three Shop-Vacs and scrub it themselves. They’d also lost a few boxes of useful texts that absolutely should not have been stored down there. 

But who had a basement that close to the water anyway? This boring, beige office didn’t.

“Did those jackoffs at Creature Containment get back to you?” he asked.

“Jay says they don’t deal with mischiefs."

“Bullshit, they don’t,” Bradley said. “Want me to call?”

“Don’t bother,” Roxanne replied as a car honked somewhere behind her. “They’d just slow me down at this point.”

Bradley opened the report submission software and waited for it to load as Roxanne slowly made her way through Salem’s October traffic. “You’re sure you don’t want to stay?” she asked him suddenly, her voice joking in that way he knew was very much not a joke.

“Absolutely not,” Bradley replied, looking around the office where he was currently alone. He and Roxanne were scheduled until two tonight and unless there was an emergency, they were required to have one person in the building at all times. So Roxanne was off battling the Halloween crowds while Bradley was here, glaring at the final stack of admin paperwork he had to do before he was free of that shit forever.

“What does Worcester have that we don’t?”

Again, her voice was falsely light, but he couldn’t bring himself to be irritated with her. “The promise that I won’t be doing all the branch’s paperwork until I die?” he offered. 

Robin, the captain at the North Worcester County branch where Bradley would be starting in two days, had been looking for a new field agent. Bradley applied for the transfer and Robin assured him the position was, in fact, primarily in the field and that experience wasn't a concern. Not that Bradley was necessarily inexperienced in the field. At least compared to a complete newcomer. But here, he was always the one on comms or backup. 

“That’s fair,” Roxanne admitted. “We’ll miss you, though.”

Maybe some of them would. Victor hadn’t looked relieved when the transfer went through, but he also hadn’t tried to convince Bradley to stay the way that he had when Emory left six months ago. 

“Will you miss us?” Roxanne asked, that teasing note back in her voice. “Oh, oh, a parking space!”

She was distracted and he didn’t have to answer as she parallel parked. Roxanne was great at parallel parking and had made it her mission to get Bradley good at it as well. Which was fucking annoying when he was the designated driver on dance nights, but he had to admit it was a useful skill. “I’m only a couple blocks away from the shop,” she said. “It’s a Halloween miracle. God bless us, everyone!”

Bradley scoffed. “Look, I planned to walk at least a mile to get there,” Roxanne said, fiddling with her comms. “I’ll take the miracles where I can find them. Alright, do you have visuals?”

His screen remained dark. “No.”

“Right. Alright, how about now?”

The grainy vision of a crowded sidewalk appeared on his screen. “Yeah.”

“Great, I’m heading toward Waxing Crescent Gifts and Magic,” Roxanne said. “Waxing Crescent. Sounds like a themed salon.”

He couldn’t help the laugh and she seemed pleased by it. “And this salon is just having seances?” Bradley asked.

“You have to stand out somehow,” Roxanne said. “God, I swear we end up dealing with at least three mischiefs every year. They need to have an awareness campaign about this shit.”

Bradley had never been in the field for one of these mischiefs. At the beginning of every autumn, Victor said he’d have Bradley go out and handle one with the team, that it’d be a good thing to get experience on. But then a call would come in, Victor would tell him it wasn’t a good time for training, and he’d always end up doing support at headquarters as the rest of the team swore over comms as things got strange and unsettling. 

Though there had been that one case where the mischief had disappeared and Bradley had been able to tell the field team where it was as he sat at headquarters, tossing a pencil at the ceiling. It was nothing, there was no reason to make him go to another ESP screening. It was totally reasonable to suggest that the thing was hiding in the basement of the restaurant next door. 

Roxanne pulled out her bag, slung it over her shoulder, and started toward the heart of Salem. He could hear the Halloween crowds around her as she walked down the sidewalk, a dull roar in the comms as the video only showed the partial bodies of people walking ahead of her. But her voice still came through clearly. “Maybe I’ll start looking somewhere else too,” she said.









