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“We are such stuff as dreams are made on, and our little life is rounded with a sleep.”
— The Tempest, Act IV, Scene I
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Prologue
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Wolfie

The piano remembered him.

Even now, long after breath and bone had failed, it remembered the small hands that once reached for its keys—hands that had to stretch, fingertips barely brushing the ivory. And even now—it responded to his presence with a faint hum in the strings, as if clearing its throat.

Wolfgang Smith noticed things like that. He always had.

As a child, he was too small to sit properly at the bench, so he played standing up, shuffling sideways along the keyboard of the baby grand in his family’s Ashland living room. One finger at a time. One note at a time. He leaned in close, listening, his nose almost brushing the polished wood as melodies revealed themselves to him like secrets. He was too young to know that most children did not hear music the way he did—whole phrases blooming in his mind after a single chord. His mother would pause in the doorway of their Ashland home, one hand pressed to her chest, listening as the baby grand sang under his touch. By the time formal lessons began, the piano already knew him well.

His mother called him precocious. His teachers called him gifted. His audiences—when he was barely tall enough to bow—called him remarkable.

By twelve, the boy no longer played for himself alone. His fingers flew confidentially over the keys as he played for packed parlors and hushed halls, for people who leaned forward in their seats as if afraid to miss a single note. Applause followed him everywhere. 

His name—chosen with such hope—appeared on printed programs. Wolfgang Smith, Pianist. Though he preferred to be called Wolfie. 

There were whispers of New York, of conservatories, academies, patrons, and futures that glittered just out of reach. 

When he wasn’t playing, he was drawing—faces, hands, expressions—or shaping little figures from clay dug up along the creek. Creation seemed to follow him like a loyal dog.

Then the music stopped.

Not all at once. Just... gradually.

In October 1929, when the stock market crashed, the voices in the house dropped to whispers. The laughter vanished first. Then the servants. Then the furniture. Men arrived with ledgers and tight smiles, walking through rooms as if measuring memories. The piano remembered the silence first.

The house emptied itself in stages—rooms echoing, rugs rolled away, paintings lifted from their hooks. Strangers walked through the living room, their voices clipped and clipboards in hand. The piano waited longest, its polished lid reflecting unfamiliar faces, until men arrived with straps and practiced indifference. When they rolled it toward the door, Wolfgang stood frozen at the foot of the stairs, his hands clenched so tightly his nails cut crescent moons into his palms. He stood there for a long time; his hands curled uselessly at his sides.

He never touched those keys again—not there.

After that, everything unraveled quickly. His father disappeared one night and never came back. His mother met a man who did not like kids, packed her things, and moved back east. Before she left, she promised it would all be all right—eventually. Wolfie learned early that eventually was a very flexible word.

By fourteen, he was on his own. Wolfgang belonged to no one. He slept where he could—first in corners, then in shadows—until a stroke of luck led him to the broad brick building on East Main Street. The furniture store that had once borne his family’s name. Now it smelled of sawdust and polish and survival. The new owner needed a night watchman. Wolfgang needed a place that didn’t leak when it rained. He slept in a corner behind stacked dressers and swept floors in exchange for meals.

On his first evening at his new job, he saw the piano that had just been moved into the front window. It stood there like a relic, its surface dulled but intact, a small placard resting on its lid. Baby Grand—No Reasonable Offer Refused.

Before he came inside to start his new job, Wolfie had recognized it instantly, looking in from out on the street. He pressed his forehead briefly against the glass, breath fogging the pane, as if the piano might sense him on the other side.

At night, when the streets emptied and the lamps dimmed, he played.

The piano seemed just as happy to see him. Music drifted through the store, curling around wardrobes and settling into the grain of unfinished tables. Wolfie played softly, not wanting to wake the neighborhood—or invite questions. These were private concerts, just for the two of them.

Eventually, even that became impractical. No one had money for a baby grand in those days, and the piano was moved into backroom storage, tipped carefully onto its end. Wolfie studied the arrangement thoughtfully. Then he found a rope. And a pulley. And smiled.

For months, the system worked beautifully. Each night, he lowered the piano, humming to himself as he did, playing until his fingers ached, then hoisted it back into place. He would have told you it was perfectly safe.

It wasn’t.

One winter night in 1936, the rope snapped without warning. The piano came down fast. Much too fast.

By morning, Wolfie was gone...

But he didn’t go far.

The piano still stands in the building today, though the furniture store has long since become the Ashland Arts Center—a place full of sculptors, painters, musicians, and curious souls who swear that creativity seems to linger in the air. 

Sometimes, late at night, the piano plays itself. Sometimes a sculptor finds their tools rearranged, or a lump of clay shaped more artistically than it was when they left it.

The piano still likes him.

And the ghost of Wolfie—mischievous, gentle Wolfie—likes to remind people that art, once loved, never truly lets go.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One


[image: ]


Stroll and Sighs 

First Friday Art Walk, early June.

Carol Lindsey walked up the three flights of curving stairs and through William Mill’s apartment front door without knocking. Continuing across the living room, and looking out the third-floor windows of the fully restored but haunted Beckworth Mansion, she could see all the way down B Street — to the many rose gardens filled with the soft hum of bees, and the slow stream of locals heading up toward Main Street for First Friday.

Not seeing him at first, she called out to him, “William, let's go see the galleries; it’s First Friday, you know.”

From the adjacent study came William’s voice, “Not right now. I’m very busy following new clues to determine whether Shakespeare ever went to Italy. Other actors and noblemen did make it there, but it appears he never did. So his apparent knowledge of Italian places and customs must be all second-hand.”

Stepping into his office, she reached around his neck with her sun-warmed arms and gave his shoulders an affectionate squeeze. “Come on, silly. You need to get outside and see other people, drink some wine, see some art, and breathe the fresh air. Leave the Elizabethans to their moldy old papers. Come with me now, please?”

Dante, the ghost cat, hopped up onto the desk and proceeded to bat a stack of paper onto the floor, flicking his tail and gazing up at William with his luminous golden ghost eyes. 

Addressing his ghostly companion, William said, “So you think I need a break, too?”

Dante just stared at him and flicked his tail, knocking a few more papers to the floor.

“OK, Carol, Dante has voted. I’m outnumbered. We’re going.”

***
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THE ELEVATOR RATTLED once before deciding to cooperate, then glided smoothly down the exterior shaft attached to the side of the old Beckworth Mansion. Its wood and stained-glass walls caught the late-afternoon light, making the whole apparatus look like a Victorian ghost had commissioned a modernist addition.

Dante sat on the elevator floor as if he were a solid cat, not a ghost one, tail curled neatly around his paws. Halfway down, he blinked once, dissolved into thin, mild violet smoke, and reappeared perched on William’s shoulder as though nothing unusual had happened.

Carol pressed her forehead to the glass. “You know,” she said, “most cities try to be artsy. Ashland doesn’t try. It just... is.”

William smiled faintly. “Theater towns don’t have to apologize for being dramatic.”

The elevator thumped gently as it reached the first floor. They stepped out into the mansion's beautifully decorated entryway next to the grand sweeping spiral staircase that led up to the third floor, and then out the front door onto the brick walkway that led to the sidewalk and street. Even though the sun was still bright in the summer sky, the mansion’s porch lights were already on: warm, golden, and inviting, as if to promise that ghosts were expected and welcome.

“Five o’clock,” Carol said, checking her phone. “Perfect. The Art Walk starts right on time.”

They made the short uphill stroll toward the Plaza. The air was comfortably warm but not hot—June in Ashland being a kind of Mediterranean summer dream mixed with mountain breezes, alternately warm and cool. A faint scent of jasmine hung along the sidewalks, mingled with roasting coffee, waffle cones, grilled satay, and the odd but persistent smell of patchouli oil that seemed to trail one particular segment of the population.

As they approached the Plaza, street music layered into the soundscape: a violinist under the trees, a percussionist using drumsticks on overturned buckets, and, farther in the crowd, someone playing a metal hang drum that sounded celestial and aquatic both at once.

But the real spectacle waited at the center of the Plaza.

Fire dancers.

Two women and one man spun flaming poi — small round pots of fire on chains that traced bright arcs in the air. A fourth performer swung cloth bags weighed with sand, trailing colored ribbons, not aflame but still hypnotic in their curving motion. Tourists clustered in a wide circle, phones up, voices hushed in collective awe.

Wolfie flickered into near visible existence near the planter box beside them, drawn by the rhythm as if by a magnet. He hovered just above the paving stones, eyes tracking the spinning fire.

Carol whispered, “He likes the tempo.”

William nodded. “I think he always has. Waltz time would be too slow for this.”

Dante chirped approvingly and joined Wolfie near the curb, tail flicking in ghostly feline time.

A young couple next to them whispered loudly. The woman, her eyes moving back and forth between Dante and the fire dancers, said, “Honey, look at that beautiful cat! And are those called poi?” the woman asked.

“No, I think they’re called bolo balls,” the man replied with absolute confidence.

“They’re poi,” William said gently, without condescension.

The man blinked. “Oh. Right. Thanks.”

Carol tugged William’s sleeve. “Stop correcting strangers.”

“They were mislabeling fire,” William murmured. “Fire deserves accuracy.”

When the performance ended, applause rose like a gust of warm wind. The performers bowed, fires extinguished, and the crowd began to scatter around the plaza to the various shops and restaurants located there. Others started further up Main Street, drawn by the promise of art, wine, and air conditioning. 

While some brave, intrepid tourists tried tasting the legendary, but highly mineralized, Lithia water that flowed continuously from four drinking fountains on the plaza. It was a humorous and entertaining Ashland tradition to watch the uninitiated giving the water a try. 

On First Fridays, Ashland put on its artsy best. The gallery and clothing shop front doors were propped open. Inside, many places were offering glasses of wine and nibbles of fruit, veggies, crackers, and brie. A river of locals and tourists in town to see plays at the Oregon Shakespeare Festival drifted from gallery to gallery with the air of people who fully intended to support the arts... someday.

Carol and William joined the flow up from the Plaza. Strings of fairy lights wrapped the lampposts, and a busker played her violin near the fountain, her bow carving out a melancholy tune that made the specter of Wolfie hover close, head cocked.

They stepped into the first gallery—small and cozy, smelling of oil paint and the tied bundles of White Sage hanging from the ceiling. Local landscapes lined the walls: Mt. Ashland in winter, Lithia Park in fall, vineyard rows under summer sun.

The owner, a woman in her sixties with paint on her hands, greeted them warmly.

“Haven’t seen you two in here for a while,” she said. “Life keeping you out of trouble?”

“Not successfully,” Carol said.

William studied a charcoal sketch of a street corner he recognized. “Have you ever worked with Kessler, the owner of the new sculpture gallery that’s next to the Ashland Art Center?” he asked casually.

The owner snorted. “Hadrian? He offered to ‘represent’ me.” She made air quotes. “Which meant taking my best pieces on consignment and paying me whenever he felt like it. I declined.”

“Others didn’t?” Carol asked.

“Oh, some did,” she said. “Especially younger artists. He promised exposure. You know what exposure pays?” She gestured around the gallery. “Not the rent.”

They moved on to the next space—larger and cleaner, more minimalist, with large abstract canvases that looked like storms captured mid-formation. Here, the owner was speaking to a small group gathered around him in measured tones about “investment pieces” and “emerging value.”

Outside again, William said, “If I ever start talking about art that way, please hit me with a frying pan.”

Carol smiled. “I’ll use one of your cast-iron skillets. Maximum impact.”

They ended at a small cooperative gallery near Aunt Bessie’s mystical bookshop. Inside, a wall of sculpted heads took up the far side—ceramic faces, some serene, some contorted, all different.

Carol shivered. “It’s like being stared at by possibilities.”

William stepped closer to one—a woman’s face, eyes closed, mouth just on the verge of a smile. The clay was glazed in a blue that reminded him of Ophelia’s ghostly aura.

“You know what’s different about these?” he said.

“What?” Carol asked.

“They were allowed to stay where they were born.” He touched the air just above the sculpture. “Whatever happens to them next will be chosen, not stolen.”

“You’re thinking of the sculptures you rescued from the looters in Israel?”

“Yes, we recovered many pieces when we broke up the gangs. But I know that many disappeared without a trace. And many of the ones we recovered lacked full information about where they were found. A tragic loss to the archaeological records.”

Wolfie materialized and hovered by his shoulder, nodding.

Across the room, a glowing white Dante hopped onto a low pedestal and sat behind a small bronze cat sculpture, aligning himself with it so perfectly that a passing couple did a double-take and laughed, “Honey, look at that illuminated cat sculpture,” said the woman. “I wonder how they created that?”

Art imitating life imitating art. Ashland in a nutshell.

William and Carol followed the crowd, moving uphill towards the Globe Springs Hotel, which stood on higher ground towering over downtown.

Main Street was alive — storefronts open, strings of colored fairy lights zigzagging between trees, window signs reading ART WALK TONIGHT!, and the Oregon Shakespeare Festival, OSF’s, seasonal banners fluttering from the lamp posts: WINTER’S TALE, TWELFTH NIGHT, MY FAIR LADY.

Tourists paused under the banners to take photos. Locals merely rolled their eyes affectionately.

The next shop they passed was a boutique clothing shop with mannequins dressed in Bohemian linen. 

Another store sold vinyl records and CDs, music spilling onto the sidewalk through open doors. 

These were followed by a Native American Art gallery and a Middle Eastern imports store filled with intricately decorated, carved wooden furniture and brass ornaments. 

Continuing to walk up the street, they passed various ethnic restaurants, including an Indonesian place and a Sushi and Ramen restaurant.

Next came a bakery offering samples of tiny lemon tarts with brûléed tops. Carol accepted one; William declined; Dante attempted to steal hers; Carol flicked an eyebrow. William laughed and offered Dante strategic advice. “Dante, you have to move quicker.”

“Don’t teach the ghost cat bad habits,” a laughing Carol said.

“He already has them,” William said. “I merely enable.”
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Friday Art Walk Continued

An early summer half-moon dangled lazily above downtown Ashland, silvering the roofs with white halos. Soft jazz filtered out of a wine bar on Main Street as the June First Friday Art Walk continued to pulse with life—wine glasses clinking, heels tapping on brick, gallery doors propped open like mouths mid-laugh. 

Carol Lindsey, dressed in a light, floating, purple colored linen summer dress that matched the color of her fingernails and the tips of her black hair, was a striking apparition. With her bare shoulders and back exposed to the warm early evening air, she stepped carefully across a chalk drawing of a blue heron on the sidewalk, her sandal nearly smudging the delicate charcoal wings. “I love this one. You see the linework?”

William Mills, tall, composed, and dressed in his usual semi-formal gray jacket—despite the warm, early June temperature—glanced down. His eyes were slightly distant, like he was half listening to her and half tuning into an old radio signal.

“It’s good,” he said absently, then blinked. “Sorry—yes. The crosshatching is excellent. Reminds me of copperplate etching.”

Carol tilted her head at him as they resumed walking. “You’re doing that thing again.”

“What thing?” He tucked his hands into his pockets.

“That thing where you pretend you’re listening, but you’re clearly scanning rooftops for ghosts.”

He smiled a bit too quickly. “I’m not scanning. Just being... aware.”

He didn’t deny it — ever since the bomb in Jerusalem had stopped his heart and then given it back, the world had acquired additional frequencies. He now heard and saw things others could not.

Carol tilted her head at him as they resumed walking.

She had learned, over just a few months of loving him, that silence was often safer than questions.

They passed a small gallery strung with mismatched globe lights. Inside, an abstract painter with purple hair was arranging gouache pieces into a grid pattern on the wall. Two men in linen suits hovered near the wine table, debating whether one piece was ‘brave’ or simply ‘unfinished.’

A young man in an elaborately embroidered vest passed by, juggling three oranges.

Two elderly ladies with OSF tote bags debated the merits of vegetarian sushi versus Thai curry.

A woman in a flamingo-shaped hat chased her three-year-old, who had acquired a tambourine through unknown means. 

They continued up the street until the tall golden-white shape of the Globe Springs Hotel rose fully into view. Nine stories of haunted ambition, its stained glass windows, carved stone, and terracotta fascia softened by early twilight. Even with the new paint, the old building held the kind of quiet that seemed to say it knew too much.

Carol paused. “Feels strange walking past it.”

William followed her gaze. “It does. It’s only been barely three months now.”

Their memories flooded simultaneously — the bride on her wedding day, the fall, the screaming guests, the vault hidden beneath the basement full of looted artifacts, a cursed necklace, the journal entries from decades past, and the ghost boy from 1925 who finally found peace.

“I’m glad we gave the ghosts their closure,” Carol said.

“Some of them,” William corrected gently.

Carol’s eyes softened. “Ophelia?”

William nodded. “Our Blue Lady. We discovered much more of her story, but she’s still waiting for more answers.”

Dante brushed against Carol’s ankles before phasing through a tree grate and reappearing across the street to sniff a planter full of lavender.

Further up Main Street, the façade of the Ashland Artists Co-Operative loomed in the near distance like a proud dowager—two stories of weathered red brick, tall windows lit with glowing artwork, and a painted banner across the front that read: Art Belongs Here.

They continued upward, passing one gallery or shop after another, each with red, white, or rosé wine, and nibbles of chocolate, cheese, veggies, and crackers. Inside, mounted near the art pieces, were small cards explaining the artists’ pieces.

One gallery showed watercolor landscapes of Crater Lake and the high Cascade mountains; another displayed modern ceramics glazed in jewel tones; another featured large-format photography of backstage OSF rehearsals.

A woman with rainbow colored hair leaned out of the Ashland Chocolate Factory shop doorway. “Samples! Spiced chai truffles! Gluten-free, vegan, and shapely! And they’re sugar-free too.”

William accepted one. It melted instantly on his tongue. “Good god.”

“Right?” Carol said. “Ashland takes chocolate very seriously since—”

“Sweet Revenge,... the annual Ashland Chocolate Festival,” William finished dryly.

“Don’t be meta,” Carol said. “It’s unbecoming.”

When they reached the block with the Co-op Gallery — the old furniture store turned arts incubator — the sun was low enough behind the mountains to cast warm rose light across the brick buildings. The gallery’s big windows glowed from within, and a small sign read:

OPEN LATE — ARTISTS PRESENT — GHOST FRIENDLY

Carol snorted. “Ghost friendly?”

“They added that after Wolfie threw a tantrum last winter and rearranged the pottery shelves,” William said.

“It was one tantrum,” said a spectral voice behind them. A voice that only William could hear.

A semi-transparent Wolfie materialized by the front door, arms folded, looking deeply affronted.

Carol grinned. “One tantrum that involved seven ceramic bowls, a concrete floor, and some very startled tourists.”

Wolfie floated upward, fading from sight, his chin lifted. Artistic frustration must be expressed, his posture insisted.

Inside, the gallery hummed. Artists chatted with patrons. Glass sculptures gleamed under directed lighting. Sheet music rested on the baby grand piano in the corner.

Wolfie drifted toward it immediately.

An artist who knew them, acting as a volunteer Curator, raised a cup of kombucha in greeting.

Looking at the almost invisible hazy form of Wolfie, she said, “First Fridays always bring the ghosts out,” she said.

William smiled. “And the tourists.”

“And hopefully the money,” the curator added. “Which is why we bless First Fridays.”

Carol whispered, “Should we stay for a bit?”

William nodded. “We should. Besides, Wolfie’s here on business. This is his home base.”

In the reflection of a framed print, Ophelia, the blue Lady of Lithia Park's ghostly form hovered — pale blue, composed, watching the piano and the sculptures with a kind of longing, both wistful and theatrical. She inclined her head to Carol.

Carol inclined hers back.

Ashland, in that hour between daylight and evening, appeared to hold both the living and the dead without drawing a line between them, making each day into an All Souls Day.

For Carol and William, and for the ghosts, onlookers, tourists, and eccentrics — that felt exactly right.

“I’ll never get tired of this place,” Carol said softly.

William reflected: Ashland had been meant as a place for him to quietly disappear in retirement, but it had insisted on keeping him occupied with helping ghosts, solving mysteries, and the occasional murder.
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Inside the Ashland Co-op Gallery

As they stepped further inside the large gallery, the familiar scents of turpentine, clay dust, and lavender oil welcomed them like old friends. Voices filled the space—artists chatting with patrons, someone explaining the difference between hand-thrown and wheel-thrown ceramics, the occasional startled gasp as a sculpture caught the light just right.

The gallery was part labyrinth and part living room, with paintings leaning against columns and hanging from brick and plaster walls like whispers of dreams. A musician in the far corner strummed a guitar gently, barely rising above the crowd. Strings of paper lanterns hung from the old exposed beams, and near the stairwell stood a hulking shape beneath a painter’s drop cloth—likely a new collaborative sculpture to be revealed later.

They had barely crossed the threshold before Julian, the Artistic Director of the Shakespeare Festival, materialized between two display pedestals like a stage magician who’d misread his cue.

“Darlings!” he exclaimed. “I knew you’d arrive eventually. First Friday without you is like Shakespeare without soliloquies — possible, but dreadfully flat.”

Carol laughed. “We were taking the scenic route.”

Julian waved a hand. “Art is the scenic route. Speaking of which, you must tell me which disastrous production OSF should revive next. I’m thinking Pericles, purely out of spite.”

William raised a brow. “Spite toward whom?”

“Producers,” Julian said. “Always the producers.”

He swept them toward a small corner of the gallery where three sculptors were arguing in hushed tones over whether epoxy was the enemy of purity or its salvation. A nearby table held tiny cups of sparkling rosé and a plate of small-batch macarons colored in jewel tones.

Dante ghosted up onto the macaron table, sniffed delicately, and phased through the plate without disturbing it, only to reappear near the piano where Wolfie now hovered, hands twitching in ghostly imitation of muscle memory.

Julian poured rosé for Carol and William without waiting for permission. “To survival,” he said. “And to artists who pretend to hate crowds while secretly needing them.”

Carol raised her glass. “To spiteful programming.”

William clinked once. “And to prop fabricators who flee mid-season.”

Julian narrowed his eyes. “Ah. So, you have followed that thread, how OSF lost a talented prop artist who bailed out on us without a word?”

Carol nodded. “Yes, was that Anders Halvorsen?”

“Yes,” Julian sighed, swiping a macaron and biting into it dramatically. “And while I resent his right-wing politics and his grooming decisions, I must admit his sculpting and casting work was exceptional.”

William glanced around. “So before OSF hired him, he had a working studio here in the gallery building? Did he ever display anything in the gallery? Or leave anything behind?”

Julian thought for a moment, eyes darting upward as if rummaging through mental storage racks.

“Not in this room,” he said. “But follow me. The gallery inherited the building’s basement and everything in it when we leased it. You must know that I am on the Co-op Gallery board of directors. The basement used to be the storage area for furniture shipments. Occasionally, we find treasures. And occasionally, we find mildew.”

He led them past the print racks, through the ceramics annex, and toward a narrow doorway marked ARTISTS ONLY in fading marker. The floorboards creaked as they descended the short staircase.

The basement smelled of old pine, varnish, and dreams stored for decades without cataloging. Wooden crates lined the walls, some labeled in elegant calligraphy, others in hasty Sharpie.

Julian flicked a switch. The overhead bulbs buzzed awake.

“There,” he said, pointing toward a stack of odd-shaped containers. “Those are from before my time on the board. They arrived during the gallery renovation.”

William crouched, prying open the top crate with care. Inside were plaster negatives — concave molds shaped like arms, torsos, decorative drapery folds, and the stylized curls of classical hair.

Carol whispered, “These are mold pieces. Fragment molds.”

William nodded, running a finger along a ridge. “High detail. Very fine. Whoever cast these knew how to keep bubbles out.”

Julian leaned in. “We assumed they were for some show or other. We never used them. Too heavy. Also, the OSF board objected on aesthetic grounds.”

“What aesthetic grounds?” Carol asked.

“They looked,” Julian said gravely, “too tasteful.”

Carol chuckled at this comment.

William pulled out a small paper tag pinned beneath one of the molds. It was old, yellowed, and crumbling at the edges. But the faded ink was still legible.

‘H — Restoration — Sample B — Keep Dry’

Carol felt her pulse quicken. “H for Halvorsen.”

William looked at Julian. “How long have these been here?”

Julian tilted his head. “Five years? Six? Before my tenure as OSF artistic director. This building had been shuttered for some years before the Artists Co-op took it over.”

Carol touched a nearby mold — a draped shoulder of what looked like a Hellenistic female figure. “It looks like Halvorsen didn’t just do foam props. He did sculpture replication. Real replication.”

“And if he was making fragment molds,” William added, “he could easily slip real fragments into crates disguised as stage castings.”

Julian blinked. “Good god. You’re telling me our beloved arts cooperative was almost part of an international smuggling ring?”

“Almost,” William said. “Not intentionally.”

Julian clutched a crate dramatically. “Darling. Intent matters. If we accidentally participated in cultural crime, I shall never hear the end of it from the grant committee.”

Wolfie drifted through the shelves, pausing at one crate that seemed older than the others. It was a wooden touring case with metal brackets and a faded shipping label from Marseille.

He pointed insistently.

Carol knelt, brushing dust off the stenciled letters.

‘EXPOSITION ITINERANTE — ART GREC — 1927’

She swallowed, “Traveling Greek art exhibition. Pre-Depression.”

William stared. “Ophelia may have seen these.”

Julian blinked. “We are not opening a haunted exhibition case in our basement.”

Carol opened it anyway.

Inside, cushioned in acid-free linen, lay a single marble hand — delicate, lyrical, broken just above the wrist. The stone was luminous even in fluorescent light.

Wolfie hovered closer, eyes wide. He reached out — not touching, merely remembering.

Carol whispered, “This isn’t a replica.”

William nodded gravely. “This is original, Hellenistic. Early 3rd century BCE. Possibly Parian marble.”

Julian stared, mouth open. “Then why is it here?”

William exhaled. “Because sometimes the past gets lost in shipping. And sometimes it hides.”

Carol looked up at him. “If the market wasn’t hungry enough? If a piece didn’t sell, if its paperwork wasn’t ready, if a connection fell through...?”

“It would need storage,” William finished.

Julian looked from Carol to William to the hand. “You do realize,” he said, voice low, “that if Customs and Border Patrol catches wind of this basement, they’ll tear the place apart.”

William replaced the linen gently. “Which is why they cannot.”

Julian nodded once. “Agreed.”

Dante appeared on top of a crate, tail curled, giving the marble hand a respectful nod before phasing back toward the stairs.

Wolfie lingered a moment longer, and for just an instant, Ophelia’s faint reflection appeared in the metal bracket of the touring case — gloved hands resting as if upon a balcony rail.

Carol looked up in time to see the last shimmer fade.

Seeing these ghostly visitations, Julian cleared his throat. “Well,” he said. “My evening just became significantly more interesting. You two travel in unusual company, as I recall from our adventure with those looted artifacts hidden in the basement of the Globe Springs. I do owe you both a debt of gratitude for saving me from that cursed necklace.”

Carol smiled. “Welcome to our world. And Julian, it was our pleasure to help you out with that. Though, of course, we do fully expect free OSF tickets... for life!” 

Seeing Julian blanch in response, she laughed and added, “But don’t worry, Julian, I’m only kidding. We are very happy to have saved you from a terrible, worse-than-death fate.” And with a gentle laugh, she added, “Though you missed your chance to become a priest possessed by an Egyptian Goddess. And we love to support the festival by actually buying our tickets.”

Julian took a long sip of rosé, shivering at the memory of the cursed necklace. “If this here becomes a scandal, I insist on decent lighting and tasteful music.”

William closed the crate. “If this becomes a scandal, I suspect the music will be Greek.”

Julian shivered with pleasure. “Marvelous.”
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Chapter Four
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Back up on the first floor of the Co-op gallery, Carol touched William’s sleeve and pointed. “Look. There’s Marissa—she finished her ceramic birds.”

A row of robin-sized sculptures sat arranged on a weathered wood shelf. Each had tiny metal wings crafted from carefully engraved and shaped copper, some in mid-flap. William leaned closer and nodded. “She’s improved. The glazes are clearer, more complex, and deliberate now. And her engraving has gotten much sharper as well.”

A loud metallic clang echoed from the adjacent building.

Everyone paused. A wine glass trembled slightly in someone’s hand.

“That came from next door. There must be thin walls,” Carol murmured.

“That’d be Sculptura Romana. That space used to be part of the old furniture store. Some of the walls between us are brick, but other parts are just frame construction with frosted glass sections,” said Marissa, appearing beside them with her usual paint-smeared overalls and a tired smile. “It’s Kessler’s gallery. He’s been working late—making his poor assistants drill holes into perfectly good plaster.”

Carol frowned. “Did something fall?”

“Probably his ego,” Marissa muttered. “He’s been stomping around like Caesar all day. Thinks his plastic busts are the next David.”

William caught movement—a shadow behind a frosted glass wall section. It passed swiftly, then was gone. He narrowed his eyes.

Another faint noise drifted from the wall—like a single high piano note.

Carol turned. “Did you hear—?”

But William was already
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