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      Valeria Cosoi pushed aside the baubles on the table, catching a swirling blue-and-silver patterned one before it teetered off the edge.

      “Stay,” she told it, setting it carefully with the rest before cutting open the box that had been delivered to her shop the day before. Crisp, yellowed paper was wrapped around a stack of objects inside, and she unwrapped each, lining them up so she could get a good look at them.

      The first few made her wonder if the man had mistaken her establishment for a pawn shop — though he must have thought it was a rather peculiar one at that. The winding path to the counter had carried him past tarot cards, star charts, various bowls of incense, gems and minerals, wards, and charms. She shook her head and continued through the box. Three silver spoons, nicely made, a small China platter, and a hand-carved wooden bowl were first, followed by a large urn.

      Valeria turned the urn over in her hands. It had a swirling pattern around the edges and looked to be pretty old. Bronze or brass or something of the sort. The man hadn’t mentioned whose belongings they were — an aunt or a grandmother’s, maybe? Just that someone had passed away, and he wasn’t interested in selling the stuff, just getting rid of it. She had been more than happy to take the things off his hands. Most of the time, people wanted to sell or trade. Unless they were desperate to get rid of a tarot deck they were sure was cursed, for example. Valeria had long given up reminding them that just because they didn’t like the readings they were getting didn’t mean they weren’t true. Well, Uncle Pop would probably like the urn even if she couldn’t sell it, and she could always use a few extra spoons.

      She glanced up at the clock and ducked past the heavy drapes to her private office. It was in the very back of the shop, situated right next to the little alcove, clearly labeled “Seances/Readings/Fortunes”, which did not stop people from frequently wandering back here. Uncle Pop had just grouched at her to put a door on the “dang room”, but Valeria couldn’t bring herself to do it. It would interrupt the whole flow of the space, an answer that Pop found unconvincing. On the wall, a laboriously drawn hanging chalkboard marked out all her appointments for the next two weeks. There had been a dip in demand for tarot, and a rise in other forms of seeing — tea leaves, palm reading, and the like. Valeria wondered if it was tied to the recent popularity of self-readings. It was so easy to buy yourself a book and a deck — though any good psychic medium knew the most powerful decks were ones you were gifted, not purchased — but the appointments were coming in all the same. Two palm readings today, two tomorrow. Valeria liked the symmetry.

      She dug her accounts book out from a stack of books on the desk, setting aside a bundle of folders stuffed with receipts she needed to catalog, and logged the donation. She really should venture into the twenty-first century and put all of this onto a computer but, not being a fan of technology, she would wait until it was absolutely necessary. She didn’t mind the paperwork if she was honest.

      Valeria chewed on her lip as she looked through the files. Things were going all right, though she could use a boost. Maybe the local coven would be interested in renting out the room in the back? She had seen other shops doing it, and while she didn’t want to become an event space, it wouldn’t hurt to have a little more income. Plus, the longer they were in here, the more likely they were to pick up bits and bobs to help them with their spells. Valeria at least had one advantage over some of the new-age shops in the region — she actually believed in the things she sold. Well, most of them. That sort of genuineness was harder and harder to come by as these things went mainstream, and she liked to think that her customers appreciated it.

      Valeria heard a faint noise coming from out front of the shop and stopped what she was doing to listen closer. Straining her ears, it sounded to her like someone was trying to get her attention by tapping on the window. Who could that be at this time of the morning? She wasn’t even open yet.

      She returned the book back beneath the stack — what Aunt Imogen called “security through obscurity” — and stepped out. Her mind couldn’t stop listing the things she needed to do. Top of the list, after she priced and set up the new donations for sale and finished her appointments today, she needed to completely re-organize the crystals and minerals selection. A young mother had brought her toddler through the day before and he had made an absolute disaster of the area, mixing the amethyst with the jade, the ruby with the aquamarine. At least they had bought quite a few, the little boy walking out with something much more significant than the rock collection he had been calling it. Valeria had slipped in a few pieces of obsidian for protection and grounding. It was always good to have around with kids that young.

      The tapping noise came again, more urgently this time, and she hurried out of her office. “Coming!” she yelled, winding her way to the front of the store, feeling relief — and smiling — as she saw her friend, May Dawn.

      She waved frantically from the window, hopping from foot to foot and brandishing a brown bag from the breakfast spot down the street. Her long, chunky statement necklace bounced against her neck, clashing comfortably with the earrings only partially hidden underneath her long, messy, dark blonde hair. Valeria noticed she had added some small braids throughout, giving rhythm to the disorder. Her clothes, flowing as always, made her look like she’d fit in just right in a shop like this. Better than Valeria did, even, and when May was around, it wasn’t uncommon for people to mistake her for the shop owner, although her jewelry was more aesthetic than purposeful. She pointed to the door, grinning widely, as Valeria unlocked it and asked her in. The front of the shop filled with the smell of eggs and bacon.

      “Val! I brought breakfast sandwiches!” May said. “Because you don’t know how to feed yourself.”

      “They say all the greatest entrepreneurs start with a small breakfast,” Valeria protested, giving her a quick hug.

      “I think they’re talking about billionaires, not witches,” May replied. “You need more than a banana and a coffee to handle the spirit world.”

      “Not a witch,” Valeria reminded her, leading the way to the seance room. “Not that I have anything against the practice. I have some friendly new-age witches who come through here. I prefer the term medium.”

      “Medium, witch, whatever it is, you’re good at it,” May smiled. “How are you?” She threw herself down into the chair, the bag of food making a soft thunk as it hit the table. May always had a way of occupying a space — making it look like she had always lived there, always been a part of it, no matter how recently she had arrived. It always gave Valeria a pleasant, comfortable feeling, and there was nobody better at breaking her out of her own internal to-do lists.

      “Good. I got some donations yesterday, and I was sorting through those before you dropped by. It’s been kind of slow but I’m still getting bookings and the like.” Valeria ducked into her office, flipping on the coffee machine sitting on the counter of the little kitchenette area. It was an antique and came to life with a rattle that Valeria reminded herself to get checked out. The last thing she needed today was for it to give out and force her to buy coffee from somewhere else. She didn’t want to listen to Uncle Pop or Aunt Imogen giving her grief for spending more money on “those dang drugs.” Just because they didn’t drink coffee anymore didn’t mean she had to follow suit.

      “What did you get donated?” May called in to her. “Is it something cool?”

      “Some delightful pieces, but they’d be a better fit at an antiques shop. Either way, it’s always nice to have some new pieces to put out. I need to remember to put in an order for some more incense. It’s been going like crazy lately. People are really picking it up.”

      “I could never run a shop,” May said, biting into her sandwich. “It sounds like way too much pressure. Plus, I think the incense would give me a headache if it was going all day every day,” she caught herself. “Oh, but I like the scents you sell! Really! Is it okay to eat out here? Or, like, should I come into your office?”

      “Good food won’t interrupt good readings,” Valeria poked her head out, reassuring her. “And it’s not that bad, running my own place. I get to set my own hours, be my own boss. And I get to do exactly what I like to do.” She smiled as the coffee spurted into the first mug, filling it to the brim, before filling the second. Valeria brought the mugs over to the table where May sat eating her sandwich. The mugs were handmade by a young pottery student, an ecstatic thank-you after Valeria had told her she would be successful in college, at least according to the leaves. She had dropped the mugs off on her graduation day. “Plus, I like the incense. I think it gives a nice feel, or rather smell, to the whole place.”

      “Well, I would want to start a bakery,” May looked off behind Valeria. “Something with a lot of sweets, not like a bread bakery. I think I would get bored, just baking bread all the time. I have all these different ideas. Themed things for holidays, and there are some really cool baked treats from around the world I could do. I think it would help expand palates in the town a bit. We’re not grand just because we have three restaurants that aren’t burger joints.”

      “I think you could do it, for what it’s worth. You should book a reading at some point! I could give you the friend discount. See if a bakery enterprise is a good thing for you to start right now.”

      “I’m too worried it will be bad news.” May made a face. “I like not knowing what’s coming next, you know? If I know something bad might come, and I don’t do the right things to stop it…” She shrugged. “That’s too much pressure for me. I’ll leave the cosmic balancing to you.”

      Valeria laughed. “Your faith in my abilities keeps me going, May.”

      “That’s what I’m here for!” May winked. “Now dig in! You need to eat!”

      They dug into their breakfast, May telling Valeria all about a man she had met a few days before through work — she worked as an art gallery attendant in town — who had shown up and purchased three extremely expensive paintings on the spot and then asked her out to dinner. The gallery usually made its money off repeat customers, she explained, so for someone to come in out of nowhere and make such a huge purchase just like that was almost unheard of.

      “Are you going to go out with him?” Valeria asked. “Dashing man from out of nowhere — sounds like one of those ‘tall, dark, and handsome’ strangers that you always see soothsayers going on about in the movies.”

      “I don’t know,” May shrugged. “I took his number when he offered it and told him I’d let him know, but I haven’t decided. I didn’t give him mine — didn’t want him texting me before I was sure. He was cute, but I’m just not sure I’m really over Tony yet.”

      “May, you’ve got to let yourself get over him,” Valeria prodded. “It’s been what, two years? I know it was so hard, but you can’t just give up.”

      “I don’t mean to! I don’t get to pick when I’m ready,” May complained.

      “But going out with this guy might be a good first step,” Valeria said. “It’s like, every other aspect of your life, you just go with the flow. So why not on this, too?”

      “Hmmm. I’ll think about it. He had wonderful hair, after all.” May giggled, wiping sauce from the side of her lip. “And clearly he knows how to make commitments with a purchase like that.”

      “And money. You could turn that into bakery-owning money one day.”

      “Val!” May laughed.

      Valeria shrugged and smiled, finishing her food. May was a slow eater — no matter when Valeria started, she would always finish first, as May made her own methodical way around the dish. There were so few things in life that May did carefully, Valeria thought, as she watched her friend. Eating was one thing she did with careful enthusiasm, she supposed, though she would try any food twice. Always twice — that was the rule. If she didn’t like it the first time, she might have been in a bad mood, or had a cold she didn’t know about.

      But really, it was men that May was the most careful about. Unlike the rest of the free-spirit friends she ran with, May was careful, almost too careful, about her boyfriends. Once she had one, she was going to stick by him. And if he pulled some cad move like cheat on her, the way Tony did? It was going to take her at least as long as the relationship had lasted to get over it, if not more. Valeria wasn’t the best at meeting men — there weren’t a ton of them in her line of work, and those who were could get a little strange — but she still took her chances more confidently than May.

      Valeria felt a prickle on the back of her neck. The same old rush of air, the same tingle she recognized immediately. Yes. It was happening again.

      She set her cup of coffee down, just the dregs remaining, and let out a little sigh. What was it this time? There was so much to do today. The readings! And the rocks! Maybe it wouldn’t be anything, Valeria told herself. Maybe this time, it really would just be a breeze. A chill. Someone walking over her grave.

      But she turned, and behind her, suspended about a foot above the ground, was the transparent, greenish-blue figure of a woman. Her hair was spread out around her head in an irregular halo, and interspersed Valeria could make out something else, though the image was hazy. Weeds, or maybe grass, deeper greens tangled amidst the hair. The woman’s blouse billowed around her, a sharp contrast to the way her leggings seemed almost shrink-wrapped against her legs. She reached out a hand and her mouth moved, but no sound came out.

      Valeria turned back to May, propping her hand up on her chin. “You’re not going to believe it,” she said, her voice tired.

      “What?” May asked, her eyes getting wider. “Is there something going on?”

      “A ghost,” Valeria said, “right behind me.”

      “Really!” The word was more of a squeak, and May jumped up, hurrying around the edge of the table and waving her hands out behind Valeria. “Here? It might be a little colder right here, I’m not sure. Maybe here?” She shifted to the right, still waving her hands in the air. They passed freely through the ghostly woman as Valeria watched, and she saw the ghost begin to look annoyed.

      “Stand back, May, I think you’re getting in her space,” she said, standing. Where had this one come from? She hadn’t visited the graveyard recently, so it couldn’t be a tagalong from there —

      Her mind flashed to the donated urn. Could it be? She held back a puff of frustrated air. Had the man donated cremated remains without even realizing? How did you forget that a family member was in that particular urn? Valeria tried to compose herself. Sure, she wasn’t expecting this today, but it’s not like the ghost had picked this point to show up, either. Maybe she was just passing through.

      “Who are you?” Valeria asked, keeping her voice pleasant. May had pasted herself against the wall in an attempt to prevent herself from annoying the ghost any further and now she looked at Valeria with a thrilled expression on her face, her eyes shining.

      The ghost seemed to struggle to speak again, and Valeria motioned for May to wait there. She rushed over to the front desk and picked up the urn. The ghost followed after her, drifting along like a twig caught in the current, but seemed to stiffen when Valeria touched the cool brass of the urn. The floating woman filled out slightly — now less of an overlay and almost a two-dimensional being. She changed into a fuller, more three-dimensional form. Her hair agitated and her blouse flapped before coming to a rest again. Valeria could hear the ghost clear her throat, looking like she was trying to collect herself.

      “Please,” the ghost managed at last, the words sounding forced out — Valeria wondered how long she had been like this, dead and waiting for someone to notice her. “Please, you have to help. Only you can help.”

      Valeria set the urn back down, trying to keep a neutral face. The ghost maintained her stronger state — Valeria had tried an old trick, repeating contact with the object to strengthen her ties to the spirit within. For a second, she regretted this decision.

      She didn’t know exactly why, but she had a feeling she had just gotten herself into a whole lot of work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      The bells above the door jangled as Valeria stepped outside and pulled the door closed, locking it, and double-checking it. The place had only been broken into one time, something that Yasmin — another good friend and a member of the Rose Lake police department — had been snarky enough to joke Valeria should have seen coming. She never kept cash in the place after closing hours and the burglars had trashed the shop out of frustration. After four days of cleaning, she had sworn to herself it wouldn’t happen again. Always double-check, front and back.

      “I’ll haunt this place. I’ll haunt it for a hundred thousand years,” the ghost said from the other side of the door, phasing through it to pass through Valeria. “I’ll wake you up in your sleep with nightmares. I’ll curse you! That’s what I’ll do! I’ll curse you!” She curled her hands into mock claws and hissed.

      Valeria turned and walked toward her car. The sidewalk was littered with chalk phrases for the upcoming art-and-bar walk that the Chamber of Commerce had been rattling on about for the past three months. Valeria’s shop didn’t qualify as either art or bar and wouldn’t be in the brochure, despite her demonstrating that she actually carried quite a few art pieces, but she was hoping to at least draw a few people in for readings. Tourists loved readings.

      “Hey!” the woman’s voice came again, sounding less and less forced every time she used it. And she had been using it plenty. “Hey, come on!”

      Valeria massaged her forehead, trying her best to ignore the ghost as she got into her car. The ghost woman filled the rear-view mirror, her face annoyed.

      While May was still here, Valeria had tried to get more out of the ghost in their first conversation, but the ghost had given her nothing. Increasingly intense demands for help, sure. A headache from yelling at her all throughout the day while she tried to get her work done, absolutely. A master class in focusing while she talked incessantly through Valeria’s readings, for sure. But she hadn’t actually given her any information. Demands for help, complaints about the state of Valeria’s shop — which seemed rude — a lot of snarky comments about what Valeria’s customers were wearing, buying, looking at, or even smelling like, which Valeria was pretty sure she couldn’t even do anymore, and that was it. Words, words, words, but nothing useful at all. Not even a name.

      “Hey,” Valeria replied, finally, as she pulled out on the road. “Have you remembered anything yet?”

      “It’s about time you talked to me,” the ghost snapped, floating just above the passenger seat, reaching instinctively for a seatbelt that she couldn’t grasp, snorting at the mistake. “I mean, really. What do I have to do to get some help?”

      “I do have a job,” Valeria said, pulling up to the stop light. “I can’t very well give all my attention to random spirits showing up in my shop. So, now that you’re in a talkative mood, what do you remember?”

      There were times that ghosts appeared like this, without having much helpful to say. It happened for a variety of reasons. Some were too young to have a good grasp on language; those were always hard, both because of the inherent tragedy and the difficulty involved in helping them. Others because of some version of death that had given them amnesia, and occasionally ones that were so old that they had completely lost grip on reality. This ghost seemed to have a good grip on reality — a very modern one, at that — but did not want to seem to use it in a way that helped either of them.

      “Not much,” the ghost replied, in a tone that seemed to indicate it was somehow Valeria’s fault. “I remember water. Lots of water. Not being able to breathe. It was everywhere. And my head hurting?” Her hand went up to her forehead. “Pasta, for some reason? I must have had it for lunch. Probably a cheat day. I don’t normally eat that kind of thing.” She cocked her hip. “Figure is the most important thing, you know.”

      “Do you have any idea what your name is?” Valeria asked, tapping on the steering wheel as she waited for the light to change.

      A lifted truck pulled up alongside her, and Valeria recognized it as belonging to the man who owned the suit store down the street. He turned to nod — a regular gesture in a town the size of this one — but paused as he saw her carrying on her conversation. Right, Valeria thought. Crazy Val, talking to herself again. Great. After a second, he tipped his cowboy hat at her and turned back, speeding away as soon as the light turned green. Valeria always wondered why he considered her the odd one, since he insisted on dressing as a cowboy while selling three-piece suits. We’re often blind to our own weirdness, she thought.

      “My name, my name, my name,” the ghost grumped. “You keep asking me that. It’s really extremely annoying, in case you didn’t realize. My head hurts and I had pasta and the first time I find anyone who even acknowledges my existence, they’re way too busy with ‘work’ or ‘breakfast’ or whatever to even help me.”

      “I am trying to help you,” Val said. “Do you think you fell and hit your head? It’s rocky out by the lake, and there’s certainly lots of water there. You might have gone there after lunch or dinner. Maybe had one too many to drink and bonked your head, and fell in. It wouldn’t be the first time that’s happened to anyone, unfortunately.” Spring break seemed to be the worst time near any body of water, including the nearby lake. Valeria remembered her dad had once joked with her that ice cream sales caused drownings, because as soon as the former went up, the latter followed. A little statistics game — ice cream sales increased when the weather warmed up, and if it was warm enough for that, it was warm enough to swim.

      “Heartless,” the woman sighed dramatically. “Absolutely heartless. Cold and useless. There’s no way I fell in. I’m much too graceful for that. And wouldn’t I remember that? I must not have seen my death coming, whatever it was. Whoever it was! Isn’t that something you have to help me with? People like you? Helping a poor spirit move on to the next life?”

      “I would like to help, but I don’t see how I’m supposed to do that with memories of pasta and not much else.” Sarcasm laced those words but Valeria thought the ghost missed it. Calling the lone person who could see you ‘heartless’ didn’t seem like a good tactic for getting help. Valeria was becoming more certain there wouldn’t be anything she could do here. Some ghosts weren’t ready for the help they needed. “Would you mind getting out of the car? I really have a lot to do the rest of the day.”

      “I can’t believe it!” The ghost’s already sharp voice raised almost to a screech. “Ten years like this, and you’re who I end up with!”

      Valeria looked over at her passenger. “Okay, see, now that’s something I can use! Ten years gives me a timeline to look into. Missing persons, people found who were drowned, all of that.”

      The woman pouted and stuck out her tongue. “Were you being mean just so I would give you more?” she whined.

      Valeria smiled. “I’ll be honest. You’ve been quite a headache and —”

      “Hey, rude!” she snapped, waving near her head.

      Valeria sighed. “Like I was saying, I wouldn’t mind if you got out now and figured out things your own way or found someone else to help you. So, if you really think I’m this horrible, heartless person, feel free. But if you think you can behave yourself, and stop insulting my readings while I’m in the middle of doing them, by the way — “

      “I don’t think any of that is real,” the ghost snorted. “You’re just looking at cards, making up some mumbo-jumbo, and stealing people’s money. Not that I can’t appreciate the racket,” she nodded.

      “You’re literally a ghost,” Valeria replied incredulously. “Are you really going to tell me this kind of stuff isn’t real?”

      “I might be the only one in the entire world, for all you know,” the ghost huffed, crossing her arms in front of her. She reminded Valeria of a child. One throwing a tantrum to get the sweets she was denied. Well, hadn’t she, sort of? Valeria thought. Valeria
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