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      Valeria flipped through a stack of Victorian photos, trying not to eavesdrop on the conversation happening only a few feet away. Apparently, not everyone believed in keeping their private business private. It was definitely much too personal a conversation for her to be listening in on, but maybe these two should have thought of that before having it here, in an antiques shop.

      “I’m telling you, it’s like she completely lost her mind,” the taller of the two girls muttered. The local college’s logo was hugely visible on her messenger bag. “I get that she’s all about the message, or whatever, but —”

      “But setting the lab on fire?” the other demanded. Her ears were studded with more jewelry than Valeria had ever seen in one place. “I mean, what does that prove?”

      “That animal testing is bad, apparently,” the tall girl sighed.

      “Animal testing at a college chemistry lab? I mean I’m no STEM student, but I don’t think anything that bad was going on in there. Certainly nothing bad enough to make her go all angry-animal-liberation-terrorist. Sorry, Mandy, I know she’s your little sister, but when someone does something that stupid...”

      “At least the fire suppression system kicked in before anything really got toasted, but what am I supposed to tell mom? Hell, what am I supposed to tell the school? I’m getting called in next week for the student hearing or whatever. Why did she have to follow me to university? There are plenty of other places she could have gone…”

      The girls glanced up now and Valeria flinched as they made eye contact. She jerked her head back down, blushing. She shouldn’t have looked over. The tall girl muttered something inaudible to her friend and they moved away down the stacks of ephemera and antiques. Valeria made a mental note to check the news for any stories of impassioned college students launching ill-guided campaigns. She had known plenty of passionate folks in college, but none who would have ever gone that far.

      It's not like they could have mistaken her for another college student like them. Valeria remembered being a twenty-something with nothing better to do than complain about the state of the world. Like all the complaining in the world would change the state of things. Valeria was more than twice their age now, and she knew better. Change was possible, but only when you worked for it.

      Guess you never knew what you were going to hear when you took a day trip away from your own little town, and went shopping for cool odds and ends in a cute out-of-the-way shop.

      She ducked past a low-hanging EVERYTHING MUST GO sign and paused at a line of jewelry boxes. There was plenty here to see, even if most of it wasn’t catching Valeria’s fancy. There hadn’t been anything particularly interesting in the old pictures. Sometimes, you could find old double-exposures that sold particularly well at her store. She sold mostly to the arcane and magic-loving crowd. Tarot cards. Good luck charms. Spices and herbs for use in whatever “magic spell” someone had found on the internet. Things like that.

      Old photos with double-exposures were always snapped up quick because people liked to imagine they were the captured images of spirits, though Valeria was careful never to label them as such. Old jewelry was almost always a hit, too, if it had the right look to it. Plenty of her patrons liked to hold their own seances or readings for friends, and the right accessories could set the perfect mood.

      It was too bad that this store was going out of business, actually. Now that she’d found it she knew that she could have easily come back here again and again…

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket and she pulled it out to find a text with a selfie of her friend May Dawn in front of the cash register at Valeria’s shop, smiling brightly. I actually sold something!

      Valeria grinned, texting back a quick Thanks! before turning back to the rings.

      May was watching Valeria’s store for her today while she here, over in the nearby town of Southhaven. Harold, the gruff but friendly man who ran the pawn shop next to hers, had tipped her off about the antique store’s closing sale. The very same store she was standing in now. She was hoping to snag something good.

      You always had to show up to these things early if you wanted any chance of finding the really unique pieces. A handful of other people had the same thought, though they were mostly retirees and a trio of art students from the local university scouting things for their next art project. Ten AM on a Friday meant Valeria didn’t have to worry about too much competition.

      She set aside a few nice necklaces with intertwined filigree designs and inlaid crystals. Beautiful jewelry, but in the hands of someone gifted they were tools to stay grounded while looking good. Always solid sellers. The rest was largely a mess of costume jewelry, and she was about to give up and go check the clothing for sale when she spotted a box of rings.

      Valeria wasn’t quite sure what it was, but folks in her area of interest loved rings. There was one young woman from out of town who came into the shop every other month or so just to check what rings Valeria had in the shop. She always said that anything bought from a “normal” store wouldn’t do. A lot of her business came from tourists passing through Rose Lake, and rings were a perfect thing to pick up on vacation — you didn’t have to worry about them taking up room when you were packing, and they weren’t likely to get broken, bent, or battered on the way back home. They made good gifts, too. Tourists liked to buy gifts.

      She picked out a gold thumb ring with a delicate serpent design and inlaid ruby, setting it inside a bronze bowl in her shopping basket that she’d found earlier. It was a good start. Leaning over, she inspected the rest more closely. One caught her eye when she spotted some sort of inscription, and she picked it up, turning it over in her hand. The ring was a finely made silver piece with a single amethyst stone. Around the inside in letters that just barely showed any signs of wear, someone had inscribed, Your loving wife forever.

      Her chest felt tight as she read the words, and she had to shake her head, forcing her thoughts down. Checking her watch, she was surprised to see how much time had passed already. She should really get back to her shop. After all, it wasn’t fair to leave May there on her own all day.

      She weaved her way to the front, paying for everything and heading out. Valeria was in her car before she realized she had actually bought the ring with the inscription instead of putting it back. Oh, well. The antique dealer was clearly extremely eager to get rid of everything. The whole haul, several vases, a beaded cloth, the bronze bowl, and the two rings had run her less than thirty dollars.

      Somebody would likely buy the ring, even with that inscription. Maybe even especially with it. If you ran a shop like hers, you quickly accepted that a decent part of your clientele was going to be odd types. Plenty of people would hoard antiques just in the hopes that they would somehow invite a ghost into their house by doing so. At first, Valeria had tried to explain to people that if they had the ability to see or sense ghosts, they probably would have already had an experience with one in their life. But she had soon learned that not only was that bad for business, but it was also such bummer news to people that they simply pretended they’d never learned it. Better off letting them hope.

      After a drive of a few hours, she parked her car by her occult store. May waved to her like an excited little girl as soon as she saw Valeria walking up the sidewalk.

      “Get anything good?” May asked her as she stepped inside the store.

      “A few things. Nothing as exciting as I was hoping,” Valeria said. “Thanks so much for watching the place. Did you have any trouble?”

      “Not at all!” May answered cheerily and checked her watch. She was wearing another of her flowing, flowery dresses that she favored, and the sleeves flapped about her wrist. “I do have to get back to the gallery, though. I have a few things I need to take care of before the day ends. I’ll see you tonight, okay?”

      “Uh, yeah sure I guess,” Valeria agreed hesitantly, wondering if they had plans she had forgotten about. She didn’t think so, but sometimes things got away from her. Too many irons in the fire.

      May hugged her quickly before she left. They waved to each other and blew air kisses. It was good to have friends, Valeria thought to herself.

      Well, back to work, starting with inventorying her new items. When May showed up tonight that would be time enough to figure out if they were supposed to go out, or whatever, She wouldn’t mind a night out, honestly. That would be fun. She started putting out the things she had obtained from the antique shop’s going-out-of-business sale, on shelves and in display cases…pausing as she was about to set the engraved ring in a place near the cash register.

      Did it feel…warm? Probably just the warmth from the car on the ride home. She hefted it in her palm. It had a good weight to it and — to her practiced eye — seemed custom-made. While her knowledge of the various emotional, spiritual, and metaphysical uses of gems and minerals was extensive, she couldn’t tell if a gemstone was worth a lot of money just by looking at it. This one was amethyst. What was the going rate for that particular gem these days? Maybe Harold from the pawn shop next door would know.

      Asking her friend for his opinion would have to wait, though. A tour bus pulled up outside, parking on the street in front of her shop. Tourists, she realized. It wasn’t that uncommon for small tour groups to visit her shop. The tarot readings in particular were quite popular. She slipped the ring into her purse for later.

      The influx of customers kept her mind busy, and she found herself rushing to keep up. Just five minutes before closing time, Valeria breathed a sigh of relief. She had finally cleared out all the customers. It had been a fruitful afternoon all things considered. She had sold dozens of trinkets and antiques, including a Victoria era silver shoehorn she’d been trying to unload for months. The person buying it was sure she felt a presence when she touched it. Valeria didn’t argue with her. Not at the price she was asking.

      She was wiped out by the end of the day. Closing up took all of her attention. That, and getting home to Uncle Pop and Aunt Imogen. It wouldn’t be long now and she could go. She had been planning on doing something, she just couldn’t remember what…

      The bell over the door jingled brightly as a disheveled looking woman entered her store. Valeria greeted her warmly, but made sure to mention she was just about to close up.

      The woman mumbled something that Valeria didn’t quite catch.

      “I’m sorry, can you repeat that?” she asked gently.

      “Um, I want — um, that is I would like a crystal ball reading, please,” the woman stammered out.

      “Of course,” Valeria nodded, and gestured over to a curtained off section. “I happen to have an opening in my schedule right now. Let’s set you right up. Follow me. Right this way.” Might as well do it now and get it over with.

      They sat down at opposite sides of the little table in the little reading area, where the shiny clear crystal ball was already set up between them.

      “What do you see?” the woman asked, twisting the end of her shirt anxiously in her hands.

      People rarely asked for crystal ball readings anymore. Valeria wasn’t sure if it was just the surge in popularity in tarot reading overtaking it, or if the art had too much of a carnival feel to it, but she truly enjoyed giving readings this way. It was always nice to get to settle back into it again.

      More so than tea, palm, or tarot readings, crystal ball readings required a great deal of focus. The ball itself was a focal point more than the thing creating the images, a lens that let her look more purposefully at what might be ahead or behind of who she was helping. It could take anywhere from ten minutes to half an hour to really lock into the spiritual energy she was searching for and find the answers, or something close to them, that the client was looking for.

      That was probably the other reason they were less popular these days. They required too much patience. The woman asking for it now certainly seemed to be lacking in that department.

      “It’s just that I am really needing this guidance,” she told Valeria, “so anything you could tell me —”

      “Just a moment, Ma’am,” Valeria told her, keeping her voice polite despite her frustration. They had only been sitting here for a few minutes.

      The woman nodded mutely, and Valeria refocused again.

      She slowed her breathing, felt herself slipping into that in-between headspace that was so necessary for work of this sort. After a few more minutes had passed, she could start to see it. The veil parting, in a way, and beyond it there were snatches of images — a car parked under a wide oak tree, someone running from it towards a house — a small child —

      A shuddering sob broke her concentration and the image flickered away. Was the woman so anxious she was crying now? Valeria looked up, trying to stop her face from revealing her annoyance, but the woman seemed fine, if more anxious than before. She squeezed the end of her shirt tight as they made eye contact.

      “What? Something bad? Did you see something bad?”

      “No, I don’t believe so,” Valeria reassured her. “The thread was broken, but I can get it back. There was a house, ranch-style. A large tree in the yard. An oak, I believe, with wide branches.”

      “My parent’s farm!” the woman exclaimed. “Were they there? Were they okay?”

      “There was a car parked beneath the tree, and a small girl running towards the house,” Valeria went on. “I’ll have to look again to see if I see anything more.”

      The woman nodded, leaning forward in anticipation. Maybe the sob had been some echo from the crystal ball? She didn’t usually get sounds from this sort of seeing work. That was very interesting. Valeria settled back in. It was faster to catch the thread of things this time, thankfully. The tree appeared again, and now the girl was running back towards the car, but backwards, the scene playing in reverse. This happened, sometimes, when the events could be averted or changed.

      So, what she was seeing was not set in stone. That was important. People so often thought that anything she saw in a vision had already happened, or would have to happen in the future just the way she saw it. The future was always in flux, just like that little green guy in the Star Wars movies said, and if you knew the things to look out for, there were some things you could avoid before they got to you. It was like standing in front of a baseball pitching machine, stepping aside when the bad pitches came, waiting for the good one to hit a home run.

      Sports metaphors were not her thing. She thought she got that one right. Or maybe it was supposed to be footballs instead of softballs. Well. One or the other.

      The car reversed itself down the roads, and backward in time, until it was new again and parked at a hospital. Inside, the woman sitting here and asking for the crystal reading was in a bed there, but she did not seem injured. A birth, perhaps? That could connect to the little girl…

      The sobbing came again, louder, more insistent this time. Valeria did not look up this time, determined to stay focused.

      There was a man next to the woman now, but his face kept changing. One second, he was tall and broad, the next half in shadow, the next moment gone, then returned as a genial, chubby fellow, then gone again, then they were back to the farmhouse.

      The crying wasn’t stopping. In fact, it was getting louder, coming somewhere now from Valeria’s right, off in the shop. It definitely wasn’t part of the reading. Nobody had come in. She would have heard the bell.

      The image of the farmhouse started to waver and fade. Loud sighs and groans punctuated the crying now, turning it into a full, multi-layered performance. She couldn’t focus. The image in the ball had almost entirely faded away, just a vague, transparent, ghostly image.

      All the moaning and crying really aren’t helping things! Valeria thought angrily.

      “What?” the woman asked, her voice high. “What did you see?  Oh no. It’s really that bad, isn’t it? You saw it, didn’t you? You saw what was  happening? You have to tell me. I need to know how to stop…whatever it is.”

      “Ah, well.” Valeria was distracted. The crying wasn’t this woman, to be sure, but that meant it was coming from somewhere else. From someone who probably needed her help more than this woman did, no matter how bleak the future seemed to be in her reading.

      Valeria gave her a quick description of what she had seen, hospital and all. “I believe the child indicated a chance that you, or someone close to you, could be having a child in the future, though the man in the picture kept changing. Obviously, the man you — or someone else — chooses to be the father is in a state of flux.”

      Crying nearly drowned out the woman’s response. “Oh, no, no, no. That is me, isn’t it? I do so want a daughter, but dating has just been miserable. My parents did say I could be a bit of a downer, sometimes. Maybe I really am letting it get away from me. It just feels so hard not to be a pessimist, you know? But if you saw my complaining as chasing away every guy you saw… I really do need to fix that, don’t I! Nobody will even chat with me in the breakroom at work anymore. I thought they were all just being miserable, but what if I it’s me instead?”

      The poor woman looked on the verge of tears, and Valeria hurried to reassure her. “The important thing is,” she said, “while I do think you could miss the chance to have what I saw — the little girl running happily to the farmhouse — it’s still very much in your future. And in each case, no matter who was beside you, you looked happy, too. So, you have a chance, now, to make the changes to help you get what you want.”

      “There’s hope?” Her voice was hesitant.

      “Definitely,” Valeria said, standing, “There is always hope. Well, that is all the spirits revealed today. I always counsel my clients to think on what they’ve learned, and you can come back if you want to look further into it. We could try some more specific questions and do another reading. It’s also always helpful to do a second session after some time has passed, to see what changes have occurred in the track you’re on. You never know. Next time you come in, the image of the man by your side might have solidified into just one face.”

      “Yes. I will have to do a lot of thinking on this.” The woman grabbed Valeria’s hand, shaking it up and down with the same force she had been inflicting on her shirt earlier. “I really have to get out of my own head, you know?” She giggled, a look of relief flashing over her face, before being replaced again by worry. “Things seem so obvious in retrospect, don’t they? It’s like the answer was there all along, and I was too wrapped up in being miserable to see it! I’ll have to recommend you to my entire book club. They could really use your help.”

      “I mean, I don’t know how useful I will be picking the next book,” Valeria joked.

      The woman blinked at her for a second, and then laughed after she caught on. “Oh! Oh, I see, because you can see the future,” she chuckled. “No, don’t worry. We pick those a long time in advance. Stops the infighting. It used to get vicious.”

      “Right,” Valeria said, mentally reminding herself never to join a book club. “Is there anything else I could help you with?”

      “You’ve helped me so much already,” the woman said. “What do I owe you?”

      They sorted out payment at the counter, the woman thanking her the whole time. Valeria sighed with relief when she was gone. Now she could sort out this mysterious crier. She was sure now that it wasn’t coming from the reading. No, she could hear it was right in this building. It seemed to come from her back office, and she had a twinge of anxiety that someone had come in through the back somehow, but who would sneak in just to cry in the back? No, she had a feeling she knew what was going on.

      As she pulled back the draperies to the back area, she was proven right. A spectral figure floated there.

      A ghost.

      It was the spirit of a man. Valeria couldn’t tell his age from his hunched over, head-in-hands position, but definitely an adult. His shoulders heaved as he cried. Valeria approached slowly so as not to spook the…well, the spook. He seemed to be emanating from something, and her eyes tracked the tendril of ghostly energy back to her purse.

      The ring. That’s what she had forgotten! The pawn shop was closed now, this late. No way to have Harold look at it now, but clearly the value in that little piece of jewelry wasn’t in the gem anyway. The warmth she’d felt from it hadn’t been from the sun, either. She had activated something in it, though it had clearly taken some time to fully awaken.

      The crying ghost looked up with a groan, pausing in his sobs. He stiffened as he saw Valeria.

      “Are you…are you my wife?”
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      Obviously, she wasn’t going to get to go home yet.

      She gave the ghost some space, letting him acclimate to his new situation while she put the kettle on to boil for some tea. Then, she went and made sure to put the ‘CLOSED’ sign in the window. She kept a watch on the crying man out of the corner of her eye the whole time.  Pushing him would just make things worse. He needed to come to her in his own time.

      Dunking her tea bag in a cup of hot water, she sat down across from him, and blew on her tea until it was cool enough to sip. He had come together a little more, and she could now make out that he was wearing a suit. He had a full head of hair, though it was a bit in disarray, and his face appeared clean-shaven. Unlike many other ghosts she had met, he didn’t seem to have any significant injuries on him, at least not that she could see. There was a chance there was something under the coat, possibly, some stain that wouldn’t show up well on that luminescent, transparent body. Or maybe he had died by suffocation or something of the sort, that left fewer signs than a gunshot or a stabbing.

      This was the other side of seeing ghostly things, Valeria thought to herself. Interacting with the spirits of the dead was a lot different than using a tarot reading to predict how many boyfriends a client might have, or if they should go for that new job opportunity. But she knew better than most that you couldn’t really commune with the beyond if there weren’t beings there to communicate with. Sometimes, those beings showed up in your shop.

      He hovered above the ring where she had left it, though she could see he was no longer actually attached to it. It was likely he didn’t realize he could move away from it. Souls could end up hitched to objects — it was often how she bumped into them — but they were very rarely, if ever, permanently bound to them. She had only read about that happening, and even then, the sources were divided. Souls clung to objects the way they clung to the land of the living, a sort of anchor that allowed them to stay present when they weren’t in their full ghost form. But once they came together like this, they were normally free to wander until their final wishes were granted or resolved. After that, the object was just another piece of their history.

      He hadn’t sighed for quite a while now. His face showed a deep focus.

      “What are you thinking about?” Valeria asked.

      The ghostly man shrugged. “Trying…trying to remember.”

      He was sharp, that was clear already. She hadn’t even explained to him his situation, but he seemed to have figured out that he was dead. Some ghosts
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