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      To my beloved daughters, Emily and Bevan.

      An invisible thread binds our hearts together,

      fine as silk, strong as iron.
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      Twelve-year-old Zephyr Stone stood barricaded behind her couch. Her fingers dug into its back for support, and her heart raced as a line of ghostly figures filled her living room. The specters encircled the walls—weaving over, under, around, and even through the furniture. Some wore jeans and T-shirts, and some stood in floor-dragging hoop skirts. Several held round bowler hats in their hands while a few more peeked out from beneath ruffled bonnets. All of the ghosts shared the same look of desperation and, as if some phantom “mute” button had been pressed, silently mouthed the same words:

      Help. Please. Help. Please.

      Having recently come to the rescue of a three-hundred-year-old ghost in the moonlit mists of the Great Dismal Swamp of Virginia, the sight of so many supernatural visitors wasn’t quite as unnerving as it would have been in the B.G. (Before Ghosts) era of Zephyr’s life. She reached inside her collar and clutched the tourmalinated quartz crystal pendant that Grandma June had given her. It was supposed to protect her from negative energy and help her communicate with the other side but, mostly, it was a reminder of how much her grandmother loved her. The warm weight of the stone in her hand felt reassuring, although she still wasn’t sure she was really a “Ghost Charmer”—even if her grandma believed she was born to be one!

      One of the ghosts now standing before Zephyr appeared more solid than the others. He wore a scratched-up metal helmet that resembled an upside-down soup bowl. His belted, olive-drab jacket had a short standup collar, and his pant legs were bound tightly with a strip of cloth that wound from his ankles to his knees. Muddy, brown shoes covered his ghostly feet.

      Unlike the other spirits, his words rang loud and clear. “Excuse me. I’m sorry to disturb you. But we were told you could help us.”

      “H-help you?” Zephyr stammered, inching backward toward the hallway.

      The man removed his helmet and nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Ma’am? No one’s ever called me that before, thought Zephyr. “Who are you?” she asked, willing strength into her quivering voice.

      “Private First Class Ronald Barnes,” he said with a dignified salute and a squaring of his shoulders.

      Barnes? Like Luke Barnes? The boy who used to tease me about my red hair and freckles? The one who, weirdly, started being nice to me a couple months ago? Zephyr shook her head. He actually looks like Luke! Or like an older brother.

      The soldier lowered his hand and continued, “I’m kind of home on leave from the war, you see.” A wave of confusion flooded his handsome features. “But…but…”—he searched for words—“all I know for sure is that you can help us.”

      “Us?”

      He nodded and gestured his gloved hand at the others crowding around him.

      Zephyr sighed. This wasn’t how she’d planned to spend her Christmas break from school, and she still doubted that her ability to communicate with the dead was the wonderful gift that Grandma June insisted it was. The only people who were aware of this newly discovered talent were the ones directly involved with solving the Great Dismal Swamp mystery of the Moon Mist Ghost: her best friend Lorie Garcia, Lorie’s sister, her Grandma June, and her grandma’s neighbor whose secret family graveyard had held the key.

      No one else knew, not even her parents. Especially her parents. Good thing her mom and dad currently sat several rooms away, working on a marketing campaign for one of their business clients. Zephyr was certain that her practical-minded parents wouldn’t believe that she really saw ghosts and would assume it was “just a phase.” Or worse—they might blame her grandma for encouraging her in that direction.

      “Um…” began Zephyr, “I can’t help more than one of you at the time. Unless you just need to understand your current...uh...situation.” As in, you’re all dead so you need to get a life and move on! Zephyr scanned the pleading translucent faces. Well, that’s probably not the right approach.

      “So, maybe I’m supposed to help you first,” said Zephyr, focusing on the soldier, “since you’re the only one I can hear.”

      The ghostly private scratched his head. “I’m not sure—”

      Zephyr’s beagle, Sam, trotted over to Ronald Barnes and sat up on his haunches in the classic canine begging position.

      Huh. Never seen him do that before. Didn’t even know he could do that. And it doesn’t look like leftover cat behavior, either.

      Back when Zephyr solved the mystery of the Moon Mist Ghost, Sam and a ghost cat temporarily exchanged spirits. Although he was back to his old self again, sometimes he’d do something more feline than canine, like lift his paw and fastidiously clean between his toes with his long tongue.

      Ronald leaned down and smiled at Sam. “Well, hey there, little buddy.”

      A sighing breeze swept through the room, and when Zephyr raised her eyes, all the other ghosts had disappeared. Poof!

      Maybe Sam decides who I help? Guess all that time he spent in the spirit world gives him a connection. At least I’m not alone in this!

      Zephyr sighed. “Well, that settles it then. So, are you related to Luke Barnes? He’s a boy at my school.”

      The young soldier’s brow creased in concentration. “I—”

      The tapping of rapid footsteps sounded from the hallway. Zephyr turned toward them and when she looked back, Ronald was gone. Sam jumped up on the couch and curled himself back into a nose-to-tail beagle ball as though nothing strange had happened at all.

      “Hey, sweetie, how’s it going out here in Christmas vacation land?” asked her mom as she entered the living room. Stepping closer to Zephyr, she added, “You OK? You’re white as a sheet. You look like you’ve seen a ghost!”

      Zephyr shook her head. She has no idea how psychic she is. “I’m OK,” she replied, thinking fast. “I think I just stood up too quick.”

      With a tilt of her blonde, pixie-cut head, Zephyr’s mom took her by the shoulders and looked up into her wide, green eyes. At five-foot-seven, Zephyr stood several inches taller than her mother.

      “You sure?” her mom pressed. “You’re not coming down with something, are you? The flu’s going around, you know.”

      “No, really, I’m fine,” Zephyr assured her. Trying to change the subject, she asked, “So how’s it going with you and Dad back in the office?”

      “Oh, it’s going. Sometimes having your own business and working out of your home is way too convenient. At least when you work a nine-to-fiver, you can leave the work at work. But we wouldn’t have it any other way and, besides, this way I can have lunch with my daughter!”

      “Oh, about that,” Zephyr replied softly. “Lorie just invited me to have lunch at her house and go Christmas shopping with her and her mom. Is that OK?”

      A flicker of disappointment drifted over her mom’s eyes before the expression disappeared beneath a smile.

      “Sure,” she said. “We’ll have plenty of lunch dates together over the next couple of weeks. Lorie’s parents are fortunate they can close down their bed and breakfast until spring. It’s got to be hard being at your guests’ beck and call twenty-four seven. You need a ride over?”

      “Nah, it’s not too cold. I’ll just ride my bike.”

      “Alright, then. Just get home before dark. The days are so short now,” she said, glancing at the wide picture window that looked out toward the street.

      “No problem,” said Zephyr. “Anything you want me to pick up while we’re out?”

      “Hang on,” her mother said, reaching for her purse on the wall hook by the front door. Fishing out some money from her wallet, she handed it to Zephyr. “Could you stop by Duck Donuts and get us a dozen? Your choice?”

      “I think I could manage that,” said Zephyr with a slow grin. “Thanks, Mom!”

      “My pleasure, sweetheart. Get some of those bacon-sprinkled maple ones for your dad, if they have any!”

      “You bet! After we get back, Lorie’s mom can deliver them so the box doesn’t slide off my handle bars.”

      Her mom nodded. “Good idea. Say hi to the Garcia ladies for me.”

      “Will do,” replied Zephyr, stuffing the cash into her pocket.

      When Zephyr’s mom left the room to go to the kitchen, Sam uncurled himself and jumped down from the couch. As he gave himself a wake-up shake, something swinging by a cord around his neck glinted in the sunlight.

      “What’s that, Sam?” asked Zephyr. “You been in the tree ornaments when I wasn’t looking?”

      She bent down to examine it closer. It wasn’t a Christmas decoration. It was a round, metal tag, about the size of a half-dollar. Hmmm. What is this?

      She slipped the cord from around Sam’s neck and held up the disc toward the window. Tingling prickles danced across her skin as she read the words stamped into the silver-toned metal:

      Ronald E. Barnes.

      PVT.

      INF. N.A.

      U.S.A.
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      As Zephyr held the flat, metal disc in the palm of her hand, a familiar sensation vibrated softly against her skin. While not as strong as the electric current that had coursed through the three-hundred-year-old coin from the Great Dismal Swamp—she could still feel a distinct energy radiating from it.

      Strange.

      “Zeph!” her dad suddenly rasped in a loud stage whisper.

      Zephyr jumped and stuffed the tag into her jeans pocket as he entered the living room.

      “Sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you, but listen, I need a favor,” he said, tiptoeing closer.

      Zephyr fought to steady her nerves. “Uh...Sure. Anything to do with the fact that Christmas is just a few days away, and you haven’t bought Mom’s gift yet?”

      “Guilty as charged,” he admitted with a sheepish grin. “And with this project deadline looming over us, I don’t know when I can get out to shop. Of course, your super-organized mom got all her shopping finished by Thanksgiving. It’s a good thing I’m only responsible for one present—hers.”

      “Soooo,” said Zephyr, tapping her chin and raising one eyebrow, “you want me to get something for her?”

      “Yeah, if you don’t mind,” he replied with a nod. “A couple weeks ago, I saw her admiring a necklace at the Sea Glass Antiques Shop, down in Nags Head.”

      “Well, after I have lunch at Lorie’s house, her mom’s taking us shopping.”

      “Perfect! Here.” He pulled his phone from his back pocket. “I even took a quick picture.”

      After throwing a furtive glance over Zephyr’s shoulder, he looked back at his phone and thumbed through the photo album. “This is it.”

      A string of delicate freshwater pearls interspersed with honey-colored amber beads glowed from the screen.

      “Wow,” breathed Zephyr. “That’s beautiful, Dad.”

      “I just hope it’s still there,” he said. “I’ll shoot it to you in a text message so—”

      “Hey!” called out Zephyr’s mom as she stepped into the room with a sideways smile. “What are you two up to, huddling together this close to Christmas?”

      “As if you didn’t know,” said her dad, grinning.

      “OK,” said her mom. “I’ll go back into the kitchen so you can finish your secret conversation. You leaving soon, Zephyr?”

      “Yep.”

      “Well, good luck with all of your Christmas shopping,” her mom said with a wink as she returned to the kitchen.

      “Thanks, Mom. And thanks again for the donut order,” Zephyr called after her.

      “Donuts? Donuts? Did somebody say donuts? As in bacon-topped maple donuts?” asked her dad.

      “The very ones,” said Zephyr, giggling. “If they have any left.”

      Her dad stuck a hundred-dollar bill into Zephyr’s hand as he gave her a quick hug. “I think this should cover it,” he whispered. “If it’s gone, just use your own judgment. You know what your mom likes.”

      “Will do,” said Zephyr, adding the money to the donut cash in her jeans pocket.

      Her dad took her by the shoulders and held her out at arm’s length. “I can’t get over how fast you’re growing—you definitely got that height from my side of the family gene pool. And we Stones can also take credit for your lovely flaming locks. Your hair looks just like Grandma June’s when she was young.”

      Zephyr smiled and nodded. She still wasn’t totally convinced that her red hair was any more a gift than seeing dead people.

      At least Luke Barnes doesn’t call me Carrots anymore.
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      Zephyr walked her bike down the Garcia’s gravel driveway and leaned it against their canoe rack. Like many Colington Island homes—located on the Outer Banks of North Carolina—Lorie’s and Zephyr’s overlooked canals leading into the Albemarle Sound. The winter sun’s white rays glistened on the water, sprinkling diamond pinpoints of light along the gently rippling currents.

      “Hey girl!” called Lorie from the back deck. “Ready for some lunch before we hit the shops?”

      “Sure am!” said Zephyr, waving.

      “Come on in. Granny made caldo de pollo.”

      “I don’t know what that is,” said Zephyr, taking the deck steps two at a time, “but I love everything your grandma cooks.”

      Lorie giggled. “It’s chicken soup. Really good chicken soup.”

      Stepping into their kitchen, Zephyr inhaled the comforting aroma. “Smells amazing, Mrs. Hernandez.”

      Lorie’s grandmother stood on tiptoe to plant a kiss on Zephyr’s cheek. “After so many years, cariño, you’re a member of the family. Call me Granny.”

      Zephyr smiled. “Well, it smells amazing, Granny!”

      Setting large, cranberry-red ceramic bowls on their long kitchen table, Lorie’s mom looked up and smiled at Zephyr. “We’re so glad you could join us.”

      “Thanks for inviting me,” she replied before heading to the sink to wash her hands.

      “How ya doin’?” asked Lorie’s sister, Michelle, as she set napkins and soup spoons by the bowls.

      “Good! How about you?” asked Zephyr as she dried her hands on a paper towel. “Have a good semester at school?”

      “Yeah. I think University of Virginia’s a good choice for me. Hey, you done any more, uh, treasure hunting lately?” she asked, casting a knowing look Zephyr’s way.

      Zephyr shifted her gaze from Michelle’s wide brown eyes to Mrs. Garcia who was busily slicing avocado to garnish the soup.

      “No,” she replied, turning back to Michelle. “Not since our canoe trip in the Great Dismal Swamp turned up that old coin. But...strangely enough, I did find something today. It looks like one of those round metal dog tags.”

      “You mean one of Sam’s old tags?” asked Lorie, reaching for a carrot stick and biting off the end.

      “No,” replied Zephyr. She inclined her head toward Lorie. “I mean ‘dog tag’ as in a really old army ID tag. Since my Dad wants me to look for a gift at the Sea Glass Antiques Shop—and if your mom doesn’t mind—I thought I’d show it to them. Maybe they’d know something about it.”

      Lorie crunched the carrot stick for a few seconds, then swallowed and asked, “So, did you find this tag in a strange place?” Her questioning eyebrows climbed closer to her glossy black hairline.

      “Yeah, you might say that.” Zephyr raised her own eyebrows. “It kind of just turned up out of nowhere.” She cocked her head to the side. Can you read between the lines of what I’m saying, Lorie and Michelle?

      “I seeee,” said Lorie. Turning to Michelle, she repeated, “Out of nowhere.”

      Michelle touched Zephyr’s arm and silently mouthed, “Really?”

      Zephyr bit her lip and nodded.

      “Whoa,” whispered Michelle.

      Yep. They know exactly what I’m talking about.

      The three girls stood staring at each other in silence.

      Lorie’s mom ladled out five steaming bowlfuls and set the soup pot on a wooden trivet on the table along with a plate of avocado slices. “It’s just us girls today,” she said, breaking the spell.

      “Oh yeah, that’s right,” said Lorie. “Dad took Jake and some of his fifth-grade friends to the movies.”

      Zephyr gave herself a little shake. “So are you going with us, Michelle?”

      “No, Mike’s picking me up. We’re going to have dinner with his parents in Virginia Beach.”

      “You mean, Mike the boyfriend whose father collects old coins?” asked Zephyr, spearing an avocado slice and adding it to her soup.

      “That’s the one,” said Lorie, rolling her eyes.

      A hint of a smile twitched at Mrs. Garcia’s lips as she squeezed a wedge of lime over her soup.

      Turning to Granny Hernandez, Zephyr asked, “How about you, Granny. You coming with us?”

      “No, not this time,” she said with a warm smile. “You girls go ahead. I’ve got some baking to do this afternoon. But I’d like to see that ID tag you were talking about. Do you have it with you?”

      “Um, yeah. Sure.” The metal disc thrummed in Zephyr’s hand as she pulled it from her pocket.

      Granny leaned in for a closer look, then reached out and touched it with one finger. Jerking back her hand, she raised her dark eyes to Zephyr’s, gazing deeply into them.

      “It’s quite special, isn’t it?” she whispered, gently folding Zephyr’s fingers over the tag. “Take good care of it, cariño. Take good care of yourself, too.”

      She kissed her fingertips and pressed them against Zephyr’s forehead, then made the sign of the cross, tracing the fingers of her right hand from her own brow, down to her chest and across her left shoulder to her right.

      “Mom?” said Mrs. Garcia, concern coloring her voice. “Everything OK?”

      “Of course!” Granny Hernandez replied brightly. “I just love all of you girls so much, that’s all.”

      “Alright,” Mrs. Garcia said. She gazed doubtfully at her mother. “Let’s dig in so we can leave before all the bargains are bought up.”

      “And before all the Duck Donuts are gone,” added Zephyr. “Mom wants me to pick some up if there’s time.”

      “Then that will be our first stop,” said Mrs. Garcia. “We do need to keep our priorities straight!” she added with an exaggerated wink.

      Feminine laughter floated through the kitchen as Zephyr tucked the softly vibrating tag back into her pocket.
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      As the girls stepped out of the Duck Donuts shop, the aroma of a dozen warm confections wafted up from the box in Zephyr’s hands. How will these ever make it through the afternoon without us eating them?

      As if reading her mind—or maybe the drop of drool glistening at the corner of Zephyr’s mouth—Mrs. Garcia opened the car’s trunk. “I think they’ll be safe in here,” she said, grinning. “I mean, I know you wouldn’t be tempted, but I’m not so sure about Lorie…or me.”

      “Good idea,” agreed Zephyr, leaning into the trunk and carefully wedging the box into a corner.

      “Mo-om,” groaned Lorie.

      “How about I get each of us one for dessert?” suggested Mrs. Garcia. “We could use the extra energy for our shopping.”

      “Excellent!” cheered Lorie. “Orange icing with rainbow sprinkles for me!”

      “Thanks, Mrs. Garcia!” said Zephyr. “I’d love one with peanut butter icing and chocolate sprinkles.”

      After watching her mom enter the busy donut shop, Lorie placed her hands on her hips and faced Zephyr. “OK, now tell me where that ID tag came from. I mean where it really came from.”

      “Let’s get back in the car, and I’ll tell you,” said Zephyr, pulling the metal disc from her pocket.

      Settling into the back seat, Zephyr handed the tag to Lorie. “Do you feel it vibrating?”

      Lorie shook her head. “No, but I didn’t feel it with the old Dismal Swamp coin either. Old metal vibration detection is your superpower, not mine. That, and ghost-talking.”

      Zephyr lowered her eyes.

      “What? You did it again?” exclaimed Lorie, wrapping her hand around Zephyr’s wrist. “You talked to another ghost? Is that where this came from?”

      Zephyr nodded. “But it’s not like I summoned him! He just showed up in my living room with about fifty of his closest ghost buddies asking for my help.”

      “Wow,” breathed Lorie. “Here we go again,” she said, releasing Zephyr’s wrist.

      “Yeah.” Zephyr exhaled. “And right at Christmas time. Not what I had in mind. Anyways—take a look at the letters on that tag.”

      Lorie read aloud, “Ronald E. Barnes...Barnes, as in Luke Barnes?”

      “I don’t know,” replied Zephyr, shrugging. “Maybe. The ghost was pretty confused and disappeared before I could get much out of him. But he sure looked like he could be related to him.”

      “What about all his, um, friends?” asked Lorie, leaning back against the car seat.

      “That’s the funny part.” Zephyr cupped her chin in her hand. “I could only hear his voice. The other spirits moved their lips, but no sound came out. And when Sam trotted over to the ghost guy and sat up on his haunches, all the other ghosts suddenly disappeared. It’s like Sam decided who I’d help first.”

      “Weird,” breathed Lorie.

      “Yeah, like everything else in Zephyr Land, lately. I think Sam must still have one paw in the spirit world.”

      “He may not be the only one,” said Lorie, leaning forward and placing her hands on her knees. “Did you see how Granny reacted when she touched the tag?”

      Zephyr nodded. “You and Michelle always said she’d be a believer.”

      Lorie glanced out the window. “But not Mom. Actually, here she comes now.”

      Mrs. Garcia handed out the donut treats, then settled into the driver’s seat. “If you girls don’t mind,” she said, looking up at them in her rearview mirror, “I’m going to drop you off at the antiques shop while I do some shopping…somewhere else.”

      “Sounds like a good plan to me,” agreed Lorie. “You know I love a surprise.”

      “Now, I never said it had anything to do with you, Miss Garcia.”

      “Oh, of course not,” said Lorie. “But, if I haven’t mentioned it lately, my favorite color is purple.”

      “Really? But I thought it was—” Mrs. Garcia caught herself.

      “Just messing with you, Mom,” said Lorie. “Zephyr and I will be happy to stay at the antiques shop for as long as it takes. Some things are worth the time,” she said, grinning.

      “Alright,” said Mrs. Garcia with a little shake of her head. “Send me a text when you finish your shopping—I’ll let you know how soon I can pick you up.”

      Pulling into the Sea Glass Antiques parking lot, Zephyr noticed another shop nestled next door.

      “Hey, if you need more time, Mrs. Garcia, Lorie and I can hang out there,” she said, pointing to the Coastal Cocoa sign and its promise of freshly ground cocoa beans.

      “Deal. Here’s some cash for hot cocoa,” she said, handing money to Lorie.

      “Oooo. I like Christmas,” cooed Lorie.

      With a rainbow of smooth glass shards dangling in the front window, the Sea Glass Antiques Shop lived up to its name. Shining through the sea glass, the December sun softly bathed the holiday shoppers in a comforting pastel light. Large, clear, ginger-jar-shaped lamps dotted the tabletops around the store. Multicolored glass filled their bulbous centers and spread pools of warm lamplight over the antiques on display.

      “This place is magical,” Zephyr murmured.

      “And you came at just the right time to see it!” said a middle-aged woman, smiling by the checkout counter. “This is the perfect time of year and the perfect time of day to visit…when the sun lines up just right to shine through the window to create the full effect.”

      “I’m glad we arrived just in time!” enthused Lorie. “Where did all this glass come from?”

      “Right here on these Outer Banks beaches,” said the woman, sweeping her hand toward the window. “I’ve been collecting for years. Sea glass is another kind of antique, you might say. Some of it has been tumbled smooth from over a hundred years of sand and surf action. When I opened the shop, I decided the glass would feel right at home.”

      “It’s really pretty,” said Zephyr. “Speaking of really pretty, my dad saw a necklace here he wants to give my mom for Christmas. He’s hoping that you still have it. It’s this one.” Zephyr held up the photo on her phone.

      The shopkeeper tucked a lock of light brown hair behind her ear. She slipped on the tortoiseshell reading glasses that dangled from a long beaded chain around her neck. “Oh, yes. Beautiful. And happily still available. By the way, I’m Marian Stipple,” she said, holding out a dimpled hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “I’m Zephyr Stone, and this is my friend, Lorie Garcia,” she said, shaking Mrs. Stipple’s hand. “We live on Colington Island. Lorie’s mom will pick us up after she finishes some of her own shopping.”

      “Colington Island. Garcia? As in ‘Garcia’s Getaway’?”

      “You’ve heard of us?” asked Lorie.

      “Oh my, yes! I recommend your parents’ B & B to visitors all the time—ever since I attended a wedding there. Small world!”

      “Sure is,” agreed Lorie, smiling.

      “Come on back,” said Mrs. Stipple. She stepped beside them and waved her hand forward. “I’ll show you the necklace.”

      The girls followed the shopkeeper, winding their way around tables and shelves full of antiques of every kind: leather-bound books, porcelain dolls with curly hair, teapots, and crocheted doilies—even racks of old-timey dresses and hats.

      Lorie bumped against a table, jarring its contents, and the sound of a music box tinkled into the air. “Look!” she exclaimed, pointing at a miniature musical carousel.

      “Wow,” breathed Zephyr, bending low to examine the slowly turning merry-go-round.

      Tiny wooden horses bobbed up and down for a few seconds before coming to a stop along with the music.

      “You sure have some amazing things here,” she said.

      “Thank you!” replied Mrs. Stipple, beaming. “It’s my great joy to rescue unwanted treasures and get them into the hands of people who appreciate them. Here we are,” she announced as they approached a glass-topped case in the rear of the shop. Opening the hinged lid, she reached in and pulled out the pearl and amber necklace. “This is the treasure your father discovered,” she said, holding it beneath the light of a nearby lamp.

      “Mom’s going to love it,” said Zephyr. “My dad gave me a hundred. Will that cover it?”

      “With change to spare,” said Mrs. Stipple, nodding. “Seventy-five will do, and I’ll throw in a piece of sea glass.”

      “Great. Thanks!” Zephyr said, pulling out the one-hundred-dollar bill and placing it in the shopkeeper’s outstretched hand.

      While Mrs. Stipple wrapped up the purchase, the ID tag suddenly vibrated against Zephyr’s hip, as if to remind her of another very important reason for their visit.

      “Um...” she faltered. “I, uh…found something. Actually, my dog found it. I brought it with me, and I wondered if you might know something about it. I think it might be an antique.” She placed the tag with its olive-drab cord on the counter.

      Mrs. Stipple picked up the metal disc and examined it through her glasses. Turning it over in her hands, she said, “Well, it looks and feels like it’s made of aluminum. And it belonged to an American soldier named Ronald E. Barnes.”

      She pointed at the letters under his name. “‘PVT’ indicates his rank. He was a private, not an officer. ‘INF’ stands for his division, the Infantry. And ‘NA’ stands for National Army. This really has been around awhile, Zephyr. Looks to me like it’s from the First World War. It’s in remarkable condition—but that would make it more than a hundred years old.”

      “Really?” asked Zephyr, casting a quick glance at Lorie.

      “Yes,” she answered. “I’ve seen ID tags like these before, brought in by families of First World War vets. Look at that display over there. It has photos of Outer Banks soldiers and nurses who served during that time. Did you know that it was called the ‘Great War’ and ‘The War to End All Wars’? If only...” she said, trailing off into thought.

      Zephyr and Lorie walked over to the table that sat covered in old sepia-toned photographs. There were images of nurses in ankle-length skirts, and men dressed in uniforms just like the one Private Barnes’ ghost had been wearing. Mrs. Stipple stepped beside them and handed back the tag. As soon as Zephyr clasped it in her hand, the metal vibrated so hard that she nearly dropped it.

      “Do you know the names of the people in these pictures?” asked Lorie.

      “No…I’m afraid not,” said the shopkeeper.

      Zephyr’s pulse quickened as she stared at a particular photo.

      But I do!
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      The image of a young soldier, standing between two others, reached out across a century and grabbed Zephyr by the heart. There was no question who he was. Private Ronald Barnes stood at attention with a battered rifle resting on his shoulder.

      “May I turn it over?” Zephyr asked.

      “Of course,” said Mrs. Stipple. “Just handle it by the corners so we don’t risk fingerprints on the front.”

      Zephyr’s fingers trembled as she took the old photograph by the corners and flipped it over onto the table.

      Lorie leaned in close and read the faint penciled words aloud, “Uncle Bob with two friends. France. August, 1918.”

      “Most of them are like that,” said Mrs. Stipple, peering around Lorie’s shoulder. “Either nothing written down, or too faint to read, or just first names.”

      “Are these for sale?” asked Zephyr. “I’m doing some...research...for a...project...and I’d like to use this, if that’s OK.”

      “Of course!” said Mrs. Stipple. “And no charge. Consider it a Christmas gift.”

      “Thank you so much!” said Zephyr.

      “You’re very welcome, dear. I’ll go find an envelope it can fit inside. In the meantime, why don’t you pick out one of the mermaid tears for your mother.”

      “Mermaid tears?” asked Zephyr, tilting her head to one side.

      “That’s a name they call sea glass,” replied Mrs. Stipple. “Just pick one out from that basket by the cash register.”

      When the shop owner disappeared into a back room, Lorie tapped her finger on the old photograph. “So. What gives? You think one of Uncle Bob’s friends is your ghost?”

      “Yes, I do,” answered Zephyr, nodding. “The one in the middle looks exactly like him. And his ID tag started vibrating like crazy when it got near the photo.”

      “Hmm.” Lorie looked down at the image. “Well, he is kinda cute in an old-timey, faded-yellow kind of way. And if I close one eye, I can see a resemblance to Luke Barnes.”

      Mrs. Stipple bustled back with a large envelope. “This should do it.”

      Zephyr slipped the picture inside. “Thanks again, Mrs. Stipple.”

      “My pleasure,” she replied, beaming. “Just spread the word that my shop will be open until five o’clock on Christmas Eve for any last-minute shoppers needing unique gifts. That will be their last chance for a few months since I’m closing down for the winter.”

      “I sure will!” said Zephyr, nodding. “I just can’t tell my mom though. She might guess about her present.”

      “Understood!” agreed Mrs. Stipple.

      “Why don’t you go pick out your piece of sea glass while I text Mom?” asked Lorie.

      “Will do.”

      Zephyr followed in the shopkeeper’s perfumed wake. While Mrs. Stipple tapped on her laptop at the front register, Zephyr fingered through a wicker basket on the checkout counter. It brimmed with smooth shards of frosty green, white, brown, and even clear glass. The jewel-like colors of cobalt blue, pink, peach, and the occasional spark of red twinkled from a nearby ginger jar lamp and caught Zephyr’s eye.

      Looking back down, she said, “So I guess the ones here in the basket must be more common than the other colors.”

      The clicking of the keyboard keys stopped as Mrs. Stipple smiled at Zephyr. “An astute observation. All true sea glass has usually tumbled in the surf and sand for at least ten to twenty years so, in its way, it’s all pretty precious. But some colors are more rare than others.”

      Mrs. Stipple eased off her stool and stepped over to the glass-filled lamp beside the basket. She pointed a long, ruby-red fingernail at a piece of pale rose glass. “That lovely one is most likely from a broken piece of Depression-era glass. Back in the early 1930s, pink glass was common and inexpensive. There were pretty designs pressed into glass pitchers, and bowls, and other things—I think it must have lifted the spirits of the folks going through those difficult years when jobs and income were scarce.”

      “Pressed glass for a De-pression,” Zephyr said softly.

      “Ha! Good one,” said Mrs. Stipple, smiling broadly. “You are as clever as you are deductive, my dear.”

      Zephyr pointed at a small piece of glass a few inches from the pink one. “How about that light purple one?”

      The shopkeeper slipped on her reading glasses and examined the glass. “Ah, yes. You have a good eye. That lavender piece didn’t start out its life as a color of any kind. Back before the First World War, a component called manganese was used to make crystal-clear glass. But over the years, exposure to sunlight turns that colorless glass a lovely shade of pale purple. That means, this sea glass is most certainly over one hundred years old.” Looking at the envelope Zephyr had set on the counter she added, “Kind of like that old photograph you have there.”

      Lorie skipped to the front of the shop. “OK. Mom is still busy shopping for my—I mean someone’s—Christmas present. Now we can go over to Coastal Cocoa and wait for her there. Got your mermaid tear yet?”

      Zephyr turned her attention back to the basket. “Not quite yet.” She turned to Mrs. Stipple. “So why are they called mermaid tears, anyway?”

      “Oh, well,” began Mrs. Stipple, “legend has it that a mermaid was punished by the mythical sea god, King Neptune, for helping a human who was in danger of drowning in a storm. She had watched a particular sea captain cross her stretch of ocean many times and had fallen in love with him.

      “On one crossing, a terrible storm blew up—the man was nearly thrown overboard to drown. Instead of calling him down to join her in the ocean depths, as King Neptune required, the mermaid used her powers to calm the sea and save the captain’s life.

      “Under Neptune’s law, mermaids were strictly forbidden to use
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