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  Ashes and Artifacts

  
  




The acrid smell of smoke still clings to the walls of The Curious Cove three days after the fire, despite Rose’s determined efforts with industrial fans and every cleaning product known to modern chemistry. Lily picks her way through the salvaged inventory, her heart breaking a little more with each water-damaged antique she examines.

“The insurance adjuster said most of the maritime collection survived,” Rose reports from behind a pile of smoke-stained books, her voice carrying the forced optimism of someone trying to find silver linings in charcoal clouds. “The glass display cases protected them from the worst of it.”

Sir Nibbles sits motionless in his carrier, positioned safely away from the debris. He hasn’t spoken a word since the fire—not his usual grumpy commentary, not even sarcastic observations about the cleanup process. The rabbit’s silence worries Lily more than the property damage.

Are you feeling alright? she asks him mentally, the way she’s learned to communicate when Rose is within earshot.

The rabbit’s ears twitch, but he offers no response. His dark eyes remain fixed on something across the shop, tracking movement that Lily can’t see.

“The electrical inspector confirmed it started in the back room,” Rose continues, consulting the clipboard that’s become her constant companion since the incident. “Faulty wiring behind the old display cabinet. Could have been much worse if Harold hadn’t spotted the smoke when he did.”

Harold Fairfield had been walking past the shop around midnight, heading home from his weekly chess game at the community center, when he noticed the orange glow through the rear windows. His quick thinking and the volunteer fire department’s rapid response had saved the building, though the back room and its contents hadn’t been so fortunate.

“At least no one was hurt,” Lily murmurs, lifting a singed jewelry box to examine its contents. The small velvet compartments hold an assortment of vintage pieces—brooches, earrings, a few rings that survived the heat better than their wooden container.

“And the most valuable pieces were in the front display cases,” Rose adds. “Your maritime collection, the Victorian furniture, most of the rare books.”

Lily nods absently, her attention caught by something nestled in the bottom corner of the jewelry box. A tarnished chain emerges as she carefully lifts it free, revealing an ornate locket that somehow escaped her notice during the original inventory.

The locket is heavier than its size suggests, crafted from what appears to be silver with intricate engravings of sailing ships and ocean waves. Despite the fire damage to its container, the piece itself seems untouched—no smoke stains, no heat warping, as if it had been protected by some invisible barrier.

The moment Lily’s fingers close around the locket, Sir Nibbles explodes into motion.

The rabbit launches himself against the sides of his carrier with such violence that the plastic container rocks dangerously. He’s making a sound Lily has never heard before—not quite a scream, not quite a growl, but something primal and terrified that raises the hair on her arms.

“What’s wrong with him?” Rose drops her clipboard and rushes to the carrier, but Sir Nibbles only becomes more agitated at her approach.

Put it down, his voice suddenly crashes through Lily’s mind with desperate urgency. Put that cursed thing down before it kills us all.

“Sir Nibbles?” Lily whispers, still clutching the locket. “What do you see?”

Death, the rabbit replies, his mental voice sharp with panic. I see death and drowning and souls trapped beneath the waves. That locket belongs to the dead, and the dead don’t like to give up their treasures.

Rose kneels beside the carrier, speaking in the soothing tones she once used with overwrought teenagers. “It’s alright, little guy. Whatever spooked you, we’ll figure it out.”

But Sir Nibbles isn’t listening to Rose. His eyes remain locked on the locket in Lily’s hands, his small body trembling with what appears to be genuine terror.

Where did you get it? he demands.

“I found it in this jewelry box,” Lily replies, though she keeps her voice low enough that Rose might assume she’s talking to herself. “It must have been mixed in with the estate jewelry from the Penistone collection.”

The Penistone collection, Sir Nibbles repeats, his tone shifting from panic to something darker. Of course. That family never could leave well enough alone.

Before Lily can ask what he means, the brass bell above the front door chimes. Harold Fairfield enters the shop, his silver hair disheveled and his face flushed as if he’s been running.

“Lily, Rose,” he says without preamble, “I need to speak with you about the fire. I think I know what really happened.”

Rose rises from beside Sir Nibbles’ carrier, her expression shifting to the alert attention she once gave students with serious problems. “Harold, the fire inspector already determined it was electrical—”

“No,” Harold interrupts, his academic composure cracking. “I mean, yes, it was electrical, but not accidental. Someone deliberately overloaded that circuit.” He notices the locket in Lily’s hands and goes completely white. “Dear God, where did you find that?”

Now we’re getting somewhere, Sir Nibbles mutters, though his agitation hasn’t diminished. Ask him about the Penistone family curse.

“Harold,” Lily says carefully, “do you recognize this locket?”

“Recognize it?” Harold’s voice rises with disbelief. “That’s the Beatrice ‘s Heart—the most famous piece of maritime jewelry on the entire East Coast. It belonged to Captain Thaddeus Penistone’s wife, went down with the ship in 1847.” He stares at the locket as if it might bite him. “Where exactly in your shop did you find that?”

“In the jewelry box that survived the fire,” Rose answers when Lily seems too stunned to respond. “But Harold, if it’s supposed to be on the bottom of the ocean—”

“Then someone’s been lying about the Beatrice ‘s fate for almost two centuries,” Harold completes grimly. “And if I’m right, they were willing to burn down your shop to keep that lie buried.”
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Harold settles into one of the surviving Windsor chairs with the careful movements of someone whose academic excitement wars with genuine fear. He accepts Rose’s offer of tea with distracted gratitude, his attention never fully leaving the locket that Lily has placed on the counter between them.

Sir Nibbles remains silent in his carrier, but his ears track every word Harold speaks, and Lily can sense an unusual intensity in the rabbit’s attention.

“The Beatrice ‘s Heart was supposedly lost with the ship,” Harold begins, falling into his professorial rhythm. “Captain Penistone was bringing his bride home from their European honeymoon when the ship foundered in a November gale. All hands lost, including Mrs. Penistone and her famous locket—a wedding gift from her shipping magnate father.”

“Supposedly,” Rose repeats, focusing on the key word. “You think the official story is wrong?”

“I think the official story was deliberately fabricated,” Harold corrects. “The Penistone family made a fortune in shipping insurance claims from that wreck. But if the most valuable piece of jewelry on board somehow survived…”

Ask him about the fire, Sir Nibbles finally speaks in Lily’s mind, his mental voice tense with urgency. Ask him about the deliberate overload.

“Harold,” Lily says, “you mentioned someone deliberately caused the electrical fire. How do you know that?”

The retired professor pulls out his phone, scrolling through photos with the methodical precision of someone documenting evidence. “I couldn’t sleep after the fire, so I’ve been doing research. Look at these insurance records from 1847.”

He shows them a photograph of a handwritten document, the ink faded but still legible. “This is the original claim filed by the Penistone Shipping Company. Notice anything unusual about the listed cargo?”

Rose squints at the small text. “The manifests don’t match. One says the ship was carrying textiles and household goods, but this other document lists luxury items and precious metals.”

“Exactly. And the insurance payout was based on the more valuable cargo list,” Harold explains. “The Penistones collected nearly fifty thousand dollars—equivalent to over a million in today’s money.”

Insurance fraud, Sir Nibbles observes with grim satisfaction. The family business, apparently.

“But what does this have to do with the fire at my shop?” Lily asks.

Harold’s expression grows troubled. “Three days ago, I was researching the Penistone collection for a paper I’m writing about maritime insurance fraud. I spent the evening at the historical society, going through their archives. Someone else was there—someone who seemed very interested in my research.”

“Who?” Rose leans forward with the intensity of someone sensing approaching revelations.

“That’s the problem—I never got a clear look at them. The historical society stays open late on Tuesdays for researchers, but the building was nearly empty. I heard footsteps in the stacks, saw shadows moving between the shelves, but whenever I tried to locate the other person, they seemed to vanish.”

A professional thief, Sir Nibbles suggests. Someone who knew the value of what they were looking for.

“What time did you leave the historical society?” Lily asks, though she suspects she knows where this is heading.

“Around eleven-thirty. I walked straight home, which took me past your shop. That’s when I saw the smoke.” Harold pauses, his academic training warring with what sounds like a conspiracy theory. “I think someone followed me from the historical society, broke into your shop looking for Penistone artifacts, and started the fire to cover their tracks when they couldn’t find what they wanted.”

“Except they didn’t need to search,” Rose points out logically. “The locket was already here, mixed in with the estate jewelry.”

“Which suggests they didn’t know the locket’s true identity either,” Harold muses. “They were looking for something specific, something they believed you had acquired from the Penistone collection.”

The brass bell chimes again, and Maggie Collins enters the shop carrying a casserole dish and wearing an expression of determined helpfulness.

“I brought chicken and dumplings,” she announces, setting the dish on the counter with careful precision. “Figured you two had enough to worry about without cooking.” She notices the locket and frowns. “That’s pretty. Part of the estate jewelry collection?”

Don’t tell her, Sir Nibbles warns urgently. Trust no one until we know who set the fire.

But Harold, lost in academic enthusiasm, has already launched into explanation. “Actually, Maggie, this is quite possibly the most historically significant piece Lily has
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