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      A cold draft made Erik Mitchell shiver, right before a glass tottered off the edge of the break room counter and shattered on the floor.

      “Stop that,” he said to the empty room. “What’s wrong with you today?”

      “What happened?” Susan Hendricks, his assistant, came in from where she was watching the store. She stopped in the doorway and saw the broken glass. “Oh dear. I’ll get the dustpan.” She headed for the closet.

      “It’s the ghosts. They’re more restless than usual.” Erik took the brush and pan from her and swept up the mess, then dumped it in the trash can. “Can you feel it?”

      Susan frowned for a moment, taking stock. “I feel more jittery than usual, like I ate too much sugar. Does that count?”

      “Everyone’s different.” Erik wasn’t a medium, but he could sense ghosts and see them when conditions were right. “I feel like I’m in the room with someone who’s wound up to the breaking point, only there’s no one around.”

      “Is it a full moon? Isn’t that supposed to power up ghosts?” Susan took back the brush and pan and put them in the closet.

      “Among other things.” Erik grabbed his cup of coffee and turned to give a stern look to the empty room. “Behave.”

      In response, the plastic bottle of dish soap fell into the sink, although it hadn’t been near the edge.

      “We haven’t had any new pieces come in that you haven’t vetted,” Susan said as they walked back into the shop. Trinkets had a long and storied history in Cape May for being a place to find high-quality antiques or sell valuable heirlooms. It also had a well-established but quieter reputation for being the place to go to get help with cursed or haunted objects.

      Sometimes taking in an object that had supernatural residue without containing it properly led to an unruly spirit or bad energy. “Anything that might be a problem is warded and in the safe,” Erik replied. “But I’ve been feeling drafts all morning, and I can sense presences even if I can’t see or hear them.”

      “Give Monty a call.” Susan named a friend who was a spirit medium. “He can probably tell you if there’s a bad moon on the rise, and stop in to send the spooks on their way.”

      “We usually don’t have any problem with the long-timers,” Erik mused. The shop had a long history of handling magical, cursed, haunted, and supernatural objects. A few ghosts chose to hang around, and Erik didn’t mind so long as they didn’t cause damage or upset customers or staff.

      “Then there’s probably something going on,” Susan replied. “He’ll know.”

      Susan stayed up front in case a customer walked in, and Erik returned to the break room for privacy and placed the call.

      Monty Clark answered on the second ring. “Hey, Erik. What’s up?”

      “Hi, Monty. Is there a reason the ghosts are restless? The shop spirits are usually quiet, but they’re in a mood today.”

      “I’ve heard that from a lot of people recently, and we’re seeing that here at the lighthouse. Even Jon is fidgety.” Monty was the resident keeper of the Cape May Light, where he lived with his ghostly lover, Jon.

      “Does Jon know why?”

      “No, and that worries me a little,” Monty said. “It’s more than the usual full moon energy. My bet is that either someone with strong psychic abilities just came to town, or there’s a new object that is causing the effect. But those are just educated guesses. I’m sorry that I don’t have answers.”

      “I know you can’t leave the lighthouse,” Erik said. “Is there someone you recommend who might be able to get our ghosts to chill a little?”

      “Actually, yes,” Monty said. “Haley Connor. She moved to Cape May a few months ago, and she’s a very gifted—and powerful—spirit medium. She’s the real deal. Séances, dispelling troublesome ghosts, un-haunting objects.”

      “Sounds perfect,” Erik replied. “If she checks out with you, that’s good enough for me.”

      “She gave me a business card. Here’s her scheduling number.” Monty read off the digits, and Erik made a note. “Tell her I sent you.”

      “Will do. Hope you and Jon have a good evening,” Erik said as he ended the call and entered Haley’s number.

      He was surprised when Haley picked up right away. “Spirited Outlook, this is Haley Connor. How can I help you?”

      “I’m Erik Mitchell at Trinkets. Monty Clark recommended you. We don’t usually have a problem with our resident ghosts, but they’ve been unsettled today, and I was hoping that you could help.”

      “It’s been quite the day for that,” Haley said. “And before you ask, I don’t know what’s got the spirits riled up, but it’s widespread. Are you in danger?”

      Erik took a few seconds to read his intuition. “I don’t think so, but there’s been some breakage, and that’s bad in an antique store.”

      “I understand. If you can hang in there for an hour, I’ve got a break between appointments. You’re not far away. I’ll pop over and see if I can help. In the meantime, if you have a lavender or sandalwood candle handy, those scents can help soothe restless spirits.”

      “Will do,” Erik said. “Thank you so much. See you soon.”

      He relayed the information to Susan, then returned to the break room, took a pillar candle out of the cupboard, and lit it in the sink where it wouldn’t cause damage if it got knocked over.

      “You are welcome to stay here, but please don’t cause trouble,” Erik said to empty air. The ghosts’ presence was strong enough that he could sense it. “And if there’s danger, tell Haley when she comes.”

      Nothing stirred, and Erik hoped his message had been received.

      “If you don’t need me up front, I’ll stay in here with my laptop until Haley arrives,” Erik told Susan, reluctant to leave the candle unattended. “Just in case.”

      “That’s fine,” she said. “It’s been quiet so far.”

      Erik settled in at the table and went back to work on invoices and orders. The candle’s scent filled the air, and whether or not it was calming the ghosts, he found it soothing.

      The hour flew by, and Erik looked up when he heard the bell jangle to indicate a new arrival.

      “Erik, this is Haley. Haley, Erik,” Susan introduced a few minutes later.

      “Monty told me you might be in touch.” Haley stepped forward to shake his hand. She looked to be in her early thirties with short blond hair and bright green eyes.

      Erik chuckled. “Actually, it doesn’t surprise me that Monty figured we’d connect.”

      “He told me a little about your work and some of the situations you and your partner have handled recently. Never a dull moment!” she added.

      “I wouldn’t mind duller moments, but loose ends seem to find us,” Erik replied. “Trinkets isn’t just an antique store. Part of our founding mission was to get haunted and dangerous objects out of the wrong hands. Antiques come with a lot of emotional resonance and more than a few ghosts. I have a contact who safely removes the most dangerous pieces, but it would be great to help the spirits move on and un-haunt the pieces, so I suspect you’ll hear from me often.”

      “Believe it or not, I’ve worked with museums and antique shops more than a few times.” A loud boom of thunder drowned out Haley’s words.

      “Our resident ghosts are usually well-behaved,” Erik said. “And the shop itself is heavily warded. That’s why having them act up worries me. I’m sorry to bother you.”

      She made a dismissive gesture. “Not a problem. Glad to help.”

      Haley walked into the break room and stopped after a few steps. She closed her eyes and seemed to be listening intently.

      “I know you’re here,” she said quietly. “Something has upset you. I’m sorry about that. I can’t make whatever it is stop, but I can help you mind it less. If I do that, will you stay quiet and not break anything else?”

      Haley nodded, responding to voices only she could hear. “Good. I will take your word on that.”

      She opened her eyes and looked at Erik. “It helps to have someone acknowledge that you’re upset, even after you’re dead.”

      Haley set her messenger bag on the table and took out a few containers, a bowl, and a pestle. She combined several powders and a sweet-smelling liquid in the bowl and then let the mixture fall drop by drop into the candle flame.

      “No harm will come to you within these wards,” Haley said. “Whatever you sense elsewhere cannot reach you. Be at peace, and do not trouble the things or people in this building.” She blew out the candle and watched the rising spiral of smoke.

      Erik didn’t see or hear anything, but the jangly feeling eased, and he hoped that meant that the spirits could relax and ignore whatever had provoked them.

      “Thank you,” he told Haley after she packed up her materials. “What do I owe you?”

      “First one’s on the house,” she replied with a laugh. “I have the feeling we’ll be working together a lot.”

      He thanked her again and walked her to the door. “If you find out what’s stirring them up, let me know,” Erik reminded her.

      “I will definitely keep you on speed dial,” Haley assured him, and left with a wave to Susan.

      Erik remained at the window for a few minutes, looking out onto the street. The gloomy day threatened rain, although it had only delivered intermittent showers and some thunder.

      “Something interesting?” Susan came up to stand beside him. She was the mother of the Cape May chief of police and close in age to Erik’s own mom.

      “It’s not just our ghosts who are upset. Even if I can’t see them, I know the local spirits are jittery.”

      Cape May, New Jersey, was famous for its history, architecture, and haunted places. While visitors enjoyed ghost tours and the occasional sighting, to those who lived here, the spirits were just a different kind of neighbor.

      “You have a two o’clock appointment coming up,” Susan reminded him. “Mr. Thompson has an antique ring he wants to get appraised for sale.”

      “Did he say anything else about it?” Erik asked. Sometimes the antiques they handled came without supernatural baggage, but more often than not, the pieces had a hidden story and a complicated past.

      “Just that he was hoping to come to an agreement today. I guess he needs the money.” Susan shrugged.

      Or it’s causing him trouble, Erik thought.

      By the time Thompson arrived, Erik was ready. He decided to err on the side of caution and assume the ring was actively or maliciously haunted. That meant doing the appraisal warded against dark supernatural energies.

      Erik had also set out a cloth on the table that was blessed and woven with silver threads, and had a pair of gloves made of the same material so he didn’t have to handle the ring with bare skin. A box covered with protective runes sat nearby, ready to hold the ring until Erik could put it in the spelled safe for one of his contacts to deal with safely.

      A thin, middle-aged, balding man entered the shop and glanced around. He looked haggard and his clothing was rumpled and coffee-stained. His gaze settled on Erik. “Are you the owner? I’m Bill Thompson.”

      Erik nodded. “I’m Erik Mitchell. Please, come in.” He ushered Thompson into the break room and gestured for him to sit down at the table across from the protective cloth.

      “Tell me about your ring,” Erik said.

      Thompson glanced from side to side as if he were afraid of being overheard. “You’re going to think I’m nuts.”

      “I promise that I won’t,” Erik assured him. “You’d be surprised at what items come into an antique shop, especially one like ours.”

      “I heard that you handle problem pieces. Is that true?”

      Erik shrugged. “I guess it depends on the type of problem. Haunted or with a tinge of supernatural energy, yes. Questionable provenance or uncertain legality, no.”

      “It’s not stolen,” Thompson said hurriedly. “Nothing like that. But ever since I brought the damn thing home, it’s been like one of those poltergeist movies. Things move from place to place on their own. Books fall over when no one’s near. A coffee cup exploded. And I feel like I’m being watched.”

      Thanks to Haley just cleansing the area and strengthening the protections, those effects were muted, but Erik once again sensed nearby spirits that were much less agreeable than the shop’s resident ghosts.

      “What would you like to do?” Erik asked.

      “Throw it in a volcano, like in that movie,” Thompson replied without humor. “Sell it to you if you’ll buy. I’d be happy to get a fraction back of what I paid just to be rid of the damn thing.”

      “Go ahead and set the ring on the cloth,” Erik instructed as he pulled on the gloves. “I can’t resell it. But I can make sure it doesn’t hurt anyone else.”

      The ring tumbled out of the box Thompson withdrew from his pocket, a pretty circlet of silver with tiny carved runes that Erik was certain invoked magic of some sort. It was old but not particularly valuable for craftsmanship, although he wondered about the provenance.

      Erik quickly put the ring into the spelled containment bag and felt the energy in the room ease. “Do you know anything about its history?”

      Thompson shook his head. “No. I saw it at a swap meet that I went to a few days ago. A lady with a table had all kinds of baubles, and it caught my eye. I asked about it because it looked old, and she said it had belonged to several powerful women in her family, and it was time to pass it on.”

      “Did you get a business card?” Erik asked, although he suspected he already knew the answer.

      “No. It was an impulse buy. And when the weird things started to happen and I went back, she was gone, and no one knew how to contact her,” Thompson said ruefully.

      “She took advantage of you. It’s not your fault,” Erik said. “I’ll make sure the ring never causes problems for anyone else.”

      “How much can you give me for it?” Thompson asked.

      Erik shook his head. “I can’t resell it, so I can’t pay you for it. But I can dispose of it safely and permanently.”

      Thompson bit his lip, clearly having a silent argument with himself. Finally, he sighed.

      “Then take it. I’d be willing to pay you to get rid of it.”

      “Not necessary,” Erik assured him. “That’s part of what we do. But when you go home, open the windows, burn a candle, and say a blessing or a prayer of protection. If there’s any bad mojo left behind, that will help get rid of it. And if it doesn’t, my friend Haley can help. Susan can give you her contact information.”

      “Thank you,” Thompson replied, and Erik wondered if the man had slept since he acquired the ring.

      “Glad we could be of help.” Erik walked him back to Susan, and wasn’t surprised when she gave the man one of Haley’s business cards from a new stack by the register.

      “I figured the cards would come in handy,” she said when Thompson left.

      “Good thinking. I suspect we’ll be doing a lot of business with Haley.” Erik went back to the break room to retrieve the bag and stashed it in the safe before removing the gloves and putting his other supplies away.
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        * * *

      

      “Looks like we’re in for a big storm.” Monty Clark, keeper of the Cape May lighthouse, settled his six-foot-four-inch frame on the picnic table bench near the base of the tower. “Thanks for stopping in before the weather gets crazy.” He ran a hand through his black hair to tame it from the wind.

      “Figured you could use the caffeine.” Erik nodded toward the carrier of large coffee cups in the middle of the table. He and his partner Ben Nolan had picked up coffee and freshly baked cookies on their way to the visit.

      “Definitely.” Monty reached for the cup and let out a hum of satisfaction at the first swallow. Then he glanced at the seat beside him. “Get your mind out of the gutter,” he said to his ghostly partner, Jon.

      Erik chuckled. He and Ben could sometimes see and occasionally hear ghosts if they were strong enough to manifest, and Jon usually made himself visible for at least part of the time when they visited.

      The wind gusted, and Erik tucked a strand of blond hair out of his blue eyes.

      “You need a haircut,” Ben joked. His dark hair was cut in a fade, too short to be bothered much by the stiff breeze.

      “You like my hair,” Erik retorted with a knowing look, thinking of the way Ben had tugged on it the night before in bed.

      Ben returned a naughty smile. “Sure do.”

      Erik grew serious and looked to Monty. “Do you have everything you need to ride out the weather?”

      Monty nodded. “Yes, thanks for asking. I always have some food and drinks stockpiled and a generator, if things get really bad. They’re not calling for a full hurricane, so I’m hoping we don’t get anything too dramatic. Jon’s good company.” Monty nodded at a spot next to him, and Jon faded in and out.

      Jon Richards was a stuntman who died seventy years ago and chose never to move on to whatever came next. Jon and Monty had become friends and then partners. Erik didn’t completely understand how their relationship worked, but he figured all that mattered was that they were happy together.

      “Jon says it’s not just the storm. The ghosts are restless,” Monty told them.

      “Because of the weather or something else?” Erik asked.

      “Like we talked about before, Jon acknowledges that something’s up,” Monty replied. “But he doesn’t know what, just that it’s not good. He says he’s seen a woman in white a couple of times.”

      “Bad omen,” Erik said. “But about what?”

      “Is there a significant anniversary of some disaster coming up?” Ben pulled out his phone and did a quick search. Cape May’s storied history made for a long list of results.

      Monty cocked his head as he listened to the reply. “The SS Mohawk went down in a bad storm. Might be from that,” Monty repeated what Jon told him. Over the decades since his death, Jon had befriended other ghosts who still retained a sense of self. Some he helped to pass on, while he kept track of others who wanted to remain. More than once, Jon had used the strength he had gradually gained as a spirit to save people from drowning or sinking boats.

      “I read about that,” Erik chimed in. “Back in the 1920s. Passenger liner—something in the hold caught fire. But the article I read said that while the boat was a loss, no one died.”

      “She was a stowaway.” Monty looked surprised as he relayed Jon’s comment.

      “Do you know her name?” Monty asked.

      “Lila. That’s all she remembers,” Monty repeated Jon’s answer.

      “I thought a woman in white was an omen but not necessarily the ghost of a real person,” Ben said.

      “There are hundreds of stories, and they don’t all match.” Erik shrugged. “That’s the tough part about the lore. Look into the Mohawk’s history. If it’s showing up now, maybe there’s a story we’ve missed.”

      “I don’t remember that particular ship causing trouble,” Monty said. “I’ve heard divers say it’s a dangerous wreck because of the current. It’s been a hundred years, so maybe the anniversary is giving Lila a boost.” He paused. “I’ve tried to make contact with Lila’s ghost and see if I could send her on, but there’s something blocking me. Makes me wonder if there was some sort of magic involved.”

      “Magic?” Ben echoed.

      Monty shrugged. “Lila appears to be the only ghost from the wreck. If she worked a desperate spell trying to save herself or the ship, it might not have gone as intended.”

      “Interesting angle.” Erik was already thinking of possibilities.

      Monty sipped his coffee. “Other than the storm, are things staying quiet for the two of you?”

      Erik nodded. “For now—don’t jinx us. We could use some downtime.”

      “Better get some rest before the festival plans ramp up,” Monty warned. “You know what a big deal that is.”

      Erik and Ben both nodded, and Ben groaned. “Yeah, we know. Great for tourism, and a ton of work to prepare.” The Awesome Autumn Festival created a week-long celebration with plenty of special events, with participation by the town’s Arts Council and business owners.

      “Still beats the downsides of my old job,” Erik joked.

      Before he moved to Cape May and bought Trinkets, an antique and curio shop, Erik had used his expertise in art to travel the world helping museums and law enforcement find stolen masterpieces and stop smuggling rings. That had earned him powerful enemies, including Bratva, the Russian Mob.

      Ben had been a Newark cop and private investigator before he came to Cape May to take over his aunt and uncle’s rental real estate company. He had been involved in several high-profile busts that involved the Newark Mafia, a group with a long memory.

      Despite Erik and Ben trying to stay low-profile, old cold cases often attracted the notice of bad guys who wanted to elude authorities. Erik’s abilities as a psychometric to read the history of objects by touch and Ben’s sleuthing talents had landed them in hot water a couple of times when scandals and murders meant the past refused to stay buried and forgotten.

      “Even if Lila was a stowaway and her death wasn’t counted with the Mohawk sinking, if I can find out a last name, maybe we can figure out who she was and help her move on,” Erik said.

      This time the wind nearly took their cups off the table, and the sky had grown darker.

      “Guess it’s time for me to go back to work.” Monty stood. “Thanks for the visit. Best go straight home. This storm isn’t going to be anything to fool with.”

      “Sometimes a ghost is just a ghost,” Ben said as they headed for Erik’s SUV.

      “Yeah, but if Jon says Lila is an omen, then there’s more to the story aside from her death,” Erik countered. They barely made it into the Highlander before the rain started, pelting the windshield with fat drops.

      “Admit it, you’re bored and looking for the next case.” Ben gave a fond grin as he reached over to rest his hand on Erik’s thigh as he drove.

      “Busted,” Erik replied. “And maybe for once, this one won’t have any ties to organized crime.”

      “When did we ever get that lucky? After all, this is Jersey,” Ben replied.

      Erik had already called Susan and told her to go home before the storm broke. They were unlikely to get any customers in a raging thunderstorm, and at least she would get home without being soaked.

      That also meant unlocking the door in the rain once they arrived. Ben ran ahead with the key and an umbrella as soon as Erik parked. Erik followed, holding the hood of his rain jacket tight against the wind. Neither man stayed completely dry, but they weren’t wet to the skin, so Erik counted it as a win.

      He turned on the lights and went to the kitchen to make a fresh pot of coffee, since they had both finished their takeout lattes.

      Ben got his laptop and sat at the table. “I’m going to see what I can find about that shipwreck. It’s a long shot trying to find out more about Lila, but sometimes I get lucky.”

      “I can help you get lucky,” Erik teased with a smirk.

      “Hold that thought,” Ben replied. “I’m all for it.”

      Moving in together was relatively recent, and the shift had gone smoother than either man dared hope. Ben had been living in one of the rental units for Nolan Rental Real Estate, the company he took over for his aunt and uncle when they retired. Erik had the apartment above Trinkets, which was big enough for both of them. Erik loved the new arrangement, and Ben swore he was happy with it too.

      “While you do that, I’m going to look at the inventory list,” Erik said. “The SS Mohawk sounds familiar.”

      As soon as the coffee finished brewing and they both had fresh steaming cups, Erik went to his office and pulled up the files he needed. Trinkets added to their supply of antiques and collectibles almost daily, between what people dropped by to sell and what Erik acquired online and at estate sales.

      He started searching on the Mohawk and found several similarly-named ships that had all come to a bad end. Monty had said that Lila’s unlucky craft had gone down in the 1920s, so that helped eliminate the false leads. It also meant that divers and ocean currents had a century to strip away anything that survived the fire and the crash onto the bottom of the ocean.

      Being a psychometric who could sense the energy and history of objects by touching them, Erik carefully curated the pieces he sold in the shop to do no harm. Those that radiated malevolence or bad magic, he secured and sent to a contact in Charleston equipped to cleanse or destroy them.

      Even so, the nature of old things meant they had absorbed a lot of the emotions and memories of the people who had owned them and the history they had witnessed, often leaving a bittersweet resonance. Some buyers seemed attuned to those vibes even if they couldn’t have explained what they sensed, while others were blissfully unaware.

      Erik worked his way through the inventory, glad that the prior owner had been meticulous about record-keeping. That meant he could see what items had come through the store, both past and present.

      “There it is.” Erik spotted the doomed ship’s name and pulled up the records.

      “Find something?” Ben walked out of the kitchen cradling a cup in his hands. He came around to look over Erik’s shoulder at the screen.

      “Yeah, I thought it sounded familiar.” Erik pointed to the items that had popped up. “Monty mentioned it.

      “The Mohawk burned and sank, but small items washed ashore in the days and weeks afterward. An old man collected them and eventually sold the collection to Trinkets. Somehow a cup and saucer with the ship’s logo survived,” Erik marveled. “Along with a salt shaker and a handful of old buttons.”

      “That’s a tie to the ship itself, but not to Lila,” Ben said. “And if the items are inside the store’s protections, it’s probably not what’s anchoring her ghost, especially since she’s haunting places outside the store.”

      Erik nodded. “I agree. But it might be enough for Alessia to test our theory about magic being involved in the sinking. If she can figure out what happened, she might be able to neutralize what remains of the spell. Monty’s a strong medium, but he isn’t a witch.”

      “Did you sell the pieces, or are they still in storage?” Ben leaned closer for a better look at the photos.

      “Storage.” Erik jotted a note to himself on his phone. “They came in right before the store was sold, and I’m guessing it just wasn’t a priority to deal with them.” He looked up at Ben. “How about you?”

      Ben grinned. “I think I’ve found our woman in white.”

      Erik followed him back to the kitchen and pulled up a chair next to where Ben sat in front of his laptop.

      “The Mohawk sailed from Boston to New York, then down to Charleston and Jacksonville with passengers and cargo, before turning around and doing the whole trip in reverse,” Ben told him. “There was a bad storm the night the Mohawk sank, but what doomed it was a fire in the cargo hold. Other ships got the passengers to safety, but all the cargo was lost, and the ship burned to the waterline before it sank,” Ben said.

      “What about Lila?” Erik leaned in for a better look at Ben’s screen.

      “There’s no Lila on the passenger manifest,” Ben said. “If she was registered, that wasn’t her legal name. Since the official account says all the passengers were saved, I think she must have been a stowaway, like Jon said.”

      “That’s going to make it tough to find out who she was,” Erik replied.

      Ben nodded. “I know. I did a search on missing women named Lila in the ports where the Mohawk stopped in the year it sank. She could have come from other places, but I had to narrow down the search.”

      “That was a hundred years ago. If she wasn’t famous, no one might have noticed that she went missing,” Erik said. “And the records are spotty.”

      “True. But I think I got a break.” Ben brought up a new screen and pointed to what was posted.

      “Delilah McIntosh, also known as Lila, daughter of a prosperous banker in New York, was reported missing right before the Mohawk incident. The article leaves it open to whether she ran away or was kidnapped, but there was a reward offered for information and for returning her safely to her family,” Ben said.

      The grainy black-and-white photograph of a young woman in her twenties came up on the screen.

      “Because her family was well-off, the story got picked up by other papers,” Ben said. “One of her friends was quoted as saying that she had met a man from Charleston and fallen in love with him against her family’s wishes, and that they planned to run away together when she disappeared.”

      “You think she was going from New York to Charleston on the Mohawk and stowed away so her family couldn’t find and stop her?” Erik asked.

      “Seems likely,” Ben replied.

      Outside, the wind howled and rain came down in sheets, tapping against the store’s big front windows.

      “I think the Mohawk items are in the storage area in the back room,” Erik said. “If not, we’ll have to wait out the storm before we go to the offsite unit.”

      “Why don’t you call Alessia and see if she can check if there’s magic involved? If that doesn’t work, we can see if Haley would help dispel Lila’s spirit.”

      “I’ve been thinking the same thing,” Erik replied. “I’ll call her, and then see if I can find the items from the Mohawk.”

      “Not going anywhere else tonight,” Ben said. “I’ll start thinking about what we’ve got on hand to make dinner.”

      Erik pulled up Alessia’s contact information on his phone and figured she would probably be home, given the bad weather. Alessia Mason was a friend of theirs and a powerful witch. She ran the local coven as well as the Spirit of the Sea gift shop, and her marriage into an old, prominent Cape May family provided a degree of social protection beyond what her magic afforded.

      For as strong as her magic was, Alessia wasn’t a medium like Monty or Haley, since she could see and hear ghosts but not summon them. She could, however, use magic to help send them on.

      “Erik, what’s up?” Alessa greeted him.

      “First off, thanks for introducing me to Haley. She’s terrific, just helped me out on a haunted item,” Erik said. “I’m sure we’ll do a lot of business together—you know how Ben and I keep finding haunted stuff.” Erik had been thinking for a while that, for as often as solving the complicated history of the antiques that came into Trinkets, having a connection to another medium would come in handy, so he was happy to have found Haley.

      “Not to mention dead mobsters,” Alessia snarked, recalling some of their recent incidents.

      “That, too,” Erik replied with a sigh.

      “Haley’s pretty new in town, and she’s the whole enchilada,” Alessia replied. “She can also do séances, dispel troublesome ghosts, and, as you now know, remove haunts from objects.”

      “I’m curious. What brought her to Cape May?” Erik asked.

      “She’s a historian, and she’s working on a grant-funded project for the library and the Historical Society,” Alessia replied. “The project entails having her interview ghosts about local history to capture what they know before they fade. Of course, it will be in a special collection with limited access because that kind of thing isn’t common knowledge, but I’m really interested to see what she comes up with.”

      “Where did the funding come from?” Erik was equally fascinated by the project concept.

      “The Fox Institute in Upstate New York,” Alessia said. “It’s a scholarly organization dedicated to the paranormal. Very legit.”

      “I’m sure we’ll need her help quite a bit. Although the backstory for the ghosts might involve some unsavory information,” Erik warned. “I hope that won’t bother her.”

      Although Erik and Ben had retired from active law enforcement, cold cases kept finding them, and many of those involved the Mafia.

      “I don’t think it will,” Alessia said with a laugh. “She’s been an off-the-books consultant to several police departments when they hit a brick wall on investigations. They can’t fess up to having someone talk to ghosts to get information, but when a lead from a confidential informant breaks a case, they don’t have to.”

      “Interesting. Most cops I’ve met are skeptics, if not outright hostile to spooky stuff.” Erik couldn’t help thinking about Cape May’s own Chief Cole Hendricks, who definitely mistrusted anything he deemed to be “woo-woo.”

      “I’m glad Haley was able to help you. But I doubt that’s why you called,” Alessia said.

      Erik filled her in on the relics from the SS Mohawk and Lila’s ghost, as well as their theory that misguided magic might have trapped the spirit with the wreck. “If it quits storming tomorrow, would you be able to stop in and see if you can sense any magic involved? If there’s a spell gone wrong, maybe it can be broken to send her on.”

      “Let me check my schedule. You might want to include Haley as well.” She paused for a moment. “Nine a.m. work? Meet you at Trinkets?”

      “That works great, and I’ll call Haley next,” Erik told her. “I’ll have coffee ready. Thank you so much.” He felt relieved to have a plan and called Haley before getting a fresh cup of coffee and joining Ben.
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        * * *

      

      “I found more about Lila online,” Ben took a seat across from Erik at the table. “Her family offered a reward for information and reported her missing to the police. I think they were afraid she’d been kidnapped. A few years later, there was an obituary notice that said ‘missing, presumed dead.’ I don’t think they ever realized she was on the Mohawk.”

      “I’m guessing her parents either opposed the marriage or the man she loved, and Lila took matters into her own hands,” Erik said. “It’s too bad she didn’t get her happy ending.”

      Erik’s phone rang, and he saw that it was Susan. “Hi Susan, is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, just a little damp. I wanted to remind you to look at the event checklist email for Awesome Autumn, which should be in your inbox. They’ll probably want you to do a couple of programs about antiques, and for Ben to talk about architecture and old houses like last year.”

      Erik glanced at Ben, who had heard what she said and nodded.

      “That should be fine, but we’ll look at it first thing tomorrow,” Erik promised. “We had fun last year, and the event brought in a lot of new visitors, all for a good cause.”

      “I was hoping you’d say that. I’ll see you tomorrow if we don’t float away before then,” Susan added before ending the call.

      Rapping at the door jerked both men to attention. “Who would be out in this weather?” Ben asked as Erik rose to look out the window by the door.

      Although they were technically closed, Erik had turned on the lights so the man on the front step could be forgiven his mistake. He shifted from one foot to the other as he stood beneath an umbrella, holding a large square picture box.

      “I’ve got your back.” Ben moved to stand beside the desk, where Erik kept a gun. All their run-ins with the Mob made it prudent to take precautions.

      Erik’s intuition told him to meet with the stranger. He opened the door and motioned for the man to come inside. It wasn’t raining quite as hard anymore, but the man still looked soggy. Whatever he wanted was urgent enough to send him outside in the storm.

      “Thanks.” The man stomped his feet, peeled off his soaked rain jacket, and hung it on the doorknob. He was a bedraggled middle-aged man with thinning hair and a lean build, suggesting that he had been a runner in his younger years.

      “It’s a nasty night to be out and about,” Erik observed. “I’m Erik Mitchell, and I own the shop. This is my partner, Ben. How can I help you?”

      “I’m Peter Randolph,” the man said. “Do you believe in ghosts?” His question held a note of desperation.

      “What did you have in mind?” Erik sidestepped.

      Randolph rested the package on the counter. “I bought this segment of a stained-glass window at an auction, and I think it’s haunted. Creeps me out. The images in the glass…move.”

      “Do you have the paperwork?” Erik’s past job made him wary of people trying to fence stolen art.

      “Right here.” Randolph reached into the inside pocket of his coat and withdrew a slightly damp envelope. Inside was the bill of sale from the auction house, along with a detailed description and a photocopied picture of the window itself.

      Erik brought Randolph into the break room and spread out the silver-threaded containment mat. He also took a small blanket made from the same blessed and spelled material and set it nearby, as well as grabbing his gloves.

      “Can you show me the window?” Erik couldn’t help being intrigued. Experience taught him that anything could harbor a ghost or at least soak up negative energy enough to send off uncomfortable vibes. It wasn’t uncommon for paintings and old photographs to have a ghostly hitchhiker, but this was the first time he had heard of a haunted window.

      Randolph set the box on its side atop the containment mat, and Erik handed him scissors to cut the packing tape that held it shut. He carefully withdrew a two-foot-by-two-foot section of leaded glass. Ben brought a lamp and they plugged it in. Randolph held the window up against the light, and Erik caught his breath.

      “Is that a Tiffany piece?” Erik asked, although he was almost positive it was.

      “That’s what the seller told me,” Randolph said. “I thought I was getting a bargain. I’ve heard about those windows. Had some in the church where I grew up. I was excited about finally having one of my own. I was going to figure out how to replace one of my regular house windows with it. But then, things went weird.”

      While Randolph told his story, Erik never took his eyes off the window. Ben moved behind him, where he could also see.

      The panel looked like it might have been taken from a larger window. The scene showed two men and a thick old book. It might have been a Bible, but to Erik’s eye, it looked more like a grimoire. Tiffany often dealt with religious subjects, but also did windows with flowers, trees, and nature scenes. If this piece had been a custom order, perhaps a book of magic wasn’t too strange a request.

      Erik would need to run a couple of tests to confirm that the window was indeed a Tiffany. The fame of the creator made copycats and knock-offs brazen and widespread. Even so, previously unknown authentic windows were discovered surprisingly often, hidden away in private homes or small churches.

      Still, a first look with a practiced eye suggested that the window was authentic. The dark resonance made him shiver even without touching it to activate his psychometry.

      “There!” Ben pointed.

      Erik squinted, unsure whether he had really seen motion. Then he saw another shift, slight but unmistakable.

      “Did the seller tell you anything else about where the window came from, or who commissioned it?” Erik asked.

      Randolph shook his head. “No. He said he bought a numbered lot sight-unseen at an estate sale, and this was in it. I asked why he was selling it, and he said that’s what he does—pick through the best stuff in odd lots like that and resells them. Although now I think maybe he knew it was haunted and wanted rid of it.”

      “What do you want to do with it?” Erik asked.

      “I was hoping you’d buy it,” Randolph said. “I’ve heard you’re good with spooky stuff.”

      “I can’t resell it if it’s haunted, but I can send it to some specialists who can contain it, given its historical value as a Tiffany,” Erik told him. “That means I can’t pay market value for what a comparable non-haunted Tiffany would be worth. I can give you a couple of hundred dollars, and my thanks for getting a potentially dangerous object out of circulation.”

      Randolph looked disappointed, but the way he eyed the window like it might bite told Erik that the ghostly phenomenon bothered the man more than he let on. Erik was sorry to let him down if he had hoped for a windfall, and knew that Randolph could still take the window and find another buyer if his ethics didn’t stop him from selling it elsewhere without disclosing the problem.

      “Take it,” Randolph said, shaking his head. “I’ve had nothing but bad luck since the day I brought it home. I was too afraid to destroy it, but maybe you can before it causes any more problems.”

      Erik paid cash and wished Randolph well. Ben walked the man to the door and locked up behind him as Erik wrapped the window and its box in the spelled blanket.

      “Are you going to read it?” Ben asked.

      Erik debated the question, curious to know more about the window. “Not tonight. I’m sure there’s a story to go with it, but I’m betting it doesn’t have a happy ending. We can tackle that tomorrow, since Alessia and Haley are coming. Maybe one of them will get something from it that I don’t.”

      Erik opened the spelled safe in the back room, where he had placed the Mohawk items and the cursed ring. The safe was warded, carved with runes, and made of cast iron with silver medallions inside. It was a protected place to keep potentially dangerous objects until Erik’s contact could pick them up and take them to be destroyed or permanently stored in a more secure location.

      Once that was done, Erik placed the gloves back under the counter, put the mat away, and dispelled the wards around the table.

      “Well, I didn’t expect that tonight,” he said to Ben.

      “Do you think it’s a real Tiffany?” Ben asked.

      Erik shrugged. “Without doing actual forensic tests, I can’t say for sure. But based on my experience, I think so.”

      “Your experience counts for a lot,” Ben replied. Most of Erik’s background dealt with revealing frauds or recovering stolen treasures, but Erik had shared stories about pieces that came with a supernatural resonance.

      “I’ve got a lot of questions.” Erik took his empty coffee cup to the sink and rinsed it. “That window isn’t one that I recognize from the main Tiffany catalogue. Granted, they made thousands of windows, and private commissions might have remained secret, but I’d like to know where the guy who sold it to Peter got it. Tiffanys don’t usually show up in the odd lot bin.”

      “Maybe someone was eager to clean out a house and didn’t know what they had,” Ben pointed out. “There are whole TV series about that sort of thing.”

      Most of which Erik scrupulously avoided watching, since they were too close to what he did in the store, with an added dose of breathless hype.

      “Those shows work because most of the time, the people who buy up abandoned storage units or the pickers who go to auctions and garage sales are lucky to break even. Finding a missing Picasso painting or a rare first edition book is like winning the lottery,” Erik said.

      They turned out the lights downstairs, set the security alarm, and headed to the apartment. The rain picked up again, and thunder rumbled in the distance. Erik knew that the window was magically locked down in the safe, and that those spells, in turn, protected them. But he couldn’t forget the spooky motion he had seen or the dark energy he sensed, and he vowed to let his contact know as quickly as possible.

      “Come on,” Ben said, likely sensing Erik’s mood. “Let’s watch a movie and make popcorn. Perfect for a rainy night. Maybe tomorrow will be boring.”

      “We should be so lucky,” Erik said.

      An hour later, the apartment smelled like popcorn, and the action movie’s gunfire and explosions rivaled the crash of thunder and the sound of hard rain outside. Erik and Ben sat close together on the couch, enjoying the downtime since they had seen the movie many times.

      “You taste good with all that salt and butter.” Ben leaned in for a kiss after they finished the popcorn and the movie credits rolled. Ben clicked the remote, turning off the television.

      “So do you.” Erik returned the kiss and deepened it, adding a sweep of tongue. He loved making out with Ben, whether it led to more or not. After his last disastrous relationship, Erik valued the level of trust between him and Ben, as well as the combustible attraction.

      “Ready for bed?” Ben asked as he came up for air. “Because whether we make love or just fall asleep, it’ll be better there than on the couch.”

      “Lead the way.” Erik stretched as he rose. His shirt lifted, exposing a strip of skin above his pants, and Ben’s gaze heated.

      “So sexy,” Ben murmured. “Leave the popcorn bucket for tomorrow. I’ve got other plans for you.” He took Erik’s hand and led him into their room.
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        * * *

      

      An insistent knock at the door woke them the next morning, long before Alessia and Haley were due to arrive. Erik’s phone buzzed, and he saw a message.

      Susan: Cole is trying to reach you about something important.

      “That can’t be good.” Erik groaned as he swung his legs over the side of the mattress.

      “What can’t be? And who the hell is knocking?” Ben sounded groggy.

      “Cape May’s police chief, according to his mother. And it’s never a social call.”

      Erik grabbed a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, ran a hand through his hair, and headed downstairs to find a broad-shouldered man in his early thirties at the door. Cole Hendricks looked about as pleased to be there as Erik was to see him.

      “Good morning, Chief. What’s up?” It wasn’t Erik’s fault that all of his interactions with the cop involved mobsters and murder. Susan did her best to temper her son’s impression of Erik and help Erik see a softer side to the chief. The two men weren’t openly hostile, but there was a fair amount of well-deserved skepticism between them.

      “Mitchell. Do you know a guy named Peter Randolph?”

      Erik stared at him, surprised. He hoped this didn’t mean the window had been stolen property. “A man by that name came by the store in the storm last night to sell me a stained-glass window he purchased in an odd-lots sale. I bought it and put it in the safe. It’s damaged and can’t be resold, so I paid him a finder’s fee. Why?”

      “He’s dead,” Hendricks replied. “Murdered. And it has all the hallmarks of a Mob hit.”
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