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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      I have always loved a good spooky tale. I have read stories about ghosts and the paranormal for as long as I can remember.  Some of my favorite childhood memories involve me being curled up in a blanket reading ghost stories.  If you are like me, this anthology is right up your alley.

      Noncorporeal IV: Phantom Dusk has a wide range of stories by a diverse group of authors. If you find a story that you particularly like, consider looking the author up on social media and giving them a like. I hope you enjoy this anthology as much as I enjoyed putting it together for you.

      A. Balsamo

      

      A. Balsamo is an award-winning freelance editor with a wide range of experience in media, legal, and fiction editing. She holds current certifications in both copy editing and developmental editing through the EFA. Her primary focus is on genre fiction in the topics of fantasy, horror, mystery and paranormal nonfiction. To learn more about A. Balsamo and her experience and background visit abalsamo.com.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            UNFAIREST OF ALL
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          PAIGE L. CHRISTIE

        

      

    

    
      Dora came and whispered to me, just days before she died, that she was the last. Try though she had, no heir to this rotting place had been found, and whatever comes next for me will not happen in the safety of this tower. The castle that’s sheltered me, even as it spent decades crumbling around me, is no longer to be my home. The Sheriff pinned the demolition notice to the door of this wreck of a castle just under a month ago, and today they’ll be coming to move me and my high-gilded circle of glass out of here.

      Can I fight? Somehow? If I’ve learned anything in the last thousand years, it’s that not even gentle compliance guarantees a win. It's difficult enough being the spirit of the last magic mirror without admitting the unthinkable—hope is fickle.

      I’ve had a hundred names over the long years. Eaten apples. Chased them in foot races. Tried on shoes. Stood on walls as war raged. Carried spears into battle. Spun through the night until my fingers bled. I’m the brokenhearted reflection of every woman in every story you’ve ever read, ever heard. I’m the truth that gets brushed aside in darkness and tumbling passion, washed under by soaring music and the ecstasy of beautiful voices in chorus. I’m the thing that Oscar feared so much that he wrote a tall tale of a man who never suffered all that haunts a woman. A painting has nothing on a purpose-crafted mirror that gazes upon someone until they both see her soul. Though the master joiner who carved and conjured me out of rage had a very different plan for me.

      He killed an ancient tree, used her body for my frame, set my purpose in pain, etched in stark carvings surrounding my glass. I was built to harm, to discourage, to reflect doubt and sorrow, jealousy and fear—to hurt the woman he felt had wronged him through rejection.

      But when creation is an act of vengeance, it should surprise no one when the outcome outweighs the intended result: the female spirit animating me contains the strength that fills all women—to seemingly endure beyond reason and absorb the endless aches of the world.

      And I did. I shared the woman’s pain, her doubts, revealed in my glass. But rather than magnify them, I claimed them for my own. I wrapped myself around uncontainable pain and held firm.

      I hold firm still, against dire chance and the vile purpose of my creation.

      I’ve absorbed generations of grief and debasement—the need for such relief so great that the magic within me expanded to include every woman who ever gazed into glass in doubt and longing. Yes, every woman in every story the world over knows me. Hard truth is what you get the moment you truly understand the ancient tales.

      But despite all I hold within, I do believe in love at first sight, in undying passion. I’ve seen enough of those things to know that they are real. People can adore and be adored. Cherish is not simply a term used by the overly romantic or the desperate. Respect can be mutual and deep. My existence allows for the happy ending of which the fairies and muses sing.

      Such things are real.

      They will just never be real for me.

      The movers marching into the building are proof of that.

      Perhaps, beyond face value, I’m worth something to a specialist in history and myth, or to some art museum or restoration house—because if I end up shattered into a bin somewhere, all I harbor will be freed upon the world. All evils were loosed long ago and have only grown through the years.  I’ve spent millennia reclaiming them, though I was never built to contain the endless suffering I endure. In the history of the world, what was ever designed to hold such horror?

      How much heartache can the already-bitter world take on in one overwhelming instant? If the movers are careful, don’t trip on my skirts or stumble under the endless weight of me, no one ever need find out. But when has anyone been careful enough with the glass heart of another?
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        * * *

      

      They’re not what I expected, the workers. Not one or two canvas-clad men in a rickety lorry, but rather a small army of neat-dressed professionals and five trucks besides. A flurry of women as well, gloved and booted and toting with firm determination.

      In the mirror room, I wait. Though I hope not, I might truly be the last magic-bound object left in the world. If I allowed it, that would mark a deeper sadness than even the loss of this haven. Perhaps I am wrong, and others not only exist, but are free from the boundaries within which they were created.

      The sun is well dipped toward the horizon when a lone man with a hand truck makes his spiraling way up the tower stairs and into my dusky space. It’s always a bit grey here, the windows angled to keep the light flat and even, to keep me free of glare even in the highest light of day. And today is not bright to begin with, with the clouds gathered close about the place, as though they understand mourning.

      The man isn’t young or old, but lays claim to that comfortable, early-middle-range of life that marks confidence as well as an understanding of mortality. By any standard that I am aware of, he is attractive in the way men who move with purpose can be. He stops at the top of the stairs as he sees me standing beside my frame on its revolving stand, the gold edges haunting the moment with a glow that arises from no reflection, no source of direct light. Here, in this space, I am both a woman and not one at all. Most men, upon witnessing me half-ethereal beside my wooden body, see what wish drags up from their darkest hearts, and call me by the name of the one they loved best, or worst, or most cruelly. They rarely see me as I am—the multi-faceted, all-colored wish and anguish arisen from the unending turmoil of female souls uncounted and too unremembered. Dora saw, knew. Most women do, if they trust themselves enough. Too few men, blinded by their own buried pain and fear, can discern anything beyond their own brutal fantasy.

      But this one not only stops. He looks. And by the way his body straightens and the air moves out of his lungs, he sees. True emotion ripples into the tiny room. Ache and recognition. Something that might be understanding. How is that possible, on this day of all days?

      Tingle and glimmer and I fracture into awareness that bleeds wonder into the space. So long it has been since a man looked at me like I truly exist. Like I matter. He cannot know all I am, all that I hold, and still look upon me with such openness.

      I pull back, in and up, every part of me knotting toward a bright flare of light that will coalesce and let me descend into the shining glass beside me, disappear into the suffering layered beneath it, hewn along with beauty into the wood.

      “Don’t drop me.” I barely form the words, but I am magic and I am glass, and they carry, piercing as a thrown shard. To end this way—removed, broken or salvaged, but seen—all the bitter hearts within my own offer up sad smiles. This recognition, at least, is something more than I expected. Hot and burning fierce, I pull inward to take my place within the looking glass.

      “Wait,” he says. His hand falls from the cart handle and his gaze sweeps my face, faces, all of me. “I had hoped you’d be here, still. I should have known, of course you would. The glass—” He stops.

      What is this? What does he know? A tremor passes through me, startling in its unfamiliarity. I am stilled by shock, and something else so long unfelt as to have been nearly forgotten—wonder. What does he really want?

      “Mirror,” the man says.

      My glass creaks as it strains toward the sound of its name.

      “Mirror,” he repeats, and my breath hitches as I sway against the pull of his call.

      He starts, then takes a step back, eyes widening. “Mirror, Mirror.” Hardly a whisper, but the impact is immediate. Beside me, the silver surface shimmers, puddles, and I close my eyes and flow into it like water, and it is my face that fills the reflection as I open my eyes and look back at him.

      “Two,” he says, abandoning the hand truck and crossing the small distance to stand before me. “One.” And he smiles, a little uncertain, unusual in a man who displays such willingness to be surprised. This, too, is part of his confidence and that simple fact vibrates me in waves of prismatic color, bending all spectrums, radiating across all the planes I and the pain occupy.

      The obvious question arises within me, another forgotten tingle that I recognize as curiosity—but he intercepts it with plain reply.

      “I hoped to find you—I’m Tonio. My grandmother—great, great, I mean—she used to clean this chamber. She—” He stops.

      His grandmother? My surface shimmers as I try to make sense of this strange turn in the day.

      He speaks again. “She told me she used to clean— ”

      And suddenly I know.

      “Luizah,” I say. Glittering memory—a dark-haired slender girl in simple linen, young but trusted, cloth careful over every surface, loving and gentle against my glass, hand pressed in mine as I cry. This is her descendant?

      Luizah’s words, long lost to memory, pass over me as her cloth once wiped dust and tears from my face. One day, dear Mirror, you will know hope. Can it be that she meant that as a promise? And that she kept it? Somehow kept it in the form of this man?

      “Mirror, Mirror,” Tonio repeats, and I spill forth to coalesce before him, wish and fear and promise all one in my existence and in my eyes.

      “You came for me?” How can this be?

      “I did.” His voice is steady, his eyes unsure, too strained. “My wife…”

      The words are storm and thunder, awe and desire, a caress unfolding—a hesitant inquiry. Wife. The passion within that one word is nothing I have witnessed in centuries.

      But I have known women too well, and through them, known men. I am built to seek the terrible things within people, and so I do. My glass flashes gray light over him, seeking the awfulness hidden within, the jealousy, the greed, the need for control. The contempt, and hatred and fear.

      They are not there.

      Yes, I recognize a few sparks of unkindness, of doubt. Some tendrils of spite. But not the encompassing darkness I have come to expect as foundational to so many.

      The shell of containment within me trembles under a wave of unnameable emotion. What anguish has not managed to accomplish through the years, astonishment might now loose. I still every part of myself, straining to hold the seams that guard the peril housed within me.

      The dangerous silence is parted by his words. “Mirror, are you well?” In his voice the same storm of sincerity that carried me to this hard-balanced moment.

      And the shell of my bitterness melts like ice in the sun of his heartfelt concern. On this, of all days, to find a man who truly understands love. The radiance of appreciation wars with the miseries that swarm my heart. I batten down the threats within as I read the question in his offer. Such an offer! But the price…will I disrupt his happy ending?

      Were tears an option, I would bleed them in this moment. Within, I regain stability, settle once again into all that I am. I form the terrible truth, a ripple on my surface, a breath across my lips. “No one gazes into me without fear.” Without even asking, he requests the impossible, that I become something safe, something contained, something other than all the things I have spent my life becoming. “I am the dark heart of the stories. She will see in me what she sees in herself.” I gaze into his eyes. My breath skips, gains pace, as gladness fills his expression.

      What is this? What fancy and illusion? What trick? But no. He laughs, and joy rings outward, crossing my skin, my shining surface, a tremor almost beyond my understanding so long has it been since I have felt it.

      “Then she will know,” he whispers. With a scoring pain that would, but for my otherly existence, crack the glass surface into a glare of fine lines, understanding rocks me. Oh, to not comprehend his statement, to not know what he is asking of me.

      I speak into the greying space, my voice level with the certainty of unforgiving time. “She will see that she is not alone.” Looking into his eyes, I utter his truth. “Just as you see, now.”

      So much of me is agony, and I am so fragile now, time and horror having done their work so well. Can I even be moved? Whether I fracture or not, what harm will I do to him, to his love, to the world, if I accept? Whatever the stories say, they know nothing of what I am. And yet…and yet… Desire unfolds, a longing which I should never have for myself. Is it possible, here at the end, that at last a chance exists?

      Tears gather. “Mirror, Mirror,” he says.

      For nearly the first time since my creation, they are not order, but request. Awe folds me under. Against the warnings searing my heart, I close my eyes and accept his offer and pour back into the glass.
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        * * *

      

      I am unveiled in shadow and awaken to streaming daylight, a pale-walled room filled with warmth and flowers. Flowers! A full vase sits before me on a shallow table that wraps in a semicircle around my frame. The room is small, but lined with elegant woodwork, and layered with bright rugs and beautiful wall art and hangings, some new, some ancient, marked by time and journeys untold. Scent plays no role in my existence, but I understand color and light and warmth, and this place is pleasant with all those things, and cloaked in optimism.

      Every bit of me tightens, shaking my frame. Spirit without heartbeat means that blood cannot pound in veins, but wood remembers life, and I am pulled under by the recollection of building heat and flowing ache. The uncounted tiers of me know this feeling, and they renounce it as something akin to terror, to anger. Better fury than the possibility that I have landed in a place where care and respect are the norm. What have I accepted in coming here? I cannot, at this stage, bear kindness, bear the possibility of caring and comfort. Or can I? What will be the cost?

      She opens the door, leaves it wide as she steps into the room. Dark-eyed and not slim, whispers of grey in her hair, as there are in his. And tall, I note, as Tonio comes in behind her.

      “I hope you like it,” she says her words full of north-tones; nothing polished there, for all the loveliness of the space we occupy. Strength rules her voice, the same thunder I heard in his.

      I react without her uttering the words. Drawn as though by a wire through my soul, I flow forth, shudder into form. My hard emotions ricochet through the room, swaying the hangings on the wall. “What do you mean by this?”

      She moves to step back as the words strike her, but she stops herself and steadies her gaze on mine. “It’s what we offer,” she says. A pause. “For better. For worse.”

      Like a marriage.

      A promise.

      Shaking, I reject the very core of the idea.

      What frivolity is this? To have saved me from a broken, fading ruin to offer me up to a private prison of light and daydreams… She has to know, this towering, not-young woman, the pain of dreams unfulfilled, or worse, unwished—to not be the twisted, fierce thing that I am… Impossible. And yet…

      And yet I do believe. In all those wild things that others have achieved, the happiness, the peace, the understanding and partnership that knows respect and love and laughter. Despite all that I am and the horrors I guard, I believe. Because I see it in her—that she knows life beyond them, the respect that stands with love. Tonio behind her. Tonio beside her. The words he spoke before he wrapped me in heavy cloth and wheeled me down from the tower.

      “What is your name?” I ask.

      She smiles, and it is slow and sad, full of knowledge. She is a woman. “Glory,” she says, and irony plays in her eyes.

      I step forward, offer her a hand chilled by all that I am. “I am Mirror.”

      “I know.” She ignores my hand and steps forward to embrace me and I am doomed.
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        * * *

      

      It begins simply, my new existence, with time spent in the sunlit space listening to her stories, his tales, their lives.

      They cook together, most mornings and evenings, and the sizzle of oil-and-dash rises to soothe me, tempting in a way I cannot quite understand. I’ve never eaten, and I never will, but there is something of longing in the idea of food, and that I understand with all that I am. And what am I but a vessel of sorrow? Am I anything at all? The question used to rise often, but it has been silent within me for decades. I drown in it now, as I listen to the laughter from the kitchen, the clink of steel on ceramic, the purr of steam from a kettle, and witness the bitter, beautiful color of the tea that they carry up to sit with me.

      The room fills with books as they discover that I love stories—mysteries, and thrillers, and tales about other worlds of all types. And Glory. Glory speaks in craft, in found objects, in song. She brings in a small table and supplies in bright colors, creating art that covers the walls, and then leans against shelves of books and is traded season over season until there is no mood she has not expressed in color or poetry or tears.

      I come to understand that tears can mean a thousand things.

      I learn the same about laughter.

      In the dark hours, I begin to dream.

      But what am I to do in the face of horror, of bliss, of the new-risen fantasies birthed from my depths? Because there are still no happy endings for me. I know too much. I am grief. And though I can be shattered, the pain within me is immortal.

      Still, I have no defense against the joy that wells within me alongside the hammering sounds of home repair and the swish of new paint sliding over walls. Even between the spats and the disagreements, I know what real love is, and I do not know whether to thank Glory and Tonio, or to despise them for sharing it with me. Tell me, what does the personification of wrought pain do with the knowledge of elation?
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        * * *

      

      They have no children, and no regrets about it. Glory is too jaded to bring them into a world where women are chattel. Tonio knows all too well how men are brutalized. But they come to care for a dog and three cats. And then a strange bird, bright toned and chattering, that the cats, for no reason I understand, ignore.

      The house is full of life, and there is a garden to tend as the years pass—chickens in the yard, and fresh eggs in the morning. They suffer loss as their parents pass from this world, and Tonio and Glory come to me with histories of those lives, their memories. They know I will remember all they are and all that they tell me. It is my nature, and they make use of it. But there’s no malice in their actions, only a knowledge of their own humanity.

      Tonio and Glory offer me their depths, but never ask anything of me, never frame my name into a question that seeks knowledge too caustic to bear without creating scars. The cats are another matter, staring into my glass without blinking until I know that they understand everything that I am.

      How to counter such uncanny attention? I make a habit of leaving the frame when the felines enter the room, separating myself from reflection and settling near enough to the creatures that the rumble of their purring speaks through me. The vibration becomes an echo within and I can forget that the cats know everything. Forget that I know as well. Forget that joy cannot last.
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        * * *

      

      Her monthly blood stops and the change that sweeps her under seeks to break her bones and unravel her emotions from the guidance of her mind. For all that I am woman, I can help little with that. So I weep as she does, laugh too heartily, and watch with awe as she settles into change with a stoic determination and a new fierceness toward the world.

      Tonio weathers the storm with more grace than I imagine anyone can possess, sinking into kindness and conversation and song, carrying wine and chocolate through the house as need arises. He sleeps less soundly, a reverberation of empathy and respect that passes into me like a released sigh. He begins to understand the shifts of time. Begins, perhaps, to understand what he has given me, and what he has done. I see it in his face when he looks upon me now, the bending of the lines around his eyes, the way he forms words that fall short and into silence.

      But she knows too, now, or perhaps always, and she guides him into the room in the fading twilight and settles with him among the art and cats and books.

      And, at last, they ask—not for themselves, but for my stories. The real tales that have long since bent into legend and myth and whimsy, draped themselves in all the wrong lessons. The things that have formed and broken me, the dark futures that I have foretold, the roles I have played to bring about the happiness of others at the ultimate cost of my own. It breaks over them like a gale, all wind and water and violent understanding—what I am. What is contained beneath my surface. The threat I pose. The doom that abides within me. They sway with the knowledge, but do not break. Her eyes tighten and her gaze goes fierce. He settles into himself, solid as foundation stone. If determination was vibration, was storm, they would be named along with it.

      They do not back away.

      Crying, Glory lifts a hand and lays it gossamer light against my frame. “This need not be all. There is always hope.”

      Surprise is a boom of wonder within me that rattles my wood and once again urges me into the form that passes mostly as human.

      I do not face them, but pace, something I did so often in the tower that the seams between the stones were worn into a flowing, uniform path. It is something I have not done since I first heard Glory and Tonio laugh over frying eggs.

      Warning words flow from me like the tears that course my friends’ faces. But, with their acceptance, I find that I no longer hate all that I am. The women I have helped. The sorrow from which I have saved others. I have done good in the world, despite the terrible toll. In this instant, for the first time, I am…all right.

      But the new understanding in Tonio’s expression as I speak means that he knows even the peace I feel now cannot last. But they will try, these radiant and gentle friends of mine, to bend my future toward something brighter. They will try.

      Please let the gentle moments be enough.
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        * * *

      

      Work no longer draws them, daily, from the house and they spend more time among friends and the ever-changing animal companions who fill the rooms and the yard. Time is now savored in a way it was not in their youth. At first, they keep to the home they have built, reading, studying, as never before, then they step further out into the world.

      Travel becomes a new passion—more than that—something undertaken with an intensity that in others might border on desperation.

      The world knows me as well as I do it, connected as I always have been with the dark wishes and pain of women, but I see it anew through their eyes. For the first time since the early years of my creation I long to move through the physical realm in the same ways I do that of emotion, and mind, and memory.

      They bring me photos and paintings and stories that ring with wonder. I know that they are seeking, but I dare not ask for what.

      Then, upon one return, Glory enters my room, her arms filled with spring flowers and a small, wooden coffer that she nestles beside the vase on my table. She strokes the box, whispers that we are the same. I puzzle, then note the grain of the wood, recognize it as akin to that which surrounds the heart of me, though, impressively, even older, and more weathered.

      I shimmer forth words of agreement. “Yes. Something of the same.” And a vibration begins, coursing the long dormant veins of my wood, strange and demanding. Before I can explore it, Glory laughs.

      Eyes bright, she tells me of their latest journey as she fills a vase with bright blooms, places it before the box with a smile large enough to illuminate the heaviest night. So much elation. So much delight. So much hope.

      The box is never moved, though when Glory is present, I occasionally feel that tremor again, vague yet forceful. If she feels any of it, she never speaks of it, just as she never opens the box. Whatever it means to her, its simple existence satisfies the desperation that previously accompanied her travels. Every day, she replaces the flowers. The box sits before me as though I am an altar, as though it is a gift beyond measure.
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        * * *

      

      The urgency in Tonio and Glory’s travels eases and their adventures—recounted in rushed words that roll over each other’s version of their days, tangled in laughter and excitement—fill me and tremble me in new ways. No resentment tangles within me at their absences. I anticipate their returns, their retellings, too much. I appreciate them too much. Is there hope in that? I am afraid to wish for what I want the most. Because I am the impossible, and so I know that such exists.

      I am reminded of Dora, formal and sweet in her last days roaming the castle, knowing the end was coming. She feared she had failed me. How could she have known that the truth was both more wonderful and so much worse? If I had shattered the day the castle fell, then, I might have transformed only a few thousand hearts into the battered shape of my own.

      But now I have been loved too well. I have witnessed the unattainable dream. And even if it was not for me, I fear its fading as a rainbow fears the depths of roiling clouds. So I listen as the days slide by, and I endure, as I always have, with a new hurt growing steadily within me. When the end comes now, no number will be great enough to mark the impact of my unleashed pain. What story, new or old, can change that?
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        * * *

      

      Time jumps and leaps toward an ending I find unbearable. My lack of happiness was terrible. But this is worse. Far, far worse, as mortality creeps upon us and time makes her cold, cold claim.

      Glory, despite all expectation, goes first, drawing her last breath in the soft bed one floor below me. I know when it happens, though Tonio sleeps through it. I have not the will to interrupt his last pleasant dream and alert him to her passing. Silent and screaming, I wait out the night.

      Morning breaks like my heart, and his wails pull me forth and down the stairs, into the room where no comfort can be offered, and I sit beside them, him burning with horror and loss, and her cold as the winter morning outside.

      After that, I long for the castle tower for the first time in decades. Long for seclusion and the lack of knowledge that there is good and joy in this world.

      Even with me to hold open her memory, he does not last long without her, and by spring he is fading. A cough racks him, the brooding, booming sound of his letting go, giving up. He comes to me often, wrinkled and weary and so very, very lonely, and his eyes are full of apology. He means to leave me as well. For him, at least there is relief. For me…

      The cruelty of lost happiness swells between us, until all he can do is cry, bent in my presence by the weight of his loss and the knowledge of what he has done to me. The comfort, the peace, the belonging that I never thought to know—I have lived with those things for so long now. But soon they will fall as derelict as the old castle. And this sanctuary, this tower, will be as the one before it.

      And I shall be darker still. The darkest of all things ever created. As lurid as my maker intended me to be, but far, far more deadly—now able to harm so many more than the one he built me to destroy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      One night, Tonio is gone, quiet and simple as a candle snuffing out, a last puff of air and light, and then nothing. Nothing. Nothing.

      I will soon have an answer to the worst question of all: Is it more heartbreaking to never know real love, or to know it and lose it to eternity? I fear the rage and pain that knowledge will bring. I fear that when I know, I will slip these desperate moorings and let myself shatter, a million, million shards of despair and pain loosed to fly where they may. This room will not hold what I am about to unleash.

      If the world is lucky, I am not the last of mythical objects, magical and abandoned. Perhaps, somewhere, there still exists a chest of hope, standing at the ready for someone to crack open and flare anticipation bright across the world. That would be for the best, for when my heart, of all hearts, breaks open, something must awaken to stand against the desperation of my loss.
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      Deirdre Locklear gripped the steering wheel tighter in an attempt to keep all four tires of her Subaru on the rutted gravel path. A history major at Thurston College, a private institution located two hours north of St. Louis in the small town of Eaton, Illinois, her mission that afternoon was research for a term paper. At least that’s how she’d described her need to cut class today to her professor. Field time, she’d explained.

      But the circumstances which had brought Deirdre to Holy Cross Cemetery approximately three hours earlier had little to do with academia and much to do with putting her anxious mind at ease. It was dusk now, and what had seemed charming headstones dusted in crimson-hued leaves by sunlight now looked like row upon row of identical cold marble slabs. No matter how many times she traversed the well-trodden paths in search of the grave in her mind’s eye, it was fruitless. Not only had she not found what she sought, she was hopelessly lost in one of the biggest cemeteries in the state. For the fifteenth time in just as many minutes, she held her cell phone up to the ceiling of her car, vainly attempting to locate just one bar for service.

      “Don’t cry,” she told herself taking a look in her rearview mirror. Candy apple green eyes reflected back at her, her honey blonde ponytail limp from hours of walking the grounds on a windswept day. “Crying is for weaklings, and you’ve never been one.” Tired of literally spinning her wheels on the misbegotten lanes of Holy Cross, she pulled off into the grass and cut the engine. She grabbed her backpack from the front passenger seat, unzipped the main compartment, and pulled out a battered purple colored journal. The pages chronicled her dreams over the last six months. Recording the events that occurred during slumber was not done for idle curiosity, but rather, for clients. Deirdre had the ability of precognition—seeing into the future. As a way of putting herself through school, she did psychic readings, sometimes in person, but most often via video chat. With an 80 percent accuracy rating, her income was steady, but not robust. The dream of the last several nights, however, didn’t seem futuristic. Not if the scene of mourners meandering down a dirt path clad in old-timey garments was an indication. The year 1950 kept flashing in her mind. Yes, that was the date marked on the headstone, although she couldn’t recall offhand if that was a birth or death date. When she asked Google to define this latest vision, it had spit out, “In European folklore, witnessing a ghostly funeral procession is considered a sign that a death is imminent.”

      Well, shit she thought. Mine or someone else’s?

      Because details of the dreams were always so fleeting, she had to write every aspect down in her journal. Otherwise, in about ten minutes she’d forget she’d even had the dream. Flipping through the pages, she searched for the woman’s name. The same name she’d spent the last three hours searching for but suddenly could no longer remember. “Ah, here. Guinevere, which means white phantom. She’s the woman the funeral is for, I think,” she thought out loud. Indeed, it was the name several funeral-goers always whispered as they walked.

      Slamming the book shut, Deirdre turned on her car, got back on the path, and decided to make three sharp left turns in a row. She wasn’t entirely sure what impulse was guiding her driving, but in ten minutes the front gates of Holy Cross came into view. They appeared shut but, upon further examination, had been left ajar. She opened them, drove her car through, got out and closed them again, then with a loud clank, heard the latch engage securely on its own, locking souls into their final resting place of eternal slumber. She got back on the main highway, eager to let her head hit the pillow in her dorm room. She had a fitting for her homecoming queen dress bright and early the next day—Saturday—a welcome break from her studies.

      
        
        ···

      

      

      There were a total of five girls and five guys who had been voted onto this year’s homecoming court at Thurston. The victors would be crowned during halftime at the homecoming football game set for Friday. Despite never having been much of a joiner, Deirdre secretly coveted the title. And if the scuttlebutt she’d overheard in the hallways and cafeteria was any indication, most of her peers had voted for her as queen, and the biggest jock on campus, Hudson Blake, as king. Hudson had even asked her to be his date for the dance, which was slated for Saturday night.

      She was shaken from her reverie by the sharp prick of a pin as the seamstress worked along the hemline of her dress.

      “Sorry about that, luv,” the woman said in a Cockney accent. “Just about got it right. Hold on.”

      Despite what were becoming brisk temperatures overnight, during the day, mid-October in rural Illinois was mild enough for her to have considered a strapless piece for the dance. Long, fitted through the waist, and canary yellow in color, she planned to pair it with a cream-colored handbag and strappy heels. A gaudy rhinestone bracelet she’d picked up at the local thrift store would hide the bump on her left wrist she’d always concealed in public, having been born with the deformity.

      Once Bridget gave her assurances that the garment would be ready to pick up no later than Thursday afternoon, Deirdre set off for the library on campus. Last night’s dream had revealed a last name for the elusive Guinevere: Evans. Armed with a full name and approximate year of interest—1950—she intended to browse old yearbooks and newsprint on microfiche. Once a librarian guided her toward a section of stacks housing yearbooks for the last hundred years, she got to work hunting down 1950. It didn’t take her long to flip to the senior photo section. She scanned the pictures that listed those with the last names of Daley, Davis, Dixon, until she got to the e’s: Edwards, Ellis, Erickson. As her line of vision landed on the first “Evans” she saw, she rubbed her eyes in confusion. Staring back at her was the face of Guinevere Evans.

      Her face.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Unable to stop her hands from shaking, Deirdre closed the yearbook, set it on a nearby table, then walked down a hallway to the nearest women’s restroom. She splashed cold water on her face, blew her nose, and decided her next step would be to review back issues of the Eaton Daily Bugle. With a sense of foreboding, she knew by the time she reached October 1950, right around the week of homecoming, she’d discover some notice about Guinevere. And there it was.

      “Barn door collapses on Homecoming Queen”

      Expecting to next read the gory details of her death, Deirdre was stunned to learn that despite the young woman having been pinned beneath the heavy door—the barn having been the location of the homecoming dance—she survived. Something about her left wrist having taken the brunt of the impact. At first it was thought to require amputation, but, as the newspaperman had described it, “The clever young lady, 22, defied the odds. She was on a slab awaiting embalming when she awoke, much to the surprise of the undertaker…”

      “And she did defy the odds,” the librarian said. “Guinevere Evans MacGill graduated with a degree in biology, taught at a girls’ academy in Chicago for, gosh, about thirty years, married, had two sons, moved back to the area, then died of natural causes at age 75. That was back in 2003. It’s all here in the write-up on findagrave.com.”

      The librarian, whose nametag read Debbie, turned her computer screen around for Deirdre to read for herself. The woman in the photo was considerably older, the picture likely taken around the time of her retirement. But it was all in the eyes. Her eyes.

      Clearing her throat, Debbie asked Deirdre if she’d like for her to print the page. A silent nod sent the campus employee in motion. She walked away from her desk toward a cluster of printers located along a far wall. Guinevere had died twenty-two years ago, March 12, 2003. The day Deirdre had been born. Complete with the wrist deformity.
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        * * *

      

      Wednesday afternoon when she got out of her final class of the day, she rushed to the mailboxes situated between her dorm and that of another. Twisting her key in the lock, she pulled out a yellow slip of paper that read “Item too big for box.” She took the paper, jammed it into the pocket of her jacket, and headed inside to the front desk. She handed the student clerk the slip of paper
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