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Note: No AI was used in the creation of this book. On a good day, Human Intelligence was used. Most days, the author used religious trauma, dangerous amounts of caffeine, and spite.

To Leigh Erin Ward.

You challenged me to do this. I accepted. 
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NOVEMBER 17TH

In the fading light of a mid-November afternoon, the Spectral Concord Paranormal Investigators convened in the cramped apartment overlooking the Campus Commons of Bellefontaine University they used for meetings. Pauline Vanderbilt, Reed Sanderson, and parapsychologist Dr. Eliza Springer spread a faded map detailing the older buildings rumored to be haunted by restless spirits across a wooden table.

Pauline, a meticulous and soft-spoken brunette, traced a slender index finger along the map. “Here, these spots around the clock tower, students say there’s a weeping spirit.”

“It’s too near the bar crawl,” Reed said, shaking his head. “Likely a bunch of drunks stumbling back to their dorms just seeing double.” He then pointed to the botanical gardens. “I’ve read accounts—and seen pictures—of a woman in a Victorian dress wandering the gardens. They say she doesn’t bother people, but there’s something about her that suggests she’s looking for something. We should start with her.”

“I disagree,” Pauline said. “We’d need to get permission to enter the gardens after hours. We could stake out the clock tower easily. It’s outdoors. We wouldn’t need permission. That would be the easiest one to help first.”

Dr. Springer, the most seasoned investigator and the founder of this group, adjusted her glasses. “We all know these spirits linger out of a love unfulfilled, a grief unresolved, or a grudge unsettled. We are all in agreement they would find solace if they could move on from the limbo of their spectral existence.” She paused, scanned the room, and then said in a voice both firm and caring. “We are not exorcising them to send them to perdition but to help them find peace, to guide them to the light and rest beyond this plane.”

The other investigators nodded. Dr. Springer continued, “First, we must confirm the existence of each spirit. Then, we document any personal items or inscriptions. And then, once we understand their stories, we craft a respectful ritual to send them along.”

“What about the others?” Reed asked. “We’ve got reports of a spirit in the special collections of the library, a spirit perpetually falling from the roof of the College of Engineering’s building, and three haunting different dorms. How do we decide?”

“First, we investigate,” Dr. Springer said. “Once we determine the existence of one beyond a reasonable doubt, we move to help them.”

Pauline smiled and crossed herself. “Our purpose is noble and righteous. No soul should be denied rest. If we can send them along, there will be greater happiness for both the living and the dead.”

And with that the Spectral Concord Paranormal Investigators set out a plan for which spirits to investigate first. Before they departed, they set a date to meet again in one week.
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NOVEMBER 23RD

The morning sun in the waning days of November sun filtered softly through the tall, arched windows of Bellefontaine University’s Radcliffe Hall. On this Thursday morning, in room 321, Professor Evelyn Morgan taught her English 3102, Romantic Poetry and Prose of England. As the light streamed in, dust motes danced like tiny specters in the golden light. 

Professor Morgan stood at the lectern, her dark eyes glinting with the passion of intellectual fire tempered with weariness and amusement. Her voice echoed off the timeworn walls, but each carefully crafted sentence was punctuated by at least one involuntary yawn. “And so, we see how in ‘Ozymandias,’ Percy Shelley confronts us with the paradox that all seeking power and absolute authority are doomed to fade and crumble beneath the relentless march of time. The poem reveals that hubris, the tragic flaw the Romantic poets so adored in their passion for classical drama, is doomed to be overpowered by decay as the circle of life becomes a wheel that rolls over all, crushing the living so that life itself may continue. We have seen in our discussion both today and on Tuesday, the interplay between destruction, creative endurance, and new creation; how they mock tyranny; and how they suggest the hopeful possibility of rebirth and renewal after tragedy. The vivid imagery of deserts, a classic wasteland, and of ruins, both literal and metaphorical, demand we as readers reconsider our assumptions about the permanence of our own achievements. In meditating on the lessons of decay and the resilience of art, Shelly invites us to reflect on our legacies and the enduring power of creative expression.” She paused and checked her phone. “We have time for a few questions.”

The lecture hall was a seamless blend of 0ld-world aristocratic pomp and modern scholarly ambition. Smart boards and tablet-controlled lighting, shade, and thermostats functioned alongside oak walls designed to resemble half-timber construction. Today, Professor Morgan opened the windows, allowing the flowers lining the Campus Commons to perfume her classroom instead of the usual rich, earthy scent of her massive coffee cup.

As the final minutes of the class ticked away, hands shot up with questions. Some hesitated to ask, fearing laughter from a professor they had never had before. Others’ hands burst into the air with the fervor of a thousand 18th century poets desperate to decode the layers of meaning in each line she spoke.

Evelyn’s responses were as effortless as her lecture. “The paradox of hubris,” she explained, pausing to stretch and emitting a deep, involuntary yawn, “teaches that the more we try to control the world around us, the more it slips through our fingers like the grains of sand in a desert. Our ambitions, our monuments to them, and we ourselves, are transient in the flow of the universe. And that’s about all the time we have. I’ll see you on Tuesday. I know we have a home game this weekend, but you’ll need to have Frankenstein read for then. It’s an easy read, and it won’t take long. Have a good weekend.”

As the class packed up and began filing out, one particularly observant female student scurried toward the lectern as Professor Morgan was packing her leather messenger bag. An impish smile flitted across her face as she brushed her mousy brown hair behind her ear. “Professor Morgan, sorry to bother you, but I was just wondering. You seemed really tired today. Have you been getting enough sleep?”

A few students who heard the soft comment paused in silent anticipation. With a slight arch of her brow and another yawn, Evelyn admitted, “Sleep? Yes. But Brewed Awakenings was closed for repairs, so I’m woefully undercaffeinated.”

A wave of dramatic gasps burst forth from the students, followed by a barrage of teasing jabs. “Not again!” one exclaimed. Another quipped, “But your Rate My Professor reviews said literature saves us from insomnia. How is this possible?” A third, one of the university’s football players, dropped to one knee and demanded, “What fee must we pay to ensure such horrors befall you nary again?”

Even as the laughter spilled into the hallway, a warm glow of respect and admiration shone in the students’ eyes. Professor Morgan was known to always have a large cup of coffee—usually a latte with four extra shots of espresso—at all times. Seeing her without one felt like seeing her naked, and yet, even in her exhausted state, she delivered lectures with an entrancing fire. Students understood the need, and they “respected the hustle,” as they said.

​

Under the gentle silver glow of moonlight and a handful of pole lamps fashioned to resemble the gas street lamps of the 19th century, the vast halls of Bellefontaine University’s Carnahan-O’Connell Library became a sanctuary of timeless scholarship and whispered lore—or, gossip. In one of the more intimate lecture rooms on its second floor, Sebastian Hawkes-Pimberton prepared for his night class with a measured grace befitting the traditions of a prestigious university. Clad in a tailored tweed blazer with a starched high-collar shirt and patterned ascot, his youthful, chiseled features, flouncy hair, and polished smile sparked murmurs among the students enrolled and others gathering near the door about this enigmatic adjunct who seems to have been haunting the university for as long as graffiti had been written on the women’s and men’s bathroom stalls.

His lecture was an ode to the interplay of art and passion. He began by recounting how Charles Baudelaire’s father sought to cure his son’s misbehavior by sending him abroad to India. “After all, dear Charlie never said non to a broad—regardless of price. And that’s what did him in.”

His voice was soft and resonant, and he continued his lecture, punctuating his weaving of tales of forgotten poets and aristocrats whose refined personae masked decadent depravity, with soft harmonic minor melodies plucked on a mahogany Celtic harp. He spoke not only of literature and history but of the subtle, aching beauty evoked by finding abandoned manuscripts in overlooked, shadowy corners of libraries and archives. Each crafted word evoked both the grandeur of bygone centuries and the melancholy of experiences layered in the depth of one’s life.

Intermittent chuckles and nods of appreciation punctuated the room as he blended humor with scholarship. “There are those,” he remarked with a playful glint in his green eyes and a chuckle on his lips, “who say I am as much a part of these hallowed stacks as the books themselves. Others declare me a ghost bound to the dark, northwest corner of the fourth floor.”

Students laughed in response to his infectious charm, and yet, as he directed them to laugh, his eyes drifted to the portraits of poets, novelists, playwrights, and a few university administrators lining the walls with the melancholia of one seeking comfort in the memory of lost souls. With a dramatic magnetism, he leaned forward, hands poised gracefully on the harp, as he recited lines of verse with a passion that caused the room itself to pulse with quickened life.

In everything Sebastian did, there was that unmistakable aura of elegance and refinement—a subtle tension between the weight of a life lived and the lightness of gentle humor. He captivated students with both his insights and the enigmatic mystery he carried in every refined gesture, every measured glance, every purposeful utterance. There was a poetic melody
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