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    Dedication

To all the nerds I've gamed with, and all the rest of you out there who have ever thought that your in-character adventures would make an entertaining book.
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Chapter 1 

Crime Scene and Documents
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The flickering light from the TV cast eerie shadows across Lily's face as she lay on the couch, her eyes closed and breathing steady. The history documentary, something about the cults of ancient Sumeria and Egypt, droned on in the background, its narrator detailing the rise and fall of ancient empires. Her wavy brown hair spilled over the armrest, a forgotten book lay open on her chest.

Suddenly, the shrill sound of sirens jolted Lily awake. She groggily rubbed her eyes and sat up, disoriented. Struggling to focus, she noticed the flashing red and blue lights reflecting off the walls of their small apartment. She leapt to her feet and raced to the window, peering out into the night. Beneath her, a convoy of police vehicles had gathered in the street below, their sirens blaring in an almost deafening cacophony.

Lily's heart began to race as fear coursed through her veins. What was going on? Has something happened to Kylie?  She quickly reached for her cellphone but it was dead. She cursed under her breath as she frantically dashed toward the door.

She burst into the hallway of her apartment building just as two police officers emerged from an apartment down the hall. "What's happening?" she shouted over the din of sirens and the organized chaos of at least a dozen first responders moving about the hall, but they ignored her.

"Kylie?" she called out, her voice hoarse from sleep.

"Over here, Lil," Kylie responded, appearing from the stairwell with a solemn expression. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a messy bun, and her eyes were red-rimmed. "You might want to see this."

Lily followed Kylie back inside their apartment and to the window overlooking the street below. Her heart sank when she saw the commotion outside. Police officers and paramedics swarmed around an ambulance, their faces grim. A body bag was being loaded into the vehicle, and Lily felt her stomach churn as she heard the wet thump of the body bag being dropped into the ambulance. She could feel the slight breeze against her face through the open window, tinged with the faint smell of exhaust.

"Is that... Lance?" she asked hesitantly.

Lily stared at the scene below her, the shrieking sirens and the parade of police cars and an ambulance, the flashing lights and the buzzing police radios, the paramedics and the officers with their grim faces.

Kylie nodded, standing at the window and watching the police officers and paramedics scrambling with a body bag. She watched them, her stomach tightening in knots when they loaded the body bag into the ambulance. She could smell the bitter, metallic scent of blood, wet with rust and iron.

"Yeah," Kylie's voice wavered slightly. "I know one of the officers, Hank Randall. I flirted with him to get him to tell me the details. He said Lance was attacked by some kind of wild animal. Maybe a big dog or... something else."

Lily felt her skin turn cold as she processed what Kylie was telling her. A wild animal? That didn't make any sense. She shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts.

"Wait, why would a wild animal be here?" Lily asked, confusion and fear warring inside of her.

Kylie shrugged, her expression grim as she watched the procession below them. "Hank said that Lance was out walking his dog late at night when he heard something in the bushes and went to investigate," she said. "That's when the animal attacked him."

The sirens outside seemed like a distant chorus as they both looked out at the scene unfolding before them in stunned silence. After a few minutes, Lily finally broke the silence with a question on everyone's mind: "What kind of animal could have done this?"

Kylie shook her head slowly and sighed deeply before turning to Lily with an even more solemn expression than before. "We don't know yet," she said softly before looking back out into the night again with a heavy heart.

"Like a wolf?" Lily whispered, her mind racing with possibilities. She remembered how Lance always had a warm smile for them and frequently shared his homemade cookies whenever they crossed paths in the hallway.

"Maybe," Kylie admitted, her eyes darting to the side secretively. 

"Gods, that's horrible," Lily murmured, feeling a mix of sadness and anger at the cruel fate that had befallen their kind-hearted neighbor. Lily shivered involuntarily, imagining the horror Lance must have felt in his last moments. She tried not to think of it but soon images of the attack began to creep into her mind unbidden- loud snarls and snapping teeth, blood and screams in the night, until finally there was nothing but silence.

"Look, we can't jump to conclusions," Kylie said firmly. "For now, let's just remember Lance for who he was – a good man." She placed a comforting hand on Lily's shoulder, her eyes filled with genuine concern.

Lily took a deep breath to steady herself. "You're right," she agreed, her green eyes flicking between the departing ambulance and her concerned friend. "We need to focus on finding out what happened and if there's anything we can do."

"Of course," Kylie replied, giving Lily a small but supportive smile. "We'll get to the bottom of this."

Once the last police car pulled away, Lily and Kylie exchanged glances, their curiosity piqued. "Now's our chance," Kylie whispered, clutching the spare key in her hand. She had offered to water Lance's plants when he traveled for work, never expecting she'd be sneaking into his apartment under such morbid circumstances.

"Alright, but we need to be quick," Lily agreed, her heart pounding as they slipped out of their apartment and into the dimly lit hallway.

The lock clicked softly as Kylie turned the key, and Lily peered over her shoulder down the hallway, then into the darkened apartment. She hoped no one would catch them as they ducked underneath the yellow crime scene tape across the door and stepped inside, the eerie silence amplifying the gravity of their intrusion.

Kylie and Lily both hesitated before crossing the threshold into Lance's apartment, both of them feeling a chill as if the place carried a trace of what had happened here only hours before. The only sound in the room was that of their own breathing, heavy and labored. Although it was dark inside, they could make out furniture tipped over and books strewn across the floor; it was clear that there had been an altercation here not too long ago. As they stepped further into the living room, they noticed faint red splatters on the wall and floor. Kylie shuddered at the sight while Lily turned her face away, unable to look anymore. The two of them made their way silently through the apartment to Lance's bedroom, which seemed untouched compared to other parts of the house. Going through his desk drawers and closets yielded no suspicious items or clues; everything seemed normal except for a strange scent lingering in the air. After a thorough search with no results, Kylie let out a frustrated sigh as she closed her eyes, trying to think what else they could do. Suddenly, something caught her eye – in plain sight on his nightstand was an open journal with some hastily scrawled notes that were just legible enough for them to read: "Be careful...there is danger lurking nearby...they've come back...they are hunting us once more." Lily looked up at Kylie, eyes bulging, not quite understanding what it meant but knowing that whatever this 'they' were – trouble was coming their way soon enough.

Lily picked up the journal. "If the police had wanted it as evidence, they would have taken it with them. Right?"

Kylie shrugged, walking toward the open space at the back of the apartment.

Kylie and Lily stepped further into the apartment, their eyes scanning for any other clues. Suddenly, Lily noticed something strange in the kitchen - a large chalk circle was drawn on the floor, surrounded by scattered candle wax. Her pulse quickened as she remembered a history documentary she had seen recently about secret societies and rituals - could it be that Lance had been involved in some sort of occult activity? She quickly motioned for Kylie to follow her over to the circle while she crouched down to get a closer look.

Kylie bent down and gingerly picked up one of the pieces of candle wax that were lying around the circle. She examined it closely before finally turning back to face Lily with an expression of awe on her face. "This could be black magic," she whispered hoarsely, recognizing the unique scent of tallow emanating from the wax. Lily shook her head uncertainly - what sort of trouble had Lance gotten himself into? Was this related to his death somehow? All these questions raced through her mind as she looked around nervously for any further signs of trouble or evidence that could explain what they'd just uncovered.

Kylie followed her gaze and gasped softly. "Do you think he was involved in some kind of witchcraft?" she whispered, her voice trembling with fear.

Lily didn't rely, instead scanning the apartment. "Wow, Lance was quite the bookworm," she observed in a hushed tone, sweeping her gaze over the numerous shelves packed with books that lined the walls. Some appeared ancient, their spines cracked and worn, while others seemed freshly purchased.

"It looks like our neighbor really was into the dark stuff," Kylie said softly after they finished reading through the notes. "Crazy to think of it going on right in our own building."

"Looks like," Lily replied thoughtfully, letting out a shaky breath as she suddenly realized what this meant for their community—what it meant for them.

"Lance never struck me as the magical type," Kylie mused, crouching down to examine the markings more closely. The thought of an ordinary man dabbling in powerful forces unsettled her – especially considering his gruesome fate.

Lily's attention fell on a stack of documents atop the counter, their script written in an ancient language she vaguely recognized from her studies. "These look important."

Kylie and Lily read through the notes together, trying to make sense of Lance's strange words. It seemed as if he was researching hellhounds - creatures believed by some to be supernatural, often associated with dark magic. The notes detailed a particular summoning process, written in Lance's own handwriting. "What does this mean?" Kylie asked, her voice trembling with fear as she looked around the apartment for any signs of danger. "Do you think he was trying to call something up?" Lily shook her head slowly, not wanting to jump to conclusions. "We don't know yet," she replied, studying the peculiar markings more closely.

According to his writings, Lance had tried at least four times to call up a hellhound using various spells and rituals but each time he had failed - until recently. He wrote about having finally achieved success and that he was going to use it for some kind of plan or purpose that he had yet to reveal.

Beneath Lance's notes lay several pieces of what looked like very old parchment written in some kind of ancient script.

"Can you read them?" Kylie asked.

"Maybe with weeks in the library and s good translation guide, but not here," Lily replied, her curiosity mounting.

"We need to take these to someone who can help us decipher them." Lily looked at her roommate in alarm - could Lance have somehow brought about his own death? What if the creature he summoned got out of control? They shuddered at the thought before quickly gathering up all of the papers.

"Mm-hmm," Kylie nodded, concerned and the need to uncover the truth shining through her amber eyes.

"Let's get out of here before anyone notices us," Lily whispered, tucking the documents underneath her hooded sweatshirt as they slipped back into the hallway, the door to Lance's apartment clicking shut behind them.

Sunlight streamed through the windows of Professor Oliver Travis's office, casting long shadows on the floor as Lily and Kylie entered, their footsteps muffled by the thick carpet. Bookcases lined an entire wall of the room, filled with everything from new releases to ancient tomes, with action figures and travel souvenirs and historical artifacts nestled in among the books. The air smelled of musty books and the faint scent of French vanilla coffee, a testament to the professor's late-night research sessions.

"Lily! And Miss Bradford, too," Professor Travis greeted them, rising from the desk brimming with notebooks, his wire-rimmed glasses perched precariously on the tip of his nose. "Please, have a seat."

The professor was tall and lanky, with almost ghostly skin and coal-dark eyes. His black and gray speckled hair was unkempt, almost as if a bird had nested in it. He greeted his guests with a jovial smile.

Lily and Kylie settled into the armchairs, Kylie tucking her legs underneath her as she gazed around the office, her eyes wide with wonder.

Professor Travis sat behind his desk with a warm smile. "What can I do for you?" he asked.

Lily leaned forward, her green eyes serious. "Something happened to our neighbor, Lance Wilcox, a friendly old guy in our apartment building. He was killed last night, and the police say it looked like some sort of vicious animal attack."

"Terrible business, that," the professor murmured, his gaze flicking between them, sensing there was more to the story.

Lily took a deep breath before speaking. "We found these documents in his apartment," she said, carefully unfolding each one and setting them on the desk. "We don't know what they mean, but we think it might have something to do with the summoning of a hellhound."

The professor’s eyebrows flew up toward his hairline. "In his apartment? What were you doing there? I hope no one saw you."

Avoiding his admonition by placing the papers on the desk, she said, half apologetically, "Can you help us decipher them?"

"Interesting," Professor Travis muttered, examining the documents and then pulling a volume from the shelf and leafing through it. "This language is quite ancient, but I believe I can translate it." His eyes scanned the pages, occasionally pausing as he scribbled down notes in one of his many spiral bound notebooks.

Lily's thoughts raced, trying to make sense of the situation. What could Lance have been involved in? It doesn't fit his kindly older gentleman facade.

After several tense minutes, the professor set his pen down and looked at the young women. "These documents contain a map of the nexus of ley lines running beneath Lexington, as well as references to elemental magic and supernatural creatures living among us."

The map appeared to be an old surveyor's map, smelling of dust and coppery ink like the old library archives. It had been altered to include magical symbols and sigils. On the wrinkled paper was a diagram of magical energy lines intersecting in the heart of Lexington. The lines were drawn in blue highlighter, obviously recent, with some pencil-drawn circles as if to denote the points of interest.

"Supernatural creatures?" Kylie echoed in feigned disbelief.

"Indeed," the professor affirmed, excitedly. "According to this text, there are beings with extraordinary abilities hiding in plain sight."

"Could one of those creatures have killed Lance?" Lily asked, her heart pounding at the thought of danger lurking so close to home.

"Perhaps," Professor Travis conceded, his face grave. "The implications are quite intriguing...and also disturbing. Miss Evergreen, while I understand your curiosity, I must stress that we should leave such matters to the authorities."

"Please, Professor," she insisted, biting her lip. "I have a feeling this is important. I need to know the truth about what happened to my neighbor."

He leaned forward in his chair to examine the papers more closely, his brow furrowed in concentration as he flipped through the pieces of parchment.

"These are ancient summoning rituals, you got that part correct, ladies," he murmured under his breath, tracing the faded symbols with his fingertips. He looked up at Lily and Kylie, shock and disbelief evident on his face. "This is very dangerous magic indeed - I'm not sure how Mr. Wilcox came across these," he said, shaking his head before taking off his glasses and pinching the bridge of his nose. He looked back up at the girls with intrigue blazing through his dark eyes.

"So will you help us find out what really happened to Lance?" Lily pressed.

For a moment, the room was silent, save for the ticking of an antique clock on the wall. Then, the professor sighed, his eyes narrowing. "Very well. But only because the script intrigues me. However, I must warn you, Miss Evergreen – delving into mysteries of this nature can be dangerous. You should be prepared for what you may find. You must understand that this will be risky - but if you want to find out what happened to your friend then I'm willing to help you." He gestured towards the parchment on his desk. "I'll need time to study these more closely - can you come back tomorrow? We'll discuss our next steps then."

"Of course, Professor," Lily nodded, surprised at his assumption that they would investigate but pleased that he had agreed to assist them. "We'll be careful."

"Good," he replied, handing back the documents. "Keep me informed if you uncover anything else, and don't hesitate to seek my help if needed."

"Thank you, Professor," Lily said, relief washing over her.

As they left the office, the sunlight seemed less comforting than before, its warmth now tainted by the possibility of hidden dangers lurking around every corner. The world had shifted, and shadows now lurked among Lexington's streets. Her footsteps echoed down the empty hallway. A part of her knew that delving into this mystery could be dangerous, but there was no turning back now. She would confront whatever perils lay ahead and uncover the truth behind her neighbor's tragic demise. In that moment, the world seemed to stretch out before her like an enigmatic tapestry, inviting her to trace its threads and discover the intricate patterns hidden beneath. .

Lily and Kylie trudged across campus, their feet crunching on the fallen autumn leaves. Lily scanned the trees above, her green eyes glittering. Their vibrant colors reminded her of the magic that seemed to dance within the ancient Sumerian documents.

"Those documents, they're..." she faltered, a mix of awe and trepidation in her voice. "What if unlocking their secrets comes at a price?"

Kylie brooded silently, looking sideways at her friend. She had secrets of her own that could cost her a great deal if they came to light in the course of this caper. “Gotta head to work. I’ll catch you later.” She veered down a sidewalk to the right without further discussion.

A chill breeze whispered through the trees, ruffling Lily's wavy brown hair, as if answering her question. An ominous weight settled around her shoulders. In her heart, she knew that delving into this mystery could bring danger not only to herself but also to those around her. Yet, her tenacity and curiosity, while sometimes her greatest assets, could also be her fatal flaw.

Even if it's dangerous, I have to know the truth.

Her thoughts drifted to Professor Travis, who had agreed to help her despite his initial skepticism. She recalled the flicker of excitement in his eyes when he saw the ancient text, and a small smile tugged at her lips. With his guidance, she hoped they could navigate the uncharted waters ahead.

Besides, she thought, I won't be alone in this.

As the sun dipped below the horizon, casting long shadows across the grounds, Lily felt a newfound resolve. She would face whatever challenges lay ahead, embracing both the light and the darkness in her quest for the truth. With the stars beginning to shimmer in the twilight sky, Lily turned toward home, eager to continue the investigation. The path before her was uncertain, but one thing was clear, she would not rest until she had unraveled the mysteries hidden within those ancient pages. The magic had seemed to sing to her, calling up something she had not known was within her.

And with that, her life’s next chapter began – a journey into the unknown.
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Chapter 2

Rare Books and Artifacts
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Lily met with Professor Travis in his office the following evening. The dimly lit room glowed with the light of a single lamp, casting eerie shadows on the worn pages before them; he had insisted that certain portions of the parchments would only show up in firelight, or in this case a candle. With furrowed brows, they bent over the ancient documents, their eyes scanning the cryptic symbols that danced across the parchment like forbidden secrets.

"Look at this," Professor Travis murmured, pointing to a series of symbols that seemed to form a pattern. "It appears to be a ritual involving blood and dark magic."

Lily's green eyes widened as she leaned in closer, her wavy brown hair spilling over her shoulder as she traced a finger along the delicate script. "You're right. It's fascinating, but it sends chills down my spine just looking at it."

"Indeed," the professor agreed, adjusting his wire-rimmed glasses. "There's so much we don't know about these ancient rituals and the power they hold."

As Lily continued to study the documents, a fierce curiosity sparked like a flame in her eyes. She'd spent countless hours researching magical artifacts and practicing spells, but nothing could have prepared her for the depths of darkness she now faced.

"Professor," she said, her voice laced with resolve, "we need to find out what these documents mean, in relation to Lance's death." In relation to this weird new feeling every time there's something magical nearby. "There must be something important hidden within them, and I can't rest until I uncover the truth."

"Your tenacity is admirable, Miss Evergreen," Professor Travis replied conspiratorially, a hint of mischief in his usually aloof demeanor. "But tread carefully. The path you seek to follow is fraught with danger."

"Trust me, I'm well aware," Lily responded, obstinately meeting his gaze. "But I can't sit idly by while there are mysteries waiting to be unraveled."

"Very well," he conceded, nodding in agreement. "Together, we'll do everything we can to decipher these documents and uncover the secrets they hold."

Lily watched with a mixture of awe and trepidation as the professor studied the parchments. His well-trained eyes moved swiftly across the page, noting every symbol and deciphering its meaning. Lily wondered how much time he had spent studying the arcane art of magical artifacts.

"This is incredible," he breathed, his voice barely above a whisper. "It appears that these symbols are a part of an ancient ritual that involves manipulating time and space."

Lily's brow furrowed in confusion as she tried to wrap her mind around what he had just said. "Time and space?" she asked hesitantly. "What...you mean you can do that?"

Professor Travis smiled knowingly, his gaze shifting to meet hers. "You must understand, Miss Evergreen, that magic is an incredibly powerful force, capable of bending reality itself." He paused for a moment as if allowing her time to process this information before continuing. "It's possible that someone could have used this ritual to alter fate—to alter reality itself."

Lily felt they may be close to uncovering something important. "We can't stop now," she said firmly, pushing away any thoughts of false hope and focusing instead on the task at hand. She reached out and touched his arm reassuringly before turning back to the papers spread out across his desk. Together they would find answers even if it meant delving deep into uncharted territory filled with dark secrets and forgotten magic.

"Miss Evergreen, do you realize the significance of this?" he asked, his voice barely contained with anticipation. "These symbols suggest a lost civilization, one that practiced dark magic on a scale we've never seen in our time."

Lily's heart raced at the prospect of discovering something so monumental. She watched as Professor Travis adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses, his eyes never leaving the parchment.

"Professor," she began, her own curiosity bubbling to the surface, "I have been feeling like something weird is happening to me ever since I walked into Lance's apartment that night. And I don't just mean that my neighbor was murdered by a ravening beast. Don't think I'm crazy, but...I feel like I've been perceiving...magic lately."

"Indeed, Miss Evergreen," he replied, his gaze finally meeting hers. "This is the part where I announce, 'You're a wizard, Lily!' Or in this case, a witch." He chuckled over his pop culture reference.

"Ex-freakin-cuse me?" Lily side-eyed him skeptically.

"I know your Aunt Ivy," he said, nodding, as if that explained everything.

"My aunt, the Wiccan? The one who makes all the herbal home remedies?" The oddball with the wacky fashion sense who's always hanging out with those hippies. "You don't mean to tell me that she's involved in dark magic hellhound murder, do you?"

"Oh, no no!" the professor reassured her quickly. She and her group are definitely the good guys. No evil there. What I mean to say is that magical talent runs in your family. I'm surprised no one told you this before now. But then again, there is a need for secrecy, even in this twenty-first century. Some people might not take it so well if they knew there magical beings afoot right here in the Bluegrass."

"Oh," Lily peeped. She silently took her time processing that tidbit of information. It sure does explain a few things, about Aunt Ivy and the rest of the family.

Professor Travis continued, undaunted. "Your magical abilities and my knowledge of ancient artifacts make us a formidable team."

"Magical abilities?" Lily's eyebrows were practically in her hairline with astonishment. "At best, all I got is a pretty weak Detect Magic spell."

He didn't miss a beat. "I always figured you for a role playing gamer. Ivy and I used to play back in the days of our misspent youth. Your powers will grow with time and practice, don't worry. But for now, we have plans."

As they discussed their plan, Lily felt her pulse quicken. Magical powers? Me? Oh, I hope I can teleport. Or maybe summon a pile of money. Her mind raced with ideas and possibilities, but she knew that she had to stay grounded and focused.

"First," the professor suggested, "we should gather all available research materials to cross-reference them with the symbols and language present in these documents."

"Of course," Lily nodded in agreement, her resolve unwavering. "And I can use my mage abilities to detect any traces of magical residue left on the parchment. It might give us some insight into the rituals or spells used by this lost civilization."

"Excellent idea, Miss Evergreen," he praised, his excitement contagious. "With our combined efforts, I have no doubt that we'll be able to unravel this supernatural mystery."

They stared at the ancient texts spread across his desk. Lily was amazed at how her senses responded to them. She could feel a faint pulse of power radiating from them like a distant heartbeat. Lily knew that she was embarking on an extraordinary journey with her favorite professor. Together, they were about to uncover secrets that would change their lives—and possibly the world—forever. They exchanged a look of understanding as they discussed their plan of action.

"If we can decode what these symbols right here mean," he indicated the diagram similar to the one that had been chalked on her neighbor's kitchen floor, "it may lead us to some answers."

With that task taking precedence, Lily and Professor Travis began piecing together the clues hidden within the documents. Combining his knowledge of artifacts with her developing magical abilities, they slowly but surely began deciphering the language used by this long-lost civilization. Little by little, new information came to light as they studied each document diligently. Hours ticked by unnoticed and soon enough, dawn had already broken outside.

The professor suddenly let out a triumphant cry. "I believe I've cracked it!" He exclaimed excitedly as he revealed his findings. "These documents are connected to a powerful sect known as 'The Shadows' who unlocked phenomenal powers through magical rituals."

"Professor," she whispered, her eyes locked on his, "I feel like we're on the verge of uncovering something truly mind-blowing. Whether that is the amazing kind or the skull exploding kind remains to be seen."

"Indeed, Miss Evergreen," he said cryptically, his gaze meeting hers.

Professor Travis looked up from the pile of notes, his eyes reflecting the fire of driven curiosity within. "Right you are, Miss Evergreen. But our knowledge alone may not be enough to unravel this mystery." He thought for a moment, tapping his fingers on the wooden desk. "I know a rare book dealer with a penchant for ancient languages and occult knowledge. His name is Eamon Blackwell. Perhaps he can offer us some insights."

Lily nodded, her mind racing with anticipation. The idea of collaborating with more experts intrigued her, eager to delve deeper into the unknown. She could almost feel the invisible threads of the supernatural world tugging at her, urging her to continue down this path.

"Let's contact him then," she suggested, unable to contain her excitement.

"Of course we will," he said, a hint of a smile playing on his lips. "I'll arrange a meeting with Mr. Blackwell. In the meantime, continue working on these documents. Every detail could be crucial."

Professor Travis took out his cellphone and sent a text message. In less than a minute, it pinged. He read the incoming message.

"We can meet with Mr. Blackwell tomorrow evening at seven o'clock," he replied, adjusting his wire-rimmed glasses. "He is expecting us at his shop downtown. He's in that old refurbished firehouse."

"The one with the spiral metal staircase complete with firepole out back in the alley? I've always been curious about that place," Lily mused.

"I'm going to skip over asking how you know about the back alleys of our fine city and go straight to the part where I tell you that's the one," the professor said knowingly.

Stepping into the chilly evening air on Wednesday, Lily felt a shiver run down her spine – not from the cold but from the mix of trepidation and exhilaration coursing through her veins. Her world had expanded beyond what she ever thought possible, and with each step toward unraveling the mysteries before her, she delved deeper into the unknown.

"Are you alright, Miss Evergreen?" Professor Travis inquired, concern etched on his face.

"I'm fine, thank you," Lily assured him, managing a shaky smile. "Just... a little nervous, I suppose."

"Understandable," he acknowledged with a nod. "The supernatural can be intimidating, even for seasoned investigators like myself. The first time I saw a spell go off in front of my eyes, I nearly fainted. But remember, knowledge is our greatest weapon, and truth our sword."

"Dramatic," she chided. "But yes, that's what we're after – knowledge and the truth." And maybe a little justice for good old Lance. Or a really good teleportation spell.

As they walked away from the campus, Lily could sense a shift within herself. Fear and uncertainty still lingered, but so did a burning desire to uncover every secret hidden within the ancient documents, in the shadows, taunting her just out of reach.

The walk was only a few blocks, and Lily's heart pounded as she and the professor stood before the door of the rare book dealer's shop. The building was ancient by American standards—early twentieth century not long after fire trucks came into use. Its brick facade looked worn by time, but the woodwork around the entrance and windows looked like it had been painted recently, a tasteful dark green. The large wooden garage door looked like it hadn't been opened in decades. The painted sign above the door identified the place as carrying Rare Books and Artifacts.

"It feels like the air here is thick with the weight of history and secrets," she observed softly, ascending the front steps.

"That's Blackwell's wards," Professor Travis explained. "It's good you can detect them without trying. It shows your abilities are growing."

"Wards?"

"Protective magics, to keep out malevolent spirits, harmful spells, and other unwelcome vibes."

"Oh," Lily considered. Because of course they are.

"Ready?" He asked, his voice betraying a hint of gleeful excitement.

"Ready," Lily confirmed. As I'll ever be.

Pushing open the heavy door, they were immediately enveloped by the scent of old parchment and musty leather. Behind the front counter that stretched across half of the front end of the shop's interior, the dimly lit place was a labyrinth of towering shelves filled with dusty tomes and artifacts, casting shadows that danced on the walls as they stepped inside. Every surface seemed to be covered in mysterious objects and trinkets – some familiar, others utterly foreign to Lily's eyes.

"Welcome," a deep, smooth voice greeted them, sending a shiver down Lily's spine.

A figure emerged from the gloom, revealing a tall, gaunt man with thick silver hair and a neat goatee. His eyes, a pale shade of blue, seemed to notice everything. He wore an assortment of pendants with strange symbols and his clothing, cargo khakis and an untucked button-up shirt, seemed incongruous with the way Lily felt him mentally assessing her, like she might be a potential interesting project, or maybe a snack.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Hellhounded

Evergreen Witches
Book 2

Heatherwerg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





