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      A chill runs down my spine just as the crisp November air caresses my skin. Or it could be the fact that I’m standing between a ghost and a psychic vampire. I look to my right at Old Timer, who’s straightening his tie and smoothing out the wrinkles in his 1940’s suit, knowing damn well Theresa Macall won’t be able to see him unless I allow it. My stomach ties in knots as I glance to my left at Lilith in her psychic form, her face unreadable because it’s behind a creepy ivory mask.

      “This is a waste of time,” Lilith’s deep, earthy voice states. Though I can’t fully see her eyeballs, her inky black pupils drill into me—watching, waiting.

      Old Timer glares at her. “To someone like you, Lilith, sure. But to me—this is everything. Go on, Jack. Knock on the door.”

      His jaw tightens and he clasps his hands in front of him. For a dead man, his eyes certainly dance with a powerful spark. A stark difference from Lilith who’s still alive. Makes me sad to think he didn’t get the chance to show up here 80 years ago with a bouquet of fresh roses for his girl. I give Old Timer a solemn nod then ball my fist; my knuckles firmly rap against the pastel blue door. My shoulders tense as delicate footsteps approach from the other side.

      “Coming!” a gentle, feminine voice rings out.

      Old Timer breaks into a goofy smile. “It’s her, all right. It’s Theresa.”

      Lilith leans into me, which creeps me out, but I stand firm, remembering that dealing with her is like facing a hungry lion out in the wild—it’s best not to show an ounce of fear. “Jack, the fate of the world is at stake, and you want to play ghost whisperer?”

      Lilith Young cares about few things—and saving the world ain’t one of them. “Believe it or not, I actually follow through with my promises.”

      “My dear, soon, you will learn that I do as well.”

      That chill from earlier runs down my back again.

      Damn her and the deal that I had to make with her.

      My attention turns back toward the pastel door when a short woman with a high-collar blouse and a long gray skirt answers the door. The gray-haired woman looks a little surprised to see me, her gaze roving from head to toe as if questioning what business I have showing up at her doorstep. Nonetheless, she gives me a cheerful grin.

      “Hi, can I help you, young man?”

      Old Timer gasps. He’s speechless. All he can do is gaze at the elderly woman as if she were an angel.

      I let out a low breath and look her directly in the eye. “Theresa Macall?”

      “Yes? That’s me.”

      The back of my neck burns. I’m not good at talking with strangers, especially when the subject matter is a message from The Beyond. “Uh…you don’t know me…”

      “Wait, aren’t you that man who works at Willie’s Whimsies?”

      I halt a second to consider how I should answer that. I go ahead and lean toward the truth. “Yeah. I’m Jack.”

      The wary squint of her eyes soften, replaced with recognition. “I saw you there the other day, when I showed up to buy some protective crystals.” Theresa pulls a dainty silver chain from beneath her collared shirt and dangles a tear drop shaped amethyst stone. “You left the shop before I could introduce myself, but I don’t blame you—there must’ve been a hundred people squeezed in there that day.”

      A low, mocking laughter escapes from behind Lilith’s ivory mask. Which, again, is freaky, since a metal contraption spans across the vampire’s mouth to keep her from eating people.

      “Tell the old woman that those trinkets will be of no use to her.”

      I grunt and focus back on Theresa, grateful to the gods that the poor woman can’t see or hear psychic Lilith at my side.

      “If you don’t mind, Theresa,” I dip my head slightly in an awkward bow. “I have a message for you.”

      She arches a gray eyebrow. “Oh? From whom?”

      “Arthur Wallace.”

      Theresa’s eyes widen, and her trembling hand reaches for her chest as if trying to contain the sudden rush of emotions that threatens to overwhelm her. Her lips part, but no words emerge. I can see the disbelief etched across her face, the years of longing and sorrow suddenly mingling with a glimmer of hope. Old Timer—Arthur—reaches toward her with his ghostly hand, his fingers brushing her cheek.

      Tears glisten in her eyes as she raises her hand and lightly touches the spot where Arthur caressed her. She finally manages to whisper, “Arthur? How...?”

      I offer her a reassuring smile, gently placing my hand on her shoulder. “May I come in? I believe it’s a story best told inside.”

      She nods, her trust in me apparent despite the bewildering circumstances. With great care, she steps aside, allowing me to enter her home.

      As I cross the threshold, I glance around and admire the stylish antique decor. Rich mahogany furniture exudes an air of old-world charm. A long coffee table stands proudly in the center of the room, adorned with delicate porcelain figurines. Vintage paintings in ornate gilded frames hang on the walls, each one telling a story of its own.

      “Please, have a seat, Jack.” Theresa’s voice quivers as she gestures toward an elegant Victorian sofa. Her hands tremble as she takes a seat opposite me.

      I settle onto the sofa, my eyes meeting hers. From my peripheral view, I spot Arthur walking toward her fireplace mantle, where pictures of Theresa’s husband, children, and grandchildren stand. The ghost turns toward me with a sad smile, as though saying he’s glad Theresa had a fulfilling life and a family, though he wishes it could’ve been with him. I can’t glance at Lilith because she’s standing behind me. Her presence is like a sinister cloud hanging over me, creating a heaviness in the air that makes it difficult to breathe.

      I take in a sharp breath and turn my attention back to Theresa. Her expression is a mixture of disbelief, hope, and longing, all swirling together in a whirlwind of emotions.

      “Arthur wants me to tell you that it wasn’t painful for him, and he’s okay.” I gesture toward the mantle filled with a lifetime of memories and laughter. “Despite all this…part of you still couldn’t let him go. But…it’s okay now.”

      She shudders as a fresh stream of tears fall from her eyes. “I just miss him so much. I’m sorry he didn’t make it back home.”

      Arthur approaches her and kneels beside her. “Tell her to let me go. I’ll be all right. Tell her I’ll watch over her.”

      “He says you can let go now. He’ll be okay. And he’s going to watch over you.”

      Theresa grabs a tissue from a nearby tissue box and wipes her nose. A tiny smile plays around her lips. “That’s the sort of guy he was. So warm and protective. Is he here with us now?”

      “Yeah.”

      She wipes her eyes with the back of her hand. “Arthur, thank you. I love you and miss you. Go on, now, my angel. I suppose I’ll be all right, now that I know you are too.”

      A loud crash from behind sends adrenaline rushing through my veins, and I whip my head around to see what the commotion is. One of the vintage paintings with gilded frames lay cracked on the floor, and Lilith is standing right next to it. I can sense her smirking beneath her ivory mask.

      Great. Not only does she want to be an asshole, but she’s also just shown me that she can manipulate physical objects in her psychic form—which makes her even more dangerous than I thought.

      Theresa gasps. “Was that Arthur? Is that a sign?”

      The gray-haired woman rises from her seat with an eager smile, but I gesture for her to remain seated. “Uh, yeah. It means he’s going now.”

      Arthur frowns. “What? I barely got here. Hey, can you let her see me in this form? Are you strong enough?”

      I am, but hell no. Not with Lilith here starting to wreak havoc. I firmly shake my head then rise to my feet. “Theresa, I’ve got to go, but I promised Arthur I’d deliver his message. I hope this helped.”

      She nods. “Y-yes. Of course. Thank you, Jack. Thank you.”

      “I’ll see you around.”

      “You’ll probably see me at Willie’s Whimsies. You just earned a lifetime customer. How much do I owe you?”

      “I don’t want your money. I just wanted to do the right thing.”

      Arthur stands and begins pacing. “The right thing is to let her see me, Jack!”

      I let out an irritated sigh. “Have a good day, Theresa.”

      Before she can respond, I slip away and find my way back to the front door. Although she calls out to me, I quickly open and shut the door, letting out a relieved breath once I’m back outside on her front porch. Arthur appears next to me, pissed, with his arms crossed.

      “I wanted more time, Jack.”

      “I know, but Lilith…”

      “If I were you,” he raises a dark brow, “I’d cut her loose, ASAP. She’s a monster on a leash, and your leash won’t hold forever.”

      He doesn’t have to tell me twice. But Lilith is the only psychic powerful enough to help me track down the Dark Coven, including their leader who is every bit as deadly as Lilith—my mother, Ora Draper. If I don’t find them and take them down, the human world will be turned into a pile of ashes.

      “I know, Old Timer. She’s a necessary evil.”

      He places a hand on my shoulder. It feels like a tickle. “Maybe I ought to be watching over you, Wayward Wizard.”

      I grin. “I’ll be okay. Go and be at peace, Arthur.”

      “Thanks.” He smiles at me before raising his gaze upward. His face lights up as his figure becomes translucent then slowly dissolves into thin air.

      As I jog down the porch steps and exit Theresa’s front yard, that nebulous cloud hangs over me again. My hand slightly trembles as I reach into my pocket and grab my car key. “It’s done. I helped Arthur, and now he’s crossed over.”

      I shiver as I walk around to the driver side of my car and unlock the door. I slip inside my silver Corolla and let out a long sigh. Lilith materializes next to me in the passenger seat, wearing her ivory mask and a white blouse and trousers. I’m surprised she doesn’t have some smart-ass remark or doom-and-gloom saying for me.

      “So, do you sense any Coven members? Or…my mother?” I ask.

      She slowly turns her head to face me, but not a word escapes from behind her ivory mask. Sometimes I imagine a hideous Nosferatu with dead eyes and glistening fangs beneath all that.

      “Oh, now you want to be quiet. Lilith? What is it?”

      Tension coils within me as I stare at her. Her silence is unsettling, her dark gaze boring into me as an eerie, cold energy emanates from her presence. Taking a deep breath, I decide to break the oppressive silence that hangs in the air like a heavy shroud.

      “Lilith…”

      Suddenly, without warning, the vampire’s demeanor shifts. She launches a psychic attack on me that feels like someone’s piercing my skull with a blade. I yell out in pain at the searing mental assault—a relentless onslaught of intrusive thoughts and nightmarish visions that threaten to overwhelm my consciousness.

      I grit my teeth, my head throbbing from the intensity of the attack. I know what she’s doing. Her goal is to subjugate my mind, to bend my will to her twisted desires. Her powers are a dark blend of telepathy and mind manipulation that few can resist.

      Drawing upon the psychic training I received from my adoptive mother, Willy, I summon my inner strength. I visualize a protective mind wall—an impenetrable barrier made of pure energy that surrounds my consciousness. The barrier shimmers with a faint blue light, holding back the relentless assault of Lilith’s psychic attack.

      The battle within my mind rages on. I can feel the sheer force of the vampire’s power pushing against my protective barrier, like a storm battering the walls of a fortress. But I'm determined, channeling my energy to reinforce the protective wall and push back against her intrusion.

      With a final surge of effort, I manage to repel Lilith’s psychic attack. There’s a momentary break in the tension, and I take a deep breath, my brow glistening with sweat. The car’s interior seems to brighten as Lilith’s oppressive presence recedes. She sits still again on the passenger side—watching, waiting.

      Maybe she thought I was easy prey, and I surprised her with my strength, or perhaps she just expended her energy. It’s tough to psychically possess someone when you’re trapped in an underground prison.

      Gasping for breath, I face the bloodsucker with a steely gaze. “You won't control me, Lilith. I won't let you. I told you what would happen if you pulled something like this.”

      The psychic connection between Lilith and me is an intricate web of energy, like golden strings of electricity woven through the fabric of our minds. And now, I find myself determined to unravel it. Old Timer was right. This leash wasn’t enough to tame the monster.

      With focused intent, I delve deep into the depths of my mind, seeking the very threads that bind us together. I visualize these golden strands, shimmering and pulsating with an otherworldly energy, each one a conduit for Lilith’s influence over me. My mind’s eye zeroes in on these threads, and I begin the painstaking process of unraveling them.

      As I pull at the first strand, there’s a jolt of resistance, a surge of power that threatens to overwhelm me. The vampire’s presence in my mind fights the unraveling, her psychic defenses striking back at me with a ferocious intensity. The golden thread crackles and sparks like an electrical current, causing my own energy to surge in response.

      But I am resolute. I continue to unravel the connection, strand by strand, feeling the immense power that binds us slowly weaken. The golden threads begin to fray, their shimmering light dimming as they are severed one by one. It’s a delicate dance of psychic strength, a battle of wills that unfolds in the recesses of my mind.

      Just as I’m about to sever the final thread, Lilith’s voice pierces through the mental turmoil. “Jack, stop,” she hisses, her tone filled with a dangerous allure. “You need me. If you want to defeat Ora and prevent the Dark Coven from unleashing their doomsday weapon, I assure you—you will need me for this.”

      Reluctantly, I pause, my hand metaphorically frozen in mid-air. Lilith’s reminder is a chilling echo of the temptation that first brought us together in this unholy alliance—a promise to help me save my friend Lucas from being used as the Coven’s weapon of mass destruction, and finally confront my birth mother who commands them.

      I meet her gaze with hardened resolve. “I won’t be controlled,” I repeat firmly.

      “I can see that. Will you now sever our psychic connection?”

      Do I really have a choice?

      “I won’t cut you loose—for now, at least. Consider it a temporary truce. But know this—if you ever attempt to hijack my mind again, I won’t only sever our psychic bonds, I’ll go down to Pandora’s Box itself and end you.”

      The tension between us hangs in the air, the unfinished business between a True Name wizard and a psychic vampire left to linger. With a sense of wary agreement, I withdraw from the depths of our psychic connection, but the warning remains, another promise that I’m ready to keep if necessary.

      Lilith, her psychic attack thwarted for now, watches me with a mixture of frustration and malice, realizing that my psychic training and mental fortitude make me a formidable adversary in our deadly dance of power and will.

      I just hope I can save my friend and halt the Apocalypse before the vampire gets the upper hand.
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      Despite our earlier hiccup, I’m still riding around Los Angeles with Lilith tethered to me. After my threat to sever our tie, she finally gave me a breadcrumb and told me about a device I could use to reprogram my automaton friend, Lucas. Trusting Lilith is like slipping your hand into a box knowing there’s a scorpion inside. However, the last time I confronted my magical robot BFF, he nearly killed me and our friends.

      He didn’t—or rather, couldn’t—recognize us. His glowing red eyes are still seared into my memory, and despite our attempts to override his corrupted code, none of it worked. So, taking the chance that Lilith isn’t lying to me about this device, I’m all for giving it a chance. This could be the only means of saving Lucas and preventing him from being used as a tool of destruction.

      With a heavy sigh, I let the rays from the afternoon sun warm me up as I slow my vehicle and park at the curb. One of Lilith’s old safehouses looms before us, a decrepit sight with peeling white paint, nestled amidst an overgrown yard. Weeds choke the small patch of land, and the once-sturdy black metal gate is now warped and rusted, hinting at the passage of time and neglect. The air of abandonment that surrounds the place is as palpable as the feeling of unease it evokes.

      My gaze turns to the vampire, who’s sitting all too quietly in the passenger seat, her true face unreadable because of her ivory mask. “940 Beaudry…this is it, right?” I nod toward the tiny house.

      “Yes. The deed is still in the name a coven member.”

      “Well, I suppose when you’re stuck in a high-security, secret government prison, you don’t have time to hire a gardener.” I shut off the engine, simultaneously reaching out with my magical senses for any spells or wards.

      Lilith shifts in her seat, her lithe figure mockingly dressed in all white. I suppose she wants to project a demure image of herself, but if she wants to be presentable, then why the mask? She’s in psychic form and can parade around me without it. I’ve got to admit that I’m curious about her true face, but then I’d be a dumb ass for going down that path. I’ve seen enough horror movies. As long as she helps me accomplish my mission, she can wear whatever she likes to hide her face.

      “Jack, I can feel your magic prodding at the house like an annoying gnat. My wards are far too strong to be detected by your meager attempts.”

      I roll my eyes. “Okay, can you lower them so I can go inside? And remember our deal. No funny business or stabbing me in the back—or else.”

      “Duly noted. Shall we?”

      She vanishes into thin air as I exit my car and approach the front gate. Despite her making herself invisible, I can still feel her dark presence clinging to the back of my mind. I instinctively halt at the rusty metal gate and await her instruction.

      “Raise your right hand and say, ‘Te demonstra.’”

      I arch a brow, wondering if she had chosen a Latin incantation on purpose. In any case, it means reveal yourself.

      In a low voice, I carefully and deliberately repeat the words, holding my hand just mere inches from the gate latch. My fingers tingle with a rush of magic, and several glowing rune symbols along the black gate appear. The markings pulsate like a beating heart.

      “Congratulations,” Lilith’s disembodied voice says. “You’ve just unlocked the gate. Now open it.”

      I lift the latch and give the cold metal gate a push. It swings open with an ominous creak, but I straighten my back and walk forward as if nothing is amiss. Still reaching out with my magical senses, I can almost taste Lilith’s dark magic in the atmosphere. As promised, her wards are down, and I’m allowed to explore this space—but to what extent?

      I approach the front door and halt. “May I?”

      “You may enter, Jack.”

      I take a deep breath then turn the knob, cautiously stepping into Lilith’s safehouse. I’m immediately struck by the oppressive darkness that envelops the interior. It’s an unnatural gloom, far too dense for the early afternoon, and the windows, covered by heavy drapes, allow only feeble slivers of weak, muted light to seep through. The atmosphere is stifling, the dimness casting long, eerie shadows across the room.

      A stale, unpleasant stench drifts toward me, the odor carrying with it a sense of abandonment, as if the place has been neglected for far too long. I cough into the crook of my arm then fumble for a nearby light switch.

      “So, where’s the device?”

      This place is as ugly and forsaken as I imagined it would be.

      “The basement,” her voice whispers in the back of my mind.

      Los Angeles isn’t really known for houses with basements. “There’s really a⁠—”

      “Yes, now do you want the device or not?”

      Her psychic presence nudges me toward a wooden door in the dining room, which is heavily warded. “What is it? What’s it called?”

      A rush of magic runs across my shoulders and down my torso. I’m unsure if it’s my will peeling back the ward or Lilith siphoning some energy from me to do it.

      “The Nexus Override Module.”

      Hmph. Sounds science-y enough. I suppose it could be related to magical robots. As I open the door and slowly descend the steps to the basement level, I figure I ought to poke around for more than just the Nexus thingy.

      “You said my mother betrayed you…” The sound of my footsteps reverberates in the staircase. “How did she accomplish that? I mean, with you being a powerful psychic and all.”

      Silence.

      The room is shrouded in shadow, with a single, dimly lit bulb hanging from a frayed cord in the center, its pale light casting feeble, elongated shadows on the concrete floor. The bulb flickers for a moment, as if deciding whether to reveal the room’s hidden contents. With an eerie, unbidden illumination, it lights up on its own.

      Against the damp and cracked walls, I notice a wall safe that stands as a sentinel to the mysteries of this place. But as I approach and examine the metal box embedded in the wall, I notice instead of a conventional numerical lock, the knob is adorned with shimmering, ancient runes etched in an iridescent glow. These arcane symbols pulse with a cryptic energy of their own.

      “You would love to know how I was humiliated and captured. Is that it?” Lilith’s voice deepens to a dangerous level.

      Despite her tone, I smirk, enjoying getting a rise out of the witch. “I’m just thinking you may not be as all-powerful as you project. You have weaknesses too, like the rest of us.”

      She materializes right next to me, her figure still dressed in white and wearing her cryptic ivory mask. The hairs on my arms stand. “Careful, Wayward Wizard. In seeking to exploit my weaknesses…perhaps I will unveil yours.”

      There she goes again with the threats. I decide to back off from taunting her, before she decides I’m more trouble than I’m worth and attacks me. I ignore the shiver running down my back as my hand weakly gestures toward the runes on the safe’s knob.

      “How do you unlock this thing? I assume the runes form a code?”

      “Listen for it. It’s hidden in a song.”

      “What?”

      “Press your ear to the safe and listen for it.”

      Lilith’s voice carries a tone of eerie certainty as she instructs me again to press my ear against the safe. Doubt lingers, but curiosity gets the better of me, and I lean in, my ear brushing against the cool surface.

      As I press my ear closer, I hear it—the ghostly song that seems to resonate from deep within the safe. It’s a chorus of whispering voices, their words woven in a language I’ve never heard before, an enchanting yet chilling melody that plays tricks with my senses. The voices chant in unison, their cadence fluctuating with an otherworldly rhythm.

      I pull back a little and gaze at the knob—one of the high-pitched sounds aligns with one of the rune symbols. A sudden sense of revelation washes over me, and I look at Lilith for confirmation. She nods knowingly, her eyes gleaming with anticipation.

      With newfound determination, I turn the knob, attempting to decipher the combination by aligning the sounds of the song with the corresponding runes. It’s a process filled with tension and uncertainty as I repeat the sequence a few more times.

      Then, with a soft, satisfying click, the lock pops open. Just as the safe door swings slightly open, my phone rings with a shrill, unexpected urgency. The sudden intrusion nearly gives me a heart attack, and I answer the call with trembling hands.

      “What is it, Willy?” My voice is tight—a little too much with the woman who actually raised me. It’s hard for me to hide how I feel about Willy lying to me my whole life. I probably wouldn’t have answered if I was somewhere else, but at least someone would know my last whereabouts if anything happened to me in this godsforsaken house.

      “Jack, hun…we need to talk. I never meant for you to find out about your birth mother the way you did. Please, can you come down to the shop?”

      Lilith’s fingers curl in my hair and they feel like icicles. Every fiber of my being is telling me to get the hell out of here and as far away from the vampire as possible.

      “I gotta go, Willy.”

      “But Jack, I just want⁠—”

      “I gotta go.” I end the call, mostly because of Lilith’s presence, but also because I’m still pissed at my adoptive mother for neglecting to tell me that I’m the spawn of a sordid relationship between Ora Draper and my father. The only reason why I’m a True Name wizard is because Ora designed me that way. She called me the perfect weapon, making me nothing more than a plaything like Lucas.

      I shake the bitter thoughts from my mind as I pull the safe door fully open and reach inside. My hand grasps and pulls out a sleek and compact handheld device, about the size of a smartphone, encased in a lightweight metal alloy with a matte black finish.

      “What’s this part?” I point to the device’s front panel.

      “The holographic interface. It will give you a visual representation of the automaton’s programming code and circuitry.”

      I flip it over and note the data ports that can be adapted to various automaton models and interfaces. If this Nexus Override Module can physically connect with automatons, then that means I can directly connect it to Lucas and help override any corrupted code. No longer would he be under the control of a mad scientist.

      Lilith chuckles. “You’re so deliciously easy to read. Yes, it can connect with your automaton friend. Use it on him.”

      Something tells me I ought to get a second opinion before connecting the module to Lucas. If my day with Lilith has taught me anything, it’s that she mixes truths and lies, and when the opportunity suits her, she’ll pounce like a hungry lion. I’ll take this down to the Theoretical Magic department at the Akashic Academy. If one of the master wizards can confirm there’s nothing wrong with the Nexus Override Module, then maybe I’ll use it. But only as a last resort. Maybe I’ve gone a little soft, but I feel as if there’s a part of Lucas that I can still reach. He may not have a “soul” the way we do, but he’s more than a hunk of metal.

      I slip the device into my pocket and shy away from Lilith, whose black eyes observe me from behind her ivory mask. The glowing runes on the mask’s surface gleam even more sharply in this dim room.

      “Okay. Cool. Is there anything else I need to know about the Nexus Override Module?”

      “No.”

      I doubt that. All the more reason to take this thing down to the Akashic Academy and get it examined before trying it on my friend. I heave a sigh and turn toward the staircase, and my phone vibrates in my pocket. I grit my teeth, thinking it’s Willy again, trying to text, but I see that it’s Nicolai Tarasov instead, asking me to meet him at The Ruined Oak. I suppose when a magical mob boss’s nephew invites you for a drink, you’d better oblige.

      “Lilith,” I say with as much confidence as I could muster, “I need you to fade now. I’ve got business to take care of.”

      “Very well.” She disappears.

      Having grown up with my adoptive psychic mother, I know that “fading” is a term these types of wizards are familiar with. I’m basically asking Lilith to mute her psychic presence in my mind and instead of being in the passenger seat, she has to get into the trunk and put on noise-cancelling headphones.

      It’s annoying enough to have her with me when I interact with other people, as this morning at Theresa Macall’s house proved. I don’t need Lilith with me at The Ruined Oak or as I’m hanging out with Nicolai. I feel like whenever she’s present, she’s studying me and watching my every move so she can use it against me later. Besides, I need a drink or two, and a temporary escape from this little hell I’ve just placed myself into.
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      I step out of my silver Corolla onto the gravel of The Ruined Oak’s parking lot. Dusk wraps the sky in hues of orange and indigo, and the downtown L.A. skyline emerges like a cluster of jagged shadows against the fading light. The city’s pulse echoes in distant traffic sounds, merging with the soft crunch of gravel beneath my shoes.

      As I walk toward the entrance, a subtle breeze carries the scent of urban life, a mixture of exhaust fumes and the distant aroma of street food. The air is cooler now, and the twilight sky above is a canvas of muted colors, transitioning from day to night.

      Lilith materializes beside me, her presence accompanied by a faint, chilly breeze. She sighs, her voice tinged with weariness. “This is growing tiresome, Jack. I can’t go in with you. The protective wards will block my every move.” Her frustration is evident, and I feel the ethereal weight of her words in the gathering darkness.

      I glance at her, catching a glimpse of her ivory mask glimmering. My gaze then turns toward the building’s wards which shimmer like a translucent shield, creating an invisible barrier around The Ruined Oak.

      “Aww, Lilith, so sorry to hear that.” I shrug. “Guess I’ll reconnect with you when I step outside again.”

      She responds with a grunt and fades into a dark mist. The air crackles with a sense of anticipation and uncertainty as I take a final step toward
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