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    Shadows and Silence

A story about Love, Loyalty, and Loss

Written by Olivia Walsh

 

In an exhilarating reunion, Steven and the master vampire detective Victor Barlowe embark on a series of dangerous adventures that put their skills and determination to the test. However, their journey takes an unexpected turn when Victor unwittingly harbors a deeply buried secret—one that threatens his sanity if left unresolved. This hidden mystery looms over them like a dark cloud, casting a shadow on their quest.
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Steven asked, “Ready, guys?” Mannix and Leo exchanged a look that said, “Really?” They knew, whether they liked it or not, that it was ten in the morning and time to open Simply Sweet. Steven headed for the large glass doors to unlock the bar, with Roman right behind him. He turned on the neon sign that read “Open” and unlocked the double doors, marking the start of a new day.

After the renovation, Steven replaced all the windows with larger, more extensive ones made of special glass. These new, expanded windows filtered light more effectively, allowing Mannix to be at the juice bar during the day without being exposed to the sun’s harmful rays. Steven and Victor’s Victorian mansion now featured the same extensive windows, enabling Mannix to move freely around the house during daylight hours. When Mannix saw the first rays of the sun, he wept. The Shadowborn had been deprived of natural daylight for centuries.

Benny, the taxi driver whose cab perpetually carried a faint aroma of stale pretzels and a glimmer of hope, was the first to arrive at the door. “The usual, Stevie,” he greeted cheerfully, already settling onto a stool. “Coming right up,” Steven replied as he poured fragrant dark roast coffee into a chipped mug affectionately named “Lucky” by Leo and warmed a flaky butter croissant. Soon after, other customers began to stream in, gradually filling the bar with a vibrant, diverse crowd—all here for their morning rituals of coffee, croissants, or cinnamon rolls. Roman lay behind the counter, eyes closed. However, Steven recognized that the large Pyrenean Mountain Dog wasn’t actually sleeping but resting gently, listening to the soft hum and subtle sounds of the morning wakefulness.

Steven quickly observed Jordan. When Lisa was first brought home, Jordan was overjoyed; however, his happiness diminished once he saw her reaction. Lisa’s behavior turned wild; she snarled fiercely, resembling the demon she had become. Several weeks passed, and they still lacked a plan to restore her, while she continued to react negatively to Jordan’s presence. Jordan had been devastated by Lisa’s rejection until Steven explained that she likely didn’t want him to see her in her current state as the demon she had become. Despite his repeated pleas for permission to visit Lisa, Steven consistently told him she didn’t want to see him. Steven’s heart ached for both Lisa and Jordan as he reflected on a love that was never meant to be.

Steven was anxiously awaiting news of Victor’s whereabouts after a late-night phone call alerted him to a murder. Hoping Victor might come by for lunch, Steven kept watch, his mind restless with concern. It wasn’t until the afternoon that Victor finally arrived, bringing a wave of relief that washed over Steven. “Mannix, could you hold the fort for a moment?” Steven asked casually. “Sure,” the Shadowborn responded softly. Mannix cast a quick, measuring glance at Victor, and their silent exchange did not escape Steven’s notice. The unspoken question in Mannix’s eyes— “Is everything okay?”—prompted Steven as he watched Victor subtly nodding to his brother, who then discreetly signaled for Steven to follow him to the back room, heightening the sense of intrigue and unspoken tension.

Once they arrived in the back office, Steven carefully but insistently grasped Victor’s arm, giving it a gentle yet firm shake. His strength, vastly exceeding that of any ordinary human, allowed him to do so easily. “Baby, where have you been all day? I was so worried,” he whispered, his voice tinged with concern. It took all of Steven’s self-control not to shout at the man he loved more than anything in the world, his emotions thick with worry and longing.

Victor, a dedicated homicide detective, explained with measured patience, “There was a murder, so I had to thoroughly investigate the crime scene, interview witnesses, and compile a detailed report. You understand that these procedures require time, baby.” Steven knew Victor’s words were true, yet he still felt nervous and uneasy. “I overreacted; I apologize,” Steven whispered. Victor gently reassured him, “There’s no need to apologize, sweetheart. You’ve endured a lot—dealing with a murder and Lisa’s ongoing chaos. That’s a heavy burden. Take all the time you need to process everything.” He pulled Steven into a comforting embrace and kissed the top of his head. Steven let out a contented sigh, feeling safe in Victor’s strong arms for now.

“Are you off from work?” Steven asked. He hoped Victor could stay until closing time. What the hell is the matter with me? Steven wondered as he gently pushed a confused-looking Victor aside. “What’s wrong?” the master vampire inquired. Steven glanced at him briefly. “I have no idea, but since when am I such a crybaby? I mean, Jesus, I know that investigating a murder takes time. I’ve never been this clingy, this desperately needy. It’s not like me,” Steven exclaimed, frustration evident in his voice.

Before Victor could respond, Steven interjected, “What’s wrong with me?” Victor scrutinized him briefly. “Given how you’ve been acting since your kidnapping and bringing Lisa—who’s still a demon—home, you’re behaving differently. I don’t understand why that is. I apologize for not having an answer or solution,” he replied quietly. “Don’t worry. I just need to get my act together,” Steven replied, as he already sounded more like himself. “Exactly, sweetheart. Let’s head back to the front, and I’ll help make smoothies,” Victor suggested. This caught Steven’s attention. “I see you look serious. Are you serious?” Steven asked in disbelief. “Absolutely,” Victor confirmed. “Why?” Steven pressed. “Because I think it’s time I learned how to make those delicious smoothies,” Victor answered. Steven was stunned because this was so unlike the normally composed, silent, brooding vampire.

“Well, is that so strange?” Victor asked, amusement flickering in his eyes. “I...I,” Steven hesitated, unsure of what to say or how to respond. “Well well well. I never imagined I’d see the day when Steven Van Cordtlandt was left completely speechless,” Victor chuckled. “Oh, really? Then follow me, and you can start making smoothies,” Steven replied with a grin. “Ah, I see that mischievous glee in your eyes. You’d like to see me fail, wouldn’t you?” Victor teased. Steven chuckled again. “Who, me? No, absolutely not. Why would I want to see you fail? I actually want to see you succeed so you can help me more often. You can work behind the bar. Yes, that sounds like a fantastic idea,” Steven said with a grin. “Alright, let’s do this. Show me how to make those delicious smoothies,” Victor said enthusiastically as he guided Steven toward the front of the bar.

It turned out that Victor wasn’t even so bad at making smoothies after all, despite Mannix occasionally having to step in to help. It was roughly thirty minutes before closing time, and most customers had already departed when two strangers entered the juice bar. Steven looked up, his gaze drifting toward the couple lingering near the newly arranged salad bar. The woman gently traced a fingertip over the chalkboard. Honeyed Turmeric Smoothie Special—Sunrise Immunity Boost. Her companion stared, unnervingly still, at the blood-infused options discreetly marked with a tiny bat icon. Nowadays, Steven was always on edge when strangers entered the bar.

Finally, the two approached the counter, and Steven took their order: two mango-lime smoothies with extra chia seeds. As he blended the drinks, he overheard the woman whisper, “Do you feel it? Like static...” But her partner’s sharp nudge silenced her. Steven strained to catch more of their conversation amid the blender’s roar, while Leo dramatically placed the drinks on the counter. The couple then moved to a corner booth. As the man’s sleeve rolled up, it revealed ink that was neither tribal nor nautical but consisted of looping runes that Steven had only ever seen in Miranda’s notes for wards. These symbols seemed to pulse with a faint, mysterious energy.

It was all Steven could do to hold back his gaze as he subtly observed the couple. An unmistakable feeling of unease lingered, though he couldn’t quite pinpoint its source. Perhaps he was reading too much into it. Still, given everything that had happened, Steven believed he had good reason to remain cautious around strangers. Sudden movement from behind the counter caught his attention—Roman, a large bundle of white fur and boundless energy, burst forth with his tail wagging furiously, as if driven by an erratic metronome. He pressed his powerful head against Victor’s thigh, nose exploring intently. Victor, in a rare gesture, knelt and extended his hand to scratch the dog’s ears. “Guardian of the realm, are we?” he murmured softly. Steven watched Roman’s dark eyes flicker toward the couple, and a faint, nearly inaudible growl escaped from his chest. Yes, Steven realized. Roman was aware.

The suspicious couple lingered even longer, tortuously wasting another twenty minutes as they slowly sipped their smoothies, each moment stretching into what felt like an eternity. Steven’s nerves grew more on edge with every clink of ice against glass, and the mounting tension pressed heavily in his chest. Eventually, the woman rose, smoothing her skirt with measured, deliberate motions. The man followed, his movements unnaturally smooth—almost too seamless, as if he were gliding rather than walking. The soft jingle of the bell signaled their departure, leaving behind an uneasy silence that lingered. Steven sank heavily against the counter, releasing a shaky, trembling breath. “Maybe I was premature,” he muttered to Victor, hastily wiping a damp cloth over the laminated surface, his hands still trembling. “Jumping at shadows again.”

Victor’s hand rested firmly and warmly on Steven’s shoulder. “After Lisa? After Elina? Paranoia is what keeps us alive,” he whispered. His gaze shifted to the empty booth, thoughtful. Steven’s eyes tracked the two figures as they slowly moved down the street. Suddenly, the rune-marked man paused beneath the skeletal maple tree, its crimson leaves trembling in the wind. His companion shivered, clutching her light coat tighter. “He knew,” she whispered. Even outside, Steven could hear her words clearly. He was stunned, fixated on them. He saw the man’s lips lift into a subtle smile, revealing unnervingly white, perfectly uniform teeth, before he spoke again: “Of course he did.”

As the two entered the bar again, Steven was compelled to come to a sudden stop. Without warning, an unsettling silence descended—almost oppressive in its intensity. Steven surveyed the room carefully and noticed that the few remaining patrons, who had been preparing to depart, now stood utterly motionless. His gaze also fixed on Mannix, Victor, and Jordan—all completely immobilized. Oh, no. This was undeniably catastrophic.
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Steven’s pulse hammered fiercely against his ribs, a relentless drumbeat of wrath that drowned out any remaining trace of fear. They had the nerve to freeze Victor and Mannix in place. His lover’s frozen stillness—normally so charged with latent power—felt like an invasion. Beside him, Mannix was caught mid-motion, fingers still clutching a cleaning rag, shadows swirling unnaturally around his immobile form. The sense of injustice burned within him, hotter than any demon’s fiery touch.

Steven’s voice cut through the eerie silence with a fierce, ringing tone. “Who the hell are you?” he demanded sharply. Stepping decisively forward, he positioned himself protectively between the intruders and his frozen family. Only Roman remained standing, his massive dog pressed close against his leg, a deep, steady rumble emanating from the beast. Interestingly, despite its size, the dog exhibited no aggression; instead, it remained alert and watchful, a detail that caught Steven off guard.

The woman offered a gentle, serene smile, her lips forming an unmalicious curve that exuded calm and confidence. Her eyes shimmered with the deep, swirling mysteries of galaxies, subtly hinting at ancient wisdom accumulated over countless ages. “Names are echoes of power, child. Call me Destiny,” she said softly, her voice carrying a weight of timeless authority. She gestured gracefully toward the man beside her, who bore intricate rune inscriptions embroidered on his robes. “And this is Elder Aethelstan, the First Voice of the Council.” Elder Aethelstan inclined his head slightly, his gaze carrying an ancient, assessing calm that resembled polished stone, weathered by centuries of silent observation. Steven’s brow furrowed deeper, confusion overtaking suspicion. “The highest-ranking member of the Council... right here in my humble juice bar? Why? Why have you come?” His eyes flicked nervously between their faces as he repeated his question with increased insistence, “Why?”

Destiny seemed to invoke the unspoken questions hanging subtly in the air, weaving them into the layered silence. “They are unharmed,” she assured softly, her voice a calming chime amid the frostbitten stillness as she gestured toward Victor and Mannix.

They are simply paused, allowing us to speak freely without interference. No harm comes to them here. Elder Aethelstan nodded once, a clear affirmation of understanding. It was Elder Aethelstan who took the initiative. “This place... Simply Sweet,” he said softly, his voice soothing and almost hypnotic, calming Steven’s nerves. “It resonates with a unique, subtle energy. You created a neutral yet highly potent ground that attracted us here.” His eyes surveyed the quiet bar, lingering on the frozen patrons as if studying them carefully. “We need to speak with you, Steven Van Cortlandt; it’s important.”

Steven crossed his arms tightly, a clear sign of his defiance. Roman remained close beside him, his posture alert and watchful. “Discourse?” The word had a bitter edge. “You freeze everyone I care about and then stroll in for a chat? What’s so urgent that you had to come here?” He fixed Destiny with a deep, fathomless stare, his green eyes burning with intensity. “What do you want from me?”

The atmosphere grew increasingly tense as a heavy weight settled over the room. Destiny’s usually calm face flickered with a deeper, more complex emotion—perhaps anticipation, a flicker of sorrow, or a mixture of both? Elder Aethelstan’s knuckles whitened as he gripped the countertop’s edge, the delicate runes etched on his wrist glowing faintly with an unnatural light. “The demon that holds Lisa,” Destiny began, her voice dropping to a near whisper that seemed to resonate with a profound, almost reverberating depth within Steven’s bones, stirring a sense of dread and urgent gravity.

Elder Aethelstan announced, his voice piercing the unnatural silence that pervaded the chamber. His gaze, ancient and unwavering like a mountain’s core, fixated intently on Steven. “There exists a cure—an explicit path to sever the demonic tether that binds your sister and to free her.” Steven staggered backward, as if struck by an invisible force. A fragile spark of hope ignited within him—reckless and perilous—only to be swiftly suppressed by a surge of instinctive fear. It all felt too simple, too fortuitous—after enduring so much torment in Hell, how could he place his trust in celestial strangers offering what seemed like miracles? The burden of mistrust pressed heavily upon him. Roman, sensing Steven’s inner conflict, moved closer, resting against his leg to serve as a calming, dependable presence amid the turmoil.

Destiny continued to advance, her hand lifting with grace, her palm open and empty. “We acknowledge your suspicion,” she whispered gently. “We understand it completely. However, our intentions here are sincere, not deceitful. We speak only the truth.” Her eyes held galaxies—vast, infinite, and unblinking. “Why? Why you?” Elder Aethelstan’s voice was rough and gravelly, like gravel scraped over stone. “Because your soul remains untouched by the shadows, Steven Van Cortlandt. Despite everything that has transpired around you and within you, your soul stayed pure, untainted. You face darkness with unwavering resolve, not for power but out of love. For light. Souls like yours are rare—like shining constellations in the night sky.”

Steven’s throat tightened. Flattery felt like a sharp blade hidden beneath silk. “So, does my purity earn me... answers?” he asked, voice trembling. Could it truly be? Did they hold the key to redeeming Lisa? Steven dared not to hope. Up to this point, no one had even come close to discovering a spell or any other method to restore Lisa.

After a beat of silence, Steven swallowed hard, his throat working visibly. “What... what is this cure?” Destiny’s lips curved into a faint, enigmatic smile. “It resides where darkness gathers most densely,” she whispered gently. “The Blackwood Grove. A place untouched by sunlight or mercy.” Before Steven could press for more details, such as how and when, Elder Aethelstan raised a commanding hand. “Seek the Thorn-Keeper. Only he holds the key.” Steven’s brow furrowed in confusion. “Who—?” But the Elder shook his head sharply, silencing him. “Names carry significance. To speak them, alarms are triggered.” He gestured toward Victor and Mannix, who were frozen mid-breath, as if caught in time. “Time resumes. Remember: purity demands courage. Seek the Grove.” The words lingered as they faded into a slow, echoing silence. Then Destiny and Elder Aethelstan vanished without a trace.

As suddenly as the sounds had faded, they burst back into the space—Jordan humming off-key, Mannix finishing his swipe of the counter, and Victor’s watchful eyes immediately shifting to Steven. The bell above the door softly chimed, slicing through the silence, and Steven’s gaze fixated on the empty spot where Destiny and Elder Aethelstan had just stood. All he detected was a faint, residual scent of ozone and the distant rumble of thunder beyond the window. Victor was instantly beside him. “Steven? You’re pale,” he said with concern evident in his voice. Steven grasped Victor’s arm with trembling hands, his knuckles whitening. “They were here,” he whispered, voice trembling with emotion. “They told me... there’s a way to save Lisa.” Victor’s expression darkened as he scrutinized the vacant doorway once more. “Who? What way? Steven, I don’t understand. There was no one here but the last three customers.” Steven met Victor’s penetrating gaze, a mixture of dread and desperate hope flickering behind his eyes, as he clung to the fragile hope that what he had seen might somehow be real.

Steven leaned in slightly. “I need to speak with you and Mannix, but not here,” he whispered urgently. Victor raised an eyebrow but stayed silent, which was a relief to Steven. He trusted Victor’s instincts.

Steven watched the final customers leave, their laughter fading into the cool night air as the bell above the door emitted a tired, lingering jingle. In the ensuing silence, Victor moved with the fluidity of liquid shadow—assembling and clearing glasses with an almost graceful precision, then locking the front door with a seamless, hypnotic motion that seemed to merge into the quiet. His movements were a silent blur, swift and deliberate. Next to him, Mannix demonstrated a comparable level of efficiency, quickly wiping down counters with a speed that made the rag appear to be a hummingbird’s wing in rapid motion.

Shadows seemed to cling to his fingertips as he effortlessly vanquished stains before they could even dry or set, his motions crisply sharp. Steven leaned heavily against the juice bar, his knuckles almost luminescent from the pressure, pale and tense, as if holding back the weight of exhaustion. The lingering scent of citrus and ozone still permeated the air, heavy with the residue of a busy, demanding night.

As the final rag was hung, Mannix swiftly turned around, his piercing blue-lit eyes narrowing sharply as he meticulously examined the scene before him. “Can you clarify what transpired, Steven?” he inquired, his voice steady yet authoritative, embodying calmness blended with command. Victor stepped forward with caution, a furrow of concern lining his brow. “You appeared to freeze mid-sentence earlier,” he remarked, his tone tinged with worry. “We observed your expression change abruptly. Now, there’s this disconcerting silence.” Steven swallowed hard, casting a quick glance at Roman, who softly whined and pressed closer to his leg for comfort. “That’s because both of you froze first,” Steven replied quietly, locking eyes with Victor’s intense, dark gaze. “For several minutes. Everyone else did the same. It was as if time itself had come to a complete standstill,” he explained, his voice trembling slightly, weighed down by the memory.

Victor became unnaturally still, as if detecting the scent of a predator nearby. Mannix hissed through clenched teeth, shadows twisting around his wrists like serpents come alive. “Impossible. No mortal magic could—” Victor cut him off, his voice dangerously calm. “Who? Who were they?” Steven shook his head slowly. “They called themselves Destiny and Elder Aethelstan; he said he was from the Council.” He paused, the weight of his words sinking in once more. “They said there’s a cure for Lisa.”

Silence filled the bar, thick and charged with unspoken tension. Mannix’s eyes widened significantly, flickering unpredictably from a calm blue to a tumultuous gray. Victor’s hand moved instantly, grabbing Steven’s shoulder—not out of restraint but as a raw, instinctual reaction driven by shock and disbelief. “A cure?” he rasped, voice cracking with emotion. Steven nodded fervently, his heartbeat pounding loudly in his ears. “The Thorn-Keeper,” he whispered urgently. “In Blackwood Grove.” Victor’s face tightened with suspicion and worry, his expression clouded with unease.

Blackwood? That forsaken place is death itself. But Steven’s grip tightened, resolve unwavering. “Death,” he echoed softly, “or the salvation of Lisa’s soul.” He watched Victor’s nostrils flare, the very mention of the name sparking recognition in his ancient, wary eyes. Mannix leaned forward, shadows lengthening and intensifying around him. “Blackwood? That cursed land is treacherous and shrouded in darkness.” Steven pressed on, his tone becoming more urgent and determined. “They say darkness converges there. True purity requires unwavering courage.” He held their gazes steadily. “We must go. We cannot ignore this vital knowledge, regardless of how dangerous the journey may be.”

Victor’s jaw clenched tightly. “Blackwood Grove is a den of demons and worse. It’s not just our territory; it’s a scar in the fabric of reality.” Mannix’s lips curled into a sinister grin, revealing sharp, dangerous fangs. “Then we’ll tear it apart from within.” Roman let out a deep, resonant growl, like an echo of an unbreakable vow. Steven locked eyes with Victor, perceiving the tempest of centuries—doubt, fury, and a delicate, unstable thread of hope—reflected vividly in his gaze.

“Who exactly is he? Surely someone must know this creature, right?” Steven inquired as he gently stroked Roman’s massive head, seeking reassurance. It was Mannix who responded. “No one truly knows, because it appears that no one has survived to tell the tale. All I can say is that he goes by the name Thorn-keeper.” Steven pressed further. “Do you have any idea how old he is?” Even though Mannix and Victor didn’t possess much knowledge about the creature, Steven appreciated any information—no matter how small—believing that even the slightest detail could prove crucial.

Victor examined Mannix thoroughly before asking, “I have no idea. Do you have any sense of how old he might be?” Mannix shrugged indifferently, then shook his head. “Unfortunately, I don’t. I haven’t even seen him—I’ve only heard the stories, and honestly, that was enough to give me the creeps,” he admitted.

Mannix appeared hesitant and said, “There are some descriptions of him, but I can’t confirm which ones are true.” Steven looked at his brother-in-law with curiosity. “Please, share what you know, and we’ll decide how to handle that information,” he gently urged. Mannix paused briefly before speaking in a soft, almost inaudible voice.

“He goes by the name Silas and remains eerily motionless, resembling a weathered tree frozen in mid-scream. His skin is like chalky bark, with flakes peeling at the joints where thorn-studded vines emerge from beneath the flesh—some loosely coiled around his forearms, others hidden under torn, damp, earth- and rust-scented clothing. His left eye appears clouded like amber sap, starkly contrasting with his right, which is unsettling in its human likeness, featuring a dilated pupil that reflects the moonlight. When he smiles, delicate roots wind between teeth blackened by centuries of swallowed screams, intensifying his haunting presence.”

Steven scrutinized Mannix for a moment, sensing there was more detailed information he wasn’t revealing. “There’s more, isn’t there?” he asked. Mannix sighed. “There isn’t much that slips past you, is there?” he said, shaking his head. Steven smiled faintly. “Nope. So spill it,” he pressed. Mannix looked at Victor. “No no no. Don’t look at Victor,” Steven warned. “Okay, have it your way,” Mannix replied. So, he began to explain.

“The Keeper emerges from the cursed depths of Blackwood’s soil, a dreary and ominous land shrouded in darkness and relentless despair. This bleak territory has long been stained by violence, with innocent lives often wounded and their blood seeping into the toxic roots of belladonna that grow from the corrupted earth. Silas, a malevolent and sinister presence, thrives on the suffering of the innocent, deliberately inflicting pain through his twisted acts of torture. He employs a cunning, treacherous method to attract souls—using bioluminescent spores that shimmer like ghostly candles—to lure them into a labyrinth of skeletal, thorny thickets. These thorny walls tighten and constrict with each cry of despair, trapping the helpless in a web of torment and agony. At dawn, the trapped souls are grotesquely transformed into eerie topiaries—statues frozen in eternal agony—so the Keeper may feast upon them at his leisure. Even creatures unable to endure the brightness of daylight recoil at the very mention of him, trembling in fear of his overwhelming and terrible power.” Mannix paused, visibly unsettled, struggling to speak about the gatekeeper and the horrors it embodied.

Steven hesitated briefly, then said, “Look, Mannix, if it’s too difficult for you to talk about it, then.” He paused, gathering his thoughts. “No. I’m alright. It was a long time ago,” he added quickly, trying to move past the moment. Steven nodded, signaling Mannix to continue.

“The Thorn-keeper hums ancient lullabies in forgotten languages as he meticulously peels away the skin of his victims, reminiscent of stripping bark from a birch tree. He finds sorrow utterly irresistible—yet remains unmoved by mere screams unless they are filled with deep despair and intense, searing pain.” He paused, inhaled, and then continued. “His cruelty is purposeful and calculated: he will nurture and cultivate hope for hours, only to shatter it instantaneously by snapping a femur, creating a haunting, distinct sound that echoes broken optimism. Fear and despair are what truly invigorate him; tears on his victims’ faces intensify their suffering, resembling droplets of dew on the delicate strands of a spiderweb. For the Keeper, agony is both an art and a vital sustenance—a refined connoisseur who savors the lingering aftertaste of freshly shattered spirits, relishing every moment of their torment with a cruel satisfaction.”

Mannix paused as he meticulously examined Steven’s facial expressions and, in a gentle tone, said, “That’s all the information I have. Keep in mind, everything I’ve shared is based solely on hearsay.” Steven pressed himself against Victor’s chest, nodding slowly to signify comprehension. “I see. Thank you,” he whispered, his voice calm yet genuine.
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The crisp night air sharply nipped at Steven’s cheeks as he gently released Roman into the encompassing darkness. Victor stood quietly beside him, a steadfast sentinel gazing at the vast, velvet-black sky, his hand resting lightly on Steven’s lower back to offer a reassuring sense of stability. Roman moved forward with confidence, his tail held high, his large frame weaving gracefully through pools of amber streetlight, sniffing with exaggerated importance at hydrants and fence posts along the quiet street.

Each subtle rustle in the hedgerow intensified Steven’s growing tension, prompting his gaze to shift toward the deeper shadows. His senses were on high alert to the possibility of lurking dangers. The faint echo of Destiny’s words lingered in the back of his mind: Blackwood Grove. Victor’s calm, reassuring voice shattered the silence, sensing Steven’s unease. “The Grove can wait until dawn. Tonight, we focus on vigilance here.” Roman’s simple act of lifting his leg against a sturdy maple trunk, though routine, felt profoundly fragile—a delicate ritual of normalcy desperately grasping onto the edge of unraveling in the tense darkness.

The two men walked side by side, deeply absorbed in their thoughts. Steven was still overwhelmed by Mannix’s revelations, yet he remained determined. He had insisted that Mannix disclose all the information he possessed about the Keeper, understanding that gathering every possible detail was crucial. His ultimate goal was to apprehend the Keeper and emerge with the secrets needed to save Lisa.

Steven softly said, “I believe it’s time for us to go home now; Roman has peed himself empty.” “Then we’ll head home, baby,” Victor replied gently. Steven carefully called Roman over and snapped the leash onto his collar. As they stepped inside the house, he shuddered slightly, feeling the comforting warmth envelop them. Roman eagerly trotted toward the stairs, heading to the bedroom. Steven and Victor then descended into the basement. Mannix’s room was cozy. It was equipped with soft, warm yellow lights, resembling a comfortable living room with a large, plush bed in the corner. Lisa’s room, however, was bare and minimalistic. It contained only a bed because Lisa had destroyed the furniture Steven initially placed there. When Steven attempted to replace the furniture, she wrecked that as well. Now, only the bed remained untouched, as Lisa hadn’t destroyed it yet.

As they strolled past Mannix’s room, they observed that the door was slightly ajar, revealing a faint sliver of darkness within. The gloom inside suggested he had retreated into the secure, windowless sanctuary of his private space. Further along the corridor, behind reinforced steel doors, lay Lisa’s chamber. Steven gently pressed his hand against the cold, unyielding metal of the observation slot. Through it, he saw his sister suspended within a shimmering cocoon of silver light, created by Freya and Miranda’s protective stasis field. Her blonde hair fanned across the pillow like frozen sunlight, her face serene yet disturbingly vacant. A wave of emotion tightened Steven’s throat. “She’s in the same position as this morning. I don’t think she’s moved at all today,” he whispered. His deepest fear was that Lisa might become an empty vessel, inhabited only by shadows and echoes, devoid of life or recognition.
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