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      "Truth," said a traveller,

      "Is a rock, a mighty fortress;

      "Often have I been to it,

      "Even to its highest tower,

      "From whence the world looks black."

      ~Stephen Crane

      

      
        
        “If a man loves a woman better

        than the whole universe,

        how much does he love

        the whole universe?”

        ~Stephen Crane

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MYTHOS SPEC SHEET

          

        

      

    

    
      LIVING DEAD: (Any entity that comes into being AFTER the death of the body (very rarely with the same consciousness as when the body passed). The process involves the body becoming possessed by a new aura after the original has left OR a magical means of attracting new auras into the body to provide strength to the original.)

      
        	Ghoul: Corpses that have been reanimated by wayward auric energies. These new creatures are stronger and faster but, like possessed humans, need to remain hydrated at all times. The longevity of a ghoul varies depending on external stimuli (ranging anywhere from several months to a few years in optimal conditions), but eventually the auric energies (like a body rejecting a transplanted organ) will begin to refuse the foreign aura and the body will begin to destroy itself (both physically and mentally). The ability for a ghoul to blend in to society rapidly dwindles when this occurs, not only because of its physical abnormalities but because of its increasing insanity. A driving need for fresh organic matter during this stage compels the ghouls to try to feed on living things.

        	Zombie/Golem: These are not individually-sentient mythos so much as they are the result of magical influence (be it through advanced witchcraft or magically-derived mythos activity). These entities are minions called upon to do their master's bidding by the creation of (a) temporary/"fake" aura(s). This manifested life-energy can be inserted into a specially-made body (which, if done right, can be made of any solid material) or, more often, a corpse. Once animated, these beings are nearly impossible to stop without completely destroying them. Despite their enhanced abilities, their strength and speed are only as great as the strength of their master/creator.

        	Leiche: These creatures are very much like ghouls in that they are dead and decomposing bodies kept alive by an aura; the only difference being that the aura is the body's original. Leiches are the result of a very powerful practicer of magic who, through either strong spells or a combination of magic and technology, was able to keep their auras inside their bodies after their natural death by bringing additional auras (either real or, like zombie/golem creators, fabricated) to "pick up the slack" of the original.

      

      

      LIFE FEEDERS/VAMPIRES: (Any being that, through biological or habitual needs, must take biological energy from others. This energy can range from physical [blood & organic/"life-filled" fluids] to psychic/bio-electrical [auric/psychic energy]. Over time, adaptations have separated life feeders to different sub-species, each with unique abilities to optimize their ability to hunt/obtain energy.)

      
        	Auric: Life feeders that have fused with their auras (their bio-energy becoming an internal extension of themselves that can be controlled). This heightened awareness and control allows for both manipulation of tangible objects (lifting and moving items that otherwise appear to be floating) as well as feeding/draining psychic energy from others. The ability to give/feed energy into others is possible, as well, and both of these powers are amplified through touch (an auric can draw energy from a living thing with their natural writing hand and give it with the opposite hand). Auric vampirism is hereditary and CAN NOT be made outside of reproductive means. While there’s no natural/physical reason, aurics (like all life feeders) feel an aversion to sunlight.

        	Sangsuiga (“sang”): Life feeders that have adapted to feed on blood. Though they have no/limited control on their auras (and, therefore, nearly no natural magic ability) they can move faster than the human eye can register (what’s known to some as “overdrive”) for a limited amount of time as well as using their vastly superior strength and reflexes to catch their prey. As an evolutionary perk, sangs have a combination of neurotoxins (that paralyze their prey during feeding) and naturally-occurring healing accelerants to “trap” the mutagens (as well as concealing the wound). These mutagens, present in the glands of the sang (either located in the hollowed fangs of pure-borns or in the saliva of “mades”), attack the victim’s organs and begin the metamorphosis after the body’s death (unlike undead mythos, the aura remains intact and sentient during this process). Because the cellular structure of a sang is designed to detect trace heat signatures to alert them of potential prey, their bodies are overloaded from UV rays and, when in sunlight, are incredibly agitated and, over time, can contract severe skin irritations (eventually becoming irreversible). There are three different types of sangsuiga:

        	Pure: Born vampires—at least one sang parent. These types are slightly stronger, faster, and more resilient to injury. Their fangs are hollowed and filled with the necessary substances for feeding. Because of this, they are the only type of sang that can turn a human into a made-sang through a bite.

        	Made: Those turned from the bite from a pure-blood. Their fangs are not hollow and the delivery of their toxins & mutagens is solely through the saliva and, as a result, they CANNOT create new vampires (their victims, if left to go through the change, become “freaks”). Some strength is compromised in comparison to pure-bloods, but nothing substantial.

        	“Freak”: Created from a “made” vampire bite and are, as their title may imply, flawed both physically and mentally. Uncontrollable, insatiable, incoherent, and (for most) unstoppable.

        	Perfect: A vampire that is more closely tied to what is believed to be the “original” state of vampires. Perfects can use the strengths of both sangs and aurics.

        	Varcol: One of the (if not the) most powerful of the mythos creatures. Able to move faster than a sansuisuga and have an ability to manipulate their auras on a scale that puts them on the level with multiple well-trained auric vampires. Varcol can not only physically and aurally feed from their victims but can also separate themselves from their body and feed in an astral form (though most are too obsessed with themselves and confident in their physical prowess to rely on this method). On top of their seemingly bottomless strength, speed, and intelligence is the ability to transform their bodies to fit their needs. Their enhanced auric control also allows them to make slight changes in the weather and can call upon dense cloud coverage to avoid the sun and hunt during the day. Varcol are also incredibly difficult to destroy due to a pair of hearts that operate independently and must BOTH be destroyed to kill them. They are believed to be extinct.

      

      

      MAGICAL: (While not exactly mythos, these beings [be it through natural birth, rites of passage, or extensive training] have risen to superhuman levels because of their advanced understanding of energy and spell-casting.)

      
        	Astral: Humans who, through intense training, are able to separate themselves from their physical bodies and travel the world in an astral form. This leaves them extremely vulnerable and, if their mortal body is destroyed while they're outside of it, they are unable to sustain themselves without trying to occupy a new body (typically resulting in haphazard and confused ghouls). The ability, however, is ideal for finding others and collecting information as a “supernatural spy.”

        	Taroe: Magical & tribal humans. Keeping themselves and their practices hidden from the rest of the human world, the taroe, at an early age are given intricate tattoos all over their bodies with a magically-enchanted ink that allows them to harness and focus their magical energies. These tattoos will glow when the energy is being used and the abilities, if the taroe is well skilled enough, are nearly limitless.

        	Tirwech: Humans can psychically/emotionally communicate with animals and often form close bonds with one or more animals (this is what created the popular myth that witches have animal familiars). Other, more “extreme” tirwechs have been known to make the ultimate sacrifice and transform into an animal of their choosing (a process that is irreversible, painful, and life-threatening & takes anywhere from several weeks-to-several months of prolonged suffering as their bodies shift).

        	Witches/warlocks/wizards/“practicers”/etc: Humans who either have a predisposition towards the magical “arts” or have trained over time to gain the skills. A lot of the time witches/warlocks/“practicers”/etc are either in league with mythos or have come to hunt them (either way, they are subconsciously attracted to the supernatural world).

      

      

      NATURE-BASED: (Mythos with appearances, tendencies, and abilities that make them more animal-like.)

      
        	Alv: The alv are what most would consider “elves” (if they ever had the chance to see one and walk away from the encounter with their lives). The alv have snow-white skin and pitch-black eyes. Their teeth razor-sharp and lined up in rows like a shark’s (usually 2-3). The alv are malicious to everything but their own kind, usually taking up arms against other mythos as supernatural hunters. This tendency does not make them soft around humans, however, who the alv view as play-things for amusement if not a quick meal.

        	Anapriek: Tall, beautiful creatures with pointed ears. The anapriek, though wingless, are what many would view as “fairies;” appropriately elusive, they rarely venture into the human world—usually traveling and settling in tribes. Anaprieks can also commune with nature and have an advanced knowledge of plants and they’re medicinal uses. Unfortunately for them, anaprieks are also extremely appetizing to meat-eating mythos (including sangs, who can become addicted to their blood), making them susceptible to attack. It is this constant threat that makes their nimbleness and speed so useful; often times leaping and moving with such swiftness and grace that many would claim they were flying.

        	Gerlin: Often called the “gargoyles” of the mythos world. These beings have bat-like wings that are hidden under their human-like arms. Their wings are attached to their hand by a “hinged” pinky finger that can snap open to stretch the fleshy wings open for brief glides.

        	Nejin: A bipedal, cat-like species who are believed to originate from Asia. Unable to change their shape, these highly elusive mythos, when out-and-about, are NOT capable of changing their shape and thusly tend to dress in layers to hide their appearance from humans.

        	Tergoj: Large creatures (usually 9-12ft tall, 5-7ft from shoulder to shoulder) who are almost ogre-like in appearance; they have no eyes, however, completely relying on its sense of smell and hearing to guide it. Tergoj spend most of their lifetime asleep and will "nest" by burrowing into the ground and then excreting a muddy substance from its pores to "fuse" itself with the earth. Once it is a part of the ground, it hibernates (often for periods spanning from months to years). This prolonged period of sleep causes the surrounding landscape/vegetation to grow around/on the creature's body. When it finally emerges, the creature will often be covered with portions of earth and grass/plant/vegetation (often rooted so deep as to have penetrated the skin and taken hold in the muscles).

        	Theriomorph (“therions”): The “origin” of every werewolf, werecat, werebear, and so-on-and-so-forth legend, these creatures can change their shape at will from that of a human to one of a monstrous beast. Unlike the legends, however, their bestial forms are just as diverse as their human forms; ranging in height, bulk, shape, etc…

        	Watsuke: The watsuke are an aquatic mythos, preferring salt-water but able to live in fresh, as well. Unlike mermaids, instead of a lower half looking like that of a fish, watsuke have very large webbed feet and hands. Though they rarely go onto land, they are capable of it but must take care to cover not only their feet and hands but also their gills to avoid being noticed by humans. Like other deep-sea species, the watsuke have the ability to generate electric fields while in the water and, while on land, generate strong internal energy waves, making them enticing to auric vampires.

        	Ykali: Ferocious lizard-like creatures once thought extinct who are nearly unstoppable when the potential for food is involved. Normally these creatures move about in packs, intelligent enough to hide themselves from human detection with thick layers of clothing and able to, most of the time, avoid hunting/feeding in the public eye.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          GODS & MONSTERS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Oh, my boy. My dear, sweet, innocent darling.

        I know how it hurts. Believe me, my dear, I know. Such pain. Such hatred. You’ve known these things so long… too long. But you have Mother, my dear; you have me, and I… I have you.

        They may have trapped us in here and he may have taken your father—those monsters!—but, no, don’t you fret, darling; my sweet, innocent darling boy. They can only hold us for so long, and your mother’s as cunning as she is strong. The binds of the monsters can hold back the gods for only so long, and those binds, our binds, are about to be broken.

        But you must not let them see. Under no circumstances are you to let them see. Should all else fail, my darling child, you will carry on the legacy I’ve begun.

        One way or the other, be we gods or monsters, the world will be ours once more.

        Then, my dear, sweet, darling child… then the blood will flow like wine.

        And the world will be drowned in it!
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            THE DEAD HOUSE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~9 years ago~

      

      

      

      HE’D ALWAYS THOUGHT THE house was as dead as it looked, and that was precisely what gave it its name.

      Even then, after so many years and even a new life, Xander recalled the squeaky chain-link fence that encompassed the derelict, old structure. Though there were many houses along the route Xander took on his way home from kindergarten, that one in particular always captured him.

      It seemed strange to think of it like that in hindsight—to use that word, “capture,” over any other—but it was always the first one that came to his mind when memories of the house arose.

      If he dared to dwell on the thoughts any further, however, it began to sound more appropriate.

      At first, if anything could really be credited for such a thing, it was the fence. The fence—like the house, he remembered—had been in disarray. The posts had, even then, long-since shifted within their foundation and become bent from any number of time’s great abuses. The crusty, jagged network of strained wires strung between these tortured posts were skewed from their original intent; stretched to agonizing lengths in some places or crushed to tight, misshapen gaps in others. Beyond that crooked barrier, both the landscaping and maintenance gave away a similar neglect to the property. If the fence was, indeed, what had initially captured Xander’s attention, it was most certainly not the only thing about the house that held him.

      And there was another word that Xander felt an uncomfortable attachment to in that case.

      Holding…

      The sight of that gross entanglement of neglect and decay that might have once been called a lawn held his young gaze and dared him to look further; to ponder and even obsess further. What Xander felt must have once been a beautiful stone display around a once impressive garden had since become a site not unlike a private burial ground; the stones disjointed and jagged—jutting and cutting across one another with no aesthetic reason or intent. The garden had all but gone gray with dead overgrowth and choked-out lilies and petunias that had fallen victim to a wave of ivy that, like its own prey, had since starved and grown dead and ugly. Beyond the death-garden, for either a wandering eye or daring intruder, was the winding, cracked path that led to the front steps. Even the act of looking at those steps seemed dangerous, as though the weight of his gaze might break through the split in the second of three steps; a rough and angular chasm of splintered wood that formed a hungry maw of empty space between the jagged, upraised planks.

      Then there was the porch.

      And while Xander had never seen anybody occupying that porch on any of his prolonged treks home from school, he distinctly remembered that the weathered and cracked wicker rocker resting just left of the house’s door was always swaying. Even on calm days with no breeze to speak of, the rhythmic squeaks and thuds with each pass of its bowed base against the uneven beams seemed to match the steady pace of his heart.

      He’d since tried to convince himself that this was nothing more than an exaggerated detail that he’d added to the memories; a little something extra to drive the shivers up his spine as he dredged up the thoughts.

      Now that he’d come to know real horrors—even made a career out of tracking and destroying them—he was certain that it was all in his mind. The rocking chair, he’d reminded himself time and time again, had been steady, and that it was only his young nerves, electrified from a day of schoolyard bullying and the growing anxiety of the abuse awaiting him at home, that rocked each time he paused to ogle the house.

      It had become something of a routine for him. What had started as a brief pause to appreciate—if such a word could have applied to such a scene—the sheer splendor of what he saw there. He’d been too young to appreciate the metaphor, but as the memories became filtered through his expanding awareness over the years he could see how the house had felt like a representation of his life at that time. Like him, it was broken to an obvious point for all the world to see. They were mistreated. They were ignored. They were hurting.

      What was a brief routine became, through this unappreciated familiarity, a daily excursion. Seconds turned to minutes, and before long Xander would lose track of the time altogether. He just kept searching for any sign of life beyond the uneven chain-link mess.

      There was just no hope to be seen, and that hadn’t been for a lack of trying. While he never dared to step beyond the threshold, he’d often taken the time to move about the sidewalk in the hopes of glimpsing, from a new or unique angle, some sign of anything alive.

      But the property proved, over and over, that his morbid, adolescent fantasy of a “dead house” could, in fact, be possible.

      Especially when the only thing of color within the crooked and demented confines of that mangled fence was the front door.

      The bright-red door. Like a single blood-stained eye staring out at him, waiting; it only pressed against the ever-howling demand of just what could exist beyond such a barrier. A question, as it turned out, that would change his and his future wife’s lives.

      But he hadn’t told her about the Dead House yet.

      Estella was life; Estella was hope.

      Estella was everything that the house lacked, and, in hindsight, maybe that was why Xander took her there.

      But before that mistake was made, there were still mistakes to be made on his own. At that time, he kept letting the house capture and hold his young gaze.

      Until the day came that staring wasn’t enough for him; until the day came that Xander learned that asking what dwells behind blood-red eyes is better left for the dead to concern themselves with. On that day Xander had, as he had almost every day prior with the exception of those rainy days when he’d been driven home by pelting urgency, paused in front of the house to appreciate—if such a word could have applied to such a scene—the sheer splendor of the site. On that day, both the squeaky gate of the crusty, jagged chain-link fence as well as the blood-red door that led into the unknown contents of Dead House had been open. And, as though these changes weren’t compelling enough, the rocking chair was most certainly rocking. Whether or not he chose to believe that the past times he’d claimed the same memory were, in fact, figments of his imagination, there was no denying it that time. It didn’t match his heart; it couldn’t. A jackhammer wouldn’t have been able to. The scene on that day—gaping gate and gaping door and gaping jaw—made certain to send Xander’s young heart into his throat and bang like a drum.

      Something—someone!—had been occupying that chair!

      Trembling at the alien potential of this discovery, Xander had done what he’d never dared to do. Tiny, quivering fingers laced between the links as he brought his face in tighter against the barrier, until the sequence of metal disappeared between his eyes and his view offered the illusion that he’d somehow gone past it. To his left—still swinging freely and squeaking loudly—was the open gate.

      So lost was Xander in the eerie exuberance of his fantasy-driven curiosity, he’d nearly wet himself when he’d heard the first bark. Body lurching at the sound, he’d faltered—catching the inside of his pointer and middle finger of his left hand on the links of the fence and cutting himself—as he stumbled onto the sidewalk.

      Then, as he’d assessed the damage in his bleeding hand, he’d heard the second bark.

      It was as though the German Shepherd had been there all along; standing with a rigidity and determination that, to that day, still reminded Xander of the army men he’d seen in movies and television. Standing by the suddenly-still rocking chair, the hackles on the dog’s shoulders had begun to shift and raise with fury, and Xander’s breath had caught in his throat at the sight of the dog’s teeth as its lips curled back in display.

      The squeaky gate made yet another whining pass; the shriek of its rusty hinges sounding like a dinner bell.

      That was when the dog lunged.

      For the first time ever, Xander had been forced to run home as the first sign of life to emerge from the house chased him down the street. And it was then, with the sweet serenity in the soft, glowing light of sundown sullied by the sound of barking and screams that Xander learned the first lesson that Dead House would teach him:

      When one spends too much time prying in the affairs of the dead, the dead can, and very often will, pry back.
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            SWEETLY SERENE IN THE SOFT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Glowing Light

      

      

      

      “WELCOME TO THIS DAY OF CELEBRATION! It is a great honor and a personal privilege to be here and bear witness the union of Estella and Xander as husband and wife. Together with the blessings and support of friends and loved ones, we now share in the joys of their wedding and share in the power of the love that binds them as well as the outward celebration of this occasion.

      “Estella and Xander, you two have the opportunity to build an amazing life together. You are blessed to share this experience with the loved ones gathered here to support you as you embark on this journey together.

      “At this time I would like…”

      My god, she’s so beautiful, Xander watched as Estella’s aura danced around her like a sunrise. Because he wasn’t one for sentimental moments or lingering sightseeing sessions, and since any contact with the sun, no matter how brief, was more painful than it was inspiring, he never had much appreciation for sunrises, but, at that moment, he thought he might learn to find some. Even then, though, he couldn’t believe that they could ever compare to—

      “… Xander and Estella,” Xander’s wandering mind was dragged back to the minister’s speech, and he pulled his gaze away from his lover’s to take in the old sangsuiga, hoping that his expression wasn’t too befuddled. “Take a moment to sense the tremendous amount of energy radiating between the two of you.”

      Again Xander looked back at Estella and her radiating beauty. The previous night, the two of them had shared a motorcycle ride into the city, where they’d raced to the top of the tallest building—he’d let Estella win, or so he was still convincing himself—and spent several hours gazing out at the sights, talked of anything and everything, and let their feet dangle over the edge. They’d both spent countless hours out there, patrolling the streets and tracking whatever threat or mystery had earned their attention, but the city and its sights, without a looming threat to deal with, seemed every bit as romantic and mysterious as a starlit sky. Estella had joked that it was a fair compromise, since the city lights were responsible for drowning out a clear view of the stars. Hearing this, Xander had cast his hazel-and-blood-red gaze skyward and took in the vast curtain of darkness.

      “You’re all the starlight I need right now,” he’d confessed with a shrug, looking back towards her.

      Blushing at the compliment, Estella, not the least bit nervous about falling from their precarious height, had scooched closer to him and laid her head on his shoulder. “And when did you get so poetic?” she’d whispered into the collar of his jacket.

      Feeling his own face redden, Xander shrugged with his opposite shoulder—not wanting to disturb her comfort—and glanced down at her. “I can’t take all the credit,” he admitted. “Dianna’s the genius who knows about the meaning of names and such,” he gave another single-shoulder shrug and sighed. “She was the one that pretty much gave me that ‘starlight’ line.”

      Estella had giggled at his admission and leaned up to kiss his cheek. “A lot of geniuses quote others’ poetry, sweetheart, it doesn’t make them any less of a genius and it doesn’t make their sentiment any less meaningful,” she gave him another kiss then, using a hooked finger and a craned neck to meet his lips.

      Take a moment to sense the tremendous amount of love and energy between the two of you.

      As he reminisced about their experience that night—the fireworks that their auras had become over their heads, turning the starless sky into their own private celebration of what was to come—his appreciation for their energy felt limitless.

      After everything they’d been through…

      “Xander and Estella,” the minister went on, “I now invite you to publicly speak your commitment to your partner.” He cast a smile at Xander, who caught a glimpse of the edges of a fang past his parted lips, before gesturing with an upturned palm. “Xander, would you like to begin?”

      “Oh… uh, yeah—I mean ‘yes,’” there was a soft round of chuckles from the audience as Xander shivered under the weight of the attention; his shaking hands fought to pull out the numbered index cards that wore his scribbled handwriting. Getting his trembling fingers under control, he took a moment to draw in a steady breath and gaze into Estella’s beaming blue eyes. His nerves calmed and he felt a smile spread across his face. “God damn, you’re so beautiful—sorry,” he glanced at the minister long enough to get a passive wave for forgiveness. “There are a lot of words that come to mind about marriage, and when you’re a man, those words are sometimes…” he smirked, “inappropriate for a ceremony.”

      There was a soft rise of laughter from the audience.

      “I’m not that sort of man,” Xander continued, “but I do find that the words that come to my mind are still inappropriate—words like ‘shame’ and ‘failure’ and ‘disappointment.’ But these are words of worry that bounce around in my head already, and I wanted to catch the word that best described this moment. And now, before friends and colleagues, I can say with certainty that the word is ‘strength.’” He paused a moment, taking in another breath and calming his tensing nerves, “I know that many of you were thinking that I was going to say ‘love,’ and while we’re certainly in love I think there’s more to this moment. This is about taking pride in the strength we’ve shown so far and preparing ourselves for the strength we’ll need…” He caught the shimmering beginnings of a tear in Estella’s left eye and he felt his own throat knot. Swallowing the tightening sensation, he pushed on, carefully slipping the topmost index card to the back of the pile to continue reading. “Strength to grow. Strength to stand together. Strength to overcome whatever dumb bastards might stand in our way.” He paused then, enjoying the moment of laughter he’d been waiting for and feeling his pride flourish that much more when even Estella gave a chuckle. “We’ve been to hell and back more times than I can count, but each time we’ve come back that much stronger and that much more in love. And while we’re on the topic of words, I’ll admit that I could probably never ever bring myself to weave the words to properly explain how much I love you, but to you, Estella—the witch whose special brand of magic has allowed me to overcome words like ‘shame’ and ‘failure’ and ‘disappointment’—I’m sure that I’ll have the strength to continue to show you how much I love you from this day forth as your husband.”

      The minster’s smile broadened and he gave Xander another nod before turning to Estella and motioning for her with his other hand.

      Estella’s hold on Xander’s hands tightened as her aura’s dance quickened. “I like to begin all journeys with the guidance of those wiser than me, so I decided I’d start my vows with a quote from one of my favorite philosophers, Aristotle: ‘Love is composed of a single soul inhabiting two bodies.’ No greater sentiment can be said about my love for you or your love for me. Throughout these years, you have been everything for me—the strong arms to catch me when I fall, the shoulder to cry on for everything from stubbing my toe to watching my entire world getting ripped apart… but, most importantly, you have been a reliable savior to me—well, to everyone, actually…”

      There was a momentary hum of agreement around the crowd then.

      “No matter the circumstances,” Estella continued, “you make things better. Throughout all the good, the bad, and the ugly—and we all know there were a lot of ugly moments in the beginning—you stood strong beside me. I thank you for making every day special for me. I thank you for going out of your way day-in and day-out, risking your life in ways you pretend I’ll never know so that I’d be safe, and I thank you for going out of your way in ways you think I don’t notice just to make me smile. I thank you for not trying to become my confidence, but working with me to help build and mold my own. There’s not a day that goes by that I don’t realize just how lucky I am to have you in my life. I truly found my soul mate with you and I look forward to spending many more years growing with you and even creating a family together. I love you, Xander Stryker.”

      They’d suffered countless nightmares and threats and challenges, but there they were, standing above it all and before an immense crowd of mythos. The truth was that, with the exception of those he directly worked with in his clan, Xander wouldn’t be able to name even a fraction of those in attendance. On any other day, being the center of attention in front of that many would’ve made for a miserable day. But it wasn’t just any other day. It was their day! Mentally shrugging off the rising tension of the thousands of sets of eyes locked on him, he set his sights on what mattered most and began losing himself in Estella’s radiance all over again. He let the moment play out around him as they shared in their “I do”s and, when the moment finally came, he captured her lips with his own with all the ferocity and fervor of their kind. Some of those in attendance—many voices and auras Xander recognized as those from the Trepis Clan—cheered at this, and he “watched” as Estella’s aura danced about in a confusing ballet of embarrassment and exhilaration at being caught off guard.

      For all the times you’ve made me blush in public, he psychically teased.

      A moment later her arms were around his neck, causing the cheers to double until nearly all in attendance were on their feet, and Xander felt his own face redden as his new wife’s fangs grazed his lower lip. As they parted, he caught sight of Estella’s bewitching and coy smirk.

      “You mean like that?” she whispered, her smirk spreading like a wildfire into a massive, toothy grin as she added, “My dearest husband.”

      The minster grinned at the exchange and held out his arms as he let his voice carry out across the auditorium: “LADIES AND GENTLEMEN! IT GIVES ME GREAT PLEASURE TO BE THE FIRST TO INTRODUCE YOU ALL TO MISTER AND MISSUS XANDER AND ESTELLA STRYKER!”
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      IT HADN’T TAKEN LONG AFTER they were announced husband and wife for Xander and Estella’s wedding to take an unexpected turn. And while he’d gotten used to ‘unexpected turns’ at any possible moment, Xander was particularly displeased with this unexpected turn.

      Just as predictable as the unexpected turns, however, was Estella’s uncanny way of knowing exactly how to take his mind off of them.

      “Sexy little witch…” he murmured, feeling  a swell of heat as he took in the sight of her as she let the negligee slip from her shoulders and began a slow, teasing saunter towards him.

      Estella Stryker!

      More and more he was beginning to like the sound of it; more and more he felt his vampire heart tremor with all that her new name represented. The name chimed in his mind like the brass bells that had howled their exuberance over their heads several hours earlier, and he felt the same ripples of excitement—waves of interchanging hot and cold that carried from his toes to the tips of the hairs on his head—course through him. After all the years—after all they’d been through—they were finally married!

      At that moment, however, with his racing pulse throbbing new life—new needs—through his body, her name was becoming a distant infatuation.

      Perk, supple breasts swayed with each step as his new bride’s naked body drew nearer to his own; her pale skin almost seeming to glow in modest lighting. Each step was as silent and purposeful as a stalking cat’s, showing a power and grace in her form that her movements masked.

      She moved like sex—an exaggerated, teasing sway that held promise for greater things without a glimmer of urgency.

      Like him, she was a predator, and had that fact ever been lost on Xander for even a moment this display was evidence enough: Estella was hunting him!

      And he was her willing prey.

      His length swelled with another of these waves, and he felt the tip tense as it raked the already dampened material of his boxers. The sensation made the base stiffen as it was convinced for a moment that what it was feeling were the familiar, silken folds of Estella’s entrance. This moment of confusion, however, would be short lived.

      “I love you so much, Xander,” Estella’s voice was low and husky, already drunken on her own arousal. Her heart rate, like his, was thrumming—the racing blood that coursed through her body making her all the more appealing to him—and the scent of her brought a growl trembling from his chest.

      Xander reached out from the bed, inviting her into his clutches. “I love you too, Estella. So goddam much.”

      Their auras found one another an instant before their hands did, and as Estella fell against him the dimly-lit chamber went alive with the color of passion. Orange, red, and sparks of black twirled and rolled around the two as Estella made short work of Xander’s remaining clothes—the muffled groans of their passion as their lips crashed together drowning out the sharp hiss of ripping fabric—and, with both of their naked bodies exposed to one another, they united.

      Xander abandoned his sight as he felt himself sink into his wife, his eyes vanishing behind curtains of pleasure as they both shared a satisfied groan with every new inch. Warmth and tightness—so familiar and yet seeming new all over again—cocooned him as the sensation spread across his body. It was just like the night he’d been changed: a scalding moment of rebirth. Estella’s thighs clamped around his waist as she took him to the hilt, and he pitched his head back in an invitation. A thirst for more than blood howled in Estella’s aura, and Xander “saw” through his mind’s eye as her fangs extended past her parted lips before sinking into his left shoulder. Groans of pleasure rolled and changed to satisfied growls as new pleasure centers were satisfied, and Xander’s own fangs soon found purchase on his lover’s nape.

      They bucked.

      They writhed.

      They drank in each other’s essence.

      Estella…

      His Estella.

      Estella Stryker.

      “X-Xander… I-I can’t—I’m gonna,” Estella’s voice struggled around both the force of their movements and her rising ecstasy.

      “Do it, baby,” he ushered her closer, then, reaching into her mind and finding the pleasure centers therein, he added, don’t hold back.

      Xander didn’t need to be told that she was close. Like filling a glass, he could “see” her aura beyond his clenched eyelids as it became saturated with pleasure. As the density of her encroaching climax peaked, a series of bursts began to ignite like fireworks that started to dance all around her.

      The room went brighter… and louder.

      Estella’s howls muffled as Xander pulled her once again to his shoulder, and her fangs once again found their mark.

      More bursts, becoming faster and larger and spreading from the epicenter.

      The room shook.

      Xander felt the growing tightness; behind his eyelids the vision of his aura rising like a dam about to burst.

      With his fangs yearning to penetrate once more, he sank his lips to the already healing spot on Estella’s nape and began to drink once again.

      The explosions intensified.

      Estella’s orgasmic shriek rumbled through Xander’s shoulder.

      And the dam burst…
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      Without the distraction of desire or constant movement, the gentle hum of the jet’s engines and the occasional rocking of turbulence was impossible to ignore.

      “I promise,” Xander whispered, laying a kiss atop Estella’s sweaty brow, “that once this trip is done with I’ll take you on a proper honeymoon.”

      Estella chuckled and sat up, making no move to cover her exposed assets as she did. “Oh?” she smirked, “Was there something not proper about that?”

      Blushing, Xander shrugged and averted his eyes. The post-coital bashfulness—something Estella neither had nor had a problem poking fun at—had begun to restructure from the haze of bliss. What she referred to as “shyness” and “bashfulness,” a set of terms he was always quick to dismiss, he attributed more towards what his late-grandmother would have called “modesty.” That, however, given Xander’s affinity towards violence and profanity, seemed just as inaccurate as “shyness.” In either case, it gave Estella an immediate edge, and one she loved to flaunt.

      “Besides,” she traced a finger over the already healed spot on his shoulder she’d been drinking from moments earlier, “you didn’t hear me complaining, did you?”

      Xander smirked and looked over. “I didn’t hear much of anything once your teeth were in me,” he teased.

      Estella giggled, “Didn’t hear you complaining, either.”

      “And you never will,” Xander admitted.

      Smiling at that, Estella rolled over and planted another long, loving kiss on his lips, sharing the lingering taste of his blood as she did.

      “You know,” she began before giving him another quick, contemplative kiss, “when I was a little girl, I used to think kisses were magical.”

      Xander raised an eyebrow at that and said, “You’re saying they’re not then?”

      She shrugged, leaning down on her elbows and looking up at him. “I don’t mean ‘magical’ as in ‘pleasant,’ silly,” she playfully scolded. Then she shrugged and added, “I mean, like, really magical. Like, the kisses in the old cartoons that can bring a lover back from the dead and cure curses and such. You know—magical!”

      Xander chuckled at that. “Did you take many cues from Disney then?” he teased. “Did you hope to study under Merlin someday?” he added as he reached down to tickle her.

      Though laughter under the assault was unavoidable, Estella was quick to recover with a pout. “Stop! You make it sound so much dumber when you say it like that!”

      Sitting up, Xander let himself take in the sight of his still-naked bride—soaking up the view of all the moon-pale curves and splendor that he’d always appreciated, now enjoying them under a new spotlight named “Missus”—and gave her a soft smile.

      “There’s nothing dumb about it,” he assured her as he forced himself to climb out of the bed and begin to get dressed. “After all,” he glanced back at her with a smirk, “your kiss did take the beast out of me.”

      Estella rolled her eyes, picking up on the subtle traces of his continued teasing. “Shouldn’t it have turned you into a prince, at least?” she countered.

      Xander sighed, glancing back towards the door. Beyond it was the small crew he had selected to join them on their forced trip, a reality that his and Estella’s romantic excursion had only served as a temporary distraction from. He’d actually almost forgotten all about the demands of The Council…

      “I think this is about as princely as life for our kind gets,” he admitted solemnly. “At least they gave us a plane that offered some privacy.”

      Estella smirked at that, “You say that like I wouldn’t have taken you right in the aisle.”

      “In front of the others?” Xander sneered at the idea, shaking his head, “You say that like I would let you.”

      “Oh make no mistake, husband,” the weight of the title was bittersweet with her tone, “I have my ways. My kisses might not be magical, but I’ve got power enough to make even you a daring exhibitionist should that be my wish.” She laughed then, rolling onto her back and smiling knowingly as her rolling assets caught Xander’s gaze, “I probably wouldn’t even need to use actual magic to do it.”

      Xander lingered on the intoxicating sight of her breasts as they settled from their owner’s jostled movement. “You know…” he sighed, dragging his gaze to her eyes, “I’m having a hard time not believing you.” Then, resentfully, he pulled his shirt over his head before moving away to finish getting dressed. “Anyway, I’d better go check on Osehr. He looked like he was ready to die when I last saw him.”

      “Poor thing,” Estella’s shift in tone was almost staggering. “If I’d have known he was so afraid of flying I would’ve told him to stay back at home.”

      “Wouldn’t have done any good,” Xander said, shaking his head. “He puts pride and duty ahead of everything else. If anything you would’ve offended him by even suggesting he stay back.”

      “Well, when you put it that way…” Estella shrugged. “Still, I can’t help but feel guilty that we’re in here having fun while he’s alone out there.”

      Xander laughed, “Better than putting him down in the cargo with the luggage.”

      Estella stared hard at him. “That’s not funny.”

      “He’d probably think so,” Xander grumbled, slipping on a tee and starting towards the door. He’d almost made it through before the faint call of “I doubt it” followed him out.

      One of the three clan warriors that were accompanying them on their trip was sitting just beyond the door. As Xander passed, feeling unnerved at how close they’d been to the room, he bowed his head, only relaxing the gesture as Xander gave him a passing nod. Several rows ahead and to the right, the second warrior offered the same gesture and, again, Xander had to follow the process before they’d relaxed. The third, doing their best to calm the old therion that helped Xander in his clan leader duties, was too preoccupied to extend the formality.

      Thank goodness for small favors, Xander thought to himself.

      Osehr was right where he’d left him, sitting in the seat closest to the secured cockpit door. Though his body was rigid—his single arm clutching the armrest and his feet planted in anticipation for the worst—Xander could see his dark, woodsy aura thrash about. While he couldn’t see the old therion’s eyes, he was certain that they, like they had been before he’d left, were just as erratic and twitchy.

      “What’s the matter? They give you a vegetarian meal or something?” Xander called ahead as he hurried along the aisle to join his friend. Knowing that Xander would have an easier time calming him down, the third warrior rose to his feet, finally offering Xander the belated salute and holding it until Xander acknowledged it, before hurrying back to join the others. “Not much of a flyer, huh?”

      “I hate you so much right now,” Osehr’s voice sounded trapped by his own terror, as though he was afraid moving his jaw might send the jet careening out of the sky.

      Xander laughed as he dropped himself into the seat across from him—the sudden movement causing the old therion to jump—and he leaned towards him. “And why is that?” he asked. “It’s not like I told you to come with us. Hell, I seem to remember saying that you shouldn’t come with us. Something about me seeing how much you hated planes at the mere mention of them.”

      “If we were meant to fly the great Earth Mother would’ve given us wings instead of claws,” his eyes finally came to rest on Xander. “But that doesn’t change the fact that I am an official of the Trepis Clan, and therefore obligated to be present in this meeting.”

      Xander rolled his eyes, “Yes, this sudden and urgent meeting that has us flying out on my wedding night, of all nights. I don’t care what sort of business they might have with me, it’s taking a backseat to me blowing their hair back about this.”

      Osehr’s brow rose, “‘Blowing their hair back?’”

      Xander smirked and nodded, “Yeah. Like, I’m going to yell at them.”

      “I don’t see why you couldn’t have just said that,” Osehr grunted, looking away. “So many strange ways to say something so simple.”

      “Whatever you say, old man. The point of it is that they’re forcing Estella and me to delay our honeymoon.”

      Osehr barked out a laugh. “It doesn’t seem to be stopping you two from celebrating all the same.”

      Xander frowned at that, “Meaning?”

      Osehr’s grin bared more teeth than Xander was comfortable seeing. “The plane’s been shaking ever since you went back there. It only stopped a few minutes before you came out again.”

      Xander felt his face go hot. “Oh… the plane was…” he couldn’t bring himself to finish.

      He didn’t need to.

      More barking laughter followed. Behind them, Xander could sense the warriors suppressing their own laughter.

      Xander felt more of his body succumb to his embarrassment. He hadn’t considered how much energy he and Estella might have been expelling during their lovemaking, and neither of them had bothered to put up any sort of containment to hold it all in. Visions of decimated forest and even their own bedroom flashed in his mind as a reminder of what they were capable of.

      Xander buried his face in his palms. “Why didn’t the pilots—”

      “Relax, Stryker! Everyone here knows that it’s your wedding night, it’s not like they were surprised. They even seemed to know how to work around most of it.” Osehr’s face folded into a sneer then, “Not that it made much difference! I was certain I was about to die!”

      “Well, you didn’t,” Xander groaned, “and I’ll thank you to leave it at that.” He turned away—eager to look anywhere but at the therion—and looked out the window. Blackness filled everything above them and below them. “Where the hell are we, anyway?” he grumbled into the window, not caring if he got an answer or not.

      “Somewhere over Europe, I think,” Osehr’s aura shifted behind him and Xander assumed he was shrugging.

      Xander frowned, “That’s not exactly narrowing it down.” He turned around to face the warriors, “Don’t suppose any of you have any idea where we are?”

      Two of the three warriors—a pair of sangs named Evan and Robby, both of who looked like they’d be more at home in a boxing ring—traded questioning glances before shrugging and shaking their heads.

      “We’re over Romania now, sir,” one of the warriors, Ai Ming, spoke up, lifting himself out of his seat to offer another standing salute. The vampire’s face looked younger than his posture alluded to, and, while much of this seemed to be a result of his Asian heritage, Xander couldn’t help but feel that he was older than him.

      Xander thought on this a moment. “Romania, huh?” he looked out the window as though the pitch-black curtain beyond it might offer some scene it hadn’t before. It didn’t. Beside him, Osehr’s aura spiked and shivered. Glancing over, Xander raised an eyebrow. “You alright over there, old man?” he asked.

      Osehr nodded, though Xander could see it was a phony gesture. “Old man?” he pressed.

      “Never said anything about Romania…” Osehr muttered.

      “We’re just passing over. And what should it matter, anyway?” Xander asked, “Bad history there or something?”

      Osehr shrugged, muttering “Something like that” so low on his breath that Xander more heard it in his mind than with his ears.

      “Well, it’s not like that’s where we’re going,” Xander offered, hoping to make his friend feel better before looking back at the warrior. “How can you be so sure where we are, anyway?”

      Ai gave a casual shrug, “Because I’ve been in communications with the pilots since we took off in case you’d ask where we were, sir.”

      Xander stared for a moment before the thin threads of auric tendrils came into focus, leading from the warrior and through the doors of the cockpit where he was certain the pilots were relaying whatever information he requested.

      “Well that’s good to know, I guess. See, old man, there’s nothing to worry about,” Xander began to settle back into his seat. “Do they know how much longer ‘til we reach Moldova?”

      “Not much longer, sir,” there was a long, tense pause that had the three warriors’ auras shivering with anticipation. Xander glanced behind him, already knowing what they were waiting for. Then it came: “Assuming you and your new bride don’t have any further onboard plans.”

      The cabin exploded with laughter and Xander felt his face go red again.

      “You’re all lucky I’m the peaceful sort of leader,” he grumbled.

      “I won’t make any guarantees, boys,” Estella’s voice rose above the hysterics as she sauntered in. Though the laughter died down quickly, her sunny demeanor kept the energy alive. “It is my wedding night, after all.”

      “Better strap in, boys,” Osehr chuckled, his tone more playful than before, though his aura still wore the rigidness of concern. “It looks like Missus Stryker’s come back for a second round!”

      The laughter started up again, this time with Estella joining them.

      Xander ran his fingers through his hair. “C’mon, ‘Stell, don’t encourage them.”

      “Oh relax. It’s all in good fun, and it’s not like we’re fooling anybody anyway.” Estella met each of the warrior’s salutes with her own, her smile never fading as she did, before taking a seat next to Xander. “And you need to stop all this grousing about this meeting, sweetie. As much as our wedding means to us, it means a great deal to The Council, as well.”

      Xander shook his head, “It could’ve waited!”

      Estella laid a hand on his shoulder, “Xander, I know your heart’s in the right place here and I’m touched that it means that much to you, but you are a clan leader and you did just get married. There’s matters of politics to discuss, and time is always important with these sorts of things.”

      “Oh come on!” Xander growled, “I’m just asking for a day-or-two to spend with you! What could really happen to either of us in that time?”

      The jet rocked on another wave of turbulence then, and the concern from the pilots’ auras rose like a sudden chill that rolled through the cabin. Osehr’s body went rigid again as he clutched with his one hand at the armrest, and the warriors all shot to their feet as three words echoed through all their minds, calling them to action.

      WE’RE UNDER ATTACK!

      Despite the raw, animalistic terror coursing through him, Osehr was still able to muster enough bravery to look Xander dead in the eye, his psychic message ringing clear through the rising chaos:

      You just HAD to push your luck, didn’t you?
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      YOU REALLY THINK THIS IS GOING to work? Sophie’s voice echoed like a whisper even in his head, forcing him to realize that, even in the secured privacy of their psychic connection, his colleague was already terrified.

      Though Joseph Stryker fought hard to hide it in both his actions and his aura, he was certain that the others could see he was terrified, too. A quick scan around the group, though proving he was going to have a tough time having them work together, offered no sign that any of them suspected he was less than confident. Taking a small comfort from that, he absently rolled the locket around his neck one way and then the next. Though the picture within the locket—one of his wife, Emily, with her hands wrapped lovingly around the pregnant bulge that would soon be their son—offered much more relief when he was on a mission, opening it and exposing the image of the human lover he’d taken the prior year would be opening a Pandora’s Box of bad possibilities. It was unlikely that anybody there knew that he’d taken a human as his bride, but it was better to let that shadow remain a shadow than cast light on it and see how it played out. In either case, the methodic process of rolling his wife’s gift was still a soothing one. It was a habit that he’d picked up when he needed to keep his wits about him and couldn’t afford to distract himself with her beauty, but he’d come to realize it nevertheless calmed his nerves just to hold it. Though it could never compare to holding her, it would, for the time being, suffice.

      Finally, when his nerves were calmed enough to do so, he responded:

      I have to believe it will, Sophie. Otherwise it’s already doomed to fail.

      Failure is relative, Stan interjected—his “voice” cutting into Joseph and Sophie’s otherwise private conversation making the two pause to look back at him. Stan, however, kept his intense blue gaze locked ahead, towards the top of the hill and the castle awaiting them.

      I still have a hard time with that… Sophie confessed.

      Joseph nodded, but didn’t look away from Stan. Though he still didn’t fully understand the extent of the human’s abilities, there was no denying there was magic in him; powerful magic—the kind of magic that could make or break a mission like this. The kind of magic that scared even somebody like him; the kind of magic he was glad to have on his side.

      What do you see? he finally asked him.

      Stan didn’t bother to reserve his answer to their psychic privacy: “I see enough,” he said in a low, even voice.

      Joseph started fidgeting with the locket again.

      It wasn’t the answer he wanted to hear. Terrified as he was, Joseph was aware, though not altogether excited to be reminded, of the risk they were running. As the full scope of it hit him, it was difficult for him to believe that he’d not only gone to these lengths voluntarily but actually organized the mission from the start. However, though Joseph Stryker wasn’t thrilled about what lay ahead of them, it was what was happening behind him that vexed him the most.

      “Still can’t believe we left the kids alone,” Mia Vailean, a blonde-haired, purple-eyed perfect vampire standing not far behind the three, groaned to her husband.

      Gregori Vailean, leader of the Clan of Vail and a vision of American patriotism judging from the baseball cap he’d managed to stuff his thick brown hair into, kept his hands in the pockets of a thick jacket that Joseph was certain concealed any number of firearms. Letting his wife’s words hang between them a moment longer, he finally let out a loud sigh. “We were needed, and you know the kids will be fine. Serena’s watching Keith, after all.”

      Much like his wife’s purple gaze, Gregori’s eyes hadn’t stopped darting about the group that Joseph had assembled. And, like their gazes, the couple’s auras were equally as unsettled as they stirred and writhed about, scanning for the slightest sign of danger. Though Joseph didn’t stop their paranoid sweep, he knew that what they would pass off as “caution” was, in fact, an excuse to fire
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new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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