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            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

          

          A BITTER HEART

        

      

    

    
      They hurt.

      Merciful Earth Mother, the accursed fangs hurt so much!

      Estella knew that they were her body’s reaction to the hunger. She knew that the fangs extending like this meant they wanted her to pierce the flesh of something alive; to steal the life energy from something—goddam anything!—and make it a part of her.

      But she simply couldn’t do it!

      She wouldn’t!

      Not again!

      She shook her head—taking the moon pendant around her neck tightly into her hand—and clenched her teeth, hoping that if she pressed hard enough she’d break off the damned things. Instead they dug into the bottom of her gums and tore them. She ignored the pain but relaxed her jaw.

      It wouldn’t work anyway.

      It never did.

      The band continued to play, and though she’d sat as far from the stage as possible in the darkest, most hidden corner table she could hope to hide in the sound was still unbearable. The singer—a boy wearing far too much eye makeup and wearing his pitch-black hair down one side of his face—was like a banshee; his voice ringing in her skull with every one of his so-called musical shrieks. She clenched her eyes against it and envied the humans around her who probably only heard it as though it were nothing more than a soft, raspy whisper. The source of the howls strummed his electric guitar, cuing the rest of the band to pick up on the set.

      Suddenly the voice didn’t seem so bad anymore.

      A hard TWANG from the bass—a deep and vibrant sound that shook like an earthquake through Estella’s core—accompanied the guitars, which now coated and clung to her like a syrup of pain and made her body itch from the vibrations and body heat surrounding her. The drummer hit the cymbals and she nearly started crying.

      That was it!

      She had to get out of there!

      Her superhuman hearing was going to kill her if she stayed any longer!

      Shooting from her seat she headed for the exit, gritting her teeth and cursing the café’s open mike night. A barista, delivering two steaming cups of coffee to a couple at a nearby table, tried to side-step out of her path but wound up bumping her hip with her own. Estella stumbled, hearing the girl’s heartbeat hasten and sending excited torrents of life through her veins.

      The roar of the music faded.

      There was no sound at all…

      Nothing but the rhythmic thumping of the barista’s pounding heart—the only song her body cared to hear at that moment—and the blood coursing like a river just under her skin.

      Her fangs extended further, and it felt as though they would finally tear through her mouth in an effort to escape her starvation…

      Her gums were on fire!

      The barista backed up, nervously. “Oh, I’m sorry. I—”

      “IT’S FINE!” Estella screamed to hear herself over the girl’s heartbeat. Everybody turned to stare. She blushed and stepped back; away from the girl, whose blood was still calling to her. Her eyes darted about, seeing that everyone was staring at her and she felt a deep, gravel-thick growl crawl up her throat. “WHAT?” she roared at the staring crowd.

      The band stopped in mid chorus and any who weren’t staring before were now.

      And all their heartbeats beat like the damn bass-drum in her head.

      She covered her ears and ran, knocking the barista over on her way to the exit. Tears formed in her eyes—burning hot and blurring her vision—and she wished she could cast a spell, any kind of spell, to make it all go away.

      But she didn’t have the materials.

      Or the focus.

      The door crashed outward before she’d even reached it—reacting to her chaotic magical energies—and began to tear it from the hinges, sending the small bell fastened over the frame into a rattling frenzy that sounded like a series of gongs in her head. Behind her the crowd gasped and cried out in surprise.

      So many heartbeats…

      So much blood…

      What was just one bite going to hurt?

      “NO!” Estella slapped her palms against her temples, trying to jar the temptation from her thoughts.

      The hinges finally lost their battle with Estella’s wayward spell, throwing the door from its twisted frame and into the street where it crashed into a passing cab and lodged itself in the passenger-side door. Estella found enough control of her new abilities to jump into what Xander had referred to in the past as “overdrive”, the sangsuigan ability that allowed them to move faster than the human eye could register. She moved down the road in a powerful-yet-energy-draining sprint, ducking and weaving between the time-frozen crowds. Her effort to distance herself from them, however, took its toll on her starved body. Unable to fuel the process any further, her exhaustion grew more intense, and though she fought to stay in overdrive—fought to get as far away as possible—the people around her appeared to move more quickly as her speed began to wane.

      With her body drained, she fell out of overdrive and crashed to the sidewalk in the middle of a crowd. Startled by the spectacle of a young lady falling out of nowhere, the onlookers gawked while several who proved more kind than astonished closed in around her to help her up.

      “Oh my god! Are you alright?”

      “Did you break anything?”

      “I think she’s bleeding!”

      “Should we call an ambulance?”

      Estella’s mind reeled as she scrambled away from one person only to collide with another; her fangs throbbing with the promise of blood. Her mind roared as the hunger pushed her to cross the unspeakable threshold. They were all around her! Potential prey! They were coming to her! There was no need to even hunt!

      Take it.

      Take it!

      TAKE IT!!

      “NO!”

      Estella thrashed to try and clear her mind as well as the people around her. Still dizzy, she pulled herself up and looked for a gap in the crowd to break through, holding her murderous instincts at bay despite every fiber of her being pushing her to remedy her pain and exhaustion.

      She sensed somebody approaching her from behind and she spun, pushing them away. Miscalculating the act and her superhuman strength, the large man was thrown off his feet and sailed into the street. An SUV leaned on its horn and screeched to a stop a short distance from him. The shocked onlookers let out a collective sigh of relief when they saw that their fellow Samaritan hadn’t been run over, but his survival was not yet insured.

      He’d scraped his palms…

      The scent!

      Estella groaned and keeled over, throwing up all over the pavement before turning and scampering off, away from the gasping and yelling crowd.

      “What the hell’s the matter with her?”

      “She almost killed him!”

      “Hey! Get back—”

      But she didn’t go back, didn’t even look back. Instead she ran, clutching her burning stomach and pushing through anything that was in her way. By some strange miracle she made it to the bridge and the dank crate beneath it where she’d been sleeping in for the past few nights.

      Nobody ever came there; it was swampy and cold and dark.

      The perfect place for a monster.

      The perfect place for her.

      She’d been there for barely half a minute before a passing rat fell victim to her hunger and she tore into its heaving belly, ignoring the sharp little teeth that felt like a minor itch as they bore into her hand. The bites stopped quickly as she drained the creature, and as it uttered its final, pained squeaks she heaved forward, dropping it and coughing what little blood remained in her mouth all over the ground. The rodent’s small body still twitched with lingering spasms, and Estella felt the first wells of scalding tears grow in her eyes at the sight of its suffering.

      “Sorry…” she sobbed. “I’m so sorry…”

      The display of pain and death was soon over, but the memory carried on in her mind. Over and over she saw it and all others like it that her monstrous desires had destroyed. So much pain and suffering and death. All at her own hands. All to keep herself alive.

      Just to have another day and another chance to ruin another life.

      But, for the time being, the pain was gone, and her fangs receded back into the hollow shafts in her gums where her canines had once been.

      Waiting for when they could torture her next.

      Finally able to rest, she crawled—unable to get to her feet—to the entrance of the wooden shipping crate and wrapped the ripped and dirty blanket that she had found in a nearby motel’s dumpster around her to keep the rising sun from touching her. Once protected from the outside world, she clenched her eyes and tried to block out the roar of the growing morning traffic overhead. Behind her eyelids, the welling tears that had blurred the blood-filled world continued to spill and she wrapped her arm around her face to stifle herself.

      “Xander…” she sobbed, choking on the name as she nervously took the moon pendant around her neck into her hand “… how could you let this happen?” Her body shook with her growing rage. “GOD DAMN YOU, XANDER!”

      Her vampiric strength coupled with her magic took its toll on the crate, which finally burst into fragments and left her exposed. She lay there for a long moment, trying to decide if it was worth it to finally let the sun take her. However, as tempting as the notion of freedom was, the fear of what lay beyond was too powerful to humor it for long, and she rose to her feet, pulling the blanket over her head like a shawl.

      With no destination in mind, she cast her sights towards the West—away from the source of the impending morning light—and started off for her next shelter.

      Wherever that may be…
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        Journal entry: October 31st

      

      

      Estella,

      I guess I should be happy that it’s my birthday, but it’s hard not to feel like it’s just like every other day.

      But that’s what I get for leaving civilization, I guess.

      It’s been a couple of weeks now since you left I lost you, and while I’m sure you’re long gone and will never read a word I’ve written here I can’t stop writing and I can’t stop looking.

      I can’t even tell you how many times I’ve covered the city from skyline to sewer trying to find you…

      And you’re probably in another goddam country!

      I still can’t believe I’m doing this. Osehr says this is my own, personal way of punishing myself. I told him it’s like a journal, but he’s probably right (he usually is).

      Least I’m not trying to blow my brains out anymore…

      So, anyway, the pack found out that it was my birthday (I blame Trepis and his big mouth) and they got all excited and tried to throw me a party. It was fun, I guess, though I would have preferred the typical chocolate cake over the wide-eyed deer’s head they plopped in front of me.

      I suppose it could’ve been worse. They could have been hanging snakes from the trees like streamers.

      Oh shit… what a visual, huh?

      It was alright, all in all, I suppose. I would have liked to have you here, though… but, then again, I’d like to have you with me all the time.

      Fuck…

      Sometimes I wake up in the middle of the day because I think I can smell you…

      God! That sounds so corny, right?

      Doesn’t matter anyway…

      I love you, Estella.

      X
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            KRISS-MAS

          

        

      

    

    
      “Tell me of this Kriss-mas again,” Osehr barked as he leaned forward in the carved stump that served as his throne.

      Xander sighed and cupped his face in his hands. Much like the fat, frigid flakes that had begun to sink into the barren branches of the forest, Christmas and its heavy memories were growing harder and harder to ignore. And while Xander was not only content but outright determined to ignore the encroaching holiday, it was becoming painfully evident that neither his memories nor the company he kept would allow such a callous indulgence.

      Not that he needed reminding.

      Even if he’d been hardened enough to ignore the sprouting seeds of excitement in his comrades, the occasional supply-run out of the therion camp and into the city—with its bright, invasive lights and eager, consumer-driven bustle—served as enough of a reminder. On those outings, as he watched the chaotic and stressful scurrying of his former species, Xander was all the more thankful that he was no longer bound to their ways.

      Though this Christmas would mark his second since becoming a vampire, the holiday, like all others, had long since lost its meaning. As a child, the greatest gift Xander could have been granted was a day free from the tortures of his misery-hungry-and-insatiable auric vampire of a stepfather; a gift that, holiday or not, was a rarity. Later, after his mother had been murdered at the hands of his abuser and he’d been sent to live with his grandmother, Christmas became a shadowed mockery of what he was certain it was supposed to have been. No matter how much his widowed grandmother tried, every gift he was given felt like a failed attempt to patch the shattered remains of his childhood. And, though that previous year’s Christmas—spent in the company of his late-father’s white tiger companion, Trepis, and his vampire mentor, Marcus, who, while sporting a Santa-style hat, had given him the gift of a shattered collarbone during a training session—had brought with it an awkward comfort, Marcus’ death several months earlier had put a sour tone on the memory.

      However, as he’d learned the previous year when he’d finally put a bullet in the brain of the bastard responsible for destroying his childhood, vengeance did nothing to squelch the pain of loss. And, though this lesson had been well-kept in Xander’s heart, killing Marcus’ murderer, Lenix, had reawakened his understanding of just how futile his efforts had been.

      And at what cost?

      Aside from Marcus and his pride, Lenix had robbed him of his home and his purpose.

      Robbed him of his motivation.

      His legacy.

      And, as if that had not been enough, Lenix had robbed him of her.

      Estella.

      Her name had become a constant fixture in the back of his mind, keeping him ever-mindful of how he’d allowed his closest, dearest friend and lover to come to harm; to be taken and subjected to the diabolical plot of the scornful Lenix and, finally, to be bitten—to be turned—and left to fester on the undeniable fact that Xander had failed to protect her and, in doing so, condemned her to a life that demanded the pain and death of others. Day-after-day Xander dreamed of her, and, day-after-agonizing-day, he saw the pain and anguish on her face when she’d awoken to discover the fate that had befallen her.

      “You promised me it would be alright.”

      If there had been any hint of holiday cheer in him before, there was no doubt in his mind that those seven words would have eradicated them over and over again.

      Xander scowled and looked down.

      “You promised me it would be alright.”

      Hearing the ghostly vow resound in his mind, Xander felt a tear welled in his right eye—a blood-stained orb courtesy of Lenix—and moved to wipe away the moisture before it had a chance to spring free and roll down his cheek.

      He shook his head and let out a misty sigh.

      “Fucking Christmas…”

      Osehr cocked his head in confusion and leaned forward expectantly.

      “Kriss-mas,” he pressed. “Will you tell me more of this custom?”

      Dragging his focus from the past, Xander shifted his gaze to the therion pack’s leader. Being a solitary and isolated pack, the therions that he was staying with had no notion of the human holiday. To them, the concept of a scheduled festivity was unheard of—their focus being on a successful hunt or a won battle over their territory—and they approached all celebrations, no matter the occasion, with vast amounts of meat, guttural songs and clumsy dances.

      It was no surprise that they had caught on to Thanksgiving with relative ease.

      Xander didn’t mind, however, and even appreciated the escape from the old ways. The therions had accepted him when he’d had no other place to go—nobody else to rely on—and that meant a lot to him.

      Especially since it was more in their nature to shift into hulking beasts at the slightest sign of trouble and eviscerate the problem.

      And even more so since it was because of him that their leader was missing an arm.

      Despite this, the wound that Osehr had suffered during a battle against Lenix and an army of mind-enslaved mythos creatures—the same battle that had marked Marcus’ last—didn’t seem to bother the beaming therion. Even then his worn and weathered face was as bright and cheery as the holiday décor as it had been the first time the young vampire had mentioned it in passing. Though the eager and child-like expression was an awkward sight when plastered on the face of the aged shapeshifter—a face that normally wore the stern appearance of what Xander imagined a war-hardened grandfather might look like—Xander was unable to appreciate the humor. Sighing, he looked away from Osehr and watched as Trepis and a few of the younger therions darted about in the snow a short distance away, trying to think of yet another way to describe the holiday to the impatient elder.

      Finally, finding himself at a total loss and tired of trying to fake it, he shook his head. “It’s just another stupid human tradition.”

      “Nothing worth celebrating is stupid,” Osehr bared his teeth as he chuckled, and Xander couldn’t be certain if it was a threatening gesture or not.

      Xander rolled his eyes. “If you say so,” he watched his white tiger let out an excited growl as it rolled in the snow.

      “So why do they celebrate this day?”

      Xander shrugged his left shoulder absently. “It’s… well, it happens around this time of year, in the month of December—”

      “Dee-sem-ber,” the therion played with the word.

      Xander nodded. “Yeah. ‘December.’ Fun word, right?” he couldn’t help but smirk. “So, anyway, every year they have this one day near the end of the month when they get together with friends and family and give each other gifts.”

      The therion frowned. “Why?”

      Xander shrugged. “Because they’re greedy bastards who either want more shit or want credit for giving the best shit.”

      The two laughed.

      “But you were once human; once just as greedy as the rest of them, yes? Why do you not like this Kriss-mas now?” Osehr asked. “Was the shit you were given not to your liking?”

      Xander shook his head. “No, nothing like that. If there was anything my life never fell short on it was an abundance of shit, it was just…” he sighed. “It’s complicated.”

      “It does not sound complicated. Family. Friends. Gifts,” Osehr laughed and clapped his hand against the side of his stump-throne. “Quite simple!”

      Xander laughed. “This is a human celebration, Osehr! They’re not happy unless everything is as complicated as possible; the more misery they can burden themselves with the more they can blame for staying miserable,” Xander glanced over at the therion leader. “Even something as simple as Christmas has its rules and restrictions. It’s all about this… well, a lot of beliefs; beliefs that I just stopped believing in.”

      Osehr nodded, though Xander was sure he didn’t understand what he’d said. Finally, he smiled. “I believe that this Kriss-mas sounds fun!”

      Xander smirked. “Maybe you’re just a greedy bastard too.”

      They laughed again, Osehr bellowing harder while Xander’s chuckles went unnoticed by even himself. The therion elder sat forward in his throne, still barking out his cackles, and slapped Xander’s shoulder.

      Even with only one arm, Osehr had enough strength to nearly throw Xander from his seat.

      Osehr nodded. “Yes, I think I’d like to try this custom of gathering with friends and family.”

      “Gathering with… really?” Xander scoffed, looking up at his friend. “You gather with the pack every night! Hell, you even celebrate with them at least four times a week!”

      “Ah, we do. We do,” Osehr nodded as a wide curl stretched the corner of his lips. “but we don’t give gifts, do we?”

      Xander rolled his eyes. “Yeah. Great custom,” he chuckled and shook his head. “Good luck wrapping your deer antlers!”

      Another wave of bark-cackles issued from Osehr and, with them, another series of sledgehammer-like slaps to Xander’s shoulder. “Oh Xander! Your wit is most welcome in our pack”—Xander, though no longer facing the therion, could sense the playful roll of his aura and knew that he was grinning again—“were it not for your humor, we’d have probably eaten you by now!”

      Despite the playful tone and matching auric signals, Xander didn’t doubt his words.

      “Not much on me to eat, Osehr,” Xander cocked his head in his direction and smirked. “or is that why you have me gorge myself on deer blood every night?”

      “Perhaps,” Osehr’s grin widened until he could no longer hold in his laughter and let it erupt from his chest once again. As his most recent bout of full-body cackles died down, Xander watched him suck in a deep breath—the old therion’s face now blood-red—and restore his excited smile to his calming expression. “So,” he began, his voice still sounding forced from his heavy breaths. “what would you want for Kriss-mas?”

      Before Xander could even hope to stop it, Estella’s face rolled to the top of his boiling mind; her bright blue eyes and exuberant face framed by her short-cut, raven-black hair. The vision was relentless in Xander’s mind, and even without the benefit of her physical form he could feel her passion and intensity—could feel her magic—rolling through him as though she was seated beside him. He remembered the love she’d shown him, giving him her body and soul…

      And then he remembered what he’d told her.

      I promise that everything will be alright.

      He felt his jaw tighten as he clenched his teeth; his fists following suit. From deep within his core, he could feel his aura beginning to whip and writhe with the urge to destroy. As he fought to suppress an outburst, the energies started to turn inward and made him feel like he was being cooked from the inside-out.

      What did he want for Christmas?

      The question seemed to mock him, and Osehr’s impatient gaze grew too demanding to ignore. Xander closed his eyes and let out a long exhale, forcing his body to relax before he did something he knew he’d regret later.

      “Nothing,” he lied. “I got used to not getting anything a long time ago.”

      The night drew on, and though the therion leader said nothing more of the human holiday that intrigued him so much Xander knew that he was cooking something up. He didn’t fight it; knowing full well that Osehr was a stubborn and aggressive arguer who would ultimately have his Kriss-mas if he wanted it. Plus, the silence allowed him to dwell more on his memories of Estella, and once again left him asking the same questions he did every night.

      Where was she?

      Was she alright?

      And—by far the most persistent question in his mind—was there a chance he could make things right? Despite her last words to him, could she ever forgive him for not being there when she needed him most?

      For allowing Lenix to turn her into a vampire…

      He sighed again and excused himself from Osehr’s side, preferring to be alone with his thoughts. Shuffling out of the clearing and under the canopy of snow-covered treetops, he headed for his tent on the outskirts of the pack’s territory, where the trees’ overlapping branches blocked out most of the sunlight. Trepis, seeing him start off, quickly followed after, tracing Xander’s steps and replacing his smaller tracks with those of the tiger’s massive paw prints. He smiled at this and rubbed the tiger’s head as it took its place beside him and matched his pace.

      Though Lenix was long-since gone—Xander having snapped his neck before burying him under the rubble of a collapsing parking garage—he’d left his mark. Just like the year before that when he’d caught Xander off guard and left him with a blood-red right eye, there was an unmistakable stain on his life. With both his mentor and his lover out of the picture, he had nobody to turn to, no place worth calling home…

      And no purpose.

      With the lingering hope that he might still be able to find Estella, he’d stayed. Though every part of him wanted to escape—either to someplace far from the memories or simply to reacquaint himself with the receiving end of his gun in the hopes of finally dying—he still felt compelled to drive on; still felt compelled to stay.

      “There is always one more thing to live for,” he grumbled his own mantra to himself, feeling trapped behind its meaning.

      Having nowhere else to turn, he’d sought the hospitality of the therions who’d helped him to fight Lenix several months earlier. Despite the nearly unlimited funds at his disposal—both from the now-destroyed Odin Clan’s private accounts as well as his and Marcus’ sizable earnings as bounty hunters—he’d seen no reason to indulge in anything resembling a luxury. It was with this mindset that he’d established his “home”. For the first few weeks he’d spent his days huddled in a small cave, which grew unpleasant enough to convince him stock up on whatever would make his new lifestyle as a vampire hermit a less miserable one. The tent he’d gotten included several compartments—what the salesperson had referred to as “rooms”—which allowed Xander to organize his belongings. The smallest section housed several coolers that he kept constantly stocked with “super sang juice”; a magically charged synthetic blood that his weapons expert had concocted. Despite its name, the stuff was potent enough to keep Xander’s needs sated. The next dome-like compartment was bigger and was filled with several trunks that he kept stocked with clothes and supplies. The largest dome, where the simple flap that served as the tent’s only entrance and exit,  was his sleeping area and “living room” where he’d set up an air mattress, a sleeping bag, and a few pillows. Also inside this were a radio—a device that a majority of the therions enjoyed listening to and had even helped the pups begin to learn English—as well as a small space heater.

      And then there was the notebook.

      With all of the things that Xander had bought it was the notebook that he cherished the most. Had the heater blown and set the entire tent on fire, it was this that he would have run in after to save.

      Since moving into the woods he’d taken to writing letters to his old friend. He wasn’t sure why he did it; they were, after all, undeliverable. Despite this and the many other reasons that existed to not bother with the heart wrenching task, he wrote in the notebook each morning as the sun was rising. Most of the time they were nothing more than random thoughts that he wished to share, but, occasionally—in the midst of his written rants—apologies and pleas for forgiveness bled through. It was when this happened that he found himself hurting the most.

      Reaching his tent just as the first rays of the sun peaked over the barren tree branches and through the scattered pines, Xander fought to ignore the itchy warmth as the UV struck the side of his face. Though there was no denying that it was an irritating sensation, it was not nearly as dramatic and fatal—at least in small doses—as the legends led on. Still, while he could find solace in the knowledge that he wouldn’t soon be bursting into a pile of ashes, it was enough to urge him to hasten his already purposeful stride. He sighed at the sensation, still petting Trepis on the head, and allowed himself to rub his cheek with his free hand as he finished his trek to the tent. Daring a glance at the sunrise, he watched the golden orb’s emergence from the purple sky as he finished scratching the tiger behind his ear, just next to the knick he’d gotten from trying to protect his father during the attack that had taken his life.

      With the burning itch spreading further across his exposed flesh and the urge to punt newborns growing, he turned his attentions away from the spectacle and opened the zipper to the tent. Beautiful or not, sunlight brought out the worst in his kind. Trepis let out a small noise—not quite a growl or a roar, but an attention-getter nonetheless—and Xander looked at his friend with a smile.

      “You want to play some more, don’t you?” he asked, not expecting an answer. Trepis sat back and raised a hind leg and scratched at an itch. Xander smirked and nodded his head back towards the therions’ camp. “Go on then. I’m sure the pups are missing you already.” He knelt down and rubbed the big cat’s chin with his palm. “Thanks for walking with me.”

      Trepis panted happily as Xander reached gently out with his aura and “spoke” with him; sharing mental images and basic emotions with the tiger. Soon after, his friend made another noise—happier this time—and loped back towards his therion friends.

      He lingered a moment longer outside the tent as he watched the white tiger head deeper into the thickness of the trees and smiled. Though things had been hard—hell, downright shitty—there was something in Trepis’ excitement that made him believe that the chaos of his life might finally be over. He smirked as he thought about Osehr and the idea of a therion Christmas.

      “Kriss-mas…” he mused to himself.

      Finally, with the inherent irritation of the sun’s poisonous effects beginning to sink in, he pushed himself through the opening in the tent and headed towards the “back” for some synthetic blood before starting to write in the notebook.
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      Estella,

      The snow is starting to come down hard now. I’m getting more and more glad I got the supplies like Osehr suggested. I feel embarrassed that I didn’t think of it myself, but I was never the thinking type…

      That was always your thing, wasn’t it?

      I dreamt about you again last night, though it wasn’t the same one as usual. You and I were fighting Lenix, but you didn’t run away this time… and I remember feeling so happy that you’d stayed. There was this part where you’d pinned him down and I was about to take the shot, but then I began to realize that it wasn’t the way it had really happened, and Lenix pulled free and killed you…

      … took you away from me even though you’d decided to finally stay.

      And when that motherfucker he finally turned around to face me again, he had my face and my guns.

      And then I realized that it had been me all along…

      Even after I woke up I couldn’t shake the feeling that everything that’s happened has been my fault. If only I’d been there when he came for you!

      Instead of out trying to figure out what I already should have known to be true.

      Everything I needed was right there!

      And I handed it all over.

      Fuck!

      I feel like such a fucking IDIOT!!

      I mean, I had you! I finally got a taste of what I’d always dreamed of having and I turned my back on it because I was too fucked up to know better!

      Sometimes I wonder what I’m still doing he

      I tell myself to imagine the good like everyone else does when shitty thoughts like these come to haunt them, but all it does is make it hurt more. It’s like twisting the damn knife after it’s been stuck in you!

      And then all I can imagine is that whoever this “imagine the good” asshole is needs to be stabbed in the fucking ribs and have the blade twisted just as a reminder.

      “Imagine the good”??

      Yeah fucking right!

      Maybe I’ll find some fucking sunshine remembering about when I was human and I’d torture myself with the thoughts of my mother and what that sick bastard did to her.

      But who can I blame for all of that?

      I mean, I know that what happened to you was my fault (believe me, I know! I haven’t forgotten). But how far back can I go before I finally find who’s responsible for ALL of it? Was it Lenix for killing my father? Was it Depok for making Lenix what he became? Or could it have been my mother and grandma…?

      I mean, I loved them both, and I HATE to think that they could have done anything wrong… but they’re the ones who kept me from the truth for so goddam long!

      But if I’d have been a vampire all this time I’d have never met you at all...

      …

      The whole thing makes you wonder if fate does exist.

      Was I fated to hurt like this?

      Was losing you a part of some grand asshole’s shitty plan?

      …

      Philosophy sucks, doesn’t it?

      I know! We’ll just blame me for all of it and say “to hell” with all this fate crap!

      Works for me.

      Love you always,

      X
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      Despite their best efforts to blend in, the small mythos group could feel the analytical gazes of the surrounding humans, who turned and stared at the bizarre spectacle as it passed. While they would have preferred to remain unnoticed, it was not at all surprising that onlookers would take notice. Though they were, for the most part, dressed just like everyone else occupying the city streets that night, even they understood that, as a group, they were undeniably out of place.

      Zeek sighed as another passing group paused to study them and whispered amongst themselves. He considered taking a swing at them with his staff, but knew that that would solve nothing and, in the end, land them in even more hot water than they were already treading.

      Besides, he couldn’t really blame them.

      At nearly six-and-a-half feet tall and standing at the head of the group, Zeek wore an outfit of neutral-yet-mismatched colors underneath a long, tan duster, which only helped to call attention to his too-pale skin and intense emerald eyes. His light brown hair, splaying out from under a too-large, bright-red baseball cap that he wore to hide his long, pointy ears, fell halfway down his back and whipped about with every long stride he took. However, despite the stoic anapriek’s attire, it was the seven-foot wooden staff—which he made a poor attempt at passing off as some sort of walking support—that drew the most attention to him.

      Just behind him and walking side-by-side to each other were the therion sisters Karen and Sasha. Where there were some similarities that allowed them to pass as the siblings they were, the traits that made each unique made for a very obvious night-and-day comparison between the two. This effect was made all the more noticeable as they seemed to mirror the other’s stride without the slightest effort. Both had dark skin that was the color of honey at night and the same dark brown hair and fierce and predatory yellow-green eyes of their wolf-cousins, and they both had strong, lean bodies that stretched and coiled with every movement they made like a tightened spring. Karen, who had always prided herself on formality, was more reserved and casual than her sister and dressed mostly in blue—her favorite color—and kept her hair short and simple to manage. Sasha, however, who’d always preferred to attract attention where her sister seemed to dodge it, had allowed her hair to grow long and wild like an exotic plant and opted to wear fiery-bright ensembles of tight-fitting and skimpy clothes that showed off her ample feminine assets.

      At the very back of their haphazard convoy, as usual, was Satoru. Always the shy and silent type, the nejin always hid his cat-like features and small assortment of bladed weapons under thick layers and anything with a hood. While effective in hiding his clearly inhuman form, the excessive layers made him look like a walking laundry hamper and only served to call further attention to him.

      All in all, however, it was little Timothy, a ten year old vampire with a short, black ponytail, scuffed sneakers, and wearing a pair of faded jeans and an Adventure Time tee-shirt—a perfectly average-looking child without a single oddity working against him—who was the most out of place within the group.

      So, while the staring and muttering of the human onlookers was not only unsettling, but downright unwanted, Zeek didn’t resent it and couldn’t bring himself to act against it.

      Besides, they had more pressing matters to worry about.

      Timothy was hungry…

      And tired…

      And growing more-and-more cranky.

      And with the threat of the ten-year-old sangsuiga’s temper-tantrum drawing nearer, it was no surprise that the others, suffering just the same, were becoming tense.

      There were only five of them left, and though what remained of their unconventional “family” had finally made it into the city there was no denying the heavy losses they’d suffered. Ever since the hunters’ attack on their home—a home that Timothy’s parents had worked long and hard on turning into a safe haven for all breeds and creeds of mythos wanderer—they’d been running ever since suffering the loss of their comrades at the merciless hands of their pursuers. No matter how hard they tried, they couldn’t seem to shake the hunters, who had continued to pick off their numbers one-by-one until they were all that was left.

      And there was not a single mind among them that believed the hunters were finished or that they had given up the chase.

      They were still being hunted.

      They all knew it.

      Especially Zeek.

      “Come on,” he urged the group, pausing long enough to herd all of them across the street, using his left arm to gently each one to continue moving as they past while checking to be sure his ears were still tucked under his hat with his right. “Just a little further. Then we’ll be able to rest.”

      Timothy whimpered as Zeek’s hand met the small of his back and an extended fang poked past his lower lip. “B-but I’m so hungry!” he wailed.

      Knowing better than to try negotiating through the little vampire’s resistance, Zeek simply moved to pick him up and step out of the street. It was all he could manage. He’d been doing his best to keep them strong; doing everything he could to keep those that had become his family from falling victim to the hunters’ wrath. The others were strong in their own right, but none of them had the training or fortitude to deal with what was happening to them. Despite this, however, Zeek had made a note of telling everyone in their small group that he was proud of each and every one of them.

      Especially Timothy…

      Who had begun to kick and pitch within his arms.

      “HUNGRY!”

      Sighing, Zeek returned the thrashing vampire child to his feet when they were safely at the sidewalk. “I know, Tim. I know,” he sighed and instinctively checked his ears again before scanning their surroundings for some hint as to where they should go. “And I’m working on finding food, but you’ve got to be—”

      The gentle plea was drowned out by the first shrill wail and the others tensed.

      Strong and able as he was, Zeek couldn’t help but flinch as well. He was in a foreign land with a ragtag crew of untrained mythos, and he was feeling increasingly out of his element.

      Normally, an anapriek was only as strong as its best hiding place, and in that regard Zeek was beginning to feel they wouldn’t survive the night.

      But before anything else, he’d need to find some blood for Timothy…

      Zeek sighed and straightened himself, knowing that there was nothing he could say that would help to calm the little vampire. With the others watching him with expectant eyes, he turned his gaze towards Satoru. Because he’d been the last one to join the group before the attack, Satoru had put all the blame of the attack on their home and the murder of Timothy’s parents on himself and, in an ongoing effort to uphold his personal sense of honor, very rarely missed an opportunity to try and redeem himself to the little vampire. Giving a slight nod, Zeek could see the whiskered lips of the nejin shift as he nodded his understanding to the silent plea and stepped away from the group; a thin, short knife falling free from the sleeve of his hoodie and coming to rest in his palm. The fluidity of the gesture would have looked like a magic trick to an unfamiliar eye, and, though they knew that there was nothing magical about it, Zeek and the others knew better than to take Satoru and his skills with a blade lightly. Slipping into a nearby alley with the stealth and mystery of a shadow their comrade vanished from sight, and even Timothy—still whimpering and sniffling from hunger—was forced to fall into a stunned hush at the spectacle of the nejin’s skill.

      Barely five seconds had lapsed before the first—and last—sound echoed past the concrete confines, and though the shrill wail of the alley cat was not something to be ignored, it was short lived and, as a result, easily forgotten by any late-night passersby. A moment later Satoru’s shadowed outline appeared at the mouth of the alley and Zeek guided Timothy to his waiting meal.

      While Timothy satiated his thirst on the stray, Zeek offered a sympathetic nod to Satoru, whose eyes reflected the sadness at what he’d had to do, before turning towards the others as they made their way to his side.

      Several minutes later Timothy had finished, and Sasha went about helping to clean the trace amounts of blood from his chin, playfully scolding him as he wrestled to dodge her attempts. Finally, once he was presentable, she nodded her approval and reminded him to mind his manners and gestured towards Satoru.

      Blushing, the little vampire looked up at Satoru with a broad smile. “T-ank ‘ou,” he struggled to speak around his still unsheathed fangs.

      Satoru’s features shifted slightly from under the hood and he dipped his head in a gesture that was part nod and part bow.

      “We should keep moving; try to find him tonight,” Karen offered as she joined Zeek at his side.

      Zeek scowled but nodded and motioned for the group to follow him as he led them from the alley. “He’d better be there,” he muttered. “I don’t want all of this all to have been for nothing.”

      His lover gave his hand a slight squeeze, and though he knew it was for reassurance he couldn’t help but feel that she, too, was worried.

      With nothing more to delay their journey, the group started down the sidewalk and towards the east, where the trees began to outnumber the buildings. For several miles they walked, Timothy skipping up ahead—energized by his recent meal—while the others kept a steady pace behind him.

      “He’d better be there,” Zeek repeated to himself.
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      The sun was just setting as Xander stepped out of his tent.

      While the final rays of UV that caressed his skin were irritating and rage-inducing, he had, for the past few months at least, taught himself to bear the sensation so that he could take in the last few moments of daylight. After losing Estella—with her warm smile and bright-orange aura—and the sliver of humanity that she represented, trying to recapture those traits while simultaneously punishing himself seemed a fitting way of honoring her memory. That, and living with the therions had taught him to appreciate nature, and he could think of no greater moment than one that turned the entire sky purple and orange…

      … and red.

      To hell with rainbows, the best colors in nature were in the bleeding skies of dusk and dawn!

      Trepis was already there when he stepped out, the big cat’s head rising as he heard the sound of the tent’s zipper and a big, audible yawn emerged from his gaping maw. The tiger sat up beside him, watching the sky as well and letting the event bathe its beauty across his white-and-black fur. Xander smiled at his friend and laid a hand on his head, not petting, but simply letting it rest there. The contact sparked a loud, rumbling purr, and, feeling less burdened by the dwindling UV, he returned his eyes to the darkening sky.

      Before nightfall was completely upon them, however, the last few moments were interrupted by a crashing in the brush a short distance away, and Xander sighed as he realized that one, if not more, of the youngsters was probably coming to retrieve Trepis for more of their games. He looked away from the sky and waited for their company to emerge. When it finally did, he was surprised to see Tarlin—one of the pack’s older therions—break through the shrubbery and approaching on all fours. Xander could see that he was in a hurry, and, as Tarlin was rarely one to seek amusement, he knew it wasn’t to play with Trepis or ask Xander for one of his stories like some of the other therions did so often. Realizing that something must have been wrong and eager to know what it could be, he began to close the distance between them.

      Tarlin was panting when they finally came face-to-face, and it took a moment for him to catch his breath after he transformed back to his human form. Though Xander was more than aware of the pain that the transformation put them through, the old therion was too proud to show it as his body twitched and snapped—the excess bulk withering away like a deflating balloon—back into its human form.

      Xander frowned, not wanting to rush the therion but eager to know what was so important. “I hope whatever’s going on is important enough to have an asthma attack over,” he joked. Tarlin looked at him, confused. Xander rolled his eyes; of course he didn’t know what asthma was. “So…?” he pressed.

      Tarlin took another deep breath and straightened his posture to something more human-like before pointing back at their clearing. “Outsiders!” his voice was a deep growl. “Not human! Close to throne!”

      Narrowing his eyes, Xander studied his friend. “Not human? You mean mythos?” he shook his head. “And the pack didn’t just kill them?”

      “Wanted to,” Tarlin nodded. “Many ready to kill, but no kill. Osehr say ‘no kill’, so we no kill. Osehr say find you; say ‘send fastest’ to find you—sent Tarlin,” he beamed and offered a toothy smile before pointing back once again. “Outsiders close! Not human! Osehr say ‘no kill; find Stryker’! Many want outsiders dead now! Stryker come!”

      Xander frowned and shook his head. He knew Osehr and his code against allowing outsiders into their territory. Hell, he’d nearly killed Xander twice when they’d first met just for entering the area without permission, and they’d at least known him by that point. To have the therion leader hold his pack at bay meant something. “Do you know why Osehr is letting them live?”

      Tarlin shook his head quickly, his long brown hair shifting like a lion’s mane. “No say. Just tell us ‘no kill’. Said get you.”

      Xander nodded and followed the therion away from his camp and towards the clearing with Trepis keeping up behind them. As he pushed through the dividing foliage, he dared another question. “Did you get a look at the outsiders?”

      “Yes,” Tarlin sounded proud for that fact. “They mixed up.”

      Xander ducked under a tree branch and kept on, looking at his friend with a curious eye. “‘Mixed up’?”

      Tarlin nodded. “Yes. Like can of nuts you bring Tarlin two moons ago,” he frowned as he realized his explanation wasn’t helping and illustrated by pressing his fingertips together and just as quickly dividing them. “Not same. Two therions”—he grinned—“girl therions.”

      Xander rolled his eyes. “And?”

      “They travel with a cat-man, a little vampire,” he suddenly growled, interrupting himself. “and anapriek.”

      “An anapriek?” Xander stopped and studied the therion with a skeptical eye. It was rare for therions to travel outside of their own kind, and it was even rarer for them to travel with an anapriek. The fairy-slash-elf beings were known within the mythos community as “the other other white meat” due to their potent blood and, from what Xander had been told, irresistible meat. Though the Council had laws against killing, let alone eating, fellow non-humans, it was not uncommon for an anapriek carcass to be found either eaten or drained of blood. Or worse. Xander shook his head again and pinched the bridge of his nose. This was just getting more and more bizarre. Letting out a deep sigh, he moved his hand away from his face and looked at Tarlin. “You’re sure about that.”

      The therion nodded. “Tarlin sure,” his voice sounded insulted that Xander would even question it. “Tarlin very sure,” he tapped his index finger against the side of his nose. “Tarlin know anapriek smell.”

      Xander nodded, showing his friend that, as unbelievable as his story was, his trust was unwavering, and the two continued towards the clearing. Before they’d come into view of the pack and the newcomers, Xander reached out with his aura and allowed his mind’s eye to explore:

      An exhausted-looking young sangsuiga, barely out of his baby fangs, huddled beside a stoic nejin who was hiding more than a dozen blades under his baggy hoody. Several paces away were the two female therions and, sure enough, a bold-looking anapriek who stood at the front of the group and gripping a long wooden staff as he looked Osehr straight in the eye. While Osehr’s aura gave away that he wasn’t happy about the newcomer’s brashness, he remained seated at his throne and made subtle gestures to any in the pack who started to show any sign of agitation.

      Xander shook his head as he “saw” all of this in his auric sweep. Anapriek or not, a newcomer on the pack’s turf who decided to lock gazes with the therion leader would not last long.

      He turned to Tarlin and motioned for him to leave, knowing better than to add another irritated packmate to the equation. “I’ll take care of this,” he promised. The therion nodded, though he was clearly disgruntled by the situation, and ran off, leaping into the trees and soon disappearing in the distance. When he was gone, Xander looked down at Trepis and touched his aura to the tiger’s head to convey the message he wanted.

      Stay.

      It was a simple enough command, but one that weighed heavy in the tiger, whose aura whipped and writhed in response to the growing tension. Xander knew that Trepis didn’t want to let him step into that clearing on his own, but he couldn’t risk his friend’s life if these newcomers did turn out to be a threat. Huffing his protest, Trepis walked in a tight circle before plopping himself on the ground.

      Confident that his companion wouldn’t get in the way, Xander ran ahead and into the clearing, stopping between Osehr and the pack’s unwelcome visitors. Though his weapons were back in the tent he was confident that he could take them all out on his own if the occasion called for it, especially with only two of them actually armed.

      The anapriek took a cautious step back at his emergence, though neither his features nor his aura gave away any sign of fear, and his gaze shifted from the therion leader to his own.

      Xander sneered, ignoring the sweet and alluring scent of the mythos’ blood—it would appear that the rumors had been true—and peeked over his shoulder at Osehr. Using his aura to establish a psychic connection with the pack leader, he asked the burning question.

      What’s this about?

      Though it was rare for a therion to have any auric control, Osehr had proven himself an exception to the “rule.” All the same, it had taken Xander by surprise the first time he’d met the old mythos—a meeting that came to be because of he’d long-since taught himself how to psychically connect with others. With it, he’d first tracked Xander down several months ago to explain that his life was in danger, and it was how he now responded outside of the visitors’ awareness.

      They’ve come asking for you.

      Xander frowned, eyeing them again and looking back at Osehr, Well I don’t know them.

      I know, Osehr replied. But they were insistent, and I decided I’d leave it up to you whether or not they die.

      After a moment of watching the two stare in silence the anapriek cleared his throat to remind them that they were still there.

      Xander turned his attention to the newcomers and sighed, not wanting to deal with whatever it was they were bringing into his life. “You have five minutes to explain yourselves before I let my friends turn you all into tonight’s feast.” As he said this the little sangsuigan shuddered and clung to the nejin, who tensed and reached for his knife.

      The anapriek, though his gaze was still locked with Xander’s, held up his hand to calm the growing tension behind him. When the two had settled down once again, he opened his mouth to speak. “You are the son of Joseph Stryker?”

      Xander frowned at the question and studied the small group. “I suppose that all depends on who’s asking?”

      The anapriek stared at him with cold, emotionless eyes—not at all the exuberant and magic-filled ones that were attributed to his kind—before finally deciding that Xander was, in fact, who they were looking for. He offered a slight nod as he dropped to one knee, the others in the group following the gesture, and extended his staff hand towards him. “We require your aid, Stryker.”

      The woods hushed as the collective tension from the entire pack suddenly shifted from agitation to confusion.

      Xander’s eyes widened at the group that knelt before him and, for the first time since he’d become a vampire, he retreated. Though he’d only taken two steps before regaining his composure, the long strides away from the group were an undeniable act that he already felt haunted by. Clearing his throat, he forced himself to take the first step towards them once again. “Aid with what, exactly?”

      “We are being hunted; my family and I,” the anapriek explained. “Many of us have already been killed”—the little vampire whimpered and buried his face into the nejin’s side—“and I know that they will not stop until we are all dead.”

      “Hunted?” Xander frowned, resisting the urge to glance back at the nearest of his packmates. It seemed odd to him that such a ragtag group would so brazenly enter the pack’s territory solely out of fear. This Xander thought, would be like leaping into a flame to escape the frying pan. “Hunted by what?”

      “Mythos hunters,” the anapriek answered.

      This made Xander’s shoulders stiffen. He’d heard of mythos hunters—humans who had trained and studied to take out their kind—but had never directly dealt with any. For the most part, their efforts were directed towards mythos that posed as a blatant threat to humans, and those types of mythos were usually already being tracked by Council-appointed warriors for extermination. If nothing else, human hunters were doing them a favor. However, as he looked over the visitors and scanned their minds, he saw that they were not dangerous or law-breaking rogues that would need to be dispatched; nothing that should have caught the eye of anybody—mythos or human alike—as something worth terminating. Which could only mean one thing…

      The hunters were killing for sport.

      He sighed and shook his head. “Are they tracking you?” he asked, already knowing the answer.

      The anapriek nodded.

      He growled angrily and took a heavy step forward. “Then you’ve already led them here!”

      The threatening advance was met with a sudden combat stance from the anapriek, who was off his knee and prepared to defend himself in the blink of an eye, the staff held in front of him in preparation. The anapriek’s stance and resolve were strong, but Xander could already count four key weak points that were left unguarded. Xander sneered and, using his vampire speed, took the end of the staff in his hand and whipped it away from him. As the anapriek’s eyes went wide with realization of his folly, the opposite end of the staff swung behind him and caught the back of his knee, dropping him to the forest floor with Xander standing over him with the staff still clutched in his hand. “You’ve led them here,” Xander repeated as he bared his fangs and crouched down, closing the distance between himself and the fallen anapriek. “You’ve led them to my family!”

      “They’re not close,” he promised. “Not yet, anyway. But they will find us, and we are not equipped or prepared to defend ourselves,” he locked his gaze with Xander’s. “Not like you.”

      Xander shook his head in disbelief. “You’ve come here looking for protection?” he made a show of looking around him, illustrating their surroundings. “Does this look like a fucking stronghold to you?” he allowed his sweeping arm to point towards a small pod of therions waiting for the signal to rip them apart. “And do they look like your fucking bodyguards?”

      The short-haired therion growled and stepped forward. “Watch your language in front of the boy!”

      Xander frowned, narrowing his eyes at the strange therion before looking at the little vampire, who tightened his grip on the nejin’s hip. Something in the boy shone with familiarity; something pained…

      Shaking his head, Xander looked away from the boy and snarled. “You come here asking me for help and then tell me how I’m supposed to act?” he threw out his aura and made a note of ruffling the earth around them to illustrate his power. “You’re the ones that jumped into the fire to avoid the frying pan!”—he jabbed a finger towards them—“You’re the ones that brought the boy here!”—he took a step towards her—“And you’re the ones who have endangered these innocents just so you might—MIGHT!—have a chance at survival! Now, tell me again why I should watch my fucking mouth in front of an issue that you chose to bring here!”

      The therion yelped at the display and clung to the risen anapriek’s arm for protection. Seeing this, a collective gasp rose from the entire pack, echoing down from the trees. Though the bizarre union was nothing short of a taboo to the therions, Xander wasn’t swayed by the idea of an anapriek-therion union. He had better things to worry about.

      “Our apologies,” the anapriek said, making a show to the other therions of sliding his arm free from his lover’s grasp. “Both our losses and our travels have taken a toll on us and our manners. We’ve become very close with the boy and only wish to raise him as his parents would have wanted.”

      Xander frowned at that and took another look at the little vampire. He was afraid—outright terrified, in fact—and his aura told of the sort of pain and loss that Xander knew all too well. Taking another sweeping glance over the group, he could see that they were all just as scared and pained, though their efforts to appear strong for the boy weren’t easy to see past.

      But there was no denying the desperation they all wore on their auras.

      Whatever had happened to them, they were convinced that he was their only hope.

      Xander sighed and nodded. “Osehr, our guests are going to need something to eat,” he looked at the little vampire again. “Be sure that they bring plenty of deer blood.” Already missing the serenity of the sunset, he wiped the excess sleep from his eyes and looked back at the anapriek.

      “Now… tell me everything.”
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      Derek and Mary had stowed away a great deal of wealth during the course of their mutually prosperous lives, and while success and money certainly made for comfortable living, it did not provide them with a sense of accomplishment. More than anything else, however, they found the tedious lifestyle of the rich to be a lonely one, and, less than a year after deciding to settle down and start a family, Timothy was born.

      Several months after their son’s birth, they happened across an injured anapriek deep in the woods that served as their hunting grounds. Though his seeping blood was an alluring temptation to the sangsuiga couple, they fought their baser instincts and agreed that it was better to nurse the poor mythos back to health and brought him back to their home. As it turned out, a small gang of rogue vampires had stumbled across the anapriek camp and gone on a killing spree that only Zeneik—or “Zeek” as he preferred to be called—had survived. Alone and without a home, Derek and Mary agreed to take him in and it wasn’t long after that he’d become as much a part of the family as their son.

      It was then that the two decided that their home and desire for a family could serve a greater purpose, and they soon began taking in any and all mythos that, like Zeek, needed a home. Very quickly, their house, which had, at first, seemed too large
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