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~Prologue~

The wedding procession, although small, was nonetheless powerful.

The participants were silent as they gathered together beneath the ancient oak which stood bare beneath the moonlit sky, a proud witness to this holiest of proceedings.  Shadows danced softly on the ground and all around them as they stood, hand in hand, awaiting the sacred words to come.  The couple approaching the altar gazed at each other quietly, each wondering how in the world they had come to be here, and wondering, each in their own mind, where this would end.

There was none of the traditional emotion usually associated with weddings.  There were no weeping seconds on the sidelines regretting chances lost; no bored young ring bearers wishing for the formalities to end and the buffet to start; no lusty bridesmaids wondering when it would ever be their turn; no heartwarmed friends thinking it was great to finally see their dear friend find someone and get hitched; no anxious parents helplessly watching their baby bird flying away from them forever; no sweating groom waiting anxiously at the altar to see whether he was finally, publicly, irrefutably chosen.  (For this one already knew that he was.)

No, there was none of this at what should have been a happy occasion, what should be the most important and joyous occasion of a person’s life, the penultimate landmark achievement, the apex of memory and the yardstick by which to measure all other life’s achievements thereafter.  No, there was none of this.

Rather, the emotions that were at this wedding were rather oddly strained.

The witnesses and friends who were there seemed to be on guard.  They glanced about them at the night, sniffing the air, ears perked, mental radar alert for interlopers.  Not that they were expecting trouble; there should be no one who knew about what was happening tonight.  They had told no one of where they were going, or of what they were doing.  But the ancient oak offered little protection against the phantoms of the night, and the crashing of the waves not far away could easily be masking the noise of intruders.  And tonight needed to go off without a hitch.

The officiant of the wedding, meanwhile, watched the approaching gathering with what could only be described as dour, yet amused, gratification.  

He did not want to be here.  He did not want to be doing what he was doing tonight.  He could not imagine anyone he’d rather not marry than these two.  He thought to himself, not for the first time tonight, how on earth he’d ended up here, doing this, tonight of all nights.

And yet, here he was, somehow.  He, of all people, was the lucky sap chosen by Providence to do the thing he least wanted to do.  In all of his long, long life, he’d never imagined this night, this night of twisted fates, of strange destinies, and of dark and impossible pasts come to sudden, desperate fruition.

But honestly, when it came right down to it, there was no one in the world better equipped to do this than he was.  He thought to himself that if there had to be a wedding, and if it had to be these two... then he was glad that he was the one providing it.

The officiant looked down at his hands as the couple approached, and thought hard about his luck.

The couple approaching the altar, meanwhile, did not have the same thoughts.

Hand in hand, they came, each nervous for their own reasons.  Nervous as a couple about to wed always ought to be, but not nervous in the usual way.  Their thoughts were not on their own future, of homes to be built and families begun, of long nights to be spent at the fireside, of growing old together and finishing each other’s sentences and heated, flushed lovers’ quarrels and tenderly making up afterward.  Not on future family gatherings, or empty photo albums just waiting to receive a fresh history, or the generations and generations to come after, or the start of a brand new branch of family heritage.  Not on the greatest adventure that two people can embark on together in all the world.

Not by a long shot.

As they stepped up to the altar, a standing stone carved with ancient runes that tragically few on earth knew how to read anymore, their hearts pounded, and their blood ran hotly through their veins despite the chill of the night.  The officiant looked them over each in turn, saying nothing as each of them took their places at the standing stone and faced each other.

The silence drew out as the officiant waited.

At last the groom glanced away from his bride, and gave the officiant an impatient snarl.  “What are you waiting for?” he asked.  “Can we just get on with this, please?”

“You’re not ready yet,” the officiant said coolly, relishing the groom’s gorgeous blue eyes as they looked antsily back toward his bride.  “All things in their time.”  And he fell silent again, waiting, watching.

Mere moments passed before the groom looked back again at the officiant.  “What the hell, man?” he demanded.  “What the hell are you waiting for?  Get on with it!”

The bride squeezed his hand, bringing his attention back to her.  “Be patient.  He knows what he’s doing,” she told him softly.

“He’s pissing me off, is what he’s doing!” the groom cried, and abruptly fell silent as his body suddenly seized up.

The others all tensed, and the bride held her groom securely as his eyes rolled up into his head, his back arched, he lifted up onto his toes, and screamed a silent scream.  She didn’t let go of him, but held him firmly to her as the fit worked itself out, then finally passed, and he struggled to come back to himself.

When he finally relaxed again, he slumped forward weakly onto his bride’s waiting bosom.  His eyes threatened tears as he fought to suppress a sob.  “Please,” he managed, and turned his desperate gaze back to the officiant.  “I don’t care what you have to do.  Just hurry.  For the love of Pete, hurry.”  His eyes clenched closed as his body seized up again, for far longer this time, and it was a struggle now for his bride to keep hold of him as he twisted in his agony.  The others drew in closer this time.

When he came back again, he didn’t bother fighting the tears anymore.  For once he didn’t care who saw him lose it.  He drew his arms around his bride, buried his face in the crook of her bejeweled neck and sobbed, utterly surrendered, as she held him tenderly, stroking his hair.

The officiant nodded, a satisfied grin on his face.  “Now you’re ready.”  And he opened his creaky leather book to the marked page.

The groom got shakily back onto his feet once again and stood back, and gazed into his bride’s eyes.  She squeezed his hand and smiled at him anew, and her smile was genuine.  

And for once, finally, so was his.
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“Where is he?” Will cried, his eyes searching the panoply of mirrors.  “Can you see him?  Can you hear him?”  The mirrors confused him, and the shadows all around them were mirror shadows, and it was making him nervous.  He didn’t like being nervous, especially about shadows.

“No!” Iain responded, his green eyes intense and his canines out in a cheeky grin as the animal in him thrilled at the frustrated hunt, the primal challenge to be met.  Somewhere in there, in the silvery glint of confusion, something was hunting them.  And he was itching to hunt it back.

“He’s a tricky little devil, that’s for sure,” Will said, body tense, ready to jump them both into shadow at a moment’s notice, mirrors or no mirrors.

The maze mirrors glinted bizarrely in the dimmed light of the night, the lost life of an amusement park long since shut down.  Sights that once delighted and thrilled now only looked out onto empty boardwalks; torn up buildings were a sad reminder of past terrors and joys; once lively attractions now only stilled and motionless sentinels stood sadly at the beachside awaiting their next incarnation at a new carnival, or amusement park, or television documentary, or dusty museum.

Or, in this case, the scene of a hunt.

“I’m going in!” Will declared, stepped into shadow, and disappeared.

Immediately he was assaulted on all sides by the fractured nightmare that was the night mirror maze in shadow.  For a long moment he was stupefied, and stumbled his way clumsily from one splintered shadow to the next, before he got his feet back and his head straight.  He looked about him with a fresh perspective.

The world from within the shadows looked like the dull gray overcast of nightmare.  What was merely dim light before now was tinged with a special kind of darkness that only shadow could provide.  To Will Foley, though, this was much more familiar, having walked the shadows many a time since he’d found his vampire gift, and he found himself calmer now than he had been out in the real world.  In here, nothing could touch him; this was his domain, and he knew that.  And he was able to look around with more confidence.

Iain, meanwhile, was tense, his long, lanky body poised and ready to strike, like the beast that he was.  Their hunter was here... and he would find him, and bring him down.

They’d been tracking the vampire for days now, ever since Storm had gotten word of a rogue in the area attacking blood banks.  Some of her old vampire friends, calling themselves the Triumvirate, had enlisted her help.  Since a single careless rogue could endanger the safety of all vampires, especially if he were caught publicly and brashly robbing blood banks, Storm had gladly volunteered her services and that of her little group.

It had been a simple matter to track him down here.  Iain’s wife Laura had used her psychic intuition to guide them to the right location, and the band of vampires had swept in to capture him.  But the rogue had proven slipperier than anticipated, displaying a gift for invisibility that the others envied, and
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