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  Author's Note


For those of you familiar with my ongoing series', the Desert Rose Saga and the Hexed and Hunted Series, please note that the events of this novella take place between the end of Bulwark: Book 2 of the Desert Rose Saga and the beginning of the upcoming Book 2 of the Hexed and Hunted Series.
While it may be read as a standalone novella, it's best read with prior knowledge of at least my Hexed and Hunted series.
I hope you enjoy dipping your toes into my dark fantasy world and meeting Chris and Oz.
For those of you who have read Monsters, Mayhem & Wild Magic, there is a treat for you at the end of this novella.
Happy hunting!
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1
A Lullaby


"Chris!" 
Shit, was that his voice? That couldn't be his voice. It sounded weak, barely audible over the hammering of his heart in his ears. He needed to yell—was he yelling? Would Chris be able to hear him over the arcane explosions echoing through the city? He didn't know, but for the first time in years, he was afraid. Not of the chaos spilling through the streets, but of that fucking puppy not hearing him, of him not finding Chris breathing. He needed Chris to be breathing—needed to know he was somewhere safe, because if not, he might as well walk into one of those collapsing buildings. If he couldn't find that overgrown Fur-Ball, he … he didn't want to think about that. Couldn't think about that. He would find him, because there was no other fucking option.
Oz stumbled, grabbing for a door frame as another rumbling explosion rocked through the streets of Belmare. His mind was racing, his body bloody and broken, but he was moving. He had to keep moving because if he stopped, he would crumple. He took a shuddering breath, wincing as his oxygen stagnated from a collapsed lung. He was barely holding himself together and trying to ignore the blurring at the edge of his vision as he stumbled through the remains of a broken home. 
Why had they agreed to meet that fucking Dwyer? Why had they come to this forsaken desert and this shitty city? They could have been home, lost in one of the mires of Ivuris, and seated around a campfire laughing together. Not here. Not in the middle of this death. Not where that fucking magical bitch was. Why had he not argued more? Not pushed for them to mind their business and keep out of this mess of a war?
He knew why. Chris was going—Chris' order was going. He couldn't stay in Ivuris if Chris was going, and putting his flea-ridden ass on the line for a hopeless cause. He couldn't stay if Chris was going to be in the same city as that fucking Human that cursed him. He'd end them—cut their throat and spill their blood all over the ground if he found them before Chris did. Oz gritted his teeth, seething at the thought of that soulless bitch. He swallowed down what he knew was blood and bile, and then cleared his throat in an attempt to coax his voice again.
"Christian fucking Baker! Answer me!" Oz screamed, grey eyes narrowed as they tried to see through the haze of disrupted dust and sand in the city streets.
"Fairy … Is that our Fairy?" a deep, growling voice replied.
Oz froze, eyes yanking around. The world was starting to fade, growing dim, and that fucking voice was not the one he wanted to hear. It took a few tries, but finally he spotted the source of it—an alley. Across the street from the building he'd been clawing his way from. He didn't find the cobalt blue eyes he was used to, but rather large, reddish-brown eyes peering through the darkness. A shadow stalking its prey. Oz’s breathing caught back up, heart slowing from where it had been steadily driving towards a panic attack.
"Hey, Puppy. … You in there?" he asked, voice failing into a cough as he stumbled and leaned against the edge of the door to keep himself upright. He heard the shifting of fur before he saw anything, and he'd blame that on his failing eyesight. He lost track of the muzzled face he'd been watching in the shadows, and before he could draw another breath, a figure was looming over him.
A large, grizzly-looking werewolf, well over eight feet tall, was hunched forward. It lingered, fur matted and coated in red to the point it gave the black and brown fibers a dull sheen. It reached out a hand, bent a finger, and a five-inch claw caught Oz's chin and tilted it upwards. The wolf's ears shifted, one focused on the man before it, while the other swiveled towards another explosion farther in the city. The beast's head tilted, nostrils flaring as if it were dwelling on the scent of torn flesh in the air. "Wings are plucked," the beast said, feral voice almost sing-song.
Oz huffed and allowed his head to be tilted upwards. It was always such a thin line when the wolf had control, and he didn't have the energy to physically fight either of them again. He sighed, letting his cheek fall against the creature's palm. It was ironic—Chris was so small compared to him usually, but in this form, one of Chris' hands could hold both of his within it. His eyes locked on the haunting ones gazing down at him. "Clipped. Just for a while—you there, Puppy?" he asked, trying to keep his voice low. Calm. He wasn't answered with words, but the wolf's hand slid to his throat, and the matted fur brushing his jaw sent a shiver down his spine.
The wolf inhaled, ears turning to give Oz its full attention as it leaned down. "Did we hurt … our Fairy?" it asked.
Oz's face twisted, his brow furrowing. He leaned his head forward till his forehead touched the creature's nose, and he could feel its hot breath against his skin. "Not on purpose," he said softly, and forced another breath. He was lightheaded. He was going to pass out soon. "You two getting on now?" he asked, and winced as another cough rumbled up his throat.
This wet, skin-crawling, ripping hit the air, and Oz dared to look up. He heard the cracking of bones and a low grumble of complaint from the growling voice that had been entertaining him. Then he saw a Human hand shove open the beast's maw and push till the wolf's mouth opened beyond what the jaws would allow. Flesh ripped, and a gurgled sound filled the creature's throat as its large hand fell from where it was cupping his chin. Oz stumbled, barely catching himself as his weight started to fall forward, and he righted himself against the doorway. The fur tore, the gurgled growl faded, and before he knew it, blue eyes were watching him. Not a beast, but a man struggled from the shedding fur as if he'd been wearing it as a suit. The wolf's flesh shredded, falling to the ground in a blood-soaked heap, and the Human stood where the beast once was. Shorter, smaller; his long hair coated in viscera, and every inch of him colored red from blood.
"Oz?" the name tumbled out in a rustic tenor voice, accented in a way that could trace its origins back to the language of the Primals.
Oz huffed, a dull laugh billowing up as he found Chris gazing up at him. "You two friends finally?" he asked and felt his legs give way. He fell forward, unable to stop himself.
"Oz!" Chris snarled, lurching and catching the Elf as he fell.
"Do you remember that lullaby I would hum to calm you down?" Oz asked, blinking. His sight was going—he could barely see that man. It was a shame.
Chris stumbled, bracing himself as the larger figure's weight fell against him. "I do," he replied, voice shaking as if he were near tears.
"Will you hum it to me? I'm rather tired, Puppy," Oz mumbled, head falling against his companion's shoulder.
Oz didn't know if he was still on his feet or if Chris was entirely supporting him. He heard Chris' heart hammering away, and it was a crucial reminder that the Human was still alive and breathing beside him. Somehow, that sound was a lullaby all on its own, one that enhanced the soft rumbling that hit his ears as a melody started to tease the air. He felt around, trying to find Chris' face, and found his neck. Oz gripped, clinging to it as he felt the blood rushing through Chris' veins. Alive. Chris was alive. It didn't matter that the wolf had been triggered and lashed out at him earlier. That Chris had attacked him and made him pass out in the middle of that crumbling house. All that mattered was that he found Chris, and Chris was breathing.
"You scared me. I woke up and you were gone," Oz said, baritone breaking into a fractured sob.
The melody paused, like Chris needed a moment to regain composure before starting again.
Oz felt warm, felt Chris’ arms wrap around him, and he collapsed into them. Perhaps they were sitting on the ground, or maybe he'd been lifted off his feet. He didn't know, but he knew that he could hear Chris' heart, and that dragging melody his mother once hummed to him and his younger sibling. He flexed his fingers and found them still latched against Chris' neck before they fell to his shoulder. Oz’s breathing came in a struggling wave, and the sound of war faded to empty background noise. It was unimportant now. Tobacco and old leather settled into his nose, and he was sure he’d buried his face into Chris' shoulder.
He imagined them back home—imagined Chris was smoking his pipe after a roll in the sheets, and he was lying down, tracing one of the scars that littered Chris' back. They weren't here, in this rumbling city. Oz focused on that memory—the way Chris' brown hair settled around his shoulders when loose, and the way his olive skin looked in the low light of a campfire. The sound of Chris' voice as it struggled through the melody, catching every so often as if he were going to burst into tears or laughter.
That memory—the sound of Chris' heart in his ears. He was certain he could die happy with such things.
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2
Home


He’d had that fucking dream again. Dream, memory, it was the same and had been plaguing him nightly for nearly three weeks. Three weeks of being haunted by what transpired twelve years ago. It left him waking up in a cold sweat, and reaching around their bed for the man he knew was not fucking there. Chris was gone, had been for nearly eight weeks, and the last time he’d heard from him was when Chris had arrived in Ransol. Heard he was safe, heard Rhys was doing well, and then it had been silent. Not that he'd expected much … Chris couldn't contact him magically without a scroll, and he wasn't capable of it either.
Oz grimaced as his hammer pounded out the heated metal he'd pulled from the fire and slammed onto his anvil. Over and over, the ringing of the steel being bent persisted, and he started to wonder if it had replaced the beating of his heart. Focus—he needed to focus on it because he had thrown himself into work the past few weeks to keep from worrying. Ever since that fucking dream popped up again, he'd been on edge. When the news that Qella had returned reached them from Dal Garuhm, he'd started to wonder if there was more to that memory resurfacing. A final slam of his hammer, and then he doused the blade he was crafting into water abruptly before sighing, and letting his tools fall to rest atop his anvil.
Oz reached up, tugging the thong holding his long black hair from his face, and let the strands fall to rest past his shoulders. He placed the hair tie in his mouth, held it with his teeth, and then started gathering his hair up into a makeshift bun atop his head. It had been falling slowly, irritating the back of his neck, and he dared to wonder how he'd handled it down to his waist years ago. Now it was barely past his shoulders, and he struggled with it when it was down. Maybe it was his age; he was one hundred ninety-three after all. Not that it was ancient to his people, either of his people. His father was a High Elf, well into his later five-hundreds, and his mother had been a Wood Elf … a member of the Eldanith1 specifically and had died shortly after the wars when Cael first lost his memory. His mother had been of importance on Uldrich's Holy Isle. She had been murdered when she was attempting to carry information about Qella's betrayal to Cael, not that they'd known this until eleven years ago.
Oz had inherited his father's abysmal personality, black hair, pale complexion, and well … everything else except the fount of magic his mother's bloodline had given him. Pale, stormy grey eyes, constant frown, well over six feet tall, and built well enough from going into smithing like his father. It was something he prided himself on, as there were very few smiths capable of silver-crafting left in Lusefell. How he'd fallen into monster hunting was … exhausting, and it was because his father had blamed him for nearly a century for the death of his younger sibling. He'd been banished from the Banes' home in Lahmar, stumbled into Ransol, and well … found himself a member of the monster hunter order there known as The Order of Nightmares. Then, he'd stumbled upon a puppy wandering in the wastes—been told to kill him because his leader, Chetan, thought he was a creature.
He'd not killed him—not killed Chris. Then, he'd gotten his ass handed to him and somehow found himself tossed into a guild of Lycans in Ivuris. Chetan had banished him, too, for not following orders. Still monster hunters … just different. Then came the fucking war, the leader of The Order of the Blood Moon, Rayce Holt, was killed, and now … Chris was the head of the order. Well, Chris and him somehow. Somehow, now, in 1297, he was the co-head of a Lycan monster hunter family and an estranged member of another order, too. It was a mess, much like when he'd uncovered that his younger sibling was actually alive and had just been captured and tortured for nearly a century. That was the one good thing that came of them going to Belmare in the war—in that memory. He'd found his younger sibling and brought them back home to Lahmar. … Now, he and his father were on better terms. Not good, but better.
He also, somehow, had gotten an adopted step-son thanks to Rayce dying and leaving his son, Rhys, an orphan. Which brought his thoughts back to Chris, Ransol, Rhys … and that fucking memory.
Oz frowned, flexing his right hand till his joints popped, and he winced from the feeling of bone grating against bone. The cold made his hands hurt. Winter here was strange because sometimes it was cold, and sometimes it was almost mistaken for Spring. Today was one of the chilly days—the past few weeks had been cold, honestly, and he'd barely believed it when he walked out of the safe house and looked around the dreary forest to see snow. The frost lingered, thawing here or there and starting to melt off the higher branches of the trees, but there was still no green or mud to be seen beneath the thin layer of snowy white. Just snow, and the empty house because everyone else was out.
Balaena and Falhorn were on a hunt, and Chris was checking on Rhys and his … husband. Oz grimaced at the thought, mouth working as if he were physically trying to chew the word up so he could spit it out. He did not like Talien Draper; he was sure he disliked him more than Chris disliked him. He also did not like the idea of Rhys being in Ransol while pregnant. Especially after the news of Chetan's death and Rajeev leaving for a bit to handle
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