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To you, my sexy, sweet, hardworking human. 

We are all a little bit broken. 
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But I see you. 
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And I love every last piece. 

For better or worse.
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CHAPTER ONE

Hans

 

The salty tang of blood mixed with the pungent musk of chaos majic permeates the air. My nose twitches, my only sense in the thick cloying grayness of the mist. It presses down all around me, flashes of darkness flickering at the edges of my eyes. Some real, some just the monsters of my nightmares. 

Over here. Two Schpeena. 

The call from Emil burns in my mind as if he speaks directly in my ear. But with it also comes a pulse in the mist. There. Ten paces to the right. I growl, my wolf’s tongue not able to shape the words to answer. Crouching down, I wait for the call or the shift in the grayness of a dark leg stepping in front of me. 

Neither comes.

Instead a different call comes through.

Holy shit, Alpha, you need to come here!

Frowning, I wait a moment before turning and loping through the mist, the familiar scrabble of packed dirt under my claws soothing my wolf form. Finally, the cloying grayness shifts before dissipating from one breath to the next. I grunt, my eyes finally of use again.

Except what I see is like nothing I’ve ever heard of before, like something out of a den story. 

The creature, three wolves tall, with long tufts of hair on its head and tail, towers over us. Its sunken eyes are beady, completely black. The long trunk of its nose sways near the ground before turning to twist around the nearest wolf. 

Mammot, I think, the name coming to me suddenly.

And surrounding the great monster, nipping at its feet, are four males of my pack. Just as I reach them, the monster kicks out, and Hagen yips as he is thrown ten paces away. 

You alright? I ask right away, checking his mind. 

Hagen shakes his head, the white spot on his ear flashing in the darkness.

Nothing broken, he replies as he growls and jumps back into the fray. 

From my position in front of the Mammot I call out to my den.

Someone flank Georg.

Watch the tusks!

The throat, right between the front legs, looks like the softest skin. Not the same leathery hide. 

My mind is full of flashes from each of my pack as they rip and scrabble against the monster. Finally, Emil, my second, slips underneath the monster and grabs onto the throat.

The Mammot screams as it tries to shake him loose, but the rest of the pack nips and bites until the great creature falls to its knees. 

Digging deep inside, I call the rest of the pack from the den—Fritz, Wilhelm, Baet—and those in the mist to join me around the great chaos monster’s carcass.

Drawing in a deep breath, my nose cannot catch anything different aside from the usual stench of rot and cloying nothingness that hangs from all the beasts of the realm of Kaos. 

Emil grunts, a haze of black rising from his russet-colored body before shifting into a tall, night-skinned male. 

The rest of the wolves follow. I grunt as well, the momentary blindness from the dark majic disconcerting before my body shifts and I am staring down at the carcass once more. 

“Can’t say I’ve ever heard of one of these fuckers coming through the mist before, Alpha,” Emil rasps.

I nod, before answering slowly, “Mammot. I’ve heard of them before, in a den story when I was a pup. A herd stampeding through Haem, crushing Schpeena and jyre wolves alike.”

Emil stares back at me, unsurprised. From all the males that make up my misfit den, Emil has been with me the longest. Yet even he does not know about the time before him. Of my father’s pack.

I rub a hand roughly through my hair, the curls catching in my fingers. The pain brings a smile, and a brief flash of memories. Of her soft smile. Of the cloud of white hair curling around her soft rounded face. And her shifting indigo eyes.

My smile sharpens and I look each of the males present in the eye. “Take a damn good look, boys. No more hunting alone. Now that these fuckers have found rifts in the mist, we’ll be seeing them more and more. Might even find a herd roaming through the northern deadlands.”

The males shift on their feet, agitation and anger burning my nose with their acrid scents.

Fritz spits out from across from me, “Shouldn’t the damn king and his pack be the ones fighting?”

I narrow my eyes at the pup. Still new, his scars are still pink from his father’s den’s clash with Maximilian. The male drops his eyes but doesn’t bare his neck. My claws burn at my fingers, begging to be let out to cut the male and shove him into his place. Instead, I swallow around the need to dominate without reason, and speak. “We fight against the chaos monsters so that the females and young can stay soft.”

“What good is softness,” Emil whispers, “When the dark realm of Duhaem has stamped out and crushed any goodness?”

I half turn my head, raising my brows at the man who usually has my back.

He half smiles as he bares his neck, appeasing my nature. “My Alpha, you have seen the smaller dens crushed in pack wars. Children slaughtered. Our females raped rather than revered. Maybe the rifts are the realm’s way of resetting the balance since the split…” he finishes softly.

I snort. “And what? The moons will set for the last time this long night, and the great warmth of the sun will rise for the first time in two millennium?” I shake my head as I laugh darkly, taking a step closer to the creature.

The limp hair tufts barely cover the gray leathery skin that covers the creature’s torso. 

Kicking its leg, I finally add, “No, this is not about the coming together of the realms of Luhaem and Duhaem. Something has changed. In the mist. And I’ll bet, with the stone Chwech.”

The rest of the males still. Emil vibrates with energy behind me. Few speak of the stones—The fae Pedwar, the dark elf Wyth, the dragon Saith, and our Chwech. Fewer still know where our own Chwech stands in the Kingdom of Sadryn.

Or to be more accurate, where it lay. 

I turn back to Emil. “Hunting will be done in groups of four or more males.” I cut off the groans. “Every. Time,” I punctuate, looking around the circle, my gaze finally landing on Fritz. This time the male slowly bares his neck. 

I smile. 

With that done, I turn and start walking south. 

“And where are you going, Alpha?” Emil asks, a step beside me.

Without stopping or turning, I mutter low enough for only him to hear, “To go and find some answers.”

I can feel his eyes narrow on my face, my tense jaw, the muscles jumping along my arms.

“He’ll kill you,” he says without any preamble.

“Not going there.”

He reaches out and grabs hold of my shoulder. I let him pull me to a stop, not needing to prove my strength to this man who has stood beside me through the last century. “You’ll go mad before you ever reach a fae. And the dragons will roast you before you reach the foot of their mountains. And never mind the dark elves. Those prickly assholes have all but disappeared from the borderlands.”

I narrow my eyes at him as I lean in. “And that doesn’t bother you? They have marched along our borders every cycle of the moon Maaan. And yet nothing this past year.”

He shrugs, the moonlight catching along the lines of scars up and down his body, thick and pitted like the armor the elves favor. “Besides, no one knows where the hidden city of Cartref is. What makes you think you will find it when wolves before you have never tracked their scents to it?”

I grin. “Because I’m not tracking them.” I half turn to look over at the distinct wall of gray mist, its edges churning and swirling.

Emil tenses. 

Before he can say anything, I grab his shoulder, looking into his amber eyes. “Do not worry about me. I will return to the den in three turns of Maaan. At worst, in the turn of the great moon Tungl.”

The other male watches me for a long breath before slowly nodding.

I wait as he leaves me and returns to the rest of the males, who have shifted and begun the long lope back to the den. Unlike many of the other dens, mine is one of few that is burrowed between the borderlands with the dead forest and the mist. 

But to find the answers to the gnawing questions of late, I will have to do something I have spent a lifetime forgetting. 

Only once they are gone and even the sense of their minds are dim in my center, do I finally turn to face the mist. We are farther east than where I usually hunt. Only the brave, or the very stupid, hunt this close to old King Ludwig’s den. 

I am neither. 

With a slowness that is born from unwillingness, I walk to the misty wall. Its cloying edge bursts and dances around my face. I take a breath before stepping into its damp hug. 

With patience, and strength born of need, I focus my dark majic until the inky haze surrounds me, my body still firmly a man’s. Slowly, I raise my hand, allowing a single finger to shift to a claw, then sink its sharp point into my opposite hand. 

Words born to me, never learned, fall from my lips in a lyrical song. “De tenebris ad tenebras, fratrem meum immortalem voco, in aurem insusurrans.”

The mist shifts and presses around me, pressing down like the shifting sands of Anialwch. I keep my eyes open, stubbornness the only thing holding my majic where it is. 

And then it dissipates, and from the swirling mists, another dark haze shifts before me until I am looking into inky black eyes. The male frowns as he blinks, looking at me. I smile, glad to put the fucker on edge. “I can smell the stink of your dark majic from here,” I rasp, my voice not wolf but not man.

The male’s eyes widen. “What the—”

I cut him off. “Tell your king, or Twysog, or whoever leads you these days, to meet at the borderlands of Anialwch and the deadlands. Come alone.”

His mouth opens to speak, but I gasp, falling to my knees as the dark haze dissipates back into my skin, leaving my naked body covered in a fine sheen of sweat. Feeling weak, I growl, and fall into the shift with ease, hair sprouting along my length, my limbs elongating. 

From one breath to the next, I am loping, my sharp paws scratching into the packed earth. The mist slips past me before releasing me. Unsurprisingly, when I look up at the twin moons of Lua and Luna in the west, I am greeted by the unending sand of Anialwch stretching into the horizon. The dark elves’ desert home. Time and space do not exist in the mist in the same way as they do in the land. 

Hopefully the dark elf will have the brains to speak to his people. Or I’ll be loping into the depths of the desert until I find the so-called hidden city of Cartref. 

 


CHAPTER TWO 

Eilier 

 

“To the left!” Rhys calls out from somewhere behind me. 

But I can barely hear his words over the frantic beat of my heart in my throat. Liam, unlike some of the older warriors, doesn’t hold back. His dark eyes glint as his lip twitches in the corner.

Bastard.

I barely get my katana up, stopping his purposeful slice at my right side. The force of the hit has me stumbling back, my weight uneven. He jerks to my left side and I shift my whole body, fear moving me, as I frantically search for the slice that is sure to come. 

“Eilier!” Rhys calls again.

But it’s too late. The cold slice of the blade across my right cheek is followed by a low growl. “Yield.”

My shoulders tense as the familiar sting burns my skin. Despite the last year, it never gets easier, the slice of the cold blade, followed by heat. 

“Bloody stars,” someone swears. 

My eyes slice to the side as I bare my teeth at Liam. Any attempt at finesse drops as I attack with the ferocity of a jyre wolf scenting blood. In my anger, I forget the dark emptiness from my left side, my claws swiping blindly toward his pretty white face, the skin smooth and supple even though he is two centuries older than me. 

The clang of his katana meeting my claws fills the air with vibrations. I shift my weight to my good leg, slightly crouching. His eyes move with a flurry as he tries to keep my hands off as well as my katana, never looking down.

“Eilier!” my commander calls as I swipe the hardened leather of my wooden leg under Liam’s feet. His eyes widen, the whites visible as his mouth pops open. I smile as I spring at him, claws outstretched—

And screech in anger as strong arms band around my middle and jerk me back. 

As quickly as Cillian picked me up, he turns and releases me, leaving himself between me and Liam. 

“I said enough,” the dark prince, Twysog Cillian, growls, his katana still holstered at his side, claws outstretched. 

But my heart is beating too quickly, still in the grips of the memory of the Baer, its great red eye looming over me. I need to get away. To protect myself. To survive. 

Screeching, I drop the katana from my right hand and run at my prince. Twin eyes as black as the eternal night of Duhaem watch me. But unlike Rhys and the other male warriors, Twysog Cillian is not afraid to fight me claw to claw. His eyes never betray disgust at the sight of the thick scars lining the left side of my face where my eye and ear should be. 

It is why he is the only male who does not fear kicking out my bad leg, stepping past me, the toe of his leather boots lodging into the belts that keep it attached to my thigh.

“Ugh!” I grunt as I fall face first into the soft sand of the beach. By the time I sputter back up, Cillian has released me. He stands above me, hand outstretched.

And while a part of me still seeks to be treated with care and reverence, the last year has stomped out any girlish dreams. 

I swat his hand aside and roll to my hands and knees before carefully pushing up to standing. Cillian watches my movements without a word, his eyes never changing from their usual cold inspection.

“What?” I growl, rubbing my arms, not able to look him or any of the gathered warriors in the eye. I hate their gazes, the constant judgement. I am the youngest dark elf warrior by half a century. Since my Twysog and Twysoges’ defeat of the chaos monsters and closure of the rifts by the Pedwar stone, I am no longer needed to serve. There is no longer a need for dark elf warriors, or warbands, as there used to be.

Or so the council of the Brenhinoedd think.

Twysog Cillian, like me, is not so sure. We were both there when his mate touched the stone, her light elf majic reviving the ancient majic in the stone. But Wyth was but one stone. Did the closure of the rifts by Wyth strengthen or worsen the other immortals stones—Chwech, Saith, Pedwar? There is no way of knowing, as the other peoples of Duhaem, the dragons, the fae, and the jyre wolves, are too busy at war with themselves.

Or so our people believe. 

Cillian takes a small step closer, his breath tickling my only ear. “The group is stronger than the individual. Even your best cannot take on a den of jyre wolves,” he warns. 

My claws dig into my arms, the familiar sting settling me. Only the slight flaring of his nose tells me he knows what I am doing. But I don’t care anymore. My chin comes up in defiance. 

“Cillian!” a familiar soft voice rings out across the beach and the lake’s waters. As one, we all turn to the newcomer. 

Nora. The former mortal, now light elf. Her eyes are twin glowing moons, framed by white lashes. Her hair falls smoothly in long iridescent strings around her shoulders. And across every inch of skin, the strange marks and letters of the Stone Wyth dance and glow.

Her mate smiles at my side. “Sjelevenn,” he murmurs before stepping into her open arms. His claws slide along her moon silks, pushing them back to show off the roundness of her belly. Twins, the healer, Queen Seren, told me.

“You should not be walking,” he whispers, loudly enough for me to hear, but not the warriors farther away. 

Nora rolls her eyes as she winks at me. I like her. She has the fire of a dark elf warrior, and did even when I thought she was only my Twysog’s human bonded mate. “And let you ride out of here without a proper goodbye?”

“We won’t be long from Cartref. Maybe the turn of the twins Lua and Luna,” he reassures her as he nuzzles her neck.

Watching the pair is both disconcerting and painful. Their bond is as strong as any true dark elf bond. They finish each other’s thoughts aloud, never able to keep from touching each other when they are near. 

But more than that, it is the naked love in Nora’s eyes that burns through me. How she lets everyone see her love and devotion and worry for her bond mate. 

“Eilier,” she says, pushing Cillian away and moving toward me. I school my features, unused to her recent shift to a light elf as she pulls me into a tight hug, her belly pressing against my leathers. I can feel the movement of the babes, an answering twinge in my own belly.

Coughing, I look anywhere but at the light elf who has become a friend in this last year. Even if she still doesn’t understand the darkness that weighs on my heart… 

“Take care out there. Make sure to keep these males in line and not start a war on the borderlands.”

At this, I grin. The skin around her eyes creases as she smiles up at me. “Of course, Twysoges Nora.”

She rolls her eyes, but gives me a gentle pat on the shoulder before swaying through the sand back to Cillian’s side. 

“And you. Return to me.” The rest she does not need to say, their bond visible for all.

I look instead past the couple and out at the gathered dark elf warriors. Rhys. Liam. And another dozen males. I miss the reassurance of commander Ceri, the only other female warrior who stayed on after the revival of the stone Wyth. 

Past them, my eyes slowly track over the still waters of the central lake, the white length of the bridge leading to the moon pool, before going up to the small hole in the great cave that encloses the hidden city of Cartref, home of the dark elves. From its edge I can make out the curved crescents of the twin moons Lua and Luna, shining down along the far beach and lush green forests. Smooth lines, soft edges. All around me I am reminded that I no longer belong here. Not with my thick scars and missing limb. What is a dark elf warrior without a leg? 

“I will,” Cillian murmurs, drawing my attention again. The Twysog steps back from his Sjelevenn and looks out at the rest of the gathered warriors. “Gather the nightshades. We ride for the deadlands of the Kingdom of Sadryn, at first light of the great moon Tungl.”

Without another word, the crowd dissipates. 

I reach down and grab my katana, holstering it in my leathers, before slowly walking through the sand. I will have to get used to the sucking motion of the terrain, as it threatens to send me to my knees with every step. The other thing I will have to get used to are the answering twinges and aches down my thigh and along the bottom of the stump on my calf. The sand will rub it raw in no time if I’m not careful.

Sighing, I turn away from the path to my half built paball and make my way to Queen Seren instead. The lush forest surrounds me, hiding the glittering expanse of the cave above. For a moment I can breathe and imagine I am outside of these walls, out under the eternal night sky filled with a million stars and the moons of Maaan, the lesser twins Lua and Luna, and the great Tungl. 

“Child,” the familiar scratchy voice of our only healer calls out from her paball. For the first time since training with the males this morning, my shoulders release their tension. 

Her milky blue gaze hides my visage from her. She is the only one who does not see the scars. Her hands have only ever touched the rough stump of my calf. To her, I am almost whole. Still the face of the revered—and feared—dark elf warriors. 

“Come, I have some lichen for that leg of yours.” She turns back to her paball, and I follow her into the inky blackness.




CHAPTER THREE

Hans

 

Sand slides and stings against my paws, forcing me to push through its sticking depth with brute strength. Already I miss the packed earth of the deadlands. All around me are endless rolling hills of more sand. While I know that the dark elves’ hidden city stands tall in the face of the great moon of Tungl somewhere in the depth of Anialwch, my eyes pick out nothing, not even a shadow, on the far horizon. It unnerves me. 

Almost as much as the scentless air. 

How I hate sand. Nothing survives here. At least in the deadlands, shrubs and small vermin scrabble out from the cracked dirt. The scent of life is an undertone, always there. Unlike the Kingdom of Aarord. A brief memory of the overwhelming lushness of the Allucina Foresta overpowers me, my legs stumbling as my snout grazes the cold sand. There was more life in the dead forest than here in this arid desert.

I barely catch myself, snorting to get the sand out of my nose. 

But the scent doesn’t leave. 

Frowning, I pull in another breath and realize the scent is that of nightshades and fire and… orchid? 

I grunt, forcing the shift from one step to the next, darkness taking over my view for a brief moment as bones shift, muscle tears. And then I am running, bare feet sinking into the ice-cold sand. In another ten paces, sweat runs along my brow and down my chest, cooling me even further. The scent grows stronger, mixing with cloves and moonlight, the scent of dark elves. The farther I go up the sand dune, the more clearly my mind shapes the party waiting for me. 

A dozen men, and as many nightshades. The dark elves favor mounts rather than walking through their terrain. The creatures are as wily as their riders, keeping to the mist and desert borders and far from deadlands. I smile, my mouth filling with saliva. Will the nightshades taste like the fire they stink of? Maybe I can convince one of their warriors to part with his mount… 

Just as I crest the sand dune, I get my first glimpse of the warrior party. 

“Halt!” one of the males calls out, his sword glinting in the moonlight as his mount paces. 

I slow down, ignoring the command, only stopping when I am ten paces from the war party. I eye the dark elves, my gaze catching on their long black claws and blacker eyes. One male hops off his nightshade, its flaming mane flickering in the still wind. His smooth face gives nothing away, as cut from stone as the rest of the party. 

Then that scent, orchid and moonlight, tickles my nose. Curious, my eyes slip past the male and land on a lone warrior, standing a little apart from the rest. 

Female.

My eyes widen as I take in the softness in her cheek and the barely noticeable roundness in her hips as she sits in her leathers atop her own mount. My teeth tingle, the fangs elongating as my fingers half shift to claws. 

Shocked, I force my gaze off of the female warrior and take in the male now standing before me two paces off. His black gaze is wary as he eyes my broad chest. I can’t help but smirk as I shift onto my hip, letting my body fill the space. Let the other male see the strength of my beast. At this range, my muscles will react more quickly than their kind’s dark majic. 

Licking my lips, I ask, “Are you the one they call Twysog?” As if pulled by something larger than myself, my gaze slips back to the female, relishing in her black gaze on me. I flex my arms, my abs aching as my cock twitches underneath her perusal. 

“Yes. And you are Hans, prince of the deadlands.” The male shifts to the left, his hand slipping to his sword. I quickly drop my gaze from the female and focus back on why I am here, a shiver racing across my skin at the sound of my old title. It has been centuries since anyone spoke those words aloud.

The male’s eyes tighten briefly as he closes his eyes, then he continues speaking, ignoring my silence. “Have any of your people seen a dark elf, female, with a scar from her right eye to her mouth? She was traveling through your southern borders.”

I shrug, crossing my arms to hide my hands, which are still half shifting from claws to fingers. Her scent wraps around my nose, even as I keep my gaze on the male before me. “Maybe,” I answer.

The male sighs, releasing his hand from his sword and rubbing his eye with his freed hand. “She has been missing and is greatly missed,” he adds.

I shift my hips until I am facing him head on, surprised he stands at my height. I am used to staring over the other males from my pack, and yet this dark elf looks me in the eye. I raise my brow and add sarcastically, “Maybe she doesn’t want to be found.” She would not be the first female to stumble into a pack and stay, bound by her own selfish need for pleasure. 

The male’s eyes sharpen as he steps forward, a dark cloud of his majic floating around him, its edges reaching out to me. I glare at it warily, feeling an answering need in my belly to shift and protect myself. Instead I widen my stance and wait.

“Her last contact with me, she said she would be returning, immediately. She was in the southern territory, only two days ride from here. And yet it has been almost eight months,” The male glares at me, whispering with menace. 

I frown. Wrapping my awareness around that hum that sits beside my heart, I filter through my packmates’ memories, searching for anything related to a female warrior. After a long moment, I finally pinpoint a thought. Can’t believe Werner fucked a dark elf. I think the scars are from another jyre wolf rather than the dark edge of the elf’s claws like he… 

I shake my head and sigh, focusing my awareness back outside of myself and on the male in front of me. “I do not know where your female is. Nor do any of my pack.” I cannot stop my gaze from slipping past him to focus on the female behind him. Who is she to this male? And will her skin taste as sweet as its moonlit pallor, like the night blooming orchid she smells so strongly of? My eyes slip back to the male as I continue. “But I do know of a male who speaks too much, and he boasted of bedding a dark elf around that time. It is something.”

The male nods once as his gaze slips over me and out to the sand that surrounds us. My ears burn from the all-encompassing silence of the desert. 

The male turns and calls out to his war party, “Take the rest of the men to our eastern border, head south until you reach the stone. You know the rest.” 

My heartbeat picks up as I stare hungrily at the female.

“Not you, Eilier,” he calls out again. The female stops. My pulse beats rapidly in my throat as I swallow convulsively.

The male turns back
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