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To my younger self. 

	You deserve to be loved. 

	You deserve to love. 

	Wait for that man who matches your energy,

	 and not that boy who will take it. 

	Most of all, I love you.
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CHAPTER ONE

	Lucas

	 

	The shift from the stony teeth of the Black Mountains to the sharp slicing edges of the Stone Berg’s is almost imperceptible. Indeed, if we were not watching the crags and stones for a wooly lump to feed us through the night, we would not have realized it at all. 

	Sighing, we bank to the right and float along the edge of the thick wall of mist, and the hidden prey on it’s other side. My wing tip skimms the cool fingered wall. The cold is unlike anything else I experienced in my existence. It is not the ice heat of snow, nor the dampening blanket of winter air. No this, this is a cold that cuts below my leathery skin and wraps itself around my too fast beating heart, slowing it, soothing it. 

	It feels almost…

	Good.

	Yes, I agree with Pumdeg.

	At least from here. We know that when we dive into the depth of the misty wall to cross back over into the mortal realms of Luhaem, that soothing—It will feel more like the deadening of a limb as my dragon heart slows to an almost stop. 

	I know more than one dragon that cockily crossed into the mist in those first centuries of its erection. 

	And those males never to be seen again.

	Indeed, I myself once stumbled upon the petrified form of a male in his scales, curled up as if sleeping, his heart too weak to wake him. And so, he lay there, lost to time eternity.

	Or the death of the wall.

	I grow tired of your musings. We must feed ourselves. The morsel from a fortnight ago has withered. 

	You are always hungry, I think to Pumdeg.

	He grunts but does not disagree.

	We do not need food. Indeed, this body wants for nothing so long as Pumdeg shares it with me. But Pumdeg craves the things of flesh, the taste of meat on the tongue, the weight of a meal in the belly.

	Yes. Food. It will quiet your melancholy.

	What he doesn’t say is that the food, at least for a short time, will distract my mind from the weight of time. 

	Yet…

	The last meal only served a few weeks where once it was relished and lived upon for months at a time.

	Pumdeg is suspiciously quiet, likely realizing the same thing as I. 

	That my mind has reached its limit, and even for as long lived as my kind is, none existed in one continuous lifetime so long as I. Ryan was the last to wait with me before succumbing to the tempting urge of the pool of souls, and the relief it brough, rebirthing the body, the mind washed out of its former life and a new male reborn. 

	That was only a decade ago. 

	Ten thousand years is not so long, Pumdeg grumbles. 

	And it isn’t. If it was only our body. Pumdeg does not suffer the same weight of memories, only caring about the carnal pleasures of his animal self. The only reason he even cares that my brother is gone is because my mind cannot forget him.

	It would be better if you did. 

	I growl, anger filling our veins even as he pumps our wings to go faster, farther and farther away from the tempting dampening fingers of the mist.

	Take it back.

	No.

	I can no—I will not forget my brother. Indeed, to forget him would be to forget the mist, to forget a time before Luhaem and Duhaem. When the land was just…Haem. I was there upon the mist’s birth. Witnessed the cruelty of Lumina. The heartbreak of Noah. 

	Enough. We have hesitated long enough. 

	I am still mad at him. For what he said. Yet the tempting call of the mist dampens the anger even from this distance. To have the mind and soul quiet, to let Pumdeg lead with his instincts as I simply follow. How sweet will the release feel.

	Maybe even as sweet as how I imagine the pool of souls under the tree of life. 

	I take over and bank our wings to the east, past the mountains, turning us in a wide circle, our shadow crossing in the sand dunes below. We beat our wings hard, speeding toward the damp oblivion ahead. And warm blood past it.

	As much as Duhaem is my first home, where I existed with Noah, where I was made ten millennia ago when the Stone Berg mountains were being still molded in their loving hands, I must admit that there is nothing large enough here to eat that will satisfy Pumdeg. 

	If I wish to eat anything larger than the haaseh, it would not come from Sadryn’s deadlands, that had become the jyre wolves playground. And certainly not the barren woods of Aarord’s children, it would only give Pumdeg a belly ache.

	In the south, barely visible in my periphery, the spikes of my home have shifted, the cool air warming imperceptibly. As warm as it can be in a realm of eternal night with only the weak light of its many moons cutting through the inky darkness. Even now, the lesser Maaan tries to rise over its peaks, a pale egg bursting forth.

	Back when I was young, the realms new, chaos reigning around my brothers and I, we chased the suns and moons across the sky, never quite tasting their fiery skins no matter how high we flew.

	We could chase now?

	No, Pumdeg, I think back, the need to chase long having cooled in my veins. Indeed, not much draws me into our skin anymore. Not the moon, not the skins of others, not the oceans filled with chaos monsters hiding away from the mortals and immortals that hunt them.

	Unlike the endless waters, the sand that stretches below me now is one that has never drawn my attention. But not for the same reasons as the other dragons avoided the flowing dunes of Anialwch. No, theres’ is the quiet of a predator that knows no food lives below. 

	Which is true. 

	But for me? Flashes of a time that long passed, cuts through my eyes, back when I was a younger male, still fresh to the ways of the cursed existence of my brothers. Watching my brother and his dance around the mortal creature that was fated for him. 

	Do not think of that word, Pumdeg growls, his presence growing inside me until I feel myself curl up into a small ball, allowing him to lead us, fly us ever faster toward the pulsing oblivion ahead and it’s promise of blood and heat and life.

	I can almost taste the—

	“I am the sunlit dewdrop…”

	The sweetest sound slips and swings along the wind and wraps around Pumdeg’s senses. His awareness shoves me even further inside, blinding me from what he sees, only sensing the strange urge to chase. His heart speeds, pumping faster than it has in a millennium as he banks our wings, skating across the mist and turning back to the desert.

	The chase is on. 

	The scent is caught.

	“…I am the fairest of flowers…”

	Yes you are, Sjelevenn. 

	Pumdeg’s thought brings an unease I have never felt. Normally we live in coexistence, allowing the other his pleasures in our shared body. 

	But never, never, has either of us thought that word. Sjelevenn. At least not for ourselves.

	I try to push against his presence, to make him let me see, to hear. 

	But the voice swirls and twinkles, its own wall between Pumdeg and me. I bang uselessly against it, trying to get his attention. But nothing.

	Until suddenly it is everything.

	I fall through the wall and am overwhelmed by the nipping wind on the soft underside of my wings near my shoulder. The ice forming along my outer eyelid. The ache in my back as my muscles are pushed faster than they ever have.

	And then by the overwhelming colors. The endless sand of the dunes set off by the lavender skies. 

	Sun.

	Or at least, at that first moment, I think it is the sun sitting in the cold embrace of the sand, resting in the desert as the moons circle above and coo down at her.

	But then details sharpen, the sun shifting to flowing waves, bright white moves to golden sheen, twisting and curling in the wind that has picked up in the moon rise. 

	And then that sun turns and both Pumdeg and I are overwhelmed by brown eyes, tipped with long fluttering gold lashes. His heart squeezes in our chest as I forget to pull a breath in. We drop suddenly, barely catching the squall of wind before we crash into the soft pillows of sand. 

	Sjelevenn.

	The unease still burns at the edge of my awareness, but in this moment, her presence overwhelms me.

	Then, her voice, flitting and flying on the wind wraps around me, her soft lips curling around each ancient words. The song, one I thought lost to time in the mortal realms, flows with ease from her.

	“Who announces the ages of the moon…

	who knows where the sunset settles…”

	Whoever she is, she is mine.

	And we are hers, Pumdeg growls.

	With the blood burning in our veins and my awareness as caught as his, we open our claws and dip down, our maw opening with a great roar that splits the sky, chaos monsters peeking through the haze with curiosity and fear. 

	For who would dare capture the interest of a made creature, one born of order and chaos and cursed for an eternity, to live as one, to be as two. 

	To die as none. 

	Even through the thick nails of our claws, we can feel the flash of heat from the creature’s body as we flap our wings. 

	But this time, we do not bank to the east, to oblivion, to mortal lands.

	No, this time we bank south, to the icy teeth of a home that has stood as long as time beat across the lands. 

	The higher we rise into the eternal night, the closer we pull her into our chest, until we feel the weak beat of her tiny heart against our skin. And Pumdeg’s heart stutters, before slowing to the same as hers, echoing sjelevenn’s beat until the end of time.

	And with that new rhythm pumping in our veins, my unease comes forward once more, ripping me out of our eyes as I curl up in a ball of dread in our mind. Pumdeg doesn’t care as he speeds toward our nest. 

	Speeds toward our death, I think bitterly.

	Death comes to all, is his only reply. For once he agrees with me. And it is I who does not wish for true oblivion.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	Elen

	 

	My skin burns with life, and I feel drunk as I stumble and dance through the sand. I can’t stop the giggles from bursting from my lips, and I wouldn’t want to stop them even if I could. 

	Has it really been a turn of greater Tungl since the last time I felt this good? Felt this alive?

	The lavender skies burn with the lights of the twins Lua and Luna, as they slowly sweep around the sky. The lesser Maaan is still rising in the west, burning up the sands of the dark elf desert Anialwch. 

	My mother will leave me be for the moonset of Maaan. Unlike my brother and my father, she understands my need to run, to scream, to simply be. She understands what it means to be mortal in this forsaken world of wrathful immortals.

	The sand suddenly catches on my ankle and I fall forward and relish in the jolt and soft scratches of sand along my wrists. I roll over until I lay on my back and stare up at the endless sky. 

	Here, deep in the heart of Anialwch, the sky is unbroken, no shrubs, no curling limbs of trees.

	And no mountains.

	Not that I have ever seen any of these things up close. Occasionally, my mother will force my father to take me on a patrol of the lands, and I will see the shadows and silhouettes of these things I have only heard about. But even these shadows bring shivers of excitement, and fuel the itch to see and do and explore. 

	One day I will see them.

	With hope burning in my veins, still drunk on the effects of light and love, I close my eyes and open my mouth, allowing every feeling to flow out into a cascade of sound and rhythm. 

	As the song dances and twirls, it calls for words, ones I have never heard before but feel right. I sit up and allow my mind to open up to the songs of the eternal night.

	“I am the sea blast,

	I am the tidal wave,

	I am the thunderous surf,

	I am the stag of the seven tines…”

	As the song flows and rises, its power wrapping around my heart and pulsing stronger than the light, I push up on to my knees, my head tipped back, my chest as open as my heart is to the moons above.

	“I am the cliff hawk,

	I am the sunlit dewdrop,

	I am the fairest of flowers,

	I am the rampaging boar…”

	As if pulled by strings of light, I rise up onto my toes, my arms stretched wide. A wind picks up over the tips of the dunes, sand dancing and petting between my fingers, whipping my hair around my face. 

	“I am the vale echoing voices,

	I am the battle-hardened spearhead…”

	I can’t stop the smile that pulls at the corners of my mouth, that pulls my eyes open as I stare wide eyed at the rolling hills of sand disappearing into the horizon, the soft lavender skies, unblemished and clear, the ever-present twinkling stars shining through. The presence of each shining soul burns in my heart until I am fairly floating. I am no longer bound by this frail mortal body.

	For once, I feel invincible. Truly invincible. Like I could live forever.

	“Who gives you fire,

	Who knows the secrets of the unhewn dolmen…”

	In the distance, as if caught by the line of my voice, a dark shadow grows. My eyes catch on its blurry presence, a new heat growing up my chest, burning in my cheeks. The song continues to spill from my lips, as if someone else speaks the words.

	“Who announces the ages of the moon…”

	The blurred edges of the shadow sharpen. Hard ridges, sharp edges. The flap of wing beats, of wind dancing to a rhythm older than song.

	“Who knows where the sunset settles.”

	The wind dancing to the rhythm of life.

	To the song of death.

	As the last words of the song slip from my lips, the echo of the song still rings in the air. My heart beats too fast for another reason.

	Burning red eyes glare down at me as the shadow blots out the sky, the moons.

	Cold claws, stronger than stone, wrap around my middle.

	I open my mouth to scream but no sound leaves as air rushes around us. 

	And then I am truly weightless. Wind rushes around me, whipping my hair, my moon cloths. The cold cuts through whatever lingering heat burned from my earlier dance with light. I try to curl up, wrapping my arms around my legs as best I can. The claws, as long as my legs, tighten, but not cut. The creature pulls me closer against the hard armor of scales coating its underbelly.

	Dragon.

	This is what my brother was talking about. The most elusive immortal species in Duhaem. Never seen, never heard, feared above all. 

	What were the chances that one would fly over and grab me?

	About as high as a mortal being born into the world of eternal night, her very presence being unraveled with each night she breathed and lived. 

	Just my luck.

	Before the bitterness takes over, I blink away my tears of frustration and glare down at the shifting dunes of sand beneath me. For a breath, I can believe the sand is water, and that this is like the unending lake at home. 

	As I stare with wonder and comfort down below, I realize that I should be scared. I was scared when the dragon first plucked me from the dunes just outside of the hidden entrance to the dark elf city of Cartref. 

	What changed?

	As I ponder this, the deep thump of a familiar sound pulses around me. I want to lean back into it, to relish in it. To sleep forever.

	It warms me even as the cold continues to rip away every last shred of heat from my body. The shivers turn to shakes, and if the dragon was not holding me around the waist so tightly, I surely would have slipped from its claws and fallen to a swift death.

	I am not ready for death.

	I have never been ready for it, even as I am confronted by it with every breath, unlike my twin brother. 

	Even my mother, who lived her early years as a mortal, does not understand me. Understand this feeling of both fear and need.

	I gasp, tears freezing my eyelashes in clumps, as I watch the sand dunes shift to a sea of black and dark green, a color I’ve never seen outside of the cave of my home. 

	Just as I begin to make out the individual limbs of the trees below, the sharp edges of long needles, it shifts again, this time the blackness sharp with the teeth of rocks, not a single rounded slope to be seen.

	Through the frame of my whipping hair and ice clumped lashes, I see for the first time mountains.

	Great stone teeth.

	They are unlike anything I have ever seen. Their width, their breadth. All of it.

	It is unfathomable, inconceivable.

	It is like a great mouth opening wide of a monster as it tries to eat the very sky whole. 

	And the dragon flies ever deeper into the Stone Berg’s craggy midst.

	And then we slip between the great towers of stones, with a speed that has me shaking for different reasons. 

	Just as I start to make out a familiar looming white wall, the dragon banks left straight into a mountainside. The stones shine moonlight back at me, snow spilling from the craggy depths between their teeth. Indeed, small sandy pieces whip against my face, cutting me with a bite of cold, leaving my skin burning as blood rushes to the surface.

	Suddenly, we are inside an inky black cave.

	The immediate quiet is familiar.

	The claws around my waist release and I fall hard against a smoothed floor, no moss to soften the landing. Grunting, I roll over as quick as I can, still shaking from the cold, trying to slip any air between my chattering teeth.

	No matter how many times I blink, I am met with blackness, true darkness unlike anything I have felt before. Even in the hidden city of Cartref there is always the soft glow of worms. 

	Just as a yawning abyss of fear threatens to swallow me, a gruff grunt breaks the silence, and a flash of low, warm light in the cave. 

	In the next breath a spewing column of flame lights up the cave, symbols and letters flashing along the far wall as the flame is captured inside a net of symbols, dancing and burning on its own, never dying.

	Mesmerized, I stare at the flame. I don’t feel the cold cut through my hands and knees as I crawl ever closer, not stopping until the burn of the wind is replaced by the glowing warm of the flame.

	Sighing, I sit, my knees bent to the point of aching, my hands laced in my lap. My eyes don’t dare to close as I watch the orange and red flames curl and dance. 

	Screeech.

	I turn on instinct, fear of the dark still pulsing in my veins and am met with lavender.

	Lavender scales, lavender wings, lavender shining from the dark indigo depths of hard claws.

	And red eyes. 

	Not unlike the flame bouncing and hanging suspended in the hearth, the red gaze is filled with orange and yellows flickering and moving around the slitted pupils.

	Then a cloud of indigo mist surrounds and swallows the large dragon, only its eyes glowing back at me.

	By the next breath the mist dissipates, leaving in its wake a very male, very naked body.

	My gaze skims along the rounded shoulders, the soft belly, before landing on the nest of lavender curls. Blushing, I quickly glance back up at the male standing before me. His presence is not as commanding as the dark elves I’ve grown up around, or as massive as the prince of jyre wolves who I’ve only met once in my life as a young girl. No, he is…

	Soft.

	Unassuming.

	Non-threatening.

	And after a long breath, his lips curl back into a soft, almost sweet smile as those slitted pupils suddenly bounce back to the normal black circle I am used to. 

	He takes a step closer to me, and without thought I lean back, my feet flipping out until I am crawling backward, putting distance between us.

	He frowns, indigo mist swirling around his body, as his skin lights up, dark swirling symbols dancing across his neck, lighting up the short lavender curls swaying in an unseen wind around his head. 

	A growl reverberates through the cave, louder than his small body should be capable of.

	He continues moving toward me until his feet almost touch mine. He lowers to his knees, resting on his haunches. It takes everything in me not to stare at that dark nest of curls. 

	His eyes show no softness, the red having settled into flowing molten browns and black.

	Despite the absolute strangeness of his looks, there is something familiar about him. I cannot place it, only know it in the feeling of comfort that settles around me. 

	“You are female.”

	Not a question.

	Even his voice is familiar, its raspiness wrapping around me like a warm flame, rough unlike the softness of his body. 

	I nod. 

	His eyes narrow, before they slowly cross over my face, down my barely covered body, the moon cloths having been ripped and moved from the flight before settling on my unnaturally light colored hair. Not as bright as my mother’s, but lighter than any other creature known in Duhaem. 

	“I am Lucas Pumdeg.”

	I do not know if I am supposed to say anything in the pause, but decide to keep quiet. Listen. 

	After the silence stretches on to the point of pain, he continues. 

	“You are now Pumdeg for the end of time.”

	Nodding to himself he straightens and glares down at me. I don’t move, not so much as twitch a muscle. Waiting to understand. 

	Sighing, he looks to the flame and whispers, “Or until death. Whichever comes first.”

	Blinking up at him, I wait. But he says nothing else.

	 

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	Lucas

	 

	Female. 

	The creature Pumdeg stole from the unending gray desert sands…is female.

	But she looks unlike any dark elf I have ever had the misfortune of flying over. No, hers is a glowing beauty. A softness. A petiteness.

	Good enough to eat.

	I shake my head at Pumdeg’s thought. 

	Not like that, he growls in annoyance. 

	I know he didn’t mean it like the sheep we occasionally munch on. But the other way is just as dangerous. Pleasures of the flesh have long since lost their appeal. Hard to fuck a female when I cannot feel the heat of her touch through the deadness that clouds my nerves. 

	Even now, I’m not sure if I am more worried that we will feel her heat through the fog of time. Or not. Which will be worse?

	I peek at her from the corner of my eye, drinking in the long, luscious waves that curl like the ocean. My fingers curl in on themselves as I feel Pumdeg press closer, my skin heating from the pressure it takes to keep his scales from bursting forth. 

	A sharp breath catches both of our attention. We turn fully to face the frail female. 

	Indeed, the longer I look the more we both worry. For different reasons. 

	She has no meat.

	Indeed, if I didn’t know better, I’d say the female is sick. Something I only witness in the mortal realm of Luhaem. The paleness of her skin, the blue spidering of her veins, the bruises beneath her luminous eyes. 

	Worried, I decide to step closer, pacing around her as Pumdeg pulls in deep lungfuls of her scent.

	Her eyes narrow, as suddenly the female scrambles up onto her feet, and I find myself staring just slightly up into her luminous eyes. Despite her height, her arms are as thin as twigs, her chest as flat as a mortal girl child. 

	“You’re a child.”

	At the words, fire burns in her eyes as she glares down at me her chin raised, bringing that luscious mouth back to my eye level and attention.

	Despite her clear anger, no words come from her. She bares her teeth instead. 

	The aggressive gesture surprises me and shocks Pumdeg before he bounces with playful energy through me. Her gaze dips to the suddenly dancing symbols across my neck before narrowing back on me. 

	I can’t stop Pumdeg’s chuckle as we watch her with a new appreciation. My hand rises to reach out to a long bouncing curling before I can stop it.

	She jerks out of range, quickly crossing her arms and making herself appear larger than she was. 

	If she had more meat on her bones, she would be a fierce female to contest with. 

	Yes, I couldn’t help but agree with Pumdeg. Despite being taller than me, her frail bones leave me with the feeling of hulking over her. 

	No that will not do. I may not want her—

	She is ours.

	Yours, I amend. He stays silent so I continue, that I do want her fuller than she is now. Indeed, she looks like a fae on the cusp of madness and death. 

	I wait but Pumdeg does not agree or disagree on her being fae. Even thinking it doesn’t quite sit right. 

	Maybe it is the madness…

	Shaking my head again, I step away from her and walk back to the entrance. With the hearth activated, she will be warm. Safe until I return. 

	I do not hesitate, jogging to the edge before jumping out into the biting wind. Immediately, majic wraps around my skin as his scales burst forth, swallowing my body inside of him until I lay curled around his heart and Pumdeg’s wings beat against the wind, banking to the south to the shortest crossing. Something we have done time and again. Each for our own reasons. 

	Now, with the memory of those thin arms, the hollows around her eyes, I push as much energy into our wings as I can. 

	Besides, I need to put as much distance between me and my nest as possible, or curious eyes may swing toward it. 

	We will kill them all.

	Not possible, I remind Pumdeg. Indeed, it is near impossible for our kind to truly die, to completely lose our awareness and senses as a mortal does, their bodies returning to ash, their souls to the pool of life to be soothed and

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg
BRIDGETTE TELL

J.ucas

STONES OF DUHAEM

Book 4





images/image-1.png





images/image.png





