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For all of the young creatives who struggle with finding their purpose and believing in their power, you have the ability to make magic. Do not give up. 
You are seen, you are loved, and we need you.
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  Prologue
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Allow me to tell you the 
true story of what came before …

In the beginning, there were two Planes of Existence.
The first, and the oldest, is that of the Primals —The Primordial Plane.
The second is that of the Old Gods—The Divine Plane.
They separated themselves, never interacting or crossing paths. Those of the Divine thought those of the Primordial to be savage, unintelligent, and lesser beings. Those of the Primordial thought those of the Divine to be weak, selfish, and lost in far more ways than they could explain. For eons, the two remained equally in power.
Then came the Era of Expansion.
The Divine had grown tired and sought to create magic far away in the empty spaces of the cosmos. Many Old Gods feared that those of the Primordial would follow them, jealous of the infinite possibility of the void. The Divine then secretly wrote the Immortal Boundaries and carved out the four new Planes of Existence.
Thus, the six Planes of Existence were born and upheld by the Immortal Boundaries.



      [image: ]
Our world, Lusefell, began from the whim of two sibling Old Gods. One sought to correct a grievous power imbalance between The Divine Plane and The Primordial Plane. The other sought to enjoy the chaos such a promise would bring. The brother and sister discovered a vast, barren expanse deep within The Mortal Plane. They created star-filled skies, two suns to guide, and two moons to control the tides. By creating a place of infinite potential, they crafted a clean slate that those who received this gift could shape.
Then, the brother—Braxus—reached into the heavens and plucked the four brightest stars from The Primordial Plane. He granted the four the authority to create and govern a wondrous world as desired, unknowingly initiating an era of endless conflict.


The first was the Water Primordial 
Qella, The Seeing One.
From her, we mortals gained an understanding of magic, knowledge, patience, and temperance.

The second was the Air Primordial 
Pithus, The Selfless One.
From him, we mortals gained an understanding of change, time, punishment, and memory.

The third was the Earth Primordial 
Uldrich, The Loving One.
From them, we mortals gained an understanding of healing, growth, prosperity, and sincerity.

The final was the Fire Primordial 
Cael, The Wrathful One.
From him, we mortals gained an understanding of strength, justice, truth, and passion.
All was well, and we prospered for a time; our world remained unknown and untouched.
Then came the day that Illhiea, the sister, struck down her brother and ended his spark. A disagreement arose because Braxus wanted to uphold their kind’s exclusion from our world as promised while she grew weary of peace’s constant simplicity. She sought refuge in another, and they broke her heart, twisted it, and used it as a pawn. It was another being: old, forgotten, and one who enjoyed chaos more than she did.
Lusefell plunged into a divine war, and our existence was exposed.
For 324 years, the Primal Lords waged war against the Old Gods and those who wished to claim this place outside their purview. The war tore our realm apart and traumatized our ancestors beyond measure. One of our suns, Celestine, darkened and faded from the morning sky forever.
… The war slowed, thought won by those who created our world and fought for the life given to them by Braxus.
Then, on the eve of the Festival of Reaping, The Smolder Ridge Mountains were set aflame, and chaos spilled across the continent of Redirine. 
In a single night, much happened.
A pact between a Primal and Mortal crumbled: one far older than The Lady of Water had undermined her. Furious, Qella turned against both her kin and the Mortals. Using her power, she revived a felled Fire Primal into Lusefell. Cael fell, slaying the threat to his people, and his soul was bound to The Mortal Plane by Qella. Qella broke and rewrote his memory, flipping our world on its head. Qella fractured our history, distorted it, and turned everyone against Pithus because of her crimes.
Uldrich was bound to a tree in The Mortal Plane after an unsuccessful attempt to free their brother, Cael. However, before their imprisonment, they planted a seed that grew into a wondrous gift of undying life. This gift revived Cael and cursed him to a cycle of death and rebirth for eternity. This gift ensured our world always had a sword and shield to protect it, so long as we were patient and had faith.
Pithus accepted his fate and assumed the mantle of blame cast upon him. He vowed revenge for himself and his broken husband, Cael. He struck a deal with Qella. She had little faith in the Mortals, and he wished to prove that his husband’s faith in them had been justified. He vowed the Mortals would glorify Cael, and Qella considered them his undoing. A wheel of destiny was set in motion, manipulated only by time and Pithus.
Cael rose from his ashes; in a fit of fire and misunderstood sorrow, he descended over the mountains of Redirine for a year. The Flame King lamented as he blackened, sundered, and turned the Smolder Ridge Mountains into a molten hell. He did not know why he grieved nor what he had forgotten … only that he had lost something irreplaceable. His memories of his family, the truth of his fall, and of his husband were empty voids.
Then Cael vanished from our history for a time. So long, many forgot about him while others cursed his name. In our time of need, many believed he had abandoned us.
Over 166 years, many wars have taken place. It is now the year 1296, and organizations of power have risen, fallen, and appeared defeated. A fading organization known as EDEN, once thought to work towards healing the wounds of the past, has come under scrutiny and suspicion.
It has been 10 years since an alliance between a group of Mortals loyal to Cael and a family of unlikely heroes defeated and imprisoned Qella. We have restored Cael’s memory and our own. We have begun the tedious process of correcting our history books. The people have desecrated places of worship for Qella, and they have shunned her followers. Uldrich has been freed, and Pithus has gained more respect and adoration than the Primal ever thought possible from we mortals for his faith in us.
The world’s cogs have started to turn, long-lost villages and towns have rebuilt, and continents have sprung to life. Forests have overgrown charred places of the world, deserts scattered with wildlife, and aquatic treasures brought to the surface. The icy shelves have thawed, and so much life has flourished far and wide.
Peace, long thought lost, has returned. Even so, whispers of old foes and fragments of our terrible history remain across the four continents, along with an unsettling fear.
Peace, as we saw long ago … is impermanent, yet we hold on to hope.
That hope blooms like a Desert Rose.










  
  one
Fate
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Seeking adventurous individual to explore rumors about a distinguished family in Fossy. reputation and discretion are necessary. If you are considered suitable and complete the task, you will receive payment in 5,000 gold pieces. 
There will be no negotiation of payment. 
Urgency arises as the assignment’s deadline nears. 
be honest and professional.
I will evaluate you accordingly.

With the highest regards, 


[image: ]
These notices would often suddenly appear out of nowhere and contrasted with the rushed notes on simple parchment that always covered the information board. The paper was crisp, clean, and flecked with gold. The writing, elegant in crimson ink with a flourish, suggested a well-educated and charismatic author. Dwyer wasn’t a common name, but most people knew it. It carried a sense of authority and notoriety, especially among the faithful of the Primal Cael. The Dwyer family, after all, was the very family that had assisted Cael’s legion, The Rose Guard, in overthrowing Qella and reclaiming Cael and the world’s memory ten years prior.
The Barbed Rose, previously a dwarven winery, now thrives as Belmare’s most famous tavern and inn. The Dwyer family purchased it shortly after the conclusion of the Second Great War, and it was now run by Cian and Neil’s infamous son, Leon, and his wife.
Not only was it well-known for being a travel hub and a gathering spot for adventurous people, but it stood out within the city of sandstone and terracotta. The pub’s artisans gathered mahogany wood from deep within the Smolder Ridge Mountains to the south to construct it, which was unusual for buildings in Belmare’s desert landscape. 
It’s a lovely two-story establishment with multiple windows that shimmer in strange ways. Carved with flowers and depicting a flame encircled by a crown, the double front doors add an elegant touch to the pub. Due to the building’s history as a winery, the builders constructed it into the rocky sandstone cliffs that border the city. Therefore, its backdoor leads to a beautiful garden within the cavernous space.
Now, the city of Belmare is a gem in itself. Nestled near the ocean on the northeastern part of the continent of Redirine, it stands out as a gleaming beacon amidst the vast sands beyond the mountains. Belmare was set against a backdrop of stunning sunflower fields and was renowned for its lively music scene and diverse culture. For those who follow The Flame King, it is both the beginning and the proverbial end. It is a city that has persevered through war hardships and has emerged as a thriving economic center.
Tucked within this city of infamy, just beyond the double doors of The Barbed Rose, and peering over the sparkling notice, is where he found himself. 
He was familiar with the place. The pub was somewhere he frequented, for he lived there with his family; the notice board was one he looked at more than he could count. Looking, but unfortunately never taking… Someone—one of his parents or his uncle—always seemed to be able to distract him or notice his interest and steer him away. There was always a reason given, and as he’d grown older and watched his sister venture out into the world, he had become more suspicious of it. 
There was a reason, yes, for him to be kept safely nestled within the watchful eye of his parents or uncle, but it wasn’t the reason they were telling him. Indeed, some wished ill on his family, and the world had numerous frightening creatures. However, his family was less worried about the outside world and more concerned about other unspoken things, as if they were taboo.
Andreas had learned that danger was inevitable as a Dwyer, but his upbringing often shielded him from it. Very purposefully, almost imprisoning, had been the shield cast over him. Often, he wondered if it was his parents wanting more than a life balanced on the edge of a blade or if it was his own self-deprecation wrecking his prospects to prove himself capable. Either way, at least after the war, he’d grown up within the pub’s walls in a somewhat stable daily life. Suffocatingly stable.
Andreas read his Papa’s posting yet again. He had seen these notices multiple times, read them, and always felt curious about taking one. This nagging curiosity intensified every time he saw one and almost doubled when his Papa (Cian) posted and not his Grandpa (Neil). The two had distinct ways of expressing themselves, and as he had grown, his Papa had always had more influence over his decision-making.
Which, he admitted, was strange.
Cian Dwyer was a very strict, albeit charismatic, man. He favored honesty and structure and often had contingency plans, even for dinner. Neil Dwyer, the eccentric one of the couple, always seemed determined to keep his grandchildren away from the wilderness and more eager to steer them toward romance. Cian disliked this, not because he disliked the idea of romance but because he disliked the idea of his grandchildren having someone hurt them. While they both were protective, Cian was overbearingly protective.
The half-wood elf bit his lip, brow furrowing as he reread the posting. 
Andreas looked around the small room on the lower levels of the pub and spotted the bar top about forty feet away. His uncle was chatting with a patron, but there was no sign of his mother or father from where he stood. They would never know if he accepted the posting. If he departed tonight, he could leave the city undetected. He could even bribe his twin sister to lie about him visiting their grandparents.
He soon realized that now was his only chance.
Andreas’ attention returned to the regal notice, and he hesitantly reached out to take it. He didn’t know how to define what happened next; perhaps it was bad luck or a strange act of fate. Regardless of which it was, another hand grabbed the paper as his fingers locked on it. 
An awkward silence hung in the air as neither released the parchment.
Andreas peeked at the individual beside him and realized he had to look up. He wasn’t short; he was taller than his Human father, but this individual was still taller. Andreas swallowed as his gaze met the mismatched eyes, one warm brown and the other a steel gray.
The two stared, sizing each other up.
Andreas stood around six feet tall, with wavy crimson hair that reached his lower back and framing bangs. He had a warm, carnelian complexion and large, expressive emerald eyes. Andreas had softer features and a more delicate bone structure despite his sturdy build.
The Orc1 stood around six feet eight, with soot black hair cut close to his neck and messy bangs. Compared to the rolling dunes beyond the city’s walls, his light, sandy complexion, and sharp eyes stood out in a city filled with sun-kissed faces. He had broad shoulders and a boxy appearance, resembling someone in a profession that demands extensive physical labor. He had a visible scar down his right cheek, a few inches from his eye, that followed his jaw and golden piercings along his pointed ears, septum, and labret.
Andreas frowned and said, “I grabbed it first.”
“I’m pretty sure we grabbed it at the same time,” the Orc responded.
Their voices contrasted. Andreas’ medium tenor was annoyed, while the Orc’s low baritone was amused.
Silence filled the room again. Neither released the parchment nor attempted to move it from its space on the board. They both waited for one another to propose a solution.
Andreas bit his lip again, eyes returning to the elegant writing.
Fate? Ha, this was no doubt lousy luck. He had lived a life filled with close calls and near misses, even teetering on the brink of death multiple times. 
Andreas sighed, defeated, and pulled his hand away.
“I mean, we could split the payment. 2,500 gold is still a hell of a lot.”
Andreas paused, his hand frozen, as he met the gaze of the observing Orc. He seemed to sort through the words, trying to comprehend them. He appeared startled and confused, as if the suggestion had never crossed his mind despite years of study.
The Orc laughed and smiled, causing his tusks to push away from his skin as his lips curled back. He then extended a free hand beneath their occupied arms and said in a chipper tone, “Simon.”
Andreas glanced at the hand, swallowed, and nodded. “Andreas.”
Together, they both ripped the paper from the wall, leaving the top edge of the parchment attached to it. It seemed like they would fight over it, but Simon let go and nodded in acknowledgment. He didn’t seem bothered by the rejection of a handshake and instead turned his attention to the bulletin board, scanning for another job opportunity.
“Are you looking for another one?” Andreas asked, quickly shoving the torn paper into his pocket. He didn’t want to chance one of his family members seeing him with it or questioning him about it.
“Yeah, since we’ll already be out in Fossy, we might as well grab another one.”
Andreas had never considered that either. He never thought he could take one, so the plans afterward were uncharted territory. It was an exciting prospect.
Andreas glanced back at the wall and began to scan it with silent, barely contained joy.
Simon noticed the erratic energy beside him and studied the darker features as they focused on the wall. He chuckled to himself and then looked back at the uneven parchment rows. His interest had surged after they first interacted, intensifying as events unfolded and Andreas’ excitement built.
“Do you see anything interesting?” Simon inquired.
Andreas acknowledged a posting by Selbi, a familiar woman in the city.
Selbi was an older Halfling woman who ran a bed-and-breakfast near the market. The pay was much less, only 200 gold, but the task seemed simple. She needed someone to carry a patron’s remains to their family in Fossy, and there wasn’t an imposed timetable.
Andreas looked towards Simon and saw him reading over the pointed post.
Simon carefully read the paper, examining the details. A huge smile appeared, and he eagerly grabbed it from the wall.
“Good eye, Red.”
Andreas jumped, startled by the nickname, and felt his stomach lurch.
“I haven’t been here much, but I think The Green Dragon is close to the market. I planned to stay here tonight, but if the bed-and-breakfast owner posted the job, maybe staying there would be better. … Unless you have a room here already?” Simon looked over, tucking the parchment into the bag over his shoulder.
Andreas pondered the words, letting them repeat a few times as silence filled the small room. He had options but was unsure which one to pursue. Simon seemed oblivious to his identity, which worked to his advantage and was exceedingly rare. Perhaps Simon hadn’t visited Belmare much, or he ignored the implications of where he was and who he could be talking to. It was strange because, in most circumstances, Andreas would have been suspicious of it, but he’d been given no indication that Simon was lying.
Simon’s lack of awareness would prevent his sister from asking many questions and would dispel any assumptions that he was being exploited if he asked for her help. However, Simon likely believed he already knew about this type of work or lacked experience. Both options seemed challenging and unappealing to him. He wanted to satisfy others without facing criticism. Andreas didn’t handle criticism well and usually reacted by being overly self-critical.
Andreas swallowed, deciding how to respond to the concerned gaze watching him. He looked up and smiled. “Yes, kind of. I was planning to leave tonight. Going to The Green Dragon is fine. I know the owner, so she might give us a discount. I’ve spent a lot of time in the city.”
That was close enough to the whole truth. 
After all, a lie of omission was still a truth, as his Grandpa Neil would say. 
Neil often offered his husband, Cian, this line when he was caught twisting his words to avoid giving others full details. As they grew up, the man had ingrained this phrase in Andreas and his sister’s minds to ease their guilt about avoiding discussions of their family or history. Andreas still felt a pang of regret in his gut, knowing that his Papa and father would scold him for technically lying. 
Cain and Leon despised liars, and Cian refused to tell lies of omission. To avoid lying, Cian would outright refuse to answer a question.
After the long pause, Simon absorbed the information, and his face still twisted in concern.
“Okay. I can wait outside or meet you at the bed-and-breakfast,” Simon said.
“I … will meet you out front,” Andreas stated, despite wanting to say he’d meet the man at The Green Dragon. He felt this would only increase the suspicion he had already noticed growing on Simon’s face.
“Give me ten minutes,” Andreas said.
“Sounds like a date,” Simon grinned, excused himself, and bent down to pass through the door frame, unable to fit at his full height. He then started into the main pub.
Andreas struggled to answer, processing the words he’d been left with, and finally settled on a gurgled noise and silence as his gaze followed Simon out the front door. It broke as Andreas moved around and flattened against the wall.
The spark in his gut was back, and he swore he could hear his Papa laughing at him somewhere in the distance. A pleasant heat radiated from his ears, and he was unsure if it resulted from Simon’s parting words or the exhilaration of successfully stealing from the job board without being caught. Both seemed impossible to believe.
He needed to grab his belongings and leave the pub undetected by his family. Hopefully, he didn’t encounter either of his parents or their friends in the city. Selbi wouldn’t say anything about his family by name, at least he hoped, but he could deal with that later.
Andreas reached into his pocket, searched for his coin purse, and counted how much he had to spare to bribe his sister. After a few counts, he nodded and glanced at the pub. There was no sign of his parents, only his uncle cleaning a table with empty mugs in the corner.
Feeling giddy, he quickly swallowed and rushed towards the spiral staircase in the corner of the room. He wanted to gather his things, leave a note, and put the bribe money in his sister’s room as quickly as possible.
He had a date to keep, after all.


1.
       For more information about the Orcs of Lusefell, please refer to the back matter titled “The People of Lusefell.”
    






  
  two
Semantics
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“I want to make sure I have this right. You’re planning to do something for Daddy to be justified in being annoyed?” The female voice was musical and asked in a tone of near disbelief.
Andreas grimaced as he looked at his twin sister and replied, “Yes, if you want to put it that way.”
His sister laughed and fell back, landing on her bed with a slight bounce from the firm mattress.
Lilliana Dwyer was nearly identical to her brother, at least from the outside; they were the same height, but she was much slimmer in build with noticeable curves. The only difference between them, aside from their gender identities, was their eyes. Lilliana had heterochromia and had one eye that was a pale gray and one that was a bright ice blue. Her hair, like Andreas’, was wavy crimson and worn long. She, however, had side-swept bangs instead of long, messy ones like her brother’s.
Regarding their personalities, both individuals were flirtatious and cared about their outward appearances. They were both proud and stubborn and could be rude if irritated, but that is where their similarities ended. Lilliana was more self-assured and confident. Much to their father’s disapproval, she had been venturing into the world, taking on odd jobs. On the other hand, Andreas was prickly and lacked social skills outside of flirting. He attracted their parents’ attention like a newborn would.
Andreas grumbled before crossing his arms and looking at his sister. “Are you going to help me or not, Lilli? I told you I would pay… I can spare thirty gold.”
“Dear brother, I will gladly help you,” Lilliana said with a smile, her laughter fading as she wiped a tear from her eye. She shifted to lean back on her palms and tilted her head. “Seeing Daddy explode on you when you get back is worth all the trouble.”
Andreas rolled his eyes. “If you help, he won’t know what I’m doing… will he?”
Lilliana scoffed and laughed again. It took a moment, but she calmed down enough to respond. “This is Daddy. He’s as capable of sniffing out liars as Papa Cian. Do you think you can avoid them both finding out? Or worse, Momma?”
“I’m less worried about Mom and more worried about Pops, which is why I need your help.” The last few words were strained, and Andreas leaned forward, anxious.
The two met each other’s gaze, and for a moment, it seemed like Lilliana was about to burst into another fit of laughter. She, however, did not. Instead, she sighed and smiled at her brother before patting the bed beside her.
Andreas scoffed but sat and was pulled into a tight embrace. “Lilli!”
Lilliana kissed her twin’s cheek and said, “Alright, I’ll help for ten gold.”
Andreas sighed and handed over the money, saying, “Deal.”
Lilli counted the coins, pocketed them excitedly, and asked, “So, the story is that you traveled to visit our grandparents. You hired an escort to ensure you got there without dying, one that ‘I’ve worked with before,’ right?”
Andreas nodded, smiling at the wink he received as the last words left his sister’s lips. He bumped her shoulder affectionately and said, “Yeah, that’s the story. The name of your ‘acquaintance’ is Simon. He’s an Orc, maybe in his late twenties? I don’t know his age. Sandy complexion, black hair, and six feet six, maybe eight? Tall enough to duck like Papa Cian in the doorways.”
“Ooh, handsome?” Lilliana asked as she raised an eyebrow and nudged her brother.
Andreas responded without hesitation, “Yes.”
Lilliana let out a triumphant squeak when her brother answered her without pause. She grabbed his arm and shook him before asking, “So, this is business, right?”
Andreas frowned, his brow furrowed in annoyance as he replied, “Yes.”
Lilliana giggled, feeling giddy, and pulled away from her brother to stand up. She paced back and forth a few times before stopping and leaning forward animatedly. “Alright. I’ll do it, but I want to meet him when you return—promise,” she said.
“You’re not sleeping with him,” Andreas stated in mild annoyance.
“I just want to see if your taste in men has improved. Your idea of being attractive is Rhys, and while I adore him, he’s a mutt,” Lilliana cackled when her brother shoved her playfully. She watched Andreas grumble and mutter about taking back his money. Then she settled back down and bumped his shoulder again, adding, “Be careful. Promise?”
Andreas found sincerity in his sister’s expression. He sighed, mustered a small smile, and responded, “I will.”
The two sat briefly in silence, neither daring to break it as if it would bring ill will on Andreas’ coming departure. They had said farewell several times, but usually, it was Lilliana who was to go off and risk danger. Something about the shoe being on the other foot felt strange and larger than it should have. There seemed to be a heavy implication of something neither could place a finger on.
“I’ll send you a message when I arrive, okay? Thanks,” Andreas said, standing. He spoke with solemnity and overwhelming affection for his sister.
Lilliana nodded and leaned back on her bed. “You’d better,” she said.
Before leaving, Andreas paused and added, “Please be careful and don’t get in trouble.”
Lilliana was mock-offended and exclaimed, “Me? I would never do anything wrong!”
The two exchanged grins, and then Andreas turned to excuse himself into the hallway.
“I love you, Anni,” Lilliana called out as her brother opened the door.
Andreas paused for the final time, not daring to turn around out of fear of crying. There was a weight on his chest, and he couldn’t place why. Instead, he swallowed and whispered, “I love you too, Lilli.”
Andreas closed the door behind him with a soft tap and searched the area for signs of their parents. Thankfully, he hadn’t seen either of them or their dog, Bear. He would have worried about this if Lilli hadn’t informed him they had left to visit a family friend’s newborn early that morning. The family could keep their parents occupied for hours, and his mother loved children.
He composed himself and stored the familiar weight in his memory.
Andreas lifted his belongings onto his shoulder from where he had left them at his sister’s door. He reached down to tuck a folded metallic item into a small pouch on his right thigh. He mulled over the checklist: sister, bag, weapons, food, and Keena.
He adjusted, lifting one side of the teal shawl draped over his shoulders and peering beneath it. Tucked into his shirt was a small bundle of blue feathers, head under her wing and resting comfortably against his chest.
Keena was a blue jay and had been his companion for nearly ten years. He’d found her with an injured wing in the forest when he was sixteen. It had been when they’d lived in the mountains during the war. Andreas had nursed her back to health, and they had become inseparable.
He’d wake her once he got out of the pub and closer to The Green Dragon. Keena drew attention and could be protective of him. The last thing he needed was for her to start a scene with Simon.
Andreas sucked in a breath, tapped the pouch holding the item he’d stowed, and then muttered an elvish word. A pale spark of energy appeared like a flicker of a candle before vanishing, and he made his way downstairs. He stayed around the edges of the walls, avoiding the creaky floorboards, and slipped down the spiral staircase into the room holding the notice board. He pressed against the wall and peeked his head out of the door to check the bar.
Michael, Andreas’ uncle, was there, cleaning and looking around as if he suspected something.
Andreas waited, pushing on for what felt like ten minutes. Then he saw the Human behind the bar grab a plate from a patron and slip into the kitchen. He dashed out of the doorway and made a beeline for the double doors of the pub in an instant. He held his breath, checking over his shoulder every few seconds to see if his uncle had emerged. He grasped the golden handle of the door and pulled it open. Andreas exited, closed the wooden door behind him, and quickly scanned the area, not for Simon, but for familiar faces. Finding no one, he exhaled and calmly approached the Orc leaning against the far eastern wall.
Andreas waved and said, “Sorry, it took a bit longer than expected.”
“I thought you had stood me up,” Simon responded absentmindedly, his gaze fixed on the large tower shield he had been polishing. He picked up a small vial and a worn cloth, put them in his bag, and effortlessly lifted the worn shield onto his back. Standing up, he smiled when he noticed the emeralds watching. “I’m glad you didn’t,” he said.
Andreas responded with a sheepish smile, “No, I had to find my bird.”
It was true … almost.
Simon seemed intrigued, nodded toward the city, and walked forward. “Bird?”
Andreas followed and added, “Yes, I have a blue jay companion. She’s my best friend.”
A silence fell between them, and suddenly, Andreas wondered if it would have been better not to mention Keena yet. Perhaps it was questionable to mention his close friendship with a bird. It wasn’t something he thought much about, but only because it never came up in other conversations, which were solely focused on how to get into a bedroom and how quickly he could remove his pants.
Well, that or being a Dwyer.
It had become a sensitive topic as he had grown older because being associated with the name was suffocating. Everyone was curious about your family, their activities, and their wartime accomplishments. It was a lot to fit into.
“Are you okay, Red?” Simon asked as he leaned over and waved his hand in front of the other’s face.
Andreas was jolted, knocked out of his thoughts, and sputtered, “What?”
Simon squinted and said with a bassy laugh, “I asked where she was, and you were off somewhere, too.”
The shorter man’s cheeks darkened in embarrassment, and Andreas mumbled, “Oh… um. Here.”
Andreas lifted the side of his shawl and pointed toward the bundle, which caused his shirt to stick out. He noticed Simon leaning closer, angling his head to peer down the fabric toward the sleeping bird. Feeling self-conscious, he dropped the shawl and said, “She was sleeping.”
Simon stated, “She’s pretty.”
“Ah, thanks,” Andreas responded nervously.
“I guess pets do take after their owners,” Simon said, letting the words roll out as if commenting on the weather and turning his attention towards the unfolding city before them. The man beside him made a sound that seemed to be a mix of shock and embarrassment, but he didn’t look over and just smiled to himself. Simon had observed that his new companion was easy to tease, and he made a mental note of this for future reference.
Silence settled between them as they continued, a new, uncertain silence that typically lingers when warming up to others. Andreas appeared more uncomfortable with the silence than Simon as he looked over, following Simon’s lead as they wandered the streets. He seemed to consider breaking it but did not, mainly because he didn’t know how to. His mind was drawing a blank on what topics would be ideal to talk about.
Ten minutes into their walk, he questioned whether Simon knew the way as they had passed the market turn two blocks back.
Andreas asked, “So, you don’t come here much?”
The mismatched eyes glanced over, and Simon responded, “Not much. The last time was nine years ago.”
The emeralds crinkled at the edges as if smiling, and Andreas remarked, “Ah, that explains it.”
Simon looked confused and asked, “Explains what?”
“You missed the market turn two… now three blocks ago,” Andreas stated, snickering.
Simon stopped, looking flustered, and glanced around at the surrounding city streets, visibly confused as he reassessed his location.
“The market was closer to the main gate … unless it changed. Did it change?”
“Much of the city was destroyed by the end of the Second War, and the market was moved back when they started rebuilding. I think it was finished six years ago,” Andreas stated.
Simon tried to recall the last time he visited Belmare. Most places were beaten up due to the fighting, and he remembered it being a mess. “It seems like you do come here often,” he told his counterpart.
Andreas laughed and nodded for the other to follow him as he turned around. He waited until Simon matched his pace and spoke, “We moved here ten years ago, right around the time everything ended, and this place was completely different. The city has grown a lot, especially in the last few years. It’s common to get lost if you haven’t been in the city for a while. Many people do. People have asked me for directions at least once daily for years.”
“So, are you from this area?” Simon asked, tilting his head with interest. “Not just ‘in the city a lot’.”
“I mean … semantics?” Andreas said, laughing uncomfortably. “Some people here are biased against us because of the temple, so…”
Simon’s face showed understanding as he nodded and said, “That makes sense.” 
He moved closer and bumped his shoulder into Andreas, who was somewhat startled but fully engaged as Simon had hoped. 
Simon smiled genuinely and said, “I don’t care who you pray to, or if you pray at all, for what it’s worth.”
There was a look of appreciation, and Andreas returned the smile. He cleared his throat, looked down at his hands, and twisted his fingers before replying, “That means a lot. Thanks. There’s a lot of controversy around that these days, especially with those who follow the Old Gods. They can be prickly. They’re not too fond of those of us who revere the Primals as a higher power.”
“I don’t pray, so I don’t keep close tabs on what’s happening with the followers of the Primals or the Old Gods, to be honest,” Simon said, stretching and folding his hands behind his head. “Is there anything else you want to share that’s a controversial topic for most folk?”
Andreas chuckled and replied, “I don’t even know your age, so we’re not at the deep dark secret level yet.”
“Thirty-two years old, six feet eight, two hundred thirty pounds on a good day. From Faixte, specifically the city of Sebree on the continent.” The older male let the words flow out, his eyes focused on the surrounding streets. He was noting where things were and what streets they walked down. “Mercenary by trade. I’ve smuggled someone out of a city and killed a few people. Haven’t killed someone that didn’t deserve it, for what it’s worth.”
Simon glanced back at his companion and saw Andreas watching him with shock. He grinned and asked, “Anything else?”
Andreas stammered and nodded towards the building at the end of the street. “There. We’re there.”
He quickened his pace, averting his eyes from the watchful Orc beside him. He felt his ears burning, and that strange tingling spark in his gut kicked up again. Confused for a split second, he looked up because he swore he heard his Papa laughing again. 
What he found was Simon following and chuckling to himself.






  
  three
The Green Dragon
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If Andreas had to choose a second favorite place in Belmare, The Green Dragon would be it.
It was a cozy two-story establishment at the far end of a street leading to the marketplace. The bed-and-breakfast itself had never moved and, thankfully, had survived any desolation from the attacks during the war. It had an old terracotta roof and a faded sandstone exterior adorned with sunflower carvings along the lower parts of it. Over the door was a large plaque of carved redwood shaped like a sleeping dragon and painted green with blooming wildflowers.
The large windows shimmered like The Barbed Rose because Selbi, the woman who owned it, was the inventor of a material known across the realm as Spellglass. The bed-and-breakfast was once the owner’s home.
Selbi was an accomplished alchemist and tinkerer who worked alongside her late husband in her youth. She discovered a method to manipulate glass and enhance its properties, allowing it to eliminate atmospheric distortion and concealment magic when looked through. In her lifetime, she had only sold a few pieces made from the material, which was highly sought after by astronomers and astrologists wanting to study the night sky, as well as by individuals working in fields that required them to see through enchantments that made things or people invisible or illusioned.
Even in Selbi’s old age, only four known buildings in Lusefell’s realm had been equipped with the magical glass. They were her home, a tiny home in Belmare that the city’s Captain of the Guard had inherited, the renowned pub known as Sídhe1 within the city of Fossy that the Dwyer patriarchs owned, and The Barbed Rose, also owned by the Dwyer family. Andreas’ family and the place he called home.
Occasionally, there were pendants or fragments of broken items that used to be mirrors or trinkets. Local shops would sometimes display these items, and they sold quickly at a high price. Selbi didn’t craft these items much anymore, even though she still could. As a result, they were nearly as rare as platinum in some parts of the world.
Andreas gazed around the cozy interior of the establishment, his eyes lighting up as he spotted the banquet table in the adjacent room. Selbi offered buffet-style meals and drinks, which were included in the price of a night’s stay. Guests could visit the buffet thrice daily and enjoy as much food as they liked. The place smelled of delicious food and had a comfortable atmosphere, with numerous photographs adorning the walls. Well-maintained antiques were scattered throughout the rented rooms, and the two most popular suites featured ornate claw-footed bathtubs. The bed-and-breakfast was a local gem, and Andreas often found himself within its walls, nestled in one of its beds several times a year.
Unfortunately, his other best friend wasn’t welcome at The Barbed Rose. When the man came to visit, they took up a room here until he left. Also, having nightly encounters was difficult if his father was home, so he’d taken a beau to The Green Dragon several times. Whenever he called, he would reserve one of the suite rooms if it was not occupied. A suite was his aim because the rooms had enough space for two or three, a large bed, a bathtub, and a small sitting area with a comfortable sofa.
“Um, do you have a problem sharing a room? I don’t think I could get a discount on two separate rooms,” Andreas asked. He looked over his shoulder at Simon as they lingered in the entryway. He kept his voice low, trying not to draw attention from the older woman he heard conversing in the banquet room to his right.
Simon was busy looking at some antique weapons on the wall near the front door. He then inspected a few scattered family photos. He nodded before looking over and responding, “That’s fine. It’s best to save as much as possible because Fossy is expensive.”
He then returned to browsing the family heirlooms.
Andreas fell silent, knowing which accommodation in Fossy Simon must have been talking about. He knew about Sídhe, which his grandparents owned, and where they were headed. Not that Simon, thankfully, knew the grandparent bit …
“Okay,” Andreas said as he walked towards the front counter and rang a bell.
It took a moment, but a Halfling woman, standing three feet three inches, soon came around the partition. She took her time, for she was well into her golden years. She had bright blue eyes set into a wrinkled face adorned with many laugh lines. Her complexion was pale, much like her white and gray hair coiled into a braided bun with sunflowers stuffed into it. Selbi beamed when she spotted the half-elf and headed over with her arms extended, exclaiming, “Anni!”
Andreas smiled, knelt, and accepted the hug before adding, “Hi, Ms. Selbi.”
The interaction drew Simon’s attention away from the walls lined with history. He watched with piqued interest as the two conversed. Andreas glanced in his direction and pointed, and then the Halfling woman’s eyes turned his way. He didn’t know what was said, but the woman laughed, and Andreas’ cheeks were darker than Simon recalled. He smiled as he watched the two turn their attention back to one another. They both went to the front desk, and he returned to looking at the walls.
Five minutes passed, and there was a jingle of keys. 
Simon noticed the golden key in Andreas’ hand and asked, “Did we get lucky with a suite?”
“Selbi had one open one up this morning,” Andreas said, nodding towards the stairs. He then waved back at the woman and turned to Simon, asking, “Shall we?”
“There’s a patio here, made of that Spellglass stuff, right?” Simon asked as they ascended the stairs and looked for a backdoor.
Andreas replied, “There is. It’s connected to the dining area; she only allows those with suites access, so it’s private. I’d recommend waiting until it was later and the sun was down, though … it’s pretty bright otherwise.” He focused on leading his acquaintance up the stairs, making sure not to trip on his feet as they ascended.
He didn’t notice the captivated look that Simon gave him.
“Have you been out there before?” Simon asked.
“Yeah, a few times. I often stay here, especially when a friend is in town.”
“I see. Is it true that Uldrich stayed here when they visited Belmare? I saw a paper about this place’s historical importance on the wall downstairs,” Simon spoke up, his hands sliding into his pockets as they stepped onto the second floor, and he followed down the hallway. The Orc seemed to enjoy talking, and he was pressing to keep their conversation going.
Andreas glanced back and said, “Yeah, they used to stay here whenever they visited Cael in the city. The main suite has preserved flowers they created displayed in a case. Have you never been here?”
Simon shook his head, a slight frown forming on his lips as he said, “No. When we passed through here, we slept in the desert. We didn’t have much money, so we used what we had to buy provisions and things at the market.”
“We?” Andreas asked, looking over his shoulder before focusing on the door ahead. He unlocked it and stepped into the room.
“Yeah, my partner and I,” Simon responded, and then he followed and nudged the door closed behind them. He looked around, whistling as he saw the room’s decor.
Even for a bed-and-breakfast, the room had an elegant design with flawless sage green paint and dark green trimming. The entire room created the impression of walking into a well-maintained forest, with curtains resembling leaves and a bed frame crafted from intricately woven branches with gold and silver accents. A large bay window gave a view of the street below. Beyond that, just around the corner, you could see the ocean in the distance. Above the plush sofa, there were glass-encased flowers displayed on the wall. It appeared that they received the Uldrich suite.
Andreas watched, his brow furrowed at the words spoken a few moments before, as Simon wandered around, investigating every nook and cranny as if he was soaking up everything he could. There was a childlike sense of wonder about him as if he had never seen anything like it.
Andreas smiled and asked in amusement, “Is it acceptable?”
“Shit, I’ve never been in a place like this,” Simon said, his voice joyful and his eyes filled with excitement as he looked around. A huge smile spread across his face as he inquired, “How much did this cost you, Red? Your discount can’t be that good… I can pay half.”
“I have a tab, so it’s fine,” Andreas said and waved a hand, dismissing the words. “Selbi
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