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Love survives not because conditions are right, but because those involved keep choosing it.
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  one
Ephemeral


He had seen these weapons kill countless times. Fluid. Precise. Spilling more blood than he could ever keep track of, and yet now seeing them was unlike before. There was a newness, an unflinching determination in every strike that was different than the deadly tango his father had danced with them. They were not just weapons now, but instruments. For every swing of the axe in Simon's hands, he swore he could visualize the steps in the Orc's mind as he carved through flesh and bone. It was transfixing, and Andreas found himself standing where he'd been working through a runic carving across the cavern wall with his eyes locked on every ripple of motion that tore through Simon's body. It was …
"Andreas!" Simon snarled over his shoulder as he locked his foot into the neck of a humanoid figure and shoved it back to topple to the ground.
"Sorry! Working on it!" Andreas replied, snapped out of his daze, and wheeled back around to start deciphering the old text again.
Right. Trapped. They were trapped. Walled up in this icy cave off the coast of Usphra that they'd been placed in because he'd agreed to it. They had agreed to it. Why? Well, it went back to the boat. The pirate vessel on which they were taking refuge. It had been carrying them across the sea and to the continent of ice and snow for weeks. He'd not known Simon was on speaking terms with pirates, much less the pirates he'd been told about in Fossy when they'd first come face to face with Tsara Falgor. Then again, she was a pirate … so Simon, knowing pirates, was probably something he should have foreseen. Either way, there was a wizard—Second-in-Command kind of wizard. Who had accepted his request regarding helping him … figure his magic shit out. There had been a condition, of course: Simon had to go with him and not complain. Complain was a very vague word, one that could have meant many things, and in retrospect, he should have known that this wizard—Cedric—hadn't meant Simon complaining about him, or how long he was taking, or anything else.
Cedric had meant that Simon couldn't complain about the other part of the test they were offering. The part where Simon had to keep physically conjured soldiers off of him while he figured out how to get them the hell out of here. Simon did not complain, but was inevitably going to get tired, so … that brought Andreas right back to where he was. Staring at a cave wall, trying to break an enchantment in a language he did not read. His brow furrowed, and the golden magic licking his fingers shimmered as his hands rolled over the words again, and he tried to make sense of the gibberish here. He could read parts of it, as parts were the language of the Primals, but not all of it. His face twisted, and Andreas started to chew on his lip as he mouthed the words he did know for the eighth time.
"Shit," Simon spat, took a moment to catch his breath, and then growled out, "You might want to speed it up, Red!"
Andreas yanked his head around, first looking Simon over. Unharmed, but sweaty and fatigued. They'd been at this for pushing an hour, and he could see the agitation starting to build up in his partner's body. His eyes flickered up, and a cold sweat settled over him. There had only been smaller, humanoid figures without distinguishable features rushing through the barrier that had been erected to keep them in this cavern. They'd been quick, shimmered with this strange purple light, and when killed, had a realistic sound and look to their body and blood. They'd not been alive, and had been made of raw magic, for he'd even been able to tell that. This, though—this wasn't magic in tangible form. This was a fucking creature. Real, full of blood and teeth, and he started to wonder if this was part of Cedric's test. Cedric had not said anything about this. 
"Simon, what is that!?" Andreas snapped, eyes wide.
"Ice Troll," Simon said, not daring to turn around to face Andreas any longer. His attention was solely on the towering creature heading toward their cavern, slightly obscured by the shimmering wall of purple energy that kept them locked inside.
"Can it get through!?" Andreas snapped.
"I don't know, but the sooner you get us out of here and teleport us back to The Waning Moon, the better," Simon said, hand tightening on the large double-bladed axe in his grip.
Shit. Panic began licking the edges of Andreas' consciousness, and he looked back at the unknown text in mock defeat. His breathing quickened, brow furrowing into a crease of uncertainty. What if he couldn't do this? What if that thing could get in? What if the barrier spell Cedric had used was one-way? What if that thing got in here and they were trapped in here with it? Simon was exhausted, and if that thing thrashed around, it could bury them all in rubble. What if—
"Andrea!"
Andreas' head yanked back around to Simon, and he latched onto the mismatched eyes that were suddenly digging into him. No, not just into him, but through him. They were no longer concerned with the approaching danger, and instead were two fixed points he could lock on to and use to anchor himself in the chaos of his spiraling mind. Andreas inhaled, swallowing the saliva that was pooling in the back of his throat and threatening to drown him.
"You can do this. Figure it out," Simon said, eyes locked on Andreas with such focus that the world around them seemed insignificant.
The Troll bellowed, and the sound reverberated through the cavern and caused his ears to ring. It was high-pitched and whining, so much so that he dared to wonder if a headache would be coming on soon. Andreas inhaled again, latching onto those words as if he were lost at sea and that was the sole lifeline that could pull him back to safety. It was ridiculous. Somehow Simon had known he was teetering close to a full-blown meltdown over his own uselessness and … no. He was not useless. Or ignorant, or weak, or anything else that his fucking mind wanted to pull up from his past and assault him with. Simon believed in him. He was not any of those horrible things he used to sit and tell himself over and over in the darkness of his room late at night, sobbing.
Andreas inhaled, shoulders steadying, and he gave a determined nod in Simon's direction. Then? Andreas' stomach burst into butterflies because the look Simon gave him was more than he could bear. Unwavering faith and devotion so vast he could sink beneath it like warm sheets that had been brought in from a Summer afternoon. He felt his lips curl upwards into a small, thankful smile, and he managed out, "I can do this."
Simon beamed, face suddenly void of weariness and agitation. There was pride and adoration that spilled from him in near-tangible threads. "I know you can," he said, winked playfully, and then his face darkened into a twisted snarl as the barrier behind him crackled and a three-fingered hand slipped inside to balance against the stony walls.
The Troll let out another long, bellowing growl as its head shoved into the cavern, and Andreas jumped when another sound met it. Enraged. Simon had widened his stance, gathered the axe in his hand, and let loose a roar that rivaled the ten-foot-high creature bearing down on him. Andreas stared for a moment, once more lost in that spiraling awe he'd been in earlier. He was brought back to the moment when a touch was given, and he was carefully ushered backward and positioned protectively behind Simon's large back. Every moment over the past year and a half came crashing over him, and for a second, it was quiet—pure silence. There was nothing but the darkness of the world surrounding them, Simon standing resolute and unflinching between something off in the shadows and him. Andreas inhaled and looked down at his bare fingers where the golden magic stirred, and he snapped. The glow blossomed, spiraling into fragmented threads of light that filled the space and curled around Simon as if covering him with a protective tapestry.
That moment, that fleeting feeling of insignificance passed, and he scowled as the world came into focus. His eyes locked on the creature curling in and found its small, beady eyes. "You fucking touch him and it's going to hurt you, smelly piece of shit," he said. Andreas didn't know if there was recognition, and he didn't care. That beast laid one moldy finger on Simon, and it was going to fucking burn. He turned, taking the small laugh of acknowledgment he'd heard rush from Simon's lips close to his chest and refocused on the wall. "Alright, if you're not going to give it up easily, I'll make you," he spat, grimaced, and then parted his scarred hands and slammed them against the wall. The words illuminated, sparking as if a piece of flint had been brushed over the stone. Andreas' emerald eyes flared, brightening, and the golden freckles along his body jolted to life. He was done playing nice with these fucking words. He'd make them into something he could understand or break the damn wall down trying.
Focus, ignore the world around him, because he knew that Simon wouldn't let that thing near him. He knew that thing wouldn't even get close enough to try to touch him, because the person he believed in most was that man behind him. Not the world, not the Primals, not the Old Gods, not his family, but Simon. If his protection spell broke, he would know, and then, and only then, would he give that fucking Troll his attention. Because if his protection spell broke, that thing had touched Simon, and he would fucking kill it with his bare hands for doing so. He would unravel it till it was threadbare, and … unravel. Wait. Andreas' eyes jerked over the glowing words, and he started searching. Primal. This was the language of the Primals … threads, unraveled, dialects. Of course, some languages and dialects had grown from the base language of the Primordial Plane, even among those that had come to this world from it. Pull it apart. He just had to pull it apart and …
There was a rumble in the cavern, a bellow, and he refocused enough to listen to the calamity happening behind him. His spell hadn't broken—Simon was alright, but he could hear the struggle ongoing. That thing was inside with them now, and from the sound of it, he didn't have much time before it started thrashing about. Andreas clicked his tongue against his teeth and refocused on the words before him. Alright, different dialects—every language could be broken down through dialects to the basics, at least for the most part. His P—Cian had taught him that. His brow shuddered, twitching in agitation as a memory rose and fell back into the background of his mind. He just had to unravel the—wait. Wait a moment, maybe it was simpler than that. Neil. Neil had used an enchantment to hide words in correspondence before. He's seen him do it and looked at it after it was complete, both when he was allowed to read it and when he wasn't. This …
Andreas started running his eyes over the words, focusing on the unfamiliar ones. His face twisted in frustration, and he squinted as if the change in his perception could somehow help. Then he saw it, small and frayed as if its vulnerabilities were illuminated beneath his magical poking and prodding. He'd been so focused on deciphering it that he had not stopped to think about the possibility that it was simply hidden behind some intricate illusion. "Cedric, you cocky shit," he muttered, lifted his right hand, and grabbed the edge of the fraying enchantment. He pulled, and instantly the illusion fell apart like an old cloth. A smile spread over his lips, and his eyes lit up in excitement. He could read it, see the hidden words for what they really were. Primal. It was all just Primal, manipulated. He beamed and turned to yell over his shoulder, "Simon! I got it!"
Andreas felt it before he looked. The protection spell he'd cast shattered, and the cavern burst into an explosion of light before returning to the dull glow and shadows it had been from the sinking sunlight. Andreas winced, adjusting his gaze as the wall beneath his hands faded and he turned fully to look over his shoulder. The Troll howled, and he found one of the creature's hands blackened and bleeding as if it had been exposed to an arcane bomb. Simon staggered, forty—maybe sixty—feet to his right before the Troll's other hand slammed the mercenary into the wall. Andreas saw blood spurt from Simon's mouth, and the muffled cry of indignation he released sent a chill down Andreas’ spine. When Simon bared his tusks and snarled at the creature, Andreas felt fury bubble up and boil his blood as if he'd stepped into an active volcano.
"If you don't get your filthy hand off my mate, I will disintegrate it!" Andreas screamed, attention locked on the curved, lanky body of the Troll. The words he'd committed to memory from the wall were insignificant, for all he saw was Simon pinned against the rock and his blood leeching onto the creature's gnarled hand. He didn't know if the creature understood before, but this time there was a rush of acknowledgment, and … confusion. Confusion on Simon's part, for he looked as if he'd not understood a word that had spilled out of his mouth. Andreas swallowed, glanced to check Simon for further injury, and gave a small nod when he noticed the Troll's grip slacken. Simon seemed to have noticed it too, for he managed to break an arm free enough to flex his fingers.
"Execute!" Simon screamed, and the massive axe he'd been swinging around burst into existence in his hand in a blast of fiery energy. He hitched his shoulder, swung it, and it tore through the creature's wrist with precision. The Troll let out a snarl, swung its blackened hand wildly as blood poured from its maimed limb. Simon dodged down, using the axe's helve for support as he shrugged off the wall and stumbled backward onto his feet in Andreas' direction.
Andreas' eyes instantly locked on the man now ten feet away at most, and traveled over every inch of visible skin he could find. Simon was favoring his right leg—either his hip or leg had been hurt. Simon's breathing was uneven, bruising maybe, or at worst, a few broken ribs. Shit. Rage gripped him like a hand around his throat, and his attention flew back to the creature stumbling to face them. He closed the distance between himself and Simon and stepped in front of the heaving Orc.
"You figure out how to get us the hell out of here?" Simon asked, eyes locked on the Troll.
"I did," Andreas replied, scowling in the lumbering creature's direction as it stepped toward the entrance of the cavern where the barrier was still intact. "You can't get through that, and like hell I'd let you for what you've done!" he spat in its direction. There was an intake of breath to his left, enough to draw his eyes over his shoulder toward Simon, and he saw the same strange look of confusion on Simon's face. Like he'd said something odd. "Why do you—?" Andreas started, but was cut off when a growling voice bounced off the walls and hit him like a war-hammer.
"Why do you speak the Lady's language? You are not one of her children."
Andreas' head wrenched around towards … the Troll. The voice was gravelly, like the rolling of stone down a mountainside and the echo of an avalanche in the seas of snow. His eyes went wide, and the hand he'd lifted to ready a spell gradually lowered as he processed not only the fact that he understood but that the creature had spoken to him. His eyes cut back to the language on the wall, and he muttered under his breath a few times before heaving a breath of disbelief. "Let the blood reflect the water, and the path shall be known," he said breathlessly.
Simon's head jerked back to the wall Andreas had been toiling over for an hour or more. His face twisted in confusion, and he said, "That is what it said?" 
"Why is your mate barring my home?"
Andreas let another gasp of disbelief escape him before he reached out and caught Simon's arm. Simon had moved, like he was ready to react to the creature growling in their direction and froze when he was touched. Andreas felt Simon's arm nudge lightly, questioningly, and he sucked in another breath in an attempt to process what he'd heard. "We … were trapped here. We meant no offense," he managed. 
Maybe it was disbelief, or perhaps it was curiosity that flared in the Troll's mossy features, but regardless, it regarded them both before turning its head towards the cavern's entrance. It seemed to study the purple barrier, then looked back at Andreas  "Yet one hand is gone and the other useless for a few days' time," the Troll grumbled.
Andreas squeezed Simon's arm when he felt him tense and frowned. "Would you not lash out if those you cared for were harmed?" he asked, and somewhere he wondered if he was losing his mind. Was he actually conversing with a Troll? A Troll. In the middle of a cave in Usphra, of all fucking places. He watched the creature, and a sense of consideration seemed to linger in its features. Its beady eyes looked to Simon, and Andreas again tightened his grip to keep him in place. The Troll looked back at him and met his eye before a large puff of air rushed past him and bounced around the cavern. Had that … had this creature just huffed at him? 
"Leave. Now."
Andreas nodded and immediately grabbed Simon's hand. "Time to go," he said, and looked over his shoulder towards his partner.
Simon was staring him down, awestruck and confused. "Did you just … talk to it?" he muttered.
"We can both equally freak out about it later, but right now let's go," Andreas said, offering a begging look before glancing to the creature now huddled in the far corner of the cavern. He pulled Simon forward and shoved him toward the barrier despite the man's complaints. It took a few moments, but he eventually managed to prod Simon to the entrance and reached out tentatively. As soon as his hand touched the barrier, it shattered into ribbons of purple light and then vanished. Andreas gave Simon a small shove and nodded to the outside world. "Go, give me a moment," he said.
"Andreas," Simon bristled, hand tightening on the axe still in his grasp, and looked towards the creature curled over its bleeding limb.
"Do you trust me?" Andreas asked and shot Simon a look.
Simon's brow furrowed, he gave the Troll a final glance, and then he sighed. "I do. One minute, and then I come back in here and take that thing's head off. You hear me?" he said.
Andreas rolled his eyes and smiled before shoving the man on. "Alright, alright," he said.
 Andreas waited till Simon stepped into the fading sunlight and lingered by the entrance. He looked back, watching the creature. There was this sense of … regret that had suddenly taken root in him and started to fester like an old wound. That same nagging, ongoing crack was brushed in the back of his mind, and it irritated him. "Will you accept my help?" he asked suddenly. 
The Troll slowly turned its head towards Andreas, watching. There was silence, like the creature was considering the words.  "End the long night."
"What?" Andreas' face twisted in confusion.
"The ice will comfort me. Be gone."
Andreas stared, face twisted as he tried to break apart the words that had been offered. "What did you—?"
"Andreas!" Simon yelled from outside the cavern.
Andreas looked back to the outside world, biting his lip in frustration. He wanted more time, but they didn't have any. Cedric said they had until sunset, or they'd be left. Shit. "What did you …" he started, head yanking around towards the creature, and his words faded into nothing. His mind went blank, and he forgot what he was going to ask. The Troll was no longer facing him and had returned its attention to its injuries. The creature's form had been stony—like a carved rock covered in moss, with heavy brows and small, beady eyes. Its form was tall, thin, and lanky as if there was not much food to be found in this place. Yet now it was as if he were looking through glass—a perfect sculpture of living ice that gave a slight hum of breath as its chest heaved. Andreas stared in awe, eyes wide, and then, before he could say more or react further, his arm was caught and he was tugged from the cavern by Simon.






  
  two
To Lay Bare


"You told Cedric to put him up in that cavern, didn't you?" Simon mumbled, knocking on the edge of the open sliding door that revealed a small, lavishly decorated office. His mismatched eyes locked on a man seated behind a massive desk, stacked with unfurled maps and nautical instruments. 
It was a few moments before the Ifreann's eyes lifted from an old journal he seemed to be writing in, and locked with Simon's through small, round spectacles that made his icy blues seem larger than normal. Hawke regarded Simon for a moment, face blank, eyes searching for something, before a large grin spread over his face and a golden incisor flashed in the candlelight. A rough, baritone chuckle filled the space between them before he finally closed the journal and nodded for Simon to enter fully. "That sounded near accusatory," he teased, face twisting up into another grin.
Simon scoffed, shoving off the doorway and stepping over the threshold. "Not accusatory, just …" he said, and let his words taper off when Hawke nodded towards the door.
"Close the door, Simon. Let's chat in private," Hawke said candidly, sitting up from where his six and a half foot frame was bent over his desk. It was comical for the chair he was seated in was slightly too small for him, or perhaps he was simply built bigger than most would expect. His bone structure was large, and he was a handsome man with a squared jaw and an almost electric air about him. He was in his late thirties, with dusty pale grey skin peppered with freckles that looked like polished stone. His hair was black, salt-and-peppered, with streaks of faint teal blended into the strands despite it being pulled up in a makeshift bun. 
He had scars, the most notable a large one that spidered across his face like strikes of lightning, and the thick horns on his head that jutted from his skull appeared to be crafted from layered stone. His ears were long, pointed, and had enough golden piercings across them and his person to rival Simon's. His clothing was lavish, most of it silk, and he wore several golden rings and gems.
Hawke leaned back, making himself comfortable, and his damaged forked tail started tapping the floor thoughtfully. "Cedric said he did well," he said.
Simon heaved out a deep breath, closing the door, and then stepped forward into the office space. He glanced over to the stairwell that led down below deck. "They gave you a report already?" he asked.
Hawke smiled. "No one will come up. There is a sigil that lights when the door is closed so they know I may have company," he said, and leaned back in his chair till two of the legs lifted from the floor. "Of course they did, there's little that happens on or off this ship that I don't know of immediately."
Simon chuckled despite himself and settled against the wall near the door. "So you did stop by that island of your own volition," he said.
Hawke nodded and pulled the glasses from his nose before running a hand over his chin and across his five-o'clock shadow. "Cedric said that your friend has wild magic, but not like they've seen before. The Lady is rather talented at showing us parts of ourselves we dislike, isn't she?" he said.
"Nothing to do with Qella having her hands in magic then?" Simon asked, lifting an accusatory brow.
"Both can be true. She has a way of showing us what we need, when we need it," Hawke replied and tapped his reading glasses against his cheek. "Cedric said there was an Ice Troll?"
"Yeah. Scrawny and looked half-starved," Simon replied.
"When we drop you in Brekka, I'll make sure we stop by and see why it's so far away from the main continent. I have a meeting to attend, but will make time before I have little to spare," Hawke said, leaning forward till the chair he was in settled back on the ground. He reached for a quill and pulled it from its inkwell, then scratched a small note on a piece of parchment.
Simon's face twisted in concern. "You don't sound thrilled about this meeting. Anything I should worry about when we get to Usphra?" he asked.
Hawke shook his head, placing the quill back in its home before he leaned back in his chair once more and rocked back and forth on two legs. "Pirate business. Nothing that will spill into the main continents yet," he replied, and offered a smile. "How have you two been sleeping?"
Simon shrugged his shoulder and winced as the injury in his side twinged. "Fine. Like a baby," he said too quickly.
"You can't lie in here without me knowing," Hawke replied and chuckled when Simon shot him a look of annoyance. "Which one of you is struggling? I'm sure Cedric could mix up something for you," he asked, icy eyes locking on the mismatched pair across the room. They sparked, growing slightly brighter.
"It's fine," Simon replied, brow furrowing. "You're already doing more than I can repay."
"Nonsense. I have the means, and you do not. Therefore, anything I have to offer that will aid you is rightfully yours. I was raised with manners," Hawke said, grinning so large he flashed his tooth again.
Simon chuckled and shook his head. "I think you might be worse than Olur was about that," he said, face twisting slightly as the name rolled off his tongue.
"It's good to see you're healing, my friend. There was a time you couldn't even think of his name," Hawke said.
"Yeah, well …" Simon said, trailing off as his mind wandered to the man below deck, likely still talking with Cedric.
Hawke hummed and let his eyes flicker to the stairwell before back up to lock with Simon's again. "Love is quite a force indeed," he murmured, the words twisting in almost a nostalgic way.
"Did you know he was going to be able to understand the Water Domain's dialect in that cave?" Simon asked, not breaking their eye contact.
Hawke tapped his glasses to his chin in thought, and then smiled wryly. "I had a hunch and was inclined to test a theory. I'm glad it seemed to work out in all of our favor," he replied.
Simon's face hardened. "What the fuck does that mean, Hawke? What do you mean by all of our favor?" he said.
"That is to be discovered on your own," Hawke replied, leaning forward till his chair settled and he could toss his glasses on the desk. "Now, Cedric is done talking with your partner. I have a few things to discuss with them, and the two of you should try to sleep. Consider taking me up on the offer for something to help with that before we reach the coast. Safe sleeping will be few and far between on Usphra," he said, and popped up onto his feet.
Simon watched Hawke and began chewing his lower lip in thought. Something about that wording was … he didn't like it. He trusted Hawke—Olur had trusted Hawke—but something about that turn of phrase was … "How did you keep faith in her after it all? After all Qella did to her siblings … that happened because of what she did?" he asked, not quite sure why the words suddenly spilled from his mouth.
Hawke looked up from where he was closing his journal. "Is a good deed no longer good because a bad one followed it?" he asked.
"… No, I don't think so," Simon said, face twisting in thought.
"What is considered good to some may be bad to others. It's the same as beauty—your eye may not see the Dwyer boy the same as another on my ship, or mine. It's all relative, yes?" Hawke said, maneuvering from behind his desk till he could walk over and stand in front of Simon. "Do you agree?" he asked.
Simon considered the words, eyes no longer focused on Hawke but on the floor. They followed the grain of the wood until he found his own feet, and then focused on his hand that held the ring he'd been given by Leon months ago. "I do," he muttered, eyes still fixated on the ring.
"I am a man who understands the world changes. What is socially acceptable comes and goes as quickly as the tides, and one good deed may spell disaster in another breath. I simply chose to see the mortality in something larger than myself, and I think, in the end, that's something we can all sympathize with. We want to be seen for who we are. The good, the bad, the grey in between, for they all mean we are alive, yes?" Hawke said, head tilting as his eyes looked over Simon.
Simon glanced up, noticing the brighter blues watching him. "That's true," he said.
"I am a hero to my children across the continents that fill my orphanages, but I am a demon that plagues the minds of many pirates, and those who made those children orphans. Perhaps The Lady is simply that—a hero to some, and a menace to others. If you think of it that way, she's not quite so different than me or you. A little blood on the hands does not make the man, does it?" Hawke replied and grinned.
Simon frowned, eyes darkening. "No, not if the blood is justified," he replied.
Hawke chuckled and reached over to pat Simon's shoulder. "See? Quite a topic that can spin you around, isn't it? Go to your partner; he's worried about your health, and I'm worried about your sleep patterns. I'll talk to Cedric about getting you some tea, so maybe you’ll finally sleep," he said and pushed open the door.
"That's not necessary. I'm fine," Simon grumbled, and exhaled painfully when he shoved off the wall too quickly.
Hawke barked out another laugh, already half through the door onto the deck. "Fine he says. Grumpy, and in pain as he says it. I won't scold you more because I'm sure you'll get an earful later anyway."
Simon sucked his teeth and lingered a moment. His eyes landed back on the ring, and he fiddled with it. It was still warm to the touch, but not when it was simply idly on his hand; the metal only seemed to heat a bit when it was acknowledged, and he found himself wondering if Cian knew he was messing with it infrequently. He swallowed, brow furrowing when pain shot up his side and into his shoulder. His ears rang, his vision blurred a bit, and he clenched his eyes shut and swallowed visibly. A memory had crept up again—blood. Blood was everywhere. It was his mother's blood, his husband's blood … the blood of all of those he tore through trying to find some sense of vengeance for what had been done. It made him nauseous now; it made him feel dirty, undesirable, and angry. Angry. He could work with anger because anger was better than despair. Fury was easier to harness than the rot of emptiness. Despise was …
Simon's head jerked up, eyes opening when he heard footsteps on the stairwell, and then a shock of red hair flickered from around the corner. He sighed, and instantly all the tension that had been gathering in his muscles vanished. He stopped fidgeting with that ring, stopped spinning it around and around till the colors blended in a blur. "You okay?" he asked softly, and offered a smile.
Andreas offered a shaky smile. "Yeah. You look tired. Are you okay?" he asked.
Simon closed the space between them, nodding, and reached out his hand so he could brush Andreas' cheek. "Tired, but I'm always tired lately," he said and smiled more broadly when he was looked at with deeper concern. He leaned in till their foreheads were touching, and inhaled through a wince. "Cracked rib, and definitely twisted my knee. I'll be okay. You didn't get hurt, so I'm more than okay," he said.
Andreas nudged Simon's nose with his. "You did, though. I'm not okay with that," he replied.
Simon grinned, tusks shoving under his eyes till the edges of them crinkled. "You blew up a Troll's hand for me. You know how hot that was, right, Red?" he said, teasing.
Andreas rolled his eyes, cheeks heating. "Oh, stop. You're deflecting," he said, but tried to stifle a smile by biting his lip.
"No, I'm showering you in deserved affection. Can we go to the room and properly freak out about you understanding a Troll now?" Simon asked.
Andreas nodded and pulled away before grabbing Simon's hand. He tugged Simon toward the stairs and started down them. "Freak out while I try and handle those wounds?" he said.
"Deal if we can curl up after, and you tell me about your talk with Ced?" Simon replied and started following the redhead down the stairs gingerly.
Andreas smiled and nodded. "Deal."






  
  three
Fragmentation


"Alright, you have been fussing over me for almost an hour, and I haven't heard a thing about what you and Ced talked about, Andreas," Simon remarked, eyes locked on the hands that had been traveling over his body, illuminated in a warm golden glow. It was hard to place, but there was something that Andreas was actively trying to hide, as if something that had been discussed unsettled him. Silence followed his question, and Simon finally reached down to pull Andreas' hand away from his knee. "Andrea, look at me. What is wrong?" he said, more agitated than he'd planned to.
Andreas looked up, chewing on his lip, as if he were trying to find the right words to explain. "I … asked Cedric what they knew about a few places on Usphra. That's all," he said.
Simon stared, face falling in mock annoyance. "Could you be more specific?" he asked.
Andreas sighed and sat up fully from where he'd been hunched over Simon's body. He grasped Simon's hand with his free one, gave it a small squeeze, and then freed himself from the Orc's grasp. "We talked about my magic some. They gave me some exercises to practice so I could focus more, and a crystal that should help me master teleportation spells, too. They said wild magic was usually chaotic in general, but mine was different. They haven't seen it manifest as mine does now," he muttered, and started fidgeting with his fingers, twisting them, almost as if he were afraid of the energy sparking off them because he was focusing on it too much. 
"… And you haven't decided on where you want to scatter Olur's ashes, so … I asked a few questions about the temples here. I figured you may want to scatter them where Qella was revered, and they told me a few places to look into when we reach the continent," Andreas said, and looked up to meet Simon's eyes uncertainly.
"What do you mean, they said your magic was different?" Simon asked, face twisted in puzzlement. "How so?"
Andreas shrugged and then sighed in mock defeat. "The fire is one thing, but Cedric said they've never seen fire wild magic manifest so pure. They said it was brighter, unlike typical flames, when it came to wild magic. They've never seen it before," he said, and then slumped over until he could lean against Simon's shoulder. It took less than a few seconds for him to be tugged closer, and one of Simon's arms to wrap around him protectively. He smiled despite himself and looked up, pouting. "Am I just weird? Abnormal?" he asked.
"There it is. What's really bothering you," Simon replied and offered a small smile. He squeezed Andreas' shoulder and then leaned down to place a kiss on his head. "No. You aren't abnormal. Just because something isn't common doesn't mean it's wrong. It's just … special. That's all. You, and your magic, are special, and that's okay," he said tenderly.
Andreas chewed the inside of his cheek, watching Simon through the corner of his eye. "Really?" he asked.
Simon chuckled and tugged until Andreas was seated on his lap and turned to face him. He leaned down, kissing Andreas' forehead, and then blew the red bangs from his partner's eyes playfully. "Yes, really. You shine, and now your magic does too. There's nothing wrong with that, or with you," he said, pausing if only so he could grasp Andreas' barren hands and then lift them to his lips. He kissed the scars there and smiled when Andreas slid his fingers across his cheeks. "I love you as you are, as you were, and as you will be. If you woke up tomorrow and said you were going to sprout wings and fly, I wouldn't ask anything more than if you needed help taking off."
Andreas chuckled, face flushed and eyes starry. He squeezed Simon's cheeks. "You really should be illegal. It should not be allowed to be …" he said, voice trailing off.
Simon smiled, tired eyes focused on Andreas'. "Be what?" he asked.
"So wonderful. I don't know a thing about flying, but if you looked at me and told me I could … I'm damn well certain I could figure it out," Andreas said lovingly. "I'm going to blame you for my magic changing—for me changing."
Simon's brow furrowed. "I don't want to change you, Andrea. I just want you to see how beautiful you already are," he muttered.
Andreas huffed, mouth agape as if he'd planned to say something, but the words simply failed to come. "You …" he started, and then promptly gave up trying to put whatever that feeling was in his chest into words. He latched his fingers around Simon's neck and pulled him closer till he could kiss him. Oh, he kissed him. He didn't think kissing Simon could ever get old, because every time it happened, it felt so new. Andreas lingered long enough for his breath to stall, and when he pulled away, he let their foreheads rest. "I love you. So much that it terrifies me to think of a world where you don't exist. Do you know that?" he said.
Simon let out a breathy laugh and reached up to brush a hand over Andreas' cheek. "Yeah. I know the feeling pretty well," he replied.
Andreas huffed, emeralds glinting with enchantment. He shifted till he could lean up on his knees and gaze down at Simon from his risen perch. Simon's hands were already on him, one on his waist and circling to his back to pull him closer. The other was in his hair, trailing his scalp and leaving this fleeting spark of warmth over his skin. Andreas swallowed, pulling his hand from where it was cupping Simon's cheek, and flicked his wrist over his shoulder without looking. A small Bluejay made of pure golden light fluttered to the door, and the lock clicking filled the room before the creature vanished into a puff of sparks. It was always like this now when Simon put his whole undivided attention on him—like he was going to burn up completely. It had been like this since they'd said it. Since they'd acknowledged this feeling fluttering around between them months ago, tucked into his bed in his family's cabin. He swore he'd be swallowed up by this feeling one day.
"Simon," Andreas whispered, shifting from the common tongue to Simon’s clan’s language. There was instant recognition in those mismatched eyes watching him, and he felt Simon pull him closer. So close he wondered if his ribs would crack open and his heart would flutter right out of his chest and into that man's sternum. Andreas let his hands trail until he found both of Simon's wrists, and then he shoved with his whole body's weight until they were falling back against the bed. They bounced on the mattress, and he felt Simon's hips bump into his. Andreas swallowed and slammed Simon’s hands against the bed. Greed stirred because he saw it—Simon's cheeks flush, and Simon's tongue slip out and lick his lips before he'd bumped upwards and made their hips meet again.
Andreas let out a small, breathy moan, then drew his eyes over the body pressed beneath him. He didn't want anyone to see Simon like this. Clothes on, clothes off, it didn't matter because that look on that man's face was his. The more he saw it, the more he wanted. He'd never been this fucking greedy before. Never wanted to hoard someone like a dragon would precious gems.
"Andrea?" Simon asked, voice barely above a whisper and lungs lurching as if he were struggling to catch his breath.
Andreas sucked in a breath, savoring the way his name sounded on Simon's tongue when he was flustered, and wanting. Andreas shifted his hips and watched as Simon's eyes flickered down to where their bodies touched and then back up with this flaring desire. There it was again—an irritation. A twist like picking at a scab. Like that annoying crack always lingering just out of view was being rammed against. He was going to melt—to explode—to turn into molten gold because the way this man looked was too much to bear. Hot, bothered, and so wrapped up in him that it …
Andreas whimpered when Simon bumped their hips together, and struggled against where he was keeping Simon's hands captive above his head. Andreas leaned down, letting his lips hang just over his partner's purposefully. "I want you to fuck me so hard I see white. Till we both pass out from exhaustion. Can you do that?" he asked, and for a moment, he didn't know if he recognized his voice.
Since when did he sound like that? Say things like that? He didn't say what he wanted, and he certainly didn't demand it. Yet, Simon made it easy. … Simon … Andreas' mind went blank because Simon's hands
Never again.
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