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For those who carry unspeakable burdens. 





May you find peace, comfort, and love.
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one

Limbo





"Simon."

Being abruptly pulled from a deep, uninterrupted sleep into the sharpness of wakefulness was an experience Simon had encountered before. Typically, it was a sound rustling in the trees beyond the reach of the firelight that stirred him, but this time it was a whisper—a dragging, anxious plea that begged for his attention. Simon’s eyes shot open, and he gasped for breath as if he had been holding it through the long minutes that stretched between his fading dream and the harsh reality of waking. Darkness flooded his vision, shadows merged, and he struggled to discern where his body ended and the room began. The candle that had been lit was now extinguished, the sun had yet to rise, and his mind was still shrouded in the fog of … sleep? Yes, perhaps it was sleep. All he knew was that his whole focus was on the presence looming over him.

Someone was leaning against his side, positioned in a way that made it impossible for him to see their face. Simon blinked, trying to center his mind, but he knew deep down that he couldn't have been asleep for long. Something else stirred within him, a sensation like a forgotten memory rising to the surface. Memory … memories … close, but not actualized. Was he awake? Was this a dream? Perhaps this moment was the dream, with everything before it being a blurred existence. So what would come next? After this moment? Simon's face contorted in confusion, his concentration fraying. The thread faded, and he felt the precipice he'd been upon fall away. He'd been so close to remembering. … What? His eyes burned from exhaustion, and a dull ache throbbed at the back of his head, which he could only attribute to the onset of a hangover. Had he been drinking? Was he still drinking? Was he awake, asleep, or passed out?

"Simon …"

His name was spoken sweetly, and all he could do was concentrate on the sensation of a hand brushing against his side. Fingers traced up his body until they reached his shoulder, then his neck, before finally resting to cup his cheek. Simon exhaled; the sound was light, as if too much oxygen had flooded his lungs, and the only way to clear his mind was to force it away. It felt like a memory, or perhaps a dream—a cruel mix of both, fueled by a cocktail, because he knew there was no way in hell that Olur was actually here. That man was the only one capable of sending his body into frantic spasms and his heart into erratic palpitations, simply by uttering his name. He was the only one who could ignite this unyielding desire with just a word. Sweet, pure, and luminous. Ethereal. Blinding. … As if he'd gathered the sun and devoured it. The sun. The moons. The stars. … No. That was not Olur that was …

That was …

The world crashed down around Simon so violently that he felt his body jolt, and a whimper rolled up his throat as if the thought wounded him. His right hand instinctively grasped something he had just become aware he was holding. This wasn’t a dream—at least not now. It wasn’t a memory either; he faced the crushing realization that not only was Olur not there, but he also wasn’t the only one capable of affecting him this way. Simon’s eyes fluttered, opening and closing repeatedly until the dim light in the room allowed him to see a figure hovering over him. It was a face, not Olur's, but Andreas'. A wave of anxiety rose in Simon's throat as he tried to sort through the growing headache that was enveloping him. A memory, a dream, a hangover. Which was it? Perhaps it was all of them? 

No. Hangover. Drinking. They had been drinking. He had returned home in the early evening after helping an old friend with their home's foundation. He had found Andreas curled up with his books and a half-empty bottle of wine. Despite his exhaustion from being in the sun all day, he'd felt greedy and cleared the books off the bed, waking the sleeping Half-Elf with soft kisses. In return, he was met with flickers of joy and wispy laughter, which left him feeling anchored to the mattress he now shared with Andreas. Andreas was looking down at him, gently caressing his cheek. 

Simon couldn't quite remember when he had felt such a consuming need in his stomach. It was a vast, unspoken longing to stay right here, in this moment, in this bed, and to never let the sun rise. For what was the sun to the man gazing at him? A dull ache began in his sternum. This was not the first time such a sensation had wrapped around him like a vine, tightening its grip like a vice. It wasn’t the first time, but for fuck's sake, it wouldn't be the last. He refused to lose this again.

Simon let out another muffled sound between a whimper and a desperate moan. He clenched his right hand again, thumb trailing up and down what he now realized was Andreas' thigh. Bare and loosely draped over him as if the Half-Elf had been clinging to him in their throws of drunken sleep like a child would a stuffed toy. Andreas moved, or he moved, hell, he didn't know. All he knew was that Andreas' face was closer, the lines of his jaw clearer and fucking shit even in the lack of light and creeping shadows he shined. His deep crimson hair flowed in waves behind him and over his shoulder, cascading onto Simon's chest like a wildfire. Dazed, half-lidded emerald eyes gazed at him, filled with what could only be described as concern and desire. There was sincerity in those eyes—open, raw, and unflinching—as if the wine had drawn out something hidden and let it surface in them both.

"Are you okay?" Andreas asked, his voice dragging out the words as if his tongue were heavy.

Fuck. He passed out. They passed out. There was no way they had not both fallen asleep. That was the only explanation.

Simon nodded and dragged his left hand from where it had been carelessly tossed to the side, and cupped Andreas' cheek. Instantly, he regretted the gesture; as soon as his fingers touched the man's warm, carnelian skin, Andreas tilted his head and brushed his lips over the edge of Simon's thumb. Those velvety, peachy, plump lips appeared swollen, as if they had been kissing before surrendering to exhaustion. Simon let out another sharp sound, deeper in his throat but just as desperate as the first. "We're still drunk," he said, stumbling over his words.

Andreas chuckled and tilted his head just enough for Simon's thumb to dip into his mouth before slipping free. "Does that matter?" he asked playfully.

Simon processed the words, trying to make sense of them. Did it matter? Maybe. He didn't know. They had slept together multiple times, but through the spinning room, he couldn't recall if they had ever been drunk like this. They'd had alcohol occasionally, but he couldn't confidently remember a specific instance when they had been this intoxicated—completely out of it. So far gone that he was sure that if he stood up, he wouldn't be able to distinguish the ceiling from the floor. Did it matter? That twisting, nagging, terrifying sensation in his body flared up, and he struggled to suppress another sound. A whimper, as if he was trying to recall something but unable to see it clearly. This sinking, debilitating feeling of loss chased the thought, and his hand gripped Andreas' cheek tighter.

No. No, no, no, no. Not again. Never again. He could not bear to lose this again. He would not let it slip away. Whatever this was between them. Whatever lurked in the shadows of his mind and threatened to drag him away—he refused to confront it now. If he did, he would sob. He would break. He would fall apart. He wasn't ready for that, nor was he prepared for Andreas to witness it. To know. To hear. To feel his fear of it happening all over again because he could not handle it happening all over again. He would cease to exist. He was just a tight ball of muscle, sinew, and anger, collapsing under the weight of this unyielding, suffocating grief. If that grief grew, what would be left? Would he be gone? Would he be left to rot in this endless darkness?

"Simon?" Andreas said the name as more of a question than a statement. His tired eyes blinked as he struggled to focus, and his brow furrowed in confusion.

“Is it alright if I kiss you? Can I touch you? I need to hold you, Andreas,” Simon replied, and he didn’t recognize his own voice. The only reason he recognized the voice as his was because of the gravelly, resonant tones that echoed in his throat, causing his vocal cords to vibrate. Andreas' expression shifted from confusion to something else—something Simon couldn't quite understand, and he didn’t have the energy to delve too deeply into it. "We're clearly drunk. I don't want to if—" he started to say, but his words were interrupted by a finger pressing gently against his lips.

"I've never regretted you touching me, Simon," Andreas said gently, silencing any further argument with a shake of his head. He trailed his finger down Simon's lip, lightly dragging along the bottom one before letting it pop back into place against the Orc's tusks. "Hold me. Kiss me. Fuck me. Does it feel like I don't want you to?" he asked, nudging his hips into Simon's leg.

Simon inhaled deeply, enjoying the scent of amber cologne, musk, and the faint, sweet aroma of red wine lingering on Andreas' tongue. Andreas was hard and it was a shocking reminder that he was wanted. He could hold and kiss him, bask in his presence like someone lounging on a cloudless summer afternoon. Simon had often wondered if he deserved these moments, and a pang in his chest struck hard enough to make his ears ring. His hand tightened on Andreas' thigh as he shook his head sharply. "You feel needy," he said, barely above a whisper. He sounded intoxicated, drunk on the man beside him and not the lingering alcohol in his system.

Andreas chuckled again, turning his head to trail his tongue over Simon's index finger. "Me? You need to hold me, right?" he asked coyly, his words trailing off into a playful giggle as he rubbed his knee against Simon's stomach.

Simon bit his lip, his mismatched eyes searching the emeralds as if he were trying to find something. He didn't know what he was looking for—perhaps something to match the overwhelming sensation bursting in his chest, threatening to destroy him. It was a complex blend of paralyzing fear and undeniable joy because the man in his arms was here, was real, and was right there where he could touch him. This was the man he… No. No, no, no. Not now. Not yet. He wasn't ready to confront that thought. He had been avoiding it for days, and the middle of a drunken spiral was not the time to face his emotions.

Simon bucked when Andreas pressed his knee into his inner thigh in encouragement. His blood pulsed, and he felt his veins throb down through his stomach and straight between his legs. The overwhelming worry and indecisiveness faded, leaving only an intense itching and burning sensation just beneath his skin. It was as if a flame had flickered to life, and Andreas carefully stoked it until it slipped out of control. The only thing that was going to help was for his body to be pressed into the one against him until they were both a heaving, tired mess of knots and fading pleasure. A need? No, this wasn't just a need. This was vital. This would be the end for him if not completed.

Simon leaned up, pulling Andreas' face down until their lips crashed together in a drunken frenzy. Andreas crooned, writhing in his grip, and it was all he could do not to flip him over and pin his ass to the bed. Simon deepened the kiss, his tongue lashing out over Andreas' bottom lip as his head tilted enough to prevent his tusks from stabbing his companion in the eye. Another sound of joy filled his ears, and his resolve crumbled. Simon let out a desperate groan, feeling the sound vibrate in his sternum, and he pulled away.

Andreas gazed, his eyes bright and cheeks flushed. He huffed, catching his breath, and asked, "Simon?"

Simon didn't answer but grabbed the redhead's thighs and rolled them over until Andreas was lying on the bed, and he was left to hover over him. Andreas let out a startled chirp but otherwise seemed unwilling to voice any complaints. Simon captured Andreas' gaze, holding it for a moment, then descended onto his skin like a ravenous dog. He started on Andreas' neck, kissing, biting, and dragging his tongue down every ounce of flesh he could find. He counted in the back of his mind, recalling the placement of every golden freckle that marred this man. Damn this body—Andreas would be his undoing, his end, his beginning, his …

Andreas moaned, arching his back off the bed when Simon nipped his collarbone and then forcibly drug a tusk across the skin beneath it. He bucked again when Simon's mouth worked down his chest, teasing a nipple until he let out another desperate cry and wrenched his hands into the Orc’s hair. Fuck. Fuck. "Fuck," he let the words drag out when Simon's teeth clenched on his other nipple and pulled. His hips shuddered, grinding up against Simon's chest, and a shiver surged across his spine from the friction.

Simon kissed, shoulders arching as Andreas' nails scratched against his scalp, and a muffled moan slid from his throat. Need. He needed to taste him. To make him mewl, and thrash and fucking beg. He needed to hear his name called like a prayer as he repeatedly asserted that this man was his. His. Only his. Simon's gut twisted, and fuck, he wanted to mark every inch of this man so that if anyone dared look at him, they would know he was claimed. Simon inhaled deeply, savoring the familiar oaky amber scent on Andreas' skin. It was electrifying, like he was watching from far away as his body succumbed to ravenous desire and unshakable need. Before Simon could stop himself, he was sucking, kissing, and then sucking again.

Andreas' body shivered every time he nipped and prodded and puckered his lips like he was trying to drain the man of his blood. Simon grabbed Andreas' hips and slid himself down until he could kiss his way to the hardened, weeping dick there. He inhaled, brushing his cheek along Andreas' shaft before slowly starting to kiss his way up to his tip. Slow. Teasing. He wanted to hear Andreas beg—wanted to listen to his name in that same desperate plea that had roused him from sleep. Simon peered upwards just as his tongue slid from his mouth and teetered up Andreas' dick as if he were savoring a piece of his dinner. He found Andreas looking down at him half-lidded, flushed from intoxication, and sparking pleasure.

"What did you say to do again?" Simon asked.

Andreas whined, hips bucking so that his shaft slipped up and down Simon's parted mouth. He bit his lip, squirming beneath the larger body as if he were on fire. "Fuck me. Tear me apart. Ruin me," he said, words gradually turning more into a pleading slog of nonsense.

Simon's mouth danced over the tip of Andreas' cock, and left a sheen of saliva as he pulled away. "How badly do you want me to?" he asked.

Andreas moaned, his back curving when Simon slid his mouth down and shoved his dick into his throat. "Fuck. Fuck. Please. Simon, please," he sputtered out, lurching when Simon's throat constricted around him. His hands clenched at the black strands, barely keeping him from floating away into the void. They were both drunk, and he knew it. But this moment was new, beautiful, and incredibly thrilling. He had never seen Simon like this—yearning and hungry. There was no caution, careful consideration, or gentle dominance in Simon's behavior. There was only an overwhelming desire, as if the Orc had awakened in a frenzied rage of conquest. Simon's throat clenched again as his mouth descended, and stars lit Andreas' eyes. His body thrashed in response, and his head reared back into the pillows. The sounds slipping from his throat were erotic and raw, and fuck he didn't think he'd ever made them before. Not like this. Not like a creature begging, made of nothing but nerve endings, muscle, and bone.

"Fuck. Fuck, I'm close. I'm going to—" Andreas managed out, whimpering as his stomach churned and that buzzing in the back of his eyes radiated through his body. Then it came crashing down, spiraling him out of control as a moan so loud slid from his lips he dared to wonder if it would shake the walls. He convulsed, overstimulated as Simon's throat clenched, and he felt him swallow over and over, and holy shit he was going to evaporate. He collapsed into a shivering mess, his eyes falling to the dark, bottomless grey and brown ones looking up at him. He felt as though he might fall endlessly through them if he kept gazing. With a whimper, he relaxed his grip just enough to slide his hand down to Simon's chin, cupping it gently and giving it a slight tug. He needed those lips against his. He needed Simon's hands on his hips and to be able to grab those sandy shoulders and claw them. "Kiss me," he whispered, the words spiraling from his mouth not in the common tongue, but in Orcish. He felt frail and desperate, and he just needed to be kissed again.

The darkness in Simon's eyes fractured, splintering into a look of fragile control as he began to understand the language. It was a swirling mix of deep adoration, and a consuming sorrow. Andreas frowned, his brows knitting together in concern as he gently tugged Simon’s chin upward again. He had been learning this language, perfecting it, because they had decided they needed a way to communicate without anyone else understanding. Orcish was not a language many knew, mainly due to its various dialects, but he was grateful he had agreed to learn it. He would start over from the beginning if it meant he could see Simon look at him like this again. The gaze was anguished, shattering, and so profoundly enamored that Andreas felt he might turn to dust and scatter in the dry wind that plagued the city outside. He gasped, tears flooding his eyes as another plea rose in his throat and stumbled out. "Kiss me. Devour me. I need you inside me," he said pathetically, still in that strange growling language of the Orcs. No, not just any Orcs. Simon's clan—those of blood, bone, and wandering sands. This was a language he'd promised to treasure.

"Please," Andreas whimpered, his eyes glazing over. He looked almost afraid.

Simon choked, finally allowing himself to be persuaded upward, feeling as if he could fall apart. The language cut deep, reaching into places he had been trying to avoid and hide away from, especially now. It chipped away at a wall that held back a flood of emotions he wasn’t mentally stable enough to handle in his intoxicated state. He rose, his hands sliding up Andreas' sides in a way that made the redhead squirm. Then he leaned down, and the kiss he offered was tender and reverent, as if the man beneath him were holy. He wasn’t sure how he maintained his composure under Andreas' gaze—one that looked at him, looked through him, piercing through his dark, painful, and broken existence to see him for who he truly was. He felt the emotion stirring again, a longing that begged to escape his lips like a breath. Words. A thought. A feeling. Something that had been building up in him over these long months. But he couldn’t say it. If he voiced it, then the world would know. The world was cruel, and hope was ruthless. If he said it, he could lose everything—lose Andreas. He couldn’t lose Andreas. He wouldn’t lose this man. Not again—never again.

Another kiss, still sweet but deeper—more intense. Then Simon's tusks dug into the sides of Andreas' lips, and he could feel the golden cheeks quiver in response. A final kiss and Simon was swooping down again, lips locked on Andreas' throat and sucking. The sound of exasperated pleasure that met his ears made his suction increase before his lips popped free, and his tongue nursed the already darkening spot against Andreas' skin. His. He'd put as many fucking marks on this man as those damned freckles if he had to. "Roll over. Get on your knees," Simon said in Orcish, his words a gentle command. Then he pulled away and reached for the table beside their bed. His fingers fumbled around, searching for a small vial, while his eyes narrowed to slits in an attempt to see through the darkness. It felt an eternity, but when he finally grabbed the vial and turned, he found Andreas on his knees and ass in the air looking back at him with this foggy cloud of desperation.

A pop, and then the sweet scent of almond oil hit the air. It took seconds to pour some of the liquid into his fingers, rub them together, and then he leaned forward to place a trail of affection down Andreas' ass. He was being watched, the green eyes gazing back at him, stormy and beseeching as if he wasn't going fast enough. Simon chuckled, the sound throaty, and it caught him off guard as his index and middle fingers circled Andreas' entrance and then plunged. They stretched, pumped, and twisted until he was slowly met with gasps of joy, and Andreas began to push back as soon as his fingers started pulling away. Simon pumped, carefully sliding in a third finger as he stretched and then angled his middle finger upwards. He felt a jolt surge through Andreas' body, and a moan of satisfaction slapped him so hard he felt his own dick jolt.

"Simon, please," Andreas begged, shoving his ass backward and gasping. "Enough. Fuck me," he said, words tumbling out too fast and slurring in the rough tongue.

Why had they continued in Orcish instead of returning to the common tongue? He didn't know. All Simon understood was that every time Andreas spoke those words, his soul twisted, making him feel as if he would fall endlessly into the sunlight. Fuck him. Own him. Devour him. That's what he'd been told. It had to be the alcohol, but fuck, those words were sobering somehow. Simon gave a final pump of his fingers before pulling away. He took a minute, if that, to pour another bit of almond oil into his hand before placing the vial back on the table by the bed. He grabbed his cock, pumped it a few times to coat it in the oil, and then looked up. He shuddered. Andreas was watching, ass still in the air and hips wriggling in what could only be anticipation. Simon exhaled sharply and grabbed one of Andreas' legs, tugging it. "Roll over," he said, his voice filled with yearning and that same demanding tone from earlier.

Andreas complied, and when Simon's hands parted his thighs and hoisted his ass off the mattress, his hands scrambled across the larger shoulders and clenched tightly. A hold. A grip. A token of something to keep him from falling away into nothing.

Simon lined himself up and slowly urged forward. He felt Andreas' entrance part, and fucking shit he thought he would implode on the spot with how he was sucked in. Slow. He had to keep reminding himself to take it slow as his chest curled downwards and brushed against skin. Sharp pangs of pleasure lit up his ears where Andreas had curved his face into his neck. Fuck. Slow. He wasn't sure if he could go slow. He had been teetering on the edge of losing his mind for what felt like an eternity, and if he had to wait any longer, he feared he might disintegrate. "Andrea," he whispered, more as a plea for permission to let go. To lose control. To surrender to this half-drunken stupor of sensation and emotion and completely lose himself in the body beneath him.

Simon shuddered as a chill broke over his spine when he received an answer. Not verbally, but just as jarring and affirming; Andreas had dug his nails into Simon's shoulders and dragged them. Andreas clawed and arched his hips upwards till he'd been forced all the way inside. Simon's legs shook from the sound that slipped across his ears. Feral. Demanding. Desperate for sensation and closeness and … fuck. Simon ground his teeth, pulled back, and slammed his hips forward without giving them time to adjust. It earned him another dragging moan, and he felt nails dig into the skin of his back again. Amber, almond, and sweat—he could smell what they were doing, feel their bodies writhing together into this symphony of sensation, and still feel the lingering taste of Andreas on his tongue. He was gone. So far gone, he felt as if he was watching his body slide into an animal he never knew he was capable of being again.

Andreas moaned, every thrust making his voice louder and more lewd. The sound of their bodies slamming together filled the room, and the world spun. Simon let out a throaty growl and latched his arms under Andreas' ass before hoisting him up. It was instant; the angle changed, and the sound that he earned was more than enough to urge him to continue. Andreas shuddered, arms tightening their grip on Simon's neck, and his head was thrown back. Buzzing, tingling, burning. Every inch of his skin sizzled, and he felt he would melt beneath the feeling of the body clenching around him. Simon grunted, eyes dazed, and he struggled to find his way back to Andreas' mouth. It took a moment, but a trail of kisses led him where he desired, and he tilted his head to lock their lips together. He felt hands in his hair, nails scratching, and fingers pulling at the strands like they wanted to rip them free. Simon moaned. Creeping close to a teetering edge he'd been dancing around since he'd woken up.

Simon broke the kiss, forced their foreheads together, and looked for Andreas' eyes. They were closed, clenched in desire, and scattered pleasure. "Look at me, Andrea," he whispered, more of a begging request than he intended. It was instant. Andreas' eyes popped open and found him, and Andreas' arms tightened around his neck. Simon wanted to say it. To release the emotion that had bubbled up within him like a festering wound into the air. He didn't say it. He swallowed it, losing himself in the dark greens that watched him as if he were all they needed. That was enough—it would have to be enough for now.

"Fuck. I'm—ah!" Andreas whimpered, his voice devolving into a screeched moan as his body clenched and tightened in place.

Simon tilted his head enough to drink in the sound, brushing their noses together, and then he was overwhelmed. He felt his ears ring and his muscles spasm, and before he could stop himself, they'd both fallen against the bed in a writhing knot of feeling and splendor. Warmth spread over him, connecting them, and he dared to believe that the first rays of sun were flickering through the tightly closed curtains. This moment had to be enough, even if it never truly felt like enough. This moment. The way Andreas looked at him, with teary eyes and a face radiating both joy and exhaustion, was worth more than gold.
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two

Red





Two Weeks Later



The sky was clear, a vibrant blue, so much so that Simon didn’t notice the tiny bird approaching from the distant city until she landed on him. One moment, he was carving up the carcass of a dual-headed Behemoth; the next, a blue jay was perched on his shoulder, demanding his attention. Simon cut through the beast’s ligaments, until he reached the carcass’ shoulder bone. There was a loud ‘thunk,’ and the little bird complained as soon as the knife hit. Keena chirped and excitedly hopped down from her new perch, curious about what Simon was doing. Then, the sound of the knife striking the bone again caused her to squeal in disapproval. 

Simon glanced down at her as she settled in, resting on his right elbow. He raised an eyebrow, unable to suppress a faint smile of amusement. “If you think you can do better, little lady, then you can take the knife,” he said.

Keena turned her head, thrilled to finally receive acknowledgment. The bird's eyes darted between Simon and the knife, as if assessing the situation. Then, she hopped closer to Simon's hand, stopping halfway between it and his elbow on his forearm. It seemed she understood what was happening and was considering whether to accept his offer.

Simon laughed and slammed the knife into the carcass before falling back onto his ass to rest atop the barren landscape. He was covered in sweat and blood, and he needed a moment of distraction; Keena seemed more than willing to provide that distraction, and he wasn't one to turn down her company. Sighing, Simon reached out to let her hop onto his fingers, bringing her closer. He inspected her leg, searching for a tiny bag or scroll that would indicate that Andreas needed to get in touch with him. However, he found nothing and frowned in disappointment. “Did Red send you, or were you just bored?” he asked, glancing back at Sebree with a dissatisfied expression.

Keena chirped back, recognizing Andreas' nickname. She flapped her wings enthusiastically before folding them back down and settling onto Simon's finger.

Simon’s attention remained fixed on Sebree, as if the distant city held the key to his clarity. Like Belmare, the heat created a faint haze that made the walls appear obscured and warped, heightening his unease. It felt as if there was more between him and Andreas than just dust and open road. Reluctantly, he shifted his focus back to Keena. He ran his thumb along her leg, wondering if some magic was at play. He found nothing—no hidden notes or illusions to conceal correspondence from wandering eyes. It seemed Andreas was either in trouble, or Keena had grown tired of being cooped up in the small house with him once again. He figured Keena was weary of circling around the roof. With a chuckle, he stroked her head with his finger and relaxed his shoulders. "Bored, huh?" he asked, grinning as Keena chirped in response. "I understand, but just think about how Red must feel," he added.

Simon stroked her feathers one last time before allowing her to hop onto his shoulder. He grabbed his hunting knife, jumped up, and began hacking away at the muscles and tendons that held the dead creature’s leg together. In Sebree, Simon was a well-known and trusted figure among the locals. After two months of living there again, people started seeking him out for various favors. Occasionally, creatures would appear on the roads, or the local butcher or alchemist would need assistance, prompting residents to ask Simon for help. Sometimes, the Royal Guard would post notices about larger and more dangerous creatures, offering gold to anyone who could eliminate them. Simon's outings had turned into bi-weekly events, reminiscent of his earlier days spent with Tembor.

At first, Simon hesitated to leave Andreas alone, unsure if it was a wise decision. Eventually he ran out of excuses to decline the requests from the people he had grown up with. They offered him money, but he negotiated the amount down significantly, as the distraction the jobs provided was rewarding enough for him. He had always needed money—not because he wanted to live excessively or hoard it; it was simply necessary for survival. The idea of not needing money felt strange to him. Months ago, Neil Dwyer had given them a substantial amount of money, most of which remained unspent. This still weighed heavily on his mind, much like the circumstances he and Andreas were currently in. 

They had been in Sebree for so long that Simon's birthday had passed, and Andreas' birthday was just a few months away. Distractions had run depressingly dry. After all, there were only so many books to read and topics to discuss before things grew uncomfortable, and he was tired of napping. By the end of the second month Andreas had started urging him to get out of the house and the faces at the market had gotten overwhelming. The first couple of months of doing almost nothing had felt torturous—excruciatingly dull torture, at that. … Well, not all of it was boring.

He'd cherished several moments, each one involving a certain Half-Elf who was currently absent from his side. He'd started to remember small details. For instance, he had discovered most of Andreas’ favorite foods and the quickest way to make him laugh. He had learned how Andreas liked his coffee and how rude he could be when he felt offended or unsettled. He also got to know some of the redhead’s favorite stories. Several weeks into their hiding, Neil had visited, bringing along Keena and a collection of Andreas’ childhood books. Although they hadn’t gathered much information about their situation, Andreas was thrilled to see his grandfather, which in turn had delighted Simon.

Regardless, here he was, elbow-deep in the viscera and dark blood of a two-headed monster that had been hell-bent on eating anything that came down the road to or from the city. He was following his bi-weekly routine, which gave him a sense of normalcy in this new, constrained lifestyle. Meanwhile, Andreas remained stuck inside, unable to show his face in public. Now eight months later, he still felt uncertain about what had happened in Fossy that had led them to this point. Simon sighed as he paused midway through slicing the creature along its ribs. His jaw clenched, and his nose twitched slightly in agitation as he pondered everything. He glanced at the beast, assessing what needed to be done, then turned his attention back to Keena. She was clinging to his shoulder, watching him intently. When she noticed his gaze, she perked up and chirped, tilting her head in curiosity.

Simon clicked his tongue and said, “I’ll hurry up, and then we can head to the market. I haven’t given Red flowers in a while—maybe they’ll cheer him up.”

Keena flapped her wings and sang a sorrowful tune before looking down at the ground.

“Yeah, I agree,” Simon sighed again as he returned to the Behemoth. He was talking to a bird, unsure if she understood him. Still, he liked to think Keena did, as he had grown fond of her over the past eight months. He had come to rely on her to watch over Andreas when he wasn’t around. Now that he thought about it, that was probably exactly why Neil had brought her—to keep Andreas company and alert someone if anything happened while he was alone. After all, when he first met the redhead, Keena had been described as Andreas' 'best friend.' Andreas definitely needed his best friend, because imagining the past few months without Keena made Simon frown, causing his train of thought to drift away.

The first two months here, Andreas had occupied himself with books, naps, conversations, and, well, sex. They’d had a lot of sex. Sex in every room of the house, half on top of pieces of furniture that Simon never would have dreamed could have held their weight. Sex in ways he never would have thought to have tried, and more satisfying than he'd imagined. Sex had been a pleasurable way to pass the time, consistently leaving Andreas in a good mood, which meant Simon never voiced any complaints. Furthermore, it satisfied Simon's need for physical touch; he often found himself being used as a pillow afterward and had watched his companion sleep more times than he could count.

By the third month, Andreas had gotten restless due to a lack of news and difficulty reaching his grandparents. The Half-Elf had channeled his anxiety into improving his magical abilities, which led to a decrease in their intimate adventures. Even Simon had to admit that Andreas had become quite skilled in his mystical practices. While his magic wasn’t perfect, Andreas had gained better control, resulting in fewer mishaps with spells backfiring. However, the fourth month in hiding proved to be challenging. Simon noticed that Andreas was starting to withdraw. This change was gradual, initially indicated by a few odd comments—well, just one comment, to be precise.

“I didn’t know I traded parole for imprisonment.”



Simon’s nose twitched with agitation. This had become a frequent occurrence when he thought about the situation, like a nervous tick. He still disliked that phrase. It ate away somewhere at something that both confused him, and down right pissed him off. 

Andreas had gradually quieted down after the fourth month, especially following that strange comment made during their evening meal. The Half-Elf had lost interest in his books, magic, and even the simple joy of rolling around in bed. A sense of melancholy had taken root within him. More often than he would have liked, Simon noticed Andreas fidgeting with an arrow or absentmindedly picking at his nails with a dagger until his nail beds bled. These were minor signs, subtle enough that most people would likely have overlooked them in the past. However, Simon was observant. Keena was also notably attentive. Whenever Andreas focused on something troubling—whether it was the dagger, his nails, or staring at the bathwater for too long—she found ways to distract him. She would make him laugh or guide him into the same room as Simon, who could help him further. Keena seemed to instinctively understand that Andreas occasionally needed support to pull himself out of the swirling thoughts in his mind.

By the sixth month, thanks to Keena's watchful eye and Simon's surprises, they had managed to keep Andreas in stable spirits. Although he wasn’t completely himself, he was doing better than he would have without the little games that Simon and Keena played. However, they faced a challenge: how long they'd been hiding in Sebree. Simon had already exhausted the city's options for flower bouquets, interesting seashells, bottles of ocean water, and rare gems or books. He was running out of new surprises and had nearly gone through the wide variety of cheeses and wines available in the city. He felt tired and was unable to stay indoors for more than two months. Even during that time, he went to the market every few days to get food. He could only imagine how Andreas felt, as the man hadn't left the house in eight long months.

Neil had once again emphasized the importance of keeping Andreas indoors to prevent him from being recognized during his visit. They agreed, and Simon promised to do everything he could to keep Andreas safe. However, they had not been informed about when this situation would end. Simon furrowed his brow as he examined the lifeless creature in his hands for a moment. The lack of information about when this confinement would cease was taking a toll on someone he ... The Orc cleared his throat and let his thoughts drift away. No. No, no, no, no. 

Something new had emerged since the end of their fifth month of hiding, coinciding with the seventh month of his acquaintance with Andreas. It was a nagging thought that he instinctively pushed aside. He never consciously decided to stop thinking about it; it just happened, as if his mind was acting on its own. In a way, he was grateful because even considering that thought was unsettling. Life had become so complex and uncertain that he couldn’t afford to let his mind wander down those confusing paths of reflection. They didn’t need things to become more complicated. He didn’t want to think about that word—that feeling.

Simon stood, shaking the knife to remove the blood before wiping it clean with a handkerchief. He carefully gathered the collected parts into cloth and jars to place in his rucksack. It was late afternoon, so if he hurried, he could return to Sebree by early evening and catch the market stalls as they closed. He planned to pick up some flowers and wine, and maybe check for an open food stall to buy dinner instead of preparing something at home. Since Keena had felt confident enough to leave Andreas alone for a few hours, it meant he was in a good mood. Perhaps Simon could make this good day even better by putting in some effort. Maybe he could encourage Andreas to stop digging himself into a hole or, at the very least, get him to accept help.

Simon furrowed his brow and glanced at Keena. “Hey, why don’t you head home and check on Red? Make sure he’s alright.”

Keena reacted to two words: 'home' and 'Red.' She chirped, ruffled her feathers, and glanced back at the city in the distance. After a moment, she returned her attention to the mismatched eyes watching her and chirped again, as if responding. Then, she hopped off Simon's shoulder and soared back into the sky.

Simon watched her until she shrank to a distant speck against the blue sky and eventually vanished from view. He bit his lip, feeling a mix of emotions. Although he trusted her judgment, he felt more at ease knowing she was with Andreas in his absence. Alongside that persistent, nagging thought—one he had somehow managed to avoid for months as if it were a plague—another concern weighed heavily on his mind. The thought frightened him more than he was willing to fully acknowledge. He feared that when he walked back into that house, he would find red.

Nothing but red.
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three

Fear





If Belmare was the Jewel of the Desert, he would go to his grave, championing Sebree as the Pearl of the Sea.

Andreas thought the seaside city was beautiful, especially when he was close enough to see the dome of the palace. The architecture was diverse, ranging from old stone masonry dating back to the Great War to newer structures built in the past fifty years. Of all the buildings, Silvermane Palace was the most breathtaking. Constructed from pure white marble with golden accents and featuring wide domed roofs, it was magnificent. The complex spanned over thirty-five thousand feet and was situated on the edge of the sea. High walls protected it from the elements, and a vast garden with natural waterways stretched out before it, leading into the city. Despite its age, the palace's architecture gleamed in ways he never thought possible. It reminded him of the Temple of the Sun in Belmare, more for its inherent beauty than for its construction.

The city’s streets were wide enough to accommodate food and artisan stalls without obstructing traffic. It was always bustling, much like Belmare, but with a greater emphasis on continuous trade rather than entertainment. At least four ships were typically docked in the harbor, including several pirate vessels—likely due to one of the queens being one of the infamous Two Mothers of the Sea. The city also featured temples dedicated to multiple Old Gods, as well as one devoted to the Primal Lords. There were two museums filled to the brim with history and old texts. There was a library, not only for those studying magical art or lore as in Belmare … but for the public to use.

The climate was temperate; some days, humidity cloaked the area with a haze rolling off the sea, but it lacked the intense fluctuations typical of Belmare. This city was located on the continent of Faixte, not Redirine, and was closer to lush forests. It had rained more here than he had ever experienced in his life, with the sound of raindrops pattering on rooftops becoming a calming melody. There was so much life around him, from the scattered flora and fauna that he occasionally glimpsed, to the people who seemed to shine with a unique vibrancy. In Belmare, the residents were lively and enjoyed friendly interactions, primarily because they lived in safety; the city had been one of the last havens during the wars a decade ago. However, there was something enchanting about the people of Sebree that set them apart. There was a sense of freedom. Perhaps it was the influence of one of their queens being from the pirating world, but it felt refreshing in a way he had never experienced before.

The city, starting from their third month here, had been a source of anxiety and confinement, at least initially. All he had witnessed were the fleeting glimpses he caught through the door whenever Simon entered and exited. The seemingly insignificant items he had been given filled him with both intense wonder and dread. As he began to observe it more closely, he realized that the city resembled a prison—one he was unable to even walk the streets of. In Belmare, he could roam the streets and experience the world, at least within the confines of its walls. In Sebree, however, he was trapped in a small, single-story home that needed repairs. The low ceilings made him feel claustrophobic, as if he were a prisoner in his own body. Then Simon brought him a book—a book that, unbeknownst to the Orc, contained the key to his contentment and freedom.

At first, he believed the book was merely an explanation of how to cast simple spells he already knew—essentially, a test to determine if the reader possessed any magical potential. He had just finished reading three chapters when he'd tossed it onto the table beside their bed, but missed. The book had fell to the floor and landed open midway through. That’s when Andreas realized there was more to it than just basic spell work. The last few chapters delved into intermediate spell craft, while the final chapter focused on higher-level spells he had never attempted before.

Andreas had never studied magic; it simply existed. It emerged unexpectedly in moments of need, as if it had always been present, churning beneath the surface, waiting for him to discover it. He had never taken classes at The Artemis Academy in Belmare, so when he realized he could use magic, it caused him more anxiety than anything else. It felt unstable, and he often struggled to focus on one thing, only to achieve a completely different effect. In his boredom and desperate desire to distract himself from being stuck within the four walls of the tiny Dwarven abode, he found himself leaning further into that chaotic energy. 

At first, the process was slow-paced, but it became easier to manage once he stopped trying to control it. Instead of wishing for a book to burst into flames, he focused on simply wanting it to disappear. In doing so, he discovered that he could achieve more than he initially believed possible. Although he hadn’t yet fully mastered his abilities to achieve precisely what he wanted, this was a promising start. Then he saw the book's last chapter and discovered text related not to illusion magic, but to shape-changing magic. He had heard of and seen others use this type of magic, but he had never considered trying it or seeking information about it himself. When Simon wasn’t watching and was out on his bi-weekly errands, he began to practice in secret. This became a private endeavor just for him and Keena, a way to escape the confines of the four walls that surrounded him. He started small by changing the appearance of his clothes and nails. Gradually, he focused on altering his hair color and face shape.

It took a month, but by the seventh month of living in the city, Andreas had completely transformed his appearance and could maintain the illusion for nearly an hour. That was when his little excursions began. He would wait for Simon to leave on his errand trips, giving the man an hour to ensure he wouldn't return early. After that, he suggested to Keena that she check up on the Orc or explore the city a bit. He noticed that she had started to become as restless as he was. She seemed grateful for the opportunity to stretch her wings with a purpose, rather than just flying laps inside the house.

This also helped him discover a way to stay in contact with her—another spell he had learned from the book. It eased her worries about his safety and well-being. So, whenever she was away, he would use the new spells to slip into the city without anyone knowing who or what he really was. It was one of the few times he felt grateful for the chaotic nature of his magic, as it ensured he never looked the same when he left. Growing up in a secretive family, he and his sister learned how to remain unnoticed from a young age, a skill they carried into adulthood. With the magic he had mastered and his talent for slipping through shadows, exploring the city was relatively easy for him.

Now, he sat atop the library roof, gazing at the Silvermane Palace while eating an apple. Today







"Omission of the truth is simply a lie dipped in honey."
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