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  Chapter one
A Bad Day


Will’s day rapidly went from bad to worse to ‘I am definitely, undoubtedly, going to die’. Hanging in the harsh grip of a dragon, the wind whooshing past his ears and watching the lands below go from small to tiny beneath them, he was certain he would not get out of this. Already, the humans below—including Tristan and his cronies—appeared more like ants than as people. Will swallowed back the meager contents of his stomach, although if he threw up, he hoped it would land on Tristan’s dumb, aristocratic head.  
Bad days weren’t out of the ordinary. Every day was a bad day. 
This one started as his days usually did: waking in the crowded, dingy room he shared with his mother and three younger siblings. Dry, days old bread was on the menu for breakfast, and he scraped off the mold off one side of it before downing his share in two swallows. Stomach still growling, he walked out the gates of Gereon. The guards watched him like hawks with greedy eyes, just awaiting an excuse to stop him and beat him, but this morning they made no move.
Someday, Will would walk to work with a full belly and with no angry gazes following him.
Someday. 
He never blamed his ma for the lack of food in their home, nor for their meager lodgings, or even for forcing him to work instead of going to school. Ma never studied and would never learn to read. Will had at least been allowed to learn both reading, writing, and basic math before being forced to quit to provide for the family. 
Work comprised working in the fields, doing whatever the manager said needed doing over the warmer half of the year, and getting paid a single bronze coin at the end of each day. 
And getting tormented by Tristan and his cronies. 
Tristan, the son of Overster Arrington, was tall, muscular, and had probably never gone hungry a day in his life. Fortunately, he only tagged along with his father to the fields once a week. Unfortunately, today was one of those occasions.
“Oh, look, it’s the street rat,” Tristan hissed at him as soon as his father headed off in another direction. “You know what I do with rats?”
“Yes, you’ve told me before,” Will muttered, though he was perfectly aware it was loud enough for Tristan to hear. “Don’t you remember?”
Tristan’s eyes narrowed. “Do you dare to speak back at me, you lowlife?” 
Will had yet to look up at him, but now he did, squinting against the early morning sun lighting Tristan from behind. Tristan was handsome, no doubt about it, with his broad shoulders and deep brown eyes, and if it had only been a matter of staring at him, Will wouldn’t have a problem. Every time Tristan opened his mouth was another matter entirely. 
“You spoke to me first,” Will said, raising his chin just a smidge, defiance running through his veins. He shouldn’t talk back at Tristan, but there was something about the boy that made Will’s blood boil.
“I could tell my father about you.” Tristan’s hands waved at the two boys flanking him, both bulkier than him, and Will tried to prepare himself for what was coming. Why didn’t he just keep his mouth shut? Why did Tristan make his insides burn? “I could have you fired for your insolence. But I think I’ll take care of you myself.”
He always did.
Or rather, he had his friends do it. Tristan would never sully his own hands with dirt like Will.
The punches started, the two boys behind Tristan taking obvious pleasure in their fists connecting with Will’s bony flesh. Each fist slamming into him made stars—unpleasant, horrible, white-hot stars—explode inside Will’s body. Would this be the time they went too far? He grunted as another fist struck him, or perhaps it was a foot? Obscenities rained down on him in time with the hits.
Will tasted the metallic tang of blood in his mouth.
He slackened, hoping they would cease—perhaps even get frightened—if he collapsed.
When Tristan’s voice rang out—“That’s enough, boys”—and Will tried to find his breath. 
“Perhaps this time he’s learned his lesson,” grunted one of Tristan’s cronies. 
Tristan’s voice was much posher than his friends’. “I doubt it. The filth from the streets will not learn so easily.”
Will believed—hoped?—that would be the end of the misfortunes of the day, that he could simply work his shift until the sun set and he was allowed to return home with his coin.
That was when the dragon made its appearance.
Huge and scaly, the tips of its wings so far apart it would have taken a while to even walk the same distance. The dragon glistened in the sunlight. 
“Dragon!” one of Tristan’s boys yelled pointlessly and took off as fast as his legs could carry him, the other following suit. 
Tristan stared at the dragon. At first, Will thought it was because it fascinated him—but as the dragon came closer and Tristan had yet to move, Will caught the frozen fear on the other boy’s face. Tristan stood rooted to the spot, eyes so wide they might pop out at any moment, his mouth hanging open and his breaths coming in ragged, as though he was running despite standing still.
The dragon approached rapidly, its orange eyes set on Tristan.
Will got to his feet, spitting out blood, and grabbed Tristan. “Come on! We need to go!”
But Tristan stumbled over his own feet as Will tried to pull him along. Will wanted to let go, to leave his bully behind to be eaten by the dragon, but… curse the beast, he couldn’t. He held back a scream of frustration, because he should already be at the border of the forest, hiding away. Leave Tristan to get a taste of his own medicine, becoming dragon food—
Despite himself, Will hoisted Tristan up over his shoulder. 
But it was futile, because Tristan was heavy and Will was thin and bone-tired already.
They may have gotten ten steps before Will stumbled, Tristan falling to the ground and rolling away. Will’s knees slammed into the ground with pain so intense it made black dots dance in front of him.
The dragon’s talons closed around Will.
One second, Will was on the ground, the next he soared across the field, sharp dragon claws slicing into his bare arms, though Will barely noticed because his knees still felt like they had exploded into a million tiny shards.
He glimpsed Tristan still on the ground, scrambling around to look with wide, shocked eyes at Will and the dragon. Or probably just the dragon, because why would Tristan give a single care about Will when he never had before? He would probably throw a party in his family’s fancy house tonight, regaling the story of how he escaped a dragon single-handedly, while the filth from the streets was dumb enough to be captured.
But in the haze of pain and amidst the ice cold fear gripping him, the thoughts of Tristan faded. Soon enough, it wouldn’t matter.
Where would the dragon take him? Would they go to Dragondale? Was that the last place he would ever see? He had been curious about it, but he was smart enough never to go there—those who were stupid and brave enough to go there were few, and fewer yet returned.
Perhaps the dragon would have him as a mid-air snack and never take him anywhere. 
The dragon rose even higher and in the distance, the mountains loomed. Even at the height of summer, the tops of the mountains were white with snow. Nothing about them was inviting.
Why did he save Tristan? He should have left the rotten jerk to die. It should have been Tristan who hung here in the dragon’s talons, getting his arms sliced up as he waited for dragon teeth to sink into his flesh…
Sixteen. Will had hoped he would live longer than sixteen. Not that people of the streets of Gereon generally grew into old age, but… seventeen hadn’t seemed impossible. It was just weeks away.
He craned his neck to catch a glimpse of his home. Gereon was already so far away, from the great wall surrounding it and the houses traveling up the slope of the mountain and ending with the royal castle, the city faded in the distance as though his life there was merely a figment of his imagination. 
Will bid his life a quiet farewell.
What would happen to his ma now that he was gone? To his siblings, none of them really old enough to work in the fields? Jamie would take it upon himself to provide, quitting school and going to the fields in his place—exactly what Will had hoped to stop.
Disappearing into memories, Will lost track of time as they soared across the sky. 






  
  Chapter two
The Dragon’s Cave


A fresh jolt of pain drew him back to the present when they landed on harsh, naked rock, and the dragon threw him aside as if he was last night’s soiled clothes. Will tumbled over pebbles and sharp pieces of rock, though the pain barely registered among the bruises and cuts already on his body. He came gingerly to a sitting position, leaning against the mountain wall, gasping for breath into his lungs. Ugh, the stench of the cave was among the worst smells Will’s nose had ever been exposed to, and it had been exposed to a lot. 
The dragon, with red scales and long spikes along its spine, sat in the entrance of a large cave, guarding the only way out, its eyes narrowed with anger.
“You looked meatier when I saw you in the field,” the dragon said, its voice more of a growl than a voice. 
Will’s heart stuttered at the words, because… “You took the wrong guy then. You wanted Tristan, not me.” By the king, Will should never have tried to save Tristan. Why had he? “You can always take me back and I’ll show him to you.”
The dragon scoffed, a bit of smoke escaping his nostrils. “Don’t think so. You’ll do for a snack.”
Feeling bold—because he would die anyway, so how much could he lose?—Will asked, “Why didn’t you already eat me? You could’ve eaten me and Tristan on the field.” His voice shook on every word, just like his body.
The dragon shrugged. “I’ve learned that food tastes better when cooked.” 
As if to show what it meant, the dragon blew on a pile of wood near the entrance and it caught on fire. Will swallowed; the dragon would grill him over that open fire. A shudder passed through him, because he did not want to become a charred steak for the dragon to eat for dinner. 
Pulling back further into the cave, he wished the darkness would swallow him and end his misery there and then, because it had to be better than the dragon. Better than being grilled over open fire.
The dragon turned away from him, apparently secure in the knowledge that Will would never be able to escape. And of course it was right, because even if Will left the cave, where would he go? They were in the mountains—and the mountains were filled with dragons. All steep hills and mountain cliffs and sharp rocks, and Will was not a climber, because when would he have learned such a skill? His ma had always been perfectly clear: stay far away from the Nocny mountains, the border between Dragondale and Gereon, or the dragons would grab them.
Would his mother ever find out what happened to him? Will doubted the manager would bother searching her out to deliver the news of his demise.
His mother and siblings would merely wait, uselessly, for him to return home.
“I’m going out for patrol,” the dragon said. “Don’t even think about sneaking out while I’m gone. Though there is nowhere to go, even if you do.” It smiled—dragons could apparently smile—cold and vicious, and narrowed its cat-like eyes. “See you for dinner.”
Will shrank back from the predatory gleam in the dragon’s eyes, tried to make himself as small as possible, and then the dragon was gone. Will sat alone on the cave floor, with only the sound of his pounding heart and rapid breathing to keep him company. Fear shot through him, crashing over him like waves, though there was another thing he had never seen, other than in an old book in the school library. He imagined them like this, though, threatening and horrible.
He did not want to die. Did anyone ever want to die? Certainly no one who was only sixteen years old. He had, of course, thought about it when his stomach growled so loudly for food and his body ached after hours and hours in the fields, thought that if life was nothing more than this, then why not end it? And he thought about it when Tristan’s friends beat him until he bled. But even then, he’d always hoped that there would be something better. That he would find something more, become something more. 
Will never dreamed about the castle; he knew he would never be royalty or someone living in the enormous houses at the top of the city. But perhaps he could find a job that paid well enough to buy a small house where he could live with his family? That way, his younger brother and sisters wouldn’t have to suffer the way he did. Then he would know that he’d have enough food to keep them full, and that they could clean themselves. Perhaps they would not even sleep in the same room, all of them.
He kept going further into the cave, though he wasn’t sure what he was hoping for. Too often, his hands came into contact with items that were not rocks, but were elongated with a smooth texture and weighed differently. Will had gone through too much waste in his life, searching for food, not to be familiar with bones. He didn’t know if they were human or otherwise, and he refused to stop to examine them.
There would be no way out. He knew it, but still couldn’t just sit there and wait for the dragon to return to cook him. The ceiling of the cave was already so low he was forced to crawl on all fours to get anywhere. At least he had never been claustrophobic. He pushed onward, the space tightening around him. The dragon could never get this far into that cave, not even its snout would fit in this small space. But what good would the tiny space do for Will? He would never be able to get out, merely die another death, fading into nothing as lack of water and food killed him. Then his bones would join the others on the floor, anyway.
Better to die quickly.
That was when his hands touched something else, fingers grazing across something cool and completely smooth. Hesitating, he picked it up. Flat and perfectly round with no jagged edges, it seemed to soothe him in a way Will couldn’t put his finger on. In the darkness, he couldn’t see it, and though he didn’t want to move back to where the dragon would return, the need to see what he had found overruled the fear.
As it became lighter, Will started to make out the strange shimmering stone. He thought it black at first, but as tendrils of light from the cave entrance reached it, he noted it shimmered in emerald green. Odder still, smoke rose from it. The smoke didn’t billow, thick and opaque like the smoke rising from the fires he warmed himself by in the cold of night—no, it was more like the thin whisper of smoke rising from cigarettes. But the stone wasn’t warm and there was no fire around, not yet anyway. 
As Will watched, the smoke climbed up his arm. Shocked, Will almost dropped the stone, and the rational part of his mind told him he definitely should let it go. Yet… his fingers stayed wrapped around its coolness and the tendrils of smoke kept moving upward. Though it shouldn’t be possible, Will got a sense of… friendliness from it. As if it was hesitant, trying out Will the same way he tried the stone out, cautious but curious. The smoke did not hurt, nor did it smell of anything—at least not that Will could tell in the damp cave, where a stench of rot and death had taken up permanent residence—and it didn’t seem to be dangerous. And besides, what did it matter if the stone did bad things to him when all he had to look forward to was being eaten by a dragon? 
The smoke traveled up to his elbow, thin wisps snaking around his arm. He should be frightened, but the day seemed to have worn out that particular feeling, and all he felt as he looked at the smoke was a sense of companionship. It was as though he’d found a new friend, and together they would have adventures. 
Will shook his head. It was silly, ridiculous even. It was a stone, and it was smoke, not a living thing. He was possibly hallucinating because he had not eaten enough in several days. A lack of water left his mouth as dry as sandpaper. His entire body ached after the day, from the places where Tristan’s cronies hit him to where his knees took the brunt of his and Tristan’s weight, and to the cuts where the dragon claw had sliced him. 
Smoke was not curious and stones were not friends. 
Yet he held onto the stone.
And then the smoke climbed to his throat and though he thought he should let it go, because what if it wrapped around his neck and strangled him? He still didn’t release it, didn’t want to see it fall to the floor and join with the jagged rocks and skeleton bones.
But it didn’t strangle him. No, it wrapped around him like a comfortable cloak, like what he expected silk to feel like, though Will had never touched something so exclusive. It came up around his ears, and continued down his torso, and he had no idea how long it took before the smoke was everywhere, enveloping him. Even as it went up into his nostrils, it lacked smell.
He held out his arm toward the light coming in from the opening of the cave, and he watched the smoke swirled around him, making his contours fuzzy around the edges.
I hide you, Master.
The words came whispered in the wind, and Will started, because there was no one there. Hallucinating. He must be hallucinating.
Will looked out of the cave, staring at the beauty in front of him. They were on the other side of the mountain, had to be, because a valley he had never seen before stretched out before him, far below. Lush greens with a massive pond in its midst and—
Dragons.
So many dragons, more than Will had ever wished to see in his lifetime.
He pulled back, heart pounding so hard he could feel it in his mouth.
Do not worry. I hide you.
The words came again, and Will looked down at the stone in his hand, the smoke encircling him like a strange extra layer. 
“Are you—” He felt like an idiot, talking to a stone, but it wasn’t any ordinary stone. “Are you speaking?”
Yes, it hissed, more like he’d expect a snake to speak than a stone.
Will stared at it. “I’m going mad.”
The smoke spun around him and goosebumps rose across his arms. 
You are my Master and I am hiding you with my shadows.
“Master?” Will repeated, eyebrows rising into his hairline. He had never been anyone’s master and never strived for it. “What do you mean, hide me?”
I hide my Master. If you want to be hidden, no one will notice you.
Slowly, the cogs in his head turned until the words made sense. “So I’ll be… invisible?”
The smoke—shadows?—hummed around him as if agreeing. More than invisible. You will be intangible.
“I still can’t get out of here.”
The shadows seemed to smile, though Will didn’t know how he could tell. 
Ride on the dragon back to your city. It will not notice you.
“Are you insane?” Possibly not the best thing to say to an apparently powerful, sentient stone with magic smoke.
But the surrounding shadows merely smiled again. Shadows, Master. And here it comes.
Will’s gaze snapped up and yes, there it was: the dragon had returned. It looked majestic with its powerful wings spread wide, and Will scrambled back at the sight. He was done for, finished. He would be dinner for a dragon and he’d roast over an open fire—
“Where are you, dinner?” 
The words were slightly muffled, as though an invisible wall separated him and the dragon—
The dragon strode right past him.
Will stared after it, shocked. 
I told you. Shadows. The voice in his head sounded pleased with itself.
Perhaps the dragon was merely playing games with him.
“Come out, come out wherever you are,” the dragon’s deep, growling voice sing-sang. It turned its head and looked straight at Will—and then its gaze kept sweeping across the cave.
Apparently not.
Climb on and stay on until you are back home.
Standing there unseen was one thing, but climbing onto the dragon? The stone was obviously insane. He hesitated, watching as the dragon grew more and more agitated when he failed to find Will. It pushed its large snout further into the cave, growling at him to come out, digging his claws into the small space at the very back of the cave. Will heard it more than saw it, because the darkness hid most of what the dragon was doing. The way the dragon stood, however, left its back free.
Well, Will would die here otherwise. Why not take another chance?
He grabbed onto a spine on the tail, and pulled himself upwards, body aching and fear pulsating through his body. No turning back now. With the stone in a tight grip in one hand, Will dragged himself up, waiting for the dragon to turn its head, for a whoosh of fire and pain and death—
But nothing.
The dragon backed out into the larger space of the cave and let out a roar of frustration. Then he promptly turned and threw himself out of the cave, becoming airborne. Will held on for dear life.







  
  Chapter three
Chocolate


The dragon didn’t go straight back to Gereon for another pick of food. The dragons came to Gereon now and then, but not on a daily basis, so Will wondered if he’d get back there this way at all. He was so hungry, so tired, achy and thirsty, that he would probably fall off long before the dragon decided that returning to the human capital was of any interest. 
The shadows curled around him, up and down his arms and legs, torso and back, and he sensed it as it moved across his cheeks and played in his hair. Will sank into the sensations, trying to forget the pain of his current situation, trying to sleep while not losing his grip on either the dragon or the stone. Even the stone wouldn’t be able to protect him if he fell from the dragon’s back, and if he lost the stone, the dragon would notice him immediately, he was certain of it.
Hours passed. Days? Will had no idea.
We are here.
Below in the distance, the familiar wall around Gereon rose, and the many buildings, as well as the glinting roof of the castle.  
Home.
How did the stone known? Could it read his thoughts, his memories? Will shook his head and tried to clear it. How was he supposed to get down there? Jumping off was no option, unless he wanted to kill himself after everything. 
Shadows curled around him and he dimly thought it had spread across the dragon as well, but his mind might be playing tricks on him. Everything was fuzzy, the contours of his body disappearing into nothing. The hand where he held onto the stone burned, sizzling hot, but he did not dare let it go.
The dragon landed.
Let go of the dragon.
Will did as instructed and slid off in a boneless heap, his last energy spent on keeping his grip on the stone. The dragon glinted in the light of the sunset—and then there was shouting, weapons firing, screams echoing, the dragon taking flight…
Will rolled over, shaking, staring at the sky. 
He had gotten away from the dragon, but he would die out here on the field. It seemed fitting, since he always thought he would one day collapse in the heat and no one would care. 
Now let go of me, Master, lest the shadows take you.
The stone slipped from his grip as he lost consciousness.


      [image: image-placeholder]Someone slapped him across his cheek. 
Water ran into his mouth, and he choked on it.
“Come on, you need to drink.”
The voice was familiar, but off. Irritation and urgency warred in it. 
“The… stone,” Will mumbled. There had been a stone. It was important, though he couldn’t remember why. And his hand hurt as if someone had held a flame to it.
“Come on, get up before my father sees you.”
Tristan.
Will startled awake at the realization. Tristan’s face hovered above him, his dark eyebrows drawn together in a frown and lips pressed tightly together. 
“What?” Will mumbled, confused. Why was Tristan there? Was this some new form of torture? 
Then it rushed back: the dragon, the cave, the stone, and the return flight to Gereon. He looked down at his hands, finding their contours sharp and as they had always been, with broken, dirty nails. Why had he expected anything else?
“Just get up,” Tristan repeated. “There’s a spot in the shade. You can drink some before you finish your work and go back home.”
“You’re… helping me?”
The sound Tristan made reminded Will of the dragon in the cave, a growl of frustration. “You saved my life. I’m returning the favor, and then things go back to normal.”
Will frowned. He should probably say thank you, but the words wouldn’t come. Then again, it wasn’t like Tristan had thanked him for saving his life, either. Not in so many words, at least.
With an arm around Will’s back, Tristan got Will to his feet. Will swayed, because although water was necessary and great, it was still who knew how long since he ate, and he had just spent hours on dragon back. Tristan rolled his eyes and dug into his pocket, then held out a wrapped parcel, opening it to show a square of brown. “Here, eat.”
Will hesitated. What was that?
Tristan rolled his eyes. “It’s chocolate. Haven’t you ever seen chocolate before?” He stared at Will, and Will shifted his gaze between the brown square and Tristan’s irritated face. “Oh, just take a bite. It won’t kill you.”
With great hesitation, Will brought the brown piece to his lips. Knowing Tristan, it might as well be feces and this was all an elaborate joke, although why would he carry wrapped feces in his pocket—
His thoughts broke off as the chocolate melted in his mouth and set off his taste buds with explosions of flavor. Mostly sweet, slightly bitter, and more taste in a single bite than there was in a whole loaf of stale bread. Will quickly took another bite, and then another, before reluctantly holding it out to Tristan, because the boy was being kind—Tristan, kind! The world was surely going mad!—and Will couldn’t gob down all of his… what did he call it? Chocolate.
“Take it,” Tristan said, a wrinkle between his brows. “You look like you need it.”
“Thank you.” 
Tristan shrugged and wordlessly held out the pouch of water. Will was reluctant to wash away the chocolate flavor, but he needed to drink, and the lukewarm water still felt wonderful on his parched tongue.
“Tristan! Where are you, boy?” someone in the distance bellowed, and Will recognized the voice of Overster Arrington.
Tristan stiffened and swallowed, muttering a curse under his breath, a word Will hadn’t thought someone rich like him knew. Did they not always speak posh and proper? Tristan snatched the pouch of water back and turned away.
“Don’t expect anything to be different tomorrow,” he threw over his shoulder. “My debt to you is repaid.”
Will swallowed and nodded, though Tristan didn’t see it, his back already smaller as he moved toward the voice of his father. 
Will stared down at the chocolate in his hands. Tristan had really allowed him to keep it. He took another bite. Although a part of him knew he should bring it home and share it with his family, another part of him was entirely selfish and wanted to keep it to himself. Besides, the pieces would be so tiny if split between all of them, and his ma would ask questions Will couldn’t answer. No, better to eat it out here.
He headed back out into the field, the sun nearly completely gone beyond the forest. He turned and caught sight of the mountains. Had he really been there today? Had all of it been today? Or had it been days? Will didn’t know how long he had clung to the back of the dragon to get back to Gereon—but Tristan was still in the field with his father, so it must be the same day? Had the manager noticed that he hadn’t been there? Did they see the dragon take him, and if they did, did they know who he was? 
Will walked back to the spot where he slid off the dragon. Finding the place was easy; the crops were bent after the dragon landed there.
It wasn’t a dream.
Come get me, Master.
The whisper came on the wind, and when Will swirled around, he caught sight of the small stone gleaming green in the low light, with a faint wisp of smoke rising into the evening air. 
The pain in his hand flared up again and he looked at his palm, finding a black mark covering most of the skin, snaking mists of darkness traveling up his forearm.
He hesitated.
Pick me up and drop me in your pocket, Master.
It had saved him, but was it safe? Or was it luring him into danger with its strange magic?
I will not hurt you. 
“What about my hand?” Will asked, a low whisper.
You had to hold on to get back, the stone said. It was a risk you had to take.
“The risk of what?”
The shadows coming for you. Rest before using me again.
Will stared at the stone. There was still some fear, but the stone seemed… nice. And it had saved him from being dragon food. And what was he supposed to do, leave it in the field for someone else to pick up? No, it was better than he took it.
With the hem of his shirt used as a glove to keep from touching it, Will picked it up and let it fall into his pocket, before heading to the manager to check out. Hopefully he would not receive a beating for being kidnapped by a dragon during working hours, and maybe even getting a coin. 
The manager, a man who by the looks of it had more than enough to eat, glared at him with narrowed eyes when he came to sign out. “How d’you get away from a dragon?”
“Pure luck, sir,” Will mumbled, and wasn’t that the truth? 
“S’pose you deserve this, though you didn’t do much work today.” The manager handed him a single bronze coin, and Will bowed his head, mumbling his thanks, and scurried away before the man asked more questions—or worse, regretted giving the coin to Will.
Inside the wall, he turned away from the large road splitting the city all the way up to the castle, and headed into the Lowers where the houses were cramped, the streets dirty, and the people even more so. A boy a few years younger than Will glared from beneath a mop of dirty hair, and children younger than him ran across the streets, chasing each other and screaming. It was loud and smelled both delicious—someone was baking bread—and nasty, smells Will didn’t spend his time categorizing further.
“Will!” yelled Alva the moment he came inside, her brown eyes large in the too-thin face. She was five, nearing on six, but still tiny because of the lack of food.
“There was a dragon today,” Ember said, awe filling her voice. “Everyone is talking about it. It took someone.”
“And that,” said another voice, older, tired, and beloved, “is why you always run in the opposite direction if you see a dragon.” Will’s mother came into the room, and where Alva was tiny for her age, their mother appeared older than her years. Gray strands streaked her hair. 
Will would not tell his family what had happened during the day. It was not something he decided then and there; it hadn’t even been a conscious decision. His ma had enough worries as it was. He hoped she wouldn’t notice the scratches along his arms or the way he limped when he walked. Or that if she did, she would still not ask where they came from, like she never asked about the bruises after Tristan’s friends.
“I’m glad you’re safe,” his ma said, eyes raking over her eldest son, but she did not comment.
“Did you see the dragon?” Ember asked, pulling at his shirt to get his attention. She was nine, but only reached his chest. “Was it big?”
“Huge,” Will said, coming down to his knee. “It was red with shining scales and huge teeth…” He told them all he could, embellishing the story the way he knew his younger siblings would enjoy, just enough to be a bit frightening and a lot exciting. 






  
  Chapter four
Coins


That night, he awoke after only a couple of hours sleep. In the silence of the room—only disturbed by Alva’s light snores and Jamie’s mumblings in his sleep—he heard the stone whisper to him again. 
Disappear into the night and see what a shadowed person can do, Master. It can be a lot of fun being hidden.
It sounded excited, more like a dog wanting out for a walk than a malicious snake.
Disappear into the night…
He was exhausted, his knees still hurting, but the tug of the mysterious stone was too alluring to ignore. 
“Is it safe?” Will asked.
You have rested, so yes, Master.
“Then show me,” he mumbled, grabbing the stone.
With pleasure, Master.
The stone wasn’t hard pressed to leak shadows until he was surrounded, and when he stepped out of the room, the wooden planks beneath his feet didn’t give off any of the usual creaks, nor did the door squeak.
Outside, the night was dark, but the city was still abuzz. There were windows where candles still burned, and two drunk men stumbled down the street, bottles in hand, and though they likely thought they were being stealthy, a deaf person would have been able to hear them yell at each other. They didn’t so much as glance at Will, but they might not have, regardless of the stone.
“So no one can see me?” Will asked the stone.
They cannot see, hear, smell, or feel you, Master.
Will grinned. “But would they be able to taste me?”
The stone didn’t deign to answer. 
Will walked to Main Street and stared up at it. Usually, the city guard would stop him before he got anywhere but with the stone… Could he trust it? If it failed, they would jail him for trespassing, even if he merely stayed on the streets of the Uppers.
I will not fail my master, the stone said, sounding affronted at the idea.
Will had ridden on a dragon without it noticing him, so it did seem to work. 
With some hesitance, he began walking up the cobblestones of Main Street. Even after only a few blocks, the streets shooting off Main Street were cleaner, the houses more spacious and less crowded. If he managed to get a house like this for his family, Will would be satisfied. He didn’t need the extravagant homes higher on the mountainside in the Uppers, found no point in having more bedrooms than there were people living in each house. No, he just wanted a little more space, and a lot cleaner. A kitchen where his ma wouldn’t risk her health every day, and a separate bathroom. A bedroom of her own for his ma. 
He kept going, and though his knees still hurt, it wasn’t too bad. The night air was fresh and clean, the smells of the Lowers giving way to the scents of flowers and the sight of well-kept gardens in the low light of the moon and stars.
Go in. They have more than they need. You need it better than them, Master.
Will stopped at the voice of the stone. 
He had stolen before, of course. It was a part of the life he led, because when the choice was between stealing and starving, it was easy.
But stealing from here? If caught, they would jail him for years.
“You are encouraging me to do crime,” Will whispered, though he knew no one but the stone could hear him.
They will not catch you. They will not see you. Unless you get greedy, they will never know you were even there.
He could do so much with the money these people threw on needless items, like another statue for their opulent gardens, or maybe new clothes, although they already owned plenty. Will could feed his family.
Nodding to himself, he stepped toward the largest house yet. It was easy enough to slip through the gilded gates protecting the house—mansion, really—beyond, and Will stood staring at the courtyard in front of the house. It spread out, the open space larger than the entire building where Will and his family rented their room. Although it was presently empty, it was big enough to fit several horse-drawn carriages. A large fountain stood in the middle with greenery around it, and Will found the sound of the rippling water calming. He stopped and took a few deep breaths. 
Heart fluttering in his chest like a small bird trying to get out of its cage, Will placed his hand on the door handle.
To his surprise, he found it unlocked. Did they think the gates were enough to keep the low life such as himself out? He glanced from side to side as he slid the door open only enough to slip through. The door made no sound, but Will thought it probably didn’t, regardless of the stone. The rich would not want a creaky door.
Then he stopped, staring at the entrance he found himself in. It was easily ten times his own height to the ceiling, and there was a wide pathway ahead, with two wide staircases curving up on each side, with pillars of marble and gold. Will had never seen such opulence before.
He took a step forward and found a carpet beneath his bare feet, soft and thick. Would his dirty feet leave traces? He lifted one, but the carpet showed no sign of him having stepped on it at all, not even an indent.
People lived like this? It was insane.
It is not the most opulent I have seen, Master.
Will started at the answer from the stone. It was a little creepy how it could read his thoughts.
When you hold me, we are one. You can hear me, and I can hear you.
“Oh,” said Will, and searched for something better to say. What stories did the stone have? How had it ended up in the cave, and where had it been before?
That is a story for another time, Master.
On a side-table, he found a beautifully decorated plate, and on it, an assortment of coins. Not just the bronze coins Will got for his day’s work, but silver—his ma sometimes got those after a week’s worth of work—and even gold. He plucked a gold one and stared at it. The moonlight streaming in through the large windows on each side of the entrance made the gold coin gleam, and it was heavier in Will’s hand than the usual bronze coins. 
He could pay a month’s rent with a single one of these.
Do not get greedy.
No. He wouldn’t get greedy. He would never be able to explain getting his hands on gold. And even if he managed a lie to everyone else, his mother would question him until he broke—and though his ma lived the same life of hunger as he did, she never approved of stealing. 
These people wouldn’t miss a few coins.
Will replaced the gold and picked up three silvers and four bronze coins. They made no sound, even as they touched each other in his hand. Then he slipped out of the mansion with a single glance back at the vastness of the entrance and returned to his own world.


      [image: image-placeholder]As he walked to work the next morning, he was bleary-eyed and aching. The day was proving to be a hot one already, despite the sun barely having risen, and he wore a pouch of water on his belt. 
He had thought about not getting up. Simply staying in bed, sleeping until his body felt better and his knees healed, and then using one of his newly stolen coins to pay for a fresh—fresh!—loaf of bread, and then a few of the other coins, perhaps two or three silver, to rent a larger space for himself and his family. If he needed more coin, all he needed to do was grab the stone and go to the large mansions higher up in the city…
But no.
The stone had warned him against getting greedy. His family and everyone in the Lowers would ask too many questions if he was suddenly rich, so he rolled out of bed and, as quietly as possible, got ready for work before sneaking out. 
As he used the stone to get past the guards, he asked it, “Do you have limits?”
Everything has limits, Master.
“What kind? And is there a price to pay for using you?” The thought had echoed in his mind in the night, because the stone had such great power, and from what Will knew of power, it seemed to corrupt. The people in power—from the ones at the top of the food-chain in the streets, to the ones in the Uppers who used the Lowers like slaves—were hardly ever good.
Tristan had been nice to him yesterday, he reminded himself. Then again, that could be the exception proving the rule.
You cannot use me for too long, the stone said. Too long within the shadows, and you will become one, as almost happened yesterday.
“I would disappear?”
Yes, and no. You would become a shadow, forever in the world, but forever outside it.
Will swallowed. That sounded awful. “So I have to be careful.”
I will warn you if you ever come close again.
“Thanks.” He told himself he would never need the stone to warn him. What if it lied? What if it wanted Will to join the shadows?
I do not, Master. I want adventure with you.
The fields outside the wall looked hazy, a light fog like a blanket over the golden crops. Will showed up with the manager, he pointed in the direction where Will would work for the day and barked quick orders, and then Will was back to work. 
When the sun had risen above the treetops, he stopped for a drink.
“Well, well, taking breaks already?”
Will met Tristan’s gaze. After yesterday, something had shifted between them—exactly what, Will couldn’t say, but it was impossible to save one another’s life and then let the relationship return to what it was before. 
“It’s the first break I’ve taken,” he said evenly, keeping a level stare at Tristan. “I thought you didn’t want me collapsing.”
An unreadable expression flickered across Tristan’s face and then the hard mask with which he usually faced Will returned. Will glanced behind him, noting that Tristan’s cronies had yet to join him this morning.
“You should be working, not just standing around,” Tristan snapped.
Will frowned. His body reacted with the same stress as always when Tristan was near—wanting to flee the situation—yet after the previous day, another spat with Tristan seemed… easy. Will faced a dragon and survived—what was Tristan in comparison? And now Will had the stone, so he had an escape even if Tristan’s henchmen came and started beating him. Hide among the crops, grab the stone, disappear. “I would be, but there is a young Overster Junior apparently requiring my attention.”
Tristan pressed his lips together. “Don’t talk back.”
Will shrugged and did his best to keep his voice steady, even though nervous energy thrummed through his body. “I’m not. I’m merely stating the facts. Sir,” he added, to really point to how respectful he was being, even though he had only ever called Tristan ‘sir’ once before—the first time they met. There had never been a point after that, since Tristan seemed to view it as insolence.
“I should teach you a lesson, street rat,” Tristan hissed.
“Wouldn’t it be pointless to beat me up after you saved me?”
Tristan stared at him as if he’d grown a second head. People must not talk back to him often. Seconds ticked by, and Will glanced around, wondering when Tristan’s father would swoop down on them like a hawk on a mouse. It might not be as easy to slip into the shadows under the scrutiny of the overster as it would be to do while running away from Tristan and his friends.
“Why did you save me?”
Tristan’s voice was suddenly rough, and his brown eyes held a blazing intensity Will hadn’t been on the receiving end of before. 
Will wished he had a simple answer to Tristan’s question, but he didn’t. He didn’t know why he saved Tristan instead of himself. Running away, leaving Tristan behind, that would have been the logical choice—yet he hadn’t.
“I guess even bullies deserve to be saved,” Will said, raising his chin. Before Tristan could spit something at him for calling him a bully, he countered, “And why did you help me? I thought you would be glad to be rid of me.”
“I would,” Tristan replied immediately, and then continued, “But I should be the one to do it, not some dragon.” His words rang false, strangled.
Seconds dragged out while Will stayed quiet, despite the look on Tristan’s face, which screamed for Will to say something, anything. Will’s silence seemed to drive Tristan mad, if his sudden ragged breathing and balled fists were anything to go by. 
In the end, neither one broke the silence—the overster did. Tristan froze at the sound of his father’s voice, but kept his gaze glued to Will for another moment before turning and heading off, his perfectly tailored jacket stretching across his back as he strode away. 






  
  Chapter five
The Basement


Will watched Tristan go for a few seconds before ducking down and, with little consideration, pulled out the stone from his pocket, welcoming the shadows as they engulfed him.  
The surrounding sounds faded to background noise.
You are hidden, Master.
“Thanks,” Will mumbled and hurried after Tristan.
What adventure are we having today? Why are we following the boy? asked the stone.
Just like the day before with the dragon, he could not give a coherent reason to why he was following Tristan, but that he wanted to. Wanted to know more about his tormentor, about his savior, about the boy he saved. 
Want to find out his secrets?
Will flushed, it sounded dirty when the stone said it that way.
Just be careful, you might uncover things you do not want to know.
“Like what, that he likes biting his toenails?” Will asked. What dark secrets could someone from the Uppers—and not just the Uppers, but the very top of the Uppers, right below the king—have?
Tristan walked with long strides, and Will half-ran to catch up. Before long, Tristan came to stand beside his father. Overster Arrington stood even taller than his son, with a short-cut dark beard, short hair, a broad build, and cold, gray eyes. Severe was the best word Will could come up with to describe him, and he wondered if the overster had been part of the military before. 
Will held his breath as he came into the overster’s direct line of sight—but the older man’s gaze did not so much as flicker in Will’s direction.
“Do not run off, boy,” he snapped at his son. “I have told you this before and you know what I think about repeating myself.”
Tristan clenched his jaw and nodded. “Yes, sir.”
“Now get in the carriage and I will deal with you when we get home,” Overster Arrington said. “I don’t know why I even agreed to bring you today.”
Tristan’s gaze flickered out the window, then back to his hands.
Will wondered about Tristan’s presence too—he was usually never present two days in a row. The usual pattern was for Tristan to accompany his father to the field once a week, or even more rarely. The overster himself was not there every day either, but came to oversee the workers when he felt like it, or that was what Will assumed. Perhaps the dragon attack of the day before meant more work for the overster.
Will followed Tristan to the carriage, which was black and sleek and drawn by a dramatic black horse with a long mane and a tail it kept swooshing back and forth. Flies hummed around its eyes, which Will always thought must be annoying.
Tristan climbed into the carriage, and Will hesitated a moment before following, gripping the stone tightly. The inside had a heavy scent of leather mixed with sweat. Will sat in the corner of the back-facing seats, heart skipping a beat as the overster came into the carriage as well—what if he sat on Will? Surely the stone couldn’t keep him hidden then? They would drag him out and beat him to death, and all for what, because he’d been curious about his bully’s charmed life in upper society—
The overster sat down facing his son, not in the seat Will had picked, and Will exhaled soundlessly.
“I do not appreciate you running off, boy,” Overster Arrington said, voice cold as ice.
“Yes, sir.” Tristan kept his gaze glued to the floor, a slight hunch to his shoulders. Will had never seen him in such a submissive state—to him, Tristan had always been the epitome of self-assured grandeur.
“And I do not like raising my voice,” the overster said, though Will thought that was probably a lie, considering all the times Tristan’s father yelled for him to come. 
“Yes, sir.”
“When we get home, you know where to go.” The overster leaned back in his seat. “Now, I want silence for the rest of the trip.”
Tristan merely nodded, hands tightly clasped in his lap.
The journey up Main Street was quiet after that, only the sound of the wheels rolling over cobblestones and distant sounds of the world outside occasionally penetrating the silence. Will took the time to study Tristan—now and then he would fidget with a golden ring on his finger, but then it was as if he would catch himself doing so, and he abruptly stopped, one hand grabbing hold of the other and squeezing until both turned white. Tristan’s father, on the other hand, seemed at ease, his icy gaze watching through the windows, not even once sparing his son a glance.
It was not what Will expected. The way Tristan always threatened to go to his father with the tale of Will’s latest imagined misbehavior, he had believed Tristan to have a close relationship with a father who would do anything for him. 
Not so much.
They arrived at a sprawling mansion, larger even than the one Will visited the night before, and the gates opened for them. A butler opened the door to the carriage, and Tristan’s father stepped out first. Tristan did not make a move until his father had stepped off the last step.
Will followed them, curiosity growing. 
Before the previous night, Will had never even seen the mansions in the upper parts of Gereon, and now he was following behind Tristan into a second lavish home. He tried his best to keep from staring, holding onto the stone for dear life—if caught here, he wouldn’t just be beaten, he would be sentenced to death, and getting caught seemed so much more likely in the daytime despite the shadows dancing across his skin—and following Tristan. 
Tristan turned down a hallway with floors covered with lush carpets and enormous paintings with golden frames on the walls. At the end of the hallway, he turned to a door. Hesitating for a second, he let his hand push down the handle and the door swung open. Tristan stared into the darkness beyond, shooting a glance down the corridor where Will stood but not seeing him, and then, on an exhale, he stepped into the darkness.
A flight of stairs led down to a new corridor, long and narrow and without fancy art on the walls, just bare stone, the scent of earth around them, and then a new door, and Tristan didn’t hesitate this time. There was a fireplace at the other end of the room with a glowing bed of embers, and in the middle of the room stood a single wooden stool, but neither was what drew Will’s attention—the multitude of tools on the walls did. 
Will didn’t have much experience with tools other than those they loaned him to work the fields, and these were certainly not for fields. These were…
At the sound of footsteps down the stairs, Tristan hurried to sit on the stool, head bowed. While Will had stared at the walls, Tristan had undressed so his upper body was bare. Flickers of light from torches on the walls danced across his skin, making it look strangely uneven and discolored.
The overster came into the room. He took off his coat, leaving him in a dark button-down shirt, the cuffs of which he folded back. 
“At some point, you will learn to obey me, boy,” he said in a tone that was almost conversational, though the coldness never disappeared from his voice.
“Yes, sir.”
Will should not be there. The realization was like a bucket of ice down his back, and his heart began pounding loudly in his ears at the sight of the tools on the walls, the way Tristan’s father eyed them, and the submissive hunch to Tristan’s body. This was not why he had come. He came to see the opulence of Tristan’s life, had expected to watch him be coddled and comforted, eating delicious meals Will could only dream of, surrounded by loving family and friends…
Tristan shook.
The crack of a whip brought everything to a stop. 






  
  Chapter six
Dark Secrets


Will looked up and when he moved to see better—he shouldn’t, he shouldn’t, no, he didn’t want to see this—he saw an angry red gash across Tristan’s back.  
His grip on the stone was so tight any other object would have been crushed.
He will not notice you, Master. No need to worry.
As though that was the problem. As if Will was frightened for himself.
Did you not come for his secrets?
Another crack.
Tristan hissed and squeezed his eyes shut.
Not these secrets, no.
Will shouldn’t even care. Tristan bullied him, had his cronies beat him up more times than Will wanted to remember, and even if Tristan’s father did beat him regularly—and it must be so, because who made an entire room to torture someone just once—then it was only what Tristan deserved.
Only, it wasn’t.
Two faults did not make a right.
Tristan beat Will up because of pent-up frustration, anger—pain. Because his father did this regularly. A look at Tristan’s back, beyond the newly formed welts, proved Will’s thoughts, because it wasn’t the light making his skin appear uneven—it was uneven from a multitude of scars crisscrossing all over his back. They covered his back, shoulders, and disappeared beneath the hem of his pants. Some were silvery white, others angry red or even purplish and raised above the rest. There were also not-quite-healed injuries, so it couldn’t have been long since the last time.
“If you cry, you know I will only keep going, boy,” said the overster. 
“Yes, sir,” Tristan ground out.
“Only sissies cry.” Tristan’s father replaced the whip, and took out a poker. “Are you a sissy, boy?”
“No, sir.”
The overster held the poker to the embers until the end of it glowed bright, its edges hot yellow.
Will understood too late what he was about to do, and only as the man placed the burning poker to Tristan’s skin did he turn around—but nothing would keep Tristan’s scream from echoing in his mind until it etched its way into a never-fading memory. The odor of burning flesh filled the space, hitting Will’s nostrils until he had to fight not to throw up.
The overster hung up the poker in its place, grabbed his coat, and left without a word.
As if he had not just maimed his son.
Will gasped for air even though he hadn’t been on the receiving end of the torture. Once the sound of his footsteps up the stairs faded, Will dared to turn around. 
Tristan lay on the ground, curled up in a fetal position, shaking like a leaf. Sweat poured down his forehead and when he turned slightly, Will caught sight of his back. Blood dripped from the welts, but where Tristan’s father had pressed the burning poker, there was only a charred black indent like a grotesque tattoo, and no blood, surrounded by hideously angry red. 
Will wanted to flee, or throw up, or both. He had seen a lot despite his young age, but this… The cruelty shown by someone who was supposed to be family. Will’s father died nearly six years ago, but the memories he had of his father were of a good, kind man, all the way until the moment illness stole him from them. 
Tristan’s father was none of that.
Were all oversters like that? There were six of them, Will knew, serving the king. Were they all monsters?
“Is… is someone there?” 
Tristan’s whispered words abruptly pulled Will back to reality, and his grip on the stone tightened. Could Tristan see him? 
He does not know you are here, and if you do not tell him, he will never know, the stone said in its usual hiss.
Should he show himself to Tristan? What would Tristan do? Would he lash out? There were too many weapons in here, and if someone like Tristan realized an outsider—a street rat, someone so far below him—had watched as his father tortured him, he might snap. 
Although a part of Will wanted to comfort Tristan—and really, where did that come from, because it wasn’t like Tristan ever comforted Will after his friends beat him up—he backed away. The door was still open after Tristan’s father left, and with a hard swallow, Will continued down the corridor. He watched Tristan until he had to turn to go up the stairs—then he bolted up them, back through the corridor, and out of the mansion of horrors. He ran down Main Street until his lungs burned and his mouth tasted of blood, and then he continued at a slower pace down the rest of the street, out the gates, and into the fields, where he let the stone drop into his pocket once more. His hand felt hot and irritated from the way he had squeezed it.
Will kept working as though he had never left.
He wished he hadn’t.

      [image: image-placeholder]Every day, Will waited for Tristan to return to the fields in his father’s company, but the oddness of Tristan showing up two days in a row was obviously just that; a one-off abnormality. A week passed, a week of hard work and sweat running down Will’s back and aching muscles as he returned home at night, but Tristan was nowhere to be seen. Will did not suffer any punches or kicks, because the manager’s sons rarely bothered him if they did not have Tristan there to impress.
At night, he went out into the darkness, surrounded by the shadows of the stone, and picked a new mansion to steal from. No bars of the gates were ever too tight for him to press through when he held onto the stone, and no front door was ever locked. Slipping into the houses, he got used to the magnificence of them, each trying to outdo the others with larger spaces, higher ceilings, enormous chandeliers of glittering glass—or was it something more expensive?—and details of gold and marble. On some occasions, Will explored the mansions more for fun than finding coins. He trusted the stone to keep him safe, and whenever he hesitated, the stone gave a hissed reassurance that it kept him hidden.
A part of him wanted to know more about the stone he had found, but another just enjoyed the freedom.
With his stolen coins, he began buying better food for his family. When his mother woke to the scent of fresh bread the third morning in a row, she gave him a suspicious look. “Where did you get the money for this?” Not only was there bread on their rickety table, but an apple each.
“I got a raise at work,” Will lied easily, because he would not have his ma refuse to eat. Ma deserved this and more—after the life she led, she was the one who deserved to live in a mansion with people taking care of her, not evil men like Tristan’s father.
Tristan’s screams echoed through Will’s mind. He would hear them in his dreams, and while awake.
He thought about returning. Though he had only been to Tristan’s home once, he was certain he could find it again—but then what? Tristan wouldn’t welcome him, and if he entered while hidden by the stone, how was he supposed to explain that? The stone was his secret and would remain so.
Tristan had been alive when Will fled, and there was no reason to think he was anything but fine now. In pain, yes, but… 
But Tristan still lived in a mansion surrounded by beautiful things and people to take care of him. There was no way he ever hungered or had rats creep across his legs when he tried to sleep.
“If you get paid this well, perhaps it is time for Jamie to work too,” his ma said, eyeing the table.
“No!” Will said, the word harsher than any he could remember ever directing at his mother. In a calmer tone, he repeated, “No. He will stay in school. I will take care of us, but he stays in school.”
“He knows how to read and write and count,” his ma said.
“And he will learn more,” Will interrupted her before she got any further. “He’s got a good head on his shoulders, and he stays in school.” He would not have his siblings suffer in the fields as well, especially not now that he had the stone. 
His ma’s blue eyes, the same color as his own, narrowed and as always, it felt as though she saw through him. But he met her gaze squarely, because he would not let her take Jamie out of school. Jamie was ten, had only been in school four years, and they would let him stay there three more if his mother allowed it. After that, it would depend on his grades and their ability to pay.
Life forced Will to leave when he was only slightly older than Jamie’s age, when their father died, but Jamie would not do the same.
Ma nodded. “Very well.”
Will exhaled, relief filling him. He didn’t want the responsibility of keeping food on the table for the family, but it was easier with the stone, and he did not want his brother to suffer the same fate. 
“I’m saving money for us too,” Will said. “I’m going to get us out of here and into something better.”
Again the suspiciousness returned to his ma. “Why would they suddenly give you that much money?” She pressed her lips together. “Are you involved in something illegal? Have you begun dealing?” 
Drugs were a problem on the streets, but Will shook his head. “No, I’m not dealing.” It wasn’t a lie, he just didn’t answer about the illegal part. “It’s okay, ma. Look, I have to get to work. Just… keep Jamie in school. That’s where he should be, and we’ll all be better off in the end.”
He grabbed his water pouch and headed out before his mother could question him further. As soon as he was out of sight from them, he stuck his hand into his pocket and grabbed hold of the stone. He
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