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  Chapter one
Death


No one will ever want you. 
Father’s voice echoed through his head.
Pain and anger mixed within Tristan until he could barely see straight, but Will’s words stopped him.
“I just killed your father to protect you.”
Tristan’s gaze flickered to the body on the floor. His father. His tormentor since he was old enough to make memories.
Dead.
And it hadn’t been his mother who protected him, nor the city guards, or the servants who cleaned his wounds, or anyone else who knew what was going on—it had been Will, thin as bones but with fire in his eyes, who had protected Tristan in the end.
Who rammed Tristan’s father through with a spear.
Will’s hand shook when it came up to run through his blond hair. There was dirt in his hair from his work in the fields, his clothes muddy. “I never thought this was what I was going to see. I thought I’d see you live a life beyond my dreams… eat food I’d never taste. Your bedroom is thrice the size of my family’s apartment, and we’ve moved up the ladder a step.” He paused, swallowing visibly. “I never thought I’d see… this. That you lived a nightmare, rather than a dream.” There was so much emotion in his voice, Tristan barely heard the words. “I wanted to tell you, but I didn’t know how.”
The anger that had flared up drained away, leaving Tristan with only pain. His back hurt like it had a hundred times before, and he knew that every breath for days to come would be torture. Warm blood made its way down, soaking the hem of his pants. A chill spread through him, and he brought his hands up to rub at his bare arms. He felt naked, standing in front of Will in only trousers and bleeding skin, his many ugly scars on display.
Father had always left his face alone, and his hands, because those were difficult to cover up. The rest of his body had been fair game.
Had been.
Would never be again.
Will had made sure of it—scrawny Will with beautiful blue eyes that Tristan wanted to look into forever. But Will had already seen too much, done too much. Tristan would soon collapse again. Will couldn’t be around for that—not again, not after he’d already sat by Tristan’s bedside when he was so weak he barely knew fantasy from reality. Would he ever view Tristan as anything but a weakling, a pitiful boy who failed to stand up to his father? 
Only sissies cry. 
The words swirled around him like black shadows, a ghostly darkness taunting him. 
“Go home, Will,” he said, though the words hurt, because a large part of him still wanted to fall into Will’s embrace, be held by him the way he had been when he collapsed in the field. “Don’t be seen here and I’ll—I’ll take care of things.”
He would make sure no one ever suspected Will of the murder of his father. He would take the fall himself, and then he would pay his way out of the consequences, the way his father had paid everyone off to keep quiet. Tristan had learned from the best in that regard.
“Will I see you again?” Though Will spoke quietly, the words carried in the silent room. Only the crackling of the fire made any sort of noise.
Tristan wanted to say yes—his whole being screamed at him to say yes. But Will knew now—Father had told him about Tristan’s unnatural feelings, and Tristan had no idea if Will liked boys or girls, and even if he did like boys the way he did, what would make him love someone beaten and broken like Tristan? If his father had only had another heir, he would have killed Tristan long ago, because Tristan wasn’t worth it. On top of all that, Tristan had treated Will abysmally for most of the year they had known each other.
He hated himself more and more with every passing second, the memories flashing before his eyes. So much of Will’s blood had been spilled because of Tristan, from the first time the manager’s boys had beaten him, to Father lashing him with the whip.
“I don’t know,” he said finally, because he couldn’t say yes, but he also couldn’t bring himself to say no.
The crestfallen look on Will’s face, the way his shoulders slumped, hurt like one of Father’s whippings. An almost overwhelming urge to gather Will up, kiss him, hold him close, and never let go came over Tristan—but he held back. He needed Will to go, because he wouldn’t let Will watch him fall apart again. 
Then Will straightened with that inner strength Tristan admired so much. “All right. If you want to see me, you know where to find me.”
The fields. Tristan would have to stay away from there. 
Will stared at him as if trying to see through him, reading Tristan’s innermost thoughts. Did he see the longing there, the intense wish to close the gap between them? Or did he only see the scars, the ugliness of Tristan’s body, the proof of his weakness?
“Bye, Tristan.”
Tristan gasped as Will faded from sight. One moment there, his hand going to his pocket, and the next he faded into nothing. Tristan stared at the spot where he’d been. How? Was Will a wizard? 
He remembered vaguely how Will had suddenly shown up in his bedroom when he’d been ill after his father had stabbed him with his latest weapon. Back then, Tristan had thought Will had been a figment of his imagination, a fevered dream, with the concern and care Will showed him. Those calloused fingers combing Tristan’s sweaty hair from his forehead, the other hand gripping Tristan’s. 
Only later, when his mother slipped up and told him about the intruder she’d seen, did Tristan realize it had not been a dream.
Tristan held out his hand, hoping to find Will still there, that he wouldn’t leave so easily—but his hand only met air. Everything within him told him he was now alone with the corpse of his father.
He looked at the man. Half-turned on his side, Tristan could see both ends of the spear that had killed him, and Tristan imagined there was still a look of surprise and confusion on his face, even in death. Shock at the fact that the scrawny street rat had done this to him.
Blood pooled around him, though it had stopped spreading wider.
Worthless blood from a worthless boy. I am ashamed to call you my son.
They had cleaned Tristan’s blood off the floor many, many times—it made some poetic sense that it was now Father’s blood the maids would mop up.
Slowly, each step sending agonizing pain down his back, Tristan left the Room behind. It was simply that to him; the Room. The place where Father took out all of his anger, all of his frustrations, and taught Tristan everything about what a failure he was in every aspect of life, from not learning to read until he was seven, to his shoddy handwriting, to the way he spilled food when he was four, or the way he let his gaze linger too long on other boys. There was always something, although the part about liking boys seemed to have been the worst because the beatings in the last year had intensified to deadly levels.
If not for Will’s nighttime visit, Tristan would not still be alive. There had no fight left in him—but Will had given him some of his fire.
Will.
Who he told to go.
The stairs up to the main floor of the house loomed like an insurmountable mountain before him. When he reached his hand out to grab the railing, the wounds on his back opened up again and fresh, warm blood spilled on the ground. He cried out and sank to his knees as black dots danced before him. He had lost a lot of blood already, and he had been weak before it even started.
A silhouette in the doorway.
People around him. 
“Oh, sweet boy,” said the maid, and together with two others, they got him off the floor and up the stairs, and his tears wouldn’t let up because it hurt so badly, all of it, everything pressing in on him. Even breathing was difficult, his lungs having a hard time expanding because it felt like someone had tied a thick belt around his rib cage, and his heart hammered against it, wanting out. 
“My father,” he whispered, forcing the words out as darkness threatened to overtake him. “He’s dead. I killed him.”
He would not let Will take the fall.
There were shocked gasps around him, then came the questions, but Tristan’s mouth wouldn’t work any longer, and finally, when someone placed wet towels on his back sending a wave of fresh pain crashing over him, he welcomed blackness.







  
  Chapter two
Blame


When he came to, he heard the familiar voice of the family doctor. A part of Tristan hated the doctor, because although the man came with remedies to ease the pain, he was also someone who let the torture continue. 
Like Mother.
None of them are coming to your rescue, because none of them care, Father told him.
Tristan had never blamed the servants for not doing anything—they didn’t have power or status enough to go against an overster. Father would have them, or their families, killed. But the doctor? He preferred fattening his money pouch over spilling the secrets of House Arrington. Over getting his most frequent patient help.
With sudden clarity, Tristan remembered it was no longer a problem. The beating he had taken today—was it today? Or yesterday?—would be the last.
Father was dead.
Will had killed him, defending Tristan, protecting him like no one else ever had.
And Tristan had sent him away.
“The dressings will need to be changed regularly, as usual,” the doctor said. “I’ve left some more pain medication. Be sure to give them to him once in the morning and once in the evening until he’s healed.”
Tristan hated the pain medication and the way they made him lethargic and loopy. They didn’t take the pain away completely either, but left him with a dull ache.
“Of course,” Mother responded, voice soft and concerned.
“He can take an extra dose mid-day these first few days, when the pain is at its worst,” the doctor said. “But there are no new fractures or burns this time, so I expect he will be up and about soon enough.”
It had been a few weeks since the last time his father had broken a bone. His right collarbone still jutted out at an angle that his left one didn’t, and the doctor had shrugged and said there wasn’t much to do about it.
It wasn’t like anyone would notice—there were so many more colorful, uneven scars to stare at, if anyone was allowed to see—but it still ached.
The burn mark Father left on Tristan’s lower back would also be there forever, a charred reminder of his father’s cruelty. The surrounding area was still one no one could touch without him screaming.
“I’ll be back tomorrow,” the doctor said. 
“Thank you,” said Mother. She came to sit next to Tristan, and when she found him awake, she quickly wiped away the tears from her face. “Tristan, my darling boy.”
Tristan had no idea what to say to her. It had gone on so long, this charade where she pretended not to know who caused the many injuries Tristan suffered, and spoke about it as if it really was clumsiness and tripping over his own feet that led to being bedridden for days and sometimes weeks. 
“I doubt I’ll be so clumsy from now on,” Tristan said, proud of himself when he kept his voice steady.
Mother paled, eyes widening. “Tristan…”
“He’s dead,” Tristan said. “I killed him, finally.” The lie fell easily from his lips. 
He wished it was true.
Her hand, with the graceful, long fingers he had inherited, came up to cover her mouth. “Tristan!”
“I did what I had to in order to protect myself,” Tristan went on, despite his mother’s distress. “Kill or be killed, because that is what he would have done to me.”
If only I’d had a second son, I would have snapped your neck. 
He loved his mother, but he also hated her for her failures. Weren’t mothers supposed to protect their young? Or was Tristan really not worth protecting, as father had always claimed? 
Then why had Will done it, repeatedly?
Pulling himself back to the present, he said. “It’s time now to make a few final payments to keep people quiet. Neither of us wants the truth about what he, or I, did to come out. Right?”
“Tristan,” was still the only word she got out, this time barely more than a breath.
“Pay off the chief of the city guard,” Tristan said. “Threaten with whatever dirt father had on him if he doesn’t take the deal. Make the whole thing into a tragic accident. And then make sure that version of things gets to the newspaper.” He paused. “Can you do that, Mother?”
“I…” she began and trailed off. Then, after a moment, she straightened in her chair, and she pressed her jaws together. In her brown eyes, so alike his own—he had inherited too much of her for Father to like it; a son was supposed to look like him, not her—a fire lit. “Yes, Tristan. I will do it.”
He would have done it himself if forced, but he was glad he would not have to. The beating after the King’s Court had nearly been the death of him, and he hadn’t recuperated before father’s final round. Every part of him hurt. The whipping injuries on his back and the barely healed wounds from the trident father had stabbed him with meant he would have to stay propped up on his side in order to rest, and his shoulder already ached from it.
Tristan reached out and took his mother’s hand in his. “We are free now, Mother.”
A faint smile crossed her lips. It had been a long time since he last saw a smile reach her eyes. She leaned forward, kissing his forehead like she had so many times before, and he breathed in the scent of her perfume, lavender and a hint of vanilla. 
“I’m sorry I couldn’t do it for you,” she whispered. “I failed you, over and over. One day, I hope you find it in yourself to forgive me.” 
He squeezed her hand, voice thick as he spoke. “In time.”
A part of him already had, because although he hated her weakness, he also knew that if she had stood up against father, then she would have ended up on the receiving end of his ire. Despite everything, if given a choice, he would take the beating every single time for her.
Her tears spilled down her cheeks and onto his before she pulled back with a last gentle cupping of his cheek in her hand. “Rest, my darling boy.”
She left, and he slept.

      [image: image-placeholder]There was a massive stone bowl of water standing in the middle of the room, with water deep enough to submerge someone’s hands and arms up to and beyond their elbows. Tristan stared at it, because there had never been a bowl before. The surface of the water lay perfectly still. 
“Do not linger, boy,” Father’s voice came from behind him. 
Tristan’s fingers shook as he undid the buttons of his shirt and hung them on the hook on the wall. Then he turned as slowly as he dared toward Father, though he knew what was coming was inevitable. 
“Come here.” 
Tristan walked over to stand where Father pointed, right next to the bowl. In the water’s surface, he saw his own terrified face, and the scars across his chest. 
“I wish you would listen,” Father said. “So I wouldn’t have to do this.” 
Tristan had long since realized the lie in those words. No matter how much he listened, how he strived to do exactly what Father ordered, he always failed. 
Father’s large, warm hand came up to Tristan’s neck, fingers wrapping firmly against his skin and squeezing to the point where Tristan forced himself to hold back a wince. 
Then Father pressed him down with force, giving Tristan no chance to prepare. 
His face crashed into the icy cold water and Tristan’s fear turned into full-fledged panic. Water filled his open mouth and his nostrils, Father’s hand gripping him in place beneath the surface. His throat filled with it and he wanted to take a breath, needed it—
Father pulled him up, and he gasped desperately for air. 
Before he had the chance to recover, Father pushed him down again. 
He flailed. 
His lungs burned, his nostrils burned, even his brain burned. He needed oxygen; he needed to breathe—Father was going to kill him this time—
With a start, he woke, sitting straight up. 
His heart thundered and he gulped down air. 
The night was quiet around him, darkness pressing against him. 
He wasn’t there. He wasn’t fourteen years old and being drowned by Father in the Room. 
Father was dead, he reminded himself. Father was a corpse waiting for burial. 
He collapsed back against the pillows, pain washing through him, but it felt dull and distant compared to the intense memories of nearly drowning. 






  
  Chapter three
Longing


Tristan looked at himself in the mirror. A doublet the color of the midnight sky and adorned with patterns of silver thread clung to him, tailored exactly to his measurements and showing off his broad shoulders. The finely spun silk shirt peeked out beneath the doublet, the pale ivory contrasting with the dark velvet. On his sleeves, intricate patterns were embroidered, complementing the ones on the doublet. Shoes polished enough to see his own reflection in them, dark pants, and a silver belt around his middle finished the look.  
Overster Tristan Arrington. 
Today, the king would officially bestow the title on him. 
Four days had passed since Overster Darren Arrington died unexpectedly and tragically after a fall down the stairs. The papers reported it for a two days, outlining the Arrington family tree and doing a portrait of Tristan without even talking to him, but already, the story had died out in favor of reporting about the fresh engagement between Lady Liadan and Crown Prince Orson. 
Well, it wasn’t like Crown Prince Orson would ever have picked him. Even if the prince wanted to, his role as crown prince of Mannerobes would have forced him to take a wife and produce heirs. The kisses they’d shared over a year earlier, in the darkness behind closed doors, had been no relationship—the prince made that very clear. But it was just was well, because if Orson ever saw what Tristan looked like beneath the careful layers of clothes, he would be disgusted and throw Tristan out. Tristan had pouted about the unfairness of it for a while internally—not externally, for fear of father noticing—until…
Until he saw Will in the fields. 
Dirty and thin, looking like he had never eaten a full meal, but with eyes ablaze with life and stubbornness. He was so unlike the sons of the nobles, with the fierceness and the strength that shone from him. 
And Tristan fell in love so quickly, so hard, it took his breath away. 
At night, he laughed until he cried, behind a tightly closed door and the thick cover drawn to cover every bit of him, because he had fallen in love not only with a boy—which would draw the fury of his father once he noticed—but a boy from the very bottom of society. Tristan did not care about status—perhaps because he had plenty of it and had never seen the point—but he knew Father did. The Lowers, named from the start purely because of their location, had long since become the part of the town where the poorer population gathered.
Girl or boy, a commoner would never be acceptable company according to Father.
I will take it out of you, if it is the last thing I do. 
It turned out to be the last thing he tried, but he had failed. His feelings for Will only grew as he got to know Will, blooming in his chest until he wanted to laugh and cry again. 
He wished Will was there now. For a moment, he allowed himself to imagine Will standing next to him, dressed up in the same sort of fine clothes as Tristan, with his wide, brilliant smile and his blue eyes twinkling. What would the nobility, the king, have said if he showed up with Will on his arm—or maybe he would have been on Will’s arm? He didn’t know how those things worked, but he and Will would have figured it out.
He and Will.
“Will?” he asked the empty room, because Will could go unseen, and what if he was there now, despite it all? 
For a moment, Tristan’s pulse increased—what if Will showed himself? What if he was there? What would Tristan do? Could they move on, find new ground to stand on? 
But no. 
Tristan still had to force himself to walk without wincing with every step, muscles rigid as he fought to keep his expression in check. He was still weak. 
And no matter what, he would forever be undeserving of Will. 
No one will ever want you. 
Will, who was taken by a dragon in Tristan’s place. 
Will, who accepted friendship after everything Tristan had done to him. 
Will, who saved Tristan in every way. 
And what did Tristan do? He yelled at Will, questioning him and accusing him—after Will killed his father to save Tristan yet again. Before all that, he had hurled insults at Will for things Will had no control over, such as his status and lack of money, and the boys wanting to call themselves Tristan’s friends had beaten Will up in Tristan’s name. 
A knock on the door woke him from his reveries. 
“Master Arrington, the carriage is ready.” 
“Thank you,” said Tristan to the butler. 
Game time. 
Mother waited for him in the foyer, in a blue gown matching his doublet. The maid had braided her hair and fastened it atop her head in an elaborate style, and she wore light makeup highlighting her cheekbones and beautiful eyes. 
Was it his imagination, or was there a new light in her eyes? A radiance to her skin? 
When she caught sight of him, she beamed with pride, a smile gracing her lips. What did he do to make her proud? 
You will never amount to anything. 
Father’s words echoed through him. 
“You look like an overster,” his mother said when she came up to him, tears glistening in her eyes. 
He tensed. “Do I look like him?” 
She reached out, her warm palm cupping his cheek. “No, my darling son. You look like a true overster.” 
Warmth bloomed inside at the words, and he found the thickness in his throat impossible to speak around. Instead, he offered his arm to his mother, and they stepped into the carriage. It gleamed in the late summer sun, but as they entered, the smell of leather made Tristan’s stomach churn enough that he thought he would be sick. How many times had he sat there, waiting to arrive home for punishment? 
I will stop the day you stop being a disappointment, boy. 
Mother did not seem disappointed. 
A short while later, the gates to the castle opened for them, and the carriage took them across to the entrance, stopping right outside. The view of the city and the surrounding fields were breathtaking, the faded mountains in the distance. Narrowing his eyes, Tristan thought he saw the tiny shapes of dragons soaring over the Nocny mountains. As long as the dragons kept to their homeland, he wouldn’t care. 
When the dragon attacked in the fields, it was another story. 
The way he had taught himself to freeze and disconnect when overwhelmed with fear was not practical when faced with a dragon, the way it was with Father. 
“Darling, are you coming?” asked his mother, bringing him back to the present. 
He nodded. “Of course, Mother.” 
Mother. Never Ma, or Mama. Father beat it out of him when he was four, explaining with the help of a whip—a smaller one, wrapping around Tristan’s body like a vicious snake—that mama and papa were for babies, not for big boys. 
Could it change, now that father was gone? Or did grown children really not call their parents Mama and Papa? 
The castle was as grand and decked out as ever inside. The king obviously spared no expenses when a new overster or overstess took over after their parent, this time using black and white flowers and heavy white drapes with golden details. It made for a dramatic decor. 
One of King Jarl’s men came up to them, dressed immaculately in the same colors as the decor. 
“Overstess Arrington,” he said, and Tristan glanced at his mother, because it was one of the last times anyone would call her that. After the ceremony, she would be Lady Arrington, the title of overstess reserved for Tristan’s future wife. “You may join the rest in the Great Hall. Lord Arrington, please come with me.” 
Tristan turned to his mother, bent down, and kissed her cheek. “I’ll see you later.” 
The king’s man led him down a side corridor. 






  
  Chapter four
The Ceremony


It had been years since a new overster or overstess was instated, and Tristan had been too young the last time to attend—and once he was old enough to read up on it, he realized it was unlikely he would outlive his father, and hadn’t bothered. In the days since Father’s death, he hadn’t had the energy. As such, he didn’t know what to expect of the ceremony granting him his new title would entail. He knew the system with overster families, the king’s closest men and women, was a several centuries old tradition, so the ceremony had bits that were just as old. 
“Wait in here until the ceremony starts,” the man said, showing Tristan into a large, opulent room decorated mainly in gold. It was an eyesore. Tristan was glad the king’s decorators chose differently for the ceremony, or he would have been forced to suffer through it with a headache on top of all his other pains. 
He sat down on a couch, groaning as his muscles shifted and the barely healed wounds beneath his fine attire stung and pulled. He would have liked to take a pain remedy before the ceremony, but those left him loopy and him being loopy at this event was not an alternative.
What was Will doing at this moment? Most likely, he worked in the fields for the meager coin it offered. Any time Tristan went to the fields in the last year, since he first started accompanying his father, Will had been there. How did he end up in the fields? He’d worked there for years, and he was no older than Tristan, so he must have been young when he started. A child. Did it have to do with the father who died? Will obviously felt a strong sense of responsibility for his siblings, that much was clear even in their brief interactions. 
Tristan should suggest raising the field workers’ salary if the finances allowed. Not just to help Will, but to allow more money to flow into the Lowers.
The door opened, and Tristan turned his head. For a moment, he imagined it was Will sneaking inside, but of course, it wasn’t. 
“Tristan Oddington,” said Lord Liam Garrensor, the son of Overster Garrensor. He wore an elaborate dark suit, his ginger hair falling in gentle locks around his face. Freckles spread out over his nose and sharp cheekbones. If not for the permanent sneer he wore, he would have been handsome. 
Two other young lower nobles accompanied him. All three of them were a few years older than Tristan and none of them ever liked Tristan, though Tristan always tried to stay well out of their way. 
Tristan did not get up, mostly because it would be impossible to do without grunting and groaning. 
“Lord Garrensor,” Tristan said. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” 
“Oh, we only came to congratulate you,” Garrensor said. “New title and all.” 
Tristan suspected they were not happy about his new title—he would outrank them. Garrensor would end up an overster when his father passed, but that was most likely a long way off still. The other two would never rise above lordship. 
Garrensor came to stand behind the couch on which Tristan sat. “My condolences for your father’s sudden passing. I’m sure you are very upset.” 
Tristan refused to turn around—it would hurt too much—and he had nothing to say to the man anyway, so he stayed silent. 
“Let’s hope you don’t meet such an untimely death, Oddington,” Garrensor said, bending down to hiss into Tristan’s ear. His hand landed on Tristan’s shoulder and he squeezed, and it was all Tristan could do, trying to keep the scream of pain back. As it was, he drew ragged breaths between clenched teeth. 
Garrensor laughed, straightening and letting go. “Such a sensitive baby. I barely even touched you.” 
The other two laughed with Garrensor, and Tristan understood what Will must have experienced with Tristan and the manager’s sons. Heavens, what an utter bastard he had been to Will. Why did Will save him from the dragon? If a dragon attacked him and Garrensor, Tristan would leave Garrensor to be eaten. 
“Well, perhaps it’s time to go outside and wait for the festivities,” Garrensor said, sauntering over to the door as if he owned the place. “Don’t go tripping over your feet, Oddington
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