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  Chapter one
Will

The Dragon Attack


It started with a dragon—again. 
Will Park ran, his chest pounding, fear rushing through his veins. 
He was too far away.
Will sprinted across the sun-drenched field, the summer warmth doing nothing to ease the icy grip of fear clutching his heart. The air, heavy with the scent of soil and sweet corn, was jarred by the sharp tang of impending danger as the dragon drew nearer. 
His fingers wrapped around the stone. “Help me get there faster.”
It wasn’t really how the stone worked when it made him intangible, but he always felt lighter when the shadows licked his skin.
He loved the feeling.
Be careful, Master. You are close to the edge.
But Will had to get to Tristan.
Each stride sent a jolt through his body. The thunderous roar of the dragon reverberated in his chest. 
Tristan Arrington, his deep chestnut brown hair a mess, stood still as a statue as the dragon swept ever closer, fingers splayed wide in frozen terror. The dragon’s wingspan seemed endless, its scales glinting in the sunlight, and it cast an ominous shadow across the ground. It was so wrong in the beauty of the summer day, the sun high in the sky and the forest surrounding the fields lush and green.
The dragon was close enough now for Will to make out the yellow of its eyes.
The taste of dust and terror lingered on his tongue, bitter and sharp.
He forced his legs to speed faster down the field. Why had he let Tristan go with the manager on his own? He should have been there—
But Tristan was no baby. He was a grown man with the title of overster, and fully capable of taking care of himself—except in the face of panic. Years of his father’s torture left him with a single coping mechanism when faced with fear: freezing and waiting. But while it worked as well as anything could work when tortured with no route of escape, it did not work when the threat was a dragon.
The dragon’s eyes were locked on Tristan, and it widened its sharp talons to grab him. Each of its teeth glinted in the sunlight, pearly white. Deep in the dragon’s throat, the white of its fire burned. The smell of charred coal surrounded it. 
Almost there.
Almost…
Will threw himself and caught hold of Tristan.
The shadows swept across Tristan’s skin, enveloping him and making him intangible, too. 
Will pulled him down and they ended up a tangled mess of limbs on the ground.
The dragon flew past with a whoosh of air and released a deafening roar. Despite the invisible wall that seemed to come up between him and the world whenever the shadows touched Will, the sound of the dragon was painfully loud. Will could make out the sharp point of each talon, bringing back the chilling memory of being abducted by a dragon and facing certain death. Few lived to tell the tale of being taken by a dragon—now he had cheated two.
Tristan stared up at him. “Will…”
The terror in his eyes was plain to see, and his breath came in short bursts. Despite the tan he had acquired over the first half of the summer, he was pale as a sheet, and his tongue came out to lick at his dry lips. Tristan would never be good under threat—not that anyone who knew what he had been through could blame him.
“You’re all right,” Will said, gulping down air into burning lungs. “I’ve got you.”
“The shadows,” Tristan whispered. “You can’t.”
“I can’t let it go,” Will said, gaze flitting to the sky above. The dragon had swerved and was coming back, and a jet of flames left its mouth as it roared in frustration. The fire immediately grabbed hold of the wheats, and the screams of workers who had fled that way filled the air together with the acrid smell of smoke. The dragon came close again and swept over them, yellow eyes searching the area unsuccessfully.
“It’s too dangerous,” Tristan said. “Please, Will…”
He is correct, Master. It’s a minute left, maybe less…
“Would you rather die?” Will snapped. “That dragon is real, and it’s coming to kill us.”
“The others are just hiding,” Tristan said. “We can do the same. You can let it go.”
“No. I’m not risking you.”
Tristan’s safety would always go before Will’s own.
“Please,” Tristan said. “I can’t lose you.”
“You’re not going to.”
Master, please.
They had fought about it so much lately—and yet Will would not stop. He wanted the release, the simplicity of being hidden among the shadows and standing apart from the world. The shadows never seemed dangerous—rather, they had always helped him. In the chaos of life, the stone offered calm.
The dragon turned again, releasing another stream of fire onto the fields. It hurt deep inside to see, because that was food going up into flames—food that could have satiated the people of the Lowers, now that House Arrington sold so much more of it to the people of Mannerobes, rather than exporting all of it for better profit. 
Tristan’s hand came up to touch Will’s cheek.
But before Tristan’s fingers found his skin, a sharp pain shot through Will. For a moment, he thought the fire had reached them despite being intangible—but it was nothing like being burned. It was something else, like being pierced by a thousand sharp, glinting shards of glass before breaking apart himself into tiny pieces.
He screamed.
The stone dropped from his hand.
Then everything went dark.






  
  Chapter two
Tristan

Gone


One moment, Tristan sat staring at his lover, both of them surrounded by the shadows of the stone, making them intangible. 
The next, Will arched back, mouth wide open in a silent scream.
Darkness enveloped him, twisting and pulling tight.
Terror washed through Tristan.
Then Will was…
Gone.
The shadows pulled back from Tristan, the world around him coming back to its normal color and sound, from the crackle of burning wheat to the blue of the sky that peeked out from the choking plumes of smoke. 
“Will!” Tristan screamed, reaching his hands out but finding only empty air. “No! No, give him back!”
The roar of the dragon flying above was barely loud enough for him to hear through the rushing of his blood in his ears.
When he caught sight of the shadow stone on the ground, black and green and pulsing vaguely, his heart sank.
He knew what had happened, but seeing the stone…
“Give him back,” he repeated.
But the air gave no response, and neither did the stone.
The smell of burning grass and wood filled his nostrils. The sound of someone screaming above had him looking up, and he took in the horrific view of the dragon soaring upward, a man hanging from his sharp talons. Tristan’s heart lurched at the sight—sadness, because the man would die soon, and relief, because it could so easily have been him.
If it hadn’t been for Will, it would have been him—twice over.
Will.
Will, who was gone.
Because of him.
The damned stone lay in the dirt, though not so much as a speck of it defiled its dark, shining surface. 
On a whim, Tristan reached out and grabbed it. The stone was heavy and smooth in his palm and the shadows began creeping up his arms, the sky turning a dull gray-blue and the sounds of shouting men growing distant.
“Where is he?”
But the stone gave no answer—it never did. 
The stone called Will ‘Master’, but it had never said a peep to Tristan, even when he had tried the stone on his own. It belonged to Will—and Will had used it too much. The hours he had spent with it in his hand, gone from the world, had successively made shadows creep up his arms, and while they dissipated in the beginning, they no longer did, just building on top of each other.
“Answer me!” Tristan yelled, furious and filled with fear. Then, weaker, he added, “Please…”
But the word disappeared into the numb silence of the stone, ebbing out into nothing. Tristan reached out, hoping despite what looked like emptiness, that he would find the outline of Will. He could work with invisible—how, he didn’t know, but he was sure he could…
Nothing.
There was nothing there, nothing but empty air.
Where had he gone? 
Numb in both body and mind, Tristan came to his feet and dropped the shadow stone into his pocket. The world returned to normal once more. With the way his heart ached, the colors were too bright, the sounds too loud. 
Will.
He wanted Will.
Will, who must have crossed the entire field to get to him when the dragon came. Their carriage stood on the road, the one that was a continuation of Gereon’s Main Street outside the city wall, and Will had stayed in there while Tristan went off with the manager for some business questions. He often came with, but for today, he had been feeling a little off with a headache, so he had opted for the shade and calmness of the carriage.
Tristan had told him he there was no need for him to come along to the fields at all. 
“You can stay here,” he had said before they left their house. “It’s just a checkup, and the manager is doing fine.”
Will shook his head. “I’ll come with you. The fields aren’t your favorite place.”
“Neither are they yours,” Tristan said. 
Both had bad memories from the fields—Will from six years of working there under less than stellar conditions, and Tristan from nearly dying there. 
“Better then that we do it together,” Will said, and climbed into the carriage with his fingers entwined with Tristan’s.
Tristan hadn’t commented on the shadows creeping over Will’s hand. Will had taken to wearing gloves, to keep people from asking and Tristan from worrying, but it didn’t work. Every time Tristan laid eyes on the gloves, he frowned, knowing what hid beneath. And it wasn’t just his hands—the shadows crept all the way up his arm and shoulder, over his collarbone and up his neck, as well as down onto his stomach, and any time they cuddled in bed or made love, Tristan was forced to look at the darkness.
Worse than the shadows up his neck, they seeped toward his heart. Tristan didn’t know for sure, but his instincts had screamed at him not to let the shadows touch Will’s heart.
Was that what had happened now?
Tristan stumbled toward the carriage. His legs wobbled, all of him trembling after what had transpired in the last few minutes. The manager had taken one look at the dragon and fled, but as usual, Tristan had frozen in the face of danger.
If he had not, Will would never have been forced to run and save him.
It was all his fault.
He fisted his hands, manicured nails digging into the palms of his hands until it stung. Why had he not learned to react differently after the first time a dragon attacked them and Will had to save him? Back then, the dragon ended up stealing Will away, with Tristan unable to so much as shout a protest because his throat had closed up. Yet even after Father’s death, Tristan still had not mastered the skill of responding with anything but freezing when faced with a threat.
Now he could say nothing, because no one knew about the damned stone. They had always thought it best to keep it a secret—if it fell into the wrong hands, it might be used for unimaginable horrors. 
At least, that was Will’s argument.
A small voice in the back of Tristan’s head whispered, Or he just wanted to keep it for himself.
A loud cry echoed across the fields and Tristan looked up to see the dark silhouette of his pet bird: his crystalwing falcon Shade. She soared across the sky, wings splayed wide and glittering in the sunlight. A sense of relief filled Tristan, even though he knew Shade could do nothing about Will being gone.
“Hey girl,” he whispered as she landed on his shoulder.
She gave a loud cry, nothing like what he was used to hearing from her.
“What is it, girl?”
She flapped her wings and shook her head as if trying to tell him something.
His hand on her feathers drew a softer cry from her. “What’s wrong, Shade?”
She stared at him with her dark eyes, and if a bird could look worried, then that was exactly how she looked.
“Will,” Tristan whispered. “Do you know that he’s gone?”
She cooed, closing her eyes and pressing her head to his cheek. 
“How did you know?”
Did she have a connection with the stone? Or with wherever Will had gone? Or was she merely so magical, she felt a disturbance regardless of where it had come from?
Will’s scream echoed through Tristan’s skull. It had been like he was breaking apart, but at least there had been no blood.
Tristan needed to find him.
“How do I get him back?” Tristan asked, perhaps to Shade, or perhaps just to himself—or maybe to the universe at large, for some entity out there to answer him. 
Unsurprisingly, he received no answer.
On numb legs, he kept going toward the carriage. He had trekked this path a hundred times before, most of them with dread at pooling in the pit of his stomach as he neared his father—but then they’d had a bunch of times with no dread at all, when he approached it with Will as company.
Now dread was his companion again. Should he leave? Or should he wait around in the field to see if Will would return? Perhaps the shadows would spit him back out, the whole thing a warning rather than the ultimate punishment.
Deep in his heart, he knew there was no point in waiting. He could wait in the fields until he was old and gray and Will would still not return. Wherever he was, it was up to Tristan to bring him back, and that would require more than waiting around.
He reached the carriage, Shade still on his shoulder. 
“Home, please,” he said to the driver as he climbed inside.
“What about Master Will?” asked the driver.
Tristan turned and stared at the fields stretching out nearly as far as the eye could see. Far away, long after the man-made fields turned into wild ones, they met the Nocny Mountains, faded into nearly nothing by the distance, beyond which Dragondale lay. A faint summer wind drew past, rustling the golden wheats and making them look like waves on an ocean—at least where they were not still burning. The men were doing their best to put the fires out, rushing back and forth with water from the river. They were doing a good job, because the fire was nearly put out already. The air filled with the smell of wet, burning grass.
“He’ll come later,” he said around the thickness in his throat. 
“Yes, Overster Arrington,” said the driver, unconcerned. There was no reason for him to think anything off, other than, perhaps, that Will and Tristan were nigh on inseparable.
Once the door closed after Tristan, the carriage began moving as the horses fell into a trot at his command.
Tristan watched the fields. They were all his, the fields of Gereon—and many others in the kingdom of Mannerobes—having been passed down from generation to generation of Overster Arringtons. He was merely the latest in the line of many. Considering his love for Will, he might be the last one, since they would have obvious problems producing an heir.
It mattered little. The Arrington name was one Tristan would gladly let go into the grave, if only to spite his father. 
But it might not matter at all.
If Will didn’t come back, then Tristan would struggle to keep going. 
It had been so much easier in the last year. Year—an entire year had passed since Will saved Tristan and they ended up tangled in each other’s secrets. 
Nine months since their first kiss.
They were the best months of Tristan’s life, no contest.
He had to get Will back.
They passed the enormous gates into Gereon and continued up Main Street, passing the poor Lowers with the dirty, small streets and cramped houses, the stores with their fronts to Main Street small and filled to the brim with stuff. As the horses pulled them farther up, the spaces between the houses grew larger, the store fronts prettier, until they reached the Uppers, where they were boutiques rather than stores, and the glass panels showing off the exclusive wares inside were clean and clear.
Right before the castle gates, the driver turned left and continued down the long road to the Arrington estate. It was a gorgeous white two-story house with massive windows on both floors, and a gate of gold. The garden was in full bloom as the warmth of summer tugged at every flower and tree.
The gravel creaked beneath the wheels of the carriage, quieting as they came to a stop by the front door.
For a while, he would be able to pretend that Will was just out on an errand, but then they would start asking questions. They; Tristan’s mom, Will’s mom and siblings, Crown Prince Orson and Princess Adela, and perhaps even Liam and Madelyn Garrensor.
He came inside and the butler met him and took his coat. “Would you like anything, Overster Arrington?”
Despite how his gut twisted at the title, Tristan still couldn’t get them to stop calling him that. At least it was less painful these days.
“No, thanks.” Tristan shook his head. “I’m going to the library.”
Perhaps there was something there, among the hundreds of books his family had collected over the years. He had no idea where to start, but if he had to read through every single page in there to get a clue of how to get Will back, he would do it.
“Sweetheart?” 
Tristan stopped at the sound of his mom’s voice. “What?”
He winced, because they did not speak to each other that way—ever since Father died, the feeling at home had grown considerably warmer than before.
She stood on the stairs, brown curls falling down her shoulders and a graceful hand on the railing. Her brow creased in concern at his tone. “What’s wrong, my darling boy?”
With nearly silent steps, she came down, her pretty dress falling down her thin frame. To him, she had always seemed breakable and while nausea rose within at the mere thought of the torture his father had put him through, he was still glad she had never suffered at his hand.
“Will,” Tristan said, voice rough. “He’s—he’s in trouble.”
When she came to stand before him, she only reached his shoulder. She tilted her head up to look at him with her brown eyes, the same shade as his own, what Will had once laughingly called chocolate. 
“You know I love my chocolate,” he’d said, and kissed Tristan soundly. 
Tristan’s lips tingled at the memory, his heart aching.
“What trouble could the sweet boy possibly have gotten into?” his mom asked. 
Tristan swallowed. “Bad stuff.”
She regarded him for a moment. “I’m sure you’ll help him.”
Tristan blinked to keep from crying. “I don’t know how.”
She touched his cheek, and he leaned into the warmth of his palm. “They say that even the darkest night will end, and the sun will rise—but it’s not just waiting for the dawn; it is walking through the night that truly matters.”
“Mom?”
“You two have something,” she said. “Something I have rarely seen. You will get through this too. Whatever he has gotten himself into, you two will find a way out.”
The lump in his throat was thick and painful, and he could only nod, hoping she was right.






  
  Chapter three
Will

Shadows


Will came to with the sensation of a light, languid caress across his skin. His head ached as if he had been bludgeoned over the head with something heavy, and he turned into the touch, letting it soothe him. 
“Tristan,” he mumbled without opening his eyes.
No answer came.
Will opened a bleary eye, expecting to be in bed with Tristan beside him—but there was only darkness. Not the complete kind, where there was no difference between keeping his eyes open and closed, but dark like at dusk, every shape hazy and gray.
And it was not Tristan touching him.
Will sat up abruptly, pulling back with a hiss of fear. Shadows moved around him, drawing back at his movement as if sentient. 
Something skittered away, the sound like metal against metal.
He shuddered.
Squinting at the world around him, he tried to make sense of the shadows and whispers of smoke. As he did, they took shape, becoming a little more solid, forming an uneven ground to stand on and tall, gray wheats around him. 
The fields.
He was still in the fields—but not really.
When he ran to Tristan, it was sunny and warm. Wherever he was now, there was no sun, and when he reached out to touch the wheats, they split into wisps of smoke around his fingers. 
It took no genius to figure out where he was—the shadow stone had spoken about it often enough. 
The shadow world.
This was his punishment for using the stone too much; this was where the last master of the stone had disappeared to.
You are using it too much.
Tristan’s words, said over and over in every fight they’d had over the last several months. Will had always denied it. Now fear shot through him like a spark of lightning, making the hairs on his arms stand at attention. The previous master of the shadow stone had never been seen again, according to the stone.
No one ever comes back from the shadow realm.
Will looked down at his hands, at the dark streaks that had become part of him in the last months. When he’d heard the dragon, he had thrown the glove off to grab the stone, so now his hand was bare and the shadows on display. The dark streaks emanated from the black mark in his palm, and curled and stretched down each finger and up to his wrist, continuing beneath the fabric of his fancy shirt, across his forearm and biceps, up his shoulders…
They had fought about it a lot. 
It was the only thing they fought about. 
At the beginning, when they were still new together, the shadows had only been in his palm, but Tristan had still shied away from them.
“Those shadows saved you,” Will had snapped at one point. “Stop being afraid of them.”
He hated the way Tristan’s eyes shuttered at the words.
Will had reached out to him with the hand that had no shadows at the time, regret immediately filling him. “I’m sorry.” 
Tristan had swallowed, but allowed himself to be pulled closer. “I just… I don’t like them. They can’t be good for you. What if they’re poisoning you?”
“They’re not poisonous.”
“How do you know?”
Will had looked down at their hands. “If I use it too much, the shadows will take me. This is a reminder.”
“Then stop using it.”
“No.”
Frustrated, Tristan had shaken his head so his brown locks fell into his face. “There is absolutely nothing you need it for.”
To that, Will had no answer. Tristan was right; there was no need for it. Anything that could be bought, they had or could get.
Yet the shadow stone offered him something that couldn’t be bought for money. Exactly what, he could not say.
Even when Tristan begged, Will refused to stop. The stone of shadows wanted adventure, and Will wanted to be along for the ride.
Well, he was in for a ride now.
Perhaps forever.
He came to his feet. There was no way of telling if what was beneath him was actually solid ground—when he bent down, all he felt was mist—or if he was floating through the strange space. 
Muffled sounds of the real world made it through to him. Perhaps someone shouting, though it was as though Will was submerged in water, and the person screaming was above the surface.
A world away.
Will searched the shadows for one shaped like Tristan, but Will must have been unconscious—or perhaps in transit between worlds—for a while, because there was no shape even remotely Tristan-shaped. In the shadow realm, he couldn’t see very far, the grays melding together into one.
He headed in the direction he hoped Main Street was. Searching the fields would be an impossible task, but eventually, Tristan would return home and Will would find him there.
Right?
You would become a shadow, forever in the world, but forever outside it.
No. This was not forever.
It couldn’t be.
He needed to get back to Tristan.
Since it was impossible to keep track of time among the shadows, he had no idea how long it took to find his way back to the main road. The carriage was no longer there, so Tristan must have left.
What if time moved differently here? What if hours or days or weeks had passed since the shadows took Will?
What if years had passed?
What if what he saw of the real world was a mirage, not really true at all?
He pushed the anxieties down, collecting them among all the other fears somewhere deep in the recesses of his mind. There was no use focusing on fear—he needed to be solution-oriented. 
Ahead of him, the city towered, though the well-known streets and buildings, usually so solid and familiar, now shifted in and out of existence. Everything seemed to be made of smoke and shadows—almost tangible one moment, fading the next. The gates of Gereon loomed ahead, but they were no hindrance to him; when he got close, they shivered and disappeared, and when they reappeared, he was on the other side. 
The shadows of people milled about inside, the guards and the poor folks of the Lowers, and then there were the rats, cats and dogs scurrying around. They didn’t move in the even pace of the real world; sometimes they sped at impossible speeds, becoming blurs, and then they slowed to a near stand-still, moving so slowly it looked like they were stuck in syrup. A dizzying number of shadows moved this way and that, and Will closed his eyes briefly to keep from getting sick from the watching it. The buzz of market sellers, children hollering, and the clatter of carts in the street only reached him as if through a thick veil, distant and distorted.
He had lived his entire life in the bustling, dirty Lowers, until Tristan brought him out of there. Yet a part of him would forever stay here, a poor boy who began slaving in the fields at age eleven, when his father died. 
There were so many things Tristan and the rest of his new friends in the Uppers took for granted—the food on the table, the cozy, clean beds, the solid walls keeping the winds and rain out. They always had clothes, and those clothes weren’t riddled with holes, and they were warm enough even in the cold of winter. Rats didn’t scurry across their legs in their sleep, and they had no mold in the walls to make them sick.
When they got sick, they could afford doctors.
Anxiety laced through him at the thought of returning to the Lowers now that he was used to the Uppers. Becoming accustomed to the luxurious lifestyle had been easy.
“Will.”
His head snapped up. Mom?
No, she couldn’t be here—she wasn’t in the shadow realm.
“Mom?” he called.
Will turned down left to one of the many dirty, cramped side streets of the Lowers. Men sat in the gutters, not moving even when everyone else sped up around them, and little children searched for food. He hurried down the street. They may be a maze to anyone else, but not to Will—he knew them like the back of his hand. 
“Will, you need to come here.”
Will hurried toward the sound of his mom’s voice. He longed for her, for the security of her embrace, for the normalcy of her smiles. Perhaps she—or a vision of her, or whatever had spoken to him—could hint to him about how to get out of here? Perhaps she had an answer.
But no, she wouldn’t because she wasn’t really here—or was she? Could the shadow realm take those he loved? A fresh wave of fear shot through him at the idea of his family paying for his mistakes.
The world began to solidify around him, and his heart lurched as he recognized the room.






  
  Chapter four
Tristan

A Letter to the Prince


Tristan’s eyes burned with a combination of fatigue and rising terror. Hours in the library and not a single lead—he had not found so much as a mention of the shadow stone.  
The air around him was heavy with the musty scent of old books, an aroma he might have found comforting with its promise of tales untold, but not now. Dust motes danced lazily in the silvers of light that filtered through the high, curtained windows, their slowness grating on Tristan’s nerves as he ran his fingers over the spines of the books, textures ranging from crackled and dry to supple, and yet no matter what the title, there was no hint of a book containing what he needed. 
He pressed the heel of his hand to his eyes. There was no point in crying—tears would solve nothing, just like they had solved nothing in the rest of his life. 
Crying is for sissies.
Father’s words still echoed in his head, though the voice was fainter now. Nine months with Will had made an amazing difference in his ability to ignore the icy voice. 
But what was he supposed to do now? If Will had been here, he would have known what to do, because he always did.
He kept going, each book he pulled out of its place releasing a soft, aged sigh. The silence of the library was profound, broken only by his own quick breathing, so at odds with the serenity of the space.
Finding nothing in the Arrington library was no surprise—his father’s interests had leaned heavily into military strategy, politics, leadership, and world history, and as such, those were the books found in their library. He had also, despite this collection, never been a book lover, preferring instead to spend his time interacting with the world, rather than reading.
Could Tristan ask Overster Liadan about permission to use his library? Overster Liadan was well known for his love for books, with three libraries in his mansion—but Tristan was unsure of how willing Overster Liadan was to invite others. His reception of Tristan as a new overster had been chilly, as if Liadan thought Tristan was too young. He was hardly the only one.
Besides, even if Overster Liadan had never said it out loud in so many words, the look on his face whenever magic came up as a subject in the King’s Councils, told Tristan that he did not like it, making it unlikely for him to own many books on the subject.
His son and Lady Liadan’s older brother—Tristan thought his name was Ever, though it had been years since they spoke—had been the adventurous type, always out to find the next kick. If he had still been around, then Tristan might have gone to him.
But Ever was gone, assumed dead on one of his adventures for years.
So, if not the Liadan library, Tristan could also scour the city library, but he had a hard time believing there would be much of use there—after all, it was open to the public, and a book on a magical stone that could make a person invisible would not be something the king wanted known.
The king.
Orson.
The royal library was not open for everyone—rather, it was by invitation only. Tristan had never been there, because he’d never had the need, but an overster should be allowed access upon asking, right?
His hand trembled as he put pen to paper to formulate a message to Orson. The lettering was nowhere near as neat as it usually was, each letter slanted with a slight tremble. He folded the note and called for his butler. “Please get this message to His Highness Crown Prince Orson as soon as possible.”
While the crown prince was no stickler for rules and probably would have preferred Tristan dropping by without announcing himself first, Tristan could hardly go to the castle and start searching for him. He might be out with his birds, or in a meeting—or even away traveling either for work, or with his boyfriend, Sir Rorik Ironhold.
Tristan hoped not.
Although he had no proof of it, Tristan had the sense in the pit of his stomach that he needed to hurry—yet now he would have to wait. 
He hated waiting. 
The worst waiting, before this, had always been waiting for Father’s torture to begin—such as sitting in the carriage returning from wherever they had been, he and Father, knowing that they were headed to the Room as soon as they reached the house. There were times when Tristan thought that period, as the wheels of the carriage bumped over the uneven ground and the smell of the leather seats surrounded him, was worse than the actual beating.
Torture, he corrected himself.
Will had taught him that what Father did was no mere beating; it was torture. Tristan had many, many scars to show for it, skin that would never again be smooth. 
Then it had been waiting for the inevitable pain.
Now he waited for the unknown.
He wasn’t sure which was worse.
Was there some way to get Will back? There had to be, because these months could not be all the time would have together.
He flipped through the books, skimming the index for any reference to shadows or invisibility. But the books skipped from words like ‘infantry’ to ‘jousting’ and from ‘scribe’ to ‘shrapnel’ and ‘siege’, making no mention of either of the words he searched for, or any other Tristan had come up with.
Should he return to the fields? What if the answer was there, to a question Tristan didn’t know to ask? 
But he had to trust his gut feeling, telling him that the field was merely the place where Will had finally overexerted the stone—not special in and of itself. What he needed was a means to access the shadow realm that was not using the stone—because he did not want to become stranded the same way Will was—and a way to get out of there with Will. 
What sort of torture was Will suffering in the shadow world?
Was he even alive?






  
  Chapter five
Orson

Orson to the Rescue


Orson was in the middle of the dullest meeting he’d ever had the misfortune of attending. The accountant droned on and on about the latest numbers concerning… something, and Orson should probably have listened, but was there really anyone who could take the man’s words in? There wasn’t even the slightest shift in intonation from the man. 
“And if everyone turns to page two-hundred seventy-three, you will see on the third line that…”
Orson glanced to his left and took in his father sitting there, listening intently. The king’s blue eyes showed no distraction, and he sat with in a perfect posture. His graying hair was shorter than Orson’s, and these days, it retained little of the blonde that Orson had inherited. How could he keep his attention on this boredom?
“It is the king’s job to be interested,” his father had told him on more than one occasion. “You need to step up.”
“But it’s so dull,” Orson always protested. 
At least the king no longer threatened with the potion to get Orson ‘under control’.
Orson had asked his younger sister, who was more like their father in her interest in numbers and books, once, “It’s just numbers. Little squiggly things on the paper. Don’t they ever jump around on the page for you? They always do that for me.”
A wrinkle of concern had appeared on Adela’s face as she shook her head with a little laugh. “No, they don’t jump around.”
Orson stalked it up to his general oddness.
Now, as the number gnome kept going, Orson held back a roll of his eyes, and thrummed with his fingers against the tabletop. 
His relationship with his father was not great, but it was a bit less horrible than it had been three months prior, when the king had injected him with a drug to keep him calm and perfect. Orson’s father had yet to apologize for the events, but then Orson expected nothing of the sort—the day the king began apologizing to the people below him, even his son and heir, was the day the sky would come falling down on their heads.
Could he create a diversion to get out of here? Surely it was more than enough for the king to sit through this meeting—why did Orson have to do it, too? There had to be better things to do, adventures out there to be had. Perhaps he could feign illness. Complain of a headache and a sore throat coming on. Father never liked sickness, and he wouldn’t want Orson to sit beside him.
Then again, if Orson pretended to be sick, he could hardly leave the room and go out running, which was what he most wanted to do.
He sighed and sat back in his chair. Why did they not make these chairs comfortable? Did they not realize how much time people would spend in them? Wooden chairs with ramrod straight backs were awful to spend any time in, let alone hours.
One of the doors opened, and a servant walked inside, carrying a folded letter on a plate. With its blue wax seal, it probably came from House Arrington.
The servant came over to him and Orson took the letter. The seal of House Arrington, an ‘A’ surrounded by a circle of blue lines, stared back at him. Orson slid his finger beneath the seal to open it and held the thick paper in his hands. His eyebrows rose as he took in the words.
‘Would you please come see me at your earliest convenience?
Tristan’
Imaginary ants flitted across Orson’s skin, his mind yelling at him to get up and run out of there. Tristan—timid, sweet Tristan—had never, ever asked for Orson to come see him as soon as possible. The notes Orson usually received from him—when he received any at all, since it was usually Orson who instigated messages and not the other way around—were courteous and careful, asking to see him at some point when it fit Orson’s schedule. 
He came to his feet.
“I’m sorry, but I have to go.” 
His father’s chilly blue eyes met his, and for a moment, Orson feared the man would argue—but something had definitely shifted three months earlier, because the king merely gave a curt nod and returned his attention to the droning number cruncher. 
Orson strode out of there. “Saddle my horse, and one for Tobiah,” he ordered as soon as he reached the servant closest. He pulled at his collar. “And get me some clothes that I can move in.”
“Where are we going, boss?” asked Tobiah, Orson’s personal bodyguard. Tobiah was a large man, the kind with muscles on his muscles, and both his brown hair and beard kept practically short. Despite his bulk, he was also Orson’s running partner, and could usually keep up at the sometimes insane pace Orson held as he sprinted down the roads.
“Tristan needs me,” Orson said. “Something must have happened.”
What could have happened? What kind of trouble had Tristan gotten himself into this time? No new assassin, hopefully—and surely, Tristan wouldn’t have time to send a letter if it was a murder attempt. Then again, if he had survived the attempt, he might then write.
But the former Overster Garrensor, now stripped of his title, would spend the rest of his days in a dirty jail cell after being sentenced by the king. Even Orson’s father, with his ability to turn a blind eye to whatever he did not want to see, couldn’t pretend he that the witnesses to Nolan Garrensor nearly strangling Tristan to death were wrong. The guards had, on Tobiah’s orders, dragged Garrensor, literally kicking and screaming about his crimes, past a banquet hall filled with people. 
A servant came with a fresh set of clothes, the kind suited for riding rather than sitting looking regal in dull meetings, and Orson ducked into one of the many rooms to change. It was a relief to get the button-up shirt off, the collar driving him mad with its itching, and he much preferred his well-worn leather boots to the fine, crown prince-appropriate shoes he had worn for the meeting. 
“If it is alarming enough for you to go running out of here, we should bring another two guards,” Tobiah said. 
Orson shook his head. “You’ll be enough. Tristan has his own guards.”
“Boss—”
“No, Toby.”
“Don’t call me that.”
Orson sighed. “I don’t know what kind of situation it is, but I doubt Tristan would ask me to come and not tell me if it was something I needed to bring a bunch of guards for. Okay?”
“Fine,” Tobiah said, though he still did not look happy about it. 
Orson trusted Tobiah with his life—and the man had put his own life on the line for Orson more than once, so it was a well-deserved trust. They were also friends, though it was a bit of a strange friendship, since Orson was Tobiah’s boss and Tobiah had been around since before Orson was a teenager, watching him grow up… but it worked for them. 
They headed out to the courtyard, where two horses awaited them. Orson had always enjoyed horseback riding, and on a warm summer day like this one, it was a pleasure to sit up. He breathed in the smell of the horse and the leather of the saddle, before pressing his heels into the sides of the horse. Orson had several horses that he called his own; this mare, Breeze, was one of his favorites, with her quick legs and fiery demeanor. Tobiah had never been happy that Orson preferred his horses to have such a temper. 
“How am I supposed to protect you from falling on your head when she rears back at the sight of a rabbit?” he had asked once, sour and exasperated.
“Focus on the things you can do something about, old man,” Orson had replied with a hand on Tobiah’s shoulder, sixteen years old and convinced of his own invincibility.
They rode out through the castle gates and soon veered off to the right to get to House Arrington. It was no long journey to make; all the overster residences were situated near the castle, as the wealthiest and most powerful of the Gereon inhabitants, beside the king. To their left, the mountain side sloped down, with the city spreading out all the way down to the city wall. Beyond the city wall, the massive fields made for a beautiful mosaic of yellows and light greens, the wind ruffling the grains, making it look like golden waves of water. 
The day was a beautiful one, with clear blue skies and the sun sending its warming rays onto Orson’s bare forearms. Gereon in summer was a wonder, and Orson took in the sounds of the birds chirping and the greenery. The scent of flowers hung in the air. 
Hurrying down the road at a quick trot, it didn’t take them long to reach the Arrington mansion. Surrounded by a white wall with a tall golden metal gate, the house loomed inside, beyond the courtyard. At the sight of the prince, a guard at the gate opened them and let them through. Orson nodded his thanks to the guard.
He dismounted Breeze before she had even come to a stop and rang the doorbell with a fresh wave of anxiety coursing through his veins. A butler opened, eyebrows rising as he took in Orson.
“Your Highness,” the butler said, bowing. “We did not expect you so soon.”
“Where’s Tristan?”
It seemed calm; there was no flurry of activity in the foyer suggesting anything dangerous had happened. 
“This way, Your Highness.” The butler held out a glove-clad hand to motion him inside. 
Tobiah followed Orson like a bulky shadow. Orson almost snapped at the butler to go faster, but refrained. Most times Orson had come here, Tristan and Will hung out in the glass room—the room with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the garden, with two comfortable couches and a low table, an open hearth, and a thick rug to dig one’s toes into—but this time, the butler led him to the end of the left corridor.
“His Highness Crown Prince Orson,” the butler said to announce him.
At the sound of the butler’s voice, Tristan startled, his brown locks bouncing as he looked up. 
Something was most definitely wrong. 
Tristan was pale as a sheet, with worry written across every feature. He had large brown eyes, but they were not usually wide with fear.
“Orson. You’re here.”
“I got your note.”
Tristan licked his lips. “I didn’t think you’d come so quickly. But thank you.”
Orson cocked his head to the side, taking in Tristan. He sat bent over a book, and there was a slight tremble to his hands as he quickly flipped through the pages in a way that seemed unusually disorderly. Orson had never seen him in such a state, even with the way Tristan had behaved when the old Overster Arrington was still alive—behavior Orson understood much better since seeing Tristan’s scars. “You’ve never asked me to come as soon as possible.”
Tristan swallowed and came to his feet. He was shorter than Orson, and definitely ganglier, even though Tristan had the same broad shoulders as his dead excuse of a father.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, stepping further into the room. It was Tristan’s study, with a whole wall of mahogany bookcases filled to the brim with books, standing behind a desk in the same deep, dark brown. The walls were a dark blue with golden details, heavy drapes on each side of the two tall windows. It was far too dark for it to be a decor Tristan had chosen. 
Tristan’s gaze flitted to Tobiah, who stood in the background with his hands clasped behind his back, as if at attention.
“I need to talk to you alone,” Tristan said in barely more than a whisper.
Orson turned to Tobiah. “Will you wait outside, please?”
Tobiah glanced around the room to judge its safety before nodding. “Call if you need me.”
Orson inclined his head. Tobiah left, and once the door had fallen shut behind him, Orson walked over to Tristan. “What happened?”
“Will is gone.”
“What?” The word left Orson’s mouth like a gut reaction. “What do you mean?”
Will Park, Tristan’s boyfriend, would never leave Tristan. The two were just shy of being glued at the hip, never one appearing without the other. They were the cutest couple in all of Gereon if Orson’s sister Adela was to be believed—Orson always pouted and said that he and his boyfriend, Sir Rorik Ironhold, were the cutest—and there was no way Will would willingly go anywhere without Tristan.
Was he dead? The thought struck Orson with a cold force, but surely Tristan wouldn’t be in his office buried in books if Will was no longer alive.
“I have to tell you a few things for this to make sense,” Tristan said. “You have to promise not to tell anyone.”
If it had been any other situation, with Tristan looking less like his life depended on Orson’s answer, Orson would have made a joke and laughed. However, the intensity in Tristan’s gaze gave him pause, and he nodded. 
“Okay. I won’t tell anyone.”
“Not even Rorik, or Adela.”
What had Tristan and Will gotten into? “Is it something illegal?”
“No.” Tristan shook his head. “It’s just information that shouldn’t get out.”
Orson frowned. “All right.”
Tristan stuck his hand into his pocket and pulled out a blue napkin, which he proceeded to carefully unfold. Inside lay a black, oval stone a fourth the size of Tristan’s palm, with green veins running from one end to the other—and did they pulse slightly? Orson took a step back, unwilling to be close to another strange gemstone after the previous one he had been exposed to nearly drove both him and his then-fiancé mad.
“This is the shadow stone,” Tristan said, voice thick and gaze glued to the gemstone. “Will found it last year in a dragon’s cave.”
Orson watched it with narrowed eyes. “What does it do?”
Tristan answered by picking the stone up with his free hand.
Orson stumbled back as Tristan disappeared. “What—”
Tristan reappeared, dropping the stone back in the cloth as if it burned him, and he wrapped it up and let it slip back into his pocket with trembling fingers.
“It makes the user invisible,” he said. “Or intangible, that’s what Will says the stone calls it.”
“The stone calls it?” Orson echoed, shock making his voice waver. “Does it talk?”
Tristan nodded. “He says it does. Only to him, though; I’ve never heard it. But he says it calls him ‘master’.”
“So it was him who killed the assassin when he held a knife to my throat,” Orson mumbled. He had been certain that it was Will who suddenly appeared and disappeared—and despite it feeling like he was crazy, he had actually been right.
Tristan nodded. “I needed help, so he… solved the situation.”
Orson swallowed. “He killed a man.”
Tristan regarded him in silence. There was something uncomfortable there in Tristan’s brown eyes, but Orson couldn’t decipher it. The assassin would have killed Orson, and Tristan might have died too if he didn’t get help, so Tristan could hardly blame Will for his actions, could he? But with the power of invisibility, could Will have done it some other way? 
Silence spread for a few long moments, Orson searching for words. Of course, he knew about magic—if nothing else, there had been two magical attacks on the city a few years prior—but humans hardly ever had magic. The few who did left Gereon, becoming lonesome mages and wicked witches.
Should he be angry that Tristan and Will had kept the stone from him?
You know, you may be the crown prince, but that doesn’t mean you’re privy to your subjects’ every secret.
No. Not everything was for him to know. He could never demand they tell him every detail of their lives, even major things like a magical stone with awesome powers.
Perhaps especially that.
Imagine the horrors a king could do with a stone like that.
But he needed to focus—Will was gone, Tristan had said.
“Where is he now?” he finally asked.
Tristan met his gaze, fear filling his eyes. “I think the shadows took him to the shadow land.”
The shadow land. 
Somewhere deep in his mind, it sounded familiar.
Tristan blew out a shuddering breath. “You remember we were fighting during the Avian Tournament?”
“How could I forget?” Tristan and Will never fought, so hearing them yell at each other was as jarring as when he was little and heard his parents do the same.
“We fought about his use of the stone,” Tristan said. “It’s the only thing we’ve ever argued over. I thought it was dangerous, but he kept using it.”
“What for?”
Tristan shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. We have everything we need. It was one thing when he was still poor and needed it for… things, but now? We can buy whatever we want.”
Had Will used it for stealing? Most likely when he still lived in the Lowers, but hardly these days.
But Orson had no trouble seeing the appeal of continuing to use the stone—being invisible, what an experience! Going unseen among the nobles, listening in to their conversations and learning everyone’s secrets—it certainly had its draw.
However, it pointing that out now would be no help.
“When he used the stone, he got these shadows that etched themselves onto his skin,” Tristan continued. “At the beginning, they faded when he didn’t use it for a while, but after a while, they were just there, and they kept taking more space. I—I think he might have used the stone more than he told me, and that was why they didn’t recede.” Tristan rubbed a hand over his face. “I shouldn’t have yelled at him about it. Perhaps if I’d been more… I don’t know, understanding maybe? I should have listened to him.”
Orson reached out and placed a light hand on Tristan’s shoulder. “You were worried about him. No one will fault you for that.” 
When Tristan looked up again, there were tears glistening in his eyes. “Now I think the shadows have taken him.”
Orson let his hand drop. “To the shadow land.”
Tristan nodded. “He once said that if he used it too much, the shadows would take him.”
“Then let’s get him back.”
“I don’t know how.” He made a motion toward the books on the desk. “I’ve been trying to find something about the shadow stone, or the shadow land, but I haven’t found anything.” He paused. “I thought the royal library might have something.”
So that was why Tristan called so urgently for Orson. “And you want access.”
Tristan nodded. “Do you think—”
“Of course,” Orson said. “Oversters are welcome to the royal library anytime.”
Tristan gave him a shy look. “Will you help me? I know you hate books, but I need help and I—I trust you. Please?”
The softness of Tristan’s voice should not make Orson warm inside, nor should the words about him trusting Orson. Perhaps Orson should question Tristan’s sanity in trusting someone like Orson.
“Of course I’ll help you,” he said. “Come on, let’s go.”






  
  Chapter six
Tristan

The Royal Library


Tristan had never been to the royal library. It took up the entire west wing of the castle, with two stories of books. The marble floors gleamed as sunlight from the setting sun streamed in through the large windows on the opposite side. There was a large space in the middle with armchairs for reading, and then the bookcases filled with books spread out on either side. There was a hint of mint in the air, but the underlying scent was that of old books, musty and dusty tomes that were rarely, if ever, opened. 
“All right, this isn’t a place I spend much time in,” Orson said. “But Adela tells me it’s all sorted according to subject, and then organized from A to Z by the last name of the author.”
Tristan gave him a faintly amused look. “You know that’s how they sort most libraries, right?”
Orson shrugged. “How would I know? This place makes me shudder.”
Tristan was glad for the lightness of Orson’s tone—not much felt light at the moment. Orson obviously realized the urgency of the situation, or they would not have raced to the castle as they had—Tristan had even ridden horseback, something he hardly ever did because it hurt too much—but he also did what he could, consciously or subconsciously, to keep Tristan from breaking apart.
What was Will doing right now? What horrors did he face in the shadow world? Were there monsters there? 
“Can I help you, Your Highness?” 
The gravelly voice made Tristan jump, and Orson was obviously unprepared too, with how he startled. Behind them, an old man that only reached Tristan’s chest stood. He had thin-rimmed glasses perched on his nose, though he didn’t look through the glasses as he peered up at Tristan and Orson with a raised eyebrow.
“Haven’t seen you here in years, Your Highness,” the librarian said. 
Orson gave him a faint smile. “No, I try to avoid this place.”
The librarian gave him a piercing look. “The books are grateful.”
Orson snorted.
“Hi,” Tristan said. “I’m Overster Tristan Arrington.”
The librarian looked him up and down. “You look like your father.”
Tristan winced. A flash of pain crossed his back, as if he had been struck by a whip, at the mere mention of Father.
“We’re looking for books on magic,” he said, keeping his voice steady. “Magical stones, more specifically.”
The librarian glanced at Orson. “I heard about the debacle with Lady Liadan. Is that why you’re here?”
The Obsidian Onyx, the stone that had turned Lady Liadan from a sweet girl to a raging horror who had told an entire banquet hall full of people about all of Orson’s weaknesses. Tristan had not been there when she did her awful monologue—he had been busy nearly being strangled to death by Nolan Garrensor—but the entire nobility had gossiped about it afterwards. Tristan stole a glance at Orson, finding him a shade or two paler than a minute earlier.
“Yes,” Orson said, voice tight. “That’s what we want to know more about.”
“Follow me.”
The little man set off at an unexpectedly quick pace down one of the many rows of bookcases. Tristan and Orson, with Orson’s bodyguard behind them, followed, their boots echoing against the marble floor. It was shiny enough for Tristan to see the outline of his own reflection. On each side of them, the book cases reached toward the ceiling, filled to the brim with books. 
“Here you are,” the librarian said after two more turns. “This side is potions and artifacts, while this side is magical theory and elemental magic. I suggest you start your search in the artifacts section.”
“Thank you,” Tristan said. 
The librarian nodded and left, his steps barely audible, as though he had learned how to move across the floor without a sound. 
Orson did not appear to look forward to the task ahead. 
“You don’t have to stay if you don’t want,” Tristan said. He would prefer the company, and two pairs of eyes searching for information would go through twice as many books in the same amount of time, but he neither could nor wanted to force Orson. “I’m sure you have more important things to do.”
Orson glanced at Tobiah. They had not told him about the stone, or why they had hurried back to the castle as if the ground were on fire. The cover story about the Obsidian Onyx was good enough for the librarian, but it would hardly fool Tobiah—after all, why would Tristan need to start investigating the Obsidian Onyx three months after it all went down? And without Rorik, who was the best they knew at everything gem-related?
“I’m helping you get him back,” Orson said. “It’s what friends do.” 
“If you tell me what I’m looking for, I could help,” Tobiah offered.
Tristan turned to him. He was a massive man, a head taller than Tristan—standing beside him, Tristan felt like he was ten years old again. But he had kind eyes and Tristan knew the man had taken care of him twice when the assassins tried to kill Tristan; Tobiah had carried him off when he’d been poisoned and nearly unconscious, and again after he had taken a knife to the gut.
Orson trusted him.
He swallowed. “We’re searching for anything to do with shadows. If you find anything on the subject, tell me.” 
Tobiah sent Orson a questioning glance, and Orson nodded. Tobiah shrugged and pulled out a book, taking a seat at a nearby table, where he could still watch over Orson.
Orson turned to Tristan and said quietly, “I just have to ask: what about bringing Adela in? She loves books and is great at finding information. She knows all these things I probably should, but don’t.”
Tristan worried his lower lip with his teeth. “I don’t think we should tell more people than absolutely necessary.”
“It might be necessary.”
“I just don’t want it to get out,” Tristan whispered, keeping his voice low enough to hopefully keep Tobiah from overhearing. “I didn’t like the way Will used it, but his reasons for keeping it secret were fair. What if it fell into the wrong hands? It could do so much damage.”
“I realize that,” Orson said. “But I trust Adela, just like I trust Tobiah.”
“I’ll think about it.”
Orson nodded and pulled a massive book named ‘Facts on Artifacts’ out and blew a layer of dust off it. “This seems to be calling my name.”
Tristan gave a soft snort. “Who knows, you may turn into a booklover yet.”
“That, I strongly doubt.”






  
  Chapter seven
Will

Dad


Will knew this place. 
Once, he had lived here.
The apartment they lived in when he was much younger. Before his dad died, they’d had enough money to pay for a three-room apartment a little further up in the city, and it had been a clean and warm place. They still had very little, but there was enough food on the table for the children to eat two meals most days. Yes, they still went hungry sometimes, but not nearly the way it was after…
After this.
Will’s heart sank at the scene before him. 
His mom sat on a chair beside the bed she shared with her husband, Will’s father. Will’s dad lay on the bed, his face gray and brow sweaty. Despite the flames licking the wood in the hearth, Will’s dad shook with the fever wrecking his body. Will had inherited his father’s unruly blond hair, but here, his father’s was plastered to his forehead. 
His mother had a hand on her swollen belly. Therein grew Alva, born mere weeks later, a child who never met her dad.
Will wanted to shut his eyes and avoid taking the scene in—yet at the same time, he couldn’t help but watch. This was his dad. Alive. Deathly ill, but not yet dead.
Could he talk to his father again?
The answer came a moment later, when his own younger self came into the room and passed straight through Will, his younger self’s body turning into shadows and then becoming whole again. It was unsettling to watch.
Will was still caught in the shadow realm, and this was only a memory.
“Dad,” younger Will said, voice thick. “Mom, I brought you some tea.”
“Thank you, my dear,” his mother said, giving him a bleak smile. Her eyes were filled with worry, her hands tightly clasped on her belly. Will stared at her, taking in her younger face and the hair that had not yet begun to turn gray. She had aged so much since her husband died, the lines on her face deepening as she lost weight, grief and fear overtaking her.
“Dad?” younger Will asked. “Do you want some?”
“Will,” his father mumbled, reaching up a shaking hand. He coughed. “My boy.”
Will held out his hand, wanting to touch his father one more time, but it was his younger self who took it instead. 
“I’ll leave you for a moment,” his mother whispered, her voice so thin it barely carried. “But I’ll just be in the next room.”
“Will, come here,” his father mumbled. 
Younger Will sat down on the side of the bed, and it creaked. Will remembered the mattress was soft. They’d had to sell it after his dad’s death—they had sold almost everything they owned to get by. 
The fire in the hearth crackled, the smell of smoke strong enough to tickle Will’s nose. It was stiflingly warm in the room. 
His heart clenched, because he knew what was coming next. The words had burned themselves into his mind, had become what he lived by.
“I need you to take care of them now,” his father said. 
“But—what do you mean?” Younger Will’s voice broke.
“When I’m gone,” his dad said. “I need you to be the man of the house. The one who takes care of them.”
Younger Will shook his head. “You’re not going to die, Dad.” He was angular, on his way into his teens, and thin and gangly. His hair hadn’t changed much since then; it was the same dirty blond mess then as it was now.
His dad cupped his cheek. Dad’s hand had been so warm, and Will could see the fever in his bloodshot eyes. “We don’t have the money for the medicine.”
“I’ll sell my things,” younger Will offered immediately, no hesitation. “I’ll sell everything. Please.”
Dad shook his head. “It won’t be enough, my boy. It’s too late.”
Younger Will sniffled, and Will’s eyes burned with tears. He didn’t want to watch this. He had already lived it—wasn’t that enough? Why would the shadow world make him watch it again? 
His heart ached. If they’d only had the money, then his father would have stood a chance—instead, he had passed on mere hours after this conversation. Would the shadow world force him to watch it again? To stand here as his dad drew his last, shuddering, uneven breaths, before the final exhale and the impossible silence that followed?
Dad had only been just past thirty years old when he died. If they’d been part of the Uppers, would he have lived? If Will had known Tristan then?
“I’m so proud of you, William,” his dad said, bringing Will back to the conversation before him. “You are a strong boy, and you will do good things with your life. Don’t let this crush you. Your mother and siblings are going to need your strength.”
Will watched as his younger self nodded, swallowing hard. This was the moment Will grew up, becoming an adult far too early. His younger self squared his shoulders and seemed to age before Will’s eyes, though he was still the same scrawny kid as a moment before.
“I promise, Dad,” younger Will said, his voice somber and heavy. “I promise I’ll take care of them.”
After that day, Will had never returned to school. Instead, two days later, he had dressed for work and headed down to the fields. The guards at the city gates laughed at him when he said he was going out to find work.
“What, with those sticks for arms? You’ll die out there,” guffawed one guard, and the others laughed with him. 
He had glared at them, but it only made them laugh harder.
Well, he hadn’t died.
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